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Preface




Flat Track Derby is a dazzling carnival on wheels.


Hosted by sideshow barkers, it’s a sport of speed-skating pinup girls and brutal body checks, played out against a backdrop of head-banging rock. The spectacle drives fans into a hormone-and-beer-


induced frenzy.


Flat Track Derby is loosely based on the banked track Roller Derby that aired on late-night TV in the seventies. But we took the way the old game was played—both on the track and behind the scenes—and cut it up like a concert T-shirt.


We play on a Flat Track—an oval, outlined in lights, on a standard skating rink floor. No rail separates us from our fans, and no barrier keeps us from playing anytime, anywhere.


Forget the league owners and promoters of the past who traded skaters like collectible dolls. The new leagues are DIY—do-it-yourself—and skater-


owned. We answer to ourselves, and skate or die by the credo “By the skaters, for the skaters.” All the jobs required to manage our leagues—from athletic training to event production, finance to marketing—are done by the skaters. We work and skate for the fun and the glory, not a profit. In 2005, leagues across the U.S. formed the Women’s Flat Track Derby Association (WFTDA) to govern our sport.


The game isn’t the only thing we’ve reinvented. When we lace up our skates, we take on new names—like Rice Rocket, Misty Meaner, Raquel Welts, and Triptease—and alter egos. All the better to kick an opponent’s ass and not feel guilty in the morning. Our personas are fictitious—we make ourselves into the girls of our dreams—but the confidence and fun of playing at being someone else on the track is 100 percent real.


There are thousands of Rollergirls across the country. In New York. Chicago. Huntsville. Detroit. Albuquerque. Seattle. Las Vegas. Denver. Raleigh. Kansas City. Dallas. Madison, and more. The Flat Track revolution started with my league, the Texas Rollergirls, in Austin in 2003. Just a year later, there were more than forty leagues up and rolling all across the country. In February 2006, the first National Flat Track Derby Championship was held in Tucson, Arizona; since then, the tally of grassroots leagues has grown to more than one hundred. Suddenly, we’re all over TV and magazines and newspapers.


But behind the hype and the hysteria, the shiners and the smeared lipstick, the fishnets and the fury, are the girls. Beautiful, athletic, strong, smart, relentless Rollergirls. I’m going to introduce you to them, and tell you how it all started, deep in the heart of Texas.








Starting Whistle
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Hellions on Wheels





Jo’s Coffee on Congress Avenue in south Austin is the kind of place where you instantly feel comfortable, even if you’re a new transplant to Texas, like I was in 2001. The latte drinkers are good-looking in their own I-know-who-I-am way. The staff is bright and friendly and prone to cracking wise. The soundtrack is retro-hipster: the Cure, Elvis Costello, Hank Williams, Frank Sinatra.


I’d moved to town with the love of my life, Dave, nine months before, and we were still living in an anonymous, dreamlike state. We could never quite remember which freeway exit led to the Target, but somehow we always found it. Occasionally, we’d run across a celebrity at Jo’s—ZZ Top guitarist Billy Gibbons or my 1986 heart-throb, singer-songwriter Charlie Sexton. We had no family in Texas, and our “friends” were a variety of waiters, waitresses, bartenders, and other drinkers, diners, and musicians that we ran into again and again in our attempts to get out of the house and “meet some people.”


I was in love with Austin—the live music, the comfort food, the feeling that I was in one of those music videos from the eighties where tromping down a dusty road in vintage cowboy boots seemed like the best idea ever. But I was also growing weary of knowing only the people who served things to me and required a tip. Although Austin was my first choice for a new home, I was blue.


Dave and I had moved to Austin so we could have a do-over on our lives. We’d both been following what I think of as the “grown-up path.” We had director-level jobs at a corporate Web development agency—and the fat salaries that went along with the positions. It was what I’d always thought I wanted: the title “creative director” on my business cards and an assistant who brought me salads during lunch meetings because my schedule was so hectic I couldn’t possibly take a break. It was the go-go life that I had dreamed of in college. And I hated it.


There were minor annoyances, like pitch meetings with straightlaced white guys (and their tight little ponytails and striped ties). Or the fact that the executives had gotten rich from our IPO while the rest of us were left with big tax bills for the “privilege” of our stock options. Or the fact that the phrase “maximize billable hours” was meant to be my mantra.


The last straw came during a vacation. I was visiting my family in Pennsylvania, baking cookies with my four-year-old niece Pepper. We were up to our elbows in chocolate-chip cookie dough when the phone rang. It was my boss; she needed to discuss a second round of layoffs with me: “I know you’re on vacation, but I thought you’d want to be involved in the decision making, since it affects one-third of your staff.”


I put my hand over the mouthpiece of the phone and told Pepper to leave the kitchen. As I watched her toddle away, I realized I had just become the kind of person who sends her cookie-making niece out of the room to take a call about layoffs during a vacation.


So I quit.


Not too long after I submitted my resignation letter, I went to Temple Tattoo—to Mr. Scott Silvia, the best old-school tattoo artist in the land—and I had my left forearm permanently inked as a reminder to never “take a meeting” again. My tattoo is a black panther surrounded by yellow, pink, and red roses. She wears a crown, and she’s ferocious and beautiful and sleek and powerful—all the things I wanted to be in my postcorporate life.


Austin seemed like a great place for Dave and me to reinvent ourselves. I once read a passage in a tour book that theorized that the reason Austin has such great nightlife is because during the day, it’s too damn hot to move around. In San Francisco, even summers are gray and chilly most of the time—black turtlenecks and big black boots were my standard uniform before we relocated. But I was now in the land of flip-flops, tank tops, shorts, and the mad dash from one air-conditioned building to another.


The draw of a caffeine buzz trumps the climate at Jo’s. Dave and I were parked on stools at the counter—sweating—watching the traffic slide by and idly talking about what to do with our day.


The back wall of Jo’s is the DIY equivalent of a town crier: posters, handbills, flyers, postcards, and hand-drawn notes are tacked, stapled, and taped floor-to-ceiling. Notices about rock shows, yard sales, lost puppies, a sofa for sale, belly dancing classes, political speeches, houses for rent, and volunteer gigs overlapped, creating a paper patchwork quilt, a snapshot of the crazy-good stuff Austin has to offer. I regularly used Jo’s wall as a to-do list: “Tuesday night, we should go to the Alamo Drafthouse…Jesse Dayton’s playing at the Continental Club on Friday!”


In the upper-right-hand corner of the wall on that particular Sunday was a poster for “All-Girl’s Roller Derby.” The punk-rock girl in the illustration wore old-fashioned roller skates, knee pads over fishnet stockings, and a helmet. There was a skull and crossbones on her ripped tank top, a “fuck you” expression on her face. “With live music from the Flametrick Subs. Playland Skate Center. Tickets $5.”


Roller skating and punk-rock chicks…irresistible! We decided to check it out, and I started to obsess about what to wear.


When Dave and I pulled into the parking lot of Playland Skate Center to watch our first-ever Roller Derby bout, the scene was already jumping off. Cars were parked bumper-to-bumper on the residential streets around the rink, filling every legal spot between the perfectly landscaped driveways. People streamed toward the building in packs, like the Jets and the Sharks headed to a showdown.


The boys wore the standard punk-a-billy uniform: cuffed jeans or Dickies work pants with pristine wife beaters, black boots, chains on their wallets, and chips on their shoulders. Tattoos snaked up their arms and the sides of their necks; their hair glistened in the sun, pomade melting to an extra-shiny lacquer in the Texas heat. And the ladies! Short skirts or fit-like-skin capri pants, fishnet stockings, ruby red lips, and jet black eyeliner that flicked up—just so—at the outer corners of their eyes. They vamped and flirted and giggled and chatted as they made their way across the shimmering asphalt to the front door, vintage handbags dangling off their wrists.


Playland is in north Austin, a neighborhood so different from mine in south Austin’s 78704, it could be another city entirely. We southies decorate our yards with shrines to the Virgin of Guadalupe and pink flamingos; every corner has a fly-by-night taco stand. Up north, it’s a kitsch-free zone of SUV dealers and sprawling ranch-style houses with arrow-straight rows of daffodils. Dropped right in the middle of the suburban sprawl, like Oz landing in Dorothy’s backyard, is Playland.


The skating floor is huge: 27,500 square feet, or about half a football field. The acrylic surface is a putrid shade of lavender, scraped and dented in some spots to reveal a pale yellow underfloor. Suspended over the rink are multicolored lights and a six-foot roller skate covered in disco-ball mirrors. Just inside the entry door, racks display rows of rental skates: dun-colored with orange wheels and dark brown laces.


The hipster crowd sat on the floor, or stood in clusters around the track and on the carpet-covered benches for a better view. Electric fans the size of airplane jet exhausts fought a valiant crusade against the heat being generated by the thousand bodies packed into the rink. A thick layer of cigarette smoke hovered in the air, and music thudded in the cavernous space. In the center of the floor, an oval track was outlined in white Christmas lights. On that track, the reason we were all there. The main event. The most amazing thing we’d ever seen: Rollergirls.
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Marc Majcher


The Flat Track at Playland Skate Center


At the time, beyond recognizing that they were skating very fast, it was impossible to make sense of what they were doing. But I didn’t care. They seemed taller than regular girls. Certainly tougher. And so much sexier. More fit than the honey-blond-and-manicured girls on the elliptical trainer at the gym. I was riveted.


The only Roller Derby I’d seen prior to that night at Playland was on a Charlie’s Angels episode. The great mystery of the show was not so much the insurance scam the Angels investigated, but how Farrah Fawcett fit her helmet over her gigantic blond waves. But these women blew Farrah away! They were a blur skating around that oval track. They bashed into each other. They tripped themselves, then jumped up to race back into the fray. They slid on their knees. They crashed together, tumbling to the floor in a tangle of arms and legs and flailing skates. They skidded and glided and leapt and twisted. They were graceful and awkward and altogether amazing.



“I had a horrible case of the Sunday blues, just moping around the house. After watching me all day, my beau Blake said he was taking me out…to the Roller Derby. ‘Nothing like girls in short skirts and torn fishnets knocking the shit out of each other to make you feel better,’ he said. I thought to myself, Yeah…that’ll make you feel better. But I went. I was mesmerized. I turned to Blake and said, ‘I must do this.’ And he asked, ‘Do you skate?’ I answered, ‘I do now!’”

—APOCALIPPZ, HELL MARYS/TEXAS ROLLERGIRLS




The group of girls putting on the show was known as Bad Girl Good Woman Productions, and the bout that I saw that night in August 2002 was their first time performing for the public. They’d been at it for a year or so, learning to skate and holding fund-raisers to get their four teams up and rolling.


The Rhinestone Cowgirls wore red Western shirts—with spangles, fringes, rhinestones, and rivets—and Daisy Duke shorts or up-to-there miniskirts. With fishnets on their legs and their boobies strapped into bustiers and push-up bras, they were what Lori Petty would have been if Tank Girl had been set in a turn-of-the-century Western. That night, they played the Putas del Fuego. Literally translated, their name means “whores of fire,” and they dressed the part in black skirts painted with red and gold glitter flames. Even to my untrained eye, the Putas were definitely the Bad girls among the naughty girls. There was something particularly menacing and feral about the way they taunted the other players and the audience.


The team called the Holy Rollers got the biggest reaction from the crowd. They were a male fantasy come to life on wheels: parochial school girls in plaid miniskirts that would never have passed muster at my parents’ Catholic school. But the Holy Rollers didn’t look shameful. They were brazen in skimpy tank tops, knee socks, the de rigueur skirts, and mock-pious cross pendants and rosary beads. They might have been my favorite team, were it not for the Hellcats and their logo: a black panther wreathed in roses, just like my tattoo.


AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell” reverberated off the walls and the house lights dimmed. Red, yellow, blue, and white lights flashed over the track and, one by one, the Holy Rollers skated onto the rink as the announcer called their names. Strawberry. Helen Fury. Holli Graffic. Mean Streak. Miss Conduct. The crowd whooped and stomped and generally lost its mind in a frenzy of excitement.


The faux Catholic school girls looked unbeatable. They reminded me of some of the girls who went to my high school—the girls with feathered hair and parents who worked nights. They smoked at the bus stop, talked during assembly, organized pencil drops in class, and regularly threatened to beat me up in the locker room. The Holy Rollers appeared to be that kind of tough crowd. But then the Hellcats took the floor, led by Pris.


Pris is probably only a little taller than average height, but she looked like a pink-and-black-clad amazon. Her dark hair was cut in a chin-length bob, tucked behind her ears under her black helmet. Her face was striped with war paint—a thick black horizontal band across her eyes—and she skated like a banshee. She was the Hellcats’ primary jammer, which I learned later meant that she was a sprinter and the player on the team responsible for scoring points.


But watching the first time, I didn’t know that. All I knew was that she looked otherworldly. Like a superhero. She seemed to will herself through the pack of girls, her legs bent at steep angles. She deflected body checks and went down on one knee, then popped back up before anyone could register that she was down. She balanced on one skate around the corners, turned and skated backward to taunt the other team, pumped up the audience by pointing and waving at them, and cheered for herself like she, too, was overcome by her performance.


[image: 8]


Celesta Danger/celestadanger.com

Pris #86

HOTROD HONEYS/TEXAS ROLLERGIRLS


POSITIONS: Jammer, Blocker, Pivot, Replicant


LIKES: Loud guitars; Marshall stacks; fastbacks; Blade Runner; comic books; thunderstorms and neon lights


DISLIKES: Hell Marys; Honky Tonk Heartbreakers; Hustlers


Pris’s world was turned upside down when she crashed her Mercury Cougar and was pulled from the wreckage by Tomcat. Pris escaped with only a few burns, but the loss of her Cougar forced her to find a new set of wheels. Broke and desperate for transportation, she strapped on a pair of black speed skates. They not only got her around town, she realized she had otherworldly agility, extraordinary stamina, and superhuman strength on the track. The replicant Rollergirl was born!


PRIS FACTOID: Her paternal grandmother’s great-aunts were Czech trapeze artists known as the Flying Silhouns.




At halftime, the score was so close, it was still anybody’s game: Holy Rollers 18 to the Hellcats 17, but the audience didn’t seem to give a damn about the score. It was about the girls.


Across the rink, the Flametrick Subs set had started. They’re a psychobilly band, which means they amp up the raw ingredients of hillbilly music—lyrics about drinkin’ and gamblin’ and women, sung with a twang—with an extra dose of rock ’n’ roll danger. In front of the band, a combination dance floor–mosh pit was taking shape, with the fancy rockabilly girls in high heels swinging around the circle with their partners. But because it’s Austin, there were also gray-haired hippies in tie-dyed shirts doing the happy-twirly dance, and a cloud of little girls, maybe five or six years old, skipping around everyone else’s feet.


At the other end of the rink, the beer line snaked across the floor, intersecting the scenesters waiting for nachos, and the chattering, smoking queue outside the ladies’ room. Everywhere I looked, I saw beaming faces. Dour, “I’m too cool to let you know I’m having a good time” expressions were nowhere to be found. Roller Derby was pure, unadulterated fun—and no one was afraid to show it.


During halftime I picked up a program that helped me understand what the devil was happening on the rink. Despite the on-track skirmishes and girls flying—ass-over-teacups—into the crowd, the game of Flat Track Derby is a real sport, with rules and penalties for breaking them. When it’s played well, it brings together strategy, skill, teamwork, determination, and psychological warfare.


There are three positions: jammer (aka, the speed), blocker (aka, the brawn), and pivot (aka, the brain).


Each team gets one jammer on the track at a time. She starts at the back of the pack and wears a star on her helmet. Her mission is to haul ass and get through the pack—by being sneaky, fast, brazen, daring, and slippery.


Then there are the blockers—each team gets three on the track at a time. They play defense and offense, bullying the other team’s blockers, making holes for their jammers to skate through, and trying to stop the other team’s jammer by almost any means necessary.


The pivots—one from each team—wear a stripe on their helmets and skate at the front of the pack. They control the pack’s speed and act as the last line of defense in demolishing the other team’s jammer.


The basics of a Flat Track Derby game are fairly simple: during a period of play called a “jam,” one jammer from each team sprints through the pack of eight skaters, while the opposing players try to stop her. The pack starts with pivots in front, blockers in the middle, and jammers at the back. When the pack is in formation, the ref blows the whistle and all the skaters except the jammers start rolling. Then the ref blows two short whistle-blasts to signal the jammers to take off. The first jammer to fight her way through the pack becomes lead jammer.
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The first time through the pack, if the jammers go out of bounds, there is no lead jammer and the jam will continue for the full two minutes. The jammer doesn’t earn points if one or both of her skates is out of bounds while she’s passing other skaters.


For the next two minutes—or until the lead jammer calls off the jam—mayhem ensues. Jammers run on their toe stoppers, sprint, duck, bob, and weave to pass the opposing team and earn points. The blockers and pivots do everything they can to put the brakes (and breaks) on her. When tempers flare, the game can take on the blood lust of combat. Like ice hockey, there are times when a fight is a smart strategic move, a weapon in a skater’s handbag of tricks to prevent the other team from scoring.


The “game” itself consists of two skating periods. Each period is thirty minutes of adrenaline-fueled fury, and there’s a halftime (beer-time, music-time, primp-time) between periods. At our Texas Rollergirls’ home games, we usually have doubleheaders.


At all times, the pivots are required to stay within twenty feet of the front of the pack—and the blockers must stay within twenty feet of the back of the pack. That means there’s no chasing down the jammer until you finally catch her, and no hanging out behind the pack to clobber the jammer when she’s defenseless.


Like the mythical natural-looking tan-in-a-can, tie games in Roller Derby do not exist. If the score is tied at the end of the second period, the game will roll into the high drama of Sudden Death—a battle for a final two-minute jam. The team with the most points at the end of the overtime jam is the bout winner.


If Rollergirls are the queens of the rink, the referees are the gods. In lots of leagues, the refs are also league coaches—friends of the family, husbands, fans—so the refs have to work extra hard to be impartial. And their word is law; zebra shirts have the final say in all decisions. Woe to the Rollergirl who dares mess with a ref, even if it is her boyfriend: touching, pushing, harassing, and trying to sweet talk a ref in any way may be grounds for getting booted right out of the game.


Just as I was getting a grasp of the mechanics of the sport, the Rhinestone Cowgirls and Putas del Fuego skated out to AC/DC’s “Hell’s Bells” for the second half of the bout. The halftime break hadn’t improved their behavior. Unlike traditional sports where breaking the rules means time in the penalty box, the penalties at that first Roller Derby bout were strictly for laughs. Girls were sentenced to spinning a hula hoop for two minutes or to a trip down “Spank Alley,” a row of eager audience members armed with paddles to swat the derrière of the offending skater as she rolled past.


Trying to recall the specifics of those first games is like trying too hard to grab the shreds of a dream before they dissipate in the morning light. In my memory, it’s a blur of fishnets, cleavage, catfights, warrior girls, chain-smoking tough guys, crushed beer cans, piercing whistle blows, and a continuously rocking soundtrack. Our conversations during the game went something like this:


“Did you see that?”


“Holy shit! Oh my God!”


“Ow! Holy crap!”


“Get her! Kill her! Stop her! Get her…yeah! Fuck, yeah! Holy shit!”


I was entranced, and entertaining a life-changing thought: I wanted to be a Rollergirl. With each lap the girls skated around the track, I became more convinced that I must become a Rollergirl. The move to Austin, my panther tattoo…they were just the first steps to what was beginning to look like my destiny: Roller Derby.


Sometime during the second half we ran into a musician friend, Clay. He’s “a guy who knows a guy.” You need some muscle to back you up, or a good mechanic, or a locksmith, or the best way to smoke a rack of baby-back ribs, Clay may not be your man—but he knows who is. So I shouldn’t have been surprised when, right in the middle of me gushing about Pris and how I wanted to be a Rollergirl, he said he knew her.


“You wanna meet her? Come on, I’ll introduce you,” he said.


“Right now?” I said in the voice that I usually squeak out when faced with meeting one of my heroes. (I made the same ridiculous sound when I met John Taylor from Duran Duran and Brian Setzer from Stray Cats.)


Clay took my hand and pulled me through the crowd to where Pris stood among the mortals. She was even more incredible up close: close to six feet tall in her skates, sweaty, and muscular. She looked like a hired assassin when she skated, but off the track, her smile was friendly and so wide, it threatened to slice her face in half, just below the intimidating black stripe painted across her eyes.


Clay introduced me to Pris, and I had an out-of-body, babbling experience. Clay acted as translator, explaining that I wanted to try out to be a skater. Then something incredible happened. Pris wrote her home phone number with a Sharpie on the corner of my program, looked down at me, and said, “Cool! We need girls who can skate. We have practice tomorrow night. Call me.”


The Hellcats ultimately beat the Holy Rollers, 39 to 31, but I was distracted by the thought that I might be going to a Roller Derby practice the next day. I was thisclose to becoming the new me, a tougher-than-waterproof-black-mascara roller babe.


Dave and I rode the tide of exhilarated fans that swarmed out into the parking lot. The greasers revved their engines, trying to burn off the extra testosterone that had been riled up during the games, and the girls—in twos and threes—alternately mused aloud about maybe trying out for Roller Derby themselves, or talked smack about what we’d just seen.


I was spinning, alternating between two strongly held convictions: Of course I would call Pris the next day and go to practice.


There was absolutely no way that I would call Pris the next day and go to practice.


About halfway home, I turned to Dave: “Aw, shit. I don’t have roller skates.”
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Roller Rookie





I adore people who are brave enough to make asses of themselves for my amusement. Will Ferrell’s cheerleader on Saturday Night Live; the pretty girl who’ll imitate Ronnie James Dio in front of a couple hundred people at karaoke. My helmet is off to the people who eagerly raise their hands when performers ask for a volunteer from the audience or ask the “stupid questions” at a seminar.


I’m not one of those people.


I’m a fan of dress rehearsals. I make notes to prep before important phone calls, and like some crazed homemaker from the fifties, I label serving dishes with Post-it notes before parties to make sure I have a place to put the Nacho Cheese Doritos and the Sour Cream & Onion Lays. So on the Monday morning after the Roller Derby bout, I went on the hunt for roller skates and a place to practice before I went to Playland for the real practice with the Roller Derby queens.


It should come as no surprise that on the tail end of the inline skating boom—and long before the Roller Derby revival and the movie Roll Bounce—there weren’t a lot of options for old-school skates (called “quads” because each skate has four wheels) in sporting goods stores. In fact, on my journey to all of the Academy Sports & Outdoor stores in the greater Austin metropolitan area, I found just one style of quad skates. They were blindingly white ankle boots (“constructed of 100% man-made materials”) with white laces, electric blue wheels, and white stoppers. My high school colors. Definitely not cool. The $29.95 price tag didn’t inspire confidence in their Roller Derby readiness, either, but I was desperate to see if skating was like riding a bike (“It comes right back!”), so I took them home, along with a black skateboarding helmet and a set of Rollerblade pads.



“During my eighth birthday party I fell flat on my ass and was so traumatized that until last year, I hadn’t skated since. Now here I am, twenty years later, going as fast as possible and knocking down bitches.”

—MALICYN WONDERLAND, THE SLAUGHTERERS/DALLAS DERBY DEVILS




A few hours later, I was skating in circles at Skateworld, another rink in north Austin. Each lap around the floor took me a year back in time, until I was fourteen again. Is there some roller rink owners’ regulatory board that dictates that Dazz Band be played a requisite number of times per day and that all rinks must smell like stale popcorn and bubblegum-scented disinfectant? I bopped to the beat of “Funky Town” and “Let It Whip,” doing the wacka-wacka with my feet, crossing my ankles and scissoring them apart. I almost expected to see my old skating crush Vince Morgan and his roller posse showing off in the center of the rink.


When I was a kid, I was the poster child for skating-rink nerds. In 1981, when I was in seventh grade, my friends and I started skating at Willow Lake. The floor was the original hardwood from the fifties—warped in some places, not-so-shiny in others—and the sound system was tinny, like a bad MP3 funneled through an old tape recorder. But it was neato, because we got to hang out with the high school kids: tough girls with wide-toothed combs in the back pockets of their Sergio Valenti jeans, and couples who skated to the slow songs with their hands in each other’s back pockets before making out in the shadowy corners.


When I was in eighth grade, the Roller Roost opened in Pottsville, and it was a Big Deal. It had a state-of-the-art pale yellow acrylic floor—smoother and slicker than the old-fashioned wooden floor at Willow Lake. Instead of us skating in the afternoon sunlight that filtered through dirty old windows, we circled the warehouse rink under colored lights and strobes that pulsed to the beat of the music. Roller Roost had a snack bar where the older kids threw popcorn at each other and smoked cigarettes, and an arcade section with Defender, Asteroids, and pinball machines. In the middle of the action, a DJ booth. It was Xanadu come to life.


But it wasn’t just the skating that drew me there. It was Vince Morgan.


He was a senior at my high school when I was a freshman, the heart-throb of four school districts. Every girl I knew—and every girl I didn’t know—had a crush on Vince Morgan. They made prank calls to his house on school nights and hung up when he answered. They slipped notes for him to his sister Wendy to deliver on the school bus.
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Vincent Morgan


He was tall, blond, cocky, and unattainable. In faded Levi’s and a pressed white cotton shirt, Vince was our Marlon Brando. He was everything a preteen girl could want. Dangerous: he went to Vo-Tech school instead of college prep. A rock star: he was arguably the best skater at the Roller Roost, which, at the time, made him a Schuylkill County celebrity. He didn’t have a car, but he did have friends who drove, so he held out the promise that, if the stars aligned appropriately, he might whisk you away for the perfect kiss at the hilltop pagoda in Reading.


He was mellow cool personified—street-smart and clever enough to hold up his end of a flirty conversation, but no teacher’s pet. He held court in the cafeteria, making the lunch ladies blush on his way through the line. He loitered in the high school lobby. He never rushed, languidly getting wherever he was going in his own good time. His responses to the gym coaches, who seemed to always be riding his ass about something, were laconic, if he answered at all.


He was everything I wasn’t, and I was smitten.


He worked as a dishwasher at my dad’s restaurant, and I prayed I’d be scheduled for his shift, while I just as desperately hoped I wouldn’t. The idea of talking to him was just too wonderful and too terrifying. But fate intervened in the form of my parents wanting me to have the character-building experience of a weekend job, and I landed the plum Sunday morning dishwashing shift with Mr. Vince Morgan.


In my imagination, we shared intimate, truth-baring conversations. In reality, our interactions probably didn’t rise above, “Man! It’s sure busy today” and “Can you hand me that towel?” But I loved it anyway. I was momentarily elevated to a level of social status I would never have enjoyed on my own when, at the Roller Roost on a Friday night, Vince said hi to me in front of a gaggle of the popular girls.


Never mind that he and I never shared a couples’ skate. Or that when the announcers called for triple whips, I was never the one to hold Vince’s hand, but took the end spot with some sweet young thing between me and the Prince. He was my imaginary boyfriend, my partner in pretend kisses and romantic interludes under the disco ball to the sounds of Journey’s “Open Arms.”


I had spent so much time at the Roller Roost mooning over Vince, I accidentally got pretty good at skating. Now, as I lapped the Skateworld rink, it was all coming back to me. I remembered how to cross my legs on the corners to pick up speed. I even did a few laps backward. I was wobbly, and the thought of crashing was terrifying. As adults we just don’t fall very often; we’re out of practice. But I felt as ready as I could be for my first Roller Derby practice.



“I was what they called a ‘rink rat’ at the Bellevue Skate King (which is funny, ’cause that’s where we practice now). In other words, I went there mostly to make out with boys.”

—HURRICANE LILLY, THROTTLE ROCKETS/RAT CITY ROLLERGIRLS




It sounds like a silly thing to be hung up on, but the white skates I’d bought were a problem. I have an aversion to white shoes. I retired my last pair of white pumps in 1986, right after my graduation party at which I was unceremoniously dumped by my boyfriend (“Sorry. I just don’t want to go out with you anymore.”). I usually replace the white laces in my Converses with colored ones. I refuse to wear white sneakers, even though I work out at home and no one else sees them. My new skates were so white they glowed; so bright, they made my eyes twitch. My confidence about going to practice was telescoped directly into those skates. I told Dave I couldn’t go.


“I can’t wear those skates. And if I don’t have skates, I can’t go. So I’m staying home.”


He let me sulk for a while. Then he grabbed a black Sharpie, laid the ridiculous skates on the kitchen table, and carefully drew an anarchy symbol on each side of the boot—giving me instant punk-rock cred, and eliminating my excuse for bailing on practice.


We didn’t talk about it, but he knew, and I knew: I was scared to go. And I was terrified not to go. Because then I’d have to live with the knowledge I’d missed an opportunity to be like Pris and the other Playland gladiators.


Opening the door to walk into the rink that night, my stomach did the Twist and my palms were slick. My feet propelled me forward, but I felt like the rest of me was flying backward through a tunnel.


The energy inside Playland was dramatically different than the night before. Gone were the adoring crowds, the dramatic lighting, the booming music, the palpable excitement. The smell of smoke lingered, but it reeked of the party being over. Around the lobby area, about a dozen skaters pulled on knee and elbow pads, laced on their skates, halfheartedly stretched. Without their costumes and larger-than-life personas they seemed both more familiar and more intimidating. Because they seemed just like the Mean girls from junior high.


I had the wrong kind of notoriety when I was a teenager. My straight-A report card—and the strict manners my parents drilled into my brother and me—meant I was a favorite of the teachers. Our chorus director, in particular, adored me. With my long blond hair, pastel-colored Fair Isle sweaters, and trusting nature, I was a northeastern Pennsylvania Sandra Dee. It made me an easy target. I never remembered to be cautious when the Mean girls took an unusual interest in me. Sometimes, I even handed them the weapons they needed to skewer me.


As I watched the girls at Playland put on their skates, I realized my Marshmallow Creme skates were worse than I thought. The other girls wore black, low-cut speed skates—the equivalent of a ’54 Chevrolet that’s painted primer black, chopped, and lowered. I’d just pulled up to the light in my 1996 Buick Skylark rental, singing with Neil Diamond on the radio.


I looked for Pris—the only skater I sort of knew—but didn’t find her. Aside from a “Put on your stuff and warm up!” shouted across the lobby, no one had spoken to me yet, so I imitated everyone else. Geared up, I joined the girls skating in lazy circles around the rink. We crisscrossed our feet without lifting them from the floor—right over left, left over right. We took the corners on one foot, holding out the opposite leg for balance. We squatted and sprinted and then everyone convened in the center of the floor for stretching.


“Hey! I like your skates.”


I turned to the girl next to me. She looked nice enough, but I’d been fooled before.


“I’m The Wrench,” she said. “Your skates are cute.”


“Thanks. My boyfriend Dave made ’em for me.”


I braced for the mocking. “They look cool. Too bad we can’t do something like that with these,” she said, pointing at the red and white stripes on the sides of her skate boots.


We watched a tough-looking skater roll into the middle of our stretching circle. “Get up, bitches,” she said. “We’re gonna see what you can do.”


It was Cherry Chainsaw. Like many of the people I would meet in my early derby days, details on her were sketchy. People were reluctant to talk about her too much and when they did, they were so vehement, so heated in their opinions, I was skeptical of their veracity. So she remains something of a mystery. Here’s what I can tell you: she was an art skater. That means she did spins and jumps and other fancy moves while wearing spangled dresses and those thick, fake-flesh-colored pantyhose that are worn over their skates.


Cherry had the weathered crinkle of a newspaper left in the driveway too long. Given the way she cultivated her crazier-than-you vibe—I’m pretty sure she thought “crazy bitch” was a compliment—I don’t think she would mind my saying she had the air of the dotty old lady down the street who keeps a sawed-off shotgun behind the rocking chair on her front porch.


She scared the crap out of me. But all those leaps and twirls had made Cherry a strong skater, and when she wasn’t cackling with mirthless laughter, she was generous about sharing what she knew. We just had to wade through the four-letter words and batty tangents to get to the good stuff.


I was trying my best to skate fast, pushing hard with my feet, pretending to be confident.


“Are you a chicken? You’re scratching like a chicken!” she yelled at me, making a snickering noise that, ironically enough, sounded a lot like a Rhode Island Red. That night I learned that the proper way to skate is not to kick your feet back—like a chicken—but to push out with each foot directly to the side.


I was taught a lot of lessons that evening. The best news was that to be placed on a team, all I had to do was show up. If I was tough enough (or foolish enough) to take the hits and the practice schedule, I’d eventually be assigned to one of the four teams.


It turns out that worrying about falling and trying to prevent a fall are far more torturous than actually taking the spill. But there are correct and incorrect ways to fall. Right or wrong method, I woke up the next morning with bruises on my knees, elbows, shoulders, thighs, forearms, butt cheeks, and the palms of my hands.


While falling came naturally, I found that a better way to stop while rolling was also the one that looked the best. The fancy stop begins with a half-spin, then progresses to an impersonation of “Billie Jean”-era Michael Jackson: a pop onto both tiptoes, toe stoppers pressed to the floor. Wrist guards, required; one glove, optional.


While I basked in the glow of learning the turnaround stop, Cherry Chainsaw announced that we were going to work on jumping; I thought for sure that I’d heard her wrong. But as I discovered that first night, despite what I thought I knew about gravity and my relationship to it, I could jump while wearing eight wheels on my feet. We also did some fighting drills; the “heave-ho” (faking an elbow to the other girl’s ribs) and the “football tackle” were my two favorites.


The numero uno role of Roller Derby that I learned that night: never, ever skate without a mouthguard.


Like the hitchhiker-with-a-hook-for-a-hand story, Roller Derby has its own cautionary rite-of-


passage tales, and I was told the mother of all of them that night. When the Roller Derby girls began practicing together, they didn’t wear safety gear. Their knobby knees and elbows, their slender wrists, their tender noggins were left unprotected. One night while scrimmaging, someone’s leg got tangled up in someone else’s skate or elbow or some such—not an unusual occurrence—and one of the girls careened face-first to the floor. When she sat up, she was missing her front tooth.


The kicker of the story? When another girl asked if she was going to stick with Roller Derby, she smiled a bloody, toothless smile, and said, “Fuck, yeah.”


A few days after my first practice, I bought a pair of black Pacer RTX 429 Pro Sunlite speed skates recommended to me by The Wrench, and as the weeks passed, I dutifully attended practices at Playland. Soon, I stopped scratching like a chicken. I could reliably jump a few inches off the floor—just enough to clear a leg or arm. I could take a direct hit without a) yelping in fear and b) crashing to the floor. And I learned to give as good as I was getting.
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It quickly became clear that there were definitely two camps within the league: the Nice girls and the Mean girls. The Nice girls were smart, friendly, accomplished. They knew how to have a good time, but they also had functioning telephones, permanent residences, jobs with paychecks at regular intervals. They were adults, but not so grown-up they’d forgotten how to have a good time.


The Wrench, whom I’d met at my first practice, was a Nice girl personified. At 5′ 10″, she was a commanding physical presence on the track, but she was playful. Sometimes it was like everyone but her had forgotten that Roller Derby was a game. So she reminded us by laughing maniacally with every block or pulling a girl’s shirt up over her head—a much-needed injection of goofiness when things got too intense.


She and I bonded over triathlon war stories; The Wrench had started a successful triathlon training camp for cancer survivors. She became my preferred partner for fighting drills. We’d tackle each other at full speed, then roll on the floor, giggling too hard to bother with fake punches. As far as I could tell, she’d always been one of the cool kids—an authentic punk rocker who followed her gut instead of trends—but she accepted my nerd credentials without bias. The Wrench was one of the people who made the bruises of Roller Derby—both to my ego and to my body—worthwhile.


[image: 24-1]


Celesta Danger/celestadanger.com

The Wrench #67

HELL MARYS/TEXAS ROLLERGIRLS


POSITIONS: Blocker, Pivot (retired)


CARS RESTORED: 8[image: 24-2]CARS DESTROYED: 257[image: 24-2]CARS “BORROWED”:


Unconfirmed


The Wrench was born deep in southern Illinois, the product of her devout Catholic mother’s love for a greasy pit crew captain from the wrong side of town. She was an angelic child, happy to read her daily catechism and send novenas to the Blessed Holy Mother, but chicken pox kept her out of a coveted seat in Home Ec class, and she landed instead in the much-maligned Auto Mechanics Shop. Seven years later, The Wrench wrapped rosary beads around the rearview mirror of a stolen Hemi ’Cuda and burned rubber on her way out of town to the Street Machine Nationals in Oklahoma. By the time she’d pried her foot off the accelerator, she was in the parking lot of the Horseshoe Lounge in Austin, Texas, where she made fast friends with roller queen Holli Graffic. Too many Lone Star tallboys later, the bleary pair sat in the steaming wreckage of The Wrench’s Barracuda after a booze-fueled joyride round the Longhorn Speedway. “Don’t worry,” Holli told the sobbing young Wrench, “I’ll get you a whole new set of wheels!”


RIVALS: Eight Track & Melicious, Hotrod Honeys/Texas Rollergirls; Bettie Rage, Honky Tonk Heartbreakers/Texas Rollergirls




But the Mean girls…I’d never hung out with girls like them before. One night at practice, they taught us the pack drill.


The idea was that one skater would act as the jammer while the rest of us—twenty-five or thirty other skaters—formed a pack. Keep in mind that during a game, there are only ten players on the track—and half of them are trying to help their jammer. In the pack drill, the number of blockers was tripled, and the jammer was left to defend herself.


“Send the new girls through,” a Mean girl named La Coneja said with her characteristic cackle.


Among the Mean girls, La Coneja, one of the Putas, was the worst of the lot. She had the physique of a day laborer: sinewy, tanned arms and legs, with a slight hint of a beer belly. Her face looked like she’d run into the business side of a cast-iron skillet. Everything about her was hard; the equivalent of the hooker that no one makes a movie about—the one without the heart of gold.



“No Roller Derby track could be worse than a mosh pit.”

—SUZY HOTROD, QUEENS OF PAIN/GOTHAM GIRLS ROLLER DERBY




I smiled a lot at practices. Despite how difficult it was, I loved skating and feeling myself getting stronger—and I think my interminable cheerfulness was an offense to La Coneja. The more I avoided her, the more she tried to interact with me. My taste in music, workout wear, socks, and hairstyles were fair game. She mocked the stickers I put on my skate case, mimicked my skating posture, ridiculed the way I blocked.


When I complained that it was dangerous to sprint with metal chairs stacked at the edge of the track, she imitated me in a childish voice and called me a baby. When I suggested the coaches call penalties during the pack drill, she elbowed me in the ribs and blindsided me with a body block.
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