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​Introduction: The Tail of the Tape
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My name is Pudding, and I am a professional. Most people look at me and see a "low-rider"—a Basset-Lab mix with ears that act like two heavy velvet drapes and a tail that functions as a rhythmic percussion instrument against the linoleum. They see a dog who spends 90% of his day leaning against teenagers' shins and the other 10% wondering if the ham sandwich in the trash can is technically "available."

But I am more than just a source of warmth in a blue vest. I am an observer of the human condition.

You see, I have a philosophy: Humans are leaky. When they are sad, they leak from their eyes. When they are stressed, they leak nervous energy from their fingertips. But most importantly, when they are happy or distracted, they leak the best stuff. They drop things. Shiny things. Colorful things. Things that smell like hope, ink, and occasionally, strawberry-scented glitter.

To the humans, my life as a therapy dog at Oakview Middle School is "boring." I am paid in kibble and ear-scratches to sit, stay, and look soulful while a sixth-grader explains why long division is the end of the world. I am a furry sponge for their math-test anxieties. I am a silent witness to their hallway dramas.

But I see the things they overlook.

The floor is my domain. While the humans are busy looking at their glowing rectangles or their locker mirrors, I am scanning the carpet. I see the crumpled poems, the "You’re Awesome" stickers that lost their stick, and the folded notes that were meant for a hand but ended up under a boot.

It all started on a Tuesday. I was waiting for Mr. Henderson—my human handler, who I suspect would be lost without me to guide him around corners—when I saw it.

Near the trophy case, tucked behind a stray sneaker, was a bright yellow slip of paper. I executed a tactical sniff. It didn't smell like food, but it smelled like intent. It had a drawing of a smiling sun and three words written in messy, happy loops: "Keep it up!"

I looked at the girl who had dropped it. She was halfway down the hall, laughing with her friends, totally unaware that she’d lost a piece of her own sunshine. Then I looked at the boy sitting alone by the trophies, his shoulders hunched, his eyes fixed on his untied laces.

He didn't have a "Happy Note." He didn't even have a smile.

The note was on the floor. The boy was right there. It was a simple math problem, really—easier than the long division the kids cry about. I didn't think about it. I didn't wait for a command. I just leaned down, my ears creating a private curtain around my snout, and picked up the paper.

​It was the first spark. I didn't know then that I was about to become a fugitive, a ninja, and a "Secret Cupid." I just thought that the world was a messy place, and someone needed to do the filing.
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​Chapter 1: The Dropped Scraps
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My name is Pudding, and I have a very important vest. It’s blue, it smells faintly of peppermint and old crackers, and it means I’m at work.

To the students of Oakview Middle School, I am a professional. I am a source of calm. I am a four-legged sponge for their math-test anxieties. I spend most of my days being leaned on, cried on, or used as a very hairy pillow. But what they don't know is that I am also a collector.

The hallway at 8:05 AM is what I imagine the inside of a blender feels like. Feet—thousands of them, it seems—stomp, squeak, and shuffle past my nose. I stayed close to Mr. Henderson’s left leg, my ears pulled back like little velvet rudders to keep them from being stepped on.

That’s when I saw it.

It was a small, circular scrap of paper, bright neon green, fluttering toward the floor like a wounded butterfly. It had fallen off the glitter-covered notebook of a girl in a very bright sweatshirt. She didn't notice. She was too busy talking about something called "The Algorithm."

I waited until Mr. Henderson stopped to talk to the gym teacher. While they discussed "cardio" and "low-fat lattes," I executed a tactical sniff.

The scrap wasn't just paper. It was a sticker. It said, "You’re Awesome!" in bold, purple letters. It smelled like artificial grapes and the underside of a desk. To the humans, it was trash. To me, it was a mission.

I didn't think about it. I just... reacted. I leaned down, my long Basset-mix snout acting like a vacuum, and gently scooped the sticker up. It stuck slightly to the roof of my mouth, tasting like glue and triumph.

"Come on, Pudding," Mr. Henderson said, patting his leg. "Let's head to the cafeteria for the morning check-in."

I trotted along, keeping my lips tightly sealed. It’s hard to look professional when you’re smuggling contraband, but I’ve had years of practice hiding tennis balls.

The cafeteria was a sea of noise, but the "Quiet Table" in the far corner was different. That’s where Leo sat. Leo was a "Leaker." He was the kind of kid who stared at his shoelaces and looked like he was constantly waiting for an apology from the world. Today, he was staring at a crustless peanut butter sandwich as if it were the saddest thing he’d ever seen.

Mr. Henderson sat on a bench nearby to check his emails. This was my window.

I trotted over to Leo. I didn't bark—that’s for amateurs. I just walked up and rested my heavy head on his knee. It’s a move I call "The Anchor."

Leo blinked, his glasses sliding down his nose. "Hey, Pudding," he whispered, his voice small. He reached out a shaky hand to scratch behind my ears.

As his hand moved, I did a quick, sharp exhale through my nose. The neon green sticker dislodged from my lip and landed perfectly on the toe of his left sneaker.

Leo stopped scratching. He looked down. He picked up the sticker, his thumb running over the words You’re Awesome! He looked around the room, searching for the person who had dropped it. The "Happy Kids" were across the room, laughing and throwing grapes. Nobody was looking at him. Nobody except me.

A tiny, real smile cracked across Leo’s face—the kind of smile that starts in the toes and takes a minute to reach the eyes. He peeled the backing off and stuck the green circle right on his shirt, right over his heart.

"Thanks, buddy," he whispered, giving my ear a final, firm squeeze.

My tail gave a single, involuntary thump against the linoleum. That was the moment I realized I had a new job. I wasn't just a therapy dog anymore. I was a delivery service for the things humans didn't know they’d lost.

I didn't know then that the kids would think a "Secret Cupid" had arrived. I just thought the floor was a messy place, and I was finally doing some much-needed filing.
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​Chapter 2: Operation Kindness
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By Wednesday, I realized that my new hobby required a certain level of finesse. If I was going to be a high-volume delivery service, I couldn't just drop stickers on people’s shoes and hope for the best. I needed a system. I needed stealth.

Fortunately, I was born with the perfect equipment for corporate espionage: my ears.

Being half-Basset Hound means my ears aren't just for hearing; they are heavy, velvet drapes that reach all the way to my chin. When I put my nose to the ground to "sniff," my ears fall forward, creating a private, furry tent around my mouth. It’s the perfect cloaking device. I could pick up a discarded ham sandwich in the middle of a crowded hallway, and as long as I kept my head down, Mr. Henderson would just think I was very interested in the scent of floor wax.

"Pudding, stop dawdling," Mr. Henderson urged, giving my leash a gentle tug. "We have to get to the counselor’s office."

Just a second, Gary, I thought (I call him Gary in my head, even though his name is Dave, because he looks like a Gary). There is a piece of high-value cargo near the water fountain.

I executed the "Basset Sniff." My ears flopped forward, hiding my jaw completely. Beneath the curtain of fur, I scooped up a small, folded piece of notebook paper. It had a drawing of a smiling sun on the outside. I had seen a girl in a yellow dress drop it while she was doing a victory dance about a math grade. She didn't need it anymore; she was already radiating enough sunshine to power a small city.

But in the hallway, leaning against Locker 412, was a girl named Sarah. Sarah was a "Hider." She wore a hoodie that was three sizes too big and kept her hair draped over her face like a shield.

As we walked past her, I did the "Gentle Lean." I brushed my flank against her shins, a standard therapy dog move to offer support. As she reached down to pet my back, I did a quick, silent head-shake.

The "Sunshine Note" slid out from under my ear and landed right on top of her sneakers.

I didn't stick around to see her reaction. A good agent never looks back at the explosion. But as we turned the corner, I heard a tiny, gasped "Oh!" follow us.

"You're such a good boy, Pudding," Mr. Henderson said, reaching down to pat my head. "You just know who needs a little attention, don't you?"

You have no idea, Gary, I thought, my tail wagging a rhythm against his leg.

I started categorizing the school. On the right side of the hallway were the "Suppliers"—the Happy Kids who were constantly dropping things: glittery gel-pen notes, friendship bracelets that had come untied, and stickers that wouldn't stay stuck. On the left side were the "Recipients"—the kids who sat in the library nooks, the ones who ate lunch in the art room, and the ones who looked like they were holding their breath until the final bell rang.

My mission was clear: I was the bridge. I was the bridge made of fur and slobber.

By the end of the day, I had successfully moved:

	A "Good Luck!" scrap from a locker to a boy shaking outside the band room.

	A blue ribbon (first place in something called 'Spelling') to a girl who was crying over a broken pencil.

	A torn-off corner of a page that simply said "Stay Cool" to a kid who looked like he was melting under the pressure of a history project.


I was a genius. I was a phantom. I was the invisible hand of kindness.

But I forgot one very important thing about middle schoolers: they are obsessed with mysteries. And as I trotted out to the bus loop that afternoon, I saw three kids huddled together, holding the "Sunshine Note" and the "Stay Cool" scrap. They weren't looking at the notes with smiles. They were looking at them with magnifying glasses.

The "Secret Cupid" legend had officially been born, and my ears were going to have to work overtime to keep my secret hidden.

​
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​Chapter 3: The Cupid Rumor
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By Thursday morning, the atmosphere in Oakview Middle School had shifted from "typical Thursday gloom" to "electric chaos." I could feel it in the air. It smelled like hairspray, frantic whispers, and a very specific type of human adrenaline.

I, however, was focused on a pink Post-it note.

It was stuck to the bottom of a trash can in the hallway—not inside it, mind you, but on the outer rim. It was a lovely shade of bubblegum pink and, luckily for me, it still had a bit of its "sticky" left. I didn’t read it. I’m a dog; I specialize in sentiment and smells, not syntax. But it felt important.

I did the "Curtain Maneuver," sweeping my ears forward and vacuuming the pink scrap into my mouth.

I had a target in mind: Marcus. Marcus was a "Wall-Hugger." He was a tall, awkward boy who walked as if he were trying to apologize to the floor for stepping on it. He was currently sitting at a desk in the back of the homeroom, looking longingly at a group of people laughing near the window.

I trotted in, Mr. Henderson’s leash slack in his hand. As we passed Marcus’s desk, I did a "Drive-By Drop." A quick flick of the tongue, a subtle tilt of the head, and—plop—the pink note landed right on his open notebook.

I expected a smile. I expected a little scratch behind the ears. What I got was a gasp
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