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  Chapter one
The Idolized Friend


Steven nursed his beer in the dim corner of The Alley, watching Kevin and Tyler argue about last night's game through the amber filter of his half-empty glass. The familiar smells of spilled beer and cigarette smoke clung to everything, a comforting backdrop to another Friday night killing time until something better came along. He checked his phone again—still nothing—and settled back into the worn leather booth, wondering if this was all there was to look forward to these days. 
"I'm telling you, that ref was fucking blind," Tyler insisted, his stocky frame hunched over the table. "That wasn't even close to interference."
Kevin rolled his eyes, his lanky fingers wrapped around his whiskey. "Whatever helps you sleep at night, man."
The door swung open, letting in a blast of cool night air that cut through the bar's stuffy atmosphere. A chorus of greetings erupted as Brad strode in, his muscular frame commanding attention without effort. His dark hair was perfectly styled despite the wind outside, and his fitted henley stretched across his broad chest like it was painted on.
"There he is!" Kevin called out, suddenly animated. "The hero of the fucking hour!"
Brad grinned, slapping backs and nodding to the bartender who immediately started pouring his usual without being asked. "Just doing what friends do," he said, sliding into their booth with easy confidence. His green eyes caught the dim light as he surveyed the table. "How's the new place coming along, Kev?"
"Couldn't have done it without you, man. My back would've been fucked trying to get that couch up three flights."
"And those concert tickets, Brad," Tyler added. "Bri went fucking crazy when I told her. How'd you even get those?"
Brad shrugged, his smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "I know people who know people. No big deal."
Steven watched the exchange, a familiar warmth spreading through his chest that had nothing to do with the beer. Three months ago, when his car had broken down and his credit card was maxed out, Brad had handed him two grand without hesitation. "Pay me back whenever, buddy," he'd said, like it was pocket change. And then there was the time Brad had arranged a tropical vacation for Steven’s parents’ anniversary.
Brad ordered a round for the table, his wallet seemingly bottomless. "To friends," he said, raising his glass. "The only thing worth a shit in this world."
The door opened again, and Tara and Bri walked in, the conversations around them momentarily pausing as men tracked their entrance. Tara's tight sundress showcased her slim figure, while Bri's crop top and shorts left little to the imagination. They spotted the group and headed over, Tara's eyes locked on Brad with unmistakable hunger.
"Ladies," Brad said, standing to greet them. His hand immediately found Tara's ass, squeezing possessively. "Missed this, didn't you?"
Tara giggled, pressing her body against his. "You know it," she purred, before leaning in to kiss him openly, her tongue visibly sliding against his.
Kevin looked away, suddenly very interested in the condensation on his glass. Steven felt his stomach twist, but couldn't tear his eyes away from Brad's hand as it continued to knead Tara's flesh through the thin fabric of her dress. His cock twitched traitorously in his jeans.
"Hey Kevin," Tara said casually after she broke the kiss, sliding in next to him as if nothing had happened. Kevin nodded, managing a weak smile that didn't reach his eyes.
"My mom says hi, by the way," Tyler mentioned to Brad as conversation resumed. "She wanted to know if you're coming to the family barbecue next weekend."
Brad's smirk widened. "Yeah, she was a wild one last weekend. Tell her I'll definitely come... again."
The table fell silent for a beat before Brad laughed, breaking the tension. Steven felt his face flush hot, the image of Brad with Tyler's mom—a woman in her forties with a body that belied her age—flashing unbidden through his mind. His cock hardened further, the shame of his arousal making him shift uncomfortably in his seat.
"Fuck you, man," Tyler said without heat, punching Brad's shoulder. The exchange was so normal, so accepted, that Steven wondered if he was the only one who found it all bizarre.
Bri leaned across the table. "Speaking of wild, I saw you at the gym yesterday, Brad. Those arms are getting ridiculous."
Brad flexed playfully. "All the better to hold you down with, right?" He winked, and Bri blushed, glancing sideways at Tyler who just shook his head with a resigned smile.
"To Brad," Kevin suddenly declared, raising his glass. "For helping me move and not making me feel like the broke-ass loser I am."
"To Brad," the others echoed. Steven raised his glass too, catching Brad's eye as he did. There was something knowing in that gaze, something that made Steven feel transparent, as if Brad could see right through to the conflict roiling inside him.
An hour later, Steven made his excuses and headed home. The cool night air cleared his head somewhat, but did nothing to settle the unease in his gut. Brad was crude, sometimes cruel, and definitely crossed lines that shouldn't be crossed. But he was also the most generous, loyal friend Steven had ever had. The duality made Steven's head hurt.
In his apartment, Steven stripped down and fell onto his bed, his mind still buzzing with alcohol and images from the night. Brad's hand on Tara's ass. The way she melted against him. Kevin's averted eyes. It was fucked up, all of it, and yet...
His hand moved to his cock, already half-hard from the memories. He closed his eyes and the scene transformed—now it was Brad bending Tara over the bathroom sink at Kevin's housewarming party, her dress hiked up as Brad thrust into her from behind. Steven had walked in on them accidentally, but instead of leaving immediately, he had watched for several seconds, transfixed by Brad's powerful movements and Tara's expressions of ecstasy.
"Fuck," Steven whispered to his empty bedroom, his hand moving faster. The fantasy shifted again, Brad looking over his shoulder at the doorway, seeing Steven watching.
"Like what you see, buddy?" Fantasy-Brad asked, not stopping his rhythm. "She's a good little slut, isn't she? Kevin doesn't fuck her right."
Steven came with a strangled groan, his release coating his stomach as waves of pleasure crashed through him. Then, almost immediately, the guilt hit. What kind of friend got off on that? What kind of sick fuck was he?
He cleaned himself up, rationalizing as he did. It was just a fantasy. It didn't mean anything. And Brad was Brad—he'd been this way since college, and it hadn't ruined their friendship yet. Some things you just accepted about the people you cared about.
Steven drifted off to sleep, pushing away the nagging voice that suggested maybe, just maybe, there was something deeply wrong with all of them.

      ***Steven swung his racket with all the grace of a man swatting at wasps, the ball sailing well over the baseline for what felt like the hundredth time that afternoon. Sweat beaded on his forehead, trickling down to sting his eyes as the merciless summer sun beat down on the courts. Around him, the rhythmic thwack of properly hit balls only emphasized his incompetence. Six weeks of lessons, and he still moved like his limbs were disconnected from his brain.
"Fuck," he muttered, readjusting his grip on the racket. The scent of freshly cut grass wafted over from the nearby park, mixing with the rubbery smell of new tennis balls. He'd joined the club hoping to build some confidence, maybe meet some people outside the usual crowd. So far, all he'd gained was frustration and a farmer's tan.
"Your grip is all wrong," a female voice called from behind him.
Steven turned to find a blonde woman approaching, her tennis skirt swaying with each step. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail that bounced with each movement, drawing his eye to the way her breasts strained against her white top. She was stunning—athletic but curved in all the right places, her skin golden from the sun.
"I'm Angie," she said, extending her hand. "One of the coaches here. Mind if I help?"
Steven swallowed hard, suddenly acutely aware of his sweat-soaked shirt and awkward stance. "Please. I'm Steven. I'm clearly in need of divine intervention."
Angie laughed, the sound light and genuine. She stepped closer, her citrus perfume enveloping him. "Nothing divine needed, just some basic adjustments." Her hands covered his on the racket, her touch electric even through the thin layer of his athletic tape. "Like this," she said, repositioning his fingers. "Feel the difference?"
He did, but what he felt more was the press of her body against his side, the warmth of her breath on his neck. His body responded immediately, blood rushing south with embarrassing speed. He shifted his stance, hoping she wouldn't notice.
"Now try," she instructed, stepping back slightly but still close enough that he could count the light freckles dusting her nose.
Steven took a breath and swung, connecting with the ball cleanly for once. It sailed over the net with decent form, landing just within the lines.
"See? Much better!" Angie's smile was radiant. "You're not hopeless after all."
"Just mostly hopeless," he quipped, surprising himself with the ease of the banter.
She laughed again. "Loosen up, Steven! Tennis isn't brain surgery. It's supposed to be fun." She demonstrated a swing, her skirt riding up to reveal toned thighs that made his mouth go dry. "Your body knows what to do if you get out of your head."
They continued like that for nearly an hour, Angie correcting his form with gentle touches that lingered just long enough to make his skin buzz, him responding with increasingly comfortable jokes. By the time they paused for water, Steven felt like he'd known her for years.
As she tilted her head back to drink, exposing the elegant line of her throat, a sudden thought crashed through Steven's pleasant haze: What would happen when she met Brad?
The image hit him with visceral clarity—Brad at Kevin's housewarming six months ago, Tara pressed against the kitchen counter, her face flushed as Brad's hand disappeared under her skirt. The party continuing around them as if nothing unusual was happening, Brad's fingers clearly working inside her while Kevin chatted with friends just feet away, pretending not to see.
Steven's cock twitched at the memory, a Pavlovian response that filled him with self-loathing. The idea of Brad's hands on Angie—her eyes glazing over with the same pleasure he'd seen on Tara's face—made his stomach clench with dread even as unwanted heat pooled in his groin.
"Earth to Steven," Angie waved her hand in front of his face. "You disappeared on me there."
"Sorry," he stammered, heat crawling up his neck that had nothing to do with the sun. "Just... thinking about technique."
Her eyebrow arched knowingly. "Technique, huh? Well, I'd be happy to show you more... techniques sometime."
The opening was so clear, even Steven couldn't miss it. His heart hammered against his ribs as he gathered his courage. "Maybe over dinner? Tomorrow night?"
Angie's smile widened. "I thought you'd never ask. I finish here at six."
"Perfect. I know a great Italian place, if that works for you?"
"Sounds perfect," she agreed, pulling out her phone. "Let me get your number."
As they exchanged information, Angie bent to collect her water bottle and racket, her skirt riding up to reveal the curve where her ass met her thigh. Steven's erection strained against his shorts, and he silently thanked whoever designed athletic wear for the forgiving fabric.
"Can't wait," she said with a wink, backing away toward the next court. "And keep practicing that grip I showed you."
"I will," he promised, watching her walk away, the sway of her hips hypnotic.
On the drive home, Steven's mind was a battlefield. Excitement about Angie—her smile, her touch, the possibility of more—clashed with dread about the inevitable moment when Brad would enter the picture. Brad, who had never met a woman he couldn't charm. Brad, who took what he wanted, especially from his friends.
Steven's hand drifted to his crotch, pressing against his still-hard length through his shorts. Images flashed through his mind: Angie's lips parted in pleasure, her blonde hair splayed across his pillow; then, unbidden, those same lips wrapped around Brad's cock while Steven watched from the corner.
"Fuck," he muttered, yanking his hand away as if burned. What the hell was wrong with him? He'd barely met this woman, and already he was corrupting something that could be good, pure.
He turned up the radio, trying to drown out his thoughts with mindless pop. It was just nerves, he told himself. Just the fucked-up residue of too many years watching Brad's conquests. Angie was different. This time would be different.
He almost believed it.

      ***The candle on their table cast golden shadows across Angie's face, highlighting the curve of her cheekbones and the fullness of her lips as she smiled at something Steven said. Gianni's was exactly the right choice—intimate without being stuffy, with white tablecloths and a wine list that didn't make him wince. Angie had chosen a dress that dipped low enough to showcase the swell of her breasts, the black fabric clinging to her curves in a way that made his mouth go dry every time she leaned forward to spear another bite of pasta.
"So that's when I decided coaching was more my speed than competing," she was saying, her blue eyes bright with animation. "Less pressure, more satisfaction watching others improve."
"I'm grateful for that career choice," Steven replied, feeling more at ease than he'd expected. Two glasses of wine had loosened his usual self-consciousness. "Though I'm clearly your greatest challenge yet."
Angie laughed, the sound warm and genuine. Her hand found his knee under the table, her touch sending electricity up his thigh. "I like a challenge," she said, her voice dropping slightly. "And you're catching on faster than you think."
The pasta was perfect, the wine better, but it was the way Angie leaned into their conversation that made the night exceptional. She listened when he talked about his graphic design work, asked thoughtful questions, and shared enough about herself to feel like they were building something real. Her hand stayed on his knee, occasionally drifting higher, promising more.
"Should we get dessert?" Steven asked, not wanting the night to end.
Angie's smile turned mischievous. "Depends on what you have in mind."
Before Steven could respond, movement near the entrance caught his eye. His stomach dropped as if he'd been pushed from a cliff. Brad—unmistakable even from across the room—was following the hostess to a table, his hand possessively placed on the lower back of a woman in her forties. Even from this distance, Steven recognized Tyler's mom, her dress clinging to a figure that still turned heads, her hand tucked into Brad's back pocket as they walked.
"Steven? You okay?" Angie asked, following his gaze. "You went pale all of a sudden."
"I'm fine," he managed, but the garlic and herbs that had smelled so appealing moments ago now turned his stomach. "Just saw someone I know."
As if summoned by the thought, Brad looked up and spotted them. His face broke into a wide grin, and he whispered something to Tyler's mom before changing direction and heading straight for their table.
"Steven, my man," Brad boomed, clapping a hand on Steven's shoulder with enough force to make the wine glasses wobble. "Didn't expect to see you here."
"Brad," Steven nodded, hyperaware of Angie's curious gaze. "This is Angie. Angie, this is my friend Brad."
Brad turned his full attention to Angie, his green eyes sweeping over her in a way that made Steven's jaw clench. "Steven's lucky," he said, his voice dropping to a register that Steven knew too well. "Very lucky."
"Nice to meet you," Angie said, offering her hand. Brad took it, but instead of shaking it, he raised it to his lips, maintaining eye contact as he pressed a kiss to her knuckles.
"The pleasure's all mine," Brad replied, still holding her hand a beat too long. "Steven's been holding out on us. He never mentioned he was seeing someone so stunning."
Angie blushed, clearly pleased with the attention. "We just started dating, actually. I'm his tennis coach."
"Tennis, huh?" Brad's smile widened. "Steven's always trying to improve himself. One of the things I love about him." He squeezed Steven's shoulder again, a gesture that might have looked friendly to outsiders but felt like a brand of ownership. "You two should come to my cookout next weekend. The whole gang will be there—Kevin, Tyler, the girls. It'll be a perfect chance to introduce Angie around."
Steven opened his mouth to make an excuse, but Angie beat him to it. "That sounds great! I'd love to meet Steven's friends."
"Perfect," Brad nodded, his eyes never leaving Angie's cleavage. "Saturday, my place, around three. Bring a swimsuit—the hot tub's working again."
Tyler's mom appeared at Brad's side, her hand sliding possessively around his waist. "We should let these two enjoy their dinner, Brad," she said, her eyes flickering briefly over Steven before dismissing him.
"Right you are," Brad agreed. "Mrs. H and I have our own evening planned." He winked at Steven. "She's got energy for days, this one. Tyler doesn't know what he's missing."
Steven felt his face heat with embarrassment, but his cock twitched traitorously beneath the tablecloth. "That's... great," he stammered, avoiding Tyler's mom's eyes. "Have a good night."
"You too, lovebirds," Brad called over his shoulder as he guided Tyler's mom away, his hand sliding down to cup her ass as they walked. "See you Saturday!"
The silence that followed felt deafening to Steven, his heart pounding so loudly he was sure Angie could hear it.
"He seems... interesting," Angie finally said, her eyes still following Brad's retreating form. "Very confident."
"That's one word for it," Steven muttered, taking a large gulp of wine.
"And was that really Tyler's mom? She looks amazing for her age."
"Yeah," Steven confirmed, his mind filling with unwanted images of Brad and Mrs. Henderson together. The way Brad would bend her over, his powerful hands gripping her hips as he—
"Steven?" Angie touched his arm. "You sure you're okay?"
He forced a smile. "Just surprised to see them here. Small world, I guess."
"Well, I'm looking forward to the cookout," she said, her foot now playfully nudging his under the table. "It'll be fun to see you in your natural habitat."
The rest of dinner passed in a blur, Steven going through the motions of conversation while his mind raced with possibilities—all of them ending with Brad's hands on Angie's body. The tiramisu they shared tasted like ash in his mouth, though he managed to keep smiling, nodding, responding at the right moments.
Outside the restaurant, Angie pressed against him as they said goodnight, her lips soft and insistent on his. Her tongue teased the seam of his mouth, her body molding to his in a way that left no doubt about her interest. His body responded immediately, his erection pressing against her hip.
"I'd invite you back to my place," she whispered against his lips, "but I have an early lesson tomorrow. Rain check?"
"Definitely," he agreed, his voice hoarse with genuine desire.
"I had a really great time," she said, pressing one more kiss to his lips before sliding into her car. "Call me tomorrow?"
"I will," he promised, watching her drive away, the red taillights disappearing around the corner.
The drive home was torture, his mind replaying Brad's appraising look at Angie, the way her cheeks had flushed under his attention. It was happening already—the gravitational pull that Brad exerted on everyone around him. By next weekend, he'd have Angie laughing at his jokes, touching his arm, leaning in too close.
In his apartment, Steven stripped off his clothes and fell onto his bed, his cock achingly hard despite his anxiety—or perhaps because of it. He closed his eyes, trying to focus on Angie's kiss, the press of her breasts against his chest, the promise in her eyes.
But the images shifted, unbidden. Brad pressing Angie against the wall of his deck, his hand sliding up her thigh. Brad guiding her down to her knees by the hot tub, her blonde hair falling forward as she took him in her mouth. Brad's voice, low and commanding: "That's it, Angie. Show Steven how a real man gets served."
"Fuck," Steven groaned, his hand moving faster on his cock. The fantasy was so vivid he could almost hear the wet sounds of Angie's mouth, see
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