
IMPRISONED

by Ethan 


BAM! The judge slammed his gavel and the court was adjourned. It had not gone well. Not at all. The jury seemed to have a bias against me for what I had done. The true question was why. Murder, yes, but none of them knew why. Leaving the courtroom I suffered a barrage of insults. The masses damned me for what I was and now would always be: a criminal. “You scum!” they cried, “How could you live with yourself!?” “Death row ain’t as nice as your penthouse, is it?” they yelled.


Boy, if I had a penny for every time I heard “You greedy pig!” I would be rich again.


When the cell door slammed shut, the last bits of natural light were severed from my being and I knew I was truly alone. The dim, bare walls loomed over me, restraints I could never conquer. This was a place for the filth of the earth, not me. Yet I was the only one.  Nobody, no sounds or sights for company. This was a facility for the insane. But I was perfectly sane, thinking clearly for the first time in a long time. I didn’t belong here. Imprisonment was not a journey to overcome, but a torturous destination. No! What I had done was nothing compared to the crimes of those I had seen on the news every morning. Those I had watched, looked down upon, seen as inhumane. It was unthought-of that these men and women deserved a second chance. They were evil. Not me though, never.


The air of the place was horrifying. It was humid, dark and repulsive. It bit into my every sense like a burn. This cell was not owned by man or order, but by the creatures that lived here, the people who died here. Cockroaches… 2… 3… 4 scampered around the floor. It was unreal, something that would never occur in my home. 


The stunning walls, paintings, décor, all seem faint to me now, illusions that never existed. How I could have gone so quickly down the social ladder was terrifying. There is no glamour in time in prison, just the overwhelming stench of death and decay.


It was maddeningly quiet, the only noise, the steady drip of water from a broken pipe falling to the nervous beating of my heart. This one constant noise tortured me, encumbering my thoughts. 

It was not too long ago that the whole affair began. A recent friend of mine invited me to an exclusive gathering, at which I was quite honored. I was now considered part of the elite. The guests at this foray would be asked to invest in my friend’s latest project, more of a whim than something concrete, but it somehow piqued my interest – a chance to invest and stake my claim on a hefty sum. It was sure to pay off, so I agreed; the principal mistake. 


As time went on the profits decreased and he continued to ask for more money. Yet, I still obliged. I was close to bankruptcy when he finally bailed, taking all my money with him. The scum! He had played me…like a fool.


He pretended not to know me. I must have called him time and time again for days… weeks… who knows how long? The hours seemed to meld together, the anger, the sadness. I had no records of his disloyalty and embezzlement, just a record of the debt I owed. It was becoming too much to bear. I was afraid that this was the beginning of my downfall as a wealthy and influential man. 


I couldn’t concentrate on anything. At work I started slipping, a snag in a well oiled machine. All they saw was how I performed, not how I felt. All they cared about was how much profit we made, how much money we siphoned out of others. They were greedy and heartless to one of their own. 


I became paranoid over the smallest things. I yelled at those who mocked me behind my back. I showed them their place. But they laughed at me, saw how vulnerable I was. Like vultures flocking to a dying animal, I was watched and, ultimately, my worst fear befell me; I was dismissed.

At home, jobless, I had no purpose. I was worthless. My wife betrayed me. She called me insane, unstable. Who was she kidding!? Insanity!? If anything it had begun to clear my blurred vision, the oblivion of habitual routine. Money was no longer my crutch. I was stripped away of my wealth and my status. She only wanted me for my monetary value. There was never any real connection, just another fraud that added to the countless others already in my life. My wife was so obsessed with the excess and luxury of living in the upper class, but that was who I had become too. Yet now, all that was gone. It was all false, a life we had created for ourselves based on the emptiness of money.


The expectations set by my family and, in turn, the expectations set for myself, sat heavily on my psyche, haunting me. I know now that I was never meant to measure up to those expectations, but I could not dismiss my will to succeed and the greed that possessed me. I needed answers to how I could get my life back on track.  It seems pointless now, but at that time I was still obsessed with the need for my old life.

I needed to find him, the one who did me in. I needed to make things right. This villain would not remain hidden. I flipped through phone book after phone book, searching online, making calls, until I found the address I needed: 572 East Park Avenue, the newest opulent office space in the city. No laws applied to this cold place. It was beyond the limits of the world, where billionaires were made, and millionaires were broken. Consumed by my mounting anger, I impulsively rushed to confront the root of my misery.

I walked confidently past the guards, the so-called big shots protecting the impostors who occupied the halls of this glorified fortress. There was nothing to distinguish me from the others during the early morning rush. Going up the elevator my heart raced. As the door opened, I found myself in a dimly lit entrance hall. I advanced past the unoccupied receptionist’s desk, then past a maze of cubicles that looked more like prison cells than a place to work. How someone could spend their life slaving away at a small desk for a meaningless pittance of a wage was a mystery, but was I any better than those people? For years I fooled myself into thinking I was above them, a larger wage, my own corner office, my inflated bonuses. But what did I have that they didn't? I had all this money, yet, in fact, my soul was impoverished. I felt depleted, out of control, but now I was about to take charge.


Crossing the barrier between the elite and the underlings, I was greeted by a brightly lit corner office. The glassed–in, sterile, luxurious space towered regally over the lowly peons down below. The light, normally displaying a bright, panoramic view, today only revealed the stormy exterior.  What light there was in the room came from the glare of the florescent ceiling bulbs, as well as from two small lamps sitting on a dark-wood writing desk. Two pens and two pencils sat on his desk, all four turned in the same direction at a perfect 90 degree angle from the seat. An open laptop squarely placed in the middle of the desk sat alongside a posed family picture. The few belongings that lay perfectly organized about the desk only exaggerated the emptiness that seemed to radiate from the enclosed place of business.


The dim lamplight cast an eerie shadow onto a broad figure sitting hunched over the desk, obscuring any motion. I could not see his face. I moved closer and closer, temporarily blinded by the contrast in light, and then I saw him. The stout man sat smugly in his black leather chair. He donned a golden watch against a crisp white shirt. His eyes glanced up from the screen as he unconsciously flipped through a stack of bills clasped in a flashy sterling silver money clip, while no doubt scrambling for some new scam; another fake deal for another sucker. 


I quietly entered his office, making sure to remain collected. I took a second to adjust to the florescent light and as the door clicked shut, he finally noticed me. He put down what he was holding and swiveled around to face me. At the sight of me he looked as if he had seen a ghost, but then he smiled complacently. I was speechless, frozen, seeing the arrogance in his eyes. A look of complete control, the things I had lost he had stolen from me, but could I really go through with this? He caught my momentary vulnerability, and laughed.


In that moment I saw him, alone, with nothing but his money for comfort. Was I any different? I was filled with an uncontrollable anger at him and at myself. A hatred so black it clouded my eyes and my judgment. I was consumed by the loss of my money. For years I had also been just as selfishly blinded by the profit and the thrill of the game. Yet, still, I could not let him get away with the deceit.

Before I could think, in an instant my hands were around his neck, squeezing hard. He attempted to shout, but as the air left his lips, I knew he couldn’t breathe. The realization filled me with a childish joy. He coughed and I smiled at him. Nothing could save him, neither the safeguard of his sheltered office, nor the superficial protection of his money. 


Finishing the job, I brushed my hands on my jacket and stood up. I placed his body at his desk, as if he had fallen asleep. It was done. Those who denounced revenge didn’t know how freeing it was to have confronted your enemy, your fears, your worries. The sight of his limp body, helpless, just as I had been, felt exhilarating. I was filled with a useless, pitiless happiness; finally there was closure. I quietly slipped out of the office, making sure not to draw any attention to myself as I calmly left the building.


The next morning I awoke to the warm sun showing through my blinds. It wasn’t until later that what I had done dawned on me. I forced myself to see if the crime had been reported. Sure enough, front page:  “Banker Strangled in His Own Office.” 


Could I ever justify taking the life of another? He deserved it… right? I did the world a favor that day; one less guilty person to corrupt the planet. I’m not to blame. What about the police? Has there been an investigation? Am I suspected? I’m a straight guy; I have nothing to hide. After all, I’m innocent, I was betrayed…


I know I must have gone over this hundreds of times. Sitting in this stinking cell has given me too much time to think. Money. Is it just a game with unclear, undefined rules and uncertain stakes? To what degree does it define who we are and what we do? Expectations. To what extent did I go to satisfy my own family’s worship of wealth? Revenge. Was it worth it? Am I guilty?
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