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Skating on Elm Street

     All down the South end of Elm Street, our metal wheels beat out the rhythm of sidewalk seams. Past Amy’s house, across Lincoln, then past my own, our syncopated din was almost tangible on the summer air. Sometimes Amy led, sometimes I did, but more often the two of us skated shoulder to shoulder.  We had memorized every hazard and crack. We knew them as well as we knew each other, and Amy even swore she could skate our section blindfolded, though neither of us had tried. We knew the two-step over the dandelion crack at Mrs. Dingle’s walk; knew the extra speed needed for the incline in front of the Marvels’, the heaved-up place at Number 20, where the pressure of elm roots had lifted one pane so high you could see the rough underside of the concrete. Unlike skating on ice, everything about skating on Elm Street seemed solid: the din of steel on concrete, the measured speed we shared, the visible hazards of rock and root. Because of this, we believed we knew the exact strength of other things: the boundless lanky energy of our bodies, the twin mind of our friendship. Those brilliant August mornings, the sun laced the pavement with the shadows of trees. The elms had only just begun to drop leaves; a few yellowed branches marred the green umbrella overhead. The rough leaves blackened where we ran over them, staining the concrete brown. In a handful of summers, all those trees would be dead.  The city would cut them down and haul them away. Still the panes of concrete would tilt, for no apparent reason now, naked to the sky. It would be years before the giant roots decayed and the pavers settled. There would be hollows then instead, marking where a thing once mighty and sheltering was now finally and utterly gone. Amy and I would be grownups by then. Skating on Elm Street would be just a memory of a rhythm, a way of almost flying. 

       Amy and I had been friends forever. We both lived on the same street. We were the same age. We had birthdays the same month, adored Shaun Cassidy and loved the same flavor of Kool-Aid. Both of us had mothers who were dead.

     They had been good friends, too, Amy’s mom and mine. We wouldn’t really remember this; we had been too young when they died.  But people were always telling us when they saw us together, as if this made one more reason why we, too, should be friends.  

     During the school year, both our dads taught in the English department at Blythewood Community College. That was how our mothers had met, though it turned out to be not our fathers but them, and then their daughters, who were close friends. Amy’s Dad and mine weren’t very much alike at all.  They were just colleagues, mostly. During the summers, Amy’s Dad wrote. She wasn’t sure what, exactly.  Maybe it was magazine articles, or poetry, or maybe it actually was the Great American Novel, as he had informed Amy whenever she asked. We didn’t take him all that seriously.  You couldn’t.  There was a “Do Not Disturb” sign on his office door he must have taken from a hotel. He had added a little sketch of himself to it, his moustache bushing out and his curly hair huge as an Afro, while beads of sweat and question marks hovered like demons around him. Amy and I could come right into his office and ask him stuff, like could he take us to the pool, or could we split the last root beer in the fridge. Sometimes we just stood there and watched his fingers on the keyboard, and the tiny black keys slapping themselves against the onionskin paper. He didn’t mind being interrupted.  His students called him by his first name, Roger. Even though I was only ten, I was allowed to do the same. My dad was Phillip, but Amy called him Mr. Purdy, same as everyone—including, I guessed, Amy’s dad. He spent the summers tutoring the stakes of tomatoes which constituted our vegetable garden, or doing research in the basement of the public library, for which he wore a button-up shirt and a suit jacket even in summer. Our dads must have crossed paths in the teachers’ lounge at school. But I imagined them, in their tweed coats and striped ties, greeting each other British-style. “Mr. Purdy?” “Mr. Paige?” As if they were inquiring as to one another’s very existence. Being widowers together—a hideous spidery word—might have made them friends. But that was part of the difference. People talked about Amy’s mother. With Dad, they only mentioned “our loss,” as if Mom was missing somewhere. Amy and I, even though we were friends, didn’t talk about it. That was part of our understanding. If I wanted mom things, like cookies or a ride to the pool, I went over to Amy’s house. If anyone was going to take us anywhere, it was Roger. So even when he shouted at me that morning, I heard the laughter in his voice.

     “Jesus, Claire, and Joseph!” he hollered through the upstairs office screen as I came ratcheting up the street in front. (Claire was Amy’s mother, and I thought it nice that, not only was her name still mentioned, she got to be part of the Holy Family.) “Here comes the Soviet Tank Invasion.” I stepped over the crack at the end of their front walk and brought both feet down, clanking to a halt. “It’s me, Carly” I called up. “Is Amy home?” And there was Amy, already pushing through the screen door, holding her skates in one hand and her left earlobe with the fingertips of the other. “I've been around the block three times,” I told her.  “Where’ve you been?”  

“Busy.” Amy grinned, thumping down on the bottom step and dropping her skates beside her.  Impatiently, I pressed the sides of my feet outward, rolling backward two squares without picking up my feet. But Amy made no move to strap on her skates. She crossed her elbows on her bare thighs and grinned up at me. “Lookit. See anything different?”

 I rolled forward again. Amy did look different. Thinner? Certainly not since yesterday. Older?  Taller? It took a moment; then I caught the glint of gold in her earlobes. “Oh my god! You got your ears pierced?” Impressed and jealous, I glided up and collapsed on the step beside her.  

 “It was Dad’s idea.  He took me last night. Pearson’s Jewelers has this new gun?  They shoot them through real fast. No waiting.“

“Bet it cost a lot.”

“Oh, I don’t know. You get a second pair for free. But I’ve gotta wait eight weeks before I can change them.”  Amy bent down to strap on her skates. “I have to turn them, and put on alcohol and stuff, so they don’t get infected.”

“Ouch” I said sympathetically. I would have given anything to have little golden studs like that in my ears.

“Oh, it doesn’t hurt. It already doesn’t, I mean. It did a little, at first.  I felt like a cow must feel, when it gets an ear tag. It’s like that.”

“You’re so lucky.” Energized by my envy, I got up and glided the distance from step to street, where I waited impatiently for Amy to tighten up her buckles. “My Dad would never let me do anything like that.” It was true. Even though Dad was head of the department and we had a bigger house, I knew Amy’s dad spent a lot more on her.  It wasn’t like Dad was careful with money so much as practical. He didn’t do things on impulse, or just for fun.  He was careful, careful with everything.

 At last, Amy stood up.  “Race you!” she shouted, as if she had been waiting for me all this time, and not vice-versa. “End of the block and back; five laps.”

It was a little bit smoother on her side of the street. On my side the trees cast more shade over the cement, concealing the hazards. Together, our skates made a torrent of sound, like two locomotives that had slipped their tracks. We hadn’t gone more than two passes before the screen slid up on Roger’s office window.  His face appeared at the opening. “Can’t you go skate somewhere else?” he bellowed. But I could tell he wasn’t really mad—just trying to be heard above our waterfall of sound.  

“My Dad said to stay within earshot,” I called up, still rattling as I coasted to a stop.  

“With those damn things,” he countered, “this whole town is ‘within earshot.’ In fact, I’ll bet this whole corner of the state of Minnesota is ‘within earshot!’” His arm swept the space outside the open window in a gesture that took in our entire street. From up there, I guessed he could see as far as downtown, the grain elevator punctuating the business block like an exclamation point. After that, the road ran straight for three miles, where the surface abrubtly turned to gravel. Out there, somewhere, was Blythewood, Spring City and, beyond, the edge of Iowa.  As I pondered the thought of our racket ricocheting against that invisible state line, Amy’s dad leaned out into the dry summer air. “I’ll PAY you for some peace and quiet,” he offered. “Skate yourselves down to Dietrich’s and buy some pop.” He tossed two quarters out to us over the edge of the porch roof. They winked in the grass. We stumped across the shaggy lawn to collect them.

Our mothers had died when we were five. Not exactly at the same time, though we agreed to think of it that way—as if they were still off shopping together, or out for an infinitely long lunch date. Amy and I had them in white gloves and trim pastel dresses. Their white hands clasped in each others’, their handbags held genteelly on crooked elbows, their lips softly outlined in a natural shade of pink. That was how we pictured it, back when we still did. It was part of our agreement, that this image would be our truth. After all, how could we remember otherwise? We each had a few dim memories, maybe: hands brushing our hair in the morning, their nurses’uniform dresses dancing on the wash line. What do you remember from being five, really? And who’s to even say whether you have the story right? After we’d agreed, we didn’t speak about it. Amy had her clippings, and I had what I wanted. We let our stories and the Polaroids dimming in our family albums be enough, blending seamlessly with the friendly picture we had made.  

Amy’s mother, I knew, had died in her sleep, from a seizure. It was a one-in-a-million type of thing, some tiny little fault within the vast and complicated circuitry of the brain. Like bad wiring in a house, everything went on working fine for years and then in a single moment the whole thing was destroyed. The night before her death, she was drinking lemonade on the stone patio with Amy and her Dad. The next morning, the two of them woke up as usual, and Amy's mother never did. She had just stopped breathing, and that was that. Amy could remember some parts of that morning. She had all the newspaper clippings, to help her; the police-beat blurb about it happening, where her mother was simply “Mrs. Katherine Paige,” and the obituary, where she was “wife and mom,” connected to Amy and her dad by all the things she had once loved to do and to be for them. The dates were written in at the margins of the clippings by Amy’s father. I guess he had saved them for Amy so she would have all the possible ways of remembering.

 I didn’t have any of these things.  There wasn’t anything saved from the paper about my mother.  I knew that she was taking a walk late one night, and got hit by a car crossing the road. There wasn’t a funeral. There was just her marker at the cemetery, a flat metal slab set just below the surface of the grass. It had her name, with the name before she married Dad written in parentheses, as if she would want this, too, to keep at the end. There was that, and the two dates, her birth and her death. My father went, sometimes, and planted flowers there in the clay earth: geraniums in the summer and a brittle yellow chrysanthemum every September. I had no way of knowing if he chose these flowers because my mother had liked them, or if they were simply what was available at those times of the year. I didn’t ask him. I understood that there was a wall of silence around her going, around our lack of her. Something invisible, yet sturdy, kept our memories, all the facts and details of her lifetime, safe from us, safe for us. Amy and I had lost our mothers what amounted to half a lifetime before. When it came to our friendship, it was enough that our unspoken loss drew us together. It was like having membership in a club so exclusive, so secret, even the password couldn’t be spoken aloud.  

“You mean you didn’t even have to ask him? He just went ahead and did it?”

“Well, he didn’t do it. Like I said: we went to Pearson’s.”  

We were sucking our Orange Crush from the rims of the pop cans, sloshing the opening enough to channel pop around the can’s perimeter, then slurping. It lasted longer that way, and the mixture of air and pop intensified the flavor.  

“We could go down and look, after. In their display window.”  The pop had turned the corners of her mouth orange, giving Amy a Mona Lisa smile. I knew I had one, too. Even so, the earrings gave her a sophisticated look, like she was all of a sudden wiser.  

“What’s the point? My Dad wouldn’t let me do it. Not in a million years.”

“Ask him.”

“He wouldn’t.”

 “Say that all the other girls already have it done. That’s practically true anyway. Laurel does, and Kelly, and Jamie Z., and Beth.”

“And you,” I added.

“And me.”

“It isn’t who has them, though. With Dad, he just wouldn’t let me. He’d say it was frivolous.” I could hear him. Frivolity was my dad’s pet peeve. But even as I protested, I knew I would ask. Later, thumping the front wheels of my skates against the bottom bricks and clinging to the glossy black trim at the bottom edge of Pearson’s show window, I knew. I would have to have my ears done, too. To be exactly like Amy again.  

“No hoops. That’s the agreement.” It was the only protest my father made. “I remember hoops can be a problem, when you’re still playing on the playground. They can get caught in the equipment. Liable to rip your earlobes off.”

I hardly heard this graphic description—hardly—as I leapt from my chair at the dinner table and threw my arms around him. Dad smiled. “Anything to be like Amy, huh?”  

“Did you know she got hers done?”

“I figured. I know you and Amy.”  

“She says Pearson’s has this gun they use. It shoots little gold earrings right through your ears.”

“Enh! We don’t need that. I helped your mother do hers, know it?”

I paused, releasing my grip around Dad’s shoulders but not quite letting go. I didn’t want to be where he could look me in the face. I did’t know what made me more shocked—the thought that I would not be going to Pearson’s, the image of my father doing such a thing for my mother, or the casual way he had mentioned her. He hardly ever spoke of my mom. Hardly. I knew that when we went to church on Christmas Eve or at Easter, he lit a candle for her at the flickering bank of votives before the altar. I knew because as he held the wick to the flame, I had watched her name form on his lips: Mary Jo, the pursing at the beginning like anger and the round o puckering at the end almost as if for a kiss. Pierce them himself? Should I try to win a second argument? Or leap on the chance to get it done sooner—now—before he had second thoughts. I gave him a final squeeze, more nerves than love, and stepped away. “Great!” I said. “Now?” He started ever so slightly, like my voice came as a surprise. Or like he had just walked in on the conversation.

 “Now,” he said, sounding uncertain. Then, firm again, “Sure.”  

He did it right there at the kitchen table. I cleared, Dad wiped. Then he spread a clean bath towel over the glossy wood, filled a bowl with ice, and set it at my place. Wordlessly, I sat down. He gave me a cube to hold against one earlobe, and another on a folded washcloth to rest the other ear against. As my ears and fingertips grew cold, he went in search of a needle.  By the time my nerves had confused the cold with fire and the pain of ice with a sort of beyond-pain blankness, he had lit a candle and sterilized a pearl-headed hat pin I remembered from the silk lining of Mom’s sewing box.

It hurt, even with the ice. It hurt a lot. But I kept as quiet as I could. I tried to think about what a small area it was that actually hurt, what a minor thing. How pain was only a chemical process in the body, the firing of neurons across the roadways from pain to the mind, like we’d learned in health class. I closed my eyes against the thought of the bloody pin and the crumpled, stained tissues on the table just in front of my forehead, not quite out of view. At last, I felt him thread the loop of dental floss through the second ear. He doused each lobe with a final sharp-smelling dose of alcohol. I sat up, woozy, almost afraid to look at my reflection when he handed me the mirror. “That didn’t hurt, huh?” I heard the pride he felt for us both in his voice. “It looks good.”  Proud he had gotten them even, proud he had gotten me through it, proud to have managed this just fine. So I mustered a smile in response, fingering the bloodied thread. “It does,” I said. “It looks good.”

“When they heal up I’ll get you some earrings. Anything…”

“But hoops.” I finished for him. Humor, to show him that I was okay.  I wanted to go away by myself, to be alone where I could cry away the stinging fire that engulfed the sides of my head, coursed down my neck, seemed to run between flesh and bone as if the two would come free from each other. “No hoops.” I nodded, and the small nod made my lobes feel heavy, swollen: dragging anchors of pain fixed to the sides of my scalp. I couldn’t imagine any pain—even ripped earlobes—that could be any worse.

“We’ll be like twins,” Amy promised the next day. We hurtled towards the downtown, clutching our day’s bribery quarters in our fists. Amy’s dad must be writing the Great American Novel after all, and I was thinking I might hazard this second windfall on something a little more adventurous than another Orange Crush. “We can get matching earrings, exactly the same.  Or hey! I know: we can get similar pairs and switch one each. Like, you get dogs,] and I get horses, and we each wear one dog and one horse!” Amy always had the best ideas. I played it safe: one idea at a time. She could make these great leaps of faith into new things. That was why she had the good ideas, while I was the one who followed along. Like she did after our sodas. (I ended up getting Crush after all, so our smiles would match.) 

“Know what?” Amy asked, smashing her can and giving the cartoon owl on the side of the trash can an amicable smack that got her rolling. “There’s new sidewalks on the other side of Main. Bet the pavement’s smoother over there.”

I looked at her, doubtful, and tipped back my can to take the last swallow. “Dad wants me in earshot, remember?” 

“And MY Dad said this whole town is ‘earshot’.”

“He was kidding.”

“He’s ALWAYS kidding. But I bet he’s right.” Amy took a few strides to demonstrate half our potential for racket. As if I needed reminding; we usually went our separate ways at the end of the day with our ears ringing, and sometimes I could still hear the echo of clattering steel as I lay in bed at night. “Besides,” she added, “it’s still Elm Street. Just the other end is all.” I crumpled my own can and heaved to my feet. 

Amy was right; the pavement was smooth and perfectly even. It felt like I was flying. The sun beat down white-hot on the new concrete. There were no trees, and the tall hedges that lined the yards gave no relief from the noon sun. Skating here was like skating through a brilliant dream. I felt weightless, totally free from my body, as if only a little more speed would set me free from the ground altogether. I don’t think we ever would have stopped, if it weren’t for the opossum.  Amy was up ahead of me. She saw it first.

“Look!” Clattering to a halt, she squatted on the curbing and pointed at its limp body. It was freshly dead; it must have gotten hit just before dawn that same morning. It seemed to look up at us through one beady, unclouded eye.

“Is it still alive?” I asked. I spoke quietly, lowering my voice without even thinking to.  

“I dunno” Amy answered in a half whisper. “Where’s a stick?” She began to search under the nearby hedges while I sank to my knees and studied the dead creature. It was laying about three feet away from the curb. No bigger than a large cat, its white fur was tipped gray. It looked soft. I resisted the urge to reach out and stroke its side. Its pink paws were curled together near its nose in an attitude of prayer. The paw pads and nose were a delicate rose pink, like a baby’s. Its tail looked human. I don’t know why I thought that, since humans don’t even have tails. Just the same, that naked tail looked like something that belonged to someone, and it gave the opossum an aura of life and liveliness, of superior knowledge. It was curled at the tip like the wire hanger of a Christmas ornament.  

Amy returned with a stick. She poked the opossum.  

“What’re you doing?” I demanded.

“Seeing if it’ll move,” she answered.

“Don’t.”

Amy ignored me. When her probing produced no response, she looked at me, twisting the corners of her mouth and forehead into an expression part question, part alarm. 

“We should bury it,” I suggested, still in a whisper.

“How? What with?”

“I don’t know.” I was not used to being the one with ideas. “Or at least get it out of the road.”

“I’m not touching it.” Still, it was Amy who slid the stick under the opossum’s body, trying to drag it closer to the curb. She moved it a few inches before losing the balance point. The stick slipped free.  

Then I noticed the black pool of sticky blood that had been underneath it. Why hadn’t I thought of this before, that we would see worse than just the dead creature itself?  “Wait a minute,” I said urgently. “I changed my mind.”

But Amy, fixed on her purpose, slid the stick under our opossum again. This time, she only managed to move it an inch or so. The stick, holding the body unevenly, flipped free, turning the opossum onto its side.

Its head was smashed. The ruined bones of its face showed through the matted fur. “Don’t!” I cried out, turning my face away. “Don’t!”

Amy shouted back at me. “What do you want? You want to leave it here, now?”

I sat down on the tarry asphalt in the gutter gathering my knees against my chest. “No. I just… I just don’t wanna look at it.” Because you know what I was thinking. And so did Amy.

“They lay down like that. They just lay down, when they see a car is coming.  They don’t even try to cross the street carefully.” Her voice was more than sober now. There was an edge to it I hadn’t ever heard before: something challenging.

“Don’t talk about it,” I answered. My earlobes throbbed. I wondered if they had begun bleeding again; if all the pressure rising up inside me would make the blood begin to leak out of those wounds.

Amy got to her feet and turned to face me. “It isn’t hard to cross the street,” she said firmly, like it was a lesson I needed to understand. “You know that, don’t you? You know it.”

“Stop it,” I choked. My ears were going to break right open. The blood would spurt out in fountains. Amy stood over me, her hands on her hips. “She could have looked. She could have looked, or kept going and got across. But she didn’t, did she?  Because she laid right down, that’s what I heard.” 

“Stop!” I screamed through the rushing thunder in my ears, in my brain. “Shut up!  Shut up!”

Even though Amy turned away, I kept on screaming at her. I made words to fill in the blackness that loomed between us, the truth that was churning inside and around me. “We had an agreement! You broke our agreement!” My words filled the air, chasing Amy as she sped down Elm Street. But the catastrophic noise of her wheels on pavement filled the air, swallowing even my scream, filling up the growing gap between us.
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