
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication

To Nate,

you cracked life open

with your love.

and to Poppy and Oskar.

our dream, our truth, our

Miracles. Home for as

will always be anchored

in your arms.
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Intentions
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This isn’t supposed to be a pretty design book. It’s an emotional design book. Instead of being about what is obviously beautiful, it’s about what is weird and thoughtful and special to the people who love it most.

The idea of home is something I think about all the time—not just the aesthetics of a house, but what makes a home that people stay with. That’s something I never had and always wanted. Throughout my adult life, I lived in so many places, and they all turned out to be temporary. Ten years into our relationship, Nate and I had moved ten times. I started to wonder: What was wrong with us? Were we broken? Why couldn’t we just stay anywhere? I wanted to understand what it takes to fall in love with a space, because my fantasy was to truly come home.

The idea to write The Space That Keeps You was born in Oprah’s dining room in her home in Montecito. Oprah is a dear friend, as well as one of those people who has discovered her forever place, which you will be invited into in just a few pages.

We were sitting together and talking about home and connection and falling in love with a place, and she said, “You should write a book.”

I said, “I’m just really interested in the space that keeps you. I want to know why some people never leave.”

She looked at me and said, “That’s your book. That’s what you need to write.”

And here we are.

A home is a kind of living organism. It has an energy. Where does that energy come from? What is it about a space that keeps people? As someone who has longed for a space that holds me for years, I wrote this book to try and understand.

I’m just so curious about the why.

* * *

Another catalyst for this very personal exploration occurred in 2019, when Nate and I moved out of our house in Los Angeles with the kids to go back home to New York City. I had feelings about moving, but not about leaving anything in that house behind. I didn’t care about the pretty things, the mantle or the decorative objects. What I would miss the most were the rituals and ceremonies that we would leave in that house, like the dance parties we had with the kids around the kitchen island every morning and evening. I’ve spent my whole career helping people make their homes look beautiful, and I started to wonder how much design makes people want to stay.

We all relate to ideas of home in different ways, and my husband and I are a perfect case study for this. The physical objects in our homes mean a lot to Nate, who always has so many memories tied to them. For me, it’s the house itself that holds the memories. The things inside a home can go with you anywhere, but what has happened within those walls remains contained there. Those moments only echo there.

When I imagined The Space That Keeps You, I was curious about what motivates people who stay, who return, who put down roots and spend their lives tending to the vines. What captivated me is not how structures look, but the energy they contain. I’m obsessed with things that last. I’m fascinated by the kind of people whose grandchildren visit the home that they raised their children in. I wanted to understand, through connecting with these people and hearing their stories, what it is about a house that holds you.

* * *
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Some of the people you will meet in this book have been dear friends of mine for many years; others are newer connections whose spirit and perspective move me. All of them have a relationship to home that is rich with life and story: Oprah’s Promised Land, and the trees she calls the Apostles; the children honoring their parents’ legacy of art and architecture in their house in Mexico; the West Village couple who emblazoned hearts on the beams within their walls; the family that runs the first Black-owned winery in Napa; the count who married a princess and figured out how to save his family’s storied Venetian palazzo; the New York City gallerist who fell in love with a farm in the Portuguese country; the family who found a home that embraced them and made them feel safe and nurtured; the chef who has lived in the same apartment on the same cobblestone street for more than 40 years; the dancer who left the home where she raised her son, now grown, in order to cultivate a new piece of herself. Through visits and conversations, I got to see their spaces through their eyes and understand what they love so much about their homes. What I saw changed me.

The first and final chapters of this book are about as personal as it gets. Over the course of writing, Nate and I moved back into the first home I ever fell in love with, a wholly unexpected piece of the puzzle, which you are invited to visit in the opening chapter. After a year of conversations with the people in this book about their homes, immersing myself in these ideas, something even more unexpected happened. We bought a home in Portugal, in the kind of place that I never dreamed would be ours, which you will see in the closing chapter of this book. For me, it is the ultimate fairy-tale ending, a twist that was only possible because of this journey and what I learned along the way.
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I used to think that design was the most important thing in the world. I thought it could change your life. I still think it can, to some extent. Good design is design that makes you feel something, and at its best, it bolsters the moments that matter. I love what I do, and it’s my favorite thing in the world, but so much of design right now is transactional. It’s too immediate. Something is missing, and it’s time for the approach to change.

I wrote this book because I was curious about the houses that become more than a transaction, that become a love story, and I found what I was looking for. The twist of this design book is that design only goes so far. What really makes people stay in a home is the emotional life that emerges within the space that keeps you.

xx

Jeremiah Brent




Chapter One

First Love

Nate and Jeremiah
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The first space that really felt like home to me was the apartment that Nate and I lived in on Fifth Avenue when I was twenty-nine. Set on top of a building, it’s the perfect marriage of space and place, like a little house that is still connected to the city. I would get home and be able to look out at New York City. I could see the most beautiful pink sunsets, and the most beautiful pink sunrises.

Nate knew that there was something really special about it right away. My husband always says that he likes an elevator ride where you press the button for the top floor. The home felt like a destination. It was a marker of success, an arrival.

Nate has told me that, before we met, he used to walk around this neighborhood and look up at these grand, old, aged, white-glove buildings, and ask himself, “I wonder who lives on the top of all of those?”

When we saw this place, he realized that the answer to that question was us, and that meant so much to both of us. It was the first place we ever renovated together. We weren’t married, we didn’t have kids yet. This act of building a home together was the first major thing we had ever gone through as a couple.

In Nate’s words, “It was a real project with each other for each other. It was the beginning of our education with each other. It opened up a lot of trust and a lot of admiration from both sides.”

We were so happy there. I wrote my wedding vows on the table outside, on the terrace in that house on Fifth Avenue. That place was the culmination of everything at the same time: the realization that we could have a great love, a beautiful home, and someday even a family. The realization that we could live this way.

When I asked him about his memories of that era, Nate talked about the moments when we were still waiting for Poppy to be born, and we were standing in the little room that we had crafted for her. “Opening her little closet doors, which are now our home-office doors, and seeing all of her little shoes and all of the little dresses, and knowing that in all the little drawers were all the little things, and the only thing missing was this little person.”
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Living in that house was this blend of everything that I had ever fantasized about, and never thought was possible. I always felt so safe there.

When we left, it was to move to Los Angeles to be closer to family. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I’ll never forget leaving the house on Fifth Avenue. Moving in had been the best day of my life. Moving out was one of the worst. For a long time, I couldn’t talk about that apartment without weeping. It was like the love that got away.

In a very strange twist of events, the little house on Fifth Avenue—our first home—became ours again while I was writing this book, nearly ten years after we first said goodbye. I had spent seven years trying to get it back. By the time we did, I had been thinking about the idea of home for so long. I write these words from the first home I ever loved, the home we live in again now, in the very spot where I crafted my wedding vows.

* * *

I’ve always been obsessed with the way people live. My fascination with homes began when I was a child growing up in Modesto, California. On the weekends, my mother, Gwen, and I would go on home tours, checking out the open houses for homes we could not afford, and I would fantasize. Who would live there? What would they do in the home throughout the day?

My mom was a single mother who worked three jobs, the hardest-working person I’ve ever met. Her father had been in the Air Force, so she was a military brat. As a child, her family was always traveling, always moving. Perhaps because of that, her sense of home wasn’t rooted in a space, but in the pride that she took in making sure that our home was well taken care of. When I was in middle school, we left a questionable neighborhood and moved somewhere nicer. My mom was making good money, finally. She had worked so hard to get us to this place where we would have stability and safety. I’ll never forget that move, particularly what it meant for my mother.
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We stayed through high school, and then I moved to Los Angeles to figure out what to do next. From then on, I was always moving. When I was single, I moved around all the time because there was never a home that I cared about. Many of them were beautiful, but I was never home in a way that mattered. Not until Nate and Fifth Avenue.

My introduction to design as a career was purely accidental. I was an eighteen-year-old kid in Los Angeles, trying to figure out what I could do, I would find second-hand pieces at the Goodwill or on the side of the street and remake them for myself. When people came over to my house and saw those pieces, they would ask about them. My friend Fatima, whose Ojai home I invite you to experience in Chapter Ten, was one of the first people who ever asked me to make something for her. As more people started asking me to make furniture for them through word of mouth, I started charging. From there, it became, “Would you design a room?” “Would you design a couple of rooms for me?”

I worked anywhere I could get a job, from bars and nightclubs to furniture stores. Then
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