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The Trouble with John B__
by Roger Market

What if you could turn back time? What if the difference between a miserable existence and a glorious second chance hovered somewhere between your index finger and a little black button? How about a trigger instead?
	My advice is this: Don’t do it. Don’t try to fix things. They’ll end up worse than before, and ultimately you’ll end up like me: alone and cold, laying on a slab, dying a painless yet agonizing death. And what’s worse? It will last an eternity.

#

The afternoon before the incident occurred, network CEO Jane C__ gently tucked her long, dark hair behind her ear as she turned on her desk lamp and sat down to open the letter that had waited patiently for her since early that morning. She sighed. Just by glancing at the envelope, she knew it contained one of the thousands of threatening correspondences she normally received in the weeks and months surrounding the May upfront presentations, which is traditionally when the broadcast television networks announce their fall schedules. Every letter was the same: “You are making a terrible decision canceling __, and you’ll be sorry.” But this letter was different, scary; in fact, she marveled at how it would even be allowed to pass through the mail system, let alone get through the network’s security detail. What initially made it so frightening was the way it was packaged: Red skulls – drawn in blood, she thought – outlined a medium-sized black envelope. The skulls seemed to move, winking at her, and twinkling intensely in the lamplight. She removed the pages from their dark, appalling prison, and read:

Dear Miss C__,

How do I begin? Hmm. Oh, I know: You are a ruthless, vicious woman, and I hope your network falls flat on its face. How does that feel? Have you any remorse?
For three years, I watched my favorite show, A__, through all its twists and turns; and I held its “hand” through every single ratings dilemma. I have been faithful, and I have enjoyed every second of it. It felt good to be one of a few million reliable fans of such a diamond in the rough, and it felt even better that my impressionable teenage daughter was among these ranks as well.
And then you go and leave it off the fall schedule!
Have you no heart, no moral compass? You renewed those other shows, that disgusting garbage that fills America’s television screens, yet you failed to notice the show that could make your network a smash hit among those who advocate decency – namely: parents! I guess the point is this: your delusions about what people will and won’t watch are so far advanced that you cannot see your horrendous choice for what it is. A__ could have provided the moral compass that your network will now lack severely. You are the head of a TV watcher’s destination, and you had a chance to influence (positively) the youth of America. You blew it…big time.
How could you do this to us, you vile creature? You took our compass, my daughter’s and mine – my family’s compass – and now we’re lost, just like all the other fans. Because of you, my daughter will probably end up pregnant or worse, and I will have to punish her accordingly. I just want to break something! One thing’s for sure, I will never watch your crappy network again, and I doubt other fans will either.
So, ha! Because of your carelessness, you’ve lost us all as loyal viewers of your network: every single fan of A__. How does that grab you? Are you scared? You should be. In fact, you should be cowering under your desk right now. A war is brewing between the American television system and viewers like me, and you are at the forefront of your side. Can you hear my battle cry? I guess the real question is…will you survive?

Sincerely,

John (an ex-viewer)

P.S. I am determined to meet with you in person regarding this matter.

On reaching the end of her newest piece of hate mail, Jane folded it into its original position and hurriedly shoved it back into its envelope.
	Wow. That was intense.
	She turned around and stared out her fifth-floor office window, watching as the blue of the afternoon sky gave way to the reds, oranges, and yellows of evening, and waiting impatiently for the sun to set completely on such a disheartening day. Then, noticing the ominous clouds that had begun to roll in, she wondered where the rest of her mail was; surely, this wasn’t it.
Oh well. It’s not like I answer any of it anyway.

#

It’s here: the moment of truth.
	I take a deep breath – gathering my courage – push on the glass door, and walk into the offices of the decrepit television network. There is a small flight of stairs at the entrance, and as I climb them to get to the reception area, an object in my right pocket stabs at my side. I ignore the sharp pain; I can’t be bothered right now. Soon enough, I’ll be taking the object out; then I’ll feel better. Once in the reception area, I go to the front desk and demand to see the CEO.
	“I’m sorry; she’s in a meeting – ”
	“I don’t care.”
I bypass the secretary and make quick strides toward the CEO’s office door, which is marked “President of Entertainment: Jane C__.” Bursting into the office, I pull the small object, a handgun, from my right pants pocket; I take aim, finger resting on the little black trigger. The female CEO rises from her desk and steps to the side of it, staring at me, her eyes peering into mine. I quickly study her tall, slim body, and then gaze deeply into her eyes, realizing that she is terrified. Her cold, black pupils seek out my undivided attention, trying to fool me into believing she is not afraid. But pupils are bad liars; I know this, and the fact that she would lie to my face like that gives me even more courage, a stronger motive. I know I can go through with this. Oh yes, I most certainly can.
	 “I want you to know how it feels to have your favorite show taken away from you,” I tell her. “It’s a brilliant show. It changes your entire outlook on life, it gives you hope for the world, and now you can never watch a new episode again.”
“Wait. You have to understand – ”
	 “Don’t try to spin it for me, because I’ve heard it all! Your spin-doctors can’t add or detract quality and neither can you. It’s all about ratings in this business, no matter what the show is saying to people.”
	Finally, I realize that Jane had been alone in her office before I barged in. The secretary had lied to me: there was no meeting! Immediately, my blood begins to boil. Before Jane can say anything else, I turn my head and pull the trigger as hard as I can, and it nearly scratches the trigger guard. A deafening shriek pierces the air, and then I hear her red life-blood cry out, splattering haphazardly against the wall. I hear her limp body fall to the floor motionless. When I turn to look, the CEO seems to be sitting on her knees, head resting on the floor. She falls over, and I see the gaping hole on the left side of her face, outlined with chunks of severed flesh and drops of hot blood. I leap toward the trashcan by her desk; I vomit on the shredded documents inside, quickly regain my composure, stand up, and realize my work is finally done. Proud of my accomplishment, ridding the world of a misguided psycho, I leave the office and walk down the stairs. Security is there, patiently awaiting my arrival.
	 “The police will be here soon,” a short, fat security guard informs me. Dead silence. Finally, his left eye twitches, and he quickly looks at the floor.
	“You mean you’re not a real cop?” I ask. He doesn’t answer. I grin, raising both hands high into the air, the gun clinched between my left digits. “You can cuff me, though, can’t you?”
	He looks up. “Uh…I have the power to arrest you, yes,” he says, judging the distance between us, which can’t be any more than twenty feet. He fumbles for his cuffs, dropping the small set of keys that will eventually let me loose – when the real cops get here. Quickly bending down, he picks up his keys, and then he walks toward me. “I need you to put down the gun.”
	 “Fat chance, Porky. You can take if from me…if you can reach it.”
	The guard walks cautiously, inching his way toward me, and now his eyes call out, pleading with my inner nutcase: Who are you? Just please don’t kill me! He continues to close the gap between us, now only sixteen feet away. Thirteen feet. At ten feet, he stops. His eye twitches again, but he keeps looking at me. “Put it down sir. Put down the gun!”
	 “Just take it. I won’t shoot you. I know you didn’t do me any harm.” I smile, waiting for him to move closer and try to grab the gun.
	 “But I can’t reach it,” he says.
	 “Try.”
	He moves to within a foot of me before trying to take the gun from my hand, and I see that he can reach it, but just barely. I immediately prepare myself to fire again; but the guard is too quick. His movements astound me, as he grabs the gun and shoves me to the ground in one fluid motion. My forehead is on fire, the result of a collision with the loathsome marble floor.
	 “So, what happened back there? You said you wouldn’t fire,” the security guard says.
	 “Oh, oops. I guess I lied.” I shoot him a wry smile, basking in the glow of my own wittiness.
	 “That’s okay. I guess we’re even,” he retorts. “I lied too.”
	And he was right. Clearly, I had underestimated his height as well as the size of his cojones. “Yes, and I was surprised you could reach – ”
	 “Just…please be quiet. You have no Miranda rights as long as I’m here, so do yourself a favor and don’t make things any worse. Okay?”

#

You feel trapped, forced into a tiny square room just so you can rehash your perfectly justified murder to a perfect stranger.
	 “Do you regret doing what you did?” the lawyer calmly asks you.
	 “No I don’t regret it. She deserved every millimeter of that bullet. In fact, she deserved worse.”
	 “What would you say if I told you that she lived, that she’s sitting at her desk right now?”
	You stand up, your chair falling with a loud thud to the floor behind you. “I would say you’re full of shit. She is not alive. I killed her dead!” 
	 “No. You didn’t.”
	Suddenly, you’re seeing spots as you try to soak everything in. The room spins. The shock of your wretched failure becoming too much, you collapse, writhing on the cold floor, disbelief crawling to the surface of your brain.

#

What the hell am I doing here? This doesn’t really look like prison.
	I had woken up flat on my back, my head turned, staring at a badly lit wall that was covered in pads. Then I realized that the only light in the room was trained on my imprisoned body. I looked at the other side of the room, but it was the same: Mounds of padding covered the dark walls on each side of me. 
	 “What…do they think I’m crazy? Give me a break.”
	 “That’s exactly what you had,” a female voice told me from behind a large door that I had not yet seen. I heard the sounds of the door being unlocked and the woman walking in. I could hear her heels clacking against the floor near my feet. “You’ve had a psychotic break, John.” She closed the door.
	 “Oh please,” I said. “I’m right as rain on a snowy evening!” I laughed ferociously at my own insipid joke.
	 “No. You’re really not.” She walked a little closer but still kept her distance, preferring the shadows.
	 “Do you have any idea why you’re here, John?”
	 “Well, uh, no. So how about you do me a favor and let me out? I’m not crazy. Do you hear me, lady? I’m not crazy!” I shook the table I was laying on, trying to prove it was as worthless as the shackles binding me to it, but to no avail.
	 “I can’t let you out; I’m only a visitor. Tell me, do you know how long you’ve been here?”
	 “Uh…a few hours? A day? What difference does it make? I don’t belong here, I belong in prison. At least they have TV there.”
	 “The doctor says you’ve been laying on that bed for three months. That’s about how long I’ve been looking for you. I think the authorities hid you, for some reason, but…I’ve got connections.”
	 “Who are you? And…that can’t be right. I was just with my lawyer!”
“You don’t believe me,” she said, ignoring my other question. “That’s okay, but it doesn’t change what’s happened.”
	 “Oh, really. They send people to the psych ward for assassinations, these days? Because that’s all I did. Truth is, I did this country a favor…yesterday – not three months ago.”
	 “No, not for ‘assassinations,’ as you put it, but they do send people to the psych ward if they are insane. Like I said, you had a mental break. First, you decided to kill a network suit. Then, you failed, and learning that you failed, you became even crazier. You’re a complete nutcase, John!”
	 “I was not unsuccessful. I shot her in the head; I could see through it, for heaven’s sake!”
	The woman stepped closer, and I could see more of her features: her long hair, her tall, slender form. Somehow, they were familiar. And then it clicked.
	 “You know, you kind of remind me of her,” I told the woman. “Except she had horns.” I laughed heartily, yet again.
	She stepped closer, finally out of the shadows. And then I saw the needle, and I uttered a blood-curdling scream. The network CEO I had shot was now standing directly in front of me, a syringe in-hand.
	 “But…that’s impossible. I killed you! How’d you get in here?”
	She ignored me. “I do apologize for the mishap we had about your little show. But I have a business to run. The show simply made less money last season than it usually does, so I had to do something.”
	 “So you cancelled it?”
	Grabbing my wrist, she stuck the needle in me, pushed hard, and then she pushed even harder on the piston. Yellow liquid poured into me, and I instantly felt faint. I couldn’t even speak!
	 “The thing about this stuff is that it renders the subject speechless at first. Then complete paralysis sets in, and the person dies…ever so slowly. It’s like an eternity of waiting to die. Or so I’ve been told. ‘Cause I’m a moron, right? I couldn’t have possibly figured that out on my own, let alone run a whole television network. I’m an uneducated, morally bankrupt woman, right? Well, in any case, it looks like the drugs’re working. Am I right?”
	I pursed my lips, trying to say “fuck you, lady” or “hell no,” but I couldn’t. She was right. While I had previously been critical of the longhaired lady’s decisions, skeptical of her intelligence, this time, she was absolutely right. And I hated her for it.
“Of course I’m right,” she said. “I’m always right. Listen here, John: I’ve got friends in high places, even in this dump. Don’t screw with me.” She grinned, and then gasped wryly, covering her mouth with her right hand. Then she dropped her arm to her side and continued, her voice reeking of mockery.
	 “Oops. I guess it’s too late to mention that now, but then I didn’t get a single word in before you shot me in the ARM, so you just sit there and listen! By the way, you’re a bad aim. But your ego seems to be working just fine. You thought I was dead, but you were wrong; you deluded yourself. You thought your beloved A__ was dead, and you were wrong about that too. Did you bother to wait for the list of midseason replacements? Of course you didn’t. Otherwise, you would have known that, starting next spring, A__ will air thirteen Sundays in a row, at nine o’clock. You’ll miss it, though, won’t you? The final irony is that you were right: I am ruthless – and maybe I too am a little crazy. But after what you’ve put me through, I think I’m justified in being the tiniest bit insane. I do everything I can to keep this network going, and you seriously affected my ability to do so. At least for a few weeks. The arm healed, in time, and now I’m back in full swing, and the network is doing better than ever. I’m making millions! So, here’s a little secret for you, Johnny boy: I’m a winner. Always will be. You just sit there and think about that for a while. A long while.”
	With that, she turned and left me alone in the dark padded room. I heard the door shut but couldn’t look at it – I was completely paralyzed. Then the lights went off, and I could see nothing. Nothing at all. Nothi…noth…n…

#

LOS ANGELES – Fans of TV’s A__ rejoiced this morning upon learning that their beloved show’s return to primetime was met with incredible results. After a 6-month hiatus, the show returned with a horde of new fans in addition to those die-hard “A – ians” of previous seasons. Nielsen reported a 13.6 household rating and an unprecedented 6.9 in the teen demographic. These numbers reflect increases of 136% and 213%, respectively, over last season’s September premier.
Asked about the newfound success of the show, President and CEO Jane C__ said, “It’s incredible. It’s great when a show rebounds from doing absolutely nothing for us to being one of our highest-rated and highest-grossing programs. We don’t know where these extra viewers came from, but we are extremely grateful for their participation in making network history.” Asked for her own opinion of the show, C__ declined comment.
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