
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​The Handshake

by Jason Martin

Gripping Tale of Deceit and Survival
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The bell above the door of Rossi's Deli chimed a cheerful welcome, a sound Johnny had come to associate with the comforting aroma of roasting coffee beans and simmering marinara sauce. He wiped down the counter, the worn wood smooth beneath his fingertips, a familiar comfort in the

otherwise chaotic rhythm of the morning rush. The deli, a small, family-run establishment nestled in the heart of Little Italy, was a microcosm of the neighborhood itself – a blend of bustling energy and quiet tradition. The air hummed with the chatter of regulars, their voices a familiar soundtrack to Johnny's workday. Old Mrs. DeLuca, always with her knitting needles clicking a rhythmic counterpoint to the espresso machine's hiss, sat at her usual corner booth, her

eyes twinkling as she regaled Tony, the butcher, with another one of her endless stories. The smell of freshly baked bread mingled with the sharp tang of provolone, creating a sensory tapestry that was uniquely Rossi's Deli.

Johnny, all of twenty-two, was a creature of habit, his life a predictable pattern of early mornings, long shifts, and quiet evenings spent reading or catching up with his friends. He'd been working at Rossi's for two years, ever since he'd dropped out of community college, finding a certain solace in the rhythm of the deli's routine. Mr. Rossi, his boss, was a man of contradictions – a gruff exterior masking a surprising gentleness, a sharp mind hidden behind a façade of jovial old-world charm. He was a pillar of the community, respected and revered by everyone who knew him. Johnny, in his youth and naiveté, had found in Mr. Rossi a father figure, a mentor, a guide through the complexities of life.

Their relationship was built on mutual respect, nurtured by a quiet understanding that transcended the typical employee- employer dynamic. Mr. Rossi treated him with an unexpected kindness, offering words of encouragement, sharing stories of his own youth, and always ensuring Johnny felt valued. This generosity, however, often came with a subtly manipulative undercurrent. It started with small favors, almost imperceptible at first. A quick errand here, a small task there. Nothing that seemed out of the ordinary, nothing that Johnny would have hesitated to do.

"Johnny, would you be a dear and pick up my dry cleaning on your way home?" Mr. Rossi would ask, his voice a low rumble that held both a request and a subtle command. Or,

"Johnny, my eyesight isn't what it used to be. Could you run to the pharmacy and pick up my prescription?" These were requests imbued with a charming deference that made it difficult for Johnny to refuse. He felt a deep sense of loyalty towards Mr. Rossi, a gratitude that stemmed from the older man's generosity and the sense of belonging he'd found within the deli's walls.

He felt honored, even privileged, to be entrusted with these small tasks. It was a testament to the level of trust and respect Mr. Rossi placed in him. Each favor felt like a reaffirmation of their bond, a subtle acknowledgment of

Johnny's worth. He never once considered these requests unusual or suspicious. They seemed rather normal acts of kindness, the kind one would expect from a kind-hearted boss to a dedicated employee. Mr. Rossi was, after all, an integral part of the Italian-American community. His reputation was impeccable, and the thought of him being

anything but kind and generous never even crossed Johnny’s mind.

But as the weeks turned into months, the requests became more frequent, more complex, and subtly more unsettling. The simple errands began to intrude on Johnny's personal time, cutting into his evenings and weekends. The casual requests transformed into carefully worded tasks that demanded more of his time and energy. He’d still readily comply – the insidious nature of manipulation often only

becomes apparent after the fact. It wasn't a forceful demand, more a gentle suggestion, laden with a certain emotional weight that made it difficult to refuse.

One day, Mr. Rossi asked him to pick up a package from a building on the other side of town, a far cry from the familiar streets of Little Italy. The address was a dingy warehouse tucked away in a run-down industrial district, the kind of

place Johnny usually avoided. The package itself was heavy and oddly shaped, wrapped in plain brown paper and sealed with thick, industrial tape. It was heavy, disconcerting.

Johnny felt a prickle of apprehension as he carried it, a nameless unease settling in his stomach.

He questioned Mr. Rossi about the contents of the package, but the old man’s response was vague and evasive, his eyes flickering with a strange, unsettling glint. "Just a little something for an old friend," he'd murmured, waving a

dismissive hand. The vagueness of the answer only heightened Johnny's apprehension. He tried to press for more information, but Mr. Rossi simply changed the subject, his demeanor shifting from jovial to distant in a matter of seconds. That night, unable to shake the feeling of unease, Johnny lay awake, the weight of the mysterious package mirroring the heavy burden settling on his conscience.

The next day at the deli, amidst the usual flurry of activity, Johnny noticed something strange. Mr. Rossi was unusually agitated, pacing back and forth behind the counter, muttering

to himself in Italian. His usual jovial demeanor was replaced with a deep furrow in his brow and a nervous energy that

was completely out of character. Johnny attempted to engage him in conversation, hoping to understand what had caused

the sudden shift in mood. But Mr. Rossi responded only in clipped, terse sentences, his gaze distant and preoccupied. It was then that Johnny started to question his loyalty and whether his unwavering trust in his boss was justified.

A nagging feeling of suspicion began to take root in Johnny’s mind. He started noticing small inconsistencies in Mr. Rossi's behavior, things he hadn't paid attention to before. He was increasingly secretive, his phone calls always hushed and cryptic, his movements furtive and guarded. And the seemingly innocent favors he'd performed, he realised, seemed more carefully planned than accidental acts of kindness. They were calculated, steps in a larger, more sinister plan, Johnny realised.

That evening, while cleaning up the deli, Mr. Rossi approached him, his face etched with a strange mixture of anxiety and determination. "Johnny," he began, his voice unusually serious, "I need a favor. A rather... important

one." Johnny’s heart pounded in his chest, a sense of foreboding washing over him. He knew, instinctively, that this request would be different, more significant than anything he'd done before. It was a favor that could forever

change the course of his life. Mr. Rossi's request was simple, yet laced with an ominous undercurrent that sent a shiver down Johnny's spine. He was to drive Mr. Rossi to a secluded mansion on the outskirts of town, to meet an old friend. The simple errand felt like a step into the unknown, a journey into the dark heart of Mr. Rossi’s enigmatic world.

The seemingly innocent errand felt anything but.
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The requests, initially small and seemingly innocuous, started to snowball. What began as a simple trip to the pharmacy for Mr. Rossi’s blood pressure medication quickly escalated into a weekly ritual. Then came the dry cleaning, followed by the weekly grocery run – a task that expanded from picking up a few specific items to a near-complete grocery haul for Mr. Rossi and his elusive “sister,” a woman Johnny had never met but whose culinary preferences seemed remarkably sophisticated. The errands bled into his evenings, his weekends, eating away at his already limited

free time. He found himself constantly checking his watch, the hands mocking his dwindling personal space.

One Wednesday, it was a leaky faucet at Mr. Rossi's sprawling, old Victorian house. Johnny, armed with a wrench and a bucket, spent the better part of the afternoon battling dripping water and the increasingly complex plumbing system. Mr. Rossi, meanwhile, watched from a distance, sipping espresso and offering cryptic instructions in heavily accented English. The task, while mundane, felt strangely unsettling, like participating in a bizarre ritual. The house itself was a character of its own, a shadowy labyrinth of

antique furniture and hushed corners, whispering secrets that Johnny couldn’t quite decipher.

Another time, it was a visit to a local antique shop, to

procure a specific, rather peculiar item – a tarnished silver locket, its surface engraved with indecipherable symbols. Mr. Rossi simply described it and handed him a wad of cash, his eyes shimmering with an unsettling intensity that sent

chills down Johnny's spine. The shop owner, a wizened woman with sharp eyes that seemed to see right through him,

eyed Johnny with a suspicion that echoed his own growing unease. He felt as if he was participating in something he didn't understand. He was a pawn in a game he wasn't even aware he was playing.

The increasing frequency of these requests and their increasingly unusual nature began to erode the comfortable familiarity of Johnny’s routine. The deli, once a haven of comforting smells and familiar faces, started to feel less like a workplace and more like a staging ground for Mr. Rossi’s clandestine activities. Even the smell of roasting coffee

beans now carried a faint undertone of unease.

Whenever Johnny dared to question the nature of these tasks, Mr. Rossi's answers were always vague and evasive. He would wave a dismissive hand, muttering something about “old friends,” “family matters,” or “business dealings.” His usual affable demeanor would morph into a guarded silence, his eyes flickering with a disconcerting mix of anxiety and something else, something darker that Johnny couldn’t quite place. His usual jovial nature was replaced with an icy reserve, a wall built between them that seemed insurmountable. The warmth had vanished, replaced by a chilling indifference that made Johnny’s stomach clench.

One evening, after a particularly grueling day that involved hauling several heavy boxes from a mysterious warehouse on the city’s outskirts, Johnny found himself alone in his cramped apartment, the echoes of Mr. Rossi's cryptic

instructions bouncing around in his head. He sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the worn-out copy of “The Great

Gatsby” on his nightstand, the words blurring as his mind raced.

His apartment, usually a sanctuary of quiet solitude, felt suffocating. The walls seemed to close in, the familiar sights

and sounds transformed into instruments of his anxiety. He tried to relax, to unwind, to push the gnawing unease to the back of his mind, but the images of the warehouse, the

enigmatic silver locket, and Mr. Rossi's secretive behavior continued to haunt him. Sleep offered no respite, only a fragmented landscape of shadows and whispers.

The following days were a blur of similar errands. Johnny found himself running between pharmacies, antique shops, and mysterious addresses on the outskirts of town. Each errand felt like another step deeper into a mire of uncertainty, his sense of unease growing with each passing day. He felt trapped, his loyalty to Mr. Rossi entangled with a growing

sense of fear and betrayal. The once simple acts of kindness now felt like calculated steps in a sinister game, a dance with shadows that he was increasingly reluctant to participate in.

He started noticing details he’d missed before: the way Mr. Rossi's eyes would dart nervously whenever the phone rang, the way he'd subtly change the subject whenever Johnny tried to ask about the odd packages he was collecting, the

subtle tremor in his hand when he handed over the money. He was no longer a beloved employee; he felt like an accomplice, an unwitting participant in something far larger and far more dangerous than he’d ever imagined.

One particularly chilly evening, after delivering a package to a secluded, almost sinister-looking mansion on the edge of town – a building that seemed to materialize out of the shadows, its imposing structure shrouded in an almost unnatural stillness – Johnny returned to the deli, his mind racing. The weight of Mr. Rossi’s secrets felt like a physical burden, pressing down on him. He felt like he was walking through mud, each step slow, deliberate, his breath ragged.

The deli, usually bustling with activity, was eerily quiet. Mr. Rossi was nowhere to be seen. Tony, the butcher, looked unusually concerned, his usual boisterous cheer replaced with a grim silence. Johnny felt a knot tighten in his stomach, a premonition of something terrible about to happen. The silence was oppressive, the air thick with an unspoken fear that seemed to emanate from every corner of the deli. He asked Tony about Mr. Rossi, but the answer was a shrug and a worried shake of the head.

He decided to leave, the quiet intensity of the empty deli growing too suffocating. He drove back to his tiny apartment, the city lights blurring through his tear-filled eyes. The city, usually a source of comfort and familiarity, was now a reflection of his internal turmoil, a chaotic representation of the fear and uncertainty that gnawed at his soul. The seemingly harmless relationship with his kind but manipulative employer had morphed into a terrifying enigma, a riddle that Johnny was desperately, hopelessly trying to solve. He had become a player in a game far

beyond his understanding, and he had no idea how to escape. His loyalty was being tested in a way he never could have predicted, and the consequences, he knew, could be far more devastating than he ever could have imagined. He was trapped, and the only way out seemed further and further away. The weight of his unspoken complicity rested heavy on his chest, suffocating him, the quiet hum of his apartment a mocking reminder of the unraveling world outside.
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The following morning, the usual routine at the deli felt different. The air hung heavy, thick with an unspoken tension that even Tony, the boisterous butcher, couldn't mask with his usual cheerful banter. Mr. Rossi, however, was his usual affable self, his eyes twinkling with a mischievous glint that sent a shiver down Johnny’s spine. He beckoned Johnny into his small office, the aroma of stale coffee and old newspapers clinging to the air like a shroud.

“Johnny, my boy,” Mr. Rossi began, his voice low and conspiratorial, “I need a small favor.”

Johnny braced himself. The “small favors” had lately taken on a life of their own, expanding beyond the reasonable

limits of an employer-employee relationship. He'd learned to anticipate the request with a knot tightening in his stomach. This time, however, felt different. The anticipation was sharper, more visceral.

Mr. Rossi produced a package from beneath his desk. It was wrapped in plain brown paper, secured with thick twine, and felt strangely heavy for its relatively small size. There was no return address, no identifying marks, nothing to indicate its contents or destination. Johnny hesitated, his instincts screaming at him to refuse, but the ingrained loyalty he felt

towards Mr. Rossi, a loyalty he was starting to question, kept him rooted to the spot.

“I need you to deliver this,” Mr. Rossi said, his voice softer now, almost pleading. “To a certain... acquaintance. It’s... important.” He handed Johnny the package, the weight of it surprisingly substantial in his hands. It felt cold, almost

metallic, and a faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through it.

Johnny examined the package cautiously. The brown paper was unmarked, the twine tightly wound. He could feel the weight of it pressing against his palm, a silent, almost threatening weight. He tried to gauge its size, but it was oddly shapeless, difficult to define. He tried to lift it slightly, and it felt much heavier than its size suggested. There was something unnerving about its density. It wasn't simply heavy; it felt dense, solid, almost ominous.

The accompanying instructions were minimal: a handwritten address scrawled on a small, crumpled piece of paper. The

address itself was unsettling: a nondescript building nestled in a less desirable part of town, a part Johnny usually avoided, a place of shadows and hushed whispers. The

address felt wrong, out of place, a discordant note in the symphony of the city. He knew instinctively that this wasn't just a simple errand; it was a step into something far more complex, far more sinister.

The street itself was dark, lined with dilapidated buildings and flickering streetlights. A chilling wind whipped around him, carrying the faint scent of damp earth and decay. The

silence was unnerving, broken only by the occasional distant siren wail. The destination building itself was unremarkable, a low-slung structure with boarded-up windows and a peeling paint job. It looked abandoned, yet the faint, almost imperceptible glow emanating from a single window hinted at some kind of occupancy.

As Johnny approached, a sense of foreboding washed over him. He felt the weight of the package pressing down on him, not just physically, but emotionally. He felt as if he was carrying a burden, a secret, a weight he wasn't meant to bear.

He fought down the urge to simply drop the package and run, but the ingrained obedience that had always characterized his relationship with Mr. Rossi prevented him from fleeing. He felt trapped, a pawn in a game he didn't understand.

He approached the building cautiously, his senses heightened. The faint glow from the window beckoned him, while the darkness of the surrounding area threatened to

consume him. He paused, his hand trembling slightly as he reached for the door handle. It felt cold and metallic, the material familiar yet unsettling. The silence was absolute, broken only by the erratic beating of his own heart. He took a deep breath, steeling himself against the growing sense of dread.

He knocked, the sound echoing in the stillness, swallowed by the silence. He waited, the seconds stretching into an eternity. His heart pounded in his chest, his breath catching in his throat. The package felt heavier now, pressing against his side like a living thing. The weight of the unknown pressed upon him, suffocating him with its unspoken threat. He was on the verge of turning back, but the thought of facing Mr. Rossi's wrath stopped him dead in his tracks.

The door opened, revealing a shadowy figure silhouetted against the interior light. The figure didn't speak, didn't even acknowledge Johnny’s presence. He merely gestured for Johnny to hand over the package. The shadowy figure's

silence felt more menacing than any words could ever be.

Johnny handed over the package, his fingers brushing against the rough texture of the wrapping. The moment his fingers lost contact, he felt an immediate sense of relief, followed by an equally intense wave of guilt and regret. He turned and ran, the weight of the package replaced by the

even heavier weight of uncertainty, fear, and suspicion. He ran without looking back, the shadowy figure and the nondescript building fading into the night, leaving him alone with the gnawing emptiness of unanswered questions and the unsettling knowledge that he was deeply, disturbingly involved in something far beyond his comprehension. The
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