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My name is Paul, and I have three weeks to live. No, I am not injured, I have not been diagnosed with a terminal ailment, nor am I awaiting execution in death row or plan to commit suicide. The date has been set, and there is nothing that I nor anyone else can do about it. I have fully accepted my fate, for I always knew that this day would come sooner or later. So now I must take advantage of the time remaining to put my affairs in order. It is the sensible thing to do.

Last week, when I first found out, I still believed that I would be able to alter my destiny. Given my wealth, I had no problems booking appointments with the best physicians and specialists in the city. After running an exhaustive battery of tests, they unanimously gave me a clean bill of health. It was, obviously, an exercise in futility on my part. The knowledge that I possess goes beyond the realm of science. If all this seems a little strange, it is probably because I am getting ahead of myself.

I have always considered myself just an ordinary man. Had someone told me what the future held in store for me, I would not have believed them. Having a good work ethic has always been one of my better qualities, so while still in high school, I managed to get a job at an antiquarian’s shop. Although it did not pay much, I enjoyed the work and Karl, the proprietor, was an affable gentleman who seemed to know a lot of things. He appreciated the fact that I put in extra hours, got to know the customers by name, and could be counted on to come in and work even on my days off. 

One day, while doing inventory, the subject of my approaching high-school graduation came up. “So what are your plans for the future?” Karl asked me.

“I am not sure,” I answered him, and I was telling the truth. Even though my grades were excellent, the prospect of continuing my education was not a very likely one. After spending their money on my older sister Esther’s wedding, my parents had depleted almost all their savings. Even if I were to attend an in-state school, the cost of tuition, books and housing was beyond their reach. There were two other younger sisters at home, so more expenses loomed in the horizon.

“I thought you wanted to pursue a career in foreign languages,” Karl commented. He was right; from time to time I had made such idle comments while working in the shop.

“That’s true,” I answered him, “But that is not very likely to happen.”

“And why not?” he asked with a puzzled look on his face.

“Money, or rather, lack of it,” I said, but without offering an explanation.

“Is that all?” he asked, as if I had made the silliest statement in the world, while tacitly implying that my concerns were rather trivial.

“That is enough. Everybody knows that education, no matter how noble an undertaking, is not free.” 

“Tell you what,” he said after a short silence, “I will make you a deal. I will pay for all your college expenses if you come back and work for me during the summers.”

“You can’t be serious!” I exclaimed. “For that kind of money you could hire three full-time employees the entire year.”

“You let me worry about that,” he said smiling faintly, “Just think about it and start applying to the schools of your choice.”

That evening, while eating dinner, I casually mentioned to my parents the offer I had received that morning. “It is a dream come true,” said my mother. “What a great deal,” added my father. Neither one asked for further details. I guess they were relieved that such a burden had suddenly been removed from their shoulders. Esther’s wedding had taken most of their savings, and they must have felt somewhat guilty that my plans for furthering my education had to be put on hold for an indefinite amount of time. 

Not wanting to take advantage of my boss’s generosity, I applied to several in-state schools. When the letters of acceptance arrived, I took them to the shop and showed them to him. I felt it was the least I could do, since he was instrumental in my ability to carry out my plans. After some consideration, and following his advice, I accepted the offer from the state university.

The summer before my departure I always showed up early at the shop, stayed late and in general worked harder than I had to. It was the only way I had of showing my gratitude. When the day arrived, my boss and benefactor simply wished me good luck. “Don’t be a stranger; drop in whenever you come to visit your parents, and my best wishes with your studies.” Such a request was unnecessary, for I knew that I would be indebted to him for the rest of my life.  

College life was all that I expected, and more. Being as interested as I was in my courses, combined with the fact that I was spending somebody else’s money, was a constant incentive to do well. Besides, there were lots of parties, football games and pretty girls. In my opinion, it was an ideal life that carried with it very little responsibility, except showing up for classes and doing the assignments on time.

Every summer, as per our agreement, I would return home and work at the shop, selling, acquiring and cataloguing the antiques that comprised the business. Needless to say, my parents were more than happy, not just because of my academic progress, but because by then Esther was expecting her first child.   

The next four years went by quickly. Then, in what seemed the blink of an eye, the date of my graduation arrived. In many respects, I must confess, I was a little saddened that my college life was coming to an end. Inevitably, the day came and went, and from being a full-time student I was suddenly in the ranks of the unemployed.  

“So what are your plans for the future?” asked Karl, echoing the inquiry he had made four years earlier.

“I need to find a job,” I answered him, stating the obvious. “I could try my hand at teaching,” I answered him. “Eventually I would like to join the diplomatic corps and put to use my knowledge of languages.” 

“Sensible plan,” he answered me while placing an ancient tome in a glass case, “With your first option you will never make any money. The second one will take time; you know how things are with the government. Your name could be on that roster for a long time before they even call you for an interview.”

Everything he was saying was true.

“Do you have any suggestions?” I asked, hoping he was aware of a possibility that I had missed.

“Just one,” he said softly, “Work for me for the next three years and I will pay you twice the money you would make as a teacher. You already know the job; nothing would change.”

“I don’t understand,” I answered him, “Why would you want to do that? After all, you have already spent thousands of dollars on my education. It would be a losing proposition,” I argued.

“Is that what you are concerned about? You may not understand it now, but one day you will realize that I have my reasons for everything I do,” he said in a most convincing tone. “Give yourself a month; look around, and if you find nothing to your satisfaction, come back to see me.” 

I spent the following weeks scouring the classified ads in the local newspapers, going to job interviews and writing letters to prospective employers in distant cities. At that point I was willing to relocate for the right position. After all, I had no family ties and staying with my parents indefinitely was not in my plans. Although I had always enjoyed working at the antique shop, I kept telling myself that my boss had just financed my entire college career. It was more than enough. 

By the end of the month, none of my employment prospects had panned out. All I received for my efforts were very cordial, yet impersonal letters wishing me good luck and the same feeble reasons why they could not hire me at the moment. I was getting desperate, so somewhat reluctantly I returned to the shop. Karl did not gloat; he was not that kind of man. When he saw me appear he simply smiled faintly and asked me to join him for his mid-morning tea ritual. 

“So what did you have in mind?” I asked him, purposely omitting the details of my inability to find a job.

“It is all very simple; you will work here for a period of up to three years. Your job will be the same; I reserve the right to shorten our agreement. You will be paid handsomely and have a two-week paid vacation every year. If you like, I can type a written contract with all the particulars.”   

“That will not be necessary,” I said, thinking that it would have been an insult on my part to insist on a signed document. A verbal agreement was more than sufficient.  

So here I was, a college graduate working at the same job I held during my high-school years. Of course, I was making a lot more money, but that was not really the point. My parents never questioned my situation; I think they were grateful that I was helping them financially, since my two younger sisters were still at home.

What sustained me were the vacations I took every year. I made sure to visit places where I had never been, so I could practice different languages and immerse myself in the culture. I especially loved Italy, Greece and Brazil. But I knew, of course, that this situation could not go on indefinitely, that eventually this odd arrangement had to come to an end. 

A year later, my boss called me aside and succinctly gave me the unexpected news. “The shop is closing in a month,” he said, “Sorry that your three-year contract is not up yet, but you will receive a generous severance bonus.”  

“Is there anything I can do?” I asked, still stunned after hearing the news.

“No,” he answered, “No one can do anything about it. I have already made arrangements to liquidate the inventory, but I would like you to be here until the end of the month.”

“Of course,” I said, “You can count on me for whatever you need.” I noticed that my voice was trembling. It was during that last month that I learned more about him than I had during the past eight years. One idle afternoon, while in his office, he just began to talk; I had the sense, though, that he was talking for his own benefit and not mine.

“I know you must be wondering what is going on, that I have not been very forthcoming with you. Maybe after all these years I do owe you some kind of explanation,” he said as he sat in the chair behind his desk.

“Yes, that would be nice; does it have to do with money?” I asked.

“Money? Everyone thinks that it can solve all their problems, but I assure you that in this case it is worthless,” he added and smiled mysteriously.

“I don’t understand,” I answered him.

“Of course you don’t,” he said, “You are young, and at this moment you think that your life will go on forever. Believe me, everything comes to an end.”

“Everybody dies; that is common knowledge. Thankfully, nobody knows when that is going to happen, otherwise, life would be unbearable,” I answered him.

“Sorry to contradict you,” he said while searching into the top drawer of his desk and retrieving a black book, “But some people do know.”

At this point, he reached across the desk and handed me the book. It was about the size of a passport, but a lot thicker because the number of pages it contained.   

“Open it and look at the last printed page,” he commanded me. 

As I opened the book and looked for the one he had referenced, I could not help but notice that at the top of every page  there was a date, and farther down five numbers. When I found the appropriate page, all I saw was a single date printed in red. “I still don’t understand,” I said, “All I see here is a date. What does it have to do with anything?”

“That date was not there last week,” he explained. “Once that day arrives, I will stop living.”

“You can’t believe that,” I replied with an incredulous tone, “There are certain things in life that always remain behind the veil of the unknown.” 

“When that day arrives,” he continued, completely ignoring my comment, “There is one thing I want you to do.”  

“Sure,” I said, “Anything you want,” still believing that nothing would happen on that date.

“You have the key to the shop. Call the funeral home and make sure they follow my instructions; everything has been arranged. Then come back here and retrieve the book from the desk. That is my legacy to you, for your service and true friendship. I hope it serves you throughout the years as well as it has me; you will never have to worry about money for the rest of your life.” Then he took the book back and placed it in the drawer.

At that time I did not take that conversation very seriously. I attributed everything he had said to a temporary depression brought about by the imminent closing of the store. When the stipulated date arrived and I did not hear from him, I knew that something was wrong. I ran to the shop, opened the door and went directly upstairs, where he lived. I found him lifeless, still sitting in his chair behind the desk.

After the initial shock wore off, following his wishes, I called the authorities and then the funeral home where he had previously made all the arrangements. I could not stop thinking about the day he had predicted his own death. It made absolutely no sense; there are some things in life that will always remain unknown, and this was one of them. 

The funeral was a small, discreet affair, attended by people I had never met. I assumed that they were family and close friends, but I cannot be sure. Some of them approached me and, to my surprise, thanked me for having been there until the end. In my mind, I was just doing my job.

Since I knew that the antique shop would soon close, and its unique merchandise would disappear from the shelves, I returned the day after the funeral. Nothing had changed since my previous visit, but I did not linger to take a mental inventory. I went directly upstairs and retrieved the mysterious black book from the top drawer of the desk. Next to it, I found an envelope with my name on it. Inside, there was a check and a hand-written note. ‘Thank you for all the years.’

‘This is my legacy to you,’ had been his words. What had he meant by that? There was no way to tell, so I did not linger in the shop and returned to my parents’ house, where I still had a room.

That evening, I tried to analyze the type of relationship that we had shared for so many years. It was obvious that Karl had gone out of his way to keep me around since my high-school years. Maybe he had seen, even then, something special in me. The answer, I thought, had to be in the book. Once again I opened it to the page that contained, in red numbers, the date of his death. Beyond that point, the remaining pages were empty, so I decided to start at the beginning. I soon realized that what could be called sections always started with a signature, followed by five numbers on each page under a date. Each section ended with a single date in red ink. Eventually I worked my way to the section that started with Karl’s signature and ended with the date of his passing.

He had told me what the date meant, and that there was nothing anyone could do about it. He had also told me that I would not have to worry about money ever again. The more I thought about it, the less sense it all made, and wished he had just come out and told me what it was all about. Or maybe part of it was unraveling the enigma, proving that one was worthy of being the recipient of such esoteric knowledge.

It took me almost a year to figure out what the numbers and the dates meant. It all came like a sudden revelation when the pieces of the puzzle, combined with the cryptic words, made absolute sense. He was right; I no longer needed to think about money.

It was time for a change. Now I had the time and the means to carry out the plans that I had always had in mind. I started out by booking a trip that took me to the most exciting cities on the planet. Some of them I had already visited, and the others were on my list. My language skills proved invaluable.

Of course, by then I had moved out of my parents’ house and bought an apartment. Even though I was seldom there because of my travels, it served as a base of operations. Whenever I was in town, I made sure to visit the family members, especially my recently widowed sister, and help them out financially. I knew they were grateful, but it was really nothing, since money no longer held any value for me. 

It was a nice life, but after a while I began to feel that there was something missing; material possessions, no matter how rare or expensive, were not enough. I knew people in many countries, yet I also knew that I had not yet met that one special person, or if I ever would.

All those doubts ended one night in Rome. I had begrudgingly accepted an invitation to a party at the American embassy; they were usually rather dull affairs, where diplomats past their prime—trying to impress younger members of the staff—told exaggerated tales of their former accomplishments.

Since the party was a formal affair, I was wearing a tuxedo that evening, and had even picked up a carnation for my lapel on the way to the embassy. As I walked in, I had resigned myself to spend a boring evening, one to be endured rather than enjoyed, surrounded by unexciting diplomats who had arrived at the twilight of their careers.

The evening progressed as expected. I greeted the friend who had invited me to the party, circulated among the guests and had several glasses of champagne. All the while I kept looking at my watch, waiting for a reasonable time to leave without offending my host.

In order to make the time go faster, I walked out onto a balcony that had an unobstructed view of the wide avenue below. I needed some fresh air, as well as a few moments of solitude and privacy. Quietly watching the busy Roman traffic below would do just fine. Then I would discreetly make my way out of the building.

At first, in the semidarkness, I believed that I was alone, but soon realized that I was mistaken. At the other end of the balcony, silently taking in the view, was a slim platinum blonde wearing a red dress. At that moment the word that came to my mind was stunning. Immediately I knew that I had to speak to her, even though we had not been formally introduced. As I approached her, I remember trying to decide what language to use, but I concluded that Italian would be the safest. 

“Buonasera, mi chiamo Paul,” I said.

“Io sono Virna,” she answered and her smile lit up the entire evening.

Suddenly and without warning the course of that dreadful affair had changed from pure drudgery to one of joyful anticipation.

“Piacere,” I said and smiled too.

“These gatherings can be awful,” she said, suddenly switching to English, “Don’t you think?”

“D’accordo; I agree,” I answered, still not knowing what language to use. “Would you like to get out of here?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” she said as she
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