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Dedication

To my family, home is anywhere you are
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Introduction

A Simple Shift Toward Less Stress and More Joy Inside Our Homes

[image: image]

Life can feel overwhelming.

Every single day we’re barraged with millions of decisions to make—everything from how often to hit the snooze button to how to handle a conflict at work. Even something as simple as picking up milk at the store has turned into a complex process with dozens of options where once there was one.

It’s too much. Our brains were not designed to handle the onslaught of stimuli that comes with our hyperconnected world, and our bodies were not designed to handle the stress of an increasingly demanding, frenetic pace. And while home should be the one place we can go to find peace and quiet—our sanctuary in the storm—too often we feel stressed and overwhelmed when we get there.

At our house, for example, managing the dishes is a constant source of conflict. At the beginning and end of a busy day, the last thing anyone wants to do is load or unload the dishwasher! As someone who loves a good organized checklist and routine, I know there must be a way to make this task easier. A way that taking care of my home doesn’t have to be yet another chore but could actually put my mind at ease and perhaps, just perhaps, even be a bit enjoyable.

Because isn’t that what we’re ultimately after? Creating a home that feels peaceful? Making it a space for conversation and games and connection with those we love?

I want you to love your home again. So much so that I want this book to be a love letter to your home. Let’s look at how to stop feeling overwhelmed and put some practices in place to turn your home into a haven.

Systems + Rituals

How can we possibly simplify our lives and protect our limited energy? How can we save our mental and physical resources for what matters when we’re constantly overloaded with what doesn’t? I’ve found that it comes down to implementing two simple things: systems and rituals.

By definition, according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, a system is an “organized or established procedure” and/or a “harmonious arrangement or pattern,” while a ritual is “an act or series of acts regularly repeated in a set precise manner.” Depending on your personality and the current state of your home, these definitions either make you more or less excited to read this book. Spoiler alert: systems and rituals can make the little things in life more enjoyable, even chores and tasks that you have previously disliked. If you think about it for a minute, you’ll realize that life is full of systems and rituals—eating meals, answering emails and texts, brushing your teeth, getting dressed, signaling before you turn your car, washing your hands before eating, putting clothes in the dryer after they come out of the washer. All these systems and behaviors are learned: some are taught when we are young, some we learn by observing other people, but most of the time, we figure out what works for ourselves through trial and error.

What if these systems weren’t a chore but came with a little something that we enjoyed? Would that make the system work a little better? Would tasks be easier to complete? More enjoyable? Easier to remember? Systems are the salve our souls need in a chaotic world. They free us from the mundane and trivial so we can focus our time and energy on what really matters.

What if you reframed your thinking and regarded your home as a blessing and place of refuge regardless of its imperfect, non-social-media-worthy appearance? Comfortable, cozy—not a house but a home. Reframing the way you view your home and how it works for you and your loved ones will change how you feel about it and how you treat it. Even when you’re tired, even when you don’t know where to start, even when you’re embarrassed to open the doors to welcome a friend or neighbor. Finding systems that work and pairing them with rituals is what has clicked for me. It’s about taking time to slow down and enjoy even the big and small details.

Attaching a ritual to a system not only helps us remember to do it but also brings a little happiness to it. Is it fun to clean a bathroom? Probably not, but if you use products you love, such as cleansers with pleasant scents that don’t give you a headache, and if you have a system for getting it done quickly, you are rewarded with clean bathrooms. Is it fun to change the sheets? Not really, but when you feel that crisp, clean sheet on your skin and smell the lavender linen spray on your pillows when you finally settle in after a long day, you appreciate the effort you made.

Chances are you already have some systems in place in your home. Perhaps when your kids enter the house, they know they should take their shoes off. You might need to give them some reminders at first, but after a while, they don’t even think about it—they just kick off their sneakers at the door. But in the constant churn of daily life, it can feel almost impossible to press pause and set up systems for everything you do in your home. And how will you know what works and what doesn’t? You probably don’t have the time, energy, or inclination to set up a system, then tweak and repeat it until it works flawlessly.

That’s where Clean Mama’s Guide to a Peaceful Home can help.

I’m going to walk you through your home and help you identify the Pain Points and trouble spots that are begging for a less complex, more intuitive system. I’ll share simple solutions that have worked in my home while allowing you to identify your own specific needs and goals so that you can customize your processes to suit the way you live.

As we cover each area of the home, you’ll find spots where you can jot down what your Pain Points are, as well as beautifully illustrated decision trees that will guide you, step-by-step, to finding the best solution for your problems.

But setting up systems is about more than productivity. It’s about making space—both physical and mental—for things you actually enjoy doing. I know it sounds counterintuitive, but we all have certain tasks we don’t mind doing around the house. Maybe it’s watering the plants, loading the dishwasher just right, or chopping fresh vegetables. Whatever those tasks are—and they’re different for everybody!—those are your rituals.

Rituals are the tasks that can bring you to a place of calm concentration, almost momentary Zen, if you perform them with the right tools and the right mind-set. After all, even our most enjoyable tasks can feel stressful if we’re rushed, don’t have a proper work space, or can’t achieve a positive frame of mind.

Which is where systems come back in. When we put the two together, we get something new: systems + rituals = bliss. As I discuss the various areas of the home, I’ll help you differentiate between your Pain Point Tasks and your Happy Tasks so you can better understand how to manage each. Your Pain Point Tasks will get solved by systems, so you no longer have to think about them and they’ll get done as quickly, efficiently, and painlessly as possible. Your Happy Tasks will become your rituals, and I’ll help you find the space, time, and energy to squeeze every drop of enjoyment out of them.

Ultimately, my goal is to help you find joy in what you love and effortlessness in what you don’t. It’s about building the kind of invisible framework that can support the weight of daily life. This framework—this structure of systems and rituals—gives our days a natural rhythm and adds a new kind of freedom to our lives. Most important, it transforms our homes from just another chaotic space into a peaceful oasis where we can anchor ourselves and our families, safe from the storms of daily life.

Instead of going to the place where you feel overwhelmed by all the work ahead of you, I want to encourage you to start with a positive mind-set, one in which you see this as a process that will make your home run smoothly and help you find a slow, sustained rhythm that works. The goal isn’t to reach perfection: your only task is to find the best way of doing what needs to be done for your home and family. I’ve intentionally organized the chapters so that they correspond to sections of the house. Instead of looking at your whole home at once, start by looking at individual rooms, drawers, corners, areas. By shortening your focus and looking a little more closely, you’ll find a way to make a simple routine out of what you’re already doing.

Small steps matter, and establishing rhythms around the mundane can make life more meaningful, because these rhythms slow our pace while simplifying everyday life. We feel rushed, busy, overworked, and overscheduled at every turn. What if we could halt that pace at home? Let’s automate the things that suck time away from us and put that time back into our days. Let’s return to a pace that slows us down and allows us to enjoy life. Even if everything else is moving at breakneck speed, we are in control of the pace at home. Let’s embrace simple and slow.

Can You Really Change a Habit?

Before we go further, I’m going to be honest with you: you need to decide that moving forward is important to you. Finding your way to a streamlined home, systems that work, and rituals that you enjoy doing will take some work. There are probably a handful of reasons—or a hundred—why you’ve been putting these things off. Reasons why the clutter has built up or why you just aren’t taking the minutes each day it would take to reach your goals. I’m guessing your reasons are something like this: too busy, too tired, too many kids, kids are too young, someone is sick, you just want to sit down and relax, you don’t like taking care of your home, the tasks feel old-fashioned, no one helps, what’s the point if it just gets messy again, and so on.

If you are reading this, chances are you want things to be different. You’re looking for more calm, peace, quiet, organization, order, coziness, cleanliness. I want you to have those things, and it’s easier than you think it is. You can change your habits, but make sure you’re ready to make the little changes that are necessary—they’re going to add up to big changes before you know it.

If you’ve been trying to get into a routine or habit or make some sort of change and it hasn’t happened, but you continue to try with the same results, let’s just assume that’s not the way this is going to work for you. For example, let’s say you want to organize your family photos, and this has been on your to-do list for years. Back up and ask yourself why you aren’t getting the photo organizing done. Is it a lack of time, effort, energy? Try to break down that goal a different way—split it up, make it less overwhelming. Maybe you can put goals down on paper, set a timer on your phone, or come up with a reward for yourself. Whatever gets you excited to try this thing that you need or want to do, approach it that way and see if you don’t have a different outcome.

As you think about adopting a new habit, try to reframe that new habit as a system or a ritual. Don’t get me wrong: habits can be good, but they can also be bad. I’m sure you can think of more bad habits than good, so let’s think of how we can move ourselves forward positively with systems and rituals. Doesn’t that sound much better? “I have a system for that” or “That’s a favorite ritual for me” instead of “I have a habit of unloading the dishwasher” or “I have a habit of making coffee in the morning.” See the difference?

If your system has been to just move through life and take care of things as they come, or to clean in a fury before guests stop by or when the dust bunnies become unbearable, you can change this system. The change won’t take place overnight, but with little steps, the consistency will pay off in big ways. I promise! Even the worst home habits can be changed and turned into systems and rituals to make your home a place that is welcoming, relaxing, and cozy.

Did you know that we make more than thirty-five thousand decisions every day? Thirty-five thousand decisions, most of which we don’t consider or spend time on. Decisions that are just refined habits carried out by practice and repetition. Checking your email, locking your car when you leave it, closing the door after entering, turning a light off when you leave the room. Did you contemplate whether to take those actions? Or did you simply act out of habit? Sure, there was a learning curve and a time when you did think about what to do and when to do it, but now these decisions are on autopilot.

Can you put other things in your life on autopilot like this? Are there things that you just wish you did without a lot of thought and trouble? Of course there are! Everyone has a different level of routine—and systems and rituals—in the home.

If you’re feeling like things are out of control, and you cannot fathom where, let alone how, to start, you most likely don’t have a sufficient number of systems in place. If you feel like this book is just what you need to up your game at home and enjoy homekeeping even more, you might have many systems already in place. Regardless of your starting point, this book is for you. What works for you might not work for your sister or best friend or your children, but there’s a little bit of fun in figuring out what will work and what won’t. Even when you think you have it all figured out, something will change and you’ll need to take another look at that system that was working so well. Go slow, take your time, and enjoy the process.

Is It Possible to Love Cleaning and Homekeeping?

Have you ever had any of the following thoughts during a chaotic time or when your house feels cluttered? Burn it down; throw everything away; I’d rather just get rid of everything. If so, this book is for you. If you’ve ever thought, I should have a system for that or There has to be a better way of doing things, this book is for you. If cleaning and organizing feel like one big horrible chore, this book is also for you.

Keeping a home shouldn’t be difficult; it should be enjoyable. I truly believe that pairing systems with rituals can bring simplification, focus, and a different sort of routine that improves the way your home functions for you.

I wrote this book to encourage you, and my hope is that it brings real, lasting change into your home. This isn’t for someone who already “has it all figured out.” I might be someone who enjoys cleaning and homekeeping, but that doesn’t mean I can’t relate to what you’re going through. I want you to know that I have been in just about every homekeeping scenario, and I know where you’re coming from. I also don’t want you to feel like you have to spend money in order to pair systems with rituals in your home. It’s a mindset—you already have everything you need; you just need to figure out the best ways to make these things work in your home. You can do this in a one-bedroom apartment, a studio apartment you can’t wait to leave, a rental home you don’t love, a town house you can’t wait to sell, your parents’ basement, the bedroom you rent, a two-story home that feels like a burden, or the home of your dreams. This is a process for every home and every heart. It’s time to stop longing for something you don’t have: it’s time to find contentment where you are. Believe it or not, systems and rituals are meant to help you find your way there.

Is there something that has been holding you back from getting started on your home? A lack of time, a lack of energy, an idea in your head of what a perfect home looks like? Write down a couple of things that come to mind here, or save this space for ideas that come to you as you read on.














First up? Let’s identify and talk about the things we love doing and the things we hate doing. Hold these in your mind as you read and work your way through Clean Mama’s Guide to a Peaceful Home. Remember that this is about reframing your mind-set when it comes to homekeeping: it’s about putting systems and rituals in place so that you’ll enjoy your home because it will work for you rather than you working for it.







Part I

Finding Time and Creating Routines







Chapter 1

What Kind of Home Do You Want?

BEFORE WE TOUCH A SINGLE ITEM IN OUR HOMES, WE’RE GOING TO CONDUCT a thought experiment. I want you to start by taking a deep breath. The important thing here is that you are becoming aware of the type of home environment you want to create and the ways your current home is or isn’t meeting that ideal.

Think of a home you’ve been in that made you feel especially warm and cozy. Or think of a feeling you’ve had in your present home that you want to re-create. For example, when I was growing up, any time we cooked or baked, the old leaded glass windows in the kitchen would steam up. I loved that contrast between the warm kitchen and cold windows. That felt like home to me. Now that I am a homeowner, I understand what it means—the windows were old, with inefficient heat retention—but the image brings back warm memories of baking Christmas cookies on a cold Wisconsin weekend in a cozy stone home.

Do you have a memory from a childhood home—maybe yours, maybe your grandparents’, maybe a friend’s—that conjures up feelings of love and safety? What made it special? What feelings do you want to create in your current home?

Those feelings and memories are important, because we all know they’re what make a house a home. And although some special moments just happen spontaneously, we can control the factors that enable us to
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