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Sasha

“What the hell did you do?” I scream, throwing my car door open. How loud did I yell that? What am I looking at?

It’s pitch black out, not a streetlamp in sight. It’s late and it’s also my college graduation night. I probably shouldn’t have been driving. I was at a bar with a handful of friends celebrating, and my little sister peeled off earlier in the night to go do God knows what. A few hours after Annie left the bar, she called, and of course I came running.

That’s my problem, picking up my sister’s messes, or trying to cover them up. Annie is four years younger than me, sometimes it feels like it’s more than that. Since mom left, I’ve felt like I’ve needed to protect her, and be there for her. Lately, it’s becoming more than just being there for her. It’s becoming lots of pieces to pick up and messes to cover.

Tonight, I’ve officially finished college. I finally have a bachelor’s degree in hand, and the whole world is open to me. I know exactly what I’m going to do. The past few years have been hard. Tiring really, but so worth it. I am getting out of this town. 

* * *
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Meeting Annie on the road, there was debris everywhere, and smoke from another car was billowing against the tree it was wrapped around. As per usual, Annie didn’t seem to have a scratch on her. I could smell the alcohol on her. At 18, this is Annie.

I can’t wait to leave this place.

Annie knew I was leaving Georgia in two weeks and moving to New York.

I’ve told her for years that I’m leaving after graduation, and this is what she does? Tonight was supposed to be a great night, it was my night. But here we are.

Annie’s lost her way, and I think tonight puts the cherry on top.

How do we fix this, this time?

“Sash, you can’t call the police,” Annie demands.

“Let me think,” I exclaim back, pacing up and down the road. The couple in the other car haven’t moved, haven’t made a sound. 
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4 years later

Sasha

I’m rescheduling. I have to. I can’t take a night of Mel right now. Not on this anniversary. Pacing around my studio apartment, I talk myself into canceling on Mel.

I grab my cell phone and type out, Hey hun, I’m sorry this is last minute but I’m not in the mood to go out tonight, work killed me today. Lie.

I know I could probably use some cheering up, but work was long, it was a hot day, and I’d honestly just prefer to be a shut-in tonight. I know those are excuses. Mel didn’t have to work outside anymore; she found a new job and left the organization, six months ago now. Lucky.

Even though four years have passed, this night still haunts me. Someone else had to find out, eventually, right? How could no one else know? Looking down at my palms, a chill runs right through me. Every May 24th was the same. It never got easier. I didn’t forget. I know Annie didn’t forget either, Annie took it extremely hard and hasn’t healed. I was forced to make a few painful decisions once I settled in New York. I had to move on with my own life.

After three months in New York, Annie tracked me down to a room I was renting. I couldn’t be there for her anymore. I couldn’t help her. I had to move. I had to disconnect. Why couldn’t she do the same?

After Annie found me, I was determined to start over. I needed to be lost in a city I had never been to, to find myself and make a life for myself. One way or another I was going to do it and to get it, I had to make some drastic changes.

I told Annie, I needed space. I needed an opportunity to be who I’m supposed to be, even if I don’t know who that is. So, I moved. I changed my phone number, I dyed my hair, and the last thing on my list, change my last name. Sasha Butler would no longer exist. My past couldn’t track me down and haunt me anymore.

* * *
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Moving to sit down on my papasan, glass of wine in hand, I grab my laptop with my free hand. Opening a new window, I type, Annie Butler, Georgia, into the search bar. Clicking on a link for Lowndes County Sheriff’s Office, Annie’s most recent mugshot popped up. God, she looks strung out. She probably was. Scrolling down to see the charge, Petty Theft, Misdemeanor. Is this her fifth? Sixth? I can’t remember. I shake my head and take a good, long sip of wine. Annie isn’t a stranger to the sheriff’s office. When she was younger, she normally would get charged with possession, it was always something with her. Annie got worse after the accident, and after I left. I can’t look away from her most recent mug shot. When was this charge? Three...four weeks ago. 

Picking my cell phone up to see if Mel’s responded to me blowing her off, Nothing, I figured Mel would have responded by now. It wasn’t strange to not receive an immediate response from her, she was a busy woman nowadays, with her new job.

Mel and I kept monthly diners after she left Seed City, to keep up a friendship, and it was nice. We could sometimes kill four hours together, sitting, laughing, and drinking margaritas together. We’d talk politics, dreams, and what was currently going on in our lives. I miss working with Mel. Tonight though, I knew I couldn’t handle hearing about the plans of her family’s upcoming summer vacation, at their lake house upstate. Mel and I truly couldn’t have been more different, well at least our childhoods couldn’t have been more different. I know Mel escaped from her family’s conversative, Republican, Catholic household. In college, Mel focused on Sociology and Women’s Studies, a similarity between us. Mel often spent our dinners complaining about her parent’s unsolicited advice and comments about how she frequently skips church and dinner on Sundays. Mel was an only child, unlike me. I had Annie, or I used to have Annie.

Ding

I reached out to grab my cell phone, seeing Mel responded, I read, Hey! It’s ok, when do you want to reschedule? It’s been a long week anyway, even though it’s only Tuesday LOL! I’m in town all week.

When do I want to reschedule? My mind wasn’t on rescheduling yet, I know I needed to though. Mel deserved that and I couldn’t hide forever. Want to do Friday? Have any plans? Did you still want to come volunteer in the garden Saturday morning, if so, we could grab brunch after? Hitting send, I exhaled. Mel volunteered to get her hands dirty, even after leaving the organization, Mel frequently popped up to one of the community gardens where I managed programs. I don’t have the energy to go out, but please come volunteer. I set my laptop down onto the carpet and grabbed the remote to flic on my tiny TV screen which awkwardly sat among my books on a shelf.

* * *

[image: ]


Mel

“Sasha wants to reschedule,” I said to Douglas, barely through the front door. I’m exhausted, I clocked 124 hours over these last two weeks and could use an evening on the couch. Arriving back in New York on Sunday, I have no travel plans for a couple weeks, at least.

I have a coveted almost one month at home, in the same city, in the same downtown, high-rise office and honestly, I could use it. 

I wanted to follow up with Sasha about my HR issue, feeling a bit down that Sasha canceled. “I wonder if Sasha is ok? It’s so unlike her to reschedule, she doesn’t do anything,” I say aloud to myself in the kitchen.

Pouring a beer and putting the TV on is a rare opportunity for me. My only commitment this evening was Sasha, not volunteer work, staying late at the office, or attending an event with my fiancé.

“I’ll reschedule with Sasha this weekend, I’m going to go to the garden Saturday morning anyways,” I announce, looking at Douglas as I plop down on the couch, beer in hand, justifying my well-earned laziness to myself. You don’t care, do you?

Moving my knees around on the couch, I grab my phone off the coffee table to respond to Sasha.

Tonight would have been nice. Douglas has been watching TV and is on hour infinity on the computer probably. I get it. I still want to run my HR issue by you, maybe if you want to talk on the phone tonight? If not, Saturday totally works. I just have to spend the next few days with this. I’ll be volunteering too! Let’s do brunch, mimosas please!

Do I even bother? Pausing before I hit send, Nope, she canceled on me. I can rant a little bit. Hitting send, I sip my beer and refocused on what Douglas was watching on the TV.

Ding.

I reached for my phone, opening my messages, Sasha replied.

Again, I’m sorry. I know it’s shitty of me. Ya, call whenever you’d like. I’m home.

“I’m going into the other room to call Sasha,” I say to Douglas. Getting off the couch, I wonder if he even heard me?

I looked down at Douglas, “Ok,” he responded, without looking up.

Lately it feels like I’m playing the role of a roommate. Is that what couples are when they move in together, only roommates?

Walking into our bedroom, I close the door, turn on a small lamp, and open the curtains to the balcony doors. I love this room and its view. It makes me happy, even when he doesn’t. We do have a nice home together.

Dialing Sasha’s number, I took a seat on the edge of our bed.

“Hey lady, you ok?”

“I’m sorry about tonight. Ya, I’m fine, just feeling kind of bummy and want to stay home,” Sasha responded.

She sounds glum.

“Ok, well no worries about dinner. I’ll see you Saturday. I need to talk to you about work actually.”

Since taking my new job, there’s been new pressures, new craziness, but also, I have to deal with a true asshole who probably thinks he’s god’s gift to this earth. Leaving the nonprofit sector was sad, but I wanted more for myself, and now I feel it’s too much. I know where this mister asshole is wrong, I just have to figure out how to approach it. Sasha is a couple years older than me and has been working longer, I know she could give me some advice on this.

“Oh, what’s up with work? I thought you’ve been loving it? Sasha asks, sounding surprised.

Crossing one leg over the other and taking a sip of my beer before I answer, I share, “My HR process is bullshit. We added on a new Communications Trainer to our team, and he is acting like my supervisor. He’s been dubbed ‘Mr. Asshole,’ I at least call him that. He transferred from another area. Even though I’ve been on this team longer, I am still new to the company, but he’s decided to give me assignments and dictate how I do things.”

“Well, where is your supervisor in this?” Sasha asked.

“Ha! Mostly supervising from 20,000 feet up,” Oh, I’m complaining now. “See, the problem is, if I go to HR, I also have to let my direct supervisor know I am making a complaint. HR will also tell her I came in and made a complaint. I thought the point of going to HR was to avoid my boss.”

“At least you have an HR department now, could be worse” Sasha pointedly reminds me. “Sweetie, you need to talk to your boss. Even though she may seem as if her head is in the clouds, you can help keep her grounded by letting her know what is actually going on. She might put her foot down and set some things straight with this guy.”

Damnit. Sasha always knows what to say. She’s right.

“Mel, what, the worst that could happen is nothing and if so, then you should actually go to HR,” Sasha said, nailing her point on the head.

“You’re right,” I said to my best friend. Always right. “At least I have an HR department now.”

“Exactly! You could be much worse off; you could have to work with an asshole only with me to take the edge off!” Sasha laughingly added.

“Thank you, Sash. You’re right, I need to talk to HR. I realize I’ve only been here a few months, but I’ve been kicking ass and I know I can’t take what this guy is doing. It’s not right at all. Well...anything new with you? I’m sorry you’re not up for going out.” Will she actually share with me about what’s going on? She never cancels.

“Not much on my side of the neighborhood, the organization still sucks, but I have an interview on Friday!” Sasha said, nervously.

* * *
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Sasha

Ya not much going on. Don’t mind me tonight. I need to give Mel something though. She is too nosey. Interview! Mention the interview.

“An interview! Finally!! Where? Doing what?” Mel screamed into the phone.

Pulling the phone away from my ear, “Oh my gosh calm down, ha-ha, don’t jinx it, please.”

“Sorry, that’s so exciting! I’m so excited for you! Forget my HR issue, tell me everything.” Mel said.

“Well, it is for an Operations Manager position at a solar company, or a green building product company. I know absolutely nothing about it, quite honestly. But I know I could do well at the job, it pays much more than Seed City, and has great benefits too.” Not the pay or travel benefits Mel gets at the engineering firm, but it’s better than continuing to spend my life digging in the dirt for pennies.

“Sash, that’s so exciting! Well, it sounds good so far! You’ll have to let me know how it goes!” Mel said.

“Of course!” I exclaim, happy to be near the end of our conversation. “I’m going to let you go, I need to start dinner.”

“No problem, thanks for letting me call. I guess I’ll be visiting my boss and HR tomorrow. I’ll let you know how that goes. Have a good night!” Mel said thankfully, before ending the call.

Whew. My brain. Shaking my head, I set my wine glass, cell phone, and laptop down.

Mel and I met working at Seed City together, the organization supports local, organic community garden programs across Brooklyn. The work is fulfilling, exhausting, dirty, and almost easy. We were, I still am passionate about the work and the outcomes. What I am not passionate about is the meager pay, poor upper management, and the seemingly hopeless cycle all non-profit missions and organizations appear to be stuck in. Mel and I have been determined to leave the organization, find positions which would pay us what we deserved, or at least what would allow us to be able to make a living and not live from mediocre paycheck to mediocre paycheck.

Mel got out first. She was crafty or smart about it, I’ll admit that. Mel used her connections from the organization. Mel served as the Volunteer Coordinator and luckily, large corporations used the organization to carry out their once-a-year volunteer work. The purpose and outreach of Mel’s role was of course positioned to make corporate employees feel better about their for-profit work and share their efforts on social media. I’m sure the big-heads and CEO’s of giant for-profit businesses of the world serve as if they all believe that corporations who connect with the local community are corporations who care. Give me a break. Yeah, ok, the once-a-year donation of time or financial support gives back to the community in which they take no part in actually supporting year-round. Ah, yes corporate America. It’s a beautifully flawed thing.

Anyways, Mel reached out to one of these corporations. She walked away with a little over a $23k increase and a new, swank downtown Manhattan, high-rise office. Holy cow! We celebrated, threw imaginary confetti into the air, and cheered. It was then when we started our monthly dinners. I haven’t canceled on her before, except now I canceled tonight. I know Mel supports me leaving and finding something to balance out my life a bit better. If she could do it, I could do it too!

Trying to find a new job though has been difficult. It’s been a horribly, rejection in the face over and over again hard road. But I’m staying optimistic about Friday. Fingers crossed!

I’ve accepted the grunge of nonprofit work for all my post-college professional life. After escaping Georgia, and it felt like an escape, I’ve only implemented and eventually managed non-profit programs. I know I deserve better than what I’ve been getting, anyone in the nonprofit sector does! But I love it and it’s fulfilling. Unfortunately, I find myself asking, what about my life? I don’t have time to volunteer or attend community events, like Mel does. I’m more than my eight to five, really six and occasional late evening, Saturday and nonstop weeks surrounding the holidays.

So, what real-world, for-profit skills do I possess? So far, apparently none. None that no other company or organization wants...so far. Gotta keep telling myself so far.

Over the three small years I’ve known Mel, our friendship only happened because of work. Mel and I were in misery together and flourished over it. When we did get together outside of the office, we’d share our dreams, where we wanted to travel to, our ideas about what the professional world would be like outside of the nonprofit sector. But now that Mel’s left, what other connections do we have to relish in or share together?

Mel graduated from her private, Catholic high school and went directly into college where she made a beeline for learning about feminism, diversity, and equality. These were all subjects which were absent from Mel’s carefully sheltered, country-club upbringing. In college, Mel spent semesters abroad, joined a Democratic Voters club, and argued with her father about political ideals and social inequalities every chance she had. Both of her parents are still alive. I bet she has probably never slept in her car, and if she had any siblings, they would have never seen the inside of a jail cell. That’s my best friend. She has no idea who I am. She only knows Sasha Azores of Brooklyn, who relocated from Georgia. End of story.

Mel has shared that she’s had a seemingly easy college experience, and eventually a big graduation cape with the goal of getting out of her parent’s grasp ASAP. Not their wallet though. Mel moved to Brooklyn to enter the nonprofit sector and she wanted to genuinely give back. Mel understood the importance of having and advocating for community resources for the less fortunate.

It was at the opening of a new, talked about community pay-what-you-can restaurant, where Mel met her fiancé, Douglas. Stool & Bench had been talked about through the nonprofit community in Brooklyn as the ideal for what restaurants should work to be. Stool & Bench created an environment for customers to purchase future meals for those who couldn’t afford them, and a pay-what-you-can menu which offered bites from an up and coming, innovative chef, using locally sourced ingredients. It was easy to fall in love with the concept and want to help out in some way. 

It was at the restaurant opening, where Mel volunteered to join the board to assist with volunteer scheduling, and Douglas had joined to assist with the maintenance of the website. Mel was immediately taken by Douglas. Douglas is my age; we are both four years older than Mel. He is her total opposite. While Mel is extroverted, enjoys socializing, and helps wherever she can, Douglas balances her endless energy. He is more introverted and quieter. Only eight short months after meeting, Douglas proposed to Mel while on a vacation together in Spain. It was beautiful. I was so happy for Mel, even though she had only known Douglas for eight months. A quick engagement seemed very Mel though, rash. Mel moved in with Douglas about two months after being engaged. They share a trendy, uptown three-bedroom apartment. Too large of an apartment for one couple, but who’s judging? Douglas worked from home mostly, read and wrote computer code all day long. Mel refers to it as his second language. They seem to fit happily together.

So, me on the other hand, not so story book, and hey mom, I’m still single. My family and upbringing didn’t look similar to Mel’s. It was much the polar opposite. We would have never naturally become friends; our worlds were and at times, still seem to be vastly different. My road towards the nonprofit sector has made more sense, but I’m ready to get out. Mel is a dream; she is the actual living breathing of what I had always wished for my life version. What’s wrong with me?
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Sasha

Beep. Beep. Beep.

Fuck, I forgot to turn off the alarm! I reach over to my nightstand to turn the alarm off. Way to sleep in on a day off. I was laying in bed, staring at the ceiling. Do I just go back to sleep? My interview is at 11:00am. If I go back to sleep now, I can wake back up at 8:30. Typing the new time into my phone, Or should I go to the gym? I squeeze my eyes shut; I should go to the gym. Pulling the blankets back, I roll out of bed.

Walking down the tiny hallway into the bathroom, I gathered my thick red hair and pulled it into a ponytail on top of my head. “Be responsible,” I said aloud, to no one, turning off the bathroom light, and walking back into the bedroom.

One grueling hour-long workout later, I’m walking back to the studio. My studio is in the top corner of a smaller, four-story building near Flatbush. One thing I quickly learned to get used to upon settling in New York, was the street. You can always hear it. The movement, the cars, and life happening right outside my little sanctuary. I’m lucky, and I knew it. I have lived in the same studio three months after I moved to New York, almost five years ago now. Many New Yorkers and newcomers move more times than you can count. Finding an apartment that you liked and could afford is unheard of. Overtime, I did not want to deal with moving. I didn’t want to be that person with the moving truck blocking traffic all day, no thank you. While it was seemingly impossible to stay in the same place in New York, it was even more difficult moving in New York. Mel though, has of course moved three times, and then a fourth, now with Douglas. I am happy to stay put in my studio.

Staying put is easy, I left Georgia with only a few over-packed suitcases, now my apartment is filled with plants, books, photos, and local artwork which I rotate on the walls. It’s cozy, it’s me. Cramped at times, sure, but what more do I need?

Freshly showered, I sit down in my papasan and open the laptop. I pop a handful of granola into my mouth, and adjusted the bath towel wrapped around my soaking wet mop of a head. Opening a new internet search window, I type in, Advanced Energy. I looked them up when I first got the interview call last week, but a week has gone by now and I honestly forget what I looked at. “Ok, I know this.” Clicking on the company’s website, I read, Advanced Energy. Innovative Residential and Commercial Energy Installations.

And I’ve been playing in gardens for four years. Great.

Advanced Energy is a local company providing energy efficient residential and commercial construction installations.

Becoming nervous, I grab my phone and open the last message from Mel, I start to type,

Am I crazy? I know nothing about construction. Can I do this?

The job I would actually do there, doesn’t have anything to do with the actual construction or installation of these products, but it is still intimidating to think about. 

Ding.

Mel responded, I read,

Are you crazy! Do I know anything about engineering? Heck no! You got this!! You’ll kill it. Don’t think about what you don’t know. What you do know is how badass you are and what you bring to the table. You got this. Don’t psych yourself out!

A huge smile crossed my face, I needed that.

Ugh. Thank you!! I respond back to Mel and bounce out of my chair into the bedroom to find an outfit and start heading to my interview. I got this!

* * *
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Russel

It’s a warm day. Stepping outside the pharmacy, I grab my cell phone from my lab coat and give myself a break. Spending hours under the fluorescent lights all day makes me feel like a zombie sometimes. I missed a call from my mother, she calls every Friday. Every Friday since I left Midway.

I serve as a pharmacist in Brooklyn, after pharmacy school I accepted the first position offered to me outside of Utah. Leaving Midway, I left my parents and the church. I was born and raised as a Mormon.

My upbringing was the same since I could remember, routine. Just as these Friday calls were becoming, routine.

“Hey Mom.”

“Just stepped outside, it’s pretty warm today here. How is it down there?”

“Right. Right. How’s dad?”

“Good to hear. Ya, nothing new. Just working. Caught a Giants game over the weekend.”

“Ya, Mom. Flight is still on time. I’ll land late, don’t worry about it, I’ll rent a car.”

“I love you too, Mom. Ya sorry, let me run back into the pharmacy. I’ll see you tonight.”

Exhaling, I knock my head back and look up at the bright sky. Can’t ever run far enough, can I? New York was far from Utah, but still within my mom’s reach. It’s still close enough for a plane ride. I fly home about once a month or so, I know mom misses me, she tells me every opportunity she has. 

I turn around on the sidewalk to walk back into the pharmacy, and before I could even take a step, a woman runs right into me.

“Oh my gosh I am so sorry!” she exclaimed.

“Hey, it’s ok” I said back, straightening myself up.

What the fuck was that. Looking back, I noticed a thin woman with a giant mess of red hair. Fucking New Yorkers, always have somewhere to be.

One thing I haven’t been able to get used to, is the amount of people constantly moving in New York. It’s a different world out here. Being the new guy in town has been more difficult than I thought it would be. The real world isn’t similar to college where they force socialization and unmatched friendships on you. Since packing up and dropping myself in the city, I’ve come to enjoy the silence that pharmacy work promotes. Unlike a hospital where I completed my internship, community pharmacy is quieter, and a bit calmer. Originally, I thought I wanted to be in a hospital. I found that the hospital was overwhelming, and I didn’t care for the culture. Here, most customers really don’t want to speak with me, it seems like they think they know everything, customers, and every physician who phones in. Oh well, I’m happy to complete the small talk and answer any questions they may have. I’m trying to play the nice, neighborhood pharmacist here. Not sure if it’s working yet.

* * *
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Sasha

Holy fuck! That guy practically ran me over. Oh my gosh. 

Pausing down the sidewalk, out of sight of the man I ran into, I try to get myself back together. I was nervous. I looked back to see if that guy was still there. Some man in a lab coat just made me lose all focus, he could have been a tower.

Crossing the street to jump on the metro, Advanced Energy was only two stops away. This new job would be close to my apartment. Another hard find in the city.

A quick two stops later, I walked up out of the subway onto the sidewalk. Turning my GPS on, I only had two blocks to walk, hopefully without running into anyone this time.

Arriving in front of Advanced Energy, I reached into my bag to switch my phone onto airplane mode. I pull a large, heavy, glass door open. Inside, it was quiet and warmly lit, there wasn’t anyone sitting at the front desk in front of me. Peaking around the desk, I saw there were hallways running down each side of the building, “Hello?” I called out.

“Back here, sorry, coming,” a man said.

I stood there nervously. I haven’t had an actual in-person interview since who knows when. I’ve had only a couple phone or virtual interviews lately.

A man appeared from an office down one of the hallways, walking towards me, I noticed he was older and slightly overweight. Taking the glasses off his face, he reached his hand out, “Hello, I’m Pat, how can I help you?”

Taking his hand, “Hi Pat, I’m Sasha Azores, I have an interview...I believe with you at eleven o’clock. I think I’m a couple minutes early, sorry about that.”

“Great, I’d prefer you to be early,” he exclaimed, “Follow me back.” 

Pat turned around and led me into his office. He walked behind his desk and took a seat. I noticed his desk was a mess, covered with papers and light bulbs oddly enough. On the wall facing me there was one photograph which looked older, of a couple, probably a younger Pat and a woman, his wife, I’m guessing.

Taking the empty one of the two seats across from Pat, I nervously sit down, place my bag on the floor and take out my only slightly creased resume. Placing the resume neatly across my lap, I hope he knows I’m ready to start.

“Sasha, tell me about yourself,” he said, starting my interview.

Oh good.

“Well, I moved to New York almost five years ago and have been working as the Community Garden Program Manager for Seed City, a nonprofit here in Brooklyn. I started there as a program staff member and have moved up to a manager position.” Which really doesn’t mean much, except for more work, a fact that I don’t share. “We work with volunteers and a small staff to implement and manage community gardens around the area.”

“It’s great you’ve been there a while, why do you want to leave? How did you find us?” Pat asks.

“Honestly, I’m ready to do more. I know I’m capable of learning something new and continuing to benefit local causes in a great way. I understand Advanced Energy works only with green building products, and that is something important to me,” I share, pausing before I continue. 
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