Chapter III

  “George, do you have any idea about where we can leave the horses?” Rafaela asked.

  George gave her a rather puzzled look. “I don’t have a clue”, he muttered.

  “Grandpa would be furious to learn that we didn’t take care of them! He made it pretty clear that if we don’t, never again would he let us have them!” Jacqueline remarked.

  “Of course, how didn’t I think of that?”, George exclaimed, “We can take them to my uncle’s farm! He’s crazy about horses, so it won’t be much of a burden for him. Maybe he can take a look at your pony’s paw Liesje; you should have been more careful when you flew over that pine! The poor pony got a rather nasty cut…”

  “Oh, give her a break! She’s never ridden a horse or a pony before”, Christopher exclaimed in an effort to make allowances for her mistake.

  “Come on, we have no time to spare in twiddling our thumbs!” Jacqueline remarked, “I have a project to start, remember?”

  “You’re right, Jac”, Tilde said, “Let’s go guys, but first we have to get rid of all this luggage!”

  “Don’t worry about that! We’ll leave the suitcases at my uncle’s house”, George reassured her.

  Half an hour later, there they were, standing in front of the Acropolis, gazing at one of the most renowned monuments in the world. Suddenly, the strong voice of a petite girl caught their attention.

  “On your left, you can see the Parthenon, the temple of Athena, which was built between 447 and 438 B.C. and decorated between 438 and 432 B.C. The whole construction was under the supervision of Phedias”, she informed a group of Japanese tourists who were listening to her with particular interest.

  “It’s unbelievable!” George cried out, “Phaedra, what are you doing here?”.

  “Oh, my God! Is that you, George? This is where I work! Wait until I finish the tour and I’ll be right here!” she replied.

  “Who is she?” Jacqueline asked.

  “We used to be classmates in high school”, he replied and went on to say, “I knew that she was very fond of history, but I never thought that she would actually become a guide!”

  The nine friends continued their walk to the site and half an hour later Phaedra arrived.

  “Hello everyone, my name is Phaedra and I am at your disposal! I can tell you everything you want to learn about the Acropolis and ancient Greece, in general”, she informed the whole gang.

  “Hi, my name’s Jacqueline and I am French!”, she introduced herself and went on, “And this is Pierre, my brother, Rafaela who’s half-Spanish/half-Italian, Jose from Spain, Sarah from England, Tilde who’s Swedish, Christopher who’s half-Belgian/half Finn and last but not least my best friend, Liesje, from the Netherlands!”.

  “Nice to meet you everyone!” she said with a warm smile.

  “Nice to meet you too!” Pierre said, “I think you would be much of a help for Jacqueline. She has to prepare a summer project for school concerning the Parthenon of the Acropolis, what do you say?”

  “Is that so? Then I’d be more than content to provide you with all my valuable knowledge!”, she remarked with a chuckle.

  “You don’t know how relieved I feel now! To tell you the truth, I was a bit worried about this whole thing!” she admitted.

  “There’s no need to worry! With my help and all the information you can find on the stands around the temple you’ll be just fine. What’s more, you can make all the inquiries you want inside the new museum of the Acropolis”, Phaedra reassured her.

  “I heard that the Elgin Marbles are once again where they belong, aren’t they?” Liesje asked. 

  “Of course yes! We are more than proud of our Prime Minister who finally managed to bring them back. However, we have the European Union to thank, as well, for its contribution!” George replied.

  The time passed as Phaedra was giving all the necessary details to Jacqueline, but to her surprise everyone took great interest to what she had to say. 

  “Maybe all this will be useful for my studies”, Pierre thought and started taking down notes along with Jacqueline.

   In the evening, the ten of them decided to see Athens by night and of course Phaedra and George would be the leaders. They visited the Parliament, the Syntagma and Omonoia Square and of course Plaka.

  “I believe Athens is becoming more and more beautiful!” Rafaela noticed.

  “You have been here before, Raffy?” Tilde asked in wonder.

  “Yes, when I was still in primary school. I had taken part in a student-exchange programme that was organized by the European Union!” she explained.

  Later that night Phaedra invited everyone to stay in her mother’s youth hostel and so they did. 

  The next morning everybody was wide-awake except for Pierre who as always was still asleep.

  “Come on honey, stop lying in! We have been waiting for you to have breakfast. Get ready and we’ll be at the dining room”, Rafaela shouted.

  As they were having breakfast, Phaedra’s grandfather showed up. He was a very friendly old man who never missed the chance to tell stories about the past. While he was talking about his birthplace, the island of Naxos, Liesje popped a very tempting idea.

  “Hey everybody, listen up! What about a trip to Naxos? I’ve always wanted to visit a Greek island! Perhaps you, Phaedra, can come along!” she said.

  “That’s very sweet of you, but unfortunately I have to work! The high season is about to start and more and more tourists are coming to Greece.” she replied.

  As the weather was great – how could it not be? – they all found the idea very exciting. With a pinch of disappointment as Phaedra couldn’t join them, they agreed to travel to Naxos by the traditional way, which was, of course, the ferry. This way not only could they enjoy the sea, but they would also have the chance to pay a short visit to the ports of Syros and Paros. Besides, travelling by the extra-high-speed jet or the underwater turtle vessel would involve remaining fastened at their seats throughout the voyage. However not many people used to travel by the traditional ferry any more, the vast majority preferred the new, more hi-tech means of transport, and therefore the excited gang didn’t have any difficulty in finding a comfortable place to sit on the deck.

  As the ferry was approaching the harbour of Naxos, everyone could see more and more clearly the beautiful scenery. 

  “George, I’ve never seen such a picturesque island before!” Pierre said in great delight and everyone could discern the glow of pride for being Greek in George’s face. 

  “Hey guys, come and take a look at this!” Hose shouted, “Is it a dolphin?”

  “Honey, it can’t be a dolphin! There are so few of them left that it would be rather surprising to see one!”, Sarah laughed at him, “Let’s go on the other side of the deck, George is giving some very interesting information about Naxos to Pierre and the others!”

  Everyone was listening to George talking about the history of the island rather absorbed. 

  “Do you see that small hill over there?” he asked pointing to the left. “There used to stand a monument called ‘Portara’ not many years ago. It was a huge marble door that was built in the middle of the sixth century B.C. and it was the entrance of Apollo’s temple; however, this temple was never completed. Unfortunately, ‘Portara’ collapsed in 2036 when a big earthquake hit this area.”.

  “Is that so? That’s a pity… do you remember anything of that time?”  Pierre asked.

  “Not really, I was only four years old but I can still recall my mother telling me how terrible that earthquake was!” George replied.

  “Hey everyone, sorry to interrupt your interesting conversation, but we’d better be going! Tilde’s feeling seasick.” Christopher shouted.

  “Tilde, are you ok?” Pierre asked.

  “Uhh… yes… well, I think I’ll make it to the port! Maybe we should have travelled by the underwater turtle vessel…” she replied.

  “Stop the nagging, Tilde! Come on, let’s go! The ship’s dropped anchor!” Rafaela said.

  “Finally…!” Tilde said in a relieved voice.

  The whole gang disembarked and before they knew it, they had already started their adventurous wander on the alleys of the medieval castle in the main town of Naxos. Jacqueline and Liesje, the youngest ones, were carried away with almost everything they saw.

  “Hey you, take a look at this!” Jacqueline said pointing at a marble inscription, “Here it says that the Metropolis of the Roman Catholics was housed in this building!”.

  “And look at the top of each door!” Liesje noticed, “There is a different coat of arms for each house!”.

  When their walk was over, they decided to visit a traditional village called Apirathos. Phaedra’s grandfather had told them that it was one of the few villages on the island that technology had affected the least. The only way to go there was by car, so they decided to rent a semi-gasoline/semi-electric van. On the way to the village they had the chance to get a glimpse of the traditional architecture.

  “What do you think about that? This house has a fence made only with stones, and no mud or cement!” Pierre noticed.

  “And look at all these blue and white painted houses! They seem so great!” Rafaela added.

  “That’s right! White and blue are the domineering colours on the Greek islands and every house is painted this way and has this kind of fence, or at least that was the case not so long ago.”, George explained.

  Then, the village came into view and in less than five minutes they arrived. When they got out of the van, the wonderful view caught their breath away. 

  “Such a nice village, don’t you agree?” Jose remarked.

  “It is indeed a very lovely place, but can we go to the beach now?” Jacqueline asked impatiently, “Pierre you promised that we would go to the beach, first thing when we got on the island!”

  “I know, but wait until we take a walk and breathe some fresh air! Besides the others want to stay here for a while and enjoy the view as well as have something to eat for lunch.” George replied.

  The time passed pleasantly in the little village for the gang, talking with the local people and savouring the traditional local dishes. When the afternoon came, everyone got in the van and headed for the beach of Agios Prokopios.

  “It’s just great, isn’t it?” Tilde exclaimed.

  “Look at how crystal the water is!” Hose noticed.

  “There’s no wonder why Greek beaches are famous all over the world!” Sarah added.

  “Pierre, what is this man doing over there in the boat?” Jacqueline wondered.

  “He must be a fisherman, isn’t that so George?” he replied.

  “And what’s that stick he’s got in his hands?” Christopher asked.

  “That’s a fishing rod. People once used it to catch fish before advanced methods that are currently used were discovered. They also use fishing nets.” he explained.

  “How weird is that?” Liesje said, “ I never thought I’d come across something like that!”

  “Ok, ok… I hate to tell you that although this whole thing is very interesting we have to look for a place to get some rest. We’ve been on the road for so many hours and besides the sun is setting! All I want to do is sleep like a log…” Tilde complained.

  “Oh, don’t start again! You’re always grumbling about something…” Sarah answered glancing at her angrily.

  “I think she’s right. I feel a little tired myself too”, Christopher admitted, “Come on, let’s go!”

  “There’s no need to go anywhere, we’ll stay right where we are!” Pierre insisted.

  “What do you mean? We have to find a hotel to crash out!” Rafaela said.

  “No, we don’t!”, and he went on to say, “I’ve already taken care of it. I borrowed five travel-homes from my grandfather in the Netherlands; they’re in the blue suitcase! All you have to do is push a button and a fully equipped camping tent is at your service!”

“Great! So what are we waiting for? Everyone get down to work! The beach is a very nice place to camp!” Jacqueline added.

  The tents were set in a split second and half of them couldn’t wait to get some sleep. Everyone were in their beds thinking about their trip but not for long… In less that ten minutes everyone was sound asleep; after all they were all very exhausted. 

  It certainly looked as if it was going to be a hot summer for the city of Barcelona. Already on the 20th of June the sun was too hot and too bright, Pierre noticed, as it was the first time in his life that all the brightness wouldn’t let him sleep. However he didn’t get up to close the curtains, he was actually enjoying it.

Still semi-asleep, trying to decide if he was in Spain or …Greece (!?!) he had a look for his alarm-clock – it was nine o’clock in the morning. Walking unsteadily and bumping over suitcases, while trying to find his way to the bathroom, he thought to himself “What a weird dream… flying horses… travel-homes… Greece…”.

“Oh my God”, he shouted in a startled voice, “The trip to Greece! I can’t believe I overslept again!”

Then he heard a vivid knock on the door.

“Pierre, open up! It’s me, Jacqueline!”

He ran to the door, opened it and saw his little sister impatiently waiting for him.

“We’re going to be late! Aren’t you ready yet? Everyone’s ready to roll and you’re still wearing your pyjamas! The traffic is terrible as usual and it will take us at least one hour and a half to get to the airport. We’ve got a plane to catch, remember?”

“Alright, give me a break…” he said yawning, ”I’ll be down in a minute!”

“Hurry up! Aren’t you at least eager for our trip? I can’t wait to watch the Olympic games in their birthplace, it’s going to be awesome!”

“Why can’t flying horses be a reality in the year 2004…?” he mumbled.

“What was that?” said Jacqueline obviously irritated by her sluggish brother.

“Nothing, forget it! Let’s go, I’m all set!”

“Finally! Greece, here we come!”

The End
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