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Birdie Sederburg, heiress to the Sederburg Golf Resorts fortune, met her boyfriend Dean Stevenson when she bumped into him on Sunset Boulevard in Los Angeles.


‘I quite literally bumped into him!’ she would tell anyone who cared to listen. ‘In my Mercedes!’


What Birdie didn’t tell everyone is that she had been stalking Dean Stevenson for weeks, since being briefly introduced to him at the launch party for PCH. PCH was short for Pacific Coast Highway, the hot new Californian soap opera in which Dean played trust-fund surfer dude and loveable bad boy Mitch Macdonald. It wasn’t much of a stretch for his acting abilities, trust-fund surfer dude that he was.


Anyway, Birdie was instantly smitten with Dean’s beach-bum style. She loved his tousled blond hair, his intense blue eyes and the perfectly muscled flash of stomach above the waistband of his Quicksilver board shorts. She dragged her best friend Chipper Dooley (youngest scion of a family who made their money in medium-density fibreboard) into the ladies’ room at the 1960s surf-themed party and – after much ‘ohmigod-ding’ – she told Chipper earnestly, ‘Dean Stevenson is my man. I felt that click. He is The One.’ Alas, though she pouted and posed in his general vicinity for the rest of the evening, Dean Stevenson did not ask for Birdie Sederburg’s number. In fact, he didn’t even talk to her. Neither did he try to track her down after the party, as Chipper had assured her he would.


But from the moment she was born with the golden golf tee between her gums, Birdie Sederburg had been used to getting what she wanted. And thus, about three weeks or so later, when she saw Dean driving towards her on Sunset Boulevard in his new Lexus SUV with private plates, Birdie decided to take the initiative. Faint heart never won fair soap star. She made an illegal U-turn and slipped into the lane behind him. And when Dean stopped at the next set of traffic lights, Birdie drove right into his rear end. Three times.


‘What the f—?’ Dean was understandably furious.


Birdie was prettily contrite.


‘Oh my God!’ She clutched her head in her hands. ‘My foot must have slipped. It’s these shoes.’ She waggled a narrow ankle and flashed a little red sole. ‘They’re Christian Louboutin. Wedges are such a nightmare. I’m sorry. I am so sorry. Perhaps you should give me your number and I’ll take you out to dinner to apologize?’


‘What?’ spat Dean. ‘I don’t want dinner. I just want your insurance details. What the hell were you doing driving in those stupid shoes anyway? You’ve practically written off my car. Do you have any idea how much this SUV is worth?’


Of course Birdie knew how much Dean’s car was worth. Every time she got even the tiniest snippet of info about Dean Stevenson’s life and habits, she turned to Google. And thus she knew exactly what Dean’s silver Lexus with the red-leather trim had cost him. Just as she knew that he always wore a Breitling diving watch (a twenty-first-birthday gift from his father) and his preferred surfing shoes were old skool-style Vans. He had them in twenty-three different colours. His shoe size was a twelve and a half.


Though the impact of driving her car into the back of Dean’s Lexus would leave Birdie with back and neck problems that would require months of chiropractic therapy, she was otherwise delighted with the outcome of her daring little plan. He’d certainly had to take notice of her. She recited her cellphone number out loud. And the number of her landline and her fax machine for good measure. Then, while Dean picked his broken bumper off the hot tarmac and loaded it into the trunk for the drive to the nearest body shop, Birdie perched on the bonnet of her bright blue Mercedes and texted Chipper: ‘Dean Stevenson has my digits!’


‘Ohmigod!’ Chipper texted in reply.


‘So,’ Birdie turned back to Dean, with a flick of her long blonde extensions, ‘how about Saturday night?’


‘What?’


‘This Saturday night? For that dinner I owe you?’ She dipped her chin and gave him her best ‘Princess Diana’ eyes. Vulnerable. Seductive. Ever so slightly mad.


Dean shook his head.


‘Or Friday?’ she asked instead.


No dice.


‘Thursday? I could even manage tonight if that suits you better. Though of course, I’d have to cancel someone else . . .’ Birdie remembered a little too late that a girl should be seen to have options.


‘There’s really no need,’ said Dean. ‘I’m sure our insurance companies will sort it all out between them.’


‘But you’ll let me make it up to you, won’t you? Personally? I mean, it would make me feel so much better. And you and I meeting again like this after the PCH party . . .’


‘You were at the PCH party?’ Dean narrowed his eyes.


‘Yes. We were introduced. But you were pretty occupied, being the star of the show and all that. Wouldn’t you say it’s fate that’s brought us together again?’


‘Fate? I’d call it bad luck.’


‘Oh, well, the accident. That was bad luck, of course. But . . .’


‘I’ve got to get to an interview,’ said Dean. ‘Goodbye.’


‘See you around?’ said Birdie hopefully.


‘Not if I see you first,’ Dean muttered.


He climbed back into his car and drove off.


‘He didn’t say “no” to a date,’ Birdie told herself. Not specifically.


Ignoring the angry drivers in the queue of traffic building behind her, Birdie took another moment to check her make-up before she headed back to the Sederburg mansion in Bel Air.


Later that same day Birdie sent Dean Stevenson a muffin basket via his management agency. Of course, she had already researched his representation. The day after, having heard nothing and figuring he was probably on some kind of diet that precluded wheat, she sent fruit. The following day, thinking that perhaps he had a fruit allergy, she sent flowers. When she still heard nothing in response, she called the agency and accused Dean’s manager Justin Springer of keeping the gifts for himself.


‘But I’m allergic to wheat and pectin,’ said Justin. ‘Also, I suffer from hay fever.’


‘You have to understand that this is important to me,’ Birdie reiterated. ‘I caused a terrible accident and I want to make amends. I’d like to speak to Dean in person to confirm what you’ve been saying.’


‘For crying out loud,’ said Justin, when he called Dean straight afterwards. ‘Will you just call this freakin’ girl and put both of us out of our misery?’


‘But she’s a nut-job. She drove into me and now she wants to take me out for dinner,’ said Dean.


‘Perhaps you should let her.’ Justin surprised him. ‘I’ve had two people ask me whether you’re batting for the other side this week alone.’


‘You what?’


‘At least call to say thank you,’ said Justin paternally. ‘A gift is a gift and it’s not nice to ignore it.’


‘I didn’t ask for anything.’


‘She’s the Sederburg heiress. She may send a free golf pass next. I would like that. Do as you’re told.’


And so Dean called Birdie to thank her for the gifts, which had been distributed around the assistants in Justin’s office.


‘They were really great,’ he told her. ‘Thoughtful.’


‘So you liked them?’ Birdie bounced on her bed with delight. ‘What colour were the flowers?’


‘Orange,’ Dean improvised. ‘Roses. Really lovely. Just right in my dining room.’


‘What?’ Birdie stopped bouncing. ‘Roses? But I told them to send stargazer lilies!’ She made a note to call her florist and demand that the person responsible for the roses get the sack.


Perhaps sensing that someone would lose their job if he failed to describe the contents of the fruit and muffin baskets correctly too, Dean moved swiftly to change the subject. ‘Er, perhaps we could go out for dinner like you suggested?’


‘Dinner? Do you mean that?’


‘Of course,’ said Dean. ‘The only reason I didn’t agree right away was, er, shock, I guess.’


‘Ohmigod!’ said Birdie. ‘Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod.’ She jumped up and down on the spot, flapping her hands and looking a lot like her name.


‘It’s just dinner,’ said Dean, already slightly panicky.


Just dinner? He had no idea.


They arranged a date for the following evening. It was short notice but Dean had an unexpected gap in his schedule, thanks to the co-star he was meant to be kissing on a night shoot having developed an enormous cold sore. Birdie would simply have to let down the eight friends she was supposed to be entertaining at home. She’d lose a three-thousand-dollar deposit with the caterers and one of her girlfriends would vow never to talk to her again, but, really, this was so much more important. When he got the news, Dean’s manager Justin secured a table at top celeb hang-out The Ivy on Robertson Boulevard. Dean had never particularly liked the food there but, as Justin pointed out, the place was always crawling with paps and this was an opportunity to be seen worth taking.


‘Do I really have to do this?’ Dean asked Justin the next morning.


‘Are you sure you’re the only person who has pictures of you dressed as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz eating caviar off the Tin Man’s silver-painted abs?’


Dean had to admit that he couldn’t be certain.


And so another Hollywood romance was born . . .
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Julius Sederburg was ready to sink his special silver-plated spade into the ground at the site of his new golf resort. He addressed the crowd.


‘The Sederburg Grand Golf Resort Marshlands is the one hundredth resort in the Sederburg chain. I am delighted to be able to welcome you here today to witness the beginning of construction. You’ve already seen the plans, ladies and gentlemen. I’m sure you’ll agree that what we’re starting here today is something really special. I cannot wait to invite you all back for a round of golf when those five hundred luxury executive suites are completed and Jimmy here’ – he indicated his golf pro – ‘has finished designing my new course.’


In a gesture of rare generosity, Julius Sederburg handed the spade over to Jimmy Assise, one-time third reserve for the Ryder Cup team.


‘Jimmy,’ said Julius, ‘I would be honoured if you would make the first cut in the ground today.’


‘With pleasure, Mr Sederburg.’


‘I look forward to my new eighteen holes . . .’


‘Someone ought to rip you a new hole in your ass!’ came a sudden cry from the back of the crowd.


There was a collective gasp from the assembled guests as they turned to see who had shouted something so vile. Sederburg’s heavies made straight for a young guy standing by the drinks’ table. Dressed in a grey suit, clean-shaven and with his dark hair neatly trimmed, he didn’t look like the troublemaker he obviously was. Sederburg signalled for his security guards to hold back.


‘Let him speak,’ he instructed.


‘Mr Sederburg,’ the young man continued, ‘Do you have any idea how valuable this piece of land is?’


Julius Sederburg chuckled. ‘Of course I do.’ The crowd laughed with him.


‘Not just to you and your bankers, Mr Sederburg. To the people of the United States of America. To the people of the entire world!’


Julius Sederburg folded his arms and sat down on the director’s chair that had been brought out in case the seventy-something got tired during the course of the ceremony. Jimmy Assise leaned on his spade. The young man took their relaxed postures as a sign that he should continue. He stepped up onto the stage to stand right between them and turned to face the rest of the crowd.


‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ He opened his arms to include them all. ‘This patch of land we’re standing on may not look like all that much to you. What can you see here? A bit of scrubby grass? A lot of mud? It would probably be improved by a golf course, right?’


A few members of the crowd nodded their agreement.


‘Wrong,’ the young man informed them. ‘Because in these few acres of land, there exists a variety of wildlife you would not believe. There are species to be found here on this piece of marshland that exist nowhere else in the world. Extinction doesn’t just happen in the rainforests of South America or on the plains of Africa. There are unique life-forms at risk right here in California. Mr Sederburg, if you push ahead with your plan to develop this piece of land as a hotel and golf course, their habitat will be destroyed. We will lose whole colonies of sea birds, small mammals, invertebrates and plants. We’ll lose an entire ecosystem. The damage may go further than that. Your hotel won’t just destroy this piece of land. The energy requirements of your guests will demand the burning of fossil fuels, mined in such areas of outstanding natural beauty as Alaska. The water required to keep your golf course green in this area, which does not naturally support the kind of grass you propose to plant will rob neighbouring areas of their water supply. The decimation will be vast. And for what? So a few privileged people can gain momentary satisfaction from getting a birdie where once a far rarer bird nested? Mr Sederburg, I beg you to rethink your plan to develop this area and, instead, mark the huge international success of your worldwide golf hotel chain by making a gift of these few hectares to the American people. That, sir, is a legacy that will truly make a difference.’


The young man ended his speech. There was no applause, but he felt pleased with the reaction of the crowd. Sure, they were silent, but as he looked around, he caught the odd nod. A few shy little smiles. One woman looked as though she was about to clap but paused with her hands in mid-air after catching her husband’s eye. Still, the young man was convinced he’d made a positive impact on Sederburg’s guests. Perhaps they weren’t all heartless capitalists. He felt supported by their silence. He looked towards Julius Sederburg expectantly. The old man’s eyes crinkled. The young man would have bet everything he owned that Julius Sederburg was about to give in to his plea.


‘Young man,’ Sederburg began. ‘What’s your name?’


‘It’s Nate. Nate Hathaway, sir.’


‘Nate Hathaway,’ Sederburg murmured. ‘I’ll remember that. You made a very pretty speech there. Opening remarks notwithstanding . . .’


The crowd tittered as they remembered how the young man’s entreaty had begun.


‘I apologise for that, sir. It was an immature way to attract your attention. I should have been more polite.’


‘We all make mistakes,’ said Julius Sederburg with a smile. ‘Well, Nate,’ he continued, ‘you may think me a cold, hard old man, but my heart is warmed when I meet people like you. So full of youthful passion and verve. It cheers me immensely to know that there are still young men and women out there who are prepared to go to the wall for the things they believe in. Reading the news today, you could be forgiven for thinking that nobody cares about anything any more except what my granddaughter wore to last night’s film premiere.’


The crowd laughed again. Gawping at Birdie Sederburg and her ridiculous outfits was practically the national sport. When the laughter died down, Nate Hathaway stood firm and hopeful.


‘But the problem is, young man, like all too many of history’s idealists, you’re passionate about the wrong things. You talk about ecosystems but in reality, dear boy, it’s clear you don’t have a clue just how the world works. The American people won’t benefit if I don’t develop this wetland. If I do develop it, I will be creating jobs and prosperity. What does it matter to a family man in Torrance that there are rare corncrakes in California if he can’t feed his children? What do you think the owner of the local Italian restaurant would choose? A unique species of newt or the opportunity to cater for a construction team two hundred strong? Ecology or economics? It’s economics that most affects our lives.’


‘But Mr Sederburg, that’s such a short-term point of view . . .’


Sederburg silenced the young protester with a raised hand.


‘That is the real way of the world. You’re an idiot, Nate Hathaway. I could tell that the moment you opened your mouth. Now, since I very much doubt you had an official invitation to this gathering, I think it’s time you left.’


Sederburg’s eyes flicked in the direction of his security staff. Two enormous bouncers immediately flanked the unfortunate protester.


‘Take him away.’


They did. Roughly. So roughly that some of Sederburg’s invited guests began to murmur their concern.


But Nate Hathaway’s protests and predicament were swiftly forgotten. For just as he was being bundled out of the area, Birdie Sederburg was sweeping in. She brought with her a couple of young starlet friends. The spectacle of so much young Hollywood loveliness soon distracted from the nastiness of the eco-warrior’s ejection.


‘I’m sorry I’m late, Grandaddy,’ Birdie called.


‘On the contrary, sweetheart,’ said Julius Sederburg. ‘For once your timing is spot on.’


The following day, news of the beginning of construction on the Sederburg chain’s hundredth property appeared in most of the media. And as Julius Sederburg had predicted, it was his granddaughter’s outfit and not the eco-warrior’s outburst that became the headline story. For the first time ever, Julius Sederburg was grateful for his granddaughter’s ridiculous dress sense. Who cared about some bird when someone had managed to get a shot of Birdie Sederburg getting out of a limo wearing no knickers beneath her micro-miniskirt?
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The reason why Birdie had been late for her grandfather’s ceremony was, of course, her upcoming date.


Birdie was in ecstasy when Dean finally gave in to her suggestion of dinner, but a date with Dean Stevenson required a great deal of preparation. First there were announcements to be made.


On Facebook, Birdie changed her status message from ‘excited about picking up my new Birkin from Hermès’ to ‘going crazy about tomorrow’s top secret date with DS’. Anyone in any doubt about who DS was would only have needed to glance at Birdie’s ‘wall’ where, moments after Birdie changed her status message, eleven of her friends posted variations on ‘ohmigod, you’re seeing Dean Stevenson!!!!’, exactly as she had hoped they would.


It was only a matter of time before the gossip spread to the public domain. Within two hours of Dean putting down the phone, the news that he would be squiring Birdie Sederburg about town the following evening had appeared as a breaking news item on Hollywood’s hottest celebrity website, www.Ohmygahd.com. Birdie was delighted when her email inbox pinged with a notification that she had made the top story on the site, even if the idiots at Ohmygahd insisted on including a link from the breaking news to a previous item on young Hollywood’s worst dressed, wherein Birdie had made number two, behind Britney Spears. ‘At least Britney can blame her condition on a nervous breakdown’ the writers at Ohmygahd had sniped.


Like most of the gilded youth of Los Angeles, Birdie had a violent love/hate relationship with Ohmygahd.com. The ‘Gahd’ of the title was a chap called Adam Gahd (not his real name). A former bit-part actor, he had started the site as a means of venting his spleen against those less talented actors who were getting all the speaking roles that should (in his opinion) have gone to him. Gahd was a far better writer than thespian and he soon found that the popularity of his site kept him busy all day. It wasn’t long before celebrity PRs were deliberately dropping him the odd piece of juicy gossip. And then the celebrities themselves joined in, sending Gahd the bad news about the people they hated. Overweight and unpopular in real life, Gahd quickly became an Internet star and soon no one dared cross him. These days he was a permanent fixture at premieres and parties all over town.


After her appearance in Gahd’s Hollywood’s worst-dressed list, Birdie had wished the evil gossip dead on several occasions, but that day she loved him for putting her name next to Dean Stevenson’s in print. She emailed everyone in her address book to draw his or her attention to the site.


‘Can you believe this?’ she asked in faux outrage. ‘Isn’t a girl allowed to have a private life any more?’


In truth, Birdie’s life in Hollywood was an updated version of that old riddle: if a tree falls in the forest and there’s no one there to hear it, does it make a sound? If Birdie was the tree, then if the news about her falling off her wedges as she exited some restaurant or having a tantrum when she got a parking citation didn’t appear on the Internet, it was as though it hadn’t happened. These days, thanks to her iPhone, Birdie never missed a second of her life (though she had nearly lost her entire life on several occasions by stepping out in front of traffic while checking her status on a website).


Anyway, an hour after she made Ohmygahd, news of the date was breaking on Perez Hilton and Popbitch too. Birdie texted Chipper: ‘Secret out. Mission accomplished’.


With the word out, Birdie could spend the rest of the day dressing. She cancelled her personal assistant Clemency’s afternoon off because she would need help with various zips and buttons. Clemency reluctantly agreed in return for a hundred dollars in cash. She needed all the money she could get her hands on right then. The name on her birth certificate was Frank and having recently undergone sexual realignment surgery, she was saving for a bigger, better boob job to complete the transformation.


Following her decision to become a woman, Clemency had found it difficult to get even as far as a job interview, but Birdie was delighted when she saw Clemency’s CV and read the attached letter. It wasn’t that Birdie felt particularly strongly about equal rights for everyone no matter their origins or orientation. She simply liked the idea of having a personal assistant who could offer both a woman’s and a man’s perspective on the traumas of dating in LA. Plus, it was something to talk about over cocktails.


Birdie’s best friend Chipper was also summoned. Chipper and Birdie had been bosom buddies since prep school, when they were both teased for their family business-related names. Fifteen years on, they still shared everything including a psychotherapist. Chipper arrived ten minutes after Birdie’s call in her new BMW convertible, conveniently forgetting that she had been banned from driving on a DUI charge just a week before. This was an emergency, after all.


While Clemency was run off her feet fetching dresses and shoes that had been ‘archived’ in the further reaches of Birdie’s enormous dressing-room, Chipper issued judgments on prospective date outfits from the comfort of Birdie’s vast mahogany bateau lit. All the while, Chipper carried on an argument with her mother by text. It was regarding the whereabouts of yet another rare Hermès Birkin (which had not, as Chipper claimed, been stolen at some nightclub. It was covered in vomit in the boot of her car).


‘What do you think of this?’ Birdie asked of outfit one.


A classic tweedy Chanel suit was deemed too boring. A floaty dress by Alberta Ferretti was ‘very last year’. A seventies jumpsuit by Halston smelled ‘too vintage’.


‘Didn’t they have deodorant in the seventies?’ Chipper asked.


‘And this one?’


Outfit number twenty-seven.


Birdie twirled for her audience in a multi-coloured see-through kaftan with appliqué sunflowers covering her nipples. She accessorized with high-heeled raffia gladiator sandals trimmed in mink and a bag that looked very much like the kind of net you use to protect your lingerie in the washing machine.


‘It has echoes of Balenciaga,’ said Chipper. ‘But . . .’


‘How about if I wear my hair up? Like this?’


Birdie twisted her hair into a topknot, which she fastened with a parrot-shaped comb. She turned to her personal assistant.


‘What’s your opinion, Clemency? As a man?’


There was nothing Clemency hated more than being asked her opinion ‘as a man’. She looked her boss up and down while inwardly counting to ten.


‘Isn’t that the exact outfit you’re wearing on Ohmygahd’s worst-dressed page?’


When the contents of her vast walk-in wardrobe had all been deemed unsuitable – ‘What? Even the kaftan?’ ‘Especially the kaftan.’ – Birdie knew it was time to shop. But shopping for Birdie Sederburg and Chipper Dooley was not a matter of jumping into the Mercedes and heading for the Beverly Center. That’s what civilians did. A celeb like Birdie needed a different approach. She called her stylist.


Deanna Delaware, or ‘DD’ as her favoured clients knew her, was the hottest stylist in Hollywood, having totally eclipsed Rachel Zoe. Except that DD couldn’t have actually ‘eclipsed’ anyone in the traditional sense: she was so thin she could have hidden behind a microphone stand. It’s said that at a certain age (and DD was of a certain age) a woman has to choose between her face and her ass. DD had chosen her ass and thus she had the face of Mahatma Gandhi on a wheatgrass detox. Her outfits, likewise, usually had something of the alien about them. Still, enough people in Hollywood relied upon her to make them look good that she was able to afford a six-bedroom house just off Laurel Canyon. With pool.


It was impossible to get an appointment with DD without three months’ notice, unless you were Oscar-nominated or richer than God. Birdie Sederburg was richer than God, so she had DD’s secret number: the one for the Swarovski-crystal-embossed cellphone that only vibrated to the distress calls of the most VI of the VIPs.


As it happened, DD was expecting Birdie’s call.


‘I read about your date on Ohmygahd,’ she said. ‘I still can’t believe they put that Balenciaga homage kaftan in their worst-dressed section! Those people have no style.’


DD was, at that moment, wearing a not dissimilar outfit herself. In fact, three of her clients had made that year’s international ‘worst-dressed’ lists in pretty much the same look. Still, Birdie believed DD when she promised she would find the ideal dress for Birdie’s first date.


‘What’s Dean’s star sign?’ DD asked.


‘Aquarius,’ Birdie responded immediately. ‘He was born twenty fifth of January, 1983.’


‘Then I’m thinking Age of Aquarius,’ said DD, showing the startlingly original creativity her clients paid thousands of dollars an hour for. ‘Meet me in Fred Segal.’
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Fred Segal was the place to go in Los Angeles for unreasonably expensive rags that looked weird on the hanger and even weirder on a size-zero heiress. But the girls drew a blank there and so DD, Birdie and Chipper set off on a whistle-stop tour of Rodeo Drive instead. Accompanying her boss in case bags needed to be carried, Clemency tried to look enthusiastic as DD persuaded Birdie to spend the equivalent of a month of her wages on a dress that looked like a piece of BacoFoil. Used BacoFoil at that. It had the peculiar charred patina that comes of smoking crack.


‘That dress will resonate with Dean’s inner psyche,’ DD assured Birdie as she rustled her way out of the changing-room. ‘He will love it. It will let him know that you understand his Aquarian need for individuality and creative expression.’


Chipper nodded wisely in agreement.


Clemency nodded because she just had to see how far that mad cow DD would go to justify dressing her client in such a dreadful outfit.


‘Now we need to accessorize,’ DD announced. ‘Purse first.’


DD found the ideal bag in ‘Money for Old Rope’, a vast vintage store on Melrose that smelled like the inside of a laundry basket.


‘This is the one,’ said DD as she handed her treasure to Birdie and Birdie tried in vain to find a comfortable way to carry it. The strap was too short to go over her shoulder.


‘It’s the perfect bridge between retro and modern. It recalls the classic vintage shape of a 1960s chiller bag.’


That was because it was a 1960s chiller bag. When Birdie opened the big white poly bag up to see if there was a dedicated space for her iPhone, Clemency and Chipper caught the distinct whiff of sandwiches past. DD pretended not to notice and Birdie continued to struggle to tuck the bag under her arm.


‘Like a Birkin,’ said DD, taking the bag from Birdie and demonstrating by hooking it over her own forearm in a manner guaranteed to cause tendonitis (as allegedly afflicted the eponymous Ms Birkin herself).


‘I love it!’ said Birdie, when she saw it hanging from DD’s bony elbow. ‘It all makes sense to me now.’


Clemency was glad that it made sense to someone.


Birdie handed over three hundred dollars.


After that, shoes were easy. Louboutin had conveniently made a pair of his famous wedges in silver patent for the summer.


‘Take a size larger than you normally get,’ said DD.


‘Is that because Louboutins always come up small?’ asked Chipper. Despite her family wealth and generous monthly allowance, she herself had never owned a pair of Louboutins. The new master of shoes simply didn’t accommodate her man-sized feet.


‘No,’ said DD. ‘It’s because Birdie is going to wear them with these hiking socks . . .’


She pulled a pair in ribbed white wool from her handbag and had Birdie put them on.


‘By the end of the summer,’ she said, ‘everyone will be doing the same.’


Clemency predicted Birdie’s rise in the ranks of Hollywood’s worst dressed.


Jewellery they found at the atelier of Ronan Esposito (a.k.a. a garage beneath a crack den in Venice Beach). At first Birdie wasn’t sure about the earrings that DD picked out. They looked like a ping-pong ball cut in two that attached to the ear with a loop of red wool (which is roughly what they were). But DD persisted.


‘These earrings complete the outfit. You either go with my recommendations wholesale or you go with Rachel Zoe,’ she said when Birdie pulled a face.


The threat of being excommunicated by LA’s most important fashion maven was too much, so Birdie took the ping-pong balls. And DD took the difference between the retail price (five hundred bucks) and the wholesale price she’d agreed with Ronan beforehand (roughly a tenth of that).


With the elements of the outfit assembled, all Birdie had to do was sort out her hair and make-up. Clemency drove Birdie, DD and Chipper to ‘Champagne and Set’, the most talked-about new salon in Santa Monica (owned by another of DD’s friends). There, Birdie, DD and Chipper sipped glasses of Cristal while Birdie had her nails painted a pewter grey (called ‘Corpse’) and three stylists transformed her straight shoulder-length hair into a helmet straight out of a sixties sci-fi special. DD insisted that Birdie’s do be sprayed silver as a finishing touch.


‘How do I look?’ Birdie asked, as she emerged from her dressing-room in the full ensemble later that evening.


The truth was Birdie looked like she was auditioning for the first series of Star Trek.



‘You look incredible,’ said Chipper.


‘You certainly do,’ said Clemency. ‘In every sense of the word.’ She deliberately dropped a hairpin on the floor so that she could pick it up and thus hide the smile on her face.


‘Will Dean like it?’ Birdie asked.


‘Dean will love it.’ DD was insistent.


When Birdie arrived at The Ivy, Dean was already there, chatting to Justin on his cellphone.


‘Holy cow,’ said Dean when he saw his date. ‘I think she’s come as a baked potato.’
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Unfortunately, Dean Stevenson was not such a good actor that he could disguise his shock at Birdie’s outfit. Fortunately, Birdie didn’t particularly care. As she walked into The Ivy and took her place opposite the man she’d had a crush on for months, she was far more concerned with who else might be in the celebs’ favourite restaurant than how her date reacted to her new look.


‘Is that Benicio Del Toro?’ was the first thing she said.


‘I think so,’ said Dean.


‘He’s shorter than I remember. Did I tell you that I met him at Grandaddy’s golf resort in Phoenix?’


The evening proceeded in a veritable flurry of name-dropping and swapping. Neither of the young lovers ate very much. Birdie’s BacoFoil wrap was too tight to allow for the passage of anything but a bite of chargrilled chicken. Meanwhile, Dean had developed a horror of eating in public after a pap got a shot of him stuffing down a fajita and the pic appeared in an English gossip mag under the heading ‘Who ate all the pies?’ He’d lost a lot of weight since then so now, when he did have to take a bite, he did it quickly, making sure his mouth was shut again before anyone saw it open. For the same reason, he had recently become paranoid about scratching his nose (a nose scratch could easily look like a nose pick in a photo), which meant that it itched pretty much all of the time.


So, the young lovers didn’t eat. Neither did they drink. The most popular club in LA that month was AA. Starry-eyed hopefuls arriving in Tinseltown soon realized that joining Alcoholics Anonymous was equally effective as a way of getting to meet the people in power as hanging out at the right nightspots. It was certainly cheaper than cocktails at the Sky Bar. That didn’t mean to say that either Birdie or Dean were teetotal. In fact, Birdie had necked a small bottle of vodka while getting dressed, to help steady her nerves. If not to help her walk in those wedges.


The vodka seemed to be working. Birdie felt very relaxed. She was gratified to see Dean’s gorgeous eyes crinkle into a smile on several occasions and not just at the texts he received every couple of minutes, she was sure. When Dean excused himself to go to the men’s room, Birdie immediately texted Chipper. ‘Date going fabulously. Outfit a big hit. Everyone in the place is checking me out.’


When Dean returned from the rest room, Birdie was still texting, DD this time, to tell her that the crowd was loving her ensemble (Birdie didn’t differentiate between admiring looks and the double takes that said, ‘Is she really carrying a chiller bag?’). Birdie wasn’t apologetic when Dean caught her SMSing. There was no need, since Dean was absorbed in sending his own message to Justin. ‘How much longer do I have to stay?’ his text asked.


‘Have dessert,’ was Justin’s response. ‘I just fielded a call from a magazine asking if you would be willing to talk about your “manorexia”.’


So Dean insisted that they order a sticky toffee pudding.


‘Two spoons?’ Birdie suggested.


Dean agreed. Though less out of romance than concern for his figure. He would have to do an extra fifty crunches the following morning, but it was a necessary evil. People hoping to get a scoop on a celebrity lurked everywhere. Justin was right. You skipped dessert, next thing you knew there was speculation about a tragic eating disorder. But if you finished a whole dessert on your own, you’d soon draw comparisons with Vegas-era Elvis. Dinner in Los Angeles was a minefield for anyone with a famous face.


The sticky toffee pudding was returned to the kitchen minus two bites and finally, not a moment too soon for Dean, the bill was paid and the date was almost over.


‘It has been so great getting to know you,’ said Birdie. ‘But I feel that there’s so much more to talk about. Don’t you?’


Dean avoided the question of another date by calling the waitress over and asking her if service was included. The waitress was only too happy to hover and chat. She asked Dean to sign her pad. Birdie pursed her lips. Dean shrugged.


‘I’ll guess I’ll have to get used to these nobodies bothering us,’ said Birdie, which worried Dean. A lot.


Hearing Birdie’s snipe, the waitress asked whether she would like her leftovers to take home.


‘I mean,’ she said, ‘seems a terrible shame not to when you’ve brought your own chiller bag . . .’


Birdie bristled. But at last the waitress had to get back to work and Birdie and Dean were alone once more.


‘Walk me to my car?’ she asked.


He couldn’t refuse. If only to make sure that she left.


As Birdie got to her feet, she wobbled a little in her wedges, like a newborn deer. Dean had been raised to have impeccable manners and so he stuck his arm out to help Birdie down the steps to the street. She was delighted. The paps let off a volley of shots. On the pretence of taking another stumble in her shoes, Birdie leaned heavily into Dean’s side. He had no choice but to put his arm right around her. She beamed up into his face. Both Birdie and the paps got exactly what they wanted.
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Not everyone had such a fun evening as Birdie Sederburg. After his daring speech at the inauguration of the building works at the new Sederburg Golf Resort, Nate Hathaway spent a night in the cells.


On his release from the police station, Nate made his way back to the house in Santa Monica he shared with his friends Melanie, Tony and Jason, a.k.a. Mother Nature’s Avengers. Like Nate, his friends were passionate about the environment. Jason, for example, had spent six months living in the branches of a Giant Redwood to prevent it from being chopped down to make way for a development of executive homes. Melanie had streaked across the pitch at several large sporting events to make her point about pollution. Tony pontificated. A lot.


‘Nate, man!’ Jason clapped him on the back. ‘It’s so good to see you. You did it. You got in there. We are all so proud of you, man. You are the fucking bomb!’


Jason led Nate into the lounge where his fellow eco-warriors were assembled around a bong. It was ten in the morning.


‘Hey, Nate!’ He was greeted warmly. ‘We saw you on TV.’


‘Awesome,’ said Tony, who had dropped out in the sixties and was still falling. ‘You really told Sederburg where it’s at.’


‘I was so proud of you,’ said Melanie, planting a kiss on Nate’s cheek. Nate reeled slightly from the smell of patchouli oil. It was the one aspect of hippy life that he had never come to appreciate.


‘Want a hit?’ Tony extended the bong pipe towards him.


‘No thanks,’ said Nate. ‘Not now. I’ve got things to do.’


‘Like what?’


First on the list was a call to his lawyer who was investigating the possibility of Nate pressing charges against Sederburg’s heavies.


‘Suit yourself,’ said Tony, collapsing back into the pillows with a sigh. Melanie followed, giggling. Weed did that to her.


‘So,’ said Jason, pulling Nate into the kitchen. ‘Tell me all about it. I’ll fix you some herbal tea.’


Oh God, thought Nate. Not herbal tea.


Nate had never quite understood why being environmentally friendly seemed to equate to being quite so, well, skanky. There were eco-friendly detergents out there. And cutting your hair didn’t damage the ozone layer, as far as Nate could tell. He’d tried to raise the subject with Jason once before.


Jason looked the part of a fairly typical eco-warrior. He had long grey-blond dreadlocks and a beard that acted as a handy portable larder. Jason believed that consumerism was evil. Full stop. To the extent that he had not bought anything but life’s essentials (food, gas and a subscription to cable TV) for the past seven years. His trousers were a series of holes in search of a shape. He didn’t own an intact pair of socks. On the other hand, thought Nate as Jason embraced him at the door, perhaps it was for the best that Jason’s clothes were well ventilated. He hadn’t washed since he climbed up the tree and ‘learned the truth about man’s place in nature’, which did not include hot running water or soap.


‘The thing is,’ Nate told his dear old friend, ‘if we want to be taken seriously by the establishment, then we’ve got to approach this as if we were approaching a job interview at one of their corporations. You turn up in those trousers, you’re not even going to make it into the lobby. Turn up in a suit, like I do, and they might just give you five minutes.’


‘A suit? How does that fit in with my stance of anti-consumerism?’


‘You don’t have to buy a suit. You can borrow one. You and me, we’re about the same size. I could lend you one of mine.’


‘You’ve got more than one?’ Jason was incredulous.


‘I was studying to be a lawyer, remember? It seemed important then.’


Jason shook his head. ‘I see what you’re trying to say, but I’m not buying it. Why should I have to change the way I am? I’m on the side of good. I don’t need to disguise myself. The way I see it, you look like one of them, you start acting like one of them. You start acting like one of them, you end up thinking like one of them. Before you know it, you are one of them. Sometimes I wonder whether you’re actually one of us, Nate. I really do.’


Now it was Nate’s turn to shake his head. There was no way he was going to persuade Jason to see things his way that day.


The funny thing was, Jason had grown up with a great deal more privilege than the average guy. Jason was the youngest son of a wealthy family who had made their money in plastics. He’d attended the best prep school in America. He followed that with a stint overseas in the UK, at Harrow. His vacations had been spent in all the right places: sailing off the Hamptons, skiing in Gstaad. It was while he was at college in California that Jason chose to abandon the values that his father and mother had paid so much to instill in their only son. He fell in with a crowd that did a lot of drugs and justified it to himself by saying that their lifestyle was about environmental integrity, not just getting wasted.


Nate’s beginnings were altogether more humble. He attended the local school. He had a Saturday job at the local video store to raise money for his first car. He had never been outside the United States until he joined his high-school football team on a tour of Australasia. He got a scholarship to college, which was where he’d met Jason when they both minored in Psych.


Likewise, Nate’s conversion to a greener way of life had happened very differently to Jason’s. There had been no sudden flash of inspiration born of a hit of particularly strong skunk. Nate’s moment of clarity came when he was very sober indeed. He had hiked to the top of a mountain to scatter his father’s ashes. It was a spot that had special significance for him, being the high point of a hike that he and his father had made together many times. This time, Nate was with his father’s younger brother, Marcus.


As they paused for a rest and looked out over one of the most beautiful views in the world, Uncle Marcus turned towards his nephew and said: ‘You see how narrow that river’s got since we were last up here? That’s because they’re diverting most of the water into a new development of luxury homes on the other side of the ridge. The local farmers are going crazy but it seems like there’s nothing they can do. The river goes through the rich guys’ land first.’
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