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      Newly married, David and Linc now have to get on with the rest of their lives. Like other couples, they face the everyday of living with someone else and making decisions together. Ordinary life can be stressful when you’re busy, and even more so when you decide to move and combine two households and a workplace into one. Luckily, many helpers make light work if you are organised enough.

      David and Linc make the huge decision to start the journey to having a child of their own. Unlike others, for them this means scrutiny of their pasts and their present, and who knows what such investigations will reveal..

      Getting away is often a good idea after the stress of moving house, and before they begin adoption process, taking a honeymoon trip to America, something Linc's mother dreamed of doing, seems the ideal opportunity to get some time alone together. But if one person is keeping secrets from the other, even the simplest plan can go wrong.

       

      Join Linc and David once more for the third and final part of their story. Will their plans reach fruition, or will the perils and challenges of everyday life leave all their hopes and dreams in jeopardy?
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      A FEW DAYS AFTER THE WEDDING. FEBRUARY 2019

      “We’re here,” David said. He turned into the car park next to the council offices and found a space.

      Linc didn’t reply. David glanced at him. Linc’s face had paled, including even the smattering of freckles across his cheeks. He grimaced.

      “You wouldn’t want to be in my stomach at the moment. I swear there are eagles flying around in there, not butterflies.”

      David took hold of Linc’s hand. “But we want to do this, and today is only the beginning. Remember, it took my mum and dad a long time when they wanted to adopt.”

      Linc continued to stare through the windscreen.

      “Linc?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t what?”

      “I can’t go in there.”

      “Linc, this is just panic. Everyone else in the room will be feeling the same. All of us know we’re being judged.”

      “But what if I let you down? What if they take one look at me and…”

      “There is nothing about you that will let me down. I can bolster your ego if you want and tell you how wonderful you are like I did last night, but perhaps I won’t share what a talented tongue you have with the rest of the group.”

      Linc’s grip on David’s hand relaxed a little, and finally the corners of his mouth turned up. “I’m being a drama queen, aren’t I?”

      “Just a tad. Just be you—wonderful, kind, generous, inspirational, and downright gorgeous you. We have a lot to offer. Remember that.”

      Linc sighed. “It’s just I’ve a lot of past to share.”

      “We both have,” David agreed. “Come on, we’ve got to pay to park then find the room.”

      David could have parked in a disabled spot, but more than once he’d received dirty looks from people, and he wasn’t prepared to raise his trouser leg this morning. Only when he’d overdone things and his leg hurt, did he use a space.

      After asking, they found the meeting place on the first floor and David led the way through the door. The room was set out with chairs in a semi-circle, about half of which were occupied. Two people at the front welcomed them.

      “Can we have your names, please?”

      “I’m David Rallison, and this is Linc Woodhouse.”

      “Welcome, gentlemen. Please take a seat. There are tea and coffee-making facilities over there, so help yourself.”

      Linc shook his head and they sat. David took out his notebook. They were twenty minutes early—as Linc had said—it wouldn’t make a good impression to be late. More people arrived until the room was full.

      The woman at the front stood. “Welcome, everybody. My name’s Sandy and this is Drew. We’re here to introduce you to the adoption process so you can make an informed decision as to whether you want to go forward from here.”

      For the next hour, they listened to the leaders and to others asking questions. Linc asked about adopting siblings, while David mentioned he’d been adopted and asked about mixed-race children.

      Drew stepped forward at the end of the video presentations. “We’ll give you a few days to discuss what you want to do after what you’ve heard today. This is a big decision, although nothing is set in stone. Even if you get through all the stages, you can still change your minds. We’ve had couples whose circumstances have altered, including getting pregnant.”

      “That’s not likely to happen to us,” Linc whispered, not quietly enough, judging from the smile on Drew’s face.

      “Has anything changed your mind?” David asked after they waved goodbye to another couple.

      Linc shook his head. “Not a chance.”

      Once outside, David turned to Linc. “How d’you fancy pictures and a meal? It’s been a while since we’ve been out.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      David switched on the engine. The last time he’d been to this cinema, he’d taken Elliott. Hopefully, this time they wouldn’t end up in a police car.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow,” David said days later after reading the online form they’d been sent as part of the registration process.

      The social worker had called to check if they were still interested and now these forms wanted their life stories and views on everything. They sat next to each other on the sofa. Both had worked a long day.

      “We were warned the questions would be intrusive,” David said. “They’ve got to be certain we’re suitable. Neither of us have a criminal record and neither of us has had a relationship with someone who has children. They’ll ask Chris, Laura, and Sylvia about us. There’s only Noah to ask from your family. I suppose they’ll contact Matt, and they may ask my friends from university. Do you think they’ll want to ask all of the people we’ve had sex with?”

      “I bloody well hope not.”

      “I doubt they’d want all their names.” David guessed Linc might not know them all. “So, I guess this is our Four Weddings moment. How many people have we slept with?”

      Linc sat back and crossed his arms. “Ah well, ‘slept’ is one thing and sex is another.”

      “We need to talk before we fill in these forms. We both come with baggage.”

      “But baggage doesn’t have to be negative, does it? We’ve life experiences other people don’t have. If we ever get to adopt, it won’t be a baby. The child might have life experiences too. You heard what Drew said at the meeting. Fewer babies are waiting for adoption because someone has been forced to give them up. A lot of them are children removed from homes who may have had traumatic pasts.”

      David leaned his head on Linc’s shoulder. “I don’t remember the home I was in at all. I was too young. Mum said I didn’t like being in a room on my own at first and would sneak in with Chris or Laura. They put up with me. Chris used to read me stories to put me to sleep. There was a book of fairy tales I loved.”

      “The only book ever read to me was the Bible. I’ll have to tell them all he did, won’t I? How he treated me and Mum.”

      David put an arm around him. “It won’t be easy, any of this. We need to talk to each other too. I read somewhere going through this process is the cheapest form of therapy available as you have to talk about everything. Maybe we should start now with our sexual experiences.”

      “I’ll need a drink,” Linc said. “Some Dutch courage.”

      “I’ll get that bottle of wine left over from Christmas, or do you want beer?”

      “I’ll drink the wine,” Linc said. “See, you’ve made me all posh with your fancy ways. I even own a second suit.”

      David chuckled. “And you looked sexy in it too.” He stood and was followed by the cats into the kitchen. “Don’t meow at me. It’s not my fault you ate your food. There are biscuits. I’m sorry they’re proper ones, not treats, but you can’t have treats all the time. It’s like having kids with you two.” He could imagine telling kids to eat their greens. He took the wine from the fridge door and grabbed two glasses from the cupboard.

      Back in the living room, he sat on the sofa and poured them both a glass. “I’ll go first,” he said.

      “Okay,” Linc replied, and turned to face him. He took a couple of large gulps of wine. “I’m listening.”

      David took a couple of swallows too. There wasn’t much to tell. “Okay, I’ve slept with five people including you.” He consciously avoided using the word only. “I’ve never gone in for one-night stands except the first time, which I’d rather forget. You were an exception to my normal pattern. I liked you from the moment we met. After the party, I didn’t want you to get away and, to be honest, I wanted to see how you’d react to my leg before I got too invested. You passed with flying colours.”

      Linc nodded but said nothing.

      “I had a couple of relationships at university that lasted a few months each. The second one was more serious, but neither of us wanted to move to where the other one lived when we graduated, so we ended it. We didn’t keep in touch. Then there was someone else a couple of years ago. We were together for a year, and I thought we were planning to move in here together. I could say we split up because he was allergic to cats, but the truth is he cheated on me.”

      “Who was he?” Linc asked.

      “A friend of Laura’s. He owned a bakery in Norwich which supplied her shop. She set us up on a date. He did make wonderful cakes. I thought we were heading for settling down then discovered the hard way that he wasn’t ready. He told me I was no fun. He was more into clubs than me. The final straw came when I wouldn’t go to Ibiza. He went on his own, came back, and told me what a great time he’d had without me cramping his style. Apparently, monogamy was boring, so I dumped him.”

      “The man was obviously an idiot,” Linc said. “You are more than enough.”

      Heat rushed into David’s face, “Perhaps I needed the right man to bring something out in me.” Linc leaned forward and they met in a kiss. Tingles ran down David’s spine. He shivered at the feel of Linc’s hands on his face and neck. Knowing if they continued with this, they’d never finish the conversation, David pulled back.

      “That’s it,” David said. “I’ve always used condoms and had safe sex even with Simon, his name was Simon. Maybe I never really trusted him. And now there’s you.”

      Linc picked up his glass, drained it and filled both again. “Okay. Truth—there are some I can’t remember—clubs and too much drink. I was sometimes stupid, but I got tested regularly, and I was lucky. I’ve often wondered about that time in my life. Was I looking for love in all the wrong places? Was I sticking two fingers up at Old Sam and being the gayest gay who ever could gay? I don’t know. Anyway, I got pissed once too often and fell asleep fully clothed on Frank’s sofa. That last time I was sick in my sleep. Frank gave me a right talking-to. He said he wouldn’t let me work with the tools if there was any chance I’d hurt myself. I couldn’t stand letting him down after the start he’d given me, so I cleaned up my act, stopped drinking as much, and concentrated on work. I can’t give you a number for that time in my life, but they were all quick hand jobs and blow jobs in toilets or dark alleys. Matt and I agreed never to go home with anyone.”

      David waited for Linc to continue.

      “As for the rest, there was the bloke I told you about when I was fourteen, and the few I blew for money in the parks. I didn’t let them do anything else. I was a big lad, and I could handle myself, so no one ever tried anything. After I decided to drink less and grow up, there were two others. The first one was called James. I made a table for him not long after Frank died. I was lonely, and he seemed nice at first. I had no idea what he saw in me until I realised I was a project. He was a gym bunny into improving his body. He made me join in, got me drinking protein shakes, and checked my weight all the time. I discovered he had a temper too when I didn’t live up to his standards. I also discovered he was taking steroids. I reported him to the police, not for hitting me, but for selling them to others.”

      “I’m sorry,” David said. “And after him came⁠—”

      “Bradley the bastard. As you can see, until you I made bad choices. I had a long hard look at myself after Bradley. I had no idea what I was looking for but with you…” He paused. “To tell you want the truth, if you’d have said fuck me now on the day we met, I might have agreed. It was lust at first sight—you all sweaty with a towel around your neck. You were, and are, gorgeous. I had to move my bag to cover my interest.”

      David cleared his throat. “And I was grateful those sweatpants had some room.” The same heat rushed into his face again. He picked up the wine and swallowed. “The shower I had that day was cold.”

      “Really?” Linc asked. His grin would have shamed the Cheshire Cat.

      “Really. You were this hunk of a man stood there on my doorstep with that beard and those arms and hands. Strength oozed out of you. My brain and dick went straight to you holding me down and having your wicked way with me. I shocked myself, I can tell you.”

      Linc blushed. “What finally decided me to take a chance on you, was the cats. After our first meeting, I watched you online. I read the comments from the viewers and listened to you talk to the mother cats and their kittens.” He paused and chuckled. “You remember how Wanda behaved in A Fish Called Wanda when she heard someone speak French or Russian—that was me listening to you. Your voice is like liquid gold. It’s why I came to see you and took a chance on doing something different. If you hadn’t been talking to cats, I’d have… well, I’m sure you can guess. I couldn’t believe my luck on the night of the party.”

      “And my leg? You didn’t even flinch. Others have said they needed time to deal with it. It’s one of the reasons I’ve never gone in for one-night stands—too afraid of rejection. With you I also took a chance.”

      Linc took his hand and gazed into his eyes. “We were simply meant to be,” he said then dissolved into laughter.

      David fell on top of him, kissed him hard, and let their bodies move together. He loved that he could. “You are a good man, Linc Woodhouse, but now I’d like you to be a little bad.” He opened the top of his jeans to pull out his cock then did the same to Linc, so he lay on top of him, their groins rubbing together.

      “We’re going for fast and furious,” David warned. He lowered his hand to bring their cocks together, using pre-cum to get a little lubrication. “God, I love the way you move under me. I love the way you taste, and I love the way you groan.”

      “Just frot against me,” Linc said. “It’ll be enough the way I feel now.” David let go so he could use both hands to balance while pressing his body to Linc’s. . Sensations surged through him. He leaned over again and took a nipple between his teeth nipping hard enough to make Linc gasp.

      “Oh yeah, and the other one,” Linc said. “You make me feel…”

      “Your fault. You make me want to… I’ve never felt this way with anyone else. Getting close now. You?”

      “Yeah. Love the weight of you on me. Kiss me. Want to come with you kissing me.”

      David did as asked, open-mouthed, pressing his tongue to meet Linc’s tongue. It wasn’t so much a battle as a dance between them—a tango or a rumba. Linc tensed under him, and he willed his orgasm to happen. Linc’s upward thrust brought them closer, breathing heavily, groaning into his kiss, was enough for his orgasm to rip through David’s body leaving him breathless and spent.

      “You are something else.” They lay in the same position until David eased back. “I’ll get some wipes and a towel,” he said. “We’ll be messy.”

      David peeled himself off and hurried out of the room, grateful for the dark so no one would see him through the window with his cock hanging out. He was careful to check in front of him in case a cat suddenly appeared. Falling over one in his current state would not be a good idea. He grabbed a tea towel and held it in front of himself. Back in the living room, Linc lay still splayed on the sofa. David was tempted to lick him clean. Instead, he handed Linc the wipes. He noticed a few bruises appearing on Linc’s chest. Had he marked him deliberately—possibly.

      “I could kill a cup of tea and some biscuits,” Linc said, sitting up.

      “Me too,” David agreed.

      They spent the rest of the evening catching up with missed TV. The adoption form could wait for another day.
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      “We should go away somewhere while we can as long as we get through stage one,” David said over breakfast two weeks later. “They reckon it will take two months, so I could look at early May. It could be an early birthday present. You’d have time to finish any projects and to be back for the end of Kian’s first year. We could go somewhere we haven’t been to before.”

      “Well, that’ll give us all of the world except the Netherlands,” Linc said, licking the corners of his mouth as butter leaked from his crumpet. David couldn’t help staring, knowing where Linc’s tongue had been the night before. “Do you have anywhere in mind? Because I have an idea.”

      “Mum had a wish to go to the US before she died. I could ask Charles what she’d planned. It would be great if I could fulfil her wish. We could book in advance once we work out where we’re going. Can I also put in a plea for better seats on the planes? I can’t imagine either of us wanting to spend ten hours or more in economy.”

      “And that’s my idea. Why don’t you give Charles a call? I’ve a few ideas too. We could see if they match.”

      Truth was David had a pretty good idea of one place he’d like to go. Over the last few weeks, he’d become more obsessed with the possibility of tracking down his biological father after watching a programme that united lost families while Linc was out with Matt. They’d found the bloke in New Zealand and brought the family together. The adoption process and writing about his past had ignited a need to try to join all the dots. He’d started reading about Baton Rouge just to get a feel for the place where his father had grown up. Linc had tried to warn him things might not go as well as they had meeting his mother if he did find Luther Walker when he’d casually mentioned it whilst discussing their answers on the adoption form, but that hadn’t put him off.

      “He doesn’t know you exist. He may have a family. He may also not be happy about your being gay. If you believe social media, Americans always seem more religious than us.”

      “He did have sex before marriage,” David had pointed out.

      “True, but I don’t want you to be hurt.”

      “Have you never felt the need to know who your father is?” David had asked.

      Linc had stared into the distance. “My mum knew even less about my father than Dot did. All she knew was his first name. I don’t feel any connection with him. I know I could have brothers and sisters out there somewhere, but I don’t get hung up about him. All I’m saying is think about it.” And David had thought about it.

      Linc finished his crumpet and pushed the plate to one side. Dixie jumped on the table and licked at the knife.

      “Bad cat,” David said, without any effect.

      Linc gently brushed the cat from the table. “Let’s get the maps out tonight and have a look. We could go in any direction, but we need to work out a start and finish point. We could even do Route 66.” He glanced at the clock. “Bugger. I need to get off. Kian is expecting me, and his course tutor is visiting today with Afzana to see how he’s doing. Afzana might have inside knowledge of social services. I’ll pick her brain a bit.”

      “How’s Kian doing?” David asked.

      “Good,” Linc said. “His skills have improved over the last six months, and he’s been no problem in the house. If he’s ever had anyone there, he tidies up afterwards. He’s still gaming with Ollie as well—I wonder sometimes…”

      “Hmm,” David said, getting the inference immediately. “That would mean all three of us lacking in the heterosexuality department.”

      “Yeah, but only you’re gay. Emily and possibly Ollie would be bisexual or pansexual or demisexual. Young people have so many choices.” He grinned as he spoke. “Makes you wonder if your biological father has produced any heterosexuals.”

      “About him…” David began again.

      “Sorry, got to go. Don’t want to hit traffic. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Go on then. Get off and make something beautiful. I’ve research to do in preparation for our walking tour packs on Suffolk’s wool towns. They want me to do the audio descriptions of buildings so groups can hire the tapes and listen as they do the tours.”

      “I’d listen to you read the telephone book. Do we still have telephone books? Though I’d rather listen to you making those obscene noises you did last night when I had my tongue in your⁠—”

      David shifted in his seat. “Linc,” he said, in his sternest voice.

      Linc stood, leaned over, and kissed him hard. “Your fault,” he said straightening. “You know what your voice does to me. Better go. I’ve a wood delivery for the next project as well to deal with. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” David heard the click of the front door locking. He grabbed his second coffee of the morning and carried the mug to the living room to sit at the table.

      Outside, buds had begun to appear on the trees. Crocuses and daffodils poked their heads towards the sky in search of warmth. Somehow, they were already into the first week in March.

      He opened his laptop and found information about flights to the US from Heathrow. Maybe I can steer him in the right direction. He might not know Baton Rouge is anywhere near New Orleans. With any luck, his mum might have wanted to visit. Yes, he felt guilty, but he knew there was a chance Linc wouldn’t approve unless he could find the man in advance, and he doubted his chances of doing that. He had no idea if Luther Walker was even still alive considering he was likely to have seen action in Iraq or Afghanistan.

      With a little research, he found there were flights to New Orleans from Heathrow. They could hire a car and collect it at the wonderfully named Louis Armstrong airport. He also found a suggested fourteen-day route which would take them through Baton Rouge, but also to Austin, Roswell, Santa Fe, the Grand Canyon, Death Valley, and Yosemite, ending at San Francisco. Linc would love it. He planned to drop it into conversation.
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        * * *

      

      That night, they sat down and discussed ideas over dinner. “Did you manage to talk to Charles? I know how busy you expected to be,” David asked.

      “I did. Charles said my mum had a list. She wanted to go to California, to one of the big parks, the Grand Canyon, Mardi Gras in New Orleans. They’d found one of these all-inclusive touring packages. Charles gave me the link. We could check out the route.”

      David couldn’t believe his ears. It sounded like the route he’d discovered.

      “It’s a pity we’d be too late for Mardi Gras, but we could still go to New Orleans. What do you think?” Linc added.

      “Show me the website.”

      Linc tapped the buttons on his phone and passed it to David. It is the same site I looked at.

      “We could do this ourselves, starting in New Orleans then travelling to the west coast via Texas.”

      “I’ve always fancied travelling on a cable car in San Francisco and seeing the Golden Gate bridge. What’s in between?”

      David pretended to check the map. “There’s Las Vegas, the Grand Canyon, Death Valley, and Yosemite, as well as Roswell.”

      “Isn’t that Area 51?” Linc said.

      “Yeah, if you believe the stories.”

      “Can’t say I do really. Do you believe in aliens? We’ve never discussed it. This adoption process is bringing up all sorts of things, though I’m not sure believing in aliens would be high on their list of positives.”

      David chuckled. “Hmm. I suppose I think there must be life somewhere else, and I do love a sci-fi film.”

      “About Las Vegas,” Linc continued. “I’m not bothered about the gambling, but I fancy seeing the Grand Canyon.”

      “There must be places to go in Texas. All this won’t be cheap, but it might be our last chance for a holiday for some time. By the way, did you remember to book an appointment for your medical?”

      “I did. I haven’t been there since I joined the practice because Frank insisted I needed to register in case of accidents. I had to have a check-up then, but I couldn’t tell them much. I didn’t have any of the childhood illnesses or vaccinations, so Frank insisted I get them too. I explained what it was for. It’s next Monday. Did you get an appointment?”

      David had forgotten until late afternoon, but he’d managed to get something sorted. “Like you, I haven’t been there much as an adult. I have a repeat prescription for my leg and have to get it checked every now and again in case there are any problems with the prosthesis.” David hesitated. “Umm, if you need any help with this book they want us to fill in…” He left the offer hanging. “I’m not entirely sure what they want myself. A home learning reflective workbook sounds a bit pompous.”

      “I’m okay. I’ve set it up so I can dictate my answers. I’m much better now I’m getting help for the dyslexia.”

      David touched Linc’s arm. “I just thought I’d ask. I suppose they’ll let us know about the home visit and not spring one on us.”

      “This place is never untidy.”

      “True,” David agreed, “I don’t like mess around me.”

      “Anyway, holiday first,” Linc said. “I can’t wait to get two weeks with you all to myself. We deserve a treat, and this can be our honeymoon. We can share the driving and book places in advance. It’ll be fun.”
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        * * *

      

      In the next week, the enquiries began. Social workers contacted David’s family and Sylvia. The medicals had been satisfactory.

      “The doctor mentioned losing some weight,” Linc said. “I did point out many rugby players are built like me and fit as butcher’s dogs. Not everyone fits into their carefully structured BMI figures. I have to wait for the results of the blood tests, but my blood pressure was fine considering I’ve never liked people in white coats.”

      David had his medical the same day. The doctor had been more concerned with him keeping up with his physio. He needed to organise his appointments better. All they could do was cross their fingers that the social workers were satisfied with what they discovered.

      Over the next couple of weeks, David mixed work with research. He found hotels and motels. Yes, the chances of finding his father when he got there were small, but it wouldn’t do any harm to check out a few names from Facebook, would it?

      Frustratingly, it turned out there were many Luther Walkers and several in Louisiana. He had no idea which, if any, might be the one he wanted. Many had no personal information at all. He opened the page for the local newspaper in Baton Rouge—he’d been checking it on the off-chance of discovering something in the announcements—and stared at the headline.

      ‘Local firefighter awarded medal’.

      The person staring out from the page was named as Luther Clement Walker. He was shown receiving the medal and there was another photograph with his family, his wife and two children, both adults and also, by the look of it, firefighters. His background, the article explained, was in the armed services. David couldn’t believe his luck. Could this person staring out at him from the page be his birth father? The article gave a place where he lived though not an exact address and described him as one of the leading trainers at the Fire Department headquarters in Baton Rouge.

      David put his laptop on the sofa next to him. He picked up the mug of coffee and took three swallows to finish the contents, hoping it might stop his hands from shaking. Could his road to discovery be this simple? He could show Dot the photograph, or he could just turn up there, at the fire department, or perhaps Luther Walker might be listed in the local telephone book, and he could find an address. Do they have phone books? David had no idea how this man would react to finding out he had another son. He examined his possible siblings—a firefighting family. No, I can’t just turn up. That’s like something out of a TV drama. I could write to him though, at the fire department headquarters.

      David had no idea why, but he didn’t want to share this with anyone yet. There was time to write and get a reply one way or the other. He opened a new document and wrote.

      

      Dear Mr Walker,

      

      My name is David Rallison. I live in the UK. I’m hoping you might be the Luther Walker who was posted to one of the American army bases in the late 1980s and that you might have known a Dorothy Smith. You would have met on Cromer Pier and got to know each other over a few weeks.

      There is no easy way of saying this, so I will just come out with it. I believe there may be a chance you are my biological father. When Dot got pregnant, her family found out and kept her away from you. They forced her to put me, her son, up for adoption. I was adopted by a wonderful couple and only met Dot and her family myself a couple months ago. All she knew of you was your name and that you were from Baton Rouge.

      Over the last few weeks, I’ve begun to wonder more about you. Recently, I’ve checked the local papers in your area, and I saw the report about the medal you were awarded, that you worked for the fire department, and had been in the services, so I thought I’d write to you.

      There are things you might like to know about me which might influence your decision whether to reply to this message. I was born with the bottom half of one leg missing so I have a prosthetic limb. This doesn’t affect me much in everyday life. I’m also gay. I married my partner, Linc, in February. I trained as a librarian, but due to budget cuts my library was closed. I’m now intending to train as a teacher. Both my parents were teachers. I also foster cats and have a video channel for people to watch them. The archive can be found on You Tube if you put in Fozzie fosters kittens, you’ll find me. Dot trained as a nurse and married a doctor. She has two other children. I haven’t told her, or anyone else, I’m doing this.

      Linc and I are travelling to the US around the end of April/early May, intending to do a road trip from New Orleans to San Francisco. If I have the right person and you are agreeable, we could possibly meet. You can email me at the address at the top of this letter.

      If you are not the right person, I would appreciate a quick message to let me know. If you are and you choose not to reply, that is fine too. I realise this information will have come as a shock and that you may not want your family to know. I’ve attached a photograph just in case you can see any similarity between us.

      Thank you for reading this letter.

      Yours sincerely

      David Rallison

      

      He checked over the wording and changed it several times. There was no easy way to tell a man he had a son he didn’t know about. He printed the letter, addressed it care of the fire service and before he changed his mind, took a quick trip to the post office. Once he’d given the envelope to the assistant that was it. All he could do was wait to see if he got a reply.
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      David stared at the kettle, waiting for it to boil, while he contemplated the last couple of weeks. Sometimes, when you’re busy, and he was busy, days pass quickly, but the last two weeks since he’d sent that letter had felt like a year. More than once Linc had asked him what was wrong. He’d put his mood down to too much to organise and the impending home visit from the adoption team. Ten minutes earlier, Linc had offered to help with finding places to visit, and David had replied without thinking.

      “It’s easier for me to plan everything with your reading problems.” He’d wanted to bite his tongue the moment the words came out. Linc’s hurt expression, curt reply of “fine,” and his disappearance to sit in the garden were all David needed to show how stupid his comment had been. He made two mugs of tea, found some chocolate biscuits, and having checked for cats, followed Linc into the garden.

      “I’m sorry,” he’d said, sitting next to Linc on the bench. He handed Linc a mug and held out the biscuits. “Peace offering?” Linc took both and immediately ripped open the packet.

      “I didn’t mean that how it sounded.”

      “I know,” Linc replied. “And you’re right. It is easier for you. But I’m tetchy and you’re on edge. There’s a lot going on. We’ve both been working long hours. I’m going to have to turn work down or tell people they’ll have to wait. There’s a group of friends all trying to outdo each other with new furniture. It’s ridiculous but money-making.”

      David took a biscuit and dipped it into his tea. He allowed the sweet taste to melt on his tongue before replying. “I wish they’d give us a date for the home visit. We know they’re talking to people. It’s making me paranoid, which isn’t like me, and I keep getting annoyed with myself.” Not to mention wondering if this man is my father and keeping secrets from you.

      “Our lives will be an open book,” Linc said. “We need to get used to it. We want to adopt children. We won’t just be given them and left to get on with it.”

      “I know,” David replied. “Ignore me. I’m being stupid. I’ll get the computer and show you what I’ve managed to organise so far. I’ve found this hotel right in the French quarter for the first couple of nights in New Orleans, and I’ve booked us on a swamp boat trip on the first morning in one of the large airboats.”

      Linc laughed. “Please tell me there’s no chance of either of us being eaten by alligators. I suppose you could always put your prosthesis in its mouth, like in the cartoons.”

      David leaned his head against Linc’s shoulder. “Are we all right?”

      “Of course we are. But I have to go. I’ve a couple who want to see me in person to discuss their ideas and I can’t leave Kian on his own. I’ll try not to be too long.” He stood and kissed David. “You rest your leg as well. And book an appointment with your physio. If we’re going on a road trip, I need you in tip-top condition.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Linc frowned and waved a finger. “There is no try, there is only do.”

      David finished his drink and ate three more biscuits while watching pairs of finches on the feeders. Better get on.

      Following Linc’s instructions, David sat with his feet up on the sofa. He’d done too much the day before, taking a party of older people around various towns, checking out the information pack and audio tape to make sure they worked. He and Susan had been there to answer questions. Time to catch up. He picked up his laptop and opened up the browser to check his e-mails. There was quite a list. The first was from a motel near the Grand Canyon confirming his booking. Others were reviews from the day before. He spent time noting comments, making notes for the others to act upon. While reading those, two more e-mails popped into his inbox. The first was from the adoption people giving them a date for the home visit, but the other one was from Baton Rouge Fire Department. He clicked on the second and read. It was brief.

      
      Dear Mr Rallison

      I am sorry to inform you I am not the Luther Walker you are searching for. I wish you luck with your quest.

      Yours sincerely

      Mr L Walker

      
      That was it—nothing else. David stared at the words noting the Star Wars reference. A foolish notion struck him. Was this man attempting to use the force to obfuscate his thoughts? These are not the droids… That was a lie, so was this a lie too? He shook his head. Now, you are truly being ridiculous. It was a long shot. He didn’t bother to check the other e-mails. Instead, he reached for his phone, found his music library, set the volume to its highest level, and blasted out the rock selection he’d created for this purpose. He wasn’t sure how long he sang for, but he didn’t hear Linc come in and jumped a mile when Linc touched his shoulder.

      “Are you all right?” Linc asked. “I don’t usually find you belting out Nirvana when I come home.”

      David dragged his legs from the sofa to sit properly. “No, not really.” He patted the seat next to him. “Sit down, will you? I’ve a confession to make.”

      “No husband wants to hear those words,” Linc said. “Should I be worried?”

      David sighed. “You know I’ve been like a bear with a sore head over the last few weeks?”

      “I may have noticed. You said it was the fact-finding and home visit.”

      The home visit—I forgot to open the email. “Yes. Right. That’s not entirely true, although I am worried. It’s…well…I’ve been looking at sources for Baton Rouge while planning this trip and I found a report in the local newspaper.” He took his phone from his pocket and opened the saved page. He showed it to Linc who twigged immediately.

      “So you think this Luther Walker might be your dad? It’s a bit of a stretch just because he’s in the same place. What do you want to do?”

      “I already did it,” David replied, unable to meet Linc’s gaze. “I wrote him a letter, care of the fire department headquarters, telling him about myself and asking if he knew Dot. I got an email back today.”

      “And?” Linc said, shifting in his seat.

      “He says he isn’t my father.”

      “Ah. I’m sorry. You must be disappointed. But it was a long shot.”

      “Yeah. I guess so, but I hoped.” I still do. “I let myself build this fantasy of it being him and us meeting him when we went on holiday.”

      Linc opened his arms and David fell into them. He let Linc soothe him, and the tears fell.

      “I didn’t realise you were even looking for him,” Linc said.

      “I didn’t plan to, but suddenly it was a possibility. And all this stuff with the adoption has brought up other feelings. We’re taking on such a lot, Linc, if we’re accepted. I suppose it was too easy, it being him. He could have moved anywhere, and there must be over a hundred Luther Walkers just on Facebook. Anyway, let’s forget it. I booked some more places to visit today. I’ll show you after dinner. And we’ve had an email about the home visit. I haven’t opened it yet.”

      Linc sat up and passed David his laptop. He opened the email. “It’s next Tuesday at ten-thirty.”

      “I’ll make time,” Linc said.

      “I’ll have to sort out with the others and check my diary, but I’m sure it’ll be all right. I’ll reply and confirm.” He pressed a few keys. “There, it’s done.”

      “Did you get your work finished?” David smiled at Linc, giving him a way out of the difficult topics of conversation. He took the offer. Other matters could wait.

      “Not exactly. I need to make a list of things we’ll need to tweak. My foot and knee ache too.” He paused. “And I didn’t manage to ring the physio.”

      Linc stood. “Right then. I’ll pop upstairs and get your cream. You can lie on the sofa, and I’ll give you a foot and knee rub. You’ll feel better. And I’ll put dinner in the oven.”

      David gazed up at Linc when he stood. “You’re too good to me, and I love you. I didn’t even ask how your new clients were.”

      “I’ll fill you in over dinner, and you can be good to me later,” Linc replied with a wink. David smiled back, and warmth blossomed in his chest. He might not have received the reply he’d hoped for this time, but that didn’t mean he was ready to give up—not yet.
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        * * *

      

      Linc collected the various creams from the bedroom after placing the chicken casserole in the oven. He could imagine David’s disappointment. Hope could be a bastard if you let it. He sat for a moment contemplating his own parentage. He’d never really thought about his father. In height and looks, he resembled his grandfather—something he’d always hated—except Old Sam been tall and wiry, his strength coming from manual labour around the farm. The man had toted bushels of hay on his shoulders as though they weighed nothing, hay he’d cut by hand with a huge scythe. He’d ploughed using their trusty old horse harnessed to a simple metal plough. He shivered. Enough. He grabbed the tubes and hurried down the stairs.

      “Foot or leg first?” he asked.

      “Oh, leg please. Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      “David,” he growled. “How many times do I have to tell you your leg doesn’t bother me. It’s only a stump and there’s no big scars. It’s
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