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And the rest, some on boards, and some on broken pieces of the ship. And so it came to pass, that they escaped all safe to land. 
And when they were escaped, then they knew that the island was called Melita.
The Acts of the Apostles, vs 27:28 New Testament




Chapter 1

Malta, June 1940


The stream of his water darkened the white dust at the foot of the wall. From a gap between the stones, a gecko appeared, as though affronted by this insult, paused, then darted away. Frank buttoned up, hearing a noise in the sky that was spread like a tight blue sheet above him. His left ear tingled, burnt red by the sun, and he listened, squinting up and seeing them, five shining shapes, like fish swimming in formation, coming from the south. He scrambled over the low wall, dropping down and jarring his ankle as he landed on the other side, in sight of the machine gun position they’d been building. The others had seen the planes too and were staring upwards, standing inside the circle of stone. 
They knew the Italians were coming, it was only a matter of time, and they’d all been flat out for a month, getting ready for the bastards. Now there were dark dots falling from the aircraft, little black lozenges in the sky. What were they doing bombing out here, for Christ’s sake? He’d been shot at before but not bombed, and now, here they were, with nothing around but fields and walls and rock and no bloody Bren gun.
‘Oi, get down,’ Chalky was calling at him, waving his arms, as if Frank were an idiot and hadn’t seen the planes. He turned back to see if the farmer was still there ploughing his field, as he’d been an hour ago, and there he was, plodding along behind his mule, in some other world, like in an ancient Bible picture.
‘Get down. Down,’ Frank shouted to the man, but he didn’t so much as look up or turn his head, just kept moving on slowly over the ground. Frank yelled again. Was the bugger deaf or something?
Now there was a whistling, a high-pitched, nasal whine, then the ground a hundred yards to his left exploded in a thunder of spurting dust and broken rock. Frank threw himself flat on the ground and covered his head with his arms, hearing another pounding crack somewhere to his right. He crawled along at the foot of the wall, wondering whether this was a stupid action; these hunks of limestone might flatten him if the wall took a hit. But he stayed down, spying along the length of the low wall. 
About twenty yards to his left, where the wall ended at a slab of solid rock, he saw the black hole of a small opening. Had it been there a minute ago? It looked a bit like the entrance to a shelter or store—some farmers carved them out of the hill sides, but it was pretty small. Big enough to shelter in though. Head down and doubled over, he scuttled along to the place, ducked his head into the hole and heard another explosion behind him. The ground shuddered. The whole bloody island was quaking.
Diving flat on his stomach, he hauled his body into the opening with his elbows, scraping his knees, finding there was plenty of room for the whole of him and more. From outside came the grizzling of aircraft engines, muffled now, and he tensed ready for the next explosion. It didn’t arrive. He lifted his head, seeing that the rock roof was higher than he’d thought and that he was in some sort of tunnel. Twisting into a sitting position, he peered into the darkness where the tunnel penetrated further into the rock. He could only see about five yards ahead by the light from the small entry hole, so he shuffled further along, just to find out how far it went. His left hand groped ahead, over the damp crust of the wall, his fingers creeping, stretching, as though he expected to catch hold of something or someone just out of reach. With his other hand, he fumbled for the matches in his breast pocket. He’d be able to see more with a little bit of light. Pausing, he struck a match and held it in front of his face. He was in a widening tunnel, its floor sloping down about another ten yards to a ledge, beyond which was a block of inky blackness.
The match burnt his fingers and darkness returned, so he struck another and held it above his head. An odour of mould rose in a wave from somewhere below him, and he knew that there was much more of this cave beyond the part he could see. The black cloak of the cave air was flung around him, wrapping him, tugging him on, and he struck another match, scrambling further along, on his feet now. 
He found himself on the edge of a slab of rock that hung over a wide chamber. The far wall of this room-like cavern was flat and straight, like the side of a house. On it, he could see dense markings of some sort, or blotches of damp, he couldn’t be sure. Hardly aware of what he was doing, he slithered over the edge, dropping down about four feet, landing with a jolt on the floor of the cave, and his match went out.
He crouched there, blind in the blackness, wondering what the hell had possessed him, coming all this way into a bloody cave. He fingered the last matches—Christ, only two left. What was he playing at? But he had to see what was on that wall. He stood up and edged his feet across the chamber, the tiny flame flickering against the flat surface, which was scored all over with writing of some sort. He reached forward, his fingertips touching the carved indentations, following them along one line and then the next. The match end stung his finger and thumb, and he cursed as darkness swallowed him again. But his other hand still rested on the intricate shapes carved in the rock. Who had done all this? Farmers? Not likely. What in hell was this place? 
One match left, just enough to get him back up on the ledge again. Frank tried to steady his breathing and struck the match. But the flame flickered for only one brief moment before something snuffed it out. In this black pit, he heard his heart pumping, felt the sweat on his face and slid one foot forward. His boot crunched on something, and he lurched sideways, his other foot hitting a buffer of soft stuff on the ground. Sweet Jesus, get me out of here, he wanted to yell, but didn’t dare. 
Where was the fucking ledge? Shaking, he stretched out his arms, anticipating contact with the stone at any moment, but something nudged his elbow, like a guiding hand. He lunged forward, a scream stuck in his throat. As his foot hit rock, his hands grappled for a hold on the ledge. The air, soft and damp, crept around his neck, like the gentle passing of a silky cloth, enveloping his head, then a touch, a caress upon the cheek. Fear sucked the breath from him, but he thrust hard with his foot, jerking his body up onto the flat rock. He scuffled up the sloping floor like a terrified rat, catching sight, to his relief, of the hole of bright daylight at the cave entrance.
He elbowed himself furiously along the tunnel towards the circle of light. His head burst out into the sunlight, his chest heaving, his body trembling all over. Gasping the dry air, he lay for a moment trying to slow his breath, feeling the smarting of his grazed knees and elbows. The fading terror churned in his watery stomach. Then he remembered the others, his mates, ashamed to think that during his time beneath the rock, they might have been blown to bits. But Jesus Christ, he might have been better taking his chances with the bleeding bombs out here than being down there in that place. Before he had scrambled to his feet, a voice called his name.
Frank smiled to himself and tried not to laugh with relief—to mock his own stupid fear felt good. He made his way back to the others. They were all there, smoking, their rifles leaning against the wall of the stone sangar, as though they were taking a tea break in a routine day’s work, intact, unhurt. The only signs of the raid were three craters in the fields nearby and a length of stone wall smashed and scattered in boulders all around. Their gun position remained unmolested.
‘Where the bleeding hell were you? Thought you’d bloody bought it, Nixon,’ said Farley.
‘What about the farmer?’ said Frank, turning round, glad to see the man still ploughing, plodding along, his stringy whip flicking at the rump of his animal.
‘Bloody mad, these Maltese,’ said Farley, scratching his ginger scalp.
‘Perhaps they know the Eyeties couldn’t hit a duck on a village pond,’ said Corporal Myles with a laugh, but Frank saw that his hand was shaking as he dragged on his cigarette.
‘Bastards were just dropping their leftovers on the way back,’ said Chalky, gazing up at the sky.
The corporal stared at Frank. ‘What’s up with your hands and knees?’
‘There’s a cave under there,’ he replied, sucking the blood from one of his torn knuckles. ‘I went in it.’ 
He wanted to tell of his experience, half wondering whether he’d dreamed it: the damp darkness, the aura that had scared him to his bowels, the weird carved writing. Now that he stood out here in the blazing dry sun of a summer day, it seemed impossible.
‘A what?’
‘A cave?’ 
‘There was writing on the wall,’ Frank said.
‘Come off it, writing on the wall?’ said Chalky.
Farley and the three others were grinning, exchanging glances, stirring it up for a good laugh at his expense, as though to celebrate their escape, unscathed, from the bombs.
‘Seen the writing on the wall?’ said Chalky, jabbing Frank in the ribs with a hard elbow. ‘So, when are we for it? What did it say?’
‘I don’t bloody know,’ said Frank, irritated now, wishing he’d never mentioned it. ‘For all I know, could be saying, “Fuck off back to Blighty, you English twats”.’
A silence hung in the air for a moment.
‘Christ, I’m bleeding starved,’ Coop grumbled, lighting another cigarette. ‘Those buggers should’ve been here to relieve us by now.’ He slumped down inside the rough wall of the empty gun emplacement.
Frank, glad that they’d lost interest in his find, decided to keep all his other speculations to himself. He’d ask Lieutenant Chambers, their platoon commander, when he got back to barracks. He was one of those university blokes. He’d probably know about history and foreign languages and that kind of thing.
‘Look, here they are at last,’ said Corporal Myles, dropping his cigarette butt and pointing down the track at a group of men on bicycles, about a quarter of a mile away.
‘Well, they’re not bringing the Bren, not on push bikes,’ said Chalky, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. 
Frank scratched his neck at the familiar itch of a mosquito bite.
‘What’s the point of this with no flipping gun?’ said Farley. ‘Thought we were supposed to be setting up more defence positions.’
‘What do you expect?’ Corporal Myles spat into the dust at his feet. ‘It’s the bloody army, after all. That would be too organised.’
Frank watched as four other members of their section came pedalling towards them, red-faced and glistening with sweat. Another followed some way behind, wheeling his bike.
Corporal Myles took a few steps towards them and shouted, ‘Any damage done?’ 
The front rider drew near and dismounted, panting. ‘Couple of holes in the ground, that’s all,’ he said. ‘See you’ve had a few here too.’
‘Yes, three of them got chucked down here, but no damage done. Nix here hid in a cave, so he was well out of it, jammy bastard.’
Frank, wanting to avoid more ribbing, watched the soldiers dismount, guessing that the one walking had punctured his tyre. In a moment of inspired opportunism, Frank quickly hunched his pack on his back, slung his rifle over his shoulder, ran forward and grabbed the bike from the second soldier of the arriving party.
‘Someone’s going to have to walk back, and it’s not going to be me,’ he shouted to the others.
‘Oi, you, Nixon, come back here,’ yelled the corporal, but Frank had already turned the bicycle round, stepped hard on the pedal and was gathering speed down the road, with wheels crunching and jumping over the stony surface. The breeze created by his movement cooled him a little, though the air still fanned warm in his face. He was glad to be away from the place.
It was a strange landscape, this island, a barren and dry-scorched lump of rock, criss-crossed by ancient stone walls of white limestone. These created little terraced fields where the farmers and villagers grew fruit: tomatoes, melons, oranges, lemons, pomegranates and God knows what else. And dotted on these arid slopes were clumps of prickly pear—which, to Frank, looked like desert cacti in a comic book—and olive trees, but precious little else at this time of year. When the Devonshires had first arrived, it had been spring, and flowers of pink and white and purple had coloured the slopes and edges of fields all over, but now it was dry and hot as a desert.
The houses dotted over the countryside were small white boxes, flat-roofed and built of blocks of this same pale stone that lay everywhere. The peasants went about in donkey carts and herded goats that boys brought into villages to deliver milk, fresh from the teat. It seemed to Frank that they had stepped back into some bygone time. The villages were small, tight clusters of narrow lanes between two-storey stone houses, with yards and enclosed courts where hens clucked and pecked under lemon trees. He wondered if the Devon countryside had really been as green as he remembered it, and longed at times to see its grassy fertility again.
The Maltese country folk were reserved at first, but helpful and friendly once efforts at communication were made on both sides. This was an island well used to the military but equally tied to its own rhythm of life and traditions. 
Once, just outside the village of Naxxar, a young pretty-faced woman in a black dress and a strange hooped shawl on her head, like a lot of the country women wore, had given him a cup of water when he had fallen with exhaustion during a gruelling exercise on a scorching day. Her sad, dark eyes had watched him drink as he leaned, panting against the stone wall of her yard. He wished he had known how to say thank you in her language, though she had spoken to him in hesitant English.
Now he bumped his way over the road on the bicycle and heard his comrades behind him, feeling a moment’s guilt for his speedy retreat and the poor bloke who’d ended up having to mend the puncture. He wondered if he should go back and help, particularly if the Italians were planning another raid. He was surprised at how quickly the fear had passed, perhaps because of the balmy day with the sea visible now, calm and silky blue. It wasn’t right, the war coming to ruin the peace of this island and its people.
The great spread of St Andrew’s Barracks was ahead of him now, sprawling like a town in its own right. He came skidding to the crossroads, just fifty yards from the north entrance, from which a Bren carrier, painted in patches to resemble the stony landscape, was emerging, turning to the right and grinding its way along the road towards the coast. A jeep carrying three officers crossed his path. He saluted the captain and two lieutenants, one of whom was Lieutenant Chambers. Frank hoped the officer would be off duty tonight and he’d have a chance to ask him about the cave. He had to admit that he’d nearly wet himself with fear in that place, but it was bloody fascinating too. It was a pity he couldn’t have copied down some of the writing, but he’d had no paper or pencil and not enough matches. Probably someone educated would have been able to read the words, but not him. His schooldays were done five years ago at fourteen, with no chance of any books or learning since then.
Frank pedalled through the arched entrance, past the two blokes on guard, into the open square surrounded by three-storey stone-built blocks. The buildings of the barracks were magnificent in their way, Frank thought, a cross between a monastery and a palace, though he’d never seen real ones, only pictures in books. Built by the Victorians to house the whole machinery of British colonial government, the barracks had everything: churches, halls, a gymnasium, messes, school, married quarters, rows of elegant arched windows and cloistered walkways. It was all a bit run down, tatty and old-fashioned, but Frank liked the presence of the past in the solid, hefty elegance of the buildings.
He dismounted and wheeled his bicycle across the square to the range of buildings that served as a storage shed, ignoring the loud taunts of Coop, Farley and the corporal, who came rattling behind him, about his cheating victory. Their voices rose in mock sympathy for poor old Chalky, who’d had to mend the puncture and had promised to beat the hell out of Frank when he finally got back to barracks.
Frank headed quickly to the block where they bunked down. Some regiments in the south were billeted in cow sheds and pig huts, so his battalion of the Devonshires were lucky to be in a proper building, with its thick stone walls and cool flagstone floor. It was a relief to escape the sun, even though the bunkhouse was crammed tight with camp beds and kit bags, not to mention dozing soldiers and others cleaning their rifles and kit. Frank needed to change his shirt. He couldn’t present himself to an officer like this. He nodded to two blokes from Marshall’s section who were playing cards as Coop, Farley and the corporal clattered in after him.
‘Here, guess what? Nixon’s seen the writing on the wall,’ the corporal said, laughing to the card players, who looked up with puzzled expressions.
‘You mean he’s seen an Eyetie bomb with his name on it?’ said one.
The other player tossed down his card and muttered, ‘It’s not the Eyeties we’ll have to bother about, it’s the bloody Jerries. You just wait till the Luftwaffe get here. That’ll be a different story. They’re in a different class, them.’
Frank unbuttoned his shirt and threw it onto his blanket, then rummaged in his kit bag, found a cleaner, crumpled one and started putting it on.
‘You reckon Hitler’ll bother with this little lump of rock in the middle of nowhere?’ said Coop to the second card player.
‘It’s not though, is it?’ he replied. ‘It’s on the way to Egypt, right in the way of everything. Malta’s the perfect base for attacking them, sea and air. The Jerries’ll want it, you wait and see.’
There was the clang of metal on metal—the signal for grub. Every man in the bunkhouse leapt up, even those who had appeared to be sleeping like the dead. They wolfed their meal at long trestle tables. Frank enjoyed these dinners al fresco, mopping up the gravy with his bread. He’d lived much of his life in a state of mild hunger. He’d even gobbled all the food at St Augustine’s home for waifs and strays, where he’d been taken, aged six. Now he ate army victuals without complaint or protest, unlike those who threw away burnt porridge or black-eyed potatoes. He swallowed the food, like the rules and orders he’d lived under all of his life, toed the line, mucked in with the lads, knew the boundaries and could mostly stand up for himself. As he ate, he hardly noticed what he was swallowing because he couldn’t get that cave and the writing out of his head. He’d have to go and see if he could find Lieutenant Chambers as soon as he’d finished.
The officers’ quarters and their mess were in a quadrangle in a towered block, about two or three minutes’ walk away. There was a small crowd of officers on a terrace outside the main entrance, lounging around, chatting and smoking. Frank badly wanted a smoke himself but remembered he had no matches and he probably shouldn’t light up in front of Lieutenant Chambers. He’d filch a box from someone when he got back.
Lieutenant Chambers was sitting on a deck chair, smoking a pipe and reading a book. He was a lanky sort with sandy hair and a pale moustache. Frank was unsure of his age but he wasn’t old, though he had the rounded shoulders and limp figure of a man unused to exercise or sport, not exactly the soldiering type.  
‘Sir, could I have a word?’
The officer looked up and nodded. ‘Yes, of course. What is it, Nixon?’ His manner was relaxed, unhurried and less like an officer than most of them.
Frank was suddenly struck with embarrassment to be talking to an officer about something unrelated to military matters, to come to him with ignorant questions. Perhaps this cave he’d come upon wasn’t anything special at all. Perhaps they were common on islands in the Mediterranean. But now he was here, facing the officer, there was no going back, and he could hardly turn and run. He caught a whiff of the lieutenant’s tobacco and fumbled in the breast pocket of his shirt for his flattened packet of cigarettes. The officer was staring at him as he fidgeted.
‘Do you need a light, Nixon?’
‘Yes, sir,’ he said, sheepish but relieved.  
Lieutenant Chambers stood up, took a box from his pocket and tossed it to Frank, who lit up and took a grateful drag.
‘Keep them, Nixon. Now, what’s the problem?’
‘No problem, sir,’ said Frank, ‘only, it’s just that I found something today up near the coast, past Fort Madliena. We were working, building a machine gun post. We nearly got bombed.’
The lieutenant puffed on his pipe, then signalled with it that Frank should continue. So he told of his discovery, of the underground cavern and the writings, though he didn’t mention the weird sensations he’d had, the daft terrors of his imagination, of course.
‘This is most interesting,’ said the officer, his eyebrows raised but not with disbelief or ridicule. ‘Writing, you say? What language?’
Frank felt himself redden. ‘I don’t know, sir. It wasn’t like anything I’ve ever seen before, but it was definitely writing carved in the stone. There were letters, shapes, some of them straight, sort of like capitals, and some more curved, a bit like on a gravestone. And the walls in the tunnel were rough, but the one with the writing was flat and straight, not natural… kind of manmade.’
Frank had stopped feeling foolish, as Lieutenant Chambers was clearly taking his story seriously, frowning with concentration.
‘Could be a natural phenomenon caused by underground water, except for the writing. There are quite a few caves on the islands, some of them natural and some carved out by people—catacombs and things like that. And, of course, the Maltese islands have a very ancient history, dating back thousands of years, well before the time of the Romans: Neolithic temples in Zebbug and Mgarr and all sorts of different peoples, the Phoenicians, the Carthaginians, the Romans, Muslim Arabs, the Spaniards, the French and us, of course.’
Lieutenant Chambers was well into teacher mode now but with enthusiasm, not like the droning old toad Frank had endured at school who’d caned boys for not remembering all the kings and queens of England. 
‘So it’s possible that these writings you’ve found might be pretty ancient, Roman or Byzantine. But then nobody knows much about what was happening during the Muslim occupation in the ninth century. Could be something from that time. Fascinating. You’ll have to take me to have a look, Nixon.’ His manner had become edgy with eagerness.
A shout interrupted the lieutenant’s last words, then another, followed by the screech of the air-raid siren, the distant sharp whistle from a gunner and the sound of running feet, bursts of commands. Frank and the officer looked up at the darkening sky and saw the planes, six silver shapes.
‘Sometime, Nixon,’ said the officer, ‘but I think we may have more urgent business for the moment.’




Chapter 2

July 1940


‘Come on, Nix,’ said Chalky, kicking Frank’s outstretched foot, ‘get your head out of that book.’ 
Frank shut the book Lieutenant Chambers had lent him, put it under the blanket on his bed and stood up.
‘Yeah, professor. Got to get your hands dirty now,’ said Coop.
Frank joke-punched his mate in the shoulder as he passed.
‘Ow, leave it out. Who d’you think you are, a bloody schoolteacher?’ Coop said, laughing. ‘I’ll see you outside.’
‘Stop your fucking larking about, you two,’ the corporal said, ‘and get a move on. There’s a truck leaving in a minute.’
Though damage in the first Italian raids had not been severe, there were craters and holes in the airfield at Ta’ Qali, which their platoon had been sent to fill in. 
‘Poor bloody infantry,’ Corporal Myles muttered as they made their way out of their block. ‘Poor bloody skivvies, that’s what we are. If I’d wanted to spend my life busting up stones and filling in holes, I’d have gone to work on the railways.’ 
Outside, the sky was its usual unpunctuated blue, and although it was only nine o’clock, it was hot already. Frank wished he could have brought the Historical Guide to Malta and Gozo book with him to read when he had a break, but he didn’t want to get it bashed about. He was caught up completely in the account of ancient civilisations in Malta. He didn’t know what it was about history and things from the past that excited him. Perhaps it had started when he’d visited Exeter Cathedral as a kid. He hadn’t been able to believe the sight of the mass of carved statues on the outside, saints and bishops. He’d been amazed by the inside of it too, the huge stone pillars soaring upwards as though they were holding up the sky. It was a day trip organised by a charity for the boys of St Augustine’s. Some tall posh girls and boys from the local high schools had come with them on a bus, along with a few of the masters. Jimmy Spraggs had spent the whole journey chuckling about how he had seen one of the girl’s titties through her blouse and had looked up her skirt. Then he was sick all over the floor and seats of the bus on the way back, on account of eating a whole bag of boiled sweets and four packets of chips. Frank had used all his money in the world—one shilling and three pence—to buy a guidebook of the cathedral and, holding his nose against the smell of sick, had read it from cover to cover twice on the bus home.
Reading Lieutenant Chambers’ book excited that same sense of amazement in him. The astonishing fact that here, on this island, he was treading on the same ground and rocks where others had roamed thousands of years ago. He was touching stones carved by ancient builders; looking at sights seen by Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Romans; breathing the same dusty air as the famous Knights of St John. Even the juddering of the truck over the dirt roads hardly shook him from these imagined worlds back to the present. It was only when the driver crunched into a lower gear to go up a hill that he realised where they were: approaching the village of Naxxar. They were quite near that pretty woman’s house.
He turned round in his seat, gripping the side of the truck, feeling Coop’s body jammed against his. Dust rose from the road in spurts from the tyres. Chalky coughed drily, cursing between spasms. They were passing the wall of her place now, an olive tree bending over it and a huge bush of prickly pear, and Frank could see into the yard. She was there, a black figure, bare-headed this time, tossing food to a clutch of hens at her feet. Two little lads of around six or seven were scraping straw out of a wooden hutch onto the ground. The woman turned suddenly at the squeal of the truck’s brakes as the driver slowed to negotiate the bend in the road. Her gaze met Frank’s and, with his face burning, he smiled at her.
‘She’s a bit of all right,’ said Chalky, whose eyes had been drawn to the woman too.
Frank longed to leap over the side, give her a proper respectful sort of greeting, but a moment later, they had passed on. If only he could have gone to help her with her chores in the yard rather than spending all day breaking stones and shovelling rubble in the heat. It was a stupid thought, he knew.
They rolled on through the square in the centre of the village, with its massive church. It had two tall towers, clustered with carvings and niches with statues of saints stuck in its walls. He wished he could go inside, but he hadn’t had a chance yet. Magnificent for a village, Frank thought, but that was how big religion was to the Maltese. Just outside the village, the truck had to slow for a drifting herd of goats, big hairy black and white ones, bleating in random bursts, unhurried and untroubled by the throaty revving of the lorry pushing at their rear.
‘Don’t mind us, girls,’ shouted Coop, standing up and looking ahead at the holdup. ‘I ask you. What a place.’
Frank stood too, gazing at the sight of this herd of goats, with two small barefooted boys driving them. It could have been a scene from hundreds, maybe thousands of years ago, not this world of petrol engines, bombs and planes. 
Out of the village, on the open road, they had to slow yet again, this time for a cluster of people on foot, moving slowly, weighed down with suitcases and boxes; a woman pushing a pram loaded high with clothing, pots and pans; several children straying about the road as they went. Their driver sounded his horn, and the people turned, then separated into two streams, moving to the sides to let the vehicle pass. As the truck pushed through, Frank looked into the forlorn faces of the refugees and saw that some of the children were crying.
‘It’s folk from the towns, getting out of danger,’ said Corporal Myles. ‘The places near the dockyards. Coming to stay with their country cousins.’
They passed two more groups of refugees, women and children mostly, and Frank wondered how the folk in the villages would cope with this influx of extra mouths to feed and bodies to accommodate. The truck juddered past them, the small gaggle soon left behind.
They were set to work as soon as their feet touched the ground at the Ta Qali airfield. There were two rough runways, with ranges of low-slung stone buildings, Nissen huts around the edges and a half-built stone pen containing three biplanes, the old Gloster Gladiators, which were the only airborne defences on the island. Frank had heard in the gossip of the mess room that these planes weren’t quick enough to outrun the Italian fighters and that unless they sent Hurricanes soon, the island was likely to be blasted to hell and back. He hoped this was just a bit of scaremongering, but what did he know?
Today, as well as filling holes, they had to clear another stretch of runway and start building more of the protective pens for the new aircraft, when they arrived.
‘Should have joined the bloody navy,’ said Chalky, straightening his back and wiping the sweat from his brow. ‘This is killing me.’
They were all burnt brown on the exposed parts of their bodies, apart from Coop, whose visible skin remained a freckled scarlet. He had taken to covering up. 
As he dug and shovelled in the heat, Frank wondered when they’d next get posted to man the coastal defences. That would give him a chance to look for the cave again or even perhaps explore some of the places he’d been reading about in the book. He wondered if he’d ever get to know about the writings in the cave and whether Lieutenant Chambers had really been serious about wanting to have a look.
Another hour of toiling in the sun and Frank noticed how everyone had slowed down, like a film reel going wrong in the pictures. But the sound of a siren soon shocked them back into action, the corporal shouting the order to take cover. Frank, Coop, Chalky and a few others dived into the nearest slit trench and peered out from beneath their helmets. A piercing whistle called the gun crews to their positions, and a glance at the sky showed the enemy planes, five of them in formation. Then suddenly there was the rumble of engines from behind, a throaty, sputtering roaring, and a moment later, the three Gloster Gladiators racing along the runway, the first rising into the sky. The men in the trenches burst into a spontaneous cheer.
Then came the head-splitting sound of the ack-ack guns and the bombs thundering into the earth, blasting up the surface of the runways, crashing into one of the buildings, which burst into flames and belching smoke. The stink of burning fuel, smoke and dust arose out of the earth. Frank saw Coop’s lips muttering curses, or perhaps prayers, during the whole time, his own ears and head blocked with noise. So this was it from now on, them down here, useless sitting targets for the bombers.
It was near dusk when they headed back to barracks, exhausted from their heavy labouring and the tautness of their fear during the raids. One of the Gladiators had shot down an Italian plane beyond the harbour at Valletta, so the pilot had reported on his return, and there had been some rejoicing amidst their toil. On the truck, going back to barracks, Frank’s mind was empty with fatigue. The vehicle lurched along the road at a reckless pace until it had to slow for another group of civilians on foot. Frank glanced out as the vehicle steered past an old couple, the woman limping along with a stick, her bent husband at her side. In front of them was a boy weighed down by two suitcases and a little ahead of them a young woman carrying a toddler with another child attached to her hand. The old woman’s swollen ankles, her husband’s halting gait and the sight of the children struck Frank like a blow to the chest.
‘Corp,’ he said. ‘Can we stop a minute? Let’s give them a lift.’
‘For fuck’s sake, Nixon,’ he said, but Frank saw him looking back at the pathetic family.
‘Oi, Stan. Stop will you,’ shouted the corporal to the driver, and then to Frank, ‘OK, but you lot’ll have to walk back.’
The driver stepped on the brakes, and the lorry shook, as though complaining at this unexpected halt. Frank, in spite of the heaviness of his fatigue, slid off the back of the truck and approached the young woman.
‘Where are you going?’ he said.
Her eyes glistened. 
The boy quickly dragged his burdens to her side. ‘Mosta.’ He smiled up at Frank.
‘Come on, then. We’re going that way,’ he said.
Coop and Chalky clambered down from the truck.
The boy’s face lit up with a grin of delight as he rattled off something to his mother in Maltese. Behind him, the old couple raised their bent heads and tried to hurry forward. Coop lifted the suitcases into the vehicle while Frank hoisted the small girl, released from her mother’s hold, into the back, though she whimpered in fear. Her mother replied in a soothing voice and handed the toddler to Coop. Frank steadied her elbow and, with a hand on her waist, helped her up. She was a slim, good-looking woman, dark and attractive like many of the Maltese. She reclaimed her small child with a grateful smile at Frank and the others.
‘Come on, Grandma and Grandad,’ said Chalky to the old people. He and Frank hoisted them into the back of the truck with the rest of the family. The boy scrambled up eagerly last of all, as though he were about to set off on an exciting fairground ride. Frank and the other two stood on the roadway, watching the truck retreat down the road.
‘How far do you reckon it is back to barracks?’ said Coop with a sigh, though there was no resentment in it.
No one replied as they started trudging along the road, after the truck, which was hardly visible now behind the dusty cloud in its wake. The sky was glowing deep red, like coals in a brazier, turning the landscape a soft pink. Frank gazed as they walked, the others having fallen silent too, glad of some moments free from harsh and threatening noise. There were sounds—the gentle distant engine noise of the retreating lorry, thin bleatings from goats—but that was all.
‘Stuck here like bleeding sitting ducks on this island,’ said Coop at last.
‘I reckon they’ll bomb the hell out of us,’ said Chalky.
Frank made no response, for even if this were to prove true, for the moment, walking in this place in the ravishing sunset, he didn’t care.
‘One day’s leave. Better than a kick in the arse, I suppose,’ said Coop, scratching his ginger head. ‘I think I’ve got bloody fleas. Got any of that stuff, have you?’
Chalky was changing his shirt. ‘Yeah,’ he replied, tossing a small bottle to Coop.
‘Let’s get a move on, lads. You’re beautiful enough,’ said the corporal. ‘Got to make the most of the day.’
‘And the evening,’ added Chalky with a snigger.
Frank ran his fingers through his hair and glanced quickly in his broken shaving mirror. Presentable at least, he thought, though he always imagined that there was something of the mongrel about him, like most of the lads in St Augustine’s. There was a downcast look about his eyes, which smiling didn’t seem to erase, but the matron had said to him on his last day at St Augustine’s that he was a good-looking boy and not to get himself into trouble. He was as puzzled by her compliment as he was at her suggestion of its unfortunate consequence. 
The tart he’d had in Plymouth, his first time, when he’d gone along with the lads, had said he looked like a film star, but she couldn’t remember who. He wasn’t too keen to go to Strait Street in Valletta again, where all the whorehouses were. He was sorry for the women, putting up with all sorts of blokes doing God knows what to them, although most of them seemed cheerful enough. It was a job and they needed the money, probably even more now it was wartime.
Frank and the others knew they’d have to walk to Valletta that day, as the bicycles were needed for patrols and there was no petrol available for non-essential journeys, so they started off across the yard towards the road. From around the corner of the officers’ quarters, Lieutenant Chambers emerged, dressed in civvy shorts and cap with a walking stick and a bulky haversack on his back.
‘Oh God, it’s the fucking country squire,’ said Coop, with a nod towards him.
The officer, seeing them, started in their direction with a purposeful stride, and they stopped and saluted.
‘Off for a day out? Splendid,’ the lieutenant said. ‘I’m going for a spot of sightseeing. I’ll try and find that cave of yours, Nixon, unless you’d like to show me the way yourself.’
Frank knew he’d gone red in the face, wishing he were anywhere else but here. What could he say? He badly wanted to go to the cave again, to find out about the writing, but he couldn’t let on. He’d never live it down, choosing an archaeological expedition over a day of fun and entertainment.
‘Don’t know, sir. I… well…’ he stumbled, wishing he’d just said ‘no thanks’ and turned away, but his hesitation had simply emphasised his error.
‘No, no, don’t let me spoil your plans,’ said the lieutenant. ‘I just thought with your interest in history. Well, have a good day.’
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Frank, feeling even more of an idiot. To his relief, the officer strode off quickly, his knapsack bouncing against his back as he went.
‘Oi, Nixy,’ said Coop, chuckling, ‘what have you been up to with old boffin there?’
‘You’re well out of that one, Nix,’ said the corporal. ‘Down a cave with a shirt lifter. Not advisable, my son, unless you’re one of them, of course.’
‘Fucking shut up,’ said Frank and threw off Chalky’s hand, which he had reached out in an attempt to stroke his cheek.
Frank liked Valletta, with its elegant streets of white-yellow limestone houses, several storeys high, and coloured, glazed-in balconies jutting out over the street. From these windows, the gentry of old could survey the passers-by without suffering the sun and dust that would spoil their complexions and their clothes. Some of the buildings were a bit crumbling and old, but this made them more interesting to Frank’s eyes. There were paved squares with cafes and bars, and the Upper Barrakka Gardens, planted with olive trees and flowering scented shrubs, overlooked the Grand Harbour with all its inlets. This was the best vantage point from which to appreciate the sturdy fortifications of Valletta and the three cities on the opposite bank. The cathedral, strangely named St John’s Co-Cathedral, was a plain-looking building on the outside, not a bit like Exeter, but it was all gilt and marble inside, a glittering show of opulence and arrogance on the part of the Grand Chambers of the Knights of Order of St John, who had once ruled the islands. The paintings and treasures had all been taken away for safety in case the place was bombed.
He only knew what he’d read in the guidebook he’d bought the last time they’d visited the city, about a month ago. He’d bought a Maltese phrasebook too, thinking it’d be good to be able to at least say ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’, ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ to the locals. This time, he wanted another look around, so he’d left the others for a while in a bar down by the harbour, promising to meet them again in a couple of hours. 
He headed for the stone steps, at the foot of the bastion, passing an air-raid shelter carved into the foot of it. There were men at work cutting out another in the rock a few hundred yards from it. The tunnel of a disused railway had also been converted to an air-raid shelter, and there were older caverns underneath, according to the guidebook, once used to lodge or imprison galley slaves. He gave a few pennies to some shoeless urchins who were hanging about at the foot of the steps leading up to the top of the walls of the fortified city. 
Up high, he stood on the parapet of the Upper Barrakka Gardens, again gazing down on the waterways of the harbour, a narrow entrance dominated by a promontory, with Fort St Elmo on one side and the three inlets between the three cities, offering anchorage for large numbers of ships. Once, it had been wooden galleys, now there were grey warships, and this spectacular place was the target of the enemy bombers. Already, there had been some damage. Frank could see the fractured outlines of several tall buildings in Senglea across the water and piles of rubble near the water’s edge.
He made his way back to the Pjazza Kastilja, which was busy with civilians carrying gasmasks, going about their business, mingling with forces personnel, ARP wardens and gaggles of boy scouts hanging around the shelters. Quite a number of the shops were closed, with windows boarded up, their owners fled to the safety of the countryside. From here, he climbed down the many steps to the huge ditch at the foot of the great bastions and thence to the harbour to find the others he’d come with. Down by the waterside, it seemed remarkably normal. There were even a few fishermen landing baskets of crabs. Stone warehouses lined the harbour, their arched doorways boarded and padlocked. The bar had tables spilling onto the pavement, and he spotted his mates with some women at a table near the door.
‘Here he is,’ said Corporal Myles, looking up as Frank dodged his way through the tables towards them.
Their party included four young Englishwomen, probably from the offices of the Admiralty of the forces HQ nearby. Chalky and Coop were grinning with satisfaction at the arrangement. 
‘Makes a nice round number, girls, eh?’ said Chalky.
The young women were smartly dressed, red-lipped, confident and smiling. Frank tried to smile back at them in a nonchalant way, but he knew he was blushing like a half-wit under their scrutiny. 
‘This is Nix. I mean, Frank Nixon,’ said Corporal Myles helpfully before rattling off the girls’ names: Doris, Vera, Lizzie and Myrtle. Frank couldn’t be sure which was which, but the blonde one kept her smiling eyes fixed on him for a few moments. 
‘Your round, Nix,’ said Coop with a grin, holding up his glass.
Frank went to the bar and edged his way in amongst the others waiting to be served. They’d fixed themselves up nicely with pretty girls for the evening. What would it be, drinking and dancing, a bit of a snog in the pictures or more? He was glad of this chance for an enjoyable distraction, but at the same time, he felt nervous and hoped that he wouldn’t make a fool of himself with one of these bold-looking office girls. He’d never really known any women at all, apart from the matron of St Augustine’s, but she didn’t count, and the whore in Plymouth, but she didn’t either. He had to admit to himself, as he watched the barman pour a stream of yellow beer from a bottle, that there was really only one woman he would like to get to know, and that was the woman in Naxxar. He didn’t know why. She was married and foreign, for God’s sake. Perhaps it was the way she looked, beautiful but lonely, and she was kind too. But this was just his hare-brained imagination again, thinking of the impossible.
He wondered what would have happened if he’d gone with Lieutenant Chambers to the cave. The officer wasn’t a queer, surely. It was just the lads’ banter because he was a bit of an eccentric. Frank believed that the lieutenant’s curiosity about the cave discovery was based on his genuine interest and not any mucky motive. He appreciated the man’s attitude too: not patronising nor dismissive of his ignorance. Lieutenant Chambers had made it seem that someone like him could still learn things, even now. He’d lent him a book and expected him to read it. Frank would go and find the officer the next time he was off duty, return the book, tell him how much he’d enjoyed it and ask, if he dared, if he could borrow another.
The barman was just pouring out two glasses of port and lemon when the howl of the air-raid siren deafened them all, a horrible wailing, which set a few people fleeing immediately for the door, the barman shaking his head. 
Someone beside Frank muttered in an Australian accent, ‘Oh buggery, buggery. Here we go again.’
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