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In the Shadow of Giants

Chapter 1
Eva filed her story, turned off the computer and headed out the lobby of the Financial Times. Back in her Hackney flat she kicked off her shoes, poured a glass of Sauvignon Blanc and went through her mail, starting with a letter postmarked Malta. It must be from Aunt Julia, she thought; a surprise considering she hadn’t heard from her in five years.  Her aunt had last been in London for the launch of her book:  In the Shadow of Giants, and since this was also Eva’s sixteenth birthday, Julia had invited her to dinner at the Ritz and her first glass of champagne.  

In her mid-fifties, Julia Bianchi was a leading expert on Malta’s Neolithic goddess culture, a distinction that meant little to Eva as she skimmed the signed copy of her aunt’s book. While dates, measurements and numbered pottery shards left her cold, her imagination was fired by the idea of prehistoric societies governed by women. 

Eva read out a few passages to her mother, but stopped when she saw her expression. “It’s just a lot of new-age mumbo dreamed up by hippy feminists. No one takes that stuff seriously anymore.”  Alison Bianchi, a spare, tight-backed accountant who worked for a firm in Guildford, had never been burdened by an overactive imagination. 

Eva opened the letter – a single sheet of formal, typewritten text.  This was not from her aunt. This was from her solicitors in Valetta. They deeply regretted having to inform Eva that her aunt had passed away following a heart attack the previous week and that she, Eva Bianchi, had been appointed sole beneficiary.  Could she please make arrangements to come to their offices in Malta at her earliest convenience for the reading of the will and to discuss matters concerning her aunt’s estate?  

In a handwritten postscript, Mr. Joseph Matib added that Julia’s instructions to be cremated had already been carried out and he closed with the sincere condolences of Matib & Partners.  Eva sat for a long time staring vacantly at her untouched wine. She had never been close to her aunt; in fact they’d only met a handful of times. Surely there were others with a better claim – a lover perhaps, or a charity?  But Julia had never married, there were no children and both her parents and brother – Eva’s father – were already dead. This left Eva as the only surviving member of her family.

It was strange this hadn’t occurred to Eva before; but then her mother never encouraged her relationship with Julia. Indeed, she had actively discouraged it for reasons never fully explained; although as even as a child Eva could see her mother envied the bond between sister and brother.  After the road accident that killed their parents it was Julia, the elder by minutes, who took charge. Only just past their twelfth birthday, they were sent to live with a benign but distracted grandmother who seldom interfered in their lives. Since then it had always been the twins against the rest of the world. 

Even after she and Adam were married Alison felt excluded from their ring of intimacy.  Each finished the other’s thoughts and agreed on almost everything as a semi-conscious reflex.  Alison was convinced Julia was out to undermine her relationship. 

Eva was seven when her father kissed her goodbye for the last time. The Thanksgiving holiday was sacrosanct for the New York Bianchis and over Alison’s objections Adam flew to New York to spend it with Julia. On the return flight his plane vanished somewhere off the coast of Greenland and Alison blamed Julia for her husband’s death. After that November weekend, she punished her sister-in-law with the only bargaining chip she had: access to Adam’s daughter.

As Eva returned Mr. Matib’s letter to its envelope another fell into her lap. She recognised the pale blue paper; it was the same as the packet of letters she'd found last year while cataloguing her mother’s photographs. Stuffed in the back of an album was a packet of unopened envelopes – envelopes addressed to Eva. Reading through she was both horrified by her mother’s duplicity and moved by her aunt’s attempts to reach out. She had begun a reply more than once but each time a pressing deadline overtook. Now it was too late.   Eva never confronted Alison about the letters but it was a tipping point:  the following week she moved out of her mother’s house for an apartment in the City.

Eva unfolded this, her aunt’s last letter.

My dearest Eva,
By now you will know I have chosen you as my beneficiary and literary executor. This may come as a surprise to you since we’ve never been close – certainly not as close as I would have liked. Nevertheless you are the last of the Bianchi clan and I have always thought of you with great fondness. You are so like your father; the same sense of humour, the same curious mind and the same trick of cocking your head on the side to get your way. Adam knew he could talk me into anything when he did that!  When we last met in London I thought looking across at you how thrilled he would have been at your growing into such a beautiful young woman.  

As for the business matters, you can trust Mr. Matib who has been handling my affairs since I moved to Malta ten years ago. He will go through everything concerning the estate and will always be there with help and advice.

My last wish concerns a memorial wake for which I have set aside funds and asked my good friend Christa Scerri to manage. I have invited several friends besides you to gather at my farmhouse in Malta for a week (Christa will go through everything). The idea is not so much to remember me, but to celebrate my work at Ggantija and those special presences that transformed my life. 

With all my love,
Aunt Julia



Her father’s name evoked memories precious and few. One of Eva’s favourite was a summer afternoon when she was five years old and playing alone with her dolls in a darkened front room. The curtains were always drawn to keep the furniture from fading and she sat on the carpet because the plastic furniture protectors were sticky against the back of her legs. Then the door burst open and she was flooded in a pool of light.  Two tree-like arms swooped down and scooped her up to the ceiling. Her father’s gravel laugh and her high, thin giggle merged as she hugged him tight and they spun around the room in a vortex of pure joy. 	Comment by HP: 

Eva reread both letters but there were few specifics about the legacy. She knew Aunt Julia had a farmhouse in Malta and visualised it as a small stone cottage with an outbuilding or two, perhaps for chickens. It was on Gozo, a tiny island off the mainland, accessible only by boat. Not exactly a windfall then.  As for the rest, lunch at the Ritz notwithstanding, she had never thought of her aunt as wealthy; academic monographs were, after all, hardly money-spinners. 

Eva winced; she sounded just like her mother and could already imagine her reaction. “An inheritance?!  OK, it might not be much but at least she didn’t leave it to a donkey sanctuary out of spite.  Maybe there’s at least enough for a deposit on a London flat to get you on the property ladder.”  No superfluous sentiment about Julia’s death; Alison’s thought processes always defaulted to self-advantage, especially in matters of money. 

Eva recalled that dinner at the Ritz.  She had found herself confiding to Julia her deepest secrets and biggest questions; all the things she would never dreamed of asking her mother – like how to be around boys; what to do with her life; and how to reconcile her father’s death which was a raw pain that had not healed a decade later.  Her aunt listened without judgement and replied with none of the usual adult diktat, and after moving to Malta she invited Eva to spend the summer. But then Alison announced she’d long been planning a surprise mother & daughter vacation to Scotland.  

Thinking about it now, Eva wondered why, after that birthday dinner, she hadn’t made a greater effort to stay in touch with her aunt. But at the time she’d been thrilled that her mother, who rarely demonstrated affection, wanted to take her on a vacation and jumped at the chance, after which Aunt Julia faded back into the background. Then later, among her university friends and as a young journalist in the financial fast lane, she had little time for what her mother called her aunt’s ‘new age goddess mumbo-jumbo.’

Several days later return tickets to Malta arrived with a cover letter from Julia’s friend and neighbour Christa Scerri. Dates for the memorial gathering had been decided and Christa had been asked to take charge of coordinating the event. Eva was to look out for a young man – the son of Julia’s friend, the sculptor Matthias Vella – who would be collecting her from the airport. 

Aunt Julia’s ‘friend’?  Eva was intrigued. She took a quick look around. Her editor, who had multiple sets of eyes that swivelled in every direction, took a hard line on web surfing on company time. She googled ‘Matthias Vella, sculptor, Malta’.  Fiftyish, hirsute and with eyes that seemed to effortlessly strip away the skin of whatever, or whoever attracted his interest, Matthias, while not classically handsome, radiated a raw sexuality. Now dead, he was Malta’s most celebrated sculptor with work in galleries and public spaces across Europe. She clicked on a series of images; they were all of monumental female nudes with pendulous breasts and massive thighs cast in bronze and carved in the local stone. They reminded her of the Neolithic temple statues in Aunt Julia’s book; with a primordial authority and magnetism that transcended the flesh. 

Watching her editor pace up and down her glass-partitioned office, ripping bites off some underling on the end of the phone, it was clear this was not the time to request time off. Yes, Ms. Rachel Crease took no prisoners, but she was at the top of her game – or anyone else’s game come to that – and she was Eva’s role model and hero. As one of the publishing world’s ‘Women of the Year’ award winners, she represented the high tide of female professional success. But the price was high; Ms. Crease never took time off, was fused at the hip to her job and expected the same single-minded dedication from her staff.

In the end Alison carried the day, pointing out the urgency of getting to Julia’s lawyers before another claimant popped out of the woodwork. The plane ticket was already bought and anyway, no employer had the moral or legal right to override a family tragedy. Eva thought the ‘family tragedy’ angle was a bit rich considering her mother made no secret of her disliking her sister-in-law. But there was no denying she had a point.


Chapter 2
On the plane Eva settled gingerly into her seat. Every time she strapped herself in, she couldn’t help imagined her father’s last moments. The slightest bump or unidentifiable engine noise had her bracing for a sudden plummet into the sea. It was only when the aircraft began its descent that Eva allowed herself to look out the window. The barely visible speck that was the island of Malta began to fill the window, revealing its topography, etched with roads, clusters of buildings and the long, reassuring slash of a runway. Finally her ordeal came to a shuddering stop. She breathed out… another reprieve. 

Disoriented and on rubbery legs, Eva entered Arrivals and immediately spotted a sign with her name held high above the welcoming melee.  She waved towards it and the sign make its way towards her. A tall young man in a polo shirt and leather jacket held out his hand, grabbed her luggage and turned abruptly towards the exit. “I’m Mikal,” he called out over his shoulder as Eva wove in and out of the crowds, half-running to keep up. 

Firing along the coast road in a topless Audi with Mikal speeding to catch the Gozo ferry, Eva struggled to keep her hair from cat-tailing her cheeks.  Conversation being impossible she concentrated on the passing landscape; long ochre slabs of limestone relieved now and then by patches of green field. Smudges of trees sheltered farms with outcroppings of villages and other traces of domesticity. Churches, castles and Neolithic temple ruins dotted the hills and fortress walls hunkered atop the cliffs with a purple and turquoise sea shimmered beyond.

The Audi slid onto the ferry seconds before the ramp was pulled up. Without asking Mikal headed to the forward upper deck and Eva followed.  He had his father’s colouring but was less stocky. Same eyes though, darting everywhere at once yet refusing to land on her.  Was he distracted, disinterested, annoyed at having to pick her up? Or more worryingly; did he resent the fact that Julia had given her a property that, originally his father’s, he might legitimately consider should be his?  In an attempt to fill the vacuum she reached out for the first thing that came to hand. 

“So what do you do?”  As the words left her mouth Eva wished she could suck them back. This line of engagement was the accepted medium of exchange for after-work bar-hopping in London, but on a ferry heading into the unknown with an indifferent stranger it seemed  disingenuous at best and intrusive at worst. 

“I’m in real estate.” Mikal replied with matching artificiality.

Hmmm, that could be awkward.  When she put the farmhouse up for sale he was bound to hear about it on a place the size of Malta. “Sounds interesting. But is there enough business to go around on a place this size?”  Shit, another own goal!  She sounded like the worst stereotype of an English bitch. The problem was that while she had the ‘cut-to-the-chase’ journalist role nailed, when it came to socialising she was ill at ease and too intense. Now, standing beside Mikal and searching for a way to be, she felt out of her depth and like she was going down for the third time.

Mikal turned and looked at her. “Malta might be quite as large as the UK but there’s no shortage of interest in property, especially among Brits looking for a holiday home. Anyway I’m in the corporate sector; I lease office space.”  Eva thought she caught a note of contempt as he turned back to scanning the sea. 

She tried another tack.  “Your English is excellent, have you spent time in the UK?”  Oh dear, this sounded just as condescending

“I went to the International School here on the island; my mother had ambitions of me becoming a diplomat in London or Washington.” He gave a short laugh and the silence resumed.

Eva was angry with herself and resented Mikal for his ability to rattle her composure. To camouflage what she considered an embarrassing and unattractive vulnerability, the more she liked a man the more she affected a chilly nonchalance. She knew that as a stratagem it was counter-productive but couldn’t seem to help herself.  Anyway, this was moot in Mikal’s case since he was clearly disinterested.  

There was a sudden bump as the ferry docked. Somewhere Eva had read the name of this island meant ‘joy’, and at first the glimpse of Gozo’s green and semi-cultivated landscape she felt a thrill of excitement. Compared to the mainland’s bony carapace or London’s jagged frenzy, here was a place left behind in time;  green soft and still owned by nature.  The knots in her stomach as relaxed as she breathed in the fresh peppery smell of the myrtle bushes lining the road. She liked this place already.   

It took less than an hour to reach Julia’s farmhouse on the edge of a small fishing village.  As they pulled up the drive of an imposing three storey structure of honey-coloured stone, shuttered windows with wrought-iron grilles and a long rambling wing to one side, Eva searched behind and around the grounds for a cottage. 

“Here we are,” said Mikal, his hand sweeping across the building. Eva caught her breath.  The Hackney flat would fit inside this place a dozen times over. And instead of a mud-encrusted farmyard, the house was surrounded by gardens and a lawn that rolled down to the sea. On hearing the car, the oak and iron-hinged front door flew open and a middle-aged, honey-coloured woman stood in the doorway, plump arms outstretched. Mikal disappeared inside with the bags while Eva disappeared into a welcoming hug.

Chapter 3
“You have very long journey,” observed Christa wiping flour off her hands. “You like nice English tea?” She helped her guest inside as Mikal, relieved to have delivered his charge, deposited her bags and rushed out. As the Audi did a three-point turn, he called out a hasty ‘Yes’ at the invitation to return for supper.

Eva nodded gratefully and settled into an upholstered settee in the kitchen. The room was cavernous. The walls and vaulted ceiling were made from the same hand-hewn stone blocks as the exterior and the floor was covered in thick terracotta tiles. Commanding the centre of the room was a large, round hand-carved pine table and eight well-worn chairs. An inglenook fireplace took up an entire wall with a massive cast iron range fitted into the recess. Above it was a clutter of copper pots, pans, ladles, hand-painted spice jars and an assortment of other cooking implements, and beside the stove was a wicker basket heaped high with logs.  “Forget the rest of the place”, thought Eva thinking of her London flat with its grey walls, white curtains and minimalist furniture. “I’d be happy to live in this one room.”

Christa put on the kettle and glanced at Julia’s niece. She had the same petite frame, dark eyes and colouring but seemed to lack her friend’s vitality.  This girl looked more like a small bird huddling beneath a sharp-edged bob, ready to fly off at the slightest provocation. Thin and fine-wired with a fragile prettiness; Eva Bianchi appeared to live in her head and on her nerves.  Whatever life had thrown at her, this was not the chubby cheerful child in the photo on Julia’s study desk. Christa sighed and scooped a spoonful of camomile flowers into the teapot. Good for the nerves.

“What an awesome ceiling. It’s like having a cathedral in your kitchen, or your kitchen in a cathedral.”

Christa laughed. “Yes, is typical Gozo farmhouse. Well not so typical maybe.  Matthias Vella, our famous sculptor, converts it from an old cotton warehouse and his touches are in every room. After supper I show you around. The others come tomorrow afternoon so you have time now to settle.”

“Yes, I’d like that, thanks.” Eva was careful to respond with the diffidence of a guest: it felt unseemly to begin asserting her ownership before Julia’s passing had even been memorialised. “Does the house have a name?”

“Ghaliex” 

“Galeesh?   What does that mean?”

“Why.”

“Just curious I guess; the occupational hazard of a journalist.”

Christa laughed again, a sound that rose up warm and round from her belly like her own ample body. “No, no!  ‘WHY’ is English translation of our Maltese word ‘GHALIEX’.  Matthias named it so. “

“Did he and my aunt… that is, were they…?”

“Oh my yes!  I’ am Julia’s best friend since she comes to Gozo. I live next door.” Christa motioned past the kitchen window. “The first time I see her I am walking with my dogs on the beach. I go past Ghaliex and am looking in the big living room window; there is Julia in what Matthias would call ‘All the nude magnificence of an alabaster goddess’. The dogs bark and Julia looks at us and waves. Not embarrassed at all.  But nudes were always coming in and out of Matthias’ studio.  Until Julia, then it was only her. She moved in two months later. Don’t mind asking any question. This week is for remembering your aunt. She was a most remarkable woman.”  

“How did Matthias and my aunt meet?”

"It was at the launch of his new show in Valetta about ten years ago. She was amazed that Matthias could turn stone into flesh and as she said: ‘Awaken the power of the sacred feminine’. Julia thought this was rare for a man to see so deeply the truth of women and fell in love with him on the spot.  She was visiting from Columbia University, researching Neolithic temples and goddess cultures, but never went back to New York. Julia was such a big star they agreed to keep funding her research until the book was finished. That took five years but the university was very happy to publish such a famous work.”

Eva was stunned; this was nothing like the picture of her aunt as painted by her mother.  According to Christa, who seemed down-do-earth yet highly intuitive, Julia neither lived in a world of hippy mysticism nor was she a dry-boned academic. What else about her aunt had she misunderstood over the years?

“I read in Wikipedia that Matthias was married… what did his wife think of the relationship?”

“Maria Vella?” Christa threw up her hands and shook her head. “Now there is a piece of work, as the English say. She is Catholic, of course, and refused to divorce even knowing about his affairs. Oh, yes, he had a goodly few before Julia. But Maria loved being the wife of a famous sculptor and did not want to give up the Vella name and her place in Malta’s high society.

“How did he die?”

“A heart attack. He was only fifty-five, poor man... so sad for all of us!  But although it was sudden it was not really unexpected. He worked the way he lived and made love; with such intensity.”  Christa stopped, frowned and then continued. “I do not tell you this from experience – my Xxx and I are happily married now many years. But Matthias was that sort of man – 100% always in everything.  It happened soon when Julia got back from her book trip in London; you saw her there I think.  Anyway when he died Julia shut down. Poor girl, she had already too much death in her life.”

“For six months she not leave the studio, not even for the funeral. Especially not for the funeral. Vella is old Maltese family and Mikal’s grandfather was Grand Master of the Knights of St. John, so it was a very big affair with widow in black veil, all of the family, important government people and many friends. Matthias was so admired they put up statue of him in Valetta, you must go and see it.  For Julia, she did her grieving alone. I left her food in baskets but mostly she not touch.”

“One day curtains open and bags of cements, pallets of tiles and many workmen appear in the front drive. Julia decides to build a wing on the house for paying guests. By then my bakery in Victoria – that’s the capital of Gozo – is doing so good by itself I agree to help Julia with her holiday rentals business.”
 
It was clear to Christa that Eva had a lively intelligence, but the questions lining up behind her eyes demanded ready answers for which the older woman knew there were no pre-packaged answers. She sighed and brushed heavy cream over a large expanse of pastry top before putting the pie in the oven.  

“I think by now you are hungry, yes?  Mikal no stop to eat; that boy is always in a hurry. For to welcome you I make rabbit pie for supper, is our Maltese speciality. “ 

Eva hadn’t eaten anything since the soggy bacon roll on the plane, but rabbit?  She had to try hard not to think about Beatrix Potter. ‘With any luck’, she thought, ‘like most things people are squeamish about, it will turn out to taste like chicken.’

“About Mikal,” asked Eva. “Do you think he resents Aunt Julia leaving Ghaliex me?”

“Don’t worry about him. He shy, but a good boy and so fond of Julia.  To him she was more like mother than his own. Besides, when he turned twenty-one he inherited a title and a palace. But his mother may live there until she dies. So he has an apartment in Valetta.

“A palace?	

“It sounds grand but is more like Venetian palazzo. Mdina was once Malta’s capital and like other old families, the Vella palace is crammed with historic treasures. Just one of them could buy the farmhouse many times over. And there is also the collection of Matthias’ unsold work; now worth a fortune.” As they talked Christa had been stirring pots, chopping vegetables and laying the table as if cooking was as natural an extension of her world as breathing. The odour of rabbit pie began to permeate the kitchen and Eva was surprised to find it was tantalising.

“Now, you would like to be washing for supper? I take you to your room.” 

They ascended a wrought iron staircase and Christa opened the door onto a large room with a four-poster bed and wide bay window framed with curtains the colour of warm claret.  Everything was pale lime-washed oak: a triple wardrobe, chest of drawers, vanity dresser, and a curved love seat nestled into the bay.  “This is – was – your aunt’s room. She loved sitting in this window in early morning to feel sun coming up,” said Christa as she drew the curtains. 

“Julia died in hospital, but if you not like to sleep here I show you the other rooms.”

“No, this room is just fine.”  And I love the idea it was my aunt’s– it makes me feel closer to her.”  Eva sat on the edge of the bed and sank into the deep embrace of a thick satin quilt.

Mikal arrived with a case of wine from the Vella cellars and they sat down to what for Eva, whose supper usually consisted of a pizza slice or her mother’s parsimonious leftovers, was a feast that filled the kitchen with rich, multi-layered aromas. Her aunt was fortunate to have made friends with Goza’s best baker; the rabbit pie – Eva’s first cultural hurdle – turned out to be delicious.

Chapter 4
Next morning Christa went over the week’s plans for the week and told Eva a little about the two women arriving in the afternoon.  Lois Armitage was Julia’s childhood friend and the Head of Feminist Studies at Vassar, a women’s college in New York State and Hilda Weber, from Berlin, was a fellow archaeologist. She had first come to Malta as a result of reading In the Shadow of Giants when the book first came out. 

“Hilda and Julia spent a long time at Ggantija,” explained Christa. “Julia already for years had been researching the temple but with Hilda it was different.  Things happened that Julia would not talk about. But a few months before she died she decided to write book about it. It would shock the world, she said.  But then she got sick.  Christa’s shoulders shook and she wiped the tears glistening her cheek with the hem of her apron.  

“What awful timing, it must have been frustrating. Do you suppose she left  notes?”

Christa shrugged, blowing her nose.  “I don’t know – perhaps in study. I go into Victoria now and then to collect our ladies at airport.  Supper is ready so you today you just rest and relax; maybe to walk in the garden or down to the beach on such a warm day.”

After clearing away the breakfast things Eva wandered out to the courtyard and almost walked into a 20 foot high female nude with a pinpoint head, globular breasts and swollen belly and buttocks. The face, although stylized, was recognisably her aunt’s and a plaque at the base read:

Every step must bear the weight of your intention, every shadow illuminate the way forward – Julia Bianchi

These were the words on the flyleaf of In the Shadow of Giants.

Back in her aunt’s study Eva sat at the mahogany desk and picked up a silver-framed photo of her father holding her as a toddler. They were both grinning and waving at the camera; the same eyes, the same expression. Eva turned the picture over to find a card was pasted on the back: 

To Julia, my dearest and wisest, birthday greetings from your much younger brother and your favourite niece. May the coming year bring all and everything good!  Much love, Adam, October 25, 1995. 

Eva froze.  This photo had been taken a month before that final Thanksgiving. 

Scanning the bookcase Eva noticed several copies of In the Shadow of Giants. Taking one down she began to read the preface:


 Hymn to Nut
O Great Being who is in
The world of the Dead,
At whose feet is Eternity,
In whose hand is the Always,
Come to me.
O Great Divine Beloved Soul,
Who is in the mysterious abyss,
Come to me. 
           – from an inscription in the Louvre

Eva began hunting through notebooks, files and boxes for anything related to Julia’s new book, pausing to digest many of Julia’s thoughts, so that hours passed before she discovered the filing cabinet tucked away at the back of the closet. There in the bottom drawer she found a notebook with a label on the cover that read ‘From the Womb of Creation; First Notes’. Hands trembling, Eva opened to the first page of the first book. At the top of an otherwise blank page was written:

She became the womb of everything, for it is she who is prior to them
all, the mother father, the first man, the holy spirit.  - Apocryphon of John

She flipped through the pages but the rest of the book was blank. Eva was about to continue her search when she heard voices in the kitchen.

Lois Armitage and Hilda Weber were a study in opposites. The former was tall and angular in a red Vassar tracksuit and Nike trainers. Hilda was short, plump and favoured garments that floated around her in a loose swirl. Lois, with cropped steel-grey hair, was in her middle years and Hilda, long hair swept into a wispy white bun, was somewhere in her late seventies. 

While the new arrivals were being settled in Eva kept in the background, preparing tea and laying out Christa’s cream buns. “Is there any coffee?” asked Lois, who was not beguiled by Ghaliex’ rustic charm. Christa set up a percolator and they arranged themselves around the table. Eva was about to bite into a bun when Hilda suggested they take a moment to give thanks for a safe arrival.  

Amen! Eva never took a safe landing for granted but Lois seemed impatient with silly rituals. Eyeing up the buns she pointed out that she rarely ate carbohydrates and Eva got the impression she resented having been called away from more pressing matters. Why had Lois even bothered to come?  Whatever, as her aunt’s oldest friend Eva decided to reserve judgement.

They discussed plans for the week and Christa suggested a trip next day to collect Julia’s ashes. Hilda said she first needed time in the grounds with her crystal pendulum to locate a suitable place for the final day’s remembrance ceremony. Apparently it was all about the right feng shui. Ceremony?  Conducted by whom?  In what religion?  As her aunt’s executor was it not Eva’s right and duty to cast a deciding vote in such a matter?  On the other hand, besides being phobic about death, she knew less about her aunt than anyone else present. It was probably best to just go with the flow. 

Chapter 5
Next day Eva begged off the crematorium visit and took a taxi into Valetta. Joseph Matib turned out to be a courteous gentleman of the old school, explaining everything patiently and guiding her hand to the red ‘X’s requiring her signature. In addition to the deeds to Ghaliex, she discovering she was now 125,000 euros richer and the recipient of ongoing book royalties. 

She headed for the Archaeological museum to meet Mikal who had agreed to drive her back to Ghaliex.  On the way she scanned the windows of several estate agencies; property prices in Malta were higher than she’d expected. She was about to walk into one then hesitated. Should she really be thinking of selling Ghaliex?  Was it not a betrayal of her aunt’s memory? There was so much of Julia in the place, so much held in trust yet to be discovered. And what would Christa think?  What would Mikal think?

Eva imagined telling Alison she’d decided to keep Ghaliex, and tensed.  “What on earth is the point of a house in Malta when you live in London?  It’s fine for a few holidays but then you’d be saddled with year-round taxes and maintenance.” Of course she should put the money on the London housing ladder, and yet… her thoughts were interrupted by an agent striding towards her.  “Can I help?”  Eva shook her head and moved on.

On the drive back to Gozo Mikal seemed remote. He was perfectly amiable with Christa and Hilda and even guardedly cordial to Lois. Yet with Eva there was some kind of invisible wall. The evening before, emboldened by a few glasses of wine, she’d asked Christa about him. Christa’s theory was he was still in love with a girl from Mdina whose family vetoed the engagement because they disapproved of Matthias’ lifestyle. Oh well, this time she was not falling for the unobtainable. She’d been there too many times already.

That night following dessert and liqueurs – Julia had insisted the week be neither a glum nor frugal affair – Lois suggested they tell after-supper stories and launched in before the others could respond.

 “One summer when Julia and I were sixteen we went on a caravan holiday with my parents. Somewhere in Tennessee the Winnebago broke down and we were sent into town for milk, passing as we did an old woman sitting on her porch. On the way back she beckoned us over and dear Julia, always the intrepid, crossed the road to her shack and I followed. Julia was always in the lead – she was fearless. – and I was happy to follow because when I wasn’t with Julia life was boring.

The old woman motioned us to a seat and continued to rock back and forth, smoking her pipe and studying us. Suddenly she got up and motioned us to follow, leading us to the back yard where a group of women sat in a circle and motioned us to join them.

A single voice began to hum and a wooden bowl filled with a liquid that tasted of sweet potato, honey and something bitter. As it passed around and we each took a gulp – at first I hesitated but didn’t want to draw attention so I took a sip. More voices joined in and the bowl kept coming around. The humming grew louder until it reached a pitch and lingered in the air. Then it stopped abruptly. Nothing seemed to be happening and I was happy to sit and drift on my thoughts. After a time I looked up and saw Julia rising slowly off the ground and hovering above the circle. I blinked and looked again; she was still floating. The odd thing was I wasn’t scared. Somehow it seemed perfectly normal.

Then the humming started up again and as the voices ascended so did Julia. Higher and higher until the old woman tapped her pipe on a stone, the music stop and Julia came back to earth with a thump. As we got up to leave she looked at Julia and winked. And Julia? Julia just laughed!  Oh, how I admired her for that, she had such spirit.  We never spoke about the experience – I was too frightened. To this day I don’t know if I was tripping or Julia was levitating."  	Comment by HP: This is a really interesting anecdote but too abrupt an ending to the chapter. The reader could do with Eva's reaction to the story, maybe have her share or refuse to share a story of her own...?

Eva looked at Lois in surprise; she was impressed with the emotional honesty of a woman who otherwise appeared so guarded. But of all her memories of Julia why had she chosen such an ambiguous tale? Of course when Lois was young getting high was a rite of passage, which no doubt explained her vision. She looked over to see what Hilda, the self-proclaimed mystic, made of the story but her face was impassive. 



Chapter 6   
After two days off the grid Eva could no longer avoid her emails. There was one from editor giving her a heads-up on assignments for the following week, and a dozen from her mother with titles like: Selling Your Holiday Home and Flats for Sale in London. To buy time Eva composed an all-purpose reply: ‘Hi. Everything’s fine. We’ll talk when I get home.’ The message behind the words was ‘back off and don’t interfere’ and Eva was surprised at her boldness. Ordinarily she’d be sweating every word to make sure nothing might inadvertently trip-wire a reaction. But something was starting to change. She wasn’t sure if it was distance or new-found financial independence, but Eva realised she was becoming less reactive to her mother’s attempts at manipulation. 

In preparation for the next day’s visit to Ggantija Eva was rereading In the Shadow of Giants.  At sixteen she couldn’t work up an interest in topics of such little relevance to her life. Now she found the idea of prehistoric matriarchies fascinating. She put this to the group at supper:  “Do you suppose that at one time there really were civilisations run by woman?”

Lois, a tenured professor of Women’s’ Studies, needed no time to consider the question. “At one time society’s spiritual and material leadership came from priestesses and the female elders of the clan. Archaeological evidence from Crete and elsewhere shows that under matriarchies people lived in harmony and there was no war. Then Abraham and his jealous god appeared and women were banished to their tents. Aristotle turned the screw by stating women were lumps of flesh devoid of mind or spirit, and by the Middle Ages the Church decreed we were the devil’s spawn. Sadly history is just that: his story. So we have to look to prehistory for the feminine narrative, to the work of pioneers like Julia Bianchi.”  

Eva looked sideways at Mikal who was pushing his peach cobbler around the plate. She was already beginning to regret the question but Lois pushed on with a full head of steam, oblivious to the mounting unease. “It’s hardly surprising after thousands of years of suppression that women are finally asserting their natural superiority.”

At this point Hilda, who had been looking on with the occasional nod, broke in. “Come now, Lois, surely you agree the point is to achieve equality between the sexes, not superiority. History shows us that whenever anyone, male or female, asserts superiority, power corrupts. Yesterday’s victim becomes tomorrow’s tyrant.”

Lois was about to fire back when Mikal put down his fork and cleared his throat. “Speaking as a man I was born with a burden of guilt. I try to rewrite history’s wrongs by upholding my value for women as my father did before me. In which Julia was a continuing inspiration.” He looked directly at Lois. “But it’s very hard to do in the face of bitterness and militancy. Sometimes it feels like we men are never allowed to win.”     

The table fell silent.  To lighten the tone Christa suggested they adjourn to the living room for coffee.  Lois looked at her, blinked, and then carried on as if neither Hilda nor Mikal had spoken. “The problem is our bodies. Babies knock women out of the power game just as they are on the brink of peak productivity, so we forever pushing the pea of equality uphill.”
,
This was too much for Christa. “I am no barefoot one in the kitchen – I build good business.  But for me most important in life is helping my children be best humans they can be.” 

Christa, with an armful of plates, was glaring at Lois and shaking. Eva wondered where things were headed; evidently not into the living room for drinks. Feeling responsible for introducing the topic, Eva cast about for a way to cool the temperature. 

“Lois having been good enough to start off our storytelling, I’ve got one I’d like to share.” The others, relieved, sat back and listened while Eva, unnerved by her own boldness, took a deep breath and began. 

“Once upon a time in Africa, there was a village. One day a young girl was raped by her uncle and the elders, all male, decreed that she had brought shame upon the village and must be banished. Her mother, knowing that without any other habitations for hundreds of miles, this meant certain death, decided to join her daughter, together with a group of other women who were angered by the council’s decision.” 

“They left in the dark of night and after walking for days came to a river and set up their camp. The women soon discovered they could achieve twice as much with half the effort when they working together; especially when the fruits of their labour were no longer being squandered by menfolk who took them for granted. Word of their success got around and over time more and more women from the old village came to join them.” 

“After a year the chief of the old village turned up looking thin and haggard. ‘The elders have met and asked me to invite you to return; all is forgiven.’ After a consultation the mother said: ‘Thank you, but we are doing very well and have no wish to leave. But for your trouble you are welcome to take this food back to your village, we have plenty to spare.’”  

“Months went by and the chief returned with the council of elders. ‘We are struggling on our own and beg you to return. We know now we treated you unfairly.’ Mother and daughter were sent to negotiate because the truth is that after a year, the women were also missing their husbands.  It was agreed the men would join the women in the new village by the river and it would be governed by a council comprised equally of men and women, with the mother as chief. Everyone lived happily ever after and the village became known as a beacon of harmony and respect.”

“Well that was a story lovely,” said Hilda with a wink. “And a fitting end to the discussion, don’t you agree Lois?”  

Lois furrowed her brow in rebuttal then thought better of it and looked at Eva . “Well I get the message but as a story it’s a little too contrived, don’t you think?  That said, if you were one of my students I’d give you a B+ for diplomacy.”      

“Actually,” pointed out Christa, “I think it’s based on a true story.”

For a moment it looked like the combatants were getting a second wind. Then Hilda let out a full-bellied belch followed by a sheepish ‘Wie bitte’ which caught everyone off guard. Eva looked at Mikal and he grinned. She grinned back. The wall was breached and Eva felt that in that exchange was real equality; mind to mind, soul to soul, same to same.

Chapter 7
Armed with a picnic worthy of the Fortnum & Mason’s, the group set off next afternoon to visit to the spiritual centre of Julia’s life and work: Ggantija. 

While the others were packed into Christa’s Corsa along with the hamper, Eva found herself alone in the Audi with Mikal; a bit of engineering she put down to Christa who had a talent for bringing people together and patting them into shape. 

Eva felt a new ease with Mikal: “That was some debate last night, huh?”  I thought at any minute butter knives were about to be drawn. I admire you for wading into the fray against such awesome odds; at some point I’d love to pick your brains about how men see women.”

“Are you sure?”  Mikal turned to her in mock alarm.

“I think so, providing you can think of a few positives.”

“Given enough time I’m sure I can. Meanwhile, your ‘Tale of Two Villages’ certainly shut Lois up, which is no small accomplishment.  Although I notice she did get the last word in by grading you on the performance.  My only complaint is the men; what a lot of sad wimps.”  

“Well, if you like I could tell you how women view men.”  They both laughed.

Up ahead the Corsa veered abruptly into visitors’ car park and the group followed Hilda to a shaded area outside the temple walls where they arranged blankets and unloaded the hamper. Following warm rolls and cold meats, savoury pies, cheeses, tomatoes and olives,  pastries and a mound of grapes, complimented by a selection of local wines, everyone was pliable enough to suspend their judgement and listen to Hilda as she began the introduction to her esoteric tour.
“We do not buy tickets and go barging in with our cameras clicking,” Hilda clucked her tongue and shook her head. “No.  First we wait and be quiet so we can feel the atmosphere. Your skin might start to tingle, or you might hear a high-pitched ringing in your ears. Do not be alarmed, this is just the electromagnetic worlds we cannot see.” 

Eva and the others looked blank while Hilda carried on. “These temple stones still hold the energy vibrations of those who prayed and loved and sang and made beautiful things thousands of years ago. If you are sensitive you can sense – and maybe even see and hear – them again; like playing back a video tape. But to ‘tune in’ you must make yourself sensitive. How?  Empty your mind, go inwards and try to feel the force.” 

For the next hour Eva stared at one of the megalithic pillars until she went cross-eyed, but nothing happened. She fought to keep flotsam thoughts at bay but whether it was the wine or boredom, she kept nodding off. Suddenly there was a tap on her shoulder and a heavy weight began pushing Eva into the ground. She felt her belly and legs bloating and tried to stand up. Swaying, she took a  lumbering step forward and looked around for Hilda. No one was there. Neither were the cars, the car park or the visitor’s entrance. Eva was alone in a vast empty landscape. 

Chapter 8
Hearing voices she turned around; a group of men and women were passing slowly through a wide entrance into the temple precinct. Disoriented, Eva joined the end of the procession behind a woman who towered above her; she was at least eight feet tall; bare-breasted, wide-hipped and wearing fringed skirt made of hide. The man by her side – another giant – was dressed in a short tunic and leggings.  Eva called out but no one turned around. She tapped the woman on the arm but still there was no response.  Everyone appeared to be in a trance. Eva followed the crowd into a massive stone-paved courtyard. Surrounding it were five domed apses arranged in a semi-circle, each with an arched opening.

In the middle of the square was a dais upon which sat three women. The crowd knelt in front of them and not wishing to draw attention Eva also sank to her knees. From of side of her eyes she studied the three figures. The first was a girl who held an ostrich egg in her lap that had been painted purple and silver. In the middle was her mother, uncovered to the waist and unconcerned that a python was writhing between her breasts and across her shoulders. Eva shuddered. The third, an elderly woman, wore a hooded grey robe and carried a long gold staff topped with a turquoise stone.

After a time the old woman began walking among the congregation, her gaze following some invisible point that moved back and forth above their heads. Finally she tapped a woman on the shoulder who rose and followed her to the first domed enclosure. After some minutes the priestess returned and repeated the process. At last only one door remained. 

While the ritual unfolded the remaining two priestesses sat in a state of suspended animation while the atmosphere in the precinct grew so thick Eva imagined she could see the translucent  shapes floating in the air. Then she felt a wave of nausea and her head began to spin. Bending down to clear the dizziness she felt the lightest of taps and looked up to find the gold staff resting on her shoulder and a bony hand beckoning her to follow.   

Frozen in horror Eva found herself rising to her feet through some external volition following the old woman to the fifth entrance. There was a thump to her back and she found herself in a domed chamber with high arched apses, dimly lit by an occluded source, and strangely warm with a large stone slab in the centre like a Turkish hamam. 

A high-pitched humming sound started up and grew louder until Eva was on the edge of passing out. Crawling onto the platform she wanted nothing  more than to sleep forever. Slowly the stone slab began to vibrate and massive bolts of electricity, hot and then cold  cross-currents, began to course through her arms and legs, torso and head, until at last everything stopped and Eva was on the ceiling looking down at her body. So pale and small; so weak. 

Around the walls were luminescent shapes and angelic voices whispering to Eva words charged with an exalting force. It was like the inner emptiness she’d spent a lifetime papering over was now being filled to bursting with a power and grace that made her feel invincible. Eva felt tall; immortal. She belonged among this company of giants, servants of the Higher. This was home. Here was where she belonged.

Then a sharp hiss like air out of a balloon and Eva, like a new-born expelled from the womb of the Great Mother, was suddenly ejected from soothing darkness into blinding light. She blinked and looked up. Hilda had a hand on her shoulder and was looking at her with an expression of concern. “My dear you look pale. Are you quite well? The others have gone ahead into the courtyard, do you feel up to joining them?”   



Chapter 9
At supper that evening Eva felt an overhang of disorientation, observing her companions with an unfamiliar detachment. She could feel Mikal’s enquiring looks but no one else seemed to notice anything different. No one, that is, except Hilda with whom she now felt an invisible web of sympathy. Eva had no doubt she knew exactly what was going on.
	
Later, while Christa, Eva and Mikal were clearing up, Hilda was meditating and Lois had retreated to her room to mark papers, Mikal took advantage of Christa’s trip to the cellar to pull Eva aside. “You’ve been very quiet.  On the way back from Ggantija you hardly said a word... is everything OK?”  

Eva considered for a moment, wondering how much to say. Then she nodded with a smile. “Oh yes, everything is very much OK, thanks. Just some stuff going on.” Nothing wrong with a little mystery, she thought watching as his mouth twitch at one corner. She’d noticed it before, on the ferry when they first met. Was it a sign of shyness?  Embarrassment at having asked a question that betrayed his interest? Or just too much coffee?  Eva had an urge to run her fingers over his lips, feeling their moist contours and smoothing away the twitch. She felt an electric pulse pass between them and wondering at the next move. Then Christa’s footsteps ascended the stairs and they snapped back to the washing up.

After the others had either departed or retired to bed, Eva and Hilda sat by the fire sipping brandies. “So my little liebling, something happened to you today, yes? Julia thought it might, although I don’t know how she knew. It’s much rarer to connect to the unseen worlds than you might think.”

“But Hilda, I have no idea whether what I experienced was real or something I just dreamed.”  

“People’s idea of reality is very narrow in our world of science. But reality is more elastic and there is more on heaven and earth, Eva, than you have imagined thus far. The point is: how has it made you feel and what is it showing you about yourself?”

“But so much happened in so many dimensions all at the same time and so quickly I don’t know where to begin. I don’t know if I can even find the words.”

“Your aunt had the same problem. By the time she felt confident enough to make a start she was running out of time. But you’re good with words, perhaps you will have a go.”

 “Is that what this is all about?  Carrying on Aunt Julia’s work?”

“Mein Gott!   By its very nature this could never be anyone else’s work but your own. Anyway, it’s not something you can volunteer for or be elected into. Access to higher knowledge can only be gifted by the gods in accordance with your spiritual inclination.”

Eva was struggling to focus but the words kept slipping away before she process them. She felt heavy and was slipping into a warm haze. “Never mind, leibling. When you wake up you’ll remember what you’re meant to remember and forget what you need to forget.”  

When Eva came to in the middle of the night the lights were off, the fire was out and she was covered in a thick quilt.  She stumbled up the stairs and fell fully clothed onto the bed.

Chapter 10
In the morning Eva felt as though she’d been driven over by a fleet of cement trucks. She looked at the clock. Normally a light sleeper, she’s been unconscious for almost ten hours.

In the bathroom she felt the cool marble under her feet, breathed in the morning quiet and lingered under a long stream of warm water to clear out the cobwebs. Eva compared this to her usual morning ritual: jack-knifing out of bed to a shrill alarm, a 30 second shower, pulling on whatever came to hand, gulping down microwaved coffee while hobbling to the Underground in three-inch heels.  She felt she was viewing someone else’s life in double-time like a Charlie Chaplin film.

She settled into the bay window to check her morning messages. There were three from her editor: ‘Call me’, ‘Call me ASAP’ and ‘Call URGENT’. She felt rising panic and blood pooling in her feet.  She took a deep breath and rang the office.

“This is totally unacceptable!”  Rachel Crease screamed in her ear. “Your last piece has dumped us in a world of crap – who was your source?  The stats are wrong and now we’re being sued. And it’s my ass on the line!  You’d better grab the next plane back and sort this out if you want to hang onto your job.”

Given the rush to finish her assignments before departure, Eva was struggling to recall the article in question. But she always checked and cross-checked her facts before filing. “You can go through the interviews; they are all on audio files on my desktop. Anyway surely the fact-checkers would have picked up any errors.”

“Don’t dump this on the fact-checkers; just get back here. And no, you can’t do it from the middle of the Med. Just as I was beginning to think I’d found somebody I could trust not to fuck things up. I’m so disappointed.”

Eva reddened. She knew there was nothing wrong with her piece but there was no gainsaying Rachel Crease.  Her boss reminded her of someone… who was it?  She looked out the window at the sun glancing off the sea. Did she really want her editor’s life?  The constant shit storms, the bitterness and the loneliness?  She scanned flights and found one she might catch if she left in an hour. On the way to the kitchen Eva realised who Rachel reminded her of: her mother.

Christa took Eva’s her breakfast out of the warmer. “That was big sleep, I decide not to disturb you.”

“Christa, I have to leave - now. I just spoke to my editor. What’s the fastest way to the airport?”
  
“Mikal stay at our place so I call him. Have breakfast now.”

Eva got a whiff of fresh bread and slumped at the table. “Oh Christa, I don’t want to go. You’ve made me feel so much at home.”

“But this is your home. What happens you not go back now?”

“I’ll probably lose my job.”  Eva was talking through mouthfuls of egg.

“And how bad is that?”

“Financially not so bad thanks to Aunt Julia.”

“So?”

“But it’s my career. Hundreds of people would kill for my job; it’s not something you just abandon on a whim.”

“Kill?  Yes, I know.  I go to university in London – long time ago now so my English rusty.  Walking on Oxford Street; so much push and shove in so small space.”  

Eva sipped her tea thoughtfully; she was starting to like camomile. ‘I’m going to miss this kitchen.’ She thought of her box in Hackney. 

While waiting for Mikal, Eva went up to pack and mulled over her options.  In fact she had an ironclad excuse for remaining for the week; the funeral. After all, how was Rachel to know that Aunt Julia‘s urn was already safely ensconced on the mantelpiece? Legally and morally there were no grounds for dismissal. She composed a carefully worded text message to her editor and pressed ‘Send’. She couldn’t wait to tell Christa her change of plans. Just outside the   kitchen she could hear voices; the others must have gathered for their mid-morning break. 

“Well I never agreed with Julia’s plan anyway,” it was Lois. “Who are we to mess with the kid’s head?”

“The early departure is not so fortunate,” replied Hilda. “But Eva is stronger than she appears.”
 
Christa sounded concerned. “But Ggantija can be very big experience. I do not like her not with our support.”

Eva froze in the doorway. “What’s all this?  Am I the subject of some weird experiment masterminded by my aunt?  I thought more of you all than that.” Turning abruptly she ran upstairs, grabbed her coat and case and handbag then returned, sweeping through the kitchen looking neither right nor left then out the door to await her lift. No goodbyes, no last words. She had been betrayed. Was Mikal in on it too? Probably. Never mind, she needed the lift.

She thought of the text she’d just sent. Putting her career in jeopardy for what?  A cabal of biddies and a farmhouse in Lotus Land. What had Christa been putting in the tea?  ‘I should have listened to my mother,’ she thought. ‘I’ll rush back to the office and camp out in front of Rachel’s office until she forgives me.’  Sitting on the bench Eva fumbled in her bag for a tissue then heard the squeal of tyres and looked up; Mikal had the top down and leapt out without opening the door. “Christa says you’ve got to go early… why?”

“Something’s come up at work.”  Eva was in no mood to elaborate as she tossed her case in the back.

Mikal looked nonplussed. “I’m sorry to hear that. But just a minute, I need a word with Christa before we go.” 

A moment later he returned holding a letter and looking puzzled. “What’s going on around here? Christa’s distraught and begged me to make you read this letter before we leave. I think you owe her that much. While you do that I’m going to get some coffee. Don’t worry, there’s plenty of time to catch the ferry.”

“So you’re not part of the plot?”

“Eva, you sound paranoid. Whatever you imagine, Christa is a good woman and would sooner cut off her arm than harm anyone.”

“I’m sorry. It’s been a crazy morning.” Eva was beginning to think she might have overreacted. She opened the letter and read.

To my lovely niece,

By now you will have been at Ghaliex a week. Hopefully you’ve begun to feel at home and discovered a little more about your aunt; but more importantly, begun to discover more about yourself.  You remind me a little of my younger self with the same curiosity of mind. 

I also see a passionate nature being slowly strangled; forced to live in the outer edge of your real life to suit others’ expectations. It was not my place, nor was I encouraged by your mother to interfere. In fact, I expect you may never have received my letters. 

Since your graduation I have followed your career with great interest; your ability to translate complex ideas into digestible language is a rare talent. I thought with your independence the time might be right to reach out. Yet many consider my views and values eccentric if not threatening, and I would not want to influence you in any way that might impede your trajectory of success. But when I found out time was running out for me I wanted to leave you a legacy that was not just material but also spiritual.

The most spiritually transforming influence upon my life has been Ggantija and I wish for you to have the same opportunity for enhancement. To this end I have asked Hilda, with Christa and Lois’ support, to introduce you to its mysteries. I requested they say nothing to you in advance.  This is for two reasons: First there is no surer way than the pressure of expectation to block receptivity. Secondly, I did not want to my persuasion to influence you: it is for you to respond,  or  not, according to your own will and inclination. The safety is that the guardians of the sacred feminine give only what you can handle when you are in a place to receive it.

Please be assured that I believe in you so that you may believe in you,

For now and always, Julia

PS:  Ghaliex is yours to do with as you see fit. However if you decide to sell, I would ask only that you give Mikal first refusal and/or appoint him your agent.

Chapter 11
Eva folded the letter carefully, returned it to its envelope and put it in her pocket. If she had known about a plan to initiate her into the occult mysteries of Ggantija, how would she have reacted? She would have run a mile. But having gone through the experience, while bizarre it had not been frightening. In fact it had brought her back to herself and made her feel that somehow, at last, she was no longer alone.

So what made her flounce out the door?  A matter of principle, or being treated like a child?  But was she not, in fact, acting like a child?  

Eva got up and walked down to the beach. She felt lost, but at the same time found. Whether it made sense or not, here was where she belonged. She shut her eyes and timed her breathing to the rhythm of the waves. Then her name was being called and Mikal was walking down the slope towards her. “Why didn’t you mention you were going for a walk; we’re going to have to hurry if you still want to catch the ferry. He looked annoyed.

“Listen, Mikal, I’m sorry about messing you around but I’ve decided not to go today. I can’t explain it but it feels like I threw my life up in the air and now the pieces are crashing back down and knocking me on the head.  Last week I was a kick-ass journalist with a game plan. Today I don’t know who I am or what I’m doing.” Blocked up tears began sliding down her cheek. “And the others are mad at me and I don’t blame them; I’ve been acting like a brat. “ 

Mikal’s voice softened. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think, Julia’s friends seem a forgiving lot. Hilda’s saying it’s understandable you’re on an emotional rollercoaster at the moment.  Lois doesn’t seem bothered; she’s playing Scrabble with Friends on her phone. Only Christa is fretting because she’s everybody’s mother and can’t bear discord. She’ll be pleased to hear you’re not leaving today.”

Eva’s outburst had resulted in a fit of hiccups and Mikal pulled her to him, patting her back like a baby in need of a burp. Eva rested against his shoulder, reassured by his presence, until the hiccups slowly stopped.  “Thank you, I feel better now.”  He took her hand and walked her back to the house.  

Eva awoke at 6:00 am. Her phone, in a frenzy of flashing, announced a text message had come in from Rachel Crease. 

Sorry to hear you consider a dead aunt more important than a live job.  Don’t bother coming back early. In fact, don’t bother coming back.  

Fuck!  Fuck! Fuck!   Eva leaped out of bed and paced the floor. There was no point calling; it was only 5:00 AM in London. Should she race back to London and plead, grovel and jump through a dozen hoops backwards?  Everything she’d worked for and the price she’d paid in missed meals, sleepless nights, weeks stalking sources and all night copy session – everything was collapsing around her in slow motion. There was a flight into London City at noon. She could be in the office by mid-afternoon.

A knot in her stomach forced Eva into the bathroom  where she threw up before she was able to reach the toilet.  The day had not yet begun and already her nerves were in shreds. The chasm at the core of her being – the one that had just begun to heal – was being ripped back open leaving her ragged and raw.

Splashing water on her face, Eva threw on a pair of jeans and a fleece and tiptoed down to the kitchen.  Hilda was sitting on the settee in her dressing gown sipping an espresso. She motioned for Eva to join her.  “I heard you upstairs moving around. How are you feeling, liebling?”

Eva was desperate to unburden but didn’t trust her voice. “It’s official: I’ve just been fired.”  

“Ah, I see. But is that good or bad, my dear?”

“Rachel Crease was everything I ever wanted to be: smart, ambitious, focused and successful; a woman who doesn’t take any crap from anybody. But now I’m not so sure;  I’m starting to realise she’s a monumental bitch with no humanity and an attitude is that everyone in her orbit exists only to serve her purpose. Why did I never see this before?”

“You have different eyes than you did a week ago.”

“Still, I should care more. I mean what am I supposed to do with my life now?  I’m too young to retire, even if it’s to paradise. What sort of career opportunities are there in a place like Malta?  Besides  selling souvenirs or working in Christa’s bakery. My mother will have a hernia when she finds I’ve dumped a successful career in the financial capital of the world for no apparently good reason. ”

And how long are you going to be defined by what your mother thinks –is she so wonderful?  Besides what can she know of the reasons why you do what you do?”  

Eva had no ready answer to these questions.

Hilda continued. ““And liebling, if you don’t mind my saying you are sounding like a snob. Malta publishes newspapers and magazines, and even Gozo has access to the internet – doesn’t everyone work from home these days?  I have a friend in Berlin who edits a weekly paper based in Argentina.”

“Yes, that’s a possibility I suppose.”  

Hilda put her arm around Eva and gave her a squeeze. “In this moment my girl, you are in the rarest of circumstances. You stand before a blank canvas with the freedom to create your own portrait.  But first you must break free from your mother, your teachers, your employers, your friends and even your lovers – anyone who is trying to force you to be what they want you to be.”

They sat quietly, Eva gaining resolve within Hilda’s presence. By the time the others gathered for breakfast Eva had made two irrevocable decisions. She would not contest her dismissal. In fact she would commend Rachel for her decision and send a courteous letter explaining she was going freelance and would be happy to help out with any rush assignments that might crop up. Then she would give notice on the Hackney flat and hire movers to pack up and ship her few belongings to Malta.   

When it came to her mother Eva decided that duplicity was best. She would explain that she’d decided to extend her stay a few months to sort out the legalities of her inheritance and to ‘put the estate in order’. Fortunately it was the start of tax return season so there was little chance Alison would be turning up in Gozo anytime soon.

After that she locked her phone in the bottom drawer of the desk. 

Chapter 12
That morning Hilda suggested Eva deliver the eulogy. Not only was it her prerogative as family, it was an honour she had earned.  Fighting off a lack of confidence, Eva drew out a pale blue piece of paper and began to write.

That afternoon the fruits of Hilda’s preparations were to be unveiled. A special enclosure had been marked out among a copse of jacarandas and as the group assembled to Monteverdi’s Vespers, Hilda took her place in the centre of the circle. Everyone took their place, the music stopped and Hilda rang a silver bell to mark a moment’s contemplation. Then each one in turn shared the special memories, moments and qualities of a friend whose presence was, if anything, even more potent now than in life. 

Everyone assumed that Hilda would deliver the eulogy, so when Eva stepped into the centre there was a ripple of surprise. Erect and poised in a pale blue dress, she first paused to connect with each person in turn, reflecting on what had brought her to this place and to these people; a letter out of the blue with an invitation almost refused. 

Eva recalled the priestesses of Ggantija; the grace and stillness with which they held sway over the temple crowd. She thought back to chamber, the voices and power that filled her diaphragm. When she opened her mouth she jumped at the resonance of her own voice.

Friends, I am honoured to be here with you today in the ceremony of remembrance.

Although I saw her infrequently when growing up, I remember my aunt as a woman with a rare capacity to listen and empathise. I also sensed mysterious and exciting about her, which I am beginning to discover at Ghaliex, the place itself a testament to her quest for knowledge, reverence for the divine feminine and not least, her deep passion for those she loved.   

What I had not realised was the love and unswerving belief she held in trust for a niece she barely knew. This I have found moving beyond words. It is also a challenge; to honour her life and to be a responsible custodian of her legacy. This I mean to do to the best of my ability and I look to all of you – her most special friends – to help me in this task.

As this week of remembrance for a most remarkable life comes to a conclusion I would like to thank you all for taking the time and trouble to be here and to thank Christa and Mikal for working tirelessly to make us all feel so at home in Julia’s world.  Please join me now in reflecting on my aunt’s own words from In the Shadow of Giants.

	‘What are shadows but a healing cool in the desert of disconnection from all that is real and true. Fortunate are they who are touched by the shadow of these ancient giants that have illuminated our past and point the way to our future.’

Each word Eva spoke magnified in resonance until by the time she drew to a close the atmosphere was so hypnotic it took Hilda’s bell to break it.

As the group dispersed to their various pre-supper activities, Lois came up to Eva, visibly moved. “Until today I freely admit I couldn’t work out why my old friend placed such faith in a niece she hardly knew. But listening to you speak today I was moved by how much of Julia there is in you. I don’t warm easily to people, but once a friend I am loyal and constant.  I may be on the other side of the Atlantic but I am, and will always be, there for you if ever you have a need.”

Hilda, with all the gravitas of an elder of the tribe witnessing a sacred rite of passage, gave Eva a long and penetrating look. “Liebling, you arrived here a girl and today you become a woman. And wherever you go tomorrow I would feel privileged to play a part in that journey.” It was readily agreed Hilda would continue to receive the warmest of Ghaliex welcomes as often and as long as she could find the time to visit

Mikal approached softly, sensitive to her space. “When do need to be at the airport tomorrow?”  Still charged with the intensity of the ceremony, she looked up and knocked him back with her gaze.  Hello, Mikal, I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to tell you, it’s all happened fast. It turns out I’m not going tomorrow. In fact it turns out I’m not going at all.” 

He looked sceptical. “Great!  But are you sure?”

She looked at his face and laughed. “Oh dear, you don’t believe me!  I’m absolutely sure, but can see why you ask, considering how all over the place I’ve been the last few days. Would you like to take a walk while I fill you in?”

Christa watched as Mikal, tall and lean in his city suit, and Eva in her light linen dress walked together down the beach, he reaching out to steady her as she picked her way between the pebbles in sandaled heels. “Yes, that works,” she thought. “Clever Julia.”

“Until eight hours ago I was going back to London tomorrow,” Eva began. “Then I woke up to find I‘d been fired.  At first I freaked out all over Hilda, but when I calmed down I realised my boss is a jerk, my job was making me sick and that if I was ever going to have a real, self-decide life I needed to  break free, especially from my mother.”

“I’m right with you when it comes to mothers.”  Mikal’s nod encouraged her to continue.

“Suddenly everything fell into place.  Actually I suppose it was clear the minute I walked into the kitchen at Ghaliex, but I had to get rid of the noise before I could see it. So the plan as of 11am this morning is settle in Gozo, become a freelance writer, manage my aunt’s literary legacy and run the holiday rental business with Christa.”

“Well.” Mikal stopped in his tracks, which had the effect of pulling Eva into him. “And you don’t think you’re going to regret crossing all these Rubicons at a single stroke?”
“Strangely no,” she said regaining her footing but continuing to hold onto Mikal. “From the moment I made the decision everything went quiet inside. In fact I feel happier than I have in a really long time. ”

“Yes, I can see that about you. You were radiant delivering the eulogy; i was mesmerised. But so was everyone else,” He added looking at her awkwardly.

Eva blushed and smiled. “Well I don’t know about the rest but I like the ‘mesmerised’ part.” She turned serious. “There is one thing I need to know before I can feel truly settled.”

“What’s that?” asked Mikal and Eva thought she detected a note of either panic or excitement in Mikal’s voice. She couldn’t be sure but either way it was of no matter; relationships were not her immediate priority given the magnitude of change in her life. 

What she voiced aloud was: “How do you feel about my inheriting a property that you might very well think ought to be yours?”

“I loved your aunt like I loved my father and Ghaliex was the living symbol of their relationship.  When Matthias died she was the only one I could talk to... who could understand my pain. Her passing is like grieving for my father all over again.  So if she thought you and Ghaliex belong together that’s good enough for me.”

“Thanks for your honesty and your loyalty to my aunt’s memory, I really appreciate it.”  

“In return there is something I would like to ask you.” 

“Of course.” They were standing on the same spot Mikal had held her the night before. Yet so much had happened in the meantime Eva didn’t notice the significance. His next words caught her unawares. 

“Yesterday when I thought you were leaving, that was one thing. But now you tell me you’re staying, so…” The corner of Mikal’s mouth was twitching. “I thought maybe… That is I wonder if you would like to...”

She reached up and brushed her fingertips lightly across his lips. “I would love to. Shall we take it a step at a time and see where it leads us?”  

Every step was bringing her closer to home. 

The End

A Critical Essay


The project
My ‘long short story’, In the Shadow of Giants, is about Eva,  young woman  with an emotionally remote mother and ruthless boss who are her two female role-models.  A surprise invitation to the memorial celebrations of a little-known aunt in Malta sets her on a course of self-discovery and a new sense of home and belonging surrounded by a new set of friends.  

In terms of genre, it is a mix of Gothic Strange, Coming of Age and Quest Journey.  The psychological and emotional triggers that cause Eva’s growth and transformation are ‘real world’ recognisable, yet the major catalyst of change involves an occult experience set in one of Malta’s Neolithic temple ruins. While this is too broad for marketing purposes, an extended version of the text would be more genre specific.

From the first to the final (eleventh) draft,  this project has been a steep learning curve, and has benefited immeasurably by assistance from both my  project tutor, Jeni Williams, and writing surgeries with Carly Holmes.

Story structure
At the physical level her transformation required a removal from her habitual life – in the way of ‘the truth can only be seen from afar’,  and relocated to a strange place and circumstance that sets in place a sequence of revelations.

In choosing the story’s setting 1, I went back to my visit to Malta several years ago to study its prehistoric temple ruins.   Ggantija in particular, the centre of an ancient goddess culture, symbolised something both powerful and life-affirming, which seemed a fitting backdrop for Eva’s inner journey.

The story’s ‘Inciting Incident’ 2 is a posthumous letter from her aunt, inviting her to Malta.  This sets up a conflict in Eva between what she thinks she wants (professional kudos in London) and what her inner life wants (a spiritual and emotional home). This conflict which flares in  a series of crises, including pressure from her mother and boss, followed by the  perceived betrayal of friends, leading to the climax and turning point: Eva’s summary dismissal.  In the final resolution Eva discovers her true home, and decides to remain in Malta.

The challenges
One of the first challenges was to engage the reader from the beginning by building suspense 3, particularly around  the event that sets the protagonist on her search – the arrival of the letter from her aunt.  To do this  I took as my inspiration from  a novel, The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox. In the book  the inciting incident is also the arrival of a letter. Iris, the protagonist, starts be examining the handwriting and envelope4,  then stuffs the letter in a drawer, coming back to it over many pages of intercutting narrative before the reading is complete. Thus both adding the element of  suspense and highlighting the letter’s importance as catalyst: sending Iris on a journey to find her unknown great-aunt.

Show don’t tell  
The second  challenge was ‘showing not telling’. Rather than just saying Eva’s mother was emotionally cold, this is suggested by the fact she keeps the curtains drawn to preserve the furniture.  Or rather than describe Mikal’s physical appearance, to  draw his character through behavioural indicators such as a  trembling mouth when nervous. 

Another of my attempts has been to evoke sensory impressions through smell, touch, etc., as in: The knots in her stomach as relaxed as she breathed in the fresh peppery smell of the myrtle bushes lining the road.5   Compare this with Joanna Harris’ Blackberry Wine wherein she first describes bottles of wine (in one sense the book’s protagonist)  in terms of sound. The very first sentence of the book starts with: Wine Talks…. It ventriloquizes. It has a million voices… it shouts, rants, whispers… A few sentences later she brings in smell: Every bottle a whiff of other times, other places…6  

Resisting the cliché
I have been told that if something is easy to write, it is probably a cliché. In fact, a great deal of my  rewriting was about  trying to spot the clichés  and then  searching for fresher, more original language and imagery. In many cases I couldn’t even see them and they had to be pointed out. One of the most embarrassing was my tendency to romance stereotypes.  In earlier versions I had portrayed Mikal as tall, dark and brooding and he tended to crop up in the narrative as little more than a Mills & Boon-style romance7.  Subsequently I worked hard to give the character dimensionality beyond being ‘someone to love Eva’.  In addition I reworked the development of their relationship more tentative; as befits two people one of whom is shy and the other doesn’t know what she wants.

Character delineation	
Painting a character portrait not through the direct description of the omniscient narrator, but rather through revealing gesture, mannerism, behavioural patterns, emotional reaction (or lack thereof) etc., has been perhaps the most difficult challenge.  Then added to that is finding the  style and tempo of each  ‘voice’. Eva, her mother, her boss and Lois are all English-speaking, so differentiating these characters is mostly about tone and style (cold, authoritarian, insensitive, controlling, etc.).  Hilda has been differentiated with a few German words and phrases, but as she is the ‘wise woman’  the  nuances of her English have been left  intact.  Likewise for Mikal,  a businessman with international clients who has  an American education.  

Christa however, who represents the Mediterranean ‘earth mother’,  needed a different, more colloquial treatment; her ‘voice’ was the most difficult to capture. Christa’s English had to be less fluent but not a clumsy ‘pigeon English’ that  might diminish her stature. Striking the balance has been elusive, to say the least.

Aunt Julia, is, after Eva, the main character who, although not absent makes her presence felt throughout the story. The challenge her is that since she is not present in the flesh, her home, her letters, books, statues and the other characters must tell her story and reveal her character.  In my approach to this, I have taken as example, a book by Carol Shields called The Stone Diaries8.  Like Eva, whose first impression of Ghaliex is the kitchen, Shield’s book opens with a description of  the kitchen of the protagonist’s dead mother who demonstrated her love through cooking.  Virtually an entire chapter is devoted to details about her crockery, cooking implements, jars lining the shelf and a myriad of other culinary minutiae, all of which indirectly paints a portrait of Mrs. Stone’s character.

Why should the reader care?
In version after  version of rewrites  I was up against the question:  ‘What  does this or that character think , feel or do in response to events?  It is the way they react to stimuli  that gives dimensionality and  makes them real.  If this is not demonstrated, why should the reader have any emotional investment in the characters?   I’ve discovered this  takes a great deal of time and hard work  to climb inside a character and divine not only how they feel  or what they would do, but how this response figures in the overall narrative and how it moves the story forward.

On Symbolism
Despite its brevity, hints about the life-altering powers of Ggantija are seeded both in the lead-up and the aftermath of Eva’s experience, rather like a nuclear glow.  And the symbolism of the domed chamber as a crucible or womb from which Eva emerges newly born is taken from leading archeomythologist,  Marija Gimbutas, who interprets Ggantija’s structural layout as representing a fecund female form.9     I have tried to treat this symbolism with a light touch, not overtly stressing the fact that the whole of the story is about Eva (Eve) in search of a true mother and a real home.

Quotes and poetry
Unless attributed within the text, all the quotes, sayings and poems are my own work prepared specifically  for the project or as  scraps from journals and  poetry collections gathered over the years.
Writing to genre
One of the aspects that concerned me most was to what degree and in what way should I explore the esoteric symbolism within the story. While I understand there is a currently popular genre called ‘Gothic Strange’, I neither wanted to strike the ghoulish tone of Poe Poe), or the new age populism of  Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist10  which I find heavy-handed in its ‘Spiritual Quest’ symbolism.  The story I have tried to tell with In the Shadow of Giants is one that blended psychological and emotional insight with hints of the esoteric in a way that comes across not flaky new age posturing, but rather as a believable world that may nonetheless suggest that there are more things in heaven and earth, Eva, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.  That is why I chose, despite its importance to the story,  to limit the occurrence at Ggantija to a few paragraphs; on the basis of ‘multum in parvo’ Moreover as a proxy for the sceptical reader, Eva herself is not. 

One of the writers I most respect, Hilary Mantel, writes on the ‘Strange’ in a number of novels, but nowhere more overtly than Beyond Black,11  in which she explores the occult in terms of apparitions and clairvoyants that are both authentic and charlatan. But ultimately the book’s burlesque cynicism  and whodunit farce may be entertaining but is inauthentic. For the treatment of ghosts, I find  A. S. Byatt’s Possession 12 more credible, and the ultimate literary treatment of the esoteric spheres I consider to be  Shikasta 13. The this, the first of Doris Lessing’s  ‘Space Fiction’ series, she creates a cosmic order peopled convincingly with angelic/demonic forces that influence the course of human evolution.  

On reflection
Surprisingly the most straightforward aspect  of the project was working out the storyline, which was:
· Girl gets a letter from her aunt that takes her abroad
· This sets her on a journey of self-discovery
· A mystical event happens in an ancient temple
· The encounter, plus new friends’ influence,  upsets the trajectory of her life
· She unexpectedly decides to stay in this ‘strange land’.
Mapping the main plot structure took only a few days and background research on Malta past and present, took some six weeks.  The many months following has been a matter of writing, rewriting and rewriting the story to its eleventh iteration. I could easily keep rewriting and refining the text for another six months but at some point one has to take a leap of faith and deliver the baby.

The challenges and  lessons recounted in this writer’s log only touch the surface and have caused me to recognise that I am not as good as I would have liked to believe when I began. On the other hand, having recently reread my initial draft,  I realise I have travelled further than I thought and that there me hope yet notwithstanding there are many more miles to go before I may truly consider myself a ‘Writer’. 

The next stage in the project is to expand on the existing 13,000 words and turn In the Shadow of Giants into a novella of somewhere between 30,000 and 50,000 words, which will give the scope needed to give more depth the characterisation, setting and perhaps additional l plot lines.

What am I trying to say?
At the end of the day it must be asked: what am I actually trying to say in this story and why?   First is the theme of finding family and home, especially a spiritual home in self, which is an interest I have long pursued.  Ultimately however, what I am trying to do in anything I write is to tell a truth – at least as I perceive it.  Other than that I see no point in writing.

In this I give the final word to Margaret Atwood who, in On Writers and Writing, refers to the shamanistic role of the writer.14  She goes on to quote Carlo Ginzburg on the theme of the Witches’ Sabbath: 

[…]  in the sphere of the visible and of the invisible, we have already recognized a distinctive trait of the human species. What we have tried to analyse here is not one narrative among many, but the matrix of all possible narratives.


[Words: 2030]
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