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A Marlowe & Voss Guide

Before & After: What
Organized Books Change at
Tax Time

One filing season, told twice: the owner who keeps records in a shoebox, and the

owner who closes the books every month. Same business, two very different

Aprils.

For small-business owners · Ann Arbor, Michigan
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A short story about two owners

The difference between a stressful tax season and a calm one is usually decided months

earlier.

To make the difference concrete, meet two owners of the same kind of small business here in Ann

Arbor. Their revenue is similar, their work is similar, and both are honest and hard-working. The only real

difference is how they keep their books. We will follow each of them through the same filing season and

watch where the two paths separate.

Everything that follows is an illustrative scenario written to show the pattern. The people are invented

and the details are meant to be recognizable, not to represent any specific client or a promised result.

ILLUSTRATIVE SCENARIO

This guide is general educational information, not tax advice. The two owners and any figures below are an

illustrative scenario, not real clients, statistics, or savings claims.

Before: the shoebox

The first owner keeps records the way many busy people do: by putting them off. Receipts live in the

truck, in a drawer, and in a literal shoebox on the office shelf. The bank account is the system: if there is

money in it, things are fine. Bookkeeping happens once a year, in a rush, when the accountant asks for

numbers.

How the season goes

In late winter the reminder arrives, and the reconstruction begins. Nights and a couple of weekends go to

sorting a year of receipts, guessing at categories, and scrolling through bank history trying to remember

what a charge was for. Some receipts have faded. A few are missing. A deposit does not obviously

match any invoice, so it gets a shrug and a best guess.

The accountant receives a pile rather than a picture, and comes back with questions the owner cannot

fully answer. Was this trip business or personal? What was this large payment? Is this income or a

transfer between accounts? Each unknown becomes a conservative assumption, and conservative

usually means a deduction left on the table rather than one claimed and supported.

The return gets filed, eventually, later than anyone wanted. The owner is not confident it is right, only that

it is done. And the nagging feeling is correct: work reconstructed from memory almost always misses

something.

The costs you do not see on the return
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The obvious cost of the shoebox is a stressful few weeks. The quieter costs run all year. Because the

books are never current, this owner cannot answer simple questions between filings: how did last

quarter compare, is a particular job actually profitable, is there enough set aside for taxes. Decisions get

made on the balance in the checking account, which is not the same as knowing where the business

stands. When a lender or a landlord asks for financials, there are none ready to hand. The shoebox does

not just make tax time hard. It leaves the owner flying by feel the rest of the year.

After: the monthly close

The second owner runs the very rhythm described in our bookkeeping checklist. Each month the

transactions are categorized, the accounts are reconciled to the bank, and the books are closed. It takes

a modest, predictable amount of time, and then it is done until next month.

How the same season goes

When the accountant asks for year-end numbers, there is nothing to reconstruct. The books are already

closed and reconciled. The owner sends a complete set of financial statements, the contractor

documents are already gathered, and the large or unusual transactions were noted when they

happened, while the reasons were still fresh.

The accountant works from finished numbers. The conversation is about planning rather than

archaeology: here is what the year shows, here is what to consider before filing, here is what to set up

for next year. Deductions are captured because they were recorded in real time, not remembered under

deadline. The return is prepared calmly and filed early, and the owner understands it because they

watched it take shape all year.

How the second owner got there

It is worth saying that the second owner did not start out organized. This is a business, not a personality

type. At some point the annual scramble became too much, and the change was smaller than expected:

a dedicated business account, accounting software connected to the bank, a short and sensible list of

categories, and a standing time each month to categorize, reconcile, and close. Some owners keep that

rhythm themselves. Others hand it to a bookkeeper so it happens without their attention. Either way, the

shift is from doing the books once, badly, under pressure, to doing them a little at a time, on schedule.

The first month is the hardest. After that it is just a habit.

The same filing season, side by side

ILLUSTRATIVE SCENARIO
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This comparison is an illustrative scenario, not measured data. It shows the shape of the difference, not

a guaranteed outcome.

At tax time Shoebox records Monthly bookkeeping

Where the books
stand

A year to reconstruct from receipts
and memory.

Already closed and reconciled, month
by month.

Owner's effort in
season

Late nights and weekends sorting
records.

Little. The work was spread across the
year.

Accountant receives A pile of raw records and open
questions.

Finished, reconciled financial
statements.

Deductions Some missed or left out for lack of
records.

Captured in real time and supported.

Confidence in the
return

Hopeful it is right. Understood and supportable.

Timing Filed late, under pressure. Prepared calmly, filed early.

The conversation Explaining the past. Planning the future.

What actually changed

Notice what did not change between the two stories. Same business, same revenue, same honest

owner, same accountant, same tax rules. The only thing that changed was the rhythm of the

bookkeeping, and it changed almost everything about how the season felt and how reliable the result

was.

That is the quiet truth about organized books. The benefit does not arrive as a dramatic

moment. It arrives as an absence: no scramble, no dread, no reconstruction, no wondering

whether the number is right. The monthly close is not more work at tax time. It is the

reason tax time stops being work.

What this means for you

If you recognized yourself in the first owner, the good news is that the second owner started in the same

place. Moving from one story to the other does not take a finance background or a heroic effort. It takes

a few foundations and a modest monthly habit.
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– Separate the money. A dedicated business bank account and card is the first and most important

step.

– Pick real accounting software and connect it to your bank, so the transactions come to you.

– Set a standing monthly time to categorize, reconcile, and close, or hand that rhythm to a bookkeeper.

– Capture receipts as you go, especially for cash and owner-paid expenses, rather than hunting for

them later.

– Give your accountant finished books at year-end, not a box, and let the conversation be about

planning.

Next tax season is decided by what you do in the quiet months before it. A little rhythm now is what turns

a stressful April into an ordinary one.

If you are already behind

Maybe you are reading this in the middle of the shoebox story, with a year of records and no time. That

is a normal place to start, not a reason for judgment, and it is more common than most owners assume.

The way out is a cleanup: someone brings the books current and reconciled, agrees on a monthly

rhythm going forward, and makes sure the tax picture is built on numbers you can actually trust.

The important thing is that being behind is a starting point, not a permanent state. Once the books are

caught up and the monthly rhythm begins, the second owner's story is simply what your next year looks

like. The scramble was never about you. It was about the system, and the system is fixable.

A plain-English glossary

The handful of terms this story uses, without the jargon:

Term In plain English

Reconcile Check your records against the bank statement until they match, so you know
the books are right.

The monthly close Finishing a month's books so they are complete, reconciled, and final, rather
than left to pile up.

Financial statements The reports that show how the business is doing, chiefly the profit and loss
and the balance sheet.

Deduction A business expense that reduces taxable income. It only counts if you have
the record to support it.
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Term In plain English

Information return A year-end form reporting what you paid a contractor, which you are generally
required to issue.

Marlowe & Voss keeps this rhythm for small businesses in Ann Arbor, so the second story becomes the

ordinary one. This guide is general educational information and not tax advice, and the scenario above is

illustrative rather than a promise of any particular outcome.


