








    

      


    


    

     “Oh, God, we’re mistresses,” MJ breathed. “We really did it.”


     “We really did it,” Brooke echoed. They’d given up jobs, apartments, just about everything, to be kept by these lovers who demanded their time, their loyalty, and their bodies.


     But they were also reaping the rewards. The clothes, the apartments, the allowances, the sex—these men had chosen them as their sexual playthings.


     “I propose a toast to Brooke, whose imagination and foresight got us here,” Delia said.


     “To the Mistress Club,” Brooke said, lifting her goblet. “And long may we keep our lovers.”
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    For John, always and forever


    Thank you, Nancy
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     “No more of this shit,” Brooke told Delia at the campus diner where she, Brooke, and MJ went for a coffee break every day. “I can’t stand seeing you like this. He’s not worth it! He was a pig, he treated you like swill. And he did it because he could. Do you hear me? Because he could. Because you let him.”


     But, Delia thought, Brooke just didn’t understand. She had everything: confidence, looks, grades, money. Delia had nothing, she came from nothing, and her mother had told her she’d never have anything. She’d never find a man, never get married, never be anything.


     But she had—she’d gotten into college, she’d found friends, and she’d found Frank. But now Frank was gone and she had nothing, just like her mother had said. And in the end, just like she always feared, she was still alone.


     She was terrified of being alone.


     “I can’t,” she moaned. “I want him back, I need him, I’m lost without him.”


     “You’re lost, period,” Brooke retorted impatiently.


     But Delia didn’t want to believe she was lost. She had just lost something—the man she loved. Who wasn’t so bad. Really.


     Brooke looked at MJ, who shrugged. For the past month, Delia had been mourning this impossible and destructive relationship, and they’d been trying to talk sense into her.


     Brooke looked out the diner window that fronted the main street in town. It was a cute town, with lots of old brick buildings holding quaint shops, a nice college town if you wanted to be far away from everywhere—which maybe wasn’t a good thing to be. The place was insular, the school population was too small, and you couldn’t hide from your professors, your responsibilities, or your lovers when they didn’t call.


     This was the lesson that Delia had yet to learn, Brooke thought: You couldn’t get so involved at this stage of the game. There was no point to ever getting involved, really. Involvement led to pain. You lost control. You lost self-respect. You lost yourself.


     Better just to have sex wherever you could find it. Then you were in control. No one could hurt you; you inflicted any pain.


     So much more satisfying…


     Brooke twirled the spoon in her cold coffee, feeling her fury rising yet again at the thought of everything Delia had been through with Frank. Everything she herself had gone through, and MJ, too, whose businesslike demeanor protected that heart on her sleeve.


     “We’ve given them control,” she said abruptly. “We’ve just up and handed them everything and given them tacit permission to give back nothing. It started when we were young, because we were always pushed by the need to be popular, to be cool, to be part of the “in” crowd. And so we gave away everything precious in the service of not being the odd one out. Everything, including our virginity. Even now.”


     Just saying it out loud infuriated her even more. “Damn it—we’re not baby girls anymore. We’re not stupid. We know the ropes. Yet we fall into the trap every time: We fall in love. We invest in the relationship, and what do we get? Shafted. Dumped. Dropped.”


     “Excessed,” MJ put in caustically.


     Brooke made a derisive sound. “Enough of that. When do we learn the lesson? It’s all about sex, anyway. It’s never about anything long-term. It’s about the five-minute future—as much time as it takes them to get it up and get it in. That’s all they want: five minutes of pussy time. That’s their idea of a relationship. And what do we get?”


     They looked at her blankly.


     “Time to weep and mourn every time they abandon us,” Brooke answered her own question emphatically. “Well, hell—if all we have is time, then you know what? It’s time to take control. It’s time to make them pay.”


     Make them…pay?


     An idea skittered around the edges of her mind. A delicious, salacious idea that, when she bit into it and savored how it felt, how it tasted, melted into her consciousness like the most luscious chocolate.


     

      Why not?

     


     Oh, God.


     No. That would be—what?


     Smart. Savvy. Scary…


     How? What would they be doing that they didn’t willingly do now?


     

      I don’t know, but it’s different. There’s something not right about it…


     Like?


     

      Like good times, good men, just rewards…


     Like American Express Reward points?


     Like—


     Her breath caught. Imagine it. She saw it clearly: the three of them wrapped in luxury, swathed in furs, huddled in limousines with gorgeous, elegant, older men…


     Why not? What was the difference, after all?


     The difference was adult, mature, wealthy men who would prize them and treasure them and treat them like queens, as opposed to the lapping puppy boys with their hot hands, hot words, and horny bodies who would leave them with heartache and misery instead of jewels and gratitude.


     “You know what—” she started, then stopped. This was crazy, they’d think she was nuts. And how could they even do it, anyway?


     But MJ and Delia were both looking at her expectantly, hopefully; Delia, especially, with her lank blonde hair and haunted blue eyes glazed with unshed tears, her pale face fraught with longing.


     Hell, it was better than anything they had now.


     “We should form a mistress club,” she said quickly, as if she were uttering dirty words.


     “Oh, my God,” MJ breathed, as if Brooke had opened a holy book at the page marked epiphanies.


     “Oh, we couldn’t,” Delia protested simultaneously, but it was such a naughty, over-the-top notion that she was instantly seduced.


     “No, listen. Listen—” To what? Brooke was still formulating the plan even as she spoke. “We’ve been giving it away to jerks who allow us to give them blow jobs, after which they blow us off. They’re looking for thirty-second relationships when we’re looking for thirty years. So what the hell are we doing? We’re investing our emotions and our hopes in quicksand. This is not good business.”


     MJ looked awed. A business major, who looked all of fourteen this morning with her siren red hair in pigtails and her freckled face bare of makeup, she understood the bottom-line mentality. She got it, immediately and completely.


     Delia looked shocked, tentative, interested. At least she was reacting and not crying. This was good. Maybe Brooke could sell this. It sounded good to her.


     Hell, it sounded like a career.


     “We should take our time about marriage,” she went on slowly, conjuring her points from thin air. What did she know about mistresses or what it took to become one, anyway? But she liked the thought of it, the control, the power.


     Of getting instead of giving.


     Like interest. An investment.


     “We should get the most we can while we can,” she went on. “Get what we deserve from men who will appreciate us and are willing to—remunerate us for our—skills and talents. I mean, if we’re going to have sex anyway, wouldn’t we rather have it in a luxury penthouse with an expert and mature lover on a mink-covered bed?”


     “Oh, come on,” Delia scoffed.


     “Oh, my God, yes,” MJ sighed.


     “And the great thing about it is that it’s no-commitment sex. They don’t want commitment, and we don’t want commitment. We just want everything they’re willing to give us, for the thing we’re most willing to give away. Doesn’t that sound like good business?”


     It sounded perfect to her as she uttered the words. Not a high-priced call girl. No, she meant each of them to be the chosen paramour of a distinguished man of means who could afford anything and who would shower them with all the luxuries and amenities a woman could want.


     “Think about it. Equal power. Lots of sex, lots of appreciation, lots of little surprise gifts. Expensive gifts…”


     She let them roll it around in their imaginations. Let them envision themselves on the arm of a wealthy lover, emerging from a long black limousine, or sunning themselves on a yacht cruising the Mediterranean. He would own a yacht, for sure. And go to Cannes every year. Or St. Tropez. Maybe he’d be a producer, a writer, a financier. The possibilities were endless for the kind of men any of them could attract.


     Maybe Delia needed a little work. And MJ dressed a little too MTV. But that was easy enough to change. They’d figure out that part of the plan later. For now, it was enough to inaugurate the idea.


     She loved the idea. The Mistress Club.


     “I hereby call to order the first meeting of the Mistress Club.”


     MJ’s eyebrows went up. Delia looked startled.


     “Here’s the deal,” Brooke said firmly. “We three are the only members of this exclusive Mistress Club, and we are going to spend the next five months until graduation homing in on what it takes to become the most desirable woman in the world. Then, after we graduate, we’ll give ourselves—oh, a year or so to…situate ourselves.”


     Delia looked confused.


     “A year to find that gorgeous, wealthy lover who can’t live without us,” Brooke amplified. “We’ll make it a contest: Whoever hooks up with the best, wealthiest, most generous man wins a prize!” She looked at them brightly. “What do you think?”


     “What’s the prize?” Delia asked.


     “Shit, I don’t know. A…a diamond bracelet.”


     “Ohhh,” Delia sighed.


     “So all it takes is the mention of diamonds to wake you up and shake you up?” Brooke grinned. “Well, diamonds would dry anyone’s tears. Lots of diamonds, showered on us by appreciative men who only want a gorgeous, adoring bed partner. It works for me.”


     She was gratified to see they were both listening intently.


     “We have to start now,” she went on, winging it. “You can’t just pluck a wealthy sugar daddy off the shelf. You have to first…first—work at it. Train for it. This is a competition, after all, and the prize is gold…and diamonds and furs and everything you could ever want! Just look at Melania Knauss and The Donald.”


     Everything that came to mind was so sybaritic that it seemed like a hedonistic indulgence rather than a preparation for a full-bore assault on finding a lover. Massages, pedicures, manicures, facials, trim bodies, great clothes, a fabulous job, perhaps a shift in their usual cynical hard-edged sensibilities into softer, more winning, and more willing personalities.


     How hard could any of that be?


     “You’re serious,” MJ said, awed.


     “Tell me what’s wrong with the plan,” Brooke challenged.


     “I can’t see a thing,” MJ conceded instantly.


     “So…” Brooke took a deep breath. “We’ll start now. Just as if we were gearing up for a job hunt. We’ll do a spa track: weekly massages, steam baths, facials. Get ourselves tricked up and tricked out. We’ll research the jobs most likely to put us in the presence of wealthy men who want to pay a good price for good company. We’ll change the way we talk, walk, dress, and approach everything. We’ll focus all our spare time on becoming the kind of women those men want and can pay for. We’ll—”


     MJ held up her hand, laughing. “Okay, okay, we get the picture.”


     “Do you? Because we have to change one hundred percent. Delia has to stop schlepping around like a hippie wannabe and start wearing bras, high heels, and makeup. And you have to start dressing with more taste, more like the kind of woman to whom a CEO would be attracted—”


     “And you?” MJ interrupted silkily.


     “Me?” Brooke knew all her faults and failures, but they didn’t include the way she looked or dressed. Her jet-black hair was naturally curly, her skin was flawless, her body was model thin, and her hazel eyes changed color with everything she wore. Still…“I need to stop bossing everyone around and acting like Miss Rich Bitch. And I probably could stand to tone myself down and dress more high end.”


     MJ smiled at her, catlike. “You’re just lucky you came up with this insane idea. Because otherwise, given your good looks, size six, and trust fund, we’d have to kill you.”


     “It’s a killer idea,” Brooke said. “Don’t you think, Delia?”


     Delia’s blue eyes, teary no longer, slowly focused on her. “Do you really think we could do it? Really, in your heart of hearts?”


     “I really, really do,” Brooke said gently, urgently. “But it’s going to take time, and we have to be resolved and keep our eyes on the bigger picture, no matter what obstacles we run into. Because, my friends, we’re aiming at living every woman’s fantasy: We’re going to become objects of delight and illusion, with no commitment and all the benefits. And we start right here, right now.”


    


   





    

     

      

       Chapter One

      

     


    


    

     

      THE MISTRESS CODE


      

       Get first, then give.

      


      

       Never waste your time on anything that doesn’t get you something in return.

      


      

       Don’t give it away: no itinerant penises, no pointless one-night stands.

      


      

       Never give it up at home: always his turf, because if he takes you there, he wants you there.

      


      

       Always dress to kill, and always wear high heels.

      


      

       Be discreet, aloof, mysterious, and elusive.

      


      

       Do not not NOT fall in love.

      


      

       Never get heavily invested in any man; let him invest in you.

      


     


     

      New York City

     


     

      Three months after graduation

     


      


     It was one of those mornings when MJ just wanted to lie in bed and wallow in her misery. Never a good thing, and especially bad when she was lying next to a Big Mistake. And a wasted night. And a wasted fuck.


     Wasted, period.


     She didn’t even know his name. He was a hey-baby-wanna-fuck-don’t-need-to-know-your-name bull whose pumping power had diminished big time by the time they’d gotten to somewhere they could undress. The last sort of person she should have gone to bed with.


     No fuck ’em and leave ’em no-commitment bar-stool-romeo one-night stands was, she thought hazily, rule number two—or one?


     

      Commandment number three, rather: Thou shalt not fuck itinerant penises. Was there divine retribution if you sinned?


     There certainly was earthly retribution: He’d gotten off, and she’d gotten nothing. And they were in her minuscule apartment, and there was a rule against that, too.


     Shit. How stupidly careless of her. How brain-dead.


     Brooke had cautioned them: Don’t be led around by your G-spot. This is serious business, and it is business. We want to close the deal; we don’t want to mess it up with distractions that detract from the main chance.


     Well, she’d let in a big-time distraction last night, and while he had kicked it over the goalpost, she’d been handed off for his pleasure. Which just brought home the point that Brooke had been making for the last three months: It was better to get than to give.


     She was tired of giving and not getting. She was tired that the short end of the stick always ended up inside her.


     Brooke was right. Brooke was always right. It should be her mantra: Get first, then give. It was so simple. How the hell had she fucked it up so quickly?


     She was a sucker for bad boys—the ones with that light in their eyes that said they knew you, but what they really knew was that you were a pushover for that first conning I know you want to fuck look they gave you. Stupid, stupid, stupid. How did she know what he was, really? Everything was on the surface: no feelings. Connecting body parts for the time it took to convulse and conquer.


     Shit. Time to regroup. Time to get him the hell out of there and sanitize her apartment. Her tiny best-address place to sleep.


     This was not working the way Brooke said it would.


     

      No, you aren’t working it the way Brooke said you should. The game plan. The right address, the right job, the right clothes, the right contacts.


     They had been so cocooned at school. Everything seemed possible there, but the real world was merciless. And truthfully, she hadn’t really been taking this Mistress Club thing that seriously. It was too much work.


     She had been the first to come to New York, and just finding a job was hard enough. The rest was dominoes: If you didn’t have money or a job, you couldn’t get the address, the clothes, the contacts.


     And she hadn’t been looking all that hard for that perfect meet-the-moneyed-men job. She’d been working as a temp, which was the first step in Brooke’s strategic plan, but she was barely scraping by.


     Because she’d stupidly thought that maybe somewhere among the losers she’d been meeting she’d find someone seriously worth her time, seriously worth the effort, and she wouldn’t have to do the work.


     But the truth was, the only effort she was expending was to get her own orgasm before they jacked off and left.


     

      They want sex with no strings and no investment, in case something better comes along.

     


     Brooke again, in her infinite wisdom. Though bunny fucking got you temporary pleasure, it got wearing after a while. Either sex was just one more thing to get over with on a date, or you forced yourself to date someone just to get sex.


     MJ yawned and stretched. She ought to write all that down. She’d keep her focus better that way.


     Brooke checked on them like a worried mother hen, via their bimonthly meetings and email, that at a minimum they were keeping up the beauty regimen.


     And MJ was. So she knew the bull had enjoyed stroking her silky-smooth caviar-infused skin. Had loved the scent of the lavender cream she rubbed on her body every night, and the sheen of her Louis Licari–dyed, avocado-conditioned hair.


     But she lacked the clothes, the job, the resolve, the attitude. If she had any resolve at all, she wouldn’t be staring at a snoring lump of limp muscle that had nothing to give her but grief.


     

      Out, out, damned penis…

     


     She lay wrapped in a sheet, her resolve reenergized, waiting impatiently for the moment when the bull would come to consciousness.


     Shit. His penis was coming to consciousness.


     

      Not going to happen…. I have been reborn.

     


     That was the lesson. She got it now.


     

      Get first, then give.

     


     Rule number three? One?


     

      Never waste your time on anything that doesn’t get you something in return.

     


     She’d better memorize those rules.


     

      Never let a penis roam your territory—ever. You want to be on his territory, because that means he wants you there. Big time.

     


     She nudged him with her foot.


     “Oh, yeah, hi…baby—hey, gotta go…”


     Predictable.


     She watched with detached amusement as he scrambled into his clothes.


     

      Get first, then give…


     He probably had a wife, kids, and a boring nine-to-five job.


     

      Get out…


     You’re wasting my time.


     

      Get…


     The door slammed. Out.


     A new record: two minutes and gone.


     Thanks for giving me that, at least.


     And thank you, Lord, he didn’t say he’d call.


      


     Delia was ambivalent about New York. She had been here one month and the city seemed cold and heartless. It chewed you up and spit you out. You had to find your own way, skating on your own confidence whether you felt it or not.


     She never felt it.


     But if you could get that attitude, sometimes you could feel the energy here, feel that you were part of the swell of people who had places to go and things to get done.


     She was getting something done today: She was prowling upper Madison Avenue looking for that potential meet-the-CEO job, although she hadn’t figured out how you found such jobs when they weren’t listed in the Sunday Times.


     Maybe you just walked right in and asked.


     Except she couldn’t do that. How did anybody do that?


     Thank God for Brooke. Superorganized Brooke had plotted the whole thing out, from rules to live by to a plan for getting them to their goal.


     Everything so straightforward and simple that even she could follow through. The first part was to come to New York, get temporary jobs, and find inexpensive temporary apartments separately, so they wouldn’t look like a pack of wolves on the hunt.


     The apartment part was pretty rough. She had finally taken a tiny studio on Seventy-ninth and Madison, the cost of which was so astronomical she almost had to be earning six figures just to afford it.


     She’d had about six cents left from her summer waitress job in Bar Harbor when she’d arrived here, and she’d maxed out her credit card just for air fare and the upfront money for the apartment.


     Add to that the necessary trendy haircut at Sally Hershberger, and buying that one really great suit—on sale. And the sexy city-chic shoes.


     God, she loved shoes.


     But working as a waitress would not get her Jimmy Choos on a regular basis. And even though she was a really great waitress, her restaurant wasn’t, as Brooke had pointed out, high on the list of potential places to meet a man with a black American Express card. They were looking for the kind of employment where they would provide a certain level of personal service—not sex—to a certain kind of clientele as part of the package.


     Like a high-end, service-oriented department store like Bergdorf or Barneys, a jeweler like Graff or Cartier. A spa. A luxurious East Side hotel. A university club. An auction house.


     Places where they would be seen, dressed for success, and interacting one-on-one with the clientele, taking care of them the way their would-be lover might like to be taken care of by a mistress.


     Get the apartment, find the job, make the contact, and reap the benefits of being in the right place to make something happen.


     They had to view Brooke’s plan as an investment, and investments took time to reap dividends.


     Delia knew that, but it was hard not to want things to happen instantly, very hard to take things slowly.


     But Brooke had been firm. “Give it time; the effort will be worth it.”


     Delia wondered sometimes, given their competition: the hordes of flashy, trashy twenty-somethings flooding Manhattan, ready to drop a dress at the drop of a dime, fucking in clubs, in cabs, on countertops, and in corners every night.


     They had discussed all that at the first Manhattan meeting of the Mistress Club one week ago. Brooke had found the place—an inexpensive deli hard by Madison Square Garden.


     A mecca for men and big, thick protein- and carb-loaded sandwiches that would choke a horse. Man-sized sandwiches. Perfect.


     The competition wouldn’t be eating those sandwiches, Brooke pointed out, but they did, cutting them up into manageable bites while they eyed the customers and discussed strategy.


     “Here’s how you deal with the competition,” Brooke had said. “You target the market and sell to them. That’s the first rule of business.”


     “A tough sell,” MJ had commented, scooping up a forkful of coleslaw, “when they can have sex anytime and anywhere they want for free.”


     “Well, then, if that’s true, why would a man take a mistress?” Brooke had asked.


     “Because he can,” MJ had said promptly.


     “Because he’s too old to get it up,” Delia had put in.


     Brooke had wrinkled her nose. “No—I’m thinking it’s more like he’s a certain age and income level, and he can afford to be particular and selective. He’s not looking for a random fuck. He wouldn’t want to risk making a random fuck his mistress for all kinds of reasons. So a mistress is someone he chooses.”


     “Sure,” MJ had said caustically, “and all she has to be is young, beautiful, malleable, and uncritical, and adore him the way his wife doesn’t. A trophy fuck.”


     “She is us, in other words,” Brooke had said.


     “She’s a thousand of us pounding the streets right now,” MJ had retorted.


     “She’s someone who devotes herself entirely to him and his pleasure,” Delia had said suddenly.


     Brooke had looked at her sharply. “You know, that’s a good point. I mean, can a lawyer who’s billing a hundred hours a week be a good mistress? Does a man looking for a mistress want a woman who’s so busy at work she really has no time for him?”


     “He wants someone whose sole purpose is to have time for him,” Delia had said softly.


     They had looked at her in awe, impressed that in one cogent observation, Delia had defined exactly what the mistress thing was about.


     

      Someone young, beautiful, and multiorgasmic whose sole purpose is to have time for him.

     


     “I can do that,” MJ had said.


     “I can’t wait to do that,” Delia had whispered.


     But meantime, Delia thought now, she needed to find that job to turn the fantasy into a reality. Even though Madison Avenue seemed too full of women just like herself, well dressed, well coiffed, and on their way somewhere.


     She paused at the corner of Eighty-fifth Street. This was somewhere. She chose a store, girded herself, and determinedly went in.


     

      BROOKE’S RULES


      

       No clubbing.

      


      

       No bars.

      


      

       Don’t look or feel or be desperate.

      


      

       Be mysterious and elusive.

      


      

       Have no expectations.

      


      

       Don’t sleep around (unless there’s a purpose).

      


      

       Don’t get scared, frantic, uncertain—the only urgency is finding a job.


      

       Always be ready and wearing super-double protection.

      


     


     Brooke liked to organize and manage. And she loved lists. Lists gave you control when things spun out of control—like men leaving you, or parents divorcing.


     Lists focused your mind; they homed in on the important things and bypassed the garbage, the distractions, and the excuses. Lists were intimate and honest, and they allowed her to be herself and no one else had to see.


     And making lists had codified the game plan: the rules to live by and how to get everything they’d ever wanted.


     Minus the heartache and pain.


     What was the Mistress Club, after all, but a way to manage their sex lives to their best advantage?


     It made sense to her, and she believed in her rules.


     Though she had discovered there were times when heels would not do, like when you were coursing up and down Manhattan on foot, scouting out where the would-be mistress should live, shop, and play. She wanted the three of them to radiate a certain old money glow, even though they didn’t even have any money at all.


     The uptown life: timeless designers, an apartment in an Old World prewar building, employment in a field where the wealthy traditionally worked, and a glamorous world that would provide them with opportunities to meet those uptown men whose lives were well-oiled machines run by their well-oiled wives, who were looking for full-bore penal immersion into a well-oiled trophy who had all the time in the world for them.


     Perfect. On the money. Exactly where they were headed.


     

      BROOKE’S MUST-HAVES:


      

       The optimum job to meet wealthy older men.

      


      

       The best designer clothes (Note: find that perfect resale shop).

      


      

       An apartment at best address, even if it’s in a closet.

      


      

       The best hangout to meet men.

      


      

       The best places to volunteer to meet men.

      


      

       A place to network to get invitations.

      


      

       The best sporting events to meet men (Note: cost out corporate seats but aim for skyboxes).

      


     


     She was the last one to find an apartment. The building was on West End Avenue, on a corner just grazing the upper seventies. The tiny one-bedroom on the second floor had high ceilings, tall windows fronting the street, and barely any closet space. But it was drenched in Old World charm, and it had a tiny dining alcove (which Brooke immediately saw as a potential walk-in closet) and a fireplace. And it was only two thousand a month, with first and last months’ rent up front.


     “Cute,” Brooke said. It might have been five hundred square feet, but what did she know about square footage, coming from a wealthy Chicago family with a luxury penthouse overlooking Lake Michigan?


     This place was about as big as her room at home. And it cost too much.


     But among all the obscenely expensive shoe boxes she had seen this past week, the apartment had the advantage of being in a desirable neighborhood and it had charm. It had, as the broker said, potential.


     Although how much potential she would have, after writing the obscenely large check for rent, escrow, and adjunct fees, remained to be seen. She didn’t like the feeling of being insolvent even before she’d written the check.


     But she’d chosen to level the playing field, not to tap into her own money, her own clothes, her own previous life. Maybe to her detriment, since all these grand plans were costing more money than she had anticipated.


     But that was the challenge, after all. And she loved a challenge.


     “Someone is going to snap this up today,” the agent said. She was slender, blonde, well dressed, well coiffed, and well done. She knew when to let a client alone and when to push a little. When to let the client’s uncertainty about the outrageous cost percolate and when to initiate that moment of anxiety that would tip the client into I must have it at any cost mode.


     “I don’t doubt it,” Brooke said. “Very small. But nice.”


     “Great address.”


     Brooke peered out the living room window. “But so close to the street.”


     “Some people like that aspect.”


     “Well, I’m from Chicago,” Brooke said dismissively, as if that explained everything. “Hardly any counter space in the kitchen, either.”


     “The potential tenant of this apartment probably works long hours and doesn’t really care about that,” the agent said. “But of course the microwave comes with the apartment.”


     “Of course,” Brooke murmured. It was a really nice apartment, but it cost half as much more than the one MJ had found the first week here, a studio on Park Avenue, and the one Delia had rented just last week, also a studio with a tiny balcony.


     But it really was a nice apartment. And she didn’t want anyone else to have it.


     “Well, then—” the agent said, gathering up her purse and Maxx tote bag. “I see you still want to think about it. Don’t take too long.”


     “Oh, no,” Brooke said, opening her pocketbook. “I decided the minute I walked in the door. I’ll take it. To whom do I write the check?”


      


     A week later she found the resale shop, where the designer labels were top-notch and of the moment, where no item was older than last year, and most weren’t even six months off the runways.


     Where the clientele was so wealthy and so in love with fashion they could afford to have what was new and one of a kind for as long as it remained one of a kind. And when they got bored or saw someone wearing their hot find, they brought it to Images so they could go in pursuit of the next new thing.


     “We don’t consign, we repurpose,” Marielyce, the owner, told them.


     And the racks were full, the labels were to die for: Marc Jacobs, Anna Sui, Prada, Bottega Veneta, Michael Kors, Celine.


     The prices were expensive, but a bargain for those designers. Under a thousand dollars for a three-thousand-dollar Chanel jacket. Strappy snakeskin stilettos at five hundred dollars retail, under a hundred dollars there. Ralph Lauren, Roberto Cavalli, Pucci, Chloe. Missoni. Donna Karan.


     A banquet of the best names, the most beautiful tailoring, colors, textures, and sparkle.


     “We could only afford one item once a year,” MJ moaned.


     “One big shout-out item for starters,” Brooke coaxed her. “Shoes, a bag, earrings—these prices aren’t too out of sight.”


     “Shoes,” Delia sighed. She was already trying on the snakeskin Bottega Veneta sandals. “These were in Vogue last month. I must have them.”


     “With what money?” asked MJ, ever practical, whose credit card balance was not skirting the edge of bankruptcy and who knew that Delia’s was.


     “I won’t pay the electric bill this month. I’ll give up cable. I’ll—” Delia caressed the shoes. “I love these shoes.”


     “You shall have these shoes,” Brooke said. “And I’ll have this sweater and this skirt,” a rose-scattered tea-length Ralph Lauren chiffon skirt with a coordinating cashmere sweater in deep chocolate brown. “And MJ will have—?”


     “A bank balance,” MJ said.


     “And MJ will have that luscious Lauren emerald green silk blouse,” Brooke said, ignoring her. “I saw you try it on, you loved it. It’s the perfect color, perfect shape, perfect fit.” She took it from the rack. “My treat, this first time.”


     “Don’t do it,” MJ said.


     “Of course I’m going to do it. This is our new favorite store. The more we shop here, the better they’ll get to know us, and soon we’ll be giving them an ongoing list of our objects of desire, and they’ll be calling us to come in. Just this once, to start us off. There’s nothing like a designer blouse to add that je ne sais quoi to an inexpensive suit. You know I’m right.”


     She was at the register, flashing her credit card.


     “How’s your balance?” MJ murmured.


     “In line with my dreams,” Brooke said.


     “Pretty big dreams.”


     “You have to see it as an investment. But you’re still not sure, are you? MJ, you have to have faith.”


     “It all could crash down around us tomorrow,” MJ warned.


     “Or the price-to-earnings ratio will make it a spectacular buy.” Brooke handed over her credit card. “Plus, I get mileage for every dollar spent. By the time I’m finished, I’ll get us all to Europe on mileage, or we’ll treat ourselves to that trip to St. Tropez that we couldn’t get any other way. So stop worrying, MJ. We’re almost there!”


    


   





    

     

      

       Chapter Two

      

     


    


    

     Brooke became the cheerleader, the perky recreation director who kept their minds off of the difficulties of job hunting and the expense of the apartments they didn’t have a real salary to pay for, and she occupied them with New York things.


     Bit by bit, they saw how her game plan worked to their advantage. They learned the city. They saw they could do a lot for very little money. And that Brooke was right—they needed to keep occupied and interested, and in fact, everything she had found for them to do was interesting, had a purpose, and made them glad they had made the decision to come to New York with her.


     “And here’s the other thing,” Brooke instructed them. “You have to talk to people everywhere you go. You never know when someone will have a connection you can use.”


     So they talked to people. And on their hourly wage jobs, they made an effort to learn new things. And they went on job interviews. On the weekends they got together and went places and did things, and every two weeks without fail they convened for a meeting of the Mistress Club.


     “I call this meeting of the Mistress Club to order.” Brooke rapped the little brass gavel that she’d bought on the table. They were meeting at O’Reilly’s bar, located in the lower level of a town house just off Fifth Avenue, about four blocks from the Garden, where happy hour provided free hors d’oeuvres.


     The place was crowded with well-dressed men just from work ordering burgers and beer and discussing the matchups for the evening’s game.


     “I love this place,” Brooke said with satisfaction. She had come early to get a table just enough away from the crowd that they could hear themselves speak, but not so tucked away that they couldn’t be seen.


     A meeting of the Mistress Club meant full-armored dressing, head to toe. Brooke had been very specific about that—dressed to the nines, formfitting clothes, the highest high heels, and glam makeup, because you never knew when you might meet someone.


     “We need to find a way to go to those games,” Brooke said, making a note. “And don’t tell me you’re not huge sports fans. You can sit through a game if you’re surrounded by interesting executive suits. Interested executive suits.”


     She tucked away the elegant leather Levenger case in which she made her notes. “Okay. We’re here tonight to celebrate a lot of really good news. First, I got a job! I’m officially employed at the Peninsula Hotel as assistant to the concierge.”


     It was the perfect job for her. The wonder was management hadn’t made her sign a confidentiality agreement—it was that kind of position, and the kind of hotel where discretion was the management philosophy.


     But she knew they had thoroughly checked out her references, which meant they knew everything about her. What had lifted her above the other applicants of similar background and education was the fact that she really did love solving problems, a personal quality that she had stressed during the stressful interview.


     After all, wasn’t this whole Mistress Club idea a way to solve a problem? And hadn’t her lists and plans gotten them this far?


     She turned to MJ. “MJ?”


     “I’m the executive assistant at the very exclusive Brioni’s, as of two days ago,” MJ said. “They hired me from the temp agency after I’d worked there four months. It’s lots of personal contact, phones, fashion shows, meet and greet, travel arrangements, and possibly some travel for me in the future.”


     She threw up her hands. “Okay, so I was the skeptical one. I didn’t believe your ideas would work, and I thought we’d drown in that tidal wave of competition gunning for the same things we want. But, I have to admit, you made it happen. You took three disparate college graduates and turned us into sophisticated city girls, with a game plan that’s really working.


     “I mean, who would have guessed that the fact I’ve been sewing since I was a teenager would make a difference between getting this job or remaining a temp? It’s not your basic résumé point, unless you’re after a career in fashion.


     “But about two weeks ago, there was this very important client with an urgent tailoring problem during a really rushed lunch hour—and the rest is history.


     “So thank you, Brooke, for making us persevere. And mea culpa for ever doubting you. Delia?”


     Delia smiled happily. “Hostess, Time Warner Center. I just heard today. Lunch and dinner, formal dress, meet, greet, and seat. It was the Manolos, by the way.”


     Thank God she’d bought those shoes. She honest to God believed that the moment the manager saw her wearing those elegant Manolos, he saw her as the embodiment of his venue, the person he wanted to represent it at the front door.


     She truly didn’t care about appearances, but oh, she did love beautiful and expensive clothes. Brooke had helped her find job application clothes, dredging the racks at Images for the perfect dresses and suits that the perfect hostess would wear. Multipurpose outfits whose look could be changed by accessories or a little jacket, or some eye-catching, tasteful jewelry.


     It had been a spending spree that she could ill afford, but she couldn’t afford not to if she wanted to look the part.


     “The hair is perfect.” Brooke had approved, eyeing Delia as she swept out in a black chiffon gown. She’d gone a shade blonder, with the length shorter and cut at an angle to emphasize her beautiful facial structure. “The gown’s great. You could wear a shrug over that one night, a beaded jacket the next week, and no one would ever know it’s the same dress. Take that one.”


     They did—plus the beaded jacket, the sequined shrug, the flowing crepe skirt, the bouclé jacket, the sensuous satin blouse, another couple of pairs of decadent stilettos…Delia was in heaven.


     And in her place. She knew it was her place because she loved helping people.


     And she owed it all to Brooke—for taking her out of her drab existence, for excising Frank, and for bringing her to New York, and for creating the game plan that had given them all a new life.


     She lifted her Cosmopolitan and toasted Brooke.


     “Welcome to our new lives.”


     Brooke lifted her glass and smiled happily. “How perfect is this? Did I not tell you everything would start to fall into place? Here’s to us.” They tipped their goblets and sipped. “How damned smart are we?” She felt full to brimming. “We did it. We’re right where we need to be to find the kind of man who’s looking for women like us.”


     And, she thought, MJ and Delia looked so beautiful. MJ, glowing in that emerald green blouse that leavened her business suit. Delia, so fresh and deliciously blonde and endearingly ingenuous.


     How could any employer not have wanted to hire her? How could any man—one of her well-dressed, well-connected patrons-to-be—not fall for her instantly?


     “Hear, hear,” MJ and Delia said simultaneously.


     “We worked hard and we didn’t give up, and if we had come only this far, it still would be something, wouldn’t it? But now we’re on the threshold of something fantastic, and ready to thrust the door open.”


     “So to speak.” MJ grinned.


     “I wanted to meet here again to show you something I noticed at our last get-together. Look over at the bar,” Brooke said.


     They looked subtly, one by one.


     “Nothing unusual there,” MJ said. “The usual well-dressed, well-heeled middle-management crowd.”


     “No, no. It’s what you can’t see. I came in a couple of times in the last two weeks just to eavesdrop. We’re talking bounty hunters here—those women are blatantly out to marry money, and they don’t mind asking those guys right up front.”


     Delia blinked.


     “Exactly,” Brooke said.


     “You mean they—”


     “Ask a guy how much he earns, what kind of car he drives, that kind of thing. And if they don’t like the answer, they just walk away.”


     “Wow,” MJ breathed.


     “Not our competition,” Brooke added emphatically, “but I don’t particularly want to step over their stilettos on our way to where we’re going.”


     “They actually ask?” Delia said in disbelief.


     “Actually ask. Like, hi, how are you, how much money did you make last year? Where’s your apartment? Park Slope? Forget it. That kind of thing. Can you believe it? Trust me, the gentlemen who will want us are not hanging out at that bar. So we’re out of here. And now that we’re all gainfully employed, we can afford to do something better, something that will maximize our presence. I have a plan.”


     “You always have a plan,” MJ murmured. It was rather awesome sometimes how Brooke’s mind worked in plans.


     Brooke ignored that. “Here’s what we’re going to do—we’re going to choose one of the highest-end restaurants, one with town cars always parked in front, and we’re going to lunch there regularly and often so that the staff and maître d’ get to know us.”


     “Because…?” MJ asked, already counting dollars.


     “Because we’ll become a presence. We’ll become known. And maybe it will lead to something in a more discreet way.”


     “You have the best ideas,” Delia said, her gaze still directed at the bar and the meet-and-greet do-si-do. “Because there’s one redhead up there who just left the guy flat after talking to him for just two minutes.”


     “Well, that’s not us,” Brooke said. “I’ll find the place, and I promise it won’t cost the earth. And maybe it will reap some results. And there’s one more thing I’m thinking, relevant to men and money. Now that we’re in place, I don’t see anything wrong with sampling. I don’t mean bar guy, and I don’t mean neighbor guy. And I don’t mean random guy, either. But if someone approaches you through the connections you make at work, and he’s the kind of man we’re looking to attract, I say try him on.”


     “Oh!” Delia, sighing as if she were imagining it. “Oooh…” As if she could just feel it.


     “I’ve been thinking along those lines, too,” MJ said. “It’s been way too long.”


     “Better a long abstinence than being shortchanged,” Brooke said trenchantly. “And don’t forget the mandates. Don’t waste your time on anything that doesn’t get you something in return. And don’t sleep around without a purpose. Our purpose is to find that delicious man of means who is going to reward us for becoming his onsite round-the-clock fuck.”


     “I can do that,” MJ murmured. “This is sounding better and better.”


     “Okay then, strategy.”


     There she goes, MJ thought. Brooke always made a list, and there was always a strategy. But strategy had gotten them this far, and MJ fully believed in it now.


     Brooke opened her elegant leather folder again. “Don’t be tempted the first couple of weeks on the job. It doesn’t look good. But—if someone you’ve met approaches you outside the workplace, anything goes. Your discretion.”


     “No,” MJ said, “I think I’m going to defer to you totally. You can take over my life anytime you want. Especially now that we have permission to fuck.”


     “Abstinence does make the dream a little sweeter, doesn’t it? You won’t settle for just any old shmuck who won’t bust his balls for you, and show his appreciation on top of that. In fact,” Brooke said, “I’ll drink to that. To the lover who’ll bust his balls for me…and you”—she tilted her goblet toward MJ first, then Delia—“and you.” She looked around the bar, which was now empty except for a couple of guys in polo shirts and fleece jackets. “And one thing’s for sure: That guy is not here.”


      


     Two weeks later, they met to celebrate their first paychecks and to audition the Park Avenue Café for their meetings.


     MJ was already seated when Brooke and Delia arrived. This was Monday, Delia’s day off, but she had dressed in full Mistress Club style: hair, heels, sexy suit, jewelry. MJ was in a dark pantsuit with an ivory silk shirt and beautiful gold jewelry, her hair a shining red, her eyes sexy with makeup.


     “This place is wonderful,” Delia sighed as the waiter seated her.


     “Perfect Midtown location. The best clientele,” Brooke said, ticking off the points on her fingers. “How are you all?”


     “Perfect.”


     “Good.”


     “Excellent,” Brooke said, taking out her little brass gavel and rapping it on the table. “I call the Mistress Club to order.”


     “Wait till we order,” Delia begged. “I’ve barely eaten all day.”


     “All right,” Brooke said, signaling the waiter, who immediately brought water and fresh hot bread. “Check out the menu. Look at the prices. Not too bad.”


     They mulled over their choices for a few minutes and ordered.


     Brooke said brightly, “So, here we are. Look around. Isn’t this infinitely preferable to a bar or deli?”


     They looked. It was still early so the tables weren’t filled, but this was a well-known business lunch restaurant, and there were more than a few women in Armani suits in deep conversation at nearby tables.


     “So,” Brooke went on, “who has something to report?”


     Delia raised her hand. “Everything’s going great. I love my job. I just love it. So many nice people…”


     “Nice men?”


     “Lots of nice men,” Delia said dreamily. “I’m giving it some time, just like you said. Not rushing into anything. Making sure they come back many times. I don’t want to do anything that will rock the boat.”


     “Good. Exactly what we talked about. MJ?”


     “I tip my hat to you, Brooke. This job couldn’t be more perfect. Brioni’s is Black Card heaven. And those men couldn’t be nicer, or happier that I was hired. And I agree, we can’t look like we’re on the prowl. We have to make the job—and helping them—the most important thing, so we get repeat customers who ask for us.”


     Brooke made a triumphant fist. “Yes! You’ve come a long way, you nonbeliever.”


     “Huh,” MJ said. “I should say so. Because being celibate is not my normal MO, I’ll tell you.”


     “And I’m having the best time learning the secrets of the don’t-ask-don’t-tell set,” Brooke said. “This is a dream job.”


     Oh, there were some restrictions—a dark suit was mandatory, plain pumps, discreet hair and makeup—but there was something about those constraints that was innately challenging and erotic.


     And even better, she could leave the job at the door when she went home at night.


     “And the best part is I have access to the concierge’s go-to book, the one that tells you where to get anything anyone could ever want if price were no object. So in line with that, guess what? I was offered one ticket for tonight’s Rangers game. I can’t go, but I want one of you to attend. Either of you free?”


     MJ looked at Delia, both of them clearly dreading the idea of three long hours in a crowd of screaming fans.


     “Seat’s in the reds,” Brooke said, waggling the ticket in front of them. “That’s corporate territory, my dears. You might want to check it out.”


     “One ticket?”


     “Just one. I’m telling you, this is a fertile garden and one of us has to weed it.”


     Delia snatched the ticket. “I will. I’ll do it for all of us.”


     “There you go,” MJ said.


     “Well, I’m all dressed up with nowhere to go,” Delia said brightly. “And Brooke’s always urging us to try new experiences.”


     “So you’ll give us a full report next time,” MJ said.


     “I am totally there,” Delia said. “This might be the best night out since we got here. And you all could be very sorry that you turned it down.”


      


     She had spoken with more bravado than she felt, because she was terrified of going into the Garden alone. Even after being fortified by an excellent lunch and a couple of Cosmopolitans after.


     There were so many men, a lot of teenagers, fewer women, and no one dressed as she was, in a form-fitting Prada suit and superhigh Jimmy Choo heels.


     

      Okay. I can do this.

     


     She followed the crowd to the first door and handed her ticket to the ticket taker, who directed her to the escalators to her right. She went up two levels to the entrance marked with the seat numbers. Someone at the door pointed the way to her section, and someone at the head of the aisle directed her to her seat.


     It was overwhelming. She had no idea how stunning a sports venue was—all those people; and the ice: clean, white, striped, logo’d, brightly lit; and some huge noisy machine wafting over it in concentric circles.


     It was also cold. She hadn’t expected that. And her seat was so close to the ice, to the action. The other seats in the arena banked upward in tiered sections, with the corporate boxes ringing the rink, floating above the crowd.


     The noise was deafening, and the lights glared. She could see the TV booth hanging at mid-ice and the radio commentators down in the red seats across from where she sat.


     This was definitely a men’s club. They were all around her, they all knew each other, they were all well dressed and well heeled—executives entertaining clients, she surmised, well oiled and well funded.


     There was nobody with half her style and elegance; the preferred mode of dress for women seemed to be team jerseys and jeans. She looked and felt way out of place.


     Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.


     “Hello. You look a little lost. Can I help?”


     He was in the row behind her, a tall, nice-looking man dressed in Paul Stuart, probably in his late forties, with a kind of buzzed look in his eyes like he’d had a martini or two. Married, most likely, executive type probably.


     This place was like Oz—nothing was real, and she’d be back in Kansas by midnight. So if he was trolling for companionship, well, anything was possible tonight.


     “Maybe I am,” she murmured. He was someone to flirt with, at least, to add interest to an otherwise boring evening. “I’m really new to this. A friend gave me the ticket; it’s my first game.”


     “A hockey virgin. Well, that’s a first for me, too. I’m Bill, by the way.” He held out his hand.


     “Delia.”


     “My pleasure.” He held her eyes for a moment. “Really my pleasure. Look. I’ll be frank. I was looking for some interesting company tonight. I have one of those obscenely expensive boxes up there and no one to share all the goodies with. So I’m wondering if you’d join me for a drink?”


     “Join you? Or join with you?”


     His gaze didn’t waver. “You’re pretty up front. Good. Let’s say I hope something will happen, but I’d never press the issue. I mean, you’re gorgeous. You could have anyone here.”


     “You’re pretty honest, too,” Delia said. “But I wasn’t really looking.”


     She liked his style, though—low-key, complimentary, not too fast and rushed. She picked up her coat and handed it to him. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s have that drink. I’d like to see what goodies you have up there.”


      


     She was floating. The box was cantilevered out from the ceiling so that everything fell away and the only thing visible was the rink. Everything above them was dark, everything below lit by a penetrating bright white light.


     In the box, the lighting was smoky soft and low, the furniture plush, the mood lush and sensual. In the anteroom, a chef was just finishing laying out a selection of hors d’oeuvres; he withdrew as Delia settled herself on the sofa and calculated the cost of doing anything with this man.


     He’s probably married, she thought. He’s probably some highly placed executive in his company because he did have the key, and the chef knew him. He probably comes here solely to fuck—it’s his clandestine hideaway, but he doesn’t pick up the tab. He’s probably fucked everyone from here to Park Avenue, so this isn’t going to lead anywhere. And men don’t make mistresses out of random fucks at a hockey game, anyway.


     Those were the negatives.


     She took the glass of wine he handed her and considered the positives. She was on his turf. He had approached her. He wanted her because something about her appealed to him.


     But the question was, did she want to risk fucking a stranger and liking it too much, knowing she’d never see him again?


     “Delia,” he said softly, “why don’t you take off your jacket?”


     Move number one. Why not? She was wearing a satin blouse, sensuous to the touch, and no bra because she loved the feel of satin against her nipples.


     And here she was, with a well-heeled and good-looking guy who was staring at her tautly peaked nipples like they were all-day suckers.


     She leaned back against the sofa and let him look at the whole package—the tits, the curve of her body, her hips, her legs—while she sipped her wine.


     It gave her time to think, to strategize.


     

      God, she was beginning to think like Brooke.

     


     The kiss would come next, and a lot would depend on how he kissed and what he made her feel.


     Right now, she felt like a box of candy he wanted to rip open and devour.


     The idea of it made her juices flow. She wondered if he had X-ray vision, if he knew she wasn’t wearing underwear, either.


     He set aside his wine and sat down next to her. “I don’t want a drink. I’ll have you…on my rocks.” He kissed her, swooping over her body and into her mouth, his demanding tongue softening against hers as he found her willing, as she melted into the kiss, into his tongue, into his hand as he felt her nipples through the satin.


     He was a good kisser, just enough wet and heat to make her body twinge with need. He had a way with a nipple, too—his fingers were expert at nipping the hard tip in a way that left her panting to feel more.


     “I didn’t know,” he murmured against her lips, “when I saw you…”


     “I’m not lost anymore,” she whispered and took his tongue in a long, lingering kiss that was punctuated by the streaming pleasure of his tweaking her nipple until she almost came.


     He knew it, too—too much power in his hands, she thought dimly, as she gave herself to his tongue, which she loved. He clearly loved to kiss and probably had kissed a hundred women just like that.


     But she didn’t care. She missed kissing, she missed a man’s fingers playing with her nipples, she missed everything—this was the reward for all her hard work.


     “Delia—”


     She made an instant decision. “Let me.” She pushed him down on the couch, she pulled his pants open, she reached for his long, thick, scorching-hot shaft, and enfolded it in her hands as if she were worshipping it.


     “Let me do this,” she whispered. “Let me, please let me…”


     “But—”


     She licked the engorged tip and then suckled it, tonguing the precious slit. “You have to let me.”


     “I want your tits…”


     “Have them.” He immediately started unbuttoning her blouse. “But let me…” She nipped the head with her teeth, jolting him. “I need it…I need to do this…”


     She loved to do this. To feed off of his pleasure, to do it for him—any him—something that would be so memorable, so prolonged and so pleasurable—for her even more than for him.


     And he would remember her, would remember the night; how he met her, wanted her, kissed her; the way she begged, the feel of her nipples, her kiss, the fact that she put his pleasure above her own…


     What better investment could she make tonight with this man and his sex? And even better than that, Brooke would so approve—because she was on his turf, because he wanted her there, spending his capital, pumping his penis, both getting off and giving.
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