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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      Dances with Pelicans

      
      ‘The pelican flew past us soon after we came to live in our house high on the bank… Now we wait uneasily if we miss his grave
            transit in the early morning, and wonder, are we late?’

      
      Phyllis Albina Bennett

      
      Let’s blame the pelicans. As my partner, Graeme, and I drove down the hill toward Hardys Bay, a flight of six big-bellied
         birds flapped above us, as if hastily waved to centre-stage on an art director’s cue. Grand pelicans, as dignified as undertakers.
         Seemingly too ungainly and heavy to fly, their presence enlarged the sky.
      

      
      Later we would discover the pelican is emblematic of the New South Wales Central Coast, its improbable profile adorning postcards,
         logo brands, the hand-painted shingles of seaside guesthouses. But that day two years ago, the appearance of those birds at
         that precise moment seemed prophetic. We were escaping Sydney’s inner west, driven out by endless planes bound for Mascot Airport. In our
         noise-induced paranoia, we imagined the jumbo jets using our terrace-house rooftop as an alignment point for their final approach.
      

      
      Ninety minutes north of the city and here was a squadron of pelicans, in fighter-pilot formation, their only sound a stately
         swish of wings. We stopped the car and looked ahead. A big blue-glazed basin of water, beautifully proportioned, like an amphitheatre.
         Sailing boats bobbing at anchor and cabin cruisers moored beside a wooden jetty. Frangipanis and oleanders in profusion—later
         we would learn the poisonous but decorative ‘ollies’ had been planted in vast numbers because they were the only vegetation
         that cows on the pioneer selections wouldn’t up and eat.
      

      
      The Old Killcare Store, verandah-posted and tin-roofed. Mary McKinney, local real estate agent—Mother Mary, Patron Saint of
         the Bay, as we would come to call her—standing outside her waterfront office, hand shielding her strong face from the sun,
         in her fist a hoop of jangling keys worthy of a warden.
      

      
      We explained to Mary we wanted a modest weekender with views of the water, had to be fibro or wood, must come with a garden.
         And with something very Aussie about it, like a rainwater tank. Or an outdoor dunny. But not really a dunny that one had to
         use, I quickly added. All for less than a couple of hundred thousand dollars, we told her, sheepishly.
      

      
      Earlier we’d been looking at nearby Pearl Beach, the glamorously laid-back bowl of sea and sand that accommodates the well-heeled
         Palm Beach overflow each summer. Our friend Ken has a house there, built tall and square on stilts, with a thigh-firming number
         of twisting steps and, once you’ve huffed and puffed to the top, there are distant but broad views of the Pacific.
      

      
      All the Pearl Beach streets are named for valuable stones such as opal, tourmaline, amethyst, jade and coral. The real-estate
         agent who showed us around was keen to offload brick houses in back-block cul-de-sacs. Homes with yellow-bubble glass in the
         front-door panels and tidily grassed lawns with no fences. Like the satellite suburbs of Canberra transplanted to the coast,
         we decided. The Pearl Beach seafront strand with its designer houses of glass walls and horizon-searching belvederes was beyond
         our budget. We wondered if the agent had a Costume Jewellery Crescent or Plastic Place up his sleeve to show to blow-ins such
         as us.
      

      
      We were all set to head back to Sydney when I remembered that another friend, Antonia, had mentioned Hardys Bay. The Pearl
         Beach salesman gave us Mary McKinney’s number but not before telling us Hardys Bay was not known for its ‘quality homes’.
         A call on my mobile phone to Mary who gave detailed directions, covering the roundabouts and sharp turns we would encounter—including
         a crucial swing to the left at the Ettalong Baptist Church with its hand-painted billboard (‘Jesus the Carpenter is looking
         for Joiners’). She was still talking us in when we reached the crest of Killcare Road and were greeted by the welcoming committee of pelicans.
      

      
      Into Mary’s station-wagon for a sightseeing tour of Killcare, Hardys Bay, Pretty Beach and Wagstaffe. ‘Do you want to look
         at ocean waves or ferry boats?’ she asked of our preference in outlook. At Pearl Beach, we’d been made to feel we’d be lucky
         to buy a garage with a view of a fence with what we had to spend. Graeme and I looked at each other, unable to believe there
         could possibly be any such choice. ‘Ferry boats,’ we said, in unison.
      

      
      We looked at three houses overlooking the Bay, which is what you come to call it within minutes, with the same easy informality
         that Port Douglas becomes just Port or New Orleans concertinas to Nawlins. The third, in the worst shape but with the most
         potential, was well within our price range but it had ‘renovator’s special’ and ‘handyman’s delight’ scrawled all over it.
      

      
      Graeme and I sat on a rock on the cliff behind the house and drew up a mental list of pros and cons. On the plus side were
         the price and the location. Set one street back from the Bay, the house was elevated enough to allow water views over the
         lower rooftops. Unless Gosford City Council overturned all known zoning rules and a high-rise block of flats were to be built
         below, the panorama would never be blocked. The cliff stretched up to Bouddi National Park so there was no possibility of
         development behind us, either. In fact, the top of the ridge wasn’t even visible through a variety of gums, some ghostly enough to look as if they could become animated
         by night, with branchy arms and legs like those in a children’s pop-up story book.
      

      
      The house had the archetypal architecture of a weekender. An almost square box, really, of white-painted timber, with a latticework
         skirt, reminiscent of the style of a Queenslander built on pylons to protect from floods and snakes. On the minus side was
         the state of the interior. As tiny as it was, the house had been partitioned into sleeping cubicles. Little kennels crammed
         with bunks, all stuffy and hot. Horrid old linoleum on the floor with a tracery of dirt and crushed shells. The bathroom was
         unusually big but badly designed, again with partitions, but these seemed to serve no purpose other than modesty panels. There
         was a grot of a shower recess in which bathers must have dumped Saharas of sand through the years. The kitchen was basic but
         rather cute with its shallow cupboards and battered old taps, exactly the plain but functional arrangement you’d expect in
         a holiday house.
      

      
      On the plus side was its larrikin look. Cheekily lopsided, more lean-to extensions than haughty pretensions, unashamed of
         its absence of brick and tile. Under the house, an accumulation of summers past: a dinghy, inflatable beach toys with perished
         skins, broken fishing lines and worn nets, battered buckets and spades. Inside, cupboards bursting with unfashionable board
         games, jigsaws that we knew would be missing that final and crucial piece of sky, plastic bags jammed with mothy-looking Christmas decorations.
      

      
      Mary told us the windows had come from an old Brisbane Water ferry-boat. Wood-framed, slightly irregular in shape and designed
         to slide clunkily along timber tracks. It was the sort of detail we’d been dreaming of. I imagined the place had been built
         by a retired sea captain who’d have looked out the eccentric little windows, scanning the horizon as if from a ship’s bridge.
         ‘It was originally used as a fishing cottage,’ said Mary, as if to seal the deal.
      

      
      ‘We’ll get back to you,’ I heard Graeme saying below. I had climbed further up the cliff, following the source of a mysterious
         rustle. Suddenly I was face-to-face with an Indian peafowl, a glorious blue male, his head tipped at an inquisitive angle.
         Pelicans overhead, a peacock in the garden, me who loved India, where the defining sound is the haunting screech of peacocks
         at dawn and dusk. I gasped, giddy-headed with the implications of it all.
      

      
      ‘Wrap it up, Mary,’ I yelled. ‘We’ll take it.’

      
      •

      
      I had always longed for a weekender. A crude cottage with water views, an uncomplicated place where I would be woken by birds,
         wear no shoes and sweep sand straight out the door. If I am to analyse this dream, I can see myself as a child, in England,
         with my parents, walking along the pebbled beach at Brighton, my hair worried by the wind, my skin itching beneath a woollen costume. Not an idyllic picture by sunny Australian standards, but
         to a five-year-old, the ocean and the seagulls and the fish and chips on the pier spelt holiday. And holidays were times when
         my parents stopped arguing, when my over-cautious mother went quite potty, allowing me to stay up past tea-time and eat ice-creams
         at any old hour. As for my father, he would put on his navy-blue swimming shorts with their odour of mothballs and run along
         the shore, while Mother and I sat in deckchairs rented by the hour and cheered him along as if he were training for an Olympic
         marathon.
      

      
      In those days we’d stayed in boarding houses smelling of gravy and old-lady lavender. Later, when we settled in Sydney, via
         a beachless stint in Canberra, rented holiday cottages were the preferred option. Again, such escapes were times of great
         happiness, with all dental concerns put on hold as my father bought ice-blocks all round (Pipeline Petes were a particular
         favourite) and my mother served sugared Earl Grey and Iced Vo Vo biscuits at makeshift tea parties under moulting frangipani
         trees.
      

      
      My family believed in lots of holidays, especially during the long summer school break. We’d plan our expeditions as if we
         were circumnavigating Australia. Mostly, though, we just drove to Avalon Beach, less than two hours away from our home in
         red-roofed Parramatta in Sydney’s west, with all the trappings of safari stuffed in the Holden’s boot. We’d install ourselves
         in the rented cottage and send postcards to the relatives (who never travelled anywhere and were constantly agog at our daring)
         to assure them we’d safely landed in foreign parts.
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      Pelicans

      
      The species of pelican found in Australia is mostly white, with black markings. It’s our largest water bird and is often seen
            flying with a flock, in formation; such a dark moving mass is thought to drive fish to the shallows where they can be easily
            plucked. When they land, pelicans appear to brake and water-ski to a stop on their webbed feet and, given their size, they
            are remarkably graceful. The best places on the New South Wales Central Coast for pelican spotting are at The Entrance and
            around the Woy Woy public wharf where they perch atop street lights, jetty posts and roofs.

      
      There’s organised pelican feeding at seaside Memorial Park at The Entrance every day from 3.30 p.m.; it’s a practice which
            started years ago when employees of what was then the Clifford Fish Shop threw food to the birds. Beside Fishermen’s wharf
            on The Boulevarde at Woy Woy, on most Saturday and Sunday afternoons wildlife Animal Rescue and Care Society rangers conduct
            a feeding and informative talk and monitor the pelicans’ health.

      
      And there we’d be, sleeping in other people’s beds, invading their bookshelves, wondering at the contents of their cupboards
         and once, in a tatty wooden house with a caged cocky, finding a copy of Man magazine at the bottom of a wardrobe and tut-tutting, with my mother, over its bosomy contents while we sipped smart new
         instant coffee from the stoneware cups she’d bleached and scoured. We found a book of cocktail recipes in that house, too,
         tucked on a shelf behind one of those home bars with vinyl-covered stools and collections of coasters and swizzle-sticks.
         My mother grabbed the gin and vermouth bottles by their throats and quoted Dorothy Parker to me as she sloshed away:
      

      
      I like to have a martini 
Two at the very most.
 After three I’m under the table,
 After four I’m under the host.

      
      I was simultaneously thrilled and shocked at such abandon. Mother usually was all manners and morals but on holidays absolutely
         anything seemed possible. No wonder I longed with all my heart for summer to roll around.
      

      
      But there was a downside, to do with tidying and polishing. Other people’s houses meant other people’s germs, thus much scrubbing
         was required, with me acting as dusting deputy under Mother’s argus-eyed direction. I used to wonder at the canny luck of
         these property barons who were not only paid for our presence but got my mother thrown in as a free spring-cleaning contractor.
      

      
      Frequently, Mother and I would take it upon ourselves to redesign what she called ‘chop suey decorations’, meaning we’d mix
         up displays of ornaments, breezily moving china kittens away from their mothers, and changing pictures about—it was the era
         of painted white horses thundering into the surf and mass-produced Hong Kong oils of sailing junks and sampans. There may
         still be beach house-owners up and down Sydney’s northern beaches peninsula who remember us as poltergeist-like tenants who
         blew through, leaving piles of date-ordered National Geographics and the pine scent of disinfectant in our wake.
      

      
      Every morning, we’d set off to spend at least half the day at the beach. My English woollen ‘costume’ was replaced by a Jantzen
         ‘cossie’ with a shirred front which gave the unfortunate effect of a concave chest and on my head would be anchored a bathing
         cap festooned with poodle-like rubber curls. My mother, although not fat, believed in the merits of step-ins, but at the seaside
         she’d cast elastic to the breeze and fairly float like an unbottled genie in her cossie with a floral pleated skirt. She always seemed younger, less anxious, on the beach and we’d gang up on my father, splashing him with water as he hesitated
         at the edge of the surf or burying his feet with sand as he snoozed in the sun.
      

      
      But frequently, I’d feel faint from lack of circulation caused by my straitjacket cossie and would lie on the sand atop a
         big fringed towel patterned with Mexican hats. I wore T-bar sandals that constantly required unbuckling and I longed for the
         freedom of thongs but they were banned in our house, the wearing of same being a sure indicator you were low-class. Not to
         mention that they splayed your toes and therefore no one would marry you.
      

      
      We ate devon sandwiches with tomato sauce and drank tea from a thermos. Seaside fast food was a concept restricted to packets
         of Smiths Crisps, which came with a waxy blue paper twist of salt, and delicious scoops of ice-creams in flaky cones. My parents
         did all they could to divert my attention from boys at the beach. Not that any male ever noticed me or, if he did, would have
         been convulsed with laughter at my corseted appearance.
      

      
      But no heed was paid to protecting my skin. I sunbaked all day with no creams or lotions save for a cake-icing swipe of zinc
         cream on my nose—a further ploy by my parents to deter any lust-ravaged youths. Sometimes, I’d apply a layer of my mother’s
         coconut oil and we’d lie side by side, turning over occasionally, like rotisserie chickens. If we ate out on holidays (that
         is, away from the rented house, where Mother made complicated salads with coloured cocktail onions tossed through, like confetti),
         it would be at milk bars and there would be fish and chips, buttered white bread on a side plate, perhaps a milkshake in a
         metal container with a paper straw. If soft drinks were on the menu, I’d be allowed to choose from an array of fruity flavours
         but never cola which was decried by my mother as the work of the devil, by which she meant the Americans, the same aliens
         who’d introduced biros (she was a stickler for fountain pens and scented notepaper).
      

      
      •

      
      All this I explained to Graeme, in detail, as we celebrated the purchase of our Hardys Bay weekender with a lunch at Fishermen’s
         Wharf by the water at nearby Woy Woy. He was dazed with the suddenness of it all, having only half-believed I was serious
         about the purchase. ‘I thought we were going for a scenic drive,’ he muttered, as I popped the champagne cork and filled our
         Pyrex tumblers. ‘It was the pelicans,’ I protested.
      

      
      I’d chosen a fortuitous location for our celebration lunch. Fishermen’s Wharf is well named: it really is located on a pier, set behind a briny-smelling seafood market. On the opposite side of the Woy Woy Channel sits the perfectly
         named Pelican Island and the birds’ breeding grounds are nearby, their nests lined with seaweed, grass, leaves and feathers.
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       The decor at Fishermen’s Wharf consists of sky-blue plastic chairs, fake terrazzo tabletops and plastic sheeting on the windows.
         You collect your own cutlery and tumblers, set the table and open your wine. All around us, as grave as sentries, pelicans
         sat on poles and lampposts and on the roof, looking like beach-toys that had been freshly inflated, rubber-stoppered and positioned.
         Graeme didn’t believe they were real and fixed the closest one with a riveting eye to see if it moved, just like tourists try to make Buckingham Palace guards flinch. I began naming them, like Colin Thiele’s Storm Boy with his Mr Proud,
         Mr Ponder and Mr Percival.
      

      
      Months later, I bought a copy of Phyllis Albina Bennett’s compendium of poetry, with its many observations of pelicans, and
         marvelled at the resonance. This acute examiner of detail was born in 1906. A driving force on the Central Coast arts scene,
         she wrote hundreds of poems on subjects large and small, from bushwalkers ‘loaded like tramps’ to Woy Woy seagulls— ‘bold
         intruders’ as she so aptly described them.
      

      
      Was she lunching, I wonder, at Fishermen’s Wharf, when she wrote of pelicans ‘sitting like gargoyles on the posts of the landing
         at the jetty’s end’, when she described ‘wide pulsing wings’ and a body ‘like a stout loaded hull’? Perhaps, like me, she
         asked the waitress if she could feed the pelicans. Not cooked food from the table, of course, but raw fish, big and wet with
         tungsten-coloured eyes. The waitress brought a bucket and flung wide the window so I could throw the birds their lunch. In
         a wink, Mr Ponder had turned to Mr Greedy. As Graeme gulped the bubbly and wondered at my madness, my arm all but disappeared
         up into my elbow as cartoonish shell-pink beaks engulfed their fish takeaways.
      

      
      He told me months later that I looked 12 years old at that moment as I giggled and danced about and tossed the fish and all
         the diners on Fishermen’s Wharf stopped their eating and cheered me on. Whatever it was I so desperately sought to recapture, Graeme knew I had found it on the Coast.
      

      
      •

      
      Back in Sydney, the reality set in. We would have to spend tens of thousands of dollars to bring the weekender up to scratch.
         Firstly, it needed a sundeck. Built in the 1920s, an era when fresh air was rarely a consideration, there was no outdoor sitting
         or entertaining area save for a barbecue terrace cut into the cliff. Inside, those sardined partitions would have to go, the
         lino needed to be ripped up and the bathroom reconfigured. ‘Rub it out and start again, my girl,’ Mother would have remarked,
         drawing on a filter-tip.
      

      
      But we didn’t want to destroy the essential holiday feel of the place. Whatever renovations were done would have to be simple
         and in character. Polished floors, marine and bushland colours, a plain wooden deck with nautical wiring. Out came the interior
         design magazines and my sketch pad.
      

      
      ‘I think we’ll call it Peacock Cottage,’ I said, idly. This chance remark was to spark weeks of heated debate. Melbourne-born
         Graeme was determined it was a ‘shack’ and only up-themselves Sydneysiders, he scoffed, would refer to a weekender as a cottage.
         But to me the word shack sounded like not much more than a lean-to hut.
      

      
      In New Zealand they’re called batches, a derivation of bachelor shacks. Weeks after our purchase at the Bay, I wrote a newspaper column about the shack and the batch, spelling the latter in that style. In flowed a swag of letters from
         irate Kiwi expatriates pointing out it should be ‘bach’, a word I can only read with the Johann Sebastian pronunciation. In
         the South Island of New Zealand, ‘crib’ is used, and what a nurturing, nannyish word it is. I can imagine snug weekends buttoned
         up in a weatherboard crib, safe against wind, rain, crashing surf and barking mad neighbours—perhaps with Johann Sebastian’s
         fugues playing full pelt.
      

      
      In South Australia they are most definitely shacks, while in Victoria they are holiday houses. Writing in the Adelaide Review, Kerryn Goldsworthy pointed out that some Melburnians live slightly more luxuriously ‘when on retreat in their beach houses
         than they do in their ordinary lives’ and even buy new furniture for them. ‘I ask you,’ she spluttered, South Australian to
         the core. ‘The makeshift and unadorned South Australian shack functions mainly as a projection of one’s daggier, less anxious
         and more innocent self.’ Beautifully put. But luckily Kerryn’s piece appeared more than a year after the Coasting saga began. If it’d been on hand during our cottage-versus-shack stoush, I doubt I’d have played fair and shown it to Graeme.
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