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          Dusty

        

      

    

    
      Spring was in the air. The last of the damp Maine winter chill was dying off and people walked with an extra spring in their steps. The wind was no longer biting, but warm and inviting.

      Dusty Evans liked spring in Portland, even if it felt like a small town to him. Having come home from New York City late last year, he was still adjusting. He'd been away for years before circumstances changed.

      Dusty was careful as he drove through the downtown streets. The tall stone buildings made the place look both old and artistic. Cobblestone streets gave the city a distinctly European feeling now and again. He had never been to Europe but had seen it enough on television and in movies. As part of New England, it was little surprise that it looked and felt this way.

      The first tourists of the year were flooding in, taking in the shows, award-winning restaurants, and unique shops. More would arrive during the summer, especially in July when the streets crawled with them, but this was the beginning. With the beautiful coast on Portland's doorstep, how could people not want to come here? Dusty usually liked it in small doses, but now it felt like home all over again. He missed New York less than he'd thought he would.

      Dusty parked along a side street and stepped out of his beige Toyota. He adjusted his long, sweeping tan coat as he straightened up, taking in his surroundings. He locked up and strode along the sidewalk to the front of a brick building that contained mostly offices.

      Once he was inside the building, everything was quieter. The thumping of his shiny shoes against commercial carpet echoed off the white walls as he made his way to his office on the ground floor. As he approached his office, he didn't pass a soul.

      His office wasn't grand but it got the job done. As a detective, he made the office as bright and inviting as possible to put clients at ease. He had plants in the corners and made sure to keep his blinds up for maximum sunlight. On his desk sat a computer, lamp, and some folders.

      Dusty cracked his knuckles as he removed his long jacket and hung it up on a coat rack nearby. He ran his hands back through his dark hair and then over his scruffy face. He adjusted the shoulder holster that held his trusty handgun.

      Dusty flopped down into his chair and booted up the computer.

      What would the people of Portland bring to his doorstep that day?
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      Hey, do you want to go somewhere this weekend?” Milo asked.

      Milo Anderson and his boyfriend, Vincent, shared an older house in Riverton, and its best feature was the cozy couch. At least the mortgage was cheap, and apart from a few crooked doors, there wasn't a lot to complain about.

      “I'll have to check my schedule.” Vincent grabbed a quick snack from the kitchen before striding to the front door.

      Milo frowned and followed Vincent, leaning against the doorframe. “Surely you can wing a night or two? I wouldn't mind catching a movie, at least,” he prompted with a hopeful smile. “I get off early tomorrow.”

      “I don't know. Like I said, I have to check my schedule,” Vincent responded more pointedly as he shrugged on his jacket. There was an irritable edge to his voice that Milo knew all too well. These days Vincent seemed to have less patience with him. Was he being a nag? Milo tried to pull back, but a sense of dread built in his stomach.

      “All right... Well, have a good day at work,” Milo bade, leaning in for a kiss.

      “Thanks,” Vincent distractedly murmured as he kissed Milo back.

      On the cheek.

      Milo's chest tightened as he watched Vincent slip out the door and to his car. He watched him for a few moments before closing the door after him. Once the door was closed, he let out a shuddery breath and leaned against it, gazing to the ceiling.

      Milo had been with Vincent for two years. For most of that time, they had been inseparable. They had shared many adventures and made so many memories.

      And the sex had been hot.

      But less than six months ago, they'd moved in together. Milo wondered if the house was cursed. Their relationship went downhill the moment they moved in. Vincent was less attentive and easier to irritate. The jokes and banter that they used to love before seemed to push Vincent's buttons now.

      Of course, Milo tried even more to get onto Vincent's good side. Vincent told him he was too needy and clingy.

      It was the beginning of the end. Milo knew it deep down, but like anyone, he didn't want to give up. They were just having a rough patch. All couples had them. Milo had tried to talk to Vincent about it but it had never gone well. More and more, Milo was seeing a side to Vincent that he had never known before.

      And now he was working more and hanging around less...

      Milo shook his head as he pulled away from the door and grabbed his phone. It was time to get out of the house for a bit.

      [image: ]

      About an hour later, Milo walked into a small café downtown to see his good friend, Wes.

      “Hey!” Wes greeted. He brushed his long hair out of his eyes and gestured for Milo to sit down and join him. Wes was a nice enough guy. Milo had known him since childhood, but Wes had stuck around Portland even after graduation.

      “Hey,” Milo greeted, relaxing just being around him. He got along well with Wes. Although they didn't hang out now as much as they once had, they touched base a lot. Thank god for social media.

      “What's up? You look a bit tense,” Wes frowned as Milo sat down.

      “I haven't even sat down and you're already grilling me,” Milo laughed as he removed his jacket and picked up the menu.

      “Well, something's up,” Wes snorted as he eyed his friend. He spread his arms along the back of the booth, his stocky chest broad.

      Milo's stomach churned as he nibbled his bottom lip, staring hard at the menu before him. He didn't even register the writing or images as he instead thought back to Vincent. “I'm... I'm worried about me and Vincent.”

      “Oh?”

      “He... He's more distant lately. Ever since we got that house together... The damn thing's cursed.”

      “Oh, come on. There's no such thing as curses.”

      Milo jutted his jaw as he glanced over the menu to Wes. “There has to be...”

      Wes watched Milo for a few moments and Milo grew nervous. He knew that look. That was the look of someone trying to figure out how to get onto an uncomfortable topic. Milo's stomach churned and he let out a breath to try and calm himself down. He didn't want to get worked up, but his hands were already clammy.

      “Well, just get it out already,” Milo grumbled, his body tense.

      “I... I think the bastard's cheating on you.”

      Milo had nursed his suspicions about his partner's loyalty. Hearing it aloud was a smack in the face. He'd thought he was just being childish and paranoid. He hadn't had the courage to confront Vincent about it, especially without evidence.

      But once or twice, there had been a distinctive cologne on Vincent when he'd come home... But he worked at a local gay nightclub, The Loophole. That smell could've come from anyone. The fact that he had smelled it more than once, though, made Milo fret.

      “I...” Milo started, his voice failing for a moment. “D-Do you really think so?”

      “From everything you've been telling me over the past few months and from what I've seen and heard myself... yeah,” Wes murmured, keeping his voice low since they were in a public place. “He's changed, Milo.”

      Milo swallowed hard, his hands shaking as he tightened his grip on the menu. “Yeah, I know... I-I keep thinking it's me driving him away...”

      “Don't.”

      Wes' sharp tone startled Milo as he snapped his head back up and locked eyes with his friend. “W-What?”

      “Don't think like that. Cheaters always try to blame it on the victim. They use all sorts of tactics to shift the blame.”

      Milo was worked up, his head spinning. “What should I do?”

      “I think you can be happier with someone else,” Wes shrugged.

      Milo frowned. “Wes...”

      “It's true. You're more stressed these days, too. You're not... happy.”

      Milo rubbed a hand over his face and then through his short, dark hair. “We... We only just moved in together...” What was Milo gonna do? Leave the house? He had plenty of family and friends to move in with, but he wasn't ready to give in yet. He loved that house.

      “If... I caught him cheating, I could at least kick him out,” Milo muttered, although it was hard to believe he had uttered the words. Now that he'd accepted the possibility of Vincent being unfaithful, there was no going back.

      “Why don't you look into a private investigator?”

      Milo blinked. “I... Would it be worth it?”

      “I think it'd be a small price to pay for your peace of mind,” Wes stated. “Look into it first and see if it's something you're comfortable with. My buddy used this guy before to catch his cheating wife. Do want the name?”

      “Sure. It can't hurt to look things up...”

      “His name is Dusty Evans.”
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      Another day, another dollar.

      Dusty wished his career paid more. Even back in the city, working at a large company, it hadn't paid that great. Dusty hadn't lost sleep over taking the pay cut to come back to his hometown.

      Being away from him was worth it.

      And being back wasn't terrible. While he had enjoyed the hustle and bustle of the city life, he'd missed outdoorsy living in Maine. He loved nothing more than going out to a lake and fishing in silence for hours. Plus, his family was here and they needed him. Half the reason for moving was to be close to his parents. They were having a rough time and Dusty wanted to be there for them.

      Today was a slow day, but it never stayed like that for long.

      Shortly after lunch, his front door opened.

      A beautiful young man in his late twenties stepped inside. He was slender, with light chestnut hair and pretty brown eyes. They were dark, but Dusty caught golden tones in them when the client passed under the ceiling light.

      “Good morning,” Dusty greeted. He rose to his feet behind his desk. “What can I do for you?”

      “Hello,” the young man greeted, his voice and mannerisms uncertain. He reached out to shake Dusty's hand. Dusty returned the shake with a firm but gentle grip. “Um, I was recommended to you by a friend...”

      “Sure, take a seat,” Dusty offered as he sat down. “What's your name?”

      “Milo Anderson.”

      “Hello, Milo. I'm Dusty Evans. What's the problem?” Dusty kept his voice strong but low and soft to put Milo at ease.

      “I think my boyfriend's cheating on me.”

      Dusty didn't even bat an eye. “What makes you think that?”

      “Well... He's out more than ever... Seems to be working even more... He's distracted and easily pissed off... and things aren't, um, as hot as they used to be...” Milo shifted uncomfortably and glanced away.

      Infidelity cases were always interesting and Dusty's favorite ones to tackle. By the time people came to him, the love and trust in a relationship was already gone. By then, most people wanted closure. Dusty was happy to give it to them. Although heartbreak was the first reaction to some of his reports, Dusty witnessed moments of great peace as well.

      He helped people move on. Unfortunately, working such cases jaded his own view of relationships. It was hard to believe in true love when so many people wanted proof that their one true love was anything but. Even people who had been together for decades weren't safe.

      “I'm sorry to hear that,” Dusty responded, keeping his voice neutral but professional. He always had to tread a careful line since he didn't want to confirm the infidelity in his clients' eyes before he investigated. In his experience, though, when people honestly suspected that their partners were cheating, they usually weren't wrong.

      “So, can you help me?”

      “Well, first I'd like to talk to you and learn more about you and this situation. Discussing fees and what I can reasonably do is a must as well.” It was important for Dusty to be upfront about his services and the outcome of his work. He had a good reputation within the town and he didn't want to lose it. It was hard for people to trust private investigators. Some people accused him of being on the other side of the law. Then there were the people that thought he was some kind of super sleuth.

      But more importantly, Dusty had to assess this gorgeous man before accepting the case as well. Sometimes people wanted his service for all of the wrong reasons, reasons that could put his license—and even his life—at risk. He remembered one case in particular where a man had wanted help with a missing persons case. Dusty had quickly learned that the man was an abuser and that the victim was in hiding. Needless to say, he hadn't taken the case.

      Dusty talked Milo through the investigation process. He keenly observed Milo's mannerisms; observation was his usual first test. Of course, the young man was nervous and stressed but it didn't seem like anything out of the ordinary. Everything that Dusty asked of him, Milo answered upfront.

      As he watched Milo's attentive, expressive face, his chest tightened and a light shiver raced down his spine. It was bizarre and unprofessional to be responding this way but he couldn't help it. He didn't let his professional facade slip as he took down everything Milo said and what he couldn't manage to say, too.

      Milo's skin was light with freckles along his nose and cheekbones. His lashes were long, the golden flecks in his dark brown eyes easy to see now. His lips were full. What would they look like if they were turned up into a smile rather than a straight line of nervousness? And frowns of heartache?

      “That's everything for now,” Dusty concluded as he leaned back in his seat. “I'll be in contact with you soon to finalize the details.” All that was left now was a background check to ensure that Milo was who he claimed to be.

      And that he had no illegal intentions for wanting to hire him.

      “Cool...” Milo murmured as he leaned forward to shake Dusty's hand again. “Thanks, man.”

      “I'm glad to help. Take it easy.”

      Milo nodded and managed the smallest, thinnest of smiles. The smile fell flat, though, because it didn't reach Milo's eyes.

      There was such sadness and hopelessness...

      Dusty hoped he'd be able to change that.

      He remained behind his desk as Milo rose and slipped his jacket on. He nodded to him and watched him head out the door. For a brief moment, he wished Milo had looked over his shoulder before leaving, but he didn't.

      With the door closed, Dusty cleared his throat and turned to his computer. It was time to do a background check on Milo to make sure that this investigation could safely go ahead.

      For the first time in awhile, his skin buzzed with excitement and determination. Sure, every case indulged him in some way but this...

      He wanted to see that beautiful young man be happy and free from this son-of-a-bitch Vincent.
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      Do you want some potatoes, Dusty?” Dusty's father, Alfred, called to him.

      His work done for the day, Dusty was at his parents' house for a late dinner. It was his father's birthday and the family was gathered to celebrate.

      “Let me get my coat off first, Dad,” Dusty chuckled as he removed his coat and hung it up. Once he kicked off his shoes, he joined everyone in the dining room.

      In the small dining room, decorated in earthy tones and lined with trinkets, was the Evans family. Along with himself and his parents, Dusty's two younger brothers and their wives were around.

      Dusty loved his family. While he wasn't the most touchy-feely of them all, there was nothing he wouldn't do for them. Alfred had been diagnosed with Parkinson's a few years ago and things were more difficult now.

      His father's case was progressing slowly, but the signs were there. His shakiness, brief memory losses, and broken speech were increasing. He was losing his balance more often, too. The condition interfered with his father's ability to stop himself from falling, so a serious fall when no one else was around was one of his mother's greatest fears.

      Still, Alfred was in good spirits, especially today while surrounded by family.

      “I was starting to wonder if you'd ever get here,” Patricia, his mother, scolded her eldest son as he sat down at the table last.

      “I was working late but I'm here now. I wasn't going to miss this.” Dusty undid the top button of his collared shirt to get comfortable. “Happy birthday, Dad.”

      “Thank you,” Alfred chuckled as he tucked a napkin into the collar of his shirt to act as a bib.

      “Still haven't found yourself someone to bring?” one of his sisters-in-law, Crystal, asked.

      “Not yet, no,” Dusty grunted as the age-old conversation came about again. “My hours make it a bit tricky.”

      Dusty had been out to his family since he was sixteen. His family had been nothing but supportive, even if they did say the wrong things sometimes. He had never brought many boyfriends home but when he did, his parents had welcomed them. Of course, they had wanted one of those boyfriends to stick but... here he was, almost twenty years later, still single.

      “You should get yourself a man soon. You're not getting any younger.” Patricia spoke up as she passed Crystal a bowl of green beans.

      Dusty didn't take the bait.

      Dusty just wasn't interested in falling in love. Sure, once in a blue moon he went out and got laid but it didn't really do anything for him. Sometimes he thought he was broken because he didn't feel a connection with anyone. One of his cop friends, Sebastian, assured him that that wasn't the case. He'd once launched into a conversation about different sexualities and some spectrum... Dusty had heard some things that could've fit him but didn't really care enough to apply a label to himself.

      Crystal opened her mouth to say something else, but clearly thought better of it. She scooped some greens onto her plate and passed it along.

      Thankfully, the conversation wandered in other directions as the family enjoyed a lovely dinner. Now and again, his family said something offhanded that made Dusty wince inside. While they were pretty good about respecting sexualities and genders, other areas needed a lot of work. Sure, Dusty himself wasn't the best with being empathetic but he made an effort.

      Once the dinner was over, they brought out the cake that Patricia had made her husband. The candles were bright as everyone sang “Happy Birthday.” Dusty joined in, although his voice was the lowest and quietest of all. When his father blew out the candles, he cheered and clapped along with everyone else.

      His parents were still young, only in their late fifties and early sixties, but Alfred's shakiness from the horrible disease made Dusty more aware of their mortality.

      Especially his own.

      Stop being so dark, for fuck's sake, Dusty scolded himself as slices of cake were handed out to everyone around the table. His mother helped her husband cut each and every piece. Even if his mother was a bit sharp at times, she was a great woman. Her sternness and Alfred's calmness went well together. The warmth and love between them made Dusty's chest hurt.

      Someday, he hoped he'd be brave enough to have a relationship as strong and beautiful as theirs.
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      After Milo had gotten home that night, he was on edge now more than ever. He was battling with the guilt of having gone to an investigator to sort out his domestic troubles with Vincent. What else could he do, though, if Vincent kept pushing him away?

      All of the signs were there. Milo had found websites earlier that evening listing them: lack of affection, saying he needed “space,” telling Milo he was just being stupid and emotional when he brought up his fears... Vincent had to be cheating. The thing that bothered Milo most wasn't necessarily the act itself, but what would happen afterward. Milo was not going to let Vincent have the house. No, he was the one in the wrong, so why should Milo be out of the house? Of course, nothing was ever so black and white. Milo couldn't stop worrying about things he did that could've driven Vincent to cheat.

      No, stop it. Don't you dare shame yourself, Milo scolded himself as he lay in bed that night, staring up at the ceiling.

      Tomorrow, he'd check in with that detective again.

      Milo's body warmed up in a way that only made his guilt increase tenfold. Here he was in bed thinking about another man... He didn't want to think about how hypocritical that was. Then again, unlike Vincent, he wasn't acting on it.

      Dusty was gorgeous... He had to be in his mid thirties, so a bit older. He'd been hot at that desk in the office. His jawline was square and masculine, the stubble making him even hotter—especially with his dark hair slicked back. His brows were bushy and his grey eyes piercing. There was such intelligence and wisdom behind those grey eyes but also something else. By the dark lines under his eyes, Milo imagined that Dusty worked a lot and was probably dealing with other shit in his life.

      And he hadn't been wearing a wedding ring. Then again, would he as a detective? Milo had no idea.

      Milo had been instantly drawn to him. Not only was he gorgeous but so focused on him, too. For the interview, he had been the center of Dusty's world. Those eyes had not left him for a second except to type or write down notes.

      When was the last time someone had given him their undivided attention?

      Stop being foolish. He was just doing his job, Milo mentally berated himself. He folded his hands against his chest and frowned, the ceiling out of focus above him.

      There was something about Dusty... He was strong and confident. As soon as Milo had walked into his office, he had felt protected.

      But that had to be part of the job, right? Getting clients to trust and come to you?

      “Stop thinking so much...” Milo murmured to himself as he raised his hands and dragged them down over his face. He nearly had a heart attack when the bedroom door opened.

      Vincent was standing there.

      “Hey,” Milo greeted as he sat up in bed. “Wasn't expecting you home so early.” The bar wasn't even closed yet.

      “The boss let me off early,” Vincent coolly responded as he stripped down. It wasn't in a teasing way, like he'd used to do to pique Milo's interest. He was simply getting naked to go straight to sleep.

      “Oh, that's good...” Milo trailed off. He threw back the covers to invite Vincent into bed beside him.

      As soon as Vincent climbed under the covers and rested on his back, Milo snuggled up to him. He craved the warmth and closeness they used to have. He missed the fiery nights where Vincent bent him over every surface and pounded him until dawn. He missed the sweet kisses and touches afterward...

      At one time, Milo had wholeheartedly believed that he was going to marry this man.

      Now, even as he snuggled up to Vincent, vying for his attention, he was met with indifference. There was the smell of that strange cologne again, too.

      Still, Milo had to keep trying. Maybe things would magically get better and Milo could call the investigation off.

      Maybe things could go back to the way they were.

      Milo pressed a hand against Vincent's bare chest and gazed to him. After a moment or two, he leaned in to kiss softly behind Vincent's ear. It used to turn Vincent on in a flash.

      As usual, tonight Vincent shrugged it off.

      “I'm tired and have an appointment in the morning,” Vincent grunted as he turned his head away.

      Milo's heart sank, his face falling in the darkness of the room. He drew away from Vincent, sick to his stomach as he rolled over onto his other side and curled slightly. He fought back his tears as he closed his eyes.

      There was no way Vincent could have missed his lover's distress.

      That meant Vincent no longer cared.

      Despite Vincent’s lying next to him, Milo had never been more alone.
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