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			Chapter One

			My story with Lyria began on a foggy night, as one might expect.

			Not that a foggy night in Boston is anything unusual—far from it. I actually came to enjoy the fog when it presented itself on my evening strolls. This despite the fact that I really began walking as a way to admire the architecture in the Beacon Hill area, which I could barely see on this occasion. Frankly, my lack of a social life or interest in anything that was on television might have been factors in my newfound exercise routine. Normally, I regarded exercise of any kind as just a way to ensure that you die healthy. Okay, so I didn’t really have any alternatives for evening activities, but once I did start walking, I thought the architecture of the brownstones, apartment buildings, and expensive condo complexes was boffo. Anyway, I was really okay with the fog. It might be an extension of my philosophy on nightclubs; the darker it is, the better I look.

			My name is Conner, Conner David, and please spare me the jokes about guys with two first names. I’m a financial analyst with a well-known Boston investment banking firm called Beacon Hill Associates. The founders must have stayed up all night thinking up that name, since the offices are located on...Beacon Hill. If I have to be honest, my job could be described as entry level, which was fitting since I joined the company right out of college. And yes, I live among the social elite on Beacon Hill. You’re probably wondering who I was in good with to set up that arrangement, and again, being up front here, the answer is my parents. I’m in pretty good with them—at least from time to time. My looks? Truth be told, I look...well, like a financial analyst. I’m tall and thin, with moppish brown hair and glasses—rather nerd-like, if I have to be completely honest. Rating my overall appearance, I’d say that I didn’t take a full ride on the looks truck. Someone must have pushed me off about halfway to a completely handsome finish.

			My decision to become a financial analyst was an easy one. My father made a not-so-small fortune as an investment banker, and made it known to me at a very young age that he would very much like for me to follow in his gigantic footsteps. I wasn’t so sure that was what I wanted, at least until I got to college and started hearing horror stories about graduating students being unable to find employment. Once I got my degree, dear old Dad pulled some strings and got me on with BHA. He also pulled some of my own strings and convinced me to accept his offer to buy me a place on Beacon Hill.

			“This is where you need to live to be a player,” he said in his booming voice that shook the walls in our home, not to mention all four chambers of my heart.

			I wasn’t really sure what “being a player” meant, but hey, who was I to turn down certain employment and fully paid housing within walking distance of my new job? Suddenly, being a financial analyst didn’t seem so bad.

			Most people know that financial analysts put in a lot of hours and face a vice grip of pressure to perform. Both of these premises are true, so when I got home at a decent time, which was rare, I took up walking for three fundamental reasons: I found that it helped to relieve my stress, it kept me from going insane with boredom sitting around my condo, and it fed my ever-present disbelief that I was actually living and working on Beacon Hill.

			These factors, combined with my not-so-active social life, caused me to be up and around The Hill area on a fairly regular basis. The streets are winding and narrow, and the magnificent residential buildings seem to be sprouting from the ground. I once had a thought that if you didn’t know your way around, or were somehow cognitively-challenged, Beacon Hill would be an easy place to get lost. This thought came back to me with a roar as I realized that I didn’t exactly know where I was. The dense fog had succeeded in obscuring all my visual reference points and, I guess like most men, I never really paid much attention to street names.

			I remember taking long drives with Dad and the rest of my family when I was young. Dad would be tooling along and would never let on when he wasn’t sure how to get where he was going. Mom, ever the organizer in the relationship, would have a map spread out in her lap.

			“What street are you looking for?” she would ask.

			My siblings and I would just cringe in the back seat, knowing that we would never have the fortitude (read: guts) to confront Dad the tyrant in such a blatant fashion. But as we aged, we came to learn that Mom could get away with a lot with Dad that was unthinkable for us.

			Dad didn’t look at her when he answered. “Not really sure,” he grumbled.

			There would be an uncomfortable pause, and we were wondering if this was going to be a major conflagration or just a little spark.

			“Do you know how you’re going to go?” asked Mom.

			Another pause, then Dad said, “No, but we’ll find out when I get there.”

			And that was the end of that.

			The results of these exchanges would not incent me to pay more attention to street names as I grew up, because Dad always got us where we were going. Of course, he could never give directions worth a hoot. He’d say, “Well, I don’t know how I went, I just got there.”

			So here I was, wandering around the fancy streets of an upscale part of Boston, blinded by the fog and getting no help whatsoever from coming across familiar sights. Yes, I had to face the fact that I was virtually in my own backyard, and also, lost. There wasn’t much I could do, except to keep on roaming and hoping that I would come across something I recognized.

			I was so focused on getting a better look at the surrounding real estate that, somehow, I didn’t see her coming.

			She emerged from the fog as if she had just materialized right in front of me. She was tall, slim, and wearing a print dress with colors that truly “popped.” My immediate thought was that she must be cold, as the dress didn’t have much material and there was a definite chill in the air. She had brown hair that curled around her shoulders. Oh, and yes, I noticed right away that her figure would be classified in the “knockout” category. Hey, I’m still a guy, right? Her face was nothing short of stunning, with high cheekbones, an angular chin, and flawless skin.

			When I was hitting the singles scene with my friends, we would bestow names on girls we were scoping out based on a celebrity we thought they resembled. This would come in particularly handy if, as was often the case, we never found out their real names because we all chickened out from introducing ourselves. The next day we would be like, “I was this close, this close, to introducing myself to Carrie Underwood last night.” Then you would have to ignore the snorts of derision from your buddies.

			The girl I encountered that evening, this vision, put me in mind of a young Megan Fox, but more...perfect. She was, I daresay, exactly the type of woman I was attracted to. She was physically close to me, walking steadily, almost gliding. It was weird, but she didn’t seem to displace any air as she moved.

			We made eye contact, and I thought I detected the hint of a very slight smile. I knew from the singles-hookup business that this was like gold. But I was so unprepared for the encounter that the best I could come up with was a croaked-out, “Hi.” She floated on past me, but not before turning her shoulders slightly and flashing a little more of a smile that was enough to make my heart skip a beat.

			She disappeared into the fog without actually saying anything, and I was left standing there like a complete numbskull looking in her direction. Suddenly, I felt stress in my chest and realized that I wasn’t breathing. It took a moment to collect myself, gasping to make up the oxygen deficiency.

			I remember thinking, Geez, Conner. Get a grip on yourself, boy. Is this like the first time you’ve encountered a female of the species, or what? Despite the self-rebuke, I was still rooted to the same spot. I started walking on my original course; that is, away from the girl of my dreams.

			Then I thought, Hey. Maybe Megan knows where we are. I should go ask. Brilliant! But I wondered whether asking for directions was the kind of first impression I wanted to make. Maybe not so brilliant.

			I didn’t really have an alternative, though. I definitely wanted to see her again. Besides, I’d probably already blown the first impression with my inability to speak clearly in my weak attempt at a greeting.

			It was settled. I’d go after Megan and see if we could help each other find our way out of the fog. We can talk about the weather! Hey, if that doesn’t scare her off, probably nothing will.

			I turned around abruptly and almost ran headfirst into a person. Now, as I said, I’m on the tall side. This guy was about my height, but wiry and scraggly looking. But what really stood out was his “ink.”

			He had tats over pretty much his entire body, at least the part that I could see. This included his hairless scalp, which made him look like he was wearing some kind of helmet. He was wearing tattered jeans and a ratty looking denim jacket. He had a desperate look in his eyes that sent shivers down my spine. I hadn’t lived in the city that long and was used to preppy, suburban types. This guy looked like he had just escaped from rehab.

			I stammered out a “sorry” and tried to move past, but he shifted his position to stay in my way. I almost bumped into him and got a whiff of body odor which disrupted the perfect Boston night air.

			“Stay right where you are, asshole,” he said, and I noticed with a start that he was holding a pistol in a shuddering hand.

			Not exactly being the heroic type, my first instinct was to hightail it out of there. But when I turned, there was another tattooed dude, this one short and broad, but also wearing what I would think of as “hobo chic,” and with a look of hungry despair. I looked down into his bloodshot eyes and noticed he had pupils the size of pinheads. Much to my chagrin, “Short and shaky” was holding what appeared to be a switchblade knife in his quivering right hand. The weapon didn’t look that big, but waving around in this drugged-out dude’s mitt, it might has well have been one of those gigantic swords the gladiators used to haul around.

			The guys closed in on me and I started to panic. 

			“Where do you think you’re goin’, man?” the second guy spit out in a raspy voice. “My boy said to stay put—you deaf or somethin’?”

			***

			Thoughts of Megan Fox drained out of my brain as I froze in place. I tried to sound brave, although my heart was about ready to pop out of my chest—I absurdly thought of seeing it still beating on the sidewalk. I was trying to think of something to say that could get me out of this pickle, but all I could come up with was, “Wh...what do you guys want?”

			“Oh, we were just out for a little stroll,” said the first guy—Helmet head. He sniffled after about every other word, and I wondered what he was putting up his nose. “You know, we like to get out and meet new people sometimes. Gets kinda boring just hanging around the joint all day.”

			The second guy snorted. I found myself looking back and forth between them, like I was watching a tennis match.

			“Okay, asshole,” said the second guy. “Let’s see whatcha got.” Then he stuck the knife up close enough to my neck that with one spasm of his already unsteady hand, it could have gone right into my windpipe.

			Valuing my breathing apparatus, I stammered out, “Huh? What I got? What do you mean exactly?”

			They both guffawed a little. “Geez,” said Helmet head. “Your mommy let you walk out here on the streets all alone? On a foggy night like this? Well, all the better for us, I guess. C’mon, asshole. Out with it.”

			I stood there, still not comprehending. “I...I’m not sure what you want....”

			Helmet head moved closer and stuck his gun up under my chin. Despite his shivering and constant sniffling, his voice was chillingly controlled. “We want to see if you can give us a little advance on our take home pay. Okay, asshole? See, we’re a little short this week, and ain’t had a raise in a while.”

			The other guy, Short and shaky, laughed out loud this time. It just then registered that I was being robbed, at gunpoint, by two guys who looked like they’d filet their own “mommy” for their next fix. Hey, it didn’t take a whole lot of street smarts to do the job that I did. And I always naïvely thought an upscale neighborhood like Beacon Hill would be safe. I reflected on the guy’s comment about my mother, and answered to myself, Well, no. Mom would not, in fact, be very happy with me walking out here by myself.

			Helmet head must have been getting impatient. He grabbed my arm hard, keeping the pistol held firmly under my jawbone. Amazing what one thinks about under these circumstances. I was wondering about the trajectory a bullet would take if he fired. Might not be fatal, but sure would lead to a heck of a dentist’s bill. 

			“Check his pockets, Vape,” he barked to Short and shaky. 

			I squirmed a little as reality started to settle in. Helmet head’s grip tightened like a vise. I was amazed at his strength because of his wiry build. 

			“I wouldn’t advise that, fuckhead,” he said. 

			Definitely not a Harvard man. 

			“We can still hang out when this is over as long as you behave yourself.”

			Vape reached for my front pocket. These guys are good, I thought. That’s right where I keep my cash. They must have done this before.

			But before he reached the contents of my pocket, Vape stopped suddenly when Helmet head uttered a “Wha?”, let go of my arm, and disappeared into the fog with a whoosh. I actually felt a slight brush of air as he left our presence. I heard him give out a wail, more of a noise than any formed word. Then there was silence.

			I stared stupidly at the spot where the druggy had been just a second ago. Vape backed away from me, his eyes suddenly wide open and wild. His head was on a swivel looking for an answer to come out of the fog. He waved his knife from side to side, but without a target. I came out of my trance and moved to book it out of there, but Vape, now in a total panic, jabbed the blade at me and yelled, “STAY WHERE YOU ARE.” I froze again as Vape looked like he was ready to go into convulsions. I wondered if he thought the whole thing was a drug-induced hallucination. He called out, “Spider? SPIDER? You there?”

			It seemed that the air pressure around us changed. We both sensed it and actually looked at each other, seeking understanding. It was suddenly difficult to get a breath of air. If anything, Vape’s terror got more intense as whatever this change in air density meant, it clearly couldn’t portend well for him. We both froze; it was as if time had stopped.

			Sure enough, Vape made an “unh” sound and was pulled upward into the fog as well, as if someone had sucked him into a giant vacuum cleaner. The last sound I heard from him was an “ooooh,” and then nothing. Now, I know I hadn’t done any drugs, but it was as if I had imagined the whole sequence. The street, the fog, everything was just the same as before I encountered the druggy-robbers.

			I started wondering if whoever, or whatever, had taken the two homeboys intended for me to be next. And I started running.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I managed to find my way home that night, although I couldn’t describe how if my life depended on it. Later, I realized that it never occurred to me to call the police and report the attempted robbery. What would I do, tell them that the guys didn’t get anything from me because they were sucked up into the fog before the theft could be consummated? Something told me they would fit me for a temporary residence in a rubber room, and I couldn’t afford to miss work. 

			Living on Beacon Hill felt surreal, especially for an entry-level financial analyst. If one was magically transported there and didn’t know where they were, they’d probably take a stab at early 20th Century London. The streets were narrow, some actually still paved with cobblestones and lit by gaslights. I learned that this section of Boston was so named because it was once the home of a beacon, which was the highest peak in the city. Of course, the beacon wasn’t there anymore, but, hey, who was I to quibble? I lived in a section called the South Slope, the most exclusive part of an extremely exclusive area. 

			The original inhabitants were the Boston Brahmins, a name that in many parts of the city could get you punched out just because of the way it sounded. At some point, the Brahmins figured the suburbs were a better deal and made hay in that direction, leaving developers drooling over this expensive and suddenly uninhabited real estate. Many of the buildings were converted to apartments and condominiums, a fact that no doubt had the original Brahmins doing backflips in their graves. The architecture was still stunning, with brass doorknobs, decorative ironwork, tall narrow windows with purple glass, and fancy window boxes housing plants whose names I couldn’t pronounce. Even though I’d lived there for a little over a year now, I still pinched myself every time I walked into my building. Thank you, Dad!

			While I was still in my own personal fog, I somehow made it up to my second-floor bedroom. I laid in bed that whole night, sleeping only in fits. In one of my brief doze-offs, I must have achieved REM. I dreamed that I was on a small deserted island with my newfound buddies Spider and Vape. The situation was desperate. There was nothing to eat, and the two druggies were approaching me with their gun and knife. Hey, nobody actually thinks they’d commit cannibalism until there’s really nothing else to eat. It seemed that the end of my life was imminent. I wondered if anyone would water my plants after I died, and the thought occurred to me that I really needed to get out more. 

			Just as Spider and Vape were about to close the deal, a giant shark sprang out of the ocean and swallowed Spider whole. Vape looked just like he had earlier that evening, waving his knife around, a paralyzing dread in his eyes. Then, sure enough, the shark popped up behind him, on the opposite side of the island from where Spider had been, and gobbled up the chubby druggy. I was standing on the island by myself, astonished at what had just happened, when Megan Fox, the mystery girl, came out from behind the only tree on the tiny patch of land. She moved forward as if floating on air, her brightly-colored print dress sashaying in the wind. I stood mesmerized by her beauty, and kept telling myself, “Don’t say anything stupid. Don’t say anything stupid.” Since that seriously limited my choices, I stayed still, not saying anything. She had slid over next to me. 

			“Well Conner,” she said, her voice sounding like Megan Fox’s. “Looks like it’s just you and me now....”

			I woke up, my heart pounding, and my first thought was that my subconscious mind wanted to keep me from blowing it with the girl.

			Ah, what a wondrous thing, self-confidence.

			I realized that with all the excitement I wasn’t sure what day it was, and actually had to look at my phone. Blast it. It was Friday, and I had to get up for work in about an hour. Since there was virtually no chance of getting back to sleep, I got up and slugged down a cup of coffee. If working the Keurig were an Olympic sport, I’d be a gold medalist. I sat in my TV room and flipped on the tube in a sad and frequently repeated attempt at providing myself with some company. Thoughts of the events from the previous evening swirled in my head. The fog, the robbers, the girl.

			Mostly the girl.

			Her looks were pretty close to my ideal for the perfect female. I had been alone and unattached for so long that I had just about written off any chance of encountering the mate of my dreams. I pictured myself settling, going the married-with-kids-move-to-the-suburbs route, and putting an advance deposit down for my fully expected membership in AA. As I thought about Megan, I started wondering what she was like, what she was doing wandering around by herself in the fog. It wouldn’t be a total surprise for a classy woman like that to live on Beacon Hill, a thought that I was sure wasn’t reciprocal on her part when she saw me. I pondered her personal details. Is she married? Does she work? Does she have children? My conclusion was that a woman who looked like that was surely not single and unattached. She was probably married to some megabucks dude who flew her to Paris for lunch on his own private jet. So, what was she doing out last night? And did she really smile back at me, or was that a figment of my currently oversexed imagination? Did she have a fight with Mr. Megabucks? If so, how bad a fight?

			I realized that I had been thinking (obsessing?) for so long that it was almost time to leave for work. Drat. Now, one thing you should know about financial analysts—they don’t like loose ends. Their purpose in life is to bring issues to a conclusion, all neatly tied up with a pretty little bow on top. As I hurdled upstairs to hit the shower, I came to a conclusion from all the effort I had been putting into reflecting on the girl I had encountered on that crazy night. My conclusion was that whoever she was, she was definitely out of my league.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Fortunately, I wasn’t late for work. The office I worked in was within walking distance from home, which really came in handy when there was inclement weather, when I needed extra time to recover from activities of the previous evening, or when I’d rather jump off a cliff than have to deal with Boston traffic. When I first started at BHA, I really tried hard to keep the fact that I lived on Beacon Hill under wraps. People seeing an entry-level analyst living in this section of town would instantly assume that I was a spoiled child of privilege, whose every need was taken care of by Mommy and Daddy. All of that was essentially true, but I didn’t want my coworkers knowing it.

			The fact of the matter was that it was near impossible to keep such an intimate part of my life a secret from the folks I worked with. BHA, like most office settings, was a fertile nest of rumormongering. One of the things they don’t teach you in college is that you will spend more time with the people in your office than you will with your family and your friends. And, people being people, they will all want to know every little juicy tidbit of information that can be mustered about your personal life. It doesn’t even have to be factual as long as it’s titillating. 

			I worked with a bunch of single guys, and we often scoped out the local social scene together, looking for the next celebrity look-alike female who we could fantasize about after she shot down our feeble attempt to connect. Naturally, my living situation eventually became public knowledge, and was a source of frequent teasing and ridicule among my buddies. I felt like I had to work extra hard to prove that I was just one of the guys, and gain acceptance among the populace. Most people came into town from somewhere in the ‘burbs, and often had to deal with torturous commutes. There were days when almost everyone was late because of a huge traffic tie-up or a blizzard. When everyone else straggled in, I would be in my cube, working away at my desk and fighting the urge to unleash a “neener neener” to the group in general. My restraint in such instances had not historically been very good, but it was all part of my effort to fit in.

			Entry-level analysts at most investment firms work long hours and don’t make a whole lot of money. They do it for the potential big payoffs down the line. BHA was an independent investment banking company. We dealt in such exhilarating efforts as underwriting securities and acting as a broker and/or financial adviser for other companies. As I said, it was not exactly downhill ski racing. Along with a handful of other analysts, I worked in the mergers and acquisitions department. As the name implies, we did scads of analysis on potential acquisitions for firms that simply didn’t have the analytical resources to do the work themselves. It was a pretty sweet setup for the client. They signed with us for a flat fee, and got to abuse us low-level peons to do countless scenarios and analyze a potential deal seven ways to Sunday without causing their own employees to quit or threaten to unionize because they were treating them so badly. As with most professions, there was a lingo associated with M&A work, and it involved such electrifying terms as conglomerate mergers, horizontal and vertical integration, spin-outs, stock swaps, and reverse, dilutive, and accretive mergers.

			Take me now, Lord.

			Along with the marathon-like hours, there was a significant amount of stress associated with our jobs. We were not just expected to crunch a bunch of numbers, but also make firm, “yes or no” recommendations on potential deals. And it was made abundantly clear from the outset that with an incorrect reco, maybe two if you were lucky, your ass was the veritable grass.

			Sometimes I wondered whether Dad had pushed me in this direction because of the income potential, or whether he was getting even for something I did wrong as a child.

			Anyway, I got to work and immediately started banging away at the latest effort to make someone else rich. I had to force myself to concentrate, as my mind kept wandering to the night before. I found it very interesting that despite the fact that I was almost the victim of an armed robbery by two pretty desperate-looking dudes, I wasn’t traumatized or pondering how lucky I was that Spider didn’t pull his trigger or Vape provide me with a new bodily orifice by mistake. All I could think about was her. I kept telling myself, “Refocus, Conner!” I was practically hip-deep in data, poring over income statements, balance sheets, cash flow tables, and ratios, to the point where I wanted to poke myself in both eyes so I didn’t have to look at any more numbers.

			I looked up and suddenly realized that half the morning was gone already. It was almost time for our usual coffee break.

			“Drop your cock and grab your socks, Conner!”

			After working in silence for a couple of hours, I jumped a little at the intrusion into my cube.

			“Don’t you ever knock, Boof?”

			“News flash for you, buddy. We don’t have doors.”

			Our cubes were arranged in rows. The wall adjacent to our little boxes housed our boss’s office. He had a door.

			I just shook my head, and knew immediately that castigating Boof would do absolutely no good. Boof Parsons worked in the next cube over from mine and, I’m a little ashamed to say, was probably the associate with whom I was closest in the office. Despite his personal shortcomings, which were numerous, Boof was a highly regarded analyst. He lived for two things—crunching numbers and sex. And, I was pretty sure, not in that order. He was a little guy, maybe five-four or so, and on the portly side. He had barely-controlled brown hair and Coke bottle thick glasses. Not exactly every woman’s dreamboat, but you could never fault him for lack of effort. Boof’s real name was Edwin, but nobody ever called him that. I learned from some of the guys who had been there longer than me that when Boof first started with BHA and had a successful “conquest,” he would saunter in the next day with a big shit-eating grin, and his first word would be—you guessed it—”Boof!” So everyone started calling him Boof, and the name stuck.

			“Ready for coffee? Hey, you look like hell. Did you get action last night?”

			I shook my head and muttered, “Not the kind that you mean.”

			“Oh yeah? Hey, what happened? C’mon, you can tell me. Lemme guess...her husband came home while you were mid-tango, right? You had to haul it out a window or bail down a laundry chute? Something like that? Ahh, but what a way to go—”

			“No, Boof, nothing like that. Let’s just go get coffee. The other guys ready?”

			“What do I look like, the social director? Razor! Stillwell! Berman! Hop to, boys, we’re losing daylight here. Hey…,” Boof sauntered up close and got quiet. “You think we should invite Vicky?”

			“Only if you can roll up your tongue and stop drooling.”

			“Whaddaya mean?”

			“Whenever you even mention Vicky’s name, you start looking like a hungry dog in a meat locker.”

			“Ah, that’s all your imagination. I treat Vicky with the same amount of respect as you doorknobs.”

			“That’s what worries me. Look, is there even a remote possibility that you can behave yourself if Vicky comes along?”

			Boof raised three fingers on his left hand. “Scout’s honor. Besides, I gotta have something to look at other than you guys’ ugly mugs. The glare gets in my eyes from all the glasses at the table. It looks like a bookkeeper’s convention.”

			Being a financial analyst was not the most exciting way to make a living. In fact, if we all pondered how boring it actually was, we’d all be nose-diving out the nearest window—or in our case, since the windows in our office didn’t open, off the roof of the building. If you said we all lived in a state of denial, you wouldn’t be far from being correct. The guys in my group got by with sarcasm, busting chops, and fantasizing about unattainable women. I had no idea how Vicky got by.

			Vicky Temerlin was the only female member of the M&A Analysis group. Vicky was single, but was somewhat mysterious about her relationship status. She was, as we forlorn men would say, easy on the eyes. She was about five-two with long, dark-blonde hair and a slim, but shapely figure. Vicky dressed conservatively and kept her hair up in a bun. She was very good at her job, and was probably the only one of us who didn’t complain about the long hours and low pay. She got along pretty well with the rest of the group, although there were times when she gave us all a look that said she thought we were just a bunch of sophomoric, overgrown teenagers in adult male bodies. She efficiently put Boof in his place when he would be all but slobbering in her presence.

			“Well, okay,” I said. “Why don’t you politely see if Vicky wants to join us?”

			Boof’s eyes lit up as he put on a formal air and walked over to her cube. I was rolling my eyes as he stood at attention in her doorway. 

			I heard Vicky say, “What do you want, Boof?” and pictured her continuing to work on her current project. 

			“Mademoiselle Temerlin,” he said. “Your associates request the honor of your presence as we attempt to stave off the inherent sleep-inducing nature of our occupations by ingesting a large quantity of stimulants in the bistro downstairs.”

			Just then Razor Rojas moseyed by. “Translated? We’re hitting the coffee shop. Wanna go?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			We got to the shop just in time to beat the mad, midmorning rush for supplemental caffeine. The investment banking business could probably keep the coffee industry afloat all by itself. BHA was okay with us indulging multiple times a day. The brass probably figured it was better than hearing everyone’s head hitting their desktop in unison during the workday. The analyst group’s philosophy was, they could work us all hours of the night, starve us, deprive us of all external stimulation, but couldn’t deny us our coffee. Otherwise, their staff would consist of a bunch of four-eyed zombies with caffeine withdrawal symptoms. The M&A group was lucky to stave off the other desperate java junkies from BHA, and get a table where we settled in with our various forms of brew.

			“Crazy in here today,” said Fernando “Razor” Rojas. “Must be a lot of money in the marketplace. Sure hope we’re getting our share.”

			Razor got his nickname because he always looked like he needed a shave. Rumor had it that when he first started at BHA, a senior member of the firm had stopped him in the hallway early in the day and asked why he hadn’t shaved that morning. “I did shave, sir,” was Razor’s response. As the story goes, the guy stammered something like, “Uh...well, very good. Carry on.” 

			Razor had earned his way through college and into the firm despite growing up in a rough part of Boston that might as well have been on another planet as far as most of the other associates were concerned. He had an eidetic memory for numbers. It wasn’t unusual to hear someone shout over their cube, “Yo, Razor. What was the interest rate assumption we used in the so-and-so deal three years ago?” Razor wouldn’t even look up from what he was doing. “Eight and a quarter.” We also considered Razor our enforcer. He was the only one in the group who looked tough enough to fend off any trouble seekers looking to bother us when we hit the bar scene.

			“Yeah, I hear underwriting is involved in some high-tech IPO,” said Vicky.

			There was not a lot of intergroup information passed around BHA. It was almost like we were working in separate companies from our counterparts in other groups. Our firm was involved in underwriting and acting as an advisor in large and complex financial transactions. We had heard that analysts in that area made bigger bucks than we did, not that that was saying much. Petty jealousy was never far from the forefront of our feelings towards our intercompany partners.

			“Sure,” said Boof with a sneer. “There’s Perkins from underwriting. He gets a latte with a donut. He might just as well be a girl. Hey, Perkins,” he yelled across the cafe. “They giving out shots of testosterone with that order?”

			Perkins glanced over at our table like he was looking at a pen full of piglets at the petting zoo, but continued on his way without a response to Boof’s barb.

			“See that?” said Boof. “We’re so far beneath them you can’t even goad them into a pissing contest.” Razor snorted, but Vicky looked a little disgusted. 

			We were joined by the other two analysts in our section, Chauncy Stillwell and Larry Berman. We called them the twins, primarily because we rarely saw one without the other, but also because they really looked like twins. They both could have fallen off the bookshelf of the typical financial analyst—average height, slight of build, business-short hair, and yes, the ever-present thick glasses. Both were on the intellectual side, but would become easily lost if the conversation veered away from anything having to do with financial analysis. If someone brought up any such pedestrian subjects as, oh say, sports, the latest movies, or even current events, the twins’ eyes would glaze over. But if the discussion turned toward the latest mind-numbing analysis techniques—arbitrage, neural networks, bootstrapping, Martingale pricing, risk modeling, historical simulation, etc.—the boys’ eyes would light up. They were in their element. Leave it to Boof to put it so succinctly, but he once suggested that Berman, the only member of our little team who was married, probably pulled out a Forbes instead of a Playboy to get himself primed before getting in bed with the wife.

			“Oh, don’t worry too much,” said Stillwell. “IPO activity tends to ebb and flow with market activity. Whereas M&A’s are a steadier business.”

			“Hey, speaking of steadier business,” said Boof. “We should hit the Good Life tonight. I hear the clientele might be more to our liking than The Hill.”

			There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Boof meant there were probably more women there. The single guys in the group—myself, Boof, Razor, and Stillwell—made a regular Friday night foray to The Hill, a local lounge within walking distance of BHA. Berman occasionally joined us when he got permission from his wife. And yes, even Vicky, when she was feeling brave enough, made a rare appearance.

			“Don’t get yourself in a lather, Boof,” I said. “The Good Life is a dance place, remember?”

			“Yeah, but they let the babes...er, that is...uh, women…get in free.”

			Vicky just shook her head, staring down into her coffee.

			“The sight of you dancing would scare any reasonable woman away anyway,” said Razor.

			“Who says she has to be reasonable?” asked Boof.

			“Razor’s right,” I said. “When you attempt to dance, you look like someone undergoing electric shock therapy under his clothes.”

			“Yes, I believe it was April 17th of last year when you broke that woman’s nose,” said Stillwell. “You were, in fact, dancing with her at the time, were you not?”

			Vicky got a laugh out of that.

			“You remember the date?” said Boof. Stillwell just shrugged.

			We all laughed. Then I said, “I think it would probably be safer...uh...better if we just stuck to The Hill.”

			Boof looked disappointed. “You guys were a lot more fun before Shrek took over.”

			The mention of our boss brought everyone’s mood down. Darren Dobson had taken charge of the M&A group about six months earlier. Our previous boss, John Bauer, was a true mentor. He was a gentleman, sympathetic to our needs, understanding, willing to teach, and always trying to help us along our difficult career paths. He judged his own personal success on the advancement of his charges.

			In other words, he was the polar opposite of our current boss in every way.

			We called Mr. Dobson Shrek because—well, that was the only ogre we knew. And it may have been our collective imagination, but once we bestowed him with that nickname, he actually started to resemble Shrek. He was a burly man, and always wore suits that looked too small. He had thinning reddish hair, a ruddy face, and a bulbous, veiny nose—very Shrek-like. He had what my college buddies referred to as a “drinker’s face.” He always seemed like he was in a foul mood, and we theorized that he was trapped in some semi-permanent state of being hung over. He treated us like chattel, and made it abundantly clear that we were all eminently replaceable.

			“Has anybody seen Shrek today?” asked Razor. “I haven’t heard him chewing anybody out all morning.”

			“He’s with the executive committee,” said Berman and Stillwell at the same time. We all just looked at them.

			“C’mon now, admit it,” said Boof. “You guys rehearsed that, right?”

			We all laughed, but our mirth was short-lived as we realized that our quiet morning wasn’t the beginning of any kind of new trend for Shrek to start treating us like human beings. In fact, if the executive committee meeting, comprised of BHA’s most senior VIP’s, wasn’t going well, we could probably expect a brutal afternoon and evening, as our boss would have a plentiful supply of anger and frustration to take out on us.

			“So,” said Vicky in a forced cheerfulness, “anybody do anything interesting last night?”

			I was aware of everybody kind of shaking their heads, giving a “No, not really” kind of response. But Vicky’s innocent question brought back thoughts of “her.” This girl, this woman I couldn’t stop thinking about.

			My tablemates must have noticed my change of mood. “How about you, Conner?” asked Vicky with a thoughtful smile. 

			“Yeah,” shouted Boof. “Out with it, dude. I thought you had that ‘partied ‘til I was beaten down’ look about you this morning. Who is she, and what does she look like?”

			Vicky gave Boof a “Tsk,” but his question took me by surprise.

			“Hey, I was only busting you. Look at that face. Did you really get a woman last night? I knew it. See? It’s not fair. Chicks always go for the tall guys. Conner looks every bit the geek that I do, but add a few inches—okay, maybe more like a foot—in height, and babes are throwing themselves at him.”

			“Trust me, Boof. Nobody is throwing themselves at me. Far from it. No, I...went for a walk in the fog last night, and...got a little lost is all.”

			“Lost? On Beacon Hill? I don’t know, guys, but that sounds like bullshit to me,” said Boof.

			“That’s enough, Edwin,” said Vicky. Whenever anyone used Boof’s real name, he got pissed off enough to temporarily put a clamp on his banter. 

			It was time to head back to the office, so we reluctantly got up. I was a little surprised when Vicky moved over toward me and said quietly, “You did look a little upset there, Conner. Is everything really all right?” 

			I stammered, “Uh, yes. I’m just a little tired, I guess.” Then I instantly realized how lame that sounded, and started kicking myself inside. 

			“Well, if you ever need to talk, just let me know.” I was a bit stunned as Vicky then caught up to the group heading for the elevator.

			Boof fell back from the pack. Now he was up close and talking confidentially.

			“Your new girlfriend,” he whispered. “It isn’t Vicky...is it?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Our post coffee-break morning continued on the quiet side, as Shrek’s executive committee meeting kept him out of our hair for a while longer. Lunch was uneventful. Razor and the twins got caught up in a conversation about the asset types eligible for accelerated depreciation; Boof droned on about needing to refine his methodology for approaching women in a bar; Vicky took on the challenge of figuring out how she could sit at a table with a bunch of guys and pretend not to know them.

			As we were headed back to our desks, Boof said to me, “We’re still good for The Hill tonight, right?” I had actually been pondering the possibility of retracing my steps from last night to see if I would encounter her again, but then I realized that I really didn’t know where I was at the time. “Yeah, Boof. Yeah, we’re good.”

			“Okay, excellent. I’ll see if Razor and the twins want to come too. Strength in numbers, y’know?”

			I tried not to get caught up in the fact that my Friday night outings to The Hill essentially made up my entire social life. Too depressing to consider. Besides, it beat sitting at home alone.

			I didn’t have a chance to continue my internal debate. As soon as we got back to the cube farm, we were greeted by the imposing figure of Darren Dobson, a.k.a. Shrek, standing in front of our doorways. He wasn’t wearing a uniform, but he looked like one of those burly Russian soldiers guarding the Kremlin.

			He didn’t waste time with any kind of greeting. “The executive committee thinks we’re taking too long with the analysis on our current deals,” he bellowed. “I want to see status reports from all of you first thing Monday morning. But I have some good news.” He sported an evil grin that made us hold our collective breath. “I got the building engineers to promise to keep the lights on for the entire weekend.” He looked at me, and I knew what was coming. “Coming in shouldn’t be a big problem for you, David. You can practically fall out of bed and you’re here.” Then he stormed off to his office. It seemed to stick in Dobson’s craw that I lived on Beacon Hill, when he, my superior, couldn’t afford to do so.

			“Boy, whatever his problem is, I bet it’s hard to pronounce,” said Boof.

			We all guffawed a little, but also realized that we would probably have to work late tonight and a good part of the weekend. None of us wanted to turn in an unsatisfactory status report to Shrek. The consequences were too painful to consider.

			We all took on a very glum air as we sulked into our cubes and started banging away on our keyboards. A while later, Boof stuck his head in my doorway. “I think Shrek is full of shit. The executive committee probably didn’t say anything about our projects. He was just using their name because he knows we don’t have any respect for him.” And then off he went, back to his cube to keep working. I just loved being Boof’s sounding board. In fairness, we probably all had the same thought, but nobody wanted to risk that Shrek might actually be telling the truth about the executive committee.

			Any way we cut it, this was going to be a long weekend.

			***

			The time had reached “Dark O’Clock,” which was how we referred to it when afternoon had somehow slipped into late evening, and everyone lost track of what time it actually was. It was amazing how a group could get in sync once it worked together for a while. We stood up in our cubes at just about the same time, and everyone agreed that we had had enough. There was no getting around the fact that we were all going to be in the office for at least part of the weekend, but we had reached the point where working any longer tonight would lead to sloppy results. The unspoken factor was that we all wanted a drink.

			“Last one to The Hill is a horse’s ass,” yelled Boof, and he made a beeline for the exit. The remaining troops all laughed—even Vicky, who, under normal circumstances, barely acknowledged Boof’s sophomoric, emotionally-stunted behavior.

			“Sure you don’t want to join us?” I asked her. “Maybe just for a little while?”

			“No thanks, you guys go have fun. You deserve it. I’m going to go sink into a bubble bath and try to resist the urge to drown myself when I think about coming back here tomorrow.” Then she did something she had never done before. She put her hand on my forearm. “You sure you’re okay, Conner? You did look pretty upset earlier.”

			I was my usual suave self, reacting to the unexpected touch stimulus. “Huh? Oh...yeah...sure...yeah, I’m fine. Thanks, Vicky. It was really nothing. I just...thought about something...no big deal. Thanks again.”

			She just laughed. “Well, remember, if you need to talk my offer’s still good. G’night.” 

			I found myself watching as she walked away. My lack of social interaction had led me to conclude something about myself, and that was that when it came to reading subtle signals about whether a girl might have some interest in me, I was a complete pinhead. I stood there wondering if Vicky was trying to get some signals through to my thick skull, or whether it was a hopeful manifestation of an overactive imagination. 

			Then I was like, Nah. Girls who look like Vicky just don’t go for guys like me. She was just being a caring coworker, is all.

			“Conner?”

			I nearly jumped out of my skin. I looked around and realized that Razor and Stillwell were standing there watching me. Had they seen my interaction with Vicky?

			“You about ready to go?” asked Razor.

			“Yeah. Yeah, sure. I’m ready. Where’s Berman? Not joining us tonight?”

			“Nope, headed home to marital bliss. Sometimes I wonder who’s luckier, him or us,” said Razor.

			“Considering he’s the only one with a regular female partner,” said Stillwell, “I’d wager to say that he’s getting lucky a lot more frequently than we are.”

			Razor and I stopped in our tracks and stared. Stillwell kept walking at first, then looked back at us when he realized we had stopped. Razor and I started cracking up. Stillwell blushed.

			Razor went over and put his arm around Stillwell’s shoulder. “A little off-color humor from one of the twins? I guess anything really is possible. Chauncy, my friend, there is definitely hope for you yet.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The bar was not exactly hopping when we got there. The Hill was a classy place where people like us went to decompress after work. It had soft earth tone colors, mood lighting, and a mahogany bar. But, a pick up joint? Not so much. The place had an upscale decor and a dazzling array of liquor in front of a mirrored wall behind the bar. It was a wonder there was anybody sober left in this world. There was a dance floor, but nobody on it. Soft jazz was playing at a low volume in the background. The few other patrons, mostly couples, were nestled at tables around the perimeter talking quietly amongst themselves

			“Toldja we should’ve gone to The Good Life,” said Boof. “The only way to get laid in here is if one of these rich guys decides to share his wife. This place should be labeled, ‘BYOB.’ As in, Bring Your Own Broad.”

			“Hey, let’s just have a couple of drinks and go home,” I said. “We’re all going to have to work most of the weekend. It doesn’t always have to be a ‘trim hunt,’ as you call it.”

			“Sure, that’s easy for a rich kid like you to say. You can always just flash some of Daddy’s money around. The rest of us have to get by on our looks and natural charm.”

			I let the barb pass. Razor, Stillwell, and I looked at each other with slight smiles. We were probably all thinking the same thing. If Boof was getting by on his looks and natural charm, he was in big trouble.

			We ordered our drinks. I went for a scotch on the rocks, figuring it was a classy enough drink for this classy bar. Razor ordered a draft. When the waitress turned to Boof, he said to bring him a bottled beer because he didn’t want “any of that watered down crap.” Stillwell asked for a vodka tonic.

			“Conner, have you thought about pursuing Vicky Temerlin?” asked Chauncy Stillwell. “She seems to like you.”

			“Yeah. How about that, guys? She’s never offered to be my sounding board,” said Boof. He adopted a high voice, apparently imitating Vicky. “‘If you ever need to talk, Conner dear, just let me know.’ Seriously, man, I think Vicky is looking for a beef injection.”

			Razor and Stillwell snorted. 

			“Gee, Boof, I wonder why Vicky never wants to hear your problems,” I said. “Maybe it’s because she’d have to wash her ears out with soap afterward.”

			The other guys laughed, but then I caught something out of the corner of my eye. I looked over at the bar and my jaw just about hit the floor. 

			It was her.

			The girl from last night, “Megan Fox,” was sitting by herself at the bar with some red-colored cocktail. She looked just as breathtaking as the first time I’d seen her. She was wearing a white dress this time, which contrasted with her flowing brown hair to perfection. With her sitting, the hem rested mid-thigh, and her legs were toned and perfect. There was nobody else at the bar and she was looking idly into her drink, circling it slowly with her stirrer. 

			Had she been there the whole time? It wasn’t possible that I missed her when we came in. Then again, if she had entered the bar after us, I was sure I would have seen her.

			“CD? What’s up, you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” asked Boof. He only called me CD when he was drinking. Then Boof saw her too. “Hey, things are looking up. Razor, lemme borrow your glass.” Before Razor could protest, Boof swiped his beer mug and used it as a makeshift mirror, making a feeble attempt to mat down his unruly hair while he held the glass up in front of him.

			I said, “Boof, get yourself under control, man,” and got up from the table.

			“Hey, since when are you the lead dog? What’re you gonna pull, some shit like ‘I saw her first?’ What is this, kindergarten? Maybe I would like first shot.” Then Boof swiped his hand around the table. “Or maybe Razor. Or...even Stillwell here. Why don’t we draw straws or something?”

			I nearly panicked when I thought about the possibility of Boof scaring Megan off with his hypersexuality. “Wait,” I said, putting my hand on Boof’s shoulder. “I...I know this girl. I’ve seen her before. Just let me talk to her, huh? If there’s nothing there, then she’s fair game. Okay?”

			Razor and Stillwell were watching for Boof’s reaction. They didn’t really have an inkling about putting the moves on themselves. Boof looked resigned, and I walked off quickly before he changed his mind. I heard him grumble something like, “Typical. Rich kids get all the good twist.”

			As I was walking over to the bar, my mouth felt like the Gobi Desert and I kept repeating to myself, Don’t come off like a fool. Don’t come off like a fool.

			“Ah...hi...I mean...excuse me...hello....” I thought, Way to not look like a fool, Conner boy.

			She turned to me and smiled slightly. I felt my knees start to buckle. 

			“Hello,” she said. Her voice sounded like she was singing. With the same expression, she turned her attention back to her drink.

			“I, uh...I don’t mean to bother you, but by any chance did I see you out walking last night? I’m sorry to say I don’t know exactly where I was. I got a little lost because of the fog.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted it. He-men weren’t ever supposed to get lost, right? Or at least not admit that they were lost. I started repeating to myself, You’re a turd, Conner. A total turd.

			Still sporting an expression of slight bemusement, she looked at me curiously, as if she was checking out a new species of tadpoles at the aquarium. 

			“The reason I ask,” I continued—now it was if I was verbally falling down the stairs and just couldn’t stop myself— “I, uh, ran into a couple of guys. They, uh, looked like they were up to no good. But, then they just like...disappeared. They were there one second and the next they were gone. It was really strange. And—well, I thought I had just seen you...walked by you. It was somewhere in the South Slope area.”

			She looked at me fully and flashed me a smile with dazzling white teeth. It felt like my heart had stopped beating.

			“I did go for a walk last night,” she said. “I quite enjoy the fog.” I knew she didn’t enjoy it for the same reason I did. The darker it is, the better I look. “But as far as seeing two guys disappear into the night? No, I’m afraid I can’t help you there.” Her smile got wider. “And what, pray tell, were you doing out last night? Just getting some exercise? Or did you get lost on the way to a romantic interlude somewhere?”

			I laughed a little, but thought I shouldn’t let on that the idea of me out for a nighttime rendezvous was as absurd as it really was. “Uh, no, nothing like that. I...well, I work as a financial analyst, and we put in some long hours. Sometimes I just like to get out to clear my head.”

			“Ah, so it was a de-stress walk. I see. Did it work?”

			“It was working okay,” I almost added, “until I realized that I was lost,” but stopped myself, thinking, there’s hope for you yet, Conner. “But those guys. Frankly, they tried to rob me. One of them had a gun.”

			“Oh my. Seems like you’re not safe anywhere in the city anymore. You weren’t hurt, were you?”

			“No. I mean, just my wits, as in, scared out of them.”

			I was mentally kicking myself again, but she just laughed, and her laugh sounded like musical tones.

			“And you say those men just disappeared? Did they run away? Maybe you scared them off?” The brilliant smile again, as if acknowledging what we both knew—that I would have trouble scaring off a fly.

			“No, they didn’t exactly run away....” I stopped myself. Let’s see, I thought. I’ve already positioned myself as a wimp and a coward. If I describe how it seemed like those dudes were just swept up into the sky, I could add complete whack to my list of undesirables.

			I couldn’t immediately think of anything else to say, so I blurted out, “By the way, my name’s Conner.”

			“Well, hello Conner. I’m Lyria.”

			“Lyria...,” I said. The name fit her. It was a beautiful name for this stunning vision. Normally, I got all fumble-mouthed when I tried to talk to someone this amazing looking. But Lyria’s relaxed countenance, her easy smile, and her singsong voice were putting me at ease.

			“Did you want to say something else, Conner?” she asked, still smiling, and I realized that I was just standing there like an idiot after hearing her name.

			“Oh, uh, so...Lyria.” I just loved the way her name sounded. “Do, uh…do you...come here often?”

			The lamest pickup line in the history of mankind. I should be locked away and prevented from having any contact with the outside world.

			But Lyria laughed. “I come here every once in a while. How about you? Are those your friends?” 

			I glanced over at the table. Boof, Razor, and Stillwell were trying to look nonchalant and make like they were talking to each other, but I knew they were watching, fully expecting me to crash and burn. Boof was probably chomping at the bit, awaiting his turn.

			“Yes. I mean, we work together. We’re all financial analysts.” I wondered why I cringed every time I said that.

			“That’s great. Your office must be nearby. Nice place to come hang out.”

			“We work at Beacon Hill Associates. It’s right up the street.”

			“Oh, BHA, huh? I read about you underwriting the Stevenson IPO. Were you involved with that?”

			I was almost to stunned to answer. “You...you know about BHA? You know about the Stevenson deal?”

			She laughed. “Does it surprise you that I might read the newspaper?”

			“Yes...I mean...no. I mean...I don’t know. I’m just...surprised. A girl like you...uh...how shall I put this? Isn’t usually interested in the type of business that I’m in.”

			“I was surprised their board approved going public,” she said. “Leaves the company pretty highly leveraged.”

			I was completely speechless. This vision of beauty knew about corporate financial structure.

			She laughed again and hit me with the full megawatt smile. “Conner, why don’t you pick your jaw up off the floor and sit down.” She nodded to the seat right next to her.

			“Oh, thank you,” I said. I was staring at her. In awe. Like most guys, I had an image of what the perfect woman for me would be like. And all of a sudden, seemingly out of nowhere, here she was, sitting next to me at The Hill. I had an awful feeling that this was a dream and I was going to be jarred awake by my alarm clock, and I would realize that none of it was real. And I would have to drudge off to my boring job and continue with my boring life.

			But so far, I wasn’t waking up. And it occurred to me that this could actually be the real deal.

			Lyria was looking at me, still smiling
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