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When two snowbirds and their three retrievers updated a John’s Island home, it won an ASID first-place award. 

NEW LOOK FOR A FIDO-FRIENDLY HOUSE

BY ANN TAYLOR
PHOTOGRAPHY BY ROBERT BRANTLEY

 One look was all it took for 
the couple from Mary-
land to know that the 

John’s Island home would suit their 
seasonal-stay needs perfectly. With 
furnishings included in the sale, all 
they had to do was unlock the front 
door, settle in and enjoy spending 
time in the warmth of the sun while 
snowdrifts and icicles formed on 
their farm up north. 

Things couldn’t have been better. 
Yet, as the years passed and their 
time spent in Vero Beach stretched 
longer, the husband and wife real-
ized a few changes were in order. The 
most pressing issue was that a large 
home had recently been built on the 
lot across the street blocking what 
had been a panoramic view of the 
Indian River Lagoon. Of course, any 
structural alterations would have to 

be Fido-friendly as Easton, Friday 
and Aggie, the family’s three retriev-
ers, rule the roost.

“The dogs are a very important part 
of their lives and when the couple fly 
back and forth between Vero Beach 

The minute the owners and their four-legged retinue enter the front door leashes come off and are tucked in a drawer of the antique Louis Philippe buffet 
until time for the next walk. Elegantly perched on the buffet’s black marble top are a pair of hand-carved birds resting on driftwood, their reflections 
captured in an antique mirror. Designer Lisa DeFrances’ choice of gold-patterned wallpaper adds a further glow to an already sunny foyer.

An eye-catching sailboat, previously hidden 
away in a corner of the living room, is now in a 
place of honor where it has become an instant 
conversation piece. 
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and Maryland, the dogs accompany 
them. It’s a perfectly normal routine 
and really fun to see. The dogs are 
totally relaxed on the plane,” says 
interior designer Lisa DeFrances, 
who collaborated with architect Rob 
Atkins on the two-phase project. 

The result was a reconfigured floor 
plan and fresh new décor for which 
DeFrances received a first-place 
award from the American Society 
of Interior Designers, Florida North 
Chapter, in the residential category.  

 The work was completed 
over back-to-back sum-
mers. The first phase dealt 

with the dining room, family room, 
kitchen and pantry/laundry room. 
The second phase focused on the liv-
ing room, wet bar, guest bedroom, 
foyer and powder room. 

Rob immediately saw an opportu-
nity to resolve the main issue. “I said 
why don’t we flip the family and din-
ing rooms in order to look out back 
to the water view there. We simply 
spun things around. We also manip-
ulated the space by opening walls 
and making the family room a little 
bigger,” he explains.

“It was basically a Florida planta-
tion house designed by Jim Gibson 
sometime during the ’80s, and it had 
the typical embellishments of that 
period. There had also been an earli-
er renovation. We only had so much 
time to work with since the owners 
wanted the first phase started and 
completed over the summer months 

With the wall between the dining and family 
rooms removed, ceiling beams and bookcases 
were added. “We very much wanted the rooms 
to feel well-established and not newly created 
so we used the bookcases, which also created 
a kind of ‘library-ish’ feeling,” DeFrances says. 
“The dining table has an English country look 
and the sisal area rug provides both visual 
texture and camouflages any muddy footprints 
left by one of the canines on their way from the 
foyer to the kitchen.”
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while they were enjoying their north-
ern surroundings. It was the same 
with the second phase the follow-
ing year. It’s very difficult to do any 
renovation with the homeowner in 
residence and the scope of the work 
was enough that it didn’t exceed the 
time allowed. We were also working 
under the best conditions as it main-
ly involved the interior, so that rainy 
days didn’t interfere.”

During DeFrances’ first meeting 
with the husband and wife it became 
apparent that they had never really 
personalized the house. The furnish-
ings, chosen by prior owners in the 
mid-’90s, were of good quality, com-
fortable and served their purpose 
well, yet needed updating.

“When I started talking with them 
about their Maryland farm it made 
me think about bringing in a low-
country, English-style look,” says 
DeFrances. “I never saw the farm 
and it was never my intention to 
make their house here the same but 
the affection they obviously had for 
it guided my thinking”

“The existing furnishings 
were upholstered in fab-
rics with a lot of flowers, 

and I determined early on by spend-
ing time with the client that the 
design solutions we would recom-
mend would be much more tailored 
and understated. We added texture, 
ceiling beams and bookcases in the 
dining room and family room to give 
the now open and larger space a kind 
of continuity and ‘library-ish’ sen-
sibility. Choosing classic elements 
that have a timelessness was funda-
mental to all our design decisions 
throughout the process. The end 
result for the client is something that 
will work for them for many years. 

“The owners made it clear from 
the very beginning that we’d have to 
take the dogs into consideration for 

whatever we did. For example, we 
selected a neutral, heavily textured 
cotton chenille fabric for the fam-
ily room sofas so they would hold up 
to the wear and tear from the dogs 
who sleep on them, and the sisal rug 
in the dining room provides both 
visual texture and camouflages any 
muddy footprints left by the three 
canines on their way from the foyer 
to the kitchen.

“We mostly used natural fibers in 
our design projects, the reason being 
the way they receive dyes. There is 

something very clear and pure about 
them. There is also a sensory reac-
tion to the textures you can see in, 
say, a nubby linen fabric. Even some-
thing as subtle as one small detail 
can make a huge difference in the 
overall effect of the design. Again, 

The homeowner’s three retrievers join them on their flights back and forth between Vero Beach and 
Maryland. From left: Aggie, Friday and Easton.

The kitchen was redesigned by adding a custom 
freestanding island with heavily turned corbel 
legs that make it look more like a “found” piece 
of furniture. Overhead, an antique copper 
light fixture sheds light on work surfaces as the 
husband, the designated cook in the family, 
prepares meals.
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there is a hand-of-the-artisan feeling 
to these kinds of fabrics that adds 
warmth and unpretentiousness. 

“When you have great architec-
ture you really don’t need a lot of 
color or pattern so we chose a pal-
ette that was understated in order to 
highlight the architecture.” 

That’s an approach Rob Atkins 
appreciates. “Changes can often be 
created in the smallest of details. We 
ended up re-centering the openings 
and making all of the head heights 
the same. Sometimes you don’t have 
to hit things with a hammer to cre-
ate an impression.”

 Back to the first order 
of business, which was 
restoring the water view by 

removing the wall between the din-
ing and family rooms and flipping 
them around. As Atkins explains, 
“The two rooms weren’t the same 
– they sort of flirted with each oth-
er – so we added bookcases along 
an entire wall. Lisa had a vision of 
what she wanted them to look like 
so we were able to develop a propor-
tional rhythm to tie the two spaces 
together.”

Faced with a long span of shelves 
that needed to be filled with mem-
orabilia, books and art objects, 
DeFrances began selecting a hand-
ful of readily available items that 
belonged to the owners while keep-
ing her eyes open for unusual items 
of interest. It didn’t take long before 
she came across a gem. 

“We needed to have things that 
related to the husband and wife. 
So I found a wonderfully intricate 
antique apothecary scale that could 

The living room benefited greatly from the 
second phase of the residential redesign. 
Previously a room rarely used, it is now one of 
the owners’ favorites, thanks to designer Lisa 
DeFrances and architect Rob Atkins.
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have been used by a pharmacist or 
perhaps a research scientist of some 
sort, which seemed appropriate 
because the owner’s background is 
in the pharmaceutical industry. The 
scale is in a glass box and there are 
these tiny weights in a drawer.” 

The owners were delighted not 
only with the apothecary scale but 
with everything they saw when they 
returned in the fall, and it’s easy to 
see why.

“When you come into the foyer and 
look to the right there’s a wonderful 
vignette through the dining room 

to the kitchen and island, which are 
richly detailed,” says Atkins. “The 
husband, who is the cook in the fam-
ily, is tall, which meant that the big 
stove range hood had to be pretty 
high so he wouldn’t bang his head. 
We kept a lot of the existing kitchen 
cabinetry and had some new ones 
made to fit in by painting them to 
look ‘old.’ A couple of the cabinets go 
down only so far, in effect creating 
an opening for where the dog bowls 
go so they would be out of the way.” 

As DeFrances notes, “We rede-
signed the kitchen to be much more 

than ‘just a kitchen’ by adding a 
custom-made, free-standing island 
with heavily turned legs that echo 
the scale of the new stone hood over 
the cooktop. The intent was to make 
it appear more like a found piece of 
furniture. The island has a copper 
drawer that adds a distinct country 
feel, and overhead is a wonderful 
antique copper light fixture I found 
from our sources.  I’m always on the 
lookout for unique things and this 
just fit there.”

Building on the success of phase 
one, DeFrances and Atkins were 

The master suite, also part of the phase two renovation, now has a new look for its arched windows that includes a valance, matching draperies and 
woven wood blinds, visually connecting the two bookcases filled with colorful pottery pieces, photos and treasures from the sea. Fresh color-coordinated 
bed linens add to the updated ambience.
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ready the following summer to tack-
le phase two. 

“Once you get started on a project 
you see other things that need to be 
done,” Atkins says. “You have half of 
the house that’s been refurbished, 
that’s bright and shiny, and the other 
side needs to be brought up to the 
same level of finish. Anytime I do a 
renovation I want it to feel like it’s 
plausible, that it could have all been 
done at once.” 

 DeFrances feels the same 
way. That’s why she was 
delighted when the own-

ers expressed a desire to move ahead 
with the second phase. 

“When I first met with them we 
went into the living room, which is 
very large. Everything was pristine 
and in its place and I remember that 
the wife said we never come in here. 
The first summer we actually got 
new wall coverings for the room, 
which was all we were going to do; 
then the project moved over into the 
next year.

“We added new elements such as 
ceiling beams and a low chair rail 
as well as an updated fireplace sur-
round and mantel. A series of mir-
ror-image wall sconces wrap around 
the room and give great ambient 
light, and Rob added detailed mold-
ing to the entry door to raise the line 
of sight to match the height of the 
existing windows. When it came to 
furnishings we were able to reuse 
some pieces they had by re-covering 
an existing sofa and chairs. Where 
we determined new furniture was 
needed it was important to me that 
they felt as though they had always 
been there or that they had been spe-
cially found antiques.”

Here, as in the family and dining 
rooms, DeFrances chose an under-
stated palette that enhanced the 
updated architectural elements. The 

tone-on-tone combination wool-
and-silk custom carpet with a sub-
tle geometric pattern is a perfect 
example. For the fireside chair she 
selected buttery neutral tones with 
accents of aqua and blue/greens sim-
ilar to those in the Winslow Homer 
painting above the mantel.

DeFrances also discovered an 

unexpected treasure. “They had this 
wonderful sailboat model that had 
been stuck in the back of the room 
where it couldn’t readily be seen. We 
found a great table to display it on 
and moved it to the front of the room 
where it’s perfect and can be seen as 
soon as you enter the house.” 

With the living room décor taking 

Even though the powder room off the foyer was clearly marked as a “no re-do zone,” designer 
DeFrances couldn’t resist updating the small space with a floating mahogany countertop, copper 
sink, new wallpaper and lighting. 
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on a fresh personality it seemed only right to update the 
adjacent wet bar. “Before, the owners kept it closed off by 
a door which we removed so that now it’s open to the liv-
ing room. Rob added some wonderful details such as the 
tile on either side of the windows and lighting fixtures. 
There’s also a refrigerator hidden behind the cabinetry he 
designed.

“All the while the husband kept saying no more, no 
more, but there was this little powder room under the 
stairs that really needed to be updated. Notice here on 
the floor plan where it says no work in this area.” DeFran-
ces smiles as she points to the words clearly stating “stay 
away,” but she couldn’t resist. “It’s such a small space, 
probably only about four feet wide, and I redid it by add-
ing a floating mahogany top, a copper sink, wallpaper and 
lighting. Things like that are the fun little jewels that give 
a room that unexpected wow!” 

  What DeFrances makes sound easy takes 
a good deal of design know-how and an 
intuitive feel for understanding what 

works. Receiving an award for doing what she loves is like 
frosting on a cake.

“My professional organization, ASID, sponsors a design 
contest each year where a board of fellow profession-
al judges work in different categories – model homes, 
commercial projects, healthcare, residential, and so on. 
Within each category, they award first and second place 
and sometimes an honorable mention as well. You submit 
your work in a blind fashion so they don’t know whose 
work they are looking at. They then make their selections 
and you’re not notified until you attend the banquet, so 
when they get to the awards section you don’t know if 
you’ve won until they start showing the photos of your 
project.” DeFrances’ face lights up with a smile as she 
recalls seeing her work appear on the big screen. 

“Obviously it’s very nice to be honored by and in front 
of your peers. Often, you work away in the quiet of your 
office until you have conceived the final result, and then 
it’s revealed to the client, which is the best reward. But 
beyond that, having your work selected and recognized 
as the best among other designers – well, of course, it’s a 
great feeling.”

DeFrances considers all of her design projects special, 
and for a variety of reasons. In this particular case she 
says, “The house has a kind of handsomeness to it, and for 
me the coolest thing is that now when I visit them we go 
into the living room – the room they never used before. 
You don’t know things are wrong until they’re put right – 
and then you say, oh, it just feels so good!” `


