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Praise for

WHAT THE DOG KNOWS

Young Readers Edition

“What the Dog Knows offers a fascinating, fun glimpse into the world of dogs. If you’ve ever loved a dog, you will adore this book.”

—Robert Crais, New York Times bestselling mystery author of Suspect and The Wanted

“Learn about the fascinating world of training working dogs to identify scents, rescue people, find explosives, and assist law enforcement.”

—Temple Grandin, New York Times bestselling author of Animals in Translation and Animals Make Us Human

“Cat Warren’s tale of how she turned her unruly puppy into a happy working-dog partner—by following his nose—is a great dog story. What the Dog Knows is far more uplifting than any book featuring human cadavers, regular tick sightings, and travels through poison ivy has any right to be. Go find it!”

—Alexandra Horowitz, author of Inside of a Dog—Young Readers Edition: What Dogs See, Smell, and Know

“I’d like to shake Solo’s paw for inspiring this super-interesting, fun book about how four-legged heroes work. It’s a must-read for anyone who wants to know more about how our best friends work (and play).”

—Maria Goodavage, New York Times bestselling author of Top Dog: The Story of Marine Hero Lucca

“Cat Warren has taken her original book—destined to become a classic—and reimagined it for young readers. Beautifully illustrated, What the Dog Knows is perfect for young minds who will embrace the almost magical world of dogs and scent detection. A must for animal lovers and budding researchers.”

—Brian Hare and Vanessa Woods, New York Times bestselling authors of The Genius of Dogs

“With Solo, her German shepherd, leading the way, Cat Warren takes her readers on an exciting, fast-paced journey into the world of scents. Learn how dogs use sometimes sweet, sometimes stinking smells to help police detectives find bombs, bed bugs, and the dead. Everyone who loves dogs—and their almost magical noses—will love this book.”

—Virginia Morell, New York Times bestselling author of Animal Wise: How We Know Animals Think and Feel

“A smart, funny, haunting exploration of the ways that we train dogs—and the ways that dogs teach us, sometimes even more, in return.”

—Deborah Blum, New York Times bestselling author of The Poisoner’s Handbook and The Poison Squad

“What the Dog Knows leads us into a world of scent beside some smart, amazing dogs and is a terrific mix of science, strategy, and mysteries it takes a canine to unravel. Join the adventure! You will look at the dogs in your own life differently, guaranteed.”

—Susannah Charleson, New York Times bestselling author of Scent of the Missing and Where the Lost Dogs Go

“What the Dog Knows brings young dog lovers on a fascinating journey into the dog’s nose and the surprising and wondrous places it leads. A vivid and engrossing book that young readers will surely remember into adulthood!”

—Julie Hecht, author of Dog Spies on Scientific American online

“Fascinating and deeply reported, What the Dog Knows combines rich storytelling with science to explain animals—the roles they play in our lives and we in theirs.”

—Rebecca Skloot, author of The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, on the adult edition of What the Dog Knows
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For David and the dogs






CHAPTER ONE A FURRY PRINCE


The e-mail arrived in my inbox with a subject line that made my heart race: “Good News.”

I had been waiting and hoping for nearly a year for a German shepherd pup from a respected breeder in Ohio. We wanted one of Joan’s puppies. It seemed our wait was finally over.

“We have one gorgeous male,” Joan said in her e-mail to me. But he had to be delivered by C-section, lifted out of his sedated mother’s womb. He was a heavy lump. A litter of one.

I gazed at the photos Joan sent me with the lone male pup’s birth announcement. In one shot he nestled in Joan’s cupped hand. In another he was latched on to one of his mother’s ten teats. Vita looked mournful, lying in the whelping box with one pup suckling.

No wonder he was strong. Inside the womb, he didn’t have to share nourishment with other pups. Outside the womb, he had his choice of milk dispensers.

His head didn’t look gorgeous. His nose looked squashed. His eyes were squinty. But I realized that Joan knew much more about newborn German shepherds than I did. This solitary pup was her twenty-fifth litter.
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The newborn pup looked like a mole to me.



The pup wasn’t just handsome and strong, Joan told me. He also had a fine nose. The three of them had been back from the surgical delivery at the vet hospital for only a few hours, but when Joan walked into the room, the pup woke up and bobbled his head.

“His nose was working scent!” Joan wrote.

I read right past that piece of news. I knew what “working scent” meant, and it didn’t interest me. I’d taught my German shepherds to keep their muzzles away from visitors’ legs and crotches.

Dogs recognize each other that way. Most people find it rude.

“No sniff” was a standard command that David and I used in our house. But the house had been empty of German shepherds for nearly a year. Our sweet Zev had died almost a year earlier.

I found the most important news buried a few paragraphs down in Joan’s e-mail: “You have the choice to have our little prince as we see how he develops.” Then she assured me we could discuss any concerns I might have about his being “a singleton.” She—along with her helpful adult shepherds—could help the pup overcome these issues.

Concerns? Absolutely not. David and I had a puppy! I had checked my e-mail every hour for the last week, waiting for news about the litter’s arrival. Humans stay inside their mothers’ wombs on average nine months from conception to birth. For dogs it’s only about two months. But it felt so much longer to me.

Now it was early spring, and the next chapter of our life with dogs could begin. This pup would play a starring role.

I ran to find David, who was working on his logic classes in the study. “Puppy!” I said. He knew what I meant.

Then I flitted around the living room. I landed in front of my computer. My patient husband stood and listened as I read the entire e-mail to him.

I waited for my dizzy joy to ebb before responding to Joan. I wanted to sound like a grown-up. I was supposed to be one. I felt bad for her. All that planning and work and cost and hope. And one lone puppy instead of a squiggling mass of them. Other people who had been waiting for this day like me would be so disappointed.

I knew all of that. I also knew that we had the pup I wanted.

I had fallen in love with Joan’s many German shepherds, and with the idea of this pup, ten months before. Joan lived in Ohio, but she bred and raised shepherds that had a West German family history.

As she weaned the pups from their mother’s milk, she replaced it with goat milk and a raw-meat diet. They had lots of early exposure to woods and creeks, to friendly people and suburban malls, to toys and games—and to her other dogs.

Joan’s adult dogs lay calmly on the sidewalk next to café tables. They attended children’s reading hour at the library, heads planted between their paws, listening. They herded sheep, for fun. Some German shepherds, like border collies, have an innate desire to keep groups of people and animals together and moving in the right direction.

They also excelled in a sport called Schutzhund, a German word that means “protection dog.” I didn’t know much about it, except that the dogs had to bite someone on command. Luckily, that person had a hard protective sleeve on. A couple of Joan’s pups grew up to become police K9s. When I was a newspaper reporter, I once spent the night shift with a patrol K9 and his handler. The dog’s intensity and deep-throated bark startled me.

I didn’t want that kind of German shepherd. This pup would have two jobs when he grew up. I wanted him to lie beneath my desk while I wrote articles and graded student papers, and then leap up and play ball in the yard with me when I wanted a break. If he won awards in the obedience ring, that would be a nice bonus.

I finally stopped daydreaming and looked up the word “singleton” on my computer. In math a singleton is a set with just one element. Most humans are singletons (though some of us are born as twins, or triplets). In dogs “singleton” means exactly the same thing, “a single one.” But with horror stories attached.

The vast majority of puppies have littermates, from three to twelve, or more, depending on the breed. Those littermates exchange thousands of signals daily. That’s part of how they grow and learn. They tumble over one another, squeaking and mewling at first, then, as their baby teeth come in, licking and biting, squealing in pain, licking and wagging in apology. From there a pup might learn to bite a little less hard the second time.
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    Solo was a singleton. Most pups have littermates who help them learn dog manners.



Litters are adorable, and the puppies’ interactions help each pup become a well-socialized dog. Pups learn to play well with others because they receive instant feedback from their littermates if they don’t. That rough-and-tumble play can help a puppy learn how to deal with a variety of other dogs—the elderly miniature poodle in pain, the next-door neighbor’s rude retriever. That play even prepares dogs for chance encounters with weird people.

As I kept reading, the tales of singletons got darker. A singleton dog lives in a universe of “yes.” A singleton tends to lack “bite inhibition” because he never learns from fellow pups what’s too hard or what hurts. He doesn’t know what a hard bite feels like. At the same time, a singleton can be overly sensitive to touch, even from his human. He’s never had to sleep with a squirming or snoring littermate on top of him, or underneath him.

A singleton is “unable to get out of trouble calmly and graciously.” (Although I wasn’t an only child, I related to that one.) A single pup can have an “inability to handle frustration.” (I related to that one too.)

I stopped reading about the bad and tried to focus on the good. Singleton dogs can sometimes make extraordinary companions, as they can bond closely with their people.

Sometimes.



David and I avoided the nightmarish what-ifs that night. We wanted to celebrate. We had named this puppy even before Vita was pregnant with him. Coda means “tail” in Italian. A coda comes at the end of a long musical composition. A coda looks back, reflects, summarizes what came before.

This pup was going to run alongside us in the North Carolina woods near our home, be with us when we had dinner with friends. Sleep in our bedroom.

We were realistic. At least, we told ourselves that we were. Sure, this pup, with his relatives coming from West German lines, was going to have more energy and be tougher than Zev. Gentle Zev had loved lying in the grass, sniffing the flowers and clover.
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Zev had been mild-mannered, kind, and easy to train.



We had nicknamed Zev “Ferdinand,” after the peaceful Spanish bull who had no interest in fighting in the ring but wanted to chill in the meadow.

And we didn’t plan to upend our lives because of a new puppy. We already had a dog who took a chunk of our time and energy—a beautiful female Irish setter we had adopted from my father several years before. I told David it would be fun, a grand adventure, to adopt a spacey year-old Irish setter and drive across the United States in August with her.

I had lied.

Megan was now four years old, and we no longer fantasized about sending her to a nice farm in the country.

But my feelings about Irish setters hadn’t changed much. When I was a child, they filled our small house in Oregon with their joy, their disobedience, and their uncanny ability to bolt around our legs and out the door.

They would disappear into the fog of the Willamette Valley and end up lost, miles away from our little house on the hill. Always at night.
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I grew up with Irish setters. They liked to run. Often far, far away, with us running after them.



Their other sins were small. They loved to jump on guests and sneak onto our beds and easy chairs.

My father loved their moments of mutiny, loved to stroke their silky heads. They distracted him from a grinding work schedule. Their minor mischief-making was his only vacation.

Even as a child, I loved German shepherds. I loved their intelligence and dignity, their heroic acts in books and movies. I loved the way they looked—like wolves. A dog scientist could have told me that Irish setters were as closely related to wolves as German shepherds—and that the German shepherd was created as a breed in 1899. It didn’t matter. I’d had two fine shepherds, Tarn and Zev.

And now, a third.

That night, after I’d finished reading all about singletons and their issues, David and I realized the squashy-faced pup needed a name that suited him better than Coda.

His entry into the world, and his pending entrance into our lives, didn’t feel like a thoughtful summary anymore. David, who loves jazz, renamed him “Solo.”

Solo is also an Italian musical term. It means “alone.”






CHAPTER TWO THE BRAT KING


Joan nicknamed the singleton pup “HRH.” His Royal Highness. She also started calling him Solo, so he would know his name by the time we came for him.

Solo was the king of everything. He had the puppy equivalent of an Ivy League education. Coming from a litter of one has lots of advantages.

Because he was a puppy, he had no idea that we worried about his future as a juvenile delinquent. Joan took him everywhere with her: to hardware stores, to friends’ houses, on walks in the woods, to her acupuncture appointments. I followed his adventures via e-mails and photos.

He had everything a puppy could desire, and more.

Everything, that is, except other puppies to play with and learn from. His young mother didn’t set a good example. Vita’s idea of mothering Solo was to allow him to nurse briefly. Then she’d leap up and race away, like Road Runner running from Wile E. Coyote, leaving him in a cloud of dust.

Luckily, Solo had been born into an extended family, with German shepherd aunts and uncles and cousins—all living in the same household or nearby. So Solo’s great-aunt Cora, along with Joan and her husband, Peter, set about the task of raising him.

Cora had fawn-colored fur and a sweet face. She also had a great sense of humor and tolerance for unusual puppies. She had been one herself. Solo interested and amused her. She taught him to love toys and games.
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Cora loved toys, fun, and—of course—Solo.



Sadly, she didn’t teach him manners. He got away with everything. In one picture Solo walked across Cora’s reclined body, carrying his favorite stuffed duck. His big puppy paws left dents in her plush fur.

At least Solo’s head no longer looked squashy and squint-eyed. Now even I could see that his head was going to be gorgeous. A chunk of that little block of beauty contained his olfactory system.
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Solo, four weeks old, already loved to use his nose.




RIFFING ON SNIFFING

The part of a dog brain devoted to smelling is forty times bigger than ours.

Humans smell and breathe through the same space in our noses. A dog has a fold of tissue just inside its nose that helps separate breathing and smelling.
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Dogs exhale though the slits on the sides of their noses. That way, they can spend more time smelling.

Dogs can detect some odors, like amyl acetate (a chemical that smells like bananas), at less than two parts per trillion. That’s like a drop or two of water in an Olympic-size swimming pool!



Even in the middle of a fast run toward Joan, he would often screech to a halt, nostrils flaring at some wayward scent. “His nose rules,” Joan said.

That wasn’t welcome news. Megan, our Irish setter, froze at the sight of a bird, cat, or squirrel—every nerve alight and devoted to that one task. She didn’t even have to smell them. All she had to do was see them, and she ignored anything else, including us.

I had planned for a dog who would focus only on me—and maybe on David from time to time. I knew it would take a year or so to get Solo up to speed. But the nose thing wasn’t going to work. I’d always watched with a touch of scorn as people with flop-jowled bassets and beagles pleaded with their dogs to raise their snorkeling noses off the ground and pay attention to them. I was sure I could train Solo to let sensory organs other than his nose rule.



In mid-May, David and I drove the four hundred fifty miles from North Carolina to Ohio to meet and pick up Solo.

He was lying alone on the front lawn in a wire pen when we arrived, clad in plush russet-and-black fur, relaxed, surveying his kingdom.


[image: image]
Photo by David Auerbach

When Solo met us for the first time, he wasn’t impressed.



He was only nine weeks old but 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 gazed at us briefly when we got out of the car and approached his pen. He sniffed us through the open wire, then ignored us.

Once Joan arrived and let him loose in the backyard, he ran around grabbing at toys and pushing them at various adult shepherds. 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 was beyond a brat. He was a bully.

He said farewell to his dignified sire, Quando, by grabbing and holding on to his bright gold scruff. He finally dropped off when Quando looked down his long patrician nose and backed up slightly.

So Solo turned and bit Joan instead.

David and I gathered Solo up, along with a dozen toys (his hedgehog, his duck, and all the offerings that Joan’s friends brought to honor HRH), and drove back down the Ohio country road toward North Carolina. In the rear seat, locked in a plastic travel crate for his safety and ours, lay our furry future.

It was a long, hot drive, but Solo didn’t mind. When we stopped for breaks, he hopped out of the car, wagging, did his business, and clambered back into the crate like a miniature adult shepherd. He loved the car. He didn’t bite me. I started feeling less nervous.
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Solo’s sire, Quando, was perturbed by his son’s bullying behavior but was too kind to snarl.



“Oh my,” said our friend Barb, who arrived that night to witness the homecoming. She had taken care of Megan. Now she watched as Solo leaped on Megan and bit her ears and tail. “He’s quite something, isn’t he?”

David and I were exhausted. Megan drooled and panted in distress. My arms had puncture marks where Solo had swung back on me, biting me in a frenzy when I tried to come between him and his Irish setter victim.

I was used to puppies nipping me; this felt more like a school of piranhas had fed on my arms.

Solo spent his first night with us whining and growling, slowly chewing through an expensive fabric show crate. He wanted to continue his fun evening. I cried in David’s arms. I wanted Zev back. Zev’s 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 dent to demonstrate his boredom if we were out of the house.

“I don’t like him,” I wailed above Solo’s whines.

David firmly and kindly said exactly the wrong thing: “We’ll just return him.”

My sobs increased. I was miserable. Inconsolable.

In the morning I woke up, and even before drinking coffee, I armed myself. I strapped 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.

I would ignore his misbehavior. I would reward the good. The little monster. I would shape and mold him with clicks and treats and patience. He would be dog putty. Or at least he’d stop trying to leap on top of Megan. I had abandoned the fantasy of a shepherd sleeping in my study while I wrote.

The clicks and treats helped. But Solo himself changed my mind. David and I both fell hard for him. I fell harder because my emotions always yo-yo further than David’s. By midday I was laughing and in love. Solo was a clown, a comic. He was funny, even charming.

He thought David and I were the cat’s pajamas, the bee’s knees. He told us all about it. He mewled, growled, barked, howled, yowled, whimpered, and moaned. I’d never heard that kind of vocal variety except on National Geographic specials about the wild dogs of Africa.

On an hourly basis Solo stared at us, made a roooo sound to get our attention, and then tried a gymnastic move he thought might please us. He wasn’t the king of everything; he was the court jester. He found toys and leaped on them and brought them to us and dropped them and backed up.
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The wild dogs of Africa have the most complex and varied language of any canid. Except perhaps Solo.



He played and played and played. With us. Not with Megan. He occasionally tried to bite her, and she would slink under the dining room table. She was so boring.

He tried to bite us, but he was so tired, he collapsed in our laps and fell asleep, twitching. When he woke, he stared at us. Game on. If he wasn’t sleeping, he was watching us, waiting for the Next Big Thing. Thank goodness it was our summer break, and we weren’t teaching. Instead we were getting an education.

That second night I didn’t sob. Partly because I was too tired, partly because I realized that we had something strange and wonderful on our hands. David was smug but tried to suppress it. We had, he realized, the smartest dog he had ever known.

Smart didn’t mean nice. Megan stared at us in dismay, the whites showing at the edges of her large brown eyes. To handicap Solo a bit more, I soaked her long, feathery ears and tail in bitter-apple spray, so that he was less tempted to use them as his personal swing set.

That second night with Solo, Megan used her entire 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.






CHAPTER THREE THE LANGUAGE OF OUCH


In the week after Solo arrived, David and I devoted ourselves to teaching him the universal language of Ouch! Joan taught him, of course, but Solo forgot. He had new hands to bite.

We yelped every time his sharp puppy teeth hit our skin. Solo didn’t relate, though he did cock his head when he heard us yip. It hurt. If a toy lay nearby, we’d grab it and offer it in place of our hands. We learned quickly.

The kind and patient adult shepherds he grew up with never bit him. Solo never experienced pain in exchange for what he doled out.

Since we were humans and were supposed to be patient and kind, we didn’t bite him back, or hold or slap his muzzle. Training systems like that often make a problem worse.

We weren’t the only ones working on Solo’s manners. On day four of Solo’s arrival, Megan stopped drooling and looking betrayed. She came out from under the table and gave Solo a queenly bow, front legs on the ground, rear in the air. Permission to play.

She taught Solo a few basic rules to alter his brutish behavior. No more standing over her when she was lying down. So rude! No more huge puppy paws placed on her shoulders. No, sir! No teeth on her tail. Ever.

Solo leaped, and Megan moved sideways a fraction. Solo ended up splayed on the floor, surprised. He hadn’t touched her gorgeous setter body. She glanced over at us, mouth slightly open to show her small white teeth and tongue. Smiling.

Within a couple of hours, Megan’s long silky tail returned to its former high-flying flag position, though Solo’s sharp baby teeth had torn gaps in it.

For the first time since Megan came home with us from Oregon three years before, we were in awe of her. Space cadet Megan had disappeared. In her place was a sleek ninja. We watched as she engaged Solo in play, and then cut off their play if he behaved badly. She manipulated the large, emotionally stunted puppy like a pro. We wanted to know what Megan knew.

During that first week we also watched Solo. I had ignored dogs’ noses, but I began to understand what Joan meant when she used the term “scent drive” in her e-mails. One morning David went out to work in our garden. I left the house with Solo five minutes after that, wanting to avoid accidents inside. He wasn’t interested in peeing. Instead he put his nose a couple of inches above the warm stones of our courtyard and started moving fast. Then he was on the grass, skimming the ground, his big pointy ears almost scraping the dirt.
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Megan came out from under the table and started teaching Solo puppy manners.



Solo didn’t lift his head until it butted hard against the legs of a startled David, who was working in the greenhouse. Solo 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 in joy until David “ouched” him.
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Solo followed David’s scent.



Solo had done his first “live track”—following a person’s footsteps and the scent they leave in the air.

To a tracking or trailing dog, the missing person’s invisible scent cloud probably smells a lot like Pigpen looks in Peanuts.

I had a new command Solo loved: “Go find David.”

I should have added, “Don’t bite him when you find him.”



We had Solo for only 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. I tried to keep Solo—the opposite of what Dad liked in a dog personality—well exercised and as far away from the three of them as possible.


GO FIND DAVID!

A dog tracking or trailing a living person uses:

• ground scent from footprints

• freshly crushed vegetation

• a helpful wind that blows human scent toward the dog

• odors from the person’s sweat

• odors from the person’s skin cells
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We nourished Dad with David’s home-baked bread, black tea at three p.m., a cocktail at five p.m., and long conversations. Dad was glad that I had settled down. I was once a newspaper reporter, chasing chemical leaks and covering natural disasters and cruel murders. Now that kind, dependable David was in my life, Dad no longer had to worry. It doesn’t matter how old you are. Parents will always see you as no older than eight or ten.
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Solo loved finding David. And I loved David. It was a win-win.



I had grown up in Corvallis, Oregon, judged the safest city in the United States. No earthquakes, no hurricanes, no twisters, no wildfires. Nothing. Dad was secretly pleased that my marriage and job at a university provided as tame a life as when I lived in Oregon, although North Carolina did get a hurricane every few years.

At one point during Dad and Angie’s visit, I must have turned my back. That was when Solo leaped. Blood welled on the back of Dad’s hand. He dismissed it with a shrug. Solo was just a puppy. His Irish setters, with their soft mouths and personalities, had never drawn blood.

I put Solo in his crate with a goat knucklebone to gnaw on.

Dad and Angie’s weeklong visit ended without further injury, except for Solo attacking and tearing Angie’s beautiful chenille bathrobe. Dad and I walked one final time around the yard before they left to fly back across the country. The two of us looked at the newly planted blueberry bushes, with names such as rabbiteye and highbush. 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!
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Dad, a biologist in Oregon, loved the plants and birdlife of North Carolina, where I now lived.



Dad and I talked about how fine the future looked for both of us. But his undiagnosed cancer had probably started spreading through his body that June.



Simple commands such as “Sit,” “Heel,” or “Settle” didn’t interest Solo. He obeyed, but always with a twist. His crazy energy ruled. It wasn’t enough to go into the mudroom, lie down, and wait for dinner. He had to launch, flip in midair like a skateboarder, and then crouch like a gargoyle, pleased with himself.

He experimented. If he braked hard a few feet before the door, he could slide and do a half somersault. He had a great sense of humor. His great-aunt Cora helped him develop that.

Solo adored David and me more each day. He thought Megan was fun.

But he was completely unpredictable with other dogs and puppies. Mostly he thought they were hostile aliens. Especially German shepherds or other breeds with pointy ears, though he barely tolerated floppy-eared dogs.

When he smelled an unfamiliar dog, he growled, and his fur bristled all down his spine. Visits to the vet ended badly. One vet put in her notes that Solo was on his way to being dangerous. Solo was ten weeks old. I quit her. Another vet said he was growling because he hurt somewhere. She recommended expensive and silly alternative treatments. He wasn’t in pain. He was a pain. I quit her, too.

Puppy classes were worse. He walked into training centers barking and growling, hackles raised, eyes rolling. The same owners who used to smile when they saw sweet Zev arrive for obedience training snatched up their small shelties and miniature schnauzers at the sight of Solo.

Trainers with decades of experience and obedience trophies on their shelves strategized with me. Perhaps Solo needed a new kind of halter, maybe a Gentle Leader, to guide his wayward muzzle in a direction away from biting?

One trainer I had trained with for years with Zev suggested I needed to discipline Solo severely for his bad behavior. That never works. I quit her.

I was getting good at quitting.

I’d never had a dog-aggressive dog. Solo confirmed what many people thought they already knew: German shepherds were dangerous. I threw myself into trying to fix Solo. I ordered expensive obedience videos. I ordered books on canine aggression.

I was part of Solo’s problem. Once I realized he didn’t like other dogs, I tensed every time I saw one coming toward us. My fear about what might happen went from my trembling hand down his leash and into his blocky head. My tension confirmed what Solo already knew. Dogs meant trouble.
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Solo thought other dogs—even sweet puppies with floppy ears—were hostile aliens.



We made a terrible team.

My relationships with other dog owners began to suffer. On a “down-stay” in an obedience class, Solo roared and leaped on a shorthaired pointer who had bounced over to greet him. The teacher, who had cheerful Labradors, looked at me with dismay and shrugged. He was right. It wasn’t entirely Solo’s fault.

I snarled under my breath, “Keep your dog on a leash and under control!”

I was at the end of my own leash. I was getting people-aggressive.

I left class early.

I cried again that night in David’s arms—angry at Solo, at the stupid pointer owner. At myself.

It was worse than that first night when David suggested sending Solo back. Now I wasn’t simply invested in the idea of this German shepherd puppy. I loved him, though I hated his behavior.

He was now mine—my large puppy and my responsibility. He lay quietly in the backseat on the long drives home from puppy obedience classes we were forced to leave early, or that we dropped out of entirely.

I switched training systems. I avoided places where I knew other dogs might be. I stopped taking him for walks in our neighborhood because it was filled with dog owners who expected us to do meet and greets on the street.

I was failing him. I did what I always do: I e-mailed Joan. None of Joan’s many shepherds had acted like Solo around other dogs when they were young.

When Solo was born, Joan confessed, she had worried. She knew what we might be facing with a singleton puppy. She called around Ohio, trying to find a litter about the age of HRH that she could place him with, to give him the social life he needed. But no one nearby had a litter close to his age.

“Quite honestly,” Joan wrote me, “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.”

After watching Solo growl and leap, people started asking me: “You named him after Han Solo, right?”

No. I saw Star Wars once, and didn’t like the character, even though I loved Harrison Ford, who played him.

Yet Solo and Han Solo had a lot in common. They were both charismatic, talented, reckless misfits.

They were loners.






CHAPTER FOUR HOW TO TRAIN YOUR TASMANIAN DEVIL


Two months after Solo barreled into our lives, I found myself in Nancy Hook’s backyard in rural North Carolina, perched on the edge of a camping chair. Nancy, an experienced dog trainer, slumped back in her own canvas chair, her hand wrapped around a Gatorade.

I contacted Nancy because I was desperate, and I remembered her sense of humor and practicality from some years before when I’d trained with her. Sure, she said, come on out and let’s talk. Bring the dog.

She seemed to be in a good mood, except for the warnings she gave the dogs who were barking and occasionally snarling at one another in her “boot camp” training 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.

Bronze Japanese beetles buzzed past, intent on their mission to strip the leaves off nearby fruit trees. Tent caterpillars had made themselves a home in the huge pecan tree we sat under.

I first met Nancy when I’d taken Zev to her parking-lot obedience classes. She’d been welcoming and kind to both of us back then, though not particularly interested in Zev. He was so mild-mannered, he disappeared in a dog crowd.

I hadn’t seen Nancy much since, but I started to remember her as I pulled into the drive and read the black bumper sticker on her pickup: GUT DEER?

Her hair was still copper red, her dark eyes still surrounded by smile wrinkles. She wore camouflage pants.

She was relaxed. I wasn’t. Solo, now four months old, was wild-eyed and bad-mannered. From time to time he made a break toward the kennels. He was a mixture of snarling Tasmanian devil and awkward colt.

He bounced off the cyclone fence. I bounced off my chair, wrestling dog treats out of my belly pack, trying to distract him. “Solo? Solo? Watch me! Gooood dog!” I poured liver treats into his open mouth.

“Stop chattering at him,” Nancy said. “And stop giving him so many treats. You’re turning him into a wuss.”

My hand froze on its way to the fanny pack.


[image: image]
    Tasmanian devil Chen Wu (CC)
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    Tasmanian devil + clumsy colt = four-month-old Solo.
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