Okay, so I've done something a bit different this week. I have my students write alternate endings to "The Bet" by Anton Chekhov as an initial piece of narrative writing. I also try to complete any assignment that I give my students as a way of proving that I wouldn't have them do something that I wouldn't/couldn't do. 

Anyway, I thought that I'd post my original ending this week, but don't worry. I'll be back to writing ridiculous pieces like Shark Vs. soon.

First, you may want to read "The Bet" by Anton Chekhov if you've never read it. I linked it. 

Students have to write an alternate ending with a clear resolution while also settling the debate which initiated the bet: capital punishment versus life imprisonment. 

My ending picks up when the banker has snuck into the lawyer's private quarters to murder him but pauses to read a note the lawyer has written before falling asleep...

 The banker took the page from the table and read as follows:

 “Gotcha!"

 With a lurch of surprise, the banker jostled the skeleton in the chair next to him. The head came off with a dry, crispy crunch and rolled across the floor as if it were nothing more than a rotten cabbage. In fact, it bore more similarities to a cabbage than to the head of a human. From its torn neck, text-covered paper protruded-- the yellowed pages of an old book. The banker’s hands sprang to his mouth as realization hit, and with growing dismay, he examined the “man” in the chair more closely. The “man” was not the lawyer, not even a man at all, but a carefully constructed paper mache reproduction. 

The lawyer hadn’t just used his books for reading. 

Numb with dread, the banker decided to leave before he was faced with any more unpleasant surprises. He could make sense of what he was seeing back in the comfort of his own home with the doors and windows securely locked. He would come back with the watchman, search the garden wing from top-to-bottom, and if the lawyer could not be found, the banker would declare himself winner of the bet. He’d do so with great relief. However, the banker would wait until the morning as he wanted to rooms to be bathed in light upon his return. For some reason, the sight of the paper mache man sent creeping shivers of unease across his body. 

The banker turned, stumbled over a tall stack of books, but kept his balance by placing a hand on the fragile chest of the paper mache man. It gave way, and the banker’s hand sunk to the wrist. Horrified, the banker cried out, and at that moment, something hit him from behind with great force, knocking the fear and consciousness out of him…
 ---
A voice, one the banker had not heard for fifteen years, prodded him back to reality. It said, “You didn’t really think you’d win, did you?”

The banker opened his eyes. He was looking up at the ceiling and at something that looked like a curved wooden door. He tried to move but found that he could not. Glancing at his wrists, he saw that he was tied with wire, and when he checked his ankles, he found them in a similar condition. He shook his head and tried to gather his bearings. It took the banker a moment to recognize where he was. He had been tied on, or rather in, the lawyer’s piano. The top of the instrument had been opened, and the lawyer had somehow twined the banker to the inside with its wire.  

The lawyer sat on a bench at the head of the piano with a small smile on his face. He appeared much healthier than his paper mache doppelganger. The real version of the lawyer was clean shaven, hygienic, and had the build of a sportsman. He must have spent a least some of his time exercising between books. His cheeks were flush with life. 

 “That fifth year was a hard one,” the lawyer said, the strange smile still on his lips. “It was during that time that I hatched my plan. I knew I could not let you win, could not let you beat me. I had given up too much of my life for that, and you had given up so very little.”

 The lawyer hit an ivory key of the piano, and the banker felt a sharp needle of pain thread his right arm. The lawyer said, “This was one of the first ideas I had. I rigged this piano to tighten its wires every time I play a note. This instrument will be the method of your execution… if our conversation comes to that. Needless to say, I burned the blueprints after implementing its design. This is not an invention that I would want anyone to replicate.” 

 “You’re mad,” the banker said. 

 “Not at all. If anything, I’ve simply had too much time to think. To plan. To prepare. As a lawyer, I care about justice. As a banker, you care about money. During that dark fifth year, I decided justice would be best served if I beat you at your own game, so I studied economics, marketing, and the history and process of banking. I became the most knowledgeable man in the world when it came to anything and everything that dealt with currency. Since you allowed me to send letters, I used letters to send instructions to my accountant who invested my small earnings as I told him. Through my limitless knowledge, I slowly but surely amassed great wealth. Through this wealth, I began making connections. These connections not only solidified my earnings but helped me to grow them. For every bad investment you made, I made an opposite brilliant investment with high yield results,” the lawyer said. His eyes shone with excitement. He seemed to enjoy explaining his systematic plan of revenge. The banker wondered how long that the lawyer had waited for this moment. Then he realized the answer: fifteen years. 

 “What good would connections do you? And how could you know how I invest my money? The outside world cannot contact, cannot communicate with you,” the banker replied. He thought, If I stall long enough, surely the watchman will notice me missing and come to investigate. 

 The lawyer shook his head. “By the seventh year of my confinement, I had made enough money that your ‘rules’ no longer need apply to me. I had already won the bet. You just didn’t know it yet.” 

 He continued, “I sent a letter to an acquaintance of mine. This acquaintance bribed your watchmen. They’ve been working indirectly for me for years. The books they brought me included codes from the outside, from all over the globe, from my many contacts in foreign countries who helped me influence the entire world market, itself.” 

 The banker thought, There goes my plan for the watchman to save my skin. It’s all done for me now unless the lawyer decides to be merciful. Then the banker realized the significance of the second half of the lawyer’s statement. 

 “That’s why you learned those languages? To make influential contacts in foreign economies,” the banker said. The lawyer nodded, confirming the banker’s suspicions. 

 “Which brings us to tonight,” the lawyer said. “I knew you would kill me rather than allow me to take your last two millions. I had the night watchman abandon his post which I suspected would encourage you to sneak into my quarters, presumably to murder me in my sleep. I created the paper mache man as a lure, and I wrote the note as a bit of a dramatic flourish for which I hope you will forgive me. When you broke the seal of my door, you violated your own rules of the bet. Not only that, I finally had you at my mercy.” 

 “So what now?” the banker asked, dreading the answer.

 “Now, we come to the conclusion at the heart of the bet. Fifteen years ago on this very night, we engaged in a debate about which was more humane, capital punishment or life imprisonment. It is time for us to decide the outcome,” the lawyer said.

 “How?”

 “Make a decision,” the lawyer said. “If you choose life imprisonment, you can live out the rest of your life as a pauper, beaten at your own game by a man who you allowed to be imprisoned for over a decade. You will not live in a physical prison but a figurative one, the prison of poverty and the prison of public humiliation. Meanwhile, I will enjoy my billions.”

 “And the other option?” The banker swallowed.

 “You choose capital punishment, and I kill you now. With this,” the lawyer said, and he hit a key. The note reverberated throughout the room, and the banker grimaced as a sharp pain bit into his right leg. 

 The banker opened his mouth, made his choice, and lived a long, unhappy life. 


