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				Introduction

				This is not a work of fiction. This is a story of the truth. And if you recognize yourself in one of the individuals portrayed here, too bad. You should have thought about this before you were such a barbarian to me. I told you I was a writer. Nevertheless, all names have been changed.

				Veni, vidi, vici. They came, they saw, they conquered.

				Reported about Julius Caesar and his Roman Legion as they landed in Britain

				To my daughters Remy and Brooke

				And to Ricky

				And to Marc who gave me my daughters

				In Loving Memory of:

				Babs Weninger

				Helen DeYong

				Joanna Ferrucci

				Frank Sullivan

			

		

	
		
			
				Backward

				At the age of 12, I had my first panic attack on our back porch in Hudson, New York. I felt like something was pulling me toward the edge and would make me jump off. I had no intention of killing myself; it was just this recurring thought and horrible, inescapable feeling that came with it.

				Ironically, the panic attack came the day I read aloud a mystery I had been writing in the sixth grade. I was very unpopular as a pre-adolescent, but my classmates loved the book. You know how you remember all the names of your elementary school teachers? My teacher in the sixth grade was Mrs. West. She was fat, mean and smelled--and often humiliated me in front of the class for talking. I hated her. But for some reason, that day, she loved the book and made me read it out loud (it was only about five or six chapters) several times. She actually cancelled the other work we were doing that day and made me read the book.

				I came home euphoric from that rare, glorious day in school. And then I went out on the porch and was terrified I was going to jump off.

				Over the next few days--when the haunting thoughts wouldn’t stop--I told my mother I was scared of something but I didn’t know what. She called Dr. Gold, our family doctor who I adored and trusted, and he just said I was high-strung. Basically, he didn’t know what it was; no one did back then. At some point, my mother told Mrs. West to stop asking me about the progress on the book. I started associating the panic attack with the book in some way--the stress, fear of success, who knows?

				At any rate, I put down that half-written book and never picked it up again.

				To think that lonely, terrified girl on the porch would live to middle-age and move from America to another country thousands of miles away is too much to believe even as I sit here in Malta and look back on it.

				The anxiety attacks came and went for the next 30 years until I was officially diagnosed with and treated for panic disorder. Although anxiety colored much of my life, I still went to college at the State University of New York at Binghamton, got good grades, got an M.S.W. (Masters in Social Work--a big mistake) at the University of Wisconsin--Madison and married my college sweetheart who became the father of my two daughters, R and B. He was and still is a professional living and working in Boston. He’s remarried. And we get along well, especially when dealing with our daughters.

				Although I began working as an MSW in Boston, where we lived for the first 10 years of married life, I started freelance writing after losing one social work job after another due to the economy. In the back of my mind were the panic attacks that started with my first book, but I pushed on and became a successful writer, publishing in major newspapers and magazines including The Washington Post, the Boston Globe, Cosmopolitan, Ladies’ Home Journal and many other national women’s magazines.

				But for me, it always is and has been all about the economy. Freelance writing assignments for real magazines dried up as the Internet took its place. I had other jobs for a while, then got laid off from them.

				We moved from one area to another, trying to fulfill the American dream of owning our own home. But we got into a lot of financial trouble and in time, our 22-year marriage sadly broke down and we got divorced after being together for 27 years--most of our lives at that point, actually.

				Then I was on my own. I had to move from one place to another in Massachusetts as each location became unaffordable.  Finally, I had to move to a dinky town in New Hampshire because Massachusetts became too expensive.  But I had and made very close friends there in that town.

				Along the way, I got involved with a British-German man from Europe (we’ll call him Mr. S) via the Internet in a chat-room for people who love ancient Egypt ). My daughters (R and B) grew up and commuted between amicably divorced parents, they graduated college, got master degrees and found jobs and boyfriends away from their mother.

				Then the final blow hit me while I was living in Dover, New Hampshire: health insurance at $900/ month when I turned 55.  As Americans are all too aware, if you lose your job, you lose your health insurance. And I was self-employed at the time.

				So how did it all start--the idea to leave the US and move to Malta?  I had never been an avid traveler. My former husband and I went to Paris, London and Israel one or two times. I lived my whole live in the Northeast--NewYork State, Massachusetts and finally, New Hampshire. I only saw a few more states--California, New Mexico, Florida and Wisconsin where I went for my Master’s degree. So it’s not like I has been forever dreaming of living abroad. But one day it happened.

				Here’s what you must know about the entries in this diary. I’ve marked each event occurring before or during Malta in terms of anxiety level and the USD rate of exchange.

				Anxiety Level:

				Each day, even though I receive treatment which helps control the anxiety, I still rate what my anxiety level is. It can be from 1-3--meaning low anxiety. Anything under 5--good; 5--neutral; 6--moderate plus; 7 to 8--free-floating anxiety, 9--feeling very scared, having anticipatory thoughts of dread; 10--outright panic attacks.

				USD Versus the Euro:

				The dollar in relation to the Euro has gotten worse and worse over the last 30 years--not a good thing when you consider moving abroad. Over thirty years ago when I went on my honeymoon to Paris, the US dollar was worth twice as that of the Franc. Now the situation is reversed. The USD is worth only a third of the Euro. Therefore, when I transfer USD to my bank account in Malta, I lose about a third, depending on the day’s currency exchange rate. For me, the important ratio is the USD in relation to the Euro. For example, a USD rate of .75 means that for every USD you would only get about 75 cents. (It’s actually more complicated than that, but that’s the basic, not very pretty picture.)

				June 18th, 2005, Malta

				I Have a Dream

				Anxiety Level: 2

				USD .75

				It was just an ordinary day in the square of Valletta--the capital of Malta, a small island in the Mediterranean south of Sicily and north of Tunisia. A troupe of folk dancers from Greece, Italy, Ireland and Poland pranced down Republic Street to entertain lunch-goers. This was not something that happened in Hudson, New York, or Boston or Dover, New Hampshire.  It was this day, several summers ago, that I fell in love with Malta. Mr. S and I were there on vacation. And I decided I wanted to live here if I got the chance.

				Since then, Mr. S and I have been to Malta several times before deciding to move there.  In fact, for him--it’s been about 20 times.  For me, it’s been four.  But in the midst of everything that’s becoming unappealing about America, Malta is becoming more alluring:       

				The endless winters in the Northeast, the lack of community, the appointments to make appointments to meet a friend, the inevitable layoffs, the stigma of not being a homeowner, the rising cost of gas, food, health care... don’t look as good as what Malta has to offer--the sun and azure sea, four months without rain, the rugged beauty, the easier way of making friends and the reasonable cost of health insurance, the fact that it’s OK to rent.   And something that’s especially vital to me--you can take naps there in the afternoons without people making fun of you.

				June 21, 2008

				Concrete Thinking

				Anxiety Level: 7.5

				Three years later from that day in Valletta, at the age of 55, I’m planning to move from the USA to Malta, inshallah, ** and live there with Mr. S. I’ m counting on teaching EFL (English as a Foreign Language). I’ve set a tentative date in the fall of 2008. I have no idea if any of this will work.

				I waited until my younger daughter B graduated from college. She’s 22 and R, my older daughter, is 26. Sounds like a plan, right?

				But my kids say I’m abandoning them. They say it’s not normal for a mother to move away from her children. They say I won’t ever know my grandchildren. Maybe they’re right. And I think about it every minute.

				But a journey doesn’t start with the first step; ** it starts with the first thought about taking that journey. And that’s why this diary starts with June, 2008, from the very first real thought about moving to Malta to the following year, July, 2009, when I had been living in Malta for the first nine months.

				**Inshallah is the Arabic word for G-d Willing. This word will probably appear more in this book than the word the. I’m not at all Arabic. But because I suffer from long-term, terrifying anxiety and am afraid of jinxes, this word comes in very handy to ward off “the evil eye,” or in this case, the evil ear. It’s like knocking-on-wood. But because Malta (a small Mediterranean island south of Sicily) is mostly made of limestone, saying the word inshallah is a lot more convenient than carrying around a piece of wood with me.

				***Old Chinese proverb--”A journey of a thousand miles starts with one small step.”

			

		

	
		
			
				I Came...

				June 26, 2008

				Just Do It

				Anxiety Level: 8

				USD .82

				I’m scared right now because I think I know what I’m doing.  That’s not a good sign.  

				I’ve been accepted to take a special course called the CELTA (Communicative English Language Teaching of Adults) in Malta. There’s only one language school there that teaches it and I’ve been accepted to it after a long application and interview process. I met the director of the school who teaches it--we’ll call him Luis (name changed) and I liked him. I met Luis last summer on a visit to Malta and I was sweating all over his desk during the interview even though the AC was on in his office. I like him because he didn’t mention that I was sweating, as most people do when I’m in the middle of a SA (sweat attack).

				The course costs about $2000 and begins in February, 2009. It lasts one month and is supposed to be a year’s worth of studying packed into four weeks. This is my chance of getting to teach English in Malta. The CELTA monitoring board--based officially in Cambridge, England--is one of the higher levels of EFL teaching “degrees.” Most of the Maltese teachers, I found out, only have the lower-level TEFL certificate. I figure having the CELTA and being a native speaker of American English will give me an advantage over others to get hired by the language schools.

				June 27, 2008

				What I Did for Love (Song from hit Broadway musical A Chorus Line)

				The date for going to Malta is October 22, 2008. It’s Mr. S’s birthday. I’m hoping that will bring us luck.

				I actually set the date back in March. How do you arrive at a particular date to move your life? In my case, it was easy. The whole departure date revolves around my cat named Egypt. Why? Because in order to bring my cat from the US to Malta, I must follow a rigid set of regulations that starts six months in advance of the departure date. The whole six-month deal has to do with Malta trying to prevent you bringing an animal with rabies to the island. (According to the Rabies - Bulletin - Europe of the Rabies Information System of the WHO Collaboration Centre for Rabies Surveillance and Research, Malta is one of several countries in Europe that is considered rabies-free and, therefore, takes major steps to remain rabies-free.)

				Each step must be started and completed within strict time limits. It took me about a week to just understand each and every step I had to take. I swear, I thought I would go crazy from just this alone.

				Here’s what I’ve done and still have to do:

				I need five certificates: 1. The Veterinary Certificate for Domestic Dogs, Cats and Ferrets  Entering the European Community (Form No. 998/2003).  2. Certification of Treatment against Ticks and Tapeworms for Dogs, Cats and Ferrets 3. Veterinary Certificate for Domestic and International Airline Travel 4. Pet Permit from the Department of Agriculture in Malta 5. Stamp from the USDA.

				The first step: My cat has to be inoculated against rabies. Next, the cat has to undergo a very special blood test to see if she has built up enough immunity and then, depending on the result, I have to take it from there. I need to make special arrangements even up to 24 hours before I leave with the cat.

				I can’t imagine that the day before I leave the US to live in another country, I have to go to the vet. I can tell you one thing--maybe it’s a good idea because by that time, I’ll be foaming at the mouth.

				My Cat’s Timetable for Moving to Malta

				Just look at this:

				Goal: Leave for Malta Oct 22, 2008

				3/4/08--Rabies vaccine--I Yr. Luckily, the vet seems familiar with people and pets moving abroad. She helped me find a website that gives me all the information in one place. It’s still hell, but if I thought things were tough for me, my vet is pregnant with her fifth boy. My G-d. Someone ought to talk to her about being neutered.

				3/25/08--European microchip implanted in my cat’s neck. Why can’t they do that with us instead of us having to lug around our passports?

				4/14/08--Rabies titer taken (blood drawn). Paid $100 for this test which was mailed to some lab in the Midwest. Gulp. Now I just have to hold my breath for two weeks to see if the blood level comes back right. The minimum official level is 0.5. IU/ml--which must be officiated by my vet six months before I leave for Malta. If it doesn’t come back right, we have to test it again. That takes another two weeks. Basically, if it doesn’t come back right the first time, the whole departure schedule has to be rearranged. *

				4/30/08--Thank G-d Almighty. Rabies titer comes back at 3.6 IU/ml. Whatever the hell that means, my cat is allowed to go to Malta. And I’m allowed to go with her. Inshallah.

				These are the things I’ve done up to now. Here’s what I still have to do: (And remember, these are just the things for getting my cat there.)

				8/14/08--Will arrange flight with Lufthansa.

				8/14/08--Call airline, tell them I’m bringing a cat; ask for seating preference (near exit in economy so there is more room in front for cat carrier.)

				8/14/08--Call and make appointment with my vet for tick and tapeworm treatment (for the cat, not me) and sign all the forms 24--48 hours before flight.

				9/2/08--Contact Veterinary Services in Malta for permit.

				9/14/08--Contact USDA office and arrange for all forms to be stamped.

				10/14/08--Veterinarian fills out Veterinary Certificate for Domestic and International Travel.

				10/20-/08--Take cat to vet for tick and tapeworm testing; vet signs all forms--if not already signed.

				10/22/08--Fly off to sunny Malta with cat. Inshallah. Find someone to adopt cat in case I drop dead on plane from stress.

				Now all this is for a cat--the documents, the procedures. This is more than I would need if someone was transporting my dead body to Malta.

				* A rabies titer test is a blood test that looks for the presence of antibodies in an animal’s bloodstream, usually after receiving a vaccination to prevent rabies. The results are measured in International Units per milliliter. According to PetTravel.com, a titer of greater than or equal to 0.50 IU/ml is considered acceptable in most countries.

				June 28, 2008

				A Bank Day in Malta

				Anxiety Level: 7.5

				Now that things appear to be moving along with the cat business, I’m starting with the banking process.  I have my bank here--Bank of America (BOA)--and I think I’m going with HSBC in Malta.  The HSBC International Banking people have been quite courteous so far.  They say I can call them early enough in the day (six hours difference between Eastern Standard Time (EST) in the US and Malta, and they will link me up right then and there with someone from the bank in Malta so I can ask questions.  I’ve got to hear this to believe it...

				Great. The banks in Malta (there are several) have raised the public’s ire this past month because they started charging customers six Euros per online transaction.  That’s over $6.  With my obsession of checking my online transactions two to three times daily, I’d be broke within a week.  However, the HSBC Bank in Malta is one, supposedly, that is not charging like that.  But we’ll see when I have that promised conversation with the banker in Malta via the HSBC International hotline. 

				Now this made me laugh. In order to open an account in Malta, you have to get a letter of reference from the BOA.  A letter of reference. What is that letter going to say?  “Yes, we know account no. 555555 and it’s a great account.  The account is active every single day, especially online.  Sometimes the account is checked four or five times a day.  We recommend the individual with this account because they really like online banking and do it a lot.” 

				June 30, 2008

				What’s the Temp Today in Malta?

				Anxiety Level: 7.5

				Today, at around 1: 15 pm in Malta, it’s 88 degrees F with 40 percent humidity.  To me, that would feel good.  Anything with humidity below 50 percent is good.  I would like to be in Malta today. Now here, in Dover, NH, it’s been raining just about everyday for the past week.  Today, at 7:15 AM, it’s 70 degrees with 98 percent humidity.  Forecast: thundershowers.  Again.

				July 06, 2008

				“Things Take Longer in Malta”

				USD .70

				...So says another expat I discovered in Malta. 

				Her name is Helen and she’s from England and has lived in Malta for the past 40 years.  Her husband passed away about a year ago. I met her a couple of years ago, first via the Internet and then in person. She introduced me to the small Jewish community (about 20 families) in Malta. The location of temple services is very protected for security purposes. I felt like a spy, then pretended to myself that I was a spy on a secret mission when I went to meet her at the designated place. I only went once. I never told Helen this, but I hated it. After the initial excitement at meeting Jews from all over the world praying together on this little island, it was services as usual. Boring. Three hours of unrelenting boredom--and that’s for just a regular Sabbath.

				(The worst day you spend in the temple is Yom Kippur when you fast for 24 hours, and alternately sit and stand for 8 hours without a break. The only real break you get is if you’re lucky enough to pass out. That’s why they have an ambulance sitting outside every temple on Yom Kippur.)

				So I was telling Helen about how complicated it seemed to open a bank account in Malta, and how the bank itself (HSBC) said it would take a long time. 

				Helen then quoted the above, saying it’s the Mediterranean lifestyle of: “Why rush?”  I can see that, maybe, about ordering food at a cafe or waiting for a shoe salesperson.  But a bank? Don’t the banks want your money? 

				July 09, 2008

				Made in America

				Anxiety Level: 7.0

				After four years of searching, I discovered another American in Malta. I haven’t met him yet--just a brief introduction through email.  I found him in an Egyptological Society that I’m interested in joining once I get there.

				 This gentleman says there are a lot of Americans in Malta.  At first I was really excited: More Americans in Malta.  Who knew?  This is great.  We can celebrate Thanksgiving together.  We can watch the presidential election returns together.  We can complain about the heat, the noise, the driving, the buses, the food in Malta...together.  We can complain about the Maltese themselves...together.

				Then I started wondering:  Is this what I really want?   Isn’t this what I’m trying to get away from?  The American way of life?  With all due respect, maybe meeting a lot of Americans isn’t such a great idea after all.  

				 I’ve sent a lot of emails to various organizations in Malta over the past year, seeking information--from banks to health insurance agencies.  I heard back from every single one of them--except one and this is after three emails:

				 The American Embassy in Malta.

				Maybe I shouldn’t jump at the chance of meeting lots of Americans.  Maybe one or two will do just fine.

				July 10, 2008

				“In the 90’s”

				(no, not the temperature)

				 I heard something the other day that really scared me. 

				Right now in Dover, New Hampshire, while I make plans for Malta, there’s a woman dying of cancer.

				I work part-time with an organization that helps people age 70 and older achieve a life-long dream.  Naturally, there are  people facing serious illnesses who want to go somewhere or do something they never had the chance to when they were leading busy (and healthy) lives.

				I was talking to the son of the woman I mentioned above who is a cancer patient.  I’ve been working on fulfilling a dream request for her. She’s always wanted to ride in a hot-air balloon.

				But, after weeks of getting this project together, it may not happen at all.

				The son, in the midst of sharing with me his mother’s condition, asked if I knew about the blood markers (via a blood test) that reveal a cancer’s activity level, or lethalness.  Well, no, I hadn’t.

				So he told me that the average cancer patient’s blood marker is 3.  Now his mother had been told she had about a year to live.  She accepted that quite well, very philosophically.  In fact, she chose to stop chemotherapy and began feeling a lot better than she had. She could even travel again.  She was going through a bit of denial because she felt and looked OK.

				But the other day, she had a terrible wake-up call.  She began to have some trouble breathing.  Upon going to the doctor, he drew her blood and found that her marker level is in the 90’s. 

				Remember when I told you that the average cancer marker is a 3?  The mother’s cancer level is in the 90’s.  That means her cancer is killing her rapidly.  And now, she and her son don’t think she will make it to the dream project we worked out for her.

				So what does all this have to do with me? 

				I’ve truly realized for the very first time that we shouldn’t wait to do something we have the chance to do now, if possible.  When I get scared of moving to Malta--of packing up my stuff and cat and getting on that plane and facing...who knows what at the age of 55...I’m thinking about this poor dying woman who waited too long to take the ride of her life.

				If I want to go to Malta, I better do it now.  I’m not going to wait until I’m “in the 90’s,” and then regret it’s too late. I’m reminded of something the French say: It’s better to have remorse about the things we’ve done wrong, than have regret over the things we never did.

				July 13, 2008

				Waiting for the Bank to Open

				So far I’m impressed.  I emailed the HSBC Bank in Valletta with a few questions, and I actually heard back from the manager of international banking three times--very quickly. 

				Well, now it’s two weeks later.  I don’t know about the HSBC Bank in Valletta, but I’m not so impressed anymore with the f_____ HSBC in America (which is supposed to make it easier to open an account in Malta if you open one in America first). I talked to a guy on the phone, we set up my account and I was supposed to receive a packet within five business days.  It’s two weeks later, no one in customer service has heard of this guy, and they said that because of the July 4th holiday, everything is taking longer.  July 4th?  That’s one day.  And that was 10 days ago.  What’s taking so long?  

				What is a business day, anyway?   Does a Sunday count?  Because it does when the US government is bailing out Bear Stearns or Fannie Mae.  But I guess it doesn’t count for us peons.

				July 14, 2008

				Health Insurance Malta Style

				Anxiety Level: 7.0

				Talk about damned Yankees. I’ve started the health insurance research in Malta.  The quotes are really OK, compared to that of health insurance in the US.  That’s one of the major reasons I’m leaving the US--the health insurance I can’t afford. 

				I also found out that among the world’s nations, Malta is rated very high for healthcare.  In fact, it is rated 5th.  The US, by the way, is rated 37th.  

				The good news is that international health insurance for foreigners or expats is less expensive--at least up until the age of 65--than health insurance in the US.  The main reason is that healthcare costs in Europe and the rest of the world have not skyrocketed like they have in the US.

				 In my case, I am 55, self-employed and paying $900 per month (including the annual deductible of $2000) for Anthem Blue Cross in New Hampshire.  That’s a lot.  Too much.  Not affordable for me.  And this will go up every year.  When I reach 60, it will likely double.

				And now comes the bad news about health insurance in Malta:  As I’ve said before, I will not be covered for any pre-existing conditions.  That means the medications I take now will not be covered.  I will have to pay out-of-pocket for these medications.  This is very scary and disappointing.  Now I’m researching the costs of these medications in Europe and hoping that they’re cheaper than in the US.

				All that being said, with adding in the probable costs of the medications to the insurance premiums in Malta, I still come out ahead with the cost of healthcare--compared to what I would have to pay in the US now and for the next several years.

				But the cost is more than I was counting on in Malta.  A lot more.  I really didn’t think that I would never be covered for medications I take now.  I thought there would be a waiting period or something.

				 I heard from one American in Malta who tells me what he does for health insurance: He says he self-insures himself, meaning that he pays no health insurance premiums and pays out-of pocket for all his expenses, including surgery.  I’m thinking that’s very fortunate, but pretty unusual. In this case, that means he’s loaded.

				My next research--after finding out the European costs of the medicines I take--is to find some other Americans in Malta and see what they do for health insurance.  If they’re all loaded and self-insured, I’m in trouble.

				July 15, 2008

				More Health Insurance Business

				I’m now applying for health insurance through Atlas Healthcare, which is sort of the Blue Cross of Europe.  In England and France, it’s known as Axa.

				Now, this is private health insurance.  Most Europeans--including the Maltese--are eligible for free (or national) healthcare.  But many EU members add on some private insurance so they can have a choice of care in the rest of the EU.  For example, many Maltese with private health insurance go to England for major procedures or treatment because they believe they will get the best care there.  And many British expats do the same.

				The potential cost for me for the best international plan with Atlas will be about one-third of what it is in America.  That means that I can go anywhere in the world for care--except the US and Canada, naturally.  But I would be covered for emergency care in the US if I was visiting.

				July 16, 2008

				The Mother of all Health Insurance Applications

				Anxiety Level: 8.5

				Oh G-d. So now I’m applying.  Let’s say that getting into Harvard Medical School might be easier than getting into the Maltese private insurance plan.

				The forms for the private Maltese health insurance (like for Atlas, the one I’m going for) are like writing college essays.  You don’t have a list where you check off whether or not you have this or that.  You have to write about five different essays on why you’ve been to any doctor in the past five years.  And then you have to get references from the doctors you’ve seen.  (Imagine how easy that is).  And in the end, this is so Atlas makes sure that it doesn’t cover you for any pre-existing conditions.  Several times you are warned in the application that if you lie about any pre-existing conditions, you will lose your coverage totally. And that’s if you get it in the first place.

				  July 18, 2009

				Kudos for the Euro!

				Who says things don’t get better in the world?  Malta is now using the Euro as its official currency.  Until last year, Malta was using the Maltese lira (Lm).  So if you went from Europe to Malta, you had to change everything over.  And if--as an American--you went to Germany, let’s say, and then on to Malta, you would have to convert to Euros and then to Maltese lira.

				 I think Malta did a great campaign (I wasn’t there at the time) helping everyone convert to the Euro.  I’m sure there were some problems in the transition, but it looked like there was a lot of education and practice beforehand.

				I’m proud of Malta.

				July 20, 2009

				Ah...Malta.  Finally, a place where I can take a nap in the afternoon and it’s considered normal...

				 I know I’ll be complaining about things once I get there, but this is what I love so far from the few times I’ve been there:

				
						The Cafes--There’s always a place to sit down and have a Diet Coke.  And you can sit there for as long as you want.  No one says you have to leave.  (This did happen to me and my friend Lucy in a Boston restaurant once when we were dallying a bit after our meal; the waiter actually asked us to leave to make room for paying customers.)

						You can take it easy every day.  Even when it’s not really hot, the shops in Malta close for a couple of hours--maybe from 2-4 PM.  And that just happens to coincide with my nap time (whether or not I get to take it--in America).  It makes you feel like resting is a normal thing to do.

						People are friendly.  Generally, they go out of their way to help you.  I watched one time in the square in Valletta how a tourist was limping along because of her blistered feet in her sandals.   To my amazement, a Maltese woman noticed her limping and walked up to her, holding out a Band-Aid to this poor woman.  I couldn’t believe it.  Naturally, being an American, she wouldn’t accept anything good from a stranger.  Instead, I went and accepted it for the next time I would be limping from blisters.

				

				July 23, 2009

				The Rough Road to Malta

				Anxiety Level: 6.0

				USD . 77

				I’m working on two major things now to get to Malta--the health insurance issue and getting a bank account established in Malta.  This whole thing has become a part-time job--getting to Malta.

				First, the bank account.  I’m going for HSBC--Malta.   When I was in Malta investigating the bank situation, a bank manager in the Bank of Valletta (the first Maltese person I saw in a full suit), said that in order for a foreigner to open a bank account in Malta, you needed (as I said before)--more than anything--a reference letter on the bank’s letterhead from your personal banker in America (or wherever you’re coming from), vouching for you that you’re a decent person and customer of the bank. 

				So today I requested such a voucher from my personal banker in the Bank of America.  Guess what?  I don’t have a personal banker in the BOA--even though there is a woman who has known me for the past five years.

				In fact, no one from the BOA will personally vouch for you.  The only thing you get--after paying a fee of $10 per account--is a printed-out computerized letter from your personal customer service department, stating your accounts, when you opened them and the average balance.  That’s it.  Nothing about you as a person or a customer.

				So now I’m thinking of asking one of my doctors--who has to write a letter anyway for the health insurance--to also write a reference letter to the bank in Malta.

				August 01, 2008

				Multi-Tasking to Malta

				Anxiety Level: 7.0

				USD .75

				Here’s what I’m up to now all at the same time to get to this gorgeous place (besides regular work and the laundry): 

				
						Applying for health insurance in Malta

						Getting medical records from doctors in US

						Trying to set up a bank account in Malta  (Hey, the HSBC-USA account finally happened--after 5 weeks and one hour.)  The one hour was spent trying to get into my new account from the email telling me I had succeeded in opening a new account.   

						Trying to sell my car

						Trying to get my cat to Malta

						Buying new lingerie (can’t seem to get to the laundry)

						I had to contact the Department of Veterinary Services in Malta to get a permit to get my cat into Malta. They asked me what breed my cat was and I told them a Hyundai Elantra.  I guess I got mixed up between steps number 4 and 5.

				

				 August 04, 2008

				The Estimate for Moving to Malta

				Anxiety Level: 8

				USD .60

				I just awoke briefly from a comatose state after finding out how much the move to Malta is going to cost me. 

				Now get this:  I’m not moving any furniture except a dining room table and chairs, a small terra cotta kitchen table and chairs, an old Moroccan desk, some wooden show cabinets, a few Moroccan trunks and lots of pottery.  OK, LOTS of pottery--a couple of big vases.  But no beds, no couches, no appliances, no deck furniture, no big bureaus.   This is not a lot of stuff. Apparently, however, the sales rep from Allied Moving thinks so. 

				He says I will be using a 20--foot container.  The other size is a 40-foot container.  He says my stuff will weigh in at almost 5000 pounds.  First, of all how does he know that?  Am I supposed to believe that?  How can my stuff--with hardly any furniture--weigh over two tons?  If you put the whole apartment on a scale, it wouldn’t weigh two tons.   

				So here’s the estimate--based on the “weight,” the surcharges which have gone up in the past year, the increased cost of oil to ship it and the stinking--or should I say in this case, sinking, dollar:  $8500.

				 Yes, $8500.  And that doesn’t include insurance, of course. But I want my stuff. I want it.  I love my pottery and I want it. It will make me feel happy in Malta.  And I want it.

				Well, I’m getting another estimate.  And I’m getting a French vanilla ice-cream (small)--dipped in that chocolate stuff that hardens--from Dover Delite.

				I’m glad that guy didn’t try to guess my weight. 

				August 05, 2008

				What I’ll Miss when I’m Living in Malta

				 What do you miss most about home?

				Friends & family

				64.24% (7099)

				Favorite foods

				7.47% (825)

				Favorite TV programs

				5.49% (607)

				The weather

				5.31% (587)

				Nothing!

				17.48% (1932)

				This a survey that appears on a really good expat site called Expat Focus.  I guess it’s not surprising that most expats said they missed their friends and families the most.  I picked that one, too, although I’m not even in Malta yet. 

				I guess I’m having anticipatory missing.   They have Ben & Jerry’s in Malta, so I’m OK there.  I’m not sure about Cherry Garcia, though.  I can’t remember now if they had the frozen yogurt or the even-worse-for-you ice cream.

				I will miss Suze Orman and the dwarfs on TLC.  (Suze Orman, and the dwarfs, are two different shows, but nothing would surprise me anymore on TV).  Also What Not to Wear on TLC--I’ll miss that.

				The comments that accompany the survey that are most interesting.  One good question someone asked was:  If you miss your friends and family so much, then why did you leave in the first place?

				I have to say--that’s a good one. I think most people would answer as I am right now--that or some reason you can’t continue to live the way you are in your home country. (We’re not talking about severe political unrest or danger; I would be taking my family with me if that was the case.) The reason is either chronic unemployment, health insurance problems, the high cost of living. Other people may have met someone from afar--as I have--who they want to be with, but who won’t be able to live in the U.S. In some cases, there isn’t a realistic option: If I stay here in the US and go broke because of no health insurance, I’m not going to live with my kids to save on paying rent. We all know that’s not going to happen.

				I doubt whether people who have a grown family--as I do--leave because of boredom. There’s just plain traveling to alleviate that.

				No, it’s something more. I really do think if I hadn’t met Mr. S and decided on Malta, I would have had to leave the US and go somewhere else--like Mexico. It would have been closer.

				August 14, 2008

				Health Insurance Nightmare in Malta

				Anxiety (and Disgust) Level: 8.0

				Where have I gone wrong? I’m leaving the US because of health insurance--or the lack thereof.  I have it now, but this is the last year I can afford it--at $900/month and rising.  So I find out that in Malta the cost of healthcare and insurance is at least a third of what I pay here in the US. 

				I apply, I’m stupidly honest about all reasons I’ve been to the doctor in the past five years because the company (Atlas) warns you that they will cut off your insurance if they find out you don’t reveal every single thing wrong with you beforehand.

				 I already knew “they” would not pay for any medicines I already take. I do take a few for anxiety and some mild skin conditions.  OK. I don’t like that, but I accept it. 

				So what happens?

				I finally get a response that Atlas will not cover me for ANYTHING I went to the doctor for in the past five years.  This includes:

				-Skin problems of any kind--pimples, cancer, rashes, etc., even though the only skin problem I’ve been treated for is acne.

				-Foot problems of any kind.  I admitted I had a bunion which doesn’t bother me.

				-Eye problems of any kind--glaucoma, retinal detachments, eye falling out of socket--because I am being treated with Restasis for dye eyes.  I have no eye problems except that.

				-Back problems of any kind--because I had temporary back pain from a jogging injury; I am fully recovered.

				And here’s the best:  Atlas (which is a reputable European-wide private health insurance company) will not cover me ever for a heart attack or stroke.  Yes, a heart attack or stroke because I once had a slightly elevated total cholesterol result.  My doctor didn’t even think I needed treatment because I have no other risk factors for heart disease, inshallah (thank G-d, G-d willing)--never smoked, exercise regularly, normal blood pressure, no diabetes, no early family history of heart disease.  And I have good HDL.  The only thing I could do at this point to lower my risk of heart disease is to have my heart removed.

				So what am I supposed to do?  This f______ insurance situation is as bad as in America.   And that’s not a compliment.

				 I am fighting the exclusions now with details defending my health--and with a letter from my GP.  (This, by the way, is a three-sentence letter I only received from my doctor because I promised I was leaving the country and would never see him again.)

				 I don’t get it.  Malta wants Americans, Canadians and others to come to Malta to live, buy property, become residents and pay taxes.  How is anyone supposed to do that if he/she get can’t decent healthcare coverage?  And let me tell you something:  Atlas health insurance may be cheaper than the health insurance I’m paying for in America, but it’s not cheap and I have to pay out-of-pocket for all my medicines I currently take.

				My friend Mr. S--who will be coming with me to Malta--is from the European Union, so he does have good basic healthcare already--anywhere in Europe. 

				But what am I supposed to do? I spoke to another American, retired, who lives in Malta and insures himself.  In other words, he must have several millions put aside to pay for his own healthcare--including heart attack, stroke and other catastrophic illnesses.

				But I’m not rich like that.  

				Summary: I’m leaving America where I will have no health coverage at all--to a place where I will have a little coverage, if I’m lucky.  At any point, this insurance company can decide to refuse to pay for something they say is related to any of the reasons I went to the doctor in the past five years. 

				I just have to hope that if I have a heart attack or stroke someday that it kills me so I don’t run out of money paying for the care of it.

				Or I can plan on going into quarantine with my cat in Malta.  That will probably be the next thing that happens after I’ve gone through a year of paperwork and  preparation for bringing my cat to Malta.

				Maybe that’s a good thing.  That way, I can treated by a veterinarian.  They cost a lot, too.  But they’re nicer than doctors for humans.

				August 15, 2008

				Plane Talk

				Today I went on the PC and had a preliminary look at the Lufthansa flights around October 22nd (this is Mr. S’s birthday) from Logan Airport in Boston. I’ll arrive the next day--October 23rd. It’s amazing how with just a few keystrokes you can rearrange your whole life to another part of the world. This plane reservation is the oddest of all I will ever make. I always reserve a round-trip flight; it’s actually a lot cheaper for some reason than just buying a one-way ticket. But this time, I don’t know when the return trip will be. So I guess for maybe March, 2009. As it’s cheaper to reserve a round trip, that’s what I’ll probably do even though selecting a date in March, 2009, feels like just picking a date out of a calendar with my eyes closed.

				I also called Lufthansa’s customer service and found out what I have to do to bring a cat on board. I asked them if I would be able to reserve a seat near the exit in economy so there would be more room in front for the cat and cat carrier. No big deal. I just have to pay $50 extra for bringing a cat on board. It’s not because the cat will take up a seat; she (within the carrier, I hope) will be on my lap the whole way. The charge is for basically for...nothing.

				August 16, 2008

				Vet Talk

				Now today, I made an appointment with my vet for the tick and tapeworm treatment (for the cat, not me) and to sign all the forms. All this must be 24--48 hours before the flight. The vet reminds me that I must have Egypt (my cat) in a harness and on a leash even when she’s in the carrier. That’s because cats--even when held tightly in their owner’s arms--have become terrified when going through security and have wrestled free in the terminal, never to seen again.

				August 19, 2008

				Malta: So close and yet...too close (maybe)

				Anxiety Level: 8

				USD .65

				If Malta wasn’t as beautiful as I think, I might be re-considering now.  

				This weekend, my European friend Mr. S is coming to visit me and we’re going to really reserve the plane tickets for my/our tentative date of October 22nd. (I leave the States on the 22nd and arrive in Malta on the 23rd.) Frankly, I haven’t had the nerve up to now to do it myself--but just to practice doing it.

				So my tentative date that will become a real date is now less than two months away.  Reality is hitting, and I’m getting overwhelmed.

				I’ve chosen a mover who came in a little under the Allied guy.  This guy is from Sterling Movers, part of North American International.   I like this guy because, first, the other one never got back in touch with me with the real estimate.  And this guy did get back to me and even did some research on the customs rules to get my stuff into Malta.

				Again, I had to sit down on the couch I can’t afford to take to Malta:

				Turns out that in addition to the $8000 this will cost me to move my stuff (which includes mostly pottery and decorative trunks--only one dining room set), the Maltese ask for a $1200 Euro deposit (as of today, that’s $1772) which they hold for a year. The only way you get it back is by becoming a resident within that year).

				Now something else to complain about:  I thought I knew all about becoming a **permanent resident--all the documents I need, etc. I thought I had them all. 

				So I called the Maltese Embassy in Washington , DC, just to check.   I first tried calling the Maltese Consulate in NYC, but it’s only open until 1 pm every day; that’s nice--Malta hours in the US.  Anyway, the woman at the Maltese Embassy told me--among other things I didn’t want to hear--that after I got all my original, certified documents notarized, I then must get an apostille for each document--my birth certificate, marriage, divorce and probably death certificate soon.  I cannot even begin to describe the horror of getting this special international document.  I never even heard of it.  In order to get this apple stamp thing or whatever it’s called, I have to go to each state where the document is originally registered.

				And to top it all off, I have to have an interview in Washington, DC., to apply for residency in Malta.  Yes, I have to.  No, it can’t be in Malta; it has to be in Washington, DC., the murder capital of America--where they just took away the handgun restrictions.

				**The Permanent Resident Scheme, which existed at the time I came to Malta, is no longer an option for Non-EU people wanting to move to Malta.

				September 2, 2008

				Cat Business

				I contacted the Veterinary Services in Malta for permit to bring Egypt into the country. The guy from the Department will meet me at the airport and tell me whether or not I can bring my cat into Malta.

				September 7, 2008

				Leaving Family and Friends for Malta

				Anxiety (Sadness) Level: 9.0

				USD .60

				Twenty two years ago in Nashua, NH, I was sitting with B., my week-old daughter--my younger one--in a meeting for mothers with newborns.  There was a woman sitting in front of me with a baby of her own.  She turned, looked at my baby and said, “She’s so cute, I could take her home with me.”

				 I thought to myself: What kind of nut who just had her own baby could imagine taking home another one? 

				 That nut was V. 

				And yesterday--over two decades later--I said good-bye to V, and her husband (and great marital sparring partner) K, a doctor who has diagnosed many conditions of mine from afar.  We hadn’t seen each other in a very long time, and they moved into a home that reminds me of one of my favorite places in the Northeast--Waterville Valley.

				If you ‘re lucky, you have a friend like V who you can talk to and pick up a thread of conversation no matter how much time has passed since you saw each other.  And you’re extra lucky if that friend has a significant other/partner/spouse, etc, who is an MD.

				Whenever I see Dr. K, I have the irresistible urge to show him something I’m scared about--even if it’s been diagnosed already.  Yesterday, it was a sebaceous cyst on a spot partly on my chest and partly on my breast. 

				Fortunately for Dr. K, because of the location of the cyst, I was too embarrassed to ask him to feel the little bump that moves around under the spot. But it didn’t stop me from opening my shirt and asking him to look at from about 20 feet away.

				Mr. S who has been here with me for the past two weeks and will meet me the next time in Malta, had a good play date with K, doing fun boy stuff like canoeing and challenging each other to change a light bulb on a very high ceiling fan.

				That gave V and I a chance to walk through the woods and talk about Dr. K and Mr. S.  We also talked, as we have for the past 20 years, about our work (V is a social worker) and our kids.  I can talk to V about anything.  After we all convened, Mr. S asked what V and I talked about for so long.  I said nothing--you know, girl talk.  (V and I overheard the boys talking while they were paddling on the lake and we heard very personal words exchanged like stocks and Saudi Arabia).

				In the past, that girl talk between V and I has gotten us both through sick kids, hysterectomies, surgery during pregnancy, bad jobs, spousal fights, my divorce and my daughter’s Bat Mitzvah in which V cried throughout the whole event--and a predatory rabbi.  

				V and Dr. K promise to visit me and Mr. S in Malta.  I know half the people who promise to come see me in Malta won’t.  And I hope the other half who promise to come don’t.

				But V and Dr. K, they are the hardest part of going to Malta--leaving very good and best friends. I hope it’s worth it.

				Sept 11, 2008

				HSBC--Malta Comes Through!

				Anxiety Level 6.0

				USD .75

				I’m glorifying in my latest email from my new bank HSBC-Malta, headquartered in the beautiful capital of Valletta.

				There is one checking and one savings account with my name on it--and no money in either yet.  I have to wait for my “Welcome Packet” that is sailing at a brisk pace through snail mail.  I hope it comes before I leave for Malta in the 3rd week of October.

				It took over three months to set up this account--and that was through the fast lane via a $200 loading fee.

				I had to start the process through HSBC-America International.  I never once got to speak to the person who was handling my case.  But I was much more fortunate on the Malta side.  Through several dozen emails back and forth, I got very reliable and consistent service through the Maltese HSBC director of international banking.

				I even got invited to coffee and pastizzi ( a very fattening Maltese pastry) when I get to Malta with the director (although she said she won’t eat any herself).  I am truly moving up in the world.  I never got invited to anything in an American bank except to sit in a chair and wait my turn for the next available representative.

				And here’s something interesting.  HSBC-America asked if I wanted to open a MasterCard in Malta.  I said yes (I have no credit card debt, BTW). And then I was told that I couldn’t.  Why?  Because the banks in Malta like to get to know you first before they extend credit.  Huh?

				What’s wrong with those banks in Malta?  They apparently have a lot to learn from the American banks about taking risks with their new clients.

				September 12, 2008

				Today Obama, Tomorrow Malta 

				I have seen the next Promised President of the United States.  I may not be here when he’s elected (I’ll be in Malta--G-d Willing), but I have seen Him.

				Today--during a CNN moment--I had an interaction with Barack Obama who came to Dover, NH, where I will remain living for the next six weeks before I leave the country for Malta.

				Thursday, I saw in the local paper that he was coming.  I went to the Obama campaign headquarters in Dover to see if I could get into the auditorium where he was speaking.  The director there told me, no, it was only by invitation for the undecided voter.

				It was no use trying to convince them at the office that I was undecided; I had walked off with too many buttons and banners other times.  As I groveled, I suddenly got the idea of volunteering for the day.  Would that work?  Well, I was welcome to volunteer with the crowd outside but I wouldn’t get in to see him.  Not enough room.

				Bullshit.

				I’m not your selfless type.  I don’t do things for nothing.  If I’m going to stand for four hours, pass up my haircut appointment and skip lunch, I’m going to see Obama if I volunteer.  Mr. S--my man across the ocean--convinced me to do it.  I went to bed last night wondering if I could dream off 20 pounds by Friday morning.

				Well this morning came, and I was still my same weight.  So I got dressed up the best I could--considering my favorite fat-reducing pants were in the dry cleaners--and went early today to the McCormick Building in Dover across from the library where Obama was going to appear.  The media and security were already there.  I started loving it (incorrect grammar, by the way, invented by McDonald’s).

				I deliberately avoided the woman who told me I wouldn’t get in.  Bad karma.  Instead, I walked up to a very sophisticated woman who was thin and dressed up, and turned out to be a real official with Obama’s campaign.

				“I’m here,” I told her.

				 She thought she knew who I was and said, “Good. I need three mike runners.” 

				 I said, “I’ll do it.  What is it?”

				She told me it meant going inside (I knew I’d get in) and holding the mike up to people who were selected by Obama to ask him questions after his speech.

				Two other women and myself ended up volunteering, seeing this as our ticket inside.

				On the way in, I text messaged everyone I knew--most of whom were leading regular lives working, earning money, etc., for the day.   My daughter R got a moment away from her desk and called me.  I told her about my new public service career as a mike holder for the Obama campaign.  I thought I would give her a moment-by-moment description of my 15 minutes of mike-runner fame.

				“R,” I said, “I’m through security and now I’m passing through the media entrance.”  I could hear the pride in her voice as she followed my every word and then responded.

				“Mom?  Please don’t say anything stupid into that microphone and embarrass  yourself and our whole family.”

				It was just what I needed to hear to go on and perform my duty for my country. (Who ever said you can’t count on your kids when you’re older?  Yes you can!)

				We got inside the packed gym and received our instructions for holding the microphone.  The main instruction: DO NOT LET GO OF THE MIKE.  Wriggle over to where the person is and hold it at a 45-degree angle in front of his/her mouth.  DON’T LET THE PERSON TAKE IT FROM YOU.  DON’T LET ONE PERSON HAND IT TO ANOTHER.

				I got it.  By George, I got it.  I held onto that microphone until my hands were sweating all over it.

				The moment of Obama’s entry into the gym arrived after I had been standing in one spot for almost two hours with my microphone.  Was it Hardball host Christ Matthews who said he got a tingle up his leg when he saw/heard Barack Obama for the first time?  Well, I almost had a tinkle down my leg when Obama walked in (I was holding more than my microphone by that time, as I couldn’t leave and get to the bathroom).

				Needless to say, Obama was brilliant and gorgeous and I couldn’t believe I was seeing him in person only about 10 feet away from me.

				After the speech, the questions started.  A woman’s hand finally went up on my side of the gym.  Obama pointed to her.  My moment of patriotic glory had arrived.  My Democratic duty as mike runner.  I scurried up to the front of the gym (in three-inch clogs no less), and I was right near Barack Obama.  I mean, right in front of him.

				But I had to struggle--as I was told to do--to get that mike over to the woman, as she was several rows over.

				“Just hand it over to her,” said Obama directly into his microphone.  His voice was strong, authoritative and very presidential.

				It’s then that I heard the insane words come out of my mouth:  “No, I’m not supposed to let go of the mike.”

				Huh? 

				Did I just say no to the next leader of the free world?  Did I just say no?  Like I used to say to my parents?  “Ilene, give me that candy bar right now.”

				 “No.”

				 Did I say, “No, I’m not supposed to let go of the mike?”

				 And then Obama laughed, patted me on the right shoulder and said into his mike, “I have to overrule you on this one.”  Was that why the crowd laughing now?

				Thank God, thank God in heaven, I just shut my idiot mouth and handed over that mike to that woman.  (And she did give it back to me.)

				For the next ten minutes I stood next to Barack Obama as he answered that woman’s question.  It was about America’s disastrous health insurance system--the exact reason why I’m leaving for Malta in a few weeks.

				I didn’t know if I should stand there or not.  I mean, I didn’t want to turn my back on him as he answered.  At the same time, I thought:  My God, I’m just standing here next to Barack Obama. Should I be here? I mean, I was closer than any security guard even was.

				When Obama finished his comments and I made my way to the back of the auditorium--my original location--the campaign woman who gave me my start in my political career as mike runner, hugged me and congratulated me on my excellent work.  I’m not kidding.

				I was also interviewed by a reporter with the Portsmouth Herald.  I told him why I was leaving the US--that I was one of those people Obama was talking about: age 55 and older who can’t get an affordable health insurance policy.  As it is, I pay $900 a month--and I can’t do it anymore.

				Later, as we all left the building, I realized how much I would miss my fellow mike runners.  We had bonded so closely in just a few hours (and this I’m serious about).

				Within an hour of getting home from the rally, I had messages that people had seen me on TV.  My younger daughter B called me and said she saw me twice on CNN.  She’s 22 and now thinks her mom is so cool.  That’s probably the sweetest part of this whole day.

				And I now realize that this moment was the best thing that could have happened to me before I leave the country.  As my friend N said, it was a parting gift from America.

				As I passed out on the couch (after finally getting to the bathroom), a miracle occurred: I saw myself on CNN’s coverage of Obama’s return to New Hampshire via the Dover rally.  There I was, standing beside the next president of the United States of America.  Standing there with my microphone safely back in my sweating hands.  I can still feel his humorous pat on my right arm.

				And now--after seeing myself on TV, on CNN in front of all these cameras--standing at arm’s length beside Barack Obama in view of the entire world--I am truly strengthened and inspired to go on with the next difficult journey of my life: the mother of all diets.

				September 14, 2008

				More Cat Business

				How can this actually work out? How can it be that I will send a form to this government agency and and this form will actually come back to me via regular mail in time for me to leave the USA with it?

				I’m talking about the local branch of New Hampshire’s USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) office, located in Concord, New Hampshire. I had to contact one particular guy who will stamp officially stamp all my veterinary papers and certificates so that they can be accepted internationally, meaning that my cat can enter Malta. Basically the international animal travel business is handled by one guy who you can only reach by leaving a message on his voicemail. There is no secretary, no one to take messages, etc. I guess there isn’t a need for a whole department to take care of cats leaving New Hampshire for Malta or any other foreign place. Right now I pray for this guy’s health and safety because if something happens to him, I’m screwed.

				September 19, 2008

				31 Days Until Malta

				Anxiety Level: 9.0

				I’m looking at this very nice photo of a festa in Sliema with all these very nice people in this very nice climate and I’m thinking:  I must be crazy to be moving to Malta.  How did this happen?

				With one month and one day to go, my anxiety level is a Category 3 at this moment. Today I decided to label my anxiety according to hurricane status.  (I thought this was a good idea when I heard American political satirist Bill Mahr say that Sarah Palin, the Republican’s  moose for vice-president, is a Category 5 moron.  In fact, if McCain wins, I’m seeking asylum in Malta, not residency.)

				Right now, I’m in the middle of:

				
						Still getting the right forms to bring my cat into Malta.  I won’t know until I land in Malta if one of us will end up in quarantine.

						Spending hundreds of bad US dollars on express mail service to get apostilles on all my documents for the permanent residency application.  I’ll have a lot more on that because the process is unbelievable.

						Praying my car doesn’t get crushed until I sell it next week to a dealer.

						Waiting for a device to come in the mail from Malta that will give me a secret code to get my PIN for my new HSBC--Malta account.

						Sorting things for when the movers come on October 7th (gulp).

						Trying to get rid of fleas on my cat.  That’s all I need at the airport is for that Maltese pet official to come toward us with a flea comb.

				

				I did have a great moment of excitement when I got my HSBC debit card in the mail last week.  It’s pretty.  I was showing it off to everyone.  But I’m not that scared of my identity being stolen because no one seems to know the PIN for it--including HSBC.  I sure don’t. 

				I also arranged for a limousine service to take me and the cat from Dover, New Hampshire, to Logan airport in Boston.

				September 21, 2008

				Money in My Maltese Bank Account

				Anxiety Level:l 6.0

				USD: 1.40

				After hundreds of hours, phone calls, emails, letters and faxes, I finally transferred about $15,000 dollars from my Bank of America account to my new HSBC account in Malta. At the horrible USD rate of .65, that came out to--with transfer fees subtracted--to about 10,000 Euros. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

				(At this moment--almost four years later the USD hovers at about 1.25 as Greece and Spain are on the brink of collapse. Call me selfish, but I’m glad.)

				September 25, 2008

				From Wall Street to Republic Street in Malta

				With all due respect, I’m glad I’m leaving the USA at this time.  As many regular Americans, I’ve been living in an economic recession for years.  I don’t need a crisis on Wall Street to let me know that.  And I feel fortunate to have found an alternative by moving to Malta, inshallah. 

				I’ve been having flashbacks of my childhood lately.  (I think they’re a sign of getting old--or maybe moving to Malta.  Who knows?  Maybe all people who move to Malta have flashbacks.).  Like the other day, I picked up a shiny new chestnut from the ground in Dover (NH) and suddenly remembered being a kid of about eight years old and how much I loved collecting those chestnuts. 

				I remember there was one great tree with the best chestnuts in the alley behind my house.  You would step on those spiny shells and out would squirt a wet, beautiful baby chestnut.  There was a lot of competition in the neighborhood for those chestnuts   Once a gang of boys started chasing us for our bags of chestnuts.  This girl Kathy--who must have died from drugs a long time ago--saved the day by throwing our chestnuts at those guys to keep them away from us.  At the end of it all, I wondered why she was such a hero:  she had thrown all our hard-won chestnuts at them and we had none left--but we had gotten away.  I guess that was the important thing.

				They don’t have chestnut trees in Malta, do they? 

				October 04, 2008

				Scared to Go to Malta

				Anxiety Level: 9.0

				USD .72

				This is what I’m getting, waiting to go to Malta.

				 It’s less than three weeks to go now--October 22nd--and I’m getting waves of anxiety. 

				I’m scared I’ll wake up that day with a detached retina or something--or like a lump somewhere.  And then I’ll have to go to the hospital, miss the plane and have nowhere to live. That’s because my apartment has already been rented.

				I just remembered that the shipping guys are coming on Tuesday, not Wednesday.  So that’s one day less I have to pack.

				Well, packing is not quite the word.  It’s more like throwing out.

				One good thing about moving internationally--the shipping guys do all the packing for you.  And I mean all of it. They have to do that by law for security and insurance purposes.  You can virtually leave everything as it is--pictures on the walls, clothes in drawers, dishes in cabinets.  You do have to leave signs around as to what goes and what stays.

				In my case, my cat stays.  That’s about it plus the clothes and Egyptian charms I will take with me on the actual flight. I’ve arranged, as suggested, that my stuff comes to Malta about six weeks after I leave. That way, I should have an apartment in Malta to move the stuff in.

				But just the clothing is the hard part.  I have to pick out the outfits, cosmetics, handbags, shoes and jackets I figure I will need for the next six weeks--two more weeks after the shipping day in the US--and then four more weeks after I arrive in Malta.  Picking clothes out for being in two different climates over several weeks is hard to to. (One thing for sure--I’m taking all my psycho meds with me on the plane in my carry-on case.  And everyone always recommends you do this, just in case your check-in luggage is lost. ) 

				Actually, the hardest part of the “packing” for me has been the stuff in my office.  As a writer, I’ve accumulated a lot of paper.  I still have to weed out what I can purge myself of and what I need to take with me to set up my home office in Malta.  The other sticky part is making sure I take on board with me all the original documents I need to live in another country.  That’s birth, marriage, divorce certificates, passport, cat papers and even police reports, verifying that I’m not a criminal.

				(I’m so happy today that O.J. Simpson has been found guilty of robbery and kidnapping thirteen years to the day that he was acquitted for murder.  Can you believe I took my kid out of school that day to see what the American justice system was like?  Well, she saw what it was like--and she learned how filthy her mother’s mouth can be.)

				Back to the the day of shipping. It’s coming and I’m scrambling to get ready.  The price for all this--about $8000--still makes me stagger. Luckily, I sold my car to pay for the shipping.  I keep reminding myself to check for my cat at the end of the shipping day to make sure she didn’t settle down into a box and take an extended trip by ship to Malta.

				October 7, 2008

				The Goods Get Shipped

				Anxiety Level: 4.0; then 8.0

				It’s over and it went relatively well.   My cat is still here and not on the way to Malta early via an enclosed crate.  I hope the moving guys in  Malta are as good as Charlie and Jay were.

				I do have a little domestic problem that has developed.   I can tell my cheap bastard landlord is not going to return my security deposit.  That’s because he doesn’t have it to return; he failed to deposit it in an interest-bearing account.  He can’t produce the paperwork, showing me the account (which he was supposed to do within 30 days of me moving in four years ago).

				So I’ve told him that I’m using the security deposit in lieu of the rent. And so... he’s evicting me.

				October 22, 2008

				My Last Meal Before Malta

				Anxiety Level: 10

				 USD .69

				Thank God for Immodium--the stuff you take when you’re having a bout with diarrhea.

				I’m moving to Malta today. I’ve given up trying to not go over the weight requirements for my luggage.  If I have to pay more, I’ll have to.  Or I’ll just open the damn luggage up and start tossing things on the floor.

				My cat had her last visit with the vet to get ready for Malta.  The treatment for ticks and tapeworms took two minutes.  The other 45 involved the poor vet filling out papers for the pet requirements. The USDA actually, amazingly came through, with all the documents properly stamped.

				The shipping company (more on them later) ripped me off for more than $600 over their estimate.  They underestimated my stuff by 1000 pounds.  Right.

				 My landlord came by last night to try to evict me the day before I leave.  Why are the negative things the things that stick with us?

				I’m trying to concentrate on all the wonderful people who have said farewell to me with dinners, gifts and cards--and lots of tight hugs.  And, yes, tears, too.

				I’m thinking of my friend Barb who literally became my personal assistant these past weeks, helping me with everything from selling my car to getting ready to smash my landlord’s face in my defense.

				I’m thinking of all the people who met me solely through my blog--An American in Malta.com--who have given me tons of words of encouragement to keep going.

				I’m thinking of my girls who showed me a great time last week in NY.  My daughters--who have pretty much protested my moving to Malta--and I have called a truce as I leave. We are already making plans to see each other. Luckily, my girls had come on a vacation with Mr. S and I last year to Malta before we decided to move to there. So I know they really like it. It’s a place they will like coming to visit with the good weather and water. It’s not like moving to Iowa or something.

				And my brother--I’m thinking of him, too--who sends me funny cat videos to calm me down. 

				And I’m thinking of the boyfriend waiting for me in Frankfurt (Mr. S) who will accompany me--after seven long years--to Malta.

				So I’m going to be positive now, and just hope the plane doesn’t you-know-what.  Sorry.  Old habits are hard to break.

				October 24, 2008

				A Big Tip for Getting to Malta

				Anxiety Level: 5 down from 10 yesterday

				USD .65

				I landed in Malta yesterday with Egypt. To be exact, we first landed in Frankfurt, waited five hours and then met Mr. S at the gate to depart for Malta.

				Back in Dover, New Hampshire, where I left, I was having a walking nervous breakdown when the limousine guy came to drive me and Egypt to Logan airport in Boston which takes about an hour or more. Barb was there to see me off. When the limousine guy came, I remembered that Egypt had to wear a harness even though she was riding in a carrier. So Barb, the limousine driver and I tried to stuff Egypt into her harness. It wouldn’t work. Then I realized that this was the harness she wore when she was a two-pound kitten. With sweat dripping into my eyes, I dropped the harness idea.

				The limousine guy was very nice for someone I knew for an hour. He seemed to know that I didn’t want to talk during the trip. We got to the airport, he helped me into the Lufthansa terminal and then asked if he could do anything else. (Three years later) I still blush when I think of what I said: I asked him to hug me. Honest to G-d. I asked this young man--basically a stranger--to hug me. I felt so scared and desperately lonely at that moment of leaving the US with a cat in tow that I asked the limousine guy to hug me. He did it. Then I gave him a $40 tip. Yes. $40. Jesus, the whole car fee was only $50.

				It wasn’t a mistake. I actually handed over two twenties to him. And he took it. He laughed nervously, of course. And this part is pathetic: I think I gave him the $40 because he agreed to hug a sweating 55-year-old woman on the verge of peeing in her pants. I felt sorry for him.

				October 24, 2008

				Cat in Carrier

				Anxiety Level 10.0

				USD: Who cares at this point?

				Egypt was, mercifully, totally quiet during the plane flight. One security guard asked if she was alive.  That was helpful.  When she and I got to Frankfurt where we were to meet Mr. S for the flight to Malta about five hours later, I took her into a handicapped bathroom, locked it, let her out of her carrier and set up her litter box and then collapsed (intentionally) on the bathroom floor for about an hour. Egypt ran around inspecting the handicapped toilet and sink, while I had a major moment of unreality.

				Technically, it’s called detachment. I felt as if I was floating above my body, looking down on myself, and this is what I saw: a 55-year-old woman spread out on the bathroom floor of a handicapped toilet in the Frankfurt airport with a Persian cat scampering and sniffing around this tiny space where people usually come for a quick pee after or before a flight. I saw myself checking the ticket which told me the next thing I was doing was flying to Malta. I heard myself ask out loud two questions: What the hell am I doing here? And what if someone knocks on the bathroom door and wants to come in? I told myself, as I’ve been taught to, that the feeling of detachment would pass. And it did--although when I was in college I felt a sense of unreality for two years.

				Eventually, I gleefully met Mr. S and we flew together with our cat to Malta. The guy from the Malta Veterinary Association--who has total control over the elusive permit to bring an animal into the country--was waiting for us before we even went to collect our luggage. He asked to see all of Egypt’s documents. And he looked at them, alright. He scrutinized every single paper, every single signature. Meanwhile, Mr. S and I held our breaths while Egypt sat silently in her carrier. Finally, the inspector handed back the documents and said, with a tinge of disappointment, it was all OK. He started to leave and I asked him stupidly, “Don’t you even want to see the cat?”

				“No,” he said. And he left.

				Now this amazed me. I could have had anything in there--a monkey, a baby, a severed head. With all that paperwork, all the scheduling over six months, the guy didn’t even want to verify that there really was a cat we were bringing in.

				October 28, 2008

				Alive in Malta!

				Anxiety Level: 4.0

				USD: 1.45

				Something tells me this isn’t Dover, New Hampshire. 

				As of five days now, I live in Sliema, Malta, with my cat Egypt and Mr. S.  If you’ve seen photos of Sliema, you’ve seen beautiful seaside vistas. But we don’t live in this beautiful part of Sliema.  We live on Manuel Dimech Street-which must be the ugliest street in Sliema--with abandoned shops and houses.  In fact, we’re right next to one.  But that’s OK; in fact, it’s normal in Malta.  As for our place, I love it.  I LOVE it.

				The place we rented is an old-style Maltese townhouse about 90 years old.  It was the first place we saw and we loved it--the tiles, the walled in-stone yard, the ceiling beams, the heavy wooden doors and windows and marble staircases.     And the whole flat roof is ours.  The broker, of course, told us not to wait too long to make a decision.  I never believe that kind of stuff; all brokers say that.  So we waited a while before calling back to make the landlord and the broker sweat it out a bit.  But five minutes later, the place was ours.

				The major events so far:

				-Our townhouse has a well, or rather a cistern, in the yard!  All townhouses must have wells by law.  But you can’t drink from it; maybe you can water the plants with it.  But listen to this:  The Maltese from years ago placed a single eel in the well.  Yes, I’m talking about that creature from the ocean.  The eel would keep the water free from garbage and organisms, etc.  The eel would live for fifty years or so.  I have to say I think that’s very cruel to make a creature live alone without another member of its species for 50 or more years. 

				-People are very friendly here.  When I was arguing with Mr. S in a phone shop about what cell phone to buy with my own money--not his, a local woman took my side in the discussion.  By the way, these devices are called mobile phones here.

				-Our bed that comes with our place looks like a double coffin.  So we need to get a new bedroom, as they say here. That means a bed and a wardrobe (an armoire)  because European bedrooms don’t have built-in closets.  In fact, no rooms do.

				-Mr. S made me buy a huge flat-screen TV with him. I could have lived without it.  But Mr. S couldn’t.  But it was either that or a motorbike or Mr. S going to a hot Maltese woman’s hairdresser place to get his hair trimmed.  So I went for the flat-screen TV. That solved Mr. S’s Maltese midlife angst for the moment.

				-Here’s who we’ve met so far:

				
						Joe, the phone man--very smart, who actually talked me out of the Nokia Smart Phone with the slide-out keyboard because he thought it was too expensive for what I needed. (This is three years before the iPhone 2 came out that not even G-d could have talked me out of.)

						Joe, the nice man, and his wife Janice whose clothes shop is two doors down from our place.  Most of the men are named Joe in Malta.

						Joe and Janice’s 20-year-old,  university-student son Andrew who happens to work part-time at the Milan Duo Hotel we stayed at until we found our place.  Andrew is very cute and sweet and gives me free gelato ice cream.  This will just have to do until I find Ben and Jerry’s here in Malta.

						And our accommodating landlord who said to fix the place anyway we want as long as we don’t walk off with it.  

				

				Basically, so far, I love Malta and the people and....the weather.  Eighty degrees today in Malta on October 28, 2008, and snowing in New England.  *

				All this love turned out to be the honeymoon phase associated with culture shock when moving to another country. But the honeymoon always ends. And so it ended with Malta.

				October 30, 2008

				Someone Stole my Ring Out of Our Place

				Anxiety Level: 8

				Anger Level: 10

				This could happen anywhere--not just in Malta. But it happened here and it really upset me.

				Our place came furnished (as most flats or houses do in Europe)--but with a lot of junk. Our landlord had agreed to hire some workers to remove the junk before our shipment came. About a week after we moved to our place, our landlord sent his mother (a large, loud woman in her 60s) to our place with a group of three junk movers who she was bossing around.

				To make things go faster, I had gathered up the junk we didn’t want into piles. So as not to scratch the three rings I wear, I had first gone upstairs and placed them in a little cup on a bureau we were keeping. One of those rings was a gift from Mr. S--a large beautiful aquamarine stone mounted in platinum. The stone was one of his father’s gems that he used to collect.

				We took out landlord’s mother through the house--upstairs and downstairs and through every room, showing her what we wanted to keep and what we wanted to get rid of. She would then bring up the three guys and instruct them.

				After a couple hours the junk was gone. I went upstairs to put my rings back on and immediately noticed that my aquamarine ring was also gone. The landlord’s mother and her entourage had already left with a big tip I gave them.

				I told Mr. S and we looked everywhere for it. Of course, we both wondered if I could have misplaced it? Of course, I could have. But did I? I don’t think so.

				What I did think is that the workers may have swiped it. And why not? They had the opportunity. So I called the landlord’s mother and said my ring was missing. I didn’t come out and accuse the guys; I just said maybe that had moved it by accident.

				The landlord’s mother became very defensive and said she was very upset about what I was implying. She said she had always used these guys and no one had ever complained before. Look for it again, she said. And here’s the intriguing thing: She begged me not to tell her son--our landlord. Being an idiot, I said OK.

				Of course I never found the ring--not in the drain, not on the floor, not in a drawer. There wasn’t much I could do.  I told a few people and I got a few opinions. One was to report it to the police.

				But I was a foreigner here. We had just moved here from another country. Who would someone believe--a new, confused foreigner or a long-time resident of Malta?

				Well, the ring has never shown up; I didn’t go to the police. I did mention it again to the landlord’s mother but she was just as defensive.

				So yes, these things can happen anywhere.  If I find it, I will be the first one to tell whoever that I was a jerk for thinking it was stolen.  But I especially felt bad because I was new here and...it happened.  At any rate, the jewelry is gone.  I’m moving on from the episode.  And as my mother would have said, “This should be the worst that should happen.”  And she would have been right.
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