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Plans for the dining room that wasn’t a dining room would need to wait.  Eve dropped her still-blank notebook on the carpet and pushed herself off the floor.  She waved to her brothers, Matt and James, as she passed through the kitchen.  They were setting up a board game but looked up long enough to say goodbye.

She grabbed her coat and purse from a hook near the back door before she slipped outside.  The old house had a detached garage her parents used.  There was extra driveway between the house and garage where Eve parked.  She had shared the space with Simon, or rather his car, before he moved out.  It was easier to back out now that she didn’t have to stay perfectly on her side.

When Eve parked behind St. Jude’s church, the radio DJs had just hinted that an unbelievable story was coming up after the next song.  She was tempted to stay in the car to wait for it.  She might have done that if a better song had started.  Instead, she jumped out to meet Emily, who had just gotten out of a minivan next to her.

“Hi, Emily.  Are you here by yourself?”

“Yeah.  Joseph was feeling tired tonight.  He said he’d rather stay home with the kids.”

Eve considered her 2-year-old nephew.  “Being home with three little ones is restful?”

Emily laughed.  “No.  But it... it takes a different kind of energy than serious discussion.”  She gestured towards the school where they were headed to meet the other young adults.

“You expect serious discussion tonight?” Eve asked.  She opened the door for Emily, and they both waited for Ella and Sebastian to catch up.  Sebastion was carrying baby Matthew in his car seat.  The meetings almost always had some serious discussion.  And they almost always included some joking and random tangents.  It was difficult to predict which way the overall tone would lean.

“Maybe.”  Emily smiled at Eve’s doubts.  “Given that I spend most of my days pointing out and naming colors, reading simple books I have memorized, and pretending to eat the same fake foods over and over... sometimes anything that requires my brain to turn on feels like a serious discussion.”

“Matthew slept through the night every day this week,” Sebastian said, “so I think we can turn our brains on, too.”

Ella nodded in agreement.

“That’s wonderful,” Emily said.

Eve smiled.  She trailed the others down the hallway.  She felt slightly out of place since she had no kids.  But she knew there would be other single people once everyone had gathered.

Jessica and Isaac were setting up the hallway play area with their kids already inside it.  Emily, Ella and Sebastian stopped to chat while Eve ducked into the room.  Chairs were already set in a circle.  Gabriel and Ruth usually led the meetings, and they appeared to be going over notes for the evening.  Heather and Adam were sitting next to them browsing their phones.  Tori was sitting by herself on the other side of the room.  Eve claimed the seat next to her, trying not to care that it left only one opening for someone to sit next to her.

“Hi.  Apparently, you did not convince Simon to come tonight.”

Tori shook her head.  “Same conversation as always.  ‘Why don’t you come?’ ‘Maybe next week.’”

Eve pulled out her phone.  “I’ll tell him to put next week on his calendar.”  She sent a text and then put it back in her bag.  She looked at Tori and tipped her head towards their leaders.  “Any hints on what – or I guess I should say who – is the topic for the night?”

They used a different saint each week to jump-start a discussion.  Tori shrugged before the room got louder.  Everyone from the hallway streamed in with a few extra bodies and voices.  Ben Shannon was near the end of the crowd.  He noticed Eve and moved towards the seat next to her.  She quickly resumed her conversation with Tori to seem less aware of his movement.

“I’m watching Spencer for a bit on Saturday morning.”

“Oh, he’s so cute,” Tori said.  “Just him and not the little one?”

“Anna’s taking the baby with her.”  Anna was Eve’s sister-in-law.  Her second baby was only about a month old.  Eve and her mom had watched the first one several times recently to help with the adjustment.  “I think I’ll take Spencer to the library,” Eve said.  “I won’t have a car seat, and it’s about the only place close enough to walk.  Do you think someone too young to read would still be entertained by that?”

Tori nodded.  “I think anything new to look at will keep him happy for a while.”

“That’s my hope.”  Eve turned to Ben to say hi.

“What did Dan say?” he asked.

“Uh... about what?”

“You haven’t seen the comments about how much extra people are willing to pay?”

“Not yet.”  Eve worked at Pans and Plates, a pizza place owned by her uncle Dan.  He let her manage some social media for the restaurant.  She kept the notifications off and tried to check in only on her schedule.  Sometimes that was more frequent than others.  At the moment, she was glad to be missing something.  She was happier hearing it from Ben.

“It’s hard to tell how serious anyone is,” he said, “but bids have gone up to fifty bucks extra for a Christmas pizza like the picture.”

“Wow.  Now I’m curious what Dan will say, too.”  She smiled as she looked forward to seeing those comments herself.  Her cousin Noah, who also worked at Pans and Plates and was Dan’s son, was constantly trying to come up with something new.  He’d been working on a Christmas pizza, speculation for which had given her great fodder for posts.  Dan and Noah eventually agreed to a promotional Christmas pizza that would have a crust speckled with broccoli bits and topped with plenty of spinach and tomato to give it a red and green look.  

Noah had artfully arranged one pizza so the toppings were shaped like a wreath of holly.  Eve had posted that picture with the announcement and a very clear disclaimer that the actual pizza would have the toppings piled on like a “normal pizza” because Dan wasn’t about to waste time on frivolous decoration.

“I said ten bucks,” Ben said with a smile.

“And how serious were you?”

“Serious enough, considering I know Dan won’t do it for ten.”

Eve laughed at what she knew was intended to make her laugh, then sat back to better include Tori in the conversation.  “Do you think he’d do it for fifty?”

“Probably not.  It might encourage Noah.”

They all laughed as Noah walked in.  He glanced her way with his eyes slightly narrowed as though he suspected the reason for the amusement on her face.  Sarah, Jackson and Cassidy arrived with him.  Jackson and Cassidy had been dating a few months and Eve guessed that Sarah had recently agreed to date Noah.  He refused to confirm it, but he was less cranky about not confirming it than he used to be, and Eve hoped that confirmed it.  The chairs had filled so Jackson and Noah remained standing by the door.

“Cue the notebook in three... two... uh... one and a half...”

Eve smiled at Ben’s attempt at a countdown.  Gabriel had a habit of flipping open his notebook somewhat dramatically to signal the start of a meeting.  Even if he’d just been looking at it with Ruth, he’d flip the lid closed to open it again.  It usually got everyone’s attention – in part because they knew to watch for it – and was less annoying than other methods he could have used.

“One and a quarter... I think Ruth distracted him.”

Cassidy heard as she crossed in front of Ben for a seat.  She snorted at the excuse for his failure.  

“Should I try again? Let me get his attention.”  Ben waved at Gabriel.

Gabriel was looking a different direction and opened the notebook without a countdown.  That was for the best.  Eve had enough trouble keeping a straight face during the opening prayer.

“Okay, gentlemen, follow me,” Gabriel said.  

Ben stood to join the other guys in a classroom across the hall.  He met Eve’s eyes as he did.  “I’ll call you later to compare notes.”

She nodded eagerly.  Eve missed some of the meetings when she had to work on Fridays.  Ben had been calling her to fill her in on the saint discussed without her.  When she was there, they still enjoyed comparing how the topic was discussed differently by the men and the women.  They usually found a few overlapping points as well.

As the last of the guys trailed out the door, Eve realized that Tori had heard Ben say he would call her.  

“Sometimes the guys take the questions in a completely different direction,” she said.  “It’s really interesting to see if we talked about any of the same things when we start with the same questions.  You can mention that to Simon next time you talk to him about joining us.”

Luckily for Eve, Ruth called everyone’s attention before she started talking about how she knew she could talk to Noah about the meetings because that might have made Tori suspect a guilty conscience was behind the babbling.  Eve had nothing to feel guilty about.

“We’re going a little... um...” Ruth paused to reword.  “We picked an Old Testament guy who isn’t strictly a saint because Old Testament people aren’t traditionally given the title even when... I mean Moses was at the transfiguration, and we still don’t call him St. Moses.”

“No one’s going to tell on you, Ruth,” Jessica teased.

“Oh, I know.  I just wanted to clarify.”  Ruth read from notes on her phone.  “Zerubbabel helped rebuild the temple in the book of Ezra.  This was after the Babylonian exile, and rebuilding the temple was important to the Jewish people to restore the proper worship of God.  For our first question, I’m going to ask everyone to name a place that has significance – religious or otherwise – to you.  Or to people in general.  Let’s go around the room on this one.”  Ruth nodded to Ella, who was on her right, to start.

Ella’s eyes darted around the room while she thought of an answer.  “I... um... cemeteries.  People can mourn or remember loved ones anywhere, but going where they’re buried is... special.”

Heads nodded and eyes moved to the next woman in the circle, who said home was important, not just as shelter but an anchor of sorts.  That was followed by more nodding.  Eve’s brain churned for answers.  The meetings were low-key, but when they went around the room like this, she felt pressure to have a unique answer ready.  She wanted to think of at least two in case someone took hers.

Jessica said St. Jude’s was significant to her for religious reasons and personal ones since she and Isaac were married there.  Emily agreed and playfully accused her of stealing her answer.  Cassidy mentioned her shop, Granny’s Shelf, because of the constant reminders of her grandmother, from whom she had inherited it.  And then it was Eve’s turn.

“I want to say the lake is my place, but... uh... there’s a kind of embarrassing story about why.”  Eve glanced around to see if anyone seemed impatient.  “Do we have time for a story?”

“Oh, yeah.”  Emily agreed enthusiastically.  “We love embarrassing stories, don’t we?”

The room filled with encouraging nods and smiles.

“Okay, so I don’t remember exactly how it happened, or I mean, what he said exactly.  But somehow, when I was really little, my dad gave me the impression that God lived on the other side of the lake.  I think, based on conversations with him since, that he was trying to impart some deep wisdom about how we knew the lake had a shore on the other side even though it was too far away to see because we could see that it kept the water from falling off the other side of the world and that’s sort of like how we know God is there even when we can’t see him because we can see some of his effects.”

No one appeared confused so Eve guessed she’d explained it at least as well as her dad had.

“But,” she continued, “I was too young to understand the metaphor and thought he was telling me that God lived on the other side of the lake.  So every time we went to the beach that summer and I think the next one, too, I kept trying really hard to see God across the lake.”

“Do you remember when you realized that wasn’t possible?” Jessica asked.

Eve shook her head.  “No.  I think it must have somehow dawned on me gradually.  I think I matured from one summer to the next or something, and I just remember looking across the lake the same way, but knowing that I wouldn’t see him.  I still liked to sort of feel the, uh, vastness of him when I could look farther than I could see.  If that makes sense.”

“I love that story,” Cassidy said.  “I’m going to the lake this Sunday to look farther than I can see.  That sounds cool.”

“But it’s cold,” Heather said.

“Yeah?  Have you never been to the lake in the winter?” Emily asked.

Heather seemed a little confused by the idea.

Eve was also rather surprised by the thought.  She’d only been to the lake in the summer even though she’d always lived only a few miles from it.  She wondered how it might look different and missed how Ruth got everyone back to listing significant places.

Tori said that a place special to her was the house where she grew up.  She moved when she was starting high school and felt a sense of loss when she passed the old house knowing that she couldn’t go inside.  The next lady said she felt the same way about a house her parents recently sold, not realizing how the house itself meant anything to her until she couldn’t go back.  Some brighter examples followed and brought the circle back to Ruth.

“Restoring the temple took many years,” she said.  “I tried to figure out exactly how many, but there was a break where work was halted for like unrest or something, and I wasn’t sure if some of the calculations included the years without progress.  Also, BC math sometimes hurts my brain when the numbers go backwards, so I don’t want to give a specific number if it might be wrong.  Anyway, years.  

“But the point is that it was important enough to the Jewish people to get it done despite the time and... In the book of Haggai, chapter two – this is where I get to sound like I know what I’m talking about – God assures his people of his presence in the completed temple, which made everything worthwhile.  He said, ‘I will fill this house with my glory,’ and also, ‘in this place I will give you peace.’  And now our next question – and we don’t have to go around the room, anyone can answer – is what is something that is worth investing significant time, maybe even years or decades on?  Either something you have done or are still working on?”

“Learning a new skill is always worth the time it takes,” Emily said.  “I remember when Joseph first suggested I teach some classes at the gym.  I wondered about his sanity.  I made some friends help me practice and was a nervous wreck before my first class.  But now that I’ve been doing it for a few years, I feel like I’m pretty good at it.  And it’s so fun.”

“Yes.  Practice is worth the time.”  Bethany nodded.  “I play the piano, and I learned to play some recognizable tunes.  And now I – I’ve never practiced enough to be great or anything – but the songs I know seem easy now, and it’s so much more fun than when I was trying to remember all the notes.”

“I agree with practice.  And I’m going to add relationships to the list.”

“Of course.  Investing time in a relationship is very important.”

“As probably the longest married...”  Jessica glanced around the room as she calculated the truth of her statement.  “I can say relationships do always need deliberate, or intentional maybe is a better word, time.  Isaac and I have occasionally gone days or even weeks feeling like we haven’t had a real conversation even though we live in the same house because he’s at work or the kids need our attention or we’re just too tired.  It feels good when we talk and remind ourselves we need to do that.”

“Investing time also helps you really know someone,” Emily said.  “I remember Joseph gave me a little present right before we got married that... it was just this little plastic cake with a screaming face and there’s a whole story, but... the fact that he knew I’d like it was more important than the actual present.  When you know someone... I mean, you can’t know someone like that without spending time together, and... well, it’s worth it.”

Eve nodded along with everyone else.  She knew time was missing.  She also knew the desire to spend that time was missing.  And it wasn’t just her.

“Time isn’t only important in romantic relationships.”  Ella spoke quietly, and the room stilled as everyone tried to listen.  “My brother and I mostly ignored each other when we were little because he’s much younger.  But as adults, we’ve spent some time together, and I discovered I like having a brother.”  Her eyes moved to Cassidy, who was dating Ella’s brother.  “But you don’t have to tell Jackson I said that.”

Cassidy was already smiling before everyone else laughed.

“She’s going to tell him,” Eve said.

“I might.”  Cassidy’s eyes twinkled.  “But I was actually thinking I bet the guys aren’t talking about relationships right now.”

Her comment got another chuckle.  It was followed by a few facetious suggestions of what the guys might be discussing, like investing time to bulk up their muscles or fling darts at a target.  Ruth had a few more questions and apparently at least one she didn’t get to before the time was up.  

Eve wished the meetings were longer.  The two girls she spent the most time with in high school had gone away for college and quickly faded from her life.  She loved this time spent talking to females other than her mom.  But she knew the women in the group who had young children wouldn’t want to stay any later.  She walked out of the room trying to be grateful for the time they did have. 

The door across the hall opened.  Ben was not among the first few guys to leave.  Eve didn’t wait for him or anyone else.  She drove home mulling over some of the thoughts that had been shared.

Her little brothers – both of whom were now taller than she was – were still staring at a board full of tiny pieces.  Her mom was on the phone.  “Dad says hi,” she said.

Eve smiled.  “Me, too.”  She heard her mom relaying the greeting as she continued out of the room.  Her dad’s job required occasional travel, and seeing her mom on the phone with him when he was out of town was common.  She went upstairs to get comfortable.

Eve set her phone on top of the dresser while she changed into pajamas.  The screen stayed dark.  She left it there while she went down the hall to brush her teeth, but she walked back to take a peek in the middle.  She hadn’t missed any calls while she was flossing.  She washed her face and pulled the headband from her hair.

When she returned to her room, she sat on her bed next to her phone before she noticed her bible wasn’t on the nightstand.  She searched the house until she found it on the game shelf.  She had read only a few paragraphs before she felt the vibration.  She picked up her bookmark and set the bible aside slowly.  He didn’t need to know how eager she was.

“Hi, Ben.”  She might have sounded too happy so she took a little breath to stay calm.

“What was the most off-topic thing someone said tonight?” he asked.

That was a common question between them.  Eve was ready with an answer.  “Chocolate.”

“Chocolate?” There was amusement in his voice.

“We were talking about the temple, and then all of a sudden we were talking about whether chocolate tastes better when it’s solid or hollow.  I think it had something to do with how chocolate can be molded into different shapes and the shape of the temple even though no one said anything about a chocolate temple.  I’m not sure how it was connected.”

“What’s your vote on that?”

“I like it when it’s hollow so it can be filled with caramel or something.”

He didn’t say anything, and Eve didn’t know if he was conceding her point or deciding whether or not it was worth arguing.

“What were some of the guys’ answers to the question about things that are better when you invest time into them?”

“Uh...” He sounded more confused than forgetful.

Eve tried to remember exactly how the question had been worded.  Maybe she hadn’t said it right.

Ben caught on first.  “Oh!  The temple took years and... right.  We mostly talked about building a relationship with God, how the more you give to him, the more you seem to get from him.  We talked about how he always pours all of himself towards us, and it’s our responsibility to keep up our end in order to receive that grace and... stuff.”

“Wow.”  Eve was impressed despite his less than eloquent finish.

“You like that?” Ben asked.  “I’m sure I contributed at least one thought to all the profoundness.  Probably.”

“I think you guys are deeper than we were giving you credit for.  Some of the ladies were convinced you’d be discussing the value of rooting for a losing sports team because it makes the eventual victories sweeter.”

“Well, that’s a good answer, too.  I’m not giving up on my Angels.”

Eve laughed.  He still followed a local team he’d helped coach in high school even though it had different kids every year.  His dad sponsored them with his realty logo on the t-shirts.  “I thought of you when we – I mean, you and your dad and your brother – during the first question because several people mentioned home as a significant place and you guys make homes.  You make them better anyway.”

“Uh....  we don’t make anything,” he said.  “We improve houses, but we leave them empty.  The furniture and the people make them into homes.”

“That’s true.”  Eve smiled at the sweet sentiment.  “How do you know what to do to improve a house?”

“It’s usually pretty obvious by the stains on the carpet or the rotting wood or the... you know, toilet that flushes into the nearby creek instead of the sewer system.  Nate had a field day with that one.”

“You already resold that one, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.  That one we’ve been redoing over near Vermillion is ready to go on the market, and we don’t close on the one in Perrysburg until next week.  I’m going to have more free time than usual this week.”

Thinking about how he might like to spend that time made Eve nervous.  She needed to wrap up the conversation.  “It’ll be nice for you to get some rest, and I have to work next Friday so I’m glad that means you’ll be able to tell me about that meeting.”

The pause could mean he believed she’d missed the hint.  She wasn’t sure.

“I’m always happy to talk to you about the other, secret half of the meetings, too,” he said.

She smiled.  Ben had joked before about how he liked having an inside source for the discussions he missed.  Given that about half the ladies were dating or married to about half the guys, there were a lot of inside sources.  “Okay,” Eve said.  “I’ll look forward to next Friday, and you can look forward to the Friday after that when I might not have to work.”

“Good plans usually involve the word might,” he teased.  “Have a good night, Eve.”

“Bye.”  She hung up feeling disappointed.  They usually talked longer, but that had felt like the appropriate end.  She rushed the phone downstairs to the charger to remove the temptation to look at it again before bed.  She sighed as she returned to her bible because she knew she wasn’t going to focus on it.  Drew and Aiden would be home for Christmas break in a month.  Why did it seem the time was getting longer rather than shorter?
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