


1.   The Threshold

You have opened the door. Take a deep breath. Now step  . . .

      . . . into the world of Good Design. Have a look around you. Isn’t it lovely? So calming, but also so alive. Here, colours always go – or, if they don’t, they clash in interesting ways. Here shapes are in harmony (or else meaningful dis-harmony) like a beautiful musical chord. Look, over here, at this Utzon chair and footstool next to the simplest possible standard lamp from IKEA (design doesn’t always have to be expensive). Isn’t it magic? Or gaze down there at that re-creation of the classic WilliWear showroom in New York: so functional – and also so funny.

      Don’t worry: I know you probably can’t actually see these things in your mind’s eye yet. And maybe you have no sense of colour, or are psychotically messy, or rubbish at DIY, or simply feel design is not for you. All of us are on our separate journeys; all of us have different hurdles to hop over. But trust me. I have taken this path ahead of you, and look at me now: Alizia Tamé, lead designer with IntArchitec Home-is-Harmony. Whether you want to merely go on a day trip, or else a wholesale design pilgrimage, this book that I am writing will be your guide.

      It is a How-To Book; and also it is my Life Story. Why both together? Because the roots of my Designs go deep into my life and their branches (i.e., their effects) stretch out in all directions. You will see my ideas spring up, and watch me bringing them across the threshold of reality. Testimonials from friends and colleagues will show you the influence that I and my Designs have had on them. Finally, I am going to reveal to you my own personal trade secrets – my Magic Mottoes – to help you activate the Design potential in your own lives. A beautiful Interior can make you calmer, more generous – and, in a really startling way, more you.

      How come? The reason is that your Interior – your thoughts and feelings and fears – and the Interiors that surround you, with their wallpapers and stripped-pine flooring and leather chairs (or whatever), all somehow go together. If a lick of paint can lift your mood, make life seem brighter, and the world a better place – imagine what a full-scale re-design can do. Imagine light-filled rooms. Imagine shining, adorable colours: Naples yellow, cadmium, Manila, cobalt, verditer, burnt vine-wood blue. Imagine spaces harmoniously interlinked. Imagine a bathroom where the shower really works, is really wonderful. Imagine chairs chosen and arranged so that conversation zings like a jazz band or murmurs like a melodious string quartet. Imagine a kitchen where everything you need is miraculously within reach, where your everyday dull chores become a happy dance.

      Wouldn’t it be wonderful?

      When I step into my Home Office (see ch. 4) at the start of each Designing day I take a few minutes to remember when I have been most happy. Of couse good Interiors can make my spirits soar but at this sensitive beginning stage I don’t think of them so much as of private things, moments with Poppy or Jem, oh, and other people, other times. I let the smiles rise again inside me, the sunsets fill me with their joy. What’s funny is that these moments didn’t always happen in beautiful places. It wasn’t always sunset! But I remember them as if they did. Don’t you? If it was drizzling I remember brightness shining through the wet; if I was in some terrible stodgy blunt Interior it comes back to me miraculously transformed. This is the golden key. This is what I am trying to get through to: these angel Interiors that somehow were there in the air around me even though they actually, physically were not.

      Now: relax. Reach back (will you do this for me?) to the happiest moments in your life. What Design ideas do they summon up for you? What colours? Textures? Forms? Or any particular objets? Stillness or movement? Brightness or velvet gloom? Visualise these memories: make them real, let them gleam again, let the feeling of them grow. It may help if you jot down some pointers – anything at all: words, doodles, names, shapes. If you like, you can jot them down here:
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      Did you manage? I don’t mind if you haven’t actually scribbled anything. Jem wouldn’t have done, for instance (he’s my husband) – he’s a very private person, he likes to keep his feelings nested safe inside. All I need is for you to have accessed that Emotion. The sparkle in your heart. That is what we want to grow and then encapsulate in our Interiors. Through Design, your Happiness can flower and spread.

      We have arrived at Magic Motto no. 1:

1. Interior Design Is The Makeover Of Minds.

I know this is a big claim. But little by little you will see it happening. Room by room.





10.   The Dining Room

a.   Embracing Change

And she is still here, Poppy I mean: she is still here. Carla is here. And Simon is here much of the day as well. We have been doing such a lot of work. We are brimming with new ideas. And we have also been having quite a good time.

      ‘Quite’ – did you notice? Not a fabulous time, and not even a completely good one. I won’t pretend that nothing bad has happened. I have been hurt. Poppy has been hurt. We haven’t totally got over it. The interesting thing is, I don’t think I ever actually want to totally get over it. I don’t want to just cut it out and throw it away. I don’t want to just remember the good times.

      What happens is, you learn to live with the pain. Oh I agree it is not global catastrophe, it is not the Tsunami. But still it is pain, and it is there. But as the days go past and – importantly – as you do things, the pain gets muffled. You get to be able to sort of look at it and think about it. I won’t say it is behind glass because you can still feel it. But it is like it is wrapped in see-through bandages.

      So there it is, in a bit of your brain, wrapped up. Life goes on. And the pain is still there. They sort of talk to each other, the life and the pain. Perhaps that sounds a bit of a peculiar thing to say. But what I mean is, everything interacts. The pain is there, and it is part of you, and the life that is going on is your life, and all of you contributes to it, including the pain.

      Maybe I have matured – maybe that’s it: I have matured like an expensive wine. No, actually, that’s not it at all. It is simpler, and, at the same time, it is more complicated. I have just aged, aged like leather panels in a Venetian camera d’oro. I have been rubbed against and stained with smoke and scuffed. The panels don’t get more beautiful because of that. It is just a different beauty. And it’s the same with me. It’s not that this terrible thunder cloud that has broken over me has turned out to be for the best after all. Just: I am in a different situation now. It has good aspects and bad, just like the situation I was in before did. Only different.

      I have been trying to sum all this up in a new Magic Motto. But I can’t seem to manage it. So let me tell you where I am and how I got here. And then maybe the Mottoes will start to come again.

b.   My Life: Continued

Jem did not get in touch. He did not write, he did not ring, he did not drop by – even though he was living just round the corner with Marion. Of course to begin with I was completely focused on Poppy. We had a lovely tender time, with lots of drawing and colouring and stories; lots of hugs; lots of walks in the park. We had tea-parties with her cuddly toys in the Family Play-Space. It was so nice to be with her as she settled back into all her usual little activities. And lovely, simply indescribably lovely, to see her snuggle down into her lily-pad bed and drift away to sleep.

      But bit by bit the thought of Jem began to nag at me. He ought to – well, he ought to do something. Perhaps not apologise or explain, but at least he ought to want to see Poppy, to make some sort of arrangement. Obviously I wasn’t feeling over fond of him at that precise moment, but I still knew it was important for Poppy to keep on having regular contact with both parents.

      But also I wasn’t sure I could cope with seeing him. The least that would happen would be that there would be a scene. And what would that do to me? I was feeling stronger, now that Poppy had come back to me. The nastiness of it all, the plain underhand nature of what Jem and Marion had done – that made a toughness inside me, it somehow helped me to keep going. But how real was that feeling of inner strength? If I saw him would it vanish – would I simply collapse? To begin with I didn’t want to discover. But bit by bit a different feeling began to grow inside me. I began to think: Fuck it – we might as well find out.

      After a week or so I decided Poppy was re-grounded enough to go back to nursery in the mornings – and that I was recovered enough to let her. Still, my heart shivered as she trotted off, even though the nursery was warm and bright and welcoming and all the people there were very sympathetic. Somehow that shiver brought with it the feeling that now was the time for a face-to-face. So when I walked out of the nursery gate I turned towards Marion’s house, not mine.

      A short walk. Slow steps. Deep breaths – but still my feelings were a storm! As I walked I tried to imagine what I would say. The door would open and which of them would it be? Whether it was Marion or . . . or Jem, I would just say the usual thing: ‘Hello!’ But after that – I simply did not know.

      Here was their road. The long straight pavement and the tree-trunks, passing. Here was their house. I glanced up at the window and suddenly I was back in that night, with Carla throwing gravel and the glimpse of Stan’s head, and everything I had discovered there came tumbling back on top of me. I stopped. I wobbled. I reached out to the gatepost to re-balance myself. And then I walked straight up the path to the front door.

      I knocked. There were footsteps coming to the other side of the door. There was a pause, and then the footsteps went away. I waited, glanced down at the toe of my boot, which was tapping. I think I even smiled a little. Then the footsteps came back and the door opened. Marion.

      She said: ‘Alizia. How are you?’

      I managed to be simply cold and nothing more than that. I said: ‘Is Jem here?’

      ‘I really can’t tell you where he is.’

      I stared at her. I tried not to tremble and I kept up what felt to me like a cold, cold stare. All I said was: ‘Marion. Jem is my husband. I need to speak to him about arrangements for our child.’ I said it in a quiet, slow voice.

      She stood there with her arms spread out, her hands wedged one against each jamb. She was in a bulky orange jersey, her own creation: it made her look a bit like one of Jem’s Figurines. They couldn’t . . . oh my God that’s what the Figs were! I glared at her: she glared back. I ducked and dashed, my shoulder caught the edge of her stomach, then I was past her. I paused for a moment at the stairs: up or down? Down: the answer came at once. I clattered down (a voice was echoing after me, ‘Je-em’) just slowing at the bottom as I turned. The Playroom . . . but there he was. He was sitting at the kitchen table. He was wearing a dressing gown I had not seen before. He was wearing slippers.

      That was a peculiar moment! He was about four yards away from me. You would have thought I would want to attack him or strangle him or cry – and I am sure those impulses were in me somewhere, they must have been. But the odd thing was that what I mostly felt was here was someone I knew very well. I didn’t feel like I was going to collapse – and I didn’t feel I specially needed my new inner toughness either. It just seemed so very everyday. It was like hundreds, no thousands of times at supper, or breakfast, or sitting somewhere or other, or just walking along. There was Jem who was my husband. He was looking at me with a look I knew.

      But also – and what I felt this mainly was, was not so much upsetting as just puzzling – he seemed to totally belong there in this other person’s Interior – in this Interior that was not . . . I was about to write ‘ours’ but I suppose now the accurate word is ‘mine’. He simply looked at home. At that nondescript table. Among those quite interesting but tatty ’50s chairs with their bright pink cushioned seats and formica backs. With that everyday kitchen clutter around him. With those crumbs on his lip, and with that piece of toast and red jam in one hand. Above that cork-tiled floor.

      I still hadn’t found anything to say. But it turned out there was actually something more than puzzlement inside me, because what I said in the end was: ‘You shit.’

      ‘Alizia  . . .’

      ‘No, not Alizia, you. What have you got to say for yourself? Speak. Give me some words. Why do you think I’m here?’

      ‘. . .’

      ‘I’m here because of Poppy. Remember her? She is your daughter.’

      ‘I know she is my  . . .’

      ‘Oh do you. That’s funny because she turned up on my doorstep the other day. Not with you.’

      ‘She was with  . . .’

      ‘I don’t care who she was with it wasn’t you. Do you know how long she was gone for? Five days. Five days and eighteen hours. You didn’t contact me. You didn’t contact me.’

      I was beginning to cry, not because of him but because of the memory of that horrendous time. I was tensing my jaw, I was pushing my nails into the flesh of my thumb but it wasn’t working – but then a sound came from behind me: ‘Alizia,’ Marion was saying. I turned, and the tears stopped. I was tough again.

      ‘Shut up,’ I said.

      ‘Alizia, try to stay calm, I know it’s  . . .’

      ‘Shut up! Shut up!’ She did. She took a step backwards. I turned back round to Jem. He was sitting on the edge of his seat now, his hands pressing down on his knees. He was rocking slightly.

      ‘I have come here because you need to see your daughter. You should have got in touch but you have not and that is why I am here. I suggest that on Saturday afternoon you pick her up, and take her out somewhere to play, and bring her back before or after tea, as you wish. Do you agree?’

      ‘Yup.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘I left you a note.’

      ‘Your note consisted of five words. If you were a human being I would have thought you might have more than that to say. But you don’t have anything to say to me, do you?’

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘Not about the cruelty of kidnapping my child. Not about ten years of togetherness chucked away. But that’s all right. I really don’t care any more. I really don’t. I’ve tried and tried, for ten whole years I’ve tried and the result is: nothing. You’re just the same fucking selfish lump. Obviously I didn’t know that when you asked me to marry you. But now I do. It’s the one thing I thank you for. The only one.’

      After that I simply said: ‘Goodbye,’ turned, and walked out. I didn’t give Marion a glance. I didn’t want her to think she deserved one.

      So that was my scene. That was all I said to him. And to begin with I felt totally triumphant, when I was outside in the cold, striding along, my breath making dragon puffs. That was good, I said to myself, you told him, you stayed quite dignified, not bad. You showed that fucking bitch of a fucking ex-friend too. Those two skunks they can squirt their own stink at each other and groom all they like those two fucking animals, oh, Marion can brush against his stinking balding greying hairs all she fucking likes  . . .

      I won’t go on. It is peculiar, in a crisis like this, how words swirl and zoom around you, through you, uncontrollably, yelling themselves out just in your head most of the time – luckily – but sometimes out through your mouth as well. There are the words you speak on purpose, some of which you later wish you hadn’t said. There are the words that, afterwards, you wish you had said. And then there is this pattering, nagging, swearing, shouting stream of words-in-the-head that surfaces, apparently, whenever it feels like it. It brings pictures with it too. For instance, I am not, let me assure you, someone with particularly voodoo tendences. But I have found myself, at the end of a pleasant evening spent maybe chatting with Carla and Simon, suddenly in a dark cave with two wax dolls of you-know-who laid out on the earth in front of me, illuminated by the flickering light of a fire. I sit cross-legged and chant and spit and then with a knitting needle I prod and I poke and I jab and I thrust and this glorious cackling gabbles through me, and then  . . .

      Oh, I don’t want to write it. It just seems silly, written down.

      Another strange thing was: the mood swings. For instance, right after making my speech to Jem I was, as I said, very ‘up’. But then as I walked along and the minutes passed my legs seemed to weaken and my body sagged. The gush of words in my head slowed down – which was good – but what came instead was this terrible flat grey emptiness, a plain made of cardboard which stretched on and on. I struggled forward. Eventually I reached the steps of my house. I clambered up. The door slammed shut behind me. I went through into the sitting room and sat down on the Kuramata, but at once I felt not worthy of the Kuramata and slithered to the floor. My Interior was all around me. But what was the point of it now? There was the Spiritual Landscape. It looked drab and cheap. The Kuramata was too aggressive and Jem’s chaise longue was useless with no Jem to sit on it – and the colour-scheme of carefully selected complementary soft tones made me think of a heap of rags, a pile of rotting leaves. What good was the Peace Place now? And how could the Whiteness work any more when the energy of the home life around it was going to be so radically reduced? It was all no good. I just could not bring people together and make them love me. I could not hold on to anybody. Why not? What was wrong with me? What was wrong? This so-called ‘Design for Life’ had done absolutely zip to stop my life being ripped up and trampled in the mud. Pathetic. Just a fucking waste. Those dangling dumb life tools like four of Cristophe’s ancient hams, like carcasses. My energy was up again: I jumped up and grabbed at one of the steel ropes and pulled and pulled. I wanted to tear it down. I wanted to pull the whole place down. I yanked it this way and that way and this way until it hurt my fingers: it was too strong for me. Now I was tired again. My arms ached. I sat some more. I calmed down. And then I became aware of the clock ticking. I saw the time, and I went to collect my Poppy.

      Carla and Simon have been so supportive. I am very grateful to them. But really it is Poppy who has mainly got me through this difficult time. There have been all the hugs and cuddles, which have been very healing for us both. But also it has been helpful to me just to watch her. People think of children as being fragile, and in a sense of course they are. But also – they are indomitable. At least, Poppy is. She kept on playing, even though she was so sad about her daddy having deserted us. Something would catch her eye, she would be drawn to it and – kerching! – in a moment she would be totally absorbed. What is so charming, and also rather humbling, actually, is how she can conjure up anything, anything at all, just by using her imagination. Here is a piece of string but for Poppy it is a snake, no, it is a cup of tea, no, it is a dragon flying high up to its mountain lair. I am sure to some extent this is what all children do all the time. But Poppy did it so intensely, almost as if she was trying to work something out. Perhaps our hardest moment of all in this dark, dark period was when she came home from nursery and found her daddy’s pottery materials were gone. Her little face wobbled when we were standing hand in hand and she saw the empty Studio. But something kept her brave. And what she did next was so sweet! She went and got some cuddlies and sat them around the place, on the worktops and on the shelves that she could reach. ‘Their house now.’ And when the plastic moulding of the Funnel Office ended up in our back courtyard because Marion and Jem had sold and moved to some hovel in Wales (they wanted their new baby to be born into the ‘heart of nature’) – as soon as Poppy saw
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