
  
    
      DIVIDED HEARTS

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        DIRTY LITTLE SECRETS

        BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        R. A. HOPE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by R. A. Hope

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About R. A. Hope

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Blanca

      

      
        2. Blanca

      

      
        3. Alberto

      

      
        4. Blanca

      

      
        5. Alberto

      

      
        6. Blanca

      

      
        7. Alberto

      

      
        8. Blanca

      

      
        9. Blanca

      

      
        10. Blanca

      

      
        11. Alberto

      

      
        12. Blanca

      

      
        13. Blanca

      

      
        14. Alberto

      

      
        15. Blanca

      

      
        16. Alberto

      

      
        17. Blanca

      

      
        18. Blanca

      

      
        19. Blanca

      

      
        20. Blanca

      

      
        21. Blanca

      

      
        22. Blanca

      

      
        23. Alberto

      

      
        24. Alberto

      

      
        25. Alberto

      

      
        26. Blanca

      

      
        27. Alberto

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        About R. A. Hope

      

      
        About Shattered Hearts

      

      
        Prologue

      

    

    
      
        ARC & Beta Readers

      

      
        Unraveled Hearts

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      She hears her husband say another woman's name in their bed.

      Blanca Alvarez built her marriage on one promise: she would never live the kind of life that destroyed her sister.

      No secrets.

      No humiliation.

      No loving a man who belonged somewhere else.

      Then one name slips out in the dark, and everything Blanca thought was solid begins to crack.

      She and Alberto were supposed to be different. Two successful lawyers. Equal partners. Adults who chose love with open eyes.

      But infertility has a way of exposing fault lines.

      Now another woman is carrying Blanca's child.

      Her husband is keeping dirty little secrets from her.

      And the marriage that once felt untouchable suddenly looks built on things neither of them ever said aloud.

      Alberto swears it isn't what she thinks.

      Blanca isn't sure that matters anymore.

      Because betrayal doesn't always begin in a bed.

      Sometimes it begins in silence.

      With a baby due soon and trust in ruins, Blanca has to decide whether to save the marriage she fought for...

      or save herself first.
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      Friday night has its own religion in this apartment and Alberto and I are its most devoted followers.

      The second the office door closes behind me I can already feel the weekend beginning, that particular loosening across my shoulders that only happens when I know the next forty-eight hours belong to no one but us. No clients. Just the two of us and the city going quiet outside and the knowledge that we don't have to be anywhere until Monday.

      Elena, my younger sister thinks it's sweet. She called it the honeymoon phase last month over coffee, smiling into her cup the way she does when she's trying not to sound like she's warning you about something. You're still like that? she said. I told her we were exactly like that and planned to stay exactly like that for as long as possible, and she laughed and said she hoped so, and I chose to hear it as a compliment.

      Alberto is already home when I get in. I can hear the shower running and I drop my bag by the door, kick off my heels, and stand in the hallway for a moment just listening to the apartment. It smells like him, his cologne still hanging in the air from this morning, something cedar and warm that I could find in a crowd. I've always thought that was one of the underrated things about marriage. Knowing what someone smells like from three rooms away.

      I pour two glasses of wine, take mine into the bedroom, and sit on the edge of the bed.

      The shower stops.

      Alberto comes out with a towel around his waist and water still tracking down his chest and honestly, nearly four years in, the man still makes me look. Nearly four years in and the man still makes me wet just looking at him. He sees me sitting on the bed and the corner of his mouth pulls up and he doesn't say anything. He just lets the towel drop.

      "Guapa," he says, and it comes out low, the particular register he reserves for when it's just us and he's stopped performing anything.

      I set my wine down.

      He crosses the room and takes my face in both hands and kisses me. He uses his tongue and his teeth and one hand slides into my hair and grips and I make a sound against his mouth that I'd be embarrassed about in any other context. As if he has been thinking about it all day.

      He walks me back toward the bed and I go, my fingers working at his shirt, which is already off because he came out of the shower without one, so what I'm actually doing is running my palms across his chest and stomach and lower, and he makes a sound that tells me we're on the same page.

      "Slow," he says against my mouth.

      "You were slow last week."

      "And?"

      I can’t answer because he's pulling my dress up over my head and dropping it somewhere behind me and then his hands are on my waist, making me shiver as he explores my body delicately and at times with such hunger that I don't need him to come inside me to make me come; I do it because he turns me on so much.

      He unhooks my bra with one hand, which still impresses me, and then he steps back and just looks, and I let him because this is Alberto, who has always been a lights-on person, who told me on our wedding night that he wanted to see everything, and who has spent nearly four years making good on that.

      He lays me back on the bed slowly.

      His mouth finds my jaw first, lips hot and soft, tracing the line with slow deliberate strokes. "You okay?" he murmurs against my skin, voice rough, eyes finding mine in the dim light.

      I nod, breath already catching. "Yes. Don't stop."

      He smiles, just faintly, and moves to my throat. His lips seal warm suction there, teeth grazing my pulse point just enough to send heat low into my belly. His hands slide up my sides unhurried, thumbs circling beneath my breasts, lifting their weight with easy, teasing patience.

      "Tell me if it's too much," he says, nipping lightly at my collarbone. The drag of his jaw stubble rasps my skin in a way that sends shivers straight through me.

      "More," I breathe, hands tangling in his hair, pulling him lower.

      He chuckles, the rumble of it vibrating from his chest into mine. His mouth trails down my stomach in no particular hurry, tongue dipping into my navel. By the time he reaches my hips I am completely incoherent, thighs pressing together on instinct, desperate for friction.

      He spreads my legs and settles between them.

      "So wet for me already," he breathes, the words soft and private. His tongue drags in one broad, slow stroke and I cry out, back arching off the mattress, fingers tightening in his hair.

      He takes his time.

      His tongue circles and his lips pull and his fingers curl just right, finding the angle that makes my hips buck against him. "Like that?" he checks, eyes lifting to mine. "Feel good?"

      "Yes, please —"

      I come with my back bowed high off the bed and his name torn out of me at a volume I will think about with embarrassment later. My whole body shudders with it, wave after wave, and he works me through every second.

      He doesn't stop.

      "I can't —" I gasp.

      He hums against me. Doesn't move.

      "I mean it, I really —"

      A second peak rolls through, not a separate thing but a continuation, the same long swell unspooling into something loose and endless. My legs are shaking. My fingers have gone slack in his hair. I am breathing hard into the pillow and thinking nothing at all, which is a tremendous relief.

      He kisses his way back up my body and braces on one arm above me, studying my face in the lamplight with an expression that is soft and a little undone. "Still with me?"

      "No break," I say, and pull him down by the back of his neck. "I want you inside."

      He groans into the kiss, deep and helpless, and then he is nudging at my entrance, slow and thick, pushing in with the kind of patience that makes my breath shatter on a gasp. He goes still when he is fully seated, forehead pressed to mine, both of us just breathing.

      "Dios," I manage.

      "Breathe," he says softly, eyes holding mine. "You take me so perfectly."

      He begins to move.

      The rhythm he sets is deep and rolling, every stroke dragging in a way that reaches somewhere inside me I had forgotten existed. This is not just the physical fact of being full — it’s something dissolving, some guard I had kept carefully in place coming quietly undone in the dark. His weight pins me in a way that feels like relief. His hands grip and knead and lift to change the angle and I grab the headboard for something to hold onto.

      "Harder?" he asks against my ear, breath ragged.

      "Yes. Harder."

      The pace sharpens. Skin meets skin. I let go of everything and come again, silent this time, the orgasm pulling all the sound out of me, walls clenching tight around him as he drives deeper, and then he follows me over, and what leaves his mouth as he does is not my name.

      "Lucía —"

      I go completely still beneath him.

      He doesn't notice. His body shudders through it, breath ragged against my neck, hips rolling through the last slow pulses, and then he collapses against me with a low, wrecked sound, spent and oblivious. His lips find my shoulder, automatic and tender, as though nothing has happened at all.

      Because for him, nothing has.

      After a moment he props himself up and looks down at me in the dark, brushing my hair back from my face. "You okay?"

      "Yeah." I manage a small smile. "Long day catching up with me."

      He accepts that without question. He kisses my temple, slow and warm, pulls me against his chest, and within minutes his breathing deepens and levels out and he is simply gone, the way men sleep when they have nothing gnawing at them.

      I lie awake and listen to it.

      Lucía.

      I press the name like a bruise. Our surrogate. Warm, lovely Lucía, who laughs too easily at his jokes, who looks at him sometimes in a way I told myself meant nothing.

      Maybe it wasn't nothing.

      Or maybe it was, and it’s him I should be questioning. She is carrying our child, and here I am lying in the dark resenting her because my husband said her name at the wrong moment. That is who I am tonight, apparently.

      But underneath the jealousy is something quieter and worse. The fear that I have been watching him love me with his whole body and his whole attention for years, and that some part of him has been somewhere else entirely.

      The tears come the way women learn to cry when they do not want to be caught. Sideways and silent, cheek pressed into the pillow, shoulders shaking just enough to be mistaken for anything.

      His arm tightens around my waist in sleep, pulling me back against his chest. "Shh," he murmurs, barely conscious. "I have you."

      Do you? I think. Do you, really?

      But I say nothing. I close my eyes and let him hold me, lying there wide awake, turning that name over in my mind, trying to figure out whether what just happened means everything or absolutely nothing at all.
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      This morning, I didn't move when Alberto's alarm went off at six-thirty. I listened to him shower, dress, make coffee, and leave, and I lay in this bed with my eyes open and didn’t say a single word.

      He kissed my forehead on his way out.

      I let him.

      Now it’s eight-fifteen and I’m sitting on the edge of the bed with my phone in my hand, and I told my sister Elena that I need to speak to her urgently. She said she would be there in an hour without asking me a single question first. She’s been through the pain of finding out that her famous footballer husband had been cheating on her. I supported her through that crap, now I suppose it’s time for her to do the same for me.

      God, no.

      I begged her to leave him. I told her there was no going back, that was three years ago, and it took a long time for them to work it out, but they did.

      Alberto and I aren’t childhood sweethearts like them. Yet, our marriage could be over, before it has even really started.

      Silly me.

      I thought us having our careers, and being in our thirties was the perfect time to get married, then again maybe there is no such thing as a perfect time.

      I should, at the very minimum, brush my teeth before I get in a car and drive across Madrid.

      So, I do. That's all I manage.

      The drive takes twenty-five minutes and I cry for about eight of them, somewhere on the M-30 where no one can see me and it doesn't matter. I grip the wheel and let it happen and then I take the exit toward Malasaña and I stop, because Blanca Alvarez does not walk into a café looking like someone ran over her cat. She walks in looking like a woman who has decided to be there.

      I find parking two streets away and sit in the car for sixty seconds.

      Lucia.

      That's all it was. One word. Three syllables. His voice low and wrecked and gone before I could be sure I'd heard it, except that I had heard it, and my body knew before my brain caught up, that particular stillness that takes over when something happens that you will not be able to un-know.

      I get out of the car.
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        * * *

      

      We meet at the cafe, La Mariposa, because Elena and I have been coming here since we were in our twenties, when this neighborhood was cheaper and louder and we were both broke enough to split one toast between us and call it breakfast. It's different now. Exposed brick, decent espresso, a chalkboard menu that changes every season. But the corner table by the window is still ours the way certain things become yours through repetition, no reservation required, just years of showing up.

      Elena is already there.

      She's wearing her coat and her hair is up and she has ordered me a cortado without asking because she's known my coffee order since I was nineteen. She looks up when I walk in and her face does that thing where nothing moves but everything changes, the particular rearrangement that means she sees exactly how I am and has chosen not to say so yet.

      I sit down.

      "Thank you for coming," I say.

      "Don't thank me," she says. "Tell me."

      So I do.

      I tell her that while Alberto was on top of me, he called our surrogate’s name, because up until this point, I never thought he was cheating or there was anything to be suspicious about.

      There wasn’t.

      Or I’ve just been too blind?

      Elena is very still.

      She has both hands around her coffee and she doesn't look away from my face and she doesn't say anything for long enough that I start talking again just to fill the space, which is what I do when I'm nervous, loop back around and add detail, over-explain, as if enough words will eventually produce a different version of events.

      "I didn't move," I say. "I just lay there. I put my hand on his back. And he went to sleep. And I just-- I lay there."

      "Okay," Elena says.

      "I don't know what that says about me."

      "It says you were in shock."

      "Or I'm a coward."

      "Blanca." She puts her coffee down. "You're not a coward. You were blindsided in the dark at midnight and you made the only decision you were capable of making, which was to survive the next eight hours."

      I look out the window. There's a woman walking a dog the size of a small country on the pavement outside. Somewhere Alberto is at his desk. Then again, through my shock it dawns on me.

      “Today’s Saturday,” I say. “We never go to the office on a Saturday. What if he’s with her? I didn’t even question him.”

      "I don't know."

      "Take a guess."

      Elena picks up her coffee again. She holds it without drinking. "What I know," she says carefully, "is that names don't come out of people by accident. Not like that. Not in that moment."

      "Right."

      "Which means she's been somewhere he goes. In his head. Regularly."

      "Right," I say again.

      Saying it out loud is a different thing from thinking it. I've been thinking it since approximately twelve-oh-three last night and I have turned it over from every angle and arrived at the same place each time, but hearing Elena say it, careful and honest, is like pressing on a bruise you knew was there. The pain is expected. It still makes you catch your breath.

      I pick up my cortado. It's good. La Mariposa has always had good coffee and I focus on that for a moment, the bitter warmth of it, the weight of the small cup in my hand.

      "She is literally carrying his child. His sperm. Her eggs. I couldn’t even give our child that, really it is their child."

      "I know."

      "I chose her. We chose her together. I sat in a room with this woman and I thought, she seems solid, she seems warm, she seems like someone who will take care of our baby and hand her over without drama and get on with her life."

      "I know."

      "I didn’t think she would take up residence in my husband's brain or even worse, bed. Our bed.”

      Tears start flowing out of me, as I picture them in the same position we were in last night, but Alberto, not calling my name, but hers.

      “Stop it. You’re punishing yourself,” Elena says.

      She reaches across the table and puts her hand over mine.

      "Right now. What do you need?”

      "I don't know,” I confess as I wipe away my tears.

      Outside the woman with the enormous dog has stopped to talk to someone and the dog is sitting on the pavement looking philosophical about the delay. I watch it for a moment.

      "What are you going to do?” Elena says.

      "I have no idea."

      "That's okay."

      "Is it? Because it doesn't feel okay. I have always been a plan person."

      "I know." She almost smiles. "You had a five-year plan when you were twelve."

      "It was a solid plan."

      "It included becoming an astronaut."

      "I said five years, not realistic." I squeeze her hand and let it go and sit back. "I don't know what to do. I hate this feeling.”

      Elena is quiet for a moment. She turns her coffee cup in its saucer, a small rotation, something she does when she's thinking. Then she says, "Can I tell you the one thing I actually learned from all of it with Jorge?”

      "Yes."

      "The one thing that I know, from being inside it."

      "Tell me."

      "Silence is never neutral," she says. "I thought not saying things was a way of protecting things. I thought if I didn't name what was wrong, it couldn't become more wrong. And what it actually did was give everything more room to grow in the dark." She pauses. "Communication is the only way through. Or out. But you have to be talking to find out which one it is.”

      I think about last night. My hand on his back. His breathing evening out. The ceiling. The crack in the corner above the window.

      "I didn't say anything," I say.

      “I know.”

      "And this morning I let him kiss my forehead and leave."

      I look at her. She looks back, patient, not pushing, just there in the way Elena has always been there since she came out the other side of her own fire, steadier than before, like something was burned away and left the actual structure visible.

      "First you finish your coffee," she says. "Then you decide if you want to talk to him, or if you want to know more first.”

      “What am I dealing with?”

      “I don’t know.”

      "Is that terrible? As if I’ve already sentenced them to an affair.”

      "No," she says. "That's smart. You don't go into a conversation you're not ready for and give him the chance to manage it before you understand what you're managing." She picks up her cup. "Jorge had months of preparation before I confronted him. I had none. I know which one of us came in better positioned."

      I drink my cortado. A man at the counter orders something complicated and the barista responds with admirable patience. The dog outside has given up waiting and is now pulling its owner firmly in the opposite direction.

      “Is it a thought he has?” I say, "or if it's something that's been happening?”

      "Then find out."

      "I don't know how to find out without tipping him off."

      Elena sets down her cup. Looks at me with the particular expression she gets when she's about to say something I won't enjoy but will later be grateful for.

      "Yes you do," she says.

      And she's right. I do.

      I’ve never been the type to spy on my man, but then this isn’t the typical situation and I need to know more, it’s the only thing I’m certain of right now.
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      He leaves his phone on the counter and goes for a shower.

      Great.

      I stand at the kitchen table and look at it sitting there next to the kettle, screen up. My coffee has gone cold. I don't drink it. I look at the phone and I think, Blanca, don't. Some things are better left unknown. There's a reason the cat is dead and it's not because she minded her own business.

      I pick it up anyway.

      Because I have to. Because I've been sitting with the shape of something I can't name since yesterday, and not knowing is its own kind of slow drowning, and at least if I know I can decide what to do with it. That's what I tell myself. I'm very good at telling myself things.

      The passcode screen comes up.

      I breathe in. The apartment smells of his shower gel already drifting out from under the bathroom door, that cedar and amber thing I bought him last Christmas, and the coffee going stale in the pot, and the smell of a weekday morning that has been ordinary a thousand times and is not ordinary today.

      I type four digits. The weekend in Lisbon. The bakery with the queue around the corner, the cheap hotel with the noisy pipes, the first morning I woke up beside him and thought, yes, this one, this is the one. I chose that weekend as the combination because it was mine too. The good ones always are.

      It opens.

      My stomach drops somewhere low and stays there.

      Lucia's name is at the top. Of course it is. The preview shows me the tail end of something from this morning and I press it before I lose my nerve and the thread opens and it just keeps going, up and up, blues and grays, his and hers, back and forth all the way back to things I'm not ready to see yet. I scroll. I can't help it. I'm a divorce attorney. I've seen a hundred phones handed across a hundred tables and I've always known that people scroll in the direction of the thing that hurts them most, it's human, it's almost reflexive, and here I am doing it myself in my own kitchen in my pajamas while my husband washes his hair eight feet away.

      One hundred and twelve messages.

      I stop scrolling. I read.

      He's telling her about a difficult mediation. Not the details, he'd never give case details, but the texture of it, the exhaustion, the particular type of headache that comes from sitting in a room with two people who both want to win and won't accept that winning costs them something too. I know that headache, because I have it several times a week. It's not something Alberto has ever told me about at the end of those days because we don't bring work home, that's always been our rule, our mutual and unspoken treaty, neither of us wanted to become two lawyers who
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