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Anna Delaney smoothed down the front of her tailored blazer, her pulse quickening as she made her way to the corner office. She’d been summoned by Roger, the agency’s head honcho, and she knew this could only mean one thing: a promotion. 

Her latest campaign for the GoldenGrain account had been meticulously crafted, with every detail polished to perfection. She had leaned into classic, time-tested strategies, opting for an approach that was polished, sophisticated, and reliable. It was the kind of campaign that had always worked in the past, the kind she was known for. Ethan, her boyfriend and the lead on the client side, had given her a reassuring smile when she presented it. That had to be a good sign.

As she approached Roger’s office, she caught a glimpse of herself in the dark glass walls: sleek, confident, the picture of a successful New York City ad executive. She pushed open the heavy oak door with a practiced smile, ready to bask in the glory of her impending success.

But when she stepped inside, the sight that greeted her made her freeze. Roger was sitting behind his massive mahogany desk, his expression unreadable. But it was the figure standing by the window that sent a jolt of confusion through her. 

Ethan. Why was Ethan here?

“Anna, come in. Have a seat,” Roger said, his voice betraying none of the warmth she had expected.

She perched on the edge of the chair, her mind racing. Ethan turned to face her, his usual easy smile noticeably absent. 

Anna's stomach tightened with unease.

“What’s going on?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

Roger cleared his throat, leaning forward with his fingers steepled in front of him. “Anna, I’ve been getting some concerning feedback on your recent work.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean? The GoldenGrain campaign is—”

“Boring,” Roger interrupted, his tone flat. “And it’s not just GoldenGrain. I’ve had complaints from several clients. They’re saying your ideas are too safe, too predictable.”

Anna stared at him, her mind scrambling to make sense of what she was hearing. She looked to Ethan for support, but his eyes were downcast, his jaw set in a tight line.

“Ethan, you told me the campaign was great,” she said, her voice rising with disbelief.

He glanced at her, guilt flickering in his eyes. “I didn’t want to upset you, Anna. But the truth is, we want something fresh, something outside the box. Everyone at GoldenGrain is saying your work is stuck in the past.”

Roger sighed heavily, as if this conversation was as unpleasant for him as it was for her. “Anna, I’ve always respected your dedication, but we need to stay ahead. We can’t afford to lose clients over stale ideas.”

A cold wave of dread washed over her. “So what are you saying?”

Roger hesitated, then delivered the blow. “I’m saying we have to let you go.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and surreal. 

Anna’s world tilted on its axis. 

Fired? Her? The dependable creative director who had always delivered solid results?

“You’re firing me?” she repeated, as if saying it out loud would make it less true.

“Your work just isn’t aligning with where we’re heading,” Roger said, his tone final.

Anger and humiliation surged through her in equal measure. She stood abruptly, knocking her chair back. “You’re firing me because I’m not edgy enough? You want flashy gimmicks instead of proven strategies? This is ridiculous!”

Roger’s calm demeanor didn’t falter. “It’s about what’s best for the agency, Anna.”

“And what about what’s best for me?” she shot back. “I’ve given everything to this job. Maybe if you had any sense, you’d see the value in that!”

“Anna, please,” Ethan interjected, reaching for her arm, but she pulled away from him.

“And you,” she said, turning her fury on him. “You stood there and told me my work was solid. Now you’re saying it’s outdated? How could you do this to me?”

Ethan’s face tightened. “It’s not like that. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“But you did,” she snapped, her voice cracking with the weight of her betrayal. “I don’t need you, and I certainly don’t need this job!”

With that, Anna stormed out of the office, leaving Roger and Ethan in stunned silence. As she marched through the open-plan office, the sea of colleagues parting in her wake, her fury only grew. She didn't know whether to scream or cry. All she could do was avoid her closest colleagues. She wasn't ready to talk to anybody yet. 

After she'd grabbed her purse and a few sentimental items from her desk, she ducked into the stairwell, took off her heels, and began her descent. There was no way she could handle the elevators at a time like this.

By the time she burst out of the building and into the bustling streets of Manhattan, tears of anger and frustration were streaming down her face.

Ethan was waiting for her outside. He grabbed her arm to stop her. “Anna, wait! We can fix this, I promise.”

She spun around, yanking her arm free. “Fix this? You think we can fix this? I don’t need you or anyone else to fix anything for me, Ethan. I’m not some damsel in distress who needs rescuing.” 

“That’s not what I meant,” he started. “I only meant that my salary could keep us both going until you found something else. Which shouldn't take long. Roger told me he'd give you a solid recommendation. You'll be back on your feet before you know it. And, until then—” 

“You think I’m going to stick around and let you support me like some charity case?” she shouted, her voice carrying over the noise of the street. “No thanks, Ethan. I’m done with you, with this city, with everything! You can take your support and shove it!”

With one final glare, she turned and walked away, not daring to look back. She kept walking until she couldn’t walk anymore, her anger giving way to exhaustion and a deep, gnawing sense of loss.

By the time she reached her apartment, the reality of what had just happened hit her like a freight train. Fired. Single. Lost.

She sank onto her bed, her head in her hands. What was she going to do now?

In the silence of her apartment, an idea began to form: a desperate, wild idea that she clung to like a lifeline. She needed to get away, to start over somewhere far from the city, far from the memories of what she had just lost. Somewhere she could clear her head and figure out what came next.

And so, with a resolve born from the ashes of her old life, Anna made a decision. She would leave New York behind and find a new place to begin again.

She reached for her laptop, her fingers shaking slightly as she typed into the search bar. A listing for a seasonal job at a Christmas tree farm caught her eye. It was in a small town she’d never heard of, but that was exactly what she needed. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere she could disappear and start anew.

With a determined click, she applied for the job, barely noticing the tears that had started to fall again. It didn’t matter. By this time tomorrow, she’d be on her way to a place where no one knew her, where she could rebuild her life from the ground up.

Tomorrow would be the start of something new. Something better.

Or so she hoped.
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The train rumbled through the countryside, carrying Anna farther away from the skyscrapers and chaos of New York City. She pressed her forehead against the cool glass, watching as the landscape transformed from urban sprawl into vast, snow-dusted fields dotted with evergreens. The sky was a soft gray, promising more snow before nightfall. It was as if she were being transported into a snow globe.

Anna closed her eyes for a moment, trying to calm the nervous flutter in her stomach. She had always prided herself on being adaptable, but this was different. This wasn’t just a new job or a new city—it was a completely new life. She had no idea if she was ready for it.

The train’s whistle blew as they approached a quaint little station. The sign read “Pinewood” in elegant, old-fashioned script. She gathered her things—a single suitcase and a messenger bag stuffed with essentials—before stepping off the train.

The air was crisp, carrying the fresh scent of pine and woodsmoke. She could see her breath as she exhaled: tiny clouds that disappeared almost as quickly as they formed. The platform was nearly deserted, save for a few locals bundled in winter coats, exchanging pleasantries with smiles that felt genuine—something she hadn’t seen in what felt like ages.

“Welcome to Pinewood!” a cheery voice called out, snapping Anna out of her reverie.

She turned to see a middle-aged woman with rosy cheeks and a knit hat pulled low
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