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For Henry, my sunshine, my only sunshine.
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Creating spaces for “adults only” time is important, too—like in this living room we designed with a sculptural mantel surrounding a cozy gas fireplace.





INTRODUCTION

    

Since the publication of my first book, Elements of Style: Designing a Home & a Life, in 2014, a lot has changed in my world. My business has grown to include more clients from across the country. I launched my own line of rugs and home accessories. My husband, Andrew, and I completed two additions on our home. And of course, the biggest change of all: we finally had a baby!

If you follow me on my blog or other social media channels, you are well aware of my son Henry’s existence—I’ve pretty much documented every move he’s made and outfit he’s worn since his birth. It’s possible that if he had his own Instagram account he’d have far more followers than I do.

While I have to admit that even though the tiny jeans and miniature sneakers are positively adorable and fun to photograph, the added bonus of having Henry in my life is that he’s made me a better, more thoughtful designer. I’ve always thought of my own home as my laboratory where I can try out ideas and fabrics and furniture in private, on my own dime. I don’t like to experiment too much when my client is writing the checks! Finding out that a certain fabric does NOT repel chocolate chip cookie stains made by sticky little hands is a discovery I’d prefer to make myself.

These days, whenever I’m designing spaces for people who have a baby or are expecting, I can speak knowledgeably and with confidence about what is a smart choice and what is something they may regret or need to get rid of as the baby grows from immobile infant to fearless toddler and beyond. And when it comes to older kids, I have an ever-expanding arsenal of lovely but tough-as-nails textiles and finishes that can stand up to their shenanigans, as well as a long list of tried-and-true tips for keeping family spaces tidy and chic.

Here’s the best part: making child-friendly choices doesn’t mean that you need to give up on having a stylish home. In fact, most of the homes I showcased in my last book WERE designed for families with children. The assumption that “we have kids now, so we need to hide all of the nice pieces and cover our sofa in plastic” is not true! Sure, you don’t want to upholster your sofa in silk, but honestly, who would? I’m far messier than Henry in many regards (I’m looking at you, red wine stains on my rug), and our two dogs get the blame for messing up a duvet cover or six . . . so we can’t blame it all on Henry.

However, you do need to make concessions and plan ahead when living with littles. From finding a place to store the 1,568,345 Lego pieces strewn across the living room floor to seeking out dining chairs that are easy to wipe up after a spill, there are some things that you do have to think carefully about or change when your family grows. Luckily for us all, the marketplace has responded to these needs in a big way, and there are far more fashionable choices that are also durable and easy to care for than there were even just a few years ago.

That said, I also want to teach Henry to respect his surroundings, including our home. We live in a society that seems to defer to children and cater to their every whim and I don’t think that is necessarily healthy or appropriate. It’s okay to tell Junior that no, he can’t eat his peanut butter and jelly in your bed or use water guns in the house. My hope is that by establishing sensible boundaries and sticking to rules that apply within the home, Henry will develop a greater sense of responsibility for the world at large, and I think that can only foster a heathier respect toward adults. No matter how much we want to give our kids everything (and avoid meltdowns), I believe it’s crucial for them to understand that they can’t have everything.
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By far the most important thing I’ve learned through designing homes for dozens of loving families and my own is that a house is only a home when it’s filled with the people you love. No place will feel as special as the one that’s full of laughter and love. I’ve also discovered that even the most pristine, swoonworthy spaces won’t be fun to live with if you can’t live in them. Like our families, our homes are always evolving and must be adaptable and functional as well as beautiful. That’s what makes life interesting and pleasurable.

I hope this book inspires you to create the kind of home that you can feel not only proud of but also comfortable in, surrounded by the people who light up your world.

—ERIN GATES, 2019
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FAMILY SPACES
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This vignette perfectly illustrates how I like décor to reflect someone’s life story: the table is an antique from my parents, the blue chinoiserie pot has some of the ashes from my first dog, the picture is from our engagement, and the book underneath was written by my father-in-law.





the “non-diy” family

I was thirty-five when I found out I was pregnant with Henry. By that time, most of my close friends already had four- or five-year-olds plus an infant or one on the way. I’d waited to start my family because, for a long time, I was not sure if I wanted to be a parent. My doctor had gently brought up the fact that a woman’s fertility declines in her midthirties, but for a long time I felt like, “Wait, this feels like something I should be a thousand percent sure of before I do it, right?” Creating a life was not something to take lightly or do just because the clock was ticking. So, I waited.

And then it happened: I woke up one day and knew in my heart that I really wanted to be a mom. It was like an alarm bell went off. I looked around at all I had accomplished with my career—I’d written my first book and was well on my way to even greater success both personally and professionally—and felt ready. That sense of gratification was what I thought I needed to spur my ovaries to get prepared to procreate. It was time to get in the game.

Or not, as Andrew and I soon found out.

After a year of trying and failing to get pregnant, we went in search of professional help and answers. Luckily, where we live there is no shortage of doctors specializing in this field and fertility treatment was covered by our insurance (a benefit not granted to many people, which enrages me). After a barrage of tests, tons of poking and prodding, and some rather embarrassing feats on my husband’s part, we were diagnosed with “unexplained fertility issues.” If there is anything more aggravating than hearing, “Well, we know you can’t get pregnant easily but we don’t know why,” I don’t know what it is. Their best guess was that for one reason or another, my eggs were wonky more often than not, so my chances of getting pregnant in any given month were much lower than most women’s. Having Andrew’s “swimmers” graded as “Michael Phelps level” didn’t help with my guilt and self-blame. He, however, wanted to have T-shirts made declaring his prowess.

After several failed attempts to get pregnant through less invasive interventions (Clomid, intrauterine insemination . . .), we went all in with in vitro fertilization, “given my age and all” (cue angriest emoji ever). As anxious as I was about going through the retrieval process, I was super hopeful that if I did all this work, it would certainly result in a baby. How could it not?

Spoiler alert: IVF usually doesn’t work on the first try. The first cycle of IVF is like throwing a dart with your eyes closed. They use the standard dosages and medicines and see how your body reacts. More often than not, it takes more than one cycle to get the formula right. We knew that going in. Still, I will never forget the despair I felt after finding out our transfer did not take—and that not one of the remaining fourteen embryos was healthy enough to freeze. I thought for sure at least a handful would pass muster and that I wouldn’t have to go through the torturous process of egg harvesting again for a very long time.

I remember sitting in my car, phone in my hand, ugly-crying Claire Danes style, trying to gather myself enough to go into my office and face the day. Business doesn’t pause when you are going through medical treatment, no matter how emotional you might be. In some ways, work can be a good distraction; it keeps you engaged in the world. But some days you want to just pull the covers up over your head and hide, alone with all the fears and disappointment swirling and swelling in your brain.

Fortunately, throughout all of this, I had not only Andrew and my friends and family but also my loyal blog readers by my side. I’m so thankful that I had such a strong online community to whom I could vent, at least virtually. As you may know, I have very little filter when it comes to sharing details of my personal life! By letting it all out in the open on my blog, not only did I feel so much less alone, but I was also convinced to switch doctors and try a different clinic. Four readers had recommended one particular specialist in my neighborhood, and I immediately made an appointment with her. I had not connected on a personal level with my last doctor and felt very much like a cog in a giant machine at the hospital with which she was affiliated. When I met with this new doctor, I knew I’d found The One. She gave me answers, a sense of real hope—and her direct email address. Score!!! Because of her, I felt ready to face another round of drugs and surgery.

And man, did that personal touch make a difference. Of course, there were tweaks to my medications, and I did participate in acupuncture this time around, but I do believe that my positive attitude and the comfort I felt with my new doctor were real game changers. During this cycle we ended up with a near-perfect embryo to transfer, plus three more to freeze. When I got the news, I wept tears of gratitude. I had never thought getting pregnant would take so much work and will and spirit, but apparently, this was how I was meant to create my family. I now know SO many other women who have had to go this route—if you’re going through it now, please know you’re not alone.

We transferred our one perfect embryo and while I was hopeful, I knew there were more to try so I wasn’t as petrified as I was the first time. And then, two weeks later, there were two lines on the pregnancy test. I could barely comprehend it. I blinked and looked again; I didn’t trust my own eyes. Again, there it was. Positive. I was pregnant. I took five or six more tests just for the fun of seeing it turn positive.

But after what I’d been through I didn’t fully believe the test, and I didn’t trust my body to do what it was supposed to do. My body had failed me so many times already. So, Andrew and I were cautiously overjoyed. Eventually we were able to let go of our fear and not only enjoy the news but also share it with others (although our favorite Starbucks barista became suspicious early on, when I started ordering half-caf coffees!). I have never been so excited to write a blog post in my entire career. I titled it “The Post I’ve Waited Years to Write” and I wasn’t disappointed in the least by the reaction it got. My readers seemed as excited as I was, and in a way it was like the best surprise party ever with thousands of friends all in one room. It was one of the happiest days of my life.

Of course, I was thrilled to design the baby’s nursery. We found out the gender at twelve weeks—the only bonus to being a “grandma pregnancy,” due to my age—and I went ALL OUT with plans for a space for my little boy. Since it took so much work to get pregnant with him, I knew a second pregnancy was far from certain. This could be my one shot at designing my ultimate fantasy nursery. From a custom mural wallpaper to designer crib and changer, I had an extraordinary time planning this special space. I actually came up with two completely different schemes and was torn between them for weeks. One was bold, employing a navy and orange scheme with more graphic touches, and the other was softer, with a painted light-gray mural and the palest blue. I was down to the wire on picking one when I realized that I’d get to do a big-boy room someday, but I might never get to do a baby nursery again. In the end I went with the calmer palette, which ended up being perfect for a newborn. It gave me such a feeling of peace to work on this space (that is, when I wasn’t facedown in a toilet bowl swearing I would never, EVER do this again!).

I can’t lie: I had a tough pregnancy and battled morning sickness until roughly twenty-six weeks. The all-day nausea was so uncomfortable that there were moments I wondered just WHY I wanted this so desperately. So, for me, the third trimester was the best by far. I could keep food down and felt comfortable in my body and with the fact that the pregnancy was no longer in jeopardy. I could breathe a sigh of relief and enjoy! Before I knew it, I was Instagramming from the hospital during a long but ultimately calm and easy delivery (a big thank-you to the genius behind the epidural and all related drugs!).

I still have to catch my breath when I look at Henry. I can’t believe this perfect, sweet, adorable boy who loves to drive tractors around the backyard and asks me to rub his back before he goes to bed each night is my son. Mine. The same little person who would kick my sciatic nerve and cause weeks of nausea worse than seasickness. The same one who would press his little foot up against my belly like something out of Alien and freak me out. It’s so surreal. Someday he’ll know how hard we fought to bring him into this world, and how very much he was and is loved, wanted, and cherished from the moment he was an eight-cell embryo until today and forever. Despite all the cool accomplishments and projects I’ve completed, he is, by far, the best work I have ever produced.

Our journey to create our family isn’t over. Well, it might be—but not without a fight. Around Henry’s first birthday, we decided we wanted to go for a second baby. The process has been far more brutal than our first attempt to conceive. In a little over a year I have suffered three pregnancy losses, all of which have left me gutted and more exhausted than I’ve ever been in my life. Not only from the emotional turbulence of the losses themselves, but the draining fertility process that comes BEFORE the bad news. The drugs and needles, the intense exams and tests—couple that with chasing after a toddler and a full-time job and it’s enough to send even the sanest gal to the looney bin. We haven’t given up—we’ll keep trying until we feel it’s time to stop.

Henry is wonderfully oblivious to the stress we’ve felt trying to give him a sibling. I hide my tears and Andrew steps in with extra hugs and snuggles when I need time to collapse and grieve. Always, we bounce back, that little Henry smile and those sparkly eyes lifting me from the depths every time. I can’t be sad for long with this magical boy doing silly dances and singing the PAW Patrol theme song to himself as he falls asleep. I know how lucky I am to have someone who calls out “Mommy!” in the middle of the night and asks me to kiss his boo-boos. It can be hard to conjure gratitude for all I do have when I’m focused on what I do not, but as a wise friend once said to me, feeling and exhibiting gratitude is the best way to pray. I fully believe in this and try to practice small acts of gratitude every single day.
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Our new family room doesn’t have a big footprint, but the vaulted ceiling makes it feel large and bright.





FAMILY ROOMS


Whether your family room is part of an open-concept floor plan connected to the kitchen or in a space by itself, this area of the home is one of the most used and probably the most visible to family and friends, especially those with kids. The days of formal entertaining seem to be over, so more likely than not, even if you have a formal living room, you and your guests will end up in the family room.

The keys to creating a space that functions well, looks great, and stands up to the wear and tear of small children and pets are rather simple: tons of attractive storage options to hide clutter; big, well-made comfy seating; and a large coffee table or ottoman on which to kick up your feet, play a board game, eat dinner (come on, we all do it), or enjoy a cocktail. And of course, a TV (which we’ll address later).

For the final renovation of our current home, we tore down our sunroom and rebuilt it as a family room, which has been one of the best decisions we’ve made with our house. We spend SO much time in this bright, happy room with Henry . . . and without! I wanted it to feel open and filled with light, so we decided to vault the ceiling, which makes the modest square footage seem much larger than it is, and incorporate as many windows as we could. The rest of our house has low ceilings and is a little on the dark side, so this room feels like a breath of fresh air. I kept furniture to a minimum knowing I’d want Henry to have space to play, but I was sure to provide ample seating for us to hang out as a family and watch The Lion King for the three hundredth time or a different movie once Andrew and I are alone. It’s worked out beautifully.

The family room is the spot where you should purchase the highest-quality seating you can afford. Be it a sectional or a couch, this piece (or pieces) will get a great deal of use, so they need to be comfortable but also really durable. There’s nothing worse than spending a lot of money on a sofa only to have all the cushions sag and fall flat after six months of wear. I myself have made this mistake! A well-made, sturdily constructed piece will last for many years to come, so as I advise my clients, when looking at pricing and quality, always err on the side of the old adage “It’s better to cry once than twice.”

    
        BEST PIECE OF ADVICE YOU GIVE TO CLIENTS WHO HAVE KIDS?

        My priorities have always been people, then pets, then things.

        —NATE BERKUS

        INTERIOR DESIGNER AND AUTHOR
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I have found natural cowhide to be one of the most durable materials on the planet—I’ve cleaned red wine, ice cream, and chocolate off this ottoman!
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The see-through fireplace was a big investment but one that helps connect the family room to the living room. And the skinny built-in makes use of every inch!
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We chose a sturdy hardwood-framed sectional done in an outdoor fabric for this family’s busy living area.





WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A LONG-TERM UPHOLSTERY PIECE

• A KILN-DRIED HARDWOOD FRAME: The frame is the skeleton of the piece, so you want it to be made of sturdy wood that won’t warp. A good test—lift one front corner of the sofa a few inches; if the other front leg doesn’t rise to the same height as the one you are lifting, it’s not a sturdy frame.

• QUALITY JOINT CONSTRUCTION: Make sure the joints aren’t glued or stapled but rather connected by mortise-and-tenon, dowel, or tongue-and-groove joints.

• SPRING-DOWN SEAT CUSHIONS: Constructed much like a mattress, this type of cushion won’t sag and will be nice and supportive, yet soft. Firmly filled down back cushions will also sag less and need less fluffing.

• HIGHLY DURABLE FABRIC: There are so many great options these days for family-friendly, pet-proof upholstery. Indoor/outdoor fabrics that still feel nice and stain-resistant/treated fabrics are great options. Be sure to check the durability rating of the fabric being used—sometimes things that feel sturdy turn out not to be rated as such. The two standards by which durability is measured in the fabric industry are the Wyzenbeek and Martindale methods, which involve machines rubbing fabric to see how long it takes to break down. For high-traffic pieces, like sofas, we like to use “heavy use”-rated fabrics, while drapes and pillows can be “light use.”

MARTINDALE

Light use: 6,000–9,000 cycles

Medium use: 9,000–20,000 cycles

Heavy use: 20,000+ cycles

WYZENBEEK

Light use: 6,000–9,000 double rubs

Medium use: 9,000–15,000 double rubs

Heavy use: 15,000+ double rubs

• SLIPCOVERED OPTIONS: Having a slipcover is a great option as you can remove it and have it dry-cleaned or laundered instead of needing to reupholster a piece or live with icky stains. Look for a slipcover that is fitted tight to the frame to avoid it looking disheveled or sloppy. Also, never tumble dry a slipcover, as it will shrink! Hang it to dry, but put it on when still very slightly damp so it molds back to the piece.
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This open family room combines wonderful grown-up features like the rug and custom pillows with the focus still being on family (you can totally work in a teepee!).
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I absolutely love this combination of red and blue—it feels fresh and not stuffy or old-fashioned. The sectional is done in an outdoor fabric for durability; however, it looks like any other woven material.
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In this built-in we used a fantastic patterned grass cloth, which adds a special level of detail not always seen in most homes. The items on the shelf really pop against the material.



    SECTIONAL BUYING TIP

    The terminology can be confusing when trying to decide whether what you need is a “left-hand facing” chaise or “right-hand facing.” When facing the sofa in your space (NOT sitting ON the sofa), if you want the chaise on the right side, it’s “right-hand facing.” If you want it on the left, it’s “left-hand facing.” This gets mixed up often and it’s a huge bummer when your sofa arrives in the wrong configuration, so triple-check with your vendor when ordering, as they make mistakes too—it’s happened to me!
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