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To the best part of life,
my beautiful partner.

	 

	“Love you to infinity”

	 

	 


“Everything will be okay in the end.

	If it's not okay, it's not the end.”

	— Frequently attributed to John Lennon 

	 

	 


Preface

	In the quiet corners of ordinary lives, where love and loss intertwine, there exists a truth we all must face: no connection is ever truly severed. Time and memory blur together, painting our stories with shades of joy, regret, and the echoes of moments long past. Harold’s journey begins on a park bench, a mundane ritual that belies the depth of his longing for Marjorie—a love that has transcended their years together and now survives in the shadows she left behind.

	But this is not just a tale of remembrance. It is a story of persistence, of how the past reaches out, sometimes tenderly, sometimes insistently, to the present. A crumpled note, an old song, a whispered promise—these fragments become threads in a tapestry woven not only by Harold’s memories but by the forces that shape all of us.

	What’s in a kiss? More than love. More than loss. It is a spark of eternity, a bridge between what was, what is, and what could be. In this story, Harold will come to learn that even in the quiet solitude of grief, there is a voice, a rhythm, a purpose calling him forward. But will he answer? Or will he remain anchored to the past, unable to see the possibility of a new dawn?

	Prepare to explore the intimate, fragile spaces where love lingers, and time refuses to stand still. The answers may be unclear, but the journey is the story.
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Prologue

	In every life, there are moments of connection that ripple through time—moments when a fleeting touch, a whispered word, or a shared glance becomes a foundation for something enduring. What’s in a Kiss? isn’t merely a story of love; it is a profound exploration of the ties that bind us, the resilience of the human spirit, and the memories that live on, even after loss.

	At its heart lies Harold, a man navigating the quiet aftermath of a great love. His story unfolds like a delicate symphony, each chapter revealing not only the romance of his life with Marjorie but also the indelible marks left by the times they lived through together. Harold’s world is one of ritual and reminiscence—a daily pilgrimage to places rich with meaning, a life defined by echoes of a woman who was his everything. But beneath the surface of his tranquil routines lies a simmering question: how do we move forward when tethered so tightly to the past?

	What’s in a Kiss? offers readers a vivid tapestry of memory, stretching from the bustling streets of 1970s Chicago to the intimate corners of Harold and Marjorie’s home. Their love story is told with unflinching honesty, capturing both the joy of their shared laughter and the aching sorrow of dreams left unfulfilled. Through Harold’s reflections, the novel delves into the universal truths of love’s transformative power and its haunting permanence.

	Yet, this book is more than just a love story. It is a chronicle of the eras that shaped its characters—eras defined by cultural upheavals, personal triumphs, and the shadows of tragedies that redefined entire generations. From the vibrant counterculture of the 1960s to the heartbreak of personal and historical losses, each chapter immerses readers in the vibrant and often tumultuous landscape of the times.

	What makes this story truly resonate is its intimacy. Russ McDaniel paints a portrait of Harold and Marjorie’s life together with such tender precision that their joys and pains feel as if they could be our own. We see Harold grappling with his own vulnerabilities, the quiet dignity of a man trying to honor a love that still defines him. Marjorie, though physically absent, remains a vivid presence, her spirit woven into every scene, her influence shaping every choice Harold makes.

	The novel asks us to reflect on the essence of human connection. What does it mean to truly love another? To hold onto their memory while finding the courage to live on? And perhaps most poignantly, what’s in a kiss—the smallest, simplest gesture that can hold a universe of meaning?

	Prepare to embark on a journey that will make you laugh, weep, and reflect. In What’s in a Kiss?, you’ll find a story that lingers long after the final page, a testament to love’s enduring power to shape our lives and remind us of what truly matter.


Woman

	Harold sat on the weathered park bench, his eyes fixed on the distant horizon, though his mind was far from the present. At seventy-five, the days seemed to stretch endlessly, each one a carbon copy of the last since Marjorie passed away. The park was a place they used to frequent together, a haven of shared memories that now served as a sanctuary for his solitude. 

	Every morning, Harold woke promptly at 6:30 and make his way to the kitchen, where he poured himself a cup of coffee and sat in ‘his’ chair at the kitchen table. Across from him, Marjorie's chair still stood, a silent tribute to her presence. An empty teacup sat on the table in front of it. It was a small ritual, but one that brought him a sense of closeness to her. When he washed his coffee cup, he washed hers as well. He did this every day, maintaining the little routines they once shared. After doing the dishes and putting them away, he would set out for the park, it was not a long walk, and seemed like it was much shorter when she was alive. 

	Of course though we were much younger then, he thought. 

	It had started shortly after her death, a once-a-week visit to sit and remember. Soon, once a week wasn’t enough. The visits became daily, each stretching for two to three hours in the early afternoon. If ‘their’ usual spot was taken, another would serve just as well, though they never felt quite as right, but wasn’t life all about change. He had been doing this since her passing, a ritual that filled his days with purpose and his heart with memories.

	Following his morning visit to the park, he made his way to the diner where they had first met. As he made his way to the entrance, almost every day as if on cue, Raul, one of the kitchen staff, would be giving a goodbye kiss to his boyfriend. He would look at them with his gentle smile and inevitably both young men would blush.

	One day with a warm smile and genuine pride in his voice, he said, “You know, I truly hope I get to see the day you two get married.”

	 His words carried nothing but heartfelt sincerity, a reflection of the joy and admiration he felt for them. Then he would hold the door open for Raul, as his boyfriend hurriedly made his way back to his job.

	Every day at 11:30, he could be found at the same table they once shared, ordering the same meals they used to enjoy together.

	The diner opened in 1970, a year before they met, and it had become their ‘regular’ spot. All of the staff, even new people, knew him quite well and greeted him, always with warm smiles, and a romantic understanding of the depth of this daily ritual.

	Once a year, on the anniversary of their meeting, the two would visit the diner on that special day. It was a tradition they never missed, a celebration of the day that changed their lives forever. Now, he continued the tradition alone, honoring the memory of their first encounter and the love that blossomed from it. Every day, after finishing his lunch at the diner, he would thank his server and leave a generous tip. He would also thank the owner, originally a man named Tom, and when he passed, John, his son took over. Tom had passed ten years before Marjorie, and the young man, John, had always been like a son to Harold and Marjorie, since they unfortunately, were childless. Not that they didn't try enough in their younger years.

	He pulled a well-worn piece of paper from his coat pocket, the ink smudged from countless readings. The lyrics of some song were scribbled across it, a song that encapsulated his feelings perfectly. He whispered the words softly to himself.

	After his lunch, he would run whatever few errands he had, visiting the pharmacy or picking up necessities. These tasks were simple, but they helped fill the hours, giving him a sense of routine and normalcy. Once his errands were complete, Harold would return to the park bench, sitting for another two to three hours in the afternoon. He would watch the world go by, the vibrant life around him a stark contrast to the quiet emptiness he felt inside. Once more he removed the paper from his coat pocket.

	Harold continued the song in his head, he closed his eyes, remembering her laugh, the way her eyes sparkled with mischief and love. He had sometimes been thoughtless, lost in the busyness of life, but never failing to appreciate the quiet moments they shared. Now, those moments were all he had left.

	Marjorie had been the cornerstone of his success, the quiet strength behind every achievement. He remembered how she had encouraged him through every challenge, celebrated every triumph, and stood by him through every failure. Her support had been unwavering, her love a constant in his life since that fateful day they met.

	The melody hummed in his mind, a bittersweet echo of the past. He felt a tear slip down his cheek, quickly wiped away by the back of his hand. He looked around the park, seeing couples strolling hand in hand, children playing, and families enjoying the warm spring sun. He was surrounded by life, yet he felt so alone. But he felt okay, he had his extended family, and he had his memories of her.

	She had always understood him, she knew the child in the man more than anyone else ever could, had seen the vulnerability behind his bravado, and the insecurities he tried to hide. Her gentle reassurances had given him the courage to face the world.

	Hold me close to your heart, he thought as he looked up at the sky, the expanse of blue that seemed to stretch infinitely. He liked to believe that she was up there somewhere, watching over him, waiting for the day they would be reunited. It was a comforting thought, one that made the loneliness a little more bearable.

	The simple refrain played over and over in his mind, a lullaby of love and happiness, and most importantly an ode to the most cherished person in the songwriter’s short life. He clutched the paper to his chest, as if by holding onto it, he could hold onto her a little longer.

	Sometimes he wondered if the young man’s widow, felt the same back in their apartment in New York, especially after she lost him so violently to a man whom the late George Harrison once labelled ‘the Devil’s best friend’.

	He had regrets, so many things he wished he had done differently, words left unspoken. If he could, he would tell her every day how much he loved her, how sorry he was for any hurt he may have ever caused.

	“I will love you now and now and forever” Harold's voice broke on the final words, a choked whisper that carried his heartache into the spring air. He sat there for a long time, the sun setting behind him, casting a golden glow over the park. As the evening shadows lengthened, he felt a gentle breeze, a soft caress that felt almost like her gentle caress.

	“You would be proud of Michelle, she has become quite the young lady. I get to see her tomorrow and of course bring her here. She misses you my dear. I miss you. I love you, Marjorie,” he whispered. “Now and forever.” 

	Harold rose from the bench with a heavy heart, tucking the piece of paper back into his pocket. He took a lingering look at the park, a place filled with memories, and slowly made his way home. The days would continue to stretch endlessly, but he carried Marjorie's love with him, a light in the darkness, and a song in his heart.

	Arriving at the home they once shared, he prepared everything for his morning ritual moving through the familiar motions, setting out the cups, as he had done for years. Later in the evening, tucking himself into bed, he looked over at the empty pillow where she once laid her head. He whispered softly into the quiet of their room, “Woman, my beloved, always, will I love you.” 

	He turned on to his side, placed his hand gently on her pillow and closed his eyes. Sleep came very quickly.

	 

	 


THE MOMENT TIME STOOD STILL

	It was a harried autumn Tuesday in 1971 and the lunch rush was in full swing. Harold, a junior accountant at a nearby firm, had a mere forty-five minutes to grab a bite before his next meeting. He walked hurriedly through the crowded streets, his tie flapping in the wind, his mind preoccupied with numbers and deadlines. 

	Marjorie, on the other hand, was a secretary at a law office, juggling phone calls and schedules with the precision of a seasoned multitasker. She too was on her lunch break, though hers was slightly longer—a full hour to breathe and escape the office's demands. She was recruited by the company for which she worked before she had even graduated, having interned for them in the summer of 1970, which was initially doing nothing but fetching coffee for various managers, they quickly gave her more important tasks after discovering she was really good with numbers. A large step for such a young woman in those days. 

	They had both chosen to stop by a small, quaint diner that sat unassumingly on the corner of an intersection of the street which both of their different employers had buildings. The diner had a reputation for its quick service and hearty meals, perfect for busy professionals in need of a quick yet satisfying lunch. As Harold pushed open the door, the familiar jingle of the bell overhead greeted him. He glanced around, scanning for an empty seat amidst the sea of patrons.

	Marjorie had already secured a table by the window, her ‘usual’ spot. She loved watching the world rush by outside while she savored her moments of calm. Today, however, she found herself distracted, her thoughts drifting far from her sandwich and soup. The lyrics of some song played softly from the diner's jukebox, the words resonating with her current mood. She had been feeling a bit lost lately, unsure if her life was on the right track.

	As Harold approached the counter to place his order, he felt a strange pull, an inexplicable urge to look towards the window. His eyes met Marjorie's, and in that instant, time seemed to stand still. The din of the diner faded, the bustling city outside blurred into the background, and all that existed was the connection between their gazes. He hesitated, his heart pounding in a way it hadn't in years. 

	He felt an undeniable pull towards her, as if fate itself had orchestrated this moment. Mustering his courage, Harold decided to act on the impulse that had gripped him so suddenly. He grabbed his tray, balanced precariously with his coffee and sandwich, and made his way over to her table.

	“Mind if I join you?” he asked, his voice tinged with a mixture of hope and nervousness. 

	Marjorie looked up, surprised by the interruption but intrigued by the warmth in his eyes. She nodded, offering a small smile, “Sure, go ahead.”

	He sat down, the chair creaking slightly under his weight, not that he was a heavy guy, just an old chair. They introduced themselves, exchanging the usual pleasantries of occupation and daily routines. But as they talked, the conversation flowed with an ease that felt almost magical. It was as if they had known each other for years, not mere minutes.

	The lyrics floated through the air, a background accompaniment to their burgeoning connection. The two found themselves sharing stories, laughing at small jokes, and discovering common interests. They spoke of their dreams, their frustrations, and the little things that made them happy. For Harold, it was the quiet satisfaction of a well-balanced ledger. For Marjorie, it was the joy of a well-crafted letter. As they talked, the world outside continued its frantic pace, but inside the diner, time moved differently.  The words seemed to capture the essence of their encounter, a serendipitous meeting that felt both unique and inevitable.

	Marjorie glanced at the clock on the wall and realized her lunch break was nearly over. Reluctantly, she mentioned she had to get back to work. Harold nodded, feeling a pang of disappointment but also a sense of resolve. He didn't want this to be the end.

	“Can I see you again?” he asked, his voice earnest and hopeful.

	She smiled, a warmth spreading through her chest. “I'd like that.”

	They arranged to meet again for lunch, and as she gathered her things and left the diner, he watched her go, a sense of elation mixed with nervous anticipation filling him. He knew that this moment was the beginning of something special.

	The days that followed were filled with a flurry of lunchtime meetings. Each conversation deepened their connection. They continued to discover shared interests and dreams, laughing over small jokes and supporting each other through their frustrations. Their connection grew stronger with each passing day, and soon they began meeting for dinner as well, exploring the city and sharing new experiences together.

	Harold often thought back to that fateful day, the lyrics of the song serving as a reminder of the moment their paths had crossed. Years later, as Harold sat on the weathered park bench, he would often reminisce about that first meeting. It was a day when time had stood still, a day that had changed his life forever. And in the quiet moments, he would find solace in the memories, knowing that the love he shared with Marjorie was a gift that would carry him through even the darkest of days.

	 

	 


BEGINNINGS

	Harold and Marjorie were both born in 1949, in different towns of Illinois. Harold was born in Springfield, the state's capital, while Marjorie hailed from the small, quaint town of Schatzburg, located nearer the Iowa border, about a four hour drive from Chicago, and about a five hour drive to the University of Illinois. Though their early years were spent a couple of a hundred miles apart, their paths would eventually cross in a way that seemed destined.

	In 1967, both Harold and Marjorie enrolled at the University of Illinois. The sprawling campus in Urbana-Champaign became the backdrop for their educational pursuits and the unexpected beginning of their shared journey. 

	Harold, who had become fascinated with current world events starting with the assassination of JFK, the Civil Rights movement and the general social upheaval during his junior high and high school years settled on majoring in Political Science, he stood with the changes and was driven by a passion for understanding governance and societal structures.

	Marjorie, on the other hand, studied Business, aiming to harness her keen analytical skills and entrepreneurial spirit, she spent her after school hours and weekends helping her mom with her Dad’s patient’s files and billing. 

	Their paths did almost briefly cross during their college years, but not in a way that allowed them to truly connect. During their first semester one of Harold's friends was dating Marjorie's roommate, and they had planned a double date. However, Harold had to unexpectedly leave that weekend for a family emergency and had to cancel at the last minute before he could even meet her. This near miss would be the first of many instances that hinted at their eventual pairing, as if fate was slowly, inexorably guiding them toward each other.

	As the tumultuous political environment of those years unfolded, Harold became disillusioned with his initial field of study. The assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in April of 1968 shook him to his core, leaving him grappling with a sense of loss and frustration he couldn’t quite put into words. Just two months later, when Bobby Kennedy was gunned down, it felt like the final blow to his youthful idealism. The hope he’d once placed in leaders and movements seemed fragile, fleeting.

	By his sophomore year, weary of the chaos and craving something solid, something dependable, Harold switched to Business Studies. It wasn’t just a change in major—it was a shift in how he viewed the world. In the structure of business, he found a sense of order that politics couldn’t offer, a path that felt steady amid the turbulence around him. To his surprise, he discovered a genuine passion for it, one that would eventually lead to a lucrative job in finance in Chicago. It wasn’t the future he’d first imagined, but it became the foundation for a life filled with purpose—and, most importantly, the life he’d later build with Marjorie.

	Marjorie, upon graduating in 1971, moved to Chicago not just to be closer to her hometown, but also because the company she had interned with the summer before was located there. It was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up—a chance to start her career with a firm that had already seen her potential. The city offered the perfect balance: close enough to the familiar comforts of home, yet brimming with the excitement and possibilities of something new. It was a fresh chapter, one where ambition met opportunity, and where fate—quiet and steady—was already guiding her toward the life she’d eventually build together. Though she was a small-town girl, she longed for the thriving and vibrant heart of the city. Both Harold and Marjorie held very progressive ideas and were liberal in their political and cultural leanings. They both yearned to build a family with their eventual partners; however, various health factors would prevent them from having children.

	In early September, their inevitable meeting at the diner finally took place. The two found themselves together, and after the second date, they were inseparable. From that point on, they spent every night together, wrapped in the simple comforts of each other's company. Evenings were filled with the soft glow of the television, the background hum of their favorite shows blending with the quiet rhythm of their conversations.

	A year after they met, M*A*S*H first aired, and it quickly became a staple in their routine. They were drawn to its sharp wit, heartfelt moments, and the way it managed to find humor in the most unlikely places. It wasn’t just a show to them—it was part of the backdrop of their life together. They’d sit close, often with Harold’s arm draped around Marjorie’s shoulders, laughing at Hawkeye’s antics, and growing quiet during the more somber episodes, and exchanging knowing glances when a line of dialogue hit close to home. They discovered each other in those moments—not just through words, but in the silences, the shared glances, and the easy laughter. It wasn’t about grand gestures; it was about the way time seemed to soften around them, turning ordinary nights into something extraordinary simply because they were together.

	Despite their deep connection, Marjorie still held some old-fashioned values. She wouldn’t go against her parents’ wishes by moving in with a man before marriage, a principle that Harold respected, even if it made him ache to have her with him always. They had talked about marriage in quiet, meaningful conversations, but it wasn’t until March 2, 1974, after the season finale of M*A*S*H, that Harold proposed. The credits had just finished rolling, and the room was bathed in that familiar, flickering light. Without fanfare, without needing the perfect moment—because every moment with her was perfect—he turned to her, his heart steady and sure, and asked her to marry him.

	Marjorie didn’t hesitate. Her smile said yes before the words even left her lips.

	Schatzburg in June

	They both had vacation time already scheduled for June—two full weeks each—and decided it was the perfect opportunity to share their exciting news in person with Marjorie’s family. They packed their bags and headed to Schatzburg, the familiar roads leading them back to her roots. Her father, always warm and supportive, was thrilled for her. He already liked Harold, respected him even, and both her parents’ excitement bubbled over as they all but insisted the wedding be held there in Schatzburg. It felt right, like everything was falling into place.

	As luck would have it, Marjorie’s sister, Lucy, was visiting their parents at the same time. They didn’t have to worry about tracking her down in San Francisco after all. Seeing Lucy again filled the house with even more warmth and laughter. When Marjorie asked her to be the maid of honor, Lucy’s face lit up with pure joy, and without hesitation, she said, “Of course!”

	Those two weeks became a beautiful blur of family gatherings, wedding plans, and long conversations stretched late into the night. It was a time stitched together with love, laughter, and the feeling that everything was exactly as it was meant to be.

	Return to the Grind

	When they returned to Chicago all the girls in Marjorie’s office were thrilled. 

	Back at Harold’s office, the only real friend he had was a Black man named Timothy Jones, a decorated Vietnam veteran who worked as a Financial Advisor at the firm. Both men were the same age, but their paths had diverged sharply during the Vietnam War—while Harold received a draft deferment for being in college, Timothy was drafted and sent to Vietnam, where he served with distinction. That difference was an unspoken thread between them, one that neither dwelled on but both understood in their own way.

	Their paths crossed almost daily, and over time, their professional respect grew into a genuine friendship. Timothy’s sharp mind and steady presence were qualities Harold admired, but it was his straightforward honesty and sense of humor that sealed their bond.

	When Harold got engaged, he knew exactly who he wanted to stand by his side—but asking felt like a bigger deal than he’d expected. One afternoon, over coffee in the break room, Harold finally worked up the nerve. He cleared his throat, fiddled with his mug, and said, “Timothy, I’ve got something to ask you. Would you… would you be my best man?”

	Timothy didn’t hesitate. A grin spread across his face as he clapped Harold on the shoulder and said, “Man, I thought you’d never ask. I’d be honored.”

	That simple moment cemented what Harold already knew—Timothy wasn’t just a colleague. He was the kind of friend who showed up, no questions asked. Their connection stood as a testament to the meaningful relationships that can grow even in the most unlikely of places, forged through mutual respect, shared experiences, and the simple, enduring power of genuine companionship.

	Schatzburg in August

	After a full year together, Harold and Marjorie were married on August 8, 1975, in Schatzburg. Their wedding was a modest, heartfelt ceremony, filled with the warmth of family, friends, and the familiar charm of Marjorie’s hometown. The small town had only a smattering of Black residents, which made Timothy’s presence as Harold’s best man stand out—not because of whispers or murmurs, but simply because it was uncommon. Yet, there was no tension, no sideways glances—just quiet acceptance woven into the day’s joyful fabric.

	Lucy, ever the independent and unapologetically liberal spirit, walked proudly arm in arm with Timothy down the aisle in their roles as Maid of Honor and Best Man. Their confidence and ease were undeniable, their presence together a subtle, powerful testament to the changing times, though no one openly commented on it.

	Some guests quietly wondered about the absence of Harold’s family, but no one asked directly. The truth lingered quietly beneath the surface—Harold was an only child, and both his parents had died in a car crash years earlier. It was the same “unexpected family emergency” that had caused him to miss that blind date back in college, the twist of fate that had unknowingly set him on the path to meeting Marjorie. Despite the absence of his family, the day was filled with love, laughter, and the kind of belonging that comes not just from blood, but from the people who choose to stand beside you.

	Harold had always had a fantastic voice, and Marjorie was a skilled piano player, taught by her mother from an early age. As a wedding surprise, Marjorie’s mother had learned a special song. At the wedding reception, Harold sang “My Eyes Adored You” to Marjorie, a song that beautifully expressed his deep love and devotion to her. The heartfelt performance brought tears to Marjorie’s eyes, encapsulating the depth of their love and the journey they had begun together.

	Blood is Blood

	As the couple was leaving the church, the joyful air was briefly pierced by an ugly moment. A man, about ten years younger than Marjorie’s father, started causing a scene, his voice slurred with bitterness as he made a racist comment about Timothy. Before the tension could spread or the joy could sour, the local sheriff—an old friend of Marjorie’s father—quietly intervened. With firm but calm authority, he escorted the man away, ensuring the incident didn’t dampen the celebration. 

	A few weeks later, life’s quiet cruelty brought Marjorie’s father face-to-face with that same man. As the town’s doctor, duty didn’t discriminate. The man’s wife had passed away, and it was Marjorie’s father who had to deliver the news. Sitting across from the grieving man, he didn’t bring up the wedding, didn’t admonish him—because to him, blood was blood, and compassion didn’t come with conditions.

	But grief has a way of stripping people down to their truest selves. The man, raw with loss, looked at Marjorie’s father with a heaviness that wasn’t just about death. Quietly, almost as if he wasn’t sure he had the right to say it, he apologized for his behavior at the wedding. It wasn’t dramatic, no grand gesture—just a simple, human admission of regret. And that was enough.

	 

	Honolulu

	The day after their wedding, Harold and Marjorie packed their suitcases, still glowing from the celebration, and drove the four-hour stretch to Chicago. The car was filled with quiet excitement, the kind that settles in after the vows have been said, the rings exchanged, and life feels like it’s just beginning. When their plane lifted off the tarmac, Harold glanced at Marjorie, her face pressed to the small window, eyes reflecting the endless sky, and he felt a surge of gratitude so deep it left him breathless.

	After hours in the air, they finally touched down in Hawai’i—a place they’d dreamed about thanks to their shared love of Hawaii Five-0. The warm, salty breeze greeted them the moment they stepped off the plane, wrapping around them like an embrace. The air was different there, filled with the scent of plumeria and ocean spray, and for a moment, they just stood there, holding hands, soaking it all in.

	Their hotel overlooked the crystal-clear waters of Waikiki Beach, the balcony offering a view of the sun dipping below the horizon in hues of orange and pink that seemed almost too vivid to be real. Mornings started with coffee and fresh pineapple on the lanai, the soft sound of waves their constant soundtrack.

	They explored with the kind of wide-eyed wonder that comes naturally when every corner holds something new. They hiked through lush, green trails to hidden waterfalls, the kind where mist clings to your skin, and the only sound is the rush of water and their laughter echoing through the trees. They visited Pearl Harbor, standing quietly together, hands intertwined, the weight of history pressing gently against their hearts.

	One afternoon, they rented a convertible, the top down as they cruised along the Hana Highway. The road curved and twisted along dramatic cliffs, past waterfalls and black sand beaches, the wind tangling in Marjorie’s hair as she threw her head back and laughed, the sound carried away by the breeze. They pulled over at a secluded beach, the world shrinking to just the two of them, the rhythmic crash of waves keeping time with their hearts.

	Evenings were for luaus, the flicker of torches casting a warm glow on their sun-kissed faces as they tasted dishes they couldn’t pronounce, laughing as Harold attempted to mimic the hula dancers, his awkwardness only making Marjorie love him more. They’d return to their room, the balcony doors open to let in the cool night air, and talk for hours—about their future, their dreams, and the simple, beautiful fact that they were now husband and wife.

	On their last night, they sat on the beach, the sky painted with stars, toes buried in the cool sand. Harold wrapped his arm around Marjorie, pulling her close, and whispered, “This is just the beginning.” She smiled, resting her head against his shoulder, and replied, “The best beginning.”

	When they boarded the plane back to Chicago, it wasn’t with sadness, but with hearts full of memories—sunsets, laughter, and the quiet certainty that they had just lived the first chapter of the greatest adventure of their lives.

	First Home

	After returning from their honeymoon in Hawai'i, Harold and Marjorie spent the next 2–3 weeks tucked into the small comfort of Harold's apartment. It wasn’t much—just a modest one-bedroom with creaky floors and windows that rattled when the wind picked up—but it was theirs for the time being. The walls were bare, save for a few framed prints Harold had picked up over the years, and the furniture was a patchwork of practicality rather than style. Still, the space felt different now, infused with the warmth of newlywed life, laughter echoing off the walls as they unpacked souvenirs from Hawai'i and dreamed about the future.

	They spent weekends driving through the suburbs of Chicago, scouring neighborhoods with tree-lined streets and sprawling yards. Marjorie had an eye for detail, noticing things Harold often overlooked—like the way the afternoon sun hit the living room or how the neighborhood felt during a quiet Sunday drive. They wanted a place that felt like forever, something sturdy and filled with potential. They gravitated toward areas with good schools, hopeful for a future filled with children, imagining little footsteps echoing down the hallways, bikes lined up in the driveway, and school projects spread across the kitchen table.

	After weeks of searching, they found it—a charming two-story home nestled in an affluent neighborhood just outside the city. It had a brick exterior with white trim, a small front porch where Marjorie imagined sipping tea on crisp autumn mornings, and a backyard big enough for summer gatherings. The house had good bones, as the real estate agent put it, with hardwood floors, large windows, and a fireplace that Harold immediately envisioned them sitting by during Chicago’s bitter winters.

	Moving Day

	The sun was dipping low, casting warm hues across the boxes stacked in the living room. The furniture was in, the heavy lifting done, and the three of them—Harold, Marjorie, and Timothy—sat cross-legged on the hardwood floor, surrounded by half-unpacked boxes and the smell of fresh paint mingling with dust.

	Timothy wiped sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his shirt, glancing around with a satisfied grin. “Well, I’ll be damned. You two really went for it. This place has got ‘forever’ written all over it.”

	Harold leaned back on his hands, catching his breath. “Yeah, it feels… right. Like it’s ours, even with the chaos.”

	Marjorie reached over, brushing dust from Harold’s shoulder. “It’s perfect,” she said softly. “Thank you for helping us, Timothy. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

	Timothy waved her off, though the grin lingered. “You know I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

	After a brief pause, Timothy reached for a bottle of beer he’d brought along, popping the cap off with ease. He raised it slightly. “To new beginnings.”

	Harold, who didn’t drink because of his parents, picked up his glass of iced tea, the condensation dripping onto his palm. He gave a small smile. “To home.”

	They clinked their drinks gently, the sound a soft punctuation in the quiet room.

	Timothy took a sip, then leaned back against a stack of boxes, his expression thoughtful. “Speaking of new beginnings,” he started, rolling the bottle between his palms, “there’s something I’ve been thinking about.”

	Harold arched a brow. “Oh? What’s that?”

	“Well,” Timothy sighed, staring at the bottle as if the words were floating somewhere inside. “I’ve been seeing someone. Clarisse Smith. She’s visiting from New York.”

	Marjorie’s face lit up with curiosity. “Oh! That’s wonderful, Timothy. Tell us about her.”

	A grin crept across Timothy’s face, the kind that didn’t need words to explain. “She’s… incredible. Smart, funny. Got this way of looking at the world like it’s all one big opportunity. Makes me feel like I’ve been standing still too long, you know?”

	Harold exchanged a glance with Marjorie, then nodded. “Sounds like she’s got you thinking.”

	“Yeah,” Timothy admitted, his voice softer now. “Thinking about moving to New York to be with her.”

	The words hung in the air, not heavy but filled with meaning. Harold swallowed, feeling an unexpected tightness in his chest. Timothy had been more than just a friend—he’d been a constant, someone Harold could count on. The idea of him moving felt like losing a piece of something steady.

	“Well,” Harold finally said, clearing his throat, “if she’s half as great as you say, I’d say New York would be lucky to have you.”

	Marjorie nodded, her smile warm. “And you deserve that kind of happiness, Timothy.”

	Timothy chuckled, shaking his head. “We’ll see. Nothing’s decided yet. Just… feels good to say it out loud.”

	Harold took a sip of his tea, then set the glass down and leaned forward. “Listen, if you do decide to go, you know I’d be more than happy to be a reference for you. I mean it. Any firm in New York would be lucky to have you.”

	Timothy gave him a long look, then grinned. “You always did have a way with words, Harold. I appreciate that.”

	They sat in comfortable silence after that, the kind only real friends can share, the room slowly growing darker as the evening settled in. And though the house was still filled with boxes and the future felt wide open, Harold realized that home wasn’t just about the walls around them. It was about the people who helped you build it—even if, someday, they had to go.

	Always Friends

	The morning air in Chicago was crisp, the kind that hinted at the change of seasons. Harold stood outside the train station, his hands tucked into the pockets of his coat, watching the steady flow of people weaving in and out of the bustling terminal. The rhythmic hum of city life carried on as if this day were like any other. But for Harold, it wasn’t.

	Timothy emerged from the crowd, a military duffel bag slung over his shoulder and that familiar easy grin on his face. Despite the warmth of the moment, there was an unmistakable weight behind his eyes—a mixture of excitement and the quiet ache of leaving something behind.

	Harold stepped forward, meeting him halfway. “Didn’t think you’d actually go through with it,” he teased, though his voice lacked the usual lightness.

	Timothy chuckled, adjusting the strap on his shoulder. “Yeah, well, turns out I’m full of surprises.”

	They stood there for a moment, the space between them filled with everything unspoken—years of friendship, late-night talks, office banter, and the kind of bond forged not just through time but through the quiet, steady presence of always showing up.

	Harold finally broke the silence, his voice softer now. “You sure about this?”

	Timothy nodded, his grin fading into something more sincere. “Yeah. Clarisse is… she’s something special. Feels like the right move.”

	Harold swallowed hard, then gave a short nod. “She’s lucky to have you.”

	“And don’t you forget,” Timothy added with a wink, “I’m only a train ride away.”

	Harold reached out, gripping Timothy’s shoulder firmly. “You’re more than a colleague, you know. You’re my brother.”

	Timothy’s expression softened, and without hesitation, he pulled Harold into a quick, firm hug—the kind that said more than words ever could. When they stepped back, there was a glimmer of moisture in both their eyes, though neither acknowledged it.

	“If you ever need a reference in New York,” Harold said, his voice steadier now, “you know where to find me.”

	Timothy laughed. “I’ll hold you to that.”

	The final boarding call echoed through the station, slicing through the moment like a reminder that time waits for no one. Timothy adjusted his bag one last time.

	“Take care of Marjorie,” he said quietly.

	Harold nodded. “Always.”

	The two lingered for a minute, shook hands and  Timothy upon the handshake, said with a big smile, “See ya lata alligata!”

	“Not if I see you first.” Harold replied reflexively and with a big grin.

	“Now, my friend I gotta git.” 

	He grinned real wide as he stuck out his hand, palm up, “Now slip me some skin.”

	Harold laughing slapped his own palm on his friend’s, then they both smoothly slid their palms away, drawing out the motion like the cool cats they both were in the mid ‘70s.

	As Timothy turned to head toward the platform, Harold stood there, watching until he disappeared into the crowd. The city continued around him, indifferent to goodbyes, but for Harold, the world felt just a little emptier.

	And in that quiet space, filled with the echoes of a friendship that had shaped him in ways he was only beginning to understand, Harold whispered to himself, “Goodbye, my friend.”

	September Begins

	In September, they visited the diner on the same date when they had first met. The excitement of the diner’s owner was palpable. He cooked them a special meal and, with a warm smile, forbade them from paying, declaring it his wedding gift to them. Harold still left a very generous tip, as he had always done before and in the years after. The owner’s wife had given birth to their one and only child, a boy they named John, while Harold and Marjorie were on their honeymoon.

	In the summer of 1976, Harold and Marjorie sought respite from the bustling city life by participating in the Bicentennial activities in Schatzburg. They yearned for a break, a chance to breathe, and to reconnect with Marjorie’s family. It was a joyful escape that allowed them to immerse themselves in the local celebrations, embracing the nostalgia and warmth of her hometown. The familiar streets, the laughter of family gatherings, and the simple pleasures of small-town life wrapped around them like a comforting blanket.

	When they returned to Chicago, that spirit of celebration lingered. One weekend, caught up in the patriotic fervor still sweeping the nation, they toured the Freedom Train—also dubbed the “Spirit of 1776”—as it made its way across the country. Stepping aboard, they moved through its cars filled with historical artifacts, letters, and treasures that told the story of America’s journey. There was something humbling about it, standing side by side, tracing the threads of history woven into the fabric of their own lives. It wasn’t just a tour—it was a moment etched in their hearts, a reminder of resilience, hope, and the beauty of shared experiences, both big and small.

	They welcomed the dawn of the 1980s with the same enthusiasm as the rest of Chicago, celebrating the new decade with hope and excitement, even as their personal struggles persisted. Their shared experiences in Schatzburg and the festive spirit of the city underscored their enduring bond and love.
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