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			For my adorably furry husband, John, who loves dogs, too. (Honey, three is enough.)
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			Our Cover Dog


			This is Bob. He is one of a pair of pups named after the music legend Bob Marley, and he’s about as smooth and easygoing as his name suggests. (Turn on some reggae if you aren’t sure what I’m talking about.) This much loved golden retriever, who lives in Brazil with owner Luiz, canine partner in sweetness Marley (another golden), and a menagerie of little animals, is quite partial to species that most dogs would treat as chew toys. He seems most content—chin resting on the floor and tail flapping madly—when surrounded by parakeets and finches and hamsters. As one person posting on Bob’s Facebook page noted, “Everybody in Bob’s world is always smiling! He brings such joy to so many people and furry and feathered friends!”


			||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||


			“When the Man waked up he said, ‘What is Wild Dog doing here?’ And the Woman said, ‘His name is not Wild Dog anymore, but the First Friend, because he will be our friend for always and always and always.’” 


			—Rudyard Kipling,


			“The Cat That Walked by Himself” 
(Just So Stories)


			||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||
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			Introduction


			What is it about dogs? Whether we’re obsessively photographing them being adorable or boring friends at a party with “the hilarious thing my dog did” stories (guilty!), we can’t seem to get enough of them. Their friendship with humans is certainly nothing new: Dogs were the first animals we domesticated—to me, one of our species’ best accomplishments—and their bones mingle with ours in 12,000-year-old graves. The latest fossil discoveries suggest the line that led to our pets goes back more than 30,000 years, much further than previously thought.


			We’ve been tweaking dogs to our liking ever since they joined our lives, fussing with size and color, with temperament and ability and looks, going from wolf to woof to yap and everything in between. Want a dog that fits in your purse? We’ve got those. Or one that can lead us to bad guys, bombs, and drugs? They’re out there, too. There are the watchful and wary breeds, ready to leap to your defense, and the happy, lovable mutts with lolling tongues that ask only for a place in your lap and a kiss on the head. How wonderful that there are canines to suit each of us, to bring joy and, let’s be honest, chaos to our lives. 


			Debates over dogs’ origins have been fierce, and there’s still no consensus about exactly when and where domestication happened. But how it happened may be a bit clearer. Many experts believe our bond with dogs began at the animals’ initiation. Researchers theorize that wolves warily approached human settlements to pick at our food scraps, and with time, some were literally eating out of human hands. They even adapted to digesting the starchy foods that came from human agriculture; domestic dogs possess genes for that purpose that wolves don’t have. With access to extra food, bold animals survived longer and bred more often than their cautious siblings. And so genes that made some of them “friendly” would have become more common, reinforcing the dog-human relationship.


			Then, some of those same experts suggest, there may have come a second stage of domestication, when people, realizing the benefits of having canine companions as hunting buddies, actually captured wolf pups and raised them.


			So, let’s assume that dogs first sought out a partnership with people. Sure, that relationship was initially all about food, but what love affair doesn’t start with a good meal? And now studies have shown that our love is mutual and has seeped all the way into our endocrine systems. When we gaze into the eyes of our furry friends, there is a rise in oxytocin—a hormone linked to trust and mother-infant bonds—both in their blood and in ours. We care about each other.


			One reason early dogs thrived is because they gave back. While there’s been a recent emphasis in the media on service dogs and how they benefit society, dogs actually have been serving us all along. For millennia, canines have been guards and hunters and sniffers on our behalf. They’ve rounded up our sheep and scared away predators from our villages and farms. They’ve carried messages and traveled with caravans and gone into battle with us. They’ve been our eyes and ears, our legs and noses, and even our hands when our own aren’t working. And they’ve been devoted companions, forgiving us for our mistakes—even our cruelty—and loving us when we need it most.


			In recent decades, the internet has given us a big shiny platform for showing off all the good stuff that dogs do. Scrolling through the endless postings of animal exploits (of which dogs are second only to cats in popularity—because, let’s face it, cats are hilarious), we can’t help but appreciate canines’ openness toward others and willingness to help those in need. Sometimes dogs are simply more humane than humans are. 


			I love dogs. I suspect that’s obvious from the books in this series. And when it comes to animal friendships, love, and heroism, dogs dominate. As much as I scour the animal kingdom to find the wacky and wonderful things other species are doing, Canis lupus familiarus is always just over my shoulder, stealing my attention with a tiny whimper and big sweet eyes. 


			And so, with this special volume, I’m giving in. Dogs, dogs, dogs! They’re in every story, on every page. They pal around with other animals, showing how benevolent they can be, and they assist in all sorts of ways, from sniffing out a little girl’s seizures to sticking by a trapped canine friend until a rescuer arrives. You’ll also see included here some of the favorite and classic dog stories from the previous Unlikely books, but there is much fresh material, too, such as the mastiff who saved seventeen horses and a sweet pup with a chicken as a BFF. One doesn’t have to look hard to find new cases of dogs showing empathy, kindness, or courage. 


			Necessarily, one book about dogs can only nibble at the edges of their generous offerings. With millions of pet pooches out there, how could we possibly keep up with so many memorable acts? They don’t wait for us to hit “record” when they want to be awesome; they simply do their thing and then, easily distracted, rush headlong into something else.


			Fortunately, we are together with dogs enough to witness a lot of behaviors worth our respect and even awe—and certainly our photos and videos. But more important, after such a long and ever-changing relationship with the human race, we’re lucky that dogs still like having us around.
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			The author’s beloved pups: 
Monk (top, a Japanese Kai Ken), Geddy (left, a Korean Jindo), and Waits (also a Jindo). Each is named after a musician. All are spoiled beyond words.
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			Somerset, England, 2013
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			The Junkyard Dog and the Goose 


			Rex used to be a junkyard dog. It wasn’t all that long ago that this German shepherd—a breed often celebrated for its fine nose and police work—was pacing a chain-link fence, quick to growl, chase, or, if given the chance, bite anyone he didn’t trust. And trust was not his strong point, for good reason. Rex’s owner treated him terribly, ruling him with an iron fist (or in this case, an iron bar). Which explains why Rex became an animal as frightening as he was frightened, one whose future looked bleak.


			Even after he was rescued by an animal welfare group and taken to a kennel, it was unclear what would happen to the beautiful but troubled pup. People generally don’t adopt dogs that bite. He was nearly put down for his horrendous manners.


			But Rex’s lousy luck took a very fortunate turn. Sheila Brislin, who runs another animal rescue facility, decided to bring Rex home and give him a better life. “The women caring for him at the dog pound showed me the bite marks all over their arms,” she says. “Clearly they were very frightened of him.” This didn’t scare Sheila away. After hearing talk of the dog being put down, she says, “I sent my husband over to get Rex and bring him home.”
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			One waddles, one trots.





			With some twenty years of experience running the Puriton Horse and Animal Rescue in Somerset, England, Sheila wasn’t one to give up on an animal, no matter how lost a cause it seemed. And she knew Rex was unlikely to be adopted as he was. “I could see he just needed support and love to get him to respect himself and others.”


			At home with Sheila and her family, Rex soon showed his aggressive nature, threatening to bite her son. “That was going to have to change quickly,” Sheila says. “My husband grabbed him by the collar and shouted, ‘Don’t you dare bite us or you’ll go back where you came from!’ He used his voice to control Rex and it was quite effective.” 


			Both new dog and new owners had a lot to learn before they could trust one another. For example, “At first, when he misbehaved, we’d put him out on a chain,” she says. “But then, we realized he was probably having flashbacks to his old life, to being tied out and beaten.” They stopped chaining him up and things got better.




				[image: ]


			Big Bite


			A German shepherd’s jaw is a mighty thing, with some 240 pounds of force to its bite. A human jaw has less than 90 pounds.





			Still, Rex had a very strong prey drive, which was difficult to control. “We had lots of ducks and chickens and rabbits that we used to let roam free,” Sheila says, “but with Rex around, we caged them for their own protection.” It turned out to be an imperfect solution. “Rex would just put his head through the wire cage and bite them!”


			Then Geraldine came to the farm. She was quite a bird, a very feisty goose—like Rex, perhaps a bit too feisty for some owners to handle. But not Sheila!


			At first the goose ran around with some chickens, with Donald (a duck, of course), and with other avian sorts. Unfortunately, over time, she, too, showed a penchant for biting. She was the feathered Rex of the yard.


			But then goose met dog. By mistake. “Gerry had gotten out of her area and Rex was there. We thought, oh no, he’s going to kill her!”


			No doubt it crossed Rex’s mind to take a bite of the meaty bird. But Geraldine put a stop to that idea immediately. “She pecked him,” Sheila recalls. Which might seem aggressive to us goose novices, but Sheila said it was more of a mothering peck. When she pecked him again, he seemed humbled somehow. 
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			A grooming session.





			After the relatively smooth introduction, the two just started hanging around together, the goose pecking and grooming the dog, the dog licking the bird’s face in return. The oddly matched animals were a couple. (A couple of what, it’s hard to say!) They ate breakfast together, even sharing food (Geraldine took a liking to dog biscuits), and they slept in the dog bed in the kitchen, the goose tucked between Rex’s paws. 


			Sheila says Rex was protective of his friend, even flinging a leg over her as they slept, and showed her a sweetness the owners didn’t see otherwise: “He was such a softy around her.” And the fondness went both ways: “If Rex had brambles or leaves stuck in his tail fur, Gerry would pull them out. It’s hard to describe, but there was something in her face that showed she loved him. You never expect to see a goose acting so affectionately.”
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			A portrait-ready pair.





			Unfortunately, Gerry passed away at the height of their relationship, and the dog took it hard. “Rex is more loving [toward us] but seems lost without her,” says Sheila. “We now have eight new geese, and when they arrived, he ran over to meet them. But [after he checked them out] he turned and sat down and lowered his head. He must really miss his friend.”


			But Rex and Gerry certainly made the most of that year and a half they spent together. The dog and the goose were virtually inseparable. Even when the family went to the beach or the woods for a walk with Rex, Sheila says, “Gerry would not be left behind! It was a wonderful surprise to see them find friendship.” They were two of a kind and they were completely different. The way friends should be.
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			Sydney, Australia, 2014
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			The Bernese Mountain Dog and the Ferret


			In this wild and wacky world of ours, it can be hard to find balance in one’s life.


			Well, here are two animals who have done just that—by being together. One towers above, one skitters below. One is mellow and tangle-haired, the other nervous and neat. Each is what the other isn’t, and that makes them the perfect pair. 


			Let’s start with Mischka, a 90-pound Bernese mountain dog who’s mild-mannered and sweet, all big paws and “come play with me” eyes, who waits for her pal each day like a lovesick teenager by the phone. And then there’s little Jerry, the ferret, a bit tubby for his kind, but still speedy and delightfully wiggly, seemingly always on his way to do something very important. It would take forty Jerries to make a Mischka. That means just one wrong step by Mischka could mean one very bad day for Jerry. “If she plunked a foot squarely on him,” says the dog’s owner, Christine Woodward, “she’d crush him!”
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			The owners with their pets.





			But these two know how to handle each other: Mischka is gentle with her little friend, and Jerry seems to know just how much high-energy ferret time the dog will tolerate. (A lot.) Though a ferret may sleep 20 hours a day, “so soundly you might think it has died,” says Jerry’s owner, Susan Mitchell, “when he’s awake, it’s like flipping a switch—he is totally on.” So it’s a good thing that, despite her imposing size, Mischka is so tolerant and patient. “She lets Jerry climb all over her,” says Christine. 


			How did the two meet? In the way neighbors often do, over—or, in this case, under—a fence. Susan regularly walks Jerry, strapped into a little harness, through their neighborhood in suburban Sydney, Australia. On one of those walks, her pet’s snout started vibrating as he drew near a yard where a striking tri-colored dog stood watching. The two curious creatures went nose to nose, trying to figure each other out. The result was clear: “They had an instant bond,” says Christine. 


			And now when Mischka hears the jingle of the little bell Jerry wears on his collar, she goes to the door barking, wanting to greet her friend. Their playing style isn’t quite dog and isn’t quite ferret, but something they’ve invented. (Mischka has tried to find Jerry’s inner dog, nudging her toys in front of his face, but Jerry has never quite known what to do with them.)


			Picture this: Jerry pokes around in one of Mischka’s ears—following a scent, nibbling on an itch—and when the dog turns her head, he works on the other. When Mischka lies down and gives Jerry full access to her glorious coat, he searches out the coziest, furriest spot and burrows underneath. “I’ve learned that ferrets love nuzzling into warm places,” Christine says.


			Sometimes Jerry goes off on his own, as ferrets will do, investigating spaces too small even for Mischka’s muzzle. “Ferrets are busy and curious like kittens,” Susan explains. So when Jerry is feeling independent, the dog tails her friend, watching him squirm in and out of boxes, and over and under cushions, waiting for his attention to turn back her way. 


			[image: ]


			Sometimes she nudges for that attention with an outstretched paw. But she’s always careful. “She doesn’t quite touch him, or she touches very gently, as if she knows she could hurt him,” Christine says. Even though Bernese mountain dogs are known to stay puppylike for longer than most breeds, Mischka doesn’t fling herself around willy-nilly like a youngster. “She never gets too boisterous, not the way she will with another dog,” Christine says.


			Which is good, because an annoyed ferret may bite. Susan isn’t too worried about this happening with Jerry, though. She says he’s particularly tender compared with some other ferrets she’s known. Still, in this relationship, it seems that Jerry sets the tone, and Mischka is happy to let him. It’s in her nature, after all: Bernese mountain dogs are known for taking direction well. They were bred for draft work, meaning Mischka could easily be trained to pull a wagon. What a scene that would be, Jerry riding in high style behind his loyal hauler. Talk about a sweet ride!
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			Susan has had many ferrets as pets over the years, as many as four at a time. She can tell you all kinds of surprising facts about the animals, which in some countries are nearly as popular pets as cats and dogs are in the United States. “They’re not rodents,” Susan points out, which is a common misconception. They are a domesticated form of the European polecat, close kin to weasels, otters, and badgers. 
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			What’s in a Name?


			Did you know that a group of ferrets is known as a “business”? And the word “ferret” comes from the Latin furittus, literally “little thief.” So, you could have a business of little thieves. Perfect!





			Right now, Susan has just two—Jerry and another ferret called Honey, and they get along fine. But when it comes to a best friend, the little ferret’s heart lies with the big dog, and together, the pair warms the hearts of everyone in the neighborhood. “As you can imagine,” says Christine, “when they’re out in the garden together, with Mischka standing tall over Jerry and Jerry looking up at Mischka, they attract quite a bit of attention.”
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			The proud owner and his hero.





			Quebec, Canada, 2013
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			The Mastiff Who Saved Seventeen Horses


			Popeye is an Italian mastiff—also called a Cane Corso. Without knowing anything in particular about him, you can’t help but be wowed by this dignified giant. His imposing head wears a silky gray hood that ends in floppy, frowning lips and a dangling wattle, like a handkerchief drooping from his neck. His eyes are watery and deep, as if he’s grown weary of a world that doesn’t quite meet his high standards. A top hat and monocle would suit him. 


			Words often applied to mastiffs—watchful, majestic, intelligent, loyal—describe this dog perfectly. Popeye proved himself on every count in the middle of the night on October 8, 2013, when a fire broke out at his master’s Montreal equestrian center.
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			Just Plain Big


			The mastiff is considered thelargest breed in the world; a good-size male might weigh 220 pounds or more. The record holder, Zorba, listed in the 1989 Guinness Book of Records, tipped the scales at 323 pounds!





		If you ask Gilles Godbout what his seven-year-old dog did on that desperate night, the man gets a little weepy. If it weren’t for Popeye, he says, he’s not sure where he’d be today.


			He recalls waking around 3 a.m., sensing something was wrong. “Out the window of my bedroom, I could see a reddish light, a glow. When I looked out I could see my barn burning. And the first thing I said to my wife was, ‘I have to save the horses!’”


			Horses are Gilles’s life. By that point, he’d been training them for some thirty years, and riding and showing even longer. “My grandfather was a farrier [a blacksmith who shoes horses], so I learned a lot about horses from him,” he says. After two decades working at other stables, in 2008 he bought a farm and opened his own equestrian center. At the time of the fire, he had a full house, with thirty-one horses occupying his stalls.


			When he saw the flames licking the stable roof, Gilles raced to the barn to try to free his horses. “It was a really dark night, and there was so much heat and smoke, it was hard to see what I was doing.” It took him at least five minutes just to coax the first horse out, and he quickly realized he was facing tragedy. “Horses have a specific reaction to fire; they want to stay in the stall,” he says. “They’re afraid to move.” He feared he’d lose all the rest.
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