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To our parents, who never once questioned our 
decision to forge a new path for our lives.

And to our children, Wren and Ivy, may you 
always see your own natural light.
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1

o n e

CR EATE A FOCAL POINT

Visualize the outcome when 

designing your home and life.

Shea

It all started with a set of bookshelves.

They were twelve feet high by fifteen feet wide, freshly lac-

quered in crisp white paint, and placed behind a black baby grand 

piano in a new multimillion- dollar estate. The home was in a 

gated neighborhood in Orange County, California, situated at the 

top of a hill with views of the Pacific Ocean. I stood in the formal 

living room with shopping bags at my feet and took a deep breath 

before climbing the ladder to clear the shelves of the piles of books 

and mementos so I could see the potential in front of me. I started 

with the lowest shelves and worked my way up the ladder one step 

at a time. Removing years of clutter applied to more than my cli-

ents’ library; it was an exercise in purging the collection of doubts 

distracting me from what I wanted to become. What had started 
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as an interest in design became a hobby that turned into a dream 

to own a business, but I didn’t feel qualified to make the reach.

Before the bookshelves there was “consulting.” And by con-

sulting, I mean I would go to friends’ homes and suggest pillows 

or help rearrange their furniture for free. When neighbors saw 

us unloading furniture from Syd’s truck, they’d peek their heads 

into our windows to see the latest design project my husband, 

Syd, and I were tackling. Often I’d receive a text from friends with 

pictures asking for my opinion. “We’re stuck on what to do with 

this blank wall. Do you have any ideas?” I was honored to share 

my thoughts and would respond with links to artwork or mirrors. 

“You need a large focal point to center the wall,” I’d say. “Start 

there, and then you can add a console with a lamp, and I think 

you may even have room for a tree.”

It was no secret that I loved design. I was taking classes at 

a local community college and would regularly share photos of 

our house projects with friends and family as we bounced from 

rental to rental and eventually settled into our first home. What 

they didn’t know was that I yearned to turn my hobby into some-

thing more. Not one to make hasty decisions, I had begun piecing 

together a strategy to start an interior design business. I worked as 

a contract employee writing content for an advertising firm while 

taking design classes and had lost all interest in marketing for 

other companies. When developing web copy or blog posts, my 

mind would drift to planning the marketing strategy for launch-

ing my own design business. We wanted to start having kids soon, 

and I was enticed by the flexibility of being my own boss. The 

days of cold calls and sales pitches were gone. I knew I needed to 

start small, be patient, and let the business grow organically. If 
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my work had merit, I was certain sharing pictures of our home 

on Instagram and free consulting for neighbors would pay off.

Syd understood me. He has always been my clear- sighted con-

fidant, gently pushing me to fearlessly pursue my obvious dream. 

He was the one who nudged me along and kept telling me to go 

for it, even when I felt like a fraud. The one who encouraged me 

to strike a deal to trade design advice for a set of business cards 

in case they came in handy one day. The one who told me to take 

a few night classes even though I had graduated with a commu-

nications degree only a few years prior.

I had stacks of magazines with dog- eared corners and full 

of sticky notes, but zero professional experience in the field— no 

internships, retail experience, or even a rich auntie who had let me 

design her vacation home. A love for the subject hardly qualified 

me to charge money. However, when my sister- in- law texted me 

and asked me if I’d be interested in styling a giant set of built- ins 

for her friend, I didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I can do that,” I replied as 

though I’d been doing this work my entire life.

Then she asked how much I would charge. I immediately 

turned to Syd. “How much should I charge?” With that came an 

immediate rush of panic and excitement. I had learned in school 

that the going rate for interior design services was $150 an hour, 

and since I felt like I was half a designer, I settled on $75 an hour.

Syd

Shea said she felt half- qualified to do the job, but her thought 

process was much more strategic than she let on. Since she had 

barely started taking design classes, these bookshelves gave her 
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a chance to learn on the job, which was more than school could 

offer her. Even though this project was small, it also gave her a 

chance to start building her portfolio, which would lead to even 

more work. And since she was charging half the going rate, more 

people would be willing to take a chance and hire her. Though 

Shea battled feeling like an imposter, she always had a plan.

I knew Shea could do this. Not just the bookshelves, but all 

of it— everything that has become Studio McGee. She has always 

been creative but was too logical to accept her talent could lead 

to a career. Shea infuses beauty into everything she touches. From 

dinners on the patio to decorating around a hand- me- down Ikea 

couch, I’ve seen her turn the most mundane moments into master-

pieces. Whether it’s a one- bedroom apartment or a million- dollar 

house, she has the ability to make people feel something when 

they are immersed in surroundings she’s designed. It’s not about 

glitz— it’s about creating an environment that balances beauty 

and comfort. I’ve been lucky to be a beneficiary of those sur-

roundings and wanted other people to experience that too.

But with only a few classes under her belt, Shea struggled with 

viewing herself as a professional designer without a degree or cer-

tification. We spent many nights discussing this mental roadblock, 

long before the bookshelves came along. She has impeccable taste 

and style, and to me, she seemed like a natural. She spent so much 

time reading design blogs, books, and magazines that was all she 

wanted to talk about. She wanted to launch a design business 

more than anything, but Shea’s a planner and likes to play by the 

rules. It was hard for her to make the leap from passion to career 

path. In her mind, you had to follow certain steps before you 

could officially start a career. I, on the other hand, believe you 

learn by doing. I kept telling her to jump in and go for it.
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Shea didn’t exactly jump in. I’d say it was more like wading 

slowly until she found herself staring at those bookshelves. But 

once the opportunity was in front of her, she knew this was the 

chance she’d been waiting for.

Shea

When I went over to my client’s house for our first meeting, I was 

twenty- six and wanted to come across like I knew what I was 

doing. I was all business. With time, I’ve learned to relax and be 

myself. I’ve learned your expertise will reveal itself in the work, 

but connection is equally important. But on that first job I was 

anxious and got straight to the point: “Hi, how are you? Let’s 

have a look at those built- ins.”

I asked about her personal style. She told me that although the 

exterior of her home was a Tuscan style, she liked modern design 

with a lot of white, gray, and light wood tones. She said, “My 

husband has hundreds of books, and they just look like a mess on 

these shelves. This wall is the first thing you see when you walk 

into our house, and I want it to make a statement.”

She took me on a brief tour of her home, and I paid close 

attention to how she’d decorated the rest of her house to see what 

she was naturally drawn to. Selections made by a homeowner 

without the assistance of an interior designer are cues to me about 

what is comfortable for the client. I create with their natural ten-

dencies in mind and also consider where to try new things. I made 

some notes, took measurements, and snapped a few pictures. The 

floors throughout the main level were a warm travertine paired 

with light- gray walls. Each room was spacious with tall ceilings 
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and French doors that opened to various courtyards. The furni-

ture was a mix of old pieces that were lacquered the same white 

as the built- ins and new pieces with more of a contemporary, 

Hollywood Regency style. As I visualized the outcome of the 

built- ins, I knew that adding natural textures to the shelves would 

help soften the hard edges and create a more inviting atmosphere 

upon entering their home.

We set up a time for me to return to complete the project, and 

she asked how much I thought it would cost to decorate the built- 

ins. I’d already spent hours online scoping out boxes and frames 

and vases and anything else I might need to fill this space, so I 

guessed a dollar amount. It turned out I used every single item I 

purchased, and that my guess was quite accurate. (I later learned 

it’s better to plan for more than you need.)

That day I was nervous, and I tried to leave before she could 

ask me any questions about my qualifications. In hindsight, it’s 

hilarious I thought anyone would ask me about my degree to place 

a few objects on bookshelves, but I’d replayed that scenario in my 

head every day leading up to our meeting and had convinced 

myself she was going to question my credentials.

For half a day I ran around to different stores buying what I 

needed and then spent weeks mulling over how I’d pull everything 

together. I’d make little sketches and fall asleep rearranging those 

built- ins in my mind like a game of Tetris.

I drove over to my client’s house on a mid- summer Saturday. 

My car was loaded with everything I thought I was going to need. 

She let me know she was going to be in and out all day because 

she had a lot of errands to run. I was glad. Even though I felt pre-

pared, the last thing I wanted on this first job was the pressure of 

someone watching over my shoulder.
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After she left, I spent the day running up and down a ladder, 

arranging and rearranging each vignette. In the design world we 

use the word vignette to refer to a small yet pleasing view. I like 

to ask myself, If I were to take a picture of this moment, is the 

composition strong enough to stand alone? A beautiful room is 

composed of small vignettes working in harmony. The built- ins 

contained closed cabinetry across the bottom and a grid of thirty 

open cubbies above. The goal was to create a well- balanced focal 

wall with all of the shelves working in sync, but with each shelf 

being able to stand alone as its own vignette.

My clients’ collection included books, manuals, sheet music, 

photos, and plaques. All of these shapes were rectangular and 

fell flat when styled alone. To add texture I sprinkled materials 

like pieces of driftwood, rocks, coral, and moss throughout the 

shelves to bring an organic quality to a very linear wall. Between 

the books and boxes, I placed a glass dome over a piece of coral, 

a dusty green succulent next to a family picture, and a geode 

cracked open to reveal cream- colored crystals.

If I grouped three items on one shelf, I’d place one large vase 

above it to give the eye a moment to rest. The balance of busy and 

calm throughout the design allowed the viewer to appreciate the 

whole wall instead of being distracted by too many items. I paid 

attention to levels, shape, and materiality by playing with differ-

ent ways to stack books and utilize objects as bookends. I brought 

lidded seagrass baskets to hide the sheet music and a few potted 

plants to add natural greenery. The palette was primarily black, 

white, and neutral, with hints of color from the book spines.

I’d place everything and stand back with my arms folded 

and head tilted to one side, looking everything over. Then I’d 

run back up the ladder and move more things around. I must 

MakeLifeBeautiful_1P.indd   7 5/20/20   10:21 AM



8   |   M A K E  L I F E  B E A U T I F U L

have rearranged all the big pieces fifty times. I said a lot of silent 

prayers as I climbed that ladder.

The more you design, the easier and more natural it becomes. 

It wasn’t easy or natural on that day, and I was sweating every 

detail. The journey to the end result was more laborious than I’d 

anticipated, and I lacked the confidence to appreciate the art of 

refinement. Early in my career I saw changes in my plans as an 

indication of my lack of competency as a designer. Over the years, 

though, I’ve realized that establishing a focal point by visualiz-

ing the outcome is an exercise in beginning. Drawing, dreaming, 

and planning give us direction, but flexibility often results in an 

outcome better than I originally envisioned. Good designs are 

planned, but memorable designs evolve and take shape through 

careful adjustments along the way. When designing your home 

and life, the first step is not about finding perfection from the 

outset— it is about doing.

Syd

The day Shea went to style the bookshelves I headed to the ocean 

to surf. When I returned she was still working. I texted her a few 

times to check in and see how everything was coming along. She 

didn’t respond, so I knew she was stressed. Shea never told me 

she was nervous, but I knew how much this first client meant to 

her and how much time she had spent preparing for that day. Her 

client lived a few blocks away from us, so I made a Diet Coke 

run (the first of many through the years) and surprised her. As I 

pulled up, she came out to the car to grab her drink through the 

passenger window. She grinned and said some caffeine was just 
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what she needed, then turned to head back inside. “Wait? Aren’t 

you going to show me how it looks in there?”

I followed her into the front room of the house and saw the 

floor covered in shopping bags, crumpled tissue paper, and piles 

of books. But when I looked up I could see she was working her 

magic. I thought the styling looked wonderful, but the expression 

on her face told me she wasn’t so sure. “You’re doing great,” I told 

her. It was fun to see her taking the first step toward pursuing her 

dream, and I was proud. I only stayed about five minutes because 

I wanted to give Shea space to create. “You’ve got this. Relax and 

just do your thing,” I said as I walked out the door. “This is what 

you’ve always wanted to do.” Shea smiled and kept running up 

and down the ladder.

Shea

Syd’s drive- by visit was more than Diet Coke to me— his support 

filled in the spaces where I lacked confidence. I stopped rearrang-

ing every item on the bookshelves and started committing to my 

decisions. When I finally had everything exactly the way I wanted 

it, I took a few pictures. My client came home and was stunned. 

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “It’s beautiful!” I thanked her again, 

doing my best to project a professional image, but inside I was 

bursting with joy. I liked what I had done, but making a client 

happy was an added bonus I’d never experienced. I only charged 

her for three hours of work, the amount of time I was there styling 

the shelves. I didn’t charge her for my time shopping, even though 

I should have. Did I undervalue my time? Yes. Would that be the 

last time? Definitely not.
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When I got home, I couldn’t wait to post the pictures of the 

built- ins on my personal Instagram, to all three hundred of my fol-

lowers. People went crazy over those bookshelves. The comments 

ranged from, “Wow! Want to come to my house?” to, “Belongs in 

a magazine!” Even if most of the messages were from family and 

friends, I was encouraged. It was the first time I’d shared a design 

that wasn’t from my own home, and I felt validated in my belief 

that I could turn my passion into a career. With one photo, my 

crazy dream of becoming a professional interior designer didn’t 

seem so crazy anymore.

I began to establish a focal point for what a career in design 

would look like. With the idea of starting our family on the hori-

zon, my dream was to work from home, establish a reputation for 

designs with laid- back sophistication, and become so successful 

that I could hire an assistant. Saying yes to my first client before 

finishing design school set me on that path. I was on my way to 

creating a life in pursuit of my passion.

Within two weeks I had another client. I didn’t have a web-

site or a portfolio yet, but I set up an Instagram account for my 

new business, Shea McGee Design. The platform was simple to 

use, and I envisioned it as a free tool to share my work and be 

discovered by potential clients. My first follower was my mom, 

and I figured that if friends and family liked my photos, people 

they knew could discover me, then I could grow from there. At 

the time I was focused on building my business and had no idea 

how far this Instagram journey would take me.

But long before climbing a ladder to design bookshelves, Syd 

and I were designing our life together.
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t w o

MIXING STYLES

A room speaks to the heart when you create 

pairings with juxtaposition and balance.

Shea

Finals had ended, and it was officially summer. I was heading into 

my junior year at Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah, far 

away from my childhood home in Texas. Provo is a small college 

town about an hour south of Salt Lake City and a twenty- minute 

drive from Sundance ski resort. The university is nestled at the 

base of the Rocky Mountains, and a large Y made of white stones 

overlooks the campus. The town is centered around Jesus, foot-

ball, and gettin’ married.

My parents had met there twenty years prior, and I spent my 

childhood wearing cougar blue sweatshirts, excited to follow in 

their footsteps. My younger brother, Austin, was also attending 

the university and had plans to move out of the dorms and into 

his own apartment. My large, creaky SUV, lovingly nicknamed 

the Ford Exploder, was needed to help him haul his stuff. It was 
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white with a turquoise- green pinstripe on the side and groaned 

the second I tapped on the breaks. The AC was touch and go, but 

it had a seven- disc player, and I kept a case filled with CDs on 

my visor.

Austin had called me a few hours earlier to ask for a hand. On 

the phone he said, “My buddy Syd will be there and you’re going 

to like him, but don’t, because he’s my friend.” As I pulled into 

the lot, I knew I was in trouble. There Syd was on a skateboard, 

wearing the skinniest skinny jeans I had ever seen. We went on 

our first date the next night.

Syd

I joined an intramural soccer team in college because I loved the 

game, but I’d never really played. That’s where I met my future 

brother- in- law, Austin. He needed help moving into a new apart-

ment and bribed me with some vending machine snacks. Not 

that I needed a bribe to help a friend, but it did sweeten the deal. 

I had no idea the perks wouldn’t stop there. Enter how I met the 

Shea Miller.

I started skating as I waited for his sister to show up with the 

car. I heard the thing before I could see it, and when Shea pulled 

into the lot, I turned to Austin and said, “Dang, dude. Your sister 

is pretty cute.” He rolled his eyes and didn’t say anything.

We started loading the car, and I noticed a Cat Power CD 

on her visor. I told her she had good taste in music for a Texan 

(classic flirt move: an underhanded compliment). She laughed, 

and we couldn’t stop talking the rest of the move. I used my 

skateboard as a dolly, wheeling boxes from the trunk to Austin’s 
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new apartment. It was new to him, but Austin’s bachelor pad had 

seen better days.

After we finished unloading, Shea and I sat on Austin’s saggy 

plaid couch and chatted in the living room while he stuffed con-

cert tees into dresser drawers. We talked about what we missed 

about home. Shea was from Texas and I’m from California, and 

we both missed the Mexican food. We discovered we were both 

studying communications; Shea was in the public relations pro-

gram, and I was studying marketing at a nearby university.

Our conversation was interrupted when their mom came over 

to help Austin unpack, and we made introductions. As I was leav-

ing, I shamelessly asked for Shea’s number in front of her mom 

and brother. Shea’s mom raised her eyebrow and attempted to 

conceal her laughter as she waited to see how Shea would react. 

I think Shea might have been too embarrassed to say no in front 

of a crowd, but hey, I took what I could get.

Shea

I was both excited and mortified. Syd never follows the rules, and 

I follow all of them. We’re natural opposites, but our juxtaposi-

tion provides balance and makes life together more enjoyable.

Syd

The next night I took Shea to dinner, and we have either been 

together or spoken on the phone every day since.

MakeLifeBeautiful_1P.indd   13 5/20/20   10:21 AM



14   |   M A K E  L I F E  B E A U T I F U L

Shea

I grew up in Houston, Texas. In high school, I drove a Jeep with 

a lift kit and was captain of the drill team. All of the guys I dated 

said “y’all” instead of “dude,” and you’d better believe that none 

of them rode skateboards. Dating a surfer boy from Southern 

California (he always says the entire thing— not So- Cal or Cali, 

because he claims those nicknames are a dead giveaway you’re 

not a local) was fun and very different from any of my other 

relationships.

The more I learned about Syd, the more I understood what it 

meant to be a true “dude.” Syd used words like bro and gnarly, 

but he was the hardest- working beach bum around. When he was 

just fourteen, he started “working” in a surf shop for store credit 

because he was too young for a real paycheck. He owned a small 

clothing line in high school and sold T- shirts he designed at local 

shops on the main street in downtown Huntington Beach. Over 

the summers when he wasn’t working, he was at the beach. His 

mom would drop him off to surf all day and pick him up as the 

sun went down. Syd had a way of flying by the seat of his pants 

and making life look easy.

Unlike me.

I am a planner, and I grew up in a family of planners. My dad 

was an FBI agent, and my mom stayed at home to dote on my 

brother and me. While Dad was leading covert missions all over 

the world, she was a world- class stay- at- home mom. She made 

our lunches, drove us to lessons, and sewed every one of our 

Halloween costumes. When we were in high school, she styled 

displays for boutiques that sold candles, big Texas jewelry, and 
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stationary. Very little was done without actionable goals and a lot 

of supervision in the Miller household.

My plan when I graduated from high school was set: I’d go to 

my parents’ alma mater, graduate in four years, get a good job, 

work a few years, fall in love, get married, and start a family. It 

was all traditional and predictable, without much, if any, room 

for spontaneity. I found comfort in sticking with a plan, so I rarely 

asked questions and spent most of my time figuring out how to 

check items off my to- do list.

But then I met Syd.

Syd

Growing up as the youngest of six kids, my family lived with a 

certain level of constant chaos. I have two brothers and three 

sisters— between me and my oldest brother there’s a fifteen- 

year gap. My two brothers raced BMX bikes, and I have a lot 

of memories of them putting me on something with wheels and 

then making me jump off a ramp or pulling me behind a bike or 

car. School was never a top priority for me, and as the youngest 

in the family it was easy to get away with skipping school when 

the surf was good. I skated by (both literally and figuratively) and 

finished high school with the intent to at least give college a try.

After a brief stint at Orange Coast Community College where 

I took a few general courses, I left on a two- year service mission 

to Louisville, Kentucky, for our church. We lived in rural areas, 

going door to door sharing our gospel message and volunteering 

our time to help struggling farmers. We cleaned chicken coops, 

harvested hay, and ate the roadkill people served us. When my 
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time in Kentucky ended, I followed a few friends to Utah and 

enrolled at Utah Valley University to study marketing.

Shea

Syd and I are opposites in our approach to life, but the counter-

balance has always worked for us. Even dating was easy.

The only fight we ever had was about four months into our 

relationship, when I got a haircut. My hair was at my waist by the 

time I was two, and I’d kept it long enough to tie into a ponytail 

ever since. I had an appointment for a trim with my hairdresser, 

Patrick, who worked at a hipster salon in a basement south of 

campus. Syd’s spontaneity was starting to rub off on me, and I 

decided it was time for a change. For the first time ever, I was going 

to cut off my long hair. I thought Syd would admire an impulsive 

decision to chop my hair into an A- line bob that brushed the top 

of my shoulders. When my hair was dry and I spun around to face 

the mirror, I felt like a new person.

I drove home to meet Syd at my apartment, and the entire time 

I kept glancing in the rearview mirror to admire my new haircut. I 

walked in the door, and Syd’s reaction was a long pause, followed 

by, “It’s all right.”

“It’s all right?” I said. Not the words any girl wants to hear 

about her new hairstyle. I cried.

Syd felt so bad. He kept saying, “Shea, I don’t want you to 

cry. Shea, I feel so bad. Oh, Shea, stop crying. You know that I 

love you.”

I stopped crying instantly. “You love me?” I said.

“Yeah,” Syd said. “I love you.”
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He’d never said that before. All of the sadness over his reac-

tion to my haircut disappeared. He loved me. And I loved him 

too. I loved Syd’s free spirit, and it never occurred to me that my 

predictable nature was actually a trait he liked about me.

Summer came. I only had one semester left before graduating 

with a degree in communications and took a summer internship 

in California to complete the degree requirements. I had always 

loved design, but my freshman year when I called my mom to 

tell her I was thinking of signing up for an interior design class, 

her response was, “But you can’t draw! How are you going to 

do that?” It never occurred to me that I could surprise myself by 

learning how to draw. I didn’t consider the opportunity I might 

miss by not even trying. I cared more about my pride than realiz-

ing a passion. Afraid to fail, I didn’t take the class. I settled on a 

safer career path after taking an intro to PR class and saw that it 

could be a broadly applied major.

Syd had plans to go to Colorado for the summer with a job 

selling alarm systems. Neither of us really felt like the long- 

distance thing was going to work, and we both decided it was 

best if we took a break for a few months.

Syd

Shea had commitment issues when it came to us. She had reser-

vations about how our opposite approaches to life would work 

together in the long term. Unlike Shea, I didn’t have clear- cut 

plans for my future and just wanted to have a good time. I loved 

her, and for me, that was enough to assume we could make it 

work. But when she shared her hesitations about our future 
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together, I realized I wasn’t ready to get serious and agreed we 

both needed time apart.

Shea

I spent the summer missing Syd, and we called each other every 

day. I returned back to Utah from my internship in California 

and started my last semester. Every time he had the chance, Syd 

would road trip from Denver and the two of us would hang out. 

We were together. And then we weren’t. And then we were. And 

then we weren’t. I struggled to understand how our contrasts as 

people would work well together in a relationship long term even 

though I wanted it work out between us. We’d be happy together 

and then logic would take over, and I would get scared he wasn’t 

the one because we weren’t a perfect fit on paper.

Syd

I’d load up on Red Bulls, drive through the night, hang out with 

Shea for a day or two, then drive back to Colorado and go back 

to work all week. I just couldn’t shake her.

After selling alarms all summer, I still couldn’t afford col-

lege. Regardless of my finances, I was disinterested in school and 

wanted a break, so I moved back home to California to figure 

out what I was going to do next. I watched a lot of my older 

friends get out of school and struggle to use their degree, so I 

was scared to take out loans to finish school. Plus, I was not a 

strong believer that you needed a college degree to be successful. 
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My oldest brother was starting a digital marketing agency with 

a business partner, and he told me I could be the first employee. 

I took the job. He also said the opportunity could lead to some-

thing much bigger. It did.

In the meantime, Shea and I both dated other people, but I 

missed her. All the back and forth was driving me crazy. I knew I 

loved her, but I didn’t understand why she couldn’t make up her 

mind about me. I couldn’t keep doing this.

Shea

I loved Syd and felt that we needed to allow ourselves the space 

to move on. His lack of interest in school and casual approach 

to everything in life terrified the planner in me. He was my best 

friend, and his zeal for life was exhilarating to me. Every moment 

with Syd was a good time, but that was also what scared me. I 

couldn’t overcome my perception of him as the fun guy you don’t 

get serious about. I questioned if he would he be able to focus on 

family and career when the time came. I didn’t yet see that I was 

too focused, and his laid- back nature was the balance I needed.

I graduated from college and took a job at a PR firm in Salt 

Lake City. I liked living in Utah, and my parents talked about 

eventually moving there. Like I said, I had a plan for my life, and I 

needed to get on with it. Syd and I still talked, and when he drove 

up to see me, I knew I loved him. But when he went back home, 

all my fears would come back and I’d break it off again.

My perception of Syd started to change after he went to 

work with his brother. He didn’t just work with his brother. He 

worked eighteen- hour days and was laser focused on building the 
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company. Syd’s visits became fewer and further between because 

of his job. That’s when it dawned on me that Syd may not have 

been interested in school, but he was always a hard worker.

My perspective of the stories he told me about working at 

a surf shop started to shift. Before they made him sound like 

someone who loved surfing so much he’d do whatever it took to 

do more of it. Now it hit me: Syd had been working since he was 

fourteen. He loved adventure, but he also was a hard worker.

However, by this time I had a new boyfriend, and I wanted 

to give that relationship time to develop, even though I knew he 

wasn’t the best guy for me and he didn’t treat me the way Syd 

always did. Syd and I still talked on the phone (which should have 

been the first clue to break up with my boyfriend), and we chat-

ted about our new jobs, what we ate for lunch, how the surf was 

that day. We talked like old friends catching up on each other’s 

lives, yet there was always an underlying sting of regret that we 

weren’t together. But Syd was seven hundred miles away. My job 

was in Salt Lake City. I didn’t see how we were going to change 

that any time soon.

Syd

Several times I asked Shea why she was dating a tool, but she 

kept going out with him. Yet we kept in touch, so I knew there 

was still a chance. When we talked we both knew that no other 

relationship lived up to the one we shared.

When we first broke up, a part of me was relieved because 

I wasn’t ready to get serious. But after spending months apart, I 

knew I couldn’t live without her. It was time to settle it all, and I 
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made up my mind that if she told me there wasn’t a future, that 

would be the end.

I drove up and laid it all out. She told me it wasn’t the 

right time.

“Okay, if that’s how you want it,” I said to her. I told her I 

loved her but at some point, enough is enough. And in my mind, 

this was enough. There was no going back. “Great. Fine. We’re 

done,” I said. “I’m going back to California.”

I got in my car and started back home. I had about twelve 

hours alone in my car to think about what had happened. My 

phone started ringing a couple of hours after I left Shea’s place. 

I looked at the caller ID. It was Shea. I ignored it. It rang again. 

I ignored it again. She kept calling and I never answered, not 

through the trip and not after I arrived home in California. I had 

nothing else to say to her. She’d made it clear that we were done, 

and I couldn’t let myself get sucked back into the on- again, off- 

again game we’d played for the past year.

Shea

The moment Syd walked out the door I knew I’d made the biggest 

mistake of my life. Immediately I called the guy I had been dat-

ing and broke it off. Then I called Syd, but he wouldn’t answer. 

I called again. He still didn’t answer. I kept calling and calling 

and calling.

At one point I called my mom and told her what had hap-

pened. My mom loved Syd. He’d won her over on the first day we 

met when he’d asked for my number in front of her. She loved that 

he’d always cared for me so well and never was afraid to show 
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it. She told me that all I could do was keep trying, so that’s what 

I did. Austin still kept in touch with Syd, and although he never 

said anything, I knew he was rooting for us.

Finally, after two days and at least a hundred phone calls, Syd 

answered. He sounded cold when he said hello, but I didn’t let 

that stop me. I told him I loved him and I apologized for taking 

him on this roller- coaster ride of emotions. I told him I wanted 

to be with him forever. I told him that he was my opposite and 

that was the reason I loved him so much. I had spent so many 

months analyzing why we weren’t a good fit that I’d missed how 

our counterbalance made us a pair. “We make the best team,” I 

said. It may take me a while to wrap my head around an idea, but 

once I do, I’m all in. Thankfully he came around, “You know I’ve 

always loved you. Please don’t break my heart again.”

My birthday was coming up, so I told him I wanted to fly 

down and spend that day with him. Since my birthday is July 5, 

that gave us the entire Fourth of July weekend together. I couldn’t 

wait to see him.

I flew to Los Angeles on July 3. Syd had the entire week-

end planned out for us. On the day I arrived we went to the 

Santa Monica pier. Something felt different that day. We’d always 

enjoyed being together, but knowing we were both in this for the 

long haul, wherever it took us, made me feel even more relaxed 

with Syd. At the end of the day we rode the Ferris wheel on the 

pier so we could watch the sun melt into the ocean. We took pic-

tures; we laughed; we were us.

“Close your eyes,” Syd said. I had no idea what he had in 

mind, but I did what he asked. I heard him reaching into the cam-

era bag and then he said, “Now open them.” I opened my eyes, 
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and he was down on one knee in the Ferris wheel car. “Will you 

marry me?” he asked, holding out a ring.

I did not hesitate for even a second. I loved Syd with my whole 

heart and never wanted to do anything without him by my side 

again. He was my best friend, my balance, and my confidant. Our 

juxtaposition of styles opened our eyes to new perspectives and 

added dimension to our lives. Neither of us had any idea what we 

were about to get ourselves into, but we were ready.
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LIVE WITH WHAT YOU LOVE

Discover what truly inspires you.

Shea

It wasn’t long after I had a ring on my finger that I shifted gears 

into wedding- planning mode. We had been living in different 

states for over a year now and both wanted a short engagement. I 

didn’t want to get married in the winter or wait until the follow-

ing summer, so we landed on a fall wedding.

I may not have been a designer at the time, but I knew from 

my extensive internet research that the first step to planning a 

wedding was putting together a mood board. I created a collage 

of images that spoke to me and carried them around in a plastic 

three- ring binder. This was my first attempt at nailing down my 

personal style and creating a feeling through design. I enlisted my 

mom’s help, made lengthy checklists, exercised decisiveness, and 

planned everything fast— a skill set that would serve me well in 

the years to come. At twenty- three, I was swayed by too many 
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trends, but I also learned that mixing old and new was (and still 

is) my jam.

We had a small wedding ceremony followed by a reception 

in a red barn with three hundred friends and family. Guests were 

greeted by two large willow wreaths hung on the outside of the 

sliding barn doors, with ochre- yellow silk ribbons trailing from 

each. As the night grew dark, you could see the café lights glow-

ing in the rafters. The entry table was filled with a collection of 

vintage picture frames with old family wedding photos from both 

of our ancestors. My mom and I placed round tables throughout 

with white linens and bicycle baskets filled with loosely arranged 

flowers as the centerpieces. The menu was less about presentation 

and more about comfort. The caterers passed prosciutto- wrapped 

asparagus, pesto paninis, and Syd’s favorite, pecan pie squares. 

The DJ played from the hay loft, and Syd and I danced to Cat 

Power’s “Sea of Love.”

We rode away from our reception under a sea of sparklers 

on a bicycle built for two. The leaves were changing, the air was 

crisp, and our cheeks hurt from smiling. Riding that vintage 

cobalt- blue Schwinn Twinn together was the first of our many 

tests in teamwork.

Syd

Once I had successfully pulled off the engagement, I figured my 

job was to find a new suit and show up on time. Shea would take 

care of the rest. We may not have said our vows yet, but I knew 

her well enough to know that the girl knew what she wanted 

when she saw it. When she got a design vision in her head, it was 
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best if I stayed away from color schemes and floral varieties (a 

lesson that has served me well to this day).

Our families made the journey to Utah from all over the coun-

try to celebrate our wedding day. It was a day to remember, but as 

a dude, I was mostly looking forward to the honeymoon.

Shea

Since we couldn’t afford to pay for a moving van, the day after we 

got married we loaded all of my stuff into Syd’s parents’ RV and 

they hauled it down to Orange County for us. Whatever didn’t 

fit in the motorhome we crammed into my VW Jetta and then we 

drove straight from Salt Lake to LAX, with the exception of get-

ting pulled over in the middle of the desert for speeding. I watched 

Syd skate by with a warning like he always does, and then we 

continued on our journey. Upon arrival, we parked and locked the 

car filled with my possessions and hopped on a plane to Mexico. 

Our honeymoon was dreamy— the weather was perfect, and so 

was the all- you- can- eat chips and guac. We had our first squab-

ble as a married couple when Syd criticized my kayaking stroke 

and then I made him do all the work to get us back to the shore. 

Thankfully, we recovered from the kayak incident pretty quickly, 

and after a week in paradise, we returned home to the apartment 

where we were going to start our life together.

Syd

I like to think that Shea had a blank canvas when she moved into 

my one- bedroom apartment after our honeymoon. It was five 
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hundred square feet, with a sliding glass door that led to a small 

patio on the balcony, and you could see the living room, din-

ing nook, kitchen, and bedroom from the front door. The walls 

were cream but had yellowed from the previous tenants’ cigarette 

smoke. I had a coffee table fashioned as a makeshift media con-

sole to house my TV and Xbox and a mattress on the floor. The 

bedroom was so small that a full- size bed filled the entire room. 

It was a good thing we were newlyweds because there was a lot 

of cuddling.

I had one package of frozen orange chicken from Trader Joe’s 

in the freezer and a bottle of sriracha in the fridge. There was no 

seating or a dresser or even a dining table. Shea had been to the 

apartment a few times, so she knew what she was getting into 

and had mentioned that I should at least get a couch. My broth-

er’s business partner, my other boss, was giving a bunch of stuff 

away, and I snagged a hot- pink George Foreman grill and a used 

white— well, mostly white— Ikea couch right before she moved 

in. Life to this point was all about going to work, chatting with 

my babe, then gaming late into the night.

Our first day together in our new apartment was just like 

our first day in every new home thereafter. We unpacked and 

organized, and then Shea started waving her arms about, point-

ing at light fixtures that “needed” to come down and walls that 

“needed” paint. I mostly ignored her until she’d ask, “Hey, can 

you do me a favor real quick? I’d love some help moving the fur-

niture so I can paint.” I was new to the game at this point, so I 

said sure without hesitation. Over a decade later, I know to ask 

what the favor is before agreeing to it. Paint is Shea’s gateway to 

a slippery slope of home improvement projects.
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“It’s the least expensive way to transform your home,” 

she’d say.

“Now that we’ve done the walls, the cabinets look pretty 

blah, don’t you think?”

“I can see what the space needs now— a big gallery wall.”

“I found this dresser for a steal! It just needs to be refinished 

and it will be perfect. I’ve already ordered new hardware.”

Shea has always had great vision, but she can’t refinish a 

dresser to save her life. Through trial and error, we’ve learned 

that Shea’s got ideas and I’ve got the patience to execute them.

Shea

Oh, I had ideas. The thing about our old apartment was that I 

never viewed it for what it was but what it could be. Seeing the 

potential that others could not yet see lit a fire within me. During 

that time I transitioned from reading wedding blogs to design 

blogs in my spare time. I would jump from one to the next, read-

ing about pops of color and velvet upholstery and taking quizzes 

about discovering your personal style. I didn’t know it yet, but this 

was my design school, and our apartment was my first project.

The owner gave us permission to do what we wanted within 

reason. I decided to start with paint because it seemed to be the 

project with the most bang for our buck. I had never chosen a 

paint color before, and doing something so “grown- up” excited 

me. At the time, gray walls were all the rage, and we put about 

six samples of paint on the wall. I could see that some pulled too 

purple or blue, and settled on a dolphin- hued gray that felt just 
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right. We painted all five hundred square feet, and the end result 

felt like magic. I was instantly hooked on the power of paint.

All my life I’d watched my mom make our home look great 

on a small budget, so I had some ideas about what to do. She 

repainted every square inch of my childhood home multiple times, 

scraped wallpaper until her fingers were raw, and helped me dec-

orate my dorm space to make it the cutest on campus. If we could 

make a cinder block wall look good, I knew I could tackle this 

apartment.

This realization led to a change of heart about the hand- me- 

down white sectional. It just needed a little love. I filled it with 

pillows that I begged Syd to make for me. I have his mom to 

thank for his sewing lessons! I would find designer fabric rem-

nants online and could only afford the front side of the pillow, 

so we kept an inexpensive roll of linen in our closet for the backs 

of the pillows.

Pretty soon we graduated from painting walls to spraying 

cabinetry and from plugging in lamps to rewiring chandeliers. 

Through this process we learned how to tackle home projects 

together, but it was about more than tools and painters’ tape. We 

were learning how to work together and communicate, discover-

ing our style as a couple.

Syd

We had a galley kitchen that was about seven feet long, with 

yellowing laminate cabinetry. Before we painted the walls, noth-

ing stood out as bad because it was all bad. The minute the new 

light- gray paint had dried, I tried to pretend the kitchen cabinets 
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looked good as is, in the hopes that Shea wouldn’t notice. But she 

always notices.

The next weekend I found myself out in the garage, painting 

the kitchen cabinets. Thankfully there were only six doors and 

three drawers in the entire kitchen, because after I had removed 

each cabinet front, taped everything off, and primed and painted 

them, they began to peel. Apparently, you need a special product 

to adhere to laminate, and that’s not what I had used. On top of 

it all, Shea hated the color. “Too stark,” she said. “I’m looking 

for a soft white.” I was too mad to respond, but I knew she was 

right, which made me madder.

Shea has been convincing me to make sweat investments into 

our homes since the day we got married, but they always pay off. 

She transitioned our apartment from a mattress on the floor into 

a place that felt like home. Shea’s designs overhauled the aesthet-

ics, but also the mood when you were there. She showed me that 

rugs on the floor and art on the walls could be more than just 

stuff. It spoke to our interests, personalities, and the way we lived. 

These changes inspired us to enjoy our time at home instead of 

avoiding it.

Shea

Something within my soul compels me to make my surroundings 

feel beautiful. From the cinder blocks in my dorm room to our 

first apartment, my eyes cannot rest until I’ve created an envi-

ronment that feels calming. By the time I finished designing our 

apartment, it was completely transformed. The front door opened 

directly into the living room, and I created a faux entryway with 
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hooks and artwork I framed myself. The dining room was now 

anchored by a classic white drum shade from Overstock.com, a 

round table I found on Craigslist, and upholstered linen chairs 

from the scratch and dent section of Pier 1 Imports. I elevated 

the Ikea couch with an eclectic combination of pillows and a 

large- scale gallery wall that spanned as high as our fourteen- 

foot vaulted ceiling. Syd’s Xbox was now neatly hidden within a 

proper media console, and I had covered the stained carpet with 

a natural jute rug. I replaced all of the vertical blinds with panels 

and hardware I picked up at Target. Our bedroom still didn’t have 

room for nightstands, but I saved for six months to purchase a 

simple square headboard and Schumacher pillows (well, only the 

front side). We managed to squeeze a dresser in the room, and it 

was so tight that you could sit at the foot of our bed and open it. 

I placed a round mirror above the dresser to make the space feel 

larger and used vintage treasures I found while thrifting to add 

the finishing touches to the space.

While redecorating our home, I was working for a market-

ing firm in Orange County. But I needed another creative outlet, 

so I started making headbands. Yes, headbands. It was in the 

handmade heyday, when there was a huge resurgence of crafting 

and Etsy reigned supreme. My mom and I opened an online shop 

called Old Soul, New Heart, and I used my PR skills to pitch our 

pieces to blogs. We set up a makeshift backdrop to photograph 

the products in our garage. Syd supported my new venture by 

taking pictures of me modeling the accessories, wearing a fancy 

top and PJ bottoms below the camera’s line of sight.

My degree in PR came in handy, and we were featured on 

the Today Show and in a slew of national bridal magazines. I 

don’t think we ever considered what to do if the press worked. 
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The attention was exciting, but we were grossly underprepared 

and only knew how to put our heads down and work late into 

the night to make headbands, photograph them, and pack and 

ship orders. My mom was still in Texas, so we divided the styles 

between us and fulfilled the orders from both locations. She made 

more of the pieces so I could do the marketing and photography. 

We made everything ourselves and had no experience in scal-

ing or sourcing, or in business in general. The grind of making 

each piece by hand and constantly putting money back into the 

business completely sucked the fun out of what was originally 

intended to be a creative outlet. The shop was only open for a 

little over a year, but it taught me a couple of valuable lessons: (1) 

telling a story and spreading the word through organic marketing 

works, and (2) cultivating the ability to scale and to outsource 

the manufacturing to capable hands was the way to do business.

I still cringe a little every time I wear a headband.

Syd

We didn’t eat dinner on our table anymore because there were 

ribbons, sequins, and feathers everywhere. Shea worked tirelessly 

for months to make and fulfill orders for her new business, but it 

wasn’t her calling in life. She didn’t light up when we talked about 

it, and it was draining her creative energy rather than sparking 

it. She seemed discontent with both her day job and side hustle, 

but wasn’t interested in my advice: “Why don’t you design for 

people?”

“What people?” she’d say. “Why would anyone in their right 

mind pay me to design their home? I didn’t go to design school, 
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and my portfolio consists of a one- bedroom apartment filled with 

bargain bin finds and hand- me- down furniture.”

“Well, why don’t you go to school?”

Her answer was always the same: “I can’t draw.”

Shea

It was the same excuse I told myself when I avoided taking a 

design class in college. I was terrified to try and perhaps discover 

I was terrible at the thing I wanted so desperately to be good at. I 

was afraid of failure, but also of success. I learned the hard way 

that burnout is real, and if we don’t give ourselves the tools to 

progress, we end up treading water. With success came new chal-

lenges, and I didn’t feel qualified to overcome them.

The glossy pages of my torn magazines were filled with natu-

ral light and fresh flowers and were styled to perfection, but what 

was happening behind the scenes? Was I chasing a dream that 

wasn’t as dreamy as it sounded? What if my skills as a marketer 

outweighed my design capabilities and I didn’t have the skills to 

back up what I was promoting? What if I was able to attract cli-

ents only to disappoint them with the end result?

I had already shuttered the doors of one business and couldn’t 

bear the thought of doing it again. If I was going to change careers 

and subsequently my entire trajectory in life, I needed to be cer-

tain this was the right path for me. I did not want to continue 

taking a trial- and- error approach to discovering my calling in 

life. I wanted to leap out of bed every morning ready to pursue 

my passion. This was not a decision to take lightly, so I decided 

to take it one step at a time.
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I received an advertisement in the mail one day for a com-

munity college close to us, and it clicked that this was the way 

to get my feet wet. Tuition was cheap, and there was little risk of 

embarrassment. I could take a few classes at my own pace and 

see where it led me.

Syd

I never saw anyone enjoy doing something like Shea enjoyed dec-

orating our first apartment. Eventually we moved into a bigger 

apartment and she overhauled that interior too. When her friends 

called her for advice, she lit up. I could tell she longed to do more 

than make our apartments a decent place to live. She didn’t talk 

about design like it was something she wanted to do on the side. 

This was her passion. It was clear to me that she’d quit her job in 

a second to design full time.

I kept telling Shea, “What do you have to lose?” If she enrolled 

in design classes and sucked, so what? But I knew she wouldn’t 

suck. I could see her natural talent. I knew what she was capable 

of. As for not being able to draw, I told her, “Big deal— just do it.” 

We didn’t have kids yet, and my job was going well. The timing 

felt right for her to explore making a change.

Shea

In my mind a huge barrier stood between me and the world of 

design. I held on to insecurities about my lack of drawing skills 

and schooling and felt like I’d be wasting my bachelor’s degree 
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if I tried something new. Having transformed a nearly empty, 

one- bedroom apartment into a livable space hardly qualified me 

to make the jump. Just thinking about calling myself an interior 

designer made me feel like an imposter. From PR to marketing to 

headbands, I fumbled to find a subject matter that inspired me. 

I wasn’t confident that being passionate about style was enough 

to make a career change, but with Syd’s encouragement, I finally 

went online and signed up for two classes: space planning and 

introduction to interior design. To allow more flexibility with my 

schedule, I took a new job as a part- time copywriter for a local 

marketing agency. My obsession with creating beautiful moments 

consumed me, and I wanted to live what I loved. I didn’t know the 

rules or lingo— I just knew I loved design and wanted to spend my 

days creating environments that evoked a feeling.
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