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The setting: A remote warehouse in the Vermont 

countryside. The players: A plucky Palos Verdes 

Estates mom and homeowner, a Laguna Beach 

interior designer, and a bewildered reclaimed wood 

vendor. The homeowner, Rani Gealer, describes how 

remodeling her family’s Mediterranean-style house 

turned into a bicoastal melodrama. 

“Our project was delayed because we didn’t 

have all the ceiling beams, and this was after we had 

already paid for them,” the diminutive Gealer recounts 

with good-natured indignation. “So the designer and 

I had to fly to Vermont and drive out to the middle of 

nowhere. We just showed up at this warehouse and 

said, ‘You don’t know who we are, but we know who 

you are, and we want our beams.’” (Cue in the theme 

from The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.)

Meanwhile, back at the homestead, Gealer’s 

husband Gary had his hands full with his work as a 

distributor plus two young children and three dogs. 

“I had to be Mr. Mom, and I’m calling these vendors in 

Vermont leaving messages for everyone,” he recalls. 

“I realized we could treat new wood to look like old 

wood, but when you put them next to the real McCoy, 

they don’t match. So that’s when I sent my pit bull 

down,” he says, tilting his head toward Rani. 

“Vermont is really beautiful in the fall,” she 

deadpans without missing a beat.

In the end, Rani’s stint as a construction vigilante 

yielded only part of their order, and shortly afterwards 

the wood beam company folded. But the ordeal ended 

well, thanks to a team effort between the Gealers, 

their architects and the contractor.

Collaboration between architect, owner, designer 

and contractor was not the norm when the home was 

originally built in 1959. “In earlier years, the architect 

ruled,” says Miles Pritzkat of Pritzkat & Johnson 

Architects in Redondo Beach. “The profession has 

shifted so that homeowners are more educated. 

They can go to the Internet and do research [about 

architecture]. This house was originally a great 

house to live in, but times change and the owners’ 

expectations are much higher.”

The Gealers bought their home 10 years ago when 

it was a single-story, midcentury modern house. They 

remodeled once, but their growing family of two 

young children and an adult daughter away at school 

inspired them to add a second floor. 

“We knew we were maxed out from a lot coverage 

standpoint,” says Pritzkat. “Building up would be 

difficult. They wanted a media room and bedrooms, 

so we knew we’d have to go under the house.” 

Excavating beneath the home proved to be just 

as complicated as it sounds, and it forced Torrance-

based builder Tracy Ely to devise a way to suspend 

the house—seemingly in midair—while completing the 

excavation. “The house was on stilts,” Ely says. “A lot 

like a car is when you jack up a tire.” What was once 

solid earth below the original house is now an office, 

laundry room, guest room and media room with 10-

foot ceilings and French doors.

“The dirt was at ceiling level,” notes architect Keith 

Johnson, gesturing toward the far side of the media 

room where sunlight filters in through the French 

doors. “We didn’t want a dungeon,” continues Rani. “I 

wanted this space to feel open and airy. And we didn’t 

want it to feel like we added it on. We really wanted it 

to look as if it had always been here.” 

At 3,300 square feet, it is virtually impossible to tell 

where the original 2,100 square foot home ends and 

where the new addition begins. The home’s southern 

Italian-style stone façade and lush landscaping look 

nothing like a photo of the original home that Johnson 

shows a reporter. The home in the picture is upstaged 

by a hulking garage, whereas the exterior of the 

remodeled home is a seamless, two-story volume 

with well-proportioned balconies, windows and doors. 

A window above the front entrance replaces the 

home’s original front door and now allows sunlight to 

illuminate the entryway and newly-added lower level.

Inspired by the San Ysidro Ranch in Montecito, 

the Gealer home is a study in rustic elegance. Laguna 

Beach interior designer Cynthia Holloway used richly 

textured fabric on window treatments and slipcovers, 

along with Persian rugs and old-world style wood 

furniture to evoke the feeling of being in a country 

home in the south of France or Italy. At the same time, 

the interior spaces feel casual and welcoming.

“I wanted it to be warm and friendly,” says Rani. 

“The kind of place where people can put their feet up 

and feel comfortable. That was my main goal—I don’t 

like it when people walk in and feel they can’t touch 

anything. We have kids and dogs, so it was designed 

to look already battered.”

Across the street from the home, the Palos Verdes 

Golf Club provides a park-like curtain of natural foliage 

that can be enjoyed from the main living level. This 

was not the case in the home’s first life. Pointing to an 

enormous built-in cabinet in the formal dining room, 

Johnson notes that the cabinet’s initial placement 

blocked the view. “We thought, why are we keeping 

[the cabinet] there, why don’t we pull it out and open 

the view,” Johnson says. “That was a decision that 

took place during construction. Although we plan as 

much as possible, sometimes things just evolve.”

And sometimes, things must be compromised. 

To create space for the home’s curving staircase, 

the Gealers’ 12-year-old daughter’s room had to be 

reduced in size. “But she still has the best view in 

the house,” Gary says in reference to the bedroom 

balcony overlooking the golf course. Interior designer 

Holloway created a bohemian-chic vibe with fuchsia-

pink walls, a funky, Venetian-style chandelier and two 

antique wooden panels from India with delicate, hand-

painted flowers. The room features accent pieces 

sourced from antiques stores and Pier 1 Imports.

Since his sister scored the room with the 

sweeping view, out of fairness to the couple’s 8-year-

old son, a bay window was added to his bedroom to 

enhance dimension and light. Here, Holloway created 

a jungle theme, complete with forest-green walls 

and an oversized yet tasteful silk banana palm. Each 

child’s room has character without feeling staged, a 

quality in line with the Gealers’ preference for living 

a grounded life. 

“We have an automated smart home system that 

controls temperature, lighting and security,” Gary 

describes while Rani shows a visitor a sleek panel 

with a touch screen and keypad. “If you’re like, a 

zillionaire, and you have a second home in Aspen,” 

Gary continues, “you can program it so that by the 

time you fly to your ski house, the Jacuzzi is ready and 

waiting for you.” With a straight face, he adds, “But we 

don’t have that feature.” 

“We’re simple people,” Rani says earnestly. “We 

only use two buttons.”

THE PROFESSION HAS SHIFTED SO THAT HOMEOWNERS ARE MORE EDUCATED. 
They can go to the Internet and do research [about architecture]. 

This house was originally a great house to live in, but times change and 
the owners’ expectations are much higher.
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