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Chapter One

 


Downtown Toronto,
September, 2008

 


Michael paced his large office back
and forth. Karyn--classy, beautiful Karyn--would soon be in front
of him. Perhaps he would have a chance to touch her. He neared the
gilded mirror. The interior decorator had insisted on adding the
expensive item to give the space reserved to his customers a
friendly, almost intimate atmosphere. Michael stared at his
reflection and adjusted the collar of his polo shirt. Tall and
skinny, with a mane of unruly red curls, he wasn’t bad looking but
not handsome either. His facial features were rather
irregular--very pronounced nose and cheekbones and wind-catcher
ears. He sighed. His appearance would have to do.

 


He moved near the marble coffee table
and slumped in one of the easy chairs.

 


At five minutes past five o’clock
Michael started to doubt Karyn would ever come. After all, she was
the daughter of late millionaire Richard McDonnell and the sole
heir of the family fortune. Four years ago, when her brother had
died in a tragic accident, the tabloids had filled their pages with
mourning Karyn, all dressed in black, tears incessantly raking her
face. He remembered well the day of the funeral when he had
approached her briefly to offer his condolences. Karyn had been
devastated by grief.

 


Then came the rumor that the man in
charge of the McDonnell’s affairs, Jean Berenson, had left for
Europe and made investments over there. At Berenson’s death, two
years ago, Karyn had taken over the estate, assisted by a corporate
lawyer to help her untangle the complex financial situation. While
still a very wealthy woman on paper, at present she was without
liquid assets and had found it difficult to keep up with her
standard of living.

 


He stopped pacing, walked over to the
large window, and watched the traffic down in the street. It was a
quarter past five now, and Karyn hadn’t arrived yet. It was foolish
to think she would meet with a poor boy. An ex-poor boy, actually.
Finally, at five-thirty, footsteps resounded crisply in the
hallway. Glancing through the semi-open door he saw Karyn
approaching the secretary’s desk.

 


His heart started to pound. Would he
be able to carry out what he decided to do? Or would he give up
before he even started?

 


Wearing a bright blue dress with short
sleeves Karyn stood on the door’s threshold. For a split second she
glanced around hesitantly. Then she walked straight toward Michael,
a conventional smile on her face. She shook his hand.

 


"Karyn Louise and you are Michael
William Elliot, right?" she said, softly but clearly.

 


A white-and-blue scarf cuddled her
neck; an enormous silver bracelet adorned her forearm. Her hair,
pitch black, was gathered behind one ear while covering a good part
of her face on the other side. Her blue eyes were incredibly
vivid.

 


Surprised she knew his second and
third names, Michael muttered a short welcome and invited her to
sit on the leather sofa in front of the coffee table.

 


"Impressive office you have here."
Karyn glanced around for a moment. "Modern furniture, dark hardwood
floor and...wow! A Nourison Kalahari carpet." She stroked the
carpet with her shoes, as if to assess its softness. "Those big
pale leaves contrast nicely with the dark flooring."

 


Speechless, Michael sat in front of
her. The more he observed her, the more traits he found in common
with her father. The way she had walked in, for instance: secure,
confident. The way she looked at him: straight, deep. And those
eyes: in color and intensity, they were like her father’s. The pull
she exercised on Michael, this very instant, felt like the clamp
her father had on him when he was a boy, a fascination which
surpassed his dislike for him. And plenty of the latter existed
because of the way he had treated his mother.

 


"If you prefer I can come back some
other time," Karyn said, evidently puzzled by Michael’s
astonishment.

 


"No. No." Michael didn’t want her to
go away. Not now after he had struggled for days thinking how to
handle this encounter. "I was just looking at you. You’re even more
beautiful close-up."

 


"Oh, thanks. We met a few times, but I
don’t think we ever exchanged too many words."

 


"No, unfortunately."

 


Finally Michael remembered to smile.
He wanted to please her because she was so lovely yet he wanted to
punish her because she was her father’s offspring.

 


"Last time I saw you was at the
Toronto Chamber of Commerce party. We talked a bit about how
difficult it is dealing with foreign holdings, I
believe."

 


"That’s right. Then your fiancé,
Jerry, joined us. He wanted to leave early."

 


"Right." She paused. "I’m not engaged
anymore. I can come and go as I please." She waved her left hand,
totally deprived of rings.

 


When the news had spread that Karyn’s
wealth was stuck in France, people started to worry whether she
would ever get hold of it; that was probably the reason Jerry had
left her.

 


"I’m sure you’ll recover your money.
It might take some time though, given the current global
situation."

 


"It turned out to be an expensive
operation." Karyn stretched her short dress trying to pull it over
her knees. "But you didn’t invite me here to talk about all this,
right?" As Michael didn’t reply, she continued. "It’s something
personal, you told me on the phone."

 


"Yes, it is." He began having second
thoughts about what he had proposed. Maybe--no, he should go ahead.
"We have a lot in common, you know...your father came to our house
often, I remember well."

 


"Oh, yes. I heard that my father and
your mother were friends."

 


"Nothing more than friends?" Michael
asked.

 


"I wouldn’t know," said Karyn and
blinked.

 


She doesn’t know how to
lie. That’s good, Michael thought.

 


"They were more than friends," he
said.

 


"If you say so." No emotion in her
voice.

 


"They were lovers." Michael leaned
close to her across the table. "Did you know that?"

 


"I see." Karyn unfolded her scarf and
let it hang free on her chest. "Is that the reason you asked me to
come by?"

 


"Not completely, no. I just wanted to
know if you knew."

 


"Well, I heard something about a
relationship." A little smile appeared on her face. "I strongly
believe my parents’ love affairs are, or should I say were, their
personal matters."

 


"Not for me. Your father came several
times a week to see my mother. Near the end she visited every day.
He gave her handfuls of cash."

 


"Oh, ah..." Karyn’s tone was
uncommitted. "I’m glad for her."

 


"I went to school with that
money."

 


Karyn kept silent while intently
looking at Michael. And then with a concerned tone, she said, "I
have the feeling you resent the relationship our parents had. Maybe
it’s better if I leave."

 


"No! Stay, please. It’s just
that...for heaven’s sake you look like your father! You move like
him."

 


"I can’t help it and to be frank, I
don’t mind."

 


"Sorry." It surely wasn’t a good
start. "Anything to drink?"

 


"No thanks."

 


"Let’s talk business then."

 


"Okay." Karyn leaned against the back
of the sofa in a relaxed manner.

 


"Are you sure you want to sell the
family house?" Michael asked.

 


"I have no choice. I can’t make the
payments. And I can’t get credit anymore."

 


Michael looked at her blue eyes. He
hesitated. "I’d like to offer you a deal which would allow you to
keep the house."

 


"Oh, you would lend me money. I
wouldn’t be able to pay high interest."

 


"No interest."

 


"And what would be the reason?" Karyn
shot him an inquisitive look as if she wanted to read his
mind.

 


Michael was thoughtful for a moment.
More than ever he desired the girl. To punish her. To have her at
his mercy. To make love to her. It really didn’t make any sense.
All together he felt a pull working on him like a huge
magnet.

 


"So..." Karyn said with her elegant
voice. "I’m all ears. I don’t think I have any options regarding my
father’s mansion. It costs too much. But if you have any ideas, I’d
like to hear them. I’m open to any suggestions."

 


Of course she was. She was a
businesswoman, after all. She wouldn’t reject an offer without
first listening to it.

 


"I could make your
payments."

 


"In exchange for?"

 


Sharp like the father, and direct like
the father. No use playing the diplomat, Michael thought. Diplomacy
was not one of his virtues either--something else they had in
common. He would get it out all at once.

 


"In exchange for you to be my girl."
Michael talked hastily, crowding one word after the
other.

 


Karyn stared at him for a moment,
clearly in disbelief. Then she shook her silky mane.

 


"What?" she asked. "Did I hear
correctly?"

 


"Yes. I’d like you to come live with
me."

 


"Just like that?"

 


Michael faintly assented.

 


"You surely are explicit--no
superfluous words, no waste of time." She laughed nervously. "And
I’m accustomed to men courting me for weeks just...just to take me
to a premiere, for instance."

 


"I’m sure you are."

 


Karyn glanced around. "I’d like to
have that drink you offered me before, if you don’t mind." She
crossed her well-shaped legs and stretched the dress over her
knees.

 


Michael rose. "What would you like?"
She would ask probably for something he had never heard
of.

 


"Scotch, straight. Make it double,
please."

 


While pouring the drinks on the bar’s
counter, Michael watched her reflection in the wall’s gilded
mirror. She was fingering her hair softly, not one single emotion
showed on her face.

 


"Would you like to have some time to
think about my offer?"

 


Karyn took the tumbler with both
bands. "How do I know you wouldn’t do kinky stuff?" She took a sip
of her scotch.

 


Michael laughed. The woman
was practical, exactly like her father. She didn’t even get
mad. Getting mad is a waste of
time, Karyn’s father had told him when he
was a young boy.

 


"You don’t!" he said. He moved to sit
close to her. "But I promise I won’t do anything different from
what your father did to my mother."

 


Karyn rolled her eyes. "But you don’t
know what my father did!"

 


"Oh, yes, I do. I was a naughty boy. I
peeped."

 


Karyn was definitely more amused than
worried. "And what was that?" she asked candidly.

 


"That isn’t something I’m going to
tell you. You have to find out for yourself." He was going to let
her guess--maybe she would worry then.

 


"Why not?"

 


"It’s my little belated revenge for
your father having sex with my mother any way he pleased any time
he felt like."

 


"But I am not guilty for what
happened!"

 


Confident in her rights. Nobody ever
made Mr. McDonnell feel guilty either. Obviously it was a family
trait.

 


"Well, you’re the one that’s
left."

 


"But I didn’t do anything.
I’m the result of what my father did with my mother, not yours!"

 


Sharp, like the father.

 


"But, you see, I can’t
take revenge against him. He isn’t around anymore. But
you are."

 


"That’s not nice, not nice at all,"
she said, frowning.

 


"No, it isn’t. But your father wasn’t
nice either. He treated my mother as if he owned her."

 


Karyn shrugged. "Perhaps she liked the
way he treated her. That might have been the reason she let him
come back all the time." Her eyes blazed with malice.

 


Michael wouldn’t prevail on the
daughter more than he ever did on the father. But he was going to
try--by shocking her.

 


"Maybe you’ll like it too."

 


He bored his eyes into hers, trying to
read a message. There wasn’t any. He wondered whether the girl had
any emotions in her body or if she was entirely like her father,
always in control, always trying to prevail even in the oddest
circumstance.

 


Finally a mysterious smile appeared on
her face. "What if it doesn’t work?"

 


"Either can call it off anytime. You
sell the house and I look for another girlfriend."

 


"Just like that?" She sounded
ambivalent. "No regards for any feelings?" Her tone was
unexpectedly gentle.

 


Suddenly Michael felt like hugging
her. She was worried about feelings. Hers or his? Forget about
revenge; the girl was the most desirable creature on earth, more
attractive up close than from far away.

 


Karyn took a long swig of her drink
then freed herself of the scarf.

 


"Can you really act so coolly?" she
asked.

 


The look she gave him felt like a
languid caress over his entire body. He definitely started to have
misgivings about taking his revenge out on her. But he was not
going to admit it. Not now, not too soon either. And surely not to
her.

 


"No feelings involved," he said. "Just
a business transaction. In exchange for your...ehm...your
cooperation I’ll pick up the tab for the house and your personal
expenses."

 


"I see," Karyn said. She finished her
drink and set down the glass. "And this only for avenging your
mother’s so-called mistreatment?"

 


"Exactly."

 


Karen stood up right in front of him
and glowered down on him.

 


"I just wanted to see how far you
would spin out this rubbish. That is the reason I let you go on
about your foolish ideas of making the offspring pay for the
parents’ mistakes. And you’re not even sure that it was a mistake
or that anybody suffered because of it! You must be
crazy!"

 


She gathered the small handbag she had
left on the sofa, turned around and strode out with the same firm
steps with which she had entered.

 


"Call me if you change your mind!"
Michael shouted after her.

 


Karyn had left a trail of
subtle fragrance but had taken the room’s
sunshine with her. Michael paced his office back and forth, deeply
missing the woman’s presence. He was an idiot, he told himself. A
great genius in accumulating wealth but an absolute idiot when it
came to relationships. He was obsessed with showing off beautiful
women who often merely wanted to promote themselves as models or
actresses. He was pushing forty and he hadn’t yet found a woman
with whom to share his life and have a family. Because he had never
looked for a steady companion, he admitted to himself. And what did
he do this time? Another mistake. He had hurt a woman he desired; a
woman who had class, beauty and breeding--in short, a woman fitted
for a king. He had destroyed any chance to see her again and his
action would leave him with the worst emotional scar he had ever
experienced.

 


He ambled toward the large window of
his office. From the nineteenth floor the view was spectacular. On
the right, the copper roof of the old City Hall building glared in
the late afternoon sun; on the left, the round profile of one of
the City Hall Towers carved its silhouette in the clear sky. Below,
at the entrance, was a multilevel rock garden where rivulets
tumbled over small rocks to end up in a small pond. The location,
the building’s modern architecture, and the size and décor of his
office spelled money and success. Mr. Michael Hamming, BA from York
University, MBA from University of Toronto’s Rothwall School of
Business, and Toronto stockbroker of Hamming and Associates, had
made it in life.

 


He had made it, but the humiliations
he had suffered as a boy had left indelible marks.

 



Chapter Two

 


Karyn walked in the door of her Forest
Hill mansion. As she put her first step in the unlighted hallway, a
sense of oppression took hold of her. It was not only the total
darkness; it was a feeling of being abandoned, of being a prisoner
of unknown forces. She turned on the hall light, stepped into the
living room, and switched on a floor lamp. They didn’t help. She
plopped in a Lazy-boy chair, leaned back, and sighed. She looked
around and her eyes landed on the unopened mail she’d left on the
side table that morning. She’d better tackle that.

 


Phone bill, gas bill,
subscription renewal to The
Walrus, coupon book. Was her life coming
to that? She shoved them back onto the table and sighed again. Her
life had changed so much since daddy had died.

 


Her mind wandered down memory
lane.

 


She, her brother, and her mother were
aboard a ship inside Disneyland when, at an island turnaround, fake
pirates had attacked them. She had clung onto her mother’s skirt,
terrified, while her brother, five years older, had teased her to
no end for freaking out.

 


Her mother had slipped into dementia,
slowly but inexorably. Her brother, so full of life, had died at
the age of thirty.

 


Next, her father’s image appeared, as,
for a full hour and half, he battled a hammerhead shark in the
waters of Florida.

 


Life was so easy then…she vividly
remembered her eighteenth birthday, the pearl necklace her parents
had given her and the wonderful party that had taken place on the
patio at the back of the house. She had danced until dawn; the sun
was up when, exhausted, she had fallen asleep on the swing near the
veranda. Everything had gone smoothly back then.

 


But death has a way of changing
things. Gordon, groomed to administer the family wealth,
immediately delegated more power to the vice-president of the
corporation, Jean Berenson, as he wanted to spend time racing. And
then, only two years after her father’s death, she had also lost
her brother. Shrouded in sorrow and pain, Karyn had never thought
of looking after the family business which was her only source of
income. Only months after her brother’s untimely departure, she
discovered that Jean Berenson, sworn in as CEO, had made several
investments abroad and gone to live in France. Those two facts,
combined with Berenson’s sudden death soon after, had created
enormous complications not yet straightened out after two long
years.

 


Life had become difficult.
She sighed once more. Maybe she better look at the rest of the
mail. She spotted an envelope from Capital Financial Group. She
grabbed the letter opener and slid it along the envelope. Her eyes
jumped to the balance of available funds: three thousand, one hundred three dollars.

 


Three thousand, one
hundred three dollars?

 


Karyn dropped the statement. What? She
was sure there was still over thirty thousand dollars
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