

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Bouquet of Love


			

			It’s been twenty-five years since English teacher Alyssa Harris was on the dating scene, but romance is too old-fashioned for love in the digital age. Tennis coach Collette Roberts doesn’t think so and sets out to sweep Alyssa off her feet.
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			Inspiration for Bouquet of Love


			I was inspired to write Bouquet of Love because I don’t think we have enough sweet, romantic stories featuring older female characters. Becoming middle-aged doesn’t mean you stop wanting to be romanced and loved.


			Like the main character Alyssa, too often women stop seeing themselves as desirable when they reach the age of fifty, especially when they find themselves reentering the dating pool after a long relationship has ended.


			The fact that her secret admirer Collette is younger, appreciates Alyssa’s age, finds her even more desirable than someone younger, and is willing to “woo” her in a way that shows Alyssa how worthy of love she is makes the story even sweeter. Who can resist something sweet on Valentine’s Day?


 


			Anne Shade


		




		

			

    

            Chapter One








			Alyssa heard the alarm clock’s incessant beeping and sighed tiredly. She had been up late grading essays and felt as if she’d barely slept.


			“Make it stop,” a familiar voice groaned.


			Confused, she turned over to find the outline of womanly curves beneath the covers beside her and a mass of red curls covering the pillow. “Shauna?” she asked in disbelief.


			A pair of bright emerald-green eyes peeked out at her. “Of course. Who else would you be sharing a bed with?” Her eyebrows quirked in question.


			Alyssa shook her head. “But you’re dead.”


			Shauna, the love of her life, whose ashes she had flown to Ireland to spread across her mother’s family’s ancestral land five years ago, lay grinning beside her. “Yes, I am.”


			“Then I’m dreaming?” Alyssa asked.


			“Yes, you are.”


			Alyssa reached over, smoothed a flaming lock of hair away from Shauna’s face, and laid her hand on her soft cheek. “It’s been so long since you visited me this way. I’ve missed you.”


			Shauna turned her head to place a kiss on Alyssa’s palm. “I’ve missed you too, but it’s time for you to move on.”


			Alyssa felt a tear run out the corner of her eye onto her pillow. “No. I’m not ready. Besides, who’s going to want an old broad like me?”


			“Any woman who’s not blind or stupid. Besides, you’re only as old as you feel.”


			Alyssa frowned. “I’ve felt really old lately. One of the kids in my class told me I reminded him of his grandmother. Not his mother, his grandmother.”


			Shauna laughed. “Then he must have a young grandmother. You’re only fifty.”


			“Exactly. Too old and set in my ways to be trying to fall in love and start over.”


			“So, do you plan to spend the rest of your life puttering around this house lonely and horny?” Shauna said.


			Alyssa shrugged as she trailed her fingers through Shauna’s curls. “I have Max and Betty Blue.”


			Shauna looked at Alyssa skeptically. “Max may be good for a roll in the grass, but you know as soon as that pit bull from around the corner comes around, he won’t give you a second glance until she’s gone. And unless Betty Blue grew a heart, arms, and no longer needs batteries since I left, she’s going to cause you more frustration than happiness.”


			“What if I don’t know how to be happy without you?” Alyssa said, her chest aching from how much she missed Shauna.


			Shauna grasped Alyssa’s hand, kissed her knuckles, and held it between them. “What do you tell your students if they say they don’t know how to do something?”


			Alyssa always hated when Shauna used reasoning when all she wanted to do was pout. “The only way to know whether you can do something is to just do it. If you don’t succeed, at least you can say you tried. That, in itself, is a success.”


			Shauna smiled. “Exactly. Besides, you promised me you wouldn’t waste away alone in this house after I’ve been gone for a reasonable amount of time.”


			Alyssa shook her head. “Only you would hold me to a promise you badgered me to make while you were on your deathbed.”


			“Because I knew you would never do it unless I did. Now, turn off that annoying alarm and get up before you’re late for work.”


			♥


			Alyssa awoke with a start, and it took her a moment to realize she had been dreaming. She slammed the button on the alarm clock, then turned over and looked at the empty spot beside her on the bed. She ran her hand over the pillow that no longer held Shauna’s scent or a stray strand of her red hair that she always left behind. Alyssa still had a lock of it in a small keepsake box with Shauna’s wedding band, glasses, and love letters she had written to Alyssa just before she passed. Shauna had given them to her sister with instructions not to give them to Alyssa until after she was gone. She had left twelve letters, one to be read each month of that first year. They were filled with love, memories, and encouragement to keep going.


			Alyssa knew they were Shauna’s way of helping her grieve without completely losing herself in sorrow, which she had almost done that first year. She had stopped writing, given up her workshops at the community college, and almost stopped teaching, but the love her students showed her after her loss reminded her why she became a teacher in the first place. Those love letters and her students had kept her going when all she wanted to do was lie down and wallow in misery for the rest of her life.


			Alyssa smiled as she remembered the first love letter Shauna had ever written her. It was after their first date. She’d had it delivered with a bouquet of flowers to Alyssa’s classroom, and it brought such a blush to her face that her students had teased her for weeks afterward. After that Shauna would mail a handwritten note to Alyssa every month, even after they moved in together. Receiving a note never got old. If anything, it seemed to refresh what they felt for each other from the moment they’d met at a writers’ retreat twenty years prior until the day Shauna passed.


			Their relationship wasn’t perfect. Shauna was bold, carefree, and outgoing, while Alyssa was cautious, quiet, and a homebody. They were complete opposites and had issues and arguments like most couples, but they always found a way to talk and forgive because, despite being such opposites, they balanced each other.


			There was no one like Shauna, and Alyssa was now regretting having made that promise. If she knew one thing about Shauna, it was that when she had her mind set on something, she did whatever it took to make it happen. In this case, she would probably haunt Alyssa’s dreams until she did what she had promised. But how did a shy, fifty-year-old lesbian who had only seriously dated five women since coming out at the age of twenty-five find dates?


			Alyssa sought advice from the only other single person her age that she knew, her best friend Vicki, as they sat in the teachers’ lounge during lunch.


			“Only Shauna would still be trying to make sure you’re happy from the beyond,” Vicki said after Alyssa told her about her dream.


			“Yeah, but who’s going to want to date a middle-aged schoolteacher who prefers to be home curled up with a glass of wine and a good book to partying in a club with a bunch of young, hip lesbians that I have nothing in common with,” Alyssa asked.


			“There’s your first problem. You’re generalizing. When is the last time you went to a club? I’m sure just as many women your age are there. Besides, you’re the hottest middle-aged woman I know. If I weren’t straight, I’d ask you out myself.” Vicki gave Alyssa a wink.


			Alyssa smiled. “Thanks, but you’re too high maintenance for me.”


			“I’m not high maintenance. I just know what I want and haven’t found the right man to provide me with the lifestyle that I deserve.”


			Alyssa looked at Vicki skeptically. “You’ve had two offers of marriage from men who gave you the world and would probably take you back in a minute if you asked.”


			Vicki waved dismissively. “Brandon had kids that wouldn’t leave home, and Larry wanted his mother to move in with us. I need my own space and am not interested in playing second fiddle to some kids or parents.”


			Alyssa shook her head. “If only I had your confidence. You know I’m not the type of woman to approach or ask another woman out. It took forever for me to agree to go out with Shauna, and that was only after a month of phone calls because I couldn’t believe a woman like her was interested in me. She was wild, beautiful, free, and made me brave enough to feel like I could do anything. Shauna didn’t need technology to romance me. She did it with flowers, handwritten poems, and love letters. Nowadays everyone’s on dating apps, sexting, and sending each other nude pics as introductions. What happened to wooing someone the old-fashioned way?”


			Vicki chuckled. “Did you actually just say wooing?”


			Alyssa smiled. “Yes, wooing. Unless I can find someone that will do that, I guess Max and I will live out our days together.”


			“Okay, as your best friend, I will not allow that to happen. Valentine’s Day is in a little over a week. Let me play matchmaker and get you a date before the school’s Sweetheart Dance?” Vicki asked.


			Alyssa quirked an eyebrow. “No offense, Vicki, but do you know any other lesbians besides me?”


			Vicki waved dismissively again. “A minor obstacle. Are you going to put yourself in my expensively manicured hands or not?”


			Alyssa loved Vicki, but putting her romantic life in her hands sounded like a train wreck waiting to happen. She sighed in resignation. “What the heck. I don’t have anything better to do.”


			♥


			Collette sat nearby discreetly eavesdropping on Alyssa and Vicki’s conversation. She kept her face buried in a book that she had lost all focus on the moment they walked into the teacher’s lounge. Collette had briefly looked up upon their entrance and was gifted with a smile and nod from Alyssa. She returned the greeting, then quickly looked away to keep herself from staring at the beautiful woman.


			Alyssa was fit but thick in all the right places. She was always dressed fashionably, today wearing a burnt-orange sweater dress that emphasized her curvaceous hourglass figure and made her golden skin glow. Her long, shapely legs were encased in a pair of soft chocolate-brown leather wedge-heel boots. Her thick, dark-brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail of soft curls that just reached her shoulders and brought attention to her bright, expressive brown eyes, softly sloping nose, and full lips that shone with a tinted gloss. As far as Collette could tell, Alyssa never wore any makeup except the lip gloss she’d seen her usually reapply after she’d eaten lunch.


			Collette peeked up at the pair once again as they stood to leave. Vicki was a knockout, but Alyssa was beautiful in a natural, black-don’t-crack kind of way. She moved in a slow, purposeful manner, as if every graceful reach of her hand, every sway in her hips, and every turn of her head on her long neck was done to a choreographed song only she could hear.


			Collette had been entranced by Alyssa since the first time she’d met her six years ago when she took a writing workshop Alyssa taught at the community college. That workshop had changed Collette’s life in more ways than improving her writing skills. It made her realize that muses and love at first sight both existed. The passion Alyssa displayed when she spoke of writing reignited the passion Collette had thought she’d lost. Writer’s block had brought her to the workshop, and Alyssa had brought back Collette’s creativity. She had also stolen and broken Collette’s heart, all on the first day of class.


			Before the class was even over, Collette had decided to ask Alyssa out for coffee, not caring that the beautiful woman was at least ten years her senior. Collette had waited until her other classmates were pretty much gone before approaching Alyssa’s desk under the guise of asking her some inane question, when a gorgeous redhead had breezed into the room, swept Alyssa up in her arms, and planted a passionate kiss on her lips. Alyssa had blushed prettily and playfully swatted the woman off. After that, Collette had quickly changed direction toward the door.


			She’d later learned from another classmate that the woman had been Alyssa’s fiancée, and all of Collette’s hopes of getting to know her were wrecked against the shores of disappointment. It wasn’t until she started working at Forest Hill High School this semester as a history teacher and the new coach for the tennis team that she’d seen Alyssa again.


			When Collette was recently introduced to Alyssa, she wasn’t surprised that she didn’t remember meeting her all those years ago. After Collette had found out Alyssa was unavailable, she had kept her head down until she finished the workshop, but she had never forgotten Alyssa. Taking that workshop had given her the courage to finally finish her first book in a mystery series she had started and submit it to a publisher, using the skills she had learned from Alyssa. Collette was currently working on the Rayne Edwards series under the pen name R. Cole. If anyone had seen Alyssa and read the description of her main character, Rayne Edwards, they would think Alyssa was the living embodiment of the fictional private investigator. Collette never told anyone that Alyssa had been the muse for Rayne and that she had completely overhauled the character to resemble Alyssa.


			The books were her secret love letter to the woman she had carried in her heart from the moment she had walked into that classroom and smiled in Collette’s direction six years ago. Now, watching that same woman laughing as she left the teacher’s lounge, and remembering what Alyssa had said about wanting to be wooed, Collette smiled to herself. She had a week to get Alyssa to see how worthy she was of wooing and a second chance at love.


			♥


			“What about her?” Vicki asked Alyssa as they looked through the dating profiles of the women who had responded to the profile Vicki had set up for her on some dating app called Bumble Match or Matching Bee. She couldn’t remember its name, but it was a complete waste of time.


			“You do realize that none of these women is older than thirty?” Alyssa asked.


			“And?” Vicki looked at her as if she didn’t understand why that was so bad.


			“And I’m not trying to be somebody’s sugar momma.”


			“No one is asking you to be their sugar momma.”


			Alyssa looked at her skeptically. “Did you not see the one who asked if I’d let her call me Mommy while I spanked her?”


			Vicki smirked. “Okay, that one was bad, but the others seem sweet.”


			Alyssa shook her head. “Vicki, this isn’t going to work. Unless they make a dating app for lesbians over fifty, you’re going to have to try something else.”


			“C’mon. It’s only day one,” Vicki said, pouting prettily.


			Alyssa shrugged. “I guess you better get to work. You’ve only got a few more…”


			Coach Roberts entered the teachers’ lounge. A strikingly attractive woman at just about six feet, with a slim, muscular build; black dreadlocks that flowed just past her broad shoulders and framed her soft, oval face; a smooth, dark-brown complexion; even darker brown, almost black, eyes; and a wide, beautiful smile anchored by two deep dimples, she walked with a smooth, easy confidence that spoke of her years as a professional tennis player. Femmes were normally Alyssa’s type, but something about Collette’s androgyny intrigued her. Other than knowing a little about her tennis career, Alyssa found something else familiar about Collette Roberts when they were first introduced, but she couldn’t place it.


			“Hello…Earth to Alyssa,” Vicki said, tapping her on the shoulder.


			Alyssa turned around to find Vicki grinning knowingly and felt her face heat with embarrassment.


			“I had no idea you were hot for the coach,” Vicki whispered.


			“And you will continue to have no idea,” Alyssa said, unpacking her lunch.


			“I hear she’s single. Why don’t you ask her out?”


			“First, she’s a decade younger than me. Second, even if she were my age, you know I’m not the type to pursue. I prefer to be pursued.”


			“How do you expect to be pursued if you don’t show any interest?”


			“Because if someone is interested in me, I would think they would express that interest whether they knew I was or not. That’s how they would find out if I might be interested,” Alyssa said, as if that made perfect sense.


			Vicki chuckled. “That’s a lot of guesswork. And you call me high maintenance.”


			“Excuse me, Ms. Harris and Ms. Ingram.” Alyssa and Vicki looked up to find one of their students holding a bouquet of flowers.


			“Yes, Shari?” Alyssa said.


			The young lady handed her the flowers. “These came for you, and Mrs. Jay asked me to deliver them.”


			Alyssa looked at the flowers in confusion. “Are you sure they’re not for Ms. Ingram?”


			“Yes, ma’am. Your name is on the envelope,” the young lady said, handing Alyssa a floral print envelope with her name written in fancy calligraphy.


			“Thank you.”


			The young woman nodded with a smile and left.


			“Is this your doing?” Alyssa asked Vicki suspiciously.


			Vicki held up her hands. “Not me. Open the envelope.”


			Alyssa carefully slid her finger under the flap of the envelope to avoid tearing the beautiful stationery and pulled out a folded single page of paper with the same floral print from the envelope around the border of the paper and edged in gold.


			“Wow, somebody went all out,” Vicki said, wafting her hand over the paper. “The stationery even smells like flowers.”


			Alyssa was at a complete loss as to who would be sending her flowers. Her mother usually did on her birthday, but that was a month from now. Neither of her brothers would even think of sending their sister such a gift or a note written on frilly stationery. She unfolded the paper and read.


			 


			Dear Alyssa,


			I hope this note finds you having a good day. You might not know this, but the carnation is a very underrated flower despite its various meanings equating to some of our strongest feelings. I’ve gifted you with this bouquet of red carnations symbolizing admiration and pink symbolizing gratitude to tell you how much I admire your beauty, strength, and kindness, and for how grateful I am to have met you.


			Alyssa, you have become my muse. You’ve found the key to my soul, opened the door to my desires, and let loose a floodgate of creativity. You have provoked, teased, and intrigued me. You’ve made me see things in ways I never imagined and forced me to put words in writing for all to read. You are my desire…my creativity…my muse. I hope to soon have the pleasure of sharing what you have unknowingly helped me to create. Until then, a mystery I will remain.


			With genuine affection,


			Your Secret Admirer


			 


			Alyssa just stared at the beautiful words, inundated with a mix of emotions. If she didn’t know any better, she would have sworn Shauna had written the letter, but Shauna wasn’t here.


			“Well, what does it say?” Vicki asked impatiently.


			Alyssa handed her the letter, needing to process what had been written before speaking.


			“Wow.” Vicki fanned herself with the letter before handing it back to Alyssa. “You have a secret admirer. That is so hot.”


			Alyssa smiled uncertainly. “You don’t think that’s the slightest bit creepy?”


			“No. Not at all. As old-school romantic as you are, I would think you’d love this.”


			Alyssa folded the letter and slid it back into the envelope. “I guess. It just seems convenient that I’d get a secret admirer the day after my dream of Shauna and you offering to fix me up.” Alyssa looked at Vicki suspiciously.


			Vicki shook her head. “I swear, it wasn’t me. Besides, I would’ve just sent you roses and a nice little note. Not that bouquet of flowery words. Obviously, whoever it is knows you love that kind of stuff.”


			Alyssa leaned over and whispered conspiratorially, “Do you think it’s someone here? Or, God forbid, a student?”


			They both attempted to discreetly peer around the room. No one was paying them any attention. Most were caught up in their own conversations, or they had their faces buried in phones and laptops.


			“If it is someone here, they’re really good at hiding it. I seriously doubt it’s a student. What teenager has money for flowers and writes like that?” Vicki asked.


			Alyssa worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”


			“Look. Don’t worry yourself about it right now,” Vicki said. “Whoever it is says they aren’t ready to reveal themselves, which means they plan to do so at some point, so if they send you anything else, we’ll see what clues we can pick from it,” Vicki said.


			Alyssa nodded but couldn’t fight the strangest feeling that Shauna, wherever she might be, had a hand in this strange occurrence.


			♥


			Collette sat nearby wondering how she’d managed to stay low key after Alyssa received her flowers and letter. To keep herself anonymous, she’d gone to the nearest floral shop to set up the delivery instead of doing it herself and asked them to include the letter. She found it difficult to believe she’d written such sugary-sweet words of love outside of her novels, but something told her Alyssa would like them, especially if they had come from the heart, which they had. Collette had been dreaming of Alyssa since she’d met her on her first day at the beginning of the school year, waking up aching with missing her, as if Alyssa had really been there. Collette didn’t know if it was the image that she had built up in her mind of Alyssa from the two months she’d spent in her writing workshop or how she’d managed to keep her crush on Alyssa alive through the fictional version of her Collette had created for her novels, but she felt as if she and Alyssa were meant to be together.


			Collette was no stranger to love. As a matter of fact, her family and friends considered her a serial monogamist. Every relationship she’d had since coming out as a teenager had lasted two or more years. The longest had been her ex-wife, Lani, which had been four years. Collette was a romantic at heart, but she had always been drawn to women who were the complete opposite, leaving her feeling as if she did all the work in the relationship while her partners just sat back and enjoyed the benefits. She’d learned that Alyssa was also a romantic when the subject of writing romances came up during the workshop she’d led. Alyssa had truly lit up on that topic, telling the class that she was a frustrated romance author too afraid of putting herself out there, so she taught others how to do it and lived vicariously through them. Collette had struggled to provide romance for her character, and Alyssa had provided the tools she’d needed to give her character more depth by creating a love life for her. That was what sold her stories to the publisher who had originally said Rayne Edwards was a one-dimensional character who needed more depth and stories in addition to the mysteries she was solving.


			Collette felt like that at times—one-dimensional, as if she needed someone to give her more depth and color. She gazed up from her book to look at Alyssa and smiled. Could she be the final piece of Collette’s own story? She just hoped Alyssa would see the flowers and note today, as well as the ones that would be following, as the romantic gesture Collette hoped they would be. She was so lost in gazing at Alyssa, she hadn’t realized Vicki had caught her staring and was looking at her suspiciously. Collette quickly glanced away, hoping Vicki hadn’t figured out she was the secret admirer.
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