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A woman with long blonde hair, really a girl, is sitting on a small stool in front of a long counter that is being used to apply makeup. She's naked, having just been up on stage for the audition, and is nervously waiting to hear some good news. Suddenly, there is a breeze through the room, and she notices a tall red-headed woman wearing a white, plush terry cloth robe standing in the corner. An older woman, sitting near the stage door, who has been organizing the auditions, looks at the new arrival. 

"You're late ..." she scowls, "Auditions are almost over ..."

My head is still spinning from the jump. The scent of cheap perfume and stale alcohol is thick in the air, a stark, unpleasant contrast to the clean, soapy smell that still clings to my robe. I blink, my eyes adjusting to the harsh vanity lights, and focus on the scowling woman. I don't have time for this.

I take a steadying breath, my hand instinctively clutching the soft terrycloth. "I'm not here to audition," I say, my voice low and urgent. My gaze flickers past her to the nervous blonde girl, then back to the older woman. "I'm looking for a way out. Is there a back exit?"

"The way you came in ... or you audition ..." the woman scowls again. "You want job? You audition." 

The blonde looks you over, "I think they have one more spot open," she offers with a quiet voice.

I let out a sharp, humorless laugh. "A job? Honey, the last thing I have time for is a job." I turn my attention fully to the blonde, my expression softening slightly. I can see the hope and desperation in her eyes, a feeling I know all too well.

"Thank you," I say to her, my voice genuine. "But I'm not what they're looking for." I look back at the woman, my patience wearing thin. "Look, I don't want any trouble. I just need to leave. The way I came in... isn't an option. So, the back door. Please?."

"I can show you ..." the blonde offers, she stands and quickly steps into a tiny mini skirt that barely covers her butt, and a threadbare, worn t-shirt that doesn't leave much to the imagination. She looks at my bare feet and shakes her head. "This way ..." Leading to a side door in the middle of a bustling city. The sign above the door reads, "The Naked I". It's late afternoon, and there is a rush of people walking by. "Are you going to be okay?" she asks.

The sudden wall of city noise hits me like a physical blow. Car horns, snippets of a hundred conversations, the rumble of a subway beneath my feet. It's overwhelming. I instinctively grab the blonde's arm to steady myself, my eyes wide as I try to place the decade from the cars and the fashion of the people rushing past us. 1970s, maybe? The sign above the door—"The Naked I"—doesn't give me much to go on, but the general vibe feels right.

I look down at my bare feet on the grimy pavement, then back at the girl. Her kindness is a small anchor in the chaos. "I... I think so," I manage, my voice a little shaky. "Thank you. You didn't have to do that." I release her arm, forcing a weak smile. "I'll be fine. You should get back inside before they give your spot away."

"I've already auditioned, I'm pretty sure I'm gonna get a spot ... I really need the money ..." she says. "Where are you gonna go?" she asks with genuine concern as three people almost step on my toes.

I flinch, pulling my feet back as a man in a wide lapel strides past, oblivious. The city is a beast, and I'm just in its way.

"I'm sure you'll get it," I say, trying to sound reassuring even as my own world tilts. "You were kind. That counts for something." Her question hangs in the air, heavy and impossible. Where am I going? I look down the street at the endless river of faces I don't know and a time that isn't mine. My smile fades, replaced by the familiar, hollow ache. "I don't know," I admit, my voice barely a whisper. "I'll find... somewhere."

"Kindness doesn't count in this business ... it's what you got here ..." she points to her chest, "and here ..." now pointing to her butt, with a smile. "I probably shouldn't do this, I have a small flat a few blocks away ... you can crash there ... just let me go inside and make sure I have the job ... okay?  Wait here ..."

I stare at her, a little stunned by her blunt assessment and her even more blunt offer. The cynical part of me, the part that's been burned by misplaced trust a dozen times over, screams at me to run. But the other part, the exhausted part that's slept in alleys and fields before, is desperate for a moment of peace. A genuine, weary smile touches my lips. "You're a good person, you know that?" I say softly. "Okay. I'll wait." I press myself against the brick wall beside the door, trying to make myself as small as possible. "Go on. Don't lose your job on my account."

The blonde jumps back inside. She's gone for 15 minutes, but it feels like an eternity. I look inside the robe, remembering I’m naked, just having gotten out of the shower after having hot sex with Ryan, in Scottsdale, AZ, in 2025. This doesn't look like Arizona or 2025. A cab slowly trolls by, Boston City Cab is the name, now I have a location. 

The blonde opens the door with a huge smile on her face, "I got it ... I start tomorrow night."

Her joy is a bright, sharp point of light in the grimy dusk of this Boston street. "That's incredible," I say, and I mean it. A real smile, one that reaches my eyes, breaks through my exhaustion. "I knew you had it." I push off the wall, the prospect of a real floor to sleep on feeling like the best offer I’ve had in, well, a day. "Lead the way. I owe you big time."

"My name is Candace, but my stage name is Candy," she says as she leads me around the corner. 

I notice posters of nearly naked women by what appears to be the main entrance to The Naked I. As I take a closer look, I notice a large number of women, walking on the street, dressed like Candace, trying to interact with men passing by. Across the street, there is another club, Centerfolds, next to the Pilgram Theater. "What's yours?"

I follow her, my bare feet slapping quietly on the pavement, my eyes taking in the scene with a sinking feeling. The posters, the other women dressed like Candy... it all clicks into place. This isn't just a city; it's the Combat Zone. And I'm standing in the middle of it in a bathrobe. Turning my attention back to her, forcing the realization from my face. "Candy," I repeat, testing the name. "It fits." I give her a small, tight smile. "I'm Tara Jane."

"Nice to meet you, Tara Jane ..." she smiles back at me. "You're really pretty. I don't understand why you didn't audition." There is a pause as she looks me over again, "And it's a silly question, but why are you in such a nice robe?" 

I let out a short, breathy laugh, tugging the robe a little tighter around myself. "Thank you, Candy. I think 'pretty' is the last thing they were looking for in there." Pausing, I glance down at the plush white terrycloth, a stark contrast to the grime of the street. How do you even begin to explain this? "It's... a long, ridiculous story. Let's just say I was in the middle of something when I got a very sudden, very unexpected summons." I shake my head. "It's the only thing I had on."

"Huh ..." She looks at me with even more questions in her eyes. "Careful ... glass ..." she says and points at it.

My gaze follows her finger to the glittering shards scattered across the grimy pavement. "Right. Thanks." I carefully pick my way around the broken bottle, the soles of my feet already feeling the grit of the city. It's a constant, low-level threat, just like everything else here. I stay close behind her, a silent, robed shadow in a world that's far too loud and sharp.

"We're almost there ..." she says as she leads the way down an alley to a building with a sign over it, 'The Morrison', then a smaller one, 'Weekly and Monthly rentals'. "I'm on the second floor, no elevator, so the stairs are my exercise. This way."

I follow her into the alley, the noise from the main street immediately muffled by the brick walls. The sign for 'The Morrison' offers a strange sort of comfort. A name, a place. Something solid. I nod at her comment about the stairs, a small, tired smile on my face. "Stairs are good. Keeps the blood moving." I'm just grateful to be heading somewhere safe, even if it's up a few flights.

Candy unlocks the door to 2B and opens the door. It's small, tiny being the optimum word. There is a bed, full size at best in one corner, a small card table with 2 chairs in the other. There is a small kitchen area, A 2-burner stove top, a sink, and a refrigerator. Opposite the bed, there is a doorway, with no visible door, to a cramped bathroom. "What do you think, neat huh? I'm paid up for the month ..."

I step inside, the door clicking shut behind me and muffling the city's noise. The space is minuscule, but it's a fortress. It's four walls and a door that locks. It's safety. I turn to her, my expression one of pure, unadulterated gratitude. "Candy... it's perfect," I say, and I mean it. "It's the best thing I've seen all day." It’s a stark contrast to Ryan’s home in Scottsdale. I lean against the door, feeling the exhaustion of the transference finally catch up with me. "You're a lifesaver. Truly."

"Really ..." her face beaming. "It's so much better than my last place, I had to share it with 3 other girls ... and just two beds." She pulls her top off and tosses it next to a small suitcase that is tucked in a corner. She doesn't attempt to cover up, and I get a good look at her firm, young, and perky breasts. Then she pulls the skirt down, including whatever was under it in one quick motion. Despite the blond hair, which looks natural, there is a well-trimmed dark triangle of pubic hair just above her mound. Candy looks toward me, "Oh, sorry, I‘ve just got used to being alone, and I'm used to being naked around people, this doesn't offend you, does it?"  

My eyes flick over her, taking in the casual nudity with a practiced, non-judgmental calm. I've seen bodies in every state, in every era, under every circumstance. Hers is just another one, youthful and unselfconscious. A faint, tired smile touches my lips. "No, it doesn't offend me," I say, my voice quiet. "You're comfortable in your own skin. That's a rare thing." I gesture vaguely with one hand towards the small space. "Don't mind me. I'm just grateful for the floor. You've earned the right to be comfortable however you want."

"The floor ... Don't be silly, we can share the bed, it's big enough, and I don't bite ... unless you want me to..." she adds with a flirty grin as she pulls a thin, tiny, cheap satin robe out of her suitcase. "Are you hungry? I can make some mac and cheese, and I just bought a box of white wine, too."

I raise an eyebrow at her grin, a flicker of amusement cutting through my exhaustion. "I'll keep that in mind," I murmur, my tone dry but not unkind. The offer of the bed is tempting, more than she knows. A real mattress instead of a cold floor or a hard patch of ground. "Mac and cheese sounds like heaven," I admit, my stomach giving an involuntary rumble. "And I wouldn't say no to a glass of that wine." I finally move away from the door, sinking into one of the rickety chairs at the card table, the relief of being off my feet immense. "You're too good to me, Candy."

"I'm originally from Kentucky,  my mama and grandmama told me, 'always be nice to people who need help, and one day someone may be nice to you.' " As she's saying that, she takes two clear plastic cups from the small cupboard and fills them with wine. As she hands one to me, her robe opens, giving me a closer look at her breasts. She doesn't say anything, but as she steps back to the burner, she adjusts it. While she is making the mac and cheese, she starts asking more questions." So, what was so strangely important that you ended up in the dressing room of the Naked I in a robe, and you weren't there for the audition?"

I take the plastic cup, the cheap wine, a welcome warmth in my hand. I don't let my eyes linger where her robe falls open; I've learned to be discreet. Her question hangs in the air, heavy with the smell of boiling pasta.

I take a long sip of the wine before answering, staring into the cup as if the answers might be floating there. "I was in a bathroom," I say, my voice low and even. "In Scottsdale. It was... a private moment." I pause, choosing my words with the care of a bomb disposal expert. "And then I wasn't. One second, Arizona. The next that dressing room. It wasn't a choice, Candy. It just... happens." I look up at her, my expression dead serious. "And believe me, if I had a choice, I wouldn't have picked that place."

As she's stirring the cheese powder into the noodles, she's looking at me, uncertain whether she believes or understands. "Arizona, and now you're in Boston ... how ...?"

I let out a slow breath, setting the cup down on the rickety table. The cheap plastic wobbles. "If I knew how, I wouldn't be here, would I?" My voice is flat, devoid of anything but the bone-deep weariness of explaining the impossible. I look her straight in the eye, letting her see the stark truth in mine. "It's not a choice. It's not a machine. It's a... malfunction. One second I'm in one place, the next I'm somewhere else. No warning. No control." I pick up the cup again, needing the anchor. "So, how? I have absolutely no idea."

"Uh huh ..." she answers, a look of even more confusion. 

Much like Ryan did originally, when I appeared at his cabin in my underwear. He was kind, and I eventually felt comfortable with him. Maybe it can happen again.

"Okay ... well, this is ready," Candy says as she scoops equal parts into two small plastic bowls and grabs plastic spoons. Delivering them to the table, she takes my cup and refills both with more wine before sitting down.

"Thank you," I say, my voice quiet. I pick up the plastic spoon, the cheap mac and cheese looking and smelling like a feast, considering the alternative. I take a bite, the simple, salty warmth a profound comfort after the chaos of the last few hours. I eat in silence for a moment, letting the food and wine settle. I can feel her eyes on me, still trying to piece together the impossible story. I don't blame her. I finally look up from my bowl, meeting her gaze.

"I know it sounds insane," I admit softly. "It is insane. But it's the truth." I gesture around the tiny room. "This... right now... this is a gift. You have no idea." I take another bite. "So, thank you. For believing me enough to offer a bed and some dinner, even if you think I'm crazy."

"I don't think you're crazy, I actually don't know what to think, and grandma always said, 'if you're not sure, let it be sometimes ... it may be none of your business.' " She's shoveling
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