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			My mother Marie as well as Maureen and Janice. Best Friends Forever.

			And to Audrey Hepburn, whose style, elegance, and kindness are needed now more than ever.





Chapter One

			Patricia Ryan gently placed her head covered in stylishly short black hair in her hands and wept silently in the tiny cubicle which comprised her entire universe of space at the mid-size law firm of Donovan, Miller, & O’Reilly strategically located on Tremont Street in the heart of Boston.

			While crying silently, she was also mindful to do it ever so quickly so as not to make things even worse for herself. Minutes earlier, Gerald Donovan – THE Donovan from Donovan, Miller & O’Reilly – had stepped out of his massive “I’m better than you and don‘t you ever forget it” corner office to dump three more assignments upon the slight shoulders of his legal secretary.

			For Patricia, it wasn’t the fact that the fifty-six year old name partner had no personality, or that he thought she was less than human or even the fact that like every assignment he gave her he expected it immediately, but rather that Gerald Donovan was but one of five attorneys she now had to assist at a law firm where the capital partners averaged close to one million dollars per person in salary and bonus while paying the NTKs – or “non-time-keepers” – as little as they could legally get away with.

			Almost universally, the lawyers – from associates to partners – had at least some degree of resentment toward the NTKs because they did not generate any income for the firm by billing the $200 to $800 dollars per hour like the lawyers, but rather simply took their relatively meager salaries while working cruelly-long and highly unappreciated hours. A fair amount of the partners truly felt that the money they paid to the NTKs was money out of their pockets come year-end bonus time. If they could get away with it, they would try to compensate their administrative assistants solely in “free” coffee and day-old pizza.

			Coming from a very humble background, Patricia fully understood that her salary – however small compared to the ridiculous salaries and bonuses the partners awarded themselves—was still enviable for the millions of people in the country still struggling in a tough economy, or worse, unemployed.

			That said, Donovan and three of her other four assigned partners bellowed at her and belittled her on a regular basis while simultaneously overworking her to the total of about 60 hours per week. Towards the end of the billing year when the partners were in overdrive to get cash in the door, Patricia and her fellow legal secretaries often worked 80 mind-numbing and spirit-breaking hours per week.

			Fortunately for Patricia, there was an exception to this abuse by the name of Tom Harris. Harris was one of the five lawyers she had to assist but he was also about the kindest attorney she had ever met. Of course, for some, making that observation about a partner was like saying one was the nicest vulture in group circling high above your prostrate and almost lifeless body lying on an arid desert floor.

			Still, the newly hired forty-year-old Harris always asked how she was doing, always smiled at her, and always asked if she had time to help him out. His hazel-green eyes always seemed to convey warmth and even a degree of sympathy gift-wrapped in genuine guilt for her plight.

			For Patricia Ryan – or “PR” as most of the other legal secretaries called her – the grueling schedule inflicted upon her by the other four lawyers meant starting her workdays at about 8 AM and leaving for home exhausted usually at 8 or 9 PM.

			Today – or now tonight – being one of those usual days. It was just after 8 PM when she finally finished the last of the assignments given to her by Donovan. Not that he would have noticed as he was long gone having left promptly at 6 PM to head over to the Boston Ballet with his wife and the other two-name partners—Terrance O’Reilly and Dan Miller.

			By the time Patricia exited the office tower from the firm’s 26th floor perch, the skies had opened drenching most of Boston in a warm July downpour. As she stood under the overhang just outside the two revolving doors of the office tower, her dark brown eyes moved back and forth in search of an open taxi. Normally, she would have walked the few blocks to the State Street “T” subway station, but today called for a sturdy ocean-liner or at the very least, an empty cab.

			As anyone who lives in a big city knows, getting a taxi in a thunderstorm is akin to winning a state lottery. Actually, winning the lottery is dramatically easier.

			Five minutes into her fruitless search, Patricia shook her head, pulled her pink knock-off Prada umbrella out of her brown knock-off Louis Vuitton handbag, and started her slosh toward the State-Street “T” stop.

			Ironically, fifty-feet from the entrance of the subway stop, Patricia did encounter a taxi when it sped through a large lake-like puddle next to her and covered her from head to soaked shoes in grime-laced water.

			“Perfect” she muttered to herself as she marched behind the other lemmings entering the station.





Chapter Two

			7:45 the next morning found Patricia Ryan standing in line at the Dunkin’ two blocks from her office waiting to order her desperately needed coffee.

			As she shuffled her trim and quite shapely five-foot seven-inch body up one spot in line, the hand of a very attractive blonde reached out from behind and grabbed her right shoulder.

			“Hey, PR.” Said Maureen Ennis, her best friend since childhood and a fellow colleague at the firm. “What time last night were you able to slip your chains and get home?”

			Patricia turned to face Maureen and looked at her through still blurry and tired eyes. “Oh, about 8:15 or so.”

			“You poor baby,” answered Ennis – or “Mo” as Patricia called her—as she patted her friend on the shoulder. “And exactly what time did the Silver Skunk drop last night’s ‘I need it right this second’ project on you?”

			The “Silver Skunk” was the legal assistant’s nickname for Gerald Donovan who had a full-head of thick grey hair with a lighter patch running down the middle of his head.

			Patricia covered her mouth as she tried to stifle a yawn. “Right around 6 PM. Just before he flew out the door with the others for their private box at the ballet.”

			Patricia and Mo then made it to the front of the line.

			“I’ll have a large ‘Regular’ coffee, please.” Said Patricia to the perpetually smiling Juanita behind the counter.

			As all proper Bostonians knew – and visitors sometimes learned – a “Regular Coffee” was Boston-talk for a coffee with half & half and two sugars added.

			Mo next stepped up and looked at her best friend of over twenty years. “Don’t you want a breakfast sandwich or something, Sweetie?”

			As the still smiling Juanita handed her the coffee, Patricia looked at Mo’s bright and clear blue eyes and shook her head.

			“I barely have the strength to sip my coffee. Chewing food at this point is well beyond my capabilities.”
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			As they exited the elevator on the 26th floor and prepared to head to their opposite corners of the building-wide floor, Patricia suddenly showed a quick flash of enthusiasm and energy.

			“I just remembered that the Audrey Hepburn film festival under the stars starts tonight in Boston Common. We’re still going, right?”

			Mo adjusted her shoulder length blonde hair, smiled, and looked caringly at her friend who was as beautiful as she was insecure.

			Being her best friend, Mo also knew what most in the firm did not. That aside from a social-life robbing work schedule, Patricia was also overwhelmed at home by a mother and grandmother who had chronic medical issues and often required Patricia to care for them when either the visiting nurse could not show up, or when money was tight and they declined the care. Both were on disability and shared Patricia’s first-floor apartment in a triple-decker in West Roxbury.

			As Maureen and Patricia had grown up in the Dorchester section of Boston – as in the hometown of actor Mark Wahlberg among others – and had by plan and coincidence always followed each other to employers and neighborhoods, Maureen grew to marvel at her friend who put up with so much and almost never complained as she consistently put others before her.

			Though all the hardship and turmoil, Maureen and many others saw in Patricia what she did not see in herself.

			That being that she had grown into a truly beautiful and elegant twenty-seven-year-old young woman of intelligence, style, grace, and charm.

			As Mo prepared to answer, her smile became wider with the ironic knowledge that her best friend had more than a passing resemblance to Audrey Hepburn in her prime.

			“Of course, we’re going.” Laughed Ennis. “No way I’m going to miss your stunning face up on the silver screen.”

			Patricia immediately put her finger to her lips. “Shhhh. Please don’t start that again. I look nothing like Audrey Hepburn.”

			“Whatever you say…Eliza Doolittle. What time do you want to meet downstairs tonight?”

			Patricia’s face tightened with worry.

			“With any luck, by 6:30 or so…If Mr. Donovan does not pile more work on me again.”

			Mo shook her head. “Don’t worry. It’s Friday. It ain’t gonna happen. He usually leaves the firm at 2 PM for his foursome at his country club. You should be okay tonight, kiddo.”

			“I hope so,” smiled Ryan. “Tonight, they are showing Sabrina and Roman Holiday and I’ve never seen either on the big screen.”

			“Well, you will tonight. Not to worry.”





Chapter Three

			Patricia stared blankly at her computer screen and realized she had not typed any words nor done any work for almost five minutes. She was getting the 3 PM drowsies and needed her afternoon hit of coffee to keep her head from eventually bouncing off her keyboard.

			For a mid-size firm in a world of ever-expanding mega-firms, Donovan, O’Reilly & Miller was still quite successful. And like many successful firms, the partners sought to pamper their associates as much as possible so they could also overwork them just as much as they did the legal secretaries.

			Because the “Associates” were the lowest form of lawyer at the firm – but still well above the NTKs on the firm food chain—they did the vast majority of legal work. This was primarily for two reasons. First, because all clients wanted to get the most bang out of their buck and did not want to get over-billed – or “ripped-off” – by sky-high billing partners. As first or second year lawyers billed the least amount per hour, the partners always made them do the bulk of the work so as not to upset the clients with obscenely high bills. The second reason the associates did most of the legal work was because many of the partners had become fat and lazy and preferred to do as little work as possible for their million or so dollars per year.

			At least at Donovan, Miller & O’Reilly.

			The partners were at least smart enough to know that if you were going to demand associates – or “The Inmates” as many of them called the rookie lawyers—to work upwards of two thousand billable hours per year, you had better give them a few of the creature comforts of life. One of those creature comforts being a nice kitchen and in-house cafe stocked with all kinds of “free” goodies like coffee, cookies, and the occasional hot meal.

			Even though the kitchens and small cafes – the firm had three per floor in the two floors they occupied in the office tower – were primarily created to keep the inmates happy, the legal secretaries were also – quite reluctantly as far as the partners were concerned – allowed to use them.

			The only reason the partners did not completely bar the legal secretaries from the kitchens and cafes was their paranoid fear of a class-action lawsuit being filed against them.

			That said, what the legal secretaries and most others did not know was that the capital partners got even with the legal secretaries by unethically deducting a set amount of money from the tiny year-end bonus paid to each legal secretary as a way to punish them for daring to drink the “free” coffee or having the occasional cookie.

			As Patricia rounded the corner of the little kitchen/cafe just down the hall from her desk, she found Tom Harris putting the same dollar bill in and out of the candy machine while muttering to himself about technology and worn-out money.

			“Hi, Mr. Harris,” said Patricia as she walked behind the frustrated partner.

			Harris turned around as Patricia passed him. “Oh, hi, Patty.” He then stopped in mid-sentence. “I’m sorry. I’m still new around here. Do you prefer Patty, Patricia, or something else?”

			Patricia was honestly surprised that he even knew her name let alone stop to ask what she preferred to be called.

			“Well…I like ‘Patricia,’ but ‘Patty’ is okay if you would rather call me that.”

			“No way,” smiled Harris. “Patricia it shall be.”

			“Thank you.” Smiled Ryan in turn.

			“Okay,” continued Harris. “Since we have established that, I have a small favor to ask you.”

			“Yes,” squinted Ryan as she was not used to having this much human contact with partners.

			“Since I have rightfully agreed to call you ‘Patricia,’ can you please call me Tom? As has been said in the past, the only ‘Mr. Harris’ I know is my dad.”

			“Alright…Tom,” the suddenly blushing legal secretary answered.

			“Great. Since we have our names now all figured out, do you have four quarters for this worn-out dollar bill this candy machine seems to hate?”

			Patricia shook her head.

			“I don’t have any quarters, but I do have some new dollar bills I got from the bank the other day. Would you like to try one of them?”

			“Please,” laughed Harris. “I have a craving for a Milky Way bar even though I’m trying to watch my waistline.”

			While trying not to do so, Patricia took a quick glance at Harris’s waistline and saw no evidence that he had anything to worry about. All the opposite.

			While in the ladies’ room the other day, she had overheard two of the other legal secretaries talking about the new partner and that “he was in great shape.” She found nothing to disagree with their assessment.

			Harris had come over to Donovan, O’Reilly & Miller a month ago from a competing firm in Boston and had brought six other attorneys with him. Since arriving, he had also become the subject of some speculation and gossip as he was still single at forty and considered by most women to be “beyond handsome.”

			Patricia handed the six-foot three-inch lawyer a new dollar bill and watched as he inserted the money, and the machine hungrily accepted it.

			As if in a trance, she heard her own voice suddenly blurt-out “your waistline looks fine to me” as if she were having an out-of-body experience.

			Now it was Harris’s turn to blush. A result which made Ryan feel even more uncomfortable.

			“I’m so sorry I said that Mr. Harris.”

			“Tom…remember?” Smiled Harris at her. “And don’t worry about it. I started that conversation.”

			He then looked down at his flat-stomach. “Actually, a candy bar is usually something I don’t eat. As I said, I just had a weird craving and I’m pretty sure I’m not even pregnant.”

			They both forced-chuckled at his predictable and unfunny joke before a bit of an awkward silence settled-in.

			To break that silence, Harris suddenly said, “I normally like to run a few miles every morning and play the occasional game of tennis when my schedule allows. What about you?”

			Ryan tried not to laugh out loud at the question as she thought –are you kidding me? With the hours you partners make me work, I’m lucky I have time to brush my teeth let alone get in a game of tennis or squash with the other “chaps” at Harvard.

			That’s what she thought. What she said was: “I’m really not much of a sports person. I like to walk as much as possible, but when I do walk, it’s usually to museums or in search of old film festivals.”

			“You like old movies?” Asked Harris as he slipped the Milky War bar into the front pocket of his crisp white French-collar shirt.

			“I do.”

			“Then you probably know that there is an Audrey Hepburn film festival starting tonight on the Common.”

			“I do, thank you. I plan to go with my best-friend if…” Her voice then trailed off as she realized she barely knew the man, that he was a senior partner at the firm, and that she didn’t want to cross any lines by saying too much.

			Harris was quick enough to realize where she was going and finished the sentence for her as he adjusted the clearly expensive solid gold-yellow tie giving his shirt a splash of color.

			“…If those slave-driving partners don’t give you too much work before you try and head out the door.”

			Patricia gave off the hint of a faint and knowing smile as she turned her gaze and faced toward the floor.

			“Well,” Harris continued. “I can guarantee you that this partner won’t give you any last-minute assignments tonight and almost guarantee that your other four attorneys won’t as well.”

			Patricia looked back up and smiled at Harris. “That’s very nice of you to say…even if it doesn’t quite work out that way.”

			“Oh, it will.” Answered Harris as he ran his hand through his thick black hair.

			Ryan nodded. “Well, speaking of work, I had better get my fix of caffeine and get back to my desk if I hope to get out in time for the first movie tonight.”

			Tom Harris returned the nod as he started to leave the kitchen. Three steps into his exit he stopped and turned back to face Patricia.

			“Speaking of Audrey Hepburn...has anyone ever told you that...”

			Patricia laughed as she held up her hand in the “Stop” position. “Please don’t even go there. Let’s not insult the memory of one of the most beautiful and elegant women of all time.”

			Harris stood and looked Patricia in the eye for a full three-count before saying, “Oh, I’m not…See you around, Patricia.”
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