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PROLOGUE
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THEN

LEVI

How does that song go again? One tequila, two tequila, three ... oh yeah—floor. I take another swig from the bottle and lean back against the headrest. I wish I had tequila, but I’m drinking vodka. Straight.

It’s how I know I truly hate myself at this moment.

I stare at the four walls of the tour bus bedroom. This isn’t the same one we toured the States with, and yet the interior isn’t all that different. The double bed is just as uncomfortable as all tour bus beds, because it’s a pull-out fucking sofa. I push my skull against the squeaky vinyl bedhead and resist the urge to chuck up my guts. My head spins, but it isn’t from the alcohol. It’s from what I’ve just done. I never thought myself capable of a truly selfless act, but I guess you do learn something new every motherfucking day.

“Hey.” Ash fills the doorway. Dwarfs it, actually. If he weren’t such a health nut these days, I’d be asking him where the hell he got his fucking ’roids from.

“Hey.” I raise my bottle of vodka to him.

“Can I come in?”

“I’m not gonna blow you, man.” I half smile, and Ash shakes his head. “Just ’cause I tag-teamed Red with Coop, doesn’t mean shit.”

He chuckles and pulls his knit cap further down on his head. “Well ... good. Where is Coop, anyway? Dave was asking for him.”

“He’s not coming.”

“What?” His face gets all pinched and screwed up, like he smelled something bad. “We have an eighteen-hour drive to Bucharest. We do another show in two days.”

“He went back.”

He enters the room and takes a seat on the bed beside me. “Went back where?”

“To her.”

“To Ali?” His brows knit together. He looks as confused as I feel. “Coop went back to Sydney?”

“Yep.” I take another swig of the shitty liquor. Times like this I wish Leif was still around so I could truly get fucked up, but then I remember the way he roofied and took naked pictures of my girl and sold them to the paparazzi. And now I want to beat the ever-living fuck out of him all over again. Shit. My girl. She’s not my girl. She never was.

The tortured musician in me can see what a boon this is. Having your heart broken means another hit record. It’s fucked up, but that’s how we are. That’s why Coop has been writing ever since the day Ali walked off the tour bus. Because we love to torture ourselves. Musos aren’t happy unless we’re suffering from internal bleeding—the kind that won’t show up on a CAT scan. It’s our lot in life for being fucking awesome. Regular people watch sad movies and cry it out; they go out drinking with their friends and fuck shit up. Rock stars? We open up a vein and watch the blood pour over our instruments. And then we sell it to the record company along with what’s left of our souls and make another million. We use the shit normal people try to avoid. Only, some of us haven’t written in months. Some of us can’t because our fucking muse ran out on us and took our ability to create with her. Not naming any names. Fucking Red.

“Is he ... is he coming back?”

“Yep.”

“What did he say?”

“Jesus, Ash. Enough of the fucking questions.” My agitation cuts through the air around us. A minor chord. Dissonance and teeth. “He went to her, okay?”

“I thought you made a—”

“I told him to go.”

He blinks at me. I roll my eyes. “There’s no sense in both of them being alone. She loves him. She always did. I was just ... I don’t know what I was, but I know she doesn’t love me. It didn’t destroy her to leave me. Not in the way it destroyed me to watch her go.” I take another swig of my vodka, wincing as it burns its way down my oesophagus and settles in my gut like acid. I offer it to Ash. He glances at the bottle and shakes his head. There’s judgement in his eyes. “She wants him, he wants her. There’s no reason they shouldn’t be together.”

After a long beat, Ash leans back, his head thudding against padded vinyl. “Dude, that takes some pretty big balls to just let her go like that.”

“Well, you know what they say. If you love something set it free.” I laugh without humour. “And if it doesn’t come back to you, find it, and lock it in the fucking basement until it learns its lesson.”

He chuckles and grabs the bottle of vodka from me, pulling a hearty swig. This is the first time in months I’ve seen Ash drink. So I stare at him, because it’s weird to see a bottle in his hands after the world’s longest health kick. He’s super buff these days, like Captain America, and about as fucking good too. I should quit drinking and join his little fitness cult, but beefcake has never been my thing. I prefer to remain lean. Mostly because I’m too drunk and too fucking lazy to work out on the bus since Ali left. The only exercise I’m interested in is the one with an s in front of it. Ash wheezes and smacks his chest. I laugh at the bastard because once upon a time, he used to put away a lot more liquor than me.

“Jesus fuck, that tastes like shit.”

“Yeah, Poland kinda sucks when it comes to vodka. Who knew?”

“So, what are you gonna do, man?”

“What else can I do?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugs. “Is she gonna join the tour again?”

Oh fuck. I hadn’t thought of that. I hadn’t thought much beyond watching Cooper Ryan, rock god extraordinaire, come off stage looking like a fucking broken little kid. I mean, we’ve both been complete pussies since she left, but Ryan hasn’t so much as uttered a word to a woman. He hasn’t even looked in another woman’s direction. I’ve fucked plenty, hoping to get her outta my head, outta my heart, but so far, it hasn’t worked. I’m just going through the motions, and every girl who’s dropped to her knees in front of me or taken a ride on the monster cock since has been filler. They couldn’t hold a fucking candle to Red. No one ever could.

I knew it was the same for Coop, and if I thought she wanted me even half as much as she wanted him, I’d be on the first flight back to Sydney. She’d never said out loud that she didn’t love me, but her body told me every time we were together. Every time he touched her, in all the ways I wasn’t allowed. And if that wasn’t proof enough, her words outside the tour bus when she’d said goodbye spoke volumes. She wanted Cooper, but she wouldn’t be the one to tear our band apart, and that stubborn prick was too dumb to see she needed one of us to step down. I love her, and it’s only because I love her that I’ve decided to let her go. I can’t make her happy the way he can, and like I said before, there’s no sense in us all being miserable.

“I don’t know,” I say in response to Ash’s question. “I don’t know a goddam thing.”

“That's altruistic of you, Levi. I’m proud of you.”

“Yeah, yeah, who wants to fuck one pussy forever though, right? Especially when I can have a girl in every motherfucking country?”

“Yeah,” Ash says, and grabs the bottle from me, taking another huge swig.

“We should go get fucked up and find some chicks to bang,” I state loudly. “Where the fuck is the geriatric giant anyway?”

“Zed? I don’t know, he said something about needing to score. He’s taking Leif’s betrayal pretty hard, and not just because he hurt Ali. I think if he doesn’t get a hit soon, Zed’s gonna have the DTs and that’s not going to help us as a band.”

“When did things get so fucked up?”

“When Red joined the tour,” Ash says without missing a beat. I glare at him. The douchebag shrugs. “I told you from the start, man, chicks on a tour bus are like the fucking kiss of death. You may as well invite Yoko Ono for dinner.”

“Deb tours with us.”

He screws up his nose as if just the mention of her name is unsavoury. “Deb is family. She’s not someone you want to bone.”

“I don't know, I’d probably try it, just once.” I absentmindedly slide my thumb over the screen on my iPhone. “It’d be like fucking a black widow. You’d never know when she was going to try and off you, but the anticipation might be fun.”

“Ryan already wants to kill you, don’t add Zed to that list, Quinn.”

“He tap that already or what?”

“I don’t know.” Ash shrugs. “But he’s gotta be fucking careful with the way he keeps looking at her. Coop already wants to beat down your arse. Zed’s gonna be next on Ryan’s list if he doesn’t keep his eyes and hands off Deb.

“Do you think she’d really go for him?” I squint at my best friend, seeing double through my vodka glasses. “I mean, meth monkey chic isn’t really her type.”

“Oh, she’d go for him.” He grins. I throw my phone at him. “Ow.”

“Out with it.”

“I walked in on them once.”

“What?”

He tosses my phone back, deliberately aiming for my nuts.

“That hurt, cunt rag.”

Ash chuckles. “They weren’t fucking, just ... I don’t know. There was definitely a vibe. He had his back to me, but I swear to God when he turned around, it was like he’d just been strung up by the balls and gutted from navel to nads. He didn’t even say a word. He just got up and walked back to his bunk. Deb had a few choice words, though.”

“When does she fucking not? I’d try gagging her with my cock if I didn’t think she’d bite it off,” I say, growing restless. I wanna hit something or fuck some shit up ... or just fuck the shit out of someone. “Seriously, man, let’s just go and find some pussy.”

“Nah, I’m not really in the mood.”

“Yeah, me neither,” I lie, checking my phone again.

Ash climbs to his feet and heads to the door. “I know it probably doesn’t feel like it, but you did good.”

“Remind me of this conversation when I have to watch Ryan suck face with my woman.”

“I hate to break it to you, but she wasn’t really your woman in the first place,” he says, echoing my earlier thoughts. 

“Yeah, I know.”

“Get some sleep, man, and put away the fucking vodka. You’re gonna be messy as fuck tomorrow, and I have some lyrics I want to go over with you.”

“Thanks, Dad, but I think I’d rather just stay fucked up and never return to sobriety again.”

“Suit yourself, but if you puke, you clean it up.”

Ash closes the door behind him, and I glance at the bottle. He’s right. I’m going to be fucked in the morning, but I’d rather numb the pain right now than be forced to feel it.

We don’t have much in the way of paps in Sydney. Sure, they find us all the time, and several hounded Ali when she first returned home—I know because I subscribed to Google Alerts—but aside from a handful of pictures at the airport, I doubt anyone will follow Ryan. No one would expect him to be in Sydney when we’re in the middle of a world tour.

And thank fuck there won’t be any evidence of their reunion splashed across the papers tomorrow. I might have told him to go to her, but that doesn’t mean I want it thrown in my face. I’d rather shove Zed’s sticks in my fucking eyes.

Still, as much as I hate her, I miss that feisty ginger. I pull up Google on my phone and search “Taint threesome”. Sure enough, pictures of the three of us in various stages of undress fill my screen. Some of the shots show us fully clothed, and then there are images of Ali drugged to the eyeballs and sprawled naked on our tour bus. Leif’s doing. I’d never wanted to murder someone so much in my goddam life. He’d been lucky his big brother Zed stopped me from beating his motherfucking head in.

I scroll through the images, one after the other, and then my chest tightens as my gaze lands on the paparazzi’s pictures of Ali, Cooper, and me exiting the hospital the day after she was drugged. Desperate to feel anything other than this aching in my chest—or maybe it’s because I need more of it, because I don’t know how to function now without my best buddy misery—I continue scrolling and come across a candid snap of her and me at a roadhouse just outside Atlanta. The night everything turned to shit.

I’d wanted to take Ali to my bunk that night, just the two of us. I wanted to fuck her, hold her, and whisper all the sweet and dirty things I’d wanted to do since I first laid eyes on her, and I wanted all that without another man being present in the room. I’d wanted her to myself. Just once. I should have seen her hesitance for what it was. She didn’t want me the way she wanted Coop. I was just ... I don’t know what the hell I was, and that hurt, but not as much as losing her altogether. 

I swipe my thumb over the side of her face and pull the picture up on my screen. She’s laughing, my arm is slung around her waist and she’s wearing a long-sleeve V-neck shirt that makes her boobs look huge. My lips are pressed to her neck. I remember sneaking that kiss, and how I thought Coop was going to try and beat my head in from two tables away. We’d climbed back on the bus, I’d invited her to my bunk, and all hell broke loose. Ali had of course gone to soothe Coop’s temper tantrum, and I’d waited for her to come to me, but she hadn’t. So like a fucking creeper, I’d snuck in when he was asleep and gone down on her. I’d told her I was fighting just as hard as he was. In the end it had been our demise.

I zoom in on her face, scroll down to her tits. My cock lengthens in my jeans. I don’t know why I haven’t got whisky dick yet—I’ve been through a six-pack of beer and a half bottle of vodka. I free my man meat and start stroking the shaft. Then I set the bottle down, spit on my palm and use two hands ... because I’m fucking huge. I look at her picture and I pull my dick for so long it begins to burn, but it’s clear I’m not getting off tonight. I can’t. For the first time in my life I feel something, and it fucking sucks.

I hate this.

I hate her.

I hate him.

But mostly, I hate myself because if I’d never touched her in the first place, if I hadn’t taken her to that party at Josh Holme’s place, and I hadn’t kept coming back like a kicked dog just begging for more, I wouldn’t be in this fucking situation. I wouldn’t have given her my heart only to have it ripped to shreds, and I wouldn’t be crying into a fucking bottle of vodka with a dick that no longer works.

Fucker. Fuck her. Fuck him, and fuck doing the right goddam thing. I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life telling him to go to her. For once in my miserable existence, I decided selflessness was next to godliness, and it was going to bite me in the arse. I could feel it.
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A HOBO FOR CHRISTMAS

NOW

LEVI

I hear Coop climb out of his bunk opposite mine. His boots thud heavily against the floor. Arsehole. I want to beat the motherfucker’s head in, but I’m trying this new thing where I don’t hate the lead singer of my band. It’s hard work. Really hard work. I don’t know where the other guys have gotten to, but we can’t check in to our hotel until after three, so we’re parked outside a stadium in Prague. I think Zed had an interview on some fucking community radio or some shit. I don’t know. I didn’t ask. Ash is probably at the gym, even though it’s some bullshit temp like minus-sixteen freeze-your-balls-off cold out there. And that leaves douchebag Cooper Ryan, and me.

I crawl out of my bunk and come face-to-face with the cuntfuck in question. It’s closer than we’ve been in months. Closer than we’ve been since there was a hot redhead between us. Who am I kidding? There’s still a hot redhead between us. Only now they’re the ones getting naked, and I’m ... I’m a fucking joke. Pining for a woman I can no longer have. Holding my dick in my hands and just waiting for the kind of invitation I know will never come—or I would be, if Ali were actually still on tour with us, but she’s not. She’s on a plane. Headed here. Because it’s Christmas Eve.

Ryan tucks something in his pocket, and due to a lack of nothing better to do with my time, I glare and ask, “What’s that?”

“Sock,” he mutters.

“What are you, saving that shit up as souvenirs for Ali now?” I glance down at the bulge in his pocket, but it’s not shaped like a sock.

“I gotta go run some errands.”

“In Prague?” I frown, wondering what the hell Cooper Ryan could possibly need in Prague, and then it hits me. “You haven’t bought Ali a present yet, have you?”

He flinches.

“Christ, Ryan, you’re a sucky boyfriend. It’s a good thing I’m here, or Ali would have a really shit Christmas.”

“You’re coming with me?” He looks downright panicked.

“Yeah, two cocks are better than one, right?”

“Pretty sure it’s brains.”

I roll my eyes. “So where the fuck are we going?”

“Really, man, you don’t have to come.”

“Sure I do. Someone has to make sure your arse is back in time to check in to the hotel or Ali’s gonna be hopping on the first flight back to Sydney.”

“Dude, seriously, I don’t need your help.”

“And yet, you have it anyway.” I clasp him on the shoulder and push him forward down the aisle towards the door. Our driver, Greg or Gary or someone, we’ve had a different guy this leg of the tour, waves to us and tells us to be back here by six if we want to grab our shit from the bus before he stows it at the depot for the holidays. I nod and salute him before climbing off the bus into the bitter cold Prague afternoon. We walk to the entrance of the car park to wait for Ryan’s Uber. I pull my coat tight around me and tuck my scarf in closer around my neck. Ryan stops to shield his cigarette from the cold as he lights up.

“Jesus fucking Christ, it’s colder than a witch’s tit out here.”

“Yeah, it’s bullshit,” he agrees. “How does everyone in this city not freeze to death?”

“Maybe they fuck twenty-four-seven to keep warm. Guess you’ll be fine once Red gets here, huh?” I feel like an arsehole at the look he shoots me.

The car pulls up and Cooper reaches for the handle, but stops. “You said you were fine with it.”

“Fine?” I laugh humourlessly. “Sure. Let’s go with that.”

He opens the door and climbs in, nodding to the driver. I slide into the tiny Prius, warm air blasting my face. It stings against my cold skin, but within seconds, my body begins to warm. Only marginally though.

“I know this isn’t easy—”

“No. You don’t know shit, Ryan. I’m not going anywhere, because I’m just going to have to get used to it, but don’t mistake this for being easy. It’s not fucking easy. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

Silence settles over us, and I stare out the window at the gothic and baroque city around us.

“We’re here,” the driver announces in a thick accent.

“Listen, maybe you should just wait in the car or have him drive you back to the bus. I can get back from here.”

“And leave you at the mercy of Prague all alone? I wouldn’t want you getting lost.” I clap him on the shoulder and climb out of the vehicle. “Then who would Ali snuggle up to?”

“Because you’re going to be so much help with that.”

“Hey, my mother is from Europe.”

“Your mother is a Macedonian biker whore from Western Sydney. I doubt either of you speak Czech.”

“My mother was from Poland. My dad was from Macedonia. I think. She never really was very clear on the details.” I pull my coat tight and stuff my gloved hands in my pockets. “Either way, I’m not waiting in the fucking car.”

Exultant in the glare he gives me, I step away from the vehicle. We appear to be in a dank, snow slushed back alley. Several homeless men huddle in doorways, seeking shelter from the icy wind. 

Maybe Ali is getting a hobo for Christmas.

In the doorway closest to us, a security guard with a flashy silver badge and headpiece steps aside, and a woman with a megawatt smile and tailored black dress welcomes us with a thick Czech accent. She’s hot, and her smile promises either hot cocoa, sex, or booze—I’m sure of it—so I follow her through a long corridor.

Our sexy Pied Piper punches a code into an electronic keypad. A split second later, the door opens. She steps aside and gestures for us to enter. White walls are lined with floor-to-ceiling mirrors while crystal chandeliers glisten from the roof, and soft golden lights glint off case after case of expensive-as-fuck jewellery. I glance at the staff around the room, all pretty young things in prettier dresses, waiting with the demure disguises of sales assistants about to make a hefty commission.

“Champagne?” asks our friendly neighbourhood sales girl.

“Bring the whole damn bottle,” I snap, grabbing both glasses that rest on a polished, gleaming silver tray. I knock them back, one after the other, but I don’t dare take my eyes off Cooper fucking Ryan—who apparently didn’t just steal my girl, but plans on marrying her too. That’s the reason he didn’t want me to “run errands” with him. It’s the reason he wanted me to wait in the car. It has to be, because I seriously doubt that he’s closed Tiffany & Co. in Prague specifically to buy his mum or sister an overpriced trinket for Christmas. “You know what? Never mind. I’m going to wait in the car.”

“I’m afraid the doors are closed with a failsafe,” Hot Sales Girl says. “They cannot be opened for another hour.”

“You’re fucking kidding me, right?”

“Levi—”

“You knew this is where you were taking me,” I say through my teeth. “And you didn’t wanna give me a heads-up?”

“I tried to tell you. You’re the one who insisted on coming along.”

“I didn’t know you were buying a ring for the woman I love,” I shout, and the sound echoes off the high ceilings and ornate pillars. I scrub a hand down over my face. “Jesus, Coop. I’m fucking bleeding here, man, and it’s bad enough that she’s coming for Christmas, but this?”

He wraps his knuckles on the counter in front of him. “I don’t know what to do here, Levi. I love her, and she loves me. I don’t want to shove that in your face, but if you think for one second I’m going to put our lives on hold because of you, then you’re mistaken. I know what it’s like to lose her. I can’t do that again.”

“Let’s be perfectly honest here. If she loved me the same as she loves you, I’d probably be buying that ring too, and I wouldn’t give a shit how you felt about it, but that doesn’t mean I want to be here when you pick out the diamond she’ll wear on her finger for the rest of her life.”

His eyes stray from the cabinet up to mine, and for the first time in a long time, he looks remorseful. “I didn’t know how to break it to you.”

“Well I can tell you dragging me into fucking Tiffany’s and locking me in here wasn’t the way to go about it.”

“Probably not.” He nods.

“Jesus Christ,” I glance at the sales girl, who looks like she’d rather be anywhere but here witnessing our Young and the Restless moment. “Where’s the fucking liquor?”

A different woman pops up carrying a tray with two more glasses of champagne. I take them both—again—and guzzle one down. Then I raise the other in a toast. “To the happy couple, may you never know the torment of losing her again.” I toss back the champagne and slam the glass down on the tray. “We’re gonna need more booze, sweetheart.”

I walk over to a nearby display, wondering what the damage in bail would be if I attempted to smash my fist through the cabinet. Too much. Likely. I’m gonna need a lot more than booze to get through this night.

***
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An hour later, I’ve downed three bottles of champagne, chatted up the sales assistants, joined Snapchat for shits and giggles, and failed to figure it out. I’m bored, and heartsick, and fucking drunk, so I decide taking to IG with a bunch of bling on my fingers, messy hair, and the hashtags #keepingitrealfuckers #praguetiffanyandco #feelingblue is the best idea I’ve had in a long time. Until my notifications go crazy. Bored of sitting by myself, I get up, and finally decide to grow a pair. I can’t avoid seeing the big hunk of rock Ryan is preparing to blow a load of cash on forever, and it’s bound to hurt a hell of a lot less seeing it on the sales girl’s gloved finger, than on Red’s.

There are two rings in the centre of a Tiffany suede blue mat. The first is a big bauble; it’s just a shiny rock with a bunch of other rocks around it. Ali would fucking hate it. The second looks vintage. It’s a huge square-shaped black diamond surrounded by smaller black and white stones.

Cooper picks up the white diamond again and I screw up my nose. “Seriously? Does Ali look like the kind of girl who wants a white, sparkly diamond?”

“No.” He sighs and tugs his hair. “I don’t know. I don’t know what she wants.”

“Yes, you do.” I scoff. “We wouldn’t be wasting hours in a fucking overpriced jewellery store if you didn’t. No offense,” I say to the sales girl. She smiles as if she too wants to punch me. Hell, I might even welcome it to distract me from the current ache in my chest, as long as we’re both naked.

“You’re right.” Coop exhales. “What if it’s too soon?”

“Of course it’s too fucking soon. You’ve known her a damn year, and part of that you were in a relationship with someone else, or she was.”

He frowns and glances down at my phone, which is still pinging like crazy with notifications. “Dude, what the fuck? You posted to Instagram that we were in Tiffany’s?”

“Relax, it’s too fucking cold to come out. The fangirls are probably all tucked in their bed’s waiting for Santa to come spank them.”

“Did you do this deliberately? Are you trying to ruin the surprise for Ali?”

“Oh, fuck off, Ryan. You know she doesn’t do social media. It’s not hipster enough for her.”

“My future wife is not a fucking hipster.”

Ouch. That stung like a bitch. “How do you know she’ll say yes,” I bite out.

He sighs. “I don’t. I’m kinda hoping the element of surprise will blindside her into agreeing to marry me.”

I must grimace, because he flinches and for once, his pretty boy face doesn’t look so fucking constipated.

A thump against the front glass doors draws my attention away from Coop.

“Oh shit.” I straighten and turn to face the cabinets, away from the glass and the fangirl who just threw herself against it like a hungry zombie from The Walking Dead. Another thump, and my name is being called. Coop turns to see what the commotion is. He glares at me, but there’s a hint of sheer terror emanating from his steely blue gaze, because when I face the front doors, I find the zombie fangirls have multiplied—are multiplying—and now they’re not just screaming our names, but banging on the glass with gloved fists. The entrance is surrounded. Three security guards station themselves at the front door, but another plants himself right at the back entrance.

I glance at Ryan. Beads of sweat break out across his forehead, his eyes dart all around the room, and his chest rises and falls at an unnaturally rapid rate. He heads for the exit, driven by his need to escape the suddenly confined space, and I can tell we’re seconds away from one of his toddler tantrums. The store is huge, but Cooper Ryan turns into a little bitch the second he’s in a confined space. That’s why no lifts. He takes the stairs. The security guard shakes his head, his behemoth arms folded across his chest. Cooper backs away and flops down in a nearby chair, yelling at a sales girl to bring him the champagne. She scurries away, and I tell her to open several bottles because we’re likely going to need it.

Maybe I’ll get lucky and Cooper will keel over before he can buy the ring. Yeah, and maybe my giant cock and shining personality will win me back the girl of my dreams. With any luck, I’ll drink myself into a stupor and die of a broken heart right here on the floor of Tiffany’s surrounded by millions of dollars’ worth of ice.

A man can dream.
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CHAPTER TWO
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IF THE HEADBOARD’S A ROCKIN’

LEVI

The knocking cuts through my alcohol-induced coma on the couch. It’s 11:00 p.m. and all four members of Taint, and Coop’s sister—our sometimes assistant when she actually feels like working—Deb are settled into the hotel suite watching some shitty romcom in badly dubbed Czech. We all look at Coop, who’s been bouncing his knee all night as he sits beside me as if he has the DTs.

“Oh, thank fuck for another female in the apartment,” Deb says, tossing her magazine on the coffee table. “If I have to spend one more minute alone with you arseholes, I might have to throw myself off the balcony.”

“Now there’s an idea,” I mumble, but my heart really isn’t in it.

“Eat me, Levi.” Deb flips me the bird. The knock sounds again.

“You gonna get that?” Zed asks. Coop stares at his best friend for a beat, as if he hasn’t comprehended those words. “Ginger’s at the door.”

“Yeah, I know,” he snaps, climbing to his feet. Dude’s probably freaking out about the ring in his pocket. That makes two of us. She could always say no. God, do I hope she says no. But she won’t, because even though Red doesn’t seem like the kind of girl hell-bent on walking down the aisle, when she gives her heart to someone, she gives them all of it. That’s how I knew she didn’t love me. No matter what I did, Cooper Ryan would own every inch of mental, physical, and spiritual real estate Ali had to offer.

He throws open the door, and I try not to watch their reunion, but I can’t help it. I can’t see her on account of him blocking her from my view, but I hear her. I hear the sounds she makes as their lips smack together. I hear the muffled squeal as he lifts her up, and the rough slide of her jeans against his as she wraps her legs around him.

God, I hate that fucker. I can’t sit here and listen to this. Zed grabs the remote and turns the TV all the way up to drown out the noise, but it’s in Czech and isn’t doing much in the way of distracting me. I get up and head for my room.

Coop had tried to get a suite for the two of them so they could be alone, but everywhere in this damn city was booked solid, and since Red coming for the holidays was a new thing, there really was nowhere else for them to go. I don’t blame him though. If she were here to see me, I wouldn’t go anywhere else just to make it easier for him. Maybe I’m not as selfless as Cooper fucking Ryan after all, but then he wasn’t willing to give her up for me, so there’s that.

“Levi?” I stop in my tracks, but I don’t turn to face her. I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet. “You’re not going to say hello?” Her words are heavy with sadness, and fuck me for caring what this woman feels. Fuck me for wanting to ease her guilt. Fuck me for falling in love with her in the first place.

“Wasn’t planning on it just yet, but then you always knew how to make me do exactly what you wanted.” I face her, my eyes drinking her in as if I’m dying of dehydration and she is the cure for thirst. She looks good. Her hair is different, shorter with heavy bangs, and is now coloured a bright Ariel red. She wears glasses and a knit cap, a flannel, and jeans, and of course, her lucky red Converse. My heart feels as if it just imploded inside my chest. It hurts to look at her. It’s been six months, and it still fucking hurts just as much as the day she left.

She takes a few steps towards me, cautiously, as if she’s afraid I’ll run in the opposite direction. I think about it. Ali reaches up and throws her arms around my neck, burying her face in my chest. I don’t hold her back. I can’t, but then I hear her sniffle and all my resolve to treat her like a stranger just dissolves. I squeeze her tightly. Too tight. As if she isn’t real, and then I lean in and bury my face in her neck. 

“I missed you,” she whispers.

“I missed you too. You look good, babe,” I say. “Fucking hot, actually.”

She pulls away to study my face. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks.”

“I mean it.” Her brows form a scowl. “Are you taking care of yourself?”

“Do you know me at all?”

She sighs. “Right, stupid question. Tell me you’re laying off the hard drugs though.”

“Haven’t snorted a line since Vegas. You remember that night, right?”

She slaps my chest. “I remember, arsehole.”

I know she remembers. How could she forget? That was the night everything went to hell in a motherfucking handbasket. I fucked her. I got her high and I fucked her; in turn, I fucked myself because she chose him, and no matter what I did, no matter how I bent over backwards to please her, to make her fall in love with me, she chose Cooper fucking Ryan. It didn’t matter how I tried, she’d always choose him. 

What I’d said about the drugs wasn’t exactly true. I’d been fucked up all through Paris and Italy. In fact, there hadn’t been a single night where I hadn’t imbibed in some sort of escapism with drugs or alcohol. It was the only way I knew how to deal with losing her. And now she was here, and I was about to lose her all over again.

“I better let you get back to Ryan,” I say, letting her go “You know how he gets with sharing.” The joke falls flat. Neither of us laugh.

I lean in and kiss her cheek. “I missed you, Red.”

I close my eyes and breathe in her scent, relish the way she holds her breath, and then I pull back and walk away. I slam my door and for a long time, I do nothing but lean against it. Then I walk out onto my private balcony and let the freezing Prague air assault me. It’s snowing, and I’m wearing only a T-shirt and jeans. No jacket. No shoes. But I don’t give a rat’s arse because the bitter cold surrounding me provides a pretty good distraction from the ache in my chest.

I pull a pack of cigarettes from my pocket and light up, shielding my smoke from the winter chill. The snow bites at my feet, but it’s a welcome relief. I know this hell all too well. I’m on fire, burning from the inside out, and seeing her tonight has doused the flames in kerosene. When I’m comfortably numb, and my nose feels like it may have fallen off from the cold, I head back into the warmth of my room.

I shut out the cold, but inside, the sounds of my bandmates aren’t muffled by the street, or the traffic, or the soft thud of my feet against the snow drifts. In fact, it’s abundantly clear that I have the room next to Ali and Coop, and the two of them are going at it like rabbits. I fall onto the bed and watch the wall as if it were a window into their suite. I don’t need a window to know what they’re doing though. Right now, he’s buried balls deep inside her. I know because while she may be trying to keep quiet, the headboard slamming against the wall is making enough noise for the both of them.

I bury my head in my hands. My heart is being pulled from my chest, slowly, one long strand of muscle at a time until there’s nothing left. A sharp rap on my door startles me, and Ash peeks his head in.

“Hey,” he says uneasily and stares at the wall, where the hanging picture starts to bounce in time with their movements. “You wanna hit the gym with me?”

“Actually, I was thinking of waiting till it’s my turn,” I deadpan. Ash blanches, because he never was great at seeing the funny side of things. “I’m kidding, fuckface, of course I want to get out of here. I’m not doing the gym. You and I are finding a bar and pickling our livers until they cry uncle, like old times.”

“Okay.” He nods, and I’m surprised convincing him to ditch his health kick was so easy. 

“Where’s Zed?”

“He took off with Deb. She said she had some last-minute shopping to do.”

I raise a brow. “On Christmas Eve?”

“I think she’s just as happy about the Coop and Ali sleepover as you are.”

“Can’t blame her, I guess. It’s one thing to hear your ex-lover fucking her new fiancé, but it’s an entirely different thing hearing your brother and your friend go at it like rabbits.”

“Fiancé?” Ash asks.

“Long story.” I climb off the bed and grab my wallet from the nightstand. “Lead me to the booze, and I shall regale you with my worst fucking nightmare.”

“Jesus, I can’t wait,” Ash says as he tosses my jacket at me. I put it on, slip into my boots and grab a scarf. Then I follow him out of my room, through the apartment and into the hall, where our front door slams with the finality of my heart breaking in two.
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CHAPTER THREE
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NOT EVERYTHING IS ABOUT YOUR PENIS

LEVI

“I’m out.” Ash coughs and beats at his chest as if he’s a decrepit old dude with pneumonia. He hands me the bottle of tequila.

“What happened to you, man?” I side-eye him and take another swig. “All those ’roids you’re pumping through your system turn you into a pussy?”

“Fuck you, I don’t do ’roids.”

“You’re doing somethin’.”

“Yeah, it’s called working out.” He stands and stretches, but he begins shivering almost immediately now that he’s no longer under the duvet he pulled from his bed. “Jesus, fuck it’s cold out here.”

I pull my own cover closer around my neck. “Pussy.”

“Just ’cause you’re too drunk to feel it. Do me a favour, take a warm shower before you hit the hay. You’re gonna get frostbite on your balls.”

“S’not like I need them anymore,” I mumble, but despite the doona cover and the eight layers of clothing, my balls really are cold.

“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you. In ten years you’ll want kids, and you’ll have to ask Zed or Coop to be your sperm donor.”

“Nah, you’d do it for me.” 

His face turns serious. Ash is always serious, but he’s never been sad or forlorn a day in his life, not since I’ve known him—but there’s something not right with the way he’s looking at me. Then again, maybe I’m just so fucked up I’m seeing things. 

“What’s wrong with you?” I slur, but he’s already at the balcony door and probably too far away to make sense of my incoherent words.

“I’m going to bed. Don’t freeze to death out here.”

“Can’t make any promises.” I can’t feel my face. I can’t feel anything. I’m numb, and I fucking love it. I may just sleep out here. Pitch a little duvet tent, crawl inside, and never come out. At least then I wouldn’t have to hear Ali and Coop fucking.

“You sure that’s such a good idea,” Ash says, and I roll my eyes back inside my head wondering what the fuck he’s going on about.

A snow fort is exactly what I need.

“I just wanna talk to him.” Red. My insides twist up in knots. My Red. Only she’s not mine. She never was. “I’m not going to hurt him.”

Ash laughs, and it’s a humourless, empty sound. “You just being in the same room hurts him, Ali. Fuck! You being halfway across the world tears him apart—”

“I didn’t come here to hurt him.”

“And yet it did anyway.”

“Ash,” I grumble. “Leave her alone.”

“Whatever.” He sighs, and I turn my head to see him leave; it makes me dizzy. I stare at the falling snow as it blankets the city. The door closes softly behind Ali, and I can’t help it. I stare at her, because when she’s around, I can’t look away. 

“You look really good, Red.”

She sighs. “You’ve told me that already. You look like shit, Levi.”

“You told me that already too.” I grin and bring the bottle of tequila to my mouth, taking a hearty swig and wincing as it burns the ever-living fuck out of my oesophagus. Ali places her hand over mine and pulls the bottle from my lips. She takes it from me, but not without a struggle first.

“I know this is hard for you.”

“Well, not yet, but shove your hand down my pants, and it won’t be long.” I pause. “Actually, we both know that’s not true. My cock is huge.”

“Yes, it is,” she says quietly. “But you know I’m not talking about your penis. Not everything is about your penis, Levi.”

“Sure, it is.”

“Look.” Ali sighs. “I can leave if this is too hard.”

“I thought we weren’t talking about my cock?”

“Levi.”

“What do you want me to say, Red?” I ask. “Yeah, it’s hard. Seeing you here, having you sit right next to me and being unable to touch you, fucking sucks, but I’ll get over it. Eventually.”

“I don’t like to see you hurt.”

“But you like to see him hurt even less.”

“That isn’t it.”

“You chose him, Red. You chose the
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