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This book is dedicated to all the extraordinary people who have entered my life since July 7 2005: the special few who saved me that day; the many more who have helped me on the long road to my ‘new normal’; and those inspirational friends and mentors who have encouraged me to take a new path into the future.


I would like to make a special acknowledgement to a fellow countryman, who suffered great personal tragedy in his own life, but then chose to devote himself to making a difference in the world. Anyone who knew him was enriched by the experience, and he touched the lives of countless people like myself who wanted an understanding friend in their time of need.


His humanity, his dignity and his courage in the face of adversity have shown both Joe and I how we should try to live the rest of our lives.





With admiration and love to:





Maurice de Rohan, AO, OBE, 1936–2006
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Prologue


It just didn’t matter.


I was insignificant, a nobody – I was simply one more commuter travelling in London on a Thursday morning. I was just on my way to work, one more ‘sardine’ squeezed into a rather un-symbolic tube carriage.





It just didn’t matter.


I was unaware, completely and utterly unaware of who was pressed up next to me. We were all just a bunch of people, a random sample of Londoners. Yet each of us was important to someone, each of us had our stories, a past, a present – an uncertain future; each of us was uniquely significant in our own way. We made a difference to the lives of people who knew and loved us.





It just didn’t matter.


We all had our reasons for being in that carriage on that day, at that time. We didn’t know each other; you keep yourself to yourself – these are the unwritten rules. There is an understanding, a code of practice – no eye contact, no communication; it’s organised silence, everyone in sync’, following our habitual paths, ‘auto pilot’ switched to ‘On’. This is commuter ballet – each part played out, each character in blissful anonymity.





It just didn’t matter ...


... if I had a faith – if I was a Christian, a Jew, a Muslim or agnostic. I could have been male, female, young or old. My skin colour could have been black, brown, white, yellow red or green. I was important. I was head of a department, trying to make my way to an important Head of Department’s meeting. I was dedicated to my work. It meant everything to me – my focus to achieve professional success.... I was running late.





It just didn’t matter ...


... that the phone bill was overdue, that I was getting married in five months and the preparations were not coming together, that Joe and I were arguing – we were both very dedicated to our work, perhaps not dedicated enough to each other. We had made a commitment though.





It just didn’t matter ...


... that I was trying to make ends meet, spending way too much on my credit card – fashion, shoes, make up, shoes, fashion – convincing myself that I needed yet another black, ‘creatively cut’ top, oh and more shoes. I was agonising over the decision whether to grow my hair or cut it short – two very different looks, very different statements.





It just didn’t matter.


I didn’t matter to anyone on that first carriage that day. They didn’t know me, they probably didn’t even see me, wouldn’t be able to identify me if they saw me again. No one knew that I was significant, that my life counted, that I was valued and loved and cherished. They didn’t know that I had a family, a brother, a fiancé, dear friends. I was funny, I loved to laugh and make other people laugh. I was also a shoulder for many to cry on. I loved and was loved back – I had a role.


I had hopes and dreams. I wasn’t different; I was just like them.





It – I didn’t matter ...


... to Germaine Lindsay/Abdullah Shaheed Jamal, the suicide bomber. He didn’t set out that morning to kill or maim me, Gill Hicks. I didn’t do anything to him, I didn’t know him, he didn’t know me. He didn’t know the person I was, what I felt, what I thought. He didn’t know what was in my heart. And I would never have dreamt what was in his.


I was just a body, a representation of – in his eyes – the enemy. I was a symbol of all he deemed to be wrong in the world.


I wish he had made the effort to know me before he detonated his bomb. I wish I could have looked at him in the eyes and had the opportunity to say – I am not your enemy, I wish you no harm, I am not the enemy.


I am a person, a human being – just like you, just like you.





None of this mattered ...


... when I was faced with my own death on a Thursday morning in July 2005.








 











Chapter 1





Letting Go


I WAS WITH MY MUM WHEN SHE DIED. We all were – my brother Graham, his wife, Johanna, my then fiancé Max and I. There was a harpist playing in the foyer of the hospice and the music was coming through faintly into Mum’s room. I was holding her hand. I didn’t want to let go, but I didn’t want to squeeze too tight either – I was worried that I would hurt her. I know she knew we were there. We each kept telling her how much we loved her, how much she meant to us, how sorry we were that she was leaving us.


Then her hand slipped. Gently, it fell from mine. She was gone.


I remember how numb I felt, empty of feeling or emotion. Just numb. Something in me had just died with her and I would never be the same again. My world would be unrecognisable without her. She had been the centrepiece, the constant, the one thing that I could rely on to never change. I would feel her loss like a wound that would never heal – I was a part of her, and she of me.


It is a certain type of loneliness, a void that can never be filled. I had Graham and I was fortunate and blessed to be surrounded by people who loved and cared for me, but I had lost the one person who could give me complete and unconditional love. It is the love that only a mother or father can give. The love that makes you feel able to face the world again when everything has gone wrong, the love that is excited and proud of your every major and – more importantly – minor achievement, the love that can kiss a cut finger and instantly make the pain go away. It’s special and powerful and I guess I just expected that It would always be there. I expected that she would always be there; she was my mum – I took it all for granted.


We had twelve precious weeks, from her diagnosis to her parting. Just twelve weeks – I used to think about counting time for a long while during and after her death. Some days, when we were all optimistic and searching for a cure, twelve weeks seemed like a long time – we’d call it three months because using the word month gave us the sense that there was more time. Then, when the prognosis looked bleak, when we were given an expected time frame by Mum’s medical team – time was counted in days – ten Mondays, or five Tuesdays. Even though I was with her every day I still don’t know how she felt – how it must feel to know, to have some knowledge of the length of time you have left before facing your death.


Six months prior to being diagnosed with aggressive pancreatic cancer, my mum had been working full time in the fashion accessories department of a well-respected Australian department store. She had been there, following the same pattern, the same routine for over a decade. Not dissimilar to most of us, she was up at the same time every day, prepared the same breakfast, consisting of a cup of tea and a bowl of muesli or bran flakes. (Concerned at the increasing number of people struck with bowel cancer, she would sometimes add prunes!) She would then walk briskly up the street, catch the bus, clock in, and there it was – another day selling belts and bags, gloves, stockings and scarves and then home again, exhausted.


Over several cups of tea and toasted cheese and tomato sandwiches (our favourite dinner), we would chat and laugh about the funny things her customers said, or did. I would give her a foot massage, whilst she settled in front of the television, then I would get ready to go out. I was always busy. There was always somewhere I had to be or someone I had to meet. I was singing in a jazz band at the time and we were planning to hit the ‘big time’. Rehearsal schedules were demanding and, at twenty, I was still young, very young – I didn’t think about Mum being home alone, night after night, year in, year out. I didn’t think about how she was burying the pain she felt by the recent loss of Dad – even before his death. I didn’t know. Actually, I didn’t realise until recent times just how much she needed me, how much she needed someone to be there, to care, to share life with.





She would listen to the radio as she lay in bed, talkback shows mainly or easy listening music. Mum always fell asleep with the radio on and I never went in to turn it off. I guess I too grew to like the sounds of life going on somewhere, of people discussing what seemed to me absolute nonsense, yet in a rather passionate manner.


My room was next to hers. Sometimes when there wasn’t any noise – when everything was still and quiet – I could hear her praying. It always made me cry, because although I couldn’t quite make out exactly what she was saying, I knew she was praying for me, for Graham, for Dad and for all who were in need of a little extra help. She prayed for a better world, for an end to poverty and famine; she never asked for anything for herself, ever. She was the type of person who was only truly happy if everyone else was – that was just her. She didn’t upset anyone, she never spoke ill of anyone, she was gracious and harmonious. She was my mother, a beautiful soul, the most honest, genuine and warm-hearted person I have ever known.


But we were going to have to say goodbye to her, she was leaving us, leaving me. I will never know if I did enough; I never asked her in the end. I only hope she knew how much I loved her. I hope she was proud of who I was then and who I have become now.


It was a very different case when Dad died, just a little over a year before Mum. They were separated, not divorced; Mum was the product of an age in which if you married, you married for life. Dad was a kind of lovable rogue, never really the family man that Mum (and I) had hoped for, but she loved him anyway, despite all his faults. I guess secretly she thought he would change, settle down, mow the lawn and do what ordinary partners did, whatever that was. He was her husband, for better, for worse.


She must have had great strength to endure all of his many inconsistencies, the broken promises, the missed Christmases and birthdays. I can only look back and recognise that strength now as an adult and as a married woman; her tolerance was far greater than mine.


The final blow came, however, when I discovered that Dad had a long-standing secret family. Mum just couldn’t continue trying to make our rented house a home; she had to walk away for her own self-preservation. She left with dignity. It was just Mum and me – no forwarding address.





We didn’t know where Dad was living or with whom – he travelled around Australia as part of an acting troupe, so he lived on the road, we guessed.


Then one day it was Graham who got the call, asking, ‘Do you know a Don Hicks?’ The Royal Adelaide Hospital were on the phone, telling Graham that Dad was there and that he didn’t have long. He was in a coma. The sister at the hospital had called every Hicks in the phone book trying to locate the relatives, if there were any, of Donald Harvey Hicks.


My Dad. There, alone, dying.


He died, never waking from the coma. We did manage to all be there, around his bedside, talking to him, never really knowing if he could hear us. I told him how much I loved him and that I was sorry our lives had gone this way. I said how desperate I was to understand – that if he woke up everything would be all right, he could explain. I just wanted him to pull through, for me. His eyes were wide open, still a deep blue. But his stare was vacant. He looked right through me, as if I wasn’t in the room. I held his hand and kept talking, hanging on, waiting for a reaction, but nothing happened.


His heart eventually stopped beating and, just like that, he was gone, taking with him all the unanswered questions, the keys to the past and maybe to the present.


I had been, as most little girls are, my dad’s princess. We were very alike, both in character and in our appearance. He was one of those people who could light up a room the moment he walked in – always something to say, a joke or a story. But behind all that was a man who was deeply troubled. His life had been plagued by illness; I have no memories of Dad being ‘well’. There was a stock of medication in the bathroom – various pills and potions for this or that ailment and, looking back, it really was quite sad. Once again though, I didn’t really see all this – I was too young to understand his plight, too young to notice the pain; all I saw was a man who was always withdrawn from family life, resting or sitting and watching cricket for hours and hours.


Funny, cricket is a game that I have come to hate, probably because I hold it directly responsible for all the lost years I could have had with my dad. Cricket, that is, and every other sport that was televised back then. And let’s not forget British comedy, Benny Hill being a real favourite. Oh and let’s see, yes, there was Parkinson and the nightly news – and when all the television was over, there was always a book or two to be read.


I missed him then probably as much as I do now.


To watch someone you love leave you and the world you know is the most difficult thing to face. It’s the very notion of being absolutely powerless to change the outcome. There is absolutely nothing you can do. Sometimes tears are all that is left, there is nothing else you can do but cry. You cry for all the life they will never see, and for yourself because you are left; left behind to carry on without them, to continue with life in a world without them in it. It seems impossible.





· · ·





It was the combination of both my parents’ lives and their rather early deaths that made me question everything about my own path. The realisation that we are all here for a given amount of time, that no one escapes death, made me rethink. Was I making an impact, a difference? What could I achieve? How far could I push myself? What were my boundaries? I was certain of one thing, when I died I wanted the world to know – I wanted to be remembered, to be noted for doing something. I wanted my life to count.


At that time I was engaged to Max. He was a very beautiful person, both inside and out – the epitome of the Italian/Australian man, embodying all the flair and style of the Italians and the ruggedness of the Australians. He and his mother, Sara, introduced me to red wine and good food. He was my best friend and, to this day, we still remain very close. I remember the Italian inscription on my engagement ring – ‘Amia moche sempre’ which, translated, means ‘We will love each other always’. The funny thing was that we got the spelling wrong, so it actually didn’t mean anything at all, although it did mean everything to us.


I met Max when I was 20. It was love at first sight for us both. Life was good, it was safe and we were going to build the ‘Australian Dream’. We would get married, buy a house, have two, maybe three or more kids, a dog and watch television (cricket stuck on Channel 9). It was wonderful and good and we knew we would be lucky if we managed to fulfil this dream, this ‘rite of passage’.





But Mum’s death was a catalyst that changed my life’s direction. I didn’t want to stay in Adelaide. I knew I wouldn’t be able to live in a familiar world without Mum in it. I couldn’t settle. My soul was restless.


I felt compelled to change everything in my life – to shake it all up like a giant snow cone and see how it would settle. I didn’t really know who I was any more. I knew that I wanted a huge family and all the things that usually go with that, especially the large home with rolling green lawn, eventually, but something was calling me now, an inner voice that would not let me rest until I acknowledged it, until I listened.


I couldn’t explain why I wanted to pack just a suitcase and head off. I didn’t understand it myself, so how could I explain to Max and Graham that this was what my heart was telling me to do? My little nephew Alex had just been born and life was continuing, as it should – but still I couldn’t stay. Still the call to leave was the loudest voice.


In the end Max decided he would join me, although in many ways it felt like we were embarking on separate journeys. He too felt he needed to leave Adelaide and see what the wider world would present him with. He agreed that what we both needed was a chance to see who we were and who we could be.


The UK was our chosen destination. I guess this was partly because the language spoken was English, but also, for me, because I would be closer to Scotland – closer to my Mum’s roots. There was no single reason; it was blind faith really.


Graham wasn’t happy. He didn’t say much but his silence was indication enough of the depth of his unhappiness. He wanted to look after his little sister, to shield me from the ‘unknown’ – but he couldn’t. He had to let me go and trust that I would survive all that a city like London would throw at me. He organised a truck to collect all my furniture and bits and bobs and supervised their arrival at a lockup storage unit. I signed a six-month contract, thinking this would allow me enough time to discover whatever I had to and return ‘home’.


We were both very quiet. I didn’t know what to say. My heart was breaking, but it was my own choice so I didn’t feel I had the right to cry or show my brother how sad I was at leaving him and his new son behind.





· · ·





The scheduled flight time was 24–26 hours – every other passenger knew this, which is probably why they arrived, ‘suitably’ dressed in comfortable trousers or tracksuits and flip-flops. I, on the other hand, wore blue suede, high-heeled boots that suggested a hint of fashion indulgence whilst complementing a smart, two-piece wool-blend olive trouser suit. My very long, dark hair was blow-dried perfectly straight and kept in place by a pair of Gucci sunglasses strategically positioned on my head. Lips were ‘daytime’ red. Max’s hair was slicked back with wet gel. We thought we looked the perfect jet-setting couple.


I was brought up to be well dressed, on the basis that it is far better to be overdressed than underdressed and that there is never an excuse not to be well presented. Mum always told me that you only get one chance to make a first impression – that you are judged according to how you look – and I believed her. Clothes offered me an added air of confidence so I would always indulge myself whenever I needed a boost. You never know what will happen, who you will meet, or what situations you may find yourself in.


I carried my vanity case with me throughout the flight. It was filled with creams and lotions, as well as lipsticks in every imaginable shade of red. I was reluctant to place the case in the storage locker above my head, preferring to place it in front of me, in full view at all times.


As we flew over Europe, making our way to Britain, I remember calling to one of the cabin crew, a woman, and asking what I thought was a perfectly valid question. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but when we land, will customs be searching my suitcase?’ She looked at me rather strangely. ‘I only ask,’ I went on, ‘as I have folded everything in a certain way and I am concerned that if my bag is searched some of my clothes may get messed up, and crumpled.’ She smiled, a funny smile where only one side of the mouth curls up and said, ‘You haven’t travelled before, have you?’ Then she turned and walked down the aisle, leaving me to ponder her response.


Surely I looked ‘professional’ and ‘experienced’ – I had a two-piece expensive wool-blend suit on, after all. Surely she could see I was a woman of the world? What gave me away?


The plane began its descent. The co-pilot was giving his instructions over the intercom – ‘Cabin crew cross check; doors to manual, please take up positions for landing’ – and down we went, dropping through the air, through the clouds to reveal the city below. Max and I were bolt upright in our seats, faces like little deer in headlights. I squeezed Max’s hand tightly, muttering my flying prayer. ‘Dear Lord, please watch over this plane and be with us as we land; please keep me from harm, in Your name, Amen.’ Then the wheels touched down. Relief. Thank you dear God, thank you.


What would London be like? All we had to go on was London’s reputation as a tough city that would ‘eat us alive’ if we didn’t grow some thick skin. I’d packed thermal wear so at least I would be warm! But would I be ok? Would I make my name as a jazz singer? A thousand questions and doubts rushed around my head. I knew I would be fine. What could possibly go wrong? I could at least speak the language so that was one major hurdle already crossed!


Heathrow was enormous and I felt like a tiny child in a very large department store. Everyone was rushing around; they all seemed to know where they were going. The sheer volume of people was striking – I had never seen so many people in one place. It looked like the entire population of Adelaide was right there in the airport. I tried not to look amazed – think traveller, think business traveller, I said to myself, trotting on my suede heels.


I’d never seen armed police before. They were carrying what looked like submachine guns. They walked in pairs, up and down the concourse, looking around, eyeing every passenger. I felt like I was on a movie set, although there was nothing remotely ‘Hollywood’ about the situation in reality. It was intimidating and I really was quite scared, already wondering if leaving my safe, beautiful Adelaide was such a good idea after all.


Was this show of police force necessary? Were they targeting drug traffickers, I wondered. Max told me that it was all about the terrorist threat. What terrorist threat? It was the early 1990s – who would be terrorising London? Maybe it was just that Heathrow was a major airport and terrorists have been known to hijack planes?





Well, we’d landed now, so there was no danger of our plane being hijacked. Still, I was keen to get out of the airport as soon as we could – if there was a threat of some kind, I didn’t want to be around to see it. I was lucky to have been born in a country that had had no experience of terror on its shores, so all of this was new and rather frightening.


I didn’t feel personally threatened – who would want to harm me? – and I understood that this threat was about the government, the target was government interests, not fresh-faced Australian travellers. I’d be fine.


I remembered what had been drummed into me about London life – don’t make eye contact, keep your head down at all times and ‘blend’. So that’s what I did, not looking at anyone as I made my way through the airport, dragging my luggage behind me and working out the cheapest route to central London – trying desperately not to bump into anyone or anything!


I look back on this now with a degree of horror and, of course, embarrassment. But mostly I reflect on this time of my life with a fondness for the innocent Adelaide girl who was dealing with the death of her parents, trying to make sense of it all, trying to find her way, to find who she was, what she was really made of and, most importantly, hoping to make a lasting mark on the world – to leave a legacy.


There is still a lot of her in me today, she’s just a little older – well, a lot older in fact – and a hell of a lot wiser. But the wide-eyed, childlike optimism is still there, sending me charging into new challenges with open arms, embracing all in my path. I am glad that life’s events haven’t hardened me. I am tough, but I am not hard. There is a difference.





· · ·





I’d left Australia in 1992 in my very early twenties. Then, my plan of being away for six months, even a year seemed radical. There was a grand plan; Max and I would return, get married, settle down and have those six children that I longed for. We would do all those things.


But then he left. London didn’t present the same opportunities for him as it did me and he had had enough. I could see it coming – his discontent, that he was missing his family, his old life – but I refused to acknowledge that it was real, never believing that he would actually go and leave me behind. I remember closing the front door behind him, standing with my back against it and sliding down, crying, feeling scared and alone.


I could have called out, I could have opened the door and yelled to him to stop and wait. I could have said that I would go home with him. But I didn’t. As much as the immediate loss of him and of our relationship actually felt physically painful, something would not let me go. Something kept me from following him.


I knew what I would find if I settled back in Adelaide, I knew that life would be great – as close to paradise as anyone could get. However it held no surprises. I needed to chase the unknown; I needed the thrill of not knowing what an unforgiving city like London might have in store for me, and I needed to stay prepared, on my toes, alert and awake. For me this was being alive – feeling alive. I had made my choice. I wanted to make something of myself. I was still on a journey of self-discovery and it hadn’t ended for me; I wasn’t ready to leave.


I was passionate about living in London’s cultured and diverse society, about British art, architecture, fashion and design – I represented it, I promoted it, I lived and breathed it. I was climbing the professional ladder – just starting to achieve recognition and status. How could I leave?


I sat with my back propped up against that door for hours, plotting Max’s departure in my mind – ‘He’ll be on the tube now ... he’ll be at Heathrow ... he’ll be boarding the plane ... he’ll be over Europe’. Eventually, I fell asleep there, crying.





· · ·





To this day, I still don’t quite know where all the years have gone – how one Christmas has blended into another. I became notorious amongst friends and family back in Adelaide for making promises that were never kept, promises of returning home – next Christmas, next Easter, next birthday. Something always had a habit of getting in the way, like a new job, a promotion, a new adventure that I couldn’t resist.


I remember when I first arrived in London. My dreams were still fresh, undeterred, raw and somewhat innocent – yet at the same time I was full of bravado. My strategy to find a job was, I would admit, slightly mad, but I believed it would work and to all intents and purposes, it did: I would travel to a part of London that I wasn’t familiar with (which was most of it!) and look around at all the buildings, trying to get a ‘feeling’. I believed in following my gut instinct and that wherever the right job for me was, the building would ‘call out’ to me, luring me inside, to a meeting with my future employer. That was the plan. I had very little money left and I was concerned that time was running out, I was desperate for work – not just work though: a career, a path, my reason for being here.


And one morning, it happened – a tall building caught my attention. It was Kings Reach Tower, the home of IPC magazines, publisher of the then recently launched, ‘thinking woman’s’ glossy, Marie Claire. I couldn’t believe it! This was it. This was my future. I marched in, as if I was the Chief Executive, and, with a huge smile, went straight up to the front desk. ‘Hello, my name is Gill Hicks. I don’t have an appointment, but I would like to speak to someone who works in editorial on Marie Claire. I would like to work here.’


Ten minutes later a young, model-like figure appeared – she didn’t walk, she glided across the marble floor of the reception – and stretched out her arm to reveal a tiny wrist for me to shake her hand. I was scared I would break her, but I had to maintain my assertive manner. I explained in great detail how I had had the ‘feeling’ and couldn’t believe my luck when I saw that this was the building that housed all my favourite magazines, and how this could have been a complete disaster. ... I was talking faster than my brain could think, about to dig myself into a very large hole when she – her name was Tamara – put me out of my misery. ‘We are not hiring at the moment,’ she said. ‘Thank you, please leave your details with reception.’ Then, without thinking, I blurted, ‘I’m brilliant, I’m amazing, I’ll prove it to you – I’ll work for free and by the end of a month, you will wonder what you ever did without me – promise.’


So, that’s what I did! I went in every day, working on the beauty editorial pages, making my excuses at lunch to sneak out and eat my homemade peanut butter sandwiches as I couldn’t afford to buy lunch with the other girls. I found a lovely spot – a small jetty – where I would kick off my shoes, dangle my feet in the Thames (the building was just on the river) and eat my lunch, daydreaming of all my ‘possibilities’.


I have a fond memory of buying a very large-brimmed hat, a dark blue felt – very regal! It was my attempt at looking English, or at least my idea of English. But whilst I may have looked like a ‘proper’ English lady, I was still very much an Australian – and this came through loud and very clear whenever I would catch public transport. Despite my drills in how to behave when out in London, my natural instincts would still somehow take over. I would never miss an opportunity to gain knowledge and ‘friends’ – smiling and opening up conversations with my fellow commuters. I wouldn’t hesitate in asking someone what they did for a living, how long they had been in London – the usual ‘ice-breaking’ questions that you would use in any normal social situation. Except, that is, on the tube in London. Gradually people would move away, one seat at a time. I caught on eventually and would read a book, just like everyone else. But there was always the odd occasion when my passion for human intervention would rise up and suddenly I would find myself chatting away!


Within the space of five years, I had managed to rise to the very top of the magazine game. I was now Publisher of Blueprint – a revered publication with a global readership, the most-respected architecture and design magazine.


I worked hard, came in early and stayed late. I deserved my promotion and loved each and every minute of every day. I was ‘married’ to the job. I wasn’t interested in men and had no time for them – they would only get in the way of all I had to do. However, secretly I longed for a partner, someone to share the madness with. In my heart I thought no one could replace Max; I wondered sometimes if I should just return home – Max and I did talk of getting back together many times. But still I was drawn here. Something was keeping me in London.





· · ·





Joe wrote for Blueprint and even though I had read many of his contributions, we had never actually met one another. We finally met at that sought-after, ‘romantic’ venue/hot spot – the Royal Institute of British Architects. Who would have thought that would be where I’d meet my future husband!


Blueprint hosted a very special evening, gathering the great and the mighty from the architecture and design disciplines in honour of a world-renowned architect. I noticed that our Editor had been chatting to someone for a good part of the evening and I was furious. He should have been ‘working the room’ – talking to all our many invited guests and not just concentrating on this one person. I marched over to them in my full-length, black leather coat, trying to think of an appropriate way to break up the conversation and discreetly ask our Editor to move on. Anyway, to cut a long story short, Joe says he fell in love with me at that very moment – he was impressed by my fury, which gave off a certain power, I guess – and the next day he called and asked me out.


We met for dinner. I was so nervous as I hadn’t been on a ‘date’, so to speak, for a long, long time. What would I say? All I could talk about was architecture and maybe graphic design at a push, or maybe art. Gosh, I wondered if we both liked the same sort of art. Oh, what the hell – I would just have to go with the flow.


Before the entrée arrived, Joe looked at me and said, ‘I have something I must tell you.’ That sounds intriguing, I thought and said something stupid like, ‘Oh, are you a post-op’ woman? That’s ok, I understand!’ Luckily he laughed and said, ‘No, I have a daughter; she’s ten, nearly eleven. Her name is Lily.’ I reacted in a way that he had never expected, saying, ‘Wow, that’s fantastic, what a shame you only have one child – I would like to have six myself!’ And with that we settled into a lovely evening.


Joe walked me home, holding my hand all the way. We were never really apart from then on.


Even though I was now in a growing relationship, which was lovely and offered all the extra benefits of a life that I had missed, I was still dedicated to the ‘job’, still driven and defined by what I did. I started my own publishing company called Dangerous Minds and worked every hour that God sent and then some more. I was exhausted most of the time but still strived for more. Although I thrived on the pressures and commitment of running my own company I was tempted by a position at the Design Council, the UK’s strategic body for design.


The project that I was to head was enormous – the first of its kind. It was taking design to the general public throughout the UK. How could I resist such a position? I would be able to work at a level that I had longed for. Everything was coming together for me professionally – I was made a Fellow of the Royal Society of the Arts, I sat on various arts panels, I was appointed to the board of the Women’s Playhouse Trust. These accolades were everything to me; they surpassed my wildest imaginings, went beyond my hopes and dreams from all those years ago when I would sneak away on my lunch break at IPC magazines to eat my peanut butter sandwiches, whilst dangling my feet in the Thames. I had arrived – it felt like it was all just beginning, that this was the start of many riches to come.


When I thought about going back to Australia I realised I couldn’t leave now – not now that I had finally been recognised and accepted. I would miss the grit, the grind of London, the way that colour contrasts with the grey backdrop. I would miss a city that had given me so much – and that I was just starting to give back to. My life was emerging here, I really felt like I was ‘me’. I could indulge my creative spirit, wear beautiful tailored black head to toe, interestingly cut designer pieces with flat, black zip-up Prada boots, standing at all times with one foot in front of the other, like a dancer, poised. I worked in an environment that encouraged radical and fantastical ideas and was even able to turn them into realities. It could all happen. Whatever I dreamed could happen, it could happen here.


I still felt like an Australian abroad – an outsider on the inside – but I liked that. I was admitted into the ‘inner design circle’, yet retained my Australian core. And through everything, I hadn’t lost my ability to see the funny side, always allowing myself some ‘play’ room even though my work was serious.


But things were starting to change. It was becoming increasingly difficult to remain the happy-go-lucky Aussie. The weeks would fly by and time was slipping through my fingers. I was feverishly busy at work – the first in and the last to leave. It felt like I was always there, just popping home to change clothes and freshen up. I started to bring more and more work home, having breakfast, lunch and dinner meetings – it was getting harder to keep laughing.





I was tired, but I kept going. There was so much to do, my project at the Design Council was just about to launch and the next few weeks would be crucial to its success. I was excited by what this piece of work could achieve and had to ensure that I was doing all I could to allow it to succeed.


I would always look at my diary before leaving the office at night to check what the following day had in store, often using the evening to prepare for certain meetings. Thursday, July 7 – Head of Department’s meeting first thing, followed by a design meeting for our brochure, then launching project July 14 ... so much to do within the next week to ensure that all went to plan. But I’d just have to worry about that on Friday and use the weekend to get done some of the reports that I was running behind on ...








 











Chapter 2





‘Priority One’


‘HEY, WATCH IT!’ I say to an aggressive commuter as he pushes past me to squeeze onto the packed train carriage. ‘Do you mind? We all have jobs to get to!’ I am furious; I’ve been waiting for that train along with everyone else and he has no regard for anyone but himself. He makes some remark under his breath as the doors close, his cheek pressed hard up against the glass. Then the train slowly pulls away from the platform.





· · ·





I was tired having slept only fitfully. Joe and I had argued the night before and whilst, of course, it all seems silly now, at the time I thought it was serious enough to question whether or not we should go ahead with our plans to marry in December. We had let the sun set on that argument – something we had promised never to do on previous occasions – and I had got into bed next to Joe, rigid with fury. Eventually I had drifted off, angry and frustrated.


In the morning I got up and stood blankly in front of my wardrobe, not knowing what to wear. There were quite a few appointments in my diary for that day, kicking off with the heads of department meeting. I started banging things around – shoes, bags, anything that might wake Joe up and annoy him. Although the weather had been very hot, this particular morning was drizzly, making my decision of what to wear even more difficult. Any woman reading this will know instantly what I mean – and that’s not to mention the frizzy-hair hazard!


After much deliberation, I grabbed my jeans and turned up the cuffs (very cool, you know – the bigger the cuff the better) and put on my favourite flat, white, pointed, 50s-style, patent leather shoes. (I loved them so much that I bought the same style in three colours – one black and white striped, one rough gold and the now infamous white.) So that took care of the bottoms, but what to wear on top?


By now I was running late – a new concept for me, usually a real stickler for punctuality, early for everything. In the end I just threw on a white T-shirt, a suit jacket and ... it just needed something else. I was bored of wearing my trademark silver fob-chain necklace, so I rummaged through my drawer under the bed (yet another ploy to wake and annoy Joe) and found a blue chiffon scarf – that would do!


It’s funny how all these decisions, or rather indecisions, were adding to the minutes, the seconds that ensured my place on ‘that’ carriage. It’s all about timing. Had I been just five minutes earlier, or indeed later, just five minutes, my story would be very different. I only changed from my usual route because there were problems on my regular branch of the Northern Line, so I went in via Kings Cross to make up some valuable time.


I could drive myself mad contemplating time – if I had been a second earlier or later boarding the carriage, would that have put me in a different position in relation to the bomb?


A minute, a second, can change the course of your life. I was never meant to be there – but, circumstances, somehow, ensured that I was.





· · ·





I can’t believe how many people there are here this morning, of all mornings, when I am late already – I guess it is rush hour and this is Kings Cross Station, gateway to several tube and overground lines.


More and more people are now lining the platform. It’s quite dangerous – I’m at the front and I don’t want to be pushed onto the tracks. That’s what the yellow line’s there for; we are all meant to be behind the yellow line. I hate being short, particularly now as I’m going to get pushed back and miss my opportunity to get on the next train. That’s what always happens. I must be assertive. C’mon Gill, stand your ground – attitude, it’s all about attitude. C’mon, be strong.





Hang on, there’s a slight breeze. That’s a good sign. It means a train is on its way down the tunnel. And about bloody time too! Good thing it is only a few minutes since the last one. I am so late; shit I am so late. Come on train. Please come on.


And here it is at last. The doors open and people pour out, trying to push past those of us who are waiting, wedged together like a human wall on the platform. No one wants to make a clearing for people to get through. I’m certainly not going to – the last time I did that someone slipped in ahead of me.


Phew. I’m in. It’s a tight jam, but I’m in. I can’t believe even more people are trying to get in – it’s so full. At least I don’t have far to go – only a few stops. But there’ll be no time for a coffee-and-quick-puff-at-my-cigar stop for me today.


Why do I always end up sandwiched between tall people? At five foot nothing I always get directional air on my forehead from some stranger’s nostrils. Come on Mr Driver – can we just go? Shut the doors – we are packed in here. Please shut the doors and let’s go. Yes! The doors shut and we’re moving.


I must remember to talk to Margaret when I get in about what we are going to do about the Olympic win. Hmmm – maybe a celebration? An event to mark ... Oh, and I mustn’t forget to tell Ruth that ...





......... Click your fingers .........


It was as quick as that – we had only just pulled out of Kings Cross Station. It could only have been seconds, just seconds. It was as quick as a click of your fingers and that was it. The lives of all of us in that carriage changed forever. But I didn’t know it then. I didn’t know what had happened. It was as dramatic as being on a sunny, sandy beach, drinking and talking with friends one minute, to suddenly, like the click of a finger, finding yourself in the bowels of hell. In a breath everything had changed. The whole world changed.





· · ·





I was falling, falling, falling. I was falling into blackness. It was timeless – a moment that transcended time and space. My imminent death was neither slow nor fast. It was in a frame that didn’t configure with reality; my body was falling in slow motion whilst my feelings and thousands of tiny thoughts were racing around in my mind. My life was flashing before my eyes, flickering through every scene, every happy and sad moment, every conversation, everything I have ever done, said, experienced. It was all being played like a film running on high speed in my head. I was confused. How did I know that I was facing my death?


I was certain I was having a heart attack. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t feel, hear or see anything. It seemed to be my own private experience. I could just make out muffled screams, very faint – as though I was under water. My fellow passengers were screaming – at me, horrified that I was dying. They knew that I was in serious need of help. I was sure that they were trying to pull the emergency stop button. They were trying to help me. I could just hear their screams, surrounding me. They were everywhere but nowhere to be seen.


I was going deeper and deeper into an abyss. It was slow. My body falling slowly down. Timeless, spaceless, black. The darkness was so thick; it was tangible. It was hard, yet it was also soft. And it was hot, as if I was drowning in a sea of hot tar. It permeated through me, through every pore. The blackness was expansive, embracing and engulfing me entirely. I felt I was being cushioned by it, protected – wrapped up and delivered by the blackness to the ground, like a feather gently drifting in the air from side to side. When would it end? Where was the ground? Was there a ground? I didn’t know. I didn’t care. I was dying. Or was I now dead? Was this dead? I didn’t know. I just didn’t know. Oh God, oh dear God was I dead?


Millions, billions, trillions of scattered thoughts filled my head as my life continued to flash before me, images interspersed with white flashes, like twinkling Christmas lights, flickering on and off, on and off. It was all staggered, flipping from one fragmented image to the next.


Then the falling stopped. I was motionless. I was dead. My body was dead. It had stopped. I could feel nothing – I was completely numb. I couldn’t feel my arms or legs. I was dead; this was what dead was like. This was my death. It was over. Dear Lord, please be with me, please hold my hand, guide me through; please dear Lord.


My eyes opened. It didn’t make any sense. The void that had taken me, that I had fallen into – all that I had just experienced, all that was black around me, in me – was real. It was everywhere – on and with everyone. I wasn’t alone. It wasn’t my own private black hell and the screams weren’t about me. They weren’t screaming at me. They were all screaming, but for themselves, not for me.


I wasn’t dead. Something had happened – something dreadful. I didn’t know what and I didn’t care. I couldn’t think about the details – only that we were all there, all sharing this together. They weren’t alone. I wasn’t alone. And I wasn’t dead. This was not death.


Above the screams were faint but distinctive voices shouting. I could hear one saying, ‘Stay calm, it’s ok. Stay calm.’ Still the screaming continued.


What had happened? Where did the train go? Where were we all now? And what was this I was lying in?


I didn’t have the energy to think. Time was catching up. There was chaos, commotion, confusion. People were walking over me, near me, past me, around me. They were crying, silent, screaming, talking. It was real. This was all a reality.


Instinct was beginning to take over, telling me to get up, get up, get up. I raised my arms. I was weak, confused and I couldn’t breathe. The air was still black. Help ... help me. I didn’t know if I was whispering, yelling or just mouthing the words. I didn’t know if anyone could see me, if my own plea could be heard through all the other terrified appeals for help. I wasn’t alone. I kept saying the words over and over again. Help... help ... help me. Help.


A man reached down. I could see his arms coming towards me. I stretched out to him. ‘I need to stand up. Please help me up, I need to get up.’ I still didn’t know if I was actually making sense, if I was really talking. Could he hear me? The screams around me were louder than before. There was an atmosphere of panic and it was seeping through to me. Over and over I said, ‘I need to stand up. I can’t breathe. I need to stand up. Please, please help me.’ The man bent down. I was slipping away. I couldn’t feel my legs; I just couldn’t feel them. And I couldn’t see in all the black dust and mess. My whole body was limp, numb, weightless, nothing. I couldn’t keep my eyes open ... the lids were heavy. They were closing ... everything went quiet.








· · ·





I awoke. I was still there, still in that horrific place. But it was different now. It was quiet, eerily quiet and still. The man was gone. They all were gone. The commotion had stopped, the chorus of screams had dampened and the sense of panic lifted. I was on a bench seat. I didn’t know how I’d got there – he must have pulled me up and carried me over to the seat – but it didn’t matter why or how; that was just how it was. I had to accept that I was part of this – whatever this was.


It was now a ‘room’, no longer a carriage and definitely not a train. It was its own unique place – a blend of total destruction and devastation beyond belief.


The atmosphere was thick. There was an acrid smell and it was trapped down there with us, contained in the twisted metal shell. The ‘air’ was too heavy to breathe, too saturated with the rubble, the particles and burning electrical wires.


I felt so weak. It was hard to hold my head up, hard to look around. Too hard to make sense.


The blackness was gradually lifting, being replaced by various shades of grey. This was due to a light – a security or emergency light – on the wall of the tunnel, shining through what had once been the carriage windows. It offered an opportunity to gauge the severity of what had happened – to get an awareness of where I was and how I was going to get out.


There was not enough light to gather more than a dim view. There was no colour or contrast, only grey, dark grey – but this was enough for me to verify what I had already sensed but hadn’t wanted to acknowledge. The carnage was all around, motionless, quiet, next to me.


I could see them but I couldn’t reach, couldn’t move, couldn’t touch them. Every fibre, every atom in me wanted to scream out but I couldn’t speak. I was frozen – unable to comprehend what had happened. It was quiet and I knew why. I knew why they were all so quiet, I couldn’t scream for them. I couldn’t breathe.


There were a few lone cries in the darkness, one to the left of me, one to the right. They were begging for help, praying to be rescued. I couldn’t help them. I couldn’t respond. Where had everybody gone? Was it just us left down here? The dead, the dying, those who couldn’t move? As individuals we were alone, but somehow – it is very difficult to explain – we were together. We were all sharing this, all waiting and supporting each other.


‘Please God. Help me, I’m dying,’ a voice close to me kept saying. It was a woman and I couldn’t see her but her voice was so clear, so close. There was a reply, from the other side, facing me – another woman’s voice saying, ‘It’s ok; help is coming. Stay with us – what is your name? Stay with us. Help is on the way – they won’t be long. Stay with us.’


For a while these conversations continued. A cry for help, followed by reassurance, comfort. Then one by one the voices fell silent. There was no more reassurance – just quiet, the eerie sound of nothing.


Everything was still awash with grey smoke, thick grey everywhere. I stopped looking around me and I looked down at myself. I could see myself, or rather, I could see what seemed to be me. Oh dearest Lord, dear God, what had happened to me?


The light was shining almost directly through the carriage over to me – to my legs. They resembled an anatomical drawing. I could see the insides, the muscle, the tendons, the bone. And attached to these were my feet – still perfect, still looking like my feet, but just dangling, as though they had been severed, cut clean through where the ankles used to be and left hanging by a thread. My feet were just hanging. This couldn’t be real, it couldn’t be happening. My legs are gone, I thought. My dear God, my legs are gone.


Something kept me calm. An inner voice – Divine intervention? I don’t know, but something took hold of me. Something rose up inside me and took control as I began to register just how desperate my situation was. I knew that to stay alive I had to remain calm. This was crucial because if I panicked, if I screamed or cried out, my heart would be pumping more blood. The more blood my heart pumped, the more I would lose – it was streaming from my wounds, flowing from what resembled my legs. I had to be rational. If I allowed myself to be emotional I would die. I had to ‘remove’ myself emotionally from the scene, from my body.


I had to act fast to reduce the blood loss, to try and stem the flow. There was no time to think. I just had to react. But I was weak. I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t. Not yet. I still had my scarf on and some clothes. They were in shreds but they were there. I had to stop the bleeding. I raised my arm – it hurt and was bleeding and all I could see as I lifted it was red skin. I managed to grab hold of my scarf and slip it from around my neck. I then brought it up to my mouth – trying desperately to rip it in two with my teeth to create tourniquets. It was difficult cutting through. I was trying not to pass out, but my eyes closed. My only thoughts were to hold on, hold on.
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