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  Author's Note


This is the first book of the If You Can series, but a spicy prequel novella called  The Boy Next Door covers some events mentioned in this book. Kiss Me If You Can can be read and enjoyed without having read The Boy Next Door, but the prequel gives more insight into the relationship between Nellie and JP, as well as Nellie's family situation.
If you haven't read the prequel or would like a reminder of the events, you can find a basic synopsis on the next page.
There is also a character summary at the back of the book featuring names and basic descriptions of important characters.
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.
Content Warnings: Full content warnings can be found on my website, but please note that the If You Can series contains characters who engage in casual relationships with characters not involved in the main relationship dynamic. This will not include adultery of any kind between the MCs. 
This book contains a large age gap teacher/student relationship, toxic parenting and family situations, slut shaming, references to non-consensual activity, and multiple explicit scenes. 






  
  The Road So Far


A Summary of Previous Events in the If You Can Series

The Boy Next Door
	Nellie's best friend Anne-Marie has an older brother named JP that Nellie insists she doesn't have a crush on.

	After telling him about a high school boyfriend who spread nasty rumours about her, JP tells Nellie it's okay to want sex but not want a relationship. 

	JP and Nellie secretly hook up. Nellie doesn't initially tell him she's a virgin. 

	When they're done, Nellie asks him not to tell anyone what they did and rushes away. She's afraid of her religious, conservative businessman father finding out.

	Kiss Me If You Can starts about three years after the events of The Boy Next Door
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Prologue

Here There Be Dragons


There weren’t many people who could convince me to be a princess instead of a dragon, but Anne-Marie Marchand was one of them.  
It wasn’t that I didn’t like princesses. I did, very much. I just also wanted to fly and breathe fire. But Anne-Marie said she was having a Disney princess party and none of the princesses were dragons, so I couldn’t be a dragon princess. And I agreed, but only because she was my best friend and it was her birthday.
And because she said I could dress like my favourite princess for the day, as long as that princess wasn’t Ariel because that was her favourite princess and no one else could show up as Ariel.
Well, except the actual Ariel, who her parents said was a close personal friend because seven-year-olds didn’t understand how hiring children’s entertainers worked.
So instead of running around an elegantly decorated backyard that looked more like a wedding reception than a child’s birthday party and roaring at people while pretending to breathe fire, I was clad in a fancy yellow party dress and insisting I got to be Belle for everything. 
Which was causing some problems.
“But I don’t want to be Cinderella!” a girl named Emilie protested as Anne-Marie tried to shove a blue foam crown into her hands. “I wanna be Belle.”
“Nellie already claimed Belle,” Anne-Marie said. “She said before the party.”
“That’s not fair,” argued another girl named Yasmine. “It doesn’t count if you said it before the party.”
“Yes it does,” I said. “Anne-Marie said I could.”
“That’s not fair!” Emilie repeated, batting the blue foam crown away from her. “We weren’t even here yet.”
“I know,” I said. “That’s why I said it before the party. So no one else could get it.”
“Why don’t you just rock-paper-scissors for it?” said someone else. I looked over to see Anne-Marie’s eleven-year-old brother standing nearby with a bored look on his face.
Ugh.
JP.
“Because that’s stupid,” I said. “I claimed it.”
“It’s not stupid,” JP said. “It’s fair.”
“Why are you even here?” I asked. 
“My mom said I have to be,” he said. “Otherwise I’d be literally anywhere else.”
“Jean-Paul,” said another new voice, and all of us turned to see Anne-Marie’s dad, Mr. Marchand, walking up to us. Behind him, my dad walked stiffly, his lips pressed in a flat line. Not too far behind them, my and Anne-Marie’s moms were sitting at a white-clothed table. Anne-Marie’s mom was wearing her normal expression of polite interest, but she was very determinedly not looking at my mom, who had her arms folded and a deep frown on her face.
“You are here because you love your sister,” Mr. Marchand scolded his son.
JP sighed. “I am here because I love my sister.”
“Good.” Mr. Marchand looked at me, then at Emilie. “Girls, what is going on over here?”
“Nellie is not being fair,” Emilie said to my dad, her voice shaking as she pointed at me.
My mouth dropped open and my cheeks went red with anger. “That’s not true!”
“Yes it is! You said—” 
“No!” I stomped my foot. “It’s not. It’s not even a little true.”
“Nellie, you do not interrupt people when they are speaking,” my dad said, his voice clipped.
“I wasn’t! She—” 
“Nellie,” he said again, his voice impatient. “You are being rude.”
“Daddy, I’m just—” 
“They both want to be the same princess for the mermaid race,” JP interrupted from where he was standing. “Nellie says she called it before the party, Emilie says that’s not fair, and neither of them realize it doesn’t matter.”
“It does too matter,” I said. “And stop being rude. I was speaking.”
“Eleanor, enough,” my dad said.
I looked up at him, hurt. “But you just said—” 
“Alright, alright,” Mr. Marchand said. “Well, if you will not roche-papier-ciseaux to choose, why don’t you each tell me why you think you should be Belle and I’ll decide?” 
Even from a distance, I saw Anne-Marie’s mom’s polite expression falter into a wince. Beside her, my mom’s face was nearly purple.
“Okay,” Emilie said, folding her arms. “Well, I want to be Belle because she’s my favourite and I like to read. Nellie can’t even read.”
“Hey!” I protested. “I can too.”
“She can’t read well,” Emilie said. “And I can sing better, and I’m French like Belle is.”
“I’m French too,” I said.
“You don’t even speak French at home,” Emilie said.
“I take it at school!” 
“I learned it when I was a baby!”
“Yeah, well, I’m more like Belle.” I looked up at Mr. Marchand, determination on my face, and lifted my hand to count on my fingers. “One, my name is Nell-ie. Like Belle. Two, Anne-Marie said we have to be princesses today and Belle is the only princess I like so she said I could be Belle because I’m not allowed to be a dragon.” 
“There aren’t any dragons in any of the movies,” Anne-Marie said with a sigh.
“There is in Sleeping Beauty,” I said, then turned back to Mr. Marchand. “Three, I have brown eyes like Belle does—” 
“Emilie has brown hair, though,” JP said.
“Four,” I said loudly. “I don’t let rude and primeval boys interrupt me.”
“Primeval?” JP repeated, amused.
“And I’ve watched the movie a billion times so I know what primeval is because that’s what she says Gaston is,” I finished, folding my arms. “And also Anne-Marie said I could be Belle, so that means I should automatically be Belle.”
Mr. Marchand looked at me for a moment, then chuckled and glanced at my dad. “It almost looks like you’ve got a little lawyer in the making here, Max.” 
My dad nodded. “A parent’s dream.” 
I looked from Mr. Marchand to my dad, confused. “What’s a lawyer?” 
Behind me, JP burst out laughing. “Seriously?”
I glared over my shoulder at him. “What’s so funny?”
“My dad is a lawyer,” he said. “It’s a job.” 
“A very good job, Nellie,” my dad said.
“But what kind of job?” I said. 
“Well, there are many types of lawyers,” Mr. Marchand said. “But overall, it means helping people know the law so they don’t get in trouble.”
“You’d love it,” JP said. “They argue all day.”
I looked at him, horrified. “I don’t want to do that.”
“Why not? You love to argue.”
“I do not love to argue,” I argued, and I would’ve probably argued more, but I was distracted by a woman with long, dreamy, bright red hair held back by a purple shell clip floating up to us.
She had arrived wearing a sparkly green mermaid tail and purple seashell top, but moments after greeting Anne-Marie, she’d spun around and the whole thing transformed into the beautiful turquoise ball gown she was wearing now. She smiled, first at my dad and Mr. Marchand, then at Anne-Marie, then at the rest of us.
“What seems to be the problem over here, princesses?” Ariel asked in a tinkling, sing-song voice, then caught sight of JP. “And prince?”
I assumed JP would tell her like he’d told his dad, but even though he always had something to say about everything, JP was oddly quiet and his cheeks went pink.
“We’re having a minor disagreement about who gets to be Belle,” Mr. Marchand said, his voice almost reluctant. 
Ariel reached out, taking the blue foam crown from Anne-Marie and picking up the yellow foam crown that was still on the table beside her. “How about this: you can both be Belle, but one of you will be Belle with the yellow crown and the other will be Belle with a blue crown. Like how Belle sometimes wears her blue-and-white dress and other times she wears her yellow dress?”
Emilie and I exchanged glances, silently agreed that we had to do what Ariel told us to, then looked back at her and held out our hands. 
“Okay,” we said in unison.
Ariel smiled. My dad and Mr. Marchand looked simultaneously annoyed and relieved. JP’s face was still pink.
“Who else still needs a crown?” Ariel asked, turning back to Anne-Marie. “Once everyone has one, we can get the mermaid race started.” 
“What’s a mermaid race?” Mr. Marchand asked.
“It’s similar to what humans would call a three-legged race,” Ariel said cheerfully. “And you know…” She hummed softly, then looked over where the boys at the party were smacking each other with their foam crowns while they waited at the start line. “We have six princesses who are going to race, but only five Prince Charmings to pair them with. Perhaps Princess Anne-Marie’s brother could help us out and join the mermaid race?”
“Me?” JP asked.
“Well, duh,” I said. “Marc-Andre can barely walk.”
“Yeah,” Anne-Marie said. “He would get hurt.”
“Yeah,” I said, even though I’d definitely been more concerned about being the person with the potential disadvantage of dragging a toddler across the yard to the finish line.
“It would be so very helpful, Prince JP,” Ariel said. “As a favour to me?” 
“Well… okay,” JP said, much to everyone’s surprise, although I think he regretted it after Ariel wrangled us over to the start line and handed him the last unclaimed crown.
“Okay, princesses and princes!” Ariel said, clapping her hands together. “Find the person with the same colour crown as you! That’s your partner for the mermaid race.”
I looked at JP.
JP looked at me, then at Ariel, then at the yellow crown in his hands. He looked up at Ariel again, then drew in a breath and let it out before resignedly putting the crown on his head.
“Come on, Nellie,” he said. “Let’s get lined up.”
I fidgeted, picking at the skin by my thumbnail as I considered asking Emilie if she’d switch crowns with me, but her mom was already tying her to her partner. Then I considered saying I didn’t want to run the race, but even at that age, I couldn’t bring myself to back away from a challenge.
“Just so you know, we better win,” I said, joining JP at the start line and pushing my skirt out of the way to line my leg up next to his.
“I always win,” JP said. 
I rolled my eyes, but didn’t say anything else as JP’s mom came over and helped tie our legs together. She said something to him that I couldn’t hear before heading back to her table. JP shrugged, then awkwardly put his arm around my shoulders. Given that he was four years older than me, JP was much taller than I was, so it was easier for me to hold onto the back of his shirt.
“Take your first step with the leg tied to mine, okay?” he said as we staggered up to the start line.
I nodded. Both of us watched as Ariel moved to the edge of the start line, then brought her hand up in the air.
“Okay, princesses and princes!” she called. “On your mark—” 
JP bent his leg. I didn’t because we would’ve probably fallen down.
“—get set—” 
“Ready?” he asked.
“I was born ready,” I said.
He snorted.
“—go!”
And yeah, maybe JP was annoying and rude, but I couldn’t deny he wanted to win as badly as I did. Both of us were dead set on coming in first, and even though JP’s legs were longer than mine, we barely stumbled as we rushed towards the finish line.
Which, of course, meant Emilie screeched it wasn’t fair that I got paired with JP, since he was bigger than everyone else and that meant he was faster. And her partner agreed, which made one of the other pairs agree.
So of course, I had to argue that JP being taller than everyone else was actually a bad thing because our knees didn’t even bend in the same place. And that it didn’t make us faster because he had to match how fast I could run since my legs were shorter. And that his gigantic head meant that we were more likely to fall over, so the fact that we kept our balance at all was amazing. 
And of course, Anne-Marie was on my side because we were best friends, which meant Emilie started crying, and Ariel tried to cheer her up while JP and I stood to the side, our legs still tied together because neither of our parents had come over to help us. His mom was with Anne-Marie and his dad was on the other side of the yard, directing someone on where to put a gigantic three-tiered ocean-themed cake. My parents were at the same table they’d been at before, my mom with her arms folded and one leg crossed over the other while my dad leaned towards her and said something. His face was so calm and collected that to anyone else, he probably looked like he was commenting on something as trivial as the shade of white the Marchands had selected for the tablecloths.
But given the way my mom’s mouth tightened and twisted, it was not that.
I twisted my mouth to the side, then reached down and tried to find the end of the strap tying us together to see if I could undo it myself.
“Don’t mess with it,” JP said. 
“Don’t tell me what to do.”
“You’ll get it knotted,” JP said. “Then you’re gonna be stuck with me tied to you forever.”
I immediately stopped playing with the strap and straightened up. JP jostled me as he laughed.
“Just wait for your parents to help,” he said.
I sighed, looking at the table. “Yeah, but they’re arguing again.”
JP followed my gaze. “Again? How often do they argue?”
“Probably more than lawyers,” I said.
My dad finished saying whatever he was saying to my mom. Neither of them spoke for a moment, then my mom stood and started marching towards the Marchands’ house. My dad’s eyes followed her until she was about halfway across the yard. He stood and, without so much as a glance towards me, walked in the opposite direction to join Mr. Marchand near the cake table. Without thinking, I brought my thumb to my mouth, sticking the tip between my teeth and biting down.
“I’ll try to get it undone,” JP said.
“No!” I said. “You said you’d knot it and I’d get stuck to you.”
“No, I said you would knot it and get stuck to me,” he said, twisting and reaching down to fiddle with the strap. “I’m older than you, so I can untie it better.” 
“Being older doesn’t make you smarter,” I grumbled.
He chuckled. “You know, you really should think about being a lawyer. Considering you argue about everything, you’ll be a pro at it by the time you’re old enough.”
“I don’t argue about everything!”
“Sure you don’t.”
“I don’t,” I said. “And even if I did, it doesn’t sound very fun.”
“It’s what I’m gonna be when I grow up,” he said. “Like my dad.”
“Well, that’s definitely not what I’m gonna be,” I said.
“What are you gonna be?”
“A dragon,” I said.
“I mean as a job.”
I folded my arms. “Dragon.”
“You can’t be a dragon when you grow up.”
I was getting very tired of people telling me I couldn’t be a dragon. “Why not?”
“Because you’re a human and humans can’t be dragons,” he said.
“Yes, they can.”
“No, they can’t.”
“Yeah, they can!”
He laughed. “Trust me, I’m right. You can’t be a dragon, and you’re gonna be a lawyer one day.”
And maybe I didn’t know what I wanted to work as when I grew up yet.
But after JP got the strap loose and I scurried away to join my best friend for the rest of her party, there were two things I knew I’d never be: the person who allowed JP Marchand to be right about anything, and a lawyer.
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Chapter one
It's Not Me, It's You


Of all the hearts I’d broken in my life, there were only three I regretted. 
The first heart belonged to Bodhi and he was in love with me. In his eyes, I was a goddess, something beyond ethereal, something that defied his understanding of the mortal plane comprising our existence. 
We spent every single day together that summer between eleventh and twelfth grade. He would have done—and did do—anything for me. 
Then he found out I was being paid to hang out with him. 
I’d never felt guilt the way I did when he locked himself in his bedroom. I pounded on the door, begging him to open it, and was almost ready to climb the side of the house and break in through his window when his parents got home. 
“I’m so sorry,” I’d said to his mom as she joined me at his bedroom door. “I didn’t know. I really, really didn’t know.”
She’d been kind about it, but I think both of us had shattered a bit when Bodhi’s dad finally jimmied the lock on the door and opened it to reveal Bodhi lying on his bed, face buried in his pillow and a knockoff Tigger plushie I’d won for him at Canada’s Wonderland a few days earlier clutched in his arms. 
“I’m sure she still likes you, sweetheart,” his mom had said as she tried to console him.
“I do,” I’d said from the doorway, where I was hovering.
“But not like that!” he’d wept.
Which was absolutely true. 
Although, it was a little surprising he even knew the distinction between liking someone and liking someone since Bodhi was six years old and I was his almost-eighteen-year-old babysitter. But even though his mom and I managed to convince him that I could still be his best bud even though I was also being paid to babysit him, I never quite got over the guilt of making him cry like that. His parents assured me it was okay, that I couldn’t have done anything differently, but I just…
He didn’t deserve me hurting him like that, even if it wasn’t my fault.
The second heart I regretted breaking was my own, but that was much later and much more complicated.
And the third heart? That was Shawn’s.
No, wait. Sheldon’s.
No… it was…
Oh, right. Shane’s. The third heart was Shane’s.
“Look, Shane—”
“It’s Scott.”
I frowned as I stopped at an intersection, waiting for the light-up man to appear and let me know it was theoretically safe to cross. “Really? Not Shane? Did you change it?”
He half-laughed. “Nope. It’s always been Scott. Scott Humprey.” 
“Hmm.” The light changed and I started forward, cradling my phone against my shoulder in case I slipped on any of the slushy patches lining the crosswalk, since I was carrying a twelve-pack of beer in my left hand and obviously I wouldn’t be sacrificing that if I fell. “Whatever. Look, Scott. It’s not me. It’s you.”
“Just what every guy likes to hear,” he said dryly. “‘You’re not the problem, Scott. It’s me.’”
“You misheard me,” I said. “I said it’s you. Not me.”
He was silent for a moment. “Wait, what?”
“It. Is. Not. Me,” I said, loudly and clearly and packing all the annoyance I could into it, although in fairness to Sonny, part of that annoyance was because it was a bone-chillingly cold February day in Ottawa and I was not dressed for the weather. “It’s. You.”
“It’s me,” he repeated. “I’m the problem? You’re the one breaking up with me, Nellie!”
“Breaking up with you would require us to have been dating in the first place,” I said. “And we absolutely weren’t.” 
“We slept together five times,” Snyder said. “You led me on and—” 
“Hold it right there,” I said. “I didn’t lead you anywhere. I was very clear with you when we hooked up at the frat party that I was straight-up fulfilling a fantasy of getting railed in a toga.”
He made a disgusted noise. “So you remember how we first fucked but not my name?”
“I’d take that as a compliment if I were you. How many guys can say the girl they slept with couldn’t remember their name, but never forgot how good they were in bed?”
“I can’t believe this,” he said. “Yeah, and then we fucked again at the tailgate party.”
“Mm-hmm, and at the Halloween party,” I said wistfully. “You looked so cute in your sexy postal worker costume.”
“At some point, you knew I was gonna think it was serious,” he said. “People don’t just fuck the same person over and over without assuming it’s going somewhere.”
“Okay, first of all, Steve—”
“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”
“You’re smart for a frat boy,” I said. “Especially one who misunderstood the nature of our situation for an entire semester, apparently. So let me make this clear for you one more time, okay? First of all, yes, people do fuck the same person over and over again without it being serious. They’re called fuck buddies. Friends with bennies. People that are hangin’ and bangin’. Benafriends, if you will, although I’d say we should probably go with the hangin’ and bangin’ title since you and I are not friends.” 
“I can’t believe you’re—”
“Next, we are not together,” I continued. “We never were together. I don’t do relationships. I don’t do serious. I would have thought that was clear given I not only outright told you I didn’t want anything serious, but every single one of our hookups involved a party and we never, not once, saw each other outside of those contexts.”
“Yeah, but—” 
“But nothing. We fucked in a closet at a party, Sterling. I had a selection of condoms for you to choose from and told you if you weren’t cool with the fact I’d hooked up with that girl who ended up being your pledge’s twin sister earlier that night, we should probably stop. What about any of this screams ‘I’m a girl who’s relationship material’ to you?”
“People can change.”
I ignored him. “I straight-up said to you, multiple times, that I think relationships are a way for one person to control another and I’d rather keep things physical and fun instead of committed and boring. That’s why we always hooked up at parties.” 
“Not every hookup was at a party.”
“Oh, right,” I said. “Remind me again which time wasn’t?”
He didn’t respond.
“Simon? Wanna remind me about the time that wasn’t at a party?”
“How was I supposed to take that?” he said. “You showed up saying we needed to stop hooking up because I was taking things the wrong way, then you spent the night. A normal person would assume you changed your mind.”
“Maybe being so normal is why you’re not the right guy for me, Stanley.” 
“Wow. Wow.”
I switched the beer to my other hand and reached up, adjusting my phone so I didn’t strain my neck. “What’s so ‘wow’ about that? People can be not-right for each other.”
“I guess I kinda just hoped I’d be enough for you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.
“You know.” He chuckled, his voice taking on a mournful hint of self-loathing. “I’m the chubby nerd who isn’t traditionally attractive and who just wants to be with someone so he can treat her right and make her happy. You’re the super hot, curvy blonde girl with an incredibly warranted reputation for being a total goddess in bed. You’ve always been out of my league.”
And ugh.
Ugh.
“First of all, fuck you,” I said.
“Excuse me?!”
“For implying I’m that goddamn shallow. You know I’m into basically anyone. Short, tall, thin, fat, muscley, male, female, non-binary—” 
“I get it. You’ll fuck anything that moves.”
“That’s the spirit,” I said cheerfully. “So what you look like makes no difference to me. Second of all, being chubby isn’t a bad thing, dickwad. I mean, I’m chubby.”
“You’re not chubby,” he said. “You’re curvy. That’s—”
“—a synonym.” I rolled my eyes, even though he couldn’t see me. “I don’t give a shit. Life is too short not to get extra cheese and my weight’s not gonna stop me from sitting on someone’s face, as you well know.” 
“You’re average sized.”
“It doesn’t matter what size I am, I’m still hot.” Which was one-hundred percent accurate. “The point is, I’m not out of your league because of how either of us look. I’m out of your league because you’re a dick.”
“And so you waited until after Valentine’s Day to call and break up with me? You’re breaking up with me because I sent you flowers, Nellie.”
“I didn’t ask for them. And it’s not like it was an engagement ring, Sullivan. And again, I’m not breaking up with you. We were never dating.” I turned down the next block, shivering in the cold and flexing my fingers as they started going numb. “It is not my fault you assumed we had something that we didn’t.” 
That was enough for him to finally move from self-loathing to anger. “I guess it serves me right for getting involved with the school slut.” 
I burst out laughing. “Like I haven’t heard that before.”
“Do you even know your body count anymore?”
“Of course I do.”
He snorted. “Let me guess, you’re one of those people who keeps a list. How many notebooks long is it now?”
“I made a spreadsheet, actually. Far more convenient and easier to access on my phone.” 
“You’re joking.”
“Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not. You’ll never know, will you?”
He scoffed. “You know what? You’re right.”
“I’m glad you see it that way.”
“You’re the kind of person who’s okay with sleeping around and breaking people’s hearts because they have the fucking audacity to want to be around you. Clearly, I’m coming out on top here since I don’t have to deal with you anymore.”
“I dunno,” I said. “I’m starting to feel pretty good about not having to deal with you, either.”
“Yeah, but you have to deal with yourself. Everyone else can escape, but you’re stuck with you.”
I half-laughed. That stung more than expected, but I didn’t want Skylar to know that. “At least I’ll never be bored.”
“I know you’re trying to fuck the whole world, Nellie, but spreading your legs for everyone isn’t going to make them like you.” 
I laughed again, louder that time. “You understand acknowledging that you knew I was a slut makes you extra stupid because not only did I warn you about me, you knew what you were getting into?”
“Fuck you.”
“Again, thank you, but I’m no longer interested. You keep telling people I’m your girlfriend and that’s making it hard for me to fuck other people because they think I’m cheating on you. And I might be a slut, but I’m not a cheater.” I turned onto a sidewalk that led to an old-looking house with scraggly bushes in the front. “Look, thank you for the flowers, but we’re not a couple. So stop sending me things. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to my friends’ place for dinner and I want to check out early so I’m ready for my internship interview.”
“The Forensic Analysis and Investigation internship? The one with the police department?”
I frowned. Seth wasn’t in the Forensic Science department, and I was almost certain I’d never told him about the internship. I didn’t usually talk about school while I had someone’s dick in my mouth. Then again, it wasn’t out of the ordinary for me to do something and then completely forget about it. “Yeah. I’ve got my last interview tomorrow.”
“Right. Well, from the bottom of my heart, I hope you fail.”
“I’d expect nothing less. I gotta go now. Catch ya later… Sailor.”
I hung up, shoved my phone into my pocket as I hurried up the steps, and banged on the front door. It flung open barely a second later, a burst of warm air and golden light and loud conversation spilling out into the cold February air.
“Ehhhh!” shouted Calvin, who had warm brown skin and big, expressive eyes. “Nellie!”
“Hey!” Brandon, Calvin’s roommate, joined us at the door, reaching out to take the beer from my hands. He was average height and had white skin tinged with red beneath a thick, unruly beard. “How’s it going? I didn’t think you were coming.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked. “Coming is one of my favourite things to do.”
Calvin cackled and threw an arm around my shoulders as he slammed the front door closed. “Yeah it is.”
“I thought you have your interview tomorrow,” Brandon said. “For that summer job?”
“The FAI internship,” I said. “I do.”
He eyed the twelve-pack I was carrying. “And you’re gonna go hungover?”
“Of course not. Even though it’s basically a formality at this point. I’ve rocked every other round of interviews and they hinted last time that I’ve already been shortlisted.” I motioned at the beer. “That’s for you guys.”
“And this is why we love you,” Calvin said, opening the case and helping himself to one of the beers. “C’mon. There’s a ton of food and we’re doing a buffet-style sorta thing. I made the siomai you liked last time.”
“You know the way to my heart,” I said, following him to the kitchen.
“And this is kinilaw,” he said. “My mom’s recipe.”
“What’s kinilaw?”
Brandon handed me a paper plate. “It’s kinda like ceviche.”
I shook my head. “Nope. No thanks.”
“One bite,” Calvin said, lifting a scoop of kinilaw from the bowl. “You said you didn’t think you’d like the sisig last time but you did.”
“Zero bite,” I said. “Next time, okay? No offense to your cooking, but I can’t risk food poisoning before my interview.”
Calvin clutched his heart at the implication raw fish might make me sick, but if I’d known then that I’d already fucked up the interview, I would’ve just tried it. And had a beer. Or two. Or the entire case and not wasted my time waking up early, doing my makeup, and getting to the hotel they were holding the interviews at twenty minutes early.
But there was no way I could have known what would come from breaking Scott Humprey’s heart.
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Chapter two
Stride of Pride


“So then he goes, ‘Well, maybe if you let me put it in your butt,’” Sydney said. 
I let out a surprised bark of laughter, easing off the brake just enough to roll the whole five feet traffic had moved forward before coming to a complete stop again. “And you said no?”
“What makes you think I said no?”
“Mainly that you’re sitting comfortably in the front seat of my car and not complaining about how much your ass hurts,” I said.
“Maybe he was really careful.”
I snorted. “I have serious doubts that Tyler is the kind of guy who would be considerate and gentle with anal. He looks like the type who would think a drizzle of his chew-flavoured spit would be enough lube.”
“He doesn’t chew tobacco,” Sydney said.
“He looks like he does.”
“Tell me how you really feel.”
“Like my super-hot best friend can do way better than Tyler.”
“Well, yeah. But my options were limited last night. When I got back from my parents, Reid had that girl over again and I wasn’t into sitting around listening to them fuck.”
“You’ve fucked people for stupider reasons. So what’d he say after you said no anal?”
“Again, what makes you think I said no?”
I looked at Sydney, raising my eyebrows. She blinked her greenish-brown eyes at me innocently, a mischievous smirk hidden on her rosy pink lips. Syd was the kind of gorgeous that looked just as good in a baggy hoodie with no makeup as she did in full glam makeup and a ballgown. She was tall, standing at least three or four inches higher than my five-foot-three, and had long strawberry-blonde hair, smooth, fair white skin, and long athletic legs and toned arms.
We’d been best friends since our first year of university. I’d seen her around a few times because she lived in the same apartment building as me, but it wasn’t until near the end of our first semester that we’d run into each other in a nightclub bathroom. And as everyone knows, the bonds forged in a women’s bathroom are near unbreakable, so we’d decided to be each other’s wing-women and skipped out of the bathroom arm-in-arm to try and get laid.
It worked, because of course it did, though I’d been a little sad when I woke up the next morning in some guy’s bedroom and realized I hadn’t gotten any contact information for my bathroom buddy. That sadness was short lived when I snuck down the hallway to the front door so I could leave and stumbled across Syd doing the same thing.
“Oh, sweet,” I said. “We picked up roommates?”
“I guess so,” she replied. “We live in the same building, right? Wanna grab a coffee while we walk-of-shame together?”
“Yes to the coffee, no to the walk-of-shame,” I said. “That would imply I’m ashamed of this.”
“But calling it a walk home sounds so boring.”
“I know. That’s why I call it a stride-of-pride.” 
We’d been best friends ever since, obviously. Which is why she was now sitting in my car, suffering in traffic with me as we made the drive to my dad’s house in Montreal.
“Okay,” I said. “So if you didn’t say no to anal with Tyler, what did you actually say?”
“After you.”
I frowned at her, glancing out the windshield and rolling the car forward almost six feet that time. “I didn’t say shit. I wasn’t there.”
She burst out laughing. “No, that’s what I said to him. ‘After you.’”
My mouth dropped open. Not in shock, really, but in sudden, all-encompassing excitement. “Did he let you put something in his butt?!”
Syd shrugged and faked studying her conveniently short nails. “I might’ve blown his mind and his dick at the same time.” 
“By putting something in his butt?”
“Well… yes.”
I hooted, slapping my thigh before inching another few feet across the St. Patrick Street bridge. 
“What?” Sydney asked, her voice taking on that faux-innocence again. “I told Tyler it was only fair, you know? If he wanted me to take it in the ass, then he should be willing to take something in his.”
“I can’t believe he agreed to it.”
“Me neither. Which is why I felt a little bad after we finished and I told him I had to go home.”
“After all that, you didn’t go through with it?”
She sipped her coffee. “There’s a big difference between me slipping my finger in for a nice lil’ prostate massage and taking an actual penis in the butthole. Which is what I told him. But that was a mistake on my part.”
“Why?”
“Because I doubt he would’ve been able to get it up again anyway. Like, that dick was spent.”
“Got every last drop out?”
“Enough that I didn’t bother having a protein shake after going to the gym this morning.” 
I cackled again and Syd giggled.
“But like, really,” she said when we finished laughing. “Who actually wants to take it in the ass?”
“I mean, I do.”
She looked at me, surprised. “Really?”
I shrugged. “Why not? I wanna know if the whole ‘intense anal orgasms’ thing is a myth or not.”
“I think it is for women,” she said. “Guys at least have a prostate.”
“Yeah, but I still think it’ll feel at least a little good.” I tilted my head to the side for what felt like the eightieth time, knowing that just like the previous seventy-nine times, I wouldn’t be able to see what was holding traffic up so much. “It’s not something I’m planning on doing anytime soon, though. Like, it’s intimidating enough that I’m gonna be a little picky about who I do it with the first time.”
“That’s different for you.”
“Well, I’d want someone who knows what they’re doing.”
“What about that guy you’ve seen a few times? The frat boy… What was his name again… Santino? No… Saul? Wait. Scott, right?” 
Sydney was both a bad liar and a terrible actor. I rolled my eyes. “Scott Humprey. You can just ask what happened. Who told you?”
She didn’t bother trying to deny it. “Brandon. He said you were laughing about it last night, but some of the stuff the guy said sounded pretty fucking heinous and he wanted me to check on you.”
“I’m fine,” I said. “It was nothing I haven’t heard before. You know. I misled him, I’m a slut, no one will ever love me even if I let them put it in my butt. That sort of thing.”
“Wait, he said the butt thing?”
“I may have exaggerated that last part, but I’m sure if he’d thought of it, he would’ve said it.”
“You know that’s not true, right?”
“Of course I do. I’m very lovable.” I shot her a smile. “And it’s not the burn he thinks it is to tell a girl who doesn’t want a relationship that no one’s going to want a relationship with her. Like, thank you? That’s what I’m hoping for? It’s not my fault he couldn’t handle me.”
“You think you were too much for him?” she asked.
“I’m too much for everyone. Scott knew what he was getting into. He just thought he was special enough that what I said wouldn’t apply to him.”
“I’m sure he’s special in his way.”
“Of course. Like a box of Cheerios in the cereal aisle.” 
She snorted. “So you’re okay?”
“Of course I am. I was just oversharing with Brandon because that’s who I am as a person.”
“He doesn’t get it,” she said, sipping her coffee.
“Get what?” 
“Why you don’t want a relationship.”
I sighed heavily. “This is going to be the longest drive to Montreal you’ve ever had if you’re going to get into this with me again.”
“I’m not,” she said. “I’m just—” 
“Your end game with hooking up with a ton of people might be to find the one you want to fuck for the rest of your life, but mine isn’t. I don’t want to do the relationship thing. Brandon knows that.”
“I just think you’d be cute together,” she said. “I know he isn’t into casual hookups—” 
“Which is why we’re better as friends,” I said pointedly.
“—but I just want to make sure sleeping around and partying is worth giving up what might be a good thing with Brandon.”
“It’s kind of bullshit that you’re asking me that,” I said. “Why is it that it’s always the person who likes to fuck around and have fun who’s expected to give up their scandalous ways for a life of commitment and monogamy? Why doesn’t the commitment-lover ever give up their monogamous ways so they can slut around together for the rest of their lives?”
“Is that rhetorical? Because if not, it’s because the typical societal expectation is that people settle down and end up with one other person.”
“And that’s a good enough reason for me to do it without question?”
“Just because that’s the answer doesn’t mean I agree with it. I know I want my forever-person eventually. If you don’t, that’s perfectly fine. But it’s also my job as your best friend to make sure that’s what you actually want and that it isn’t just a result of your asshole high school boyfriend ruining relationships for you for the rest of your life.”
“Well, it’s not,” I said. 
Which was true.
Mostly.
I mean, it wasn’t entirely Adrian’s fault. There were plenty of people in my life who had ruined the concept of relationships for me. Hell, we were on our way to visit one of them. 
Just one of them. Even though one of the other ones lived right next door. Although, I don’t know if it was fair to say he “ruined” relationships for me. It was more that he’d shown me how good the non-relationship life could be. 
Regardless, we weren’t going to see him. Despite his efforts—not his best efforts, obviously, but they were efforts all the same—and aside from a couple of ill-timed notes left on my car, I’d avoided JP Marchand for the past three years the same way I’d avoided getting into a relationship in any way. I didn’t have the time nor the capacity to deal with the drama. I was already taking a double-major honours degree in forensic science and anthropology; I didn’t have time to deal with the double-major bullshit that was dramatic boyfriends and controlling relationships. 
“Brandon is a great guy,” I said as traffic started moving slightly faster than walking speed. “And that’s the problem.”
“Don’t you dare give me some kind of ‘he’s too good for me’ bullshit,” Sydney said, her voice fierce. “I won’t stand for anyone insulting my bestie like that, even if it’s you.”
“Not at all. We just want and need different things, Syd. I like the chase, you know? I like the part where we’re flirting and dancing around things before finally getting to the hookup. I don’t like all the boring cuddling-on-the-couch stuff that comes after. Which is what Brandon wants.”
“You’re against cuddling?” she asked.
“Not against it. But it’s boring. I want the… you know.” I twisted my wrist in the air. “I like things that are a little more adventurous. I like the challenge. The journey to it
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