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To Freddy,

for without your persistence, this book would not be complete. Thank you, my dear son. Your father and I are so very

proud of the man you have become.

A WISE SON MAKESHIS FATHER HAPPY.

PROVERBS 10:1, GOD’S WORD
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Let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us;

And confirm for us the work of our hands.



PSALM 90:17, NASB

To every thing there is a season, and a time for every purpose under the heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted; a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance; a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; a time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away; a time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; a time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.

ECCLESIASTES 3:1–8, Third Millennium Bible
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FRESH LEMONADE

1 cup sugar

9 cups cold water

1 1/2 cups fresh lemon juice

1 tablespoon finely grated lemon peel (yellow part only)

Lemon slices and fresh mint leaves for garnish (optional)

Instructions


	Combine sugar and 1 cup water in small saucepan over medium heat. Bring to a boil.

	Reduce heat and simmer about 5 minutes, stirring occasionally. Remove from heat, and cool completely.

	Combine syrup with lemon juice, peel, and remaining water.

	Serve in a glass over ice. Garnish with a lemon slice and fresh mint, if desired.



Makes 2 1/2 quarts.
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EASY CROCKPOT LEMON CHICKEN

5–6 frozen, skinless chicken breasts (bone in)

lemon pepper seasoning

2 tablespoons melted butter

Instructions


	Season chicken breasts with lemon pepper.

	Place in slow cooker. Pour melted butter over chicken.

	Cover and cook on low 8–10 hours.



I have always hated guinea pigs—or any kind of rodent for that matter. So why I agreed to become one in my sixteen-year-old son’s psychology experiment is still a mystery.

Perhaps it was the puppy dog look in Josh’s chocolate brown eyes. Or maternal pride at being asked to do something that didn’t involve cooking or laundry. Maybe I’m just a sucker, and he knows it.

Regardless of the reason, I, Elizabeth Harris—grown woman and award-winning lifestyle columnist—find myself sitting at the kitchen table with a number-two pencil clutched in each hand, poised over two blank sheets of paper.

I am supposed to simultaneously draw a circle with my right hand and a square with my left. Although I’m trying to concentrate, all I can think about is how I’d like to get my hands on the sadistic psychology teacher who thought up this inane project.

“Ready, Mom?” My freckle-faced son is standing over me—thumb cocked to click on his stopwatch.

“I guess.”

In a split second, I reconsider my answer. “No! Wait! My palms are sweating. Let me wipe them off.”

I rise from the chair to grab the striped dishtowel hanging from the handle of the stove.

“Come on, Mom! I’ve got baseball practice in thirty minutes. We’ve gotta get this done. My project is due Monday, and my psych teacher—”

Hot button.

A spark of parental ire temporarily replaces my nervousness at garnering a low score and having my lack of dexterity whispered about at PTA.

“Josh, is it my fault you waited until the last minute?” I say, leaning back on the counter and wiping my hands on the dishtowel.

Do all children wait until a project is in crisis mode before beginning, or am I one of the lucky mothers whose kids claim to work best under pressure?

“Mom, you’re the one who’s been telling me all week we’d do it later,” my son reminds me. Rather smugly, I might add.

Another hot button. Insecurity sprinkled with maternal guilt. A teenager’s perfect weapon.

Before I can fully explore the depths of culpability, the telephone rings. All sense of scholastic duty forgotten, my son snatches up the cordless phone from behind the microwave.

No wonder I couldn’t find the phone when I needed to call John this morning.

“Oh yeah, she’s here, Miz Favazza,” he says in a low tone. “But she’s kinda busy.”

Busy! Josh would kill me if I told one of his friends he was busy and couldn’t come to the phone. I hold out my hand. “Josh. Give me the phone.”

Josh blows a hank of russet-colored hair out of his eyes and gives me the handset.

“I’ll just be a minute.” I turn away before speaking into the phone. “Hi, Marina. You’re still coming over for FAC today, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” Marina booms on the other end of the line, “but maybe a little late. That’s why I’m calling.”

I hear the chirp of the police radio in the background.

“Hold on a sec, Liz, will ya? Hey, Stokes! Tell Nino to quit flirting with the counter girl.”

I laugh to myself. Marina is one of two female lieutenants on the Omaha, Nebraska, police department. Although very feminine with her wild black hair and perfect manicure, she can stand up to even the most macho of men.

“Okay, I’m back,” she says into the phone. “Nino thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Give me a break. Now…what were we talking about?”

“You said you might be late for FAC.”

“Oh yeah. I’m wrapping things up at a sting out here in the boonies.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“At least it’s better than the duty I pulled last week at the Omaha Country Club. Try watching a bunch of aging frat boys play golf all afternoon. It’s enough to drive even a patient woman like me crazy.”

I catch Josh’s pleading look out of the corner of my eye and hold up a finger to let him know I’ll be off the phone soon.

“But this afternoon did have its highlights,” continues Marina, oblivious to the teenage angst in my kitchen. “I saw Mary Alice out here paying the rent on a storage unit. In cash.”

This catches my attention. “M.A. with a secret stash of stuff? I always knew those uncluttered counters were too good to be true. Did you ask her what’s up?”

“No, I couldn’t. I was undercover. But when I get through with her this afternoon, the queen of clutter control better fess up. Or she may have to give up that crown.” Laughing, I press the end button on the handset. My humor turns sour as I spot the dreaded experiment waiting for me on the kitchen table.
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This has got to stop!”

I look up from my fourth try at completing Josh’s experiment to see my normally patient husband red-faced and sweating at the door leading from the garage into the kitchen.

Granted, it’s a welcome interruption from my torturous task. But what is John doing home so early?

“Wuz up, Dad?” asks my son. “You okay?”

“No. I am not okay.”

I rise from the kitchen table and cross the room to place a hand on my husband’s forehead. “Are you sick, sweetheart? Is that why you’re home early?”

He gently brushes my hand away. “Don’t worry, Liz, I’m not sick. I came home early because I knew you were having FAC. I wanted to get the kids out of your hair so you’d have plenty of time to do whatever it is you do.”

“Really? You came home early for me?” I give his shoulders a squeeze. “You are so sweet!”

“Well, I try,” says John, basking in my appreciation.

I can understand why he is basking. Poor guy—or should I say, guys. Most husbands have no clue about what makes a woman tick. Like how we can get absolutely ecstatic over an offer to clean the bathroom but then often greet attempts at buying us gifts with a smile that fails to mask the What was he thinking? in our eyes. A perfect example is the set of salad tongs shaped like bear claws that John bought me on his Alaskan fishing trip to let me know he was thinking of me.

Exactly what was he thinking?

But to my husband’s credit, one thing he does get is my need for FAC. And his thoughtfulness in coming home early so I can enjoy the afternoon without the regular chaos of our busy home has earned him major brownie points.

So what in the world is FAC? Our family members have called it a lot of things in the past. Funky Adult Conversation. Friendship And Chocolate. Even, Fabulous After Children. The truth is far from exotic. FAC is short for Friday Afternoon Club—a group of women (Lucy, Jessie, Marina, Mary Alice, Kelly, and me) who get together on Friday afternoons for that vital shot of “girl time” that all women need but too often sacrifice.

Today is my turn to host—and my family is well aware that FAC is an important factor in keeping Mom happy. Just like the old saying: “If Mama ain’t happy…ain’t nobody happy.”

My son interrupts my musings. “If you’re not sick, Dad, then why is your face all red?”

John takes a deep breath, pushes a lock of sandy hair off his sweat-slicked brow, and straightens to his full height of six feet. “My face may appear to be a little red because I’m frustrated. I’m tired of people in this house borrowing my things and not putting them back.”

“What did you lose now, honey?” I say in a soothing tone, my hand rubbing his shoulder.

When John delivers one of those “don’t treat me like one of the kids ” looks, I realize this is the wrong approach.

“I didn’t lose anything. Someone took the garage door opener out of my car.”

“The garage-door opener? You mean the controller?”

Before John can answer my question, Josh slips the stopwatch into his pocket and heads toward the door. “Gotta go! I’m late for baseball practice.”

“Not so fast, young man.” John blocks any hope of easy escape by placing a strong arm across the doorway. “Did you take the opener out of my car?”

“Why would I do that?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I said I didn’t take it, Dad. Why do you always blame me?”

The muscles in John’s cheek begin to twitch.

Not a good sign.

Oblivious, Josh continues. “What about Katie? Why don’t you ask her? She uses the car more than I do.”

John’s face takes on a deeper shade of red and a little bead of sweat meanders down his left cheek.

I attempt to diffuse the situation before it turns into a full-blown case of sibling rivalry, further frustrating my husband. Josh, our middle child, often feels overshadowed by his strong-willed older sister, Katie, and out-maneuvered by our precocious younger daughter, Hannah. “Now Josh, let’s not bring—”

“Young man,” John continues sternly, his brown eyes intense, “I’m sick and tired of hearing ‘I don’t know’ or ‘I didn’t take it’ whenever something is missing around this house. Someone has to know what happened to my garage-door opener, and I intend to—”

“Come on, Dad,” Josh interrupts, “whaddya want me to say? I don’t have it. And I’m already late for practice ’cuz Mom hates guinea pigs.”

My husband shoots me a quizzical look.

I shrug. We’ve had many discussions about what I believe may be a vast conspiracy to pass rodents off as pets.

John obviously decides not to pursue the subject, sighs, and lowers his arm. “Fine. But this subject is not closed.”

I shake my head sadly, knowing what the real problem is. My husband refuses to accept the presence of what I’ve come to call “the troll under the house.” This ugly little pest emerges periodically with one goal—to drive unsuspecting parents crazy. He taunts us by secretly siphoning all the gas from the family car. He creates unimaginable frustration by wearing clothes that are not his—and hanging them back in our closets with mysterious stains. He is also a master at leaving dirty dishes and wet towels all over the house. If John could just learn to accept that our troll will probably get bored and move away after the kids go to college, he’d be much happier.

“Sweetheart, sit down. Let me get you something to drink.”

I cross to the refrigerator to pull out a pitcher of my sugary lemonade. Perhaps an infusion of carbs will elevate both our moods.

Our younger daughter, Hannah, charges into the room, strawberry blond curls bouncing with indignation. “Mom, tell Katie to quit flicking her belly-button lint at me!”

“Katie is doing what?” I ask our eleven-year-old.

Hannah wrinkles her nose. “Mom, she is so gross! You would think that someone who is going to college next year would—”

“Just so you know, Mother,” shouts my older daughter from the family room, “I would never do anything so disgusting. Hannah’s trying to get me in trouble because I won’t take her to the mall.”

“Hannah…,” I warn.

“Come here, sweetie,” says John, reaching an arm out to Hannah. “Do you know what happened to my garage-door opener? There’s a trip to the mall for the first person to find it.”

Once again, my poor husband is forced to use a frustrated parent’s tool of last resort. Bribery. I’ve been there myself. More often than I care to admit. As I check on the Lemon Chicken I put in the Crockpot for dinner, I wonder what Dr. Dobson would think.
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LIZ’S CITRUS COOLER

1 (12 ounce) can frozen lemonade concentrate, thawed

1 (6 ounce) can frozen orange juice concentrate, thawed

1 lemon

1 lime

1 orange

2 liters chilled sparkling water

Instructions


	Pour lemonade and orange juice concentrate into pitcher.

	Wash and slice fruit, leaving the rind. Reserve a few slices to garnish the glasses. Place the rest in pitcher.

	Add sparkling water to pitcher. Stir until thoroughly mixed.

	Place a slice of fruit on the rim of each glass. Serve immediately over ice.



Makes 12 cups.
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MARY ALICE’S PESTO CHEESECAKE

1 tablespoon butter, room temperature

2 tablespoons fine dry bread crumbs

1/2 cup plus 2 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese

2 (8 ounce) packages cream cheese, room temperature

1 cup ricotta cheese

1/4 teaspoon salt

1/8 teaspoon cayenne pepper

3 large eggs 1/2 cup prepared pesto

paprika and basil (to sprinkle on top)

Instructions


	Preheat oven to 325 degrees.

	Rub 1 tablespoon butter over bottom and sides of 9-inch springform pan.

	Mix bread crumbs and 2 tablespoons grated cheese. Coat pan with crumb mixture.

	Using electric mixer, beat cream cheese, ricotta, remaining Parmesan, salt, and cayenne pepper in large bowl until light. Add eggs ones at a time, beating well after each addition.

	Transfer half the mixture to medium bowl. Mix pesto into remaining half.

	Pour pesto mixture into prepared pan. Smooth top. Carefully spoon plain mixture over pesto mixture, and smooth top. Sprinkle top of plain mixture with paprika and basil.

	Bake until center no longer moves when pan is shaken, about 60 minutes.

	Transfer to rack. Cool completely. Cover and refrigerate.

	To remove from pan for serving, run a small sharp knife around sides to loosen cheesecake. Release pan sides.

	Transfer to platter. Serve with crackers.
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MARINA’S INFAMOUS GREASEBALLS

1 cup packed brown sugar

2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce

2 cups ketchup

1 pound bacon

2 (8 ounce) cans water chestnuts

Instructions


	Preheat oven to 375 degrees.

	Combine brown sugar, Worcestershire sauce, and ketchup in a bowl.

	Wrap a half slice of bacon around each water chestnut. Secure bacon with toothpick.

	Arrange in 9x13-inch baking dish. Bake 10–15 minutes.

	Remove from oven and drain grease from pan. Pour sauce on top.

	Return to oven and continue baking 20–25 more minutes.



[image: 2]

After expressing both dismay and delight at the discovery of the lost garage-door opener on top of the washing machine, John whisks Hannah off to the mall. He even convinces Katie to come along. On a Friday afternoon, no less. I seem to remember her telling me that a teenager can’t be caught dead with her parents on a Friday. John must have promised her a new outfit. More brownie points.

I’d love to be a fly on the register when the clerk rings up the girls’ purchases. Men have no clue what a mere T-shirt and pair of worn-looking jeans with an initial stitched on the pocket can cost.

“Lord, please don’t let him ask the clerk for a discount because of the frayed knee,” I pray. Just the thought of the mortification on Katie’s face is enough to make me shudder.

The doorbell rings, and our ever-watchful Westie charges to the front of the house to check out the intruder on her front porch. Is it four o’clock and time for FAC already?

I hear Daisy’s boisterous barking and her nails clicking on the glass as she leaps at the storm door in her best imitation of the Doberman down the block. What can I say? The dog has issues. Oprah had a guest on her show the other day—the Dog Whisperer—who contends that dogs with a “big dog” complex are out of balance “spiritually.” He supposedly helped Oprah’s cocker spaniel regain a positive energy balance. I say, give the poor dog a break. So she wants to act like a big dog. Sometimes I like to pretend I look like Meg Ryan and can wear size 2 jeans.

Since I don’t hear a voice on the porch responding to Daisy’s outburst, I have a pretty good idea which member of FAC is at the door. Sweet Lucy would likely greet our feisty pup in soothing tones before slipping through the door into the foyer. Jessie usually has an organic dog treat in the pocket of her long denim skirt to gain her an easy entry. Belying her diminutive frame, Kelly would instruct Daisy in an alpha voice to “Behave!” And Marina, no doubt about it, would bark right back—sending Daisy scurrying upstairs to hide under Hannah’s bed.

That leaves Mary Alice, the most polite member of our group. Mary Alice must be waiting patiently for someone to save her from Daisy and her big-dog complex.

I shove evidence of my pitiful results from Josh’s behavioral-psychology experiment into the kitchen drawer—still wondering what demented researcher thinks up these sadistic experiments. As I walk to the door, I conclude the project must be a scheme to get back at parents who toss a box of Twinkies into their kid’s backpack instead of sending real classroom treats.

I can’t suppress a self-satisfied smile when I reach the door. I was right. Standing on the porch is Mary Alice, perfectly attired for the balmy spring day in a darling pair of black capri pants embroidered with a pattern of colorful little flip-flops. Her sweater and matching tee are the exact shade of blue of one of the tiny shoes. As always, her makeup is perfect, her haircut stylish—and without dark roots marring her ash-blond highlights. She’s holding a tray of her famous Pesto Cheesecake.

She probably even shaved her legs.

“Hi Lizzie,” she says. “Am I early?”

Always.

“Not at all, M.A. Come on in.” I crack open the door while trying to hold my leaping canine back with my leg. “You know, after all these years, you don’t have to ring the bell. Just come on in.”

Our FAC group has been getting together on Friday afternoons for more than eleven years now. We know one another the way only good friends can. This is a group where letting your hair down is not only encouraged, it’s in our mythical bylaws…along with a list of banned words such as diet, carbs, workout, and scrapbooking.

To the majority of women, the reasons behind banning the words diet, carbs, and workout are obvious. The rationale behind banning scrapbooking is a bit more subtle. All of us in FAC would love to have gorgeous up-to-date scrapbooks for our children. But only two of us do. Kelly and—big surprise—Mary Alice. The FAC meeting that prompted our decision to banish scrapbooking or associated terms from our approved list of conversation topics is seared into my memory…
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I went to a Stop ’n’ Crop yesterday,” said Kelly as we filled each other in on our activities during the past week. “It was a blast—and I got a lot done.”

Marina slapped the table with her hand. “You were stopped by a cop? Tell me who it was, and I’ll fry him like bacon.”

Jessie laughed. “I’m sure you would, Rina. But don’t worry. Kelly’s talking about a crop—not a cop. There’s nothing illegal about it.”

“Just annoying,” I mumbled.

Marina shot me a puzzled look. I rolled my eyes, not wanting to admit the real reason for my annoyance. The green-eyed monster. Lucy sat down at the table. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s a crop?”

“It’s a way to catch up on your scrapbooks,” explained Mary Alice. “You bring your photos and scrapbooking supplies and spend the day putting together pages. I got our entire trip to Worlds of Fun done the last time I did a crop.”

I moaned. “Why in the world would you do that, M.A.? I do my best to block a day at an amusement park from my memory. Standing in a forty-five-minute line for a ride that makes my stomach lurch is not a memory I want to relive.”

Marina snorted. “Lightweight!”

Although I succeeded in changing the subject, I would have killed to have a shelf of neatly catalogued memory books chronicling the milestones of our family life. The kinds of scrapbooks my children would pull down to spend hours gushing, “Remember when we…”

Instead I had shoeboxes.

Lots of shoeboxes.

Shoeboxes brimming over with unorganized photos. Stuffed in the hall closet along with several brown grocery sacks overflowing with mementos of birthdays, vacations, and special events. I was saving these things to one day affix to acid-free paper with witty journal entries and the ubiquitous embellishments.

Someday. When I had time.

“Anyway,” Kelly continued, sounding annoyed at being interrupted, “they have some great new diecuts at the scrapbook store.”

“Really?” Mary Alice leaned forward. “I end up using my Coluzzle most of the time.”

Lucy peered at me from across the table. “Marina, Liz has that look on her face. Do you still keep Snickers in your glove compartment for emergencies?”

“I’m on it!” Marina jumped up and headed to the front door.

I sigh. “I know how important it is to kids to preserve family memories. But I never seem to have the time.”

“I know how you feel, Lizzie.” Jess, who was sitting on the other side of me, scooped up a handful of roasted almonds. “I have a baby book put together for Sarah, but things got more hectic after Ryan came along, and I got behind. In fact, I barely have any snapshots of the two youngest.”

“That’s nothing,” I added. “I can’t even tell which kid is which in the pictures.”

“If you can’t tell, then they won’t know either,” said Marina, tossing a bag of bite-sized chocolate bars on the table.

Mary Alice and Kelly exchanged a horrified look.

“What if I write the names of kids under pictures and they figure out later it’s not them? They could be traumatized,” I moaned.

“And headed straight for a spot on Dr. Phil.” Kelly stared at me with wide eyes.

This was when Lucy suggested we add scrapbooking to our list of banned words. Marina seconded the motion with a mouth full of Snickers. It passed 4–2…
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I finally scoop up my treacherous terrier to allow Mary Alice to come through the door. Most dogs cover their master’s face with wet kisses. My squirming pet lays a long scratch down my neck in an attempt to break free from my grasp. I make a note to check on the possibility of declawing this dog that I’m now convinced must be part cat.

“Am I the first one here?” Mary Alice asks as we walk down the hall to the kitchen.

A familiar voice comes from the kitchen. “You wish!”

I smile. Marina must have slipped in the back door. Typical.

“I could smell the garlic in that cheesecake on the next block.” Marina pulls out a chair and plops down at my kitchen table. “You think I’m gonna let you two low-carb fanatics alone with such a masterpiece? In ten minutes all that’ll be left are whole-grain crackers.”

Mary Alice sets the platter on the table and removes the plastic wrap. The amber and green design on the serving dish accentuates the golden cheesecake. Fresh basil and red peppers are artfully arranged as a garnish.

“Let me get you a knife for that.” I open my cluttered utensil drawer and root around. “I think I have some crackers in the pantry too.”

“Don’t bother, Lizzie. I have it covered.” Mary Alice pulls a box of crackers and a small bubble-wrapped spreader from her Lands’ End zippered tote bag.

As usual, M.A. has thought of everything.

“Wait a minute.” Marina peers across the table as Mary Alice unwraps the serving utensil. The handle is shaped like a pink flamingo. “Isn’t that mine?”

“Yes. You left it at my house last week.”

“So now I’m gonna have to wash it again? If I would’ve known I was going to have extra dishes, I wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble to make a pan of my Greaseballs.”

Mary Alice and I exchange a glance.

“Greaseballs?” I ask.

“Yeah, they’re in the oven. They’re best nice and hot. That way the grease doesn’t start to congeal.”

Sounds delicious.

“You put something called Greaseballs in my oven?” Even though I have no idea what a Greaseball might be, I know from our many years of friendship that Marina and cooking are two words that are far from compatible. As if the appliance could read my thoughts, smoke begins to stream from the oven vent on top of the stove.

“What—” Marina gets up from the table.

Mary Alice looks frantically around the kitchen. “Liz, where’s your fire extinguisher?”

“I-I don’t have—” I sputter.

The piercing squeal of the smoke alarm sounds, prompting Daisy to start barking from the top of the stairs. Probably too scared to come down after hearing Marina’s voice.

“Baking soda then,” shouts Mary Alice over the commotion. She rips open the door of my pantry, scanning the shelves. “Where do you keep it?”

Baking soda? Why would she want…?

“Liz, snap out of it!” Marina grabs my shoulders. “We’ve got a fire here!”

“A fire…?”

Marina snatches up the cordless phone from the counter and punches in the familiar emergency number—911.

I whirl around to help Mary Alice. Too late.

She has already spied the familiar orange box of baking soda behind the tower of canned tuna no one in my family will eat. No matter how many times I explain the health benefits of Omega 3. She grabs the box, expertly rips off the top, dons the oven mitt hanging above the stove (the one that is only for decoration), and yanks open the oven door. A rush of heat, smoke, and a few flames pour out. Mary Alice stands back and dumps the baking soda inside the oven to put out the fire.

Once the flames have been doused, she leans back, wide-eyed and panting. “It’s out.”

“Yeah, but look at my Greaseballs.”

I give Marina a withering look, but before I can say anything, a siren wails in the distance.

“That’s the fire department. I’ll handle ’em.” Marina heads down the hall to the front door.

As a cop, Marina knows a lot of people in public safety. She feels it’s her sacred duty to act as a buffer between the trained professionals and the “amateurs” (meaning anyone without a badge) whenever possible. Since it would be just my luck that there’s some obscure city code requiring a fire extinguisher in the kitchen, I’m grateful for Marina’s intervention.
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Although our resident professional was able to keep the Omaha Fire Department from chopping through my front door and the rescue squad from sweeping in with a stretcher, Marina didn’t do a thing to prevent the lecture the fireman gave me about the danger of grease fires.

There’s nothing more humiliating than having a tall, physically fit man lecturing you about cooking food with high fat content. The only other thing I remember about the conversation was the coupon for two dollars off a small fire extinguisher and the grin Marina flashed over her shoulder as she walked the firefighters back to their truck.

Why me? Why are my FACs always so eventful?…
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There was the time Daisy got into a box of chocolate and started vomiting all over the house during one of my turns to host FAC. After Jess told me chocolate was poisonous to canines, I called the vet. He suggested I give Daisy hydrogen peroxide to induce more vomiting.

“But I want the vomiting to stop,” I tried to explain.

The vet’s response was very calm. “Then you may have a dead dog tonight.”

Hannah, who happened to be listening on the extension, gasped. Needless to say, I got out the brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide. And the carpet cleaner.

Another eventful FAC occurred when Kelly convinced me she could add highlights to my hair at a fourth of the cost my stylist was charging. The resulting pumpkin-colored stripes caused me to weep every time I passed a mirror. And Marina’s suggestion to try out for a punk rock band did not help.

But the most memorable FAC was when the outside valve from our sprinkler system burst due to cold weather. I got the news from six-yearold Taylor, who lives next door.

“Um, Mrs. Harris…”

“Yes, Taylor, what can I do for you?” I cracked open the front door.

“Um, there’s this…”

I smiled, encouraging her to continue in my best imitation of Mrs. Brady. “If you are selling Christmas wreaths to raise money for your soccer team again, put me down for—”

“Uh, no. It’s just that there’s all this water squirting out the side of your house.”

“Water? From my house?”

“You gotta see it, Mrs. Harris! It looks like a fountain. Only sideways.”

It took a tour of my cluttered basement and six calls to John to get the water main shut off. The result was no water for the entire house until he could get home to repair the sprinkler valve. I announced to my friends that they better watch their liquid intake because the toilet could only be flushed once.

Marina’s comment was typical. “When it’s yellow, let it mellow. When it’s brown…”

Memorable.

[image: space]

Mary Alice has already removed Marina’s ruined Greaseballs—supposedly bacon-wrapped water chestnuts in a brown-sugar sauce—from my oven. It was hard to tell what they were with all the baking soda now sopping up the grease and forming little gritty lumps.

“Liz, can I set the oven rack on the back deck?”

“Don’t worry about it, M.A. I’ll clean up the mess later.”

“It’s no problem. Once the oven cools, we can vacuum most of the gunk from the bottom. Then you can run the self-cleaner overnight.”

I sigh. Why argue with a domestic diva? “Sure go ahead. Put the rack on the back deck. Dustbuster or Wind Tunnel?”

She smiles. “Your Wind Tunnel will do a better job.”

That means digging out the attachments too. I’m going to kill Marina and her Greaseballs.
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Leaving Mary Alice in the kitchen, vacuuming, wiping, and humming, I decide to see what’s taking Marina so long with the firemen in the front yard. As soon as I step on the porch, I am accosted by Kelly, another member of FAC.

“Liz, calm down. Breathe deeply and tell me exactly what happened.”

Kelly is one of those people who likes to organize things—particularly other people’s lives. She’s only five foot two, but like a firecracker, she packs a lot of power in a small package. And trust me, no one wants to set her off.

“Really, Kel, it ended up being no big deal. Marina—”

Kelly purses her lips. “I should have known Marina was involved. Did this have anything to do with cooking?”

“Well, actually—”

“Kelly, stop badgering Liz,” interrupts Jessie, sweeping up the porch steps in a bright skirt with broomstick pleats that graze the top of her Birkenstock sandals. “Lizzie, are you all right? I saw the rescue squad pull away.” She puts a protective arm around my shoulder.

“I’m fine. But I wish the fire department would leave. The crew already checked the house.”

“They are causing quite a stir in the neighborhood.” Lucy, the sixth member of our group, completes the tight circle on my front porch. She nods at the house across the street.

Mrs. Robinson, self-appointed chairwoman of the neighborhood grapevine, is peeking through the heavy, gold draperies that cover her picture window. I wave as red blotches begin to bloom on my neck.

What was it Scarlett O’Hara used to say?

“I’d rather not think about it now,” I say out loud. “Tomorrow is another day.”

At times like this, I wish I were from the South.
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There was a fire in here?” Jessie asks as we step into the kitchen. “Where’s all the mess?”

“Mary Alice…” I begin.

Jessie smiles and leans down so her long, dark brown waves shield one side of her face. “Enough said.”

Kelly walks up behind us, sniffing the air. “I can barely smell smoke.”

Mary Alice steps into the kitchen from the garage and closes the door behind her. “It was such a nice day that I opened the window and turned on the whole house fan to pull the smoke out. I hope that was okay, Liz?”

“Of course, but—”

Kelly picks up a bowl of clear liquid from the counter. “What’s this? It smells like vinegar.”

“It is,” explains Mary Alice. “Vinegar takes away odors. Your family won’t even know there’s been a fire, Liz.”

I smile, knowing full well that I intend to tell them all about the incident. I might even dig out a little soot to rub on my face from the vacuum bag that I’m sure Mary Alice has already changed and put in the garbage. Maybe if my family sees I’ve had a rough afternoon, they’ll be less whiny tonight.

No one knows the meaning of carpe diem like a mother. Seize the day!
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Finally I am settled at the kitchen table with my five friends—smearing my third whole-grain cracker with Mary Alice’s delicious Pesto Cheesecake. This is what FAC is all about. Fun. Friends. And, of course, food.

“So, Marina, does Jeff know you’re so buddy-buddy with the brave men of the Omaha Fire Department?” teases Kelly.

“Hey little girl, Jeff is a man who is not threatened by my career.”

Bravado is Marina’s middle name, but we all know her relationship with local contractor/farmer Jeff Taylor is deepening. In fact, Lucy had a close-up view of their relationship while Jeff supervised the renovation of her house in nearby Tredway. And, she said she wouldn’t be surprised if Jeff turns out to be the one.

“Actually, I wanted to ask them how a bust we made earlier today at Storage Unlimited ended up. The fire department went in to clean up after my team left.”

Mary Alice rises from the table. “I’m going to have some more of Liz’s Citrus Cooler. Anyone else need a refill?”

I look up. Mary Alice seems a little pale. I always knew cleaning was hazardous to your health.

“Sit. I’ll get it, M.A.”

Mary Alice puts her hand on my shoulder. “No, you sit, Lizzie. You’ve had enough excitement this afternoon.

I could get used to being waited on.

Jess turns to Marina. “Isn’t Storage Unlimited the place out near Elkhorn? That’s where Michael stores our boat.”

“Yeah, that’s the one.” Marina snags another cheese-laden cracker.

“Was there a burglary?” I eye Marina’s cracker, calculating carbs to determine if I should have another one.

“You know I don’t work on B&Es anymore, Liz. Remember? I moved to Vice.”

“How could I have forgotten?” I raise an eyebrow in her direction. “I was your shopping buddy for undercover hookerwear.”

Marina snorts. “That was a trip I won’t forget. You shoulda saw prim Lizzie when I tried on a micromini.”

Kelly shakes her head. “You guys couldn’t stay on track if it were fenced. Come on, Marina, tell us what was going down at the storage place.”

“We busted a meth lab out in Douglas County—and Storage Unlimited is where they were stashing their supplies.”

“You’re kidding!” says Kelly. “I just went to a continuing-ed class called The Drug Lab Next Door. It was about how easy it is to make crystal meth and how popular it’s getting to be among high-school and college kids.”

“Not only with kids,” adds Lucy, slipping a stray lock of her blond pageboy behind an ear. “One of the women staying at Locust Hill is married to a guy hooked on crystal meth.”

Hearing Lucy mention Locust Hill buoys my spirits. We are so proud of how she has taken the Civil War–era home she inherited from her mother and turned it into a refuge for battered women and their children. Lucy told us recently that the transformation of Locust Hill last fall now seems less about renovating the old house and more about God’s way of helping her emerge from a dark period in her life.

“How many families do you have staying at Locust Hill these days?” I ask.

“Right now, we are bursting at the seams with five families. And it seems most of the problems are tied to addictions.”

“That’s really common among batterers,” says Kelly. “Paranoia and violent behavior really increase on meth.”

I shudder. “It’s scary to think drug dealers are operating so close to where we live.”

Marina snorts. “If you only knew what goes on in your backyard. Which reminds me…” Marina winks at me across the table and calls over her shoulder to Mary Alice, in the kitchen, “By the way, M.A., what were you doing out at Storage Unlimited this morning?”

The only response was Mary Alice’s gasp as the pitcher of Citrus Cooler slipped from her hand. Followed by the deafening sound of glass shattering on the ceramic tile floor.
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