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Few people ever understood my lizard-
phobia (which is far easier to say and type than 
scoliodentosaurophobia).

How it felt

I tried to explain it. I used to say, “It’s not an ‘ew, gross, 
I-don’t-like-that-icky-crawly-thing’ fear. It’s an ‘I’m-
alone-in-an-alley-with-a-gun-at-the-back-of-my-head’ 
fear.” 

I’d say, “It’s not that I ‘don’t like’ them, it’s that I’m 
completely paralyzed by the 
entire concept of their existence.” 
I’d say, “I know they can’t hurt 
me — that’s never my concern. 
There’s no concern involved at 
all. I see one, and I’m done, I’m 
out. It’s immediate.” When I took 
a psychology class, I learned 
the term “fight-or-flight,” and I 

incorporated it into my scripts.

As a kid, I didn’t know the word “phobia,” and I only learned 
the term “scoliodentosaurophobia” about two years ago. 
This lack in my vocabulary crippled me. I could only say, 
“I’m scared of lizards. I’m really, really scared of lizards,” and 
those weightless words always provoked the same, unspoken 
curiosity, the interest to see my potential reaction.

To this day, when the people I trust most in the world tell me to 
close my eyes and hold out my hands, I feel intense anxiety and 
discomfort. Because I know they’re going to drop a lizard into my 
hands, even though I know they’re not--even though that’s never 
happened.

In graduate school, I hosted large gatherings almost every weekend. 
My friends were dear, were loyal, were fun and passionate and 

“...I remember my instinctive 
reaction to go over the railing 

rather than interact with a 
small, harmless pest.”

I knew I would jump over the railing of a balcony 10 stories 
high. I knew I would abandon a child in a public place. I knew if 
forced to choose, I’d have chosen an amputation. I knew I’d feel 
more at ease in a hostage situation. And I knew while most of 
those things weren’t true at all, they felt true. They felt possible 
enough.

I remember one encounter in high school, when my friends and 
I gathered on a second-floor breezeway at the front of campus 
after lunch. While I sat on the railings — my feet propped on 
the bottom rungs and my hands gripping the bars to support 
the majority of my weight —  I listened to the girls chatting 
and continuously scanned the 
area. Outside, my attention split 
into unequal partitions: a small 
one for people, a larger one for 
the walls, for the ground, for 
roofs and trees and bushes and 
furniture and shutters.

A lizard ran across the concrete 
breezeway, and my body shifted backwards, my legs 
and arms throwing me a few degrees closer to the 
open air and to the ground probably 10-feet below me.

I don’t remember how I kept from jumping. I don’t 
remember if the other girls noticed, if they chased 
the lizard away or laughed at me. I don’t remember 
if the thing disappeared immediately or perched far 
enough away that I felt secure. But I remember my 
instinctive reaction to go over the railing rather than 
interact with a small, harmless pest. I remember 
how immediately I put myself into harm’s way and 
the complete absence of any cognizant decision. I 
remember that lurch in my gut and the stretching 
of my arm muscles as I leaned backwards into 
actual danger. I remember that fleeting sensation 
of lightness, of endless dream-falling.

Scoliodentosaurophobia is a fear of lizards, how do sufferers of 
this phobia learn to live with creatures that have been around 

since... they were dinosaurs?
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screaming, “It’s not real! It’s not real!”

But she was standing on the kitchen table, too distraught to 
hear me. When I turned around, I saw the plastic iguana’s 
head inching into view. My uncle made it look like the toy had 
followed her, had crawled across the ground and was now 
looking into the kitchen.

Her hysterical panic paired with his roaring, red-faced 
laughter made me scream, cry, and run away, too upset and 
overwhelmed to sort out the confusion.

Every time my mother saw a lizard, even a fake one, 
her negative reaction was instantaneous. I learned an 
instantaneous, involuntary response.

As I grew older, I became more and more phobic. I couldn’t 
look at cartoon drawings or say the word “lizard” without 
feeling intense discomfort. When I found a lizard in my 

bedroom, I evacuated, sleeping 
on our couch for over a year 
and only braving my room long 
enough to rip clothes from 
hangers and flee.

At the zoo, after they installed 
the komodo dragon exhibit, I 
stood stricken, small, and silent 
beside the glass enclosure, 
listening while a voice described 

the carnivorous habits of the lizards-larger-than-me, a 
thing I felt should not exist and simply could not exist. I 
imagined it biting my hand, poisoning me, following me 
around until I died, then consuming my flesh as the voice 
explained was customary for their species.

Then I entered middle-school.

A long, covered walkway flanked by overgrown bushes 
and sun-drenched brick walls connected one half of 
the school campus to the other. Lizards covered those 
walls. One night, I dreamed that when I was halfway 
down the corridor, four enormous, blue, adult-sized 
lizards trapped me, two in front and two behind, the 
menacing bushes on either side. 

Except when chaperoned by teachers leading the 
entire class, I’d always run from one end of the path to 
the other. And kids notice these things. (Also, at that 
age, I bet I told some of the other kids in an attempt to 
seem “unique” or “special.”)

One day after I’d been out sick, my friends told me, 
“So-and-So was looking for you yesterday! She 
caught a lizard!” I’d only narrowly escaped my worst 
fear, or so I thought. Looking back, my friends were 
probably lying to provoke a reaction. But I learned to 
be on guard.

overwhelmingly tolerant. And every weekend, 
I formulated my escape plan should someone 
decide to catch a gecko and test me. I rehearsed 
in my head as I’d fall asleep at night, prompting 
nightmares worse than my conscious imagination 
could supply.

Because once a person knew about my phobia—
and I took great pains to mask it when possible 
—  that person had complete power and control 
over me, though I assume few ever considered my 
position in those specific terms.

How my phobia developed

A traumatic experience with lizards in my mother’s 
childhood followed her into adulthood. I always knew 
how scared she was when lizards were around, and 
in southern Louisiana, they’re always around. She 
tried not to react in front of 
me, but the entire problem 
with phobias is the person’s 
inability to control that 
reaction.

When I was four or five — 
young enough to strip off all 
my clothes, jump into my 
uncle’s pool, and nearly drown 
while the adults were still in 
the process of greeting each other — my parents took 
me to Florida on vacation with relatives. At some point 
during the visit, while my mom was otherwise involved, 
my dad’s brother pulled me off into a back room and 
showed me a plastic iguana.

“I’m going to scare your mom with this,” he said, grinning, 
letting me in on the joke.

Two things about me: (1) I’ve always been intensely 
protective of the people I love. (2) I’ve always despised 
pranks. The idea of mocking a person you value for being 
naive enough to trust you has always bothered me on a 
level too intense for words.

The idea of mocking a person you value for being naive 
enough to trust you has always bothered me on a level too 
intense for words. I told my uncle I’d hate him forever if he 
scared my mom with the iguana. I clenched my tiny fists 
and leaned forward, trying to make my four-year-old self 
sound serious.

No one takes advice from four-year-olds.

My mom sat on the living room couch. My aunt was 
vacuuming. When my aunt pushed the vacuum beneath the 
couch and pulled it back, the plastic iguana came with it. My 
mother screamed, leaping over the couch and running into 
the adjacent kitchen. I could hear her crying. I ran after her, 

“The idea of mocking a person 
you value for being naive 

enough to trust you has always 
bothered me on a level too 

intense for words.”


