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1

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 . . .


2

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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