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when i came home from the local Department of community Services office 
the phone was ringing, its brass peal adrift on the derelict living room like the 
fading echo of an apocalypse that hadn’t come to everybody after all.

i ran for it but when i answered the voice on the other side rushed through 
in a thin stream of vowels and consonants, so i jammed the receiver against 
my ear and froze. i tried to talk back to stop it but before i knew what i was 
doing i’d dropped the phone and retreated into the living room. above me the 
water in the pipes jumped and a moment later eliza was at the end of the cor-
ridor wiping her hands on her jeans. what’s the matter she asked.

it’s Dodge i stammered. on the phone.
eliza raised her eyebrows but held her tongue and went into the dining 

room. we aren’t puppets, what did she say. what was she trying to say. after 
a minute she was standing between the sliding doors with her hands on her 
hips. it was my mother. i called her when you were out to tell her about the 
will. you know what she said. She said we two ought to divide everything 
between us.

i had taken a seat by the window and my gaze had drifted off but now 
i glanced back at eliza and in her eyes. Something in one. how could you 
understand what she was saying. i could barely make out her voice.

eliza shrugged. i’ve had to make out what mum’s been saying for years 
now. what does it matter.

make up do you mean. you mean make up, not out.
mmm. She waited for me to say something more. She put her hands on 

her hips again, over two sets of damp fingerprints. 
i’ve just been to docs.
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what did they say.
They couldn’t get a hold of anything on the spot. They have files up from 

the mid fifties and some from adoption agencies that have closed. if there’s 
nothing there they could help me look. i think it would cost some money 
and in any case they said it could take years. it’s not very practical, for the 
circumstances. eliza crossed her arms and looked me up and down. in my 
reply to her letter i told her i’d been living with her aunt at least since i was 
six years old, before which i don’t have any memories. i remember. The first 
thing i remember is that i was bringing Dodge lunch on a round pewter tray 
and she was defecating all over our shoes. She had been saying thank you but 
now she was wailing and her nails were in my shoulder and i was staring into 
the whites of her eyes and trying to hold the tray steady so she wouldn’t topple 
it into the shit. 

i don’t know how long i had been in the flat when that happened but later 
i took a clean pair of socks from my suitcase so it can’t have been long at all. 
Dodge ran a bath. She trod shit through the house but what could we do, so 
did i. i put our shoes on the balcony outside her bedroom and i scrubbed the 
carpet with half a bar of Sunlight soap then put some in a bucket of water and 
on the balcony i dunked our shoes and hung them from the cast iron railings 
by the laces. in the evening when i went in to wash i found the rest of her 
clothes in a bundle under the sink. Dodge had shut herself in her room so i 
rinsed them in the tub and threw them over the curtain rail.

we never spoke about that afternoon though it turned out she shat herself 
more frequently than any other woman in my experience. 

in your experience.
i’m sure i would have remembered one. 
Dodge was incontinent.
i think it was her porcelain bladder. it pressed in on her. towards the end 

she rarely even left the flat, and if she ever had to she was so relieved to get 
back she usually sank into the sofa and stayed there until i came home from 
school and took away whatever it was she’d bought rum, tobacco, some flow-
ers, a bolt of fabric. a hatchet. no only on fridays. She didn’t go out other 
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days. once she did but i wouldn’t clear up the shopping dumped by the sofa 
on my entrall. fuk this shit i said i hav rites. one evening i found her sitting 
at her desk by the window, her fingers gripping a pencil to her shopping list. 
She wore her hat and her gloves already. her houndstooth coat had slipped 
down from the arm of the sofa and her bladder had gone. i opened my mouth 
but stopped there. above her rigid hands her pearls winked with the motes 
turning briefly in the levelling sun. all those years she had been like a mother 
to me.

when i was older i didn’t ask her where i came from anymore but then she 
had a nauseating habit of telling stories. She would dredge up all the people 
who ever came or went from the flat and the more often she told a story the 
more they slid around. By the time exhaustion took over and even the words 
began to loosen from her sentences the only thing that was staying where it 
started was the furniture. even the photo albums were too many. it became 
harder to tell apart those that had been inherited. you could find a pair of 
neatly creased serge trousers in every one but together they covered at least a 
hundred years and some had been taken on the riviera and some came from 
cities we had never known. Dodge was a collector. photo albums were cheap 
and her favourites.
  

i used to leaf through them myself during the brief periods she called 
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for silence. one afternoon in the school holidays i lay beneath a window in 
the living room with an album whose scribble of blue ink spelled Summer 
2. Under it flew an embossed bow as slim as infinity. Dodge was out. i was 
turning the pages slowly in the glassed heat when i saw something i had seen 
before come unstuck from the grey cardboard mount and slipped down to the 
spine of the album. not the photo but that blur of hooped skirts in the sand, 
a loosened fist by a clutter of soiled plates and tumblers and those spots in the 
ocean. i had been here. where the sand is hot but you have to take off your 
socks and walk on it. and, oh the wind in your face, the salt wind that mas-
sive breath that smacks you up as the grains rise between your toes like yeast. 
warm glass powder that stars your feet on the way to the water. obliterated 
conches. voices glance over the surface from the boys in the deep. They used 
to look awkward dandled by the unbroken waves but now they can dive and 
when they turn their shoulders to the water their blades wink in the sun. and 
the sand burns your feet. you are in the water and it’s good to float in the fold 
between the sky and the sea. The sea! whose hand was that. you are lifted 
in the belly of a wave, held by an upward weight then hurled through sting-
ing stuff up all the holes in your face over feet over face in the white water. 
it carries you into the sand. you struggle up to your knees and vomit. i felt 
sick in the flat. The carpet seemed to be slipping me out so i sat up against 
the mullions. when i closed my eyes i could see the whole dead day again. it 
happened more than once. 

eliza looked at her watch. what have you been living on this past week.
on the cash left over in the house. Dodge went to the bank every month 

and she kept what she withdrew in that tin box over there. with the coroner’s 
fee and the funeral costs it’s almost empty now. i was waiting for you to arrive 
before we went to the bank. eliza looked me up and down again and bit her 
lip. 

are they Dodge’s clothes.
i tucked the pirned and faded skirt of a gabardine pinafore between my 

knees. it was cold. it had been royal blue once. Dodge had kept everything 
bought for her since she was a girl so if i ripped my stockings climbing over 
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the sandstone crenulations of the school steps she just opened a drawer in her 
dresser rolled away the mothballs and shook out a new pair like the legs on a 
disturbed octopus beige turning coral pink. There were even shoes wrapped in 
oilcloth tucked away on the mother of pearl paper with the gloves and scarfs. 
you had to be careful of those mothballs though. a new stocking might con-
tain a painful grain. i also inherited hats, and bloomers with slugs of thread 
where the silk had rotted off. we were economical.

where did Dodge get her money. Do you know.
i shook my head. Some kind of pension i guess. She never worked. But 

like i said we didn’t spend much. That is. i raised my hand as if i might have 
pointed at something in the room but it fell in a limp arc at my side. There 
wasn’t much need. She only ever went to the hospital once as far as i remem-
ber despite the things that were wrong with her. There was no expensive treat-
ment. The money she put in the tin box was never any more or less than it was 
at the beginning. i had no real pocket money. i didn’t mind dressing like this. 
i liked the clothes. 

over the pinafore i was if it isn’t lard wearing a knitted cardigan, orphinon, 
with celadon wafer buttons. eliza eyed them seriously and said they look 
good. i wondered if i dressed like her mother. She said no her mother didn’t 
wear anything anymore. Slept like a baby. of course eliza still dressed like a 
cowgirl, a plaid shirt rolled above her elbows, football socks. 

what exactly was wrong with her.
at first it was just incontinence. Then the bladder cancer. it’s difficult to 

treat once you find it because by then it’s usually advanced. Sometimes there 
are no symptoms, and anyway Dodge was so acrazed she might not have 
noticed if there had been. maybe she did notice and she was just scrimping.

Something almost like a smile had been hovering in eliza’s face for a while 
and it broke now in a couple of calm happy twitches. So you think she lived 
on a pension.

what else.
you never heard about an inheritance. 
i shook my head.

JAcK coX



rEviEw of contEMPorAry fiction   41

when the first roses died they left everything to their daughters. i guess 
mum settled with Dodge before she left for the farm and maybe she took more 
because Dodge stayed behind in the flat but it can’t have been a lot more when 
everything was weighed in the balance and she’s bought land and a hundred 
thousand head of sheep with her bit and has got them through the drought so 
far without using it up.

how much.
i don’t know. That’s two million dollars worth of sheep though.
Until then i’d handled a very small amount of cash (some inescapable 

expenses carried in coins in the pocket of my school dress but everything else 
Dodge saw to, writing cheques wherever she could with a scrupulous enter-
prise reserved for absolutely nothing else) and so it was probably from lack 
of contact that this information was absorbed by me as with the immediate 
incantatory force of pure theory. her words came and went as a revelation, 
everything in their wake dissolving and expanding into invisible multiples, 
being at first just a vague lifting apart and then as if the same abstract shades 
that had clabbered every particle in the flat turned for a moment as full and 
fleeting as a rush of oxygen into a moveable surplus, leaving me floating in 
the airy mould, surprised. i had never made plans, being far from pleonectic. 
i made some.

There was no pension said eliza. i can’t see why there should have been. 
She was probably living on interest.

we’d better go to the bank.
i don’t think we can just like that. They’ll probably want to see my letters 

before they let us have anything. Better wait until we see Bernard again. i’ll 
write off for mum’s and my birth certificates and we’ll need to find Dodge’s. it’s 
really too bad you don’t have one. Do you know did she have any debts.

i shrugged.
how do we find out.
i guess we just wait to see if someone calls them in. Before we left him 

Bernard had shown us the template for a notice that had to be published two 
weeks ahead of applying at the court for letters of administration and we had 



42

followed it on the spot and delivered our version to the front office of the 
Sydney Morning Herald on the way home, so by now it was not simply from 
under the stone cold teapot and sticky breakfast plates left behind on the 
coffee table in the flat on Greenknowe avenue but from any number of the 
volar errant facets of the daily press that the words after fourteen days from 
the publication of this notice and application for administration of the estate 
of roSe DoDGe late of Sydney, spinster, will be made by elizabeth weil 
the niece. creditors are required to send particulars of their claims upon her 
estate to Looper and russett solicitors, 1/2 Bland Street, woolomooloo might 
have been seen by anyone. Since grammatical error or a hole was inherent to 
the template and because we didn’t know any better we didn’t think our own 
typo would cause any trouble. we figured anyone who had an interest would 
understand whichever way it happened to come out.

Dodge didn’t have a filing cabinet or something.
no. There’s nothing left. She didn’t keep any. papers. There are none. at 

least i don’t think so. where would you keep them around here.
eliza was trying the drawer of the writing table by the window. it opened 

with a hollow cough. She flinched. it’s empty.
They all are.
oof. it looks like the kind of place that’d be full of stuff to read. what about 

in there. She pointed at the glimmer between the sliding doors.
Things for eating.
what did you do all that time without a t.v.
Dodge talked. we had a radio once but it broke. 
The birth certificates came express courier, the envelope otherwise empty 

but signed by the neighbour eliza had left in charge of the property and her 
mother’s vital needs. at the end of the week we went back to wolloomooloo 
and found Bernard hunched over his desk again which was clear now except 
for a blotter and a glass of something orange and softly hissing. he remained 
seated as we came in, smiling more like wincing and nodding, taking back 
from eliza his umbrella, dry, wound up and buckled in. Don’t be fooled he 
said lifting the umbrella slightly. it looks much better but i still haven’t found 
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your file. obviously he was referring to the old disorder though apart from 
the surface of the desk and some space that had been dug out in the corner 
of the room to the left of the doorway there was now a pile of manila folders 
and loose purplish paper leaning against the benighted window where there 
hadn’t been before and where there had been a chair there was another stack 
of boxes. i’ll say the rest of the room looked exactly the same.

we gave him the certificates and told him it might take a while to turn up 
adoption papers. we all agreed it would be impractical to hold off dividing the 
estate. in any case he said inhaling deeply i was right, the family provision 
act makes it perfectly possible for maxine to be provided for without them. 
Dodge finally transcended her bad timing. you see the old family mainte-
nance act only worked on behalf of blood relatives. now in the absence of a 
legacy the court is allowed to consider the contribution of any eligible per-
son to the welfare of the deceased person, including contribution as a home-
maker, the character and conduct of the person before and after death, her 
circumstances. Being a dependent of the deceased also makes you eligible to 
be provided for. what does your mother think.

She agrees.
Bernard paused. he had picked up the glass from the desk but put it back 

now without drinking. Good. recruit to dilute. well that’s good but a decision 
made under the family maintenance act is a discretionary one. That is, it’s up 
to a judge to decide whether there are grounds for an order in maxine’s favour, 
even if you’ve come to an agreement amongst yourselves. you may decide on 
your own how much maxine should have and you two could in fact apply to 
be joint administrators of the estate but that would take another twenty eight 
days to come into effect and even then the judge has to agree to the amount 
that you both agree the defendant, in this case eliza, owes the plaintiff, max-
ine. none of this is difficult or risky but it does mean you have to go to court.

we’re in a bit of a hurry said eliza.
isn’t everybody. he moved his hand from the glass and lifted the notepad 

with two blurred fingers as if he might have flung it off the desk but only 
dropped it there like an actor throws down evidence. repeat. anyway going 
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to court is expensive. my advice is that you can avoid it by offering maxine a 
certain amount of money as a settlement. The formal agreement then is that 
on acceptance of the settlement proceedings are dismissed. you could agree 
on a provision and hand it over right away, then you’d be square. it depends 
how much capital there is and how much you think maxine should have. of 
course if there wasn’t enough you could liquidate some of Dodge’s assets. Save 
time and court costs.

how do we access Dodge’s money.
you need your letters of administration. i’ll sign an affidavit for the lost 

will and you take them with your certificates and a summary of the value of 
Dodge’s estate and liabilities to the Supreme court. Get a real estate agent over 
to tell you how much the flat is worth, and how much it’ll cost to sell. plus 
there are her possessions. you should have a professional value the contents 
of the flat and the cost of sale. afraid with the value of property and gold fall-
ing together. well whado i know. anyway you need to give all that into the 
court. i’ll help you write the forms now and give you a list of everything else 
you need.

we can at least look at her bank account can’t we said eliza.
Bernard nodded swallowing. Uh yes of course. you need to, and you’ll 

have to include the balance in the value of her estate. with power of attorney 
you’re entitled to see how much is in there. Just go to the bank and show them 
her death certificate.

certainly. eliza turned to me. Do you have that.
yes.
Later as we were taking a long way home down Bourke Street eliza said 

you don’t seem very curious about the adoption or whatever it was.
i said i didn’t know what there was to be curious about. i didn’t know what 

there was. Besides, the less we know about it the better it is for you.
why.
Because if i was adopted i’d inherit everything.
apparently eliza hadn’t thought of this. She stopped walking and cupped 

her hand on her belly. Did you expect to get it all. you must resent me.
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no. Dodge literally died sooner than i anticipated. She didn’t tell me how 
sick she really was and i never thought about what to do after it was over. i 
suppose i always assumed it wouldn’t concern me by then. But she just hit, 
you know, one afternoon all of a sudden like death into a, leaving the whole 
opaque mess behind, and now here we are, her own metabasis. i’m glad she 
was rich but frankly i’m grateful not to be picking up alone, that would be a 
bit much.

eliza looked ambivalent but we went straight home and made lunch with 
the leftovers in the fridge and half a bottle of flat apple cider then we collected 
the death certificate and set off for the bank.


