















Praise for Operatic Divas and Naked Irishmen



“For anyone who has ever thought about running a bed & breakfast, Operatic Divas and Naked Irishman offers a hilarious birds-eye view behind the Victorian curtains.”


—KATHARINE HOLLISTER, editor, Beatdom Books


“A witty and moving story that captures the sense of wonder, self-discovery, and adventure that unfolds when one throws caution to the wind and ventures out alone.”


—D. CAMERON, Editor, Stone Head Press


“Vivid storytelling with a great purposes … you’ll love this!”


—CHRIS BROGAN, author and CEO owner of Media Group Inc.


“When Nancy Hinchliff opens a bed and breakfast in Old Louisville, Kentucky, she soon discovers the Victorian neighborhood she will call home comes with an assortment of curious residents, including quirky locals and unsavory characters. Her memoir is an all-around enjoyable and amusing read.”


—DAVID DOMINÉ, author of Voodoo Days at La Casa Fabulosa


“A light and fun read, often heartwarming and inspiring … and [gives the reader] a look into what it is like to be a strong, independent woman facing life’s challenges one guest at a time. Wonderful, historical information about Old Louisville, with an honest, behind-the-scenes look at an often glorified business.”


—NINA BURNS, owner of Hoosier Doggy Pet Sitting


“Operatic Divas and Naked Irishmen is brave, funny, entertaining, and educational. I loved [Hinchliff’s] wit, marveled at her courage and tenacity, and rooted her on throughout.”


—TERESA RHYNE, author of The Dog Lived (and so will I)




[image: images]




Copyright © 2017 Nancy Hinchliff


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2017
Printed in the United States of America
ISBN: 978-1-63152-194-2 pbk
ISBN: 978-1-63152-195-9 ebk
Library of Congress Control Number: 2017930641


Cover design by Rebecca Lown
Interior design by Tabitha Lahr


For information, address:
She Writes Press
1563 Solano Ave #546
Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.




For my daughters, with love,
who supported and helped me from
beginning to the end.
Thank you.


[image: Images]





Chapter 1



THE BIG MOVE


The movers slammed the heavy doors together and walked around to the front of the van. I watched from my third-floor apartment window as they climbed up into the cab. Then I started toward the front door. It was June 1995, eight months before I would open my bed and breakfast. My furniture was in the moving van, and I was packed and ready to leave Chicago.


Glancing back into the apartment, I could hear the faint squeals of my three-year-old grandson, as though he were there. The sounds drifted down the hallway and past the empty bookcase where the stereo used to be. It still sat against one wall, too heavy and too large to take to Louisville. In the dim light, my imagination conjured up images of the two of us twirling and laughing, mesmerized by the music, as we danced to his favorite nursery rhyme. E-I-E-I-O echoed through the quiet of the morning.


I loved this place, and I hated leaving Chicago, and this apartment. Large windows covered two walls in the living room, letting in warm sunlight that brightened the hardwood floors. As I walked toward the front of the house again, the early-morning sun moved upward in the sky. It fell across my shoulders and made its way to the opposite wall, where my white sofa had sat only an hour before. In front of it, red, green, yellow, and black blocks of color were embedded in the Kilim carpet I’d purchased in Egypt. The room had been an eclectic mix of modern art and artifacts. Now—without furnishings, without modern art, without artifacts—it seemed so much smaller.


Walking into the sun room, I stopped at the windows to look outside again. The light bouncing off the panes flooded my eyes so I could barely make out the van. I moved into the shadows; yes, the van was still there, and the boys were drinking coffee from paper cups and smoking cigarettes.


I am not very social; two or three friends are enough for me. I guess you could call me a loner. I think that was why moving to a strange, new place was not off-putting to me. I’d traveled to Europe, Mexico, Central America, and Africa alone, and had been just fine with it. I actually like being by myself; I like challenging myself and being confronted with new situations. It makes me feel stronger.


I remember when I decided to go to Africa, my daughters were concerned.


“But, Mom,” my older daughter said, “are you sure you want to go that far away from home all by yourself ?”


“I’ll be fine, Kylie,” I said.“It excites me just to think about it.”


“But what if something happens?”


“Like what? Something could happen right here in Chicago.” I had organized and planned my vacation well—which, to me, was the best way to ensure a safe and happy trip. “I don’t see a problem,” I said.“I can do what I want, when I want, and with whom I want. And I like traveling alone.”


Kylie and I were not very close, so I was somewhat puzzled by her concern. Our relationship had been strained since she was a teenager. She didn’t let many people in and that included me, no matter how hard I tried.


So I wasn’t afraid of new experiences, or going it alone. But … what if I hated Kentucky? What if I never saw the few friends I had again? I’d lived in Chicago for over thirty years. It was my home. I loved the lake, the incredible restaurants, and all the culture the city had to offer. But I knew I couldn’t afford to live there on my teacher’s pension, with very little savings and nothing to fall back on. I’d thought about it over and over for the last year while teaching at the University. There was no way around it. I had to find a cheaper place to live.


At least I could make a little money as an innkeeper, despite that the thought of going into business made me really nervous. Not because I didn’t think I could do it—I thought I could do anything I set my mind to—but because being in business had never appealed to me. It sounded boring as hell. And I didn’t like focusing on money or numbers; I considered myself more of an artist type. I liked to create things: music, art, drama, gourmet food. I’d even taught dance for a while at one point. I’d always said, “I will never go into business.”


But a bed and breakfast was most definitely a business. And on top of that, there would be a constant train of people in and out of my home whenever they wanted. What was I thinking? I would have to talk to them. I hated chatting. The thought of talking about the weather made me shudder. I’d much rather discuss why Chopin’s etudes contained such broad, arpeggiated chords.


It was hard to believe I had lived in Chicago for thirty years. I’d done a lot in those thirty years—gotten divorced three times, earned degrees in education and music, taught high school, worked on a PhD, and traveled in and out of the country many times. I’d been thirty-four when I moved there, and now, at sixty-four, I was about to start a new career, one I knew absolutely nothing about.


I must be nuts, I thought, starting a new business at age sixty-four in a town where I only know one person. I stood there for a moment, staring at the empty room. My resolve returned. Yes, it would be an adjustment, but I’d gotten through my divorces and the death of my beloved grandmother, and once the grieving was over, I’d felt emotionally stronger.


I turned and walked through the French doors into what had originally been my dining room. It made a perfect, airy office with lots of space for a huge desk, file cabinet, and my computer. It was in that very room that I’d first started writing my dissertation.


My one-year sabbatical had begun in September of 1992— almost three years earlier. That fall, I’d registered at the University to work on an advanced degree. Since the Board of Education required a complete physical every few years, I made an appointment at my clinic to do it before classes started. A couple of days after my appointment, the clinic called saying they’d found something suspicious on my mammogram. They suggested a biopsy. I put it off until October, and finally went in as an outpatient on my birthday.


The results were not good: I was told I needed a lumpectomy and probably radiation and chemo. I had breast cancer.


I did not quit school and go into cancer treatment hibernation. I continued as planned. Every day for eight weeks, I went to the Michael Reese Cancer Center for radiation in the early morning, took classes at the university in the afternoon, and worked as a teaching assistant in the evenings. I spent most of my recuperation period alone. Although Kylie had taken me to the hospital for my biopsy and lumpectomy, she did not offer to help in any way afterward, nor did she call to see how I was doing. Thank God for Kristie, her sister, who called and e-mailed on a regular basis and let me know how concerned she was. She even offered to make the trip from Austin, Texas, where she lived, to Chicago to be with me a while. But, as usual, I preferred to handle the situation alone.


The radiation was scary to me, so I got through the fear and anger by drawing pictures of “The Radiation Team from Hell.” They sat hunched over on motorcycles, wearing helmets and goggles and looking fierce as they came toward me … dead on. I pasted the pictures on the wall over my desk and talked to them disparagingly every day—a trick I learned reading how psychotherapists treated people who were having panic attacks. Somehow, this defused their power over me.


Fortunately, my cancer was only stage one, and they got it all with a lumpectomy and removal of lymph nodes. I hadn’t needed chemo.


When the fall semester was over, I treated myself to a summer in Africa. It was very expensive, but I’ve never regretted it. It took me away from the angst of a year of studying, teaching, and cancer. And it helped with the depression that came once that year ended and my mental state plunged. I went on safari, gorilla trekking, and sightseeing from Kenya to Tanzania, Lake Kivu, Zaire, and Rwanda … an exhilarating and exciting trip.


Over that summer, my state of mind gradually stabilized; the trip had done the trick. When I returned to Chicago, I’d been ready for another year of teaching choral music and Chaucer to high school kids. I was so glad to get back to teaching; I missed it and the students.


I finished checking the apartment for things the movers might have left behind and looked out the window again. This time they were gone—on their way to Louisville, Kentucky. I hated to leave this place but decided I’d better get on the road. It was a five- or six-hour drive straight down I-65 to get there, and I wanted to arrive before dark.


I would be staying with Maggie until my furniture arrived from Chicago. We’d met when we were both teaching high school in Chicago. We were good friends. At least, I thought so.


As I pulled away from the curb, I started thinking about how Maggie and I had first met. We were both teaching at the same high school in Chicago. She was in the English department, I was in Music. One of the things that brought us together was our love of traveling. We went on many trips together over the years, from camping in Wisconsin to hostelling through Europe. Another bonding thing was the fact that we were both pretty opinionated, outspoken and eccentric. She was more so than I, but I was frequently sympathetic to her many causes.


Despite having these things in common, our personalities conflicted at times. But that didn’t stop us from being friends—although I must say that we each had our own idea of what a friend was. I saw her as a sister and thought of us as being close, or even, as some might say, best friends. But she had never had a sister so I don’t think she knew what that was all about, as I was reminded over and over through the years. I wanted more out of the relationship than she did in terms of declaration of feelings, loyalty, and caring. I always felt like something was missing. I guess you could say that I wanted to be closer to her and share personal feelings. But Maggie wasn’t much for spilling her guts to anyone, not even a close girlfriend.


The first inkling that this was the case was when I moved to Louisville. She was living two blocks from where I finally settled, in Old Louisville. In fact, she helped me find my house. She’d come with me to check out a historic mansion for sale near her.


As we stood beneath the chandelier in the parlor trying to figure out what in the world I would do with five bedrooms if I bought it, Maggie came up with the solution: turn it into a bed and breakfast. “Oh, that’d be fun,” I’d said, not having the slightest notion of what bed and breakfasts were all about, and never having thought of them as businesses requiring a specific skill set. To me, they were just fun places to spend the weekend.


Maggie’s solution had been a good option, and to my way of thinking, I could learn the business on the job. She certainly had been a big help to me in that situation, but in others, she was a total disaster. Our relationship constantly vacillated between hot and cold. And when it was cold, it was very cold.


Aside from giving me phone numbers for plumbers, maintenance people and so on, that’s about all she did for me … unless I asked. Weeks would go by that first year, while I was turning my house into a bed and breakfast, and I would not hear a word from her. She never called to see how I was doing, or ask me over for dinner or socializing, or dropped by, although I encouraged her to do so over and over.


In retrospect, I can remember many times back in Chicago that I was hurt by her inaction. She never gave me a birthday or Christmas gift, although she gave gifts to other people regularly. She did not call me very often, but when I called her and asked if she wanted to go out to dinner or to the theater, or to take a trip, most of the time she would say yes. So I was actually getting mixed signals.


One time, I invited a few friends, including Maggie, for dinner. The other girls arrived first and we all sat down to have a glass of my favorite French wine, Pouilly Fuisse. I had chilled it and it was delicious.


“Where’s Maggie?” Ellen asked. “Is she coming?”


“Yeah, she’ll be here eventually. You know she’s always late.”


We were all teachers working in the same high school and knew that Maggie had a problem with being on time. She’d gotten low ratings for tardiness from the principal many times. By the time we sat down to have our wine, she was already a half hour late. No phone call … nothing. That was par for the course.


“How about another glass of wine, girls?”


“Sure, why not,” they all answered in chorus.


As I brought the glasses out on a tray from the kitchen, the doorbell rang.


“That must be her.” I set the tray on the coffee table in front of the girls.


“Go ahead, ladies. I’ll be right back.” I rang the buzzer to my apartment to let her in and stepped out into the hallway. Leaning over the banister, I could hear the heavy door to the building slam shut.


“That you, Maggie?”


“Yeah, it’s me. Be right there.” No apology for being late.


Nothing. Again, par for the course.


“Hey, how are you,” I asked.


We hugged and walked inside the apartment.


Maggie called out a generic “Hi girls” from the door, walked into the bedroom, threw her coat across the bed, and wandered into the living room. There was no apology.


“So, ladies, we’re having homemade Asian stir-fry this evening,” I announced.


“Home-made?” Maggie scowled. “You’re kidding. Won’t that take forever to make? Why didn’t you just buy it at a Chinese takeout?” Maggie didn’t cook, so she would never make a home-cooked dinner for friends.


“No, Maggie, it won’t take forever,” I said.“I do this all the time. Okay girls, go ahead and enjoy the wine. I’m going to start dinner. I’ll be right here in the kitchen. Maggie, come on and get a glass of this wonderful wine that Carol brought. It’s chilled.


Here’s a glass; the bottle’s in the fridge.” Maggie filled her glass and walked back into the living room where the girls were laughing and talking.


Maggie hadn’t brought anything. She never did.


I was used to cooking with a wok and had already cut up green pepper, mushrooms and onions. I opened a can of water chestnuts and a can of pineapple chunks and pulled a package of almonds out of the cupboard. I had sliced the chicken into bite-sized pieces and had all the right herbs and spices out on the counter before I poured peanut oil into the wok and turned on the burner.


If you’ve ever made Chinese food in a wok, you’ll know that we used to sauté everything separately at a very high temperature, the vegetables, the meat, the almonds and pineapple, removing each different food group to a plate after it was sautéed. Then we’d scrape the bottom of the wok, leaving all the tasty bits. To that, we’d add rice wine, a thickener, a little water, bullion, and soy sauce. Then add everything we’d just sautéed and let it simmer. Nowadays, it’s a little different, not so work-intensive. Most of today’s Chinese dishes reflect the Asian Fusion movement. I was doing the old method.


I started the rice and popped the spring rolls in the warming oven. Although I hated to admit it, even to myself, I realized that making everything from scratch was not such a good idea. I had forgotten how long it took, and the smoke from the burning oil was starting to make my eyes smart. It felt like I’d been swimming all day in chlorinated water with my eyes wide open. As I continued sautéing each vegetable and each piece of chicken, a filmy coat of oil formed over my corneas and I could hardly see.


“What’s going on in there?” Maggie’s voice was high-pitched and bordering on loud.” Are we gonna eat anytime soon or not?”


I got a little irritated that she didn’t even bother to peek into the kitchen to see how I was doing. I could have been prostrate from all the heat and smoke. I was getting really tired from standing and sautéing. I honestly could have used some help, but not one of the girls came to my rescue. I made excuses for the other girls, who had never been to my house before. But Maggie was supposed to be my best friend.


“Hey Maggie, how about coming and giving me a little help?” “You know I hate to cook,” she yelled from the living room, then huffed her way into the kitchen, with the meanest look on her face. “Nancy, why are you asking me to help? I came over to relax. You shouldn’t even be making a Chinese dinner from scratch; it takes way too long; I would have gotten take-out,” she said.


We got into an argument over how long it was taking and she left the kitchen. I continued to get the dinner together, set the table, and served it within a half hour. The food was delicious and everybody loved it. After dinner, Carol, Ellen, and Lois helped me clean up, then left. When Maggie left, it was in a huff. I reacted by not calling her and she did the same. We didn’t speak for a couple of years. Then one day, I got a note from her saying she wanted to be friends again. At first I balked, but then I acquiesced and our weird friendship started up again.



........... Recipe ...........


Chicken Stir-Fry (new and easier method)
(Serves 4-5)


Ingredients


1 ½ cups uncooked instant brown rice


Water (see rice package)


1 lb.chicken breasts cut into thin bite-size strips


2 tablespoons vegetable oil


2 cups sliced fresh mushrooms


1 medium onion, cut into thin wedges


1 cup fresh snow pea pods


1 small can sliced water chestnuts


1/2 teaspoon garlic powder


1 tablespoon stir-fry sauce


1 cup chicken bouillon or broth


3-4 teaspoons cornstarch


2 tablespoons sliced almonds, if desired


Instructions


In 1-quart saucepan, cook rice in water as directed on package, omitting butter.


Meanwhile, add 2 tablespoons vegetable oil to a 12-inch iron skillet.Sauté chickens 3-4 minutes and remove from pan.


Add mushrooms and onion; sprinkle with garlic powder. Cook over high heat 4 minutes, stirring frequently. Add pea pods and water chestnuts to pan and continue cooking 2 more minutes.


Mix cornstarch with chicken bouillon and stir-fry sauce. Add to chicken mixture and heat to boiling. Cook over high heat 5 to 7 minutes, stirring occasionally, until pea pods are crisp-tender.


Serve chicken mixture over rice; sprinkle with almonds.





Chapter 2



MAGGIE


When I pulled up to Maggie’s front door, hoping that staying with her wouldn’t be a mistake, it was almost six o’clock. I had driven straight through without stopping, so I was starving when I walked up and rang the bell.


“Hi, stranger,” Maggie said and pushed the door open wide. She was wearing red, her favorite color. Her hair, dyed a light golden brown, was cropped very short.


“I like your haircut,” I said, distracted by the huge silver and turquoise earrings that dangled from her ears.


“Thanks. How was the drive down?”Her shirt was tucked neatly inside her khaki pants and cinched at the waist with a leopard belt. She wore expensive-looking sequined flats that glided over her oriental rugs. Taller and thinner than me, she had the build of a teenage boy.


“Pretty uneventful,” I said, giving her a hug. “How about some dinner? I’m starving.”


“Can’t it wait a little while? I’m right in the middle of writing a couple of letters.” I had just driven over 300 miles, but as always, what she was into came first. Nothing had changed.


Her newest painting acquisition caught my attention when I set my heavy bags down. She’d been an interior decorator and was very much into art and design. Her home, a Victorian mansion similar to the one I had purchased, was decorated with lots of color, in a unique and flamboyant way.


My eyes were fixed on the painting. I didn’t like it at all. It was a huge, maybe five-foot-by-five-foot painting of a nude five-year-old running through a field of flowers. A nude child? On the wall? I found it offensive. And the colors—lots of red, bright yellow, green, and blue—completely dominated the space where it hung. But then, Maggie’s style, both decorating and dressing, was always way over the top. She loved grabbing everyone’s attention. Her jewelry was always oversized, and her clothing was as bright and shiny as possible—just the opposite of me. I avoided attracting attention to myself.


I lugged my suitcase up to the second floor and deposited it in the little room at the top of the stairs where I stayed whenever I came to visit. It would be a few days before my furniture arrived, and I had a lot to do.


“Maggie?” I walked into her den, where she sat hunched over a sheet of parchment at a card table, wielding an impressive gold fountain pen. The table was strewn with papers, envelopes and stamps.


Maggie wrote everything by hand. She hated computers, and they weren’t too fond of her. She didn’t even have one. Actually, back then, all I had was a Steve Jobs Apple gifted to me by my school when I left. It was just a word processor—you couldn’t get on the Internet with it. In fact, I’d never even been on the Internet by 1995. It would be a while until I could afford to buy a real PC and learn how to use it.


Maggie kept her eyes on her parchment paper. “What?”


“Thanks for the names of your maintenance man and cleaning girl. They’ll both be helping me unpack and setting up my furniture. It should be here by Friday.”


Maggie stopped what she was doing and looked up. “So glad we found you a house in record time,” she said. “Gotta give you a lot of credit, girl. Coming down here the way you did, not knowing a soul but me, buying a house and starting a business … I could never do that. Way too much work. To me, retirement means writing notes to friends and going to the horse track.”


That was the biggest difference between Maggie and me. I was a workaholic and she was pretty lazy. We definitely had different body clocks—a real problem when we traveled together. I’d be up at dawn, raring to go, and she’d still be sleeping at lunchtime.


“I love that I did it, Maggie,” I said.“I can’t wait to be my own boss.” We’d both hated having to kowtow to the administration in our high schools when we were teachers. Maggie had always been the first one on the picket line whenever we went on strike. I’d belonged to the union too, but hadn’t been nearly as involved or vocal as she was.


Maggie took me to a funny little neighborhood restaurant that night—a hangout for locals, she said. That would soon be me, I thought. It was shaped like the boxcar of a train, painted black, with three steep stairs leading up to the front door. A sign over the door said: GET ON BOARD WITH GOOD EATS.


Inside, there were booths all along the front. We sat in one of them, next to low, wide windows overlooking the street.


I looked over the menu and spotted something I’d never heard of. “What’s Burgoo, Maggie?”


“I don’t think you’d like it,” she said.


“Why not?”


“’Cause they throw just about everything in it they can think of: squirrel, birds, rabbit, all kinds of vegetables. It’s like a stew. It’s a Kentucky thing.”


“Ew,” I said, making a face.“Sounds awful.”


“Yeah, it’s pretty bad,” she said.“Why don’t you try the Hot Brown?”


“What’s that?”


“A hot sandwich with turkey and ham and a cheese sauce over the top.”


A short waitress with huge breasts and big blond hair sauntered over and leaned against our table. She kept chomping on a large wad of chewing gum and looking out the window.


“Hey, how ya’ll doin’ tonight? What can I getcha?”


“I’ll have the Hot Brown,” Maggie said.


“Me too.” I wasn’t sure about the Hot Brown, but I figured if Maggie was willing to eat it, so was I.


We opted for peach cobbler for dessert, which was a lot better than the Hot Brown. After we left the restaurant, Maggie took me for a quick spin around the neighborhood. I was surprised and impressed by all the beautiful nineteenth-century architecture and the huge Victorian mansions. When we got back home, I took a hot shower and fell into bed exhausted.



........... Recipe ...........


Hot Brown Sandwich


The Louisville Hot Brown was first served at the Brown Hotel, in Louisville, Ky., in the 1930s. Crumbled bacon and a white Cheddar sauce top off this open-face sandwich, which is layered with sliced turkey and tomato. Early versions of this Kentucky original were made with country ham. Below is my version.


Ingredients


½ cup butter


½ cup all-purpose flour


3 cups milk


6 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese


1 egg, beaten


2 tablespoons heavy cream


Salt and pepper to taste


2 pounds sliced roasted turkey


1 tomato, thinly sliced


8 slices white bread, toasted


¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese


8 slices crispy bacon


Instructions


Melt the butter in a saucepan over medium heat. Stir in flour with a whisk or fork, and continue to cook and stir until it begins to brown slightly. Gradually whisk in the milk so that no lumps form, then bring to a boil, stirring constantly.


Mix in 6 tablespoons of Parmesan cheese and then stir in the beaten egg to thicken. Do not allow the sauce to boil once the egg has been mixed in. Remove from the heat and stir in the cream.


Preheat the oven’s broiler. For each hot brown, place two slices of toast into the bottom of an individual-sized casserole dish. Cover with a liberal amount of roasted turkey and tomato slices. Spoon sauce over the top of each one and sprinkle with some of the remaining Parmesan cheese.


Place the dishes under the broiler and cook until the top is speckled brown, about 5 minutes. Remove from the broiler and arrange two slices of bacon in a cross shape on top of each sandwich. Serve immediately.





Chapter 3



MAKING THE MOST OF HISTORY


My furniture arrived a few days later, and I moved most of my Chicago living room and a new bed into the huge two-room suite off the middle of the long hallway on the second floor.


It was February when I bought the house, but I’d waited until school was out in June to move to Louisville. I’d traveled back and forth between the two cities during that time, looking for stuff to buy for the inn whenever I was in Louisville—everything from mattresses, bed frames, and linens to towels, china, and antique silverware. I owned a few antiques, two matching sofas, end tables, and a couple of area rugs. The rest I’d have to buy.


I decided the room across the front of the house on the second floor would be my temporary office and workout room. It was part of a suite, so the adjoining room could be my bedroom. I would eventually have to move to one of the other three bedrooms. There was one more on the second floor and two on the third. I knew the suite would be a good moneymaker, so I would take a smaller room, one that didn’t have an en suite bathroom (making it hard to sell). Americans have to have their private baths.


Louis, Maggie’s maintenance man, put my bed together, and I practiced making French corners with a set of new sheets all afternoon. The draperies the previous owner had left in what would be my bedroom weren’t too bad-looking. But the ones left in the front room were the weirdest-looking things I’d ever seen. They had a khaki background with vertical, military-blue stripes from top to bottom—and in between each pair of stripes were little red dancing tulips. I guessed they were supposed to be Austrian curtains, but what they looked like were puffy clown costumes hanging upside-down over each of the floor-to-ceiling windows.


The rest of the house was empty. For days and nights I sat on the hardwood floor in the parlor, leaning against the cold, white plastered walls, trying to make decisions about paint colors, furniture, and décor. Whatever I did, it had to be Victorian, in keeping with the house’s architecture and the neighborhood. Old Louisville had row upon row of nineteenth-century homes filled with stained glass, Art Deco fireplaces, crystal chandeliers, winding staircases, and floors made of beautiful hardwoods.


Blue and white would be my color scheme on the first floor, I decided, with accents of rose, burgundy, green, and gold. I custom-ordered blue moiré draperies with ball fringe down the sides and Austrian valances—very Victorian. Then I bought two beautiful deep-blue oriental rugs decorated with accents of rose and burgundy. When the draperies and carpets arrived, Louis put them in place. After that, he hung elegant blue and white French toile wallpaper in the dining room, over which I had him put up prints of French Impressionists in elaborate gilded frames all through the parlor and dining room . ..Monet, Renoir, Degas, Manet, Morisot, and Cassatt. It looked magnificent.


Occasionally, while I was working in my empty mansion, the floors would creak or the house would settle, making me feel a little uneasy. And at times I felt alone and isolated. Maggie rarely called, and I ended up eating by myself night after night, scooting a metal chair I found in the pantry up to a rickety old card table. Each time I dragged it across the tile floor, the scraping sound echoed through the empty kitchen. It was a constant reminder that I was eating dinner alone again. I was baffled by the fact that Maggie, knowing I was sitting in my house alone each night, never even called or stopped by. At times, old angers would fill my head—as they did one particular night when I remembered a trip we took to Europe together.


We had rented a car and driven from Amsterdam to Chamonix in France. We looped around through the south of France and drove back to Normandy. The trip was going well until Maggie got irritated at something I said about her abominable driving, at which point she jumped out of the car, left it in the middle of the street, and walked away.


We were in Dieppe, France, staying at a hostel. I took over the car, found a restaurant, and had dinner alone. The next morning we left for Carcassonne, and we didn’t speak to each other the whole time we were there. Sightseeing together was quiet and uncomfortable … and definitely not fun.


Strangely, we always managed to come out of these situations still friends of a sort, and we continued going on trips together: to Europe, Canada, Mexico, and destinations within the US. But despite all our traveling together, the friendship had never really been satisfying for me. Why did I stay in it? Two of the major reasons were that we were both single and able to get away any time we wanted, so I always had a traveling buddy, and that, for the most part, we liked to do the same things. But Maggie was never particularly supportive of me and my needs and endeavors, and our personalities were like night and day.


Although we were both creative and sensitive, unlike Maggie, I wore my heart on my sleeve, and liked to analyze everything and talk about feelings, behavior, and relationships. I was pretty uninhibited and somewhat impulsive, while she was a little uptight, and concerned more with appearances. Her head was filled with strong messages her mother had ingrained in her about proper decorum, manners, language, and how to live her life. She had trouble expressing feelings and kept everything inside—the opposite of me. She was also always late, whereas I was always on time; she forgot birthdays, which I never did; and she rarely, if ever, did anything special for anyone—and if she did, it was as an afterthought. While I would try to think of things to give her that I knew she would like, she would give me a T-shirt she’d gotten in return for donating to a festival or something. It wouldn’t even be the right size.


Eerie sounds echoing up and down the house’s long staircases shook me out of my thoughts. The third floor, forty stairs up, empty and dark, made me think of the forbidden area at Thornfield Manor in Bronte’s Jane Eyre.


I finally discovered that most of those sounds came from outside. The houses on my block were built close together and straight up, allowing sounds to travel upward so you could hear nearly every conversation on the street—and making it sound like people were inside my house, talking and walking up and down the wooden staircases. It sometimes caused my mind to play tricks on me. Maybe they’re hiding in the closets on the third floor? I wondered. I was so affected by this that I didn’t go near those closets for weeks.


I continued shopping for the things I needed in order to open the doors of my inn by February. I shopped nearly every day. I’d always had the attitude that money was for spending. If I needed anything, I would buy it. And I needed everything: When I began running out of cash, I turned to my unused credit cards, which sat cloistered in my wallet. I tried to resist, but eventually I gave in and happily handed over one of my cards to just about anyone who would take it.
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