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Part One

‘We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.’

The Tempest, William Shakespeare





Chapter One

Wednesday 18th June 2025, 2.45 p.m.

‘Slow down, Maia,’ Dad says.

I speed up a little. We are arguing. Of course we are arguing – we are together: a rare occurrence that never ends well. The hire car has air conditioning, but my father insists on having the windows down, allowing the afternoon heat to swell into every crevice. Sweat trickles down my back from the nape of my neck. My thighs stick to the faux-leather trim. I should have coughed up for a better car.

‘Dad, I’m not even over the speed limit,’ I tell him, nodding at the dash, as I expertly take a hairpin bend of the road from Sliema to Mdina. The roads are lined with prickly pear trees. Wildflowers burst into random riots of fleeting colour, lighting up the dry and dusty landscape. ‘I’ve driven in the Alps, in Ukraine, in Iraq, Afghanistan and the Gobi Desert. I’ve driven in Paris. I know how to drive.’

‘You don’t know to drive here,’ he insists.

‘Here? You haven’t been to Malta for . . . what, thirty years? Everything has changed while you weren’t looking, Dad. Amazingly, the world keeps going even when you aren’t around.’

‘Again, with the complaints.’ He sighs. ‘I don’t know why I thought this would work.’



The this he is referring to is us: father and daughter together on a tour of the place where my dad, the great artist himself, David Borg, was born: the island of Malta. This was supposed to be our last great hope of having some kind of functioning relationship. No, scratch that – some kind, any kind of love.

‘No matter how you feel about me and my numerous failings, you are still driving too fast for this road. You will kill us both.’ He gestures, one arm extending out of the open window, rolling his head back against the headrest. ‘I suppose then at least this torture will be over.’

At this, I pull over into a narrow lay-by. The red Prius that was behind us shoots past. I grip the steering wheel hard with both hands, taking a deep, steadying breath. I swore on my twenty-first birthday that I would not let him make me cry again. More than a decade on, I mean to keep that promise.

I turn to him when I’m sure I have my feelings under control once again. ‘Why did you even suggest this trip?’

He crosses his arms and looks out of the window.

‘Dad, if this is torture for you, then I’ll take you back to the hotel and get a flight back to my life. Because I ­promise you, visiting Malta for the first time with the father I ­haven’t spoken to for six years was not on my to-do list. So why put both of us through it?’

‘You know why,’ he says bitterly.

‘I thought I knew why,’ I tell him. ‘I thought you had finally realised that life is short, that yours is almost over, and that now would be a good time to try to build a relationship with the daughter you abandoned, before it’s really too late. That’s what I thought when you called me out of the blue. You told me you wanted to take me to the island where you were born, to show me the places you knew and to introduce me to the relatives I’ve never met. I thought maybe you wanted to explain why you insisted Mum call me Maia, even though that’s the only direct bit of parenting you have ever done.’

Three more cars whip by, and I wish I was in any one of them, speeding away from this moment. A lorry rattles past so fast and loud it makes me start.

‘This is not a good place to stop,’ Dad mutters.

‘You called, and I came running, like I always do when you dangle me any sort of promise, even though I know you will break it. Because, despite it all, despite everything you have done or not done, I always hope we might . . .’

I can’t finish the sentence, because I don’t know what I hope, only that I do.

‘You are your mother’s daughter,’ he says. ‘You want to talk, to go over and over the past. You want reasons; you want apologies. You can’t let it rest and move on.’

‘I want to try to understand,’ I cry, hearing the break in my voice and reining it in. ‘I want to know you, before it’s too late.’

‘I’m eighty-eight,’ Dad tells me. ‘And in excellent health. I’m not dead yet.’

‘Exactly,’ I say. ‘There’s still time to make amends.’

‘For what?’ he demands.

‘Oh, I don’t know. How about leaving me to fend for myself for starters . . . ?’

‘I never wanted children,’ Dad says, his tone heating up now. ‘I told your mother that when we married. She was thirty or so; I was in my fifties. I said, I do not want children. I told her that my first two wives left me because I didn’t want children, even though I had made it clear right at the start. Women always think they can change you. She promises me it doesn’t matter to her, and then she is pregnant despite my wishes. She leaves me for you.’



Every time I resolve not to give my father another chance to reject me, I fail. All I can do now is damage limitation.

‘Right.’ I check my wing mirror for traffic and indicate to pull out. ‘Look, I know this trip was Vanessa’s idea. I know she’s always wanted you to try to build some kind of relationship with me. Vanessa is a nice woman. It consistently amazes me how you get nice women to marry you so frequently, but anyway . . . It’s not going to work. You tried your best. You can go back to Vanessa and tell her you tried. You can live out the rest of your days with your fourth wife and a clear conscience. I’m taking you back to the hotel and I’m going back to London.’

‘It’s for the best,’ he says with a shrug.

This is where I should check my mirror again, but I don’t remember that until I see the speeding truck closing in on us – and by then it’s too late.







Chapter Two

One Week Earlier

Wednesday 11th June 2025, 11 a.m.

Kathryn Borg and my father haven’t seen each other for more than thirty years, and I’ve never met her before. Nonetheless, I spot her easily as she walks purposefully towards us through the crowd waiting to catch the ferry to Gozo: a neat, petite woman with an air of authority. She’s a professor of archaeology and an expert in Malta’s ancient temples and artefacts, and she has promised us a guided tour of all the ancient sites.

My first reaction is a rush of shyness, followed by relief. At least there will be someone else to break up the awful, stilted conversation between me and Dad, in which we circle around the black hole of our relationship, desperate not pass the event horizon and find ourselves with no way back.

My father seems untroubled by the decades of silence that have passed since he last saw Kathryn. He has never been concerned by the constant round of niceties many families consider essential: Christmas and birthday cards, round robins and postcards saying wish you were here. He told me once that he finds the very idea of such things a terrible burden, and for once, I have to agree with him.



But it seems like Kathryn is not the sort of woman to hold a grudge.

‘You’ve got so old,’ Kathryn greets him warmly, her eyes merry, as she takes his hand in both of hers. ‘I’m surprised you’re not dead!’

Dad laughs. ‘Well, you look exactly the same. Do you have a secret way of cheating time?’

‘Ah, you’d be surprised at the mysterious powers of the temples.’ Kathryn looks at me then, hanging back, and swoops me into a tight hug. Returning her hug feels surprisingly natural, like I’ve somehow always known her.

‘Maia.’ Once she releases me, she steps back to scan my face, giving me further opportunity to study hers. Though we are first cousins, Kathryn is almost twice my age. Bright brown eyes, full of life. A heart-shaped face and soft lines that show a woman who knows how to laugh and how to hold her ground.

‘You look like your mother,’ she tells me, touching her palm to my cheek. ‘I was so sorry to hear of her passing. It was so fast. And you were barely an adult, nineteen? It must have been hard for you.’

‘It was.’ I nod. ‘The tumour hid itself very well in her brain for a long time. By the time they found it, it was too late.’

‘My dear girl.’ Kathryn squeezes my hand. ‘You have her fair skin and smile. And you look a good deal like my mother, too, and our grandmother. Yes, there is a lot of the island in you, which is good. Malta will love you like one of her own.’

‘That’s nice,’ I say. ‘I’ve always wanted to be adopted.’

Kathryn smiles as she leads me onto the top deck of the ferry, where the cold, stiff breeze fights the strong, warm sunshine and wins. Dad pauses for a second before following.

And that’s why we will never come to a place of peace in our lives: we just can’t resist the urge to hurt each other.



* * *

The walk from the museum to the ruins of Ġgantija is garlanded with grassy meadows full of wildflowers that seem to thrive even under the intense heat. My father and ­Kathryn walk ahead. I hang back a little, taking everything in. I’ve never really cared for history, always preferring to find meaning in the present, but this time, it’s different. This time, I am learning the history of me – or of half of me, at least. The half I have never known.

‘Ġgantija comprises our oldest temples,’ Kathryn explains when we stop to take in the huge structure. It stands proud against the golden plains that stretch far beyond, punctuated by domed hilltop churches dominating worshipful towns. ‘They were made in the Neolithic period, so around five and a half thousand years ago. Older than the pyramids in Egypt and the second oldest man-made temples in the world, after Göbekli Tepe in Turkey.’ She surveys the structure with pride, as if she built it herself.

‘It’s remarkable,’ I say, taking in the enormous curving wall that bends gently away from us. Massive stones of all shapes and sizes are slotted together in perfect unity. ‘It seems like it should have been impossible to build this back then!’

‘Ah, well, legend has it that it was built by giants.’ ­Kathryn grins. ‘A Giantess, to be precise. A woman of enormous strength and height who could pick the stones up in one hand, while carrying their babies in the other, all while chewing on some broad beans.’

‘Perhaps we are descended from a superwomen,’ I say, smiling at Kathryn.



‘We may no longer be giants in stature,’ she replies, ‘but we Maltese women are mighty still – in our hearts and minds. And, giantesses or no, you certainly are descended from impressive women,’ she adds. ‘Our grandmother is still a local legend to this day.’

‘Really?’ I glance back at my father, who has folded his clip-on sunglasses down over his specs. He has always behaved as if he came into the world fully formed, untethered by family or ancestry. We haven’t spent a lot of time together, but when we have, he has never talked about his family or the country of his birth.

‘Naturally,’ Kathryn says, glancing at Dad. ‘Don’t you know anything about her?’

‘Only that she died young,’ I say. ‘Mum told me that.’

Kathryn shakes her head, bemused. ‘How can one know who one is without knowing where one came from?’ She gives my father a pointed look. He ignores her. ‘I’ll tell you all about her before you go home, I promise. Giantesses don’t seem so implausible when you consider that the wheel had yet to be invented when this was built. But we have found a number of large, perfectly spherical stones that we think might have been used like ball bearings, to help moves the stones.’

‘And all for God or goddesses or whatever,’ I say. ‘It always amazes me, the stories that people are willing to live and die for.’

‘Foolish and naive,’ Dad says. ‘Unable to face reality. We live; we suffer; we die. Most can’t cope with it – they have to invent heaven.’

‘Still a laugh a minute, I see.’ Kathryn winks at me. ‘So, the temple is built in the classic clover-leaf design, with a series of five apses or leaf-shaped chambers that were likely used for worship, perhaps burial. This ­temple, like the one in Mnajdra, is aligned with the equinox sunrise. They saw the heavens as their ruler, and they weren’t far wrong. A drought, a blight, a cold summer would be enough to decimate a community. This huge undertaking was designed to placate and appease the sun and the stars, but it also had a practical purpose: when to sow seeds, when to bring in the harvest, when to fish . . . The sky and the temples together made up their calendar, too.’

Kathryn leads us across the wooden walkway that takes us into the centre of the temple. ‘See, there – you can still see traces of the plaster and paint that decorated the chambers.’

‘It’s like they’re still here,’ I say. ‘Just out of focus, ­billions of particles floating in the air.’

Kathryn tilts her head. ‘You are poetic. Do you paint like David?’

‘God, no.’ I shake my head. ‘No, I’m all hard-headed facts and economic prose.’

‘Yes! I want to hear all about your career as intrepid war correspondent.’ Kathryn loops her arm through mine. ‘I’ve followed your work, of course, but now I get to hear about it from the horse’s mouth.’

‘Really?’ I’m flattered. ‘You’ve read my work?’

‘Of course!’ She smiles. ‘Another brilliant Borg woman? I’m so proud of you – I boast about you all the time.’

Tears spring into my eyes. It has been such a long time since anyone has told me that; it makes me think of Mum, and coming from someone who was a stranger until today makes it all the more powerful. Turning away, I focus on a pattern of grooves etched into a huge block of stone.

Kathryn squeezes my hand briefly before turning to my father. ‘You’ve never been inspired to create any art based on the temples, David?’

‘Not my thing,’ Dad says. ‘Magnificent, nevertheless.’



‘Well,’ Kathryn says. ‘Let me take you to see the “fat ladies” and then to a lovely place I know for lunch in ­Victoria. Then we can explore the citadel before we take the ferry back to the main island.’

‘Thank you,’ I hear Dad say as they walk away, ‘for dropping everything to be our tour guide, especially when we haven’t been . . . in touch all that much.’

‘Family is family,’ Kathryn tells him. ‘Besides, I’m thrilled to spend some time with Maia. I only wish it hadn’t taken this long.’

‘Sometimes,’ Dad says before they walk out of earshot, ‘there never is a right time.’







Chapter Three

Three Days After the Crash

Saturday 21st June 2025, 5.30 a.m.

‘You mustn’t keep blaming yourself,’ Kathryn tells me. Her voice is soft in the quiet of the early morning.

When I was discharged from hospital after a serious ­concussion but somehow with no other injuries, she was adamant that I would stay with her. She whisked me off to her harbourside apartment in Birgu, just across the blue water from Valletta, and embedded me in her guest room as if I were an infant niece and not a fully grown cousin.

Kathryn has surrounded me with every comfort she can think of, and I love her for it. It has been a long time since anyone mothered me. I hardly even remember what being truly cared for felt like. It has been a long time since I have rested feeling completely safe. Kathryn has given me that gift, and it feels like respite, even from myself.

Dad is still in hospital – his tibia is broken, but a clean break, thank God, but they’re worried about his heart. A high-impact crash isn’t good for an elderly man, even one who seems determined to live forever.

‘It’s hard not to feel guilty,’ I say, rueful. ‘The accident was my fault. Only I could go on a trip with my estranged father and end up almost killing him.’



‘Nobody’s perfect,’ Kathryn says with a wink, and I find myself laughing as she flashes me a mischievous smile. ‘Anyway, let’s just focus on the fact that it wasn’t worse,’ she continues. ‘You are up and about after a few days; your father is as strong as an ox. All of you, including the other driver, will live to see another day.’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Dad is eighty-eight. A head-on collision can’t be good at that age.’

‘Meh – my mum says that if living in New York in the 1960s didn’t kill your father, then likely nothing can. She insists he will outlive us all, simply to spite her.’

‘Were they ever close?’ I ask. I know my father cut off what was left of his Maltese family a long time ago. Nevertheless, his little sister, Kathryn’s mother, came to see him at the hospital the day after the accident, even if she did leave within twenty minutes.

‘There’s a photo,’ Kathryn says. ‘Mum keeps it tucked in the back of a photo frame – her as a baby sitting in this huge pram, and David holding the handle, smiling at her. He looked after her a lot when they were ­children during the war, though he was very young himself, only five. Perhaps they were close once, but they were ­separated young. After the war, David was sent to be educated in England, he was the son, so it was up to him to gain an education. My mum stayed in Malta, raised by neighbours. David rarely came home and when he did, it was clear he didn’t want to be there. Mum says it was as if he’d decided never to look back. Perhaps it’s understandable. The war was a terrible time for the people of Malta. For our parents particularly, they lost everything. David even lost his home.’

I know very little about what the Siege of Malta in the Second World War was like, but it wasn’t so long ago that I myself was hiding in a hospital basement in Mariupol as the ground was pounded with heavy artillery. There was fear and exhaustion in the darkened room, desperation and anger – but so much love between fathers and ­daughters, brothers, sisters, cousins and neighbours, too. It was palpable.

It was love that held together a universe on fire, fuelling courage and determination – love that would never surrender and love that would rage in bottomless grief when all was lost, because not even love can protect the weak and abandoned in the end.

To walk away from family. To walk away from love, and all the pain that comes with it. That’s hard for me to understand. Then again, I suppose I am one of the people he walked away from.

‘Look, you will go to visit him later. He will make you mad. I will take you for dinner and feed you wine. Until then, just be here, on this day, in this hour. Just be now. It’s a magical experience, I promise you.’

It’s almost dawn, and we are standing outside the ancient temple of Ħaġar Qim, perched on a hilltop almost above the edge of a cliff on the southern coast of the island. This is one of the ancient island temple sites that my cousin focuses her research on. She told me last night she had a gift for me: the gift of travelling back in time to when Malta was a temple culture that knew the sun and stars as gods. I’m about to find out what she meant by that.

The morning is perfectly still. Even the constant Maltese breeze has paused, as if holding its breath. The restless sea marks time like a clock that has yet to wind down, a constant distant movement. The sky bleeds from violet to a pale lilac. The promise of the sun is inked in coppery pinks on the far horizon.



I take in the remains of the temple, trying to imagine it as it would have been five thousand years ago, standing silent and stoic at the heart of change.

‘It pleases me to think that our ancestors may have been led by women,’ Kathryn tells me. ‘These temples were filled with statues and sculptures of “fat ladies”: beautifully corpulent women who held the power of creation in their big bellies and breasts.’

‘Wow, these really are my people,’ I say with a small smile.

Kathryn grins and leads me on.

A modern, open-sided canopy has been erected over the whole of the temple to try to shield it from the worst of the wind and sea spray, but I still get a sense of how impressive it must have looked, standing on the edge of the world.

‘We should go in – sunrise is only a few minutes away,’ Kathryn says.

I follow her into the heart of the temple.

‘The people who built this temple were some of the first farmers, adapting from a life of hunter-gatherers to live off the land,’ Kathryn tells me. ‘And no land was harder to cultivate than this rocky island. The sun, the moon and the stars were their constant guides and must have been a huge comfort to them. Come what may, the North Star will always appear, the moon will always return to full bloom, and the sun will herald the beginning of summer by dawning on the longest day of the year. It’s been that way for as long has human memories can reach.’

There is a small group of other people already waiting in the temple room, who greet Kathryn with smiles and warm hugs. Kathryn directs me to stand against one side of the chamber, and we fall into silence, waiting.



‘Watch,’ Kathryn murmurs, directing me with a gesture to the near-perfect circular hole in the south side of the main temple.

Around us, the sky lightens almost imperceptibly, and within a few seconds, the bright beams of the dawning sun are focused through the aperture so that they flow through the temple to the leaf-shaped room where we are waiting. A carefully placed standing stone means that when the light hits the back of the temple wall, it shows us the glowing image of a crescent moon. And as it rises through the sky, its beams travelling down the wall, it will move through the phases of the moon until the display is complete with a bright golden disc of light on the temple floor. One of the two most important celestial bodies in the universe is honoured and twinned with the moon in a ritual of singular simplicity and meaning.

As it is now, so it was then.

So it will always be.

‘Magical.’ I breathe the word on a long sigh as the sun begins her hours-long journey. ‘It’s almost as if you can feel the temple women here with us.’

‘Oh, I’m sure they are here.’ Kathryn puts her arms around me in a little hug, her dark eyes twinkling with pleasure at sharing her joy. ‘When a ritual has been honoured for so many millennia, it connects us straight to the heart of our ancestors, don’t you think? We are each only one link in the chain, after all. I work in many of these sites, sometimes quite alone. And there have been more times than I can count when I have felt . . . something is with me.’

‘All these years, and I had no idea about the temples,’ I say, pausing to stand still and looking around at the perfect morning. ‘No idea about anything to do with Malta at all, and now I’m here, it . . .’

‘Feels like home,’ Kathryn finishes.



‘How did you know I was going to say that?’ I ask.

‘I recognise that expression, and besides, home is a two-way street. You may love a place, but it can never be home unless the place loves you back. And you are born of this earth. Even before she met you, Malta has always loved you like a mother, waiting for you to remember her. Just as all of your Maltese family have been waiting to meet you.’

‘Dad never talked about Malta or even being Maltese. It always felt as if it had nothing to do with me.’

‘Ah, but it always has. No matter where you have been in the world, what you have done, Malta has always been with you; she has always had you in her heart.’

It’s a romantic notion, but I like it. Not like me at all.

‘Now, let me take you to my favourite of all Malta’s ­temples: Mnajdra. It’s smaller but somehow still so alive with ancient voices.’

‘I’m sorry it’s taken me all my life to get here,’ I say as she leads me down the hillside towards the glittering sea. ‘I’m sorry I’ve missed years and years of knowing you.’

‘You don’t need to apologise, Maia Borg,’ she tells me, pronouncing it with a soft ‘g’. ‘Did you know that Borg is the most common surname on the island? There are dozens and dozens of us, and we will all claim to be your relative, you know. Our cousin Maia, the famous journalist from the BBC news.’

‘Hardly famous,’ I say, smiling anyway. ‘I was on the BBC once, and that was just because I was in the right place at the right time. Anyway, thank you so much for bringing me here today to see the sunrise. I feel so lucky.’

‘Not at all. Now, I must leave you to the ancestors for a while. I have a meeting at the visitor centre with the curator, it’s the one time of year when we are both on site so early we can get all the week’s work done before breakfast! Enjoy the peace of the temple in the early morning. Come and find me when you are ready.’

I thank her, smiling to myself as I begin the short descent down a white stone path towards the second, smaller ­temple that sits right on the cliff edge. Made of honey-coloured stone, it follows the same clover-leaf construction of Ħaġar Qim: five leafed chambers that come off a central stem.

Here, Kathryn has told me, it isn’t the summer solstice that the positioning of the temple seems to echo but the spring equinox and the winter solstice, and, crucially for me, the constellation of the Pleiades or the Seven Sisters – one of which was named Maia.

Maybe here, in the dust and destiny of this almost ­forgotten place, is where my name was born – where, for perhaps even just a few minutes, my father imagined me as his daughter, a beloved child.







Chapter Four

The heat is already building as I wander into the temple. Birdsong fills the air under the canopy, the constant chatter of sparrows and finches accompanied by the constant rush and recede of the sea meeting the rocky shore. Harmonising with it all is the single constant singing note that has rung in my ears since the accident. The doctors tell me that it may eventually fade – or that at least I will stop noticing it’s there, even if it remains: the ghost of a very bad day.

It’s a privilege to have this ancient site entirely to myself. Even the security guard who usually watches over the ­temple hasn’t arrived at his kiosk yet. For this short time, all that is left of it belongs to me. Its welcoming curves and secrets draw me into the heart of the temple, until I find myself at its centre. Somewhere above, a stray cloud covers the sun, the sky darkens, and I feel the keen chill of the breeze.

The fierce bright day dims and falls silent, as if something has scared all the little birds away. When I look up, I see a faultless clear sky, a dazzling sun that offers no light or warmth. Unease settles around my shoulders, like static building before a storm. A thought catches at the edge of my mind for an instant before flying out to sea: something isn’t right here.

Once, one fiery evening years ago, I stood at the mouth of a cave in Northern Iraq, a place where the remains of Neanderthals had been found and excavated. This feels a little like that: like the shadows of the past are gathering near to remind me they once were, too, just as I am now. Lightness flows through the soles of my feet to the top of my head and I get the sensation that if I’m not very careful, I might float away somewhere into the sky where all the other ghosts are waiting.

Whispered voices echo off the golden stone, and I head towards them, desperate for the company of reality.

‘Hello?’ I call. ‘Kathryn?’

When I enter the petal-shaped chamber where the voices came from, it is empty. The hair prickles on the back of my neck. I can’t hear the crashing waves anymore. Even the ringing in my ears has abruptly shut off.

Something very bad is going to happen. I can feel it deep inside me.

Then I see it and recognise it, as if it has always been there – except I know for certain that it hasn’t. A blank, black square, an entrance, has appeared in the opposite wall. It seems to look back at me.

This is the moment when anyone else would run towards safety.

But I have always sought out terror. There are stories somewhere in there, in the dark, and I want to find them.

The closer I get to the void, the quieter the air becomes as it thickens around me.

I let one last chance to turn back pass me by. Crouching low, I crawl into the dark.

The void widens, and I can stand up straight; a stone ceiling grazes the top of my head. The air smells of stone dust and heat, and singing that I cannot hear but can somehow feel vibrates against my skin.

This feels like unconsciousness. As I wade deeper and deeper into the dark, I see myself, growing smaller and smaller, until I vanish in a pinprick. This isn’t reality anymore. It is something like death that leads me on.

Astonishingly, a clay oil lamp burns mutely in a small alcove carved into the wall, revealing a flight of steps tumbling down. The bottom is out of view.

If there was ever a world where the sun shone and the birds sang, it has vanished now. The one way forwards is descent.

It’s only when I am already out of reach of the lantern’s light that I can pinpoint the exact moment I left my body crumpled in the dust to be engulfed in this other world: it was when the canopy that covered Mnajdra vanished into thin air.

Whatever I am now is burning, aflame with pain and ­terror. I’m unravelling, being undone out of existence until all that remains is this thought:

I’m falling. Perhaps I will never land.







Chapter Five

The world solidifies around me, and I find myself braced with my hands against a rough stone wall in the perfect dark. Feeling my way forwards with a few faltering steps, I realise I’m in a low, narrow tunnel. The nothing behind me nudges me on.

There’s something else: I am not alone down here.

My hearing seems to come back to me in increments: first the sound of my hands grazing the stone, then my soft, tentative footsteps.

Quiet murmurs emerge in the dark, woven with soft sobs. A piercing infant’s cry cuts sharply through the dark and is swiftly stifled. Feet shuffle; bodies shift and sigh. Somewhere ahead, there are people crammed together. Even after a few minutes, my eyes can’t make out any shapes in the gloom. Still, I know one thing for sure. I’ve been in perhaps a dozen places that sound and feel exactly like this: it’s a place for the terrified and weak to take shelter.

The air fills with a roar of crashing, erupting noise. A direct hit. The world trembles and lurches. Screams crescendo as I’m flung hard against a wall, banging the back of my head. I crumple downwards, lost in fear. Rafts of dust rain down; I taste grit and blood.

Memory pulls me back through time, and I’m in Syria: Ma’arat al-Nu’man. A building collapses; we are entombed. Is this real? Am I there again? In that underground parking garage with a whole building concertinaed overhead. Stuck in those last few seconds before I realise the horror of what is buried beneath me in the rubble.

A wail rises in my throat. I clamp my hands over my mouth, battling it back with determined silence. This isn’t then. This is a flashback of that day, not the first I’ve had.

This is different; this is now.

Understanding that brings little comfort, though. Taking a deep breath of pulverised stone, I listen. The pounding of bombs has receded a fraction, moved on a little. The tunnel shudders and buckles but holds. My trembling legs refuse to let me stand again for several long seconds until I find a gap carved into the wall, a handhold I can use to drag myself up. I must find a way out.

Logic dictates that I should be able to go back the way I came, up those stairs towards the burning oil lamp, out into a morning filled with warmth and song – but nothing is logical here.

Another ear-shattering noise rushes through me with a physical shove. Stumbling along the wall, I find another handhold and then another, guides in the dark to lead me on, though I don’t know where I’m going. There’s a sensation of small spaces crammed with people, shoulder to shoulder. I see the dim glimmer of wide eyes, smell the scent of sweat and urine. Pushing myself off one wall, I grope towards the room opposite and am met by shoulders and backs.

‘L-ebda spazju hawn.’

I don’t need to understand the language to know I’m being told to get out.

Then something low tumbles into me at speed, making me stagger backwards. I brace myself and feel small, narrow shoulders under my hands.

‘Hey,’ I whisper, trying to calm the frantic, small body that is desperate to crawl around me. ‘Hey, it’s OK. You’re OK.’



‘Mama!’ a thin, light voice cries out as the child tries blindly to tear away from me.

‘Are you lost?’ I make myself sound calm. ‘I’m lost, too. How about we stick together until we find out where we are supposed to be? Does that sound good?’

‘English?’ the young voice asks.

I pat the top of a small head, hair cut short. A little boy, I think. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I’m scared, too. So will you stay with me, kid?’

His slim frame twists under my hands and then stills. ‘I will stay.’

A bony hand wends its way into mine, dry and hot. I hold it tight as much for my sake as for his. At least the worst of the pounding has receded now. The sound of explosions rolls continuously, like thunder growing distant.

There’s footfall in the direction the child came from. I place myself between him and the sound. Then I see the flare of a match, and a moment later, a small lamp is lit. Its light is feeble, but it’s enough to reveal the rough niche it’s placed in and the tall figure that lit it.

‘Out?’ I ask incoherently, pretence of any calm snapped like a taut thread, as I take two steps towards the stranger. ‘How do I get out?’

‘You don’t want to go out there yet, ma’am,’ says a male voice – American. He moves into the glow of the lamp. His shadowy figure is bent almost in half in the tight space. ‘From your accent, I guess you were trying to reach one of the military shelters? Me too – but seems like our friends up there don’t much care where we are when they try to kill us.’

‘This kid is lost; we need to find his mum. Can’t you tell me which way is out?’ I ask again. I can just about tell he’s wearing some kind of uniform, and a cap with a bent peak sits on the back of his head. ‘Point me in the right direction?’



‘Ma’am, please stay calm. The raid will be over soon. We’ve just got to wait it out. You don’t want to alarm the good folks down here, do you?’

Somehow, his good-natured calm only serves to peak my anxiety. The last thing I need is some stranger mansplaining trauma to me. I know trauma.

‘This isn’t right. I need to get out, and you can’t stop me. This boy needs his family. What happened? When did this start?’

I can’t see his expression in the dark, but I see him shake his head and sense his bewilderment. His shoulders square.

‘Look, lady, you’ve got to keep it together.’ He moves a little closer. I get the impression of light eyes and a long, roman nose. ‘You Brits like to lead by example, right? These people are scared. The last thing they need is some delicate English lady losing her you-know-what when they can barely keep it together themselves.’

‘What the—?’

Another rumble, another tremor, and I stumble towards him. His hands catch my elbows, and he tilts me back onto my feet. The boy clasps my arm in a bear hug, and I see the child’s face clearly for the first time in the orange light. Two huge, dark eyes stare up at me, full of fear and sorrow. I know that look, I’ve seen in the eyes of so many children trapped in wars they don’t understand.

‘Get me out of here,’ I tell the American.

‘Fine,’ he says, short. ‘If it means you will relax a little, I’ll take you close to the entrance. Maybe we’ll pick up the kid’s mom on the way. But the warden’s not going to let you out, not even if you turn out to be Princess Elizabeth, which you sound like you might be.’

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘Wait—’

He blows out the lamp, and we’re blind once again.



‘It’s dark as hell, and there are tunnels upon tunnels down here,’ he says, his voice soft, ‘so you keep hold of my jacket hem, OK? You hold on to me, and make sure the kid’s got a hold of you, and we might just avoid breaking anything.’

‘Fine.’ I take a couple of inches of the rough cloth between my thumb and forefinger, and he starts to shuffle forwards, with me in tow. The boy holds on to my wrist with both hands. There is nothing to do but follow; all I can think about is being close to the exit, close to escape.

To consider how this happened only tilts me even further out of my mind. Not that long ago, I was standing in the ruins of a temple in a peaceful, sunlit morning. Wherever I am now is far from there. Could this be another ghost of PTSD? They said psychosis was rare but possible. But what does a psychotic person consider reality?

‘Which . . . which war is this?’ I ask.

He stops abruptly, and I walk into the back of him.

‘Do you mean which front?’ he asks.

‘Er . . . yes.’

‘Well, we’re trying to keep Malta from the Axis powers. If they get hold of this rock, that’s the end of North Africa. Don’t you know where you are?’

‘I hit my head in the first impact,’ I tell him. ‘Things aren’t clear.’

‘Hell, hold on.’ He stops, turns and strikes a light. His face, younger than I imagined – he’s maybe in his twenties – appears in the glow of the flame. Worried eyes scan my face. When he takes my chin with his thumb and forefinger, I don’t flinch. He turns my head from side to side, winces when he spots something and fumbles in his pocket with a handkerchief. When he presses it to the side of my head, pain burns down my neck.



‘That was a hell of a bump,’ he says. ‘Can you keep it compressed and keep a hold of the kid?’

‘I can,’ I say.

‘Good, stay close to me, OK? We’ll find a doc to look you over.’

‘Doctor!’ The little boy leaps at the word. ‘Doctor! Mama!’

‘Your mom hurt, too, son?’ the American says as we resume our slow journey. ‘Don’t you worry. We’ll get help to her – we’ll get you both help. Almost there.’

I keep my eyes fixed on the shape of his back. Strong but supple, it fills out the rough material of his uniform. I follow him for what seems like an age, my arms grazing against the stone walls again and again. We pass signs in English and Maltese: no smoking, no swearing, no spitting. Gradually, the air gets a little fresher and the light stronger.

Eventually, we reach a sort of cubby office, lit by a lamp, with a wooden desk and a rickety-looking chair. There’s a chart on the wall and an ancient-looking radio system, as well as one of those old-fashioned telephones.

‘What you doing ’ere?’ An older Maltese man with a bald head and grey moustache looks my guide up and down. ‘You should be up there giving Jerry hell!’

‘I’m supposed to be on rest leave, for all the good it does me,’ the American explains. ‘Got caught out, I guess. Ducked into the first port of call, sir.’

‘You’d think you lot would know better,’ the man huffs. ‘Anyway, go back to your cell – can’t have people running around willy-nilly. Is hazard.’

‘Sir, this little boy is lost – he is asking for a doctor for his mom. And this lady has a nasty cut and may have some concussion or something. Is there a doctor here?’



‘Is that . . . ?’ The older gentleman peers at the boy concealed behind me, smiling broadly as he talks in Maltese. They know one another.

Slowly, the boy emerges and nods in understanding, his expression still very serious.

‘He’s not asking for a doctor for his mother,’ the gentleman tells us, with a chuckle. ‘His mother is a doctor. He must have got bored and gone exploring and lost his way, yes? Very bad.’

The boy nods, bowing his head.

‘No harm done,’ the gentleman tells him kindly.

‘I give you light. You follow the boy. He takes you to the doctor for the young lady.’

‘No!’ I say a little too abruptly. ‘I want to stay here, please. By the exit. I will be fine if I can stay here. And as for the child – he’s already got lost once. It doesn’t seem like a great idea to let him get lost again.’

‘That’s more like it – sounds like your brain cells are waking up.’ The American grins at me; I see dark hair curling beneath his cap and a crooked smile. ‘Let them stay here a while, huh? I’ll take responsibility for them. Maybe you’ve got some water they can have?’

The warden – I think that’s what he is – sighs.

‘I only do this for you,’ he tells the American. ‘Because you are hero. You come while I fetch; you tell me about last dogfight.’

‘You got a deal.’ The American shakes the warden’s hand, and the warden beams.

‘Stay right there on that chair.’ The American points at me and the boy in turn.

Gratefully, I take his seat. Unbidden, the boy climbs onto my lap and rests his head against my shoulder. All sounds of attack seem to have receded. The adrenalin that has kept me on my feet and unaware of my injury starts to drain away, leaving a deep exhaustion in its wake. Mustn’t sleep. Not when I have the care of a child. Mustn’t relax – that’s a mistake I can never make again. Must get out before all of this falls down on top of us. But what about the boy?

The American said I could leave when it was all quiet – that’s what he said. And now, it is quiet. Just beyond them, I see a staircase leading upwards – the same milky stone of the tunnels but edged with bright daylight behind a metal door. What I want more than anything is to be out there in the world, where I can tell up from down and make sense of this insanity.

‘Hey.’ I lift the slight child off my lap. He rubs at his eyes as he frowns at me.

‘You sit there and wait here for your mum, OK? Do not move.’

‘You are going outside?’ he asks, grabbing at my hand. ‘It’s very dangerous!’

‘I’m just going to look,’ I tell him softly, as the American regales the warden with an animated tale of some description. ‘You stay here, though. Promise? You need to wait.’

The boy sits on the chair and watches me. ‘It’s very dangerous,’ he repeats in a whisper.

‘Your mum will come and get you,’ I assure him. ‘You’re going to be fine.’

Then I dart for the exit. The door is harder to open than I expected. Bolts need dragging back, and a wheel lock needs turning. But then it moves, and I’m out.

Reflexively, I gasp in lungfuls of air, and it’s a mistake. I breathe in burning oil, noxious smoke and clouds of stone dust. There’s another smell, one I can taste, sweet and metallic. I don’t want to think about what that is.



Piles of rubble are haloed with dust that glares in the sun. Where am I?

Somewhere far away, a high-pitched wail rises. There’s the noise of a distant engine. Looking up, I spot a small plane in the sky, growing larger and louder by the second. Where am I? What is that plane doing?

‘I come with you,’ the boy – this very little boy of maybe five – appears at my side, tugging me back towards the shelter. ‘I make you safe.’

Then he catches sight of the aircraft. His eyes widen.

‘Messerschmitt,’ he gasps.

My gaze turns back to the plane screaming right towards us.

It’s mesmerising. I want to run and hide, but I seem to be fixed to this spot, my eyes glued to the oncoming winged demon that rips down towards me. Its shape fills up the sky, now so low I can see the two black crosses painted on the underside of its wing. It swoops right down the centre of the ruined road towards me, the ground ahead of it pitted with tiny, rapid-fire explosions. Too late, I understand that in the next three seconds, the plane’s machine-gun bullets will reach us. It’s happening again. And all I can do is stand here and wait.

‘Jesus H. Christ!’ I hear the American growl as he charges at us, knocking me out of the path of fire, scooping the kid up under his arm and throwing us all as far as he can into the unforgiving rubble of a broken house. Our attacker screams into a sharp turn as the American drags us further in under a cave formed out of a collapsed ceiling.

‘So, you wanna die?’ he asks me angrily. ‘You want to kill the kid, too, while you’re at it? What the hell is wrong with you?’



‘He . . .’ The world swims and dissolves in front of my eyes, and, touching my hand to my head, I am intrigued to see blood glazing my fingertips.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘That’s not good.’

I look at the American. The world melts all around him.

‘There’s something really wrong,’ I tell him.

Then there’s nothing.







Chapter Six

Saturday 21st June 2025, 10 a.m.

‘Maia? Maia? Can you hear me?’

The voice just reaches me from very far away. I don’t recognise who it belongs to, so I ignore it. Is this sleep or death? The distinction seems very hard to make. Pain throbs throughout my body in sharp pulses. Not death, then. At least, I hope death isn’t like this. Is it birth or rebirth? I feel as if I’m encompassed in a thick, viscous fluid that wants to rock me back to sleep.

‘Maia, Maia, open your eyes please.’ A woman’s voice, a stranger.

‘Maia, wake up at once please. You are scaring me.’ Kathryn’s voice sounds urgent and demanding.

I remember her kindness. For her, I start to slowly fight my way back from the dark. It hurts.

‘What’s happening?’ I squint against the bright light. A woman is bending over me, shining a torch in my eyes – I think it’s the same doctor who saw me after the crash. I bat my hands at her. ‘What the hell . . . ? Go away!’

‘Oh, my dear.’ I feel Kathryn stilling my flailing hand, holding it to her lips. ‘Hush now, hush. Dr Gresch is just trying to help you.’

I work hard to bring her face into focus.



‘Is this . . . ? Was it . . . the crash?’ I ask, my voice dry as dust.

‘No, dear, no. You were with me at Mnajdra, remember? I left you for a little while, but I got worried when you didn’t come to find me. Then soon after the temple opened to the public, a visitor found you unconscious, bruised, and with these deep cuts on your head. We brought you right back to the hospital. We’re not sure how long you were out for.’

‘I don’t know.’ I shake my head and pay the price as pain burns down my nerve endings. ‘I was down there for at least an hour, maybe more.’

‘Down where?’ Kathryn asks.

‘In a shelter, in the middle of a war.’ Then I realise: it was all a dream. I am in that most hated of clichés. Still, the sense of relief is a blessing. Just a dream – just my damaged brain conjuring images to haunt me with.

‘Our best guess is that you fainted and knocked your head on a rock or perhaps fell onto stones and cut it that way,’ Dr Gresch tells me. ‘Though it’s odd you have cuts on the back and front of your head. Maia, considering your family history and your mother’s illness, I’m concerned that I missed something after the accident. I want to do some more tests.’

‘But you said my scans were all clear?’ I ask, raising a tentative hand to my forehead. ‘I’ve been diagnosed with PTSD previously, Doctor. Do you think that’s relevant? I’m a war correspondent. But that doesn’t usually show up on scans.’

‘Well, actually, it depends on the scans, but I have ordered more to be safe,’ she says. ‘According to your records, from your insurers, your anxiety, the flashbacks and insomnia have been well controlled with therapy. Are you coping well?’

‘I am,’ I say.

‘Still, I will keep you overnight, I think.’



‘I don’t want to be kept in overnight,’ I protest, looking at Kathryn. ‘I’m fine, really. Well, I will be. The dream I had – it was so vivid . . . I saw a door, Kathryn, at the temple. And the stairs leading down, and then, somehow, I found my way into the Second World War, I think? There was this American and a child . . . I could hear the bombs falling – I could feel them. It was so real . . .’

‘The Second World War, really?’ Kathryn asks gently, quickly adding, ‘Not surprising, I suppose, given your experience in war zones. I should have taken better care of you. I shouldn’t have left you. Your father told me you can be a little delicate.’

‘He did?’ I ask, baffled. ‘I’m a lot of things, but delicate is not one of them.’

Then I realise he must have been talking about my mental health, how my mind has constantly teetered on a knife-edge ever since Syria. Is Dad ashamed of my ‘issues’? Delicate? Fuck that.

‘Perhaps you didn’t have enough water, or you’re not used to the heat,’ Kathryn goes on. ‘I should have stayed with you. This is all my fault, Doctor.’

‘No, I’m fine,’ I insist, trying to prise a clear thought out of my head. It feels like time is stuck in a short-running loop.

‘I will be the judge of that.’ Dr Gresch sits on the edge of the bed, frowning. ‘You need stitches. I’ll arrange it. It could be delayed shock, your body reacting to a drop in adrenalin. Or perhaps I missed something, so I need to keep you tonight. We will have more tests – agreed?’

‘I don’t like hospitals,’ I say.

Kathryn hands me a glass of orange juice.

‘Neither do I,’ Dr Gresch admits. ‘But you are injured, and I’m a doctor. What are you going to do?’

She smiles; I smile. It hurts.



‘What about Dad?’ I remember a little too late to ask after him. ‘How is he doing?’

‘Your father is doing exceptionally well for a man of his age who has devoted so much of his life to smoking and drinking and other pursuits,’ Dr Gresch tells me. ‘He is frustrated and bored, but I take that to be a good sign. Would you like to see him? I can arrange for a porter to take you in a chair once we’ve got you properly cleaned up?’

‘Oh no,’ I say at once.

‘Not today,’ Kathryn says, tilting her head to look at me. ‘You don’t need any more agitation.’

‘I’m an adult woman in a perfectly safe place,’ I ­reassure her. ‘I’ll be OK. The doctor here is probably right – it’s a delayed reaction or something. I’m fine, honestly – a bit groggy but fine. I could probably come back to yours tonight, Kathryn, and come in for another scan tomorrow . . .’

‘No,’ Dr Gresch and Kathryn say in unison.

‘You are like your father in some ways,’ Kathryn chides me. ‘You think the laws of physics don’t apply to you, that you are invincible.’ She reaches for her bag and brings out a large, glossy paperback, which she lays on the bed. Malta: The George Cross Island at War. ‘No reading today, but I bought this for you at the museum earlier. I have my own copy at home. There’s quite a bit about our grandmother in it. But no reading today – promise?’

‘Promise.’ I nod, picking up the book to look at the cover image of Spitfires flying over the harbour. They blur, double and refocus. No reading today.

‘I’ll come again tomorrow, in the morning. Do as you are told.’ Kathryn kisses me briefly on the back of my hand as she leaves.



‘Ugh, I hate doing as I’m told,’ I grumble under my breath.

Dr Gresch remains after Kathryn has gone, reading something on the iPad that’s attached to the bottom of my bed. She’s in her forties, I think, tall and attractive, with the kind of glossy, neat hair that I have never managed to achieve. She gives
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