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  Author's Note


This book is a prequel to the If You Can series, which follows Nellie Belanger, an unapologetically sensual college student, on her journey from bed to bed. This series features multiple love interests/sexual partners in non-cheating scenarios and has a guaranteed series HEA. Kiss Me If You Can is the first book in the series and takes place three years after the events of The Boy Next Door. It will be released on April 12, 2024. 
The If You Can series is loosely based on a collection of short stories. If you have previously read these stories, please note that this is not a continuation of that collection. It's more of a reboot than a rewrite, so think more along the lines of some kind of multiple universe situation where the characters have the same names, but even though a new actor is playing the lead role, it's still Spiderm—I mean, Nellie. We're in the Nellie-Verse, if you will.
Please note that this books is written in Canadian English, which has rules and spellings from both UK and US English. It also contains phrases and words specifically from Québécois French. Translations of those can be found at the end of the book or by clicking here.






  
  Content Warning


I have tried to reflect any potential triggers here as best I can without providing spoilers, but if you have concerns about any of the items listed or wish to know more, please reach out to me via email at info@cherylterra.com. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Themes + Plot Points:  Slut shaming, rumour-spreading, divorce, toxic parenting/familial relationships, large age gaps, lying/secret-keeping all occur within the text. There is a brief mention of an off-screen teenage pregnancy.
SA + Consent: No SA occurs on-page, however jokes are made about non-consensual activity. This is not presented in a positive light and is addressed immediately. There is a situation in this book where consent could be considered questionable based on information being withheld. A brief discussion about a rumour about an off-screen character experiencing birth control tampering occurs.
Spice Variety: Characters in this book and throughout this series will engage in casual hook-ups that may include characters not involved in the main relationship dynamic. This will not include cheating or adultery of any kind between the main characters. 
Other: there are moderate mentions of alcohol and drug use






  
  Prologue

Stranger Danger


I was ankle-deep in mud when I decided I was done with men. 
“I’m done with men!” I declared, throwing my hands up.
Across the yard, my dad’s mouth tightened into a thin line. Beside him, a man I didn’t recognize raised his eyebrows, though he looked amused. Beside him, a woman holding a baby pressed her free hand to her mouth, trying to hide her smile.
And my mom, who was halfway across the driveway after bolting towards me, nearly tripped on her own two feet as she dissolved into laughter.
Which, to my four-year-old self, was the ultimate betrayal.
I glared at my mom, putting my hands on my hips. “Why are you laughing at me?” 
“I’m not,” she said, still laughing as she recovered and jogged towards me, the flowy fabric of her gauzy kimono-style cardigan fanning out behind her. “I’m not, honey.”
I looked at my new best friend, Anne-Marie. She was staring at my feet with horror in her eyes and didn’t see my incredulous expression of “Can you believe this?” But I was looking for someone to share my reaction, so I looked up at my dad.
He pressed his lips together harder, though when the man beside him started laughing, his face relaxed and a soft chuckle left his lips.
“You’re all laughing at me,” I said as my mom reached me.
“We’re not,” she said.
“You’re still laughing!” My voice pitched up. “He ruined my shoes and you’re laughing!”
“They’re not ruined, Nellie.” She hunched over and put her hands beneath my armpits, huffing as she yanked me out of the mud and set me on the walkway. “We’ll wash them off and they’ll be perfectly fine.”
Which I knew was a lie. There was no way my beautiful shoes would ever be the same.
And I hadn’t even worn them to school yet. My first day of kindergarten was in a few weeks, and despite the fact that my dad said he could ask his assistant to purchase my supplies and clothes, my mom had insisted on us going shopping together. 
“It’s what normal families do,” she’d said as she tied my shoelaces so we could leave that morning.
“We are a normal family,” my dad had responded.
“Yes, but I mean normal as in normal.” She’d folded her arms. “We’re going to Walmart.”
He’d sighed. “Fine. Are you ready, then?”
My mom straightened up and grabbed her purse. “I was born ready.”
So we’d gone out shopping, first to Walmart and then to a bunch of other stores to get clothes and pencil crayons and a lunch box and the most perfect pair of hot pink and white glitter light-up sneakers that I’d begged and pleaded to wear out of the store until my dad ruffled my hair and agreed, much to my mom’s dismay.
We had turned down our street to go home when my dad cursed in French, which he thought I didn’t understand, but I knew enough of it to know that tabarnak was a very, very bad word. 
“Who is blocking our driveway?” he’d snapped.
“Based on context clues, I’m going to guess our new neighbours,” my mom said. 
“They are not making a very good impression if they think that’s an appropriate place for the moving truck.”
“Max, they might not even be there yet,” my mom said tiredly. “They probably hired movers.”
“Of course,” he said. “And is it also Bring Your Child To Work Day?”
“What?”
He parked his car on the street outside our house and motioned out the windshield. “That does not look like a mover to me.”
They kept squabbling, which was frustrating because I very much wanted to know what was going on and couldn’t see out the front window. But my dad tended to get annoyed when I interrupted adult conversations, so I stewed silently until I couldn’t stand it anymore.
Which was probably, like, ten seconds. But I did try.
Then I did something my parents didn’t know I could do, which was unbuckle myself from my car seat, slide out of it, and open the car door. It wasn’t until I hopped out that my mom whirled around.
“What the fuck—” she yelped. “Nellie!”
“Vicki!” my dad said. “Language!”
“My God, I’m done with men,” she snapped. “She got out of the fucking car, Max! Why don’t you have the child locks on the fucking doors?!”
She raced out of the car, but by that point, I’d already stomped halfway across the driveway towards the stretch of grass between my house and the one next door, where a girl about my age was sitting.
“Excuse me,” I said loudly once I was close enough. “Why are you on my grass?”
The little girl looked up, bright brown eyes wide beneath a fringe of dark brown hair. She had white skin with freckles dotted across her nose, round pink cheeks, and thin, haphazard braids in random places all over her head.
“It’s your grass?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said.
It was not, actually, but neither of us knew that.
“Oh,” she said. “Well, if I give you a makeover, can I keep playing here?” 
I frowned. “A makeover?”
She held up a strange-looking toy. Without a word, she hooked it around some of her loose hair, then pressed a button. It whirred and after a few moments of what was obviously witchcraft, she pulled it away to reveal she’d added another braid to her hair, this one with tinsel and a feather sticking out of it.
“See?” she said. 
“Nellie!” my mom gasped as she rushed up. “Honey, you can’t get out of the car like that.”
I looked up at her, confused. “Yes, I can.”
“No, you—” 
“But I did.”
She took a breath and let it out. “You are not supposed to get out of the car like that. You need to wait for Mommy or Daddy to unbuckle your seat.” 
“Why?”
“If you did that while the car was moving—” 
“Mommy, I’m not stupid,” I said. “I can’t do that when the car is moving.”
The little girl sitting on the lawn looked up, her round eyes even rounder. “Did you say the s-word?!”
“Mommy knows you’re not stupid,” my mom said. “But for safety, you need to let me or Daddy unbuckle you.”
That didn’t make any sense to me, but before I could tell her that, a woman’s voice called out. “Oh, are you the neighbours?” 
My mom’s face was tense, but she looked up anyway. “I… yes. This is our house.”
A woman with blue eyes, white skin and dark brown hair that matched the little girl's smiled at my mom from the walkway. She was holding a baby and wearing a blue dress.
“I am so sorry we blocked the driveway,” she said. “The movers needed to lower the ramp so they could get some of the heavier items out.”
A man with blonde hair came up behind her. “Do you need them to move?”
“Oh, not at all,” my mom said. “We can park on the street for now.”
It was clearly a boring grown-up conversation, so I turned back to the little girl.
“So can I keep playing here?” she asked. “If I give you braids?”
“Well, okay,” I said, dropping to the ground beside her. “But they better be pretty braids.”
“I said you’d get braids, not that they’d be pretty,” she said. “If you want them to be pretty, you have to be my best friend.”
“What if I don’t want to be your best friend?”
She shrugged. “I’ll tangle your hair up in the sticks and your mom’ll have to cut it off.”
Vaguely threatening as it was, it made perfect sense to me. “Okay. We can be best friends.”
She perked up and whirled the upper half of her body around.
“Mommy!” she screeched. “I don’t hate it here anymore! I made a best friend.”
“That’s excellent, chérie,” said the woman before turning to talk to my mom again. 
“What’s your name?” I asked when the girl turned back to me.
“Anne-Marie,” she said. “What’s yours?”
“Nellie.”
She nodded with an almost business-like preciseness. “Are you ready to be beautiful, Nellie?”
“I was born ready,” I said. 
Not that I knew what it meant, but my mom said it earlier and it sounded cool.
At some point, my dad walked by to join my mom in talking to the new neighbours. I wasn’t paying attention because Anne-Marie told me her hair toy would tear my hair out if I moved too much. The two of us sat there, playing in the grass and learning all the things we deemed important to know about best friends, like our favourite animals and favourite dinosaurs and which of us had been caught in quicksand more times. 
I didn’t know what quicksand actually was, but Anne-Marie said her brother had been caught in it once and I said that didn’t count because he wasn’t there.
“Okay, but have you ever rode a horse?” Anne-Marie asked.
“No,” I said.
She smiled as if she’d won something. “I have. Like every day, almost, when we lived in Toronto. It’s why I said I was going to hate it here.”
I pretended I wasn’t jealous. “Yeah, well, I rode a dolphin once.”
“No you didn’t.”
“Yes, I did.”
“How?” She folded her arms. “Dolphins don’t live in Montreal.”
Before I could respond, an older boy with floppy blonde hair and a gap in the teeth on the left side of his mouth skipped across the driveway.
“Anne-Marie,” he said in a bossy voice. “Mom said you have to tell the movers where you want to put your Barbie Dream House.”
I instantly forgot I was trying to one-up Anne-Marie on everything. “You have a Barbie Dream House?!”
Anne-Marie nodded. “Yeah. Wanna come see?”
“Yeah!” 
We both scrambled to our feet, but before I could move, the older boy stepped in front of us and folded his arms.
“No strangers in the house,” he said.
“I’m not a stranger,” I said. “I’m Nellie.”
“Well, I’ve never heard of you,” he said. “So you’re a stranger and you can’t come in.”
“Stop being stupid, Jean-Paul,” Anne-Marie said. “Nellie is my best friend and she’s allowed in the house because I said so.”
“You can’t say the s-word!” he scolded.
“Why are you so bossy?” I asked.
“Because I’m nine and you have to listen to me,” he said, then looked back at his sister. “And I said I want to be called JP.”
She shrugged. “Then be nice to me and my new best friend.”
He huffed. “Fine. But I’m coming with you to make sure she doesn’t wreck anything.”
“She won’t,” Anne-Marie said, grabbing my hand.
There were three stone steps that lead to a small landing at the front door, but before we reached the first one, I let go of Anne-Marie’s hand and whirled around, putting my hands on my hips. JP stumbled, catching himself just before he crashed into me.
“What are you doing?!” he demanded.
“You can’t come in,” I said.
“I can, too,” he said.
“Nope. You’re a stranger. So if no strangers are allowed in the house, you can’t go in.”
“I’m not a stranger!” he insisted. “You’re a stranger! And it’s not your house!”
“Mo-om!” I hollered. “A stranger is trying to get into the neighbour’s house!”
JP’s mouth dropped open. He let out a loud, disbelieving scoff, then turned to where our parents were standing. 
“Nellie, I think he lives there,” my mom said.
“I dunno,” Anne-Marie said. “I’ve never seen him before in my life.”
“See?” I said. “Also he smells bad.”
“Hey!” JP said, glaring at me.
“Kids,” said the blonde man, who must have been Anne-Marie’s dad.
“Anne-Marie, be nice to your brother,” said Anne-Marie’s mom.
“I am very nice to Marc-Andre,” Anne-Marie said, motioning to the baby her mom was holding.
“You need to be nice to both of your brothers. And, uh…?” She trailed off, looking at me.
“Nellie,” my dad said.
“Nellie,” she continued. “Thank you so much for watching out for our house, but Jean-Paul is allowed inside. He lives there.”
“It’s JP, Mom,” JP grumbled.
“What if he’s an imposter?” I said.
“I’m not!” JP said.
“You smell like one,” Anne-Marie said.
“And no one likes a Bossy Bessie,” I said, which was what my mom said when I was being bossy.
He glared at me. “Just move, Nellie. My mom said you have to.”
I kept my hands on my hips. “She said you were allowed inside. Not that I have to move.”
JP stared at me. I stared back, chin jutting out partially from stubbornness and partially because he was a big kid and I was a little kid so I had to look up at him. He drew in a breath and for a moment, I thought he was going to turn around and tattle on me to our parents.
Instead, I let out a yelp of surprise as he stepped forward, picked me up by the waist, and turned to the right before setting me down in the flower bed beside the door. It happened so fast that I barely reacted, staring at him with wide eyes until I felt myself sinking and looked down.
“Oh no!” I said in horror.
“Ohmigod,” Anne-Marie whimpered. “Is it quicksand?” 
“I—” I tried to lift my leg, but I couldn’t. “I-I’m stuck!” My neck snapped back up to JP. “Help me out.”
“Mmm… nah,” he said.
And that was when I hollered that I was done with men and my mom rushed across the driveway to help me while my dad looked perturbed at the mess my shoes were leaving on the sidewalk.
“Really, do not worry about it,” Anne-Marie’s mom was saying to him. “Jean-Paul can sweep it up when it dries.”
“Why do I have to clean it up?” JP asked indignantly.
“Because it’s your fault!” Anne-Marie said, her voice ringing with—in my opinion—righteous indigence. “You put her there!”
“I didn’t know the dirt was wet, stupid.”
“Mom!” Anne-Marie screeched.
“Jean-Paul,” the woman scolded. “Don’t call your sister the s-word!” 
He huffed, folding his arms. “I said my name is JP!”
“And it stands for Jerk Pants,” I said.
“It does not,” snapped JP.
“Maybe you shouldn’t be such a jerk pants, then.”
My mom, who was crouched down and attempting to wipe some of the chunks of mud off my shoes, looked at me. Her eyes were crinkling like they did when she laughed, but she was shaking her head. “Nellie, you can’t call the new neighbour Jerk Pants. Be nice.”
“I don’t want to be nice!” Stinging tears welled up in my eyes and I clenched my fists. “He’s not nice! He’s mean and bossy and he wrecked my new shoes!”
She said something that was meant to calm me down, but it was too late. A too big, too intense, too overwhelming feeling took over and I started sobbing. My mom put a hand on my arm but I thrashed away from her.
“Nellie, stop,” she said, and that time she tried to grab me with both hands.
So naturally, since someone had just done the same thing and caused this whole mess in the first place, I tried to escape her grasp.
But because JP Marchand was a gigantic stupid jerk pants, my gorgeous light-up sneakers were covered in thick, chunky, and—worst of all—sticky mud. 
So instead of escaping, I lost my balance and tumbled to the ground.
In the moments between landing on my butt beside the twin holes my feet had left in the muddy flower bed and throwing what my dad eventually referred to as the single most horrifically embarrassing temper tantrum he’d ever had the misfortune of witnessing, I looked up. JP was looking back at me, his lips curled down and his eyes sparkling as he tried not to laugh.
And maybe I didn’t know what it meant to be done with men, like I’d screeched earlier.
But I decided right then and there that I was absolutely, positively, one-hundred-percent done with JP Marchand.
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Chapter one
The Five Stages of Fucking Up


I’d never been quite so proud of myself as I was when Adrian started crying. 
He’d gone through the first three stages of grief relatively quickly. At least, he had once he’d processed what I said. Because at first, he sat on the couch, staring up at me like the hamster in his brain had overslept and was stumbling around frantically, spilling coffee from a hamster-sized cup as it scurried about in its socks, trying to find its briefcase and keys before saying fuck it and clamouring into the wheel to start turning it.
That was when Adrian blinked and went into denial.
“You’re not breaking up with me,” he said.
“Yes, I am,” I replied.
He blinked at me twice more, then frowned.
“You can’t fucking do that,” he’d said.
Anger.
“I just did,” I said.
He let out an incredulous scoff, glancing to the side as if to regroup before looking back at me. 
“Give me a chance here,” he said. “Let’s talk about this first.”
Bargaining, right on time and what I’d been waiting for.
“What is there to talk about?” I asked. 
“Whatever happened to cause this,” he said. “We have something special, Nellie. At least, I thought we did.”
“So did I,” I said, unfolding my arms so I could open my messenger bag and dig out the brand-new laptop my dad had gotten me for my birthday the previous week. “But apparently what we had isn’t enough for you. Or at least, it’s not special enough to keep you from saying the most heinous shit I’ve ever seen in my life.”
He had the audacity to look confused. “What do you—” 
“‘Nah, just me and my hand,’” I read from the screen, keeping the laptop propped up on my forearm as I balanced it with my other hand. “’She’s at some fucking volleyball tournament again.’” I changed my voice to an approximation of what I thought the other person might sound like. “‘Thought she wasn’t putting out anyway?’” 
Adrian’s face turned a ghastly shade of greyish-white. His mouth was still half-open, but nothing came out. “Wait—” 
“‘Yeah, but someone else’s hand is always nice. Or maybe if I beg enough she’ll use her mouth,’” I continued. “‘I’m desperate to get my dick wet, though. But she’s such a fucking prude. We’ve been together since she was in tenth grade. Two years and she still won’t put out.’”
“Wait,” he said. “Just let me—” 
“‘You’re more patient than I would be. I’d be doing a hell of a lot more to get my way, if you know what I mean.’” I switched my voice back to normal. “‘Yeah, well, maybe I should”—I paused, looking directly at Adrian and then enunciating the next five words so clearly that he winced—“accidentally let it slip in next time we’re fooling around so she realizes it’s not the big deal she thinks it is.’”
“No,” he said. “I would never—” 
“‘LOL,’” I read. “’Yeah, like, sorry baby, I tripped and fell, but if it’s in there anyway…’”
“It’s guy talk,” he said desperately. 
“Guys talk about tricking people into having sex by ‘accidentally’ slipping it in?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “Pretty sure there’s a word for people who force their girlfriends to have sex, Adrian. Is that what you are?”
And that was when he started crying.
Depression.
Right on time.
I’d hoped I’d make him cry. I’d hoped I wasn’t so wrong about Adrian that he wouldn’t have any remorse for what he’d said. Or at least, I’d hoped that there was enough of the boy I’d originally fallen for left in him to feel bad about it. 
Because back when I was in tenth grade and he was in eleventh, this wasn’t who he was. Not even a little. He’d been funny and romantic and loving. There were days when we’d start a video call after dinner and wouldn’t hang up until we saw each other on the walk to school the next morning. Some nights, we’d start watching a movie at the same time and make comments here and there, and we’d both eventually fall asleep with our phones next to our heads. 
But we would also talk, sometimes until a few
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