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Sarah Ferguson is an award-winning investigative journalist at the ABC. She wrote The Killing Season Uncut with Patricia Drum in 2016.
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To Anthony









I talked to my mother throughout the summer, floating in the ocean, head tilted back in the water, eyes skyward. On days when the swell was too strong, I drifted in the tea-tree-stained water of the creek. There where no one could hear, I spoke out loud the words and names not used since childhood. I thanked her, as I had for the first time weeks earlier, reaching forward tentatively to stroke her soft grey hair on the pillow. I talked to her in the garden where I made my first flowerbed, for her; English flowers, hollyhocks and grandmother’s bonnets, deep purple lavender. I told her how like the bed beyond her kitchen window it was. I who have never grown anything anywhere, have made a whole bed grow riotously for you in the hard Australian sun. She smiled and made a face as if to say, That’s a turn-up for the books, you in the garden with secateurs and twine. Now I’ve heard it all.


I talked to her during the summer sport, the Ashes and the Open, because Marjorie was a true aficionado, with a near obsession for the Swiss tennis player. She had a similar obsession with Pakistani cricketer Imran Khan, to the point where my father would hide copies of books about him under the bed. We spent a lot of time in my childhood, she and I, watching cricket. It never seemed odd, though I realise now it might seem so. We talked seriously about the game, but the subject of those afternoons was really love, a mother’s love, imparted wordlessly at a provincial cricket ground with scorecards, a thermos and tartan rugs against the English summer cold. You might say it was an English form of love, oblique, unable to be stated, but it wasn’t. I don’t think my generation, which expresses love so easily and so often, loves any more or provides more security by declaring it in every phone call. I knew her love was there, I knew it with complete and easy certainty, as it was in countless other scenes in the landscapes we shared.


‘I have lived so far away for so long, I’m sorry,’ I tried to say. But she wouldn’t allow it. She never said don’t move so far, or it would make me happy if you came home, or even that it was hard for her. She understood and she didn’t know reproach. She had left her own parents in Nairobi in 1959, aged twenty-three, her mother at the open door, fierce with recrimination, imploring her daughter not to leave. She took a taxi from the house, through the game park to the airport, and boarded a plane for the long journey to England. A polite, obedient young woman who had come of age in the middle-class world of postwar England was marrying against her parents’ wishes. She lived her own life and encouraged me to do the same. She would not accept the sorrow, even as the words formed on my lips. ‘Hush,’ she said. ‘You have nothing to be sorry for.’
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In early September, my husband, Tony, and I boarded a plane in Melbourne. A WhatsA pp message flashed on my phone. Can you ring me immediately. Ta. An odd mix of urgent and casual, it was from my brother, Anthony, in London, where it was the middle of the night. I felt a bolt of fear and smothered it. I decided to wait till I landed. We left Sydney airport in a taxi, and as we turned the corner away from the terminal, the last thing I noticed were the billboards and a doughnut store up ahead. I called his number.


‘What’s up?’


‘I don’t know how to say it so I’ll just say it. Mother died.’


The bonds broke, snapping and uncoiling, like a thousand tiny ropes. I cried out. Tony tried to hold me, but I couldn’t be held. Decades of restraint unravelled. The driver heard my cries and faced forward, head slightly bowed.


No.


On a broken line, Anthony tried to explain. ‘She was alone in hospital. We didn’t know she was there.’


No, no, not by herself, I sobbed. It’s so wrong.


Anthony wasn’t in London. He was in Italy, driving through the tunnels in the Alps towards Milan airport. The signal dropped out.


Not by herself. Not alone. No. I thrashed about in the back of the taxi, like something animal.


The phone rang again.


I urged myself to think of him, in the dark, racing for a flight.


‘I’m sorry you had to make this call.’


‘I don’t know much,’ he said. His children were on their way to the hospital.


I learned the children’s story later. Hospital staff had rung the house but much too late. My niece and nephew struggled to find their way there in the dark; so impoverished are English councils that they switch off the streetlights at night, which made it nearly impossible for the children to find their way. They don’t do that in the tiny NSW hamlet where I live, population 242, where a bright light illuminates the few streets through the night, competing with the Milky Way. They incurred a fine for driving in a bus lane that had no buses at night, then in the dimly lit hospital car park, they poured money into an expensive ticket machine, thinking they would be there for hours. Inside, a junior doctor showed them to their grandmother, who had died minutes earlier. Not knowing what to do next, they went to her house and sat in her sitting room, every creak and groan of wind and wood jolting them to fear, waiting for dawn and another drive, to Heathrow to collect their parents. My mother, their grandmother, lay in the hospital, alone, dead, having spoken her last words to a harried nurse, ‘I’m clammy and cold.’
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As a reporter, my working life is immersed in loss. People damaged by violence and hatred, epochal suffering from wars or natural disaster, the unforgettable hardship of children, human baseness in all its forms. It leaves lines in your soul and fills me with respect for the sufferer. In Aceh, 170,000 people died in the Boxing Day tsunami. The surviving adults were anguished for the souls of the unburied dead, whose cries they heard coming from the riverbeds at night, especially those of the dead children. They implored the former President Wahid, a spiritual man, to come to Aceh and say prayers that would allow the dead to rest. More recently, in a village in Lebanon close to the Syrian border, I met a man called Hussain whose eight children had drowned in a smuggler’s rotten boat, only a short distance from the Javanese shore they had left en route to Australia. It was his idea for the family to make the journey and only he survived. As the boat broke up, the children were thrown into the ocean, the youngest slipping from his grasp. All eight of them washed up lifeless on the shore. Squatting on his heels below a crumbling minaret, he watched as villagers measured out and dug squat graves, in preparation for the return of the children’s bodies from Indonesia, sent by plane in rough coffins, kept cold on the journey to Beirut. Closer to home are the mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters of murdered or damaged children whose names I keep to myself. Who am I to write about loss when mine is so small, so ordinary?


I have come to understand that the comparison has no meaning and to stop apologising for my sadness. A mother’s love is so exquisite as to be beyond comparison; it is not measured on a scale. I lost something true, not perfect, even odd at times, but the surest thing on earth that I have known.
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Tony and I caught a flight to London a few hours after Anthony’s call. It was the second time I had flown back to the United Kingdom summoned by family loss. On that first occasion, it was for my father’s death. This time I had Tony with me, tenderly clearing a path so I wouldn’t encounter anything harsh or careless. Moving through the busy airport, the sounds seemed muted, as if coming from far away. Another driver, told of the reason for the journey, offered his condolences with halting delicacy. We left the suburbs of London, asphalt giving way to the green of East A nglia’s farming country. From the dull dread deep in my stomach, panic rose upwards. Don’t take the next turn-off. Stay on the road. Drive past it, don’t turn left. Ignore the GPS. Don’t drive in there. Don’t stop the car, or get out, don’t unload the suitcases. Don’t bring me here. To her house. I hardly know where to begin.


I pulled the heavy doorbell. My mother should have come to the door, brisk, ‘there you are’, as if it were a daily event, disguising the excitement or allowing herself to parcel it out, not use it all up in a noisy, clamorous moment, as I would. She was more discreet, less voluble. I want to write that she was gentler than I am, better, but she won’t let me. Instead of her, my brother, Anthony, stood in the hall. Our usual language was humour, teasing each other in ways that shocked others. Growing up, I was both his younger sister and his frontman, doing the hard jobs, collecting wayward balls from scary neighbours, confessing we had stolen walnuts from Mrs Wall’s tree. There was too much to say to begin, so for now we just embraced.
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