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If you can agree that strength is in the soft parts, this book is for you.

If you can’t agree, I understand. This book is still for you.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

If you’re new to roller derby and want a little background context about this amazing sport before or after reading this book, head to page 321 to find out more. Enjoy!




Prologue

The seat belt had left a perfect diagonal stripe across my chest. Blistering red and purple from shoulder to hip like a grim pageant ribbon lifting from my skin.

When my aunt and uncle finally arrived to tell me that both my parents were gone, my aunt hugged me close and I let her, too exhausted to resist. A sharp ache seared me from the outside in and somehow, the pain felt right. Deserved. I let it settle deep inside my chest, hoping it would remain there for as long as possible. That no one else would be able to get at it but me.






Chapter One
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Endless stippling spread across my bedroom ceiling, tiny bumps of white pushing back at me like thousands of stubby, pointing fingers.

Fuck you, stubby bumps.

Lying faceup on my bed, I glared hard at the ceiling for a few moments before extending my left arm above me and bringing my hand down—hard—against my headboard. The ritual, started a year and a half ago, sent a familiar sting through my palm, a kind of shield against the day ahead. I’d feel the bruising every time I held a mug or grabbed my backpack strap, whenever I pushed open a door, clutched an apple. The pain was something to focus on—like a messed-up stress ball to squeeze whenever I needed it.

I wasn’t proud of this thing I’d come to depend on—far from it—but the need to do it was so overwhelming sometimes that knowing I’d feel shitty about it afterward wasn’t enough to stop me from doing it. It was protection against other people discovering all the rot in my gut. It was punishment. It was proof I could handle everything on my own.

I forced myself out from the covers and placed my feet on the carpet. Fall air slipped through my open window, crisp and biting.

For a moment, I let the chill lift my skin into goose bumps and stared at my bare thighs spreading across the edge of the mattress. Two quarter-size bruises decorated the middle of my left thigh, and a larger one curved around the outside of my right. I lifted my feet into the air and admired a shin bruise from a week ago. The bruise was barely visible now, its darkness lightening and almost hidden against my brown skin. But I knew it was still there from the painful tenderness when I pressed my fingers into it, which I did now, closing my eyes to let the pain sink in.

“Daya Doo Wop! It’s almost eight and you can’t be late again! It’s still September and you’ve been in detention once already… remember?”

Jesus.

My uncle’s singsongy voice surged through both my bedroom door and my quiet moment, each sentence rising into a high note. He knew better than to come in, but he still thought these cheerful reminders would help get me going faster.

“I’m up!” I called back, swallowing back the other words constantly threatening to escape from my mouth: Leave. Me. Alone.

Handling my uncle and aunt demanded a balancing act: Keep our interactions light and consistent so they didn’t worry about me, but discourage excessive interaction in case they mistook it for intimacy. Keep my head above water at school, but not so far above that they got excited about my prospects. Date boys like a “normal teenage girl,” but not for too long and not the type my aunt and uncle would approve of. Go to counseling, but only to make them feel better. Get involved, but not too involved.

I listened as Uncle Priam’s footsteps receded down the hallway, practically skipping across the hardwood. He and Aunt Vicki were now my official guardians. The paperwork had been finalized recently, after a painful, slow process following my parents’ deaths. Priam was my dad’s brother, but I’m sure when my parents named him and my aunt my godparents, Priam and Vicki never thought they’d actually have to take me into their home and look after me.

That’s just what they’ve been doing these past many months, though. And they must have learned their version of parenting in theater school, where they met, because I felt like I was in an epic musical most of the time.

P.S. I hate musicals.

If my uncle and aunt weren’t singing duets at the dinner table, they were playing dress-up. They were forever trying to get me to watch all these old-timey musicals on TV with them, and a while ago they’d tried to give me singing lessons for my birthday. I pretended to go for six weeks, but in reality I was at the skateboard park.

It was clear we didn’t get each other. So my balancing act was as much for them as it was for me—aim for coexistence and not much more. Don’t waste their time or mine.

I stood up and stretched, my body aching from an extra-long skateboarding session the day before. Skateboarding kept me muscular, and having more muscle meant experiencing more soreness, which was perfect for me. I lived for that ache. And I liked seeing my body stay thick and strong too. My muscles made me feel like I could defend myself—but also invite pain when I needed to. I pulled on my jeans and hoodie, both protecting and preparing myself for the day ahead.






Chapter Two
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“Butterfly, you must understand!” Vicki implored.

“But honey, it’s Pinter.” Priam was sitting beside me at the kitchen table, hands out in a plea, face in an impressive sulk.

If it were up to me, mealtimes would look like me eating on the way to somewhere else. But good old Priam and Vicki insisted we eat as many meals together as possible. As part of my balancing act, I relented. But I paid for it.

At breakfast, I usually had to sit through a truncated version of some kind of drama. Sometimes it was real-life drama, sometimes it was an elaborate, fictional kind. Today I was treated to the real-life sort, although it was still hard to believe. Priam had, apparently, booked tickets to see a play that, apparently, was on the same night as Vicki’s Glee Girls’ Night—a monthly excuse for her and her friends to sit around singing show tunes while drinking wine and cognac.

Currently, Vicki was flapping around the kitchen, banging cupboards, moving food around for no particular reason, sighing with the weight of a thousand grievances. “That is not the capital P Point, Priam! You know how deeply I feel about my Glee Girls. How full they fill my spirits. You know.”

“Of course I know, darling.” Priam collapsed against the back of his chair, arms falling to his sides. “But it was the only night with tickets still available. What was I to do?” he questioned, his voice gliding upward to its maximal plaintive whine.

Now Vicki swept to the chair beside him, yanking it out and sitting on its edge with a small bounce. She took his hand and held it in both of hers, peering into his face. “Sweetheart. You do what is right. What is needed. For you. For me. You buy one ticket. You go experience Pinter. You share him with me afterward That is what you do.” She punctuated these rousing words with a desperate kiss to Priam’s hand.

Leaning my cheek in my palm and working a piece of apple with my jaw, I stared blankly at the scene unfolding in front of me. I wish I could say this was an atypical morning at the Wijesinghe household, but… it wasn’t.

As the denouement of this particular episode came to a close, they kissed and made up—also typical (and gross)—and once again remembered I was sitting at the same table. I didn’t mind their episodes entirely—it limited the amount of time they were focused on me, at least.

Unfortunately, Vicki focused on me now and her face ballooned in excitement. My jaw halted mid-chew, my defensive shield rising. “Daya! Are you free? Next Thursday? You could have my ticket!” She turned back to Priam, his hand still in hers. “Wouldn’t that be a capital S Solution, darling?”

Priam didn’t look quite as certain. “Well… it’s Pinter, Vicki. He might be a little… highbrow for someone so young, don’t you think?”

Priam wasn’t really worried about my capacity to understand Pinter. He and Vicki loved forcing me to experience arts and culture. He was freaking out at the thought of being alone with me for three hours. And I got it. I didn’t really want to sit around watching some boring play with him for three hours either.

Both Vicki and Priam preferred dealing with me as a tag team. The few occasions I’d had to spend time alone with either of them, we’d filled it awkwardly—trying to find some common ground.

But we’d failed. Every. Time.

I took another bite of my apple and sputtered my reply through a mess of pulp, because I knew it drove them nuts. “I’m busy that night. Sorry.” A piece of apple flopped to the table.

Priam’s chest rose and fell in relief while Vicki stared at the fallen apple, a hint of repulsion skimming her mouth.

When I made to leave the table, taking the rest of my apple and a piece of toast to go, Vicki shook the mild disgust from her face and thrust out her hand in my direction without actually touching me (she knew better). “Daya, maybe we could spend some time together”—she glanced reassuringly at Priam—“the three of us, this weekend? I feel like we never see you!”

Precisely. “Uh, maybe. I have lots of homework and some other stuff, though, so I’ll have to see. Can I let you know later?”

They shared a quick look—always a tag team—and Priam said, “Of course, Daya. Of course. We’ll just be waiting in the wings for your grand entrance!” He let out a fluttering laugh at his own joke, and Vicki chimed in with her own tinkling chuckle.

I had to will the judgment off my face. “Cool,” I replied, and escaped stage left like a pro.



Even before I had to live with them, I’d grown weary of Priam and Vicki. My dad was weary of them, and I took that as a sign that I should be too.

Priam and Dad immigrated here with my mum from Sri Lanka before I was born, and Priam met Vicki shortly after, when he abandoned the path set out for him in engineering to pursue musical theater. Thatha was pissed about Priam’s choice, but because they were brothers, my mum had explained, Thatha had helped support Priam through theater school nonetheless. Thatha worked extra-long hours at his engineering job to make sure Priam could live out his dream.

Lucky you, Priam.

Before the accident, we mostly saw Priam and Vicki for Sunday night dinners, special occasions, and the odd performance one of them found themselves in. And when I say “odd,” I don’t mean “occasional.” I mean rolling-around-on-the-stage-in-spandex-between-inflatable-palm-trees odd. I remember my dad shifting in his seat during the first half of these performances, then dozing off during the second half. He and I would make fun of these ridiculous shows afterward in the car ride home, while Amma sat quietly in the front seat.

Amma had thought more highly of Priam and Vicki than we did, and I remember overhearing one conversation where she tried to convince my dad that Priam did the right thing by following his passion. It was rare for her to speak up like that, and I’d been surprised. Not that she’d convinced my dad or me, though.

I guess Priam and Vicki had seen how much Dad pushed me toward engineering and science, because they constantly sent Amma websites for fine arts classes and kept inviting us out to various performances. Thatha hated that. And I did too, even though part of me was intrigued by the blurbs Amma read out to me—photography workshops, pottery making, taiko drumming. But my contact with Priam and Vicki was limited because my dad made it so.

Once I asked Thatha if he’d be closer to Uncle Priam if Priam was an engineer too, like my dad was. Thatha had laughed. “Priam doesn’t have what it takes to be an engineer. Don’t talk nonsense.” So whenever my mum asked if I was interested in one of the activities Priam and Vicki had suggested for me, I responded with some version of, “Sounds like nonsense to me.”



Sitting through Vicki and Priam’s morning soap operas—while truly absurd and awkward—could at least be entertaining once in a while. But sitting through classes was just plain excruciating—the kind of pain I didn’t invite. I had to remind myself, though, to keep my eyes on the prize: graduate and get the hell out of here. I had my sights on a college in Southern California, where it was warm, skateboarding was still rad, and I could figure out what I wanted to do with my life away from here. Away from anyone who knew my “tragic past.” Somewhere no one knew me enough to constantly ask how I was feeling.

So though it was painful, I kept my head down and jumped through enough hoops to get where I needed to go. My reward at the end of each day was an afternoon of hurling myself across the skate park. Something to leave me aching, tired, and bruised.

But I had to get through this afternoon English class first. Fucking English. And poetry today to boot.

“Daya, which line did you like the best?” Ms. Leung asked.

Hmm… the last one? ’Cause it was the end? “I thought ‘following the darkness’ was interesting.”

“What did you find interesting about it?”

The words. They were made up of letters. “The word ‘darkness’ stuck out to me. Like the speaker was really frustrated or something. Like she just wanted to leave.”

“Hmm… good observation, Daya. Class, where does the speaker want to go, you think?”

Anywhere but here, I thought, slumping back in my seat and squeezing my pencil into the palm of my hand as tightly as I could.






Chapter Three
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“Your arms are spaghetti, Daya!” Dad’s lips made that smacking sound they always made when he was irritated with something. “Is spaghetti strong?” he asked as he grabbed my boxing gloves and jiggled my arms around.

“Are we talking cooked or raw?”

He didn’t smile. Sometimes he did. Not today. Today I’d made too many mistakes. “Don’t be a joker, okay? It won’t be funny when your opponent thumps you.”

He held up his punch mitts in front of me. “Tummy tight, gloves up. Firm, quick jabs. Intensity, Daya!”

We worked like that for hours—Thatha coaching me, building me up so no one could take me down. Boxing had been his “thing” in Sri Lanka when he was younger. An interest passed on by his father. He’d been competitive, too—winning small titles here and there. But when he came here, boxing just became another thing he’d had to give up. When I’d asked him why he’d quit, he’d made that lip-smacking sound and responded, “What? You think we had all the time in the world when we moved here? When would I box? Before work? After night classes? Don’t talk nonsense.”

Now that he did have time for a few side interests, he spent that time coaching me. I think it was his way of protecting me. Of making sure I knew how to protect myself.

“Mental toughness,” he would tell me, “is vital for physical toughness. You can’t play sports without both, and you can’t succeed here without both either. If you show them weakness, Daya, they win. You must be better. Stronger.”

I kept his words in mind each boxing session, each match, every obstacle I faced, trying to show him I could be tough enough for whatever life brought me. And he kept pushing me to be stronger. So a layer of toughness had begun to grow along my skin even before my parents died, although I hadn’t been sure if I’d ever been strong enough for my dad. And now I knew I hadn’t been. I’d failed both of them, eventually.

But I was tough enough now. That layer along my skin had thickened, a full suit of scarred armor that could withstand anything. And I’d keep testing it to make sure it always would.






Chapter Four
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My front wheels dropped in over the edge of the bowl and I leaned my body weight forward, sending myself careening downward and across to the other side. I almost made it up the vertical before toppling backward, my skateboard banging into my knees and my ass banging into the concrete. After another annoying, long day at school, this particular tumble at the skate park was just what I needed.

“Ooh, nice!” Fee called from where they were sitting on a picnic table nearby.

Fee and I met about nine months ago at this park. Skateboarding was a relatively new pastime for me. Shortly after the accident, I’d taken to wandering the neighborhood, mainly to escape Priam and Vicki’s excessive attempts to “connect” and get me talking. I was already being forced to see a counselor. The last thing I’d wanted was to talk about more shit at home.

I’d also quit boxing soon after the accident, and I guess I’d been craving something physical—some kind of contact that didn’t involve sharing my damn feelings… an activity that didn’t remind me of my parents. I’d found myself at this park, watching the skateboarders whipping in and out of the bowl, performing tricks, stumbling or crashing to the ground. Something about their plunging motions, the way they just gave themselves over to this deep dive into a concrete basin, seemed so appealing to me. So uncomplicated and gutsy. Throw yourself into a free fall and come up the other side. Or not. And each “not”—each time someone bailed—it was like I could feel the hit against my own arm, or ass cheek, or shoulder, jolting me out of my thoughts and into my body.

After I’d spent a few consecutive days watching from beneath a nearby tree like a creep, Fee had been walking by on their way to skate. I’d noticed them before—they seemed so calm and focused. They didn’t interact too much with the other skaters—just came, did their thing, and left. But as they walked by me that day, they’d paused and asked, “Where’s your board?”

After a lot of mumbling and awkwardness on my part, Fee had finally convinced me to get a skateboard and come back when I did. They promised me they’d show me some basics, and they’d done that and more. I’d spent so much time skateboarding with Fee these past few months, you couldn’t even tell I was a newbie.

Since then, Fee and I’d become something like friends, I guess. A first real friend, kind of, since I’d always been a bit of a loner. Fee would often drive me home, and sometimes we’d even grab a bite to eat or hang out. I hadn’t shared much with them—they knew my parents had died in a car accident and that I lived with my aunt and uncle—but I liked that we mostly talked about skateboarding or that Fee would ramble on about their own life without expecting me to reveal too much about mine. They seemed to get that I just wanted to be at the park, skating and crashing.

I went over to the picnic table now and sat beside them. Fee was huge—like, over six feet—and broad. They used to play ice hockey, until they couldn’t play anymore in the league they wanted to, since they didn’t fit the “gender requirements” or whatever. Stupid shit. They said they’d taken up ball hockey and skateboarding shortly after as a way to get out some of their excess energy.

“Hey, Hulk, you’re extra savage today. Something in particular crawl up your big green butt?” they asked, leaning into me and crossing their eyes. Fee was brown like me but had these wicked gray eyes—“Colonial vestiges, no doubt,” had been their explanation.

I leaned back. “Nah, I’m fine. I mean, besides the usual bullshit.”

“Yeah. All that bullshitty bullshit.” They contemplated me for a moment, like they were waiting for me to say something else. When I didn’t (because what else was there to say?), they tapped my knee and pointed out to the bowl. “I know I’ve said it before, but I wish you’d come play on my ball hockey team—we could use someone who dives into things like you do. Someone fearless.”

Fearless my ass. But this felt like a compliment from someone I saw as truly fearless. I elbowed them and let their comment just hang in the air. Fee had been trying to get me to play on their queer ball hockey team for the past year. I’d turned eighteen in the summer (I’d missed some school after the accident, so I was a bit behind), which made me eligible to play, and I think Fee was convinced I was going to come out sooner or later. Like, “come out,” come out. They weren’t pushy about it or anything and had never actually said as much—they just kept hinting I’d fit right in due to my “grit and guts.”

It didn’t bother me that they thought I was queer somewhere deep down. It wasn’t the first time someone had assumed I liked girls, even though I dated boys (well, “dated” might be a stretch). My skater uniform—baggy jeans, hoodies, ball caps, and skate shoes, plus my undercut and piercings—suggested I might not conform to all kinds of “gender norms.” But every time Fee hinted, I just laughed it off.

It wasn’t that I was a homophobe or anything—I mean, I could admit I’d even crushed on a few girls. But that didn’t mean I could—or would—hook up with one. It just seemed too soft or squishy or something. Not my thing.

After we’d finished skating, I threw my stuff into the back of Fee’s Subaru and climbed into the front seat, pulling the belt across my body and clicking it into place, taking deep, measured breaths as I did—one of the few things I learned from my counselor after the accident that actually helped. It had taken me weeks to get back into a car after the crash, and when I finally did, I’d panicked as soon as the car started, and stumbled out and onto the pavement, dry-heaving over the sidewalk.

Only three months later, once I’d done a shitload of CBT—cognitive behavioral therapy—that had me sitting in the car over and over until I didn’t fall apart every time it started, was I able to finally make it through an entire ten-minute car ride to the grocery store with my aunt by deep-breathing my way into my seat belt. And then wrapping my left hand around the buckle and gripping the shit out of it for some added protection, the physical pain pressing down the moments and memories constantly trying to pry their way into my chest.

That last part had been my idea, not my counselor’s.

Fee seemed to pick up on my car troubles without me having to say anything, so they always pretended to shuffle around in the back of their car, giving me time to deal with myself before they sat down in the driver’s seat and started the engine. They thought they were being sneaky, but I knew what they were up to. I wanted to be bothered by the soft handling, but I knew I needed it if I wanted to get anywhere in a car. Not that I’d ever admit that out loud.

Belt properly buckled and palm bruise activated, I settled back into my seat feeling pleasurably sore and exhausted.

We didn’t speak for a few minutes—me zoning out in my post-skate stupor, Fee humming along to some Mika on the stereo.

After a while, Fee said, “You know why I loved playing ice hockey so much?”

“Yeah, ’cause you like bashing the shit out of stuff, like me,” I replied, facing the window and smirking.

They laughed. “Yeah, that too. But also ’cause there was just something about the way I could use my body and strength—I didn’t have to hide it. And other players would give whatever they had back to me. It was like there was an understood agreement that we were just going to trade hits. But not just like, hits and hurt, you know? More like energy. Man, I miss that.”

I turned to look at them. They stared ahead, a slight curve to their lips. Fee had a tendency to get philosophical from time to time. But not in a pretentious way. I liked how thoughtful they could be without making me feel like a five-year-old. “Don’t you get that feeling in ball hockey?”

Fee nodded slowly for a few seconds. “Yeah, sort of. I mean, I can be physical and stuff, I guess. But there’s something about being on ice—skating is more fluid, you know? Ice hockey can be brutal, but also kind of smooth… elegant, even. Ball hockey’s more lurchy and jarring. I love a good hit as much as the next person”—they glanced at me—“but there’s gotta be more to the game than just that. For me, at least.”

Fee continued to gaze straight out the windshield into the distance, but I sensed they were trying to hint at something. Like I said, Fee had never pushed me to talk—about my parents or my proclivity for “hits and hurt”—but they’d listened without judgment to my minimal complaints about school, Priam and Vicki, the jerks I hung out with or hooked up with—and I knew I could share almost anything with them without having to worry about them trying to fix me or whatever.

But the few times my parents had come up, my chest seemed to catch on fire—like my insides were boiling up and threatening to spill out. It all felt too messy, too… hot. Hitting the ground was simpler.

When I didn’t say anything, Fee flicked me in the arm and their smile broke out. “Hey—I just wanna move the way my body was meant to move, you know?” They cranked the hip-hop song playing on the stereo and started gyrating in their seat, their front teeth biting over their lower lip. A few James Brown–style grunts punched out of their mouth. “I got so much groove to give, Daya—can’t you just see it thumping out from all dis business?” They jabbed their right hip out toward me a couple of times to the beat of the song.

I shook my head. “Weirdo.”

But when the song finished and we were almost at my house, Fee asked, panting a bit from their performance, “You cool? You know I got you, right?” They pushed their fingers through their tangle of hair.

I squeezed my knees. “Yeah, I know. And if I have anything to say, I promise you’ll be the first person I bore to death.” I forced myself to grin.

When we turned onto my street and drove up to the house, Fee parked and turned to me. “You bore me anytime you need to, got it?” They palmed my face like a basketball and gave my head a soft wiggle.

I kept the grin on my face and pushed open the car door, swallowing back the tiny bubble of ache in my throat. After I grabbed my skateboard, I leaned down and said, “See ya, weirdo.”

Twisting toward me, their arm stretched across the back of the passenger seat, Fee winked at me. “Takes one to know one.”






Chapter Five
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Dr. Hoang held her hand out in front of her. I’d been using the little rake thing in her miniature Zen garden to whack around the rocks like hockey pucks. I don’t think she appreciated it. I dropped the rake into her palm and slumped back in my chair, refusing to look her in the eye.

“Thank you,” she said, and placed the rake well away from me.

This last visit to Dr. Hoang had been three weeks ago. I was still seeing her every month, even though she’d wanted to see me more often. But I’d thrown a fit and Priam and Vicki had caved. At first I’d had to go every week, even though I hated it. I mean, it’d helped a bit, I guess—the breathing thing and CBT. At least I could get into a car now.

But the hour sessions felt so damn long. It took me only seconds to cause a bruise. Talking took forever. It had never really been my thing. Not before the accident, and definitely not after. Self-expression hadn’t exactly been a family trait, and now, I just felt like talking would make everything so much worse. So much harder.

“How’s skateboarding going, Daya?”

She was trying to connect with me. I know all your tricks, Doc. “Fine.” I zipped and unzipped my hoodie, appreciating the tiny vibrations it caused in my fingers. “Would love to be doing it right now.”

“I know you would. And I know you don’t love coming here. But I’m grateful you do.”

Well, good for you.

“You must be getting pretty good now. You’ve been skating for quite a while, right?”

I sighed as heavily as I could. “Yup.”

“What’s the hardest thing you’ve learned so far?”

Everything’s hard. Especially the concrete. That’s why I like it. I shrugged.

I could see her uncross and recross her legs from where I stared at the floor. “Sorry if this is a silly question, but do you wear padding when you skateboard?”

I snorted. “No.”

“Doesn’t it hurt when you fall? Or don’t you? Fall, I mean?”

“All the time. It hurts. But it’s fine.”

She paused for a moment, probably searching my face like she often did. I remained stone. “Well, you’re definitely braver than I am. My sport of choice is checkers. Monopoly, maybe. But my husband cheats.”

I glanced up at her. She was smiling.

This was another one of her tricks. Making fun of her husband to get me to lighten up. Like I cared what her dorky husband did or didn’t do. “Those aren’t sports,” I said, knowing full well she knew that.

“You haven’t seen me and my husband play Monopoly.” She was still smiling. I was still not smiling. This never seemed to faze her, which was annoying.

“Daya, we’re almost at the end of our time. Are you sure you don’t want to revisit some of our earlier conversations?”

She was referring to the topic of my parents and my refusal to talk about them. Not so much “refusal,” I guess. More like inability. And maybe refusal.

“I’m sure.”

“You don’t think it will help? Eventually? To talk about them?”

Her habit of speaking in broken, continuing questions irritated me to no end. I shrugged again.

“Most people do find it helpful. I know it might seem like it’s too hard, and it is hard, but what’s the alternative?”

I already had an alternative that suited me just fine. Well, not fine. But it worked to keep things level. To keep life manageable.

Dr. Hoang glanced at the clock strategically placed on the wall behind me. She leaned forward in her fancy chair. I stared at the sand pile I’d made in her Zen garden but could feel her eyes on me. “I hope we can talk more the next time I see you, Daya. In the meantime, we’re going to try something different. Talking about this stuff is hard for you—I understand that. But I want you to get it out somehow.”

I lifted my eyes as she pulled open a drawer in the table next to her and reached in. I knew what she was going to pull out before she actually did, and I had to quash my eye roll.

“I know, I know—you’re not going to like this either. But just humor me a little. Just try it out. A line a day, a couple sentences. Whatever. When you feel overwhelmed or like you’re having to force down your feelings, write what it is you want to say but don’t feel you can. I won’t read it. I won’t even know if you’ve done it or not. I’m just going to trust you to do it anyway.”

She pushed the small notebook across the table toward me.

The eye roll escaped anyway as I swept up the journal and shoved it in my bag.






Chapter Six
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When I walked in the door after Fee dropped me off, Priam immediately swooped down on me, as if he’d been perched, lying in wait all day. Which might have been true. He was between shows at the moment and had way too much time on his hands.

“Daya! Come, come—I have a surprise for you!” He shuffled backward down the hallway toward the door to the garage, trying to entice me with his hands.

I clung to my skateboard, pressing the end of the deck into my palm. What now?

Priam flicked on the light switch in the garage, and the smells of rubber and fuel met me as I followed him in. I rarely came in here. It was a double garage, and Priam and Vicki’s car took up one half. Boxes and racks of costumes took up the other. So, no good reason for me to enter, ever. Loads of reasons to avoid it, though.

This time, however, the car wasn’t in the garage. Instead a punching bag hung from the ceiling.

My chest immediately tightened. Priam didn’t seem to notice that I’d frozen. He was too busy bouncing over to something on the other side of the garage. I still hadn’t left the doorway when he turned, his hands engulfed by brand-new boxing gloves. He danced around me, punching the air. My skateboard was still in my hand, and it took everything I had not to smack the gloves away from me with it.

“Look, Daya! Your very own little gym—Vicki and I thought you’d be wanting to get back to your favorite sport!”

The gas and rubber odors in the room turned my stomach. Every part of my body tensed against the bag, the gloves, Priam’s voice, the smell.…

Daya, if you box soft, you lose, plain and simple.

My dad’s voice like a sharp object dragging across my chest. Shoulder to hip. Like a belt of heat and sorrow and guilt.

I tried to press the pain into my hand, into my skateboard. It wouldn’t go where I wanted it to. It just kept pushing through my chest, threatening to get out.

Priam stopped dancing. The gloves fell to his sides. His face fell too. “Daya? What’s wrong?”

The pain started to seep out. “Are you fucking kidding me?” My voice tasted bitter, like bile, passing through my lips.

Priam’s eyebrows dipped. His eyes glistened in disbelief. Everything about the look stirred up images of my dad’s face. What do you want to do?

I couldn’t break down. I couldn’t be soft.

I pressed harder. Harder still. But the pain just kept rising.

I needed to get out of here. I needed to get this shit under control before it all came out.

Without saying anything, I turned and left.



I woke up the next morning feeling like garbage and stayed in bed extra long to avoid breakfast. I figured Priam wouldn’t be brave enough to force me down there today.

I’d given my hand an especially good whack, but the pain barely registered.

After leaving Priam standing in the garage looking like the most beatable boxer in the world, I’d gone back to the skate park and thrown myself across every obstacle there, trying to beat back the shit boiling up inside of me. A few skate dudes had eyed me up, probably wondering if I was just a really shitty skater or high or something. I didn’t care what they thought, though. The need to control what was coming out of me was too overwhelming.

What the hell were Priam and Vicki thinking? Their “gift” just proved how little they knew me. I’d given up boxing right after the accident and never shown any sign of wanting to go back to it. Even though boxing would’ve been the perfect way to collect bruises, there was just too much of the other kind of pain—the kind I didn’t want to feel—wrapped up in it all.

No matter how hard I hit the ground, though, no fall seemed to distract me from the ache in my chest or the festering in my stomach. It wasn’t enough. Skateboarding and my morning ritual had been my saving grace since my parents died. They’d shifted the garbage in my guts to my hand, to the flesh on my legs, hips, arms. They’d helped me prove I wasn’t going soft. That I could be hard. Withstand anything bubbling up inside of me and anything coming at me from the outside.

If this stopped working, how would I cope?

Breathe my way through it?

Bullshit. That worked for car rides. Not this.

After Priam and Vicki left the house in the morning, I skipped school entirely, in no way capable of facing other people or sitting in a classroom all day. I didn’t really know where to go or what to do instead, though. I tried skating again, but no piece of concrete seemed hard enough right now. I fell on my knees so many times they throbbed, and I knew they’d be black and blue tomorrow, but that ache still pulsed in my chest. I forced my body into tricks I knew I couldn’t do and came crashing to the ground, reactivating old bruises and generating new ones. The ache just continued into my throat. When I bit hard on my fist to stifle the sound trying to escape, a muffled sob seeped out anyway.

Exhausted and feeling helpless to stop everything rising up inside of me, I ended up just sitting in the park, staring blankly at a little kid throwing sand around in the sandbox, their mom watching nearby with a smile on her face.

Somehow, seeing that hurt more than anything.






Chapter Seven

[image: ]

Around four, I was spread out across a picnic table and zoning out to music. I think I was so drained that I’d gone into some kind of stasis. Like rock.

My phone rang. It was Fee. The only person I thought might not annoy me right now. But I didn’t feel like talking to anyone. I let it ring.

My phone pinged with a message thirty seconds later.

Two words: roller derby. More words: tough-ass folks on skates. What else were you doing tonight?

True. I sure as hell didn’t want to go home and see Priam or Vicki. And skateboarding wasn’t doing its usual job. Plus, the words “tough-ass” practically glowed. I needed a distraction. Maybe this was it. I called Fee back.

“Hey,” I said. I hadn’t spoken or eaten all day, and somehow my mouth felt both sticky and dry.

“Whatareyoudoingtonight?” they blurted, all in one breath.

“Whoa—not much. What’s this roller derby thing?” I’d only vaguely heard about it before.

“It’s everything you were made for, Daya!” They giggled like a little kid. “I just saw this flyer today for a bout and haven’t been in ages. You should defs come—you’ll love it.”

Fee’s giggling created a tiny crack in the heavy cement of my chest.

“That sounds cool.” From the little I knew of roller derby, it involved a lot of serious contact. My tired brain slowly whirred to life and began to process the possibilities. Skateboarding had provided me with plenty of chances to bang myself around and toughen myself up, but the past twenty-four hours were making me think it wasn’t enough anymore. I needed something else. Putting myself in the midst of a bunch of other people who maybe loved to smash themselves around as much as I did seemed full of potential, and I was desperate to find something that would keep all the memories, voices, feelings in check. “Yeah, sure, let’s do—”

“Great! Pick you up in an hour.”

The crack widened enough to let in a small pocket of excitement.



When Fee and Caihong (Fee’s girlfriend) arrived at the park, I climbed into the back of the car and waved to Cai, who I’d met a number of times by now. I’d first seen her when she came by the skate park to meet up with Fee, and I’d been as intimidated as hell. She was only a couple of inches shorter than Fee, with loose, long black hair, a glinting nose piercing, and a curvy body that seemed to move in waves like water. Everything about her seemed so fluid and easy and peaceful. I could see why Fee had been drawn to her.

But that didn’t mean I wasn’t a shit show when Fee introduced us. Cai communicated using American Sign Language—but that wasn’t the part that threw me for a loop. It was the fact that she was stunning and confident. I stumbled over my words as Fee translated for me and fumbled my skateboard so it almost fell across Cai’s foot. My absurdity at the time may have also contributed to why Fee thought I liked girls—they’d watched the whole thing, amused—but I don’t think it’s so unusual to be nervous around someone like Cai. Since then, however, I’d figured out how to be a less ridiculous version of myself around her without hurting anyone.

After they’d both graciously accepted a rumpled and sweaty teenager into their back seat, Cai signed something to me. Fee translated, as they mostly did, though I’d picked up a few signs over the past months. “Cai says, ‘Hey, girl—how’re those kickflips and whatevers coming along?’ ” Both Cai and Fee were twenty-two but already seemed like an old married couple.

“You know—same, same,” I replied as I buckled myself in behind the driver’s seat and took my breaths. Fee relayed the message, then pretended to fiddle with the mirror, then their phone, then their hair, to let me get settled in. I wondered if they’d told Caihong about my car issues and hoped they hadn’t.

On the drive to the arena, Fee explained that roller derby players all had these alter-ego names, and I listened as they and Cai tried to come up with names for themselves as we sat at a red light.

“Feisty Fury!”

“Cai-ZAM!”

“Fast and Fee-rocious?”

“Cai-OWN-You!”

Fee’s voice got increasingly high-pitched the more ridiculous their ideas became. Cai’s signs were as animated as Fee’s voice. Then they just dissolved into a fit of giggles, which managed to make me half smile, despite everything else I was still feeling—sore, exhausted, frustrated—not to mention all the other stuff I was trying to ignore.

“Nerds,” I said.

Fee stopped giggling for, like, two seconds, then burst into giggles again. Cai just kept on giggling, since she hadn’t heard me.

I let out an exaggerated sigh, even though I kind of liked their nerdiness. They were easy to be around, at least. Never pushing too hard to get me to talk about anything hard. Like now, for instance.

“Oh, come on—you know you want a roller derby name too,” Fee said, eyeing me up in the rearview mirror.

“My name would be Don’t Mess With Me, Asshole.”

They smirked and offered, “Catchy.”

“Thanks. You inspired it.”

“Sweet,” they said, bobbing their head as they checked their side mirror.

The roller derby rink was housed in a gigantic warehouse next to a bunch of big-box stores off the highway, and about fifteen minutes later, Fee swung into the arena parking lot. I left my skateboard in Fee’s car, and we all made our way inside with throngs of other folks in various forms and shapes and sizes—from parents with their little kids to teenagers to elderly folks to twentysomethings. Lots of punkish-looking people too—tattoos and dyed hair and piercings, leather, jean wear. And folks who looked like they’d just arrived from the rodeo. Yuppie types. Disco fashionistas.

So basically, everything under the sun.

I’d never seen such a collection of all sorts… except maybe at Priam and Vicki’s weird performances. At least here, though, some of the people looked like my kind of people—rough around the edges, ready to watch some fierce action on the track.

When we got inside, a couple of girls were sitting at a folding table and selling tickets. We paid our ten dollars each and followed the pounding music.

Walking into the arena felt like entering a rock concert or something. Flashing lights, loud music, a cheering crowd. I hadn’t expected everything to be so large-scale.

“Aw, man, this is gonna be sweet!” Fee signed and said as they swept the venue with their eyes.

Cai signed something with a cheeky look on her face.

“Not even your snide comments can dampen my spirits, ma’am.”

More signing.

“Do your worst,” Fee challenged.

Thumbs-up and a grin.

They were so disgusting. And kind of cute. And disgusting. “Are you two done? Can we find seats already?” I inquired. This had been the right decision. Being around these two and all this other excitement was keeping my mind distracted from the rest of my body and its rumblings.

After Fee interpreted, they both shrugged and continued walking. I started to follow them, but then noticed a sign for the snack bar. I hadn’t eaten all day. My stomach had been too agitated, but now it was pissed at me. “Wait! I need food. Text me when you find seats. Want anything?” The atmosphere in here was starting to make me a little giddy, which wasn’t generally a word I used to describe myself, especially after the crap Priam and Vicki pulled last night.

They passed on the food but agreed to text me. I followed a stream of people toward the snack bar in the outer concourse of the arena.

As I waited in line, I watched two little girls with their dad at the snack counter, ordering candy and drinks. Both wore neon tights, crinkly crinoline skirts, and bright purple T-shirts with ROLLER BABE written on the back. Even better, their dad also wore a crinoline skirt and a T-shirt with the same words on it.

“Order?”

“What?” I said.

The girl waiting for me to give her my order blinked at me emphatically. “Order?” she repeated.

“Oh. Uh, I’ll have a lemonade. And a hot dog. Please.” The two girls in their purple skirts pushed past me, one in front and one behind so I was pummeled from everywhere with crinoline. Their dad gave me a Sorry look as he tried to catch up with them. Roller derby warriors in the making, I guessed.

By the time I’d found Fee and Cai, the teams were warming up, circling the track and stretching. As I stood and watched for a moment, entranced, the guy behind me grunted and said, “Down in front.”

I gave him a toned-down version of my best bitch face and then took an extra-long moment to stretch/annoy him. I was in no mood for anyone else’s bullshit. Fee and Cai seemed to miss the whole thing, because when I sat back down, Fee just side-glanced at my hot dog—they and Cai were both vegetarian—and said, “Mm… pig butt.”
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