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“Small-batch vineyard in Chile’s Elqui Valley seeks hands-on help for harvest, tasting tours, and vineyard operations. Remote, rustic, breathtaking. Must love wine, dirt, and stars. Room and board provided. Spanish preferred, but not required. 3-month minimum.”

Day smiled when she read it.

There it was.

The cards had been clear—The Chariot. The Eight of Pentacles. The Sun.

Movement. Work. Abundance.

And now here it was, dressed like a job listing but reading like a sign.

She was browsing the Workaway site, a global platform designed for travelers looking to exchange their time and skills for cultural immersion. Hosts—from farms to hostels to homestays—offered room and board in exchange for hands-on help. It wasn’t a luxury gig, but that wasn’t Day’s style anyway.

Workaway wasn’t for the faint of heart. It was for the curious. The flexible. The dreamers who knew that sometimes, the best way to experience a place was to live in its rhythm—its soil, its kitchen, its traditions. For most people, it was a way to travel longer and cheaper. But for Day, it was a lifeline.

South America. Wine country.

Exactly where she needed to be.

The vineyard posting stood out like it had been written just for her. It didn’t promise luxury or comfort—it promised something better. Purpose. Grit. Romance in the dirt-under-your-fingernails kind of way.

She didn’t hesitate—because that wasn’t who she was. Never had been.

The Court of Master Sommeliers was within her grasp, she simply knew it. The Advanced Exam was scheduled for May 21st–22nd in London, and this time, she was going to pass it. She’d failed twice already. The third time wasn’t just another shot—it was the last one. If she failed again, she’d walk away. Do something else with her life.

And everyone knew—South American wines were her blind spot. Chile especially.

Too big. Too wild. Too… ignored by the American market. Exactly why she needed to be there.

A vineyard in the Elqui Valley? That was like being dropped into a glass of Carmenère and told to swim.

By sundown, she’d applied. By the weekend, she’d put in notice, subleased her apartment, and packed up her life.

No second-guessing.

No explanations.

No goodbyes.

Everyone who knew her… knew. Day Norman was built for movement. Built for risk. For trusting her gut and following it wherever it led.

And the only thing waiting for her back home was disappointment.

Six months in Chile.

The vines. The sky. The work.

Soaking up every drop of knowledge she could find.

If she passed, great.

If not… she’d at least go down knowing she gave the land a fair fight.





Chapter 1
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By the time Day stepped out of subway station from the airport, the air smelled like heat and roasted meat—fat sizzling on a grill somewhere, tangling with car exhaust and the sharp bite of summer dust.

It was December, but Santiago didn’t care. No chill in the air, no signs of Christmas the way she knew it. Just dry heat rising off the pavement and a sky so blue it made her squint.

This is it, she thought, adjusting the strap of her duffel bag. Chile. Christmas in the Southern Hemisphere. Who knew?

The city vibrated around her—honking cars, chattering voices, bursts of laughter, the metallic clang of vendors setting up carts. Stalls lined the sidewalks—piles of fresh fruit, glistening in the sun, plastic tubs of pastel-colored meringues. Charcoal smoke drifted lazily from street corners, mingling with the smell of oil and sugar.

Her stomach growled. She’d barely eaten on the plane.

The hostel sat tucked between a crumbling bookstore and a mechanic’s shop, a narrow building painted sea-green with chipped wooden shutters. A faded sign read “Casa de Sol” in peeling gold letters. It was cleaner than she expected—sparse but cared for. Someone had placed a vase of sunflowers on the chipped reception desk.

Day liked it instantly.

The girl at the front desk barely looked up. “American?” she guessed, switching effortlessly to English. “Your bed’s on the second floor. Breakfast’s at eight. Lock your stuff up.”

Simple. Efficient. Perfect.

She didn’t linger. Dropped her pack, splashed water on her face, and hit the streets. She wasn’t here to rest.

The first thing she noticed—besides the heat—was the dogs. Everywhere. Big mutts, small shaggy ones, all of them lounging like they owned the city. What stopped her cold were the clothes—actual human clothes. One dog wore a toddler’s sweater, sleeves pushed through his front legs. Another trotted past in a frayed soccer jersey, the number faded but still legible.

She laughed out loud. “Okay… y’all didn’t tell me Santiago dogs were fashion icons.”

A local man caught her grin and shrugged, “Los quiltros. They’re ours.” He grinned, proud. “We take care of them.”

Day found out later the quiltros weren’t just strays—they were part of the city’s soul. Survivors of protests, earthquakes, political coups. Some wore clothes donated by locals, others draped in whatever they found. Living artifacts of Santiago’s layered history. She wanted to feast on it.

She spent the afternoon wandering—the city wide open, endless. Graffiti murals covered every spare wall, bold and unapologetic. Faces of women, fists raised, slogans she couldn’t fully translate but felt in her bones.

She bought a plastic cup of mote con huesillo from a street vendor—cold peach juice soaked with sweet wheat and dried peaches. Sticky, strange, but perfect against the heat.

She passed markets stacked high with avocados, stall after stall of leather belts, hand-woven bags, cheap sunglasses. The Spanish flew fast around her—Chilean Spanish, so much harder to catch. Too quick, too slurred, full of words she didn’t recognize.

Day grinned and pushed through anyway.

She grabbed a choripán from a man grilling on the corner—chorizo stuffed into a crusty roll, topped with pebre, a sharp, spicy salsa of tomatoes, onions, and cilantro. The first bite burned her lips, made her eyes water—and she loved every second.

This was why she traveled. The city inside her mouth, bright and messy.

That night, she found a cheap walking tour—a mix of backpackers, students, and middle-aged Germans with expensive cameras and too much sunscreen.

The guide, a wiry man named Santi with quick hands and a quicker smile, promised them the “real Santiago.”

“We walk. We talk. You learn.”

He took them past La Moneda Palace, its pristine white facade shining under the setting sun. Then he told them the story. The coup. The bombings. Pinochet’s rise. The disappearances. Salvador Allende.

“This is where it started,” Mateo said softly, pointing to the palace gates. “September 11, 1973. Planes flew over the city and dropped bombs. Right here. The president died in his office. And after that… years of darkness.”

Day stood still, listening as Mateo’s voice carried across the square.

“Some of our parents… our grandparents… they disappeared. Tortured. Killed. Many never found.”

The square was quiet. Even the Germans lowered their cameras.

Then came the part that made Day’s stomach turn:

“You know who helped? The United States. The U.S. trained the men who did this. Gave them the money. The power.”

Day swallowed hard, heat rushing to her face.

This was a history that she vaguely knew about, but hearing it here, on Chilean soil, under the shadow of that palace… it hit different.

They walked on. Past memorials carved with thousands of names. Past murals painted by the daughters and sons of the disappeared.

Day stayed quiet. The weight of it all sinking deep.

She thought about Houston—about the privilege of growing up never fearing that her father or mother might vanish because of politics.

She thought about her people back home—their own lists of names. Different reasons, same grief.

Grief didn’t need a passport. It lived everywhere.

That night, Day lay awake in her bunk, listening to the creak of old wood and the soft hum of a nearby fan.

Santiago buzzed outside the window—but inside, she felt the quiet settle in.

Morning hit slower than she expected. The city outside was already awake—honking, shouting, laughing—but Day laid there a moment longer, staring up at the ceiling fan clicking in slow, lazy circles.

The air smelled like old wood and sunlight. Somewhere below, someone was making coffee—the sharp, bitter scent drifting up through the floorboards.

She finally pushed herself up, dragging on jeans and a loose tank. Her hair—short, tight curls—was flattened on one side from sleep. She barely cared.

Downstairs, Casa de Sol buzzed with early travelers—backpackers clinking mugs, hostel staff sweeping dust out the door.

The breakfast spread was basic but free:

•	Day-old bread rolls stacked high

•	Butter and jam packets with faded labels

•	A bowl of sliced fruit—mostly melon, a few bruised bananas

•	Coffee, dark and burnt, poured from a scratched metal thermos

Day grabbed a plate, loading it out of habit. She found a corner by the window and watched Santiago stretch its limbs.

The quiltros were already out—one sleeping in the sun with a scarf wrapped around his neck like a Christmas present.

She ate slowly, chewing the bread until it turned to paste, sipping the bitter coffee like it might wake her up properly.

Around her, the hostel hummed with accents—German, French, Australian, someone strumming a cheap guitar in the courtyard.

She could’ve stayed another night. The city had that kind of pull.

But she wouldn’t.

The vines were waiting. The test. Her reason for being here.

By mid-morning, she was checking out—hoisting her duffel over her shoulder as the girl at the desk barely looked up.

“Leaving already?” the girl asked.

“North,” Day answered. “Vineyard work.”

The girl grinned, “Hard work, that. Hope you like dirt.”

Day smirked. “Yeah. That’s kind of the point.”

She stepped outside, blinking against the sun. The bus station wasn’t far—maybe a ten-minute walk through Santiago’s maze of streets.

She walked slow, tasting every second of the city on her tongue. The sound of it, the smell of it. The weight of what she’d learned.

By the time she reached the station, she was ready.

The bus hummed as it pulled north, Santiago shrinking behind her. Day let her head rest against the sun-warmed window, watching the city give way to dry hills and sky so wide it made you feel small.

It was the first time she’d stopped moving since landing. Her bag sat heavy on her lap—one hand buried inside until she found what she needed. Flashcards.

Worn edges, color-coded tabs, some water-stained, all handwritten. Not the slick printed ones other sommeliers swore by—Day built hers from scratch. Her way.

She flipped the first card: Carmenère — Chile’s adopted grape. Once lost, rediscovered. Medium body, dusty tannins, green bell pepper on the nose when under-ripened.

Her mouth tightened. Chile. Carmenère. Her weak spot.

The Advanced Sommelier Exam was coming for her. May 21st and 22nd. London.

It wasn’t the Master level—not yet. But the 25% pass rate made it brutal enough.

Written theory. Service. Six-wine blind tasting.

One wrong call, and it was over.

No second chances. No retakes.

She was already a Certified Sommelier—worked damn hard for that pin.

But this? This was the difference between running someone else’s floor… and commanding her own.

The next card came up: Torrontés — Argentina’s signature. Floral nose, dry finish. Think peaches, white flowers, but watch for bitterness.

She made a note in the margin: double down on South American whites.

Her throat went dry thinking about the last time she sat for the exam—tasting room silent, glass stem shaking in her hand.

She’d nailed France. Italy. Spain.

Then Chile hit the table.

And just like that—she was done.

She could still remember the first time she’d tasted a wine and known—this was it.

Germany. She was sixteen. An Army brat. They were stationed overseas and her dad had taken them to a vineyard on a rare weekend off. Some diplomatic thing. She’d been bored until the first sip hit her tongue.

A Riesling. Crisp, sweet, but with a snap of acid that cut through everything.

Like lightning.

Like home.

That was the moment. The moment she’d fallen in love with wine.

Not just drinking it—but chasing it. Understanding it. Obsessing over it.

While her friends back home partied off Boone’s Farm, Day had been scribbling tasting notes and learning to pronounce words like Gewürztraminer without tripping.

The Army moved them again. Then again. And by the time she was in college, she’d already tasted wines people twice her age hadn’t heard of.

She wasn’t built to stay put. Not in Houston. Not anywhere.

Wine had been the only constant—the thing that moved with her, grew with her, changed with every place she landed.

She stared down at the flashcards now, thumbing the corners until they bent.

“I was built for this,” she whispered. “Now I just have to prove it.”

The bus curved, the ocean flashing in the distance. Valparaíso rising like a dream—painted houses stacked against the hills, colors bright enough to hurt.

Day slipped the cards away. She’d study more tonight. More tomorrow. More until May.

But for now…

It was time to taste the city.

Tomorrow, she’d head north to the Elqui Valley. The land. The vines 

This wasn’t a vacation. It wasn’t a spiritual retreat. It wasn’t even about healing.

She was here to work. To learn. To master the one thing that kept beating her—South American wines.

The exam loomed—London, May 21st.

Failing wasn’t an option. Not this time.





Chapter 2
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The bus wheezed to a stop, brakes hissing as the driver barked something rapid-fire she barely caught. Day grabbed her pack, shouldered it, and stepped down into Valparaíso’s pulse. This was a pit stop for her. But the first thing that hit her was color—not just splashed but poured across every surface. Buildings painted every shade imaginable: cobalt blue, burnt orange, neon pinks fading into sun-bleached yellows. Some so bright she squinted.

And the art—graffiti murals sprawled over concrete, wood, metal—anything that would hold paint. Faces of women screaming, hands breaking chains, lovers tangled in color. Political slogans in Spanish—some she could half-translate, some she felt without needing the words.

The air smelled like salt, fish, diesel, and street food. Mariscos frying in oil, sweet pastry dough puffing golden, and the briny slap of ocean wind.

“Damn,” she breathed, half-laughing. “This city’s alive.”

The harbor glinted below—cargo ships bobbing lazy in the water, gulls circling overhead. The hills rose steep and unforgiving, houses stacked like a kid’s game, narrow staircases and crumbling stone steps daring you to climb.

And of course… the dogs.

They were here too. Scruffier maybe, but still dressed—one trotting by in a ripped hoodie, another curled up wearing what looked like a child’s floral dress.

No one even blinked.

This was normal.

This was Valparaíso.

Deciding to catch a later bus she began walking.

She wandered, no plan, letting the city pull her wherever it wanted. 

Street vendors hawked woven bags, silver jewelry, handmade leather journals. She ran her fingers over one—soft and worn already, like it’d been waiting for her.

She bought it without thinking. “For tasting notes,” she told herself.

She passed a fruit stand bursting with colors—cherimoya, pomegranates, avocados the size of her head. The woman behind the stand smiled and offered a slice of fresh mango, sticky and sweet.

“Gracias,” Day murmured, tasting sunshine.

Further up the hill, she found an old man selling empanadas from a metal cart. Steam rose thick around him.

“Mariscos?” she asked.

“Claro.”

The first bite burned her tongue—hot, buttery pastry giving way to shrimp, mussels, onion, and spice. She moaned low in her throat, drawing a grin from the old man.

“Muy bueno,” she managed, licking sauce off her fingers.

Tourists drifted past—backpackers with cameras, older European couples pointing at murals, a group of local teens skateboarding down the narrow street, dodging potholes and laughing like they owned the world.

Day just kept moving. Up, always up.

The city unfolded beneath her—the sea, the ships, the endless sky.

She stopped at the top of a hill, breathless, sweating, alive.

“You’re beautiful,” she whispered to the city. “Messy as hell. But beautiful.”

She sat there until the sun dipped low, letting the place sink into her skin.

Tomorrow, she’d be gone—headed north.

The vineyard was waiting.

The work.

But for now? She had this.

This city. This sky. This salt on her lips.

By the time the sky started folding into gold, Day was ready to move. Valparaíso had worked its way under her skin—bright, chaotic, unapologetic—but the pull north was stronger.

She grabbed a seat by the window again as the next bus rumbled out of the terminal. The ocean slipped out of sight, replaced by long stretches of brown hills and dusty farmland.

Her new leather journal sat on her lap, the smell of sun-warmed hide rising off the cover. She flipped it open, fingers twitching for something to write—wine notes, tasting observations—but nothing landed yet.

Out here, the world felt bigger. Wilder. Like anything could be waiting up ahead.

The bus stopped in scattered towns—half-built places with more dogs than people, kids playing soccer barefoot on dirt lots, weathered old men smoking outside shuttered cantinas.

Day watched it all roll by, breathing it in. The air changed as they climbed—thinner, sharper, carrying less city and more earth.

She thought about the work ahead—the vineyard, the physical labor she hadn’t done in years, the wine knowledge she had to soak up fast.

The test loomed like a shadow—London, May—but out here, it felt distant. Manageable.

It wasn’t like he’d ever said the words. He didn’t have to. Military men didn’t need speeches. They had eyes. Tone.

And she saw it—that flicker of fear the night he had the stroke. One minute her father, larger than life, voice filling every room. The next, silent, small, helpless in a hospital bed.

“What happens when I’m not here to catch you, Daynesha?” he’d whispered, his voice slurred at the edges. “You fly so free, baby girl… but what if one day you fall?”

She’d laughed—light, easy, the way she always did. But the sound rang hollow even to her own ears.

Because she’d never thought about that before. Falling.

Growing up, she never had to—not with three older brothers and a father who could move the world when he needed to. She’d been protected. Smothered, sometimes. Loved so fiercely it felt like armor.

It let her be wild. Free.

It made her reckless.

She’d coasted on talent, charm, a decent palate, and a knack for learning quick.

Until that moment. Until she saw it in his eyes—doubt. Fear that she wasn’t built for the world outside his shadow.

That’s what gutted her—not his sickness, not the fear of losing him—but the sudden, suffocating need to become someone he didn’t have to worry about.

Failing the test the first time was disappointing because it wasn’t just about the test. It was him—her father, his body frail but his eyes sharp, watching her like he was waiting for her to prove him wrong. Or right.

She hadn’t just failed herself—she’d failed that look. That quiet, unspoken plea in his eyes: “Be solid. Be ready. Be someone who can stand when I’m gone.”

The second time, however, almost put her under. She… sat with it—really sat with it—in a way she’d never done before. Failure tasted bitter, metallic, and it stuck to her ribs longer than she cared to admit.

She couldn’t shake it. Couldn’t outrun it.

Every time she closed her eyes, it came back—his voice, worn thin, asking the one question she never thought he’d ask: What happens when I’m not here to catch you?

She was trying to answer that now. Not just for him. Not just to quiet the doubt she’d seen in his eyes. But for herself.

To prove that she had what it took to finish. To stand. To accomplish something that wasn’t born out of luck or timing or charm.

To prove that this life she’d carved for herself—the one full of spirit guides, tarot spreads, homeopathic remedies, and moonlit rituals—wasn’t fluff. That it wasn’t the fragile, “silly” life her father’s world might’ve labeled it.

She was more than a dreamer.

She was a doer, too.

And this—this exam, this challenge, this stretch of Chilean earth—was hers to conquer.

Because what good was all that intuition, all that heart, if she couldn’t follow it to the end?

If she couldn’t stand on her own and say: I did this. I chose this. I earned this.

So this… this third attempt?

This was it. The line in the sand.

Either she finished this or she’d walk away from the industry and never look back.

No more almosts.

No more safety nets.

No more waiting for someone to catch her if she fell.

Not this time.

She hadn’t come for comfort. She came to chase the thing no classroom could teach her. The land. The grape. The truth of it.

She wanted that damn pin. Wanted it bad enough to leave everything familiar behind.

Sure, technically, she could take the exam again. Some people sat for it four, five times. But that wasn’t the point.

Day had something to prove—to herself, to the world… but mostly to her father.

It wasn’t like he’d ever said the words. He didn’t have to. Military men didn’t need speeches. They had eyes. Tone.

And she saw it—that flicker of fear in his face the night he got sick, the first time the word cancer landed between them like a bomb.

“What happens when I’m not here to catch you, Daynesha?” he’d asked, voice low, worn thin. “You fly so free, baby girl… but what if one day you fall?”

She’d laughed—light, easy, the way she always did. But the sound rang hollow even to her own ears.

Because she’d never thought about that before.

Falling.

Growing up, she’d never had to. Not with three older brothers and a father who could move the world when he needed to. She’d been protected. Smothered, sometimes. Loved so fiercely it felt like armor.

It let her be wild. Free.

It made her reckless.

She’d coasted on talent, charm, a decent palate, and a knack for learning quick.

Until that night. Until she saw it in his eyes—doubt. Fear that she wasn’t built for the world outside his shadow.

That’s what gutted her—not his illness, not the fear of losing him—but the sudden, suffocating need to become someone he didn’t have to worry about.

She was here because of that. Because somewhere between grief and pride, she’d decided she was done being the rootless girl. Done floating.

Daynesha Norman would finish this. She would pass. She would walk into that exam room in London and take what was hers.

And if she had to crawl through Chilean dirt to do it? So be it.

She drifted somewhere between sleep and waking, the steady hum of the bus wrapping around her like a lullaby.

The land outside blurred—endless stretches of earth and sky. The air thinned as they climbed, sharp with dust and something old she couldn’t name.

She pressed her forehead to the cool glass and closed her eyes, one hand resting on the journal in her lap.

Whatever waited up ahead—the vines, the man, the work—she’d be ready.

She had to be.

Because this was much bigger than passing a test.

It was about proving she belonged—to the world, to the craft, and to herself.
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