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“That’s why we
love the movies –
because when the
actors kiss, we can
kiss too, without
worrying about
being seen.”

love
beyond limits
TWO COUPLES CHALLENGE THE WIDESPREAD MISCONCEPTION
THAT ROMANCE AND DISABILITY DON’T GO TOGETHER; THAT
PERSONS WITH DISABILITY – BOTH PHYSICAL AND INTELLECTUAL
– CANNOT BE SERIOUSLY INVOLVED IN AND DEVELOP ROMANTIC
RELATIONSHIPS. ALISON BEZZINA LOOKS AT PHYSICAL
ATTRACTION IN THE PHYSICALLY DISABLED AND UNLIMITED LOVE LIVES
DESPITE LEARNING DISABILITIES.

enabling love…
Mark Zammit Cutajar has
every intention of marrying
Sarah Micallef next year.
Meanwhile, like every
19-year-old, he can’t stop
smooching her at the
cinema. The only difference
is that he has Down
Syndrome and Sarah has
learning disabilities. So
what future does their love
really have and how can
they fully express it?
It is often assumed that people with
intellectual [mental] disabilities are not
capable of having romantic relationships,
and should not have any sexual contact
whatsoever.
However, Marilyn Spiteri, Inspire’s Adult
Training Programme coordinator, claims
sexual intimacy is a natural right and that
young adults with intellectual disabilities
experience the same sexual and emotional
developments as their peers.
“Despite their disabilities, they too
deserve the opportunity to express their
sexual and emotional feelings. If done
appropriately, this is healthy and helps
them develop their identity as men and
women,” says Marilyn.
Mark Zammit Cutajar, 19, was born with
Down Syndrome, and Sarah Micallef, 23,
suffers from a learning disability due to a
small scratch on her brain. Despite having
12

pink

to surmount incredible challenges,
including physical ones, such as openheart surgery in Mark’s case, and a hip
replacement in Sarah’s, they are now
dating each other and have been together
for the past two years.
“I really, really love Sarah,” says Mark
gingerly. “She is always hugging and kissing
me, and she is always nice to me. Soon,
when I turn 20, I think we’ll get married.”
“But it doesn’t matter that we’re young,”
jumps in Sarah. “My grandmother was
only 19 when she got married.”
Clearly the shy one in the relationship,
Sarah goes on to explain that although
Mark is not her first boyfriend, she has
now chosen him forever. “I used to go
out with someone else before, but I had
problems,” she explains. “Mark is my
boyfriend now, and he’s the only one I
love. From now on, I cannot have another
boyfriend and he cannot have another
girlfriend.”
Mark cuts in enthusiastically, reminding
Sarah of their date: “Shall we go to a nice
restaurant tonight?”
“I prefer the cinema,” Sarah replies
naughtily.
“Then the cinema it is,” answers Mark,
without batting an eyelid.
“When I come back from the Special
Olympics in June, I’ll turn 20 and we’ll
get married,” he tells Sarah. “And we’ll
buy a big house,” he adds, as she hugs
him passionately.
Marilyn explains that people with
intellectual disabilities are usually less
inhibited in their shows of physical
affection, thus attracting more attention
to themselves.

“In general, our clients tend to need
more guidance about what is acceptable
public behaviour and what is not. Most
of them have no qualms about kissing,
hugging and touching in full view of
someone else. However, with the
appropriate explanations, people like
Mark and Sarah can learn the difference
between private and public displays
of affection. If they are taught how
their bodies work in ways that they
understand, this behaviour can be kept
under control, and should not be a reason

for keeping them from having romantic
relationships.”
Mark and Sarah seem to have grasped
the concept, but it is still a challenge for
them to restrain their loving ways. “I can
hold Sarah’s hand when we’re at Inspire,”
says Mark reproachfully. “But we cannot
kiss in class because we’re training hard
to find a job, and when we want to kiss,
we must go somewhere private. But our
teachers are everywhere; wherever we go,
they always find us. That’s why we love
the movies – because when the actors kiss,

we can kiss too, without worrying about
being seen.”
“Unfortunately, Mark and Sarah do not
get a lot of private time,” explains Sarah’s
mother, Sue. “Because of their disability,
they are much more likely to get a negative
reaction if they are discovered kissing, or
doing something of the sort.”
“But they are just like everyone else,”
retorts Roberta, Mark’s mother. “They
want the same things out of life. They see
their brothers and sisters going out with
friends, having girlfriends and boyfriends,

going to school and university, and
driving. They aspire to have that too.
Mark wants to get married and have
children; he wants to have a job, a car and
a house, and it’s sad to have to tell him
that some things may never materialise.
I can never get myself to tell him.”
Unfortunately, the widespread
perception that persons with disability
are never seriously involved in romantic
relationships leads to lack of safe sex
education. “With Sarah being a girl, I am
more worried about her being intimate,”
admits Sue.
“I have tried my best to educate her in
the hope that she stays safe, but simply
not allowing her to have relationships is
not an option. Banning her from dating
would be adding to her limitations, and
making her more subject to abuse. That’s
not something I want to do.”
“Although it is relatively easy to arrange
for Sarah and Mark to meet, I feel sorry
for Mark because he can’t just jump into a
car and go pick up his girlfriend whenever
he wants,” says Roberta. “Most of the
time, they have to depend on us to make
arrangements for them to be together, but
sometimes, they do go out alone, and we
know what they might be getting up to.”
“I do wonder what they do,” says Sue.
“But I try not to bombard Sarah with
questions as soon as she comes back from
a date with Mark. I know that if I do that,
I will get nothing out of her, but if I’m
patient and wait for the right moment,
she gives me some details, and I’m happy
to know just enough. Sometimes, Sarah
admits they hardly watched the movie
because they were kissing for most of it. I
think it’s sweet, and very like what people
their age would be doing anyway.”
On Valentine’s Day, Mark wanted to
take Sarah out for a special meal, so
Roberta and her husband arranged for
them to go to the same restaurant as they
did. “We had a double date, and I bought
Sarah a gift,” says Mark.
“I’m sure they would have preferred to
be alone,” says his mother. “But at the end,
it worked out well and we enjoyed seeing
them so happy together.”
Mark bought Sarah a ring, and is
determined to marry her sometime in the
near future. “It will happen soon because
I love her,” he says. “I bought her a ring,
a necklace and a scarf.”
“I bought you a watch, which you
never wear,” responds Sarah teasingly,
momentarily forgetting they are not alone.
“You know that I am willing to marry you,”
she tells him as she takes his hand and
strokes it gently. “But I also want to take
it slow, one step at a time, OK?”
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“If she didn’t have that
special someone, she
might feel starved of
affection, which would
make her more prone to
abuse and exploitation.
Of course, I’m also
worried about her
getting pregnant, but
I would be worried
just the same if she
had no disability.”
“We will, we will,” reassures Mark,
dismissing her objections with one
manly hug and a kiss on the forehead.
“Mark is quite pleased with his looks,”
says his mother proudly. “Ever since he
was a child, we used to boost him by
telling him that he looks so handsome.
Sometimes, we overdo it and I think it
goes to his head a little bit,” she adds
jokingly.
Mark is as fit as a fiddle because he
practises a lot of sport, and is part of
the swimming team in the Special
Olympics. “I don’t want him to worsen
his disability by putting on weight,”
says Roberta. “So even though he’s had
open-heart surgery and suffers from
other medical problems, I want him to
do everything that he can possibly do.
Of course I worry, but I push him to do
whatever comes his way. I don’t tell him

not to have sex, or not to have a drink.
I want him to do whatever it is that
19-year-olds do. Maybe it’s easier for me
because he’s male, but I honestly believe
he is entitled to life like everyone else.”
“Sarah loves to dress up,” says Sue.
“Typical of her peers, she has a wardrobe
bursting with clothes. She knows what
to wear to make herself more attractive,
and I’m happy knowing she has Mark to
focus on. If she didn’t have that special
someone, she might feel starved of
affection, which would make her more
prone to abuse and exploitation. Of
course, I’m also worried about her
getting pregnant, but I would be worried
just the same if she had no disability.”
Both sets of parents would love to see
the couple getting married and living
happily together. “They will always
need support, and will never be totally
independent,” says Roberta. “But it
would be so nice for them to have
each other to turn to.”
“Living without love, without that
special someone is terrible,” says Sue.
“I don’t want my daughter to be alone.
Even if she’s living in a community,
with supported living arrangements, it’s
important that she has that special soul
mate, who she can share her life with.”
“We do not know of other couples
with intellectual disabilities who are
married,” says Roberta. “But I honestly
wish it would be possible for Mark and
Sarah to make their dream come true.”
“I don’t want Sarah to have children,”
admits Sue. “But I can’t tell her that I
want to deny her the right forever.
I can’t get myself to do that.”
“It’s very likely that Mark is infertile,
because people with Down Syndrome
tend to have low motility. But I don’t
intend to get him tested,” says Roberta.
“I wouldn’t do that to a 19-year-old
without an intellectual disability and
I’m not about to do that to Mark.”
As Sarah and Mark walk away hand
in hand, Sarah puts her hand around
Mark and asks: “Why do they want to
know about our relationship? Why are
we so interesting? We are not that
special you know!”

the marriage act
According to Malta’s Marriage Act: “a marriage contracted between persons either of whom is
incapable of contracting by reason of infirmity of mind, whether interdicted or not, shall be void.”
This means the law does not prohibit people with intellectual disabilities from getting married,
but provides that if such intellectual disability renders one or both parties incapable of fully
understanding the responsibilities and obligations of marriage, that marriage would be void.
So should Mark and Sarah try to get married, it would be up to the marriage registrar to
decide whether to proceed with the publication of the marriage banns, or not. The registrar
may consult with specialists and, should he decide not to publish the banns, the couple may
then appeal the decision in a court of law. Adults with intellectual disabilities also have the
right to have children. However, they often need special support to ensure their child’s well-being.

full potential
Mark and Sarah attend Inspire’s Adult Training
Programme, which provides an individualised
service to clients with intellectual disability, who
are over 16 years old. It targets self-care skills
and promotes the physical and emotional
well-being of the client, developing healthy
relationships with significant others in the
person’s life and through adequate assessments
and monitoring of achievements, identifying not
only potential difficulties, but mainly the client’s
strengths.
Marilyn explains how the programmes aim
at helping their clients reach their full potential.
“This does not necessarily mean education in
the academic sense of the word. Sometimes,
it means teaching them how to become more
sociable and to fit better within the community.
Sex education helps them recognise inappropriate actions from people who may be trying to
take advantage of them. It also helps them to
stay out of trouble. For example, without proper
education, a man with an intellectual disability
might stare blankly at a pretty woman and this
could put him in danger.”
While reproduction may be a concern,
Marilyn points out that it is only one of many
other aspects of sexual expression. “We give
this a lot of attention when there are other
aspects of sexuality, such as responsibility,
safety, enjoyment and personal choices, which
need to be addressed.
“Without an adequate outlet for their sexual
needs, people with intellectual disabilities
become more prone to sexual abuse, and since
they may not immediately recognise the first
signs, they are even less likely to report it. They
are also less likely to be believed, and might
not even qualify to testify in court.”
Between March 20 and 25, Inspire is
joining other countries to create awareness on
Down Syndrome. Different activities are being
organised throughout the week, including a
solidarity walk, a visit to the Commissioner for
Children, a siblings workshop, talks and articles
in the media and a photo gallery, exhibiting the
experiences of these individuals and its work
with them.
For further information, call Inspire on
2167 3706/7. www.inspire.org.mt

BEING HUMAN
According to the World Health
Organisation, sexuality is an integral part of
everyone’s personality. It is a basic need
and an aspect of being human that cannot
be separated from other aspects of life. In
simple terms, sexuality determines how we
view ourselves as males and females and is
not restricted to the sexual act, but includes
socialising, friendly activities and body
awareness.
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in sickness
and in health…
It’s hard to imagine a
relationship that is shared
with two wheelchairs. And
taking two respiratory
machines to bed adds
another definition to
intimacy. Meet Malta’s only
severely disabled married
couple, Rita and Kevin Vella,
who live independently and
want to serve as role models
for others in similar
situations.
Rita, 38, and Kevin, 32, have been happily
married for five years. They met each other
when they were still in their 20s, but until
they announced their wedding date, no
one knew they were romantically involved.
“Keeping our relationship a secret was not
as hard as it sounds,” explains Kevin. “Most
people automatically assume that romance
and disability don’t go together.”
Both Rita and Kevin suffer from
Muscular Dystrophy, a genetic disorder,
which weakens the body’s muscles to the
point that most end up in a wheelchair. It is
a cruel degenerative condition, which raids
the nervous system, leaving these persons
with very little physical movement, and a
short life expectancy.
Rita was only eight years old when she
was diagnosed with MD, and by the age of
11, she had stopped walking altogether. By
the time she was 16, she had also lost all
movement in her arms. Today, 27 years
later, she uses an electric wheelchair and
only has some movement in her neck and
shoulders. Kevin, who was diagnosed at 12,
also uses a wheelchair, but luckily, still has
some limited movement in his limbs.
“There is no cure for MD,” explains Rita
with a resigned smile on her face. “For the
time being, it’s a life sentence. We can only
try to control the symptoms, and hopefully,
slow down the inevitable degenerative
process.”
Nevertheless, she is so full of energy
and enthusiasm that the wheelchair she
is bound to clashes with her personality.
“She never stops,” says Kevin, who, on the
contrary, is serene and on the quiet side.
“She’s always inventing things to do, places
to go, and talks a lot,” he adds with a smirk
directed at the love of his life.
Kevin and Rita met over 15 years ago
when they were both members of the
Muscular Dystrophy Group. “We used to

“We loved each other
the way other couples in
love, love each other, and
though it is difficult to
imagine how that can
be, given our disabilities,
we wanted to act on our
feelings, we wanted to
make our relationship
official, and we wanted
to have our own space.”
meet once or maybe twice a month for the
activities it organised. For quite a while, we
were just mere acquaintances, but after the
summer of 1996, things started to change
slowly,” Rita recounts.
“That summer, Kevin was planning a trip
to Slovenia. He was going on a youth camp,
organised by the European Alliance of the
MD groups, together with a friend of his.
Unfortunately, however, Kevin’s friend

passed away before the trip, and I was
chosen to replace him,” adds Rita.
“It was amazing. We had a great time
together, and when we got back, we
found ourselves calling each other and
spending hours on the phone. We had the
opportunity to see each other more often
when we both became members of the
MD committee, and by time, we grew
closer and closer. For quite a while,
however, we remained just friends. But
the more time I spent with Rita, the more
I yearned to be with her,” says Kevin.
Rita lost her mother at a young age
and spent a few years living with her
grandmother, but when she too passed
away, she spent four years alone. “I used to
have family members and helpers come in
at different times of the day, but essentially,
I was living alone. I used to go over to
Kevin’s house every Friday, spend the
weekend with his family and leave on
Sunday night. Kevin’s mother was kind
enough to help with my basic needs. During
these weekends, Kevin and I started to
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get closer and closer, but still, nobody
imagined that we were becoming more
than friends. When we first broke the news
that we wanted to get married, everybody,
especially Kevin’s parents, were totally
surprised and, to say the least, shocked.”
“At first, they couldn’t understand why
we would want to go through the hassle
of moving into our own house, and quite
frankly, they did not think we could cope
alone,” says Kevin. “They always did a
brilliant job taking care of me, and being
the youngest of my siblings, it was even
more difficult for them to accept that I
wanted to leave.
“But we had absolutely no doubt we’d
make it. We loved each other the way other
couples in love, love each other, and though
it is difficult to imagine how that can be,
given our disabilities, we wanted to act
on our feelings, we wanted to make our
relationship official, and we wanted to
have our own space.”
“We knew we’d have to face a lot of
resistance,” adds Rita. “But I had already
proven to myself that I could be
independent and live alone; and I knew
that Kevin would be too. We both felt
strongly that this was a right we were due.”
“At first, Kevin’s parents wondered why
seeing each other over the weekend wasn’t
enough, but they soon realised that our
feelings had grown, and that like other
couples, we wanted our privacy and our
independence. We wanted our own double
bed, and our own marital home, and we’re
so grateful that they soon came around to
the idea and are now so happy for us.
“Of course, we had expected that sort of
reaction,” Rita continues. “That’s why we
had done a lot of research before opening
our mouths. We wanted to be prepared;
we wanted to have all the answers to make
sure we would not be persuaded to go back
on our decision. Before breaking the news
that we wanted to get married, we had
already made arrangements to buy a house,
and to get full-time, live-in help.”
“There were a few very close friends of
ours who knew about our plans, and who
helped us out immensely. It is thanks to
these, who, at the time, truly rooted for
us that we are where we are today,” adds
Kevin. “And although my parents were very
concerned about our decision, once the
shock wore off, they turned out to be
extremely supportive.
“My dad helped so much with getting the
house ready for us, and up to this day, my
mother comes over when our live-in helper
is on leave, as well as every morning before
we go to work.”
Both Rita and Kevin had never dated
anyone before they started seeing each
18
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“For as long as I’ve
known Kevin, I could
not move my arms, so
I’ve always had to ask
someone to put my hand
on his… During the
wedding, the priest had
to help us put the rings
on, and the photographer
had a hard time capturing a kissing shot with
two wheelchairs constantly separating us.”

other – at least, not officially, Kevin adds.
“In fact, we had never even spoken about
these things with our families, let alone
discussed the possibility of getting married.
It was taken for granted that it would never
happen to us and you can’t really blame
anyone for feeling this way, because
unfortunately, in Malta, we are the only
two people with severe disabilities, who are
married and living independently. For this
reason, we want to serve as role models for
others in similar situations. It can be done,
and abroad it is pretty much the norm.”
Given Rita and Kevin’s very restricted
movements, the question of sexual
relations and intimacy begs to be asked.
“For as long as I’ve known Kevin, I could
not move my arms, so I’ve always had to
ask someone to put my hand on his,”
says Rita. “During the wedding, the priest
had to help us put the rings on, and the
photographer had a hard time capturing
a kissing shot with two wheelchairs
constantly separating us.
“Intimacy means different things to
different people, and our definition is
probably completely different from what
most people understand. For us, a special
look and a deep, intimate conversation,
or simply holding each other’s hands
constitutes intimacy. Anything we only
do with each other and with no one else
is intimate and special.
“We sleep close to each other in a
normal double bed, and we’re always as
loving as we can, despite our physical

limitations. Kevin uses a respiratory
machine to help him breathe while he’s
sleeping, and unfortunately, last year,
I too had to resort to using a breathing
machine while I sleep,” says Rita with sad
eyes. “So now, we have two machines
accompanying us in bed, giving intimacy
yet another definition,” she sneers.
“It’s all a question of adaptation, and
over the years, we have created our own
special form of intimacy – an intimacy
that works for us and that we never take
for granted because things can change so
quickly,” adds Kevin.
Having to resort to using a respiratory
machine was quite a blow for Rita’s morale,
and it also made travelling abroad more
difficult. “I’ve always known that this was
part of the natural degenerative process
of MD, but coming to terms with it proved
to be quite hard. I don’t know what I
would have done had it not been for
Kevin’s moral support. He was an absolute
pillar of strength, and even though he is
going through the same physical and
psychological pain, he has seen me through
the ups and downs like a real hero. In my
eyes, he is so strong that, sometimes, I have
to remind myself that he is actually going
through the exact same thing I am.”

STRENGTH IN
NUMBERS
The Muscular Dystrophy Group was
formed in 1980 by a group of parents
of children with various forms of MD,
with the primary aim of getting together
to share experiences. It now provides
support to some 50 people in Malta and
Gozo. It can be contacted on 2134 6688;
or at 4, Gzira Road, Gzira GZR 1313.
Donations to the cause are always
appreciated.

