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      by Corbin Bernsen 

      When I hit the scene with the sudden explosion of “LA Law,” it essentially put me on the
        “map,” and to be very frank, I quickly adopted the blind notion that I was the “Be All and
        End All.” I was easily fooled into thinking that all things related to me—my thoughts and
        ideas specifically, having come from me, had an irrevocable place and order that was final.
        The result of that brilliant outlook: unhappiness. Despite an outward trajectory that was
        skyrocketing, there was an emptiness, and dare I say, a dark pall over what should have been
        days filled with light. 

      Before all that, however, I put myself through college as a carpenter. I framed houses. I
        loved to swing a hammer and build things, though more often than not I found myself digging
        trenches for the foundations of the houses. Not bad, learning about and appreciating
        foundations and their metaphorical extension. It was and remains an invaluable education. 

      So years later, when I was able to purchase my first house from the riches of my newly
        minted “Hollywood success,” it was no surprise to friends and family that I would
        immediately proceed to deconstruct the basic Laurel Canyon home that I’d purchased and turn
        it into something special. The style of the day was Santa Fe. Given my Cherokee roots and a
        general leaning toward spirituality, it was a match made in heaven, so to speak. Three
        months and several thousand dollars later, I had transformed my basic dwelling into what I
        thought was a New Mexican masterpiece! It had round beams, salvaged doors from Mexico,
        Saltillo tiles, and my first art purchase—a John Nieto painting of a colorful Indian chief
        to hang over the fireplace. Perfection! The disorder of my life, created in part by my new
        success, I suddenly found back in order—or so I thought. Then I met Amanda. Having her own
        deep roots in design and renovation, courtesy of an incredible father who not only was handy
        but genuinely enjoyed moving and “fixing up” homes—if even as a survival mechanism—she
        developed an early skill and remarkable eye for the necessary components of what it takes to
        make over a room or house. 

      I met Amanda in a nightclub (very Hollywood) and declared to a friend the following day
        with great excitement and commitment, “I’m going to marry that girl!” And why not? I had a
        career, a Corvette, a few bucks in the bank, and my newly self- renovated Santa Fe casa in
        the hills. What girl could ask for more? Well . . . Amanda! The full story has more hours
        and days than suggested here, but the short version is that she walked into my masterpiece
        of a home, took one look at it and said, “All this has to go!” Talk about a potential deal
        breaker and the ultimate ego killer! But I had this other thing going on—this committed
        vision of a life with Amanda that I had shared with my friend. Destiny was not to be denied!
        So I had to make the first truly big choice of my new success as the “it” guy in town: tell
        Amanda Pays—also on her own trajectory in town—to take a hike or . . . God
        forbid . . . yield! Was I willing to knock down the walls behind my gut reaction and
        impulsive resistance to allow another view in? Was I willing to create a window to my soul
        that might allow new light? And here’s the funny thing: beyond some of the “design stuff,”
        it was also exactly what she was suggesting I do with my home! Open up walls, create
        windows, allow in new light and experience a view of the hills that I had simply neglected
        to see. And so it began, a shared adventure in the designs of our homes and our life
        together. 

      Amanda and I have been married for nearly thirty years now, and over the course of our
        marriage—half our lives—the question we are asked most is “What is the key to a successful
        marriage?” Several answers have come up, from the obvious “We’re best friends” and “We share
        common interests” to the longer view of having built a solid foundation of trust and a
        strong bond. Or even a deeper knowledge that we simply complement one another, yin and yang
        and all that. 

      In recent years, however, I’ve come to a richer understanding of our “oneness,” a notion I
        suppose has been strengthened by the simple arithmetic of our years together, not to mention
        the numerous homes that we’ve renovated together, and for the most part, actually lived in.
        The reality is that, fundamentally, beginning with those Laurel Canyon days, we have become
        two people who genuinely aren’t afraid to knock down walls and barriers, and allow new
        thought and ideas—new light—to permeate our lives. And perhaps even more importantly, we
        understand and embrace the fear, doubt and concerns that might come with that type of
        commitment, knowing that somewhere behind those walls, with the benefit of illumination,
        great treasures are waiting! 

      It’s no wonder, then, that what has developed as a common passion—the reinventing and the
        reimagining of numerous homes for our family to live in—is a direct reflection of who we are
        as a couple. I believe that is the key to our marriage, a bond created by a common
        willingness to tear down walls and allow light to expose our love. Our minds and our hearts
        are an Open House.
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      by Amanda Pays

      Corbin actually tells the story as it was—and not long after that first “sighting” in the
        nightclub, we were in a red Corvette on our way to a candlelit dinner. I guess you could say
        we fell in love really, really fast, because within weeks we were living together in his
        Laurel Canyon pad! Looking back, he had some really beautiful pieces that I made him sell,
        but we agreed to redecorate in a style incorporating the various flourishes we could
        appreciate in each other and discovered some happy compromises along the way. 

      Corbin was already shopping at Arte de Mexico, a furnishings emporium that specialized in
        artisanal goods from South of the Border and a shop I loved as well, and I was able to mix
        in my own clean, crisp, unfussy English style. Together we started going to area flea
        markets, where we discovered we both shared an enduring penchant for authentic materials:
        the hard-worn patina of discarded salvage and junk, abandoned and orphaned architectural
        elements, the heartwarming burnish of reclaimed woods. Beautiful materials proved to be
        something of an aphrodisiac for us and a signature that has stood the test of time. 

      In the end our redesign of Corbin’s southwestern home became a harmonious fusion of Rustic
        Americana and stripped-down English Country. I don’t know what to call that or anything
        we’ve done since, but it is a look that is unique to us and has proved to be both
        comfortable and aesthetically successful. 
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            It was a year after Corbin and I met, we were married and expecting our first son,
                that we set out to find our first home as newlyweds about to start a family, albeit
                with a Hollywood budget and an English exile’s laundry list of prerequisites and
                deal killers. After a quick search, we found ourselves completely besotted with a
                1,500-square-foot fixer-upper tucked off a picturesque canyon rising above Sunset
                Boulevard in the heart of Beverly Hills. This little charmer sat on its own knoll at
                the end of a cul de sac. 

            Even though we had set out to split the difference between our two tastes, this
                property was the closest I’d seen to anything resembling a truly authentic English
                cottage. In fact, the back garden was so evocative of England that I could forget
                the coyote-crowded barranca just beyond the trained roses out back. My heart
                actually skipped a beat, and Corbin was right there with me. 

            
                [image: Photos of Amanda and the home's exterior.]
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            What it would ultimately look like was anyone’s guess, but the two of us were
                convinced that whatever ensued from our collaboration would look amazing! Against
                the advice of our business manager, we bought it. The number cruncher was no match
                for the powerful persuasion of the half-acre lot with a Cotswoldian vibe. Besides,
                we were two gainfully employed actors on hit TV shows—was there any unforeseen
                consequence we couldn’t negotiate with a robust checkbook? 

            The original house already suggested the architectural idiom we both wanted—a
                half-timbered Tudor type with the informality of a farmhouse. We turned to an
                architect to collaborate on a sprawling design expansion that would incorporate all
                the styles of all the places we had loved all at once and in one place. 

            More, more, more, and right now! 
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                    Vintage pine interior doors were part of our shipment from Drummonds of
                        Bramley in the UK. 

                    
                        Oberto Gili
                    

                

            

            
                [image: Photo of wooden barn.]
                
                    
                        Amanda Pays
                    

                

            

            “No expense spared” was an understatement on this house. For example, while on a job
                together, Judd Hirsch told Corbin about his soon-to-be-demolished old barn back East
                and the quality of the interior support beams. His description was so compelling and
                our own aesthetic weakness for reclaimed old-growth wood so great, that right there
                on the spot Corbin agreed to dismantle and ship the entire barn for re-use. And thus
                our recycling journey began! 

            Once we broke ground, the project moved forward slowly, what with the scope and
                complexity of our dreams; and like sand through an hourglass, the money drained.
                Actually, the money drained much faster than the project crawled, but we were in
                with both feet at this point. Every so often, Corbin and I would try to think of
                ways to cut corners and shave time and dollars off of our runaway train, but we were
                so far along the tracks that it would have been more costly to scale back and force
                even more design revisions. So we just plowed ahead with the building
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