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Introduction

I have loved magic since childhood. And I know I’m not alone.

Many of us have vivid memories of watching Cinderella, sitting in ashes, sad and in disarray. She never had fun and always worked hard. Even so, she was powerless to improve her condition. (Sounded like me when I looked around my messy house.)

But then we rejoiced when she found the prince who whisked her off to a beautiful castle, where she never had to turn her hand to work again. Wow! Can’t beat that!

And who brought about the wonderful transformation? Why, the fairy godmother, of course!

For years I waited for my fairy godmother to show up, wave her magic wand over me, and magically change my mess into glorious order, my frustration into joy.

It never happened. The fairy godmother never came to my house. Nor did the elves who worked for the shoemaker while he slept. Nor did the prince, with the reviving kiss, or any of those other magic, fairy-tale people on whom I had subliminally pinned my hopes.

Then I learned where the magic really is—and it changed my life.

In this book I share with you the organizing basics I learned after long ignoring them, waiting for outside help. The information in each chapter contains a little magic dust. Rightly used, you will find your house being slowly—but surely!— changed into the neat, orderly, elegant, comfortable castle of your dreams. And you will be the princess, more relaxed and unhurried, finally able to enjoy your domain.

But you must wave the wand. You must sprinkle the magic dust. Don’t worry—I’ll tell you how, step-by-step, walking you through the transformation that will change your life.

Here’s your part: Read each chapter carefully. Zero in on how each can help you improve your situation. Note the steps you need to take to create the solutions that apply to you. Then start waving that wand, your treasure trove of solutions. And watch. The magic will come.

Often in fairy tales, like those about Snow White or Sleeping Beauty, a kiss awakens the princess to her new life. So it is with us.

As you follow the hints, tips, suggestions, and encouragements in these pages, always remember to apply them using the magical kiss of organization:

Say it to yourself, when you’re tempted to make things more complicated than they need to be. Whisper it again and again. It’s an endless source of organizing magic.

Focus on the few changes that work well for you and do those consistently. You’ll be surprised at the change that happens. Now get ready for an enchanting journey with me. Our coach awaits …



How to Use This Book

A few useful ideas rightly applied can make a significant change in your life. But it is easy to lose track of them. They tend to drift away unless nailed down on the spot as you read. Here are some suggestions on how to hold on to those ideas that relate to your interests and needs.



1. Underline and write notes in the margin when you see or get an interesting idea. (Unless, of course, this is a borrowed book.)

2. Mark important places you want to remember with a small annotated sticky note so you can find it again easily. This works better than turning down corners.

3. Immediately do the easy step that will make a significant improvement in your life, like calling the phone number that will take you off the calling list of telemarketers.

4. Commit to long-term change where you see the need, such as working to change one bad habit or unproductive behavior. Work on one at a time.

5. Keep a running list of things you need to buy on a sticky note attached to the book so it won’t get lost while you read. You can then easily take the note to the store later.

6. Write a to-do list in the back of the book (projects and such) as action ideas occur to you.



Day 1

Ready, Set, Go!

When I was younger, I embraced many ideas I gleaned from tip books—even the ones that weren’t very good. Why? I thought the “expert” who wrote the book was smarter than I was and surely wouldn’t lead me wrong. But if I had stuck with all those suggestions, you’d see the following when visiting my house:



• Salmon poached in the dishwasher. It may work, but is it really a good idea to go that quirky route? (Unless your stove is out of order, of course, in which case using this method might make you look like a genius.)

• Nail polish and pantyhose stored in the fridge. They’ll keep “fresh” longer there, but do we really want to dress out of our appliances?

• Homemade soap-on-a-rope, created with soap slivers stuffed into the toes of pantyhose.

• Onions kept fresh by suspending them in legs of pantyhose straddling a door.

• Still more discarded pantyhose, recycled as pillow stuffing. (Pantyhose, for some reason, seemed the solution to nearly any household problem.)

I Wised Up

It took me some time to wise up a tad. Now I’ve learned to avoid introducing things into my life that are far out of the pattern that already exists. If a new idea is not easy to incorporate and easy to follow as a regular part of my life, I reject it. What a relief to have finally found that I don’t have to integrate all great ideas into my life—I need only the ones that will make my life easier.

Smart Thinking!

How you think affects how organized you are—and how organized you will become.Try reprogramming yourself to become more organized by meditating for a few minutes daily on these positive statements:



1. I am too smart to create a mess. Therefore, I put things where they belong immediately after using them.

2. I am too smart to let the kids make a mess.Therefore, I spend the time and energy to train them to keep things orderly.

3. I am too smart to do everything myself.Therefore, I create a team of family, friends, and hired help to call on when I need assistance.

Organizing is not nearly as important as many other things in life. But what it delivers often is priceless.

Sandra Felton,
The Organizer Lady

In this book you’ll find many suggestions, strategies, and tips. Employing well-chosen tips will free up your life—now and for years to come. Happily embrace those.

A few you’ll try now and perhaps abandon later. But don’t cheat yourself by not trying at least a few new things, even if you’re not sure they’ll work for you. Some of the ideas I thought originally were the poorest, like grouping my clothes in the closet according to category and color, have proven to be lifelong time-savers. Had I not tried them, despite my doubt, I never would have known!

Sometimes you will see what seem to be contradictions. This is often true with words of advice. Tradition tells us that you can’t tell a book by its cover. Yet we’re also admonished that first impressions are the most important. We’re told to look before you leap. But we’re also warned that he who hesitates is lost. Which of the truths in each pair is correct? Both are—but they apply in different circumstances. For instance, sometimes you should be impatient with clutter and take bold steps to move forward. At other times you need to be patient when it comes to moving forward, even when you become discouraged with how slow the improvement seems.

Never fear. I’ll help you sort out how to tell the difference.

I define organizing as doing something smart—proactively— to make life easier and more productive. That may include setting up an organizational plan such as the Messies Anonymous Flipper, found at www.messies.com. Perhaps it’s making a chore chart for your children. It may be clearing out the house, so there isn’t as much to dust. It may be giving up some less important responsibilities, so you can narrow your focus on more significant areas of your life.

If you follow appropriate tips in this book, your organizational life will improve significantly.

What Do Tips Have to Do with It?

The purpose of this book is not to ratchet up the details of your life a notch or two. It’s not designed to help you fly higher and longer, to be more of a hardworking perfectionist. You’re probably already expending most of your time and energy and don’t want to expend any more.

This book will help you work less and still accomplish your aims—maybe even better than before and certainly more efficiently. As you read, you’ll see tips that will work for you, helping you simplify what you do and how you do it. These tips are proven strategies for getting and staying organized.

Some tips require time and energy—for you, they may take more effort than they’re worth. You may have already tried and rejected some of my suggestions. But keep an open mind. You may decide that tips you once knew and have forgotten, or had earlier rejected, may be useful to you now.

Does this book cover all of the tips and strategies you will ever need? Unlikely. But I can promise you this: if you follow appropriate tips in this book, your organizational life will improve significantly. You will be amazed.

When you choose the behavior, you choose the consequences.

So how do you know when to use a tip? Listen to your instincts and your emotions.

Some tips will meet an immediate need. Some will provide a great solution for the future. Ignore the ones that will never be useful for you. Each tip is designed to help you find order and beauty in your life. And like tools, they require intelligent handling to work well.

There are no shortcuts to any place worth going.

Beverly Sills, opera singer

Your education won’t stop here. I warmly invite you to join us daily at www.messies.com. It will provide a springboard into a whole ocean of help from people struggling with, and overcoming, the same problems you’re facing.

Forty Days to Fabulous

There are forty chapters in this book, all designed to help you radically improve your life in forty days—just maybe not consecutively. What I mean is this: to make this book work for you, you need to pace yourself. You may be tempted to race ahead, reading more than one chapter a day. But that won’t give you the time you need to really put the tips in place.

I’m not suggesting you drag your feet. But we’re aiming for big changes. Some chapters involve simply learning to see solutions in a new way. With those your progress will likely be immediate. But the solutions in other chapters may take some time to set up. Don’t feel as though you’ve failed if you halt for a day or two and take time to fully implement tips from those chapters before moving on to the next.

Above all, know that you’re not alone. I’m still smoothing out the rough spots that crop up in my own life, even after being known for decades as The Organizer Lady.

So, welcome! I’m so glad to have you coming along with me on this journey.



Day 2

Envision Your Goals

It’s time to get excited about what your house can be. Frustration may have started you on the road to change, but excitement will take you even farther than you ever dreamed you could go.

Bring That Dream into Focus

You can’t go in your everyday life where you haven’t gone in your dreams. When you start daydreaming in detail, it becomes planning.

I want peace. I want to see if somewhere there isn’t something left in life of charm and grace.

Rhett Butler, in the movie,
 Gone with the Wind
You can stimulate your dreaming by looking around at the lives of friends you admire, the ones who really seem to have their act together. Think back on how Mom did things, if that’s the life you want for yourself. Read decorating magazines. Visit model homes or open houses. See, feel, smell what you want your house to be.

You can stimulate your dreaming by looking around at the lives of friends who really seem to have their act together.
Read over the statements below and spend a moment thinking about each. Check those that apply to you. You may even have your own to add.



__ I want to be happy when I step into my house.

__ I want my home to reflect my personality and my style.

__ I want my home to be a good launching pad for my family and me.

__ I want to be free from the stress that clutter causes.

__ I want to use my house to meet the needs of others.

__ I want to be able to find things easily.

__ I want to spend less time struggling to stay organized.

__ I want my house to be beautiful.

__ I want a place to train my kids to be responsible, organized adults.

__ I want __________________________________________.

__ I want __________________________________________.

The Big One

It is your pleasure, your privilege, your high calling, to set goals, to envision a dream. Make it a big one. The Big One.

Nothing short of bold vision will be enough to propel you to create the home you envision for your family and to maintain it that way in the years to come. Let me say for you what you may not have the boldness to say for yourself: “I want a house that is beautiful, clean, even shining. I want it to be neat and tidy and stay neat and tidy. I want to welcome unexpected guests with joy, because I can bless them with the atmosphere of my home, and I can meet their needs there. Houseguests will share themselves with us, and we with them, in the comfort of our house.

This book is about defining your dream and setting a pace to pursue it.

“I want … no, I need a house that is easy to live in. It supports me in what I do because things are easy to find and easy to get to. I don’t have to struggle to move forward in my projects in this house.

“My family is proud of our home—so proud that they want to be part of keeping it clean and in order. Their friends are welcomed, and they enjoy what we have to offer them here.

“My habits and their habits keep the house nice—consistently— not perfectly but consistently. I want to feel in control of my belongings, papers, and finances, so that area of my life does not become chaotic, frustrating, and even scary. I work smoothly—without wearing myself out in this quest—because I have developed a system that works.

“The words dignity, serenity, and harmony are not strangers in my house. Is it dusty from time to time, or are there things out of place? Perhaps. But never so much that the integrity of what I, or we, have created is lost.

“This is not just a house. I will not be satisfied until I have fully created a true home, with all that word embodies. I know that specific strategies, tips, and steps toward order are important, because they are the nails that hold together the boards of this dream.”

This book is about defining your dream and setting a pace to pursue it.

What is the allure of marathons? There are many, I’m sure. But for most, I think, it’s the challenge of doing something you thought you could never do. When you do it, what a thrill!

Order is the shape upon which beauty depends.

Pearl S. Buck,
author and winner of the
Pulitzer Prize and Nobel Prize

This book will help you make a commitment to your dream, challenge yourself to new heights, and upgrade your house and life in a way that may seem impossible now. Take it day by day, slowly and steadily. You will be thrilled when you cross the finish line of your desires.

Do Just a Little Better

I won’t bore you with the cliché of a journey beginning with just one step, though I’m tempted to do so, because it’s so true—especially in this context. In housekeeping, truly, just a few little changes can make a huge difference.

Often careless or casual habits just need to be upgraded a little bit. Usually the difference between good and great is just a little more effort, just one more step.

If you find yourself being too relaxed about something, simply decide to ratchet up your effort a notch next time. Then make that upgrade a habit.

Below is one example of something we all do—buy a new multipack of toilet paper. The question is, what do we do with it? This is a task we handle at different levels of organization. Take the famous Felton Toilet Paper Test. Which level are you on?



• Leave it in the car until needed (or nearly needed, I trust!).

• Bring in the package and drop it in the kitchen or by the back door.

• Put the still-wrapped package in a bathroom.

• Remove the rolls from the package and put them all in one bathroom.

• Distribute toilet paper to all bathrooms, so it will be easily available when needed.

• Slip them under cute, little decorative covers, stashed close to the toilet.



Wouldn’t it be easy to jump up one level at least? The importance of upgrading is this: your needs will be met with greater ease. Certainly having toilet paper readily and consistently available relieves stress, saves time, and keeps the household moving along without unnecessary effort.

Stop, Start, Continue

To put feet to your goals and start moving ahead, you must realize that reaching a goal requires behavior change. Have you thought recently about the behaviors that get in the way of your dreams, or about the habits you must initiate to get where you want to go? It’s time to evaluate them, decide how to deal with them, and move forward.

Make three columns on a sheet of paper, labeling them Stop, Start, Continue.

A year from now you may wish you had started today.

Karen Lamb, author

In the first column, write three habits you want to stop because they are hindering your journey toward your dream. Maybe you will write, “Watching late-night TV every night,” because you know it zaps your energy the next day, or “Serving as president in my club,” because it takes up more time than you have to give.

Conduct is influenced, not by our experience, but by our expectations.

George Bernard Shaw,
British playwright and novelist

Under the second heading, list habits you intend to start. They may be things like, “Make lunches every night,” or “Do one load of laundry each day,” or “Hire help.”

Behaviors to continue are those that are useful and successful in your life, like “Continue painting regularly,” or “Continue walking each morning.”

For this to work, under each heading you’ll need to list three or more behaviors. Writing your planned behaviors and reviewing the written goals daily will dramatically increase your chances of sticking to them, research shows.

This is amazingly simple. Will you do it and adjust your life in the direction of your dream by stopping what hinders it, starting what advances it, and continuing the good stuff? I know you can!



Day 3

Party Your Way 
to Order and Beauty

Constantly zeroing in on the problem of disorder in the house can be a real drag. Focusing on overcoming problems is important, but the best motivator is working for a fun, worthwhile goal like (drumroll, please) throwing a party!

As I See It

As I struggled to gain control of the condition of my house, I realized one day that there’s more to this building than just a dwelling, a launching point into the world. It isn’t just a laundry, dressing room, snack bar, place to sleep, or place my family and I depend on to launch us into the real world.

I’d gotten it backwards. The outside is not the real world. Our house is the real world. The outside world existed to support what happened inside the house!

In truth, the home is a womb where relationships between family members and with friends are nurtured. Often the home is the wellspring of ministry and nurturing others. Sometimes it’s a place of business. Always it should offer relief to the people who live there—to you and me and the loved ones who share the home with us.

To invite someone into our home creates a bond like nothing else can.

Life outside the home is sometimes difficult. We can’t control all that happens there, but we can create a soft place to fall within our four walls.

So Much to Celebrate

Despite chaos in our jobs, on the crowded streets, or in bustling stores, the home is the one place we can create serenity and harmony. And one way we can celebrate this fact is by entertaining there.

We can eat with friends at restaurants, but it’s not nearly as personal and meaningful—for them or for us—as when we open our home and share ourselves in our own unique context. To invite someone into our home creates a bond like nothing else can.

Yes, it can be scary! Is the house nice enough? Is it neat enough? Is it clean enough? Is it pretty enough? Am I good enough? Many of us bombard the notion of having people over with a cruel barrage of self-doubt.

The result? We keep other people away—away from our homes and away from our very souls. Why? A relationship that becomes personal may lead to visits from home to home. So to avoid the stress of entertaining or the explanations of why no invitations have been extended, many of us remain just aloof enough to avoid that kind of dilemma.

Maybe, as I once did, you’ve kept people at arm’s length for so long, you can’t even think of a friend close enough to invite over. What a shame!

Often people with this problem are loving and outgoing people, but they don’t want to risk developing and enjoying friendships because of (say this as if you’re in an echo chamber) “THE HOUSE.”

If you are one who doesn’t want to live with this kind of tension anymore, start by slowly developing deeper friendships. After keeping people out of your home for so long, you’ll feel more comfortable if you ease slowly into a more welcoming lifestyle. To begin, try inviting someone in “for just a minute” while you get your coat on or grab your purse.

Though it’s hard to break old molds, the rewards are great: Nothing else meets the inner needs of the soul like positive relationships. Your home can express your personality at its best. And knowing that someone will be coming to your home will propel you to maintain it in a way that’s more pleasing for you and your family.

Ready to claim these benefits for your own? Face the fear and resolve to just do the following:



• Get the house in “good enough” shape to invite someone in. If the task seems too monumental, just straighten the areas your guest will see.

• Choose your comfort level of entertaining. Maybe it will be a neighbor for coffee and a muffin (maybe even without the muffin).

• Keep inviting one or two people into your home (the same ones or a variety) while you build up to bigger things.

• As your comfort grows and your house is more in order, invite larger groups, like a book club or Bible study. You can still close the doors to the bedrooms, even though more of your house will be exposed.

• Graduate to a real party, free of the worry that guests will get off the beaten path and into every area of your home. Now it all feels “good enough.”



Sure, you may be saying, with a furrowed brow, “Easy for you to say. How can I actually do this?”

I’ll tell you.



• Gather serving pieces that make you comfortable. After years of not having people over, your plates, cups, and flatware may be too shabby to show, and you are simply not prepared to entertain. But that’s okay. Even plastic and paper works well too. One lady I know has a hot cider party each Christmas and asks guests to bring their own mugs. It works, and it’s charming!

• Bring guest areas up to par. Does your guest bathroom need fresh hand towels or a spruced-up soap dispenser? No need to go overboard. Just hit the high spots that need refreshing. The house doesn’t have to be a showplace— just comfortable and inviting!

• Extend an invitation. Choose someone you feel comfortable with and who has been friendly to you, so you’ll feel most at ease.

• Plan easy-to-serve refreshments. What you offer your guests doesn’t have to be homemade or fancy. You might even allow guests to bring their favorites if they ask what they can bring.

• Create conversation starters. If you have one or two friends over, talk about a mutual interest, ask for their advice on a specific issue (like which accessories go with a new outfit), or show a family album (don’t overdo this one unless you know your guests like this kind of thing). For larger groups, you’ll have no need to fear a lag in the festivities if you focus your guests’ attention on a fun activity, such as asking them to take pictures using disposable cameras or starting a mixer that will encourage them to get to know each other. Find ideas on the Internet by typing “party games” into your favorite search engine.

A messy house invites unexpected guests.

Italian proverb

• Stop seeking perfection. Relax and have fun, even if you notice a cobweb hanging from a corner during the gathering. Who cares? Cut yourself some slack. You’re a novice at entertaining, and it will get even smoother as you practice having more people over.



I feel sure that you have something special to contribute, and this is your time to do it. Open the door of your life, as far as you are comfortable. Then slowly open it wider as your courage grows and your house seems more acceptable to you.

Friends, fun, and fellowship are important. And in these get-togethers you’re about to organize, they’re all that matter. Really.

Your house is just the canvas. The masterpiece—a work in progress—is the pleasing mix of relationships you build in it.

You have a special song to sing. Don’t go any longer without belting out that melody to the world with gusto.



Day 4

Be Annoyed—
Very, Very Annoyed

There are two reasons people take the trouble to change how they live. The first is a desire for harmony. These people simply want to live more beautifully and peacefully.

Others, however, seek change as a desperate attempt to relieve the discomfort of disorganization and the pain of clutter. They’re powerfully motivated to do what it takes to end the frustration they feel.

Good Reasons to Be Annoyed

That said, go ahead and be annoyed. It’s okay. It’s even desirable. Be very, very annoyed when

Failure usually comes in many small steps, not through one giant leap. Success is the same way.

• You can’t find your tax information. But you have no choice—you have to search doggedly for the lost papers.

• You need to mail a letter but don’t have a stamp. So you put the letter aside, hoping you’ll remember where you put it when you finally buy stamps. In the meantime, the letter becomes hopelessly lost.

• The new lightbulb you need is stored high on a shelf behind a precariously balanced pile of stuff. Touch it, and everything will tumble. So you put off replacing the burned-out bulb. In the meantime, you strain to see in the dimness.

• You can’t find clothes that match. You do the best you can to put together an outfit quickly so you’re not late—again.

• You can’t invite people into your house because it’s just too messy. You learn to live without the companionship you always hoped you’d enjoy in your home. Making excuses to keep people out has become automatic.

• You forget the birthday of your favorite great-aunt, who may not have many more birthdays left. You planned to send her a sweet card, but you don’t have a system for remembering these kinds of occasions. Regret over mistakes like this often clouds days that should have been happy.

Tune In to Annoyance

A disorganized life is, at its core, annoying. Maybe you’ve learned to live with it and have ignored it so often that you barely notice anymore. Like a shoe that pinches or the noise on a busy street near your home, you’ve learned to tune it out, to a degree. But it still hurts.

A disorganized life is, at its core, annoying.

Stop. Don’t do this to yourself anymore. Tune in to your negative feelings. Turn up the volume on them. Let them bubble to the surface and stay there. Zoom in on the “little” things that are diminishing the quality of your life.

Simply admitting to yourself how these annoying problems make you feel is the first big step toward solving them. Really.

Let the irritation energize you. Let it propel you toward finding a solution that works—one that sends your old friend annoyance packing. Ahhhh, it feels so good to get that rock out of the shoe!

Take Better Care of Yourself

Disorganization is a problem of self-neglect. In short, when we’re disorganized, we’re failing to treat ourselves with the love and respect we want others to show us.

By becoming more organized, we become more powerful in taking care of ourselves. And here’s an important payoff: when we take care of ourselves, we take better care of those around us as well.

But it’s challenging to keep modern life organized. These days life runs on so many different tracks that if we’re not careful, parts of what’s important to our well-being can derail.

Getting dressed in the morning is a hassle when you can’t find the right blouse, jewelry, or shoes. Because you’re late, you don’t have time to fix a proper lunch to take to work. You become so frazzled that you forget to write a note to buy moisturizer. You realize you just incurred a late fee because a bill you’ve been meaning to pay is now overdue. You can’t have friends over because of how the house looks. One small derailment after another adds up to self-neglect.

Winners make it happen. Losers let it happen.

What’s more, when you’re so muddled in your own life, you neglect your responsibilities to others. You can’t find and sign your child’s school papers. Dinner is a last-minute affair—no choice but to order in pizza (again!). Finances unravel, so you hesitate to buy what is necessary.

Being disorganized is a disservice to those you love and to you. Becoming well organized is an important gift you give yourself—and others.
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