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Now

Tess Gilroy cradles her coffee cup in her hands and watches the small television on the kitchen counter. This morning, the screen is filled with a familiar face. It’s a young face. A young man. And he is speaking directly to camera. He has tears in his eyes and his hands are shaking as he reads from a sheet of paper – it’s a prepared statement.

The camera pans out and now the court is visible in the background. Surrounding the man is his family. His mother is at his side, weeping silently, and she looks as if she’s had something pulled from her. This whole process has been hardest on her, Tess thinks. It’s as if she’s lost something along the way, something essential and life-giving.

‘It has been a living nightmare, not just for me, but my entire family. If it wasn’t for their support—’ The young man breaks off, overcome, unable to read for a moment. ‘If it wasn’t for their support,’ he continues, ‘and the tireless work of Tess Gilroy, as well as the people at Innocence UK, I would not be standing here now.’

Tess takes a swallow of her coffee. She glances at the clock and realizes she should already have her coat on by now, but she continues to watch. The camera pans left and it’s now that Tess sees herself on screen: head down, avoiding, camera-shy as ever, as his voice continues to be heard over the image. ‘I’d like to put this behind me and would ask that my family and I are afforded some privacy as we try to move forward with our lives.’

Then we’re back to the newsreader in the studio. ‘Warren Douglas,’ the newsreader says, ‘who was freed from prison yesterday, after his sentence for rape was overturned.’

Tess takes this as her cue to leave.

She pulls on her coat, picks up her briefcase as well as the stack of envelopes ready for posting, and she’s on her way.



Tess likes this little town. She lived here before – way, way back – when she was straight out of college. She shared a one-bedroom flat above the betting shop with a Bangladeshi girl. The girl has since moved to New Zealand – according to Facebook anyway – and the betting shop is long gone too. Tess likes it when she knows her way around a town; she likes it when she knows how the one-way system works, the filter lane at the traffic lights. This time, Tess managed to move house in four trips, her car stuffed to bursting with heavy-duty black bags, which has to be some kind of record. Perhaps she’s been losing belongings along the way? she muses. Tess imagines her clothes, dotted in ditches, strewn along the highways and byways of England’s northwest. She imagines her underwear caught in hedgerows, her scarves fluttering at the tops of trees.

Tess has spent most of her adult life moving from small northern town to small northern town, where she finds, despite the borderline poverty, the people to be unwaveringly friendly, the old men comedic, and the rents reasonable. She also never tires of being addressed as ‘love’ by complete strangers.

She has only been at her current address for a few days but already her clothes hang neatly in the wardrobe, the freezer is fully stocked with food, and her home office is organized just the way she likes it. She has even managed to rig up the bird-feeding station in the back yard to see the local wild birds through the late-autumn lean stretch, and she gets a small thrill from knowing she is providing them with a new feed source. This is simultaneously counterbalanced, however, by a feeling of remorse and regret, as removing the feed source from her previous address means those poor birds are now going without.

She heads down the hill now towards town. She takes it steady, keeping in second gear, as a heavy snowfall two days ago means the West Pennine Moors are flooding the roads with their meltwaters. She checks her watch again and chides herself for remaining at home for the extra five minutes watching Warren give his statement. How did it feel to sleep in his own bed last night? she wonders. Good, she hopes. It can be strange, but people do miss different things. For most, it’s their family they miss, rather than freedom, and it can come as quite a shock when the people they’ve spent their lives bickering with turn out to be the ones they find themselves aching to see.

There’s a parking space a little further along from the post office and Tess grabs it while she can. The pavements are empty of pedestrians, the weather putting people off from venturing out, she presumes, so Tess is optimistic of getting back on the road fast and reckons an hour is probably enough time in which to make it to Manchester city centre for the meeting. But when she pushes open the post office doors, she whispers an emphatic ‘Fuck’ under her breath, because the place is filled to the brim with pensioners: all chatting amiably, all with surely not much on in the way of work today.

Tess tries to swallow down her frustration. Tells herself to be patient and a little more generous as she, too, will be old eventually. And she can understand how leaving the house early, heading out, can give a person’s day purpose and structure … perhaps even stave off the loneliness and isolation the elderly can be so susceptible to.

When it’s her turn to be served, when the room has completely emptied of bodies, Tess approaches the glass wall which separates the postmaster from the communal space and places a Jiffy bag on the weighing scales.

‘I’d like to send this first class, please, it doesn’t need to be signed for … and can I collect the forwarded mail from my last address you’ve been holding for me? It’s in the name of Tess Gilroy.’

Tess looks up at the postmaster expectantly.

No response.

She waits. But there is nothing. No response from him at all.

Tess feels mildly uncomfortable as she examines the postmaster’s blank face. He’s not young, nearer to seventy than sixty, and now that she looks more closely, his skin does have a clammy pallor to it. ‘Are you OK?’ she asks.

Again, there is no reply, and Tess glances behind to see if anyone else has entered the post office in the time she’s been engaged.

She’s alone.

‘Do you want me to call someone for you? Get you some help?’ she asks.

And it’s only when she’s surveying the contours of his face again, for signs of palsy, a stroke, that he raises his right hand slightly and gestures to a sign, high on the wall, over to Tess’s left.

The sign reads: ‘Wait behind white line until called’.

Tess looks behind her and sees the white line painted on the floor.

She looks back to the postmaster and his face is still without expression, and so, dutifully, she picks up her Jiffy bag and returns to the queuing area, making sure the rounded toes of her boots are positioned neatly behind the white line.

Once there, the postmaster calls out, ‘Good morning!’ and beckons for Tess to approach the glass. She does this and suddenly he’s all smiles. He says, brightly, ‘And what can I do for you today?’

Tess just looks at him.

Outside, Tess is holding an envelope in her hand. It has her name on it; it’s part of the batch forwarded on from her previous address. She recognizes the sender instantly and toys with the idea of putting it straight into the nearest bin, but she can’t quite bring herself to do it this time, for a reason she doesn’t comprehend. Instead, she takes a pen from her handbag and scores through the lettering, before writing ‘NOT KNOWN AT THIS ADDRESS’ across the front. Then she drops it into the post box with the rest of her outgoing mail.




Now

When she joins the motorway, Tess heads south, not encountering any heavy traffic until the M60, where each branch of the network converges. From then on, she drives at a stop start, stop start, until finally she reaches the car park on Bridge Street in the city centre. There is no snow here. Manchester rarely gets snow because of the urban warming effect and Tess can perform a kind of half-run, half-walk, whilst laden with her briefcase, case files and handbag, without risking serious injury.

She clatters into the conference room at exactly 10.04 a.m. and is quietly pleased with herself as Clive hasn’t yet got his coat off.

Tom Robinson has his laptop fired up and is chomping at the bit, so Tess clears her throat. ‘Before you get started,’ she says quickly, addressing the room, ‘can I just congratulate everyone on a job well done? I spoke to Warren last night, when he’d got himself settled at home, and he’s doing well. Thank you, thank you again … Over to you, Tom …?’ she prompts.

Tom stands. He is early thirties, slim and geeky-cool. Tess has a soft spot for him, not least because he’s confided in her over the years when his relationships have begun to sour. Once, he told Tess he thought of her as a mother figure, and Tess didn’t know whether to be flattered or not. She is only forty-five after all, eleven years older than Tom, but she reminded herself that a lot of men remain in adolescence until well into their thirties now, or at least that’s what she’s been told.

Tom pushes his glasses into place and smiles at his audience. They are all professionals, all – with the exception of Tess – volunteering their time and expertise for free. Together they make up the advisory panel of Innocence UK. It’s a charitable organization which relies solely on private donations. Its purpose? To overturn wrongful convictions.

The panel comes together for a few hours once or twice a month, or as the case necessitates. Tess is the only full-time employee, and the only person in the room who is paid by the charity. The rest provide advice and guidance, and serve as a kind of back-up for Tess, which allows her to get on with the nuts-and-bolts work of investigating – and, with any luck, overturning – alleged miscarriages of justice, unhindered.

Before working at Innocence UK, Tess was a probation officer. It was a job she enjoyed; something she could do that made a difference, she liked to think. For the most part, Tess forged good relationships with her clients and their reoffending rates were substantially lower than the national average. But it was the ones who Tess knew were never guilty in the first place that kept her awake at night. The ones who’d been let down by the system. And it was because of those clients that Tess ended up here.

‘Good morning, everyone,’ Tom says. He’s a solicitor and has volunteered at Innocence UK for around six years. It’s his job to sift through the many enquiries that come their way, decide which cases have merit, and present them. The team will then take a vote, agreeing which they will investigate next, and this case will be passed on to Tess. It’s Tess’s job to coordinate the investigation and examine the crucial points of the prosecution’s case, retesting their theories and so forth, to see if they still hold up.

As well as Tom and Tess, the rest of team is comprised of:


Vanessa Waring – Home Office pathologist

Chris Pownall – forensic scientist (special interest in fibre analysis)

Dr Fran Adler – Professor of Forensic Science at Manchester University (special interest in blood)

Clive Earle – ex-Detective Inspector with West Yorkshire Police. Pensioned off after fracturing two vertebrae on a job, and now advises Innocence UK on all matters relating to the police.



‘If I can start by introducing you all to Avril Hughes,’ Tom says, and Tess’s eyes flick to the young woman to Tom’s immediate right, who she assumes is here to take the minutes. Tom brings in a temp sometimes at the beginning of a difficult case to document the initial stages. ‘Avril will be joining us as another full-time member of the team and will start by shadowing Tess. At least for the first couple of months anyway, or until she’s learned the ropes.’

Tess frowns.

She looks directly at Tom and frowns again.

Tom won’t meet her eye, however, and so she looks at Clive. Clive is now smiling at her broadly, raising his eyebrows, as if finding Tom’s disclosure the funniest thing he’s heard all week.

Frantically, Tess begins scrolling through the emails on her phone. Has Tom informed her of this and she failed to see his message? Surely he wouldn’t dump someone on her without asking first? Tom wouldn’t do that. Not out of nowhere. Tom knows Tess works alone. Has always worked alone.

‘I’m new to this,’ Avril is saying to the group. Her voice is soft and breathy-sounding and Tess looks up from her phone to examine her briefly. Avril appears to be around twenty-four, twenty-five at the most, but her plump frame has rendered her features childlike. She has round, rosy cheeks and big, trusting eyes. Apart from the high colour of her cheeks, though, the rest of her skin is beyond pale. And her bobbed hair is nearly black. Tess thinks Avril is like a lovely, plus-sized Snow White, but she’s not at all right for this job, she decides instantly. She has no sharp edges.

‘I don’t have any special skills as such pertaining to this type of employment,’ Avril continues, ‘so I’m just going to have to try and learn from Tess, and hopefully I’ll—’

‘Nonsense.’ Tom cuts her off. ‘Avril’ – he turns to the group – ‘comes to us highly recommended. She has spent her time as a legal secretary, where she assisted some of the area’s leading figures in family law. So she is not completely unfamiliar with our world … Avril, welcome,’ he says, warmly. ‘Now, shall we get to it?’

Tess opens her mouth to say something and then closes it again.

She can find no message from Tom on her phone.

‘Right,’ Tom says, still avoiding Tess’s glare, ‘as ever, we’re indebted to you all for giving up your time and services, et cetera … We have three new cases to consider today. The first is another from the balls-up that was Operation Swallowtail. Like many of the others, Terry Carmichael’s credit card was used to purchase indecent images of children online. There were never any images found on his own computer, but he’s been serving a three-year sentence for possession of child pornography, and it’s the usual scenario: his family have disowned him, his kids won’t see him, he’s lost everything … He’s eager to clear his name before his release, try and build bridges and so forth.’

‘How many of these Swallowtail cases have we covered now?’ asks Tess.

Tom checks his notes. ‘This would be the fourth.’

‘And how many suicides, to date, as a result of Operation Swallowtail?’

‘Seven,’ he replies.

‘Is Terry Carmichael a suicide risk?’ she asks.

‘Hard to say. If I had to call it, I’d say no. But you know how it is. Often it’s when they get out that the wheels really fall off.’

Tess considers this.

‘Next up is Ryan Green,’ says Tom. ‘He was convicted of rape but claims he wasn’t in the right county at the time. He was four hundred miles away in Aberdeen. There’s a good case for lab cross-contamination with this one. Especially with all the lab blunders we’ve heard about of late. Might be good timing, what with the press jumping all over the forensic screw-ups?’

‘Who did he rape?’ asks Clive.

‘Allegedly, a young woman. A twenty-two-year-old on a night out. She was grabbed from behind as she walked home.’

Tess glances around the table. Everyone is taking notes. She’ll be surprised if they vote for Ryan, as the last case – Warren Douglas – was a rape case too, and Tom likes to mix things up a bit. He has to answer to the charity’s board members, and they don’t like it if the team are seen to be favouring one type of miscarriage of justice case over another.

‘The last,’ Tom says, ‘is Carrie Kamara. She was imprisoned for murdering her husband’s lover. She’s served three years of a fifteen-year sentence. This one was brought to my attention by her barrister.’

‘Her own barrister?’ asks Clive, sceptical.

And Tom replies, ‘I know, right? Like, when does that ever happen? He wrote to me quite adamant she’s innocent. He really wants us to take a look. She’s not doing too well inside apparently. Her daughter’s very supportive; I’ve spoken to her on the phone – Mia – she’s articulate, cooperative, very sincere. She’s not typical of the usual family members we find ourselves dealing with. She’s in … hang on—’ Tom clicks his trackpad a couple of times. ‘She lives in Morecambe … Isn’t that where you’re from originally, Tess?’

Out of nowhere, Tess feels faint, light-headed, as if she’s stood up too quickly.

‘What?’ she says weakly.

‘Morecambe,’ replies Tom. ‘Didn’t you grow up there?’ and Tess nods. ‘Well, it’ll certainly be useful if you know your way around the place.’ Tom waits for Tess to say something more, but when she doesn’t speak, continues on. ‘Well, basically, what I can gather is that there was no money for Carrie Kamara’s defence. Her husband, Pete, turned his back on her the second she was arrested for murdering his girlfriend, and she was left completely to her own devices. Her barrister feels she’s been let down by the criminal justice system – his words. He said there just weren’t the resources to go out and gather the necessary evidence to counter the prosecution’s claims. I’ve had a look at it and I think this could be another example of a wrongful conviction because evidence wasn’t made available to the defence.’

‘Was the husband investigated?’ asks Fran Adler.

‘His alibi checked out,’ replies Tom.

‘Potential pitfalls of the case?’ asks Clive.

At this, Tom shifts his weight to his other foot. ‘Carrie Kamara had no alibi,’ he says carefully, ‘and there was also DNA found at the scene.’

‘Her DNA?’ asks Tess, taken aback.

And Tom nods solemnly. ‘They found a blood smear on the internal handle of the victim’s front door. The prosecution claimed Carrie left it when exiting the house. But her barrister feels this is an anomaly. Carrie was not found to have any open wounds at the time of her arrest and he says the rest of the prosecution’s case was purely circumstantial, farcical even. But, as you would expect, the jury totally ignored all that. They convicted entirely on the strength of the DNA.’

‘I remember this case,’ Vanessa Waring says, looking at the ceiling as if casting her mind back. ‘Wasn’t the victim stabbed repeatedly?’

‘Yes,’ replies Tom. ‘Victim’s name was Ella Muir. Thirty years old.’

The room is silent as the panel absorbs Tom’s information.

‘I really think this one might be worth a shot,’ Tom adds after a moment, hopefully.

But still no one speaks.

Blood? Tess thinks. On the door handle? She’ll be surprised if they go for it.

‘OK,’ says Tom, ‘I know you’re probably thinking this is going to be difficult. Risky, even. But the fact of the matter is, in the nine years that Innocence UK has been investigating wrongful convictions, we haven’t looked at any cases involving female prisoners. And it’s been noted.’

Tess can feel her fellow professionals shifting uncomfortably in their seats. Tom’s right, of course. They should have taken on a woman’s case before. Way before now. In fact, it’s such an outrageous blunder that she’s about to voice her support because this needs rectifying immediately.

But then she remembers. She remembers Morecambe and the contents of her stomach roil.

She closes her eyes, thinks back. She feels as if a large wave is being swept over her head. She can hear Tom’s voice, faintly, as if she’s being pulled out to sea. ‘A show of hands please for Terry Carmichael and Operation Swallowtail …’ Tess can hear him say, and she lifts her hand, weakly. She is the only one who votes for Terry.

‘Next,’ Tom continues, ‘Ryan Green and the potential lab cross-contamination,’ and his voice is further away still.

Tess is vaguely aware of Avril raising her hand, and of Avril dropping it again quickly, embarrassed she’s made a mistake.

‘Lastly then,’ says Tom, his voice coming into sharp focus and Tess is now suddenly aware of everything: every sound, every person’s breath, the temperature of the air on her skin, ‘Carrie Kamara.’

Tess looks around the room and each person’s hand is raised. Including, inexplicably, her own.

So they spend the next hour talking strategy. The panel decides that Tess and Avril should first look at the CCTV footage from the night of the murder as well as rechecking the one recorded witness statement, as it was these two pieces of evidence which formed the bulk of the prosecution’s case, along with the DNA.

When they file out later, everyone on their way to lunch, Tess hangs back as she needs to speak to Tom privately.

‘I know what you’re going to say,’ he tells her with an air of resignation. He’s packing away his laptop.

Tess gathers up her things and approaches Tom’s side of the desk. ‘You think I’m going to try and persuade you not to take this case,’ she says. ‘You think …’ She pauses for greater emphasis. ‘… I’m going to tell you that the DNA is too much of a stumbling block.’

‘I think you don’t want Avril shadowing you,’ Tom replies bluntly. ‘And I know you’re going to spend the next five minutes trying to get me to change my mind. Well, let me save you the trouble, Tess. I won’t.’

‘But—’

He turns to face her. ‘We can’t get through our current workload as it is. You know how stretched we are. And the legacy fund’s been bolstered, which of course is fantastic, but there’s only one of you, Tess, and you can only do so much. With Avril, we can get through twice as many cases as we do right now. And the only way to train her to do that is to have her follow you around learning what it is that you actually do.’

‘No one trained me,’ Tess argues, but Tom doesn’t reply. Instead, he shrugs on his coat and gestures that he is leaving, discussion over.

They walk along the hallway together, side by side, making their way towards the lifts. Once inside, Tess turns to him. ‘Look,’ she says, in one last-ditch attempt to sway him, ‘Avril is very young. Very young and immature.’

‘She’s not immature, she’s gentle. She has a softness to her that could be valuable.’ Tom smiles. ‘She could be the yang to your yin, Tess.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing at all.’

Tess is put out. ‘OK, so she’s gentle,’ she says, ‘but this is a difficult job, Tom. I see stuff that isn’t for everyone. It can be upsetting. It can be scary. Are you completely sure about this?’

And Tom sighs. ‘All right,’ he says, ‘I concede, yes, Avril is very young … and that’s entirely the reason we’re getting away with paying her so little. But she’s not immature, Tess. She’s keen. So play nice, will you?’




Four Years Ago

Carrie is the first to arrive on the day that will change everything. She’s always the first to arrive. She’s the type of person who would rather be an hour early than five minutes late. She waits in the hotel lobby in one of the low-slung leather chairs, and has to plant her feet firmly lest she slide off the thing and become a puddle of a woman on the tiled floor.

She checks her phone to determine if her friend is running late – she is running late, clearly, as it’s now seven minutes past – but not so late that an apologetic text is warranted.

Could Carrie have got the wrong date?

Wrong venue?

Wrong time?

Could her friend have got the wrong date? Wrong venue? Wrong time?

These are the things that run through Carrie’s head as a matter of course these days. She frets about the smallest of things. She read recently that women become more anxious as they get older (is forty-three older?) whereas men become more miserable. Not depressed kind of miserable, but more cantankerous, more everything’s-suddenly-a-problem kind of miserable.

Carrie lifts her head and spots her friend. Helen is hurrying across the car park, trying to stuff her keys into her handbag as she walks. The heel of her right shoe catches on the tarmac and momentarily Helen is sent off balance.

‘Hi-yaaa!’ Helen shouts as she enters the lobby, spotting Carrie. ‘Am I late? Have you been waiting ages? Sorry, I got caught up at work. I had my coat on and was halfway out the door and that sly bitch Marianne knew I was coming out to lunch, so what does she do? She starts rearranging the holiday rota so I have no choice but to stand there and make sure I get the weeks I want.’

‘You’re not late,’ replies Carrie just as Helen is leaning in for a hug.

‘Can’t believe it’s been a month already,’ Helen says.

It’s actually been two months since they’ve last done this but Carrie doesn’t correct her. Helen cancelled last month’s meet-up but Carrie didn’t mind. She rarely minds if people cancel. She would never admit to it of course, but it’s usually the outcome she’s hoping for. Carrie will commit to a lunch, or dinner, or a shopping trip, or a girls’ night out, something to give some shape to her life, something to make her feel as if she’s participating, something to tell her other friends about when she meets up with them, and then when the event itself is cancelled, and she doesn’t have to go through with it, she is hugely relieved.

Her friends speak of FOMO – Fear Of Missing Out – whereas Carrie thinks she’s more WINJI – Wish I’d Never Joined In.

‘How’s work?’ Helen asks.

‘Great,’ replies Carrie.

‘And Mia?’

Carrie drops her gaze. ‘She’s great too.’

They make their way into the restaurant and Carrie feels Helen pull her shoulders back and adjust her expression into that of not a mere dentist’s receptionist, but of someone altogether more successful and power-wielding. ‘Yes, we have booked,’ she says snippily to the young man in the waistcoat and polished shoes. ‘It’s in the name of Carter. And I hope you won’t be sticking us over by the piano. My friend hasn’t dined here before and I’m keen she has a good view of the bay.’

Carrie has dined here before. With Helen. Two months ago, in fact. And Carrie’s pretty sure that the young waiter served them on that occasion too, but she says nothing.

They are shown to a table with a good view of the bay and Helen tells the waiter that this will be suitable, before shooting Carrie a look, as if to say, If you don’t ask, you don’t get, and they remove their coats and sit. ‘Are you having wine?’ asks Helen. ‘I’m having wine. They’ve a strict no-drinking-on-duty policy at work but sod that. I never get out. I never treat myself.’

This is what this lunch is all about. Treating themselves. For the past however many years, women such as Carrie and Helen have put their children’s needs, their husbands’ needs, way above their own, and this is their attempt at reclaiming those little pieces of themselves that disappeared along the way. Carrie might even buy a new lipstick or a new scarf to mark such an occasion, as it’s these small things which all add up to make her feel as though she’s back in charge of her life.

Carrie has a number of acquaintances – she refers to them as ‘friends’, but they’re not really that. Most, like Helen, are the wives of Pete’s buddies and, over the years, it just became easier to fall in with these women – ‘the girlies’, Pete calls them – rather than to try and revive long-finished friendships from before she had Mia. There was no real reason for losing the friendships of her youth. Carrie was not the kind of sociopathic friend that everyone was keen to drop; it was more to do with the fact that she had Mia at twenty-five, which was younger – quite a bit younger – than her contemporaries, and so they’d tended to fall by the wayside as the demands of motherhood took over. When she was ready to jump back into the world of lunches out and girls’ weekends away, Carrie’s friends were burdened with young children of their own.

Carrie examines the menu. There are no surprises with regards to the main dishes: beer-battered cod, speciality sausages with herby mash, a vegetarian pasta dish that will be laden with too much double cream, butternut squash risotto. Carrie thinks she’ll probably opt for two starters and forgo a main course altogether.

She peers over her menu and turns her head to the left. Surveying the room, she sees the tables are filled with women just like her: all over forty, all with freshly coloured hair, all wearing outfits that for now will only be used for special occasions, but next year will be relegated to everyday use. Carrie hears snapshots of conversations. She hears them discuss which universities their eldest children are applying to; where, as a family, they have been to, or will be going to, on holiday this year; she hears how tired/stressed/busy/underappreciated they are; she hears discussions about books, decorating, self-tanning, weight loss, the John Lewis sale.

Helen signals to the waiter. He wends his way between the tables, taking out his notepad ready to transcribe their requests, but before he’s managed to utter, Are you ready to order? Helen has issued him with instructions to bring two large glasses of Pinot Grigio.

‘So, what’s your news?’ Helen asks, removing her mobile phone and placing it next to her napkin. She scrolls through the screen, saying, ‘Don’t mind me, I know this is rude, but I just need to check Finn’s school hasn’t been on again.’

‘Nothing much to report,’ replies Carrie.

She knows Helen is not really listening. Something on her phone has caught her attention and she is tapping out a response. Carrie’s eyes slide to the left again. A woman on the next table is loudly reminding her dining companions that her family has been touched by cancer not once, but twice, and is handing out sponsorship forms. She’s running a 10K. The forms are pink and the women search their handbags for pens and ten-pound notes with lacklustre enthusiasm.

Helen finishes typing and raises her head, aware, suddenly, that she took an unauthorized leave of absence there for a minute, and now she’s not really sure where she was in the conversation. ‘So, what’s your news?’ she asks again brightly.

‘Nothing much to report,’ repeats Carrie.

Their drinks arrive. ‘Rob’s being a dick,’ says Helen.

Rob is frequently being a dick according to Helen. It’s the usual stuff that crops up in the long-term marrieds: the unfair division of labour, domestic duties landing more in Helen’s lap than his. Helen would like Rob to help out more around the house, whereas Rob would rather forgo the housework and have more sex. Helen thinks his mother speaks down to her. Rob thinks Helen spends too much time on the phone to her sister. Helen is frustrated by his lack of career drive. Rob thinks she should be happy with what they have and stop comparing him to her friends’ husbands (who are not in as good physical shape as he is). Rob would like to spice things up in the bedroom. Helen is more tired than she’s ever been in her entire life.

None of this is new. And Carrie quite happily listens to Helen complain about Rob, as Helen is often amusing as she re-enacts their latest run-in, and Carrie can see how Helen benefits from getting it off her chest.

When Helen has finished – when she’s come to the conclusion that yes, Rob is substandard, yes, she wishes he were different, but she’s stuck with him, and really, he’s not that bad, all things considered – she drains the rest of her drink. And for an extended moment she lets her eyes rest on almost everything in the room except for Carrie. When she does finally turn her attention back to Carrie, Helen has an almost crazed look in her eye. ‘So, what’s Pete up to these days?’ she asks.

‘Pete?’ Carrie responds.

‘Yeah.’

And Carrie frowns. Because here’s the thing: they don’t discuss Pete. Not ever.

‘Why do you ask about Pete?’ Carrie enquires carefully.

Helen is arranging her napkin on her lap and is going to great pains to smooth out the creases. ‘I just wondered if he was OK,’ she says.

‘He’s OK.’

‘Good. That’s good then.’

‘Helen,’ Carrie asks levelly, ‘what is going on?’

Helen swallows. She signals to the waiter for another glass of wine. She picks up her phone and puts it down again. And when, finally, she can’t put it off any longer, she meets Carrie’s gaze, and says in an urgent whisper, ‘He’s seeing someone.’

Carrie studies her friend. Her acquaintance. Whatever. She studies her and she’s not sure what to say. Then she looks out of the window. The sea is teal green, the sky an unremarkable grey. The clouds are so thick and heavy that they appear as one bulbous entity.

Carrie clears her throat. ‘This is something Pete does from time to time, Helen.’

‘I know.’

‘So then you also know that this isn’t something I tend to…’ Carrie pauses, searching for the right words. ‘You understand this isn’t necessarily something that would force us apart … as a couple, I mean. It wouldn’t mean the end for us.’

‘I understand that,’ replies Helen softly.

‘So … I’m sorry, Helen, but I’m struggling to see why you would think I needed to know this.’

‘Because this time it’s different. At least I think it is. I don’t know, you tell me. He’s started seeing Ella Muir.’

‘Ella Muir? As in the girl from the barbeque?’

Helen nods. ‘Yeah. The drunk one. You remember? Young. Pretty.’

Pete has never done this with someone she knows. Someone their friends know.

‘Have I done the right thing by telling you?’ Helen asks.




Now

Clive is at the bar ordering drinks. Tess watches him as he glances over his shoulder before speaking to the barmaid. He’s up to something. Tess knows that look. Tom has disappeared to the loos which means she is alone with Avril for the first time, who is asking question after question about Tess’s job description and nattering on enthusiastically about someone named William. Avril hasn’t referred to him as her boyfriend but Tess can’t think who else he could be and so she nods and smiles as Avril paints a picture of domestic harmony and romantic fulfilment.

‘What’s your cheapest lager?’ Tess can hear Clive saying to the barmaid in the background. The barmaid gestures to a pump at the far end of the bar and Clive looks over his shoulder once more, furtively checking Tom is not in earshot, before saying, ‘Do me a favour, will you, love? Put a pint of that cheap stuff in a Peroni glass … and finish it off with a Peroni top.’ The barmaid agrees to this and is smiling conspiratorially at Clive, charmed, Tess supposes, by Clive’s impishness, his roguish good looks, rather than his tight-fistedness. ‘A pint of John Smith’s Smooth as well, love,’ Clive adds, ‘and two glasses of white wine … small ’uns.’

This city-centre swanky bar is Tom’s choice. Tess doesn’t mind coming here as it’s a short stroll from where they’re based, and she enjoys the opportunity to look upon Manchester’s well-heeled in their lunch hour. The place is all glass and chrome and the patrons seem impossibly young in their slim-legged suits and thick-rimmed spectacles.

Tom returns from the loos and takes his seat next to Avril, just as Clive is wending between tables, balancing the drinks on a small circular tray, trying not to spill any of his pint.

‘One Peroni,’ Clive says to Tom, setting it down in front of him with a flourish.

‘Very generous of you, Clive.’

‘Not at all,’ he says, and he winks at Tess.

Five minutes later and Tess is becoming quite animated as she explains to Avril the ins and outs of, and very real need for, Innocence UK. It’s been a while since she’s been questioned about the charity’s purpose, its mission, and whenever this happens, it’s as if a kind of dam releases within her. The words come rushing out, not always in the right order, or the way that she intends, and she’s sometimes left feeling mildly shocked by what has just occurred. ‘It’s a shitty combination of factors,’ she’s saying. ‘There’ve been significant cuts to the legal-aid budgets, which means there’s no one looking out for the interests of the defendant … Cases are built from the perspective of the prosecution, but who looks out for the innocent? No one. And the defence has no money to test their own theories, so even if they know the client is innocent, they can’t go out and prove it. I mean, who’s going to be interested in gathering evidence which does not support the prosecution’s hypothesis? Certainly not the police.’

‘Tess thinks most coppers are crooks,’ Clive says.

‘No, Clive, I think most coppers are stupid. But if I’m being generous, then I’d say the police have a difficult job to do, and they’re at the mercy of budget cuts just like everyone else. So, are they going to go out of their way to gather evidence that could exonerate a suspect, if they already have enough evidence to charge that suspect? Of course not. Particularly if they have DNA.’

‘Juries love DNA,’ Tom says.

‘Yes,’ agrees Tess, ‘they do. Even if all the other evidence is to the contrary, even if the suspect couldn’t possibly have committed the crime, if the DNA says the suspect did it, juries will ignore every other piece of evidence and convict.’

‘Which is exactly why I felt so strongly about taking on Carrie’s case,’ Tom declares, and Tess has to cast him a sidelong glance because they all know exactly why he was so keen to take on Carrie Kamara’s case, and it wasn’t to do with that. The fact is they’d be named and shamed if they didn’t. Twenty-three wrongful-conviction investigations, and not one of them on behalf of a female prisoner? Diabolical. Even if she says so herself.

‘But isn’t DNA indisputable?’ asks Avril.

Tom’s shaking his head. ‘Perhaps it used to be,’ he says. ‘But there’ve been a whole series of fuck-ups since the collection and storage of forensics has been managed by private companies.’

Avril is openly shocked by this. And Tess can’t help but wonder why she doesn’t know at least a little about this issue. Just what did Tom ask her during her interview process?

‘So how does a prisoner get you to take on their case?’ Avril asks Tom.

‘They write a letter.’

‘And how many letters do you get?’

‘About four thousand a year.’

At one o’clock they get ready to leave, all slightly jollier than they were when they arrived. Avril is clearly not a daytime drinker and gets tangled up in her scarf and handbag when trying to put on her coat. Tom has to step in to prevent serious injury from occurring. In fact, Avril is still fairly giddy as they exit on to the street, where the blast of cold air makes Tess’s eyes water; Avril tries to tag along with Tess and Clive, asking them what they’re doing for lunch, telling them she knows of a great authentic tapas bar not far from here, and again, Tom has to step in and gently shepherd Avril away in the opposite direction, allowing Tess and Clive to proceed unaccompanied.

Though it has never been formally discussed, Tom, along with the other members of Innocence UK, are aware that Tess and Clive have an understanding. An agreement, so to speak. No one has ever voiced disapproval or condemned what goes down after each meeting – they’re all too professional for that. And they seem to understand that sometimes, a lot of the time perhaps, people have complicated personal lives. Lives that don’t always make sense. Lives that might be viewed by others as chaotic. Improper. Amiss.

Clive is married to another woman. Rebecca is her name. But no one at Innocence UK speaks about Rebecca. Not to Tess anyway.




Now

Clive pulls Tess into the hotel room before turning around and pressing her up against the wall. As he kisses her neck, and then her mouth, Tess is aware of the soft thud the door makes as it closes itself, of the maid’s trolley clattering along the hallway outside.

She tries to ease him away from her body so that she can get to his belt, but Clive steps away. ‘Let me,’ he says, and within the blink of an eye he’s stripped himself fully naked, his clothes lying in a pool around his feet.

Tess laughs. She’s still got her coat on.

Clive looks good without his clothes, as she had always known he would. There’s something about the way a man carries himself, a confidence, she supposes, that meant Tess was not surprised by what she found under there.

Clive slides his hands beneath her skirt and hikes it up above her waist. She feels his fingers inside the elastic of her tights, working them down. Then he’s on one knee, struggling with the zip of her boots, and she catches sight of herself in the bathroom mirror opposite. She’ll have to move from here, she decides. She can’t watch them fucking. It’s off-putting. Too ridiculous to observe.

Quickly, she unbuttons her shirt, takes off her bra and steps out of her knickers, while Clive pulls the covers from the bed in a frenzied fashion, making her laugh again.

If Clive hadn’t made his intentions clear to her, back when he did, she might have made the first move herself – eventually. She’d thought he’d know his way around a woman’s body better than most, and it turned out he did. Clive clambers on the bed and holds out his hand. She takes it and lies down next to him. They’re face to face. Eyes open. Breathing each other’s breath. He wriggles towards her even more, so that the entire length of his body is now pressed upon hers, skin on skin, and he runs his hand over her hip, her belly, her waist. Tess closes her eyes and exhales.

They’ve been doing this every few weeks for the past eighteen months and the sex is always good. But it’s not what Tess would call an affair. They don’t have a second life together or anything like that, whereby they go to the cinema or take off for the beach when the weather is good. They don’t write each other letters or texts filled with longing. They don’t make plans for their future. Tess is not exactly sure what it is that they do have but, simply put, she likes Clive. She likes having sex with Clive. And she enjoys having him in her life. He’s a good fit. He fills up a small but essential part of her and she is content with what they do here together.

Clive, however, does not always see things this way. And afterwards, as he lies prone across the foot of the bed, watching Tess as she steps into her tights, as she rebuttons her shirt, he says, ‘Don’t go.’

‘I have to.’

‘No, you don’t.’

‘I need to, and besides, you’ll not make the school run if you don’t get a move on.’ Since his back injury and subsequent police pension, Clive acts as chief caregiver to two children under the age of six. Clive tells her that Rebecca is picking the kids up today. ‘How’d you manage that?’ she asks, averting her eyes. She always feels a stab of guilt whenever Clive mentions Rebecca.

‘I told her the case meeting was at two and I expected it to run on.’

‘She didn’t mind?’

‘Course she minds. She always minds. But I told her those poor bastards in jail really need my expertise, and that giving back to society provides much-needed nourishment for my soul.’

Tess smiles. Clive’s Yorkshire accent is as broad as they come.

Tess checks her reflection in the mirror. Her hair is in a state, so she takes a comb from her handbag and pulls it through the ends. When she’s done, there’s no great improvement, but Tess has never had what the advertisers like to call soft, manageable hair. She steps into her boots and it’s when she is straightening up that she notices Clive’s expression has changed for the worse and she knows what’s about to come next. Her heart sinks a little.

‘Why won’t you let me leave her?’ he asks.

‘You don’t want to leave her.’

‘I do. Every day, I do.’

‘Well, if you really want to leave, leave.’

‘Just don’t include you in my plans, eh?’ he says sadly and Tess shrugs helplessly.

Picking up Clive’s underwear from the floor, she throws it softly towards him on the bed. He ignores it.

‘I don’t want it to be like this every time,’ he tells her. ‘I want you in my own bed. I want you in my own house. Our house.’

‘What?’ She laughs gently. ‘So I can be a mother to those kids of yours?’

‘You’d be a great mother.’

Tess drops her gaze. ‘I’d be a shitty mother.’

Clive now has the expression of a whipped pup and Tess thinks, as she has done before on occasion, that she might be doing more harm than good in allowing things to continue as they are. She walks over and sits down beside him, kissing the top of his head. ‘You OK?’

He nods. ‘I just miss you, that’s all. When I’m not with you, I want to be with you. I want to be with you all the time. I want more. I want more than this.’

‘I know.’

‘And?’

‘And – what?’

‘And – can you see things ever changing
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