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  Dedication


For anyone who has ever insisted they were not looking for love… 
…and then accidentally found it anyway.
Also for the dogs who clearly understand romance better than we do.
Especially the ones who engineer “coincidental” walks, suspiciously timed leash tangles, and the occasional strategically misplaced tennis ball.
You know what you did.
And finally, to the neighbors who pretend they’re not watching everything from their kitchen windows.
We all know you are.
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  Chapter 1: Trust Begins His Matchmaking Career


The coffee did not survive the collision. 
Tara Mills knew this before she even opened her eyes.
One second she had been walking peacefully along the paved path that curved around Maple Grove’s small lake. The next second a seventy-pound golden retriever had lunged sideways like a furry missile with absolutely no regard for physics, personal dignity, or the structural integrity of a stranger’s latte.
The paper cup exploded on impact.
Coffee sprayed across the sidewalk.
Someone’s shoe skidded two feet across the pavement.
Trust barked triumphantly.
Tara stood frozen, leash still in her hand, staring at the disaster her dog had created.
“Oh no,” she whispered.
Across from her, the victim of Trust’s enthusiasm blinked once, then looked down at his shirt. A dark splash of coffee had spread across the front like an abstract painting titled Bad Morning Decisions.
The man sighed.
“Well,” he said mildly, “that’s one way to start the day.”
Trust wagged his entire body.
“Trust!” Tara lunged forward, grabbing the dog’s collar before he could tackle the man again. “I am so, so sorry.”
The man brushed a hand over his shirt, which only succeeded in spreading the stain further.
“Does your dog always tackle strangers?” he asked.
Trust barked again.
Tara dragged the leash closer. “No. Yes. Sometimes. Only on weekdays.”
“That’s reassuring.”
The man crouched slightly and examined the dog like a scientist encountering an especially confident specimen.
Trust responded by licking his chin.
“Wow,” the man said. “We’re moving fast.”
Tara covered her face with one hand.
“This is the worst first impression I’ve ever made.”
“I’m not sure you made the impression,” the man said, glancing at the dog. “I think your dog handled most of the introduction.”
Trust wagged harder.
Tara lowered her hand and got her first good look at the stranger.
That was unfortunate.
Because he was—annoyingly—handsome.
Not movie-star handsome. Something worse. The somewhat handsome that looked normal at first glance and then kept improving the longer you looked. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair that was doing the slightly unruly thing that suggested he had run a hand through it sometime recently.
Possibly when a golden retriever launched at him like a guided missile.
Trust sat.
Tilted his head.
Thumped his tail once against the pavement.
The man pointed at the dog. “He looks proud.”
“He is proud.”
Trust barked in agreement.
The man laughed, a quiet, surprised sound like he had not expected the morning to contain slapstick.
“Well,” he said, standing up again, “I suppose it could have been worse.”
“How?”
“He could have knocked me into the lake.”
Trust perked up at the word lake.
Tara tightened her grip on the leash. “Do not give him ideas.”
The man held out his hand.
“Kyle,” he said.
Tara hesitated for half a second before shaking it.
“Tara.”
Trust immediately shoved his nose between their hands.
Kyle looked down.
“Ah,” he said. “The chaperone.”
Trust leaned proudly against Tara’s leg.
“His name is Trust,” she said.
Kyle raised an eyebrow.
“That feels ambitious.”
“It was aspirational.”
“I respect that.”
Trust suddenly turned and trotted three steps away.
Then stopped.
Looked back at them.
Waited.
Kyle frowned. “What’s he doing?”
Tara followed the dog’s gaze and realized Trust had spotted a picnic table about twenty feet away.
A picnic table with a sandwich sitting unattended near the edge.
“Oh no,” she said again.
Trust bolted.
“Trust!”
Too late.
The dog launched onto the bench, grabbed the sandwich, and sprinted across the grass like a criminal fleeing the scene.
Kyle stared.
“That was impressive.”
“That was theft.”
Trust trotted back a moment later, proudly carrying the entire sandwich in his mouth.
Kyle laughed outright this time.
“You have to admit,” he said, “his confidence is remarkable.”
Tara pointed at the dog. “Drop it.”
Trust sat.
Chewed once.
Swallowed half the evidence.
Kyle leaned closer to the dog, lowering his voice conspiratorially.
“You’re an alarming level of confident for someone who committed daylight robbery.”
Trust wagged.
Tara sighed. “He once tried to steal a birthday cake from a toddler.”
Kyle looked genuinely impressed.
“That’s bold.”
“That’s embarrassing.”
Trust swallowed the rest of the sandwich.
Then stood up.
Then turned and grabbed something else.
Tara blinked.
“Kyle?”
Kyle looked down.
“Is that—”
Trust trotted back carrying Kyle’s shoe.
Kyle stared at his socked foot.
“How did he even—”
Trust dropped the shoe at Tara’s feet.
Then sat.
Head tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle pointed at the dog again.
“He’s doing something.”
“Yes,” Tara said. “He’s matchmaking.”
Kyle blinked.
“I’m sorry, what?”
Tara crossed her arms. “He has a theory about my love life.”
Kyle looked down at Trust.
Trust wagged slowly.
“That explains a lot.”
“Does it?”
“Well,” Kyle said, “he tackled me, stole a sandwich, and then brought you my shoe.”
Trust barked once.
Kyle nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, I think he’s got a plan.”
Tara laughed before she could stop herself.
The sound surprised both of them.
Trust wagged harder.
Across the path, an older couple walking a terrier had paused to watch the entire scene unfold.
The woman leaned toward her husband and whispered something.
Her husband nodded solemnly like a man witnessing important civic developments.
Tara noticed them and groaned softly.
“This town is exhausting.”
Kyle followed her gaze.
“Oh no.”
“What?”
“They’re rooting for him.”
Trust wagged proudly.
Kyle crouched down beside the dog again.
“You realize,” he told Trust, “if you keep doing this, people are going to assume we’re friends.”
Trust leaned into his chest.
“See?” Kyle said. “He’s escalating.”
Tara shook her head.
“He does this every time he meets someone he thinks I should marry.”
Kyle raised his eyebrows.
“Every time?”
“Every time.”
Trust barked once.
Kyle considered that.
“Well,” he said slowly, “I’m flattered.”
Tara laughed again.
The lake path had started filling with morning walkers now, several of whom slowed as they passed.
One woman called out, “Is that the golden retriever who stole a bagel yesterday?”
Trust wagged enthusiastically.
Kyle looked impressed. “He has a reputation.”
“He has a criminal record.”
Trust suddenly darted sideways again.
Tara groaned. “What now?”
The dog ran straight toward the lake dock.
Kyle followed instinctively.
“Hey—!”
Trust skidded to a stop at the edge of the wooden planks.
He turned.
Looked at Tara.
Looked at Kyle.
Then sat down between them like a furry referee.
Kyle leaned against the railing, slightly out of breath.
“You know,” he said, “for a dog named Trust, he’s surprisingly manipulative.”
“He’s committed to the bit.”
Trust wagged.
For a moment the chaos faded.
The lake shimmered in the morning light.
Birds skimmed the surface of the water.
Kyle looked at Tara.
Not casually this time.
looked.
Something about the quiet in that moment made the earlier embarrassment feel less like humiliation and more like the start of something ridiculous and strangely promising.
Trust watched both of them carefully.
Then he leaned his head against Tara’s knee.
Kyle noticed.
“He approves,” he said.
“That’s dangerous.”
“Why?”
“Because he’s persistent.”
Trust thumped his tail against the dock.
Kyle smiled.
“Well,” he said, “I guess I’ll have to see if he’s right.”
Tara raised an eyebrow.
“About what?”
Kyle scratched behind Trust’s ears.
“About whether I should run into you again.”
Trust wagged like a dog who had successfully arranged the opening move of a much larger plan.
And Tara had the sudden, deeply inconvenient feeling that he probably had.






  
  Chapter 2: The Debrief


Tara Mills was absolutely not thinking about Kyle. 
This was an important principle, and like most important principles, it began falling apart around nine-thirty the next morning.
She stood in line at Maple Bean Café holding Trust’s leash in one hand and her last scrap of pride in the other, trying hard to look like a woman whose dog had not publicly assaulted a handsome stranger and then attempted to stage a romantic comedy on the lake path less than twenty-four hours earlier.
Trust, naturally, was no help.
He sat beside her in the café line with the posture of a dog who had achieved something significant and was now waiting for a small civic ceremony in his honor.
The woman in front of Tara turned and smiled.
“That’s the golden retriever from the lake.”
Tara smiled back with the dead-eyed politeness of a woman who had no legal avenue for changing towns on short notice.
“Yes,” she said. “That would be him.”
“He’s adorable.”
“He’s manipulative.”
Trust wagged.
The woman laughed and turned back toward the register, clearly taking this as banter rather than the literal warning it was.
Tara looked down at the dog.
“This is your fault,” she murmured.
Trust blinked up at her with complete innocence.
Which would have been more convincing if she had not watched him steal a sandwich, a shoe, and roughly twenty minutes of her emotional stability the day before.
The line moved.
Maple Bean smelled like espresso, cinnamon, and mild gossip. The café was small, bright, and aggressively local, with a chalkboard menu written in pastel colors and a community corkboard near the door covered in flyers for everything from church potlucks to guitar lessons to a suspiciously dramatic listing for a lost rooster named Chairman.
Tara had come here often enough over the past eight months to know exactly where the floor creaked, which barista over-foamed milk, and which table gave her the best line of sight to the window without making her feel like she was spying on the town.
This morning, unfortunately, she was absolutely spying on the town.
Not for Kyle.
For… awareness.
Situational awareness.
There was a difference.
Trust thumped his tail once against her ankle.
“Don’t start,” she whispered.
The barista, Liv, spotted them and grinned. Liv was twenty-two, chronically over-caffeinated, and treated other people’s personal lives as a collaborative creative project.
“Well, if it isn’t Maple Grove’s newest power couple,” she said.
Tara stared at her.
“No.”
Liv looked at Trust. “Your dog disagrees.”
Trust barked once.
Tara closed her eyes.
“This town is not real.”
Liv laughed. “What can I get you?”
“The usual.”
“The usual consolation latte or the usual I’m pretending not to think about a man latte?”
“The regular usual.”
“Got it. One caramel latte and one puppuccino for the relationship manager.”
Trust wagged harder.
Tara handed over her card. “You all need hobbies.”
Liv swiped the card and leaned across the counter slightly. “For what it’s worth, he was cute.”
Tara narrowed her eyes. “The dog?”
Liv’s smile widened. “I said what I said.”
Trust, apparently deciding the conversation had become insufficiently centered on him, reared up enough to plant his front paws on the counter edge.
Liv reached down and scratched his chin.
“He’s invested in your happiness.”
“He’s invested in disorder.”
“That too.”
Tara took her receipt and moved to the pickup counter. She chose the table by the front window because she always chose the table by the front window and because choosing any other table suddenly felt suspiciously like overcorrection.
Trust settled beneath the chair opposite her, then almost immediately stood again and repositioned himself so he could see both the door and the street.
She noticed.
He noticed her noticing.
Then came the head tilt.
“I know,” Tara muttered. “You have a process.”
Trust looked pleased.
Across the square, the farmer’s market stalls were gone, leaving the open paving stones around the fountain clear and bright in the late-morning sun. Mrs. Donnelly was already out front of her flower shop sweeping the walkway with the determined energy of a woman who believed tidiness and surveillance were both part of good citizenship.
Tara did not look at the hardware store two blocks down.
She only noticed, incidentally, that its sign was visible from where she sat.
This meant nothing.
Her phone buzzed.
Mia: Tell me everything immediately.
Tara stared at the message.
There were few forces in nature as inevitable as Mia sensing narrative developments from half a mile away.
She typed back:
Tara: Dog attack. Coffee death. Social ruin.Mia: So… how cute was he?Tara: You are not serious.Mia: I’m the most serious I’ve ever been.
Tara deleted three different responses before settling on:
Tara: Annoyingly.
Mia replied so fast she was either waiting by her phone or had a supernatural link to romantic disruption.
Mia: I’m on my way. Don’t move.**
Tara looked up from her screen in time to see Trust rise to attention beneath the table.
The dog’s ears lifted.
His head turned toward the door.
His entire posture sharpened like a furry weather vane reacting to a storm front.
Tara followed his gaze.
The bell over the café door rang.
Kyle stepped inside.
He wore a faded navy T-shirt, jeans, and the somewhat mildly apologetic expression that suggested he had already been inconvenienced by his own dog at least once that morning. He looked around the café, spotted Tara, and stopped long enough for his face to change.
Not dramatically.
enough.
Recognition. Relief. A smile.
It was deeply unhelpful.
Trust barked.
Kyle laughed softly under his breath. “There he is.”
The dog wriggled out from beneath Tara’s chair like he’d been released into open negotiation.
“Trust—” she started.
Too late.
He trotted directly to Kyle, who crouched without hesitation and scratched behind his ears even as the dog nosed insistently at his pocket.
“Hey, buddy,” Kyle said. “You miss me or are you checking for stolen inventory?”
Trust shoved his nose harder into the pocket.
Kyle frowned and reached in.
A single brown leather work glove emerged.
Tara blinked.
“Kyle,” she said slowly, “is that your glove?”
He looked from the glove to the dog to Tara.
“I was wondering where that went.”
Trust wagged.
Then he took the glove from Kyle’s hand, carried it straight back to Tara, and dropped it by her feet like a ceremonial offering.
There was a beat of silence.
Then Liv, from behind the espresso machine, called, “He’s bringing gifts now?”
Tara stared at the glove.
Kyle stared at the dog.
Trust sat.
Tilted his head.
Thumped his tail once.
“There,” Tara said, pointing. “That thing. He keeps doing that.”
Kyle stayed crouched, one hand still resting lightly on Trust’s back. “What thing?”
“The signal. He does it when he thinks he succeeded.”
Kyle looked down at the dog again. “I would much like him to stop succeeding.”
Trust thumped his tail again.
Liv snorted audibly.
Mrs. Donnelly, who had somehow materialized outside the window with a bouquet of yellow daisies in one hand, smiled in the deeply dangerous way of a woman who had watched a rumor evolve into a recurring plot.
Kyle stood.
Trust immediately inserted himself between them.
Tara crossed her arms. “You realize he’s weaponizing accessories.”
Kyle rubbed the back of his neck. “At this point I’m worried he’s building a strategy board.”
That made her laugh.
Again.
Which would have been fine if Kyle had not visibly brightened at the sound.
That was the somewhat thing a woman could accidentally think about for hours if she wasn’t careful.
Mia swept in through the front door exactly then, spotted the scene, and stopped so abruptly a man behind her nearly collided with the glass.
“Oh,” she said, delighted. “We’re already at this stage.”
Tara had never wanted to fake her own disappearance more.
“Mia,” she said through her teeth.
Mia ignored the warning and walked over with all the subtlety of a parade float.
Kyle held out his hand politely. “Kyle.”
Mia shook it. “I know.”
Tara shut her eyes.
Trust leaned against Kyle’s leg and gazed up at Mia like he approved of her role in the operation.
Mia looked at the dog. “This one’s a menace.”
“He’s a criminal,” Tara corrected.
“He’s an artist,” Mia said.
Kyle laughed.
Trust barked in obvious agreement.
Mia turned back to Tara. “So this is the man.”
“This is the man whose dog tackled me.”
“Mm-hm.”
“This is not a development.”
Mia looked at Kyle. “Do you know she came in early and sat by the window?”
Tara stared at her in betrayal.
Kyle, to his credit, looked like a man trying hard not to enjoy this too much.
Trust saved him from responding by nudging the glove against Tara’s shoe.
Then he looked from Tara to Kyle again in a slow, obvious sweep.
It was impossible not to understand the dog’s thesis.
Mia sat down without being invited.
“Great,” she said. “We’re doing a debrief.”
“We are not doing a debrief,” Tara said.
“Oh, we absolutely are.” Mia looked at Kyle. “How long has he been like this?”
Kyle glanced down at Trust. “Honestly? I think he got worse the second he met her.”
“That tracks,” Mia said.
“This is humiliating,” Tara muttered.
Trust wagged.
Kyle pulled out the chair opposite Tara and looked at the dog.
“If I sit down, will this calm him down?”
“No,” Tara and Mia said together.
Kyle sat anyway.
Trust sighed happily and lay down beneath the table, stretched precisely between Tara’s feet and Kyle’s boots, physically connecting them like a smug bridge.
“There,” Mia said. “He trapped you.”
Tara looked down. “He did trap us.”
Kyle, apparently deciding surrender was easier than strategy, set his coffee on the table. “At least we know where we stand.”
Trust thumped his tail once against Kyle’s boot.
“Between us?” Tara asked.
“That feels symbolic.”
Mia leaned back in her chair and sipped her drink, radiating the somewhat satisfaction that should have been punishable.
Kyle looked at Tara. “So. Did you recover from the coffee disaster?”
She lifted her cup. “Replacement successful.”
“Good.”
There was that simple kindness again. That steadiness. The sense that if she said she’d had a terrible day, he would listen like it mattered.
inconvenient.
Mia noticed everything, because Mia always did.
She stood abruptly. “Okay. I’m leaving.”
Tara blinked. “You got here.”
“Yes, and now the scene is better without me.”
“No, it is not.”
Mia grinned. “Trust disagrees.”
Trust barked once.
Traitor.
After Mia left, quiet settled over the table.
Not awkward quiet.
Worse.
Potential quiet.
The kind that made Tara suddenly aware of how close Kyle’s knee was to hers beneath the small café table. The kind that made the ordinary act of drinking coffee feel suspiciously loaded.
Kyle looked out the window for a second, then back at her. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think this is embarrassing.”
Tara laughed softly. “Your dog is distributing your clothing items to me in public.”
“Fair.”
“Your town thinks we’re in a relationship.”
“It’s not my town,” he said, then paused. “Okay. That’s not true. It’s definitely my town.”
“There’s a support group in my future, isn’t there?”
“Probably. The muffins are decent, though.”
That got another laugh out of her.
Trust shifted beneath the table, then rested his head lightly against her ankle.
Kyle noticed. His expression softened.
“He likes you,” he said.
Tara looked down at the dog. “He likes chaos.”
“He likes me too.”
“That supports my point.”
Kyle smiled. “That’s rude.”
“It’s accurate.”
He looked at her for half a second too long.
The air changed.
Not enough for anyone else to notice.
More than enough for Tara to feel it.
Then Liv called out an order number from the counter, a chair scraped somewhere behind them, and the café resumed being a café instead of the stage set of her gradual emotional undoing.
Trust let out a contented huff and closed his eyes.
“He seems relaxed,” Kyle said.
“He does when he thinks he’s won.”
Kyle looked down at the dog. “Buddy, if you’re manipulating my social life, we need firmer boundaries.”
Trust did not open his eyes.
Tara smiled into her coffee.
Kyle caught it.
And because apparently her humiliation had no bottom, she found herself smiling wider instead of less.
She looked away first.
Naturally.
“What are you doing later?” Kyle asked.
There was no slickness in it. No practiced flirtation. a question, quietly asked.
Tara tightened her fingers around her cup. “Working.”
“That sounds tragic.”
“It pays my rent.”
“Rude of reality.”
She glanced back at him. “And you?”
“Trying to stop him from stealing more of my wardrobe.”
Trust, at the word wardrobe, opened one eye.
Tara laughed.
Kyle’s mouth tilted. “You see the problem.”
“I do.”
Trust rose abruptly, grabbed the hem of Kyle’s shoelace with his teeth, and pulled.
Kyle looked down. “Absolutely not.”
Trust let go.
Then sat.
Tilted his head.
Thumped his tail once.
There it was again.
That ridiculous, pleased-with-himself little signal.
Tara pointed. “That.”
Kyle followed her gesture. “You weren’t exaggerating.”
“No.”
He studied the dog for a second. “I think that’s his mission accomplished move.”
“Yes,” Tara said. “And I deeply resent how often I now understand what he’s doing.”
Kyle’s smile widened. “So you admit he’s doing something.”
Tara hesitated.
That should have been easy to deny.
Instead she looked down at Trust, then out the window, then back at Kyle.
The honest answer sat there between them, impossible to ignore.
“Yes,” she said finally. “I think he is.”
Kyle leaned back in his chair slightly, the relief on his face subtle but real.
Trust barked once.
Then he rested his chin on Tara’s foot like a dog closing a successful meeting.
And Tara had the distinct, deeply annoying feeling that this was only the beginning.






  
  Chapter 3: The Farmer’s Market Incident


Saturday mornings in Maple Grove had rules. 
Rule one: arrive early if you wanted the good peaches.
Rule two: do not argue with the honey vendor about bees.
Rule three: under no circumstances allow your golden retriever to wander unsupervised through the baked goods section.
Tara Mills understood these rules.
Unfortunately, Trust did not believe rules applied to him.
“Stay,” Tara told him firmly.
Trust sat beside her at the edge of the farmer’s market like a model citizen. His golden tail curled neatly around his paws. His posture suggested discipline, responsibility, and possibly a future career in local government.
Tara narrowed her eyes.
“I don’t trust that look.”
Trust blinked innocently.
Maple Grove’s farmer’s market occupied the small plaza beside the fountain each Saturday morning. White canopy tents lined the square. Tables overflowed with baskets of fruit, jars of jam, fresh bread, and the occasional suspiciously competitive zucchini.
It smelled like coffee, cinnamon, and optimism.
Tara loved it.
Which meant it was only a matter of time before Trust ruined it.
“Stay,” she repeated.
Trust remained seated.
She stepped three feet toward the bakery stall.
Trust remained seated.
She picked up a loaf of sourdough.
Trust remained seated.
“See?” she murmured to herself. “Progress.”
Behind her, a familiar voice said, “You look confident.”
Tara turned.
Kyle stood at the neighboring stall examining a basket of tomatoes like a man who had walked into a surprisingly pleasant situation.
Trust stood up immediately.
Tara closed her eyes.
“No,” she whispered.
Too late.
Trust trotted directly across the plaza.
“Kyle!” Tara called.
Trust reached him first and launched upward with enthusiastic affection.
Kyle caught him automatically.
“Well,” Kyle said, laughing, “I guess we’re doing this again.”
Trust wagged so hard his entire back half wiggled.
Tara walked over with the calm dignity of a woman whose dog had already embarrassed her in three separate public venues that week.
“You’re encouraging him.”
Kyle scratched behind Trust’s ears.
“I’m surviving him.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Trust barked.
Kyle crouched beside him.
“What did you steal today?”
Trust wagged.
“Don’t ask questions like that,” Tara said.
Kyle looked up. “I’m establishing expectations.”
Trust suddenly darted sideways.
Tara groaned.
“Oh no.”
The dog sprinted toward the pastry stall.
Kyle followed immediately.
“Trust!”
The vendor, a cheerful woman named Marjorie who had been baking for Maple Grove since before Tara was born, watched the golden retriever approach with mild curiosity.
Trust jumped onto the bench.
Grabbed a croissant.
And ran.
Marjorie laughed.
“Well,” she said, “he’s got excellent taste.”
Kyle caught up first.
Trust skidded across the plaza, croissant still clamped proudly in his mouth.
Kyle stopped and pointed.
“You realize you’re committing pastry theft.”
Trust wagged.
Tara arrived a second later, breathless.
“Drop it.”
Trust chewed once.
Kyle sighed. “That’s not dropping it.”
Trust swallowed.
Marjorie waved them off from across the stall. “Let him have it. Anyone that enthusiastic about butter deserves it.”
Trust barked gratefully.
Kyle rubbed his forehead.
“Your dog has supporters.”
“He has accomplices.”
Trust suddenly trotted back toward the center of the plaza.
Then stopped.
Looked at Tara.
Looked at Kyle.
Then walked in a slow circle around both of them before sitting down between their feet.
Tara pointed.
“There. That again.”
Kyle looked down at the dog.
“The signal?”
“Yes.”
Trust thumped his tail once.
Kyle nodded thoughtfully.
“That’s definitely the signal.”
Across the plaza, two elderly men playing chess paused mid-game to observe.
One of them leaned forward.
“That dog is matchmaking,” he announced.
The other nodded.
“Clear as day.”
Tara covered her face.
“I cannot live here anymore.”
Kyle laughed softly.
“You say that every time.”
“I mean it more each time.”
Trust leaned against Kyle’s leg.
Kyle scratched his neck.
“You know,” he said, “he’s suspiciously effective.”
“That’s not funny.”
“It’s a little funny.”
Trust barked.
The dog then stood and trotted toward the produce stalls.
Kyle followed.
Tara followed Kyle.
They had formed, Tara realized with horror, a small parade.
Trust stopped at the tomato stand and grabbed something.
Kyle sighed.
“Please tell me that’s not another croissant.”
Trust returned proudly.
Carrying Kyle’s baseball cap.
Kyle blinked.
“How did he even—”
Trust dropped the cap into Tara’s hands.
Tara stared.
Kyle stared.
Trust sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
“Oh my god,” Tara said.
Kyle rubbed his face.
“He’s distributing my belongings now.”
“He’s escalating.”
Trust wagged proudly.
The tomato vendor leaned across the table.
“That’s the third time this week he’s done that,” she said.
Tara froze.
“Third?”
The vendor nodded toward Kyle.
“He brought her your glove Tuesday.”
Kyle groaned.
Tara pointed at him.
“You told the market?”
“I did not tell the market.”
The chess players waved from across the plaza.
“Word travels,” one of them said.
Trust barked approvingly.
Kyle took the cap back from Tara.
“Buddy,” he told the dog, “you’re ruining my ability to appear mysterious.”
Trust looked pleased.
Tara laughed despite herself.
It slipped out before she could stop it.
Kyle noticed.
Trust noticed.
Trust wagged harder.
Across the square, Mia appeared at the edge of the market holding two iced coffees and wearing the expression of a woman who had spotted her favorite television program in progress.
“Oh,” she said. “We’re outside now.”
Tara pointed accusingly.
“You summoned her.”
Trust wagged.
Kyle whispered, “I think he did.”
Mia walked over slowly, eyes moving between them and the dog.
“This,” she said, “is escalating nicely.”
“It is not escalating.”
Trust grabbed the strap of Kyle’s canvas market bag.
Kyle sighed.
“Absolutely not.”
Trust pulled.
Kyle moved one step closer to Tara.
Trust let go.
Sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Mia clapped softly.
“That dog deserves a raise.”
Kyle crossed his arms.
“At this point he’s middle management.”
Trust barked in protest.
The crowd around the market had grown.
Several people were now watching the scene with open amusement.
Tara glanced around the plaza.
“This is becoming a public spectacle.”
Kyle leaned closer.
“Technically it became that when he stole the croissant.”
“That was five minutes ago.”
“Time moves differently in Maple Grove.”
Trust suddenly bolted toward the fountain.
Kyle groaned.
“Not the fountain.”
Trust skidded to the edge of the stone rim.
Turned.
Looked back.
Waited.
Kyle pointed.
“He’s herding us.”
“He is herding us.”
Trust barked once.
Mia whispered dramatically, “The dog demands a scene change.”
Kyle looked at Tara.
“Well?”
Tara sighed.
“Fine.”
They walked to the fountain.
Trust sat between them again, satisfied.
The water splashed quietly behind him.
Kyle rested his arms on the stone edge.
“You know,” he said, “I’ve lived here thirty years.”
“That’s impressive.”
“I’ve never been publicly managed by a dog before.”
Trust wagged.
Tara smiled.
“That’s because he thinks you’re useful.”
Kyle looked down at the dog.
“Buddy, if you’re orchestrating my romantic life, I’m going to need advance notice.”
Trust thumped his tail again.
Mia took a sip of coffee and watched them both.
“Oh yeah,” she said. “This is definitely happening.”
Tara looked at Kyle.
Kyle looked at Tara.
Trust looked at both of them like a pleased event planner.
And somewhere behind them, one of the chess players declared to the plaza:
“That dog’s gonna have them married by fall.”
Tara groaned.
Kyle laughed.
Trust wagged triumphantly.
Mission, apparently, proceeding exactly according to plan.






  
  Chapter 4: The Dog Park Escalation


By Tuesday afternoon, Tara Mills had developed a new rule for her life. 
If Trust looked pleased with himself, she was already in trouble.
The problem was that Trust looked pleased with himself most of the time.
“Do not start anything today,” she told him as they approached Maple Grove Dog Park.
Trust wagged.
“That’s not reassuring.”
The dog park sat on the far edge of town beside a line of tall pine trees and a walking trail that curved toward the lake. It was one of Tara’s favorite places to bring Trust because it gave him enough space to run out his chaos without destroying furniture, pastries, or the dignity of innocent bystanders.
In theory.
In practice, Trust had recently begun treating the dog park like the opening scene of a romantic comedy.
Tara unclipped the leash.
“Go run.”
Trust ran.
For exactly three seconds.
Then he stopped.
Then he turned.
Then he scanned the park with the intensity of a golden retriever conducting a tactical sweep.
Tara followed his gaze.
“Oh no.”
Kyle stood near the far fence with a small brown terrier bouncing around his feet like an over-caffeinated tennis ball.
Kyle spotted them.
He smiled.
Trust barked like he had located the missing piece of a complex engineering project.
Then he sprinted.
“Kyle!” Tara called.
Trust reached him first, of course.
Kyle braced himself as the golden retriever launched upward in greeting.
“Whoa,” Kyle laughed, catching the dog mid-collision. “Hello again.”
Trust licked his chin enthusiastically.
Kyle looked down at him.
“Buddy, if you keep doing this, people are going to assume we planned it.”
Trust wagged harder.
Tara walked over slowly, trying hard to appear like a woman whose dog did not deliberately engineer social encounters.
“You are encouraging him,” she said.
Kyle scratched behind Trust’s ears.
“I’m trying to survive him.”
“That’s the same excuse you used last time.”
Trust barked.
Kyle gestured toward the terrier bouncing nearby.
“This is Pepper,” he said.
Pepper wagged her entire body and immediately tried to climb onto Tara’s shoes.
Tara crouched to pet her.
“Well, hello.”
Pepper barked happily.
Trust watched the interaction with the suspicious focus of a project manager checking whether secondary team members were performing their assigned tasks.
Then he walked a slow circle around Tara and Kyle.
Then he sat between them.
Then came the head tilt.
Then the tail thump.
Kyle pointed.
“There it is again.”
“The signal.”
“I’m starting to believe you.”
Trust wagged proudly.
A labrador ran past chasing a tennis ball.
Pepper joined the chase.
Trust ignored them both.
His attention remained fixed on Tara and Kyle.
“That dog has priorities,” Kyle said.
“He has a thesis.”
“What’s the thesis?”
“That I need a boyfriend.”
Kyle blinked.
“That’s bold.”
“It’s intrusive.”
Trust barked.
Kyle crouched down beside him.
“Buddy, if you’re planning my love life too, we need to talk about consent.”
Trust leaned against his knee.
Tara laughed.
The sound caught Kyle off guard.
He looked up at her with that same surprised warmth he’d shown the first time she laughed on the lake path.
“You laugh more now,” he said.
Tara shrugged.
“That’s because you and your dog keep doing ridiculous things.”
“My dog?”
“Your dog participates.”
Pepper returned carrying a tennis ball twice her size.
Trust ignored it.
Instead he grabbed Kyle’s shoelace.
Kyle looked down.
“No.”
Trust tugged.
Kyle stumbled one step forward.
Closer to Tara.
Trust released the lace.
Sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle stared at the dog.
“You are absolutely doing this on purpose.”
Trust wagged.
A woman sitting on a bench nearby laughed.
“That golden retriever is matchmaking again.”
Tara closed her eyes.
“Oh good,” she muttered. “The park knows.”
Kyle leaned closer.
“How big is this rumor?”
“Very.”
Trust barked happily.
Pepper dropped the tennis ball between them.
Kyle picked it up.
“You want to throw?”
Tara nodded.
Kyle tossed the ball across the grass.
Pepper sprinted.
Trust ran after her.
For three strides.
Then stopped.
Then turned.
Then returned to Tara and Kyle.
Kyle laughed.
“He refuses to participate in unrelated activities.”
“He’s focused.”
Trust nudged Kyle’s hand with his nose.
Kyle blinked.
“What?”
Trust nudged again.
Kyle realized he was still holding the tennis ball.
“Oh.”
He tossed it gently.
Trust caught it mid-air.
Pepper barked indignantly.
Trust returned.
Dropped the ball at Tara’s feet.
Then sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
“He’s giving you the ball,” Kyle said.
“He’s giving us the ball.”
Trust barked once.
Kyle nodded thoughtfully.
“I think he wants us to play together.”
“That’s manipulative.”
“That’s efficient.”
Tara picked up the ball.
She tossed it.
Trust ran this time.
Pepper chased him.
The two dogs circled the field in chaotic loops.
Kyle leaned against the fence beside Tara.
For a moment neither of them spoke.
The park hummed with distant barking and laughter.
Sunlight filtered through the pine trees.
Trust sprinted back carrying the tennis ball.
He skidded to a stop between them.
Dropped it.
Sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle looked down.
“That’s becoming a pattern.”
“It is.”
“You realize he thinks he’s succeeding.”
“He thinks a lot of things.”
Kyle nudged the tennis ball with his foot.
“Do you think he’s wrong?”
The question landed softly.
Not teasing.
Not joking.
Real.
Tara looked at him.
looked.
Kyle wasn’t smiling now.
He looked curious.
Careful.
Like he was asking something that mattered more than a dog’s matchmaking agenda.
Trust wagged slowly.
Waiting.
Tara crossed her arms.
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether you’re enjoying this as much as he is.”
Kyle hesitated.
Then he smiled.
A quieter smile than usual.
“I mean,” he said, “I’ve had worse weeks.”
Trust barked triumphantly.
Kyle pointed.
“You see? Now he thinks he’s winning.”
Tara laughed again.
Pepper ran past them.
Trust ignored her completely.
Instead he leaned against Tara’s leg and looked up at Kyle.
Kyle crouched and scratched his ears.
“You’re trouble,” he told the dog.
Trust wagged proudly.
A group of teenagers entered the park and spotted them.
One of them nudged another.
“That’s the dog.”
Kyle groaned softly.
“Your dog has fans.”
“He has witnesses.”
Trust suddenly stood.
He grabbed Kyle’s baseball cap.
Kyle blinked.
“Where did you even—”
Trust trotted to Tara.
Dropped the cap into her hands.
Sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle stared at the dog.
“You’re distributing my wardrobe again.”
Tara held up the cap.
“You realize this is a pattern.”
Kyle rubbed the back of his neck.
“I’m starting to think he’s creating symbolic gestures.”
Trust wagged enthusiastically.
The woman on the bench clapped softly.
“That dog is committed.”
Kyle sighed.
“You’re not helping.”
Trust barked.
Pepper returned again with the tennis ball.
Trust ignored it.
He sat between Tara and Kyle again.
Satisfied.
The afternoon sun dipped lower behind the trees.
Kyle leaned against the fence again.
“You know,” he said, “if this keeps happening, we might have to assume it’s intentional.”
“From the dog?”
“From the universe.”
Trust thumped his tail.
Tara looked down at him.
“You are absolutely insufferable.”
Trust wagged.
Kyle smiled.
“And yet,” he said quietly, “I’m starting to think he might be onto something.”
Trust’s tail hit the grass once more.
Mission accomplished.
At least for today.






  
  Chapter 5: The Coffee Shop Catastrophe


Tara Mills had exactly two goals that Wednesday morning. 
One: get coffee.
Two: avoid Kyle Bennett.
Both goals were reasonable.
Both goals were immediately compromised by a golden retriever with an agenda.
Trust trotted beside her down Maple Grove’s main street, tail wagging like a metronome set to enthusiastic.
“Behave,” Tara told him.
Trust wagged.
“That’s not a promise.”
The bell above the door chimed as they stepped into Maple Grove Coffee.
The café smelled like roasted beans, cinnamon, and the quiet satisfaction of people who had already had caffeine.
Tara loved it here.
Which meant Trust was about to ruin it.
“Sit,” she said.
Trust sat beside the counter.
Perfect posture.
Excellent discipline.
Suspiciously excellent discipline.
Tara narrowed her eyes.
“You’re planning something.”
Trust blinked innocently.
She stepped up to the register.
“Large latte,” she told the barista. “Oat milk.”
The barista nodded.
Trust remained seated.
A miracle.
Tara relaxed slightly.
Maybe today would be normal.
Behind her, the door chimed.
Trust’s ears perked.
Tara closed her eyes.
“No.”
A familiar voice said, “Morning.”
Kyle Bennett stood in the doorway holding a folded newspaper and the calm expression of a man who had absolutely no idea he had walked into a trap.
Trust stood immediately.
Kyle noticed the dog first.
“Well,” he said, smiling. “There’s my project manager.”
Trust wagged violently.
Tara turned slowly.
“This is not a meeting.”
Kyle walked toward the counter.
“I’m getting coffee.”
Trust barked.
Kyle crouched and scratched his ears.
“Buddy, if you planned this, I’m impressed.”
Trust wagged harder.
Tara crossed her arms.
“You’re encouraging him again.”
“I’m acknowledging his initiative.”
Trust trotted in a slow circle around them.
Then sat.
Exactly between Tara and Kyle.
Head tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle pointed.
“There it is again.”
“The signal.”
Trust wagged.
A woman sitting at the window leaned over to her friend.
“That’s the dog,” she whispered.
Tara groaned.
“The café knows too?”
Kyle leaned closer.
“How big is this rumor?”
“Uncomfortably large.”
Trust barked proudly.
The barista called Tara’s order.
“Latte!”
Tara stepped forward to grab it.
Trust moved.
Kyle moved.
They collided lightly near the pickup counter.
Tara steadied the coffee.
Kyle steadied Tara.
Trust watched the moment with the pleased concentration of someone observing a successful experiment.
Kyle released her.
“Sorry.”
“It’s fine.”
Trust wagged.
The barista set Kyle’s coffee beside Tara’s.
Trust sniffed the counter.
Kyle grabbed his cup in time.
“No.”
Trust looked disappointed.
Tara took a careful sip of her latte.
Trust suddenly darted toward the pastry display.
“Kyle!”
Trust leaped onto the bench.
Kyle reached him first.
“Absolutely not.”
Trust grabbed a napkin instead.
Kyle blinked.
“That’s new.”
Trust trotted back.
He dropped the napkin into Tara’s hand.
Then sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle stared at the dog.
“Is he… presenting things now?”
Tara unfolded the napkin.
On it, someone had scribbled a smiley face.
Kyle laughed.
“I think the café staff is helping him.”
Trust wagged.
The barista called from behind the counter.
“He’s persuasive.”
Tara pointed accusingly at the dog.
“You have accomplices everywhere.”
Trust barked proudly.
Kyle leaned against the counter beside her.
“You know what this means.”
“What?”
“He’s escalating.”
Trust thumped his tail.
Kyle sipped his coffee.
“So what’s next?”
“I don’t want to know.”
Trust suddenly bolted across the café.
“Oh no,” Tara said.
Trust stopped near the door.
Turned.
Looked back.
Waited.
Kyle pointed.
“He’s summoning us.”
“We are not being summoned.”
Trust barked again.
The entire café watched.
Kyle leaned closer.
“If we don’t follow him, he’ll escalate.”
“That’s a threat.”
“That’s an observation.”
Trust barked again.
Tara sighed.
“Fine.”
They walked toward the door.
Trust wagged triumphantly.
Outside, the morning sun warmed the sidewalk.
Trust sat between them.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle shook his head.
“You realize he thinks he’s succeeding.”
“He’s delusional.”
Trust barked.
Kyle smiled.
“Or persistent.”
Trust nudged Kyle’s leg.
Kyle looked down.
“What?”
Trust nudged again.
Kyle frowned.
“My pocket?”
Trust barked.
Kyle reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a folded paper.
Tara blinked.
“What’s that?”
Kyle unfolded it.
It was a flyer.
A flyer for Maple Grove’s upcoming Spring Festival.
Kyle stared at the paper.
Trust wagged.
Tara pointed at the dog.
“You stole that.”
Trust barked proudly.
Kyle looked closer.
Then laughed.
“Oh my god.”
“What?”
Kyle turned the paper around.
Someone had circled an event.
Couples Three-Legged Race.
Trust thumped his tail.
Tara stared at the flyer.
“You’re kidding.”
Kyle looked down at the dog.
“Buddy.”
Trust wagged.
“You’re recruiting now.”
Trust barked.
Across the street, two elderly women watching from a bench clapped softly.
“That dog is dedicated.”
Kyle rubbed his face.
“This town is enabling him.”
Trust barked again.
Tara folded the flyer.
“I am not doing a three-legged race.”
Kyle nodded.
“That’s reasonable.”
Trust sat patiently.
Waiting.
Kyle sipped his coffee.
“You know what the problem is?”
“What?”
“If we refuse, he’ll escalate again.”
Trust wagged.
Tara pointed at the dog.
“You’re a menace.”
Trust looked delighted.
Kyle laughed.
“I think he likes seeing you laugh.”
Tara blinked.
Kyle shrugged.
“You laugh more now.”
Trust wagged slowly.
Tara glanced down at him.
“You are absolutely insufferable.”
Trust leaned against her leg.
Kyle watched the moment quietly.
Then he smiled.
“You know,” he said, “I might sign up for that race.”
Tara stared at him.
“You wouldn’t.”
Kyle shrugged.
“Depends.”
“On what?”
Kyle nodded toward the dog.
“Whether our project manager insists.”
Trust thumped his tail.
Hard.
Kyle laughed.
“Yeah,” he said. “That’s what I thought.”
Trust looked extremely pleased.
And Tara Mills had the sudden, sinking realization that her dog had scheduled their next date.






  
  Chapter 6: The Accidental Practice Run


By Thursday afternoon, Tara Mills had accepted three unavoidable truths about her life. 
First, Maple Grove was now emotionally invested in her relationship status.
Second, her golden retriever was responsible for that.
Third, Trust was nowhere near finished.
“You’re not signing us up for anything,” Tara told him as they walked along the lake path.
Trust trotted beside her with the relaxed confidence of someone who had already scheduled multiple future events.
“That flyer was not permission.”
Trust wagged.
“It was evidence.”
The lake path curved through tall maples and quiet water views, one of Tara’s favorite places in town. Ducks drifted lazily near the shoreline, joggers passed occasionally, and the late afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees in warm gold streaks.
It was peaceful.
Which meant Trust was about to ruin it.
“walk,” Tara told him.
Trust walked.
For twelve seconds.
Then his ears perked.
Tara stopped.
“No.”
A familiar voice called from ahead.
“Hey!”
Kyle jogged toward them from the far end of the path, Pepper bouncing beside him like a small brown meteor.
Trust barked triumphantly.
“Of course you’re here,” Tara muttered.
Kyle slowed as he reached them, slightly out of breath.
“Your dog waved us down.”
“I did not wave anyone down.”
Trust barked again.
Pepper spun in excited circles around Tara’s shoes.
Kyle crouched to catch his breath.
“You know,” he said between breaths, “if this keeps happening people are going to assume we planned it.”
Trust sat between them.
Head tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle pointed.
“There it is.”
“The signal.”
Trust wagged.
Tara crossed her arms.
“You are absolutely encouraging him.”
Kyle scratched behind Trust’s ears.
“I’m acknowledging the project manager.”
Trust leaned into the scratches like a celebrity greeting fans.
Pepper barked and darted toward the lake.
Trust ignored her.
Instead he grabbed the leash in Tara’s hand.
Kyle blinked.
“Uh oh.”
Trust tugged.
Tara stumbled one step forward.
Directly toward Kyle.
Trust released the leash.
Sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle laughed.
“He’s pushing us together now.”
“That’s manipulation.”
“That’s efficiency.”
Trust barked proudly.
A couple walking past slowed to watch.
“That’s the matchmaking dog,” the woman whispered.
Tara groaned.
“The trail knows now too?”
Kyle nodded.
“Your dog has excellent marketing.”
Trust wagged.
Pepper returned with a stick.
Trust ignored it.
Instead he grabbed the hem of Kyle’s jacket.
Kyle looked down.
“Buddy.”
Trust tugged.
Kyle stepped forward.
Now standing directly beside Tara.
Trust released the jacket.
Sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle stared at the dog.
“You’re conducting rehearsals.”
Tara blinked.
“Rehearsals?”
Kyle pointed down the trail.
“For the three-legged race.”
Trust barked enthusiastically.
Tara shook her head.
“We are not practicing.”
Trust wagged harder.
Pepper barked and grabbed the stick again.
Trust ignored her.
Instead he nudged Tara’s knee.
Then Kyle’s.
Then sat again between them.
Kyle rubbed his forehead.
“You know what the problem is?”
“What?”
“If we don’t cooperate he’ll escalate.”
Trust wagged slowly.
“That is not a threat,” Tara said.
“That is absolutely a threat.”
Trust barked.
Kyle sighed.
“Fine.”
He held up the leash.
“Practice run.”
Tara blinked.
“You’re joking.”
Kyle shrugged.
“Ten seconds.”
Trust barked in approval.
Kyle looped the leash loosely around both their ankles.
Tara stared down.
“This is humiliating.”
Trust wagged.
Kyle looked at her.
“Ready?”
“No.”
Trust barked.
Kyle took a step.
Tara stumbled.
They both grabbed each other’s arms to steady themselves.
Trust barked happily.
Pepper ran in chaotic circles.
Kyle laughed.
“Okay that’s harder than it looks.”
Tara tried to step again.
They both moved at the same time.
Too fast.
Kyle lost balance.
Tara grabbed his shoulder.
They both froze.
Standing close.
Trust watched with intense concentration.
Tail wagging slowly.
Kyle cleared his throat.
“This is technically progress.”
Tara glared.
“You’re enjoying this.”
“A little.”
Trust barked again.
Kyle attempted another step.
This time Tara matched his pace.
They moved forward together.
Three steps.
Four.
Trust wagged harder.
A jogger passing by slowed.
“Training for the festival?” he asked.
Kyle nodded casually.
“Something like that.”
Tara stared at him.
“You’re committing to the lie.”
Trust barked proudly.
They stopped after five steps.
Kyle untangled the leash.
“Okay.”
“That was enough.”
Trust sat.
Tilt.
Tail thump.
Kyle pointed.
“He thinks that went well.”
“He’s delusional.”
Trust barked.
Pepper ran past them again chasing a leaf.
Trust ignored her.
Instead he leaned against Tara’s leg and looked







