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It may be Bookkeeping 101 but scores of business owners watch it
all go up in flames because they don’t know the basics.

Debbie Sorrentino learned her craft at the kitchen table—successfully
managing a family financial dilemma. Once she hit the business world, she
employed her no-nonsense techniques and saved business after business from
financial ruin.

Wake Up and Smell Your Business Burning details a simple, smart, step-by-step
process that is built around four basic steps:
•
•
•
•

WAKE UP! AND SMELL YOUR BUSINESS BURNING

PICK-UP YOUR FIRE HOSE AND
PUT OUT THE FIRE!

Getting your customers to pay on time
Keeping you current with your vendors
Teaching you to take advantage of net 10 offers
Organizing, organizing, organizing

BURNING
WAKE
UP!
AND SMELL YOUR BUSINESS

At the heart of Sorrentino’s organizational system is her famous reminder
file. “You are going to rely on this baby to..remind you to pay bills on time,
collect monies owed to you, remember promises you made and those made
to you....”

$16.95
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Entertaining, witty, and loaded with street-smart
advice that can actually put your business back in
the black.
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For Anthony

Who said, “Deb, you have a way of putting words together.”

CHAPTER 3

FOR THE BUSINESS OWNER

IN THIS CHAPTER:

PART I: What Makes You So Stupid?
PART II: An Organized Mess
PART III: Penny-wise/Dollar Foolish
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Part I: “What makes you so stupid?”, as
my Italian father-in-law used to say.
Be very careful not to backslide into old habits. Such as:

Back up North, I found myself working as a controller
for Mrs. W. In the short term I had successfully backed
up my weeks to the point where she could have taken
the 2% discount offered by most of her vendors.

I had been working for her approximately a year and a
half, and was doing well regarding her outstanding
accounts payables. I was ready to take those discounts
when, as sometimes happens, she thought, “Oh good,
money!” Instead of using this time to make her
business grow, she spent the entire gross profit on a
very sizable purchase: a very huge beach house on the
east coast. Of course, it didn’t stop there.

Her business was a distributorship catering to the
“New Housing Market”, when the housing market was
on its way down. She depleted the cash flow so much,
that I had to “beg, borrow, and steal” enough money to
make payroll.

I found this very disconcerting, because we were in the
midst of this housing crisis. Her mistake was not
looking to the future and its consequences. Whatever
was she thinking? Was she thinking?
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The person she needed to warn, regarding the scope of
the bills this invoked, was me, because as the invoices
started marching in, I confronted her. She said, it was
the smart thing to do. I was shocked; no words could
represent what I was thinking.
She went on, “One of our customers went under and
can’t pay me so I took it out in trade.” I cannot even
begin to tell you the ramifications of that alone. We
could have, at the very least, put liens against the
property in question. Even if we only recovered some of
it, it would have been a better move.

You see, taxes are still due on that kind of transaction.
Someone in my office quietly put a credit memo against
that account. Therefore, they didn’t show up on the
accounts receivable report.

Her excuse was since the market went down, she could
get a good price for the lot she purchased, but the door
swings both ways!

Even though my office was next to hers, I didn’t have a
clue she was planning to make an acquisition of this
size. Why? Because I was not prepared, and she knew
I would not have been in agreement with what she was
planning to do. Her explanation left something to be
desired. She said that she always wanted a house by
the ocean.
I told her that she made a huge mistake and that I could
not print money for her or perform miracles. You see,
the bills for her house started coming in, like: top of the
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line cabinets, lavish types of carpeting, luxurious tile
and mosaics, all the grout, adhesives, and expensive
medallions, and of course the installer pay!

I was livid, to say the least! Here I was, with the
housing market going down, and she had spent money
she clearly did not have. I asked her if she had lost her
common sense. She hesitated, and then expressed her
views as to the future.

What future? It was up to me to put it back right. This
is where I exited, stage left! You might ask, “Why jump
ship?” I think by now I know when it’s time to leave,
because there was no money to pay the vendors for
those bills along with the regular overhead bills.
The “housing crunch” produces slow payers that
ordinarily were historically good payers. You know
what they say, “S—t flows down hill” and we were at
the bottom of that hill.

Mrs. W.’s first and last mistake was not imparting this
knowledge to me until after the fact, when she should
have asked me before she started on this endeavor.
Why? Because I could have been more prepared
enough to save her business.
Why create a problem when there was none.
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Part II: An Organized Mess
Organizing your business is sometimes the key to
saving it.

When I met Mr. E., I had white powder all over my
black clothing. He knew at a moment’s glance that I
was a bit overworked. I had just run over from the
manufacturing plant, where I was working as the office
manager. They produced gypsum thus the white
powder.
He was in desperate need of a controller, or at the very
least, an office manager. His former one walked out.
Red flag anyone?

Mr. E. offered me approximately $5.00 an hour more
than I was earning at that time. So, needing the money,
I accepted the position on the spot. Maybe, just maybe
someday I will think before accepting a new position
on the spot!

Well anyway, when I came into his office, there was a
girl already in place, as my new assistant. By the way,
she was always on the internet, and Mr. E. knew it,
because he was the one who imparted that information
to me. Why didn’t I hit the ground running then?
Soon, I found that place to be what I call an organized
mess, as opposed to a regular mess. An organized mess
is where all the files look to be in order, but contain the
wrong information. Oh boy!
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I proceeded to go into each file and read it, so I could
sort out where the contents belonged. This would not
have been so difficult if Mr. E. did not own two
completely separate entities. Yes, Mr. E. had two
corporations: (1) a manufacturing corporation and (2) a
flooring retail and installation store, each having their
own FEIN numbers, and of course their own files.
I found an empty drawer in my desk that begged to be
filled with the reminder file.

He had two 4-drawer vertical files. Each vertical file
was supposed to be for one corporation. I started with
the drawer marked “Administration.”
I had to go through and read each and every file and
create new and improved ones to coincide with what
was contained in it. A no-brainer, right?

As I soon found out, each file had all kinds of
information that belonged in at least five other files I
had yet to make up all the while, running his day-today business.

Going into the computer, I noticed that he had not
reconciled his two checking accounts for two years.
That’s when I should have hit the ground running…but
that’s not me.

I went into the archive boxes and found every bank
statement, so I could go back and start the
reconciliation of both. What he thought was in the
bank, simply wasn’t.
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Note: Most accounting software allows you to modify
a bank reconciliation if it does not balance. This can
cause your bottom line to be way off. It could go either
way, in the “red” or the “black.”

In the intervening time I had sub-contractors looking
for money we didn’t have. Sound familiar?
He had business loans that were never paid on time, so
I called the loan officer at the bank and said that I was
the “new” controller. I then asked her for a little time to
clean this mess up (sometimes it pays to be honest), and
I would make sure these loans were paid on time.

It took an entire year for me to straighten him out. This
was definitely an experience! However I did learn quite
a bit.
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Part III: Penny-wise/Dollar foolish
Mr. L. had many different corporations that had made
him a millionaire.

However, my office was a mold dusty room in the back
of a very old building on site of one of his distribution
centers.

While I was there, my office flooded three times, and
management just used an old wet vacuum to suck up a
portion of the carpet and then used a big fan to dry it.
Of course, this did not work, so here I was, stuck in this
dark, dank office. They had promised me many times
that they would replace the carpeting, but no way, per
Mr. L. Because, get this:

Mr. L. had his living quarters at the office, which was in
fact, next to my dark, dank office. I would walk by his
“room” every day, which boasted a musty old bed, and
in the public bathroom was a dreadful ancient tub with
legs!
This gentleman was an owner of at least five different
corporations, which were spread out all over the country.
However, on the other hand there was coffee, cakes,
candy and free lunch everyday for the employees, gratis.

I did not comprehend it then, nor do I now. He was in
his early forties, and probably eccentric, to say the least!
If you had that much money, enjoy it! And he had
plenty. You would think that he would at least fix a
leaking roof or a flooded office.
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I understood Mr. L. had an accomplished mind, but as
I saw it, he was only penny-wise/dollar foolish. He was
still scraping together every penny and having all the
employees eat their goodies for free. Go figure!

Mr. L. was basically an absentee owner. He flew in three
times while I was there. I lasted two years there. That’s
all I could take of that musty office I sat in. I would
sneeze and wheeze the entire time I was there and
couldn’t take it anymore. I also found out that I was
the thirteenth person to have that position. I wonder
why?
Life is short, and I always say, “Live each day as if it
was your last, because one day it will be.”
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