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  Phoebe, the Rose Chalet’s florist, knows nothing is permanent—not the floral arrangements she creates, not the weddings she helps produce, and certainly not her parents’ marriage which ended in a bitter divorce. Certain that all relationships come with strings attached, she has always worked to live for the moment and not to have any ties…ever.


  Risking big is how Patrick left the family landscaping business, was the first Knight to graduate from college, and became an in demand architect. In California for a short while to work on a new home, from the very first moment he holds Phoebe in his arms, he knows he’s found his perfect match in the adventurous, alluring and intelligent florist.


  But will Phoebe dare let herself risk her heart on the most fragile and precious bloom of all? Especially when one dance with Patrick Knight is all it takes for her to start rethinking everything she’s ever believed to be true about love…


  Chapter One


  Phoebe Davis made her way around the Rose Chalet’s main hall, helping to tidy away the remains of the previous day’s wedding. The flowers in particular, while so spectacular on the day of the wedding, always made such a mess afterwards. Case in point: the white roses at the tables were wilting, with a few already dead. She collected the stems in a garbage bag, careful not to prick herself on the thorns.


  RJ, the Rose Chalet’s handyman/gardener, was working to disassemble the indoor gazebo, his shirt rolled up to the elbows as he lifted a heavy piece of wood. Rose, the chalet’s owner, was helping him, her deep red hair tied back so that it wouldn’t get in the way. Every so often RJ would ‘borrow’ the tool that she was using and put it back slightly too high for her to reach, which had so far led to at least three mock threats from Rose to fire him that morning.


  “You wouldn’t fire me,” RJ shot back. “At least not with so much still to do.”


  And not, Phoebe added in the privacy of her head, when that would mean getting rid of one of the best looking guys here.


  Not that RJ was the only good looking man on the premises. Tyce, who handled the music for the weddings, was busy packing up his amplifiers and winding up the cables to put them away. He looked a bit of a wreck this morning, even by standards that normally featured a couple of days of stubble along with artfully disorganized hair.


  “The rock and roll lifestyle getting to you, Tyce?” Phoebe joked.


  Tyce shrugged, his black T-shirt exposing a few of the tattoos on his upper arms. “What can I say? Some of us know how to party.”


  “And some of us know how to handle mornings after,” Phoebe shot back with a playful smile.


  “You must not be having enough fun. I’ll show you how it’s really done sometime.”


  Phoebe simply laughed at the invitation. They all knew co-workers were off the menu. And she’d never looked at either RJ or Tyce in that way. Rose had hired another new temporary caterer none of them had met yet, but Phoebe knew better than to ever mix work and play.


  “Would you two focus please?” Rose said, but it was clear from her fond tone that she was enjoying their banter. “RJ has to get out of here soon to go look over the site for the house Donovan and I are building, and the architect will be here any minute.”


  “Everything’s going to be fine, Rose,” RJ said.


  “I hope so,” Rose said. “It’s just that the house…well, it’s such a big deal for me.” She flushed. “I mean, for us. For Donovan and me.” She turned to smile at RJ. “I’m really glad you agreed to help with the landscaping.”


  “Sure, no problem,” RJ said, but from the way his entire body language changed at the mention of Rose’s fiancée, to Phoebe’s eyes it looked like there was a problem for RJ. A big one.


  Phoebe continued to pick up and discard the wilted flowers. Every time she did this, she couldn’t help but think that there was so much waste for something that statistically wouldn’t even last.


  Still, she knew just how lucky she was to get to work with flowers every day. She’d loved gardens and blooms ever since she was a child playing in the soil at her mother’s feet. When she’d seen the job listing for a full-time florist at the Rose Chalet, she’d known it was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up. Not only was it a fantastic job, but she absolutely loved working with Rose, Tyce, RJ and Anne week in and week out to put on the perfect San Francisco weddings.


  “Actually,” Rose said, “while most of us are here, I’d like to go through the arrangements for our next wedding.”


  “Is there anything to go over?” Tyce asked from where he was packing up a microphone stand. “It’s just the three-peat. We all know what we’re going to be doing at least one more time.”


  Marge Banning, the “three-peat,” was heiress to a fortune founded on vitamin pills. She was also the woman who single-handedly confirmed everything Phoebe believed to be true about marriage.


  Marge’s upcoming ceremony was her third wedding at the Rose Chalet. The previous two had been big occasions, and they had been identical, using the same flowers, the same cake, even the same dress.


  As for the marriages themselves, neither had lasted a year.


  “Now Tyce,” Rose said in a tone of gentle rebuke, “you know I don’t like you using that term for Marge. She has as much right to a special, unique wedding as any of our other customers.”


  “But she never wants a unique wedding,” Tyce pointed out. “She always wants exactly the same thing.”


  “I took photos of the arrangements,” Phoebe said, “so I can repeat them, but won’t she want something new this time?”


  Rose shook her head. “I’ve already had this conversation with her. Apparently, she loved everything so much last time she wants it exactly the same again.”


  “She obviously likes the wedding,” Tyce said with a conspiratorial smile across at Phoebe. “It’s just finding the right man for it that’s proving a problem.”


  “Tyce,” Rose said, but the warning was halfhearted. “Who knows, maybe this one will be right for her. I’m sure we all wish her every happiness, don’t we?”


  Sure, Phoebe wished Marge Banning luck. She’d need it. The whole idea that there was a ‘right man’ out there waiting for you was crazy. As if life ever worked like that. And while you were waiting for him to come along, you missed out on actually living your life. Of course, Phoebe had more sense than to say any of that in front of Rose.


  “Look,” Rose said, “why not think of this as a relatively easy week? Anne will be taking a vacation week since Marge plans to use the same dress as last time.” Rose smiled at them all and admitted, “With trying to finalize the plans for the house on top of everything else, I could do with an easy week myself. I wish I could go with you to look over landscaping options at the building site, but I’ve got back-to-back meetings all afternoon. Speaking of the building site,” Rose said to RJ, “shouldn’t your brother be here soon?”


  Memories of dancing with RJ’s brother swept over—and through—Phoebe just as Patrick Knight came through the doors to the Rose Chalet’s main room, looking every bit as good as he had the previous evening when they’d danced together at the wedding. His dark hair was neatly combed back and a faint dark shadow covered square-jawed good looks. He was wearing a similar casual shirt-and-slacks combination to the one he’d been wearing last night, though he’d thrown a jacket over it. She couldn’t help staring at him for a moment or two, and for one intense moment, he stared back.


  “Hello, Phoebe. It’s great to see you again.”


  “Hi,” she replied awkwardly, trying to think of an excuse to get out of there and away from temptation.


  Unfortunately, the perfect excuse didn’t spring to mind. How could it when her brain was too busy replaying every second of how natural, how exciting it had been to be in Patrick’s arms at last night’s wedding?


  Good thing she couldn’t forget their conversation while out on the dance floor, either.


  “Every woman looks beautiful on her wedding day,” he’d said, and when she’d asked, “You like weddings?” he’d immediately replied, “Who doesn’t? Two people making that commitment to one another is so important. We should celebrate it more often.”


  Patrick might have been great to dance with, and it might have been fun to take things further had he not been RJ’s brother, but Phoebe wasn’t going to waste her time with some kind of romantic who would always want more than she was willing to give. Especially not when the inevitable breakup would make things harder for her working here—the whole mixing work and play issue.


  Fortunately, Rose immediately drew Patrick’s attention away from Phoebe as she started talking over plans for the new house. Rose sounded almost girlishly excited as she said, “I can’t believe that Donovan and I are actually doing this.”


  Nor could Phoebe. The idea of doing something so utterly permanent as building a house with someone else made Phoebe’s stomach cramp, but if Rose wanted to go and do it, there wasn’t a lot Phoebe could do to stop her. Just as she hadn’t done anything to stop Julie from running off into the happy-ever-after with Andrew Kyle.


  All Phoebe could do was be there when things inevitably fell apart. She wished they wouldn’t, of course. If any two people deserved to beat the odds, it was Julie and Rose. Phoebe was still cleaning up the dead flowers as Rose confirmed with Patrick, “You don’t need me at the site today, do you?”


  “No,” Patrick said, “RJ and I will take the day to run through various landscaping options which I will then present to you and Donovan.”


  “Great.” Rose’s relief at not having her busy work day interrupted was palpable. “Thanks so much for taking care of everything.”


  “You ready to head out?” Patrick said to his brother.


  “Actually,” RJ replied, “I was thinking that it might be better if Phoebe went.”


  “Phoebe?” Rose repeated, clearly confused by RJ’s sudden change of heart.


  “Me?”


  “Sure,” RJ said. “Phoebe knows as much about flowers as I do, more probably, so she’s the perfect person to walk the site and come up with ideas. You know she’ll do a great job, Rose.”


  “But I thought you were going to do it,” Rose said.


  RJ shrugged, gesturing to the remains of the gazebo. “I can’t leave this to potentially fall down and hurt someone on site.”


  Tyce edged over to Phoebe and whispered, “Is it just me or is that the lamest excuse ever?”


  “You haven’t heard mine yet,” she whispered back while Rose was busy looking over the half-dismantled gazebo.


  “You have an excuse?”


  “No,” she admitted, “but I’m working on it.”


  “I guess you’re right, RJ,” Rose finally said. “The gazebo probably should come down today so we don’t run into any problems.”


  “Exactly,” RJ agreed. “Plus I still have a complete recreation of Tara from Gone With The Wind to fit together for Marge Banning’s wedding. Like you said, just because it’s the woman’s third wedding, that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it right.” RJ nodded to where Phoebe stood. “Phoebe will do a much better job of putting together general ideas for the garden than I could, and I’m sure she’d be happy to help. Right, Phoebe?”


  Rose looked over at her. “Would you mind? I know it’s a lot to ask, but you only need to go up to the site with Patrick while he surveys it, take a look around, and work out what the contractors should do with the gardens. It’s easy, really.”


  Correction, thought Phoebe. Two out of those three things were easy.


  Spending the day that close to Patrick Knight would be anything but.


  The trouble was, Phoebe still didn’t have an excuse to bow out that was even half as good as RJ’s. The dead roses pricked her fingers through the garbage composting bag as she clutched it tightly and she was just about to remind Rose about all the cleanup she had to do when RJ beat her to the punch.


  “Don’t worry about picking up the rest of the roses and flower arrangements,” RJ told her. “I’ll clean them up after taking the gazebo down.”


  Phoebe looked over at Patrick who was watching the conversation with a bemused expression on his face. If it was a purely professional trip, how bad could it really be? And Rose was both her employer and her friend. Could Phoebe really say no? Especially considering Rose’s expression was practically pleading, and she almost never did that.


  “Sure, Rose,” Phoebe finally said with a smile, “I’d love to help you out.”


  Chapter Two


  Patrick wasn’t sure why his brother hadn’t wanted to come along to the site as they’d planned, but every time he glanced over at the passenger seat of his SUV and saw Phoebe sitting there, he was glad RJ hadn’t.


  As Patrick drove, he found his gaze drifting over to her again and again. She had been beautiful the previous night at the wedding, but even in more casual clothes she was stunning. Her figure was great, her pretty features were exquisite, and he could easily imagine kissing those full lips. Very easily...and with great pleasure.


  “So where is Rose’s property, exactly?” Phoebe asked, breaking Patrick out of that very distracting line of thinking.


  “The plot’s in the Sea Cliff district,” he said. “It’s not much of a drive.”


  Which was a pity. He could have driven beside her for the rest of the day quite happily. Unfortunately, she would probably notice if he took a few detours.


  “Sea Cliff is an impressive neighborhood,” Phoebe commented. “Donovan and Rose must really be investing in this.” She shook her head. “I’m still a little bit shocked at how easily your brother roped me into this.”


  “I’m glad he did.”


  He could have sworn Phoebe stiffened before saying, “Why don’t you tell me more about the site?”


  The deflection was obvious, but Patrick went along with it. For now. “It’s a great spot. There’s a good view, plenty of space for a garden, too. It’s going to be a fun one to work on, lots of possibilities.”


  “You sound like you really enjoy your job.”


  Patrick shifted gears going down the hill. “It’s an easy job to enjoy. I get to build places that will make people happy and be lived in for years to come.”


  “Seems to me most architects want to leave their stamp on the world. Don’t you?”


  Patrick shook his head. “I do that kind of thing when the client wants it. I’ve done it before, but I mostly prefer to create spaces people can enjoy.”


  That was always the challenge, to figure out exactly what would make people happy. What, he wondered, would Phoebe enjoy? What kind of date would she love? Houses were personal things, where you had to get to know the people involved if you wanted to have any chance of giving them a space to live and grow in. Patrick liked to think that dates were pretty much the same.


  What would it be for Phoebe? Dinner and dancing? Patrick liked to be more original than that, but that very originality had let him down a few times in the past. Women who would have been perfectly happy at a nice restaurant generally didn’t react well to men who suggested hang gliding as a first date. Only, what did those first date dinners ever achieve? They got two people into a situation where they might be willing to sleep with one another afterwards, but they were always so busy playing the game that they never really got to know one another any deeper than that.


  He couldn’t see the point. He wanted to know a lot more about Phoebe than that. He was attracted to her a lot more than that. Yet maybe the classic option was the best one in this case. She was as elegant as one of those flowers she arranged so deftly, so maybe she was the kind of woman who would expect a restaurant.


  Patrick wasn’t about to risk letting the obvious attraction between them slip away just because a normal first date wasn’t his idea of a great time. Besides, he’d already danced with Phoebe once, and the memories of how good it was to hold her in his arms were still fresh.


  They turned into the Sea Cliff District and Phoebe marveled, “You weren’t kidding about the view, were you?”


  He couldn’t take his eyes off of her as she looked out at the ocean with wonder in her eyes. He’d wanted to date her from the first moment he’d seen her working at the wedding the night before.


  Hopefully, she felt the same way.


  


  * * *


  


  Rose and Donovan’s plot had enough space for a huge house and garden, along with the kind of view Phoebe doubted anyone could ever get tired of. Although in her experience, didn’t people always find ways to get tired of everything sooner or later?


  “Phoebe, could you hold this for me?” Patrick passed her a striped ranging pole.


  “Oh, so that’s why you needed me to come out here with you,” Phoebe said, smiling, even as she stepped into some soft, damp dirt. She really wasn’t wearing the right shoes for a muddy building site. “Where do you want me?”


  The answer to that turned out to be lots of different places, with Phoebe leaning against the pole while Patrick took measurements. It wasn’t exactly how she had imagined spending her day, but it was interesting to see the kind of planning that went into a place like this.


  As they worked, Patrick asked her questions about her opinions on the landscaping options. “Do you think we should put in ice plant on the side of the site to stabilize the slope down to the ocean?”


  Phoebe shook her head. “It’s such an aggressive species that it grows over the delicate native flowers. Besides, the roots aren’t deep enough to really stabilize the soil...and I suspect the neighbors won’t be too pleased with a cascading wall of ice plant.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t want to scare off a delicate flower,” Patrick murmured as he looked around at the site. “Should I plan for putting all the garden space at the front of the house, rather than the ocean side to protect the plants from the sea air?”


  “As long as we stick to local varieties, it shouldn’t be a problem. San Francisco flowers tend not to be quite as delicate as they look.”


  Patrick nodded, his gaze holding on hers a beat too long. “Good to know,” he said, but even as he turned his focus back to the job at hand, she couldn’t seem to get her heart beat to settle down to a normal rhythm around him.


  He was in his element as he discussed layouts and possibilities, options for changing the basic plan, and where the gardens could go. Even as she struggled to keep up in her heels, she had to admit that it was nice to be around someone who was so passionate about what he did.


  “What do you think about putting some pacific coast irises in here?” she suggested, pointing to an area that looked perfect for them.


  Patrick hesitated. After a second or two, Phoebe figured out why. Laughing, she said, “You haven’t got a clue which plants I mean, have you?”


  “Honestly?” Patrick admitted, “I don’t know much about plants, apart from the standard ones.”


  “You really are the black sheep of the family, aren’t you?” she teased. “All those generations of landscapers, including your brother, and you go off to build houses instead.”


  “How did you know I keep a close eye out for relatives waiting to ambush me with wheelbarrows?” They both laughed, but then Patrick said, “Seriously, though, they’ve been great about my breaking the family tradition to create buildings instead of gardens.”


  She couldn’t look away from his strong hands as Patrick packed up his surveying equipment. Were they done already? It seemed like they’d hardly been there any time at all, and Phoebe had really enjoyed spending the day with Patrick.


  More than she could remember enjoying herself with a man in a very long time.


  “I helped out a bit as a kid,” Patrick continued, “but the garden just wasn’t quite where I fit, you know?”


  Phoebe gestured at the nearby houses. “And this is where you fit in?”


  He nodded. “I love to create things. To build something out of nothing.”


  “So what had you turning your focus to homes?” Phoebe asked as Patrick led the way back to the car and put his gear in the trunk.


  “I’ve done a few big offices and public buildings,” he told her, “but I wanted to build things that would have more of an impact on peoples’ day-to-day lives.”


  When was the last time she’d met a man this modest? She knew first hand he’d won an award for “changing the face of the modern city landscapes” because she’d given in to curiosity and looked him up on the internet after returning home from the Rose Chalet the night before.


  All because of one sweet slow dance she couldn’t stop thinking about.


  “Everyone thought I was crazy,” Patrick continued. “They told me that family homes were what you did when you couldn’t get work doing ‘real’ architecture. But residential architecture was what it felt right for me to do.”


  “It sounds like you go a lot by what feels right, don’t you?”


  “All the time,” he agreed. “If you never take risks, you never get any rewards worth having.” His gaze had gone from easy to intense in an instant and Phoebe’s heart pounded in response to his nearness.


  “So now you go around designing houses as a favor to your brother?” Phoebe joked, trying to lighten the mood between them.


  “Actually,” Patrick said, “I was going to ask you about that. Do RJ and Rose get along well?”


  She thought about the way her boss and RJ sometimes seemed as if they were flirting with one another, despite the fact that Rose was engaged to someone else.


  “Yes, they get along. Why do you ask?”


  “I actually didn’t hear about this project until Donovan contacted me. He’d read a piece in Architecture magazine where I was talking about bringing modern ideas to family homes, and we went from there. I didn’t even know there was any connection to my brother at all until he mentioned the Rose Chalet.”


  Phoebe would have thought RJ would have been only too happy to help Rose out by suggesting his brother as architect. Then again, maybe he’d assumed that the Rose Chalet’s owner had everything under control. Rose generally did, after all.


  “What will you do next for the house?” she asked, curious now after seeing what went into the initial architectural planning stages.


  She could tell he was pleased by her interest as he replied, “I’ll spend some time speaking with them to get a better idea of what kind of couple they are. For instance,” he explained, “are they going to be the kind of couple who spend all their time in the kitchen cooking together? If so, I’ll shift the focus of the house so that the kitchen is the central space and the other rooms are less important. Or are they the kind of couple who like to cuddle up together on the sofa watching Sunday football? Are they going to spend all their time hosting friends? Are they going to want their own spaces in the home, or do they do everything together?”


  Phoebe found herself suddenly imagining a home with a large atrium, filled with plants. A home with a nice, warm living room where everything happened, a smaller kitchen, because they’d eat out a lot, and a big bedroom, because they’d be spending a lot of time there. They’d probably need a study, too, so that Patrick could have somewhere to fill up with blueprints and scale models while he…


  Hold on, why was she thinking about Patrick like that?


  And why was it still so darn easy to picture him coming out to the sun-filled atrium bearing coffee while she carefully teased exotic flowers into growing the way she wanted them?


  She was still trying to deal with those very unexpected visions when Patrick said, “I’m glad you came to help with the initial survey of the land, Phoebe. I’d love to take you to dinner. Would you join me?”


  


  * * *


  


  Phoebe looked startled by his question, her cheeks flushing beautifully. “You want to go out on a date with me?”


  “I enjoyed dancing with you last night, Phoebe, and I’m enjoying being with you now even more.”


  She took a step back from him, shaking her head as she said, “Last night, dancing, it was a mistake.”


  “A mistake?” He frowned, wondering yet again, why she was suddenly so skittish around him after they’d been working together so well for hours. “It definitely didn’t feel like a mistake at the time.”


  He thought he saw momentary indecision move across her face before she tamped down on it and the light that had been in her eyes all day dimmed slightly. “I don’t think that we’re right for one another, Patrick. Not when we seem to want two very different things out of life.”


  He had to know, “What is it you want out of life?”


  “That’s a serious question for two people who barely know one another.”


  “I’ve already suggested trying to get to know you better over dinner, remember?”


  For a moment or two, it didn’t seem like Phoebe would answer. Finally, she shrugged. “What does anyone want? To be happy. To enjoy my life and love what I’m doing.”


  “From what I’ve seen, you do love your job, don’t you?”


  She nodded. “It’s good. I’ve always liked flowers, and working at the chalet, I get to do more than just produce endless bouquets for guys trying to make up for missing an anniversary or something else they did wrong.”


  He felt as if a window into Phoebe’s heart had just been flung open. “Do you really think that’s the only reason people give each other flowers?” he asked softly.


  “It’s the usual one.”


  “I’ve never given anyone flowers as an apology,” he told her. “Have you ever received them as one?”


  She shook her head. “I’ve never gotten flowers from anyone. I guess people think I’ve already got enough with my job.”


  That seemed sad to Patrick. If any woman deserved flowers, if any woman would appreciate them, it was Phoebe. And she of all people ought to see that kind of gesture as more than just a way to make up for mistakes.


  “What does it matter, anyway?” she asked, breaking the sudden silence. “Like I said, all I want is to be happy, and I am. I have friends and a career I love at the Rose Chalet. Why would I want to go complicating that?”


  Patrick could think of all kinds of reasons, but he simply said, “Maybe one day you’ll want more than that.”


  “Maybe.” But it was obvious from the way Phoebe said it that she didn’t believe it, which was quickly confirmed when she said, “Don’t hold your breath.”


  Common sense told him that he should leave it there, but there were times when common sense had to take a back seat to feelings.


  “I’m never going to talk you around to the joys of romance, am I?”


  She shook her head firmly. “I think that’s one area where we’re just going to have to agree to disagree.”


  “Well, I think we’ve certainly got the disagreeing part down.”


  She laughed at his assessment. “I guess we have.”


  “So how about if we go on disagreeing over dinner?”


  Phoebe rolled her eyes. “You aren’t going to let it go, are you?”


  “No,” he said, working up a smile for the beautiful woman in front of him, even though he was as serious as he’d ever been. “I’m not.” Although the truth was, one more no and he was going to have to at least let it go for the time being. “One dinner, Phoebe, as a thank you for your help today. What do you say?”


  Patrick had always believed in the power of hard work and dedication, but that didn’t mean he discounted luck. On the contrary, it had smiled down on him many times in his life...but none better than the moment when Phoebe finally smiled and said, “Let’s eat.”
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