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To my beloved children, may this book serve as a testament to the depth of my love for you and the endless possibilities that await you. Never forget that joy is your birthright. I hope you always find solace in the knowledge that home, in its purest form, resides within our hearts, forever yours to return to. With all my love, Mama

And to my dear papa, though you are no longer with us, your presence is felt in every word, every page and every heartbeat. Your wisdom, strength and enduring belief in me continue to inspire. This book is dedicated to you, a tribute to the man who instilled in me the importance of reading, and taught me the power of resilience and the beauty of chasing dreams. Love, Princess Africa
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Foreword

In the middle of writing this book, a family emergency meant that I was called home unexpectedly. Not home to the fixer upper I share with my husband and children by the Kent coast, and not the childhood home a couple of hours away in London, where I grew up and where my mum and siblings still reside. This time, going ‘home’ meant travelling thousands of miles to Carriacou, a thirteen-square-mile island northeast of Grenada in the Caribbean.

I wasn’t born on this tiny island, so picture-perfect with its white sands swept by lapis-blue waves, and its timber-frame houses painted in every shade. Nor were my parents, who both hailed from West Yorkshire before being lured towards the buzz of England’s capital. It was three of my grandparents who began their lives in the West Indies, coming to Britain in the late 1950s as part of the Windrush generation, encouraged by an invitation from the British government, who needed workers to help rebuild the post-war economy. My grandparents were promised opportunities in Britain that were scarce back home: a secure job, a chance to raise a family and set up home. And so they packed up their bags (and dreams) dressed in their finest clothes, and were filled with anticipation for that ‘better’ life. But the resistance that met them in Britain meant that the road was not an easy one. They worked earnestly to adapt to British culture, often stifling aspects of their own character and heritage in the process, toning down innate parts of themselves (and, in turn, their homeland) in the hope of being accepted. A small price to pay, they reasoned, for the grand idea of a new home.

I visited Carriacou once as a baby, but not again until a temporary relocation in my early teens, and so, until I went back, my knowledge of my ancestral homeland was all gathered second-hand through stories from my extended family. Still, there was never any doubt that Carriacou was home. Music, games and recipes from this place had stayed with me; it was faraway, almost fantastical, but somehow central to my identity, and I couldn’t really explain why. A sense of push and pull towards this motherland was always there. Eventually, my dad, who for decades worked gruelling sixteen-hour shifts six days a week in London, realised his dream of retiring to Carriacou, a place that was always ‘home’ for him, despite not having been born there.

When I hastily travelled to the island that hot, humid July, it was to bury my much-loved father – Papa – who had died suddenly in a swimming accident. My need to return was primal: to tangibly connect to the land he had tended as a smallhold farmer, to see the market where he’d sold his produce each week, to touch the home he had created there. My husband and four small children came too and, in the midst of stifling grief, of pain so profound, something quite magical happened. In a place where everyone looked like us, where they didn’t stand out for their skin tone, hairstyles or names, a place that shared their heritage, my children blossomed. They weren’t (implicitly or overtly) held up as a stereotype, or a curious minority representing a monolith; instead, they were truly seen. Both for their unique spirit and their individuality. And they could sense this. It was the same feeling my husband and I had worked hard to create for them within the sanctuary of the four walls of each home we had built over the years: a deep pride in who they are and where they come from. On this short but essential trip, seeing themselves represented and receiving affirmation from revered locals who would bound across the road with excited purpose to greet them, made them stand a little taller. They were home.

While writing a book about creating a home that reflects not just our superficial tastes, but also our deeper values, I have learnt all over again that home is a feeling rather than a location. Home is more than a wallpaper choice or a new sofa or a kitchen extension; it is a place where we hope to find ourselves feeling safe, seen, affirmed, and we can find that feeling in the most unexpected places.

Welcome

You Are Home is a guide to creating a space that nourishes and supports you – one that lifts your mood when you turn your key in the front door and offers you a refuge from the world outside. Because if I’ve learnt one thing, it’s that when you live in a nurturing environment that reflects your unique and indomitable spirit, you have the foundation to thrive in all areas of your life.

The world as we know it has experienced a seismic shift in recent years. Many of us are now paying more to rent or own homes where the square footage has shrunk, despite wages stagnating and remaining the same, despite bills continuing to rise. This means our homes have never had to work harder for us. Kitchen tables (if you are fortunate enough to have one) are doubling as desks, spare bedrooms are a thing of the past and outdoor space is a luxury for the relative few. With all this in mind, you might wonder why and how we should devote energy to our homes, especially when it feels like all our resources are being directed into simply staying afloat. I believe, however, that building a home that uplifts you is more crucial now than ever.

I’ve met so many people who have felt lost and disenfranchised by the constant barrage of images of unrealistic, ‘perfect’ homes – social media has a lot to answer for. Even the most design-savvy creatives are often wracked with indecision when it comes to their own homes, no longer sure of what they like or don’t like, or what they actually need on a day to day basis. Having moved many times and having worked in homewares retail before becoming a freelance art director, I know how daunting it can be to carve out a home from scratch, especially one that reflects your individuality and allows you to flourish. But when you summon the creative energy to improve your surroundings, you will see the benefits manifest in so many other ways, because essentially you’re making an investment in your wellbeing. This doesn’t have to mean spending a lot of money – ‘investment’ also means your time, your attention, your consideration.

In this book, we’ll be exploring different concepts of home, why it’s time to rethink our options when it comes to our living spaces and how thinking outside the box may help us secure our needs. Woven throughout are personal stories, including many of my own, that will bring these different possibilities of being to life. I’ll be offering plenty of practical advice on how to maximise your surroundings in order to create a home you’ll be proud to live in. Whether you’re in a temporary set-up, renting long-term, living in your family home or setting down roots, this is an inclusive guide that proves it’s possible for everyone to create a unique home they love.

It’s easy to fixate on attaining your dream house at some point in an imagined future, rather than putting thought into your current space. So many of us put off investing in our homes unless we own them but I’m adamant to change that mindset (especially given that home ownership is in decline among younger generations). Later, I’ll be showing you how to find your style (not mine or anyone else’s!), rather than mindlessly copying transient trends, and how to embrace individuality at home by drawing on your own story and family history. We’ll look at how micro-changes like carving out more storage, revamping tired bathrooms and adding affordable textiles can have a transformative effect.
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My journey of home

Home has meant many things to me over the years, but it was setting up my own home that really put me on a trajectory towards my own definition. I’d watched my peripatetic parents create many types of home for us over the years – from an overcrowded high-rise block to a Housing Association maisonette in a Victorian conversion in London in one of the priciest postcodes in the country. Moving from one place to another on repeat had slowly instilled in me an increasingly abstract idea of home, and so I understood that home was less about the physical space and more about how I wanted to feel.

In my mid-teens, after a tumultuous period in my family home, I eventually packed up my few possessions and left. After craving and romanticising the freedom I imagined would come from creating a home by and for myself and being responsible for where I lived – and how I lived – it was now actually happening. It was terrifying to make so many big life decisions without adult advice but thrilling too. My first bid for independence – untethered and answerable only to myself, and on a quest to determine what home meant for me.

For the next four years, I went on to live in high-pressure, precarious scenarios with little to no security. I was back in a high-rise flat, this time in North London. AstroTurf had been fitted throughout the communal areas, brick-effect wallpaper adorned the walls and a cellophane cone ensured that the light in the shared areas gave off an aggressive red glare, day or night. I was subletting a room with someone who had, let’s say, a relaxed approach to the law. My wellbeing was suffering, as was my flatmate’s, and we were experiencing mental health crises simultaneously – it was not a healthy atmosphere. And yet the independence from my family home gave me the type of breathing room I hadn’t experienced before. Sure, the décor was a long way from World of Interiors, but part of that space was mine, and the feeling that that instilled in me was revelatory. It was as if a part of my brain had been freed up by not having to navigate my difficult family situation – my drive and ambition flourished as a direct result.

I got to work on transforming my boxy, low-ceilinged bedroom into the haven I needed. I painted the walls and ceiling a shade of green intended to complement the bright white laminate I’d inherited. A new arty friend from sixth form added a mural of a cherry tree. I set to work dotting photos of my family around the mural’s branches, and, although I was too stubborn to admit that I should have ordered a tester pot of that green (which ended up being a little nauseating), I felt so proud of the result. Instead of lamenting the lack of proper working lighting in the room I lit candles, which had a soothing, cocoon-like effect. These were not expensive interventions, but they were incredibly effective. Within these confines, I was able to drown out the heady scents and sounds seeping in under my door from the chaotic carousel of new flatmates and the neighbourhood outside. And, as I had seen my mum and grandma (creative magpies both) do during my childhood, I continued to decorate and reinvent the space several times over the next few years.

Of course, I knew that wasn’t my long-term home. It was so far from being even adequate accommodation for someone vulnerable and on the cusp of adulthood, and such a leap from my imagined first step into DIY domesticity. Rather than being a resident of a like-minded and convivial flatshare, it was more of an everyone-for-themselves situation. I’d keep a plate and cutlery in my bedroom, washing them after each quickly prepared meal, rather than play roulette with the tower of dirty dishes in the shared kitchen sink. My flatmate and I were usually playing a losing game of chicken over the washing-up. He’d work his way through every item of crockery and cutlery in our cupboards, allowing the detritus to pile high before I inevitably caved in and deep-cleaned his mess.

But in spite of all that, I found something invigorating about having my own space. I instinctively knew there was value in investing my energy into elevating my otherwise shabby little bedroom. Even as a teenager, long before the visual inspiration of Instagram and Pinterest became mainstream, I recognised that there can be a mirror effect between our surroundings and our mood. My mental health took several turns for the worse over those years, and I was even hospitalised on more than one occasion, but I truly believe that in those dark times it was the sanctuary of my bedroom and the peace it brought that kept me going. Against the odds, I had created my first home, and it was grounding me with resilience to face the uncertainty around me.

A home with soul

How would you like to live? This is a question I’ll be coming back to throughout the book, and the answer will be unique to you, so I won’t be answering it, you will. This simple, unassuming question might be harder to sum up than you think, but unlocking your feelings around what home means to you will really help you focus on your space in a way that’ll best serve your needs as an individual or more.

Your home needs to support and nurture your wellbeing by helping you replenish your ‘cup’ after each day and ensure you’re revived enough to take on the next. Creating a home that nourishes its inhabitants will come down to the feelings that fill it and the values you want to uphold. How your home feels – by which I mean its atmosphere, flow and function – is more important than anything else, including how it looks. If it feels good to you, it will naturally look aesthetically pleasing. And if you are driven to distraction a thousand times a day, tripping over shoes and bags or repeatedly searching for your house keys in a hurry, it’s just not going to feel great.

I believe that every room, large or small, has untapped potential and I’d like this book to help you realise the opportunities within your space, however imperfect it may seem right now. I’ll hold your hand as you get into the zone of your creative process, I’ll show you how to gauge your needs, how to prioritise affordable furnishings and how to approach small, fulfilling DIY projects if you fancy having a go. Throughout the book, you’ll notice an emphasis on longevity and sustainability (even if you’ll be moving on again before long). This has become central to my mindset around creating a home. Investing in better-quality pieces often means savvy prioritising and a bit of extra effort, and this can be hard in our impulsive ‘click-to-buy’ culture. I’m also on a journey of creating a home myself – an ongoing work-in-progress – and I’ll share with you the invaluable tips I’ve gathered over the years from expert tradespeople and makers, to help you maintain your home and everything in it.
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Heritage and personality in our homes

I’m a passionate believer in making our homes reflect our personal heritage and tapping into what that means for you, even if you have thus far never felt particularly connected to your past. Part and parcel of this involves developing an interest in the provenance of everything that comes into your space and being conscious of its history. It’s why a chipped mug handmade by someone you love will always bring more joy than a pristine one bought from a superstore off the motorway. In the Source section, we look in detail at how you can respect makers, source items for your home that you’ll love (often at rewarding prices) and carve out a space that transcends fads.

For me, bringing my heritage into my home has meant drawing on my immigrant backstory. Throughout history, some of the most significant advancements in Western interior and architectural design have been shaped by the contributions of immigrants and marginalised communities. A compelling example is the influence of ‘Black culture’ on mid-century modern design. Originally popularised by a predominantly white, upper-middle-class demographic, this design movement was reinterpreted and enriched by Black people, who infused it with unique cultural elements. This reinterpretation not only broadened the movement’s appeal but also democratised it, making mid-century modern design more accessible and resonant with a wider audience. Similarly, in the realm of fashion, the fusion of Jamaican youth culture and English working-class skinhead style gave rise to one of the most iconic and enduring fashion movements in the UK – rude boy style. This powerful blend of influences not only embodied the defiance and energy of both groups but also created a unique fashion statement that resonated across cultural boundaries, leaving a lasting impact on British fashion. We should never forget how much immigrant stories contribute to who we are today, and how much our lives and identities are intertwined with each other. By cherishing the meaningful pieces we have in our homes, we can create a stronger connection between ourselves and our cultures – a reminder of where we’ve been, who we are now and all that has come before us.

Let’s continue to strive for our own sense of home, to create spaces with soul, regardless of the circumstances that have brought us there. Let’s create a place we can call our own, with a feeling of permanence (even if the reality is more transient) that reflects our experiences along the way. By cultivating an appreciation for the past, embracing both its beauty and its flawed nature, let’s be inspired by history. Let’s be mindful of the spaces we inhabit, as they can cultivate a sense of security and joy for generations to come, and – in the case of families like mine, where those homes may not be assets to be passed down – remember, it’s the mindset that becomes the valuable heirloom.

Non-native English speakers sometimes remark on the language’s many idiosyncrasies, like the way in which we often describe our emotional state as being ‘in a good place’ (or not, as the case may be), as if our wayward feelings are embodied in a physical location. These semantic eccentricities make sense to me, reminding me that home extends beyond our immediate surroundings. Creating communities and the feeling that someone has our back is, of course, far more important than the cushions we choose to scatter on our sofa. Feeling connected to the place we’re in, being rooted to our wider environment, having someone nearby to call on when the chips are down and someone you can help in turn has been shown to boost the quality and even longevity of life. This feeling of belonging underpins everything that home means to me, and to most of us. In the final section, Create, we look at how community starts with us, and how to establish meaningful connections with those around us, even if we live far away from family and close friends.

Using this book

You Are Home is divided into four parts – Live, Embrace, Source, Create – each tackling a key aspect of my approach to creating a home that helps you flourish. These four sections will encourage you to consider what you need from your home, how you can be true to your tastes, how to mindfully choose the things that go into it while supporting independent makers and how to foster a community around your home. Rather than preaching a didactic list of dos and don’ts, I hope to give you lots of ideas, highlight some materials and processes you might like to use (and some that may be best avoided) and encourage you to think creatively about your space. My wonderful friend and colleague Kasia Fiszer’s photography adorns the pages of this book, bringing to life the story on each page; I know you’ll love her work as much as I do.

While there are some serious issues covered in this book, like how we, as a society, must work towards a more respectful and considered approach to consumption, overall I would suggest that you don’t take decorating your home too seriously. Have a go, get it ‘wrong’, avoid being overly tasteful and instead, concentrate your efforts on creating a feeling that you love, rather than stressing over the finished ‘look’. You might already be a dab hand at bringing life and style to a room, be able to identify iconic Italian lighting by designer (I confess, I can’t!), or you may be a complete beginner who doesn’t know one end of a paintbrush from the other. Either way, I want you to be ambitious for your home so that it offers you the sanctuary to help you live well every day. This is a book for anyone who wishes to elevate their space, to create a home that reflects its inhabitants – welcome, all of you.
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