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Chapter 1 – New Year's Waltz (1935)
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The last evening of 1935 arrived wrapped in cold rain and soft yellow lights.

Downtown Portland shimmered beneath wet streets that reflected rows of glowing shop windows decorated with evergreen garlands and red ribbons. Streetcars rattled through the city while men in dark wool coats hurried beside women wearing long winter dresses, fur collars, and carefully pinned hats. Jazz drifted from hotel ballrooms, and laughter escaped into the chilly Oregon air each time another door opened.

Inside the grand ballroom of the Hawthorne Hotel, employees of Norwest Timber & Manufacturing gathered for their annual New Year's celebration.

It had become one of the company's proudest traditions.

For one evening every year, accountants, secretaries, managers, warehouse workers, salesmen, and factory supervisors put aside titles and uniforms. Long tables overflowed with roasted turkey, baked ham, fresh bread, potato casseroles, fruit pies, and coffee. A local orchestra played lively swing tunes while couples filled the polished dance floor.

James O'Sullivan adjusted the knot of his navy tie for what felt like the tenth time.

"You look like you're about to meet the president," laughed his friend Walter Bennett, another young accountant from the office.

James smiled nervously.

"I don't come to these things very often."

Walter raised an eyebrow.

"They happen once a year."

"Exactly."

Walter burst into laughter and handed him a glass of punch.

"You spend too much time with numbers."

"They don't argue."

"They also don't dance."

James looked toward the crowded dance floor.

"I've never been much of a dancer."

Walter slapped him on the shoulder.

"Tonight's your chance."

James simply smiled.

At twenty-three, he was known throughout the company as dependable, quiet, and remarkably honest. He had grown up outside Salem before moving to Portland to work after college. He rented a small apartment, attended church every Sunday, saved every extra dollar, and wrote to his widowed mother every week without fail.

His life followed routines that rarely changed.

Work.

Home.

Church.

Books.

Repeat.

There was comfort in predictability.

He had never imagined that one ordinary company party could alter the course of his entire life.

Across the ballroom, Margarit Norwey stood near one of the tall windows overlooking the rainy streets below.

She held a small porcelain cup of coffee in both hands, more interested in watching the falling rain than the dancers.

"You're hiding again."

Margarit turned to find her closest friend from the secretarial office, Helen Morris, smiling knowingly.

"I'm observing."

"From the darkest corner in the room?"

"I like people."

"You like watching people."

"There is a difference."

Helen laughed.

"There certainly is."

Margarit was twenty-two years old, with chestnut-colored hair carefully curled beneath a fashionable evening hat. Her blue eyes carried a quiet kindness that often made strangers feel comfortable within minutes of meeting her.

She had begun working for Norwest Timber & Manufacturing only a year earlier after finishing business school.

Everyone liked her.

She remembered birthdays.

She brought homemade cookies to work.

She stayed late whenever someone needed help.

Yet despite her warm personality, large crowds exhausted her.

"I've already been asked to dance twice," she admitted.

"And?"

"I said no."

Helen sighed dramatically.

"One day you're going to regret always saying no."

"I'm waiting."

"For what?"

"The right reason to say yes."

Helen rolled her eyes affectionately.

"You read too many romance novels."

"Perhaps."

The orchestra shifted into another lively number.

Several couples hurried toward the dance floor.

Helen suddenly leaned closer.

"The young accountant keeps looking over here."

"What accountant?"

"The tall one."

Margarit glanced briefly across the room.

James quickly looked away.

"I think you're imagining things."

"I rarely imagine handsome men."

"Helen."

"What?"

"You should stop matchmaking."

"I haven't even started."

Before Margarit could answer, Helen had already disappeared toward another group of coworkers.

Margarit smiled to herself.

Some people seemed born knowing exactly how to enter conversations.

She had never possessed that gift.

Instead, she preferred listening.

Watching.

Learning who people truly were before speaking.

It had protected her from disappointment more than once.



The evening moved comfortably toward midnight.

Champagne glasses were prepared.

Decorations sparkled beneath crystal chandeliers.

Managers gave short speeches celebrating another successful year for the company despite the lingering difficulties left behind by the Great Depression.

James applauded politely.

The country was improving.

Jobs were returning.

Families were beginning to hope again.

He hoped one day to own a modest house with a small garden.

Nothing extravagant.

Just enough.

His father had often said, "A peaceful home is worth more than a large fortune."

James believed that completely.

The orchestra slowed into a graceful waltz.

Many guests found partners.

James remained standing alone beside the refreshments.

Walter nudged him.

"There she is again."

James followed his friend's glance.

The young woman near the window.

She had barely spoken all evening.

She looked content simply watching everyone else celebrate.

"Go ask her."

James hesitated.

"I don't even know her name."

"That's usually the first thing people ask."

"I might interrupt her."

Walter laughed.

"If she's standing alone at a dance, I suspect she won't mind."

James looked across the room once more.

She seemed almost peaceful.

Not lonely.

Simply... thoughtful.

He admired that.

Without allowing himself time to reconsider, he walked across the ballroom.

Each step somehow felt louder than the orchestra.

When he reached her, he cleared his throat softly.

"Good evening."

She turned.

Her smile appeared naturally, without hesitation.

"Good evening."

"I'm James."

"O'Sullivan."

She blinked.

"You already know my last name?"

He looked embarrassed.

"I work in accounting."

"You sign expense reports."

She laughed gently.

"And I type many of them."

"So we've met."

"Not exactly."

"We've been introduced by paperwork."

She smiled again.

"I suppose we have."

For a brief moment neither spoke.

The orchestra continued playing.

Finally James gathered his courage.

"I realize this may be rather sudden..."

"It usually is."

"I was wondering..."

He stopped.

She tilted her head slightly.

"Yes?"

"Would you care to dance?"

She studied him for several quiet seconds.

He seemed genuinely nervous.

Not rehearsed.

Not overly confident.

Simply honest.

That alone separated him from every other man who had approached her that evening.

She placed her coffee cup onto a nearby table.

"I think..."

She smiled warmly.

"...I've finally found the right reason to say yes."

Relief spread across James's face.

"I should warn you."

"I'm not an excellent dancer."

"Neither am I."

"Then perhaps we'll make fewer mistakes together."

She laughed.

"I like that plan."



The orchestra welcomed them onto the dance floor.

James carefully placed one hand against her back while taking her other hand gently into his own.

"You'll have to forgive me if I step on your shoes."

"I've survived worse."

"You sound remarkably confident."

"I have sturdy shoes."

He chuckled.

They began moving carefully among dozens of other couples.

For the first minute they concentrated mostly on not colliding with anyone.

Eventually they relaxed.

"So," Margarit asked softly, "how long have you worked for Norwest?"

"Almost three years."

"And you still come to company parties?"

"Barely."

She smiled.

"I noticed."

"You did?"

"You've spent half the evening pretending to enjoy the punch."

"It isn't very convincing?"

"Not particularly."

He laughed.

"I suppose I hide discomfort poorly."

"I think you hide kindness better."

That surprised him.

"What makes you say that?"

"You've helped at least four people tonight."

"I have?"

"You picked up Mrs. Peterson's purse."

"I happened to see it."

"You carried extra chairs."

"They were heavy."

"You gave your dessert to the janitor's little daughter."

James looked almost uncomfortable.

"She seemed disappointed they had run out."

"You noticed."

"I suppose."

She looked at him thoughtfully.

"Most people notice themselves."

He didn't know how to answer.

Instead he asked, "And what about you?"

"What about me?"

"You've spent the evening watching everyone."

"I like stories."

"You can hear stories from across a room?"

"Sometimes."

She glanced toward an elderly married couple dancing slowly.

"They've probably danced together every New Year's Eve for years."

She nodded toward another young couple laughing loudly.

"They're almost certainly engaged."

James followed her gaze.

"You really do imagine stories."

"No."

She smiled softly.

"I simply hope they're true."

The orchestra finished the waltz.

Applause echoed through the ballroom.

Neither immediately stepped away.

Outside, church bells suddenly began ringing.

Midnight.

The room erupted with cheers.

People embraced.

Champagne corks popped.

Someone began singing "Auld Lang Syne."

James looked at Margarit.

"Happy New Year."

She looked back into his calm brown eyes.

"Happy New Year, James."

For a moment the noise around them faded.

There were only two strangers standing in the middle of hundreds of celebrating people.

Neither understood why the moment felt unusually important.

James finally asked, "May I walk you home?"

She hesitated only briefly.

"I'd like that."



The rain had stopped.

The streets glistened beneath rows of streetlamps.

Their footsteps echoed quietly as they walked through downtown Portland wrapped in winter coats.

Conversation came easily.

They spoke about favorite books.

About Oregon's forests.

About childhood Christmas traditions.

About dreams.

James admitted he wanted one day to own a modest house with a porch.

Margarit confessed she hoped for a home where people always felt welcome.

"My mother used to say," she explained, "that the best homes aren't remembered for how large they are."

"What are they remembered for?"

"How safe people felt inside them."

James nodded slowly.

"I think your mother was wise."

They reached her apartment building far sooner than either wished.

Snow had begun falling lightly.

Large flakes drifted silently beneath the streetlights.

James removed his gloves.

"I've had a wonderful evening."

"So have I."

"I hope..."

He stopped again.

She smiled knowingly.

"You hope?"

"I hope this won't be the last conversation we have."

She looked at him for several seconds before answering.

"I work on the second floor."

"I know."

"You may visit during lunch."

"I'd like that."

"And perhaps..."

She hesitated now.

"...perhaps next Saturday we could walk along the river."

His face brightened.

"I'd like that very much."

Neither moved immediately.

Finally she extended her hand.

He shook it gently.

Neither noticed they were both smiling.

As Margarit entered the building, she looked back once.

James was still standing beneath the falling snow.

He lifted his hat.

She waved.

Then the door quietly closed between them.

James walked home through the silent streets feeling lighter than he had in years.

He could not explain why.

He only knew that, for the first time in a very long while, the future seemed filled with possibility.

Neither James nor Margarit could have imagined that one simple dance on New Year's Eve would become the beginning of a love that would be tested by history itself—a love destined to endure oceans, battlefields, years of waiting, impossible choices, and the heartbreaking truth that sometimes the greatest rival to love is not another person, but duty itself.
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Chapter 2 – Ordinary Days
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The first Monday after New Year's arrived with gray skies and a steady drizzle that seemed to settle over Portland like a familiar blanket. The holiday decorations had disappeared from the storefronts, and the city had returned to its ordinary rhythm. Streetcars rattled along their tracks, factory whistles echoed across the Willamette River, and office workers hurried through the damp morning air carrying briefcases and folded newspapers.

Inside the brick headquarters of Norwest Timber & Manufacturing, little had changed.

Typewriters clacked steadily.

Telephones rang.

Stacks of invoices moved from one desk to another.

The smell of fresh paper, ink, and polished wood filled the offices.

James O'Sullivan hung his coat on the wooden rack beside his desk in the accounting department. Before sitting down, he glanced toward the second floor balcony that overlooked the main office below.

He told himself he was only looking at the weather outside.

Instead, his eyes searched for one particular face.

"She's not here yet."

Walter Bennett's voice interrupted his thoughts.

James turned.

"I wasn't looking for anyone."

Walter grinned.

"Of course not."

James ignored him.

"I was checking the clock."

"The clock is behind you."

James sighed.

"You enjoy this far too much."

Walter laughed.

"I've known you three years. You've never looked at the second floor until now."

James couldn't argue.

Because it was true.



A few minutes later the front door opened.

Cold January air swept into the building.

Margarit Norwey stepped inside, brushing tiny raindrops from her navy coat before removing her gloves.

She greeted the receptionist with her usual cheerful smile.

"Good morning, Mrs. Ellis."

"Morning, dear."

She wished the mail clerk a pleasant day.

Asked one of the warehouse supervisors about his son's fever.

Complimented the janitor on the polished floors.

James noticed every conversation.

Walter noticed James noticing.

"There she is."

James pretended to organize papers.

"I see."

"You've smiled three times."

"I have not."

"You just did again."

James looked down, unsuccessfully hiding the grin that had appeared.



By noon, the rain had stopped.

Employees carried sandwiches and thermoses into the small courtyard behind the office building.

James looked around uncertainly.

He spotted Margarit sitting alone beneath the shelter of a large maple tree, reading a book while eating a simple lunch wrapped in wax paper.

He hesitated.

Walter folded his newspaper.

"If you don't go over there, I will."

James frowned.

"You wouldn't."

"I'll tell her you keep pretending not to notice her."

James stood immediately.

"You are impossible."

"I know."

Taking a steadying breath, James crossed the courtyard.

"May I join you?"

Margarit looked up from her book and smiled warmly.

"I was hoping you would."

His nervousness faded almost instantly.

He sat beside her on the wooden bench.

"What are you reading?" he asked.

She turned the cover toward him.

"The Call of the Wild."

"I've read it twice."

"You have?"

"I liked how the wilderness changes Buck."

She nodded thoughtfully.

"It reminds us that people are changed by where life takes them."

James considered her words.

"I've never thought of it that way."

She closed the book.

"What are you reading these days?"

He reached into his satchel and produced a worn copy of Walden.

She smiled.

"I should have guessed."

"What does that mean?"

"You seem like someone who appreciates quiet places."

"I do."

"So do I."

For several moments they simply ate lunch while watching workers cross the courtyard.

The silence felt comfortable.

Neither felt pressured to fill every moment with conversation.

James found that strangely refreshing.



Lunch together soon became routine.

Every day they found the same bench.

Sometimes they discussed books.

Sometimes they debated newspaper headlines.

Sometimes they simply watched clouds drift across Oregon skies.

One rainy afternoon Margarit arrived carrying two small paper bags.

"I brought something."

James looked inside.

Fresh apple turnovers.

"My grandmother baked them."

"They smell wonderful."

"They taste better."

He took one carefully.

"I should warn you."

"What?"

"My grandmother measures success by how many people ask for second servings."

James laughed.

"I'll gladly help preserve her reputation."

She smiled.

"I thought you might."



Weeks passed.

Winter slowly softened.

James began noticing things about Margarit that no one else seemed to see.

She always carried extra pencils because someone inevitably forgot one.

She remembered everyone's birthday without writing them down.

She secretly left coins beside the office coffee machine whenever she noticed someone counting pennies.

She never spoke badly about coworkers.

Not once.

One afternoon he quietly asked, "Why do you always help everyone?"

She looked genuinely puzzled.

"Doesn't everyone?"

"No."

"They should."

"Even when they never notice?"

She shrugged gently.

"Kindness doesn't become less important simply because no one applauds it."

James looked at her with quiet admiration.

"You make it sound simple."

"It usually is."



Margarit also began discovering things about James.

His kindness wasn't loud.

It hid in ordinary moments.

She watched him stay after work helping an elderly bookkeeper balance impossible ledgers.

She saw him repair a broken office chair instead of asking maintenance.

When a young messenger boy accidentally spilled ink across expensive financial records, James calmly spent two extra hours recreating the paperwork without mentioning whose mistake it had been.

"You protected him," Margarit said as they walked home that evening.

"He was frightened."

"You could have blamed him."

"He already blamed himself."

She looked at him carefully.

"You never seem interested in being the hero."

He smiled faintly.

"I don't think heroes usually notice they're helping."



Soon their walks home became almost as important as lunch.

Although they lived in different neighborhoods, their routes remained together for nearly twenty minutes.

They walked beneath rows of towering Douglas firs.

Past neighborhood bakeries releasing the scent of fresh bread.

Across bridges where tugboats slowly guided lumber barges along the river.

Sometimes they spoke continuously.

Other evenings they enjoyed peaceful silence.

One evening snowflakes drifted gently around them.

James looked upward.

"I've always liked snow."

"So have I."

"It makes everything seem quieter."

She smiled.

"You like quiet."

"I suppose I do."

"And yet..."

She looked at him.

"...you've been talking far more lately."

He laughed.

"Only with you."

She felt warmth rise into her cheeks.

"I'm honored."



Spring arrived across Oregon with fields of wildflowers and longer evenings.

One Saturday morning James appeared outside Margarit's apartment carrying a picnic basket.

"You remembered."

"I promised."

"I wasn't sure if the weather would cooperate."

"The weather rarely cooperates."

She laughed.

"That's Oregon."

They boarded a bus heading toward the Columbia River Gorge.

The countryside rolled past endless forests, waterfalls, and distant snow-covered mountains.

Neither hurried.

There was nowhere else they wanted to be.

They spent the afternoon hiking easy woodland trails.

James pointed out birds he recognized from childhood.

Margarit stopped often to admire tiny wildflowers pushing through damp soil.

Near sunset they sat overlooking the Columbia River.

The water reflected golden light stretching toward the horizon.

"It feels peaceful here," Margarit whispered.

James nodded.

"My father used to bring me fishing nearby."

"You must miss him."

"I do."

"He'd be proud of you."

James looked surprised.

"You never met him."

"I didn't have to."

She smiled gently.

"I can tell by the son he raised."

He didn't answer immediately.

Instead he quietly said,

"Thank you."



Their weekend adventures became another tradition.

Sometimes they explored Cannon Beach, watching waves crash against Haystack Rock while seabirds circled overhead.

Sometimes they wandered quiet forest trails beneath towering pines older than either of them could imagine.

Sometimes they visited small coastal towns where they shared bowls of clam chowder in family-owned cafés.

On one trip they found an abandoned lighthouse overlooking the Pacific.

Standing against the strong ocean wind, Margarit wrapped her coat tighter.

"I wonder how many people this lighthouse guided home."

James looked toward the endless water.

"I hope all of them."

She studied him.

"You always hope for everyone."

"I try."

She smiled softly.

"The world needs people like that."



Late one Sunday afternoon they rested beneath enormous cedar trees after a long hike.

Birdsong echoed through the forest.

The scent of pine needles filled the cool air.

James lay back against a fallen log.

"I've never understood why cities make people believe they always have to hurry."

Margarit leaned against the same log.

"Maybe because they're afraid of standing still."

"And forests?"

"They remind us that growing takes time."

He looked toward the towering trees.

"My mother once said the strongest trees survive because they grow slowly."

"I think people are the same."

Their eyes met.

Neither looked away.

Neither spoke.

Words suddenly seemed unnecessary.

For the first time, each quietly admitted to themselves what had been growing since that snowy New Year's Eve.

This was no longer simply friendship.

Something deeper had taken root between them—steady, patient, and quiet, like the ancient forests surrounding them.

Neither was ready to name it.

Neither needed to.

For now, it was enough to walk side by side through ordinary days, unaware that these peaceful moments would one day become the memories they would cling to through the darkest years of their lives.
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Chapter 3 – Promises Beside the River
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Spring settled gently over Oregon during the months that followed.

The cold rains became softer, the afternoons grew warmer, and every tree surrounding Portland seemed determined to bloom at once. Cherry blossoms lined quiet streets, while the scent of fresh pine drifted down from the hills each morning.

Life at Norwest Timber & Manufacturing continued with its familiar rhythm.

Invoices filled James O'Sullivan's desk.

Typewriters clicked steadily in the secretarial office.

Every noon found James and Margarit Norwey sharing lunch beneath the same maple tree in the courtyard.

Every evening they walked together as far as their streets allowed.

Every Saturday they found somewhere new to explore.

Neither spoke about what everyone else in the office had already begun to notice.

"They're courting," Mrs. Ellis whispered one afternoon to the mail clerk.

"I've never seen two people smile so much while saying so little."

The mail clerk nodded.

"They look peaceful together."

That, more than anything else, was true.

There was peace between them.



One Friday afternoon, James closed the final ledger on his desk and glanced toward the clock.

Five o'clock.

Across the room Walter Bennett noticed him gathering his coat.

"Busy weekend?"

James smiled.

"I hope so."

Walter leaned back in his chair.

"You've been smiling like that for months."

"I have?"

"You certainly weren't smiling before New Year's."

James buttoned his coat.

"Perhaps I simply found someone worth smiling about."

Walter grinned broadly.

"There he is."

"Who?"

"The man I thought didn't exist."

James laughed.

"What man?"

"The one who's in love."

James froze for only a second.

Then he quietly answered,

"I believe you're right."

Walter's grin softened into something sincere.

"I'm happy for you."

"So am I."

It was the first time James had admitted the truth aloud.

The words surprised him less than he expected.

Because they were simply true.



Outside, Margarit waited beneath the front steps wearing a light blue dress beneath her spring coat.

"You look thoughtful," she said as James approached.

"I've been thinking."

"Should I be worried?"

"I hope not."

She smiled.

"Where are we going tomorrow?"

"I thought perhaps..."

He hesitated.

"...the Columbia River."

Her eyes brightened.

"Our favorite place."

"I have something I'd like to ask you."

She tilted her head.

"Now you've made me curious."

"You'll have to wait until tomorrow."

"That seems terribly unfair."

"I know."

She laughed.

"I suppose I can survive one night."



The next morning dawned bright and clear.

For once, Oregon offered sunshine without rain.

James arrived carrying a wicker picnic basket while Margarit carried a folded blanket.

The drive east toward the Columbia River Gorge passed beneath towering evergreens and rolling farmland alive with wildflowers.

The farther they traveled from Portland, the quieter the world became.

Neither minded the silence.

It had become one of the languages they shared best.

Eventually James parked near a quiet overlook where the broad Columbia River stretched endlessly between Oregon and Washington.

The water sparkled beneath the afternoon sun.

Snow-covered Mount Hood stood proudly in the
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