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			It was way past my bedtime on the night I first discovered the monster under my bed.

			Okay, “monster” might have been a stretch. All I could actually see was a shadow looming across my bedroom wall like a heavy rain cloud.
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			I waited for something terrible to happen—a growl in my ear, a clawed hand around my ankle, a declaration that four-year-old girls were on the menu tonight—but if anything, the shadow just shifted every once in a while, a reminder that it was there.

			When I woke up the next morning, I wondered if I’d made the whole thing up, but the shadow returned the next night, and the night after that. At first, I pretended my mind was just playing a cruel trick on me.

			But then it began to talk.

			
				[image: ]
			

			The voice was quiet and shaky, but it commanded the whole room.
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			Night after night, I hoped I’d be able to fall asleep without hearing the voice. But night after night, it drifted up from beneath the bed like a foul odor, too distracting to ignore.
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			It got even scarier when I began to sense its presence during the daytime.
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			Years later, in the office of my elementary school counselor, I’d learn that this creature had a name.
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			Even if Anxiety wasn’t a monster, I had no interest in keeping him in my life.
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			Coping. I could try that.
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			It took me a moment to figure out who he was talking about.
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			There was the Hurricane, who believed nothing exhausted Anxiety quite like a tantrum.
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			The Hurricane likened an outburst to the perfect storm: dark sky, howling winds, absolute downpour. In theory, it always sounded like a great way to get Anxiety’s voice out of my head.

			In practice, not so much.
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			And on the opposite side of the volume dial was the Hider, who did not like to be seen at all.
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			Whenever Anxiety worried about how I was being perceived, the Hider strategized ways to achieve maximum coverage with minimal contact.
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			But out of all my early coping mechanisms, the Vault had the biggest choke hold on me.
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			She showed up as a mode of protection, helping me avoid slipping into too vulnerable a space by diverting even the most direct questions to something else.
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			These were just the first of many coping mechanisms. More would show up as I grew, organizing themselves before me like toy soldiers. For a while, I fully expected them to protect me at all costs—or at least keep Anxiety out of my immediate space.
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			This feat would be harder than expected. Not unlike a houseguest overstaying their welcome, Anxiety seemed to lack any awareness that his presence bothered me.
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			Surely the more coping mechanisms I had, the easier it would be to kick him off the couch for good. Right?
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			Wrong. It would take me years to realize Anxiety wasn’t squatting rent-free in my brain, but rather living there as a permanent, imperfect roommate. His name was on the lease, like it or not.
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			This is the story of how I realized I wasn’t ever going to untangle myself from him, not entirely.
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			This is the story of learning to live with the tangle and depend on my coping mechanisms for support.
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			This is the story of hearing Anxiety speak, but not knowing how to listen.
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			This is the story of slowly learning how to speak back.
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			As a kid, my goals for the future were admittedly shortsighted.
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			I was the oldest child in my family, so the idea of adolescence was almost mythical—something I saw only in movies or on nights we had a babysitter. And from what I gleaned, becoming a teenager was the gateway to independence. Teenagers went to the mall unsupervised! They passed notes in the hallway between classes! They wore cool clothes and had cell phones and maybe even called their crushes on them.

			But during the summer before I started middle school, my fascination with adolescence veered into obsession. Like a caterpillar that wanted to skip the cocoon entirely, it was as if I was searching for a pair of butterfly wings to strap on and take flight.
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			Of course, skipping the cocoon wasn’t an option, so I decided to practice being a teenager instead. I’d press tinfoil onto my teeth and pretend it was the work of an orthodontist.
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			I’d fold my tank tops halfway up while wearing them to create a pretend bra.
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			And when I was alone in my room, I would practice what I would say when I’d inevitably get asked out by someone after school.
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			I’d watch television shows about middle schoolers who had tight-knit friend groups and decorated lockers and love interests, and I’d envision all of this would be possible once I started sixth grade.
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			But then, puberty hit me like a thick wave of body spray in a school locker room: surprising, and too much at once.
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			I grew a few inches, my face became bumpier and redder, and my mom gently suggested I start wearing deodorant. Hairs started sprouting from parts of my body that made no sense, my mood whipped back and forth like a flag in a hurricane, and not even the health class I’d taken in fifth grade could prepare me for the extra weight that lightly padded my chest and hips. Worst of all, Anxiety started acting strange—stranger than usual.
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			Just as quickly as this surge of hormones arrived, so did the first day of sixth grade. My neighborhood sat smack in the middle of a school zoning line, which meant that most of my friends from elementary school would be going to one middle school while I’d head off to another one, where I’d know only a handful of other students. At first, this change seemed like a great opportunity for reinvention, but as I walked up the street to my bus stop, it felt like all my teenage aspirations were like grapes under the sun, shriveling into little raisins of self-consciousness.
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			And once I arrived at the school itself, I was horrified to discover that middle school was nothing like the television shows I’d studied all summer long. The hallways were hot and crowded. The locker I’d been so excited to decorate was too narrow to fit all my textbooks. The bathrooms smelled like a nauseating mix of cheap perfume and urine, and my first two classes were taught by teachers who barely cracked a smile while sharing the course syllabus. But none of these horrors held a candle to what awaited me when the bell rang for lunch.
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			One step into the cafeteria proved that the few people I did know had other friends. The tables were crowded with friend groups, all of whom were laughing and comparing class schedules and trading snacks. I felt like I was treading water, surrounded by lifeboats at capacity—no room for one more. But I decided that begging for rescue sounded better than outright drowning.

			My tray was shaking in my hands as I approached a table of girls, one of whom was on my summer league swim team. Then I uttered four of the scariest words known to tweens everywhere:
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			They were kind and nodded, but I noticed two of them exchange a look and then carry on their conversation as if I wasn’t there. It was almost too excruciating to eat the bagel sandwich my mom had packed me.

			
				[image: ]
			

			But then, something happened.
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			At least, that’s how I think the Liar arrived.
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			Don’t get me wrong: I’d met the Liar before. When I was younger, we crafted some of my most convincing fibs.
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			These were lies that felt as if I’d plucked a sprinkle from a doughnut and promised I hadn’t touched it—sure, it wasn’t the truth, but also, who would miss a sprinkle on a doughnut with, like, four hundred other sprinkles? It all felt harmless.

			But lying about my interests? This felt like another doughnut situation entirely—like swearing my favorite kind was a cinnamon twist when what I truly wanted was a French cruller. And it didn’t help that Anxiety was a little wary.
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			The Liar swore his intentions were totally and completely honorable.
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			And with that refresher, the Liar insisted we put his teachings into practice—starting with the conversation happening between the girls I’d chosen to sit with.

			Anxiety wasn’t too keen on this idea.
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			I began to sit at the edge of the lunch table each day, waiting for a moment I could insert myself in the conversation, swearing I listened to that band or saw that movie or had that designer necklace (I lost it at camp, I swear!). It almost felt like I was leveling up with each well-received lie, like I was doing surprisingly well on a tricky game-show.
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			At first, the lies I told were solely to impress others.
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			And sometimes, there were lies I told for no ascertainable reason, spurted out like a burst of confetti at the DMV—out of place and downright confusing.
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			Even though Anxiety was starting to feel stressed about how many stories we had to keep straight, the persona I was building seemed to be working—I was almost beginning to believe my own lies. When Ashley, one of the girls from the lunch table, invited me to her birthday party, it felt as if I was receiving an award for my efforts.
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			The party was on a Saturday night at Ashley’s house. My mom dropped me off with a gift-wrapped charm bracelet from the mall. Inside, Ashley’s mother was sitting on the couch, watching reality television. “They’re down there,” she said, waving toward a door near the kitchen without breaking her gaze from the screen. As I descended the stairs, I couldn’t help noticing that Ashley’s basement didn’t look like the birthday parties I’d been to in the past.
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			But there was none of that—no streamers, no bright party hats. And to make matters more terrifying, it wasn’t just the girls from lunch like I thought it would be, but also some older kids I only recognized from the hallways during class change.
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			I stood at the base of the stairs, my brain barely computing the scene.
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			With the present gripped tightly to my chest, I walked over to Ashley, who was talking to one of the seventh-grade boys.
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			There is perhaps nothing more isolating than feeling alone in a crowd, especially if that crowd is a group of cool preteens in an unsupervised setting. At least, that’s how I felt as I found a seat on the edge of the couch near the girls from lunch, waiting for an opportunity to chime in. But the energy felt different—more casual, and yet, more intimidating.
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			The Liar and Anxiety were both itching to advise my next move.

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			But the Liar was the one who had gotten me to this party in the first place, so I decided to take his advice.
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			It wasn’t hard to choose who to listen to that time.
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			Behind the locked door of the bathroom, we tried to figure out what went wrong.
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			I wish I could say that it was then, in the bathroom at Ashley’s twelfth birthday party, that I realized lying was not a solution but more like a temporary mask—one that made me look ridiculous, but more importantly, not like myself—and that I stormed back into the party and gave a beautiful, heart-wrenching confession about how I’d been hiding this whole time, but this was the real me! Take it or leave it, folks!
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			But that’s not how life works.
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			What I did do was call my mom and ask to be picked up.
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			At home, I tried not to think about how lunch would go on Monday, or Tuesday, or for the rest of the year. Instead, I went upstairs and sat in my bedroom and took comfort in all the things that had seemed too childish just earlier that day—my bright floral curtains, my favorite stuffed animal, even the little night-light by my bed.
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			But even when you’re an almost-cool preteen on track to being a definitely
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