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Bricks (photo credit: Florina Rodov)

A hairy creature spooned me in bed, nudging me from the center of my
mattress to the corner, then slightly off the edge. As I held on, gripping the
blanket with one hand and the floor with the other, a massive paw smacked
me in the face.

“Oooow!” I shrieked, tumbling to the ground with a thud.

I stood up in my 400-square-foot studio apartment and glared at my 135-
pound Rottweiler who was sprawled out on the bed, batting his big brown
eyes at me. I couldn’t help but plant a smooch on his wet nose.

In the galley kitchen, I warmed up the beef stew I cooked for him the night
before and blended it, along with a probiotic, into his dry dog food. Then I
transferred the concoction into a huge elevated bowl beside an equally large
bowl of water. Because both Bricks and his dining apparatus would not fit in
the kitchen simultaneously, he ate his breakfast in what could be considered
the living area.

“Who’s a good boy? Who has the shiniest coat and the softest ears? Who’s the
sweetest creature on the planet?” I cooed as he devoured his feast, grunting
with pleasure at every bite.

Complimenting him was a necessity; he refused to eat without positive
affirmation.

Finally, I sat down on the couch with a cup of oatmeal. Only a few bites in, I
smelled a rotten egg…or maybe it was a decomposing body. It could’ve been
a rotten egg on top of a decomposing body sprinkled with a pinch of garlic.

Actually, it was a fart that wheedled its way into every crevice of our tiny
space. I tossed my oatmeal in the trash.

Then, I got a text from the doorman, Donald, that said, “Now.”

I grabbed my handbag, fastened Bricks’s leash to his harness, and hurried
him out the door. We rushed to the service elevator where the porter, Luis,
was waiting for us. He escorted us to the basement where the super,
Miroslav, led us through a maze and out the door to Riverside Drive.

I glanced around, making sure the coast was clear, then headed to Riverside
Park — but 135-pound Bricks pulled 120-pound me in the other direction
toward Broadway.

Florina’s hand beside Bricks’s paw (photo credit: Florina Rodov)

Making his rounds

At Koronet Pizza, some sausage was waiting for Bricks in an open pizza box
on the floor. At Ollie’s Noodle Shop and Grille, a cook fed him a steamed pork
dumpling. At Starbucks, Bricks stood on his hind legs and lifted his paws
onto the counter to collect his Puppuccino: whipped cream in an espresso
cup.

When he’d lapped it all up, he shook his giant head, pieces of drool soaring
through the air and landing on the counter and the ceiling, in a bag and on a
shoe — to the amusement and alarm of other customers.

Out on the sidewalk, Bricks crouched down to do his business. The only
thing more impressive than a Rottie fart is a Rottie poop. A crowd gathered
to observe and photograph the half-a-foot-in-diameter steaming pile of poop
and post it on social media.

The poop was Instagram famous.

When we approached the dog run in Riverside Park, both the canines and
their owners recoiled from us, so we went where we knew we’d be
appreciated: the kiddie park.

As we walked toward the swings, Ava, a blonde girl who was Bricks’s pal, ran
over to pet him. Her friend, a brunette whom we’d never met before,
introduced herself as Taylor and studied Bricks like she was trying to figure
out what on earth he was.

When she ascertained that he was a buffalo, she leaped on him for a ride.
The other kids joined in and Bricks happily obliged.

Bricks was just as patient with adults as he was with children. People in the
park often told him about their divorces, money problems, and troubled
children. They also regaled him with stories of their own dogs, who came
into their homes unexpectedly and changed their lives forever.

It was a narrative Bricks and I could relate to, so he responded with a three-
octave howl to let them know he understood completely.

Bricks and Florina (photo credit: Florina Rodov)

Coming into my life — and hijacking it

My brother and I never had pets when we were kids. Then, we found
ourselves back home as young adults because our mom was dying. Shortly
after she passed away, my brother’s friend handed him a two-pound runt of a
Rottweiler whose own mother had stepped on his leg and broken it. Our dad
footed the veterinarian bill with no intention of keeping the pup.

But the vet guilted us into adopting him, and, after taking turns feeding him
every two hours and vigilantly monitoring his weight, we fell madly in love
with him. His leg healed perfectly, and he tipped the scales at over a
hundred pounds by the time he turned one.

Bricks filled our home with the warmth, companionship, and loyalty we
desperately craved, as our relatives had disappeared from our lives during
Mom’s long and brutal illness.

Reciprocating the devotion he’d shown us, we adapted the house to Bricks’s
needs: We expanded the backyard so he could get his exercise, blew up an
inflatable pool for him to splash around in, and put doggy beds in every
room, so he could nap to his giant heart’s desire.

Whenever I met owners of other big dogs, such as German Shepherds, Great
Danes, and Saint Bernards, they all said the same thing: A big dog takes over
your physical and emotional space as well as your identity.

I was no longer Florina; I was Bricks’s mom. One time, at the grocery store, I
ran into a neighbor who didn’t even recognize me without my dog.

Having Bricks was an exercise in humility — and narcissism. Like other big
dog owners, I was extremely proud of his size, announcing his weight — 135
pounds! — unprompted. My father and brother did the same, and all three of
us even made fun of people who had small pups.

“If it’s under a hundred pounds, is it even a dog?” we’d ask, deadpan.

Eventually, my brother and I moved out of our house in the suburbs, and our
dad became Bricks’s alpha. When Dad traveled overseas for work, he left
Bricks with me in Manhattan, often for weeks at a time.

I taught high school in Washington Heights back then, and whenever Bricks
stayed with me, the principal — a Bronx-bred battle-axe who would make
students quake in their Timberland boots — let me leave early, so I could
race down to my apartment on the Upper West Side to walk him.

But not everyone loved Bricks.

Running into Seymour

Seymour was a squinty, bespectacled, balding curmudgeon who worked as
an archivist at Columbia University. He was also the president of my
building’s co-op board. In Manhattan that meant he was God. Seymour
wielded power over who was — and was not — allowed through the pearly
gates to buy a piece of prime pre-war property.

Additionally, he helped set the rules that residents had to follow, and the
rules were different for owners than they were for subtenants. For instance,
as a subtenant, I wasn’t allowed to have big dogs in general and a Rottweiler
in particular.

The first time Bricks and I came face to face with Seymour was in the lobby,
before I had any idea that Bricks wasn’t welcome in the building, as I hadn’t
read my sublease carefully. Laying his eyes on Bricks, Seymour turned
scarlet and squinted maniacally.

Confronted with this uncalled-for reaction, Bricks, who rarely barked, let out
a baritone growl that shook the entire building.

“Get…that…thing…out of here!” Seymour wailed.

Operation Dog Smuggle
Since Bricks had already stayed with me on a few occasions prior to
Seymour’s hissy fit, Donald the doorman, Luis the porter, and Miroslav the
super were smitten with him. So, naturally, they offered to help me smuggle
him in and out of the building.

But we had to be very careful; I could get evicted while they could get fired
for aiding and abetting me.

Life became a constant negotiation of service elevators, secret doors, and
basement mazes. My co-conspirators knew Seymour’s schedule, and because
security cameras showed the sidewalk outside the building, they warned me
when he was approaching. Also helpful was the fact that some neighbors
were rooting for us, giving Bricks and me a thumbs-up whenever they saw
us.

The best thing, though, was that Seymour often didn’t come home until
midnight, which gave us a few carefree afternoons. But his long hours also
meant that if I took Bricks out late, we’d be stranded outside until I received a
text that Seymour was safely ensconced in his apartment.

Bricks and I were loitering in the park one night when a cretin lunged at us
with a knife — but when he laid eyes on Bricks, he screamed “Holy shit!” and
dove into a bush.

Despite our careful implementation of Operation Dog Smuggle, Bricks and I
still ran into Seymour a few times; afterwards, warning letters about an
imminent eviction appeared in my mailbox.

But the eviction didn’t happen, and my anticipatory anxiety skyrocketed.
There had to be a better approach, I thought.

When I was jogging in the park one weekend, I saw a lonely figure sitting on
a park bench, feeding the pigeons. It was Seymour. As I watched him
interacting with the birds, I wondered if he had the capacity to also develop a
soft spot for dogs.

A truce, perhaps?

That night I showed up at Seymour’s door with a box of cupcakes from
Magnolia Bakery. One eye peeked out of the peephole, then Seymour
cautiously opened the door.

“Can we chat?” I asked him, peering into his stark apartment, neither a pet
nor a plant in sight.

He squinted at me for a moment, then seized the cupcakes and slammed the
door shut, leaving me stewing in the hallway.

Consequently, the fraught negotiation of service elevators, secret doors, and
basement mazes continued, as did the expectation that an eviction notice
would be posted on my door at any moment.

Then, Donald told me that Seymour hadn’t been home for a few days, which
was highly out of character for him. I tried to recall if any serial killers were
loose in our neighborhood and urged Donald, Luis, and Miroslav to check
Seymour’s place for a dead body. But they assured me that there were no
decomposing corpses in our building.

By this point, the stress of the unknown was unbearable, which made me
realize I had to change my modus operandi. I promised myself that I
wouldn’t worry anymore; we’d live a normal life, and if we got evicted, so be
it.

Subsequently, Bricks and I started taking the residential elevator, sauntering
through the lobby door, and never looking over our shoulders.

One afternoon, when my dad had just gotten back from a business trip, he
drove into the city to pick Bricks up. As we loaded him into the Jeep,
Seymour rounded the corner.

He was holding hands with his female twin; she had matching eyeglasses
and an identical squint. When Seymour spied Bricks, he started foaming at
the mouth, and I worried the situation would turn violent.

Suddenly, his companion ran over to our car and grabbed Bricks’s giant head
through the open window. Then, she bombarded him with kisses.

Her name was Sadie, she said, and she’d grown up with Newfoundlands, who
were even bigger than Rottweilers. Her largest Newfie, Trebor — her father
Robert’s name spelled backwards — weighed in at a whopping 250 pounds.

Good Morning America tried doing a segment on him, but Trebor valued his
privacy, so he turned them down. Sadie’s family always had at least three
Newfies living in their 800-square-foot co-op on the Upper East Side.

Newfoundlands (photo credit: Jessica Griffin/The Philadelphia Inquirer)

“See you soon, you beautiful beast!” she cooed at Bricks before entering the
pearly gates with Seymour.

Sadie moved into Seymour’s apartment shortly afterwards, and Bricks
became my official roommate and a beloved subtenant at the co-op.

Florina Rodov has written for The Atlantic, CNN, Shondaland, Yes! Magazine and
other publications. She was nominated for a Pushcart Prize in nonfiction for an
essay in Electric Literature, receiving an honorable mention. She’s working on a
book. Follow her on Twitter @florinarodov
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