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A Sweet Suggestion




The bittersweet aroma of coffee hung in the air as Eliza Campbell and her husband, Dean, sat across from each other at their kitchen table. Eliza’s mousy-brown hair was tied up in a messy bun like most days, stray strands of hair framing her rosy cheeks. Her curtain bangs hung low over her shiny hazel eyes, hiding her thinning eyebrows and a hint of forehead wrinkles and teasing her naturally dark eyelashes with every blink. 

Pupcake, Eliza’s toy-sized chihuahua and close companion, sat in her lap with his back straight, his big brown eyes not quite level with the top of Eliza’s bowl of yogurt in front of her. Eliza mindlessly twirled the ends of Pupcake’s ears between her fingers as she stared out the window, ignoring her breakfast. Robins of all sizes hopped around on the dewy grass looking for worms. Pupcake twitched his ear and glanced up at “his person,” communicating in his own way with Eliza, letting her know that he’d prefer to be petted differently. She smiled down at him and scratched his head instead. Pupcake let out a sigh of approval and rested his head on Eliza’s knee, watching all the happenings out the window.

“Did you read about the baking contest at the county fair, my love?” Dean asked, his chin tilted down as he gazed over his reading glasses at his wife. Dean was three years older than Eliza, his fiftieth birthday right around the corner. His dark hair was starting to show glimmers of gray at his temples, but many might say that he was still handsome and aging gracefully. Eliza often teased her husband about his new salt and pepper hairstyle, but she thought it made him look even more sophisticated than when he was in his younger years.

Eliza was especially grateful for how her husband made his health a priority, and she tried hard to keep up so they could enjoy their lives together for many years to come. Like clockwork, Dean woke up early every weekday morning and went for a swim at the local community center. For years, Eliza had stayed on a strict workout schedule herself, easily running five miles on the treadmill in their sunroom three to four times a week, but her new coffee shop required more of her time than she had originally expected. Now, she couldn’t remember the last time she had even tied the laces of her running shoes.

“Umm-uh,” Eliza mumbled, as she scooped a spoonful of blueberries and vanilla Greek yogurt into her mouth. She slipped her phone out of her pocket as she chewed and swallowed her bite. She held a finger up in the air as if to ask Dean to give her a minute before speaking again. She opened the reminder app on her iPhone and quickly typed, Work out. In seconds, she had assigned tomorrow as the reminder date, locked her screen, and pushed the phone back into her jeans pocket.

Dean seemed to have become accustomed to Eliza’s quick note-taking habits since she first started her business, but Eliza made an effort to keep her phone out of sight as much as possible when they were together. Dean was supportive of Eliza’s dream to open a coffee shop, and she truly never wanted him to feel neglected due to her demanding schedule.

“Well, it looks like something that’s right up your alley,” Dean continued when Eliza’s phone was back in her pocket and he had her attention again. He folded the paper and pushed it across the table to Eliza. He tapped his finger on the article. “It says there are cash prizes, but for the first time in history, I guess, the winner will also be featured in the Sugar and Spice national dessert magazine. That could bring a lot of exposure to the shop.” Dean winked at her, and Eliza instinctively grinned. Her husband’s winks still triggered butterflies to flutter around in her stomach, although a bit calmer after their twenty-five years together.

Eliza picked up the paper with one hand, the other reaching for another spoonful of yogurt. She was instantly intrigued. Her eyes scanned the words in the newspaper in front of her like a hungry hawk searching for dinner at dusk. Her mind raced with excitement for what it could mean for her new coffee shop, but within seconds, the excitement quickly turned to self-doubt.

“I don’t know, the shop has only just opened. ” Eliza said, setting the paper back down on the table and pushing it back to Dean. “I’m probably not good enough to win anyway. Plus, I’m already so busy just trying to run the place. I couldn’t possibly expect to win, or even find time to enter a baking contest right now.”

Dean raised his left eyebrow, and Eliza could practically read his mind. Dean knew Eliza better than anyone. It had been just over a year and a half since their youngest child had left for college, and the loneliness had taken its toll on Eliza. Like many mothers, she struggled with empty nest syndrome after her kids moved away to start their own lives. Dean proved to be a wonderfully supportive partner as they navigated their new child-free lives together.

Dean’s first attempt to help was to bring home Pupcake, the tiniest puppy either Dean or Eliza had ever seen, at only eight weeks old. Eliza raised her new little puppy from the size of a soup can to the perfect smaller-than-your-lap size, which served well as a temporary distraction and replaced her loneliness with joy. Eliza and Pupcake became inseparable. Wherever Eliza went, you were sure to find Pupcake tucked away in her purse or a backpack, or just propped perfectly in her arms. But sooner than expected, Pupcake was fully trained and needed less and less attention. Pupcake was a smart dog, very quickly mastering all the things a well-mannered puppy should learn, and it wasn’t long before Eliza was back to that familiar struggle that she lacked purpose. Eliza found herself looking for a new project.

There were several instances when Dean had expressed concern for Eliza’s ability to find a life of her own that didn’t involve raising children or puppy training, so with Dean’s encouragement, Eliza took the leap and finally fulfilled her lifelong dream of owning a coffee shop. She opened Pupcake’s Corner Café, named after the cutest member of the family, of course, and located right at the end of Main Street in Copeland’s busiest shopping area.

Pupcake himself joined Eliza at work every day, greeting each customer with an open pup smile and a wag of his tail. She swore Pupcake was a big reason for all the success the café had experienced so far, often hearing how he had created quite the reputation for himself around town.

The café was only one week away from celebrating its third month since its opening, and Eliza was honestly happier than she had been in years.

“Well, if you ask me, I vote that you enter your famous strawberry cupcakes. Everyone is talking about them. Even new clients that come in the firm mention them as soon as they make the connection that I’m married to the owner of the new coffee shop downtown.” Dean winked at Eliza again and grinned. The butterflies in her stomach fluttered about as Eliza locked eyes with her husband. She knew he was so proud of her, and it felt amazing.

Eliza returned the smile. “Well, I’ll think about it. It’s true that they’re my most popular item.” She picked up Pupcake and buried her nose in his scruff, making kissing sounds as she nuzzled next to his ear. Stuffing him under her arm in a football hold, she stood up and carried her bowl and spoon with her free hand to the sink.

She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Speaking of the shop, I need to get going. Do you have time...”

“I’ve got this,” Dean answered her question before she finished her sentence. He snuck a short little kiss on the top of Pupcake’s head and gently nudged the two of them out of the way. He began rinsing the dishes and stacking them strategically in the empty dishwasher.

Eliza set Pupcake carefully on the floor and opened the back door for him to go potty. She turned and wrapped her arms around Dean from behind, lifting her head to place a kiss on the nape of his neck.

“I really hit the jackpot with you, my love. Thank you so much for being so wonderful.” She stood on her toes and leaned in to give him a quick kiss on the cheek.

Dean turned around, quickly wiping his hands on a towel before embracing her. He pulled his wife in close as he leaned back against the counter, pushing his lips against hers. Eliza melted in his arms, welcoming the kiss that she knew was meant to last her all day.

“It’s truly easy,” Dean brushed Eliza’s bangs out of her eyes. He smiled a close-lipped smile and dropped his arms down, lightly placing his hands on her hips.

“Now go and sell lots of delicious goodies. See you at dinner,” he said before turning his attention back to the dishes.

“Thanks, honey.” Eliza turned to leave.

“Come on, little guy,” she said to Pupcake, who had returned from outside and was waiting patiently at Eliza’s feet. He was resting on his hind legs, his left back foot lifted slightly off the ground. Eliza wasn’t sure what inspired that little signal, but she recognized it as Pupcake’s way of communicating that he wanted to be held. She bent down and scooped him up, one hand under his belly. Tucking him under her arm again, she grabbed the fabric sling Pupcake liked so much, her purse, and her car keys.

“Have a good day, honey! See you tonight!” Eliza said as she headed out the door.

She had driven about a mile down the road, with Pupcake clicked into his car-safe carrier in the seat next to her when she realized she was still smiling.
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