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      Falling Hard, Book 4

       

      Just how legally binding is a promise made on a cocktail napkin?

       

      Kristen has always been married to her work, but she’s beginning to wonder if that’s all there is to life. One night, after a few too many shots of vodka, she reveals her desire to get married to the wrong man—her annoying, cocky law partner Jason.

       

      Jason vows to help in her quest to find a man. After all, he has a vested interest in her success. Years earlier, they foolishly made a pact that if they hadn’t found “the one” by age forty, they’d marry each other. Time is running out.

       

      Problem is, as Jason and Kristen try to help each other find love, it becomes more and more apparent that maybe the back-up plan isn’t such a bad option after all.

    

  


  
    
      To Immi. For believing in my stories right from the very beginning. I’m so glad you’re my editor again.
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      The laws listed may or may not still be on the books and very few, if any, are actually enforced. Thank God.
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      Five years earlier

      Jason waved the waitress over and ordered another round of tequila shots.

      Kristen groaned. “God. No more. I’m already facing a long night with my toilet. Enough rounds.”

      Jason laughed. “Lightweight. It’s your birthday, Kris. It’s your God-given duty to get totally wasted and make stupid decisions.”

      She rolled her eyes, but accepted the glass the waitress set down in front of her. “I think that’s only true of twenty-first birthdays. I’m turning thirty-five, which means I’ve entered the should know better than this phase of my life.”

      “You’ve got at least five years before that shit kicks in.”

      She laughed. “You’re only saying that because you turned thirty-five a couple months ago and you don’t want to grow up.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But I’m pretty sure forty is plenty old enough to do the adult thing, settle down, get married. Crap like that.”

      “The way work’s been lately, I’m afraid I won’t have time to think about getting married until then anyway.”

      Jason nodded and stretched. The two of them had been putting in long hours at the office, working their asses off to build a solid business, a law firm with a good reputation. Their diligence and devotion was just now starting to pay off as more and more clients managed to make their way into Mitchell and Grey. Of course, the reward for their hard work was more work. “Yeah. We’ve been building up quite a clientele lately.” Jason lifted his shot glass, grinning widely. They were on their sixth—or was it their seventh—round of Patron. “Here’s to us. The greatest lawyers in the whole damn state.”

      Kristen tapped her glass against his and drank, figuring the end of this night was inevitable at this point. What the hell. They’d just won a huge settlement for an important client, the perfect ending to a month of twelve-to-fourteen-hour workdays.

      Plus she’d been feeling a bit sorry for herself lately. She wasn’t even sure why she was depressed. It seemed as if she’d lost some of her enthusiasm for…well…everything. The win and her birthday had given her an incentive to actually go out and do something. The celebration was definitely cheering her up.

      “Hear, hear,” she added, enjoying the heat provided by the liquor sliding down her throat. As it made its way through her body, it soothed every tense muscle, absorbed every ounce of stress, and melted away all the heavy feelings until she felt boneless, relaxed, happy.

      She saw the same drunken contentment on Jason’s face. “So you really plan to get married someday?”

      He nodded, the response coming without hesitation. “Of course I do. Don’t you?”

      She shrugged. “Never given it much thought.”

      “Seriously? I thought women came out of the womb with their wedding day planned, right down to the dress, music and flowers.”

      Kristen rolled her eyes. “Not this woman. I don’t have time to dwell on all that romance crap.”

      Jason laughed. “God. I swear if not for the tits, I’d think you were a man.”

      She shot him a dirty look. He’d made the same comment many times before. Over the years, their relationship had evolved from adversaries in law school, both of them competing to be the best in their class, to work colleagues consumed by the same drive to succeed, to casual friends who shared a drink on occasion and argued good-naturedly about pretty much everything. Jason’s number one form of entertainment was teasing her, which was fine because she was just as fond of giving it right back to him. “I’d prefer it if you kept your eyes north of the tit range.”

      Her admonition was wasted on Jason whose line of vision was nowhere near any part of her anatomy at the moment. Instead he was ogling the group of women who’d just arrived at the bar, laughing loudly and clearly enjoying a bachelorette party. She checked her watch and considered calling for a cab now. It wouldn’t take Jason long to make his way over to the group of women and charm them all into including him in their celebration, which would leave her drinking alone. She’d watched him do the same thing time after time.

      For some unfathomable reason she simply couldn’t understand, women found her arrogant, cocky, clearly-putting-the-moves-on, womanizing law partner irresistible. Sometimes, as she listened to him recount all the gory details of his one-night stands, it made Kristen ashamed of her gender.

      She was about to excuse herself when Jason’s attention returned to her.

      “I think maybe it’s time both of us seriously thought about marriage.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      “I’m not saying we should go out tomorrow and tie the knot, but I know for a fact, I don’t wanna spend the rest of my life alone.”

      “Thought you reveled in your bachelor status.”

      He shrugged. “I enjoy it now, but let’s face it. There’s a difference between picking women up in bars at thirty-five and trying to do it when I’m sixty-five. I’ll be getting older, but the type of women who come here to drink on the weekends won’t. At some point that makes me less bachelor and more creepy dirty old man.”

      Kristen laughed as she imagined Jason in thirty years, wearing leisure suits and gold chains, swaggering around as he tried to put the moves on some poor young woman.

      Clearly Jason had given this dilemma some thought. Given his tendency to live in the moment with no regard for the future, she was shocked to discover there was actually an iota of maturity inside him. “Very astute observation. I look forward to attending your wedding.”

      Jason rubbed his jaw, deep in thought about something. “Of course, it’s not that easy finding someone you’d be willing to spend the rest of your life with.”

      Kristen nodded, agreeing. Whenever she considered the matrimonial state, she knew she’d yet to meet any man who made her think…and they lived happily ever after.

      “How long have we been friends, Kris?”

      She gave him a shit-eating grin. “Friends? Is that what we’re calling this now?”

      Jason ignored her jest. “We met freshman year of law school, so we were both twenty-two. Damn. Thirteen years. That’s a long time.”

      Kristen agreed. “Painfully long. Is there a point to this walk down memory lane?”

      He reached for her purse, yanking it open.

      “Hey.” She tried to grab it, but Jason had already found what he was looking for, withdrawing a pen and tossing her bag back to her across the table. “You know you could have just asked. It’s rude to rifle through a woman’s purse.”

      He didn’t bother to respond or apologize. Instead he asked the waitress for a clean cocktail napkin. Once he had it, he started writing on it.

      “Grocery list?” Kristen asked.

      “Contract.”

      She tilted her head. “What sort of contract?”

      “You and I are going to make a back-up plan.”

      “For what?”

      Jason kept writing, letting her question hover in the air unanswered. Once he finished, he reread the words and nodded, apparently pleased with his efforts. “That should do it. Now we just need to grab a witness and sign it.”

      She leaned back in her chair. “Sign what?”

      Jason handed her the napkin.

      Jason Mitchell and Kristen Grey do hereby agree that if neither of them is married by Kristen’s fortieth birthday, they will marry each other.

      Kristen giggled. Oh yeah. That’s gonna happen.

      Jason had also included the date and drawn some lines she assumed were meant for their signatures.

      She stopped laughing when she spied his far-too-serious face. “It’s a joke, right?”

      He shook his head, which sobered her up a bit.

      “You’ve lost your mind. There’s no way I’m signing that.”

      Jason leaned closer and she prepared herself for the onslaught. The man was a master of persuasion. She’d seen him use his abilities time after time—to sway juries, to win over judges, to pick up women.

      However, Kristen was not without weapons. Her stubbornness seemed to be the only thing that had ever tarnished Jason’s silver tongue.

      “Think about it, Kris. We’ve been friends and partners for thirteen years. Right now, that makes this the longest relationship I’ve ever had with a woman.”

      “This isn’t a relationship. It’s an endurance contest, a test to see which of us can outlast the other. Face it, we’re Darwinism at its finest.”

      Jason chuckled. “If you think about what I’m saying, you’ll see the same holds true for you. I’ve been in your life longer than any other man.”

      She grimaced. “God. That’s a depressing thought.”

      “This contract isn’t a proposal. It’s a contingency plan. A back-up. We’ll spend the next five years searching for our perfect mate. But, if at the end of that time, we’re both still alone, then I say we admit defeat in the relationship arena and just marry each other. That way we won’t have to live the rest of our lives alone. Plus it makes things very simple financially since we’re already equal partners in the law firm. No muss, no fuss.”

      Kristen tried to think of a counter argument, but her mind was a complete blank, filled with nothing but fog and tequila fumes. Worse than that, his comments actually made some sort of strange sense to her. “Dammit. I’m drunk.”

      Jason laughed. “You’re just now figuring that out?”

      “Freaking tequila is messing with my head.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      She reached for the pen lying on the table between them. “Because this actually seems like a good idea.”

      Jason hooted, raising his hand for a high five—that she returned—after she signed her name. He gestured for the waitress to join them, explained his cocktail contract to her, then he signed as the waitress rolled her eyes. The entire deal was sealed when their waitress witness added her own name to the napkin, muttering something about lawyers being weird as she walked away.

      Kristen started to put the napkin in her purse, but Jason snatched it from her. “Nope. That’s mine.”

      She frowned. “What difference does it make who keeps it?”

      Jason tucked the napkin in his pocket. “I know you. You’ll toss it tomorrow morning when you’re sober.”

      Kristen pointed to the pocket of his jeans. “Maybe so, but it probably has a better chance of surviving in my possession than yours. There’s no way in hell that napkin won’t end up destroyed in your washing machine. You don’t strike me as a check the pockets before you do the laundry type.”

      Jason gave her a wicked grin. “I guess you’ll just have to wait five years to find out.”

      Kristen laughed, then put the contract out of her mind. Five years was plenty of time to find a suitable husband. Until then—she raised her hand to order another round—she’d just enjoy her freedom, the tequila and her birthday.
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      Fast-forward five years to New Year’s Eve

      “Why the hell do you want to get married?”

      Kristen Grey kicked off her shoes and plopped her feet on the ottoman, not at all surprised by her friend Laura’s question.

      They were sitting together at yet another Thursday wine night in Laura’s townhouse—drinking and gabbing with four other girlfriends from the complex. The difference with this Thursday was that it also happened to be New Year’s Eve.

      Kristen wasn’t sure what it was about that particular holiday that made some people maudlin. Apparently, the last day in the calendar year was the date chosen for reflection and regrets. Not a good thing considering how much alcohol was also usually consumed on this night. Putting disappointment and booze together never ended well and most of the resolutions didn’t last beyond the end of the hangover on January second.

      This year, the New Year’s bug had bitten Zoey and she’d taken the rest of them down with her, prompting each of them to make goals for a second chance at happiness. The six of them resided on what Kristen liked to refer to as Losers’ Lane. Each of them had moved here for different reasons, but the end result was the same. They were all alone.

      When Kristen had originally moved into the townhouse, her intention had been to save money for a down payment on a real home. She’d pinch pennies until she had enough to buy her dream house. Only problem was…she never left.

      She had landed here when she was in her late twenties after graduating from law school and, at the time, she’d believed the complex was heaven, full of young, hip, fun people who got together for barbeques and happy hours.

      She glanced across the room at Shelly, who was laughing at something Josie said. Shelly was still young—only twenty-eight—and no doubt she viewed these townhouses as Kristen had all those years ago. Life after college—the party continues. A temporary existence. For Shelly’s sake, Kristen hoped that was true and her friend would manage to make her escape before years turned into decades and she was stuck for good.

      Kristen sighed. She was sick of the same-old, same-old. She longed for more. Hell, she’d simply settle for something. It didn’t even have to be that great. Just different from the boring norm.

      So…like a fool, she had taken Zoey’s declaration for second chances too seriously and proclaimed aloud she wanted to get married before she turned forty. She had that seventh-level-of-hell occasion to look forward to in July. Ugh.

      Kristen leaned her head against the back of the couch, wishing they could move away from all talk of the future. It was bumming her out. Unfortunately, Laura was still reeling from her own divorce and her protective instincts had taken over.

      “…seen just as many marriages fall apart.”

      Kristen forced herself to listen as her friend tried to issue a warning.

      “It seems to me you’ve got this single-woman thing down pat.” Laura tucked one foot under her to turn and look at Kristen. “I don’t understand why you would give up all that freedom.”

      Laura was jealous of the life she led and Kristen was tempted to remind her friend that the grass is always greener on the other side, but instead she simply said, “I’ve been free for nearly forty years. I need a change.”

      “Well, then I hope you find a man who will love you as much as you deserve.”

      Kristen was touched by her friend’s kind wish, but was too much of a realist to believe that was possible. She didn’t bother to tell Laura she’d set the bar a bit lower than true love. All she really wanted was companionship. “That’s it? That’s the extent of my lecture? Either you’re drunker than I thought or you’re losing your touch.”

      She and Laura continued to joke until Georgie saved her from further marriage discussion, deciding they needed to brainstorm ways for Laura to achieve her second-chance goal—which involved rediscovering the woman she’d been before she got married.

      Then, as it always did, the conversation meandered from one subject to the next as the six women consumed wine and talked about everything and nothing, all at the same time.

      It was a great night and it was just starting to wind down when Zoey blindsided her and tossed Kristen on the hot seat. “You know, you’ve never mentioned marriage before, Kristen. I can’t help but wonder why you’re so interested in it now. Is it because of the big birthday? Is your clock ticking?”

      Kristen had dodged a bullet with Laura earlier, not having to admit things she wasn’t comfortable saying aloud. Though she felt incredibly close to these women—they’d become some of the best friends she had ever had—she struggled when talking about personal things, preferring to play her cards close to her chest. She’d always been that way.

      “My clock is definitely not ticking. I’ve told you before—I don’t want kids. Never have. Never will.” She would definitely be upfront with any prospective suitors that children were not on the table.

      “Then why the mad dash down the aisle?” Josie had been tidying up the living room, but stopped when Zoey hit Kristen with her question.

      “It’s not a dash. Zoey suggested we set goals, so I picked one. I’ve spent the last decade or so focusing on my career. Now that the law firm is well-established, I’m ready to move on to the next challenge.”

      Shelly frowned. “So this quest to find a husband is just some task you’ve assigned yourself? That doesn’t sound very romantic.”

      Kristen was saying everything wrong. Her friends had teased her on more than one occasion about her stoic personality. She didn’t cry during sad movies, rarely laughed and considered romance the height of ridiculousness. But that didn’t mean she was unfeeling. She just didn’t believe in wearing her heart on her sleeve.

      “I’m serious about finding a man and settling down. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life alone. I think it would be nice to eat dinner with someone, to⁠—”

      “You eat dinner in your office at work four nights out of seven,” Zoey pointed out.

      Kristen narrowed her eyes at the interruption, but continued her list. “I also want someone to go on vacations with. To hang out with after I retire. I like the idea of being one of those old people who heads to Florida every winter.”

      Josie tilted her head and gave her a mischievous grin. “You didn’t mention sex.”

      Kristen threw her hands up. “Holy shit, girl. Invest in a vibrator and get your hormones under control. Sex has nothing to do with my plans to get married.”

      Georgie crinkled her nose. “Then why bother?”

      Kristen looked to Laura for support. “Please tell me you understand what I’m saying.”

      Laura nodded. “I do, but that’s only because I just escaped twenty-three years of less than exciting sex. I was glad for the break from the physical stuff. But I’m not sure why you’d actually sign up for a passionless marriage. I fell into mine thinking things would get better. You don’t want to live that life, believe me.”

      Georgie grinned. “So it’s settled. You’ll test the bedroom waters before signing on the dotted line. Hee hee.” Then she adopted a singsong voice that made the others laugh. “Someone’s getting laid this year, doo dah, doo dah.”

      Josie nodded, still giggling. “Let’s face it, if you’re determined to tie yourself into matrimonial hell, there should be at least a few perks.”

      Kristen threw her hands up in surrender. “Point taken. But I’m telling you right now, sex will not be a deal breaker for me.”

      “Such a waste,” Josie shook her head, feigning disappointment.

      Kristen closed her eyes and regretted being so forthright about her marriage plan. She should have just set a stupid goal for her friends’ sake—something like going to the gym more often or cutting carbs out of her diet.

      Then in typical fashion, Georgie started recapping the things they’d discussed, ticking them off on her fingers. “So we need a guy who isn’t a workaholic like you. That way he’ll be home to eat dinner with you. He can’t want kids. And we think he needs to be shit-hot in bed, but you’re not fussed if he’s lame in the sack—silly woman. Sounds like a pitiful list. What are we forgetting?”

      “Love,” Shelly added.

      Kristen sighed. “Love doesn’t matter that much to me.”

      Shelly’s mouth fell open in shock. “What?”

      Kristen shrugged. “That’s not important. Georgie’s list was good enough. It’ll be hard enough to find a guy who fits those requirements by July.”

      Zoey shook her head. “That list was a friends-with-benefits deal at best. The perfect description of roommates who might or might not fuck. That’s not a marriage.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m nearly forty. I’ve spent a great deal of my life living on my own. While sappy words and roses and all that shit is fine on TV and in books, I don’t need that to be happy.”

      “Then why get married?” Laura asked.

      Kristen froze, unable to admit the truth.

      She was lonely. Unbearably so.

      So she hedged the truth a bit. “I told you. Companionship.”

      Zoey walked over to her, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Isn’t that what we are?”

      Kristen conceded. “On a smaller scale, yes.”

      “So get a roommate instead.” Georgie folded up a throw blanket and laid it over the back of the couch. “You don’t need a husband.”

      Kristen wanted something more permanent. She felt the need to tie someone to her who couldn’t leave easily. She was headstrong and stubborn and set in her ways. None of those attributes would make her an easy person to live with. She wanted something more binding than a lease.

      Of course, to admit that aloud to her friends would make her sound slightly insane. So she took a different tack. “I think I’m saying this wrong. For now, I’m going to look for a man who fits the parameters we’ve just set. After all, July is only seven months away. Time isn’t exactly on my side. Then, if love comes…somewhere down the line, that’s good. Great, actually.”

      Georgie frowned. “What happens if July comes and you haven’t met anyone? I’ve been in the dating world for a long damn time. Eligible, hot guys don’t grow on trees.”

      Kristen laughed. “This coming from the woman who’s been engaged three times?”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t marry any of them.”

      “If I don’t find a guy by July, I’ll have to institute the back-up plan.”

      Josie rolled her eyes. “Dear God.”

      Kristen had filled them in on the back-up plan earlier when she told her friends about her goal to get married. “I know it’s not ideal, but at least it’s better than nothing.”

      Laura groaned. “You can’t marry Jason. The two of you are like oil and water.”

      Kristen shrugged. “I can’t bail. I signed the contract.”

      Zoey released a loud burst of laughter. “I find it hard to believe a contract signed on a cocktail napkin is legally binding. Surely there’s a drunk as a skunk defense somewhere on the law books you can use to break the deal.”

      Kristen wasn’t sure why she’d even brought up the silly back-up plan. God only knew if Jason even remembered making the deal, but she did. It had hovered in the back of her mind for five long years as one birthday after another passed and she found herself still alone.

      Laura shook her head. “I still can’t believe you agreed to something like that.”

      Kristen understood Laura’s dismay. After all, Jason drove her nuts on a good day. But she was explaining herself badly. She wasn’t viewing the back-up plan as a viable option as much as the impetus to get her ass in gear. Jason really was the last man on earth she wanted to marry, so it gave her a very good reason to take looking for someone else seriously. “I have no intention of marrying him. I promise.”

      Laura only seemed somewhat appeased. “Okay. Good.”

      Kristen stood and pushed the sleeves up on her cardigan, suddenly feeling warm and uneasy with all the attention focused on her. “You girls have so little faith in me. I don’t struggle for dates. Guys ask me out all the time. From this point on, I’ll just be more attentive and put forth a bit more effort in getting to know them.”

      “In other words, you’ll stop cancelling to work late?” Zoey asked. “Can’t wait to see this.”

      Kristen scowled, not wanting to admit the truth behind her friend’s words. Kristen was infamous for going out on one date, then cancelling every subsequent request until the man stopped calling. Jason had nicknamed her the One-hit Wonder. “Are we finished here? Speaking of dates, I have one with my DVR tonight. Still trying to catch up on the last season of True Blood.”

      Laura grasped her hand, squeezing it. “I just have one more thing to say, then I’ll leave you alone about this. You’re selling yourself short. There’s so much to love about you, Kristen.”

      Sometimes being practical, looking at life with eyes wide open, sucked, but Kristen was too tired to shield her cynicism or the depression that had set in a couple of months earlier. “I’ve been around the block long enough to know that the love you girls keep dreaming about doesn’t really exist. You, of all people, should know that, Laura.”

      Her friend sighed sadly. “God help me if I ever adopt that attitude.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with what I want. Companionship, friendship, spending my life with someone whose company I enjoy. That’s all I need.”

      “You’re wrong,” Zoey asserted. “That’s nowhere near enough. True love is real, Kristen. And I bet this is the year we all find it.”

      Kristen didn’t respond. Instead, she tried hard to mask the part of her that prayed her friends were right. “We’ll see, Zoey. We’ll see.”
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