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1. Excerpt from Storja ta’ Malta: “The End of the Arab Domination in Malta”\fn{by Gan-Anton Vassallo (18171868)} Valletta, Malta Island (M)
… Time passed, and the star of the Arabs was beginning to decline over Europe. They were assailed both in
Spain and Sicily; they began to suffer defeat and to lose ground everywhere. In Sicily they were attacked by
Count Roger, a French lord from Normandy and one of the greatest warriors of his time, with thousands of brave
and powerful troops.
When the Count had taken possession of the greater part of Sicily and had well under control the Saracens still
remaining there, he decided also to deliver our islands out of bondage. The Maltese people had been expecting
him for a long time, and an understanding already existed. The Count appeared off Malta with his ships and men
in the summer of 1090. He approached the bay which still bears the name of Migra l-ferh, that is “the Run of
Joy”; for infinitely joyful at his arrival, the Maltese ran to that shore bearing crosses and olive branches to
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welcome him.
The Count landed together with his nobles amid shouts of rejoicing and prayer: the population cried in Greek
Kyrie eleison which means “Lord have mercy upon us”. They led him through their main road where the Chrisians used mostly to meet—Wied ir-Rum—a name that has remained, signifying “The Valley of the Christians”.
Here we would like to quote a few words written on another occasion.
Before Count Roger set siege to Imdina he first went about the island to reconnoiter, and to subdue the Saracens
who were scattered here and there. Many of them he drove away, the rest he defeated; this he did so that he would
encounter no obstacles when he marched on Imdina. As soon as he was satisfied that the Saracens outside the city
would give him no further trouble, and that nothing remained to be done to deliver the island from their yoke but to win
over Imdina from them, he went up against it and surrounded it with his men. Since the name of Count Roger brought
great terror to the Saracens because he had always defeated them, their commander and all those with him trembled
with fear when they beheld themselves shut up inside Imdina, encircled by the Count’s soldiers. As the commander saw
that the Count was anxious to come to blows without delay, he sent one of his officers to see whether they could come
to an agreement. Roger received the delegation but desired that the governor should leave Malta with his men
immediately.

This last condition concerning the departure of the governor was not expressed precisely in those words. The
agreement between him and the Count was as follows: The governor should surrender the islands and hand over
some horses and mules (we do not know how many) together with some munitions of war; he should set free the
Christian slaves (they were mostly Sicilians and Spaniards); he could leave Malta and take away with him all his
possessions; all who wished to do so could leave with him; but those who wished to remain would pay an annual
tribute.
The Count was not hard on the Saracens, and as everyone can see from what we have said, it is not true that he
expelled them from our islands; he only took away their rights. It would have been better had he expelled them
forthwith, as we shall see presently. The governor sailed to Barbary and many others followed his example, but
others remained, content to pay tribute.
When the Count saw that he was now lord of the islands and that he was so well regarded by the Maltese he
began to consider how he could place them in the best possible position.
A great part of the walls of Imdina were no longer safe; he therefore gave orders that they should be repaired
without loss of time in case trouble should spring up from Tunis. He also built and added to the city a castle which
would furnish a first line of defense if ever the city were attacked. The principal church was virtually in ruins; the
Count had it repaired and provided for it all that was necessary both inside and out, as regards the building itself
and the decoration. There was no bishop; the Count asked the Pope Urban II to appoint as bishop a certain priest
named Gualtieri. He also established three canonries, those of archdeacon, dean, and treasurer.
Roger had made very fine laws for Sicily, giving each town its own parliament: he desired that these laws
should apply to Malta too, and gave it a parliament also which the Maltese began shortly afterwards to call the
“Popular Council”—formed of persons from every rank and class elected annually by the people. After a time we
find the four Magistrates who took care of the provisions of the island as well as other things. All that we have
mentioned he did also in Gozo.
That which today we call Government was then called Università. From what we have said everyone can see
that Roger left the islands in the hands of the Maltese themselves, to be governed by their own prudence. We must
add that together with the Maltese there were also some Sicilians, for from that time onward Malta and Sicily had
become one. The Count left in our islands a Captain with some soldiers who were distributed in the castle of St.
Angelo, that of Imdina, and in the Gozo tower, also built by Roger. He gave to the islands the ensign which we
rejoice to see to this day on certain festive occasions, white and red.
The coming of Roger to Malta delivered us from people who were, are and will remain our enemies, and the
enemies of all those who confess the law and faith of Christ.
2. The Gift of Wisdom\fn{by Bishop Giovanni Maria Camilleri (1843-1925)} Valetta, Malta Island (M)
The desire for wisdom is inborn within us. Man is drawn of his very nature towards the knowledge of truth.
Indeed, merely show a child, even if he has not yet reached the age of reason, merely show him something new
and you will immediately hear him asking what that thing is, what it is called, who made it, to whom it belongs,
what purpose it serves, and other questions which go to reveal the intense desire to learn which dwells in his
heart, the desire to know the truth.
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Everyone wants to learn, everyone desires wisdom, but not everyone craves after the same kind of wisdom.
There are some who shed much sweat, pass entire days and nights alike over their books, ruin their health with
overwork and with difficult and perilous journeys, to discover some secret, some mystery of nature, to make some
invention which will bring them riches and spread the fame of their name throughout the whole world. In spite of
the fact that this knowledge of nature leads of its very self to the knowledge of God, to the recognition of His
power, of His goodness, and of the fact that He created nature with all its mysteries, the use which man makes of
it can be either good or bad, and more often probably bad rather than good. However, even if he makes good use
of it, this wisdom is not the gift of the Holy Spirit.
Others wish for, seek after, and go to great expense (as Pope St. Gregory says), to acquire a certain type of
wisdom which it would have been far better for them never to have known: the wisdom of this world. Our Holy
Father and Apostle gives it the name it deserves, that of foolishness. This wisdom is even farther from being a gift
of the Holy Spirit.
The wisdom which is taught by the Holy Spirit consists of those truths which bring us nearer to God and unite
us with Him through grace; that adorn the soul with virtue and holiness, enrich it with merits, and guide it to the
end for which it was created, eternal repose and joy in the bosom and in the possession of God. This wisdom, as
gift of the Holy Spirit, can be summarized in two kinds of knowledge, the knowledge of ourselves and the
knowledge of God. Both are so necessary that without either the one or the other we shall not be able to walk on
the way that leads to our true fatherland, where we shall contemplate and enjoy God forever.
We go towards God, as my Holy Father St. Augustine says, not with the feet but with the feelings, desires, and
affections that are pleasing to Him. But how can feelings, desires, and love please God unless we know ourselves?
If we do not acknowledge our ignorance, on account of which we pronounce as good that which is bad, or the
corruption of the desires of our heart that represent vice as virtue, we cannot even begin to cure our spiritual
illness which, unless healed, will ruin us and confirm us in sin. If we do not acknowledge the weakness of our
souls, the dangers and enemies in and around us, the excuses brought forward by our self-love to justify us when
we are wrong, we can neither guard as we should that precious treasure which is to be found within us, nor seek
after and take up the arms that are necessary for victory. What therefore can we expect from such weakness and
blindness, but lapses?
Hence St. Bernard is right in saying that the first duty of a Christian is to know himself; for it is through this
knowledge that humility is engendered, that humility without which no deed can be pleasing to God:
Sciat primum seipsum: haec scientia humilitatem generat.\fn{ First the self must be remembered; this knowledge generates humility }

3. The Great Victory\fn{by Dun Karm Psila (1871-1961)} Zebbug, Gozo Island (M)
The Great Siege! I suppose there is not one of the historians who have written on the sixteenth century who
does not place the great siege of Malta among the finest and greatest events of those hundred years.
Bosio, the historian of the Order who wrote down the history of the siege in all its details, and in his writings
prepared the material for all subsequent historians, becoming the most reliable authority on the subject, never tires
of showering praises upon Malta’s defense during the four months of the Siege.
Scipione Ammirato, put by Samminiatelli Zabarella in the very forefront of his book on our Siege, has this to
say in his Stories of Florence:
If, when weighing the facts according to their worth, we do not allow ourselves to be blinded by deceptive
appearances, we are able to maintain with all right and truth that the famous battles of Salamis and Marathon—the
finest and greatest passages in Greek history—may well pale into insignificance before the defense of Malta.

That is true glory; that is undying glory. But if glory is not engendered and does not grow save in lands of lofty
ideals, of an iron will, of worthy and valiant deeds, then what were the events which gave to our country the title
to this glory? What part did it play in this defense? What did it perform, what was its worth, what did it sacrifice
of its treasure, its strength, its health, its life, that 8 September 1565 should have become what it is today, a date
written in letters of gold in the history of the Christian religion and of European civilization?
Listen to the facts, which would have sounded like a legend ornamented by the imagination of some poet, did
they not belong to real history, supported by contemporary documents which nobody can contest.
At dawn on 18 May 1565 there echoed over Malta three cannon shots from the forts of St. Angelo, St. Elmo,
and St. Michael. This was the strong voice of a mother, of our country calling her sons, our forefathers, to drop
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their tools of toil and take up the weapons of war.
The Turkish fleet, the most powerful of those times, charged with that army whose very name made monarchs
tremble, armed with the most recent instruments of war—and with all that the art of warfare demanded, besides
whatever was required by the evil desires and powerful mind of Sultan Soliman, who had sworn that he would
sweep the Knights of St. John out of Malta, had appeared in unending columns on the pale horizon, advancing
with billowing sails towards this dear little island which is our homeland.
The summons worked like magic. Inside the cities the knights made themselves ready in a flash. In the country
Maltese of every class in every part of the island looked once about them; they understood; they left their work
just as it was, let go of their tools and an hour later appeared in bands with weapons in their hands marching
towards the city to see what was afoot and to receive their due orders.
The young people and the womenfolk stayed behind to collect from the fields and out of the villages all that
could serve as sustenance for the soldiers and fodder for the animals. After two days, placed at their posts by the
experienced mind of a wise and valorous Knight, having a strong hope in God and hearts of lions in their breasts,
they were ready and waiting for the foe to do battle with him, having sworn to conquer or to die.
Alas, how few were their numbers! For every one of them there were four of the enemy! But Heaven was on
their side, and this they believed firmly.
One hundred and eleven times the sun rose and set, and every day it looked sadly down out of a smoke-laden
sky upon the fearful battle which went on unremittingly, without any respite, without any mercy; upon flames of
fire that flashed out of the mouths of the savage cannons; upon a hail of cannon balls, of stones, of arrows; upon a
network of gleaming sabers; upon terrifying scenes of hacking, cleaving, rending, groaning, of pain, sobbing,
bereavement, sorrow, destruction, tears, blood, and death; while Europe looked on fearful and amazed, waiting—
alas, somewhat listlessly—to see the end of the struggle.
Our men were in the right; and hope did not deceive them. St. Elmo, St. Michael, and the Castille opened up
like three fearful tombs, and numberless were the Muslims who vanished inside them.
At dawn of 8 September the church bells rang solemnly; from the shattered bastions cannon were fired; from
ruined houses, from clean-swept fields issued a sigh of repose; from the crowded squares the thunderous cry of
victory was heard, and from the church of St. Lawrence of Birgu, in joyous albeit tearful voices, a hymn of
thanksgiving to God and to the Child Mary spread abroad through the moist morning air. From that day forward,
the day of victory was linked so inseparably with the feast-day commemorating the Virgin’s birth that the word
Vittorja in our country came to denote both the one and the other.
The army of Soliman the terror of Europe, broken, routed, with three men lost out of every four, loaded with
shame and disgrace embarked once more in the galleys, impoverished of sailors and oarsmen, and like a lean,
dazed man slowly moved farther and farther away and vanished, never to reappear.
These were the facts, and this was the victory which robed our island in immortal glory, setting it in so high
esteem in the eyes of the whole world. For the fierce struggle which ended in the victory of 8 September was not
merely a struggle between the island of Malta with its knights, and Soliman who had come with his immense fleet
and army to subdue it, to scorn and humiliate it; it was a struggle, a struggle once and for ever, between the
Religion and the Church of Christ on the one hand and the Superstitions of Muhammed and the Muslim Alliance
on the other; it was a battle, a decisive battle, between European civilization, the outcome of centuries of deep
thought, hard work, and sound discrimination, and the idle, sensual apathy of Islam which corrupts everything,
defiles and destroys everything that does not correspond with its ideas and desires.
The tight hold kept by the galleys of Malta upon the galleys of Soliman; the capture of the Sultana, loaded
with treasures from the orient, and the tears and imprecations of the harem women who shared in the cargo of that
splendid vessel, may well have served to add fuel to the fire; but the roots of the war were much older and went
far deeper into the heart of Soliman. Rhodes and Malta should have constituted the opening and the close of the
history of his reign. He intended to sweep the knights out of Malta and to make this island a centre of his power in
the Mediterranean; he would seize the coasts and from there penetrate deeper into the heart of Europe until he
brought all the States under his rule and the laws of Muhammed. This was his dream, and this was the intention of
this Sultan, as cruel and terrible as he was powerful and shrewd.
We know what happened during and after the Siege: we know in what state the Turkish fleet left Malta; we
know how the captains of the fleet and of the army were received by Soliman. We know that after the battering it
received in Malta the Ottoman Power took another beating around the walls of Vienna, and was finished after the
mortal blow in the sea of Lepanto. We know too that the Christian religion from its centre in Rome marched
tranquilly forward on its triumphant way, and we know that the States of Europe passed on from victory to victory
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along the path of progress and civilization. But what we do not know, what no power of the imagination can ever
discover, is what would have happened if things had not turned out as they did. We can say with all truth,
however, that the happenings under the walls of Vienna and in the waters of Lepanto would not have taken the
course they actually took: and I know not who could have delivered Italy, and with Italy the heartlands of Europe,
from the whirlwind of Soliman’s numerous and ruthless army.
Great therefore is the glory that robed our fatherland on 8 September 1565; great, therefore, is Malta’s right to
the gratitude of all civilized nations.
4. Excerpt from Triq id-Dejqa Nru: “The Museum Mystery”\fn{by Ivo Muscat-Azzopardi (1893-1965)} Valletta, Malta
Island (M)
… The Commissioner had not been mistaken. His reputation as well as his job were now balanced on the edge
of a steep precipice, especially after the amazing robbery which had taken place in August of that same year
inside the Malta Museum, during an important visit of a French parliamentary delegation on its way home from
North Africa.
The delegation even included two Ministers, and one can imagine what a splendid reception they were given in
Malta despite the fact that they were traveling incognito.
They were invited to tea-parties, dinners, balls, and of course among the places they visited were the Post
Office building, the Palace Armory, and the Museum.
At the Post Office there was nothing special to see, though they were very interested in the marble plaque on
the façade commemorating the fact that Napoleon Bonaparte chose that building as his residence during his stay
in Malta.
Afterwards they went to the Museum, which is across the road from the Post Office. Their visit here, in
contrast to the preceding one, was rather prolonged.
Our Museum is not large, and cannot be compared with the great museums of the world, especially the Louvre
in Paris. But for its size it contains many objects well worth seeing, much more than might be supposed, as the
French delegation proved by spending more than two hours visiting the place. Among the articles preserved there,
they took a special interest in the collection of coins donated to Malta by Pisani. This collection is a really
splendid one, and it attracted the attention not only of the visitors but also of the Maltese who were showing them
round and keeping them company. Many of the latter had never given any heed to that treasure before. But that is
the usual way things happen; when something is close at hand we take no notice of it, but if anything is far away
we wish it were among us.
Among the Maltese present was the flower of Maltese society—nobles, heads of Government departments, one
of the Bishop’s chaplains, the Presidents of the Chambers of Advocates, doctors, businessmen, and others. It
seemed that never had there been assembled outside the Museum such a long line of cars as on that day.
Mr. Frank Gatt the Commissioner, both on account of his social standing and because his wife was French and
belonged to one of the best families, was among the most conspicuous persons in the group. His wife Madame
Lucie let her tongue wag properly when she found herself … in her own environment and with people of her own
race.
The Commissioner’s secretary too played an important part in the gathering, as his chief had asked him to act
as guide and interpreter in St. John’s Co-cathedral, the Armory, &c. But at the Museum Madame Lucie took over
personally, asking one of the high officials of the Museum, who spoke French as well as she did, to help her on
some points. For this reason Mr. Gatt’s secretary had remained in the Commissioner’s car with Baskal, the new
chauffeur who had taken Loreto’s place.
*
As we have already observed, what pleased the delegation most was the collection of old coins donated by
Pisani, around which they crowded like flies about a honey-pot, listening to Madame Gatt as she explained each
section, turning round to the Museum officer whenever she got stuck and whispering in Maltese,
“You carry on now.”
Bendu Muscat, the secretary, had not undertaken the job of guide and interpreter without a good reason. In his
mind he had other motives than simply to obey his chief, to cut a handsome figure, and to make propaganda for
Malta: he wanted to keep an eye on all those places where high society gathered, during which occasions the
many mysterious robberies had occurred.
Another thing: Madame Lucie had been accustomed of late to attend these parties all alone, as Mr. Gatt had
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begun to loathe them, because whenever a robbery took place at a party where the Police Commissioner happened
to be present the newspapers would make capital out of it, and had quite a few things to say on the subject. So Mr.
Gatt had asked his secretary to take care of his wife whenever he was able to accompany her.
Bendu did not refuse for various reasons. First of all he did not like to displease his chief; secondly, as
secretary he felt it his duty to make friends with the chauffeur, to see what kind of a man he was, who his
associates were, his habits, and whether he could be trusted with Madame Lucie; and thirdly—and this was his
strongest reason—because he was angling for … a big fish. It was therefore the most natural thing in the world
that on the day of the French parliamentarians’ visit he too was there beside the driver to act as guide; but his
secret intentions were quite other.
*
Meanwhile, in the great hall of the Museum above a fine inquisition was in progress. For to the series of
mysterious thefts yet another, perhaps the greatest of them all, had been added—an amazing theft which would
have evil consequences for a number of people: the Director of the Museum, the officer who was acting as guide,
the head of that section of the Museum, and the Commissioner of Police.
What had happened then, to cause all this? Among the Frenchmen was M. Gastou, one of the Directors of the
Louvre, who had taken a particular interest in the coin collection and examined each coin with a magnifying
glass, because, as he said, there were some that had very great value, there being few similar ones in the whole
world.
As everyone knows, the collection is kept in glass cases shaped like small tables, and it is not easy to examine
each individual coin minutely while it is still in the case. It was for this reason that Madame Lucie, seeing that M.
Gastou was taking so much interest in the coins and straining his eyes, asked the man in charge if he could open
the case so that the Frenchman could give his expert opinion on those precious coins which constituted such an
ornament to the Malta Museum.
The man hesitated for a moment; but Madame Lucie begged him not to lose such an opportunity, which might
not occur again for goodness knows how long. The man was reluctant to disappoint her, and was also very
anxious to learn something new about the collection. So he went up to the head of the section to obtain the
requisite permission, and as soon as this was granted he opened the case and placed it at the disposal of the great
French expert.
Thereupon many people began to crowd round him asking him various questions which he answered,
distributing the desired information with the greatest ease. In a flash, six or seven more magnifying glasses
appeared and the finest of the coins—some four or five—began to circulate from hand to hand and were
examined with the greatest care. Many of the Maltese present, who had never shown any interest in such beautiful
things, listened with the closest attention to the words of M. Gastou and a couple of other experts.
You can imagine Madame Lucie in these circumstances giving the most careful explanations, using choice
words which could not be understood by anyone who was not French, and translating into Maltese what M.
Gastou was saying for the benefit of some present.
*
After about half an hour, when everyone had returned what was in his hand to the head of the section, who
from the moment the case had been opened had not moved from that place, and when he had put them back in the
case one by one, he noticed that one coin was missing. Meanwhile, however, many of the visitors had already left
the hall.
“Tell me, has anyone gone out during the last five minutes?”
“No, sir, no one. But why do you ask? You’re looking very strange!”
“Nothing … nothing … But do me a favor. Go and look for Mr. Gatt among the gentlemen who are visiting the
Museum and tell him I need him at once, and that I’m waiting down here for him—as quick as possible. Do you
understand? The Commissioner Mr. Gatt.”
“Yes … yes.”
“You know him, don’t you?”
“Of course I do. Isn’t he the Police Commissioner?”
“That’s him. Run!”
After two minutes the ticket seller came back with the Commissioner hurrying a short distance behind him.
When he saw the disturbed look on the Director’s face his heart missed a beat.
“Well now, what’s wrong?” The Director drew him aside, and between breaths—for he was blowing like a
runaway bull—told him in a few words what had happened.
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“I was expecting some unpleasant incident,” said Mr. Gatt with a bit of a stammer. “But not as bad as this.”
After a few seconds he went on.
“Wait … Wait for me here … just one minute … But don’t let anyone pass beyond this threshold.” And he ran
out into the street, leaving the Director waiting there in suspense.
“Where is the Commissioner going? Who to?” mused the Director in astonishment. “And why did he go out
when I told him plainly that nobody had yet stepped outside the threshold and that the thief, or rather the thieves,
were still inside the Museum?”
He had no time for further thoughts, because Mr. Gatt reappeared accompanied by a rather short and weaklooking man, who did not inspire much confidence. This man was Bendu Muscat!
“Mr. Muscat, may I introduce you to the Director of the Museum, whom I presume you already know, as you
like to ramble about in interesting corners. But let’s come to the point, as there isn’t much time to lose. He’ll tell
you in a couple of words what’s happened during the past ten minutes. If some of the people inside manage to
walk out of this place, everything will be lost for us, and as you very well know the consequences will be bad,
dreadful. On the other hand, all the people in here are high-ranking persons. What do you advise, Mr. Muscat?
What’s to be done?”
So as not to lose any time, while the Director was informing Mr. Muscat of what had happened and of the great
value of the stolen coin, Mr. Gatt went off into the corridor that faces the main entrance to see what had happened
to the visitors.
*
“Very well,” said Mr. Muscat to the Director in the coldest of tones, after listening to everything without so
much as batting an eyelid. He then turned to Mr. Gatt who had rejoined them, and said to him:
“Mr. Gatt, with your permission I would like a word with you in private.”
The Commissioner, who had completely lost his head, immediately stepped aside as soon as he heard Bendu
talking to him and left the Director standing there all alone. Mr. Gatt had taken to Bendu from their very first
meeting, as we have already made clear, but after the affair of the chauffeur Loreto he had placed all his
confidence in him. Mr. Muscat noticed immediately that the Director looked a little offended, and not wishing to
lose his help over such a trifle he turned to him and said:
“Do please join us, sir. There are no secrets from you.”
But Bendu’s words were just empty compliments, for he never entrusted his secrets to anybody … anybody at
all … to himself alone … for he always thought that a secret shared, even with one other person, was no longer a
secret.
As soon as the three of them were gathered together behind the main door he told them briefly:
“Who besides ourselves knows about this theft?”
“As far as I know,” the Director answered at once, “only the man in charge of the section and”—the Director
stopped for a moment to take a deep breath—“the blasted thief.”
Bendu interrupted him, for there was no time to be lost.
“Well, do me a favor, go and call the man here. But quick, because I hear footsteps, and I’m afraid the visitors
are already leaving.”
“I’ll do so immediately,” answered the Director as though Bendu were his superior. And he went off, almost at
a run, to carry out his orders without waste of time. When he was gone the Commissioner asked his secretary:
“Mr. Muscat, please don’t leave me on tenterhooks. What are your plans? A general search of everyone before
they go out, eh?”
“What are you saying, sir? You forget who you’re dealing with. Nothing of the sort; in fact, I’m letting them all
go without even informing them of what has happened, because …”
He had not finished his sentence when the Director arrived with the man in charge of Pisani Hall—for that was
the name by which the person was known who had special charge of the section where was preserved the
collection of ancient and other coins bequeathed by Mr. Pisani to the Malta Museum.
“Do please excuse me,” he told them, “but I had to lock up the office. Speak quickly, as they’re coming. How
can I help you?”
“As we’re all together,” said Bendu, drawing them closer to himself by their elbows, “I want to make sure that
no one but ourselves knows of the robbery.”
“You may be certain that nobody knows anything,” answered all three together, the Commissioner, the
Director, and the head of the section.
“Excellent. Then you can leave the doors of the Museum wide open and let everybody go in and out as he
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pleases. But you must take care that not a single soul knows of this theft. All I need is an exact list, absolutely
exact, of the names of all the persons who are inside at this moment, beginning with the Museum porters and
ending with the French Members of Parliament. Understand me well … the names of each and every individual
… even your own. And I want my name too to appear on the list. Who will do this job? Hurry up, tell me, because
they’re coming and I must go to my place without losing any time.”
“I shall do it … personally,” answered the Museum Director.
“Excellent. Goodbye.”
And he walked out, leaving the three of them just standing there, staring at one another.
*
The Maltese detective had laid his first trap with the greatest subtlety. Now nothing more was wanting but the
smallest confirmation of the idea stored up in his mind, for the criminal to find himself caught in the net. For all
that he had discovered up to now was by pure speculation, and he did not feel absolutely sure. A concrete proof
was still needed, and he had it in mind that the solution of the precious coin robbery would probably lead to the
solution of the whole series of thefts that had been going on in the best Maltese houses for over a year.
What Bendu could not understand was not who the thief was, but why that thief was stealing at all.
It is not an easy matter to understand the workings of the mind of our detective, but the foundation of every
thought that passed through his mind was actual and positive. Bendu had made a careful study from every aspect
of every theft that had occurred during his service with Mr. Frank Gatt. He had now amassed plenty of data, and
nothing was left but to confirm his ideas. For this reason, when he walked out of the Museum door he went up to
Mr. Gatt’s car, got in beside the driver, and took up again the book he had been reading before, and which he had
to put aside reluctantly when the Commissioner called him.
This time, however, it was not true that he was reading! Stretched out comfortably with the book open in his
hand, Bendu was looking into the mirror in front of him, fixed to the ceiling of the car and reflecting the Museum
doorway through which all the people had to pass.
Bendu Muscat was watching! A few minutes after he had assumed that rather lazy posture, the first visitors
began to appear talking among themselves in loud voices, all of them praising the beauty of our tiny Museum.
Every Maltese gentleman had a Frenchman with him, and as it was already past noon they were very probably
going back to their homes, to each of which one or two of the parliamentarians had been invited.
Bendu did not take his eyes from the mirror. Bendu was watching and studying certain things that would never
have occurred to anyone else.
At last the Commissioner and Madame Lucie appeared. They were accompanied by one of the highest
personages, who was invited to lunch with them at Villa Hollywood.
When they were a few paces away Bendu got out from one side and the driver from the other, to open the
doors of the car. Bendu arrived first, and bowed so deeply that his hand knocked against Madame Lucie’s
handbag, and it fell to the ground.
“Pardon, Madame,” he said as he picked it up, keeping it in his hand. Then he continued in Maltese, looking
her straight in the eye,
“Shall I carry it for you, Madame Lucie?”
“No, no,” Mrs. Gatt answered quickly, and she took the bag from his hand.
They all entered the car. The Commissioner sat on the left, Madame Lucie on the right, and the French
gentleman between them. Bendu and the driver took their places in front where they were before and the car
moved off towards Gzira.
The Maltese detective had no need to watch any more.
Mr. Gatt’s car glided as swift as an arrow towards Villa Hollywood. During the whole journey the Commissioner did not open his mouth four times altogether and then only to answer yes or no as was necessary. He was
thinking of other things, things much more important: the events that had taken place a short time before in the
Museum.
Mrs. Gatt, either because she was too tired after all the talking she had done during the morning visits, or
because she was not feeling too well, sat even more silent than her husband.
For this reason the entire burden fell on the secretary, who had to start acting as guide once more. And as he
was sitting near the driver, as we have already stated, occupying the seat opposite the Commissioner, he was
obliged to sit with half his body turned back so as to be able to give the necessary information to M. Gastou—for
on him had fallen Madame Lucie’s choice of a guest to lunch, a figure who was known and honored all the world
over—concerning the names of the places through which they were passing, and everything worth mentioning
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that could be seen on the way.
In his uncomfortable position the secretary had half his back turned towards Mr. Gatt, and half his front
towards M. Gastou, while his eyes were continually directed towards Mrs. Gatt. And the more he looked at her the
more worried he felt.
The poor lady was surely feeling ill! Her head drooped, both her hands were on her handbag on her lap; and
every time Bendu’s eyes fell on her he always found her in the same position. Whenever her husband or the guest
told her anything she just lifted her eyes, answered a few words, and then lowered her head again. M. Gastou was
so taken up with the guide’s explanations that he observed nothing of all this.
They had not been on the road a quarter of an hour when the car pulled up opposite the Villa. The driver got
out to open one of the doors; Bendu also got out to open the door on his side. The first person to come out was
Mrs. Gatt, and after her their guest. On Bendu’s side Mr. Gatt alighted.
They walked slowly up the steps, Madame Lucie with M. Gastou and Mr. Gatt with the secretary behind them.
As they entered the hall the lady of the house invited M. Gastou into the drawing-room for a drink, and to show
him her collection of portraits of film stars which in her opinion could well take their place in any museum of the
world. Seeing this, the Commissioner took the opportunity to pull Bendu aside and say to him,
“Mr. Muscat, let us go upstairs. I have something to say to you.: He then turned to M. Gastou.
“Vous permettez un moment, Monsieur Gastou, n’est-ce pas?”
“Mais oui, Monsieur le Commandant, mais oui …”
The Commissioner could not wait to arrive upstairs. While he was still in the middle of the staircase he asked
his secretary:
“Did you make out anything, Mr. Muscat? Do you have a clue? I see you’re so calm, as if you’re sure of
yourself. Please don’t leave me in the dark!”
“I am on the track of someone …” By now they had arrived upstairs and gone into the office. The
Commissioner locked the door behind him.
“I want to make a confession, Mr. Muscat …”
“Yes? …”
“I suspect that the guilty parties are to be found among … our guests. That’s why I invited M. Gastou over here
because … I suspect … that if he is not in it himself he may at least give us an idea, provide us with some clue.”
Muscat just stared at him, and answered briefly:
“Do you think so?”
“I don’t really know, but it seems to me the whole affair was planned in advance. Whoever stole the coin was a
practiced hand, don’t you think so?”
“Maybe,” answered the secretary dryly. “But is there anything else you wish to tell me? Because … I don’t
think it’s right to leave Mr. Gastou alone. We had better go downstairs … Perhaps Mrs. Gatt would like to go to
her room and change …”
“You’re right. Let’s go down.”
Bendu followed him rather hurriedly, as if he were chasing someone and feared that he would escape. He went
straight to the drawing-room … but no one was in there. He looked for them in the sitting-room; they were not
there either. He went into the dining-room; the same thing! Perhaps they had gone out into the garden. He ran
down the winding staircase, passed through the garage, went out of the door that led to the garden and glanced all
round. He had guessed rightly. Madame Lucie and M. Gastou were at the other end of the garden, looking at the
chickens on the side where the cistern stood. When he saw this he was overcome by a kind of fury. He ran up to
them as if he wanted to tell them something, but …
What had happened?
Let us go back a little. When Mme Lucie and M. Gastou had gone into the drawing-room, and Mr. Gatt with
his secretary had gone upstairs, the lady of the house had invited her guest to go down into the garden with her to
see the Maltese orange-trees which, God bless them, that year were swarming with fruit. And as they arrived
downstairs she asked him if he would care to look at the hen-coop where she had some lovely Leghorn hens, each
finer than the other. And she was right; they were so handsome that M. Gastou was quite enchanted by them. As
he gazed at them in admiration Madame Gatt walked up to the cistern and lifted the lid.
“What’s in there?” asked M. Gastou as he approached her.
“This … this is where we collect the water for our garden. Malta isn’t France. We must take care of the rainwater which God sends us.”
He had now reached her side, and he too peeped into the deep well.
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“Has anything fallen out of your hand?” he asked as he lifted his head, which he had inserted into the mouth of
the well to get a better view.
“No … nothing … nothing has fallen from my hand.”
“Something has certainly fallen into the well. Look … the water is still moving.”
“No … no,” Madame Gatt repeated. “Perhaps a small stone fell in from the edge …”
“Maybe …”
A moment before Bendu had arrived beside them and had overheard the last words. So he too looked into the
well with great attention. When he saw the ripples that appear on the surface when some object is thrown into
water, he bit his lower lip so hard that the blood came.
Bendu had arrived just one moment too late!
5. Excerpt from Zmien l-Ispanjoli: “The Alarm”; and an excerpt from Grajja tal-Gwerra: “The Captain”\fn{by
Guze Galea (1901-1978)} Qomi, Malta Island. (M)
1: The Alarm
… One spring morning galleys from Tunis appeared unexpectedly off this island. They were many in number
and carried thousands of Berbers aboard; for the corsairs had learned to unite and set out on their sweeps in a
close formation which rendered them unassailable, and made it easier for them to fall upon the galleys of the
Christian princes or to raid towns whenever they could not seize anything on the high seas. Their spoils were then
divided among themselves.
All of a sudden the alarm was sounded in our islands. The Dejma who were on guard along the coast set fire to
bundles of thorns and made smoke signals: this was a sign that enemy galleys had been sighted on the horizon.
The bells of the village churches began to toll loudly; the Constables lost no time in going forth into the village
squares to assume command over the people; they sent some men up to the tops of the windmills to sound the
harvest-trumpets and call the populace to arms, and they dispatched soldiers into the fields to muster all capable
of bearing arms and to warn everybody to gather within the city walls.
A great panic ensued. Everyone abandoned whatever he was doing, hurriedly collected all his possessions and
fled towards Imdina or Birgu. The peasants loaded provisions, fodder, and land-produce upon their animals and
drove their herds towards the cities, having first hidden such valuables as they could not carry off with them.
Some buried chests in their gardens, while some sank boxes in the wells in the hope of recovering them when the
Saracens had left and they returned home, if God brought them back safe and sound, for no one knew what would
be his luck in the destruction that was about to follow.
The men were confused, the women wept, the children screamed, the animals shied, while the bells tolled on
untiringly as if to cry: Flee! Flee!
In a short time the roads were crowded with people and animals, all hurrying towards the cities; fear was on
everyone, everyone kept looking back expecting to see the Muslims on their heels. Hearts beat fast, for everyone
was afraid that the enemy would fall upon him unawares before he could take refuge behind the walls. Some went
on foot, some on horseback, some rode in carriages; those who had room to spare invited others to ride with them;
each helped the other as best he could, but nobody lagged on the road.
The sight of those people was pitiful. Children could be seen driving sheep and goats in front of them; youths
bent under the weight of bags and baskets; women with babies clutched to their breasts balancing bundles on their
heads; men carrying on their backs the aged and the sick who could not walk. Some wept, others cursed the
Muslims, others prayed to God to let them off lightly; but everyone hurried along as best he could without even
stopping to take breath.
Apart from the Constables, the soldiers of the Dejma, and the men who had taken up arms, no one remained in
the villages. These gathered in the square opposite the church, and there, in front of God’s house, the Captain
delivered a short harangue to encourage them and strengthen their purpose, to defend with their whole hearts their
country and their religion; the Constable then made them follow him to meet their fellow soldiers from the other
villages as and where it had been prearranged.
When the soldiers had departed, the villages were eerie in the extreme. The bells fell silent, and a great hush, a
fearsome silence prevailed. Whereas only a few hours previously life was going on in all its gaiety with the heartwarming laughter and playing of children, while the bustle of people, the sounds of everyday work, the songs of
the laborers and the cries of the beasts bore witness to the toil, the industriousness and .the unity of the people,
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and the blessing of God, now everything was deserted; melancholy and terror reigned supreme.
The Saracens did not dally on the sea. In a short time they had landed, and the columns of smoke that suddenly
rose from the threshing floors showed that they had lost no time in beginning their work of destruction.
From the bastions of Imdina the people saw the columns of smoke coming nearer and nearer to the city and
spreading among the fields of Birkirkara and the meadows of Qormi. They beheld farms flaming like beacons,
beasts running in a panic; they heard dogs barking furiously.
Everyone felt his blood freeze, and prayed to God to bring him through the calamity that had befallen them.
Meanwhile the gates of Imdina were closed, the drawbridge raised, the soldiers distributed themselves along the
bastions and the church-doors opened for the people to place their supplications before God. …
2: The Captain
… Captain Raphael was known to all Gozitans as a man who had sailed round half the world. He was a lively
old fellow, affable, hearty, and never at a loss for a yarn. The young sailors of Mgarr, Ghajnsielem, and Qala all
swore by him; such was their high regard for him that they sought his advice on every problem that troubled them
and relied on what he said.
Before the war you could usually see the Captain at Mgarr or Qala sitting on a bench outside a pub or squatting
on a rock in the shade of a fishing-boat with a crowd of youths round him, telling them about his adventures when
he was at sea. He had a very sharp tongue, knew plenty to say, and possessed the gift of enlarging on and
embellishing a story so as to transform a. thing of no account into a tale of wonder.
Captain Raphael had passed through many experiences during the half-century he had spent on the sea. At the
age of eighteen he had embarked as a boy on a schooner, and he went on changing from one sailing ship to
another, shuttling to and fro across the Mediterranean, until he became a boatswain. He then signed on and
embarked in a cargo boat, sailed to England, and from there to the greatest ports in the whole world, visiting faroff lands. In the course of his travels he had come across people of all colors and races, and learned of strange
customs which he had never even dreamed of before. He took up all sorts of jobs, and sometimes found himself in
plenty of trouble, but this only helped to open his eyes and teach him what the world had to offer. Finally in his
old age, ripe in years, weary of traveling around and with a mind full of the wisdom of life, he returned to his
native land to seek repose in the friendship of his fellow countrymen and in the peace and blessing of his own
home.
When the Captain finally cast anchor at Ghajnsielem the friends of his childhood gathered round him, and in a
short time he became the best known and most beloved character in the neighborhood. He was a fine figure of a
man, tall and straight as a beam; his face was wrinkled, and his blue eyes sparkled under the peak of his service
cap; his teeth were still sound and white, and his thick lips were always parted in a cheerful smile; but above all
he had a mane that was recognizable a mile off, for the hair of his head, eyebrows, and moustache was as white as
snow, which gave him the appearance of a wise and prudent man.
Raphael was a friend to all, and mixed with everyone who spoke to him. Nothing could ever annoy or offend
him, but he did not like it if people failed to address him as Captain. Nobody knew for sure whether Captain
Raphael had ever actually been in command of a big ship, a schooner, or even some small vessel; but he fancied
himself as a captain, and wanted everyone to treat him as such. His word was law, and he would not allow anyone
to question any pronouncement of his on matters connected with the sea.
*
When the war broke out, his friends tried to persuade him to sail again, and somebody spread the rumor that he
was about to be commissioned in the Navy. But Raphael would not hear of joining up except as a captain.
Between one air-raid and another Captain Raphael was to be seen at Mgarr giving advice to a group of
ferrymen gathered round him on how to avoid mines, how to make use of sheltering rocks, or how to escape from
enemy aircraft. All night he could be seen with a crowd about him in the corner of an air-raid shelter, narrating his
adventures in the wars he had been through in his lifetime.
As time passed the enemy attacks became much heavier. The air-raids went on without intermission; there was
hardly time to breathe between one attack and the next. Everyone took cover as best he could, and did his work in
the shortest possible time so as to avoid remaining long in the open, as enemy aircraft hovered overhead
continually, often diving down to sow destruction with their fire.
The crews of the Gozo boats were in great danger. The enemy planes had taken to hunting these craft as they
plied between the two islands, and shot them up until they made them look like sieves with their machine-gun
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bullets. Many sailors were killed, many others were gravely wounded, and so many of the boats were sunk that
hardly any more remained to sail between Malta and Gozo. Although most of the sailors had been wiped out, the
few who remained did not neglect their duty, and with amazing courage continued to transport the produce, goods,
and harvest from Gozo to Malta.
In Malta itself there was great misery, and many people suffered from hunger; thus the cargoes of the Gozo
boats were of no small value for keeping up the morale of the Maltese and encouraging them to hold out. But in
the end the attacks became so fierce and the destruction of the craft so thorough, that there were hardly any boats
or sailors left to carry on the service between Malta and Gozo.
*
Among the vessels remaining afloat was an old ship that had first touched water in the days of Queen Victoria.
After having changed hands many times and carried all sorts of cargoes, she had finally entered our harbor and
there remained, grazing alongside the jetty. She was a small steamship, begrimed with rust and smoke, ponderous
as could be, but quite capable of facing the heaviest seas.
When the Gozo boats became fewer and fewer, this steamer was called in to transport passengers, food, and
mail between the two islands. On account of the shortage of coal she was only able to make the crossing every
other day, and each time ran into some trouble or other; sometimes she would receive a hail of bullets from the
aircraft, or she would almost collide with a floating mine, or else she would pick up some fishermen whose boat
had just been sunk by the enemy.
During one of these trips between Malta and Gozo, as the ship was nearing the small island of Comino a
formation of enemy planes attacked her, and wounded the commander so badly that when she anchored alongside
the wharf at Mgarr she was without a captain.
Among the letters that the ship had brought that day was one for Clara, Captain Raphael’s sister. It was a
service letter, and as soon as Clara saw it she became alarmed and her heart throbbed with fear.
Captain Raphael’s sister was a widow. She had only one son who had been called up for military service. Day
and night she thought about him, her heart palpitating with anxiety, always expecting to receive bad news about
him. Captain Raphael, who lived with his sister, used to calm her as best he could, trying his utmost to drive these
ugly thoughts out of her mind. But nothing could bring comfort to the fond mother, who would often pass the
whole night thinking and talking of her son. During an air-raid on Malta, as from the roof of her house she
watched the enemy planes diving, the shells bursting, the smoke of the guns and the dust clouds of exploding
bombs, the Captain’s sister used to visualize her son working hard at his gun, expecting him to be carried away to
the next world by a bullet at any moment.
Clara did not have the courage to open the letter; it was as though she had a foreboding of the bad news it
contained. She therefore called her brother to read it to her. Captain Raphael opened the letter with a smile on his
lips but with trembling hands, and at the first glance read the sad tidings which he had always anticipated. In one
of the heavy raids on Malta Clara’s son had been gravely wounded; he had been taken to St. Andrew’s Hospital
where he lay in a delirium all the time, calling for his mother. The doctor wished Clara to come and see her son, if
only to satisfy his longing and to calm him; her visit might also do him good, and help him to recover.
Clara wanted to leave for Malta immediately, but how could she get there? There were no boats to make the
crossing, and the steamer had no captain. The poor mother almost went out of her mind; she ran along the streets
crying and screaming, went down to Mgarr begging to be ferried over, and could scarcely keep from jumping into
the water to swim across or be drowned. Her desperation brought tears to the eyes of all who saw her, but it was
all in vain; she had to go back to Ghajnsielem with a broken heart and wait till the morrow, when perhaps
somebody might possibly leave Gozo for Malta and take her over with him.
But God consoles man in all the afflictions that may visit him. That evening while Clara, surrounded by her
neighbors, was immersed in a sea of sorrows, even Captain Raphael not knowing what to do with himself, a
police inspector arrived from Rabat\fn{The capital of Morocco} who wished to speak with the Captain.
“Captain Raphael,” said the inspector, “the Island Commissioner has sent me to look for you.”
“What’s wrong?” asked the Captain in astonishment.
The inspector, who had heard about the sad news which Clara had received, immediately answered.
“The Commissioner requires of you a service which will be of the greatest help to the country.”
“What?” asked the Captain, amazed.
“The mail boat came in this morning with its captain badly wounded, and if no one is found to take charge of
it, it will remain tied up to the wharf. Now there is a cargo of foodstuffs that is very much needed in Malta. If it
remains here it will go bad. Besides, there are many people who are awaited in Malta for digging shelters; but
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above all, the Commissioner wants to send some very important letters to the Government. He would therefore
like to entrust you, as captain, with the mail boat, to take it to Malta tomorrow.”
The Captain’s heart filled with joy. He felt flattered to know that, though he was old and tired, his services
were still required by his country. He had very often wished that he was still young enough to make his
contribution towards the well-being and deliverance of his homeland. Now he found himself actually called upon
by the Head of the State to perform a task which no one else but he could accomplish. The thought that he was
about to have a ship to command encouraged him, and he experienced an incomparable joy on finding himself
commissioned as captain. It was true that he had not been put in command of a man-o’-war, but the little steamer
which had been entrusted to him was in the service of the state, and he, as captain, felt that he was in the service
of the King.\fn{Malta was at this time part of the British Empire}
Captain Rappael went in to comfort and encourage his sister by promising her to take her to Malta on the
morrow. That night he could hardly close his eyes, and very early next morning he hastened down to Mgarr, and
climbed aboard to take command of the vessel. As soon as he felt the ship rocking gently under his feet, inhaled
the sea air, and felt the morning breeze on his face, Captain Raphael was instantly rejuvenated, imagining himself
to be in the prime of his youth. He immediately began giving orders, posting the sailors to their various duties and
seeing that everything was ship-shape. He peeped down into the engine room, gave a couple of turns to the helm,
inspected the compass, and made the rounds of the whole ship.
At the same time the cargo began to be loaded aboard, and after a while the passengers arrived. Clara was one
of the first. Under her faldetta she carried a bunch of flowers which she had picked for her son from her own pot.
At sunrise the mail bags were brought in. The moorings were loosened. The ship heaved, and set out for Malta.
It was a lovely morning, bright and sunny. The sea hardly moved at all, and the fields and rocks around had a
calm, serene look as if drowsing in the slumber of benediction and peace.
The small ship sailed on in the lee of Comino, past Fliegu, towards Mellieha Bay, below Selmun Tower, on to
the small islands at St. Paul’s, and advanced towards Salini. The passengers, who had been nervous when they left
Gozo for fear of enemy aircraft, plucked up courage the nearer they came to Valletta, and though all of them were
constantly glancing at the sky many nourished high hopes of ending the voyage without incident.
As they were sailing past Bahar-ic-Caghaq Captain Raphael, who had been on the look-out for anything
unusual, suddenly sighted a soldier on Magdalene Tower waving a red flag. The Captain was startled but not
alarmed, as he had all the time been expecting that signal, indicating an air-raid. Without appearing in the least
perturbed or confused, he ordered one of his men to run up a red flag to the mast-head as a signal to the soldiers
that he had understood their warning. He then went on deck, gathered all the passengers into a cabin below the
bridge, told them that enemy aircraft were attacking Malta, and asked them not to panic. He cheered them up, but
warned them not to expose themselves on deck, and added a couple of words of comfort to his sister.
As soon as he had freed himself from the passengers Captain Raphael went up again on the bridge, took a deep
breath, grasped the wheel firmly, and stamped his feet on the planks below him. If anyone could have seen the
Captain at that moment, they would have been astonished at the fierceness of his mien. His eyes shone and
sparkled like a falcon’s. His pursed lips, his wrinkled forehead, the peak of his cap drawn sideways over his
eyebrows, all gave the impression of a man absorbed in strong determination, a will that feared neither trial nor
death.
*
A couple of shots were heard, and the drone of aeroplane engines filled the air. All of a sudden Captain
Raphael, who had been watching the sky like a hawk, perceived a formation of enemy planes coming towards him
like hungry vultures swooping upon their prey. The Captain gave a couple of quick turns to the wheel. The ship
suddenly leaped, leaned over on its side, and veered sharply to the right. The wheel then turned in the opposite
direction and the ship changed course to the left. Thus they went on, with the ship zigzagging rapidly to confuse
the aim of the aircraft. The latter lost no time but quickly began to hurl their deadly bombs, which raised
mountains of water around the little ship wherever they fell. But the ship, steered with great skill by her captain,
slipped clear of every peril. She shook and leaped at every bomb that exploded but went on, gliding to the left and
the right like a sea-gull on the surface of the water.
The enemy pilots were furious to see that they could not cope with that nutshell of a ship. They had expected
to shatter it with the first couple of bombs, and they felt foiled and humiliated by the tiny vessel. They were in a
rage of indignation, and when they saw that they could not stove it in with their heavy bombs they began to dive
down and sweep it with machine-gun fire.
The first warplane took the lead. It heeled sideways, dived down upon the ship, and as soon as it was near
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enough opened fire with all its guns. The leader was followed by the second and third planes, then by the others
until all of them had had a try. The ship kept on zigzagging, but the bullets began to rain down upon her, and in a
short time they made a sieve of her. Some of the passengers were wounded, and a great panic ensued. The
whistling of the bullets, the noise they made when they hit the steel plates, the smashing of the furniture, the
breaking of the glass, together with the groans of the wounded, the shouts of the men, the screams of the women
and the crying of the children, above all the whine of the diving planes, created a fearful uproar.
All of a sudden one aircraft screamed down to mast height, firing like a demon. Straightway Captain Raphael
yelped with pain and toppled down to the deck, pressing his hands against his chest which crimsoned with blood.
As soon as the Captain fell wounded the ship lost way and floated out of control, like a leaf swimming on the
surface of the water. That was the time to finish it off once for all. Had the enemy planes just dropped one bomb
on it they would have blown it to pieces, but at that moment their attention was diverted elsewhere: a formation of
Spitfires had swooped down upon them, routed them, and wreaked havoc among them.
Nevertheless the ship was badly holed, and began to leak; in a short time it listed so dangerously that there was
a risk it would capsize entirely and drown all who were aboard. The passengers quickly realized what danger they
were in and were scared out of their wits; almost frantic with fear, they ran shouting hither and thither in complete
despair, creating the utmost confusion.
This confusion multiplied the danger, and a great disaster was imminent. But Captain Raphael though gravely
wounded had not forgotten his ship. He called one of the sailors to help him to his feet and hold him up, and while
he grasped the wheel in his hands he made signal for full speed ahead.
Water had flooded the holds, and the ship was weighed down. Doubled up with pain, and with death in his
eyes, the Captain threw his whole weight on the wheel and turned it round until the ship’s prow faced the nearest
point of the coast, the rocks beneath St. Andrew’s. It was a race between the water which gushed into the hold and
the ship steaming towards land. The lives of all on board hung on that race; if the ship made it and ran aground
there was a chance for the passengers to be saved, but if the water that flooded the hold sank the ship many of
them would go down with it.
All on board felt their blood freezing. Many began to pray for help from God and to make vows to Our Lady
of Pinu; others burst into heart-rending screams. Some embraced their children, while others prepared to swim to
the shore. Clara was heart-broken with grief. She climbed up to the bridge near her brother, but when she saw his
face pale as death and his chest covered with blood she almost fainted. She was on the point of collapse; but
suddenly she overcame her dizziness and hurried eagerly to the side of the sailor who was holding up the Captain,
to give him a hand and look after her brother. But her brother had lost too much blood, and after a while he
collapsed.
As time went on the ship sank steadily, and the waves were already washing the decks and were about to
engulf the whole ship. Then all of a sudden a crunch was heard, followed by a tearing and a bumping under water.
The ship stopped at once and came to rest on the rocks beneath St. Andrew’s Hospital, where many soldiers were
waiting to give help to the passengers.
The Commanding Officer of the hospital, together with other officers who had witnessed the attack of the
enemy planes upon the small ship and marveled at the dexterity and skill the Captain had shown to escape from
the aircraft and from sinking, immediately sent medical supplies and other necessities to aid the wounded.
In a short time the passengers were brought ashore and taken to the hospital. The wounded were kept there; the
rest, after receiving some refreshment to overcome their fright, were sent home. Captain Raphael was carried into
a ward and tended with great care, so that after a short while he showed signs of recovery and regained
consciousness. As soon as he opened his eyes he looked round to see where he was. When he cast his gaze upon
the bed next to him he started with joy; he felt greatly relieved, and the blood flushed back into his face, covered
as it was with sweat and colorless as that of a man in the last agony. At first the Captain could hardly believe his
eyes, and closed them once more, but after a time he reopened them and moved to look at the bed beside him. The
English nurse very gently helped him up, and the Captain parted his lips in a smile of joy on seeing in the bed
next to his Clara’s son holding his mother’s hand and gazing at her with a look that carried his heart with it.
Clara’s eyes were wet with tears, and though they reflected grief at the fate which had befallen her brother, the
Captain perceived in those sorrowful eyes a spark of joy kindled by the reunion of a mother with her son.
At that moment the colonel with his staff came up to the bed, and after saluting Captain Raphael in the military
fashion he clasped his hand and congratulated him on having by his skill saved the ship from the bombs and the
passengers from drowning. After praising the courage he had shown, he promised that he would send in a report
that due recognition might be shown to the Captain.
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Raphael parted his lips in a smile of gratitude. In his heart of hearts he had always desired to pass as a captain.
Now he saw the fulfillment of that wish, and rejoiced in that moment of fame and glory. At the end of his life he
had the great fortune of seeing himself honored as a famous captain, surrounded by colonels and other officers, all
singing the praises of his deeds. He almost swooned with the joy that shone forth through his eyes as he looked at
Clara and her son.
One of the officers approached the colonel and told him that Clara was the Captain’s sister. On hearing this the
colonel also shook Clara by the hand and congratulated her on her son’s recovery. As soon as the Captain heard
this he experienced a great joy, for he understood that the trip which his sister had made from Gozo was not in
vain.
Having stayed there for some time, the colonel before leaving again shook Captain Raphael by the hand, but
the latter was now so weak that he hardly had strength enough to thank him. Before the colonel departed he gave
orders that everything possible should be done to save the Captain’s life.
But the Captain’s life had reached its end. Sadly and in silence he closed his eyes, awaiting his Creator to call
him to eternal life. That man of the sea, who had seen half the world, who had drunk of the sweetness and the
bitterness of life, who had passed through great tribulation, having discharged his last duty now found himself at
rest. He had done his duty towards his homeland, and done it like a man. He had been commissioned to take the
ship, mail, cargo, and passengers to Malta, and by hook or by crook he had done so. He had succeeded in taking
his sister to the bedside of her son, who was now on the mend. He had received praise and honor from a highranking officer, and his name would be remembered with glory. Now it was finished, and Captain Raphael
surrendered himself into the hands of Jesus.
The next morning Captain Raphael was buried. He was given the honors of a naval captain, carried on a guncarriage between two ranks of sailors. They covered him with the White Ensign and laid upon him the bunch of
flowers which Clara had brought from Gozo. Behind the hearse walked naval captains, colonels, and officers. …
1920
167.95 1. The Green Line 2. No Adjective Describe Story\fn{by Clare Azzopardi (198213

)}

St. Julians, Malta (F)

1
She has to get on the train.
She has no say in the matter because her brother and sister have left her with no alternative. Stepney Green to
London Victoria on the District Line. Taking the bus is not an option, because her brother’s never been on the tube
and the idea turns him on. As for her sister, an hour on the bus doesn’t appeal to her because there’s so much she
wants to see and so little time.
If you’ve been fighting cancer for eighteen months and have spent days on end hooked up to a bag having
chemotherapy dripped into veins that slowly wither and die before your eyes, nothing frightens you so much
anymore. Likewise, if your husband left you for another man, and the boyfriend you’ve been seeing for just a few
months takes his own life when he finds out about your husband and his boyfriend, nothing frightens you so much
anymore.
Her brother’s 24 and was diagnosed with lymphoma.
Her sister’s thirty; her marriage broke up after three years, and the first man she started dating after that left her
a suicide note a month ago, in which he cited her as the reason.
So they’ve both made it amply clear. Better to die in a terrorist attack than pine away from depression or
cancer.
She thinks differently. Her legs feel numb as she descends into Stepney station, and the whiplash of tail wind
across her face makes her feel sick. And then she’s on the train with her sister and her brother.
*
The train is completely deserted.
Everybody else is still under shock after the events of a couple of days ago, with the exception of her siblings,
whose orders she feels she has to follow, although quite frankly, this whole who-gives-a-fuck-about-death-anddying thing is getting to her—dying is serious business as far as she’s concerned and let’s face it, the prospect is
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pretty distant, probably further away than the last stop on the green line.
The other thing is, her brother and sister want to play the part of the tourists to the hilt. She doesn’t. The last
time she was in London she was studying here, so she didn’t qualify as a tourist. The last time she was in London,
she’d decided she wanted to move here for a few years because she loved the city, it didn’t put her to sleep despite
the darkness which seeped into her veins. In fact, the city usually gave her the energy she now lacked because her
brother and sister had squeezed it out of her, down to the last drop. She’d been the one to encourage them to make
the trip in the first place.
Prat.
And suddenly, London just wasn’t the same anymore.
Whitechapel.
Her brother glances at the tube map.
“Eleven more stops to go,” he says.
Having made up her mind that she hasn’t got much longer to live, she begins to think of all the things she
would like to have asked her father, things she’s never managed to extract from him.
“Do you remember the time we used to go down to the playing field and there’d be this box of preserves on
that old woman’s doorstep?”
“No, not really.”
“What was her name?”
“Don’t remember.”
“You can’t not remember, I was with you a couple times and you told me not to breathe a word about it to
anyone.”
“So you shouldn’t be telling me about it either.”
“And you parked some distance away and ran to get the box, dumped it in the boot, and then we were off
again.”
“No, don’t remember.”
“And what about the time I started crying in the morning because I wanted to go to school and you said I
couldn’t?”
“No, you never cried.”
“’Course 1 did, and then you were saying that school was out and we were on holiday. And I’d seen the boy
from next door go to school, so why couldn’t I—”
“That was a long time ago.”
“But you do remember that you went on strike don’t you!?”
“I’d forget about that too if I could.”
“And do you remember how we used to go to the port in Valletta to wait for Pantu to come back from Gozo
carrying the boxes of veg that nan Ro¿a would send”
“What are you talking about?”
“You mean you don’t remember anything anymore?”
“…”
“And what about the time nannu got us our first color TV?”
“Nope, can’t say I remember.”
“Of course, we were the only ones in the family not to have one by then.”
“You’re getting all muddled up here.”
“Did your going on strike have something to do with it?”
“No.”
“And the fact that nannu worked at the dockyard, did that have something to do with it?”
“Why don’t you ask him that?”
“And nannu’d got them all on the black market, or for free, even.”
“Ask him.”
“He got one for himself first, and then one for Aunt Jenny, and then it was Uncle Manuel and finally we got
one of our own.”
“I don’t remember.”
“So why did you accept it anyway?”
Tower Hill.\fn{This last, here and in the following several paragraphs, identifies the progression of stations on this line of the
London Underground at which their train would stop to take on more passangers:H }
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*
A friend of hers who’s getting married soon is afraid of going on a honeymoon to Tuscany. Apparently, Tony
Blair’s going to be in Tuscany at the same time that he and his wife were planning to go, which some pundits say
makes Tuscany the next likely target. And this other friend of hers, a German, she’s lived in London for a long
time and says she’d never missed a day’s work until that day, when she woke up feeling queasy and phoned in
sick.
And she suddenly thinks of Marthese, who also used to live in London but with whom she’s lost contact after a
tiff they had in Republic Street, when Marthese had said she was selfish and she’d called Marthese a coward, at
which point Marthese took off her top and bra right there on the street, in full public view, just to prove she
wasn’t. And though she’d have liked to do something to prove that she wasn’t selfish, she didn’t. So she’s
wondering now whether Marthese also called in sick that morning.
And then she looks at her sister, stares into the turmoil in her eyes, is on the verge of telling her that now is
their last chance to talk over all the things that need to be cleared up, seeing as they’re about to die. Her sister
seems to understand, but it’s so quiet on the train that she picks up a book instead. Some crap paperback, which is
all she seems to read.
*
“Do you remember playing doctor and patient when we were kids, and I’d always tell you to get undressed
(though I was the younger), and I’d keep my apron on and give you a full examination, top to toe?”
No, she doesn’t remember.
“You used to enjoy it too.”
She doesn’t remember.
“And do you remember how, on your wedding day, just before we went into church wearing our best smiles,
you told me you didn’t love this man and that this was going to be the biggest mistake of your life? And I gave
you a dirty look.”
She doesn’t remember that either.
“And what about when I told you I prefer women to men, in fact I find men disgusting? You just changed the
subject.”
Nope, she can’t remember.
Her sister chuckles at a bad joke in the book.
Monument.
*
This other friend of hers likes to compare her life to the London tube map. It veers off in all sorts of directions,
but each one has a clear starting point and destination, and you knew the time of departure and the duration. The
tube colors stood for her (many) mood swings. And the (even more numerous) stops were the relationships she
walked into depending on which mood she was in, involving different people on different routes.
Right now she’s wishing she could ask her friend about her contingency plan for when parts of the underground have to be shut down because of a bomb scare. Her friend once told her that during a visit to London she’d
spent all of her time on the underground. The idea of being able to visit every point on the map with a single ticket
appealed to her.
She’d get off the train at every stop and then catch the next one out to her next destination, marking every stop
she’d been to on the map in pencil. By the time she had them all marked, it was time to go back to Malta.
Blackfriars.
*
Someone gets on the train, and he’s carrying a backpack. She hates herself for being prejudiced but can’t really
help it, her mind just races on ahead oblivious. It thinks its thoughts and concludes that panic is warranted. But
what she really can’t get her head around is how someone with a family and a decent job could decide to blow
himself to pieces and kill some forty others in the process. And how this someone could decide that she was going
to die along with him.
Her throat feels constricted. Glancing down into the crypt of her mind, her brother seems to notice. She’s about
to tell him that since they won’t be alive for much longer, now might be a good time to go over that day when
he’d thrown a pointed kitchen knife at her during an argument. She tries to remind him by staring flick-knives into
his eyes.
“Do you remember when you threw that knife at me and missed me by a hair’s breadth?”
He can’t remember.
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“And I picked it up and was on the verge of throwing it right back at you, then I went out and left a scratch on
the mudguard of your new car instead.”
He doesn’t remember.
“It might be a good idea to apologize, we’re going to die pretty soon anyway.”
He’s not paying attention.
“And do you remember the time when the oncologist told you you had a tumor? And then the next doctor you
visited said it wasn’t a tumor at all, just a hernia, and that evening you were telling me about it and we were both
in fits, and when you blacked out I simply kept on laughing ’cause I thought it was all part of the act. And then
you didn’t get up and we rushed you to hospital. We left the hospital without you.”
But he’s still counting the remaining stops to London Victoria.
It had turned out not to be a tumor in the end. It wasn’t a hernia either, though.
Temple.
*
Then there’s this paranoid friend of hers, who’s always convinced that someone’s going to break into her flat
during the night. Not that she’s afraid of being raped or anything like that, she’s convinced that it’s her laptop
they’ll be after. Her laptop contains the beginning of a novel she’s been hacking away at for six years.
So her friend saves the novel every Saturday morning (thieves tend to pay their visits on a Saturday night) and
hides the CDs in different parts of her flat. She used to find her friend’s behavior hilarious, but now she’s the one
who’s in the grip of paranoid thoughts, making the sign of the cross every time a bearded man with a backpack
gets on the train.
She takes her mobile phone out of her handbag and starts writing a text to her friend.
if I live tru today
well go tru w dat plan
to fnish Lowell off d minute
I’m back If I do die

The funny thing is, she’s now started to generalize in exactly the way she’s always hated. This Lowell guy, for
instance, he’s a fascist, obsessed with racial purity, and the reason she wants to kill him is that he made a
commitment to kill all the illegal immigrants who make it to Malta. Bastard got 1,600 votes on the strength of that
alone.
The son of a bitch.
Turns out there’s no network access down here, so she saves the text to send later. That’s assuming she’ll have
made it through.
Embankment.
*
Why is it, she starts to think, that when someone is pissed off, he can’t just lock himself up in the toilet and
scream his heart out, instead of bumping himself and about fifty other people off. That’s what she does, for
example, whenever her mother starts gabbing about premarital sex, or her father asks her on a Sunday morning
whether she’s been to church.
At this point, she shuts her eyes and thinks of her mother and of the last row they had, feels this strong urge to
tell her that finally she’s going to be rid of her once and for all, because this is it, her daughter’s going to die, so
she won’t have to worry anymore about what the neighbors think of her daughter. She’d also like to ask her about
Aunt Cett, as she always does, just to try and get her to talk straight for once.
“So what about Aunt Cett and Pina?”
“What about them?”
“Well, they’re inseparable!”
“Right.”
“Oh come on, ma, doesn’t everybody know that your sister and her friend are always sticking together!”
“I’ve no idea what you’re on about.”
“Well, stands to reason.”
“What?”
“It’s all inherited down your side of the family!”
“What is?”
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“Nan’s sister was like that too … only they had her down as an old spinster.”
“I can’t remember.”
“Funny, that, ’cause I do remember.”
“How could you remember? You were six when my mother’s sister passed away!”
“She had a girlfriend too. Ganna, I even remember her name, she was always talking about her.”
“I simply don’t remember.”
“And now Pina’s started to sleep over at Aunt Cett’s.”
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
“’Course it does.”
“She’s sick isn’t she? She needs someone to take care of her.”
“You know, you’re so gullible, you’ll buy anything you’re told, even from a couple of sixty year-olds.”
“You really keep going on about this, don’t you?”
“You never admit it.”
“Admit what?”
“That’s why you’ll never understand.”
“I still have no idea what you’re on about.”
“That’s ’cause it’s suits you better not to know.”
“Know what?”
“Let’s face it, this business with Aunt Cett and Pina …”
“Yes …”
“There’s no way I’ve got that wrong.”
“It’s not important.”
“So why is my business so important?”
“We’ve got enough on our plate as it is, without having to worry about someone else.”
“But that’s just it, this isn’t a problem.”
*
This morning her cousin told her he’d like to sit in the underground playing the guitar sometime, not really for
the money, just to try it out, see whether anyone would stop and listen, whether they’d like the songs he writes.
Her cousin lives in Stepney Green and calls himself a Londoner. He insists that he wouldn’t want to live
anywhere else, despite the racist jibes he occasionally hears on a bus. He says that although he isn’t blond and
good-looking, he’s made up his mind to stay put, because, rundown as this place may be, it’s his birthplace. And
he said that whenever something was bothering him, music was the only escape valve he needed, so he’d made up
his mind to play in the underground, just to make the point that he wasn’t scared.
Then he asked her whether she’d spare a little change if she was ever passing through and came across him
playing, at which point she just lost it and chucked a shoe at him in reply.
Westminster.
*
It’s stifling in here. There’s a smell she can’t identify; the sensation in her sinuses reminds her of Duncan’s
fingers penetrating her nostrils the day they had a row over a bit of weed. She can almost feel the blood trickle
down as it did that time. The wobbly feeling in her legs reminds her of that evening spent on Hastings Bastions
with her shoes in her lap and her legs jutting off the edge, catching the cool breeze. It wasn’t long before she
started crying though. Then she’d lit a cigarette and repeatedly stubbed it on her flabby thighs. It hurt. Which
again brings these people to mind, who take it into their heads to become suicide bombers.
Why don’t they lay into themselves with a blade until the pain becomes unbearable, as she does whenever she
feels angry at the whole world, feels like taking it out on the whole of humanity.
Another thing they could do is light a fag and stub it out on their eyelids; it’s a pretty effective reminder of how
much burning hurts. That’s what she does when everything and everyone seems to have it in for her.
But to just bump yourself off, not to mention a whole lot of other people, Jesus fucking Christ that’s … just not
on, ever. She knows, she’s tried it several times and has never managed to go through with it.
Hurting yourself when you were pissed off she can understand, though. Works every time, too.
*
She glances once more at her brother.
“We’ll be there soon,” he says.
She feels the urge to tell him that she loves him, and wouldn’t want him to die even though they have these
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nasty rows and he calls her a git because she can’t seem to hold down a job for longer than three months. Then he
tells her she should consider becoming a train driver ’cause it seems to be an easy and fun kind of job, she might
even manage to stick it out for longer than three months.
So she aims a kick at him. What she’s dying to tell him is that they should probably start taking life a little
more seriously, stop taking the piss out of each other, because they’re about to die.
Victoria Station.
*
A desert. This is the first time she’s seen that station in such a desolate state, waiting for the people to turn up,
sending off train after empty train, forlorn in the absence of the morning rush … what is she doing here?
She needs to look happy because this is the first time her brother’s been abroad. Her sister looks as if she’s
standing on the cusp of the new world. She herself used to feel that way when she was in London, except that now
everything seems to have died, and she’s even begun to consider the possibility that maybe this isn’t the best place
to spend the rest of one’s life after all.
Then she sees the policemen with their dogs. Shortly after, a man in civvies walks past carrying a squarish
brown briefcase and looking as though he’s searching for explosives. Her brother finds this really cool, and takes
a picture of him. She feels a strong urge to shove her head into a dustbin and feel sick, but there are no dustbins in
Victoria, and it’s probably not such a good idea to make a mess on the station floor.
*
This other friend of hers wakes up at five on the dot every morning and eats 100g\fn{ Grams.} of Special K, then
goes right back to bed and sleeps until six thirty, when she gets out of bed and heads straight for the loo. Her
friend is convinced that this routine makes her life so much easier compared to other people who don’t get up
before eight and then have to rush to be at work by eight thirty.
So one day she asked her friend what would happen if she didn’t hear the alarm clock ringing, or woke up to
find that she’d run out of Special K, but her friend assured her that neither eventuality had ever occurred. If she
could, she’d ask her friend now what she’d do if she found herself on an exploding train, and was taken to
hospital where they simply didn’t serve Special K at five am and moreover, going to the loo at six thirty was out
of the question.
But her friend is probably too laid back to even think about things that don’t concern her directly, which is
probably why her life is so much easier, and she wishes she could be like that herself, but just can’t see herself
waking up to a bowl of Special K at five in the morning. She’d be sick of the stuff after a week anyway. And
anyway, it would take her mind off the events of the day, which to her are like drugs coursing through her veins.
*
Meanwhile, her brother and sister have been looking up the route to Leicester Square. The Piccadilly Line. Part
of it has been shut down, but they can still catch a train to Leicester. She’s feeling dizzy and her legs seem to be
made of lead. She just can’t face another ride on the tube.
Why not take a walk? It’s not such a great distance. The police are still sniffing around with their dogs. The
man with the briefcase is still around too.
Her brother and sister take off in the direction of the Piccadilly Line. She starts to have visions of her friend
eating her Special K, her cousin strumming the chords of Julia somewhere in the underground, her mother
praying, her father saying the rosary, her friend staring at the tube map, the bearded man getting on the train, her
brother at Boffa Hospital, her sister in bed all alone.
She needs to feel the chill of the ground beneath her feet, so she takes of her shoes and socks, rolls up her
jeans, and walks barefoot.
*
She gets home and shuts the door behind her, turns the keys in both the top and bottom locks, slides the bolt
home on the side window, and stumbles the last few steps into her bedroom. She draws the nylon curtain, then the
drapes with their stripy pattern. The light outside is as irksome as the repetitive yammering from a scratched CD.
She takes off her belt, undoes the button of her trousers and unzips it with some difficulty, releasing the flab on
her stomach. She tears her shirt open with such livid force, the buttons come off and she hears them as they hit the
floor: One, two, three, four.
They remind her of the beads she used to play with when she was a little girl, of how when she got tired of
playing with them, she’d try to feed them to the cat, hoping she’d swallow them and choke.
She takes off her shirt, drops it behind her onto the bed. She pulls her trousers and panties down. First one leg,
then the other. Unfastens the clasp of her bra, lowers the strap over first one and then the other arm. She looks in
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the mirror. Grabs a bottle of perfume in her right hand, squeezes it tight between her fingers. Stares at it. She lifts
her right arm, squeezes the bottle even harder. She draws herself back a little and … screams.
Her body slams down hard onto the bed, she shuts her eyes.
Getting up after a few minutes, she stares once more into the mirror and is aware of a tear teetering over the
edge of her eyelid, reluctant to take the plunge. She walks to the bathroom. Opens the door. Walks in. Shuts the
door behind her. Turns the key, sits on the toilet and hugs the cistern,\fn{ The reservoir for the water; the tank-top. }
holding the handle of the flushing.
And she thinks of good sex. Of how she felt like throwing up after sleeping with Silvan that night.
Of her mother, of every time she tells her, “sleeping with a man is a sin, sleeping with a woman is three times
as sinful.”
And then, of her father, of when her father asks, “Which Mass are you going to this morning?”
She remembers her time in London with her brother and sister, how everything had happened at once and
she’d felt like stubbing out a hundred cigarettes on her thighs, and had ended up walking barefoot through the
station instead.
And she wishes there was some way to ascertain that the bathroom is in fact the safest place to be.
With her arms around the cistern to keep her solitude at bay.
2
nobody say my story. nobody say. long story very long story.
six month long. from Eritrea to Malta. you know Eritrea? I
Barentu.\fn{A small town in the interior of what is now northern Eritrea,
near the Ethiopian border.} Eritrea. near Sudan Ethiopia. you
know Sudan? you have idea of map? Red Sea? we Italian
colony. long ago. after English. we fight long time. Ethiopia.
Independence.\fn{I.e., after the Fascist regime in what is now Eritrea was
defeated by English military forces during World War II, the Italian colonial
settlers who stayed on fought the Ethiopians (part of whose country Eritrea
historically was), and then apparently the (Muslim) Eritreans in their turn, after
Ethiopia granted independence to what is now Eritrea, even though it was at
one time part of Ethiopia—very much as Kosovo, though independent, is
historically part of Serbia. H} I am Adiam. please to meet you.

Picture it: Bahar ic-Caghak at two in the morning. More accurately: White Rocks at two in the morning.
February. A temperature of 10 degrees Celsius and a calm sea. A dark blue van without a license plate appears,
moving as it reaches the waterline. A man emerges. The other one remains seated behind the steering wheel. Her
uncle. The man who gets out of the van is Rachel’s uncle. So is the one behind the steering wheel. He lights a
cigarette and opens the back door of the van. A number of people, their covered heads bowed, climb out. The door
clicks shut behind them. The van splutters into life, reverses and drives off, leaving behind only the smell of
Rothies mingling with the calm sea air and the exhaust fumes.
It’s cold. Nine people waiting for something to happen. Nine women in warm wraps. Rachel can see them,
though they can’t see her. Grabbing her mobile phone, she dials a number and hangs up after a single ring. And
waits. So are they, waiting.
Now picture Gorg, pushing forty with a beer belly, sitting in a new speedboat with no name or license plate, in
Crystal Bay, Comino. He has a smile on his face, money in his pocket, and a mobile phone which he clutches
tightly, waiting for it to emit a single, brief signal. It rings once. Replacing its simcard with his own, he starts the
engine. He puts the radio on at low volume, and begins to sing the first song he hears on 104.7 … like a virgin,
hey …
And then she hears a sound coming from across the water. Something moving. She prizes her mobile open,
removes the simcard and twists it out of shape, replacing it with her own. Those were the orders. It’s almost
reached the shore, coming closer and closer. It’s what they’re waiting for. Dad’s speedboat. Rachel’s dad.
He killed the engine. He knew this part of the coast like the back of his hand, knew where he could stop and
moor the boat safely.
A flash from his torch and they know they can go aboard. They’re getting on board now, all nine of them. She
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watches as they huddle together in the boat. He starts the engine again. Gradually, they move out. Nobody’s seen
them except for her. They won’t get caught. Our father who art in heaven hallowed be they name thy kingdom
come thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven … Hail Mary full of grace the Lord is with thee … Our father
who art in heaven hallowed be thy name … Hail Mary full of grace …
They’re out of sight. She began to pray as soon as the boat moved away from the shore. Then she too gunned
the engine and left. That was the last time she saw Adiam.
*
Rachel’s 18 now, but when I got to know her she’d just started her fifth. She was a thin girl, with a long,
straight sheet of black hair and pale white skin. I used to see her practically every day, but we don’t meet so much
anymore. Sometimes, though, we get together for a coffee or to watch a good film. I was seeing her father at the
time—well, sort of anyway—it lasted a whole year, until he got tired of me and I got sick of him.
But I’d grown to love Rachel by then. In fact, I still do. Some time ago, I got a text from her saying she was
about to leave the country and wanted to meet me one last time. There was something she wanted to tell me. So
we met in Valletta, in the usual place. Sweets Café is an unpretentious little nook in Ta’ Liesse, where you can
smoke a pack of cigarettes in peace while looking at Fort St. Angelo across the bay.
*
“That’s brave of you.”
“Fuck that! I’ve all but run out of names to call the old man. Told him I’d get him arrested. Still, he’s got his
mind at rest ’cause he knows I haven’t the balls.”
“Look, maybe it’s better if I heard no more of this.”
“But I’ve got to get this out of my system. It’s like I’ve got this lump in my throat. You’re the only person I can
tell about it, aren’t you?”
“Right. Sorry love. Go on.”
“And then again, you even know Adiam.”
“What about Adiam, where is she now?”
“She wrote to me a while ago and asked after you. Had to tell you, like.”
“Well, I knew she intended to leave, but I never imagined she’d do it like this!”
“Who told you anyway?”
“Well, I sort of put two and two together.”
“And how did you think she’d get out of here, then? Swimming, like?”
“Hadn’t she been granted refugee status?”
“Bullshit. Status? ’Course not. The fucking status was a long time coming and she’d had it, like, up to here.”
“Well, I’m beginning to see. I must say, though, nothing seems to scare your dad.”
“The motherfucker! If my mother was still around, she’d cut his fucking throat.”
“So how much does he make out of this?”
“A hell of a lot, Ruth. And don’t imagine he’d be doing this if it wasn’t for, like, cash.”
“Well, I don’t give much of a damn about your father to be honest, but I do worry about you. You’re still so
young, Rachel.”
“Right. Well, I’ve had enough now. Buggering off to Manchester to live with mum. I can’t live with that man
anymore. It’ll just keep happening while I’m around. That’s why I’m leaving. Saturday. Mum’s expecting me.”
“Have you told him about this?”
“Fuck, no. The son of a bitch’d just screw up all my plans for me.”
“He could still find out, couldn’t he?”
“Fat chance. I’m not even carrying any luggage with me. Just a handbag. ’Sall I need, like.”
1. When day broke they could not make out the land; but they noticed a bay with a beach …

three days. we think Italy. Malta. I brother and sister. other
brother Italy. big brother. don’t know where. Malta don’t
know Malta. from Libya. three days. September. morning.
about 50. maybe. not sure. small boat. very small. no
adjective describe story. from Libya. Surt.\fn{A small port town
on the Lybian seacoast.} Malta happy no die. three days. long
story. difficult to say. happy now. Malta nice people.
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I can still picture Adiam clearly. I still remember the first time I met her, at Gorg’s—he had this old, sooty
place in Gzira. A house in Triq Moroni, where every available surface was covered by a thin film of cat hair. She
was sitting on the sofa with her head bowed, twirling her hair into beautiful plaits. The television was on.
“I’m Ruth,” I said.
But she said nothing. Not a single word. Instead, she seemed to lower her head even further. I sat beside her,
glancing sidelong at her while I zapped to find something interesting on the telly. She was dark and beautiful, with
perfect features, full lips, big dark eyes and a small flat nose. Plaits that hung halfway down her back. A bit of flab
around the thighs. After a while, I heard a low, barely audible murmur:
“Adiam. Please to meet you.”
the school nice school. Malta nice. St. Julian’s Nalletta nice. I
never school. Eritrea war. don’t always like. I happy but I
leave. Happy. Maltese no like klandestini. klandestini say.
yes? l happy. Maltese friendly. good with me. we afraid. my
country war. long time war. don’t say my story. no please. if
government knows I problem. many problem.
So I’m the storyteller. Rachel’s father’s ex. Mind you, Rachel’s like a daughter to me. On October the 24 th,
through the misfortune that befalls every woman who meets Gorg, I smiled my first greeting to Adiam, who went
to the same school as Rachel and sat in the same classroom.
She’d set eyes on the island for the first time in August of the previous year. She’d disembarked in Grand
Harbor. Hadn’t even known it existed, this rock that even the weeds and lizards want to disown.
*
“Please to meet you. Rachel. Please to meet you. ’Swhat she said. Jiena Adiam.”
“So she knew a bit of Maltese then?”
“Well, a tiny bit, considering … she’d been here a while by then.”
“How long had she been here for?”
“Well, she spent about a year in Hal Far, then they were given a flat. Or something. Never really understood
what that was all about. They’d lived in this flat for a couple months at least.
“And then you met at school.”
“Right. Got talking after about three weeks. First thing she said was she didn’t know Malta at all.”
“Not surprised.”
“Yeah, well, someone or other’d dropped the name in Libya, but she couldn’t really figure out what it was.”
“Not much to figure out is there?”
“She came with her brother and sister.”
“But it was only she and her sister that got away? I thought you said it was just women, right?”
“Yep, women only.”
“So her brother must’ve already gotten away?”
“Not exactly.”
“Are you still in contact with him?”
“Nope.”
*
So Rachel and Adiam became friends. Maybe that happened because they both had a rather difficult story to
tell. Adiam’s mother had forced her to make a getaway to find a better life. As for her father, she didn’t even know
where he was buried. Rachel’s mother had run off to England and left Rachel all alone. Gorg? A building
contractor. Brusque, bold and brash. Thinks he’s God’s gift to just about everything. One time I was trying to give
Rachel a hand with her homework, and he goes nanini, don’t bother with this one ta’. She’s as thick as her
mother, that qanba. No way she’s getting anywhere.
Gorg is like that, seeing the true value of someone like Rachel is beyond him. I myself don’t know what hit me
when I started seeing the guy. I suppose the chest hair might have had something to do with it. Or that little waxed
moustache.
2. After our escape we learned that the island was called Malta.
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She was taken with everything Maltese. She liked to ask me questions about the country, and we’d talk, every
time I was at Rachel’s and Gorg was away. She’d tell me about Eritrea. I’d tell her about Malta.
we leave Surt. to Italy. September. very calm. first night calm
sea. then big wave. very big. many rain and wave. two day
only wave and rain and wind. many wind. the eyes see people
in sea. my eyes see this. shout. people cry. difficult explain
sea. brother try help. difficult help. wind and rain and wind.
from Surt. one night very calm. sing. think Italy. Eritrea.
Ethiopia. Sierra Leone. Maybe. from Barentu only me and
sister and brother. two nights difficult. we think we die. like
many people. morning after. country. we see country. very
happy we think Italy. no Italy. we hear before Malta. from
Surt. but we go Italy. near brother. other brother of me. no
Malta. we see Malta. we happy. we no die.
3. … they kindled a fire and refreshed us all because of the rain that had set in, and the cold.

“It’s pretty fucking serious. The state of things in Hal Far’s unbelievable.”
“Yes, Adiam did mention it sometimes.”
“Food’s crap. They’re practically sleeping on top of each other.”
“Well, Rachel, what do you expect? I mean, we couldn’t put them up in an expensive hotel could we?”
“Well no. But a prison doesn’t exactly do them much good either.”
“Yes, but wait a minute. All they seem to do is tear the place to bits.”
“’Course they fucking do. I’d do that myself if they locked me up.”
“I can just about picture the headlines the next day—DEVASTATION IN RACHEL’S WAKE! BROKEN
WINDOW, DOOR, TOILET, GLASS, PLATE—”
“Ha very ha. You better give it a rest. I seem to remember when dad got on your nerves, you chucked the
lampshade at him.”
“Erm, right.”
“Listen to this, then. So one time we were stood next to the tuck shop at school. You know what the others are
like. They started with the usual taunts—‘Whoah, so Rachel’s two-timing us with the nigger now is she?’ I was,
like, ‘A nigger’s worth two of you, white arsehole.’ She was, like, ‘White and an eyeful, imma. And a good lay.
You’d have to grope around to even find that one in the dark!’ And they were laughing all the while.
“Yeuch! I couldn’t stand them anymore by that time. They always had something on the tip of their tongue,
you know, something nasty to say. Anyway, so we get back to class, and Adiam just grabbed her chair and threw it
at Mandy’s head. Don’t blame her either. I could’ve killed them myself that time.”
I one year two month. in Malta. one year barracks Hal Far.
you know barracks? now flat. me and Sania. Sania my sister.
flat ok. like. barracks difficult. no big. difficult to explain
barracks. no tell this. because government. I sleep a lot in
barracks. many bed. bed. bed. bed. difficult barracks. food
don’t know food. Malta happy now. no ok in barracks.
barracks my brother. no brother. because of barracks. one
year long. very long. me have no papers. klandestini say. yes?
my country there is war. barracks. Eritrea and Ethiopia. no
nice. difficult to explain barracks. no adjective. Me and Sania
happy now. Malta friendly people.
There were about fifty of them in each room. In cells where you choked in the stifling heat, and the cold
seeped into your bones and numbed your brain. They had zinc roofs that rattled in the wind, as if to remind them
constantly of the sort of windswept place they’d landed on, a Malta walled in with metal and rust.
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The men smoked and the food was bad. She’d never eaten anything like it before. Maltese food and Maltese
soldiers, two of a kind: stiff, cold, unseasoned. Tasteless. And it was always the same. Pasta with tomato sauce,
chicken and chips. Ever tried pasta and chips? Neither have I. You could find quite a hodgepodge in those cells in
Hal Far.
Eritreans and Ethiopians, for instance. The biggest enemies shared a cell on St Paul’s island, lying end to end
on this most Christian of rocks. Adiam would spend most of her time in a drugged sleep. Everyone looked the
same in those cells and that was Malta’s first gift to her. Forget Badme and Barentu and Gonder and Deso. All
you’ve got is a smear of red pasta with a few chips and a bit of chicken. And the cigarette smoke that stifles
shouts of rage and desiccates tears. And a generous supply of pills.
But one day she woke up with a start. And witnessed what most fifteen-year old girls never get to see. And
though her mother was far away, she could still hear her sobbing, knew she knew exactly what had happened.
*
“That time she screamed so loud I thought she’d shatter the windowpanes.”
“She told me once that she hadn’t spoken for a whole month.”
“After that, sure, who would?”
“After what?”
“After she saw her brother.”
“I thought you said he’d left!”
“Left? No way. Her brother hanged himself, Ruth.”
(Silence)
“Hanged himself in that fucking room.”
(Silence)
“She’d just woken up. She used to knock herself out in there. She was pretty heavy on the pills. And that’s
what she woke up to see: her brother.”
“She had to wake up that day of all days.”
(Silence)
“She wouldn’t sleep much again after that.”
4. And so it came to pass that all got safely to land.

I remember the evening news that day. Malta has welcomed sixty klandestini to its shores, of whom twenty are
women and children. They reached the shore in a boat about sixty feet long. Later in the day, another boatful of
klandestini was sighted, but was allowed to proceed towards Sicily.
Adiam had had a long trip. When her father died, their mother told them to get away, to go and find their oldest
brother in Italy. They were scraping together a living on the little their big brother managed to send them. So they
decided to go, leaving their mother behind with their little sister. Maybe they’d meet again in the future. I suppose
the future’s arrived by now, and they haven’t been reunited as far as I know.
They left from Barentu one early morning. Even Barentu was under fire by then. From Badme. I had a friend
who lived in Badme, she told me once. Her corpse was discovered by her grandmother. Her baby brother and her
doll were buried underneath her. The doll’s head was bleeding. You couldn’t leave at night, too dangerous. They
took nothing with them. From Barentu to Teseney. Adiam, Sania and Samuel. And then from Teseney to Kassala
in Sudan and then through Ad Damir, Kuraymah, Dunqulah. And then across the desert. From Al’ Uwaynat in
Libya to Al Jawf. And then across the desert. Finally, they got to Surt. And the sea.
And then more sea. And then Malta.
5. And the natives showed us no little kindness …

“Know what the old man said once? He said: ‘It’s such a nice word isn’t it. Klandestini. Klan-des-ti-ni. They
don’t even deserve the name, the dirty rats. I’d happily drown them all.’”
“The bastard.”
“‘Just picture it, my dear girl, you and me, living in a nice little place like this,’ is what he said. ‘And then one
day they turn up, this bunch of down and outs, these klandestini, and they say: “today on we live with you. we no
home. my country war. please to meet you.” What’d we do then?’”
“So what did you say?”
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“What the fuck could I say?”
“You mean you just sat there and said nothing?”
“Oh come on, you know the old git as well as I do. Nothing would get through that thick skull of his. I’ve
learnt to just let him prattle on.”
“How come he never had any objections to Adiam?”
“Truth is, he’s such a numskull, he never really cottoned on. Never dreamed that Adiam was actually a
klandestina.”
*
Medical check-up first. Then they tied a little ribbon around her wrist, bearing her new name. They’d
christened her Eve. Then they took a picture.
Naturally, Adiam had no idea what this was all about, couldn’t understand a word of what was said, and hadn’t
a clue as to what was to become of her. They asked for her papers, which she didn’t have. Neither did her brother
or sister.
And then straight to the detention centre. The one with the zinc roofs and the plastic toilets that wobbled, the
sort of piss-sodden things you get in open-air festas in Summer.
*
“I almost wet myself with fear each time it happens.”
“How many times has it happened, Rach?”
“Three times so far. My dad needs a signal before he can leave his hideout.”
“And it’s strictly a family business.”
“Absolutely. Outsiders are too much of a risk.”
“So why did you never try to stop him?”
“Fuck that! That’s, like, pretty useless isn’t it? Then again … heqq it’s not that easy to refuse the cash, know
what I mean? I need the money too, Ruth. And let’s face it, there’s also the rush, you know, the excitement.
(Silence)
“I think it’s a good thing you’re leaving.”
“Guess so.”
“Tell me something though. How did you manage to keep in touch after you left school?”
“Well, there was this time, see, ’bout four months after school’d broken up. I found her sitting on the pavement
just outside the house. She knew exactly where I lived, she’d dropped in a few times when we were still at school.
That was it, like.
“I invited her in. She said she couldn’t find a job and her sister wasn’t making enough to keep them afloat. So I
found her a job, somehow, in the hotel where I worked. You remember the one, Hotel Leila in Sliema. Nothing
much, like, just a chambermaid. After that she began to drop in quite often. I hardly ever saw her sister though,
and that flat they had—or room, whatever it was—I never really figured out where it was exactly. Within a few
months, they’d made enough money to get away.
6. … though he has escaped the sea, Justice does not let him live.

It was a horrible, protracted war.\fn{ The war between Ethiopia and the Eritrean rebels. } From Asmara, Massawa,
Keren, until it even reached Barentu. And the trip was just as horrifying.
from Barentu to Teseney. very difficult to explain. very long
to Libya. hot in desert. cannot tell story. no adjective. for
desert. for people. in camp. for money. for live. for eat. no
word. long to tell story. I have six month. difficult for me and
sister and brother. and mother we know cry. we hear cry of
sister in Sudan. walk walk walk long days in Sudan. Hot.
many wind. Camp. to Surt. we pay money. we work Libya. to
pay money for Italy. then we hear Malta. then we see Malta.
from sea. no no Malta. but we come Malta. we stay Malta.
safe nice Malta.
It’s safe enough with Gorg too. Unless he loses it and chucks a shoe in your general direction. I didn’t knock
26

him out cold with that lampshade I threw at him, which is kind of a pity now that I think about it. Ever thrown a
lampshade at your man? Mind you, the fact that Gorg came away unharmed once or twice doesn’t mean he’ll
always get away with it.
7. He ordered those who could swim to jump overboard first and get to land...

They were all good swimmers. That was the condition laid down by Rachel’s father. He’d drift off the coast of
Sicily and let them swim ashore to Pozzallo. That way he wouldn’t risk getting caught. From Bahar ic-Cagnak to
Pozzallo. The other thing he insisted on was secrecy. He had a deal, as long as they could get away.
No idea what happened after Pozzallo, though I’m pretty sure that, as he approached the Maltese coast on his
way back, Gorg put his hand in his pocket and fingered the cash. Note by note. With a smile.
*
Marisa and I have been friends since secondary school. We were known as it-tapp u l-flixkun, the bottle and its
top. She’s six foot three, and I’m a paltry five-four. She’s a police inspector now. Weighs in at 75, the unmarried
mother of a little boy. Short brown hair.
She reads her son fairy tales to put him to sleep, and likes to go to bed herself with one of her pop novels.
Marisa doesn’t give a damn about anything. I imagine she undertakes her work with a strong sense of duty—I
mean both as a mother and as a police inspector.
I love Marisa to bits. Maybe that’s just because we’ve known each other for so long. Maybe it’s because she
likes French cinema. Or maybe it’s because she’s capable of taking the piss out of any man, which scares them
shitless every time. Or it could be because she likes to tell these off-beat narratives. Once she even told me
Adiam’s story over a glass of Rioja at her place.
*
“She’s left. You know that, don’t you?”
“Who?”
“Adiam.”
“Oh, her. Really?”
“Well, they got lucky, those two girls.”
“How come, Mar?”
“Well, they got lucky, is all. I’d kept an eye open on those two from day one, since they got here. They
disembarked at Grand Harbor. There was her sister too. All the while she was holding on to her sister for dear life.
I was there even when they were interrogated. No papers. And then I used to speak to them often during the
months they spent in Hal Far. That’s kind of unusual, you normally can’t talk to these folks, bunch of savages, the
lot of them, make you feel they should be shot. But Adiam and her sister were the quiet sort, always smiling,
intelligent, clean, soft-spoken. That’s why they got out so quickly.”
“Any idea where they are now?”
“In America. I think they eventually joined their father and brother over there. I’m not sure whether their
mother’s alive or not, they never mentioned her.”
“Well, that’s good news anyway. I’ll tell Rachel about it.”
“I’d have thought she’d be the first to tell you.”
“About America you mean?”
“Yeah.”
“Nope. She did tell me about her brother though.”
“About who?”
“Adiam’s brother.”
“The one in the States?”
“Don’t let’s play dumb, Mar.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Oh come on, it’s not as if you didn’t know about her brother.”
“You mean the one who lives in the States, right?”
“No. I mean the one who came to Malta with Adiam and her sister, and got off the boat with them at Grand
Harbor.”
“What are you on about? It was just the two of them, the sisters.”
“Hmm …”
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“No, seriously …”
“So Rachel—”
“—just arrived at the facts by a different route.”
“Not unlike her daddy. His routes tend to be pretty wayward.”
(Silence)
“Anyhow, it didn’t take them long before they were granted status.”
“What status?”
“Refugee status.”
“Oh, really?”
“Sure. Could’ve stayed here really. The elder sister had got herself a decent job. But they wanted to go, and
that’s what they did.”
“I don’t blame them.”
“I can assure you they had plenty of support here in Malta.”
“No doubt about that.”
8. … they changed their minds and said that he was a god.

“I used to get along with Adiam. I think we’re sort of the same type. Don’t think I’ve had another friend like
her, like. Not that I’ve ever had any real friends. They always thought I was weird, so no one would stick around.
Adiam was like me. I think she could’ve stayed over, lived at my place, she’d have been happy then. She was
quite happy actually, but when she told me she’d scraped together the cash to get away, I understood. I was like,
‘Istja, wish I had that kind of guts.’ She said: ‘you. as well. you go find your mum.’”
“What about the letter, Rachel?”
“Got it right here.”
“How is she?”
“Doing all right.”
“Good. At least she didn’t take all that risk for nothing.”
“No, guess not. Mind you, she couldn’t have stayed here. Eurgh!
“Maybe if she’d stayed, she would have got refugee status and could have left without all that tribulation.
Don’t you think so?”
“Boqq! Nah, what status? Those guys didn’t bloody care.”
“Are you going to read me that letter? I’m getting curious.”
“Sure, here goes. It’s short, like.
Napoli
03-03-2003
My dear Rachel.
You my friend. Please to meet you. I hug brother last week from 4 years. I get know I am aunt.
And orphan. Sania is with me too. She gets know she is widow. I try start new life.
Thank you your father from me and Sania and brother. I still shout at night. Remember? I see
brother. I hear mother. And friend of me with doll.
You my only friend in Malta. And Ruth. I like Ruth. Please to meet her. Say it. This my letter
to Malta. I never see it again. Only the barracks I dream. Cruel barracks.
You my only friend. Maybe see you in future. You and Mum. Who know? I thank you. You
and father.
Good bye
Adiam.
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The Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, Xewkija, Gozo, Gozo Region, Malta

The Co-Cathedral of St. John the Baptist (constructed 1572-1577), Valletta, South Eastern Region, Malta
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The Church of St. Sebastian, Qormi, Southern Region, Malta

The Basilica of the Visitation, Gharb, Gozo Region, Malta
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The Church of the Assumption of Our Lady, Mosta, Northern Region, Malta: two views
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The Church of St. Joseph, Msida, Central Region, Malta: two views
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