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Stephen Groppell
Chocolate Revolver
I reckon we didn’t have much in the way of things.

Our rickety wooden home sat upon a small lonely hill overlooking the river as it snaked its way across the sunset every evening.  Often times, I’d sit on our front porch and watch the stars creep into existence as day gave way to night.  I’d listen to the wind as it washed up against the frail frame of our house, causing its decaying innards to creak and groan with the strain, and I’d smell the air as it whipped across the farm, ensnaring the aroma of loose freshly tossed dirt in the process.  And I’d sit and think about things: big cites with big people, great palaces crafted of solid-gold, and kings sitting atop grand gem encrusted thrones.  There were no adventures here, but I had Pa.

Though he was always busy working, he managed to be around when things got quiet.  His jobs were various and small, each one different from the last.  None paid real well, but somehow, he managed to keep us afloat.  


By us, I mean just him and me.  Pa said Ma had left this world when she brought me into it.  Everyone I knew said she had been a kind gentle lady, the most beautiful around.  They said I had her eyes.  Maybe that’s why Pa looks at me funny sometimes, like he’s lost in a long deep dream or something.  Sometimes I see him crying.  


But don’t let the crying fool you, he still whips me good from time to time if I get lazy on my chores or something of the sort.  He was always doing that, not the whipping, but the making sure I did things right by him because then I’d be doing right by me, and that was most important of all.  Confusing as that was, I figured if I just did what he said, my bottom wouldn’t get to looking red like a cherry so often.

Pa always said you could only do what you thought was right; the rest was up to luck.

He was my best friend.  Well, I guess he was the only real friend I ever had, as we didn’t really live near any other kids.  I remember when I was really little; he’d take me out to the river, pick me up, and throw me as far as he could into the cool refreshing water.  I’d flail around, spit up half the river, laugh my lungs out, and beg him to do it again.  He must’ve thrown me into that water a million times.  He never got tired of it.  After that, he’d hold me upside down, throw me over his shoulders, and carry me all the way back to the house, and when we got there, he’d fry a couple eggs, warm some bread, and we’d have dinner.  Just us two, eating and watching the wind roll up the long brown feathery grass. 
Other times, he’d take me out hunting.  We’d drive upstate and spend a few days wandering through the wild, just him and me.  I remember it being cold.  The sun was out, but frost still covered the forest floor.  We’d be bundled up, motionless, waiting for the deer to stray into our sights.  He taught me how to shoot.  I’d lay there for hours underneath the dense green brush with that rifle in my arms, listening only to the sound of my breathing and that of my heart beating away in my chest as it pounded rhythmically against the cold hard earth.  We didn’t go hunting that much anymore.   


Sometimes, however, I would just sit silently and wonder what it’d be like if Ma was still alive.  I pictured her small round face with blue eyes like mine, staring back at me from the other side of the window, her reflection full and warm.  She would smile and wave.  She always looked so happy.

I wonder if that’s how Pa imagined her.  He never talked about her, and I never asked him about her.  I suppose I was just too afraid to.  There were times though, when he’d look at me, and open his mouth as if he was about to say something, but then, he’d just stay silent, and I’d change the subject.  We both felt as if we were missing something, but I knew that feeling in him was much worse.

My birthday fell on a cool autumn morning.  I actually didn’t much care to celebrate my birthday, but Pa refused to hear such nonsense because to him: people celebrate their birthdays; he said he’d get me something when we got into town.  


I stepped out onto the front porch, listening to the flimsy floorboards as they noisily protested under me.  The morning sun was still hovering low in the sky as it burned a deep golden orange.  We usually went into town once every couple weeks.  Pa would go and sell our work at some stores while I usually walked around and looked into all the shops.  


The door squealed behind me, and I turned to see Pa slipping on his jacket as he exited the house.  He asked if I was ready, and after saying yes, we made our way to the car.  


I had always enjoyed the rides into town.  I’d sit there in the front with the window open, the air rushing up against my face, and listen and feel the loose gravel road as it scooted by underneath us.  Pa would whistle some nameless tune, and I’d ask if he had learned that song from the deaf lady at church.  He’d always give me that same sour look, like that look you get from the old ladies at church who catch you picking your nose during the pastor’s sermon.  He’d then just shake his head and say, “Boy, you just don’t know good music when you hear it.”

“Pa, that ain’t music.  That’s just you butchering the chickens.”  He always laughed at my jokes.
When we weren’t making fun of each other I’d pass the time by watching the landscape scroll by us; there was just something about seeing miles and miles of farmland, of rolling hills, and wire fences all whiz by you that made your life seem kind of small.  When Pa asked me what I was always looking at, I could only answer, “nothing”  
Three main streets crisscrossed the small rural town.  Each road was only marginally paved, but along their edges ran a wide assortment of stores unique in both their wares and their presentations.  We parked the car and after Pa went off to do business, I’d wander up and down those streets, peering longingly into those colorful stores as more able patrons shuttled in and out with their pockets and bags full of stuff that I dreamed I’d one day be able to buy.  


After an hour or so of filtering through certain stores I came upon my favorite shop.  I always saved this one for last.  Though it was tucked away at the end of one street, this particular store was never empty.  I walked up to the front door, admiring the cleanliness of its large wooden porch, the aroma of cinnamon, mint, and fresh fruit fluttering out from its stocked interior.  It was a store that took me away from the dirt, grime, and sweat of the farm.  It was my golden palace.  


I entered the bustling business and made my way around the large room, wedging between groups of fidgety little kids as I examined closely the many different and brightly colored jars of hard candy and soft candy, boxes of Snickers Bars, Tootsie Roll Pops, Valomilk’s, MARS Bars, Almond Crunch’s, 3 Musketeers Bars, M&M’s, and those little Junior Mints. There was, I thought, enough candy in this room to keep me full for the rest of my life.  I would have probably started with one of those Baby Ruth bars or those Milky Way’s.  Though I don’t think Pa would approve of me eating candy for every meal.  However, there was one tasty morsel that I could not go without, and in fact had been the sole purpose of my endeavor here.  I walked up to the counter and scrunched into between two small girls as they fought over their favorite toffee.  I waited for the clerk to finish checking out a customer before grabbing his attention.  He turned and smiled at me.


“Your favorite, I assume?”  His voice was smooth, airy, and wispy, much like the candy and chocolates he sold.

I nodded in reply, and he turned around and reached into a box high up on his wooden shelves.  From within it, he pulled out a small bar of nutty chocolate, wrapped in brown and gold plastic.  


“You know you’re one of the few people that purchase these,” he said with a sort of sad smile.  


I said I guess he’d never run out then.  He laughed.  I reached into my jeans pocket and pulled out a couple coins.  I dropped them in his outstretched palm; he inspected them quickly, before sliding the chocolate across the counter and into my hands.


“Thank you, sir.  Enjoy your treat!”


I said I intended to.  I placed the sweet candy in my pocket and began to make my way to the exit.  Along the way I watched as other kids stuffed large paper sacks with ten of their favorite kinds of candy.  For a moment, my nutty bar of chocolate seemed very small.

Back on the other side of the town market, I sat on a wooden bench outside a poorly kept, ill decorated wooden shack.  It was just after midday.  I was waiting for Pa to finish his work, so he could get me a birthday present.  I reached into my pocket and was about to rip the plastic off the chocolate when I heard a shout from inside the building behind me.  I twisted around on the bench and peered through the foggy window as I attempted to hear what was going on.


“This is all you’ve got?  It ain’t near enough!”


“Look, I just need a bit more time.  You know how the weather’s been.  It’s tough to sell what you don’t have.”


“You’ve had enough time!  Look, I don’t care what you have to do or how you do it; if you don’t have the rest of this by sundown you know what’s going to happen.”


I turned back around, and slipped the chocolate back into my pocket.  Why was someone shouting at Pa?  Had he done something wrong?  My mind raced as I fidgeted uncomfortably on the fragile aging bench.  I was about to turn back around when I heard the door open and saw Pa walk out.  He wore a tired beaten expression on his weathered features.  The sun beat down on him, revealing the extent of his age, the growing bags under his dark brown eyes, and the lines of worry that ran along his once smooth handsome face.  He was hunched over, his back bent by some great invisible world; he didn’t seem to notice me as he sighed and ran a coarse gnarled hand through his thinning brown hair.  I had never seen him so old.      


“Pa?”


He jumped slightly as I got up off the bench to go over and stand next to him.  “Oh, there you are,” he said, his voice wavering a bit.  “You ready?”  I nodded.  I didn’t want to say anything about my birthday present.

The drive back was made in silence.  Instead of telling him all about the candy store for the fiftieth time, I nervously glanced back and forth from the window to his sunken face.  He stared straight ahead, but I had a feeling his eyes weren’t really on the road.  He had a white-knuckled grip on the large thin black steering wheel, and I could see him anxiously grinding his teeth.  I was afraid to say anything, so I watched the same landscape roll by us again, this time in reverse.  I watched the hills flow by us, like water flowing past a boat.  The shadows grew long, and when we reached the house, I slid quickly and quietly from the car and followed Pa up onto the front porch.  I nearly walked into the back of him before I noticed he had stopped mid-step.


“Pa?”


“Wait here.”


I stood rooted to the floorboards as he briskly strode into the house.  Confused and afraid, I waited restlessly as I heard him rummage around as if he was searching for something.  Turns out he was.  He came quickly from within and kneeled down so that we were at eye level with one another.  


I saw, in his eyes, a tortured and defeated look; a look filled with the pain of too many hard years and denied expectations.  In that moment I saw how much he missed Ma, and how sorry he was for the life he had given me.  I saw and finally understood the depths of his strength, a wide deep pool that was now nearly empty.  He was tired, tired of being beat down by the hand he had been dealt, tired of just scraping by, tired of being tired.  He thrust into my small shaking hands a thin roll of money and a small silver revolver.


“Here, take this and go,” he said quickly as he looked anxiously behind me.


“Pa, no, what-what’s going on?  What…why?”


He paused and sighed again.  “I know, son.  But there are some things in this world that just don’t make any sense.”


Tears began to roll down my cheeks and my nose began to run.  I tried to sniff it all in, I tried to be like Pa, but my tears fell abashedly.

“Hey, I know…” he breathed as he gently placed his warm hand on my shoulder, “Life sometimes just doesn’t go like you plan it.  Sometimes things fall apart.  When your mother died…” he paused as he tried to speak past the growing lump in his throat, “When your mother died, I thought it was the end of the world.  I was angry; I was sad.  I wondered why God had taken her from me.  But you know what: we both lost her.  Not just me.”


I looked up into his eyes.  “You still did good, Pa.”


He smiled.  I know he wanted to believe me, but I guess he just couldn’t.  Maybe that was what this life had finally done to him: it had stripped of hope, of that lasting endurance to keep pushing and punching even after being knocked down over and over again.  
“She’d be proud of you,” he said, his eyes saying more than his mouth.

I nodded.  I wanted to believe him too.  

“Now, do you remember the way to your grandparents’ place?  We went to visit them a couple summers ago.”


I nodded again as I tried to come up with the words to express the tempest that was raging within me.

“Good, I want you to go there and stay with them.  I’ll be along as soon as I can.”



“But why can’t you come now?” I sobbed.


“Soon, I promise,” he hesitated like he was going to say something else, but instead he just said,” Now go. And don’t look back.”


I nodded, still fighting to find the right words, and took a step back as he released my shoulder.  With tears flooding down my face, all I could say was, “Bye, Pa.”


He looked back into my eyes, my deep blue eyes that had so often reminded him of Ma’s and said, “Goodbye, my son.”


I turned slowly, painfully, and walked away.  I felt his warm longing gaze on my back as I reached the edge of our front yard.  Then I turned to my left and continued walking.  I held back a flood of tears as I made my way down the lonely dirt road we had driven upon together this morning.  The sun was now settling against the horizon, and I found myself alone in the wild with only the wind whispering in my ear.  I wanted to yell and scream and run back home.  I wanted so much to go back to this morning, to go back to that river and have him throw me in it, to go back to that forest, underneath that brush, to just have two more seconds with him, just one moment when we had no worries, when time and life did as they were told.  But I kept walking, and I didn’t look back.  I caught the last train of the day.  I remember climbing up into the empty compartment, hoping that this was all just a dream.  I turned and waited for Pa to appear out of no where to tell me to come home, but when he didn’t show up, I plopped down on one of the matted benches and stared out the window as I watched the train’s steam swirl by the dirty glass panel.

I remember the first time we got on this train to go visit Ma’s parents.  The car was full then.  It was a warm summer afternoon.  People were shuffling about as they tried to stow their luggage; I watched as two ladies attempted to squeeze themselves and their large white fluffy dresses onto a single bench.  Pa was chuckling.  


“Pa, how long until we get there?”


“Not that long, just a couple hours,” he replied as he handed our tickets to the officer walking by.

“How come we have to go see them?”


“Well they haven’t seen you in a while,” he said warmly, “and I’m sure your Ma would want them to see you, you know to make sure I’ve taught you some manners and that you’re not running around naked like a little monkey.”  He then ruffled the thick mop of hair on my head and laughed. 

By the time I had reached their house, the sky was brimming over with millions of tiny stars.  They twinkled and flickered in the night as they accompanied the large gleaming full moon on its journey across the heavens.  As I made my way up to their front porch, I saw that there were no lights on inside the house, so I curled up on the bench next to the front door.  It wasn’t that comfortable, but pretty soon I found my mind wandering home.  I saw Pa sitting alone at our small kitchen table, his arms crossed and his head down as he waited for that final knock on the door.  He had lit a single lantern and placed it on the counter behind him so that the long shadows of our kitchen danced and swayed around him.  I wished that I could be there.  Another tear slid down my cheek as I closed my eyes and felt my consciousness fade from the world.      

The next morning, I told my grandparents what had happened, and then I remember waiting.  Everyday I’d sit by the window for as long as possible and hope to see Pa stroll happily down the road as he whistled one of his songs.  I waited for the moment where I’d jump up from that faded green couch, fly out the door, and jump into his arms.  He would tell me that everything was all right, that the world had righted itself, and that we could go home now.  That moment never came.  


I waited for three months, until a letter arrived at the house.  I remember my grandparents opening it, reading it, and then handing it to me.  I read it.  And I read it again.  A tear fell onto the thin slip of paper, smudging the black ink as it rolled down onto the wooden floor.  I looked up at the only family I had left.  They didn’t say anything.  I guess they didn’t know what to say.  I don’t blame them.  I thought back to that evening when Pa had handed me that money and that gun and told me to leave.  I remembered him staring into my eyes as I had fought to find the words to match his love for me.  There was so much that should have been said that now would never be spoken.  My heart broke at the opportunity that had forever been lost, and I found myself weeping uncontrollably.  I cried and cried.  My grandparents did their best to help, but there was nothing that could be done.  Not a thing in the world.  


I lay awake in bed that night and watched the stars as they slowly made their way across my open window.  I felt the cool air on my face as it fluttered across my bed sheets, and I wondered about the life I had lost, about the life I had never really had.  For so many years I had imagined myself in places so far away, and now, I only wanted things to return to the way they had been.  Over and over in my mind, ran the image of my father leaving that wooden shack a beaten and destroyed man.  It was there that everything I had ever known been lost, destroyed, never to be felt or experienced again.  I cried myself to sleep that night with the intention of never falling asleep again, with the intention of doing justice, of doing right by me.


I woke up early the next morning, gathered my few tattered belongings, and left the house before my grandparents got up.  I took the train back into town and around noon, found the poorly kept, sadly decorated wooden shack that had taken my father from me.  I opened the door to be met by a large burly man with a thick black mustache.  He wore a black suit, and a small bowler hat sat perched atop his well-cropped head.  He came out from behind the counter and moved towards me.  He smiled.  He actually smiled at me.


“I think you’re in the wrong place, partner,” he said, his deep southern accent not hiding the mocking tone in his rough voice.


I shook my head.  


“Well where do you think you are?”


I pulled out the silver revolver I had been concealing beneath my faded brown jacket.  I raised the gun and pointed it at the man’s chest.  I pulled back the hammer and watched as the cylinder spun and loaded a bullet into the barrel.  


Time froze. I reached into my jacket pocket and retrieved the letter that had announced Pa’s death; I tossed it to the dusty floor.


“Read it!” I shouted.


The large man, now sweating, waddled over to the letter and picked it up.  He opened it, and I could see his beady little eyes scrolling across the words, line by line.  When he finished he dropped the letter on the counter beside him and looked up at me.  His expression smug, he said, “Yeah, so what?  Your Pa owed me some money, and he didn’t pay up.  That’s what happens.  That’s life!” he declared, “so go ahead kid, play tough guy and shoot me.  You won’t make it down the street alive.”  

I wanted to pull the trigger more than anything.  I wanted to kill the man who had taken my family, my best and only friend, from me.  I wanted to see him lying dead on the floor, cold, with a bullet in his brain, his eyes empty and blank.  I wanted to.  Tears again streamed down my face.  My hands shook.  I wanted to.  But I couldn’t.

I reached into my jeans pocket and pulled out a mushy melted piece of three-month-old chocolate that was still in its gold and brown wrapper.  I lowered the gun, and threw the chocolate at the man’s feet.    


I breathed out slowly and felt a great weight slide off my chest and back.  I slowly turned around.  Then I walked out the door, and felt the warm glow of the sun as I listened to the cool winter breeze whistle some nameless tune.
