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She called herself Phoenix, the ancient symbol of woman. No one used real names here. Her best friend named herself Tian-Mu, after the goddess of lightning.

Despite their mythological names, as Phoenix and Tian-Mu handed their government-issued i.d. cards to the woman at the ornate double doors, they felt like the self-conscious new adults they really were.

The woman at the doors held a stack of glossy programs. She was dressed in the same neat blue suit as the other women in the entryway. They all had the same perfectly-styled hair and pale pink lipstick. This woman’s name tag read "Madame X." Another unreal name. Underneath her name were the words "Pleasure Tour Guide." She handed the young women their identification, smiling.

"I see the two of you just turned nineteen," Madame X said. She addressed the young women casually, in a friendly voice. Like a big sister.

"That’s right," Phoenix said.

"I turned nineteen two weeks ago," said Tian-Mu, the more loquacious of the two best friends. "I waited for Phoenix so we could make our first visit together." She poked Phoenix in the ribs with her finger, as if Phoenix had chosen her own birthday maliciously, solely to make Tian-Mu wait.

Madame X laughed. It was a well-rehearsed sound. "I assume you’ve both been through orientation?"

Phoenix dug in her purse for the official paperwork showing that she had taken the one-hour orientation course at school. Tian-Mu did the same. Madame X took the forms and handed back two programs.

"Welcome to The Gardens, where every woman is a queen," Madame X said formally. "We want you to relax and feel at home. After all, our society couldn’t function without The Gardens, and The Gardens couldn’t function without you."
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