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I

fell into writing about homes
a decade ago. Not because
of any special knowledge,
but because a Maine shelter
magazine took a flyer on me.
At the time, I knew so little
that I once asked a homeowner, “And what would be
the word for that?” I pointed
to her roof. She looked back at me,
confused, and said, “A gable?”
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Now, some 160 articles later, my vocabulary has expanded. I’ve driven all over
Maine, educating myself with each piece
I write. Yet I am frozen with
anxiety when it comes to my
own home, which could definitely use some updates, the
very renovations about which
I write on a monthly basis.
Granted, I’m usually writing
about people wealthier than I,
but not always. I’ve seen plenty
done on a budget.

he knew Jane’s work. Holly said, “She’s
my sister.” This made the house seem
fated for us.
The house was quirky in just the way
we wanted. It had been built in three
stages. The tiny 1890s original house
had a double parlor and a room being
used for an office. Two small bedrooms
were upstairs. An addition had been
made in the 1970s, and “it looks like it,”
we’d joke grimly of the room’s orangey
pine paneling. But Holly and her husband, John, who had been in the house
for a decade, had hired an architect,

peeling, so we decided on a checkerboard pattern of royal-blue and white
Marmoleum squares. A flooring company talked us out of our desire and
into new linoleum, which looked filthy
and also started to peel, almost from the
day it was installed.
We had a dear friend who was the
director of Spindleworks, a Brunswick
nonprofit where adults with disabilities
create art. When she came for dinner,
she’d bring a painting instead of a bottle
of wine. Determined to further decorate,
we constantly extended invitations.
Then she moved away, and I
started writing about homes.
Which transformed my taste.

Frozen
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Writer’s block is easy;
choosing home decor is hard

Twenty years ago, my husband,
Garry, and I were first-time
home buyers. I was pregnant
and anxious to find something
before the baby arrived. I had
imagined we’d choose what we
liked. Instead, we looked at
what we did not like and could
not afford. Then, we lowered our expectations. I grew increasingly cranky as I
ate the pretzel rods the real estate agent
brought to quell my morning sickness.
(Utz, by the way. Salty and delicious.)

“Well, what do you want anyway?” the
agent said irritably, as she drove us by
a house she had failed to show us the
day before. “Well, that!” I said, pointing
to a cute white farmhouse with green
shutters. The yard had a huge silver
maple tree with a tire swing. A host of
children were jumping on a trampoline
in the backyard. The mother of at least
some of those bouncing kids—Holly
Williams, I would later learn—agreed to
a showing. When we stepped through
the side door into the kitchen, my husband said of a painting in the stairwell,
“Is that a Jane Hammond?”
Holly started. “Yes, how did you know?”
My husband shrugged. He was a painter;
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who added a master bedroom and redid
the kitchen by incorporating the side
porch. This made for an unusual kitchen
with a partial cathedral ceiling, wall of
windows, balcony, and indoor window
to the parlor.
Garry and I tend to neutrals in our dress,
so we wanted to counter that tendency
in the house. Garry painted each room
a different color and hung original art,
pieces he had acquired by trading with
artist friends. We had some furniture
from my grandparents and some (Mission style) that my parents had bought
us for a prior apartment.
Other than that, we did the things that
people of our ilk do when they occupy
an older house—replaced wallpaper
with paint, carpeting with wood floors.
Lead paint made us ditch the beautiful
original windows for a better-insulated
option. The linoleum in the kitchen was

Inconveniently enough, the
more I saw, the more I understood my own taste. I liked
sleek, contemporary homes
with midcentury modern
furniture.

So, some tweaks. A platform
bed and CB2 (or was it West
Elm?) aqua bedside tables
with glass gourd lamps for
our bedroom. A Boston friend
and master colorist came to
paint the bedroom’s walls and
repaint previously painted unfinished
furniture. He told us to put a piece of
marble on the dresser he’d painted
black. At least my writing meant I knew
where to pick up that item. (Blue Rock
Stone Center, thank you.)
The same friend came back to build
bookcases and repaint the “1970s” room,
and we bought midcentury modern
replica furniture, choosing a pistachio
fabric for chairs and a rosy cranberry
for the sofa.
And then I froze. There was lots I wanted
to do—more every day, as I saw more
homes—but I couldn’t decide. We had a
dated powder room with what we called
the “café au lait” toilet, since it had a
brown base and lighter-colored top,
because we couldn’t find a match when
the original cover cracked. I wanted a
new kitchen table and chairs. The ones
we have were bought cheap (because
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I tend to buy cheap) when I was single
and lived in North Cambridge, Massachusetts, 30 years ago. I found plenty
I liked online, admired much I saw on
house visits, some in my price range,
but I couldn’t make a choice, if only
because a month later, I’d have a new
assignment, and I’d see something else
that interested me.
Or, I’d just be about to commit to redoing that kitchen floor and then something horrible would be reported in the
news, and I’d think, “Spend the money
or write a check to Doctors Without Borders?” and the nonprofit would win out.
We did make changes, but only when
they were forced upon us. The dishwasher repairman refused to come out
and repair our dishwasher again. Hello,
Home Depot. Our oven exploded while

we were roasting some vegetables.
Another big-box-store buy.
One thing that was new: the extra
income from regular assignments. It

I grew increas
ingly cranky as
I ate the pretzel
rods the real estate
agent brought to
quell my morning
sickness. (Utz, by
the way. Salty and
delicious.)

gave me permission to “treat” myself to
more housecleaning. One day, Melissa
Woodin, who came every other week
and was by now a beloved friend, said,
in her signature wry tone, “De-bra, have
you seen your son’s bathroom?” Indeed,
I had not, but I followed her upstairs.
She pointed to the dated pink tiles bulging off the shower wall. I touched the
tiles, and they crashed down into the
tub, silverfish following.
Ugh!
(My then-adolescent son: “I thought you
knew about the bugs.” No, I did not!)
So now I had to redo the bathroom. And
here it was … the room in the house that
would finally benefit from my design
knowledge. Up went white subway tiles,
in went a white pedestal sink, and down
went a turquoise penny round tile floor.
I had once stood with Louise Hurlbutt,
a highly regarded Kennebunk interior
designer, and exclaimed over a penny
round floor in the bathroom of a grand
seaside mansion. Grand is not my style,
but, oh, how I loved that tile! And now,
having finally been backed into a decision, I had it.
As for the kitchen table, I’m still thinking.
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