
Drab to Fab
A family’s kitchen disaster provides  

an opportunity for a new look—and a 
lighter outlook on life—thanks  

to an unexpected color. 
by denise gee | photos kim cornelison  

styling by char hatch langos

The room’s gray built-
ins draw the eye away 
from one of the 
homeowner’s least 
favorite elements: the 
fireplace, painted the 
same color as the 
walls so it’s less of a 
focal point.  
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T here aren’t many upsides to a kitchen fire. But after 
dealing with one a couple of years ago, a young 
Houston family is now grateful for three things: 
No one was hurt, nothing of real value lost, and in 
hindsight, the slate had been wiped clean, helping them 

see how they really wanted to live.
To do just that, the family turned to friend and designer Sally 

Wheat, who already had been lending advice on how to freshen 
their 1980s home’s design. First up would be transforming the 
partially damaged kitchen into a polished environ. “They wanted a 
brighter space but didn’t want a white kitchen,” Wheat says.

Equally important was to have both the kitchen and the adja-
cent family room “bring some peace” to the family of five’s hectic 
life. “They wanted the open space to be calming, but they didn’t 
want it to take itself too seriously,” Wheat says. 

White bookcases, this 
photo, look elegant 
when painted a rich 
gray. The repetition of 
natural elements make 
the room feel cohesive.
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To do that, Wheat suggested the last color they would have 
imagined: Gray. Gray? After a fire? “That wasn’t an easy sell,” 
she admits. “But once they saw how soft it could be, how it wears 
well—especially for an active family—they loved it.”

Working with the prexisting structures, Wheat used a darker 
shade of gray on the island with a new crown of Carrara marble, 
and lighter gray on cabinets capped with concrete countertops.

In the adjoining family room, Wheat duplicated the deep gray 
of the island with the built-in bookcases flanking the mantel—a 
move that connected the space visually with the kitchen and 
helped downplay the fireplace, which the family didn’t like.

Wheat also influenced them to add touches of shimmer—via 
glass and mirrors—for some glamor. “Done in an understated way, 
with durable materials kept out of reach of little hands, it works,” 
Wheat says. “And the nice thing is, they’ve found their peace.”
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The upholstered sofa, 
outfitted in a flax-
colored linen and 
simple and classic in 
shape, helps designate 
the seating area while 
maintaining the open 
floor plan.

To show a pop of 
personality, Wheat 
recoverd a pair of 
existing armchairs in a 
durable eggplant-
colored linen with a 
flirty skirt.



The family’s dark 
French-style dining 
table took on a fresh 
look after being 
stripped and bleached.
To make it interesting, 
Wheat added some 
clear chairs for a 
modern twist and old-
style lanterns for more 
European flair.
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“They wanted a brighter space 
     but didn’t want a white kitchen.”
                                         Sally Wheat



Neutral Gear
“Gray is a color that doesn’t scream color,” says Houston 
designer Sally Wheat. “It adds depth without being too 
distracting, which is why it’s one of my favorite neutral 
colors.” Deep bisques and cool tans follow suit and all have a 
timeless look. Here are her decorating tricks that erase any 
notion of dull neutrals.

resources 
SOME PRODUCTS SHOWN 
EDITORIALLY IN BETTER HOMES 
AND GARDENS!® MAGAZINE CAN 
BE OBTAINED LOCALLY. FOR 
MORE INFORMATION OR DEALER 
LOCATIONS, CONTACT 
MANUFACTURERS LISTED. 
Interior design: Sally Wheat 
Interiors, Houston (sallywheatint-
eriors.com or 713/269-1554). 
Family room: Wall paint, 
Martin Senour “Linen Weave” 
(discontinued), lightened by 
50 percent; bookcase paint, 
Martin Senour “Baby Hippo” 
1109-c (martinsenour.com or 
800/677-5270); sea grass rug, 
Rugs by Alan (rugsbyalan.com or 
832/661-0528; armchairs covered 
in Pindler & Pindler linen fabric 
(pindler.com or 805/531-9090) 
with Kravet ikat fabric for pillows 
(kravet.com or 800/645-9068); 
handcrafted wood and iron coffee 
table, Round Top Antiques Shows, 
Round Top, Texas (roundtop.com 
for overview); ottoman covered 
with Tibetan lamb hair, Sally 
Wheat Interiors (see above); glass 
sculpture on coffee table, Indulge 
Décor, 2903 Saint St., Houston 
(indulgedecor.com or 713/888-
0181); antique wine bottle lamp 
from Boxwood Interiors, 3833 
Dunlavy St., Houston (boxwood-
houston.com or 713/528-1501); 
iron accent table, Tara Shaw via 
Sally Wheat Interiors (see above); 
custom sofa made by Hien Lam 
Upholstery (hienlamupholstery.
com, 713/523-3416) covered 
with Lee Jofa linen (leejofa.com, 
800/453-3563). 
Kitchen: Island paint, Martin 
Senour “Baby Hippo,” cabinetry 
paint Martin Senour “Column” 
(see above); concrete coun-
tertops, Gunnells Concrete 
Designs, (gunnelsconcrete or 
713/927-4447); Louis Ghost 
chairs, Kuhl-Linscomb, 2424 
W. Alabama, Houston (kuhl-
linscomb.com or 713/516-6000); 
cabinet pulls, Restoration 
Hardware (restorationhardware.
com or 800/910-9836); reproduc-
tion pendant lanterns, M. Naeve 
Antiques & Uncommon Luxuries, 
1926 Bissonnet, Houston (mnaeve.
com or 713/524-0990); painted 
sculptural deer head, The Fabu-
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The kitchen’s old brick 
flooring, this photo, 
used to be tired and 
dated. Now, the two-
shaded gray cabinets 
help the brick stand 
out, while the 
backsplash window, 
above, brings in some 
extra light.


