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Groucho’s human

It’s the affair on the beach between her collies and his grey dog. That’s the reason she talks to the man.  


When the grey pom-pom with a lolling tongue approaches, her collies fawn. They forget their ball, they ignore her quivering whistle. They primp and prance around him, chasing, tumbling.


She and the pom-pom’s human don’t talk. They stand apart, watching the dogs sniff and saunter. She hides beneath her floppy hat, looking out to sea.


One morning he approaches and she squares herself.


‘This is Groucho,’ he says. ‘What are yours called?’ 

She bites the inside of her lip, mumbles the collies’ names.
She never talks to dog-walkers, she doesn’t trust the promise of community in their smiles. On her walks she reads the dashes of gulls’ footprints, the paw dot paintings, the dropped arches of human footprints.

When Groucho scuttles up, she pauses and the man doesn’t snare her gaze. He too stares out to sea. She’s easy in their silent communion. From beneath her hat, she examines his thick beard and silvery fringed cap of hair. His forearms are sinewy, guitar string taut; the skin around his thumb nails is scratched and reddened. 


Mid-way through winter as she leads the dogs past empty car parks, a crowd is gathered outside a fibro cottage with a dandelion-flecked lawn. A woman clutches a 

placard, ‘Send him back to WA’. Another placard waves in the air: ‘Paedophiles not welcome.’ While the dogs sniff at the fence, a woman forces a flyer into her hand.


The sixty-three year old soccer coach in that house is a serial molester. He’s been paroled by a Western Australian court after serving five of an eleven year sentence. She peers at the grainy photograph of a bearded man. 
The resemblance is unmistakable. 
It’s Groucho’s human. The quiet man is a paedophile. 
The news belts her. She calls Roo and Bondy, pulls them in close. She knows it’s silly, they’re dogs not children. But he’s preyed on the vulnerable. She’ll never talk to him again. She locks her front door. 

She rereads the flyer. Boys aged ten were his victims. She’s nauseated. She’s stood beside this man, staring out at the turquoise ocean, morning after morning. The day they saw dolphins surfing they smiled at each other. She’d liked him; he demanded nothing of her. She’d even noticed his muscular arms. Now she feels filthy, like she’s connected to his crime, she has colluded with him. 


He didn’t tell her. After all those mornings, he owes it to her to admit he’s a convicted paedophile. Now he must tell her why he did what he did; he must tell her he’s remorseful. When she meets him on the beach she’ll call him to account. 


Instead she sets the alarm for 5 am and is at the beach before anyone rises to the dark winter’s morning. The sand is too cold to walk barefoot. There are no footprints, no ruts from the paedophile’s shoes. She’s alone with the gulls. The dogs’ heads hang, they lose interest in the ball.

Later that day, she picks up the local paper and as always starts with the classifieds. Under the Pets’ section, there’s a photo of Groucho ‘Free to a good home’. Groucho’s safe from the paedophile’s cruelty. 


When Groucho’s picture appears in the paper week after week, she decides to check on him. He is curled up in the corner of a run. He barely flinches as she kneels beside him. He’s more like the lean carcass of a skinned rabbit than the puff ball who tumbled on the beach, who nestled into his human’s beard when a mastiff bared his incisors. 

Groucho’s human must have left in a hurry. That man would’ve laid down his life for the dog.


Out at the ute, the collies sniff and lick Groucho’s bald patches. She bathes him and his hair falls out in clumps. He ignores the fresh roo meat and curls up with the collies on their bed. She photographs the three dogs. 


Using the name from the flyer, she addresses an envelope and posts the photograph to Groucho’s human, care of the Department of Corrective Services, Western Australia.
