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	You Make Things Better

	By Faye Worthington

	Bishop and Coyne are dead. They've been for over a year now. I'm sure Alice still thinks about them and the accident on Brushton Road. I'm sure her sadness will never go away. Not in four years. Not in fourteen years. Not in twenty-four years. Never. Life doesn't work this way and we both realize it. We're not stupid women. Never have been. Sometimes you can roll around in the garden of plenty and enjoy yourself. Other times the rolling causes tiny pricks that break open your skin and form long, narrow, bloody gashes that won't stop flowing. It's always about blood with women. Isn't it? Of course it is.

	Alice is usually happy, though. At peace somehow, but still unsettled. I can see her deterred spirit in the tiny crow's feet around her eyes and mouth. I can see the madness the way she flares her nostrils. A woman with these etchings of time has had quite a life. Most of these skeletal lines represent the bad uglies opposed to the hopeful goodies. But I'll get more into those details later. So listen.

	Alice is in the neighbor's garden again. It still belongs to Mrs. Guinevere Recee. There are Private Property signs on all four sides, but Alice pays no attention to them. Why should she with all she's been through? I'd probably do the same thing if I were in her gardening, sunshine yellow Crocs. Heck yes, I would. But I'm not the gardening type. Never have been.

	Guin. She's eighty-two now, quite retired from life, and lives with her oldest son, Gerald Recee, in Tampa Bay. Gerald has always been a bully, every since I've known him. Pushed me around at eight. Pushed everyone in Templeton around. Pushed and pushed and pushed. I bet he pushes his mother around. No doubt. But that's another story for another time. Today, here and now, I want to talk about Alice...Alice Peatrunk.

	Not a day slips by and Alice sees the Huntingdon Realty For Sale sign in Guin's front yard. The house is a Tudor. Two bedrooms. A finished basement. Sixties-styled kitchen. A single garden out back. The lot's almost a half acre. A fair enough space to bury a husband and child that died in a car accident just three days before Labor Day last year. A kind-to-the-eyes kind of plot that Guin's realtor--that husky and big-boned Daphne de Parde with the right limp because she complains of having a heel spur--is asking far too much for, over three hundred thousand dollars. The house will never sell. Never! Whatever. Honestly, it's none of my business. What is my business just happens to be a trespassing Alice, which I scold her for almost every day, when she's not in La La Land, dreaming of being an actress or a producer's lover. Gone. Distant. Elsewhere Alice. This is what I call her. Shame on me. But it's the truth.

	Here she is, mending her dandelions again. On her knees, sitting on her curvy rear. I see the bottoms of her Crocs covered in fresh earth, narrow hips, broad shoulders. She's half slouched forward and her head is missing. But I can see the sunhat--something made by Martha Stewart and purchased on Amazon, I'm sure--bob up and down, up and down, up and down as if it's feeding on the precious weeds like a straw alien. Alice at work. Alice hiding from the world again. Alice trespassing.

	I can't think of anything more innocent than how she wants to make dandelion tea. A little bit of honey. A little bit of sugar. A little bit of lemon and lavender. Let it sit in the sun for hours and hours, just as she does. And here it will steep and steep and steep, just like Alice steeps in the sun, until it's ready to drink over chilled ice with just a splash of Tennessee whiskey. This is her gig these summer days. This is what she does. Tending the dandelions as if they are her family. Bless her. Because someone has to. Because sometimes Jesus isn't around to help her, although She should be.

	She has a ceramic-handled rake the size of a kitchen spatula. It has three stainless-steel teeth at its end. Teethums as Alice call them. They munch through and turn over the earth, assisting her dandelion work. She mostly uses the hand-tool for weeding. But sometimes she'll remove a whole dandelion plant, saying, "Done from the sun. Time for fun," and plops the dandelion in a plastic, dollar store bucket, for future use.

	A hand-size shovel matches the rake. It's the same size in all dimensions. Sometimes I see Alice digging a narrow hole to China. Maybe she wants to return to her people, which means her husband and son. Maybe not. I'm not really sure, but it sure looks like it. The hole becomes deeper and deeper and deeper. Once, I saw her slip her entire arm and half her shoulder inside the hole. Her face was smack against the earth, smelling and kissing the slugs, worms, grubs, and whatnots that live in the garden. Alice making love to her work. Alice trying to leave America. Alice semi-underground. God knows what she was doing. But God hasn't been with Alice for quite some time, just like her husband and son. Guess I'd be digging a hole to China too if I ever lived in her Crocs. Yes. A fact.

	Head bobbing. Right hand moving. Dandelions filling the plastic bucket. She's diligent at labor. Maybe over-worked. Can a woman ever be truly over-worked? Not in anyone's eyes. Or mouth. We are too strong for this. Always. Forever. Our lifelong stories. Work. And more work. It's how we survive and get along. It's how we become done from the sun and have some fun. Yes. It is.

	"Alice," I say as I sneak up to her. My tone sounds alarming, but really, it's not like I'm upset or something. Like she's rubbed me the wrong way. A little too hard. Adding some suffrage.

	She aggressively spins her torso to the right, swings the Teethums near my right shin, and makes a humpf sound. The tiny rake doesn't make a sound in the smooth wind as it tries to bite me. It does almost take my right leg out from under me. Experienced, following protocol during this garden drill, I pull it back as she swings.

	You didn't get me. Not this time, Alice. Maybe next time.

	She calls up at me, "Ellie Spire, don't sneak up and scare me. How many times have I told you?"

	Alice Anne Montgomery-Peatrunk has dry mud caked on both cheeks. It resembles a facial treatment at a ritzy spa of sorts for a poor-ish lady. I can only think of two things as I smile at her. One, The Good Earth by Pearl S. Buck, which was our all-women book club pick the month before. And two, she's one of the most beautiful ladies in the world and should be in Hollywood movies. Not here in Templeton by Lake Erie, still suffering, gardening, and digging a hole to China. Elsewhere. Distant. On her own and making lots of money with the most handsome men, and creating award-winning movies.

	I don't like to compare her to Emma Stone, but it's inevitable. Alice has the same end-of-summer blonde hair, hazel eyes, and swirls of peach color to her narrow cheeks and tight forehead. Like Emma, she stands at five-size and weighs a hundred and seventeen pounds. And, coincidentally Alice and Emma share the same birthday: November 6. Their differences are quite simple, of course. Alice has a bigger bottom. I'm not talking titanic, or the size of Phelt Gardens in West End, Templeton's sister town. Let's just say it's robust in size, less compact, and something that I can't keep my stares away from. And, Alice is older than Emma by ten years, but who's counting? She's stunning, mind you. So hush. Simply grab my hand and let's move on.

	I reply to her with: "Yes. Yes. Yes. You have told me numerous times. Perhaps one day I'll listen to you. But not any time soon. Someone has to keep a fire under you going."

	I see that her bucket is half full of dandelions. Dark green and bright yellow hues mingle with pieces of August dirt. She'll leave the earth outside, sprinkling it back in the garden, but the weeds will be taken inside the house with her for some later-tea. For now, she keeps using the rake inside the garden, their busy Teethums at work, upturning other nuisance weeds, creating a pile on the ground to her left.

	"You should get out of the sun, dear. You've been at this for hours."

	"And you could have brought me an iced-water. That would have been kind."

	"I can fetch you one, but someone of your expertise in fetching will do a better job at the task than me."

	Humph, she lets out again and shakes her head. "Always starting with me, Ellie, aren't you? Always have my motor running and trying to get it to overheat. This is what you do."

	"Someone has to. We both know you can't get sleepy on us."

	"Of course not. I realize your intentions. Keep me busy. Keep me sane. And keep my mind free of the things that can eat me alive, emotionally and physically. I get you. I always get you."

	I study the back of her arched neck: supine, peach-colored like her cheeks, thin like an old cat. There's a strawberry-shaped scar near the top bone of her spine. It's about as large as her thumbprint. She's told me her twin brother, Marcel, has the same thing. He lives in Melbourne, Australia. Because of this, we've never met each other face to face. If we do someday meet, though, I'll be sure to take a peek at the back of his neck and look for the strawberry print. Proof in the pudding of what she tells me. Although I believe her tales and always will.
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