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      The Winter Solstice in December is the longest night of the year. Things get brighter from there. All it takes is time and a bit of patience.

      

      We have traditions and holidays to offset the long night and the reduction in daylight. Story is one such tradition to bring about the light side of things, and maybe even some joy.

      

      What you have in this collection are flights of fancy, friendship and love, and even a couple of holiday stories.

      

      However, this collection is not without darkness. After all, light is at its brightest in the darkest moment.

      

      In my story, “Messages,” I look back at childhood friendship, but the children in there are dealing with mortality. You might wonder what could possess a writer—especially a new and budding one when I wrote it—why such heavy subject matter. The answer reflects back to why I wanted to be writer and that’s for the communication of human emotion. I wanted to capture mood and emotion and make the reader feel. It’s a practice of empathy, which the world needs in the countless dark hours of global history.

      

      The childhood friendship depicted in “Messages” is the light, if the weight of mortality is the darkness. Two sides of the same coin. And the light shines the brightest in the dark.

      

      Rest assured, you’ll find wonder and love and truth and some humor in these tales. I hope each story here brings some light into your life.

      

      Hold on tight. The days are growing brighter and the daylight is lasting a bit longer.

      

      
        
        Rob Vagle

      

      

      
        
        Mesa, Arizona

      

      

      
        
        December 2020
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      On the day the sky fell, Marv wanted to leave his place behind the bar to be with Rose, who now threaded her way through the rows of empty tables and sashayed back to the waitress station.

      "Two Coors for the guys playing pool," she said.

      Marv heard the crack of the billiards in the back.  It was mid-afternoon on a Wednesday and besides the two UMC students playing pool and Percy nursing his beer at the other end of the bar, Marv didn't expect much business until five o'clock.  The bar smelled clean, lemony.  It wouldn't be until later this evening when the bar would smell of sweat and spilled beer.

      He watched Rose as she wrote on a notepad in the center of her tray.  Blond curls brushed about her shoulders.  Her skin was tanned, evidence of her sun worshipping.  She stopped writing and stared off in that dream-like stare that always made him wonder what she was thinking.  Maybe she was thinking of heading up to Alaska or maybe heading down to South America, anyplace else but this bar and this insignificant town, Carman Minnesota.

      She caught him staring.  Her mouth curled into a smile.  "What?"

      He felt delirious under her smile and the whole world vanished as if it were sucked up in a whirl-wind.  He touched her hand and held it against the bar.  If he could convince her to stay six more months, maybe he could sell this bar and then he would have enough money to travel with her.  It could have been bad, an employer in romantic pursuit of an employee, but she was equally enamored with him, and either she was going to stay or he was going to leave with her.

      Marv didn't want to keep her wandering spirit pinned down.

      She covered his hand covering her other hand and squeezed.

      Before he could say something, Tiffany, his employee from the off-sale at the front of the building, poked her head into the bar.  "You gotta come outside," she said.  "The rain is blue!"

      Marv imagined people walking off with beer from the coolers and whisky from the shelves.  "Get back behind the cash register!" he said.  He didn't know why he cared.  He was ready to sell this place, but habits were hard to break.

      "Nobody's in there!  Everyone is outside looking at the sky.  Even the traffic has stopped."

      She waved for the students playing pool to follow her and then she ducked back out the door.

      "I'll go see what's the fussing is all about," Percy said.

      "Thanks, Percy," Marv said and he watched the man slide of the stool and hobble to the door.

      "Intriguing," Rose said.  "Let's check this out."

      That's just like her, Marv thought.  She wanted to check out the whole world.

      He stepped out from behind the bar and together they walked out the door into the hallway leading to the parking lot.  Rose wrapped an arm around his shoulders.  He slipped a hand around her waist and the light at the end of the hall caught his eye.

      Through the glass door at the end of the hallway, he saw a half dozen faces turned upward, their eyes wide and unblinking.  Shimmering bronze coated their faces and beyond them the windshields of parked cars reflected a bright golden light.

      A lake of water lay across the parking lot reflecting a clear blue sky.  Marv thought there must have been a hell of a downpour until he pushed through the door and found this puddle wasn't a puddle.  The sky had fallen.  Laying across the parking lot the sky looked immense and frightening, as if he could fall into it.

      Everyone stood in sky.  When he stepped into the blue, it rippled around his feet.  Rose with a hand on his shoulder followed him out the door.  She was silent just as the world outside was silent, absent the sound of traffic on Main Street, the cries of birds, the drone of airplanes crossing overhead.

      The blue yonder stretched from the door into the street, swallowing the sidewalks and the bases of both lampposts and parking meters.  On Main Street, the tires of stalled cars were mired in sky.  The sky had molded itself along the curves of the cement, rendering the curbs invisible.  A man in a suit and tie stepped out of the bank across the street, the bottom of the door swinging in sky.  He stalled and gawked at his feet dipped in the blue.  He dropped his briefcase and looked up.

      Marv too looked up.

      One golden gear the size of a full moon hung above Marv and the others in the parking lot.  Marv flinched as if the gear might come crashing down, but he relaxed as Rose pressed against him and he put his arm around her and felt her tremble.  This gear in the sky didn't make him shake like Rose.  He was in awe at how it hung there, and how the outer rim jagged with rectangular cogs slipped between the cogs of the two gears above it, and then how those two moved the three above them, and so on.  It wasn't just one gear above them.  It was an inverted pile of gears, each gear connected to another by their cogs and grooves.

      As he looked around he found dozens of inverted piles of gears hanging like round stalactites over the neighboring buildings and businesses down along Main Street.  Hundreds more of these inverted piles stretched to the horizon like the underbellies of thunderheads.  The four spokes of each turning gear looked like a golden star-shaped being cart wheeling slowly inside a circle.

      Marv turned his head in awe, studying each gear, trying to understand this mechanism hanging from the sky.  An epiphany as sweet and sudden as a sunrise struck him.  Rose lived her life this way.  She focused and explored one thing, and then moved onto the next thing that captured her interest, determined to learn and experience everything under the sun.

      He understood her more now than he ever had before.

      "Rose," he said.

      He turned around to face west and slipped away from Rose.

      A silver mainspring engulfed the entire western sky.  It was tightly coiled at its center and Marv began counting each coil as if he were counting the rings of a tree stump.  Too many.  Impossible to count.  The end of the spring had either spiraled deep below the horizon or high above into the golden mechanism.

      "Rose," he said again.

      The air pressed around his ankles and moved up his legs.  He looked down and found the sky rising like flood water.  Above, the gears ascended, the puzzle, purpose, and answers of the mechanism slipping away.  Sky pressed around his thighs, heading for his groin.  His heart hammered with fear of drowning, but this was not drowning.  This was something different.  He stared at the rising sky, the bright blue sharp on his eyes.  The sky climbed up his ribs, to his armpits.  He smelled ozone, the air fresh and pure.  When the sky was inches from his face, he held his breath.  He stared down into the sky, feeling a weightlessness, as if he were flying.

      Then he was staring at cigarette butts on the dry pavement.  He looked up and the sky was back in place.  The sun shone in his eyes.  With the hum of engines, cars moved down Main Street again.  He heard people mumbling and feet shuffling against the pavement.

      Behind the veil of sky, the gears continued to turn, the mechanism spinning the Earth, giving rise to passion and dreams to creatures living under it unaware.  But nobody was unaware now that the mechanism had been glimpsed.  Now that Marv had seen it, he couldn't stop thinking about it.

      He turned around saw that everyone was back in the bar, even Rose.

      He went back inside.

      Rose was behind the bar, pouring beer for Percy and the college students.  Percy leaned over his beer.  The two students had been coming here in the afternoon for the last week.  One had a scruffy, unshaven face and he wore a baseball cap on backwards.  The other guy was clean shaven and had blond hair, long in the back.

      Rose reached up and turned off the television above the bar to the protest of the college guys.

      "Don't you want to know what that thing was?" said the guy with the baseball cap.

      His friend said, "She's freaking out about it."

      Percy slapped his hand against the bar.  "She doesn't want the news on, so leave her alone!"

      Marv stepped behind the bar.  The guy with the baseball cap perked up when he saw him.  "You'll turn on the TV, won't you, man?" he said.

      Rose had her back turned towards them.  Her hands were on her hips and she stared at bottles of whisky and vodka, and then her gaze
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