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Opposite: I see my inspiration boards every single day: filled with colors and shapes I want to remember, and with things that are simply pretty. If a fabric for a new project is missing a color, or its texture eludes me. I turn to these richly layered boards to release my creative juices.




Introduction

Before I bought my house—my home—my children and I lived in a rented house. I was waiting to make the commitment. I had been waiting nearly nine years, since my divorce, believing it would be a commitment to make with another person. Similar to another romantic, special thing I was saving: a visit to Italy. In 1998 I did both, with my children, Lily and Jake.

Making the commitment was the beginning of a long process, which might have been longer had I not clearly known my criteria. I wanted an old house, and I wanted to live close to the beach. I was working within a budget and knew that these requirements would not make the search easy. I wanted an old house because I need certain qualities that go with an old house: thick walls, thick doors, stone work, old fireplaces, and a general level of workmanship you don’t find in new houses. And I didn’t want to move from Malibu or from the beach; the location was important not only because of my children, but because I wanted the immediate surroundings of my new home to reflect the tranquil atmosphere I planned to create within it.
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Fortunately, my third requirement was that it should not be too large, which helped balance the budget. I wanted a house that was big enough for all three of us to have a measure of privacy, but I did not want it to be so large that we would lose the sense of intimacy we’d had in our previous home. I didn’t want us to live somewhere that we would expand into, to find ourselves filling closets with clutter and unnecessary acquisitions, to grow into our space by giving up simplicity. I wanted my home to fit my life, and I did not want to become a caretaker to a large house.

I had one other requirement: a garden. A pool would be a bonus, but a garden, even a small one, was a must.
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The most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched—they must by felt with the heart.

—HELEN KELLER
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c o l o r

I had some other thoughts and wishes, not quite tangible enough to list for a broker. I felt the need for more color in my life, and I wanted to have some control over what was outside my house. For some time I had found the ocean view at my previous house a little melancholic in conjunction with the pale colors and tattered elegance of Shabby Chic. And although I remain as loyal to my palette (pale pink, pale green, cream, and white) as I do to my three decorating and furnishing maxims (beauty, function, and comfort), I wanted to add colors that leaned toward fun, youthful exuberance, a Caribbean atmosphere. And I wanted to look at views that gave me back some color, through windows that did not need curtains; views that allowed for a way of living in which the indoors became outdoors without the feeling of having crossed a boundary.

Although all these criteria were met in my new house, at first sight I did not realize it. My initial reaction was that the house was dark, spooky, witchy. The house itself was dark brown, inside and out; the neglected pool was swampy with black walls; the garden, gloomy and overgrown. The house was reached through a dark tunnel of brown walls that opened out to foliage and trees so thick that they did not let in light. My daughter was frightened by it. It was so diametrically opposed to everything I stood for that I was surprised my broker should have thought it worth showing me. And yet days and even weeks later, the house kept coming back into my thoughts, and I would hear it talked about. I heard that it still hadn’t been sold.
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Opposite: Work in progress.
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Opposite: The heart of a ranunculus.

I asked my broker to arrange another visit. This time I walked in and instantly saw what had to be done. I could see the house’s bones—its wonderful wide-plank floors, its old paned sash windows (a rarity in Southern California)—and I fell in love with them, and with the house.
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Buying the house was a protracted transaction—no one’s fault—and it took nearly a year before I owned it. It was as though I were being tested over and over again as to whether I really did want the house. At times this caused me to think hard, but never to worry.

In renovating the house, budget was again a consideration, so I walked through my new house with my contractor and made two lists: the first, which would account for three quarters of my budget, included the essentials; the second, a wish list of alterations and changes to be done as I could afford them.

It was just a question of getting the house back to its bones. It had been built by a Swedish boatbuilder at the end of the 1920s. His maritime background can be seen in the magnificent floors—very wide and irregular planks—and the basic but securely latched storage areas. A Hansel and Gretel theme had been added by a subsequent owner, presumably in the 1940s, and some slicked-up kitchen and bathroom details reflected the taste of later owners. I wanted to take the house back to its origins and then add my own decor.

The essentials all worked toward the same idea: to give the house and grounds light and life. The greater part of the house and guest house were to be painted white, the trees were to be thinned to let in the sun and the sky, the dark pool was to become a turquoise one, and everything that was sad, depressing, gloomy, or downright squalid was to be removed.
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My contractor was surprised that I didn’t want to take the opportunity to make larger bathrooms by ripping down walls. But I don’t believe in the casual gutting of a newly acquired house. At times my decisions were budget-driven, but even if I could have afforded it I wouldn’t have indulged in change merely for change’s sake. Rather than gutting a house, I think it makes more sense to keep looking until you find a house whose bones you love and respect, then remove what doesn’t work and build on the bones. I leave myself open to the influence of the house itself, rather than imposing my own preexisting ideas on it.

This book is an account of acquiring a house, decorating it, making it a home, and living in it. It describes how I find fixtures and furniture, and look for treasure; how I allow the house itself to give me ideas, to feed my inspiration; how a garden expands my range of color and shape; how I entertain my friends; and how my children and I live in it. This book is an exploration of the expansion of my taste, the progression of my aesthetic ideal and ideas. It explains how I decide what to leave alone, and how I live with small imperfections, and even, sometimes, make a virtue of them.

The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.

—MAYA ANGELOU
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BEFORE & AFTER
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The Garden & Outdoors

When I bought my house it was a landmark in the neighborhood: the dark wood and huge craggly shutters, painted turquoise, suggested the witch’s house in Hansel and Gretel. To add to its sinister, mysterious quality, what appeared from the street to be the front door really led into a long, dark passage under the guest house that ended in a dim and overgrown garden. The garden and the out-of-control creeping ivy were home to a large and healthy population of rodents.

Even so, I had bought the house with plans to renovate, not to remodel entirely. I had chosen a house with an infrastructure that did not require rebuilding: It had a sound roof, and the plumbing and electrical wiring were in good condition. With children to raise, a business to run, and a life to lead, I simply don’t have the time and money to do work that’s not completely necessary. And, anyway, it is more in my nature to ask “Can we keep it?” than to say “Let’s tear it out.” What I got rid of had to go; I dispose of nothing lightly.
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Left: The exterior of the house. Before, it was dark and a little spooky. The turquoise trim didn’t help, but coats and coats of white paint did. Indoors, I don’t like two tones of color, but on the exterior of my house I like this semi-gloss on the façade and the detail of gloss on the
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The Living Room & Dining Area
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