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				INTRODUCTION

				Photography, art, and design have been passions of mine since I was a young girl, though it took a long and winding road to get to where I am now. Today, they are not only my career path, but also a part of my soul.

				Getting serious about photography and design ten years ago became a vehicle that God used to give me a space to share my story with others. I don’t say that lightly. The path I was on when I was a teen was fraught with one calamity after another, starting with the great tragedy of my life: being raped at eighteen, followed by two DUIs, nights in jail, emergency room visits from drug accidents, and rehab twice. I was broken and in need of a home. And eventually I was able to make a home that became a sacred space, a place of healing and restoration.

				I have been sober for more than ten years, and yet I would never have thought that after those dark nights of the soul, I would be a respected photographer and designer writing this book today. The odds were certainly stacked against me. But those moments did not define me. And today, I have become a trusted voice in the home category with an audience that looks to me for inspiration, hope, and home design that represents safety, tranquility, and redemption.

				Within these pages you’ll meet sixteen remarkable people from around the globe, and hear their stories of beauty, trials, and victories that prove the power of what a true home can offer—a space to be known, held, kept safe, and seen as fully human and fully loved.

				Sacred Spaces moves beyond the traditional beautiful design book, and unearths the true depth behind each home: the brokenness, the hurt, and the healing that took place to get these homeowners where they are today, and how their sacred spaces have set them free.

				We would be ignorant to think we cannot learn from those who are different from us—every story deserves a seat at the table. Every story has worth and value. Our stories are what link us together—exposing our humanity. Sacred Spaces shares not only each homeowner’s story, but also their testimony: their spiritual perspective on their life story. I will be sharing my own trials and how those once-negative moments have turned into my testimony that I happily offer to give someone else hope.

				I have trekked all over the world to meet and document the people and their homes that are featured here in Sacred Spaces. Their stories undid me in the best possible ways, as I learned where they came from and how they arrived at who they are today. I have never felt more honored than when I was welcomed into their homes and they shared their stories with me. These homes hold the spirit of their struggles as well as their healing. Like me, they created homes that protect them and nourish them—truly sacred spaces.

				My hope is that as you read through these pages and view these beautiful homes, you will find yourself in these stories and spaces shared, and will be inspired to create something sacred for yourself. No matter what your story is, no matter your ethnicity or religion or background, you deserve a sacred space of your own.

			

		

	
		
		
			THE FOUNDATIONAL HOME
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			Stories from 

			Francesca Gentilli, Eddie Ross, 

			and Page Aman, 

			who have created a solid foundation 

			for a lasting legacy.

		

	
		
		
			FRANCESCA GENTILLI
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			Weston, England

			
			Passed down through multiple generations, the cozy family farmhouse Francesca and her husband, Alex, live in is nestled in the old English town of Weston, a village belonging to the northern district of Hertfordshire. Just an hour north of London, the setting of their quaint home is breathtaking, overlooking a vast field of sunflowers, completely indicative of the inhabitants’ sunny and cheerful demeanor. Their home is just minutes from Alex’s office, where he works to carry on his family legacy as a sustainable farmer. Francesca and Alex beautifully renovated and restored their historic gem, and their love for each other and their home is abundantly evident. Francesca’s passion for travel is showcased throughout the house: various textiles from around the world grace the rooms, and her family legacy lives on through the beautiful furniture displayed in the living room. Like many, Francesca struggled to find her inner calling, but on a spontaneous trip to India, she found her purpose through procuring beautiful rugs and textiles from rich cultures around the globe. When I think of my time with Francesca, I think of innocence and purity of heart. I met her during my travels overseas, and the moment we first struck up a conversation, I knew there was something so special about her. Her heart is genuine and she has such a contagious joy about her. While we strolled through the countryside near her home and chatted about life, I felt at peace with her. I felt safe, which is also the way I felt in her home. She has created a sanctuary for her family, and her story is just beginning. I know you will feel the sweetness of her home as you dive into her story and beautiful space.
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				Your story…Go!

				“It almost feels like my story is just starting. It’s been amazing fun, but I’ve been a bit unsettled and wishy-washy up until now. And I feel like now it will all start.”

				

				Francesca: I grew up on a farm in the middle of nowhere, in Hambleden, a village in Oxfordshire. Our farm sat on a hill on the edge of the village, where I led a very sheltered childhood. It was mainly an arable farm, but we always kept some sheep. And I remember one of the sheep rejected its baby. I asked my father and Jack, the shepherd, if I could have it—if it could be mine. After much deliberation, they said yes. So Woolie and I became great friends. She would hang out in the field with all of the other sheep, but I would read her stories from my storybook and sneak her digestive biscuits and feed her carrots. We hung out loads. My snacks were probably not very good for her diet, but we were friends.

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				My mom always said I was born with my bags packed. As a child, I begged her to go to boarding school. She didn’t want me to go, but I thought the idea of having a big sleepover with all of my friends, five days a week, was the coolest thing ever. She thought it was cruel. But I got my way, and never looked back.
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				After school, I got my first proper job, where I worked in catering. I really like working. I like to earn my own money. I didn’t get an allowance or any money from my parents, which made me want to own my own way. I would work on and off in a catering company, doing little canapés, which is really artistic and fiddly and lovely. But then I got my first exciting job at age nineteen and I went to work in the French Caribbean. I didn’t know anyone, but I just went and did it. The jobs were quite average, but I felt like I was going to study French at university.

				Carley: What kind of work was it?

				Francesca: Just working in a fashion boutique. And so, I’d hang out and talk to everyone who came in. And then the second year there I helped launch a Greek bar-restaurant. I was a terrible waitress. I dropped all the glasses. I literally would go around with lots of trays and drop them all. But for some reason, they kept me. That really wasn’t my calling, but it was cool to be in the Caribbean islands. I was doing that while all of my friends were at university. I never did university. And part of me really regrets it because they all had so much fun there. They probably didn’t learn that much, but they had a lot of fun. I kind of feel like I missed out on that experience. But if I had gone, then I probably wouldn’t be where I am now, because it would have taken me down a different route.
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				Carley: You’d probably be working at an office in London somewhere.

				Francesca: Ah, no way, no way, no way. I could never be in an office in London. The idea of being hemmed in isn’t ideal.
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				Carley: So, travel has always been really big for you?

				Francesca: Travel has always been really big. As soon as I did that job in the Caribbean, I kind of got the bug to just pack up and go and try new places. But I didn’t travel as much as I do now. In my twenties, I kind of floated around doing all sorts of jobs, not really feeling fulfilled, but just doing them because they paid the bills. I did a lot of kitchen work, cooking and things like that. And I worked in fashion wholesale, which was soul destroying. Our office was in a basement, but the boss was four floors up. She’d call me and say, “Francesca, can you come up here?” I’d run to the top of the building, and when I’d get there, she’d say, “Can you go and get me a cappuccino?” I would think, You could’ve just asked me on the phone. She was such a gal, but she was also a family friend. So I had to be careful about how I reacted. And I realized I absolutely hated it.

				Then I started my business in 2013, and that was when I found my groove and when I started traveling loads. For the first time, I was really enjoying what I was doing. And I kind of fell into it, not really realizing where it was taking me. But for the first time, it just felt right. It felt like I had finally found a good direction, in an industry that I wanted to be in because it offered a perfect mix of being creative and selling things. I’m good at selling things—I like selling things and talking to people.
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				Carley: So now you’ve come back full circle.
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				Francesca: Yeah. Full circle, living back on a farm with my husband, Alex. We don’t really know where we met, but it was in the haze of the university era at a party somewhere. We stayed friends for a very long time. And then we went on holiday together with other friends. One thing led to another, and we ended up being together. From there, things moved quite quickly, and we married within two years—because when you know, you know. And we had known each other for so long. There was none of that getting to know him and finding out if he was a good guy, because I already knew. And that’s kind of where we are now.
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				“Having spent my adolescent years not really knowing where I was going to be or what I was going to do, that was a bit of a trial, because that was me not knowing what I wanted out of life and feeling really unsettled.”
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				Carley: With two babies on the way!
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				Francesca: With two babies on the way! So yeah, it almost feels like my story is just starting. It’s been amazing fun, but I’ve been a bit unsettled and wishy-washy up until now. And I feel like now it will all start.
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				Carley: You have a foundation.

			

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				Francesca: Yep, exactly.
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				If you had one pivotal point that changed the direction of your life, what would that be?

				Francesca: It may sound like a cliché, but a really important moment in my life was one of my first trips to India, where I was introduced to beautiful and bold uses of color. There were no rules, and everything seemed to go harmoniously. It was also where I founded my business. I was on the hunt for a rug for my own home when I stumbled across this teeny tiny little shop that had rugs stacked up floor to ceiling. I was in there for hours and hours and hours, chatting to the guy who owns the shop, who I still work with today. And after copious amounts of chai tea, I decided to buy ten rugs, take them home with me, and just see what happened—because I had never really seen rugs like that before. When I got home, I sold them all within a week.

				It’s then I realized, Ah, I’m onto something here. So, I went back to India to start developing my own designs and my own colors, and that’s how it all started. Up until then, I was a little bit lost with what to do with my life, struggling to feel settled. I spent years floating around and never fully finding my feet. Everything I was doing kind of felt temporary up until that point.

				I’m very lucky now to travel with work. And even though sometimes it feels like I’m here, there, and everywhere, I’ve never felt more grounded and secure in what I’m doing, because it all just clicks, and it feels right, which is why India was a big pivotal point for me in starting my business, because that’s when I finally found something I could stick with. It’s been almost ten years now, the longest I’ve ever kept a job.

				Carley: Same. I love it.

				How are your trials and victories represented in your home?

				Carley: You were saying that you were a bit lost, but you don’t feel lost here. And so, a trial in your life back then was trying to figure out your purpose, what you were supposed to do. What was your passion? Who were you going to marry? And now, having a home come full circle to a place that you love, a place of security, seems like a real victory.

				Francesca: That’s exactly it. Being surrounded by beautiful textiles that are so representative of me, is a victory. I love being surrounded by, as Alex would say, “pretty things.” It sounds really superficial, but I do love being surrounded by the pretty things in life. It’s a victory because it’s all from my business, where I found myself a bit more.

				Having spent my adolescent years not really knowing where I was going to be or what I was going to do, that was a bit of a trial, because that was me not knowing what I wanted out of life and feeling really unsettled.

				And then I got to come full circle, marrying a farmer, moving back to the farm, being super happy and secure in my home. That’s the victory: suddenly having found my feet, feeling really settled, feeling really comfortable and secure and happy.

				Carley: What do you think was the largest trial of your life? Or maybe your biggest trial is yet to come, with your twins on the way?

				Francesca: Yeah. That might be a lot of trial and victory. The next few months are going to be the biggest trial. The next couple of years will be the hardest, but they will also be the most rewarding. There will be emotions I’ve never felt before—just a totally new chapter.

				What does freedom mean in the setting of your home?

				Francesca: I do think that self-expression in a home is incredibly important. Being able to walk into a home and get quite a good feeling for what someone is about—just by walking into their home and hanging out in their room—is really special.

				Carley: And having the freedom of knowing the place isn’t going anywhere.

				Francesca: This place isn’t going anywhere. This is our home. This is where we feel safe and secure, and able to be exactly who we are. Home is where barriers get taken down and you’re just you. You’re not trying to be something someone else wants you to be. You’re just able to be totally and completely you.

				Carley: And that’s what is sacred about your home?

				Francesca: Exactly.

				Where is your sacred space in your home, the place you find the most peace?

				Francesca: Well, I’m in it right now, in our sitting room, on the sofa. I don’t have a cup of tea right now, but normally I sit in here with a cup of tea, with the dogs and with Alex, with the fireplace roaring, and a candle lit. We don’t have a TV in here, so we like just being.

				What does your personal meditation or quiet time in your home look like? How do you get away from the worries of the world?

				Francesca: Mine would be very similar to my sacred little space in my home. It’s always with a cup of tea while sitting here. I love this room. I love being here. I make a cup of tea, light a fire, and light a candle.

				Carley: I love it. There’s a ritual.

				Francesca: Yeah, I make sure it’s cozy and the lighting is just right. Another thing I do is take the dogs for a walk. I walk in the woods, walk in the fields with the two ratbags, and leave the phone behind. That’s a really good meditation for me.
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				If there is one part of your story that you think would set another free, what is it?

				Francesca: Perhaps the fact that I’m thirty-three years old. I’m not young, and I feel like my story is only just beginning. Maybe that can resonate with other people. You don’t need a big story. You can look forward to the story that’s about to unfold.
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				“And then I got to come full circle, marrying a farmer, moving back to the farm, being super happy and secure in my home. That’s the victory: suddenly having found my feet, feeling really settled, feeling really comfortable and secure and happy.”
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			EDDIE ROSS
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			Wayne, Pennsylvania

			
			I have never laughed so hard in my life than during my time with Eddie and his partner, Jaithan. Their beautiful historic home is situated in Wayne, Pennsylvania, just outside of Philadelphia. Eddie is a style icon, having worked with some of the biggest names in the design industry, while paving his own way with his unique talents. Eddie and Jaithan own and operate Maximalist Studios, a place where creatives can bring their visions to life. Eddie tastefully incorporates traditional elements, eclectic charm, and unexpected objects into his home to create a chic, masculine space. Eddie and Jaithan both have an essence about them that makes me feel at home, accepted, and like I’ve been a close friend of theirs for years. Their home is peaceful and a true reflection of who they are: kind, generous, and full of life. As light poured into their kitchen, I casually snapped pictures of their morning routine, while they were laughing and dancing. We told stories of our childhoods and talked about what true faith looks like. As we sat in their sunroom near the end of my visit, they asked, “Do you have to leave?” Honestly, friends, this is what it’s all about. I felt so at home, so myself, that I didn’t want to leave. That is truly a sacred space.

			
				Your story…Go!

				Eddie: My grandparents built a house on a property in Greenwich, Connecticut, that they received as a wedding present from my grandfather’s parents. When my parents got married, they bought the house from my grandparents, then built an in-law apartment, so we all lived together. My parents had built-in babysitters, with my grandparents there. I have three brothers, so it was kind of crazy, too.
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				“I always did well in all my art classes and cooking classes and creative spaces like that, but if you ask me to spell something, you’d be out of luck.”

				
				My grandmother had great taste, which may be where I got mine from. My mother’s taste was lost somewhere, but she has a good heart and she’s a good cook. I always did well in all my art classes and cooking classes and creative spaces like that, but if you ask me to spell something, you’d be out of luck.
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				In high school, I started working for a caterer, often servicing clients in their fancy Greenwich homes. I didn’t really have a lot of friends in school. I was kind of like a little dork and super pudgy. So working and being creative is where I found my safe place.

				When I started working for the catering company, I was going into all these beautiful homes as a server, wearing my fancy penguin suit, and seeing all these different styles and thinking, Oh my God, one day I want to live like this. That’s how I got the decorating bug.

				And so I went to culinary school after that, got my first apartment, and realized, “Oh my gosh, I can’t afford to live like these people I see.” So that’s when the thrifting and getting-really-scrappy-without-it-looking-scrappy came into play. I think that’s been my whole thing, from entertaining to decorating, to where we are now: save and splurge on how to achieve a look that’s eclectic, affordable, and what makes Jaithan and me feel comfortable where we are. Jaithan grew up in a completely different way. He was the son of two doctors who belonged to the clubs, who went on fancy vacations, whose mother had an interior designer—all of it.
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				Carley: It’s like a juxtaposition.

				Eddie: It’s a total juxtaposition of two worlds coming together.

				Carley: You said earlier that you found yourself within work.

				Eddie: Yes. And I always had older friends because when I was working, everyone treated me like there was nothing ever wrong with me, since I was different from most kids. I was always treated like I was almost even better, more talented than everyone else, because my coworkers and clients were like, “Wait, how are you sixteen and you know how to do this?” I would say, “Well, I read Martha Stewart Living and I watch Martha Stewart and I love Martha Stewart, and one day I’m going to work for her.”

				Carley: And then you did work with Martha.

				Eddie: Yes, I did.

				Carley: You’ve had an incredible career. I look around your house, and I see how the knowledge that you’ve gained from your life experience is so invested in your home.
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				Eddie: It is. And I also think one of the most challenging and most educational experiences I had was when I was renting a home, because when you’re renting, it’s not yours, but you want it to be yours, and so you have to find ways to make it yours without making any permanent changes.

				This house you see here is ours and we can do anything we want to it. But the renovation of this house almost broke us in so many ways. It almost broke us financially, mentally, and it almost broke our relationship, especially because we work together and live together. We were renovating a house in a place where we didn’t know many people, while simultaneously building a business.

				And it was one of the most challenging things, especially when working with architects who were trying to push their design and their style—like wanting to take a 1923 center-hall colonial and turn it into an open floor plan. We had to push back and say, “No!” So we found ourselves fighting with so many people over what we wanted for our house, asking ourselves, Why is this so hard?
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				But after it was all done, we could look around and breathe and still see all the things we loved. And now we have this space where it is like our own refuge/retreat.

				Carley: It feels that way.

				Eddie: That’s what the whole goal was, and why we did this house in a neutral palette. But I also wanted it to be timeless; that’s what I think the key was.

				Carley: You accomplished it.

				Eddie: You know what I will say? Going from being “Eddie, the senior decorating editor at Martha Stewart Living” or “Eddie, the East Coast editor at Better Homes and Gardens” to having no title at all and feeling lost was a huge hit to my identity. After all of that success in my career and then going to nothing, I remember thinking, What will be next for me? But now, having this house and our company, Maximalist Studios, and flourishing in areas I never thought I would, is truly a dream come true.

				If you had one pivotal point that changed the direction of your life, what would that be?

				Eddie: It was when I went to culinary school and I found myself hating my life, hating cooking for work. I had enjoyed cooking, then suddenly, when it was full-time, it wasn’t enjoyable anymore. I loved decorating and going to flea markets and stuff like that, and people would say, “Well, you’re not a decorator. How are you going to do that?” And I would say, “I don’t know, but I’m going to figure it out.” Then one day, I was fired from Martha Stewart’s TV and food department, and I took a job at Food Network, where I was hired ironically as an associate design director, which was so great. I was living in Greenwich at that time, and I was renting this little guest house cottage. My friend Hannah’s sister-in-law was a decorating editor for a magazine called Classic American Homes. She came over one day and saw my cottage—how I decorated it—and said, “Have you ever thought of decorating editing for work?”

				I said, “Well, yeah, I love that.” And she said, “I know you have all this experience, but you’d be starting off as an assistant.” And I said, “That’s fine.” So while I was still working at Food Network I took my first styling job, styling and decorating for Classic American Homes. You know, I faked it till I made it. I’ll never forget.

				When I quit my job at Food Network, 9/11 happened right after, and I couldn’t get another job anywhere. I was like, “Oh my God, what did I do?” I had a car payment, and I had my rent to pay. But that was a pivotal point when I realized I needed to work in design.

				Shortly after, I started doing window designs for a store in Westport, Connecticut. My first styling credit in a magazine happened shortly afterward, and that’s when my career in design sort of took off.
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				Carley: How did your family respond to you going off and working in a creative field
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