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Praise for Daphne


‘Daphne is a superb serial killer novel and a great coming-of-age story. Josh Malerman delivers one of his best novels yet, and one of the most memorable villains in recent history. This is the literary equivalent of a defibrillator, and the shock will leave you feeling alive and wanting more.’


Gabino Iglesias, author of The Devil Takes You Home


‘Daphne is somehow both a terrifying serial killer story and a beau- tiful meditation on the psychic gulf between adolescence and adult- hood. It left me sniffing for smoke and jumping at shadows.’


Delilah S. Dawson, New York Times bestselling author of The Violence


‘This terrifying little book will get you just like Daphne does—first with curiosity, then fascination, and before you know it, you’re sucked in deep, and it’s too late. You’ll be triple-checking the locks and sleeping with all the lights in the house on bright, too afraid to close your eyes.’


Peng Shepherd, bestselling author of The Cartographers


‘Welcome to Samhattan, Michigan, a place where Kit’s ever-looming anxiety of senior year and the threat of a monstrous ghost stalking her teammates are equally real and terrifying. Daphne is both a new spin on the slasher genre and a deeply rewarding novel about the nature of the horrors inside us.’


Gwenda Bond, New York Times bestselling author of Stranger Things: Suspicious Minds


‘A swift and fierce novel about collective forgetting, repression, anxi- ety, and fear—and above all a seemingly unstoppable villain . . . Sleek and scary, it looms larger and larger with every page.’


Brian Evenson, author of The Glassy, Burning Floor of Hell


‘If you don’t start your summer with a copy of this—crinkled spine, worn pages, crammed in the back pocket of your jeans—you’re do- ing it all wrong. Daphne will scare the bejesus out of you. This is Malerman at his best.’


J. D. Barker, New York Times bestselling author of A Caller’s Game




For Allison Laakko and Jason Glasgow

and the summer we spent asking the rim questions
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A tie game with summer-­league rivals, friends and family in the bleachers, the ball in your hand at the free-­throw line, is no time to ask the rim a question. Yet that’s what Kit Lamb does. Even as she lifts the ball, elbow in, left hand supporting, even as it seems like nothing could chop her focus, and nothing has yet, not in this game, not even when she made the and-­one that led to this moment. A question for the rim:


Will Daphne kill me?


Kit almost laughs as she releases the ball. There’s a hitch in the shot to be sure. She’s embarrassed of her own question, even if nobody else could’ve heard.


The ball leaves her fingertips, the gym is haunted-­house quiet. But the question remains suspended in her head. And with it, the image of the woman Daphne, Kit’s own idea of her, the horrid centerpiece of Natasha Manska’s Samhattan myth; Daphne in denim, Daphne with patches, Daphne the madwoman who smells of smoke and whiskey.


The ball goes through the net.


So, that’s a yes. An answer Kit doesn’t have time to think about right now.


Chaps inbounds quick from the baseline, but one second is not enough for their star forward to get off a full-­court shot.


Samhattan wins.


By one.


Kit is mobbed by her teammates. So many howling voices, so much love. None louder than Dana, who is as sweaty as Kit; Dana, who shot a meager one for eleven but got the steal that led to Kit’s game-­winning three-­point play.


“Legend!” Dana yells. “Legend!”


Kit can’t stop smiling. As they lift her up, as friends and schoolmates rush the floor. As music explodes through the gymnasium PA.


Even as she worries too.


Not about the answer the rim gave her. Not about that yes. Not yet.


For Kit Lamb, success never feels entirely true. In moments when she’s supposed to be the winner, it’s more like she’s in a theatrical reproduction of someone else’s victory.


“LE-­GEND!” the other ballers shout.


She can see the players from Chaps on their knees, yes, heads hanging, yes. But did this really happen? Did she hit the game-­winning free throw with one second to play?


“Holy shit,” she says, rising up now on the shoulders of her teammates, her best friends. “Holy shit!”


It’s all becoming real now. The inviolability of this moment. It’s replaying behind her eyes. Or, rather, before them, as if she’s home, watching the triumphant sequence on SportsCenter. Who cares if there’s less than forty people in the gym?


Who cares about absolutely anything else in the entire world?


“Legend!” Dana shouts again. Her visage: ardent mirth. Other girls pick up the shout. Even the parents holler. Kit’s own looked happily stunned. They even look a little younger. Coach Wanda steps before them and nods Kit’s way just as she’s interrupted: she’s gotta shake the hand of Chaps’s head coach. Wanda stresses this all the time: sportsmanship. No matter how much it hurts. But Kit is impressed her coach acknowledged decorum when it feels this good.


Who can think of anything else?


The lights look particularly bright in the rafters. The gym feels like a mecca. A heaven. Nirvana. Kit has arrived somewhere. No, she doesn’t think this means she’ll be playing in the WNBA (though the vision does cross her mind; Betnijah Laney seeing this shot, Sue Bird winking); rather, she’s fantasized about this exact scenario a hundred thousand times, as Coach Wanda made the girls shoot free throws after every practice, at their most tired, at their worst, like they would be in a game. The place Kit has arrived is not a location but a goal: she is living a fantasy, and the fantasy is no longer that.


This is true. Every bit of it.


But …


… is the answer the rim gave her also true?


Will Daphne kill me?


Yes.


And so maybe it’s not so improbable, after all, thinking of something else.


“LEGEND!”


Everybody is saying it, in rhythm, a chant. Le-­gend. As if Kit Lamb at the free-­throw line will one day be immortalized in stained glass high up the brick walls of the Samhattan High School gymnasium. The communal word echoes off the ceiling, curls out those open windows, circles Kit’s head like cartoon birds in a dream.


LE-­GEND


LE-­GEND


Like the legend of Daphne, told to the ballers last night, in the dark of Dana’s living room. Almost the entire team slept there to ensure nobody would stay up too late before the big game, yet wasn’t it Natasha’s story of the Woman Who Could Not Be Killed, the lumbering seven-­foot colossus in denim, wasn’t it that very story that kept Kit up all night, eyeing the darkness, thinking the very question she would eventually ask the rim at the free-­throw line tonight?


Will Daphne kill me?


Like she killed so many others …


“Fuck this,” she says, still held aloft.


Because this is not the time to feel bad. Now is not the time to punish herself for feeling good.


Smiling (tempered now, though, and do her best friends notice?), she tries to remember a phrase she saw online, wrote down in her journal. Strong words that, she’s long hoped, might deter the next all-­out panic attack.


“Why are you thinking about that?” she asks herself.


No, this is not the time to be thinking about panic. Anxiety. Fear.


But she’s asked it. And, despite the cacophony in here, she heard herself ask it.


And the tremble she heard in her voice reminds her of the first she ever heard there:


The night she called 911 on herself.


Hello? I think I’m dying …


She looks to the gym doors. Sees they’re closed. Okay. She breathes a little better. Why? She doesn’t know. A feeling. Security. Nobody can get in without opening a door first. She looks to her friends below. Glad for the people she sees. Checks for another. One she might not know.


She wears makeup, Natasha said last night. To hide her blue face.


“Aren’t you so happy right now?” Natasha asks. She’s holding up Kit’s right leg. Natasha hasn’t made a basket all year. Natasha is one of the funniest people Kit knows. That’s why hearing her tell that story last night was so unsettling.


Nothing funny about that one.


“Kit,” Natasha says, “they’re gonna hang your fuckin’ jersey from the rafters.”


“Easy,” Coach Wanda says, stepping into the crush of players (and friends now, right? Yes, Kit recognizes their faces, all of them; good). Coach extends a hand up to Kit. “Heck of a shot, Lamb.”


Kit shakes the hand. Doesn’t want to think of the question she asked the rim but thinks of the question she asked the rim.


The rim has never lied to Kit. Not once.


And here the rim said yes.


Stop it now, she tells herself. You fucking won. Then, to all: “We fucking won!”


Coach Wanda is trying to get the girls to stop swearing, but it’s no use. Kit Lamb just hit the fucking game-­winning free throw with a second to go on the holy-­shit clock.


Let the ballers howl. Let them shout legend till they’re blue in the face.


Kit thinks of that, blue in the face, as the world continues to blur with excitement. She thinks of Natasha’s story, the seven-­footer named Daphne dying in her car, parked in her own garage, her bare hands gripping the wheel long after she died.


They say Samhattan’s paramedics pried those fingers loose with wrenches.


They say Samhattan’s bogeywoman was blue in the face.


“Kit!” someone shouts. Should sound like unbridled joy. Sounds more like warning.


Kit looks to the doors. One is open.


Is she going to have a panic attack … right now?


“Kit Lamb for the win!”


She might. She knows this amplification well. It comes unannounced, of course. Nobody hears a panic attack coming. Not until it’s too close to dodge.


“Kit!” Dana shouts. “We love you!”


Kit smiles. Tempered, though.


“You stole the ball!” she calls back. And Dana makes a muscle with one arm. It’s funny. Kit should remember it forever. Will she? Or will her memory of this night always be centered on the anxiety she feels, held high in the sky on the shoulders of soulmates?


She wants to cry. So much triumph. So much love.


“KI-­IT! KI-­IT!”


It’s the nature of panic that it is believed by the sufferer. Kit’s never read about somebody avoiding an attack by telling themselves they’d gotten through the last one.


“Okay, let me down,” Kit says. Not loud enough for her friends to hear. There’s heat at the base of her neck. Always the place it begins.


She looks to Dana. To Natasha. To Coach Wanda. To the doors. To those windows high up the brick walls.


Will Daphne kill me?


No. She refuses to let this question continue.


“Daphne is a fucking myth,” she says.


But she’s thinking about her. Thinking about Daphne.


“A myth,” she repeats. Her voice tiny on the spectrum of sound in the gym. There’s Mom and Dad. There’s Emily Holt. Beck Nelson. Kennedy Lichtenstein. Tammy Jones.


Friends.


Family.


“Myth …”


Something incredible, something unexpected, something rare happens: Kit talks the heat away.


“And this?” she says. “This is real, Kit. This is your life.”


The anxiety ebbs. Pride in the shot she made exists alone, untouched, untethered.


As it should.


Now isn’t the time for myth.


Now is the time for legend.


She raises her arms and howls, and everybody in the gym are wolves with her.


And soon they lower her back down to the gym floor. The floor on which she just shot the shot of her life.


“Pizza,” Natasha says.


“Yes,” Kit says.


But first, Kit finds Coach Wanda.


“Thanks for believing in me,” she says.


Coach imitates shooting a free throw with perfect form, the same way she’d been teaching the girls to shoot them for years.


“Go eat,” she says. “Go be happy.”


Kit smiles, but Coach’s words feel large.


Go be happy …


Is she? Can she be?


No heat at the base of her neck. But a long battle seems to stretch out before her. She sees it extending through the walls of the far side of the gym: all of life, linear, ahead. And anxiety, panic, somewhere in the shadows off to either side of the path. Whatever path she and her best friends take from here.


The question returns, yes:


Will Daphne kill me?


But the question is lost, for now, in the blind bliss of friends unaware of how close they stand to that path. And lost, too, in the sudden mob of teammates pulling Kit across the floor, toward the locker room, toward the rest of the night, what should be the best night of her life.


Just before getting there, she looks to the closest rim, the one she saw the ball, her ball, sail through.


“Yo, cheeseball,” Natasha says. “You gonna kiss it? Come on, already. Let’s go.”


The rim’s never lied to Kit Lamb before.


“Coming,” she says.


And she follows Natasha and the others into the locker room, where rapid voices discuss big things, even if some of them are disguised as small. And as she approaches the celebration, Kit thinks no, the rim’s never lied to her before.


Then, more celebratory howling. Including Kit herself.


And everybody in the locker room are wolves with her.




Kit Lamb’s Jolly Journal—­The Day Before the Big Game


People say you can’t leave a paper trail when you’re committing a crime, and so this feels like I’m committing a crime. I’m doing it this way, freehand, to hide it (these WORDS, yo) from ever getting out online or anywhere close to that. THAT’S WHY (and this feels big): I’m writing it on actual … paper. Amazing, yeah? Yeah. Mom and Dad, if you ever read this, please recognize how backwards the world is: it’s now NOT a paper trail when you use paper because nobody reads this shit. Ha. In FACT, if someone were to find my Jolly Journal (oh, how I love that ironic name), they would probably throw it out, thinking it had fallen out of the pocket of the year 1990. So, like I said: hello Journal, I am here to tell you secrets, to hide things, big things, like:


How I really feel about the world.


Okay. Everybody is different and everybody has their own take, their own feelings, their own worldview, but some of us like to keep ours safe. It’s not that I don’t want anybody to know the real me, it’s just …


There are parts of me I like and parts I do not and anyway I would like them all kept behind glass before I know exactly what I want to do with them.


Capiche?


What’s that, Jolly? What are the parts I like?


HA. We’ll get to that. But I can say a couple easy ones for now: I’m a good friend. This is true. And I’m brave. Sort of. Brave insomuch as I’m scared all the time but I keep plugging away and so I must be brave. This is mostly true. I do not hide from my biggest enemy. I face it. Mostly. HELLO, enemy of mine, THY NAME IS:


ANXIETY


Was that supposed to feel good? Writing it down? I think it was. I know it was. That’s what I read online. All over the place people tell you it’s better to talk about it. They say you’ll go mad if you keep it bottled up inside. But here’s the thing: if you’re not freaking out, the last thing you wanna talk about is freaking out. And if you ARE freaking out, well, ha, then the LAST thing you wanna talk about is freaking out.


You see my problem, Jolly?


Yes. You do.


And it didn’t feel good. Writing it down. It felt huge and now I wanna cross it out. Maybe that’s because I wrote it in all caps. But hey, that’s how I do. If I’m gonna do, I do. That’s how I do. That’s how we all do. Still, let’s try it again, but smaller:


anxiety


Okay. Wow. That looks more like it. Feels more like it too. It’s small and lowercase and sneaks up on you and takes you DOWN. Holy shit, does it take you down. And there’s no explanation for it, is there? I saw a ton of that online too. A ton of good stuff about how there is no rational reason and so, Kit? STOP LOOKING FOR ONE. And oh boy, I can relate to that. I’ve looked for the reason all over my room, all over the house. All over my head. Because how can you expect someone to just … take it … without knowing why? Hey, look at me, I’m nervous! Why? Well … I don’t know why. And guess what? What? That makes me …


… more nervous.


Here’s a word that comes up a lot: COMPOUNDS


People love using that word because … it’s true. It’s like cycles, right? One bad feeling comes (anxiety) and then a second bad feeling (shame for feeling anxiety) and then a third round (anger for feeling shame) and a fourth and it feels like you’re getting punched in the stomach when all you’re really doing is sitting at a table during lunch and listening to your friends and, OH NO, all the bad feelings arrive, they’re all here.


In town.


In YOU.


It’s infuriating, isn’t it? You’re not allowed to think about it (anxiety) or else it comes but if you don’t think about it … it comes.


Not real fair.


Listen, Jolly, tomorrow is a big game. Playing Chaps in the Summer League finale. I can only guess Diana Taurasi doesn’t write down how scared she is before the WNBA finals. But I could be wrong. Maybe that’s exactly what she does. And maybe that’s why she’s fearless?


She doesn’t let things compound. She gives it all a head fake and all that bad shit goes flying by and she’s got an open lane and—­


Oh, what do I know about her in real life? She’s extraordinary. What do I know about extraordinary?


SECRET: I want to be extraordinary too.


What do I need to do? Sign me up.


Tonight, we’re all sleeping at Dana’s to “make sure we all get some rest,” but really we all just want to hang out and I think maybe it’s because we’re all actually scared. I like to think I’m not alone on that front. I’m not the only one who lies in bed in the dark and worries that anxiety is gonna come squishing up the stairs like a worm, crawl under my door, crawl up my bed frame, into my bed, into my ear, into my head, into my mind, where it’ll lay eggs and then there won’t just be this one thought but a thousand of this one thought, like a planet with tons of moons, all in my head, these worms crawling around in the dark while I lie in the dark and the only thing I can do is to wait for them all to die.


That’s it, Jolly. The only real cure I’ve discovered at least.


You just gotta wait for the anxiety to die.


Oy.


Okay. Gonna get ready for Dana’s and for the game tomorrow.


Think we’ll win?


I wanna say yes.


And so, you know what?


Yes.


But if you say a thing, does that make it so? Or does that make it not so? Does it support it? Or does it jinx it?


Sorry, Jolly. I’m a handful.


But at least I’m trying. And by the next time I talk to you, the game will have been played.


Who knows? Maybe I’ll walk out of the gym a hero, my mind empty of all this clutter. Maybe I’ll play so freakin’ good my enemy will leave me alone, noble in defeat, aware that even someone as ordinary (but potentially extraordinary) as Kit Lamb deserves a break from too much thinking.


We shall see, Jolly. We shall seeeeeeeeee





The girls ask the rim questions all the time. It’s their thing. One of their things. They get together in Garland Park and they saunter over to the crappy, netless rim (bowed, no less), and they ask a question, shoot the ball, and receive answers.


But there are rules.


“You can’t ask it the same thing twice,” Dana once said, the day they laid down the rules. “Whatever it tells you the first time is the final answer. Any make or miss after that doesn’t matter. Not with the same question.”


The girls were scared that day; Melanie went white. She’d just asked if her parents would die before she graduated from high school, uncharacteristically morbid. And now … maybe true?


Over time, many of the answers have proven true. But like visits to a psychic, it’s not difficult, later, to read the answers as if they came true, whether or not they did. Except in the case of Kit. Kit, it seems, is special. Her questions have more detail. She does not ask, Will I find love? She asks, Will I be let down by a lover one day?


The details make it harder to dismiss as coincidence when they come true.


“And you can’t ask it about something that’s already happened,” Natasha said that day, her dark-­blond hair not quite yet to its signature shoulder length. “The rim doesn’t stoop to proving itself by verifying historical facts. It sees the future and it believes that should be enough.”


The future. There seems to be a lot of the future these days. Colleges, yes, love lives, sure, but these friends wonder more about what kind of people they will be, what they will accomplish, what they won’t, and when.


Today, a few days after having defeated Chaps in the final league game of the summer season, Kit is still thinking of the question she asked the realest rim, the best rim, the rim inside the gym of Samhattan High.


“Come on, All-­Star,” Dana says, bounce-­passing to Kit way out. That’s another thing: you have to be careful how far you are when you launch a shot. Nobody wants to ask about their health before firing a forty-­footer. What are the chances of good news?


At the same time, if you ask on a layup, how much can you trust it?


It’s all about intention, Natasha often says. Natasha who knows tons of weird factoids. Like Ouija-­board stuff. Urban legends.


Daphne.


Kit takes a few steps closer to the rim. More like a college three-­pointer now. Has her thinking of college.


“Am I going to be accepted to Michigan State?”


She shoots. She misses.


“Fuck,” she says. Kit’s grades are okay. She’s no star in the classroom. But she’s also never tried to be.


“Whatever,” Natasha says, taking the rebound in stride as she dribbles out for a twelve-­footer. Natasha is the worst shot of the group. For this, Kit knows she asks more gentle questions.


Even irreverent Natasha respects the rim.


“Will I throw up from drinking too much before this year is over?” Natasha asks.


She shoots. The ball hits the backboard and goes in. She didn’t aim for the backboard.


The girls crack up as Natasha runs the baseline, fists to the sky.


“Of course you will!” Melanie says, her dark bangs hiding the top half of her face. “You’re already an alcoholic.”


“Fuck you,” Natasha says, a bit out of breath from the short run. “Am not. Do you have any idea how much you have to drink to be an alcoholic?”


“No,” Melanie says. “I haven’t done that research.”


“It’s like … twenty drinks a morning.”


The girls laugh again, but they also seem to be considering this information.


“Is Natasha an alcoholic?” Melanie asks.


She dribbles to the rim, goes up for a layup, misses.


Triumphant, Natasha raises her fists once more.


“Told you, scumbag.”


Not all questions are created equal. Some are serious, some are not. But up until now, Kit has taken pride in the fact that her streak is intact. She hasn’t been lied to yet. And while that makes for a fun afternoon under the Samhattan sun, it’s also unsettling. A little bit. As if, whenever she gets the ball, the others get quiet. Like they respect her questions more than they do their own.


“Did you ask the rim anything on your game winner?” Dana asks.


Kit was not expecting this. She’s standing at the top of the key, two discolored marks in the pavement. She turns red.


“Me?”


She isn’t sure how to respond. Just like the rim doesn’t lie, neither does Kit. Not any more than a seventeen-­year-­old Samhattan High School senior-­to-­be should.


Natasha faces the rim, ball in hand.


“Did Kit have a question planned in case she ever shot a game-­winning free throw?”


She shoots. She misses.


Natasha misses a lot, yes, but … see? No lie. It wasn’t planned. That’s the part that unnerved Kit most for the few days following the huge win. In fact, she hasn’t been okay with it at all. That night, Night of the Game Winner, her parents asked if something was bothering her. Both Mom and Dad, at different times. Mom asked at Jenny Will’s Pizza, in the middle of the celebration, long after the girls had signed the Spirit of Samhattan, the giant lone rock in Betsy Lure Field, the rock that has been painted over and signed for decades.


You okay?


Mom asked it while everybody else was talking over the sludgy ’90s music Jenny’s always has playing. The whole team was there, even Coach Wanda. Kit was half listening to Natasha telling a story about Mr. Derringer, Samhattan’s physics teacher, when Mom leaned across the table and said:


Hey. Kit. You okay?


What a question, Kit thought then. What an absolutely insane question. How could she not be okay? She’d hit the game winner not two hours before. She was seventeen. Her best friends in the world were beside her. There was a table full of as much pizza as she could ever eat. If she wasn’t okay then, in that exact moment, would she ever be?


What do you mean? she asked.


But Mom wasn’t a fool. And like the rim never lied, Mom could tell if you did.


Still, Mom didn’t press. She nodded and turned her own half attention to Natasha and the others as they broke out laughing, even as Kit busted up, too, despite not hearing the punch line. Thanks to Mom’s question.


You okay?


Didn’t people know that, whether or not you were okay, the moment they asked if you were, you weren’t? And that it was always better not to ask?


Kit wishes she hadn’t called 911 the first time she had a panic attack. She worries it’s given her a stigma. Do people treat her gently? Different than they do each other? Is Kit … damaged in some way?


She felt it then, again: the greasy but vague touch of anxiety at the base of her neck. It always starts there, a small spot of heat, a dull, unsettling sensation she’s always seen as being piss-­yellow. It lives there; a flock of urine-­yellow birds with matted feathers that multiply fast when they want to. They came with their own heat, those birds, and while there was Kit’s entire body to attack, they always crawled up the neck first; a straight shot to the head.


Mom squeezed Kit’s hand. A small, quick one. Kit almost pulled away. But Evelyn Lamb had a way of knowing when those birds were peeking above their nest, and Kit felt the heat, mercifully, subside.


That made two close calls in one night, Kit noted. And this fact nearly ignited a third. Kit wondered if it would take a lifetime of game winners to avoid panic forever.


Later, home again, Dad asked the same thing. Mom was already upstairs and Kit stood in the living room, the TV controller in hand, the screen still off.


Kit, he said, his sudden voice like brutish bare hands from the doorway over her shoulder. Everything okay?


Kit turned to face him. Jason Lamb seemed to stumble upon his daughter’s darker moments innocently, whereas Mom always knew. Eyeing him, she thought, again: Why ask something like that on a night like this? Were her parents hoping she’d freak out?


She only nodded.


Yeah, she said. Amazing.


Because it was true.


Dad smiled. He looked up the hall to make sure Mom wasn’t listening, then said:


You were fucking amazing.


One of their many bonds. When the cat’s away, the mice will swear.


Kit smiled. It felt good, a moment of real pride in a night pocked with more inner turmoil than she would’ve dreamed possible.


Man, if Dad wasn’t right: it was fucking amazing. Kit had just coolly won the biggest game of her life with a single flick of her wrist, a motion she’d practiced two hundred thousand times, the same fingers that held the TV controller now, the same hands she looked down to, imagining, suddenly, much bigger ones, gripping a steering wheel even in death, like in Natasha’s story about the madwoman Daphne.


She doesn’t use a knife, Natasha said. She doesn’t use a chainsaw. Not a hook, not a gun, not a rake.


What does she use? Melanie asked.


When Natasha answered, the ends of her mouth were turned up. Natasha was the kind of person you could hear smiling in the dark.


Her bare fucking hands.


“What up?” Dana asks. She points to the ball in Kit’s hands, the ball she forgot she was holding. The sun is hot and it reminds Kit of that heat at the base of her neck.


The sun glares off the backboard and, from this distance—­or maybe from any—­Kit doesn’t think she could make a shot right now.


She looks to the rim. Squints.


“Is Melanie in love with someone?”


The others grunt. These girls, they don’t give a shit about crushes.


Kit shoots. Misses. It’s a stupid question. She knows. But maybe it’ll wipe clean the question Dana just asked her. Melanie quietly says, “I told you guys.” But as Dana gets the rebound, she eyes Kit the way close friends do. Like, Really, what’s with you?


Kit and Dana, thick as thieves. Amongst great friends: the best. So, shouldn’t Dana recognize when it’s not the best time to flash Kit that look?


And there’s a lot with Kit right now. Or maybe it’s a little that feels like it could become a lot. It’s not a new feeling (and it’s partly why the ice water she discovered in her veins at the free-­throw line should be so thrilling), but its mere presence, in any form, eclipses her inner sun. All the ballers deal with something. Natasha talks about depression like she’s doing stand-­up. Dana wishes she looked like someone else. Melanie has insomnia. For Kit, it’s anxiety. Yes. And if there’s one feeling she knows better than all others, it’s the days leading up to an all-­out attack. A panic attackula, as Natasha joked, leaving Kit with the vision of a bum cloaked in dark clothes planting his hand at the base of her neck. The Coming Doom, as she once foolishly called it (foolish because it was too good, too right, and there’s nothing fun about it). As if, when she starts to get nervous, a blurry dimension floats toward her, threatens to swallow her, to take her away.


And as far as she knows (and she’s done a lot of looking into this), there’s nothing she can do about her anxiety. Not entirely. Anxiety may be something she battles the rest of her life. Ice water be damned. Samhattan High’s resident hippie, Patricia Maxwell, a classmate who wears tie-­dyed shirts and sandals to class, once spoke about anxiety in second-­period health. Kit listened close. Patricia said: You would think that, after one anxiety attack, and after surviving it, you would never fall for it again. But that’s the nature of anxiety and depression, isn’t it? They fool you into believing them. Every time. Each episode is the real one. Each episode is the actual one you’ve been fearing the whole time. Kit had never thought she had anything in common with Patricia Maxwell before, but that resonated. Does Patricia know anxiety like Kit does? Or did Patricia just get lucky with what she said? Like how sometimes you shoot the ball just shitty enough to make it?


Right now it feels like there is not and never was any ice water in her veins. Just regular blood.


The kind Daphne likes to spill.


“Did Kit masturbate to her game winner?”


Dana shoots and makes it.


The others are electric, laughing hard as they slap five. Their laughter should calm Kit down, but she’s already thinking about it. The Coming Doom. Panic Attackula. Those yellow birds, learning to fly. And the feeling that more happened at that line than just the shot of her life.


“Guys,” she says. She’s going to tell them. Let them know she did ask the rim a question, the one question she shouldn’t have asked.


How do you keep her away, then? Dana grilled Natasha, the night before the game, her voice hopped up with hopeful cynicism. They were all in their sleeping bags in the dark, lights out, supposed to be already asleep.


Only one way, Natasha told them, a theatrical whisper. You can’t think about Daphne. If you think about Daphne too much … she comes for you.


Fuck you, Emily Holt, their starting center, said.


I didn’t make the rules, Natasha said.


Are you for real? Beck Nelson asked. She sounded scared. Then she screamed out when a teammate grabbed her ankle in the dark.


You all worry too much, Natasha said. Just go to sleep. Then, after a half minute of quiet: And don’t think about Daphne.


Fuck you, Natasha!


You suck, Natasha!


And all the teammates tossed couch pillows and backpacks at her.


Now, outside, Kit doesn’t tell them. She’s too embarrassed. Or maybe: too scared. She doesn’t want to ruin today any more than she wants to ruin tomorrow. Eventually, she’ll be alone tonight. With her thoughts. These thoughts. And nothing more than a journal to grip in the dark.


She lifts the ball to shoot, no question in mind. A car honks. The sound is quieter than if one of their sneakers ground against the pavement. Still, Kit sees a car stopped at the intersection at least two hundred yards from where she stands.


Someone is crossing the street.


Someone tall.


The word “lumbering” crosses Kit’s mind. She remembers the way Mrs. Royce used the word in English class, describing a big, merciless man in a book.


Kit shoots. It rattles in.


“You didn’t ask anything,” Melanie says. She frowns a little. What a waste. Not asking the rim a question. When there are so many questions to ask.


Whoever crossed the street vanishes behind the buildings, the fences, civilization beyond Garland Park. Yet unseen or not … it feels like they’re still walking this way. Toward the park.


Toward Kit.


Will Daphne kill me?


She smacks herself upside the head. Tries not to think about Daphne.


“Ohhhkay,” Melanie says.


“Hey, what up?” Natasha asks.


Her three closest friends. All wondering why she just smacked her own head. Kit Lamb should be in hero mode. Kit Lamb should be a goddess.


Another car honks. This one so close and so loud all four ballers turn to face it. A silver Buick has pulled up onto the grass bordering the pavement. The windows are all rolled down. The car is full of boys. The driver, Stewart Lanse, shoots the girls a cocky smile and says, “You win one fucking big game and now you stand around all lazy?”


Dana tosses the ball his way, it bounces hard off the hood.


Stewart laughs. He looks to Kit.


“Nice shot,” he says.


It’s the boys’ team. Normally, the girls would challenge them to a game. Stewart is a worse shot than Natasha and the girls usually win. But right now, watching her friends approach the car, Kit’s just glad for next.


It’s a word that’s become a whole philosophy, the way her mom uses it.


Next is for whenever now needs a fucking change.


Kit looks back to the intersection. Cars come and go. Nobody lumbers toward Garland Park.


With the boys, sudden, unplanned plans are made. The girls head to their cars and everybody’s going to go to the creek. This is good. If there’s one way to undercut the Coming Doom, it’s distraction. It’s next. Kit wanted to say that to Patricia Maxwell that day in health class.


Maybe you can fool it back, she wanted to say.


But she doesn’t know if that’s true.


“Hurry, Clutch,” Dana says.


Kit moves quick to the passenger side of Dana’s Pontiac Sunbird. As she grips the door handle, the sun catches her fingers, makes them look bigger, older.


She thinks of bare hands clenched to a steering wheel and the wrenches it took to remove them.


“I’m not gonna ask if you’re okay,” Dana says, as Kit gets in, “because I know how much you hate that question. But …”


“I’m great,” Kit says. Then, “Better than you’ll ever be.”


Dana smiles.


“Well, hell yeah,” she says. “You should be. You’re on top of the world. On top of the game.”


Dana revs the engine, pulls out of the Garland Park parking lot, and Kit decides, yeah, maybe she is on top of the game. Basketball anyway. She works hard at it. So does Dana. They all do. And she just hit a game winner. How many of those does someone get in a lifetime? How many has Candace Parker made? Brilliant as she is, a handful at most.


So okay. Yeah. On top of the game. On top!


And maybe, if she lets herself believe it, on top of living her life too.


But she wonders if you have to be in “believing shape” to believe a thing. Just like you have to be in basketball shape for the season. And she wonders, too, how much work it would take to get in believing shape.


How much thinking would that take? Straight-­up, unadulterated thinking.


The equivalent of a hundred thousand shots?


So, a hundred thousand good thoughts?


It scares her. Not the work of it. But the idea that you can make a thing true just by thinking about it a lot.


Yeah. That isn’t settling right. As Dana drives pell-­mell across Samhattan, past “Town Square” (the cemetery built into the center of the city or the city built around the cemetery, she’s never sure), past Dawn Pawn and all the rest, even as a Samhattanite in a beige suit steps out of the road, quick, like he’s worried the Sunbird was about to mow him down, Kit tries to resist this concept. Despite its upside.


That you might think a thing true.


Just by thinking about it at all.


“To the island,” Brandon says. “I dare you all.”


“Fuck that,” Natasha says.


“Why? It’s not that far.”


“We’re not into dares,” Natasha says. “We like physical feats. Games. Not dares. We want to live long enough to make terrible decisions in college.”


“Dudes,” Brandon says. Now he’s up, shirtless, wiry, pointing to the island that looks far. The water looks real blue too. “It’s not that far!”


“Then swim to it,” Dana says. “Douche.”


“No dares,” Natasha says. “Games, cool. Dares, dumb.”


“This is a challenge,” Brandon says.


“They’re not into it,” Ritchie says. Little Richard. That’s their nickname for the decidedly not little Richard. “Forget about it.”


Brandon eyes his friends.


“Fine,” he says. He sits down in the sand again. “Lame.”


Nobody disputes this. Brandon isn’t scaring anybody.


“Daphne,” Stewart says.


“What?” Kit says.


“Half of me,” he says, “wants to kiss you right now. That shot was so dope.”


Kit misses the compliment; she’s stuck on how she misheard him.


She almost laughs. It’s that absurd. She really thought he said—­


“Stuff it,” Natasha says. “Nobody’s kissing Kit without going through me first.”


Everyone at least smirk-­laughs at this. Kit hears genuine carefree syllables in their laughter.


Why doesn’t she hear this in her own?


They’re gathered with their shoes and socks off, feet in the creek that leads to the lake that, yes, features a small island, overgrown with thin, half-­bare pines, a shoreline of dark, sharp rocks. Not an appealing place. Then again, the creek isn’t really either.


“Daphne …” Brandon says.


Kit doesn’t ask what this time. She feels a little heat at the base of her neck.


“… to think of all the dead stuff in a lake that big.”


So, nasty, not Daphne.


What is Kit doing to herself? Why is she doing this?


Maybe she’s not.


“You guys are fucking with me,” she says.


She stands up, walks along the creek.


“What do you mean?” Little Richard asks.


Behind her, they’re asking one another who’s fucking with who? Natasha tells the boys to knock it off, but they sound like they ­really don’t know what she means. And maybe she doesn’t either. She’s just backing Kit up no matter what.


Kit takes the creek edge toward the lake, alone, careful not to step on any of the angular rocks or roots. Alone now, she thinks of the story Natasha told, how Daphne was a “freak” who was into heavy-­metal music. How people in town killed her for being who she was.


Having grown up in Samhattan, Kit has heard the name Daphne before. But it’s always been akin to autumn wind: in the name blows, and out by winter. Like those who speak it don’t really mean to, and certainly don’t want to. Kit’s never thought to look into it any more than she would the bogeyman. Before a few days ago, Daphne was a word more than it was a name. In fact, part of the reason it bothers her now is that she can’t recall anyone ever explicitly saying the name. Daphne wasn’t a tool used by parents to scare their kids to sleep. Daphne wasn’t something the bad kids threatened you with on the playground. Daphne wasn’t even something best friends whispered about at sleepovers.


“Subconscious,” Kit says, following the creek’s edge. It’s a new word for her, insomuch as she’s become intimate with it recently, searching for the source of her anxiety. A lot of people say the reason the root is so hard to locate is because it’s buried in the subconscious.
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