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A message from the editor


All we need is love. At the centre of love is families. At the centre of families is mums. This collection of letters is dedicated to all the mums out there.


Thank you for all the mumming.


Samuel Johnson OAM
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You’ll perhaps consider me a little slipshod opening my letter this way. But it is my letter, and it is my opinion that this correspondence should begin with your words, for yours are so much better.


Softball Match at the Tech School


Frangar


Chook


Fuckerata


Susie Babe


Danger


Fungoid Fool


Anderson’s dick, you can’t find it,


Pig’s ring


Bullcrap


Stick your arse behind the backstop and


Shut yer mouth


Four balls make a walk


He stole the whole base


Miss; Miss.


We wanna go home


Strike one for Fatty


Over there


This kid’s trying to kill me


Murder you


Fuck you


Take it easy.


I love that poem. I would love to write one back, but I’m a shit poet.


It feels odd writing to you. I don’t know much about you really. I don’t know where or when you were born, or when you died. I don’t know your middle name or what colour you wore your hair. I thought you might be interested to hear what I do know of you though, for there is much you’ve missed.


I lived above Dad’s second-hand bookshop for years. When I was fifteen, having abandoned my dreams of tennis, of Wimbledon, I started working at becoming a bohemian of considerable import. I didn’t know a great deal about poetry but I’d somehow surmised I wouldn’t be able to call myself a true bohemian if I didn’t sport at least a rudimentary grasp. I wore my beret, but it was starting to feel false. And so, in search of authenticity, I trundled down our rickety wooden spiral staircase into Dad’s bookshop and its poetry section. I found you in the first book I picked out – an anthology of Australian women poets published in the ’70s, called Mother, I’m Rooted. I picked it up because it had the word ‘rooted’ on the cover. I was fifteen; it figures. I opened the book square on ‘Softball Match at the Tech School’ and I was in at fungoid fool. You used your words bravely, leaving me giddy and confused. You put pictures in my head and made me laugh and then feel sad straight after. You captured me with your vivid wordplays and punctuated musicality. I hungered for more than your six poems in the anthology. I searched for you in the index of every other book in the section and found nothing. But I had a piece of you. And I could now attest to being a legitimate bohemian, having been so greatly moved by your lyrical dexterity. I donned my beret free of guilt, before taking my customary walk along the beach. To think. And smoke cigarettes. Because that’s what fifteen-year-old bohemians do.


Over the years I’d hear talk of you. Sometimes I’d fossick and sometimes I’d happen upon it. Apparently, you went mad. Too much acid. By all accounts you found life a most dreadful and onerous undertaking, which I think I understand. Despite this, you held famed parties where you would invite the street urchins and the upper classes, just to watch the fireworks. I learnt that you believed in God most fervently, but I can only assume that you shared a tempestuous bond in light of your purported behaviour being so rarely in line with Bible principles. I heard you fed your preschool daughter LSD to open her mind.


When you weren’t in the housing commissions you were in the institutions. They don’t exist anymore, you might be interested to know. I heard you reached for God when you got lost but he wasn’t there. In amongst it all, I’m told you had three kids and married a bloke and it didn’t work out. I heard that you loved him more than he loved you, and that it broke your heart. But I’m told there were lots of things that broke your heart. I’m told that you finally ended it after countless attempts.


You don’t know this, and this is why I’m writing to you, but you came into my home when I was nineteen. Generally speaking, my memory is patchy, but I remember this day like no other and you feature in it most prominently. I was back for another stint above Dad’s bookshop, another effort to reshuffle my ruffled affairs. I had left the bohemian thing behind, realising that only wankers wore berets, and was dedicated to becoming a fully-fledged cynic. I was depressed because the world was like your poems, oddly enough. The one thing holding me together was family and, thankfully, I had care of my nephew Jonathon that day. Young Jonno had been tasked with some creative writing homework. He had to write a story. Dad had encouraged me to write stories from a very early age and he kept every story I ever wrote in his filing cabinet, hoping, as any old book dealer might, that his son would be the next Proust. Regardless, there was one story I had written, when I was about Jonno’s age, called ‘The Old Man and the Watermelon’ and I thought I might read it to Jonno in an effort to somehow inspire him, such was my hubris at that age.


As I rifled through Dad’s filing cabinet, I came across a tab that read ‘Merrill’s Poems’.


There you were again.


My heart faltered. I couldn’t deal with it while Jonno was up. I sequestered the file in my room before finding ‘The Old Man and the Watermelon’ and reading it. Jonno wrote his piece, we had apple pie and custard, he brushed his teeth, I read him another chunk of Huck Finn and tucked him away safe and sound. I sat in my bedroom. I fingered the manila folder nervously, not sure I was ready to see what was inside. It felt wrong to be reading a private file of my father’s, but he need not ever know. There were maybe a hundred poems. I turned the pages slowly, edging ever closer to knowing you. I drifted through your twisted mind. Your pages were lyrical, alarming, completely disconnected, manic, paranoid, sinister, even graceful, depending on the day or your mood or your place. In no time flat, there were only two pages left unread. I searched the penultimate page for a title, but this was the first poem without one. It just said, simply and in brackets, (For Samuel Joseph). That’s my name. You wrote a poem for me. Before you died. Now you weren’t some acid-drenched poet. Now you were my mum. I’m writing to tell you that I found the poem you wrote me. You’ve probably forgotten it, so here it is:


(For Samuel Joseph)


When ‘this old man’


From the nursery rhyme


Rolled home


You were hiding in his sack and


Seizing the first gruff moment his back


Was turned you stuck your head


Out and grinned


O lord how I sinned


No great sin to conceive


You little son, receive


A mother’s prayer for you


And a fresh pair of pants


Gold ducks on red overalls


Little fellow fat tum


With your chest all a rumble


Go cough in the night


Look look see the thumb


Making arcs in the air by the


Window is your own


Thumb and the fingers


Leave the fingers weaving


Greetings to the pane


And smile just once again


Forever for your


Once and for all mum


If I’d lost you big bonny baby son


Sam Sam listen if you can Sam


There’d never be another son


Like you so


I sent the silly fellow from the rhyme a


Packing, skulking off with nought


But empty sacking for company


And I kept you


Treasure devil dear


All the seas of joy


Rise to sing for you boy


Surge and swell and roar


All the seas of joy


Sound wonderfully near


Since you’ve been here


I wrote to you not just to tell you that I found your poem, and to thank you for it, but in some feeble hope that perhaps, like me, you’ll find this letter buried in a filing cabinet somewhere. And so you know who your son is, there are a few things I need to make clear.


I’ve become a half-decent human. There’s a miscreant in me and I’ve fucked up plenty, but I’ve balanced out my base hedonism with sizeable helpings of community work and I endeavour to be the best that I can. They told me I have what you had but I don’t believe them, and I’ve been off my medication for nearly eight years without incident. I’ve never tried to kill myself. I’m a practising minimalist and your poem is one of my few possessions, protected in fireproof glass. I give most of what I earn to my family and loved ones and am generous with my time. I’m not particularly good at any one thing but I try hard and I’m proud of that. I think you tried hard too. Maybe that’s where I got it. Despite mostly feeling that my life has been an unending series of fuck-ups, I’ve found some confidence and a little security, in so far as you can.


I have never blamed you for leaving. Lots of people these days call suicide selfish. They say, what about the kids? What about the family? Not realising it’s not at all about them. I don’t miss you, for I never had you to miss. That bloke you had three kids with stepped up when you stepped out. He was effeminate and authoritative, so I had a two-in-one type of deal. I’m pretty much okay, except I have intimacy issues and I can’t share a bed. I feel lucky that you didn’t stick around and fuck up my life like you did my sister’s. Hilde found you dead when she was twelve. She was late to see you. Ever since, she’s carried a swag of neuroses. She’s never once been late in the decades since. Thanks for making her so punctual. I’ve only seen one photo of us together. I’ve never cared to obtain my own copy. You were cremated, but the small plaque with your name on it is long lost and only your punctual daughter has ever searched for it. To be honest, for that’s what letters ought be, I think I did better without you. I think you knew I would. You are mostly forgotten now, which happens of course, but your poetry stays near and that is your gift.


With true thanks, for changing my life for the better, forever, from your, once and for all, big bonny baby son,
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Samuel Johnson OAM: Gold Logie and AFI Award-winning actor, winner of Dancing with the Stars, long-distance unicyclist and Head of Cancer Vanquishment at Love Your Sister
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It was all a bit much, wasn’t it.
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Hilde Hinton: author, prison officer and Love Your Sister co-founder
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The older I get the more aware I am of how you influenced my life.


The positive modelling I received as one of four children, who all sat around the family table with you, Dad and Grandpa has made me convinced that this is the best way to create food lovers for life. Not only were you a curious and creative cook but you subtly opened my sensibilities as well as my tastebuds. In a family with little spare cash you still embroidered table mats, selected pretty bowls and platters to put the food on, made your own dinner rolls and topped them with poppy seeds or sesame seeds. We always had cloth napkins, never paper. We always had butter on a butter dish, never a plastic box on our table, and you always told us the stories that went with the dishes.


We also learnt about caring for the ducks, and how to pick fruit. I suspect we could have been more helpful in the digging and turning the compost, but we knew it was happening.


You also invited others to share our table often and made simple meals into celebrations.


I suspect you were not really surprised that I opened a restaurant, nor that I started to write about the stories behind my dishes.


Sadly, you were not there to see me take my next big step to create the experiment that has become the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Foundation. Thousands of Australian children are now learning about growing, harvesting, preparing and sharing fresh food in the most enjoyable way – a hands-on program that is rapidly spreading through our schools and early learning centres.


I still think of you every day and I know that all that I learnt from you is still being passed on to others.


Thanks Mum
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Stephanie Alexander AO: owner–chef, author, food educator and founder of the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Foundation
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There are still times when I go to call you.


It seems inexplicable to me that you actually died. I used to wonder how it would feel, and after sixteen years, I’m still not sure.


The main thing I want to tell you is that I get it now. I understand that all those times I thought you were smothering or controlling were all just manifestations of love. And I hope my boys will one day understand the same of me.


Liam left home at the beginning of the year to begin his university life, and I fell to pieces. I was right back to being seventeen and leaving home for uni myself. Had I even given you and Dad a backward glance? Had I an iota of insight into how you were feeling as I left my childhood behind? Did you find it hard to let me go? I missed you terribly as I cried over Liam’s departure.


And the clothes you made me to take away? I was embarrassed by the Butterick patterns and homemade jumpers. I wanted to shop at the army disposal store. I felt you didn’t ‘see’ me. But I now know that love is a doing word, and every trip to the fabric department of Myer was an act of love.


Jack was so young when you died. You would have laughed at the boys at your ‘ceremony’. (I know you didn’t want a funeral.) Liam dragged Jack around the floor by his arms. A nice diversion on the hardest of days. When Jack was five he said, ‘I wish I knew Grandma when I had a brain.’ Me too. You’d just love these boys … actually they are now fine young men. And I tell them often how proud you’d be of their achievements.


I find it hard to talk about you without getting weepy (I’m crying writing this). I get a kick to the heart if I see your handwriting, and despite the fact you didn’t like having your photo taken I have your pictures all over the house. Most importantly I want you to know that your determination for me to have an education and pursue a career has afforded me a wonderful and challenging life, and I hope I do you credit.


And I miss you every day. (Sorry to begin a sentence with ‘and’.)


Love
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Amanda Keller OAM: award-winning journalist and the Hostess with the Mostess; Jonesy and Amanda, Dancing with the Stars, The Living Room. Amanda appears daily, in wax, at Madame Tussauds in Sydney.
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Remember when I went away for work with my son Hakavai, and you came along to help out? It was the end of a three week trip and I was exhausted, Hakavai was irritated, and your perpetual enthusiasm was excruciating.


We were slowly walking up the boardwalk, only one plane ride away until touchdown in Sydney.


‘Mum, where are our seats?’ I asked.


‘How should I know?!’ you replied in a haughty tone.


‘Um … you’ve got the boarding passes.’


You peered down through your glasses (bought at the chemist down the road). I knew you couldn’t read our seat numbers.


‘Here, give them to me,’ I said.


‘No,’ you huffed back. As if to prove to me that you could indeed read, you made the following announcement in your boombox supersonic circus ringmaster voice.


‘Masterrrrr Hakavai Hoskin – seatttt 25AAAAAAAAA!!!’


The other passengers jumped, startled by your announcement.


We moved to our seats and while I got Hakavai settled, I saw you had spotted a new friend in the flight attendant (not the same one you were talking to earlier, the one you thought was Polish, but was actually from Serbia).


I tuned in to your conversation in time and heard you playfully admonish him, ‘I’m not from New Zealand, I’m from Tahiti!’ Your face had that focused intensity I know so well.


‘That is fascinating, Madam.’


His body language, tone of voice and lack of any expression indicated that he was anything but fascinated.


‘Ah, so where is that?’ he added with a modicum of polite interest.


‘In French Polynesia of course! Everybody should know where French Polynesia is!’


(Because of COURSE everyone should know the exact location of some islands sprinkled around the Pacific Ocean?)


‘My uncle was president of Tahiti. Three times!’ you exclaimed, with a knowing smile.


(I’m still not sure if this is factually correct as you seem to find an ancestral connection to almost everyone from Tahiti.)


‘Ahhhhhh …’ he looked at me through ‘Help me!’ eyes and I pretended to be busy reading. I wanted to see how this was going to play out.


‘Yes!’ you proclaimed. ‘Us Tahitians, we’re proud of our culture!’


Then, just as I saw you draw a big breath, ready to launch into your next verbal barrage, there was an announcement over the PA and the flight attendant’s shoulders sank with relief.


‘Please excuse me Madam, we’re about to take off.’


‘Oh! No worries darling!’ You stood to kiss him but he was already moving quickly down the aisle.


‘Māuruuru Māuruuru roa!’ you called after him, quickly adding, ‘That means thank you in Tahitian!’


You settled back in your seat and started tickling my son’s feet. He giggled, enraptured by your clinking shell necklaces and the daisies in your hair. Your chignon was held up with an old ballpoint pen, you were wearing a vibrant floral shirt, and psychedelic patterned tights.


Awwww. I was suddenly overwhelmed by feelings of love and gratitude for you. I was a bit of a bitch to you on that trip. I thought about when I was a kid, and you took me to a big running race. I thought of the time when I won an award for my colourful imagination and you bought me an old clunky typewriter. I remembered when I was in hospital, and you were there every day, brightening up the place with your florid colours and raucous laughter.


I grabbed your hand and kissed it.


‘Love ya, Mum.’


You smiled at me, and kissed my hand too.
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Turia Pitt: bestselling author, athlete and mindset coach
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It’s been a long time since I’ve written you a letter.


And even longer since you’ve been able to read one.


I can only imagine what it’s like for you in there, especially knowing the person you were before.


Sometimes I still see the ‘you’ I grew up with. Although I haven’t actually seen you in person for over two years now. Just photos that Helen from the Alzheimer’s Ward sends me.


I think of all the times you told me you never wanted to end up a ‘bloody vegetable’. How, if it ever came to that, I had your permission to ‘knock you on the head’.


Instead, I just let you sit in your nursing home, like a piece of broccoli simmering away on a stove longer than it should.


And to think I had the chance to pull the plug once.


After you broke your hip in March 2015, just two months after my wife buggered off, and one month after my dog died and I was slightly consumed with grief, the doctor at the hospital in Geelong emerged from the operating theatre to tell me you were struggling with aspiration and it would take some doing for you to fully recover. After explaining a few different procedures and inquiring about your quality of life he then asked me what I wanted him to do.


Why was he asking me? I’m not a doctor.


In my ignorance, I took it to mean he wanted my permission to do what he could to keep you alive. It wasn’t until my newly ex-wife’s father (a doctor himself) explained to me your doctor was very subtly hinting at something else. That should it seem a better course of action to just ‘let you go’ he would, in fact, do nothing other than the usual hip replacement recovery business, and you would likely ‘kick the bucket’.


That would’ve been your preferred option. It was certainly one of your favourite expressions.


So … you’re still here. But of course – not really. Cruel. A failure on my part. And now I must watch from half a world away as you ever so slowly drift further into the abyss.


It’s funny when I think of how short and sharp Dad’s death was. A shocking flight accident that killed him instantly. Whereas your demise is, as Fiona Apple would say, ‘Slow like honey. Heavy with mood.’


I’m sorry, Mum. I’m sorry your doctor was offering you a way out and I didn’t see it. I’m sorry you now must endure more years of oblivion, instead of being reunited with your precious love – my dad, taken from you 44 years ago. I’m just sorry. I often picture that scene from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. You know the one. With the pillow …


You’ll probably outlive me. You’re going to be 85 this Christmas. Here’s to another ten years of Alzheimer’s. At least I can give you the same present I gave you three years ago. I’ll just take it down off your shelf and hand it to you again. I know the old you would find that quite funny.


But you’re not the old you anymore. That you – the smart, sarcastic, stoic woman who taught me to keep my chin up and my head down – only lives on in my memory.


I share stories with Monte about you. I want him to know what kind of lady you were. I think he’s getting the idea. He just turned four and has quite the sense of humour. I gather that’s yours being passed down. I wonder if he’ll understand what the doctor is hinting at when my time comes to get a hip replacement. Being from the Netherlands he probably will.


I love you Mum. More and more all the time. I’m sorry for making you stay, longer than you should.


I’m coming home later this year.


I’ll be sure to bring a lovely soft new pillow for you. Just to lay your head on.
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Guy Pearce: musician, filmmaker, internationally renowned Australian actor
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