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Dedication

 



This book is dedicated to my mother, Sylvia Jacobs-Bernfeld—a true light in our world—who taught me everything I know about clutter, except how to get rid of it.






“In all chaos there is a cosmos; in all disorder a secret order.”

—Carl Jung






Introduction


This is a book about my relationship with clutter—not an instruction manual about how to get rid of it (I wish I knew) nor a practical guide explaining how to better organize it (another big mystery to me), but an exploration of my intensely ambivalent affair with the subject.

As with most conflicted relationships, there is an unresolved tension here. It seems that I am continually drawn to the abundance that creates clutter in my life and then repulsed by the chaos that inevitably grows out of it.

For many years, I gave the matter little thought. I was on a serious quest for spiritual truth and had no time for issues of such minor consequence. In fact, I generally thought of my run-ins with clutter as nothing more than bothersome interruptions on my journey. I certainly wasn’t about to stop searching for God so that I could sort through a stack of neglected papers or mend a torn hem. But, eventually, it occurred to me that the piles of unfinished business disturbing my concentration in this world were probably blocking my way in the higher worlds as well.

I have to admit that my natural tendency to accumulate and lose myself in the overflow very likely qualifies as an addiction and certainly makes for an unmanageable life. I instinctively fill time and space with far more than they can reasonably hold and then find myself overwhelmed and unable to cope with it all.

A large part of the problem, I believe, is that I have little respect for boundaries, particularly those of my own making. Somehow, I don’t see them as protective fences that keep me from exceeding my limits, but, rather, as hurdles to be jumped and overcome. And, so, with a shoehorn in my pocket, I travel through life—always trying to slide in one more object, one more experience, one extra moment. . . .

In writing this book, however, I’ve come to realize that the cause of my behavior is not simply a character defect in need of remediation. My desire for abundance has many dimensions—some of them, no doubt, dysfunctional and better lived without; but others, deeply complex in nature and not so easy to write off.

What I am faced with, it seems, is a rather odd paradox. My chronic struggle with clutter keeps me too preoccupied with the physical world to focus on anything that transcends it. Yet, the clutter I attract is often a source of creative stimulation to me, as well as a natural outgrowth of my desire to embrace life spontaneously and without restraint. It is free borders and poor boundaries; infinite possibilities and overloaded circuits. When all is said and done, the whole thing is quite a tangled maze . . . a very strange and complicated relationship, indeed.

The following pages are my attempt to sort it all out and return to my spiritual path—hopefully, a bit wiser and less cluttered. However, my story is not being told from a quiet shore on the  other side. Armed with new insights and fresh resolve, I may have finally begun the march toward simplicity and order, but I remain far from my destination; and, on most days, my life continues to feel overcrowded, off schedule, and likely to spin out of control at any moment.

Nevertheless, there is joy for me in the unfinished journey. And if, in the end, it takes a lifetime of zigzagging and circling and retracing my steps to gradually inch my way closer to freedom, I consider it a trip well worth the effort.






CHAPTER ONE

The Journey of a  Thousand Miles

“Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.”

—William Butler Yeats

 



 




It all began quite unexpectedly on the eve of my fiftieth birthday—December 23—which almost always turned out to be the last day of the fall semester. After turning in my final grades, I decided to stop at the All-Night Bagel Hole for one last decadent snack. It was here that I ran into Barbie Bomzer and made the decision to finally change my life.

I hadn’t seen Barbie in over twenty years, which actually suited me just fine, since I never liked her very much anyway. For a brief time in the 1970s, we taught remedial English together at a wild-west high school in the South Bronx. However, other than sharing an office and an occasional joke about the alliteration we  each married into—she had recently become Mrs. Barbara Bomzer, and I had been newly renamed Paulette Plonchak—we had almost nothing in common. I certainly never expected to see her again after I left the Bronx.

But there she was, sprawled across a table-for-four at the Bagel Hole. Never one to tolerate mess—although, God knows, I gave her plenty of opportunity for practice—she now seemed fixated on trying to contain the cream cheese and chives oozing out of her pumpernickel bagel. Preoccupied as she appeared to be, I was hoping to slip out before she had a chance to notice. Unfortunately, I never made it past the checkout counter.

“Paulette Plonchak, is that you?” she called across the aisle in a voice that rang an octave higher and a decibel louder than necessary.

Since I had remarried and changed my last name, and most of my friends now called me by a different version of my first name, I was tempted to say—with some degree of justification—“No, I’m sorry, it’s not,” but I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it.

“Yes, it is,” I finally responded. “And is that you, Barbie Bomzer?”

“Yes, P. P.,” she answered, immediately slipping into our old nicknames. “And still known around town as B. B.”

After a few moments of strained conversation, we quickly exhausted our small reservoir of overlapping interests and mutual acquaintances and were reduced to commiserating about the difficulties of finding a decent bagel in New York these days. I couldn’t wait to finish my coffee and escape.

However, just as I was about to gracefully make my exit, I noticed all the shopping bags filled with holiday-wrapped gifts that  Barbie had piled on the adjacent chairs. I suddenly remembered the many times she had offered to drop me at the D Train when my car wasn’t working and I was hauling around a knapsack full of papers to be graded.

“Barbie,” I heard myself ask—over the loud protest of my better judgment—“can I give you and your packages a ride somewhere ?”

Since I was heading to Brooklyn and she was on her way to Bayside, we settled on a lift to the Long Island Railroad. The station was only a short distance away; but, in the end, the trip proved just long enough to unearth a host of awful memories and send me into my fifty-first year with a substantial dose of humiliation and a firm resolve to change my life once and for all.

The trouble began as soon as we approached my car.

“Look, P. P.,” Barbie announced cheerfully, managing to point her finger toward the front windshield despite all of the packages she was balancing. “I think the City of New York has left you season’s greetings.”

Apparently, it had—in the form of a $55 parking ticket.

“I bet that was the most expensive cup of coffee you ever bought. Even a Starbuck’s special double mocha latte with whipped cream and freshly ground cinnamon doesn’t cost that much—at least not yet.”

“Well, I’m glad to see that your sense of humor hasn’t been dampened by my financial loss,” I said, trying to keep the tone light, although I could feel myself beginning to bristle with irritation. In truth, it wasn’t her lack of compassion that was disturbing me as much as my own inability—or unwillingness—to pay attention to the basic realities of urban life, one of which was clearly the  presence of roving ticket writers on the streets of Manhattan at all hours of the day and night.

This was only the most recent in a long string of outrageously priced parking violations that I had received over the past year simply because I’d neglected to look at my watch or read a sign carefully. Barbie was quick to remind me of a few others that had come my way on the streets of the Bronx.

“Remember that time when you left school and found a ticket on your windshield for no apparent reason? You were outraged at the injustice, until I pointed out that your car was, in fact, parked in a ‘No Parking Tuesday and Thursday’ zone on what was indisputably a Tuesday. And, here, you had gone through the entire day believing, with unshakable faith, that it was actually Wednesday. Even the cop on the corner couldn’t stop laughing. . . .”

She then went on—with great enthusiasm—to relate tale after embarrassing tale of my dysfunctional days in the South Bronx, as if she had been planted there for the sole purpose of documenting my inadequacies. Now, more than twenty years later, she seemed overjoyed to have finally found an opportunity to share her recollections with a captive audience.

This was definitely not how I had anticipated spending the last few hours of my fiftieth year, and I couldn’t wait to say goodbye to Barbie and resume the quietly reflective evening I had been looking forward to all day. But as soon as I began to feel around for my car keys, I knew—with a familiar surge of panic—that it was going to be a long and difficult night ahead.

In a fitting conclusion to five decades of unmindful living, I suddenly realized that I had no idea where I had put my keys. Not wishing to unloose an avalanche of Barbie’s memories about  my absentminded past, I quietly began to run my fingers through the zippered pockets and webbed pouches of my down jacket and around the folds and crevices and secret compartments of my handbag, praying to find the missing key ring before its disappearance became apparent. However, I came up with nothing but crumpled tissues, cough drop wrappers, and the extra quarters I should have put into the meter in the first place. In the end, I had no choice but to confess.

Twenty minutes later—after I had turned all my pockets inside out, retraced my steps to the Bagel Hole, and emptied the entire contents of my handbag into one of the new salad bowls Barbie had conveniently purchased that evening—we found the keys tangled in the torn lining of my jacket. My fingers and toes were nearly numb by now, but Barbie—apparently energized by the whole experience—continued to churn out one disturbing reminiscence after another.

“I’ll never forget the day you had the entire security staff and a squad of students combing the building for hours in search of your office keys—only to find them, at three o’clock, sitting on the roof of your car beside your mittens. . . . And do you remember that department meeting when you rushed in late because you couldn’t find your reading glasses—until our chairperson politely suggested that you try looking on the bridge of your nose? . . . And I really loved the time when all of your students’ exams blew away in the Bronx Botanical Garden because you left them lying on a bench when you knelt down to smell a flower. . . .”

I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take, but as soon as I opened the door to my car, I realized that the worst was yet to come. Barbie’s eyes opened wide at the sight of my old  Volvo, overflowing, as it typically was, with piles of portable clutter en route to their next destination—the dirty laundry that hadn’t yet made it to the laundromat; the old books in search of a new home; the two-by-fours my carpenter had left behind the previous summer, finally being returned to Home Depot; the goods in need of repair on their way to the shoemaker, the tailor, the eyeglass shop . . . and, on the front seat, the stack of magazines and mail-order catalogues I hoped to catch up on at red lights.

“How clever,” Barbie remarked, apparently overjoyed at the source of new material. “A basement on wheels. Everything you need and don’t need right at your fingertips. And, to tell you the truth, except for the spare tire and booster cables, it’s a near-perfect replica of your half of our old office.”

With that, she began once again to re-create—in excruciating detail—the moments of my life I had tried so hard to forget. At some point, I simply stopped listening; but, hardly taking notice, she continued pommeling me with one mortifying anecdote after another. It wasn’t until our ride was nearly at its end that she finally began to wind down her monologue and turn her attention toward me.

“So, P. P.,” she asked, as if we were just about to begin our conversation, “what have you been doing with yourself all these years—I mean, when you weren’t busy looking for your keys or trying to get your life organized?”

I was so exhausted by this point that I didn’t even attempt to censor my response. Besides, Penn Station was mercifully just around the corner, and the entire ordeal would be over in a matter of minutes. So, I simply gave her a direct and honest answer.

“Well, Barbie, to tell you the truth, I’ve spent most of the past twenty years searching for God.”

This was obviously not the reply she had expected, nor one for which she had a quick and witty retort at her fingertips. It took a moment for her to regain her composure and think of an appropriately sarcastic comeback, but she soon rose to the occasion.

“Hmm . . . searching for God . . . ,” she mused. “Rumor has it that He’s quite a slippery character. Have you ever thought of looking under all those piles in the back seat of your car? It seems the perfect hiding place for an elusive Deity—or, for that matter, anyone else who prefers not to be easily found.”

 



 




As soon as Barbara Bomzer and all of her packages were out of my car, I sat back and closed my eyes. My hands were shaking, and my chest felt tight, but I knew I had just been given an amazing birthday present, even if I were not fully able to receive it just yet. Barbie—obviously unaware of what she was doing—had handed me a gift that was certain to change the course of my life. Thanks to her unintentional generosity, I was now in possession of that rarest of commodities—a pure kernel of truth.

God, Barbie had said, was probably hiding in my piles of clutter. It was one of her typically irreverent attempts at humor—a poke in the ribs to the universe, with a little sideways jab to me as well. But embedded within the sarcasm was a truly profound insight.

I had spent a lifetime searching for God, while the details of my daily existence went largely ignored. In the end, not only had I never found Him—at least not in the deeply personal way I had hoped—but, on most days, I couldn’t find my checkbook or a matching pair of socks either.

Now, for the first time, I was beginning to understand why. All those piles of unfinished business were not just casualties of the journey, but actual barriers to its completion. The many things I had pushed to the side were now blocking my path and obscuring my view. As Barbie had been only too happy to point out, it was not simply my reading glasses and my car keys that had gone into hiding in the back seat of my car and in the recesses of my closet and at the bottom of my oversized pocketbook—it was the spiritual light for which I had been searching in the first place. Wherever I had created a little mess or a big pile, I had also apparently created a spiritual block that kept the light hidden from me.

Which is not to say that clutter operates this way in everyone’s life. Many people seem perfectly capable of functioning normally and even growing spiritually while the world around them is in chaos. But not everyone is as internally cluttered as I am, nor as incapable of filtering out the distractions that surround them.

For me, too much of the physical world has meant not enough of myself nor of anything that transcends myself. And with more years now likely behind me than ahead, I knew that I could no longer afford to remain in a holding pattern.

But December 23 clearly marked the beginning of a fresh opportunity. It was a new year in my life—and a new decade and a new half-century. Soon, it would be a New Year for the rest of the world as well. If ever there were a time to transform my life, the moment had surely arrived; and I was determined not to let it pass me by.

“Thank you, B. B.,” I said aloud, as I pulled away from the curb. “I hope I can return the favor someday—but, please, may it be from afar.”

 




Was Barbie right, after all? I asked myself over and over again, as I inched my way down Seventh Avenue toward the Brooklyn Bridge. Had my spiritual path become as oppressively cluttered as my physical one? I could easily imagine the inner chambers of my soul beginning to resemble the walk-in closet in my bedroom that no one could any longer walk into.

It was clearly time for an uncompromising look at my life. No sugarcoating; no prettying up the ugly details; no hiding the unpleasant truth beneath layers of deeper meaning. Tonight, I simply wanted to observe what was there—just move the lens from scene to scene and let the images speak for themselves. And what better opportunity to do so than a bumper-to-bumper traffic jam of holiday shoppers and late-evening commuters that was sure to keep me stuck in my car and disconnected from the world for the next hour and a half?

I decided to begin by taking a closer look at my immediate surroundings. Barbie had already declared my car the latest exhibit in the history of my hopelessly cluttered life. And, really, who could argue with her? In fact, the longer I reflected upon the mess, the more I was inclined to agree.

Now, to make matters worse, the piles were beginning to attract the attention of the drivers alongside me—most of whom were, no doubt, simply looking for a little diversion from the tedium of their slow crawl home. I soon found myself being stared at by rubbernecking drivers on my left and on my right, eyeing me with growing curiosity, as if they were trying to decide whether I was a homeless person living out of the back seat of her car or a woman on the run with all of her worldly possessions in tow or just another eccentric New Yorker wearing her life on her sleeve.

But it was a precocious little preschooler in a nearby minivan who came closest to the truth when he rolled down his window, pointed a sticky finger in my direction, and announced loudly to his mother: “Look, Mommy—there’s a funny-looking lady hiding in a mess.”

The little professor was clearly on to something there. Hiding in a mess—definitely an interesting choice of words. No one could accuse him of sugarcoating the truth. It certainly appeared that my journey was off to a brutally honest start.

Not wanting to lose my momentum, I immediately turned my lens toward another long-term source of embarrassment—my distinctly unprofessional office at the College.

During my sabbatical several years ago, a part-time colleague in need of office space had asked to borrow mine for the year. When I returned the following September, I found all of her possessions still in my file cabinets, with my own items piled in boxes on the floor. I’m sure she fully intended to restore everything to its original location; but at the end of the semester, she suddenly became ill and never returned to the College, leaving no forwarding address or phone number.

Now, a normally functioning person in my position would probably have waited a few weeks, packed up the unclaimed items, and asked the secretary to store them somewhere out of the way. I, however—not being a normally functioning person who could easily orchestrate such a complicated rearrangement of things—chose a more passive approach. I simply left the woman’s papers in my file cabinets and her personal belongings in my desk drawers and began to conduct my professional life out of the cardboard boxes on the floor—which, not surprisingly, soon gave rise to more cardboard boxes and mounting stacks of paper.

Before long, the little piles had spread from one end of my tiny room to the other and were beginning to grow into towering beanstalks. My office was now well on its way to becoming the laughing stock of the Department. You would think the humiliation alone would have provided sufficient motivation for a massive cleanup effort; but my time was as cluttered as my space, and the two-hour project had now turned into an all-day affair.

I kept hoping for the return of the missing teacher, which would have solved a good part of the problem, but she never came back. So, in the end, I simply hung a thick sheet of oak tag over the hallway window, began turning off the lights and locking the door at all times, and spent my office hours seeing students in an empty classroom—in other words, dealing with the situation by not dealing with it at all.

The mere thought of it now filled me with overwhelming shame. I guess I had forgotten just how discomforting clarity could be.

Yet, on I went—slogging through visions of everything in my life that was unfinished, disorganized, out of place, overdue, swirling in chaos. The list was endless; it covered my entire existence. Nothing, it seemed, was in order or being attended to in a timely fashion. I had no idea how I’d ever managed to maintain a home, a marriage, a full-time job, and a good number of meaningful relationships all these years, but I was sure I was living on borrowed time.

Driving down Ocean Parkway, almost home at last, I was finally struck with the disquieting but undeniable conclusion I had been trying all evening to avoid: Barbie was absolutely right. Somewhere along the way, my life had slipped off track; and amid the clutter and confusion of it all, I had lost my direction. Now, just  about every aspect of my existence was in some form of disarray, and I was so busy trying to contain the scattered pieces that I no longer had any sense of how they all fit together.

Tonight, however, as I was about to officially turn the corner into middle age, I realized that I could not go on like this any longer. I needed to make an unequivocal commitment to order and simplicity. It was time, once and for all, to gain control over this unwieldy life of mine so that I could focus my attention on its meaning rather than the management of its infinite details. I wanted to spend my remaining years in pursuit of spiritual wisdom—not trying to remember where I had last seen my W-2 form.

As I parked the car and walked toward my house, I made myself a promise that tomorrow—no matter what—I would take the first step toward changing the course of my life. But, tonight . . . well, tonight, I was still forty-nine, and I had some celebrating to do.

 



 




“I ’m home!” I shouted, as I burst through the door, dropping my bags where I stood and creating an instant mess in the narrow foyer.

“Happy almost-birthday to you!” my husband sang out from his armchair, while he attempted unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn. Not a late-night person by nature, Yankel (pronounced ’Yahn-kǝl) tried to flow with my evening schedule, but usually faded out just as my second wind was coming in.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to get home,” I said, “but after I called you from that phone booth in the Village, the traffic just kept getting worse and worse. And, of course, I had no way of letting you know.”

“Maybe—sometime before the new millennium arrives—we should begin to think about beginning to think about getting cell phones,” he suggested.

“You know what will happen,” I reminded him. “I’ll lose mine in the first two hours, and yours will end up in that shoebox beneath your desk with all the T.V. remotes, electronic battery chargers, and atomic watches that we can’t figure out how to operate.”

“You’re a wise woman,” he observed proudly.

“Thank you—and soon to be an older one.”

“Well, that’s as good an excuse as any for opening a bottle of champagne,” he said, leading me to the dining room, where I was shocked to find the table set for a candlelight dinner.

“It all got a bit overcooked,” he explained, tactfully not making reference to the obvious reason. “But the wine is perfectly chilled.”

Between mouthfuls of wilted salad and burnt lasagna, I shared with him the events and revelations of my evening. Then, I blew out the many candles on my triple layer chocolate fudge birthday cake, and we drank a toast to the beginning of my new journey:

“Here’s to order and simplicity . . .”

“To an uncluttered life . . .”

“To empty time and open space . . .”

“To freedom . . .”

“And, finally,” Yankel concluded with a satisfied yawn, “to sweet dreams. . . .”

But there were no sweet dreams for me that night. Hours after he had gone to bed, I found myself still sitting at the dining room table, wide awake and too agitated to even contemplate sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about the fifty years of disorganized living  I was now determined to leave behind. But how was I ever going to make such a radical change when my every waking moment was consumed with looking for something I had forgotten somewhere or running frantically to make a meeting that had begun ten minutes before I arrived or trying to remember what I was about to do just as I got distracted from doing it?

It was a life of total anarchy, and I had no idea how to infuse it with order and structure and everyday normalcy. And, so, I feared that all my efforts would once again be scattered to the winds, and my life would remain in perpetual chaos.

I was clearly in need of some guidance here, but at three o’clock in the morning, I couldn’t think of too many places to find it—until I reminded myself that it wasn’t 3:00 AM everywhere in the world. I could still call my friend Laya in Portland, Oregon. It was only midnight on the West Coast—and she did say that she wanted to wish me a happy birthday the moment I hit the Big One. (Of course, when I thought about it afterwards, it was obvious that she meant the moment I hit it in my time zone.)

“Am I calling too late?” I began apologetically.

“No, no,” she assured me. “It’s fine.” But I’m certain I heard a muffled yawn on the other end.

I seemed to be having that effect on everyone tonight. Perhaps my timing was more out of synch than I had realized. Another potential dysfunction to consider . . .

But Laya quickly pulled herself together, sang “Happy Big Birthday” to me in perfect German—she’d spent ten years studying opera in Vienna—and then listened attentively to my story.

At the end, she said, “I think you should call an emergency meeting of the Holy Sisters to discuss the issue.”

“But do you think this is really an emergency?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” Laya responded with certainty. “You’ve got to make a decision and take action immediately. This is the perfect time to change your life—and it only comes once every half a century. You can’t let the moment slip through your fingers.”

Then, being the good friend and Holy Sister that she was, she added, “And if anyone there has a speaker phone, I’ll be at the meeting myself—no matter what time it is in Portland.”

 



 




The Holy Sisters were not due to meet for another few weeks—and who knew if my fragile resolve could sustain itself that long? Rather than take a chance, I decided to follow Laya’s advice and try to pull together an impromptu meeting of anyone who could attend on such short notice. I began making phone calls first thing the next morning, which—my mornings being what they were—turned out to be somewhere around 11:00. Nevertheless, despite everyone’s extremely busy schedule, by noon, I had gotten four definite yeses and three strong maybes for a meeting at Etta’s house the following day.

I couldn’t imagine a life in New York City without my Holy Sisters. What the environment here lacked in terms of civility and access to nature was more than compensated for by the friendship of these uncommonly wise and caring women. Over time, we had evolved into a seriously committed—if somewhat unconventional—group of spiritual seekers, trying to help each other find our way to the higher worlds while struggling to keep things together down below.

I’m not sure just how we found each other in the first place, but we seem to have naturally gravitated toward one another, as if  we instinctively sensed that we had arrived simultaneously at the same bend in the road. From here, many of us went on to develop deeper connections with each other, while others just touched lightly and continued on; but we all recognized that, in one way or another, we had become part of a circle that extended far beyond our individual friendships.

Once a month, we would meet in someone’s living room. Each meeting was slightly different, depending on whose home we were in and who was leading the group. Usually, we meditated together, shared our writing, and discussed whatever was on our mind that day. We also sang and danced and ate, and, in general, tried to support one another’s attempts at living a spiritual life. The rest of the time, we got together individually and in small groups, always grateful to be part of an extended family in which we were all fluent in the language of personal growth, and no one had to explain why she cried at the end of the movie.

Yet, we knew that our Holy Sister Jill was right when she encouraged us to always keep the entrance to the tent open.

“We need to move beyond ourselves,” Jill would often say. “There are all these amazing women out there waiting to be discovered. We don’t know who they are, and many of them are so hidden that even they don’t know who they are—but we have to keep trying to find each other because we’re all holy sisters traveling on this journey together.”

And, so, we began to call ourselves—and all of our unfound travel companions—the Holy Sisters. At first, the name seemed a bit pious for a group as offbeat as ours. And, as Yankel pointed out, it made us sound more like an ancient order of medieval nuns than a contemporary group of spiritual seekers. But, in the end,  we decided to adopt it anyway because in addition to reinforcing our bond with spiritually conscious women everywhere, it also reflected the ways of a very special teacher who had personally touched the lives of many of us.

Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach used to greet everyone he met by saying, “Hey, my holy brother!” or “How are you doing, holy sister?” One of his many gifts was a rare ability to see the holiness in every single person who crossed his path. As he walked up and down Broadway at all hours of the day and night, Reb Shlomo would greet the hidden saints of the Upper West Side—the unwashed street people, the nickel-and-dime hustlers, the wild-eyed prophets reminding us that the end was near. They were all his holy brothers and sisters, and he made it his practice to stop and tell them so.

One Saturday afternoon, as he left his synagogue on 79th Street in Manhattan, he met up with a would-be mugger in Riverside Park. The thief demanded his wallet and all of his money. Reb Shlomo patiently explained to him that Orthodox Jews do not carry money on the Sabbath, so, unfortunately, he could not comply with the request. However, he invited his accoster to stop by the synagogue after the Sabbath, when he would have the money available to give him. Sure enough, that evening the mugger showed up to collect the debt; and, true to his word, Reb Shlomo pressed a wad of bills into his palm. As the astonished thief was about to depart, Reb Shlomo took his hand and said, “Stay in touch, holy brother.” And, as the thief no doubt realized, Reb Shlomo truly meant it.

We, too, wanted to be able to recognize the goodness and spiritual potential in each person—and in ourselves as well. And, therefore, we decided to continue calling ourselves the Holy Sisters,  not because any of us thought we were particularly holy, but only because we yearned to see the world—as Reb Shlomo did—through holy eyes; and, by seeing, hopefully come a bit closer to making it so.

 



 




As much as I always welcomed the opportunity to spend time with the Holy Sisters, this morning I didn’t feel any of my usual enthusiasm. Even when I turned onto the walkway leading to Etta’s house and was met with the scent of freshly brewed coffee with a hint of vanilla, my footsteps did not quicken in anticipation. It was only when Etta came out to greet me with my special mug in her outstretched hand that I began to soften a bit.

“For you,” she said, handing it to me. “Two heaping teaspoons of maple syrup, twice as much half and half as anyone our age should ever consider having, and water hot enough to scald . . . everything in excess, just the way you love it.”

“Etta . . .” I began, but immediately my voice caught, and I could feel myself fighting back tears.

“You’re going to ruin a perfectly good cup of coffee if you go and add salt to it,” she said, reaching in her pocket for a tissue. “Okay, before everyone gets here, why don’t you come inside and tell me what happened.”

“Well,” I said, slipping off my jacket and reaching for the coffee mug, “what happened, I think, is that my life snuck up on me when I wasn’t looking; and all those little details I’ve been ignoring for so many years finally ganged up on me and jumped me from behind. Now, suddenly, wherever I turn, I see a mess. My house is a mess; my car is a mess; my office is a mess—my entire life has become one huge, unmanageable mess. Everything seems to be  falling apart—or maybe it always was, but I just never noticed—and I have no idea how to put the pieces back together again.”

Besides being one of my closest friends, Etta was also an exceptionally warm and loving therapist. She wanted so much to help me, but before she had a chance to say a word, the doorbell rang, and the Holy Sisters began to arrive.

Everyone gratefully took a cup of something hot to drink—coffee for Yitta and Etta and me; herbal tea for Yidis, Ruchama, Atara, and Judy—and carried it into the living room, where we each headed for our favorite armchair, loveseat, or pillow on the floor. Since it was an informal meeting, we skipped our usual opening rituals; and as soon as everyone said hello to Laya on the speakerphone, they immediately turned their eyes toward me.

Now, being the center of attention in a group of my peers—any group, even the Holy Sisters—is a bit more than I can comfortably handle. And having my life scrutinized by everyone present—even at my own request—creates anxiety. Add to this the distress I was already experiencing, and I found myself barely able to compose a coherent sentence.

Feeling as fragile and unsure of myself as I did, I wanted to tread lightly and choose my words with care. However, as soon as I opened my mouth, my thoughts began to fly in all directions at once, so that my explanation turned out to be every bit as fragmented and unfocused as the life it was describing.

Yet, the Holy Sisters sat quietly, sipped their hot drinks, and listened attentively to every word—shaking their heads in commiseration and nodding supportively as I rambled on. I finally concluded with the events of the past two days—my awful encounter with Barbie and the unsettling realization I had on my drive home. 


“I think,” Etta suggested, “that we should all close our eyes for two minutes and visualize Pesi’s life free of all clutter. Then, we can discuss how to help her get from here to there. But, first, refills anyone?”

Settling back in our seats with fresh mugs of coffee, tea, and hot chocolate, we all silently envisioned what my transformed life would look like. Going around the room, each of the Holy Sisters shared her image of a world unfolding before me filled with order and tranquility. And I believed—if only for this one inspired moment—that it could really be just as they described.

“You know,” I said, after everyone had finished speaking, “among my many collections, I have a shoe box filled with old buttons from the ’sixties, and one of my all-time favorites says—in bright day-glo orange—‘I’ll see it when I believe it.’ Well, now that you’ve gone and made a believer of me, I think I’m finally ready to see it—whatever it turns out to be.”

“And we’re here, ready to help,” Etta offered, having apparently become the group leader by default today, since it was her living room in which we were sitting, and no one else seemed to be volunteering for the position. “So tell us what we can do to support you.”

“Okay,” I said. “I feel like I’m lost in a maze, and I can’t find my way out. What I need from everyone is advice on what my next step should be—but it’s got to be simple and specific, or I’ll become too overwhelmed to follow it.”

Since I was obviously looking for practical guidance, we agreed that everyone should take an index card and anonymously write down the first concrete step she thought I needed to take, with Laya dictating her suggestion over the phone. Then, Etta would  read aloud the cards without anyone knowing who said what, so that we could discuss all the possibilities objectively.

A few minutes later, Judy supplied the drum roll, and Etta began to read:

“Number One: Find a therapist who understands the psychology of clutter. You need to know why you clutter in order to permanently break out of the cycle.

“Number Two: Hire a clutter coach. Professional help is available—Why not use it?

“Number Three: Time can be more difficult to control than space. Maybe you should look for a time management specialist. (Maybe we all should—See if you can get a group rate.)

“Four: Before you begin, take some time to meditate. You’ve got to be spiritually centered to do this job properly.

“Five: Join a clutterers’ support group—if there is such a thing. If not, maybe you could start one yourself.

“Six: Buy a large supply of super-size garbage bags, and recite twice a day: ‘When in doubt, throw it out’ (And you can begin by tossing that shoe box of old buttons.)

“Seven: Take notes. Try to process your experience on paper.”

“Great suggestions,” Etta said, placing the index cards on her lap. “Before we discuss them, Pesi, is there anything you want to add?”

“Well, they’re all so good, I think I’d like to use every one of them as part of my first step.”

“Of course you would,” Yidis said, beginning to laugh. “Given seven choices, why not choose all seven? It’s a clutterer’s dream.”

I started to laugh, too, and soon everyone joined in as well. Of course, she was absolutely right. My thinking process was every  bit as cluttered as my closet. Why choose one when you could have them all? Complicated was so much more fun than simple.

“Okay,” Etta said, trying to do her thankless job and keep us all on track. “Back to those suggestions . . .”

It wasn’t too difficult to figure out who had made which recommendation, but we went on to discuss each one without mentioning its author. In essence, the debate was a philosophical one, a latter-day version of faith vs. good works or nature vs. nurture or the chicken vs. the egg. What it basically boiled down to was whether change was more likely to come from the outside in or from the inside out.

Everyone agreed that both were important, but the question was which was more essential to my process. Should I act now and reflect later, or study my inner world before I turned my attention outward? Pick up my clothes and put them where they belong, or try to figure out why I dropped them on the floor in the first place?

Now, the Holy Sisters—being composed mainly of psychologically oriented women who were, for the most part, therapists, teachers, social workers, writers, and artists—naturally leaned toward the introspective. However, struggling with the material world—as most of us did on a daily basis—we also recognized the limitations imposed upon us by our tendency to turn inward. And, so, we came up with what we considered a reasonable compromise: Begin with more active work on clutter and less personal reflection, and then gradually move on to more personal reflection and basic clutter maintenance. In the end, it would all even out and hopefully lead—someday—to a balanced life.

“It sounds like a plan,” I said with guarded enthusiasm, as the enormity of the task began to dawn upon me. “But I’m afraid it  might take an entire village to make it happen. Where am I going to find all these people, and how am I going to afford to pay them?”

“Well, that’s where the Holy Sisters come in,” Etta explained. “What do you say—can we create a team to help Pesi get started? I’ll begin by volunteering to be her clutter therapist. Of course, we’re too close for me to really be her therapist, but since we’re only going to deal with issues related to clutter, I think it might work.

“All right. Next, we need a volunteer to be her clutter coach. You don’t have to be perfectly organized yourself. You just have to remain a few steps ahead of her.”

“I think I can handle that,” Yidis said.

Yitta volunteered to be the literary gadfly and keep me writing about my experiences as I was living them.

And since the four of us saw each other regularly outside the group and all dealt—to one degree or another—with issues of clutter, Yidis and Yitta and Etta agreed to function as my inner circle of advisors.

Ruchama and Judy agreed to be on call for crisis intervention and general back-up support. Atara offered to bring me food when I was too immersed in my clean-up efforts to eat properly. And from the speaker phone, Laya signed up for the graveyard shift, promising to keep the hotline open every night from midnight our time until whenever she fell asleep in Portland.

Unfortunately, nobody felt capable of overseeing the nuts and bolts of the operation or dealing with issues of time management, so those positions remained unfilled.

“Our next meeting is in less than three weeks,” Etta reminded us, as we were carrying our empty cups into the kitchen. “Is that too soon for a progress report?”

“Not if I actually make some progress,” I responded. “But that remains to be seen.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Yidis whispered, slipping her arm in mine as we walked out the door. “We’re definitely going to make progress. And quite a bit of it.”

“I like the we,” I said, beginning to feel hopeful again.

“Well, of course,” Yidis assured me. “You know we’re in this together. So, here’s my plan: Since you and I already speak at least once a day, why don’t we just add a ten-minute check-in to our conversation. You can report on your experience—your success, your lack of success, your insights, your resistance—whatever comes up for you that day. You’ll share, I’ll listen; and, then, I’ll give you my feedback.”

“Yidis,” I asked, as I opened the door to my car and climbed in, “do you really believe there’s hope for me? I mean, do you honestly think that my life will ever be in a normal place?

“Pesita,” she said slowly, “I believe that your journey to the other side of clutter will bring you to truth and serenity and unimaginable joy. I’m not sure if that’s what you’d call a normal place, but why would you want to go anywhere else?”






CHAPTER TWO

The First Step

“Simplify, simplify . . . We are happy in proportion to the things we can do without.”

—Henry David Thoreau

 



 




In the weeks that followed, my life became less and less recognizable to me. Not because it changed in any appreciable way—in fact, I was in such a state of paralysis most of the time that it barely changed at all—but simply because the lens through which I viewed the world had suddenly developed a new and unfamiliar focus. The foreground had faded into an obscure corner, and what used to be the backdrop had now moved to center stage.

For most of my life, I pretty much ignored my clutter. It was simply there—a chronic irritation that I lived with, the way most people live with a mosquito in their bedroom. You wish it would go way—you even swat at it from time to time—but you don’t take out a  shotgun and start blasting holes in your ceiling. In fact, until it starts to buzz in your ear and disturb your sleep, you barely notice it.

However, now that I had noticed, I could see nothing but clutter everywhere. It seemed to be rapidly consuming my life. It woke me in the morning and chased me through the night. It multiplied before my eyes and mocked my inability to restrain it. Yet, although I complained incessantly, in truth, I did little to free myself.

“I can’t seem to move forward,” I confessed to Yitta one evening. “No matter how much my clutter torments me, I just sit here and stare at it, as if I’m waiting for it to get up and walk out the door on its own.”

“Don’t be discouraged,” she reassured me. “You’re simply pupating. You know, like a caterpillar. And when the time is right, you’ll emerge and be ready for action.”

Pupating. I liked that. It transformed my inertia into a respectable stage of development. Leave it to Yitta.

In the meantime, while I was busy pupating, the Holy Sisters were hard at work encouraging me, coaching me, trying to push the project forward. I was on the phone with Yidis and Yitta and Etta nearly every day, and Laya and I usually had a late-night cup of tea by telephone as well. In between, I consulted with Ruchama and Judy; and Atara saved the day on several occasions with emergency deliveries of macrobiotic care packages. Yet, despite all the support, I seemed to be making absolutely no progress.

Nevertheless, as Yidis said, “Once you start to chip away, you’re on the road to a Shawshank Redemption—and before you know it, you’ll be tunneling your way to freedom.” I wasn’t sure if I had that much chipping in me, but I hoped she was right.

 




Today’s gathering was being held at Laurie’s house. When we first began our get-togethers, Laurie was single and shared this small apartment with two roommates and a parrot. Now, seven years later, she was married with two children and another on the way—and still living comfortably, parrot and all, in the same quarters. Meanwhile, Yankel and I—with no children and no pets—had moved several times and outgrown each apartment or house we rented before we ever finished unpacking.

At Etta’s house, we were transported into the living room on a wave of freshly brewed coffee. Now, as we stood on Laurie’s front porch, the aroma of cinnamon cookies warming in the oven came out to greet us. Everyone, it seemed, had her signature scent. Mine, unfortunately, had become the smell of forgotten food left burning on the stove as I ran off in pursuit of whatever it was that distracted me.

But, someday, I fantasized, I, too, would have a pleasing scent floating out the window of my well-organized kitchen. And when guests knocked at the front door, I would run to welcome them, as Etta and Laurie graciously did, instead of looking to dive behind the couch because I was running an hour late and my house was still a mess.

I shared some of these thoughts as we went around the circle, but I saved most of what I was feeling for later. Whoever needed to talk about her issues in greater depth or with more group feedback was given an opportunity to do so at the end of the meeting, when we had a more informal discussion with everyone who could stay. I had never before requested this extra time, and I felt uncomfortable doing it now—but I was too desperate to pass up the opportunity for help.

Etta suggested that I briefly describe my clutter crisis—gentle emphasis on the word briefly—so that those who had not been at our last meeting would understand what was going on. This time, I was able to sum it all up in just a few relatively focused statements—no doubt, a sign of progress itself. When I finished, Etta invited the Holy Sisters who had not yet become part of our support team to participate in what we were now calling The Project.

Everyone present stepped forward and offered to help in one creative way or another; and even those who were already helping volunteered to expand their roles. Laurie—an inspiring teacher and also a great dessert maker—promised to keep baking my favorite blueberry muffins for me, as well as providing unlimited telephone support between baby feedings. Myriam—who always had words of wisdom at her fingertips—said she would call once a week with a spiritual teaching on the topic of order and simplicity. And Atara—a gifted artist and art therapist—suggested painting her vision of an uncluttered universe so that I could hang it on my wall for inspiration.

After refueling with another round of Laurie’s cookies, more Holy Sisters came forward. Ruchama—everyone’s favorite teacher of creative writing, as well as a successful author herself—volunteered to put together a reading list of practical and inspirational books. Julie—one of the better organized among us—said she would work with me on prioritizing and list-making. Golda—always eager to lend a helping hand—signed on to be the designated driver in charge of clutter removal and recycling. And Judy—a natural social worker and clutter sympathizer—agreed to round out the team by coordinating all the unassigned Sisters to run interference with my life—return a library book, mail a letter, pick up an emergency pint of half and half—so that nothing would get in the way.
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