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VIRTUALLY REAL

a review by Barbara Bennett

Lindsay Starck. Monsters We 
Have Made. Vintage, 2024. 

In 2014, in Waukesha, WI, two 
twelve-year-old girls stabbed 
their friend nineteen times 
under the presumption of 
appeasing a fictional character 
they discovered online. They 
believed the character “Slender-
man” would hurt their families 
if they didn’t complete the act. 
Since then, there have been 
movies, books, videogames, and 
documentaries dramatizing the 
girls’ claims and so furthering 
the mythology of Slenderman. 

The idea of children killing 
children isn’t new in literature (or 
in life). Consider Lord of the Flies 
and The Hunger Games. But that 
doesn’t mean reading about it 
doesn’t still shock us. In her sec-
ond novel, Monsters We Have 
Made, Lindsay Starck channels 
the Slenderman myth, setting 
her version in North Carolina. 

The plot begins much like 
the Wisconsin attack: two girls, 
Faye and Anna, attack and 
almost kill their babysitter on 
a hike through the woods – all 
in the name of their Internet 
siren called the Kingman. Jump 
forward thirteen years, and 
both girls have completed their 
juvenile incarceration sen-
tences. Anna has optimistically 
changed her name to Elizabeth 
the Good, but Faye has gone 
back to her delusion. She disap-
pears from her halfway house in 
pursuit of the Kingman, leaving 
her three-year-old daughter 
with her estranged and now-
divorced parents.

The attempted murder story 
becomes an adventure/mystery 
with Faye’s mother seeking her 

daughter, knowing that Faye has 
gone in search of the elusive 
Kingman in the remote wilder-
ness of northern Minnesota. 
It’s a clever and crafty plot that 
keeps the reader wondering if 
maybe the Kingman is real – or 
if believing in him will make him 
real. I don’t want to spoil it for 
you, so I won’t reveal any more 
details, but be assured, with its 
tight narrative and engaging 
characters, it’s definitely worth 
the ride. Starck has pulled off 
what is touted often but is rarely 
the truth: you can’t put down the 
book until you know the ending. 

Without revealing plot sur-
prises, this review will explore 
its thematic and cultural les-
sons about the power of the 
Internet to shape minds, espe-
cially of children who spend as 
much time in the virtual world 
as they do in the real world. In 
fact, according to author Jona-
than Haidt in his book The Anx-
ious Generation (a must-read 
for any parent or teacher of a 
Gen Z child), teens spend “six to 
eight hours per day” on screen-
based activities.* This means 
the Internet often teaches and 
shapes them – for good or bad 
– more than their teachers or 
their parents. 

One idea the novel wrestles 
with is whether people behind 
the Internet sites (or AI) bear 
any responsibility for the con-
sequences of their lies. Slender-
man was created by a young 
man named Eric Knudsen in 
2009 when he manipulated 
two Photoshopped images for 
a contest showing children 

tell them about Santa Claus and 
the Easter Bunny and read them 
fairy tales at night?

Sylvia’s sister Rosie explains 
that incidents like the stabbing 
can be termed “folie à deux,” 
which means “the madness of 
two . . . a clinical term for when 
a delusion is passed or shared 
between minds. . . . The more 
voices that lay claim to a fiction, 
the more likely it seems to be 
real.” Without Faye, Anna never 
would have stabbed the baby-
sitter – and vice versa: Anna 
believes that “they could face 
any danger as long as they were 
together” (90). But when one 
adds the Internet, with millions  

with a sinister tall man watch-
ing them in the background. 
The novel inspires us to ask 
ourselves if this is any differ-
ent from the stories that have 
existed for millennia. In the 
novel, Faye’s parents admit that 
they “could get lost in stories” 
(25), and when Anna becomes 
Elizabeth, she gains an interest 
in history, realizing that “history 
was simply stories by another 
name.” Like life, history is not 
simple; it is “layered, it’s tangled. 
It keeps coming back” (60). Even 
though Jack and Sylvia want the 
judge in the girls’ trial to “blame 
the technology, the blogs and 
message boards, the warping 

of reality, the merging of fact 
and fiction, the dissolution of 
boundaries, and the prolifera-
tion of illusions that occur every 
single day online” (175), the 
novel does not offer this option. 

Leonard Wolff, a professor 
who teaches a class about mon-
sters (including the Kingman), 
tells Sylvia that the story her 
daughter read on the Internet 
is just “a story. . . . That’s what 
stories do. They make you see 
things and feel things that aren’t 
really there” (155). Most adults 
understand that, but the novel 
prompts us to ask, how do we 
teach our children to distinguish 
reality from illusion when we 
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of voices “that lay claim” to 
every fiction (227), the world 
becomes a scary place, espe-
cially for par-ents. Any delusion 
strengthens through repetition. 
How many “likes” and “shares” 
does it take to make something 
real, the novel asks.

The parents of these deluded 
girls are especially deserving 
of empathy, and Starck plays 
particular attention to the dan-
gers of parenthood in the mod-
ern world. First, she describes 
the fear of abandonment that 
Sylvia experienced as a child. 
Her mother fostered newborn 
babies who, of course, left when 
a permanent home could be 
found, so Sylvia remembers a 
home of “disappearing 
children” (5). Faye seems to 
have inherited that fear when 
she names her daughter after 
Amelia Earhart, who “went 
missing. . . . Poof! In midair! And 
nobody ever found her” (59). Of 
course, Sylvia does lose her 
daughter, first to jail, then to a 
halfway house, and finally as an 
adult when Faye abandons her 
own daughter and leaves to find 
the real Kingman. 

Sylvia believes that “mother-
hood is simply one loss after 
another” (269). She also muses 
that “no matter how old we 
grow or how far we travel, we 
can never escape our child-
hood” (9). In the novel, even the 
judge blames the parents. He 
reflects, “To me that must have 
been the most monstrous 
part: . . . Trying to see where you 
went wrong” (93). Parents of 
other children also accused the 
offending children’s parents, 
believing if “people could figure 
out exactly how they’d failed as 
parents, everyone would know 
what not to do” (108).

The parents of the daughters 
who stabbed their babysitter in 
Wisconsin wonder how their 
daughters could have done what 
they did – and if they were also 
guilty as parents. In a documen-
tary about the Slenderman myth, 
the parents of both of the girls 
express their dismay and disbe-
lief at their daughters’ violence. 
Their daughters had seemed like 
“normal teenage girls,” and the 
“Internet stuff” didn’t seem any 
more dangerous than horror 
stories with monsters that they 
loved as children. In a fictional 
radio show Starck includes in 
one of her interchapters, the 
host claims, “Literature scholars 
say that the monsters of any era 
are expressions of specific fears, 
desires, preoccupations.” She 
goes on to blame the girls’ attack 
on “helicopter parenting” and 
“late-stage-capitalist anxieties” 
(54). Starck’s academic scholar 
pontificates that “Monsters carry 
the blame for tragedies beyond 
our control. They provide a 
way to explain the inexplicable; 
they’re manifestations of our 
own fears, our desires. They are 
the shapes we have given to grief 
and terror in order to contain 
them, wrestle with them, and 
banish them away” (233). 

Perhaps Professor Wolff is cor-
rect. But I can’t help but notice 
that Sylvia alludes to the story of 
the Pied Piper, another fictional 
character who lured children 
away from their homes – much 
like the Kingman and Slender-
man. One doctor in the novel 
labels it “The Kingman Effect,” 
referring “to the phenomenon by 
which this mythical being pulls 
people – almost always young 
people, but not exclusively, so 
deeply into his lore that they 

lose their ability to distinguish 
between fiction and reality” (77). 
The Pied Piper led the children 
away to punish the parents for 
not living up to their financial 
obligations; therefore, those 
parents were not able to protect 
their children. Peter Pan also 
lured away children while their 
parents weren’t paying attention. 
Monsters are on the Internet, but 
parents may not be seeing them. 
Haidt argues strongly in his book 
that “we are overprotecting our 
children in the real world while 
underprotecting them online” 
(68). In the palms of their chil-
dren’s hands lie a portal to every 
danger in the world. 

Professor Wolff claims that 
the Kingman is “not a lie. . . . It’s 
a story” (261). What is the dif-
ference, and how do we figure 
out how this works in both the 
virtual world and the real world? 
Wolff tells Faye, “’You know bet-
ter than anyone that stories are 
living, breathing things. They 
weasel through your skin, your 
bones; they wriggle through 
your blood. They hunt you, 
haunt you. They’re a part of you, 
yes, and also separate from you. 
It’s impossible to articulate the 
boundaries’” (261). With Internet 
stories – some real and some 
false – the power of stories is 
even greater. The novel’s doc-
tor explains that the Internet 
“is designed so that you click 
and keep clicking, so that you 
tunnel deeper into a world that 
feels real but is only virtual” 
(77). Starck’s novel walks this 
blurry line, writing this story that 
alludes to and expands the story 
of Slenderman, which is a story 
in a real world. Complicated? 
Strap yourself in. It’s only just 
getting started. n




