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Hey, I'm Cierra, and I like making people fall in love with me.
Maybe you're about to ask me, "Why so confident?"
Well, it's not confidence, it's an illness.
My psychiatrist says I have Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. I compulsively psychoanalyze people, read them, dissect them, and then shape myself into whoever I think they want me to be. It’s not about affection, sex, or even validation most of the time. I don’t do it to get things from people.

I do it because it’s the only way I know how to feel anything real toward someone.
And the truth?
I like it. Even though I know it’s a lie.
I like feeling powerful. Wanted. Seen.
It makes me feel like I have a reason to live again.
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Chapter I – One of Those Days
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The coffee machine just woke me up; I was daydreaming again.

My focus is getting worse; I can’t even handle basic stuff because I’m stuck living in my head instead of real life.

My mind is a world of its own. I don’t just think, I see, I feel, I build entire realities in my head. Sometimes they’re beautiful, full of meaning and emotion, like I’m living a more profound truth than what’s around me. Other times they’re intense or overwhelming, shaped by my own thoughts, not by what the world throws at me.

In my imagination, I can be brave. I can create things that make sense. I can escape. But when I step into real life, it’s different. Things feel unstable. People are unpredictable. I feel exposed, like I expect to understand everything, to act like I belong when I don’t always feel like I do. Real life scares me, not always in significant ways, but in the little ways that build up. The pressure. The noise. The chance to fail, or be misunderstood.

So I retreat, not because I don’t care, but because it feels safer in my mind. Safer to imagine than to risk. Safer to think about life than to live it fully. It’s like I’m standing on the edge of something I’m not quite ready to face.

But I know I can’t stay hidden forever. Part of me wants to find a way to bring that inner world with me, to make it real, piece by piece, without letting fear shut me down. I’m just not sure how yet.

...

Of course, I’m late for work.

But whatever, there’s no crowd waiting outside that little library down the street to open up.

Customers don’t start rolling in until 10 anyway, so I’ve still got an hour to pull myself together...or fall apart, whichever comes first.

The phone buzzed on the table, again.
I didn’t even have to look to know who it was. He always found a way to show up in my quiet moments.
His name popped up on the screen: Ethan.
One message after another, like clockwork:

“Hey, you okay?”

“I miss you.”

“Can we talk?”

I stared at the screen, my chest tightening. I wanted to reply, to be the girl he thought I was, the girl who smiled, who needed him, who cared.

But I wasn’t.
I was a mirror, reflecting whatever he wanted to see. Sometimes, I didn’t even know who I was beneath the masks.
I could feel the pull, the familiar rush of control when I let someone slip under my skin.
It was intoxicating like breathing after drowning.
But it always ended the same: me, alone again, wearing whatever face got the job done.

And Ethan...he didn’t know, and I can't blame him for that.

Another text popped up on my screen, this time from Alicia:
"What are you doing later?"
Sometimes, messages like that make me a little angry, not because of what she says, but because she knows exactly what my days look like.

Two jobs.
Library by day, club by night.
I’m not like her and her friends, carefree students who can drink and laugh their way through the night without thinking about rent or sleep. But she’s my best friend, and I know she wants to spend more time with me.
So I type back:
"Not free, but you can come by the bar. I’ll make you something nice, on the house:*"
Her reply comes almost instantly:
"Of course, CC. I’d never say no to that kind of offer. Later, kisses!:****"

The day was the same as always,
boring shifts, people picking the worst books,
then home, a quick shower, and now I’m back at the bar, waiting for Alicia.
Or at least, I thought I was.

I was setting up glasses behind the counter when I heard a deep, worried voice.

Ethan.

"Hey," he said, almost carefully.
"I didn’t hear from you. Did I do something wrong?"

I sighed, already feeling the weight in my chest.

"No, Ethan. You didn’t do anything wrong."

He didn’t stop there.

"Then what is it? Why are you avoiding me?"

I opened my mouth, not sure if I was about to lie or tell the truth.
And right then, perfect timing, Alicia appeared out of nowhere, sliding in between us:
"Hellooo," she said, grinning, arms full of energy and perfume.

"Where are my drinks, girl?"

Ethan stepped back, jaw tight, clearly not a fan of the interruption.

"On their way", I say as I take my eyes off Ethan and let him disappear in the crowd.

She leaned over the bar and smiled.

"Rough night?"

"You have no idea."

I started making drinks for her friends, something sweet and basic, crowd–pleasers.
They were all talking over each other, dancing between songs, taking selfies.
That’s when I noticed him.
He wasn’t talking; he was standing a little off to the side.
Older than the rest. Quiet. Like, he didn’t totally fit in.
Our eyes met for a second.
Then a second too long.
I nudged Alicia.
"Who’s that?"

She glanced over.
"Oh, no clue really. He’s Asher's cousin. Just moved here for work or something. Why? Interested?"

I didn’t say anything. Just give her the "shut up" look.
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Chapter II – Roman
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I woke up in the middle of the night, sweating and breathing heavily. My nightmares returned, something I haven't experienced in months. Since I started taking my depression medication, my dreams had shifted, but now they felt like those I had as a child: being chased, the feeling of being watched, shadowy shapes lurking in the dark.

I didn't expect them to come back, so I haven't turned on my night lights. Now, lying in a room swallowed by darkness, my breath quickens again, shallow and uneven. I’m too scared to reach for the light switch, so I pull the covers over myself, curling up tight, waiting for sleep to find me again, waiting for the fear to pass.

I had that dream again, the one that haunted me for years.
The dream where I fall off a cliff, crash onto sharp rocks, and then drown.
It feels so real, every moment moving so slowly, making everything feel even more terrifying.
I have a lot of fears, and one of the biggest has to be drowning.
My psychiatrist once explained that every fear comes from somewhere deep inside.
For me, it’s tied to vulnerability and the unknown.
She said I’m terrified of being trapped somewhere I can’t control, somewhere that hides secrets I can’t see.
Maybe the fact that I can’t swim makes it worse.
Just the thought of cold water rising over my chest tightens around my throat like a noose.
Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever learn to swim at all.
...

It was just another day, but at least this time I only had the night shift at the club.
The library’s closed on Sundays, so I had a bit of breathing time.
I haven't heard from Alicia since last week, so I gave her a quick call to see if she was coming by the club.
Told her we could grab a few drinks since I was getting off earlier than usual tonight.
No surprise, her answer was positive.
Not gonna lie, the thought of maybe seeing Asher’s cousin again... didn’t bother me.
Not that I planned on talking to him or anything.
I wouldn’t mind seeing him.
He looks interesting. Why wouldn't I?

I was behind the bar, wiping down glasses and mixing drinks. The usual hum of the night buzzed around me, laughter, clinking bottles, the low beat of music pulsing through the room.

Alicia was leaning on the counter next to me, chatting about some wild story from her day, loud as always. I half-listened, mainly focused on the rhythm of pouring and stirring.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw him. Walking to the bar, he made himself comfortable on one of the chairs.

But then he looked up, and those big eyes caught mine, like he was seeing something for the first time.

I shook my head and turned back to Alicia. She looks at me, smiling and blinking fast:

"You have a client." 

I turn around and ask him if he wants something to drink. He looks exactly how I remember, but now I can get a closer look.

Messy dark hair, no beard, just some regular guy in jeans and a plain T-shirt. Nothing flashy. But there was something about his face, a tired look, but full cheeks, a kind of small nose, but a little chapped, smaller eyebrows than I usually see on boys, and some medium-sized lips. The thing that really caught my attention was his eyes. Big, dark, wide, almost too innocent for the rest of his expression.

"Yes, please, I would like something strong but with a sweet touch."

His voice is deeper than I expected, but somehow incredibly calming. It’s like he’s speaking in a whisper, yet you can hear him perfectly and understand every word.

A drink says a lot about someone. Judging by his choice, he seems like someone trying to appear tough, or perhaps he truly is. But beneath the surface, he looks more wounded or simply exhausted. There’s a gentleness in him, though he doesn’t have the energy to let it show. I feel there’s something we might share. Yet, the way he sips his drink suggests it isn’t one of his favorites, which makes me believe I might be wrong about what I thought.

I can feel his eyes on me as I wipe down the counter; perhaps he’s analyzing me, too. Now I begin to wonder what he sees. My hair is tied up, with two loose strands framing my face. I’m wearing my brown leather boots with slender heels, black straight jeans, and a black strappy top beneath an apron stained with grease. My face is slightly flushed, and my makeup is damp with sweat, but I’m working, so there’s no room for judgment.

I pour us two screwdrivers, heavy on the vodka, just the way we like them, and we slide into our usual corner table, tucked away from most of the noise. The dim light hits the glasses just right, making the orange juice glow like a liquid sunset.

Alicia takes a sip, then leans toward me, her voice a little too soft to be casual. “I found out more about him.”

I lift a brow. “About him?”

"Yeah, about Roman"

Roman

Interesting name.

She nods slowly. “His mom died when he was little. Drowned. Apparently, somewhere up north, on a lake. Must’ve been traumatizing...”

I glance back at him, suddenly seeing him in a whole new light.

“He didn’t finish school after that,” Alicia continues, tapping her glass lightly. “Ended up joining the army.”

I don’t know what to say to that. I look back over at him. He’s watching the ice melt in his drink.

“Yeah. He’s not in anymore, but no one really knows what he does now."

I take a long sip, letting the vodka burn a little more than usual. He looks like someone with secrets.

“Still,” Alicia adds with a crooked smile, “he’s kind of hot, right?”

I laugh, shaking my head. “Yeah. Tragic and hot. Dangerous combination.”
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