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SWINGS AND ROUNDABOUTS

By

Wendy Kremer


Chapter One

Lucy hung
her coat in the cupboard and shut the door forcefully. She looked
bleakly at the two trolleys piled high with books that were waiting
to be put back onto the shelves.

She'd
guessed her job wouldn't be easier when Margaret got the job as the
head librarian, they'd both been on the shortlist, but she didn't
reckon that if Margaret was the lucky one she would be vindictive
afterwards. Margaret was good at her job and also at cultivating
the right connections. It had been a tight decision in Margaret's
favour, but now Margaret was using her position meanly and making
Lucy's life difficult.

The other
librarian, Janette, had trimmed her sails to fit the wind and
pretended she was delighted that Margaret was in charge. Margaret
rewarded her, and provoked Lucy, by channelling tasks that were
Janette's responsibility in Lucy's direction. When Lucy asked why
she had so much extra work, all she got in answer was a sickly
smile and the information there was a lot to do at present because
Janette and Margaret were very busy with other things. Lucy noticed
they were so busy that they took lengthy coffee breaks, and
finished work early, nearly every day.

Lucy
decided she'd look for a new job; the situation wouldn't improve.
There wasn't much point in complaining higher up in the hierarchy;
they'd believe she was disgruntled because she hadn't got the job.
She was sorry to leave because she enjoyed her work. Some of the
regular borrowers were almost friends. They came in for a chat,
even when they didn't intend to borrow a book.

Jobs for
qualified librarians weren't exactly thick on the ground. She'd
already applied for several positions within easy travelling
distance. Most were not for a full-time professional librarian,
just for things like research work, or as a part-time
position.

She eyed
the piles of books on the trolley and threw back her shoulders. Her
rich auburn hair bounced on her slim shoulders as she moved
determinedly towards it. There was no point in worrying or getting
annoyed, she had to be optimistic and believe something else would
turn up. She'd finished replenishing her own pile of books on
Friday before she left. The books on the trolleys were Janette's,
re-directed to her by Margaret. Lucy's soft brown eyes skimmed the
titles and she began to sort them alphabetically. Her slim fingers
worked swiftly as she did the accustomed work. She paused to fill
the coffee machine on the main counter, and soon the comforting
smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the room.

It wasn't
officially opening time yet, and Janette and Margaret hadn't
arrived. Because the windows had been closed all weekend, the air
in the high-ceilinged rooms was stuffy. While pushing one of the
trolleys in the direction of the main borrowing section, she opened
one side of the big double doors leading out onto Corn Street. The
invading air was clean and sweet although when she looked up, she
saw the sky was loaded with grey clouds. She dawdled for a moment,
glanced up and down the empty street, and across at the straggly
bushes pushing through the small park's fencing. At this time of
the morning, it was silent everywhere, except for a bird singing in
one of the hedges.

A few
minutes later, she'd restored the books to the right shelves, and
returned with the first empty trolley to the main desk. Lucy poured
some coffee into her mug and leaned back against the shabby
counter. Holding the warm mug between her hands, the fresh aroma
drifted upwards towards her quiet oval face, and the rough taste
coated her tongue with a piquant edge. She relaxed and quietly
enjoyed the moment, despite the depressing prospect of what the day
ahead might bring.

She put
the half-empty mug down and reached out for the second trolley. She
was interrupted by the sound of running feet outside and by someone
pounding up the library steps. Before her brain had fully grasped
what was happening, a tall, dark-haired man strode determinedly
across the room. He looked back briefly over his shoulder as he
hurried towards her, and his steps echoed through the room as he
came.

He
stopped abruptly in front of Lucy and said rapidly. "I have to hide
from the press. No time to explain why; it's simply vital that they
don't find me."

Lucy
stared at him. He was in his mid-thirties and extremely
good-looking. She managed to squark. "Pardon?"

With
another backward glance, he impatiently answered. "Where can I
hide?"

His face
was vaguely familiar but she couldn't quite figure out where she'd
seen him before. With heightened colour, she studied his face. It
was tanned, darkly aesthetic with angular features and intense dark
eyes. His suit was too expensive for him to be a wrongdoer although
she also quickly mused that these days there were probably more
well-dressed crooks everywhere than anyone realized.

Lucy felt
intuitively that this man wasn't dangerous. She heard the sound of
a large number of other feet pounding the pavement and approaching
fast. Lucy acted on impulse. Throwing open the door of the small
office behind the counter, she said. "In there! And keep
quiet."

He needed
no second invitation and brushed past, leaving a faint spicy tang
in his wake. She closed the door with its inset of frosted glass
behind him and pulled the second trolley across. It was only just
in time. A crowd of people stormed in, brandishing cameras and
waving notepads and microphones. She picked up one of the books
from the trolley, looked at them, and didn't need to pretend to be
astonished at the sight of so many journalists jostling with each
other in their haste to come inside. A few of them immediately
began to shuffle around between the tightly-packed bookshelves
searching, but most of them advanced purposefully in her direction
and several fought each other for her attention.

Quizzing
her, they demanded. "Where's he gone?" "Which way did he go?"
"Where is he?"

One
reporter waved a fat microphone in front of her face. "You must
have seen him?"

Lucy hid
her nervousness behind a screen of challenging words. "Who are you
talking about? Do you mind telling me what this is all about? This
is a public library, and it isn't officially open yet! Who, or
what, are you looking for exactly?"


Impatiently one at the back proclaimed. "Damián Alvarez! He
was only minutes ahead of us. He must be here!"


"Alvarez?" Lucy registered the news and now realized she'd
hidden a well-known personality in their office. She continued to
pretend bewilderment and fished for further information. "You mean
the golf player Alvarez? Good Heavens! Why would someone like him
come here? Whatever for?"

One
mealy-looking man in a grubby grey raincoat replied. "We've got him
on the run, and this place was the only one open." He rubbed his
stubbled chin. "If he didn't come in here, did you see him go
past?"

Lucy
shook her head vigorously. "No. I opened the entrance door a few
minutes ago but I didn't stand there watching. I do know that no
one passed me." Hidden in the soft folds of her fawn skirt, she
crossed her fingers. It was true, Damián Alvarez stood in front of
the desk to start with before he'd scampered into the office. Then
she'd barricaded the office door by shoving the trolley once he was
inside.

One man
was observant enough to ask. "What's in there?" He nodded with his
head in the direction of the office.

Lucy's
heartbeat increased, and a delicate pink covered her cheeks as she
stared him in the face and replied. "That's the head librarian's
office; it's locked. Without official permission, no one is allowed
to go in there. The head librarian hasn't arrived yet." In a more
challenging tone, she continued. "None of you should be in this
library; it's not officially open yet! As you can see, there are
only shelves of books. He couldn't hide here, even if he had come
in."

A fat
journalist scratched his head and continued to chew on some gum
while mumbling in her direction. "He must be in here; the road is
as straight as an arrow and apart from this place, there are only
closed shops and houses for at least three hundred
yards."

With
over-bright tawny eyes, she replied. "What about the park opposite?
He could have gone there, couldn't he? Anyway, why are you chasing
him? What's he done?"

They
considered her silently, eyed one another guardedly, and turned in
chorus. Like a bunch of determined lemmings, they stormed out of
the door again and crossed the road. The odd one or two, who'd
already been wandering the shelves in the hope of making an
exclusive discovery heard them leave, and rushed after them. She
noticed that one man even came out of the toilet to join the
tail-end of the crowd, as it now fought its way through the park's
narrow side gate.

Lucy
picked up her mug again and sipped the lukewarm coffee as she
watched them disappear from view. The sound of their excited voices
faded. She made a tour of the rooms, to make sure they were empty,
and then closed the entrance door.

She felt
exuberant; it was like being part of a movie. She turned
expectantly to the room behind the desk. Shoving the trolley aside,
and hiding any last shreds of uncertainty, she opened the door with
a flourish. Her visitor was sitting behind the desk with a mug of
coffee in his hand; one leg draped casually over a corner. Margaret
had her personal coffee machine, and would probably now ask awkward
questions about why it was switched on and half-empty.

He looked
up and gave her a slow smile. "Thanks! I heard everything. You
handled that very well." He got up and held out his large hand.
"Damián Carlos Leandro Alvarez and I am in your debt!"

Lucy
reached out and their hands were locked for a second or two. Lucy
imagined how, in earlier times and circumstances, a Spanish Grandee
would have presented himself in the same kind of way. There was a
sparkle in his jet-black eyes. His square chin indicated
determination and a strong will. His expression signalled he was a
lively, sincere character.

Her
misgivings faded, even though she now recalled unflattering
newspaper articles about the jet-set crowd he belonged to and his
behaviour. She crossed her arms, resting her slender hands in the
crook of her elbows, and considered him. "Would you now mind
telling me what this is all about Mr Alvarez after I saved you from
that horde?"

He moved
smoothly to the coffee machine standing on top of a low filing
cabinet. He was very tall with the well-proportioned body of a top
sportsman. He re-filled his mug again and turned to confront her;
Lucy had to look up at his face. She'd have to refill Margaret's
coffee machine before Margaret arrived or there'd be all kinds of
recrimination.

He
smiled. "Nothing to worry about! I was with Lydia Maynard last
night. Have you ever heard of her?"

Lucy
shook her head and mused that as they came from very different
worlds, he should guess that she probably wouldn't.

"She's a
widow; used to be the wife of one of the richest banking investors
in the UK." He added casually. "Rumours have it that she and her
husband hated each other, but they tolerated each other because a
separation would have been stupid for them both, there was too much
money involved." He took a sip of the black coffee and lifted the
mug. "This is good! Anyway, Lydia's husband died unexpectedly of a
heart attack, last week. She buried him yesterday. Lydia is not
good at playing the bereaved widow. She phoned and invited me to a
private party last night. As I had nothing else to do, I accepted.
To my surprise, when I arrived I was the only guest. Somehow, the
press found out I was there. They hammered non-stop on the door.
You can imagine their glee when she foolishly opened it dressed
only in a lacy apron and very scanty underwear."

Lucy
didn't blink an eyelid although it took a lot of
willpower.

He
continued. "I managed to push them out and close the door. Lydia
started having hysterics, even though I tried to point out her
black lace lingerie was perfect mourning gear. She suddenly found
she had scruples; for the first time since we met. She decided she
had responsibilities to society, was upset about what her mother
would think, worried that her husband would come back to haunt her
and she'd end up in hell, and she also wondered how she was going
to explain things to her children when they read about their
mother's antics in the tabloids."

His black
brows lifted significantly and he said drily. "I hung around for a
while, hoping things would calm down but Lydia was uncontrollable
and the press kept hammering on the door. Perhaps it was cowardly
of me, but I decided it was best to make a discreet exit, via the
drainpipe. I told her it was best to confront the press and deny I
was there after I was out of the way. It almost worked, but
unfortunately, one of the reporters spotted me at the last minute
through a side window. When I reached the ground I shook them off
long enough to reach a friend's flat, but they didn't give up. When
I left there this morning, some of them were still waiting. That's
when I ran and ended up here."

He had a
slight accent, although his English was perfect. Lucy recalled
various stories in the press where the 'enfant-terrible' of the
golf scene had been involved in various minor amorous scandals.
According to the newspapers, he was a great golfer, one of the
highest paid on the circuit, but his professional success didn't
restrict a colourful existence when he was off the golf course
too.

Her
expression was serious but she tried not to appear too critical and
said. "I see."

His mouth
curved into an unconscious smile. "Don't worry! Speaking from
experience, I can almost swear that they won't come back. Once the
trail is cold they look for another victim."

Despite
everything she'd read about him, Lucy was still fascinated. Her
brows raised and she asked innocently. "Don't ... don't you mind –
about being chased by the paparazzi?" She was honestly
interested.

His eyes
were bright with merriment, and he played with his mug. "Of course
I do." He sounded more serious than he looked. "They've created a
public image of Damián Alvarez that isn't authentic, but I'm rich,
single and enjoy life, and so I'm a perfect target. The truth is, I
enjoy a very normal kind of existence … well most of the time I do,
but they distort things and report incorrectly."

She
hesitated, but only for a second. She could afford to say what she
thought; she'd never see him again. "And you are surprised about
that? They get loads of money for exclusive stories and photos.
Take last night as an example. It is hardly an everyday happening
to have a dinner date with a social celebrity only days after she'd
buried her husband, especially if you were prancing around in your
underwear at the time!"

He looked
at her large topaz eyes with their long dark lashes. A wide smile
cut his face in two. "Lydia was wearing the sexy underwear; I was
very respectably dressed. I honestly thought I was invited to a
perfectly normal dinner party. I don't understand why, but these
things keep happening to me all the time. I don't know where the
press gets its information from either, but it drums up big
headaches for me." Tongue in cheek he said." Perhaps I should stay
in a monastery between tournaments for a while, just to side-track
the press?"

Slightly
irritated because he wasn't taking things seriously, Lucy answered.
"No, of course not! Everyone is entitled to their private life and
it is nobody else's business what you do. You probably just need to
plan better, chose your friends carefully, and be more discreet.
The fewer people who know what you do in your spare time the
better. The press has labelled you as good for a story, just
because they know you get yourself into unusual situations all the
time."

His eyes
studied her face and the soft lines of her figure in the
toffee-coloured silk shirt. He liked what he saw and also
appreciated her intelligence and her steady gaze. "You sound just
like Carmelita!"

Lucy
didn't want to ask who Carmelita was, so she didn't, and
waited.

He
continued. "How exactly am I supposed to avoid unusual situations?
For some reason, I attract them like the plague. What's your name
by the way?"

She
replied promptly, "Lucy, Lucy McKay" and went on impatiently. "You
may not be royalty or a top-notch film star but you're a celebrity
and they reckon there's always a good chance of a juicy headline
when you're around. That's why they go to great lengths to find
you. Why don't you make it more difficult for them to
succeed?"

He ran
his hand through his thick black hair. It sprang politely back into
shape. "Lady, that's not as easy as it sounds. My whole life is a
public timetable. I travel from one tournament to the next. Anyone
with a fraction of intelligence can work out where I'll be at
almost any time of the day, almost any week of the year. The press
acts like blood-starved leeches."

"But they
don't need to know where you're staying, or what you do when the
tournament ends, or where you go each evening, not if you're
careful and discreet. Other celebrities manage to keep their public
and private lives separate most of the time; why can't you? Of
course, VIPs do stupid things sometimes, but it's understandable
because they're only human after all."

He
blinked but didn't comment.

Lucy
persevered. "Nevertheless, most of them don't hit the headlines all
the time because the press already knows unusual predicaments are
the exception, not the rule. Most celebrities try to live low-key
existences and then they don't get such massive press
attention."

His olive
skin stretched over his high cheekbones and magnified the inky
blackness of his eyes. For some reason, he wanted to explain, and
almost apologetically, he replied. "I try to remain inconspicuous
and outwit them, but from the moment I enter a hotel the wheels
start to turn. Admittedly, I have a certain reputation, but half of
what they write is made up, and the other half is incorrect. It's a
no-go situation." He walked quickly to the entrance, looked around
the edge of the door carefully and closed it again. His tall figure
came back to where she was standing with long, purposeful strides.
The midnight blue of his evening suit suited his dark features to
perfection. Lucy could understand why any woman would find him
attractive. She concentrated hard as he continued to
talk.

"It seems
safe for me to move on now, but I'll give it a couple more minutes
before I leave. You don't mind, I hope?"

She
glanced at her watch. The others weren't due yet. "No, of course
not!"

He looked
around the silent room and studied briefly the rows of books.
Gesturing, he said. "I gather that you're a librarian?" He studied
the creamy skin and the rust-coloured hair tumbling to her
shoulders. She was clever and spontaneous, and she was good to look
at into the bargain. Her eyes had gold smidgens around the iris and
she had a slim, supple figure that curved in the right places. The
top of her head came up to his chin. She also used make-up
sparingly, and that was very pleasing. Most of the women he'd met
seemed to cover themselves with a mask every morning. He stopped
his contemplations to listen.

"Yes,
probably not for much longer though."

"Why
not?"

Lucy
poured out the story. It helped her to talk to him even though he
was famous, and she found it surprisingly easy. He listened to her
dilemma with interest. Lucy remembered that a lot of people would
assume she was just plain jealous, so she hurried to acknowledge.
"Margaret is good at her job, I don't dispute that, but I didn't
expect she'd keep up a personal vendetta just because we were
rivals for the same position. She can afford to be generous, but it
looks like she can't forget the fact that we were contenders for
the same job. I can't complain to my superiors; they'd only believe
I'm carping out of plain jealousy."

He looked
at her enigmatically and nodded sympathetically. "Difficult, best
thing for you to do is to get out, find a new job and start from
scratch again."

"That's
what I'm trying to do, but it's not that easy, especially these
days when there is so much local unemployment."

Looking
briefly at the flat surface of his oblong Swiss watch, he crossed
to the tea tray and put his empty mug down with a clatter. Studying
her briefly, he said. "Tell you what, if you can think of a
sure-fire method of keeping the press off my back, I'll give you a
job, double your present wages, and I promise your life will be a
lot more interesting too." He gave her a warm smile.

Lucy was
about to protest that her life was interesting enough already, but
he gave her no chance. He picked up a note-block, scribbled down a
telephone number, tore off the sheet of paper, and handed it to
her. "This is my private number! I'm playing locally until Friday
then I'm off to a tournament in Wales. If you can come up with a
brilliant idea, call me!" He gave her another public-relations kind
of smile and displayed some dazzling white teeth. "Thanks again for
rescuing me!"

In a bit
of a daze, she returned his smile shyly and then watched as he
walked towards the entrance. She hurried to catch up with him.
"Good luck with the tournament!"

"Thanks!
Lucy McKay!" He gave her a parting grin, nodded and with a quick
investigating look outside, he exited and walked back leisurely in
the direction he'd come from.

Lucy
watched him until he turned the corner and was out of sight. She
closed the door and leaned against it. Looking at the numbers on
the sheet of paper, she wondered if he'd been serious and if it was
his telephone number. She hurried to refill Margaret's coffee
machine and clean the mug he'd used.


Margaret
arrived a short time later; she asked. "Anything
special?"

Lucy
looked up from the computer. She was checking something on the
internet for one of their elderly regulars. "No, nothing in
particular! Oh, yes, I almost forgot, a Mr Hawkins from the central
office rang. He wanted to talk to you as soon as
possible."


Discarding her coat quickly over the back of the nearest
chair Margaret hurried to the telephone and whizzed through the
numbers on the rotary directory. She was soon deep in conversation
and smiling down the phone at the anonymous Mr Hawkins.

Janette
arrived soon after and grumbled that the coffee jug in the outer
office was nearly empty. "You've drunk most of the coffee already.
Since when have you been an enthusiastic coffee
drinker?"

Margaret
uttered. "Switch mine on! If you're desperate it dispenses coffee
like lightning."

"That's
good of you Margaret, but I'll sort ours out. The day is still
young." Janette went off to get water.

Lucy
smiled at no one in particular, and the world in general. She
continued to search for information about a rare South American
butterfly. Storing what she found, she looked up at the big wall
clock above the entrance door. It was opening time but suddenly the
day didn't seem as bleak any more. Now and then, she thought
fleetingly about Damián Alvarez and about how he could effectively
get himself more privacy.

The next
morning a letter arrived from one of the firms she'd applied to
recently. It said they had nothing suitable at present but her name
was at the top of the list for the next open position; they'd be
getting in touch to arrange an interview as soon as possible. 'As
soon as possible' seemed a long time to wait at the
moment.

Margaret
and Janette were going on an all-paid 'refresher course' at a
well-known London hotel starting tomorrow. Coping alone with work
that was normally spread among the three of them finally tipped
Lucy's decision to start seriously finding a new job.


Visiting
her parents, on her way home, that evening, she told them how she
had hidden Damián Alvarez from the press in the library. They'd
both heard of him. The sports pages praised his skill on the golf
course, and the gossip columns had a heyday with his private
life.

"He gave
me his number and said he'd give me a job if I come up with the
right idea. I'm going to contact him in the hope that he was
serious, and that I can be a kind of PR assistant organizing things
for him. I have to do something else. Things are going from bad to
worse for me at the library."

Mrs McKay
looked at her with worried hazel eyes. She was a little shorter
than Lucy; an attractive woman in her early fifties with a smart
figure, short curly hair and a good fashion sense. Her hands
handled her cup nervously as she commented. "But will your idea
work? Does he honestly want to live a more discreet kind of life?
Did he sincerely mean what he said? Do be careful love! According
to the papers, he's an insatiable womanizer! What if he tries to
add you to his list of conquests?"

Lucy
laughed. "Oh, Mum! He insisted that half the things they write
about him are not true, and somehow I believe him. We all know how
the media thrives on scandal, and what they can't find, they make
up. Don't worry about him trying to lead me astray. I bet he didn't
even notice what I looked like. He mixes with the rich and
beautiful all the time. If he did agree to give my idea a try, he's
intelligent enough to know you should never mix business and
pleasure. I would aim to gradually change how the press presents
him, by toning down his lifestyle. I'd make suggestions as to how
he should handle his private life, but it's up to him. If he
ignores my suggestions and still carries on as before, things won't
improve, and he'll end up supplying them with gutter press
ballyhoo."

Lucy
shrugged philosophically and added. "Even if it is just temporary,
I think the job would be interesting and give me something
different to include in my CV later. I could work from home. I'll
make sure he understands it is up to him whether my ideas work or
not, and I've more sense than getting emotionally entangled with a
celebrity like him.

Her
father leaned back into his favourite fireside armchair; his bushy
brows were drawn together and his hands were deep in his pockets.
"I can understand why you want to leave your library job, but I
wonder if you'll be jumping from the frying pan into the fire. It
sounds like a mad idea to me and I can't pretend that I like what
I've read about this chap. Where there's smoke, there's
fire."

Lucy
nodded. "I know what you mean Dad, but I'll leave on the double if
it turns out to be a catastrophe. I'm fed up at work at the moment
and I'm dying to get away. To be honest I can't guess if he was
serious when he mentioned it and gave me his telephone
number."

"Hmm!"
His father ran one big hand over his resolute chin; he was now
leaning forward and thinking hard. "Well, go ahead and try, if
that's
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