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To my wife, Emily, and our daughters,
Mabel, Matilda, and Margaret




INTRODUCTION

What I Learned from the Great Bedroom Flip

Over eggs, sausage, and coffee that morning, and amid the squeals of two young children, I’d announced my ingenious plan to my wife, Emily. We were going to switch bedrooms with our kids. We lived in a 750-square-foot apartment in Queens, and after welcoming Matilda home to her older sister, Mabel, we’d questioned how we were going to make the small apartment work with four of us. We loved where we lived. After all, New York City is the “concrete jungle where dreams are made of.” But things felt cramped. So, my thinking was that Emily and I would move into the smaller of the two bedrooms, giving the girls our larger one—a better use of space all around.

Emily didn’t really share my level of enthusiasm. “Do not start that project today,” she said. “You always think that a project is going to solve your problems. Please just relax.”

I hate when people tell me to relax. But sometimes I have trouble sitting through an entire movie, so I knew she had a point. I was two days into leave from my job. The purpose of my leave was to rest and think about what I really wanted to do after I’d had an emotional meltdown on an NYC sidewalk a few months prior. The plan was also that I’d use the downtime to help care for our littlest girl at the time, Matilda.

“Please just relax while we’re gone,” she said again an hour or so later, turning and stepping out into the narrow hallway with our two girls and her sister, Audrey, who at the time was our downstairs neighbor.

I gave her a gentle, scheming smile.

As they walked down the hall, I closed the door and pressed my ear against it. I waited for the sound of their feet trudging down the three flights of stairs to the NYC sidewalks below.

Once the coast was clear, I started the move.

Seeing is believing. Show-and-tell had always been a hit with students in my classroom, and there was a reason for that. I knew that if I could actually show Emily the new arrangement, with the furniture swapped, she’d understand the greatness of my idea!

After preparing the girls’ furniture for the swap—a crib, toddler bed, bookshelves, and wardrobes—and disassembling furniture in our bedroom, my plan hit a major snag. The furniture was too heavy for me to lift and move alone. I saw a pile of beach towels on the floor, grabbed them, and shimmied them underneath furniture legs so that I could slide the furniture while preventing damage to the floor. That was a good start, but it’s not like it made the furniture any lighter. I had to resort to plan B. I feverishly emptied items out of dressers and wardrobes to make them lighter to move and quickly made piles all over the floor. I then realized I had completely obstructed my path.

It looked like all the pieces of furniture had thrown up. And then I wanted to throw up.

Piled before me were clothes and stacks of books, diapers, and blankets. I noticed parts of dehumidifiers, jewelry, and binders with notes from my graduate school classes. Photos, hair clips, hairbrushes, bows. Our disassembled queen-sized bed frame couldn’t fit through the door, and it now lay in pieces halfway between the bedrooms.

I sat down for a moment and put my hands to my face. The chaos that surrounded me was a physical manifestation of the mental and emotional mess that I felt inside.

Click. I heard the lock turn. The blood drained from my face.

I waded through the mess to the front door to intercept Emily.

“Please don’t get mad,” I said, which is never a good way to start a conversation. “I’ve been working on something that I want to show you.”

Emily walked toward the bedrooms. Her face instantly flushed.

“You really did this?” she said in shock, walking from the first bedroom into the adjoining second room.

Audrey walked up behind her, gasped, and put her hand over her mouth.

The adoration and thanks that I had imagined would accompany this big reveal hadn’t materialized. I’d anticipated an HGTV Kiss and Cry kind of reaction. In fact, the chaos I had created in that one hour took months for us to fully sort out.

Did you just flip over this book to confirm that the title is in fact Tidy Up Your Life and not Mess Up Your Life? I understand the confusion.

But stick with me, because this very messy story does have a much tidier ending.

Despite the chaos brought about by my hasty impulse to switch bedrooms, this episode was, thankfully, the start of a radical transformation in our home and in my life, one that would have a lasting impact far beyond the aesthetics and organization of our apartment.

My rash decision—plus the months of follow-up restoration it led to—triggered a project that would invite me to look hard at the mental and emotional messes that I’d hidden away for years and to unpack the professional and personal mess that had become my life. Tidiness, organization, and routines for managing a home and a life have followed. I can safely say I’ve learned a thing or two after causing our apartment to implode. This book is an effort to share those learnings with you so that your home won’t implode, too.

But let me back up a bit. I think a proper introduction is in order. I’m Tyler. I’m a New York City teacher and now the father to three young daughters, Mabel, Matilda, and Margaret. Their three “M” names make labeling simple, but they sure are a tongue twister. I grew up in Kentucky; Emily and I met on the first day of eighth grade and got married shortly after graduating from college. She’s forgiven me for my bedroom move plan and lots of other wild ideas over the years, and we’ve lived in New York City for almost fifteen years now.

As the opening scene of this book describes, clearly my life hasn’t always been tidy—emotionally or physically! But I’m a dad who’s been on a journey to tidy up my life. Hence my nickname, Tidy Dad.

In January 2019, I began to chronicle my tidying journey on Instagram, launching @tidydad after our local parenting groups began buzzing about a new show from Marie Kondo, the tidying extraordinaire, on Netflix. People were intrigued by some of Marie’s concepts, but the overwhelming sentiment was “That’s great but not realistic with kids.” I set out to prove that a tidy space with kids was possible and that decluttering wasn’t a one-and-done process. The same sister-in-law who witnessed the chaos that I’d created helped me put up my first post. It was a video tour of my tiny closet, which measures fourteen inches wide by seven feet tall. (Spoiler alert: That huge wardrobe that I’d put beach towels underneath to move didn’t fit in the new smaller bedroom, so we had to let it go, along with many other things.)

On Instagram and our website and blog thetidydad.com, I’ve shared the systems and routines that Emily and I devised for our small space and our growing family, and my parallel journey to tidy up my professional life. I love showing how we’ve made life in our small apartment work for our family of five, and inspiring others to think creatively about how to declutter and make space for what’s important in their own lives.

If you’ve picked up this book, your life might feel like a mess right now. There are probably dishes in the sink, laundry that needs to be folded. And you might be counting down the hours until you have to return to a job that feels like it is sucking all the mental and emotional energy from your life. You may just need to walk to the mirror right now and say “You’re a mess,” followed by “But you’re going to be okay.”

There are times when I’ve done that, and I always felt better.

But I’d like to invite you to embrace what I believe to be a more lasting strategy: the journey to tidy up your life. I’ve discovered that tidying is the deeply personal, emotional, and joyful process of bringing order to things. It’s a process that transcends the aesthetics of our homes. It can be applied to our habits, routines, relationships, hobbies, and careers. You name it, you can learn to tidy it. Tidying is what has allowed me to make more space for the things that are truly important to me in life. I want the same for you.

How to Navigate This Book

Ernie from Sesame Street loves messes. For the rest of us, messes can feel incredibly overwhelming to tackle. This book will give you an entry point, a way to approach solving the problem. As I tell my students, the point is not to always be the fastest to find the solution, but rather to have the courage to get started and to be willing to continue trying until you reach the answer.

Toward that end, in the first part of this book, “Tidy Up Your Mind,” we’re going to unpack my key underlying strategies for tidying up all facets of your life. These strategies are drawn from my expertise as a teacher, Emily’s expertise as a pediatric occupational therapist, and our journey to tidy up our physical space, and my life. There are five core strategies, and they run the gamut from headspace issues to decluttering your stuff to unpacking your baggage—emotional and physical! Because let’s face it, if you consider your professional life to be a blazing success but your home is cluttered and disorganized and you’re mentally and emotionally disconnected from your family, friends, and your feeling of self, life’s still going to feel like a complete mess. Trust me—I’ve been there.

As any great daytime talk show promo does, I’ll give you a snapshot of the “Tidy Up Your Mind” chapters:

Chapter 1 will help you unpack what’s behind your mess. The alternate title to this chapter? Decluttering 101. Physical clutter is often a manifestation of the mental clutter we feel. Making sense of the mess and acknowledging the root causes is an important part of the decluttering process.

In chapter 2, I hope to get you thinking about your personal definition of “just enough.” “Just enough” is the concept of choosing the amount in an individual category that is just right for you based on your current needs and season of life. It can apply to categories in the home like clothing, cookware, and toys, plus our personal and professional lives.

Next, in chapter 3, we’re going to assess your rhythm and try to find a way to revamp your routines. The goal is to get a sense of the pattern of your life and activities within a period of time. The rhythms of life have a profound impact on how we allocate our time, resources, and energy. Routines help to simplify the intersection of all three allocations.

Chapter 4 is all about “Surthrival,” which I define as intense periods of life when you have to do whatever it takes to survive, while also trying to thrive and not lose yourself in the process. Managing our homes, our careers, and our relationships looks different during these transitional and stressful seasons.

In chapter 5, I will help you stop doing all the work. Work happens both inside and outside of the home, and there are ways to apply strategic thinking to household tasks to make things feel a bit more manageable.

After tidying up our minds, in the second part of this book, “Tidy Up Your Space,” we’ll move on to the application of these concepts to the physical spaces in your home—from your bedroom and your kitchen to your hallway and your storage areas.

Whether you live in an apartment, a farmhouse in the country, or a castle in Europe (I actually have an Instagram follower who lives in a castle with multiple wings, and she has asked me to help her problem-solve how to stop losing her glasses!), there are ways that we can all tidy things up and design and organize spaces that work for us and not against us. We’ll get into the nitty-gritty of physically organizing, tidying, and cleaning bathrooms, kitchens, living areas, bedrooms, and play areas. Our homes are sometimes like complex puzzles, and as Tidy Dad, I love figuring out creative solutions.

But the order matters! It’s difficult to organize a space that hasn’t been decluttered. It’s difficult to tidy a space that isn’t organized. And it’s difficult to clean a space that isn’t tidy. These distinct household activities build upon one another and are interrelated.

I want to help you declutter and create space in your life for the things that are important to you! After all, each of us has a different idea of what matters, of what’s worth holding on to, storing away, or throwing out. Or, as I like to say, everyone’s idea of “just enough” is unique. I can’t dictate those measures for you, nor should anyone else, but I have developed ways to help you to define those measures for yourself. You can’t upsize all areas of your life. You can’t do it all, and you can’t keep it all! It’s time for you to define what’s really important, and then to create the space to flourish.

Total change doesn’t happen overnight. I remember staring at the piles I’d created during the Great Bedroom Flip and just wishing they’d go away, but there’s value in sitting with the mess. I promise you that just by starting with the first few steps, you will feel lighter and calmer and be able to see a path that leads through the toys and the laundry basket to a tidier, happier, and simpler life. I know that your time is precious, and I’m grateful that you’ve picked up this book. The journey to tidy up your life starts now! Let’s get to work!




Part One



TIDY UP YOUR MIND




1

Unpack What’s Behind Your Mess (Decluttering 101)


Physical clutter is often a manifestation of mental clutter. Whether you’re trying to figure out the next step in your career or trying to figure out how to solve the mess that is your kitchen cabinet, probing what got you into the mess is the first step of the tidying process. It’s difficult to make a path forward until you come to terms with what caused that mess in the first place.



Dean of Academics. What a fancy title, especially for a young former classroom teacher. It sounded impressive, particularly in NYC education circles, but don’t be fooled. My job title should have been Dean of Mess, because that’s really what I was. The “dean” title meant I was no longer a classroom teacher, no longer had summers off, and now had a lot of teacher management and student disciplinary responsibilities. That was difficult enough, but we’d also upsized our personal life. We had two kids under the age of two, and I was overwhelmed and exhausted.

So how did I get here?

Well, for years, everything moved along pretty much as I had planned. I checked off all the boxes on how I thought you’re supposed to transition from your twenties to your thirties. Years earlier Emily and I had announced in Frank Sinatra style, “If I can make it there, I’m gonna make it anywhere. It’s up to you, New York!” We’d made NYC our home, and now I was “successful.” But this was all a façade. The only thing I’d really become successful at was crying in secret.

It always started as a burning sensation behind my eyes. Then my breathing became labored. My chin started to quiver as I held back tears. I’d wait until I’d kissed Emily and the girls goodbye and made it a few blocks from home on my two-mile walk to school. Then, as the tears threatened to spill out, I’d start to repeat a mantra that I’d taught to my former students: “I am kind, I am smart, I am going to have a great day no matter what!” Trouble was, for nearly three school years my days weren’t that great. How bad? I’d characterize them as a dumpster fire.

Male elementary school teachers seem to have a shelf life of about five years in the classroom before people begin to ask questions, like “Why isn’t he more ambitious?” and “Shouldn’t he be an administrator by now?” My dad had been a teacher and followed an administrative track. He’d been an incredibly successful and well-respected elementary school principal and was able to balance his work with being a father to three kids. He was my role model. So, when I was offered a promotion to that fancy three-word title, I jumped at the opportunity.

Unfortunately, with my new position and two young children at home, my life had become like an overstuffed closet—with way too many things precariously teetering behind closed doors, waiting for me to sort through them. In addition to navigating early parenthood and all the physical stuff that came with it, I’d also basically shoved all my stress, anxiety, and emotional baggage into the back of the closet (aka my mind) for that “someday” when I could process it all. Fatherhood had rewired my head and my heart, yet I felt like an impostor at work and at home. I would spend mornings, nights, and weekends trying to “catch up” on work, but could never seem to get ahead. I thought the logical way to solve problems at school was by working more, but it was just taking time away from my family. I felt like I wasn’t good enough, strong enough, or competent enough to handle the stresses. But I dressed the part. While things may have looked tidy to others, I was experiencing a mental and emotional downward spiral.

One day, I stopped on the street on the way to school and had a complete breakdown. My chest tightened. My eyes darted from one side of the street to the other, watching the traffic pass. I could barely put one foot in front of the other. I took my phone from my pocket and called my wife. I told her I just couldn’t keep going. I couldn’t keep it all together anymore. I was honestly worried about what I might do to myself. I desperately needed help.

Confronting My Emotional Mess

I’d started to build the doors of my overstuffed closet—the tidy façade—back in the late ’90s. I’d met Emily in eighth grade—her family had moved to Kentucky from Arkansas, and she had been assigned to sit next to me on the first day of school. That was one of the bright spots in an otherwise messy period of adolescence.

For starters, I was the target of schoolyard bullies. The Backstreet Boys shirt I’d worn on the first day of seventh grade had gotten things off on the wrong foot. I’d attended their concert with my sisters and best friend Jessie that summer, and apparently that wasn’t a cool thing for a middle school boy to do. Then I made the mistake of telling on a group of kids who had been smoking in the back of the bus. They got in trouble, and I became their number one target. They verbally and physically harassed me for most of the year, to the point that I was scared to even use the bathroom at school.

On the bus, they’d throw chewed-up pieces of candy at me, broken pieces of glass, even full bottles of Gatorade. One afternoon we had a substitute bus driver, which gave the bullies the opportunity to unleash a whole new level of harassment. Someone hurled a D-size battery at me, striking me in the face. Twenty-five years later I have a permanent indentation on the side of my nose from the attack.

Then came the new century. I was very worried about the Y2K bug, a potential computer error that was supposedly going to cause computer systems around the world to crash. People feared ATMs would stop functioning, airplane navigation systems would stop working, and the power grids would shut down. Those fears never actualized; systems didn’t implode. But what did implode in the new millennium was my parents’ marriage. I hadn’t seen that coming.

A “For Sale” sign went up in our front yard. The school bus driver noticed it and asked me excitedly where we were moving. I lowered my head and told him I didn’t know. He probably thought we were just moving into a bigger house—a time-honored marker of moving on up—but the truth was that I did know what was happening: We were moving from one shared house into two.

Divorce may be commonplace now—and it wasn’t unusual back then either—but I didn’t have any friends whose parents were divorced, and I didn’t personally know any divorced people, apart from my aunt and uncle, who had both been divorced before marrying each other. And in our southern, conservative Christian community, it was frowned on. I felt like I had a scarlet letter embroidered on all my clothing (though not on the Backstreet Boys shirt; I’d already donated that one). I felt embarrassed and ashamed.



















Confronting My Literal Mess








Asking Questions, in the Right Order



















Reassessing the Hypothetical Someday































Decluttering 101
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Scheduled Decluttering
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INDEPENDENT PRACTICE

Embrace the Power of a Ten-Minute Declutter
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