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      Clare stretched out her long legs and admired her shoes. Fabulous, impractical shoes she’d bought with her own money.

      She tilted her head to look at her Editor and said, “You’re absolutely right, Joanne, I do love writing pieces that get into people’s souls. I’m not interested in their surroundings except how that affects them.” Clare was in her Editor’s office to discover her latest assignment. As a freelance writer for Zenith’s glossiest of glossy lifestyle magazines, she didn’t often visit the Holy of Holies. It transpired that her task was to interview the young celeb Echo and write about her new pad – a thoroughly renovated listed Manor House in the countryside. Thing is, the scandal surrounding the rising star had been so public that even Clare had heard about it. Echo had recently fallen foul of the tabloids with the usual story of sex, drugs, and rock and roll.

      “So,” Clare waved her hands expressively, “while I’m sure Echo’s home is amazing and beautiful and has won loads of design awards - I’m more interested in why Echo feels the need for this backdrop. What image does she think this home projects about her? And why has she got herself into such a public mess? That’s what I want to get at!”

      “That’s why I chose you to do this piece,” replied Joanne, nibbling thoughtfully on the arm of her huge red glasses, which as so often were not on her nose, but being twiddled in her hand. Her Estuary English contrasted sharply with Clare’s soft Irish lilt.

      Clare glanced through the wall of office windows at the view of the city below as a couple of seagulls flitted past, probably screaming - though she couldn’t hear them through the thick glass. The building was not that far from the river. She sat up straighter and leaned on Joanne’s desk, a glass and chrome contraption that fitted the image of the glamorous lifestyle magazine she edited, but was woefully lacking in practical qualities. Like desk drawers for instance. Everything got piled up on the shelf behind Joanne’s chair, in precarious mounds that threatened to cascade down on her head.

      “Thank you!” Clare said, genuinely excited and flattered. “It’s just the kind of piece I want to get my teeth into. I’d like to look at Echo - in fact, any famous iconic person - from a more human viewpoint. It’s not even clear that she’s done what they say she’s done. It’s easy enough to believe that a pop star has drug-fuelled sex romps. But maybe it’s all news hype? I want to see what makes her tick. Find out what she really feels, when the cameras aren’t on her.”

      “I hope I’m not going to get warnings from the legal guys?” smiled Joanne.

      “No, don’t worry. I don’t want to disembowel her, or show her up. I want to find out the real Echo. She’s obviously amazingly gifted - that latest song of hers is beautiful - and she seems an interesting prospect for a piece. It should warm more people to her. I’d really like her to like what I write.”

      “You certainly have a gift for getting info out of people, Clare,” Joanne replied, putting her glasses back on her nose and studying her. “That piece you did about that drama friend of yours … she seemed a bit of a nobody, but you managed to make her very interesting, and reveal that there was much more to her than met the eye.”

      When she had first arrived back in England, with the zeal of the freshly-converted, Clare had relished helping her friend Tabitha with her marital situation - a situation in fact so much worse than Clare’s own had ever been. She smiled softly as she thought of her old friend Tabs emerging from her chrysalis as a beautiful butterfly, even now still discovering her gifts. “Well, we go back a long way,” she said, “No way would I shaft her!”

      “You may want to revisit that subject in a few more months. A follow-up. It would be good if we could see how she’s grown into her new situation - now she’s a success, and how that success is affecting her.”

      “Deal!” said Clare eagerly. “I’ll hold you to that. I know she’s flying, and I’d love to do a follow-up. Thanks!” She smiled inwardly, and allowed her smile to show outwardly too, as she took a sip of her coffee. She was proud of the part she’d played in securing her friend’s freedom.

      The aroma of good coffee was something Clare could never tire of. And she always bought a couple of cups of specialist coffee on her way in to Zenith to bring to her meetings with Joanne. Joanne had appalling taste in coffee, and Clare not only didn’t want to share what she offered but she wanted to try and convert her to something better. The truth was that either Joanne glugged it down without thinking or she left it to go cold.  From seeing her at events, Clare knew Joanne really preferred something pale and bubbly in a glass. But at least Clare benefitted from a decent drink.

      As Clare made a note of her initial ′Echo′ thoughts in her notebook – perhaps she’d use the angle of the gifted singer swept away by schemers, a girl manipulated by powers that she couldn’t comprehend - she also added a note to revisit the Tabitha story. Joanne folded her big red glasses, put them down on the desk, then picked them up again and continued twiddling them. “I’d like to have some more pieces about less famous people. People more relatable to our readers. What they could become if they put their mind to it, sort of thing.”

      “I’d love that!” Clare waved her pen with enthusiasm. “I talked a lot with Tabitha, that drama friend, when she was struggling, and really it was all in her head! Everything that wasn’t working was coming from thoughts she was having, not fact. We re-jigged some of those thoughts and suddenly she became a capable go-getter.” She put her notebook and pen down on the desk. “That’s something I’d really like to get into: I was thinking of a book …” she added, a little nervously. “Of course when I’ve got my own column that will be easier,” she laughed, looking anxiously at Joanne and hoping she hadn’t pushed too far.

      “O-k-a-a-ay. Put that on the back burner for now while you dream up some ideas to bring me.”

      Clare hid the jolt this gave her. She’d been hoping for a little encouragement from her Editor, whose skills and nous she respected. And a word from Joanne would go a long way with potential publishers! But as a jobbing writer she knew she had to prove herself repeatedly first. She wouldn’t mention the book again - just get the thing started. Joanne sifted through one of the mounds of papers in front of her and pulled out a couple of sheets. “Now, the next project I want to go over with you …”

      “Not the wife of another disgraced politician?” laughed Clare. “Or is it someone who seems to have more children than he’s owned up to …?”

      They fell to discussing the new subjects Joanne wanted her to pursue. Since Clare had arrived at the magazine eighteen months before, she’d managed to make quite an impact with a few “lucky breaks” as she had called them. But Joanne had told her, ”I can recognise talent when I see it,” and had made it clear to Clare that it was her tenacity, her approachable manner, and her undoubted writing gifts - her easy style which managed to convey deep thoughts - that was winning the day.

      “You’ve got it, Clare,” she’d told her. “You can do this stuff. You don’t have to try so hard.”

      “I don’t want to stand still any more,” Clare had replied with fervour. “I’ve wasted so many years - I’m determined to forge ahead now, make a name for myself.”

      She’d explained her marital set-up - or current lack of it - to Joanne when she was still quite new. And Joanne, who saw herself as a bit of a crusader for downtrodden professional women, was happy to give her her head.

      “This is your moment,” Joanne smiled at her protégée. “Don’t miss it.”

      The magazine got quite a postbag about Clare’s human interest stories, and their online platform made it easy for them to track their popularity. That was information Clare would love to use, so she could show publishers she had an eager readership that would snatch up a book if they had the chance. As the whole printing industry lurched into the 21st Century with all its technological advances, it may have lost a lot of the old traditions of printing ink and paper, some of which had entered the language - like the individual metal capital letter forms being stored in the Upper Case of the shelving, and the small letters in the Lower Case - but there were definite advantages to working online, with all the analytics they could use to drill down through the reading figures and stats, and understand and serve their audience as well as they could. The advertisers loved it, of course, as they could refine their targeting. But it worked for the content, their messaging, too.

      Joanne liked to stay one step ahead of her audience’s demands, and she was happy to have landed Clare, who seemed to appeal to so many of them.

      Twirling her red glasses again, she added, “And I want to talk to you about syndication too. There’s a lot more you can do there. Have a word with Chris in Circulation. He knows all about it. There are right and wrong ways to go about it, like with everything else. You know what a big international readership we have - especially with all our different titles. I feel we could appeal to a lot of ex-pats with your approach. With your background, you’re not as insular as many of our staff writers.”

      Clare’s background had been one of her selling points when she first arrived at the mighty Zenith Publishing House. She’d started her job-hunt by applying there because it was the best fit for her, and where she’d envisioned her writing career going, as well as being one of the biggest in the business - owning most of the Lifestyle shelf. ‘Might as well start at the top and work down,’ she’d said to herself. And despite her confidence in aiming high with her first attempt, no-one was more surprised than she was when they accepted her first three articles, then invited her in for discussions. She didn’t have the depressing experience of ‘tramping the streets’ - albeit by email these days - doing the rounds of all the possible publications, and the dispiriting rejections. It’s true she’d gone through quite a few of those when she was still at home - her old home, before she made the decision to leave to start her new career - to leave her comfortable 18th Century mansion, its equestrian business, her duties as Chatelaine, and her family, in order to devote herself wholeheartedly to her passion. She knew in her heart that the only way she could succeed at anything was to devote herself totally and exclusively to it. And when it came to single-mindedness, there was no-one to beat Clare!

      Zenith liked that she was a mother, and that her children were grown and out of the way. They liked that she had been the hostess of a large country house in Ireland, entertaining, and living the country life that so many of their readers aspired to. They liked her easy professionalism, her appearance which was business-like yet entirely natural - a kind of marrying of business attire and cream- and heather-coloured cashmere jumpers and casual trousers. She had a classless elegance that conveyed good taste but didn’t alienate. They liked that she knew everyone who was anyone in Ireland - many of whom also lived in England, indeed all over the world as is the way with the Irish - with connections, through the two sides of her family, to the literary world as well as the farming and horse-racing people. A kind of Irish Aga life. The plush look and message of a top-of-the-range range, but with the scent of smoking peat - or turf as the Irish call it - that evocative homely smell you only find in Celtic and Scandinavian countries. So she had been firmly pigeonholed when she first arrived. Now Clare was beginning to break out a little, slowly but surely flexing her writing muscles and her imagination.

      With her straight, shoulder-length, light brown hair - her mother always called it “fair hair”, while Clare preferred “mouse” - her willowy figure, and forthright manner, she appeared confident as she strode into interviews, and dealt ably with technical problems. She was glad to have kept her girlish figure - “I’m very fortunate with my genes!” she’d say - and she was well aware she looked much younger than her years. She had a ready smile, and while she knew well that men responded particularly well to her warm manner, she didn’t put women’s backs up, as so many journalists could. There were advantages to being brought up in a friendly Irish backwater, where the ability to get on with all types and levels and ages of people was a skill she had had to learn young.

      For these reasons, Joanne had been glad to snap her up and claim her for Zenith. And she’d been an immediate hit.

      “There’s one other thing,” Joanne added as Clare rose to leave. “I want to nominate you for the industry Social Impact Award. I think a few of your pieces fit the brief well.”

      Clare stopped in her tracks, and gaped at Joanne. “Really?” was all she managed to say. “Thank you Joanne! I appreciate your confidence in me. That’s exciting! Ooh, thank you!” She left the Editor’s office grinning broadly and treading on air - her decision to focus single-mindedly on her writing career was beginning to pay dividends.

      She strode purposefully through the long office full of desks and busy people. Well, most were busy, though some still had time to chatter or gaze out of the office’s huge windows with the city spread out below.

      What a different view from the one she had grown up with. Here there was hardly a blade of grass in sight. Where she grew up there was hardly a building in sight.

      The Long Room, as it was known, had its own particular scent - a smell of busyness, coffee, and possibly of carpets overdue for a deep clean.

      “Hey Clare!” said Nat, one of the sports journalists, as she neared his desk. “Been to beard the dragon in her den?”

      “Hi Nat!” Clare laughed, turning away from the windows. She knew that Nat admired Joanne, for all her fearsome reputation. “You bet! And she’s putty in my hands. Seriously, I’m walking on air right now … my plan is beginning to work out! How’s it going with you?” Clare had always liked Nat since he’d fetched her a coffee when she was waiting to meet Joanne for her first job interview. She was nervous and he’d helped put her at her ease. He liked to talk about his children, and ever since, she’d always been happy to encourage him in this.

      She perched herself on the corner of Nat’s desk while she smiled at him, ready to listen to today’s story. He wasn’t the sort of person that she thought she’d like but, as it happened, she really did. He reminded her of the humble folk in County Kerry where she’d grown up. Above all else they valued their family: that was the most important thing to them, keeping the family together. And nobody was better at keeping extended families together than the Irish, even across borders and across oceans. And they took a simple pleasure in what their family did. Nat was very like that.

      Nat watched her settle to listen. “Exams.” He replied tersely. “Both girls are in exam years. It’s really making life a strain at home …”

      “Poor you! I remember that stage, though mine were a bit further apart in age so they didn’t both hit exams in the same year. Thank goodness.” She raised and dropped her shoulders at the memory. “But it won’t go on for ever. It’ll pass. Mine are off my hands now, thank heavens! Both settled at university. Heads down studying. Best place for them.”

      “You’re referring to this ‘life after children’ people talk about?” said Nat with a crooked smile. “Does it really exist? Or will I die before we get there?”

      “Yes,” she laughed, and theatrically wiped her hands, “I’ve done my bit, rearing the next generation. Time to focus on myself after twenty-odd years of looking after everyone else!”

      “But don’t you miss them?” asked Nat in wonder. “I do love having them at home - the whole family vibe, you know.”

      “I don’t have time to miss them.” Clare smiled at Nat. “There is more to life, really!”

      She hopped off the desk, swung her bag over her shoulder and said, “And I’m off to enjoy some more of it right now. I’ve got a lot of years to catch up on - it’s me-time now! See you, Nat!” She strode, still smiling, down the length of the office, and waited for the lift.

      As the lift arrived, one of the several people who got out was her occasional boyfriend Nick. Nick worked in Events and was untrammelled by family, having shed his a good few years back. He made phone gestures to her as the crowd of hurrying people swept him away, talking noisily, and Clare took their place in the lift. “Sure!” she called with a broad smile, as the doors began to close, “Give me a ring …” It was a good, easy, relationship she had with Nick - no ties, for either of them. No commitment, just fun.

      She hugged her arms around her in a moment of pleasure. Her life was her own again, and she was ready to enjoy every moment. It was just a question of keeping everyone in the places she had allocated them - so they didn’t interfere with her grand plan - and convincing Joanne by her outstanding pieces that she was worth more than these popular celebrity page-fillers. One day she’d get that column! Only then would she be seen as an artist in her own right. Only then would she have reached her dream.
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      Clare arrived home with a couple of bags of food shopping. She loved the variety of shops here in the city and enjoyed making interesting meals for herself in the evening. With no-one else’s tastes and requirements to take into account, she was able to have what Tabitha’s young friend Melanie referred to as ‘walnuts and toast’ - whatever she felt like eating, instead of the meat and two veg every day without fail that Melanie’s father required. Being able to eat walnuts and toast was a rare treat for her.

      Clare was not eating walnuts and toast tonight though. She’d bought the ingredients for a Thai curry and was fingering the lemongrass and enjoying the scent it gave off as she unpacked it all in the kitchen, when the phone rang.

      “Hi Nick,” she said as he greeted her, “that was quick! You weren’t kidding …”

      “Had to catch you! I’ve got a great opportunity for us - didn’t want you to miss out on it,” replied Nick a little breathlessly. From the background noises he must have been walking along a busy street. “It’s an event I have to cover next week. It’s the opening of that new super-duper hotel in Surrey, very expensive. It’s all on expenses of course, so I wondered if you’d like to come? I’ll be working, but we’d be able to spend some time together - it’s been a while, Clare … and you may pick up some useful contacts there too, of course.”

      Clare got the lowdown on the event and the exact dates from him and pondered. It was several days away - no rush. She guessed that the urgency was in Nick’s mind. If she refused, he wanted to have time to find someone else to enjoy the visit with. Fair enough, she thought. Their come-and-go relationship was very much ‘no strings attached’. So she had no problem accepting the invitation. Who knew how many he’d already asked!

      “That will be fun,” she said. “There could well be some interesting possibilities for me amongst the guests there. I’m looking forward to it already!”

      Scribbling the dates in her diary, she returned to the kitchen. Truly she had it all! She was still getting used to the strange feeling that success in this new field gave her. Sometimes she felt regrets … but not for long. Her star was rising, her work was being acclaimed - nominated for an Award! - she had friends, boyfriends, and zero commitments. She was on her way to getting that column she so coveted, and entering the most influential part of her life: what a change from all those years before!

      “Be a good girl now and lay the table, Clare,” her mother would say. “Put those books away and take your turn with the mending basket!” “Those potatoes aren’t going to peel themselves, girls.” Clare smiled, leaning on her kitchen worktop, knife in one hand and shallot in the other, as she remembered the layers of service being built into her psyche early on. Everything was done to make the home run smoothly so her father, the eminent poet, could work undisturbed by such minutiae.

      And once she was married and had children to rear, this became her life too. Jonathan came first, and the children came second. Clare came nowhere. She spent a lot of time and effort being the perfect hostess for Jonathan’s vast crumbling pile of an ancestral home, forever managing decoration projects and organising the outdoor staff (one old gardener and his boy) to defend the ornamental gardens from being reclaimed by the wilderness beyond the Pale.

      The stables and the gallops were managed by the stable staff, and Clare was mercifully spared any involvement with them. The whole place was pristine. She would smile as she thought of the contrast between this countryside and the countryside in Kerry she was reared in – battered gnarled oak posts lurching at strange angles; gates held together with baler twine; gaps in hedges filled with rusting discarded farm machinery; shed doors furnished with old car-door handles. Here the fenceposts were soldier-straight, the gates perfectly aligned with never a squeak, the hedges trimmed neatly and efficiently, the lawns could win competitions.

      So her domain was everything but the demesne. She operated largely indoors, the chatelaine, arranging the endless dinner parties, accommodating foreign business guests, preserving the image of the well-to-do country house. But while these duties and the family kept her fully occupied, this was never what she felt she was born to do. So her frustration had grown and grown. It wasn’t till the children were teenagers that she felt able to carve out time for herself from her wifely duties and start on an Open University degree, there in the Morning Room of her home. Once the children were both at boarding school, she had much more time for herself, and happily immersed herself in her studies. Emerging from the four years of head-down studying, she had a named degree for creative writing, which showed her particular area of expertise, and a huge sense of achievement. She was proud to add the letters after her name.

      Jonathan regarded all this work with vague amusement.

      “How’s the magnum opus going?” he would tease.

      “You’ll be sorry when you read it and find it’s all about the perfidy of racehorse trainers and race-fixing,” she would laugh back with him.

      It was harmless banter and she still laid on lavish dinners for his clients and colleagues - other racehorse owners and trainers - so he was happy enough. It would take Clare a good couple of weeks to adjust when the children came home on holidays. She found she had to limit herself to a set number of hours writing and reading then put her things away and switch to family duties. Fortunately, like most teenagers, they slept late every morning when they could. Rollo and Marigold were both approaching independence fast, and seemed to be managing the teenage years without undue upheaval. But Clare knew the clock was ticking, and made efforts to enjoy their company during these times - all the while the idea was taking form in her head of her impending escape and transformation. She’d achieve her dream at last, of becoming a celebrated and respected writer, like her father!

      In her very own kitchen now, she sliced the shallot, remembering how that idea had appeared, taken shape, grown - until it became inevitable. She was made for more than this! She was her father’s daughter. She wanted to create, not stay stifled in domesticity. And this is what had driven her to where she was now. Living in a city, writing pithy articles and in-depth appraisals, enjoying mixing with other creatives, relishing the fast city life.

      Nick was one of several boyfriends. She spread her favours evenly and without commitment. She wanted to have a good time, in good company, and had no plans to get tangled up in anything that would nail her down or limit her in any way. As Jonathan had been her first and only partner ever since she was a teenager, this was new and exhilarating. She smiled with pleasure as she chose some music to accompany her cooking.

      It was a while later, having enjoyed her delicious non-walnut meal, that her phone beeped and Rollo’s face appeared on the screen.

      “Hi Mum!”

      She beamed at her older child: it was always a pleasure to see him. ”Hi to you!”

      “We-e-e-ll, I thought you’d be pleased to know that I’m on track for the Best in Year prize.”

      “Wow!” Clare enthused with a glow of pride. “Tell me more!”

      “It’s to do with consistency. Best marks overall, kind of thing. My Tutor told me yesterday that he could see no reason why I wouldn’t get it if I carry on as I am.”

      “Congratulations in advance! I’m proud of you, whatever you do or don’t achieve - I think you’re a marvel! So tell me, what are you focussing on this year?” Clare had long since learnt not to ask more specific questions about Rollo’s work. He was studying Electrical Engineering and Applied Maths, and the first few times she’d asked him what it meant he started to tell her, only to have her say, “Stop! I don’t understand a word. You’re simply a genius - let’s leave it at that!” She did try to wrap her head round what he was saying, but resigned herself to the fact that the artistic side of her brain far outweighed the scientific side.

      They chatted for a while and Clare felt warmth rising up within her. How was this brainy and good-looking boy hers? She told him about her Editor’s remarks and the Social Impact Award. “So it looks as though we may both be celebrating in a few months’ time,” she added, happily.

      “Have you heard anything from Marigold,” he asked as they were about to ring off.

      “No, not recently. She’s all set to start her second year - I gather she’s sharing a house this year, not in Hall. She’s very self-sufficient - she’ll be in touch in her own good time.”

      “Oh, ok,” Rollo replied. “Just wondered …” he tailed off. “Well, bye anyway,” he added cheerily, and the picture went black.

      What did he mean by that? thought Clare. Marigold was certainly the more complex of her two children, but she’d understood everything was going smoothly for her. She was studying Irish and its literature at Trinity College Dublin - a chip off the grandfatherly block, as Clare’s father had held the Chair of Poetry there, back in the day, and had been a renowned Irish scholar himself.

      She thought back to his rooms, on the ground floor of the old university building, with the lawns outside the window criss-crossed with paths full of busy students scurrying from one class to another. He’d loved entertaining there, and had organised a lavish tea for her on one of her last visits to him. As if she were still a child and he was still her father.

      She shrugged and set about checking over her diary for tomorrow. She had her first meeting with Echo the next day, and she spent a while working out the journey times and deciding what she would wear before taking herself to her blissfully empty bed and settling into its comfort. Top quality cotton bedlinen was one of the first things she’d spent money on when she’d moved to her own home. Money so well spent, she smiled, as she stretched and snuggled into a deep, contented, sleep, thinking of the promise of the exciting day to come.
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      As she drew up at the electric gates of Echo’s mansion, Clare woke a gang of paparazzi from their doze. They swarmed round the car, their cameras in front of their faces, popping pictures.

      “It’s ok, guys,” she said, as she wound down the window to address the little keypad on a pole in front of the gatepost. “I’m nobody famous - just one of you.” She answered the crackly voice that came from the speaker without having to give her name, and as the gates slowly whirred open, she waved cheerily at the disappointed photographers, who plodded back to their camping chairs and vacuum flasks with a resigned air. That another journalist had got an interview while they were parked on the verge outside the gates was a story they would not be passing onto their editors!

      The drive was worthy of the house it reached. It was long and winding, along an avenue of youngish birches. As she emerged from this cover to the front of the house to park in the large gravelled area in front, she puzzled over the age of the building. It seemed to be what you’d expect a listed manor house to be, except that everything was new, gleaming, smart. It was large but with pleasant proportions, a soft reddish brick framing the large sash windows. Like the grounds that she’d driven through, it was unassuming, pretty, and expensive. While you’re not allowed to alter the outside of a listed building, you can make hay indoors - so Clare looked forward to getting inside and having a look.

      “Are you the journalist from Zenith?” asked the thin woman holding onto the front door, waiting for Clare to ascend the stone steps.

      “Clare O’Sullivan, yes,” Clare smiled her most charming smile, and waited a moment till the woman said, “I’m Echo’s mother. You’d best come in.”

      “Are the hounds baying at the gate giving you a lot of trouble?” Clare asked with genuine sympathy as she offered her hand.

      “They’re all driving us mad,” responded Echo’s mother. “They have no feelings …” She showed her into a large and comfortable living room before sliding silently away.

      Clare stood in the middle of the large and beautiful room, absorbing the atmosphere. She recognised the artists of some of the large contemporary paintings Echo had on the walls, knowing some of them from articles she’d been involved in writing. When Echo made an entrance - she had that star presence that could never allow her to just seep into a room unnoticed - the two women hit it off straight away. Echo looked very little as Clare had expected from her performing persona photos. Her usually spiky blonde hair was smooth and wavy, and instead of a flamboyant and revealing garment, she wore a simple white polo-neck jumper and light blue trousers.

      “You’ve met my mother, Linda?” said Echo, as they sat enjoying the coffee and tiny homemade biscuits Echo’s mother had set before them, before she started to evaporate again.

      “I have! Thank you, Linda.” Clare gave her most expansive smile to the woman as she retreated, realising Echo’s mother was maybe not suspicious as she’d thought, but merely shy, and protective of her daughter. “Now,” turning to Echo and clearly showing her recorder before placing it on the coffee table between them - she knew she was dealing with a person experienced with the press and the media - “tell me more about your lovely home.”

      “I love being surrounded by beauty,” responded Echo quickly. “That’s why the room is laid out to draw your gaze through the french windows to the fantastic view.” Clare followed her glance to see distant blue hills framed by the natural woodland of the garden - now red and ochre in its Autumn colours. She could imagine how lovely it would look in the Spring, with the sharp bright greens of new leaves. “I need nature around me,” Echo gazed longingly at the view. “Hate the city. I like everything I look at to be pleasing - though of course, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, as Mummy will often remind me!”

      Clare indicated the largest of the paintings and asked, “Do you paint, yourself?” as she jotted Echo’s words about beauty down in the notebook she liked to use as a backup to her recorder, to mark significant details. “You know Constable said, ‘I never saw an ugly thing in my life’? You seem to be on the same wavelength.”

      “I do actually - paint, I mean. I didn’t know about Constable. I love that!” Echo looked down at her hands in her lap. “Though I don’t do anything like these,” she swept her arm to indicate the large paintings. “I like to draw, really - using lots of colour. I like combining the precision of drawing with the emotion of colour … but perhaps you’d better not write all that down,” she said, lifting her chin to peer towards Clare’s notebook.

      “I’d like to mention how artistic you are. Would it be ok to just say you like drawing?”

      “Yes. It’s a private part of me. I don’t want anyone to see what I draw.”

      “Got it,” said Clare, making a note in her book, and dramatically crossing out the words above it. “Though I do want to be able to show some of what you’re like when you’re not on stage, in the public eye. There’s a lot to you, and it would be good for people to remember you’re a human being, not public property.”

      Echo put her cup down slowly. “I know this is a PR exercise, and it’s the price of fame. But I do want to keep as much as possible private …”

      “You come over as a very genuine person, who happens to have been blessed with enormous gifts. That doesn’t mean you belong to your audience! But I can convey my impressions of you without giving too much away. I really will respect your privacy.”

      Echo smiled back at her with a look of gratitude.

      Clare noticed that the star’s lightly-made up face showed a clear skin, and along with her soft, shiny hair and her trim figure, none of it suggested somebody who is in the grip of some addiction - on the slippery downward slope of drugs or drink, the way the tabloids had claimed Echo was. She warmed more to her.

      It wasn’t long before Echo was opening up to Clare, appearing to forget that this was a magazine interview. Clare’s pencil worked busily, taking down gems as they poured from her subject.

      She explained where the gutter-press stories had come from. “It was a hare started by a disgruntled backing singer. It’s true there are people in the business who do these things - but I don’t! I want to keep my feet on the ground and enjoy my career. It was horrid, and I never realised how badly it would affect me. I had to cancel several engagements - I just wasn’t up to it.”

      “I’d like to present the side of Echo that the public, in its feeding frenzy, seems to be missing,” Clare reassured her quietly. “That behind the public persona is a genuine
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