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            Adam

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven Years Earlier

      

      The room was quiet. Adam’s breathing was the softest of whispers, and every now and then Jeff Kerry would bend over him in alarm, his own breath holding in his chest until he could once again hear air being slowly pulled into Adam’s lungs.

      The brain tumor was deadly, and they knew from the very beginning that his chances were poor. Still, they fought the good fight. They followed doctor’s orders. They went through surgery, then radiation, then another surgery, then more radiation, and always the ever more frequently-needed pain medications until finally they were forced to admit defeat: Adam was dying.

      They’d had the conversation. They’d cried in each other’s arms. They’d screamed with rage at the evil hand they’d been dealt, but when all was said and done there was nothing left to do but surrender.

      Adam knew how this would end if the disease was left to run its course. Pain would be the least of the indignities he would be forced to suffer. More terrifying yet to Adam was the slow, inexorable loss of everything that had made him the person he was, until there was nothing left but a drooling caricature of what had once been a brilliant, handsome, dynamic man. His brain was rotting. That was the long and the short of it. And everything that made him Adam Wagner was rotting along with it.

      They had been together for three years, and Jeff loved him more than he thought was possible to love another human being. Loved him beyond pain, beyond death, beyond any tragedy life could throw at them, including this one. “I’ll take care of you,” he said, until the words ceased to be a promise and instead became a plea. “Please, Adam. I’ll take care of you!”

      But care wasn’t what Adam wanted. Adam wanted peace. Adam wanted to die. He wanted to die here, in their home, in Jeff’s arms. He wanted to simply go to sleep beside the man he adored and let it end. He was tired, and he could not fight any longer. His future held nothing now except unrelenting pain, nausea, sleep deprivation, seizures, impending blindness, and paralysis. He would soon lose control of his bowels and bladder. He would soon have to be fed through a tube.

      “Please, baby,” he begged the man he loved, “don’t let me go out like that. Please help me die with some peace and dignity. Here. In our home. With you beside me.”

      Jeff had no idea how to even begin to carry out Adam’s wishes. He couldn’t very well search the web for ‘doctors willing to commit euthanasia’. There was no one to turn to for help. He tried their own doctor, but the man flatly refused. He was sympathetic to their plight but unwilling to run the risk of helping them. There were no ‘death with dignity’ laws in Virginia. It was murder, the doctor explained to him, and if caught he could be charged with exactly that: murder.

      “There are ways to do it,” the doctor said. “There are doctors willing to run that risk. If you find one, for god’s sake give me his name before you take that final step so I can, at least, check his credentials.”

      Finally, at his wits end, Jeff turned to the one man he knew he could trust with a secret this devastating. A man who’d been his good and loyal friend for many years. Colin Campbell was the sergeant in charge of the Special Assault Unit of the University of Virginia campus police force. A tough Irish cop, Colin was a legend on campus, renowned both for his compassionate treatment of assault victims and his merciless pursuit of their assailants. He’d been an unwavering support to both Jeff and Adam ever since their ordeal began, and Jeff felt Colin was the one person to whom he could turn to for help. He arranged for a nurse to stay with Adam and met Colin at McCafferty’s Irish Pub, the place they most often frequented together.

      Colin was still in uniform when he arrived, and he spotted Jeff immediately. “Hey buddy,” he said, straddling a chair and tossing his police hat onto the table.

      “Want a stout?” Jeff asked.

      “Nah, not while I’m wearing the blues. How’s Adam?”

      Jeff looked at him, his blue eyes lidded, but he gave no response and Colin sighed. “Sorry, Jeff.”

      “It’s getting closer to the end, Colin,” Jeff said. “I need your help.”

      “Anything. You know that.”

      “You’d better hear what I want before you say that.” He studied Colin for a long moment, then sighed. “I want you to help me find a way for Adam to die in peace. At home. With me. The way he wants to die. I haven’t got a clue how to begin, and it’s killing me inside that I’m even talking about it. All he has ahead of him now is a fucking nightmare.” He sucked in a quavering breath, and his eyes locked with Colin’s. “I have to help him, Colin, and I don’t know how,” he cried, then bowed his head, unable to go on.

      “Jesus, man,” Colin said, then bowed his own head, chewing on his lower lip. “Shit!” he spat out, then whistled for the waiter. “I think I’ll have that stout after all.”

      For a long time both men sat in silence, then Colin drew in a breath. “I might know a guy,” he murmured. “A doctor. I don’t know for sure if he’ll do it, Jeff. He might say no. But I’ll ask him.”

      Jeff clutched Colin’s arm. “Oh god, Colin, thank you! And, Colin, please do it soon. Please.”

      A dark shadow crossed Colin’s face as he stared into his friend’s eyes. “I’ll call him today,” he said. “Keep your phone nearby. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      Colin was as good as his word. The doctor’s name was Garrick Stanley. He’d known Colin for many years through his work with victims of the assault cases under Colin’s jurisdiction. Dr. Stanley visited Jeff and Adam in their home, studied all of Adam’s medical records, then asked for a day or two to think things through.

      Adam’s own doctor checked Dr. Stanley’s credentials and pronounced them impeccable, and two days later Dr. Stanley returned to their home and sat down beside Adam’s bed. Colin stood behind Jeff, both hands resting on his shoulders.

      “Adam,” the doctor said, “are you absolutely sure this is what you want?”

      “One hundred percent sure,” Adam said. “Sure to the point where I’m begging you to help us. I know how this ends, doctor. You know how this ends. Is it how you’d want your life to end?” Adam’s brilliant hazel eyes were fixed on the doctor’s. “Right now, I’m still Adam Wagner,” he said, his voice firm. “I’m still the man Jeff fell in love with. I’m still the person who lived his life with decency and humanity. But I can feel it slipping away. Don’t let me go out like that. Please let me die with my mind intact...my body still under my control. Please let me die as a human being, with some dignity and peace.” He clutched Jeff’s hand tightly. “Goddammit, man, you’ve seen my case file. You know I don’t have long before it’s all gone! Before everything that made me the man I am has rotted away! Help me!”

      Dr. Stanley nodded. “OK,” he said, “this is how things will go. I won’t administer the drugs myself. Either you’ll have to do it or Jeff will.”

      “I’ll do it,” Jeff said, his voice a choked-off whisper.

      “I’ll start an IV. It will have a tube attached through which the drugs can be injected.” He drew in a deep breath and focused on Jeff. “There will be two injections. The first is a high-dose narcotic which will create a deep sleep. Then you’ll administer a barbiturate. Using intravenous injections means Adam will be dead within one or two minutes.” He leaned toward both men. “Understand this: once those drugs are administered, that’s it. Two or three minutes is all you’ll have. So be sure you’re ready. Be sure you’ve said all you need to say.”

      He drew in a deep sigh. “I’ll be in the next room in case anything goes wrong, and if all goes as planned, I’ll pronounce Adam dead of complications due to end-stage brain cancer.” He glanced at Adam. “Do you have any family who might request an autopsy?”

      “No,” Adam said. “There’s no one. All my arrangements are made.”

      Stanley nodded. “All that’s left now is for you two to decide when you want to do this.”

      Jeff shook his head, too overwrought to speak and Colin’s hands tightened on his shoulders.

      “As soon as possible,” Adam said, his voice a low whisper. “This weekend?”

      “Sunday?”

      Adam nodded. “Sunday it is.”

      The doctor rose to his feet. “I’ll come over around noon. If you change your mind before then, just call me.”

      “We won’t,” Adam told him.

      The doctor nodded then rose. He patted Jeff’s shoulder, then shook hands with Colin and walked from the room.

      Jeff bent over Adam, sobbing. Adam wrapped him in his arms, then reached beyond him to grasp Colin’s hand. The two men stared into each other’s eyes but neither spoke.

      Colin turned to leave, then spun back. “Do you want me here on Sunday?”

      Jeff turned to face him, his own face damp with tears. “Would you mind, Colin?”

      “I’ll be here,” the big Irish cop replied, then left them alone.
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      It was Sunday. Dr. Stanley had met with Jeff and showed him exactly how to insert the needle and administer the drugs. He’d made Jeff practice several times then nodded. “That’s it. That’s perfect.”

      “Dr. Stanley, will he...I mean, he won’t...suffer...” He choked on the last word and his breath caught in a sob.

      “He’ll simply fall asleep,” the doctor assured him. “It’ll be peaceful and painless.” He sighed out a deep breath. “And in the unlikely event that anything does go wrong, I’ll be in the next room.” He gripped Jeff’s shoulder. “But it won’t.”

      The doctor now waited in the living room. The IV had been inserted into Adam’s arm. Two syringes lay on a sterile tray beside his bed. Jeff lay on the bed beside him, and Colin sat on the other side of the bed and held Adam’s hand.

      “You’re the two bravest men I’ve ever known,” he murmured.

      Adam tightened his hold on Colin’s hand. “Don’t let him feel guilty about this, Colin. Kick his ass if he tries. Promise me.”

      “Done!” Colin said.

      “Keep an eye on him for me?”

      Colin nodded, his throat too tight to speak.

      “OK, buddy,” Adam whispered. “Time to go.” He pulled Colin close and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      Colin rose, still holding Adam’s hand, and looked down at Jeff. “Jeff, I’ll do this if it’s too much for you.”

      Jeff shook his head. “I’ve got it,” he whispered, his voice barely audible. “I should be the one to send him on his way.”

      Colin nodded. “I’ll be right outside,” he said, then left the bedroom.

      Adam lifted his hand and caressed Jeff’s tear-streaked face. “OK, my love. It’s time to do this.”

      Jeff lowered his head, choking on his sobs.

      “Jeff,” Adam said, drawing him close, “please, baby.”

      They held each other tight for a long, long time, then Jeff drew in a ragged breath. “I love you,” he whispered. “And I always will.”

      “Fuck that,” Adam said in a hoarse whisper. “Find someone new. Learn to love again. You need to do that for me, Jeff. Don’t let what we shared turn you against love. It was too fucking good to let it turn to bitterness.”

      They kissed each other tenderly, whispering their love for each other, then Adam held out his arm with the IV tube clearly visible.

      Jeff got out of bed, his movements slow and reluctant. He walked to the other side of the bed and picked up the first of the marked syringes. Shaking all over with sobs, he carefully inserted the needle and pushed the syringe’s plunger home, then lay back down beside Adam and held him close in his arms. “I love you,” he whispered again and again. “I love you so much.”

      “Feel...” Adam began. “Feel...drowsy. Feel...” he breathed out a long sigh, “… good.” He lifted heavy-lidded eyes to Jeff’s and smiled. “I love you, Jeff. Be happy. Be...” His eyes closed, and Jeff heard a soft exhale.

      After a minute or two it became clear that Adam was in a deep sleep, nearly comatose. Jeff released him just long enough to get up again. He moved to the tray where the syringes lay and with a shaking hand he inserted the final medications into Adam’s IV.  He lay back down beside him, holding the man he loved close in his arms until he could no longer hear even the softest, shortest of breaths. Even then Jeff did not release him. He held him close for many, many minutes, shaking with sobs, feeling his heart shatter into a million pieces.

      Finally, Jeff rose and staggered into the next room where Colin and Dr. Stanley waited. The doctor strode past him, stethoscope in hand, while Colin caught Jeff in his arms and hugged him tight.

      “You did the right thing, buddy. You showed the purest expression of love possible. You let him go. You freed him.”

      Jeff nodded, still too overcome with grief to speak, but turned when Dr. Stanley reentered the room and nodded. “He’s gone.”
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            Seven Years Later

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day

      

      Jeff stared at the report on his monitor and squirmed in his chair. He needed to focus. His job demanded focus. Assessing the leadership, motivations, capabilities, and intentions of foreign and domestic terrorist groups was no small task, and at the moment he was struggling to meet the mandate his top secret position required. He blew out a sigh and leaned back in his chair. I need a break, he thought, then glanced at his watch. Two hours until he was due to leave.

      His current assignment had him outsourced to the National Ground Intelligence Center offices, near Charlottesville. His responsibilities for the most part mirrored his assigned tasks at Langley, but thankfully required a lot less driving time.

      He scowled at the monitor then shook himself in frustration and shut down the system with a quick snap of his wrist. A CIA counterterrorism analyst who couldn’t analyze was a worthless creature. Angry at himself, he stood and strode from his office and through a maze of winding corridors until he could buzz himself into the main lobby.

      “I’m leaving early,” he told the guard at the desk.

      “Sure thing, Mr. Kerry.”

      He stalked to his car then paused for a moment to pull his cell phone from his pocket: three messages from Trent. He winced and rested his forearm on the roof of his car while the hand holding his phone dropped to his side. He didn’t want to read the messages, at least not now. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest from just knowing they were there, and a confused mixture of eager anticipation and gut-wrenching guilt twisted his stomach.

      “Fuck!” he muttered through clenched teeth. He jerked his car door open and threw the phone to the passenger seat. Once in the car, he shot a glance in the phone’s direction then sped away, headed for the nearest bar.

      Alone in the darkened pub he nursed a light beer and stared at the far wall. He hadn’t read Trent’s texts, but he had a good idea what they said. Some version of ‘let’s get together’ the language growing more frustrated and angrier the longer he went without a reply, and Jeff had replied to none of them.

      He huffed out a breath through his nose and picked up the phone. He accessed the fingerprint scanner, and his home screen flashed into view. He saw himself standing behind a handsome dark-haired man with both arms draped around the man’s neck. His companion’s head was tilted back to look at him, and they were both smiling with obvious happiness. Jeff winced and quickly opened the text message app.

      “Hey,” the first message read, “let’s meet at McCafferty’s for a drink.”

      The second message sounded more like Trent. “C’mon, Jeff! It’s a drink not a marriage proposal.”

      And the third was pure Trent Peterson. “I’ve got Colin at 4...free after that. For fuck’s sake, Jeff, yes or no!”

      Jeff grimaced and tapped in a single word: ‘No!’ He hesitated for a moment, his frown a dark blot on his handsome face, then hit send. He closed the app and sat the phone on the table but not before the image of himself and Adam once again caught his eye, generating a stab of aching loss.

      His curt refusal would piss Trent off, and he knew it. He only wished he didn’t care. Until now it had always been easy to ignore this kind of invitation. It had become almost a private joke between himself and Adam. Guys hit on him, he refused, Adam shook his head in loving frustration, and they both laughed. He could almost hear his dead lover’s voice in his ear: “What was wrong with THAT one!?” And Jeff’s answer was always the same: “He’s not you.”

      But Trent was an enigma unlike any he’d ever known. The blonde physical therapist was damned near the antithesis of everything that made Adam Wagner who he was. Where Adam was scholarly and quiet, loving intellectual pursuits, theater, and opera, Trent leaned more toward comic books, sci-fi TV, and superhero movies. Where Adam had been gentle and soft-spoken, Trent was assertive and brash to the point of being an obnoxious pain in the ass. And yet in spite of those obvious differences, Jeff couldn’t walk away.

      There had always been a transcendent quality about Adam that made him seem disconnected from this world. Even at its most passionate, their relationship had seemed a transient interlude, never quite achieving the solidity that Trent’s commanding presence offered from the moment they met.

      Trent Peterson was as real as they came. Blonde, blue-eyed, and built like the superheroes he admired, Trent was passionately devoted to the patients under his care. And while his personality reeked of an assertive self-assurance that bordered on egomaniacal, at least half of his professional time was spent doing pro bono work with Afghanistan veterans who couldn’t afford a private therapist or whose insurance wouldn’t cover the kind of treatment he provided.

      Jeff polished off his drink and rose. As he reached for his phone it sounded another text message alert. He growled out a frustrated sigh but thumbed the phone and read: “OK. I pushed too hard. I’m sorry. Please come to McCafferty’s. I’ll behave. I promise.”

      Jeff drew in a deep breath and hesitated. “Dammit.” He stared down at the message for a count of three, then tapped in two letters: “OK.”
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      It was nearly five by the time he arrived at McCafferty’s, and the parking lot was already filling with after-work patrons. He had no problem spotting Trent, who was standing next to the door and leaning against the building.

      Jeff paused for a moment and gazed at him. Grinning his crooked grin, Trent was greeting guys he knew as they walked past him into the pub. His longish blonde hair fell over his forehead, strands shooting out in fifteen different directions like fragments from an explosion. One of the incoming patrons grabbed his arm and their heads bent together in animated conversation. As he watched, Trent threw back his head and laughed, his quirky smile a splash of light across his face. Trent was ten feet away, but even from this distance his electric blue eyes caught Jeff’s attention. Teasing, dancing, almost never still, Trent’s eyes were his most striking feature. They could convey both tender concern and the hardness of cold steel all in the space of a few seconds.

      He spotted Jeff and moved at once to meet him. “Hey, handsome,” he murmured, bending close, his low-pitched voice creating an aura of intimacy that caught Jeff’s breath and triggered an automatic retreat.

      “Hey yourself,” Jeff responded, taking a half-step back.

      Trent’s mouth twitched, but he took Jeff’s arm and drew him closer, as if rejecting Jeff’s instinctive rebuff. “Glad you came,” he said.

      Jeff nodded then shouldered his way past Trent and into the crowded pub. “Let’s sit in the back,” he said. “I’m not in the mood for socializing.”

      “Even with me?” Trent asked as they wound their way to the quieter, darker rear of the building.

      Jeff slumped in the chair then turned toward his companion. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “That’s your answer?”

      “It’s the only answer I’ve got.” He saw Trent’s mouth draw into a thin line, a sure sign that he was suppressing his irritation, but Jeff wasn’t in the mood to indulge him. “After your snotty texts, you’re lucky I came at all.”

      Trent gave the waiter their order then leaned toward Jeff. “OK. OK. I know I get a bit impatient.”

      “What do you want from me, Trent? You know I like you. I’m just not ready for some big romantic interlude.”

      “I’m just saying...” He quirked an eyebrow at Jeff, then shook his head. “I’m not saying anything.”

      “Smart move.”

      “Now who’s being snotty.”

      Jeff sighed and stared down at his drink.

      “What we share in bed feels like more than a casual hookup,” Trent said, reaching to lay his hand on Jeff’s arm. “It feels like a lot more.”

      Jeff’s eyebrows lifted. “C’mon, Trent. Sex is sex. The fact that it’s good sex doesn’t magically turn it into an emotional commitment.” He moved his arm out from under Trent’s hand and lifted his stout to his lips.

      Trent hissed out a frustrated breath and leaned back in his chair. “Christ, you can be a cold-hearted bastard!”

      Jeff flinched and bowed his head.

      “Do you want me to stop calling you?” Trent asked, a sharp edge creeping into his voice.

      Jeff shook his head. “No.” He raised his head and met Trent’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Trent. I probably shouldn’t have come here tonight given the mood I’m in. I don’t mean to be cold-hearted. I’m simply asking you not to push. Not to keep bugging me to define what I feel about... about...”

      “About us?” Trent finished.

      “About anything,” Jeff replied, turning back to his drink.

      “Because you can’t define our relationship? Or because you’re afraid to define it.”

      “Probably a little of both.”

      Trent studied him in silence, then blew out a long breath. Just the way he was, Jeff Kerry was everything Trent had ever wanted in a man. And he felt sure that beneath the crust that protected the open wound of his loss there lay qualities that were even more deserving of love. Trent suspected that the look of tortured remembrance so constantly etched across Jeff’s face was a large part of what kept him in Jeff’s orbit. He longed to be the man who turned the shadow of Jeff’s pain-filled past into the light of his contented present: the present they shared, the present he helped create.

      “OK,” he said, his voice a half-whisper in the noisy bar. “I’m sorry.” He’s a wounded animal, Trent thought, recoiling from anything that reaches to touch him. He longed to ask Jeff to come home with him. To spend the evening with him. To simply sit beside him and watch TV. Sometimes, if he moved carefully enough, he could lead Jeff back to his bedroom where he would stroke and caress Jeff’s magnificent body until they merged into one. He longed for those magical moments, the only moments when the specter of Adam Wagner ceased to be a palpable presence at their side.

      He reached for Jeff’s hand and took it in his. “Listen, I’ve been a bit of a jerk tonight. I had a bad day, and I let it get to me. Let me make it up to you. Come home with me. We’ll order a pizza and watch TV. What do you say?”

      Jeff gazed at him in silence through lowered lashes, and for a moment Trent’s breath caught.

      “No funny stuff?” Jeff asked.

      “Depends on what you call funny stuff,” Trent told him, with a quick grin. “I can’t help being funny.”

      Jeff nibbled on his upper lip as he looked into Trent’s eyes then gave a half-hearted shrug. “OK. Pizza actually sounds good.”

      They rose and moved toward the door; fingers still laced. “Let’s take my car,” Trent suggested, tugging Jeff after him as they left the pub. “I’ll bring you back later.”

      “I’ll meet you at your place,” Jeff replied. He pulled free and walked backwards, edging toward his own vehicle. “No point to you having to go out again.”

      “No backing out,” Trent warned him. “I don’t want to have to come looking for you.”

      Jeff huffed out a laugh. “Just order the damn pizza,” he called over his shoulder. “And no anchovies!”
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      Trent’s apartment always struck Jeff as a mirror reflection of the man who lived in it. Leather and steel. Dark and light. The overstuffed black leather sectional standing out in stark contrast to the chrome, glass-topped coffee table and the white fur rug it sat upon. On the wall was a huge abstract painting, all shadowy red and black shapes on the bottom and a burst of light at the top. He collapsed onto the couch and felt himself sinking into the cushions, almost enveloped by comfort. Yet again, he thought, like Trent.

      “I’m glad you decided to come,” Trent told him, handing him a beer. “I honestly didn’t expect it.”

      “Well, I haven’t come yet,” Jeff told him with a wink, “but where there’s life, there’s hope. How’s Colin doing?”

      Trent barked out a laugh. “How he’s always doing...more than he should.” He shrugged and sat down on the couch beside Jeff. “But there’s no stopping him, so I don’t try. I just try to keep him in the ballpark so he doesn’t hurt himself.”

      Jeff nodded as Trent’s arm slipped around his shoulders. “He’s hard to handle,” he agreed, trying to relax. He wasn’t sure what made him more uncomfortable: Trent’s arm around him, or the feeling of warmth and surrender that filled him when Trent moved this close.

      “Pizza on the way
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