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      Ellis watched her best friend Carli frantically tidying around the living room. She didn’t know why Carli was making such a big deal out of her auntie visiting; it was only family. “Is there a reason we’re panicking?”

      “She’s going to be here soon, and I don’t feel prepared!” Carli stopped and blew her blonde hair from her face. “It’s just…Mum. She’s always had some weird competitive streak with Bex.”

      Today was the first time Ellis had heard anything about Carli’s Auntie Bex. Quite frankly, this all seemed a bit tense for her liking. Carli was usually laid back. She rarely broke a sweat. But then Ellis reminded herself that she’d only known Carli for ten months—even if it had felt like forever—so she hadn’t had much of a chance to spend time with her at the family home.

      Drinks at Carli’s place, oh yeah. Even being here with Carli and her parents happened often. But this? This was different.

      “Could you fluff the cushions for me?” Carli had a pleading look in her eyes. “If you wouldn’t mind?”

      Ellis almost burst out laughing. She didn’t fluff cushions. “Y-yeah.”

      “Oh, thanks. That would be really helpful.”

      “Carli, I think you need to sit down for a minute. You look like you’re going to burst a blood vessel soon.”

      “You don’t understand,” Carli said, her hands on her hips while she caught her breath. “Bex is…lovely. It’ll be nice to see her. But she knows what Mum can be like, and she winds her up about it.”

      Okay, it seemed Bex was Ellis’ kind of fun after all. “You said she’s been away for a year?”

      “Yeah. She sold off her company, took early retirement, and then just…left. Said she wanted to be alone to travel and meet new people.” Carli’s demeanour suddenly changed. She seemed kinda tense. “Does what she likes really.”

      “Jesus.” Ellis could only dream of taking early retirement. Although, that didn’t seem possible at any point in her life. She worked at a garage, delivering car parts. It was hardly a well-paid career. But she enjoyed it.

      “Yeah, she’s all ‘I’m a free spirit now’ whenever we speak on the phone. She has no ties to anything. No partner or kids. She paid off her mortgage years ago, and the place is just sitting empty. I wouldn’t mind—it’s a gorgeous house. Very…Bex, shall we say.”

      “God, I always wanted one of those aunties. You know, the single, crazy ones. The kind who turn up at Christmas, get blind drunk, and bring you all kinds of presents. Then they just piss off again, and you only ever see them on family occasions.”

      Ellis could picture Bex now. She was probably quite a character. Those aunties usually were. Bex was probably going to stroll in here, flowery dress and pink hair, offering sage wisdom to anyone who would listen.

      “Yeah, that’s Bex. Mostly. Although, I don’t really know what she’s doing these days. I know we talk on the phone when she’s able to, but I don’t really get much information out of her. She tells me where she is, that she’s enjoying herself, and that’s about it.” Carli scrubbed a hand down her face. “She…had a few personal issues before she left. We’re not as close as we used to be.”

      “That’s a shame.” Ellis had caught a look of excitement in Carli’s eyes. Only as she spoke about Bex, that excitement wasn’t really replicated in her words. “You are looking forward to seeing her, though, right?”

      “Y-yeah. Can’t wait. I just hope she’s staying for a while so we can at least go out for cocktails or something.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be around long enough.” The way Carli described Bex, she didn’t come off as the cocktail type. More…yoga and green tea, with bedtime around 9 p.m. Clean living. That sort of thing. “So, what time is she arriving?”

      Carli turned her watch towards herself. “Anytime now, really. But you never know with Bex. She tends to turn up whenever she likes.”

      Yep. Ellis was growing to like Bex more and more. She did as she pleased, and by the sounds of it, she didn’t apologise for the lifestyle she led. Ellis liked those kinds of people. The ones who were fun and didn’t take life too seriously. After all, what was the point in it all if anyone could be gone tomorrow? “Can I meet her?”

      “Oh, yeah. If you want to.”

      Ellis fluffed the cushions as Carli had asked as she heard the vacuum start up in the back living room. Carli’s mum was frantically going back and forth by the sounds of it. “Is…your mum okay?”

      They both laughed when Shelley shouted expletives, and then the vacuum cut off. “Oh, I give up! What’s the bloody point when she’ll waltz in here and waltz right back out again?” Shelley came into the living room, her cheeks red. “Ellis, could you be a love and put the kettle on for us?”

      “Yes. I can do that.” Ellis would rather be out of the way while Carli and Shelley had a meltdown. “Tea or coffee?”

      “I’ll have a tea, love. I don’t know what Her Majesty will want until she comes in here like a whirlwind.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Mum. You know Bex only does it to get a rise out of you. Maybe you need to loosen up, and she won’t find it so hilarious.” Carli flopped down onto the couch. “I’ll have a coffee, please, El.”

      “Got it. I’ll make myself scarce until Bex gets here.”

      As Ellis left the living room, she heard Shelley say, “You’d better watch Bex around Ellis. That’s a bloody disaster waiting to happen. You know Bex can’t help herself…and Ellis is right up her street.”

      Ellis frowned. What the hell did that mean? 

      She shook her head and moved through into the kitchen. Whoever Bex was, Ellis was looking forward to their first encounter. Since she was related to Carli, she knew Bex would be lovely. Ellis and Carli had immediately latched onto one another when Paul, Carli’s Dad, had given her a permanent position at his garage. Carli was the secretary, and they were entirely opposite people, but Ellis felt as though she was a part of the family now. The Lambert family were wonderful people. All in all, it had been a pretty good year for Ellis. She planned to continue that.

      The doorbell rang, causing Ellis to jump ever so slightly. She wouldn’t do the meeting and greeting—she wasn’t that much in the family—but she would take care of the drinks and say hi to Bex whenever she decided to make an appearance.

      Ellis heard the door open, and then she heard Carli’s excited scream. Oh yeah, that sounds more like Carli. Ellis could only smile at that. Carli was one of the happiest people Ellis had in her life. Nothing was a drama, she didn’t often stress about life, and that was exactly why Ellis had taken to her so well.

      With the cups set out on the worktop, she busied herself with the tea bags as she grabbed the milk from the fridge. The sudden sound of heavy boots on the wooden flooring had Ellis frowning, but she still turned around.

      Oh. 

      My. 

      Fucking. 

      God.

      Ellis swallowed, blushing when she had absolutely no reason to. If this was Bex, Ellis had just died and gone to heaven. More than once.

      Her eyes swept up Bex’s tall, slender frame. She had to be almost six foot. Clad entirely in leather, a helmet gripped in one hand at her side, Ellis could only smile when their eyes finally met. “H-hi.”

      “I believe you’re the one who is going to put some caffeine inside me?”

      Oh, I’d like to put something inside you…and it ain’t caffeine. Shit! Ellis swallowed, and then she quickly kicked that thought from her mind. “That’s me. Ellis. Nice to meet you.” She extended her hand, focusing on the pristine manicure Bex wore as she took Ellis’ hand. “Milk and sugar?”

      Bex held onto Ellis’ hand, her head cocked. “Yes, please.”

      “Great.” Ellis looked down at their still joined hands, then looked back up. “Kinda need my hand back if I’m going to get you that coffee.” Bex had intense green eyes and jet-black hair, and everything about her was immaculate. Ellis didn’t know what to tackle first. The coffee, or the idea of this woman bent over the nearest surface. Oh, please stop.

      “I had no idea Carli had such beautiful friends.” Bex finally gave Ellis her hand back and lowered her helmet to the dining table. “My my.”

      Ellis wasn’t sure anyone had ever called her beautiful before. It wasn’t really who Ellis was. Handsome, yes. But beautiful? Huh. That was new.

      “You are Bex, right?” Ellis knew she was, she’d heard Carli screaming her name as she arrived, but she had to be sure. Because the auntie that Carli had described…well, this wasn’t what Ellis had in mind. Why can’t she be frumpy and boring?

      Bex leant against the counter beside her, a bright white smile offered in Ellis’ direction. “That’s me. I’m sure you’ve heard all kinds of horror stories from Shell, but she likes to elevate anything that comes out of her mouth.”

      “Oh, no. I haven’t heard any horror stories.” Ellis prepared the drinks, unable to focus properly. Bex had really thrown her the moment she walked into Carli’s mum’s kitchen. “How many sugars?”

      “Just one for me.”

      Ellis felt Bex’s eyes on her, piercing through her soul. The heat, the intensity, she couldn’t possibly meet that stare. She poured water over the tea bag in Shelley’s cup, her hand shaking and splashing water over the side. It scalded Ellis’ hand, shocking her back to reality. “Shit!”

      “Oh dear.” Bex gently held Ellis by the wrist and guided her to the sink. She smoothed her thumb over the back of Ellis’ hand, careful not to touch the burnt skin, and turned the cold water tap on. “Let’s fix you before that beautiful hand scars.”

      Ellis turned her head, engrossed by the woman holding her in place. The sharp jawline, the stray strands of hair as Bex dipped her head and held her focus on Ellis’ injury. Just…all of her. “Thank you. I think it’ll be okay.”

      “Of course it will. But it’s always best to take care of it.”

      Ellis felt her pulse quicken when Bex turned her head and locked eyes with her. God, this woman was the stuff of dreams. And…she rode a bike. Women like this did not exist in Ellis’ world. “Thanks. I really appreciate the help.”

      Bex stared through her, those eyes soft. “I know.”

      “Oi. You better not be leading my best friend astray!” Carli broke their moment, and Ellis quickly turned around. She knew she was blushing, and she suspected that would happen every time this woman was around, but she cleared her throat and smiled anyway. “What’s going on here?”

      “Burnt my hand making the brews.”

      “Honestly, I can’t leave you alone for five minutes. Do you need me to do anything?” Carli looked between Ellis and Bex, a hint of suspicion in her eyes.

      “Nope. Drinks are done. And I’m absolutely fine. Bex gave me a hand.”

      Carli narrowed her eyes at Bex, but Bex pushed off the counter, took her coffee, and walked away.

      “Always great to see you, Carli.”

      Carli pursed her lips. “Mmhmm. But I’m watching you.”
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        * * *

      

      Bex unzipped her leather jacket, shrugging it off and tossing it over the back of a chair in the living room. While she may have felt differently on the ride up here—that apprehension about being back—it was good to be home. Back in a place familiar to her. A place that had great memories, even if she had practically done a runner last year.

      She kept in touch with Shelley and Carli, her friends too, but the break from her usual life had been beneficial in more ways than she imagined it would. The constant work, repeated late nights on conference calls. When she had started to thrive in her business, she hadn’t expected how difficult it would be. She didn’t even have time for a deep, meaningful relationship. It had all taken its toll on Bex, and so she’d needed to get out while she could. Yes, she was lucky that early retirement had been an option for her—a lot of people didn’t have that luxury—but her mental health was better for it…even if she had spent a little more over the year than she’d anticipated. And stayed away longer than she thought she would. Though truthfully, she had her reasons for refusing to come home too soon.

      “So, when are you leaving again?” Shelley gave her a pointed look over the rim of her glasses. 

      They’d always had a love/hate relationship…well, Shelley had, but Bex often appreciated her honesty. Just not today when she had barely had the chance to sit down. “I’ve just walked through your door, and you’re ready to see the back of me already?”

      Shelley sighed. “You did just up and leave last time, so I expect the same this time around.”

      “I…wasn’t planning to leave any time soon. Or maybe at all.” Bex hadn’t decided what was coming next, but she was looking forward to going home and being in her own space again. She could continue to travel if she wanted to, but a break from moving around was what she felt like right now. The weather was beginning to change, the dark nights setting in soon, and she loved the autumn at home. “How’s Paul’s business doing?”

      “Brilliant. He’s booked up most days with work. Doesn’t get home until seven some nights.”

      Bex smiled. “That’s what I like to hear.” She turned her attention to Carli. “And you? You’re still working there?”

      “I am. I love it there.”

      Bex had never understood Carli’s choice to stay within her dad’s business. She had always imagined her niece would go on and do big things with her life, but so long as she was happy, that was what mattered. “No plans to move on?”

      Carli shook her head. “No way. Couldn’t leave Ellis behind. We’re practically joined at the hip.”

      Ah. Ellis. She had certainly caught Bex’s eye the moment she walked into the kitchen. When she’d told Ellis she was beautiful, Bex hadn’t been lying. It had been that doe-eyed look and the shaking hands. Bex knew what she liked in a woman, and Ellis had given off that vibe within a split second. Those ‘come to bed’ eyes had her weak at the knees; so what if she knew what she wanted in life? She had no issue flirting when the moment felt right, and it had. Whether she knew Ellis or not. “You work at Paul’s garage, too?”

      Ellis still seemed flustered as she stared back at Bex. “Y-yeah. Been there almost a year now.”

      “Mechanic?” Bex asked, sitting back on the couch and crossing her legs. “Surely with strong arms like that…” Her gaze flitted to Ellis’ arms in her tank top. Oh, I bet she knows how to use those muscles.

      “No, not yet. But I’m working my way towards it. I’m just a driver at the minute. You know, car parts and stuff.” Ellis looked down at her feet, but Bex suspected that she wasn’t usually so off her game. She didn’t know Ellis in any way at all, but she could spot a fiery butch a mile off. After all, that was precisely what drew her to Ellis. 

      “Then remind me to order some parts for my bike that you can deliver personally to me.” Bex winked, knowing the effect it seemed to have on Ellis. What was the harm in a little fun?

      “Oh, I don’t think so!” Shelley sat forward on the couch. “Leave her alone, Bex.”

      Bex held up her hands, even if her gaze did stray towards Ellis again. That dark hair swept back off her face. The buzz cut to the side. The nose piercing. Oh, Ellis was very easy on the eye. “Relax. You all need to loosen up.” Bex rolled her eyes, waving a hand between her and Shelley. “Anyway, Carli. Drinks on Friday?”

      “Yeah. Okay.” Carli eyed Ellis and hesitated for a moment. “Do you…fancy it, El?”

      “Oh. I’m sure you two have a lot of catching up to do. But thanks.”

      Bex sat forward a little, her eyes trained on Ellis, where she still sat blushing. “The more the merrier. You should come along. It’s bound to be a good night.” She felt Shelley’s eyes on her and decided to pull back ever so slightly. She could flirt with Ellis when her sister wasn’t around. “Besides, any friend of Carli’s is a friend of mine.”

      “I mean, if you’re sure? I don’t want to get in anyone’s way.”

      Bex got to her feet and took her jacket from the back of the chair. She shrugged it on, only zipping it so far up as Ellis’ eyes focused on her cleavage. “Come on, Ellis.” Bex tried to force the zip over the swell of her breasts. “I think it’s going to be a lot of fun.”

      Ellis wrapped a hand around the back of her neck, blinking rapidly. “Y-yeah. Count me in.”

      Bex approached Ellis, where she sat in the single bucket seat, bracing her hands on either arm of the chair as she bent at the hip. She dipped her head towards Ellis’ ear and whispered, “Keep looking at me like that, and you may just be my favourite person while I’m back here.”
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      Ellis cracked the lid open on her chicken salad and straddled the low wall outside the garage. The weather was gorgeous today, but there had been rumours of an Indian summer on the way, so Ellis was going to make the most of the sun before the British winter inevitably hit. While she appreciated living in a country that went through all four seasons, she wasn’t overly fond of the increasing storms year after year.

      “Why are you sitting out here?” Carli strode towards Ellis, her satchel slung across her body. “I’m going out for lunch if you fancy it?”

      “I’m good here, but thanks. Getting the last of the rays in.” She squinted through her sunglasses as she looked up at Carli and smiled. “Going anywhere nice?”

      “Just that new sandwich bar down the road. Do you want me to pick you anything up?”

      “You could bring me a flat white back if you wouldn’t mind?” Ellis was due her lunchtime coffee. If the good stuff was on offer rather than the cheap instant coffee that the garage provided, she would absolutely take one.

      “Flat white. Got it. Anything else?” Carli checked the time on her phone. “I’d better go now if I want to get back on time. If you think of anything else, just text me.”

      Ellis nodded. “Will do. See you in a bit.”

      Carli strolled down the road, her bright white pumps surprisingly clean. Ellis never could understand why anyone wore white shoes—they’d be destroyed in minutes if Ellis wore them—but Carli was all about the fashion…or something like that.

      Ellis laughed and shook her head, stabbing at the lettuce and chicken in her lunchbox. She loved working here; it was great having a friend on site all the time. Carli’s dad was great, too. Actually, all of the lads in the garage were good fun. When the time allowed for it, it was common for Ellis to be shown a thing or two.

      As she swallowed down a huge forkful of salad, the roar of an engine caught her attention. It wasn’t just any ordinary roar, though. It was the very same roar that had sent a shiver down Ellis’ spine two nights ago. The night Ellis watched Bex drive away from Carli’s mum’s house.

      Oh, God. I hope I’m mistaken.

      Choosing not to pay any extra attention, she remained seated and kept her head down. If Bex was coming into this garage, Ellis might just struggle to stand up.

      The sound of her bike neared, and as Ellis looked up, Bex came rolling down the street as though she’d just come from starring in a movie trailer. The bike came to a stop, the visor down on Bex’s helmet and hiding those pretty eyes. Ellis’ lips parted, and in this moment, she was thankful that she was wearing sunglasses. God only knew the look in her eyes right now. It would surely be a mixture of awe and arousal.

      Bex kicked the stand into place and swung her leg over the seat. As that helmet came off, her long, soft hair cascaded down her back. And then that smile appeared, aimed directly at Ellis. “Hi, Ellis. Fancy seeing you here.”

      Ellis bit the inside of her cheek as she appraised Bex, those long legs clad in leather once again. “Yeah. Fancy it.”

      “Quiet day?” Bex asked as she approached the wall Ellis sat at.

      “Kinda. Not overly quiet, but it’s my lunch break anyway.”

      Bex eyed the space next to Ellis. Was she…going to sit down? “Do you mind if I join you?”

      “Oh, no. Not at all.” Ellis swiftly grabbed the bottle of water in front of her and placed it on the floor by her foot. Bex actually wanted to give Ellis the time of day? Huh. “So, how is it being home?”

      Bex straddled the wall and faced Ellis. “I can safely say I’d rather be sitting outside a coffee shop in Italy right now. This industrial estate just…doesn’t have that something about it.”

      “No.” Ellis laughed, enjoying that smile Bex wore. “I can think of many places I’d rather be right now.”

      Bex suddenly reached out a hand and took Ellis’. She turned it over, stroking a thumb against Ellis’ skin. “How’s the hand doing? No lasting damage, I hope.”

      Had Bex said something? Ellis was too busy focusing on that voice and the soft touch. As the wind picked up slightly, Ellis clenched her jaw. Bex smelled amazing. It was probably some fancy perfume from Europe that cost a fortune. Whatever it was, it had the hairs on Ellis’ arms standing to attention.

      “Ellis?”

      “Sorry, what?” Ellis quickly recovered, but her hand still remained in Bex’s.

      “I asked how your hand was doing? After you burnt it on Monday…”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s fine. Nothing to worry about.” Ellis swallowed, aware that beads of sweat were forming on her forehead. “So, uh…” She slowly drew her hand back. “What brings you here?”

      “I thought I’d call in and see Paul. Check on how business is going for him.”

      That was thoughtful of Bex. She was clearly family orientated if she was checking in with her brother-in-law. Ellis liked that in a person. It cost nothing to be supportive of family. “I think he’s in the office at the minute. I haven’t seen him leave here.”

      “Then I should let you enjoy the rest of your lunch and see you on Friday.” Bex climbed from the wall, gripping her helmet as she turned towards the main entrance of the garage. “Oh, and Ellis?”

      Ellis shivered when Bex said her name. “Yeah?”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      As Bex walked away, Ellis gulped. What the hell was wrong with her? Why did everything Bex say seem so intense? Why did Ellis turn gooey and like a puppy around her? She really needed to get her shit together. The last thing Ellis needed was to be infatuated with a woman who clearly enjoyed flirting. That was always going to be a disaster.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, these pizzas look great!” Ellis tiptoed through Carli’s hallway and towards the living room. They always spent Wednesday evening together; it had been a thing since the first few weeks that they’d met. “Looks kinda fancy.”

      “You won’t believe how cheap they were. Couldn’t believe it.”

      Ellis sat at Carli’s coffee table, crossing her legs beneath her. “I wasn’t sure if you’d cancel tonight or not.”

      “Cancel? Why?”

      “With your aunt being home, I thought maybe you’d want to catch up with her while you can. You should have invited her over this evening.”

      Even just so I could look at her, Ellis thought, suddenly clearing her throat. She didn’t often pine after women, and that wasn’t what was happening here, but there was just something about Bex that intrigued Ellis. 

      “Why would I invite Bex over? Wednesday is our night. We lounge around and talk shit. How can we do that with Bex here?”

      Ellis shrugged. “I don’t know. It was just a thought.”

      “Ellis, there are…I don’t know. Bex can be a bit much. While it’s nice to see her, she looks as though she’s had a great time away. We don’t see one another all the time.”

      “That’s a shame. She seems really nice, and it comes across as you two getting on really well.”

      Carli smiled awkwardly. “Yeah. At one time.”

      Ellis watched Carli over the rim of her glass of water. She seemed to tense whenever they talked about Bex, but Ellis couldn’t fathom why. Shelley had seemed a little bit hostile towards her on Monday night, too. What was it that Ellis was missing?

      “Do you want to talk about it? Correct me if I’m wrong, but it feels as though you have something on your mind…”

      “No, I’m fine. It’s just…something and nothing. No need to talk about it.”

      “Okay, well, you know where I am if you change your mind.” Ellis smiled at Carli. They had a friendship where they could talk about anything. When the time was right, Carli would open up to her. “Are you still on for Friday with her?”

      “Oh, yeah. A night out is fine. It’s less stressful…usually.”

      Usually? What did that mean? “If you’re not feeling it, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind you cancelling. Don’t do something you don’t want to do, kid.”

      “I think it’ll be nice to spend some time with her. She left so abruptly that I’d at least like to catch up. Maybe she’ll tell me what her plans are now that she’s back. If she’s back for good, anyway.”

      “Kinda seemed that was the plan when your mum made that comment the other day. I think she offended Bex a bit.”

      Carli laughed. “Trust me. Bex isn’t easily offended. Her and Mum always have something to say to one another. I don’t know how many times I’ve questioned Mum about their relationship, but she just shuts off and closes me down, you know?”

      “They’re sisters. Sometimes, that’s just how it is. My mum and auntie clash terribly. Kinda makes me glad I was always an only child.”

      “Do you think that’s why we grew so close so quickly? Because we’re both the only child?”

      Ellis would like to think that was why. She didn’t take on friendships lightly. She’d never been that way. “Yeah, I think so. We just kinda got one another, didn’t we?”

      “We did.” Carli ripped the lid off a garlic dip, spooning some onto her plate. “And I’m so happy that we became friends.”

      Ellis lifted her glass of water in a toast. “Me, too. It’s pretty great having a friend that doesn’t really bring any issues with them. I’ve had a few over the years who just…they were too much, you know? It was always all about them. It felt very one-sided. I don’t have time for that shit in my life. I’m the first to lift someone, to cheer them on…but I do expect the same in return at times.”

      “As you should, El.” Carli lifted her own glass and clinked. “To genuine friendship.”

      “To meaningful friendships.”

      Carli smiled back at Ellis, then yawned. “God, I can’t wait until this week is over. I’ve spent the entire day answering calls from the same woman.”

      “Eh? How come?”

      Carli exhaled. “It’s one of those warranty cases from a car dealership thing. The woman bought the car in Blackpool but has to come to us for the repair it needs. She’s not impressed. Claims the dealership never told her about limited garages available for the repair, and so now she calls every thirty minutes to ask when her car will be ready for collection. I ended up diverting the call to Dad in the end.”

      “To be honest, the dealership probably didn’t tell her. Mum had that issue a few years ago and had to drive two hours either way to the only place she could have the repair carried out. It’s a right pain in the arse, but what can we do?” Ellis lifted a shoulder, picking a piece of pepperoni from a slice of pizza. “But hey, we only have two days left, and then it’s the weekend.”

      “Roll on those two days.”
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      Ellis buttoned up her shirt, looking back at herself in the mirror. She was meeting Carli and Bex in the next hour at a local bar, her mind reeling when she imagined sitting across a table from Carli’s smoking hot aunt. God, she hoped she wasn’t wearing leather again. Ellis was terribly fond of women in leather.

      Oh, and she knows it.

      Ellis tugged her bottom lip between her teeth, fighting back a smile. Bex knew what she was doing, but Ellis could play that game in return. A little flirting never hurt anyone. Not if Ellis was careful. And she would be. She’d never been the kind of person to attach herself to women; commitment wasn’t really Ellis’ thing. Not that she’d really had the opportunity to try out commitment or long-term relationships. The women Ellis seemed to attract were women exactly like Bex. Women who wanted to have fun…and nothing more.

      There doesn’t need to be any commitment.

      Given the fact that she spent her time travelling, commitment was the last thing on Bex’s mind as far as Ellis could tell. Still, it was nice to be invited out for drinks. And that’s all it was. Drinks.

      Her phone started to ring on her bed. She lifted it, frowning when Carli’s name was displayed. God, she hoped tonight hadn’t been cancelled. “Hey. You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m at Bex’s place now. She’s just finishing getting ready.”

      “O…kay.” Why was Carli giving her an account of Bex’s routine?

      “And I just wanted to kinda pre-warn you. I hate speaking badly about her, Bex just likes to have fun, but she can be kinda full-on.”

      Ellis smirked but kept her tone level. “Full-on?”

      “Flirtatious, you know?”

      “Oh, right. And you think that because I’m a lesbian, I’m going to end up in her bed because I can’t control myself?”

      Carli groaned. “God, no. That’s not what I was saying. It’s Bex I’m worried about. Not you. I’ve been on enough nights out with you to know you’re not that kind of person. Sorry, El. I didn’t mean for it to come across that way.”

      “Then how was it meant to come across?” Ellis sat on the edge of her bed, ruffling her hair a little. It seemed too tame for her liking.

      “I just want you to be careful. She’ll probably leave again within a few weeks, so if she does try it on with you, give her a wide berth…you know?”

      “Bex seems…nice.” That was certainly one way of putting it. “But it’s really not something I’ve thought about.” Huh. Liar!

      Carli laughed. “Bex can be very convincing. I’ve already seen the way she looks at you. And I know you’re sensible, but I also know how attractive she is.”

      Oh, Carli wasn’t wrong about that. Ellis was still waiting to wake up from her dream about a fictional woman who couldn’t possibly exist. Because Bex was the kind of woman you read about in romance novels. She seemed too perfect to be real.

      Only she was real.

      And yes, that was an issue.

      “I’ll tell you what…I’ll give tonight a miss. I have things to get on with anyway.” Ellis had been looking forward to a night out, but if Carli was going to sit watching every move Ellis or Bex made, it was probably less hassle to call it off. “Have a great night catching up with Bex, and I’ll see you at the garage on Monday, okay?”

      “N-no. I don’t want you to cancel tonight.”

      If Carli didn’t want that, what else was Ellis supposed to do? If she was attracted to someone—best friend’s relative or not—she wasn’t the kind of person to avoid them. That likely wouldn’t happen here with Bex, Ellis was sure she was just trying her luck to keep her busy while she was home, but still? “Carli, if you didn’t want me to come, then why did you invite me at all?” Ellis had noticed the hesitation when Carli invited her out at the beginning of the week, but she hadn’t really thought about it since. Now it was beginning to make sense. “What do you want me to do?”

      “You know what, never mind. You’re an adult, and whatever you do is your own decision.”

      Correct. That was completely true.

      “So, am I coming tonight or what?” Ellis asked, getting to her feet. “I mean, I’m ready so…”

      “Yes. Definitely. It should be a great night.”

      “Right. Okay. Then I’ll see you in about an hour.” Ellis shook her head as she smiled. Carli seemed very on edge now that Bex was around. What exactly was this woman’s game? Could Bex really be that dreadful that Carli felt she needed to warn Ellis? Time would tell. “Text me when you’re on your way.”

      “Bye, El. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Bex linked her arm through Carli’s as they stepped inside the bar, immediately drawn to the gorgeous Ellis where she sat at a table against the furthest wall. Bex felt those eyes on her as they’d entered, Ellis’ gaze pulling her in, but she focused back on her niece as they reached the waiting server at the bar.

      “Drinks are on me. What are you having?”

      Carli looked over at Ellis. “I think El will have another beer, and I’ll have an espresso martini.”

      Bex nodded and ordered their drinks. She would shoot for the espresso martini option, too. “Good choice.”

      “Hey, Bex?” Carli cleared her throat. “Can I speak to you about something?”

      And here it comes… Bex knew exactly what Carli was about to say. That Ellis was off-limits. “Yes. What’s up?”

      “It’s just…Ellis.” Carli briefly glanced over her shoulder and eyed her friend. “You won’t scare her off, will you?”

      Hmm. Scare her off. What did that mean? Bex had a feeling she knew what it meant, but she would allow Carli the space to talk. “I’m not sure I understand what you’re getting at.”

      “Oh, come on. We both know what happened with Leah before you packed up and left. You know we don’t speak anymore, and I really don’t want things to turn out that way with Ellis, too. She’s lovely, but please…don’t chase her.”

      Bex laughed at that. Leah had been nothing more than a quick fling who decided she suddenly wanted commitment from Bex. At twenty-five, that simply wasn’t going to happen. Leah was not long-term relationship material. Carli didn’t know the half of it, but it was dead and buried now. Where it could stay. “The situation with Leah and I was unintentional. I’d never go out of my way to hurt anyone. I hope you know that.”

      “No, I know. But you do reel them in and then drop them.”

      Bex was massively offended by that. Still, it came back to the fact that her niece only had one side of the story. Leah’s side. She doubted Leah had been upfront and honest with Carli, and Bex didn’t have the energy to go around telling tales. “Leah was lovely. I was fond of her. But we wanted different things, Carli. I know she was your friend, and, yes, perhaps getting involved with her was a mistake, but I can’t change that.” Bex tapped her card against the contactless strip when the server held out the card machine. “I’m sorry she chose to distance herself from you when we broke up, but that’s something you’ll have to speak to Leah about. As far as I was concerned, we ended things quite amicably.” That was a lie, but Bex hoped it was enough for Carli.

      Carli wrinkled her nose slightly, taking her cocktail and Ellis’ beer. “Yeah, I know. I just worry that I’ll lose another friendship down the line if I don’t say something beforehand.”

      “Tonight is a chance to catch up. It’s also a chance to get to know Ellis. If she’s such a good friend to you, then I want her to feel a part of the family. I’m sorry if you thought my flirting the other day was too much.”

      “Did you flirt with her because you find her attractive, or did you flirt with her because you’re home and bored?”

      Bex lifted her brows, shocked that Carli would say such a thing. But then she had to consider whether she was really shocked. She had heard the conversations between Carli and her sister before she left. 

      “Whatever ideas you have in your head, don’t use my friends as your entertainment.”

      Ouch. That was quite the kick in the teeth. “She may be your friend, but you’re my niece, Carli. Remember that when you think it’s okay to scrutinise every move I make,” Bex scoffed as she shook her head. “And don’t speak to me like that again. I don’t want to fall out with you.”

      Bex crossed the room and made her way towards Ellis. Just when she’d thought this could have been a good night out, she now felt as though she was under the microscope. Carli had no idea the shit Leah had put Bex through. Leah was part of the reason Bex had chosen to move away when she’d sold off her company. Why hadn’t she revealed all of that to Carli? Because it wasn’t her business…and because Bex hadn’t wanted to change Carli’s opinion of Leah. Outside of what she had with her, Leah could have been an entirely different person. For Carli to say what she had to Bex…well, it left her feeling hurt.

      As she reached the table Ellis sat at, Bex decided to take the seat furthest away from her. Which was a shame, really, because Ellis had done nothing wrong here. Neither of them had.

      “Hi.”

      Ellis’ soft blue eyes stared back at Bex. “Hi, Bex.”

      “Have you been here long?” Bex asked, almost rolling her eyes when Carli took a seat next to Ellis, pulling her chair closer to her friend. What was this? Her protection?

      “No, not really. About ten minutes, maybe? The walk didn’t take as long as I thought it would.” Ellis turned her attention to Carli. “You look nice. I didn’t realise it would be that kind of night.”

      Carli smiled. “Bex said I should dress up more. Something about finding myself a date.”

      Ellis lifted a shoulder. “I mean, it’s not the worst idea in the world. And at least if you do find someone, they won’t be horrified when you’re not so dressed up. You look great all the time.”

      Carli cocked her head. “Aw, thanks, Ellis. That’s a lovely thing to say.”

      “It clearly runs in the family,” Ellis said, pinning Bex with her stare. “You both turned a lot of heads when you walked through that door.”

      If Ellis kept this up, Bex and her ego wouldn’t make it back out of the door later. She lowered her eyes when she felt Carli watching their interaction, disappointed by the fact she was sworn off even looking in Ellis’ direction. At least, that’s how it felt.

      “So, do you live local, Bex?” Ellis sipped her beer.

      “Yes. Not far.” Give her the bare minimum, and then Carli can’t complain.

      “That’s cool. I like it around here. There’s a little bit of everything, you know?”

      Bex had decided to move to this area for that reason alone. “You’re right. It’s a nice area to be in.”

      “Only…you left, so I’m surprised you feel that way.”

      Bex inhaled a deep breath. Ellis was trying to strike up conversation, but Bex didn’t want to be accused of flirting if she spoke one word out of line.

      “Sorry, tell me to mind my own business. I don’t really know the story, so I figured I’d ask and get the information first-hand.”

      Huh. Bex liked that about Ellis. Nobody else wanted to know the information first-hand. They usually made up their own scenarios and went from there. “That’s okay. It’s just all in the past, so I don’t really see the point in talking about it.”

      Ellis tipped her beer towards Bex, offering her that sweet smile as she did so. “I get that. I’m sorry.”

      Oh, don’t smile at me like that. If Bex was planning to be home long-term, she would have to see far less of this woman. Too much, and she could quite easily become addicted to Ellis. Before her conversation with Carli, that wouldn’t have concerned Bex at all. She could see whoever she pleased, and she could do whatever she wanted. But Carli’s comment had struck something within Bex, and she suddenly wasn’t sure what was allowed here. “That’s okay. No harm done.”

      Ellis twisted in her seat a little, a brow quirked in Carli’s direction. “You’re quiet.”

      Bex also lifted a brow when Carli looked between them both. “You two were talking, I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      “Oh…” Ellis frowned. Did she sense the atmosphere between Carli and Bex, too? God, this could become very awkward very fast. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. You’ve only just met, really. But I do need to use the loo.” Carli stood from her seat and looked down at Ellis. “Won’t be a minute.”

      “Sure. Yeah.”
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      Ellis watched Carli’s back as she disappeared around the corner and headed down the long corridor that would take her to the bathroom. Had something happened in the last hour that Ellis should know about, or was this usually how a night out between Bex and Carli went? Surely not. Something felt off. The atmosphere felt hugely tense right now.

      “So, Ellis…how long have you and Carli been friends for?”

      Bex’s voice brought Ellis back into the moment. “I’ve been working at the garage for about ten months now. We hit it off as soon as I started, really.”

      “She’s a great friend. I’m glad you found one another.”

      Ellis smiled at that. She’d had many friends growing up, but her connection with Carli was different. She had landed in her life unexpectedly, but Ellis preferred that. She didn’t want to have to try to make something work. She and Carli hadn’t once tried to be friends. It just happened. “Yeah, she is.”

      “This…may seem like an odd thing to say, but I wanted to apologise for how I introduced myself at Shelley’s on Monday. And when we bumped into one another at the garage, too. It won’t happen again.” Bex smiled weakly, focusing her attention on the worn table. “I know I came across as being very forward, so I am sorry.”

      Well, that was a shame. Ellis could have really got used to Bex and her flirtatious ways. “It’s cool. I’m sure you didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “I won’t lie when I say that you’re very attractive, but Carli isn’t happy about it, and I don’t want to do anything to harm your friendship with one another.” Bex finished her cocktail and pushed her glass away. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the atmosphere.”

      “Yeah. I did wonder what that was all about.” While Ellis appreciated Carli’s concern, it really wasn’t any of her business. She glanced over at the hallway, then sat forward a little. “Does she think something is going on? Surely not. I’ve only spoken to you twice.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve only been home for barely a week, and my life is already being dictated to me. Another incident like the one at the bar, and I’ll be packing up and going again.” Bex stared back down at the table and scoffed. “They wonder why I stayed away for so long.”

      “Bex, is everything okay?” Ellis couldn’t help but notice the change in Bex’s demeanour. That sexy, flirtatious side was quickly evaporating, and an entirely different woman now sat in front of her. “I mean, you can tell me to back off…”

      Bex placed a hand over Ellis’ where it rested on the table, those gorgeous eyes soft as she looked up at her. “That’s really sweet that you’re concerned, but I’m fine. Everything is…as it always was around here.” She cleared her throat and removed her hand. “But I am going to leave before Carli comes back. I’d rather you two had a nice evening together, and that’s not going to happen if I’m here.”

      “What? Why?”

      Bex took her bag from the chair and cocked her head. “Because Carli doesn’t want me around you. She has her reasons. Entirely wrong reasons, but still…it’s best if I’m not here.”

      What the fuck? That was bullshit. Carli had no right dictating either of their lives. She’d tried it when she called Ellis earlier, and now she’d had a go at Bex? That wasn’t the Carli Ellis knew. Not at all. “Wait, have I done something wrong?”

      “Oh, God, no. Far from it.” Bex rose from her seat and smiled down at Ellis. “It’s been lovely meeting you, Ellis. Keep working towards that mechanic job at Paul’s garage.”

      Ellis shot to her feet, shocking herself as she did so. They may not know one another yet, but Ellis would have liked the opportunity to do so. For it to feel as though that chance had been taken away from her, she was angry. Carli couldn’t stop this; nobody could. “Wait, Bex!” Bex seemed taken aback by Ellis’ sudden outburst. “Can I, like, get your number or something, and we’ll get a drink together sometime?”

      “As much as I’d really enjoy that with you, I have to say no. I’m sorry.”

      “R-right.” Ellis wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and puffed out her cheeks. “Then can I walk you to the taxi rank? It can be a little bit odd out there at night.”

      “Ellis, I’ll be fine. I’m going to order you and Carli more drinks before I leave. Have a great night.”

      Ellis opened her mouth to respond, but Bex was already walking away. She didn’t know her enough to go after her, but one thing was for sure. Carli had a lot of explaining to do.
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        * * *

      

      Fuck. Why hadn’t Ellis tried harder to encourage Bex to stay at the bar with them? It wasn’t her place to do so, but did it all have to be this way? Just because Carli had an issue with her auntie’s dating life, that wasn’t for either of them to resolve. Ellis was thirty-one; she could take care of herself, and if she wanted to, she could make her own mistakes. She wouldn’t have anyone telling her how to live her life.

      “Sorry about that. Considering the place isn’t busy tonight, the queue was big enough.” Carli returned to her seat and exhaled a breath. “Is Bex in the loo? I didn’t see her there.”

      “No, she left.” Ellis turned fully in her seat, gripping her bottle of beer. Before this night continued, Ellis wanted answers. Carli couldn’t just corner someone at a bar and then pretend that everything was fine. This didn’t work that way. “Care to explain what’s going on?”

      “Huh? What are you talking about?”

      “Bex left. Why?”

      Carli lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, I think you do. What did you say to her at the bar?” Ellis narrowed her eyes, noting how Carli visibly swallowed. “I know something was said so just tell me, Carli.”

      “I just told her to back off.”

      “Back off what?”

      “You.” Carli brought her cocktail to her lips, sipping slowly. “You may think she’s hot, and she may be into you, but I’m not giving her the chance to ruin you.”

      “Excuse me?” Ellis had never heard something so far-fetched in her life. They didn’t even know one another, so why would Bex go on to ruin her? “I haven’t once said she’s hot, but if you’re going to make comments like that, you’ll have to explain why.”

      “She gets her claws into my friends and then I lose them,” Carli said quietly, sadness in her eyes. Honestly, the sudden change in Carli was quite startling. “I’m just not doing it again. She can go and fuck someone I don’t know this time.”

      “Lose them? You think if we hit it off, you’ll lose me?” Ellis laughed as she shook her head. “Jesus, Carli. I’m not that kind of person. I don’t fall off the face of the earth if I’m in a relationship.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Carli said, turning to Ellis with tears in her eyes. That concerned Ellis, but she would hold off on showing that concern until she knew more. “Bex is… She doesn’t care who she hurts so long as she has fun. The last woman she was with, Leah, was my best friend at one time.”

      “Leah…who we bumped into a few months ago?”

      “Yeah. That’s the one.”

      Ellis vaguely recalled the short conversation they’d had about Leah’s attitude that day. Carli hadn’t seemed to care much, so why did she now? “I thought you two just drifted apart?”

      “We did. But we drifted apart because of Bex.” Carli dragged a hand through her hair. “They were dating. Once Bex decided she’d had enough, she dropped Leah, broke her heart, and I lost my best friend because of it.”

      “First of all, if she was your best friend, she would have realised that her relationship with Bex has nothing to do with you. And secondly, do you know why they broke up? Was it as plain and simple as you seem to be making it out to be?”

      “Whenever I bring it up with Bex, she just says they wanted different things. But Leah? God, Leah was devastated. I find it hard to believe they just wanted different things.”

      Ellis nodded slowly. “Okay, and what’s wrong with that? If Leah couldn’t hack the life Bex wanted—and vice versa—then what’s the point in them being together?”

      “You make it sound so easy. She fucking destroyed Leah. I had to watch her go through it from a distance, and then I had to go through losing my best friend.”

      As terrible as that all sounded, Ellis still had to question whether Leah really thought of Carli as such a good friend. Ellis would never cut Carli off because of a woman she’d been dating. It didn’t matter if they were related or not, it simply wouldn’t happen. No way. “You really hold it against her, don’t you?”

      “I do. And I hate it because we used to be so close. God, Bex practically raised me at one time because Mum and Dad worked long hours. She was always the fun auntie.”

      “And you let someone get in the way of that?”

      “It’s hard not to resent her, El. She destroyed my best friend and then left.”

      Ellis couldn’t help but feel as though there was far more to this story. Bex didn’t seem like the kind of person who would run away because she couldn’t be bothered dealing with something. But then Ellis had to remember that she didn’t know Bex, so it wasn’t wise to make that observation just yet.

      “A huge part of me hoped she’d
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