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Fleur Blüm

To all the kick-ass women who have been through some stuff—we are more than the sum of our wounds. 
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Chapter 1
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Freya hated birthdays. She woke on Thursday, the first of February, a morning that dawned bright and warm, hopeful she would make it through her twenty-eighth birthday without anyone remembering. Not because she feared growing old, or disliked presents, but because being sung to over a birthday cake filled her with dread. 

She was confident no-one at work knew. Her Facebook profile was set to not remind people. Looking at the off-white paint of her bedroom ceiling, she smiled a half-smile.

She’d lived in Melbourne all her life and had her job a little over three years. The other staff were pleasant enough, her work as a financial planner was varied and challenging but not so difficult as to stress her out. Freya 

had pretty much got her life to a place where she was happy. 

The clock showed two minutes to seven. It gave her a sense of quiet satisfaction to know her body clock was so 

well attuned to her routine that she woke before her alarm. She waited the two minutes until her alarm sounded before switching it off. She flung off the sheet, stood up and stretched her arms up over her head before drawing back the long red velvet curtains. 

Freya had few possessions, but some things were important; like good block-out blinds; having them in deep, blood red velvet delivered a naughty thrill whenever she thought of how much she’d paid for them. 

Train to work, drop handbag at desk, put lunch in fridge, make coffee; delightfully normal. She breathed a sigh of relief when there had been nothing on her desk, no card or streamers, to evidence someone had remembered her birthday.

Freya liked to arrive a little early. Not so early the company would be making money from her, she wasn’t that keen on the job, but early enough if there were any delays she would still be there on time without getting stressed. She disliked high stress situations and, although she wouldn’t admit it to anyone, thought of herself as nice and boring. 

The morning passed quickly and without incident. She ate her salad sandwich in the lunchroom with a few other people from her floor, as always at quarter to one, and then went for a stroll around the block. Her office was on the tenth floor of a tower block in the CBD. Sometimes if Freya felt particularly energetic, she would take the stairs instead of the lift, but today was her birthday, it was not for worrying about calories and counting steps. 

Sitting in her air-conditioned office Freya had forgotten how hot the Australian summer sun was. Lifting her hand to shade her eyes she blinked several times trying to adjust to the harsh light. 

Phone, check, wallet, check, but no sun-glasses. Stepping into the stream of pedestrian traffic she ambled down the hill toward Southern Cross train station. 

‘Freya!’ 

She turned, and people behind her frowned and muttered as she stopped. Eva, her best friend was walking towards her. Shortish, prettyish, slim, brunette; Eva was wholly unremarkable. To counterbalance this, she dressed in loud colours. Freya would never have the confidence to wear colours or patterns like Eva did. Her pants were fluorescent yellow and were teamed with an aqua and orange paisley patterned shirt, her shoes were red, pointy-toed stilettos. 

‘I was dropping in to surprise you!’ Eva said, her hair swayed behind her where it was pulled into a severe ponytail. 

‘What for?’ 

‘Your birthday, dummy.’

‘Ah.’ Freya had known it was coming; even after seven years of friendship, seven birthdays where she had made it very clear she didn’t want to celebrate, her friend insisted on reminding her.

‘I know you don’t like people to make a fuss, so I came to shout you a cupcake. Out of the office, so no one would know.’ Eva winked.

‘Sorry, I’ve been on edge today. I don’t want the office to sing to me.’

‘I know darling, you told me. I don’t understand why you hate it so much, but I guess that’s why we’re besties.’

‘Pardon?’

‘We respect our differences without really understanding them.’

Freya laughed. ‘I guess that’s true. This outfit is—it’s very you.’

‘I know. My dad bought me the shirt, and I felt I needed some extreme pants to draw focus away from it.’ Eva’s father was Indian, her mother, Australian, and her smooth, honey-coloured skin made every colour look vibrant.

Foot traffic had started to flow around them. ‘Bakery then?’ Freya said.

Eva slipped her hand into the crook of Freya’s elbow. At six feet, she stood taller than most women, and a lot of men. She never wore heels; they weren’t her style. Instead masculine -style tailored slacks in black or grey and a nice shirt, suited her slim figure. 

Beside her Eva was chattering about something her sister had done. Eva was one of nine children, six girls. Even now Freya struggled to keep track of which sister was which.

The bakery was a single-fronted shop in a Victorian style building. It had opened six months ago and always had a queue. The owners were a French couple, both men, who overplayed their accents. Their speciality was a cronut—a croissant and doughnut hybrid. 

Freya looked at the neat lines of cronuts in the window and her gaze stopped on one iced in baby blue with silver sprinkles. 

‘Nordic Winter,’ she said, reading the sign. 

Eva stopped her monologue and looked at her. ‘You want that one?’

‘Blueberry icing with a subtle elderflower cream.’

‘Elderflower? Sounds awful, but you like that sort of thing.’ 

‘I do.’ 

Why they would have one called Nordic Winter in February was beyond Freya’s comprehension. With only one left, she hoped it wouldn’t be gone by the time they got to the head of the line. 

Eva insisted on paying, and given this was her one birthday gesture, Freya didn’t try to stop her. 

‘Sit with me and eat your gross cronut,’ Eva said once they were outside the tiny bakery. She pointed to a large tree in the footpath surrounded by a hard green metal bench.

Freya looked at her watch, she’d been away from her desk longer than the allotted half hour break, but it was her birthday after all. 

They sat side by side, there wasn’t much room, but the lunch time rush had died down a little. Freya pulled her cronut out of the pink box and looked at it. From experience, the difficulty was eating them without making a spectacle of yourself. They were an inch and a half thick, made from flaky croissant pastry, covered in crystallised sugar, icing and sprinkles and filled with custard or jam. 

‘Cheers,’ Freya said. She bumped her cronut against Eva’s, a bright pink monstrosity called Candy Crush. 

She took a bite and sweet, floral goodness hit her tongue. As she chewed, she started to feel light-headed. She took another bite; this one had a lot more custard cream in it and the elderflower flavour was overpowering. Her mouth wasn’t responding properly. Time slowed down. She looked down on herself from above. 

Freya’s hand holding the cronut fell onto her lap excruciatingly slowly. Custard and baby blue icing smeared onto her grey slacks. 

They’re dry-clean only. Her mind hovered above her body. Eva turned, in slow motion, her mouth moved but she couldn’t hear anything. Her body below slumped back against the tree, her eyes glazed and staring straight up. 

With the silence came a sense of calm. Overhead, a raven flew, its cry tearing through the thick silence. The raven folded its wings into its body and dived towards Freya’s limp form. 

What are you doing? 

The raven’s sharp beak shone in the unforgiving midday sun, then the bird pecked out her right eye. Freya’s floating self was fascinated but not concerned.

It squawked again and looked at Freya’s mind-self. Everything around her faded from view and instead of the sunny street, a rolling thunderhead of clouds appeared coming towards her. Purple-black and portentous, lightning flickered in silence. 

She blinked, as though waking from a dream, and she was back in her body. There was a thick warm stream running down her cheek.

‘Freya.’ Eva was screaming. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck. Are you okay?’

She put her hand up to her eye and realised the out of body experience had not been a dream. Her hand was covered in dark red blood. 

‘I don’t feel well,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry, I’m calling an ambulance.’ Eva pulled out her phone and started talking urgently into it. 

The sense of calm and silence lingered a little, as though Eva was very far away. The blood on her face was bad but didn’t feel scary. This was supposed to happen.
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Chapter 2
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Freya was very groggy when she woke. Her eyes seemed to be glued shut, she struggled to open them. A warm hand landed on her forearm.

‘We’ve bandaged your eyes. Sorry about that,’ said a gravelly male voice next to her. ‘It’s good to see you’ve come around. I’m Greg, I’m a nurse.’ 

Freya raised her hands to her head and ran her fingers over the bandage wound around her whole head. ‘What’s going on?’

‘You’re in the Royal Melbourne Hospital.’

The rolling thunderhead flashed through her mind’s eye, then she remembered the raven. 

‘Your friend called the ambulance. She was very worried about you, you didn’t respond to her or the ambulance officers. We had to take you to surgery.’ Greg hesitated. ‘We weren’t able to save your right eye, I’m sorry.’

‘The raven was real?’ Freya asked. It was eerie speaking to a man she’d never seen. She had an image of what a hospital looked like in her mind, but not being able to see it for herself made her anxious. She tried to pull up the bandage on her left eye. 

A warm hand stopped her. ‘Let me, I think we can probably rearrange your dressing so you can see a bit.’

Freya let her hands drop into her lap as he rearranged her bandages. 

‘Your eye will take a while to adjust to the light, so take it gently.’

Freya saw the light through her eyelid first and blinked her left eye open trying to take in what was around her; a thin hospital bed, a baby blue cotton blanket, grey curtains drawn around her bed. Greg was tall, thin, and bearded. He wore a dark green scrubs and a lanyard with a thousand things dangling off it around his neck. Above the curtain was dark, perhaps it was night. Even though it was not very bright, she had to close her eye almost immediately. 

‘Give it a couple of minutes,’ Greg said.

‘What time is it?’ 

‘It’s about five a.m. They had you in surgery for a while and we kept you sedated afterwards so the wound had some time to settle afterwards.’

‘I don’t feel so good.’ Freya was suddenly aware of a dizziness and urge to vomit.

‘That’s the anaesthetic. It’s not kind on the tummy. I have a bag here if you need it.’

She opened her eye a crack, a white plastic bag with a white plastic rim sat on the table in front of her. She closed her eye and lay back. 

‘Try to rest. We’ll make sure you’re looked after. You’ll need to stay a few days for observation, to make sure the wound heals properly, and you don’t develop an infection. Once it’s all healed, in a couple of months, you can think about prosthetics.’

‘Thank you.’ 

Greg pulled the curtain open and back into place, then his footsteps receded. She must be dreaming. It was very realistic though. Usually dreams had weird broken logic that give them away.

I suppose the raven thing would count. But it still didn’t feel like a dream. After several minutes of pretending it was a dream Freya opened her eye again. The hospital was still there, she was lying on several crinkly pillows, she heard the steady beep of machines, footsteps down the hallway, someone snoring. The urge to vomit had passed, but she felt dizzy if she moved her head too fast. 

The scene from yesterday kept playing over and over in her mind’s eye, interspersed with the blackening thunderhead. Even when she had her eye open the images in her mind were there in front of her. 

With her eye closed the images were so vivid she wondered if she was hallucinating. Perhaps it was the medication, but it didn’t explain the out of body experience.

*
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‘FREYA? ARE YOU AWAKE?’ Eva said. 

Freya must have fallen asleep, as the curtain had been drawn back and the room was filled with light. 

‘How are you feeling?’

‘I don’t know.’ She was less dizzy than last night. ‘What happened?’

‘How much of it do you remember?’

‘All of it, I wanted to know what you remember.’

‘We were eating cronuts, I was banging on about something, can’t remember what, you had one bite of yours and spaced out and then a massive black bird attacked you. It all happened so fast; I was frozen for a minute. By the time I tried to shoo it away, it was too late.’

‘Too late?’

‘Your eye.’ 

‘Oh.’ She didn’t want to say it aloud.

‘Then I was freaking out and you were still in your daze, so I called the ambulance and rode with you here and then you went into surgery.’

‘Where did the bird come from?’ Freya wondered aloud.

‘I didn’t see it before it was... on you, and then it flew away, and I didn’t see where it went. It was so awful.’

Freya took her friend’s hand. ‘You couldn’t have done anything.’ As she said it, she knew it was true. 

‘On your birthday too.’

‘At least no-one tried to sing at me,’ Freya said. She smiled a little, hoping it would cheer her friend.

‘Oh, babe.’ Eva reached over and hugged her, the movement was sudden and her head spun and her eye socket throbbed.

‘Gentle.’

‘Sorry, sorry.’ Eva pulled away and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. She was wearing blue jean shorts, a grey long sleeved T-shirt and no makeup. She’d never looked so frazzled. 

‘Did you sleep?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

‘You look terrible.’ 

‘I know. I stayed in emergency till they brought you out of surgery then I went home, but I couldn’t sleep.’ 

‘I’m sorry you were worried. I’m fine, promise.’ 

‘I called your work and let them know you wouldn’t be in for a while.’

‘Thanks.’ Work seemed far away, so much had happened since she left the office yesterday. ‘Could you go to my office and get my handbag? I didn’t bring it with me.’ 

‘Of course, babe. Anything else you need?’

‘My keys are in my bag. Can you go to my place and get me some underwear and maybe some pyjamas, and undies or something?’

‘Sure. Do you want your laptop or a book or anything?’

Freya looked around; a TV hung on a long metal arm in her line of sight. ‘There are a couple of books on my bedside table, bring all of them.’

‘Having lots of books on the go at once, don’t you feel unfaithful?’

Freya laughed. ‘Only you could think a book would be jealous reading another book.’

It felt good to laugh. As her smile faded, Freya’s vision was obscured by an image of Eva lying on her bed at home, she was on top of the covers, fully dressed, staring at the ceiling. Her eyes had lost their sparkle. Time slowed down, Freya looked down on the tableau from above. Her friend wasn’t dead, but worse than dead—she was gone. 

As suddenly as the vision had come, it faded again, and she was looking at her friend in the flesh. 

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ Freya asked.

‘Yes, silly. I’m not the one in hospital.’ 

‘Of course.’

‘Now I know you’re okay, I’ll head off. I took the day off work, but I think I might go home for a nap after I’ve got your things.’

‘You look like you could do with the rest.’ Freya squeezed her friend’s hand. Her dark brown eyes were still sparkling, if a little less than usual. She hoped it was tiredness. 

When Eva left, she leaned back on her pillows and tried not to cry. The vision was horrible, and the only way she could cope was to remind herself it couldn’t be real. She flicked on the TV using the remote control attached to a nurse call button on her bed. 

Four channels had morning shows, and one had Greek news without subtitles, even the lifestyle channels were boring. She switched to ABC and watched as a small cartoon pig went on an adventure under the sea. 
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On her third day in the hospital, Greg came in with a doctor to visit Freya.

‘Well, we’re quite happy with how you’re coming along,’ the doctor said, smiling at her from beside her bed. 

‘Can I go home soon?’

‘Yes, we’ll release you later today. You will need to see an occupational therapist and make a few follow-up appointments with the surgical team and the O. T. We also have a few other services the O. T. might refer you on to, like counselling or social workers.’

‘What do I need an occupational therapist for? Or a counsellor?’ Freya was itching to leave the ward. Eva had dropped off a stack of books, some pyjamas and clean clothes. She picked at a ball of fluff on the blue cotton blanket.

‘You’ve had a traumatic injury, Freya,’ he said. She hated when people used her name, it sounded patronising. 

‘I’m aware.’

‘You may not be aware however losing an eye will affect quite a few functions, primarily depth perception, and you may need to make adjustments in the way you do things; walking, driving, parking will be especially difficult. They can show you how to make this sort of thing easier now you have monocular vision.’

Freya sighed. ‘Anything else?’ 

‘You’ll need to monitor the wound, I know you haven’t seen it yet, Greg will change your dressing now and show you how to change it yourself at home.’

A ball of dread formed in the pit of Freya’s stomach. Since she’d been in the hospital, she had avoided looking at herself in the mirror. She swallowed.

‘It’s not especially pretty right now, but not the worst I’ve seen. I’m confident it will heal up nicely.’ 

‘Gee, thanks.’ 

The doctor nodded and left her bedside, pulling the curtain around her for privacy.

‘Sorry, we don’t want you to have unrealistic expectations.’

‘I suppose that’s fair.’ Freya clenched her teeth. 

‘You may feel some discomfort as I take the dressing off,’ Greg said.

This was an understatement. As soon as the nurse started to unwind the bandage the flesh where her right eye had been started to throb. She sucked her breath in sharply through her teeth.

‘I’ll try to be gentle,’ he said. His gravelly voice should have been comforting but Freya couldn’t stop her mind filling with images of eye injuries from movies.

The last layer of dressing was a gauze pad taped to her cheek and forehead. Greg peeled off the pad and handed her a mirror.

It was not as bloody as expected. Her eye was puffy, purple, and swollen shut. Several large cuts ran across her eyelid and upper cheek. 

‘We’ve put tape on the cuts, the socket wasn’t too damaged, but you won’t be able to open the lid for a while with the swelling.’ 

‘What will be under there when I can open it?’ Freya wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

‘Nothing. You know what it looks like when you pull your eyelid down? Fleshy pink?’

‘Oh.’

‘It will be more recessed than the other eye, without the eyeball to give it volume. In time, we can fit you with a prosthetic. Until then you can wear a patch if it makes you feel more comfortable.’ 

Freya stared at herself. She raised her hand to her wound.

‘Best not to touch it,’ Greg said, gently pushing her hand back into her lap.

He showed her which dressings to use, and the ointment she should put onto the cuts. And then he put on fresh gauze and wound her head in a new bandage. 

‘The main thing is to make sure you don’t develop an infection in those cuts. Don’t pick at the tape or scabs, let them fall off naturally. Try not to scratch it and keep it clean and dry.’ 

‘Whatever you say.’ Freya wanted to hide. Despite her face not being as hideous as she had expected it was still frightening. She would have scars; her pale skin didn’t recover well at the best of times and the face was delicate. As she stared back at herself, her one remaining brown eye looked sad. 

What happens if I cry? Would her right eye still cry? Would it damage the dressing? She took a deep shaky breath and realised Greg was still talking to her.

‘Did I lose you?’ he asked.

‘Sorry.’ Her voice hitched.

‘It’s a lot to process. You’ve done very well, and in case you’re wondering, crying is unlikely to have a negative effect on the healing process but try to avoid it if you can.’

Freya let out a sob and tried to cover it with a cough. He’d known exactly what she was thinking. 

‘These sorts of injuries can be very emotional. You’re not the first to feel overwhelmed. Try not to be too hard on yourself.’ He put his hand on her shoulder, it was warm and the weight of it gave her strength. She sat up a little straighter, sniffed and calmed herself.

‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll leave you, Jacob will be by in a little while to talk about your rehab.’ Greg took his hand from her shoulder and her strength went with it. The curtains remained drawn around her bed and she was alone with her thoughts.

As hard as she tried, she couldn’t stop tears from coming. When she scrunched her face up the cuts stung and throbbed. She tried to cry calmly; the tears falling from her left eye onto the hospital pillow. 

After a while she decided she’d had enough of this self-pity. She sat up in the bed, adjusted it so she could reach the table with her computer. She would try to get back to her old life. 

She could return to work as soon as she felt up to it but had been advised to take it easy. She accessed her work emails and started to scroll through the fifty or so she’d received in the days since she’d last been in the office. 

Someone was not as tight-lipped as they should have been; many of the emails were commiserations and get well soon messages. She didn’t think Eva would have told anyone. It was much, much worse than having Happy Birthday sung to her. 

She closed her eyes and counted to ten, getting angry wouldn’t help anything in this situation. As she turned back to reading her mind’s eye filled with the image of the thunderhead again, but this time the rain had broken—the grey-black clouds streaked down to the horizon. 

Freya blinked and the vision disappeared. She shook her head. At least it wasn’t Eva on the bed again, not dead but also not alive. 

It must be the trauma. 

She made her way through her emails, moving the get well soon ones into a folder without reading them. What was done was done and feeling sorry for herself wouldn’t lead to anything helpful.

About an hour later, as she was reading through a financial industry newsletter, she heard the curtain slide open beside her bed. She was startled, the curtain had opened on her right side. 

I’ll have to get used to that. She tried to compose herself. 

‘Hello, didn’t mean to scare you,’ the man said.

‘You didn’t,’ Freya lied. He was tall, broad shouldered and muscular. His short-cropped hair and stubble-covered chin were salt and pepper, although he wasn’t much older than her. He gazed at her with hard ice-blue eyes and seemed to be taking her in.

‘So,’ he said finally. ‘You’ve been in the wars.’

‘Mmm,’ she said.

‘You probably hate that expression. It works well for children.’ 

Freya frowned. ‘I’d like to get home, so if we could keep the chat to a minimum.’

‘Of course. My name is Jacob, I’m an occupational therapist. I specialise in head injuries. I’m here to make sure you’re okay to go home.’

‘I’m fine.’ 

‘Sure. Do you live alone?’ he asked.

‘Yes, I have a bedsit apartment. Nothing fancy, I value my solitude.’

‘I hear you. Share housing can be trying.’ He smiled, lifting the severity from his demeanour, and she found herself smiling back. 

She looked away.

Don’t flirt with the OT, even if he is dishy. 

‘You’ll notice a few things are different. We’ll have to do a driving assessment before I can sign off on letting you back behind the wheel on your own. Most other things will be fine, although you’ll misjudge distances for a while.’

‘Great.’ Stuck with public transport or taxis.

‘Recovery is generally about nine months. You’ll be able to compensate for most things, but it will take time, try not to get frustrated with yourself.’

They talked a little more about the sort of therapy he would be doing, and they made appointments once a week for the next month.

‘I’ll let the nursing staff know you’re right to go home now. Remember to take it easy. Deal?’ He held out his hand to shake hers. 

‘Deal.’ When their hands touched, she smiled again. Her cheeks felt hot and she let go abruptly. He pulled the curtain closed behind him and Freya was able to calm herself without his hard, blue eyes watching her. 
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Freya took a taxi home after the nurses had finished the paperwork, late on a Monday afternoon. It was quiet in her tiny apartment after days of beeping, snoring, mumbling and squeaky nurse shoes. Her bedsit was small; one large, white-walled room with a tiny kitchenette along one wall, and a bathroom behind it. The queen-sized bed ran along the long wall next to the door, and she had a chest of drawers and an armchair. A large glass bi-fold door opened out onto a tiny balcony where she kept potted shrivelled, brittle herbs. It wasn’t much, but she had called it home for four years. 

Sometimes she heard the people next door pottering about, one of her upstairs neighbours wore stiletto shoes inside, so she could always tell when she was home. She pulled open the balcony door and let out the stuffy air accumulated while she’d been away. 

At least nothing seems to have gone off. She sat down heavily in the armchair and closed her eyes. It was disorientating navigating her familiar apartment with one eye; the room simultaneously smaller and bigger than it used to be. In the hospital, when she’d walked to the bathroom or up and down the ward out of boredom, she’d had to concentrate on the unfamiliar surroundings and avoid other people, but here, where she knew the width of the apartment by feel it was much harder.

Greg had suggested she take some more time off, but Freya had refused. The longer she was away, the more she’d feel like a cripple. She’d read all the books Eva had brought and had watched more reality TV than she had in years and was both bored and exhausted. 

She picked up her phone and stared at it. No notifications. A few people at work had checked in to see how she was after abruptly not returning from lunch but she hadn’t told them the whole story yet. Eva had been true to her word and hadn’t told a soul. Freya hadn’t even told her parents what had happened yet.

Freya answered the phone to her mother’s voice. 

‘Hello?’ 

‘Hi, Mum.’

‘I’ve just left work. Can I give you a ring back later?’ her mother said. Freya could hear her car in the background, she must have been using the hands-free.

‘Um, sure, I need to tell you something, but it’s better if you’re not driving.’

‘Are you alright love? You sound funny.’

‘Yeah. Give me a ring when you get home.’

‘Alright then. Bye.’ The line went dead. 

Freya wasn’t ready to tell anyone else the story and didn’t want to sit in silence until her mother called back, so called Eva. 

‘Hey, babe. You home?’ Eva said.

Freya had texted to say she was being discharged. ‘Yep.’

‘You alright?’

‘Uh.’

‘Of course not, silly question. What are you doing?’

‘Nothing. Sitting.’

‘You can’t just sit. Have you got any food? Have you called your parents?’

‘No and yes, but Mum was driving.’

‘Right. I’m coming over now, I’ll bring you dinner. I can’t stay long, but it might keep your mind off things till your mum calls back.’

Freya stayed on the phone to Eva as she made her way to the apartment. Her friend brought burgers, chips and milkshakes with her from the place up the road. Not what Freya would have chosen, but it was what Eva wanted. 

Freya was quiet while they ate, Eva talked about her family, her friends, work. It was hard not to think about her lying deathlike, on the bed. She shivered as she tried to push it away.

‘Someone walk across your grave?’ Eva asked.

‘Something like that.’

‘Are you sure you’re alright? You look pale.’

Freya adjusted her position on the bed, Eva had taken the armchair. The remains of their meal sat in a pile on the floor, the apartment wasn’t designed for company. ‘I’ve been having, like, hallucinations. Maybe waking dreams. It’s nothing really, I’m sure it’s some side effect from the accident.’

‘Did you tell the doctors?’

‘I don’t want to bother them.’

Eva frowned. ‘It’s not bothering them. It’s their job. What if you have some weird brain trauma they didn’t notice, and you drop dead in two months?’

‘I won’t.’

‘You’re not a doctor. You should tell someone.’

‘Alright. I’ll tell them.’ When I next see them, if they haven’t gone away.

‘And not in three weeks when you have the surgical consult. I want you to call them tomorrow.’

Freya sighed. ‘Okay.’ 

Despite her penchant for gossip and bright colours, Eva was often incredibly insightful. It could be irritating, but Freya knew it was out of concern.

Before Eva could press any further, Freya’s phone rang. She looked at the screen it was her mother.

‘I’ll go. Love you, babe.’ Eva picked up her handbag and kissed her friend’s cheek before letting herself out of the apartment. Freya took a deep breath and answered the phone. 
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AFTER AN HOUR ON THE phone to her mother Freya was totally drained. She had been much more upset than Freya had expected. Her mother, Astrid, could be quite self-involved, and dismissive but had been uncharacteristically concerned and wanted to know details about the injury and the recovery. When her mother had finally hung up to answer another call Freya was close to weeping. 

As soon as she put down the phone she lay down, fully clothed, on top of the bedclothes and fell asleep. She dreamed of the thunderhead, the mass of clouds rolling towards her. Beneath the clouds the streaking rain blotted out most of the landscape, but it looked like the ocean. Lightning lit up the clouds and zipped down to the ground; she waited for the thunder, but it never came. Her dream, like her hallucinations, was totally, oppressively silent. The dream morphed into a cityscape, standing at the top of Bourke Street, on the steps of Parliament House. She saw several people walking in a daze, one of them sat down on a bench and seemed to give up. His mouth hung open, his eyes glazed. He was gone as Eva had been. 

Freya opened her eyes and was startled by the boom of rolling thunder coming in through the open balcony door. She closed the window and shivered; Melbourne’s notoriously changeable weather had gone from muggy heat to chilly thunderstorm in a matter of hours. The clock showed a little after midnight.

Her dream left her shaken, she wouldn’t fall asleep again easily so pulled out her laptop and trawled through her social media pages. Most of her friends were complaining about the weather and sunburn. Despite her aversion to birthdays, Freya was resentful no one had sent her a message or checked in. She felt forgotten and unimportant. Her circle of friends was small, she had always valued her time alone, but for the first time in years she felt lonely. She clicked away from Facebook and opened Netflix. She would distract herself with a children’s film, something with low stakes, preferably animated. Her sleep cycle had been disrupted while she’d been in hospital; the noise and nurses checking on her had disturbed her every couple of hours. She would need to get it back on track if she was going to make it through a workday. 

*
[image: ]


FREYA TOOK TUESDAY off, and Eva texted her to ask if she’d told the doctors about her hallucinations, but she put her off by saying she’d left a message. She had no intention of telling the doctors about the hallucinations. Apart from the fact they were terrifying, they seemed to be the same set of images over and over—Eva on the bed, the oncoming storm, and people glazing over and stopping. Each time she saw them there were small details changed, different faces, but their meaning didn’t become any clearer. 

Against her preference, Freya took the rest of the week off. Her energy was low, and the medication made her sleepy.

She woke up the following Monday with a splitting headache. The hospital had given her two weeks supply of opioids to manage her pain and she forgotten to take any the night before. She swallowed her tablets and tried to get herself ready for work. She changed her dressing, now only a gauze pad taped to her face.

When she looked at the wound under her bandage the puffiness was less but the bruises which had been purple were turning various shades of yellow and brown. The bruising had also started to migrate down her face onto her cheeks. She dabbed at it with foundation and concealer; the pain killers had kicked in by then and it was only moderately painful to the touch. 

Once she had finished applying her makeup as best she could, Freya took a step back and looked herself over. She looked like death warmed-up, but she didn’t want another day alone in her apartment. She needed structure, something to remind her she was still a highly competent financial planner, and not a cripple. 

At least I won’t be able to see all the faces people make at me on the right-hand side. 

The walk to the train station looked different; she noticed small details she’d never seen before, a rosebush with its flowers brown and wilted from the heat, a little white dog barking at her from behind a white metal mesh fence, a small clump of grass growing up between the asphalt and the wooden power pole. 

When she stepped into the train a smell of old sweat, floral perfume and banana washed over her. Her stomach clenched and her head throbbed as she shuffled in beside a group of high school kids. She wouldn’t have been able to explain it, but the world was more intense than it had been. Harder to block it out and retreat into her mind, and not only because if she did, she was liable to be bombarded with hallucinations. 

‘Freya, we didn’t expect you back so soon,’ her boss, Talia, said. 

‘I got the okay from the doctor. No use sitting around feeling sorry for myself,’ she replied. Technically, they had told her she shouldn’t come back for another week, and if she was really needed, she could do half days. In her book that meant she was fine. 

‘Great. And if you need to go home early, say the word, but since you’re here—’ Talia listed a number of things to be done urgently. One of the things Freya liked about working for Talia was she always had a million things on the go at once. She would never run out of stuff to do but was quite highly strung and drank far too much coffee. 

As Talia turned to leave, she patted Freya on the forearm. The touch sent a shiver down her spine and left her arm feeling cold. At least it wasn’t a new hallucination. Then it hit her; faces flashing before her, all with their mouths hanging open and eyes wide and glazed. 

Freya forced herself to get back to the tasks Talia had assigned and pushed the faces out of her mind.
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AVOIDING THINKING ABOUT what had happened worked as she didn’t allow any space for thoughts other than her job. She worked two days solidly before her first appointment with Jacob for her rehabilitation. People in her office stared openly at the gauze pad over her eye for the first couple of hours, then some attempted to hide their looks. She would catch them as they hurried to look away. Some walked past her desk slowly, but at least they weren’t asking her about it. 

Perhaps the office grapevine had worded them up not to bother her. Talia had not asked, except for her initial query. Freya felt strangely liberated by the fact they were all studiously ignoring her obvious injury, but another part of her felt unseen in her suffering, as though it wasn’t really happening. 

But it was happening. Her dreams were now filled with silent screaming faces. The thunderhead appeared in her dreams and when she closed her eyes or when she let her concentration slip. 

As she walked up the long, white hospital corridor towards the rehab offices for her first rehabilitation appointment, she wondered whether she should mention the visions. It seemed like something she should keep to herself. 

It’s like hearing voices, there’s almost no explanation where this doesn’t mean I’ve lost my mind. 

‘Hi, Freya, good to see you.’ Jacob was seated on a stool in the consultation room. Much like a physiotherapist’s office there was a long, slim table in the centre of the room, with foot pedals to lift if up and down, anatomical diagrams on the walls; skeletal system, muscular system, one she assumed was blood vessels and one which looked like the nervous system. In the corner was a sink and an array of bottled liquids and ointments and a thin white laminate desk running along part of the wall where he was sitting.

‘Have a seat,’ he said, indicating the only other chair in the room. ‘It’s good to see you’re up and about, looks like you’re already adjusting well.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘When are you thinking of heading back to work?’ he asked.

‘Uhh—’ 

‘You’re already working, aren’t you?’

‘The doctor said it was up to me when I went back to work.’

He sighed, it was only a short, soft sound, almost as though he hadn’t done it. ‘I understand you’re eager to get back to normal, but your normal is different to before.’

‘I know.’ Freya shuffled in her chair and smoothed the fabric of her grey linen slacks. She had done everything she could to prove to herself nothing had changed. 

‘We’re going to do a few diagnostics today. I have a bunch of tasks designed to push your limits, what I want to assess is the point at which you fail. From there we can develop strategies to get you back to a place where you can function in the world as close as possible to your previous level.’

‘I see.’ A cold prickle of dread formed in her stomach. Failure was something she avoided at all costs. Throughout school and university, she had pushed herself to do her best academically, even at the expense of her social life. 

‘You’re not a failure because you fail these tasks. We will keep going up to the point where you struggle, to accurately assess your strengths and weaknesses.’

‘I understand.’ The air conditioning in the room was up too high, goose bumps formed on her forearms. She swallowed and found her mouth had become dry. 

‘It’s also fine to cry. I’ve been doing this a long time and I have never thought less of someone because they’ve cried. You’ve been through a significant trauma. It will be hard.’ He put his hand on her shoulder and she pushed down an urge start to sobbing right then. A hot, shame-filled tear rolled down her cheek. 

‘Let’s get on then.’ 

The appointment lasted a little over an hour. Jacob tested her balance, watched her walk and run, he tested her field of vision and her depth perception. Freya was shocked how quickly he had found her weaknesses. 

‘You’ve done really well, Freya. It probably doesn’t feel like it, but it has been a very successful session.’

‘You’re right, it doesn’t feel like it.’

‘This is the first step on a journey towards recovery. We must find your limits before we can push them.’

She made a non-committal noise she hoped he would take as agreement. She glanced at her watch, she had hoped to return to work after the appointment, but it was four-thirty.

‘I’ll see you at the same time next week. Try to take it easy, I know it’s unnatural for you.’

‘I’ll make sure I don’t overdo it.’ Even though it’s exhaustion and work getting her through this.

‘Do you have any other symptoms, anything we haven’t covered?’ Jacob was already standing at the door of the office, holding it open for her. 

‘No, nothing really.’ 

‘Okay, let me know if anything changes and I’ll see you next week.’ 

Did he know she was holding back? 
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Chapter 5
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Over the next few weeks, Freya got into a new routine. She went to work, she came home, she saw Jacob on Thursday afternoons. The weather was still warm during the day, but the days were becoming shorter.

Her appointment with the surgeon was six weeks after her discharge from hospital.

‘The wound has healed nicely, you can get rid of the dressings now,’ the doctor said, peeling off the examination gloves, and rubbing sanitiser over his hands. His consultation room was in an office building not far from the hospital. The furniture was all beige and steel, the walls were tastefully wallpapered in a textured weave pattern in a complementary tone of beige. Freya looked at her face in the mirror, the bruising had mostly gone, and the swelling almost disappeared. Her scars were still purple and obvious, and the sight of her eyeless socket was shocking. 

‘I can’t walk around like this,’ she said.

‘Medically speaking you can, but I understand you may not want to. We’ll be able to give you a prosthetic down the track, but for the moment maybe a patch would be better. I’ll grab one for you.’

‘Thanks.’ She turned back to her reflection. 

This is what I look like now. She touched the lower eyelid, the scars ran across her eyebrow and eyelids, the raven had certainly done a good job of slashing her up; her scars met in the middle like a gruesome star. 

The doctor came back
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