
Pat turned to look back into the living room as she 
always did as she left for work. Her eyes noted the 

collection of shoes sitting just inside the door, 

skimmed briefly over the wilted plant in the corner, 
and rested for a moment on the remains of her light 

breakfast – a half-empty teacup and a plate of 
cookie crumbs – on the dining room table that was 

just visible beyond the living room. Her mind’s eye 

noted regretfully the eggshells that should have been 
sent down the garbage disposal still sitting in the 

kitchen sink and the jumble of recipes she had left 
sitting out on the counter. Then Pat turned, pulled 
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the door shut behind her, jiggled the knob to make 

sure it had locked, and headed toward the garage. 
And she concluded her departure preparations with 

her usual thought: Why am I going out to organize 
someone else when I should be staying home and 

organizing myself?

Patience “Pat” (no middle name) Oaktree, was a 
professional organizer. She helped her clients, from a 

wide variety of backgrounds and situations, get 
organized through tailored combinations of de-

cluttering and time management. And she prided 

herself on developing innovative systems that would 
allow her clients to stay organized even after Pat was 

no longer on site. Each situation was unique and the 
circumstances were quite challenging, considering 

that most people did not seek out professional 

organizing services until they were close to des-
perate. Pat and her organizing colleagues across the 

country were confident that one day organizing 
would be a more mainstream profession and people 

would mention their professional organizer – or PO 

– the same way they referred to their CPA, MD, and 
lawyer. But that day was a way off.

In the meantime, Pat was stil l g lad she had 
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stumbled into the profession. And she liked the fact 

that her initials were PO. She had played around 
with all sorts of names for her business that would 

highlight this coincidence. Names like Pleasing 
Order or Practically Organized. Then she would 

have a triple “PO” and could write a jingle that went 

“po-po-po!” But in one sense it was too cute – sort 
of like Santa Claus meets professional organizing. 

And in another sense it was just plain stupid. Then 
she thought of Patience Oaktree, Organizing 

Professional – but that came out as POOP, which 

would not do at all!
Next, she had tried capitalizing on her somewhat 

unusual first name. Perhaps a tagline like: Let 
Patience be your guide. And she had spent days 

playing around in her mind with similar slogans. In 

the end, she determined that her lack of satisfaction 
would not keep her from exercising her entre-

preneurial spirit, and Pat launched her business 
simply as Patience Oaktree, Professional Organizer – 

jingles, taglines, and slogans to follow.

Now, eight years later, Pat, by her own humble 
assessment, was the most successful professional 

organizer in the State. She had started out primarily 
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with an absolute passion for helping others. Having 

read almost every book in print on the subject in an 
effort to get herself organized, Pat was convinced 

that most of them were of little use. They told 
disorganized people about the organizing systems 

and tools that worked for organized people. These 

were not the systems and tools that work for people 
who are not naturally organized to begin with. Pat 

had been absolutely right about that. But that’s 
where the accuracy of her evaluation stopped. Pat 

had wrongly concluded that the system that worked 

for Pat – which was different from all of the published 
born-organized solutions – would work for everyone 

else who needed organizing help. Fortunately for her 
future success , Pat was a woman of the late 

Twentieth Century, endeavoring not to be left 

behind by the Twenty-First Century, and therefore 
she was what society now terms a lifelong learner. 

Along with the passion for her new profession came 
a commitment to learn everything about the field. 

Pat joined the two leading professional associations, 

attended seminars, read the cutting-edge literature, 
and learned a whole bunch. Now, she could tell 

within ten minutes whether she would enjoy 
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working with a prospective client and, within an 

hour, she could analyze whether her skills would 
serve the client’s needs. If these two criteria weren’t 

met, Pat would refer the person to one of her 
colleagues who Pat felt would be a better match. As a 

result, Pat liked the clients she worked with and had 

a near-perfect customer satisfaction record. If that 
wasn’t success, Pat didn’t know what was!

Still, always nagging at the back of Pat’s mind was 
the fact that she was not turning the kind of profit 

she had envisioned and that she still believed 

possible. Indeed, it was her frustration with this 
monetary shortfall that had subconsciously prodded 

her to take on the client she was on her way to see. It 
was an interesting case that flew in the face of 

several business rules that Pat had written for herself 

over the years. If she were honest with herself, she 
had agreed to help this client mostly out of greed. 

Yes, this one was to be all about improving the 
bottom line.
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So, here was Pat headed off to meet with her new 
client for the first time. That already broke Pat’s first 

rule, which was to never take on a client until she 

had met with them in person. As a result, instead of 
the slight anxiety and general exhilaration she 

usually felt, Pat was on her way with a rather 
worrisome sense of trepidation.

Pat had been sitting at her desk in her office – a 

converted spare bedroom – contemplating once 
again the book she hoped to write, the book which 

had been at the top of her New Year’s Resolutions 
list for three years running, when the call came in.
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“Hello, this is Pat.”

Silence … then, “Is this Patience Oaktree, Profes-
sional Organizer?”

“Yes, this is Pat.”
“May I speak with Patience?”

To herself Pat said, Patience, Patience. Indeed, in 

eight years Pat never had developed a catchy slogan 
playing on the use of her first name. But, over the 

years she had frequently admonished herself with 
the phrase “Patience, Patience,” the first use of the 

word being a directive and the second being her 

name. It had become a sort of silent mantra.
Aloud, she responded, “This is Patience. Pat.” She 

reminded herself to leave any impatience out of her 
tone, and managed, almost. While this could be an 

annoying telemarketer, it also could be a newspaper 

reporter or prospective client. One never knew and 
must keep an open mind so as not to be off-putting 

to a person prepared to offer a rewarding oppor-
tunity.

The uncertain voice at the other end continued, 

“Well, yes, you see, I need to hire an organizer.”
“That’s what we’re here for,” encouraged Pat, who 

tried her best to sound perky and interested. “Why 
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don’t you tell me a little about your situation?”

“Well, you see, I’ve always been a mess, and my 
sister hates it. I can’t fit another thing in my closets, 

there’s stuff all over, it’s just a mess! Can you help?”
“Most likely, but please tell me a little more. You 

mentioned your sister. Does she live with you? What 

makes now the time you’ve decided to get organ-
ized?”

“Well, you see, no, my sister doesn’t live with me. 
She’s quite well off and doesn’t think I’m ever going 

to amount to anything. She hates the way I live. 

She’s issued me a challenge because she thinks I 
can’t do it. She’s a psychologist and thinks she 

knows everything. You see, I want to prove her 
wrong and get the money.”

And then the absolutely unique proposition 

unfolded. This woman’s sister – very self-righteous, 
thought Pat – had told her that if she could get her 

house organized and keep it that way for six 
months, the sister would give her $100,000. This 

woman wanted to hire Pat on a contingency-fee 

basis without the sister knowing. If Pat helped her 
meet the challenge, she would pay Pat $25,000 out 

of the $100,000 from her sister.
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Pat had never heard of such a thing, but she kept 

her cool. “Wow, that’s really interesting … I’m sorry, 
I didn’t catch your name.”

“Susan.”
“Susan. Thanks. My first thought is that this 

would be a project that would take quite a bit of 

time.”
“Well, you see, I get three weeks vacation, and I 

could take it all at once so we could get a good solid 
start. Can you help me?”

Red flags were popping up around every thought 

Pat was having. Susan was being motivated at worst 
by anger and spite and at best by money, not an 

interest in improving her life. Red flag! Susan had a 
hesitancy to be totally open with Pat; she still hadn’t 

revealed her last name or where she lived. Red flag! 

Susan was not above deceit, seeing as she didn’t 
want her sister to know she had enlisted Pat’s help. 

Red flag! Pat’s payment was deferred and not 
guaranteed. Big red flag!

And yet Pat could feel herself being sucked in as if 

she were standing on the beach with her toes just at 
the edge of the water while a strong undertow 

pulled out the sand from under them.
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I must buy time to think this through. “I’ll have to 

see if I can clear three weeks on my calendar. Would 
it be okay if I call you back this afternoon?” And Pat 

proceeded adeptly to elicit Susan’s phone number 
and the street and city where she lived.

“And your sister’s name?”

“Helen Huffman, Ph.D.” That had been almost too 
easy, thought Pat. Said with contempt, apparently 

Susan didn’t care about her sister’s privacy. Another 
red flag?

As soon as she hung up the phone, Pat began her 

research. It was scary the amount of investigative 
information one had at one’s fingertips these days. 

She cross-checked the phone number Susan had 
given her with the phone number that showed on 

the caller-ID. It matched. She plugged the number 

into the reverse look-up feature of the free online 
phone book, got lucky, and found Susan’s address 

and full name. Susan Huffman. One could not have 
assumed it, but no surprise there. Pat then Googled 

Susan and learned that she had a degree in manage-

ment from the local state university and currently 
worked as a bank branch manager. Pat knew from a 

former bank manager client that this meant that 
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Susan was responsible for increasing the amount of 

money deposited by customers at her branch. Her 
job was dependent on her ability to bring in new 

money and, these days, was tenuous at best.
Pat also checked out Susan’s sister, the psychol-

ogist. It turned out her first name was Hellen, with 

two ls, which made her easier to distinguish. She had 
extensive credentials, including several research 

grants, and lived in an outlying suburb where Pat 
knew the minimum lot size was five acres. Pat noted 

that Hellen’s research was in areas that did not 

impact one’s ability to organize – no research in 
ADD (attention deficit disorder), OCD (obsessive-

compulsive disorder), hoarding, TBI (traumatic 
brain injury), or even cognition. So, thought Pat, 

maybe Dr. Know-it-all doesn’t know much when it 

comes to overcoming chronic disorganization. Still, 
Pat was a little jealous since she had thought many 

times how great it would be to receive grant money 
to look into any number of areas having to do with 

organizing. But then that would require her to get 

herself organized enough to actually apply for a 
grant.

What had Pat concluded from her sleuthing? Not 
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much. She had confirmed what she had been told. 

She already knew that Susan and Hellen were in 
different economic brackets and didn’t get along. 

On the downside, she could be reasonably sure that 
Susan could not pay her $25,000 unless she won the 

challenge money from her sister. On the upside, she 

could be reasonably sure that the sister had not 
issued the challenge based on any expert knowledge 

that Susan had a psychological condition that would 
prevent her from succeeding, and she could be 

reasonably confident that the sister had the money if 

she chose to pay it.
Still, all in all, Pat knew that taking this client was 

a big gamble. But the lure of the big bucks had 
hooked her. And even though Susan’s success would 

be dependent on Susan being motivated, Pat was 

hopeful that the fact that Susan would keep three 
quarters of the money would be motivation enough. 

It should be, even if Susan were only as greedy as 
Pat. Pat did not want to be greedy, so she asked 

herself if it were not possible that she was being 

driven by a more noble purpose, perhaps the 
intellectual challenge of an interesting case or the 

desire to help Susan change habits that were 
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negatively impacting her life.

As Pat drove along, she realized that motive was 
now a moot point. Whatever had gripped her that 

day, she had accepted the assignment sight unseen. 
And now, on this Monday in January, it would be 

only moments before Susan’s house would come 

into view.
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