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Another day, another grind.

Taylor Patterson mentally pumped herself up to tackle the day ahead as she emerged from the cab. After paying the driver, she turned to observe the busy pedestrians and traffic weaving through the high rises—both on foot and on the road.

A snowflake spiraled down from the sky like a dancer, landing delicately on Taylor’s navy peacoat. It clung to her shoulder briefly, bringing a smile to her face. Hopefully, it was a sign of a good day ahead.

She ran a hand over her silk-pressed hair, styled into a sleek low bun, ensuring everything was in place. A quick adjustment to her chic knitted beret, and she was ready.

Taylor felt invigorated as she hitched her purse higher on her shoulder and headed toward her office building. The frenzied seasonal energy had cooled down, leaving an odd sort of peace in its wake. It was as if the air held a quiet expectancy for the coming year. Funny—everyone always slowed down after Christmas, as if they’d spent their entire quota of holiday energy, even with the new year right around the corner.

Shaking the last few snowflakes off her coat, Taylor took a deep breath, savoring the crisp, cold air. Each breath of winter felt like a clean slate for what lay ahead.

And she was ready for the clean slate of a new year.

After selling her company, R-Tech—a web marketing startup and her labor of love for five years—Taylor was ready to tackle her next big idea. She just needed a spark of inspiration.

As she entered the building, Taylor waved and smiled at Carl, the security guard, before heading to the elevators. The buzz of anticipation from her co-workers filled the air. Everyone was itching for the clock to strike “Freedom o’clock,” marking the official end of the work year.

The click-clack of her heels echoed on the marble floor as Taylor stepped into the elevator, scrolling through her email. Her day was already lined up to be busy, given the number of emails she needed to respond to. Plus, she had no idea what her assistant had scheduled for her that day. Once the elevator chimed, she stepped onto the floor and took in the vibrancy of her surroundings. Everyone was busy at their desks, and the sounds of chatter, typing at keyboards, and movement energized her.

She glanced at the festive trappings lining the desks and walls—garlands of green and red, clearly the work of an overzealous Christmas fanatic. Even the air smelled like someone had bottled “seasonal cheer.” She had to admit, it was nice—a cozy blend of peppermint and cinnamon.

If she were into seasonally flavored lattes, she’d be craving one about now.

As Taylor rounded the corner to her office, she spotted a familiar figure emerging from the hallway.

And there she was. Her assistant, Anna, skidded to a stop like an overexcited puppy, nearly spilling the steaming coffee in her hands.

“Taylor, there you are! It’s been quite a morning already. Your day’s looking packed. First, there’s the client presentation at 10 a.m. Don’t forget the updated sales figures and the mock-up designs for the new product line.”

Taylor smiled at Anna. The coffee was a most welcome addition to her morning. Today, she wished for an IV drip of caffeine straight into her veins.

“Anna, you’re an organizational wizard. Can you shoot me an email with all the meeting details? I want to double-check that we haven’t missed anything.”

“No problemo, boss lady!” Anna peered down at the tablet she balanced on her arm. In quick succession, she jotted down notes and scrolled through her tablet. “Oh, and I’ll shift the 2 p.m. marketing meeting to fit the new product launch schedule.”

“Ah, perfect! That’ll give me enough time to pull up the proposal and double-check it before presenting it to the project manager. You’re a lifesaver, Anna.” Taylor pulled her purse onto her shoulder as she narrowed her gaze on the shorter blonde woman. “But don’t forget, you’re human, not a machine. You’ve been working like crazy this season. Take some time off, will you?”

Anna’s cheeks flushed a shade pinker. “Thanks, Taylor. Actually, I was thinking of joining my friends for a New Year’s getaway. You should consider some time off, too.”

Taylor stifled a laugh at the thought. Time off? The idea seemed almost alien. Her mind was a never-ending to-do list, each task spawning three more. If anything, she could use more hours in the day.

Taylor managed a small shrug and a smile. “We’ll see. First, I’ve got a presentation to crush.”

Anna pointed at Taylor like a fairy godmother bestowing good fortune upon her. “Go conquer your kingdom, Taylor. Anything you need, I’m just a call away.”

Taylor grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”

She strolled into her office and set her coffee on the glass desk with a bit more force than intended. Thankfully, there was only a small spill.

Slipping off her coat, she gazed out the window. Snow blanketed the New York skyline, washing the city in wintry whites and muted grays. It was like a postcard—peaceful, serene. The perfect backdrop for a busy day.

Okay, time to hustle. She draped her coat over the back of her chair and powered on her computer. Right away, it came alive. As she clicked open her email, a bombardment of new messages streamed in just like clockwork. She shook her head.

Yep. It never ends.

For the next couple of hours, Taylor was neck-deep in spreadsheets and charts, scrutinizing sales figures and comparing them against market research.

Hmm, some tweaks were essential to keep pace with their target demographic. She’d need to update the company’s strategy by integrating fresh marketing tactics.

Maybe they’d hire more social media marketing and increase their ad spending. She mentally shifted gears and transitioned from ruminating over spreadsheets to preparing for the impending meeting.

Taylor mulled over the product details, the client’s preferences, and the proposed selling points until her eyes began to glaze over.
She was thankful when the presentation began and even more relieved when it was over. The presentation had gone off without a hitch—or so she figured, judging by their interest in moving forward with the project.
If she had a moment to breathe, she would celebrate, but the rest of the afternoon was filled with more meetings.

As soon as she met with her team, she dove right in with them, hashing out marketing strategies, ironing out timelines, and confronting whatever roadblocks impeded their way.

By the time the workday neared its end, she was still riding the high. She leaned back, her chair squeaking under the sudden shift. She released a sigh and smiled with a cocktail of relief and accomplishment washing over her. The office had settled into an evening hush. The lingering sounds of keystrokes and phone calls slowly faded, replaced by the quiet calm of an empty office as everyone wound down for the season.

Maybe she should head home. Then again, traffic would have cleared out by now, and all she had waiting for her at home was leftovers and reruns. If she stayed here a bit longer, she could get more work done and not have to wait until later. The thought was tempting.

She glanced at the clock. Anna’s earlier advice about taking some downtime floated back into her mind. She almost snorted. She wasn’t even sure if she knew what “downtime” felt like anymore.

“Hey, you’re still here?”

Taylor looked up at the tall redhead peeking her head in. She smiled. “Hey, Beth. Yep, still finishing up some things before the office closes.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you’re finishing. You should go home and kick back. Paint the town red or something. You killed that presentation, you know.”

Taylor tilted her head. “You really think so?”

Beth chuckled. “If you didn’t, what hope is there for the rest of us?” She waved her hand dismissively. “But seriously, you’ve more than earned some time off.”

“You know, you’re the second person to tell me that today.” Taylor frowned, thinking back to Anna’s words. Was she really working too hard?

Beth hummed thoughtfully, then a grin lit up her face. “Maybe it’s a sign,” she whispered conspiratorially, leaning in and covering the side of her mouth with her hand, “for you to do something nice for yourself for a change. Take a break from all that work.”

Taylor giggled softly, running her hands along the edge of her laptop. “You might be onto something, Beth.”

“I like to think so.”

Beth beamed as she launched into an animated rundown of her own seasonal plans—a ski trip to Aspen with her family. From the way she described it, her days would be filled with laughter and snowy adventures, and her nights would be cozy and warm by the fire.

Taylor felt a pang of something she couldn’t quite place—envy? No, that wasn’t it. She was genuinely happy for Beth. Maybe it was more of a yearning for something personal, something familial.

After all, she was still catching her breath from the whirlwind of selling her tech startup. She’d practically jumped straight into this marketing position. The idea of planning any time for herself had been the furthest thing from her mind.

Until now.

After bidding Beth a safe trip and a good evening, Taylor’s gaze fell to her office phone. Maybe she’d call her parents tonight to see what they had planned. She could even arrange a family get-together—if they weren’t too busy.

Yeah, maybe she would.
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Graham Workman stirred awake and reached for the empty space beside him. Maybe she’d wandered off to the bathroom. Or maybe she was brewing coffee in the kitchen.

He opened his eyes, registering the time and place. No, it wasn’t the past anymore. And she wasn’t here. Not anymore.

“She’s gone,” he murmured—a phrase he’d repeated countless times, long before her physical absence.

He buried his head in the pillow with a heavy sigh, trying to push away memories of what could have been. Reluctantly, he forced himself to get out of bed and face the day.

He had to focus on the here and now if he was going to get through the day.

With a groan, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed.

The old floorboards creaked as he made his way through the cabin. This place had been his home for years, tucked away among the snow-covered pines of Silverpine. The wooden planks creaked beneath him, steady and familiar.

Snow-dusted windows framed the view outside. Graham took it all in, readying himself for the day.

After freshening up, he slipped into one of his favorite flannel shirts and worn jeans. They were like old friends, dependable and reassuring, when life had been anything but. The crisp air nipped at his cheeks as he shuffled to the fireplace and started a fire to warm the cabin.

He went through his morning routine: brewing coffee, choosing his favorite mug, and making a hearty breakfast of eggs, sausage, and toast. The scent of strong coffee wafted through the cabin, mingling with the fresh mountain air as he stepped out onto the porch.

Sipping his coffee, he breathed in the chilly air. This was where he felt most at home. And not even the ghosts of his past could take that away.

As he basked in the tranquil landscape, his mind drifted into deep waters, lost in thought. Hidden within were complex emotions, woven from love, loss, and lingering regrets. But those scars were his alone, shared only with these mountains—silent, like wise elders guarding his secrets for eternity.

Snapping out of his reverie, he decided to change his routine today. Instead of holing up here, he might as well venture into town. Slipping into his heavy, durable boots, he grinned at the imprints carved into their soles—the marks of countless journeys through the Rocky trails.

Once Graham got into town, he strode through the quaint streets of Silverpine’s Main Street.

This town was everything he had been looking for all his life. Everyone was family, regardless of blood ties. He had a knack for chatting with people, making them feel at ease with his casual conversation. It wasn’t anything special, just a natural gift.

Whether it was asking about Martha’s knee or catching up on Ben’s latest projects, these simple conversations were the social glue that held their tight-knit community together.

And speak of the man himself.

He raised a hand in greeting as Ben Carter, the local handyman and his oldest friend, wandered by. As usual, he was eager to share ideas for one of his projects and plans to spruce up the place. And as always, Graham was eager to hear about him and give his thoughts when asked.

Though Silverpine may be tucked away in the Rockies, to Graham, it was a treasure beyond compare. The picturesque cottages and vibrant shops added pops of color against the backdrop of the evergreen forest. And the scents of fresh pine outside and the cinnamon rolls from the bakery...nothing in the world could beat that.

As he strolled by the park, the joyful laughter of children blended with the chatter of those mulling about their day, mixing with the cheery chirp of birds. In this town, you felt like you were part of something bigger than yourself. It was a feeling you couldn’t resist smiling back at.

Some might say there was a mischievous twinkle in his eye, but to Graham, it was just the spark of joy that came from being surrounded by such a beautiful place and its wonderful people.

Still, the town was changing—gradually but surely.

New structures sprouted up, bringing with them an influx of curious faces, new visitors and fresh perspectives. Graham took it all in: the altered landscape, the diversity of faces. Despite the changes, Silverpine remained a close-knit community, holding onto its old ways even as it embraced the prospect of something new... and he wouldn’t want it any other way.

As he entered Maggie’s boutique, her tired eyes lit up like someone had flipped a switch. “Morning, Graham!”

He smiled. “Hey, Maggie! Such a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

She shrugged wearily. “Could be worse, I suppose.”

They chatted amicably for a few minutes before he grabbed some supplies for his latest woodworking project—boxes of nails and varnish neatly packed into a bag, along with a few extra goodies that caught his eye.

Next stop was the town library—his haven since he was a boy. The aroma of worn pages was his own personal form of aromatherapy. After browsing through a few novels, he emerged with arms full of treasures.

On his way out, a flyer caught his eye on the community board—a New Year’s gathering. He frowned, remembering past get-togethers amidst refreshments and good company. He used to be right in the midst of such celebrations. Now, he was content to watch from the sidelines and let those young at heart dance and laugh the night away. Like every year, he was happy watching the world welcome the new year from his cabin.

Returning to his cabin felt like entering his own protective bubble of comfort. His workshop in the back awaited him, filled with tools and scattered wood shavings, ready for their next task.

He lost himself in his craft, chiseling unique designs that complemented the natural markings in the wood. Here, he was master and student, as his strong hands brought to life visions that had only lived in his head until now.

As evening descended upon Silverpine, Graham returned to his main cabin to warm himself by the fireside. The flames danced an elaborate ballet, echoing the whirl of his thoughts. A deep contentment washed over him as he sat there, surrounded by the warmth and comfort of his home.

Yet, under that layer of satisfaction, he wanted something more. The feeling had been there for far too long, silently nestled in his bones, keeping him company when the world quieted down.

As he peered into the fire, he couldn’t deny it any longer.

He wanted something more.
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Taylor swirled a glass of red wine as she stared at her laptop’s glowing screen. Every now and then, she glanced at the TV above her electric fireplace where some sitcom was playing—though she couldn’t remember the name. Either way, the canned laughter echoed hollowly through the room. Takeout containers littered the table, the pad thai inside them having somehow lost its usual luster tonight.

Her mind drifted back to childhood, when family time and hot cocoa were the highlights of her winter evenings. A sense of warmth washed over her, only to vanish as quickly as it came when she glanced around her immaculate—and very expensive—apartment.

On paper, she had plenty to be proud of.

Her startup had recently been bought for a sum with many, many zeroes. But as she stared at the cluttered counter, an inexplicable emptiness settled in. A feeling that couldn’t be quantified on any balance sheet.

Her phone buzzed. She picked it up and saw Jenna’s friendly face on the caller ID. Right away, she swiped to answer. “Hey, Jen! What’s up?”

Jenna’s voice crackled through, accompanied by the familiar chaos of her busy household. “Tay! I was thinking about you. How’s everything?”

Taylor chuckled, taking a sip of wine. “I can’t believe you found a moment of peace with Martin and the kids around.”

Jenna’s laughter echoed through the phone, competing with the sounds of tiny voices in the background. “Let’s just say I’m taking advantage of the calm before the storm to catch up with my girl. Martin’s finishing up some last-minute work stuff before coming home. But don’t think I don’t know you’re probably working again. Time for an intervention!”

Taylor frowned. “Intervention? Come on, I’m just tying up a few loose ends.”

There was a pause on the other end, followed by Jenna's familiar sigh that meant she wasn't buying it.

“Okay, okay,” Taylor said, rolling her eyes. “Just wrapping up a few things before the break.

“You sold your startup months ago, Tay. You need to breathe, have some fun...maybe even meet someone special.”

Taylor snickered. Absentmindedly, she opened her web browser and started scrolling through random sites. “Meet someone special? Easier said than done. The dating pool’s been more like a puddle lately.”

“I get it.” Jenna’s voice softened. “But you deserve someone who sees the real you. Maybe stepping back from work will help you find love where you least expect it.”

As Jenna spoke, Taylor’s gaze wandered to the TV, now showing an ad for a small town called Silverpine, Colorado. It looked like a charming retreat nestled in the Rocky Mountains, with snowy landscapes and promises of peace and relaxation.

Taylor leaned on the counter. “Hey, Jen, ever hear any buzz about this place called Silverpine, Colorado?”

Jenna’s voice practically bubbled over the phone.

“Silverpine? Yes! There’s a really nice resort near there. It’s like Aspen’s low-key, charming cousin. Top-tier skiing, all the pampering you can handle, but with a small-town vibe that makes you wanna curl up by the fire with a good book. Why do ya ask?”

“Just, you know, thinking out loud.” A whirlwind of thoughts fluttered through Taylor’s mind. She saw herself zipping down snowy slopes during the day and soaking in a hot tub under the stars at night. Maybe she’d even swing by the town itself, give her curiosity its due. Still, she imagined spending some more time with her family. Quality time outside of work had been in short supply lately.

Taylor sighed. “Sounds like a dream, honestly. But I also miss those lazy Sundays at home with my parents. Big breakfasts, laughter, cozy warmth. It’s been a hot minute since we’ve done that.”

Jenna’s voice softened on the other line. “Tay, you’re such a workaholic. You gotta remember to breathe sometimes, you know? A trip could be a soul refresher, a kickstarter for whatever’s next. And let’s be real—your mom and dad are probably out living their best post-retirement lives. They’d want you to do the same.”

The more she thought about Jenna’s words, the more Taylor couldn’t deny the truth in them. Maybe she was overdue for some “me-time” after all.

“You know what, Jen? You’re right. Maybe it’s time to go where the wind—or maybe a ski lift—takes me. I’m gonna book that trip to the resort.”

“Go, girl!” Jenna cheered, followed by a blare of crashing noises in the background. “And that was glass, so I gotta jet. Keep me posted, okay?”

“You bet. Thanks for the nudge!” Taylor hung up and peeked at her TV screen again, now showcasing a winter wonderland. She could practically taste the peppermint in the air and the sweetness of cocoa on her tongue. These were feelings she usually savored during her seasonal movie binges, and now she was about to live them. And she was more than ready to dive in.

A thrill of nerves surged through her. She was steering her own ship now, setting sail toward change and much-needed rejuvenation. Maybe she could swing by her parents’ place and head to the resort—sort of a double vacation to include some quality time with the family.

Yes, that would be perfect!

She scrolled through her phone’s contacts until she found “Mom & Dad” and hit call.

As the phone rang, she pictured them toes in the sand, sun hats on, sipping something exotic and umbrella-adorned. After years of shoveling snow and layering up during this time of year, it was no surprise they’d choose someplace warmer to spend their season.

“Hey there, it’s Dave—” Her father’s voice said over the line.

“And Jillian!” Her mom chimed in with her signature laughter ringing like a bell.

“We’re out in Hawaii, soaking up rays and waves. Leave a message, and we’ll get back to ya!”

Taylor grinned. “Hey, you two! It’s your favorite daughter—okay, your only daughter.” She chuckled. “I was actually thinking of swinging by, but it looks like you’re off living it up. Good for you! No FOMO here. As for me, I’m shaking things up myself. Planning a little personal retreat to the mountains. Love you both. Can’t wait to swap stories. Bye!”

She ended the call and put her phone down back on the counter. A tinge of disappointment settled on her shoulders. Here, her parents were out enjoying their lives. It was a well-deserved adventure after years of hard work and raising a family. Maybe it was high time she did the same for herself. After all, the only celebration she had after her sale was a dinner with Jenna and her family—which was amazing—and a new bottle of red wine for a private celebration. This was the perfect time to have a bigger celebration.

She turned to her laptop, opened a new tab, and began searching for resorts near Silverpine, Colorado. As she scrolled through luxurious cabins, elegant dining rooms, and serene snow-covered landscapes she grinned wider and wider. It was as if fate itself was reassuring her that she was on the right path.

This was the perfect time for a celebration on her own terms.

After a bit of comparison and review-reading, Taylor settled on a resort that seemed to offer the perfect balance of solitude and luxury. She hovered the mouse over the “Book Now” button and hesitated only for a moment before clicking it. As she filled out her information and secured her reservation, something settled over her. Years of constant responsibility lifted off her shoulders. It was an unfamiliar feeling, but a welcome one.

She drained the rest of her red wine, rolling the slightly sweet liquid on her tongue. Thoughts swirled in her mind as she pondered her life’s new direction. She peered back to the mounted TV. The sitcom was over and now the TV played a corny yet sweet winter-themed movie with scenes of family gatherings and cute romances.

She smiled softly to herself. Those were the cozy vibes she had longed for and hoped to get soon. She was taking a step into the unknown.

And for the first time in a long time, it felt like exactly where she needed to be.
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