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      “Elias!” Sheba shouted as I entered Bear Essentials. The evening front-end manager came out from behind the tall semicircular desk. Her kinky hair was pulled into pigtails that became two adorable poof balls on her head. They were as big as her personality and the arms that wrapped around me and squished me into her fluffy chest. Like her sibling, Mel, she was taller than me by several inches, especially in her heels. She wore a fifties-style rockabilly poodle skirt that matched the ribbons in her hair.

      “Hi, Sheba. How are you?” My question was muffled as I had the life squeezed out of me in one of the best ways possible, with love.

      “Oh, sweetie, I’m just fine, but how are you? Are you feelin better?” She partially released me, keeping an arm around my shoulders as she led me to the elevators.

      I nodded. I had canceled my regular appointment four weeks ago because I didn’t want to risk running into Them. And by them, I meant Mel. It’d been nearly two months since that horrible afternoon, and I still couldn’t think about it without getting a little nauseous. I then moved my regular time to later to avoid the times that Mel stayed late.

      Sheba escorted me to the third floor for my wax appointment, and I tuned out her telling me about her cousin. I didn’t catch what he had done. I nodded as I tried not to dwell on that horribly embarrassing day. Jodi greeted us when the elevator doors opened. Sheba gave me one last squeeze before letting me go.

      “Thanks, Sheba. Have a good day.” I barely managed to get the words out before Jodi swept me up in his excitement.

      “Guuurrrl. Where have you been?” He tsked me as he hugged me and kissed my cheek. He was small like me but with a heavier, broader build. He finger waved at Sheba as the doors closed again. “Yous got to tell me what happened? The rumor mill is all abuzz, but no one knows for sure what went down betwixt Dylan and Mel, but your name, honey, got thrown into the mix.”

      His long acrylic nails clicked as his hand moved. Jodi was very animated when he talked. Half the fun of being around him was watching him talk. His face was super expressive with his full lips always pursed or smacking, always making noises with his tongue, clicks and pops. Sometimes, I didn’t pay attention to what he said, just watched.

      One time I saw this old movie from the eighties about a guy that fell in love with some mannequin that came to life at night. It was cute, but there was this gay character who was bright and flamboyant, so full of life. Jodi reminded me of him in personality, but not as tall, obviously.

      Jodi closed the door to his workroom with a hand on his hip that jutted out. “You’re in session with Dr. Jodi now, so you can spill all the tea.”

      I slipped off my sandals. “I don’t think Mel would like us gossiping about them.” I didn’t want to get into further trouble with them. I pushed down my sweats and tugged off my t-shirt. I felt weird leaving a shirt on, even if I was just getting my pubic hair waxed.

      “It’s not gossip if it’s gospel, huney.” Jodi put on a new pair of pink nitrile gloves.

      “I’m not religious.” I reminded him. I scooted onto the cushioned table, ignoring the way the paper covering crinkled and itched my skin underneath me. I butterflied my legs, putting the bottoms of my feet together.

      “I know. Alls I’m sayin’ is that speakin’ the truth between friends is okay.” Jodi wiped down the area he was going to wax with a skin cleanser. It smelled minty and tingled a little. Then he waved his hand over me to make it dry faster.

      I sighed. I hadn’t spoken a word about what happened to anyone. Dylan and Abel tried at separate times to talk to me about it, but I refused. Even Liam tried a few weeks ago. I knew they were worried since I also refused to go anywhere outside my house. Maybe talking to someone who was more objective would help. I was sure it was something my therapist had probably said at some point.

      Jodi didn’t press further, thankfully. He picked up the talc powder and sprinkled it around my penis and scrotum. He spread it around and ignored the stiffness that started in my penis.

      “I was at Abel and Darius’s house for a BBQ.” Jodi nodded and gave me an Mmmmhmmmm. “Do you know Darius? He owns Highlands Café.”

      “Yeah, go on.” Jodi took a wide tongue depressor, stirred it in the wax pot, and then pulled it out, gathering a big glop of the pink hot wax.

      I tried to relax even with the anticipation of the hot wax hitting my skin and the arousal that came with it. “I was being a brat to Abel and refusing to put clothes on. We were playing, and it was fine, but then I ran out back and accidentally knocked into Mel on my way out to the garden.” I drummed my fingers against the side of the table.

      Jodi smeared another strip of hot wax across the top of my pubic bone and then threw the depressor away. He tested the solidity of the first stripe that went from my belly button down, getting rid of the trail of dark hair. The wax cooled to a plastic-like texture and Jodi brought up an edge of it. He stretched my skin with one hand and pulled with the other, removing the wax from my skin. The sting of pain was quick but didn’t fail to send pleasure signals to my brain. Thankfully, Jodi completely ignored my penis and just moved it around as needed.

      “Let me guess, Mel went off like yous were one of their nephews running through their momma’s house?” Jodi pressed as he inspected the now wax-free skin for stragglers.

      “Like I’ve never seen before.” I groaned. “Which they were right to yell at me for not paying attention to where I was going. That wasn’t the worst of it.”

      Jodi moved back to get another depressor of wax with a cluck of his tongue and an arch of his perfectly sculpted eyebrow. I tried to pluck my eyebrows once. Never again. That was worse than tweezing the occasional nose hair.

      “Then what happened? Cause that can’t be what had Dylan cold-shouldering Mel for weeks.” I gripped the side of the table when the hot wax hit my skin again. The brief hot pain a tease to my body that would have others cringing.

      I gulped and scrunched my eyes shut. “They threatened to put me in a corner.”

      Jodi gasped. “Nahuh.” He clicked his tongue against his teeth. “They did not?”

      My hands were sweating, and my heart rate increased. Jodi ripped another strip of wax off, and the sharp pain short-circuited the panic that was setting in. He quickly did another. I moaned softly as I exhaled slowly. I opened my eyes as I nodded.

      Jodi quirked their glossed lips at me. “Don’t they know you can’t put Baby in a corner?” Jodi did that side-to-side neck move—that every time I tried, I just ended up looking like I was having a weird seizure—with a negative hum. “Oo, honey. It’s no wonder things have been frosty between those two.”

      “I didn’t mean to cause trouble.” The familiarity of Jodi’s routine helped soothe me. He laid down the wax the same way every time. It was one of the reasons I liked him so much.

      “Darlin’, don’t you worry bout that. You can’t control how other people feel or react. If Dylan is upset with Mel over their actions, then that’s between them to sort out even if those actions were against you.” Jodi paused to make eye contact with me, something I rarely did with anyone, but I met his eyes briefly. They were a deep warm brown with little streaks of green. He blinked, breaking the contact and pushed my testicles up, stretching my scrotum.

      I inhaled sharply as the wax spread across the delicate skin. I moved a hand between my legs and held my testicles for him so they wouldn’t flop down into the wax. I didn’t have much hair on my scrotum but I wanted it gone regardless.

      Jodi remained silent as he did the last few swaths of wax. The last were the most painful and the most arousing. I breathed through them, willing myself not to orgasm. It had happened a few times, which thankfully Jodi takes with humor. He knew it was only the physical sensation and the messages the pain sent to my brain that caused it. Knowledge didn’t stop me from being embarrassed every time it happened. I managed this month’s treatment with only a small puddle of precum on my stomach.

      Jodi gently wiped the remnants of talc from my skin and the little bits of wax that stuck sometimes. He hummed happily. “Now, next time, don’t skip a session. Your hair growth is going to be a little out of whack, but after next month you’ll be back on track.”

      He spritzed a little oil onto my skin and spread it around. It was a blend of vitamin E, jojoba, tea tree, and eucalyptus oil that made my skin feel cool and tingling. The feeling went straight to my penis.

      “There, now you’re looking even prettier than before. Are we still on for our mani-pedis on Saturday?”

      I moved off the table, trying not to touch myself. “Yes, at nine and then afterward, I’m helping Dylan move into Basil’s townhouse.” I recited pi in my head as I dressed again. The silky briefs I wore didn’t help, but anything rougher on my skin would make things worse.

      Jodi wiped down the table after tearing off the paper and then threw the gloves in the trash. He took a tablet out of its cradle on the wall and tapped it several times. Then turned it
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