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The biosphere experiment is all over the world. The biospheres were placed in a variety of climates in order to discover the ideal conditions for them. The hope is that people will opt to live in these self-contained prisons, er ... facilities. My dad works at one; his specialty is plants. We are stationed at a biosphere in Manhattan, Kansas. Most of the scientists and their families, including us, came here from larger cities, so it was quite the transition when we first arrived.

My father really wants me to follow in his footsteps. I’m not so interested. I’m more interested in art. Still, when he announced that he wanted me to sign up for the summer internship program, I reluctantly agreed. Truth is, I wanted to make him happy, and I would have felt guilty if I turned him down. It is only for the summer, after all, and I have no other plans. And perhaps if I give this a try, my father will finally accept my pursuit of art. Maybe he’ll even be willing to finance an art degree!

Meanwhile, I am dismayed when I find out that my father won’t be at the biosphere over the summer. He will be working in the field. Apparently, the researchers don’t think they’ll get as much done at the biosphere with us summer students there. We are seemingly considered less serious than those on-site the rest of the year. I don’t know; maybe they’re right. If the others in the summer program are anything like me ... I certainly have other interests.

The rotation begins on a Monday morning promptly at 8 a.m. We meet at the park the biosphere donated to the city. I kiss my parents goodbye, hug my sister, and wave to my brother. I try to tell myself it is no big deal really; a lot of people are going. Only not everyone is as afraid as I am. I find I am terrified of that place. When I recently saw the uploaded footage of the facility, rather than awe I felt revulsion — the coldness and sterility of it. I find the place creepy and dark. I find the narrow halls ominous and the labs with their many empty cages disturbing. Even the man in charge strikes me the wrong way. I can’t quite put my finger on the reason that I feel this way ... But then again, there was this look in his eyes as he was talking in the video that struck me as odd.

Plus, there is the isolation to consider. It turns out to be as bad as it could get. I know no one who’s going. If only I had taken more of an interest in my father’s work before! If only I had bothered to visit the facility before I agreed to go!

I tried breaching the subject of my dread with my parents. They consoled me. They know Dr. Hostler well. There is no reason for my dread, they assured me. Plus, I’d always been afraid of enclosed spaces. It is probably just that. If I face it down ...

“Why does it have to be there?” I had sounded whiny, even to me.

“It’s an invaluable opportunity.” they had easefully responded.

After a few more heartfelt objections, I concluded it was of no use; I was going.

For some reason, they don’t allow you to bring many personal items into the biosphere. Apparently, it’s run a lot like a hospital; they have plenty of supplies for people of all shapes and sizes. I guess I should be glad I can bring anything of my own. I chose to bring mostly clothes, my pillow, and a couple of books. Still, the decision as to what to bring was stressful. I am scheduled to be stationed there for the entire summer, after all. There is also no guarantee, given the desire for an airtight seal at the biosphere, that I will be able to return for a visit. The fact is visits are frowned upon. Having to penetrate the seal at all is considered an almost unacceptable complication to the research.

Yet, I have to admit the interns who returned a month ago didn’t seem all that worse for wear. Then again, maybe they were just happy to be back. I wish I were one of them! I wish someone would volunteer to take my place. As I stand anxiously on the platform waiting for the transport, I spy out of the corner of my eye Dr. Hostler approaching the crowd on foot. I check my watch. I find it strange he’s running late. He seemed to be so exacting in his videos. For him to now be arriving at the last minute, out of breath, and his face flushed seems downright odd. Unfortunately, my staring at him draws his attention onto me. He actually glares at me! I turn away quickly — not wanting to make an enemy of the man in charge of my prison. Still, I can’t resist letting my eyes wander just enough to be able to catch a glimpse of him in my peripheral vision. I see him run up to another man. I look away again. I can hear some wild murmuring coming from that direction. When I finally dare to look back, both men are heading for the disembarking platform. Dr. Hostler seems to be hesitant to do so, however.

“Shoot.” I think to myself. I was really hoping that something had come up that would prevent us from going.

The disembarkment ceremony goes off the same way it has countless times before. There are waves, blown kisses, and the occasional sentimental tear. The same marching band plays the same anthem.

I carry my large duffel bag onto the transport. It is a pleasant vehicle. I bemoan the soft light that is streaming into the space. It seems almost cruel to me. Seeing such a beautiful light filter in will just highlight the contrast when it’s replaced with the artificial alternative. Still, I attempt to soak in the last rays of light.

It is a large complex — massive stone and steel walls — airtight. It reaches up tall into the sky and slinks across the seemingly endless landscape. Beyond the bolt-laden gate are vast plains. The goal is for an artificial atmosphere to contain us all. Now, I ... we are trapped. And I wish I could be almost anywhere but here.

Then, the moment is upon me. And it is just as shocking as I had expected it to be. I try shutting my eyes as the transport bores through the opening to the facility — but to go from light to nothing is not something you can completely prepare for. It isn’t like turning off a light switch. There is a coolness, a silence, and an emptiness attached to it as well.

Large mechanical doors close behind us, and there it is — the blanket of nothingness. A cold chill goes up my spine, and I shake. In the months to come, I will not know anything but LED light. That thought sickens me. I try to resign myself to it, but I can’t help but feel frustration building up inside of me. If I were home, I’d probably bury my face in my pillow and scream. Who knows what people would think if I did that here? I sigh and lean back. As I wring my hands, I realize I have to get a grip over my emotions. I have to suppress the panic I feel due to my claustrophobia. Otherwise, I’m not going to make it all summer.

“What have I gotten myself into?” I wonder.

Well, it’s too late to back out now without making my father look bad.

I close my eyes, willing myself to steady my breathing. I am at home in bed, I imagine. I am warm, and the covers are tightly ... no, loosely around me. I am safe, I keep repeating in my mind. Finally, I feel my jaw begin to unclench and my shoulders slacken. Finally, I can breathe again. I merely have to keep this up until we are let off the transport. Then, I’ll have to come up with some other way to cope.

You would think we are running a week late by the way they herd us off the transport after it is docked. I know that creepy Dr. Hostler, who stared blankly into space as the lights went out (which was quite the image to carry with you in your mind when you can no longer see I must say), arrived late to the disembarkment. But he wasn’t that late — not to account for this rush now. And yet, I suppose the whole ordeal of being rushed off the transport could be meant to send the message that we are on their schedule now. We are cogs in their wheel. Daydreams or even the occasional slowly released breath won’t be tolerated.

Nothing else springs to mind as to the explanation of what all the rush could be about to be honest. From what I have heard about accomplishments at the biosphere, progress is slow and not always steady. In recent years, I hadn’t heard of any major breakthroughs occurring from this place. Has that changed? I kind of hope that nothing dramatic is happening. I have enough on my plate just trying to stay sane. I don’t need unrealistic expectations of how I could help placed on my shoulders.

“You’ll be given your room assignments then given some time to settle in before dinner.” a woman, who seems to have some authority, tells us.

I wait until she passes by before I roll my eyes. And that’s when I notice that Dr. Hostler is lurking nearby. Did he see me? Honestly, what does it matter? If this regimentation lasts all day, every day for the entire summer, I will probably not make it through the program anyway.

The rooms are as I expected them to be — small and sterile. It seems that my identity as an individual is going to be under attack here. I quickly replace the facility-provided pillow with the pillow I brought from home, and I am instantly glad that I made the sacrifice of wrinkling my clothing in order to stuff my pillow in my suitcase. Their pillow is so stiff that I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been starched. I sigh in relief. A pillow that resembles a rock is the last thing I need. It is bad enough that my room doesn’t have a door. Oddly, the rooms are arranged in suite pods. Each suite has four rooms all facing a central gathering room. Only none of the rooms have a door. So, while I have more privacy than I would if I actually had to share a room, having three suitemates isn’t all that much better — not when there isn’t a door. I am half-tempted to try to affix a blanket or sheet over the threshold, but I’m afraid what message that would send to the others. Maybe I can convince the other three to do it, too. I decide to wait and see how it goes. I’m certainly going to hold on to it as an option just in case my relationships with any of my suitemates turn sour. Then again, a sheet as a boundary will only work if the other people choose to respect it. Chances are that if I need a barrier at all it would be against a person who doesn’t respect boundaries to begin with.

I was fortunate at home. My father had divided up the rooms and added lofts to give us all some semblance of privacy. He has always been, as long as I’ve been alive at least, a very private man. I wonder how he stands staying here when he does. I sigh. That is the one problem with private people, I guess: when you have to ask them something about themselves you can’t.

“Hello!” a cheery voice cries out from behind me.

I cringe instinctively.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” she chirps.

I turn around to see a girl with chestnut brown curls falling to her shoulders. She is wearing a pink sweater and jeans. She is already standing inside the threshold of my room. My first impression isn’t good. I can envision her walking in whenever she pleases and the inevitable conflict that will ensue when I have to tell her I need some space. I hope I am proven wrong; it will certainly be a long summer if I’m not. I don’t need or want that kind of drama. So, I choose to give her the benefit of the doubt. Maybe she’s just being friendly. Perhaps, she’s even lonely. I decide to be friendly, too, even though at this moment I’m not feeling it.

“Hello.” I return, though my voice sounds guarded even to me.

“Do you think they’ll feed us soon?” she questions nervously. Her eyes dart to the side.

It is a strange question to ask. Yet, it hits home for me that we really are in a prison. I quickly shake that thought off. No, lots of places have set times of day where food is prepared. It simply isn’t practical to feed people whenever they want to eat. Perhaps, it was this girl’s tone that made my mind go to the worst possible scenario. No, it is more likely this place. I hate this place. I have lived in dread of it ever since I saw that video footage of it. I would like to be wrong about it — to have made a much bigger deal of it than is actually warranted. I decide I will make every effort to make my stay here as livable as possible. After all, every day that I complete will be one less day I have to be here, and the closer I will be to returning home.

I decide the first thing to do is try to establish a positive relationship with this girl since we’ll be living in the same suite; it only makes sense.

“My name is Kenya.” I offer her my hand. “Kenya Winters.”

I was named after the country where my mother was born.

The girl takes my hand.

“Cecily Brooks.” she returns with a curt smile — the emotion behind which I can’t quite read.

She then abruptly turns from me and leaves the room. I find this about-face perplexing.

I decide to go looking around the complex and get an idea of where everything is. Only I don’t like the idea of leaving my stuff behind. It seems insecure just lying there. Then again, my belongings are the only visible claim I have to this room. True, the other rooms probably look identical, but I can’t help but feel somewhat territorial over this space — even if that is irrational. I could put my things in the dresser and the closet and leave my bag on the bed to show I am there.

I consider.

“It would be embarrassing to lug my bag around the halls when nobody else has theirs.” I mutter to myself.

I sigh then set to work. I take care to fold everything neatly; my mother would be so proud. I didn’t tend to put this sort of effort in at home, I’m ashamed to say. But now being separated from her, it gives me a sense of consolation. It reminds me of her. This is as homey as this sterile environment is going to look, I eventually conclude. I leave the duffle bag in plain sight of the doorway, so there is no question that this room is occupied ... for anyone who bothers to check.

Having succeeded in this endeavor, I retrieve my money purse. Maybe there is a gift shop here somewhere, and I can get something for my family. Or, perhaps, I’ll buy myself a special treat to cheer myself up.

As I head out, I almost walk straight into Cecily. She’s standing next to two other girls, who don’t appear to be thrilled to be here either.

“We thought we’d all go to the cafeteria together.” Cecily announces, speaking for the group.

It may be silly, but it feels as though the two others aren’t with Cecily of their own free will. But who is? Still, Cecily seems to like to bend people to her will.

“I was just going out.” I smile, not wanting to give Cecily the satisfaction of thinking she has cowed all three of us into submission. The effort works better than I thought it would as Cecily’s face instantly falls.

“Oh.” she utters.

“So, are you going to the cafeteria?” one of the other girls asks me with interest.

“Among other places.” I reply with satisfaction.

The other two girls look at each other, their interest suddenly piqued.

“Well, there’ll be plenty of time for that.” Cecily butts in, reasserting her bid for authority over the group.

I shrug then proceed past them towards the outer corridor. I can sense the other two girls are following me. Cecily drags behind. One of the two girls is tiny with pale blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. She has hazel eyes and a warm complexion. Her name is Constance Baker, which seems like a large name for such a small girl. She goes by Connie. The other suitemate has black hair like my own — only I have a much darker complexion than she has. Her eyes are curved ovals and her smile turns out to be infectious. Her name is Song Lee. I instantly like these two other girls. And yet, I know there will be trouble if I can’t incorporate Cecily into our merry band.

Then again, maybe she doesn’t want to be a part of our group if she can’t be in charge. I have a feeling, though, that neither I nor the other girls would particularly relish having to take orders from Cecily. After all, chances are good that we aren’t going to have a lot of autonomy during our working hours. Being micromanaged during our free time seems like an overwhelming burden. But will she back off? As I cast a look back at her and attempt to smile, I can tell she is sulking. Oh well, I conclude, what can I do?

Suddenly, I am distracted away from my thoughts. There is a large gathering of people around a bulletin board in an enclave near the center of the hallway. Cecily suddenly pushes forward. She starts talking to those around the board. She turns to us as we approach.

“They are our class schedules and work assignments.” she announces to our group decisively.

“Already?” I question.

“And without consulting us,” I think but don’t say. The throng around the board is too massive for me to get close enough to see it, so I decide to wait. Cecily manages to snake through to the front of the herd where she requisitions paper and a pen from a nearby intern. I notice it takes her a while to return. It isn’t until later that I find out that she not only got her own schedule but ours as well. Cecily is very satisfied with this; the other two girls seem impressed. When she gets to me, a slight smirk crosses her face.

“Congratulations, Kenya, you’re pulling night shift in the bio lab. Guess we won’t be seeing much of you after all.”

She is right. It isn’t going to take long at all for me to be segregated from my suitemates and relegated to the night-shift schedule. In fact, it will start mere hours from now when I am scheduled for an orientation meeting. There is an orientation meeting for the day shift and one for the night shift.

“Why even have a night shift?” is my first thought.

But someone has to be assigned to it I guess, I tell myself. Plus, this is my new reality for the summer. I might as well make the best of it. And given the artificial lighting, after the adjustment or “jet lag” my experience won’t be any different than the day shift ... aside from the isolation. And yet, I can’t help but wonder how I’d gotten to be so fortunate! I shrug. Well, I had wanted my space from Cecily. It seems I have it. Now I just have to figure out what to do with it.

It is a bit awkward as we eat dinner. Cecily begins her efforts to be the leader of the group again. It seems that she figures with me out of the way, the other two will just allow her to be in charge of them. I’m not so sure it’s going to work out that way. It seems to me they are already growing wary of her. What is particularly puzzling to me is Cecily’s need to be in control of a group of strangers. Is insecurity behind it? Or fear? All I know is I find I’m beginning to grow surprisingly grateful to be on the night shift. It is swiftly becoming a blessing in disguise. I don’t think I could stand being harassed by Cecily for an entire summer! The only thing that troubles me is the thought of Cecily becoming bored and rummaging through my things while I’m gone.
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[image: ]




It is strange getting ready for the day while the others are getting ready for bed. I know this first night will be the hardest. It starts to make sense to me, however, that they decided to have us just jump into the night shift. I suddenly remember that it’s best to stay awake and realign yourself with the light rather than to sleep when you normally did. But then, it also occurs to me that there is no sunlight here. So, then I become bewildered again. Eventually, I get to thinking again about how I came to be selected for the night shift. I’m a little resentful about it honestly. And yet, I conclude I’d rather be permanently relegated to the night shift than have to take turns in rotating shifts with the others. Though, I find it would be easy to want Cecily to suffer that inconvenience just a little bit given the smug look of satisfaction that has been on her face since she found out about my schedule. I wish I had read the schedule first. I could have been over the shock of it before she even found out. Still, it will be nice to get away from her for a while, I think. I almost pity the other two girls I am leaving behind. Still, as I head out, I can tell all three think I am the one to be pitied, and I hate that.

I head toward the elevators. Apparently, the orientation meeting is being held within the depths of the complex; not that it matters — this whole place feels like a tomb. No one is in the elevator when I step inside of it. It is sort of eerie descending into the depths of the complex alone; and yet, it would be worse, I suppose, to be with someone who was creepy.

Suddenly, a hand is inserted into the shutting doors of the cylindrical capsule. I exhale as a tall male with dark skin and eyes and short black hair enters the elevator. He looks at me apathetically then steps inside. He seems intense, but I’m not afraid of him. Maybe it is because he seems more interested in the papers he is holding than he is in me. He stands to my right. After scanning the elevator buttons with his eyes, he does nothing. I conclude he is going where I am going. But unlike me, he seems to have an air of surety about him as though he’s done this before. Or, perhaps he is just self-confident by nature. I keep from looking directly at him. For some reason, I find him a bit intimidating. He seems too young to be an instructor, so that’s not it. I do have the feeling if you said something to him he didn’t like he’d let you know it. As much as small talk would have eased the tension in this tiny space, I dare not venture to try it.

Still, it is tempting. The stranger seems interesting. Certainly, he is good-looking. At least that’s the impression I got in the brief moments I looked at him before I lost my nerve. But what would I say to him? It’s not as though I can talk about the weather. My mind seems incapable of coming up with a topic; then suddenly, the elevator lands at its destination, and the stranger steps off without even a parting glance.

I am rather unnerved by his indifference. Certainly, I rate at least a look, I think. It takes me a moment to regain my composure. Fortunately, I become aware that the elevator doors are sliding shut before they actually do.

The area surrounding me as I head off the elevator is actually pretty stark. It reminds me of an old hospital basement. There is a string of fluorescent lights lining the ceiling; some of the lights are flickering. Room after room I pass by is filled with nothing but research laboratories.

“What could they possibly do with all these research laboratories?” I mutter to myself.

Eventually, I can see a bunch of people lingering outside of a locked door. I am assuming that’s the room we are meeting in. I catch sight of the stranger amongst the others. He appears to be unlocking the door.

Once the door is unlocked, the whole group of loiterers files inside after the young man. I arrive at the entrance in time to find that most of the seats inside are now occupied. In fact, there is only one seat that has remained empty. It is the one that is located squarely in the front and center of the room. I groan inside. To think that what had seemed like such a small thing — arriving last to the room — could potentially make such an impact on my day. Then again, even if I had made it to the door with the others before the door had been unlocked, I probably wouldn’t have had the nerve to jostle for a better seat.

Then someone asks the young man in a skeptical tone, “Are you our teacher?”

The man lifts his eyes, but they meet mine rather than the boy behind me.

“No, my mother is.” he states stiffly. “She’s in a meeting that’s gone long.”

He abruptly stops speaking. He then goes and sits in a corner of the room at the front of the class. He sits there silently but appears quite at ease anyway. He doesn’t even fidget. I know if it were me up there in front of everyone without a clue as to how long I would be stuck sitting there I would feel incredibly uncomfortable. Not him; he never loses his poise.

My mind begins to wander after a while. I find my thoughts drifting to home. It doesn’t help that I am tired. Nothing sounds better to me right now than slipping underneath my own covers at home, feeling the tension finally release from my shoulders, and falling asleep. But I can’t relax — not here. Though I have managed to put on a brave front, I can feel the walls, these vacuum-sealed walls, closing in on me.

My chest tightens, and I worry if I keep thinking along these lines I might have trouble taking a breath. I think instead of home. The grass and trees create a rich oxygen-filled atmosphere. You never have to worry there where your next breath will come from.

I look up and notice that the teacher’s son is looking at me. It is only a glance, however. It lasts until his mother suddenly enters the room, frazzled. She is struggling to carry multiple briefcases and folders. Her son leaps up to assist her shortly thereafter.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” she breathes. “Thank you, honey.” she tells her son.

They exchange a look. At first, I wonder if he finds being called “honey” embarrassing. But the look appears to be one more of questioning, more of concern. She averts her eyes.

“I realize it must be hard on all of you to be up this late, but there has just been so much interest in the program that we had to extend the hours into the night in order to have enough lab space. But let’s see if I can help a little with the transition.” she adds sympathetically.

The woman reaches for something under her desk. Apparently, she has some sort of switch under there. I hear a click. Then moments later, floor-to-ceiling blinds begin to part. They seem to be revealing dark glass windows, which is hardly noteworthy. But then slowly the glass begins to lighten. It takes me a moment to figure out what is going on. The glass is some sort of projection screen. It is simulating the look of an actual window. The view is of the dawn. I have to admit it is actually quite impressive. I can see the rays of light begin to stream into the room. It looks natural. My heart actually flutters for a moment. Some of the oppressive tension leaves me momentarily.

I look at the professor’s son. He yawns. Clearly he is no longer impressed by this sleight of hand — if he ever was. But it does mean something to me, I decide. It means that this claustrophobic fishbowl has gotten just a bit bigger and less confining. That is something to be grateful for.

“Well, that’s better.” The teacher smiles with satisfaction. “Now let’s get started. I know ... introductions first!”

I frown. My mood shifts downward. I hate introducing myself to a room full of strangers. Unfortunately, I’m given some time to think about how I want to present myself, what impression I want to make. Most of the girls seem to opt for cheery and confident. I am feeling neither. I wish the others didn’t feel compelled to appear the same as everyone else; it would certainly make it easier on me if they were honest. After all, who could be cheery about being stuck up all night in this place? We have been divided from the majority of the other interns and are leading a parallel yet separate life. Surely that doesn’t make anyone as happy as these people are making themselves out to be. At first, I hold out hope that someone will acknowledge how hard this whole situation truly is, but it soon becomes clear that they are all taking cues from each other and are, therefore, “thrilled” to be here.

Now it’s my turn. I’m pretty sure I cannot muster their enthusiasm. Even if I tried, I’m afraid it would just sound sarcastic. Instead, I just give my name and a brief description of where I’m from. Then, I stop. I hope the focus will pass by me, but there is silence instead. I don’t look at the teacher or the other students, but I can feel their eyes bore into me. My face flushes. Maybe I am wrong, but I feel I have drawn undesirable attention onto myself.

“Okay, and you are?”

I am relieved when the teacher finally moves on. I breathe. Finally, I look back up. Her son is looking at me. Far from being reassuring, however, it gives me a sense of unease.

“Well, now that I know all of you.” the professor announces cheerfully. “It’s time for me to introduce myself. My name is Dr. Trisha Kauffman, and you’ve already met my son Marcus.”

No, not really, though Marcus does nod in agreement as though he knows what she is talking about. This is, however, the first time I recall hearing his name.

“Marcus will be my teaching assistant this summer.”

I think it’s odd to act as though we are all at some sort of university. Will we really be learning something beyond just what we need to know to do the tasks they’re going to assign to us? I suppose it’s possible.

I am aware that some people do later have careers here. Though frankly, I can’t imagine opting to stay on in this tin can. It does happen, but how it happens I have no idea. Do the interns ask to stay on? I shudder to think that they are pressured to do so. It certainly makes standing out while here seem less than desirable. I’ll have to make a note of that.

Mostly though, I’ve heard that interns get assigned jobs here with little compensation. The paltry amount is deposited into an account. I didn’t even bother to find out what the going rate is these days. Whatever it is, it isn’t enough. I would rather have my freedom. No, the most I can hope for now is that the work will be interesting. But even on that front any payoff seems unlikely. Rumor has it that what we will be doing is routine grunt work. Like I said, we will be cogs in the wheel, keeping the installation running at minimum expense. I sigh. I guess I can look at it as volunteer work ...

I realize the room is suddenly quiet. Something inside of me gets a jolt. It reminds me of the moments back in school when the teacher realized I wasn’t paying attention and called me out on it. But today it is a false alarm. Instead, Dr. Kauffman is merely having her son hand out our first work assignments. They certainly don’t waste time here, I think. They must need the work done badly. Marcus begins to call off names; the papers have the interns’ names already written on them. I am hopeful we will be dismissed after he is done. Unfortunately, that is when Dr. Kauffman says, “We’re going to be starting the first lab shifts tonight.”

There are groans.

“I know. I know, but you’ll thank me later. The last thing you want to do tonight is sleep, believe me! We have plenty of food, drinks, and entertainment for you when you’re not on your shift. During your shift tonight, we will be giving you instructions on the job you’ll be doing in the next few months.”

I’m not sure if I consider myself fortunate or not, but I am one of the first ones to be oriented tonight. I decide this is better than having to wait for my shift to begin. I wait in my chair while most of the class files out of the room and heads toward whatever “entertainment” they’ve set up for us forced night owls. One of the other three students who remains behind with me yawns. This yawning quickly becomes contagious. It seems there’s something about being forced to stay up that makes you more tired than you otherwise would have been. If it had been my choice to stay awake, I figure it would have been easier to stay up. Now I have to wonder if I’ll be able to make it through the night without nodding off.

“All right. You four must be the first rotation. You’ll be working in Lab A1. I’ll take you there now.”

Dr. Kauffman reaches into a drawer of her desk and pulls out a large ring of keys. With a wave of her hand, she directs us to follow her. The hall is empty as we exit the lecture room. It is still as barren as it was before. I realize the flickering fluorescent lighting makes the hall appear even starker. Dr. Kauffman heads toward the right.

“The four of you will be working in this lab during the night shift. You’ll have the same three-hour shift every night for the duration of the term.”

Once again I wonder how they went about giving us this assignment. Was it random? Does it matter? Maybe we’re all doing the same thing.

Something starts to happen to your mind when your body begins to realize it’s not going to be given the sleep that it needs. When you refuse to take the hint, it begins to let you know it isn’t pleased. The signs it sends out begin to become more and more obvious. Or, at least, that’s how it seems. Maybe the problem is I just don’t have anything to distract myself with. Either way, my vision starts to get a bit hazier and my thoughts cloudier. I also feel rather flushed, as though the area has gotten hotter. I hope suddenly that the job I am set to do doesn’t require much thinking because I’m not sure I’ll be up for that tonight. Then again, what will they do to me if I don’t perform well ... send me home? I grin to myself at that thought.

It takes us a while to make it to the designated lab. Arriving there turns out to be rather anticlimactic. It looks like every other lab we passed by on the way here only more isolated. So, what is the point? Couldn’t we just use any of the labs?

Then suddenly, a side door opens and in walks Dr. Hostler. Strangely, I am startled by his sudden appearance. I say strangely because I have no idea why I react this way to him. There’s nothing I can see about him that would make me frightened of him. He isn’t a big man, nor is he particularly menacing. Yet, when I get eye contact with him, an icy chill goes through me. I can tell I make him uncomfortable, too, as his eyes quickly shift away. But then again, it might just be my imagination. Or, perhaps, he thinks I’m odd. I’m sure I do look at him funny.

“Oh, Dr. Hostler!” Dr. Kauffman exclaims in a surprised tone. “What perfect timing! I was just showing Group A the lab. Group A, in case you don’t realize, this is Dr. Hostler, the head of the biosphere.”

Dr. Hostler smiles when Dr. Kauffman mentions his position.

“What you all don’t know is that Dr. Hostler is going to be your group supervisor! One of the major perks of the night shift is that this is the shift that Dr. Hostler prefers.” Dr. Kauffman informs us excitedly.

My brow furrows. The other three in my group seem pleased. Marcus doesn’t appear to be surprised or impressed; I find that interesting. And yet, it’s the realization that I’ll have to work in this isolated lab with a man I find inexplicably creepy that is foremost on my mind. That will be unnerving, I think. I wonder if there’s any chance that Dr. Hostler will move me to another section seeing as how he doesn’t seem to like me either. No, he probably doesn’t dislike me enough to do that. Just like my feelings toward him, there’s nothing tangible to base the uneasiness on.

“You will be helping me in a small way. Your efforts will be helping us improve our curriculum here.” Dr. Hostler suddenly speaks up. “You’ll have to start learning the basics first, of course. But I’m sure the four of you will be quite capable of moving forward at a good speed. I look forward to our work together.”

The whole speech seems prepared to me. It makes me wonder if Dr. Hostler’s appearance here is really unplanned.

“If you need to know just how exhilarating my research can be, just ask Marcus Kauffman here. He is one of our apprentices and a teaching assistant. But now I’m glad to say he’s going to be working for me in my lab as an assistant as well.”

I look toward Marcus — as does everyone else. His face remains blank. I find that odd and rather disturbing. But I tell myself that I don’t know Marcus at all. Maybe this is just his way. His reaction or lack thereof to Dr. Hostler probably means nothing.

I reach my hand out and touch a lab table. Then, I lean my weight against it. It occurs to me how much stress I’ve been under. My whole life has been uprooted. Now they expect me to stay awake all night long and work with a man who gives me the creeps. When will I be given a chance to feel normal again — to have some say in my decisions? Is that really so much to ask for? Why does everyone around here have to be so controlling?

Dr. Hostler seems animated all of a sudden and begins to show us around the lab. Dr. Kauffman and her son linger in the corner of the room and appear to be deep in conversation. Marcus has his back toward me. Dr. Kauffman smiles a smile that a beauty contestant might give when she catches me looking at them.

“Excuse me, miss. Excuse me.”

My attention is directed back behind me. To my horror, Dr. Hostler has singled me out. His face is red with frustration. Apparently, he is angry with me for ignoring his walkthrough of the lab’s instruments and equipment. While I admit I was being rude, his reaction is over-the-top in my mind.

“I’m sorry.” I stammer.

Dr. Hostler glares at me. Eventually, his complexion seems to grow more natural. He waits a few minutes and then begins to speak again as though nothing has occurred. The other three students appear a bit unnerved by his outburst — but only momentarily. Soon they are back to laughing and smiling the way they had been before. I begin to wonder if I am the only one who resents being here. Maybe the others truly feel this experience is some sort of honor. Perhaps, if I were invested in the type of work here I would find the experience to be a great opportunity rather than an ordeal. But I’d much rather be home painting pictures of landscapes than working in a sterile lab.

Who knows how long it will take me to get over my frustration with this forced confinement ... if I ever do? I know my attitude isn’t helping, but I can’t seem to overcome it all the same. I feel like a prisoner here. Still, in order to avoid another scene, I decide to pay close attention to the rest of Dr. Hostler’s tour. I don’t want to have to ask any questions about what he covered later. If I have to work with him, I’d rather he didn’t completely hate me. Yet, I still wish I’d been assigned a different mentor.

Dr. Hostler appears pleased with himself as he wraps up his “spontaneous” tour.

“Well, this group is done.” he announces to Dr. Kauffman, who smiles back at him pleasantly. “Overall, I’d say I’m quite pleased.”

He seems to shoot me a look of consternation when he says these words. It occurs to me that Dr. Hostler may just be reacting to my attitude towards him. Nothing else really makes sense. All the others seem enamored of him, and he’s constantly getting positive reinforcement, but not from me. It must be unnerving for him that I of all people am stuck in his group. Still, it does mean that maybe if I try to be nicer to him that some of this awkwardness might subside. It could be worth the effort; an entire summer seems like a long time.

Unfortunately, I then get to thinking about Marcus. His attitude towards Dr. Hostler is certainly not glowing, and he’s known Dr. Hostler a lot longer than I have. Certainly, it would seem logical that Dr. Hostler would be more offended by him. Yet, he isn’t. Dr. Hostler doesn’t even seem to notice that Marcus is unimpressed by him. It could just be Marcus’s personality, but for all Dr. Hostler knows my responses might be a result of my personality, too.

I decide the best thing to do is to lie low. There’s no point in changing my behavior, going out of my way to be friendlier, in the meantime. It may just make things worse. Better to just keep things as impersonal and professional as possible.

It seems strange to me after we are released from the “tour” that we are escorted to the entertainment room. I had assumed that the entertainment was for those who had to wait for their orientation time. At the very least, I thought it would be optional for those of us fortunate enough to be allowed to go early. However, it soon becomes clear that the people in charge here have no intention of allowing any of the night-shift workers to get any sleep until they’ve decided we should be able to. In fact, there is even a woman tasked with monitoring us and waking up anyone who nods off during the movie.

But the more they focus on trying to prevent us from sleeping, the more I think of it and the more I crave it. On nights when I didn’t have school, I would occasionally stay up late. That didn’t bother me. But this bothers me; it grates on me. I determine it wouldn’t be so bad if I had something positive to think about — something to look forward to. So, I decide to write a letter and send it to my parents, my siblings, and one of my friends. Looking forward to getting at least one reply may just be the boost I need to get through this experience. Perhaps, they can even send me pictures of what’s going on at home. I retrieve my tablet and set to work. The first problem, of course, is to find something to say that isn’t a blatant misrepresentation of the truth.

Then again, maybe it isn’t necessary for me to expound on my unhappiness at being here. It isn’t as though I have ever acted as though I was thrilled at the prospect. My parents know me well enough to know that I wasn’t happy about it. And they know the main reason I wasn’t happy — my claustrophobia. Surely, they wouldn’t think that would have changed overnight. No, I don’t need to remind them of every little problem I have here. I can, however, reassure them that I am not, at this point, on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Rather, I’m holding in there ... which I am. My quad is pretty nice. The food is decent. My professor seems friendly. I’m not sure what to say about my roommates. I don’t know them well enough to make a call there. Though, I have my doubts that Cecily and I will ever be friends. I don’t write that last part down.

I then start asking a bunch of questions of them. That’s what I really want from them — so much information that it will be as though I never left. I want to live there vicariously through their letters. I get a thrill at that thought. I end my letter requesting a bunch of pictures. I then send the mail on its way. I feel a sense of happiness having accomplished this. Then, I hear a beeping noise.

“What? This soon?”

At first I am elated. But then, when I remember what time it is, I frown.

Looking at the inbox, I see the message is from the biosphere server. It informs me that due to security reasons my letter is being processed through the administrators before being sent on. My mail is being screened? Though I am glad I didn’t write anything negative, I am nevertheless horrified to know that someone is actually going to be reading and censoring my mail.

I’m glad I didn’t realize this when I had started writing the letter; I may have become too discouraged to write it. On the one hand, maybe it makes sense that they have security protocols in place. They wouldn’t want their research being sent off all around the world. But still, the whole thing strikes me as being odd anyway. Why inform me after the fact that communication is being monitored? Why inform me at all? It does have a chilling effect, I have to admit. What else is being monitored? Is there such a thing as privacy here at all? Certainly none that can be counted on. And yet, I know instinctively that most of the people here won’t be bothered by it. After all, they have nothing to hide. What’s wrong with me?

I sigh. I am more isolated here than even I could have imagined. Still, truth be told, in my letter I had been censoring myself before I even knew I had to. My family doesn’t understand my feelings about this place, nor could they get me out of my stint here even if they did understand without repercussions. If I had written down all of my negative thoughts, it would only have grieved them unnecessarily, and I would have been even more upset having yet again not been understood. Putting on a brave front in the letter, on the other hand, made me feel better. I could almost believe when I wrote it that things might not be as bad as I feared. And the thought even occurred to me that perhaps believing it isn’t so bad might change the reality. But then I concluded that just wanting reality to be different doesn’t make it so — it doesn’t change the truth.

Time ticks slowly by. It is hard to gauge what time it is. There is a clock on the wall, but the significance of the numbers it shows is hard to relate to. Morning ... night ... they won’t have the same meaning for me in the next few months. I think about how hard it will be to readjust once I do go home. Will it just be a simple matter of jet lag by then, or will my body grow accustomed to having my day and night switched?

Just as I am thinking these thoughts, I get some welcome news. We are being dismissed back to our rooms. My heart leaps for joy. I can sleep again! It’s amazing how important things like sleep become when you’re deprived of them. I leap to my feet. I can’t wait to get back to my room. There is hope that things will seem better once I get some rest. Maybe I can get a fresh start once I regain the energy that I have lost.

It is also exhilarating to get out into the hall and realize I have recaptured some of my autonomy. I needed that. I get on the first lift of the elevator, and I make it back to my room in record time. My suitemates are just getting up. Not surprisingly, they are moving slowly and appear surprised to find me so energetic. They seem a bit put off by it. Yet, the fact is, I am still filled with adrenaline over having been released; let them see how they feel at the end of the day. Then again, even then they’ll still have had a regular night’s sleep behind them. I have a feeling it will take me longer than one day to become accustomed to my new schedule.

I do feel a bit lonely, too. I now find I wish one of the other two girls were also on the night shift with me. As selfish as it is, I don’t like being the only one. It will be too easy for the other girls to become annoyed with me as my schedule will be consistently out of sync with theirs. Actually, their irritation seems to have already started. Then again, maybe they’re just not morning people. I can relate to that.

“Kenya.” Song suddenly speaks. “We’re heading to the cafeteria for breakfast. Do you want to come with us?”

I take a moment to consider. Sleep had been my one driving thought for hours. But I have to consider the next few months. I could routinely eat breakfast with my suitemates and keep in good stead with them. If I don’t go today, however, they might never ask me again, and I would remain isolated from them. I look between all three girls. When I see the look on Cecily’s face — one that suggests she’d rather I didn’t go — I am decided.

“Sure.” I say. “Thank you for asking.”

I am pretty happy with my decision to go to breakfast. I still don’t feel relaxed enough to sleep. I also feel that spending time with my suitemates will turn out to be important. Two of them at least seem happy to have me with them. If I had tried to go to sleep knowing that I should have gone to breakfast, it would have made it even more difficult for me to sleep anyway. Having already eaten something during the course of the night, I opt for just some cereal and milk. I get some orange juice as well. It will probably take me some time to get used to both the sleeping and eating schedule.
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