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White Lies

By JACK BYRNE

 

Brent Winton is doing all the wrong things for all the right reasons. Since the death of their parents years ago, Brent is helping his younger brother Zach through law school in sunny Queensland, Australia. The boys share a cheap flat, and Brent works two jobs to support them, but Zach thinks the second job is merely bar tending. In reality Brent has turned to gay prostitution to ensure that Zach has all the best textbooks and the up-to-date laptop he needs so he can focus on his studies. When hot Russian refugee Dimitri moves in next door, Brent finds him mesmerizing, but fears that if he gets involved, Dimitri will expose Brent’s white lies. But Dimitri has a dark secret of his own, and the question becomes how either of them can learn to trust the other without blowing their cover.




 

BRENT WINTON walked quickly to keep the heat of the sidewalk from coming through his shoes and burning his feet. He kept his hands in his pockets, thumbing the printer cartridge and change he was carrying. It was early Sunday afternoon, and he was anxious to get home and make sure his little brother was all right. Something about Zach’s behavior these last few weeks had been bugging him, something Brent couldn’t quite put his finger on.

He would have worried Zach was using drugs, but Brent spent nearly every evening with Zach, except on the weekends when he had to work. And if Zach was using on the weekends while Brent was away, he wasn’t showing any signs of withdrawal during the week. So maybe it wasn’t drugs. Brent prayed it wasn’t. Hell, Zach only drank beer if someone pushed one into his hands. It must be something else. Brent remembered that exams were coming up in a few weeks, and relaxed a little. Zach did tend to withdraw a bit under the pressure of exams. Maybe that was it.

Despite the blazing heat, Brent kept his hoodie over his face as he approached the intersection at the bottom of the steep hill where their flat was located in Brisbane. It was best to make sure none of his regular clients caught sight of him near his home; you never knew when one of them would turn out to be the stalker type. The signal changed to green, and he stepped out onto the road ahead of several other pedestrians.

Someone grabbed his upper arm and yanked him backward. Just then a truck swung around the corner against the red light, narrowly missing Brent. He sucked in a breath and panted at the near miss, then turned to see who had saved him. But whoever it was had blended back into the crowd. Brent shook his head, called out “Thanks” anyway, then checked carefully for traffic before walking on. It was a sobering thought; what would happen to Zach should Brent not return home? How would Zach pay his way through his law degree, then?

He stopped at the newsagent at the opposite corner to buy a paper, some chips, and a Coke. Then he turned up the steep hill and walked along a row of terrace houses, all butted up against each other with tiny front gardens fenced by matching wrought iron fences, mostly painted white but with some variations—black, red, or purple. He passed the last of the terraced houses and stopped in front of the gateway to the rambling old weatherboard house where he and Zach had their flat on the second floor. He turned to admire the parkland opposite their home—the greenery set against a deep blue sky scattered with thin white clouds. It was a beautiful day, but Brent was used to that. Most days in Queensland, Australia were sunny, unless it was the time of year when the subtropical rain thundered down relentlessly for weeks on end.

Brent leaned down to check their letterbox, one of eight along the fence next to the elaborate but small ironwork gate. He pulled out some advertising leaflets, glanced through them, then opened the gate and dropped the leaflets into the rubbish bin beside the path as he walked past. After unlocking the wooden gate under the high-set house and closing it carefully after him, he locked it again and moved into the dimness and cool. Then he walked over to his car, checked nobody was around, and leaned down and kissed the bonnet. He opened the car door and carefully stashed the change from his pocket in the leather cover of the map book in the side pocket of the door—back with the wad of cash he had taken it from an hour earlier—then locked the car again and headed cheerfully for the steps.

He nearly jumped out of his skin when a deep voice with a heavy Russian accent said from behind him, “I was wondering who owned that beautiful classic beast.”

Brent turned around to see a man with an armful of books smiling at him. He had jet-black hair, fair skin, a strong looking face, and eyes that managed to look a deep navy blue and crystal-bright at the same time. Brent lost his voice for a moment, then said, “Hi.”

“Hello.” That was definitely a Russian accent. His English was a little stilted too, as though he was a new arrival. Brent noticed that he had an underlying nervousness to his expression, sort of like he was expecting something bad to happen at any minute, even though it never did. It gave his otherwise handsome face a slightly tense, pinched look. Brent tilted his head. “You’re new here?”

“Fresh out of the detention center,” the man said with a forced grin. He tried to rearrange the books in his arms but apologized instead. “I’d shake your hand, but I’ve got my hands full. Dimitri Sergeivich.”

“Brent Winton. Hi.” Brent smiled. “You’re as bad as my brother. A library on legs.”

“Ah, yes, Zach. He studies hard.”

“You know Zach?” Brent shouldn’t have been surprised. Zach was very much a people person, and when he didn’t have his nose buried in a textbook, he was always going to barbecues and having a beer or two with the rest of the residents of the converted old mansion.

Dimitri grinned. “Everyone knows Zach. And anyone who knows Zach knows about his saint of a big brother.”

Brent ducked his head in shame. He was anything but saintly.

“I did not mean to embarrass you. It’s just that your brother speaks so highly of you. I was beginning to think that he had made you up, because there could never be a big brother so perfect.”

Brent looked up and studied Dimitri’s disarming smile. It was hard to stay embarrassed in the face of such sincerity, and Brent smiled back. “Yeah, well, Zach does tend to exaggerate. I do what I can.”

Dimitri shuffled forward and moved a little too close into Brent’s personal space, peering into his eyes. Brent blinked. Something in Dimitri’s eyes was a little too perceptive, and the man was standing too close for comfort. But foreigners, Brent knew, often differed from Australians in their ideas about personal space. Australians maintained a good few feet—even yards—of personal space, given a choice, whereas Europeans and Asians tended to move in disturbingly close to speak.

“I don’t suppose I could get up the stairs? These books are getting heavy,” said Dimitri after a long pause.

Brent started, realizing he was standing in Dimitri’s way at the base of the narrow stairway up into the house. “Oh, sure. Sorry! I was—”

Dimitri tilted his head.

Brent finished lamely, “—being thoughtless. Here, if you like, I could take some of those, the bag maybe?”

“That would be very good,” said Dimitri, moving closer so Brent could take the heavy plastic Dymocks Bookstore bag from his hand.

“Okay, I got that one. You all right with the rest?”

“Yes, thank you. You are most kind.”

Brent started up the steep wooden stairs and asked, “What floor are you on?”

“Same as you, the top floor. That is how I know Zach.”

“Well, that’s funny. I don’t think I even noticed you moving in.” He turned to look when Dimitri didn’t answer, and saw an odd look on Dimitri’s face.

“I did not make much of a fuss. Perhaps you were working? I moved in last Saturday afternoon.”

“Oh, yeah. I would have been working, definitely.”

They continued to trudge up the two flights of stairs with the heavy books until they arrived at the long veranda in front of their flat. Brent asked, “Where are you? Joe’s old place?”

“Yes. The one on the end there.”

“So we’re neighbors.”

“Yes.” Dimitri smiled.

Brent walked along to Dimitri’s door and put the bag of books down on the small white cane sofa outside the entrance. “There you go.”

“Thank you. It is a pleasure to meet you, Brent.”

Brent smiled. “No worries, mate. Need anything, just holler, okay? Or just knock if you want some company or a beer. Don’t be a stranger.”

Dimitri smiled and nodded, then unlocked his door, disappeared inside, and softly closed the old green wooden door behind him. Brent walked over to the front door of his and Zach’s flat and hesitated slightly before putting his key in the look, stealing a glance at Dimitri’s door. The books Dimitri had been carrying were about political science, so he assumed they were textbooks. He probably went to the Queensland Institute of Technology, like Zach. Or he could be a Queensland University student, because that was only a fifteen-minute bus trip away too.

Brent opened the door and walked in, then hooked his keys up on the wall. “Honey, I’m home!”

“I wish you wouldn’t say things like that. Did you know one of the neighbors asked me if we were a couple this week?” Zach looked up from the kitchen table where he was tapping away on his laptop. He was tall, even sitting down, a big rawboned lad with disarming brown eyes and light brown hair tending to blond in the summer.

“We’re brothers. What the hell?” asked Brent. He pulled the printer cartridge out of his pocket and handed it to Zach, who nodded his thanks.

“Yeah, well, this guy didn’t know that because he’s new.”

“Dimitri? Dimitri asked if we were gay?”

“Oh, so you’ve met him?”

“Yeah, just now. So what did you tell him?”

“The truth,” muttered Zach.

Brent walked to the fridge and tore open a cardboard six-pack of beer, then opened one bottle by twisting it under the muscles of his forearm before offering another to Zach, who hesitated, then nodded.

Brent asked, “So you told him that we’re brothers but you’re bi, and you asked him out?”

He strolled across to hand Zach his beer, but nearly dropped both bottles when Zach flung a chair cushion at him. Zach growled, “I told him we’re just brothers. And why the hell would I ask him out?”

Brent shrugged. “I don’t know. I just thought he might be your type.”

“Nope. Too serious for me.”

“He is kinda cute.”

Zach opened his beer, took a long swig of it, and watched Brent over the top of the bottle. “So why don’t you ask him out?”

“You’re a dick.”

“So you’re strictly into chicks now? Because, you know, he’s pretty hot if you like that whole white Russian look.”

“Give me a break, Zach,” grizzled Brent, suddenly feeling snippish. “I’ve had a long weekend.”

Zach hesitated and then conceded, “Okay.”

“What’s for dinner?” Brent went to the kitchen bench, lifted the lid of the casserole cooking there, and sniffed hopefully. He was rewarded with the distinctive aroma of beef bourguignon. “Yum! Is that what I think it is?”

Zach grinned. “Yep. I put it on this morning.”

“I love you, Zach,” said Brent, his tone mischievous.

“See, that’s why the neighbors are asking if we’re a couple. You have to stop saying things like that. And it’s not you that loves me, it’s just your stomach.”

Brent chuckled and walked to the TV, plugged in the headphones, and switched it on. He flopped down on the sofa and sipped on his beer.

They fell into a comfortable silence. Sundays were their quiet days. A few hours passed. Zach got up a few times to grab another coffee, and Brent wandered around in between programs.

After a while some ads came on and Brent lifted the headphones off his head and went to get two more beers.

“Thanks,” said Zach and added, “You know why he’s here, don’t you?”

“Who?”

“Dimitri.”

“No. Why the hell would I know why he’s here? I only spoke to the guy once.”

“It’s because of the Russians. The persecution of gays. He’s from Sochi.”

Brent stared at his brother. “Shut up. He’s not gay? Really? So you were serious when you said I should ask him out?”

Zach grinned. “Dead serious.”

“Oh.”

Brent thought about it for a minute, then sighed and wandered back over to the sofa. As he sat down, Zach asked, “What?”

“He’d never go out with someone like me. He’s a student, an egghead.”

Zach said nothing, just nodded and smiled.

“Don’t do that,” said Brent irritably.

“Do what?”

“That Mona Lisa smile. It looks really weird on you.”

“Jerk. I go to all this trouble to try to get you a date, and this is the thanks I get.”

Brent fell silent and dragged the headphones back onto his head.

After an hour, he took them off and looked up at Zach, “I’m hungry.”

Zach smiled. “I’ll get dinner.”

“I’ll give you a hand.” Brent stood and joined Zach, and they worked around each other in the kitchen, with an ease born of long association.

But when they sat down to eat, Zach was watching him closely.

“What?” Brent asked.

“You don’t go out much, you know. You used to go out a lot more.”

“Well, I work weekends at the bar and weekdays at the warehouse. Kind of makes it awkward, you know?”

“Brent, you work too hard. We could do with a little less money. We could scrape by. At this rate you won’t have a real social life at all until I finish uni.”

“I’m fine with that.”

“Are you? Are you really?”

“Zach, I just want to eat, okay?”

Zach nodded, but Brent could feel his eyes on him as he ate.

 

 

THE NEXT morning Brent was up at 6:00 a.m. and walking to the Roma Street railway station to catch his train to Lytton, where he drove a forklift in a major distribution warehouse. It was easy, and he even got to work outdoors in the yard for several hours a day and sit outside to eat his sandwiches at smoko and lunch.

He finished at three, clocked out, changed, and did a quick session in the new gym at work, then walked casually back to the station. The train was practically deserted, the advantage of going against the peak-hour flow, because he lived in the city and worked out in the suburbs, unlike the majority of the population who did the opposite.

He stopped for a paper and some chips, then strolled home. When he reached his floor, Zach and Dimitri were sitting with their feet up on the outdoor cane sofa, drinking beer and laughing.

“Hey,” said Brent, a little unsure of himself. Had Zach decided that in the face of Brent’s apparent lack of interest in Dimitri, he was going to chat up the guy himself? Something inside Brent twisted a little at that thought. If they started kissing in front of him, it would just rub it in that Brent wasn’t good enough for Dimitri.

“Hi! We were just talking about you,” said Zach.

“Oh, that can’t be good,” muttered Brent.

Dimitri’s blue eyes twinkled as he replied, “It’s not all bad, you know.” He moved over on the sofa, leaving a remarkably small space between him and Zach. “Come. Sit down.”

“Ah, I might grab a beer first.” Brent ducked in through the open door and got a beer from the fridge, opened it, and took a good, long draw before he headed back outside. God only knew what Zach had told Dimitri about Brent. Sometimes his little brother’s matchmaking made things harder than they had to be, rather than the other way around. Brent steeled himself and smiled brightly as he walked out the door.
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