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            Dedication

         
         
            To the chronic apologizers: let that shit go.

            Don’t apologize for things that aren’t your fault.

            Don’t apologize for things you don’t regret.

            And definitely don’t apologize for who you are.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the changes it has gone through to achieve that beauty.

            Maya Angelou
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            Dear Reader,

         
         Give Me Butterflies is intended for adult readers (18 or older), as it contains explicit language and explicit, on-page sexual content.
         

         
         While I wrote this book intending to make you smile, there are a few subjects addressed in it that may be upsetting for some
            readers. If you are affected by any of the following topics, please proceed with caution.
         

         
         
            	Grief from the loss of a sibling and mention of cancer

            	Reference to past emotional and verbal abuse and gaslighting

            	Emotionally distant and verbally abusive parents

            	On-page anxiety symptoms and anxiety attack

            	Brief mentions of alcohol and drugs

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Millie

            I’m a generous person who made a dreadful mistake, and that old man in the white Skechers is making me pay for it.

            
            I held the door for him as he walked into Maggie’s Bakery because, apparently, I have a weakness in my heart for the sweet-grandpa
               type. But he betrayed me by ordering the last almond croissant from one spot in front of me in line, and I’ve never had such
               horrendous thoughts in my life.
            

            
            There are two things I require to have a successful first day of the week: any form of caffeinated coffee and an almond croissant.

            
            Both of those things were essential today because impostor syndrome is a real bitch, and caffeine and an almond croissant
               would have given me the sugar rush I need to distract me from it.
            

            
            The living fossil across the coffee shop takes a bite of that buttery, flaky croissant, and I want to fight him for it.

            
            Put us in an arena to battle for the last one. I bet I could beat him.

            
            Or maybe not. He has a hint of muscle under that brown sweater vest.

            
            “We have to learn to make croissants at home,” I mutter around a bite of my consolation blueberry muffin, my eyes laser-focused
               on the Croissant Crook. “I can’t live like this.”
            

            
            Lena waves her rainbow-tipped nails in front of me, pulling my attention back to her caramel eyes. “Stop staring daggers at that poor man.” She grabs my face and squeezes my cheeks until my lips pucker out. “Eat your muffin. Raise your blood sugar a little so you can bring back nice Millie.” 

            
            The grinder whirs behind the counter, refreshing the espresso aroma around us as I reluctantly nibble at the muffin. My leg
               bounces under the table, giving away the anxiety that’s been running through my veins all morning.
            

            
            Lena notices, and her foot nudges mine until I meet her gaze. “Don’t worry about your week. You’re going to walk in there
               with your head high and show them you deserve the department director position.”
            

            
            I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Anyone with anxiety knows that someone telling you not to worry is about as helpful as
               a hangnail.
            

            
            Today is my first chance to participate in a meeting that Calvin, my freshly retired boss and previous head of the entomology
               department, would normally attend. While he’s off vacationing with his wife, enjoying the life of a man without job obligations,
               I will be attending the meeting with the heads of every department at the Wilhelmina Natural Science Museum.
            

            
            And then tomorrow, I have an interview for Calvin’s position.

            
            My leg twitches restlessly under the table again just thinking about it.

            
            “I wish I could put you in my pocket and bring you with me,” I tell Lena, taking a sip of my Americano. “You can coach me
               through the day and remind me how amazing I am.”
            

            
            “You’ve got this. You don’t need me, although being your personal Polly Pocket sounds like a blast.” She purses her bright red lips and perches her chin on her fist. “Can you get me the beach house with the dolphin and sea turtle? I’ve always wanted that one.” 

            
            “Of course.” I take another bite of my muffin, hoping it will settle my whirling stomach.

            
            “Will it be the back pocket or the front? Because your cute ass would be way more comfortable.”

            
            I can’t help but laugh. “Definitely the back. You’ll need the bigger pockets for all those accessories you’re requesting.”

            
            *  *  *

            My flats squeak on the buffed floors as I walk into the Wilhelmina Natural Science Museum, trying my best not to spill the
               rest of my Americano while I readjust the large bag on my shoulder. The skies are gracing us with a cloudless summer day in
               Washington, and the bright entryway sparkles in the sunlight streaming through the large windows. Octavius, our massive fossilized
               Quetzalcoatlus, hangs from the ceiling, its broad wings and sharp teeth suspended over the museum’s visitors as they enter.
            

            
            Eleanor waves from her circular reception desk, her round cheeks lifted in a grin. “Good morning, Millie. Love your dress
               today. Looks like something I would’ve worn in the seventies,” she says, standing to peer over the counter.
            

            
            “Thank you.” I set my coffee on her desk and turn in a slow circle, letting her scan the vintage dress with small butterflies
               on the collar. “Lena and I took a break from our Gilmore Girls marathon this weekend to visit one of our favorite resale shops,” I tell her as I come to a stop. “I found it hidden behind
               a thick rack of old jeans.”
            

            
            Eleanor nods as she sits back down. “That sounds like a wonderful weekend.”

            
            “It was,” I say with a smile. “How was yours?”

            
            “Honey, I don’t think I’ve told you about my new book boyfriend,” she whispers with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

            
            I taught her the term “book boyfriend” a few weeks ago when she was gushing about the hero in her historical romance. She
               has a book club with some other widows in her neighborhood, and I love to get recommendations from them. Their standards of
               men are top-tier.
            

            
            She launches into her weekend read and has me laughing about the audacity of the brooding duke and his love affair with a
               scullery maid until she suddenly stops.
            

            
            Her eyes flare behind her glasses.

            
            “Well, you better get to your meeting. I don’t want you to be late.” She’s a little too eager as she nudges my coffee cup
               toward me. “Don’t worry, I’ll tell you all about the duke next time. You’ve got places to be.”
            

            
            “Okay.” My gaze narrows as she waves her hands in my direction, clearly shooing me away. When I have everything balanced again,
               I spin toward my office.
            

            
            But I smack right into a wall of muscle, and the scent of sage and soap invades my senses.

            
            Two big hands wrap around my arms to steady me, and my coffee cup is crushed between our bodies before it splatters to the
               ground.
            

            
            “Oh, dear . . .” Eleanor squeaks behind me, but there’s a satisfied lilt to it.

            
            A sigh of defeat leaves my lungs, and I drop my forehead to the crisp white shirt before me. A moment of silence for the spilled coffee at my feet. My sanity will be hanging by a thread without that Americano.
            

            
            Liquid seeps through my dress and into my bra, snapping me back to the reality. I pull away and find a dark stain covering the top of my dress. So much for making a good impression this morning. 

            
            My eyes are reluctantly drawn to the gray tie in front of me. Planets run down the line of fabric, and a little splash of
               coffee stains the blue of Neptune.
            

            
            Shit. Pins and needles creep up my spine. I know for a fact that this tie belongs to a man with a gorgeous face, but his permanent
               scowl ruins the appeal for me.
            

            
            I swallow, trying to wet my dry throat. There’s no hiding from this run-in, so I plaster on my brightest smile and muster
               the courage to look up.
            

            
            Past the tie, up the strong column of throat, over the short, trimmed beard, and into . . . stormy blue eyes behind black-rimmed
               glasses.
            

            
            My stomach drops at the crease between his dark brows and the tense line of his mouth.

            
            Dr. Finn Ashford has glowered at me every time we’ve made eye contact, but this time is the most severe.

            
            All the air seems to vanish from the museum as I realize how wrong I was. The scowl doesn’t ruin the appeal for me at all.
               The director of the astronomy department is still more attractive than should be legal for a man with his general demeanor.
            

            
            Our lives are a wealth of opposites. My job delves into small, up-close discoveries right under our feet, while his focuses
               on enormous, faraway things humans may never reach.
            

            
            We are microscopes versus telescopes. Smiles versus scowls. Warm versus frigid.

            
            Was there ever a chance for us to find common ground?

            
            Goose bumps skitter up my neck as his breath moves the hairs that have escaped my braid. He seems to remember his hands are around my arms and quickly drops them, making me stumble back a step. He spreads his fingers wide, flexing them by his sides before shoving them in his pockets. 

            
            The distance allows me to take a deep breath and let the replenished oxygen fill my lungs. “Sorry,” I mutter, looking at the
               coffee on his tie.
            

            
            “Yeah.” He lowers his head and rubs his fingers over Neptune like he can brush away the stain.

            
            His clipped tone makes me grind my teeth together.

            
            The nerve of this guy. The audacity.
            

            
            “This isn’t all my fault,” I say, my pulse quickening with irritation. “You’re the one hovering so close that you could’ve given me a back
               massage while you were there.”
            

            
            His scowl remains, but his gaze jumps to my hair, my cheeks, and then my mouth before it snaps back to my eyes as he clears
               his throat. “Shouldn’t you be working instead of chatting with Eleanor about dukes and secret affairs?”
            

            
            That raises my hackles, and my usual conflict avoidance turns to dust in the wind as I spit the first thing that comes to
               mind. “Shouldn’t you be rewatching Star Trek so you have something educated to say at work today?”
            

            
            A ghost of a smirk flashes across Finn’s mouth before he can contain it. It’s the most positive reaction I’ve ever gotten
               from him.
            

            
            I think it would be a point in my column if we were keeping score.

            
            His jaw works as he narrows his gaze. “I’m more of a Star Wars guy, actually.”
            

            
            My laugh turns to a very unladylike snort when I try to stifle it.

            
            That would be a point for him. Damn it.

            
            Finn crosses his arms like he’s preparing for battle. “I need to speak with Eleanor. I could already be done with that if
               I hadn’t had to wait for you two to finish talking.”
            

            
            I fold my arms over my chest to match him and meet his eyes. Having to crane my neck to look at him probably makes me less intimidating than I’d hoped, but I mirror his facial expression and body language anyway. “Oh, please. Do forgive us women for being friendly to each other and asking about our weekends. Not everyone can barge through the doors like Kylo Ren, with a cape floating
               behind them, and glower at every person who crosses their path.”
            

            
            This time, he has to bite both lips to hide his amusement, but I still get a peek at it. “Have you been watching me walk in
               every morning?” He tilts his head and arches an eyebrow.
            

            
            I choke on my breath, and I hate that this is another point for him in a battle he’s unaware of.

            
            A few people shuffle past us to start their workday, quiet murmurs echoing through the wide halls of the museum, but our eyes
               stay pinned on each other. We are two opposing officers waiting for surrender or blood.
            

            
            His gaze drops to my mouth for one small blip before it snaps back up. “May I speak to Eleanor now, or do you all need to
               continue analyzing how handsome the duke is?”
            

            
            I guess it’s blood, then.

            
            A growl sneaks out of me, and I clench my fists like a toddler, feeling no shame in it. I don’t know who pissed in his Cheerios
               this morning, but he should be taking it out on them instead of me.
            

            
            “Absolutely. Be my guest,” I grind out through clenched teeth, waving him forward.

            
            He bends to grab my coffee cup and gives me a crisp nod before stepping past me to Eleanor’s desk.

            
            *  *  *

            This hand dryer is no help. My green dress still has a dark stain running over it.

            
            Anxiety fills my stomach with a familiar queasiness, dissolving the courage I had built up for this meeting. How can I be taken seriously looking like a barista’s hand towel? 

            
            The minimal confidence I’d had is now in a puddle of coffee on the floor.

            
            I look back at my reflection and groan at the sight of my cheeks, which are still pink from my run-in with Finn.

            
            Every time I have been in the vicinity of that man, I’ve left wondering what the hell I did to deserve the looks he directed
               my way. During my first week at the museum, I held the elevator for him while he stalked toward it looking at his phone. When
               he finally glanced up, his navy eyes searched my face and the empty elevator behind me.
            

            
            He stepped back with a scowl and mumbled, “I’ll get the next one.”

            
            A few weeks later, Calvin and I were in his office going through plant orders for the butterfly vivarium, when in walked Dr.
               Black Hole with another scowl. He adjusted his glasses and glared my way. “I need to speak with Calvin privately,” he said,
               his attention dropping to his phone while I picked up my things. I had to turn sideways to slide past him in the doorway while
               he stood there like a statue, unable to move out of my way.
            

            
            As the memories flood my mind, I have the sudden urge to curse him. He deserves some retaliation for the way he’s made me
               feel.
            

            
            May his coffee spill all over him today. May his socks get wet the next time it rains. May his window never roll all the way up,
               so it makes an annoying whistling sound as he drives for all eternity.
            

            
            The soft knit sleeves of my sweater brush over my arms as I tug it on and button it up to cover the coffee stain. Then I inhale
               a deep breath and watch my cheeks deflate in the mirror.
            

            
            Mustering pep talks for myself is not my strong suit. Lena is much better at finding the right words. But when I try to channel her confidence, my mind is a blank sheet of paper, with no hint of inspiration for what to fill the page with. 

            
            My phone dings with a text, and I pull it out of my bag. I click to open the message and find a crooked selfie of my mom holding
               a black-and-white duck in our family group chat.
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Oaks Folks

                     
                        Mom: Alfred says good duck today, Millie!
                        

                        Mom: *It’s a pun on the word “luck.” Not an autocorrect.
                        

                        Tess: That’s so ducking sweet.
                        

                        Fabes: Dad is snickering from the kitchen while he reads his texts.
                        

                        Fabes: He’s been writing a response for five ducking minutes.
                        

                        Dad: Haha. Ducking cute.
                        

                        Mom: Millie, are you there? Alfred is waiting for a ducking answer.
                        

                     

                  
               

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Finn

            What the hell was I doing?

            
            My phone screen fades to black, erasing the background image of my nieces, because I’ve been staring at it for so long. I’m
               sure I meant to do something productive. Was I going to answer an email? Check in with Gabriella?
            

            
            I press the button on the side of my phone to reveal the image of Avery and Eloise again, grinning at each other while ice
               cream drips down their chins.
            

            
            The view of them is way better than the one that surrounds me.

            
            Every seat in the conference room is full of chattering people, except for the empty one beside me. No one has dared to take
               it. They’re all avoiding me like the plague.
            

            
            This meeting could’ve been handled in a mass email, and I’m sure my irritation is written blatantly across my face.

            
            A rush of air glides against the back of my neck, trailed by a familiar vanilla-and-lemon scent.

            
            The chair to my right slides away from the table, and Millie Oaks drops into it with a huff. Her auburn hair dances as she
               jerks her seat forward, placing a notebook covered in insects and a sparkly orange pen down on the table.
            

            
            I shove my phone back in my pocket.

            
            Millie smooths her dress and opens the notebook, keeping her chin tipped up like she’s determined not to look my way. Her
               fingers flow over a clean sheet of paper as she writes the date at the top, followed by a heading in swirly, precise handwriting.
            

            
            It appears she found a sweater to cover the coffee stain. Admittedly, I feel bad about the spill. I was probably standing
               too close, but my curiosity was piqued when she and Eleanor were talking about a man being charming and grumpy. By the time
               I figured out they were talking about a book, I had taken a step back, but it wasn’t far enough to avoid her collision of
               chaos.
            

            
            I glance back at her notebook, where she has drawn two small ladybugs on the side. Then she moves her pencil to the very bottom
               of the page and smoothly writes,
            

            
            
               Eyes on your own paper, Grumpy Spock.

            

            A scoff bursts out of me before I can stop it. That feels like a dig after I told her I wasn’t a Star Trek fan. I preferred the Kylo Ren comparison.
            

            
            Her pink lips curve in a satisfied grin before she grabs her notebook and angles her chair away from me.

            
            The door swings open, and Sharon, the museum director, and Reva, the education specialist, step through.

            
            “Good morning, everyone. Are we ready to get started?” Sharon lays a binder down on the table and slides on the glasses that
               hang around her neck. Her short gray bob swings around her face as she waves to everyone until her eyes land on Millie. “Oh,
               most of you probably know, but this is Millie from entomology.”
            

            
            Millie shifts in her seat and grins around the room in greeting.

            
            “She’s joining us since Calvin is off relishing his retirement in Costa Rica.” A few murmurs of envy filter through the room.

            
            Millie turns and settles her notebook in front of her on the table. She has doodled small flowers to cover the words she wrote
               for me, and for some reason, disappointment settles in my chest.
            

            
            “Okay. First order of business is our annual summer camp next week. I’m going to let Reva start with that.” Sharon leans back
               in her chair, letting Reva take the lead.
            

            
            “I hope you all are feeling ready for our little scientists to come visit.” She folds her hands in front of her with an excited
               grin. “As you know, kids will be here Monday through Friday, visiting different departments in the museum. You should all
               have a copy of the detailed schedule in your inbox, but I brought printed ones to talk about today.” She passes the stack
               of schedules to her right.
            

            
            I take a paper and hand the rest of the stack to Millie. When she tries to grab them, her soft fingertips graze the back of
               my hand, and she flinches so much that she drops the papers, sending them fanning out across the table.
            

            
            Reva continues as I help Millie gather them back into a pile, barely containing the grumble threatening to vibrate through
               me. “We have a few crossovers happening, as you can see on the schedule. Engineering and astronomy are going to build rockets
               together, and entomology and local ecology are taking a field trip. Hopefully, you’ve met up with those other departments
               to make specific plans.”
            

            
            I tune Reva out a little, distracted by the wavy hair falling out of Millie’s braid and the bones in her left hand shifting
               smoothly as she writes.
            

            
            The soft, musical sound of her voice snaps me out of my daze. “Yes, we will be keeping the kids very busy.” Her eyes jump around the room. “We have some butterflies that should be emerging next week, so the kids will get to see that.” She wrings her hands over her thighs. “We have some sprouts to make a pollinator garden in front of the museum. And then a field trip on Thursday to Stafford’s Pond.” 

            
            Everyone’s attention moves to the paleontology director as he begins discussing their camp plans, but my focus stays on Millie.
               She fidgets with the pen in her lap and chews on her plump bottom lip.
            

            
            My skin prickles as the sudden urge to say something ripples through me, and my brain loses control of my body. I lean toward
               her and allow myself a small inhale of the vanilla-and-lemon scent wafting from her hair before I whisper low in her ear,
               “Are you nervous?”
            

            
            Millie yelps as she jumps a few inches out of her chair, and her head slams into my nose with a crunch.

            
            Fuck.

            
            I immediately cover my face and duck my chin to take a deep breath. My nose burns and throbs as I press my hand under it.

            
            No blood, but I’m going to be sore.

            
            When Millie turns her face toward me, her eyes are narrowed and her lips are pressed into a flat line. She mouths, “Asshole.”

            
            “No,” I whisper, shaking my head.

            
            Her brows snap together. If looks could kill, I would be a pile of bones at this point.

            
            I narrow my eyes. “I meant—”

            
            “Finn, did you have something to add?” Sharon’s question startles me as she glances between us like a principal who just caught
               her students smoking in the bathroom.
            

            
            “No. Millie and I were discussing our camp plans.” I try to sound as convincing as possible, donning my best poker face.

            
            “Oh, great. I would love to hear them.” Reva smiles encouragingly.

            
            Well, shit. It’s the share-with-the-class that is every misbehaving student’s worst nightmare. I can confirm it still sucks at thirty-four. 

            
            As I search for something to contribute to the conversation, I glance at Millie and find her biting her lips like she’s trying
               to contain her laughter at my expense.
            

            
            I want to laugh. It’s right there, the smile pushing against my cheeks to find the humor in our predicament. But I rein it
               back in with my signature frown instead.
            

            
            I’ve avoided this woman for months because something about her sunshine-bright personality makes me want to turn the other
               way.
            

            
            She’s glowing all the time, illuminating everything around her, and the blazing light feels like a third-degree sunburn for
               a man who has been in the dark for too long.
            

            
            *  *  *

            By the time I make it back to my office, I have two missed calls from my mother.

            
            I reluctantly press her name on the screen and she picks up after the first ring.

            
            “Finneas, it’s so nice of you to call me back.” Her voice has a bite to it that makes me roll my eyes. This conversation needs
               to end quickly if I have any chance of remaining pleasant.
            

            
            “Well, I have a job.”

            
            “Yes, I remember,” she brushes off. “Listen, will you be joining us for dinner Friday? I have sent a few invitations about
               the party we are hosting, and you haven’t responded. I need to give the caterers a count. It’s not polite to wait this long
               to reply.”
            

            
            Polite. Does she even know the meaning of that word?
            

            
            I would rather get a root canal than go to a fancy dinner party with my parents’ friends.

            
            “We won’t be there, Mom. It’s not a good environment for us.” This tactic doesn’t usually work with her, but I keep trying anyway. 

            
            “Yes, son. I remember that your therapist told you to set boundaries.” She says “therapist” and “boundaries” like they are mud stains tracked into her pristine house. “But you don’t need boundaries
               like that with me and your father. We are your parents, for crying out loud. I think the whole idea of someone telling you
               what to do is ridiculous.”
            

            
            “A therapist does not tell me what to do.” A steady throb pounds through my skull. I remove my glasses, set them on my desk,
               and press my fingers between my brows. “We discuss what might help me move forward in life with the greatest level of mental
               health.”
            

            
            There’s a long pause. A manipulative pause. And I know she’s searching for the tender spots to dig her fingers into, forcing
               me to give in.
            

            
            “Finneas, you never come home anymore, and your sister . . .” She fades out with a delicate sniffle. I hate that this immediately
               washes me in guilt. She found the spot she was looking for.
            

            
            The words “your sister” will make me comply because I don’t have the capacity to discuss Clara with her and she knows it.

            
            “Fine, Mother. I’ll be there. Alone.”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Millie

            “Don’t worry about it, sweetie.” My dad’s deep voice emanates through the car’s speaker. “Your interview is going to be great.”

            
            I turn on my blinker and guide my 4Runner onto the main road I take to the museum. Usually, I would walk to work, but I didn’t
               want today’s humidity to make my hair any frizzier before my interview.
            

            
            “Oh, Dave,” my mom says, her reminiscing tone cutting in. “Do you remember when she saved all those caterpillars that the
               chickens were going after? I still have nightmares about when they got loose in the house and I found one on my pillow.”
            

            
            I wince. “Thanks, Mom. That was a sweet memory to bring up.”

            
            “I think about that day all the time. I was very grossed out but so proud of you,” Mom coos. “Have been since the day you
               were born.”
            

            
            The car’s brakes squeak as I pause at a stoplight. “Well, hopefully, you’ll still be proud of me after I try to convince a
               board of directors and a few department heads that I deserve this job.”
            

            
            Dad hums thoughtfully. “If you need me to come down there and talk some sense into them—”

            
            “No,” I interrupt. “I definitely don’t need you telling anyone to hire me. I trust their decisions.”

            
            Mom sighs. “You say the word, and we’ll be on our way. We’ll round up your sisters too.” The thought warms my heart. They would totally do it. Abandon the family farm and drive an hour just to stand up for me. 

            
            “I appreciate it, but I really want to get this job all on my own. Not because my parents made a ruckus in the museum,” I
               tease.
            

            
            “Okay, sweetie. Don’t worry about anything and remember how special you are,” Mom reminds me.

            
            I roll my eyes. “Thanks. I’ll be sure to tell them you said I am special.” My blinker ticks through the car as I turn into the museum parking lot.
            

            
            “And we are always proud of you,” Dad says firmly.

            
            A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. “I love you both,” I tell them before grabbing my phone from the console to end the
               call.
            

            
            As I press my thumb to the screen, the phone slips from my fingers and drops below my feet with a thud. “Shit,” I spit out, leaning down as far as I can to grab it while keeping one eye on the pavement in front of me. I slam
               on the brake when an SUV rolls into my path, and a sharp crack splits through the quiet car.
            

            
            That sounded suspiciously like my phone screen.

            
            “Fuck.” Let’s see how many more curse words this morning can pull from my lips. I glance up once and see the SUV’s brake lights,
               so I duck my head, lift my foot from the brake pedal, and slide my phone out from under it.
            

            
            The silence in my car ends with a loud crunch, and my forehead knocks into the dashboard as I collide with the car in front of me.
            

            
            “Shit. Fuck. Damn it,” I growl, aggressively sliding the gearshift into park and rubbing my hand over my forehead to calm
               the ache.
            

            
            Of all the mornings.

            
            How is a woman supposed to impress in an interview with this kind of start to the day?

            
            I raise my head a centimeter at a time. Just as the hood of my car comes into view, my stomach drops as my eyes land on the
               other driver.
            

            
            He’s doing his Kylo Ren impression, storming toward me with a scowl so tight that he might crack his teeth. His dark hair
               blows with the force of his steps as fury oozes off him, permeating the parking lot.
            

            
            Those eyes are the fiercest I’ve ever seen them, glaring lasers through my windshield like I’m the enemy force he’s been sent
               to obliterate.
            

            
            I have now spilled coffee on him, smashed his nose, and just literally run into him with a moving vehicle.
            

            
            Those lasers might be deserved.

            
            Finn plants his feet on the concrete at the front corner of my car and crosses his arms over his chest. He waits silently,
               nostrils flaring with every breath.
            

            
            I lift myself the rest of the way up, and his eyes land on my face. His features don’t shift at all, giving me no inkling
               of whether he knew who was in this car. Gripping my phone between my shaking fingers, I push open my door, get out, and snap
               it shut with my hip.
            

            
            Smoothing out my black pencil skirt, I walk unsteadily on my heels to meet Finn at the front of my car. His violent-thunderstorm
               eyes are raging as they scan my face, shoulders, and quickly down my body before they pop back up.
            

            
            My stomach curls into knots as I reach him. “I’m so sorry. I was talking to my parents. They were wishing me good luck on my interview this morning. But I dropped my phone accidentally.” My flustered babbling hasn’t changed his expression in the slightest. “I heard the screen break.” I show him the crack running through the middle of my phone. “But when I looked down to grab it, I guess I bumped into your car.” 

            
            “You guess?” he rumbles, raising an eyebrow. “I’d say you definitely did.”

            
            I expel a long breath as I flick my eyes toward his car and take in the deep indentation with a dark scratch across it.

            
            “Maybe you should go back to walking to work. You appear to be out of practice with driving.” His lips lift in a minuscule
               smirk, and he seems to bite the inside of his cheek to stop it.
            

            
            Heat spreads through my veins as I straighten my spine. “Now who’s watching who arrive at work in the morning?” My hip pops
               to the side as I cross my arms over my chest. “And these heels would be miserable to walk to work in.”
            

            
            Finn’s assessing gaze trails down my skirt and bare calves until he reaches my royal purple heels. His throat works on a swallow
               before he murmurs, “Impractical.”
            

            
            I don’t bother to respond as I step around him, walking between our cars to investigate the damage. Hiking up my skirt, I
               bend to run my fingers over Finn’s smashed bumper.
            

            
            Well, shit. I don’t know much about car bumper repairs, but I’m guessing that’ll be an expensive fix.
            

            
            Finn lets out a loud, exasperated breath behind me. I stand and face his hard scowl and dark eyes.

            
            “I’m so sorry. I’ll pay for the damages,” I mumble.

            
            His eyes narrow. “Instead of just paying for a new phone screen, you’ve put yourself in a position to pay for two ruined bumpers
               as well.”
            

            
            “It’s called a mistake,” I sass, dropping my hands to my hips. “We lowly peasants make them sometimes.” I point my chin to
               an empty spot beside us. “If you’ll let me park right there—”
            

            
            “That happens to be the space I was pulling into.” Finn tightens his arms over his black tie with tiny astronauts, pulling his shirt’s midnight fabric taut across his shoulders. 

            
            “Okay,” I huff. “I will go find a different spot, and then we can exchange insurance information.”

            
            Finn grumbles something under his breath as he looks down at his watch. His eye twitches before he says, “I don’t have time
               for that this morning. You’ll have to find me later.”
            

            
            Then he turns on his heel and prowls back to his open car door.

            
            *  *  *

            The marble floor sparkles as I hustle through the museum toward my interview. My momentum is creating a breeze that I’m hoping
               will cool the sweat coating my skin.
            

            
            I’ve been a wreck since my literal wreck twenty minutes ago. I didn’t have a spare moment to process my thoughts before the
               interview because the event in the parking lot has shoved itself to the forefront of my mind.
            

            
            Why didn’t I just let the phone crumble to bits?

            
            It would’ve been better than feeling flustered and frazzled. No one wants to walk into a job interview like this, least of
               all a woman in a scientific field dominated by men, where I’m already analyzed on a different level.
            

            
            I was the only woman in the entomology department at my university, so I constantly struggled with being dismissed as a scientist.
               One college professor presented a stag beetle to our class and announced, “I’m sure Millie won’t want to hold this one, but
               I know the rest of you will.”
            

            
            Condescending jerk.

            
            Like my gender meant I couldn’t handle touching an insect. In an act of feminist defiance, I started a stag beetle habitat
               in my dorm room that weekend.
            

            
            Until I got caught by the resident assistant and had to donate them to the same professor who embarrassed me. At least I got the satisfaction of one biting him on the way into its enclosure. 

            
            They never bit me, Dr. Hibbard.

            
            Most people thought I would change my mind about insects. That I would wake up one day and start screaming when I saw them,
               like the token blonde in a cheesy horror movie.
            

            
            Instead, I graduated with a 4.0 and a job lined up at the National Butterfly Center. The patronizing little comments whispered
               behind my back didn’t stop me. They only fueled my fire to prove I belonged.
            

            
            I pause in the hallway outside the interview room and force a deep breath while my stomach churns—the first sign of my impending
               anxiety spiral.
            

            
            Sweeping my hands over my hair, I try to control the frizz and will my hands to stop shaking. Oxygen swirls in my lungs as
               I slowly inhale, vowing to leave all the events of this morning right here in the hallway on my exhale. Once I step inside,
               there will be no more thoughts of fender benders and angry coworkers. This is a fresh start for the day, and it’s imperative
               I forget everything else.
            

            
            One more deep breath out, and I grab the door handle.

            
            I pull it open with all the false confidence I can muster, and my gaze immediately lands on navy blue eyes.

            
            In a sea of eight people, those twin flames are all I can distinguish for a moment.

            
            My knees go weak, and I stumble over the threshold but manage to stay upright. Finn’s gaze narrows, and he tilts his head.
               His lips kick up arrogantly on one side, almost like he’s looking forward to what’s about to happen.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Finn

            A colorful spiderweb of galaxies floats across the dome of the planetarium overhead, and I’m lost in the view, swooping through
               star clusters light-years away.
            

            
            From my seat at the main control screen, I click a few spots to bring me to Clara’s favorite view: the Butterfly Cluster on
               the tip of the Scorpius constellation. The planetarium delivers me fifteen hundred light-years away, and the small group of
               stars comes into focus with a vague butterfly shape.
            

            
            Sometimes, when there are no programs scheduled in the evenings, I like to visit the planetarium by myself. The butterfly
               formation is hard to see, but that never stopped my sister from enjoying it.
            

            
            She used to say, “When you work hard for something, you have more appreciation for the end result.”

            
            It started one night when she was trying to convince me that my middle school math homework would be worthwhile one day. Then
               I got to use the line on her when she was complaining about nursing school.
            

            
            But the first time I brought her into this planetarium a few years ago, she asked to see this star cluster. When I told her
               I could barely see the butterfly shape, she lectured me to try a little harder, promising I’d appreciate the view in the end.
            

            
            Years later, I’m appreciating the hell out of this view because it reminds me of Clara, and her memory brings me a sense of
               peace that has been hard to find lately.
            

            
            Between the parking lot situation and sitting through five interviews throughout the morning and afternoon, I’ve had a long
               day, and I’m forcing myself to relax here this evening before I need to get home.
            

            
            The interviews ended an hour ago, and we have two great contenders. Millie’s passion and enthusiasm for her job were contagious,
               and the entire panel thinks she would be a fantastic department director. But the other applicant’s work experience and motivation
               would be a good fit for the position as well.
            

            
            Sharon is going to think through a plan for choosing between the two of them, but after the shitty start to the morning, I
               hope Millie left feeling like she did fine, because she did.
            

            
            God, the flare in her eyes when she walked into the interview and saw me sitting there was so satisfying. The man she called
               an asshole yesterday and crashed her car into today is one of the people deciding on her promotion. Priceless.

            
            After she recovered from her initial shock, though, she did a good job. She was relaxed and conversational, and it seemed
               like the entire panel was hanging on her every word.
            

            
            Me included. Unfortunately.
            

            
            She avoided looking my way for almost an hour, but when it was my turn to ask a question, she was forced to pull her gaze
               to mine. And I loved watching her plaster on a big smile despite probably seething on the inside.
            

            
            The door to the planetarium squeaks open, and Rachel pops through the gap. The wide smile on my assistant curator’s face is
               visible in the light from the stars overhead.
            

            
            “Thought I might find you in here. Need anything else from me before I go?”

            
            I click a few controls on the planetarium. “No. I think everything is good for today.”

            
            The room darkens as I shut everything down and walk toward Rachel. She helps me flip the last few switches by the door, and
               I follow her out, squinting as the bright hallway lights hit my eyes.
            

            
            “How did everything go getting ready for camp next week?” I ask as we walk through the front doors of the museum and toward
               the parking lot.
            

            
            “Great. I got plans settled with engineering about our rocket building, and I nailed down the supplies I need to pick up tomorrow.”

            
            “Awesome. Sorry I was in interviews all day, but I should be free the rest of the week.”

            
            We reach the misshapen bumper of my car, and Rachel winces when she sees it. “Shit. What happened?”

            
            I shove my hands in my pocket and survey the damage. “Fender bender on the way to work this morning,” I grumble.

            
            Honestly, it doesn’t look as bad as I thought. In my frustration this morning, it seemed terrible, but in the dim evening
               light, it’s not too severe. Millie emailed her insurance information to me this afternoon, but I haven’t decided whether I’ll
               do anything with it yet.
            

            
            “What a way to start your day,” Rachel says, backing away toward her own car.

            
            “Yep,” I mutter, turning to unlock my door.

            
            As I drop into my seat and start the car, a small grin forms on my lips at the memory of Millie’s bright pink cheeks this
               morning. And the way her green eyes turned fiery when she sassed me about watching her walk into work.
            

            
            Then, fuck me, my next memory is dangerous. The perfect view of her curves in that tight black skirt as she bent over to check the bumper
               flashes through my mind.
            

            
            I bite the inside of my cheek to stifle the image.

            
            She is my colleague. I’m on her hiring committee, for crying out loud. I need to be completely professional. Not checking
               out her ass in the parking lot.
            

            
            On my drive home, a sign for Maggie’s Bakery snags my eye, and I remember Millie’s coffee cup from yesterday. I’ve never been
               there, but if her emotional reaction to spilling it a few days ago was any indication, it must be some good coffee.
            

            
            Maybe I should try it tomorrow morning. Just to see if it’s worth her dramatics.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            Millie

            The cushions dip beneath me as Pepper, my spoiled rescue pup, hops up next to where I’m sprawled out on the couch. She plops
               down beside my head, scooting her white muzzle into my neck until I give in and pet her.
            

            
            I’ve been in this exact position since I got home from work this afternoon. Laid out on the couch, attempting to decompress
               after the highs and lows of my jumbled emotions today.
            

            
            The interview went okay, I think, other than the constant distraction of Finn in the room. I put dedicated effort into not
               looking his way, but I could feel his gaze on me like a hot poker, searing into my skin.
            

            
            They had a few tricky questions, but I feel good about how my answers sounded. I shoved my swirling anxiety aside enough to
               at least sound like I had the confidence to be the head of the department.
            

            
            A set of keys jangles outside the front door before Lena pushes it open. She kicks it shut behind her and drops her bags to
               the floor with a loud thump.
            

            
            “What are we having for dinner? I’m so close to hangry I could just eat a fork,” she says with a groan.

            
            I met Lena in college, at a coffee shop where I’d gone to study for my Shakespearean literature final, not knowing they were hosting an open mic night. The urge to study disappeared when I ended up completely distracted by my future best friend’s performance. Lena’s dark curls and smoky eyes were stunning under the dim spotlight as she spent five minutes reciting a ghost story she’d memorized, with character voices and enthusiastic movements. She jumped across the stage and threw her body on the ground in a death scene at the end that had everyone riveted. 

            
            After she stood from her fake death and bowed, she walked right over to the table where I sat alone with my notebook and laptop
               and dropped into the empty chair.
            

            
            We’ve been best friends ever since.

            
            “Want to relax, order takeout, and watch Gilmore Girls?” I ask, without moving an inch from my position.
            

            
            She pulls off her black shirt, leaving her standing in the living room in a sparkly red bra and leggings. “Fuck yes. Those
               kids took it out of me today. My feet are sore, and I want to live in pajamas forever.”
            

            
            Lena is an elementary school art teacher during the school year and leads art classes at the Wilhelmina Community Center during
               the summer.
            

            
            Tilting my head, I narrow my eyes in suspicion at her bra. “Weird choice for work.”

            
            She shrugs. “It was my only clean option. But now it’s time to get out of it. Freedom is so close.” She struts past me toward
               her bedroom door.
            

            
            “Free the tits,” I call, fist in the air.

            
            “Honestly, getting out of this thing will probably solve all my life problems,” she shouts from her bedroom. “Maybe I’m not
               hangry—I’m booby-trapped.”
            

            
            Once we’re both braless and in pajamas, with Thai takeout in our hands, Lena and I sink into our cozy sectional, curled up with weighted blankets and glasses of sparkling water. Plants cover every surface and hang in the windows of our living room. It’s our little jungle oasis, hidden from the rest of the world. 

            
            “How did your day go?” Lena asks over her box of chicken pad Thai.

            
            I recount the parking lot events, and Lena’s eyes grow wider with every detail until she can’t stay quiet anymore. “Mills.
               That’s wild.” She sets her food down and faces me. “Dr. Black Hole is in charge of whether or not you get a promotion?”
            

            
            I swallow my bite. “He’s not in charge of it, but he is one of the people on the committee, yes.”
            

            
            Lena lets out a squeal of delight. “This is perfect. Do you think you could take a picture of him for me?” Lena pleads with
               sad puppy eyes. “I need a visual when I’m examining this story. The way you’re describing him, he’s giving hot-professor vibes.”
            

            
            I adamantly ignore the fact that she is a little bit right in her imagery and roll my eyes. “Yeah, sure. Next time he’s frowning
               at me, I’ll tell him to hold that pose while I snap a photo for you.”
            

            
            “Wonderful. Thank you.” She pats my leg. “Now tell me about the interview.”

            
            *  *  *

            The heavy clouds outside give the museum a dark, introspective mood as I run through the doors the next morning. I hurry past
               Eleanor and the gift shop manager with a quick greeting and wave—too late to visit.
            

            
            I rush down the entomology hallway, past the display room, the archive collection, and laboratory rooms, and stumble into our office. As I pass my assistant curator Micah’s desk and round mine, my eyes land on a coffee cup with Maggie’s logo printed on the side, sitting atop a green Post-it with neat handwriting. 

            
            
               I’m sorry about your coffee.

               —F

            

            Setting my bag on the ground, I pick up the cup. The warmth of its contents seeps into my fingers as I turn it around to check
               the label.
            

            
            Americano with vanilla syrup and half-and-half. Exactly the way I like it.

            
            My brows stitch together. He must’ve noticed my order when he threw my cup away Monday morning.

            
            I take a tentative sip, and the earthy, sweet taste is absolutely perfect on my tongue.

            
            Confusion prickles in my mind. This is an odd gesture, especially for the man who has grumbled and glared at me every moment
               since we met. The sharp change from yesterday feels a bit like whiplash.
            

            
            With a flick of my computer mouse, I wake the monitor and open a new email.

            
            
               
                  
                     TO: Finn Ashford

                     FROM: Millie Oaks

                     SUBJECT: Coffee

                     Good morning,

                     I arrived at my office to find a coffee on my desk. The note is signed by “F.” Would that perhaps be you? I’ve spilled coffee on so many people this week, so I’m not certain it’s from you. 

                     If it was not you, then this is awkward, and please disregard.

                     If this coffee is from you, thank you. It’s delicious.

                     Sincerely,

                     Millie Oaks

                     Curator, Entomology Department

                  

               

            
            I read through it a few times to make sure it seems like a standard thank-you email. It passes my inspection, so I click send
               before I can overthink it.
            

            
            To my surprise, his reply arrives a few minutes later.

            
            
               
                  
                     TO: Millie Oaks

                     FROM: Finn Ashford

                     SUBJECT: Re: Coffee

                     Hello Millie,

                     I am guilty of delivering coffee to your desk this morning. I had hoped to catch you in person, but Eleanor said you weren’t
                        in yet.
                     

                     Maggie’s is not my usual coffee stop, but I enjoyed my own coffee from there this morning. Is there anything else you recommend?

                     My next episode of Star Trek is starting now. I must boldly go where no real astronomer has gone before.
                     

                     Best,

                     Finn Ashford

                     Director, Astronomy Department

                  

               

            
            I reread his email three times, startled by the humor in it.

            
            Apparently, this is friendly Finn—a side of him I’ve never met. This Finn jokes about my sassy comments and delivers coffee
               to me as an apology.
            

            
            Bringing the paper cup to my lips, I grin behind it before taking a sip. I picture his tall, brooding form standing in the
               line at Maggie’s with the intent of buying me a coffee. His scowl is still in place as he orders it, but there’s something oddly endearing about the pinch between his
               brows and the way his lips turn down at the corners.
            

            
            With a shake of my head, I try to clear the disorienting image and focus on a natural reply.

            
            
               
                  
                     TO: Finn Ashford

                     FROM: Millie Oaks

                     SUBJECT: Re: Re: Coffee

                     Finn,

                     You cannot go wrong at Maggie’s. It’s out of this world! 😉 They could serve me anything and I would eat it, but my personal favorite is the almond croissant. There is no better way
                        to start the morning than with a coffee and croissant from Maggie’s.
                     

                     Is your nose okay? And have you had your car looked at? I’m still so sorry about that.

                     I’m glad you’re getting those episodes in before the camp kids get here next week. They’re expecting you to teach them something.

                     Have a good day,

                     Millie Oaks

                  

               

            
            That should be good. I sound normal. Butter-on-toast normal. So normal, I’m borderline boring.

            
            Send.

            
            
               
                  
                     TO: Millie Oaks

                     FROM: Finn Ashford

                     SUBJECT: Re: Re: Re: Coffee

                     Millie,

                     I’ll have to make a trip back to Maggie’s for an almond croissant.

                     My nose is no worse for the wear. I’m pretty sure it was crooked before you smashed it, so if you notice a slight lean to
                        it, don’t blame yourself.
                     

                     My car will be fine. I got a closer look at it, and it may not even be worth taking it in.

                     You don’t have to apologize about the car. Accidents happen to everyone.

                     —Finn

                  

               

            
            I narrow my eyes at the screen as I read the last line of his email. “Accidents happen to everyone?” Is he serious? Yesterday
               he couldn’t even speak an entire sentence without being rude, and now he’s just brushing the whole thing off like it doesn’t
               matter? What’s changed since then?
            

            
            My shoulders deflate when I realize exactly what has happened since then. My job interview.
            

            
            Is this a peace offering because I did so terribly that he’s trying to soften the blow when I find out I didn’t get it? What if this is a ploy to lure me into a state of complacency before he robs me of my dream job? 

            
            His possible motives swirl through my mind until I can’t think straight anymore. Eyeing the coffee cup, I sigh before taking
               the last sip and dropping it into the trash beside my desk. I lift my shoulders and let out a sharp breath. I already lost
               myself to one manipulative jerk in my lifetime, and I refuse to do it again. No matter how good the coffee is.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         
            Millie

            “Craft kits are done.” Micah smiles wide as he steps into the lab room with a laundry basket full of paper bags in his arms.
               His long sandy-blond hair is tied in a bun, and the green camp shirt we designed with our favorite insects on the back adorns
               his broad shoulders.
            

            
            I jog over to him and peek at the binocular craft kits he and Emil put together for the camp kids today. “You’re a lifesaver.”
               I stand on tiptoe and kiss him on the cheek. “One-hour countdown until the kids get here.”
            

            
            “Good. Plenty of time to dig into my breakfast.” Micah nods, depositing the basket on a table before pulling a thermos and
               something wrapped in a beeswax cloth from his bag. He squats in a kids chair in the center of the room. “Emil made it fresh
               right before I left.” He grins at his breakfast with greedy eyes as he unwraps it, and the smell of onion and garlic lures
               me over.
            

            
            “You lucky bitch.” I lean my elbow on his shoulder and inhale the delicious smells of his egg, bacon, and cheese sandwich
               on an everything-seasoned bagel. “That looks divine.” I pull out my phone and snap a picture of Micah devouring his first
               bite with what I can only describe as an orgasmic expression. I add the picture in our group chat with Emil.
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Millie: Where’s mine? Also, I didn’t know someone could get this kind of pleasure from a
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