
A TOUR OF PAULINE HOT SPOTS IN MALTA, IN WHICH I BOAST OF MY 

HUMILIATIONS  
          

To say that the priest  
in St. Paul’s Pro-Cathedral, Valletta, 
 eschews glamour 
 

is an egregious understatement. 
His one concession to 

the second (okay, third, too) 
 

millennium was a reference 
to how one could  

access St. Benedict’s  
  

daily reading “on one’s iPhone  
or computer” and 

he would be willing 
 

to explain to 
you how. Then he 

proceeded to read us 
  

today’s meditation. Moderation 
and more moderation,  

I believe. At length. Regarding  
 

the cellarer of the monastery, 
“Let there be chosen . . . 

one who is wise, of mature  
 

character, sober, not a great eater, not 
haughty, not excitable . . . . 

Let him take the greatest care  
 

of the sick, of children, of guests  
and of the poor . . . .” 

In short, my father— 
 

well, not really my father;  
he’s not good with the sick. 

He freaks out.  
 

But his habits are moderate 
and measured, his monastic  

single bed with the blue  
 

spread my mother 
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left him in ten years ago 
when she “went to heaven”  

 
while her double bed 

in the next room 
 lay empty all those 
 

years—he could have been 
swimming in that luxury! 

The Anglicans, 
 
so muffled in their allegiance  

to their religious “brand,” their 
“Queen,”  

 
hardly speak louder  

than a whisper. Hymns  
are subdued, ceiling fans  
 

whirring; crucifixes tiny  
(darn those flamboyant  

Catholics)—hard to even 
 

pick out really. Décor defiantly 
beige, unembellished. 

Beaten down—or not— 
  

by the Carmelite Cathedral not a  
block away brimming 

with old Maltese ladies 
  

in conservative 
print dresses 

and pearls, funerals followed  
 

by weddings—several times 
a day—and bedecked 

with statues and 
  

now Christmas lights (in July)— 
on the oversized virgin 

out front—for the upcoming 
 

Feast of Our Lady of Mount  
Carmel—and other statues  

on gold pedestals 
  

on Old Theatre Street,  
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shrouded, waiting for 
something to happen.  

 
During the Anglican 

service, the cannons— 
or fireworks—shoot off 

  
on Manoel—“party”—island 

across the way in Marsamxett Harbor  
for we crave some  

  
sort of Mediterranean 

exuberance. Father Godfrey  
mutters on.  

 
I keep flashing  

on (poor) St. Paul’s Pro-Cathedral’s 
 “competitor,” St. John’s 
   

Co-Cathedral where 
the life-sized beheading 
 of St. John the Baptist, 
 

by Caravaggio, hangs. The seam 
between life and 
 death much 
 

obsessed over—by me. Regarded 
a little differently, I think, 

by taxi cab 
 

and bus drivers 
in Malta, skittering 
 over oil-sheened  
 
  curves and switchbacks 
unperturbed by steep drops or oncoming  

traffic. Everywhere I turn in 
 

this country it is Jesus— 
and then St. Paul—and their 
 miracles. They don’t 
 

think about how 
Paul said: “I will not boast about  

myself, except to tell  
 

you of my  
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humiliations.” 
 I ducked from Freya’s 

   
“international” hair salon 

across St. Lucia’s Street 
 to St. Paul’s Shipwreck 
 

Church, another church 
with an inferiority 
 complex. The 
 

man out front 
was furious.  Where 
 was my wrap? 
 

I apologized profusely, said 
I always carried 
 one but forgot 
 

today because I didn’t 
realize I’d be 
 seized with 
 

the desire to go in the 
church after 
 the hair appointment, after 
 

bossing around the young 
(yes, she was beautiful, 

really!) Maltese woman. I knew  
 

she was entirely too 
relaxed to do 

a precise job on my hair— 
 

  this turned out 
to be true—but 

the deeper question is: does 
  

it matter?  All this 
so-called American precision? The hair 
 did not turn out 
   

orange, an outcome  
that I insisted upon—so the 
 main goal was 
   

achieved.  Avoidance 
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of red. I said Why do all the 
 blondes on the street 
   

have the strawberry thing 
going on, and they said, Duh, this 
 will not happen to 
   

you. We—the Maltese—have 
red pigment—and suddenly 
 I realized this 
   

meant I was green— 
which they—and now I—knew. I pranced out 
 of there across the 
   

street with 
my blown-out hair (ahhh, that 
 was done pretty nearly 
   

right), and the 
un-uniformed “guard” of 
 St. Paul’s Shipwreck 
   

did not want me—but then 
he changed his mind. 
 He got over 
 

the salon thing,  
watching those women 
 line up on the stoop 
   

and smoke—and 
God knows what other 
 Jezebel activities 
   

over there. He told me  
there were wraps 
 by the door.  And my 
   

cotton splashy print 
dress was long, 

so we were good there. 
 

There was a piece 
of Paul’s wrist bone, a part of the 

column where St. Paul 
 

was beheaded. A silver 
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replica of his severed head 
on the marble surface  
 

below. A description of the  
indentations made in the stone 

below the guillotine  
 

by the head. I loved 
Paul when I was  
 a child. I loved those epistles. 
  

Eighth grade, around 
there. He shipwrecked 

on Malta and was 
 

forced to stay the   
winter. He brought 

Christianity.  According to 
  

a link my 
chiropractor in West 
 Lafayette, Indiana— 
 

his office in a tiny one-floor 
office strip-“complex”— 

sent me, 
 

St. Paul’s landing spot was 
always guesstimated, 
 but now, 
 

according to the author of 
the online article who 
 scrutinized the 
 

relevant passage in the Bible 
“by Luke,” Acts 28, 

the real landing 
  
  spot could be 
discovered.  He found 
 one of the four anchors in 
 

some lady’s house— 
and Publius’s probable 

house too.  He thinks he  
 

knows the spot.   
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At church this morning 
 at the Anglican 
 

pro-cathedral 
I periodically obsessed about 

St. Paul—I mean, 
   

my hair—and chastised  
myself for same. It’s only 
 a flag, a flap, 
 

a pennant, I thought, 
looking at the women 
 around me, and one 
 

man, sitting at a place 
marked “Chancellor,”   
 with a little 
 

bronze placard, all of whose  
hair looked better and certainly 
 more connected 
 

to the realm of what 
could be conceivable, 
 not to say 
 

natural, than mine. They hadn’t 
fallen prey to 
 this flap 
 

decoration thing. Though 
clearly, I, with 
 my “blond” locks 
 

and black roots, had. Thank 
you, hairdresser, whose name  
 I inhumanely 
 

did not think 
to ask. Only at 
 one point 
 

did you stand up 
to me. You 
 said, menacingly, 
 

a big, indiscreet 
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hunk of my hair in 
one hand 

 
and the violet-colored 

creamy ammonia-“scented”  
laden paint brush 

 
in the other (this 

was going to  
be “root” city), 

 
“Everyone does it differently.” At 

which point 
 I wanted to whimper  
 

with helplessness, 
a (moderately) vain 
 woman going 
 

to the salon version of 
the guillotine—no  
 relics from 
 

this mess  
forthcoming. I thought 
 all about this 
 

during the muttering under 
the fans and the 
 vague suspicion 
 

that I’ve had at church and 
in twelve-step meetings 
 all summer here 
 

under massive whirring  
fan-heads that I am 
 going deaf. 
 

I told myself, Shave it off— 
if you have such confidence that 
 it would be better 
 

to return to square one.   
Shave it off, shave it off; rid yourself  

of the flag of your 
 

tarty disposition!  
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“My grace is enough for thee. My 
 strength finds its full scope 
 
  in thy weakness,” God 
said to Paul 

who is featured being thrown 
 

thrown from his 
horse, in a huge 
 painting 
 

behind the altar of  
The Metropolitan Cathedral 

of Malta in Mdina, 
  

yet another church/cathedral 
dedicated to him.  I used to declare to every “Paul” 

that it was 
 

my very favorite name 
and apart from being 

a pick-up line 
 

it was the truth.  At St. Paul’s Bay, 
around Bugibba, I think, 

my face pressed 
 

to the hop-on hop-off  
bus’s dirty window—sunburned daytrippers 

and beachgoers 
 
swarming up 

and down the narrow 
stairs to the upper deck 
 

behind me—I watched 
scooters, swimmers 

in the water, on  
 

the rocky  
shore near the place where 

St. Paul was said 
 

to have been  
shipwrecked. I was startled for  

a moment.  
 

In a little 
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cove, a man and his child  
bathed a white pony in the sea. 

       
      
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


