
  
    [image: Margo Of The Bells]
  


  
    
      Margo Of The Bells

    

    
      
        MELANIE GREENE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Melanie Greene

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. For information, contact Melanie Greene.

      First edition: October 2022

      Margo of the Bells/by Melanie Greene

      Cover Design by  Melanie Greene

      ISBN: 978-1-941967-41-6

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Margo of the Bells

          

        

      

    

    
      Margo Dunway has wanderlust. It’s like regular lust, but with travel thrown in. She’s spent years locked in place, and is ready to set off on unfettered adventures as she figures out, well, the whole rest of her life. 

      Karl Moore isn’t lonely. Not exactly. He has his golden retriever, and the choirs he directs, and his thousand dreams of settling down, securely anchored to the Gulf Coast town he’s made home. 

      Goaded into joining an Advent handbell choir, Margo is shocked to run across Karl, a painful reminder of the church where her faith was shattered. He’s as compelling as ever, but she resolves to resist his lures long enough to survive the Christmas season. Then she can sail away from all the temptations that would hold her back from finding her true passion. 

      Margo may be everything Karl ever dreamed of, but her dreams can’t come true if she’s constrained within the world he holds dear. He can’t be her ballast, but can his heart afford for him to stand by and watch while she flies free?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader

          

          CONTENT NOTES

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for opening Margo of the Bells, the third book in my Dunway Siblings series.

      

      Elements of a main character’s history that may feel weighty to readers include abortion and religious shaming.

      

      I hope the assurance of happiness ever after helps if reading this material is difficult for you, and wish you that same happiness off the page.

      

      -Melanie
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      To Pops

      Happy 80th Birthday!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          MARGO

        

      

    

    
      Wind, sea spray, sky. Dip oar, stroke, fly.

      As my brother and I propel our tandem kayak from one swell to the next across the winter-cool sea, I relish moving away from everything that awaits us on shore. Even if it’s for only one more stroke, it’s a freedom I need to store up before the holidays get fully underway.

      We’d left Austin early, but still managed to get caught in traffic snarls all along our route. As soon as we’d pulled into our coastal hometown of Rockport, I’d persuaded Cole we should zip down to the bay for a paddle. On the water, I stretched my wingspan as wide as the horizon. My heart thumped, reliable as the tides.

      I needed the hour on the water before we washed up into a mess of Thanksgiving tasks and family obligations. Before I faced all the questions: what would I do next; why not just move back home; how could I say no to staying, when I didn’t have any other plans?

      As if I hadn’t explained to everyone how I craved journeys, not destinations.

      As if even if I wanted a destination, Rockport would be on my list.

      It wasn’t until we’d run aground on the beach and were stowing our oars that Cole said, “Check your email when we’re home. I signed you up for something.”

      “You did what?”

      He passed over a water bottle. “Don’t get defensive.”

      “When have I ever been defensive?”

      He snorted. “You want the list just from this week, or is this more of a lifetime overview kind of thing?”

      I hefted the stern of the boat. He took the bow, and started reciting a needlessly long list of my occasional snippy moments. “That time I asked where the can opener was. Your whole deal with the university bursar, who, let me reiterate, did not have it in for you. Your diatribe when that bank teller misgendered me.”

      “The bursar did so have it in for me. Ask Nina about the supposed form letter I got first semester senior year, compared to hers.”

      Cole snorted again, checked we’d lashed the kayak to the roof properly, and tossed me the car keys.

      I ignored his criticism. We didn’t normally bicker, but odd little cracks between us had been appearing more often in the run-up to Thanksgiving. Or more pertinently, in the run-up to the first time in my twenty-four years that we wouldn’t be living together.

      Cole was a few years older than me; growing up we hadn’t been especially close. He tended to hang with our older sisters, and as for me? I sometimes paired tight with our youngest sister, but until I’d learned better, I was mostly hanging out at church. And when I was seventeen and that turned into a disaster, I boomeranged right into Cole’s orbit, and hadn’t left since.

      We’d done a lot of turning into adults together. He’d taken a gap year and lived at home during the first stages of his medical transition, which meant he was around during my crisis, the most supportive sibling imaginable exactly when I needed him. We both moved to Austin after I finished high school, and ended up graduating from UT a semester apart. Lived together throughout college and then a pandemic.

      And now I was isolating myself in Rockport from Thanksgiving until January, helping out our Uncle Bill with tourist season and building savings to fund my next moves. Meanwhile Cole would be back in Austin, hopefully job hunting his way out of the customer service job he despised.

      Safe to say we were fretting about each other. I wanted the world to not be a judgmental jerk and to never question his identity. He wanted me to embrace my interests without being scared I’d lose everything if I lost a defining passion.

      “You take care of you and I’ll take care of me,” he’d said more than once in the lead-up to the holiday season. And damn if it didn’t cut deeper through my protective knots every time. I was the proudest little sister ever, seeing Cole so confident about his future. And also, I was nothing but a sack of nerves about not having him in my life every day. That boomerang thing I’d done back in high school brought us close, but also left me too ready to hitchhike along his path instead of forging my own.

      I needed to figure my damn self out. To embrace a passion of my own choosing.

      Which I would. Soon. It was on my list of things to do.

      Apparently Cole was impatient for me to check it off. I paused before the final turn onto our parents’ street. “Okay, what’s this email?”

      “Promise me first you’ll do it.”

      “Cole.”

      “Gogo.” His voice held a bite of laughter as he teased out my family nickname, the one they used to say I didn’t slow down enough to decide if I was running away from something or to something else.

      I tightened my grip on the steering wheel, which sent him collapsing in mirth against the passenger window.

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Margo, listen,” he said, all pointed and deep in imitation of our dad’s lecture voice. “I’m only looking out for you.”

      “And I’m only telling you that you’re not the only grown-ass Dunway in this car, so I’ll look out for myself, thanks very much.”

      He bent to gather all the detritus of our road trip as I parked in front of our family home. “Fine. But keep in mind you’re the one who said that discovery is sometimes rediscovery.”

      My shoulders were bunching up tighter with every too-patient word. “I was talking about Drag Race Down Under.”

      He waved that off. “Nevertheless. When I saw the call for help, I knew it was perfect way for you to rediscover your passion, like you keep claiming you’re going to do.”

      “What perfect way? Help who? Why do I have to help anyone when I’m the one looking for a passion?”

      Cole blinked faux-innocent eyes at me. “This belligerence of yours is why I made you promise before you found out. Also, I told Mama already, so you can’t get out of it. You’re going to spend the next month as part of the handbell choir at St. Luke’s Episcopal.”

      He sauntered inside like he hadn’t just slung an off-key albatross around my neck.

      For the record, back when I was a teen, I wasn’t the only Dunway to leave St. Patrick’s Catholic Church.

      What I had been, was the one most likely to haunt the place up until my public disillusionment, what with my youth groups, and my work in the after-school daycare, and the voice and handbell choir rehearsals, and, of course, Mass. Even my volleyball team practiced at St. Pat’s.

      But then I left, and so did the rest of the family. Difference was, most of them pretty quickly found St. Luke’s and embraced the Episcopalian congregation. I appreciated their solidarity in leaving St. Pat’s, in an abstract way, when I wasn’t busy reeling from all my severed connections. But I never followed their lead, no matter how much tolerance and progressivism they claimed for the new place.

      Cole attended, which confused me some. Not often, but he’d tag along for the occasional service during our visits home. He’d shrug or wrinkle his nose or otherwise send the message that he was fine keeping the peace. Until now, he hadn’t pressed me to do the same.

      Last Easter, I’d outright asked. “I don’t get how you aren’t bothered on, like, a personal level, by the bigotry that’s been spread in the name of organized religion. How are you cool visiting that place?”

      He literally rolled his eyes at me. “Gogo, you’re acting like I have two damns to spare for what people I don’t know or care about think and say about me. I had to learn years ago not to heed any of that. You matter, our family matters, my community matters. Whether or not some guy in the next pew affords me my whole identity? Not my problem. Dad and Mama love St. Luke’s. They care about their faith—not as much as they care about me, which they always made clear. But for me? I cut religion loose as soon as I realized how bad it could serve me.”

      “So when you were, like, eleven?” It was around age eleven when Cole told me he was a boy. When he was in high school, he came out to the rest of the family, but I’d always thought it savvy of him to tell me and our youngest sister before too many of our preconceived notions about gender solidified. Emmeline and I were ready to follow his lead on his name and pronouns as soon as he asked.

      “Please, I was eight. I just had a few years of pondering to do before I said much. My view is, it doesn’t matter which church I’m at. I listen to services like they’re a kind of boring story slam someone dragged me to.”

      “Cole, Jesus.”

      “Yep. Jesus. He may be the ultimate judge of the story slam, but since I don’t care who advances in the competition, I’m not seeking out his opinion either. That’s a difference between us, you know, Gogo.”

      “What is?”

      “I can walk in to any congregation or denomination and not let it affect me, because I chose to let all that go.”

      I bristled like how very dare he with this big brother wisdom. Telling me I hadn’t let go of my faith. “So did I.”

      “No.” He bumped my shoulder. “That’s a story you’ve been rehearsing for years now. But you didn’t have a choice. You had to leave, as the only right and sustainable decision, but you weren’t just breezing out of St. Patrick’s, Margo. It was a true loss. You ripped away from something that had been important to you, maybe even precious. I think there’s a reckoning there, and I think you’ll be glad if you stop glaring at me and just go ahead and face it.”

      And, I guess, since I’d made a point of ignoring his opinions, now he was using the time I was stuck in Rockport to force the issue. The interfering brat.

      I did my best to stay in the wind until Thanksgiving, settling into a staff room at my uncle’s hotel and re-familiarizing myself with the place. Like most of us Dunways, I’d worked for Uncle Bill off and on during high school, but I’d ended up doing it more than Cole or our sisters in the long, long months between fleeing St. Pat’s and heading to Austin for college. It had been a refuge when I needed it, which made it hard to refuse when Uncle Bill asked me to help out during the holiday season.

      Winters were big business on the Gulf Coast, especially with all the birders following the flocks to Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, just on our doorstep. Soon my days would resound with advice to visitors about Whooping Cranes, terns, plovers and spoonbills. Uncle Bill’s hotel was at capacity, and he needed someone with experience—me—to help manage all that meant.

      But once I showed up on Thanksgiving morning, it was open season as far as my family was concerned.

      “Bill says he’ll make it your year-round job, you know,” Mama told me.

      I was wrist-deep in cornbread stuffing mix when she ambushed me, meaning I had not a chance in hell of fleeing. “I know, but like I told him, I’m only here for the season.”

      She looked at me like I’d sworn to defrost the turkey then left it in the deep-freeze on purpose. “I just want you to think about it. There’s nothing wrong with knowing your options, Margo Adele Dunway.”

      First Cole pushing me to commit to the handbell choir. And now our mom middle-naming me about a permanent job. I wasn’t going to rethink all my plans just cause they thought they knew what was best or easiest for me. “Can you check the small oven? The pie smells done.”

      Aunt Maxima came in and smooched everybody’s cheeks, pausing to cup my face in her hands and smooth back my hair. “If you don’t like that room at Bill’s hotel, you tell me. My garage apartment is empty, so you can move in any time. Now, it’s not furnished, but that doesn’t mean we can’t come up with everything you need between the lot of us. I’ve already got a dining set sitting under blankets in my spare room.”

      “Thank you, Max, but I’m not here to stay.”

      Whether she heard me, I don’t know, but suddenly the kitchen overflowed with chatter about which person had what castoff furniture I could use.

      It was entirely too much; no one believed what I was saying with every ounce of my heart. I loved them, but a month of gently suffocating in the town where I’d lost my whole overly idealistic identity? That was about all I could handle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          KARL

        

      

    

    
      “Okay, Parsley, come on, baby.” I helped my golden retriever hop down from my truck. She didn’t normally need assistance with the leap, but I didn’t know how careful we needed to be about activity after her surgery. Dr. Meyers had passed over a pile of instructions when I picked her up, but I’d been distracted cataloging my poor pup’s energy level and feeling heartsick at the size of the bandage on her leg. I knew I’d have to carefully read the ream of paperwork before I’d be comfortable with her bouncing in and out of vehicles or hurtling head-first into the waves again.

      We needed to sit tight and quiet at home. Get past this scare before more big adventures.

      And, yeah, I was projecting onto my dog, but I wouldn’t forget anytime soon the sight of Parsley crumpled on the trail, like a clump of golden fur that had been dropped from a great height. Which wasn’t far off from what had happened when she’d collided with an ATV as they both crested a sand dune. My knees had given out as the force pulled her leash from my hand, and I’d sunk to the beach. She’d flown impossibly high before landing on the bed of sea oats. The ATV driver had helped me get her to the truck and held her still while we raced to Dr. Meyer’s surgery, swearing up and down he’d never again break beach rules about off roading.

      I’d believed him. His shock was genuine. But I had trouble summoning any words of reassurance while my dog’s hip fracture was being evaluated. I’d texted later, assuring him she was fine, his contrition wasn’t necessary, he could stop asking me for penance.

      She was fine. What mattered was that she was fine. I guided her inside and settled her on our sofa, then dashed back out for the bag of wound care supplies and the groceries I’d snagged on the way to the vet, so I wouldn’t have to leave her anytime soon.

      The house had been damn lonely without her. No tap-tapping paws heading to investigate if the food bowl had magically re-filled itself. No deep doggy sighs as we settled in our respective beds at night. No one wagging her way up to express appreciation of my musical genius when I sang one of the many little ditties I made up about her.

      I caught myself too many times singing, “Are you going to be my best pup? / Parsley Moore, my pup very fine,” and not being answered by a wet nose nudging into my hand, as if to certify that yes, absolutely, no finer pup existed. I’d missed having her around to share in my delight at how phenomenal and good she was.

      I’d waited so long—too long—after my divorce to adopt the dog my ex never wanted, but I always did. Too long living adrift before I settled into being single again. Or single for the first time, really, since Susanne and I got married the same weekend as our college graduation, and every facet of adulthood, until our divorce when we were twenty-seven, included her.

      I spent over a year deliberately quashing my habit of deferring to her opinion—or what I thought would be her opinion—on anything I wanted in my life. It sucked, but the day I adopted Parsley was an anchor I could hang onto. A day I knew I’d finally let my own desires take precedence.

      My relief at that moment of independent thought said too much, but I relished this new version of myself, too. I understood myself in a deeper and more accepting way. Everything I wanted now, I wanted with absolute certainty. I build my world to fit the life I wanted, and I’d be ready when it came along.

      Parsley plopped her head in my lap, breaking me out of my morose mood. She’d investigated her tragically empty bowls before returning to lean into my touch, and hadn’t seemed to struggle with any of the movement. I stroked her silky ears while scanning the discharge papers.

      “Well, looks like you’re cleared for short walks.”

      Her tail wagged at her favorite ‘W’ word and I answered her eagerness with our beach-strolling song as I grabbed her leash and met her at the door.

      The walk from my place to St. Luke’s was still a bit far for Parsley, so after wiping down her sandy paws, I left her with a dental chew and many apologetic belly rubs. Her soulful eyes worried at me as I set out, and part of me ached about that.

      The rest of me, though? I only had this one rehearsal with my handbell choir before the first Sunday of Advent, and I was going into it two steps behind thanks to the time I’d spent at the emergency vet.

      Most of my ringers had been with me for a while, and I knew they could roll with challenges.  But a donor gifted St. Luke’s with an extra octave’s worth of bells, which meant adding new players. I’d recruited and trained three before Parsley’s injury, but the last one I was taking on faith that she hadn’t completely forgotten her skills from years back.

      I’d dug up music that would work if my upper octaves could manage four-in-hand ringing. Organized bell assignments according to each player’s strengths. Spent part of my Thanksgiving creating a playlist of the tunes to help out the aural learners. The timeframe was tight, no question, but I was confident I could get the bells to resound from the chancel with hope and celebration.

      Excitement. It was excitement beating against my ribs, not stress; I was eager to get this new, fuller, group up and running.
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