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The Elimination Round © 

They did not have proper names. Father Young, Father Ancient, black blots on Sunday 

mornings, droning the seven a.m. Mass through its full hour, and on a day reserved for 

pony club. The Fathers Forgettable.  

You agreed to talk to the priest because your mother, who according to your actual 

father had been crying for days, phoned you, her voice dragging the bowels of  

disappointment. ‘Promise me you’ll see the priest about all this business.’ The Mother 

Martyr.  

Turns out Mrs Cathro, your mum’s bridge partner, had been telling stories about you. 

The Highgate mothers offering what support could be accommodated between rubbers, 

while drawing the satisfaction of  knowing that her kids turned out worse than theirs.  

You owed your mother something — your bags for Auckland already packed — and 

it was another door to shut when your wheels were spinning and only forward 

momentum could save you. The Desperado.  

 

You had plenty to say to your mother but shared it instead with Gwen Tyler; Gwen who 

was older, had kissed lots of  girls and who had kissed you. You were drinking 

cappuccinos in the Sugar Shack — the booth at the back with the red vinyl where the 

lesbians congregated. The Untouchable Girls.   
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‘We’re just young,’ you moaned. ‘Mothers are supposed to help you through 

adolescence, not watch you all your life, knowing your every intimate molecular detail, 

only to die of  surprise just cos Mrs Cathro reckons she’d seen me outside the Captain 

Cook Tavern — get this, Gwen — embracing a masculine lady in a leather jacket.’  

‘Firstly, and technically,’ Gwen said, ‘we were not so much embracing as actually 

kissing. As I remember we had been celebrating our second month anniversary, and . . .’ 

‘And our last,’ you reminded her. 

‘And secondly, that Mrs Cathro is a filthy snitch and that jacket of  mine, as you know, 

was worn by the woman who worked for the woman who once slept with Madonna. But 

lest we forget, as feminists we don’t blame mothers, that lot do their best under 

patriarchal circumstances.’  

‘And the oppression of  religion,’ you added. ‘But still!’ 

That call with your mother had been short. ‘You’ll have a hard life,’ she had concluded, 

stuttering through tears and drawing some pleasure in her misery. The Irish Catholic in 

her never more pronounced.  

 

The priests lived a bifurcated flat in a row of  uniform brick houses. It was a young priest 

who let you in, someone new cast in the mould of  the clergy and the grim brickwork, his 

youth greyed the colour of  coastal drizzle. He stood at the doorway, a long thin man with 

passive features, absent of  hospitality as he studied you and for seconds longer than 

necessary. To be fair, you were dressed in a fortress of  Levis and leather, standing defiant 

in your boots with your blue quiff  gelled to a point as sharp as a gothic style roof  finial.  
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He waved you in, a grunt of  apology as he skirted a western saddle in the lobby, its 

muddy breastplate and cinch straps splayed across the runner.  

‘A saddle!’ you said, stupidly, as shocked as if  you’d stumbled across an actual donkey 

in god’s staff  quarters. When you ran your hand over the embossed cantle, the leather 

offered a warmth as familiar as a heartbeat.  

‘I had a standardbred,’ you called after disappearing heels. Even to your own ears, 

you sounded breathless and a little panicked. ‘I sold him this summer to a station holder 

out back of  the Silver Peaks who . . .’  Dangerous ground – your voice twisted into a gut-

punch so physical you clutched the door frame. You’d loaded Pilot into the horse float in 

the Clyde domain. The end of  the seven-day Cavalcade, still buoyed by the ride; twelve 

hundred dollars in your pocket from the run holder who needed a surefooted gelding. A 

wad of  cash in your jean’s pocket, a jug of  beer waiting down the road at Olivers, and 

after that a lift back to Dunedin. The last tether to the south cut. Another milestone in 

the escape plan.  

 

He motioned to the armchair alongside his, which left the pair of  you looking ahead 

through sash windows at the five o’clock flow of  traffic up Great King Street. You were 

going to have a little talk, although the act of  sitting had folded your lungs to an airless 

cramp.  

‘Rodeo up Blueskin this Saturday.’  He spoke to his knees, which poked above the 

arm of  the chair in a steeple of  grey serge. ‘Calf  roping, a go at the bull-ride champs if  I 

get through the elimination round.’ Then he eased his elbows across the chair, the worn 

wool revealing skin the colour of  bone.  
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You took a glance his way. That he should attempt to ride a bull took a while to 

process. It demanded the athleticism of  gymnast and some reconciliation around the 

chances of  taking home not a belt buckle but a punctured lung. He must have grown up 

around stock. Where else would a priest develop that feel for horses and cattle? Perhaps a 

boy growing up on a back country station might find it fun to sit on the back of  a 

Hereford steer and be shaken about as if  a dust mite, clinging and twisting while 

imagining the ring of  the qualifying bell. And always, a holy mother in the background 

not minding all that nonsense, just wanting a boy for the priesthood and her job on earth 

done. 

 

Behind you, a clock ticked away as if  pacing out the eight seconds of  shuddering visceral 

effort required to stay right-side-up and unbroken on an enraged animal. ‘My horse and I 

took some tumbles,’ you offer. ‘Can’t count the number of  concussions I’ve had.’ A 

thumper cramp in your gut again as you picture that Pilot of  yours in the float, the ramp 

closing so only the crest of  the chestnut rump was visible. And gone.   

A grunt offered from the armchair. ‘Same,’ he said, and turned a hooded eye to you.  

‘I’m a lesbian,’ you said. ‘And feminist.  Here for Mum’s sake.’ It came out in a rush. 

Plenty of  anger to meet whatever he would throw back. You watched the twitch of  his 

elbow on the arm of  the chair then the many slow movements required to rearrange his 

limbs. 

‘God loves you but not the act.’ He cast a sideways look and drew a slow breath. 

‘God differentiates between the person and their behaviour. His children are loved for 

their imperfections and strengths.’  
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You wondered how a priest could be sitting in some lounge no better than your own 

student flat in Clyde Street then be up country on Saturday to rope a calf  and ride a bull 

and be back for Sunday Mass all dollied up to do god’s business.    

He pointed at the tin of  biscuits on the side table. ‘Have one,’ he said, making no 

effort to move. 

‘The Act?’ you said. ‘Like acting on . . .’ you wanted to poke him, ‘physical lusty 

attraction? Desire? Love?’  

‘The church welcomes the sinner not the sin,’ he said, announcing the beginning of  a 

lecture. He cleared his throat and pulled a bible from the occasional table, placed it on his 

knees to rest there as if  hosting a house cat. And the lifeless house surely did need a cat. 

Just a little gas fire built into the empty mantle, hissing a purple light into the damp air. 

You scuffed your boots at the carpet. The priest sunk deeper into the horsehair stuffing 

of  the armchair. The coastal drizzle rolled in to darken the window, and behind you in 

the hallway, you imagined the saddle holding its place as the heart of  the house.    

You rode his droning while the clock counted the seconds. Time enough to wonder 

what the house might reveal. Perhaps Levis, a cowboy hat, a buckle won as a prize. You 

tried to picture him at the Blueskin rodeo this Saturday. This Father Newpriest settling 

onto a bull, roping his hand in position. Perhaps he will murmur a Bless-me-Jesus or a 

So-help-me-God as the yardman tightens the flank strap and releases the gate. Out into 

the arena, legs, knees, thighs holding like vice grips while the upper body flexes and 

floats, fluid as a dancer to partner the corkscrew antics of  a four-hundred-kilogram cattle 

beast. One arm raised and counting out eight seconds. The sweet chime of  the bell. 

Qualified. Now cowboy, jump into the dust and run. 
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He’d been talking a good while you suspect because the clock struck and you sat 

upright startled, Crispie biscuit half  eaten in your hand.  

‘You’re welcome in the family of  the church. You might manage any unnatural 

aspects as you might practice the abstinence of  lent. That’s helpful I’m sure,’ he 

concluded patting the arm of  the chair. Conversation exhausted. 

‘We’re done here, I reckon. I’m heading to Auckland,’ you said, leaping to your feet. 

‘More people like me. A proper family. A logical family.  I’ll ….’ But you could not picture 

much beyond what Gwen Tyler said: that there were bars and nightclubs where everyone 

was queer and the girls were outrageous and lived together in the city and played in bands 

and graffitied the shit out of  everything and there was a lesbian soccer club and everyone 

had a dog. That there would be, in that big city, a life that would fit, even embrace you. 

Gwen had been to Auckland and returned south to stand legs apart with arms folded in 

the Captain Cook Tavern -- the look of  someone newly sainted. And wearing the jacket 

of  the woman who worked for the woman who once slept with Madonna.  

On Saturday, you’d have your van packed and be driving to Auckland. That is all you 

had planned: a road trip in a panel van heading one-way to an address in Grey Lynn. 

‘Don’t look back, baby and don’t ya come back,’ Gwen had said. ‘Just be sure to pass 

regards from Gwen Tyler of  the deep south to the lavender ladies of  the shallow north.’ 

 

‘Good luck with the rodeo,’ you said on the doorstep. It occurred to you then, that 

you might stop in at the Blueskin rodeo on your way north, and you went to say this but 

your breath wheezed uselessly. Now that the leaving had arrived it was all too obvious –

that come Saturday you would be crying from the Kilmog up the state highway and you 
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might drive and drive and not outdrive the tears. And what was there to cry about except 

a horse beyond the Silver Peaks who would have his head in the rye grass, tail flicking, 

ears shifting to track the movement of  his new paddock companions. 

Backlit by the hallway light, the priest stayed immobile, never mind the meagre heat 

of  the house escaping and the moths jitterbugging overhead. A hand rested on the door 

handle, the saddle a chestnut brown presence behind him, and him drained of  

pleasantries but not inclined to hurry you off, just waiting with the mindful patience of  a 

stockman. 

 

To oblige your mother, you had visited The Priest. You had settled your coiled-up self  in 

the armchair., you’d gripped the arms and hung on. You’d nibbled away a Crispie biscuit 

and ridden it out. The clock had ticked on and you who had nothing but momentum to 

save you, had sat shackled and claustrophobic in the upholstery. For all that effort, you 

had still been eliminated.  

You checked yourself  under the street lamp and mentally dusted yourself  off. A 

quick examination confirmed that in spite of  the ordeal no bones had been broken, 

oxygen had returned in a drunken rush to your lungs, the night air was fresh, and all 

around the rain drops shone in the puddles like pearl snap buttons.  
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