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I am inspired daily by my husband’s patience and my mother’s love.
This book is for you, Jack Helmuth and Donna Head.
B.H.





Introduction


Before we become well acquainted in the following chapters, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Betsy Helmuth, and I own Affordable Interior Design in New York City. I have designed over 1,700 spaces, including a palatial NYC penthouse, a Vermont log cabin, a pied-à-terre in Argentina—heck, even a McDonald’s in Brooklyn!
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In this book, I am spilling my design secrets. I am giving away the gold. I want you to have a lovely home—without a huge budget, without the help of a personal designer, and without an illusive “eye for design.” I want this to be the guide that helps you create a space you love to come home to.


A well-designed place is something everyone can achieve using principles that apply to any home. Let’s take the pretension and mystery out of it. My design rules are easy and fun—if I do say so myself!


PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST AS A YOUNG DESIGNER


This story of how I became an interior designer is one that I rarely share—and I almost never tell the full story. Not even my husband knew the whole of it until he read the draft of this book.


I started my design career as a painter. I made paintings for people’s apartments. They commissioned pieces, and I would go to their spaces to measure and determine what their custom art should look like. Too often, I would walk into these fabulous apartments and be really let down. Their furniture would be too big, haphazard, illogically placed—and super expensive.


My clients would insist that a great piece of art would bring everything in their sad spaces together. They hoped something stretched on canvas would save the day. Fat chance. One day I let the cat out of the bag. I told one of my clients that his apartment was tragic. I told him that not even an original Van Gogh was going to give his space style. (I am known for my tact.) I offered to give him a sketch for a total redesign of his apartment and a sketch for a painting. He could decide which to move forward with, same charge either way.


He went with the redesign, and my life forever changed. I poured my heart and soul into that project. I had to prove to him (and to myself) that I could make his space fabulous. I binge-watched interior design shows, designed custom shelving, bought butcher’s wax to create a faux-leather wall, sampled endless paint colors, supervised contractors, and made a couple of original paintings to boot.


He loved it. It looked amazing! On the very last day of work, I returned to the space with the carpenter to install the pièce de résistance: my custom shelves. I had my camera in hand. I couldn’t wait to take pictures of my masterpiece. I had done it!


I approached the doorman, and he notified me that the tenant had denied access. Long story short: my client had lost his job, was moving out, and I was not getting paid. All those paint samples, wood chips, and cans of wax—I would be eating those along with my fee.
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I got burned, but beneath my anger and sadness, a spark had been ignited. I had found a passion for design. I had designed a place that turned out fabulously. But, obviously, I didn’t know the first thing about the business of design. I knew I needed to learn more.


The only mentors I knew to turn to were the designers I had watched on TV. I naively googled Thom Filicia from Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and called his firm. Two days later, I had an interview in his Soho offices. My painting portfolio won me an apprenticeship, and my design career began.


The first day I showed up with a bag lunch and a bit of panic. They sent me to a high-end store with a corporate card and instructions to buy juice glasses for a house in the Hamptons. Huh? The cheapest glass in the store was $40—for ONE GLASS! I was feverish. I came back with a few, and nobody flinched at the receipt. We were designing for celebrities, and the world was our oyster.


I would regularly order a lamp or throw pillow that cost more than my Manhattan rent. Internally, I was aghast. Filling out the purchase orders, my brain would be spinning: Didn’t I see a lamp like that at Crate and Barrel? Can’t I get a pillow that same color at West Elm for one-tenth of the price?


After absorbing Thom’s impeccable sense of style and learning some business savvy, I ventured out on my own. In 2005, I started Affordable Interior Design, determined to prove that elegant living need not be exclusively for the elite. I knew the principles I learned could be implemented for a fraction of the high-end price.


MY RULES


For the first time, I am outlining my principles. I have tested them over the past fourteen years and 1,700+ designs. These are the rules I use every day.


Not only am I a seasoned designer, I also fancy myself a psychic. I can hear you asking, “Why do I have to follow rules? I bet Thom doesn’t refer to a mental manual when designing. He has a mystical way of picking things out.”


I hear you. While I am sure somewhere in the back of his head he refers to rules, outwardly he is effortlessly able to make things go together. Thousands of hours of practice make perfect. Plus, it is also a lot easier to make things work when you have a bottomless budget.


Experts, like Thom Filicia, and millionaires, like his private clients, do not have to follow rules. Example: Jennifer Lopez calls Thom (in my mind’s eye, I imagine she does regularly). She found a fabulous mirror in Paris that is huge and disproportionately large for her dressing area. It goes against the rules of scale. Is Thom going to tell her he can’t make it work because it breaks design rules? Uh, no. You don’t tell J. Lo no. Marc Anthony learned that lesson the hard way.


Instead, Thom will make that mirror work by shelling out big bucks for custom solutions. He will design a bespoke settee to place in front of it, create lighting effects to dwarf it, and install built-in shelving around it. Voila! If you are an expert or a millionaire, no need to follow my rules.


If you don’t fall into those two categories, get out a highlighter. When designing on a budget, we need guidelines to get it right. No second-guessing. No regrets. No custom.*


The tips in the following chapters guarantee a great look without a celebrity designer or a magical eye for design. This is the way that I work. This is Affordable Interior Design.




“BUT, BETSY, DO YOU EVER BREAK YOUR OWN RULES?”


Readers, I never break my rules—unless I have to. Hidden in these pages, you may see a few pics that contradict my guidelines. My clients are on a tight budget, and sometimes we have to reuse things that are not ideal. Sometimes my clients are adamant about buying one of my no-nos, like a solid rug, a print of a painting, or a leather sectional. The customer is king. So if you spy an atrocity in the pages that follow, remember, I was forced to commit it.








*At Affordable Interior Design, we never use the dreaded “C” word—custom. Custom is too expensive and takes too long for my clients. We need to work with what we can find retail.
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CHAPTER 1:


THE BOTTOM LINE


The most important question that I ask my clients is: “What is your budget?” 99% of the time I get a blank stare as they reply, “I don’t know. You tell me how much I should spend.” Unacceptable. Getting a bottom line is vital. It determines how many pieces we will reuse, how many we can buy, where we will shop, if we will be dumpster diving.


I get a firm answer to my question nearly every time when I cut to the chase and ask, “What is the most you would want to spend?” Take a moment and ask yourself, what number makes you start to sweat? Is it $2,000? $5,000? $15,000? That number, dear readers, is your budget.







KEEPING IT REAL: COMMITMENT


Committing to a home is just like committing to a partner. Whether you rent or own, whether you have a steady boyfriend/girlfriend or a husband/wife, you gotta love the one you’re with.


So many times I have a client who picks their place apart: It’s too small. It’s not my ideal neighborhood. I wish the ceilings were higher. I wish he’d put the seat down.


You chose your space (and your spouse) for a reason. There was something you loved (the price, the school district, his hairline) that made you say yes. Remember those reasons and embrace its/his attributes rather than focusing on the flaws. When you treat your place with love, investing time and money into making it yours, you will reap rewards—at home and in your relationship.






BUDGET QUIZ



When working with my clients, I don’t care how much money they make or how much they have saved. What I care about is how much they want to invest in this space at this stage of their lives.


Let me show you what I mean. I’m going to make all this money talk a little more palatable with a Budget Quiz. Get a pen, pour yourself an adult beverage (finances should be fun!), and we will determine how much you should spend.


1. Do you rent or own?


a. Rent. You’re going to be in the space one to three years. You want to be content, but there is no guarantee that the pieces you buy will be able to move with you.


b. Long-Term Rent. You are going to be in the space more than three years. You are ready to settle in and start feeling at home.


c. Own But on the Fence. You may stay one to two years more. You may rent it out in the near future. Heck, you may even put it on the market. Just because you have a mortgage on it doesn’t mean you are still committed. The changes you make will help the place “show” better for future renters/buyers. Invest a bit but don’t break the bank.


d. Own and Sticking with It. Settle in. Make your design dreams come true. Do it right so you won’t have to do it again for a while.


2. How many new pieces do you need?


a. A ton. You are starting from scratch.


b. A lot. You are ready for an overhaul.


c. Some. You’re attached (financially or emotionally) to some pieces and ready to replace others.


d. None. You’ll work with what you have.
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3. Do you live with kids?


a. Yes, and they pretty much have the run of the place. Juice box mishaps, crayon marks on the couch, and stickers on the walls are realities at your house.


b. Yes, but you lay down the law. There is no eating in the living room, the kids put their toys away dutifully, and they were born with an innate sense of self-control. Congrats, by the way.


c. No, but you plan on having some in the next one to three years and/or you behave like a grown child. Spills will happen soon (or are happening). Spit up will happen soon (or is happening).
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