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Chapter 1: Maybe '96
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If you want to understand how a person learns to adapt to any environment, how they learn to put on armor and fake it just to survive, you have to go back to 1996. I was five years old.

Up until that year, the world had a sanctuary. It was my Mamaw, my Papaw, and my aunt’s house. I didn't live there full-time, but I was there so much it felt like my true anchor. That house was loud, warm, and alive. It tasted like Mickey Mouse pancakes, and it was packed with cousins, laughter, and the kind of pure safety where I was allowed to just be a little girl. It was my favorite place in the world.

But in 1996, a heavy, freezing silence crashed into my life.

When I wasn't at that warm house, a deep, suffocating loneliness took over. The contrast was a total shock to my system. At five years old, you don't have the words to ask *why* your universe feels so split. You don't understand the adult dynamics or the choices happening above your head. You just feel the sudden, biting cold when the warmth is gone.

It was during those long, quiet stretches of loneliness that something shifted inside me. The soft, carefree little girl had to retreat, and a fiercer, more guarded Marybeth took her place. It wasn't a conscious choice—it was a survival mechanism that built itself out of pure necessity. When the world around you feels unpredictable and lonely, you change your rules to keep from breaking. I learned early how to watch, how to hold my breath, and how to protect my peace.

And I wasn’t just protecting myself. I had my big brother. Even back then, when the weight felt too heavy for a child to carry, that fierce, protective instinct kicked in. He was mine, and I was his, and we had to navigate that stark, lonely landscape together.

1996 was the year the blueprint was drawn. It was the year I realized that the warmth of my Papaw and Mamaw's house couldn't shield me from the cold everywhere else. If I was going to survive the quiet times, I had to learn how to change colors, read the room, and rely on the fire inside me. The armor I started putting on at five years old was the exact same armor that would carry me through the storms still to come.
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Chapter 2: Mrs. Candy’s and the Junior High Shift
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As I moved out of early childhood and into elementary and junior high, the gap between my two worlds didn't just stay wide—it turned into a minefield. Junior high is a brutal proving ground for any kid, but when you already carry a heavy silence inside you, walking onto school grounds feels like walking into a war zone.

I refused to be anyone's prey. That fierce, protective instinct I had developed as a little girl went into overdrive. I wasn't just watching from the sidelines anymore; I was actively learning how to navigate the social hierarchy. I watched how the popular kids moved, how the tough kids talked, and how the vulnerable kids got picked apart. I realized quickly that if you don't want people messing with you, you have to give them a version of yourself that commands respect—or at least leaves them guessing.

It was during these exact years that my true identity got a new armor. To my family, I was Mary Elizabeth. But around that time, my big brother and his friend started calling me **Marybeth**. It was just a childhood nickname tossed around at first, but it stuck. It became the name everyone knew me by. In a way, Marybeth became the shield. Marybeth was the tough girl who could navigate the school hallways, read the room, and handle the pressure. She was the chameleon. But deep down, Mary Elizabeth was the sensitive little girl I was keeping safe from the rest of the world.

I started refining that Marybeth persona like a science. I learned how to blend into different groups, how to laugh off the tension, and how to keep people at arm's length while making them think they were close. To the teachers and the administration, I knew how to play the part of the good student when I needed to, doing just enough to stay off their radar. Pushing authority "to the left" didn't start later on; it was a skill I brought to a science in those school hallways.

But keeping that guard up twenty-four hours a day is an exhausting weight for a kid to carry. Beneath the tough exterior, the loneliness from 1996 hadn't gone anywhere.

Outside of my Papaw and Mamaw’s house, there was only one place in the entire world where I actually wanted to be. One place where the Marybeth shield could completely come off and I could just be myself: Mrs. Candy’s house.

During those elementary and junior high years, my big brother would go off to different sleepovers with his friends, but Mrs. Candy’s house was my sanctuary. She was the only person who could look right through the mask I wore for the rest of the world. She understood the heavy, complicated stuff I was dealing with at home better than anyone else ever could.

At Mrs. Candy’s, I didn't have to be the tough girl. I didn't have to be the fierce protector or the chameleon reading the room. She created a space of pure safety where the quiet wasn't lonely—it was peaceful. I could just lay my guard down, close my eyes, and breathe.

But the bell would always ring, the weekend would always end, and I’d have to step right back into the arena. By the time junior high was winding down, the contrast between the safety of Mrs. Candy’s and the harsh reality of the outside world was pulling me tight. The armor was locked in place, and that hollow space inside me was wide open, burning for something—anything—to finally make the restlessness stop.
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Chapter 3: The Match and The Double Life
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The match was finally struck in high school.

When you spend years carrying an ache that you can’t quite name, navigating the tightrope between the warmth of Mrs. Candy’s and the freezing loneliness of your own reality, the first time you find something that completely numbs it, it feels like a miracle. For me, that miracle came in a bag.

The first time the drugs hit my system, the restless, buzzing anxiety in my head just... went silent. The coldness and the isolation I had carried since junior high evaporated into thin air. For the first time in my life, I felt like I could breathe. I felt untouchable. I felt ten feet tall.

But the devil never gives you anything for free. The very thing that promised to give me control ended up stealing the steering wheel entirely.

Before I knew it, my life was no longer my own. It became a daily, high-stakes game of keeping the monster fed. But I wasn't about to let the world see me spiral. That chameleon skin I had been perfecting since 1996 became my greatest weapon, and the nickname my brother and his friend gave me—Marybeth—became the ultimate cover story.

Marybeth was the face I showed to the world. She was the master actor leading a double life that required a savage amount of precision. To the outside world, Marybeth was doing just fine. I wore the mask of normalcy like a pro. I smiled when I was supposed to smile, went through the motions of everyday life, and looked people dead in the eye without flinching. I knew exactly how to talk to authority figures to keep them off my back, pushing them "to the left" just like I always had. To the people who loved me, I was still the girl they knew.

But beneath that calm exterior, deep down where Mary Elizabeth was hidden away, a chaotic, pitch-black storm was raging.

Living that way is exhausting. You are constantly balancing on a razor-thin wire—lying to protect your habit, manipulating situations just to make it through the next few hours, and running on pure adrenaline and desperation. Every single day was a calculated performance for an audience that had absolutely no idea the theater was on fire.

I genuinely believed I was the one pulling the strings. I thought I was outsmarting everyone, running wild and free in the dark, totally in control of my chaos. I was completely blind to the fact that the fuse had been lit, the cliff was coming up fast, and I was sprinting toward it at full speed.
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