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To Mom and Dad, who taught me how to build and fill a home with love;


Andrew, who is my home wherever he is (and however he’s decorated);


and, most gratefully, my blog readers, who made this all happen
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Modern art juxtaposed against traditional interior architecture makes for an interesting and unexpected mix.











FOREWORD


Take a deep breath and jump in.” That was the title of Erin’s first blog post on April 3, 2007. As it turns out, it was a very deep breath and an Olympic-level jump, especially for someone who is not an entrepreneur at heart. She has done what so many of us want to do—create a career by following a passion. But that first step to following your passion is scary.


If you have read Erin’s blog, Elements of Style, you already know a lot about her. She is funny, opinionated, stylish, honest, open, sympathetic, and caring. She puts it all out there for everyone to see. She is brave and bold. She has an effect on people she comes into contact with. That has certainly been true for me.


ERIN LIKES ME.


As corny as that sounds, it is an important distinction. I hope it goes without saying that she loves me. But at times in marriage, it is easier to love than to like. We are very different people. And even though the saying “opposites attract” is true, it doesn’t mean such relationships always work out. I am not an easy person to be married to (easy to love, easy to live with, but not married to). That is actually one quality we share. She says she sees something special in me, but the truth is, I am reflecting her. One of my favorite movie quotes was said by Jack Nicholson in As Good As It Gets—“You make me want to be a better man.” Erin makes me a better man.


ERIN MAKES SURE WE TAKE THE SCENIC ROUTE IN LIFE.


She puts so much effort into our lives. At times I take it for granted, especially the small details like a lit candle (they’re everywhere) or the interior color of a cabinet no one sees but us. She takes great care with these details that are seemingly insignificant but when put together, create a home. I have given up arguing that it is unnecessary to paint that little space no one will ever see or change the knob on the cabinet in the mudroom. Those things, I have come to realize, are the difference between a house and a home. They are the difference between the direct route and the scenic route.


ERIN INSPIRES ME.


Every so often I am asked if her success intimidates me, if it makes me feel like less of a man. I would be lying if I said the thought never crossed my mind. But it doesn’t linger. What replaces it is motivation. I wake up every morning trying to find the kind of energy, focus, and passion Erin has. Every night, when the day is finally done, we sit with a glass of wine on our couch, with our dogs, to relax. Except it isn’t quite done for her. She begins to research and write tomorrow’s blog post. When this first began, I was concerned she was working too hard. But what I have realized is that she is so busy during the day with this book or a photo shoot or a client or an ever-growing list of things she adds to her repertoire, that the blog is her way to relax. It’s enjoyable for her. While it’s not always effortless, not always stress free, she would be doing this whether she had ten blog readers or ten million. Whether she had a thousand things to do the next day or none. She is constantly reminding me of just how much is possible. She is doing what she was meant to do. And despite having a very healthy dose of self-doubt, she is the most confident person I know. Not because she has life figured out, but because she doesn’t and she puts it out there anyway. She is maddeningly true to herself. It may be the quality I admire most.
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I don’t know why she asked me to write the foreword to her book. There are far more famous, influential, and worthy writers, designers, and fashionistas who should be writing it. Even so, it has been worth the effort to try and put into words exactly what she means to me. I admit that, until now, I have not taken the time to put my feelings into words. I guess I have believed that it goes without saying. But it shouldn’t. I am proud of her for so many things. Being able to write this book is just one in a long line. I hope it inspires you in many ways. But if you take one thing from the following pages, I hope it is that home is what you make it. It is about being with the ones you love and having a space that allows you to leave the outside world behind and focus on the truly important things. Those around you.


ANDREW GATES


DECEMBER 2013
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A bold, fun entryway welcomes you home.










INTRODUCTION


In the time I have been designing homes for a living, I have lived in five. Some I owned, some I rented, some I loved, and some I wanted to demolish gleefully with a wrecking ball. Some were large, others were small, some needed work while others I wasn’t allowed to work on. Each place I’ve called home has had its own look, furniture arrangement, and color scheme, but what all these spaces had in common was their role in sheltering me and my life story. When I think of each apartment or condo, I recall specific memories—happy and sad—that make up who I am and the life I’ve led. While a home provides shelter and a place to gather, it is also the safe place where we can express our feelings and enjoy some of the most important and meaningful events in our lives.


Therefore, designing a home is a very personal venture. I strongly believe that a home provides a canvas on which we can illustrate who we are; your space should look like you and no one else (even if you are using an interior designer). While some designers love a blank slate and the freedom to do whatever they want, I prefer to work with clients who have an opinion, a story, and unique artifacts collected over time: a dresser found in an antique market in the country, a desk from an adored father, art bought on a magical trip across France. I always want the end result to be the best possible version of their taste, filtered through my knowledge of design concepts and sources. While helping them create homes they love, I have learned so much from them as well. I’ve reflected on my own life through my work, figuring out what I personally love and who I want to be.


It’s this practice of introspection that led me to share not only pretty spaces and design tips on my blog, Elements of Style, but tales from my life too—triumphs, failures, funny moments and poignant ones. I love the way spaces tell stories and how stories are born from creating spaces, and from that love this book was born. Organized by rooms in the home, this book contains inspirational images of interiors and honest design advice as well as personal anecdotes that relate to each space—from the fear I felt relocating to the suburbs from the city, to the realities of renovating a kitchen (not all fun and games, as it turns out, even for a designer!).


There has been nothing more gratifying to me than to hear from others that I’ve helped them in some way, from finding the perfect crib for their expected little one to sharing a painful memory that allowed them to feel not so alone in this world. I hope this book helps and encourages you on your journey to creating a home and life you love.


ERIN GATES
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Our entryway extends into our living room, as it does in most small spaces. This console serves as a place for us to drop our keys and mail, as well as a place for decorative accessories. Underneath, we tuck additional seating for entertaining in the form of a pair of garden stools.











WELCOME TO SUBURBIA – WHEN CAN I GO HOME?


I was living the chic thirtysomething’s dream, happily residing in a ridiculously overpriced rental apartment on one of Boston’s nicest streets. Charm surrounded me on all sides in the form of brick row houses, tree-lined sidewalks, little cafés and boutiques . . . oh, and noisy, annoying neighbors. Ahh, there it is. The one element of city living that might be enough to push the otherwise city-or-die type to the brink. Or to the ’burbs. My husband, Andrew, and I had suffered many an annoying neighbor, from the piano player who practiced from 10 to 11 p.m., to the family with kids who ran around upstairs like it was a friggin’ playground, to our most recent neighbor, she of the 2 a.m. heel-clomping escapades. I started forming theories about this nocturnal creature, such as: she must be a nurse working odd hours. Or a stripper. Or maybe she sleepwalked into her closet nightly and put on her Manolos and then practiced her Zumba moves. Whatever the case, it was enough to make me chuck my heels at the ceiling.


So, given the noise and an economy in which mortgage rates hit an all-time low, we decided we should buy a place of our own again. Andrew wanted a real house, with our own four walls and roof, while my first proclamation was that it had to still be in the city. And within a five block radius of our current apartment. And if you live in Boston (or any big city) you know what that means: a cool three-quarters of a million bucks for maybe two bedrooms, at the top of four flights of stairs, with no air-conditioning or parking and uncertain “noise issues.” After attending some seriously discouraging open houses, I suggested perhaps we keep renting for one more year while we continued to look for the perfect condo. But after Andrew showed me his calculations of just how much money we’d be burning through, I decided that maybe I should listen to his idea of looking just outside the city at something a bit more detached. After all, he said, we did need to “think about our future,” which translated into “let’s get you knocked up, babycakes.” Because, as we all know, no hip, stylish couple would ever move to the suburbs if children were not in the picture.


Cue panic. I never craved the stereotypical American dream. My vision of the whole white picket fence with 2.5 kids and a station wagon was instead a town house in the city with 2.5 dogs and a parking spot. I’m not saying I never contemplated kids, I just had yet to feel that burning desire for them, which I have always assumed would feel like a pile of hot coals burning in your uterus, an undeniable yearning. And when you’ve been married for eight years and are in your early thirties, this lack of offspring can cause a lot of confusion and trauma. Particularly in my mother. But banking on that baby fever kicking in at some point in the next decade, I did have to consider the possibility of needing more room than we could afford in downtown Boston. So I gave in and said I’d look, just look, at some houses in the very nearby suburbs.


The more we looked, however, the more I was convinced (and secretly relieved) we wouldn’t find anything there. Many of the homes in our price range needed major updates. Considering I design homes for a living, we had no children, and my father happens to own an architecture firm, we were the most perfect people to tackle a renovation project. I knew what was possible for many of the houses we viewed—not just with paint and lighting, but with brawn, two-by-fours, and a backhoe. But nothing was clicking.


See, I don’t just design homes, I have emotional affairs with houses. I grew up taking Sunday drives with my dad and my siblings to various towns in New England while he explained to us kids the beauty of a specific trim, roofline, and windows. I soon learned to drool over dormers and pant heavily for a good portico. So I needed to feel something more.


Case in point: our increasingly exasperated agent insisted we see a house in the best location in town. And she was right about the location—two blocks from restaurants and shops (and Starbucks! Praise be!) and a mere twelve-minute drive into the city. But as we pulled up, my gut reaction was oh helllllll no (while mentally snapping my fingers in a Z formation). Ugly green shutters, an interior covered in metallic wallpaper (the bad kind), and soaked in smoke. The kicker? It was $50,000 over our budget. Yet despite the location and the fact that I knew I could tear out the wallpaper and air out the smoke, I simply could not get on board. I felt no emotional connection to this house, which is to me the most important element in making a house a home. This house was the “nice guy” you know would be so good for you to date but you find him dull and kind of like your brother. I wanted to say to it, “Sorry, house; it isn’t you, it’s me. Can we still be friends?” As I dithered, in my typical fashion, some other couple jumped on the chance to buy Nice Guy House and off they rode into the sunset.


Instead of the Nice Guy, I needed the lover—I mean, house—that would wine and dine me into suburban submission. And, lo and behold, I found it. The house was, of course, out of our price range, but not so much so that perhaps we couldn’t haggle. As our car rolled up to the address, I nearly jumped out of the car and did the ol’ tuck and roll just to get closer to it. My dream house! A Father of the Bride house, if you will. Despite its odd additions and, yes, the price, I wanted this one something fierce. I knew it was supposed to be mine. So we made an offer and after some back-and-forth, got the house. I was elated beyond words (and already pulling out wallpaper samples).


I thought I knew enough not to be deceived by the guy whose smoking-hot exterior hides many relationship-ending flaws, but I had fallen in love before the home inspection. As the kind inspector circled the property and made notes, I noticed he looked a bit, well, concerned. As he approached us to reveal his findings, I could have sworn I heard the Jaws theme song playing. The house had everything wrong with it you could possibly imagine: mold, termites, water damage, bad electrical, old water main, structural issues, and a giant tree that threatened to crush it to smithereens should a hurricane approach. It was a modern day Money Pit. Just like that, we were back to square one.


But then the universe, as I have learned it often does, came through for me. The contract on Nice Guy House had fallen through. I began to look at it with new eyes, even though they were the eyes of a desperate woman who needed a place to call home. I pictured it with fresh paint, dark floors, and a new kitchen. I walked around the neighborhood and realized it was an insane location for the price. And it was built really well and in no threat of infestation or flooding. The seller was getting nervous, so we threw in a lowball offer and we got it. Let the celebration commence, right?


Wrong, because you know what happened next? I freaked. Like, ugly-crying-with-snot-running-out-my-nose freaked. When it wasn’t mine, I wanted it. Now that it was, I wanted to light it on fire. (Pretty sure I also treated many a boyfriend that way too.) Such is the struggle of being a raging perfectionist with a serious grass-is-greener complex. I was terrified to leave the city, and I knew I would get sweaty and panicky when there wasn’t a Starbucks within a three-block radius. Plus we were still a childless couple who had no need for three bedrooms. I struggled not only with the idea of getting pregnant, but of accomplishing the feat.


But the money scared me more than anything. As a designer, of course I knew the cost of the necessary renovations and understood in theory that this perfectionist would have to be patient with the overhaul of my new home. (Another thing I am no good at. I tend to be the girl who starts tapping her foot and sending the waiter eye daggers when her wine order isn’t taken five seconds after sitting down at dinner.)


The first night we spent in the house, everything was covered in construction dust and only half the rooms were painted. As I sat in my living room nursing a glass of pinot grigio and staring at a blotchy wall, I felt tears well up again as I contemplated the life choices I had made. I could be in the city right now meeting a friend for drinks and moseying home with not a care in the world. Instead, I’m sitting in this half torn-down house in suburbia, crying. I looked at my husband happily scraping away at old flaky window mullions and my puppies chasing each other deliriously around their new yard and it hit me.


IT ISN’T JUST ABOUT ME ANYMORE.


It’s about us. My family—its current members and those still to come. It’s about investing in something that will shape and contain our stories from here on out. It’s about spending money smartly and for the long-term. Not focusing solely on what makes me happy in the here and now, but what will make us happy moving forward, and as we grow as a family. These tobacco-stained walls and scuffed floors can be made beautiful again. That kitchen will someday be one of my own design—exactly as I’ve always wanted one to look. These changes are all helping me become the woman I’ve always hoped I would be.


When I said to Nice Guy House—now my house! On which I have a mortgage!—“It isn’t you, it’s me,” that was actually true. It was me. My fear of the future, of leaving behind my old life of thirty-two restaurants within a five-minute walk—even of starting a family. Of the unknown pain, pleasure, and inevitable pitfalls that all come with growing up. Staying in one place by yourself is much easier than changing, growing, and letting more love into your life. But together we will build memories here just as the family before us did.


The grieving owner let a few tears fall when handing over the keys to the house she had grown up and lived in her whole life. She wished us as happy a life in this house as she and her family had had. At the time I was too selfabsorbed to wrap my brain around how lovely a sentiment that was. But as I sat there in the middle of move-in mess, seeing the happiness of those I loved more than anything, I finally got it. This is what it’s all about.


Now I come home to a quiet house with a roaring fireplace and a sense of peace that can be hard to find in the constant social stimulation of the city. And there is fulfillment in working on a place I know I’ll be in for many years. I am shocked to find that painting concrete floors fills me with a sense of accomplishment. I’ve tried to pinpoint just where this newfound sense of well-being came from, and I think I may have figured it out: I feel at ease and secure. I feel welcome. The Nice Guy turned out to be Mr. Right. And, don’t worry: as you will see in the following pages, he did get one heck of a makeover.
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While our stairway is narrow and low, that did not stop me from making it a focal point by installing a gallery wall of favorite photos and prints. Hung haphazardly in mismatched frames this massive grouping actually creates a feeling of MORE space instead of less by keeping the eye busy and distracted from the space’s shortcomings! The walls are painted in Benjamin Moore Balboa Mist.










CREATING A FUNCTIONAL & STYLISH ENTRY


The entry of a home serves a far larger purpose than just a place to hang a coat and toss a stack of mail. It introduces visitors to your house and tells a little bit about what they will find inside. A lot of people overlook this area when it’s really one of the most important spaces to design well. Like a kitchen, it has to function efficiently—giving you a place to put coats, keys, mail, shoes, school stuff, sports equipment, and dog leashes. But it also has to be beautiful and give a first impression of your taste. That’s a lot to accomplish in a relatively small space, but it can be done! Fear not, grasshoppers!


Entry sizes and types vary from the minuscule and multipurposed (like mine) to the large and grand, with double staircases and walk-in closets. But each one serves the same purpose, just on a different scale. When we first moved in, I had grand plans to have a mirror, a cute Lucite table, and a lantern in my entry. But after living there awhile, which you should always do before making design decisions, I realized it was too small for my plans. With the coat closet in the back of the house, we had to use one wall for hooks to hold my bevy of handbags as well as coats and a small storage basket for dog stuff. The way the door opened also made it impossible to install a hanging fixture, so I had to find a stylish flush-mount (it’s possible, they DO actually exist). We have a console in our living room right off the entry that serves as a not-quite-perfect place for keys and mail, but I make it work with cute boxes for organization. I picked a custom leopard runner to dress up the stairs and opened the wall to one side to allow for a more open feeling (and to provide a glimpse of my gorgeous new kitchen!).


It’s all about respecting how you live and not trying to create a space for some person who lives in a magazine. If it isn’t designed to function for you, it won’t ever feel right or look its best because it will be messy and awkward. You have to be honest with yourself about what you NEED versus what you WANT and also what you can AFFORD. Once you consider those three key things, you can then get down to making your entry absolute perfection.
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During our renovations we opened up the small doorway from the entry into the dining room/kitchen, making it extra wide and bringing a more welcoming, open flow to the cramped space.















[image: images]

Our entryway is minuscule, so I decided to make one grand statement by carpeting the stairs in a luxurious and bold wool runner in my signature animal print! No apologies here for our lack of space. Embrace what you have and work with it; don’t try to make it something it’s not.
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Details make all the difference. In order to make this utilitarian space special, I searched for and found a magnificently cool vintage brass coatrack to mount beside the front door. Since our ceiling is quite low and the door swing prevents anything lower, we used the most stylish flush-mount fixture we could find and left the drama to the stairs!
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One thing we lack is a hall closet, having removed it in order to open up the hallway behind the stairs into the living room. So for now we get by with a coatrack by the front door and a separate set of coat hooks in a small mudroom at the back of the house. Ideal? No, but it works for us.










DEFINE YOUR STYLE: ENTRY






	
modern


Burled wood, hints of bling, and some graphic touches.
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eclectic

Nailhead details, vintage rugs, and mixed-media gallery walls.
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glamorous

Ladylike lighting, mirrored furniture, and pops of bold color.
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traditional

Stained wood, brass lanterns, and potted orchids.
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new country

Limed oak, leather-wrapped mirror, and simple stripes.
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In this home the front door dead-ends into a coat closet, so the entry console table is off to the side in the living room. No need to apologize for this encroachment into the next room, though. By keeping it tidy and placing large art above, it blends in and serves many purposes.
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A grass-cloth-covered tray is the perfect spot to drop keys and mail while keeping these little details contained and organized.








BE HONEST ABOUT YOUR LIFESTYLE AND STUFF


Think long and hard about what you have in your hands when you enter and leave the house. You need to make sure those items have a place to live or else they will end up strewn everywhere, stressing you out. Then focus on making the functional elements as stylish as you can. For example, if you need tons of open shelving for all the accoutrements that come with kids and their activities, baskets or bins can contain the mess and be less visually (and mentally) stressful. Find a gorgeous big tray or dish for keys, change, and various small items. A drop-dead mirror can give you a last glance at your lipstick or outfit while also adding a bit of light and drama.
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In this city condo, the homeowner had no built-in storage space whatsoever. We used a stylish dresser as a place for her to store shoes, scarves, bags, and tons of other goods.
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“All the elements are here:
glamour, wit, and inspiration.
Tuck in for a stylish life.”
—JONATHAN ADLER
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