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Mixed Connections


“It’s done.” 
Two simple words. That’s where it all started. The voice at the other end was gruff, one that I didn’t recognize. It was one of the rare occasions where I’d accepted a call from an unknown number. If I’d been smarter, I would have hung up right away. But the caller had dangled an intriguing line, and I couldn’t resist.
“What’s done?” I asked.
A long pause. I sensed hesitation. Perhaps irritation too?
“You know … the job. What you asked me to do.”
I’d asked someone to do something? And he’d done it? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d asked anyone to do anything. I wasn’t important enough to command people like that. I was the mousy guy everyone told what to do. This underling had the wrong number. I almost corrected him, but he had stoked my curiosity.
“What job?”
“You okay, boss?”
Boss? Yeah, wrong number for sure.
“I guess,” I replied.
“Lawson’s dead, boss.”
Dead. The word spooked the life out of me, though I was sure I didn’t know any Lawson. But this was some real, living person who was … well, who wasn’t living anymore, and my next question was a reflex.
“Sorry to hear that. How did he die?”
I prayed it didn’t have anything to do with his heart. I’d been worried about mine giving way ever since my doctor had warned me about my high cholesterol numbers and all the problems it could lead to. Naturally, instead of cutting down on junk food, I’d been stress eating more of it.
“The usual.”
The usual? What the heck did that mean? Old age? No, that couldn’t be. He said this was a job I’d asked him to do. Then it struck me, and my breath caught. Gruffy had murdered Lawson. Gruffy had murdered Lawson. The chant repeated inside my head. My stomach churned.
Was it a mob hit? I pictured Lawson swimming with the fishes at the bottom of San Francisco Bay, sporting a pair of concrete shoes. The image was terrifying enough. I hung up.
A man was dead. No — murdered. It made me sick. Pretty much every day there was news about some homicide. It never bothered me. But this — this one had touched me. The killer had actually called to tell me what he had done.
A responsible citizen would report this to the cops. What would I tell them? I had no idea who Lawson was. I could share Gruffy’s number, but what would the cops do with it? Would they take it seriously enough to investigate if there was no dead body? I wouldn’t be surprised if they laughed me off.
As I considered the issue some more, I came to a conclusion. Quite likely, there was no murder. This was a prankster dialing random numbers and messing with people. Best to ignore it. The stress left my body right away.
A couple of hours later I was watching TV, Gruffy and Lawson forgotten, my breathing back to normal and my heart chugging along at its usual pace. The news came on. A local congressman had been brutally murdered and that had the reporters all excited. The mug was familiar. I’d seen it on a ton of election-season mailers, junk which I’d casually trashed without reading. To think the guy was celebrating his win a few months ago, and now he was gone. Poor Terence Lawson.
I was still pondering the vagaries of life when a chill ran through me. Was this the Lawson Gruffy was referring to? This couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? Now that we had a body, it was time to call the cops. I muted the TV and was reaching for my phone when someone knocked. My heart leaped out of my body as I held my breath. Why so jumpy? I asked myself. It’s not like someone wanted to murder me, right? It must be one of the neighbors.
Dragging myself off the couch, I took my time getting to the door. If I’d been thinking straight, I would have peeked through the peephole first. When I opened the door, there stood a man about my height. He looked like he had walked right out of a steroid commercial (does such a thing even exist?). Where I had spindly arms and a featherweight body, this guy was well-built, muscles bulging everywhere. His grim face told me he’d had a rough day and could use a drink.
“Ryan Chase?” he asked. He sounded familiar.
“That’s me.”
A slight smile emerged on his lips. It was comforting to learn that I could brighten someone’s day. Or was it a mocking smirk?
“And you?” I asked.
“Marcus.”
That’s when it dawned on me. I attempted to shut the door but was thwarted by his foot. His smile grew sharklike as he pushed the door open and stepped inside. I edged backwards in fear, trying to stay as far from him as I could. He continued his advance. I retreated until I hit the table placed against the opposite wall.
“I made a big mistake today, Ryan. And now I’m here to fix it. Don’t worry. I’ll be quick. You won’t feel a thing.”
Liar! I was already feeling a lot of things, the urge to empty my bladder was on top of the list. My overactive imagination pictured all the different ways he would do it — he could shoot me, stab me, crush my throat, or take a golf club to my head. All those options were guaranteed to be painful. Unless he was kind enough to use anesthesia like my dear dentist did. Fat chance. I couldn’t take on this muscular guy. This was it. The end of my sad little life. 
I’d rested both my hands on the table when I’d bumped into it. My right hand roamed the table in a desperate attempt to find a weapon, anything that could help me out of my predicament. At the very least, my obituary would read better if it said “he went down fighting.”
I finally connected with something. Perfect! A hunk of solid metal. Now if I could just slam it on Gruffy’s head. But how? In spite of his bulky build, I suspected he could move fast when required. If I tried to attack him, he would block me and I’d meet my maker sooner than planned.
“Look. A monkey,” I blurted as I pointed to the space behind him.
I had no idea where that came from. Gruffy looked dazed for a second, probably questioning my sanity. Perhaps he would spare me if he thought I was loony and not a threat?
Then he did something unexpected. He turned, presumably in search of the primate. This was my chance. I grabbed the statuette tight and picked it up. Dang, I’d forgotten how heavy that thing was. I soldiered on and brought it crashing down on Gruffy’s head with a satisfying — and sickening — crack. He grunted and staggered for a bit before dropping to the floor.
I was stunned, unable to believe what I’d done. Gruffy wasn’t moving, so at least I was safe for a while. I placed the statuette back on the table. My gaze traveled to the door. Maple stood there, her eyes darting between me and my victim.
Maple Monroe. This was only the second time I was seeing her in person. The first time was four days ago, our first date. I’d had a hard time keeping a straight face, trying not to betray the fact that it was the first time I’d been privileged to dine with such a stunning woman. The situation today was different. Fear had me frozen in place, any movement a challenge.
I’d met Maple online on one of the gazillion matchmaking sites I’d signed up for. We exchanged messages for a couple of weeks before taking the big step. She was charming and interesting, and I’d enjoyed the date until it was time to part. As we were saying our goodbyes, I moved in for a kiss. She avoided it, mumbling something about coming down with something and not wanting to get me sick. All that time I’d thought things were going well, but clearly she had been putting on a show. The harsh truth was that she wasn’t into me. Disappointed, I didn’t call her like I’d promised. What she was doing here, I had no idea.
But now was not the time to relive my failed attempts at romance. I had to salvage the situation, stop her before she panicked and called the cops on me, branding me as a killer. I’d have to call them anyway, but I had to do it on my terms. They would ask questions, and there was a lot I had to think through first — like explaining why I didn’t call them as soon as I got the call from Marcus.
“Maple,” I said. “It’s … it’s not what it looks like.”
I could tell she was debating about what to do next. Running for help was an easy option. Instead, she stepped inside and shut the door behind her. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have been surprised, considering she was a crime junkie. She had spent a significant part of our date raving about all the true crime podcasts she enjoyed, her eyes wide and excited every time she mentioned murder. At the time I thought, if things went well and we ever ended up sharing a bed, at some point during the night I would wake up to find her pressing a pillow down on my face for kicks.
“You never called.” Of all the words I’d anticipated from her, these were not on the list. “At first I thought you were following the three-day rule, but when you still didn’t call, I was worried. I thought of messaging you, but this is the kind of talk that needs a face-to-face, don’t you think?”
Wait a second. She had wanted me to call? She was actually interested in me? A bit too interested, perhaps.
“Sounds kinda stalkerish, to be honest,” I blurted. A bold statement considering my fate was in her hands.
She shrugged. “Just so you know, none of my last three boyfriends filed restraining orders.”
So much to process there. I was unsure how to proceed.
“What about the ones before that?”
“That’s all in the distant past,” she replied before looking away. Conversation over, she seemed to say.
I was curious how she knew where I lived, but that question could wait. I had Gruffy to worry about.
“So, why didn’t you call?” She wasn’t letting up.
“I—”
“Is it because I look like a monkey?”
“What? No! Why would you think that?”
She flashed me a “don’t lie to me” look.
“Just before you whacked this guy, you pointed toward me and said ‘look, a monkey’.”
“I didn’t even know you were there until he dropped. Honest. It’s just something I said to distract him. So I could hit him.”
She was still skeptical. “‘Look, a monkey’? Seriously, that’s the best you could come up with?”
“It worked, didn’t it?”
She nodded. I was relieved I’d finally got my point across.
“Look, I didn’t call because I thought you weren’t interested.”
Shock crept onto her face.
“Why would you think that? I had a great time.”
“Well, you avoided the kiss.”
“Oh, that. Gosh, this is so embarrassing. We had just eaten, and in case you hadn’t noticed, my pasta was pretty garlicky. I was worried I stank.”
I couldn’t tell whether she was telling the truth or she had just come up with this gem. But I didn’t press her further on it, because the strains of a song began, followed by Christina Aguilera insisting she was beautiful no matter what anyone said.
“Oh, I love this song,” Maple said.
“Me too,” I replied.
She arched an eyebrow.
“I really do,” I insisted.
We gazed at the source of the music. Gruffy. And that brought everything flooding back. I was in deep shit. Somehow Maple had made me forget about it for a bit. I failed to understand how she could be so calm and unconcerned about this situation.
“Is that … from his phone?” she asked.
This was hardly the ringtone I would have expected from Gruffy. If I probed further, would I discover that he was also a ballet dancer?
I crouched beside him to check for a phone, but I hesitated, as if he was contagious. Although, truth be told, I would be delighted to contract some of his muscles. Overcoming my hesitance, I searched him and fished a phone out of his trouser pocket. He didn’t move at all.
The call had ended. His phone said, “Missed Call.” The number listed made my eyes pop. It was mine … almost. Just off by one digit.
“Shit!” I said. Was this “Boss”? The guy Gruffy had tried to call when he got me instead, the man who had ordered
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