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​Chapter 1 That wraps that up
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“All right team!” Amber shouted, pumping her arm in the air as Jimmy pulled down the final strip of grass near the road. It was just starting to really warm up and she could feel the heat start to rise up from the asphalt on the busy road. It was going to be humid today, just like it had been for the past day, days, weeks. The corn was sweating and so was she. Hopefully a thunderstorm would come through in the afternoon and cool things down again. Block out the hot sun for a few hours with torrential downpours and thunder rolling through the fields after a flash of hot white crackling in the distance.

Hopefully Amber would be riding home, and arriving right as the first few drops were falling. Now that they had finished the last store front for the day on this strip of McHuckberry. A few years ago it had started out with just her and a powerwasher and one store on her day off. Now she not only did that whole brand in town she also had lawn and landscaping contracts for 3 others in town. She was eager to get the trailer loaded. Taking pride in how quickly the new guy, Tyler, had picked up on the the team spirt. She was not only impressed with him but also the fact that she now had two teams working for her and plans to gain another in the winter with the addition of snow maintenance. A lot of people had said that she wouldn’t make it past one seasons nd now here she was, for the first time in 3 years she found herself with enough people to cover, enough work to pay them, enough reputation to sustain them, and excitement for the future with no fear. Well of course some fear, but these days it was with more excitement than dread.

Hoisting her mower up onto the bed of the trailing and then making sure it was secured down, Amber headed up to the cab of her 2023 Jeep Gladiator, another new to her status symbol and necessity for both her work and personal life. She she wasn’t busy on her days off helping someone move she was getting away with her two labs Joker and Billy. Both of them shaking with exuberance when they headed off to the Dunes or the backwoods of the Smokey Mountains in Kentucky.

Seeing that everything was hitched up and working she gave high fives to both Micky and Tyler who were heading up to the parking lot.

“Great job this morning guys,” She said with a big grin. 

“We sure got that done in a quick jiffy!” Micky says in return, with a big smile on his face too. Micky had been her first hire at her tiny company when she had finally felt secure enough to take one on. He was still also her best hire and knew all there was about leading the teams. 

Tyler came up last of all and he was smiling as well. Another good sign. This one might make it, Amber thought with an internal grin to match her external one. 

“Welp that about does us for the week fellows, starting on monday yall will be able to run this as good as any others.” Booths the guys gave a nob and after a little chitter chatter they got in their vehicles and headed off. It was Friday and they were open for the weekend. Despite it not being noon yet she was ready to head on home and start her weekend off. One of the perks of being the boss though everyone in the company was enjoying it. They had all earned it. 

Heading home, threading her way through the streets of Fasion, Indiana she hit her dash to call her sister, Bloom, who was home visiting for the summer from her graduate studies. Bloom had been sleeping in thai morning, just arriving last week in a huff at 2am after driving all night. 

Bloomed answered on the 3rd ring with a chipper “Gooooooooood morning! What’s up sister of mine?”

“Oh my, what are you up to this morning?” Amber called out, already hearing the clink of pans on the stove in the background. 

“Oh you already know, I’m making you my famous grilled cheese for lunch, I knew you would be off early today.” 

Her smile got even bigger. Bloom’s grilled cheese was what dreams were made of. Warm buttery with a blend of cheeses. “You not making  . . . the salad too are you?” Amber said hesitantly.

“What's a sandwich without salad?” Bloom shouts back. Reciting a common phrase their mother had drilled into them. Every afternoon no matter the sandwich some kind of salad. “Keeeps out stomachs full and our bodies lean,” their mother had followed up, part of the saying that both sisters refrained from saying now. 

Now the salad was a joke between them, often miming adding a crouton to their late night nice cream sundays, then both saying simultaneously “now it’s a salad.” and cracking up. There were some memories of her childhood that she sometimes wished to forget but Bloom was always the brightest part  of her world. She was not only her sister but her best friend and she knew they could count on each other for anything. 

Despite Amber being almost 7 years older than her sister both of them always seemed to find common ground in their lives. Amber’s change to a full time owner / operator of her own Landscaping company had coincided with Bloom quitting her career as a dental hygienist to get her Doctorate of Dental Medicine.

“Sometimes you just have to take a chance,” Bloom had said to Amber over the phone 3 years ago. “That’s what we’re both doing.” Now bloom about to start her last year as a doctor, and her finally getting a well deserved 2 weeks off. It was all starting today. 

“I’ll see you in 10” Amber said stepping on the gas. This day was still rising and she felt like there was really something good at today’s rainbow.
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​Chapter 2 A Surprise Trip
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Amber’s front door swung open and the smell hit her immediately—browned butter, grilled cheese, and the sharp tang of red onion sizzling in a pan. Her stomach actually groaned.

“In here!” Bloom called from the kitchen, her long honey-blonde braid swinging as she flipped the sandwiches with a practiced wrist. “Your lunch is on the blue plate. The salad is on the green one.”

Amber raised an eyebrow at the “salad”—a single cherry tomato and three spinach leaves dressed like they were heading to a gala.

“Wow. So generous.”

“Well,” Bloom shrugged, “I didn’t want to shock your system.”

They sat at the breakfast nook under the old hanging lamp with the chipped sunflower pattern their mother had refused to throw away. Amber took a bite of grilled cheese and let out an involuntary mmm. Whatever Bloom’s faults were, sandwich-making was not one of them.

“So,” Amber said through a mouthful, “what’s on the agenda today? Dogs walked? Email inbox zeroed? Netflix binge queued?”

Bloom blinked at her with a too-big smile.

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes.”

Amber put her sandwich down. “What did you do?”

“Well... remember that Instagram contest I entered for you last month?”

“I do not.”

“It was a travel thing! ‘Nominate Your Sister for the Gift of a Lifetime.’ You were very deserving. I uploaded a video of you power-washing that Burger Barn sign in the rain with the voiceover ‘She’s got grit, heart, and two Labs to feed.’ It got like, a thousand likes.”

Amber blinked. “What?”

“And... you won.”

Silence. A car rolled down the street outside. One of the dogs sneezed in the other room.

“I won what exactly?”

Bloom pulled out her phone with flourish, thumbed open an email, and read:


"Congratulations, Amber! You’ve been selected for our Sister Cities Explorer Program: an all-expenses-paid one-week stay in Madrid, Spain. Flights, boutique hotel, city experiences, and one cooking class included."



Amber stared. “This is a scam.”

“Nope. I checked everything. Real travel company, sponsored by some American-European sister cities initiative. You leave Monday.”

“This Monday?”

“This Monday,” Bloom repeated, almost bouncing. “You need this. You haven’t taken a real break in... what, years? And no offense, but since Phoenix—”

Amber held up a hand. “Don’t.”

“I’m just saying. You tried to love him. But you weren’t ready. And now, you are.”

“I’m not,” Amber said automatically.

Bloom ignored that. “Also, I already confirmed it. I’m staying here to watch the dogs. I rearranged my schedule and found the doggy probiotics. Joker has a sensitive system, I get it.”

Amber’s mouth opened. Then closed. “You really did all this?”
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