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Dedicated  
to my boys, Judah and Abe.

You are my favorite story.

In memory of  
my grandmother Helen,  

who used her natural talents 

to create the loveliest home 

in the neighborhood, filled 

with warmth and love— 

all with an eighth grade 

education and no interior 

design training.
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10

Introduction
What Informs Your Current Story

HELLO FRIEND, walk with me. I’m thrilled you made it— you’re right on 
time. As an interior designer, I am frequently asked hot- button questions, 
so today I am speaking on a panel to answer them, and I would like you to 
be my honored guest. Snacks are to the right and the espresso machine 
is in the Green Room. Please hang out here. I’m being called to the panel, 
but I’ll be right back to show you around.

(Cue the sounds of a packed room, flashing cameras, background mur-
murs, and crowds clamoring to get their burning questions answered.)

Q: Courtney, Courtney, over here! Where do I stop painting when I have 
an open floor plan?

A: Hi there, you with the nice green eyes. Find a natural stopping place. 
For instance, where walls meet each other. If that spot is hard to find, 
you may have to paint the entire space until you come across a natu-
ral ending point. Sometimes this means painting the tall ceilings of a 
foyer or wall upstairs in an open entry.

Q: Courtney! Over here! Can I mix metals and wood finishes?

A: Hello, you in the clown suit. Yes, it’s actually ideal. If everything  
matches too much, the room might give off a “showroom of a big 
box store” kind of vibe. Combining a few contrasting finishes will 
actually complement each other and also provide variation.
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  INTRODUCTION  11

Q: Courtney, Courtney, help save my marriage! How do we achieve 
peace when my spouse and I have drastically different design tastes?

A: Let’s go to the lovely lady in the corner who “put a ring on it.” When 
your spouse is more passionate than you about the subject, you’ve 
found a natural place where you can easily give in. When you’re 
both equally invested in the matter, try to find an area to meet in the 
middle. Past that, seeking an impartial third opinion is immeasurably 
helpful. This needs to be a neutral party— not a friend or it’s hardly 
impartial. Above all, remember that people are more important than 
things. If this decision causes any sort of rift in your relationship, I sug-
gest you honor the person over the design.

Q: My turn! Do any of your other clients want to buy this piece of furni-
ture that I am discarding?

Someone pipes up in the back: “Yeah. I paid a lot for a piece I 
don’t need anymore, and I want to make my money back.”

A: Okay, the last question goes to the man in the round glasses who is 
awkwardly cradling an oversized adding machine like a baby. Let me 
answer your question with a question. Sir, did you use the item? Did 
it serve you well? Furniture is not usually an investment outside of 
comfort and beauty. Rarely will someone recoup the initial cost for 
the item. Which is logical, since the items you are done with are out-
dated, so you might guess that other people desire a similar upgrade. 
I see the phases very clearly when I visit clients. Everyone is attempt-
ing to part with the same style that was popular ten years ago. There 
is not a big market for outdated furniture, no matter the origin or the 
original price. If a piece served you well, rest assured that you got 
your money’s worth, and it is acceptable to let it go guilt- free. If you 
really want to bless someone, pay it forward to a young couple start-
ing their journey or a single parent struggling to make ends meet.

(End scene.)
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12  INTRODUCTION

While that scenario was born of my imagination, these are the most fre-
quently asked questions I hear, along with others I answer throughout this 
book. Yet there is one topic that is broached repeatedly, and it happens to 
be quite controversial for some designers. In fact, if you even attempt to 
mention this in a room of design professionals, you’ll probably see every 
head swivel in your direction and give you the stink eye. Suddenly the 
dangerous biker gang from Peewee’s Big Adventure will surround you, 
scowling and pounding their clenched fists into the open palms of the 
opposite hand—a gesture oddly used only in movies.

What topic could invite such scorn? What issue could possibly stir such 
controversy? TV size? Throw pillow positioning? Thermostat settings!?!

Folks, it is reality TV.

THINGS ON TV ARE NOT HOW THEY APPEAR

If you desire to start a real minor controversy, confide in a designer that 
you want to achieve decor perfection with the same tight timeline and 
minuscule budget you saw on TV. Then bring some popcorn, prop your 
feet up, and get ready to hear most designers deliver a sermon that will 
deserve your Sunday best.

The honest truth is that what we observe on TV is not exactly how things 
work. I realize it is called reality TV, but that is as accurate as informing your 
kids that you are having a “discussion” with your spouse when everyone 
knows it’s a fight. “True adjacent” at best might be more apt a description.

I am not trying to insinuate that designers are opposed to home shows. 
I personally would love to host my own show one day. Perhaps one called 
Reveal where we showcase only before and afters, because that is what 
we’re really watching to see. However, some design professionals would 
contend that the renovation process on design series is accelerated, inac-
curate, and simplified to fit the network’s needs. Since many folks tend 
to believe what they see on TV, who gets to break the bad news that 
the update will cost more time and money in the real world? You got it! 
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  INTRODUCTION  13

The designer. Hooray! The project hasn’t even started and we are already 

disappointing our clients. Just as in real life, six- packed bachelors do not 

loiter in the tropics until the subsequent make- out session with the next 

marriage- ready bikini model, and most renovations do not follow the same 

exact formula demonstrated on-screen.

When I was cast for an episode of a design- themed TV show, I was 

quickly educated on how much “reality” actually comprises reality TV. For 

instance, some reality shows follow participants “shopping” for houses, 

but a peek behind the curtain reveals that buyers usually have already lo-

cated and purchased their property. The network simply stages the search 

to set up the story for the viewers’ entertainment and for the foundation of 

the episode. Translated, normal people re- create or reimagine a situation 
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14  INTRODUCTION

to entertain us. Another word for that is acting. Now, I realize the sugges-
tion that our beloved makeover shows are not 100 percent truth might 
feel like I informed you Santa did not make all your toys, but before we 
label a show as “fake” too quickly, let’s consider what it would look like 
if renovations were based on reality. We would likely flip the channel. We 
would literally be watching paint dry. Do we really want to see real time 
delays, returns, and mistakes? These shows do not exist to educate us 
on how the design industry works any more than The Bachelor explains 
how dating works.

So, the next time you try to apply your real- life rules to what you see 
on the screen, please remember that objects on TV are not always as they 
appear.

Occasionally, after I share home photos on my Instagram feed (@Court 
neyWarren), my online community confesses that they cannot keep their 
house as tidy as I do every day. Then I divulge the truth—I can’t either. My 
real house is not as clean as my “online house.”

Do you believe what you see on social media is how people really live? 
You might jump to say, “No, of course not!” but if you were splayed out 
on the social media X- ray table and searched with a wand that looked for 
comparison envy, would it beep?

I have never cleaned as much as the days Better Homes & Gardens and 
TLC came to film my house. I scoured every inch of every surface— even 
those that would never possibly be discovered. I could have started a bas-
ketball team with the dust bunnies I found under my bed. Why did I clean 
under my bed? I have no idea, because no one came even close to that 
dark abyss where things go to die. But just in case they wanted to feature 
a sidebar about what I store beneath my bed, I stood ready.

(Interestingly enough, readers, you will never guess what Courtney War-
ren, the Texas Interior Designer, keeps under her bed. All her lost hairbands. 
Upon further review, she also has eye drops, pens, a dog- eared copy of 
Boundaries by Henry Cloud, and a left flip- flop that’s been missing since 
last summer. You heard it here first!)
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  INTRODUCTION  15

My home has never been as spotless as the days the cameras popped 
in, and it will likely never be that neat again. Right now, I am pretty sure a 
mushroom is attempting to take possession of my kid’s closet and become 
his leader. Am I going to post that mess online? Heck no. Would you?

Which brings us to another behind- the- scenes fact: most online influenc-
ers clean their house, take a slew of photos, and then use them to make 
different posts throughout the month. This exercise is so common it even 
has a name— batching. Batching is a social media planning practice that 
saves people the effort of planning content for many posts at the same 
time. The photos you see might have been taken last month, last quarter, 
or even last year. Because influencers also live in their homes. They have 
evidence of muddy footprints and dog vomit, and they probably occasion-
ally eat pizza on paper towels instead of a real plate.

What you see on TV, in magazines, and on social media is a snapshot, 
only curated for entertainment. I have heard this concept extolled so fre-
quently it might seem rote, but sometimes that repetition may never reach 
our hearts. It’s a universal struggle that I have to remind myself of and 
want to encourage you with— please do not allow the online examples of 
perfection to make you feel unsatisfied in your home.

Social media and TV paint a picture for entertainment purposes, and 
the picture is not reality. Let this be your line in the sand, or perhaps, more 
realistically, if you’re like me, a line through the dust bunnies under the bed.

Right now, let’s decide together that we are going to be intentional 
with the aesthetic we desire for our houses. We will no longer default to 
a standard of comparison, but proactively look forward to the beauty and 
richness that already exists within our four walls. To do this, I invite you on 
an active journey to uncover what kind of you- shaped home you desire. 
Instead of looking around to determine your framework, I will lead you to 
first take a journey inward. Decide right now that your home’s purpose is 
not its appearance but is related to your heart. When we make the heart 
of our home our plumb line, matching a standard of social media takes a 
back seat to what matters more.
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16  INTRODUCTIONGreat designs begin with you.
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  INTRODUCTION  17

Because great designs begin with you. Your wants. Your needs. Your 
family’s priorities. Why would you want your home to look like an online 
designer’s place? A space that parrots another’s work may look beautiful, 
but it will never be functional or deeply connected to the growing needs 
of your household. Guess what? You get to choose the end result. There’s 
no rule book to follow as you imagine the beauty of your home. You have 
my permission to evaluate your needs, add a hefty dose of fun, and craft 
the kind of home your family (no matter what shape it comes in) is wildly 
enthusiastic about entering.

After all, our homes are one of the biggest investments we will make. 
Home is the place where we might raise our kids, establish lifelong memories, 
and strengthen our relationships. The effort we spend making them lovely 
(to us!) is not in vain. I have spent my career helping people create unique 
homes because I believe when we reside in peaceful spaces with purpose, 
we can then naturally strengthen and invest in the people we love most.

FINDING THE HEART OF YOUR HOME

When we look to social media, magazines, and the latest renovation shows 
for design inspiration, messages swirl around us like noisy chatter. These 
voices interrupt our peace, hollering what we should want, who we should 
look like, and when we should reach these goals. These beautiful inspira-
tional photos can create clutter and confusion. They cause us to forsake 
our own situations for the sake of pursuing an ideal that actually doesn’t 
exist. I instantly am reminded of the time I was renovating on a tight 
budget and showed my contractor my example of a stunning kitchen to 
emulate. He laughed in my face. I found out later that it was Tom Brady and 
Giselle Butcher’s home, a multimillion- dollar estate. The standard I hoped 
to emulate was not only out of my league but was far beyond what most 
of the world can afford. Yet it was online, so it became my expectation.

To achieve clarity, I invite you to do the opposite of the norm. First, 
turn off your phone to quiet the cacophony of the online space, then 
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18  INTRODUCTION

take stock of what resides in your heart. Have you ever considered that a 
beautiful home might consist of more than carefully curated furniture, art, 
and rugs? I contend the feel of a lovely space delves much deeper than 
the furniture choices, because a beautiful home has heart. Not just any 
heart— your heart.

The journey of finding the heart of my home felt more like trudging 
through quicksand. Those early years felt like a crash course from Mistake 
University, and I got an A for lessons learned. Have you noticed the first 
pancake you make on the griddle comes out a little wonky, not quite 
perfect? But with a little practice, your next try will be much nicer. Our 
first few houses can be like our first pancake. A lot of us go through the 
early years without a real design style. Calling dibs on discarded family 
items is more common than shopping new. In my early years of living in 
my own space, having a creative and resourceful eye came in handy as I 
furnished my starter home with hand- me- downs and items from garage 
sales. Somehow, I turned my meager “five loaves” of furniture castoffs into 
a home that looked inviting to others.

When my first baby arrived, there was already too much month at the 
end of the money. When I decided to stay home with our newborn, my 
family adjusted to our new, even tighter budget guidelines. But we were 
the proud beaming parents, ready to invite our elders into our humble 
home. On the day our relatives popped in to meet our days- old new bundle 
of joy, we were excited to show off what grown- ups we had become and 
to lead them through a home tour. However, as soon as my grandmother 
walked in the door, she took one look around the inexpensive yet curated 
decor and yelled to her son in the next room over, “I thought you said 
they were poor.”

While this story has now made it into the annals of awkward and hilarious 
family history, at the time, being labeled “poor” in front of an audience of 
relatives felt excruciating. Just when we thought we had fooled everyone, 
Grandma called us out in front of our loved ones and our new baby. Close 
your ears, little baby. Don’t listen to Grandma, she lies.
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  INTRODUCTION  19

Now, after working with hundreds of people to design their personal 

spaces, I realize the early pain of decorating your first home is quite universal. 

Few people have unlimited funds and can write check after check for their 

decor needs. While budgets vary, seldom can my clients tackle their entire 

list in one round. So, learning to be scrappy and practical has proved a use-

ful practice for myself and others. It’s normal and acceptable to do things 

in phases. Thankfully, your budget does not have to slow you down. In a 
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20  INTRODUCTION

bonus chapter at the end of the book, I have given you some of my best tips 
for how to secondhand shop to generate an upscale design on a budget.

Thankfully, there is something more paramount, more significant, to your 
home than the retail value of your furnishings. The decor of your home is 
simply the backup vocalist to the real star of the show— the story of the 
home. This narrative can unfold with vintage secondhand items as well as 
high- end antiques. The meaning of your space has less to do with what 
is in the home— and what those things cost— and much more to do with 
who is in the home and what their story is.

The decor of your home is simply the backup 
vocalist to the real star of the show— the story 
of the home.

You might be unsure of what your story is, much less how to tell it 
through decor choices. Not to worry, that is precisely what we will work 
through in our time together. First, I want you to consider a scenario.

What if I could give you a magic pill that promised higher self- esteem, 
greater academic competence, more advanced social competence, and 
fewer behavioral issues? This capsule would also provide the grit to face 
potential problems and help ward off bouts of anxiety and depression, 
resulting in an overall happier human. It sounds too good to be true, right? 
Not only would most people want this pill for themselves, but they would 
also likely take an extra dose for their loved ones. The good news is we have 
access to those very results. Though not in a gelatin gummy, we can achieve 
these goals by focusing on something just as available— our stories.1

The story of our families, our history, how we met our partners, what is 
important to us, and how we connect. Each and every family is teeming 
with tales, and research proves when we pass down our stories, we’re 
actually giving our children all the benefits of the “magic pill,” as well as 
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  INTRODUCTION  21

teaching them hope and resilience.2 Our words carry so much weight that 
when we speak, we give our loved ones the tools they will carry into the 
future, simply by allowing them to relate to where we have been. And just 
as we tell these stories with our words, we should also tell them in the 
details we use to furnish our homes, including tangible reminders of the 
history and heritage of our families.

To begin telling your story, let’s first explore your home. What room 
do you feel conversation thrives in? Where does connection with others 
feel at its best?

These answers will vary depending on your space. Some people gather 
in the kitchen, crowding around the island while cooking or snacking. Oth-
ers might converse around the dinner table, talking over each other as they 
pass plates of delicious foods. Some families have created an entire addi-
tional outdoor room on the porch, as simple as a semicircle of Adirondack 
chairs or as complex as a built- in kitchen with a mounted flatscreen TV. No 
matter where the social spot is in your home, you can find ideas for how 
to aid conversation through room flow sprinkled throughout this book.

As we begin to explore your story, please take note of the limitations in 
catch- all vocabulary. When I use the terms “home” or “family,” please read 
that to be inclusive of family and home in all walks of life. A home or a family 
is not subject to the number of people who reside there. Unmarried people 
do not need to wait until they have a spouse, or reach some other external 
milestone, to create a home. They can create the essence of a comforting 
space now by embracing who they are, what their story is, and who they 
invest in as they grow community through their relationships. Home is re-
flected in multiple beautiful ways, and the definition of family is certainly 
not dictated by the number of people living under the same roof— or the 
way they’re related. Some people choose to live with a chosen family of 
friends who, while not residing under their roof, are still a large part of their 
story. Let’s redefine family and remember that it does not come in only one 
form but is as varied as everyone’s favorite crayon box from kindergarten 
class— the oversized one with the built- in sharpener.
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22  INTRODUCTION

May I be your trusted guide as we uncover your home’s story together? 
In the chapters to come, I will introduce you to the groundwork I walk 
clients through to build a foundation for a home that truly reflects their 
stories. Next, I’ll show you examples to help you visualize how you can 
create your style in your space, room by room. I’ll also offer specific, 
practical ideas of how to combine and utilize furniture arrangements that 
will translate to any location and style. Because I would rather show than 
tell, I will be weaving in real- life examples of what I have learned from my 
family of origin and how I have incorporated these lessons into living with 
my current family. Please do not be tempted to implement everything you 
learn immediately. These ideas will apply to you differently as the stages 
of your life and family evolve. I invite you to utilize the suggestions that fit 
your prevailing life stage, then make notes to revisit the rest later.

Finally, after your space feels right, I will guide you through the art of 
celebrating your people. Once you’ve intentionally created the story of 
your home, weaving love and beauty throughout, the reward is to share it 
with those you treasure most. By the end of this book, I want you to feel 
empowered that you have what it takes to make the best design choices 
for your home, as well as confident that you can tell an authentic story of 
your family— whatever that looks like for you.

Care to join me? Let’s journey together to create the atmosphere you’ve 
been longing for. Hop in the passenger seat of this pink convertible and don 
your most glamorous Audrey Hepburn scarf and sunglasses. I have already 
packed the car so full that it overflows. Oversized parcels tied with large, 
loopy bows are bursting out of the back seat, scattered among smaller 
brown paper packages tied up with string, for the love of Julie Andrews. 
The exciting part is, if you look closely, you will see your name hand- lettered 
on all the gift tags. I uncovered the ample resources you already have and 
packed them with us— ready to place them in strategic locations to make 
maximum, joyful impact in your home. And like any good road trip, I made 
an epic playlist and brought snacks. So grab a drink, buckle up, and let’s 
journey this road together.
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When you enter a home for the first time, what is the 
first thing that grabs your attention?

The scent?

The furniture?

The layout of the house?

The smile of the person who answers the door?

Something else?

Next time you visit a new space, note the 

details that form your first impression. When I 

started paying more attention, I was surprised 

when what I thought I would notice first and 

what I actually observed were not the same. You 

also might observe new data about yourself when 

you take note of your impressions when you walk 

into an unfamiliar space. Or it could confirm the 

importance of what you already suspected.

Now consider what you learned or confirmed 

about yourself. How can you incorporate those 

observations in creating your desired first impres-

sion to your home?

ACTION STEPS   
TO CREATE  

A GREAT FIRST 

IMPRESSION
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24  THE STORY OF YOUR HOME

HOW TO START  
YOUR STORY
What Is Your Decorating Style?

As my favorite governess said before 
she burst into song in The Sound of 
Music, “Let’s start at the very beginning, 
a very good place to start.”1 Before we 
can start ABC- ing and Do- Re- Me- ing, 
we need to decide what story we want 
to tell. The transformative questions 
found on the Client Questionnaire (see 
the next page) are not to be skimmed 
over quickly. I think of this section like a 
pastry chef making their famous dough 
from scratch. Kneading it, pounding it, 
turning it over only to turn it over again. 
They don’t give up until it is the exact 
consistency to rise and bake into the 
quality of bread they can take pride in.

Ruminate on these questions. Even 
better, take them to a place where 
peace comes easy and a deep breath 
feels natural. As you feel the quiet take 
hold of you and hear the scurry of your 
mind begin to settle, formulate your 
answers. This foundation is not to be 
rushed but savored. The more details 
you can draw out, the more material will 
be present to inform your story. Grab 
your favorite journal and brainstorm 
every detail you can think of. Nothing 
is too small to leave out.

What rises to the surface might just 
surprise you.

feature
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  HOW TO START YOUR STORY  25

CLIENT  
QUESTIONNAIRE
What is your design vibe?

When we begin to dream of what story we want to tell in our home, an effec-
tive place to start is where our story began—our childhood home. Once we 
begin to observe the story that was told, we learn more about if we want to 
continue the same story or tell a new one.

• Think of a time when you felt at home growing up. What was going 
on? This could be centered around a happy memory, a certain location, 
or the feeling you got when you listened to a special new song for the 
first time. The sense of home comes in many forms. Whatever speaks 
“home” to you is the right answer.

• Growing up, what did you love about your home?

• What did you want to change about your childhood home? What would 
you change about it now, looking back on it? Are those things the same?

• What objects in your current home bring you joy?

• If your house caught on fire, what would you save?

• Where do you feel stuck in your space now?

• What has kept you from processing forward?

• How do you want your home to feel? What emotions do you want it to 
invoke? How do you want people to feel when they leave your space?
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