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  Prologue

  
  




Megan Mercer came to Giverny for the flowers, not for feelings.

A marketing executive sent to Paris to launch a new dating app, Megan is determined to stay focused, composed, and professional. But when a spontaneous trip to Monet’s Gardens leads to a run-in with a charming stranger who feels oddly familiar, her carefully braided world starts to unravel.

Noah Sinclair lives for code, not chaos. Observant, grounded, and quietly brilliant, he’s used to building systems that hold under pressure. When work brings him face to face with the woman he met among Monet’s flowers, he’s unsettled by how familiar she feels.

As Paris wraps them in light, meaningful conversations, and long workdays, love and logic collide. Noah must decide when to tell Megan the truth about a connection that began long before Paris, and could change everything.

A clean contemporary romance set in Paris where logic meets love, and secrets bloom. Braided Roses is a slow burn, clean and wholesome, closed-door contemporary workplace romance about emotional presence, professional ambition, and the quiet courage it takes to remain when retreat feels safer.

Perfect for readers who love character driven love stories with intelligent dialogue, restrained chemistry, and a literary sensibility, set against the luminous backdrop of Paris.
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  Chapter 1: Monet’s Garden MEGAN

  
  




Megan

Date: Friday, March 5

Monet’s Garden, Giverny, France

Standing on the edge of the lake, at the narrow stone ledge Monet once painted from, I stop. The air feels cool and damp against my cheeks. Green in a way that’s less a color than a temperature. It traces along my collarbone, slips beneath my sleeves, easing into places I didn’t realize were still braced.

The garden isn’t asking for endurance. It rewards attention, rewarding those who stay long enough for the details to reveal themselves.

This place feels familiar, like something I once described instead of visited.

I breathe in again, slower this time. Wet earth and pollen, green stems snapped clean. Something floral but not sweet, restrained instead of ornamental. The space holds more air than I was prepared for.

Gravel shifts softly behind me as people pass, the sound muted by distance and water nearby. A low fountain murmurs nearby, threading through the quiet. Voices drift past in fragments, foreign syllables folding together without asking to be understood.

Thinking in French again feels like reopening a room I deliberately closed.

Yellow daffodils scatter across the lawns, vivid enough to hold me in place. Light skims the surface of the lake, breaking into pale greens and golds as the trees frame the view.

I step closer to the water. The stone beneath my soles is damp, holding warmth longer than expected. Sun filters through the branches, landing in slow patches across my skin.

I reach for my notebook, jot down a single phrase, then add a quick pencil outline of the light on the water. I close the notebook before I can linger.

The surface reflects a version of the sky softened by movement, never holding still long enough to demand perfection.

My mother used to move through spaces like this. Always forward, always curious. Even when she was tired and fatigue sat heavy behind her eyes, she’d straighten her shoulders and keep going.

Just a little farther, she used to say, there’s always something worth seeing next.

She never stopped. She photographed through the ache, through the heat, through the quiet tremor in her hands she pretended not to notice. Beauty came first. Rest came later.

A breeze lifts, cool against my calves, carrying the faint brush of petals along my ankle. I don’t step away from it, I let it land. For once, I stay.

This place has lived in my imagination longer than most things I’ve planned. Standing here now, I let myself arrive.

I raise my DSLR to my eye, framing the lake and trees the way my mother taught me. It feels less like photography and more like keeping her close.

Stepping forward, too close to the water’s edge, I’m about to click the shutter when I feel a firm grasp around my waist.

“Careful, you might not like a cold plunge right now.”

I lower my camera and let it rest against my hip, then turn over my shoulder to see.

His gaze is fixed on my footing, not my face. His grip is warm and steady.

“Oh, thank you. I was so distracted by the view I didn’t notice the edge,” I say, straightening myself.

He’s solid where his hand steadies me, posture relaxed, practiced. He’s close enough that I notice a faint crease at the corner of his mouth.

His dark loose curls frame a face that looks relaxed until you notice how closely he’s tracking everything.

But it’s his eyes that capture me.

Chestnut brown, almost translucent, caught by the light. They stay on mine, unhurried.

I adjust my footing without thinking, my weight tipping subtly toward him, as if the ground has shifted. The space between us feels warmer than the air around it. For a beat longer than courtesy requires, neither of us looks away from the other, the garden carrying on around us.

Realizing we’re still holding on to each other, I shake my head and take a step back. He notices our proximity too, easing back without apology or urgency.

When he smiles, dimples appear unexpectedly, softening the seriousness I’d just registered, like warmth surfacing where I didn’t know to look for it.

He extends his hand for a shake. “Noah. You’re American too?”

I return the gesture and take his hand. It’s warm to the touch, and heat skates up my forearm.

“Megan,” I say, shaking his hand. “Yes, kind of.”

“Kind of?” Noah says, curious.

“Actually, I was born here in France, but I haven’t lived here since I was eleven.”

The words leave my mouth before I check them.

I press my toes more firmly into the stone path.

“That’s great! I could use the advice of a semi-local who can speak the lingo.”

I pause, aware that I don’t consider myself a local, especially after everything that came with leaving.

I shift my weight, suddenly aware of how much I’ve said. This isn’t how I usually move with strangers, but Paris loosens my grip on the rules.

“Honestly, this is my first time here. I’ve always wanted to stand in the spot Monet painted his masterpieces. I’m hoping I can absorb some of that creative energy, borrow a little courage.”

“I totally get that! I’d be stoked to see where George Lucas wrote Star Wars.”

Looking down at his T-shirt, it’s Baby Yoda with a smug look and the caption Do or do not. There is no try.

“Star Wars fan? Wait, isn’t Baby Yoda from the Mandalorian?”

“Yes and yes, although I’m a true fan of the classics,” he says, nodding.

He looks down at my camera now hanging loosely around my neck.

“You a photographer? That’s a legit camera. Nice camera strap.”

“No,” I say easily. “Marketing.”

My fingers curl briefly against my palm.

Giving a warm smile, I reply, “It was my mother’s. She loved photography.”

“Good to know,” Noah says, putting his hands in his pockets.

It’s cute, the way he sways on his heels like an excited kid trying not to show it.

Looking down at the viewing screen of my camera, I brush my thumb over it gently.

“Wanna see what I’ve got so far? I’ll let you be the judge. You can be totally honest, since we don’t know each other.” I say with a tilt of my head.

“Sure,” he says drawing out the syllable. “I’d be honored.” His eyes meet mine, and something in his expression doesn’t waver.

He steps closer, peers down at the screen. I hold up the camera and scroll through the photos.

“Wait, go back. The one with the purple flowers looks amazing,” he says, brightening.

“The flowers have their own language,” I say. “They say things people don’t.”

“Show me. I want to see where you took this photo. It’s speaking to me.” Noah says with a sly grin.

“Are you teasing me? It’s not rocket science.”

“Well, you seem like a rocket scientist who speaks the language of flowers,” he says, his eyes creasing with a genuine smile.

The space between us stretches, sudden and unmistakable, before either of us moves.

“Okay then, I’ll be your flower Yoda.”

He chuckles, low and easy, and something in me loosens with it.

We walk farther into the gardens, weaving through rows of fresh spring blooms, their colors layered so densely it’s hard to focus on just one. The scent is thick with pollen and soil, something faintly sweet beneath it.

My attention sharpens. Color. Movement. Where the eye lands first. The same way a good marketing campaign works.

“What are those?” Noah asks, pointing to a cluster of white, yellow, and purple blooms.

“Crocus,” I say. “Early spring flowers.”

“And those?” He gestures toward a burst of hot pink, sunshine yellow, purple, and white.

“Primroses,” I say. “They’re always one of the first to show up.”

“Hmmm. First, you say?” He glances at me, eyes bright. “Care to share your own first love story?”

I draw a slow breath and let the silence hold for a second before answering.

I swallow slowly.

“No,” I say. “I don’t have one.”

“What do you mean you don’t have one?” Noah says with his hand to his heart.

“Are you always this forward, and nosy?” I say.

He smirks. “Fair question.”

“Yes and no. I love to get straight to the truth and don’t hold back,” he says.

He doesn’t explain what he means, and somehow, that feels intentional.

We continue our stroll in silence, slowly weaving through the rows of flowers.

He doesn’t rush to fill the quiet and I don’t either. It’s easier without expectations.

“So what about those?” he says pointing to the blush pink collection.

“Camellias,” I say. “One of mine and my mother’s favorites.”

Her image arrives without warning. She would have loved this garden.

“You and your mother sound like ladies with good taste. Those camellias are really beautiful,” Noah says, looking directly at me.

I return the smile while trying to hide my blush.

“Should we see what surprises are inside the house?” he says, already turning toward the farmhouse behind us.

“Sure, lead the way,” I say offering a warm smile.

Monet’s home doesn’t feel like a museum. It quietly insists I take my time, as if the rooms might respond to being rushed.

I move carefully. The light feels intentionally invited. Soft yellows, light blues, nothing shouting for attention.

Standing in Monet’s eclectic living room, I slow, noticing how everything is exactly as it was when he lived here, according to the guide.

As we walk through each room, Noah keeps looking back at me, like he’s checking our pace.

I shake my head once, smiling without looking at him.

I don’t rush things that matter.

The blue kitchen feels almost unreal. It’s storybook bright, but it hums with care, tiled and orderly. I can imagine how it must have felt to cook meals and enjoy company.

The worn wooden floors appear softened by time and footsteps, by years of pacing and pausing. In contrast to his impressionistic artwork, the Japanese prints line the walls in their blue and white colors. 

I snap a few pictures for inspiration, but mostly to remember this moment.

When we step back outside, the light feels warmer. We sit on the green slatted bench facing the gardens, basking in the sunshine.

I pull out my notebook and start scribbling. 

Noah gently presses his shoulder to mine, leaning over to peek at my notebook.

I don’t move.

“No peeking,” I say giving him a side eye.

He smiles back “Feeling inspired? I sure was.”

I tap the pen against my chin.

“You’re fascinating. I can’t tell what you’re thinking,” he says.

My gaze drifts to his laptop bag, propped open beside the bench between us, and I pause. There’s a small sticker on the bag, an old coding language logo I haven’t seen in years. Easy to miss if you weren’t paying attention. I’d spent enough time in rooms with developers to recognize the shortcuts they loved, even if I couldn’t write a line myself.

I glance toward the house behind us. “I imagine the Wi-Fi here isn’t exactly secure.”

He smiles. “Historic houses rarely are. But some things are interesting because they aren’t perfectly sealed. There’s a kind of beauty in the cracks.”

I pause, and pull out a fallen primrose petal from my pocket and press it into the pages of my notebook, shutting it.

A faint scent of pollen unlocks a memory of my mother braiding flowers into my hair in the garden behind our French home.

My mother used to say faith meant trusting God knew the exits, even when you couldn’t see the room.

Noah gently places his hand over mine and squeezes.

He doesn’t ask me to explain myself.

I turn to look at Noah in the eyes, and for a delayed moment we say so many things without words.

His gaze doesn’t flinch.

“Do you like ice-cream?” Noah asks.

“But of course. What do you have in mind?” I say.

“There’s a quirky food truck by the gate and it looks like it offers violet ice-cream. That sounds so good, wanna try?”

“Violet ice-cream? I’ve never had that before. Sounds delicious.”

He beckons me to follow him down the walkway past the house. Just beyond the gardens, perched on the cobbled road, is a yellow food truck.

“Deux, s’il vous plaît, merci,” he says in butchered French.

“In a bowl for me, please,” I add, lightly, already reaching for my wallet. “No cone.”

Noah hands me my bowl and a napkin, eyes big as saucers.

“You’re going to need to work on your French accent.” I say giggling.

I lift the bowl and inhale, taking in the sweet aroma. Something old and tender stirs. The purple flowers hanging in her window basket.

The scent isn’t just sweet. There’s something cooler beneath it, faintly green, like petals bruised by rain. The garden is familiar and sits beneath the memory. The way it held both moisture and light at the same time. 

I let the ice cream melt slowly, choosing small bites as the sweetness turns thin on my tongue.

For a heartbeat I smell her perfume, violet and rain.

“You missed a spot,” he says pointing to my mouth.

His comment bolts me into the present.

“Oi no, where?” I say, dabbing at my mouth with the napkin balanced against the bowl.

His ice-cream drips down his fingers and just before he can lick it, it lands over Baby Yoda’s eye on his t-shirt.

“You like sharing your food with your t-shirt. That’s sweet.” I say.

Noah’s smile is so wide I can see his pearly whites.

“You’ve got a luminous laugh,” he says, winking.

Warmth creeps into my cheeks, and I keep my smile carefully in place.

“I was planning to head out, but this is better.” he says.

The day had unfolded in ways I hadn’t planned, spontaneous and rare.

For once, I don’t rush away.

I stay, letting the moment hold me, without asking it to mean anything more.
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  Chapter 2: Girl on a Bus MEGAN

  
  




Megan

Date: Friday, March 5

Soft rain stipples the bus windows, blurring the countryside into washes of green and gray. The rhythm evens my breathing. I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out my citrus-scented hand gel. The sharp brightness cuts through the fog at the edges of my head.

I rub it into my palms once, brisk and automatic. Then again, slower this time, noticing the warmth.

The seat cushions compress beneath me with a soft sigh, the vinyl cool through my coat. My back meets the curve of the seat, and I ease into it inch by inch, letting my weight settle. 

The bus shudders as the engine shifts, a low vibration traveling up through the floor, into my calves, my thighs, my spine.

A man two rows up coughs sharply, then apologizes to no one. I startle, reach for my bag, and nudge it back against my leg.

I plant my feet flat for a moment, pressing the soles of my shoes into the floor until the motion evens out.

I tuck my feet closer together. Hugging the scarf closer, the wool carries a trace of the violet ice cream from earlier, floral and sweet.

The bus brakes suddenly at a stoplight, my shoulder bumping the window. Cool glass presses through my coat. I shift, planting my elbow more firmly against the armrest.

My routines have been mine alone since my mother passed away.

I pull my phone from my bag and open my email. A simple text won’t do today justice. I need the order of sentences, the structure of paragraphs. Something I can hold.


Location: Giverny, France

To: Clio

Timestamp: 3:14 p.m.

Subject: Monet’s Garden is magic.

Clio, my love, you were right. Giverny is even more beautiful in person. Violet ice cream. Flowers everywhere. It smells like peace here. Funny thing, though … I ran into a guy inside the gardens. Tall, casually brilliant. Had a laptop sticker with a code language I recognized. We joked about the security vulnerabilities of the houses’ Wi-Fi.

He said something about “finding beauty in the cracks.” I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it, but it’s probably nothing. But then again … you always told me Paris had a way of opening people up.

—M




I’ve learned which things are worth naming. Words without faces don’t ask anything back from me.

The bus rocks gently, and my body adjusts without asking.

I recognize the pattern instantly. Something slips in. My mother loved beauty fiercely and chased light as if it were proof the world was still good.

The rain thickens against the window, blurring the fields into motion. I don’t lift my hand when my eyes burn faintly.

For once, tired feels allowed.

His words replay, uninvited and persistent.

There’s a kind of beauty in the cracks.

Cracks have always made me uneasy.

The bus hits a patch of uneven road, my bag sliding against my leg. I catch it before it falls, fingers gripping the strap before I let go.

The interaction lingers, brief and accidental.

Ahead of me, a young mother leans toward her daughter, their heads drawn close. The girl’s voice lifts, bright and certain.

The bus slows. Light shifts against the window as the outskirts of Paris begin to emerge.

I slide my earbuds in and press play. 

Dernière danse fills the small, private space inside my head, Indila’s voice weaving through rain-dark streets and longing.

I let the song wash over me.

I pull one earbud out as the bus driver announces the next stop. My attention snapping back as I sit up straighter. The city is close now. 

I open my notes app and scan my upcoming deadlines, the familiar order of bullet points and margins reassuring me. I smooth the crease in my tweed jacket and fold my hands neatly in my lap, focusing on the small, manageable order I can hold onto for now.

That will do for now.

SENSIBILITY SISTERS:

Clio: You don’t have to get everything right to have a good day, Meg.

Clio never tried to give answers outright. She’d learned, the hard way, when to stop reaching for them. We’d found each other in a season where neither of us knew how to carry what we’d lost.

Megan: I hear you. Monet’s flowers spoke to me.

Tia: WAIT YOU went to Monet’s Gardens alone??? Was this a linen dress moment or more trench coat energy?

Megan: It was on the way. And I had the day free.

Shiloh: That is the most Megan sentence ever. Somehow it still works.

Tia: This is why I need you around. You make everything sound poetic.

Alexa: You don’t “end up” in Giverny. Explain.

Megan: I needed air before the week starts.

Tia: Translation: something shifted.

Megan: Nothing dramatic. I just met someone.

Clio: Met someone… or something that’s going to linger.

Megan: We talked about Wi-Fi security and camellias.

Tia: Wow. Romance is dead. Long live camellias.

Nicole: This is different for you. You’re not hedging as much.

Megan: You’re all impossible. He was just easy to talk to.

Alexa: Easy usually means safe. Don’t dismiss it.

Megan: I won’t see him again.

Clio: And yet you’re texting us from a bus.

Megan: I liked the day. That’s all.

Tia: Logging this as: UNEXPECTED SOFTNESS

Shiloh: This feels like a soft beginning.

Megan: Please don’t name it.

Clio: I won’t name it. I’m just glad you let yourself have the day.

Megan: I’ll be swamped with work next week. I wanted one good moment before that.

Clio: Then I’m really glad you let yourself have it.

Megan: Thanks, Clio. Truly.

The bus has carried me most of the way back by then.

I lock my phone. Then it pings again. I hesitate, then open Reddit. Someone I’ve never met, a conversation that lives only in text.

@byteme247: Big week?

@redrosen4: Big day on Monday. Holding onto a good moment today.

I’ve been talking to him long enough to recognize when a question isn’t small. We’d said someday, not dates, not places, just that we would.

@byteme247: Pocket the good moments. They’re the point.

As we approach Paris, the Eiffel Tower appears through the rain.

I sit a little taller as the city comes into focus.

My mouth curves. And this time, I don’t look away.
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  Chapter 3: Coffee and Code NOAH

  
  




Noah

Monday, March 8

Paris wakes up before I do and still manages to make me feel late. I arrive at my desk with coffee in one hand and my laptop bag in the other, already pulling up the brief for the new client.

The office smells of burnt espresso and fresh paint, which feels right for a Monday in Paris.

I boot up my laptop, fingers moving before my brain catches up. Smudges from last night’s curry still mark the mouse pad. The screen glows as the secure Wi-Fi locks in. Terminal windows open, diagnostics run, and I catch a mistyped command just before I hit enter.

Code is the one place I don’t translate myself for anyone. If something breaks, it’s fixable. People are harder to debug.

My cell rings, the familiar Star Wars ringtone.

“Hey bro, I’m on my way in. Traffic’s a mess, but I’ll be there in ten.”

Dillon and I learned that early, back when the company was just an idea and a borrowed office key we weren’t supposed to have. We slept on the floor, rotated the couch, stacked empty pizza boxes like bad architecture, coffee rings burned into desks that weren’t ours. We called it scrappy. Mostly, it was stubbornness dressed up as ambition on caffeine.
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