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‘You can do this,’ Nikki said, pointing at her reflection in the toilet mirror, ‘just go out there and make some enticing comment about sticky toffee pudding. Then lay your cards on the table.’

Through the glazed window to her right, the sun was setting a golden pink. Over her head, gentle classical music added to the evening ambience. The sound of revellers going from pub to pub and enjoying being outside in a Cornish summer added to the Friday night.

One of the toilets behind her flushed; Nikki stiffened.

A blonde woman in her mid-fifties stepped out, smiled at Nikki, and went to the sink. ‘If you want my advice love, any man who hesitates when sticky toffee pudding is on offer isn’t worth asking a second time.’

Nikki flushed. ‘Of course. It’s a woman I’m on a date with tonight, actually.’

‘Same advice applies. I’m suspicious of anyone who doesn’t like sticky toffee pud.’ She finished washing her hands and grabbed some paper towels. ‘Good luck, love.’ The woman winked and left the toilet.

Nikki smiled at herself confidently in the mirror, and finally left the toilet.

The restaurant was half full, quiet for a Friday night but as it was just on the cusp of tourist season, it was like any average Friday night in the warmer months in Cornwall’s only city.

Anouska saw Nikki and smiled weakly.

‘Listen, uh, Anouska. I was thinking. If I don’t say it now, I’m worried I might never find the courage. Do you want to come over to my place on Sunday? Bring some wine. We’ll make a night of it seeing as you have next week off.’ Nikki smiled nervously. ‘Rob has offered to make himself scarce.’

‘Ah. Um.’ Anouska winced.

‘Sorry, am I being a bit fast with this stuff? I was having this debate with myself in the toilet mirror until my reflection told me to be bold. I didn’t even need the loo.’ Nikki chuckled nervously.

She looked at Nikki with those doe eyes, making her heart skip. ‘My brother will be here in a few minutes to pick me up.’

‘Oh,’ Nikki sat down awkwardly. ‘I kind of hoped we could decant to that cute little bar around the corner and put the world to rights over wine. Like last time.’

Anouska smiled weakly.

‘You’re tired?’ Nikki asked, the uncertainty in her voice now spreading like a dread through her heart.

‘Nikki, I need to be honest here. You’re a beautiful woman. You’re kind and... God, you make me piss myself with laughter and I cannot understate how attractive that is.’

Nikki felt the sink coming. ‘Right. Hit me with the “but”.’

‘I don’t feel we’re going anywhere.’

Nikki sat back, her brow creasing. ‘Oh. I didn’t quite expect you to say that.’

‘I’m guessing you saw things differently?’ Anouska placed her hands to her face. ‘Shit. I tried. I really tried. I thought tonight would be different.’

‘Noush—’

‘Please don’t call me that,’ she snapped.

‘Sorry. Too familiar. But... I do fancy you.’

‘Honestly?’ Anouska frowned. ‘You say that, but you’ve been vague, guarded, sometimes even indifferent.’

Nikki flushed and looked down, twiddling her thumbs.

‘Let me give you an example. I tried to kiss you last time.’

Nikki looked up. ‘Did you?’

‘You turned away.’

‘Did I?’

‘You didn’t even notice.’ She looked into Nikki’s eyes. ‘I know I’m the first woman you’ve been with. I’ve made my interest blatant several times. But the vibe I’m getting from you is we’re a couple of mates on a girly night out.’

Is this it? Nikki thought, studying Anouska’s face – the doe eyes she couldn’t stop gazing into, the dark curls that Nikki always felt perfectly framed her face. She looked hard, noticing every tiny detail, knowing she was probably looking on Anouska’s face for the last time.

She looked away moments before the tears threatened to spill. ‘Sorry.’ It was all Nikki could say.

‘The men you’ve been with.’

‘There aren’t that many,’ Nikki said, her voice cracking.

‘Sorry, that came out all wrong. Was it like this with them? The really slow-burn romance thing?’

Continuing to fight back tears, Nikki twiddled her thumbs again. ‘Yes. Sometimes ages. Not many gave me butterflies, maybe three? But you do—did. I thought—I suppose I thought we were building something.’

‘Oh god, Nikki. Dear, sweet, Nikki.’ Anouska reached over and touched her hand. ‘Sweetheart.’

Nikki flinched so Anouska removed her hand.

‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.’

Nikki nodded weakly.

‘From the bottom of my heart, any woman – or man – would be lucky to have you. You’re an amazing person. I’m sad to say it, but this isn’t working for me.’ She looked up. ‘I’m so sorry, Nikki.’

‘Me too.’

Anouska considered Nikki for a moment, opening and closing her mouth several times. ‘I’m saying this out of kindness but I’m not sure you have your sexuality all worked out.’

Nikki frowned and with a tear in her eye, looked up. ‘I am into women.’

‘Not quite what I mean.’ Anouska smiled awkwardly and passed Nikki a tissue.

‘Then what do you mean?’ Nikki gently wiped her eyes.

The restaurant door opened. A tall, slender black man stopped near the door and waved. The waitress approached him, but he pointed to Anouska and Nikki.

‘There he is,’ Anouska said, Nikki noticed Anouska’s glassy eyes – glassy doe eyes. The last time she would likely ever see them. Anouska placed several notes on the table. ‘That should cover my half plus a couple of quid tip for the waitress. She was a real sweetie, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes, she was.’ Nikki said absently then looked up with a longing look. ‘Please tell me what you meant about not having my sexuality worked out?’

Anouska shook her head. ‘I'm sorry. I’ve confused and hurt you enough tonight. I don’t want to upset you even more and seem like a bitch by walking away.’

They both stood; Nikki’s legs were heavy and weak.

Anouska stepped forward as if going to give Nikki a hug, then stepped back with a shake of the head. ‘Sorry, I just can’t.’ She took a sharp step back and turned away from Nikki, never once looking back before heading out the door. Nikki watched her leave. ‘And like that, she was gone. Forever.’ Nikki muttered and sat back down in her seat.

I don’t think you have your sexuality all worked out.

I don’t think you have your sexuality all worked out.

I don’t think you have your sexuality all worked out.

I don’t think you have your sexuality all worked out.

I don’t think you have your sexuality all worked out.

Nikki snapped out of it and looked at the huge clock over the bar. Ten minutes had passed – ten minutes in which she’d... done what?

Nothing. Nothing but go over the conversation she’d just had. And several other subsequent conversations, trying to work out how in the space of ten minutes, she’d gone from feeling on top of the world and ready to make the next move, to being dumped at the dinner table.

The cash. Anouska’s cash was still on the table. With a shake of the head, Nikki pocketed it and picked up her half-full wine glass to take a large sip.

Anouska’s glass was where she’d left it – a small puddle of yellow liquid in the bottom and a small smudge of bright pink lipstick on the rim.

She’d asked her about that lipstick once. It was called Joyful Girl, or Playful Miss, or something like that. Anouska had stepped forward for Nikki to get a closer look.

Nikki’s jaw dropped. ‘Was she inviting me to kiss her?’ she muttered, then shook the thought from her mind. It was too late now anyway.

When she finished the last of the wine, Nikki waved the waitress over. She headed to the table, card machine in hand.

‘Was everything alright with your meal?’

‘Yes, lovely as ever.’ Nikki rounded up the card machine to the nearest fiver. ‘Whatever you’re paying your chef, it isn’t enough. I love seafood, but wow.’

The waitress chuckled. ‘I’ll tell the manager that. Did your friend like her meal?’

Nikki’s heart twinged. ‘Yes, she did. She had to rush off though.’

The waitress nodded absentmindedly and handed Nikki the receipt.

Nikki drank the last dreg of wine before heading out into the warm night.

It was quieter than expected in Truro city centre. Taxis moved slowly along Boscawen Street, their wheels making a satisfying sound as they rolled along the dry cobbles.

Ahead of her, the bar at the rear of the theatre was sparsely populated.

Two taxis were stopped at the rank around the War Memorial as she passed the Tudoresque Coinage Hall, the drivers stood by their cars sharing a joke. Nikki took a deep breath and looked up at the fading pink-gold sunset.

She crossed the street to walk west along the north side of Boscawen Street, the spire of the cathedral slowly disappearing behind the shop fronts. She stopped when shouting drew her attention off to the left. Two young men were about to go at it while a third leapt between them, pushing back at the bigger guy.

‘Go home!’ shouted the man in the middle.

When the man behind him shouted something inaudible, he turned around and shouted back. ‘Terry, you’re not helping mate!’

Terry argued back.

‘Terry, get a taxi. Go the fuck home!’

This time, ‘Terry’ marched away, not looking back.

With only him and the bigger guy left, the middleman kept saying “go home” until he too finally turned around and marched away. Middleman stood on the corner until the bigger guy disappeared, then headed for the nearest bench and practically fell into it, placing his head in his hands.

Nikki crossed the street. ‘Are you alright over there?’

Middleman snapped his head to face Nikki. ‘Yeah. Thanks. Stuff they should have sorted out years ago.’

‘Seems to be a night for it,’ Nikki chuckled, stopping a couple of metres away. ‘And the tourists haven’t even arrived yet.’

‘Oh, don’t remind me,’ he said with a sniff. ‘Are you alright?’ he asked suspiciously.

She kept a safe distance. ‘No. I’ve had a totally shit night. So... the theatre bar is still open if you want a mutual vent over decaf coffee with a stranger?’

He stood up. ‘That’s kind, but nah. I just want to go home and have a sleep. Thanks though. Have a good night.’

‘You too!’ Nikki turned and started to head back across Boscawen Street.

‘Hey!’ he called. Nikki turned back to face him.

‘I really appreciate you asking,’ he said. ‘Good to know there are decent people out there.’

‘I’m a copper who used to be a social worker, just can’t help myself.’ Nikki shrugged and the man chuckled. Nikki resumed crossing the street.

She stopped at the entrance to Cathedral Lane and leaned against the corner wall with a heavy sigh, resting her head against the stone.

The dark shops were all closed; the lane lit only by faint light from the cathedral.

She took out her phone. The thread with all Anouska’s messages was at the top. Her heart twinged again. The second one down was ‘Rob’. She tapped it and started typing out her message.

‘Please, can you help me miss?’ The voice came from the lane.

‘What’s wrong, sir?’

A man appeared from the shadows of Cathedral Lane wearing a white shirt caked in sweat and blood. He was hunched over, pressing a bloodied hand against the wall. Next to the handprint were the letters A.K.

Nikki gasped. ‘Just rest there,’ she said, ‘I’m going to call for help.’ Nikki looked him up and down. Despite being around his mid-thirties, his clothes weren’t just old-fashioned for a man his age – they were positively archaic. Nikki’s only thought was that he was dressed like her grandad used to dress. Had he got into a fight at a World War Two theme night?

Nikki came out of the text app and dialled 999. ‘Detective Sergeant Nikki Sandford, South Western Constabulary. I’m in the centre of Truro, the junction of Boscawen Street and Cathedral Lane. I need an ambulance. There’s a male with a deep stab wound to the abdomen. Weapon – a knife – is still present.’

Blue flashing lights of a squad car moved eastwards and gone in an instant.

Nikki stood and raced out of Cathedral Lane, waving, and shouting for the squad car to come back. It continued on its slow journey and disappeared without seeing her.

‘Shit!’ said Nikki. ‘I didn’t get the reg. But there’s a squad car just gone past me heading east. Please send them back.’

‘Will do, Sandford.’

‘Help’s coming,’ she said, turning back to the man.

But he had gone.

‘What the hell?’

‘Everything alright, Sandford?’

‘He’s gone!’ she said, unable to believe it herself.

‘Where?’

‘He can’t have gone far,’ she said. ‘What the actual...?’

‘Keep talking, Sandford.’

Nikki walked slowly up Cathedral Lane, checking the shop fronts as she went. ‘This is weird. He was losing blood but there’s none here, not even on the wall. He’d written some letters in blood. Shit! I’ve forgotten what they were. A and J? J and K? Sweet F A?’

She reached the end of Cathedral Lane and turned around.

‘Have you found him?’

‘No!’ Nikki said. ‘How did he have time for all that? It was like, ten seconds?’

‘Ambulance and a squad car are on the way, Sandford.’

‘Thanks, I’m going to keep looking for him,’ Nikki said. ‘I’ll go back down the lane and check the doors.’

Nikki turned around.

Something in the window of the empty shop unit on the northeast corner caught her eye.

‘I think he’s in a vacant property.’

‘Stay on the line, Sandford.’

A dark figure stood in the middle of the shop, its back to Nikki. It seemed to be nodding or swaying but facing the back of the shop.

Nikki could not see the face, but it was definitely not the man she saw at the southern entrance of Cathedral Lane. The build was all wrong – a tall and slender figure with long white straggly hair, gender indeterminate at this point.

Nikki knocked on the window. ‘Excuse me, that shop is private property.’

The figure didn’t react. Nikki knocked again. ‘I’m looking for a man with a serious stab wound. If he’s in there he needs medical help!’

This time, the figure turned.

It was a woman. She had pallid sickly yellow-grey skin covered in long-healed scars. Thin lips were pulled back to reveal long and sharp teeth that seemed too large for the mouth. They opened far too wide in a grimace, or a smirk.

As she took a confident step forward, Nikki took a step back.

The woman opened her mouth; in the next instant she was against the window slapping it heavily with a scarred fist.

Nikki took another step back. Her foot hit something, the shock and momentum carrying her backwards.

Nikki fell.

Her head hit something hard, and she passed out.
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‘Bloody buggering bastard twatting piss biscuit.’ Nikki tossed her keys on the side table and huffed.

‘Feel better for all those expletives?’ said Rob.

‘No. Pox! A pox on everything and everyone.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Except for you. Hashtag not all people. Can you tell I really liked her?’ 

‘You did a good job of keeping it all close to your chest but I got an inkling somewhere towards the end. Hug?’ Rob said.

‘Yes please.’ She put her arms around him and squeezed tightly. ‘What time is it?’

‘Almost two in the morning.’

‘What a long day and I didn’t even work!’

‘When are you back on duty?’

‘Monday night. Three whole days of feeling sorry for myself.’

‘Don't forget Falmouth food festival tomorrow. Still want to go?’

‘Yes. Need something to take my mind off it.’ Nikki pinched the bridge of her nose.

‘I’m so sorry, Nikki. She sounded like a diamond.’ Rob touched her arm lightly.

‘Thanks, Rob. Yeah, she was. But I guess she saw me more as a lump of coal.’

Rob winced.

‘No, no. I’m being unfair. She had a right to assert her feelings. Hers are as a valid as mine.’ Nikki leaned against the wall, tilted her head back and closed her eyes.

‘I’ve been there too, so I get that. I should head to bed. Suggest you do the same before you fall asleep like that.’

‘There’s washing-up to do.’

‘You did hear that I said it’s almost two, right? That’s in the morning?’

‘If I don’t do it now, I’ll be up all night overthinking. If I do it now, there’s a chance I might knacker myself out enough to sleep and not end up texting her with a triple gin in my hand.’

‘Want me to dry?’

‘Please. For the record, when I say “I’m going to do the washing up at two in the morning”, it means “Talk to me while I distract myself”.’

‘Noted!’ Rob followed her to the kitchen area.

‘Oops,’ Nikki said, seeing the massive pile of crockery, cutlery, tubs, containers and measuring paraphernalia.

‘It’s a lot,’ Rob agreed.

‘My fault. I did sweet talk you into a night of cooking.’

‘On the bright side, at least we get all that sticky toffee pudding to ourselves,’ Rob chuckled.

‘Did you sample?’

‘I had to!’ he said defensively. ‘Couldn’t have your Sunday night with Anouska ruined by bad sticky toffee pudding.’

‘Yeah, she might have dumped me over dinner and we can’t have that.’ She filled the sink with hot water and suds and started tossing in the cutlery.

‘So talk me through what happened. I was a little distracted in the car.’

‘She said she thinks I don’t have my sexuality worked out.’

‘Bit weird. On what was she basing that?’

‘She tried to kiss me and I didn’t even notice. How she doesn’t know where she stands with me, something like that.’

‘Flimsy.’

‘It’s like she was trying to tell me that this – me – how I do things – isn't the norm. Like, there’s slow burn and then there’s whatever it is going on in my head. I’ve always been like that.’

‘Yeah, I think you have.’

‘But is that wrong? Is that different?’ Nikki stopped and placed her hands on the sink, closed her eyes, and swallowed down the pain.

‘Of course it’s not wrong. There’s no right or wrong in your boundaries. You’re a romantic soul. Nothing wrong in that.’

‘This is more than being “an old romantic”. People notice. They’ve always noticed.’ Nikki whimpered. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Hey.’ Rob stepped forward and pulled her into another hug.

‘How long have we known each other?’ she asked.

‘Since we were eleven. Twenty-one years this year unless I’m mistaken.’

‘Okay, I’m only asking you this because I’m a bit sozzled and I hit my head tonight. But has there been any point in those twenty-one years you’ve been attracted to me? It’s not a trick question, so be honest.’

‘I don’t think of you like that. You’re more like a sister to me.’

‘That isn’t what I asked. Has there been any point in your life you’ve wondered what it was like to be more than friends? Has there ever been a time, even years later where you woke up one day and realised you were in love with me?’

'Maybe when we were teenagers? Like I said, you’re like a sister to me,’ said Rob. ‘That’s it. Door closed.’

‘So you never catch feelings for friends?’

‘Well, sometimes?’ Rob said honestly. ‘But it doesn’t usually last. The closer I feel to the, like platonic love, the less likely I am to ever think of them like that.’

Nikki stopped washing the plate. A faint waft of malt vinegar and tomato ketchup tickled her nose. ‘Is that common? For like, straight people?’

‘From what I can tell, well... yes. Does that not work like that for you?’

‘I've always loved having blokes as friends. But I don’t get that – what you just said. Thing is.’ She blushed.

‘What?’

‘The thing is,’ she took a deep breath. ‘I’m always catching feelings for my mates.’

‘Define “always”?’

She looked at him. ‘I mean “always”. Exaggerating slightly though. I do have that honorary brother or sister thing. Difference for me is friendship isn’t a barrier to getting saucy thoughts for someone. If anything, it’s a prerequisite.’

‘A prerequisite? Wow. Don’t you have any brothers from another mother or sisters from another mister?’

‘Yeah, course I do. I don’t fancy all my mates. It’s just not the solid barrier it seems to be for you and most others. And sometimes that friendship just turns on the phwoar factor. Just one day, I’m talking to a friend about something completely normal and I think “you know, they’d totally get it right now if they asked”.’

‘Wow, Nikki, you dark horse!’

She looked down. ‘I feel embarrassed every time it happens because they’re my mates. I can’t help it; it just happens.’

‘Is it only friends you get this “they’d get it” feeling with?’

‘It's friends most often, yes. But romantically, I need to feel it deeply and for a long time first.’

Rob rubbed his chin. ‘What about strangers? Do you ever see someone walk past you and get that involuntary “they’d get it” thought?’

Nikki looked shocked. ‘I wouldn’t sleep with a stranger.’

‘Let me clarify the words “involuntary” and “thought”. You never walk past someone in the street and think phwoar?’

‘I understand,’ Nikki nodded. ‘No, that’s never happened. Of course I notice good looking people, but they’re good looking in the same way our Christmas tree looked amazing last year.’

‘Okay.’

‘Do you remember me talking about a girl called Lillia?’

Rob smiled. ‘You did! Chemistry student?’

‘Physics. I took her some tea once as she’d run out, and she had these notes all over the walls. I asked her about it, she gave me a big smile and started nerding out about quasars. I sat down and listened. Not just because it was interesting, but because it was making me really weak at the knees. I had a huge crush on her after that. It’s like suddenly I fell in love with her because she taught me something. Weird?’

‘Not really. I don’t care what everyone else thinks. Nerds are attractive. So anyway, let’s come back to Anouska. How long had you been dating?’

Nikki squinted. ‘Three dates in six weeks.’

‘Great. Now imagine I’m Anouska. Close your eyes if it helps.’

Nikki closed her eyes.

Rob put on a feminine voice. ‘Hi Nikki. Mwuah mwuah. Wow, love your dress. Mine’s a pinot grigio, what are you having?’

Nikki laughed. ‘You have a strange view of what professional millennial women are like, Rob.’

‘Isn’t she a paralegal?’

‘That’s right.’

‘I rest my case! All joking aside. Imagine yourself back in the restaurant with Anouska. Great date, the best! You ask her if she wants to come over Sunday night and she says “yes” and asks if I will be out for the night, wink wink.’

Nikki opened her eyes. ‘Oh! You thought I was inviting her over here for a night of passion?’

‘You weren’t?’ Rob’s eyes widened.

Nikki stacked the final mug on the drying rack and emptied the sink. It made a gurgling sound. ‘No! I thought a night together, maybe a kiss or two and I’d sleep on the couch kind of thing. It hasn’t been long enough for me to want to do that.’
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