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First things first: I am not an interior designer. Like most people, I suspect, I have never hired an interior designer, believing – again, probably like most people – that they aren’t for the likes of me.

I have always enjoyed finding my own style, but I think we are suffering from an information overload. The emergence of social media, interiors blogs and search engines like Pinterest have made it harder, not easier, to know what to buy. Every high-street fashion store seems to sell homewares these days. There is now so much inspiration, where once there was just the odd glossy magazine, that it has become increasingly difficult to work out what your personal style actually is. Add to that the sums of money involved – the thought of buying the wrong £2,000 sofa is much scarier than that of buying the wrong £20 pair of sandals – and the choices can be paralysing.

I can help. I’m a journalist who has been writing about interiors for 20 years, and during that time I have interviewed some of the best brains in the business. Put that together with a passion for the subject, an eye for detail, a slightly obsessive need to have everything ‘just so’ and a small (no really – tiny) element of bossiness, and you have Mad About The House.

That’s me, and I am.

I set up Mad About The House in 2012 and it has grown to become the UK’s number one interiors blog for readership and engagement, winning numerous awards along the way. My house has been featured in magazines including ELLE Decoration UK and Living Etc. Corriere della Sera has also featured the Mad House, as did Casa e Jardim magazine in Brazil. The Wall Street Journal named my first book, Shades of Grey, as one of the top five design books of 2016. Mad About The House is read every day by thousands of people all over the world, who log in, comment on content and talk to the other readers. This book is the result of that blog.

I have always helped friends with their houses – and not only when they ask me to. I just can’t help myself. I might casually tweak a cushion here, suggest that this table goes there, and inch a chair over to the right while they nip to the loo. So when I set up the blog it wasn’t long before my small but growing band of readers started asking me for help. They ranged from first-time buyers to long-time renters to family home owners and older downsizers. Could I re-arrange their sitting room? Tell them how to buy a sofa, where to find a side table and how to position the rugs? Advise on which shade of grey paint to buy? The questions tumbled in, and the answers were well received.

I don’t know the rules, so I’m not bound by them. All I can say is that I have an eye for colour and style and know how to make a space work. Over the last 20 years, and through four house renovations, I have developed my own look and come up with my own ways to make every room work, both on its own and as part of a whole.

And ‘work’ is the key word here. Your home should tell your story, but it also needs to store your stuff. And while I don’t subscribe that theory of throwing out everything that doesn’t spark joy, I would say that you do need things that make your heart sing every time you enter the room.

For example, the hall isn’t just a passageway to the fridge at the end of the working day. It should welcome you in, offer to take your coat and give you a place to store your shoes and put down your keys and bags. Then, when it has done that, it should lead you to the kitchen: the heart of the home. A place where, even if this morning’s breakfast things are still in the sink, you feel welcome and relaxed.

In other words, you shouldn’t be fighting with your home. Yet so many of us do – we argue with it for not having enough storage; for the lack of space to hang the towels after a shower; or the fact that you can only open the dishwasher when the bin is closed. It’s like a bad marriage that you can’t escape.

It doesn’t need to be like that. We have the amount of space that the builder and the bank manager (or landlord) saw fit to give us, and we need to make this relationship work. Yes, there has to be some compromise, but there should also be a whole lot of love, a few laughs and plenty of moments that make your heart sing. Like the one when you realise that, for all the crumpled shirts in the overstuffed wardrobe and the mug stains on the coffee table, there is really, truly, nowhere else you would rather be. That you are home. That you are, despite its idiosyncrasies and multiple annoying habits, mad about your house.

This book will help you define your personal style, teach you about the perils of Pinterest and help you work out what colours you like. It will lead you around your home room by room, looking at all the elements you need to consider in order to make the best of what you’ve got. The answer isn’t always ripping down the walls; instead, it’s often about using the space to its best advantage.

We’ll look at the lighting, the flooring, the storage and the layout. We’ll discuss the key pieces of furniture, from how to buy a sofa to choosing a mattress; the pros and cons of different kitchen worktops; and how to give your room that key element that makes it uniquely yours.

Every room should have something that draws you in. An amazing piece of furniture, a funky light, a family heirloom. So come with me around your own home, whether it’s a one-bedroom flat or a ten-bedroom villa – they all have elements in common – and let’s see how we can make it tell your story.


What finally matters is that your house works the way you want it to. And that it is a pleasant place to be in.

Ray Eames, 1959
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I’m going to make a radical assumption here: that you’ve been making your own sartorial choices for some time, and that it’s been a while since your mum stopped choosing your clothes. If you haven’t, you should probably pass this book along to the person who is making those decisions for you.

If you’re still reading, we can assume that you have a pretty good idea of what you like to wear. But many of you will be paralysed with indecision when it comes to dressing your house – and you do need to think of it in those terms. In many ways it’s easier to find clothes for your house because your house doesn’t have fat days, or hangover days, or days when it can’t quite be bothered and just wants to wear tracksuit bottoms and lie on the sofa with a packet of biscuits. Your house, flat, penthouse, apartment or cottage is the same size all year round and probably the only thing that changes is the light, which depends on the weather outside and the time of day (we’ll come to that later on).

In the meantime, the first thing you need to bear in mind when you’re planning your décor, whether it’s a full refurb or a gentle tweak, is that you do know what you like, it’s just that you haven’t quite worked out how to relate your favourite shoes to the wardrobe you want to put them in.

Which leads me neatly to the wardrobe, for that is where you must start. Go to it now. Open the doors, or the drawers. Stand in front of the rail and see what colours are there. And yes, I appreciate that you have nothing to wear to that party at the weekend, but that’s a different book. We’re simply looking at the colours for now, because that is the first clue to finding your style. If you are comfortable wearing it, you will be comfortable living in it. It’s that simple.

My wardrobe, for example, has no blue in it. And, it turns out, there is no blue in my house. At least, there wasn’t until a couple of years ago when I randomly bought a navy blue silk shirt. Then suddenly, when ordering a sofa bed for the loft conversion, I decided that it had to be navy blue, a colour I haven’t worn since school, and which had never appeared anywhere in my decisions before. My wardrobe is basically black, grey, ivory and various shades of pink. Guess what? So is my house.

Now, I’m sure there will be many of you who say you only wear black suits or sensible dark clothes to work. But what about the weekend? What colours are your socks? Your earrings, your ties – does anyone still wear those? – or the cover on your smartphone? And if it’s still black, all black, then congratulations: you are massively on-trend and quite possibly Danish. Or you’re an architect, and will know exactly how you want your home to look, regardless of anything I might have to say.
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When you have worked out a palette of the colours that make you comfortable, you need to think about the proportions you will use them in. Once again, your clothes can help with this. It’s like getting dressed. You might wear black all over with a red bag, zebra-print earrings or contrasting laces in your shoes. You might prefer to colour block: a pale blue shirt with orange trousers, ivory trainers and a matching bag (that was Victoria Beckham a few months ago). But you can see already how you’re mixing up the colours to create outfits without panicking. Even if you go into a shop and buy everything off the mannequin head to toe, that’s fine if you like it all. That outfit has been put together by experts, so you can be confident that the colours and proportions are good.

It’s exactly the same with a room. Pick a colour – perhaps a neutral, let’s keep it simple to start with – and put that on the largest area: your walls. That’s your clothes, or the main thing you are choosing to wear that day – a dress or trousers, for example. Choose a second colour for the largest piece of furniture, say the sofa. This is your top or jacket. Add some pattern in the form of cushions: your earrings or necklace. The accessories – rugs, armchairs – are the final colour: your shoes and bag.

The idea is basically 60 per cent one colour, 30 per cent another and 10 per cent for the finishing touches. So if it’s black jeans, black-and-white striped shirt, red boots and gold earrings, you could reinterpret it as grey walls and a grey sofa, pink cushions and brass lamps. You see, you don’t even need to do maths for this formula – just think of it as getting dressed. If you like to add a patterned scarf as a final flourish to your outfit, then that’s a sofa throw.

Once you’re confident with this method you can afford to play around, substituting mismatching earrings or a funky handbag for an unusual table lamp with bird legs or a mirror with a huge frame. After all, haven’t we all got that slightly random thing in our wardrobe that we probably shouldn’t have bought but which makes us happy when we wear it? Mine is a vintage Miu Miu bag covered in silver sequins that practically made my mother cry when I took it to a country pub for lunch on a Tuesday afternoon. I’m not sure if it was the bag, the location or the timing that did it, but it made me so happy I didn’t care.

The equivalent in my house is a 6ft brass lamp in the shape of a palm tree. I still don’t know how I got it past my husband, but I love it every single day and it looks perfect with the dark grey walls and splashes of pink that accessorise my sitting room. That’s the wow factor in that room, the element that pulls everything together and gives the space its personality. Without that lamp it’s a tasteful, well put-together room. With the lamp it’s fun and witty and cool. I realise it might be a little over the top for some of you, but this book is about helping you find your own palm trees.

When you get dressed, do you have a signature item? Are you known for your flamboyant earrings, your tiny tattoo or your cool socks? Perhaps you have an amazing handbag, cool glasses or always wear a black T-shirt whatever the weather. You need to find that signature element that is always in your outfit and make sure that your home has it too.

Having dealt with the colours and proportions of your outfit and your room, you now need to think about your style. Yep, it’s back to the wardrobe again. Do you wear structured suits for work and perhaps keep to the same simple shapes at the weekend? Have you considered the clean, minimal lines of mid-century modern furniture? If your wardrobe tends towards the monochrome with the odd splash of colour (not pattern), think about the muted greys and architectural lines of Scandinavian style. Do you have a bit of a rebellious streak when it comes to clothes – a ripped jean, a statement sleeve or a pair of metallic boots? Perhaps the industrial look is more your thing, with its exposed brickwork and leather sofas, reclaimed floorboards and metal task lamps. Or are you a full-on glamour girl with lots of gold accessories and patterns, in which case a bit of boho might be right: mismatched chairs, tassels on the cushions and metallic motifs. If you live in jeans and spend money on interesting tops and T-shirts, modern rustic could be the way forward: natural textures like wood, concrete and stone with luxury elements thrown in such as brass, marble and velvet. It’s all there staring you in the face. You just need to look for it.

But there is one caveat: just as you should never buy that garment thinking you will slim down into it – you won’t – so you should never decorate your home for the person you think you want to be. Instead, decorate for a slightly better version of who you are. If you like cooking and want to improve, buy a great, professional range oven. If you prepare meals simply in order to stave off collapse, choose a functioning cooker and buy some great bar stools instead.
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Beware the Pinterest Board, my love
The pins that tempt, the pictures that stun
Beware the images that lure, and shun
The ones that call you just for fun

(with apologies to Lewis Carroll)



Pinterest is your frenemy. There, I’ve said it. It might fool you into thinking it’s helping you by being the best interior designer friend you never had, but just when you’ve come to rely on it for inspiration, it will betray you by showing you new pictures that are at odds with your instincts, and whisper seductively that you should change your plans.

It will build up your confidence only to shatter it just when you thought you’d created the perfect scheme, and it will leave you confused and nervous and wondering if you’ve done the right thing. There you are on a Saturday morning with a coffee, sitting in that little patch of sun, laptop open. You’re in visual heaven as you pin all the gorgeous images of sofas, rooms, walls. The odd pair of shoes sneaks in, a few recipe ideas and ooh look, a holiday destination! Four hours later, you’ve lost all sight of the scheme you thought you wanted. Sound familiar? I’ve lost count of the number of clients who have rung me up to say they have 647 pins on their kitchen board, but now have no idea if they should even be doing the kitchen before the sitting room, much less what colour and style they think they want.

If you’re going to have a successful relationship with Pinterest you need to show it who’s boss right from the start. Don’t let it be that girl in the changing room who persuades you to buy the dress in the wrong shape, size or colour when you instinctively know you’re making a mistake. I’m going to show you how to avoid falling into that trap when it comes to finding your home style inspiration. I can’t promise it will get rid of the girl in the changing room, but it might give you the confidence to listen to your instincts and ignore her.

Pinterest is a labyrinth, and you need to leave a trail of breadcrumbs to mark your path to the exit. One client told me in no uncertain terms that she didn’t care what I suggested for her house as long as there was no blue, because the only thing she knew for certain was that she didn’t like blue. I didn’t have to look at more than about six images before it became clear that she loved blue – navy blue, at least: it was in every picture and on every board. She just couldn’t see it any more because the whole thing was a riot of colours and styles, ideas and inspiration, most of which were completely unsuitable for her Edwardian terrace in north London.

Before we get onto how to manage Pinterest, let me just throw in a word about followers. Pinterest is not social media, it’s a search engine. Unless you are running a business that needs traffic, you don’t need followers. This is relevant because there’s always the temptation to add a pin that will get lots of repins. It may be Pinterest clickbait, but it won’t help you design your living room. For our purposes it’s probably better to keep your boards secret, at least to start with. That way it’s easier to be honest with yourself about what you’re pinning because nobody is looking or judging you. Forget about the girl in the changing room.

So here’s how to do it. First, get it out of your system: create three boards, give each one a name (let’s say A, B and C) and go. Run along the corridors of images, grabbing pictures you like from every room and sticking them on board A. Pin fast and loose and go with your gut. Run until that initial joyful sprint has slowed to a jog and from there to a steady walk. When you get that feeling that you’ve eaten an entire box of chocolates and just need to lie down for a while, stop. Close the computer and go and do something completely different.

When you return, go back to board A but don’t add any more pins. Just let your eyes float over what you have in front of you. Scroll up and down – you don’t need to look at them in detail yet. With your fresh, rested eyes you will immediately notice that there is a uniformity of colour or a palette of two or three shades that keep reappearing. There will also be some that jump out because they jar. Make a note of the dominant shades: they will be the basis of your new scheme. It might be the walls, it might be a piece of furniture, but either way, you’ve just found your starting point. Don’t worry about how you’re going to use it for now, we’re just window shopping at this stage.

Now it’s time to work on boards B and C. You need to go through all those images on board A and, for each one, ask yourself if you pinned it because it was well styled and you just liked looking at it, or if it contained something that could actually work in your house. I am constantly drawn to blush pink rooms that are filled with plants. I spent a weekend putting blush pink paint samples on the bedroom wall, and persuaded my husband that it was the right colour for us. But the reality was that I didn’t like any of them enough to live with. I had been so persuasive in my desire for this shade that in the end I had to talk him back out of it. And you know something else? I have eight tops in various shades of blush pink: long sleeve, short sleeve, knitted and silk. I don’t wear any of them. They look gorgeous folded up on the shelf against the (eventual) mid-grey of my bedroom walls, but that is where they stay, pretty and folded. I should have taken my own advice and looked at my clothes before I bought the tester pots.
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Be honest with yourself. Could something like that work in your house, or is it just lovely to look at? It’s no good pinning endless pictures of industrial warehouse conversions if you live in a modern semi or a small mansion flat. If you really do like it, but it won’t work in your house, move it to board B. This is for the fantasy houses, the rooms of your dreams. So now you have two boards: one for everything that’s caught your eye, and one for your fantasy house – the wraparound veranda with swing seat, as opposed to your balcony overlooking the bins from the Chinese restaurant below. The homes that a lottery win and a job in another country might bring you. But for better or worse, the house that the builder and the mortgage broker let you have is the one we are dealing with here. So move anything that will actually work in your real house to board C – it’s where we pin the practical looks and ideas that will inspire and guide your interior renovation.

Once you’ve begun to separate fantasy from reality, you’re making progress. You are moving some pins from your first board to the fantasy board (B) and some to the reality board (C). Most importantly, you are beginning to build a collection of things on board C that could potentially work in your home – a sofa style, a bookshelf arrangement, a gallery wall – but you need to refine it still further.

Go through the images and ask yourself why you pinned them. Was it the colour of the walls? Was it the furniture? That particular chair or the lamp next to it? Start sifting through your pictures, work out the appeal of each one and label it very simply: chair, light, rug. It’s about the individual objects rather than the whole room; you won’t be able to copy the whole room exactly, and it has probably been styled and decluttered for the photograph, so it doesn’t represent real life.

Once again, if you’re being honest with yourself, you’ll start to see a pattern emerge. Your fantasy board (B) is going to be looking pretty darn sexy by this point, and no doubt contains polished plaster walls, vintage chandeliers and Crittall windows overlooking the designer velvet sofa you saw in a magazine last week, but that’s where you go when you’re dreaming of jacking it all in and jetting off to live in Mexico on your lottery winnings.

Back to the reality board (C). Keep going through the images and asking yourself: why do I want this? Where will I put it? Will it go with the rest of my house? If you do this part properly – and it’s worth taking a little time over it – you’ll end up with a board that’s both realistic and inspirational.

We’ll deal with each room individually later in the book but, in brief, you should by now have pinned a few sofas that will work for your actual family, the family that lies around on a Saturday afternoon watching films and creasing the cushions. Not the fantasy family which sits with perfect posture, makes polite conversation and plays board games. And you should have chosen a colour that you like to wear so that you know you’ll be comfortable living in it.

And you can plan a trip to the shops with confidence because now, at last, you are in charge of Pinterest and you know how to make it work for you.
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