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AKastallshagand aCassina
sectional sitatop araised bam-
boo floorin the living room.
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all notjustawall? When 1
home. Suchisthe casein Tom O’Brien and Barbara Beck’s South Bos-
ton loft, where a cold-rolled steel wall subtly divides and defines the
couple’sliving space. O’Brien, who works in Newton as the CEO of Trav-
elCenters of America, and Beck, a beekeeper and retired healthcare
company vice president, were looking for a way to organize their 1,800-
square-foot apartment. The brainchild of architects William Ruhl and
Grant Scott, the multipurpose steel wall acts as aminimalist sculp-
ture, entertainment center, bar, and storage space—a clever solution in
acity where closets are as valuable as square footage.

“Like many of our clients, Tom and Barbara struggled with their desire
todefine smaller areas withoutlosing that open feel that makeslofts so
desirable,” says Ruhl, whose firm, Ruhl Walker Architects, has designed
several Boston lofts. “Their goal was to havelight throughout and estab-
lish separate places for sitting, eating, and entertaining.”

O’Brien, who conjures Jerry Seinfeld with his neat appearance and
humorous quips, refers to the dark steel-paneled wall as the Monolith.
“He called it that from the beginning,” explains Ruhl. “He had flash-
backs to the Stanley Kubrick movie 2001: A Space Odyssey, where that
monolith floats through space.”

Butunlike Kubrick’s foreboding obelisk, O’'Brien and Beck’swallhasa
lighter side, including fluorescent up-lights thatilluminate the 12-foot-tall
ceilings and concealedlightsinall of thedisplay areas. Theend resultisa
soft, ethereal glow that bounces offthe condo’s bamboo and concrete floors.

The fortysomething couple also own a house in Stow, but bought the
Channel Centerloft to reduce O’Brien’s lengthy commute to Newton.
Thelarge, industrial space was a welcome contrast to their more tra-
ditional, Colonial-style home, which Beck says is “much more family-
friendly,” with furniture from Pottery Barn and Ethan Allen. “We were
very involved with the concept of the Stow house,” Beck remembers. “We
drew thelayout before we hired an architect and builder. This space
was fun because it was more challenging than creating a house from
scratch. Wehad towork with constraints, like the irregular shape and
limited natural light.”

No strangers todesign, the Boston transplants knew what they wanted
intheirnewurbannest. Abig fan of midcentury modern, Beck planned
to furnish the condo with mostly vintage pieces, but was detoured by the

128 BOSTONMAGAZINE.COM WINTER 2008

This page: The brightly upholstered
chairs and the original wood beamsin

the masterbedroom radiate warmth.
Opposite: From top, the freestanding wall,
made ofwaxed, acid-blackened steel,
divides the living room from the study;
abuilt-indrybar; below a backlit acrylic
nichesits aLunarsofaby B&B Italia.



8

v

N

Y

S —— =

v

AN
Seew
AN

ettt H

&0

=N

This page: From left, Beck in the open kitchen with her favorite ceramics; the entrywayhasa
stained concrete floor. Opposite: Bisazza glass tilewalls and floors light up the master bath.

Clockwise from left, a view into the master bedroom; O’Brienin theliving room; thelLa
Rotonda by Cassina dining table; a patterned glass panel divides the study from the kitchen.
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Theloftplan
showing thewall,
shadedinblue.

salesteam at Montage. “Meryl
Thompson worked withus and
was dead-onwith her recom-
mendations,” she says. “Meryl
suggested two B&B Italiachairs
forthe spacebehind our sectional
sofa. We told her we’'d pass. We
thenwentbacktwoorthree
monthslaterwithhatinhand
and said, ‘Youwereright.”

Still, Beck continues to haunt
vintage furniture shops and
online sellers for pieces like
her Lucite lamps and Heywood
Wakefield dressers. She dog-
gedly tracked down a set of Eero
Saarinendining room chairs—
from the Brimfield Antique
Show, eBay, and more vintage
stores—and had them reuphol-
steredin aleafy green fabric.
Her aesthetic criteria remain
moreimportant than design
pedigree: Towit, she found
lampshadesat Targetand arug
at TJ Maxx. Overall, the final mix
of designer, vintage, and bargain
piecesis deftand playful.

O’Brienisalso flexible when
itcomestothe furnishings. He
pointsoutthevintage green
Formica cubes—boughtat A2Z
Modern in Worcester—that serve
as stools inthekitchen. “Wewere
usingthemasnighttablesinour
bedroom,” he says. “I thought
they’dlook good in the kitchen,
butit’sreally because Ididn't
wantto carry them outtothecar.
Icanbeinventive when manual
laborisinvolved.” Fortunately for
him, hiswife’skeen eye and the
loft’s massive wall do mostofthe
heavydesignliftingathome.
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