
It was midday, time of mad Englishmen and deranged 
animals. The dog howled, because this was what it did. It 
was a Malti dog, wired at a freewheeling, zithery tempo, 
the bark switch in its brain set permanently to ON. 

The sound echoed in the stone corridor of the old 
city. A balcony window opened and a woman called to 
another balcony across the way, its window creaking in 
turn and emitting the voice of someone else. Next, a 
man on the street called upward in Maltese, maybe to 
shush the dog. Noontime chiming from the church 
increased the noise level a factor, and the voices grew 
yet louder to compete. They seemed the same voices 
every day, saying the same things, syncopated against 
each other at exactly the same rhythm. The street was a 
narrow village.

Netti and Ian had arrived for summer mid-June, the 
day after the day school let out. Ian’s was a stance of 
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passive acceptance. There was no plan for sixth grade. 
There had been only the plan for Malta.

Today, they sat at a chrome café table on the balcony 
of the apartment, a space better suited for sunset, white 
wine, antipasto. The red in a bottle, from Italy, was 
gone now. Next door at the liquor store there was just 
seven-year white from Corsica. Fine-ground coffee for 
espresso, imported from Italy, was out too now. There 
were shortages, and these, like the dog’s bark, seemed 
to anticipate Feast Day. It was as if everyone wanted to 
relive the Siege.  

The noontime chiming erupted from a church 
farther out, and the dog’s bark rang out. “Maybe it’s 
hungry.” Ian’s voice split into two registers, high and 
low. “They’re probably out of dog food.” 

“It’s impossible to run out of dog food. A dog 
can survive on your sneaker. It’s barking because of 
Feria. In a more godly place it would be put to 
sleep.” 

“There’s no place more godly. Malta’s the world’s 
most Catholic country.”

“Thank you for reminding me.” 
Options for sustenance were down to the bone: 

olives, dried pomegranate, honey, figs. “Basically, we 
can eat the seven foods in the Bible. We just need 
wheat and vine.”



3

ON THE ISLAND AT THE CENTER OF THE CENTER OF THE WORLD

“What’s vine?”
“Wine.”
“They had wine in the Bible?”
“Of course they had wine in the Bible. It was the 

desert. They didn’t have water, so they drank wine. Like 
they drink Coca-Cola here. But now they’re running 
out of even Coke.”

“Why?”
Netti lifted her espresso cup to her lips, tasted the 

bitter Nescafé, reached for the Sweet’N Low. “Because 
Italy’s enacting a quasi-blockade against Malta.”

“Why would they do that?” 
“Just for fun, sweetie. For Feria. Like in the old days. 

The Malti like to wait things out.”
“The longest air siege in history. Longer than the 

Blitz.”
“I know that.”
“By the scabrous Il Duce! Conquer!” Ian had been 

memorizing newsreels from during the war, orating in 
the persona of a British-accented radio correspondent.

Explosives burst. The booming sounded like 
accidents on construction sites and buildings crashing 
down. Netti and Ian peered out from the balcony down 
a narrow sightline to the water. But there was nothing. 
The rumble came from incendiaries off boats in the 
Harbour, but there was not a single sparkle or star-
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burst—just small ineffectual puffs of smoke toward 
Tripoli. 

“They’re still playing out the war with Italy,” Netti 
explained to Ian, or herself. She crossed her arms. 
When they arrived, she had thought Malta a place she 
could read. She sometimes understood the language—
its Italian words, the English, and even the Arabic ones. 
She was a professional, an interpreter, though she’d lost 
that job. She spoke French, Spanish, Italian, and could 
utter phrases convincingly in Arabic, Portuguese, and 
Greek. Malta seemed a place to start over. Clean up. 
Dry out. Drink less. When she’d gotten evicted and lost 
her job, her ex had offered her a plane ticket anywhere. 
He too was dismissing her, like her job, her landlord. 
He’d tilted a vintage 1975 at her and added in money 
to last the summer.  

“We repeat. We repeat,” Ian cried, “a British convoy has 
burst across the enemy-infested Mediterranean waters to 
deliver supplies to the starving, blockaded island.”

 “Stop. You’re making me hungry.”
“This lonely and fortified rock, planted like a marker at 

the center of the world’s center sea.” Ian made an 
explosives launcher out of his lips. “Bomb alley!”

Standing outside their apartment, Netti thought 
of espresso, or, rather, the lack thereof: about how on 


