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Icilio

––––––––
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THE QUIVERING MASS of flesh, which stinks of piss, is supposed to be a man. 

I’ve smelled worse, of course, being in the business. I cross my arms and exhale in annoyance, staring down at him, where he sits on the floor, squashing himself against the wall. He’s quivering, blubbering, snot is running down to his lip. I think I hear him say sorry or whatever stupid nonsense he thinks will help... and will not change the result. Annoyed, I breathe out through my nose and press my lips together. 

I’m sure he’s sorry now. 

Tears leak from his eyes, and they dart from me to the man beside me. His whiny voice is a trilling echo against the white walls of the laundromat, and the sharper notes hurt my ears. I exhale in annoyance again. I am definitely not in the mood to handle this today. Now, he’s blathering nonsense about being sorry again, maybe hoping to appeal to my better nature. Today, I do not have one. I was supposed to have time off—time off, which I was looking forward to having. Time off in which I had planned to do absolutely nothing but work out and drink beer. Not necessarily in that order and one more than the other. 

Then I’m called in to handle a problem. 

My uncle, Nicodermo ‘Nico’ Fortini, called me to meet him at this laundromat. He briefed me about Blake Harland and his wife, Marina, who had a minor problem that needed to be taken care of. The minor problem who is at my feet now. I know my uncle had met with Blake not too long ago at the annual fundraiser for the local hospital, which Blake Harland Industries holds every year. But what had transpired, he has kept to himself so far. However, whatever they spoke about, my uncle was quick to assist Marina and Blake when he had called requesting help today. And earlier, when I slid into my vehicle, waiting for the location, it surprised me to hear he needed me at the laundromat, and I wondered what was going on now.

When I arrived, my uncle’s bodyguards were at the door and one held it open for me. I kept my face impassive while he introduced me to Blake and Marina. It appeared they’d already done a few things to this piece of shit on the floor earlier. And after a few words with my uncle about eating at a restaurant, the two left. It was odd to hear about dinner arrangements when a job was required of me, but it is my uncle’s business until he wishes to share with me. 

The laundromat is at the end of a small three shop building. Bellante’s Italian Restaurant is in the middle, and the Pawnshop is at the other end. Gianni owns this place. Adelfo owns Bellante’s Italian Restaurant, which is actually more of a hole in the wall diner, and serves Italian food. And Mr. Cartelli and his wife own the Pawnshop on the other end. Adelfo and Gianni are friends, and those two have been a pain in the ass on this block for years and were always up to something. Taking out loans was a venture they did frequently. Why Nico gave out loans to those two, I’ll never know. Maybe it was to keep tabs on them—or keep them in check. I shake my head in irritation. Their poor business decisions are not my problem. 

I glance around the room, trying to ignore the sobbing piece of shit sitting in his piss on the floor. He’s sniffling now. I look away in disgust. I stand beside my uncle in the stark white of the room. Nico explained what occurred in the past between Marina and this man whimpering on the floor, and he explained what he expects to happen now. I’ll do it—I can. And the loss of his life will not be a loss to the world. And, staring down at him, I don’t rightly care how much he blathers. Right now, he’s a job I need to complete. It must truly be necessary if my uncle requires this of me, and of course, I cannot refuse. 

No one says no to Mr. Fortini, kin or not. 

I glance down at the suit I am wearing—Italian—of course. My uncle expects all his employees to dress impeccably, and I would hate to get this suit mussed up. It’s not like I can’t afford a new one, but that’s not the point. I see the yellow liquid on the floor. The mess his body created, in which he fell in and scooted his ass across. It’s plain as the stain on the front of his pants. His hand is also dirty since he’s been holding his injured ankle, which I think is broken. 

I stare down, contemplating this issue which needs taking care of. Over the years, there were always rumors, but until something surfaced with hard evidence, nothing was ever done. Nico had lamented this over the phone to me, where Marina was concerned. I heard the regret in his voice. Now, he is trying to make it up to her—to make it right. I glance out the large, square windows of the laundromat and notice Blake and Marina have left now. 

My job within my uncle’s world is two-fold; one is to gather information—or elicit information. The other is to make sure things disappear. Many in the community have concluded I have killed. I let the rumors live because it makes my job much more manageable when I need to find out information. But I have killed no one. Although, I think my non-killing streak is ending today. I know my uncle would not have hesitated had he been in his prime or even in better health. 

Killing a man, he said to me, is much harder than it first appears. But over the years, I know he has done so. He wished to spare me and instead gave me the title of Cleaner. Basically, I make phone calls and arrangements, so the bodies disappear. Then I make sure the bodies cannot be traced to the Fortini family. I’m extremely good at it. But what I really enjoy is getting information out of people. I like to finesse my way through the minds of others. And if that fails, then I use a more persuasive method—I don’t mind that way either. 

My uncle shifts his feet restlessly, and I think he is uncomfortable. I glance over at him, noticing how frail, withered, and slightly stooped he is. It concerns me and his health is always on my mind. I want to tell him I have this handled, and he can leave, but even I do not dare to tell Nico Fortini what to do. Instead, I stand, viewing the same abomination trembling on the floor before us.

“This one looks messy,” he says and coughs, his body bending over with the effort. 

The cough soon racks his body, and I reach out a hand to steady him when he sidesteps to regain his balance. Until I know he has his feet under him, I leave my hand on his elbow. It feels thin, bony. His frailty hides underneath his tailored suit, but even the most finely tailored suits will hang if there is no muscle underneath to support it. He waves me off, pulling out a handkerchief and wiping his eyes and mouth. He presses a forced smile at me for a moment.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” he says in a low, raspy voice. 

I study him for a moment. Nico Fortini will not show weakness. Even now, he’s standing tall and mustering all that he can to project an air of strength. But he is leaving before his weakness causes him to show it. At least, any more than it already has.

“I’ll try to make it quick. But do not wait for me.” 

This is the closest I can come to telling my uncle what to do without crossing a line. I meet his eyes, now looking dull and tired. For a moment, I think he will argue with me, but then he jerks his chin in agreement. And now, I realize he is even weaker than I initially thought. 

“Yes. Yes, I think I’ll head back,” he rasps, hoarse from his coughing fit. 

I watch him amble off, concern pursing my lips together and creating a crease in my forehead. Even the most minor of excursions have been wearing him out. One of his bodyguards opens the door for him and two flank him while the other two stand as sentries at the laundromat entrance, their backs to the windows to ward off anyone who might wish to enter. I heard a dryer shut off not too long ago, so whoever’s clothes those are might return. 

Later, once I take care of this crying piece of shit, my uncle’s bodyguards will lock the doors and secure this place. This laundromat will shut down until a new owner is found. I watch the limo pull off, taking my uncle safely away, then I turn back to the huddling mass on the floor, sitting in his piss. He’s stopped crying, for now. He’s sitting in misery, and he wipes his nose across his sleeve. 

I hadn’t expected to see this asshole alive since I always arrived when the deed has already been done. Being a cleaner isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, either. Disposing of bodies is not the easiest thing to do—and it’s still illegal—so discretion is always best. In all honesty, I really don’t like this either, but when my uncle needs me, I go where he directs. 

Nico didn’t let me rise in the ranks based on my connection to him alone. He made me work for it and it started with odd jobs. Then there was an accident. I came clean about it later to my uncle, but I had not done what I am known for doing. Yet, the deed was done, and the credit for it went to me. It was an accident, and I suppose I was partly responsible since I had done the chasing. The man grew fearful over the words I had only spoken as a threat. Well, the threat of beating him within an inch of his life was true. 

But over the past few years, it’s grown quiet, possibly because of my uncle’s health issues, and it has been nice not being summoned, traipsing all around town to clean up. But I should have known the streak would end.  

Now, I’m tasked with this mess. I don’t even want to touch him—it. 

I put my hands on my hips, unsure of how exactly I want to handle this. I exhale sharply and he whimpers. I roll my eyes. He wasn’t much of a man before, and now, he can’t even take it like a man. I do not need this hassle; I think again. But my uncle trusts me to take care of this. I overheard the tail end of the conversation with Blake and Nico, but I’m sure my uncle will tell me more later once I’m through here. Right now, I need to clean up this mewling mass of piss-soaked flesh. Hopefully, this won’t take too long. I put my hands on my hips once again, staring down at the blubbering man. 

Man—I snort again.  

No man does to others what this one has done. Truly, he shouldn’t be worth my time, yet to get him off the streets will be a blessing to everyone he has dared to defile. He has a fresh set of tears rolling down his cheeks, he’s wiped his nose on his arm again, and I catch the whiff of piss. I grimace and study him, knowing his hand and his ankle are broken, and know I will have to touch him to move him.

I glance back outside and wonder at how I wish to do this, again exhaling harshly and knowing I’m procrastinating, trying to stretch out the inevitable. I hear a whimper from him. I’m usually not so indecisive, but I don’t want to touch him. I fish in my pocket for gloves, Italian leather, and know I will need to purchase another pair after I am done with this guy. I lament it briefly because I like this pair. I’ve worn them in nicely and will have to start over with another. I keep my eyes on him, pulling on the gloves and ignoring his renewed cries. His eyes bug out at the realization of his impending death. He blathers once again, and I am tired of the noise. Maybe it won’t be too difficult to end him.

I glance beyond him, knowing there is a door in the back which leads to the alleyway. All three storefronts have one, and this is where the deed will be done. This is where I will dump his body, and it will be picked up, never to be seen again. No one will be the wiser, the cops won’t care, and I know he has no family who will wonder about him—lament his loss in their lives.  

I reach down, and he screeches in fear. I jerk him up against the wall, the back of his head clacking with an audible thump. This silences him. I reach around his neck, scruffing him like a cat, and haul him before me, half-carrying him because of his ankle, and push him through the back door and release him. He falls with a cry and furiously crawls through the filthy alley, to get away from me. I look at my gloved hand and make a face. Yes, I will purchase new gloves after this. 

It makes me angry, and I kick out, catching his ankle. This sets him to screeching and squalling yet again. Using his elbows, he crawls through the filth and small puddles of which I think might be piss from the homeless who rummage through the garbage back here. I’ll make it quick since I do not wish to have this go on any longer. So far, I have not touched him with any part of my suit, and I wish to keep it that way. I look up and down the back alleyway to make sure it is clear from said homeless. 

I get behind this guy, who rolls onto his back and puts his good hand up in a defensive gesture. He even picks up his leg to kick out at me. I shove his leg away and reach down, grasping his head. It will be quick. His good hand tries to peel my arm away. Unfortunately, his good hand is filthy, and he stains the arm of my suit. I shove him away in disgust. But there is no hope for it. I’m going to have to snap his neck—and burn my suit. 

He then, in a strange burst of energy, rolls and scrambles to his feet and tries to limp away. He’s off-balance, windmilling his arms to stay upright. Wobbling, his body at an angle, he trips, and his momentum hurls him forward. He tries to keep his feet, but his ankle doesn’t support him, and he lurches across the alley into the brick wall. I hear the thud of his head against the wall. He bounces off and falls to his side, unmoving. I stare down at him, vaguely hearing a noise from near where I had stood moments ago. With unhurried movements, I crouch and remove my glove to check for a pulse. 

This piece of shit will never move again.   

I hear another whisper of a gasp coming from the side of the building. I do not look up for a moment, pressing my lips together, my eyes on the limp body lying in filth. I clench my jaw and shake my head. 

Shit.

I continue to stare down at the heap of a human at my feet while I contemplate this additional problem. This is a complication I do not need. I only came here to clean up one mess, not create another. I glance up, looking for the owner of the noise. A petite blonde stands against the wall by the door of the restaurant beside the laundromat. Her round eyes stare at me like wide blue liquid pools of fear. She’s frozen to her spot, and I curse, because I had not noticed her before taking care of this business. Where did she come from? 

I look over at the dumpster. Thankfully, it’s not full, and the lid is open. I reach down and haul up the dead body, lifting it with little effort and casting it over the side. I slam the lid closed and hear another gasp. I’m unsure what to do with this additional problem. I cannot have any loose ends. I peel off my other glove and stick them through the gap where the lids don’t quite rest snugly. She still doesn’t move when I pull out my phone. I make a point to face her, pressing a button, and my gaze flicks to the dirty handprint on my suit. I make a face. The phone picks up on the other end.  

“Back-alley of the laundromat,” I say and hang up. 

I turn my attention to the woman once more, trying to become one with the wall. I’m surprised she’s still standing for all the breath she’s holding. I walk over to her, and she squeaks in fear. The corners of my mouth tug, and then I frown when I find the action endearing. I stalk her. She trembles and I take in her appearance, noting she wears sensible flat shoes, black slacks, a short black tie-on apron, and a white shirt. My eyes flick to the restaurant’s back door, then to her once again. She is lovely. Her blonde hair is long, caught in a loose bun. She has delicate features, is slender, stands about five foot four, and has... nice boobs. 

I hate to have to kill her. 

Staring down at her from my height, I cross my arms and consider her. I am not sure of what to do with her at this point. She saw what happened and I’ve never had this happen before. I watch her, and a strange feeling pricks inside my chest. She is definitely attractive, but it’s not only her looks which draws me to her. 

“Please!”

The whispery breath cuts into the air, and her lips tremble. In fact, her whole body trembles, and it is interesting to watch. I study her for a moment longer, increasing her anxiety. She has one hand splayed against the wall at her back, and the other is in a fist across her belly to protect herself. I frown at her, and this makes a wobbly tear track down her cheek. The urge to take her into my arms and calm her fears is strong. But taking her in my arms isn’t all I want to do, and the pull I feel is odd. I scowl, directing my dark gaze at her lovely face. 

“I find myself at a loss as to what to do with you,” I say, wondering at my words.  

I’ve never had to wonder about loose ends before. I’ve always taken care of them. One phone call takes care of loose ends. I don’t want to kill her, but I cannot leave this how it is right now. She saw me. She saw what happened. But I am upset with myself too. I should have made sure the alley was truly empty. And I believe this is why I am agitated. I had not made sure I was alone, and now I have one more problem to deal with when this should have been an easy disposal. 

However, her blue eyes looking up at me pull at me in a way I’ve never felt before. I put my hand beside her head and lean in. She tries to blend with the wall, and I lower my head to hers, mere inches away. Her breath comes quick—another gasp—and it’s strangely alluring. I bring my other hand up, and she squeezes her eyes shut until she feels my fingers on her chin. Those beautiful blue eyes fly open, and her lips tremble. And even though we are in the back alley, I want to kiss her, press her up against the wall... 

Her tongue darts out over her bottom lip, and my lips press into hers, gently testing the waters, so to speak. And here she is, trapped by my body, my lips, and she responds to me. Is she feeling the same pull I am? The alleyway disappears, sounds quiet, and it only us here. I feel her lips against mine, tentative at first, then...

The rumble of a large truck coming around the corner of the alley invades our privacy, and she jumps, her head whipping in the truck’s direction, and now I’m staring at those beautiful breasts rising and falling with her shaky breath while lust thrums through my body. I force myself to step back instead of keeping her pressed against the wall like my body wants me to. The garbage truck rumbles down, and I take a step forward into her space once again. She makes a distressed noise and stares up at me, her breathing still erratic. Her hands are up, not quite touching my chest, but ready, it seems, to push me away.

I half turn to watch the garbage truck pass us a few lengths back up to the dumpster, and pick it up with its giant metal arms. The racket is loud yet not out of place here, and I watch the arms dump the trash into the large bin at the top of the truck. I exhale, thankful it is over and it’s taken care of. The truck driver gets out, and I salute him when he salutes me. With a press of a button, the dump truck’s back end rolls in, ensuring Gianni’s body will remain hidden forever. 

I turn back to the woman, and it takes me a moment to realize the door of the restaurant is clicking shut. I try to reach for it, and I am a second too late. It’s locked. Now, I exhale in annoyance; the theme of the day, I suppose. She ought to know she cannot get away from me. I glance down at the end of the alleyway and catch sight of the back of a man disappearing around the corner. I frown. Another loose end? I jog down to the end of the alleyway and barely catch the tail end of the man yet again. I don’t recognize him, but I watch how he speeds away from me and commit it to memory. Whoever it was saw me, and I have no doubt of this. And this is not a hassle—another hassle—I need. 

Damn it.

Well, let the cat and mouse games begin. 
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Chapter Two
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Elayna

––––––––
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“ELAYNA, IS THAT MARINA?” Sammy sidles up next to me. He has a ladle in his hand, tinged red from tomato sauce and a stain on the front of his shirt. The smell of garlic is his cologne. He’s staring at Marina with a thoughtful look. 

We stand beside each other, watching the Bentley, which pulled up out in front of the laundromat. She looks good. I haven’t seen her for about three years, and I pause, considering it. She hasn’t stopped by to see me at all since she left. Has it been three years?—I second guess myself. Time sure flies by. But of course, I don’t blame her one bit for leaving the restaurant when she turned eighteen. And I don’t blame her for never coming by to see me. But I have thought of her over the years. And I have missed her. 

She glances over at the restaurant, and I give her a little wave, smiling at her. Adelfo has not spoken one word about her, like she was dead to him. Or maybe he’s dead to her. This would make much more sense. I’ve suspected over the years her father was abusive. And I’ve suspected his best friend, Gianni, had done something to her. He’s always disturbed me with his lingering stare, seedy looks, and overuse of cologne and gold jewelry. Marina said nothing about him, but I would watch her whenever he was around. I always tried to intercept him and deal with him because I hated the look on Marina’s face. But seeing her now, she looks good. Better. I’m happy for her, but I wonder why she is going to the laundromat. Especially since Gianni owns the place. And given the suspected history, it is strange. 

I sigh. At least she got out of here. I have tried to leave this little Italian hole in the wall diner so many times over the past few years, but this restaurant is so close to my tiny apartment, and I’m comfortable in my job here—even if Adelfo has been a little more friendly toward me lately. I shudder, bringing my shoulders to my ears. He’s been extra creepy—more in my space—creepy. 

He’s been acting differently, and even looks different. This past week, it’s as though he’s been a new person. He appears stronger now, and he walks with confidence he never seemed to have before. Now, even though I’ve never really cared for him to begin with, he’s been unnerving me. And, at times, I’ve seen an odd glow in his eyes. I’ve made a conscious effort to keep my distance from him because of it. It can be difficult, however, since this restaurant is so small. I’m just thankful he still likes to stay in his office most of the day, despite his new stature and how he seems to want to preen in front of me.

However, I have been thinking about leaving again, and I have even applied for a job this past week. Two days ago, the restaurant called for an interview, and I now have one tomorrow. I finagled my way out of work, leaving Adelfo to handle the few hours I will be away. It was no easy feat, and I had to lie about it being a doctor’s appointment. And I’ve had to remind him twice about it already. Not about my interview, but about taking over for those few short hours. I’ll probably have to remind him yet again. I sigh. I dislike speaking to him anymore and avoid him whenever I can. 

I know I am not ugly and considered pretty, but he’s been unsettling me with the intensity of his stare, and it bothers me. Like when I catch him watching me, a weird glint in his eye and a slight smile, his eyes roving my body and lingering on my chest. I pretend not to notice, but the flush of embarrassment in my cheeks, I fear, gives me away. When I finally note what he is doing, he meets my eyes without flinching and with no sign he is sorry I caught him. It makes me uncomfortable, to say the very least. 

When I have had to speak to him, I’ve resorted to mentioning Berto whenever I can in front of him, in an effort to remind him I have a boyfriend—I don’t, however. I finally got the backbone to kick that loser out a while ago. Still, it irks me I have to hide behind a man to get Adelfo to leave me alone. And it annoys me how I keep Berto in my life in order to do so—even if he’s in my life in word only. It’s frustrating and tiresome, and my job interview is the only light in this dark hell I suddenly find myself in. 

And last night, Adelfo cornered me in the short hall which leads to the back alleyway. He creepily, disturbingly, said he smelled me. I pressed myself up against the wall, ready to knee him in the balls if I had to, when he leaned in. Yeah, I had worked harder that day and thought it rude of him to mention I smelled. Even so, I didn’t think I’d stunk. But then I thought about how he said it and got the odd feeling it wasn’t what he was referring to—and this freaked me out. Like he deliberately smelled me, my clothes, hair, and his comments made me more than uncomfortable.

This is only one reason for my job interview, and last night, after my encounter, I was thankful I had a potential out. If I do not get this new job, I don’t know what I will do. The only downside to this potential restaurant is, it is further away from my place. I’ll have to take the bus. At least for a while until I can save up enough money to move out of my tiny apartment and closer to that job. I can already see myself working there and dream of the tips I’ll make. Maybe I can even rise in the ranks. There are only two other ranks here—cook and owner.  

And it’s the owner who is making me want to ditch this place. This place I’ve worked at for just over three and a half years and is my second home. When Marina finally left a little over three years ago, he had seemed—I’m not sure I want to use the word ‘lost,’ but it seemed he didn’t know what to do with himself for a while. And Adelfo has changed over those years. However, it’s only been this past week he’s seemed even more different—more filled out, like he’s been hitting the weights, the strange tone to his voice, the light in his eyes—his entire demeanor. 

Sammy ‘humphs,’ and I glance at him. I had almost forgotten he was standing beside me. “She looks good,” he finally says and leaves. 

Yes, she does, and I’m happy for her. Look at her, getting out of a Bentley and dressing to the nines. Yes, I had hoped Blake Harland had looked at me all those years ago, but I’m a blonde in this small Italian neighborhood where brunettes seem to reign supreme. I watch Marina walk into the laundromat and turn away to make sure the few patrons seated at the tables have their drinks refilled. 

I’m alone here again today since the last waitress quit. She didn’t like Adelfo, and I can’t blame her one bit. I lament the loss of the help, though. It’s more a workload, but then my tips will increase, so I guess it’s a trade-off. But I had seen Adelfo with the other waitress. He would lean in a little too close, linger a little too long. A few times, I’d call her name and see the relief on her face when she would scurry over to me. Then, when she asked me strange questions about him, I knew she would not last the day. She didn’t, and I doubt Adelfo will be quick to hire anyone else. 

“Order up!” Sammy pounds the counter. 

There’s an order in several Styrofoam boxes, and I retrieve them, setting them on the counter so I can bag them. One of our best customers, from the Pawn and Thrift Store next door, has ordered. The Cartelli’s own the store and are faithful to order at least once a week. But Mr. Cartelli loves Sammy’s specialty, and it is not uncommon for him to order several times a week. The family of three has been there, it seems, forever. And, on cue, the daughter of the owner walks in. 

“Song!” I greet her with a smile. 

Song is lovely with her Chinese slash Italian looks. She has lovely hazel eyes, sleek black hair, and is slender and fit. She is an assistant at a Martial Arts studio, and I had briefly thought about taking a few classes, but the restaurant has kept me busy. 

“Hey, Elayna.” She sidles up to the counter and peers into the bag, taking a sniff with a smile. She closes the bag and settles back, peeling back cash. “Was that Marina I saw?” she asks, jerking her chin over.  

“Yeah.” 
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