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				Chapter One

				The Beverly Hills gossip columns knew no mercy. “Harry Raider, son of billionaire philanthropist Sam Raider, was found in a coma during a drug bust in a $4,500 per night V.I.P suite at The Bel Aire Hotel. Harry, 38, was rushed to Cedars-Sinai Hospital where he is recovering from this life-threatening incident. No representative from the Raider family was available for comment.”

				Sam and Irma Raider, a stylish, aging Jewish couple in matching Fila tennis suits, walked down the corridor of the Sadie Raider Memorial Pavilion. This was the wing their contributions financed at Cedars-Sinai, Los Angeles’s most prestigious medical center. Cedars-Sinai, an homage to how money can mask pain, looked more a museum of medicine than a place to go to when one needs to stay alive. The building itself was an architectural masterpiece, an imposing natural beige structure with massive floor-to-ceiling windows that afforded the visitors a breathtaking view of the Hollywood Hills. To be sick at Cedars was to suffer in style. Inside on the walls hung the finest modern art from Yaacov Agam to Raushenberg…all generous donations from the rich and famous patients who were grateful to leave there sitting upright in the back of their chauffeur-driven Rolls Royces, rather than lying down in a hearse. Today, Sam and Irma were at Cedars to see their son, their only child, who had turned their golden years into a living hell.

				“I can’t understand this, Irma. I can’t understand this at all. How could he be such a total putz? What was he thinking? How could a son of mine be so meshugena?” Sam’s mumbling to his wife in Yiddish was proof that 3.4 billion dollars later, Beverly Hills was not so far from Brooklyn. Even dressed from head to toe in five thousand dollars worth of “designer casual wear,” Sam Raider couldn’t shake his “shlubby-chic” appearance. In spite of some serious help from an expert personal stylist from Bijan For Men on Rodeo Drive, Sam Raider still looked like somebody’s butcher.

				“I don’t know, Sammy. All I know, it’s all my fault. He hates me. My only son hates his mother.” Irma pulled out a balled-up tissue she had stuffed in her pocket. She began to wipe away the tears that were causing her mascara to drip down her newly sculpted cheekbones. To the Beverly Hills ladies who lunch, Irma’s catty nickname was “The Six Million Dollar Woman.” Referring, of course, to the amount of money they guessed that she had spent on plastic surgery. Not that she was alone in the “Malibu Multimillion Dollar Makeover Club.” In this part of the world, once one hit puberty, cosmetic surgical enhancement was viewed as a right of passage. Even though Irma barely resembled the Coney Island girl Sam married over forty years ago, he genuinely loved this woman with the ever-evolving profile. As she wept uncontrollably in his arms, Sam tried to comfort Irma to the best of his limited ability.

				“Irma, sweetheart. It’s not your fault. Remember, Dr. Gerber told us it has something to do with Harry’s own inner struggle.”

				“Struggle schmuggle. Harry hates me. Why else would he marry a nineteen-year-old girl that makes nudie movies? Why? To punish me,” Irma said, wildly waving her hands over her head in frustration. It almost looked like firecrackers were going off around Irma, as her beach-ball-sized diamond rings cut through the air.

				“But he divorced her in three weeks, Irma,” consoled Sam.

				“Only after he got Consuela pregnant,” Irma said in a loud whisper, once again searching her pockets for another used tissue to wipe her eyes.

				“Consuela is back in Tijuana where she belongs. I bet she has forgotten about the abortion and has sixteen kids by now,” Sam mumbled, staring up at a new Calder lithograph on the hospital wall, not being able to look Irma directly in her blue contact lenses.

				“Harry never liked Consuela, Sam. He never liked her. He couldn’t stand the way she made his bed or his breakfast. He said she used to put too much milk in his Captain Crunch. She used to drown the Crunchberries. I should have been there for him, Sam! I should have been a better mother!” Irma was now sobbing hysterically and hyperventilating. Shaking and sweating at the same time, Irma was physically moving towards a full-blown panic attack.

				Sam was at his wit’s end. “Irma, darling. Dr. Gerber said you have to stop blaming yourself. It’s not going to make Harry any better,” Sam said, tapping his fingers nervously, while trying to recall some of the so-called brilliant psychological advice he got from Hollywood’s top shrink.

				“Gerber is a shmuck! Remember he sent Harry to the ten-thousand-dollar-a-week rehab in Palm Springs? The next day we found our son with a bag of cocaine driving naked across the desert in a golf car.”

				“I know, Irma. I’m sick and tired of these fancy-schmantzy celebrity shrinks and their crazy theories on why Harry is such a mess. It’s time to cut the crap and show him what’s what.”

				Irma looked up at her husband of forty-three years. Rarely had she seen him be so firm. As ruthless as he was in business, at home with his family Sam was always a pussycat, especially with his son.

				“It’s time to get tough with our boy, Irma. Enough is enough!”

				As an emotionally drained, totally disheveled Sam and Irma entered Harry’s hospital room, the sight of their “little boy” hooked up to all those tubes and wires was almost too much for the elderly couple to handle. Irma now fought back her tears. Her indulgence had ruined him, and now at thirty-eight years old, it was finally time to cut the cord.

				Harry, still in a daze, had been out of the coma for less than twenty-four hours. He looked across the room at his father. Man, I fucked up. Can’t believe I got busted. Daddy is soooo pissed. This is really going to suck, Harry thought to himself. Daddy had always looked at Harry with forgiveness…not this time.

				“Harry, this is it.” Sam’s voice was strong but trembling. “Your mother and I have had it with the embarrassment you’ve caused our family, and the potential danger you are to yourself. We can no longer support your insane, out-of-control, life-threatening behavior. You have become a shame and disgrace…and have brought us nothing but sorrow. ENOUGH IS ENOUGH! GANUG!”

				Harry hated when Daddy yelled in Yiddish. It confused him. Harry hadn’t seen Sam so serious since he went to Vegas the morning of his Bar Mitzvah. Four hundred and fifty people were waiting in the Wilshire Boulevard Temple. Harry, with his fake ID and a load of bills stolen from Sam’s secret stash, was in Caesar’s Palace ringing in his thirteenth birthday with a black whore named Cherry. And that was only the beginning.

				“I’m sorry, Daddy,” Harry said in the exact same little boy’s voice he learned to use successfully so many years ago. “I didn’t mean to let you down. I love you.”

				It took all the strength Sam had to keep in mind the promise he’d made to himself to save his son. He absolutely would not give in, not this time. Sam straightened himself up from his usual hunched-over, “elder cocker” form and for the first time in many years, summoned what was left of his inner chutzpa.

				“I love you, too, Harry. Even with all this insanity. That is why, as soon as you’re released from the hospital, I’m getting you out of Beverly Hills, and I’m cutting you off.”

				“What? Sam, where is he going?” Harry’s over-protective mother demanded to know, as she came back down from the other side of high anxiety. Harry was simply too scared to speak.

				“I’m sending him back east…to New York.”

				“What, Sam, are you crazy? You can’t send him back to Bensonhurst. It’s all schvartzahs now—they’ll kill him.”

				“Relax, Irma, I’m not sending him to Bensonhurst. I couldn’t survive there myself these days. I’m sending Harry to stay with Jerry Ackerman’s daughter Jessica and her husband Freddy in East Hampton. Jerry owes me a big favor.”

				“Not a bad idea,” Irma said, relieved. “I hear the Hamptons are lovely. Maybe they’ll introduce you to a nice Jewish girl, Harry.” That thought was so comforting to Irma that she began to search around the room for a mirror, so that she could put on a little lipstick and begin to pull herself together.

				“Mommy, don’t make me go!” Harry pleaded.

				“That’s it, Harry, you’re going. It’s final,” Sam said. “Jes and Freddy are young, clean-living people, and with them maybe you will have a chance to start over. You will have no credit cards, and no access to any bank accounts. Jerry will see that all your basic needs are met and that you are given a minimal allowance. I want you to take this summer to get your life together, Harry. Maybe a summer in Long Island, away from the Hollywood trash you surround yourself with, will show you there are decent rich people in this world who lead solid lives. Jessica and Freddy are a perfect example of that. A summer with them will teach you a new way to live. I am convinced, Harry. You need to spend time in the Hamptons with the Ackermans.”

				Sam had not been back to New York in almost thirty years. He was unfamiliar with the new Hampton scene. Little did he know he was sending Harry from Hollywood’s Den of Iniquity into the Sodom and Gomorrah of the East Coast. Three decades ago, when Sam became the hottest children’s clothing manufacturer in the business, left behind Seventh Avenue, and headed for “the hills of Beverly,” the Hamptons were no more than a few clapboard houses, unevenly scattered across the untamed sand dunes. Of course, back in the old days there were elegant, Gatsby-esque mansions in Southampton, but those stately homes were strictly occupied by America’s WASPy blue-blood dwellers. Brooklyn “Bagel Boys,” even those on the way to becoming billionaires, were not welcome on the grass tennis courts of the “mighty white” Lawn Club or the South Hampton Beach and Swim Club, a beach club that was reserved for the pure-bred elite whose families had basically come over on the Mayflower. Even though more recently money and power had overruled anti-Semitism, and everything else for that matter, in the Hamptons, these two ancient institutions still managed to be pillars of ignorance, keeping out anyone whose last name wasn’t listed in the Social Registry.

				With the exception of the small pocket of seclusion in South Hampton, the rest of the Hamptons had become a free-for-all good time for anyone who was willing to fork over the bucks and play the game! Cookie-cutter type, millionaire “McMansions” sprung up practically on top of each other in what used to be the potato fields of Bridgehampton. One house was more garish and over-built than the next, each monstrous home baring witness to the joys of capitalism gone wild. The locals joked that the “summer people” had developed the world’s most expensive housing project in the middle of their farmland. East Hampton, which was once the home to beatnik writers and hippy artists, now housed some of America’s most famous talent. Speilberg, Sean “P. Diddy” Combs, and Jerry Seinfeld just to name a few, had private, guarded massive compounds of their own. This allowed the rich and famous to enjoy the sand and sea without sharing God’s natural gifts with mere mortals.

				Besides the very wealthy in the Hamptons, there were the “almost theres,” who rented share houses with a group of other wannabe affluent folk, primarily in West Hampton and Quogue. This adult-fraternity setup served as a nonstop summer party for many people looking to enjoy the panache and flash of the Hamptons without parting with loads of cash.

				Between the twenty-four-hour share-house shindigs, the billionaire beachfront bashes, and the roaring night clubs where drugged-up heiresses and wasted Wall Street wonder kids danced on the tables while sucking face with the waiters, the Hamptons of today was definitely not the innocent penny candy, ice-cream parlor, ocean-side resort of Sam Raider’s yesteryear. Yet no one in Sam’s family knew this truth, especially not Harry.

				“Oh my God! How long do I have to stay?” Harry asked, stunned by his father’s sudden pronouncement.

				“As long as it takes for you to come home a man and a responsible human being. If you can stay out of trouble for the whole summer, I’ll bring you back on a trial basis in the fall. One slip up, Harry, one arrest, one call from the police, one bad report from Jerry’s family, and you can consider yourself cut off from your inheritance and your family. Is that clear?” Sam’s voice had at last stopped shaking. He knew he was doing the right thing.

				“Yes, Daddy,” Harry said meekly. For once in his pathetic life, Harry knew his dad meant business.

			

		

	

  
    

    Chapter Two

    The news of the billionaire’s son coming to the Hamptons spread like wild fire thanks to Chas Greer, Harry’s childhood friend who moved to New York in his late teens. Growing up, Harry was the only one of the “Beverly Hills Billionaire Baby Brats” who defended Chas Greer and treated him like an equal. While the other privileged offspring would throw tennis balls at Chas and make him run around the court and fetch them, Harry would pick up a ball or two and slam them back at the spoiled children who taunted Chas endlessly. Even as a boy, Harry realized it must have been hard for Chas, the tennis pro’s son at Beverly Hills’s prestigious Pine Valley Country Club, to be pushed around like a lowly servant at such a young age. When they became teenagers and Chas started modeling, it was a ballsy sixteen-year-old Harry Raider who would call up casting directors, pretending to be Chas’s agent, to get him jobs. Harry’s crafty work paid off and eventually Chas was signed by a real modeling agency and moved to New York. A precocious, preppy, haute-couture homosexual, Chas became Manhattan’s favorite male mannequin. When his modeling career was over, it didn’t take long before he blossomed into the personal shopper to the social doyennes who graced the society papers. Chas quickly became a confidante to the rich and neurotic. Today, still considered the “Svengali of Style,” Chas wore many hats. He was a dresser, decorator, an etiquette advisor, a walker, and was always the tattler of the hottest gossip.

    Chas had carved a little niche for himself among the wealthy women in the Hamptons, Long Island’s chicest summer spot. Even at thirty, Chas was still handsome, with his chiseled features, golden blond hair, ice-cold blue eyes and perennial tan. Chas’s mother was Jewish, but his father was blond and Swedish. Because of his gorgeous looks and impeccable taste in clothes, rich women felt inferior to this appearance of total perfection. He made himself a necessary evil in his ladies’ charmed yet complex lives. Chas knew their weaknesses and capitalized on their insecurities to find security for himself, financially and socially.

    It wasn’t beyond Chas to tell a certain society someone that she was too fat to fit into Chanel’s summer collection, or that her hair color gave him flashbacks of Cindy Lauper. The more critical and cruel he was, the more the young rich women loved it. Perhaps they felt guilty for leading such indulgent lives, or maybe their fathers didn’t love them enough. Chas didn’t really care why the Hampton girls listened so intently to his advice, all he cared about was that, for whatever reason, they needed him. This was good for business. Chas got kickbacks from every “in” hairdresser, diet doctor, and plastic surgeon in town. If a new designer wanted to debut a clothing line at a happening Hampton club, Chas Greer got the first call. Even the Hamptons Rolls Royce dealership had Chas on the payroll. Anyone who wanted an entrée into the exclusive world of the Hamptons rich and famous couldn’t do so without greasing Chas Greer’s supple palm.

    Chas lived in a small but immaculate studio walk-up in the West Village. Since being a “minimalist” was all that he could really afford, Chas decorated his space with just a large Italian glass coffee table that held one Tiffany crystal vase filled with white orchids and a Cartier china bowl full of tasteful green apples. The Tiffany and Cartier accoutrements were gifts from grateful clients, of course. Hanging on his walls was a collage of some black-and-white photos that the late legendary photographer Scavullo took of Chas at the height of his modeling career. Today, Chas was lounging on his only other piece of living room furniture, a lily-white sofa from Shabby Chic. He was sipping Chardonnay and puffing on a clove cigarette when he got the call from his mother, Barbara. Barbara had been the dining-room hostess at Pine Valley for the past thirty years. She was always one of the first to hear the latest rumblings and always kept her son filled in on the gossip from the West Coast. Barbara’s juiciest pieces of news always revolved around the Raiders. She sent Chas clippings of Harry’s divorce, his arrests, and now his near drug overdose. The mother-and-son team of inquiring minds had chronicled every event in the Raider family for the past ten years at least. Today Barbara was burning up the wires with the latest-breaking “Raider report.”

    “Chas, do you believe it, they’re finally getting rid of Harry.”

    “Well, it’s about time, Mummy. He’s ruining Irma’s life.”

    “You wouldn’t believe what goes on here, Chas. Everybody’s talking about her…on the tennis court, in the locker room, even in the dining room. All these yentahs are saying Irma spent too much time involved with the Women of Hadassah, the Cedars-Sinai Sisterhood, and her other charities, instead of raising Harry correctly. They’re saying a nanny can’t do a mother’s job. Like any of them should know.”

    “Oh my, how dreadful. How is poor Irma taking it?”

    “Not very well. Of course, the minute she walks into the room, all conversations come to a screeching halt. Irma Raider is not a stupid lady; she can see through the fake smiles behind all the bleached teeth. She knows what’s being said behind her Armani-clad back, and it’s devastating her. I hear she’s near a nervous breakdown.”

    “No! Tell me more!” Chas nearly spilled his Chardonnay.

    “Well, you know, it’s killing their marriage. I hear Irma is so distraught by all the scandal she was absolutely bawling during her seaweed wrap. She also told Ki, her acupuncturist, that she is too upset to have sex anymore and it’s really making Sam crazy.”

    “At seventy-two Sam Raider is still an old horny goat. God bless him,” Chas giggled.

    “Are you kidding? He’s so horny, I hear he was seen with Nancy Millstein having drinks at Le Bistro Gardens. She’s the biggest divorcée slut at Pine Valley. Nancy and about one hundred other Pine Valley piranhas are just waiting for Irma to snap so they can wrap their claws around the bulge in Sam’s pants.”

    “You mean the bulge in Sam’s wallet.”

    “Of course, I heard from Joe, the masseur, that it’s a good thing Sam Raider has so much money. He’s so small that without the cash, he’d have his hookers laughing in his face.”

    “Oh my, Sam Raider, you dirty dog! Do you think they’ll get a divorce?”

    “It’s too early to tell. I know he’s taking Irma to her favorite hotel, Hotel Du Cap, on the French Riviera, while Harry is in the Hamptons. This could be the make-it or break-it trip. Either Irma puts the spice back into their marriage or he’ll retire her to Canyon Ranch on a permanent basis. Sam still has a lot of spunk. He needs a wife who can keep up with him. Irma’s been too preoccupied to pay him the attention he needs. Boy, has this Harry thing done a number on her. She just had her face done last month, again. It’s already starting to fall.”

    “I can’t believe the situation has gotten so far out of control. Well, all I can say is that when Harry comes east, I’ll do my best to see that he has a good time.”

    “He’s not supposed to have a good time, Chas. He’s supposed to get his act together.”

    “Oh, don’t worry, Mummy. He will. I have the perfect plan to rescue Harry and the Raiders from total destruction.”

    “Chas, what’s going on in that blond-streaked little head of yours?”

    “I can’t tell you until I’ve got it all figured out, but if it works like I think it will, Sam and Irma Raider will owe little Chassy big time! I’m going to save their son, their marriage, and, of course, their social standing. For these minor miracles, I’ll bet they’ll pay me enough so I can upgrade my Chardonnay addiction to Cristal.”

    “I don’t know what you’re cooking up, Chas, but I’m sure it will work. You’re absolutely brilliant, honey.”

    “Thank you, Mummy. Ciao! Ciao!”

    Chas blew kisses into his princess phone and hung up.

    How fabulous… Chas thought to himself. If he could get Harry married off to one of his coterie of obedient little thirty-something social sensations, it would mean a reward for a smart Chas. Most likely he could get payment from both sides of the deal. Chas sensed that this was an opportunity to make some REAL MONEY for the first time in his hard life. REAL MONEY meant everything to Chas, from being able to upgrade his rental studio to owning his own Park Avenue pad to not having to beg his clients for cash advances after he overspent at Armani and was left on the brink of financial destitution. Chas was so tired of being a yes man and feeling like a second-class citizen in a wealthy woman’s world. In his soul, he wanted to be just as much of a demanding diva as the lucky ladies he catered to night and day. The wrong people had all the money, Chas believed. Now, finally, the time had arrived for him to get on even footing with the “Born-Rich, Lucky-Sperm Club” kids who had kept him in a place of servitude all of his life. Then of course, there was Juan, Chas’s new lover. Juan was quickly elevating himself from boy toy status to lifetime partner material by somehow penetrating the jaded walls of Chas’s hardened heart. While sex fell into the same everyday category as eating, sleeping, and going to the bathroom for Chas, love was completely uncharted territory. Perhaps it was Juan’s genuine innocence and real sincerity that intrigued and captivated Chas, the eternal player. It also could have been Juan’s tight, tanned, and taut little ass that looked so hot every time he stepped out of the shower that had deepened Chas’s interest in the young lad. Whatever Chas’s reason was to be with Juan on a more permanent basis, he realized that having money could make their life together a much more enjoyable experience. Chas also was painfully aware that he wasn’t getting any younger and twenty-something, gorgeous Juanita was in the prime of his homosexual life. Secretly Chas feared that an older, richer sugar daddy could come along any day and steal little-boy Juan right out of his big feathered bed. Yet Chas shared his feelings of financial inadequacy with no one. Chas knew that neediness and desperation were highly unattractive qualities to portray not only in his personal life, but professionally as well. His job was to manipulate rich people’s weaknesses and go to any length to hide his own. Chas saw “desperation” as being the key word that would unlock the door to making his fortune. As “desperate” as Sam and Irma were to save their son and save face in the social circuit, there were women in the Hamptons set who actually defined the meaning of the word! Sure, these women had money, but almost everyone in the Hamptons had money, and the competition was tough. No matter how big someone’s yacht was, there was always a bigger one, two slips down. Money wasn’t enough to make a good marriage. The fact was that the models also poured into the Hamptons every summer. That didn’t help the insecure rich girls, whose self-esteem was nonexistent. The successful Wall Street bankers or nouveau riche “Garmentos” had enough cash of their own. They did not have to put up with the demands of Fendi-flaunting, Gucci-Pucci, Jewish-American, Prada-pocketbooked Princesses or an Old Guard, WASPy, Brooks Brothers, Talbots-clad cold fish. The self-made money men were usually happy to have a drop-dead gorgeous trophy escort on an arm. They didn’t care if she were a waitress in a diner as long as she could be dressed up to look the part.

    It was only the boys like Harry, who needed to please their parents to stay on the payroll, who had to marry within their own tribe. Before the Raiders had time to get upset about Harry’s first marriage to the porn queen, divorce proceedings had already started. This time Harry had no choice—he had to do “the right thing.” Chas knew the Raiders would no longer put up with Harry’s antics, and he took it upon himself to pull off the biggest social coup of the summer season! Chas knew it would be next to impossible to get Harry to behave and go along with the plan, but somehow Chas had to make him do it. This would be Chas Greer’s entry into the Social Olympics and he was determined to bring home the gold, at any cost. Now it was time to get to work.

  




		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				On May 1, just three weeks before Harry’s arrival on Memorial Day, people were still in the city. Chas was ultra-excited about his lunch date with Penny Marks.

				Penny was the thirty-two-year-old daughter of the late discount-clothing king Bernard Marks. Just before he died prematurely, from a stroke at sixty-eight, Bernard Marks sold his national chain of discount clothing stores for $30 million. Bernard had been divorced from his wife, Penny’s mother, Reba, for many years. His will split his estate between his two daughters, Penny and Bunny. With $15 million apiece, Bunny and Penny were rich, but nowhere near Raider rich.

				The Marks sisters were quite visible on the Hamptons summer scene. They were famous for the Fourth of July barbeque at their white, modern Ocean Road estate, which they shared. Each sister had a separate, private wing in the sprawling, oceanfront mansion. This arrangement was not for privacy alone. Not so secretly, Penny hated Bunny, and Bunny…well, Bunny was usually too stoned or drunk to notice.

				The reason for Penny’s private hatred of her sister was basic to a woman’s nature. While Penny was attractive enough, she was still a little too pudgy, with dark curly hair and deep brown eyes. Bunny was taller than Penny and rail thin, with bone straight blond hair and “fuck me” baby blues that no man could resist. Bunny could compete with any model for a rich gentleman’s attention.

				Penny had tried a string of diet doctors at Chas’s suggestion. She had even gone away to exclusive spas around the world, but couldn’t get her eating under control. Penny once went to the Ashram in California and survived on water, wheat grass, and yoga for over two weeks. As soon as she got back to L.A., she hit Spago, Chasen’s, Ago, Mortons, and all the rest of the trendy Beverly Hills eateries. She came back to New York ten pounds heavier than when she left.

				“I’ve had it with all that bullshit hypnosis and behavior modification crap you made me try!” Penny would scream at Chas at least once a week. “You got me a goddamn therapist or trainer for everything from raising my self-esteem to lowering my body fat. For once, Chas, can’t you just find someone who can just plain talk me out of eating?”

				I’d have an easier time finding a cure for cancer, Chas thought to himself, before placating her with his usual saccharine answer. “You’re your own worst enemy dear. We can get you help, but nobody can shut your mouth for you.”

				Nothing worked with Penny. She eventually fired her “food therapist” and slept with her personal trainer.

				“At least I’m getting some form of exercise I paid all that money for!” she’d tell Chas. Penny felt like she had to justify herself to Chas and to the world of stick-figured, teeny tiny New York women. She wanted so badly to look like them, but she couldn’t find the discipline.

				Nothing could keep Penny away from her first love—food. Like for so many people, food was a good friend and a solid comforter when what she really needed was a great big hug. When there were no arms, there were always spoons, forks, and lots and lots of napkins to clean up her guilty behavior.

				Even Chas’s harsh comments to Penny about her weight couldn’t get her to catch some air between bites. “I’ve told you a million times that you’ll never get the kind of man you want unless you become a social x-ray like your sister!” Chas would yell at her every time she’d call him up, frustrated after a cheesecake binge.

				Penny had a secret dream and desire that one day her prince would come to her Park Avenue apartment. He would tell her he loved her and she was beautiful just the way she was. He would see she was a lonely princess buried under all those protective layers of neither gone nor forgotten “baby” fat. He would hold her and love her, and tell her she was prettier than Bunny. The two of them would get into his spaceship and fly off to a planet where the fatter you are, the more men want you. It was a big fantasy. In reality, Penny figured she would remain single, while her sister could get Prince Charles to leave Camilla, if she decided she wanted him.

				The truth was, Penny wasn’t really that heavy. She was about a size twelve or fourteen, but she lived in a world where a girl was considered a blubber-ball if she was over a size four. A size two like Bunny was considered “perfect.” Penny thought that if she lived in another part of the country, like Chicago or Dallas or Boston, she’d have a better chance of finding a husband. And yet, if she wanted to “lower her standards” she could find a nice doctor, lawyer, or computer professional right there in New York. But that wasn’t good enough for Penny. She had to have the best. If she didn’t marry up, her whole life would be considered a failure. Penny could hear her mother Reba now. “You father worked himself to death in order to make sure his daughters had the top of the world at their feet.” So how could Penny let her dear dead daddy down and make a mediocre marriage? That would be a disgrace to his memory. Penny owed Daddy everything—from her Harry Winston earrings to her Ferragamo shoes. The least she could do to pay him back for everything he gave her was to make him proud, even if he wasn’t around to appreciate it.

				Dad, of course, would have been proud of Bunny. When Prince Albert of Monaco came for the Annual Princess Grace Foundation Charity Ball at the Waldorf two years ago, he danced with Bunny all night. He even invited her to the Monte Carlo Grand Prix that spring. But Bunny dumped the Prince for the late Dodi Al-Fayed. It was only after Bunny left him for an even richer Kuwaiti oil baron that Dodi found solace in Princess Diana.

				That year, while Bunny was all over Europe and the Middle East, Penny got to do the spring social season alone. For the first time in her life she wasn’t upstaged by her gorgeous sister. She loved being in the limelight and she even dated a few Wall Street tycoons that Bunny had thrown over. But when Bunny returned to New York, it was back to the normal rejection for Penny. The Fourth of July party that summer was more like a welcome home party for Bunny. The men lined up for a chance to dance with her, as Penny sat on the beach alone with a huge plate of hot dogs, beans, and apple pie.

				The most intense things about Bunny, the thing that drove Penny mad, was her unnatural means of staying so thin. Bunny was a severe anorexic-bulimic, who, when she wasn’t in the bathroom throwing up, was in there snorting cocaine. Penny wondered how Bunny made it all the way to twenty-seven without dropping dead. She had been purging and snorting since she was about sixteen, and showed no real signs of having done any permanent damage to herself.

				Penny hated that she didn’t have Bunny’s self-control and resilience. Penny tried throwing up on purpose once but it made her so sick she could never do it again. The one time Penny tried cocaine, she wound up in the emergency room at South Hampton Hospital and had to be given heavy tranquilizers for the next week and a half. Penny felt doomed to a life in her little sister’s shadow. Her prince would never come. With no Mr. Wonderful on the horizon, Penny would often depend on Chas for company. Today she had come downtown to collect him in her brand-new white Bentley. As the chauffeur opened the back door for Chas to climb in, Chas saw Penny trying to furtively hide the half-eaten bag of Gummy Bears she had devoured before picking him up. Once inside his pampered client’s chariot of choice, Chas knew exactly what he had to do.

				“A little appetizer before the main course, honey?” Chas said, as he gently eased the bag of candy out of Penny’s hand.

				“I didn’t eat breakfast.” Penny said with a guilty look on her face as she finally released her death grip on the plastic.

				“Yeah, sure,” Chas replied as he tried to pass the candy bag over the seat and up to the chauffeur.

				“Oh, what the hell, so I need a little sugar now and then,” protested Penny, as she grabbed the sweets back from the driver who was trying to navigate his way back up Park Avenue, without getting caught in the middle of a candy war and crashing the car into an unforgiving taxi.

				“Really, Penny, you don’t need those,” Chas continued as he forcefully took the candy away from her and threw it out the window, hitting an unsuspecting Asian-food delivery guy on a bicycle.

				“Now look at that, you almost killed someone,” Penny said as she ducked down below the seat, trying to escape the wrath of the man screaming at her in Chinese and banging on the window as they stopped at a red light.

				“Better kill him than have you dying prematurely from a nasty bout with diabetes, my friend.” Chas smiled coyly and waved at the pissed off delivery guy, as the Bentley now zoomed past him.

				“Who cares when I die. It’s not like I have a husband and kids to think about. I might as well enjoy myself…alone.” Penny said rummaging through the bottom of her Chanel purse in hopes of finding a stray Tootsie Roll that had been long forgotten.

				“My, my, aren’t we the little martyr today, Penny? Shall we forget Cipriani and go straight to Riverside Memorial Chapel to plan your requiem?” Chas teased, as the Bentley passed the Empire State Building.

				“Very funny, Chas. All I’m saying is that I might as well enjoy my life to the fullest, because I have no one else to live for except ME!”

				“Penny, do you remember Harry Raider?” Chas asked Penny, nonchalantly while moving the air-conditioning vent to blow in his direction.

				“Who?” Penny asked, not looking up from the search through the depths of her pocketbook.

				“Harry Raider. You had dinner with him at Spago in L.A. with a bunch of people from Pine Valley.”

				“All I remember about Spago is the barbeque chicken pizza and the hot apple cake with the homemade cinnamon ice cream,” Penny exclaimed with a look of delight on her face, as she finally found a mini Three Musketeers bar stuck under her sunglasses case.

				“You’re not going to eat that, Penn,” Chas said as he quickly unstuck the chocolate and once again dropped it out the window, much to Penny’s dismay. “How could you forget Harry? He paid for the whole dinner. It was his birthday party, remember?”

				“I obviously know Harry and his pubescent wife. He kept interrupting dinner to take pictures with that whacked-out camera that speaks to you in Japanese or something. He really is a nutcase,” Penny said, finally giving up her search for more goodies and fiddling with the CD player.

				“A very rich nutcase, Penny.”

				“I know, I know. His father, Sam, was my father’s idol. They grew up together in the same tenement house in Brooklyn. Dad did well, but Sam Raider blew him and everyone else away. The man is a fuckin’ genius. Everyone in the rag business worships him,” said Penny as she put on her favorite Cher CD and began to bee-bop her head back and forth to the rhythm of the music.

				Chas smiled with delight. He had forgotten about the connection between Penny’s late father and Sam Raider. Sam Raider was the largest women’s and children’s clothing manufacturer in the world. He started people like Calvin Klein, Ralph Lauren, and Oleg Cassini. Bernard Marks had been in awe of Sam, as were most people who came from humble beginnings and hit the big time.

				“I can’t believe your dad and Sam go so far back, and you and Harry never got together,” Chas said, casting the bait, also enjoying the music and pretending to dance in place.

				“Oh please, Chas,” Penny said and shutting the music off with the usual tone of resignation and frustration in her voice.

				“Driver, can you stop here, I want to show Penny some new baubles before lunch.” Chas said pointing to an elegant-looking shop on Madison Avenue. The Bentley pulled up in front of Le Grand Bijou, one of the most expensive jewelry stores in Manhattan.

				“Do you think Harry Raider would look at me? He’s had every wannabe starlet bimbo in Hollywood,” Penny said, turning the music back on again so that she didn’t have to hear herself think out loud.

				“He’s not like that anymore, Penny. It was just a phase.”

				“A phase? Look what he married: Miss Teen Porn Queen U.S.A. The man is a sleaze-bucket.”

				“Okay, so he used to be a little eccentric, but he’s over it. He’s sick and tired of all the white-trash women out there who are just after him for his money. Harry is finally ready to meet a nice girl from his own background, with whom he can build a steady, normal life.”

				“What are you saying?” Penny was a little confused.

				“I’m saying he’s divorced. And he’s coming to the Hamptons for the whole summer to meet the right kind of girl. Now come on and let me show you some fantastic stuff that Bijou is doing with jewelry this summer. There are so many exquisite pieces in there that would look amazing on the new Mrs. Harry Raider.”

				For a moment as she took Chas’s hand and got out of the Bentley, Penny lost herself in a glimmer of hope. She’d had a crush on Harry when he was a teenager. Her father used to take the whole family to California every year and they would always have dinner with the Raiders at the Bel Aire estate. Penny remembered Harry was always nice to her. He would show her his latest cameras and computer games. Harry was always gadget crazy.

				But as nice and friendly as he was to Penny, it was Bunny who wound up with him in the cabana one night after dinner. As the adults smoked cigars and reminisced about growing up poor in Bensonhurst, Bunny and Harry crept off to engage in a wild, teenage romp. Penny was so devastated she ate five plates of dim sum and twenty-two petit fours.

				Remembering the incident, she snapped back to reality. “I’m sure Harry will be happy to see my sister again,” Penny said, as Chas guided her inside.

				“I don’t think so.” Chas was not giving up. “All due respect to Bunny—you know how much I love her—but Harry has really cleaned up his act. Bunny is still a wild child. Harry thinks she’s a cute kid, but that’s not the type of girl he wants to be around anymore. He really thinks you’re fabulous and he honestly wants to spend time getting to know you again.”

				Penny didn’t normally believe Chas’s bullshit. However, the possibility of this news was too tempting not to indulge in, if only just for a minute. Besides, it was too late. Chas had already seen the glimmer of hope in Penny’s eyes shining brighter than any diamond in the store. He knew he had her.

				“How do you know all this, Chas?” Penny asked as she and Chas sauntered through the jewelry store salon towards a private V.I.P. viewing room in the back.

				“Harry told me. He called me from L.A. to tell me he was coming to the Hamptons on Memorial Day and he really wanted to see you, Penny. Ah, Henri…wonderful to see you again,” Chas gushed as he exchanged air kisses with an equally effete, suave-looking gentleman in a tailored, black suit. “Bring Miss Marks a selection of your most fantastic diamond rings. We are planning to announce her engagement to the world’s most eligible suitor by the end of the summer season.”

				Chas loved to lie. He got such a thrill out of it, especially when he saw Penny’s reaction. She was doing everything she could do to contain herself, but Chas saw right through it. He knew her all too well.

				“Are you sure about this? Are you sure he hasn’t got me confused with Bunny?” Penny said as she gazed hypnotically at the tray of colossal diamond rings that Henri laid out on table. She wanted to trust Chas so much, but even in this heady, marriage make-believe environment, Penny tried to keep her wits about her.

				“Will you stop it with Bunny already? I think it’s safe to say Harry Raider can tell the difference between you two. I mean, you look nothing alike.” Chas purred as he slipped one of the mammoth rocks onto Penny’s finger.

				There, he said it. Chas could not even have a conversation with Penny without slipping in a backhanded insult. This time Chas was not smart to hit Penny in such a vulnerable place, just as she was beginning to believe in the fantasy he was creating. Immediately enraged, Penny took the ring off of her finger and threw it at Chas. Now losing total control of her anger, she lifted the whole tray of diamonds and dumped them over Chas’s head. Poor Henri froze in complete shock. He had never seen such a violent reaction from a well-to-do shopper. At that point, Penny looked up and saw that she was being watched in an overhead security camera. Within seconds, alarms were set off, and two beefy security guards came rushing in.

				“I am well aware my sister and I would never be mistaken for identical twins, Chas! That is why I’m wondering if Harry really wanted to see me. Bunny seems more his type,” Penny screamed at Chas as they were both escorted out of the store.

				“How many times do I have to tell you that Harry is over the Bunnys of the world? He’s ready for you, Penny! He wants to get his life together. Trust me, I’m his oldest friend, I know him.” Even though Penny’s outburst had probably just cost Chas one of his best fine-jewelry connections, he didn’t care. With the money he would make from securing a marriage between Harry and Penny, he could buy his way back into anywhere he pleased.

				“You know everybody, Chas!” Penny said as she and Chas hurried into the Bentley.

				“True…but I really know Harry. If he weren’t ready to make a change, why would he leave Beverly Hills and schlep all the way to the Hamptons for the summer? If he wanted more of the same, why wouldn’t he just go back to Malibu?”

				“I don’t know, maybe he thinks the big earthquake is coming this year. He was always into predicting stuff like that. Can we eat now?” Penny asked, as the car began moving past the haute couture designer stores that made Madison Avenue a famous shopping destination, known all over the globe.

				“Of course, Penny. Driver, to Cipriani at once!” Chas instructed the patient man behind the wheel.

				“A really good tantrum works up an appetite,” Chas said, winking at Penny, with a devilish look in his eye. 

				The two friends shared a guilty giggle over Penny’s outlandish behavior. “I’m sorry Chas, I shouldn’t have lost it in there…it’s just…” Penny quickly put on a pair of Versace sunglasses trying to cover up her impending water works.

				“Oh, Penny, there is no need for tears, dear,” Chas said feigning tenderness as he took her hand. “Harry knows that California is not going to drop off into the ocean. He is coming to the Hamptons to meet a new group of people and find a different kind of woman than what he’s always had in L.A. Look, if he still wanted the party life, would he be spending the summer with Jessica and Freddy?”

				“He’s staying with Jerry Ackerman’s daughter? Thank God, she’s married,” Penny said with a sign of relief as she opened the window to get a breath of air.

				“Very happily married. Freddy is a great guy. He’s totally at her beck and call, twenty-four seven. He’s just what she needs. Besides, he looks just like Jerry—it’s a little scary.”

				Jerry Ackerman was Sam Raider’s former partner, and he was just as wealthy as Sam. For all her father’s wealth, Jessica Ackerman Levitt was the salt of the earth. She was a little bit offbeat, still wearing long floral dresses and clogs. Chas had tried desperately to get her to buy a new wardrobe, but she had no interest, unlike Penny, whose Calvin Klein underwear had to match the rest of her outfit. All Jessica cared about was her painting.

				She could have been a really cool, hip artist on the Soho scene, but that didn’t really interest Jessica either. It was silently killing Chas that he couldn’t throw big art openings in a trendy loft for Jessica, on her father’s money. Jessica was content to paint in the garden of her father’s East Hampton estate, then sell her work in street fairs, if she sold any at all. Jessica painted for the sheer enjoyment of it, and being a billionaire’s daughter, she never had any ambition to carve a career.

				Chas often thought the money was wasted on Jessica. She wore no makeup, didn’t do anything to her hair, didn’t drive a fancy car, and never attended any of the parties on the Hampton circuit. Jessica married Freddy Levitt, a nebbishy, balding Wall Street analyst who was the spitting image of her father, yet with none of Jerry’s drive. Jessica and Freddy were happy to eat dinner on the patio all summer, then watch a movie in the screening room. Only once in a great while did Jessica and Freddy go out, and if they did it was to small, intimate dinner parties only.

				Jessica was the one girl Chas wouldn’t really mess with. She was too rich for him to alienate. Even though he never made a penny off her, the fact that he was “so close” to her gave him invaluable social credibility. Because Jessica wasn’t interested in the Hamptons scene, the fact that she still hung around with Chas Greer made him almost seem like a real, credible person. But the truth was, she didn’t hang around Chas; Chas hung around her. He would help her pick flowers in her beloved garden, go with her to walk her dog, a toy poodle named Cindy (after Cindy Brady), and sit with her for hours as she painted the sun setting over the blue Atlantic ocean. Chas was a welcome guest at the Ackerman estate—he was Jessica’s number-one dogsitter. Even her husband Freddy had learned to accept Chas Greer as a permanent fixture in their lives. This friendship was the jewel in Chas’s thorny crown. It defined the legitimacy of his existence.

				“I can’t believe Harry is staying with Freddy and Jessica. Won’t he die of boredom, drowning in nebbish hell?”

				“Oh, Penny, you’re so mean to Jessica. That’s really not very smart of you, especially since you’ll be spending a lot of time with her this summer…I hope.”

				“What do you mean ‘you hope’? I thought you said Harry wants to see me.”

				“He does want to get to know you again, Penny, but if you don’t like his host and hostess…well, I wouldn’t want anyone to be uncomfortable.”

				“I didn’t say I don’t like Jessica. I just think she’s really, well, what’s a nice way of saying it?”

				“Quiet, sedate, private.”

				“Exactly. Are you sure this is what Harry Raider wants?”

				“Well, maybe Jessica and Freddy are a little too removed for Harry. I think he’s staying with them to have some peace and tranquility in his life. However, I believe he’s looking to marry someone like you, Penny, who has an active social life, but also has a good head on her shoulders. Harry has had enough of extremes all his life. He needs balance now,” Chas said, as the Bentley found its way past the Pierre Hotel and stopped right by The Sherry Netherland, the home to Cipriani, “where the chic meet to eat.” Named after the venerable high society restaurant located in Venice, Italy, Cipriani was the height of European sophistication in New York City. With its low, swanky tables and glistening marble floors, Cipriani was packed to the gills with the “in” people and in full swing for a lavish lunchtime service. The reservation books read like a Who’s Who in international society. Princess Elizabeth of Yugoslavia dined with Merv Griffin at table three. Mick Jagger was making a pasta e fagioli disappear at table two. Sarah, Duchess of York, was picking at a buffalo mozzarella and tomato salad with Barbara Walters at table four, and table one was reserved for the self-proclaimed king of New York himself, Donald Trump. All the waiters were perfectly dressed in white suits with black bow ties. The patrons were served sumptuous gourmet delicacies that complemented their exquisite sumptuous lives. Chas would soon be reveling in his element.

				Before entering the restaurant, Penny stopped at the door for a moment to absorb what Chas was saying about Harry Raider. Was Chas telling the truth or was this just another one of his scams? Then again, did it really matter? For whatever reason, Chas Greer seemed intent on putting Penny together with Harry, and this was something Penny secretly wished for her whole life. Perhaps Harry Raider, the once goofy-looking teenager with wild, frizzy hair and a crater face full of popped zits, could have grown up to be her Prince Charming. Maybe, just maybe, Chas was right. Maybe Harry had had enough of the starlets reaching into his wallet. Maybe his ex-wife left such a bad taste in his mouth and such a dent in his bank account that bimbos finally turned him off. Maybe, with the grace of God, Bunny would be so busy this summer with an Arab sheik or a European prince that she wouldn’t give Harry the time of day. Yes, maybe for once in her whole fat life, Penny Marks would actually stand a chance at making a marriage that would have daddy smiling at her down from heaven (or wherever he was).

				“When exactly will he be here?” Penny asked, trying not to sound too excited, as she and Chas paraded past toute le monde of café society and were shown to a mediocre table near the back of the restaurant

				“Memorial Day, I told you. Haven’t you been listening?” Chas said, as he raised a disdainful eyebrow at the maitre d’. He discreetly tugged on Penny’s purse, signaling for her to give the captain a fifty-dollar bill so that they would be awarded more prominent seating.

				“Of course I’ve been listening, Chas. My, that’s only three weeks away,” Penny said, automatically reaching into her wallet and casually handing over a hundred bucks to the man in charge.

				“That’s right.” Chas smiled big as they were shown to a table by the window near the front, so that they could catch a first glimpse of all who dared to enter Cipriani, Manhattan’s Pasta Powerhouse. As they were served peach Bellinis and began to scan the menu, Chas knew it was time to make his moves. The games had begun.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Four

				“I wonder how much weight I can drop in three weeks? Shit, I’ve been so bad lately,” Penny said, as she shamelessly ordered her favorite creamy vegetable risotto and a double plate of Parma ham “for the table.”

				No matter what Chas told Penny about Harry wanting to meet a “nice” girl, Penny’s terminal insecurities about her weight came cropping up. Deep down, she felt she wasn’t thin enough or chic enough to see Harry. She could have been at her thinnest. She could have stayed on a diet for weeks, months, even a year, and in her mind it wouldn’t have been enough.

				Penny still remembered how hurt she was when she heard the sounds of hot passion coming from the cabana that night years ago when Harry and Bunny went off together. It may have meant nothing more to either of them than a release of teenage hormones, but it meant a lot to Penny. That night was the first of many where she would be alone while Bunny got all the action.

				Even at such a young age, Penny was attracted to Harry. He wasn’t a stuffy, snotty, New York brat like the boys she went to school with at Dalton. Harry was always a wild card. He was playful, comical, and totally whimsical. The most fun that Penny ever had was when the Raiders and the Marks went to Trader Vic’s in the Hilton Hotel on Wilshire Boulevard. Harry put on a Hawaiian shirt and pretended he was Don Ho. Of course, he had his latest camera with him. He took pictures of everybody with these big drinks served in the carved coconuts. Penny still had a picture that Harry took of the two of them with his super camera timer. His arm was around her and he was smiling that big silly grin of his as he held a pineapple up to his ear. Harry was such an original. Penny hoped he hadn’t changed. “Do you think you can get me an appointment with Dr. Jacquesteen? If I go back on those pills I bet I can lose about twenty pounds in the next few weeks,” Penny begged Chas as she tried to pick out the vegetables in the risotto and mush around the rice with her fork.

				“Penny, the last time Dr. Jacquesteen gave you diet pills, you were dizzy all the time and you told me you thought you were having a heart attack. You passed out at the Met Ball, remember? It was so embarrassing,” Chas declared, as he pretended to shudder and hide behind his napkin.

				“So I blacked out at a black tie—so what? At least I was almost thin. That Scaasi I wore was a size eight,” Penny said wistfully, finally pushing her plate away.

				“Yea, and everybody will always remember it as the dress Penny passed out in. It was such a scene,” Chas replied, fluttering his long lashes in disgust.

				Penny had had enough of Chas’s catty jabs. He was constantly on her about her weight and, now when she wanted to try to get a handle on it again, he wasn’t exactly cooperating.

				“Look, Chas, I’m really sorry if I embarrassed you that night,” Penny said sarcastically. “I know when I bought your ticket and forced you to be my date, I forgot to inform you we’d end the evening at Mount Sinai Hospital. How rude of me,” Penny said, pulling her plate back in front of her and eating her now-cold lunch with full force.

				“No need to get nasty, Penny. I wasn’t the one who was embarrassed. I’m just simply looking out for you, dear. I don’t want people to think—well, you know…”

				“What? That I’m a coke whore like my sister, only she can handle it and I can’t?” Penny took a big gulp of wine out of her glass and subliminally attempted to show Chas that she too, could handle her booze like her little sister.

				“We are bitter, aren’t we, Penny? Did someone put something in your truffles today, or perhaps someone spiked the risotto with a bad attitude pill,” Chas said, daintily reaching over with his fork to taste Penny’s dish before she finished it all.

				Penny backed down. Her fear of not being cool, hip, pretty, or good enough for Harry was getting the best of her.

				“Okay, I’m sorry. It’s just that I really do want to spend some time with Harry this summer,” Penny declared looking Chas straight in the eye.

				Chas smiled his full-of-shit smile. Ah, yes, I am the Master, Chas thought to himself. “Well, I’m not exactly surprised! Now, if you listen to me, really listen to me this time, Penny, and don’t act so stubborn, this could really work out.”

				“Okay, what do I have to do first?” Penny said with the fresh and willing look of an eager puppy on her face.

				“Lose weight,” Chas said in a matter-of-fact, deadpan demeanor, as he continued to enjoy his hefty layers of eggplant Parmesan.

				There it was. The answer to everything that was wrong in Penny’s life. She had heard it so much by now that sometimes it didn’t even faze her. This time it did.

				“No shit! I know that! That’s why I wanted to see if you could make Jacquesteen squeeze me in,” she said, tapping her fork on her plate impatiently.

				Dr. Hervé Jacquesteen was New York’s top weight-control man. His name had been Irving Jockinstein until Chas made him change it. He had all of Park Avenue popping his magic diet pills, which he said were imported from France. The pills were really made in Queens. No one knew nor cared.

				But now that Jacquesteen had his clients hooked, he didn’t need Chas anymore to bring them in. He made so many women so skinny, everybody who was anybody was running to Dr. Jacquesteen’s Fifth Avenue Weight Control and Wellness Retreat de Paris. He no longer needed Chas, so he stopped handing him cash. This was not a smart idea. Once the ladies who lunch got off Jacquesteen’s pills, the weight came back on, sometimes twice as much. This is when they turned to Chas for advice and comfort. And since being shoved aside by the good doc, Chas began making Jacquesteen the culprit. He now sent his girls to a Chinese herbalist with some kind of green tea concoction, and very deep pockets. Soon, Dr. Jacquesteen would be yesterday’s news.

				“Forget Jacquesteen,” said Chas firmly. “I’m hearing horror stories about him. I’ve got a new guy, Dr. Chang. He uses an all-natural herbal mixture that the Asian royalty has been drinking for thousands of years. It’s foolproof.”

				“Nothing’s foolproof, Chas. There are no miracles that can make me shut my mouth,” Penny said taking a heap of the dried, smoked pig, packing it into a freshly baked roll, drizzling on some olive oil, then enjoying a hearty bite.

				“Penny, please, just try it. Have you ever seen a fat Chinaman?”

				“What about Buddha?” Penny said, chewing away.

				“Okay, one exception, but on the whole they are very thin people. They must be doing something right.”

				“Okay, I’ll see Dr. Chang,” Penny said, making another Parma ham sandwich

				“Good. You know, Penny, I’m only looking out for your best interests. I love you like a sister,” Chas cooed, letting Penny indulge herself in a fancy pork roll orgy for just the moment.

				Penny looked at Chas intently. He looked right back at her and didn’t bat an eyelash. I’m a pro, Chas told himself as he held his stare. He wasn’t going to lose what could be the biggest deal of his life. Just then, Penny verbalized what had been churning around in Chas’s crafty little mind since she first picked him up earlier in the day.

				“Chas, what’s it going to cost for you to put Harry and me together?”

				Penny was her father’s daughter, a no-bullshit, get-to-the-point, cut-to-the-chase kind of girl. Now faced with the ultimate question, Chas found himself at a loss for words. He knew he could ask a lot, but didn’t actually think it would happen so fast. The usually “Mr. Smooth” didn’t think his plan all the way through yet, and he didn’t have an exact number prepared.

				“Oh, Penny, don’t be silly...” Chas said squirming uncomfortably in his seat.

				“I’m not being silly, Chas. I want to know up front what you expect out of this, so there is no misunderstanding later. And I want this kept very quiet,” Penny said lowering her voice.

				“Of course it will be kept quiet. Harry is coming here to relax, not to be hustled. You don’t owe me anything,” Chas replied, shaking his head in avoidance.

				“Nothing?” Penny said, coyly.

				“Well,” Chas said, “nothing up front.”

				“Really, Chas?” Penny pushed on.

				“Yes, really. I’m going to be a true gentleman about it,” Chas said, looking nervously around the crowded room.

				Penny was shocked. As long as she had known Chas, he never did anything for free—ever. If it wasn’t a direct cash exchange, it was tickets to a ball, bottles of Dom Perignon, sometimes even airline tickets or pre-paid vacations, depending on how big the favor.

				“Are you sure? Come on, Chas, I know you better than that. There must be some catch somewhere.

				“Catch? What catch?” Chas blurted out, then quickly lowered his voiced when he realized the people at the next table were starting to stare.

				He was on the verge of throwing a full-blown fit. The one thing he hated more than anything was to have his own bluff called. His life of manipulation was so good at times, he even caught himself believing it.

				“You know, Penny, if you are going to be so gauche as to treat me, your best friend, as some kind of a pimp, then you can just forget it.”

				“I don’t want to forget it. I want this, Chas. I really, really want this.”

				By this time Penny was clutching his arm. Her perfectly manicured nails were making a huge mark in his little wrist. Chas recoiled in shock like a startled child from the sheer force of Penny’s reaction. As long as Chas had known Penny, he had yet to see her get so intense about anything. Usually when Penny was upset, she’d go off to Saks, Bloomie’s, or Bergdorf Goodman and shop until the stores closed. If it got really bad, she’d buy a new Mercedes. And of course, there was always food. Many a night, after escorting her to a social function, Chas would go with Penny to an all-night diner. There she would sit in Cartier jewelry, a Revillion fur, and a custom-made Valentino gown, wolfing down fries, two cheeseburgers, and a milkshake. And Chas knew better than to try to stop her during one of her pig-outs. Besides, the more out of control she was, the more she needed his diet doctors and the more money he made. Why wreck a good thing?

				Yet Chas noticed something different about the intensity level in Penny’s eyes this time. It almost scared him. He saw a determined fire burning in her that he had never seen before. It dawned on him at that moment just how miserable she was, and how desperately she needed someone to come along and fix her pathetic existence. At that moment her money didn’t matter, food couldn’t fill her, and the other trappings couldn’t make a dent in the loneliness she felt in her soul.

				Penny’s eyes told Chas something he never realized. It wasn’t just about appearances for Penny, and it wasn’t really about the jealousy she felt for her sister. Chas got the idea that, for Penny, marrying Harry Raider was the difference between life and emotional death. Without Harry, she could go on living a life most people would kill for, but she’d never feel anything but empty inside. With Harry, it might not be just like Romeo and Juliet, but she’d have some of his attention part of the time.

				This was even more attractive to her at the core of her soul than any hoopla surrounding a big wedding, the press coverage, or any of that bullshit. For the first time Chas felt the deep-rooted source of Penny’s hunger. And he simultaneously realized there was a lot more there to manipulate and cash in on than he had ever imagined.

				Chas carefully released Penny’s grip on his arm by gently loosening her fingers one by one. He knew so well what he was doing.

				“Penny, sweetheart, this is Chas. I know. I know it hasn’t been okay since daddy’s been gone. I know being around Bunny all the time doesn’t make finding a replacement any easier. Don’t worry. I’m not offended.”

				“Good. I didn’t mean to offend you, really.”

				A tear welled up in Penny’s eye. Chas had hit a chord. The tough-talking, straight-shooting, jaded New York princess was just a wounded little girl inside. Even though she knew she was never as striking as her sister, her late father Bernie always made her feel special. He knew she was the smarter one of his two girls and he loved her for that. Penny was more like him, while Bunny was the spitting image of her skeletal-at-all-costs mother. Penny’s father gave her as much special attention as he could, but because he was so busy making money, he didn’t have much time for his daughter. And when he divorced her mother, Bernie was busy escorting this lady to Europe or taking that lady on his yacht.

				When he did spend time with them, he lavished his girls with extravagant gifts and individual attention. Now that he was gone, so was Penny’s only source of adoration.

				Chas grabbed a handkerchief and gently wiped more tears from Penny’s eyes.

				“You don’t need to cry again sweetie, really. Chas is going to fix you up with Harry and the two of you are going to live happily ever after, I promise. I’m gonna make it all right. Both you and Harry have been through a lot, and it’s time the two of you found each other. Really, you guys need each other now. It’s time.”

				He sounded so convincing. Penny hated that Chas got to see her so vulnerable.

				“Look, you won’t tell anyone I’m such a desperate mush ball, will you?” Penny asked, collecting herself.

				“Of course not, baby. Nobody knows you like Chas. It’s nobody’s business. The world should only see the lovely, social, gregarious Penny Marks. Nobody needs to know any different.”

				“Thank you, Chas. That’s kind of you,” Penny said, signaling the waiter for a check.

				For once Penny wasn’t being sarcastic. She had almost started to believe that Chas Greer was a human being under all that schmoozing. She was wrong.

				“So how and when do we start?” Penny said in a matter-of-fact tone with a new resolve in her voice.

				“Well, tomorrow morning at 7:00 a.m., you’ll go see Dr. Chang.”

				“7:00 a.m., are you kidding? I haven’t gotten up before 10:00 a.m. since high school,” Penny said closing her eyes and faking sleep at the table.

				“Penny, you have to start drinking these herbs first thing in the morning to get your system going.”

				“Okay, but why so early?” Penny replied as she went into her Burberry wallet to pay the bill with cash, not even checking it to make sure it was correct.

				“Because you have to kick-start your metabolism by flushing all the toxins out first thing in the morning, and honey, believe me, you’ve got a lot of flushing to do!”

				“Fine, then what?” Penny said, waving the money and the bill at the waiter.

				“Well, after you’ve been on the herbs and the diet that Dr. Chang gives you for about a week or two, we’ll work on your summer wardrobe. I think we’ll stick to solid earth tones this year. Let’s go for Eileen Fisher and DKNY. The Lilly Pulitzers last summer put me on sensory overload! We don’t want to run the risk of giving Harry some kind of an acid flashback!”

				Because she was absolutely taken aback by Chas’s nerve, Penny dropped the cash in her hand and couldn’t help raising her voice. “Chas, you already bought me my summer wardrobe last week. I spent twenty-two thousand dollars. I don’t think I can return twenty-two thousand dollars worth of merchandise, do you?” Penny said, trying to pick up the money from the floor, this time counting it to make sure it was all there.

				“Well, the clothes I bought you last week were really cute for summer in the Hamptons, but you have to remember Harry is from L.A. He’s used to something a little hipper. Too bad you can’t fit into Stella McCartney yet. She cuts so small.”

				“I thought Harry was trying to get away from L.A.”

				“He is, but you can’t totally shock the poor guy. I mean, everyone in the Hamptons will be dressed in the same white linen Ralph Lauren crap they wear every year.”

				“I have twenty-two thousand dollars of that crap in my closet thanks to you!”

				“It’s not crap. I didn’t mean to call it that. It’s just I want Harry to feel comfortable and familiar with you, that’s all. I don’t want him to feel like an alien in his silk Hawaiian shirts.”

				“So why don’t you make him buy twenty-two thousand dollars worth of Ralph Lauren or Calvin Klein, so he fits in instead of the other way around?”

				“You see, Penny, there you go again, being all defensive and argumentative. I mean, really, Harry Raider is a billionaire’s son. He doesn’t have to conform for anyone—except his father. Now if you want Harry, the way you were just crying to me about a minute ago, I’m telling you, you have to follow my directions from the hot little miniskirts right down to the Tony-and-Tina nail polish. The linen suits will be in again next year. Save everything for when Harry gets used to that look. Besides, Ralph never goes out of style.”

				“Oh, I get it, I’m supposed to give him a dose of Hollywood trash here in New York. Don’t you think he’ll just find another Soho model or off-Broadway actress to give him that?”

				“For the last time, Penny, Sam and Irma Raider will not accept another model or actress. If Harry wants to keep what’s coming to him, he’ll bring home the right package this time. However, it can’t hurt if you look a little more like what he’s used to. That way he can have a girl who looks like what turns him on and is what turns his parents on. Everybody wins!”

				“And what do you win, Chas?” Penny said, winning back control of the situation. Chas was definitely not expecting Penny to bounce back so fast. He was noticing a tougher side of her that he knew existed but didn’t see very often. He kept forgetting that although she may have had prolonged periods of self-pity, Penny was still Bernard Marks’s daughter. She was a real scrapper at heart. Wheeling and dealing with true grit was part of her natural born heritage.

				“I told you, Penny, I want nothing,” Chas said almost meekly.

				“You said nothing up front, as I remember. What do you want if it works?” Penny said, not backing down.

				Chas was getting really nervous now. He was so excited about making this deal he never actually thought about how to name his price. Good thing, maybe, because until today he never really realized the depth of Penny’s desperation for this to happen. Chas also hated being put on the spot. He usually calculated everything ahead of time, so when the opportunity presented itself, the overly inflated charges could just roll right off his twisted tongue. How can I stall her? Chas thought to himself. Oh damn it…maybe it’s just time for jazzy Chassy to roll the dice and go for it! Chas decided to trust his inner master manipulator and see where it would take him. “Well, Penn, if you guys start dating, that’s great! I trust that you and Harry will remember Chas as the one who brought you happiness. You know, the usual dinners, benefits, maybe even a little trip to Capri with my new sweetie, Juan, would be nice. I’ve always wanted to go there.”

				Penny wasn’t buying it. She knew there had to be a bigger payoff than a trip to Capri with Juan. As social and conniving as Chas was, it still wasn’t every day he had the opportunity to make a marriage of this magnitude. Penny knew Chas too well not to know that he was going to milk this one for all it was worth.

				“That’s it, huh? Nothing else.”

				Penny had regained her gumption. She felt like pushing him, and for this kind of deal, Chas let himself be pushed.

				“Well, yeah, that’s it ... for dating.”

				“And what if there’s a wedding?”

				Once again, Penny had asked the big question Chas had not been ready for. Chas thought it would take this lunch to enroll her in the “marry Harry” plan, then he could get her to Dr. Chang, to Barney’s, Fredrick Fekkai’s Hair Salon, etc. Finally, after she had sufficient time to think about it, he could ask for the big payoff. Once she got submerged in the plan, he could ask for anything. Now it was premature. She could back out if she still wanted to. Chas knew she didn’t want to. Still, he wished he had gotten her going before he cut a deal. He had a split second to measure the exact degree of her desperation and translate that into a dollar figure. He couldn’t buy any more time. It was now or never.

				“Well then, if there is a wedding, due to all my efforts and focused attention to this project, I think it’s only fair that I am properly compensated. Don’t you? I mean, Penny, I love you, but you’d never be able to pull this off on your own.”

				“I wouldn’t?” Penny asked, surprised at his words. It wasn’t like him to be stupid enough to insult her when he was about to ask for money.

				“Well, I mean, of course you would, but well, who is going to have to be there to keep Harry back in control? I’m going to have to really dedicate my entire summer to keeping a watch on Harry, until we know for sure he has fallen in love with you and he has totally adjusted to his new way of life,” Chas said, trying to speak calmly and rationally. Chas knew he had to stay cool and make his outrageous requests sound entirely reasonable. If I sound the least bit unsure of myself, I’ll lose the bitch, Chas thought to himself. This has to appear to make perfect sense. Chas continued, “I mean, I’m going to have to arrange for you guys to get together, I’m going to have to convince Jessica and Freddy to get on your side and have you over the house, and I’m going to have to keep the other girls away from Harry. Let’s face it, Penny, there is a tremendous amount of work to be done here. It’s all on my shoulders.”

				“Okay, okay, Chas. I admit it. You have to orchestrate the whole deal. That’s fine. So what’s one summer’s work worth to you?”

				Penny was relentless. Now she was the one having fun.

				“Well, Penny, it may be just one summer’s work to me, but it’s the rest of your life, now, isn’t it?”

				Penny was quiet for a moment. She hadn’t thought  about that.

				“Yeah, Chas, I guess you’re right. It is.”

				“Right, Penny.” He was back in the driver’s seat. “So you can’t really look at it as just some fun summer job for Chas. I mean, who really can put a price on happiness? Juan and I are happy, and we’re nowhere as rich as you are.”

				“You seem a lot happier,” Penny admitted.

				“Well, we are happy, but let’s face it, Juan is just a junior florist at Fleur de Fleur Party Productions in the Village. I mean, he’s absolutely brilliant, but he’s a long way from becoming Robert Isabel. We have a really tight budget. I make a decent living being a style consultant, but it’s really just peanuts compared to how I’d like to live.”

				“You live pretty good, Chas,” Penny said as she watched him down a second piece of Cipriani’s famous lemon meringue torte, wondering why it never showed up on his body.

				“Sure, it could be worse, but you know what, Penn? I’d really like to know I could provide a nice home for Juan and have the same sense of security you have.”

				“Fifteen million ain’t what it used to be.”

				“Penny, you and any future children you may have, and their children, will never have to worry. I’d love to adopt a child with Juan; he’d be a great mother. But right now we can’t afford it.”

				“Oh, puh-leeze, you’ve only been with him two months, Chas. He could be totally psycho, like your last two boyfriends.”

				“No, Penny, I have a great feeling about him. I really think Juan is life-mate material. I just hope one day we can have at least some feeling of financial security like you have now and will have even more with Harry. Even I couldn’t help you spend all of a few billion dollars! That would take a team of Chas clones…and we know that there is only one!”

				“That’s right, Chas, you’re a classic. So how much do you need to feel secure?”

				She wasn’t letting him get away from the real subject of the money, even after his half-assed touching story.

				“Well, not anywhere near what you need, darling. That I can assure you.”

				“I can safely assume that because you are providing eternal security for me and my offspring for many generations to come, you think it’s only fair that I provide some kind of security for you.”

				“Well, you said it. It’s only fair, Penny. I mean, come on.”

				“Okay, Chas, so what do you want if you get me down the aisle?”

				Chas had to lay his cards on the table right now or get out of the game. He was almost sweating, but forced self-control.

				“A million dollars. One from you and one from Harry.”

				There. He said it. His offer was out. It almost brought him a welcome sense of relief.

				“A million dollars?! Are you out of your mind?” She was practically screaming. “Are you out of your mind?!” Penny stood up furiously and was about to slap Chas across his face with her napkin. Lucky for Chas, he was all too familiar with Penny’s temper. He grabbed her wrist and practically forced her back down into her chair before she could attack him.

				“Penny, please, you’ll make a scene. Think about it. A million dollars is nothing today. It’s chump change to you and means even less to Harry. A million dollars would make my life. Two million would let me enjoy it.”

				Penny was stunned. She had dealt with Chas’s outrageous prices and bogus “fees” for years. She knew he got kickbacks from everyone in town, but to ask for a million dollars for an arranged marriage just blew Penny away.

				It was true, a million dollars was not much in the world they walked in, but to part with it just like that was another story. Penny knew her father would be rolling in his grave if he thought that she would pay a million dollars to get a husband, even if it was Sam Raider’s son.

				Penny felt like a total loser. Her sister Bunny was being wined and dined by international men of wealth and royalty, flown all over the world in private jets and spoon-fed caviar. Here Penny sat being hustled by some low-life personal shopper who held the key to her entire future in his little wimpy hand. She absolutely felt sick.

				“Chas, that’s insane. As much as I want to be married, as much as I want to make a ‘good’ marriage, and as much as I want Harry Raider, I can’t justify it. I just can’t. I’m sorry,” Penny said, smoothing her skirt and making an attempt to collect herself again.

				Chas refused to be defeated so early on. Perhaps once Harry arrived in the Hamptons, and everybody ran after him, Penny would change her mind. I’ll make sure her loneliness gets the best of her this summer. I won’t return her calls, so she won’t have anyone to listen to her complaints, escort her to parties or have lunch with…she won’t be able to handle being overlooked and ignored. Miss Marks will have to give in sooner than later, Chas thought to himself. Sooner came sooner than he thought.

				The circular door of Cipriani swung open and Bunny Marks made a grand entrance. Bunny was wrapped tightly in a little black Versace slip dress and had on enough Bulgari jewelry to wipe out all of Italy. Penny had no idea her sister would be there today, nor did she care. Bunny was escorted to a heavy-duty power table and seated between two of Wall Street’s most powerful players. The big shots acted like schoolboys trying to keep her attention. She drank Dom Perignon and, while The Donald whispered into her ear, Bunny noticed her sister sitting over at a not-so-great table in the corner with Chas. She waved at them casually, as if her own sister was a distant acquaintance. Bunny wouldn’t get up from such illustrious company to say hello to her only sister, and she knew Penny would never have the nerve to come over to her power table. Bunny sipped and flirted, and Penny’s heart sank to the floor. She looked at Chas.

				“A million dollars?”

				“The day after the wedding.”

				“You got a deal.”
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