
[image: Cover: Elements of Timeless Style: Creating a Forever Home, by Erin Gates.]



[image: A traditional dining room with a round wooden table, green upholstered chairs, and a scenic wallpaper mural.]




[image: Elements of Timeless Style: Creating a Forever Home, by Erin Gates. Simon Element. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




[image: Emma, in a red floral dress stands in a sunlit field, holding dried grass and smiling.]
For Emma.

You completed our family and have brought me such peace and joy.

You will rule the world, my girl!




[image: A cozy living room with a built-in bookshelf, a fireplace, and a glass coffee table adorned with books and a floral arrangement.]






INTRODUCTION

Why, hello, friends.

It certainly has been quite some time, hasn’t it? Writing books is a labor of love for me, and in the time it’s taken me to complete this one, I have come to realize the book process follows the same type of growth and change of pace as a person does as they age. My first took me nine months (no kids, small business, and I had all the energy and time), the second book took two years (one kid, one renovation, a busier business, and I was much more tired), and this one… well, let’s just say my publishers (and readers) have been a study in patience and understanding. This book was written during two renovations, as my business grew from steady to very busy (I now actually oversee multiple businesses), and I have not one but two kids, who are currently four and nine. And I wrote it in the midst of a global pandemic, which of course was an extra-spicy challenge. But alas, we are here together, and since there has been a gap in time since my last, I feel we need to catch up, like old friends do.
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Erin, Andrew, Henry, and Emma in their new kitchen.
If you are new here, you may not know that I intertwine some personal stories and life lessons as a designer, mother, and woman who throws her whole heart into everything I do, and specifically everything I write. In no instance is that “all-ness” more on display than when I am writing about the home and, specifically, my home. Any home is such an intimate space to explore, as it reflects our lifestyles and history. This time I feel that my work is stronger—as, hopefully, it should be—having worked so much longer in this field and honing my craft since the last book. So, while this book is more image-heavy than the previous one, it doesn’t mean I’m not going let you in on a little of what’s been going on with me personally too…

Since my last book was published in 2018, Andrew, Henry, and I finally settled in our quaint house that we had renovated top to bottom in suburban Boston. Andrew and I had a little breather between big life events, were enjoying parenthood with a semi-self-sufficient toddler, took some trips, enjoyed our completed home, and started thinking about one last go at giving Henry a sibling. And while we loved our house, and it was so nice to not have any more tasks on my to-do list, I started itching for more space—and a new project. So, we started to spend many a weekend going to open houses, stalking pretty neighborhoods in towns we were considering moving to, and we even bid on some homes. Ultimately, we lost several offers, or we decided that we didn’t want to commit fully to whatever charmer had caught my eye that month.

Decision-making, especially when it comes to those really big life decisions, tends to be my kryptonite.

While all this casual home perusing and non-decision-making was happening, we jumped back onto the IVF train once again—this time for a slightly more brutal trip. I was, after all, not only an older mother of a busy toddler now, but I also knew this was going to be my final attempt to have a second baby. When I spoke to the doctor about trying again, I promised myself that I wouldn’t start until I had come to peace with the fact that if it didn’t work, I would be done. I had dedicated nearly seven years of emotional anguish, physical pain, and an incredible amount of effort to having children, and it was time for me to stop and enjoy what I had instead of chasing a dream that perhaps was not for me to realize. Maybe one child was all I was supposed to have, and that would be very much enough.

Despite being thirty-nine, which is when the medical profession deems your uterus a dusty, uninhabitable residence worthy of condemnation, I was able to retrieve a good number of eggs. And due to my “advanced” age, we were advised to genetically test all our embryos. After five long days, we were told that only one embryo was genetically normal. ONE. This was TRULY it—my singular, last shot at another baby (pun fully intended given the number of needles anyone undergoing an IVF ordeal has to stab themselves with). We transferred the embryo, and I had this oddly serene feeling of “if this doesn’t work, I’m actually totally fine with it just being the three of us.” I was truly at peace, I held no expectations, and I didn’t really worry because the outcome didn’t matter anymore.

And of course, with the universe being the ironic game player she is, two lines appeared on my first pregnancy test mere days after the transfer. I tested every single day—which they tell you not to do but, hello—have you met me? Queen of “I MUST KNOW EVERYTHING IMMEDIATELY NO SURPRISES PLEASE.” The lines got darker and darker with every test (two a day for a week, no judgment!), but I still did not believe I was truly pregnant. This had happened many, many times before—having lost pregnancies as far along as ten weeks, so I knew better than to trust my body, sadly.

But it stuck. SHE stuck. And when I got the call at twelve weeks that it was a girl, I could not believe it. And yet, I had already known it in my heart somehow. Still, I couldn’t trust that she wasn’t going to go away like most of my others, and so I kept myself from attaching for a long time. Which wasn’t hard given how violently ill this pregnancy made me. Having 24/7 morning sickness, a toddler, and a full-time, busy job was about all I thought I could handle…

And then came COVID.

I will outright say that COVID ended up playing quite a role in this book, because—let’s face it—it affected the way we all work, live, and socialize, and therefore the shape, scale, and function of our homes. The places where we used to “just live” became our safety zones, doctor’s offices, sanctuaries, workplaces, and schools. And that in turn changed my profession in meaningful, impactful ways. My business boomed like it never had before, because after being locked up inside their homes for months on end, people realized how much they disliked the look and limitations of their homes. Open concept no longer functioned with everyone in one place all day long. People needed a separate place to work out, have quiet Zoom meetings, and find dedicated rooms to get some SPACE from the nonstop closeness.

Many clients also bought second homes in an effort to escape the stress (and close contact) of urban living. So we, as a design firm, became busier than ever—our team of now nine people was busy decorating, renovating, and building homes for people all over the country. It was exciting and overwhelming as more and more opportunities to grow my business kept rolling in.

And all the while, I was FINALLY pregnant with my last child and terrified of this rampant virus, what it meant for our baby, her birth, my son’s mental health, and our lives as a whole. I was angry—outright pissed, if I’m being honest—that after all these years and all this trauma related to my IVF journey, that when I finally got my second baby, the world decided to completely implode and threaten life as we knew it. I didn’t know if I’d have to give birth alone, was scared the baby would get COVID in the hospital (at the time, possibly quite fatal), didn’t know whether I would be able to celebrate with friends and family. I so desperately wanted that one picture I had been dreaming of since Henry was born: the classic shot of him meeting his baby sister for the first time in my hospital bed.

The uncertainty was crushing, and yet I was simultaneously grateful beyond measure.
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Originally built in 1865, our Second Empire–style home has been renovated a few times over its 159 years but maintains its classic charm and original façade.
Emma was born June 8, 2020—a healthy, strong, gorgeous, and very alert little girl. Andrew was by my side (both of us in masks), and it was still completely amazing despite all the extensive precautions and restrictions. I had never felt such relief in my entire life the very moment she arrived. I had done it—I now had my babies, and my long journey was complete. I was free! Free to stop torturing my body to get and stay pregnant, free to focus fully on my kids and myself and my work again. I was simply FLOODED with the most incredible peace I’ll probably ever know in that moment. I felt grateful for all I had been through because it brought me to that perfect moment. As they say, without the dark, we cannot see the light.

Shortly after we came home from the hospital, baby and gear in tow, we realized that we needed more space and a bigger yard. Facing the unknown of when we would all be able to go back to work and school again made the need to expand especially acute. So, the hunt for a new house intensified as the world dipped deeper and deeper into the pandemic. In masks and rubber gloves, we made appointments to tour homes alone, Lysol-ing our way through house after house after house. At home, things got more and more crowded (those dang Jumperoos and walkers take up so much real estate), and I started to feel the walls closing in on me. I was literally desperate for space. And then one day while my parents were up visiting the kids (sitting six feet away outside on the back patio, which is crazy to reflect on now), Andrew showed me a listing for a house I knew well, as I had always admired it driving through Wellesley, a picturesque town where our firm works frequently.

I immediately said no. It was on a busy main road, although set far back, and that was a big no-no for me. It also was more of a French/Victorian style than I wanted—being a born and bred New Englander I was squarely in the “Colonial/Greek Revival or Bust” camp. But Andrew wanted to see it, and so he brought along my dad, who owns and runs an architecture firm and is my trusted confidant in all things real estate. He had not given his full seal of approval to any house we’d shown him thus far, so when I got a call not thirty minutes later, I was surprised:

“Erin, get your butt over here. You need to see this.”

So off I went, still skeptical and with a rather large Route 16 chip on my shoulder (the road the house is technically on is a “route”), but I did trust his opinion. And it WAS a beautiful, grand old house (but with updated systems, windows, and roof—such a win). Driving up, I noticed there was a whole three-story BARN on the property I had not seen from the street, and that it was on a full acre (very hard to find in this town, especially in our budget) with a nice, wooded area on the lot line that provided country-like privacy.

In I went—and found this open house was packed. It was October 2020, so we were doing everything masked and hand sanitizing every ten minutes, but open houses were back. And the moment I walked in, despite the balloon shades, copious red paint, and dated finishes, I immediately knew this was it. The grand ceiling height, massive windows, the finished walk-out basement playroom, a whole floor just for the kids… sure, there were things that bothered me (more on that in detail later), but overall I was sold.

But so were a LOT of other people.

The price was low for what it was, and we all knew that. Our agent encouraged us to make an offer immediately; one had already been made by the end of the initial open house. And for the first time in the home-buying process I did not hesitate. I did not feel sick to my stomach making the offer. I did not second-guess (I am pretty much the president and CEO of the Society of Second-Guessers). It was surprising but also wonderful, because I knew in my gut this was my house. And then I got scared we wouldn’t get it—also a new emotion for me (as some may recall, when we got our first house, I cried for hours thinking it was the wrong choice and I’d ruined our lives). For me, and just about everyone I know, choosing a home is an emotional process that stirs up deep feelings and fears that perhaps we did not know were there.

After a few back-and-forth offers, it came to last and final bids, and we offered an amount that, to us, was significantly over the asking price. We also wrote a letter to the family selling the home. We knew they had lived there for twenty-five years, raised three children in this home, and, we assumed, had strong feelings about passing it on to another family
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Our house the day we bought it.
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