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TO F.

(Illustration Credit col3.1)

I’ve always believed your home should tell your story. That pine table over there? I
found it in a shop just outside of Mexico City. The sun was beating down and I was a
little hungry, but I saw it and I knew I wanted to look at it every day. Those cu
links? They belonged to somebody I loved; we picked them out on one of the most
perfect days we ever spent together. That tortoise shell on the wall? There was one
exactly like it in my mother’s house and I can’t see it without thinking about a
thousand inedible family dinners. Each object tells a story and each story connects
us to one another and to the world. The truth is, things matter. They have to.
They’re what we live with and touch each and every day. They represent what
we’ve seen, who we’ve loved, and where we hope to go next. They remind us of the
good times and the rough patches, and everything in between that’s made us who we
are.
—NATE
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O

ver the years I’ve read lots of stories about people who knew exactly who and wha
they were going to be by the time they were done teething. In fact, I envy anybody wh
can make their way through childhood and adolescence with that level of con dence. In an
case, it did become clear early on that I was a creative person, but when you’re a kid growin
up in suburban Minneapolis, it’s hard to imagine that you’ll be starting your own design rm
at the age of 22, let alone joining the Oprah Winfrey team, ying all over the country doin
makeovers, writing books, producing lms, hosting your own TV show, and developing
home design collection that’s accessible to everyone. I don’t know where you were in junio
high, but I was way too busy praying for clear skin and debating whether Madonna wa
really better than Cyndi Lauper to worry about the big picture.
I did know I felt out of place, and restless, and adventurous in a way that some of m
friends did not, and I knew there were things I wanted to see and do and experience in m
life that most of the people around me could take or leave. I always sort of sensed there wa
a wider world out there—something beyond just taking the bus to and from Hebrew school.

My mother in the lap of my grandmother: two generations of great style (Illustration Credit 1.2)

I may have resisted acknowledging it throughout my teenage years, but I now understan
that the joy I take in transforming interiors comes from my mom, an interior designer, wh
has always been about creating a beautiful home. Rooms in our house were in perpetu
motion. Fabric samples were laid out everywhere. Overnight a storeroom would become
spare bedroom; a spare bedroom, a TV watching den; a den, a spot for wrapping presents.
my mother wanted to hang a huge canvas in the living room, but couldn’t nd a painting sh
could afford, or one she loved enough, she would just paint something herself.
My mother had, and has to this day, an unbelievable sense of scale. She’s an artist who
amazingly skilled at laying out a space. Not only are her rooms comfortable; they mak
perfect sense. Thanks to her, my earliest memories center around design, collecting, an
guring out where everything should go. While other kids were studying algebra, I wa
studying my mom’s collection of tortoise glass. Instead of watching The Love Boat, I wa
watching as she pounded hooks into the living room wall, or helping to stu a newl
reupholstered chair into the trunk of her car.
But it wasn’t only my mother. For my dad, an entrepreneur and businessman, everythin
had to be the best, the nest, the top of the line. His shirts and suits back in the 1980s wer
all custom-made and immaculately tailored. His shoes were Italian, his cars were hot. As
founder of the National Sports Collectors Convention, he was able to bring his business sens
in line with his collector’s mentality, a nostalgist’s love for old, high-quality things.
remember him saying to me, “You have to dress well in this world, because everyone notice
what you’re wearing and they make a decision about you immediately. And anything you sa
after that, well, if they’re smart, people will listen, even if they’ve already sized you up—bu
Nate, most people are not that smart.”
With parents like these, it was hard not to absorb a love of design, harmony, precision
quality, and beauty. Their lessons lasted—their marriage did not.
My parents split up when I was 2 years old. We were living in Los Angeles at the time, an
after the divorce, my mother and I returned to Minnesota, where her parents lived, an

where she eventually met and married my stepfather. Throughout my childhood, I would
back to California to visit my dad. I was what the airlines called an “unaccompanied minor
Over time I developed such precocious assurance that when the ight crew told me the
could release me only to a parent or guardian, I would answer with all the breeziness of a 6
year-old kid, “It’s okay, my father is meeting me downstairs. I know what to do.” And the
I’d go down the escalator, nd my suitcase on the carousel, head outside the terminal, a
down my dad (or the driver he’d sometimes send), and that was all there was to it. Today
when I tell this to friends with young children, their jaws drop and they all say how fortunat
I am that my face never graced the side of a milk carton. But hopping on a plane to see m
father was the only thing I’d ever really known and it felt perfectly natural to me. I was
capable kid and I think the experience taught me to navigate the world with a degree o
independence and flexibility and fearlessness that still serves me well.

Mom and Dad, California, 1970 (Illustration Credit 1.3)

Back home in Minnesota, though, I was a boy with one dream and one dream only:
wanted—no, strike that, I was desperate for—a room of my own. You see, in those days
shared a room with my little brother, Jesse, and it wasn’t pretty. He was the Oscar to m
Felix: messy, careless, and just a little bit sticky—exactly the way a kindergartner is suppose
to be. I, on the other hand, was a triple Virgo: frighteningly organized and utterly meticulou
—exactly the way a controlling 5th-grade neat freak is supposed to be. I wanted the laundr
stacked, sorted, and put away the second it came out of the dryer, whereas my brother live
happily with stu tossed all over the place. The only LEGO-free zone I was able to maintai
was my bed, and believe me, I made it awlessly. Even as a 10-year-old, I remember tryin
to explain to my mother and stepfather how upset and frustrated a messy room made me. Bu
they just couldn’t grasp it. They wanted me to be playing with baseballs and frogs while
wanted to be scouring garage sales.

Mom and me, Minneapolis Airport on the way to boarding school (Illustration Credit 1.4)

I don’t know if my mother simply got fed up with refereeing the epic battles between Jess
and me or if it was starting to dawn on her that I just wasn’t a baseball-and-frog kind of guy
which is what I’d told her when she signed me up for T-ball. Actually, I believe the exa
quote was, “I don’t like direct sunlight, I don’t like the feeling of grass under my feet, and
don’t like mosquitos, so I don’t know why you think I’m going to enjoy a summer of this
But my parents more than made up for it in the fall, giving me the greatest present I could’v
ever imagined for my 13th birthday. Forget the savings bonds, fountain pens, and Kiddus
cup that most Bar Mitzvah boys receive, my mother and stepfather announced that the
would be allowing me to renovate an unfinished section of the basement—concrete floors an
no drywall—and turn it into my own bedroom.
Moving into a space that I could call mine and, even better, watching it gradually tak
shape was a major turning point for me. I was involved in every single design decision. Th
rest of our house may have been done in French Country, but my bedroom was going to b
grays, blacks, and reds—a subterranean oasis of the urban ’80s in the dead-center of suburba
Minnesota. During class, I sat staring at the clock, waiting for the afternoon bell to ring. Mo
kids race home to play video games or kick a soccer ball; I ran all the way from the bus sto
to see if my countertops had come in, or if the guys had installed the bathroom sink yet. In
matter of months, my bedroom had gray carpet with darker gray pin dots, built-in oa
furniture with satin-nickel pulls, gray laminate countertops, pale gray grass-cloth wa
covering, and a gray laminate bed with red-and-white bedding. The bathroom was white til
with gray countertops and oak cabinets with a clear stain. You know, just your basic 13-yea
old kid’s space circa 1984.

Jesse, Marni, and me

Dan, Steve, and Bob (Illustration Credit 1.6)

Without having this design laboratory of my own, I seriously doubt I would ever have ha
the con dence so many years later to make sweeping design decisions (let alone have othe
people foot the bill for them). Over the next few years, I must have rearranged that room
thousand times. Some kids spent their allowance going to see Indiana Jones and the Temple
Doom; I spent mine on a great-looking lamp I’d found at the ea market and a ceramic bow
from a neighborhood garage sale. Friends who came for sleepovers had no idea what the
were in for. I would get a thought in my head about where I wanted my bed to go or I
become xated on gluing something to the ceiling, and we’d get to work—sometimes fo
hours.
I couldn’t leave that bedroom alone. I reorganized. I reinterpreted. I reframed. I had thre
bookshelves and my idea of a really good time was to remove all the dust covers from m
books, then put them back on, just to see how they looked. Even more thrilling, my bedroom
connected to the small storage room where my stepfather kept his tools. I’d get an idea, lik
maybe, hanging a canopy over my bed, and before you could say “popcorn ceiling,” I’d be u
on a stepladder with a sheet, a staple gun, and a pocketful of thumbtacks. The vast majorit
of my teen years was spent trying to make that sheet hang from the ceiling, all the whi
thinking, There’s got to be a way to do this. Just as I would do sixteen years later on The Opra

Winfrey Show, I’d prepare my own “reveal” moments, dragging my barely patient mother int
the basement and inging open the door to show how new and improved the place looke
with the bed in this corner and the bookshelves in that corner. Sometimes she was kin
enough to shriek, “Oh my God!” but as a designer, she also had the wherewithal to call
spade a spade and say, “That doesn’t work for me at all.”
Does this sound a little odd to you? I guess maybe it was. But back in the early 1980s,
didn’t know anybody who wasn’t kind of quirky. Wham! and The Cure were in. So wa
androgyny and eyeliner. Our city was the mall, transportation was a skateboard plastered i
neon stickers, the accessories of choice were uorescent rubber bracelets worn a dozen at
time. My friend Ronnie was obsessed with collecting watches. Another friend lived for GUES
jeans and carving his hair into a mohawk. Some turned Synchronicity T-shirts into their dail
uniform, while others devoted their every waking moment to following the Minnesot
Vikings pre-season. My obsession was that 14 × 14 room in our basement—the one part o
my life that could actually look the way I decided it should look, the one place that coul
change and grow and reveal and conceal, according to my mood. It was where I could mo
be myself as I attempted to figure out who exactly that was. And though I couldn’t have put
into words at the age of 13, playing around with stu and receiving a concrete visual rewar
at the end is a big part of what design has always been for me.

THE STUFF I LOVED PLAYING WITH THEN IS THE STUFF I
STILL LOVE TO PLAY WITH.

The stu I loved playing with then is the stu I still love to play with, and it came from
prowling ea markets and yard sales and auctions and antique shops in the little communitie
surrounding my hometown. My mother watched me save my allowance and spend it on th
things that mattered to me, listening to me say over and over again, “I really want that fo
my room,” as I stood there waiting for the person in the antiques place to return with the ke
that opened the cabinet that held whatever treasure I was lusting after. What can I say? I’m
sucker for the hunt, that eureka moment when you nd something amazing at a good pric
that can potentially transform the entire spirit of a room. The more overstu ed an
overloaded and junky and trinket- lled a shop was, the more my heart started pounding, an
that feeling hasn’t quit or grown old since 7th grade.
My design (and real-life) world expanded when I turned 17 and my parents sent me t
boarding school in Massachusetts. They were worried I was heading down the wrong path
and thought that a change of scenery might be useful. Like many small communities, ou
suburb could be neatly divided into two parts, with the upper-middle-class Jewish families o
one side, and the bowling alleys and fast food chains on the other. I frequently gravitated t
the other side of town, which was a fantastic breeding ground for antiques stores an
pawnshops.

Cushing Academy, Ashburnham, Massachusetts, 1990 (Illustration Credit 1.7)

Most of my friends got cars when they turned 16 and used those cars to go to parties wher
we’d drink beer and listen to music turned up way too loud and smoke pot. It was the ’80
and it was the suburbs and there really wasn’t much else to do. But it turns out that you ca
spend only so much time watching your buddy wash his Mustang before you start feeling lik
you’re trapped in a John Hughes movie. The truth is, I was bored out of my mind.
I was also in debt. The department store where I worked after school gave me a stor
credit card, but neglected to give me a lecture on restraint, so like any 9th grader worth h
salt, I immediately began charging everything credit could buy, which included a big chunk o
the men’s department. On top of that, I was using my stepfather’s gas card not just to ll u
my own car, but the cars of all my friends. Unleaded gas, on the house! “Why does Nate hav
to have that fancy watch?” my stepfather would ask. “Why does he have to wear thos
expensive shoes?” He thought my value system was way out of whack, and you kno
something? He was absolutely right.
Boarding school may be considered home-away-from-home-for-th
maladjusted in some circles, but I genuinely loved the entir
experience. Plus, my mother’s family was from the East Coast, an
being at Cushing Academy gave me a chance to explore that part of th
world. At rst I didn’t get it. Why did everyone dress in such a
expensively sloppy way? Why did the school make us wear a coat an
tie for dinner one day a week? What was the architecture all about
How come nothing looked shiny and new? Why did my cousins, wh
lived in a leafy suburb outside of Boston, have those old plates out o
display? What was with all the needlepoint pillows and the American antiques? And the re
question: What was wrong with me that I showed up on campus with gel in my hair, only t
be greeted by a student body out tted head-to-toe in L.L. Bean? Within a week, you couldn
tell me apart from them. (I still think of that time as my Duck Shoe period.)
At Cushing I fell in love with New England. My favorite times were Fall Free weekend
when I visited classmates who lived in Boston and Cambridge and New York City. And
began my fascination with France, thanks to my glamorous French teacher, Sheryl Storm

who had cool earrings, wore her bangs at a very chic angle, and rocked a designer scarf ove
her shoulder. Here we were, sitting in a classroom at the base of a mountain in wester
Massachusetts, but believing that we were in the heart of Paris. Ms. Storm made us feel wha
it would actually be like to wander into a French bakery and order a croissant and citro
presse. There’s a word she taught us, debrouiller, which means “to manage” or “to get by.” Sh
said that she didn’t want us merely to get by, she wanted to see us go to France and be ab
to “express our personalities.” Years later, I sent her a Louis Vuitton bag, with a note sayin
how much it reminded me of her, and she sent me back one of the most beautiful letters I’v
ever received.
Anyway, something about that sensibility must have stuck, because when I began going t
Lake Forest College outside of Chicago, I remember an overpowering need for Ralph Laure
sheets on my dorm bed. My mother told me I was being ridiculous but I was so determined,
ended up scoring those sheets on sale at T.J. Maxx. I’ll go out on a limb here and venture
guess that I was one of the few freshmen who showed up for school with picture frames an
decorative boxes in a hunt theme, too.
When I was a freshman in college I came out to my family and friends. My stepfather wa
actually the one who rst brought the topic up with me. At the start of the summer, it turne
out, he’d found a letter from a guy I was dating at the time. But he didn’t mention what he
read until late August, as he was driving me to the airport for the ight back to Chicago. H
told me he knew I was gay, but that he was not going to tell my mother—that was up to m
Then he said something that I still think is kind of remarkable. “The reason I didn’t talk t
you about any of this at the beginning of the summer, Nate,” he said, “is because I wante
you to see that the fact I know you’re gay would never make me treat you any differently.”

Steve, me, Dan, Bob, and our father, Bob’s wedding, 2004, Newport Beach, California (Illustration Credit 1.9)

He went on to tell me that in many ways, he was relieved. Whatever con icts he’
observed in me as a kid, whatever had driven me to become who I was, nally made sense t
him. “It’s been hard for me to be a stepparent to you,” he said, “because frankly, I’ve found

hard to relate to you.” My references, my interests, my obsessions, practically none of
made sense to him. And now it did.
I waited until I came home for Thanksgiving two months later to tell my mother. She wa
extremely supportive. I should add, too, that she was surprised by the news; frankly, I don
think she had ever broken stride long enough to consider if her design-obsessed son might b
gay. She told me whoever I was, she loved me regardless, but that she needed to take som
time to surrender—and, I imagine, grieve the loss of a fantasy that probably every mothe
has about her son or daughter. You have to keep in mind that in 1992 the world functione
under a strict don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy. Marriage, raising children, genuine equality—thes
concepts weren’t even a remote possibility for openly gay men or women. This meant tha
my mother had to let go of the idea of the life she had always envisioned for me. She wa
also afraid of telling her own parents, who, as it turned out, were incredibly wonderful an
unconditionally loving and, above all, wise when they found out. “You’re very lucky,” m
grandmother said to her. “Don’t you see? Nate is telling you this because he wants to kee
you in his life.”
My father had a harder time. This was a guy who had worked in and around sports fo
many years, a world that still doesn’t have many gay people in it, at least not many who ar
open about it. And Orange County, California, where he lived after marrying my stepmothe
and having three more sons, isn’t exactly famous for its liberal Democratic base. “I don
understand,” my dad said to me. “You’re an attractive guy. You can probably go out with an
woman you want. This just makes no sense to me. Why have you done this? Why have yo
chosen this life?”
“You don’t understand,” I said. “It wasn’t a choice.”
For a few years, that was as far as we got. I still saw my father and showed up for famil
events. I didn’t unplug is the point I’m trying to make, but whenever I went to visit, o
vacations at the end of the year or in the summer, no one asked any questions about m
personal life. My brothers had no idea, either, as my father and stepmother made me promis
not to discuss it with them. The tension was tangible. We were reduced to awkward
super cial conversations, until I couldn’t take it anymore. It was no re ection on them, I tol
my dad and stepmother, but I had to tell my brothers, if for no other reason than to explai
why whenever they asked me if I was going out with anybody, and if so, whether the woma
and I were serious, that, actually, I was dating—just not women. My siblings were okay wit
it, but you have to remember we all came from a fairly sheltered upbringing, and it wasn
until they were older, and got out into the world, where they met other gay people, that it a
fell into place for them. Today, I’m happy to say that our whole family is really, really clos
And, of course, maybe it goes without saying that not a single one of them will make
serious design decision—or even buy a side table—without first asking me to weigh in.
The topic jelled for my father during a business trip he took to Chicago when I was 2
years old. I’d been running my own design rm for three years. I invited my boyfriend t
have dinner with my father and me at a restaurant downtown. It all went okay, but as usua
a lot was left unsaid. I drove my dad to the airport at the end of his trip, and when the igh
was delayed, we went across the street to a hotel bar and ordered a couple of drinks.
The conversation was painful at rst, but I’d had enough small talk to last a lifetime. M
dad let me know that he and my stepmother lived in perpetual fear that someday the phon

would ring and the news wouldn’t be good—that they’d hear I had done something to mysel
hurt myself in some way. “Why would you ever think that?” I asked. “Because,” my da
explained, “the life you’ve chosen for yourself is difficult, and empty, and worrisome, and—
I looked him in the eye and told him I was going to explain things to him one time, an
that I really needed him to hear what I was about to say, and that if, when I was nished, h
didn’t believe me, that was all right, too. “Do you respect me as your eldest son?” I asked. H
did, he told me. “Do you think I’m smart?” He did. “Do you think I’m competent?” He tol
me he did.
I went on: He knew how I was raised, that we had sat together at the dinner table, that
had absorbed what he’d taught me, that he’d seen up-close how I operated both in th
business world and in the world in general, and so far, did he respect what he saw? Yes, h
said, he did.
“So, Dad, I’m going to tell you something now, and it is the one thing that will determin
whether we have a true relationship or we have next to nothing: I did not choose to be gay
I said. “Why would I choose something that would make my life more di cult? We live in
world that treats homosexuals as second-class citizens, where the laws are stacked against u
where people disapprove of us. Look at me! I didn’t choose to be ve-eight. If I had an
choice in the matter, I would have chosen to be six-one. Let’s be honest: Moses couldn’t pa
my hair. Do you really think this is the hair I’d have come up with if it were up to me? I n
it completely without logic that you believe I have chosen my sexual orientation.”
My father sipped his drink for a while, and said at last, “I’ve never really thought about
that way.” Then, “That makes sense. I believe you entirely.”
“Okay,” I said, “then we’re good.” And from that moment on, we’ve continued to be good
to connect.

Paris, 1991 (Illustration Credit 1.10)

A few years later, I wrote a chapter for Crisis, an anthology devoted to helping teens com
out. I tried to drive home the point that as gay people, we carry with us the terrible fear tha
if we tell the world this single piece of information, that we’re gay, no one will love us. Wha
an awful thing to carry around. But I also wanted to make it clear that we have
responsibility to take care of the people we love, because after you share the truth of wh
you are, they have to go through their own process of accepting this information, an
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