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Hayley was sitting at her desk, sorting through Carla’s mail. It was Hayley’s responsibility to open all the letters and gauge if they were worthy of Carla’s attention. Carla was too busy with conference calls, meetings, lunches, and public relations to waste her precious time on such mundane tasks. It was why she had hired her best friend, Hayley, as her personal assistant. 

Hayley was proud that Carla trusted her. Carla had been Hayley’s best friend since kindergarten. They grew up together, they lived together, and now they worked together. When Carla first told Hayley her office had a job opening, Hayley assumed it would be some sort of cleaning job. Her only prior occupation had been as the live-in cleaner of Carla’s old sorority house. The “Alpha Theía Sorority”. Hayley had failed to get the grades to attend college and Carla took pity on her old friend. That was classic Carla, always looking out for her best friend. 

This was Hayley’s second year working beneath Carla, and Hayley remained as grateful as ever to be given the opportunity. After all, as Carla mentioned when she offered Hayley the job, nobody else was likely to hire her. 

Hayley noticed one of the parcels on her desk was a white tube. “Urgent” was stamped in red over the label. Hayley flipped it around, trying to decipher how to open it. Today was April Fools’, and Hayley was dreading it. She looked behind her at the cubicles and was relieved to find her coworkers in muted chatter. 

Their lack of interest gave her confidence. With a deep breath, she twisted open the lid of the suspicious package, and pulled. There was a pop. Springs triggered and a rainbow of glitter exploded into her face, and down her sweater, tartan skirt, and leggings. 

There were sarcastic cheers and laughter from the cubicles. The glitter covered her entire desk. She sadly tilted her keyboard to allow it to drip from between the keys. It was these moments that made her wish she had some privacy instead of being stuck outside Carla’s office, on display for the whole office to see. She had once asked Carla if she could take a desk in the cubicles, but Carla disliked the idea. Carla needed her close in case she needed something. Hayley could not help but feel her separation from the others had led to her being seen as something of an outcast. 

“Oh my,” said Carla, “what a mess.”

Hayley looked up to see her best friend smiling down at her. Her hands were on the hips of her form-fitting black pencil skirt. Her white button-up had an open collar to reveal a bold pearl necklace. Her large bosom stretched the expensive silk of her blouse. Carla had developed much earlier than Hayley. Hayley, much to her shame, had still worn training bras well into her senior year. 

“Is there anything worth my time in all of this?” said Carla, waving dismissively at the mail. 

“No, Ms,” said Hayley, “I don’t think so.”

Carla insisted Hayley refer to her as “Ms.” At home, Carla was Hayley’s best friend, but at work, she was her boss and expected to be addressed as such. It was a rule she only enforced with Hayley, but Hayley understood that Carla could not afford to show favoritism to her employees or she might risk losing the respect of the whole office. Ensuring that her best friend referred to her only by title was a sure way of demonstrating that she was a fair boss. 

“Alright then, you’d better hurry up and clean this up. I have a report for you that needs to be finished by the end of the day.”

Hayley nodded down at Carla’s Louboutin Rolando heels. They were still shiny from the polishing Hayley had given them that morning. 
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Glitter was a nightmare to clean.  Hayley shook her clothes over a trash can and brushed herself down. She took a vacuum from the closet and sucked up as much as she could, going over the carpet and her chair multiple times. It was a tedious task. No matter how often she repeated the process, there always seemed to be sprinkles left behind. 

As she pulled the vacuum cleaner along the floor back to the closet, she saw Carla chatting with her Chief Human Resources Director, Mandy, by the water cooler. Mandy was second only to Carla in the office hierarchy. She held her own office next to Carla’s. They even shared an executive washroom. The peroxide blonde wore a navy blue blouse tucked into light gray slim tailored pants with a silver buckle belt and cream-white heel pumps. She creased her brow upon Hayley’s approach, chewing her gum, slowly. 

Hayley knew Mandy did not like her. No matter how hard Hayley tried, it was never enough. Hayley suspected Mandy was jealous of her relationship with Carla. Mandy had tried to position herself as Carla’s best friend, and Hayley, as Carla’s actual best friend, was a threat to her. Mandy was always inviting Carla to do something with her. They lunched together, went to bars, and watched shows. Hayley was never invited, but she didn’t mind. The idea of spending time with Mandy outside of work filled her with dread. Besides that, she could never have afforded the kinds of places Carla and Mandy frequented anyway. 

Carla smiled at Hayley. “Ah, there you are.”

Hayley blushed and smiled back.

“Go bring us both coffee, will you?” 

It wasn’t really a request. 

“Yes, Ms,” said Hayley, feeling self-conscious as she tugged the vacuum cleaner along. She heard them snickering behind her back. 

She glanced over at the cubicles. Her coworkers were grinning. She smiled back, causing more than a few laughs. 

There were few people in the office Hayley considered acquaintances, let alone friends. She had no time for relationship building. There was always something Carla needed. Hayley ate her packed lunch at her desk so she could keep working, and even stayed off coffee to avoid having to waste time going to the restroom. It was sometimes hard not to feel resentful that everyone else in the office seemed to work less for more money, but she tried to remember she only had the job because of her connection to Carla. She was the least qualified person in the office and Hayley remained grateful to Carla for the opportunity even when she felt overwhelmed with her endless workload.

She wheeled the vacuum cleaner back into the closet and walked toward the breakroom to make Carla and Mandy’s coffee. She saw two of her coworkers through the window, resting against the countertops, sipping coffee, and chatting. Hayley wished she could have entered alone. Fetching and carrying was just one of her duties as Carla’s assistant, but it never stopped her coworkers from sneering at her as she did it. The door had been left open by a crack. She glanced back at Carla and Mandy. They were staring at her. Mandy had a huge grin, showing the gum between her teeth. Hayley took a breath and pushed the door fully open. 

It wasn’t a surprise when the bucket trap splashed her in a watery white gloop. She gasped from the cold. Ooze covered her face, hair, and clothes. There was an eruption of laughter. Her eyes stung. She swiped her fingers over her face to remove the worst of it. The two staff members in the break room collapsed into each other in hysterics. Hayley turned to see all her coworkers had risen to their feet to watch, pointing, laughing, and taking pictures with their phones.

“Give us a wave, Hayley,” said one of the women. 

Hayley blushed and slowly raised her hand, hoping that if she just smiled then she might be part of the joke instead of the object.

Carla sauntered toward her, chuckling. “OK, OK,” she said to the cubicles, “show’s over. Back to work.”

They leisurely returned to their spaces, still laughing amongst themselves. Carla was stopped by one of them who showed her the footage she had filmed. Carla smiled down at the phone. Hayley gulped. She glanced over to Mandy who grinned at her as if in challenge, and Hayley quickly looked away. She hated confrontation.

“Look at it in slow motion,” said the girl with the phone. Carla chuckled. “Look at her face.”

Hayley blushed. She felt like an idiot, waiting in purgatory for Carla to tell her what to do. Carla eventually came over, placing her hands on her hips and pushing forward her breasts. Hayley shrank a little beneath her intimidating confidence. 

“They got you good with that one, didn’t they?”

Hayley smiled to hold back the tears. “Yes, Ms.” She turned back to the break room. “Good prank, girls,” she said to them. 

“We’re sorry, Hayley,” said one of them, smiling. 

“That was mean,” said the other. 

“But too funny.”

They laughed and Hayley smiled along to prevent herself from crying. 

“Well,” said Carla, “clean this up and then you may use my washroom. Just don’t make a big mess in there.”

“I won’t. Thank you, Ms.”

“And don’t dawdle. This isn’t an excuse for you not to work.”

Hayley helped the two pranksters scoop up the gloop, or rather, Hayley did the work while the other two supervised, drinking coffee and pointing out when she missed a spot. Hayley got on with it in silence. She wanted to do a good job for the sake of the actual cleaners, knowing what a tough and thankless job that was after her experience at the Alpha Theía Sorority. 

Those rich girls were used to getting what they wanted and had no respect for the job Hayley did. If there was a spillage, she was expected to be there immediately. Bathrooms were expected to be kept sparkling clean. Beds were to be made. Clothes picked up from the floor. There was a never-ending laundry list to keep up with. Dresses were expected to be hung up in closets and kept wrinkle-free. She kept the cupboards and refrigerators stocked, and cleaned up the leftovers from their regular parties. 

In four years, Hayley never once received a word of thanks from the sisters. She was there to work. Why should she get thanks for doing her job? It wasn’t as if she had anything better to do anyway. Any hint of complaint from Hayley was seized upon by the sisters, who were quick to remind her that they paid her salary and if she couldn’t handle it, then there were plenty of others who would be delighted to serve them.

Carla had warned her, before Hayley took the job, that in public, they could not be friends. Carla had to maintain her reputation in the sorority. Her sisters would think less of her if she were seen to be friendly with the hired help. 

Hayley understood Carla was in an impossible situation. Her standing within the sorority would have a real-world impact on her career prospects. Hayley did her best to make it easier on her friend by not taking it personally when Carla made a point of showing the sisters she held no favoritism despite her recommendation. Whatever the sisters did, Carla went further. Hayley remembered the shock on their faces when Carla, declaring she now hated pulp, poured the juice Hayley had made for her over Hayley’s head. 

Hayley had been ready to quit after that, but Carla had caught her in private and reassured her she was doing a great job and that she was sorry. She even allowed Hayley into her bed that night. Carla soothed her by telling her that she was still her best friend. Hayley had to think of it as a special secret between the two of them. The idea helped Hayley through that difficult time. 
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Hayley finished cleaning up the scum from the prank, and made the shameful walk to the executive washroom, looking down at her feet to avoid the smirks from the cubicles. Upon entering, she was hit with the scent of citrus. The washroom was a corporate dream in gray and glass. She felt dirty within the sparkling environment. The gloop had dried to a crust over her clothes and hair. She stripped, unpeeling her clothes from her skinny body, and placed them over a spare towel rack. 

She stepped into the shower and the warm water felt amazing. There were all kinds of luxury soaps and body lotions but Hayley was reluctant to take any. Carla had not given her permission to touch any of them. They were strictly for executive use. Instead, she used her hands to wring the worst of the mess from her hair and wiped over her skin until clean. 

She left the steamy shower rejuvenated. As she went to grab the towels, she froze. They were gone. She chilled with dread. She looked for her clothes but they too had vanished. She panicked, scuttling across the washroom tiles, leaving wet footprints, searching desperately for something that could hide her nakedness. She gulped as she saw a yellow Post-it note stamped onto the mirror. “April Fools” had been scrawled in black marker. 

Her phone was on her desk, and the last thing she wanted was to poke her head out the door and risk the whole office seeing her like this. There was no option but to hide inside a toilet stall, waiting and hoping for Carla to save her. She knew it was only a joke, but it was things like this that really made her hate April Fools’ Day. 

She inhaled a breath as she heard the door open and listened to the sound of heels walking over the tiles. She dared to peek over the stall door and was relieved to see her best friend.  

“There you are,” said Carla, frowning, brandishing her phone. “I’ve been trying to call you. What are you doing?” 

“I’m sorry, Carla,” said Hayley, knowing that since they were alone she was allowed to use her name. “But I, uh, have a problem.”

She slowly opened the stall door to show Carla her naked body. She wrapped one arm over her tiny breasts and hid her pussy with her other hand. “I, uh, think someone might have stolen my clothes.”

Carla’s expression brightened. “Oh my,” she said, covering her grin with her hand, “how embarrassing. No wonder you’ve been hiding.”

Hayley blushed. “Can you help me?” she asked, weakly. 

“Poor Hayley,” said Carla, lifting her phone to take a picture. 

It was not long before Mandy entered. Hayley yelped and went to close the stall door to hide but Carla raised her finger and with an “ah” warned her to stay put. Mandy giggled to herself as she strolled up to them, still chewing her gum. 

“Wow,” she said to Carla, “you weren’t kidding.”

“Just an April Fools’ prank,” said Carla, dismissively. 

Hayley blushed. It was easy for Carla to say. She wasn’t the one on display. 

Carla continued, “I don’t have time to deal with this. Find her something to put on, will you, hon?”

Mandy grinned. Her blue eyes flashed with possibility. “Oh, I think I might be able to find something.”
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Hayley stared in horror at the sugar plum fairy Halloween costume Mandy was holding up for her like she was a boutique manager showing her client a designer dress. It was a baby pink and lilac monstrosity with a white bow. Where had Mandy even found such a thing? It had a wide-brimmed skirt and a tight-fitting outer bodice that was designed to show cleavage. The butterfly wings were not optional. 

“Um,” said Hayley, “aren’t there other clothes in lost and found?”

Mandy’s grin fell to a scowl. “Are you serious right now?”

Hayley blushed. 

“You think I like wasting my time like this? You don’t think I have better things to do than this?” 

Hayley wished Carla had asked somebody else to help. Anybody would have been better than Mandy. 

“You know what,” said Mandy, throwing the outfit over her shoulder, “how about I just take this back and you can just go find your own clothes?”

Hayley sniffed and wiped the beginning of tears from her eyes. 

Mandy continued her rant. “You think I care if you wear this or not? You can stay in here all day for all I care. Is that what you want?”

“No, Mandy,” mumbled Hayley. She knew she was defeated. Perhaps if she had her phone she might have tried to call someone else, but without it, she was stuck with whatever Mandy wanted. The smirk on Mandy’s face showed that she knew it too. 

“What was what? I didn’t hear you.”

“No,” she said again, louder, “I’m sorry, Mandy. I would like the dress, please.”

Mandy giggled and handed it over. “That’s better.”
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The dress was designed for someone with much larger breasts than Hayley, which was not difficult to comprehend since it seemed as if the whole world had larger breasts than her. She had always felt self-conscious about them. 

She remembered that one April Fools’ Day, Carla decided it would be a great prank for Hayley to pretend to be a boy for a day. Carla cut her hair short, stuck a fake beard on her chin, and dressed her in baggy clothing. They both went to the gym and Carla recorded Hayley “chatting up” the women, making a fool out of herself, and even incurring the wrath of one woman’s bodybuilder boyfriend. The only reason Hayley avoided an ass kicking was because she cried, stripping off her fake beard and pleading that it was only supposed to be an April Fools’ prank. Carla got the whole thing on her phone and shared it with her entire friendship group from school. Everyone agreed, Hayley actually made a much more convincing boy than she ever did a girl. 

Mandy opened the door for her and grinned as Hayley gingerly made her way outside the washroom and back into the main office. She was relieved nobody seemed to be paying attention. She looked over to her desk. If she were quick, she might make it before anyone had a clear view of what she was wearing. 

Mandy took her phone from her pocket and tapped the screen. She giggled as the “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy” began to play. Hayley froze in horror. The cubicles stirred. Her coworkers rose to their feet to see what the commotion was about. There were gasps, “oh my god”s, pointing, and laughing.

“Dance for them, Hayley,” said Mandy.

Hayley blushed and shrank within herself as the chants of “dance, dance, dance” surrounded her. Mandy beamed. 

Hayley whimpered to herself and quickly tried to escape to her desk as the chants continued, interspersed with more laughter. She looked down at her feet and almost walked straight into Carla, who had left her office to see what had everybody so excited. 

“Oh my,” said Carla, “don’t you look adorable.”

Hayley looked up with watery eyes at her friend. 

Carla smiled at her. “Oh, don’t be like that, Hayley, it’s just a joke. Come on, give them all a twirl.”

Hayley sniffed back her tears. She knew it was better for her to join the fun than bear the brunt of it. She smiled bravely, lifted her hands above her head like a ballerina, and swiveled her body. There were cheers and applause. Carla chuckled. 

“OK,” she said to her staff, good-naturedly, “that’s enough. Back to work.”

Hayley listened as they filtered back to their cubicles. She wiped the sweat from her cheek with her wrist. 

Carla sighed and checked the time on her diamond-encrusted gold Rolex. “It’s already past 11:00, Hayley, and you’ve not actually done any work yet, have you?”

“No, Ms,” she mumbled. 

Carla rose to her well-practiced business stance. Straight, proud, and confident. There was no doubt who was in charge. “I want that report. I don’t care if you have to spend all night working on it. You got that?”

“Yes, Ms.”

“Then get started.”

Hayley gulped and returned to her desk, relieved to see it had been untampered with. Last year, she had gone out to fetch Carla’s lunch, only to find her whole workspace covered in post-it notes. Messages had been written on each one. Most of them were harmless hearts and smiley faces, but some really hurt: “Bitch;” “Fuck you;” “Kill yourself.”

She told Carla about it and her friend warned her that she would have to make a formal complaint to HR and potentially risk the whole office getting in trouble. That wasn’t likely to win her many friends, never mind how bad it would make Carla look. The last thing Hayley wanted was to get Carla into trouble. She owed her the job. She would not be much of a friend if she got her in trouble. And anyway, it was only an April Fools’ prank. What harm was there, really?

She checked her chair before sitting, remembering an air horn had once been placed beneath it to trigger when she sat. It seemed safe. She took her seat and clicked on her mouse to boot her computer. She chilled with dread as she saw a picture of herself, covered in gloop, locked on her home screen. 

She panicked and began to click around frantically to get rid of it. She did a hard reset and still it appeared, taunting her. 

“Is there a problem, Hayley?” said Carla from behind. 

Hayley jumped and swiveled to face her friend. “Well, um-”

‘“Oh, I see,” said Carla, leaning over her and playing with her mouse. Hayley inhaled Carla’s expensive perfume of orange blossom and cedarwood. “I suppose you’d better call IT.” 

“Yes, Ms, good idea,” she said, dreading the idea of her being exposed like that to the whole department. “I’ll do that right now.”

Carla pulled back, placing her hands on her hips. “OK, just don’t use this as an excuse not to work. You can make a template the old fashioned way if you must.”

Hayley smiled and nodded. Carla stared. 

“Oh, um, I’ll make a start now, shall I?”

“I think that’s probably a good idea, don’t you?”

Hayley reached down to open her bottom drawer to gather some paper, smiling nervously at Carla. She grabbed some sheets and there was an angry hiss. A sharp pain, like needle pricks, stabbed into her hand. She flinched away and found a snake had penetrated its fangs between her thumb and palm - into her bone. She screamed and stood, knocking over her chair. She waved her arm, trying to get it free, but its jaw was clamped tight. The pain was like a jolt of electricity. She looked at Carla, desperate and scared. 

Carla backed away, covering her mouth with her hand in shock. 

“Rocky!” said Patrick, one of the guys from the cubicles. “What you doing biting that nice lady's hand, huh?”

There was an amused hush throughout the office. Hayley saw them all whispering and chuckling in their groups. Mandy especially seemed amused by the situation, her phone pointed at the scene. 

“Now hold still, Hayley,” said Patrick as he came to investigate. 

“Yes, Hayley,” said Carla, “stop jerking around. You might hurt the poor thing.”

Hayley whimpered, trembling, trying not to look at the reptilian hate in Rocky’s eyes as she began to sob. 

“He thinks you’re food,” said Patrick. “I’m going to need some alcohol to dab around its jaw.”

Blood trickled down Hayley’s arm. Rocky contracted his body and began to wrap around her. Hayley looked at Patrick in panic as she felt Rocky squeeze her. 

Carla moved in for a closer look. “He’s beautiful,” she said, stroking a finger down its skull. “What is he?”

“He’s a corn snake. He mostly eats rats. See how he is constricting against her arm like that?” 

Carla nodded, fascinated.

Patrick continued. “That’s how he kills. He suffocates them until they are too weak to resist.”

“Clever boy,” said Carla, smiling. 

“Ms,” said Hayley, weakly, “I’m feeling a little lightheaded.”

“Oh, Hayley, stop being so dramatic. He isn’t poisonous. Is he?” 

Patrick laughed and shook his head.

“Is it safe to touch him?” said Carla, already reaching. 

“Oh sure, he’s got his prey, he ain’t too bothered by us now.”

Carla stroked her fingers down Rocky’s scales and continued asking questions in a back and forth conversation with Patrick as if Hayley wasn’t even there. 

“P-please, C-Carla-” mumbled Hayley, swaying woozily on her feet, “I need some water, please-”

They never heard her. She blinked in and out of blackness before crumpling to the floor before Carla’s Louboutins. 
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She opened her eyes to find herself laid across the couch in the break room. The snake was gone, replaced by a bandage. She breathed with relief, blinking up at the ceiling. 

“Hayley,” came a kindly voice from across the room. 

Hayley sat upright and a washcloth slipped from her forehead. She saw Barbara approach her carrying two mugs of coffee. 

“How are you feeling?”

Hayley smiled at the older woman. “I-I think I’m alright.”

Barbara passed her a black coffee. “Drink this.”

Hayley smiled gratefully as she took it from her. “I must have passed out. How embarrassing.”

“You’ve done nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Hayley blushed, remembering she was still dressed as a sugar plum fairy.

Barbara continued. “That was a mean prank they pulled on you, even for them.”

Hayley cringed and sipped her coffee. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but it isn’t right. There’s nothing funny about any of this. I ought to have put a stop to it. I blame myself. I knew they were planning on pranking you. But I had no idea they would go this far. This is workplace harassment.”

“Barbara, please. I’m alright.”

“You need to make a complaint to HR. This has gone too far for too long. You shouldn’t have to suffer like this.”

Hayley gulped to save herself from crying. 

“Look, if you want me to back off I will, but-”

“Then please back off.”

Barbara sighed. “Hayley, you don’t have to put up with this. You deserve to be treated with dignity.”

“What can I do? What would I say to HR? Would I make a complaint against the whole office? Corporate isn’t going to fire the whole department because of me, are they? At best, one or two people would take the fall, and then the whole office would hate me even worse than they already do. If anything, HR would come up with some reason to release me and save the headache.”

“Oh, Hayley. You don’t know that. And even if they did, you could get a lawyer and sue them. I’d be more than happy to testify on your behalf.”

“Barbara, please, just drop it. I know you want to help, but I’m not going to sue anybody. My best friend runs this department. I’m not going to get her into trouble over a few pranks.”

“Ah, yes. Carla. And what a wonderful ‘friend’ that woman is.”

Hayley shuffled uncomfortably. 

“Look, I know you think Carla is your friend, but believe me, she isn’t. No friend would treat you the way she does. She orders you around like you’re her personal servant. And what is with that ‘Ms’ nonsense? I sometimes think that woman gets off on belittling you.”

“Stop it! You don’t know what you’re talking about. Carla gave me a job when nobody else would. She gave me a place to live. She’s protected me my whole life.”

“Alright, Hayley, don’t get upset. You need to relax. Shhh.”

Hayley wiped her nose. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay, dear. Look, all I’m hearing from you is that that woman has somehow gaslit you into believing you owe everything you are to her. She’s using you. Take that report she wants. That’s her responsibility to complete, not yours. She’s paid more than ten times what you are and as far as I can tell, all she does is lounge around in conference calls and meetings while delegating all her actual work to you.”

“It isn’t like that,” said Hayley, weakly. “I’m happy to help out. She’s my best friend.”

“And how many times a week does she remind you of that, I wonder?”

Hayley had no response. Carla often pulled that card when Hayley hesitated to obey her. 

“Do you pay rent?”

Hayley gulped and shrugged. More than half her paycheck went on rent and utilities. But that was only fair. She was renting a room in a luxury apartment in the center of the city. She was actually getting a massive discount compared to what she should have been paying. 

“And I’m guessing you do most of the chores too, right?”

Hayley did all the chores. She cleaned, cooked, vacuumed, dusted, made the beds, did the laundry, and picked up the groceries. But that was only because Carla didn’t know how to do most of those things. She had never had to learn. Even at college, as a member of Alpha Theía, mundane tasks like that were left to the hired or volunteer help. 

“I’m...happy to do those things,” she mumbled.

“Hayley, listen to me,” said Barbara, placing her hand over Hayley’s. “I know how hard it is to break free from toxic friendships. And this might be the worst I’ve ever seen.”

A tear fell down Hayley’s cheek. 

“I’ll tell you a story. There was a girl I knew back in high school who I thought was my best friend. Her name was Martha. Now, I was obsessed with this girl. I was quite a plain girl, you see, and Martha was everything I wanted to be: popular, beautiful, and charismatic. I thought I was the luckiest person in the school when Martha decided to team with me in Science. That was what started it. She soon had me doing all of her assignments. I’d carry her bags, stand in line for her at lunch, and drive her around town like a chauffeur. I’d even visit her house just to do her chores. She got her allowance and I got a pat on the nose for my trouble. It seemed like a good deal at the time. I didn’t realize it until later, but she had systematically worked to separate me from anyone who she did not have influence over. Anytime she saw me talking with somebody outside her own friendship group, she pulled me aside and warned me that person was only talking to me to use me, trick me, or bully me. She made me distrustful of anyone who wasn’t her. I had such a lack of self-confidence that I swallowed everything she told me. Even thanked her for it. Does any of this sound familiar?”

Hayley stared. “How...did you...uh-” she scratched down her arm and shuffled over the cushion. 

“Get away?”

Hayley gulped. 

“I was lucky. My folks moved out of state. Back then, of course, there was no internet or social media. No cell phones. It was basically impossible to keep in touch long-distance when all we had were landline numbers. Distance is what saved me. Hayley, you are even worse off than me. This has been happening to you your whole life. You are a woman now, and still you remain under her spell. You have to escape her. It is the only way. Forget about this job. Quit. Walk out the door and never look back.”

“Wh-where would I go?”

“You can stay with me until you get settled. I’ll help you find a job. I’ll be your reference. You are a capable woman, Hayley. Your work ethic is like nothing else I’ve seen. You deserve better than this. You can get better than this. Do not let anyone tell you otherwise.”

Her mouth was dry. She trembled. “I...uh...”

“Hey!” yelled Mandy from the doorway. 

Hayley jumped, spilling coffee down herself. She looked to see Mandy scowling at them with her arms folded. Hayley chilled with dread. How long had she been standing there? How much had she heard? She saw fire in Mandy’s blue eyes and feared the worst. 

“If you’ve got time to lie around drinking coffee,” she said, “then you have time to work.”

Barbara furrowed her brow. “Now, look here, Mandy. Hayley got bitten by a snake. She should have gone to the ER. The least we can do is let her recover.”

“Actually, Patrick said there was nothing remotely lethal about that snake. It was just a prank. We all agreed it was a waste of time calling an ambulance. She’s fine. Aren’t you, Hayley?”

Hayley cautiously nodded. Her palms were sweaty. She prayed Mandy hadn’t heard any of that. She didn’t mean it. She took it back. Oh god did she take it back. 

Mandy grinned at her, showing her gum. “Told you. Now get your ass up, Hayley.”

“Now hold on a minute,” said Barbara.

Hayley grabbed her wrist and shook her head. “I’m alright now, Barbara. Honestly. Thank you for the coffee.”

Barbara sighed and raised her brows in surrender. “Just don’t push yourself. You know where I am.”

Hayley smiled noncommittally and shakily clambered off the couch to return to work. 

[image: image]

She checked around her desk before doing anything and found it clear. Apparently, the office actually did have some work to do aside from pranks. 

“There you are,” said Carla, scaring Hayley half to death. Hayley covered her mouth to save from yelping. Carla wrinkled her nose inquisitively.

Hayley gulped and smiled nervously. 

“I’m leaving early. I have a dinner date with Alexa from Marketing and her new fiancé, Mark. I have to get ready.”

“S-sounds good, Ms. Have fun.”

Carla stared at her. Hayley blushed. Her betrayal swirled through her stomach. 

“Well, you may leave as soon as that report is on my desk.”

“Thank you, Ms,” she said, unsure why she had thanked her, but compelled to nevertheless. 

“Go get my coat and purse.”

Hayley almost tripped over her feet in her rush to obey. She brought Carla her full length, double-breasted, cashmere trenchcoat, and her ultra-matte, calfskin Dior shoulder bag. Carla waited as Hayley affixed the coat across her shoulders and then she slipped her arms through the sleeves. Finally, she placed her Dior bag over her shoulder. 

Hayley smiled nervously and caught sight of Mandy from the break room, grinning back at her. She chilled with dread. 

“Is there a problem?” said Carla. 

“No, no, I’m okay. Thank you, Ms.” She curtsied like an idiot. 

Carla rolled her eyes. “Just get to work.”

Hayley watched as Carla departed, with her heart beating a thousand times a second. Once Carla had left, she collapsed in her chair and booted her computer. The picture of herself was still locked in place. IT had accomplished nothing. It would be another hour before she could even start on that report. She was in for a long night. The emotions of the day overwhelmed her as she placed her face in her hands and wept. 
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Carla’s apartment was located in the heart of the city. There were world-class eateries, theaters, galleries, bars, luxury gymnasiums, and parks, all within the local vicinity. Floor to ceiling windows offered spectacular views of the urban sprawl. Cashmere rugs covered hardwood floors. She had three bedrooms, three bathrooms, a 60ft terrace, and walk-in closets. Paintings and sculptures from the city’s most prestigious artists were placed over her walls and African padauk shelving. 

It was past midnight when Hayley finally arrived home, having worked without a break to finish Carla’s report. She was exhausted. 

Barbara had tried to speak with her again before she went home. Hayley had merely shrunk within herself. “I just want to finish this report,” was all she could mumble. She hoped Barbara did not hate her. She just couldn’t face anything else.

Carla was already home, lounging over her Italian, distressed leather couch with her feet resting on a matching hassock. She wore a sable, Dolce and Gabbana, calf-length dress that she must have worn to dinner. She smiled at Hayley, showing her perfect white teeth. 

“Hayley!” she said, “I missed you.”

Hayley blushed and smiled. Perhaps she’d worried over nothing? If Mandy had heard anything, she hadn’t shared it with Carla. At least not yet. 

“Come over here and rub my feet will you?”

Carla wiggled her toes. Her toenails were decorated in elaborate zebra stripes. Her Sergio Rossi heels had been kicked off by the couch, and she held a glass of red in her hand. Hayley could tell she was a little buzzed.

“Absolutely,” she answered with enthusiasm.  

She placed her backpack on the floor and raced to the bathroom to grab her lotion. She returned and knelt by Carla’s feet and rubbed the warm lotion into her hands. She held Carla’s foot and rubbed the top of her heel in firm, fluid strokes, starting intently at the tip of each toe and slowly moving down to her ankle and back again.

Carla moaned. “Yes, that feels good.”

Hayley smiled. She loved making Carla happy. Barbara could never understand their relationship. It was unique. Hayley couldn’t explain what it was. It was just their own. Barbara never saw these intimate moments between them. They were the best part of Hayley’s life. Why would she give them up? She leaned her nose close, inhaled the scent of coconut, and placed a gentle kiss on the ball of Carla’s foot. The stress of the day was leaving her with each rhythmic stroke. She could not be happier. 

“How was dinner?” she said. 

“Hmmm. It was good. I had the Norwegian skrei cod with white asparagus, Moro orange, and a Maltaise sauce. I’m not sure we’ll eat there again, though.”

“Oh, why not?”

“You know, just the ambience.”

Hayley didn’t know, but she nodded along regardless. Carla chuckled. Hayley knew that Carla knew that Hayley never ate out, and certainly not at Michelin-starred restaurants. 

“Anyway,” said Carla, “I wanted to apologize to you for all those nasty pranks. I’m so sorry you had to suffer like that.”

Hayley gulped and blushed. “That’s alright, Carla. I thought they were pretty funny.”

“Work the toes.”

Hayley grasped Carla’s foot with one hand and with her other she turned and pulled on Carla’s big toe, sliding her thumb and index finger back and forth from the tip to the base. She continued on to each toe, taking the greatest of care. 

“You’re so sweet, Hayley. Honestly, if someone tried to prank me like that, I’d lose my shit.”

Hayley couldn't imagine anyone daring. 

“You’ve no idea, Hayley. Seriously, we had entire meetings where all they talked about was what they could do to you this year. I felt so bad for you.”

Hayley nodded. She felt the urge to start crying again. She focused harder on Carla’s foot to compensate.

“You know I didn’t mean it when I laughed at you, don’t you? I didn’t really think it was funny. But as a boss, you’ve got to do what is best for office morale. If it wasn’t you being targeted, it would be someone else.”

“I know, Carla. Thank you for looking out for me.”

Carla smiled. “What are friends for?”

“Um, what happened to my clothes?”

“Oh, that was Mandy. She can be such a bitch sometimes.”

“Do you know if she still has them?”

“Want me to message her?”

Hayley felt the dread of what Mandy might have overheard returning. Carla was being so sweet with her. She didn’t want to mess anything up. “No, no. It isn’t important. I just wondered.”

“Don’t worry about it. Those clothes were cheap anyway. Just buy some more.”

Hayley nodded. Carla had never fully understood how difficult it was to buy anything when you lived paycheck to paycheck. She was also saving up to buy Carla a birthday gift. It was a struggle, but she didn’t complain. Nobody liked a whiner, especially Carla. 

“You know,” continued Carla after taking another sip of her wine. “I’ve been thinking. It really isn’t fair for you to always be the butt of every office joke, is it?”

“Um, I don’t know.”

“Don’t you want to get some revenge?”

“I haven’t really thought about it.”

“Really? If I’d been embarrassed like that it would be all I could think of.”

“Well, I was quite busy, what with the report and all.” 

“Oh, Hayley, shut up about that damned report will you?”

Hayley blushed and continued to rub, moving on to Carla’s other foot. 

“I’m telling you this as your friend: they don’t like you. They never liked you. They never will like you. In fact, they hate you.”

Hayley nodded, sadly.

Carla rolled her eyes. “Hayley, you’d better not start crying. Seriously, stop that shit now.”

Hayley sniffed. “Sorry, Carla.”

“I’m trying to help you.”

“I know you are. I’m sorry.”

“Okay then, so this is what we’re going to do. You’re going to make them all regret making fun of you. You’re going to prank them this time. You’re going to fake your own death.”

Hayley froze.

“Trust me. It’ll be hilarious. The ultimate prank.” She finished her wine. “Hey, did I tell you to stop?”

Hayley immediately went back to working on Carla’s feet. 

“Here’s the thing: I think it’s fair to say you’ve had a pretty miserable time at work, right?”

Hayley had never considered it miserable per se. It was all she knew. She nodded regardless. Carla’s moods could switch easily. The last thing Hayley wanted was to make her angry. Nothing was as likely to upset her as being challenged, especially by Hayley. It was much easier to agree with her. 

“Your suicide letter will be super convincing. Just write down all the cruel things that have happened to you. Granted, it might take a while.” She laughed at her own joke. Hayley smiled. “You know, write how you’ve never had a boyfriend, never been kissed, you know, the usual things losers whine about. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”

“Um, isn’t this illegal?”

“It has to be convincing, Hayley. What’s the point otherwise?”

“But what if-”

Carla leaned down and Hayley cringed, lowering herself instinctively closer to the floor. Carla grabbed her wine bottle from the side table and poured herself a refill. Hayley gulped.

“I won’t let you get into trouble, Hayley. It’s just a prank. God, you’re so lame sometimes.”

“Sorry, Carla.”

“Here’s what you do. Drive down to the beach at night. Make sure people see you before you get there. Stop at a bar and have some shots. Act weird. It shouldn’t be a problem for you, right? Freak them out by saying suicidey shit. Like, I don’t know, ‘they’ll regret what they did to me.’ Cry a little as well. Just don’t go overboard. We don’t actually want them calling the cops on you. Once you’ve made enough of an impression, you’re going to drive until you find some hidden sand dunes. Make sure nobody is around to see you. Leave your car door open and place your suicide note between your windscreen wiper. Someone will probably find it in the morning. They’ll search for your body, but it will be assumed you went and drowned yourself in the ocean. They’ll give up looking for you after a week or so.”

“Carla, this all sounds a little...extreme?”

Carla sighed. “Seriously? Just once, Hayley, will you stop being such a wimp? This will be the best thing you’ve ever done. Just think about the looks on all their faces when the news comes in. Fuck, I’ll even have a memorial for you.” She laughed. “They’ll have no idea. They will blame themselves for torturing you. Oh my god, maybe we’ll dress you up as a ghost and have you haunt the office at night? This is so perfect. I love it.”

“When will I be allowed to come back?”

“We’ll figure that out later.”

“Um, alright, but where will I go?”

“You’re going to take some clothes with you in your car and dress up as a guy. Remember that time in high school when you creepily tried to chat up those girls at the gym? It’ll be like that. I have a fake beard for you and everything. I’ll be parked on a quiet road a couple of miles away. You’ll walk to me and I’ll take you to a secret location where you can hide until we’re ready to reveal you. Just be careful of your prints in the sand. Smooth them over or something as you go, just in case. And stay away from people. There’s no need to risk being seen. Seriously, this is going to be fucking glorious. I can’t wait.”

Hayley smiled to hide the dread squeezing her throat. 
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Carla was waiting for her in a rented black SUV. Apparently, Carla thought that placing her own vehicle nearby might look suspicious. She was prepared for anything. Hayley could only admire her attention to detail. 

Hayley wore a dirty old hoody with the hood pulled up, baggy jeans, and a geeky T-shirt. A fake beard and mustache were stuck to her face and she wore lensless glasses on her face. She carried her old clothes in the backpack around her shoulders. There was no chance she could be recognized. She couldn’t even recognize herself.

Carla wound down her black tinted window as Hayley approached. She was wearing a black turtleneck, tight black jeans, and Tiffany aviators. She was taking no chances either. 

“Did anyone see you?” she said.

“No, Carla, not since I left the bar.” 

“You’re sure?”

Hayley nodded.

Carla smiled. “Good girl. This is exciting, isn’t it?”

Hayley only felt anxiety. She hated to second guess Carla, but she couldn’t shake her fear. This was a terrible plan. She wasn’t even sure anyone in the office would even care that she was gone, aside from Barbara. And the last thing she wanted was to upset the one person in the office who had shown her kindness. She knew what Barbara would say if she knew what was happening: “Run.” If only she were braver. 

“Well, um, Carla?”

Carla glared. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

Hayley rubbed her arm. “Sorry, Carla, it’s just that I’m having second thoughts.”

Carla sighed and shook her head. She opened her door and stepped out. 

Hayley continued. “Maybe we can just show them the note and tell them the cops are looking for me, and then I can just pop out and-”

Carla loomed over her with her arms folded. Hayley shrank before her indignation and allowed her thoughts to trail off. 

“You’re doing this, Hayley. I did not go through all this trouble just for you to wimp out at the last moment.”

Hayley gulped. Carla lifted her key fob and clicked the trunk open.

“Get your ass in there. Now.”

Hayley trembled. “Do I really have to go in the trunk?”

“Yes. If I get pulled over I don’t want anyone catching sight of you.”

“Couldn’t I just-”

“No, you can’t. And I’m getting pretty fucking tired of all these questions. I’m doing this for you. Do you think I want to stand out here at 3 am? Huh?”

Hayley sniffled. “I know, Carla, I’m sorry. I’m just-” she started to cry. “Please, Carla, I’m really scared.”

“Oh, you fucking will be.”

Carla grabbed her by her wrist and dragged her to the trunk. Hayley pulled back weakly, dragging her sneakers over the road. 

“Please, Carla, please, don’t make me do this. We can think of something else.” She was half-hearted in her struggle. Carla was so much stronger than her. She didn’t know how to stand up to her. She needed help. She needed Barbara. Despite it all, she still felt as if she were in the wrong. That her resistance was something too awful to even consider.

Carla opened the trunk fully and threw Hayley against it. Hayley continued to plead, tears streaming as Carla yanked Hayley’s jeans and panties down to her thighs.

“Oh my god, Carla, please, don’t-”

Carla held Hayley’s arm in a lock behind her back. Hayley felt a sharp pain through her body. She struggled against the hold but Carla exerted more force, causing Hayley to yelp. Carla leaned down into her ear, close enough so that Hayley could feel her breath. 

“Shut up.”

Hayley gulped. “Please,” she mumbled weakly, blubbing. 

Carla did not let up. She raised her hand high and struck with full force against Hayley’s exposed buttocks. Hayley whimpered, fearing to scream. Carla continued to smack her. Hayley hopped on her feet, instinctively trying to escape the pain, but was held in place by the lock that Carla never released. Hayley’s arm went beyond pain into numbness. She cried and pleaded and apologized. 

After too many spanks to count, Carla finally released her grip and Hayley collapsed face down into the trunk, quivering and moaning. 

“In!” said Carla, pointing down. 

Hayley, still blubbering, wormed her way inside and curled into a fetal ball to avoid having to sit on her burning ass. She looked up at her best friend, terrified.

“Stay there,” said Carla, moving over to the front seat. Hayley heard her rummaging around and she soon returned with a tub of pills. Hayley whimpered. 

“I thought I told you to shut up?”

Hayley gulped. 

“They’re just sleeping pills, wimp. You’ll be fine.” She reached inside for a handful and thrust her fist at Hayley. “Open.” 

Hayley slowly obeyed and Carla shoved the pills inside, pressing her palm against Hayley’s mouth as she struggled to take them down, kicking her legs. 

Carla maintained her grip as she spoke. “You did this to yourself, Hayley. This is the only way I can trust you to stay quiet.”

Hayley stared straight into Carla’s eyes and saw nothing. There was no feeling, no love, not even hate. Just vacancy. Hayley was nothing to her. Hayley felt herself fade into unconsciousness. All she wanted was to take everything back. To be as it was before April Fools’ Day started. To remember that she once had a friend. A best friend. 
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Hayley was freezing when she awoke. It took her a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She blinked and looked through iron bars that pressed against her face. She tried to speak but found her mouth locked and pulled open by four metal rods. She wriggled her hands but found they were locked in chains behind her back and attached to some sort of pulley contraption. She struggled and realized she was suspended, naked, in the air. Her head was enclosed by a cage that was hooked to the ceiling. 

All across the black stone walls were implements of torture. There were whips, canes, floggers, candles, crops, and paddles. She saw gimp masks, ball gags, dildos, and manacles. She was trapped. She cried. She screamed. 

Nobody came.
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Mandy popped the cork from the Cristal Louis Roederer and poured herself and Carla a well-deserved glass of champagne.  

“A toast,” she said, “to you, Carla.”

They clinked their glasses and each took a sip. It was powerful on the palate. Fitting, considering what they had just accomplished. 

Mandy had warned Carla all about Hayley’s little rebellion at the office. It was clear Hayley could not be trusted if she was so easily swayed by Barbara.

Carla decided long ago that Hayley belonged to her. In her mind, Hayley was not a real person. She was just a toy. Carla’s toy. Carla controlled every aspect of her life and had no intention of giving that up. She liked the power. She loved it. She craved it. She masturbated to it. She would never give that up.

“You’re sure nobody will hear her down there?” said Carla. 

Mandy grinned. “Hon, that whole dungeon is soundproof. Nobody will hear a thing.”

Carla smiled at her best friend's confidence. She was wet. This was too perfect. Why had she not thought of this before? Manipulation was all well and good, but what could be more fun than physically breaking a victim into complete subservience? By the time they were done, Hayley wouldn’t even know her name. She would become void of any thoughts or feelings. She would obey every command of her leash holder. Refusing would be worse than refusing the word of God. 

“Have we heard anything back about Barbara?” she asked. 

Mandy shrugged. “I asked Shannon about it and she said her mom was working on a project in her youth that was cut short. She thinks her name was Barbara. She’s going to ask her mom about it and get back to us.” 

Carla was turned on by the thought of reconditioning Barbara. Soon, she would orchestrate a theft and blame Barbara, firing her on the spot. Her husband would then meet with an unfortunate accident, and his life insurance policy would be sadly misplaced. She would fail to get another job due to her advanced age and negative job review from the company she had worked at all her adult life. She would be desperate. Martha would emerge like an angel sent to save her. In no time, she would remember the pleasure of subservience to her old friend and her mind would soon dull to an obedient gloop. 

Carla couldn’t wait for the day she could hold Hayley’s leash at a Goddess party, only to see Martha pulling Barbara on all fours behind her. Carla and Martha would embrace and show off their pets. Barbara and Hayley would stare at each other, broken and submissive, with no thoughts in their heads but pleasing their Goddesses. Perhaps a small flame of recognition would flicker faintly to a time when they were once coworkers and it would dawn on them that they should never have tried to escape. 

Nobody escapes The Daughters of Isis. 
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