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Story 1: “You’re Fired”
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SABRINA WOKE TO THE soft vibration of her phone rattling against the wooden nightstand. Pale morning light spilled through the cracks in her curtains, striping her comforter in gold. Groggy, she reached for the phone, her fingers brushing against the cold screen.

A text from Ashleigh glowed back at her.

[Call me when you get this.]

Sabrina frowned.

Ashleigh hated phone calls just as much as she did unless something was seriously wrong. The air in the room suddenly felt heavier.

[What’s up?] she texted back.

Before the message could even show delivered, her phone rang. Ashleigh’s name flashed across the screen.

Sabrina sat up slowly, the mattress creaking beneath her. “Hello?”

Ashleigh’s voice came through rushed and shaky. “I don’t have much time, but Robert is letting people go, and I found out your name was mentioned. I just wanted to let you know before you came in tomorrow.”

Sabrina rubbed the sleep from her eyes and sighed. “Robert and I have an understanding. I’m not getting fired, I promise you.”

Ashleigh laughed softly, though it sounded forced.

“Good, because it’ll be hard being here without my work bestie.”

“Right,” Sabrina replied.

They hung up, and the silence of the room returned. Outside, birds chirped beyond her apartment window while her ceiling fan hummed overhead.

She goes back to sleep with no worries.

The next morning, Sabrina dressed carefully, buttoning herself into a cream silk blouse and tailored black slacks. She slipped on her flats and pinned her thick curls into a neat bun with a banana clip. The sweet scent of vanilla and jasmine perfume lingered in the air as she fastened her diamond bracelet around her wrist and clasped the matching necklace against her throat.

She grabbed her Gucci purse, keys jingling in her hand, and headed out to her black F-250 parked downstairs.

The truck engine roared to life beneath her as she drove through the city streets, morning sunlight bouncing off skyscraper windows. She’d worked at the call center for four years. Four years of overtime, promotions, stress headaches, and building a team she genuinely cared about. She had her own office now. Her own space. She loved that job.

When Sabrina walked into the building, cool air conditioning wrapped around her skin. Phones rang endlessly in the background while keyboards clacked like rain against windows. The smell of burnt coffee drifted from the break room.

“Good morning!” she called to the reception, grabbing a cold-water bottle from the mini fridge.

“Morning, Sabrina,” several voices answered back.

Everything felt normal.

She walked into her office and set her purse on the desk. As her computer slowly powered on, she stood by the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the city she called home. Cars crawled below like ants. The skyline glowed beneath the cloudy morning sky.

Then the door opened behind her.

Robert stepped inside.

His face looked pale and clammy, his tie slightly crooked.

Without a word, he shut the blinds with a sharp snap before locking the office door.

A knot tightened in Sabrina’s stomach.

She turned slowly and forced a smile. “Good morning.”

Robert swallowed hard. “There’s nothing good about it.”

Sabrina sat carefully at her desk, the leather chair squeaking beneath her. “What do you mean?”

Robert ran a trembling hand over his face. “I really messed up this time.”

The room suddenly felt too warm.

“You know all the gifts I gave you?” he continued. “They weren’t bought with my money. I used the company card, and the board found out.”

Sabrina’s heartbeat pounded loudly in her ears.

“They gave me two options,” Robert said quietly. “Pay the money back from my checks... or take back the gifts and fire the employee I was having a relationship with.”

Sabrina covered her mouth with her hand, her bracelet clinking softly against her skin.

Robert wouldn’t look her in the eye. “It was my responsibility to report our relationship to HR, but I just... kept forgetting.”

Forgetting.

The word sliced through her chest.

He walked toward her desk and reached into the Gucci purse he’d bought her only weeks earlier. One by one, he removed the contents: lip gloss, gum, receipts, lotion and dumped them carelessly onto the desk. The sound echoed in the silent office.

“I’m going to return this,” he muttered. "I need the jewelry too."

Sabrina stared at him in disbelief, then took off the jewelry and handed it to him. “So, you’re firing me because you broke the company’s trust?”

Robert exhaled sharply. “I had to do what I had to do. I need this job.”

“And I don’t?” Sabrina snapped, her voice cracking.

Robert’s jaw tightened. “I have two kids, Sabrina.”

The words hit her like a slap.

Sabrina bent down mechanically and pulled a cardboard box from beneath her desk. Her hands shook as she stuffed framed photos, pens, notebooks, and office decorations into it.

The scent of her perfume mixed with the sharp smell of cardboard and stress sweat.

Finally, she looked up at him, eyes burning.

“Get the fuck out of my face.”

Robert unlocked the door so quickly it rattled. Then he disappeared into the hallway without another word.

The moment the door shut, Sabrina felt it all at once...the humiliation, the anger, the fear. Heat rushed to her face while her stomach twisted violently. Her chest felt hollow.

What was she supposed to do now?

A gentle knock came at the open door.

Ashleigh stepped inside carefully. “Are you okay?”

Sabrina kept her eyes on the box because she knew if she looked up, she’d cry.

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

Ashleigh crossed her arms. “I hate that you got fired.”

“Yeah.”

There was a pause.

Then Ashleigh spoke again, her voice lighter this time. “Maybe now I can finally have my husband to myself. It was pretty devious of him to have an affair with someone we worked with.”

Slowly, Sabrina lifted her head.

Ashleigh stood there with a smug smile tugging at the corner of her mouth, her chin tilted high like she’d finally won something.

Then she turned and walked away, her heels clicking sharply against the tile floor until the sound disappeared down the hallway.

Sabrina sat alone in the suffocating silence of her office, surrounded by the remains of the life she thought she had built.
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Story 2: “Prom Night”
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THE HOTEL ROOM SMELLED like cheap air freshener, sweat, and chlorine drifting in faintly from the indoor pool downstairs.

The four friends stumbled into the room still buzzing from prom night.

Sam tossed the room key onto the dresser while Jasmine collapsed dramatically onto one of the beds, her sparkling silver dress clinging tightly to every curve of her body. The sequins scratched faintly against the comforter as she groaned.

“This dress is tight as hell,” Jasmine complained, fanning herself dramatically. “I’m going to need everybody’s help getting out of it.”

Ariel sat stiffly on the opposite bed beside Jacoby, arms folded across her chest. She watched Jasmine with narrowed eyes. Even after almost two years of double dating, Ariel still couldn’t stand her. Jasmine was loud, spoiled, and constantly needed attention like oxygen.

Sam grinned. “I’ll grab your bag from the truck so you can change, babe.”

Jacoby stood. “I’ll come with you.”

The door shut behind them, leaving Ariel alone with Jasmine.

The silence felt thick.

Jasmine dug through her glittery purse, her acrylic nails clicking against makeup containers and receipts before she pulled out several tiny liquor bottles. She tossed them into the trash can carelessly.

The sharp smell of vodka immediately filled the room.

Ariel noticed but said nothing.

A few minutes later, the guys returned carrying an overnight bag. Rainwater darkened the shoulders of their dress shirts, and the cold night air followed them inside.

Jasmine stood and stretched her arms above her head. “Okay, y’all can rip it off. I’m never wearing this again.”

Sam looked her over slowly, admiration written all over his face. “You look good, baby.”

Jasmine smirked proudly.

Sam and Jacoby grabbed the sides of the dress and tugged. Fabric strained but refused to tear.

“Damn,” Jacoby laughed. “What is this thing made of?”

Ariel rolled her eyes and reached into her bag. “Move.”

The metal scissors glinted beneath the hotel lamp as she knelt beside Jasmine.

Carefully, she sliced through the fabric near her thighs. The dress loosened with a whispering rip before the bottom half pooled onto the carpet.

Jasmine was nearly naked underneath.

“You were naked under this?” Ariel asked.

Jasmine laughed loudly. “I’ve got on a thong and nipple covers. The whole point was for the dress to look like art painted onto my body.”

The room suddenly felt warmer.

Ariel continued cutting until the top half fell away, too. Jasmine stepped free from the dress with a satisfied sigh, rubbing at the red marks the fabric had left against her skin.

Sam swallowed hard. Jacoby looked away for a second too long.

Jasmine grabbed Sam’s wrist. “Come shower with me.”

They disappeared into the bathroom, and a moment later, water thundered against the tile.

Muffled laughter and moans drifted through the door along with steam scented faintly like jasmine soap and expensive perfume.

Jacoby leaned back against the headboard while Ariel changed into shorts and an
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