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Letters to the Auditor

By John Landreth, CPA, CFE, CHC

Mikey the Beagle and the Hunt
for Fraud

Welcome to this issue of Letters to the 
Auditor! 

For this issue we are on location at Beck Lake 
Dog Park in Glenview, Illinois a suburban 
park of Chicago just fi ve miles north of the 
Letters to the Auditor Editorial Offi ces in 
Park Ridge, Illinois. This is very apropos to 
this column’s topic.

It is a pleasant park about three miles around, 
with two medium-sized lakes, a frog pond, 
wetlands, and fi elds nestled beside I-294 
North. Everyday hundreds of thousands of 
people commute to and from Chicago and 
watch the ‘early morning people’ in the 
park with their dogs sprinting, racing, and 
jumping into the big lake. Thousands of 
cattails fi ll the snaking center of the park. 
There are turtles in the water looking a bit like 
logs, plus cranes, ducks, geese, deer, and, as 
the name implies, lots of dogs. 

A couple of years ago, I had my hip 
resurfaced—it’s like a hip replacement and 
hurts just as much. So that summer 2008, I 
found myself walking a lot here with MTB 
while he ran with his canine posse.

In this issue, we hear from someone curious 
about canine evolution, the interactions of 
dogs and people, and how our similarities shed 
light on how people act under stress during 
fraud investigations.

Dear Letters to the Auditor,

This is a strange one, but…tell me what 
you know about dogs and fraud.

Signed,
Canine Curious from Chicago

Dear Curious;

As Yogi Berra said, “You can see a lot 
by observing.” When you spend quality 
time with your best friend at a country 
dog park, you start to think about dogs 
and their behaviors. During a fi ve-week 

hip resurfacing recovery period, I was 
“deep in the thicket” of a rehabilitation 
facility construction fraud investigation 
at work. It included many interviews and 
interactions with suspected fraudsters. 
I was reading books about fraud 
interrogations, how to detect a liar, and 
deceptive behaviors while watching 
“dogs be dogs” as my dog, Mikey the 
Beagle (MTB) and I took our walks. It 
became an interesting juxtaposition of 
thinking about dogs, fraud, and deceptive 
human behavior. 

Part of the forensic investigation process 
and science is the study of human 
behaviors. It seemed to make sense to go 
to our evolutionary partners of the last 
few million years to better understand 
ourselves since we mirror each other in so 
many ways. 

Millions of years ago, supposedly, there 
came a time when wolves decided to 
split-off and separate themselves from 
those who followed mankind and his 
food scraps and those who chose to 
stay with the wolf pack. Dogs were the 
fi rst domesticated animals in the world. 
For millions of years we have evolved 
together—dogs and humans.

Recent research in neurology, biology, and 
psychology suggests that dogs can read 
human emotions better than people can. 
Also, historical analysis in these fi elds 
has shown that unlike foxes, monkeys, 
and other mammals that are raised with 
humans, dogs more easily associate and 
communicate with man. Of all animals it’s 
the dog that is closest.

Dogs are unique in the world, as they 
can recognize and react to human facial 
expressions or gestures and can interpret 
them into emotions. Through years of 

evolution and human interaction, dogs 
have become genetically programmed to 
recognize human nonverbal expressions, 
and to express them in return. They can’t 
talk, but their tail-wagging tells a lot. For 
instance, if their tail wags more to the 
right they really like you. They express 
fear (tail between their legs), anxiety, 
guilt, surprise, and boredom. People 
can read them, and other dogs do, too. 
Plus, they have super sensitive hearing, 
a terrifi c sense of smell (9 million scent 
cells), and sensitivity to tones of voice. 
MTB will leave the room in a heartbeat 
if he hears my wife sigh in a certain way 
and when I clear my throat. This is pretty 
calm dog behavior. (Mikey is saying: “I’m 
getting out of here before the sparks fl y!”)

There’s lots of communication you can 
tune in to with dogs. They can be masters 
of the non–verbal—a turn of the head 
is a question, a brief jump-push to your 
thighs with a look back over his shoulder 
means “Hey, look at that!” A “respectful 
bow” says, “Good morning, boss. How 
are you?” A “playful bow” is puppy for 
“Let’s play!”

Wolf behavior can be electric, more 
dramatic, and instantaneous. Reaction 
is guided through instinct. Programmed 
dog behavior through domestication is 
more subtle; they are more laid back. 
Wolves don’t bark, they howl. Dogs bark 
because it is their imitation of their local 
human language, its breaks, stops, and 
the patterns unique to it.

Sometimes, when I leave the house, MTB 
will approach the top of our stairs and 
look at me and turn his head sideways, 
as if to say, “Do you need me? If not, 
I’m heading back to my nap.” MTB, 
sometimes will lecture me (like right 
now) while I am sitting at the computer. 
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MTB gets tired of me ignoring him. He’ll 
stare at me eye-to-eye which is a very 
confrontational action for a dog. Then 
shortly, he’ll start his “lecture bark”. It 
follows the cadence of a reprimand and 
I’d swear he uses a cadence that pauses 
and uses the breaks in speech we use for 
commas (and in his case thinks he’s listing 
out his grievances). He does not pause, he 
keeps on going. When I try to get a word 
in he just keeps up the lecture bark with 
maybe a longer bark that says, “Don’t 
interrupt me I’m on a roll.” Something 
like, “You know I’ve been sitting around 
waiting for you and you’re still not giving 
me food or attention. “Bark—bark, bark-
bark-bark,” etc. (Bark-talk, as I said.) 
He continues until I acknowledge his 
comments, then we get a toy and head off 
to MTB’s Disney World…

Off to Beck Lake!

Just the words “Beck Lake” get MTB’s 
immediate attention, and he’s in the 
navigator’s seat of my car looking straight 
ahead through the windshield—cause 
that’s what we look like when we drive. 
Unless he wants to go faster, then he 
will stretch his neck further out his side 
window with his floppy beagle ears 
blowing in the wind, and his ears will 
elevate more (perhaps thinking this overt 
action will aerodynamically get us there 
sooner). 

A big part of dog communications is 
setting rank and order in the pack and 
making appropriate welcomes and 
introductions. Similar to auditors and 
compliance and fraud investigators, 
a key aspect of dog life is creating a 

peaceful introductory environment, 
always avoiding confrontation when it’s 
not intended. These are called “calming 
signals” that dogs display to each other—
we do them to with our audit clients.

Welcoming Committee 

So, as MTB and I enter the park gate, 
there is a small welcoming committee; six 
or seven dogs gather around us sniffing 
(that’s dog hand shaking and smiling). If 
Mikey gets nervous with the welcoming 
committee, he might lick his nose. People 
get disgusted with the sniffing, but 
with nine million nerve endings in their 
noses versus our puny thousands, I am 
sure they learn a lot about each other in 
seconds. 

And then they look away—they turn 
their heads from MTB, and he from them. 
Their eyes are soft and unfocussed. They 
ignore each other. They have that same 
bland, blank, and indifferent expression 
people have on their face when they have 
a “smoke break” outside the building 
where they work. These are probably 
the same people who find the “welcome 
committee sniffing” disgusting…

So the welcoming committee says, “Join 
us! We mean you no harm.” (as in: What’s 
cookin’ good lookin’? Let’s party!) Then, 
off they go running and chasing each 
other in ever-widening circles in the 
field—more self-calming behavior which 
seems to say, “Hello and welcome brother 
and friend!”

It’s always a bit awkward meeting new 
people. Isn’t it nice when new people greet 
you enthusiastically? It puts you at ease. 

We shake hands heartily, we smile, we 
look each other in the eye. We might even 
scratch the back of our head or we might 
briefly look down shyly as when MTB 
licked this nose. We introduce ourselves, 
and, as we enter, visually survey the 
room or office. When we get nervous our 
blood moves away from our extremities 
through small blood vessels. Our skin gets 
itchy—we scratch—MTB licks.

The regional accounting office knew the 
auditor was coming, and we knew we 
were coming. No surprises. Might as 
well make the best of the auditor’s visit. 
We, like the dogs, are now “in the field.” 
(Maybe that’s where they came up with 
the term, “He’s not in the office. He’s out 
in the field”.) So, we are off to a good 
start, setting a baseline environment 
for the audit visit. We’ll use this later in 
absorbing the situation, if needed. 

Time to take a break—relax in the 
shade—and soak up the surroundings

MTB splits from the dog circle and heads 
up the trail. He finds a shady spot out 
of the sun under a big willow tree by a 
babbling stream. He does this two- or 
three-circles thing and curls up with his 
chin on his leg. 

“So, Mikey, what’s with that circle thing 
you do before you lay down?” I wonder. 
“While your ancestors sat by the warm 
fire or in the comfortable cave”, Mikey 
reminds me, “my ancestors slept on snow 
or grass. Circling flattens the area where 
you sleep.” (Maybe it was a dog who 
coined the phrase, “You made your bed. 
Now lie in it.”)

A fraudster has already made his bed 
(fraud) and has to sleep with it everyday. 
They live it everyday. It never escapes 
their mind and leaves a tension that can 
be constant. 

It’s hot, I’ve been running with my dog-
park pack—I stay cool this way. Plus, 
I’m taking it all in. This gives me time to 
recognize the quiet and the differences. 
“I’m a dog so I like to hunt. There may be 
something interesting here, maybe catch 
an unusual smell or sound. For some 
reason, this spot feels interesting.”

As good auditors, you might not want to 
let the hustle and bustle get to you; take a 
step back, cool down, take in the situation. 
Do some self-orientation—maybe some 
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potential-fraud brainstorming. Think 
about the potential for something going 
wrong—right under your minimally-
equipped-nerve-ending human nose.

Auditors only visit an area for a few 
days or weeks, the bad guys have been 
living in this space for years, they know 
every nook and cranny. Auditors barely 
know how to spell or define cranny—or 
remember where the bathroom is.

The fraudster spends all day in his or her 
space. Just like the field mouse, rabbit, 
squirrel or frog, the fraudster stays 
nestled in their little cubby-space; keeping 
out of sight; avoiding attention. The 
fraudster has seen thousands or perhaps 
millions of transactions. They have seen 
where things fall through the cracks. They 
know when people are reconciling or are 
not watching, or are busy. Maybe they’ve 
already taken the money and covered 
their tracks. Perhaps they continue to do 
so. Their tension manifests and multiplies 
itself while you are there. Maybe they 
avoid eye contact, or only speak when 
spoken to, or just to be friendly—maybe 
overdoing it. Perhaps they laugh with 
something extra at your bad jokes 
releasing more pent-up energy.

So it’s good to sit there in the willow 
tree shade (or office) and think about the 
possibilities—the red flags of fraud. MTB 
may be doing the same… is that a smell? 
A sound of field mouse; a frog; or, delight 
of delights, a squirrel in an open field! 
MTB will wait until his senses build up 
the results. We investigators will too.

Maybe it’s time to dig a little more…
or sniff around. Start poking. Dig and 
scratch a little; if it makes sense, roll 
around in it for a while. 

Avoid distractions like protective mother 
birds, squirrels, rabbits, frogs, and field 
mice.

Take the time to make some rounds 
through the office. Say hello to Charley, 
the AP clerk, he’s been here for years! 
Sarah does Accounts Receivable. Nick’s 
the new data-center guy and of course, 
there’s Big Al, the CFO and Controller. 
He has never lost a pound in his life. He’s 
the bane of any air passenger flying coach 
on a full flight. But the nicest guy in the 
world. Gregarious and generous. Big Al 
is the most hard-working person in the 
office, an inspiration to everyone. He is 
dedicated, never takes a vacation. 

Offer to play and frolic. “Hey Big Al. 
Let’s do lunch.”

We do lunch at All You Can Eat 
Buffetland. It’s right next to the office and 
Al has a lifetime tab there. Time to do a 
mini-baseline assessment of everyone. Are 
their smiles genuine or forced? Are there 
some stress signs for someone at the table 
who is anxiously waiting to talk to you, 
the auditor?

There’s lots of catching up to do since 
last time. “How’s business? Sales good? 
How’s the family doing? Got a new 
truck and put a small addition on the 
house? Wow! Al’s still playing those 
crazy greyhounds? Oh, and Happy 

Anniversary, too. Thirty plus years!  
Gee, I didn’t realize I was gone that 
long!”

I need to find a willow tree to lean 
on. Mikey is now sitting up and 
scratching the dirt, his ears are up and 
he’s sniffing around. Sometimes a dog 
might freeze in place with the right 
sound or smell. People sometimes limit 
their mannerisms. Trying to control 
their reactions, they may move more 
slowly or quickly. They are not acting 
naturally—every move appears a bit too 
deliberate.

Let’s keep digging. Dirt is flying. We are 
really digging now. 

I leave the All You Can Eat Buffet early 
and start to page through some invoices 
at the office. Huh! Doesn’t this look like 
Big Al’s writing on this vendor invoice, 
and isn’t that Al’s home address on those 
Buffetland invoices? Then there are those 
cash receipts that go into a strange bank 
account… Big Al’s bank account… 
Oh-Oh!

Keep the peace. Don’t look them in 
the eye until you’re ready to howl and 
growl—when it’s time to turn up the 
temperature. You’ve taken time for the 
calm and to look at the baseline. 

Watch for reactions when the sun erases 
the shade. We can see more in the light 
of the day. Remember that funny look 
from the AP clerk during lunch? When 
you turn up the heat you have to watch 
carefully for signs of arousal and anxiety. 
It takes a lot of thinking and energy to lie 
or deceive when in difficult situations; 
more mental overload; they get stressed 
out; anxiety is created; stress grows 
exponentially. 

Mikey is digging. Feverishly. He is 
two feet down, clawing at the ground, 
whining and barking, choking and 
coughing up dirt. “Oh, looky what we 
have found here. A cache of goodies—
mice and a million hazelnuts and acorns. 
No wonder the squirrels are scrawny on 
this side of the park!”

Much for a few. Greed can be universally 
contagious. 

Mikey darts to the brook and gets a drink. 
Look at that fat field rat waddle into the 
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open field! Mikey jumps two feet in the 
air, he’s so surprised. Baying, snarling, 
and sending out the International Beagle 
Call; Teeth Exposed; that loud echoing and 
staccato barking. Circling the enormous 
hissing Fat Rat, Mikey continues to chase 
the Fat Rat into the open field. 

All dog ears in the park uncontrollably 
twitch with an ancestral electric wolf 
spark. The Welcoming Committee and all 
others head directly to the snarling sounds 
in the distance. Greyhound sprinting on 
the flanks; Big Dog, Little Dog; Hounds, 
Shepherds; Poodles in the center with 
well intentioned Dachshunds at the end; 
begin their group gallop with a plume of 
dirt and dust behind them. Barking and 
baying and yelping; Dog Cavalry coming 
to the rescue; abandoning their confused 
owners. Some Yuppie calls 911.

Each dog thinks to himself, “So this must 
be how it was when my ancestor’s pack 
made the hunt and chase when we were 
wolves on the hunt.” The tightening 
multi-rowed circle of dogs moves 
synchronized with a coherent motion, in 
conjunction with a halting-testing-jerky 
movement of the tired and panicked 
Fat Rat. The rat makes a mad dash to an 
imperceptibly small fence hole. Mikey is 
air-chomping just feet from the scrawny 
ugly rat tail-end.

The Fat Rat squeeze-escapes the fence 
hole and darts toward a wide-eyed, 
gathering crowd. The crowd quickly 
spreads out and away. Bewildered park 

rangers and police follow on foot and a 
shot rings out—then silence. 

Then there is a whole lot of shaking 
going on.

Dogs, like humans, build adrenaline for 
fight or flight. Dogs move to reactive 
from a normal state. Shaking disburses 
the adrenaline down the body along with 
the old fight or flight. Humans disburse 
adrenaline down their body, too. 

So when you interview, remember to 
watch for the adrenaline shake-off. Foot 
jiggling. Face touching. Looking away. 
Are they yawning? Don’t let them hide 
their body behind the table. Allow your 
interviewee a clear exit from the room; 
don’t be in the escape route. 

It’s not bad to be familiar with your local 
police and postal authorities.

Auditors should develop good relations 
with local police, postal inspectors, and 
states’ attorneys. You can pack your 
workpapers for them with the build-up of 
case evidence. They love to have you do 
their work for them. They can take your 
material to the grand jury, say “yes” a lot, 
and get the indictment. 

The Big Al’s lawyer is contacted and he tells 
the fraudster, “They got you dead to rights.” 

Tomorrow morning we will meet Big Al 
at the police station. 

The crowds have dispersed and dogs 
have been retrieved by their owners. 

Mikey and I get our picture taken. We 
will be in the paper tomorrow— 
maybe even on the 10 o’clock news, 
tonight. 

As we drive out of the park, Mikey barks 
to our rear and then to me eye-to-eye. 

Let’s Go Home! With a nick-knack-
paddywack-give-your-dog-a-bone, these 
old dogs are rolling home…

LTA Note: No dogs or humans were harmed in 
the writing of this story. 

Well, that is it for this issue’s Letters to 
the Auditor. A bit lighter and different 
than our norm. We’ll get back in the 
groove with the next issue, I’m sure. 
Please keep those rare letters, calls, 
cards, and emails coming. You can  
send your questions and comments 
to Letters to the Auditor, c/o John 
Landreth, 1810 W. Birch Lane, Park 
Ridge, Illinois 60068, via email at 
jlandreth999@aol.com, or phone me at 
847-525-6529. NP

John Landreth, CPA, CFE, CHC is Manag-
ing Director, Atoll Compliance and Con-
trols. Previously he was Corporate Integrity 
Executive and /Director, Internal Audit for 
Northwestern Memorial Hospital in Chicago, 
Illinois. He was the AHIA Founder’s Award 
recipient in 2000. The ‘dean’ of New Perspec-
tive’s columnists, this is John’s 20th year 
as founder and columnist for Letters to the 
Auditor.


