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a guide for
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Wise steps when buying
and smart updates for
staying through the years

time for
a change

PURE
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Yvonne Ferris
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to redesign, renovate
or move

spring fashion!
The Alluring Confidence
of Grounded Earth Tones and
Liberated Bright Patterns

The interior
designer creates
peace at home

HOME
GUIDE TO HOMEOWNERSHIP

A Must-Read

Y

ou’ve dreamed about it for
years. You’ve pored over the
real estate section, imagining
the day when that walk-in closet
or wine cellar is yours, when you’ll
never put a quarter in a washing
machine again, and your kids have a
neighborhood to explore and a door
where their heights can be etched
for posterity. Your first home. How
sweet. It can be, but it also can go
sour quickly—or in the long run—if
you aren’t careful to protect your
investment with smart updates and
wise planning. Some of Fairfield
County’s finest realtors are here
to guide you through the steps to
keeping your house, and its resale
value, in tip-top shape.

right: 454 South Pine Creek, Fairfield, is a new
4,531-square-foot Nantucket-style Colonial, with five
bedrooms, gourmet kitchen, master bedroom suite,
five and a half baths and more: $1,249,000 / Victor
Vitti with Higgins Group

by jill johnson

Y

ou’ve dreamed about it for years. You’ve pored over the real estate section,
imagining the day when that walk-in closet or wine cellar is yours, when
you’ll never put a quarter in a washing machine again, and your kids have a
neighborhood to explore and a door where their heights can be etched for posterity.
Your first home. How sweet.
It can be, but it also can go sour quickly—or in the long run—if you aren’t careful to protect your investment with smart updates and wise planning. Some of Fairfield County’s finest realtors are here to guide you through the steps to keeping your
house—and its resale value—in tip-top shape.

b y jill johnson
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POWER OF NEGOTIATION

Are you hesitant to
negotiate your buying
offer? You’re not alone.

BEFORE
YOU BUY

HOUSE HUNTING

“Determine how
much house
you can afford
by getting
pre-approved.
Understand
how much down
payment you
will need and
don’t forget to
factor in closing
costs. Research
neighborhoods
to find the
best fit….
Open houses
are a good way
to discover
neighborhoods
and value.”

above: Called The Nest, this glorious property on Pequot Avenue is new construction, designed by architect Mark Finlay and landscape by
designer Doyle Herman Design. Aside from over three acres of waterfront with private beach, the 11,000-square-foot, seven-bedroom home
has a rooftop observation deck. below: Pool pavilion and sun-filled room listed: $16,500,000 / Michelle&Company with William Raveis

michelle genovesi
michelle&company

PHOTOGRAPHY: OPPOSITE PAGE, ALL COURTESY WILLIAM RAVEIS REAL ESTATE; THIS PAGE, ALL IMAGES CONTRIBUTED

Looking for a home?
Michelle Genovesi
suggests working
with a good realtor
to understand the
market and learn
about the towns and
schools.

“Don’t just look
at houses on the
Internet. The
pictures don’t tell
the full story. People
are looking at fewer
houses because the
Internet has so much
information, and
they are excluding
homes they should
be looking at.…
Buyers are looking
at the asking price of
houses and not really
testing the waters.
Sellers are looking for
people to bid. There
needs to be more
communication.
New buyers today
have grown up in the
Internet age, where
they look at Amazon,
see the price, and
that’s the price. But
a seller may have
grown up in an era
when everything
was negotiable.
A good agent will
help you figure out
who is negotiable
and who isn’t.”

todd gibbons

william pitt/sotheby’s international
Realty

above: 4 Middlebrook Lane, Wilton, offers 7,465 square feet on 2.77 acres atop open and beautiful Middlebrook Meadow. Built in 2016
by Bear Paw Builders, the home is timeless. listed: $2,799,000 / Todd Gibbons with William Pitt/Sotheby’s International Realty

MAKE YOUR MOVE

How many homes should
you see before you buy?
There’s no magic number.

“If you see a home that
you like, then move on it—
especially if it’s priced
well. If it’s appealing to you,
chances are it is to other
buyers as well. Despite what
you may read, homes that
are priced well do sell at
list and above, particularly
if there are multiple offers.
It’s like a relationship—you
can’t always describe what
works, but when it does,
you know it.”

above: 193 North Avenue, Westport, a 1763 Colonial on 12.7 acres is called
“Wisteria Court.” It’s been renovated and expanded with pool and tennis
court. listed: $5,600,000 / Al Filippone Associates. LLC

fairfieldlivingmag.com
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al filippone

al filippone associates, llc

3

MIDDLE YEARS

2

Around-theHouse To-Do
List of Home
Improvement
Ideas, per
Michelle
Genovesi.

EARLY YEARS
The deed to your new house is in
your hands. Now what? (One tip
from personal experience with my
less-than-organized hubby: Do not put
it in a pile of junk mail!) Here’s some
key advice:

SMOKE ALARM:
“Did you know that
the test button on
your smoke detector
only tells you if the
alarm sound works,
not if the detector
works? The alarm
sound is important
and should be
checked, but so
should the ability to
detect smoke! The
way to check that
the smoke detector
works is to light a
long, wooden kitchen
match, blow it out and
hold it near the unit.
If the smoke sets off
the alarm, you are
good. If not, replace
the batteries and try
again. If it is still not

working, buy a new
detector.”
WINTER PIPES: Every
winter, disconnect
and store all exterior
hoses. Keeping them
connected can trap the
water and you run the
risk of frozen pipes.
UPKEEP: Regular
maintenance for your
AC and HVAC is a must
to keep the systems
running smoothly and
avoid surprises.
CURB APPEAL: Keep
up with the exterior
maintenance of your
home.
LANDSCAPE:
Don’t plant trees too
close to your home:
eight to ten feet for
small trees (thirty feet
tall or less) and thirty
to fifty feet for
medium to tall trees.

The kitchen is the
heart of the home,
so it is smart to be
sure it is current
and updated.

STEP TO IT

Refresh your home
by repainting
as well as maintaining floors and
carpeting.

ADD SPACE

above: 1852 Hillside Rd., Fairfield, a 6,122-square-foot home with six bedrooms, was completely renovated and rebuilt in 2006 with more updates in 2019
for a light, bright look—plus, chef’s kitchen, outdoor fireplace and patio on flat 2.57 acres: $1,980,000 / Linda Blackwell with Houlihan Lawrence

Add square footage
by finishing a lower
level or attic space
to boost value.

TOP IT OFF

Stay on top of any
wood rot or roof
issues.

linda blackwell
houlihan lawrence

HEAD OUTSIDE

Add outdoor living
vignettes with landscaping and decks.

SAVE YOUR ENERGY

nancy pantoliano

berkshire hathaway homeservices

Consider ways to
save energy, such
as improvements
to windows and
insulation.

HOME IAMGES BY CTPLANS

KEYS: “Change the
locks—all of them. You
don’t know who has a
key from the previous
owners: babysitter,
dog sitter, Uncle
John who came to
water the plants, the
handyman for easy
access, the ex who
didn’t want to sell in
the first place. There
was a reason there
was only one key at
the closing!”

GET COOKIN’

It’s been three
to ten, or more,
years. You have
settled into
your new home
and finally find
yourself with
some time and
money to make
a few updates.
Congratulations!
Here are some
ideas from
Nancy
Pantoliano.

“The kitchen is the heart of the home and the most valuable room. Keeping it
current helps maintain a home’s value. With innovative remodeling ideas,
you can enjoy a kitchen that reflects a fresh style, improves the layout and
lighting, and adds entertainment flexibility, convenience and ease of cooking.
Enjoy the updates now and get great return on your investment later.”
KITCHEN

FLOORS

Upgrade kitchen
cabinets. Choose
high-quality doors,
hinges and drawers
for long-lasting
value, as you spend
so much time in
the kitchen and
they add value and
functionality.

Replace wall-towall carpet with
hardwood floors.
They add instant
value and warmth
to your home.

achieve the “style
de jour.” When you
go to sell in ten
years, you will be
glad you did.

HEATING &
COOLING

STYLE

Upgrade your
old thermostat
to an energysaving, programmable one.

Stay away from
the latest trendy
fad. Opt for timelessness, and
accessorize to
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UP TO CODE
If you’ve bought
near the water
and your house
is not FEMA
compliant, raising
the house may be
a consideration or
even razing and
rebuilding in some
cases. “FEMA’s
codes are always
changing,” says
Todd Gibbons.
“A house that was

compliant four
years ago might
not be now. Raising
a house makes a
big difference in
resale value—if it’s
a house that makes
sense to raise.
Buyers don’t want
to go through that
process.”

4

PLAYING FAVORITES

WHY PERMITS
ARE NOT
OPTIONAL

THE LONG
HAUL

A

fter a decade in a home, the kids may start heading off to college. You may
ponder if you need so much space or should save more for retirement. “If
you have a mortgage, it might pay to downsize to a smaller mortgage to
reduce your monthly expenses,” says Michelle Genovesi. “Downsizing also
means spending less to maintain your home and property and helping your cash
flow, so you aren’t drawing from your investments. A disadvantage can be having
less space for guests and family to visit and having to downsize your furniture and
other possessions.” Draw up the pros and cons of selling. “If you aren’t ready to
make a change, you will not be in the mindset to make smart decisions about price.”

SPECIALTY
ROOMS
FOR YOUR
PERFECT HOME

“Always, always,
always get permits for
work you are doing
on your home,” says
Nancy Pantoliano.
“Check with your
local town building
department if you
are not sure whether
you need one. There
are three very good
reasons for this.”

I

1. SAFETY
“Usually, there is an
inspection to be sure that
the work is done to safety
standards and codes.
Consider the liability if the
deck you just had built
collapses during your first
BBQ. Someone gets hurt
and your homeowner’s
insurance won’t pay
because you did not
get the proper permits
to insure that it was
safely built.”

above: 418 Harbor Road, Southport, built in 1874, has twelve-foot-plus ceilings and magnificent architectural
details. listed: $2,395,000 / Amy Curry with Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices, New England Properties

they are exposed to the best
architects and designers, in
restaurants, hotels, shops and
housing. Everything is new and
shiny and that’s what they are
looking for.”
Al Filippone agrees: “Updated kitchens and bathrooms
sell homes. Maintain your
home with annual touch-ups
and maintain your property.
Just before placing your home
on the market, give areas that
are worn a fresh coat of paint,
de-clutter extensively and ensure that your home presents
itself impeccably.’”

How do you know if you’re ready to stay with your longloved home or make a clean break and start over some
place new? According to the pros, you have work to do.
Consider what you love about
the home you are in and what
you are looking to change, says
Nancy Pantoliano. How much
of your “stuff” are you willing
to let go? Do you want room
for guests? In the long-term,
might you need one-level living
or to take in an aging parent?
Are you looking to eliminate or
reduce mortgage payments?
If you do decide to sell,
Todd Gibbons emphasizes

that buyers today tend to be
averse to homes that need
work. “Overall maintenance is
critical.…Buyers fifteen years
ago would paint and fix this
and that, because that’s how
they grew up,” he says. “Buyers
now often don’t know how to
fix things, don’t have time with
a long commute, and want
everything ship shape. The
people looking in our area are
coming from the city, where

3. MONEY
“Your uncles/brothers/
friends just may not
know what they are doing.
If you have work done
and there is an issue,
like a fire, as a result, good
luck with your insurance.
No permit, no payment.”

PHOTOGRAPHY: WINE ROOM BY VIRTUAL 203 FOR LESLIE CLARKE HOMES / WRRE;
THEATER ROOM BY BORGATTA PHOTOGRAPHY; ALL COURTESY WILLIAM RAVEIS REAL ESTATE

2. PAPERWORK
“Any buyer will want
to know that there are
permits to insure any
work was done properly.
(A potential buyer’s
mortgage company may
insist on permits.) If you
don’t get them now, it will
cost you much more to get
them later. You may even
need to pull out any/all of
the work you did if it is not
to code.”

n the second half of
2019 we saw a shift
in attitudes of buyers
of luxury properties
in Fairfield County,” says
Ryan Raveis, copresident
William Raveis, Inc. and a
Fairfielder. “The decline
of average sales process
of higher end has slowed,
and buyers are beginning
to realize the bargains
are out there. Already
this year we have seen
increased traffic in our
open houses and are
bullish on the 2020 real
estate market.”
Desirable luxury homes
distinguish themselves
by boasting exceptional
building materials,
excellent design,
abundant space and, of
course, stunning views.
But there’s more—they’re
also customized to the
owner’s specific interests.
Here, we peek inside a
few specialty rooms in
homes currently listed
with Raveis. Though
that could make anyone
happy, these passion
projects especially please
the current homeowners.
–Diane Sembrot

“
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1

HOME THEATER
This home theater
begs one to stretch
out and enjoy a good
movie. It’s tucked
away inside “The
Nest,” an exceptional
listing at 1125 Pequot
Ave., Southport. With
a billiards room, pool
house and pool with
jaw-dropping views
of the Long Island
Sound, it’s a dream
for entertaining or
escaping at home.

2
2
3

WINE
At fifteen by
twenty-seven feet,
this architectdesigned wine
cellar at the listing
33 Woodside Ave.,
Westport, can hold
1,800 bottles. With
temperature and
humidity controls
and framelessglass entry, in-wall
speakers, mahogany
shelving, it allows for
spontaneous tastings
and proper aging.

GOLF
Having your own golf
simulator can be a true
game-changer. Rain
or shine, perfect your
swing, shave shots
from your score and
let go of your stress.
With this system at a
home that sold just
before press time, the
new homeowner can
experience playing
top-tier courses
worldwide, without
leaving home.

3
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