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THE DRE.\.\I HOl'EL

feet away, she can smell the cream her roommate rubs on her skin to
treat the rash she developed in the jail.

The attendants bristle when one of the women calls Madison a

jail. This is a retention cente! they say, it's not a prison or a jail.

You hayen't been convicted, you're not serving time. You're being
retained only until your forensic observation is complete. How
much longeq someone will always ask. Depends, the attendants say.

Some retainees stay just twenty-one days; others have to stay a bit
longer. The attendants never call the women prisoners. They say

retaineeg resideruts, enrollees, and sometim es ?rlgraln participants.

Hinton comes through the gate seven minutes after six. There
must've been some traffic on the highway, or a delay during the

security briefing. This morning his hair looks freshly cut, bringing
out his high cheekbones and bright, hungry eyes. But his fine fea-

nrres are muddled by the burn scar that runs along the base of his

neck, just above the stiff collar of his uniform. The scar is a frequent
subject of gossip at Madison. Some people say Hinton was injured
in the Tujunga complex fire, which burned his house to the ground
and killed his dog, supposedly a German shepherd. Others point
out that the scar looks old, so it must be the mark of a youthful acci-

dent, a mishap with a firecracker, say, or a brawl around a campfire.
Who knows? But the scar gives him substance, rescues his looks from
bland perfection.

Unhurriedly, he makes his way down the hall. At zoz he berates

two retainees for a towel lying in a heap on the floor. That it must
have slipped from its hook on the wall doesn't matterl they're
responsible for keeping their quarters tidy. There's another issue

inzo5, something about an oyerflowing wastebasket. But it's only at

zo7 that his vigilance pays off He finds, under a blanket, a battery-
powered night-light, smaller than a fingernail. Staying awake past

ten is against the rules, everyone knows that. "You people amaze

me," he says, whistling in mock admiration. From his breast pocket,
he pulls out his Tekmerion and touches the screen to file a report.
"It's like you're not even trying to lower your scores."

Two more steps and he'II be at 2o8. She can already smell the
instant ramen on him, made with hot water from the tap and slurped
at his desk before the start of his shift. Does he know he's the object
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THE DREA\I HOTEL

The first adjustment is to time itself. Each day resembles the one

that came before it, the monotony adding to the women's apprehen-

sion and leading them to make decisions that damage their cases.

Some of them might refuse to submit to mental-status evaluations
or provide urine samples on demand; others might get into heated

arguments with the attendants. Yet the rare days that break with
tedium are difficult in their own way: a phone call from a loved

one or a visit from a lawyer can bring consolation just as often as

heartbreak. So the monotony and the excitement weigh in different
fashion on retainees. Sara marks time not by days or hours, but by
milestones.

Like first steps.

Playing Peekaboo.

The word *Mama."

And now, her birthday.
She washes up, then takes a look around the room, making sure

everything is put away according to regulation. On her shelf, encased

in a plastic frame purchased at the commissary, is a photograph of
her children in their high chairs. Mona smiles for the camera while
Mohsin looks at the banana slices on his plate, his fingers poised

oyer a piece. The picture is already outdated, but she likes the twins'
expressions too much to exchange it for a newer photo. Next to the
frame are a pile of letters, a book of stories byJorge Luis Borges she

borrowed from the library and her notebook.
Sara resisted the lure of the notebook for as long as she could.

Writing about her life at Madison seemed to her a form of
capitulation-tacit acceptance that her retention was not a misun-
derstanding, which would be swiftly corrected when the appropri-
ate evidence was produced, but the result of reasonable suspicions
that the RAA might have about her. Naturally, she also worried that
whatever she wrote could be held against her by agents who cared

only about the data, not about the truth. Day after day she lay on her
cog ruminating about how she had ended up at Madison and how
she could prove herself innocent of the violence they thought she

was planning.
But there came a moment when she grew tired of staring at empty

walls and her old habits prevailed. By training she is a historian of
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THE DREAM HOTEL

her since she's been at Madison; everyone else is afraid that associat-

ing with her might damage their risk scores.

Now she goes to the window. If she cranes her neck a certain way,

and puts her hands around her eyes to block the ceiling light, she can

see a stretch of road bordered by creosote and, beyond it, a moun-
tain. It's not much of a mountain, it's probably more of a hill, but
it's covered with creosote and brittlebush that shiver at the slightest

breeze. This morning the sky is cloudy. A flock of blackbirds gathers

in formation, then breaks off again before disappearing from sight.

Like Hinton, the old woman is a little late today. She lumbers to the
bus stop weighed down by straw baskets, hatS, and mats, her long
beaded earrings swinging with each step. An artist is how Sara thinks
of the old woman, emerging out of her workshop three days a week

to sell her original pieces at the farmer's markets in nearby towns.

Then the bus arrives, its brakes screeching as it comes to a halt.

The old woman gets on, scans her face, and places her things on

the luggage rack. The driver waits, watching in his rearview mirror
as she takes a seat in the priority area, facing Madison. Can she see

Sara from that distance? It's impossible to tell. But Sara likes to think
of the old woman as a friend, a kind friend who checks in on her a
few times a week.

She watches until the bus is out of sight and the scene resumes

its tranquility. A solitary moment is rare at Madison and she tries to
make this one last as long as she can, but she gives it up when the
breakfast bell rings.

COMING DOWN THE STAIRS, SHE TURNS A CORNER LIT BY THE CYCLOPIC

eye of a porthole window. The architects who designed Madison
wanted it to be an avatar of the modern world: they gave it a flat roof
steel-pipe balustrades, and curved forms that evoked ocean liners
cleaving the Atlantic at record-breaking speed. The walls would
be sleek and white, the window frames an ocean blue. The Great
Depression, the Dust Bowl, the Hoovervilles scattered across a ster-

ile landscape-all these were in the past. The future belonged to
science and progress.

On her way to the cafeteria, she passes the WPA mural at the en-
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THE DREAM HOTEL

recognizable shapes, the drawings seem to her to reflect their per-
sonalities, something that photos alone can't quite capture.

Where's Toya, Sara wonders, raising herself on her elbows and

surveying the cafeteria again in case she missed her friend. About
fifty women are eating breakfast at the moment, most of them old-
timers who are inured to the taste of the food or don't have enough
money in their accounts to buy snacks at the commissary. There's no

sign of Toya, but soon enough Lucy and Marcela arrive with their
trays, their lukewarm smiles, their idle talk.

Dipping into her oatmeal, Marcela says there's a new girl. "Came

in around midnight."
Lucy's eyes widen. "You were awake?"

"I was just using the bathroom," Marcela replies, raising a hand
in self-defense.

It's rare for someone to arriye at night, Sara thinks. Usually, the
attendants bring in new women during the day, when the regular
intake staff is on duty at Madison. They perform a medicai exam;

take fingerprints, DNA swabs, and other biometric information from
those whose files don't already have them; and explain the rules that
govern life at the facility. No cell phones or smart devices. No smok-
ing. No loud noises. No loitering in the hallways. No excess prop-
erty, defrned as any item that makes a retainee's room look untidy.
(Retention officers have full discretion in assessing tidiness.) No art
materials unless approved beforehand. No identification documents,
credit cards, or cash. No jewelry, save. for plain wedding bands. Shirts
are to be tucked in at all times. Dirty uniforms are to be turned in
promptly for exchange. Et cetera.

It takes two hours to watch the video that covers the regulations,
after which retainees are given a handbook of policies and proce-
dures they must follow. Ignorance of a rule does not justify being
exempt from consequences, which is why retainees are advised dur-
ing orientation to read the handbook cover to cover. Breaking a rule
results in being written up, being written up raises a retainee's risk
score, and a higher risk score extends the retention period.

"So where's this new girl?" Sara asks, looking around.
"Don't know."
"You sure it wasn't a dream?"
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