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      Two magnificent peaks dominate the long writing career of Nicholas Monsarrat—The Cruel Sea and The Tribe that Lost its Head. Without question The Kappillan of Malta is the third. It is an achievement in two quite separate dimensions: as a sublime portrait of a humble man who brought faith
         and hope and comfort to a stricken people, and as the story of an island whose violent history began with the Phoenicians
         and which suffered its most terrible trial in the agony of the Second World War.
      

      
      Father Salvatore was a simple, lumbering priest, a kappillan serving the poor in Valletta, when war came out of the blue skies to pound the island to dust. His family was noble indeed.
         His mother, the Baroness Celeste Emilia Santo-Nobile, still reigned in her magnificent palazzo, built in 1570 at the time
         of the first auberges of the Knights of the Order of St John, and rivalling them in splendour. His sister, Giovanna, was married to the wealthy
         Lewis Debrincat and had produced two delightful children. But Father Salvatore had only his faith to take the place of style,
         and the example he could not emulate of the last Cardinal to be sired by a Santo-Nobile a hundred years ago.
      

      
      Now amid the catacombs discovered by a chance bomb, which knocked a corner off the bastions of the Cottonera Lines, he cared
         for the flood of homeless, starving, frightened people who sought shelter from the death that fell unceasingly from the sky.
         His story and the story of Malta is told in superbly graphic pictures of six days during the siege of Malta from 11 June 1940
         to 15 August 1942. Each of those days was, for Father Salvatore and his people, a day of terror or of hope, and each brought
         forth from the kappillan a message of inspiration to keep them going—the legendary tales of six mighty events of Malta’s history which shone through
         the centuries and gathered them together in a fervent belief in their survival.
      

      
      This novel is not only a superlative evocation of the modern Siege of Malta and a heart-moving and heart-lifting creation
         of one of the most delightful men to grace the pages of modern fiction—it is also the story, told by one of the finest story-tellers
         of our time, of the whole dramatic history of the fortress of the Middle Sea.
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      Memoirs of a Day~Tripper 1

      

 

      
      1

      
      The man in the bar of the Phoenicia Hotel, by the main gate of Valletta, gave me more mis-information, in the space of two hours,
         than even six gins and tonics could really justify. He was a fattish, pinkish man in bulging blue shorts; a man on a long
         lazy holiday, but discontented none the less.
      

      
      He was looking round for a decent place to settle, he told me by way of introduction. He’d already ‘done a recce’ on the Bahamas,
         Bermuda, the Channel Islands, the Isle of Man, Jamaica, Geneva, and Capri. Now he was in Malta. Among the Malts.
      

      
      ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ he said, popping salted peanuts into his mouth one by one, like a man on a very strange, measured diet.
         ‘I like the Malts! But you know what their trouble is? They’re not organized. You can’t even get a decent mixed grill here. Well,
         I mean, that’s no bloody use, is it?’
      

      
      ‘I suppose not.’ I always picked the wrong man at the bar, if I picked anyone, and I had done it again. ‘But the fish is pretty
         good, don’t you think?’ In the middle of stone history, here I was, talking about fish. It always happened. I tried again.
         ‘Have you been out to Mdina?’
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘The old capital.’

      
      ‘No.’ He inserted two more peanuts. ‘That’s just architecture, isn’t it? Guide-book stuff.’

      
      ‘And history. Like this place.’

      
      ‘This hotel? Is it old? I didn’t know.’

      
      ‘No. I mean Valletta. Have you been round Grand Harbour?’

      
      ‘I’ve done a recce…. My trouble is, I like people.’ He leant forward, suddenly confidential. ‘I met a very interesting man last night, right outside here in the car-park. One of those settler fellows. He told me a very interesting story.’
      

      
      I waited.

      
      ‘It’s a way of getting duty-free cars into Malta…. He had a brand-new Mercedes, beautiful job, must have cost about six thousand,
         and he saw me looking at it, and we got to chatting, and he told me how it was done. He said—and he seemed to know what he
         was talking about—that if you did a year here as a settler, and then said you’d changed your mind, and asked for a tourist visa instead, and extended that
         for a year, and then after twelve months signed up as a settler again, you could import one new car each year, duty free,
         and then trade it in for another one. All buckshee, all fixed up in Germany, and no pain at all. What do you think of that?’
      

      
      ‘I believe they’ve changed the rules. Anyway, can you really use a new Mercedes every year, in Malta?’

      
      ‘That’s not quite the point, old boy, is it? All I know is, he was on his third duty-free Merc in three years.’ He sat back,
         deeply content. ‘That’s what I meant when I said, the Malts aren’t properly organized.’
      

      
      The Maltese, I knew, were organized to the extent of a 40 m.p.h. speed limit and roads which disappeared into the sea after
         an absolute maximum of seventeen miles. A Mercedes owner would be trapped, just as I was trapped. But I still owed him the
         fourth drink.
      

      
      ‘Would you like another drink?’

      
      ‘Can’t fly on one wing.’

      
      The new drinks were brought, the barman rebuked for not providing fresh slices of lemon (‘Got to keep them up to the mark,
         old boy’), and we settled down again. Early convictions of despair warred with late manifestations of a social conscience.
         I told him that I was crossing to Gozo, the next-door island, tomorrow.
      

      
      ‘What? To live?’

      
      ‘No. Just a day trip.’

      
      ‘That’s about enough…. There’s nothing on Gozo. Talk about quiet! If you draw a cork they think the revolution has started…. Of course, it’s a quaint sort of place, if you like that kind
         of thing. Only they don’t make anything of it. I would go so far as to say’—all of a sudden he became exceptionally judicial,
         stabbing the air with a large pink forefinger—‘that Gozo’s got distinct possibilities, if only it’s handled right. It’s exactly the sort of place that hundreds of people in the upper brackets are looking for, as a holiday spot, or even as a place to
         live. It’s got peace, and sunshine, and a real chance to relax. Of course it needs a complete face-lift…. But what’s the good
         if no one knows about it? I mean, who’s heard of Gozo? The Malts have got to sell the place, if they want to get it organized. And sell it to the right kind of chap. It could be a top island for top people—’
      

      
      He droned on. The upper brackets, as time went by, seemed to expand to bursting point, involving thousands of jet-set travellers
         winging in from all over, top people who must assuredly turn Gozo, which I did not know, into Miami, which I did. Peace, sunshine,
         and a place to relax…. Finally my friend focused his fat eyes, and looked at his watch.
      

      
      ‘I make it seven o’clock.’

      
      ‘Well—eight o’clock.’

      
      ‘Good grief—I promised my wife—’ he levered himself off his stool, his pale blue shorts nigh to rippling explosion. ‘Well,
         I wish you joy, old boy…. Are you catching the early ferry?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’
      

      
      ‘At least you’ve got one good thing going for you. There’ll be no one on the boat. Not at 7.30 in the morning.’

      
      By 7.30 in the morning, as I might have guessed, there seemed to be more people on board the boat than there were in Valletta
         itself. The ferryboat Jylland, which had started life romantically as a British submarine-chaser, switched to Danish registry, and had then been converted
         to a stubby pedestrian work-horse making approximately 1,800 return-trips a year between Gozo and Malta (I was interested
         in ships, just as the man in the bar liked people, and the oldest of the Phoenicia porters had supplied me with her pedigree)—the Jylland, by the time the gangways were hauled in, was crammed to the roof with my fellow-passengers.
      

      
      All the lower-level benches were close-packed with humanity, and it was standing-room only even on the upper deck, where a
         sea of people had cascaded up the ladders and overflowed.
      

      
      They were certainly not tourists, on this voyage. Almost without exception, they were Maltese. Almost all were in black, except
         for children who carried bunches and sheaves of flowers. There were many priests; many men in dark business suits; quite a
         number of old people in wheel-chairs. Some of the oldest women wore that strange black headdress which I had so far only seen
         in photographs: a kind of arching tent, an arrangement of mourning topsails, which the captions had called faldettas. There was some murmuring of prayer, as well as cheerful bustle and clatter. There were some tears.
      

      
      A priest sitting opposite me on the big slatted bench, a serious and studious young man, had his head buried in a leather-bound
         breviary. His lips were moving: all else was still. But he was part of this strange throng, in spite of his withdrawal. The
         whole boat-load, as far as I could observe it, had a pilgrim air which I could not quite place.
      

      
      The Jylland, with the minimum of fuss, backed away from the quay of Marfa’s tiny harbour, and made a slow 180-degree turn towards Gozo,
         the north-western target. There was a sudden surge of movement on deck as passengers thrust across to get a better view, and
         we took a very slight list to port. At this, the young priest looked up for a moment, and crossed himself. So did most of
         the people round him. (‘They do it when they’re putting out the dustbins,’ my friend in the Phoenicia had said at one point,
         derisively. ‘It’s a journey—know what I mean? Personally I think they’re all nuts.’) The Jylland, now headed in the right direction, started her voyage across a sparkling three-mile channel.
      

      
      Occasionally she dipped her forefoot, very gently, into the long low northerly swell; but it was nothing—just a reminder that
         a ship was a ship, married to the restless sea, not a tram nor a long-distance truck. When a bell rang, deep down below, she
         increased her speed to a throbbing pulse, dividing the blue water with a spreading milk-white wake. Presently the porpoises joined in the fun, darting in at right angles to play last-across-the-road with her advancing prow.
      

      
      It was a marvellous morning, clear as a mirror, warm as the promise of love, bright as heaven. I had known that it would be.

      
      There was a group of nuns, young and old, either pious like pictures or jolly like housewives bingo-bound, grouped in a close
         circle near one of the life-boats. Now, at some reverent signal, they started to pray out loud, and people near them joined
         in. At the end they all crossed themselves in unison. This attracted the attention of the only English-looking family within
         my range.
      

      
      I had already christened them: they were Dad, Mum, Charlene, and grandma. They stood out like stuffed canaries in a flock
         of crows, or blood-puddings in batter; and though there was no harm in that, there was no merit in it either. Dad—taking him
         from the top—had a flat green cap, a good red north-country face, a brown suit of honest hardwearing tweed, and vaguely ecclesiastical
         sandals. Mum was just Mum, as I imagined she would be, anywhere between the River Tyne and the mysterious upper reaches of
         the Amazon: a coat-and-skirt mum, a shopping-bag mum, a mum with sensible strap-shoes and corns to match, a placid anchor
         in a placid sea.
      

      
      Daughter Charlene had emerged from the chrysalis as a gruesome essay in tourist baroque: mauve head-scarf, lime-green stretch pants very near their limit of embrace, and a halter-top which left some six inches
         of bulging pink midriff for the public to browse on. Her face, in repose a small pudding, was on the way to achieving the
         large holiday size. Grandma, at the other end of life’s magical span, had shot the works on a trouser suit of purest bell-bottomed
         blue, scarlet ankle socks, and a rakish yachting cap adorned with the crossed anchors of the American Coast Guard.
      

      
      I might have liked them, anywhere except among this devout and sober pilgrimage. Now, as they stared at the murmuring nuns,
         and exchanged glances, and began to nudge each other, the tolerant observer could only cringe.
      

      
      ‘Did you see that?’ Charlene said, theatrically aghast. ‘They did it again! They were crossing themselves! Quite openly!’

      
      Mum said: ‘It’s their religion.’ Dad puffed his pipe and said nothing. Grandma was going ‘T’ch, t’ch!’ through grimly disapproving
         lips. But she had another complaint, on a social plane.
      

      
      ‘All this eating…’ She had a low hoarse voice, like an old boxer whose career had not been blessed. ‘You’d think people would
         have more consideration.’
      

      
      It was a fact that the Maltese passengers, safely embarked on their voyage, were now tucking into breakfast. Bottles of something
         which looked like cold coffee were going from hand to hand. Wedges of bread, clamped over a filling of raw onion and tomato
         paste, were disappearing at a steady rate. Old folk ate with a dutiful persistence; children had become bright-eyed, ravening
         wolves.
      

      
      For a space the pilgrimage had changed to a picnic, with much moving about, exchange of one food for another, generous sharing,
         determined munching, wordless smiles, and an honest display of appetite.
      

      
      Grandma growled again: ‘Fancy eating all over the place!’ and Charlene added, with a delicate shudder: ‘You didn’t say you
         were taking me to the zoo!’
      

      
      But there were worse things to come than raw onions and tomato paste.

      
      A sudden violent flurry of activity, unmatched on board so far, erupted from below, preceded by a tumult of shouts and cries.
         For a moment I thought, fancifully, that some gang or other must be rushing the bridge, intent on hijacking the Jylland, holding us all as hostages, and sailing her to Libya or Israel. What did the good citizen, ex-Navy, unarmed, past his best
         years as a combat animal, do in such circumstances? Then the huge good humour of the moment made all this fancy ridiculous.
      

      
      For the rush was a holiday rush, of laughing cheering people pushing their way up the lower ladder in support of an enormous,
         labouring old man, who was himself carrying, bodily, a battered wicker wheelchair. Enthroned on this, clinging to its fragile
         sides, rocking like a tiny boat in a storm, seeming to laugh and to weep at the same moment, was a crippled dwarf.
      

      
      This ludicrous pair was swept upwards on a great wave of strong arms, willing hands, and gusty goodwill. Where a moment ago,
         on the main deck below us, there had been no room at all, there was suddenly plenty, and the dwarf and his wheel-chair and
         his huge attendant were set down in a prime vantage-point. They began to hold court immediately.
      

      
      Everyone seemed to know them, and to crowd round: eager to stretch out and pat the dwarf, and thump the old man on his massive
         back. Food was pressed upon them—crusty horns of bread, gleaming segments of fresh sheep’s-milk cheese; people who could not
         get near waved and shouted, many of the nuns cooed and smiled in the background, a swollen old woman in a black faldetta smothered the dwarf in a vast embrace, tears streaming down her cheeks.
      

      
      Even the young priest looked up from his breviary, surrendered his aloof face to the joyful moment, and called out his blessing.

      
      The old man stood sentinel, like a tide-washed rock, behind the wheelchair, head and shoulders above everyone round him. He
         was an extraordinary figure, something between a great gaunt oak and an ancient scarecrow; a rusty black frock coat, frayed
         at the cuffs, bursting at the seams, covered him from his shoulders to his calves: a coat seemingly as old as the man, which
         placed both of them well into their eighth decade. But it was the tiny dwarf who was the centre of this stage.
      

      
      He was about fifty: swarthy as an Arab, beak-nosed, deeply lined: above his burnt-olive shrunken face was a shock of black
         hair, the last evidence of virile, vanished youth. He had a tattered rug over his knees—or rather, his knee; for even this
         pitiful body was maimed and incomplete.
      

      
      A chance movement showed that his left leg had at some time been severed at mid-thigh; a chance lifting of his grinning, working
         face suddenly betrayed the truth—that the harsh lines were those of lasting, grinding pain, that both the man and the face
         had been a ruin, a stricken wreck, for a very long time.
      

      
      What on earth was it all about? There were plenty of clues, but absolutely no answers. Dad, a shrewd fellow-observer, broke
         silence for the first time, to sum it up in his own style. Taking his pipe out of his mouth, he gave his verdict:
      

      
      ‘Eh—the things you see when you haven’t got a gun!’

      
      ‘Now, Dad!’

      
      It must have been a hallowed family joke, for they all burst out laughing. Round them, the Maltese smiled and nodded their
         heads. They could scarcely have understood, even if they had made out the words, but I knew already that they loved to hear
         laughter.
      

      
      I had read a guide-book—several guide-books—during my stay, and it was wonderful to see them unfold, and come true. The Jylland, ploughing steadily onwards with her varied cargo, was now half-way across, and passing the small island of Comino, midway
         between Malta and Gozo. It was a moment of rare beauty; in the clear morning air, the arc of the Maltese sky, flawless and
         innocent, might indeed have been the canopy of heaven. I felt like nudging the young priest, whose nose was now reburied in
         his breviary, and telling him: ‘Hey! He’s up there.’
      

      
      The ship, like the sky, was deliciously poised. There was the distant view of Malta astern, with its steep rocky cliffs and
         pink-turreted police station, and then of Gozo ahead, its ridge of honey-coloured houses broken only by the yellow spire of
         the island’s first church.
      

      
      Close by was Comino: an almost barren rock, laced here and there by tiny strips of tilled fields, already murdered by the
         summer sun, and by the sort of winds which, though apparently kept secret from the Tourist Board and the men who wrote the
         advertisements, had been steadily flogging their way across the Maltese Islands for the first week of my stay.
      

      
      But this morning even bare Comino was beautiful, to match the day. Through a cleft in the rocks, there was a glimpse of an
         inner lagoon, matchlessly blue, calm, inviolate—except for the miniature fishing boat, a Gozo luzzu painted in broad bands of red, blue, and yellow which rose to a slim peak at bow and stern, creeping out from under the cliff
         shadows to try her luck in deep water. Her helmsman stood tall on the tiny after-deck, immobile, carved against the sky just
         as the ship herself was carved, and as much a part of it as the massive rudder-head at his back.
      

      
      Facing the channel, a square orange-brown tower, eyeless yet watchful, commanded the sea approach. It was the only building
         to be seen, and it had an ancient purpose. The guide-book told me that Comino had once been a ‘pirates’ lair’, infested with
         Barbary corsairs who hid among the cliffs and attacked the boats crossing, like the Jylland, between Malta and Gozo.
      

      
      The Knights of Malta had built the tower to cleanse this naughty nest and make the island secure. Grand Master de Wignacourt,
         a stalwart of 1601, was the man who put up the money, and the tower with it. After three hundred and seventy years, his work
         still stood, as solid and serviceable as the rock at its feet.
      

      
      Presently a bell rang below, the engine lost its steady thumping beat, and the Jylland began to slow down, preparing to make the entrance to M[image: image]arr harbour on the southern corner of Gozo. M[image: image]arr lay under an unmarked
         sky and brilliant warming sunshine; within the small haven, crowded with visiting yachts, the fishing-fleet of luzzus swung peacefully at anchor, their garish colours reflected in water of purest, clearest blue.
      

      
      Ashore, the red-brown nets were drying on roadside trestles; above them the burnt earth rose tier by tier, criss-crossed by
         yellow tracks, until the summit of the island was reached, and the flat roofs of the village crowning it cut the backcloth
         of the sky into a turreted silhouette.
      

      
      Another fort, much larger, guarded the entrance to the harbour, its massive bastions rising sheer from the hill-top, staring
         across the straits towards the corsairs of Comino and the sisterly embrace of Malta itself. I recognized it—but only from
         the guide-book—as Fort Chambray, the last stronghold of Napoleon’s troops before they were ousted by Nelson in 1798.
      

      
      So the years turned, and it was the deepest pleasure to keep pace with them. But now it was time to catch up with the morning
         of today.
      

      
      From the upper deck, there had for some time been a steady thrust towards the gangways below. The dwarf and the giant had
         vanished, borne down again by the same willing, loving hands. The ladders leading downwards were now crammed to bursting point
         with a congealed mass of people. Behind them other people pushed or elbowed or plotted to gain a place or two; behind them
         again, lazier or more contented passengers such as myself held back from the press, and enjoyed the sunshine and the noble
         view.
      

      
      Grandma was another determined stayer. Her jaunty yachting cap bobbed up and down as she declared:

      
      ‘You don’t catch me with that lark! One thing I must say about Malta—they don’t know how to queue.’
      

      
      Charlene, who had wandered as the crowds thinned, came back with important news.

      
      ‘I just heard something from a sailor.’

      
      ‘You watch your step, my girl.’

      
      ‘No, seriously. All this lot—they’re going to a funeral! Isn’t it morbid?’
      

      
      The hotel at the bottom of Racecourse Street in Victoria, the Gozo capital, promised me ‘a real English breakfast’, and the
         waiter who presently appeared at my table confirmed the offer. He was a lively young man of about thirty, with the Australian
         accent which I had already noted as the most popular in Malta, with its thousands of returned immigrants from Sydney and Melbourne. His recital of the
         menu was impressive.
      

      
      ‘There’s a choice of fruit juices,’ he began, ‘then porridge or cornflakes, fish, eggs any style, bacon, ham, grilled tomatoes,
         grilled sausages, grilled kidneys.’ He paused, but only for breath. ‘Toast or rolls. Honey, marmalade, or jam. Tea or coffee.’
      

      
      Breakfast was not a meal I counted on to sustain me for the whole of the working day. ‘What sort of fish?’

      
      ‘Dendici, sir. Caught new this morning.’
      

      
      ‘What sort is that?’

      
      ‘Like a dog-fish. Or a salmon.’

      
      ‘I’ll have that.’

      
      When he brought it—it was actually like a cod, and very good—and saw me settled down, he returned to gossip. The news that
         I might write a book about Malta filled him with enthusiasm.
      

      
      ‘Will it really be printed?’

      
      ‘I hope so.’

      
      ‘In the newspapers?’

      
      ‘No. As a book.’ I made book movements with my hands. ‘Bound up.’

      
      ‘A real paperback! Is that why you’re here? Have you come for the kappillan’s funeral?’
      

      
      ‘Not specially. Whose funeral did you say?’

      
      ‘The kappillan. It means a priest. The priest who is dead is Father Salvatore. Dun Salv, we used to call him. We always shorten names. His
         family would call him Salvu.’ But he was surprised. ‘Haven’t you heard of Dun Salv?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘He was a famous good man.’

      
      The dendici was finished; now there was only toast and honey, which didn’t matter. ‘Tell me about him.’
      

      
      The waiter shrugged. ‘He was very old, so it was a long time ago. He was a priest in Malta during the war. He had a church
         in the catacombs, near the Cottonera Lines. That’s what they called him then—il-kappillan tal-katakombi—the priest of the catacombs. He looked after all the people. They lived there because of the bombs. And do you know something’—suddenly
         his eyes were shining—‘that’s where I was born! I was the first baby to be born in the catacombs! Dun Salv baptized me with
         his own name. Salvatore. That’s my name.’
      

      
      ‘Can you remember him?’

      
      He shook his head, sadly. ‘No. He went away when I was eight months, so my mother said. But she knew him. She said he was the best man in the whole world.’
      

      
      The moving little story invited many questions. I could only think of one. ‘Why is the funeral here?’

      
      ‘He lived here, ever since then. In the monastery. They say he was sent there, or something, but it was never properly told. Anyway he died yesterday. So all the people have come to Gozo for
         the funeral. You can tell how he is remembered!’ The young waiter straightened up. ‘There’s one thing for sure—I’ll be there,
         if they give me the sack!’
      

      
      The guide-book came to life again, as I went down the hotel steps and began to walk up Racecourse Street. The sun was now
         starting to burn rather than shine, and I kept to the shady side of the street as it rose sharply towards the summit of the
         town.
      

      
      They actually did hold horse-races here, the printed page told me: once a year, to celebrate a festa and, I would have thought, to test a weary animal to the limit of its endurance. The prospect of galloping up this iron slope
         under a midday sun was enough to make even a jockey yearn for green pastures.
      

      
      The street itself was like a minor street in Valletta: a haphazard collection of buildings, a proliferation of little wooden
         balconies which might or might not pass an inspection test, and countless shops which were mere slits in the wall, masked
         by slatted bamboo curtains. But at the top could be seen, from any angle, the crown of Victoria: the citadel of Gozo, which
         had served as a secure refuge in the past and was now a monument to determined planning, civic pride, and the limitless capacity
         of man to place one enormous stone upon another, until a tall rock became an unassailable bastion.
      

      
      But I had not walked very far before it became clear that Victoria was filling up to capacity; and by the time I had reached
         the crossroads which split the town into its four quarters, I was only one of an enormous crowd—a single tourist, member of
         a modest band now outnumbered, and swallowed up, and almost brought to a halt by the nearly impenetrable mass of Maltese and
         Gozitans who had taken possession of the capital.
      

      
      For the most part these were the people off the ferry-boat. Many of them were now eating again: munching on the small oval
         cakes, called pasti, with which the day customarily started, sipping the strong Gozo wine which (I had been warned) made the Gozitans so happy
         and unwary visitors so quarrelsome, or the plastic cups of grey coffee which could also start the day off, for anyone from
         a dockyard worker to a policeman.
      

      
      But as they waited and munched and sipped, they seemed to be accumulating a kind of communal purpose. They had a bond, and
         they knew it; they had one intention, one focus, and it was gradually coming into evidence. As the crowds thickened at the
         cross-roads, and spilled off down the hill towards Item No. 8 in the guide-book—the Capuchin Monastery—they did not have to
         explain themselves to anyone—to anyone who mattered.
      

      
      They were on home ground: borrowed home ground, hallowed home ground; they knew why they were there, and could defend their
         presence, and honour it, against all comers.
      

      
      I knew why they were there myself; and while growing aware of exclusion, I could not quarrel with it. The fact that strangers,
         interlopers, men and women without this bond and purpose, were beginning not to matter, had a public and private validity which one could
         only respect.
      

      
      To resent it, to try to crack it, would be crass impertinence. I was lucky: I had been allowed to know that this was the crowning
         day, and the mortal night, of one Father Salvatore…. Without offence on either side, I made for the nearest refuge which beckoned
         naturally to a writer.
      

      
      In the dusty, cool oasis of the Gozo Museum, which the day’s heat had not yet touched, I latched on to a party of tourists
         which, headed by its guide, was trooping round the display cases.
      

      
      Our surroundings were handsome, as the guide was quick to point out. This had once been the Bondi Palace: papal inquisitors
         had lived here, two of them later to become popes. Now, given over to a dry municipal account of the past, the building still
         rang with the live voices of men.
      

      
      Here Maltese time itself unfolded, ancient beyond comprehension. There were fragments of Phoenician pottery, brought by men
         flattering themselves to be the first sailors ever to make a Malta landfall—only to find that they were late-comers by fifteen
         centuries, forestalled by Neolithic man from the north; and Neolithic man was here as well, with his own pottery from the
         Copper Age, three thousand years before the birth of Christ.
      

      
      There were Punic bones and skulls: coins from all the known world of long ago: wine and oil amphoras from the wreck of a Roman
         merchant ship, now resting for ever in twenty-five fathoms of blue water: that ship’s own anchor; and a curious Greek device
         for extracting stones from olives before they went to the presses—though this implement, which could be dismissed as a chunk
         of granite, needed perhaps a certain scholarly faith to determine its function.
      

      
      Probing back through years which must now be reckoned by the million instead of the thousand, we gazed at a pink fossil fish,
         a cousin of the world’s first red mullet, its scales and dorsal fin still as delicately formed as on the last day it swam.
         It had been patiently prised from a stone quarry now standing six hundred feet above sea level.
      

      
      Next stop on my listed tour was the cathedral, but here one could not linger; it was being put to its proper use by the devout.
         Instead of the customary pious and deserted calm, it was thronged by a constant stream of people—the mourners of today—who
         wandered in, prayed briefly, and left in silence to give place to others. I went on my way, alone. It was still true: this
         could never be my party.
      

      
      The way was uphill again, through tiny winding streets sometimes sliced through the rock, with little gouged-out houses where
         people lived and loved, towards the crown which was the ancient Citadel of Gozo. Soon I passed through a second maze of huge
         bastions, where enormous yellow stones were crumbled and overgrown with weeds and wild olives; and then into the sunny ruined
         splendour of an open courtyard, the heart of the stronghold.
      

      
      From far off, the citadel had looked impregnable and proud; close to, the air of neglect was depressing. There were gaps in the masonry here and there, gaping spaces as if teeth had been drawn
         from some mouldering mouth, cascades of fallen stone-work where someone had dug, and probed, and searched, and gone away again,
         on a nightfall perhaps a hundred years ago. I made one more effort—it had been a hot and breathless climb—and clambered up
         on top of the bastions themselves.
      

      
      From the stage-box of the huge wall, which was thirty feet across and as solid as the rock on which it was grafted, a superb
         view unfolded all round the horizon. The sea, on this benevolent day, upheld the island with a steady, loving hand. Malta
         could be seen, five miles away across the rim of bright water. Even Sicily could be seen, fifty miles away, crowned by the
         troubled smudge which was Mount Etna. All was peaceful, and calm, and reassuring.
      

      
      Towards the western end of the island there was another view, undeniably beautiful, tranquil as the pale sea beyond it, but
         simple and pastoral. The only features were the checker-board of tiny fields cut by dry-stone yellow walls, the complacent
         domes of four churches, and a squat lighthouse on top of a flat, eroded hill.
      

      
      Then I heard voices behind me, and turned from the pastoral to the people. My adopted tourists had caught up with me.

      
      The same guide led the way: a middle-aged man with a beaky brown face atop a shrunken body, with an air of genteel starvation
         about him. He said: ‘This way! This way!’ on the note of command which a captive audience promotes. Then, when he had them
         exactly where he wanted them, a few feet from my side, he launched into his speech. Though it was a set-piece, delivered in
         an eerie monotone like a recorded telephone message, it still spoke loudly—as the museum had done—of ancient turmoils.
      

      
      ‘The citadel of Rabat—that is the old name of Victoria—had its origin with the Phoenicians, long before Rome was founded.
         After the Roman occupation, 216 B.C., the Arabs lived here. They were troubled by Barbary pirates, and were expelled in 1224. The citadel was besieged by the Turks
         in 1551 who came to Gozo with 140 war galleys and many soldiers. The citadel was taken by force after a heroic struggle, and
         6,000 people were carried away as slaves to Tripoli. Their descendants are still there today, in a district called Tarhuna.
         Only forty old people were left on Gozo, though three hundred others escaped by means of ropes let down from these bastions.
         The Turks and other pirates still continued to be troublesome, and up to 1637 there was a law that all Gozitans had to sleep
         here at night, when the drawbridge was lifted and the citadel sealed.’
      

      
      He paused. But the tourists had their inevitable spokesman, an inquisitive bird-like fellow whose scarlet arms and neck promised
         agonies of sunburn by nightfall. He did his duty:
      

      
      ‘What happened in 1637?’

      
      ‘The law was changed.’

      
      But at this moment, more interesting than 1637 was today’s scene right below the bastions, and it was this which was claiming the most attention. For now, as far as the eye could reach, the
         crowds were really building up, Victoria itself had become completely clogged; and a great concourse of people, black on yellow,
         a mourning mass contained only by the burnt fields, was slowly thickening round the Capuchin Monastery on the road northwards.
      

      
      It was enough to focus the eye irresistibly, and to spark another question from the spokesman.

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ he interrupted the guide, who was talking about the time, as recently as 1798, when the French seemed to have
         replaced the Turks as Gozo’s principal tormentors. ‘But what’s all the activity down there?’
      

      
      ‘It is for a funeral,’ the guide answered. He pointed. ‘That is the monastery. The funeral begins from there. The funeral
         of Father Salvatore, a local priest. Everyone is going.’
      

      
      ‘You can say that again!’

      
      I was near enough to ask: ‘Are you going?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes!’ For a moment the guide came alive, as a man, and as a voice in which private feeling had replaced public performance.
         His little walnut face positively lit up. ‘I knew Dun Salv—Father Salvatore—when I was a little boy. Once he came to our house,
         here in Gozo, when he was—when he was—’ he could not find the phrase he sought, and seemed to decide on something else, ‘when
         he was on holiday here during the war. My blessed mother talked to him many times.’ His eyes brightened, as perhaps they had
         brightened long ago. ‘Once I took him some food in a cave!’
      

      
      ‘What on earth was he doing in a cave?’ the spokesman asked.

      
      The guide repeated: ‘He was on holiday from the war,’ and that seemed to be that. In any case, he could not have added much
         more. All round us—from the cathedral close by, from other churches in the town, from villages far and near—the bells began
         to peal, filling the air with wave after wave of clanging thunder. The concert only lasted for a minute, but it was a division
         of time which could not be ignored.
      

      
      As the sounds died, the guide looked at his watch. Never had the hour of eleven been announced with such emphasis.

      
      ‘Ladies, gentleman,’ he called out. ‘The tour is completed. I will bid you goodbye, and lead the way downhill.’ He bowed.
         ‘The account has been paid…. Thank you.’ Then he was off.
      

      
      But he was a small man, and his strides were short. I overtook him at the first breach in the bastions. He looked up as I
         appeared by his side, but he did not slacken his pace. He was going to the funeral.
      

      
      ‘You said the funeral starts from the monastery,’ I began after a moment. ‘Is there a procession? Where does it go to?’

      
      ‘To Marsalforn.’ He indicated a direction on our left. ‘It is a village on the north coast. That is where I am going. There
         will still be a bus, if it can get through the crowd.’ He spread his hands. ‘If not, I will walk.’
      

      
      He was very determined, and so, for some reason never to be explained on land or sea, was I.
      

      
      ‘Can anyone go?’

      
      ‘But of course!’ He looked up at me. ‘Will you come?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to—’ I was not sure how to phrase it. I didn’t want to treat it as a free show, a tourist extra—something like
         that. But before I said another word, he had read me, clear as a bell.
      

      
      ‘This is a very holy day,’ he said. ‘I think you understand…. Come with me.’
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      At Marsalforn I lost my friend, who as a boy had brought food to Father Salvatore in a cave. But by the greatest stroke of
         luck I exchanged him for another, of even higher rank.
      

      
      Marsalforn—the name meant ‘Harbour of the Oven’, a reference either to its shape, which was neat and narrow, or to the bakery
         which used to be there—Marsalforn would not normally have been a place to lose anyone. Though it had a ridge of new flats
         and ‘holiday villas’, garish pseudo-smart confections of the kind which was turning parts of Malta into an architectural slaughterhouse,
         yet its small and simple fabric remained intact.
      

      
      It was still a fishing-harbour, salty as brine, tucked into a corner of a bay of perfect shape, size, and colour: it still
         offered all that such a haven should—brilliant sunshine, clear water of limpid blue, a fringe of elegantly-shaped luzzus hauled out against the recent storm and now waiting to be launched: drying nets threaded with tatters of seaweed, woven fish-traps
         of delicate filigree bamboo, lithe Maltese hounds like the last companions of some dead Pharaoh, and tables and chairs set
         out for the innocent enjoyment of this retreat.
      

      
      That, at least, was the theory. But today, theory had been swamped by intrusive fact. Here, already, were people in the mass.
         The stiff black suits, the shapeless mourning garb, the close-pressed bodies, the steady rise and fall of prayerful murmuring,
         the aura of waiting for something of tremendous significance—all were here again, transferred from Victoria, afflicting Marsalforn
         with the possibility of chaos.
      

      
      There were street-corner crowds, quayside crowds, sad crowds (for a good man was dead), happy crowds (for such a man must
         be near to heaven already); crowds which had unaccountably become important and influential, with a status never contemplated
         on any other day.
      

      
      They, like myself, were part of the funeral. They were the funeral, which was happening now—for as we looked up the dusty hill towards Victoria, and the Capuchin Monastery, and
         the noble ruined citadel which topped the skyline, a vast sigh, like the breath of heaven itself, suddenly engulfed the whole
         throng.
      

      
      We had seen what we were waiting for: movement, the faraway glint of a cross as it caught the sunlight, and the first thin
         thread of black humanity, spilling out as if from a sluggish wineskin, overflowing like pitch, coming down the valley towards
         us. Two miles away, the procession had started.
      

      
      It was at this moment that I looked round for my guide, and could not find him, and found someone else instead. There had
         been a disturbance in the crowd—someone had fainted, and had been borne away into the shade; a number of us were thrust forward
         on to the roadway between the harbour and its fringe of houses, and we made our way back as best we could.
      

      
      My way took me to a new vantage-point, and it was there, with a shock of recognition, that I found myself next to a wicker
         wheelchair, and to the dwarf, the extraordinary little man from the Jylland, and to the grotesque giant who was his escort. Either by accident or by the strange design of their friends, this pair had
         been left almost alone on the last street corner at the bottom of the valley. The gap round them, the curious considerate
         isolation, had now been invaded by me.
      

      
      But within two minutes—such was the welcome of the Maltese for all strangers—the dwarf was answering every question of mine,
         and sharing every feeling, even his grief. It was only the man with him who would not yield, nor admit me to his company:
         the frock-coated giant who had manoeuvred the wicker chair into its choice position, and did not want it shared.
      

      
      It was more than the position, as far as he was concerned. The old guardian—and he really was very old, gaunt and ravaged
         like a tree still upright on a windswept plain—maintained a manifestly bleak expression: suspicious, fiercely protective,
         proud. This little man in the wheelchair, it seemed to say, is my little man. Leave him alone. Keep your distance. If there has to be any talking, I will do it.
      

      
      But the dwarf was not in this mood, nor could he see the giant’s face. His was a welcome beyond any expectation. Though he
         had a voice to match his looks—raw, rough, almost gravelly, as if both voice and man, ground down to rubble by the same millstone
         of the years, had suffered and endured an equal punishment—he spoke excellent English, and gave me all the benefit of it.
      

      
      ‘Have you not heard of Father Salvatore?’ On his cracked olive face, so much larger and more lively than the wasted little
         body which sagged sideways in the wheelchair, there was the same surprise as had been voiced by the waiter at breakfast-time.
         ‘I thought that all the world knew his name. Father Salvatore…. Our saviour during the war. I do not mean’—the dwarf added
         quickly—‘Our Saviour—’ and he crossed himself, as swiftly and naturally as a man buttoning his coat against the chill. ‘I
         mean that he came to our help when we needed him.’
      

      
      ‘Someone told me this morning that he was called’—and I made a wild stab, from memory, at the waiter’s words—‘il-kappillan tal-katakombi.’
      

      
      He did not even correct my pronunciation. Instead, his face lit up, instantly, delightedly. ‘You speak Malti!’ he exclaimed,
         and repeated the information, over his shoulder, for the benefit of the huge old man. But neither of them was going to test
         it further. Instead, the dwarf went on:
      

      
      ‘That’s it! That’s what he was called in the old days. The priest of the catacombs. What a man he was! … Now people say that he was mad, or that he saw things which were not there. Or that he grew mad after the war. Who can tell?’
         He spread his hands, which were continuously talkative, in the gesture which meant ‘Such matters are beyond me’. Then his
         right hand, which was a tiny claw, dropped on to the stump of his left leg, and he kneaded and caressed it, in a movement
         which must, over the years, have become a warning message for all who had any part in caring for him. The old man, concerned,
         bent down over his shoulder, but was brushed aside. ‘All I can say is, the kappillan had his senses when we needed him.’
      

      
      I had to ask: ‘But what did he actually do?’
      

      
      After a long pause the dwarf answered: ‘He gave us heart.’ Then he turned away from my questions—but gently, without discourtesy—and
         looked up the hill. His face, which had been brooding, grew animated again. ‘See there! He comes!’
      

      
      The river of people was now in full flood, coursing down the valley towards us. Its outline could already be made out. A giant
         cross—the same which had flashed the first distant signal—was borne at its head. Then there came the glimpse of white, which
         must be the clergy and the choir. Then came the hearse, an ambling black dot, separate from all else; and then the vast following
         of the mourners.
      

      
      Above their moving throng, a pall of yellow dust grew and thickened and followed them on the windless air, down the valley
         which seemed, even on this bright morning, to have become the Via Dolorosa of all mankind.
      

      
      Far away up the hill, church bells were tolling faintly, in the five-note descending sequence which by its very repetition
         seemed the saddest voice with which any bells could speak. They were answered from near at hand, by the thin dialogue of the
         Marsalforn bell-tower. The place of death was now linked, by grievous music, with the place of burial.
      

      
      Yet so slow an event, such a gradual unfolding, could not impose silence straight away; the holy ground was still distant,
         and the watchers still waiting for the actual touch of its solemnity. It was the old man behind the wheelchair who broke the
         pause. Melting at last, he bent towards me—and it was a long descent, like a tall father to a small child, a great crane to
         a little load far below—and started a long rambling sentence in Maltese.
      

      
      Though there seemed no doubt in his mind that it would be understood, not a single word of the non-Latin tongue was recognizable,
         and my ashamed face must have proclaimed the fact. The dwarf, who had been watching me, broke in. With a gesture he silenced
         the old man—it was extraordinary to note the command of this shrunken human over the lofty figure behind him—and then he explained.
      

      
      ‘He was telling you that this was the day it all started. The Feast of St Barnabas, the’—he fumbled for the right word, and
         for once failed to find it—‘the tenth day and one more day of June, 1940.’
      

      
      ‘The eleventh.’

      
      ‘The eleventh!’ The dwarf, just as pleased as I was, gave me a brilliant smile which lit the ugly worn face with sudden childlike
         beauty. ‘Exactly! The eleventh of June, the day his little church was killed.’ He saw my look of puzzlement, and tackled it
         manfully. ‘He had a church which was being built. It was to be the church of St Barnabas near Cospicua, where a new village
         was growing. Dun Salv loved St Barnabas, because St Barnabas was a friend of St Paul, and then they had a quarrel, and St Barnabas wandered away and
         was heard no more.’ This sequence seemed so clear in the dwarf’s mind that one could not question it. ‘His beloved church
         was nearly finished, and then—BOUM!’ the dwarf brought his clenched fist thumping down on his sound right knee, ‘a bomb fell,
         perhaps the first bomb of the first day of the war, and the church disappeared.’ He said something in Maltese to the man behind
         him, and the giant answered, equally swiftly, spreading his hands in a kind of flattening gesture. The dwarf went on: ‘This
         old man was there, on that day. He says that in one moment there was nothing left but a heap of stones. So Father Salvatore, who was a brave man, not to be put down, made another church
         in the catacombs, and there he preached to us.’ The dwarf mused for a moment, his gaze seeming to turn inwards. ‘I tell you
         preach, but that is not the correct word. Not a preach like in church. It was more like a film which shows you.’
      

      
      This was not as clear as I would have wished, but perhaps it did not need to be. Instead of probing further, I put the question
         to which I must have an answer.
      

      
      ‘But who are you? You seem to know so much about him.’
      

      
      ‘I know so much because I was there.’ The answer was as ready as all the other answers. ‘Not at the beginning. First it was
         this old man’—he jerked his head backwards—‘and then it was me. I was his sacristan. They called me’—he smiled suddenly, beautifully—‘is-sagristan tal-katakombi. The sacristan of the tombs.’
      

      
      But he had begun to knead and cherish his maimed stump again. Perhaps he had talked too long. Perhaps the pain of the past
         had become the pain in his blunted thigh. Directing my attention with the same sort of authority as he had shown to his giant
         guardian, he pointed up the hill towards the funeral procession. ‘Look! They will soon be here!’
      

      
      It was true. Round a bend in the road, marked by a tall fluted pine-tree which spread its favours like a huge opened fan,
         the great and the small were advancing upon us. The black and silver cross, borne by a stalwart friar in the brown habit of
         the Capuchins, was dominant in the van.
      

      
      Then came the solid phalanx of white, which was the priestly escort: then the hearse, black draped, drawn by a black plumed horse, but topped by the brightness of summer flowers, to include in
         the earthly malevolence of death the hope of heaven. After that, the first of the enormous following: black again, shuffling
         raggedly, seeping down the last slope of the valley as if weight of numbers could bear witness to weight of sorrow.
      

      
      Now could be heard a swelling tide of prayer from the mourners, and it was answered here and there among the crowd at the
         quayside: no more than a private muttering of responses, yet loud enough to reach the sky and to rend the heart on the way.
      

      
      For me, there was a single strand left, if I had time for it.

      
      ‘Tell me one more thing. Why is he being buried in Gozo? Did he come and live here?’

      
      Perhaps it was not a good moment for such a question, or for any question, but the dwarf, eternally patient with a stranger,
         was still ready to deal with it.
      

      
      ‘Father Salvatore lived here for the last thirty years,’ he answered. ‘He lived with the brothers in the monastery. I cannot
         tell you why. Some say he was sent there after the war, as a punishment. For what? Some say he went mad, and was put in a cell. I said to you before, who can tell? Some say he chose to live here, instead
         of Malta, because of something that happened.’ His thigh was twitching again, and he calmed it like a fractious child, a child
         with toothache or a high fever. ‘They say he never spoke of it. It was a secret between himself and God. And perhaps the archbishop—who
         knows? … But now he rests here for ever.’
      

      
      There was a cry, a woman’s cry, among the crowd a little way off. It was one of many such cries. Someone else had fainted
         in the press, under the burning sun, or had given way to inconsolable grief.
      

      
      The dwarf looked towards the noise. There were beads of sweat on his brow, and he seemed to be holding down his rebellious
         thigh by main force. But though he spoke with difficulty, he had something more to tell me.
      

      
      ‘We loved him always. We can never forget him. Some believe that he will come again to Malta, when we need him. He used to
         say that himself, of other men, old dead men. That was what he taught us in the catacombs.’ The dwarf’s glance flickered round
         him, but whether he saw me, or the crowds, or the fringe of new buildings, or the far horizon of the sea, it was difficult
         to tell. ‘Perhaps we will need him again, before it is our turn to die….’ The swaying cross appeared at the corner of the
         street, upheld by the sandalled friar, whose knotted hempen girdle swung in unison; and a loud voice was heard in prayer.
         In extreme agitation, the dwarf ended: ‘I am sorry. I cannot speak now.’
      

      
      After the cross and the priests, the ancient hearse came into view. It was black and creaking and shabby, yet with a moving
         majesty about it—the last majesty of all. Its top, buried under mounds of flowers, rocked crazily as it rumbled onwards. The
         horse which drew it, caparisoned like the charger of Death, draped and plumed for this dread assignment, strained against the weight.
      

      
      People fell on their knees as the shadow of the black nodding plumes touched the ground in front of them. When the hearse
         drew level with the wheelchair, the great old man behind it seemed to crumple earthwards as he knelt, while the dwarf shrank
         away, and then recovered himself. But it was only to let out a terrible cry, as the shadows slid across his single foot:
      

      
      ‘I cannot march, Dun Salv! But I follow you always!’
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      Father Salvatore hated his boots. They were black, thick-soled, awkward, and ugly; when they grew shabby, as they always did within
         their first year, the bulging toe-caps reared up like swollen fists; after two years, they became cracked, deformed, bulbous,
         repellent, like a drunkard’s nose. He prayed, often, that this might be the only hate in his heart. But he did hate them.
      

      
      Once, long ago, as a young seminarian in golden Rome, he had bought himself a pair of elegant Italian shoes, slim and lithe
         like quick-silver, and earned a fearful rebuke from the Vice-Rector, whose domain was discipline. ‘Shoes, Santo-Nobile?’ the voice of authority had thundered, making ‘shoes’ sound like ‘fornication’, and his honoured Maltese name
         like some coarse country joke. ‘Dancing-master’s shoes? Pretty shoes?’
      

      
      Although he knew that this was not his first outward sign of inward, sinful pride, it seemed condemned as the most gross so
         far. This was a seminary, he was told, not some lounger’s café on the Via Veneto—and the eyes of authority, as fierce and as piercing as the voice,
         forbade Salvatore Santo-Nobile even to think of that other coarse joke, that ‘seminary’ was from the Latin seminarium, a seed-bed, and seminarium was from the shame-word semen, and that, in spite of prayerful continence, there was often ample proof of this among the involuntary young…. Take those
         shoes off instantly! Destroy them! Burn them! And as a penance …
      

      
      Father Salvatore, praying mightily, had forsworn pride on that day, and for ever afterwards; and as a mark of his submission,
         he still bought, every three years or so, a pair of this same model of black, stubby, ungainly boot. After more than a quarter
         of a century, such boots had even become hard to find. ‘My humble footwear,’ he called them sometimes, and persevered. But
         there were pitfalls even here.
      

      
      Once his mother had said: ‘I believe you take pride in wearing those terrible boots.’ That had been a day of doubt indeed.

      
      Father Salvatore hated his boots, and especially so this morning, as he toiled up the steep street of steps from Lascaris
         Wharf to the crown of the city of Valletta, where his mother’s house reigned supreme, alike in its situation and in his heart.
      

      
      It was nearly six o’clock, and Valletta was already stirring and bustling, as was its habit soon after the dawn of every day. Across the harbour, in the ‘Three Cities’ (so christened by Napoleon, of
         the tidy mind and tyrant will, in his efforts to impose civic order and logic upon Maltese who were indifferent to both),
         the buses were disgorging the endless streams of dockyard workers, now flocking to their early toil.
      

      
      The ferries and the dghajsas, the slim gondolas of Malta, were also bustling to and fro, intent on the same job: bringing Three Cities men from Cospicua
         and Senglea and Vittoriosa to their work in Valletta, taking countless return-loads of the citizens of Valletta across Grand
         Harbour to the dockyard.
      

      
      It was a daily exchange, the one sure tide in a tideless sea. If one had asked such men why they did not live where they worked,
         or work where they lived, and so save the time and money spent on the daily journey, the question would have been answered
         with a shrug, and not too friendly a shrug either. Who could ask such foolish questions? Who had the right to such impudence?
      

      
      If a man lived in Senglea, that was where he lived until he died. If he chose to work across the harbour in Valletta, that
         was where he would work until God gave him rest.
      

      
      Do you want to change our lives? What are you—Napoleon? A meddler? A dictator? A Turk? Away with you! Leave us alone! We know how we want to live!
      

      
      All round Father Salvatore, as he toiled upwards on feet already cramped and painful, Valletta itself was well into its new
         day.
      

      
      The late fishermen were going one way, down to the harbour; the early stone-masons were going another, up to the heights where
         rich men were always building and poor men always propping up poor houses. Lawyers were hurrying to catch an early tide of
         profitable envy and malice; shop-keepers were slamming back their barred doors, and rolling down the bamboo curtains which
         softly replaced them. Priests, crossing a slit of sunshine in a narrow street, passed businessmen who predictably kept to
         the shadows.
      

      
      Silversmiths marshalled their array of tiny hammers, and balanced them in stiff hands; lace-makers picked up once more the
         intricate threads of life and labour. Goats were being milked from door to door, as obliging as village taps; dogs nosed and
         buffeted against garbage-cans, rocking them adroitly until the contents spilled out and could be wolfed at leisure. All the
         world, in fact, woke to its due endeavour.
      

      
      Already the first harvest of the day was being offered to the hungry. On the scored, bloodied market tables, fish caught before
         dawn, or perhaps fish less innocent in death, lay in mountainous display, in a Mediterranean rainbow of blue and red and gold
         and gleaming silver.
      

      
      Round them the slippered housewives prowled, sniffing and peering, appraising, arguing, making up their minds one way or the
         other; beneath them the soft-footed cats of Valletta, tawny orange or sullen black, also prowled, intent on an even better
         bargain, if a little cunning, a little feline finesse, could bring it off.
      

      
      One third of his way up, still outside the main bastions of Valletta, Father Salvatore paused, as he always did, to rest,
         to look back, and to enjoy. He could not feel guilty at such indulgence. He loved God, and man, and history. God was always
         first. But sometimes man lost his place to history (which was the moment to pray for grace), and this was often so when Father
         Salvatore stood silent on a street in Valletta.
      

      
      For him, this was still, stone upon stone, the city of the Knights, the shrine of history itself: the ‘most humble city’,
         as Grand Master La Valette himself had called it at its foundation—‘Humillima Civitas Valettae’—though whether to honour God, or to dissuade his knights from exulting too much in its magnificence and their own tempestuous
         pride, was never made clear, either then or later.
      

      
      He stood now in the heart of all this splendour, while the crowds weaved their way past him, stepping aside, casting curious
         glances at his face or his habit, wondering perhaps what a priest (or, if they knew him, what Dun Salv, never tolerant of
         idleness in himself or in others) was doing, standing there like some old statue on this, the most exciting of all new mornings.
      

      
      Father Salvatore could never have explained, in simple words, the astonishing awareness of all such moments, which could take
         hold of him whenever he stood on the good earth of Valletta and felt once more, in piety and pride, the city’s ageless embrace.
      

      
      It was something in the streets, the narrow linkage of their criss-cross pattern; the way the jutting balconies reached out
         towards each other, the way the wrought-iron grilles insisted on a private world for those within.
      

      
      It was something in the buildings themselves, simple and solid as the rock they stood on; and in the proud armorial bearings
         carved as deep as history into the fabric of great porticoes. It was something in the smell of sun-warmed stone which persisted
         over all other smells; and the sudden startling glimpse, at the end of so many streets, as if at the end of a cave, of blue
         water with the sunlight sparkling on it.
      

      
      The Knights, inspired by Grand Master La Valette, a man of enterprise and energy even in his seventy-second year, had built
         marvellously, and after nearly four hundred years the result was still marvellous, even though so swiftly achieved at the
         end of an exhausting war. Two thousand houses, and certain public buildings of noble elegance, were all built within five
         years; while most of the Auberges which housed the eight Langues of the Knights, together with the whole of Valletta as it
         was this very morning, were completed within another quarter of a century.
      

      
      Not quite completed, his tired feet told him, as he made his pause last as long as possible; those builder-soldiers had had
         to break off and then leave for ever unfinished the levelling of this mountain on which the city was built, under the threat
         of new invasion from the Turks, only brought to naught by the Battle of Lepanto.
      

      
      ‘Lepanto, Santo-Nobile?’

      
      ‘Sir, after the death of Suleiman the Magnificent the Turkish fleet, with war galleys manned by Christian galley-slaves chained to their oars, was waylaid in the Gulf of Corinth by Don John of
         Austria—’
      

      
      ‘The date, boy, the date!’

      
      1571, 1571…. But the threat of Lepanto was still a plague and a nuisance in 1940; it was the reason—still the reason, after
         three and a half centuries—why he had had to toil so steeply up a street of steps from Lascaris Wharf.
      

      
      The stone ladder scaling this abandoned ground pierced the great bastions of Valletta, first of the mighty defences of Grand
         Harbour, with its girdle of forts and watch-towers; and a reminder of those murderous times could still be given, on any sunny
         morning such as this, by that glimpse of lapping water at the end of a narrow alleyway which seemed to be tumbling into the
         sea.
      

      
      Yet the monument to valour was there, all round him; and it was enshrined for ever in the inscription on the tomb in St John’s
         Co-Cathedral: an inscription he had always known by heart, in Latin and in English, first as a small boy’s punishment and
         then in a man’s loving admiration:
      

      
      Here lies Valette, worthy of eternal honour. He who was formerly the scourge of Asia and Africa and the shield of Europe,
            whence by his holy arms he expelled the barbarians, is the first to be buried in this beloved city of which he was the founder.

      
      Indeed, he had been the first to be buried, in a lonely splendour never to be matched again. Until the Knights took formal
         possession of their new city, the dead Valette was its only inhabitant.
      

      
      Now it was time to move again, while this blessed old warrior slept on in peace. But as Father Salvatore came to himself,
         he saw today’s people again, instead of yesterday’s; and today’s people swiftly became important. Man overtook history, as
         he should, in the hierarchy of love, and claimed his place once more.
      

      
      Now there seemed to be puzzlement and perplexity on every face he saw, in every pair of eyes which met his. The usual bustle
         and stir had taken on a new element, the deep infection of doubt; it could even be seen in the way that people were reading
         their newspapers this morning—whipping urgently through the pages, sharing them with others who leant across their shoulders,
         passing them from hand to hand among a knot of neighbours.
      

      
      But always, on the scanning faces, in the bewildered eyes, was the same look of uncertainty, almost of dissatisfaction.

      
      It was because of the rumours of the night, a night which had ended one era of wild speculation and started another. After
         all the tensions and alarms of the past few days and weeks—was it to be war with Italy, was it to be peace?—they knew that
         they were at war, because it had been on the radio and was now in the headlines.
      

      
      Many of them had listened to that actual declaration of war, shouted from a balcony on the Palazzo Venezia in faraway, much-loved
         Rome, and understood it, or had it translated instantly by the knowing. The word had spread from mouth to mouth among the evening promenaders on every street in Valletta:
      

      
      ‘Mussolini ddikjara l-gwerra! Mussolini has declared war!’ In a way it had all come as a relief. Now they understood where they were. It was also a laugh.
         Those Italians! The way they talked! Mussolini’s words, in all their bombastic absurdity, had come screaming out of the loudspeakers:
      

      
      Fighters of the land, the sea, and the air, Blackshirts of the revolution and of the legions, men and women of Italy, of the
         Empire and the other kingdom of Albania, listen! The hour marked out by destiny is sounding in the sky of our country! This
         is the hour of irrevocable decisions! The declaration of war has already been handed to the ambassadors of Britain and France!
      

      
      It had been followed by an animal roar from the vast crowd below the Roman balcony. It went on and on, like a raging sea,
         like a mad runaway train coming straight towards them. It seemed to be baying for blood. For Maltese blood? Who could tell?
         And would blood be shed that night? Again, who could tell? What would happen? How did such a thing begin?

      
      Then, within a few minutes of listening to the bellow of the Duce and the howling of his audience, they had heard a very different
         voice on Malta’s loudspeakers. A British voice, measured, low-keyed, almost mournful, yet confident—the voice of the island’s
         Governor, General Sir William Dobbie—assured them that all would be well.
      

      
      His message was brief, and none the worse for that. It was also clear. Hard times might lie ahead of them, but with divine
         aid they would maintain the security of their island fortress:
      

      
      I therefore call on all humbly to seek God’s help, and then in reliance on Him to do their duty unflinchingly.

      
      The contrast in the two styles was almost laughable, but the laugh could only be on Mussolini. There was no doubt which was
         the man for the Maltese…. They already knew Governor Dobbie to be a godly man. Now he sounded like a godly fighter, and that
         was the best kind of man to be.
      

      
      After that, because it was so like the first day at school or the first day at work, they had all done exactly as they were
         told. While men from the Air Raid Precautions toured the island, curtains were drawn, lights turned low, and windows screened
         with meticulous care. While the fighting men stood to their guns, the people were docile in conformity.
      

      
      Some thousands flocked to the ready-made shelters of Valletta and Floriana and the Three Cities—the ancient caves beneath
         the massive bastions, the old railway tunnel so strangely handy to the Porte des Bombes, the scooped-out galleries of the
         Cottonera Lines. The rest closed their shutters, barred their doors, and waited for what must come. The enemy, as all the
         world knew, was no more than sixty miles away.
      

      
      As darkness—God-made, man-made—fell on the troubled city, and the streets were left to the cats, it seemed certain that the
         bombs must also fall, in that very hour.
      

      
      Yet nothing had happened: nothing all night, nothing at dawn, nor at sunrise. There was nothing happening now, except a new
         day, another day—and ‘now’ was already past six o’clock on the first morning of the war.
      

      
      What could it mean?

      
      On the faces of all was this same question. Sometimes, as he passed, they looked the question at him. He was a priest; he
         must know what was happening, and the reason for it. Once it was put into words, by a mountainous market-woman with the arms
         of a stone-mason, standing on a street corner with a small crowd round her.
      

      
      She was not known to him, even by sight; perhaps she had come in from the country. She had been talking volubly; her friends
         had been listening. But when she caught sight of Father Salvatore, she called out to him:
      

      
      ‘Eh, Reverend! Can you tell us? When will the war start?’

      
      He did not like the address, which was rough and familiar. But then he saw that, beneath the bold manner, she was worried
         and anxious, like all the rest.
      

      
      All he could answer was: ‘I know nothing. We must pray. Work and pray.’

      
      The answer was repeated here and there among the crowd. There was agreement in their voices, not on their faces. Though it
         was an answer to be expected, it was not what they wanted to hear.
      

      
      He half-raised his hand, palm open, in the traditional, ageless gesture of blessing, and went on his way.

      
      The way he now trod, towards the summit of the city, had left the steps behind, but it was still steep, and tiring to the
         legs, and especially harsh to the thick boots. Father Salvatore sighed as he toiled upwards. He was forty-five, not a young
         man with the lithe muscles of a Maltese hound!
      

      
      The streets were sultry and airless under the encroaching sun, and he began to feel the sweat trickling down his broad face
         and under the collar-band of his cassock. It was his best cassock, with all the buttons intact and not a stain or mend to
         be seen, since this was the day for visiting his honoured mother, his beloved sister, both with their immaculate houses where
         a priest’s working clothes seemed twice as shabby as anywhere else.
      

      
      He wished, as always, that he were taller and leaner, so that he could bound through the streets, and through life itself,
         like a gazelle in a picture-book; but God had given him a short thick frame, big-boned, strong like a peasant’s but slow-moving
         and awkward.
      

      
      He could stack clover-ricks or swing a hoe tirelessly in the fields, but he could never walk into a drawing-room, nor even
         assist at High Mass in the cathedral, with the easy grace which both deserved.
      

      
      ‘What have I done, to have such a little farmer for a son?’ his mother used to ask, with the loving impatience of all mothers.
         That was before he became a priest. Now she said nothing—except about his boots—but something of the old look was still there,
         on certain days, in certain surroundings.
      

      
      He could sum it up for her in his secret thoughts: I am a small, simple, lumbering priest, with faith, and only faith, to
         take the place of style. I will always be so. The great family of Santo-Nobile has sired its last cardinal, and it was not
         myself—it was more than a hundred years ago, in the blessed reign of Gregory XVI.
      

      
      Ah, those unworthy, shaming old dreams, those hopes scarcely admitted and now vanished—and ah, the steep streets of Valletta!
         Feeling his cassock clinging to his shoulders, he cursed—no, no, no!—he could find it in his heart to criticize, gently, old
         Grand Master Lascaris, who had left a handsome wharf behind but had failed to finish the task of levelling the city.
      

      
      Lascaris had tired him out already, as he had tired his lusty young Knights (but all in the service of God) by making them
         play mallet-ball (called pallamaglio or pall-mall) for hour after hour, in a specially built court, as soon as they had finished their spell of sea-duty in the
         galleys. His stern intent was to take their minds off the delights of dice, wine, and women. All very well for Grand Master
         Lascaris!—he was ninety-seven, and could safely admonish: ‘Celibacy and chastity are no longer one.’
      

      
      Celibacy and chastity…. Father Salvatore honoured them, and lived them gladly according to his sacred vows, and lived with them, among the fathers of the Capuchin Monastery at Il-Wileg, across the harbour beyond the Cottonera Lines. It would be
         his home until his little church near by was built. He had spent last night there, and had found it in the same state of turmoil
         and doubt as was now the rule all over Valletta.
      

      
      The friars had questioned him eagerly, as the market-woman had questioned him this morning. He was from the outside world;
         his mother was a great lady who knew all those in power; he must have heard more than they. But all he knew was what had been shared already, as they listened to the ranting declaration
         of war from Rome, and then to Governor Dobbie’s sober voice afterwards.
      

      
      At least he could tell them about Sir William Dobbie, whom he had met at his mother’s house: how he was a God-fearing old
         man (well, sixty-one, old for a soldier) and one of the Plymouth Brethren of England, a strict sect of believers: how he had
         big ears and a grey moustache, a sad face and a steely spirit, how he truly trusted God to protect them, as all those in the
         monastery trusted Him. But beyond that?—nothing but hopes and fears.
      

      
      No, he did not know if the bombs would fall that same night. No, he knew nothing of poison gas, which it was said would be
         the first weapon of war. No, he could not tell if the towns would be sacked and the churches and monasteries left unharmed.
         No, he could not say whether there would be a dispensation over the eating of meat, if fish could not be caught. No, he had not heard that Catholic Italy must surely spare Catholic Malta, and that there was a secret agreement to
         this end.
      

      
      No, he did not wish to keep vigil, and wake and pray all night. He would join them at midnight, and then sleep as best he
         could, and rise early, and be on his way. God watched over them all, but tomorrow there would be work for the hands of men—perhaps
         more work than ever.
      

      
      Though the friars were kind and simple and devout, and housed him lovingly, yet for once it had been a relief to leave their
         cloistered shelter, where (he could not help feeling) small things became great, and great things small, and submit to the
         testing world again.
      

      
      Thus he had kept to his intent, on that first morning of the war. He had attended the earliest Mass of the day (‘the fishermen’s
         Mass’, they used to call it as children, with the men on their knees at 4.30 and at their nets by five). He had broken his
         fast with coffee and dry bread: perhaps the best bread in the world, as the Maltese sometimes said, and the visitors always
         told the Maltese, but dry bread none the less.
      

      
      Then he had walked the short distance, from the monastery to the building site below the Cottonera Lines, where the church
         of St Barnabas—his church, his St Barnabas—was rising to the glory of God.
      

      
      He went there every morning of every day; sometimes he worked with the men, carrying stones on his broad shoulders, chipping
         curved blocks for a cornice (though he could never match the masons’ fantastic skill), pacing out the length of a wall to
         enclose, one day, the private chapel which was his mother’s gift. But on this bright and ominous morning, the place was deserted;
         even Rafel, his sacristan, on whom he counted—on whom he counted every day—was not to be seen.
      

      
      He looked at the walls, strong and thick; he looked at the arches of the roof and the small dome, now nearly completed; he
         looked at the place where the altar would stand, where he himself would stand. One day, perhaps this time next year, the very
         feast day of the saint…. He said his daily prayer to St Barnabas, the lonely outcast saint who ‘fell at strife’, on whom his
         special devotion had always been centred.
      

      
      Like his own people, like all Catholics, he thought of a saint as closer to God than man could ever be. So he did not always
         bother God directly; he prayed to the saint to intercede on his behalf: such a man, cherished in heaven after a stay on earth,
         must have an excellent working knowledge of humans and also better access to God. So—honour the saint: petition him: he would
         know what to do and how best to do it….
      

      
      Blessed St Barnabas, ask God to speed the building of our church. Ask God to take care of today. Ask God that we should win
         the war, or survive the war, or die in the war, yet in His service, whichever was the most acceptable in His sight. Amen,
         amen.
      

      
      Life was so easy, so simple, so wonderful, with the help of God…. Now, nearly two hours later, he stood on a street corner,
         half-way up the cluttered mountain which was Valletta, and renewed those joyous prayers, and then, head down, continued his
         climb. War or no war, he was on his way to see his mother and his sister, as he had done on a certain morning every week for as long as he could remember.
         This, especially, was not a day to fail either God or man.
      

      
      Presently he became aware that his way was barred, and that a huge shadow was blocking the sun. A voice, gruff, hesitant,
         said: ‘Bon[image: image]u, Dun Salv. Il-festa t-tajjba!’
      

      
      It was the man he had been waiting for, down at the church: his mighty sacristan-to-be, Rafel Vella.

      
      Though he had ceased to marvel at Rafel’s height, Father Salvatore never failed to be aware of it, whenever they met. He himself,
         thick-soled boots and all, could not aspire beyond five feet six inches; Rafel Vella must top him by another eighteen inches—nearly
         seven feet of solid, slow-moving flesh. The Maltese did not grow to such a size!
      

      
      He was aware also that this was a simple giant; somewhere along the way, somewhere during the last fifty years, the great
         frame had stopped growing, and it had (as the Maltese said) stopped at the head. Rafel was not stupid—no man should call another
         stupid—but he was slow in wits and small in imagination. Give him something to do, something precisely stated, and he did
         it; leave him alone, without direction, and the huge man and the labouring mind often ground to a halt.
      

      
      He was honest, and good-hearted, and weak. He was also, at this moment of time, feeling a little guilty, as Father Salvatore
         could easily tell. The tone in which he had said ‘il-festa t-tajjba’—‘Happy feast day’—betrayed this. Father Salvatore, before replying, glanced at his watch. It was past 6.30. Rafel had not
         observed their feast day. Not when he had been expected to.
      

      
      ‘Where have you been, Rafel?’ he asked, with the necessary emphasis. ‘I waited for you.’

      
      The giant bent his mind to this, and the answers came slowly but steadily. ‘I had to go to Gozo last night. To see my mother.
         I got a luzzu back this morning. All the way to the salt pans at Salina Bay. And then on a lorry coming in to market. With tomatoes! So
         early in the year!’ Humble and ingratiating, he looked down at the small priest. ‘I knew that I would meet you somewhere here,
         on your way to see the Baroness.’
      

      
      Rafel never said ‘your mother’. It might have been a peasant snobbery, or a decent respect for rank. At no time did it really
         matter: during thirty years of adult life, Father Salvatore had grown used to every variation on this theme. The variations
         were often astonishing.
      

      
      Great men found it impossible to see him as a parish priest, when his family was noble. Small men of no pretensions found
         it natural, even logical: nothing could be more noble than the calling itself. The only people he could not love were the
         sycophants who said: ‘With your family connections it should be easy.’ and waited for favours.
      

      
      Now he said: ‘But why did you not tell me yesterday?’

      
      Awkwardly, avoiding a direct look, Rafel answered: ‘I did not know. It happened so quickly.’

      
      Very well, thought Father Salvatore: he is ashamed, and that is enough for today. If what he says is a lie, his confessor will hear of it. That was one blessed certainty…. Seeking for gentle
         disengagement, he asked:
      

      
      ‘How is your mother, Rafel?’

      
      But even as he spoke, he knew the answer. Rafel’s mother would not be well.

      
      Rafel’s mother was like a character in a play, a character who exerted tremendous pressure on the plot but was never seen
         on stage, only ominously reported. Father Salvatore knew her solely from hearsay, and from Rafel’s halting comments over many
         years and many family disputes.
      

      
      It had been established long ago that she did not like Rafel’s wife; the idea that her son, a Gozitan, should have married
         a girl not even from the island itself, but a girl from Malta, was a notable stain on the family honour, a stigma scarcely
         to be borne, and she had never accepted it.
      

      
      The rules were simple, and unbreakable. A man married a girl from the same village. If he chose to marry a foreign girl, even
         a girl from five miles away, there was something wrong with the girl: she must have been rejected by the whole regiment of
         local suitors, for the very good reason that they knew too much about her.
      

      
      There was even a proverb which covered this, a proverb which Father Salvatore found crude to the point of indecency. ‘A good
         cow is sold at home,’ they would say, when a girl failed to find a serious marriage prospect within the limits of her own
         village, within a short mile of her own doorstep. If she was a good girl, she should not have to cast her net so wide. She
         could only be disreputable. And as for a girl from Malta marrying a boy from Gozo….
      

      
      Worse still, Rafel had chosen to live and work in Malta instead of Gozo: to emigrate—one could hardly call it less—with all that this involved in sundered ties and divided loyalties. A son living away from
         home was expected to visit his mother, and bring his wife with him, two or three times a month at the very least; but Rafel’s
         wife’s mother had the same idea, with the added complication that her daughter was ‘very close’ to her, and would naturally
         prefer to stay in Malta, at the parental home, with her husband, at weekends and on holidays, instead of travelling all that way to Gozo, just to see her mother-in-law.
      

      
      Poor Rafel, caught in this trap, had come to dread every Saturday and Sunday, every festa, every public holiday. And as for Christmas and Easter…. Whatever he did was wrong, on one side of the water or the other.
         At home, it seemed, he was always wrong. He was either a tyrant or a martyr.
      

      
      Worst of all, in Rafel’s long tale of woe, and his mother’s enduring opposition, was something which Rafel had only confessed
         with great shame and embarrassment. From the very beginning, it seemed, his mother had thought that his wife was ‘too dark’.
      

      
      Father Salvatore had heard this scandalous charge before, just as he had heard every other item in the canon of marital strife
         based on family jealousy, family pride, family greed: on bickering (or worse) between relatives, between mother and daughter-in-law, son and
         mother-in-law, husband and wife, parent and children, big children and little. But the ‘too dark’ slur was one of the gravest,
         none the less.
      

      
      Such girls were commonly called ‘Turkish girls’. It meant that they were likely to prove too ardent, too passionate, too dangerous
         altogether: that they might sap a man’s strength beyond what was seemly, or keep him in bed when he should be in the fields;
         or, worse still, that they might need more than one man to satisfy their hot blood and outlandish lusts…. What mother could
         bear to see her only son delivered over to such a monster?
      

      
      Poor Rafel, Father Salvatore thought again. This had been his lot since the dawn of love itself. Now he had been married for
         thirty years, his mother was still unreconciled, and his wife was still barren.
      

      
      Rafel said: ‘My mother is not well, Dun Salv. She can no longer work as she wishes. Sometimes she can hardly fetch water from
         the tap. She wants me to come home.’
      

      
      Father Salvatore found himself making the conventional responses, as he had done a hundred times to Rafel and a thousand times
         to others in the same case. Rafel’s duty was to his wife, first, and then to his mother. His home, and therefore his loyalty,
         was in Malta. He must explain this—though dutifully and kindly, without hurting anyone’s feelings. But one thing was certain:
         Rafel could not leave his wife and go home to his mother.
      

      
      He was about to add, with as much impatience as he could find in his heart, that this was a cross which must be borne, and
         that on the first day of the war, when so many worse things could happen, it must take second place to all the more important
         problems, when Rafel himself made the point, in a different way.
      

      
      ‘She was worried about the war, also,’ he told the priest. ‘That is why she sent for me. She does not understand.’ His stolid
         face on top of the towering body was showing doubt and confusion. ‘I do not understand either, Dun Salv. What is going to
         happen?’
      

      
      ‘We do not know,’ Father Salvatore answered. ‘War has been declared. Soon it will start. Soon it must start. We must be ready, and we must pray for deliverance. That is all I can tell you.’
      

      
      ‘How can I be ready, Dun Salv?’

      
      ‘Go about your work as usual. Wait, and see what happens. Then I will help you.’ His heart softened and warmed to the troubled
         look in the other man’s face. ‘Rafel! Trust God, and trust me! There will be work to do. When the time comes, I will tell
         you exactly—exactly—’ in honest hope, he repeated the last word, ‘how to do it.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Rafel’s simple brow cleared. ‘They say it is only the Italians, anyway. They say that a man has only to wave
         his arms, and they will run away. Do you think that is true, Dun Salv?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      But Rafel, secure in new confidence, had not heard him. ‘I was told there was fighting in Valletta last night. All the Italians—I mean all the friends of the Italians—had their windows broken.
         The police had to stop people carrying their furniture away.’ He was smiling broadly; this, perhaps, was his idea of war.
         ‘I wish I had been there. I would have broken a window or two! Those Italians!’
      

      
      Father Salvatore shook his head. ‘No, Rafel, you must not say that. Breaking windows and stealing goods in Valletta will not
         win the war.’
      

      
      ‘But it is something, Dun Salv.’
      

      
      ‘It is wrong.’

      
      With that abrupt dismissal, Father Salvatore became aware, once more, that they were standing on a street corner, under a
         burning sun, in the middle of a crowded city. The knots of people were still gathering and arguing, the newspapers were still
         fluttering under the touch of hasty hands; opposite to them, some children had set up a chorus of droning aeroplane noises,
         with great curving sweeps of their arms, and a simulated rattle of machine-gun fire to counter the invasion. Where did they
         learn such nonsense? … He turned back to Rafel. It was time to take up the burden and the business of the day.
      

      
      ‘Go back to the church,’ he commanded, ‘and help the men. There are some baskets of stone chippings to be taken away. I will
         come later, this afternoon. Go across on the ferry. Have you any money?’
      

      
      ‘No, Dun Salv. I spent it.’

      
      Father Salvatore thrust a hand beneath his cassock, extracted a worn leather purse, and picked out some coins.

      
      ‘Here is two shillings. Remember to put it down in your book.’

      
      ‘Yes, Dun Salv. Thank you.’

      
      ‘Go carefully, Rafel. No wine until after the noon Angelus, and then only one glass. And remember—no breaking of windows tonight!’

      
      ‘I promise you.’ The giant saluted with a sweep of a huge hand, and then bent his head submissively. Father Salvatore blessed
         him. They parted—the big man lumbering and swaying downhill, Father Salvatore starting to climb again.
      

      
      Before very long, because the slopes were now easier, he stood at the summit of Valletta, on the broad bastion in front of
         the Auberge de Castile. This was his favourite building, in all the city. No matter if it had been raised less for the glory
         of God than to house in splendour the fifth Langue of the Knights. God, looking down on its nobility, would surely forgive
         man for his base intentions, and then bless the result.
      

      
      It stood four-square against the world, as it had done for nearly 370 years, when it started life as the hostel of the Knights
         of Spain and Portugal. Girolamo Cassar, the very architect of Valletta (and of the thousands of descendants who bore his name),
         had built it; Grand Master Pinto had given it a new façade two hundred years later. Now it was a marvel of yellow stone, and
         windows wonderfully ornamented, with a great coat of arms over the door and another on the roof-top.
      

      
      Today the traffic circled it, and the soldiers moved in and out of that massive front door—for it was still the domain of
         fighting men, as it had been when soldiers wore curved and vizored helmets, of burnished steel, instead of the ugly snouted gas-masks which themselves
         seemed to pollute the air. It still remained the fairest of buildings, and the honoured crown of the city.
      

      
      Father Salvatore, before making the last short detour which would take him to his mother’s house, looked at it with pleasure.
         It was not a church, nor a cathedral, but it shone with the pious badge of history, none the less.
      

      
      He was still looking at it, and still finding it fair, when without warning the air-raid sirens began to wail and scream,
         just above his head.
      

      
      Father Salvatore was never to forget that moment, nor that sound, nor the sick dismay which seized hold of him as the first
         strident note split the air. Though he was to hear hundreds and thousands more such alarms, with a promise—a guarantee—of
         slaughter not then imaginable, it was always this baptismal one he heard, Malta’s first terrible summons to arms. For him,
         it marked the division between heaven and hell; the heaven of peaceful calm, the hell of wanton death.
      

      
      As he stood, transfixed, on the plateau in front of the Auberge de Castile, he had a premonition that he would never be the
         same man again, nor Valletta the same city, nor Malta the same island. ‘This is it!’ someone in those foolish American films
         always used to say, when the big fight started or the curtain went up on the tottering musical or the door-bell rang for the
         bride’s first dinner party. For his beloved Malta, this was it.
      

      
      A soldier, an officer with red tabs on his lapels, had been passing near him when the sirens started. At the sound he paused,
         and listened, his head on one side. Then he said, crossly: ‘Now what?’ and walked back into the Auberge de Castile. Father Salvatore wished he could have helped, with a word of comfort
         for a troubled man; but almost immediately the question was answered by something else—a new and frightful noise, a noise
         never heard before, a noise such as no one could be ready for, as the air above them was rent by a tremendous barrage of bursting
         shells.
      

      
      People started running, while Father Salvatore stood irresolute. They had been told to take shelter at the first warning;
         he had told many people this himself, from the pulpit and in private homily. But surely someone like himself should stay on
         watch, the good shepherd who remained faithful as the eyes and ears of his flock? While he waited, breaking the rules in a
         good cause, he stared upwards, searching the innocent sky for whatever lay in store. Then he saw them.
      

      
      They were big planes, flying high up, covered by little planes flying even higher. They were coming in from the north-west,
         from Gozo, making a ruler-straight run over Valletta and Grand Harbour. Father Salvatore found that he had a splendid view
         of them; he had always known that this was the finest vantage-point of the whole city, and now it was proved.
      

      
      The big planes, which must be bombers, flew overhead in two neat groups, seven first and then three more. There were only
         ten altogether, but ten was enough. The punctual Italians—after all, it was only the seventh hour of their declared war—whose
         peaceful sea-planes, under the badge of Alittorio, had up to a few days ago made daily passenger flights across the island,
         to alight elegantly on the harbour of Marsa Scirocco to the south, were now at hand, not as single spies but in battalions.
      

      
      Just as no one could have been ready for the first shattering sound of the barrage, so no one could have been steeled for
         what happened almost immediately afterwards. Fantastically, bombs began to fall: to shake the earth, astonish the city, and
         kill the people.
      

      
      The very rock under his feet jumped at the first explosions, and continued so in shuddering waves of shock. Men and women
         on the exposed plateau cowered back into doorways. Flocks of terrified pigeons soared up and away as the bound humans clung
         close to the earth. Barking dogs matched the crack and roar of the defiant guns, which rose to a crescendo as the loudest
         of all, from the monitor well-named H.M.S. Terror down in the harbour, launched an ear-splitting broadside into the sky.
      

      
      Father Salvatore found himself looking down the whole length of St Paul Street, from the Castile Square to the bastions at
         the lower end. It had become a world of distraught pigmies. There was screaming and panic as people rushed out of their homes,
         and then darted inside again to crouch and cower under any shelter they could find.
      

      
      A woman a few yards from him had fallen on her knees, her head pressed close against the glass front of a shop window, and
         was screeching ‘Gesu! Marija! Gesu!’ in an extremity of fear. A series of rending crashes came from every direction all round him: from near-by Floriana, from
         Cospicua across the harbour, and then, much louder, from St Elmo at the further end of Valletta itself.
      

      
      After a moment, and a prayer which came direct from a thudding heart, Father Salvatore began to walk downhill, towards the
         lower town where bombs must have fallen. He lifted and guided the screaming woman through the shop door and under cover. Then,
         as he walked onwards, he began to meet people coming up the other way: a great sea of people, in fact, a terrorized crowd
         from whom rose a whimpering and a wailing such as he had hoped never to hear, even in purgatory.
      

      
      Men, women, and children, stumbling in a helpless tide, flowed past him and away. Some were carrying the first things they
         had seized on in their panic: sensible things like bedding and cooking pots, foolish things like clocks and pictures and lampshades.
         Some were pushing laden bicycles, weighed down with mattresses and baskets of food and crates of live chickens.
      

      
      Many were shouting: ‘The tunnel! The tunnel!’: making blindly for the deepest womb they could remember, the disused railway
         tunnel between Valletta and Floriana. They were not to know that there, as cave dwellers under the giant arches, some of them
         would spend the next four years. Others seemed to be heading for the open country, streaming downhill towards Pieta and Hamrun: anywhere, as long as it was far enough away.
      

      
      The first bombing had now ceased, and the sky was empty and blameless as a pool of blue water. Stemming the frantic onrush
         of the fleeing, weaving and fighting his way through it, Father Salvatore kept on walking towards the lower part of the town,
         until he came to a place where a bomb had fallen. He might have smelled his way there blindfold; a reek of cordite, acrid
         and horrible, lay over the whole desolate scene.
      

      
      It was a corner house, now wrenched sideways and sent sprawling into the street. People were wandering round and round it,
         like crazed dogs, howling, weeping, struck dumb with fear. There were crazed dogs also, snapping and snarling at anything
         that moved.
      

      
      Across the doorstep lay an old man, with a leg fearfully gashed by a stone splinter, bleeding to death.

      
      Was it for this that Christ was crucified? … Father Salvatore dropped on his knees beside the terrible figure. He must do something. Just before he flexed his hands to staunch, somehow, the gross flow of blood, which was now seeping across the pavement into
         the gutter, he glanced naturally up at the sky. As well as the terror of death, surely there must be mercy and help to be
         found there?
      

      
      There was. Through the slit of roofs, now rent open like the top of an exploded wine-cask, he saw a glint of metal caught
         by the sun. Where a moment ago there had been no planes, there was now one, and then another, and then a third; three tiny,
         strange-looking planes, bulbous and awkward, but streaking across the sky in the direction of Sicily, whence the enemy must
         have come.
      

      
      He caught a glimpse, a mere flicker, of red-white-and-blue markings. A man near by, also staring skywards—perhaps because
         he could not bear to look at the man on the doorstep—said in utter astonishment:
      

      
      ‘They’re ours!’

      
      Father Salvatore bent to the shattered human again, and said: ‘Let me help you.’

      
      There was a man on that island working on the same side as Father Salvatore, though neither of them knew it. He was an Air
         Commodore, a New Zealander with a chest-full of medals—as far from Father Salvatore, in fact, as one man could be from another.
         But he could also say, or think: ‘Let me help you,’ and flex his hands to staunch a wound and to ward off a worse blow, which
         could only be death.
      

      
      He knew, better than most, the official pre-war ‘policy line’ on Malta: that if the Italians came into any future war, it
         could never be defended from the air, since Sicily, sixty miles and five minutes’ flying time away, was impossibly close:
         that, though the Navy thought the island crucially important, the Royal Air Force had decided that its air-fields were inadequate,
         its supply impossible, and the place, a thousand miles from the nearest British bases of Gibraltar or Alexandria, therefore
         untenable; and that the Army, with all sorts of other things on its mind, had concurred.
      

      
      Malta, indeed, had been stripped down to the bone and written off before a shot was fired; the definitive brief had been marked
         No Action, like a loan-application from a bankrupt or a diagnosis of terminal cancer. But when the crisis loomed, other men had other
         thoughts, and the Air Commodore was one of them—not the most august, but certainly the most energetic.
      

      
      He looked around him. For the island’s defence, for the island’s life, he needed planes—neither the world’s best planes, nor
         the second-best, but anything which could get up in the air and discourage or outwit enemy raiders. Presently he found them.
         They did not belong to the Air Force; they were Fleet Air Arm materiel, and firmly branded ‘Property of the Royal Navy’. But that, he decided, was something which could be left to come out in the
         wash. If there was such a thing as a wash, when all this uproar in the camp was over.
      

      
      When he first saw them they were also branded as ‘Boxed Spares’, which was not at all the same thing as front-line aircraft.
         They were the various pieces, in numbered thousands neatly crated, of four Gloster Gladiators, left behind at Marsa Scirocco
         by the aircraft carrier Glorious when she sailed away for the Norway campaign, and was sunk.
      

      
      With the minimum of formality, the Air Commodore appropriated them. They were unpacked, and neatly laid out on the floor,
         and put together; when this jigsaw was completed they emerged from the chrysalis as four of the last of the bi-plane fighters,
         with steel fuselages covered with fabric, wooden propellers, armed with four rifle-sized machine-guns (two firing through
         the props, two housed under the wings), and a maximum speed of 250 m.p.h. when going downhill.
      

      
      They were also found to be ‘Sea Gladiators’, with arrester-gear and deck-landing hooks, which knocked a bit off that hopeful
         speed.
      

      
      No sooner had the muted cheers rung out at Kalafrana, the Marsa Scirocco R.A.F. base, than the Navy asked for them back again,
         in a way which did not allow for argument. Sadly the planes were pulled to pieces, which were then wrapped in brown paper
         and re-packed in their crates. Just as that task was finished, the news came that Malta could keep them after all. They were
         thus unpacked for the second time, by men now experienced as well as profane, and reassembled. The effective date of that
         was 5 May 1940, a month and a few spare days before the day to remember.
      

      
      But they could fly—a fact proved a certain distance up the hilt when they were used as target-towing planes for the Army to
         shoot at. When ready for action on the outbreak of war, with fuel supplied by a submarine, they stood (three at the alert,
         one kept in reserve for spare parts) on a half-finished airfield defended by Lewis guns and blocked against possible enemy
         air-borne troop-carriers by old buses, ancient horse-drawn karrozzini, junked cars, derelict cranes, lumps of stone, and packing-cases, with one single flight path left clear for their take-off
         and landing.
      

      
      Months later, when the trio had been christened Faith, Hope, and Charity, and had actually shot down enemy planes and put the Regia Aeronautica into an operatic turmoil, and had emerged deliriously
         as Malta’s darlings and its only air defenders, Admiral Cunningham, the Commander-in-Chief, was still the target of pained
         inquiries from the Director of Naval Supplies as to why he had turned over Fleet Air Arm spare-parts to the Royal Air Force.
      

      
      Chasing the enemy on Raid One of Day One, the three Gladiators—man’s answer to the confetti of bureaucracy, man’s assertion
         of hope over foolish myopic fear—were too late on take-off and too slow to intercept. But it was a try, a good try, with more
         to come on that very morning.
      

      
      Father Salvatore, having fashioned a tourniquet out of a strip of torn curtain and the handle of a spoon, was relentlessly
         applying pressure to the leg of a man mercifully unconscious, a man who could only awake to terror and pain. Round about him
         was a most miserable turmoil: men raising clouds of choking yellow dust as they burrowed under the wreckage of the house,
         women crying, other women offering advice at the top-most pitch of anguish, children staring avidly at what they should never
         have seen, dogs licking at spilt blood.
      

      
      Other people were hurrying past the house with averted eyes, stepping aside like Levites, or like the poor scared human beings
         they were. An ambulance had got so far up the street, and then been brought to a halt by a pile of rubble.
      

      
      When the air-raid sirens started to scream again, people screamed with them, and huddled in doorways, or ran away. ‘We will
         have to do better than this,’ Father Salvatore thought, as the blood stopped flowing under the pressure of his trembling arms,
         and a doctor—who suddenly seemed to be the only sane man on the face of the earth—touched him on the shoulder and then took
         over, with blessed skill, the care of the casualty.
      

      
      He rose to his feet, his head swimming. His hands were filthy with blood and dust, and his best cassock no longer any better
         than the one he had lately thrown away as being unfit even for the humblest service of Christ. He had knelt in blood, he observed,
         though this did not seem at all disreputable. There could be no shame in kneeling, and no longer any astonishment in blood.
      

      
      The sound of the sirens had died away, and now, with a bitter irony which gave him a moment of superb, unreasoning happiness,
         it was replaced by the sound of the Angelus. Eight o’clock…. He noticed, still with satisfaction, that many of the people
         on the street, reverting to a piety no longer universal, had fallen on their knees at the sound of the bells: that men had
         uncovered their heads, and children been hushed to silence.
      

      
      He could only be pleased, as he hoped God would be pleased; though whether it was better to pray when in fear, or to pray
         harder than ever when happy and secure, was something for God to rule on, in His own good time.
      

      
      A stretcher had at last arrived for the old man, and he was borne away amid wailing lamentations; if to life, or if to death, was something else for divine disposition. A woman with a tear-streaked
         face—the wife? the daughter?—who now seemed the second most sensible person in the World, brought him a bowl of water, and
         he washed his hands and tidied up as best he could.
      

      
      But then a mutter of guns—or were they bombs?—to the north-west told him that all this might happen again, within a few moments.
         The woman, on the verge of hysteria once more, asked: ‘What does it mean? When will it end?’
      

      
      He comforted her as best he could, speaking of God’s will with more authority than he truly felt, even in his most subservient
         heart. The steady procession of people in flight and fear flowed past the house. ‘We will have to do better than this,’ he
         thought again. Then he took his leave, and began to make his way towards his mother’s house.
      

      
      He was late, and in great disarray, and sickened by all this terror and pain. But at least, like the planes he knew nothing
         about, like the Air Commodore he knew nothing about, he had been able to do something for his side, at the first stroke of
         war.
      

      
      2

      
      The Most Noble the Baroness Celeste Emilia Santo-Nobile sat in a chair as straight as her own back, in a salon as formal and
         severe as the style she commanded from her coiffeuse, and waited for her son, who was late.
      

      
      She sat upright, like a long-stemmed flower, because that was the way she had been taught, sixty years ago when she was being
         schooled for her first drawing-room appearance, and the way in which she had taught her daughter when the turn for this arrived.
         Her hands were folded in her lap because that was how hands, if they had to be idle, must always be composed.
      

      
      Her face, exquisitely beautiful when young, markedly handsome in old age, betrayed nothing of her feelings, which on this
         strange morning were uneasy. Faces, even in private, should behave like people: with good manners, with calm assurance, with
         absolute control.
      

      
      Her black silk dress, the dress equally of a widow and a baroness, was composed in the same way, in straight folds which almost
         reached her footstool. The high silent room, with its louvred windows and tapestried walls, was only a setting for its occupant;
         when she was there, sole yet paramount, it was, for all its magnificence, scarcely a room in its own right. Rooms, like faces
         and people, should know their place, and observe it meticulously.
      

      
      At her feet a tawny Maltese hound, also very well behaved, dozed contentedly, its nose inching towards a tiny bar of sunlight.
         Its front paws were crossed one over the other, but the effect was heraldic and correct rather than relaxed.
      

      
      It was only her thoughts which Emilia Santo-Nobile could not quite control. Her son was more than an hour late; morning coffee
         was at seven-fifteen precisely, and had been so for fifty-two mornings of every year for at least twenty years, with half
         an hour’s grace in mid-winter, and it was very unlike Salvatore—it was impossibly unlike him—to keep her waiting without a
         message. Especially on a morning such as this, when the city, and even the massive walls of the Palazzo Santo-Nobile, had
         been so shaken, so beset by intruders, and so insulted.
      

      
      It was possible that something might have happened to him (she would not phrase it, even to herself, any more concisely than
         this: the form of words had served for her thoughts about her husband, in the old forgotten war, up till the very moment when
         bleak death had crudely translated them). She felt herself vulnerable, which was a new idea, and hateful for its novelty as
         well as its weakness.
      

      
      With an elder son who passed his time—his life, indeed—in a section of Parisian society so smart, soigné, and elegant that it could only be seen as false: with a younger son who was a priest, and no more—God forgive her—than a
         priest: a dear daughter who was all that she wished, allied with a son-in-law whom she had long found odious—
      

      
      Far away, a bell rang, and the dog at her feet gave a small, well-bred growl of warning. The Baroness, who knew her great
         house as intimately and exactly as another woman might know a two-roomed apartment, recognized the sound instantly. It was
         not the front door, which was below the room in which she sat, but a side door—called the postern door since her grandfather’s
         time—which gave access to the inner courtyard. It was the door used by intimates, and by her family, and thus the bell she
         had been waiting to hear.
      

      
      In an unusual movement—because to watch one’s guests arriving was an unacceptable vulgarity—she rose, and crossed to a window
         which gave on to the courtyard. Below her, a huge bougainvillea in full scarlet flower, and a lemon tree with a trunk so massive
         and gnarled that it was astonishing to see the delicate fruit it now bore, were the frame for what she found herself watching.
      

      
      A liveried footman—it was Francis, a new well-mannered boy, but he slouched when he thought himself unobserved, and she must
         remember to tell Gregory to correct him before it became a habit—a footman crossed the courtyard, moving from shadow to bright
         sunshine and then to shadow again, as an actor with a very small part leaves the wings for the lighted stage and then disappears
         on the opposite side.
      

      
      Out of her sight, he opened the postern door a little too energetically, so that the sound was needlessly loud. There had
         been enough noise that morning…. Then there was a pause, and a murmur of voices. Then Salvatore, a black figure extraordinarily
         distinct against the sleepy, sun-warmed greens and yellows of the courtyard, came into view.
      

      
      He looked the same as he always did: small, and self-contained, and solid as the Church he served. He was alive after all….
         This was as much as Baroness Santo-Nobile would allow herself. She drew back from the window, and when Father Salvatore presently came into the salon, his mother was back in her chair, still and authoritative
         like the tapestry flanking the walls, with the dog at her feet to complete a picture he remembered, and welcomed, and loved.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, mother.’ He advanced and kissed her cheek, and was aware, with a pleasure almost sensual, of dry frail flesh,
         cared-for, old and valuable at the same time. To be young and beautiful was an easy privilege; to be seventy-three years old
         and beautiful was the greatest of mysteries, an accomplishment and a gift to an undeserving world. ‘I am so sorry to be late.
         I couldn’t even send a message.’
      

      
      ‘What delayed you, Salvatore?’

      
      He could not be surprised, only pleased. ‘Mother, you’re magnificent! You must have heard the bombing. I was terribly worried—I
         was afraid it would be near here.’
      

      
      ‘The bombing,’ his mother repeated, as she might have said ‘the heat’ or (if she had been aware of it) ‘the price of butter’.
         ‘You mean, it was made difficult to come here? Surely you could have taken a karrozzin, or sent a message?’ She looked at the great clock standing sentinel against the wall, solemnly ticking away the minutes,
         as it had done—and a date on its raddled face proudly announced it—since it was first fashioned by Thomas Tompion in 1681.
         ‘Nearly half-past eight…. Coffee will be ruined!’
      

      
      She was doing it on purpose, Father Salvatore realized, and he forgave her, and loved her for it. She was seeking to maintain
         that this was a day like any other day, in spite of cruel surprises; and she must, God bless her, have been anxious about
         him…. He smiled, and met her lively eyes, which were examining him with their customary thoroughness, and said:
      

      
      ‘Well, I am here at last. I really am sorry to have kept you waiting.’

      
      ‘You have a new cassock,’ she announced. Her eyes strayed downwards, as they often did. ‘I suppose you did not think of a
         pair of new boots as well.’
      

      
      ‘A cassock was all I needed. I bought it on the way here.’

      
      ‘Ready-made?’

      
      He smiled again. ‘I am size one. There are small priests, and medium priests, and large priests, and very large priests. It
         is really quite simple.’
      

      
      ‘What your father would have said!’
      

      
      They were interrupted by the ceremony of coffee. It arrived in a delicately curved silver pot, carried high on a silver salver
         by a footman. A second footman bore a second tray, on which the blue-and-gold fluted cups gleamed cunningly and cheerfully,
         like the promise of delight. It was preceded by Gregory, the major-domo, who had himself been a senior footman when Baroness
         Santo-Nobile awoke to her wedding day: a little gnarled walnut of a man, stooped like a gnome, but majestically dignified
         in every movement and every stillness.
      

      
      Now he supervised the setting down of the trays, the pouring, the serving, the offering of sugar and cream, with small directional
         waves of a gloved hand. Then he nodded to the footmen, who withdrew. Then he bowed, murmured ‘Madame’, and left the room in his turn.
         The silver buckled shoes moved soundlessly, even on polished marble; and the doors, twelve feet high, closed behind him with
         a gentle click, no louder than a footfall at the other end of a church.
      

      
      One lived by contrast, Father Salvatore thought, as he sipped his coffee, which was not ‘ruined’ at all but made, as usual,
         from Colombian beans hand-ground at the moment the doorbell was heard. If he had not lately walked and knelt in fear on the
         lower streets of Valletta, he would not now so enjoy the deep peace and contentment of this well-ordered house; if he had
         not the measuring-stick of the Palazzo Santo-Nobile, cherished and loved since he first opened infant eyes to its magnificent
         ceilings, he might not realize so vividly the violence and cruelty of the world outside, nor be so determined to return to
         it, and there serve out all the time which God allowed.
      

      
      But it was those lofty ceilings which now gave him uneasiness.

      
      ‘You should really be on the ground floor, mother,’ he advised. ‘Particularly when the warnings sound. It would be so much
         safer there.’
      

      
      ‘It would be very peculiar,’ she answered tartly. ‘In the kitchens? In the coach house? In the ballroom? In the chapel? Am I a soldier, that I should camp out? The idea of this war is ridiculous enough, without people taking it to extremes!’
      

      
      ‘Mother, you must treat this seriously!’ he admonished her, quite sharply. There were moments when he could presume on the
         authority of a priest, in place of the duty of a son; such a balance, such a choice, was an enormously subtle one, like a
         note in music which signals a revolution in tone or colour; it meant that he must be stern, and she submissive—a reversal
         of roles which tampered with the cycle of life itself.
      

      
      But at forty-five he no longer hesitated, as he had done when he was a young priest, when the ordainment, the holy authority,
         the anointing, still had elements of a masquerade. ‘There is danger,’ he insisted. ‘You heard the bombs falling. There have been two raids already, and this is only the first day. We
         are in the war, and it may become terrible. This house can be hit, just as easily as anywhere else.’
      

      
      She was watching his face, as much as listening to his words. ‘Has there been much damage, Salvatore?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid so.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘Near St Elmo. Floriana, I think, and Pieta. And across the harbour.’

      
      ‘There are dead already?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      She sighed. ‘Very well…. I will think about it…. I hope my son-in-law is satisfied.’

      
      Though the subject had been a matter of family controversy, expressed sometimes in good-natured banter, sometimes in violent
         collision, for more than a year, it was still a shock to hear his mother make such a remark, on this morning, in such bitter terms. The fact that it was a family concern, yet might now invite the attention of a much wider world, made it even more disturbing.
      

      
      To Father Salvatore, the moment and the remark recalled another mother—the mother of Rafel. Just as she would have said of
         her daughter in-law, with the same contempt: ‘She is a Turkish girl,’ so Baroness Santo-Nobile might one day be prepared to
         admit, of her daughter’s husband, for all the world to hear: ‘Lewis Debrincat is pro-Italian.’
      

      
      Father Salvatore had always accepted his brother-in-law’s inclination as perfectly understandable, even admirable. It was
         a matter of aesthetic preference. For Debrincat, Italy, whatever she did, was still the nation of Michelangelo, Bernini, Canaletto,
         Verdi, Leonardo da Vinci, Dante, and Giotto. There was also the matter of Rome itself, repository of its own genius…. But
         on the morning when the bombs were falling, Italy was none of these men, nor these things.
      

      
      It could only be seen and felt as the nation of Mussolini, the hated killer and destroyer, the bombastic clown whose obscene
         jokes could bring the circus of their world down in ruins; and it would ever remain so, for as far as one could see ahead.
         That was what Lewis Debrincat would now have to face, or else suffer the fate of all suspect traitors.
      

      
      The Baroness, seeing her son silent, was continuing to speak, in a way which had become familiar, and ominous.

      
      ‘I know you make allowances for him, Salvatore, but such opinions are really insufferable! To stand up for that ridiculous
         Mussolini! The man who tells us that the Maltese are a branch of the Italian race, and our language an Italian dialect! That
         we should now join his Third Empire, before it is too late! Yet I have heard Lewis say, in this very room’—and she mimicked
         him, a very rare departure from good manners: ‘“Italy is closer to us than Britain can ever be”.’
      

      
      ‘But mother, you know that he meant—well, the whole range of cultural ties. He did not really mean it politically.’

      
      ‘He meant that he had made a choice.’ The Baroness, sitting straighter than ever, spoke with a steely determination. It was
         her best style, the core of her proud spirit, and Father Salvatore knew that he could never match it. ‘His choice is the people
         who are bombing Malta this morning…. Far too many of his lawyer friends think the same way. Far too many politicians. Far
         too many priests, also—I know!’ She spoke with the freedom which only a munificent benefactor of the Church might assert, as of right. ‘What can the people
         of Malta think, when they are set such an example from the top?’
      

      
      ‘The people of Malta think Mussolini is a joke. You know they despise the Italians.’

      
      ‘Then they have more sense than their betters!’

      
      ‘In any case, I do not think that Lewis will persevere.’

      
      ‘He will persevere in prison, as far as I am concerned!’

      
      ‘Oh, mother!’ he began, sick at heart to see her so angry, so eaten up by hatred—or was it fear?—so uncharitable, so less
         than Christian. If her son-in-law erred so atrociously, then he was to be pitied, not despised. Hate the sin, love the sinner…. He was about to admonish
         her once more—and it would take all his spirit, let alone his skill—when the subject was brought to an abrupt halt, in the
         most appropriate way imaginable.
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