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Editing the aesthetic of an oceanfront condo
THE PERFECT WINTER REFUGE
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L.K. DeFrances & Associates bring 
an oceanfront home to life.

THE PERFECT 
WINTER REFUGE
BY SARA GIZA
PHOTOGRAPHY BY ROBERT BRANTLEY

 According to interior designer Lisa DeFrances, 
one of the keys to having a successful proj-
ect relies on the ability to edit. She further 

explains what she means by that term. “Every time we 
interact with a client, we have to respect their aesthetic. 
Clients have a lot of ideas. How do we focus them and 
make them better? Along with the client, we edit those 
ideas. We have to be very measured and precise so that 
we take the design in the right direction. Editing is an 
important quality of design that takes experience.” 

As it turns out, experience is not something DeFran-
ces has to worry about. Having worked in the field for 
roughly 25 years, she opened her own L.K. DeFran-
ces & Associates in 2001. For the past two years, 
she’s been putting that expertise to use decorat-
ing a penthouse condominium. The owners, a couple 
from Canada, use it to escape that country’s cold and  
long winters. 

As with any business, word of mouth is often an impor-
tant component in connecting with new clients. “People 
come to us based on things they’ve seen us do, a certain 
‘classic-ness,’” DeFrances says. At the time of the ini-
tial consultation, she and her team were in the middle 
of working on another project. She was able to take her 
Canadian clients to get a first-hand glimpse of her work 
ensuring that they’d be a good fit for each other. 

Originally, the clients had purchased a condominium 
as a winter refuge for the husband’s mother. As time went 
on, the couple began using it themselves, falling in love 
with the warmth of Vero Beach and most notably, the 
beach. The couple only had one problem – they needed 
more space. While their original condominium had a 

A living room is divided into two seating areas with a bench separating 
them. A Tibetan silk area rug forms the base for the area with its 
backdrop of floor-to-ceiling windows. The custom chandelier is by 
Niermann Weeks.
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comfortable “homey” feel to it, they wanted a place big 
enough for their entire family, including children and 
grandchildren. With this in mind, they purchased the 
larger penthouse. 

 Since the previous owner never lived in the pent-
house, the design team was left with a clean 
space to work with. With the desired amount 

of space came a blank canvas and white walls just wait-
ing for transformation. It not only needed to be a livable 
space, but a place with personality that felt like the cou-
ple and reflected their style. After deciding that working 
with these clients was a good fit, DeFrances and her team 
got busy on the four-bedroom, five-bath penthouse. 

Although they had a lot of space to use and work to do, 
DeFrances and her design assistant Janice Bruton didn’t 
have to start from scratch when it came to ideas. The wife 
had a very complete vision of what she wanted to see. 

“When you work with clients who have a keen eye, they 
raise the bar for you. She brought an intelligence that made 
it more of a designer’s process and a delightful experience,”  
says DeFrances. 

Not only did the wife have a keen eye, but she is also 
very tactile. While the look mattered, so did the “feel of 
the materials,” says Bruton. Textures played an impor-
tant role throughout the process. The clients wanted  
a calm, subtle and warm interior. Most importantly,  
they wanted the colors of the ocean to be the primary 
focus. Having spent time enjoying the water views from 
their floor-to-ceiling glass windows, the wife was able 
to point out the way the hues of the beach and ocean 
changed subtly throughout the day. With this in mind, 
the interior design was meant to support the outdoors 
and not compete with it. 

“Once you start to understand where a client is coming 
from, it’s easier to meet their needs,” DeFrances explains. 
With the initial vision expressed, they got to work using 
an approach based on natural materials, linens and dif-
fering textures. Although the condominium came with 
nice moldings and details, they were too pronounced. 
Deciding on what to do with the walls was also vital to 
ensure that the rooms didn’t end up looking like plain, 
white boxes. 

 To pull all of the rooms together, they selected a 
hemp wall covering that not only provided col-
or but texture as well. They carried this design 

element throughout the main living spaces, allowing for 
fluidity and consistency. Additionally, it was important 
that each room have an uncluttered focal point. The paint 
for the bedroom walls varied from flesh tones to shades 
of blue. Sea foam and other accent colors were used 
throughout to reflect the surrounding beauty of nature. 

Although there was a controlled element to the aesthet-
ic being used, there were subtle variations of the theme 
used throughout the rooms. The selection of Tibetan cus-
tom silk area rugs in the living room, the dining room 
chair slipcovers, the gauzy linen drapery, and the tex-
tured and tone-on-tone fabrics all leant themselves to a 
sense of ease. The elegance wasn’t fussy or overt. 

The large living room needed to be filled with generous 
furnishings to accommodate the scale of the space. To 
accomplish this, DeFrances and Bruton orchestrated two 

The framed antique German altarpiece found by the homeowner in 
Tuscany creates high contrast to the modern lines of the iron console. 
Antique nickel sconces flank the wood relief.

New slipcovered chairs flank the game table. The light beige custom 
leather ottoman (shown at right) serves as a cocktail table as well. A blue 
Belgium-linen sofa completes the setting.
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different sitting areas. With a bench separating them, one 
side can easily be used by a smaller group of people or it 
can be opened up to comfortably seat more. 

One sitting area is nestled around a fireplace. 
Shelving on both sides of the fireplace display 
some of the art the couple – with the condo in 

mind – had collected during their travels. To the left are 
artisanal and rustic pots purchased in New Zealand. To 
the right is a whimsical wooden ship carrying a lacrosse 
stick, mechanical strings and a crank from London. 

The second sitting area is next to a floor-to-ceiling 
ocean view. Understanding that her clients did not want a 
typical “Florida” design, DeFrances found a few, very sub-
tle ways to reference the area, one of which was to place a 

giant clam shell filled with coral and shells on the sitting  
area table. 

The clients appreciate the versatility that their condo 
now offers. “We like how the adjacent areas in the liv-
ing room lend themselves to small or large groups,” said 
the wife, before noting that “even the dining room table, 
which is large enough for ten, works very well for smaller 
groups too.” 

“The powder room was fun,” DeFrances recalls of the 
overall project. Originally, it had a white pedestal sink 
that they took out. “You mull over the design and ask 
yourself what’s missing,” she explains, adding that “man-
aging the same aesthetic throughout the house and mak-
ing it look like the same hand was important to these cli-
ents.” They had an oak base built for the sink and added a 

In the master bedroom, colorations were inspired by the view of the ocean. The cerused oak bed is dressed in custom linens.
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matching wall covering. Another subtle reference to the 
sea can be found in the powder room mirror outlined in 
tiny seashells. 

Of these subtleties, the wife says, “I especially like that 
the design implies sea and sand without using explicitly 
tropical or seaside motifs. The attention to detail and 
design flow from space to space seems to hit just the right 

balance between new and traditional, relaxed and ele-
gant.” Two of the elements she likes the most are the use 
of various textures and the absence of too bright colors.

Regarding the overall process, the wife had the follow-
ing to say, “You engage an interior decorating team for 
their talent and expertise. In turn, they have to under-
stand you well enough that the completed result will feel 
like your home, not theirs or someone else’s. We liked our 
first condo but it felt like someone else’s house. This one 
feels like home.” 

When asked the same thing, DeFrances says, “My house 
doesn’t look like this, but I love this design. It reflects the 
owner. It’s such a satisfying process when you achieve 
that for your clients.” From the sounds of it, DeFrances 
and her team have. ❀

In the dining room, a hand-wrought, iron chandelier hangs over the 
bench-made dining table. Host and hostess chairs are clad in a le 
gracieux hemp linen, resist-dyed fabric with silk-stripe fabric slipcovers 
on side chairs.

In the second seating area in the living room, an antique map of 
the Caribbean hangs above the fireplace. Flanking the fireplace are 
bookcases housing two turquoise pots by New Zealand potter Christine 
Boswijk on the left and a primitive boat made from a lacrosse stick 
purchased in London.

In the powder room, tiger snail shells adorn the custom mirror and 
provide visual contrast to the travertine-topped vanity. Thomas O’Brien 
designed the wall sconces.


