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            UNRAVELED HEARTS

          

        

      

    

    
      What happens when the woman who gave everyone everything finally chooses herself?

      Cecilia Alvarez believed in forever. Married young to the man she loved, she built a home, raised three children, and became the steady heart of a family that depended on her for everything. She ignored the late nights, the whispered lies, the affairs she was never meant to discover, telling herself sacrifice was the price of keeping them all together.

      Until her children moved out, leaving her with an empty nest.

      Now her marriage is colder than ever, and Cecilia is forced to face the truth she spent years avoiding. She gave her whole life to everyone else and somewhere along the way, she disappeared.

      Determined to find herself again, Cecilia pours her heart into a book about the only thing she ever truly understood, motherhood. She expects it to fill the silence. Instead, it changes everything.

      The woman no one noticed is suddenly impossible to ignore. Readers adore her. Interviewers want her story. Fame opens doors she thought were closed forever, including one man who reminds her what it feels like to be desired, admired, and truly seen.

      But just as Cecilia begins to imagine a different future, the husband who took her for granted starts to realize everything he stands to lose.

      Now Cecilia must choose between the life she fought to protect and the woman she is finally becoming.

      Because some betrayals break a marriage.

      And some awaken a woman.

      Unraveled Hearts is an emotional, high-angst marriage-in-crisis romance featuring betrayal, revenge cheating, public scandal, forbidden attraction, second chances, and a heroine discovering that it is never too late to choose herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT R. A. HOPE

          

        

      

    

    
      R. A. Hope is a contemporary romance author who writes emotional stories about love after loss and second chances. Her flawed heroines discover their strength in the face of heartbreak, in stories that show marriage isn’t easy. It’s hard.

      If you would like to get in touch, then don’t hesitate to contact her on social media or by email: authorrahope@outlook.com.

      She loves hearing from her readers.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      It's that time of night again.

      The hour arrives the same way it always does, quietly, the way bad habits do. The children used to be the buffer. Bath time, homework, arguments over dinner, someone needing something that only I could find. Now Raquel is in New York finishing her Masters, Pablo is in Barcelona buried in his medical textbooks, and it's just Alvaro and me in this house in Pozuelo de Alarcón, and the silence between us has become its own piece of furniture. Heavy. Permanent. Something neither of us bought.

      I used to love this hour. Twenty-eight years ago I'd have been nervous in the good way, checking my hair in the bathroom mirror, smoothing lotion into my hands. Now I dread it the way I dread dental appointments and overdue bills, not because it's unbearable, but because it’s predictable.

      He'll grunt. I'll turn off the light. He'll climb on, finish, turn over. I'll go to the bathroom. I'll come back. He'll snore.

      That's my night. It's been my night for ten years, maybe longer. I stopped counting somewhere around the time I stopped caring.

      The passion went first. I noticed its absence the way you notice a piece of furniture has gone missing, a vague wrongness before the actual recognition. Then the intimacy. Then whatever thin thread of feeling I'd been holding onto out of pride or habit or something I mistook for love. My heart didn't break. That would have required drama, and Alvaro and I haven't had real drama since his second mistress. After her, everything became administrative.

      I'm in my nightgown, cotton, not silk. I stopped buying silk for his benefit around the time of the third mistress, or maybe the fourth. I lost count of those too.

      I sit on my side of the bed and wait for him to finish in the bathroom. The lamp on my nightstand throws a warm circle across the comforter, and I think about Miguel. Tomorrow, he leaves. Our youngest, eighteen years old, and heading to Salamanca in the morning.

      Raquel was first and she came fast, straight out of high school, because that was what you did in Cobena. You married young and you got on with it. The second one came so quickly after that I was still tired from the first. Pablo arrived into a household that was already running at full capacity, already stretched, already quiet in the ways that matter. By the time I was carrying Miguel, I was tired and sharp enough to understand that I was the only one in this marriage doing any real thinking.

      Now Miguel is eighteen and by noon tomorrow he'll be gone, and the house will shift into whatever it becomes next. Whatever I make it.

      The bathroom door opens.

      I reach for the lamp.

      "Should I turn off the light?"

      He grunts. That's his answer for most things now, grunts, nods, the occasional word when he's feeling generous. Alvaro Vidal, who once shook hands in expensive suits and told boardrooms exactly what they needed to hear, has run out of words for me entirely.

      I turn off the light, and face the wall.

      The sheets lift. His weight settles in behind me. He's heavier than he used to be, the long business lunches and the good restaurants catching up to him in the way they always do. He was tall once and lean, the kind of man who looked impressive before he had to buy his way into it. His hand finds my hip the way it always does, not tenderly, not even with real intention, more like muscle memory. Like reaching for a switch in the dark.

      I don't flinch. I don't stiffen. I let him.

      Because I know what tonight is.

      I decided it in the bathroom earlier, standing at the sink looking at my own face. I made myself a promise, and promises are the one thing I've always been good at keeping. I kept every promise I ever made to Alvaro, to this house, to Cobena and its opinions and its judgments. The least I can do is keep one for myself.

      Growing up in a village like ours, there was no room for a wife to fail. If a husband left, it wasn't because he'd strayed or grown cold or simply become a smaller man than the one you married. It meant his wife hadn't been worth keeping. Hadn't cleaned properly, hadn't kept the house in order, hadn't satisfied the man. Those were the three pillars. I held them up with both hands, and I watched them mean nothing.

      Mama held them up until the day she died.

      Two years ago I stood at her grave in the village churchyard and thought about what she had kept and what she had lost and whether she ever, once, asked herself what she actually wanted. I have Mamá's dark eyes and her way of going still when she's angry instead of loud, and I have spent my entire adult life trying not to be her. Standing in front of that mirror tonight, I realized I had been her anyway.

      Not anymore.

      When his hand smooths over me tonight, I breathe into it instead of away from it. When his body curves around mine, I press back. Not for him, for the version of me that never got to decide anything. The one who got her figure back in three months after each birth, not for herself but for him. The one who found an earring in a jacket pocket and chose silence because silence cost less than the truth. The one who watched his interest fade and blamed herself first, the way we're trained to do.

      Tonight I'm not doing it for him.

      He grunts more as we move. I move with him instead of just tolerating him, and the rhythm changes. The heat builds under the sheets and my hips find their own momentum. This is mine. I'm taking it.

      "You're enjoying this," he grunts.

      I don't answer. He doesn't need one.

      When he finishes he rolls away, and I lie still for a moment longer than usual. I'm aware of my own breathing, my own heartbeat, a warmth low in my belly I haven't felt in years, maybe a decade. I don't make a ceremony of it. I note it the way you note a song you'd forgotten you loved when it comes on in a café.

      Then I get up.

      I don't need the light. Twenty years in the same house means I know every corner of it in the dark. My feet carry me down the hall and I stop for a moment outside Miguel's door. It's already half-empty, his posters down, the walls pale where they used to be covered, the room exhaling him before he's even gone. He is the one who held this family together in his own head, I know that, have always known it, the way mothers know things they're not supposed to name. He watched his father and he watched me and he said nothing and tried to hold the shape of something that had already collapsed.

      I have let him carry that for too long.

      In the bathroom I turn on the light.

      My reflection looks back at me and I study it honestly, the way you can only study yourself when the stakes have finally dropped. The dark hair I haven't dyed in two years, silver threading through it now, not hidden, not apologized for. The warm brown eyes that have spent so long watching and measuring and adjusting. The lines at the corners, earned. My body carrying the history of three pregnancies without apology, curves that are mine, that belong to a life actually lived. I am still attractive in the way that has nothing to do with being young. The kind of attractive that comes from knowing your own face, from not being surprised by it anymore.

      I stare at my reflection in the mirror, you stayed too long.

      Not bitterly. Just clearly, the way you look at an old receipt and think, I overpaid.

      I clean up. I put off the light. I walk back down the hall and feel, briefly, a tenderness I didn't expect, not for Alvaro, but for the house itself. For the woman I was inside it. The woman who ran it like a second job because it always was one, who kept it beautiful and warm and functional for everyone but herself.

      I expect Alvaro to be snoring when I get back. He usually is. Instead, he's sitting up. No light on, but enough comes in from the hall to make out the shape of him. The broad slope of his shoulders that used to mean something. The dark hair going silver at the temples, distinguished-looking even now, which has always been one of life's more irritating jokes.

      I wait.

      "I can't make it tomorrow," he says. "You'll have to take Miguel alone."

      I stand at the foot of the bed.

      Our youngest child. Eighteen years old. His son. The boy who has spent half his life trying to read the room between his parents, trying to keep the peace nobody asked him to keep. Alvaro cannot make a four-hour round trip to see him off to university, to the start of the only life he gets.

      I don't argue. I've been done arguing for years. Argument implies investment, and I spent my last real investment on Alvaro somewhere around our twelfth anniversary, when I found the earring and chose silence because I had learned by then that nothing I said would change anything. He had the mistresses because they made him feel powerful, and he had me because I made him feel safe, and it never once occurred to him to wonder if those were two different things.

      My father lives in Toledo now, with his long-term mistress. He called last month and told me to think of the children.

      They know. They have always known. I am the last one in this house pretending otherwise.

      I walk around to my side. I pull back the covers. I climb in.

      And then I say the words I've been holding in my mouth for years, not shouting, not shaking, not crying. Quiet. Certain. The way you say something you've already decided, something that's been waiting so long all the heat has left it.

      "I want a divorce."

      The room doesn't answer. Alvaro doesn't answer, not right away. The silence stretches and I let it, because I'm not afraid of silence anymore. I spent years filling it.

      I roll to my side and close my eyes.

      Whatever he says next doesn't matter. The decision is made. The promise is kept.

      This time, to myself.
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          TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      "Mama, you can drive yourself," I moan, as ever since I got my license permit, she seems to think that I'm some sort of taxi driver.

      "You're my only son. If you not have head in book, you have head on computer. I want to spend time with you before you go to uni."

      One year.

      I have it written on the calendar like a prisoner in jail, counting down the days until his sentence is over.

      But I know it's a case of being careful what you wish for.

      Uni means going far from our village in Cobena, but it also means having absolutely no one to talk to. Papa and Mama had a sort of arranged marriage. Well, there was no sort of about it, it was arranged. In a small village like this, the belief is that you marry someone who is not only from the village, but at your level too. Outsiders could never understand it, but back then it worked in some crazy way. Now, with people traveling and leaving all the time, it doesn't so much. The funny part is that as much as people leave, new people seem to move in. It's as if they want to live here to bring up their families, but then people like me just can't wait to get out.

      Every corner there's someone who knows what time you woke up, got dressed, ate, slept, and where you went during the day. There is no need for social media here. The villagers are the social media, and they're quicker at communicating than it takes someone to post something online.

      "I wish you get rid of the glasses," she sighs as we leave the house.

      "No slouch. Stand tall."

      Mama seems to think that if I lose the glasses I'll magically have friends, as if they're the ones stopping kids my age from wanting to talk to me. Girls don't even know I exist, and it has nothing to do with the glasses. Most guys my age are either going to be professional footballers, so they already have girls lined up, or they're going to be tennis players, or they'll just inherit whatever land their parents and grandparents left behind. Me, my grandparents were farmers here, and now there isn't so much farming. Apart from running a bar, which my parents don't have, or a store, which is old-fashioned with the big chains taking over, the only leverage I have is to go to uni and become a doctor, lawyer, accountant, or something like that. This is what happened with Dad, but he still came back to live in his parents' house. Then when they died, he got married to Mama, and we live in the same house.

      The plan, as far as I understand it, is to escape and then come back anyway.

      I'm driving her to Doña Carmen's house, which takes approximately four minutes in a car and twelve on foot, neither of which qualifies as a journey requiring a driver. But Mama has her good shoes on and she's carrying a cake she made this morning, covered in foil, balanced on her knees, and she's holding it with both hands like it's something sacred.

      "Who else is going to be there?" I ask.

      "Friends."

      "Whose friends?"

      "My friends. Carmen's friends." She adjusts the foil. "Maybe some new people."

      I've learned enough about Mama in nineteen years to know that new people and maybe in the same sentence means she has already planned whatever she's planning and just hasn't told me yet.

      I pull up outside Doña Carmen's, a house I've been walking into since I was four years old, and I have every intention of dropping Mama at the gate and heading straight back. I've got reading to do. My university entrance exams aren't going to pass themselves, and the stack of practice papers on my desk has been staring at me since Monday with genuine judgment.

      "You come in," Mama says. It isn't a question.

      "Mama, I have studying."

      "One hour." She's already getting out of the car, cake first, one hand on the door. "You say hello, you eat something, you go."

      The negotiations in this house have always been non-existent.

      Doña Carmen's living room smells like it always does, coffee and something baked, and old wood. There are already four women arranged around the living room, cups in hand, talking over each other the way women in this village talk, all at the same time, somehow all being heard.

      And then I see them.

      Doña Carmen's friend from two streets over, whose name I can never remember, sitting on the small sofa by the window. Beside her, a woman I don't recognize, somewhere in her mid-forties, dark-eyed and upright in the way of a woman who has always cared what the room thinks of her.

      And beside that woman, her daughter.

      She's sitting with her knees together, a cup she hasn't drunk from in one hand, her eyes moving around the room the way you move around a room when you're trying to understand the rules of it. She's dark-haired. She has a quiet face, the kind you have to look at twice because the first time you don't catch all of it. She's wearing something simple and she doesn't seem to know what to do with her hands.

      I stand in the doorway like an idiot.

      Mama is already halfway across the room, kissing Doña Carmen on both cheeks, handing over the cake, talking. I'm still standing there.

      "Alvaro!" Mama turns. "Come, come. Say hello."

      The room looks at me. All of them. Including the girl, who looks at me for half a second and then looks back at her cup.

      I push my glasses up my nose, which is possibly the least impressive thing a person can do when they've just been summoned in front of a room full of women, and I cross the floor.

      The introductions happen in the way village introductions always happen, too much information delivered too fast, everyone's full name and their family connection and where their parents are from and what their grandparents did, and I absorb about forty percent of it because the other sixty percent of my attention is on the girl sitting by the window who still hasn't drunk from her cup.

      Her name is Cecilia.

      She’s seventeen and from the village too, though I don’t remember her from school. One of those people you never end up in the same room with until suddenly you do.

      Her mother introduces her with a warm, careful pride that suggests this isn’t the first time.

      I sit down because there's nowhere to stand and remaining upright in a room full of seated women starts to feel performative after a while.

      "You study?" her mother asks me.

      "Next year. Madrid." I clear my throat. "Economics."

      "Good," her mother says, with the satisfied nod of a woman ticking a box.

      Cecilia doesn't look up, but the corner of her mouth moves. Just barely. As if something I said was almost funny and she's deciding whether to let herself laugh.

      I look at the floor.

      Mama is talking to Doña Carmen about something, completely at ease, completely in her element, having fully abandoned the pretense that this was a casual drop-in visit. The cake has been unwrapped. There is coffee being poured. Nobody is going anywhere.

      The girl, Cecilia, shifts slightly in her seat. She has dark eyes, warm brown, the kind that catch light without trying to. She sets her cup down on the table beside her and folds her hands in her lap and glances up and catches me looking at her, and for a moment neither of us does anything about it.

      Then her mother says something to her in a low voice and she turns away, and the moment closes.

      This is how it works here. Mothers bring daughters. Mothers bring sons. The young people sit in the same room and drink coffee or don't drink it and look at the floor and the ceiling and everywhere except at each other, and the older women talk and observe and draw their conclusions, and the whole thing is dressed up as a social visit because to call it what it actually is would make everyone too uncomfortable to function.

      Nobody asks the young people anything.

      Mama told me this morning, before we left, that she had a good feeling about today. I didn't think to ask what she meant because with Mama, good feelings usually turn out to be plans she just hasn't announced yet.

      Cecilia's mother catches me looking a second time and she smiles, which is worse somehow. I look at my hands.

      An hour passes, and then more than an hour, and I don't leave at the one-hour mark because Mama gives me the look that means not yet, and also because somewhere in the second half of the visit Doña Carmen tells a story about her cousin's goat that is genuinely funny, and Cecilia laughs. Really laughs, sudden and unguarded, her whole face in it, and she puts one hand over her mouth after as if she's surprised at herself.

      It's the first real thing that's happened all afternoon.

      I drive home afterward in silence. Mama sits beside me with the empty cake tin on her lap and says nothing, which means she's saying everything.

      "She seemed nice," I say finally, because somebody has to.

      Mama smiles out the window. "I told you."

      She did. She said exactly that this morning, those words, like she already knew. Like she had already decided. Like this afternoon was formality rather than introduction.

      I think about Cecilia's face when she laughed. The surprise in it, like she'd been caught being herself.

      I turn onto our street.

      One year until university. One year until Madrid and economics lectures and a city where nobody knows what time I woke up or what my grandfather farmed or what Mama considers an acceptable match. One year until I can be whoever I decide to be, instead of whoever the village already decided.

      I park the car.

      "You'll see her again," Mama says, getting out, tin tucked under her arm. Not a prediction. A fact she's delivering.

      I don't answer, because the strange part is that I'm not sure I mind.
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      Alvaro is still asleep when I carry the last of Miguel's boxes to the car.

      I don't wake him. I thought about it, standing in the doorway of our bedroom at seven in the morning with my coffee going cold, watching the shape of him under the sheets. I thought about it and decided against it in about four seconds, which is roughly how long it takes to remember that a man who couldn't be bothered to set an alarm has already made his position clear.

      The boxes aren't heavy. Miguel packed light, which surprised me. I expected the chaos of an eighteen-year-old, everything he owns pulled from shelves and stuffed into bags with no system. Instead, he'd been methodical. Three boxes, two bags, labels on everything. He'd done it two nights ago while I was in the bathroom. I came out and found him carrying things downstairs in the dark, quiet, not wanting to make a fuss.

      He's been doing that his whole life and I've let him.

      I close the boot. The morning is cool and the street is still, the Sunday silence that Pozuelo gets when everyone is somewhere else. I stand beside the car for a moment and look up at the house. Large, beautiful, a house that photographs well. It has always looked better in pictures than it feels from the inside.

      Miguel comes out at half past seven with his jacket on, backpack over one shoulder, and he looks so young that my jaw tightens and I have to look at the key in my hand instead of at him.

      "Ready?" I say.

      "Ready," he says.

      We don't talk about his father not being there. We've both been not talking about it since last night, since I came back from the bathroom and said what I said and the house went very quiet. I don't know how much Miguel heard. I don't know how much he already knew. He's always known more than we gave him credit for, and I've spent eighteen years pretending otherwise.

      The drive to Salamanca takes two and a half hours on a clear morning. I know the route by now. We did it twice over the summer, once to look at the accommodation, once to sort out the paperwork. Both times Alvaro had a reason he couldn't come. Both times I drove alone and called it fine.

      I pull onto the motorway and Miguel puts his feet up on the dashboard and I don't tell him to take them down because he's eighteen and it's his last morning in my car and some things don't matter enough.

      For the first hour we talk about practical things. His bank card, the PIN he keeps forgetting, whether he's packed enough warm clothes for when October arrives and Salamanca turns. I tell him to call his sister. I tell him Pablo will be easier to reach now that his rotation schedule has settled. I tell him I've put money in his account for the first month and to call me before it runs out.

      He nods at all of it, and then he goes quiet, and I watch the road and think that's the end of it, we'll drive the rest of the way in easy silence the way we sometimes can.

      Then he says, “Are you going to be okay?"

      I keep my eyes on the road.

      "Of course," I say. "I'll be fine."

      "Mamá."

      He says it the way he's been saying my name since he was about twelve, not as a child calling his mother but as a person addressing another person. Patient, direct, slightly concerned. He learned it somewhere, that tone, and I've never been entirely sure from whom.

      "I'll miss you," I say, which is true. "But I'll be fine."

      He's quiet for a moment. Outside, the landscape opens up, dry and golden, the plateau spreading in every direction with the flatness of Castile, the sky big and pale above it.

      "I heard you last night," he says.

      I take a breath and let it out slowly through my nose.

      "Miguel."

      "I'm not asking you to talk about it." He takes his feet off the dashboard, sits up straighter. "I just want to know you're going to be okay."

      I look at the road. At the white lines disappearing under the car, one after the next, regular as breathing. I think about what it means that my youngest child, the one who is supposed to be talking about his new room and his course and whether the football team at his university is worth joining, is sitting in my passenger seat asking if I'm going to be all right.

      Mama would have said everything is fine and meant nothing is fine and died having never said anything else.

      "I'm going to be okay," I tell him.

      He looks at me for a long moment. I can feel it without turning my head.

      "Okay," he says finally.

      But he doesn't believe me. I can tell from the way he settles back into his seat, arms folded, looking out at the road ahead, that he has heard what I actually said and filed it separately from what I meant. He's been doing that since he was ten years old and I don't know whether to be proud of it or devastated by it. Both, probably.

      We stop once, for coffee and gas, somewhere between Madrid and Salamanca where there's a service station with a café that smells of old oil and fresh bread, and Miguel buys me a croissant I didn't ask for and puts it on the table in front of me with the quiet decisiveness of someone who has decided I need feeding.

      "You haven't eaten," he says.

      "I had coffee."

      "That's not eating."

      I eat the croissant.

      We get back in the car and the last hour passes differently, easier. He tells me about his roommate, a boy from Seville he's already spoken to online who seems normal, maybe a little loud. He tells me about the course structure, about a professor whose papers he read over the summer. He talks the way he never talks at home, loosened, as if the motorway has given him permission to take up more space than usual.

      I listen and watch the road and feel, quietly and feel proud, but then loneliness creeps in. Raquel felt this way, and Pablo, but with Miguel it's different because Miguel is the last, and after today the house in Pozuelo will be exactly what it is, with no children left inside it to soften the definition.

      Salamanca announces itself slowly, the old stone rising up against the sky, honey-colored, solid, built to last in a way that very little is anymore. Miguel sits forward as we enter the city, elbows on his knees, and I remember him at four years old doing exactly that in the back seat whenever we arrived somewhere new. Leaning into it.

      I park where the other cars are parked, while other parents are unloading. Young people carrying boxes. Mothers with the same tight smile I can feel on my own face. Fathers standing with their hands in their pockets trying to look like they aren't affected.

      I help him carry things inside. The room is small and clean and smells of fresh paint and whoever was here before him. There's a window that looks out over a courtyard, a desk that will do, a bed that is narrower than the one he grew up with. He sets his backpack down and looks around and grins, and the grin is so unguarded, so purely his, that I have to turn to the window.

      We make two trips from the car. We put things in their approximate places. I don't arrange anything, because it isn't my room and my instinct to fix and organize things has cost enough people enough already. He'll arrange it himself. He knows where he wants things.

      When there's nothing left to carry, we stand in the small room and look at each other.

      "I'll call," he says.

      "You'd better."

      "Tell Raquel I'll message her." He pauses. "Tell Pablo to actually answer his phone for once."

      "I'll tell him."

      He hugs me then, properly, both arms, the way he's hugged me since he was small and hasn't stopped even though boys his age often do. I press my hand flat against his back and feel him solid and warm and real, and I hold on for a count of five.

      Then I let go first, because I have to, because if I wait for him to pull away I won't manage the rest of this.

      "Go on," I say. "I'll find my way out."

      He walks me to the main gate anyway, one more minute of him, both of us quiet now, past the necessary words. At the gate he kisses my cheek, squeezes my hand once, and then he turns and goes.

      I watch him walk back across the courtyard. He doesn't look back, which is exactly what I raised him to do. I told all three of them, when they were old enough to understand it: when you leave, go. Don't look back out of guilt. It just makes it harder for both of us.

      He goes.

      The gate is metal, heavy, old. I put one hand on it and watch until he's through the doors and the doors close behind him and the courtyard is just a courtyard again with other people in it.

      Then I find the car.

      I sit in it for a moment. I adjust the mirror. I put my hands on the wheel at ten and two the way I've been doing since I was seventeen years old. I check for traffic.

      Then I pull out.

      I hold it together for twenty minutes. I hold it together through the city, through the roundabouts, through the on-ramp and the first stretch of open motorway, the stone of Salamanca falling behind me in the mirror. I hold it together with my hands at ten and two and my eyes on the road and the radio on low, something instrumental, nothing with words.

      Then the road opens up and flattens out into that wide Castilian nothing, all that sky, and I feel it rise in my throat before I can stop it.

      I don't pull over. I cry the way you learn to cry when you've spent years doing it quietly
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