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20 Days of Tuck

By R.W. Clinger


Chapter 1: And Then I Fell

August 3, 2014

The Lake Erie Martini: 1/2 Part Dry Vermouth,
1/2 Part Sweet Vermouth, 6 Parts Rye Whiskey, 1 Twist Lemon Juice,
1 Lemon Twist.

There was ruckus in the Tudor. No, it was
more than ruckus. It was like Armageddon was happening. Warheads
sounded as if they were going off. China was attacking Mill Street.
North Korea was being bitchy again. There was banging, a loud
crack, and…I thought the ceiling was going to fall in on the Tudor
around me. Who knew what was happening?

Miss Kitty was screaming at the top of her
lungs, “Oh no you don’t! You are not bringing that piano in here,
mister! No way in hell! Get that out of your mind right now! I
don’t care if you perform with the Mastery Orchestra of Western
Pennsylvania or not! There will be no piano in this house!”

I put my writing aside, a very boring review
of Cutter Steven’s obscure novel Grace is High, and walked
across the attic room, down its center, and climbed through the
window to the right; the only entrance and exit to my cheap abode.
Yeah, it was probably an illegal setup for Miss Kitty to rent out
the room when it didn’t have heat, a door, or a stairwell, but
whatever. I was twenty-five and could handle it. Who couldn’t at my
age, right? Surviving was what life craved, and that was exactly
what I was trying to accomplish.

I was true. There wasn’t a stairwell from the
attic to Miss Kitty’s side yard. Nor did one plunge down into the
house from my room. Instead, there was an aluminum ladder, and a
line of bull rope that hung down from the window that was used a
backup safety system, which hung out of the window like that pretty
diva’s golden hair in Rumpelstiltskin. Challenging? It was. But it
was worth the rent, which was only two hundred bucks a month, not a
dime more, and I had all the privacy I needed.

It wasn’t the easiest life, though. My best
gal, Frankie Marchetti, worked at the Mill Diner, and she fed me
for free. Milt, another friend, let me use his shower (and
sometimes his jock-body for sex, which is another story for another
time). And Mom did my laundry when I dropped it off at her house on
Tuesday afternoons. Mom lived two blocks away from Miss Kitty’s
place. The three of those people were special in my life and
treated me like a king. Without them, I was nothing, no one, zilch.
And I loved them for what they did for me, helping me through life
when I was a starving author, attempting to craft mystery with the
working title, Red Martini Massacre.

The aluminum ladder was slick with summer
humidity. I attempted to climb down its thirty rungs with about as
much skill as a penguin, almost fell the three floors down to my
death, grappled rungs with blood-pumping fists, and started to
scream like a little school girl, loud and clear.

“Do you need help, guy?” a strange voice
asked from the burned-out grass at the bottom of the ladder, next
to the willow tree and garden that was infiltrated with
pansies.

Who was down there? A terrorist? Miss Kitty’s
favorite pizza boy? Her nephew, Peter, who visited like…never? I
didn’t know. What I did know was simple: the voice was sexy and
deep and sweet and masculine and gentle all at the same time, pure
music to my ears.

My grip loosened and I was going to fall,
unable to reach the bull rope; so much for an emergency save. My
two-fisted grip was loosening and my feet were dangling in midair.
Panicking, feeling my heart race and my head thud, and sweat
brimming on my forehead, I yelled, “Can you catch me? Please, dear
God, catch me!”

And then I fell.

* * * *

The dude who caught me was big, red-headed,
and smelled like greasy hamburgers, which I didn’t mind. He was
hulking with mounds of developed muscles, grinned from ear to ear,
and showed off his pearly whites. He looked about twenty-four as he
cradled me in his gym-arms like a little baby. He said, “You’re
safe now, man. That could have been a mess.”

“How safe am I in your arms?” I asked, dizzy,
confused, but loving his arms wrapped around me.

He was quiet for a second, contemplating my
question. Then he said, “I’m not sure I know how to answer
that.”

“Of course you do.”

“No, I don’t.” He shook his head, kept
smiling, and said something about putting me down, which I agreed
to (boo-hoo for me). Then he added, “You’re the guy who lives in
the sealed-off attic.”

My heart thumped with chaos from almost
dying. I nodded and replied, “The one and only.”

“You’re the book critic.”

“And writer. I’m Micah Berk.”

“Yeah, Miss Kitty told me that.” He checked
out my looks, which entailed bright blue eyes, a slim body,
five-ten frame, and thick black hair with a sweeping wave over my
eyes.

“And you are?” I sounded snobby, above him,
but really didn’t mean to.

“Tucker Martini. Everyone calls me Tuck.”

We shook hands.

“Your last name is the alcoholic beverage?” I
asked, curious of him, and unable to remove my stare from his solid
frame.

“Better that than Tucker Meth or Tucker
Ebola, right?” he joked.

I laughed. “I guess so.” I was nervous,
adrenaline-filled, and unable to think straight. Then I said,
“Thanks for saving my life. I could have been killed.”

“Any good man will save another man’s
life.”

Although it was twilight out, smeared with
the edges of night, something twinkled green in his eyes. It was
just the way the evening sun floated into and over them, a quick
and enchanting action that maybe caused me to like the man at first
sight.

“So, you’re a good man?”

“I’d like to think so. Most men call me a
great man.”

“We all like to think of ourselves as great
men.” I didn’t know what I was saying. Words were spilling out of
my mouth without any construction or thoughts.

At the front of the Tudor, Miss Kitty was
yelling for him, calling out his name and asking where he had run
off to and what he intended to do with his piano. He grabbed my
hand, walked me to the front of the house, and heaps of chaos.

* * * *


Chapter 2: You’re Adorable, Micah Berk

October 6, 2015

The Following Year

Miss Kitty said, “I have a surprise for
you.”

“What kind of surprise?”

We were in her kitchen, downstairs from the
attic, and enjoying morning coffee and pineapple Danishes that she
picked up from the local bakery during her morning walk. Miss Kitty
was on an exercising kick and was trying to eat foods that
were better for her, minus the martinis she enjoyed every night
before bed, and Danishes for breakfast. She sat on one side of the
breakfast table positioned between us, and I sat on the other side.
The Danishes were delicious, sticky, and soft, just the way we both
liked them.

“I don’t want to spoil the surprise for you,
Micah. What kind of friend and landlady would I be if I did
that?”

I rolled my eyes and said, “I’m twenty-six
now and can handle it. Don’t you think I’m too old for
surprises?”

She shook her head between bites of Danish
and admitted, “We are never too old for surprises, darling. Don’t
ever ask that again.”

The conversation changed to the mystery I had
gotten published, Red Martini Massacre. Henderson and Reed
Publishing had picked up the three hundred page novel and was
planning to publish it in hardback the next spring. I was excited
about the book, the money I was going to make from it, and was
already anticipating positive reviews from the literary
critics.

The crime novel was being edited at that time
by a New York City editor. Walter Monsieur from Henderson and Reed
was currently working on the book. We both had hoped it would be
done by the end of November. Professional photographer, Nelson
Brodecker, was going to take my photograph for the back of the book
near Thanksgiving. My publicist, Rudi Daye, was already arranging
book signings for the spring, and a book tour covering surrounding
cities. She had hoped that I would also end up on Buffalo,
Pittsburgh, Youngstown, Cleveland, Columbus, Cincinnati, New York
City, Boston, and Washington D.C. media stations. Henderson and
Reed were planning on sending advanced reading copies of the
mystery to literary critics, bookstores, and famous authors for
their early reviews. The publishing house had expected that the
mystery would do well and was investing lots of promotional cash
into it.

“Are you working on a second book?” Miss
Kitty asked, white cream cheese icing hung from her upper lip like
an icicle, which she licked away with a swipe of her tongue.

I nodded. “It’s another mystery. Something
bloody and wild. A very wealthy landlord is murdered by one of her
tenants at Niagara Falls. A pianist is the key suspect.”

She raised her eyebrows, knowing that I was
talking about her. “Do you plan to murder me, young man?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Of course not.
I plan for you to read the book and catch any errors that you can,
just as you did for Red Martini Massacre. What do you say,
Miss Kitty?”

“I’m going to say that I’m flattered and
can’t wait for this project with you to begin.”

* * * *

Miss Kitty’s surprise arrived approximately
one hour later. It was sunny and hot, I recall. The temperature was
climbing to ninety degrees, and quickly. There wasn’t a cloud in
the sky and the humidity was like fog, thick and unbearable. A blue
pickup with a ladder rack pulled up in front of the Tudor. Planks
of long oak boards and two ladders were strapped over the truck’s
rack, safely tied down with colorful bungees. White lettering on
the truck’s doors read: Bascoe Construction. Below
the name of the company were an Erie address and a local phone
number. A blurb beneath the business information read:
Constructing Life for You.

I was on the front porch rewriting chapter
three of my next mystery, looked up from my handwritten notes, and
watched a six-two-framed man climb out of the pickup. He was thirty
and weighed approximately two hundred and fifteen pounds, was bulky
with crafted muscles, and didn’t wear a T-shirt, probably because
it was too humid and sticky out. His chest was massive, hairy, and
accessorized with two pink and hard nipples. The construction man
had bright blue eyes, an onyx-colored buzz cut, and wrinkles around
his mouth. His chin and cheeks were covered in a smooth looking
beard, which matched the color of his chest hair.

He walked around the front of the pickup with
a Stanley tool box in his right hand and glided up to me. “You
wouldn’t happen to be Miss Kitty, would you?”

“Funny,” I said, rolling my eyes, but smiling
at the same time. “She went to the grocery store and said she’d be
back in a half hour. Who are you?”

He set his tool box on the ground, next to
his left foot, and told me his name. “Carl Bascoe.”

“And what are you doing here, Carl Bascoe?” I
sounded cold and not at all pleasant. The guy might have been good
looking, but he was still interfering with my novel work, and maybe
trespassing on Miss Kitty’s property, uninvited.

He was confident when he spoke, and solid
with his stance. He seemed aggressively masculine and sweet at the
same time, which really made no sense to me. “I’m here to build an
exterior set of stairs for one of Miss Kitty’s tenants.”

That was the surprise, which I appreciated
and would love when completed. Thank you, Miss Kitty! I love you
more than you know. Finally, I get a set of steps to my
attic!

“You putting a door at the top of the
stairs?” I anticipated nothing less and had hoped so. My
Rumpelstiltskin setup was getting old. Plus, the rope was becoming
weather-beaten and almost unusable from age.

He nodded, winked at me, and grinned from ear
to ear. “According to the signed contract I am.” He rubbed his
furry chin with his right hand, kept his view locked on me, and
added, “You the tenant?”

I stood, nodded, and walked up to his block
of muscular body. We shook hands, which was a powerful and warm
connection between us. “I’m Micah Berk.”

“The book critic, right?”

“And writer.”

“Of course. Miss Kitty mentioned that to me.
You have a mystery coming out next year. I like to read mysteries.
Sometimes I consider myself to be a mystery.”

“I enjoy figuring out mysteries,” I said,
nervous and attracted to him, no longer into rewriting at the
moment.

Our handshake ended. He moved fingers up to
my chin and grazed its smooth surface with a simple brush. “You’re
adorable, Micah Berk. Miss Kitty says that you like dudes. Is that
the truth?”

Miss Kitty knew too much about me, but God
love her. “It’s the truth.”

“What about carpenters? You into hammering
and nails?”

I wanted to laugh, enjoying our conversation
and his fresh play. “Maybe. Maybe not. It depends how good you are
with your tools, Carl.”

He chuckled. “Trust me, there will be a lot
of work with tools on this project,” he said, winking at me again,
taking in my good looks and smile. “Why don’t you help me unload my
truck and we can start building you a set of stairs and door to
your attic? What do you say, Mr. Berk, the critic, and the
writer?”

The strangest thought came to me, drawn to
him, anticipating a constructive affair with him, and a new
relationship of friendship, or whatever else we could devise
together, Twenty Years of Bascoe. It was bizarre how right
it sounded, and balanced. It sounded comforting and not at all
bogus, which caused my heart to warm and swell.

While following him to the side of the house,
next to the sleeping and autumnal garden and wilted willow tree,
the aluminum ladder, and the tattered bull rope that hung down from
my attic window, I admired the handy man’s smooth looking back and
broad shoulders, and said, “I’m in, Carl. I think this adventure
with you will be something to remember. Feel free to lead me
astray.”

* * * *


Chapter 3: Miss Kitty

August 4, 2014

The Fuzzy Bear Martini: 6 Parts Gin, 2 Parts
Dry Vermouth, 1 Part Creme de Cassis.

Tudors were small but you could cram a lot
inside them, which is what Miss Catherine Kitty did. Tuck had moved
in with his baby grand piano, renting the spare room on the second
floor. A miniature bathroom separated his bedroom from Miss
Kitty’s. The piano was crammed in the downstairs living room
between the flat-screen and the two-person loveseat. We had to
shimmy around it to get to the kitchen and food. A tight fit was
the understatement of the year, and there was a lot of bitching
because of the piano’s size, a cherry baby grand of all things, but
life could have been worse. Not that it really affected me, though,
since I had meals outside of the house.

The arrangement was simple according to Miss
Kitty: the piano could stay for two days, which was plenty of time
for Tuck to find it a new home. I knew he was sad about that,
storing his baby elsewhere, but come on…the house was a Tudor, not
a Northern estate. There was a piano bar that was interested in
renting the baby from him, which he was thinking about doing. Bar
88—it was called that because there were eighty-eight keys on a
piano—was on Sand Street in downtown Erie, next to the lake. Tuck
worked there three nights out of the week, killing the keys and
making tips. The other two nights of his work week were spent at
various solo gigs and the Mastery Orchestra of Western
Pennsylvania.

* * * *

Miss Kitty. She was wild and crazy at
thirty-seven. Plus, she liked her drink and men. I had been living
with her for a few years and she confided in me, “I only let gay
guys live under my roof for fear that I would lose money.” I was
confused and she elaborated with, “I won’t sleep with gay men.
What’s the point? Straight men would get their rent for free
because I wouldn’t be able to stay out of their bedrooms.”

No, Miss Kitty wasn’t a whore, but some
people in the neighborhood—Ms. Northop and Mrs. Wormwood—would have
disagreed with me, claiming her an adult movie star with
easy ways. I admit, Miss Kitty had an assortment of men that
she enjoyed to spend some quality sex time with: two cowboys, a
mechanic, a businessman from Rochester, New York, and a lawyer by
the name of Grant Echo. Their ages ranged from nineteen to
forty-nine. Never was the woman alone, fearing the battle of life
all by herself. Plus, she admitted to me that she thought sex in a
woman’s life kept her young and healthy, which I wasn’t about to
disagree with.

Miss Kitty used all of her God-given features
to her advantage. She was five-eleven, platinum blonde,
pale-skinned, and brown-eyed. Her lips were narrow and her cheeks
were of a pink hue. Beautiful was an understatement since she had
an hourglass shape and a strong looking upper frame. Some women
were jealous of her good looks. And other women hissed at her,
thinking her fake. Frankly, there wasn’t anything fake about her.
She was about as real as the lake’s tide rising and falling on a
daily basis, and just as smooth or rough when she needed to be.

* * * *

I wasn’t a prisoner in the doorless attic
room on Mill Street, although maybe Tuck thought I was. He couldn’t
believe that I was perfectly fine using a ladder as access to the
room, thought it impractical, Middle-Aged, and quite dangerous. He
told Miss Kitty on that second day that he believed I got a lot of
writing done in the room, being able to concentrate on my novel and
book reviews, without being bothered by the outside world.

That evening he climbed the aluminum ladder
and presented a plate of food for me. His muscular bulk barely fit
through the window, but he managed. Once inside, sweat on his brow
and cheeks, he said, “Miss Kitty wanted you to have this.”

It was fried chicken, mashed potatoes with
chicken gravy, and green beans, which she knew I loved. On one side
of the plate was a piece of cornbread. I took the plate from him
and said, “There isn’t anything better than her Georgia cooking.
What a peach she is.”

For the next few minutes we talked about Miss
Kitty’s history. She was a model in Georgia at twenty, caught the
eye of Michael Basque, an elite restaurateur from Chicago. She had
married young, lost three children because unfortunate
miscarriages, and spent four years with Basque. Unfortunately, the
wealthy businessman couldn’t keep his cock in his slacks, cheated
on her numerous times, and Miss Kitty left the marriage with six
million dollars, which was stashed away in a money-producing
account with the Gregory Financial Group in New York City; money
that she was saving for when she turned fifty, claiming that she
wanted to travel around the world, from country to country, until
the day she died.

I didn’t eat in front of Tucker. Instead,
there was a dorm room-sized refrigerator in the room. I placed the
meal aside, having every intention of eating it later that
evening.

“Not hungry?”

“Yes, I am. But I’d rather not be rude and
eat in front of you. I love that meal and refuse to share it with
you. Miss Kitty spoils me sometimes, and winner-winner, chicken
dinner.”

He laughed.

I laughed.

And then we talked about his history for the
next two hours.

* * * *


Chapter 4: Stairway to Heaven

October 7, 2015

The stairway’s frame was semi-built. Twelve
steps rose off the ground, and midway up, fifteen more steps veered
to the right. The wood was oak with rounded edges. The stairwell’s
base structure was cemented into the ground to keep it sturdy. A
railing was currently being constructed on both sides of the rising
frame, but had yet to be completed.

The labor was intense: measuring the lumber
for accurate cuts, sawing the wood, carrying it, and nailing it
together to build something that I appreciated and would use each
and every day. I helped Carl construct its frame, piece by piece,
minute by minute at his side, learning about angles, types of wood,
the use of various tools, and basic construction skills. Our
progress was slow but meticulous. And even I admitted that the
structure was coming together in just a few days.

We worked from early in the morning until
four in the afternoon. Both of us were hungry and exhausted. Our
hands and backs ached, but neither of us complained. Rather, we
popped two aspirin each, and dealt with the pain, unchallenged.

* * * *

When the stairwell was just about finished,
we stood chest to chest, almost hugging. Both of us were sweaty,
exhausted, and out of breath. He placed his palms on my shoulders
and said, “We deserve a beer.”

I shook my head. “You mean a martini.”

“Yeah. A martini. Whatever it takes.”

And then we said in unison, “Nicely done,”
and hugged, but only
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