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Our Guesthouse
By

Karen Laura-Lee Wilson
This being human is a guesthouse

Every morning a new arrival

A joy, a depression, a meanness

Some momentary awareness

Comes as an unexpected visitor

Welcome and entertain them all!

— RUMI 13th century Persian poet

If a fortune teller had told me that one day I would own a guesthouse I would have shaken my head in disbelief. Such an event did happen, though, in August 1973 when my husband and I signed the legal papers for ownership of a guesthouse called Poi-Poi in Toowoomba, Queensland. One may ask: what had led us to buy a guesthouse?

     We bought the guesthouse because we were desperate and fed up with living in rental accommodation. By 1973 we had two pre-school children; my husband worked at the then Darling Downs Institute of Advanced Education (which later became The University of Southern Queensland) as a lecturer in psychology and his annual salary was $6,180, with most of it going to the landlord. Our house in 17 Benjamin Street, Mount Lofty was put up for sale shortly after I had given birth to our baby son. Prospective buyers repeatedly neglected to phone us prior to their visit and instead presented themselves on the doorstep at all times of the day. To the visitors we had no status or rights.

     Once the house was sold the stream of visitors ceased. Initially we were immensely relieved as our lives returned to normal. The new owners continued our rental arrangements for a few months before upping the rental price. I vowed to escape the rental trap. We had little capital and were therefore were ineligible to apply for the First Home Owners’ Grant. Nonetheless I continued looking for low-cost homes in Toowoomba. 

     Midyear 1973, a guesthouse named Poi-Poi was advertised in the ‘For Sale’ pages of the Toowoomba Chronicle. Such is life: a serendipitous glance at a local newspaper provided us with a window of opportunity to improve our lives. It was a late nineteenth century weatherboard building situated on the corner of Russell and Cory Streets, in close proximity to the CBD area. Unlike foggy Mount Lofty, the guesthouse was located in a sunny area of the city.  The outside walls were painted white and were offset by a faded orange roof; its windowsills were of the same colour. The architecture was impressive: a large bay window dominated the front area and an enclosed verandah skirted the house. It had a neat little garden with a red brick path and spacious grounds at the backyard.
     The elderly owner told us he was in a difficult position: he could no longer cope with the onerous duties associated with the running of the guesthouse and at the same time care for his invalid wife. When we told him we could only provide $500 for a deposit he said he would lend us the balance so we could receive a loan from a bank. We were absolutely stunned by his altruistic gesture. The only condition he placed was that we pay him back by January 31st 1974. His loan ensured a mortgage from our bank. Subsequently we bought Poi-Poi and its contents for $16, 500. We were unable to inspect the guests’ bedrooms before the sale because the owner was protective of their privacy. However, it may have been because he was so soft-hearted he didn’t tell them about the sale until a week before possession.

      In early August 1973 our family moved into Poi-Poi with Saba, our pet dog. Inside, we admired the spacious hallway, the high walls with decorative tin ceilings and the impressive cedar skirting boards and solid doors with brass fittings. The hallway led to a spacious living room for the guests. The kitchen was roomy: it accommodated a large wooden table; a communal fridge; and a kitchen cabinet with sufficient space for each guest to be allocated a cupboard area for their groceries. We had a private living room with a small, tiled fireplace, and three bedrooms. 

    Once we moved in, the full responsibilities of running the house were daunting:  it was my job to supply and wash bed linen and towels for the tenants on a weekly basis; also to clean the three toilets and two bathrooms, the hall, the kitchen and living room as well as our quarters. In addition I was responsible for tending to the slow-combustion stove.  Early 1973 I had taken on four hours of part-time work per week tutoring students in Business English at the Institute.  Our daughter attended the nearby Lady Gowrie Centre three afternoons a week.  Due to our parlous financial position we couldn’t afford a babysitter for our fifteen-month-old son; instead we joined a reciprocal babysitting club so he could be minded while I was teaching.
     The guests were an interesting group: two females and one male in their eighties; another in her seventies and two females in their twenties. They had resided at Poi-Poi for some years and were territorial about their bedrooms. Immediately the residents made it clear they didn’t want us poking our noses in their rooms—even to clean them. Each bedroom had its own washbasin so a lot of laundering was done there. The guests paid $3 weekly for board. When, after two weeks, we put up the board to $5 we weren’t so popular. Possibly the small income the previous owner had received may have been another factor in putting the guesthouse on the market.

  On removal day, we placed our lovely Silky Oak sideboard in the living room to keep our kitchenware separate. The remaining furniture was squeezed into our private quarters. Although the kitchen had a gas stove it was seldom used; instead the guests preferred to use the huge slow-combustion wood stove that provided hot water for the entire household as well as heating the kitchen. Wood for the stove was thrown up from where it was stacked outside the kitchen onto a ledge outside the large, waist-high kitchen window. To retrieve a log all one had to do was to slide up the window for access. It was my task to have the stove going by 6.15 am. Our first electricity bill was a mere $60.00 was a pleasant surprise      Slim and blonde, Estelle was the first guest up to have breakfast. She was a cheery person who loved to chat. Estelle worked in a bakery. Next to use the kitchen was Jeanette, a surly, dumpy young woman who seldom spoke. Somehow I was uneasy in her presence and was relieved when she left for her work at a meat-processing factory. Around 7.30 it was our turn to use the kitchen. Usually we took a little longer to prepare the meals because there were four of us to feed. As we had recently acquired a top-loading dishwasher we stored the stacked the dishes to be washed at evening.
          Eighty-five-year-old Mrs Harrison entered next. She was a tall, thin woman who wore thick brown stockings and sturdy boots. She always appeared with an apron tied around her long, faded dress. A bushman’s wife, Mrs Harrison was a stoic who had spent most of her life living in a tent in outback Queensland. She had reared six children in that environment. For breakfast she would make porridge, tea and toast.
     Around 9.30 it was Mr Gourlay’s turn. He was a sprightly, well-dressed, elderly recluse. With a newspaper tucked under his arm he marched into the kitchen and after a brief nod and ‘good morning’ proceeded to the table where he rolled out newspaper sheets in lieu of a placemat. His meal of fried lamb chops, egg and tomato rarely changed. Should there be any leftover food he gave it to our dog. As soon as he had cleaned up after himself, off he set off for a morning walk. The stooped figure of Grumpy Greeta was the last person to enter the kitchen. She coughed continuously and the acrid smell of stale tobacco reeked from her clothes. Greeta was in her seventies, thin and bony like an emaciated sparrow. All she needed was a cup of tea and toast spread with vegemite. Her hands were so shaky she was forever dropping plates or cups. Once she had finished she shuffled back to her room without saying a word.

     One ritual the elderly female guests enjoyed was watching me cook the evening meal. Propping themselves against the china cupboard, they stood there, fascinated and observed every move I made preparing the family dinner. It was disconcerting enough having them present but when the elderly crones faced me with their grinning gummy mouths the first time I was so distracted I couldn’t focus on meal preparation. Next item on their agenda was to watch the recently acquired dishwasher in action. Once I had wheeled it into the kitchen, stacked the evening dishes and activated the machine, the women oohed and aahed, mesmerised as the dishwasher noisily churned away. They thought it ‘a nine-day wonder’ and remained there until I removed the clean dishes and showed them the results. When the novelty wore off they watched television until bedtime.
     Our most interesting guest was Miss Boucher, an octogenarian who cooked all her meals by the bay window bedroom that overlooked the front garden. When I discovered what she was up to, I asked her to cook in the kitchen. She pleaded with me to allow her to continue cooking in her room because she didn’t like to associate with the other guests. A petite, frail woman, with faded red hair in a bun, she was exceedingly polite but determined to get her way. When tears fell I softened my stance, but I did demand an instant inspection. Since her room was sufficiently clean and tidy I left her to her own devices. Miss Boucher was an avid Christian Scientist and was forever pressing religious brochures in my hands. ‘Read this, dear Mrs Wilson and your soul will be saved’. To appease her, I took her leaflets with the promise I would read them later. At night I would hear her murmuring prayers when I passed her bedroom.  One evening when I was cooking the evening meal she begged me to go outside to view the sunset.

‘Mrs Wilson, you’ll have to come out at look at tonight’s sunset. It is absolutely glorious!’ Muttering under my breath, I reluctantly joined her in the garden. Truly, it was a magnificent sight: the sky was lit up with luminescent colours at their peak of brilliance. She was right. For me, it was a reality check — there is beauty in life should you take the time to notice.

      Our guests loved Saba, our part-Collie pet, for she was a gentle, and loyal dog that seldom wandered from her sunny spot at the top of the steps. She soon became a favourite with our residents who would feed her tidbits. Our dog lapped up any attention paid to her. Regularly I would tie her leash to the stroller whenever I walked down to the Coles Supermarket situated on Russell Street. She immensely enjoyed those shopping trips and did not mind being tied up outside while I bought our groceries. Come Spring I noticed she had company: a large red-coloured dog was courting her. She was so happy!  Endlessly they chased each other around the garden until worn out. Then, tail-to-tail, they stood, as if glued together, panting and smiling, and looking so proud of themselves and full of life.

      Unfortunately Saba’s days were numbered when some mean-spirited person threw poisoned bait over the fences in Cory Street at night. Our daughter found Saba dead in the morning. She was inconsolable. Ironically Nero, the ferocious, barking dog next door survived because he had been tied up. Three days in a row Saba’s mate visited and then disappeared. Never in my life had I seen dogs so attached. Our guests too, mourned the loss of our dog because she had been friendly company and enjoyed their attention.

      Inevitably, problems manifested at Poi-Poi. Shortly after we moved in, I discovered the surly meat worker was harbouring a small dog in her bedroom. I requested that she remove it. On one occasion, late evening, on my way to the female toilet I bumped into a stranger in the hallway. He had come out of Jeannette’s bedroom. I was terrified. Unfazed by our encounter he mumbled something incomprehensible as he proceeded to the men’s toilet. I told my husband, George. We wondered how that man had entered the house. Practical George immediately guessed that the visitor had entered and left via Jeannette’s bedroom window. Poi-Poi was a bungalow-styled, one level house with easy access through its windows. Next morning George confronted Jeannette about her night-time visitor. He gave her a week to find alternative accommodation. On the due date she left. We did not advertise for another guest: it was difficult enough to cope with the remaining ones.

      Not only Jeannette’s lovers were using the windows for access but also our vague, befuddled Miss Boucher was caught doing the same thing. One afternoon when I was working in the garden, I noticed a ladder perched against the side of the house, and climbing up the ladder was Miss Boucher. The sight of those skinny, stocking-clad legs scampering up it was hilarious. When I asked the old lady why she used the ladder she replied that she had locked herself out of her room and didn’t want to disturb me.  She was immensely ashamed of her actions. Repeatedly I assured her it was no trouble for me to unlock her door should she forget her key, and that I would rather do that for her than have her fall off the ladder and injure herself. She never asked for help. Some weeks later, George caught her in the act. That time, she didn’t fetch the ladder but used a wobbly wooden fruit box—upended to give extra height — and clawed her way into the window.
      My husband couldn’t believe that such a slight, octogenarian would have the strength to do. so Increasingly, Miss Boucher was frequently forgetful and paranoia was also becoming part of her psyche.  She thought that people entered her room whilst she was absent. At times, the old lady would come to me, wringing her hands in great distress, to inform me that ‘someone’ had entered her room and taken her money. I would reassure her that nobody entered. Some hours later, she would come up to say,  ‘I’ve found my money. I must have put it in a special place and forgotten where I put it’. Those incidents were increasing weekly. Then her watch ‘disappeared’. More ominous to us was the sight of smoke spewing out of her front window and seeping out under her bedroom door. On that occasion we demanded entry. ‘Oh, don’t be alarmed! I was distracted by my prayers and forgot about my meat cooking in the pan,’ she reassured us.

       We were also having trouble with Mrs Harrison who seldom left the house. She was forever interfering with our children’s discipline and chastised them for what she thought was inappropriate behaviour. After Saba’s death we had provided our daughter with pet mice as a substitute. She had brought in Juliette, the mother mouse to show her to Mrs Harrison. When the old woman set eyes on the rodent she shrieked: ‘Take that mouse away. I can’t stand the sight of it!’ My daughter had found a way to get back at her. Frequently our daughter would say, ‘Look what I’ve got Mrs Harrison,’ and bring out a mouse from her pocket for display. Immediately the woman would become hysterical and shout: ‘I’ve lived through mouse plagues and I never want to see another mouse again!’ I thought she was about to have a heart attack and told our daughter to desist.
       Subsequently our daughter received fewer reprimands from the old lady. Our son was also experiencing disapproval for his actions. Although he was only seventeen months old, it didn’t take him long to suss out that Mrs Harrison disliked him. Therefore, whenever he saw her, he would make multiple charges at her on his four-wheeled, plastic horse. Affronted, Mrs Harrison subsequently retreated from the area. Of all the guests, Mr Gourlay was the one who liked our son. With Saba gone he saved part of his breakfast for him. I didn’t object: after all it was healthy food. 

       In the meantime I was having trouble with young Estelle. I suspected she was the one sneaking our bread; the pilfering was happening on a regular basis so I had to deal with it—quickly. One night, before bedtime I counted our bread slices in the bin and attached a note addressed to Estelle. Wisely she took the hint and from that time on our bread was safe from pilfering hands.  As a peace offering Estelle wrote out for me a tasty, easy-to-prepare recipe for boiled fruitcake. I was proud the way I had dealt with Estelle.
       By November, George had had enough of the Institute and applied for a lecturing position in Tasmania. In January 1974 we excellent news: George’s application was accepted. Immediately George received news about his future employment we called a meeting of our residents to tell them we would be putting Poi-Poi up for sale. Our guests were distressed by the news. We had three weeks in which to sell because George was due to commence work in Hobart on Wednesday 6 February 1974. The timing was awful. 
      Since early January, rain had daily bucketed down in Toowoomba. Little did we know that most of Queensland was to be saturated and the Brisbane River was destined to break its banks on 25 January and flood Brisbane.As well, parts of Toowoomba’s CBD were partially flooded. Fortunately we were unaffected as our house was situated well away from the flooded area.
      Those following weeks were a buzz of confusion. With the rain constantly pelting down, only a few people were interested in looking through the guesthouse. To make the place more attractive I purchased metres of orange nylon material and ran up new curtains for all the windows. While I was so busily engaged — unbeknown to me — our son had disappeared. It was only when a Greek woman knocked at the door, enquiring whether we had a little boy with blond hair who had been seen wandering around Laurel Bank Park alone did I realise he wasn’t in the house. My heart pounded with anxiety as I accompanied the woman to where my son was last seen.  He must have walked about two blocks and crossed busy intersections before reaching the park. I was so relieved to see him safe. How fortunate that the people of Toowoomba generally looked out for each other and embraced us into their community as well.

      After ten days of the house being on the market two groups were interested in buying: one was a doctor who thought the house could easily be converted into a surgery; the other was a couple from Tasmania who considered Poi-Poi ideal as hostel accommodation ideal for students attending The Institute. In the end, we sold the house to the Tasmanian couple. The downside was they weren’t interested in continuing our present arrangement of accommodation: they would only provide full board and accommodation for $21 per week. When I informed our guests that our house was sold and they could remain provided they paid the new price for accommodation they were distraught.
     ‘Mrs Wilson, we can’t possibly pay that amount!’ I was told.  Unexpectedly Mrs Harrison asked for advice. ‘I don’t know where to go’ she moaned. 
     I asked her about her six children. Surely one of them would take her in? Her reply was that they wouldn’t lift a finger to help her. I was so sorry for her situation. I told the guests it was out of my hands. Perhaps they could negotiate with the new owners. Nonetheless, it was such a relief to have finalised the sale. No longer would we have people turning up unexpectedly to inspect the house at any time of day. Due to George being temporarily ‘voiceless’ after a throat operation he wasn’t able to communicate whenever people enquired about the house, leaving me to answer their questions.
      One by one our guests departed. The last to leave was Greeta. Finally I discovered why she had been so grumpy all those months. When I entered her bedroom for the first time, it was impossible to see out of her window because of the tacky, nicotine-stained glass. The bedroom walls were also covered with sticky nicotine tar. I lost count of the hours and hours we spent scrubbing the walls and glass with Sugar Soap to remove the brown stains in the bedroom. In her room empty brandy bottles were haphazardly stacked in the wardrobe. No wonder Greeta clinked when she walked inside the house; no wonder her large handbag sagged with its secret load of bottles. We knew Greeta was a heavy smoker, but never sussed she was an alcoholic too! 
    The next daunting task was to arrange a removalist to pack our furniture and transport it to Tasmania. As Brisbane was vastly flooded there was a huge demand for removal vans. I phoned business after business without success. ‘Impossible’ they tersely responded because they were booked to the hilt with furniture removals from Brisbane flood sites to safe areas. Finally a company agreed. When the van arrived it was too small to accommodate our possessions. George had already set off a week before: he was driving to Hobart in our Triumph sedan. Our furniture and household goods were crammed into the van and despatched to Tasmania. 

   On reflection, it was fortuitous to buy and sell the guesthouse when we did. After we had paid back our benefactor we were left with sufficient capital for a deposit on a suitable house close to The University of Tasmania. Our time at Poi-Poi allowed us to escape from the rental trap — forever. 
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