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				“A story of a fighter and fixer. An inspiration to us all.”
			

			
				–Carolanne Griffith Roberts, former editor, Southern Living
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Mike, Griffin and Gillian, you are the best piece of my life.
			

			
				My sisters Julie and Cindy, your support means as much as our love for The Hungry Bear.
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				Introduction
			

			
				 
			

			
				I dream of decorating. Always have. While other teenagers were fantasizing about the celebrity heartthrob of the moment, I was pining for paint chips. I get it naturally – my father was a builder who gave me my own toolbox at an early age, let me ride shotgun in his pickup truck and took me on job sites in case he needed an expert nine­year-old to help out. It’s in my blood. I can’t enter a room without thinking, “I wonder if this wall is load-bearing?” Circumstance has often redefined my surroundings, but this much I know
			

			
				– decorating a space is a lot like decorating a life. What we choose to put inside the sacred places in our hearts leave indelible impressions. While I didn’t become a builder like dad, I chose writing as my form of construction to create and honor those life-shaping moments. This is where my love of design and writing intersect, weaving glimpses of what home truly means. Over the years, I’ve written columns and essays about a sense of place, revealing that the best accent pieces are the ones we carry deep inside.
			

			
				This collection isn’t chronological and has appeared in publications over the span of many years. The themes are central to what I know and have experienced, the universal pulls and pushes of everyday life. How an unusual wedding anniversary turned out to be the most meaningful. Why a piece of china brought peace amidst chaos. And solace found in a toolbox, with faded red paint and a worn-out hammer, once owned by the man who taught me that the virtue of a really good foundation is found in structure and soul.
			

			
				These are the accent pieces of my life, written with gratitude that I’m able to recognize them as exactly what they are – priceless.
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				HOME
			

			
				 
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

			
				I Must Be Danish
			

			
				 
			

			
				Maybe it’s the short winter days. Or temperatures below 50 degrees, a Floridian’s version of frigid. Could be the feeling of an off-tilt universe that begs for a retreat to something less intense. Less raw in technicolor. Whatever it is, I have fully embraced the concept. Each day after adulting — i.e. working, caring for family, functioning like a human — I often find myself in the same spot: my favorite upholstered armchair in the living room. Here’s the set-up: Well-lit candles, Chet Baker
			

			
				Radio on Spotify, cozy robe, furry slippers, soft blanket, newspapers I didn’t finish reading from the morning and Mike sitting in the armchair next to me to exchange opinions of the state of the world. Oh, and two Lhasapoos on the ottoman or one of our laps, if they deem us worthy.
			

			
				The Danes call this Hygge — a “calm, comfortable time with people you love often enjoyed with good food and drinks, warm blankets and candlelight.” Check, check and check! I’m a walking ad for Hygge, light on the walking part. I prefer to not see this as lazy, but fully content. Some label it with a hard-to-pronounce word with three consonants, I call it bliss.
			

			
				There’s another word for what ails me. I’ve known it since I was in high school, decorating and redecorating my bedroom while other teens were driving up and down Silver Springs Boulevard looking for fun (or trouble) on a Saturday night. I’m a bona fide homebody, defined as a “person who likes to stay at home, especially one who is perceived as unadventurous.” Well, I’ve had plenty of adventures and hope to have a few more, so I beg to disagree on the latter. Yet, it’s bigger than home and smaller, too. For me, it’s about creating a life that is big on what matters in quiet, small ways. Take the lit candles, for example. They are everywhere in my house. I enjoy them not only for myself, but also for friends and families who visit. A flickering scented candle invites a heady combo of calm and magic. As if to say this place has been made special for you, dear friend.
			

			
				Another small Hygge-ish gesture that I appreciate is actually not about home. That’s not entirely true, because this is about a place that is my second home: the grocery store. I try to not be in a rush. This is hard because I can be laser-focused on getting in and out without being run over by a green-shirted Instacart shopper.
			

			
				I find when I look up from the grocery list, I see my surroundings in a different way. Just this past Sunday, I ran into a friend in the vegetable aisle who had recently suffered an unexpected and tragic loss. Instead of grabbing the cauliflower and darting toward the fruit section, I stopped. We made eye contact and hugged. No words, really. Just an “I’m sorry. This sucks. I’m here for you.”
			

			
				It’s a sad time for all of us. Kobe is the new noun for grief, a sobering reminder to live and love in the now. Times like this compel us to re­evaluate what is driving our life choices. I’d like to think we each have our Hygge moments — tiny intimacies that bring us happiness and, sometimes, to an overstuffed armchair with two puppies waiting. I guess the homebody definition pegged me. I’m not trying to conquer the world, rather, just make the most of my Hygge corner of it. With candles.
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				The Hope Chest
			

			
				 
			

			
				I once stored my dreams in a box.
			

			
				When I was a college senior, my parents gave me a hope chest for
			

			
				Christmas. Once called a trousseau, the chest is a small hinged box traditionally used to hold items a woman intends to use once she is married. In other words, an outdated custom by most modern-day standards.
			

			
				But, 31 years ago, the chest seemed like a good idea. Somewhat single with an uncertain future, I figured I had nothing to lose by storing a few pieces of Villeroy & Boch dessert plates, kitchenware and a Julia Child cookbook in my wooden box of wishes.
			

			
				I’ve kept the chest though removed those long-ago items, replacing them with new trinkets and whatnot. This past weekend, I decided to take a look inside it. That’s when I realized this cedar-lined trunk was never about dreams, marital or otherwise.
			

			
				As the rain started to fall last Sunday afternoon, I kneeled down beside the black lacquered chest that is currently serving as a coffee table next to the Christmas tree in my living room. Opening the lid, a flood of memories poured out as if they had been securely locked away. Furniture does this to me. A couch is not just a couch; it’s the antique loveseat on which I sat to meet Mike’s mother in her family room for the first time. Or the spindle-legged mahogany side table mom placed in every foyer in every home we lived in topped with a festive holiday candy dish. And the twin beds in my son’s room, the same beds shared by Mike and his brother when they were little.
			

			
				So, yeah, I kind of get attached to things.
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				And, boy, did I have a ton of things stored inside the chest. Our daughter Gilly joined me on the floor as I pulled out one item after the next.
			

			
				“Oh my gosh!” was our repeated response as we looked inside our treasure trove.
			

			
				Mostly, the contents were family keepsakes. A framed photo of Gilly’s dance recital when she was 5 years old. Griffin’s baby book. Mike’s hiking agenda for his father-son North Carolina trip. The ceramic glazed horses the kids made in a summer camp pottery class. Even a couple of my “disco ball” martini stirrers I made for my 50th birthday dance party made the hope chest cut. And lots and lots of handwritten and typed family letters.
			

			
				An hour later, I had created several piles of mementos on the floor. It is temporarily stored in my hallway closet, and soon I’ll move the personal treasures into totes for safekeeping. Every family member will have his or her own storage container to decide later what to keep and what to discard.
			

			
				For a while I was seriously channeling Marie Kondo’s bestseller “The Life Changing Magic of Tidying Up.” I kept more than Kondo would prefer. As I held each precious souvenir of my family’s life, I time-traveled to the exact moment when that piece first existed. I was a young mom again. My son was a high school freshman. My daughter, a giddy 3-year-old discovering the ocean for the first time.
			

			
				Maybe my hope chest started out as a symbol of desire, but it quickly became a repository of what my life represented, year by year, decade by decade. Yes, all those things in the chest were just things, but they were off the charts in sentimental value.
			

			
				For the time being, the chest is empty, ready to be filled with something new. That, in itself, is kind of magical; the notion there’s still room to add to the personal narrative, piece by piece.
			

			
				 
			

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

			
				Paint Chip Reverie
			

			
				 
			

			
				There are certain things which give me comfort. Snuggling with my children is one of them. Watching a good movie with my husband is another. Reading a book always calms me, too. But, when I really want to unwind, I turn to Sherwin Williams. Paint, I have decided, is the ultimate de-stressor. Many years ago, I paid $20 for a painters’ color chart (referred to as the “color wheel” in the home design industry). It is one of the best purchases I have made. The color wheel has over 1300 paint samples in categories ranging from standard “essentials” like black, white and gray colors to bolder groups like “energetic brights” with vivid eye-popping hues. Upon finishing graduate school as a history major, I quickly discovered my long-term economic picture would probably not include a six-figure salary. So, paint became an inexpensive design solution as I began to decorate my first apartment. Boring white walls? Nothing that a gallon of semi-gloss can’t fix. Got an old hand-me-down bedroom dresser? Slap on a coat of paint and it’s a brand-new day. Paint has seen me through some major events in my life. As a matter of fact, scanning the color wheel takes me on a sentimental sojourn. As a newlywed, I was in a real jewel-toned frame of mind with our first home. Our master bedroom was bathed in royal blue (called “Denim” on the color chart). The family room was SW 6608 Rave Red. And the guest bedroom bore forest green “Isle of Pines.” For some strange reason, I broke out of pattern and painted the dining room in a horrific shade of Pepto-Bismol pink (and to make matters worse, this was during my paint sponging phase when design sanity had completely left me). Fortunately, I live by the motto, “You can always paint over it.”
			

			
				Colors mark the familial milestones. There’s the bright yellow for the baby’s nursery, a gender-neutral color we chose not knowing if we would have a boy or girl. We had one of each over a four-year period and both used this room for their first beloved space. Seafoam green reminds me of our second home’s master bedroom when we bought our first bed, thrilled to finally have a headboard. The Totally Tan paint chip takes me back when we ordered new family room furniture with matching pillows (the couches are still with us, but the pillows succumbed to years of torture by the resident pets.)
			

			
				Even today, I fantasize about the next color that will grace a spot in my home. Truly, this chromatic captivation has become a visceral experience. Oh, there’s probably a metaphor or two about life nestled somewhere in between the paint swatches. My color preferences have significantly changed since the unfortunate pink dining room incident. These days, I’m leaning toward soothing colors like Relaxed Khaki and Basket Beige. Even monochromatic variations of white have begun to pique my interest. Yet, hopefully, there will always be a strain of a vivid red woven in between the beige. I just gotta believe there’s still a little Red
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