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​Introduction: Delights and Disruptions
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The last few years have been strange, to say the least. The COVID plague descended upon us, causing many deaths, disrupting societies, polarizing political parties, decimating economies, and irrevocably changing mindsets concerning medicine and travel. Nobody, at least in the general population, saw it coming. I certainly didn't. We were all ensconced in commonplace patterns of existence, and all of a sudden COVID struck with the fury of a storm over a placid lake. Everything changed. Masks in public became mandatory, and at first masks were in short supply. The stores began to run out of items such as hand soap and toilet paper. The library shut down, for God's sake. For someone who depends upon books for research and entertainment as much as I do, that was a major blow. I'm not the only one with such proclivities either. I remember after reading the announcement about the upcoming closure thinking that I would head to the library and check out a few books to tide me over. When I arrived it was a madhouse, packed with patrons of all ages frantically pulling books off the shelves. The displays of recently arrived books had been completely emptied. It was in the early stages of the pandemic, and hardly anyone was wearing a mask. I wandered through the aisles without anything specific in mind, hoping that some titles would catch my interest, but then, as I scanned a row of books, I heard some phlegm-choked coughing nearby and realized that I was too late and that it would be safer to get the hell out of there. For months I was restricted to rereading books I had on my shelves at home and occasionally ordering new titles (which I could scarcely afford) from online sellers. I'm sure that you all have your own COVID horror stories, some of which are far more traumatic than mine. All that to say that COVID hit us hard.

I finally got COVID myself around the end of 2022. It was completely unexpected. I had been working from home and diligently wearing masks in public places, but because COVID severity and restrictions seemed to be waning, according to the news at least, I decided to step out and attend a meet-up group of international travelers at a local restaurant. Some inconsiderate attendee must have decided to come despite their sickness and brought the nasty bugs with them - or the carrier may have been asymptomatic, who knows? In any case, a couple of days after the event I became feverish and achy, and a quick COVID test gave me the bad news. I had gotten all the vaccines and boosters, but obviously that wasn't enough. Some of my sons immediately went to the attack: one of them found a website from which I could order a free Paxlovid prescription, and another went to pick it up. The Paxlovid definitely mitigated the severity of the disease's onslaught, and although I had a brief resurgence after symptoms initially cleared, within a couple of weeks the COVID was completely behind me. In retrospect it was similar to a bad flu, but it could have been much worse.

However, the main purpose of this introduction is not to discuss my health. 

In fact, I seldom write introductions to my short story collections. Come to think of it, this is the first one. When I first started compiling and publishing collections, I gave the issue much thought. On the one hand, my Clarion West mentor Harlan Ellison wrote introductions to his story collections and also introductions to each of the stories. I considered doing that, but then I realized I didn't want to mitigate the reader's surprise of discovering the raw story on its own. As a compromise, I decided I would instead include afterwords in my collections with short essays on each tale. In this way I could link the stories in memoir fashion to my larger body of work without giving anything away too soon.

The reason I decided to include an introduction this time was not to tell you COVID tales; I could have done that in the afterword. What I mainly wanted to do is give you a heads up about the story content. This collection has got a mix of upbeat stories as well as grim tales of post-apocalyptic evil and gruesome murders. It took me awhile to come up with what I feel is the best way to order them. I start out with several lighter stories, although by lighter I mean less dark and violent; they are still fraught with the complexity of people struggling with the darker aspects of their psyches, humans battling against nature and its sometimes malevolent creatures, and the issue of the inevitability of death and how to face it. Thereafter grim tales alternate with stories that are more metaphysical and triumphant. The penultimate story, though, is the darkest of all. Enter at your own peril.

This introduction, then, serves as a warning that though the trip starts smoothly, you will encounter frightening interludes, detours into tunnels and chambers where fierce monsters await, and unexpected thrills as you progress. Don't let that deter you. Buckle up and enjoy the ride.
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I don't know if it's the altitude that's important or the isolation. Maybe it's both.

Anyway, to get there, you take a highway going north from the vast city with its multiple chronologies. After you've traveled over one hundred kilometers, you turn off into the hills through which the ancient river runs. Small roads with many tight turns take you deep into the sparsely populated countryside. In these parts, the peasants whose cottages you see eschew time travel for religious reasons. But you're not here to deal with them, of course.

Just before you reach your destination, you park your vehicle in a spacious lot. From that point, you have to continue on foot. The path zigzags up a slope until, out of breath, you reach the entry station on the near side of the bridge that crosses the narrow valley between the squat rocky hill and the plateau of volcanic tuff on which the town sits.

Here at the entry station your internal chrono-chip is neutralized, and the guards confiscate any time travel accessories you might be carrying. You receive a stipend, the same set amount for everyone, which supposedly suffices for a comfortable stay in this place where the inhabitants still use currency as a medium of exchange. Only then are you permitted to walk up the bridge's steep grade as you gawk through the rails at the lovely river valley far below.

The town's name is Civita, which simply means "city." It is one of the many getaway places known as Time Zones that have sprung up recently in exotic locales: havens from the complex, multifaceted collage of eras of which the modern world is composed. Time travel at these sites is forbidden; only chronological time is allowed.

There are many reasons why people seek out these anachronistic oases where time flows majestically along like a river, but visitors come to Civita mainly for the gambling. In a society in which past and future are as visible as the present, gambling is redundant, while here...

Rita and I met during a performance of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar at the Globe Theater in 1599. Since then, we have observed the storming of the Bastille during the French Revolution in 1789, the launching of the Titanic in 1912, the Dunkirk evacuation in 1940, early gigs by the Beatles in Hamburg in 1961, the razing of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and Prince Harry and Meghan Markle's wedding in 2018.

Now we are jaded with hopping through the centuries, surfeited with stupendous events. We want only to slow down and savor the steady, monotonous pace of time that our ancestors enjoyed.

Hand in hand we ascend towards the Renaissance-era town built of gray stone slabs.

"It's lovely," says Rita.

"We're staying there in that building. It's actually a hotel." I point to a five-story tower-like structure perched on the edge of a cliff.

"It looks as if it's going to fall off," says Rita.

"No. It's completely safe. The brochure says that they've reinforced the foundations."

"Where's the casino?"

"In the old church. At first the priests objected, but they changed their minds when they saw the profit projections. They still hold mass there on Sundays and holidays."

Rita giggles. "There is something spiritual about this place. We're not even there yet and I can feel it."

"So can I."

We stop to share a slow, thorough kiss, and then continue our methodical climb, one step after another, hands joined.

As we walk under the stone arch at the town entrance and reach the narrow cobblestone street, a beggar sitting in the shadows under a building accosts us.

A beggar! Can you imagine? When have you last seen a beggar in the outside world?

However, this one does not have the stereotypical appearance of a mendicant. He is not clothed in rags, although his expensive-looking slacks and jacket are filthy. He does not appear ill-fed. In fact, he is middle-aged, has a bit of a paunch, and his unshaven cheeks are bloated and soft.

"Can you spare a donation for someone down on his luck?" he says.

Rita is obviously puzzled. "Luck? What do you mean?"

I say, "Do you live here, or are you placed as part of the ambiance?"

The beggar lets out a ragged laugh that ends in a coughing spell. "Neophytes," he says, expectorating into the dust. "No, I'm not a local. I came here like you. On a visit. For the thrill. And now I can't get out. Didn't they tell you about the exit tax?"

"Of course," I say. "It's ten percent of our original stipend."

"And how do you plan to pay it?" says the beggar with a leer.

"We simply keep ten percent aside for when we leave," I say. "It's simple."

The beggar says, "Didn't that strike you as strange? Why don't they just give you ten percent less at the start?"

"I thought it was rather odd," says Rita. "I suppose it's all part of the experience."

"It's part of the experience, all right." Again the beggar bursts into laughter. "Came here to gamble, did you?"

"We'd like to try it out, yes," I say. "I've heard that the uncertainty is a wonderful sensation."

"That it is," says the beggar. "That it is. When you win, you feel as if the world was created for you alone and is lined up for your pleasure. When you lose, you feel the despair of a doomed soul at the entrance to hell. Abandon all hope ye who enter here. So what do you want to do then? Take away the pain by winning again of course."

Rita's hand is still in mine, and she is trying to pull me away from this uncomfortable scene.

"We've got to go," I say. "It was nice to meet you."

The beggar puts out a cupped hand and with an imploring expression says, "Wait. Please help me. I'm trapped here."

Astonished, Rita says, "What? They won't let you leave?"

"Those are the rules," says the beggar.

"What happened to you?" I say.

"I started losing. I bet more to make it up, but I kept losing. Finally I was down to the last ten percent and..."

"You bet it," I said in amazement.

"I bet it. Yes. Don't look so surprised. Wait until you find out what it's like."

It's hard for me to wrap my mind around the concept of penury. Outside these havens money doesn't exist anymore, and it's hard to remember the old times when it was possible to not have enough. Still, by my calculations Rita and I have been given much more currency than we need for our basic expenses. I suppose it wouldn't hurt to...

Rita pulls harder. "Come on, come on. I want to see the hotel."

I allow her to lead me away, and soon, in the excitement of discovery, I forget about the unkempt man who sits at the town gate.

*     *     *
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Our room is on the third floor. There is an immense four-poster bed with a crimson and gold canopy, an antique wood desk and chair, a royal blue sofa rife with soft cushions, and a picture window looking out over the river valley and the hazy hills beyond.

"Beautiful," says Rita. "Splendid."

"Yes," I say. "What would you like to do first?"

"Eat," says Rita. "I'm hungry." On one of the bedside tables are a menu and an old-fashioned dial phone. "Look at this. Each item of food has prices."

"Prices? You mean we have to pay?"

"See for yourself."

I study the menu, count the money I've been given at the entry station, and then attempt to compare what the food costs with the total amount at our disposal. It's difficult to wrap my mind around the figures; I'm not used to doing this sort of arithmetic.

"It doesn't seem to be expensive," says Rita.

"I think you're right. Anyway, we have no choice. That's how things are done here."

Rita smiles, eyes twinkling.

We order green salad, cheese, fresh bread, and red wine. When the waiter, wearing a coat, waistcoat, and breeches from the eighteenth century, arrives, he takes cash from us in exchange for the food and gives us change. I feel as if I am an actor playing a part in a historical play.

When we finish eating and drinking, I say, "Would you like to go sightseeing?"

"We can go sightseeing anywhere," says Rita. "Let's go to the casino."

With a thrill I realize that's she's right. That's what we've come for, after all.

Locating the casino ensconced within the church is an adventure in itself. It's not far, but to get there, we traverse cobbled streets through narrow canyons of gray buildings, climb a steep stairway composed of stone slabs, and cross a courtyard ringed with the effigies of saints.

We pass the tall thick wooden doors of the casino awestruck, hands joined. The atmosphere is electric and palpable, composed of the odor of ancient dust, mold, incense, and perspiration, and the sounds of the murmurs of a multitude of voices, the shuffle of cards, the clatter of tiny balls in roulette wheels, the jingle of slot machines, the measured outcries of dealers. We are immediately mesmerized. We wander through the aisles and from table to table watching the gamblers absorbed in their play. Although the room is replete with artificial lighting, the glow emanating from the high surrounding stained glass windows adds an ethereal ambiance to the already fantastic scene.

In a corner we come across a spiral metal staircase that takes us into the catacombs below the church. Here the raucous noise and flamboyant lighting from above is muffled, but the gambling goes on unabated in whispered card games on scattered tables topped with purple velvet. The stone ceiling is low, and sometimes we have to duck our heads to traverse from chamber to chamber.

Against a back wall we find a dealer waiting alone at a table. She wears a low-necked gown with narrow ruffled sleeves patterned in orange and chestnut brown. Her raven hair is braced high above her head in an elegant plume.

"What game is this?" I ask.

"Twenty-one," says the dealer. "It's also known as blackjack. Would you like to play?"

"I don't know how."

The dealer attempts a simple explanation and then says, "Why don't you try a hand?"

I nod.

"Place the chips that you want to bet on the table."

"I don't have chips," I say.

"You can buy them there from the cashier."

I purchase a handful of chips and return. Rita follows me, wide-eyed, her mouth open.

"Now place your bet."

I set down a few chips.

The dealer deals two cards to me and two cards to herself. She says, "See, you've got two face cards. You always stay on those, because the odds that you'll get a better hand with another card are very small. I have an eight and a seven. Fifteen. Because you already have twenty, I draw another card for myself. Another seven. I went over twenty-one. I'm busted. You win." She pays out the appropriate amount of chips.

I stare at Rita. She stares back at me. We both turn and stare at the pile of chips.

"It's amazing," she says. "I want to try it."

She buys chips, plays the game, and wins.

"My turn," I say.

"Wait," says Rita. "I want to do it again."

"But..." And then I realize that there is no need to argue. "Fine," I say. "You play here. I'll go to another table."

Rita gets a worried expression. "Shouldn't we stay together?"

"It's not a problem," I say. "We'll both be in the casino. It's not that large. We can find each other at any time. This way we won't have to take turns."

I sense her struggling with her desire to remain at my side and her lust to indulge in this fascinating form of entertainment. It doesn't take her long to decide. "All right. Let's split up for an hour, and then we can get back together and compare our experiences."

*     *     *
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We remain apart for much more than an hour. In fact, when exhaustion abruptly snaps me out of the intoxication of the gambling experience, I realize that it's evening. I gather my chips, cash them in, and go looking for Rita. First I search downstairs through the quiet catacombs, and then I wander upstairs amidst the raucous noise and glaring lights.

I can't find her anywhere.

Could she already have returned to the hotel? A wave of guilt washes over me as I contemplate my selfishness. She must have got fed up and left on her own.

However, when I reach the room it is empty. To try to find her in the town would be futile; I don't know my way around, especially in the dark. Instead, I call room service and order a bottle of brandy and some sandwiches. I still feel profoundly odd paying for what is normally free for the taking. More than anything it's thrilling, though; I can't deny it.

I sit in semi-darkness on the soft couch, facing the window that reveals numerous stars in the night sky, sipping my drink, and listening for the slightest sounds that might indicate that Rita is returning.

An hour later she enters the room, eyes wide, face flushed. "I looked for you at the casino," she said. "I couldn't find you."

"I couldn't find you either," I said. "I thought you might have left already. And then I thought it was better to stay here and wait."

She sees the brandy, pours, swallows, grimaces, throws herself on the couch beside me and says, "Wasn't it wonderful? I've never felt anything like it. You know, when you're standing there, your bet placed, and you win. What a thrill! It's thrilling even to lose, isn't it?"

"Yes, but it's more fun to win."

"Of course it is. How did you do?"

"What do you mean?"

"Did you win or lose? Do you have more money than when you began or less?"

I sip brandy, savor the burn in my throat, and say, "I started out well; I almost doubled my money. Then I began to lose. That went on for awhile until I had a slight upturn of luck at the end. Overall, I lost a little more than I won. You?"

"The same. I won and then I lost. Never mind. We'll try again tomorrow, won't we?"

"Yes. Are you hungry?"

"Actually, I'm a little too worked up to eat right now."

She kisses me hard on the lips, grabs for my crotch, and rubs. We get up from the couch and make our way to the bed, disrobing each other as we go. Our sex is intense, feverish, vigorous. I usually come just once, sometimes twice at the most, but this night, turned on as we both are by the intensity of the exhilarating experiences we have recently undergone, I keep going beyond my limits, as does Rita. The immediacy of the sex mimics the immediacy of the gambling, as if the entire universe pours through a funnel and comes together at one spot, one instant, one moment in time. There is only now; past and future have ceased to exist.

Later, much later, we eat the sandwiches and then fall exhausted into a deep sleep.

*     *     *
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When I wake up in the morning, Rita has already left. I have no doubt where she's gone; I'm just as anxious to return. Still, with a self-righteous air, I take my time, shaving, dressing, drinking coffee and eating a croissant. I stroll slowly along the ancient streets and breathe deeply of the cool fresh air.

When I enter through the doors of the church/casino, though, I immediately lose my put-on indifference. I purchase chips, head for the tables, place bets one after another, only pausing to use the bathroom or grab nourishment at the buffet table.

During the course of the morning, I begin to wonder if I am unlucky. Since the first few hours on the previous day, I have done almost nothing but lose, with barely enough isolated wins to keep me hooked. My money is dwindling. Every hour or so I surreptitiously count it. I'm not in any real danger yet of it running out, but I will be in the next few days if my fortunes don't change.

Occasionally I catch a glimpse of Rita. She is as intent as I am on the games. The urge strikes me now and again to go over and converse with her, ask her how she's doing, suggest taking a walk and sharing a drink on the terrace of one of the town bars. And then something distracts me: a hand of cards I am in the midst of or a gambler nearby winning a large pot, and I forget about her until the next time I notice her in the distance.

In the late afternoon, as the low sun stabs through the stained glass windows and illuminates the colorful mosaics of the saints in blazes of glory, she comes up on me from behind and taps on my shoulder. "Hello."

I turn. "Rita!"

"Have you played your hand? Can you spare a moment? I don't want to interrupt."

"It's not a problem. I'm finished here."

We go outside and sit on the broad stone church steps facing the long shadows of the courtyard.

"So... How are you doing?" she says.

"I'm enjoying myself. And you?"

"It's wonderful, yes. I meant..."

"Oh, the gambling, well... It could be better. I'm still getting the hang of it."

She squirms a bit, bites her lower lip, intertwines her fingers and stares at them. "The fact is, I... I don't know how to say this. I've lost almost everything."

"Already? Even your exit fee?"

"No, not that. I have that. But it's about all I've got left. I was wondering, in fact, if you have any money to spare that you could give me."

Her request takes me by surprise. In the outside world, such a question would be ridiculous. Here in this town, it calls up all sorts of troubling emotions. We have come on this excursion together, after all. Of course we should share what we have. And yet... The thought of giving up any of the scant resources I have left fills me with disquiet. Something has taken me over in this town in which time flows like a meandering river instead of churning wildly like shards in a kaleidoscope. I thought that the continuous presence of chronological time would provide me with a measure of peace. Instead, feelings I had all but forgotten rise up to oppress me.

In the silence that follows, I am overcome with shame. I attempt to cover it up by saying, "Why don't we stay together for awhile? We can take turns."

She looks into my eyes and sees through my ruse. "You don't want to share with me, do you? You want to keep it all for yourself."

I open my mouth to speak.

"Don't bother to try to explain," she says. "Keep your damned money."

She stands, turns, strides to the doors, and disappears within.

Time is a curious thing. When you can manipulate it, its significance fades. When you have no control, it can seem at one moment beneficent and the next malevolent. I sit on the steps as the shadows continue to grow, as the pink and orange streaks of sunset spray across the thin clouds, as the weight of dusk settles over the courtyard. The church doors are heavy enough to muffle the sounds of reveling within. In the quiet of twilight, I consider my options. My first thought is to leave, to walk straight to the gate, across the bridge, and be gone from this place. Something has come over me that I don't like. It's an ancient virulence all but obliterated outside: selfishness, greed, pride of possession, all wrapped up in a festering knot behind my solar plexus. I've got to get rid of it or it will ruin me.

And yet... I don't want to go. Instead, I can remain here, explore the town, see the sights, bask in the slower pace of this peaceful eddy away from the rest of the world.

Ultimately, though, I realize that I am deceiving myself. It's the gambling that has me mesmerized, that thrills me, that ignites my passion. I can sightsee anywhere, but gambling is the one local attraction that doesn't work out there in fractured time.

When I finally reenter the casino, I spot Rita arm in arm with another man, someone I haven't seen here before. A newcomer, perhaps. She's found a sponsor, it seems. I bear her no ill will. I quickly forget about her, in fact, as I make my way to the tables.

*     *     *
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Rita doesn't return to the hotel. Despite her absence, I sleep soundly on the spacious bed. Relationships come and go, after all. When I first met her, she had been traveling with someone else.

I shower, apply scent, and dress in freshly laundered clothes. As I have my breakfast I contemplate that today my luck will change. I am convinced of it.

I walk the town streets and climb the stone steps with certainty. Until now, the tables have got the best of me, but ultimately I will prevail. It's a state of mind, I realize. A matter of belief in oneself.

In my confidence and zeal I am reckless. I bet large amounts; I call for cards when I should keep the hand I have.

When I pause midmorning to quaff a glass of wine, I am shocked to discover that I have nothing left of my stipend but the amount I need for my exit fee.

That's when what I take to be a revelation hits me. Up until now, I haven't really risked anything. The whole experience has been in the nature of a joyride. The money was given to me; I haven't earned it. I've only lost what wasn't mine in the first place. But now, I am confronted with a choice that has real consequences. I can leave safely and go back to the real world none the worse for wear, or I can bet my exit fee, which would be putting my well-being on the line. A thrill such as I have never before felt rushes through me. Suddenly I know that I will take this chance, and a certainty wells up from within: I will win. I'm sure of it. To seize luck as a personal power you have to risk it all; you have to have something significant to lose.

Boldly I buy chips with the remainder of my cash. I descend the steps and place it all in one bet at the same blackjack table where Rita and I first began our gambling adventure.

I am dealt a face card and a five. Fifteen.

The dealer has a face card showing.

I ask for a card. Another five. I can't conceal my grin. Twenty. It will be extremely hard to beat.

The dealer flips her hidden card.

It's an ace.

Twenty-one.

I feel as if I have just got punched in the chest and had the wind knocked out of me.

Oblivious to the extent of my trauma, the dealer smiles sympathetically and rakes in the chips.

In my shattered state, I don't even stop at the buffet table and fill my all-but-empty belly, an oversight I will later regret. Instead, I wander out into the sunlit courtyard where the beneficent saints smile upon the empty stone.

I think to spend some time recovering in my hotel, but when I enter the lobby, the clerk informs me that I must pay the next night's fee in advance. Upon hearing that I can't afford it, I am politely escorted out.

I wander the streets until I come to the far side of town where a terrace at the edge of a sheer cliff overlooks the lovely river valley. I remain mesmerized for a long time. When I tire of standing, I sit on a stone bench. What beauty the world contains: what texture, what color! A profound sensation comes over me. I feel as if I am on the shore of eternity. Time as I know it has ceased to exist, not because I can travel through it, but because it is an ever-present constant.

I sit and bask in a sort of semi-euphoric state for hours, until something snaps me out of it and I realize that soon the sun will set, and I am chilly, tired, and hungry.

What can I do, though? I remember the beggar that Rita and I had met at the town gate. Is this to be my fate? Must I plead to others to give me money? Do I have any choice?

I rise and walk, letting my footsteps carry me wherever they will. I explore unfamiliar streets, some so narrow that when I extend my arms, my hands can touch the stone walls on either side.

Abruptly I pause. To my right, beyond a brief entryway, a door is open. Just inside the door is a table, and on the table is some money. No one is in sight. It occurs to me that if I move swiftly, I can take that money. No one will see; no one will know. I can use it to purchase food and then to leave this place.

I glance around to be sure I am unwatched.

And then a wave of shame sweeps over me. I weep over my weakness and the helplessness of my circumstances. I leave the money there on the table and move on.

I pass a bakery. In the display window are not only cakes, donuts, cookies, and other sweet confections, but also croissants filled with salami and cheese, sandwiches, and mini-pizzas. I stare at the food as my stomach rumbles. I am frozen in place; I can't help it. Eventually the baker notices me standing there. He selects a large roll, carries it outside on a piece of tissue, smiles, and offers it to me. As I take it, he nods and reenters his shop.

I take a bite. The outside is flakey, and the interior is still warm from the oven. I eat as I walk, relishing every bite. Afterwards I slake my thirst at a public fountain.

As night descends, my exhaustion increases. I wonder where I'll be able to sleep. For some reason, the casino draws me to it. After all, it comprises the town's central hub; it's well-lit, unlike most of the streets I have been traversing, and people continue to come and go late into the evening. I am attracted to the bustle, but at the same time I don't want others to observe my degradation. I am ashamed of my failure; I feel as if somehow I have become unworthy of human companionship. 

I find a small alcove in a garden just off the courtyard and crawl under a bush. Pulling my jacket as tight around me as I can and cradling my head on my arm, I attempt to get comfortable enough to sleep. Yet alas, it doesn't work. I hear the revelers laughing and conversing as they enter and exit the casino, and the sound reminds me of what I had just a short time ago. Additionally, I shiver, having no blanket or covering to mitigate the chill.

How long I lay there in the cold of night drifting in and out of half-dreams, I know not. At a certain point, though, I find myself fully awake. It must be late, for all is quiet except for the wind gently whispering in tree branches.

Someone is standing nearby.

I crawl out from under my leafy shelter.

It's a priest. He is clothed in traditional black and has a silver cross as a pendant.

He speaks to me, but I don't understand his words.

He smiles, and beckons.

I follow him to the rectory that adjoins the church/casino. He leads me to a basement room in which several empty cots heaped with blankets are arranged in a row. He shows me where the bathroom is, smiles again, and leaves.

I don't think a bed has ever felt so warm, comfortable, and secure. I sleep deeply.

In the morning, the priest offers me coffee, bread, and jam before I leave.

But leave to go where? I can think of no option but to take up the beggar's position near the town gate.

All morning I tell my story to passers-by and request alms.

The ultimate humiliation occurs when Rita and her new boyfriend observe my appeal on their way out. They have extra funds apart from their exit fees; unlike me, they didn't gamble it all away. They offer their excess to me. I am so embarrassed, so ashamed, that I almost turn it down. 

But I don't. Instead, a crazed exhilaration overcomes me. I return to the casino, buy chips, and place bets until all my funds are gone again. 

Back to the town gate I go.

Is this to be my fate forevermore? Am I trapped in a mendicant's purgatory? Do I lack the self-control to walk away?

I sit and ruminate, silent and forlorn, as newly arrived visitors pass me by.

A woman approaches me. I recognize her as one of the guards from the entry station on the other side of the bridge. She says, "Have you enjoyed your stay?"

I raise my head but do not answer.

"I said: have you enjoyed your stay?"

"Most of it, I suppose," I say. "But now I don't know what to do."

She smiles. "It happens more often that you think. People get carried away and overdo. Come on; your time's up. It's time to go. We have to make room for others."

"But I don't have the exit fee."

"We'll waive the exit fee. We always do in cases like yours."

"You might have told me at the beginning."

"Ah, but then you would not have become as immersed in the experience. It would have been just like out there." She sweeps her arm in a gesture that encompasses the world. "You would have always known there was a way out. Where's the thrill in that?" She turns and heads for the bridge, motioning for me to follow.

And so I leave the town where time flows like a river and reenter the real world, where present, past, and future vie for attention and you're never quite certain where one leaves off and the other begins.
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​The Dead Shall Rise
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The first confirmed ghost sighting occurred aboard a newly rented houseboat on the east shore of Lake Union. A man wearing a stylish gray business suit, dark hair neatly trimmed, nails manicured, walked in on a wife, husband, and two young children while they were having dinner and said, "I like what you've done to the place." When the husband asked him to leave, the man said, "I don't think so. I live here."

The wife engaged the man in conversation while the children stared wide-eyed and the husband called the police.

When they arrived, the stalwart officers of the law tried to apprehend the suspect, but upon attempting to apply the cuffs, their hands went right through him.

The man in the gray suit chuckled and made himself at home.

The next sighting took place on the twentieth floor of a high-rise office building near the south shore of the lake. This time the specter was immediately recognized. She was a recently deceased middle-tier executive of a tech company that occupied half the building. She walked into her former office wearing the green satin gown in which she'd been buried and began barking orders as if she'd never left.

In the next few days, a dozen others made abrupt appearances in homes and businesses around the lakeshore. They'd all died within the past few months, returned to homes or businesses they'd once occupied, settled in, and gave no indications of leaving. They could converse fluently with whoever had a mind to talk with them, had memories of past experiences when they'd been alive, but could offer no explanation as to how or why they'd suddenly appeared.

Day by day eyewitness accounts of ghosts multiplied, rippling outward from the lake, spreading to other neighborhoods of the city.

Since the apparitions could not be forced out or persuaded to leave, people living or working in the buildings they appeared in had the choice of flight or coexistence.

*     *     *
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Sybil sat at the kitchen table having dinner with her husband Connor when the doorbell rang. She had just raised her chardonnay for a toast when the chime interrupted the intimate ambiance. Setting down her glass, she said, "You'd better let me handle this, dear."

Connor nodded.

The man and woman at the front door were dressed in bland nondescript business suits and wore deadpan expressions.

The woman said, "Are you Sybil Sawyer?"

"Yes."

"We're from a special FBI investigative unit." They briefly flashed badges. "May we come in?"

"Why? What's this about?"

"Can we talk inside?"

In the entry hall, the woman said, "My name is Zora."

"I'm Thornton," said the man.

"You already know who I am, don't you?" Sybil led them into the kitchen, where Connor still sat at the kitchen table. "This is my husband Connor."

Connor nodded.

"There's only one place set," said Zora.

"That's right," said Sybil. "It's for me."

"Then Connor is..."

"Don't say it," said Sybil. "He's real to me and I'm happy to have him."
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