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To those who found themselves later in life, or are still looking.
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Catching a break

Claire hadn’t realised exactly when, in her life, Monday mornings had become one of her favourite times of the week. Only today, when she wakes up, she’s so relieved to be going back to work that she almost smiles as she turns off the alarm blaring on her phone. The weekend has been a slow one. No meeting with friends – all busy – and no planned RPG session. She tried to make some progress on the next bit of the scenario, but that only served to take her mind off work for a few hours.

So she gets in early, as isn’t unusual, says hi to everyone she meets on her way to the third floor of the police station where her office is. It’s empty when she opens the door, and she appreciates the few minutes of quiet she’ll get to start working, before her colleague arrives. Andy slides into the room at about ten past nine, dishevelled and looking like she woke up just five minutes ago. Claire pins a knowing look on her and the other woman waves a frustrated hand at her:


“I know I know, I’m late.”


“I didn’t say anything,” Claire smiles.


“Yeah I know, you’re too perfect to make me feel bad about my short-comings,” Andy teases as she throws her jacket off and sits at her desk, facing Claire who has already had one cup of coffee and done a fair bit of work by now.


“Oh come on,” Claire rolls her eyes, “I have flaws too.”


“Sure,” Andy laughs, the ‘r’ rolling under her Scottish accent. “Name one.”


Claire sneers at her and stays silent. She has a perfectly crafted list in mind, but she isn’t in the mood for arguing this morning. They have been working on the case of a missing boy for a few days, and she’s had to busy her mind with absolutely anything during the whole weekend to avoid sneaking her way back into the station and keep at it. She’s probably blowing the thing out of proportion – the kid had threatened his parents with running away after all, so that was likely what he’d done. It’s only a matter of time until he posts something on social media that betrays his location, and because he’s a minor, he will gently be escorted back to his parents.


But Claire’s been like this for years. Focused on the job, never satisfied until it’s done properly, every little bit of paperwork sorted and put away. Stu used to tease her about it, when they were still in school and comparing grades on the bus ride back to the quiet street of brick houses that saw them grow up. That she’d never handed in a paper late, or missed an exam. Decades later, she hasn’t changed much. She just isn’t a bad girl. The most rebellious thing she’s done in her life has to be having one night stands, and smoking a bit of pot.


The atmosphere in the office grows stifling as the day goes on, and by the time night falls, the air feels so heavy it’s hard to breathe. Not to mention the rampant tension that permeates the walls as everyone on their floor racks their brain to find the missing boy. Claire groans on an exhale. 


It isn’t like her to get so upset about a case, but this one has been living in a corner of her brain for a week now, and she’s desperate for a clue, something, anything to move it forward. They have a family waiting for answers and not a single hint as to where their son has gone.


She barely notices when a scraping sound announces that Andy is getting up.


“You planning to wrap up anytime soon?” Andy asks.


Claire looks up to find her colleague already wearing her jacket, pocketing her things from her desk. She blinks and checks the time in the corner of her computer screen. Almost seven.


“Um. Well, I wanted to finish crossing the call records with the locations we’ve gotten from his phone…”


Andy shrugs, sending her long ginger hair flying around her.


“For once it’s not me having trouble switching off,” she teases Claire, laying a hand on her shoulder as she circles their desks to move towards the exit.


“Yeah yeah,” Claire mumbles, already lost in the case again, and she barely hears the door shut behind Andy.


Claire has been in the police for twenty-two years. And a Detective Inspector for ten. You would think that after so much time on the job she’d have relaxed a bit, handed chunks of the work on to subordinates who still had something to prove, and enjoy her evenings to do whatever else people did when they weren’t passionate about their jobs.


Not her. Andy can mock her all she wants, there is a reason they work so well as a team: both stubborn, dedicated and hyper focused. Only Andy is the brash one, shouting at the slightest inconvenience, the type to accidentally surprise a person of interest out of the shower – and marry them barely two years later. 


They balance each other, in a way. When Andy goes too fast and forgets about the hindrance of bureaucracy, Claire is there so slow her down. And when Claire needs to let go of the pent up tension inside her that she barely ever notices, Andy is there to take her out dancing, get drunk and live a little. 


Claire… Claire does her job, and well, but in the shadows. She doesn’t care for validation or exposure, all she wants is to get it done, if possible without creating more problems for them to solve later.


It might have something to do with growing up a black girl in a comfortable suburb where her family was the only non-white one. It might have been that she was the only black, female cop when she joined in Leicester. Things have changed a bit since then, but still.


Or it might simply be that when people look at her, really look at her, Claire wants to shrivel and disappear. So she’s better off giving her all to the job and existing through reports and presentations, being her diplomatic self and never putting the real Claire Atkins out there for people to see.


You never know what might happen then.
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“I’m sorry, Miss Atkins.”

Claire sighs on the examination table. The throbbing pain in her right shin was enough of a clue that she isn’t surprised by the doctor’s gloomy tone and facial expression.

“It’s broken, isn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so.”

The lady moves past the table and holds out Claire’s X-ray, pointing at a black space that shouldn’t be here, just above her ankle.

“Your tibia ruptured quite cleanly, at least. No splinters that we can see. It should heal properly, given time.”

“Will I need a cast?”

“Yes, we’ll have you fitted for one as soon as possible. I do want to talk to you about how you broke it, if that’s all right,” Dr Zaman says, coming back to sit in her chair.

Claire doesn’t like the worried frown that creases her forehead.

“What do you want to know?”

“You said when you came in that you fell down the stairs at home, is that right?”

Claire remembers the scene well enough. 

Coming home late, unable to switch off from the case and lost deep in her thoughts and what little information her team had managed to gather on that day.

She still can’t believe her vigilance was so low that she would trip over her own feet that way, and yes, take a pretty tumble and barely avoid hitting her head on the wall doing so. She hadn’t heard the bone snap, but she felt the pain well enough, as soon as she recovered from the shock.

“Sadly, yes.”

“And had you been eating properly, recently? Enough calcium?”

“I guess I don’t pay extra attention… why?” Claire frowns.

“Well, I’m slightly worried about you breaking a bone only from falling down. You don’t have a history of previous fractures, but you’re reaching an age where osteoporosis can start being an issue.”

Claire feels the blood drain from her face at the word.

“Do you think…”

“We can’t see any sign of that on the X-ray,” Dr Zaman shakes her head, “however, I’d like to recommend you for a blood test, and a bone density scan once your leg has healed. We’ll check for any deficiencies, just to be on the safe side.”

She leaves Claire alone after having handed her a prescription for the test and a sick note.

Well, fuck.

Claire has never been on sick leave in her life. 

She isn’t even sure how to go about declaring it at work, which… What the bloody hell is she supposed to do for six weeks now?
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It takes her a few days to get everything in order. Her blood test comes back a little low on calcium and iron, so she takes a gruelling trip to the pharmacy to grab all the pills she will need to gobble for a good month. The first day, the pain and the worry about recovery at least manage to keep her mind off work.

Andy comes round a day after, bearing bags of groceries and – which wasn’t on Claire’s list – a pack of beer. She takes one look at Claire before her eyes fall to her leg and she whistles.

“Shit, mate.”

It doesn’t help that the stark white of the cast is such a shocking contrast to her skin tone, making it impossible to miss. Dr Zaman had grimaced when Claire asked when anything would be made with black folks in mind, and hadn’t known what to answer.

“Yeah. I get hurt once a century but I do it right.”

Andy shakes her head and comes in, kicking the door closed behind herself. Claire leans forward, perched on one leg like a flamingo, but Andy steps away just as fast.

“Nope. Get your arse on the sofa and crack open the beers, I know where your fridge is.”

“Okay, bossy much?” Claire grumbles while making her way back into the living room.

“You love me!” comes the answer from the kitchen and Claire huffs out a laugh as she falls back onto the sofa.

She does, but Andy is such a tosser that she won’t say it. A few minutes later, they’re both enjoying a cold beer while listening to the faint sounds of the city coming from the open window. Summer is slowly giving way to autumn but the evenings are still warm, and there is nothing that Claire would love more than having her beer at a terrace right now.

She asks about the station, the case, and Andy shuts her down quickly enough with a pointed glare. 

“You’re on sick leave to rest, not to ask me about work. Which is boring, so don’t even worry about it.”

Her colleague has been fiddling with the gold ring on her left hand since she arrived, and Claire cannot help but smile and ask:

“You are loving this, aren’t you?”

Andy raises her eyebrows, not realising that she hasn’t stopped spinning her wedding ring. Claire points her chin to her friend’s hands and Andy lowers her head, hiding a blush and a smile.

“I mean… you were at the wedding, you don’t need to ask.”

“I know. I’d make fun of you, but it’s actually sweet.”

“Shut up.”

It’s good, to see her so happy. Claire isn’t one of those who get jealous of others’ joy easily. 

“Is everyone at the station teasing you about it yet?”

Andy squints at her. “No, you’re not sneaking your way into a conversation about work.”

Claire slumps back in a groan.

“I’m gonna go mad, Andy. I’ve been working on that case for a week, how am I supposed to just switch it off?”

“First of all, we have been working on that case, second…” Andy sighs and chews on her lip for a second before she admits: “… would it help relax that big brain of yours if I tell you the boy’s been spotted alive and well somewhere in Leeds?”

Claire lets out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding.

“Thank god.”

“Yeah, thank whoever,” Andy agrees. “Just a matter of time now ‘til this whole business gets sorted. Now stop worrying your pretty head.”

“This is torture,” Claire moans. “A month of nothing but physio and waiting!”

“You know rest is recommended to recover from injuries.”

Claire glares at her friend. “I’d like to see you try.”

“Pass.”

Andy looks far too smug for Claire to let it go.

“That’s cause you know you’d be just as awful as me at sitting down.”

“Good thing I’m not the one who has to keep my leg elevated then, right?”

Claire lets her injured ankle fall onto the coffee table, just for the sake of making Andy wince at the noise. 

“You forgot that would hurt,” Andy states plainly, and Claire gives up in a nod, gritting her teeth.

“Hmmm.”

“God help me, where are your painkillers?”

“By the sink.”

Thirty seconds later Andy is back, handing her a glass of water and a pill.

“Cheers,” Claire says, and pops a painkiller while wondering if she really should be having that beer right now.

“Okay,” Andy says, clapping her palms on her thighs. “So, let’s brainstorm how to get you busy so you don’t break your other leg out of boredom. You can still have your DnD sessions, right?”

Claire rolls her eyes up at the ceiling. “For the millionth time, we play a table top RPG that is not DnD but yes, I do still run the sessions. Although four hours every other weekend is not going to give me much to do.”

Andy goes to her preferred position, elbows planted on her thighs, and bites her lip, humming pensively.

“Shame your sister lives away.”

“Gosh, tell me about it. She would have loved for me to babysit.”

“So, what then? Should I bring you some DVDs?” her colleague smirks.

“I don’t even own a DVD player, Andy. I could always stream stuff but…”

The thought of sitting still for hours on end makes her shiver in genuine dread. 

“Yeah…” Andy agrees to her silent disgust. “The first thing I thought of to keep busy during a month off work was going for a run.”

Claire scoffs and waves towards her cast.

“I know, I know,” Andy tuts. “I’m just saying… I imagine your pain. I wish I could help you a bit more.”

Claire sighs, the bubbling anger rising inside her quickly dying down.

“It’s not your fault. I mean, it’s nobody’s fault… Just rotten luck.”

“Hmm. Well. I’ll pay you a visit when I can, yeah? I’ll try to be entertaining.”

Claire smiles and turns to better see her friend.

“What, have you picked up juggling?”

Andy raises her eyebrows and nods slowly.

“I’m not telling you. Would ruin the surprise.”

Claire gradually slides down until she can rest her head on the other woman’s shoulder. It’s been so long since she’s had a proper hug, some real, intentional contact other than a quick shag with someone she met on an app. Which hasn’t happened in a while either. Fuck, she misses kissing. 

For now, she settles on the odd embrace they share on the sofa, position made awkward by her leg extended straight out in between, and she does her best to not think of the ordeal that is to come. A whole month. 

She’ll explode.
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Thankfully, she gets more visits. Stu, darling, darling man, comes by several evenings in a row after work, to play board games and distract her. Things haven’t changed much since they were kids. They still live within almost walking distance from one another, and can still make each other laugh with the littlest of things.

Most days, he brings puzzle games. Anything to keep Claire’s mind running and active, whilst her body can’t be.

One evening, he comes round with a distinctively guilty smile, and Claire knows just what he’s got in his pocket.

“Come in, silly boy”, she tells him, and goes to close the windows, worried that a neighbour will smell and call the cops. She can just imagine her colleagues’ faces.

“I thought maybe you could use the… relaxation,” he grins, pulling out the little bag of pot and leaving it on the coffee table.

They haven’t smoked together in over a decade. After Claire joined the police, there was always a bit of fear, and guilt that she could sometimes be forced to arrest people for it while still partaking herself. 

But he’s right, she needs it today more than ever. He orders pizza for them, because they’ll need the food soon enough. And then he sets about rolling them a joint with the half-practised motions of someone who used to do this quite a lot, but has lost the habit. They mostly smoked pot in her parents’ attic, when spending afternoons holed up there didn’t sound as exciting as when they were six or seven years old. Of course, her parents must have known, but they never said anything. Probably only opened the windows a bit more often than usual when Stu went home, dazed and for once, unafraid of his father.

Playing Uno while stoned turns out to be quite the thing. Stu draws half the deck in one go, leaving Claire absolutely confused and thinking they’re playing poker when he starts laying them out on the table in pairs.

They lie there giggling until the sun has long disappeared, and doze off with Stu spooning her, making her feel safer than she has in a long time. Sometimes she wishes she had someone to fall asleep next to every night. But it’s too much to ask from a best friend, isn’t it? So she takes what she can get. A few hugs and nights spent relearning how to play chess, and falling asleep in front of cartoons.
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Claire’s mother finds out through her sister – bloody blabbermouth, that one – and immediately proceeds to come round and give Claire an earful. And Claire finds out that her mother found out when she gets stirred from a nap one day and limps to the front door to find an enraged lady holding a tin full of fried cakes.

“Oh, would you look at the state of you! My God, what happened?”

Claire sighs and moves to the side to let her in. 

“I’m assuming you already know, since you’re here.”

“What did we tell you? You can’t lie and say you’ve been eating properly now.”

Her mother is already fiddling in the kitchen, preparing god knows what. Claire hobbles her way there and pulls a chair to sit down.

“No, I suppose not,” she sighs. “But that’s just life, Mum. Sometimes people break bones and with modern medicine what do you know, they survive.”

Her mother turns around and waves an irritated finger at her.

“You’re lucky your father isn’t here to hear you talk like that.”

“Oh please, we both know you’re the one that this is annoying the most.”

Her mother doesn’t even bother answering and pours milk into the pan, stirring in some honey. Claire hides her smile by propping her chin in her hand. Wouldn’t do to let her mother even begin to notice that she’s enjoying this in the slightest. She still remembers when on cold nights, coming back from school with frostbite on her fingers, either of her parents would have a pot of hot milk and honey ready for her and Leila.

It’s nowhere near as cold now, and Claire has no idea what her body will do with the extra calories, what with her sitting for most of the day – when she’s not lying down, that is – but she doesn’t mind the show of affection. She understands, rationally, that Myriam and Liam Atkins would have worried sick at the thought of her being hurt. And worse even that she hadn’t told them, like there was some big, ugly secret behind it all.

“You know I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to worry, right?”

“As if that’s an intelligent strategy. We were bound to find out and then, what? Not care because it has been a week already?”

“You weren’t bound to find out, Leila just can’t keep a secret.”

“And thank God for your sister’s big mouth.”

Claire can’t hold back a chuckle and her mother, turning around and waving the wooden spoon about, sprays milk all over the table and ends up joining her for a laugh.

Later, they’re sitting in the kitchen and both their mugs are empty, Claire’s tongue heavy with the thick sweetness of honey. 

“It really is a shame we don’t drive any more. Now would have been the time to go bother your sister in London.”

Claire lets her head roll back with a groan.

“Don’t remind me. First time I get a ‘holiday’ in years and I’m on home arrest.”

“Oh, sweetheart… You’re allowed to go outside, it’s just difficult. Think of it as training for when you’ll be our age.”

Claire snickers at that old rhetoric.

“No thank you. Just the broken leg is reminder enough that I’m getting old.”

Her mother’s next smile is tender, her gaze full of love. They never say the words aloud, but they all know they mean it anyway.

“Tell you what,” Claire adds, “let’s make plans to all drive South as soon as my leg is fixed, hm? We can annoy Leila for a few days and after a week she’ll be dying for us to get out of her hair.”

Myriam reaches for her daughter’s hand and gently squeezes.

“That sounds lovely, darling. Oh, it will be just like when we took you on road trips as babies! Except you’ll be driving, which means we won’t be able to pick the music…”

The Atkins family had always applied the old ‘driver is king/queen’ rule. 

“And of course, Leila won’t actually be in the car, but if she were then Jamal and Samia would be as well, so we wouldn’t even fit in one car.”

“So it won’t be ‘just as when we were babies’.”

Her mother scowls and gets up to clean the dishes. “I suppose not. But it will be lovely anyway.”

It would. Claire hasn’t been on a holiday in forever.
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Being brutally pulled from her work life routine feels like emerging from a way too long nap. Waking up disoriented... lost.

Claire stares at the walls of her own flat as if she's never seen them before. She has nothing but time, and it stretches out indefinitely.

The view from the living room window feels foreign. Like she hasn't lived here for the past five years. One day, she decides to open the blinds in her bedroom for the first time in months – what was the point before, when she barely spent six hours a day in there – and finds that a bird has nested on the window sill. She shrieks in surprise and horror when the old metal accordion blinds nearly push the thing off into the void and catches it with trembling hands. Thankfully, the nest is empty, probably long abandoned since the fledglings have hatched and learnt to fly. She decides to leave it there for a few days, and wait to see if a bird might come back to it. 

She’s surprised to start physio so early on in her recovery process. It mostly consists of her lying down on the floor at home, exercising her injured leg to make sure she doesn’t lose too much muscle. Of course, frustrated as she is, she overdoes it on the first session and ends up too sore to get out of bed much the next day. 

It’s excruciating, but she learns to pace herself. It’s the only way she can remain sane until the end. She follows the advice of her physiotherapist and stretches her little routine throughout the day. She binges too many shows and feels insane by the end of the first week, in dire need of fresh air and some sun on her skin. She even downloads stupid mini games on her phone that ask her to solve riddles worthy of a six year old.

She limps her way around the block, attracting the curiosity of her elderly neighbours, some of which she’s never said more than ‘hello’ to but all fighting to bring her groceries and cook their specialities. She ends up walking home to the promise of apple pie, scotch eggs and a curry. If she eats all of that on her own – plus the cake her mother has taken upon herself to deliver every few days – she’s likely to not even be able to lift herself up by the time her cast is removed. Oh whatever, she can always call Andy as reinforcements in all food matters.

Claire is drinking coffee at the kitchen window, one day, when her phone pings with an incoming text. She opens it without much thought, distracted by her own internal ramblings and the sight of the world carrying on right under her eyes. 

So she doesn’t expect the little pull in her belly when she sees Estelle’s name on the screen.

Hi there :) haven’t seen you in a while, how are you? I’m having a little do in a wine tasting bar next Friday, I’d love it if you could come…

X

She’s mildly disappointed that it won’t be just the two of them, but pushes that thought to the side. Seeing Estelle is always one of the best distractions. And they haven’t really crossed each other’s path recently, both caught up in investigations that have no business with one another, and too tired at the end of the day for a drink.

Honestly, she’s dying for any kind of activity or interaction at this point. It takes her seconds to make a decision, where usually she would have prevaricated for hours if not days before – as always – accepting.

I’ll be there. See you Friday.
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New beginnings

If there is one thing Claire will have learnt from this whole ordeal, it’s how bloody much progress is left to be done in terms of accessibility – and she still has the use of her legs, just not perfectly. It takes her thirty minutes to get dressed, between eliminating all the trousers she can’t get over her cast, and the skirts that require too much flexibility to wiggle into.

Just getting into the taxi to go to the place Estelle has indicated takes a few minutes of shifting around and grunting, while the driver does nothing to help her and has the nerves to sigh impatiently. She grunts when she has to go up two little steps to get into the wine tasting bar that is apparently where Estelle decided to have her impromptu party. 

A waiter – or sommelier?  – comes to take her coat and directs her to a second room that seems to have been rented out especially for them. 

She recognises some faces, people from various police departments, and she gets a few nods accompanied with awkward smiles when people notice the crutches. She sighs and shakes her head, muttering ‘thanks’ when they move aside to let the cripple through. She’s only broken her bloody shin, she’ll recover.

On her way to finding the heart of the party, Claire notices a few things. A pile of wrapped presents on a table that has been left free of drinks, along with a few cards that
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