ILLUSTRATION

he Dog Lovers

The house was always bursting with love—of the
face-licking, ear-tousling, “who’s a good girl?" variety. What
would the two of them do when it was.. .just the

two of them? sALLY kosLow confronts her empty nest.

CRAY, IT WASN'T THE EIFFEL TOWER
in June but a humid August evening in
Long Island, and my boyfriend pulled his
car into a stranger’s driveway. “Why are
we stopping here?” I asked. His answer
was in a black velvet box. I don’t believe
he officially asked me to marry him. The
ring did the talking,

Robby slipped the rock on
my finger, and we drove to his

MeCARBE

Heavy petting
can keep a
couple together.
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parents’ home, where we were met with
Champagne and many relatives. Though 1
suspect the clan took bets on how quickly
a marriage between two unformed kids
would be over, no one anticipated that I
might decline the ring. A reasonable as-
sumption. Robby had probably told them
that I woke every morning and,
like a crazy woman whose mother
strongly suggested that after *

2006 JULY 143




connections | O

three years her daughter and college boy-
friend should have plans, turned to his
side of the bed and inquired whether this
was the day we were getting engaged. This
detail is pathetic and absolutely true.

On the drive back to Manhattan, |
asked my fiancé if he wanted an engage-
ment gift—a good watch, perhaps. Robby
had something else in mind.

That is how Muzzy entered my life.
He was a tiny fluff ball who quickly grew
to be a large, menacing dog with dread-
locks and a bark so fierce I could hear it
the moment I stepped off the sub-
way a block away. In Hungary, home
of his ancestors, pulis are prized as
sheepherders. The sheep must fall
in line because the species’ screech
is so annoying that the lambs sim-
ply throw up their haunches and do
whatever Master Puli has in mind.

UZZY'S ANALYT-
ical thinking was
acute enough to
make a frozen T-
bone on top of the
refrigerator disappear. He would
also pant by the side of whoever in
the room hared dogs the most and
drip saliva on her shoes, willing her
to pet his head —which was easily
confused with his rear, since his
hair grew over his eyes. As for me,
I respected Muzzy. | admired his
cunning, yet when I tried to disci-
pline him, he bared his shockingly
white teeth, like Jack Nicholson in
The Shining. This is not the founda-
tion of a tender relationship.

Muzzy was madly in love with
my fiancé, however. The feeling
was mutual. Robby wasn't the sort
to get up at our wedding—or any
other time —and articulate his feel-
ings. He's given to droll sarcasm, and in
dark moments I've wondered if he wasn't
in on those bets on how short our mar-
riage would be. But there was no doubt
that he loved Muzzy. Loved, loved, loved.
He expressed his feelings to Muzzy all
the time—not just through thoughtful
gestures like buying his favorite kibble or
taking him for romantic walks in Central
Park but by showering him with the heart-
felt sentiments I fantasized about being
showered with myself. The conversations
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may have been one-sided, but man, those
two could talk.

Years passed. Children arrived. Muzzy
turned out to be a protective pet who
guarded our boys as if they were his herd.
He freaked out most of the kids’ friends,
looking as he did like a Sesame Street char-
acter on a bad acid trip, but—like our
marriage —he hung on.

And then he didn’t. While I was on a
business trip and the children were visit-
ing grandparents, Muzzy suffered
a massive stroke. Robby gathered
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Dog owners say

all the things to their pets
that they can’t
say to each other.

him in a blanket and rushed to the Ani-
mal Medical Center.

“What do you think is wrong?” the at-
tendant asked.

“I think my dog might have died,” my
husband answered. If you ever want to
get immediate medical attention, my
friends, show up with a dead body. Muzzy
disappeared, from the waiting room and
trom our lives.

All that was left was the mourning.
With the boys, we staged a memorial

The author

and her husband,
Robby, with
Muzzy in 1974.

service in our living room. We were sad.
But Robby was inconsolable. When his
father died, even though we are Reform
Jews, he said Kaddish for 11 months, put-
ting on tefillin in Orthodox shuls through-
out Manhattan. Unfortunately, that
option was unavailable to him on the loss
of Muzzy, nor could he duplicate what my
friend Lisa did when her horse died —cut
her long hair, as Native American women
do. (Which, by the way, instantly made
her look middle-aged. I do
not recommend this prac-
tice.) Instead Robby fell into
a gloom more silent than
ever. He vowed never to get
another dog, never again to open
his heart to such wrenching pain.

He got no argument from me.
Then in what seemed like a flash,
our older son’s 13th birthday ar-
rived. During the demonic count-
down to the Bar Mitzvah, my
husband’s sisters asked whether
they could buy our boy a pup. To
my shock, Robby got onboard—
he’s never been able to say no to his
sisters. I found myself in the posi-
tion of being the Witch Depriving
Her Son of a Dog. 1 felt betrayed,
but somewhere between the can-
tor and the caterer, I consented.

Our son named his puppy

Blondie. Since that was what Hit-
ler called his dog, 1 suggested he
pick another name, and Blondie
morphed into Maggie. When we
called her at the park, 20 other Mag-
gies came running, but no matter;
she was, I had to admit, adorable.
Despite papers proclaiming her
pedigree, she was far from a per-
fect cocker spaniel. Maggie’s nose
grew pointy like a golden retriev-
er’s; her legs were too stubby and
tail not stubby enough; her coar, far from
luxurious. Maggie’s ears, however, were
glorious —long, blonde, and curly. If you
looked at her in the right light, she had all
the glamour of Kim Basinger.

[ cannot quite explain the magic of
how a dog worms her way into your heart,
because sometimes it doesn’t happen. It
never happened to Muzzy and me, de-
spite the fact that we shared a bed for 14
vears. Lick by lick, walk by walk, Maggie

enchanted conriwvven on PAGE 148



YOUR SKIN'S

DAILY
LSE

AVON SOLUTIONS

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 144 CVCIY INCIT-
ber of the family. She was off the charts in
emotional intelligence, a four-legged peo-
ple magnet. In Lady and the Tramp tash-
ion, she took adults back to their
childhood and was the storybook dog
little children wanted to pet. At obedi-
ence school, Maggie was deemed a “pet
quality” dog—which is how your student
gets gently categorized when she can't
get the hang of even one command.

Maggie wasn't a jock and never wanted
to chase a ball. Instead she was an eater
and a cuddler. She hung with the boys as
they did their homework or watched The
Simpsons, dozed by my side each evening
as I plowed through manuscripts for
work, and slept between my husband and
me on chilly nights. Perhaps because she
was such a girlie dog, the four of us talked
to her constantly; in that over-the-top way
that makes non-pet-owners want to barf.

It’s demented how much time dog
owners log ralking to and discussing their
Barneys and Maggies. “You're beautiful,
you know that? You're so-o-o pretty!”
“Wasn't it cute the way she ate that treat?”
“Who wants a nice, big kiss?”

Dog owners say all the things to their
pets that they can't— and sometimes wish
they could —say to each other. I'm not
sure whether this goes on with cat own-
ers, never having been one; from what 1
know of cats, I suspect their owners
might worry that the cats would make fun
of them if they acted like fools. But dog
owners lay it on thick, and dogs soak it
up. Our dogs become a magic mirror that
shows our best selves—our kindness, our
compassion, our softness.

This becomes even more apparent as
dogs age. One day you notice your dog has
become a bit arthritic. The next year, she
can't jump on the bed. Six months later,
you realize you could set off a firecracker
by her butt and she wouldn’t blink. And
when you turn around, you find your
kitchen shelf so crowded with canine
meds you can't find your vitamins.

The dog becomes, to the world, not so
cute. But to an owner, a beloved animal is
always adorable. You look at your Maggie
and wonder whether you will be able to
be as I"-'-il'l-d to yaur pa:‘tner a5 you arc o
her when he is old and not so cute. You
worry about what he’s going to think
about you, too, but you're glad to know

he’s the kind of guy who will bury a pill in
peanut butter.

Last week Robby and I had to make
the big decision about Maggie. Her med-
ical problems compounded, and we each
privately began to wonder if the humane
choice wouldn't be to end her life. I didn’t
want to keep her alive just to postpone
the pain of losing her. This was the hard-
est decision I have ever had to make, and
I think Robby felt the same way.

With the Bar Mitzvah boy—now a law
student—at our side, the vet tranquilized
Maggie. The drip for the lethal injection
was covered with a pink bandage. Maggie
looked as darling as ever.

The three of us gathered round her,
hugging her, as the vet did her thing.
Maggie looked peaceful at the end. As
we walked out of the vet’s office into the
bright Manhattan sun, I turned to Robby
and said that when it’s time for me to go,
I'd like him to take me to the Westside
Veterinary Center.

'M SURE YOU'VE HEARD THE

joke about when life begins: Ask a

priest and he tells you life begins

when the sperm fertilizes the egg.

_ The protestant minister says life be-
gms when the baby is born. The rabbi:
Life begins when the kids graduate from
college and the dog dies.

Since before we were married, Robby
and I have always lived with a dog or chil-
dren, often both. When other women
grew depressed about the empty nest, I
couldn’t relate. My nest has never been
CImpLy.

Now the dog has died. Robby and I
want to try life with just the two of us and
taste this freedom we hear about. We will
have to say all the things to each other
that in the past we have channeled
through our dogs, who have returned our
affection with unconditional love. With
a pet, you lay your emotions bare because
you risk nothing —no possibility of rejec-
tion or indifference that makes you hold
back in other relationships.

With another person, you have to work
for your love. Having been trained now
by two dogs, I am willing to give it a try.
My nest is emptier, but my heart is full. ®

Sally Koslows5 first novel, Little Pink Slips,
will be published next year.
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