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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
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