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“Are you stupid or just lazy?” the man snapped, slamming the cardboard cup onto the counter so hard that a splash of dark roast kissed Lena’s apron. “I said no foam, and this—” he jabbed a thick finger at the drink like it had personally insulted him, “—is practically a cloud.” Lena Monroe blinked at him, biting back the hundred sarcastic replies that clawed at her tongue. She’d lost count of how many ways people found to be cruel over coffee, but apparently, this guy wanted to earn a spot on the leaderboard. “I’ll remake it,” she said instead, voice even, because she couldn’t afford to get fired. Again. As she turned back to the espresso machine, the man muttered something about “kids these days” and “barely competent.” Lena clenched her jaw. She was twenty-four, thank you very much, and she wasn’t some clueless teenager who’d wandered in off the street. She was just stuck. Stuck pouring overpriced coffee for people with more money than manners, stuck renting a glorified closet from the queen of passive-aggressive cruelty, and stuck thinking about a man she had no business still missing.

Tara—the aforementioned queen—was the same age as Lena, but that was where the similarities ended. Tara had perfect hair, perfect lashes, and a perfectly curated Instagram following. She didn’t work; her daddy’s credit card took care of that. Lena, on the other hand, had three dollars to her name and a rent reminder text Tara sent like clockwork every first of the month—complete with a winky face and a “You’re welcome for the roof over your head .” Living in her guest room was supposed to be temporary. Eight months later, Lena still kept her things in labeled storage bins and tiptoed through the house like a poorly trained pet. And then there was him. Jasper Kingsley. The ex. The mistake. The still-somehow-in-my-dreams name she tried not to say out loud. He’d promised her Vegas for her twenty-fifth birthday. Said he’d make it unforgettable. But two weeks later, she’d found flirty texts on his phone from a blonde who didn’t even know how to spell espresso, and that was that. She broke things off, bleached half his wardrobe in a moment of rage, and blocked him everywhere. It had been six months since then, and her birthday was now two days away.

A milestone birthday she’d once dreamed about with glitter and champagne and laughter. Now? It looked like it would just be another shift at Starbucks followed by a microwaved meal in Tara’s kitchen—if Tara wasn’t hosting one of her wine-and-hate-everything parties. Lena let out a sigh and handed the old man his corrected drink with a plastic smile. “No foam. Extra bitterness. Enjoy.” He grunted and walked off. The bell above the door chimed as a new customer stepped in, but Lena didn’t look up yet. She was too busy wondering how the hell she’d ended up here—still hurting, still angry, and still counting down the days to a birthday no one would celebrate. And she had no idea what was about to hit her. Lena sighed and glanced at her phone. Thursday. Her birthday was in two days. Saturday.

A date that once shimmered with champagne dreams and glittering promises. Their trip had been booked for a full week—Saturday to Saturday. She’d made a whole vision board for it, complete with tacky tourist photos, pink highlighter scribbles, and a little printout of the Eiffel Tower replica on the Vegas Strip. She'd wanted to dress up, feel pretty, stay up too late, maybe kiss someone who made her feel alive again. Now, it all felt ridiculous. She blinked quickly, but the tears still came, quiet and unchecked, slipping down her cheeks like they had every night this week. Crying at work was its own brand of pathetic, but her body wasn’t exactly asking permission these days. Lena Monroe was a beautiful brunette—the kind that drew attention the second she walked into a room, whether she wanted it or not. Big brown eyes, fair skin that flushed easily, and a softness to her features that made cruel men greedy and judgmental women bitter. Most people assumed she had it easy. The truth? That kind of beauty was a curse. Men wanted her in pieces—her lips, her body, her silence. They never stuck around for the messy parts, the sad parts, the real parts.

Her hair, which once fell in glossy waves, was now knotted into a low, messy ponytail, shoved under her green Starbucks cap like an afterthought. She wiped her damp hands on her apron, then quickly scrubbed her face when the swinging kitchen door creaked open. “Lena,” her coworker hissed. “Seriously? No crying in the back. You want Kim to dock your pay again?” Lena gave a watery smile. “I’m fine.” The girl rolled her eyes and left, letting the door flap shut behind her. Lena slumped against the stainless-steel counter and checked the time again. Twenty-four more minutes. Twenty-four minutes until she could go home, crawl into her room, and try to convince herself that birthdays were just days. Just time passing. Just—

The timer on the oven beeped. Lena forced herself upright, wiped the last of the tears from her chin, and headed back out into the café with the robotic grace of someone who knew how to pretend. But she didn’t know—couldn’t know—that everything was about to change. And that he was already on his way. The second the clock hit 3:00, Lena untied her apron with shaky fingers and grabbed her bag from the back room. Her sneakers squeaked against the tile as she trudged toward the exit, head down, staring blankly at the floor. Just one more step out the door. Just one more— Wham. The heavy glass door slammed into her shoulder, knocking her sideways. Her bag slipped from her hands, phone clattering across the floor.

“Shit—sorry,” a deep voice said, warm and familiar in a way that made her stomach twist. Her breath caught. It couldn’t be. She looked up. And there he was. Jasper Kingsley. Her ex. The heartbreak. The reason she hadn’t slept right in months. Same tousled black hair, same sharp jawline, same maddening smirk. He was dressed like a man who knew he looked good—tailored jeans, a black button-down rolled at the sleeves, a gold watch peeking out just above his wrist. In his arms? A massive bouquet of blood-red roses. Her pulse hammered. He looked exactly how he always had—like trouble you couldn’t say no to. And for a long time, she hadn’t. Lena's voice was barely a whisper. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jasper’s smile faltered, just slightly. “Hey, Lena.”

She blinked, still half-dazed, like her brain was buffering. “You... hit me with a door.” “Yeah,” he said with a soft laugh, stepping closer. “I was coming in. You were coming out. Dramatic timing.” She didn’t laugh. Didn’t smile. Didn’t move. “What are you doing here?” she finally asked, her tone sharp. She knelt down to grab her phone, even though her hand was trembling. He crouched too, gently picking up her bag and offering it to her. “I figured if you weren’t coming to Vegas, I’d bring Vegas to you.” She stood up, slowly. “You figured wrong.” He held the flowers out, but she didn’t take them. “Lena,” he said, quieter now, “can we talk?”

“No.” Her voice cracked like glass. Because it was him—Jasper freaking Kingsley. And she was supposed to be over this. Over him. But just like that, every wound reopened. Every memory stirred. Every part of her that had healed split open again. And it was only Thursday. Her birthday hadn’t even started yet. The sight of him—the audacity of him—sent something snapping inside her. “You don’t get to just show up like this!” Lena shouted, voice trembling, tears stinging her eyes. She shoved the bouquet back into his chest with enough force that a few petals broke free and fluttered to the ground. “You don’t get to throw flowers at me like I’m some pathetic girl you ghosted. You cheated, Jasper!” She hurled the roses at him. The bouquet exploded against his shoulder, scattering crimson petals across the sidewalk. “Happy freaking birthday to me,” she spat, voice cracking. Then she ran. Tears blurred her vision as she sprinted down the street, clutching her bag like it was the only thing keeping her together. Her feet pounded against the concrete, heart racing faster than it had in months. She didn’t stop until the green-painted door of Tara’s house came into view.

By the time she reached the front steps, she could barely breathe. Her lungs burned. Her eyes stung. Her whole chest ached. She wanted to scream again. To sob. To disappear. She shoved open the gate and stumbled into the yard. Just then, a tall blonde in matching athletic gear jogged past the house. Her ponytail bounced, her skin dewy from exertion. The woman slowed, saw Lena’s tear-streaked face, and quirked a brow. “Rough night?” she asked, tone flat, not stopping. Lena didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. The woman smirked and jogged on, as if Lena’s world hadn’t just caved in around her. Lena climbed the steps to Tara’s porch with shaking knees and leaned against the front door, hands fisting at her sides. She had no idea what she was going to do. But right now? She just wanted someone—anyone—not to leave her. Not again.

Lena stumbled inside the house, slamming the door behind her. The echo rang through the empty hallway, but she didn’t care if Tara was home or not. She didn’t care about anything but getting away—from the street, from the ache in her chest, from him. She kicked off her shoes and bolted straight for her room, slamming that door too before twisting the lock with trembling fingers. The air felt thin, the room too small. Her thoughts swirled violently as her chest rose and fell in erratic bursts. She couldn’t catch her breath. Panicked, she stumbled toward the closet and yanked the door open. Dark. Small. Quiet. She crawled inside like a child hiding from a storm and pulled the door shut behind her. Her breathing was ragged now, shallow gasps echoing in the confined space. She pressed her back to the wall and dropped her head between her knees, fingers fisting in the hem of her apron. Then her gaze fell forward. There, taped sloppily to the inside wall of the closet, was the thing she’d tried to forget—the thing she’d made with glitter glue, cheap stickers, and too much hope.

Her vision board. Lena stared at it like it was a ghost. There was the picture of the Eiffel Tower she’d cut out from a magazine. The sketch of a wedding dress she’d doodled during her shift. The “Vegas 2025” flyer from her Pinterest printout. But what stopped her cold—what made her whole body stiffen—was the handwriting. Jasper’s. Little notes in his cocky scrawl, scribbled when they were still together.
“We’ll hit the jackpot, babe. Just watch.”
“I’ll marry you wherever you want. Even by Elvis.”
“This year is yours, Lena Monroe.”
Photos of them, smiling—him kissing her temple at that one rooftop bar, her laughing into his shoulder on the beach. So many moments she used to cling to. Now they felt like lies. Her face crumpled. She let out a broken sound—half sob, half laugh—and lunged forward. The first picture ripped easily. Then another. She tore the Eiffel Tower straight down the middle. The wedding dress got crumpled in her fist. She clawed at the notes, the dreams, the fantasies. The glue stuck to her fingertips like betrayal. Ripping it all apart didn’t bring peace. But it gave her something to do with the pain. And that was enough—for now. She sat in the wreckage of her own hope, heart pounding, breath still uneven, surrounded by torn pieces of a future she wasn’t sure she believed in anymore.
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Lena blinked awake to the pale gold light spilling through the blinds. Her throat felt raw, her lashes sticky. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep—but after the closet, after tearing down her vision board and sobbing into a heap of glitter and memories, exhaustion had won. Now she lay curled in bed, tangled in an old throw blanket, the remnants of her meltdown scattered around her room. Her phone buzzed quietly on the nightstand. A notification. She didn’t bother checking it. Not yet. Her thoughts drifted to him—of course they did. Jasper Kingsley. With his tailored suits and smug smirk and reckless promises. The same man who’d booked a Vegas trip with her and then shattered everything by sleeping with some bleach-blonde gym rat. The same man who showed up today with a bouquet like that could undo any of it.

She hated him. God, she hated him. But... Her gaze flicked toward her suitcase, still shoved in the corner where she’d packed it a week ago. It was supposed to be a trip. Their trip. Seven days in Vegas. She’d dreamed about it since she was little—bright lights, blackjack tables, glittering dresses and hotel suites bigger than apartments. A whole week where she could feel like someone special. And now? Now she was alone. Her birthday was tomorrow. She was twenty-eight, broke, heartbroken, and living with a woman who barely tolerated her existence. Lena rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, debating. Could she really let this go? Could she let him win by not going? Her fingers hovered over her phone. She opened his contact, stared at his name, then locked her screen again.

She didn’t want to text him first. Not after everything. Not after how it ended. Not after how he’d made her feel worthless. But God, she still wanted to go. Still wanted the lights. The escape. The fantasy. And deep down, if she was honest, part of her still wanted him too. That was the worst part. Lena closed her eyes again, teeth sinking into her bottom lip. Her pride was a heavy thing. But tonight, it was also a prison. Lena sat up, the room dim and quiet, her chest heavy with dread and something worse—hope. She unlocked her phone again, thumb hovering over Jasper’s contact. Her heart pounded like it knew this was a mistake, but her gut told her it was the only way forward. She hadn’t realized how many messages she’d blocked from him until they flooded back all at once. Dozens. Maybe more.


Lena, I know I’m the last person you want to hear from right now, but I’m sorry.
Please don’t ignore me.
I booked the trip. It’s still yours if you want it.
I’ll sleep on the floor. Just come.
Happy early birthday. I hope you still go, even if it’s not with me.
I meant every word, even if I said them too late.
I never stopped—

She stopped scrolling. With trembling fingers, she hit “Call.” It rang once. Twice. Three times— “Lena?” His voice was hopeful. Too hopeful. She took a shaky breath. “Don’t talk. Just let me say this.” A beat of silence. Then: “Okay.” “I’m not calling because I miss you,” she began, ignoring the tightness in her throat. “I’m not calling because I want to get back together or forgive you or pretend like what you did didn’t ruin me. I’m calling because I still want to go to Vegas. That’s it.” Another pause. “If you can agree to keep this strictly platonic,” she continued, firm, “I’ll go. I’ll enjoy the trip. But we’re not a couple. We’re not rekindling anything. We’re just two people who used to love each other and happen to have non-refundable plane tickets.”

The silence that followed stretched longer than she liked. Then Jasper spoke, his voice soft. “I can do that. I’ll be on my best behavior. No lines. No flirting. Just... friends.” “Not even that,” she muttered, then sighed. “Okay. I’ll go. But I swear, Jasper—if you try anything—” “I won’t,” he promised quickly. “Thank you. Really. You won’t regret it.” She ended the call before her resolve could crack. And as she leaned back against her pillow, her chest still a battlefield, she told herself this was about Vegas, not him. And she hoped to hell that was true. Lena couldn’t help it—her lips tugged into a smile before she even realized. She hated Jasper. Truly. Passionately. But the idea of Vegas still made her giddy. She squealed into her pillow, kicked her feet, and did a ridiculous little happy dance in the middle of her tiny rented room. She spun once, arms in the air, grinning wide. “I’m going to Vegas,” she whispered to herself, heart racing with excitement. Finally. Her moment of joy was shattered when her bedroom door swung open without warning. “Where’s my rent money?” Tara barked, already looking annoyed. Her blonde hair was a mess, her tank top stained, and her pupils were way too big to be natural. Lena blinked, breath still shallow from her dance. “I already paid you.” Tara scoffed. “Bullshit. Don’t try and pull one over on me, Monroe. You know the due date.”

“I paid you.” Lena reached for her phone, opening her banking app. “Last Friday. Like I always do.” Tara’s eyes narrowed. She whipped out her own phone, muttering under her breath as she scrolled. Her expression shifted from suspicion to confusion to reluctant acceptance. “Oh.” She blinked. “Yeah. Guess you did.” Then, in the flattest voice possible: “Thanks for the deposit.” “You’re welcome,” Lena mumbled, rubbing her temples. Tara turned on her heel and walked out without another word, leaving Lena staring after her. Lena sighed long and hard. “Yeah... I could definitely use a vacation.” Muffled shouting filtered through the thin bedroom walls, rising in intensity. Lena flinched as something—glass, maybe—shattered in the hallway. Tara’s voice was unmistakable, shrill and cruel. “I said I don’t owe you anything, you creep! Get out of my house before I call the cops!” Lena winced. Probably another one of Tara’s “suitors,” though that was being generous. The last guy had screamed back for ten minutes, and Lena wasn’t up for a repeat performance. Her suitcase was already half-packed from a week ago. She stared at it. At her small pile of folded clothes. At her beaten-down, suffocating life in this rental room. Then she grabbed her phone and scrolled to Jasper’s contact.

Her thumb hovered for a moment. Then she hit call. It only rang twice before he picked up. “Lena?” “Hey,” she said, voice low. She glanced at the door, flinching as another thud echoed outside. “Can you... pick me up tonight instead? I know we were going to leave tomorrow, but I can’t stay here another minute.” There was a pause. Then: “Yeah. Of course. Just send me the address and I’ll be there.” She released a shaky breath. “Okay. Thanks.” She hung up, dropped the phone on the bed, and sat beside it, staring at the wall as Tara’s screams rattled her bones.

Vegas couldn’t come soon enough. An hour later, Lena stood by
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