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        In the tense days before World War II, a charismatic old man offers a boy a chance to survive anything—sickness, war, famine—and live to a ripe old age.

      

        

      
        If he does one little thing, the boy is guaranteed to live a hundred years, easy.

      

        

      
        There’s just one catch:

        When his time’s up, he’ll be murdered.

      

        

      
        What would you do?

      

        

      
        This unsettling short story first appeared in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine.
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      On the occasion of his one-hundred-second birthday, the old policeman who lived at the facility where I work asked to be taken to an address high on Janiculum Hill. Despite his advanced age, he was fully capable of walking that hill himself, but I did not wish to take any chances. I logged out a wheelchair from one of the other nurses and loaded it into a taxi, which whisked us across the Tiber to the old man’s former stomping grounds in Trastevere. When he pointed out the address, I placed the chair upon the sidewalk, lifted him into it and locked the wheels. When the taxi fled, we were perched on the first bend of Via Dandolo in a tony neighborhood known for its dignified palazzi, foreign diplomats and pricey art programs for the edification of visiting students. The old man peered up at the towering plane trees and sighed, seeming to take comfort in their cooling shade. He lifted a shaky finger at the building across the street.
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        * * *

      

      Look there, Nunzio! [he said]. That is the apartment building where that terrible business all happened so many years ago. Notice the way the entrance is set back against the gray facade, leaving the doorway nestled in gloom. And look—down the hill there, just past the famous steps where the film genius Sergio Leone played as a boy, is where my parents had their trattoria. I spent my days making a nuisance of myself in the kitchen as they brought hot plates out to the customers. There were truck drivers sitting down to steaming dishes of bucatini amatriciana, or cacio e pepe, or spaghetti alla carbonara, all the city’s famous specialties. Also too were elegant men in suits picking quietly at their marinated vegetables or mozzarella as they perused the newspapers. A neighborhood place, you understand. A place lacking in pretension.

      And then one day my father pulled me aside and said, “Listen, boy, your brother is busy at the market. You must make the delivery to Stunzetto, who is a passionate admirer of our food. He lives just up the hill here. Now listen carefully…”

      His instructions were quite simple. I was to run down to the newsstand in the piazza and pick up several of this gentleman’s preferred newspapers, then pick up the tray of food and carry everything up the hill. Mamma mia, what an ordeal that was for a mere boy of twelve! Nestled on the platter was soup, a plate of pasta, antipasti, and a small panino wrapped in brown waxed paper for the man’s midnight snack.

      But I carried it all without losing even a drop of the broth! What choice did I have? I was my parents’ devoted slave. Up the hill I came, delicately balancing the whole thing on my shoulder and hand, the newspapers tucked under an arm. Today I suppose that food would all be sent in cardboard take-out boxes. Back then it was all real china and tableware. I rang the bell of the palazzo and took the cage-like elevator up to the fifth floor. One of the double doors opened, and there stood Stunzetto, who gestured me in as he pulled suspenders over his shoulders.

      “Here, here, boy!” he said. “Put it down on the table right over here.”

      The apartment was one of those old baroque places with high ceilings and tall windows, which looked out over the spires and domes of Rome. I miss those glorious views where you saw nothing but sky and terra-cotta tiles. Today everything is obscured by television antennae.

      Stunzetto worked at a tall banker’s table, practically chest high, upon which were arranged a half-dozen manual typewriters. The center of the table was piled with books, newspapers and political magazines. This gentleman had a strange mode of composition, which I shall attempt to describe. On one machine Stunzetto composed angry essays for the leftist papers. On another machine, just to its left moving clockwise, he composed equally incendiary articles for the right-leaning papers. On another machine he reviewed cinema for an arts rag. On another he crafted some very fine poetry. On yet another he cranked out gialli—diabolically clever crime fictions which one of the newspapers printed between cheap wrappers and bundled with the paper as an enticement to buy the Friday afternoon editions.

      I don’t know how Stunzetto managed to keep up such a routine or how he kept all his various personae separate from each other, but I imagine that this was a component of his particular genius. All day he spent smoking cigarettes and walking his way around the tall table, pounding out his articles, a few words here, a profound thought there. And then, when one of the pieces was done, he’d summon a messenger and send them on their way with stern instructions for the relevant editors.

      The great Stunzetto was a marvel, I tell you. I would describe him as a beefy man who dressed in a shirt and tie and fine shoes, though he rarely left his slovenly digs. The rooms were filled with the scent of cigarette and pipe smoke, and the stultifying perspiration of a great man at work. And I must confess, though I don’t know you very well, that the air stunk as well of recent sexual activity.

      Stunzetto did not sit down to eat but merely tucked into his pasta while still standing at his table. He had the napkin my father had so thoughtfully provided under his neck. He puffed his cigarette, twisted some bucatini onto his fork, exhaled, shoveled a few strands of pasta into his waiting mouth, then wiped his elegant mustache clean. Over his shoulder he yelled, “Cara, will you not have something to eat? A salad? Some beautiful, marinated eggplant? A nibble of the panino?”

      I stood there waiting, unsure what was expected of me. The great man snatched the newspapers from my hands and rifled through them, unleashing a stream of invective directed at various editors. This one was a fool. This one was a tool of the aristocracy. This one in the pockets of the Fascists. All this while smoking and pecking at his food.

      I happened to look across the book-filled room and noticed that the double doors to the bedroom were open. Coming straight across the room toward me was an amply hipped woman, completely naked. She stalked to the door while sipping at an aperitif and winked at me before slamming the door. It thundered in its frame like a bank vault.

      Stunzetto looked up just then, his shaggy, black hair bobbing madly. “You like women, boy? What is not to love about them, eh? How old do you think I am? Go ahead—guess.”

      I was terrified by everything I had just seen. The tobacco. The messy digs. The scent of their coupling still lingering in the air. It was far too much for the boy I was at the time. But I politely offered my best guess—that Stunzetto was in his fifties. He cackled and rattled the platter. “I am at least two decades older than you reckon, boy! In my life I have bedded more women, eaten more food, cranked out more work, and shrugged off more illness that most other men. And do you know why? Do you know the secret of my virility, boy?”

      Now, the whole of the adult world was a mystery to me, but I knew enough to know that any man’s supposed secrets were worth hearing out. I also knew that my father had a very high opinion of Stunzetto, and that was worth something.

      The writer dug in his pockets for some coins, which he tossed to me.

      “That coin is for you. The others are for an errand. Today is Thursday, which means the fish vendors have congregated in Piazza San Cosimato. You must look for the vendor at the end, and ask the one-armed signore for the daily special. ‘What is the special of the day?’ is the precise wording you must use. Take that money and pay for what he gives you. Bring it back with you when you bring my evening espresso and biscotti, and I will tell you everything. It is a pleasure to meet such an open-minded lad. Your brother never cares to linger for these discussions.”

      I could not resist hearing him out. I must admit that the image of that naked woman burned at the back of my skull as I went about my afternoon errands. And when I returned to his quarters in the evening, I was toting a pink fish of indeterminate species wrapped in wax paper. The woman was gone. The windows of the apartment opened onto a view of the cooling city. I heard women calling across courtyards to their children and heard the screech of clotheslines being reeled in for the day.

      Stunzetto pounced upon the fish and immediately prepared it for grilling, liberally bathing it in olive oil and coating it with salt and pepper. The fish cooked in his minuscule oven while he sipped his coffee and crunched through his biscotti. Then, when the fish was done, he bade me to sit and eat the thing down to the bones.

      When I was done, the great man extinguished his cigarette and poured us a glass of vin santo, which he handed to me. I drank, even though my father had enjoined me never to drink unless I was in his presence. Just as I was about to knock it back, Stunzetto raised his glass and yelled the customary toast: “Cent’anni!”

      “Those words are legendary, boy,” he said. “By saying it, you wish your compatriot a hundred years of life. A hundred years is regarded as a magnificent length of years for any man, but so few of us ever attain it. And if we do, we are racked by infirmity by the time we reach it. Terrible, isn’t it? But then there are men, powerful men, who know the secret of living a hundred years, guaranteed, in robust health.”

      He shocked me by reaching for my knife and stabbing it quickly into the eye of the fish. Perhaps you have seen your nonna do this, Nunzio. Nothing but gelatinous ooze springs forth. It is quite a disgusting sight. From deep within the center of the eye, Stunzetto extracted a hard white
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