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    Praise for Cat Warren and 

    WHAT THE DOG KNOWS

    “Warren writes with verve and provides rare insight into our working partnership with canines.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

    “A beautifully written, fascinating, heartwarming, and oft-hilarious homage to working dogs. A must-read for anyone who wants to know more about four-legged working heroes. I’d like to shake Solo’s paw for inspiring Cat Warren to write it.”

    —Maria Goodavage, author of Soldier Dogs

    “Enter the fascinating world of working dogs.”

    —Temple Grandin, author of Animals in Translation and Animals Make Us Human

    “Warren highlights the profound partnership developed between humans and dogs during their intense but positive training and in real situations. We are with her as she starts training her dog and throughout the mistakes, triumphs, struggles, and rewards. I was entertained and educated—much of what I learned about dogs I had never encountered in any other book. . . . The people and dogs who inhabit this world are unforgettable.”

    —Stacey O’Brien, author of Wesley the Owl

    “The capabilities of these specially trained working dogs are remarkable. The author provides fascinating insider information about a meaningful partnership that has important legal and personal consequences.”

    —Amy Hempel, author of Reasons to Live and The Dog of the Marriage

    “It doesn’t take a dog lover (such as myself) to appreciate Cat Warren’s remarkable What the Dog Knows. Prepare to be enthralled and enlightened by this story of Solo and his mistress, whose clear, lively, personal, and intelligent writing will nail you from page one. It’s a toss-up as to who is more fascinating—the dog people or the dogs themselves—in this wonderful and altogether unique book.”

    —Lee Smith, author of The Last Girls

    “Working dogs, be they search-and-rescue, cadaver, or explosive detection specialists, are—like their human partners—a breed apart. They inhabit a world of complete commitment, utter dedication, and extraordinarily rigorous training. What the Dog Knows is greatly enriched by author Cat Warren’s own love of digging. She and Solo take us on some fascinating detours through history and phony-baloney claims en route to the science, wonder, and awe that all rightly surround dogs’ noses.”

    —Sue Russell, author of Lethal Intent and The Illustrated Courtroom

    “Warren’s painstaking research on the history and science of working dogs debunks myths and explains what is known—and how much remains unknown—about canine abilities and behavior. By combining this hard information with anecdotes about training Solo, accounts of searching the North Carolina woods for dead bodies, and stories of other trainers and their dogs, she has produced a book that is both informative and entertaining. Although her love for Solo is palpable, she remains analytical and clear-headed, never romanticizing what he or other working dogs do.”

    —Bruce DeSilva, Edgar Award–winning author of the Mulligan crime novels

    “What the Dog Knows is first a story of the relationship between a hard-working cadaver dog and his human companion. But that deeply felt relationship opens the way to an exploration of the working dog world and in doing so becomes something more—a realization of the intelligence, determination, and decency of these animals, a story both wonderful and wise.”

    —Deborah Blum, author of Love at Goon Park and The Poisoner’s Handbook

    “In a series of accounts that sometimes read like detective stories, Cat Warren . . . takes us through the steps needed to create dogs that search for people—both living and dead—while describing her life and her special bond with a German shepherd named Solo.”

    —Stanley Coren, author of Born to Bark and Do Dogs Dream?

    “In this combination of history, science, and memoir, North Carolina State journalism professor Warren looks at the ways in which domestic animals have been able to assist humans, specifically the world of cadaver dogs, drug- and bomb-detecting police dogs, and tracking dogs. The author quickly gains the reader’s sympathy with humorous accounts of her first days with Solo, the cadaver dog she’s owned since birth, and earns the reader’s respect with a well-researched chapter that calls into question much of the accepted and fluctuating statistics regarding dogs’ superior sense of smell. . . . A welcome and necessary addition to the growing body of literature on the subject.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Fantastic . . . Should be mandatory reading for any police dog handler or trainer.”

    —Andrew C. Revering, Chief of Police, ret., Anoka, Minnesota, Police Department

    “Warren writes . . . with the research-forward focus of an academic and the sweat-and-scabs storytelling of someone who has lived in the field. What the Dog Knows is an incredibly poignant book about dogs and people and how the lost can become found again.”

    —Indy Week

    “Just finished What the Dog Knows, Cat Warren’s wonderful new book about the training of her cadaver dog, Solo. This is a real treat for serious dog people: informative, compelling, moving, sad, funny, the works. I loved it.”

    —Carol Lea Benjamin, author of Dog Smart: The Art of Training Your Dog and Mother Knows Best: The Natural Way to Train Your Dog

    “A former journalist, the author possesses a keen sense of detail and pacing that informs, entertains, and quickly draws readers into her life and work with Solo.”

    —Library Journal

    “More than a fascinating, inspiring look into the world of dogs and how dogs learn, What the Dog Knows illuminates—and celebrates!—the special bond we share with dogs. If you have ever loved a dog, you must read this book. I loved it!”

    —Robert Crais, author of Suspect

    “What the Dog Knows has so much to offer to handlers, trainers, and dog people in general. A full reporting of the stories here would rob you of the roller coaster of emotions that Cat and Solo experience, and I want you to experience them for yourself. Warren is obviously a very skilled and entertaining writer while never writing down to anyone from a high post. You will truly like Cat Warren as she reveals herself in the book, and you’ll feel her pride in her partner, Solo.”

    —German Shepherd Adventures

    “A meaty, fascinating tour of not only what led humans to train dogs to sniff drugs, bombs, and dead bodies, but also the science behind why dogs can be good at these tasks.”

    —Raleigh News & Observer

    “The author doesn’t just talk about her experience. She explains the training and science labs. She explains what other trainers and handlers do. The reader will read about animal psychologists, forensic anthropologists, breeders, and scent researchers. It’s all explained in an easy-to-read yet ­detailed narrative. This is a fascinating book for dog lovers and for those who want to know more about how dogs help us each and every day.”

    —Examiner.com

    “Delving into the history of working dogs, Warren mixes personal memoir with historical fact to present a fascinating and comprehensive work.”

    —Best Friends

    “It’s a lively read, rich with details on the exhausting and rewarding process of training a working dog, but in the end, you realize that the process is really about bonding in a way that transcends—or perhaps sidesteps—knowing.”

    —Natural History

    “Warren teaches science journalism at North Carolina State University and has strong investigative and storytelling skills, which makes the book all the more enthralling and engaging. This book offers new avenues to learn about the cognitive and emotional lives of one’s own dogs, and is highly recommended by this reviewer.”

    —Bark

    “Move over CSI, and make way for Cat Warren and her forensic dog Solo to grab and keep your attention. What the Dog Knows is beautifully and compelling written—not only could I not put it down, I didn't want to.” 

    Patricia B. McConnell, PhD, CAAB, author of The Other End of the Leash
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To David, my one and only


I crossed a moor, with a name of its own

And a certain use in the world no doubt,

Yet a hand’s-breadth of it shines alone

’Mid the blank miles round about:

For there I picked up on the heather

And there I put inside my breast

A moulted feather, an eagle-feather—

Well, I forget the rest.

—Robert Browning, “Memorabilia,” 1855



Introduction

I’ve grown more comfortable working with the dead. With parts of them, really. A few teeth, a vertebra, a piece of carpet that lay underneath a body. One of my German shepherd’s standard training materials is dirt harvested from sites where decomposing bodies rested. Crack open a Mason jar filled with that dirt, and all I smell is North Carolina woods—musky darkness with a hint of mildewed alder leaves. Solo smells the departed.

Solo is a cadaver dog. I occasionally get a call asking for our services when someone is missing and most likely dead. People have asked me if Solo gets depressed when he finds someone dead. No. Solo’s work—and his fun—begins with someone’s ending. Nothing makes him happier than a romp in a swamp looking for someone who has been missing for a while. For him, human death is a big game. To win, all he has to do is smell it, get as close as he can to it, tell me about it, and then get his reward: playing tug-of-war with a rope toy.

I never thought death could have an upside. I certainly never expected a dog to point that out to me. Since I started training and working with Solo eight years ago, he’s opened a new world to me. Sure, some of it is dark, but gradations of light filter through so much of it that I find it illuminates other spaces in my life.

Solo and I have different reasons for doing this work. What appears to motivate him is not just the tug-toy reward at the end (although that pleases him greatly) but also the work itself, as he sweeps a field like a hyperactive Zamboni on ice, tracking will o’ the wisps of scent down to their source. What motivates me is watching Solo, a black-and-red shepherd with a big grin and a huge rudder of a tail. He captures the hidden world his nose knows and translates that arcane knowledge for us humans. As one of the K9 unit sergeants said, admiring Solo’s clear body language, “You can read that dog like a book.” An easy book, happily, for a working-dog beginner like me. More Dr. Seuss’s One Fish Two Fish than James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. It’s a good thing that Solo’s approach is Seuss-like, because the larger landscape of the missing and dead sometimes keeps me up at night pondering, poking at small details, trying to understand an unknowable plot. As one famous cadaver-dog trainer said, “Search is the classic mystery.”

My hobby can raise eyebrows. While close friends and a few of my university colleagues embraced the idea with delight, others cringed. With some colleagues, I knew better than to mention it. Mostly, they don’t know, as there’s no reason to. One administrator, surprised when I told him I had to miss an upcoming faculty meeting to take Solo on a last-minute homicide search, came back to me the next day. Perhaps, he suggested with laudable optimism, I could put cadaver-dog work on my curriculum vitae as extension and outreach? I am not sure this peculiar avocation burnishes my academic credentials. I appreciated his willingness to consider it, though. I know cadaver dogs are an esoteric branch off the working-dog tree, as well as an acquired taste. If someone turns up her nose, I change the subject to politics.

Academics, of course, don’t have a monopoly on passing judgment. During a moment of calm at searches, sometimes a sheriff deputy or police officer will ask about what I do for a living. When I tell them I teach at a university, some wince as well, eyeing me for signs of effeteness—and weakness. Then, temporarily at least, we forget about our differences and continue the search, where we are on common ground.

Solo has no idea that I have a split life, or that he’s partly the cause of it. Why should he? He’s a dog. He’s unaware that human death and decay cause disgust or ambivalence. For him, death is a tug toy. For me, Solo is the ideal intermediary between me and death. When we search—but even when we train—he becomes the center of my universe, narrowing my scope to the area we’re searching. My job is to guide him when needed but let him do his job independent of me, to make sure he has plenty of water and isn’t too close to traffic or a backyard Rottweiler, and to watch him closely the entire time, as he tests the air currents and reacts to them.

Looking for a body is an idiosyncratic way of walking in the woods. If I come across a snapping turtle or see an indigo bunting flash in the trees, or if the winter woods open onto an abandoned tobacco barn surrounded with golden beech trees, the pleasure remains, though the reason for being there is a somber one. And it’s not all beauty out there: The hidden barbed-wire fences, the catbrier and poison ivy, the deadfall, clear cuts, and garbage dumps that litter the woods all demand my attention, and they get it. Though Solo doesn’t love pushing through briar, other than that, even in junkyards or abandoned homesteads, he enjoys sticking his nose into the dark hollows and spaces created by piles of rusted-out heaps and old foundations. I worry more about copperheads, jagged metal, and broken glass than I do about the dangers posed by people, even when a case involves homicide. I do know more about the drug trade in North Carolina than I did before, and I avoid certain truck stops along the I-40 corridor, even if the fuel gauge is near empty.

Overall, the world seems less frightening with a large dog at your side—and that is perhaps especially true when one faces death. For thousands of years, and in numerous religions, from Hinduism in India to the Mayan religions in Mesoamerica, the dead have depended on the continued assistance of canines to help guide them wherever they are going. The Zoroastrians wanted a dog present at funerals, though not just any dog. Preferably a “four-eyed” dog, with a spot of darker fur above each eye. I imagine an ancient shepherd version of Solo doing a gleeful slalom through the mourners.

Tragedy, occasional incompetence, and inevitable cruelty are part of the work, a given. I don’t forget those facets: They are relevant, but they don’t shine, and not just because Solo is present. Savvy police and sheriff investigators, experienced search managers, locals who know every dirt road and creek in the county, and families and communities that care—because most do—end up occupying much of my selective memory space.

Working with this one ebullient German shepherd and his good nose was the beginning of an odyssey that has started to merge worlds I’ve loved separately for decades: nature, researching and writing about biology and applied science, and working and playing with animals—especially dogs. The dog’s nose has led me to environmental biologists, forensic anthropologists, cognitive psychologists, medical examiners, and military researchers. I’ve been able to interview, meet, and apprentice with talented working-dog trainers and handlers—people I’ve ended up liking as much as I like dogs. I’ve trained alongside canine handlers and trainers who work with drug, bomb, and patrol dogs. In that world of law enforcement, dogs are not just good friends but irreplaceable extensions, lending noses and ears and sometimes bodies and teeth to their human partners, smelling and hearing things their human handlers cannot, going places most people are reluctant to go.

My epiphany was not that working dogs are miraculous—by themselves, they aren’t—but instead, how inextricably linked their success is to the quality of their handlers, and the trainers who train the handlers. Working dogs’ success is far from a given: It takes imagination, deep knowledge, and constant work to train and handle dogs who work with their noses for a living. These are the dog people whose lives and careers are so interwoven with working canines that it can be difficult to see where the person ends and the dog begins; they complete each other. Not because the work they do is smooth or easy. The opposite is true. Often they are working in dangerous environments, or in the midst of devastation—whether from crime, war, climate change, earthquakes, or airplane crashes. The rare perfection of that human and canine partnership in our weird, complex, mechanized world is what keeps working dogs from obsolescence. Working dogs are a holdover from simpler times. Sometimes they’re seen as a sentimental and unnecessary indulgence. Not all dog-and-handler teams are effective. But when they are good, they are very, very good: They can distinguish scent, cover territory, and accomplish tasks that no machine is capable of. We have new needs for the old work of dogs.

I don’t handle and train dogs full-time. I probably will always be a serious hobbyist. Despite the nightmares I have when I make errors, I still return. I’m hooked. As I get better at juggling university demands and training demands, and as I learn to deal with the inevitable sadness, what remains is the intense physical and mental challenge of stripping a search to its essential elements so the dog can do his best work. Walking in the woods with Solo, as scent starts to loft in the morning warmth, I can concentrate so fiercely on our surroundings that time slows and warps. Or I can simply enjoy a night of training as the fireflies come out and Solo waltzes through solving a complex scent problem, a dancing figure in the dark.

He is a dog who both lives and narrates as his brown eyes snap with pleasure and impatience and he comes bounding across a cow pasture to lead me back to what he has discovered two hundred feet away.

Hey, come here, will you? Quick. The dead stuff is over here. Let me show you.



1

The Little Prince of Darkness
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Being an only child is a disease in itself.

—G. Stanley Hall, Of Peculiar and Exceptional Children, 1896

The German shepherd pup had to be lifted out of the slit in his anesthetized mother’s womb. A heavy lump. A litter of one.

He had a gorgeous head and great strength for a newborn, said Joan, the breeder in Ohio, in her e-mail to me. His strength wasn’t a huge surprise, as his mother’s nutrition flowed to him with no competition. I gazed at the first post-C-section photos of him: nestled comfortably and solidly in Joan’s cupped hands in one shot, latched on to one of his young mother’s eight teats in another shot. He had his choice of milk dispensers. He looked squashy and squint-eyed. His head looked like a mole’s, not gorgeous at all, although Joan would know better. This single pup was her twenty-fifth litter of shepherds. He would be Vita’s one and only.

The pup had something in addition to looks, strength, and remarkable sangfroid for a newborn. He also had a fine nose, Joan wrote. “Yesterday, even within hours of coming home, he woke up when I entered the room and his nose was working scent!” I barely registered the irrelevant news. I knew abstractly what “working scent” meant, but it didn’t interest me. I’d taught my previous two German shepherds to keep their big noses away from visitors’ crotches. “No sniff” was a standard command in our house.

The most important news, the lead, was buried a few paragraphs into Joan’s e-mail: “You have the choice to have our little prince as we see how he develops.” She assured me that we could discuss any concerns I might have about his being a singleton, and that she—and her pack of adult shepherds—could help the pup overcome the issues he might have.

Concerns? Issues? David and I had just won the puppy lottery with a handsome, healthy male. We had a pup. I had been stalking my e-mail in-box for the last week, waiting for the birth announcement. It had been almost a year since our beloved gentle shepherd, Zev, had died. The next chapter of our life with shepherds had finally arrived. I ran to find David, working on his logic courses in the study. I flitted around the living room. I landed in front of the computer to read the entire e-mail aloud to him. David patiently stood and listened as I made the words real. I waited for my euphoria to dissipate before I e-mailed Joan back, so my tone would be mature and balanced. All that planning and work and cost and emotional investment for one lone pup instead of a squiggling mass of them. Others on the waiting list would be so disappointed with the news. I knew all of that. Then I gave in to being overjoyed.

I had fallen in love with this Ohio breeder’s line of shepherds, and the idea of this pup, ten months before. Joan Andreasen-Webb bred and raised German shepherds from West German lines, nourishing her pups with goat milk, a raw-meat diet, and lots of early exposure to the world. Her adult dogs lay on the sidewalk under café tables; they attended children’s reading hour at the library; they herded sheep and starred in a ring sport called Schutzhund that I knew little about, except that it involved biting on command. A couple of her pups even became police K9s. As a reporter decades before, I had done a ride-along with a police K9 and been both impressed and horrified by the dog’s intensity and deep-throated bark. I didn’t want that in a German shepherd. This pup was destined for two jobs: to lie quietly beneath my desk while I worked, then leap up and reign supreme in the obedience ring, a hobby I’d abandoned when Zev became too sick to compete.

I finally stopped daydreaming and looked up “singleton” on the web. In mathematics, a singleton is a set with exactly one element. In humans, it’s the way most of us arrive, as a single newborn. In dogs, “singleton” means exactly the same thing, only with horror stories attached. The web is like that, though. You can look up the common cold, and the symptoms read like it’s the plague.

Pups in standard litters give and receive thousands of signals from each other daily, as they tumble over one another, licking and biting, squealing in pain, pissing and licking in apology, and then easing up on the bite. The scrum of a litter gets a pup ready for the rough-and-tumble of the dog park, the next-door neighbor’s snappy Chihuahua, and the chance encounters with weird people—and children. A singleton pup, though, lives in a universe of “yes.” They tend to lack “bite inhibition.” They have “touch sensitivity.” They are “unable to get out of trouble calmly and graciously.” (Although I wasn’t an only child, I related to that last one.) They have an “inability to handle frustration.” (That one, too.) Joan had told me about the potential upside, and I went on to read those sections with great relief. Singleton dogs can make extraordinary companions, as they bond closely to people. Sometimes.

David and I avoided the what-ifs that night. We had named this pup even before Vita came into heat: Coda, literally “tail” in Italian, the musical movement at the end of a composition—a looking back, a thoughtful reflection, a summation. This pup was going to complement our academic and social lives, not disrupt them. I recently had been granted tenure at a good university and was finally building up a head of steam to chug through academic life like the little engine that could, producing research and fulfilling my destiny as a spunky and hip faculty administrator who wore cool black outfits and could speak truth to power without compromising my principles. Nothing would stop my momentum. Perhaps I wasn’t an academic superstar, but I was pretty darned good at what I did. A pup was a simple gift, my reward for that work, and a welcome distraction from what felt like an increasingly long university engagement.

We were realistic, or at least that’s what we told ourselves. We expected this pup, from West German breeding lines, to be higher-energy and tougher than Zev, who mostly loved to lie in the grass and smell the flowers. We already had a dog who took some of our time and energy: a beautiful female Irish setter we had adopted from my father several years before to help him adjust to a new life with a lovely woman who wasn’t accustomed to large and quasi-uncontrollable dogs. We offered to take Megan to lighten the dog load. I lied to David and told him it would be fun, a real adventure, not just a filial duty, to adopt a year-old Irish setter in heat.

Though Megan was now four and had graduated beyond those moments when we fantasized about placing her on a nice farm in the country, my feelings about Irish setters hadn’t changed much since childhood. They had filled our small house in Oregon with their gaiety, their indifference to obedience, and their uncanny ability to bolt. They would disappear into the dark fog of the Willamette Valley, cross-country journeys to nowhere, ending up lost, miles away from our little house on the hill. Always at night. Their other sins were insubstantial: jumping on guests, snagging empty rolls of toilet paper to play with, occasionally slinking up onto beds and easy chairs when no one was paying attention. My father loved their minor mutinies, loved to stroke their silky setter heads. They distracted him from a grinding schedule: a demanding research career; a wife who, because she was paralyzed, needed nursing; and three occasionally wild children who needed raising. The setters and their escapades were his only vacation.

Unlike my father, I didn’t want dogs as a distraction; I wanted dogs who would engage completely with me and vice versa. By my early twenties, I had settled on German shepherds as my favorite breed. Partly because I loved their intelligence and dignity and their physical resemblance to wolves, partly because they were the antithesis of setters. David met me when my second shepherd was still a young dog and fell in love with him. Zev was an easygoing ambassador for the breed.

David and I realized the squashy mole needed a name that suited him better than Coda. His entry into the world felt less like a tail end and more like something improvisational. So David, a lover of jazz, renamed him Solo.

Animal behaviorist and author Patricia McConnell, who has devoted a good portion of her career and research to dogs with behavior problems, has a chapter in one of her training books on anger management in dogs. She wrote about her reaction when her favorite border collie gave birth to just one pup: “I’m supposed to help people, not cause the very problems I’m trained to alleviate, so when the vet confirmed that the litter contained a total of one puppy I was beside myself. You might think that it wouldn’t be a crisis but it felt like one to me.” McConnell briefly considered euthanizing the pup before rejecting that idea as she held the small warm bundle of fur. “Over the years I have seen what appeared to be a disproportionately large number of singleton puppies with serious behavior problems.” She was the dog behaviorist who knew too much. Nonetheless, she decided she would experiment. For the good of her research and perhaps the good of future clients who came to her in desperation over their singleton dogs.

When he was only five weeks old, McConnell wrote, the border collie pup growled at her in fierce aggression, lips curled back from tiny milk teeth. “All I had done was touch him.”

•  •  •

You like me because I’m a scoundrel. There aren’t enough scoundrels in your life.

—Han Solo, The Empire Strikes Back, 1980

Joan nicknamed the singleton pup “HRH,” for His Royal Highness. Solo was the king of everything. He had the canine equivalent of an Exeter education before he was eight weeks old. Being a litter of one had its perks. Joan took him everywhere with her: to acupuncture appointments, to Lowe’s, to friends’ houses, on walks in the woods to explore. I followed his exploits via e-mails and photos. He had everything a puppy could desire and beyond. Everything, that is, except other puppies to interact with. His young mother, Vita, an intense West German import, wasn’t a mentor. Her idea of mothering Solo was to nurse him frenetically and then race away like Road Runner from Wile E. Coyote, leaving him “in a cloud of dust.” So Solo’s great-aunt Cora, with her fawn-colored coat and sweet face, her impish sense of humor and tolerance for unusual puppies (because she had been one herself), took over the task of raising him. It is always thus in extended families, and some are the better for it. Solo interested and amused Cora. She taught him her love of toys and games, and he got away with everything. In one picture, Solo is walking across Cora’s reclined body, carrying his favorite stuffed duck, leaving dents in her plush coat.

Solo was no longer a squashy mole; I could now see that his head was going to be glorious. Part of that big block of gorgeous was dedicated to his olfactory system. Even at a fast run toward Joan, he often screeched to a halt, nostrils flaring at some wayward scent. “His nose rules,” Joan said. That wasn’t welcome news. Megan, because of her hunting lineage, froze at the sight of a bird, cat, or squirrel, every synapse alight and devoted to that one task. I had planned for a dog who would focus only on me. I knew it was going to take a year or so to get him up to speed, but I’d always watched with a touch of scorn as obedience handlers with flop-jowled bassets and beagles had to plead with their dogs to raise their snorkeling, scent-mesmerized noses off the ground and pay attention to them.

It was mid-May 2004 and already hitting the eighties in Ohio, a preview of ever hotter summers to come, when we drove the 450 miles from North Carolina to meet and pick up Solo. He was lying alone in an open cage on the front lawn when we arrived, a still life in red and black, one paw tucked under his chest, relaxed, surveying his domain. He was already past the brief cute phase that shepherd pups have when their ears are soft and floppy and their noses don’t yet look like shark snouts. Solo greeted us briefly, sniffed us, ignored us. He ran around grabbing at toys, pushing them at various adult shepherds. He had nerves of steel. He was full of himself. He made me slightly nervous. Joan had arranged a lovely dog-and-people party to launch us back down the road to North Carolina. Solo ran, growled, and leaped during the entire event. He said farewell to his dignified father, Quando, by grabbing and holding on to his bright gold scruff. He finally had to drop off when Quando looked down his considerable Roman nose and backed up slightly.

We gathered up Solo and his precious toys and drove down the country road, back to North Carolina. In the rear seat, locked in a travel crate for his safety and ours, lay our furry future. I don’t remember much about that long drive except that it was hot and Solo was a perfectly equitable traveler, happy to hop out of the car, wag, do his business, and clamber back into the crate like a miniature adult shepherd. I started feeling better about him.

“Oh, my,” said our friend Barb Smalley, who arrived that night to witness the homecoming. She watched as nine-week-old Solo leaped on Megan, bit her ears, and tried to hump her. “He’s quite something, isn’t he?” David and I were exhausted. Solo wasn’t. Megan was drooling and panting in distress. I already looked like a junkie from my efforts to intervene: My arms had black-and-blue puncture marks where Solo had swung back on me in a frenzy.

He spent his first night with us whining and growling, methodically chewing through an inadequate and expensive fabric show crate. Solo wanted to continue his evening. I cried in David’s arms. I wanted our whimsical, gentle Zev back. His worst sin had been to take a bar of soap from the shower and place it carefully on the bathroom floor with one faint canine tooth mark.

“I don’t like him,” I wailed above Solo’s whines. I saw a grim future, a German shepherd roaring through our house and marriage, leaving shards of pottery and anger.

David firmly and kindly said exactly the wrong thing: “We’ll just return him.” My sobs redoubled. He later claimed he said it only to kick-start me out of my depression.

In the morning, I woke up and armed myself, grimly strapping on a belly pack loaded with greasy liver treats. I picked up a plastic-and-metal clicker that would make a metallic “tock” to mark the exact behavior I wanted. The little bastard—I would shape and mold him with clicks and patience and treats until he was dog putty. Or at least until he stopped trying to hump Megan. I had already given up on the dog-who-would-sleep-in-my-study-while-I-wrote fantasy.

David and I both fell hard for him. I fell harder because I always yo-yo further than David. By midday, I was laughing and infatuated. Solo was a maniacal clown, a Harpo Marx. Funny and charming. At least around David and me. He thought we were the cat’s pajamas. He told us all about it: mewling, growling, barking, yowling, whimpering. He was operatic in range and expression. I’d never heard that kind of variety except on National Geographic specials about the wild dogs of Africa. Solo would stare at us, make a wolflike “rooo” sound, then try a gymnastic move to see our reaction. He found toys and leaped on them and brought them to us and dropped them and backed up. He started to learn their names. He played and played and played. With us. Not with Megan. He tried to bite us and then collapsed in our laps and fell asleep, twitching. When he woke, he fixed a gimlet eye on us. Game on. If he wasn’t sleeping, he was watching us, waiting for the Next Big Thing.

On night two, I didn’t sob. Partly because I was exhausted, partly because I was realizing that we had something peculiar and exceptional on our hands. Solo was diverting me from despair. David, who valued intelligence above almost everything, was smug but tried to suppress it. We had, he realized, the smartest dog he had ever known.

Smart didn’t mean peaceable. Megan remained in shock. She stared at us without seeing, the whites showing at the edges of her large brown eyes. To handicap Solo a bit more, I soaked her fringed ears and tail in bitter-apple spray so he was less tempted to swing from them. That second night, she used her entire sticky body like a caterpillar’s to hunch her foam bed as far as possible from Solo’s crate in the bedroom, inch by inch. I. Do. Not. Like. That. Puppy.

Solo didn’t care. Megan was just a dog. Dogs weren’t his people. Solo had no litter to miss. We had no need to put a clock in the crate to mimic the sound of siblings’ beating hearts. He slept through the night. He was at home alone.

Over the next two days, David and I tried to teach Solo the international language of ouch, something he’d missed out on with no other puppies for interaction. Joan had taught him, of course, but Solo found it convenient to forget, with new hands to bite. We screeched every time a sharp puppy tooth hit skin. Solo didn’t relate, though he did cock his head when he heard our howls. Since he’d never experienced pain in exchange for his excesses, because of his kind and patient adult shepherds, he had no idea what it meant to cause it.

On day four, Megan stopped drooling and looking betrayed. She gave Solo a brief, queenly play bow. Permission to engage. She started to teach him a few basic commands to quell his most brutish tendencies. No more mounting. No humping at all. No more standing over her when she was lying down. No more massive puppy paw placed on the shoulder. She would move sideways a fraction so that Solo’s leaps ended with him splayed on the floor rather than on her gorgeous setter body. She glanced over at us and opened her mouth slightly to show her small white teeth, smiling. Within a couple of hours, her tail returned to its former high-flying flag position, though her long silky feathers had gaps torn in them. For the first time since we had brought her home from Oregon three years before, David and I were in awe of Megan. Our space cadet had disappeared. We watched her, trying to learn from her engagement and disengagement, her covert and canny manipulation of this emotionally stunted puppy. We wanted to know what Megan knew.

We also watched Solo. I began to understand what Joan had meant when she repeatedly mentioned “scent drive” in her e-mails. David went out to work in the garden, and I left the house with Solo five minutes after that, wanting to avoid accidents in the house. He wasn’t interested in peeing; instead, he put his nose just above the warm stones of our courtyard and started moving fast. Then he was on our crabgrass, skimming the ground, his pointed ears making his head look like a shark snout. He didn’t lift his head until it butted hard against the legs of a startled David working behind the greenhouse. Solo had tracked him a hundred feet from the house, around two bends, on three different surfaces. Solo’s whole body wiggled in pleasure, and he bit David’s jeans happily until David “ouched” him. Solo had done his first short track. I had a new command that he loved: “Go find David.”

We’d had Solo just a few weeks when my father and stepmother, Angie, came to visit from Oregon. Dad, his skin increasingly loose across the big bones of his hands, sat blissfully stroking Megan. He looked tired, but then he had looked tired most of his life. I tried to keep Solo—the inverse of what Dad liked in a dog personality—exhausted and as far away from the three of them as possible. We plied Dad with David’s home-baked bread, black tea at three P.M., a Scotch on the rocks at five P.M., and long political conversations. Dad was proud that I had settled down with my own Ph.D. and a fine, loving husband. It had taken me longer than it should have, over forty years. But—and I know that Dad thought this with the noblest of intentions, because we talked about it—he had great hopes that I could get down to the business of deep academic thinking. Now that smart, funny, dependable David was in my life, Dad no longer had to worry about what the vampires of loneliness might do to me. Now that I was an academic, my father no longer had to worry about my taking risks, as I had when I was a newspaper reporter, covering chemical leaks, natural disasters, and criminal trials. Dad had raised us in Corvallis, Oregon, recently judged the safest city in the United States: no earthquakes, no hurricanes, no twisters, no extreme weather. Nothing. He was pleased that my life was almost as predictable as when we had lived there, except for a hurricane every now and again.

I must have turned my back. That was when Solo leaped. Blood welled on the back of Dad’s hand from one of his huge blue veins. He dismissed it with a shrug. Even if he was a German shepherd, Solo was just a puppy. I put Solo in his crate with a goat knuckle bone to gnaw. The weeklong visit was ending. Dad and I walked slowly one final time around the yard before he and Angie left to fly back across the country. The two of us looked at the new blueberry bushes, strains developed for North Carolina temperatures and humidity. We admired the male cardinals that dropped like red explosions from the willow oaks to the ground with their distinct cries of “Chew! Chew! Chew!” We talked about how good the future looked for both of us. Dad’s undiagnosed cancer was probably well on its way to metastasis that June.

•  •  •

My simple commands to sit or heel or “settle” didn’t interest Solo. His crazy energy reigned. For him, it wasn’t enough to walk into the mudroom, lie down, and wait for dinner. He had to launch himself, twist in midair, plié, and crouch like a gargoyle, lips pulled back in a grin. By braking hard a few feet before the door, he attempted to slide and somersault. He had a great sense of humor.

Solo adored David and me—and even Megan. He was an unpredictable sociopath with other dogs. Solo thought they were hostile aliens. Especially shepherds or other dogs with pointy ears. He developed a reputation early: The moment he smelled an unfamiliar dog, he bristled and growled. That made veterinarians’ offices a challenge. One vet put in her notes that I was on the way to having a mean dog. Solo was ten weeks old. I quit her. Another recommended expensive acupuncture and homeopathy. I quit her. Puppy classes weren’t a good fit. He would walk into a training center already barking and growling, hackles raised. The same obedience handlers who used to smile when they saw Zev arrive for training snatched up their shelties and schnauzers at the sight of Solo. AKC obedience trainers with decades of companion-dog and utility-dog titles to their credit strategized with me. Perhaps Solo needed a new kind of halter, maybe a Gentle Leader, to guide his wayward muzzle through the Sturm und Drang of his life. One trainer with whom Zev and I had worked for years suggested that I needed to discipline Solo severely for his behavior. I quit her. I was getting good at quitting.

I’d never had a dog-aggressive dog. It was like a scarlet A, confirming what many people already knew: German shepherds were dangerous. I dove into research. I ordered expensive videos and books on canine aggression. My fearful anticipation of Solo’s reactions would travel down his leash and right into his limbic system, making the overall effect exponential, confirming what he already knew: Dogs meant trouble. That made Solo even more trouble. My relationships with other dog owners began to suffer.

A trainer accustomed to cheerful Labrador retrievers looked at me with dismay and shrugged after Solo roared and leaped on a shorthaired pointer who had bounced over to greet him when Solo was on a down-stay in an obedience class. “For God’s sake,” I snarled, mostly to myself, “keep your dog on a leash and under control.” I was at the end of my own leash. I was starting to get people-aggressive. I left the class early and e-mailed Joan, who sent back reams of wise advice. I cried again that night in David’s arms—angry at Solo, at the stupid pointer owner, at myself.

Now it was much worse. I wasn’t simply invested in the idea of this pup: I loved him. He was my dog and my responsibility, lying quietly in the backseat on the long drives home from failed puppy classes. I was failing him miserably, seesawing between training systems, avoiding places I knew other dogs might be.

None of Joan’s many shepherds had exhibited Solo’s behavior around other dogs. Later, she told me that when Solo was born, she had worried. Knowing what we might be facing, she had tried early on to find a litter to put “HRH” with, to no avail. No one in the immediate vicinity had a litter close to his age.

“Quite honestly,” Joan e-mailed, “I am now convinced from years of training, and now Solo, that the majority of puppies missing a complete litter experience just don’t learn how to handle the nuances of a variety of dog interaction. They don’t learn the give and take.”

People kept asking me, after watching Solo growl and leap: “You named him after Han Solo, right?” No. Absolutely not. I had never liked Star Wars much, and I didn’t like the character, even if Harrison Ford had played him. Yet the description fit Solo to a T. Charismatic. Selfish. Brash. A talented, reckless misfit.

A loner.
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Death and the Dog
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Although they have been cherished for their good qualities—hunter, guard, herder, friend, worker—the inverse dog is the spoiler of human graves and eater of corpses, the keeper of hell’s gates. . . .

—Paul Shepard, The Others: How Animals Made Us Human, 1997

Two months after Solo’s arrival, I found myself in Nancy Hook’s backyard in Zebulon, perched on the edge of an aluminum folding chair. Nancy slumped back in her sturdy canvas chair, her hand wrapped around a foam beer insulator wrapped around a Gatorade. She was mellow except for the warning she occasionally gave the dogs quarreling in the kennels next to the yard: “Don’t make me come over there.” They stopped. It was mid-July and too hot to fight, in any case. Japanese beetles clattered past. Tent caterpillars had wrapped up and skeletonized half the leaves of the huge pecan tree we sat under.

I knew Nancy from when I’d taken Zev to her parking-lot obedience class some years before. She had been welcoming and kind to both of us, though not particularly interested in Zev. He had been so mild-mannered that he tended to disappear in a dog crowd.

I hadn’t seen Nancy much since, but I started to remember as I pulled into the drive and read the black bumper sticker on her pickup: “Gut Deer?” modeled after the “Got Milk?” campaign. Her hair was still copper, her dark chestnut eyes still surrounded by smile wrinkles. She wore camouflage pants.

I had e-mailed Nancy in desperation, remembering her sense of humor and practicality. I needed both. Sure, she said, come on out to Camp Hook. Bring the dog. She was competent and relaxed; I was edgy and talkative. Solo, more obnoxious than any four-month-old German shepherd should be, was hackled and humpbacked, wild-eyed and ungainly. From time to time, he surged toward the kennels, a dark hybrid of colt and Tasmanian devil. He would snarl and bounce off the cyclone fence. I bounced off the lawn chair, wrestling Bil-Jac dog treats out of my fanny pack, trying to distract him and minimize the behavior that Nancy was witnessing. “Solo? Solo? Watch me! Gooood dog!” I funneled liver into his mouth.

“Stop chattering at him,” Nancy said. “And stop giving him so many treats. You’re making him into a wuss.” My hand froze in mid-dive. “He’s just a jackass,” she said. “What do you want to do with him?”

And with that simple question, my weird dog world started righting itself. By “What do you want to do with him?” Nancy didn’t mean endless rounds of dog counseling and dog tranqs, creating a sedated and submissive shepherd who needed an occasional cautionary Dog Whisperer “hisst” with an index finger held up to keep him in line. Nor did she mean that I could click-and-treat this dog into executing perfect obedience routines. That didn’t work with him; besides, I was bored with the obedience ring. Nor did she mean that Solo was capable of becoming the quintessential park dog who would allow me to sit on a bench with other tranquil owners, gossiping, watching our dogs romp and bark into the sunset.

She meant: What would you like this dog to do?

I had no idea. I wanted him to be so busy that he didn’t have time to do what he was doing in front of Nancy. I wanted him to have a job, if possible. Not a pretend job that would simply exercise out his little heart of darkness. Probably not a job as a therapy dog in a nursing home, because of his rhino ways. I wanted his work to have meaning, as I was constantly struggling to find meaning in my own work.

Nancy didn’t indulge my angst for long. “Stop thinking so much,” she said. “That’s part of your problem.”

She ordered me to leave Solo alone. I pulled my hands away from the greasy treat bag and put them at my sides. I turned my gaze away from Solo’s evilness. Within a couple of minutes, he came over and flopped in the shade. Being bad wasn’t as interesting if I weren’t reacting.

Nancy and I talked, running down my options. She taught everything from housebreaking to bite-breaking to obedience and trailing. Training Solo for search and rescue wasn’t ideal. I couldn’t leave students waiting in the classroom for a lecture on feminist essentialism because I was running off to search for a lost three-year-old who was in fact playing with Transformers at the next-door neighbors’ house. Nor could I count on my own body being the ultimate fitness machine, capable of running for miles after a dog tracking in thick underbrush; I might end up asthmatic, shambling, sciatic nerves aflame, eyeglasses either fogged or smashed. Lost people needed better odds than I offered.

That made sense to Nancy. Besides, she had become less enamored of search-and-rescue team politics over the years. She described them in ways that made them sound similar to my English department, without the Victorian charm. More issues emerged. I didn’t want to wear search gear that would make me look like a Girl Scout. Then there was the idea of a team. I could collaborate, but I couldn’t really relate to the cheery phrase “Remember, there is no ‘I’ in team.” It didn’t suit Solo, either. Better that he didn’t constantly have to deal with the hurly-burly of dog society. Sending him out to track alongside several self-assured search dogs? They wouldn’t put up with his nastiness. They’d reduce him to tufts of black-and-red fur spread over the trail.

There was one way around all of the scheduling problems, my team-player problems, and Solo’s psycho-puppy problems. Nancy was pleased with herself for coming up with it: “a cadaver dog.”

I didn’t know exactly what Nancy meant, but I could guess. Dead dog. I’m good at putting words together and knowing what they mean. It’s what I do for a living.

It’s ideal, she told me. The dead will wait. In the meantime, they emit scent. With a few frozen exceptions, more and more scent over time. And cadaver dogs and their handlers work mostly by themselves, in methodical search grids, not alongside other dogs and handlers. The dog’s job is both simple and complex: to go to where the scent is the strongest and tell the handler it’s there. It’s work that needs to be done. Families and law enforcement, mostly, although not always, want bodies found. Besides, she told me, beaming, her smile lines in full evidence, “It’s a ton of fun. You’ll love it!”

Nancy avoided mentioning that my salmon-colored linen pants were probably not the ideal thing to wear on searches.

At the end of our session, she sent me and Solo off down the road. I was sweaty, I reeked of liver treats, and I was filled with inexplicable happiness about those who go missing for a long time. Solo, exhausted, slept soundly in the backseat, although his outsize feet continued to twitch, pedaling air-conditioning instead of cyclone fence.

Nancy, knowing my compulsive habits, expressly forbade me to read about training dogs on cadaver scent. I would screw up Solo’s training by reading too many theories too soon. She had two exceptions: Bill Syrotuck’s Scent and the Scenting Dog and Andy Rebmann’s Cadaver Dog Handbook. I ordered the two books. Then, because waiting isn’t my forte, I sneaked onto the web to learn the basics of death and dogs.

•  •  •

No house would stand firmly founded for me on the Ahura-created earth were there not my herd dog or house dog.

—Ahura Mazda, Zoroastrian god

In 2012, archaeologists in the Czech Republic published their discovery of three skulls of what appeared to be domesticated dogs, shorter of snout and broader of braincase than their wolf cousins. One of the skulls, 31,500 years old, had a flat bone fragment, probably that of a mammoth, inserted in its jaws. It was so purposeful and evocative that the archaeologists couldn’t help speculating: Was that bone part of a funerary rite, appeasing the spirit of the animal, inviting it to come back, or encouraging it to accompany deceased people?

The speculation wasn’t much of a stretch. For all that dogs seem to lurk on the edge of civilization, we’ve also let them in and granted them special status. For thousands of years and in numerous religions, the living have depended on canines to help guide the dead—to get us from here to there, wherever there is. Few myths have such worldwide resonance. One can see the temptation of assigning dogs this task: They appear custom-designed for it. Dogs howl at the moon, warning us that death is just over the horizon. They can hear and smell, growl and hackle, warning us of specters that our dull senses miss.

They also like to eat things. Even us, given the opportunity. Dead people aren’t so different from other dead animals. We’re protein. Given an opportunity, dead people get smelly. We become deeply attractive not only to bottle flies but to more developed animals. Like dogs.

Part of the religious connection of death and dogs no doubt comes from a ritualized spin on the grim but useful reality that dogs and other canids, like jackals, scavenge. People witnessed that behavior—done with joy and impunity—and came to the obvious conclusion that dogs and their close relatives must be powerful, immune to the demons of death surrounding bodies. That made canids useful beyond the simple housekeeping function of getting rid of bodies. So in ancient Egypt, in a simultaneously pragmatic and religious switch, the jackal-dog became a god. Anubis, friend of the dead, was a protector, not a predator, of the deceased in their tombs.

While artwork and accounts of Anubis are plentiful, we have only one or two nineteenth-century accounts about how the ancient Bactrians (in what is now Afghanistan) and the Hircanians (then part of the Persian empire) handled this canid propensity. Those accounts note that the Bactrians used dogs called canes sepulchrales. The dogs had a specific job description: to eat the dead. In exchange, they received the greatest care and attention, “for it was deemed proper that the souls of the deceased should have strong and lusty frames to dwell in.” It was a pretty nice deal for the deceased, who then got to hang out in a mobile furry coffin. The limited history doesn’t note what happened after the dog died.

In Persia, the Zoroastrians made canids’ roles more layered and central to mortuary rites. Like the Egyptians and Bactrians, they clearly decided to make the best of canids’ tendency to love smelly protein. Zoroastrians were already using working dogs as a central part of their ancestors’ nomadic herding existence. Mary Boyce, considered the greatest scholar of ancient Iran, wrote that “mortal dogs receive a striking degree of attention” in Zoroastrian holy texts. They likened the dog to fire, both protective and destructive. “It seems probable that this power came to be attributed to the dog because dogs are the animals always referred to in the Avesta as devouring corpses,” Boyce wrote.

It takes some real mojo for dogs to do that and not be harmed by Nasu, the demon that brings putrefaction. The funerary rite in Zoroastrianism was called sagdid, “seen by the dog.” It took a special kind of dog for this work. A kind of German shepherd-like dog. The ideal sagdid dog was to be at least four months old and male, “brownish-golden” with “four eyes”—perhaps not unlike rust-and-black Solo, with twitchy black spots of fur over his eyes. One of the small cast-metal art objects in the Tehran museum looks like a stocky German shepherd, although German shepherds didn’t exist then. The dog could be white with tawny ears, probably not unlike what we see in the Canaan dog of Israel, an ancient herding breed still in existence, or one of the guard breeds of that area.

The dogs chosen for sagdig got paid for their work. Zoroastrians knew their dog training. Three pieces of bread were placed on the corpse to induce the dog to approach, gaze steadily on the body, and drive Nasu away. That would be exactly how I started training Solo to both recognize and happily approach the scent of human death—only I used liver treats and then toys, rather than bread, to draw him in.

The work of dogs didn’t end with sagdid. After the four-eyed dog was done with his job, corpse bearers took the body away, and the village dogs and vultures followed and feasted.

Zoroastrian dogs—from the herders to the hunters to the house dogs and the village dogs—had a pretty good deal: They got especially well fed when people died, and not just by getting a bit of bread or helping dispose of the bodies. They were given a whole egg and portions of the food offerings for the dead. When Zoroastrian house dogs died, they got extra-special treatment: Boyce noted, “Until the mid-20th century when a house dog died, its body was wrapped in an old sacred shirt tied with a sacred girdle, and was carried to a barren place, and brief rituals were solemnized for its spirit.”

All the rituals sounded lovely, especially the one for the house dog. It was a step up from what we did with Zev after he died: We got his ashes in a hard plastic canister from the vet. The canister came with a burgundy velvet sack with a small rainbow bridge embroidered on it. The canister still sits in my great-grandfather’s oak secretary. I don’t know what we’re waiting for. We should probably carry his ashes to a barren place.

•  •  •

Achilles’ wrath, to Greece the direful spring

Of woes unnumber’d, heavenly goddess, sing!

That wrath which hurl’d to Pluto’s gloomy reign

The souls of mighty chiefs untimely slain;

Whose limbs unburied on the naked shore,

Devouring dogs and hungry vultures tore.

—Homer, the Iliad

Westerners haven’t been nearly as kind to canids as the Zoroastrians were, although we should have been deeply grateful to the female wolf who fed and raised Romulus and Remus so they could found Rome, our version of civilization. In the Western world, we balk at the notion of including dogs in our religious life. We’re genuinely repulsed by the idea of dogs eating people. Homer used dogs’ attraction to bodies to open the Iliad, the perfect frame for horror and chaos.

The large, evil, and almost always dark dog lurks on the edge of Western civilization: Hecate, the Helenic goddess of ghosts and witchcraft, had a black bitch familiar at her side. Greeks used to sacrifice black puppies to Hecate; dogs were a favorite sacrifice in a number of religions. Cerberus, the three-headed monster dog, let new spirits enter the realm of the dead, though no one could leave. Gamr, a bloodstained watchdog of Norse mythology who looks a lot like a German shepherd, guarded the gate to the underworld where evilgoers went. The Cŵn Annwn, Welsh spectral dogs, foretold death.

At least those polytheistic religions allowed dogs to play a variety of roles—they might devour bodies, but they were guardians and guides, too. Homer may have opened the Iliad with ravening dogs, but in the Odyssey, he used his hero’s dying dog as a symbol of faithfulness: Argos was the only being to recognize Odysseus when he returned from his travels after a twenty-year absence. Those diverse dog roles failed to thrive with three faiths. Historian Sophia Menache of the University of Haifa posits that Jewish, Christian, and Muslim religions were threatened by dogs and the “warm ties” people had to them. Dogs had a central role in agrarian life; they reminded monotheists of the ever-present competition of animal-worshipping cults. So when we ask questions about organized religion and we ask, “Yes, but was it good for the dogs?” the answer is no. The New Testament’s thirty-two mentions of dogs are mostly negative. Though the antipathies and insecurities of the three religions have softened and shifted somewhat in intervening centuries, dogs get short shrift in many Muslim countries, and some Christians want dominion over the natural world.

Even today, in a secular Western world, we remain oddly fascinated by the role that dogs play in death. Scamp, a schnauzer at an Ohio nursing home, got wide news coverage in 2007 for his habit of barking and pacing near patients’ rooms when they were about to die. He had “eerily” raised the alarm for forty deaths in three years, the director of nursing told Inside Edition. Far from shunning him, the patients adored him. “It’s not like he’s a grim reaper,” director of nursing Adeline Baker told the reporter. “It’s kind of comforting to know that maybe at the end of our lives, if we don’t have family members, there will be somebody there to be with us.”

    Perhaps Scamp was a comfort because he wasn’t large and black but small and gray with quizzical eyebrows. Nonetheless, the persistent rumor that large black dogs are euthanized at higher rates in U.S. shelters is starting to fall apart under scientific scrutiny.

In modern times, we have updated and sanitized the Homeric language of “devouring dogs.” Forensic scientists now call it “canine predation.” Despite having a name for the phenomenon, we tend to keep an uneasy distance. Yet, a few years ago, children streamed into our local science museum for one of its most popular shows ever, on bugs and death. Shows like CSI and Bones have made us surprisingly comfortable with maggots, and what they tell us about the stages of death, and have contributed to the popularity of an entire discipline: forensic entomology. Scientists know a fair amount about bear activity; they know less about dog activity. Yet the handful of available studies show that dogs and their coyote cousins account for much of the scavenging on human remains.

The media appear to know a lot about dogs finding the dead. The problem is that stories are scattered everywhere, hundreds and thousands that all have the same innocuous story line: A person walking a dog finds a body. I am convinced that an analysis would show that untrained dogs out for walks or roaming neighborhoods find more bodies than trained dogs do. It’s a simple question of acknowledging the millions of dog noses out there working unpaid overtime.

Depending on your perspective, it’s either good or bad to let your dog roam off-lead, but let’s face it: Dogs on leads don’t find bodies nearly as often. Generally, finding a body is a good thing, although the dogs’ owners and walkers are never thrilled when it happens.

Ollie, a golden retriever, was in Hollywood Hills on an unleashed walk in January 2012. A professional dog walker and her mother had eight other dogs with them. Ollie dashed into the underbrush and started playing enthusiastically with a plastic bag: “He was digging, digging, digging, barking,” the dog walker, Lauren Kornberg, told the local radio station. Ollie shredded the bag and came away with something big and round in his mouth. He dropped it, and it rolled into a ravine. Kornberg admitted that it was her mother, “a responsible adult,” who went to investigate—and found the head that Ollie had dropped.

A four-year-old black Labrador named Fish brought a decaying human arm into the front yard of his Mission, Texas, home in August 2011. Police were able to get the hand and arm bone before they disappeared down Fish’s throat. The dog’s adult owner was traumatized. Not so his eight-year-old daughter, who chatted with the television reporter. Their dog, she said, likes to visit the neighbors’ chicken coop as well: “Fish gets everything. He brought eggs on Easter.”

I understand her father’s repulsion. I wouldn’t accept Fish’s gift of eggs.

When dogs become, in Paul Shepard’s term, “the spoiler of human graves,” it’s a reminder of how we tend to deal with human bodies. We Westerners tuck them away fairly quickly. Dogs like Fish remind us of the disorder and chaos inherent when there’s an arm or hand lying around where a dog can find it. We prefer hands either made into sterile ash or nicely preserved with formaldehyde and gently crossed over the body in a coffin. On the flip side, turnabout should be fair play. Both historically and in current practice across the world, people eat dogs without much compunction. There’s good evidence that dogs were and are raised for meat; they were the first agricultural animal in a number of societies, and they remain so in some today.

None of my early research on cadaver dogs grossed me out. I realized there was a difference between reading about it and coming face-to-face with it, but abstractly, the idea of cadaver-dog work didn’t offend my sensibilities. It made me happy. Perhaps my childhood in the woods and fields, growing up with fishing and hunting and gutting and plucking and skinning, was a factor in my sanguinity. Or the fact that I had taken care of my paralyzed mother and worked in nursing homes for years. Perhaps it was because my father was a biologist who taught me to look at dead organisms with a disinterested but not uninterested gaze.

Cadaver-dog work seemed straightforward to me. As one medical examiner and early cadaver-dog trainer, Edward David, noted with great cheer, “love of the putrid” is inherent in canines. So why not take that love and channel it toward something more socially useful than rolling in dead squirrel?

Why not take that love and see whether it might be used not to increase the chaos but to restore, even if only slightly, a sense of order?
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Nose Knowledge
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There are seventy-five perfumes, which it is very necessary that a criminal expert should be able to distinguish from each other, and cases have more than once within my own experience depended upon their prompt recognition.

—Sherlock Holmes, The Hound of the Baskervilles, 1902

These days, when I watch a good dog work scent, I can see him trace its passage in the air until he’s drawn a clear picture with his nose. An experienced dog can illustrate the difference between scent that has lifted in the heat of the day, settled down in the ridges of rough grass, or been pulled hard toward the rushing water of a creek.

I work scent also, though I don’t run as fast or as hard. I can recognize urine in the muggy concrete stairwell of a parking garage, mildew liberated from under sheaves of rotted leaves, and the fishy musk of a German shepherd after a swim in the Eno River in August.

I knew, even before I started researching dogs’ noses in a sustained manner, that they were much better than humans’. Solo’s was much better than mine. David could use a pair of scissors on a package of vacuum-sealed meat in the kitchen, and the silent exhalation of bloody air would wake Solo and bring him running from across the room. Conversely, it seemed lazy to concede that dogs are the masters of the domain of olfaction before I’d done any scientific fact-checking. Sure, Solo has a bigger nose than I do, but size isn’t everything.

So what’s the truth about dogs’ sense of smell? I don’t want to keep the reader in suspense: The truth is, we don’t know that much about it. As I began researching, I noticed wildly fluctuating figures in both the sentimental and scientific dog literature: The dog’s nose was either ten times or a hundred times or a thousand times or tens of thousands of times better than the human nose. Those figures raised doubts. If scientists, or people who play them on YouTube, or your basic dog lover had stuck with one false figure—say, that dogs’ noses are a thousand times better than ours—or if they had stated the figures with less certainty and more modesty, I might not have become suspicious. Given the variation, I wondered, how much better are dogs’ noses, really? And if they are better, what are they better for, exactly? Sniffing dog pee?

In tracking rumors, as with tracking most things, it’s good to start at their genesis. There’s a growing body of scientific evidence suggesting that not only have the nose and its receptors been important to the survival of creatures for at least hundreds of millions of years; they may also have been a key evolutionary force driving the growing intelligence of mammals.

In 2011, Texas paleontologists published their analysis of the skulls of pre-mammals living 190 million years ago. Their research shows that one of our pre-mammalian ancestors, the Hadrocodium wui—a shrewish beast with a skull smaller than a paper clip—didn’t have the option of rejecting smells. It tremulously ventured forth to sniff for grubs and insects, probably at night so the diurnal dinosaurs didn’t accidentally squash it. Its fur was important, its twitchy ears important, its vision important. But, the paleontologists argued in Science, it was the critter’s olfaction system that was the most impressive thing in that bitty skull: “[It] differed from even its closest extinct relatives specifically in its degree of high-resolution olfaction, as it exploited a world of information dominated to an unprecedented degree by odors and scents.” They theorized that these skulls showed the olfactory system played a major role in helping the mammalian brain evolve, apparently to the point that we humans—the most advanced of mammals—could turn our collective nose up at thinking too much about smells.

We should feel grateful to the tiny Hadrocodium wui, fossilized and preserved in China, for helping us understand the importance of a sense of smell. Yet there’s still much about this sense that scientists don’t know. It was only recently that researchers started to decode how our olfactory system actually works. Thanks to Linda Buck and Richard Axel, who won the Nobel Prize in 2004, we’ve learned that when a volatile aroma latches on to an odorant receptor, it fires an olfactory neuron. Bam. That is not the only theory out there, but it’s the reigning one. You would think that researchers would be further along in understanding this particular sense, but amid the general devaluing of the sense of smell in the Western world, the chemical complexity of odors, and the complexity of the neural circuitry that underlies even the act of sniffing, they have a ways to go.

As for comparing one nose with another? Neurobiologists aren’t that interested in setting up olfaction competitions between species. They don’t care which species’ nose is “the best.” What does that mean, in any case? This kind of speculation is better left to Animal Planet’s Creature Countdowns, featuring the “Top 10 Animal Troublemakers” and “Top 10 Animal Skills.” The bloodhound made number nine on that last list, with a sense of smell so fine, according to the producers, that it is “up to a million times more sensitive than that of humans.” I am not making this up. Animal Planet is.

Some species’ noses do rise above the rest, literally and figuratively. I bet if we could train bears to track, their noses would confer real bragging rights. Biologists believe that grizzly bears generally have a much better sense of smell than any dog. Bears’ noses get less press than dogs’ for all the obvious reasons. If you ever get the chance to stare at a grizzly’s nose close up, you can see what a stunning instrument it is—tilted up at the end, with huge flaring nostrils. If you are at exactly the right angle, you can see through that nostril space to the blue sky beyond. The grizzly bear can manipulate her nose like a flautist can flex her fingers. If you could peer inside her horribilis skull at the nasal cavity, you would see delicate structures that look like two huge morel mushrooms or rounded honeycombs planted side by side. Their job is to process scent. How well? Pretty darn well. For miles, it’s estimated.
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