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Introduction
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GARETH ST JOHN THOMAS

Can just one moment change your life? Or is any moment, no matter how significant, just a culmination of previous experience? Or was Shakespeare right with his famous quote: ‘There is a tide in the affairs of men, which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune. Omitted, all the voyage of their life is bound in shallows and in miseries. On such a full sea are we now afloat. And we must take the current when it serves, or lose our ventures.’

Writers, being normally reflective people, seek to live examined lives. We see in this anthology how writers’ turning-point moments fit into their own self-narratives and are reminded that history, no matter how seemingly inevitable, is often made with surprising materials.

The discovery of wonder, love, one’s own agency, courage and beauty all appear here in a range of experiences as diverse as humanity. While some moments clearly were adventures and bolts from the blue delivering instant change, others are more obviously the fulcrum of smoother developments. From stray bullets in Los Angeles, love on the Australian plains, dodging Nazis in Europe, telling a doctor ‘no’ to finding fairies in granny’s garden, you will find much to enjoy and think about.

This anthology was born of an international writing competition. Writers sometimes need accessible challenges to get them up and typing, and the competition asked them to write about a turning point in their life. The writing astonished us — it was as if the writers had taken note of the English poet Sir Philip Sydney’s muse simply instructing, ‘look in thy heart and write’.

Gareth St John Thomas
Ngātīmoti
February 2021


 ABOUT THE COMPETITION

In 2020 the Exisle Academy launched a writing competition open to all, with the challenge being to write about a turning point in life. There were hundreds of entries, many of a very high standard. As well as the four winners, we have included thirty-five competition entries in this book. Many that were excluded were also of a high standard but their experiences are, to the initiated reader, of a very similar nature to those that are already included.

Find out more about the Exisle Academy on the website: exisleacademy.com

Gareth St John Thomas
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Ye gods! Annihilate but space and time.
And make two lovers happy.

Alexander Pope
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To be wise and love
Exceeds man’s might.

William Shakespeare



Nearly all of us experience romance at some point of our lives. For some, romance consumes their very being; for others, it is a ship that passes by that they jump on for just a while. While some affairs of the heart seem complicated and surprising to those looking from the outside, others seem to fit with the natural order of things. Marjorie Counsel’s golden hued, and prize-winning, story of when she was proposed to is a good example of this; there is a sense of place and time, and a touch of wistfulness as her memory is captured. Vicky Lopez, a competition-winning author, felt the ‘leaden weight of embodied memory’ being lifted at her first embrace with an unexpected lover — her sense of surprise at the critical moment is shared by other writers in this section. Stephanie Percival never thought that the note on her windscreen would bring positive life changes. Did Roy Innes really not expect to be ‘smitten and overwhelmed by this little life that would change his — forever’? Meryl Broughton brings to life the pace and change, and perhaps the final predictability, of the dating world, while Gwyneth Jones’ story of unexpected love and companionship in her seventies elegantly reminds us that life has marvellous twists and turns. Most fortunate of all, perhaps, is Cedric Watts, who at the last moment lucked his way into a party and fluked a brief private conversation with a then attached girl who later became his wife.


A farmer’s wife?
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MARJORIE COUNSEL

I’m ninety years old, and five years a widow, but the moment that would change my life forever remains crystal clear.

The year was 1952 and I had secured my first teaching job. It was in a remote country town, a three-hour journey from Fremantle, Western Australia, where I grew up. The north-eastern wheat belt was dry and possessed a harsh beauty that took some getting used to. All in all, it was quite a big adjustment for a city girl. But I was young and prepared for new adventures.

Among those adventures, of course, was the prospect of romance. Like many another young teacher or nurse doing country service, I was a potential catch. There may have been many prospects, but it was a gentle, shy young man who caught my eye and we started going steady.

One night, after we had been together for six months, he mentioned, ‘There’s a dance on next Saturday. How about it?’ This was courtship in the classic laconic Aussie tradition!

‘Why, that would be nice,’ I replied, accepting his invitation as if it was the only answer to give. ‘Where will it be? Here?’

‘No, down the road — you know, where the hotel is.’

‘Oh yes, I know. What time?’

‘Better make it 7.30. It’s harvest time, you know. I won’t come in from the paddock until late.’

‘That’s fine by me,’ I agreed, as we walked to the car beneath a big orange ball, suspended above the horizon — the harvest moon; so romantic, so unreal. Sitting next to this man who was a stranger to me not so many months before. I still hardly knew him and yet at the same time it was as if I had known him forever. ‘How can you go to a dance after working on the tractor all day?’ I wanted to know.

He answered with a chuckle, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be right … ’

And right on time he called for me at the home in town where I was boarding. I thought he looked very handsome.

Country dances are a whole lot of fun and a great outing for a courting couple. The evening flew by and was over too soon.

‘We’re here already,’ he said, as he pulled up at my gate. We walked slowly arm in arm up the path. I felt sad that the weekend was ending much too quickly. Although I really didn’t want him to leave, I had to be firm. ‘I must go,’ I said reluctantly. I was thinking of the morning with the class preparation that was to be done, so with a light kiss and heavy determination I said goodnight.

Not too many months later, the ‘big moment’ came. This day, as we had done so often before, we went out driving in his father’s gleaming new Austin. When we pulled up in the far paddock of his parents’ farm we sat close to each other. It was then the young lover turned and asked for my hand in marriage in true Aussie style.

‘Let’s get hitched?’

I looked out at what was a typical wheat belt scene — small sand dunes scattered along the perimeter, bordered by the leafy Mallees, where rabbits bounded through the scrub. All of this strange new world would be my home if I said ‘yes’.

‘Look!’ he suddenly whispered, drawing my attention to a stately kangaroo as it jumped out from behind the Mallees, drew itself up to its full height and cautiously scanned the horizon before slowly hopping towards us. Hardly breathing, we watched.

‘I haven’t seen anything like this,’ he continued in astonishment as the roo moved slowly forward.

‘Will it reach the car?’ I asked, also in a whisper.

‘Shh …’ he cautioned, but it was too late. Suddenly aware that we were there, our surprise visitor turned, disappearing in a cloud of dust.

‘Oh no!’ I slumped back, allowing the silence to surround and separate us.

Slowly my companion turned towards me again and taking hold of both my hands in his, said, ‘Don’t let this spoil our special moment.’

‘You’re right,’ I ruefully replied, pausing to add, ‘I’ll remember this day, though; the day my boyfriend let a kangaroo take preference over me and my marriage proposal.’

‘Well, are you going to?’ he persisted.

‘Going to what?’ I countered, pretending ignorance.

‘Get married, of course.’ By this time, he’d started the car and his attention was now on the road, steering through loose sand until he pulled up in the paddock where Molly, Rose and Daisy grazed contentedly.

I smiled, putting my arm around him. ‘On one condition.’

‘What’s that?’ he wanted to know.

‘I don’t have to milk the cows!’


Skin to sea
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VICKY LOPEZ

I had never swum in the ocean before. Having spent the past four years living along the coast in Santa Barbara, I often evaded the task by sitting silently on the sand, admiring the crashing waves from a distance, ignoring the pleas from my friends to join them in the cool water. I was afraid of drowning.

It was the 4th of July. Back then, I had made a custom of drinking so much that most nights were indiscernible and my memories were replaced by pieced-together recollections of stories my friends would share with me. There are many moments I don’t remember, but I remember this day — my first step in ocean water, the first touch of skin to sea. This was the moment that changed my life.

[image: ]

I spent a lot of my young life afraid. As my mother’s relationship with my father unravelled, she sought solace in the rigidity of the teachings of the Baptist Church. This left me, her devout and faithful daughter, confined to her religious expectations. I spent almost every day of every week in Church.

In addition to my learning of the books and stories of the Bible, the Church taught me to fear everything that I believed unexplainable. Flickering lights suggested the presence of a demon, sudden changes in temperature meant there were ghosts nearby, and waking up in the middle of the night unprompted signified an ungodly presence in the room. Maybe they were superstitions driven by a child’s imagination, or the consequence of lecturing to ten-year-olds about the Apocalypse, but I could not escape that crushing feeling of absolute, unending terror.

As I grew older and unearthed aspects of my identity, and simultaneously uncovered the hypocrisy of religious love, I made the decision to leave the Church and detach myself from the lessons I had grown up with. I couldn’t, however, detach myself from the unshakeable fear that the Church had embedded so deeply within my being. Following teenage trysts and sapphic desires, this fear evolved into a nauseating, stomach-turning sense of self-contempt. Former Sunday School teacher and Bible School leader, I knew better than anyone else that my god couldn’t love a child like me. And what is left to console the impious and irreligious when not even the all-loving can love you?

As a symptom of this newly acquired self-disgust, I was never very careful with myself. I left for college too naive, too afraid of myself, too willing to take risks without my own wellbeing in mind. I have always blamed myself. I think until recently I’ve been unable to point that blame elsewhere, only inwards, where I could scream and scramble with my affliction privately.

When I was eighteen, I was raped by an acquaintance at a frat party. It was very simple. I had been drinking. I remember being told to be quiet, the sting of my shoulders hitting the porcelain edge of the toilet and the bluish bruises that resulted. I remember some stranger’s panicked voice as he ordered me an Uber home, attempting to decipher my slurred speech as I recited my address. I remember crying as I arrived to see my roommates, my shirt untied and undergarments soaked in blood and vomit, too ashamed to explain the cause of my distress. I remember awaking the next morning, wishing I hadn’t told anyone at all, as though it would make it all feel less real.

The weight of the event left me disgusted with my own body. I didn’t see how I could be worth a police report, worth an investigation, worth even any kind of sympathy. I avoided grief through self-displacement — frequenting the beds of men whose names I did not know, seduced by the belief that they could not hurt me if I was the one to let them have me. I relied on liquor to feign the appearance of fortitude and stumbled through the week remembering only a handful of the events of each evening.

I was lost. Sex for me was no longer about pleasure, or love, or connection. More than anything, it was about control. It was a desperate attempt to find desire, to reclaim the body that I was too afraid to love as my own. I gave away bits and bits of myself until I started to doubt there was anything else left anymore.
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I had known her for some time prior to the 4th of July; we had spent significant time together as friends-of-friends or peers or study partners, but nothing more. At the risk of sounding clichéd and unimaginative, I tell you now that I always knew I would fall in love with her. But I was afraid then — of being in love, of learning desire, of not being enough to allow her to feel the same. I was afraid of drowning.

On the 4th, emboldened by the spirit of the holiday (and perhaps the drinking that had taken place that afternoon), I invited her to a walk to the beach. As we neared the water, with the sun gently kissing our skin and warming our hearts, I revealed to her how much I longed to be enveloped in her love. Her presence alleviated the crushing feeling that life was an endless burden and let me for a moment believe that, somewhere inside me, I knew what love was.

I remember our first embrace, the first touch of her lips to mine, the thrill of being alone with the person you most desire. I remember the comfort of her small hands cradled in my own, the radiance of her skin under the setting sun, the pungent smell of coastal air as we neared the sea.

That was the first time I stepped into the ocean. With her, the leaden weight of embodied memory was momentarily lifted, my fear and self-disgust no longer serving to suffocate me. It did not matter that I could not swim. The ocean’s waters lapped and grazed at my hip bones and I revelled in the understanding of what it meant to be free.
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