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    May you always find adventure in your lives,
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Part 1 - The Adventure Begins




    
CHAPTER 1




    Life is a daring adventure . . . or nothing.




    Helen Keller




    Dimitri – Greek for fertility, destined for greatness; also: Dmitri, Dmytri, Dimitrios.




    The warm ocean spray washed over Dimitri’s face as he stood near the bow of the boat. In the distance the island’s low profile could just be seen through the morning haze. A stream of gulls were flying toward it in small groups, low above the waves. The blue sea was fairly calm, but the long swell was large enough to cause the boat to dip at times, throwing water over the foredeck of the fishing trawler. The day would prove to be a hot one, and he was dressed appropriately for it in shorts and a loose shirt – the sea spray felt good, cooling him down.




    He had paid for a ride to the island last night. It wasn’t on the boat’s normal route the Captain had told him, and there was great danger involved, as patrol boats sometimes cruised the seas nearby. This meant an increase in the price, especially for a young foreigner with a fair complexion and blonde hair. After the long trip from Greece, Dimitri was willing to pay the fee, arranging as well when to be picked up.




    What he hadn’t counted on was the Captain’s reaction when he spotted the distant form of a patrol boat. ‘Hey you, yes you, boy! You see that boat out there? Yes, there, off to starboard. It’s that damned patrol boat, and I’m too close to their waters for comfort. This is as far as I go – you’ll have to swim the last bit. Grab your gear and be quick. I’ll slow the boat down some. Get off on the far side of the boat in case they’re looking this way. Don’t worry, the current’s not strong around here this time of day, and there shouldn’t be any sharks about. I’ll be back after dusk in three days time where we agreed – don’t be late!’




    Dimitri hadn’t heard the Captain string so many words together on the whole trip – he must be worried! As he eased himself into the sea, he looked back at the toothy grin of the First Mate, who waved and shouted ‘Good luck, Greek!’, before the boat turned around. Dimitri kept his profile low, and started to breast stroke towards the island. As he slowly made headway through the sea, his mind drifted back to his days as a boy in Possidonia, and the last time he was swimming far from shore . . .




    * * *




    The small waves had been rippling gently in the morning sunlight then, broken only by the splashes of his arms as he swam further from shore, away from the shelter of the cove. He remembered how he’d felt both exhilarated and a little nervous as he tested his strength. At almost thirteen, his body was filling out – he was lean and strong, with the beginnings of well-muscled shoulders capping his taut torso and slim waist. His long, blonde locks streamed past his tanned face, which he’d been told by some of the grandmothers in the village was not so terrible to behold.




    His strokes were slowing now – the shore was over a mile away. He fanned the water with his hands to catch his breath. Then he lounged on his back and let the weak current carry him along, with only his aimless summertime thoughts keeping him company. He drifted in a state of not caring or even considering what he would do next.




    ‘A typical boy’, the village elders would say if they could see him now. But what did they know? Summer’s a time for lounging about, on land or sea. Yet, it was funny how it took such physical exertion to clear his mind and get down to what he really wanted to think about, or perhaps didn’t really want to think about. The ocean currents always helped clear the clutter so that he could see what mattered most.




    Today what he found was a homesick feeling that wouldn’t go away. He missed his mother and father, and thinking about them, out here alone on the Aegean on a beautiful day, was somehow comforting. He held that thought as he dove, after first taking a huge breath of air, deeper and deeper, to where the ocean turned black and his lungs almost hurt. Then he turned for the surface, making it easily and smiling as he burst into sunshine. He rested on the surface for a long while, thinking about his chores at home, which weren’t quite finished, but then neither was the day – he would get to them before dinner, and his grandfather never seemed to mind. Not like his aunt and uncle, who wanted ‘everything done right now! This instant! And BY GOD you better not look at me like that, boy!’ His mother had never raised her voice at him that way – but it seemed so long ago that her voice had been there to soothe him, to make him laugh, to make him feel like he had no worries and never would have any. His heart ached as he realised how much he missed her, and his father too.




    This time he dove even deeper. He was cold by the time he turned round for the surface. As he came up, though, it wasn’t light above – Am I going in the right direction? I must be – my bubbles are heading up. He kept following them, stretching toward the air he craved, faster now, as his breath was running out. But it was still dark – this is strange, he thought as he continued upward, until he started tumbling through the sea. What’s happening – that noise, such a loud hum!




    He groped toward the surface, gasping for air til he bumped his head on something hard. ‘OWWWWW!’ Then a grey form appeared – very quickly, moving, flowing, right up to him! He grabbed at it, felt its smooth skin and held on. Immediately, he was being pulled up to the sunlight and AIR!




    After he let go of the fin, the dolphin stayed a few moments, as if it wanted to make sure he was safe. The boy lay back in the sea, breathing heavily and feeling the top of his head, carefully touching his new bump. With relief, all he found was matted hair, no blood, but his head really hurt.




    He started swimming slowly, lying on his back, toward the shore, until he was near the familiar territory of the cove again. I still have chores to do. Summertime is usually pretty good – if only adults knew what kids had to do, each and every day, maybe they’d ease up on the chores. How come I didn’t see that freighter coming? I was drifting, sure, and diving deep, but I’ve never lost track that much before. That boat’s props just about chewed me up! And that dolphin - where’d he come from, and so quickly? Some things are too hard to figure out, he thought, as he started the swim back to shore. Maybe I won’t go out so far next time.




    * * *




    As Dimitri swam steadily toward the shore, its profile shimmered in the growing heat of the mid-morning sun. He thought back again, to the cove near his village and his closest friends there, the dolphins. The dolphins did seem to like being with him; there were always a few of them, usually close by, when he swam at the cove. They frolicked and jumped and chattered away while he dove, and when he surfaced they often splashed about together.




    The other village boys seemed to have much more serious things to do, like helping their fathers on their fishing boats, tending their flocks or cleaning up the taverna. They thought Dimitri was plain idle, and his stories of dolphins swimming with him just that, stories. Every time they came to swim in the cove, with or without Dimitri, there were no dolphins. They only saw them when out fishing, and then their fathers sometimes took a shot at them, thinking of dolphins as competitors, not protectors. But Dimitri knew the dolphins were his friends, and when one helped him when he’d met up with that freighter, he knew that they were his most important, lifelong friends. They’re much more loyal than any of the townsfolk, he considered – well, not including grandpa.




    He remembered his times at the cove as precious, like small treasures – each day at the village when he was younger, how he couldn’t wait to get back to the sea again! There the morning air was fresh and clear, and the cove sparkled blue in front of him as he dove in.




    Then he thought about what had led to him being here now, swimming in foreign waters. That day near Possidonia was still vivid in his memory. He had swum out to the entrance of the cove, to waters about 25 feet deep. The sea was so clear he could easily see things on the bottom. He spied shiny shells, a big lobster scuttling along and an odd-looking spar lying on the bottom. That day, as he was out deeper, he’d been careful to pick and choose what he’d dive for. The flood of memories washed over him – what a day!




    There was a rectangular shape – I was deciding whether it was worth the effort when a dolphin roared up, pushing a wave over my head. He laughed as he thought back. He had tried to give chase, but the dolphin rushed on, turned, came back, and did it again. Then another dolphin joined in, splashing him too. The game went on for 10 or 15 minutes, and by the time the dolphins retreated the current had drifted him past the spot he’d seen earlier. He swam back to where he thought it was, but didn’t notice anything of interest. Just then one of the dolphins had glided slowly by, and he’d grabbed its dorsal fin, looking down as it swam along.




    There, just there! That shape again! He let go, took another breath, and dove. As he got to the bottom, he saw a wooden chest of some sort, with brass fittings around its corners, stuck firmly in the sand. He tugged at it, then dug around its edges a bit, but to little effect.




    Dimitri remembered more now, and became lost in his own reverie. It was all so clear . . . he shot to the surface for air. A few more breaths and down again he dove. He dug around what he was now calling ‘my treasure chest’, and repeated the process of surfacing, diving and digging a few more times. But he was getting tired, and so took a fix on the spot by triangulating his position with markers onshore before he swam in.




    On the beach he found some rope he’d spotted earlier and then rolled a driftwood log into the sea. He swam back out to his spot above the box, pushing the log ahead of him. When he got there, he looped the rope over the log. Diving down, he knotted one end of the rope securely around the box, under the brass fittings, and then swam up to grab the other end of the rope. He pulled down on the loose end, using the log for leverage. Finally the box started to dislodge from the bottom.




    After some strenuous pulling, he was able to get the box halfway to the surface. Going up for air, he tied the rope off and then used one end of the rope to pull the box toward the shore, while swimming underwater. The box dangled under the log as he pulled. He was so involved with his task and excited about all the treasure he was sure to find that he didn’t notice the dark shape above him. When he saw a shadow moving on the sandy bottom he looked up and his heart almost stopped . . . SHARK! It must be a hammerhead, and it looks 12 feet long! It was loitering there, circling above him, curious about the log, rope and box.




    Dimitri dove to the bottom, directly below the suspended treasure chest. His air was running out, and he wondered how he’d ever get past the big shark. Thankfully, he only had to wait a few moments to find out, as a dolphin shot past him, pounding the shark in its stomach with its snout! Then another followed, doing exactly the same manoeuvre. Each dolphin hit the shark one more time before it decided to retreat, heading for the open sea.




    Dimitri didn’t waste any time getting to the surface; once there, he hung over the log, gasping for breath. The two dolphins came up to him shortly after, chattering in their mysterious dolphin tongue, telling him all about their heroic exploits in great detail, or so it seemed. Dimitri smiled while he gathered his strength, then dove down to get the box moving toward shore again before any more dangerous sea creatures could interfere.




    Through great effort, Dimitri was slowly able to struggle the box into the shallows. When the water was not quite over his head, the box hit the bottom. Now he was able to dive down and slide the box more easily along the sandy bottom towards the shore. After a brief rest, he dragged the box up the beach to the edge of the scrub. Then he sat down to examine the box itself.




    The wood looked old and weathered and the brass fittings were tarnished. A large padlock secured the latch, but it was too rusted for a key. Dimitri found a suitable, hefty rock, and positioned it over the padlock. One strike, two, and the padlock broke open. Great!, he thought, as he stooped to unhook the remnants of the lock.




    As he slowly lifted the lid, he found that the inside of the box was dry. It looked empty, but, no, when he examined it more closely, there on the bottom was a yellowed piece of paper. It was some kind of heavy parchment, folded in two. Dimitri slowly reached in, removed the paper, and unfolded it. On one side was written boldy, in an odd script:




    ADVENTURE




    IMAGINATION




    STRENGTH




    Below that, in the corner, there was only one more simple notation:




    needed for your quest




    However, on the other side of the parchment was a map.




    [image: ]




    ‘WOW!, a treasure map!’, he exclaimed. ‘This is a map of some island!’ It showed an irregular coastline and a central hill, with a trail inland to a point marked with an ‘X’. ‘NEAT!’ But then Dimitri noticed that there were no locating features for this island, nor even a name for it. ‘Well, what use is that!’, he grumbled, throwing the map down.




    Disappointed, Dimitri looked off to sea, away from the open chest. There, the dolphins were still playing and talking, as if to laugh at him. This made Dimitri even more angry. He kicked the sand, holding the map in his fist, and waved it at the sky, shouting to the gods ‘Is that all there is?’ Then he kicked at the map and stomped off to sit on a smooth boulder by the sea.




    After a while he began to get as calm as the sea around him, and, as his mood improved, his curiosity increased. He slipped up the sand sideways like a crab, not wanting to look directly at the map or the chest. Some treasure chest. But when he got to where he’d tossed the map, he couldn’t locate it. Looking around, he saw the parchment flying toward the sea, propelled by a light breeze that had come up.




    ‘No!’ he shouted, as he ran in pursuit. He got to it just as it reached the water’s edge, snatching it in the air before it got to the small wavelets there. He smoothed it out and carefully scrutinized its markings. Not a line was different than before.




    ‘Well, maybe I can find a way to this ‘X’ somehow’, he sighed, as he carefully folded the map and stuffed it into the pocket of his shirt. He closed the box, pulled it further into the scrub and covered it with driftwood. Then he removed the rope from the beach and used a leafy branch to sweep away all signs of moving the box up through the sand. As he strolled down the beach toward the village, he waved goodbye to the dolphins, giving special thanks to his saviours. His mind rolled over the puzzle of the map as he walked home.




    So, I’ve found a map to an unknown island, with an ‘X’ that marks a place of unknown treasure, left by persons unknown, from a time long before. What do I do with that?


  




  

    
CHAPTER 2




    Possidonia – place of Poseidon - God of the Sea. Poseidon was known as Neptune by the Romans; he was said to cause earthquakes when angry.




    The village was small, perched on the edge of the sea and contained perhaps a few hundred souls, mostly the lost ones, Dimitri thought. He wondered how anyone could live like this, year after year. Of the few dozen or so households, most gained their subsistence from agriculture – a few goats scrabbled along the hillsides, hemmed in by ancient stone fences, a small herd of sheep, some crops. Olives and grapes were the staples, with some figs and vegetables grown on the rocky slopes, usually in the gullies where red-flowering dafni and purple thistles competed for moisture. Oh yes, and chickens. They all had chickens. Dimitri’s day would not be complete without abruptly being awakened by the everpresent roosters crowing, or more precisely SCREECHING, telling the world that a new day was soon to dawn.




    Those who were not shepherds and farmers were fishermen. There were always boats anchored in the small harbour, with a few others in favoured spots at the pier. Their bright colours glared at you, dazzling in the bright sunlight in their reds and blues and greens, as you gazed past them across the strait. Partly blocking the view seaward was a long, hilly island called Makronissos a few miles offshore. Nobody lived on its barren slopes. Yet it provided a convenient backdrop to village life, a means to measure what sort of day was to come and what sort of day it had been. As the menfolk congregated at the two cafes near the waterfront in the morning, the condition of the sea in the channel between the village and the island always began the conversation, as that would herald the day’s weather for fishers and farmers alike. As the day drew to a close and the men again gathered in the evening, oftentimes to bemoan their collective fate, the island’s southern point seemed to punctuate their talk, thrusting into the sea to show all what a loss that day had been. Only after the sun had set and the view faded did the muttering start, with most of them speculating on what the next day might bring.




    Or so it seemed to Dimitri, who measured their activities in as many of his own moody changes as the weather brought. Even the village priest could not raise the boy’s spirits at times, and today, as he strolled past, he asked ‘What is it with you, Dimitri? Have the dolphins forsaken you?’ He laughed at his own joke, then carried on down the winding lane to the church.




    Sunday was coming soon – in a couple of days, and the priest was in particularly fine spirits, as should be the case for a spiritual man. Then he mused, At least he helped keep the village together, the parts that he approved of anyways.




    The elders had been less than jovial of late. They were a superstitious lot, despite their dedication to the Greek Orthodox religion. Many were saying, as they clutched the amulets that dangled around their necks, ‘an ill wind blows past the island. Something terrible is coming.’ Each trinket that they wore was there to protect these church going believers against the threats that hung in the air, especially the ‘evil eye’.




    The world beyond their isolated Mediterranean homeland was a mystery to such traditional folk. ‘These are party times in America, Britain and across most of Europe’, they whispered to each other, as they nervously fingered their pendants. ‘No good will come of all this dancing and drinking and spending large amounts of money on frivolous desires!’ They were bitter, as there was more money being squandered than they would ever see in a lifetime of hard labour. And all of this was happening not long since the last war. ‘Aah, the Great War – so much loss, so terrible! How can they celebrate so?’, they said, not quite under their breath. To them it was sacrilegious – it was tempting the fates.




    Through all of this talk that coursed through the village daily like the tides, the priest tried to look on the brighter side, telling them that there would be good markets for their wine, cheese and fish in Athens during these better times. But the elders could not absorb his words, at least not with their hearts. Sure, they seemed to listen politely, especially during the sermons. But then afterwards they turned away, caught within their own orbits, spiralling inwards and downwards in their endless, circular talk.




    Perhaps that was what had Dimitri in such a mood. All of this talk. It goes on and on, never amounting to anything. He could see the older village boys at times, sitting just outside the circle of men at the cafes and on the dock, mimicking their fathers and uncles, nodding their heads in agreement and keeping quiet. And at times he could see himself ten, twenty or fifty years older, living a village life just like them, talking his precious life away. ‘No!’ he declared loudly, ‘not me!’. He wondered, though, how he could possibly escape the fate that seemed to befall all who were raised there. Then he remembered, I’ve got my map!




    Dimitri actually liked the town and its security. His grandfather took good care of him and seemed to understand when his grandson looked out across the sea, beyond the point of the island toward more distant shores. The school was allright as well, as far as schooling went, and he even had a couple of friends that he could fish and play with. But he always felt a distance when around them, preferring to swim in the cove or roam the hillsides by himself. He especially liked to explore along the upper slopes of the village, sometimes even hitching a ride to the Temple of Poseidon near Cape Sounion. Which he did again today, to sit above the waves and ponder his situation.




    The partially restored temple had a commanding presence on the cape, as it had for millenia. Fifteen columns of tawny marble rose up on one side, held in place by a long rectangular stone that ran along their tops. People had come to the temple for guidance and inspiration since Greece’s early days – indeed, since Hellenic times. Well, until the Church got a stranglehold on their beliefs anyways. Powerful, visionary people built this structure, and now – now we’re just peasants! What use is that?




    Among the ruins he sometimes found a small baubel, damaged of course, which he then gave to the caretaker of the site, a wizened old man who cackled at him without reason. It’s the temple – it’s driven him mad! Dimitri liked to think that the ghosts of the ancients inhabited the ruins, coming out at night, especially during the storms that raged round the cape in winter. In summertime it was just hot and dry, with no shade trees to provide shelter from the midday sun, just the occasional gnarled pine.




    There was another Possidonia, he’d been told, on Syros, one of the Cyclades Islands. Syros was the administrative centre of the group, and the people there thought themselves more important because of that. ‘That Possidonia, that one is nothing compared to ours’, the elders of his village often remarked. And he’d heard of yet another town by a similar name to the west, in the Pelopponese. Poseidon must have been an important god to have so many villages as his namesake! He was, after all, the god of the sea and of earthquakes. Those two realms defined Greek life, both seaward and shoreward. But their Possidonia had the temple, so their’s was therefore much more special! And yet, the temple was neglected by the townsfolk. Perhaps that’s for the best – in their ignorance they leave it alone and so don’t damage it any more.




    He still had chores to do, so Dimitri headed home from the temple, arriving in late afternoon as the heat was subsiding. The map – how can I find a way to match it up with some known part of the world? At last it came to him – the school has an atlas! He rushed over there and burst into the room that housed his world for too many hours each winter. Since school was still out for summer, a layer of dust covered everything on the shelves. He had to brush off the small atlas to see it clearly. He rapidly leafed through the pages, looking at islands large and small. But, after a few tense moments, he sighed, realising that nothing fit the shape of his island.




    Downhearted, Dimitri headed home, the dust swirling in the street as he trudged by, ignoring some village boys who were calling him to play a game of ‘kick the can’. One of the boys, Stefanos, beckoned him – the two of them had often gone fishing in the past, and of all the boys, Dimitri felt closest to him. But his foul mood got in the way. Instead he continued on, slamming the old wooden door of his home as he entered. He quickly made his grandfather’s dinner and cleaned up the place. The two of us do have a good life here – so why complicate it with impossible thoughts of treasure?




    His grandfather came in, lured by the smell of cooking fish, sensing as soon as he entered that all was not right with the boy. He loved Dimitri dearly, as he was all that was left of his mother and father. The boy reminded him of his father, who had been just as tempermental at this age. They’d been snatched away a few years after the war, and his own wife had died shortly after. All this happened much too quickly for any adjustment – he still couldn’t cope with his multiple losses.




    Maybe some sort of change would help, the old man pondered. ‘Dimitri, what do you think about visiting your aunt and uncle in Athens this weekend?’




    Watching Dimitri consider his words, he thought, A good beginning – the boy is paying attention, perhaps in too guarded a way, but at least his eyes are on me. ‘We could visit the city library or the National Archaeological Museum?’




    Dimitri countered his proposal with one of his own, ‘Could we go to the Acropolis too?’ He loved to explore the ruins, particularly the Parthenon.




    His grandfather grinned at that, replying, ‘Yes, Dimitri, you can go there if you wish, but the climb is a bit much for me these days.’ He’d never known a village boy to be so interested in books and learning and ruins as this one. Yet he was of his own blood. His father’s wanderlust must be in him, or maybe a touch of my own, which brought a slight smile to his weathered face. ‘Yes, we could stay a few days, not rush it this time. At the end of the summer, nothing should be rushed, eh boy?’




    With that statement, Dimitri’s perspective on the coming week was set at hopeful – I’ll find a better atlas in Athens and track down this island once and for all!




    * * *




    The day was going to be another hot one. But this promised to be a totally glorious day too, and not only because they were going to Athens. Dimitri had gone to bed in a restless mood, one full of expectation. And, when he awoke to a startled ‘SQUAWK’ instead of the normal raucous crowing of the rooster outside his window, he began his day with a smile. He’d been rewarded for his efforts from the night before. A little surprise for his early morning reveller – a bucket half full of cold water, suspended over a tray of seeds – had been arranged to greet him. Once the tray was disturbed, the bucket tipped and the guilty, crowing culprit was soaked in a torrent of water. ‘And justice for all!’, Dimitri announced, as he sprang out of bed to see a bedraggled rooster running off down the lane, tailfeathers dragging on the ground.




    Uncle George and aunt Maria were not the most exciting people in Athens, nor even the small district of the city that they lived in. He had retired early on a war pension. They lived in a modest apartment they’d inherited from Maria’s mother below the Acropolis in Monastiraki, near the plaka. Their flat was part of a large block which was four stories high and so they had little privacy. Perhaps that was why they had such particular ways on how one’s life should be lived, especially in their home. The only slack that they yielded was when grandfather visited, and then it was given grudgingly. Uncle George looked up to his father for a reason that went far beyond fatherhood – only with him did his uncle’s blustering give way to an unusual quiet. Dimitri had seen such calm before, just before a downpour. It was as if his uncle expected a storm whenever his father visited. But the rain never came, for grandfather always brought sunshine to any room he entered. He was like that.




    Their journey to Athens started out well, on a bus on a Saturday afternoon in late summer. The trip there would normally take about two hours, travelling on the dirt road that wound along the coast. But normally seldom applied in Greece – the heat that built up during the day at this time of year would make the trip almost unbearable, Dimitri knew, and the bus never left before noon. Hopefully it wouldn’t break down on the way this time – by the end of the last trip, after two breakdowns, he was ready to shout ‘Enough already!’, but of course he hadn’t. Instead, he had remained silent, seated quietly beside his beloved grandfather.




    Today he sat on the bus in much the same way, asking the occasional question about Athens, Greek history or his relatives. To all of these his grandfather always had a quick and witty reply, which seemed to breezily cast away any thought of further queries on the subject at issue, while setting his mind at ease about not just the question at hand, but about life in general.




    For example, when he asked why Greece had been over-run so often in its history by so many different peoples, his grandfather replied ‘They come, they go, but we perservere here in this rugged, barren land beside the sea, as we always have and always will. You know’, he carried on, ‘our people have endured all manner of things to remain here, from earthquakes and raging fires to gales, droughts and endless wars’. Then he pointed outside to the scrub lining the road as the bus rumbled by, ‘You see out there? You only see some dusty, scraggly scrub, no? Well, just think about that scrub for a moment. Each plant has roots that go way down to what water is left when it’s hot like this, and those same roots hold the plant down when the winds roar along the seaside. And when the fires come, those plants may die, but they leave seeds which spring up again with the first rains. We Greeks, we’re like that scrub – we dig in deep and never let go . . . And, if ever it seems that we have been finally vanquished, we leave our seeds here and there to carry on, just like you are here to carry on our family, Dimitri!’




    The bus bumped along as his grandfather thought about this a bit more. Finally, he continued, ‘The Greeks, we love life – where else could we love it so completely? Those invaders who you are so concerned about, who come and take over our land as you say for a while – they come here because they lack something in themselves. And so, they find themselves here, on our doorstep. But they cannot last here – after a short time, it’s as if the land itself spits them out, on to yet another place somewhere else to repeat their pitiful quest. But we remain, we remain. Whatever else this place may be to others, to us this rocky, difficult place is our home!’




    Well, you can’t argue with that. Remain indeed. Like on this dusty, hot bus, hour after hour on this accursed bus. We’re Greeks, so we persevere!




    But he didn’t ask his grandfather any more questions on that or any other topic that afternoon; somehow he’d been satisfied by the answer, even though it was an answer he’d never hear in his schoolroom history lessons.




    The bus finally ground to a halt at Omonoia in central Athens, at the old station that seemed a gathering place for all the lost and unwanted wanderers that humanity had to offer. But this parade of the suffering, with more now struggling off the bus to join the unkempt horde, seemed out of place in the city. For the city offered sophistication that could never be found in a country village




    Even this bunch of forlorn people, who had now managed to tumble out to stretch and moan their concerns to anyone who would listen, even they had a welcoming committee of sorts: there were relations and old friends and lovers to meet each and every one of the passengers, for this was Greece after all. And of course uncle George and aunt Maria were there too, in their crisp city clothes, with frozen smiles to meet a boy and old man who could thaw their lives out again, at least for a while.




    As uncle George approached, he limped slightly, due to his war wound. Maria called out to them ‘How was your trip? Are you hot?’ And then she quickly answered herself ‘You must be’, as she brought out some cool homemade lemonade she’d been carrying in a jug. Uncle George picked up grandpa’s old, battered leather suitcase, that was strong, lean and worn, like it’s owner. ‘We have a fine dinner ready at home’, he mentioned as he transferred the suitcase to their small automobile, ‘a very fine dinner’.




    Now this is something new, Dimitri considered as he ran his hand over the upholstery inside. ‘When did you get the car, uncle George?’ he asked.




    ‘Oh, we’ve had this one since April’ he replied. ‘Times have been good in the city this year.’




    Grandfather also appreciated the extra comfort for the short trip to the house, as he looked quite tired. In no time at all they were whisked to the door, to be escorted inside by their only living, close relations in all of Greece. In the past few years this humble abode in Athens had become Dimitri’s second home.




    However, the sprawling city that surrounded him intruded on his senses, and so he never really relaxed here the way that he did by the sea in Possidonia. There he could listen to the murmur of the waves below the village as he drifted off to sleep each night. And yet, Dimitri found that, by the time he left this house, he was missing it (including its odd inhabitants) on the bus ride home. Perhaps I do have two homes . . .




    As he pondered that, the smell of dinner carried across the entryway to him, and all his thoughts ceased, taken over by a more instinctive reaction.




    ‘God, that smells good!’, he shouted. This was quickly followed by a sharp reprimand from his aunt.




    ‘Do not use the name of the lord that way in this house, young man!’ She looked sternly at him, but there was warmth behind her glower. ‘Come, wash off the road’s signs and sit at the table. Then I’ll bring the dinner in.’




    Dimitri dashed to the wash basin, and in no time was back to wait expectantly for what promised to be quite a feast. He was not to be disappointed. His aunt set out dish after dish of delicious food: home-made bread accompanied a carefully prepared local fish, which exuded a delicate aroma. This was then followed by a salad topped with some feta cheese, fresh olives and tender baby octopus. It was a special day, after all due to their visit, and he started to relax as he ate and listened to his elders catch up on village and city life, respectively. It’s amazing how they can talk, laugh, watch my every movement and eat too!




    But, it didn’t really matter, not today, for he was in Athens and it was here that he would solve the mystery of the map!


  




  

    
CHAPTER 3




    Destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a matter of choice.




    William Jennings Bryan




    The Acropolis – or, the ‘City on the Hill’. Settled from about 3000 BC and used as a sacred site from 1000 BC by the Dorians, who built a Temple for Athena, to honour the Goddess of War (known as Minerva by the Romans). After the Battle of Salamis with the Persians, the Acropolis was reconstructed by Pericles in the 5th century B.C., under the direction of Phidias the sculptor.




    The next day dawned bright and sunny yet again, perfect conditions for him to begin his search. However, a trip to church was required before any activities of interest could begin. Dimitri was on his best behaviour for church, as he didn’t want to be loaded up with chores for perceived wrongdoings and then be unable to explore the ruins that afternoon. He loved to prowl about the Acropolis. He could see part of it from the church, as could the priest, who, though proud of the achievements of his ancestors, always had to point out to his congregation that it was heathens who had built the structures, worshipping a collection of arrogant and indolent gods, mere mythological fantasies, instead of the one great god who could be both wrathful and kind.




    Dimitri had heard all this before. Instead, he preferred an older view of the world, courtesy of the ancients, where a family of gods watched over mere mortals, meting out justice and favours as they saw fit. Such a view was much like his present world, a world populated by adults who saw no difficulty in ruling over his life as if he had no rights or choices of his own. He’d heard about the emancipation of slaves in America, which had only been granted after a terrible civil war. So why do I have to wait years and years to gain some measure of freedom for myself? Do I need a civil war to wrestle away my own freedom? That’s how it seemed on too many days lately, at least.




    After lunch it was only a short hike to the edge of the Acropolis. On the way he noticed that there were few real homes in this area, only numerous small shops near the ruins, partially built from stones that had littered the site before. A great blast a few hundred years ago had scattered pieces of the fine architecture down the slope, and there they had lain since, at least the bigger pieces that were harder to move.




    Once he’d climbed to the top, he paused to catch his breath, reflecting that he really liked it up here, away from the crowds. It was quiet, with only a slight summer breeze and sparse vegetation to keep him company. An occasional swallow swooped after some tiny insect. And then there was the sun, beating down on him and glinting off the white marble stones of the various buildings that adorned the Acropolis.




    As he strolled by the Parthenon, he saw shadows flit by. MEEOWWW!! A sharp screech echoed through the open hall as a cat chased a rat among the pillars. The cats were the real owners of this place. They were the ones acting the parts of gods and goddesses now, allowing him into their world for a time. But they also watched his movements closely in case a stone was cast in their direction, as young boys were known to do. Dimitri never bothered the cats, though. They were part of his tribe while he was on the Acropolis, descended as they were from the ancient Greeks, albeit in a different form.




    Whenever Dimitri was at the Acropolis and sat on the edge of the high stone wall, looking down on the amphitheatre of Dionysus and the city beyond, a great wave of emotion came over him: it was as if all the old ones were talking to him at once, telling him their myriad stories. And, after he had been there for a while, layed out on a column or leaning against one of the intact walls, he always felt as if he was being watched by some kind of presence. Of course, the cats were there, but it was more than that, and more too than the fleeting yet piercing stare that a falcon would give as it darted by.




    He felt guided here – to what, he could never tell, so that by the time he was nearly home the feeling had left him. When it had gone, he was left somehow haunted and unfulfilled. Oh well, the ancestors don’t want to talk to me today. Or maybe it was the Gods – he wasn’t sure just who was ignoring him. But one day, perhaps he would find out.




    * * *




    This was going to be a special day. They were going to the National Archaeological Museum, the National Gallery and the City Library. He was certain that in one of them they would find his island, and riches would then surely follow.




    Such were the thoughts that raced around Dimitri’s head as he lept out of bed Monday morning. ‘Grandpa, grandpa, GET UP! We have to get moving to see the museums and library today!’, Dimitri shouted through the doorway. He was used to rising with the roosters in Possidonia, so an early rise in the big city was nothing. But his aunt and uncle were not as excited, at least not in the way that he wanted.




    ‘Quiet down, Dimitri! It’s not even seven o’clock! The museums don’t open for hours!’, shouted his aunt.




    As Dimitri bolted into the kitchen, he raced by his still dozing grandfather, who was barely awake and quite unconcerned about the day’s plans. That’s how it seemed anyways, though thinking on the run was not Dimitri’s strong suit. He wasn’t going to have anyone be slow or unconcerned about their mission, not today!




    ‘C’mon, grandpa, let’s get moving! It’s a beautiful day and we want to get on the bus to head downtown before it gets too hot!’




    His grandpa just blinked up at him. Then he wet his lips and slowly, very slowly, a slight grin took shape at the corners of his mouth as he watched Dimitri’s reactions. He always liked to tease the boy, especially when he was being so terribly serious. ‘Don’t worry, Dimitri. We’ll get there, and we’ll do it today, this morning in fact. Just let me get out of bed and have my breakfast first.’




    With that statement Dimitri’s day finally started unfolding towards what he’d been dreaming of and hoping for over the slowly moving days since he’d found the treasure chest. If he could only get things in MOTION! GOD some people move at glacial speed!, Dimitri fumed.




    His grandpa had some coffee and bread, served quietly and efficiently by aunt Maria. Then he stretched, yawned, scratched his belly and gradually rose to start his day. Dimitri bound ahead of him, like a happy dog with his master, to catch the bus into the city, getting to the bus stop well before his aged guide.




    In what seemed like no time at all they were in front of a familiar building, the National Archaeological Museum. Dimitri was inside well before his grandfather, where he waited breathlessly and impatiently as the elder Stanopoulos mounted the many steps that preceded the entranceway.




    ‘You seem pretty eager to go through this dusty old museum today, Dimitri,’ his grandpa observed. ‘Something special about today?’




    ‘Oh, no, nothing . . . nothing special at all.’, Dimitri replied hastily. ‘I just wanted to check something out here, after being at the Acropolis yesterday.’




    There really are a lot of artefacts here from the Acropolis and from other important Greek sites. They’re mostly sculptures and wall frescoes. I really should notice them more than I do. With that in mind, Dimitri began to more carefully examine the contents of the Museum, partly for his grandfather’s sake. But he was more intent on looking at maps than fancy sculptures of stone, even if those sculptures were carved by famous Greeks and Romans.




    It seemed to take hours to go through the Museum this time, but they were all done well before noon. Dimitri had only discovered a few old charts of the eastern Mediterranean amongst the many displays, and these had been of no use.




    However, his grandfather had noticed how closely Dimitri was studying those charts. Afterwards, he mentioned, ‘those maps you were looking at – they’re interesting, are they not? There are so many kinds of maps. You see how the scale changes from one to the other, and the accuracy? The old maps were not that accurate, you know.’




    Dimitri nodded, but he was only half listening. What does scale have to do with treasure?, he mused in frustration as he kicked the dirt outside. He ate his lunch the same way, in a somewhat distracted mood, hardly tasting the sandwich that he’d been provided at the nearby cafe.




    ‘Perhaps we’ll go to the National Gallery next, after lunch?’, his grandfather offered. ‘It’s often cool there in the afternoon in late summer. Maybe we’ll try that.’




    Dimitri only nodded weakly. After they’d finished their meal and gathered up their few things, they caught a bus further into the city, to the Gallery. But, once again, all of Dimitri’s expectations were thwarted . . . there were many fine paintings (at least that was what his grandfather kept saying), but not a single map! What a waste of time!, he felt more than thought.




    They went to the City Library next. His grandfather took him to the information desk first, and then Dimitri, in a stroke of boldness, asked to be taken to a room where their maps were kept. But there were so many maps! And atlases too! Dimitri spent the rest of the afternoon going through them. He never realised that so many islands dotted the seas, and in the Aegean there were hosts of islands, from large ones like Crete to tiny dots that could hardly be called islands. There were thousands of them! His eyes were heavy by the time they left the Library, near closing time.




    ‘We must get home for dinner’, his grandfather gently said, taking his tired grandson by the shoulder and guiding him out to the street. ‘Here’s a bus that will take us home. I’m sure your aunt will have a wonderful meal ready by the time we get there.’




    Dimitri sat quietly during the trip back, resting against his grandpa’s bony shoulder. His subdued mood continued throughout dinner. He was only able to whisper ‘good night’ in what sounded like a beaten whimper as he slipped away from the table, well before his normal bedtime and with most of his dinner left on his plate. Most unusual, they all thought as they watched his small form retreat down the hall toward his bedroom.




    * * *




    The next day again dawned bright and sunny – Dimitri found that out as his blinds were hurled back by his grandfather at what seemed to be a very early hour. ‘GOOD MORNING my young lad!’, his grandfather bellowed. ‘TODAY we conquer the WORLD, or at least this small part of it! Rise up and greet the day, as it needs your strength to fill out its shape!




    Now it was Dimitri’s turn to groan and get slowly out of bed. Over breakfast he found out their plan for the day. They were going to see a few of the lesser known museums and galleries in the city on a sort of circle tour. And so they did, and in the whirlwind manner that suited his grandfather whenever he was this energised.




    From straight after breakfast, Dimitri was literally dragged from museum to museum, gallery to gallery, by his enthusiastic grandfather. He could hardly keep up to this man, who was decades older than him! At the end of each stop, his grandfather asked for precise directions to the next destination, and then, once at that museum or art gallery, for the locations of their maps, if they had any. He repeated each time in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘I want to fulfill my grandson’s newfound interest in cartography!’




    Most places were of little interest, though, except to see some of their displays. Dimitri didn’t know that there were so many artefacts. He was reminded by several of the museum curators that too much of Greece’s treasures were now kept securely in European, British and American museums, both public and private. The museum curators overseas, of course, told the Greeks that this was for the safekeeping of precious finds for the world, ones that would have been lost in less secure times. Yet it seemed to most Greeks these days, including Dimitri and his grandfather, that these foreigners were doing all the keeping now.




    Toward the end of their tour, his grandfather told Dimitri something that stuck in his mind. He said ‘You know, sometimes for really important sites, for places that might contain things of value like treasure, the mapmakers used a kind of secret code on their maps.’ When Dimitri asked him to explain, he went on to say that ‘well, for instance, take Alexander the Great’s route to Persia here on this map’ and he gestured to a large map on the wall inside the entrance of the Hellenic Maritime Museum, the last stop on their day’s tour. ‘You see here, in this part of his travels? Well, a mapmaker could make a map to show this portion of his route only, and make as if this was an island or a part of a continent or something.’




    Dimitri just stared at the map for a long, long time. This new information really shook him. I’ve been searching for the map of an actual island, when maybe it’s just part of a secret code that I’ve found! He went to sit down on a bench, suddenly feeling very tired.




    His grandfather came to sit beside him, putting his arm around him. ‘There now, don’t worry about it, we all have to reconsider things at times. Maybe we could come back here tomorrow? I see that they’re going to be closing soon.’




    ‘Oh, yes, sure, yes we could do that’, Dimitri replied, lost in his own thoughts. With their unfinished business lingering in the air, they returned home, to another good meal, souvlaki and quite tasty. Tasty enough that Dimitri ate most of it this time.




    After dinner, Dimitri excused himself, and went to his room to study his map carefully with renewed interest. On the one side he read again, ‘ADVENTURE, IMAGINATION, STRENGTH’, and below, ‘needed for your quest’. Then he flipped the sheet over to look more closely at the map. Perhaps this isn’t a map of an island after all – why did grandfather point to Alexander’s travels in the Near East when he spoke of secret codes?




    * * *




    That night Dimitri managed to have a good sleep, which helped him to literally jump out of bed the next morning. He was rested and now wanted to check out his new lead. He raced through breakfast, but noticed that his grandfather was not responding to the new day with the same vigour as he had yesterday. ‘What’s wrong, grandpa? Don’t you feel well?’, he enquired.




    ‘Now Dimitri, his aunt said, ‘you’ve tired him out with all your museums. Look at him, just look at him. He can’t keep up this pace!’
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