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Warning

This e-book contains sexually explicit scenes and adult language, and may be considered offensive to some readers. Alex Pendragon's e-books are for sale to adults ONLY, as defined by the laws of the country in which you made your purchase. Please store your files wisely, where they cannot be accessed by under-aged readers.

* * * *

DISCLAIMER: Please do not try any new sexual practice without the guidance of an experienced practitioner. Alex Pendragon will not be be responsible for any loss, harm, injury or death resulting from use of the information contained in this e-book. 

If you play, play safe. Fictional characters can get sick - and be cured - with a few presses of the keyboard. Real people aren't quite so lucky. 
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"If you're not going to college, then you're getting a damn job." 

Nobody did weary exasperation like my mom. Her ability to roll her eyes while simultaneously cursing you out was legendary, not just among our family but anyone in town who had come head to head with her wrath. She was a terrifying woman, one who - once her mind was made up - would neither be swayed nor placated. 

And so, eighteen and out of high school, I was on the hunt for a job.

This may be a pretty small town, and it might not be near a fancy city or anywhere you'd probably choose to go on vacation, but that doesn't mean everyone here is ignorant or backward. I've got two older brothers and an older sister, and all three graduated and went off to college.

So it's not that we're all too busy screwing cattle to join three words together. I'm not ditching college because nobody in my family understands how important an education is. It's just... not for me. 

The numbers swim on the page, and the words don't stick in my head, and the science stuff... well, every bit of it is rockets to me. I've done all the tests for dyslexia, and ADD, and everything else they now know to label teenagers with when they can't sit still and they just can't learn, but they all came back negative. 

Turns out, I'm just not great at school. 

"At least give it until you're eighteen," my mom always said, and whether it was guilt, or some lingering thread of shame, or just plain healthy fear of her, I did. Stuck out the classes where I was all but climbing the walls out of boredom and frustration, the interminable lessons where weary teachers would grow more and more exasperated at what they assumed was my willful refusal to learn. Got called stubborn, and ignorant, and one time an even worse word, which brought my mom into school to scream at the principal until he was pale with fear. 

"He just learns different, is all!" she told him, and the cowering chemistry teacher who had dared lose his patience with me. 

So I knew she was in my corner, but I also knew that there would be no sitting at home idle, either. If I wasn't in a classroom, I'd be earning an honest wage. 

That was easier said than done, too. If we lived in a city there'd be options galore, but out here in the sticks, not so much. Certainly I knew what I didn't want to do - it basically came under the heading of "shoveling pig shit on a farm for five bucks an hour until it's the only thing you or anybody around you can smell" - but that didn't leave me much choice. 

The grocery store owner had the eldest of nine children he and his deeply-religious wife had produced to staff his aisles. I wasn't quiet enough for the library, or strong enough to work at the builder's merchant, lifting stacks of bricks and sacks of grit onto the back of pickups. We had a car dealership, but given the turnover of vehicles in our town it was a one-man operation at best. Most of the time I'm sure he was sitting drinking bad coffee rather than out giving test-drives. 

It wasn't that I didn't want to work. I just didn't know what I could do. 

"You've got a week. After that, I'm putting in a word with Bernie for you." 

Bernie was the neighbor mom had sold most of our land to, desperate for money and suddenly fearing for the future after my dad died a few years back. He was a nice guy, hadn't even tried to rip her off or pay less than the market rate per acre, and would probably make a decent boss all things considered. Unfortunately, he raised pigs for a living, and though I didn't know much about pigs, I was pretty sure they produced a whole lot of shit. 

It didn't take a college education to guess what the new farmhand would be responsible for.

Five days closer to my deadline, and I was starting to panic. Not quite "start shopping for rubber boots" panic, but that wasn't too far off. I was under no illusion that my mom would do exactly what she had threatened, and I was pretty sure Bernie would say yes, whether it was because he really needed a new guy on the crew or just out of a sense of respect for my mother. 

"Why don't you take the bus into Whistle, and see if there's anything there?" my friend Alice suggested. 

Whistle being the next town over, larger than ours and maybe a 30 minute drive away. It's not actually called Whistle, but that's what it got shortened to here. I didn't think anybody there thought enough about our town to even bother giving it a nickname. 

"I've already been, weeks ago," I pointed out. "There's nothing." 

Alice rolled her eyes, something I suspected she'd picked up from my mom. It wasn't quite as effective, but she had plenty of time to perfect it. 

"Then do you want me to come to the hardware store with you, and help you pick out overalls and a shit-shovel?"

I glared at her, but she stared me down. Yup, definitely taking lessons from mom. 

"Okay, okay," I conceded, "I'll try Whistle. Again." 

Alice nodded, satisfied. 

"But if there's nothing - and I'm telling you there's going to be nothing - you're paying me back the bus fare."

She grinned, evilly. "I'll go one better than that, I'll even pay for the industrial-strength soap to get the stink of pig crap off your hands." 

I'd given her the finger, but trudged down to the bus stop this morning all the same. Beggars can't be choosers, as the saying goes, but I really wanted more than one thing to choose between. 

The bus runs every 45 minutes or so at peak times, but less frequently during the day, and I'd timed it - okay, I'd slept in and then rushed at the last minute - to make the last of the morning rides. Otherwise I'd have to wait until lunchtime, and I figured managers would look more favorably on people who demonstrated they could get up before noon. 

I couldn't bring myself to wear a suit, and frankly the only one I had was the same as I'd worn to dad's funeral and it didn't really fit me any more. Instead I'd settled on a blue button-down shirt and dark slacks, which my mom said made me look like I was selling bibles. When I'd turned around in a huff to go change, she'd laughed and said it was very smart and I looked terribly employable. I didn't quite believe her, but by that point it was stick with the outfit or miss the bus. 

Looking at myself with the front camera on my phone, I tried to get my hair to look tidy too. It was overdue a cut, and when it gets longer it starts to go a little wavy, and then the front gets all unruly. It wasn't quite "dirty blond haystack" level yet, thankfully, but it definitely wanted to flop down across my forehead and dip into my eyes, and I wasn't sure that gave the best impression. I was just licking my hand and trying to use that to plaster my fringe into place when the bus pulled up.

Thirty minutes is plenty of time to think about what your best options are for a job hunt, especially when there's little more than rolling fields to look at through the window. Imagining myself toiling in them under the heavy sun was motivation enough to have me pulling up the maps on my phone and scroll around, trying to come up with a list of possibilities. It was, I had to admit, a worryingly short list.

"Didn't you come in just a couple of weeks ago?" 

It was nice to be memorable, but the first response I got wasn't exactly promising. I fixed my most charming smile across my face.

"It was actually maybe a month or two, and I wondered if anything had opened up in the meantime, sir?" 

The pharmacist squinted at me from across the high counter. "I'm sorry, no. We don't really have a high staff turnover, you know." 

If I didn't know, then I was soon to be taught that fact, since I was told pretty much the same thing at every place I walked into. Sometimes they were brusque and impatient, other times people were very friendly; either way, the answer was still no. Despite the fact I'd already started the day out pessimistic, it seemed the only way still was down. 

Walking past a fast food store, I decided to drown my sorrows with a slushee, figuring that since I could guilt Alice into coughing up for the bus fare I might as well spend the couple of dollars on something cold and artificially raspberry-flavored. There was a counter with stools running across the front window, and so I perched there, sucking on the straw despondently. 

They called it downtown, though I figured city people would probably think that idea ridiculous. A few blocks of businesses, rich pickings compared to what I was used to, even if I didn't have the money to spend in them. Someone had said that Whistle was growing, that it was on the cusp of something big: the sort of changes that mean people want to stick around, rather than graduate, and leave, and never come back. I just worried that the 'something big' wasn't going to arrive soon enough for me.

There was more foot traffic in Whistle than back home, anyway, and so I people-watched while slurping. Since it was a hot day, nobody was really dawdling. That made it more obvious when someone stopped across the road, and started peering into a darkened store front. 

While there was no name above the door, I could see a "SOLD" sign still protruding from the eaves of the building above. Most of the windows had been covered with brown paper, held in place by what looked like blue painter's tape, but there were a few open panes and a couple of sheets of text stuck there too. As I watched, the passer-by finished their staring and moved on.

Dumping the empty cup into the trash can as I left, I crossed the road to take a look myself. There were documents taped up in the window, the usual local council speak: somehow both wordy and yet hardly saying anything at the same time. Still, they were enough to confirm it was going to be a new store, even if it didn't say what sort of business it was.

Putting my hands around my face, I tried to make out what was going on inside. The brightness outside, and the darkness in the building, meant I couldn't see much beyond some empty racks and plenty of stacked boxes. Turning slightly, I tried to see if there were any posters or signs on the walls. I was concentrating so hard, I physically jumped on my heels when someone walked up on the other side of the glass. 

He clearly found my shock funny, as I could see him chuckling at the reaction. 

"Sorry," he mouthed through the glass, shrugging a little as if to say "if you're nosey, you get what's coming to you." 

For a moment he disappeared behind the brown paper, and then I heard the click of the door. The guy who stepped out was taller than me, maybe six foot or so, with short dark hair. Black t-shirt and black jeans, well fitting on what looked like a tight body, but streaked and splattered with paint. 

"Did I give you a heart attack?" he asked, smiling. 

I shook my head, grinning back sheepishly. "No, but I think I lost ten years of my life. My fault for being curious." 

Shaking his head, he glanced pointedly up and down the road, before looking back at me. "You're not the first, don't worry. I'm starting to think the whole town is going to come by to look through the window. I'd be flattered by the interest if it wasn't starting to get a little creepy."

"Just as long as they come by again when you're open, right?" 

He nodded. "They'd better... for my sake!" We both laughed, and then he looked at his watch. "Speaking of, I'd better get back to it."

Suddenly, I remembered the whole reason for my being in Whistle at all. 

"I'm Jake," I told him, holding out my hand. 

He looked at it with what appeared to be mild confusion for a moment, then reached out and shook. "Ashton. Nice to meet you, Jake, sorry again for the lost decade."

I shook my head, trying to smile winningly at the same time. "I'd only have wasted it, I'm sure." Crap, no. That made me sound lazy. "Say, do you happen to need any staff for your new, um, store?"

Ashton stared at me, and I was just deciding that he was trying to come up with a polite way of saying "no thanks, kid," when he replied. 

"I... suppose I might do, actually. Y'know, I hadn't really thought that far ahead yet. I'm assuming you're local, yes?" 

I shook my head, then stopped myself. "Next town over. But getting here isn't a problem. Not a problem at all." 

He looked thoughtful for a minute, then glanced up and down the sidewalk again. 

"Why don't you come in, rather than us standing out here in the sun." 

I followed him through the door, my eyes taking a moment to get used to the relative darkness after the bright light outside. As I looked around, I could see more stacks of boxes along with several rows of empty racks. A door stood open, spilling light from what looked to be a stockroom. 

"I was just painting the back room," Ashton explained, "though to be honest it could probably have waited until after I opened. Only going to be me seeing it. Well, me and whoever else ends up working here."

Was that an opening? I decided to seize the moment and treat it as such. 

"Well, if you're looking for someone, I'd definitely be interested, and I could start right away."

He looked at me again, though I got the impression he was thinking more than actually seeing me. 

"Like I said," he replied eventually, "I hadn't really thought that far ahead. Things with the realtor went a lot faster than I expected, and before I knew it, I had the keys." 

I nodded, as if I was hugely familiar with the processes involved in buying a building. 

"Honestly, I think I probably will need someone," Ashton mused.

My heart swelled in my chest. 

"I just haven't thought of any of the details yet," he continued. 

There was the kicker. My heart returned to its regular size.

"Well..." I ventured, trying to find a way of saving things before they went completely south. "I wouldn't want to rush you into anything. But I'd be happy to just agree on the very basics now, and then we could figure out the rest later on. When you have some time to think, I mean." 

Ashton scratched at the dark stubble on his chin, looking thoughtful. "I mean, I wouldn't want to take advantage of you," he began.

"Oh no," I interrupted, trying not to seem so eager as to appear desperate. "I'd be happy to get started as soon as you wanted, and then work out the details when, you know, you've got time for that."

He frowned at me, and I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach.

"I should say upfront, this is a new thing for me. I couldn't afford to pay anybody a huge amount."

The vision of a huge, steaming mound of pig crap popped conspicuously into my brain, topped with a shovel with my name on the handle. I resisted the urge to shake my head to try to clear the mental picture. 

"Absolutely," I said, with resolve. "I completely understand."

Now it was Ashton's turn to hold out his hand. I forced myself not to grab it in my eagerness. 

"Then welcome to the team," he told me, then grinned. "The team of two, that is."

I laughed, then thought of something. "Um, so what exactly is it that the team does?"

Ashton looked at me for a moment with surprise, then let out a loud "ha!" 

"Oh, I can't believe I didn't explain. How silly of me. It's clothes. Menswear really, but with some sports stuff too."

I nodded at the stacks of boxes that crowded the walls. "So that's all clothes?" 

"Yes. Well, and shoes, and sneakers, and things like footballs and all that sort of stuff. It didn't seem like that much when I was ordering it, but now..." He lifted his hands as though in defeat. "Well, now it's all looking quite overwhelming. I'd planned on opening on Friday, just a soft launch thing ahead of the weekend, but now I can't see things being ready for another week or so." 

Given the number of boxes, and the fact it was Wednesday, his original schedule did seem kinda over-ambitious. All the same, I didn't want him to think I was easily defeated, especially since I had the job in word only. 

"Maybe, with two of us, we could still do it?" I suggested. 

Ashton looked at me thoughtfully. "When you said you could start straight away, just how "straight away" were you thinking?" he asked. 

I grinned. "Straight away like right now. Point me in the direction of a box, boss!"

He chuckled at that, then looked at his watch. "Okay, well, it's basically lunchtime now. Have you eaten?" 

Shrugging, I tried not to think about the lonely dollar bill that, along with the return bus ticket and my driver's license, were the sole occupants of my wallet. "I mean, I already had a slushee, so..." 

Ashton smirked. "Yes, I figured. At least that would explain why your tongue is all blue." 

I tried not to let my jaw drop. So much for presenting a responsible, mature first-impression. He must've thought I was a kid. 

Maybe the mortification was visible on my face, because Ashton leaned in slightly. 

"Hey, blue raspberry is my favorite flavor, too," he said, voice conspiratorial. 

I grinned, bashfully. 

"Look," he said, clearly still amused, "there's a sandwich place down the block. Why don't you go pick us up something and then we'll get started. My treat, since I'm already putting you to work, okay?" 

I silently thanked my lucky stars as he dug his wallet out of his back pocket and extracted some cash. After checking to see if there was anything in particular he didn't eat, I made a beeline for the store. 

While I was waiting for the order, I pulled out my phone. "No need to speak to Bernie, I got a job!" I messaged my mom, then "You're a genius, I found somewhere!" to Alice. Given my mother's struggles with technology - she had an ancient flip-phone she refused to give up for anything newer - I knew better than to expect a reply until late afternoon at the earliest. Alice, though, fired back a string of gleeful looking emojis, along with half a dozen questions.

"I'll tell you tonight," I demurred, "I'm starting straight away."

Walking back into the dim store, I heard clattering and what sounded like vague cursing from the back room. Poking my head around the doorframe, I found Ashton with new additions to the paint on his jeans, and a large and very drippy roller in his hand. 

"It's meant to go on the wall, I think," I said, innocently. 

Ashton glared at me, but he couldn't hold it and a second later was grinning, a little sheepishly. 

"I don't think I got that memo," he conceded. "I'm going to have to start raiding the stock, because I'm running out of clothes that don't have paint on them." 

Looking pointedly at the wall, which was crisscrossed in streaks of white, I shrugged. "I mean, I did help my mom paint our kitchen last summer, and I didn't drown in emulsion... if you don't mind giving up creative control of the painting process, that is." 

His instant offer of the roller suggested he didn't mind at all. 

So, instead of unpacking new stock, I set to work covering up the bare plasterboard while my new employer began checking that everything that was meant to be in the dozens of boxes was, in fact, what he'd originally ordered. As we went, we talked through the open door, Ashton filling me in on some of the details, along with asking a few questions of his own.

Turns out, he was ex-Whistle. Grew up in the town, but then left to finish high school elsewhere, and college. His parents - now just an elderly father, after his mom passed away a few years back - had stayed, and his return was part business opportunity and part recognition that his dad would increasingly need someone around to take care of him. 

For my part, I told him about my mom, and my older siblings - Ashton was an only-child, it turned out, and curious about how life had been with brothers and sisters - and even a little about how I'd struggled at high school. I was a little wary of giving him the impression that I was stupid, or lazy, but it turned out I didn't need to worry.

"When I was doing my internship," he told me, "the guy I worked for had dropped out of high school when he was fifteen. He was in his forties when I met him, and already a millionaire. A millionaire a couple of times over, I guess. He always told me that it didn't matter whether you were book-smart, or street-smart, or whatever. It just comes down to having faith in yourself and knowing when to commit."

I found myself nodding, my painting momentarily forgotten, then realized Ashton couldn't actually see me. 

"Sometimes I look at my brothers, and my sister, and I wonder if they got all the brains and I came along too late for a share," I admitted. I felt a little vulnerable saying it, but there was something about Ashton that made me think I could trust him, even though we'd only just met. There was silence from the other room.

"Everyone is different," he said, eventually, his voice thoughtful. "All you can do is try to find your own strengths, and hope that the people who're around you accept you for who you are."

I smiled at that, standing on my toes to try to reach the top corner of the room. 

"In that case, I accept that you're a terrible painter," I teased. 

His roar of laughter made me think this job might not be bad at all. 
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Five hours later, a fully-painted stockroom and multiple heavy boxes carried, my aching muscles were suggesting different. Still, it was definitely preferable to dealing with livestock. 

"I'm starting to think you were heaven-sent," Ashton told me, as he washed his hands in the little bathroom off the main shop floor. "If you hadn't turned up, I'd still be painting that damn room, and probably still wearing more of the stuff than was on the walls." 

I shrugged, feeling a little self-conscious at the compliment. "I should be thanking you, you're the one who gave me the job." 

Drying his hands on paper towels, Ashton smiled at me. "Let's say we're even, then, and both got lucky?" I nodded my agreement.

"What time do you want me in the morning?"

He frowned, and looked down at his watch. "Well, I'm an early riser, but I remember being eighteen too. Is eight too much of a challenge?" 

After pantomiming horror for a moment, I shook my head. "Not at all. I'll be here. Oh, should I bring anything?" 

Ashton looked thoughtful for a second. "Well, I'd say bring your favorite CD..." 

I bit my tongue, knowing he was teasing.

"So really, it's only a towel and a change of clothes, if you want to shower up after we finish," Aston continued. "I have a feeling it's going to be another messy one."

There was a tiny shower cubicle in the bathroom, I'd noticed. Nodding, I added “bring towel" to my mental to-do list. "Will do. I may even have some suggestions from Spotify for you, if you think you can handle a young person's music?"

He glared daggers at me. "Cheeky little bastard, I'm not even 26."

I feigned uncertainty. "Okay, well... if you're sure you can deal with all those loud noises..."

"Get out of here before I change my mind about you," he scoffed, laughing. 

I went to head to the door, then tuned back and held out my hand to him.

"Thank you, really, for taking a chance on me." I hoped the sincerity I was feeling was clear after the joking around we'd been doing. 

Ashton shook my hand, his other squeezing my bicep amiably. Close up, he smelled... spicy, somehow. A mixture of cologne and a little fresh sweat from the afternoon's exertions. Somewhat awkwardly, I patted his arm in return. 

Releasing me, he tapped his watch. "Eight o'clock, okay?" 

I nodded. 

"Great. See you tomorrow!"

Standing at the bus stop, I pulled out my phone again. My mom had managed to piece together an old-school smiley - colon and bracket style; I'm not sure her phone supported anything more high-tech like an actual emoji - in response, and so I tapped out a quick "I'm on my way home" message back to her. Alice, meanwhile, got a longer reply, as I explained how the day had gone. 

"So this guy's a local?" she asked. 

I explained that he grew up in Whistle, but had left to study advertising and marketing. 

"Is he married?"

I frowned at the question. To be honest, Ashton and I hadn't really talked about any of that stuff. I knew about his parents, and he'd heard all about what my clever siblings had got up to. I'd even mentioned Alice and how we'd been friends since, well, since we were both in diapers. But I hadn't even thought to ask whether he was married or seeing someone or anything.

"Hmm... not sure," I sent her in reply, "I don't think I saw a wedding band but who knows." 

"I'm just glad my best friend isn't going to smell of pigs 24/7," she responded. 

I had to agree. 
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I slept the sleep of the well-worked that night, having been forced to tell my mom pretty much everything I'd already explained to Alice about Ashton, the store, and how I'd got the job. She congratulated me, but then swiftly followed it with "so how soon can you pay your own phone bill, eh?" At that point I yawned and claimed exhaustion, then bid a hasty retreat. 

It didn't seem like more than twenty minutes had gone by before the blare of my alarm was making itself known. Groaning, I resisted the near-overwhelming urge to put my head under the pillow, and forced myself to get up. Being late for my first full day at a new job seemed like a pretty terrible idea. 

"I thought I'd have to dump ice water on you," was my mom's only comment as she set a bowl of oatmeal in front of me. I considered a snarky response, but decided the idea of being made breakfast - something which had conspicuously ceased the moment I finished with school - was enough to warrant some restraint on my part. Then, after stuffing a pair of jeans and a t-shirt into my bag, along with a towel, I headed for the bus stop. 

There were more people at this time in the morning, but I still found a seat. When I got to the store, the door was locked but I could see the lights on inside. Ashton came to let me in after I knocked. 

"So you came back?" he observed, smiling. 

I shrugged. "Nothing better to do, boss." 

Chuckling, he handed me a takeout coffee cup. 

"Well, here's your reward." He watched me as I guzzled the caffeine hungrily. "I guess that answers the question of whether you're a coffee person." 

I set the cup down on the counter, and dropped my bag underneath it. "Best drug in the world. Did the paint dry okay?" 

Ashton walked over to the stockroom door, and I followed. It certainly looked like it was almost dry, though there were still some patches that looked a little damp. 

"I'm thinking it's too soon to go for a second coat," he observed, "so we might have to wait on that." 

"And here was me in my painting clothes," I joked, holding out my arms. Ashton looked me over. 

"Oh, very smart, yes," he chuckled. I'd gone for practical: an old pair of denim cutoffs, some sneakers that had seen better days, and a sleeveless shirt that I'd found in my older brother Bobby's old room. Stuff that I wouldn't care if they ended up covered in paint or worse. "We should probably make that your work uniform, I'm sure the customers will appreciate it," Ashton observed. 

Laughing, I turned on the spot as though modeling an outfit. "This is definitely a one-off!"

The goal for the day was pretty simple: get everything out of the boxes, onto the racks, then tidy up and ditch the empty boxes in the alley behind the store. Ashton would pass me an armful of items and tell me which rack or shelf they were meant for; I'd hang them or lay them out.

It also gave me a chance to get used to what, exactly, we were supposed to be selling. I'd never really thought much about clothes: I'd throw a few t-shirts and pairs of jeans into the cart at the same big box store my mom bought paper towels and tins of tomatoes from in bulk. 

Ashton clearly knew a whole lot more about what was meant to be fashionable. Judging by what he'd ordered, that meant far tighter jeans and pants than I usually picked, as well as a lot more colors and patterns. More than once I double-checked whether something was really intended for a guy, which prompted a chuckle and the suggestion that maybe I should start reading fashion magazines.

I was on more familiar ground with the sports kit, and some of it I could even see myself wearing. 

"So... do I get the staff discount?" I asked him, grinning. 

He raised an eyebrow. "I'm sure we could figure something out, yes. But I'm not going to let you buy more of what you already wear." 

I shrugged. "No chance of that... you don't sell anything like what I normally wear!"

Standing up, he rubbed his palms on his thighs. Like yesterday he was wearing a black t-shirt and black skinny jeans, only this time without the paint blotches. Somehow they made him look taller and slimmer, even though I already knew he wasn't a weak guy. He'd been lifting all the same boxes I had, and from the look of it with a little less exertion than I'd been feeling.

"Seriously, though. We should probably figure out what you're going to wear while you're here. Not that there's anything, um, wrong with what..." 

I rescued him from his politeness. "But it's not quite 'the image' that you're selling. I get it." I grinned, to show I wasn't offended. "I'm happy with whatever, but you're going to have to pick it for me since you know I don't have a clue." 

Ashton nodded, and I thought he might have even looked a little relieved. "Okay, we'll decide on something later. Best get these all unpacked first." 

I was trying to pay attention to how he was folding everything, since I figured I'd need to be able to replicate it myself. Usually my clean laundry ended up in a big plastic bucket, but I was beginning to see a whole lot of careful folding in my future. 

"Shit. I just can't make it look like you do," I exclaimed, frustrated. Ashton's shirts looked like welcoming little pillows of aspirational fashion when he'd finished with them. Mine looked like they'd been ripped off the back of a homeless person. 

"It's easy," he explained, standing next to me. "First you lay it out flat, then you grab this corner and this one." 

He pointed to the right spots, and I pinched the material between my fingers. 

"Then you pull this part over here" - he reached across me, taking my right wrist in his hand and guiding it over - "and then this tucks up here." 

His fingers were cool on my bare skin as he moved my left hand into place. 

"And then...?" I ventured, thinking I knew what came next, but not wanting to get it wrong. My hands hovered above the half-folded shirt.

Ashton put his palms atop my hands, closing my fingers around the fabric. "Then, this comes up... here," he guided me, "and you're done." 

For a moment we stood like that, and then he suddenly pulled his hands away as though only just noticing they were still on mine. I realized I'd been holding my breath while he walked me through the final few steps. I could smell his cologne again, that same spiciness from the day before. It reminded me a little of mulch in the woods after the rain, but not unpleasantly so. 

"Okay, let me try," I said, breaking the silence that had descended on us for a moment. 

Ashton watched, making quiet "mm-hmm" sounds as I paused and then completed each step. The end result didn't quite look as even as his, but was clearly a step up from my ramshackle first attempts. 

"You'll get it, eventually," he reassured me. "Soon your mom will have you folding everything, you'll be so good at it." 

I rolled my eyes at that. "Oh, thanks, that's just what I need... more chores at home. She's going to love you."

He laughed. "You'll have to bring her in sometime, to see where you're working. Just so she knows you didn't fake a job to escape the pigs." 

That made me chuckle too. "Sure, but I might have to hide some of the more racy merchandise first." I held up one of the pairs of briefs that were clipped to hangers on a rail next to the counter: I'd already giggled at them once that morning, pointing out they were something a male stripper might wear. 

Ashton had thought the comparison was hilarious, then countered that if women could wear nice underwear then there was no reason men couldn't. I was almost onboard until I checked out the price tag.

It wasn't the only thing Ashton was hoping to sell that I was having doubts about. Along with the more colorful shirts, that I was still struggling to picture the average guy in Whistle choosing to wear, there were some very shiny leather shoes, a belt that looked more like a snake, and some very small swimming costumes.

Rails and shelves stocked, we set to collapsing down the boxes and, dusty and sweating, half-carried and half-dragged them out to the dumpster. It was worth it, though. Cleared of the packaging, the space looked twice as large and so much brighter, even with the windows still covered. 

"Okay, display boards now," Ashton said, already ripping away the protective paper from a stack leaning against the wall. Each was a big, color photo of a well-dressed guy in what I'd consider a "model" pose. Staring off into the distance, or looking moody, something like that. 

"Where did you get these?" I asked, as he rifled through the pile. 

"Oh, I took them myself," he explained. I looked at them with fresh eyes after that, adding "great photographer" to the list of qualities I'd already begun to recognize in my new employer. 

In some the model was wearing a suit, but he looked a whole lot smarter than I ever did in my funeral get-up. Others were more casual, or he was holding a tennis racket as though has was about to hit the ball twice as fast thanks to the clinging compression shirt he was wearing.

I was quiet when I saw the last ones, though. Just as big as the rest, but now the model was down to his underwear. A tiny pair of briefs as colorful as the ones I'd joked about earlier; something more like trunks in another. If the first photos had been saturated and colorful, or black & white and moody, there was something different about these pictures. Like the light was softer somehow, warmer. 

You couldn't not look at them, even if the sight of a well-muscled and clearly very handsome guy practically naked made you feel like you should turn away. I mean, I'd been around half-dressed guys before gym class every week, but there was a difference between a locker room of people changing, and being basically invited to stare at a man for the express purpose of him being in his underwear. 

It made me feel... not wrong, no, but self-conscious. Like there was a tightness in my chest; as though I wanted to look, but at the same time felt I should look away. 

"Did you take these, too," I asked, eventually. 

Ashton glanced up at where I was staring, then nodded. 

"Yeah. That's a... friend of mine from college. He was actually a biology major, but he could've been a model professionally, I always thought."

I swallowed, my throat feeling tight. "You took photos of your friend like this?"

Ashton glanced at me curiously. "Well, yeah. I needed the photos and I couldn't afford an actual model, and Stephen said he would help out. I got my photos and he got to keep the clothes, so everyone was happy."

"Right," I said, unsure what to say next. 

"Maybe we should get them up." 

I jumped, not realizing Ashton had moved to stand next to me. He gave me another thoughtful look, then gestured at the wall. "How about you hold them, I'll say if they're level, and then we put in the hooks."

It was easier to focus with a task at hand, and in a couple of minutes I could almost forget the lump in
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