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Chapter 1: The Morning Decision
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Wendall Wadsworth liked his routines. Every morning at 6:30 sharp, he rolled out of bed, brewed himself a cup of strong black coffee, and shuffled into the bathroom to shave. The soft hum of his electric razor was as reliable as the sunrise, a comforting ritual that marked the start of another ordinary day.

But this morning, something felt different.

As Wendall stood in front of the mirror, razor in hand, he paused. The faint shadow of stubble on his chin caught his attention. He tilted his head to the left, then the right, inspecting it like an art critic sizing up a controversial painting. He rubbed his fingers over the roughness, stroking it with curiosity.

“Hm,” he muttered. “Not bad. Rugged. Distinguished.”

For the first time in years, Wendall considered skipping his shave. He couldn’t explain the impulse. Perhaps it was the monotony of the routine. Perhaps it was the faint memory of an old cowboy movie he’d watched as a kid, where the hero had a jawline covered in bristly toughness. Or maybe it was just a spark of rebellion, a quiet defiance against years of predictability.

Setting the razor down, Wendall nodded at his reflection, a grin spreading across his face. “Today,” he said aloud, “I’m giving the razor a rest.”

It was a small decision, barely worth a second thought. But Wendall had no idea that this single act of defiance would soon upend his quiet life—and the lives of everyone around him.



The Breakfast Announcement

The smell of fresh pancakes filled the kitchen as Wendall strolled in, hands in the pockets of his plaid pajama pants. Betty Wadsworth, his wife of twenty years, stood at the stove, humming to herself as she flipped a golden pancake onto a plate.

“Morning, Betty!” Wendall chirped, sliding into his usual seat at the table. “I’ve made an important decision.”

Betty turned, spatula in hand, one eyebrow arching in curiosity. “Oh? What kind of decision?”

Wendall puffed out his chest and gestured to his face. “I’ve decided not to shave.”

Betty froze for a moment, then set the spatula down on the counter. “You’ve decided... not to shave?”

“Exactly,” Wendall replied, grinning as he rubbed his chin. “I’m letting the chin breathe. No razor. No routine. Just me and my natural, untamed self.”

Betty folded her arms and leaned against the counter, studying him like a teacher assessing a student’s questionable homework. “Untamed? Wendall, you haven’t skipped a day of shaving since... well, ever. What brought this on?”

“Life’s too short to shave every morning,” Wendall said with a shrug. “It’s time for a change. A little adventure. A little... character.”

“Character?” Betty repeated, tilting her head. “You mean the kind of character that lives under a bridge?”

“Oh, come on, Betty,” Wendall said, grabbing a pancake from the stack and drizzling syrup over it. “You might like it. You might look at me and think, ‘Wow, my husband is a rugged man of the wild.’”

Betty snorted. “Or I might think, ‘Wow, my husband looks like a woolly mammoth.’”

Wendall chuckled, unfazed. “Give it a week. You’ll see.”

“A week?!” Betty’s eyes widened. “Wendall, your beard doesn’t grow like other people’s. Remember that time you skipped two days because of that cold? By day three, you looked like you were auditioning for a caveman documentary.”

“Exaggeration,” Wendall said, waving his hand dismissively.

“Is it?” Betty narrowed her eyes. “Fine. Do what you want. But don’t come crying to me when it takes over your face.”

“Takes over my face?” Wendall scoffed. “It’s just a little stubble. What’s the worst that could happen?”



The Workday Begins

After breakfast, Wendall grabbed his briefcase, kissed Betty on the cheek, and headed out the door with a spring in his step. The morning air was crisp, and as he strolled down the street toward his office, he couldn’t help but feel a spark of pride in his decision. His chin felt freer, bolder, like it was declaring independence from years of routine.

By the time Wendall reached his office—a modest insurance firm nestled between a bakery and a hardware store—the stubble on his face had already grown slightly darker, though he didn’t notice. He breezed through the front doors, offering a cheerful nod to the receptionist.

“Morning, Sheila!” he said.

Sheila, a sharp-eyed woman with a penchant for keeping things orderly, glanced up from her desk. Her gaze lingered on Wendall’s face for a moment, her brow furrowing.

“Morning, Wendall,” she said slowly. “Did you... forget something today?”

“Forget something?” Wendall asked, adjusting his tie.

She gestured vaguely toward her own chin. “You know. Your shave?”

“Oh, that,” Wendall said, waving her off. “Nope, didn’t forget. Just decided to let it grow for a change.”

Sheila raised an eyebrow. “Huh. Well, good for you, I guess. Living dangerously, are we?”

“You could say that,” Wendall replied with a grin, striding toward his desk.



The First Reactions

Wendall’s coworker, Greg, leaned over the partition between their desks the moment Wendall sat down. Greg was the office joker, always ready with a quip or an observation no one had asked for.

“Wadsworth,” Greg said, narrowing his eyes. “Is that... stubble?”

Wendall smirked. “Sure is.”

Greg gasped theatrically, clutching his chest. “Are you feeling okay? Is this a midlife crisis? Should we be worried?”

“It’s just a beard, Greg,” Wendall said, rolling his eyes. “I thought I’d mix things up.”

“Mix things up?” Greg leaned closer, inspecting Wendall’s chin like a jeweler examining a diamond. “This is unprecedented. You’ve been clean-shaven since the day I met you. What’s next? Leather jackets and motorcycles?”

“Ha-ha,” Wendall said dryly, turning on his computer.



A Growing Awareness

As the day went on, Wendall couldn’t help but notice the reactions of his other coworkers. People passing by his desk would do a double-take, their eyes lingering on his chin before quickly looking away. In the breakroom, Sarah from accounting hesitated before pouring her coffee, her gaze flickering to his face.

“Wendall,” she said cautiously, “is there... something different about you?”

“Just the beard,” Wendall replied, brushing his fingers across his chin. “What do you think?”

Sarah tilted her head. “It’s... bold.”

“Bold?” Wendall repeated, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, it’s not like you to do something so... unexpected,” she said with a shrug. “It’s kind of nice, actually. Makes you seem... adventurous.”

Wendall chuckled, though he couldn’t deny the warm flush of pride that crept up his neck. “Adventurous, huh? I’ll take it.”



Greg’s Ribbing Continues

By lunchtime, the stubble had grown noticeably darker, though Wendall still chalked it up to his usual thick hair. As he sat in the cafeteria with his coworkers, Greg leaned in again, his grin as wide as ever.

“Wadsworth,” Greg began, his voice loud enough to draw the attention of the nearby tables. “You’ve got a shadow darker than my hopes of retirement. What’s the deal?”

“I told you,” Wendall said, biting into his sandwich. “I’m growing a beard.”

Greg leaned back, shaking his head. “A beard? You? The guy who organizes his sock drawer by color? I give it two days before you’re begging Sheila for a razor.”

The table erupted in laughter, and Wendall laughed along, though he felt a flicker of something else—determination. He wasn’t going to let Greg’s teasing get to him. If anything, it strengthened his resolve.

“Two days, huh?” Wendall said with a smirk. “Want to put money on that?”

Greg raised an eyebrow. “Oh, it’s a bet now?”

“Let’s make it interesting,” Wendall replied. “Ten bucks says I keep it for a week.”

“Deal,” Greg said, shaking Wendall’s hand. “But don’t come crying to me when it gets itchy.”



The Afternoon Shift

By the time Wendall returned to his desk, the stubble had transformed into something more akin to scruff. He rubbed his chin absently as he worked, marveling at how quickly it seemed to be filling in. The compliments and teasing from his coworkers replayed in his mind, each one adding to a growing sense of pride.

But there was something else, too—an odd tingling sensation beneath the skin, as if the beard had a life of its own. He brushed it off, chalking it up to nerves or imagination.

By the end of the day, Wendall’s scruff had darkened even further, drawing curious glances from everyone he passed. He stepped out into the evening air, his chin held high. For the first time in years, he felt like he was stepping out of his comfort zone—and he liked it.

As he walked home, however, a thought nagged at the back of his mind. The tingling had grown stronger, and the hair seemed... heavier. He shook his head, dismissing it. “It’s just a beard,” he muttered. “What’s the worst that could happen?”



Walking Home Doubts

Wendall walked home from work, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows along the quiet streets of Curdle Creek. His hand instinctively brushed against his growing beard, the bristles now thick enough to catch the breeze. He tried to ignore the echo of his coworkers’ laughter from earlier that day.

“Trying out for a lumberjack competition?” one had joked, while another chimed in, “Better be careful—Betty might kick you out before you even finish growing it.”

He sighed, kicking a loose pebble on the sidewalk. The joke had been harmless enough, but it gnawed at him. Was the beard really such a ridiculous idea? He’d started it as a small act of rebellion, a chance to break out of his usual mold. But now he wasn’t so sure. Maybe he was just setting himself up to be the town joke.

He paused at the corner of Elm and Juniper, staring at his reflection in the window of the hardware store. The beard, though still uneven, was undeniably taking shape. He touched his chin thoughtfully.

“Maybe they’re right,” he muttered under his breath. “Maybe this is just... silly.”

As he continued walking, a faint rustling sound followed him. He glanced over his shoulder but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Shaking his head, he quickened his pace, pushing the thoughts—and the sound—out of
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