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The weeks after Austin leaves for college
feel like a seismic shift from where Liam Scott is standing. It's
startling—though perhaps it shouldn't be—to realize just how much
he's begun to structure his entire life around the contours of
their secret affair.

He's had no other choice, really. If they
want to keep seeing each other—if they want to be together—then
secrecy is the only way to make that happen. Austin is nineteen.
That is staggeringly young, especially next to Liam's own fifty-two
years. And while Liam has learned to put absolute faith in Austin
to be honest with him, to know what he needs from Liam, to be
confident in what he wants…

Liam is also a realist. And he recognizes
just how their relationship would look to outside eyes.

Now, suddenly surrounded by even more time to
himself than he experienced when his daughter moved to campus her
own freshman year, Liam finds himself at loose ends. He manages to
fill the time readily enough by reaching out to the friends he's
been badly neglecting in favor of his preoccupation with Austin
Bautista. He focuses more time and energy into his professional
life than he's bothered with in months. He even dusts off the lathe
in his garage, to start a handful of wood-turning projects that he
simply hasn't been making time for.

It might even be a refreshing change, if not
for the sullen ache that has taken up residence in his chest,
reminding him again and again that Austin isn't here.

The most powerful consolation Liam has is
that Austin insists on texting all the goddamn time. There's no
apparent method to the madness. Thoughts about campus and his new
roommate often give way abruptly to confessions of how out of place
Austin feels in this strange new environment. Liam will walk out of
a work meeting and unsilence his phone to discover Austin has
texted him a veritable treatise on why his English lit professor is
fundamentally wrong about Virginia Woolf, and then after an hour of
subsequent radio silence get a simple and unpunctuated, I miss
you.

It's like having a front-row seat to Austin's
stream of consciousness, and it probably should not please Liam as
much as it does. He shouldn't need an endless barrage of texts from
a nineteen-year-old just to feel grounded in his own damn life.

Liam always responds. Not immediately, but as
soon as work or social obligations allow. And though he's not
accustomed to putting his every passing thought into a text
message, he does his best to return the favor when he can. He would
love to be able to call Austin instead, but he doesn't dare when
it's so impossible to predict Austin's schedule. Having a roommate
means almost no time alone, and within the first month of the
semester, they've only managed a couple brief phone calls when
Austin has the dorm room to himself. It's not enough, but god does
Liam love just hearing his voice.
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