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V   
intage. Pre-loved. 
Antique. There are any 
number of words you 
could use to describe 

a certain style of furniture, and 
expensive could usually apply 
too. We're talking about the 
standout pieces in any room,  
the ones that catch your eye  
and that you know, in your  
heart, you’re never going to  
pick up from Aisle 32, Location 
D in IKEA.

You could blame Pinterest, 
but the love for aged, well-worn 
and unique interiors shows no 
sign of abating, and finding the 
look on the shelves of Dubai’s 
multitude of multinational 
stores is not always easy. It’s a 
problem all too familiar to Brits 
Heather Rezek, 37, and Joanne 
Hughes, 41, who were so fed up 
with the identikit options filling 
their homes that they embarked 
on a self-taught crash course 
in furniture makeovers, turned 
their living rooms around and, 
in the process, unwittingly ended 
up with a burgeoning business 

A new 
lease 
of life
Fed up with your furnishings 
but don’t want to bin quality 
pieces? We meet the Dubai 
duo chalking up success by 
making over other people’s old 
or unwanted woodwork…
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RULE BRITANNIA
This once dated desk was given a 

bright and vibrant new look with 
striking blue chalk paint 



High praise
The blue/green oriental cabinet 

Jo and Heather recently created 

for a client achieved global 

notoriety when it was singled 

out online by the queen of chalk 

paint herself, Annie Sloane.
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helping the city’s residents 

reignite their love for their 
existing furniture.

“We started as hobbyists,” 
laughs Heather. “We were 
experimenting at home and 
then our friends started seeing 
our pieces. They would visit 
and say ‘this is amazing, are 
you selling it?’ So we thought, 
ok, let’s see if we can actually 
sell these pieces.”

The result is The Imperfect 
Parlour, a company borne out 
of a mutual love and passion 
for all things Annie Sloane 
(the high-end chalk paint the 
company uses exclusively) 
but which has tapped into a 
growing movement against 
today’s throwaway culture.

The Parlour’s business 

offering is three-fold: there’s 
a retail arm, custom painting 
of customer’s own pieces, and 
a furniture finding service. 
“Sometimes, we spot amazing 
pieces we just have to work 
on,” explains Heather, a mum-
of-two. “We give them a new 
look and then we sell them 
through Little Majlis or social 
media. But about 90 per cent 
of our business is actually the 
custom work. People send in 
quality furniture that they’ve 
maybe outgrown, or they want 
to redecorate but they have 
a piece that just doesn’t fit. 
We custom paint it, make it 

THE PARLOUR MAIDS
Jo and Heather's business 
was borne out of a mutual love 
for unique interiors
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over and give it back to them 
looking totally different. 

“And recently, we’ve found 
customers coming to us 
saying they need a dresser, a 
console table or a drawer unit 
for a particular room, but 
they can’t find what they’re 
looking for anywhere, so they 
ask us to source it. They give 

us their specifications and 
we’ll go out and look for it, 
buy it, paint it and deliver it 
back to them.”

It’s an aspect of the work 
that mum-of-three Jo relishes. 
“It’s about showing them how 
to see beyond what a piece 
looks like in the showroom. 
We always advise people to 

keep an open mind because, 
while often, the initial piece 
isn’t what they’d go for, we 
know it’ll work in the end.”

Both serious design 
enthusiasts, Jo and Heather 
have incredibly similar taste 
and work collaboratively on 
the pieces, choosing colours 
and finishes based not only 

on client preference and taste, 
but also on technical aspects 
such as the original finish on a 
piece of furniture and the type 
of oils, woods and varnishes 
used. And their approach has 
proved so popular, they’ve 
found themselves having to 
turn down overenthusiastic 
customers, including their 

1  Our dark-wood 
dresser no longer 

matches our room. Time 
for a makeover...

2  Jo and Heather start 
work with the first coat 

of off-white chalk paint.

3  Oil from the original 
finish seeps through, 

prompting remedial work.

4  The base layers are 
done, now it's time 

for some detailing.

5  The mirror's 
latticework is 

highlighted in a warm 
grey hue.

6  The grey is  
also used on  

the metalwork.
7  The end result, 'Francesca' the 

mirror and 'Pierre' the dresser! 

Before & After
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own friends. “One brought 
us the most beautiful bureau 
that I think she painted 
herself,” recalls Jo. “She was 
talking about redoing it but 
when I walk into her house, 
it’s always the first piece that 
catches my eye. When she 
asked me for a quote to paint it 
white, I said ‘don't go there!’”

In fact, so passionate are 
the pair about the pieces 
they work on, they’ve started 
naming them individually 
and, rather than discuss sales 
prices, they ask customers to 
pay a ‘rehoming fee’. Quirky 
and very personal it may be, 
but it’s also a business model 
that is reaping rewards, not 
only for Jo and Heather, but 
for the legions of customers 
managing to breathe new 
life into tired pieces without 

having to shell out for a whole 
room − or increase their 
carbon footprint by dumping 
perfectly useable furniture.

Could that move towards 
a greener, financially 
leaner society be behind 
the Parlour’s success? “I 
think there’s definitely 
more of a make do and 
mend attitude these days,” 
admits Heather. “People are 
paying more attention to 
their finances, and maybe 
there’s an environmental 
aspect with people trying 
not to be wasteful. Partly, 
it’s also because people want 
something completely unique. 
But I think that often, they 
do love that piece they bought 
after all. They just need help 
to remember why they felt 
that way in the first place.” 

Top tips
1Don’t worry 

about buying a 
matching set
Want to redo your dining 
room on a budget, but 
unable to find extra chairs 
to match the ones you 
have? Fear not, says Jo, 
there’s no need to start out 
with a perfect set. “None of 
my furniture matches! Our 
houses are full of pieces 
we’ve found on Dubizzle and 
made over. You can swap 
out one or two pieces, make 
over existing pieces and give 
your room a whole new look 
without replacing everything 
or starting from scratch.”

2 Don’t sweat the 
small stuff

Furniture will always get 
bumped eventually, but 
certain looks are more 
practical than others in a 
house full of rampaging 
pre-schoolers. “A lot of the 
pieces I’ve done for my 
own house I’ve gone for 
a shabbier style,” laughs 
Heather. “I love the look, but 
it also matters less if they get 
a bit scuffed!”

3Opt for quality 
over looks

Chalk paint, wax and 
the materials used are 
expensive, and the work can 
take the best part of a week, 
so refreshing a piece is about 
giving it a new lease of life 
rather than a cheap fix, says 
Heather. “Largely, the cost 
involved means it’s not really 
worth it for cheap chipboard 
or MDF furniture. The trend 
we’re seeing is more towards 
older, hardwood, solid, 
quality furniture.”

4Be bold
Popular they may be, 

but neutral, beach-washed 
colours are not the only ones 
you can achieve with chalk-
paint, stresses Heather. “If 
you’re brave enough, the 
really bold pieces, painted in 
blues and greens, can look 
amazing. A statement piece 
can completely change your 
whole room.”
For more information 
or to enquire about a 
furniture makeover, visit 
www.facebook.com/
theimperfectparlour.

BY THE SEA
This once 

heavy, dark-
stained cabinet 

was given a 
fresh, nautical 

look with the 
use of pale 

blue and grey 
hues, perfect 

for a beachside 
retreat


