
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Terror in the Shadows

	Volume 21

	Written by David Longhorn, Ian Fortey, Simon Cluett, Kevin Saito, and Sara Clancy

	Edited by David Longhorn and Scare Street


Copyright © 2021 by ScareStreet.com

	 

	All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Enter the Realm of Terror…
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	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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The House of Snails
By Simon Cluett

	 

	Liane Mathis slouches at her laptop, staring bleary-eyed at the screen. A screen that should be far less blank than it is by now. Another day has come and gone. Another day of willful procrastination. It has taken an enormous effort but finally, she has dragged herself back to the keyboard. Too bad inspiration is such a fickle mistress. A familiar batch of icons and menu options run along the top ribbon. Check spelling… Read Aloud… and of course, Save.

	“Save!” she mutters with a humorless laugh. “What a joke!”

	The thought of having written something worthy of committing to the Cloud rather than being deleted within seconds seems preposterous. A notion as fanciful as unicorns, faerie folk, and world peace. Why hasn’t Bill Gates or some other big-brained billionaire come up with a “Write this goddam book for me” option by now? How is it, in this so-called golden age of technology, the business of writing a novel remains such an incredible pain in the ass?

	The cursor blinks off and on, off and on. Again, and again. Over and over. Mocking her inability to string a sentence together. Writing her first book had been tough enough. Her sophomore effort even tougher. And the less said about the final installment of her trilogy, the better. Reviews had ranged from tepid to lukewarm. Notwithstanding, she had established a fan base and attained a modest level of success. Her publisher called it “a solid foundation to build on”. The subtext being that her spin on a certain boy-wizard’s daring adventures had run its course.

	So, no pressure then.

	All attempts at massaging away the nagging caffeine-induced headache have failed. She needs fresh air and a change of scenery. Heaving the weariest of sighs, she closes the laptop, pulls on her coat, and heads outside for a late-night stroll.

	 

	***

	 

	The Oldsmobile that plows into her is driven by a man whose blood alcohol content is five times over the federal limit. At the speed he is driving, Liane doesn’t stand a chance. She is pitched onto the hood, cracks her head against the windshield, and sails over the hardtop. The driver panics, steps on the gas, and speeds away.

	Liane crashes onto the sidewalk. A crumpled mess of bloody clothes and broken bones. Her eyes remain open for a few moments. Just long enough to see the world become a kaleidoscope of blurred and slowly shifting lights.

	 

	***

	 

	There is a sound in the darkness. Something almost imperceptible. It’s not a rustle. Nor is it a crackle. It’s more of a squelch. She raises herself into a kneeling position. The movement causes every muscle in her body to scream in pain. As if she’s been pummeled into the canvas by a heavyweight with a horseshoe in each glove.

	She hugs herself for warmth, rubbing the gooseflesh from her arms—for all the good it does. Her bare feet are cold on what feels like marble flooring, but it’s covered in a sticky residue. It has a sickly sweet fragrance, like mold or some exotic hashish. The cloying smell soon becomes overwhelming. She clamps a hand across her nose and mouth. An ultimately futile attempt to avoid the indignity of gagging.

	Her head spins, dislodging questions to which she has no answers.

	How did I get here?

	What is this place?

	And why does it feel so wrong?

	By now, her eyes should have adjusted to the gloom, but the darkness is impenetrable. It isn’t just the absence of light. There is an eerie thickness to it. A buildup of pressure she can feel, pushing against the back of her eyes and pulsing deep within her sinuses. Her only certainty is that she is indoors. If there are windows, they must be boarded up or covered by heavy drapes.

	“Hello?”

	She barely recognizes her own voice. It’s little more than a whisper. Nothing like her usual confident—sometimes even bullish—tone.

	“Hello?” she says again, this time louder. “Can anyone hear me?”

	There is an echo to her words, suggesting her location is larger than she’d first thought. As if she were in some cavernous hall or theater.

	“Please… someone… help me.”

	If there is anyone around to hear this desperate plea, they remain silent. A knot of panic pulls taut in Liane’s chest. “Oh God…” she moans. “Please help me.”

	She stands and extends both arms in front of her. Quivering fingers paw the air but feel nothing more than a chilly tingle. Something brittle crunches underfoot. A gelatinous mass bursts and oozes between her toes. She screams and recoils but steps on something else. There’s another crunch and more gloopy muck smears across the underside of her foot. Leaning forward, she sweeps her fingertips across the floor. She finds something beyond the viscous residue almost immediately. It is round. No bigger than an apple. Hard, but with a smooth, textured surface. It doesn’t feel threatening or unpleasant, so she continues to explore its shape. Running her fingers along the sweeping curve, down toward…

	“Jesus!” she yelps, curling her hand into a tight fist and pulling it back to her chest.

	The shell attached to a squishy form with delicate tentacles could be only one thing. And while that explained the mucus trails on the floor, it meant there had to be hundreds… no, thousands of them. Her stomach turns a cartwheel as something nuzzles the edge of her foot.

	Don’t move. It can’t hurt you.

	She grits her teeth and squeezes her eyes shut as what feels like a cat’s tongue slides across her big toe. A sensation that is too gross for words. She kicks out, sending the creature flying. Liane breaks into a sprint—the shackles of fear broken—but doesn’t get far.

	Slam!

	She runs into a wall and rebounds, the wind knocked from her sails.

	If there’s a wall, there must be a door.

	And, if there’s a door, there must be a way out.

	Crunching through a drift of shells, she blindly feels her way along. Palms glide across what feels like flock wallpaper. Her fingers reach a tightly packed cluster of shelled forms… and then a raised vertical edge. It runs to a point above her head before turning at a ninety-degree angle.

	A doorframe!

	Brushing aside forms stuck to the handle, Liane gives the cold metal a firm yank downward. Feeling resistance from the other side, she barges it open with her shoulder. The door swings aside, sending a pile of snails rattling away in various directions.

	“Hello?” she calls. “Is anyone there? Can anyone hear me?”

	Up ahead, at the end of what might be a hallway, or corridor, is a dull flickering glow. Liane feels her heartbeat quicken. By now, she is numb to the splintering of shells and the squishing of viscous proteins. If her feet are bleeding, she cannot tell—so coated are they in the slime. She staggers onward, desperate to reach the light. Is it a candle, a lamp, or a flaming torch? It’s impossible to tell. The further she ventures along the corridor, the more apparent it becomes that the light is moving away. Increasing her pace, she closes the distance between herself and the mysterious glow. She’s sweating now, her breath ragged and wheezy, but at last, she can see the source of the light is from an oil lamp, held aloft by a curiously misshapen form.

	“Stop!” she yells. “Please, stop!”

	But the figure doesn’t stop or slow its pace.

	Liane forces her tired and aching limbs onward. Despite her weariness… despite the shelled forms that are now ankle-deep across the floor… she keeps going.

	The strangely shaped silhouette—now just a few paces ahead—drifts silently along the corridor.

	“Please…” says Liane. “Help me…”

	As the figure turns, lamplight casts a buttercup glow across its lumpen face.

	 

	***

	 

	“Clear!”

	Liane jolts, her back arching, as defibrillator paddles shock her heart back into action.

	A horizontal line on a heart monitor spikes erratically before settling into a steadier rhythm.

	“I’ve got a pulse,” says a paramedic to his colleague.

	 

	***

	 

	“Honey? It’s Mom. I’m here with Dad and your sister. We love you, sweetheart. So very much. Don’t ever forget that. Stay strong. The doctors say you’re going to be all right. Please, sweetheart… please be all right.”

	 

	***

	 

	Light flares in Liane’s vision. The stimulation is agonizing. She tries to flinch away, but her head is held in a static position by an unforgiving neck brace. Her arms and legs encased in bulky plaster casts.

	“Ms. Mathis? My name is Doctor Schnecke. I apologize if the light is uncomfortable.”

	Schnecke leans in to examine her pupil dilation. After thirty or so long and painful seconds, he flicks the switch to extinguish the bulb. To Liane, he’s little more than a smudge but his voice—deep and heavily accented—has a reassuring quality. He moves to the end of the bed and scoops up a clipboard. Flicking through the pages, he makes occasional “hmm” sounds. “You’ll be seeing a lot more of me, Ms. Mathis. Or may I call you Liane?”

	His bedbound patient manages a small murmur of consent.

	 

	***

	 

	“I’m sorry, Doctor…” Liane says, her voice a croak. “Could you say that again?”

	“Your heart stopped beating. You were clinically dead for six minutes.”

	“Am I…?” Liane swallows, struggling to control her emotions. “My brain… is it…?”

	“Please, rest assured, everything is as it should be.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“I’ve reviewed the scans myself. All things considered, you were extremely fortunate. You could have been left paralyzed, or even died. As it is, I’m confident that with time and physical therapy, there’s every chance you will make a full recovery.”

	There is nothing Liane can do to stop the tears from streaming down her cheeks.

	 

	***

	 

	Liane is overwhelmed by the outpouring of love and support from friends and family. But while she enjoys listening to all their news, gossip, and small talk, there is a part of her that longs for visiting time to be over. Only when Liane is alone in her pastel-shaded room can she shut her eyes and relive her experience… her nightmare… or whatever it was. After staring at a blank screen for so long, hoping against hope that inspiration might strike, she finally knows what her next book will be...

	The House of Snails—A tale from the afterlife.

	What a tagline!

	But while she has a good relationship with her publisher, she has yet to have a bona fide best seller. Without that kind of clout, pitching a half-formed idea would be pointless. What she needed was a strong, central character and a worthy antagonist. She needed backstories, arcs, motivation, and a compelling subplot. She needed twists, turns, and…

	“Jeez!” she spluttered, unable to block out an itch on her left arm. With all her limbs in plaster, there was no way to scratch herself. Calling a nurse to do it would be a waste of time. She’d already been told that in the event of such an irritation, on no account should she ask someone to scratch it for her. Any attempt to do so—like poking something down there—could lead to infection or further injury.

	“Come on, girl! You can do this. It’s mind over matter. I don’t mind, and it doesn’t matter.” She closed her eyes and repeated this mantra, but it was no good. If anything, the itch was getting worse. It didn’t hurt, the incessant prickle was just so damn annoying. As a child, she’d suffered from heat rash. Tiny blisters erupted along the sides of her fingers and between her toes during the summer months.

	“Leave them alone and they’ll go of their own accord,” her mom used to say, but it was easier said than done. All the lotions, creams, and salves from the local pharmacy failed to offer even the slightest relief. Liane would scratch and scratch until her hands and feet ran with blood. The pain was a blessed relief compared with the constant itching.

	“Focus. Concentrate. Breathe…” she told herself while staring at a fixed point on the ceiling. “In with the good, out with the bad… in with the good, out with the—goddammit!”

	This was ridiculous. She couldn’t focus on her book and there was no way she would get a wink of sleep. There was nothing else for it. She would have to call the nurse and beg for some antihistamine. The buzzer was at the end of a gray cable on the bed somewhere. Scanning the blankets for her lifeline, Liane’s eyes grow wide in shock. A snail, barely the size of her smallest fingernail, emerges from the end of the plaster on her left arm. Its body and shell are shades of practically translucent yellow. Delicate eyestalks twitch, as if scrutinizing her.

	“No,” says Liane, shutting her eyes. “It’s not real. It can’t be real.”

	When she looks again, not only is the limpid form still there, but others have appeared. Dozens of them. Squeezing through the hairline gap between her flesh and the plaster cast. She screams and flails around on the bed.

	An anxious pair of nurses bustle into the room within seconds. “Shh, it’s all right, my dear,” says one as her colleague readies a sedative. “Calm down. You had a bad dream. You’re quite safe.”

	The hypodermic needle slides into Liane’s neck and injects a powerful concoction. It takes effect almost immediately. Her body goes limp, and her eyelids flicker shut. As the nurses rearrange her bedding, it’s clear there are no snails to be seen anywhere.

	 

	***

	 

	The plaster casts have been removed, and physical therapy has helped to strengthen Liane’s leg and arm muscles. The parallel bars have been instrumental in helping her conquer a lifelong phobia of snails. When faced with that three-meter trek for the first time, she had thought getting to the other side would be impossible. Her limbs had been so weak and the writhing carpet of snails beneath her feet so dense. But, with the encouragement of her personal trainer, she had done it. The mollusks, of course, were nothing more than an unwelcome residue from her near-death experience. Disgusting and horrible for sure, but a figment of her imagination, nonetheless.

	After the session, Cara Col, from Liane’s publishers, pays a visit. In her arms is the largest and most colorful bouquet of flowers Liane has seen in her life.

	“I’m so pleased to see you up and about again,” says Cara. “We’ve been so worried about you.”

	“Thank you, that means a lot. Actually, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about the new book.”

	“There’s no need for you to be worrying yourself about that. Just focus on getting yourself fit and strong again.”

	“Well, that’s just it. I’m ready to start writing now.”

	“You have an idea?”

	“I have more than an idea. I have the whole thing.” She pauses, tapping the side of her head. “It’s all up here. Clear as day. The beginning, middle, and end. Give me three months and I’ll have a first draft for you.”

	“I’m intrigued,” says Cara. “Tell me more.”

	Liane outlines the story before going deeper into chapter-by-chapter specifics. Cara loves it. The story’s metaphysical and esoteric elements, combined with prolonged sequences of visceral gore reminds her of Clive Barker’s early work, with flashes of the very best from Shaun Hutson. And while it is a far cry from anything she might have expected, there is no doubt in Cara’s mind that The House of Snails will establish Liane Mathis as a formidable name in the horror genre.

	 

	***

	 

	“Thank you so very much for listening,” says Liane, closing the hardback version of her novel. She has just finished a reading of Chapter Twenty-Four, the pivotal moment when the protagonist awakes and finds herself in the House of Snails.

	It’s only a small provincial bookstore but it’s packed with an enthusiastic audience. The first person to raise their hand during the question-and-answer session is a shabbily dressed woman with a mass of untamed hair. “Firstly, I’d like to offer my own heartfelt congratulations on writing such a powerful story.”

	The comment gets a polite round of applause.

	Liane smiles but is clearly embarrassed by such praise.

	“My question concerns the character named ‘Schnecke’. Is he based on a real person by any chance?”

	“As a matter of fact—yes, he is,” says Liane. “I named him after one of the doctors I met while I was recovering. He’s a wonderful and inspiring man. Giving him a name-check seemed the least I could do.”

	“I take it you know what the word ‘schnecke’ means?”

	“Um…” says Liane, blindsided by the question. “To be completely honest with you, I don’t. I’m guessing it’s Dutch. Or maybe German?”

	“Yes, it’s German. Schnecke is in fact the German word for ‘snail’.”

	Liane says nothing for a long moment—but her smile no longer reaches her eyes. “Well,” she says eventually. “I guess we should cue the Twilight Zone music for that one.”

	This triggers a ripple of laughter from the audience.

	“And Cara Col?”

	“I’m sorry? I don’t understand.”

	“Cara Col. Caracol. That had to be intentional, surely. I mean, come on… you must know that’s the Spanish word for snail, surely? And then, of course, there’s the small matter of your own name.”

	Barbara, Liane’s no-nonsense publicist, takes a step forward, keen to shut down this awkward exchange. “Does anyone else have any… uh… proper questions?”

	The disheveled woman’s mouth opens as if she is about to say something further, but instead, starts to cough. It’s an ugly guttural sound that causes heads to turn. The audience stares, horrified as the dreadful retching continues.

	“Is she all right?” asks Liane, genuinely concerned.

	Barbara, like everyone else, is transfixed by the display.

	The woman finally stops coughing, but her cheeks are bulging and there’s a sly glint in her eyes. She opens her mouth to reveal a snail perched at the end of her tongue. Those closest to her gasp and moan in disgust. Raising her hand, she allows the creature to slither onto the palm of her hand. More snails follow, emerging from her mouth, one after another. When they reach the end of her dirty fingernails, they tumble to the floor like bingo balls.

	A wide space opens up around this crazy woman, whose face is now covered in snails. They crawl across her cheeks, brow, and around her neck. Only Liane walks toward her. “My name... What about my name?”

	Light fades as the bookstore bleeds away. Liane and the woman are left in the gloom, staring at each other.

	“Who am I?” screams Liane.

	Deep down, however, she knows the answer. Some part of her has known this day would come. It was inevitable. Since the accident, her life has been a series of fleeting moments. She has leapfrogged from one to another with no memory of intervening events.

	“Your heart stopped beating,” Doctor Schnecke had said, “you were clinically dead for six minutes.”

	But there was no Doctor Schnecke.

	Liane Mathis was hit by a drunk driver. Despite attempts by the paramedics to revive her, she died at the scene.

	Liane Mathis is a pen name. Her own seemed too ordinary to adorn the front cover of her first book. Of all the names she could have chosen, she eventually settled on Liane Mathis. Eleven letters—five vowels, six consonants—that could be rearranged into so many alternative combinations.

	Like for instance… I am the snail.

	When she looks again, all trace of the woman is gone. In her place is a vaguely humanoid shape consisting entirely of dextral shells and gently squirming forms. Gravity loses its grip on this teetering structure and Liane is consumed by an avalanche of snails. She stumbles backward, overwhelmed as they engulf her, curling around and depositing trails of silvery mucus.

	 

	***

	 

	The creature that, in the world of humans, was known as Liane Mathis, glides from room to room. Splintered memories from that previous existence remain, but they are fleeting and inconsequential. Now, her only concern is to care for her children.

	 

	* * *


FOAF
By Ian Fortey

	 

	“Claire Schaefer liked your post.”

	Liz stared at the notification for a moment. Who was Claire Schaefer? She clicked on the link and opened Claire Schaefer’s profile.

	Claire Schaefer was the same age as Liz. They lived in the same city. Schaefer had gone to Red Valley High School on the other side of town. She worked at TechNet downtown doing customer service. She liked dogs, Subway restaurant, winter sports, and Law & Order.

	Liz clicked on Claire’s friends’ list. Sara Jacobs, Doug Wellman, Dax, Ronda, Pauley, Sook-Yin, Jeff. They had about fifteen friends in common.

	“Huh,” Liz said to herself. She’d never run across Claire Schaefer before. But the world was a big place. She probably had mutual friends with lots of people she didn’t personally know. One of them must have shared her post, and Claire saw it.

	“My dog does that same thing, that’s hilarious,” Claire commented under the video Liz had posted. It was a short clip of her pug Gerald wiggling across the carpet on his back. Claire posted the laughing emoji next to it.

	“He’s a nut for sure,” Liz replied, adding another photo of Gerald in a frog costume. A moment later, Claire posted a heart emoji.

	Liz finished up some direct messages to friends and then turned her phone off. She planned to spend the day with her sister doing some shopping and then having dinner. Just a lazy sort of Saturday, the kind she did not get to enjoy enough of. She got ready quickly and headed out.

	Later in the evening, after she and her sister had shared a bottle of wine and spent far too much time gossiping about family and old friends, Liz returned home. She was not the kind of person who was constantly on her phone and, as such, had not been keeping up on any texts and social media during the day. She’d noticed that far too many of her friends had a bad habit of doing that sort of thing all day long and made a conscious effort to avoid it.

	There was a time just a few years back when Liz felt she was pretty much chained to her phone. She was on Facebook and Instagram constantly; she was using Snapchat and watching videos on YouTube whenever she wasn’t texting someone. And then she met Scott.

	Scott was a guy from work. For the better part of a year, they had been flirty and friendly. She thought he was funny and charming, and she really liked talking to him when they passed each other around the office. So when he asked her out finally, she was more than happy to accept. She could have sworn it was set to be a nearly perfect date. But it was not.

	The restaurant Scott had chosen for dinner was great. He showed up a little early and looked incredibly handsome. And then within two minutes of sitting, he had his phone out. It was mildly distracting at first, but then it became intrusive and finally almost bafflingly rude. When he took a TikTok video of the two of them together to post in the middle of her trying to tell him a story, she’d had enough.

	She finished up her meal quickly and said she wasn’t feeling well and wanted to go home. He said, “That’s awesome,” while posting something online, then lifted his head and asked her to repeat herself. They did not have a second date.

	On the way home, Liz couldn’t help but wonder about her own habits. She remembered being on the phone once during a date. Her best friend Abby kept texting and asking for updates. She texted her back maybe two or three times. Not to dish on the guy, just to get her to shut up. But he didn’t know that. And looking back, he must have felt the same way Liz did about Scott. She couldn’t have cared less about him in his eyes. She felt bad. Bad for what had happened to her and for what she had likely done to several other people in her life. So she made a promise to herself to change.

	Her new plan was to limit social media to specific times and places. Like watching TV. She wouldn’t do that on a date or in the middle of a workday. So she didn’t go on social media at those times either. If she kept it compartmentalized, it was easy to deal with. She could still chat with friends, but in a controlled manner. And if people really needed her, they could call or come over. It seemed like a winning plan.

	Settling onto the couch, Liz turned on her phone and scrolled through her notifications. She paused to watch a video from Facebook of a dachshund trying to eat spaghetti and getting it stuck to his own face. She laughed and gave it a Like, then looked to see where it came from. It was posted by Claire Schaefer and shared by one of their mutuals.

	“Your dog is adorable,” Liz wrote.

	“Thank you! I love yours, too!” Claire wrote back almost immediately.

	Liz gave the reply of a heart emoji, then moved on to reading some texts.

	The next day Claire had another video posted. It was of a butterfly landing on her dog’s nose and the dog just freezing and trying to watch. Liz replied with a laughing emoji.

	“Your dog’s a riot. How old is he?” Liz asked.

	“Buddy is four. How old is yours?” Claire replied.

	“He’s an old man now, almost twelve,” Liz wrote.

	The two of them kept the conversation about their dogs going for nearly an hour. When Liz finally noticed what time it was, she told Claire she had to get going. She replied with a photo of her dog that looked like he was waving goodbye. Liz laughed and replied with another emoji before shutting her phone down.

	For the next several days, Claire continued to pop up on Liz’s timeline. Videos or photos, sometimes memes and jokes. Sometimes Liz would comment on her stuff, but more often Claire would comment on hers. By the end of the week, when Liz checked her notifications, she had a friend request from Claire. She accepted it without giving it much thought. She seemed nice enough. And her dog was adorable.

	“Hey Liz, how’s it going?” Claire wrote in a DM.

	“Doing good. How’s Buddy doing today?” she wrote back.

	“Good, he just got a new raincoat so he’s ready to hit the dog park.”

	“Please post pics,” Liz responded, smiling at the thought of a wiener dog in a raincoat.

	“Of course. Which dog park do you take Gerald to? We could have a doggie playdate sometime,” Claire suggested.

	“That sounds fun. I go to the one by the river,” she replied.

	“Me too! Maybe we already saw each other but didn’t know it.”

	“Maybe,” Liz replied.

	She shut her phone down and headed to the kitchen, Gerald at her heels. She always thought it would be a good idea to get her dog socialized with other dogs a little more. He was good at the dog park and liked other dogs, but he had no dog friends. She didn’t really think that was a thing dogs cared about, but it was fun watching him play. Maybe he could be friends with Buddy.

	She made herself dinner and got something for Gerald as well. She spent the evening watching a movie and relaxing. The urge to check her phone cropped up just before bed. Part of her just wanted to ignore it. But part of her thought there’d be no harm in it either. She could see if Claire messaged her, and maybe they could introduce their dogs.

	The fact was, Liz didn’t have a ton of real-life friends. She had plenty of friends in theory. Lots of people she could talk to. But in practical terms, if she wasn’t at work or out with her sister, she wasn’t doing a lot. Many of her friends had gotten married and started families. That meant when they came calling to hang out, it was an exceptionally rare occasion. Some of her best friends from high school and her early twenties, she would go two years without seeing now.

	The world moved faster the older she got, Liz thought. People always had more to do, and weirdly, that meant there was less to do. Less for her anyway. She had never been a real party animal and didn’t need to be out all the time. But she liked going out sometimes. She liked a trip to the beach on a sunny day. Or shopping with a friend at the mall. Even a matinee now and then. But it was just really hard to arrange these days. Everyone was tied up somewhere.

	Truth be told, half of the reason she left social media behind was because she realized it was just a weird voyeurism of real life. She was commenting on pictures and videos of other people living their lives. But she was doing so little living herself. There was nothing much happening to her, and when something did, she needed validation from others. She needed people to see her video of the beach, to see the great meal she ate. And when she stopped to wonder about why, she didn’t have a good answer. Why was she letting social media consume her life? She did not know.

	Liz’s mother had once told her to clean house every year. If you had something in your closet you hadn’t worn in that entire year period, it was doing you no good. If you couldn’t think of a reason to keep something, there was no point in keeping it. So she had taken her online addiction in the same way. She could not think of anything she was actually getting from being online all the time. So she put a stop to it.

	Scaling back was not easy. Before, Liz used to sleep with her phone on the bed next to her. When the alarm went off in the morning, the first thing she would do was check Facebook. She had to see what other people were doing. She had to see what they had said to her or about her. She needed it. But she didn’t know why. Part of it was probably a product of having so little real-world contact with her friends. But not all of it. Part of it was very reaffirming. It was all about her. People cared about her. The things she did, the places she went, the food she ate. It was all important online. People clicked Like and left smiley faces. It made her feel special. She was like a tiny celebrity when people admired everyday things about her.

	It was only when she realized she was doing the same thing to everyone else that the veneer faded. Why did she care what a friend from high school ate at a restaurant in a town she had never been to? Why was she watching someone open a box of something they had ordered from Amazon? None of it really mattered. None of it made her really all that happy.

	She made herself leave her phone on a bookshelf across the room at night. She couldn’t just sit in bed and scroll for hours. She made herself keep data off when she went out. Small steps to keep her rooted in the real world, not a virtual one. She grew to resent the world she had created for herself online. Not because it was bad or evil, but ironically for the opposite reasons. Liking a picture of
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