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-ONE-
 

Gold. Silver. Platinum.

My eyes glazed. As I stood in the middle of Lena’s Jewelry Store trying to make sense of the objects in the glass case
. There was no denying the truth: I was shit when it came to women’s jewelry. My lack of knowledge wasn’t my biggest problem, though. The commentary going on in the background was.

“You know I think this is a horrible idea, right?” came the voice of my best friend.

I swallowed my sigh
and stared at the display. This wasn’t the first time Warren had made that comment, and it wouldn’t be the last. As my boy,
I expected him to be
more supportive or at least pretend to be.
So far, he'd been nothing but an unsupportive asshole and was starting to get on my last nerve.

“No, seriously,” he said in a dry tone. “I think this might be the dumbest thing you’ve
ever done.”

Princess cut. Cushion. Marquise.

“Yet, here we are.” He shifted next to me and tapped the glass display counter. “Do you even know what kind of ring the princess wants?”

That’s it.
I balled my fists and took a few calming breaths. I was already on edge. I didn’t need Warren’s shit talking adding to my stress. With my heart in my throat,
I thought about the step I was about to take.

Was
this a good idea
?

I needed Warren’s support—deserved it. I’d always supported his ass, even when I didn’t agree with him. Gritting my teeth, I silently prayed for him to shut the fuck up before I lost my shit.

“Miles, man, look. You can’t blame me for not liking her. You can’t be
mad
at me for not liking her. And you shouldn’t expect me, or anyone else, to be shitting rainbows about this,” he said and then raised a finger. “Which I think is a bad idea.”

“Yeah, so you’ve said. A thousand fucking times by the way.”

“And I’ll keep saying it for as long as it takes.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared.

Too bad I was inches taller than him, and he couldn’t scare a cat. Warren wasn’t intimidating, just annoying.

“All right, answer me this: why?”

“Because I love—”

Warren raised a hand. “Stop right the fuck there and be real with me for a minute.
Why
are you proposing? It’s not like you’re that happy. Everyone can see that.”

I began to protest but then thought
about how things had been lately. Baseless arguments. Complaints about how I couldn’t do anything right. Arianna and I had been together for a few years, though.
Marriage was the natural progression
. Even though I wasn’t as happy as I used to be, I wasn’t miserable. “I’m happy enough,” I said with a shrug.

Warren’s jaw dropped. “Enough?”

I rolled my eyes; he was always so damn dramatic.

“Enough? You want me to be supportive when you’re only happy
enough
? Come on, man.”

I regretted bringing him along. I could handle the shit talk from other people, but from someone who was like a brother to me? It hurt just as much, if not more, than it pissed me off.

“You don’t
have
to be OK with this.” That’s not what I asked for. “But you need to fall back a little on all that hate. How are you going to be my best man when you’re acting like a shitty best friend right now?”

“Best man? Please.” He stepped around me and focused on the watch display, ignoring my insults. “I love how you’re assuming she’ll say yes.”

“Whoa!” I almost lost my footing when I tried to catch his arm. That thought hadn’t crossed my mind. What was he trying to say? “You think she’d say no? Is that why you’re being an ass? Or are you doing your mind fuck thing?” He was good for that shit—using the psychologist bullshit he learned in school on unsuspecting friends and family.

“I’m not saying she would say no, but let’s see …
The ring might be too small or the wrong color. Fuck, it might be raining the day you ask her.” Warren shrugged and laughing,
turning his attention to the watch display
. “She always finds something to complain about.”

I glared at his back for a second, unsure of what else to say, then stared at the rings. They were different now, blurring together into one big, heavy stone.

Despite Warren’s dislike of Arianna, I never thought he would be so against me putting a damn ring on her finger. His attitude wouldn’t have mattered as much if he’d been one of those dudes who hated everything about marriage and commitment, but to those who really knew Warren, he wasn’t like that.

“Miles, really.”

Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t realize Warren had made his way to my side. I jumped when he spoke.

“Tell me why you’re trying to wife her up
now
? What’s the rush? It’s not like you knocked her up.”

“How the
fuck
do you know that?”

His eyes went wide. “Did you?”

“Well no, but—”

His hand went to his chest. “Shit, man, don’t scare me like that. Fuck!”

What a fucking chick.
“And why would that be such a bad thing, drama queen?”

Warren dropped his hand and squinted at me as if I were an idiot. “Breeding with a she-devil is never a good thing.”

I’d been friends with Warren my whole life, but I met Arianna six years ago at Bentley University. During our freshman year, the three of us—Warren, Ari, and I—shared the same friends, ran with the same crowd. We just fit. At the time, Arianna helped me find my way, find myself. We were all close in the beginning. Even Warren called her his sister. However, over the past year there’d been a shift in their friendship. Warren said it was because she changed, but we all had. I couldn’t figure out what their beef was. It was their business, so I didn’t pay too much attention to how deep their rift ran. That breeding comment made me realize how much he hated her.

“Hey, boys!”

We both spun around; my heart race speeding up in surprise. I smiled at my older sister: the only jeweler—the only person—I would trust with something this important.

“Lena!” I leaned over the counter, prepared to give her a kiss, but stopped when I saw her puffy, red eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh nothing.” She smiled but wouldn’t meet my eye.

My sister never had been much of a crier. When she did cry, it was usually in anger. Lately, her tears were because of the dickhead she’d married a couple years ago. That thought pissed me off.

“Did he—”

“Fix your face.” She shook a finger at me, leveling me with her
signature halting glare.

We knew better than to push, especially with
that
look on her face. Clearing our throats, Warren and I “fixed our faces” like we were told and took a step back from the counter.

“Hi, Lena.” Warren smiled. “You look great!”

Overkill.
I tapped him with my elbow and shook my head, at the same time Lena rolled her eyes at us.

“So, what brings you boys by?”

It took Lena over two hours and thousands of dollars to help me pick out the so-called perfect ring before sending us on our way. I thought picking Ari’s ring would make me happy, but the reality left me unsettled.

“You OK?” Warren asked.

I opened my mouth to speak, but
when I saw Warren’s face
, the words caught in my throat. It was as if he knew I felt as though someone was sitting on my chest. I was damn-near certain I was about to have a heart attack.

“I’m not sure.” I stopped walking and rubbed my chest. “What if the ring
is
too small?”

“You’re serious? You know I was fucking with you, right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“No.” He put a hand on my shoulder to give me some brotherly comfort and move me out of the way of the bicyclist racing by. “Tell me you
know
I was fucking around back there. Then, when you’re done, tell me you’re sure about this. If this is what you want, I’ll be cool with it. Even if it kills me.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t need his approval, but it felt good to have.

“I mean, it might literally kill me to watch but—”

I stomped away.

“I’m kidding!” His laugh and rushed footsteps echoed behind me. “Come on, you have to relax. You know how I always fuck around.”

He was right. That’s the way he’d always been. Why was I taking this shit so seriously?

“I knew you were fucking around back there.” I kept my tone light to show any residual tension was gone.

“Good.” He nodded. “Now, how about we talk about something I know will get you hyped.”

Oh, God.
In Warren’s world that could be anything.

I side eyed him and tried to hide any wariness in my voice when I asked, “What are you talking about?”

He clapped his hands once and then rubbed them together. “Twenty-five! You ready?”

His smile was so damn wide I had to return it. Hell yes! I was more than ready. As a standing tradition, Warren, a group of our friends, and I took trips whenever key birthdays came around. This started way back when we were six,
I think, and our parents took us to Disney World together.

When we turned eighteen, we went with our friends to Quebec, one of the few places we could buy alcohol. Warren had planned that trip.

When we turned twenty-one, it was my year, and I chose South Beach.

This year we were turning twenty-five, and the planning fell back to Warren. Though whoever was planning had always kept the trip secret from the others until the last minute, I had a pretty good idea where we were going. Mostly thanks to a conversation I’d overheard about gambling, a strip, and needing to get away from the East Coast.

Either way, I didn’t care where we went. I’d been working my ass off since I graduated with a degree in accountancy two years ago. I saw the inside of my office at the Pru more than the inside of my house, more than I saw my friends and family.

I deserved a weekend away.

I deserved some time away from Boston.

And I sure as fuck deserved some time with my boys before my life changed forever.
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