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Taloulah

Four. 

Four words is all I’ve typed beneath the greeting and above my closing signature. I wanted to be as clear as possible. I did not include a heading or even the date. Four words are all he needs to read, so there will be no confusion in this matter.

I sit up straight. I’ve been waiting in Nick’s office for barely five minutes but it feels like I’ve been staring at his desk and empty chair forever. I cross and then uncross my legs before crossing them again, folding my hands over my knee. I need him to take me seriously. I need him to know I mean business. 

I haven’t been this nervous with Nick in a long time. I’ve cleared everything off his desk except for the letter and his morning coffee, which, of course, is in his favorite tumbler with a little sugar because he likes sugar, despite the fact he won’t admit he likes his coffee sweet and even discourages himself from ingesting sweet things.

Hmm. The letter looks off center. I stand up and take two steps to lean forward over the desk and from this higher angle, the envelope looks centered but it’s too far from the edge. I nudge it closer towards me when I notice the tumbler might also be too much of a distraction. If he goes for the tumbler first, he might dismiss the letter altogether. 

Steam escapes the small mouth opening. I gently pick up the tumbler so coffee does not spill over the sides of the top. Nick doesn’t like to have coffee dripping down his chin, although I’ve let a little leak to the rim in the past just to watch him lick his lips.  I set the tumbler down farther to my left, so I know he’ll most certainly see the letter first when he sits. 

But wait! He might pick up the coffee as he walks in. He always walks in to stroll by on the left side. 

I move the coffee to the opposite end, the wrong end, and study the desk once more. Polished wood and clean. Only the letter sits front and center towards his black leather chair along with a cup of sweetened coffee that he will have to reach for with his opposite hand over the letter, which he will not be able to avoid now.

Shuffling back in my strappy pale pink heels, I tug my fitted rose-pink dress until it’s taut down my torso and pull my ponytail tighter before sitting back down. I cross my legs, fold my hands over my knees, sit up straight, and again... I wait. 

The latch to Nick’s doorknob finally unhinges behind me and I hear his office door creak open then shut. Nick strolls in as beautiful as always. Today he’s wearing his charcoal Ludlow suit with a lighter gray cotton shirt underneath, which I ordered online from J. Crew. Aaaaand he has no tie! This is good—it means he’s feeling relaxed today, which he normally is anyway because it’s Friday. If he was wearing Canali or Brunello Cucinelli, it would mean he has a business deal scheduled, which puts him in seal-the-deal mode and I would’ve had to just drop the letter and leave. If his suit was Ralph Lauren, well... there’s no room for me when he and Ralph intend to impress a lady.

Nick stops at the side of his desk. He’s on the phone. Business as usual. Hopefully, he will remain in this mindset—as a professional—when he opens the letter to read the four words I’ve typed.

Nick shakes the pill container in his pants’ pocket. I hate when his hand is in his damn pocket. I hate that fucking pill. I get it. It works. It helps people to realize their dreams of falling in love with the right person, but all it’s done for Nick is help him curate his collection of submissives. Money seekers—gone. Wannabe brides—busted. The only women Nick keeps around now are the ones that genuinely want to be belted in the Bank. The Bang helped Nick figure out which women really want to go in there—the dirty dungeon. Even if I wanted to, I’m not allowed to go in there. I’m not allowed to get my hands dirty.

Nick’s voice heats up. I watch him remove his hand from his pocket and he clamps his phone between his shoulder and ear to undo his jacket buttons in front. I wish he was facing me so I could see his fingers pop the buttons through the loopholes. He always does it so slowly, with so much care. This could very well be the last time I watch him ever do that, though I love watching him do that. I’m sure there’s no one in the world who enjoys watching him undress as much as I do. Well, I wouldn’t call watching him enjoyable. It’s tortuous really—watching him change clothing, which he does often in front of me. I must admit, I’m going to miss this torture.

My eyes flush warm to the point they get wet and my throat constricts. Don’t cry!

Nick slides his jacket below his shoulders to reveal his pressed dress shirt and I put out my hands and arms in preparation. Once he’s slipped the jacket into one hand, he tosses it at me without looking. I catch the Italian worsted wool blazer as always, on cue, and then I lay the blazer partially folded across my lap.

I fix my glasses to get a good peep at Nick’s rear end. Sometimes, most mornings, I pretend he’s on the phone standing in that exact position on purpose to please me, like he knows this is the best part of my day. I love the way his pants hang at his waist to fit snug on his rump where the fabric then falls just slightly loose below his taut bottom to contour his legs.

Nick grips his waist with his right hand as he talks then scrapes his fingers into his scalp at the back of his head. Yay for me! I get a bonus this last day. His hair gets messy in just one little spot until he smooths it over with his palm. Nick doesn’t like his hair messy. He won’t let anyone touch it, other than his overpaid stylist. There are times I want to just pounce on his desk, trap him between my thighs, and scratch my fingers all through his hair just to piss him off...

But, of course, I’d never do that.

Nick leans to his right to reach for his coffee cup, his hand in the shape of a “C” ready to get a hold of what normally awaits him. I gulp as his perfectly manicured strong fingers find nothing because the cup isn’t there.

He turns to look at his empty hand which he squeezes into a near tight fist and I watch his eyes wander up towards the opposite side of the desk where his coffee rests beyond arms reach and far away—where it doesn’t belong.

He closes his eyes, his deep dark brown eyes twitch below his reddening lids in frustration and he grits his teeth with a growl. “Isn’t that a damn shame,” he says lowly, twisting his head behind him in my direction so the square of his jaw juts straight at me.  

I’m pretty sure the statement he made is intended towards the person on the phone but by the way Nick is looking at me—angrily—so fuming and fiery, still sexy though. Angry sexy. I know he wants me to feel ashamed. I’ve broken the routine. 

I grin but keep it flat, as if I have no idea what’s wrong. I can’t give anything away. He looks at my lap, so I look down as well. I’m stroking his coat, petting it like a cat. I never do that!

He squints. Beady eyes more curious than angry now scan me over. He knows something’s amiss!

“Shaun,” he speaks into the phone. “I’ll have to call you back.”

Butterflies flutter in my belly as Nick hangs up still looking me over. He slides his phone into his left pocket, turns away to walk around his desk, and sits down. He leans back into his chair, cocking his chin up. He places his elbows at the arm rests and brings his hands together to tap his fingers. He stops tapping when he notices the envelope, which he sees through the tips of his fingers. He looks to his left, gauging the tumbler of coffee. He looks to his right, observing the empty spot where the tumbler should be. He looks at me.

“Where’s your clipboard?” he asks.

Oh fuck! The clipboard. And I don’t have a pen either!

I squeeze my eyes shut then drop my jaw to take a big breath. 

This is it! 

This is the moment. 

I purse my lips to exhale slowly and I open my eyes.

“Nick,” I uncross my legs, squeezing my thighs together to face him squarely. “I’ve put a letter there for you.” I grin.

Silence. The air is stagnant. He doesn’t move. Nothing stirs—not even the dust from the air-conditioning blowing overhead. He just stares, completely unmoved.

He knows something’s up. Should I expect anything else? He’s extremely smart. Brilliant. As brilliant as the geeks he employs. I’ve told him so. Many times. Though, he’s argued that he’s not as smart as the company he keeps. 

My toes taps uncontrollably. I don’t know why I’m so scared in this moment. My stomach is twisted. I’m beginning to feel nauseous. This is what I want. Right?

Nick sits up straight. He leans into his desk to reach for the coffee with his left hand, bringing it to his mouth and completely bypassing the envelope, as if it’s not there, and takes a sip.

He moves the tumbler from his left hand to his right hand and places it where it should go. Where it should’ve gone. Where I should’ve placed it.

He undoes the top button to his shirt. Then another and then another. A small hint of his smooth chest peeps out. 

My chest rises and falls. His chest. My chest. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to rub them together bare. I’m officially staring through the open V of the light gray cotton. His biceps noticeably flex under his sleeves and his chest twitches. I suddenly feel like this might have all been a bad idea. Did he undo his shirt on purpose?

“Nick.” I interrupt the seduction before it gets me. It always gets me. It only takes a little. Just a little. A smile, a flex, a wink—and he’s got me. But not today. “There’s an envelope there for you. I think you should open it.”

“Oh yeah?” Nick’s drops his chin slightly to gaze at the white, unaddressed, but sealed No. 10 sized envelope. He picks it up with just his thumb and his forefinger to fan it and flick it few times against his other fingers until he puts it back down and slides it across his desk in my direction until it reaches the edge of his desk. “Opening mail is your job,” he says.

I quickly stand up, hanging his jacket across my forearm, walk over and push the envelope back. Why is he making this difficult? Does he know? Does he have x-ray vision and knows what it says? Has he been spying on me?

“I need you to open this and read it, please, Mr. Rohr,” I beg.

“Mr. Rohr?” he questions sarcastically, cocking his head sideways.

Nick leans back in his chair. I stand hovering over his desk but I don’t make eye contact with him. Instead, I adjust the envelope so it’s perfectly square and center in front of him again, keeping my eyes on the letter.

“Nick,” I correct. The heat of his stare is not visible but I can feel it. It’s making my blood boil.

Why can’t he just take the damn envelope!

Nick leans to his right to open the top drawer of his desk and pulls out a sterling silver Tiffany & Co letter opener with a personalized monogram of N.R. in uppercase block font engraved into the handle—the handle of which I’m sure he’s never gripped since he was gifted the item by some skank he had tied up in the Bank, which means he really bought it for himself.

He plants the letter opener on top of the letter, tilting the opener between his fingers to watch it glimmer for a few seconds. 

“Take this shit back to your office and come back with your clipboard,” he orders.

I suck in my bottom lip and close my eyes. I squeeze them tight. I said I wouldn’t cry today. Today is supposed to be a happy day. A new day. A new beginning. 

There are times I’ll try to argue back with him. Most times, I just deal. But today! After today, I won’t have to make those choices anymore.

Nick sighs. “I’m sorry.” I open my eyes to see him scratch his head. “I didn’t mean to cuss at you. I know I’ve been doing a lot of that lately. I don’t understand why, but I feel like I’ve been under a lot of pressure recently.” He shuffles in his seat and I make eye contact with him. “Lou, can you please take this stuff off my desk and go get your clipboard? I’d like to get through NIM’s morning business quickly today. I have an appointment I can’t miss this morning.”

“With one of your sluts?” I sharply cut in but quickly cover my mouth. I have no idea where that came from! Why would I say that? Why am I questioning him? Perhaps because I know this could be the end?

“No,” he leans back into his black throne with a single raised brow. “What’s going on? What’s wrong with you?”

What’s wrong with me? I tap my right foot. He wants to know what’s wrong with me?

“Open the letter.” 

He looks at the letter and rubs his chin. “Why is this so important?”

“It’s from me. Open the letter,” I repeat.

He tips his head to the side with a purse of his lips.

“Nick, I need you to open the letter.”

He gives me one last look of disapproval before he leans forward. “Fine,” he says, picking up the letter opener and in one easy swoop he cleanly cuts the envelope open. 

I step back. I’m not sure how he’s going to react. Nick can be irate at times and, although he’s never hurt someone without their consent (bullies not included), the fact that he gets off on playing rough makes him dangerous. 

Nick slides the folded paper out of the envelope just as the back of my legs hit the chair. I gently plant my butt in the seat but not too far back in case I need to get up quickly. Not that I’m afraid Nick would hurt me. I don’t believe for a minute that Nick Rohr would ever physically hurt me, but he does know hurt and that is enough for me to consistently be ready at the edge of my seat.

The letter’s folded edges come open. Nick doesn’t say anything. There’s not much there—just the line addressed to him: Dear Mr. Nicholas Rohr, followed by four words with a period, and my name underneath—Taloulah Berkeley. It’s all been typed, with the exception of my signature, which I wrote in big bubbly cursive letters.

Nick starts shaking and I hear tapping. He shakes his leg with such ferocity, tapping his heel to the marble floors, it’s possible he’s about make a dent.

“Nicholas,” I mumble.

He yells, “Don’t fucking call me that!” 

Nick jolts back, tossing the letter to the floor while pushing himself in his chair away from his desk and comes to standing. He slips both of his hands in his pockets without looking at me and heads towards the panels of frosted glass behind him. He walks right up to the window as if he can see out, which he can’t because there’s nothing that can be seen other than a few gray shadows of tall buildings made barely visible through the penetrating light.

“Nick,” I call out a bit louder this time.

“Only my friends call me by my first name,” he grits.

My heart falls into my stomach. Blood feels like its pouring—pooling—into my gut, making me feel sick and nauseous while my heart muscles slowly decay away. It doesn’t matter what happens after this. I’m confident I’ll never have my whole heart. Not fully. Not ever. Then again, I’ve been living with half a heart anyway, so I figure its time to savor what’s left. 

“I still want to be friends, Nick.”

He laughs, tilting his head back, like the dark prince he is. The dark prince who is really a light to his friends, to his company, and to the women who need him to fulfill their fantasies, along with their pocketbooks. The dark prince who would never laugh at any of those people, would never hesitate to share his dreams with them, and would never keep gratitude from any of them—his minions. 

Except me. Not me. Never me—his most dedicated servant.

Nick has figured out the more you give the more you get, so he gives freely. And they all take it. To his minions, Nick is a savior of sorts. They take every bit of Nick’s power and, in return, they do his bidding. Where Nick leads with darkness, light follows. When he crushes, they concoct. When he cripples, they heal to become stronger. It is a demoralizing cycle really, but they love him for it and he loves them back. 

But he’s never loved me. I am always kept in the dark. I am never allowed to feel empowered. I am only allowed to feel his power. Never his love. Never his touch. Not even his whip. Only a smack on the ass. That’s all I get. From the beginning, that’s all I’ve been given. And as much as I hate to admit that I’ve loved living under his shadow for so long, a new light has emerged and I’m finding it would be best to leave darkness alone.

I stand up. I’ve done what needed to be done. I’ve given Nick the letter and I need to leave. 

Taloulah, you need to leave. Now!

I look at Nick’s jacket still in my arms and force myself towards his desk. 

Just drop it! Just put it down and leave!

My eyes wander up to see Nick isn’t moving, so I fold the long length of Nick’s coat in three quarters, pulling out the sleeves to spread them across his desk then lifting the bottom and folding it back and tucking the sleeves behind into the bend. It is folded exactly how it had arrived packaged in the mail received just ten months ago. Nick likes gifts and I like opening them for him, which he doesn’t like to do. He never got gifts as a child—only money and that’s how he prefers to receive things. 

But when he picks up the jacket, hopefully, he will be pleased. Hopefully, he will remember this is the jacket I picked out for him, and I was right—I’m usually right—thinking it looked comfortable, which he said it was. Nick’s coffee was on the wrong side of his desk this morning and I sincerely would like the rest of his day to go on comfortably for him.

This is it! This is really it. He’s not going to make a fuss about it. He’s just going to accept this. I’m not sure if I should be rejoicing or stabbing myself after finding my Romeo has truly been dead to me all this time. 

I turn on my heels but trail my head slowly to catch a glimpse of Nick, his hands still in his pockets, his dark eyes still staring through a precluded view.

When I see Nick’s door, my breath hitches but I manage to take one step towards the exit—my escape.

Nick groans, “What’s his name?”

I stop. 

What’s his name? I’m balancing on the tips of my toes between steps. Nick wants to know, What’s his name?

“Excuse me?” I say, nonchalantly.

Run for the door! The exit is right there. Go!

“Whatever the fuck his name is I’m going to find out. I’d rather hear it from your mouth.” Nick is still talking into the window and I can sense the window is about to crack.

“Nick,” I chuckle halfheartedly.

“First and last name. Give it to me—now.” His jaw tightens, stressing the now.

It’s been a dozen years since I’ve been filled with dread. Four words was all I put in that letter. Four words was all I typed because I didn’t want to give anything away: Please accept my resignation. But somehow, Nick saw right through those four little words. 

Unless, it’s me? Perhaps he can see right through me. I figure there’s no way getting around this. I’ve tried to keep it a secret but Nick is onto me. Either he already knows or he can feel it—the other guy. Him.

I lift my chin high. “I’m not telling you what his name is.”

“Have you slept with him?”

The question triggers an uneasy feeling in my legs and my knees go weak. “No.” 

Why am I even confessing this? Because I feel obligated? Because I’m conditioned to confess, to be honest in the same way Nick’s father conditioned Nick to always tell the truth about what he’s feeling even if it’s cruel? Who I date should not be any of Nick’s business. 

“And... it’s none of your business,” I blurt.

“It’s all my business,” he growls. “I need a name, Lou.”

“Why? You don’t need a name, Nick. This is just between me and you.”

“That’s right. This is between me and you. Me and you, alone.” Nick wiggles the Bang in his pocket creating a tic-tac noise that I’m all too familiar with.

Oh fuck! “Nick, don’t go there. You don’t need that. Please don’t take that. You already know how I feel about you.” 

“I do know how you feel about me, woman. So, give me his fucking name.”

I hug myself to keep myself contained before I fall apart. I can’t keep my shoulders from shuddering as my eyes are welling up. Nick is powerful, a very powerful and often unpredictable man. A man who knows how to get what he wants. “Why? He’s no one. No one to anybody but me, so he’s not of any importance to you.” 

“You’re right. He’s not important unless you love him, which I doubt you do.” Nick cocks his head. “But in either case, I need a name.”

Shit. Nick wants the name to run through his profile program, so he can do who-knows-what to the man, to him. Fear prickles up my spine. “Nick, he’s of no danger to you. You don’t need—”

“Goddamn it, Lou!” he roars, making me shake with a pierce in each ear. A tear escapes my eye. “This isn’t a discussion, woman. Don’t fight me on this.”

Don’t fight? When do I ever fight? Rarely. 

I wipe my hot face, which is getting wet, with my palms and suck up a sniffle. “Why are you behaving so crazy? He hasn’t done anything to you.”

“Not to me, no.” Nick sighs. “But I’m guessing he’s already touched you, and if I find out he’s not clean in any way and laying his dirty hands on you, then...”

My stomach churns. “Then what?”

“What do you think, Lou?” 

My lips quivers. “I don’t know.”

“I’m going to kill him.”
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Nicholas

A whack then a whimper. There were two sounds. The slap of something hard on skin followed by the intonation of a girl in pain. These were the first sounds I’d ever heard of someone other than myself receiving physical punishment. 

It made me curious. Extremely curious. It even tickled my groin and I was ashamed of myself to be so turned on but, at fourteen, I was admittedly grateful that someone had taken a stick to the girl, because it was the first indication that Taloulah Berkeley existed.
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