Sorrel Thomas paced to the window, her fingers tracing the raised scars on her arms and wrists.
What was taking them so long? Distant woodland hung in a haze beyond the narrow confines
of her view, a promise of freedom that had taunted her for two long years.

She twisted away, crossed the room, and pounded the door with her fists. ‘Let me out!” The
thud of boots in the corridor beyond the door grew louder with each thump of her heart and
faded again into distance. Why did they never listen?

As ever, the window called her back — to the west, far beyond her view, lay the moors of
home, and the sea, and freedom. Wind in her hair, wet sand oozing between her toes, and salt
on her lips.

What was keeping them?

She checked her belongings for the tenth time, adjusting already neat piles into neater rows
on the plain green bedspread. A jacket, virtually unworn, lay beside two pairs of jeans, worn
through at the knees, a small heap of over-washed tee-shirts, three jumpers, and several items
of tired underwear.

The next row held a hairbrush, toiletries Helen had brought on her last visit, a red lipstick
Ffion had lent her, house keys, fourteen pounds thirty-two in loose change, and a book. They
weren’t much to show for thirty years of living.

The hands on the watch glittering on her left wrist crept through the minutes. Gareth had
given it her on their first wedding anniversary, and it had been returned to her only that
morning. Ten fifty-five. Five minutes to freedom.

She grabbed the hairbrush and stood in front of the patch of mirror tiles to tidy non-existent
tangles. Fatigue shadowed brown eyes, dark against unnaturally pale skin. Black hair
accentuated the ghoul-like quality of her thin face, and the lurid lipstick... She threw the
hairbrush on the bed and wiped the garish red slash away with a tissue.

She hadn’t slept well — thin curtains failed to shut out the full moon, and the wing had been
predictably noisy for most of the night — they were all daughters of the moon, wired to its
cycle.

Would Gareth come?

She pressed her hands against the door, filling her lungs and beginning the routine workout
that calmed her. Keith would be watching her, and she wouldn’t give the bastard the
satisfaction...

‘Five minutes, four minutes, three minutes, two minutes, one minute, out.” The ever-
shortening, reassuring mantra failed to work, and the walls closed in on her. This shade of
green would haunt her dreams. The ever-present smell of sweat and disinfectant made her gag
with claustrophobic fear. Suppose they’d changed their minds?

‘Four minutes, three minutes, two minutes, one minute, out.” She took another deep breath.
Bluebells would be in flower on the clifftops near her home, and beyond the locked door was
Bristol, her home for the foreseeable future, and life without the constant ravings of her fellow
inmates. If she hadn’t been mad when she’d arrived in this hellhole, she was now. She pushed
the lever tap, threw cold water over her face, and grabbed a towel, drying herself on the
Riddington part of Riddington Hall Secure... The word Unit had long-since frayed and
become unreadable. ‘Two, minutes, one minute —’



The lock clicked, and the heavy door swung inwards. A uniformed orderly, blonde hair
neatly pinned, checked the rows of meagre belongings and handed her two heavy-duty carrier
bags. ‘Put your things in these.’

She packed her bags and picked up the book she’d been reading; a fantasy, her only escape,
until now.

“The book is hospital property.’

‘What? Oh yes, of course.” She put it on the table at the side of the bed for the next
occupant’s mental escape. ‘Can I say goodbye to Ffion?’

‘Mr Hubbard is ready for you now. You can see Meredith before you leave.’

She followed the woman without a backward glance at Room 49, Laurel Wing. Their
footsteps echoed down the corridor, jarringly out of time with each other. She’d got to notice
these things, like she knew who had claims on every chair in the common lounge, what was
for lunch on Mondays, and the positions of all the CCTV cameras. They stopped outside a
door bearing the plaque Keith Hubbard. The woman knocked.

‘Come.’

The sight of the broad, fair-haired man made her skin crawl. He smiled like a hungry
crocodile. ‘Mrs Thomas. This is your big day. How are you feeling?’

How the hell did he think she was feeling? ‘I can’t wait.” She suppressed the urge to make
a dash for the main gate.

“You’re bound to feel nervous. Is your husband coming to meet you?’

‘I doubt it.” She studied the carpet — it made a change from shiny wood-effect linoleum,
worn along the joins, with a line of dirt where the mop missed the corners. Would Gareth
come?

“You understand the terms of your release?’

‘I’'m out on licence. I have to see my supervising psychiatrist and my probation officer, do
what they tell me, stay in Bristol, and take my medication.” She’d been calmer since she’d
been in the unit. Helen, her family GP, had done her best to stabilise her mood swings, but the
pills the Riddington doctor prescribed suited her better, even if they did leave her anxious and
with little appetite.

‘Good.” He pushed a small box towards her. ‘This is the remainder of this month’s supply
of Fluoxetine. You’ve been registered with a GP close by, and she will prescribe more.” He
tapped a pencil on a sheet of paper on his desk. ‘This is a list of contact names and phone
numbers you’ll need.’

As 1f the bastard cared.

Hard eyes glinted over the crocodile smile. ‘A place has been found for you in approved
premises in the city. — what they used to call a bail hostel.” He jabbed the pencil on the paper.
“This is the address, and there’s money in that envelope to tide you over until your first benefit
comes through or you start work. If you have any difficulties, your probation officer will help.’
He pointed to a name on the list. ‘Miss Sonia Smith. Your first appointment with her is at
four-fifteen this afternoon at Decourcy House in Upper York Street. It’s not far from the



hostel. Don’t be late.” He stood up and held out his hand. ‘Good luck, Mrs Thomas.’

She ignored his hand — the drugs she took didn’t leave her immune to anger, or terror that
she might be guilty of the crime of which she’d been convicted. ‘I’m innocent.’

The polite fagade faded. ‘The court found you guilty, Thomas. Too many women get away
with murder.’

Gareth had told the police she’d had a pair of scissors in her hand when he’d found her,
and she’d flown at him and slashed his chest. Why couldn’t she see beyond the blood on the
sharp points of the scissors?

‘Mitigating circumstances?’ Hubbard leaned forward and hissed at her across the desk.
‘Premenstrual Syndrome? Huh, more like Permissible Manslaughter. Don’t think we won’t
be watching you. One slip, and you’ll be recalled, and if it was my decision you’d be here for
life — a whole life order — all you bloody women would. You don’t deserve your freedom.’

Freedom? She’d never rest while her mind blanked out the truth. She couldn’t trust her
body with her mind or her mind with her body. How could any man understand what severe
pre-menstrual dysphoric disorder was like? And she knew why Hubbard wanted her here. She
forced down her rage and stepped away from the desk before her fingernails left tracks of
revenge down his cheeks. ‘I’d like to say goodbye to Ffion, now.’

The orderly took the papers Hubbard handed over, opened the door, and walked with her
to the communal lounge. ‘Five minutes, Thomas.’

Ffion sat alone by a barred window, her copper-coloured hair dark against the sunlight.
‘Sorrel... you’re off then?’

She took the lipstick from her pocket. ‘I came to return this.’

‘Keep it. I shall be out of here in a week. Maybe we’ll be in the same hostel?” She passed
her a piece of paper. ‘My mobile number for when I'm out, if they return it to me.’

‘I’ll keep it somewhere safe.” Her phone was with her wallet and handbag — with Gareth.
‘Call me, yeah? We can look out for each other.’

Ffion would cope without her, but a week seemed forever on Laurel Wing with Hubbard
free to abuse whom he pleased. ‘Yes, of course...” If she could find a phone box. ‘...and
thanks for being a friend.’

‘I know how bad it can be, moonchild, what hormones can make you do. I shouldn’t be
here, either. The system sucks, Sorrel.’

They’d had this conversation a hundred times, but still Ffion needed her answer. She gave
it mechanically. ‘It’s no defence in law, Ffion, you know that, only mitigation.’

‘Temporary insanity was what my brief said. Me, insane? I’ll do it again if Wayne Kendrick
touches me, and this time, I’ll make sure he stays down. If it hadn’t been for his mates saying
I was like the Evil Dead two weeks out of four, my brief would have pleaded self-defence,
and I wouldn’t be in here.’

Keith Hubbard would have told her she was lucky they lived in the twenty-first century;
Ruth Ellis, found guilty of killing her abusive pimp, had been hanged.

‘Wayne almost died. You’re surely not planning on going back to him? You are insane if



you think he’ll treat you any better.’

‘And your Gareth’s so perfect, is he? He hasn’t been near, and you’ve been married how
long?’

‘Seven years.” The institute’s green paint faded to be replaced by the white walls of a
hospital ward and Gareth’s smile. ‘“We met in hospital. I’d had my appendix out, and he was
on the same surgical ward with his leg in plaster.’

‘Very romantic, not. What had he done?’

‘He was in the police force, working undercover. He got the wrong side of some villains
and took a gunshot to the knee. It still gives him pain.’

‘So, what made you fall for a cripple?’

She smiled at Ffion’s throwaway lack of empathy. Straight talking, like Helen. ‘The usual.
Tall, dark, and good-looking — full of fun. We spent three days together.” Her fingers mentally
caressed the soft, black hair that curled on the back of his neck. The smell of him mingled
with his aftershave and made her hunger for him. ‘The injury finished his career.” She breathed
deeply, but the scent of him had gone.

The orderly returned. ‘Time to go, Thomas.’

She hugged Ffion. ‘Keep safe and keep your head down. I’ll see you soon.’

‘I’ll miss you, Sorrel.’

‘Hang on in there. Don’t lose it now.’

A woman in a blue dress spat at her as she walked towards the door. ‘Child-killer.’
‘I’'m innocent, Tracy.” She had to believe it.

Spittle flew again, landing on her cheek. ‘Filthy child-killer.’

Ffion grabbed Tracy’s arm. ‘Leave her be.’

A male warder stepped forward. ‘That’s enough, Rawlings. Meredith, hands off Rawlings,
please.’

‘Leave it, Ffion.” She steered her friend away. ‘You do want to get out of here? You have
had your meds?’

‘Yes, of course. When do they ever forget to hand out the sweeties and make sure you
swallow them? I will see you soon? Promise, you’ll ring?’

‘Promise.’

The orderly marched her towards security staff tucked away in a booth behind protective
glass. A young girl with auburn hair and frightened eyes was guided past her, a newcomer
thrust into hell. They exchanged a brief glance; how well she understood her terror.

The orderly pushed papers under the screen. ‘Sorrel Thomas’s release papers.’

A door slid closed behind them, trapping her. The bull-necked red-faced security man
leafed through the papers. He tapped his computer keyboard, stared at the screen, then at her,
and back at the screen. Had prison changed her so much?

‘Date of birth?’



‘I was thirty last Wednesday. Work it out.’
‘Place of birth?

‘Newport.’

‘Gwent?’

Was he trying to catch her out? She took a calming breath. One wrong step, and Hubbard
would find a way to keep her. ‘Pembrokeshire.’

‘Mother’s maiden name?’

Her brain slipped out of gear and jammed. ‘Lee.’
“That’s not what it says here.’

‘No, that’s Dad.” Freedom was so close. ‘Summers.’

Bull-neck frowned at the screen and rifled through the papers as her heart hammered in her
chest. ‘Driving licence?’

He was joking, surely? ‘Not with me.” Her fingers traced the familiar route of her scars.
Hubbard had left instructions to keep her here — child-killer, guilty as charged.

Bull-neck reached beneath his desk. The bolts on the huge metal door slid back with a well-
oiled rumble, and the door swung open. She stepped through, time slowing as she crossed the
open space. A blast of traffic fumes hit her as the security door slammed shut behind her, and
the main gate slid aside. The pavement was empty of familiar faces. Gareth hadn’t come.



