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Love
Stories

Pedro & Alice Pantoja

Long-lasting 
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In the summer of 1960, Alice, a single mother 
of two little boys, was working at Western Hills 
Lodge in Oklahoma when she met a man by the 
name of Pedro J. Pantoja. Pedro, too, was working 

at the same lodge while pursuing his college degree at 
Oklahoma State University.  Their courtship began in 
friendship and slowly grew to an undeniable romance.  
So undeniable that Pedro and Alice planned to be 
married at her mother’s home in Joplin immediately 
after Pedro’s college graduation.  
However, fate took a hand while Pedro was visiting 
Mexico to change his student visa to permanent 
residency of the United States. Learning of the great 
delay the documentation process would create, Pedro 
called Alice and suggested they be married in Laredo, 
Texas.  
Alice agreed and arranged to take a bus to Laredo.  
When Alice’s bus arrived, Pedro was waiting at the 
door.  Immediately, they went to be married.  Alice and 
Pedro were married on the streets of Laredo, Texas.  
The man who polished Pedro’s shoes for the special 
occasion served as his best man and the shoe polisher’s 
cousin was the judge.  They were in love and excited for 
the future that lay ahead.  
Alice and Pedro returned to Joplin by bus and then 
took a car to New York City for Pedro’s first job in 
international sales. They were very poor and had 
unreliable transportation, but decided to live in 
Connecticut.  For 12 years, Pedro and Alice commuted 
to work. Pedro worked for FMC Corporation while 
Alice worked at Univac Research and Development in 
Norwark, Connecticut.   
After Alice’s sons, Larry and Gary, graduated high 
school, Alice and Pedro welcomed baby Michael.  
Michael became the heart and love of the entire family.  
Alice and Pedro doted on him and Larry and Gary 
adored him.  Their family was finally complete.
One day a colleague made the statement of Michael 
being Pedro’s only son.  Pedro immediately responded, 
“Michael is my third son.”  Pedro’s love and devotion to 
all three of his boys began in the early days at the lodge 
in Oklahoma and only grew as the depth of his travels.  
In 1972, Pedro and Alice’s life changed again when 
Pedro’s company was sold.  After some consideration, 
they decided to take a year to decide what they wanted 
to do and where they wanted to be. They decided to 
return to the familiar ground of Pedro’s childhood and 
resided in the Manzanillo, Mexico.  However, with the 
needs of a toddler and lack of resources available, they 
returned to Joplin after a year for the holidays.  
While visiting Joplin, Pedro purchased the old Star 
Motel on 7th Street in Duquesne and decided to 
make Joplin the family’s permanent home. In Pedro’s 
international sales career, he had visited more than 
90 countries and lived in highly populated regions.  
Therefore, moving to Joplin was quite the transition for 
the family.  Nonetheless, a change they welcomed.     
Since living in Joplin, Pedro and Alice have purchased 
more land, invested in many business ventures and been 
very active members of the community.  Both Pedro and 
Alice, in different areas and interests, have dedicated the 
past 40 years helping Joplin and the community be the 
best it can be. Just as in their dedication for each other 
and their children, they share a love for Joplin.  

As Pedro and Alice have traveled, raised children and been a part of many personal 
and professional ventures, one thing has always been transparent and that is the 
genuine love they share for each other.  Even on the day that they sit down to share 
their love story with us, their love is bigger than the words written or shared.
They sit at a kitchen table next to each other telling the story of their life. They 
laugh and joke. Alice touches Pedro’s leg and arm without even realizing it and 
Pedro watches Alice talk with a gentle smile of admiration. They correct each 
other’s stories and kindly argue about the details, each holding on to a little different 
sentiment of the occurrences.  They are full of passion and without any uncertainty, 
as in love with each other today as they were back in Oklahoma.    
After 50 years of marriage and a lifetime of memories, Pedro and Alice share 
a connection beyond description. When asked what has been the key to their 
abundant happiness, they share, “Respect and friendship are necessary for a good 
relationship.”        
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Fireworks exploded on September 19, 1942 when Martha looked 
up to find a dashing soldier walking her way at a dance hall in 
Taylor, Texas.  Johnny introduced himself and with the extension 
of his hand, asked Martha for a dance. On July 4, 1943, Johnny 

and Martha got married in an afternoon ceremony surrounded by family 
and friends.  That evening, Johnny and Martha began the dance that would 
continue for the next 54 years of their life as they revisited the dance hall in 
which they met. 
Over the next several years, their love blossomed even more with the birth 
of their four children, Marilyn, Phyllis, Randall and Becky.  They spent their 
days taking care of the children, weekends entertaining friends and family 
with big gatherings in their backyard, and sneaking time away for just the 
two of them to spend an evening out dancing.  They built a life together as 
beautiful and with just as much love as the first day they met.  They spent 
decades together loving, growing and continuing to learn what it meant to 
share their life with their soul mate.  
In May of 1997, Johnny passed away.  While going through his wallet, 
Martha found the ticket to the dance hall from the night they met 55 years 
prior; the same dance ticket she too kept in her purse.  On the day of 
Johnny’s funeral, Martha slipped the dance ticket in his pocket knowing 
that is exactly the place he would want it to be.  Martha continues to carry 
the matching ticket in her purse.  Just as in their life together, they are still 
connected by the memories of their first dance and all the dances of life that 
followed.  

Johnny and Martha Allen

Nearly 15 years since Johnny’s passing, Martha’s love 
for him is as vibrant and strong as ever.  Just as in the 
first Christmas card Johnny had given to her that she has 
wrapped in plastic to weather the wear and tear of life, she 
has held on to the memories and honored their great love.    
“I often pull the dance ticket out of my purse, hold it in my 
hand and think back to the night that we met.  I think back 
on his smile that night and all the smiles we had in our 
lives.  We had a wonderful life together,” shares Martha, 
who will be 92 years old in March.  
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In 1960, a young lady caught the eye of Gary Wuellner when he 
met the sister of his best friend’s girlfriend.  Nearly 16 months 
later, Gary and Willadean stood at the altar and became Mr. 
and Mrs. Wuellner.  “After spending time with Willadean, I 

knew I wanted to marry her,” Gary shares. “ I knew I wanted to be 
the one to take care of her for the rest of our lives.”  
Gary and Willadean have been married for more than 50 years.  
They have two sons, David and Brian, and share a lifetime of 
memories.  “I didn’t always know how to be a husband.  I didn’t 
always know how to be a father, but the key to it all is to never stop 
trying,” Gary says.  “I have always tried to take care of my family 
the best I know how.”  
Not only has the love between Gary and Willadean stood the test of 
time, but the aftermath of deadly winds.  On May 22 of last year, 
Gary and Willadean stood in their basement as they listened to their 
home being ripped apart by the tornado. Gary states, “After the 
noise and wind stopped, there was only ¾-inch of plywood standing 
between us and the sky.”  Gary and Willadean lost their home, the 
shop to their family business and their vehicles.  Willadean adds, 
“We knew we would not have much left materially, but we knew if 
we still had each other we had everything we needed.”       

Gary and Willadean enjoy planting and growing fruit trees on their 
small orchard and traveling to Branson to visit Silver Dollar City, 
take in shows or to do some shopping.  “We love spending time with 
our boys and anything that allows us to get away together,” shares 
Willadean.  
Gary and Willadean attend First Methodist Church in Oronogo where 
Willadean has taught and Gary still teaches Sunday school.  Gary 
concludes, “It has always been important to us to live Christ-centered 
lives.”  
After  more than 50 years of marriage, they share, “We have had a 
beautiful and blessed life together full of love and support.  We have 
always gotten along and never have had power struggles.  We have 
believed in being there for each other when either of us have needed 
help.”     

Gary and Willadean Wuellner



32

From the smiles on their face to the stories of their 
life, Jerry and Linda Starkweather’s sense of 
humor, joy and love for each other is as apparent 
as the longevity of their 50 years of marriage.    

In 1959, Jerry saw Linda at the Fox Theatre in Joplin on a 
date with another man. From a single glance, Jerry knew 
Linda was special and decided to look her up in the school 

Jerry and Linda 
Starkweather

directory, place a phone call to her family home and ask her out on a date.  One 
year later, Jerry and Linda became husband and wife.  
“The key to our marriage is laughter,” Jerry shares. “In life, you really do have 
to have a sense of humor.”
This belief is apparent in all areas of their life. The first time Jerry mentioned 
marriage he did so by asking Linda the question: Do you like beans?  When 
Linda answered yes and inquired why the question, Jerry continued by telling 
her that they would probably have to live off of them the first year of their 
marriage.  After continuous complaints of the disorganization of the garage from 
Linda, Jerry took paint and painted “Linda, I love you” on the door entering the 
garage from the house. Linda adds, “I would be mad about the garage, see the 
garage door and just couldn’t be mad any more.  He has always had a way to 
make me laugh and remind me of why I love him the way that I do.”  
Even though Jerry and Linda have a strong playful side, they are equally 
matched with their compassion and affection for each other.  Jerry drove a truck 
and would often be away from home for several days at a time.  Each time that 
he left, he would leave a note hidden somewhere in the house for Linda to find 
simply saying “I love you.” Linda states, “It became a game.  I would search the 
house to find it and would often find it when and where I least expected it.  It was 
something I always looked forward to.”  When Linda went to visit her family 
and Jerry remained behind, Linda left her own note.  She knew that he had plans 
to go golfing and slipped a note stating “Do Good Golfing, love you, Linda” in 
his golf bag.  Linda adds, “It is truly the little things that really matter.”
Jerry and Linda have two sons, Rick and Jeff, six grandchildren and three great 
grandchildren.  
“It is important to laugh, but it is also important to tell the one you love how 
much you love them as often as you can. We try to never forget that,” shares 
Jerry.   


