
    
      The Mask of Childhood
    

    
      
        The laughter came first. Sharp, metallic, echoing through the narrow hallway of St. Catherine’s Elementary like the sound of coins dropped on concrete.
        

         Eva Miller stood by the lockers, clutching the strap of her backpack, her knuckles pale as chalk. A ripple of giggles followed her every step — a tide she couldn’t outrun.
      
    

    
      
        “Hey, Barbie’s ugly sister!” someone called.
        

         The words landed like darts, sticking just under the skin. She didn’t turn around. Didn’t need to. She could already feel their eyes crawling over her — measuring her crooked teeth, her too-wide forehead, the faint scar on her chin from when she fell off her bike two years ago.
      
    

    
      
        A paper ball hit the back of her head. She heard snickering.
        

         “Maybe she thinks she’s a model,” another voice said.
        

         Eva kept walking. Each step felt heavier, her sneakers scraping the tile in slow motion. The bell rang, but the noise didn’t save her. It only blurred into the same familiar hum of humiliation.
      
    

    
      In her desk, she hid behind her hair. The teacher’s voice became background noise, a low static hum. Her pencil hovered over the paper, but her mind was somewhere else — a fog of images she couldn’t silence. Faces that weren’t hers. Perfect faces from magazines. The kind her mother kept in neat stacks by the mirror.
    

    

    
    
      When school ended, the wind outside was cold and colorless. Eva’s breath came out in little ghosts as she walked home. The snow on the sidewalks was already gray, the kind of gray that made everything look tired. She passed the bakery that used to smell like cinnamon when her father was still home. Now it smelled like burned sugar and detergent.
    

    
      
        The house waited for her — a small, pale structure with curtains always half-closed. She pushed the door open. Silence swallowed her.
        

         Her mother’s voice came from the kitchen, clipped and dry.
      
    

    
      
        “You’re late.”
        

         “I stayed to finish my homework.”
        

         “Don’t lie, Eva. You’ve been avoiding people again.”
      
    

    
      Eva didn’t answer. The woman’s heels clicked across the floor, echoing like a metronome of disapproval. Her mother, Grace Miller, was always dressed for an invisible audience — pressed blouse, lipstick sharp as a blade. Even at home, even with no one watching.
    

    
      
        Grace’s eyes scanned her daughter’s face. “Your hair’s a mess. Did you even look in the mirror before leaving school?”
        

         Eva swallowed. “No.”
        

         “That’s your problem,” Grace said. “You don’t look at yourself enough.”
      
    

    
      She wanted to scream that she 
      did
       — every morning, every night, in every puddle and window reflection — but never saw what she wanted to see. Instead, she whispered, “Okay, Mom,” and went to her room.
    

    

    
    
      The door closed behind her with a soft click. Her sanctuary. Her cell.
    

    
      Eva’s room was small and clean, except for the mirror on the wall — a rectangle with a crack running diagonally across it. The crack made it look like her reflection had been split in two. Sometimes, she’d stand there and try to decide which side looked more real.
    

    
      
        On the desk, she kept a few things that used to belong to her father — a broken wristwatch, a coin from their last trip to the seaside, and a photo. The photo showed the three of them smiling. Her father’s hand rested on her shoulder, gentle, solid.
        

         He left two years ago. No goodbye. Just silence that stretched across the walls like wallpaper.
      
    

    
      That night she had overheard them arguing. Words like 
      failure
      , 
      mistake
      , 
      not enough
      
        .
        

         Then the door slammed.
        

         Then — nothing.
      
    

    
      
        Since then, her mother never said his name again.
        

         But sometimes, when Eva lay in bed, she could still hear his voice.
        

         
      
      
        You’re perfect the way you are, pumpkin.
        

      
       It came like a whisper from a place between dream and memory.
    

    
      She didn’t believe it anymore.
    

    

    
    
      At dinner, the television played some talent show — girls in glitter dresses, perfect smiles. Her mother’s eyes followed every move on the screen.
    

    
      
        “See? That’s confidence,” she said, sipping her wine. “Those girls work for it. They don’t hide behind excuses.”
        

         Eva pushed her food around the plate.
        

         Grace sighed. “You’ll never be noticed if you keep shrinking like that.”
        

         “I don’t want to be noticed.”
        

         “That’s what ugly people say,” her mother muttered.
      
    

    
      
        The words landed harder than a slap.
        

         Eva excused herself, went back to her room, and shut the door.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        Night bled into the house slowly.
        

         The wind outside tapped against the window, a cold rhythm that felt almost like breathing. Eva sat cross-legged on the floor, the mirror in front of her. Her reflection looked smaller in the dark — pale skin, shadowed eyes. The room smelled faintly of dust and her mother’s perfume.
      
    

    
      
        On the vanity, she saw the scattered remains of her mother’s world — lipstick tubes, mascara wands, a compact mirror.
        

         Her hand trembled as she reached for one.
        

         The lipstick was deep red — the color her mother wore when she wanted to win arguments.
      
    

    
      
        Eva turned it in her hand, the way her father once turned his pen before signing her report card.
        

         She looked into the mirror.
        

         Her reflection waited — patient, hollow-eyed.
      
    

    
      “Let’s fix you,” she whispered.
    

    
      
        The first line she drew was crooked, cutting across her lip like a wound. She wiped it off, tried again.
        

         Her breathing slowed.
        

         The next line was cleaner. Then another.
        

         Soon, the reflection in the mirror didn’t look like the same girl.
      
    

    
      It looked older. Stronger. Colder.
    

    
      
        For a moment, she felt power — a quiet, steady current under her skin. She wasn’t the girl who got laughed at. She wasn’t the one her mother scolded or the one her father left behind.
        

         She was someone else.
        

         Someone untouchable.
      
    

    
      The mirror seemed to lean closer, its cracked edge splitting her face in two versions — one painted, one bare. She studied both.
    

    
      “Which one’s real?” she asked the silence.
    

    
      No one answered. The house held its breath.
    

    

    
    
      
        In the days that followed, Eva began to wear the lipstick when she was alone. Sometimes she’d add blush, trace her eyelashes, mimic expressions she’d seen in magazines — the slight smirk, the tilted chin, the eyes that dared the world to look away first.
        

         It became a ritual.
        

         The mask grew invisible, yet permanent.
      
    

    
      
        Her mother noticed the change but said nothing. Maybe she liked the silence, mistaking it for maturity. Maybe she didn’t care.
        

         At school, the teasing continued, but something inside Eva had shifted. The words didn’t pierce anymore — they just bounced off.
        

         She could smile now, a small, rehearsed smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
      
    

    
      
        One afternoon, while cleaning her drawer, she found the old photo again. The one with her father.
        

         She studied his smile, his kind eyes, his hand resting on her shoulder.
        

         She held the photo up to the mirror, side by side with her reflection.
      
    

    
      Two Evas stared back — the child he loved, and the stranger she was becoming.
    

    
      
        The lipstick felt heavier that day when she applied it.
        

         She whispered, “You were wrong, Daddy.”
        

         Then, softer: “Perfect doesn’t exist.”
      
    

    
      
        The crack in the mirror caught the light, splitting her face again — two halves, two lives.
        

         In one, she was still the little girl.
        

         In the other, the mask had already begun to grow roots.
      
    

    

    
    
      That night, she dreamed of faces — hundreds of them, floating in the dark. Some smiled, some cried, some whispered her name. When she woke, her pillow was damp with sweat, and the world outside the window was gray again.
    

    
      
        At breakfast, her mother was on the phone, laughing with someone.
        

         Eva stared at her. The woman looked radiant, even cruelly beautiful in the morning light.
        

         The lipstick on her mouth matched the one Eva had stolen.
      
    

    
      
        Grace noticed her gaze.
        

         “What?”
        

         “Nothing,” Eva said.
        

         “You’re staring.”
        

         “I was just thinking…” She paused. “Do you ever feel like you’re pretending?”
        

         Her mother blinked. “What kind of question is that?”
        

         “Like… you wear a face that isn’t yours.”
        

         Grace’s lips tightened. “That’s called being an adult. You should try it.”
      
    

    
      
        The answer cut like glass.
        

         Eva nodded slowly, finished her breakfast, and went to school.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        The day dragged by.
        

         At recess, she sat alone under the bleachers, tracing circles in the dirt with a stick. Her reflection appeared faintly in the puddle beside her — blurred, distorted by ripples.
        

         She leaned closer, watching her face shimmer and twist.
      
    

    
      “I’m not her anymore,” she whispered.
    

    
      
        The puddle trembled as a drop of rain fell.
        

         Her reflection broke apart — fragments swirling, reforming, vanishing.
      
    

    
      
        It felt like a warning.
        

         Or a promise.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        That evening, the house was darker than usual. Her mother had gone out, leaving the lights dimmed. The mirror in Eva’s room waited, still cracked, still whispering.
        

         She stood before it again, the lipstick in hand.
        

         The air was heavy, thick with perfume and silence.
      
    

    
      
        She looked at herself — really looked.
        

         Every flaw, every shadow, every piece of the face she’d been told wasn’t good enough.
        

         Her chest ached.
        

         She thought of the laughter, the teasing, the slammed doors, her father’s fading voice.
      
    

    
      And then, slowly, she began to paint.
    

    
      
        Not pretty. Not neat.
        

         Just lines — red, dark, uneven.
        

         The mask took shape again, but this time it wasn’t about beauty. It was about erasing what hurt.
      
    

    
      
        When she finished, her reflection was unrecognizable.
        

         She smiled. The mirror smiled back — or maybe it didn’t. Maybe it was something else smiling through her.
      
    

    
      
        A faint sound filled the room — the creak of floorboards, a sigh of wind, or something deeper.
        

         Eva didn’t flinch. She just stared.
        

         The face in the mirror blinked a second too late.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        The next morning, Grace found lipstick smeared across the vanity like bloodstains.
        

         She frowned, muttering about “childish games,” and wiped it all away.
        

         But when she looked up at the mirror, for just a moment, she thought she saw two reflections — hers, and another, smaller one, smiling faintly behind the crack.
      
    

    
      
        She turned around.
        

         No one was there.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        From that night on, Eva stopped crying.
        

         She learned to keep her face still, her voice calm, her eyes bright but empty.
        

         People stopped mocking her. They said she’d “grown up.”
        

         But inside, something else had taken her place — something that watched, waited, and smiled when she smiled.
      
    

    
      The mask had found its face.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Scars of the Mirror
    

    
      
        The town was small enough for silence to carry.
        

         Its streets lay flat and empty, like the pause between breaths. Every morning, the same bell rang over the schoolyard, the same gray buses exhaled diesel, and the same faces passed by—unnoticed by the world and each other.
      
    

    
      Eve Miller had learned early how to make herself small inside this sameness. She wasn’t invisible exactly—just… easy to overlook. A thin, quiet girl with pale lashes and eyes the color of winter water. There was always a strand of hair falling over her cheek, always that nervous gesture of tucking it back again, as though she was trying to erase herself from view.
    

    
      By fourteen, she already knew that beauty was currency, and she didn’t have enough of it. Her mother had made sure of that.
    

    
      “Stand up straight. Chin down. Smile smaller,” her mother would murmur, like a sculptor scolding a lump of clay. “You have a nice face if you’d just learn how to use it.”
    

    
      Her mother’s vanity filled the house like perfume—sweet, heavy, suffocating. She kept magazines stacked on the kitchen counter, their glossy covers full of women whose faces seemed carved from light. Eve studied them in secret, memorizing their perfection until it became a language she could never quite speak.
    

    
      Sometimes, at night, she would sit before her mirror and trace the outline of her face with a fingertip. Too sharp. Too pale. Too her. The mirror reflected every flaw, unblinking. She began to imagine that the reflection wasn’t her at all—just some ghost-girl trapped behind the glass, waiting for a chance to trade places.
    

    

    
    
      High school didn’t make things easier. The older Eve grew, the crueler her world became.
    

    
      
        It started with whispers—little comments in the hallway, tossed like stones wrapped in laughter. “She’s trying too hard.” “God, look at her hair.” “Does she even own a mirror?”
        

         She’d learned to walk quickly, eyes down. But laughter was a sound that could follow you, burrow into your ribs, keep echoing long after the hallways went quiet.
      
    

    
      
        Matt Turner was the worst of them.
        

         He was handsome in that careless, dangerous way that boys are before they know what they’re capable of. Captain of nothing, king of everything. He had a grin that promised mischief and delivered humiliation.
      
    

    
      
        The first time he spoke to Eve was after gym class. She’d tripped during a relay, scraping her knee open on the track. As she sat up, dazed, he laughed—not loud, but sharp enough that the sound lodged in her chest.
        

         “You okay, Miller? Thought models were supposed to have balance.”
      
    

    
      The others laughed too. That was all it took. The sound stuck to her like a stain she couldn’t wash off.
    

    

    
    
      
        That night, she tried to forget.
        

         She sat before her mirror, bandage over her knee, and watched her reflection breathe. There was a flicker of something behind her eyes—anger, maybe, or shame—but it didn’t look like her. It looked like someone braver, meaner. Someone who didn’t flinch when people laughed.
      
    

    
      She lifted her mother’s lipstick, a dull pink shade named 
      Coral Whisper
      , and pressed it to her mouth. The color looked wrong, too alive against her skin. But when she smiled, the reflection smiled back—different now, sharper.
    

    
      For the first time, she felt the strange thrill of control. The girl in the glass wasn’t her, not exactly—but she could be. All she had to do was pretend.
    

    

    
    
      Weeks passed. The laughter didn’t stop, but Eve learned to wear stillness like a mask. The quieter she became, the less they saw. Until the school announced the Spring Dance.
    

    
      
        It was supposed to be harmless—a night of decorations, paper crowns, awkward joy. But for Eve, it felt like walking into an ambush she couldn’t refuse.
        

         Her mother insisted she go. “You’ll regret hiding at home,” she said. “A girl your age should be seen.”
      
    

    
      Eve didn’t argue. That night, she stood before her mirror again, her dress trembling on its hanger like something alive. Her mother had made it herself—pale blue, a size too tight, the seams whispering of desperation.
    

    
      
        When she was done dressing, Eve studied her reflection carefully. The girl in the mirror looked almost like someone who belonged somewhere. Almost.
        

         But the eyes gave her away—too honest, too frightened. She took her mother’s eyeliner and drew the line darker, sharper, until the eyes became armor.
        

         She smiled. The mirror smiled back, a fraction delayed.
      
    

    

    
    
      
        The gymnasium was dressed in gold and plastic. Balloons floated like false stars against the low ceiling; the smell of cheap perfume and floor wax hung in the air.
        

         Eve stood near the wall, hands clenched around a cup of watered-down punch, pretending she was invisible. Her pale-blue dress clung to her skin like apology. Around her, laughter rippled through groups of girls in glittering fabric, the kind of laughter that came too easily to those who had never learned to flinch.
      
    

    
      Matt was there, of course. He looked like every boy the movies promised: tall, careless, unbothered. He held court near the speakers, flanked by friends. When he caught sight of Eve, something in his grin sharpened. He leaned to whisper to the girl beside him, and the laughter spread, thin and sharp as a blade.
    

    
      
        The music changed—something slow, meant for couples. Lights dimmed to pink shadows.
        

         Eve pressed herself deeper into the wall, wishing she could dissolve into paint.
        

         Then she heard her name.
      
    

    
      “Hey, Eve!” Matt called, loud enough for everyone to turn. “Why don’t you come dance? Don’t be shy!”
    

    
      
        Laughter erupted again, swallowing the music. He stepped forward, mock-bowing, holding out a hand that was never meant to be kind.
        
         Her pulse roared in her ears. She
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