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For Sammy

And for Zelda and Zephyr. May this book one day serve as proof that your mom decided to pivot, and, somehow, it all worked out.
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Our studio kitchen is well loved and well used by our team. Itʼs also an example to our clients of thoughtfulness in the details.
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INTRODUCTION

Design wasn’t my first calling. For as long as I can remember, I’d set my sights on being an attorney. My parents were Korean immigrants who spoke limited English, and, from a young age, I took on the role of family interpreter. A legal profession seemed like a natural extension of this—a career where I could make a difference, one that focused on guiding people through life’s complexities.

I was unshakable in my goal. I worked hard, got into a great law school, and in my late twenties started my legal career in San Francisco. But four years into being an attorney, I started to realize something unfortunate: I hated it. The adversarial nature of litigation and the legal culture just wasn’t for me. Slowly, I came to the realization that I needed to make a change. After so much hard work, this was excruciating to admit. How could I just throw all that work and time away? And if being a lawyer wasn’t my purpose, what was?

I thought back to the magic I’d felt decorating my first solo apartment in Ann Arbor as a law student. It was the heyday of shelter magazines like Domino and Apartment Therapy and suddenly, interior design seemed more egalitarian: that is, accessible to someone like me who didn’t grow up in a community that readily hired interior designers. What was even more exciting was the new zeitgeist in the air, a focus on creating home environments that fostered a sense of well-being. This spoke to me. So to distract myself from the tedium of studying, I brainstormed ways to make the cold Midwestern winters more bearable for this California girl (at least inside my apartment).

Looking back, those were the moments I was happiest during law school (outside of meeting my husband, Sam, of course). And even when I became an attorney and we rented our first apartment in San Francisco, searching for vintage finds to elevate our starter furniture was my creative refuge from grueling twelve-hour workdays. I slowly collected vintage mid-century pieces alongside some very “adult” splurges from Room & Board. At the time, I’d thought of all of this as just a distraction from my day job.

But as I struggled on whether or not to quit my job at the law firm, looking back on these times I had an epiphany: My love for interior design wasn’t just about aesthetics. It was about telling stories. About who we are, where we’ve been, and who we aspire to be. In my first San Francisco apartment with Sam, it was clear in retrospect that I designed it to narrate through our environment the first years of our marriage and careers. I still recall our law school books in artful vignettes, the collection of vintage furniture from Ann Arbor, and our intermingled modest art collection displayed throughout the apartment.

The more I thought about it, I realized this idea started with my parents, with the care I watched my mom take in decorating our suburban home. I can still remember visiting Macy’s to buy our living room couch set—a momentous occasion as department store purchases were rare for our family. The couches had glossy walnut frames and embroidered floral upholstery that would almost be on trend today in a tongue-and-cheek way. I can still clearly see those flecks of blue petals on the tiny flowers in the fabric. The sofas sat alongside Nong chests that my parents brought over from Korea. They were wood-paneled with ornate brass hardware, and I can still smell their tissue-papered shelves—that musty, antique aroma of a piece of furniture that has lived many lives.

My mom felt such pride in those pieces. She was so proud, in fact, that she kept the sofas wrapped in plastic most of the time to remain pristine for special occasions. Beyond wanting everything to look nice, I realized that ultimately, her goal was to tell a story about our family. A story to prove that despite being immigrants and not knowing the language, they were able to create a successful life in this country. The Nong chests alongside the Macy’s living room set paid homage to their past and a celebration of their present life—a visual representation of our family’s narrative.

That was it. That’s what I wanted to help people do. Much like I was an interpreter for my parents as a child, I wanted to help people translate their homes into stories about themselves and lifestyles. I also realized that I wanted to work in collaborative, positive relationships—to build things with people instead of tearing them down through litigation. So I quit.

It sounds so easy, just saying that. But anyone who has made a drastic career pivot knows that it’s terrifying. I waited a year after I had retired my closet full of heels and suits to finally tell my parents I’d left my firm job. Predictably, the news was met with some skepticism and concern about my financial stability. Ten years and countless projects later, I’m still thankful I listened to my core and took a risk. Life’s too short to keep doing what you’re doing if it’s not fulfilling.

Why am I sharing my personal story with you? Because it’s what fuels my approach to design. Every day, I draw from my core instincts. And funnily enough, my legal training was not lost. Whether it’s a legal case or a design project, this is always the question: What is the narrative? How can I reflect a clients’ uniqueness—their passions, philosophies, lifestyles, history—into the design of their homes? That’s always the end goal, and what now brings meaning to my work. I take the most pride in that. Every project is a true collaboration with my clients. (That’s why, in these pages, I often use “we,” when describing design decisions.) Whether it’s an entire room dedicated to just plants, a home designed around a vast library, or spaces that can handle three young boys, every home is an atmospheric capture of who lives there. Each project in this book starts with a Q&A with the clients; as you read them, you can see how their personalities are reflected in the design choices in their home.

True, there’s a common thread in my work—I always strive to create a sense of joyfulness, often in unexpected places. When asked, I say bold colors, patterns, textures, and a thoughtful mix of old and new are our signatures. (You can see the truest representation of my personal aesthetic in my Sea Ranch home here.) But it’s never lost on me that I’m just a guide in the process of creating the story of our clients: the story of how they want to live. And that’s why in some ways, morphing from a lawyer into a designer actually wasn’t that big of a leap. We often enter peoples’ lives at a critical juncture, be it their first home in a new city or a new addition to their family. I step in to create environments that foster joy and well-being as lives change, as people grow into their new narratives. The following projects are some of my favorites. But more so, they’re glimpses into our clients’ lives and what they value. And
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