A Gorilla on the Moon 

Eleni Katsama

Maria is a 13-year-old girl growing up on a village in the island of Crete. She is solitary, eccentric, and empathetic, possesses a wild streak, and is a fanciful daydreamer. Her father mysteriously disappeared when she was two years old, and ever since, she has lived alone with her mother, a cold and stern woman, who is submissive to others but demanding and perennially angry with her daughter. When Maria sets their home on fire, she is forced to find the money to repair it. This affords her the opportunity to enter into the magical new world of archaeological excavation. Living in a society that is sympathetic to the plights of outsiders but refuses to tend to its own wounds, Maria participates in midnight runs and night work dedicated to lonely, poor, disenfranchised people. She includes supportive letters of solace in the care packages she prepares, which leads her to Andreas, who will play a key role in helping her uncover her individual and collective past. 

Accompanied by a tiger and the dangers lurking in the jungle of her mind, as the excavations proceed deeper into the earth and reveal treasures from past civilizations and long lost eras, Maria undertakes her own plunge into her father's past, unearthing secrets and exposing lies that will help solve the mystery of his disappearance. Finally, when a drought sucks up every last drop of water in the village and leaves its residents thirsty, people’s masks come off and the monsters hiding beneath them are exposed. 

Meanwhile, the gorilla dances on the moon threateningly, yet pitifully. He dances poking fun at four boys who once wanted to make it there – to make it everywhere. The inventor, the gorilla, the guardian of the moon, and the one who just wanted to look at it… It is only when the maze-like basement of the palace of Knossos is shaken at its very foundations and King Minos loses his sleep that the storm lets loose. And the rain that comes down ends up affirming the love that Maria's mother feels for her. Love is like a chameleon. It takes the color of the person offering it. 

An exercise in imagination and magic realism with plenty of secrecy, unexpected turns, and constant reversals of fortune. 

A few words about the book from its editor Antonia Gounaropoulou 

“In Eleni Katsama's new novel, reality becomes perceptible and is experienced precisely as it is described by the book's young protagonist, who sees it through her eyeglasses: 'Due to my bad vision, I could not focus my eyesight on something without it splitting that very moment into two, three, or even more parts. And that assured me of one thing: that there is more than one truth to people and things; and all that fits inside the hearts of people and things. In other words, that a person is not just one person, and he is certainly more than what he appears to be.' Through masterful writing that turns even humor into a tool revealing the many sides of things and people, Eleni Katsama introduces the reader to the impressive world of magic realism right from the very first lines of the book.”
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EXTENDED SUMMARY 

PART ONE – JUNE OF THE JUNGLE  

Maria is a 13-year-old girl growing up with her strict and hard-boiled mother in a village on the island of Crete, following the disappearance of her father ten years earlier. One winter day when her mother was away from the house, Maria disobeyes her orders and light a big fire in the fireplace. When Joanna Palmira returns, Maria tries to hide the embers inside the house. Her home catches fire in seconds and Maria and Joanna Palmira spend all night fighting amongst themselves and against the fire. That same night, Maria sees a frame on the wall with a photo of a tiger in the jungle looking at her in fear from inside the flames. She takes it and places it inside her blouse to save it from the fire. By morning, mother and daughter are exhausted and their house is burned. 

June (the name Maria gave to the tiger) becomes her best friend. When she is forced to wear glasses due to a vision problem – a problem that leads her to see things in a different way, sometimes more complex than what they really are – and Joanna Palmira chops off her locks because her hair was charred in the fire, Maria becomes the laughing stock of her school and even more lonelier than what she already was. She spends the majority of her day wandering about, refusing to heed her mother's advice, or rather, her threats. Another favorite activity of hers is preparing care packages for Midnight Runs. Local residents who are interested in helping the less fortunate gather by night in one of the village homes to offer their assistance, mending and packing clothes and items that might appear useful to the homeless, the needy, and those in prison. One night, a man named Kostis shows up there and leaves everyone unsettled – especially Joanna Palmira. While preparing the care packages, Maria writes uplifting letters to accompany them. One such letter falls into Andreas’ hands and leads him to come to the village. Prior to this, however, he too will send Maria a letter that will leave her unsettled. Meanwhile, as she looks at the picture frame, Maria notices that June has a wound on her leg.

In the aftermath of the fire, Joanna Palmira informs her daughter that she needs to find the money to repair the damages to the house, and so Maria decides to sell her most beloved possession – her collections. She posts a flyer at Martiniki Cafe, a run-down spot that always caught her attention due to the peculiarity of its customers and because her presence went unnoticed there. A few days later, a red-headed boy shows interest in one of her collections – the one with the miniature jars. The meeting does not go well and Maria refuses to sell her collection. Meanwhile, a woman appears at Martiniki Cafe and captures Maria's attention due to the odd hats that she wears. Maria approaches her rather awkwardly and they become acquainted. The woman, who is named Arhondia, invites Maria to her home. There, she shows her a box filled with wind-up toys that leaves Maria puzzled and reminds her of a drawer in her house that had screws and pulleys that belonged to her father. That same night, as she glanced at the picture frame, Maria sees a smoking rifle behind the trees in the jungle. 

Maria's cousin, Kyriakoula – who changed her name to Sandy – convinces Maria to come with her and meet a boy that she fancies. Maria is amazed to see archaeological excavations for the first time and immediately asks the head archaeologist for a job, while the latter agrees and welcomes her to his team. Joanna Palmira can now begin repairs to the house. She is urged by friends to hire Kostis, and despite her displeasure, she agrees. Maria receives yet another letter from Andreas in the last evening preparation ahead of the midnight run. An even greater surprise is in store for her when Arhondia reveals to her that she is her grandmother; mother to her father, who has been missing for the past decade. 

PART TWO – HIGHS AND LOWS 

Maria continues working at the excavation site. This time, instead of recording inventory and removing dirt, the head archaeologist, Mr. Anastasis, asks her to squeeze through a crevice while being held upside down in order to describe what is inside, so as to lead the excavations in the right direction. Upon entering the ancient underground chamber, Maria sees many large jars that remind her of her own collection, and in the corner, she sees June. Meanwhile, the redheaded boy sneaks into her home and steals her collection. She finds out where he lives, tricks his younger sister, and takes back the miniature jars. She then gives them to Mr. Anastasis, who is in a state of amazement and asks her if she also has the Ring of Minos, which disappeared along with the miniature jars ten years ago. She doesn't know, but begins to question whether all of this is related to her father's disappearance, which occurred at the exact same time. Maria explains to the archaeologist that she found the jars while exploring the adjacent fields. 

Andreas has already arrived in the village. He writes Maria a message in large letters outside the wall of her home. She becomes anxious and starts looking for him. Maria finds him in the dilapidated motor home at the edge of the village. She immediately falls in love with him, but doesn't reveal her identity because she is ashamed of her appearance. Nevertheless, it is only a matter of time before he figures out her identity. A gorilla has now appeared in the picture frame and is seen violently pounding his chest with his fists. 

A shocking piece of news spreads throughout the entire village in a fraction of a second. This news will change everyone's life, especially Maria's. Inside a family tomb, the archaeologists have discovered the “Eye of Tutankhamun,” a gold Egyptian medallion dating back to 1300 B.C. Joanna Palmira hopes that the mummy has therapeutic properties and can heal her daughter's vision problems. The entire village is in a state of hysteria due not only to the rumors circulating about the curse of the mummy, but also due to the crowd that suddenly makes its appearance to get a close up view of the Eye. 

Andreas, Sandy, and Maria take a trip to the forest located at the edge of the village and are terrified to see both wild and domesticated animals from the Park located a few hundred meters from the village roaming free. Maria advises Andreas to leave because he had caused some minor mischief in the village and the locals would have no qualms over blaming him for a lot of other things that he didn't do. Andreas decides to stay. Maria finds out that the animals had escaped once before, ten years earlier, back when the Ring of Minos was lost. 

Some people look to turn a profit thanks to the discovery of the Eye and are organizing safari trips to the forest for tourists. Meanwhile, it is the hottest summer of everyone’s life. Temperatures exceed 40 degrees Celsius. Everyone and everything becomes inundated, first by the humidity and then the aridness. Tourists are walking around in bathing suits, while bands and groups are putting on concerts and throwing water to cool off the crowd. Meanwhile, the animals, which have grown hungry and thirsty, make their way into the village. After some hinting and tacit references, Maria realizes that there is some sort of connection between the jungle and her father, and that history repeats itself each time that there is a major archaeological discovery, which is why she runs to the library and researches the newspaper archives from a decade ago. Waiting there for her is a thin dark sinned boy who cynically and sarcastically leads her to the truth. He introduces himself by the name of Seitanou. The puzzle of the past now begins to come together. A terrible accident had occurred ten years earlier. According to newspaper reports, Kostis Pantelakis accidently shot his brother – Maria's father, Yiannis Pantelakis – while out hunting in heavy fog after mistaking him for one of the gorilla from the Park. The reports also stated that the inventor Yiannis Pantelakis (who was perennially locked up in his lab building small wind-up toys and other strange gadgets) escaped from the hospital after causing mayhem by freeing all the animals from the Park in order to steal the Ring of Minos. Maria got down to the real truth, however, since she realized that her father was tricked by Seitanou himself and became his pawn, which resulted in him being charged with stealing antiquities, while the real guilty parties remained free. Left humiliated by the scandal and in a complete state of panic over the charges he was facing for a crime that he didn’t commit after being manipulated by Seitanou, Yiannis Pantelakis left everything behind and abandoned the island, while his brother Kostis was charged with attempted murder in the first degree and imprisoned for five years.

Following the disappearance of the Eye, everyone starts to suspect Andreas. The police arrest him, however, he manages to give the Eye to Maria. 

PART THREE  - PENNY LEE'S GOLDEN FLIES

Maria returns the Eye anonymously. Meanwhile, the heat has ruined everything in sight. The situation growing worse and the extreme weather conditions are continuing. The cement is melting, the animals are living together with the people, and the jungle has become one with the village. A dead body now turns up in the forest. Maria finds a gorilla mask next to the corpse. She hides it and takes it with her. Barbas, the owner of the Martiniki Café, sees her and tells her a story about her father, her uncle Kostis, and a gorilla. 

It was dawn on July 21, 1969 when four friends, Yiannis, Kostis, Victor – who was dressed in a gorilla costume –, and Apostolis tried to achieve the impossible. They were trying to tune into the frequency of the American radio station broadcasting astronaut Neil Armstrong's first steps on the moon, thanks to a makeshift antenna that Yiannis had been working on for a long time. They ended up succeeding. That morning, the four boys traveled to the moon in their own way, and each one of them made a wish. Yiannis wished to become an inventor, Victor wished to buy the moon with his father's money, Kostis wished to look at the moon, and Apostolis wished to guard Victor's moon in order to make sure that no one else would look at it. In the end, all their wishes came true. 

The village had now made headlines, and a government minister who hails from the area makes his appearance there, together with his wife. He is none other than Apostolis Piatsevolas – the boy who had wished to become the guardian of Victor's moon – accompanied by his wife, Ourania, a monstrous woman. A celebration is held in their honor, but ends up becoming a bloodbath when a leopard attacks a deer and rips it to pieces in front of the crowd. And as the hoses are being brought out to wash away the blood stains from the deer, the water suddenly runs dry and the Eye disappears once again. Ourania and Apostolis are now “trapped” inside the village and go to stay at Apostolis' family home.

Maria wanted to find out about the fourth member of the “moon gang,” Victor – otherwise known as the gorilla. It was then that Kostis told her a story. Victor went to the same university as Yiannis Pantelakis. Victor, ever ambitious, competitive, and egotistical, always wanted to win. When he lost a group contest at school to Yiannis Pantelakis' team, he wanted to take revenge on Cornelius, who came up with the victorious group's idea. Stoking Cornelius' feelings of guilt over his sister Penny's death, Victor pushed him to commit suicide. One day before committing suicide, Cornelius gave Yiannis Pantelakis two “golden flies” – a unique discovery he had made dedicated to the memory of his late sister. When Victor learned about the golden flies – microscopic machines that recorded everything they saw as they flew – he was certain that they would make him a millionaire and he wanted to get his hands on them. In turn, Yiannis Pantelakis created a series of wind-up toys to camouflage Penny's Golden Flies. But Victor was not going to let anyone thwart his plans that easily. He ended up chasing Yiannis Pantelakis until he finally got what he wanted, and he had Apostolis Piatsevolas, the guardian of the moon, to assist him, in return for a few archaeological items that would serve to satisfy the his wife Ourania’s vanity. 

When Maria met Ourania the following day, as the street lamps were turning on, she noticed the buckle on her bag and recognized the insignia found on the Ring of Minos, which she had previously senn in photos at the excavation site. That same night, she went inside Piatsevolas' home to look for the Ring, as well as the Eye of Tutenkhamun. While Maria was still inside their home, the Piatsevolas' returned and she hid. From her hiding place, she saw the monster that Ourania was hiding beneath her mask and the Ring on her finger. Maria found the opportunity to snatch it and leave. However, when the girl who cleaned the Piatsevolas’ house was accused of theft, Maria revealed the truth to her. The girl immediately told Ourania, and a short while later Maria found herself locked inside the trunk of a car and subsequently trapped inside a deep well. She begins to succumb to her thirs. First she receives a visit from June, then Seitanou, she imagines her father, she is thinking of Andreas, she is speaking with her kidnappers, and just before she passes out, her mother and Kostis show up, after following the kidnappers' tracks. 

Maria is freed, but she still needs to do one last thing. She must confront Ourania, who wants the Ring of Minos. June makes her appearance in the clearing where they are squaring off. She pounces and snatches the ancient Egyptian Eye out of the palm of Ourania’s hand. Maria bids farewell to Andreas, who reveals to her that he is really the son of Victor the Gorilla. 

Joanna Palmira is anxiously making ready. Maria heads down to the port. A ship enters and drops anchor. A man gets off and approaches Maria. She lifts up her head and looks into her father's eyes for the first time. 

The Ring of Minos was discovered at Knossos in 1928 and is presently housed at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum in Crete, following a turbulent few decades when it continuously kept changing hands. As for the Eye of Tutankhamun, it was in fact discovered hanging on one of the three female skeletons unearthed in 2011 inside a ceramic jar at the necropolis of Orthi Petra in Ancient Eleutherna, Crete. 
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