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At Home
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AA dramatic serpentine-shape, mink-
color sofa designed by midcentury 
master Vladimir Kagan takes pride 
of place in the living room of Kimba 
Hills’ home, with a capacious, wood-
arm chair upholstered in green fabric 
nearby. On one wall hangs a large 
abstract painting in muted colors 
that complement the earth tones of 
the tribal-inspired rug below, and on 
another, above a Story & Clark spinet 
piano of rich wood, is a 1959 portrait 
of Hills with her mother and sister 
(shown, opposite, with Hills seated at 
the piano). Everything here and in the 
adjoining dining room and bedroom, 
with the exception of the family 
portrait, is for sale. Hills owns—and 
lives in—Rumba, a Santa Monica, 
California, shop known for its vintage 
(with an emphasis on midcentury 
modern) furniture and contemporary 
art.  “It’s not for everyone,” she says, 
“but I love it.”

The business began in one of two 
adjacent California bungalows 10 years 
ago, when Hills, a single mom, was 
looking for something fulfilling that 
would combine her love of furniture 
and art. Before having her son, Jackson,  
she’d worked in the fashion industry as 
a casting assistant and in set design at 
George Lucas’s Zoetrope. But she didn’t 
want to go back to the Hollywood life. 
“You just outgrow it,” she says.

When the proprietor of a quirky shop 
selling upscale flea market finds near 
Hills’ home wanted out of retail, Hills 

offered to take over. “I’ll sell your things 
for a couple of months to decrease your 
inventory,” she said, “and I’ll gradually 
bring in mine.” Which she did. Her 
late uncle, Benjamin Caldwell, an 
antiques authority in Tennessee, gave 
her a cache of midcentury modern 
furniture with the clean, strong lines 
that suited her aesthetic. She added 
to the largesse with finds of her own, 
hitting estate sales and auctions, and 
arriving at Southern California flea 
markets as early as 4 a.m., flashlight 
in hand, to go through vendors’ trucks 
before they’d set up their stalls. “You 
get into this business not because you 
expect to make big money, but because 
you love it,” Hills says. ‘”It’s really an 
addiction. It becomes about the hunt.”  
Employing an ever-evolving and now 
tightly honed roster of craftspeople, 

she repaired, refinished, reupholstered, 
and otherwise rehabbed her purchases 
before attaching a Rumba stamp of 
approval and price tag. 

To get the word out, Hills, whose 
Southern graciousness makes her a 
natural hostess, held art exhibits at the 
store, mixing friends and designers 
with wine and hors d’oeuvres, 
showcasing her art and furniture in an 
environment that suited them both—a 
home-style cocktail party. It proved 
as good for sales as it was for publicity. 
Before long she was accepted as a seller 
on the online marketplace 1stdibs, a 
considerable coup in the design site’s 
earlier days. She now ships dressers, 
armoires, lamps, rugs, paintings, and 
tables around the world and counts 
Jamie Lee Curtis, Robert Downey, Jr., 
Julia Roberts, Orlando Bloom, and 
screenwriter Melissa Mathiesson 
among her customers. 

She’d always made Rumba look and 
feel like a home, but it was six years ago 
that Hills literally moved in. Jackson, 
by then a high school junior, agreed 
to the idea of renting out their three-
bedroom house, with its backyard 
and pool, to move into the showroom 
space. “He soon regretted it,” Hills says 
with a laugh. Living in Rumba means 
dealing with an unpredictable influx 
of company during waking hours, 
and Jackson’s bedroom was initially 
marked off only by a set of hanging 
beads. “One day he told me that if there 
wasn’t a door on his room by the time 

Living Room for Sale  
Interior designer and shop owner Kimba Hills lives at work—literally.
By margot dougherty

“The living room has 
been a dining room, 
the dining room has 
been a living room,” 
she says. “I don’t 
know if I could move 
back into my other 
house now, because 
I’d feel the need to 
change things all 
the time.”  
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he got home from school he was going 
to go live with his father,” Hills says. 
She had the door up that afternoon. 
Jackson wrote a droll college essay for 
Bard College (where he’s now a senior 
studying art) outlining the vagaries of 
living in a shape-shifting retail space 
where “everything’s for sale but the 
kitchen sink.”  

Hills loves the constant change 
required by her work/living 
environment—as artwork and 
furniture sell, new ones take their 
place. “The living room has been a 
dining room, the dining room has been 
a living room,” she says. “I don’t know if 
I could move back into my other house 
now, because I’d feel the need to change 
things all the time.” There have been 
some hiccups, however. After selling a 
dresser from her bedroom, Hills got a 
call that the new owner’s housekeeper 
had found a little bag of diamond rings 
in one of the drawers. “They were my 
mother’s,” Hills says. “I forgot I’d put 
them there!” Another client discovered 
a drawer of Hills’ slips and pajamas, 
and politely returned them in a sack.

As much as she enjoys living with 
pieces by iconic midcentury designers 
like Paul McCobb, Robsjohn-Gibbings, 
Edward Wormley, and George Nelson, 
Hills is as happy to send them off as she 
was to find them. “It’s hard for me to 
let go of people,” she says, “but things, 
no.  I always know I’ll find something 
equally as great, and if I let this piece 
go, I’ll have room for more.” 

Experiencing profound loss at 
a young age shifted her priorities. 
Hills’ younger sister died at 19 in an 
automobile accident. “It changes your 
whole life,” she says. “Now that I have 
a son, I don’t know how my mother 
lived through it.” Her brother died 
unexpectedly at age 37. In 2001, Hills 
was diagnosed with breast cancer. “It 
was a year of my life,” she says of the 
ensuing chemotherapy, “and then I put 
it behind me.” Her mother, to whom 
she was very close, died of the disease 
four years ago. Nonetheless, Hills is 
prone to looking on the bright side. She 
credits chemo for fueling her career. 
“It brought on menopause, and I think 
estrogen is highly overrated!” she says. 
“I got much more done when I wasn’t 

thinking about men and finding the 
right one.”

Happily single (a friend advised 
that if she wants to start dating she 
should take the price tags off the 
bedroom furniture), Hills is always 
busy. She’s added manufacturing to 
her repertoire—the Hollywood Chair 
at kimbahills.com is hers and she’s 
produced several custom sofas. In 
response to customers who wanted 
the Rumba style in their own homes, 
Hills started SpeedDesign for quick 
makeovers. “I like to edit more than 
start from scratch,” she says. “I help 
people do the best version of things, 
working with what they have and 
helping them create something better.”  

 “Kimba utterly transformed 
our house,” says Libby May, a health 
researcher who wanted to rework the 
living-dining areas in her home. Hills 
did the bulk of her work while May and 
her family were on vacation: moved a 
settee, refinished a dining table, and 
rendered a thrift store coffee table 
unexpectedly elegant with a dark 
finish. She also added an Eero Saarinen 
tulip table to the kitchen, re-covered 
a chaise, rehabbed a set of chairs, and 
laid seagrass rugs where there had 
been dark Oriental carpets (which 
found a better spot in a light-filled 
office). “My first thought was, Look at 
this incredible house—we can’t afford it,” 
May says. “But Kimba hadn’t exceeded 
our budget. She didn’t just change how 
the rooms look, she changed the way 
that we use them.” 

Emily Procter, who starred on CSI: 
Miami and The West Wing, has been 
a friend of Hills for years and often 
uses Rumba as a source for her own 
interior design projects—Procter has 
pulled together homes for several 
friends, including one in Malibu for 
Kenny Chesney. But when Procter 
moved to a new house, she asked 
Hills to collaborate. “I tend to be a 
traditional person, and I have a lot of 
family furniture that I keep,” Procter 
says. “I’m from North Carolina and 
Kimba’s from Tennessee. She knows 
this particular problem. I needed 
someone more modern in feel who 
would rein me in.” The two had an 
immediate shorthand. “Kimba would 

pick 10 fabrics for reupholstering and 
I’d have 10, and we’d deal them down 
like we were playing poker,” Procter 
says. “When we’d both say yes,  that 
was the one.” 

Barbara Hall, an executive producer 
of Madame Secretary, sought out Hills’ 
SpeedDesign. “Kimba put together a 
girls’ night for women we both know,” 
Hall says. “I walked into her home, 
which is her store, and everything I sat 
on, I’d say, ‘Oh, I love this!’ and she’d say, 
‘You can buy it!’” While Hall was on set 
on the East Coast, Hills furnished her 
entire 1950s ranch house, complete 
with a McCobb dining table and a 
canary yellow desk chair on wheels 
that appeal to Hall’s sense of whimsy. 
“The idea was that I’d walk through 
and say, ‘I want this, I don’t want that,’” 
Hall says. “But I kept everything.”

“Some people need more of a 
traditional designer and more hand-
holding,” says Hills, who recommends 
colleagues when she senses that’s the 
case. “But for the right person, it’s a love 
fest. They’re thrilled, I’m happy, and I 
continue to hear from them for years.” 
Which ensures that her showroom/
home will be constantly changing, just 
the way she likes it. 

See kimbahills.com for more information 
about Rumba and SpeedDesign, and to check 
out Kimba Hills’ blog and online inventory. P
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Opposite: Kimba 
Hills consults with 
an assistant, 
Rebecca Cox, at 
Rumba. In the 
background, Moye 
Thompson vases sit 
under a vintage 
George Nelson 
pendant lamp.
Top: In a New York 
home, Hills teamed 

a Danish rosewood 
drop-leaf table with 
Robsjohn-Gibbings 
chairs, covered in a 
cream linen blend, 
and an overdyed 
Turkish rug.
Above: In the same 
apartment, she 
designed a custom 
sectional and 
re-covered vintage 

swivel chairs in 
paprika Knoll 
fabric.
Left: Orange Hans 
Wegner chairs and 
a sofa from 
Restoration 
Hardware become 
companions in a 
West Village loft, 
tied together with 
a vintage rug.

Kimba Hills 
likes to edit and 

add to clients’ 
existing 

furnishings. 


