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The Faces I Wear
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Chapter 1 – Reflections in the Mirror
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Brendon stood in front of the bedroom mirror, hands hovering over the edge of the dresser, as if gripping it would somehow steady the swirl of thoughts in his head. The morning light fell softly across his apartment, casting a gentle glow over the small, orderly space he had painstakingly curated. It smelled faintly of coffee and the lavender-scented candle he always lit before starting his day—a ritual meant to anchor him, though lately it barely made a dent in the anxiety that clawed at him from the edges of his mind.

He studied his reflection, searching for the man he wanted the world to see. His jawline had softened just enough to feel right; his short brown hair was styled neatly, a little tousled but controlled, like him. The new leather jacket he’d bought last weekend hung perfectly on his shoulders. He ran his hand over it, feeling the smoothness of the material, imagining the confidence it could lend him if he dared step outside fully as himself.

But stepping outside was the hardest part. Every glance, every whisper in public felt like a tiny spotlight, exposing the parts of him he still feared the world might reject. And yet, standing here in the quiet safety of his apartment, he allowed himself a small, private smile. He was trying. Every morning, he tried.

A soft knock on the door startled him. “Brendon?” It was Anabel, his colleague from work, popping her head in with that familiar, slightly mischievous smile that made his chest tighten in ways he wasn’t ready to analyze.

“Hey,” he said, forcing his voice to sound casual, though his heart rate betrayed him.

“I brought you your coffee,” she said, stepping in. She held the cup out like a peace offering, the steam curling up between them, carrying a hint of vanilla and caramel. “Figured you could use a pick-me-up before the big presentation today.”

Brendon accepted it, hands brushing hers briefly. The contact sent a small electric thrill up his arm, and he immediately regretted noticing it. She didn’t notice—or at least didn’t comment—and he was grateful. “Thanks, Anabel. You didn’t have to.”

“I know. But I wanted to. You’ve been working late all week, and I figured it might help you face the world today.” Her voice was gentle, warm, the kind that made him want to share things he usually kept locked away.

He smiled, taking a careful sip of the coffee, letting the warmth seep into him. “Yeah... I guess I do need all the help I can get.”

She leaned against the doorframe, crossing her arms lightly. “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. You’re Brendon. That’s not just a name—it’s a statement. And people notice that.”

Brendon’s lips pressed into a thin line. It was flattering, yes, but it also reminded him of every judgmental glance, every offhand comment that had ever made him question himself. Could he really believe that this—he—was enough?

He took a deep breath, letting the scent of coffee and vanilla fill the space between them. “I hope so,” he murmured.

Anabel’s smile softened, and for a moment, Brendon felt seen in a way he rarely allowed himself. There was no pity in her gaze, no awkwardness—just recognition. It was terrifyingly intimate and strangely comforting at the same time.

He set the cup down and adjusted the collar of his jacket. “I should probably... head out,” he said, voice steadier than he felt.

“Go get ‘em, tiger,” Anabel teased lightly, her grin mischievous again. “Show the world what Brendon looks like today.”

The nickname made him flush. He laughed, the sound small but genuine. “Yeah. I’ll try.”

As he walked out the door, coffee in hand, Brendon felt the familiar knot of nerves tighten in his stomach. But this time, it was different. There was a flicker of anticipation mingled with the fear—a fragile, hesitant hope that maybe, just maybe, he could step outside as himself and not feel the weight of every gaze, every judgment.

On the street, the city moved around him like a living, breathing organism. People hurried past, cars honked, the distant clatter of construction echoed down the avenue. Brendon kept his head up, chest forward, jacket snug against his shoulders. The mirror at home had prepared him, but the real world demanded something more: courage, consistency, the unspoken promise to himself that he would not hide, not today.

When he arrived at work, Anabel was already there, waiting with her usual bright smile. She didn’t say anything about his entrance—no need. Her presence alone reminded him that someone saw him. That he existed fully, not just the version of himself the world sometimes demanded.

“Morning,” she said casually, handing him another cup of coffee, as if it were completely ordinary to share this kind of intimacy at eight in the morning.

“Morning,” he replied, his lips curving into a smile that reached his eyes. “Thanks again.”

As he turned to his desk, Brendon felt something shift within him, subtle but unmistakable. The faces he wore—the ones to protect, to conform, to hide his fears—were still there, of course. But today, for the first time in a long time, he allowed one of them to slip. Just a little. Enough to feel... visible. Enough to feel real.

And maybe that was the start. Maybe today, Brendon would take another small step toward being fully himself.
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Chapter 2 – The First Mask
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The soft hum of music and chatter greeted Brendon as he stepped into the venue. Warm lighting bathed the room in a golden glow, and the mingling scent of hors d’oeuvres, perfume, and freshly brewed coffee filled the air. He adjusted his leather jacket nervously, smoothing down the collar like armor. This was his moment to try—to wear a mask that wasn’t a shield but a version of himself he was beginning to believe in.

Brendon had rehearsed this entrance in his head for days. Not the words he would say—he wasn’t worried about small talk—but the way he would stand, move, and let himself be seen. He drew a steadying breath, letting it out slowly. “You’ve got this,” he whispered to himself.

And then, the first pair of eyes found him.

“Brendon! Over here!”

It was Anabel, standing near a small group of colleagues, her smile warm and unassuming. The way she greeted him made his chest tighten in the familiar mix of anticipation and nerves. She didn’t judge him, didn’t pause as if evaluating. She simply saw him. And for a moment, he felt like someone worth seeing.

“Hey,” he said, trying to sound casual, though he knew his voice betrayed the flutter of his heartbeat.

“Looking good,” Anabel said, her tone light, teasing just enough to make him smile. “Confident, even.”

Brendon felt a blush rise to his cheeks. “Thanks... I’m trying.”

Anabel’s eyes softened. “I know. And you’re doing great. Honestly.”

He let himself breathe a little easier, realizing that the anxiety buzzing in his stomach wasn’t entirely about being judged by the crowd. It was about opening himself to the possibility of being noticed—not just tolerated, but truly seen. And Anabel’s presence was a quiet reminder that someone could do that without fear, without complication.

The group of colleagues around them were chatting about work updates, laughing at shared memories, and Brendon nodded along, contributing where he felt comfortable. He noticed the glances cast his way—some curious, some polite, some indifferent. For the first time in a long time, he didn’t flinch. He didn’t shrink. He reminded himself this was only a mask, yes, but it was one he was willing to wear.

As the night wore on, Anabel drifted closer. She leaned slightly toward him, speaking in that easy, conspiratorial tone that always made him feel included. “Do you ever feel like everyone expects you to be someone you’re not?” she asked softly, as though she’d read his thoughts before he spoke them aloud.

Brendon hesitated, fingers tracing the rim of his glass. “Every day,” he admitted. “Sometimes it feels like if I stop performing, if I stop wearing the right mask, people will... I don’t know, reject me.”

Anabel’s expression was thoughtful. “But what if the right mask is just... you?”

The words landed like a small spark, igniting something cautious and hopeful in him. He wanted to reach for it, to believe it, but the walls he’d built around himself weren’t easy to dismantle. Still, her faith in him—her quiet acceptance—made the idea feel less impossible.

They drifted toward a quieter corner of the room, the noise dimming behind them. Brendon’s mask—his carefully constructed armor—was still in place, but it felt lighter here, away from the gaze of the larger crowd. “I want to believe that,” he said, voice low. “But it’s... complicated.”

Anabel smiled, just a hint of mischief dancing in her eyes. “I’m okay with complicated,” she said. “And I think you are too, even if you don’t fully realize it yet.”

Her words made his chest ache with a mixture of fear and longing. Could he allow himself to be vulnerable? Could he let someone see the parts of him he usually kept hidden? With Anabel, it seemed... possible. Dangerous, yes, but thrilling too.

The evening moved on, and Brendon found himself laughing more freely than he had in months. The mask he wore—a confident, composed version of himself—wasn’t perfect, but it allowed him to explore a side of life he had kept at bay. And with every glance, every shared joke with Anabel, he felt the stirrings of something new: trust, attraction, and the tentative hope that love might exist beyond the walls he had built.

By the time the event began to wind down, Brendon felt a quiet sense of accomplishment. He had navigated the night without crumbling under the weight of expectation. More importantly, he had allowed himself a small connection, a shared moment of understanding with Anabel that hinted at something more.

As they stepped out into the cool night air, Anabel nudged him gently. “Not bad for a first mask,” she teased.

Brendon laughed, feeling the tension in his shoulders ease slightly. “Yeah... maybe I can get used to this,” he admitted.

Anabel’s smile was the last thing he saw before they parted ways, warm and lingering, like a promise of more moments to come. And for the first time, Brendon realized that masks didn’t always hide fear—they could also be the first step toward letting someone in.
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