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Almost-Broken Men Box Set

By R.W. Clinger

20 Days of Tuck


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 in a friendly way that stated we had
accomplished a task together, side by side, reaching a final
goal.

I welcomed him inside my room, through the
window, and we had a couple of martinis each, and for the next hour
we discussed when he was going to install the doorway with a real
knob and lock. He said playfully, “And if I you’re lucky, you get a
window in the door.”

“I feel pretty lucky,” I replied.

“I’m sure you do.”

* * * *

Did we kiss? No, but I wanted to? Did he
flirt with me? I think so, but I was so bad at making that
determination. Did he leave after his few martinis? Yes, by first
shaking my right hand with his, and saying, “We make a pretty good
team, Micah Berk. What do you think?”

We did, didn’t we?

Yes.

* * * *


Chapter 5: Tall and Sexy

August 5, 2014

The Private’s Martini: 6 Parts Gin, 1
Drambuie, 1 Lemon Twist.

His life as a boy in Cincinnati was no
different than any other kid’s in Ohio. He recalled building snow
forts in cold Januarys, doing jumps on his Huffy over narrow
creeks, and enjoying fireworks on the Fourth of July, awed by their
bursting rainbow colors and explosive brilliance in the night sky.
Love from his parents was plentiful, gifts were abundant, and
spoiling him was something his parents didn’t lack. He told me that
there wasn’t a day that went by without a hug from his mother, but
not so much from his father. He said he had a happy childhood, even
if he felt a little unloved by his father.

Grade school at Hinder Elementary in
Cincinnati was not as pretty as he had hoped it would be, he
confessed to me. “Kids called me ‘Red’ and ‘Freckle Face.’ Bullying
was an everyday occurrence. My days at Hinder were horrible. Kids
are the meanest and most loathsome creatures on the planet. Most of
them have no souls.” But, he said he was a smart kid, not really
challenged by school, and was apt in his studies, which caused him
to be adored by his teachers and principals. “I picked up things
rather easily. I may have been one of the bullied, but I was one of
the brightest, particularly in music.”

We had another drink, relaxing together, and
he continued his tale of life. “Middle school was a little better
than grade school. I was like a weed and grew fast. Before I knew
it I was tall and sexy with flaming red hair and broad shoulders.
My looks intimidated the kids I went to school with, so the
harassment stopped. I played football and baseball, which I wasn’t
bad at, but couldn’t find any happiness in. Music called me. The
piano was my life, then and now. I took lessons from Mr. Harriday
after school and started to perform at local functions. Some of
them paid, others didn’t. I never felt so free in life while being
behind the keys, and still feel that way today.”

It felt as if we were on a talk show of
sorts. I was the host and he was the guest. A question was asked
and he answered it, delving in his past. Truth was I just happened
to be interested in everything he had to say, and he didn’t seem to
mind to be sharing details of his life with me. His tone was
actually soothing, warm-sounding and soft, and a good pairing with
our drinks.

There was one thing that I specifically
wanted to know about him, and surfaced some courage to ask, “When
did you know you were different?”

He raised an eyebrow, semi-smiling. “Do you
mean gay?”

I nodded. “Yeah. When did you know you liked
guys? The big change happened to me in middle school. Is that when
it happened to you?”

It was his turn to nod, which he executed in
a quick motion, and followed up with, “Billy Cadson was my first
crush. We had gym class together, period eight, and he had the
biggest dick on the planet, thick and long. Plus, his balls drooped
everywhere, pouring to the floor. I’ll never forget that. I always
thought his junk was man-sized for a kid who was fourteen. And he
had a hairy chest like a bear, and thick bristles of hair above his
cock. Damn, that boy was fine. I wanted to do everything bad I
could with him, but didn’t really know how.”

“Did you do something bad with
him?”

He laughed. “Not even close. He was straight
as an arrow and wanted nothing to do with me.”

Then he told me about high school and
college, which consisted of a string of young men that taught him
how to have sex. “I’m not saying I was a whore, but I did learn a
lot about pleasuring a man, and being pleasured.”

“Did you have any serious relationships at
Lincoln College?” I was pretty sure he did because he seemed like a
nice guy. Plus, he was easy to look at with his adorable features
that made me feel weak in the knees.

“Two guys had me. The first was in my
sophomore year. His name was Louis Venzi. He was French and hated
Americans, but he seemed to like me; I still don’t know why to this
day.”

“How long were you two together?”

“Nine months. He was a senior. He graduated
and moved back to Paris.”

“So he was older than you?”

“Most of the guys I went out with and shared
relationships with were older than me.”

“What about the second long-term relationship
you had? Who was it with?”

A laugh escaped his beautiful mouth and he
said, “Brent Bannerman. He was forty and I was twenty. I was a
junior in college.”

“Tell me about him.”

And so he did. Bannerman made jewelry for a
living, which he sold online: turquoise bracelets, teardrop-shaped
Cubic Zirconia earrings, silver-plated necklaces, and pendants in
various animal themes. He had a small house in Cincinnati, two
dogs, and a pool. Tuck admitted, “I think I liked his pool more
than I liked him.”

“So you like to swim?”

“Of course. It’s great exercise. I have to
stay in shape if I want dates. Besides, it was an amazing pool.
Deep on one end. Heated. That pool was the best thing in my
relationship with the man. I know that sounds horrible, but it’s
the truth.”

“Did you fall in love with him?”

“Never.” He shook his head. “There really
wasn’t anything to love. He liked my body and sex drive, and I
liked his awesome pool. We really had nothing in common. That’s
what sort of broke us apart. He did jewelry and I did the piano.
Neither of us enjoyed what the other one liked, so we parted ways,
which I guess was meant to be.”

“Sounds damaging,” I said.

“Not really. Some men are supposed to be
together, others aren’t. It’s just the way the cookie crumbles, as
the saying goes.”

We discussed his obsession for the piano and
how he ended up in Erie, leaving his life in Cincinnati. I learned
that after he graduated from Lincoln College, he applied to various
symphonies and orchestras throughout the United States, determined
to obtain a job in his chosen field. Out of twenty-seven
organizations, numerous interviews and performances, the Mastery
Orchestra of Western Pennsylvania (MOWP) picked him up. Tuck added,
“I’ve only been in Erie for eighteen months. When I first arrived
here, I rented a duplex with three other guys on Sadowick Street
across town. It was crazy living with that many straight guys.
Unfortunately, the house was for sale, which sold last month to a
young couple who are getting married next spring. I was forced to
find a place to live. I didn’t want a large place and thought a
bedroom would work fine. I answered Miss Kitty’s ad in the
paper.”

“And here you are.”

“And here I am.”

* * * *

It was close to midnight when he finally
climbed out of the window and into the night. Before he left, I
asked, “Do you need a flashlight?”

He grinned his adorable smile again, melted
me like caramel left in the sun, and said, “I’m good. The moon will
provide just enough light for this short trip.”

“Try not to kill yourself, guy.”

“Never,” he said, and vanished into the
night, down the ladder, into the house, and eventually inside his
own room for a good night’s sleep.

* * * *


Chapter 6: Heated Daydream

October 8, 2015

Carl wasn’t swimming in Miss Kitty’s
in-ground pool, but I imagined that he could be. While staring at
the pool, which was closed for the season, half-drained and covered
by a plastic wrapping that looked like a giant garbage bag, I
imagined him stripping out of his shorts and T-shirt, dropping them
to the leaf-covered ground and standing in the mid-afternoon sun,
drenched in its splinters of warm light.

My mind drifted and I pictured his hairy
chest, pink nipples, and the long cock between his legs that
reached halfway down his right, inner thigh. The dick was cut with
extra skin, plump and golden-brown with thick veins. A thick patch
of bristly black hair accessorized the part. The patch of coils was
nicely trimmed and eye-appealing. Balls hung underneath his dick
with more extra skin drooping from them, which was a totally
aphrodisiac for me.

Gawking at his muscular and handsome
features, he supplied me with a wave, an ear to ear smile, and
walked to the pool’s edge. I thought he would bend over and release
one of the plastic covering’s knotted corners for a quick swim.
Instead, he stood next to the pool, showing off his tight and
bulbous bronze bottom to me, and his thick thighs, and said over
his right shoulder, “We could swim if you wanted to.”

I imagined shaking my head. “I have a better
plan.”

“What kind of plan?”

“We could have a drink together and make out
in my room.”

“So you want me?”

“Something like that.”

“It’s nice to be wanted.”

“I’m sure you get it all the time, Carl.
You’re rock-hard sexy and good looking. You could pass as a
model.”

He shook his head, “I’m really not that good
looking. I’m just an average Joe.”

“Hardly,” I said to him and…

* * * *

Carl tapped my right shoulder with two
fingertips, pulling me out of that interesting daydream. I spun
around and stared into his dark eyes. “What?” slipped out of my
mouth, which sounded like a surprised whisper.

“Can you help me over here for a second? I
need you to hold a piece of wood for me while I measure it out and
cut it.”

His comment was perfectly ambiguous, which
caused a smirk to form on the edges of my mouth. Of course I would
help him, followed him to his Hilty saw and lumber and…whatever
else he had wanted me to assist him with, like maybe stripping him
out of his clothes and going for a swim in Miss Kitty’s pool, after
removing its plastic cover.

* * * *


Chapter 7: Invitation

August 6, 2014

The Noritake Martini: 6 Parts Gin, 1 Part
Maraschino Liqueur, 1/2 Teaspoon Lemon Juice, 1 Lemon Twist.

Miss Kitty demanded my attention the
following morning inside a small study that she had called her
office. The room was covered in books, smelled of thick dust, and
offered very little daylight. She prepared us iced teas with a
Noritake bowl filled with slices of lemon. In a second Noritake
bowl was granulated sugar and a gold-plated spoon. She sat behind a
walnut desk in a too-tight blouse the color of the Pacific Ocean
with swirls of black wearing horn-rimmed glasses. Oriental matching
earrings hung from her earlobes and she smelled of lavender, which
I had guessed was the soap she used during her morning shower.

I rather liked the woman. She was old enough
to be my mother and deserved nothing but my respect. When her hair
was curled nicely, I told her about it. When she climbed my ladder
and gave me dinner on a disposable Dixie plate, I made sure that I
thanked her. When she needed the lawn mowed, asking me politely to
do it, I did. Never did we have any confrontations or dilemmas,
living in a peaceful environment as two people should, without
problems, arguments, or a strong sense of loathing.

Loathing was not something Miss Kitty did. If
she didn’t like you, she told you about it, face to face. Renters
who didn’t pay for their rooms were evicted. Lawn boys were fired
because they did shitty jobs. Miss Kitty didn’t have time to
loathe. Instead, she used the cause and effect approach. If anyone
caused her discomfort, she proposed a way of corrective behavior,
which usually meant that the tenant was evicted or the hired help
was terminated. According to her, “Loathing is for weak women,
Micah. Do I look weak?”

Not two minutes into my visit with her and
she said, “Musicians cannot be trusted.”

“Excuse me,” I said, almost choking on my
first sip of iced tea.

“The piano man…Tucker. He cannot be trusted.
No musician can.”

I was then told why, listening to her
exuberant and elaborated tale. Miss Kitty, I had learned, was
married to a jazz performer who played many instruments, including
the piano. Oscar Meadowford was an award winning piano man who was
backed by fame and loads of money. Unfortunately, he couldn’t keep
Miss Kitty, who had learned that her husband had had numerous
girlfriends during their marriage. Outraged and broken, Miss Kitty
had a nervous breakdown after uncovering her husband’s sexual
antics, divorced the man, took most of his money and pride, and
told herself that she would never become involved with a musician
again.

“I’ll be very careful,” I told her. “Just as
I always am, of course.”

“Of course,” she said, reaching out for one
of my hands and patting its back. “I should take lessons from
you.”

Her cellphone buzzed then, which was sitting
on the table, and she retrieved the device. She looked at the name
that appeared on its screen and a bubbly smile appeared on her
face. “It’s Harlow,” she said, referring to one of her best
girlfriends, since childhood. “I’m sure she wants to have dinner
this evening. Excuse me, if you don’t mind.”

I shook my head, slinked away, and climbed
back up to my private room, via ladder, of course. Once there, I
imagined Tuck against me, chest to chest, and kissing me. And
there, tucked away in my confines, safe from the world beyond my
window, I believed Miss Kitty wrong for maybe the first time,
convinced that Tucker Martini was harmless, someone of
goodness.

* * * *

Later that day, closer to mid-afternoon than
evening, to my surprise, a package was delivered to the house on
Mill Street. Miss Kitty, always on the pursuit to help people,
climbed the ladder outside my attic room and delivered the package
to me, which was a brown box approximately twenty inches long, five
inches thick, and not very heavy.

Alone with the parcel, I sliced the box open
and saw a violet note card centered on white tissue. I removed the
card, thumbed it open, and read: Please join me this evening at
the Rothshire House for an intimate piano performance. 8:00 P.M.
Dress appropriately. Champagne afterward. Hope to see you there.
Tuck.

Beneath the white tissue was a black tuxedo
and pair of black leather shoes in my size. There was also a white
dress shirt and bow tow inside the parcel. The light scent of teak
and honeysuckle—Tuck’s signature smell—accompanied the gift.
Feeling delighted with the surprise, and Tuck’s thoughtfulness, I
removed the items from the box, had every intention of looking
handsome for him that evening, and told myself, “Let’s knock him
off his feet.”

* * * *

The Rothshire House was everything I
anticipated it to be: spiral staircase in the marble foyer, massive
crystal chandeliers hanging from the convex ceiling, human-sized
alabaster statues of Brahms, Mozart, Puccini, and Handel. There
were handsome waiters passing out flutes of champagne and beautiful
women in cocktail dresses who were collecting tiny pale blue
envelopes from the guests, which contained monetary donations.

To the rear of the foyer were three
gold-gilded double doors that led to the Rothshire auditorium. The
spiral staircases led guests to the balconies, which overlooked the
stage. I walked through the middle door, was ushered to my seat,
front row and center, and whispered lightly to the middle-aged
woman next to me, Erie’s mayor, Tanya Mitchford.

I learned that the evening was called
Gershwin, Be Good!—Piano Performances by Tucker Martini. The
gathering was a fundraiser for a charity called Blink, which
specialized in creating jobs for the LGBTQIA community. Local
celebrities, newscasters, artists, college professors, doctors, two
authors, and an assortment of other uppity-ups attended the event,
seated all around me, chatting and whispering amongst each other
before Tuck’s show started.

The evening started with Tuck performing
“Swiss Music” and “French Ballet Class.” Both were followed up with
“Romantic,” and then he paused, speaking to his audience about the
beautiful works of Gershwin, the man’s history, and personal facts.
He played “For Lily Pons” and “Merry Andrew.” Following the piano
performances there was a short intermission and then a long string
of solos which included, “Rialto Ripples,” “Sleepless Night,”
“Sutton Place,” “Three-Quarter Blues,” “Machinery Gone Mad” “Our
Nell,” and seven other solos, which I had fallen in love with.

When the show was over he mingled with the
guests, introducing me to a few that I didn’t know. Hands were
shaking all the time and a few hugs were supplied by the
money-giving viewers of his piano show. Once the Rothshire House
emptied and we were alone in the giant foyer with its magnificent
glimmer, he turned to me, hugged me against him, kissed me on the
lips, pulled away, and said, “Thanks for coming.”

“I should be thanking you. This was an
amazing night.”

He chuckled, brushed my chest with one of his
hands, and admitted, “Guy, things are just getting started between
us. We’ve got the whole night ahead of us.”

* * * *

Things are taken away from us so easily.

Did I say that yet?

I don’t think so.

Listen…

* * * *


Chapter 8: That Truck

October 9, 2015

That truck with its bumper sticker that read
Why Hammer a Nail When You Can Hammer a Carpenter? and the
diagonal crack in the right, side view mirror. That truck with its
rusted front bumper, Oklahoma-shaped air freshener hanging from the
rearview mirror, and helmet-sized dent on the driver’s side, next
to the gas tank. That truck with its three scratches on the
passenger’s door, its rear sliding window, and broken antenna. I
was turned on by it, and its driver, Carl Bascoe. Everything about
that truck made me horny, from its rugged looking tires to its
license plate that read Tools1…

The things I dreamed of doing in that truck
were sinful and unthinkable. I wanted Carl to pull down the
tailgate, lean me over its metal, and have his way with my bare
ass, holding my hips and ramming his dick inside my tight asshole.
I wanted to be spanked, bitten, and licked in the bed of that
truck, lost together with Carl on an unmaintained Erie road, deep
in the woods. I wanted to make out with the carpenter in that
truck’s hollow cab, unzip my jeans, pull out my erection, and have
him jack me off. I relished the thought of having Carl’s face
between my legs and his mouth open, sucking on my cock while I sat
in the passenger’s seat, mumbling, “Let me come in your throat,
Carl. I want to…”

* * * *

Carl took me for a long drive along Lake
Erie. We bounced up and down, shoulder to shoulder, laughed, and
talked about our childhoods. He had a dozen friends growing up, was
the center of attention all the time, and enjoyed playing football
with his pals. He also liked to bike as a kid, hike, and swim. “We
didn’t have a pool, but one of my best friends did. I spent hours
at Ricky Fender’s house, loving the water.”

I told him about growing up in Erie and
loving the lake. “I can’t tell you know many parties I went to next
to the lake. My high school days were crazy. I was always drunk and
having fun.”

“We’re all crazy when we’re young. Then we
have to grow up. Most of us don’t have a choice in life. We can’t
stay young forever, can we?”

“We’re only as young as we think we are,” I
said, and continued to enjoy the ride with him, at his side,
bonding.

* * * *


Chapter 9: Magic

August 7, 2014

The Glimmer Martini: 6 Parts Currant Vodka, 1
Part Dry Vermouth, 1 Part Fino Sherry, 1 Lemon Twist.

Midnight and under the summertime stars,
washed with silver-blue moonlit, we walked down Washington Street,
and headed towards Lake Erie, swinging our connected hands to and
fro. The night was more than stunning and breathtaking, if there
was such a description. The air was thick with lavender and summer
hay from surrounding farms. The moon was a large sphere of bright,
white light overhead, shining down on our bodies, illuminating us
as if were tiny Martians.

Once we reached the lake, the night glistened
with black, blue, and silver hues, which I thought stunning. He
squeezed my hand within his own, and said, “Tonight is
magical.”

“Magic doesn’t exist. It’s only a figment of
our imaginations.”

“I’m a little surprised that you think that.
Magic is all around us. The clouds, the moon, the stars…everything.
And especially you and me here together.”

“You’re trying to seduce me,” I said,
chuckling.

“All the guys in Erie want to do that, don’t
they? They are lining up for a piece of your ass.”

I tilted my head back, let out a chuckle, and
replied, “You’ve heard all about them, haven’t you?”

“There are billboards all over the city. From
what I understand, your ass gets a lot of action,” he joked.

What I didn’t tell him: my ass wanted him for
an hour or more, worked over by his dick. I was a gentleman,
though, just as he was, and kept such a dirty secret to myself,
unable to speak it out loud.

“It’s beautiful here tonight,” he said,
looking out into the night, over the moving lake.

I didn’t want to be too queer and tell him
that it was enchanting and fairy tale-like. Rather, I simply pushed
my shoulder against his, and replied, “You make it nice, Tuck. I’ll
remember this for a long time to come.”

“Likewise, Micah. I don’t think I’d ever want
to do this with anyone else. You make me feel so comfortable and
under no pressure.”

His stomach growled, answering me. Then we
both complained about being hungry and he said, “You ever been to
Cajetan’s?”

“Every other week,” I replied. “Believe it or
not, they make the best blueberry waffles, even when they’re out of
season.”

So we went to Cajetan’s for the next hour and
enjoyed plates of blueberry waffles, sausage patties, and
decaffeinated coffee. Seated across from each other in a
high-backed booth made of red vinyl, we talked about our jobs. I
mentioned an assortment of novels and short story collections that
I had critiqued in the last year, and he told me about his
performances in the MOWP. Then we chatted about the mystery I was
crafting in my spare time, which seemed to have hit a dead end at
the moment, going nowhere.

I realized a few things about the man during
our discussion. He not only knew how to carry out a conversation,
never devising a string of silence between us, but he also listened
to every word I had said, and seemed interested in me.

It was almost two o’clock in the morning
before we realized and decided to head back to Mill Street and our
rooms. We walked side by side through the night, caught in each
other’s lives with simple beauty. Quiet surfaced between us for
maybe the first time, which we were both comfortable with, and
yielded to, identifying that maybe we were meant to be together,
aligned in some kind of unclear or vague relationship that neither
of us really understood our involvement in.

Once we were back on Mill Street, he leaned
into me outside of Miss Kitty’s Tudor, both of us on the sidewalk.
He provided my lips with a gentle kiss and collapsed one of his
hands against my left hip, which helped to balance me. The embrace
was long, settling, and just what I had needed after our evening
together.

That strange and feminine word tumbled again
through my mind, a certain word that I really didn’t like using in
any of my critiques, a haunting word that I loathed and thought
ludicrous: enchanted. But I had succumbed to an
understanding of its meaning during that moment with Tuck, perhaps
lost under his touch or spell or vague wonderment. Truth was I
thought the word appropriate for the very first time, describing
our mutual closeness in the middle of the night.

We eventually separated and he went into the
house through the front door, climbed the stairwell to the second
floor, and ended his day inside his bedroom. I walked to the left
side of the house and climbed the aluminum ladder, taking rung by
rung with care. Once inside my attic room, I listened to my
cellphone chirp, which told me that the man who lived beneath me
had texted me, Good night. Great time with you.”

With a smile on my face I texted him back,
I had a better time with you. Good night back at you. Then I
undressed, climbed under the summer sheet that covered my
bed-for-one that night, and made a grueling attempt to cross from
the real world into a dreamland state, but failed miserably due to
insomnia, wide awake.

* * * *

Sleepless, after two hours crawled into three
hours of critiquing a short novel called The Desperate
Affair, a literary piece by Rosamond Franklin that read like
desperate drivel, I climbed into bed, stared up at the
ceiling, and couldn’t get the pianist out of my mind. My hands
discovered the bare private parts between my legs, caused some
swelling to occur, and…

I imagined that Tuck was the type of a man
who could make my mind and body relax, positioned next to me on the
bed, and cuddled against my side. Didn’t I want to test that
theory, letting him manhandle the private parts between my thighs
with his mouth or hand, willing me into a state of tiredness and
sleep? I thought so. And such a good thought it was.

But Tuck wasn’t next to me. He was downstairs
in his own room, snoozing the night away, and leaving me alone with
a sticky stomach and hands. Eventually, I fell asleep and dreamed
of a blue and white plane flying out of control and twisting down
from the sky, shattering into a million pieces. I heard screaming
but didn’t know who it was.

It was only a dream.

A dream

* * * *


Chapter 10: Lumberman Carl

October 10, 2015

“I’m an asshole,” Carl said, walking me
through heaven-high piles of beautiful lumber of many different
sizes and textures. There were oak bundled boards, maple plywood,
and chestnut beams. The lumber yard was massive in size, over four
acres long and just as many acres wide. Employees in green aprons
had asked if we needed any help, which we didn’t. Together, we
walked from a galvanized woods world to loose pieces of lumber in a
secondhand area, misfits in the menagerie of wood.

“What do you mean you’re an asshole?” I asked
him, taking in the forklifts, metal carts, and Lumberman Joe’s logo
(two pine trees hugging), which was plastered everywhere.

“I should have kissed you by now.”

“But we’ve just recently met. There’s time
for that later.”

He checked out a piece of lumber that was
longer than his truck, eyeing it to see if it was straight and not
bowed. “What if I don’t like the way you kiss? It would be kind of
awkward to ditch you later for something that I can find out about
you now. There’s really no purpose to wait.”

“So, you’re saying that if I were a bad
kisser, you wouldn’t be my friend?”

“Or boyfriend…or lover. Someone of that
stature.”

He was teasing and I knew it. As I had
already known, Lumberman Carl wasn’t at all boring, and entertained
me. “I’ll tell you what, Carl, I want to call your bluff.”

He stopped concentrating on the vast piles of
wooden boards around us and directed his full attention at me. “My
bluff?”

I nodded. “Of course, your bluff.” I pointed
at him with an index finger, waved the tip of it next to his chin,
and added, “Kiss me right here and right now. I want to prove to
you that I can do it, and win you over.”

He rolled his eyes and jovially responded,
“Young writers never win me over. Don’t even waste your time.”

Playing, caught up in the fun with him, I
quickly grabbed him by his chest-clinging white T-shirt, pulled him
towards me, and smacked my mouth against him, performing a
lip-numbing and heart-melting kiss with the carpenter; a certain
kiss that maybe knocked the wind out of him and caused him a brief
state of dizziness.

Once the kiss was finished, I pushed him
away, chuckled, and asked, “What did you think of that?”

He said exactly what I wanted to hear, being
honest, “You’re making it easy for me to seduce you, Micah Berk.
Quit me while you can, because you’re a sweet guy and I wouldn’t
mind being caught by you.”

Enough said.

We both won.

* * * *


Chapter 11: I Wasn’t Alone

August 8, 2014

The Patriot Martini: 4 Parts Gin, 2 Parts Dry
Vermouth, 2 Parts Fresh Orange Juice.

Getting to know Tuck was probably one of the
best points in my life. Understanding him was even better,
realizing that we were different in ways, but compatible. Perhaps
the best part of my fresh relationship with the Midwest man was
falling for him. Slowly, but surely, it was happening, and I didn’t
have any control over it. Getting him out of my mind was next to
impossible, and lighting up with a blooming smile was hard to
contain in his presence. Frankly, I didn’t know what love was, but
I was slowly learning, relishing every moment with Tuck Martini,
labeling him as my own.

Separately, we carried out our own lives. He
practiced his piano and I critiqued three novels, all of which were
short tear-jerkers. Eventually we hooked up after dinner and he
invited me to a strange lounge called the Martini Room. The lounge
was located outside of Erie, almost in Ohio. Miss Kitty had a spare
Mercedes, which was parked out back, behind the Tudor. She told me
I could use it anytime I wanted to. So I did, driving Tuck and
myself to Thun and the Martini Room.

The Martini Room in the small town of Thun
had a reputation of being gay, which it was. Shirtless and beefy
waiters took drink orders at two-person round tables. Feathery drag
queens entertained on the small stage, singing Celine Dion or
Barbra Streisand covers. The floor was a burgundy carpet and the
walls were a merlot hue and made of what I thought to be shag.
Patrons included the young and old, but not every person in the
lounge was gay. Cougars sometimes visited the place and straight
guys (both college-aged and older) went in search of those women,
sniffed them out, and enjoyed the lounge’s comforts.

Of course the Martini Room was known for its
martinis. For three hours we enjoyed an arrangement of different
drinkable concoctions, ordering a few for each of us. Our list of
chosen martinis included the Seventh Heaven, Sexy Devil, and Moll
Flanders. We assessed the beverages, commenting on their tastes and
aromas. And after a sequence of drinks, beyond buzzed, happy, we
decided to call it a night and make the trip back to Erie and Mill
Street.

* * * *

I’m not one to condone drinking and driving,
but that’s what happened that night with Tuck. Looking back, I
probably should have been arrested, put in jail for the night to
sober up, fined, and had my license taken away from me for
endangering our lives and those of other drivers and travelers on
the road. To my surprise, then and now, I was not pulled over and
given a sobriety test. Rather, I drove recklessly to Miss Kitty’s
Tudor, zooming left and right in her Mercedes, speeding, and buzzed
through stop signs and red lights.

While driving, positioned on my right side,
Tuck was the cutest thing on the planet. He giggled, blitzed out of
his mind, rambled about wanting to be an astronaut, and entertained
the two of us by singing a variety of verses of Taylor Swift hits.
Adorable was an understatement to detail him. Sexy as hell seemed
more appropriate, I drunkenly thought, horny for the guy.

A wrong turn was made somehow and somewhere
in downtown Erie. We became lost and I ended up parking Miss
Kitty’s Mercedes in a dead end alleyway called Filbur. Confused,
fully intoxicated, and exhausted, I told my drunken sidekick, “We
walk from here, man.”

Like a puppy dog, he followed me home,
mumbling about Andy Warhol paintings, sexy cowboys from Stockton
County, Oklahoma, a place in Florida called Barefoot Beach, and
wanting to get me out of my clothes so he could mess around with
me. I tried to ignore his chatter, leading us back to Mill Street,
which was a feat for any drunk.

Unfortunately, we became lost near Crispin
Park, circled the First Methodist Church of Erie twice, and hid
behind a giant oak tree on Ploe Street, steering clear of a passing
cruiser with two donut-eating cops inside.

Dizzy and elated, we kissed behind the oak
tree. The embrace was sloppy and wet, and nothing to write home
about, of course. What I recalled most about that night was how
Tuck trusted me with him, leading him through the dark, summer
night, returning him to Mill Street, and
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