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      Janie May stood back from her mural, paintbrush dangling between her fingers like a forgotten pencil. The wall before her—once a promising canvas—now resembled something a toddler might create after consuming an alarming amount of sugar. She tilted her head, hoping a new angle might improve the situation. It didn't.

      "You're being too hard on yourself," she muttered, trying to convince the doubt lurking in her chest. The commission was due next week, and right now, the underwater scene looked less "enchanting marine wonderland" and more "someone dropped a bucket of blue paint and tried to fix it with glitter."

      Janie dipped her brush into a dollop of cerulean blue, her tongue poking out the corner of her mouth as she concentrated. Just one more dolphin. One perfectly curved, anatomically plausible dolphin, and maybe the whole thing would come together.

      She stepped forward, arm extended with surgical precision, when her foot caught on the drop cloth. The stumble was minor, but the paint flicked off her brush with impressive velocity. Janie watched, horrified, as a perfect arc of blue sailed through the air and landed—splat—directly across her cheek.

      "Oh, fiddlesticks—!" Her exclamation died as she instinctively reached up to wipe away the paint, forgetting the brush still in her hand. Now there were two streaks of blue across her face.

      In her flustered attempt to fix the situation, Janie backed into her paint cart. The tower of supplies wobbled precariously before tipping over with the dramatic timing of a sitcom disaster. Tubes of paint, brushes, and water cups clattered to the floor.

      And somehow, miraculously, a cup of murky water found its trajectory ending precisely on her mural—right across the section she'd spent three hours perfecting that morning.

      Janie stared at the dripping mess, paint streaking down her face, arms hanging limply at her sides. Then she did what any professional would do: she slumped to the floor and let out a laugh that bordered on hysteria.

      "That's it," she announced to her empty studio. "I need air. And snacks. Definitely snacks."

      Thirty minutes later, her face scrubbed (mostly) clean and armed with a peanut butter sandwich, Janie wandered into Willow Creek Park. Spring had painted the landscape in soft greens and scattered wildflowers, the kind of natural beauty that usually sparked her creativity. Today, she just hoped it would keep her from throwing all her paint supplies into the river.

      She found a bench beneath a maple tree, sunlight dappling through the leaves and creating patterns that, annoyingly, were more artistic than anything she'd accomplished all morning. Unwrapping her sandwich, Janie took a moment to breathe in the fresh air.

      "Inspiration," she murmured. "Come on, Lord. Show me something."

      As if on cue, a flash of gray fur darted across her peripheral vision. Janie turned, sandwich halfway to her mouth, to find herself staring into the beady eyes of the plumpest squirrel she'd ever seen.

      "Hello there," she said, lowering her sandwich slightly. "Sorry, this is mine."

      The squirrel twitched its nose, front paws rubbing together like a tiny villain formulating a plan.

      "Don't even think about it," Janie warned, pointing her sandwich at the creature. "I've had a very trying morning, and I will not be bullied by⁠—"

      The squirrel launched itself from the ground with impressive athleticism, sailing through the air and landing—not on Janie, but directly on her sandwich. The peanut butter side, naturally.

      "Hey!" Janie yelped, instinctively jerking back. The sudden movement sent half her sandwich flying, the squirrel clinging to it like a furry parasite. It landed on the grass, and before Janie could process what had happened, the rodent was dragging her lunch away with surprising speed.

      "You've got to be kidding me!" She lunged for the escaping meal, missing by inches and ending up face-first in the grass. By the time she'd pushed herself up, spitting out blades of grass, the squirrel was halfway up a tree, her sandwich clutched triumphantly in its tiny paws.

      Janie sat back on her heels, grass stains adding to the collection of marks on her clothes. "Fine," she called up to the thieving rodent. "I hope you enjoy that. The peanut butter's organic!"

      A passing dog-walker gave her a wide berth.

      With a sigh, Janie dusted herself off and walked back to the bench, where half a sandwich crust remained as a sad reminder of her loss. She picked it up, considering whether desperate times called for desperate snacking, when voices from a nearby path caught her attention.

      "...the butterfly exhibit opens tomorrow, and Barty's doing this whole release demonstration. Hundreds of them, all different colors..."

      Janie perked up. Butterflies meant color, and color was exactly what her creativity needed right now. She glanced down at her pathetic bread crust, then back toward the voices. The decision wasn't difficult.

      Following the sound of conversation led her to a small clearing on the east side of the park. A modest crowd had gathered around a man who looked to be about her age, with chestnut hair that flopped boyishly over his forehead. He held what appeared to be a mesh container, and even from a distance, Janie could see the excited animation in his gestures.

      "The Monarch's migration is one of nature's most remarkable journeys," the man was saying, his voice carrying with enthusiasm rather than volume. "Some travel nearly three thousand miles, navigating by the sun's position..."

      Janie skirted the edge of the crowd, finding a spot beneath a nearby oak tree. The man—Barty, she presumed—had a gentle way about him, his hands moving carefully as he demonstrated something with the mesh cage. Inside, spots of vibrant orange fluttered against the white netting.

      "Now, when releasing butterflies, the key is gentleness," Barty continued, his fingers working delicately at the container's opening. "They're far more resilient than people think, but still deserve our resp—oh!"

      The container's top opened wider than intended, and several orange butterflies immediately took advantage of their freedom. One particularly adventurous specimen fluttered directly toward Barty's face, causing him to step backward in surprise.

      "Come back here, Monarch!" he called, then immediately flushed. "I mean, not that I've named them. That would be weird, right? Ha ha!"

      Nobody laughed, but Janie found herself smiling as the butterfly zigzagged away from the crowd, toward where she stood. Without thinking, she stepped forward, hands cupped to try and gently catch the escapee.

      "I've got it!" she called, eyes fixed on the orange wings.

      "Wait, careful!" Barty had spotted her and was hurrying over, his own container hastily closed. "If you cup your hands too tight⁠—"

      His warning came too late. Janie lunged for the butterfly, misjudged her step, and felt her foot slide into a depression in the grass. A depression that, after yesterday's rain, contained approximately three inches of muddy water.

      Water that splashed spectacularly as her momentum carried her forward, sending an impressive arc of mud directly onto Barty's khaki pants.

      Time seemed to freeze as Janie regained her balance, the butterfly forgotten. She stared in horror at the dark splotches decorating the man's legs from knee to ankle.

      "I am so sorry," she blurted, heat rushing to her face. "First the squirrel steals my lunch, and now I've baptized you in mud. This day is really something special."

      To her relief, Barty didn't look angry. In fact, after a moment of stunned silence, his face broke into a grin that transformed his features from
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