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chapter 1


FEAR AND MONSTERS


Most people suspect that vampires and werewolves aren’t real. Not everything about vampires and werewolves is invented, though. The monster myths and legends that we know and repeat today have roots in normal occurrences in the everyday world. Real animals, diseases, and psychological conditions all helped to create the terrifying creatures of folktales, horror movies, and classic books.


The fear we feel when confronted with images or stories that portray vampires and werewolves is certainly real. Fear is an essential part of being human, and a natural response to monsters, real or invented. Fear has been a part of vampire and werewolf stories for a long time, and it’s no different today.


Survival Instinct


Although fear can be unpleasant, our lives are a lot better off if we’re afraid of some things. In general, people are afraid of objects and events that can hurt them. A creak in the night, a growling animal, or a tap from behind could all potentially be a source of danger. That’s not always true—the creak in the night could very well be the wind at your window—but it’s better to be safe than sorry. If we’re aware and prepared for danger, we can avoid walking into dangerous situations and can survive the ones we do encounter.


The Creation of Fear


What actually happens between the second you hear a strange noise and the second you feel that surge of panic? There’s a lot that goes on in that tiny moment. Basically, the noise is the stimulus that triggers your brain to release chemicals that create the physical and emotional feeling of fear. Fear is an autonomic response (a response that isn’t consciously controlled), like blinking. Once you perceive a stimulus like a loud noise or an angry animal, a part of the brain called the hypothalamus activates the nervous system. Meanwhile, the hypothalamus also stimulates the adrenal-cortical system in the bloodstream, which simply means that it tells certain glands to release chemicals called adrenaline and noradrenalin. All these actions taken together create the familiar physical sensations of fear: a racing heart, tense muscles, a feeling of readiness.
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The Hypothalamus


In the center of the brain is a small structure called the hypothalamus. It acts as the control center for all of the automatic processes of the body, such as heartbeat, breathing, and maintenance of body temperature. It also regulates hormones, chemical substances that control and adjust the activity of cells and organs in the rest of the body.





Your body goes through a lot of sudden changes once it senses a stimulus. Besides the increase in heart rate and the tense muscles, your blood pressure also increases, your pupils dilate, blood is sent toward your main muscles, and your digestive and immune systems slow or shut down. All of these reactions are meant to contribute to your ability to deal with whatever is scaring you. Taken together, they make up the fight-or-flight response. Typical of many animals, including humans, the fight-or-flight response means that you’re ready to either face the stimulus in front of you—or run away. All that attention your body is paying to its main muscles, for example, will allow you to either fight with strength or run away as fast as possible. A different part of your brain evaluates whether you should fight or flee, since choosing the wrong option blindly could end in injury or death. Your brain can also look at the stimulus causing the fear, and decide that it’s nothing to worry about. If that happens, your feelings of fear quickly disappear.
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