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Writing this story has been a journey of reflection and rediscovery. Defining You is not just about two people learning to understand each other—it’s about how love, grief, and self-awareness can coexist in the quiet moments between chaos. I’ve always believed that stories find their writers, not the other way around. This one found me when I least expected it, and I hope it finds you when you need it most.
— Daniel Reese

Defining you

The Illusion of Love
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Chapter 1: Anna: first impression
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You know when you hate someone—not because they’ve done anything evil, just because something about them feels... wrong? That kind of instinctive repulsion? That was me with Daniel.

We’ve been working together for almost two months now, and still, we can’t seem to find a single pleasant thing about each other. From the very first moment I saw him, I just knew I hated him. That grim look on his face. That smug, know-it-all attitude. The way he walks like he's got some higher purpose, the way he talks like every word is carved from stone.

He’s vile. His presence is like mold—subtle but suffocating.

But back then, I was desperate. I needed a job. He needed someone to help reopen his father’s coffee shop. I walked in for an interview and, just my luck, got hired on the spot. Apparently, I was the only applicant who knew how to work an espresso machine and spell cappuccino without auto-correct.

He asked me to start immediately. Said there was no one else. For two whole weeks, it was just the two of us in that shop. breathing the same dust. The air smelled like stale beans and old varnish. But it was okay since he did most of the heavy lifting, and I handled the counter because at least I could fake being friendly. And let me tell you—being alone with him for hours every day felt like some silent, slow-burning punishment. He doesn’t do small talk. He barely even speaks unless it’s to give some flat, soul-crushing command like:

“Do that.”
“Don’t do that.”
“Be less annoying.”
Be less annoying? Like that's a measurable metric on a checklist or something. How the hell do you even quantify "less annoying"?

I hated him.

Okay—fine. I’ll admit, his first impression wasn’t that bad. He seemed... quiet. Observant. Didn’t bother with fake smiles or awkward formalities. That kind of silence is nice, you know? At first. But eventually, the stillness starts to feel like a funeral. You can only appreciate stoicism until it turns into apathy.

So yeah, my admiration curdled into irritation. Into resentment. Into full-on hate.

Except—ugh, hate is such a strong word. Maybe I didn’t hate him. Perhaps I just hated how unkind he was to me. I’m not a monster—I know everyone has their moments. But he was just always like that. Cold. Dismissive. And honestly, sometimes I wonder if I’m just oversensitive, expecting the world to run on kindness and glitter. Maybe I’m the one living in a Barbie fantasy. But is it really so ridiculous to expect people to just... not be mean?

In the beginning, we barely had any customers. Which, honestly, suited me. Less work. More time to doodle in my notebook or write bad poetry in the back corner.

But after a while, the silence started to ache. I wanted people to come in. To chat. To give this place some life. Daniel and I rearranged the furniture, tried to make it look inviting—warm lights, little potted plants, cozy chairs. We'd light a candle and get our hopes up every time someone walked by the window, even if they just glanced in and kept walking.

Daniel still didn’t talk much. He’d just sit at his laptop, typing at a speed that made my brain feel like it was buffering. I mean, seriously, what is he writing with that kind of fury? I prefer pen and paper anyway. The original method. The romantic method.

Eventually, he came up with this bizarre idea—his idea, obviously—that we should write more than just customer names on cups. “Write what you think about them when you first see them,” he said. Which, let’s be real, sounded like a potential HR nightmare.

But we tried it. Wrote “beautiful eyes,” or “mysterious,” or “definitely a cat person,” or even “probably ghosted someone last night” (that one was mine). It worked. People loved it. Some even came back just to see what we’d write next. Some took pictures and shared them online. Within a month, the shop was full. Overflowing, even.

And now? I thought, maybe, maybe working together in a successful shop would make Daniel less awful. Nope. He’s more annoying than ever. Micro-managing every tiny thing I do.

Like, Daniel—the cups are fine. You don’t have to move them two centimeters to the left. No one’s measuring. A smudge on the counter? Relax. It’s a coffee shop, not a crime scene. And the blender? It doesn’t need to live in the corner. It’s not a hostage.

But now that we’ve hired two more people—and guess who’s unofficially in charge of them? Me. And guess what I’ve realized?

Those little things do matter.

I catch myself correcting the newbies just like he used to correct me. Telling them to align the cups. Wipe the counters. Move the blender back. And I can feel Daniel watching me with those cold, amused eyes like he’s silently saying, See? Told you.

I hate that he’s right.
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Chapter 2: Daniel: The Curse of Hiring Cinderella
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Life isn’t easy. People like to romanticize struggle, call it “growth” or “character building.” It’s not. It’s just creative new ways to torture yourself. Whether it’s chasing a passion that doesn’t pay the bills, falling for an idea that will never work, or making a decision that mocks you later, life finds a way to laugh at you.
I’ve made plenty of bad choices, but none quite as catastrophic as hiring her.
When I first met her, I actually thought she’d be a good addition. She had this childlike enthusiasm that looked useful — someone who would greet customers, smile, talk about beans and brews like she’d invented coffee itself. That kind of energy can be contagious. For the first few days, it was. Then I realized there’s a very thin line between bubbly and chaotic.

I hired her for her innocence, simplicity, and willingness to help. But that’s a short-term charm, like caffeine — it wakes you up, then leaves you jittery and regretting every sip. Eventually, you start craving calm instead of clumsy. And calm is exactly what she’s allergic to.

I swear, she cannot stand silence. If the café is empty, she fills it with her humming — loud, off-key humming. If there’s a moment of peace, she’ll shatter it with, “Hey, Daniel, do you think coffee beans ever get tired of being roasted?” What kind of question even is that? She laughs at her own questions too, like they’re punchlines to an inside joke she shares with the universe.

The customers, of course, adore her. Everyone does. They come here for coffee and stay for her nonsense. I’ve seen grown men blush when she remembers their names. I’ve seen an old woman tip her double because she complimented their scarves. Apparently, all it takes to win people over is chaotic sunshine energy and a smile that makes you forget she just spilled sugar all over the counter.

She has single-handedly made this place popular. I can’t even hate her for that, though I’ve tried. My personal feelings shouldn’t matter — I have a business to run, and she brings business. But try working beside someone whose every movement feels like it’s testing the limits of your patience.

She rearranges things that don’t need rearranging. The napkins — I’ve counted — she’s folded them into at least five different shapes this week. The sugar jars are now labeled “sweetness bombs.” Who even does that? I tried to remove the labels once; she replaced them the next day with glitter tape. Glitter. In a coffee shop.

And then there’s the way she talks. It’s not even what she says — it’s how. She says my name like she’s announcing it to a crowd. “Daaaaniel, look at this!” “Daaaaniel, taste this new mocha!” “Daaaaniel, do you think this plant likes me?”
No, the plant doesn’t like you. It’s dying because you keep overwatering it.
But sometimes — and I hate admitting this — sometimes her chaos fills the space in a way I’ve missed since my father died. The shop used to be full of sound: the grinder, the milk frother, his voice. Then, after he was gone, the silence became unbearable. Maybe that’s why her noise bothers me so much. It reminds me that the silence I thought I liked was actually just loneliness.

I caught myself watching her the other day — not intentionally, of course. She was talking to a customer, her hands moving like she was conducting an orchestra. There was coffee on her apron, a smudge on her cheek, hair falling into her eyes, and somehow she still looked like she belonged here more than I ever have.
She laughed — loud, unfiltered — and I felt... something. Probably annoyance. Definitely not admiration. Absolutely not anything else.
She turned and caught me staring. “What?” she asked, grinning. “Do I have coffee on my face again?”

“Yes,” I said. “And your hair’s a disaster.”

“Thanks, boss,” she replied cheerfully, wiping at the wrong side of her face. Then she winked. “You’re a real confidence booster.”

I told myself I rolled my eyes because she was being ridiculous. Not because she winked.

I think she knows she gets to me. She’s too observant not to notice. Every time she catches me adjusting the counter displays after her shift, she smirks. Every time I correct her order slips, she hums that annoying little tune — the same one she uses to tease Kevin when he blushes around her.
Sometimes I wonder if she does it on purpose. Probably. She’s the type who likes to see what happens when you poke a hornet’s nest.
But I’ll say this much — the café has never been more alive. The tables are rarely empty now. People laugh here. There’s warmth again, and maybe that’s because she refuses to let any day be quiet.
So no, I don’t like her. Not her voice, not her habits, not her glitter tape, not her humming.
But I’m not sure I could stand this place without her either.
And that, unfortunately, makes her the worst decision of my life.
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Chapter 3: Anna: The Robot Can Feel
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Now it’s sort of... established between us that we don’t like each other. We never said it, never even hinted at it, but it’s there — floating in the air like the smell of over-roasted beans. A silent agreement: You irritate me. I irritate you. Let’s keep doing this forever.

I don’t know how we reached this understanding, but it feels mutual. I can tell from the way he looks at me — that cold, blank stare that could probably stop a boiling kettle mid-bubble. Or the way his jaw tightens every time I drop something, like he’s holding himself back from saying the most “Daniel” sentence ever: Is gravity your personal enemy?

Whenever I mess up, I can practically feel his internal monologue. He doesn’t even need to speak. The disappointment radiates off him like heat from an espresso machine. He clenches his fist sometimes when I spill coffee — not in an “I’m going to punch something” way (I hope), but in that restrained, I’m dying inside but too civilized to show it kind of way. Honestly, it’s entertaining.

He could’ve fired me ages ago. And yet, he still hasn’t gotten rid of me. Maybe he can’t. Maybe he secretly enjoys my company. Or maybe, deep down, he knows this place would collapse without me. Because it would. He doesn’t even realize that half the customers come here just to see me, not him, me. They come for my foam art, my jokes, my playlists. He just scowls behind the counter like a caffeinated gargoyle, pretending he’s single-handedly keeping the place alive. 

I was his first employee, the one who helped set up everything, the one who dealt with suppliers, the one who learned his dad’s old recipe book by heart. I deserve a plaque or something. Maybe even a partnership.
Instead, I get his glares.
And here’s the funny thing — the more he tries to control everything, the more it unravels. I swear he alphabetizes the coffee beans in his sleep. He wants the world to make sense, to stay within straight lines and equal spaces, but life doesn’t work like that. People don’t work like that. I don’t work like that.
Which is exactly why we clash.
This morning was hilarious, though. I’ll probably never forget it.

So I’m standing near the front door, chatting with Kevin about whether our new caramel syrup tastes like happiness or diabetes, when Daniel walks in. He’s balancing a laptop bag, a folder, and his ever-present scowl — basically his holy trinity. He takes one step inside, and suddenly, whoosh — his foot slides. His expression goes through an entire emotional spectrum in two seconds flat: shock, panic, anger, shame. I didn’t even know he could move his face like that.

He grabs the door frame, somehow regains balance, and straightens up like nothing happened — except it did happen, and I was right there, watching the entire performance like a front-row audience at the “Daniel Loses Control” show.

I giggled. Couldn’t help it. Maybe I even snorted a little.

He didn’t say anything, of course. Just glared in my direction — that glare — and went straight to his counter. But I could tell. He thought it was me. He thought I’d spilled water right there to sabotage him or something.
I didn’t. Kevin did. But since Daniel didn’t accuse me directly, I didn’t exactly rush to defend myself either.
Let him think what he wants.
He saw me giggling, though, so... yeah. He definitely thinks it was me.
The rest of the day went by quietly — well, as quiet as things get here. He stayed glued to his laptop, I ran the register, Kevin made weird jokes, and Jeremy almost burned the milk again. Everything is perfectly ordinary.
And yet, I caught myself thinking about that almost-fall way too many times. The way he froze, the way his usually blank eyes widened just for a second — he looked so human.
I know that sounds stupid, but that’s how it felt. Like the robot malfunctioned and, for a split second, revealed that there’s an actual person behind that cold, mechanical exterior.

And maybe... maybe that’s why I can’t stop replaying it in my head. Not because it was funny (which it was), but because it made me realize he’s not made of stone. He bleeds coffee, not oil.

Of course, I’m not saying I like him or anything. God, no. I just—
I don’t know. I guess it’s nice to see him slip. Literally.
Anyway, nothing else happened today. I wish something had, though. Just something unpredictable. Something that breaks that neat little wall he’s built around himself.
But no. He’s too predictable. He’ll go home, check inventory, read spreadsheets, and probably polish his coffee machine for fun.
Not that I care.
I don’t.
I really don’t.
...Maybe a little.
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Chapter 4: Daniel: Order and Chaos
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Sometimes I wish I could be as careless as she is.
As naïve as her.
But not as clumsy, never that.
I just know she’s the one who spilled the water right in front of the door this morning. It couldn’t have been anyone else. Of course, she didn’t do it on purpose — she never does — but that doesn’t make it any less frustrating. It could have been a customer who slipped, not me. And if that had happened, if someone had actually fallen, she would’ve probably laughed first and apologized later. Because that’s what she does. She finds amusement in disaster.

In her world, everything is harmless. A spilled drink, a broken cup, a missed order — it all becomes part of some whimsical little adventure that makes her giggle.
In mine, it’s incompetence.
Sometimes I look at her and wonder what it must feel like to live inside that head — that childlike, chaotic space where consequences don’t exist and everything is just funny.
I don’t think I could survive a day in there.
But maybe... maybe it’s easier, being her. Not having to think so much. Not worrying about how one small mistake could cost you everything.
And then there’s Kevin.

The way he hovers around her like some overly enthusiastic satellite. Always smiling, always nodding at every ridiculous thing she says. She calls him names, and he still laughs like she’s just complimented him. He fetches things before she even asks, hangs on every word, watches her like she’s the sun and he’s just grateful to orbit her.

It’s pathetic.
And she doesn’t even notice.
She’s so blissfully unaware that he likes her. Or maybe she does and pretends not to — I can’t decide which is worse.
But knowing her, she probably thinks he’s just nice.
Because, of course, in her world, everyone’s kind and harmless, and no one wants anything in return.
She doesn’t know how people work. She doesn’t know how men work.
Men are not nice. Not without a reason.
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Chapter 5: Anna: Trigger
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The café had been buzzing more than usual lately. Mornings smelled of caffeine and chatter, a rhythm I could almost dance to—if Daniel’s death stare weren’t drilling into me every few minutes.

That day started calmly. Quiet music, faint sunlight filtering through the windows, and the smell of cinnamon rolls I may or may not have slightly overbaked. Nothing extraordinary.

Then he came in. An old man, serious, with the kind of expression that said he was done with life, utterly exhausted by it. Lonely people like that walk among us every day, yet we rarely notice. We’re so wrapped up in our own lives that someone else’s struggles fade into the background. Looking at him made me think we should sometimes give others the chance to live fully—let them speak, dream, even be a little reckless. Be a child, have unrealistic plans. He looked so profoundly sad that the air around him seemed heavier. And in that instant, I realized something: I would never let myself become like him. I would protect my charm, my enthusiasm, my spark, at all costs.

He sat with Daniel, speaking as if they had known each other for decades. He asked about Daniel’s father, and the man’s face flickered with surprise when he learned of his death. Perhaps they had been close friends or relatives—or maybe he was just a regular customer. If that were the case, I would have noticed him. I spent most of my evenings here, after all.

When he left, Daniel seemed... different. Not his usual irritation, the kind that makes you want to punch a wall. This was a sadness that made you ache for him, that pulled at something inside you. And, for the first time in a long while, I did. I felt sorry for him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6: Daniel: the father
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After my father’s death, I reopened his shop.
Not because I wanted to, but because there was nothing else left to do.
We’d spent most of our savings paying his medical bills, and the rest on pretending everything was fine. He’d told me, “Start your life, son. Open the shop again.” He said it like a blessing, but it felt more like a command. He actually believed he could take care of himself. And in a way, he could — he was still strong, still stubborn — but there was one thing I knew that he didn’t: he could die at any moment.

Sometimes I think he knew that, too. Maybe that’s why he said it, why he wanted me to leave him to his own ending. He’d already seen the doctor before he told me anything. He must have known exactly what was coming. He just didn’t want me to.

The doctor was clinical about it, detached.
“Your father’s main artery is extremely swollen,” he said. “It’s like a worn-out hose — it could tear open without warning. We can’t operate because of his age. There’s nothing you can do to stop it. Just be with him, because when it happens... it’ll be quick.”
That word quick— it kept echoing in my head.
Quick, like pulling a plug. Quick, like turning off a light. 
I’d gone in expecting a routine check-up for him, nothing serious. Suddenly, they were running tests and scans, and I was sitting in the doctor’s office being told my father was dying.
I had no idea he’d been visiting doctors for months. No clue the shop had been closed all that time. The doctor assumed I already knew. But I didn’t. I was blindsided.
And maybe that’s exactly how my father wanted it.
He’d always preferred control — even over how people learned to grieve him.
I hated that man for most of my life. We never had a real conversation. Never had what people like to call a bond. We were just two strangers who happened to share a surname and a roof. And then, after years of silence, he called me — out of nowhere — to accompany him to a doctor’s appointment. That was his way of reconnecting. “Let’s talk about my aneurysm, son.”

It’s almost funny, in a cruel kind of way.

He wouldn’t talk about feelings, but he wanted me there to witness his body falling apart. Maybe that was his version of closeness. Maybe it was guilt. Or maybe he just wanted me to see what legacy really looks like — fragile, messy, and finite.

Even after I quit my job and moved back to help him, he kept insisting that I reopen the shop. “Go on with your life,” he’d say. Like living meant pretending he wasn’t dying. He wanted everything to go back to normal. He wanted to die in
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