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An inside look from an Airbnb host in South Lake Tahoe
Sleeping with
Strangers
By Kathryn Reed
Review by
Heather Gould
Airbnb has recently launched a new ad
campaign, “Made Possible by Hosts.” But what
exactly do Airbnb hosts make possible?
Honorary Tahoe local Kathryn “Kae” Reed tells
us in her forthcoming memoir, to be published
this fall, Sleeping with Strangers: An Airbnb
Host’s Life in Lake Tahoe and Mexico.
Among the things she provided as a host were
housekeeping, water (in a hot tub, for
showering, occasionally laundry and, in
Mexico, water to drink), concierge services and,
in one instance, amateur psychotherapy –on the
couch, literally. Reed first turned to Airbnb by
renting out a bedroom in her house in 2015. Her
12-year-relationship broke up and she needed a
way to cover her entire mortgage payment. “A
full-time roommate was a hard ‘no’ for so many
reasons. At least with Airbnb, I reasoned any
troublesome guests would have a check out
date,” she explains. This continued after she
eventually moved to Mexico and ended after
she returned to the States a few years ago.
Reed jump-starts her foray into the vacation
rental arena by booking her place in the name
of friends, then having them write a “review” of
their “stay” in her home. She rationalizes that

since these friends have actually been to her
home, just not as Airbnb guests, it didn’t
constitute dishonesty, or maybe just a little
white lie.
Her first real guests are a couple from the
Bay Area who are rarely there during their visit,
instead out and about exploring Tahoe. The first
guests she gets to know a bit are charming couple, though English is definitely not their first
language. John asks if TJ Maxx would be a
good place to go for some fun and excitement.
She ends up sending them to Stateline, not
entirely sure what they are looking for due to
the communication barrier. When she returns
later, they are already in bed. As she hunkers
down for the night, she thinks, “(t)his was going
to be the start to something fun and profitable, I
told myself. Positive affirmations, I told
myself.”
While Reed meets some interesting (and
sometimes scary) characters and even makes a
longer-term friend or two, she later writes, “The
whole Airbnb thing was about making money.
My early romanticizing about meeting travelers,
having interesting conversations, perhaps even
living through them vicariously as they traveled
did not last long.” As Reed details all the tasks
involved in hosting others, the drudgery and
job-like nature of the endeavor become
obvious.
In fact, the impression I came away with is
that the whole VHR thing is big business – for
Airbnb. When Reed first starts hosting, Airbnb
would forward her cut as soon as the guest
checked out. Later, they’d keep it for a while to
take advantage of the time value of money.

guests. She bites her tongue when guests break
the house rules, clearly laid out in her listing, or
when a guest comes to Tahoe in the winter with
a wardrobe of shorts and t-shirts, then asks
Reed to turn up the heat.
It was the guests who were the most
interesting part of the book for me – hearing
about their backstory and their antics (both
good and bad) – during their stay. In fact, I wish
Reed had provided more anecdotes and details
in this category. One of the watch-phrases of
writers is to show, not tell, and I wanted Reed to
do more on this. While her summaries are
descriptive and amusing, her book could have
included more scene setting in narrating her
interactions with her guests.
I was eager to read this book since VHRs
are such a hot button issue in our community
and I wanted to hear the voice of the local host.
We’ve heard a lot from disgruntled residents
and realtors, but not a lot from the average
person involved in the industry. And on that
score, it did not disappoint. I got a behind-thescenes glimpse of this undertaking as a sideAirbnb offers to send a professional
photographer to help her present her home in the hustle and it is not easy money. It would have
best possible light—for a fee. They will subtract been even more illuminating to hear from some
of Reed’s neighbors about their experiences
the cost out of her future earnings. And when
living next door, though Reed was an onsite
Reed reports a particularly sinister guest, the
company doesn’t appear to do any investigation host, which usually helps keep disruptions to a
minimum.
or follow-through. And judging by the emails
I enjoyed Sleeping with Strangers. Even
she receives, the first language of the employee
though I had to finish the last half in one day
she corresponds with might not be English,
due to other complications in my life, it didn’t
either.
feel like a chore. It was a lively, candid and
Meanwhile, Reed works to make her place
inviting and attractive, warm and welcoming so absorbing read from a voice we haven’t heard
much in today’s changing vacation landscape.
she’ll secure higher ratings and, thus, more
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