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Chapter One

 


 


Alabama, 1936

 


Stepping down from the bus into the
oppressively hot southern sun, Val looked around at what would be
his new home. Even by rural Alabama standards, it could hardly be
called a town, having only a post office and one general store.
Other than a scattering of tired looking houses sagging around the
little crossroads where the bus stopped, that was it—the whole
“town” of Spring Garden, Alabama. Hell, it was barely a wide spot
in the road. He turned to his friend, Lennie, who stood at his side
holding a suitcase and scanning the empty road for any sign of his
brother’s truck coming to pick them up.

“You should sit down in
the shade, Lennie. You look pale after that long ride.”

“I’m okay, Val. A little
tired is all. I thought Ben would be here by the time we arrived. I
wrote to him last week and told him what time the bus got into
Spring Garden.”

“Maybe the bus was a
little early. C’mon, let’s sit over here in the shade." Val pulled
his friend over to a bench outside the general store and sat him
down. He stood beside him with his hand over his eyes, looking off
down the dirt road toward the east. No sign of anything but an old
hound dog loping across the road.

Two men came out of the store and
spotted them. Lennie sat on the bench, while Val stood in the road
next to him with the breeze plastering his shirt to his lean,
almost willowy frame and tousling his shoulder length blond hair.
One of them, a thin, middle aged man wearing a long apron, peered
at them over his glasses. The other, a dark-haired younger man,
narrowed his eyes when Val turned to look at him. He frowned, and
Val wondered if it was because he was a stranger or because of the
way they both looked. He’d never been this thin in his life before,
and Lennie—well, poor Lennie had a hard time in that place they
came from. Val knew the doctors thought they were doing the best
thing for them, but sometimes their “cure” had inflicted more
damage than the disease.

The older man cleared his throat,
looked Val up and down slowly and nodded. “How do. Can I help y’all
with something?”

From the bench, Lennie waved to him.
“It’s me, Mr. Harris, Lennie Brooks. We just got off the bus from
Birmingham a few minutes ago. We’re waitin’ on Ben to pick us
up.”

The man looked as if he’d seen a
ghost. “Lennie Brooks? Is that you? Why, I heard tell you was
dea…uh, you was down at the Tuberculosis sanitarium in
Birmingham.”

“I was,” Lennie said
quietly. “But now I’m better and back home.”

He raised his chin and stood up,
letting the men get a good look at him. He had a pleasant,
good-looking face, though pale and still strained from his illness.
His hair was a soft brown like his eyes, and he was maybe close to
six feet tall. It was hard to tell, because though he kept himself
as straight as he could, the damage to his body was evident in the
way the upper half of his torso was bent and listed slightly to one
side. The doctors at Mountain Brook Sanitarium had removed seven of
his ribs when they took out one of the lobes of his lungs, leaving
him with the peculiar stance. Taking out those ribs had been a
horribly painful, disfiguring operation, and Val had feared his
friend wouldn’t survive it.

The two men paled visibly as they
looked Lennie up and down. The younger one nodded again and went
back inside without saying a word. The older one took what looked
like an involuntary step backward and said, “Well, uh, it’s good to
see you home, Lennie. I know your brother will be happy to see you.
I need to get on back inside, I reckon.” He turned and practically
ran back into the store, letting the screen door slam behind him.
Lennie’s face crumpled, and Val went over to link his arm through
his.

“Well, he took off like a
skinned cat. Isn’t that one of your country-ass sayings?” Val
chuckled. “I guess the old asshole thought we might be contagious.
That we’d give him the Tuberculosis.”

Lennie tried to smile back, but it was
a poor attempt. He shook his head and sighed. “I don’t guess I’ll
ever get used to seein’ that look in folks’ eyes. I wish I could
laugh about it and be as brave and casual as you.”

“It’s not a matter of
being brave, Lennie. I was lucky enough not to have the surgery you
had. Anyway, I stopped caring what people thought about me a long
time ago. Some of them claim to be Christians, but they only want
to act like one when it suits them.” He raised his voice a little
and directed his gaze toward the store. “I say the hell with all
the fuckin’ hypocrites.”

Lennie grabbed his arm. “Shh, Val,
he’ll hear you.”

Val grinned back at him. “I don’t give
a shit. Sit and rest now.” He lowered his voice, though, since it
seemed to bother Lennie, and helped him sit back down. This was
Lennie’s hometown after all, and Lennie was perhaps the only friend
Val had. They’d made promises to each other back in Mountain Brook
as they whispered together during the long evenings in “quiet time”
at the sanitarium. If they both survived and got out of Mountain
Brook, they’d take care of each other always. Of course, at the
time, Val thought he’d never really have to keep his promise to his
friend or, at least, not for very long. To tell the God’s truth, he
thought Lennie would soon succumb to the disease ravaging his body,
but he and Lennie both beat it against all odds. Val was determined
to make a new life for himself, a far different one than he’d left
behind in New York.

They both heard the sound of something
coming down the road fast toward them and turned to look. Lennie
smiled and waved his hand. “It’s Ben,” he said happily and stood up
to meet him.

The old pickup truck careened to a
stop beside them, gears groaning loudly and dust swirling up
behind. The driver creaked open the door of the old truck and
stepped out. Val got his first look at Ben Brooks, the brother
Lennie had never seemed to stop talking about in the hospital. He
certainly was every bit as good looking as Lennie had said. In
fact, he was downright gorgeous. Big and muscular, he wore
workman’s trousers that strained tight across his muscular thighs
and an old cotton undershirt so thin it left nothing to the
imagination. He had on a slouch hat pulled down low over his face,
but Val could see his blue eyes flash as he pulled Lennie into his
arms and glanced up at Val as he stood near the door of the general
store.

“Is this your friend,
Lennie?” he asked in a low, sexy voice, surveying Val
slowly.

Lennie pulled him over to Val, making
a gesture like he was presenting him to the damn president or
something. “Val, this is my brother, Ben Brooks. Ben, this is Val,
my best friend. I don’t know if I would have made it in the
sanitarium without him.”

Ben’s eyes narrowed a bit as he took
him in, and his gaze continued to rake him over from head to toe.
His gaze rested a bit too long on his shirt, which had been stylish
when he used to wear it in New York City, with its long spear
pointed collar that was long and thin, extending down four inches
on either side and ending in a sharp point. The fad for the thin
satin striped dress shirts had exploded in the 1930s back in New
York, but that news apparently hadn’t made it to Alabama yet. It
probably didn’t help that it was rose pink.

Yeah, maybe a little flashy for this
neck of the woods. The brother’s gaze lingered on his tight, high
waisted trousers and long hair too. Val knew his hair was shaggy,
but they didn’t exactly have a barber shop at the sanitarium. The
best he’d been able to do was pull it back or whack it off himself
with Lennie’s inexpert help. And these were trousers given to him
by the sanitarium, from piles they kept in a storeroom. His own
hadn’t fit him anymore, and even though the style was for baggy
trousers, his old ones had literally fell off him when he tried
them on the first time. Whoever the guy was who had once owned this
pair—and from the size, he’d probably have been just a kid—had
undoubtedly died after coming to Mountain Brook. The black
gabardine material accentuated Val’s small waist though, and he
hadn’t thought they looked all that bad with the shirt.

Finally, Ben’s eyes traveled back up
to his face, and he frowned at whatever he saw there. He stuck out
his hand, though, and said, “Val, I’ve heard a lot about you from
Lennie.”

His warm, firm grip enveloped his
hand, and Val smiled up at him. “Nice to meet you.”

He cocked his head a little to one
side when he heard his “yankee” accent, but he didn’t say anything.
Val was originally from the Midwest actually, and had never picked
up the New York accent. He could only imagine how high those
eyebrows would have been on Ben’s forehead if he had.

Picking up Lennie’s suitcase in one
hand and Val’s in the other, Ben stowed them in the back of the
truck before helping Lennie up to sit in the front seat. Val jumped
in next to Lennie, and Ben closed the door to go around to the
other side and start up the truck. Turning around in the little
crossroads, he angled back east and drove them down the road toward
home.

Lennie sat between them, chattering
all the way and asking Ben a million questions. He smiled at Lennie
and answered his questions patiently on the short ride, as Val
gazed out the window. The place was pretty enough, he supposed, but
way out in the country. No streetlights or traffic signs or
traffic, for that matter. Nothing like what he’d been used
to.

“Val, you’re going to love
it, here. Won’t he, Ben?” Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed
Val’s arm and gave it a little squeeze. “I know it’s a little hot
this time of year, and you’re not used to it, but we just missed
the prettiest months in the spring, when all the azaleas are
blooming, and the nights are so cool and nice. We’ll have to suffer
through a few warm months, but then fall will come and the leaves
will all turn orange and red on the mountains and days will get
cool again.”

Val smiled over at him. “Take a breath
and slow down, Len. I’m sure it’s great.”

From the driver’s side, Ben stared
straight ahead, but said quietly. “Lennie, we can’t keep your
friend here away from his own family too long. I’m sure they’ll be
anxious to see him.”

Well, shit, that was plain enough,
wasn’t it?

Val managed to keep staring out the
passenger side window and cursed his fair complexion that showed
every emotion. He could feel himself flushing. Dammit, he’d never
used to be so sensitive before he got sick. There was a time when
he’d have told this guy to fuck off if he had a problem with him.
That seemed a long time ago now. Lennie poked his brother in the
ribs with his elbow. “Val is going to stay here with me, Ben. I
told you he’s a good friend—he doesn’t have anywhere else to go,
and he can stay as long as he likes. In fact, I hope he decides to
stay forever.”

Val stared straight ahead and with the
air seeming to turn chilly in the cab of the truck, he felt
compelled to reassure this brother of Len’s. “Don’t worry, Mr.
Brooks, I won’t impose on your hospitality for long. I’ll be out of
here in a few days.”

Not that he had any idea how he might
pull that off. He’d used the last money he had to buy the bus
ticket to accompany Lennie to this one-horse town of his, but he
wouldn’t stay where he wasn’t wanted. As soon as he could figure
out a place to go, he’d leave and walk if he had to.

“No, Val, don’t be silly.
Ben, tell him he’s welcome to stay!”

Still not turning his head to look at
Val, Ben said, “You just told him, Lennie. He can stay if you want
him to.”

Lennie turned back to Val and threw
his arms around him “See, Val, I told you you’d be
welcome.”

“Oh, yeah,” Val said
wryly. “You people down here sure know how to make a guy feel right
at home.”

Lennie laughed, but Val saw Ben’s
handsome face flush darkly, and the faint frown lines around his
eyes deepened. Val always found it strange to see the varying
effects he had on men. All his life, men had reacted strongly to
him in one way or the other. Some men, when they saw the way he
dressed, his slight build and his naturally silver-blond hair,
immediately assumed he was a fairy boy, a faggot, a queer. Some of
them, the classier ones, withdrew, like Lennie’s brother was doing
and treated him either with icy politeness or a cool
disdain.

Others, especially in New York, where
they had clubs called “pansy clubs” that catered to men like him,
where drag queen shows and “pansy boys” were popular, leered at him
and made rude remarks, unable to keep their eyes—or their hands—off
him. Then those same men would go back home at the end of the night
to their wives and girlfriends.

Ben, though maybe one of the classier
ones—it remained to be seen—had still apparently taken one look at
Val and slotted him neatly into a category no doubt entitled, Bad
News.

For his part, Val wanted nothing to do
with any man. Men had been trying to mess up his life for as long
as he could remember, and when he lay in the TB sanitarium all
those months, he promised himself that if he survived, he’d never
depend on another man for anything, for as long as he lived. He
would depend only on himself, and maybe a good friend like Lennie.
Men were just no damn good.

 


* * * *

 


 


They pulled up in the yard of an old
farmhouse, and Ben got out with Lennie crowding behind him,
laughing with happiness at being home. A two-story house, narrow
and tall, with a wide front porch, it had a small yard that seemed
cool, green, and shady with big oak trees scattered all over the
sides and front. An old yellow dog with rheumy eyes jumped up from
the front porch and came bounding out, braying loudly. While Ben
got the suitcases out of the truck, Lennie talked nonsense to the
old dog who had fallen over on his back like he’d been pole axed
when he realized the newcomer was Lennie. Lennie rubbed his belly
and scratched behind his ears while the dog went into paroxysms of
joy.

Val followed Ben up on the porch,
surprised when he put the suitcases down to speak to him in a soft
voice. “My brother is a sweet, naïve boy, Mr...?”

“Smith. I thought Lennie
told you. My name is Val Smith.”

“Uh-huh. Well, Mr. Smith,
my brother is pretty naïve, like I said, and I won’t see him taken
advantage of by anybody.”

“You think I’m trying to
take advantage of him?” Val was sure his surprise sounded in his
voice. Lennie was like a brother to him.

“I don’t much know what to
think. All I know is a guy like you doesn’t belong in a place like
this, and you and I both know it.”

“A guy like
me?”

“I expect you know what I
mean, so don’t pretend you don’t. I’m not sure yet what your game
is. Lennie may not realize what you are, but I’m pretty sure I do.
You’re welcome to stay a few days, for his sake, but don’t get too
comfortable. And don’t try anything with my little
brother.”

He picked up the bags, and quickly
moved into the house, leaving Val standing on the porch steps,
speechless and not knowing whether he should laugh or just head out
walking back out of this place. Defiantly he decided on the former.
Ben turned around at the doorway at his soft chuckle and shot him a
dark look before Lennie came up beside him.

“I’m so glad you’re here,
Val,” Lennie said.

“Well, that makes one of
you,” Val said loudly enough for the brother to hear.

Lennie’s face turned red, and he
whispered in Val’s ear. “Please don’t be upset with Ben. His bark
is worse than his bite. He’s really sweet once you get to know
him.”

“Guess I’ll have to take
your word for it.” At Lennie’s crestfallen look, Val sighed. “Okay,
don’t worry about it. Maybe I can win him over with my sparkling
personality. In the meantime, show me where I’m supposed to sleep.
Any place will do where I can stretch out. And I might just sleep
for two days straight.”

They walked into the parlor, laughing
together. Ben sat stiffly on the sofa, so big he looked out of
place on the antique, fussy-looking furniture with its claw feet
and delicate lines. He’d taken off his hat, and Val could see Ben’s
hair was dark brown and curly and predictably gorgeous. He was
certainly one of the best-looking men he’d ever seen, even in his
old work clothes, or he would have been if not for the deeply
etched frown on his face.

Turning his eyes toward Lennie, Ben’s
expression softened. “Lennie, you look worn out. Why don’t you go
on upstairs and rest? I have your room all ready for you, and I can
show Mr. Smith to his room and help him get settled.”

“Oh, call him Val,” Lennie
said smiling at them both.

“What kind of name is
‘Val’ anyway?” Ben asked.

“Mine,” Val snapped, but
Lennie poked him in the ribs so he relented with a shrug. “It’s
short for Valen. My mother’s maiden
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