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All characters are 18+

Thank you for choosing this book. I'm curious:

Did Owen's moment of self-doubt — 'what if I'm just lonely?' — make him more real to you?

Did the Confession scene in Chapter 18 land the way you needed it to?

And did the ending feel like the quiet, honest kind of love you didn't know you were looking for?

Share your thoughts in a review—I read every single one, and your voice helps this story find readers who need it.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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A Note from Caden Rowen
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If Book 1 was about the wrong kind of wanting, Book 2 is about learning what the right kind feels like.

Claire comes into this book broken in a specific way — not shattered, but hollowed. She's lost the fantasy. What she hasn't found yet is that she never needed it.

Owen is not a perfect man. He second-guesses everything. He stayed in a marriage two years past the point it was honest. He knows the right thing to say, and he's not always sure if that's a gift or a tell. He was afraid of himself. I loved writing that.

This is the book where two people stop performing and start showing up. It's messier than romance. It's better than fantasy. It's what happens when you choose someone who actually chooses you back.

If you've ever had to unlearn the kind of love that made you small — this second half is yours.

Okay. Let's pick up where we left off. Claire is standing at the edge of something real. Owen is trying not to want what he wants. Neither of them knows the other is already there.

Content warning: This story contains explicit intimacy (consent-forward, emotionally grounded), discussions of past relationship trauma, grief, and an adult relationship developing between a yoga instructor and a former student. All characters are 18+.

— Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 14 "Real Conversations"
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She was lighter.

I saw it the moment she walked in. Not in her posture—still a little too stiff, a little too held—but in the quality of the space she occupied around her. The frantic, humming wire of anxiety that usually thrummed around her was gone. In its place was a quiet, weary stillness. Something had shifted.

I guided the class through their flows, my hands adjusting a shoulder here, a hip there, but my focus kept snagging on her. When we held Warrior II, her arms, which used to tremble with the effort of pretending, were steady. Her gaze, fixed on her middle finger, was no longer a desperate attempt to flee her own body, but a steady, focused point of concentration. At the end, in Savasana, her hands weren't clenched into loose fists by her sides, but resting open, palms up. A small, vulnerable gesture of release.

A quiet warmth spread through my chest, a feeling that had nothing to do with the exertion of the class. She was fighting her way back to herself, one breath at a time. And I was lucky enough to witness it.

As the final "Namaste" faded and students began their slow departure, I found myself making a decision. A line I had carefully drawn in the sand for eight months, a professional boundary as solid as the studio walls, suddenly seemed arbitrary and cold.

"Claire," I said as she rolled up her mat, her movements economical and sure. "Would you... have some time? For coffee?"

She stilled, her hands pausing on the mat. Her head lifted, and her eyes found mine. They were clear, no longer clouded with the storm of a few days ago. A small, hesitant smile touched her lips. "I'd like that."

The coffee shop was a small place down the street, all dark wood and the rich, earthy scent of roasted beans. We found a small table in the corner, the steam from our mugs rising like ghosts between us. For a few minutes, we just sat in the quiet, the silence not awkward, but settling.

"I was married," I said, the words coming out before I could second-guess them. I needed to give her something. I needed to show her that she wasn't alone in her disillusionment.

Claire didn't look surprised. She simply wrapped her hands around her mug, her gaze attentive, her body language open. "Was?"

"Divorced. About eight months ago." I took a breath, the words tasting like dust. "Caroline. We were married for four years." I looked into my coffee, watching the dark swirl of milk. "She wasn't a cruel person. Not at all. We just... didn't belong. She was always moving on to the next thing, the next plan. And I was something to get through, not someone to be with."

I paused, the old ache surfacing, a familiar dull thud behind my sternum. "Intimacy... it felt like an item on a checklist. Something to be completed efficiently. I'd be holding her, and her mind was a million miles away. I've never felt so alone as when I was with her."

The silence that followed was heavy with empathy. Claire didn't offer platitudes. She just sat with me in the quiet of my memory.

"I thought perfection existed," she said finally, her voice so soft I had to lean in to hear. "I spent a year... building someone up in my head. I took every small, kind gesture and wove it into a whole person. The man I imagined was patient and thoughtful and saw me. Really saw me." She shook her head, a small, sad motion. "The real him... I don't think he ever saw anyone but himself."

Her gaze dropped to her hands. "Turns out I was in love with a fantasy. I don't even know if I loved him, or just the idea of finally being loved."

The parallel was so stark, so undeniable, it hung in the air between us. Two people, caught in the same current, pulling toward the same thing, clinging to different phantom islands.

"Maybe we both were," I said, the thought landing with the quiet certainty of a stone settling into still water. "In love with what we thought we needed."

She looked up, and her eyes, so often clouded with doubt, were clear and searching. "So what's the alternative? If the fantasy isn't real, what is?"

"I think it's showing up," I said, the words forming slowly, carefully. "Not performing. Just being there, in the messy middle of it. Even when it's not perfect."

"Being seen," she countered, her voice gaining a sliver of strength. "Not just watched."

But even as I said it, I heard Caroline's voice in my head. You always know the right thing to say, Owen. That was never the problem. I pushed it down. I hoped it wasn't true this time.

Our gazes locked, and the space between us crackled with a new kind of energy. An understanding, fragile but real, was being born in the quiet hum of the coffee shop.

The small glass container of sugar packets sat between us. I reached for one at the same moment she did. Our fingers brushed.

A current jolted up my arm, a silent, electric shock. My whole body went rigid. Every muscle screamed to pull back, to retreat behind the safety of my professional boundary. But I didn't. I held my hand there, my knuckle resting against the soft skin of hers.

Her breath hitched, a tiny, audible sound. She didn't pull away either.

We stayed like that for three, maybe four heartbeats. An eternity. It wasn't a romantic gesture, not a pass. It was an acknowledgment. A shared moment of terrifying, exhilarating presence. Here we are. This is real. Then, as if an unspoken agreement had been made, we both slowly, naturally, drew back.

The conversation resumed, but the ground had shifted. We talked about the rain, about a new bakery that had opened downtown, about the ridiculous plot of a movie we'd both seen. But the subtext was a roaring fire. I was aware of every movement she made, of the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, of the low, musical quality of her laugh when I made a self-deprecating joke.

When the coffee was gone, the mugs empty and cold between us, a new silence settled. This one was different. Not heavy with old stories, but light with possibility.

"It's getting late," she said, a statement, not a question.

"I'll walk you back," I offered, the words coming easily, as if I'd been saying them to her for years.

"I'd like that."

We stepped back out into the cool night air. The city hummed around us, a distant, living pulse. We walked in a comfortable silence, our footsteps falling into an easy, synchronized rhythm on the pavement. I didn't ask which way she was going; my body just knew, and hers seemed to know, too. We were just two people, walking together through the night.
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