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			DISCLAIMER

			Throughout this book, I have endeavored to recreate events, locations, and conversations based on my recollections. To protect the privacy of individuals involved, I have altered or withheld certain names and modified identifying characteristics or details, such as occupations or places of residence.

			It is important to note that the information presented in this book is intended as a supplementary resource and should not serve as a substitute for proper training in fields such as organization, efficiency management, relocation coordination, caregiving, or mental health advocacy. Before attempting to apply the techniques and skills described herein, please ensure that you do not exceed your level of experience, aptitude, training, or personal comfort.

			If you require assistance with a relocation, renovation, or home organizing project, I encourage you to seek professional support. Please visit www.seriatim.net for further guidance.
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			AUTHOR’S GREETING

			I know stuff. Not like trivia or tidbits. Stuff—as in, objects. Things you can touch. Tangible household goods. Items on an inventory. That’s my métier.

			If you’re still getting acquainted with the role of a professional organizer, keep going. It’s a field that requires a detailed explanation, as many people are unfamiliar with its purpose and scope.

			Professional organizers are driven by a genuine desire to help others reclaim their lives and create spaces that nurture their well-being. It is a calling rooted in compassion, understanding, and the belief that everyone deserves to live in an environment that supports their physical, mental, and emotional health.

			By providing the tools, support, and guidance through life transitions such as a relocation, renovation, or senior downsizing move—or by simply decluttering one room—we may bring our clients one inch further toward a lasting change.

			Many people live with a sense of unease, overwhelmed by clutter, disorganization, and chaos in their physical and mental spaces. They may have accepted their situation as the norm, not realizing the toll it takes on their overall quality of life. As a professional organizer, I have the privilege of stepping into their lives, gently introducing the concept of organizing, and showcasing the transformative power it holds.

			It is a remarkable journey to guide people who may initially be resistant or unaware of the benefits of professional organizing. By truly seeing and hearing them, I aim to instill hope, restore dignity, and guide them toward a brighter and more fulfilling future.

			The reward comes when clients experience a critical shift in their perspective. They begin to see the connection between their external environment and internal discord. As the weight of clutter lifts, they gain a newfound sense of clarity, freedom, and peace. They realize the desperation they had felt deep inside, and the transformation can become a catalyst for positive change in various aspects of their lives.

			The topic of organizing gained significant attention in the early 2010s, largely due to the popular TV show Hoarders. While this program brought the concept of decluttering and organizing into the spotlight, it also spawned a wave of lesser-known reality TV personalities looking for fleeting moments of fame. Extreme organizing became the prime focus. Over the years, I’ve consciously chosen not to participate as a guest organizer-therapist in such ventures.

			According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America, hoarding is a disorder that is often associated with obsessive-compulsive personality disorder (OCPD), attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and even depression. It may also be associated with Prader-Willi syndrome (a genetic disorder), psychosis, or dementia.

			What I find problematic—actually, unacceptable—about hoarding shows is their attempt to condense complex interventions, counseling, treatment, and the journey to recovery into brief, entertainment-driven episodes.

			While these shows may be captivating and even addictive to watch, their methods are often oversimplified and can be counterproductive. Instead of providing genuine help and support to individuals with hoarding disorders, these shows exploit their struggles and hinder their path towards physical and mental well-being. The language and terminology used in the context of hoarding can also be vague and ever-changing. Thankfully, the understanding of organizing as a tool for promoting health and wellness is steadily growing.

			Individuals who hoard compulsively are attempting to fill profound voids within their psyche. It is crucial to make them feel seen and heard, recognizing the underlying emotional complexities driving their behaviors. My approach as an organizer may differ from others; there are no tricks or secrets to my technique. From the beginning to the final stages of an organizing project, I approach my clients and their families with unwavering patience, genuine compassion, and utmost respect.

			I take the time to listen attentively and create a space where clients feel comfortable opening up about their struggles, fears, and vulnerabilities. By fostering a non judgmental environment, I encourage honest and transparent conversations that delve into the emotional aspects of their hoarding tendencies.

			Rather than imposing rigid rules or attempting quick fixes, I collaborate closely with clients to develop personalized strategies that honor their unique experiences and needs. This method involves a gradual and sensitive approach, allowing individuals to navigate their journey at their own pace while offering guidance and support at every step.

			My team and I remain steadfast companions throughout the organizing process, providing reassurance and understanding during moments of resistance. I strive to create a sense of trust and safety, empowering clients to confront the underlying issues contributing to their hoarding behaviors.

			We work towards healing and transformation by addressing the psychological and emotional aspects alongside the physical clutter. It is about clearing spaces and helping individuals reclaim control over their lives, build healthier coping mechanisms, and cultivate a sense of cohesion.

			I can guide them toward a more balanced and harmonious existence by recognizing and honoring their individual stories. My ultimate goal is to empower clients to create spaces that reflect their true selves.

			Some may jest about my role as the “Organizer to the Stars.” Yes, I’ve had the privilege of working with a few famous faces over the years. But in my eyes, they are no different from anyone else. Their possessions, like ours, carry meaning and hold particular sway over their emotions. We are all modern-day consumers, susceptible to collections that grow beyond our control.

			Comparisons to Marie Kondo are inevitable. I want to go ahead and address that. I hold her in high regard. I’ve read her books and applaud her for starting a serious conversation about organizing, decluttering, and downsizing. Even so, I hope this book offers another perspective on the art form. I do it differently. I have trouble putting it into words, but I like the Scandinavian concept of Döstädning (“death cleaning”). I don’t believe in throwing things away. That’s not what I do. I believe in repurposing.

			Cue the “pig story.” Everyone on the Seriatim team knows about the famous pig since he exemplifies that one person’s trash—or donation—is another’s treasured possession. He’s a bronze statue that belonged to a sweet old couple with a pied-à-terre on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. They loved being New Yorkers but were getting too wobbly to walk around the neighborhood, and the taxi bills were piling up. So they decided to move near their kids and grandkids in Connecticut.

			It was a fairly typical situation, nothing out of the ordinary. The wife was very particular with me during the sorting and prep process: her family’s objects were valuable and had to be sold. She had carved mahogany Chippendale furniture, hand-woven carpets, Asian urns and vases—those kinds of things. Her appraisals were three decades old, but she was confident her items would garner a high price at auction. They didn’t. She nearly gave her most valuable object to the donation facility: a little bronze piglet that had been sitting on her husband’s desk as a paperweight.

			They considered it a worthless trinket. When I picked it up, I turned it over and looked at the bottom to find an artist’s signature. I refused to donate it and waited to show it to the appraiser, who agreed it should go to auction. There, it fetched over $30k. To quote E.B. White, it was “some pig.”

			I like to examine the broader issue of life transitions. We’re all in a state of transition. Whether it’s a new baby, the death of a parent, a high school or college graduation, a job transfer, or a home renovation, you’re going through something at this precise moment.

			Chances are you want to avoid talking about it or feeling your way through it. Most of my clients call me because they don’t know where to begin. Trust me, that’s the hardest part.

			Picture your dream place—your ideal spot on earth, your perfect little room or nook. Which objects do you see going with you? When making those decisions and taking action, I’m your lady.

			I cannot help you avoid the pain of learning the lessons that accompany life transitions. I’ve learned many lessons the hard way, but they have made me wiser, more thoughtful, and more kindhearted.

			Rather than fearing chaos, I see it as an opportunity for growth and exploration. It challenges us to think outside the box, adapt to unexpected circumstances, and find beauty amid disorder. By embracing a little chaos, we can discover hidden potential, break free from rigidity, and invite a sense of adventure into our lives. It reminds us that perfection is not always necessary and that exceptional journeys frequently start on unpredictable and unexplored terrain.

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			4:56 a.m., July 30, 1984. I just turned fourteen.

			Daddy’s home, but he’s in a coma. He’s lying in a hospital bed in the bedroom with the blue carpet and the blue and white walls. Aunt Joanne, a registered nurse, says his breathing has changed and his lungs are filling with liquid. He’s not going to make it through the night.

			Mom and Joanne alternate saying prayers and singing “Amazing Grace.” They even tried telling a joke or two but ended up yelling at Daddy for leaving us, pleading with him to stay. He’d been in and out of City Hospital (today it’s called New York-Presbyterian), where they did a lot of experimental surgery. It hadn’t made any difference. The lung cancer had progressed to his brain.

			When he started becoming incontinent, we knew he wouldn’t be able to go back to work. Sometime in late April, he lost the ability to feed himself, and Aunt Joanne came to stay with us. Daddy was thirty-nine years old.

			I think I remember how I first heard Daddy was sick, but I’m not sure. I’ve blocked out many details. In 1983, we were still living in San Francisco. That year, Daddy’s good friend and business partner, Joe Plumeri, had pulled off quite a coup overseeing American Express’s acquisition of Shearson Loeb Rhoades. He called and asked Daddy to come to New York. Mom and I stayed home in San Francisco while Daddy lived in and out of hotels and rental apartments in Manhattan.

			We flew to the East Coast almost every month to visit him and hunt for apartments. We looked at over three hundred units before we settled on one at the Majestic on Central Park West. It had been owned by the playwright Marsha Norman. My mom said it was hard to find a proper kitchen. Most New Yorkers eat out and have small, unused kitchens. That wasn’t an option for my mom. That was the beginning of her career in real estate, but I’ll get to that later.

			I had to be interviewed by half a dozen private schools, which systematically put me through the wringer. They wanted to know what I wanted to do with my life and I didn’t have the foggiest idea. My childhood in San Francisco was about my friends across the street, where we were going that day, and at whose house we were sleeping over on the weekend. What do I want to do for a career? What world problems do I want to solve? After three or four interrogations, I finally learned to say what they wanted to hear. I said I wanted to be a brain surgeon even though that wasn’t true. It sounded like I was confident and driven and would be a model student. It must have worked because I started Columbia Grammar & Preparatory School that fall.

			We closed on the apartment in July of 1983 and moved in that August. Renovation work soon followed. We lived in a hotel and then temporary housing. Meanwhile, Daddy’s traveling back and forth from coast to coast. In September, I got called into the principal’s office. They said my mom wouldn’t be home that evening because my dad had a seizure in California. That’s probably the first I heard of Daddy’s illness, but I didn’t know it would kill him. I felt so alone and was so thankful that I had two new friends, Claudia and Jamie, who helped me get through it. We’ve been close ever since.

			Daddy worked in a glue factory in Brooksville, Ohio, outside of Cleveland, during high school. That place must have had asbestos or something. When he got sick, renovation work halted. We were still unpacking boxes when we hosted the whole family for Thanksgiving. Mom must have known it would be the last time we could all be together.

			The four of us were in that unfinished bedroom for hours. At some point, I saw what seemed like a poof—a jellyfish, a cloud—rise out of Daddy’s stomach and hover over him before it disappeared. “He’s gone,” I whispered. But he wasn’t dead, not definitively. It took hours for his body to die.

			That moment and image stuck with me whether or not I witnessed his spirit leave his body. Perhaps that was my way of processing the enormity of my
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The practice of tonglen—sending and
receiving—is designed to awaken
bodhichitta, to put us in touch with genuine
noble heart. It is a practice of taking in pain
and sending out pleasure and therefore
completely turns around our well-estab-
lished habit of doing just the opposite. Ton-
glen is a practice of creating space, venti-
lating the atmosphere of our lives so that
people can breathe freely and relax.

Pema Chodron, When Things Fall Apart 9 9
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