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      Humming lightly as she tilted her face towards the sun, Jan rested against the bonnet of her car and smiled. God, she loved pleasant weather. More than anything, she loved pleasant weather and good people. Friends, family, even her employees most of the time.

      Today was the beginning of a new week, and Jan had everything to look forward to. She had a husband who had dedicated every second of his time to her over the weekend, and she planned to see Gillian and Finn in a couple of days. What more could she need right now?

      Oh, you have it all.

      Jan pushed off her car and took the steps up to the office. Gillian, her best friend, often told her she was out of her mind to be stepping over gravel in her expensive heels, but this was all second nature to Jan Bartlett. All she had known for over twenty years was this. The business. The daily commute down the motorway to deal with plant hire and housing developments.

      “Love?” Phil opened the door to his office—an outside portacabin —that he was currently residing in while his usual one was being refurbished. He swapped and changed depending on his mood, but he would know about it the moment the summer arrived. He would be cooking in that tin can. “Can you bring me the files on The Mews development when you have a minute? I forgot to pick them up when I got here earlier.”

      “Of course. Give me ten to get my things sorted, and I’ll be over.”

      “Thanks.” Phil regarded Jan with a loving smile, his gaze lingering. “You look gorgeous today, by the way.”

      Jan smiled to herself as she allowed the compliment to sink in. “Thank you. I’d say the same back at you, but you’ve always been a handsome bastard, and that’ll never change.”

      Phil winked and turned back inside the cabin. He had been extra attentive this weekend, surprising Jan at the last minute with a spa weekend on the outskirts of the city. It had been just what they’d needed, given how busy they’d been recently. Jan didn’t require much in the way of relaxation, but she did need a day or two to recharge on occasion.

      She quickly rushed inside her own office and took her phone from her handbag the moment she was sitting behind her desk. Gillian had wanted an update on the hotel they’d just been to, and if Jan didn’t take care of that right now, Gillian would be calling her for most of the day.

      Hotel was amazing! The treatments were exceptional. Throw the hint to Finn and I’ll expect a call from her for hotel details soon. Love ya! x

      Jan locked her phone and looked up at the door when someone knocked. She caught sight of Gareth through the small window and waved him inside. Gareth was one of the business’ couriers who handled the delivery of office supplies. He was here at least twice a week, usually delivering reams and reams of paper or ink cartridges.

      “Hi, Gareth.” Jan sat back in her seat and clasped her hands on her knee as she crossed her legs. “Nice weekend?”

      “He…hasn’t told you.”

      Jan frowned. “I’m sorry? Who hasn’t told me what?”

      Gareth’s face had suddenly turned very pale. Jan’s concern was instant, so she shot from her seat and helped Gareth into the one on the opposite side of her desk.

      “I’m sorry, Jan. I really didn’t want to be the one to do this.” He scrubbed a hand down his face as his voice broke. “Fucking coward!”

      “Okay, take a breath, and tell me what’s going on.” Jan returned to her seat and perched her elbows on her desk. She had no idea what Gareth was talking about, but he seemed almost…haunted by whatever this was. “Has something happened? Are your family okay?”

      “Y-yeah. Mum is doing really well, and Dad has been a diamond looking after her.”

      Jan smiled. Gareth’s mum had recently undergone treatment for cancer. Jan and Phil had given him any time he needed off so Gareth could be there for appointments, so to hear that things were going well was always a plus. “That’s great news. Please send them our love, won’t you?”

      Gareth stared at Jan. That look on his face hadn’t changed. It was only growing worse. “I, uh… I caught them, Jan. In bed together.”

      Jan smiled. “Caught who?”

      “Anais and Phil.”

      Jan sat forward a little. She thought for a second that Gareth had said her husband’s name. No, he couldn’t have done. “Anais and who?”

      “Phil. Your Phil.”

      Jan laughed, mostly with nerves…but also because that just couldn’t be true. “My Phil? No, you have it wrong. We’ve just been away for the weekend to a spa hotel. It wasn’t him.”

      “It…was last weekend.” Gareth swallowed as his eyes filled with tears. “She told me she was away with friends for the weekend, so I decided to stay with Mum and Dad. Give Dad a break, you know?” He shook his head. “I called home on the Saturday morning because I’d forgotten my razor and wash bag. They were there, in bed together.”

      Jan’s heart sank. Phil had also been away from home last weekend. Only for Jan, that was nothing out of the ordinary. Phil often travelled for work, usually to finalise contracts or to source land for new developments. Still… “No, you have it wrong. Phil would never cheat on me. We’re celebrating our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary in a few months. W-we’re taking our friends away on a cruise.”

      Only you haven’t booked that cruise yet.

      Not because they hadn’t decided on where to go but because Phil kept putting it off. Was that because he was planning to leave Jan for Anais? No. This just wasn’t something she could comprehend.

      “I’m sorry, Jan. I told them they had the week to tell you, or I’d come to you myself. I thought he may have done the decent thing and come clean, but it seems not.”

      Jan didn’t show it, but inside, she was slowly dying. Phil, her husband, had been having an affair with their employee? For what reason? Just…why? This has to be a mistake. “Can you give me a few minutes please?”

      Gareth rose to his feet. “Of course. I’m sorry. This is a lot for you.”

      “No, no. Take a seat, and I’ll be right back.” Jan composed herself and left her office. It would take her all of ten seconds to knock on Phil’s door, but she found herself taking her time. Was she worried that this was true? No, not at all. But she was trying to figure out how to run this by her husband without accusing him. Only, as she reached his door, she wasn’t sure it was possible to say this in any other way.

      She poked her head around the door. “Do you have a minute?”

      “For you? Always.” Phil smiled where he stood behind his desk, his hands braced against it as he studied floor plans for their most recent development. As Jan stepped inside the office and closed the door behind her, he said, “Did you bring the files for The Mews?”

      “No, um…could you come to my office for a few minutes so we can clear something up?” Jan threw a thumb over her shoulder. “Gareth is in there, and I think he’s a little bit confused.”

      As Jan watched her husband, the way he shifted uncomfortably and wrung his hands, her heart sunk further. “Jan, I⁠—”

      “It’s true, isn’t it?” Jan’s voice boomed in her ears, her pulse hammering throughout her entire body. Shock was the first thing she felt, sheer humiliation the second. “Answer me!”

      Phil visibly swallowed as he slowly lowered himself into his seat. “I wanted to tell you. I just didn’t know how.”

      Jan took a step back and walked directly into the door. Her back connected with it, but it barely registered in her mind. “You’ve been sleeping with another woman…”

      “I’m sorry. It was a mistake.”

      Jan laughed weakly, staring back at a man she had spent so many years with…but now felt as though she didn’t know at all. “Was it a one-off? Were you drunk?”

      Phil lowered his gaze to the desk strewn with their business plans. Their hard work and dedication.

      “How long, Phil?” Jan dug her nails into the door, sure she would break them any second now. “How fucking long?!”

      “A year, I don’t know. Maybe a little less.”

      Jan pushed off the door, crossed the room, and braced her hands against Phil’s desk. “I want a divorce.”

      “Wait, love. We can work this out. Nothing is lost. We just…have to work this out between us. I can’t lose you.”

      “You’ve already lost me, Phil. The moment you even looked at that fucking woman out there was the moment you lost me. You’re now just realising it—that’s all.” Jan turned and walked away, glancing back over her shoulder. “Twenty-seven years together, and you ruin it all by dropping your fucking pants for your receptionist.”

      “Jan!”

      “Don’t. I’m not interested in anything you have to say.” Jan left the office and looked to her left. Anais sat at her desk, chancing a look over the top of her computer screen. “No need to hide. I know the truth. I hope you’ll be very happy together.”

      She strode out of Phil’s office, determined not to break down until she was alone. Right now, she had Anais’ distraught husband sitting in her own office, and she would have to deal with it whether she wanted to or not. As she stopped outside her door, gathering herself and her thoughts, Jan’s throat grew thick with emotion. What the hell was she supposed to say to Gareth? What the hell was she supposed to say to herself about all of this? God, she couldn’t begin to imagine the state she would be in later today.

      With her shoulders pulled back and a quick check of her makeup in the barely visible reflection in the door, she walked back into her office and pressed her back to the door once it was closed. “I’m sorry, Gareth. I don’t know what to say to you.”

      “Don’t apologise. This isn’t your fault.”

      Wasn’t it? It was hard to believe anything else when her husband had found what he needed in another woman. Shouldn’t she have seen it coming? After all, they’d been going through marriage counselling recently. Perhaps Jan had pushed Phil into Anais’ arms simply because she had wanted counselling. “I…need to get my things together so I can leave.”

      “Leave?”

      “Mm.” Jan smiled as she rushed around her office and gathered what was visible to her. “I need to go home and pack some of my belongings.”

      “You’re leaving him?”

      Jan spun around and frowned. “You’re not leaving her?”

      Gareth drew in a deep breath and shrugged. “To be honest, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I don’t know what to do for the best.”

      “That’s understandable. But for me, there is no coming back from this. I don’t even intend to try to fix my marriage with him.” Jan took a calming breath, hoping her heart rate would begin to settle. She needed Gareth to leave so she could figure out the next step, but he didn’t look to be in a good way at all. “Maybe you should take the rest of the day off. Give yourself some time to come to terms with this. It’s out there now, so you can begin to decide what’s best for you.”

      “Will you be okay?” Gareth asked as he got to his feet and shoved his hands in the pockets of his cargo pants. “I can stay, or we could get a coffee somewhere and talk about this…”

      “I appreciate that, but I also hope you can understand that I need to be alone for a little while. I didn’t come to work this morning expecting to find out my husband has been having an affair.”

      Gareth pulled one hand from his pocket and held it up. “Of course. Of course.”

      “Whatever you decide to do, you’ll take care of yourself, yes?”

      Gareth sighed and backed up towards the door. “I will. You will, too?”

      Oh, Jan was sure as hell going to look after herself. If anyone thought she would fall apart because of a man, they had another thing coming. “Of course.”

      Gareth nodded and left Jan’s office, the silence in the room now deafening. Jan expected Phil to come bursting through the door at some point, but she wouldn’t be around long enough for that to happen. The only thing she knew for sure right now was that she had to leave. The office and the house. If Phil had been fucking Anais in Anais’ bed, then there was no telling what had happened in their own home when Jan wasn’t around.

      She gathered some bits and pieces from her desk drawers and shoved them into her handbag. Choosing not to take any work with her—she had no idea if she’d ever return here—Jan turned out the lights and stepped out into the open office she managed. It was quiet, people were getting on with their jobs, but Jan couldn’t look any of them in the eye. The moment she did, she would break down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Gulping down an entire pint of water, Morgan looked out at the rooftops from her kitchen window and sighed. Her shift in the bar downstairs really needed to go smoothly tonight or she was going to lose her head. Nine times out of ten, The Corner Bar was the only thing that kept her sane—it was her pride and joy after all—but lately, it was just bad memories. Memories of Amanda and the day they’d met downstairs. Memories of inviting her up here, knowing what would come of it. She hadn’t been interested the day her customer walked into the bar, but after a few drinks together and many laughs, Morgan found herself a little more interested. She found herself hanging on every word that fell from Amanda’s mouth.

      She’d been significantly older than Morgan, but that wasn’t an issue. It never would be. Morgan preferred to connect with women like Amanda. Women who knew who they were and what they wanted. So, when Amanda had hinted at a little fun with Morgan, Morgan found herself unable to turn down the request. As she turned and scanned her open plan living room and kitchen, dread sunk into the pit of her stomach.

      Never again. No way.

      She shook her head and moved towards the door. Morgan had a shift to start and Tyler, her bartender, had to leave on time for his late-afternoon college course. She appreciated that he’d even been available to come in at short notice today. It wasn’t often she got lucky like that.

      Morgan took the stairs that led to the bar and opened the door. It was always nice to see a friendly face sitting waiting for her, and today, that face belonged to Finn Ashton. They’d known one another for a few years now, and what Morgan liked about Finn was that she often told it as it was. Still, she wasn’t ready to discuss Amanda with anyone yet. God, Finn had only just found out Morgan was fooling around with her. She wanted to pretend a little longer.

      “Hey!” Finn grinned. “You really look like you want to be here this afternoon.”

      Finn had that right. Morgan would rather be anywhere else. “Long night. Didn’t get much sleep.”

      “Oh. Amanda, huh?” Finn wiggled her eyebrows and sipped her beer. “Things going well between you two then?”

      “I didn’t see Amanda last night.” Morgan stepped behind the bar and wiped down the area. Tyler was pulling a pint for another customer, so she would leave him be for a moment. “And like I said, it’s nothing serious. It’ll never be anything serious.”

      “Fuck them and then drop them. The story of Morgan Tate’s life.” Finn lifted her pint and held it up in mid-air. “Cheers to you, the commitment-phobe.”

      Morgan leaned over the bar and said, “Just because you’re tied down now, don’t take it out on me.”

      “Pfft. I’d rather be tied down with Gillian. Trust me. She’s great when it comes to knots.” Finn winked and then laughed. “But in all seriousness, you should see where it goes with Amanda. I didn’t think I’d be in a relationship with Gillian, let alone call her my wife one day.”

      “You and I are different people, Finn.” That was a lie, Morgan would love nothing more than to find someone she really connected with, and ultimately settle down, but that was hard to do when she worked this bar almost every day. “You’re happy. I’m happy. Let’s leave it at that, yeah?”

      Finn shrugged. “Mkay.”

      “How is the wife? My number one fan.”

      Finn rolled her eyes as she finished the beer in her glass. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that Gillian doesn’t dislike you.”

      “She needs to tell that to her face then whenever you and I are talking.” Morgan gave Finn a knowing look. It was no secret that Gillian wasn’t fond of Morgan. Morgan had a feeling Gillian believed her and Finn had slept together at some point in the past, but Finn really wasn’t Morgan’s type. They were friends and that’s all they’d ever been to date. “I’m serious. If looks could kill, I’d be six feet under by now.”

      “You can ask her yourself when she gets here.” Finn checked her watch and smiled. “She left campus twenty minutes ago so she should be arriving any moment now.”

      Morgan’s heart rate spiked ever so slightly. Whenever Gillian came here lately, she usually had her best friend, Jan, in tow. Morgan could happily stand around all day admiring Jan, but she knew it was a lost cause. After the first few occasions—once Jan had found herself comfortable here—it had been a struggle for Morgan to concentrate on anything else. They’d chatted, they’d laughed, and Morgan had realised that she was enamoured by Jan.

      Yeah, until she turned up here with her fucking husband.

      Morgan sighed inwardly. She was forever finding the wrong women attractive.

      “You okay?” Finn clicked her fingers in front of Morgan’s face, her brows drawn. “Lost you for a sec then.”

      “I’m fine. Just trying to figure out how long I have left on my shift.” Morgan lied. “Too long, is the answer.”

      “What time are you here till?”

      “Until close, unfortunately.” Morgan briefly turned and pressed the espresso button on the coffee machine behind the bar. She sat a cup under it while the beans were grinding, and then she turned back to Finn. “What do you guys have planned for the rest of the afternoon?”

      “Gillian is coming here for a glass of wine, and then I’m taking her out to dinner. She had a busy weekend working from home, so we didn’t get much of a chance to wind down. This week looks less busy for her, so I’m stealing her away from her office for the rest of the night.”

      “That sounds nice.” Morgan rested her forearms on a beer pump and sat her chin on them. “Jan coming over with Gillian?”

      “No. Jan doesn’t do day drinking. She’ll be at the office still. She’s just been away for the weekend with Phil. I’ve asked Gillian to find out what the hotel was like so we could potentially book it. Jan is really into her spa treatments so if the place is good, she’ll tell us.”

      Of course Jan was into her spa treatments. That woman had looked like an angel the last time she strode through Morgan’s bar door. That had been the night when Morgan accidentally let a wine glass slip from her hand, and it was the crash of the glass that had brought her back down to reality. Jan was striking. Her long blonde hair was natural, and those blue eyes were like nothing Morgan had ever come across before. And she’d come across many people in her time behind the bar alone. But it was the dress Jan wore that had caused the wine glass incident. Morgan hadn’t been able to focus her eyes anywhere else for the entire night. At one point, she’d considered closing up early just so she didn’t have to ogle any longer. A little black dress and heels would always have Morgan salivating. Put those items on Jan and Morgan was having palpitations.

      Finn clicked her fingers again. “What the hell is going on with you? I lost you again.”

      Fuck. Morgan had to stop doing that. “Like I said, I didn’t sleep much last night.”

      “Sure. You keep telling yourself that. But I know you well enough now to know that something is going on inside that mind of yours.”

      Morgan exhaled a breath and left Finn sitting at the bar. If they kept talking, Morgan was going to blurt out the latest with Amanda, and she honestly wasn’t ready to have that conversation. She approached Tyler and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’m here now so you can get going for your course.”

      “Thanks, Morgan. I appreciate it.”

      “I appreciate you coming in at short notice for me today. I owe you one.”
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        * * *

      

      With the greatest sense of loss settled deep in her chest, Jan knocked back the dreg of wine in the bottom of her glass and lifted a hand to catch Morgan’s attention. She had spent the last two hours sitting in this very spot, watching people come and go, unable to fathom the idea of going home tonight. 

      What home? You don’t have a fucking home anymore!

      Jan swallowed down the emotion in her throat and closed her eyes. This day had been the furthest thing from her mind from the moment she’d met Phil. In all honesty, Jan had to wonder whether she was dreaming. But then the realisation sunk in all over again, and now Jan sat here on a Monday night…actually alone for the first in twenty-seven years.

      Morgan approached from the other end of the bar and rested her arm on a beer pump. “You’ve been here a while now and you’re still sitting on your own. You want me to call Finn and find out what the hold-up is? They were both in earlier, but I thought Finn was taking Gillian out for dinner. She didn’t say they were coming back here.”

      Jan smiled as she looked up at Morgan. She had spent many nights here with Gillian and Finn now. It was their ‘local’ even though it was nowhere near their homes. Morgan was great, she’d hosted some amazing nights here since Jan started to frequent the place, so she’d found herself walking towards the bar a couple of hours ago. “I’m not meeting them tonight.”

      “No? Waiting for the husband? Phil…was it?”

      Jan tensed at the mention of her husband’s name. He had also frequented The Corner on several occasions with Jan, Gillian, and Finn. “No. Phil won’t be joining me either.”

      Morgan frowned. “Then why are you sitting here drinking my bar dry?”

      “Do you ask everyone that?” Jan eyed Morgan as she held up her empty wine glass. “I can go elsewhere if I’m putting a downer on the atmosphere in here.”

      “That’s not what I was implying,” Morgan said as she took Jan’s empty glass and refilled a fresh one with wine. “You know you’re always welcome here, Jan. I’m just not used to seeing you on your own or looking so sad. Did you need to talk to someone?”

      What was the point? Jan didn’t even know if she could speak the words. She was yet to inform Gillian of her day so far. “N-no. But thank you. I appreciate your concern.”

      “Well, I just need to change a beer barrel and then I’ll be right back.” Morgan regarded Jan with a gentle smile, her deep brown eyes soft and caring as they always were. Jan understood, though. Morgan was probably used to playing therapist for the lonely souls who ended up sitting here night after night.

      Jan couldn’t believe she had just become a part of that particular group, but here she was, unable to comprehend what her future looked like. She’d had it all planned out. She’d never imagined anything different. But here she sat, with the knowledge that her husband had been having an affair with a woman sixteen years younger than him.

      She turned her phone over and looked at the screen. He’d texted her again.

      Jan, please come home, love. I want to work this out with you. I made a terrible mistake.

      Jan scoffed. Phil hadn’t made a terrible mistake and they both knew it.

      She swallowed as she exited her message thread and instead brought up Gillian’s number. Her best friend would know what to do, and if she didn’t, they always had the option of Finn kicking Phil in the bollocks to fall back on. Jan would pay good money to see that happen.

      The call connected just before it went to voicemail. “H-hello?”

      That wasn’t Gillian’s voice. It was Finn’s, and she was very out of breath.

      “Hi, Finn. Is Gill around at all?”

      Finn cleared her throat. “She, um…she’s a bit busy at the minute, Jan. Can I ask her to call you back in a little while?”

      Jan heard Gillian moaning in the background, then Finn giggling. She couldn’t deal with this tonight. She loved Gillian and Finn more than anything in this world, but Jan wasn’t in the right headspace to make some kind of dirty comment. She just wanted to talk this through with the very woman who had stood by her side for so long. “I…it’s okay. I’ll call her in a few days.”

      “Sure?” Finn asked.

      “Yes, I’m sure. H-have a lovely night, both of you.” Jan hung up before she heard something else she didn’t need to hear.

      As she looked down at her screen, she saw a notification for a memory on one of her social media apps. She opened the app and read the notification, tears sitting in her eyes as she stared down at the picture. The very woman her husband had been having an affair with was pictured with Jan during a teambuilding day last year. They’d all gone out for lunch and drinks, and Anais had spent most of the afternoon sitting with Jan. To know that Phil had been sleeping with this woman, it sent a shiver up Jan’s spine.

      She shook her head and locked her phone, looking up from it to find Morgan watching her from the other end of the bar. Jan smiled, then lowered her gaze to her fresh glass of wine. Maybe she should just buy a bottle and get a hotel room for the night. She sure as hell wouldn’t be going back to her marital home. Not in a rush, anyway. The thought of seeing Phil’s face right now had anger flaring in the pit of Jan’s stomach. Going home was not a good idea.

      “Hey, Morgan?” Jan called her over, quickly brushing a tear away that had escaped down her cheek. When Morgan stopped in front of Jan, she sniffled. “Can you recommend a good hotel nearby?”

      Morgan ran a hand through her light brown hair, her tongue poking out and playing with her lip ring. “The guesthouse two blocks down is decent. It’s not five-star, but it’s clean and safe. I believe they do a very good breakfast, too.”

      A very good breakfast, Jan thought. She wasn’t sure she would be able to stomach a coffee in the morning, let alone a breakfast. “Do you know the name of it so I can call and see if they have a room available?”

      “Tell me to mind my own business, but you don’t even have any belongings with you. Is…everything okay, Jan?”

      “Define okay…”

      Morgan cocked her head and stared back at Jan with those pretty eyes. “I’m locking up in thirty. Hang back and we’ll have a chat, okay?”

      It meant a lot that Morgan was willing to do that for her. They knew one another, Jan had spent enough time in here now to say that, but she still hadn’t expected the offer. “You don’t have to do that, but thank you.”

      “Trust me, I could do with a chat, too. I find it hard to wind down as soon as I lock up, so I’d appreciate the company.”

      “Okay. That would be nice.” Jan ran a fingertip up the stem of her wine glass, unable to gaze into Morgan’s eyes any longer. She hadn’t noticed it before today, but they were strikingly beautiful. Almost mesmerising. “Could I buy a bottle of wine to take to wherever I’m going before you cash up for the night?”

      “Any drinks once I lock up will be on the house. If you still want that bottle once we’ve had a chat, then it’s on me.” Morgan winked and walked away, clearing up behind the bar while people finished their drinks.

      Jan relaxed into her seat, ignoring her phone as another message from Phil flashed on the screen. She turned it over again, screen faced down, and sighed. If she could just get through the next twenty-four hours, she would kick herself up the arse and prepare for a life she had never imagined. A life…without Phil Bartlett.
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      Morgan turned away from the entrance to the bar once she’d double-checked each lock was secure. Jan still sat on a stool, her shoulders hunched and looking like a lost soul, but Morgan was determined to get to the bottom of whatever was going on. She may not know Jan as well as she wished she could, but Morgan was happy to listen and help. She would just have to push the whole husband thing to the back of her mind. She knew it couldn’t be anything Phil had done; he’d always appeared attentive in Jan’s company. Then there was the fact that Gillian and Finn were good friends with him, too. Finn wasn’t the kind of person to accommodate someone she didn’t like, so, no, there was no way Jan was having husband trouble.

      As she took a moment to watch Jan, or the back of her at least, Morgan couldn’t recall her ever being in here on her own. She had been surprised by just how quiet Jan had been since she’d arrived, too. Jan was usually the life of this place whenever they all came in for a drink. Jesus, she’d even been the one to get everyone up dancing just a few weeks ago in here. Morgan’s bar wasn’t always a dancing type of venue, but she would admit that the atmosphere that night had been electric. Mostly because of Jan’s gorgeous smile, but Morgan would never divulge that. Jan was a married woman, and Morgan didn’t pine after married women. Not knowingly, anyway.

      As she turned down the lights—her license only allowed the bar to be open until Midnight—she cleared her throat and approached Jan. They had all spent so much time in there that Jan’s perfume had become familiar to Morgan. Subtle but very pleasing, just like the woman wearing it. “You wanna come up with me?”

      “Up…where?” Jan looked back at Morgan, utterly confused.

      “To my place. Above the bar. I…live here, too.”

      Jan took her clutch bag from the bar and slid her phone into it. “O-oh. Right. I didn’t realise.”

      As she lowered herself from her stool, Morgan quickly wrapped an arm around her waist when she stumbled. Jan rarely appeared drunk, usually only having a few glasses of red wine before she switched to water, but Morgan guessed tonight wasn’t one of Jan’s usual nights. Not judging by the dullness of her usually gorgeous blue eyes. “Whoa. You good?”

      Jan placed a hand on Morgan’s chest, her cheeks red as she nodded. “Yes. Sorry about that. My legs didn’t want to work then.”

      “I mean, you have sat there for the last few hours, unmoved. I’m not surprised they’re not working.” Morgan grinned back at Jan, her gaze lingering longer than it should. “Think you can make it upstairs without me carrying you?”

      Jan blushed further. “I’m sure I can manage just fine.”

      “Come on then.” Morgan turned the lights off above the bar and opened a door to the side of the counter. Once they’d safely made it upstairs, Morgan turned back to Jan. “Another glass of wine?”

      “Do you have anything stronger?”

      Morgan gave Jan a knowing look. “I own a bar. I have whatever strength you need tonight.”

      “Maybe a whiskey? No ice if it’s scotch. Just a drop of water.” Jan suddenly frowned and shook her head. “I’m sorry. You own a bar. You know how to make a drink.”

      “People like what they like. That’s not for me to decide. So, whiskey with a drop of water is coming right up.” Morgan moved towards her kitchen and took a bottle of scotch from the counter in the corner. She poured herself a glass too, then returned to Jan. “Have a seat. Make yourself comfortable.”

      Jan lowered her bag to the side of the coffee table and took her glass from Morgan. Once she was sitting down, her eyes tired and half-lidded, Morgan took a seat beside her.

      “Come on. What’s going on with you tonight?” Morgan turned side-on and propped her head in her hand against the back of the couch. “You’re usually the one cheering me up when I’ve had a rough day. This isn’t the Jan I’m used to.”

      Jan scoffed. “No, I know. It’s not the Jan I’m used to either.”

      Morgan remained silent, aware that Jan was going over things in her head, but she did place a supportive hand over Jan’s where it rested on Jan’s knee.

      “I found out this afternoon that my husband has been having an affair.”

      “Shit. I’m sorry.” Morgan would usually have some smart-arse response about men, but she’d also found out something very similar yesterday…only it was a woman. It seemed that gender was irrelevant to this conversation. Anyone could be a scumbag. Still, this wasn’t about Morgan. Jan needed an ear, and Morgan was happy to offer both of hers. “Does Gillian know?”

      “Not yet. I don’t really know how to tell her. I was there for her through her divorce, but I cannot imagine going through this myself.” Jan shook her head and sighed. “You never think it’ll be you, do you?”

      Morgan puffed out her cheeks, reminding herself of how she felt yesterday. Only her situation was entirely different from Jan’s. To a point, anyway. Morgan certainly hadn’t been married to the woman who had hurt her. Or overly attached. This was a whole different ball game. “No, you don’t.”

      “And the worst of it is that he’s been having an affair with a woman I work with. She…works at our company.” Jan frowned. “H-his company. I guess it’s nothing to do with me anymore.”

      Morgan could understand that Jan had probably had several knee-jerk reactions to everything since she found out, but was Jan really considering ending it all? On the very day she had found out. “You’re not going to work it out with him?”

      “I can abide many things, but a cheater is not one of them.”

      “No, I get that. It just seems a shame to throw it all away so quickly, you know?” Morgan was partly speaking from her own experience. While she knew she wouldn’t be intimate with Amanda ever again, it didn’t mean she wouldn’t remind herself of everything they’d shared the next time they came face to face. It may have been nothing more than fucking between them, but Morgan did have a heart. She did care about Amanda. “Maybe sitting down and talking to him is a good first step.”

      Jan shook her head. “I can’t even stomach the thought of being in the same room as him.”

      “How long have you been together?”

      “Together twenty-seven years and married for twenty-five.” Jan’s voice broke as she said that. Morgan immediately plucked a tissue from the box on the coffee table and handed it over. “Thank you.”

      “Could it have been a one-off? You know, a drunken mistake or something like that?” Morgan didn’t know why she was trying to back Jan’s husband up. She guessed it was the ‘bartender solving a crisis’ in her. Quite frankly, she couldn’t give a shit about Jan’s husband. If he could do what he’d done to his wife, then he didn’t deserve respect from anyone. 

      “I thought so. Hoped so. But he admitted to me that it’s been going on for almost a year.” Jan dabbed at her eyes. “Gareth came to see me today. Her husband. He works for a courier firm that brings a lot of goods into the office. Anais works in the plant hire department within Phil’s company. When he pulled me to one side this morning, I didn’t know what to do or say. I actually laughed at him at one point, and then I realised he was distraught, and I had a feeling it was true.” Jan puffed out her cheeks and slumped a little more. “I asked Phil outright, but he didn’t even deny it. He just kept apologising.”

      Fuck. That had to hurt. Morgan wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

      “Have you ever been cheated on?” Jan looked up at Morgan, the sadness in her eyes almost taking Morgan’s breath away. It took a lot of strength for women to be vulnerable in front of other people, but Morgan was used to this. She had sat and listened to many of her customers over the last few years. 

      Only Jan didn’t feel like a customer. She almost felt like a friend. Someone Morgan wanted to know. Someone she wanted to help through this. Of course Jan had Gillian and Finn, but maybe this was the perfect opportunity for Jan to process it without friends who knew her husband. Morgan was neutral in all of this, really.

      “I…don’t know,” Morgan said, frowning as she stared into her glass of scotch. “I guess my latest situation could mean that. Yes.”

      “Your latest situation?”

      Morgan wasn’t sure it was the right time to discuss this with Jan, it could go one of two ways, but she wanted Jan to know that she kind of understood how she was feeling. In a fucked up way, at least. “I was seeing a woman. Well, seeing her is a bit of a stretch. We’ve been sleeping with one another on and off for about six months now. I found out yesterday that she actually has a husband, and I never knew anything about it.”

      “I’m sorry.” Jan turned her hand over and entwined her fingers with Morgan’s. “Feels terrible being the other woman, doesn’t it? Even though he was my husband for twenty-odd years, I feel like the other woman.”

      “Right now, I just feel sad about it all. I’d never knowingly get involved with a married woman. Ever. I mean, it’s always nice to admire women…I’ve admired you on way more than one occasion, but I’m not the kind of person who would cheat. I feel…dirty, you know?”

      Jan searched Morgan’s face, a slight crease between her brows. “You’ve admired me?”

      “Yep.” Morgan lifted a shoulder. She just hoped Jan didn’t think she had other reasons for inviting her up to the flat. Yes, Morgan found it hard to look anywhere else the moment Jan was in her bar, but that wasn’t what this was. She did want to be a friend in this moment. “You’re gorgeous.”

      Jan snorted. “Tell that to my husband.”

      “If he’s been seeing someone else, then he’s a fool. A complete fucking idiot.”

      “I should have known something was going on,” Jan said before sipping her whiskey. “Gillian and Finn don’t know, but Phil and I have been seeing a marriage counsellor for almost seven months. I just…felt as though I was losing him, and I couldn’t put my finger on why.”

      “Oh.” Morgan’s brows shot up. So, Jan had been suspicious of something. She just didn’t know what. “A marriage counsellor.”

      “I know. It’s ridiculous, the money we wasted on it. But it was the only thing I could think of in that moment. That moment when I knew everything had become routine and a little bit lifeless. Then I saw how happy Gillian was with Finn, and I wanted my own marriage to be like that.”

      Morgan completely understood. Gillian and Finn were so in love that Morgan rolled her eyes most of the time. But really, she was just jealous she didn’t have a relationship like that. She’d love to be in that position, of course she would, but there never seemed to be enough hours in the day or the right woman walking through the door. Amanda had been the perfect remedy, really. “I’m sorry you’ve been going through this alone.”

      Jan smiled as she mindlessly and most likely subconsciously stroked her thumb across Morgan’s knuckles. “I’ve always been the problem solver. I’ve always been the one people come to when they need advice. Now that I’m in this position, I don’t quite know what to do with myself.”

      “That’s understandable. When I found out about Amanda yesterday, I hid away for a few hours. Even though it wasn’t anything serious between us, I was still hurt by it. And like you, I didn’t know who to turn to.”

      “Then I’m sorry you’ve also been dealing with things alone.”

      Morgan smiled and squeezed Jan’s hand. “Look, I’ve always been a loner. I’m used to it. But when it comes to you…I am here if you need to vent.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, Morgan. Thank you.”

      “Top up?” Morgan eyed Jan’s glass, instantly switching into bar owner mode. She didn’t like to see people with empty glasses.

      “Why not. I have no home to go back to.” Jan handed her glass over, choosing not to down what remained in it.

      Morgan busied herself in the kitchen, her hand tingling where Jan had been holding onto it so tightly. She didn’t think Jan was aware of what she was doing, but Morgan wouldn’t complain. That soft skin pressing against her own…God, Morgan itched just to have a conversation with this woman most of the time.

      As she turned back to the couch, Jan was looking down at her phone. “He’s fucking unbelievable.”

      “Your husband?” Morgan asked, placing both glasses down. “Has he contacted you?”

      “Yes.” Jan handed her phone over to Morgan. There was a message waiting on the screen.

      Look, Jan. You may not want to see me or speak to me, but you cannot possibly blame me for all of this. We were stale, love. We had no fun in our lives. I thought that by giving in to the attention from Anais it would spice things up for us. I did it for us. Please come home so I can make it up to you. I still love you.

      Wow. What a piece of shit. Right now, Morgan hoped that Jan wouldn’t fall for her husband’s bullshit. How could he possibly shift the blame onto her? He’d been the one who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. “That’s…yeah, I don’t really know what to say to that.”

      “Maybe I should find someone to fuck tonight and throw it right back at him. See how he likes it!”

      While Morgan would happily insist Jan assume the position, spread out naked on her bed, now wasn’t ideal. She lay a hand on Jan’s knee this time, hoping she felt the support in her touch. “Hey, don’t even rise to him. It’s probably what he wants, so he can use it against you.”

      “How can he say that to me? And if that’s what he truly believes, then it clearly didn’t work out for him.” Jan scoffed. “He did it to spice things up? I’m not sure he knows the meaning of the word!”

      “Why don’t you stay here tonight? It’s one less thing for you to worry about, and I don’t really like the idea of you leaving this bar on your own and not knowing what the plan or next step is.”

      “No, I couldn’t ever ask that of you.”

      “I offered. I’d sleep much better tonight knowing that you’re safe in my bed.”

      Jan’s cheeks reddened as she dipped her head and looked down at her hands in her lap. Then her gaze shifted to Morgan’s hand on her knee. “Is that why you invited me up here?”

      “Oh, fuck. No. I swear it wasn’t.” Morgan swiftly pulled her hand away and inched back on the couch a little. She may be into Jan, but she absolutely hadn’t invited her up here with any intentions of sleeping with her. She hadn’t even known that Jan was technically available until after they’d reached her flat. “I meant that you could take my bed, and I’d sleep here. On the couch.”

      “I’ll take the couch. If you’re sure you don’t mind.”

      Morgan wanted to argue that Jan should sleep in her bed and not on the couch, but she didn’t want to scare Jan off. So long as she was warm and safe tonight, Morgan didn’t care what happened next. The likelihood was that Jan would wake up in the morning and see things differently, and Morgan would never be alone with her like this again.

      Don’t let this become another Amanda situation all over again.

      “If you want the couch, the couch it is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Stretching her back, Morgan groaned and rolled over, almost falling off the couch. She’d woken up as the sun streamed through the windows about an hour ago, wondering what the hell was going on, and then she remembered that Jan was here…and had ultimately agreed to the bed last night rather than the couch.

      As she sat up on her elbows, her neck stiff, the bathroom door opened, and Jan strolled out in one of Morgan’s fluffy but very short towels. Jan froze, gripping the towel against her. “O-oh. I took a shower. I hope you don’t mind.” She dipped her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      Fuck. Jan could wake Morgan up looking like that on any morning she wished to. It would be an honour to have this woman walking around her flat naked. It truly would.

      “And thank you again for last night.”

      A lazy smile spread on Morgan’s lips as she said, “Any time.”

      With red cheeks, Jan stared back at Morgan. “I’ll just get dressed and head off. I need to go to the house and get some belongings, then find a place to stay. I didn’t have the energy yesterday once I got there. I just sat on the edge of the bed for hours, wondering what was going on.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here, you know. I work most evenings, so you’ll have some space and that.” Morgan didn’t often share her space with anyone else, but she couldn’t get that look of heartbreak in Jan’s eyes out of her mind. If offering her a place to stay could ease the load for Jan, then Morgan would do that for her. “It’s really no problem. I can be invisible.”

      “That’s a very kind offer, but I shouldn’t. I’ll need to find a place eventually, so I should start that process now. Though, I think it’ll just be a hotel for the time being.”

      Morgan sat up and ran a hand through her messy hair. She toyed with her lip ring, wanting to stand up and move closer to Jan. Could she do that? Probably, but Jan would likely run a mile given what she’d said last night when Morgan offered her bed to her. Maybe she should just stay sitting on the couch, and hopefully, Jan would join her for some breakfast. She would need the fuel for the day ahead anyway. They both would. “Okay.”

      “And if you should happen to see Gillian and Finn in the coming days, could you keep this to yourself please?”

      “Of course. It’s not my business. I just wanted to offer a shoulder last night and be there for you. I’m sure you’ll tell them when you’re ready to.” Morgan wanted Jan to know that this could be a safe space when she needed it. There was no ulterior motive here, even if Morgan did want to show Jan a thing or two that her husband likely couldn’t. “Take your time. No rush to get out of here, okay?”

      Jan rested against the doorframe of Morgan’s bedroom. “I can’t believe I’m about to go home in the clothes I was wearing last night. I’m forty-eight, for the love of God.”

      Morgan lifted a shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry. You looked gorgeous in that dress last night.”

      As she watched Morgan from across the room, still holding her towel in place, Jan narrowed her eyes. “I have a feeling you’re quite the womaniser, Morgan.”

      “Me? Nah. Used to be back in my early twenties, but I can’t be arsed with it anymore. It gets too messy. I think the whole Amanda situation has just reminded me that I’m better off single. That fucking around isn’t for me anymore.”

      “You won’t be going back for another helping if she shows up here?” Jan quirked a brow. 

      Fuck, that was sexy.

      Morgan shook her head. “Absolutely not. I’m not getting tangled up in her marriage. No way. If I’d known in the beginning, I never would have slept with her.” She did rise to her feet this time, opting for the coffee machine while Jan was getting dressed. Once she’d powered it on, she turned back to Jan. “I’m going to write my number down for you, okay? If you need anything at all, just send me a text, and I’ll help in any way I can.”

      “Thank you, but I don’t plan to be reliant on anyone if I can help it. People have their own lives to deal with. God knows Gillian and Finn have had enough going on to last them a lifetime. I’m not sure I even want to tell them.”

      Morgan understood that Jan probably felt embarrassed by all of this, but she had no reason to be. Her husband was the one in the wrong, and if Morgan knew Finn and Gillian the way she thought she did, they’d be upset knowing Jan was dealing with this alone. “You’ll have to tell them at some point. Gillian is your best friend, and if Finn finds out I knew about it down the line, she’ll kill me.”

      “And when that day comes, I’ll take the blame. Since I’m taking the blame for everything else right now, what difference will it make?” Jan’s shoulders slumped as she said that, the defeated look in her eyes painful to witness.

      Morgan crossed the room and stopped in front of Jan. She smelled of white tea and mint, Morgan’s favourite shower gel. “Hey,” Morgan said as she lifted a hand to Jan’s cheek. “You don’t take shit from him, okay? Whatever bullshit he feeds you, you walk away with your head held high. He’s the one who fucked up, not you.”

      Jan subconsciously leaned into Morgan’s touch as her eyes closed. “I feel worthless.”

      Morgan stroked her fingers along Jan’s jawline and brought them to her chin. “Look at me.”

      When Jan’s eyes opened, the blueness of them had Morgan’s heart pounding. “Don’t ever feel worthless. You’ve done nothing wrong, and if he can’t see what he had and is now losing, then I feel sorry for him. He should feel worthless. He should feel ashamed. Not you.”

      “I spent so long reminding Gillian of the things you’ve just said, but deep down, I know he needs more. He must do.” Jan sniffled. “Twenty-seven years together, and he’s getting his kicks elsewhere. I was so in love with him that I chose to look past his faults, our faults within the marriage, and now look at me.”

      “He has a mouth, Jan. If he chooses not to use it to communicate, then that’s not on you. You did the decent thing and went to marriage counselling.” God, Morgan hated seeing Jan like this. Her prick of a husband didn’t deserve her at all.

      “I…have nothing left.” Jan whimpered as she lowered her eyes. “I even work with him. How am I supposed to keep doing that, knowing he’s around and Anais is probably around, too. He’s not going to fire her. That’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.”

      “The important thing right now is that you concentrate on yourself. Look after you, not him or anyone else. You have to allow yourself the time to process this.”

      “I don’t know how I would have got through last night without you.” Jan took the hand resting under her chin and pressed her lips to Morgan’s knuckles. The sensation it caused had Morgan’s stomach somersaulting, but she couldn’t focus on that. Whatever she felt was happening here…wasn’t. “Thank you, Morgan.”

      God, even the way Jan spoke her name had the hairs on the back of Morgan’s neck standing to attention. But Morgan knew Jan wasn’t interested in her. She was straight—Morgan was certain of it. “You’re welcome.” And now she had to create some distance between them. “I’ll put some breakfast on for us while you’re getting dressed.”

      Jan turned for the bedroom and closed the door behind her. Morgan remained in her place, pressing a palm to the wood separating them, and sighed. Right now, Jan’s well-being was the priority. Once she had left, Morgan could give herself a moment to process her own feelings. Until then, she would treat her guest the same way she would treat anyone else. With respect and a line between them.
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      With a shaking hand, Jan slid her key into the lock and opened the front door. Everything remained as it had always been, not an item out of place, but her heart was aching in her chest. She’d always wondered what a broken heart felt like, and as she stood in her bright, vanilla-scented hallway, she now knew. It wasn’t something she would wish on anyone. Just get some things together and leave.

      What a dreadful feeling to have. The house she had poured so much love into with Phil felt alien to her. She didn’t feel as though she belonged in it anymore. Would Anais move in with Phil? Would he break things off with her? Jan didn’t know any answers right now other than the fact that she needed to leave as soon as possible.

      As she placed one foot on the stairs, the back living room door opened suddenly. “Thank God you’re home.” Phil sighed with relief, then frowned. “Where the hell have you been dressed like that?”

      Jan looked back at Phil with utter disgust. “Why do you care where I’ve been?”

      “Of course I care. You’re my wife, and you didn’t come home last night.”

      “Oh! Now I’m your wife? When it fucking suits you!” Jan didn’t want to get angry, she didn’t have the energy for it, but how dare Phil say something like that to her? “And since you care so much, I stayed with a friend.”

      “Gill? She knows? Great!”

      Jan almost laughed at that. If this hadn’t been such a serious situation, she would have laughed. But this was a mess, and she had no idea where she would go from here. Nothing about this was remotely funny. “Gill doesn’t know anything. I feel too fucking embarrassed to tell her. So, thank you for that. I have nobody to fall back on because you’ve made me feel so fucking humiliated that I don’t want to face my closest friend.”

      “This has nothing to do with anybody else. It’s between you and me.”

      Jan narrowed her eyes. “And Gareth and Anais.”

      “Love.” Phil reached out a hand, but Jan shifted away.

      “Don’t dare touch me. You’ve been fucking another woman for a year, so don’t you dare lay a hand on me, Phil.”

      He held up his hands and took a step back. The light caught his wedding ring, but it only made Jan sick to the stomach all over again. She lowered her clutch bag to the stairs, then removed her custom-made wedding and engagement rings. She dropped them into his palm, then looked back up to meet his gaze.

      “W-what are you doing?” Phil stared down at the platinum in his hand as his bottom lip trembled.

      “Thank you for ruining the twenty-seven years we spent together. Do whatever you like with those. I have no use for them anymore.” Without another word, Jan took the stairs slowly, the weight of what was happening crushing her shoulders. She felt tired and drained. She felt…hopeless.

      “Jan! We need to talk about this
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