
  
    [image: Baring It All]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Baring It All Bear Essentials Book One]
        

      

      

      
        
        Bear Essentials Book One

      

        

      
        D. G. Carothers

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Baring It All

        Bear Essentials Book One

        Copyright ©2021 D.G. Carothers

        www.dgcarothers.com

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      All art is for illustrative and marketing purposes and is copyrighted by D.G. Carothers

      Cover Art and logo by Samantha Santana, Amai Designs

      Editing by Sharon Stogner, Devil in the Details Editing

      Internal Formatting by D.G. Carothers

      
        
        First Print Edition

        ISBN: 9798458006828

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Attention

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Meanwhile…

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by D.G. Carothers

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Attention

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains explicit language and sexual situations with consenting adults. There are depictions of sounding, needle play, and fuck machines.

    

  


  
    
      For Verity

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter one]
        

      

      

      I flicked the back area lights on as the employee entrance door closed behind me. The hint of antiseptic cleaner hit with a comforting familiarity. I pulled the tablet next to the switches off its cradle and tapped it on. While the rest of the building’s lights and environmental controls could all be managed from the small device, I kept the lights by the back entrance manual. There was something satisfying about flipping the switches every day to breathe back life into the building that I’d poured all my dreams into.

      A familiar voice came through the internal speaker system when I tapped on the radio.

      “Good morning, Hartstone. It’s five thirty-three on what’s supposed to be a gorgeous Monday morning. The sun is barely peeking out across the water from my view here at WKMA, your home for whatever suits your fancy or mine in this case. Here’s a little something for my dear friend over at Bear Essentials who stood me up last night.”

      I scoffed, “You’re the one who said you had to go to bed early.” He couldn’t hear me, but that didn’t stop me from talking to him as if he could. I laughed as the opening cords for Eight Days a Week drifted through the front reception area. I let my hips sway as I walked to the beat of one of my favorite Beatles’ songs while I sang along.

      I made my way to the elevators, not surprised to see Bran waiting for me there. He pressed the up button, and the doors immediately slid open. “Good morning.”

      Bran’s smile took up his whole face as we entered the elevator. “Morning.” The song ended, and the next one started making Bran shake his head. “Only Stewie would follow up The Beatles with The Bangles.”

      The elevator doors opened to the second floor as the chorus began. Dylan popped out of the staircase doors singing, “It’s just another Manic Monday.”

      Prompting Bran and I to join in with an “Oooh oh.”

      Dylan flicked his head back dramatically. “I wish it were Sunday.”

      Bran and I gave another, “Oooh oh.”

      “Cause that’s my fun day.”

      “Oooh oh.” Bran and I held our fists to our mouths as microphones.

      “I don’t have to run day.”

      “Oooh oh.”

      The three of us ended in front of the derma clinic reception desk and, together, sang, “It’s just another manic Monday.” Then we burst into a fit of giggles.

      Dylan composed himself and straightened his cute light pink button-up short sleeve shirt. Dylan always brought a smile to my face. “Morning, Bosses.”

      “Morning,” Bran and I replied together. Bran was in charge of the derma clinic, but I was technically in charge of everything as the majority owner. Dylan was a resident from the Barport medical school’s dermatology department. Bran had an arrangement with the school to take on a few residents every year. Dylan had stayed on longer than most, and I suspected that he would stay when he graduated. Bran could use the more permanent help.

      I did a quick visual sweep of the front area before waving and heading back to the elevator. “See you later, boys.” I waggled my ringed fingers at them.

      “Have a good morning, Boss,” Dylan called out.

      I liked Dylan. He and I had become fast friends when he moved to town for this job. He was one of those types of people that always looked for the positive in any situation. He had a little bounce to his step as he made his way to the back to change. Three of the departments required the employees to wear scrubs. This was more for them than the customers since things could spill or splatter on clothing.

      As I made my way through each floor, more employees and managers arrived. I waved and greeted everyone as I saw them. I didn’t have to check each department in the morning. But it had become a routine in the beginning when I had a small shop and had to ensure everyone had everything they needed each morning. Those days were long past, but it was comforting to see that each floor was safe and sound at the beginning of the day.

      I no longer had less than ten employees and only two large rooms to do wax and nails. Now, I had a six-floor building near the center of Hartstone, over sixty employees, and was equipped to pamper the body from head to toe.

      I had gotten lucky with this building when the one before it burned to the ground seven years ago, and the owners didn’t want to rebuild. I bought the land, scrapped what was left of the old one and erected a building that fit all my business needs. It also allowed me some creative license. The brick façade out front was the colors of the pride flag by floor. The top floor was red, then the next was orange, then yellow, etcetera.

      At first, people protested because it didn’t match the “aesthetic” of the buildings around it. But it wasn’t against any city ordinance or code. After a while, when it was obvious nothing was going to change, the protests stopped. I worried at first that the businesses around mine would make a fuss, but thankfully, none did. The main police station wasn’t too far, and I hoped that had deterred some people from taking any further action. It didn’t hurt that I gave law enforcement, first responders, and military folks a fifty percent discount on all services. I had more than a few regular customers that came for the discount and stayed, much to their surprise, because of the service. That made me proud.

      I made it back to the first floor a little before seven when we opened for the day. Mel, my head scheduler, floor manager, and overall organizational keeper, handed me a cup of coffee from the café down the street. We had one of those fancy corporate single-serve coffee makers for clients with a large array of choices, but to me, there was nothing like a nice simple latte.

      Highlands Café had been open for a few years now and I couldn’t be happier. The old owner was good, but Darius was better. He revamped the whole cafe when he bought it, and now it was far more popular than it had ever been.

      “Thank you. You’re an angel.” Mel was a couple inches taller than me, and I was no slouch at a few inches over six feet. They wore a lavender with black pinstripe suit and vest to match with a pale-yellow shirt that contrasted beautifully with their dark cocoa complexion. Mel was the only employee that’d been with me since the beginning when I was hustling wax services and nails out of a too-small shop in a run-down strip mall.

      Their hair was short all around, not shaved to the skin like some, but just long enough to be flattened against their skull, creating little waves down the front. Mel inclined their head as I thanked them. They took their suit jacket off and put it in the coat closet we had behind the main reception desk. Despite Mel’s thin frame and my larger one, I still felt small next to them. It didn’t bother me in the least. Mel maneuvered around me, and the desk built specifically for them, with more grace than most anyone I knew could muster with that much limb.

      “Are you ready for the doors to open?” I asked.

      “Yes, there’s already a line.” Mel’s southern baritone belied the delicate grace they had. Mel turned, looking back for the runners. I saw two straightening things in the snack and coffee area and the others in the library. The two-minute chime sounded throughout the building reminding everyone that the doors would be open soon. At the sound, the runners came and lined up neatly behind Mel’s desk.

      “Good morning.” I nodded to them. We had four runners for our busiest hours in the morning and in the evening and two during the slow times. They escorted people to the right floors for their appointments if needed or fetched coffee or ran supplies from one area to another, cleaned when needed, and anything else that might come up during the day.

      “Good morning,” they answered in unison. Sarah, Jesus, Ismael, and Lori were on duty, usually in the mornings. They were all hard-working teens either just out of school or about to finish. It was an excellent work experience opportunity for the younger folks. They wore plain black slacks with black logoed t-shirts.

      “Okay, folks, let’s get the day on.” I tapped a button on my tablet, and the front doors slid open. Mel got to work as the first person arrived at their desk. I stood off to the side smiling and nodding to the people who got closer. I tilted my head as I noticed a young person hesitating at the entrance.

      Another person walked in, and the young one gestured for them to go ahead. I knew that nervous look right away. I put my coffee on the desk and slowly approached them and put on my warmest smile. They tried to step out of my way like I meant to greet someone behind them, but I stepped with them.

      “Hi, welcome to Bear Essentials. I’m Basil.” I didn’t offer my hand right away, having come across my fair share of touch-adverse people. I stood a decent distance away and waited. They looked me up and down, not in any kind of leering way, but more of an assessing nervous way and I tried to put myself in their shoes. They obviously hadn’t been in before or done anything like they were here for, or I assumed, based on their behavior.

      I was taller by a few inches, but I didn’t try to make myself seem smaller. I stood straight and confident. I pictured in my head what I looked like when I left that morning. My thick black hair was short on the sides and styled in a pseudo-pompadour on top. My long beard was perfectly groomed with some grey showing in it. It came partway down my chest and covered the amount of chest hair I was showing. The sleeves of my fuchsia button-down were rolled up, exposing the myriad of tattoos on my forearms through the fluffy dark arm hair. I wore dark blue jeans and designer leather flip-flops. I hated shoes. My toes and fingernails were painted in a bright blue that matched my eyes.

      “Like the herb?” they finally blurted out.

      “Yes, like the ‘erb. What’s your name?”

      “Edmundo, but everyone just calls me Eddie.” They played with the hem of their wrinkled short-sleeve button-up.

      I quickly tapped into the reservation program, saw the appointment, and was thankful that he had filled out his pre-appointment check-in information, including his pronouns. Even after all these years, I still found it awkward to ask. Not like asking was a bad thing because it most certainly wasn’t, but it felt like an intimate question. I discovered that even some enby people hated being asked and are relieved when they can tell, especially medical professionals, what their pronouns are through a form and not going through the whole asking or assuming and correction phase of any new interaction. It relieved a lot of the anxiety. Mel had said it was like coming out over and over again, and at some point, it’s too exhausting.

      I also saw what kind of appointment Eddie had, and I could see why he was more nervous than if he were coming in for a haircut. “Well, Eddie, I see you have an appointment now at seven-fifteen for one of our spa services. Would you like me to take you there, or would you like to sit in our library for a few and have a cup of tea? I can sit with you if you like and answer any questions you may have.”

      “Won’t I be late? I don’t want to trouble anyone.” He looked around the crowded entry room.

      “Nonsense, follow me.” I led him over to the left waiting room, which was large with couches and chairs, and along the long wall of the room were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled with books, all authored by LGBTQ people. I waved an arm to the mostly empty room. “Pick a spot.”

      Eddie chose one of the faux leather couches.

      “Do you mind if I sit next to you?” He shook his head as he sat all the way against the side of the couch. I sat on the other side and flagged down Sarah. “Will you get us two cups of the dandelion and mint tea, please?”

      She nodded and dashed off. I tucked one leg under the other as I sat facing him. Eddie continued to play with the bottom of his shirt as he looked around the room. His eyes roaming over the bookshelves in front of him.

      “Can anyone read those?”

      “Yes, you can even take one home with you if you get into it and don’t want to stop reading it. We just ask that you
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