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 About this book

Jeffery Davidson and
Janet Montgomery travel from South Africa to England for a reunion
with old friends Sipho Mdluli and Catherine Kopirovski. They travel
to Italy for a beach holiday together, but are unexpectedly
diverted, and find themselves in a strange country with no money,
no passports, and only the clothes they are wearing.

 


They are taken
in by some secret nuns, but then find themselves chased by wild
animals around a magic lake into yet another country. Before they
set out Catherine had been given an heirloom jewelled cross by her
grandmother. The jewels change colour at certain times, and the
children come to believe that the cross is guiding them on a quest
of some sort, but it keeps leading them into stranger places with
stranger people, and more danger.

 


Cross Purposes
is a sequel to The Enchanted Grove which is in turn a sequel
to Of Wheels and Witches, about earlier adventures of
Jeffery, Janet and Catherine and their friend Sipho. But each story
stands on its own, and they do not need to be read in any
particular order.
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 1 – A Holiday Overseas

Jeffery Davidson waited
impatiently for his mother to fetch him from his Johannesburg
boarding school for the half-term long weekend. The Ascension Day
service in the school chapel was over, and five days without school
stretched ahead.

At last he saw
her car approaching, He greeted his mother, and opened the boot to
put his case in, and was surprised to see that there were other
cases there already.

"I've got a
surprise for you," said his mother. "We aren't going home, we're
going straight to Pineville, and we'll spend the weekend with Mrs
Sanderson at her farm. Your father's away on business again, and I
thought I'd have the weekend off too."

Jeffery got
into the front seat next to his mother, trying to digest this
information. He looked forward to seeing his old friend Janet
Montgomery, who lived near Mrs Sanderson's farm in the foothills of
the southern Drakensberg. The weekend would be even better than he
had expected.

"There's an
even bigger surprise," said his mother, as they drove out of the
school gates and headed for the main road to Natal. "Your father
has just been promoted at work, and has also been given a very
generous bonus, so he thought it might be nice to get some of your
old friends together again for your birthday. How would you like to
go overseas?"

Jeffery looked
at his mother, lost for words.

"You don't seem
very pleased," she said.

"Oh, I am,"
said Jeffery. "It's just such a surprise I don't know what to
say."

"It's one of
the things we will be arranging this weekend," she said. "I'll talk
to Janet's parents, and arrange for the two of you to fly to
England, spend a few days with Catherine Kopirovsky and Sipho
Mdluli in Oxford, and then the four of you can fly over to Italy to
join us at a seaside villa we've rented for a few weeks. How does
that sound to you?"

"Lovely," said
Jeffery quickly, half-afraid that if he did not respond quickly
enough his mother might change her mind.

After that, the
journey seemed interminable, as Jeffery could hardly wait to get to
Natal to discuss it with Janet. The road went up and down over the
brown hills, passing the occasional farmhouse, or a row of blue gum
trees. Jeffery watched the hills but his mind was far away,
thinking of riding horses over the steeper and more rugged hills
with Janet and her horse Cherry. It gave him a feeling of freedom,
of being able to go on forever, but then a doubt would come -- how
would Janet react to him when they hadn't seen each other for
nearly six months? Would she still like him?

It was getting
dark when they turned off the main road at Nottingham Road on to
the gravel road that led past Loteni, and Jeffery fell asleep,
mesmerised by the twists and turns of the white road, and the
surrounding darkness. Irene Sanderson welcomed them with mugs of
hot cocoa drunk sitting round the kitchen table, the room warmed
against the winter night by the big wood-burning stove.

Jeffery had
already spent two holidays at Eersteling Farm, and regarded Mrs
Sanderson as a kindly honorary aunt. His mother explained her
plans. Jeffery, she said, wouldn't be coming to spend the July
holidays at the farm this year. On the last two holidays he and his
friends had had adventures that had got him into trouble with the
police, and a trip overseas with his friends might be just as
exciting, but less dangerous.

Mrs Sanderson
agreed. The police, she said, were being very active in cracking
down on political dissenters, and even if Jeffery didn't go looking
for trouble, trouble might quite easily come looking for him, even
though he was not quite twelve years old.

* * *

Janet
Montgomery woke quite late on the morning of the 27th of May 1965.
No school. It was a long weekend. It was also her eleventh
birthday. She dressed and went downstairs, hearing voices, and
there to her surprise, was Jeffery Davidson with a strange
elegantly dressed woman who was introduced as his mother,

After birthday
greetings and a giving of presents, and an invitation to Jeffery to
come to Janet's party the next day, when some of her school friends
would be there, Janet's mother said, "Why don't you and Jeffery go
for a ride, we need to discuss some arrangements for the next
holidays."

They rode out,
Janet on her mare Cherry, and Jeffery riding one of the
Montgomerys' other horses, a roan gelding called Edward.

"That's a funny
name for a horse," said Jeffery.

"We got him
from Port Edward," said Janet.

They rode in
silence out of the driveway and along the farm road. Jeffery looked
at Janet, riding on his left on her mare Cherry, with the afternoon
sun behind her, making her red hair shine like a fiery halo, and
then beyond her the snow-covered mountains with blue shadows. He
looked back at Janet on her horse. She seemed so free, so at home
in the open veld, able to go anywhere.

Janet became
aware that Jeffery kept looking at her, but he didn't say
anything.

"Why do you
keep looking at me like that?" she asked, after she had seen him
glancing sideways at her for the fourth or fifth time. Jeffery
blushed.

"I'm just glad
to see you again," he said, and looked away.

Janet wondered
if Jeffery had ideas about her that she wasn't really aware of, as
if she was somehow a character in his dreams, and it made her feel
a bit uncomfortable. But in the past Jeffery had seemed to get like
that at the beginning of the holidays, and then he settled down to
be an ordinary sort of friend, so she decided not to tease him
about it, even though he did look rather sweet when he blushed.

They came to a
gate in the fence and turned off the road on to the open hillside,
and set the horses trotting up the slope. Janet said they might
even see some patches of snow, which had fallen three days
earlier.

As they rode
over the hills, they began to talk a little more easily, about
their adventures on previous holidays

"Are you coming
here again in the July holidays?" asked Janet.

"I'm not sure,"
said Jeffery, "but I think I may see you."

His mother had
told him not to say anything about their holiday plans to Janet
until they knew that her parents had agreed.

On their return
to the house, it seemed that Janet's parents had agreed, and they
went off to look at an atlas to try to see some of the places they
would visit.

* * *

A month later
Janet was excited as she drove to Johannesburg with her mother. She
had never been on an aeroplane before. She was going to a country
she had read about in books, but had never seen. She tried to
remember what she had read. English children lived in houses with
privet hedges. They had pony clubs and gymkhanas and rode on
point-to-points. Like Rupert Bear, they lived in villages with
names like Nutwood, with ruined castles in the woods. She didn't
imagine she would be seeing bears wearing yellow checked trousers,
but some of the other things seemed possible. Then she thought of
the Beatles, and the film, "A Hard Day's Night." The boys had long
hair and said things like "grotty".

They met
Jeffery with his parents at the airport, and sat drinking coffee in
the restaurant there. The grown-ups had supper, "You'll get your
supper on the plane," said Jeffery's father. "We'll see you in Rome
in a week's time."

They checked in
their suitcases, and walked out across the concrete and up the
steps to the plane. It had four jet engines at the back, two on
each side.

"It's a Vickers
VC10," said Jeffery. "It's the best passenger plane in the
world."

Like Janet he
had never flown before, but he enjoyed reading books about
aviation, and knew quite a lot about the latest developments. One
of his ambitions was to be a pilot.

A stewardess
met them at the top of the steps, and called another one, saying
something to her about "unaccompanied minors". The other one took
them to their seats towards the rear of the plane. There were two
rows of three seats. The stewardess showed them where to put their
hand luggage, and showed Janet to the window seat. Jeffery felt
vaguely envious; he was the one who was interested in the theory of
flight, so he wanted to see what happened when the plane took off.
It was already dark on the winter night, so there wouldn't be much
else to see.

When the plane
was about two-thirds full the engines started, a hissing noise
behind them. When it reached the runway the engine noise became a
high pitched whistle and it took off steeply. Janet jumped when
there was quite a loud thudding noise, "What's that?"

"It's just the
wheels going up," said Jeffery, hoping that that was all it was.
"Look, there go the flaps too."

He leaned over
Janet and pointed. "That must be the lights of Pretoria."

After that
there was mainly darkness below, with occasional patches of light
marking a small town.

"That's where
we went in the car last year," said Jeffery, but Janet said
nothing. He thought of Sipho Mdluli, the black boy they had
accompanied as he went to warn his father that he was in danger.
Now they would meet him again, but in very different
circumstances.

Their thoughts
were interrupted when the stewardesses brought dinner round, and
they had a printed menu to choose different things from. After the
meal trays were cleared away the cabin lights were dimmed, and most
of the passengers went to sleep.

Jeffery looked
at Janet again, in the dim light, and she looked up at him.

"My father
nearly didn't let me come," she said.

"Why not?"

"He said he
didn't want me cavorting half-naked on the beach with a black
boy."

Jeffery
giggled.

"What's so
funny?"

"I was trying
to think of you cavorting. What made him change his mind?"

""My mother
said it wouldn't do any harm, and after a year at an English school
Sipho would be quite civilised. And then my father said that he
thought it would be OK, since your parents would be keeping an eye
on us, and none of the neighbours would be there to see."

"I'm glad he
let you come," said Jeffery, wondering if he dared to reach out and
hold Janet's hand. He did, experimentally, and she didn't take her
hand away, but looked at him and smiled, and Jeffery felt a huge
surge of happiness. This was going to be the best holiday ever.

The world below
was mostly dark, with very few scattered lights. Janet dozed off,
tired after the long car journey. Jeffery stayed awake a little
longer and then he too went to sleep.

When they woke
up the sun was coming up and shining through the windows on the
other side of the plane. Below the land was brown. "That must be
the Sahara Desert," muttered Janet. They didn't have much time to
look at it because breakfast was served, and by the time that was
over they were over the sea and preparing to land at Rome. That was
interesting, because on the return journey they would be getting
off the plane there to spend a fortnight at the seaside.

There was more
sea, a brief glimpse of the snow-covered peaks of the Alps on the
other side of the plane, and they passed over a lot of green
countryside before descending through fluffy cumulus clouds and
landing at Heathrow Airport.

Someone from
the airline guided them through customs and helped them to collect
their luggage. As they emerged pushing luggage trolleys Janet was
nearly knocked over by Catherine Kopirovsky, running up to give her
a hug, followed by a tall black boy, who shook their hands, and
greeted them in a deep voice.

"Sipho?" said
Jeffery, rather uncertainly, hardly recognising the boy he had last
seen a year ago, fleeing from South Africa with his father.

"The very
same," said Sipho, in a strange half-English accent, similar to
Catherine's.

"Come and meet
Auntie Helen," said Catherine, dragging them over to a middle-aged
woman with a serious face, whose grey eyes were similar to
Catherine's.

"Welcome to
England," she said. "Come on, we have a lot to show you."

They made their
way out to a car, which Catherine's aunt had hired to fetch them
from the airport and take them back to Oxford, where Sipho lived
with his father and Catherine was staying temporarily with her
grandmother.

Janet sat in
the front, next to Aunt Helen, while Jeffery sat in the back with
Catherine and Sipho. At first they drove through the outer suburbs
of London.

"Why are the
houses all squashed up together?" asked Janet.

"Britain is a
small island with a lot of people," said Aunt Helen. "If the houses
were all spread out as they are in your country the whole land
would be covered by houses, and there would be no room for
farms."

After a while
they were driving through the countryside. They avoided the main
roads and went through narrow country lanes.

"It's so
green!" said Janet.

"Well it's
summer here," said Jeffery. "We've just come from winter."

"I know that,
silly," said Janet. "We do learn geography at school."

Sipho and
Catherine said nothing, and just watched the reactions of the
newcomers.

* * *

Aunt Helen
drove first to Sipho's flat where Jeffery was to stay while they
were in Oxford. Jeffery took his case from the boot, and Sipho led
the way to a rather large three-storey house in its own garden.
Jeffery was surprised to see that it was a big red-brick house.

"I thought you
lived in a flat," he said. He had expected to see a modern block of
flats, not a house.

"We do," said
Sipho, putting the key in the door. "See here, those are all the
other flats."

He pointed to
an array of five buttons next to the door, with labels next to
each. "If someone rings our bell, we can unlock the front door from
upstairs."

He led Jeffery
up several flights of stairs inside the house, which had been
divided into five flats. When Jeffery had put his case in the
bedroom they would be sharing, Sipho made them some tea.

"The English
don't drink cold drinks," he said, and started telling Jeffery all
about the strange customs and habits of the English, which he had
been discovering over the past year.

"You are my
home boy," he said, "and it's nice to have someone to talk to about
these things. You know what I'm talking about, the English
don't."

Jeffery thought
of the suburban double-storey house where he had grown up in
Johannesburg, and the thatched huts surrounded by mealie fields
where Sipho had lived with his grandfather.

"But I grew up
in Joburg," he said, "and you..." He paused, lost for words.

Sipho
laughed.

"Yes, you're a
rich white boy from town and I'm a poor black boy from the country,
and our life was very different. But we lived under the same sky.
You have seen my grandfather's place, and if I talk about it you
know what I'm talking about. None of the boys at my school know,
not the white ones, not the black ones. But you know."

But you don't,
thought Jeffery. Last time I saw your grandfather he was living in
a tent far from the place you knew, and the houses you knew are all
crumbling ruins. But he didn't think he could say anything about
it, not yet. He would have to get used to the new Sipho first.

Sipho told
Jeffery how he and his father had escaped from the South African
Security Police a year earlier, changing from car to car until they
crossed the border to Bechuanaland, soon to become Botswana, and
made their way to England via Zambia. Jeffery told him something
about their own adventures the previous December.

Then Jeffery
wrote a letter to his mother to tell her he had arrived safely, and
they went to the post office to buy a stamp and post it. They
walked into the post office and were halfway to the counter when
Jeffery stopped and said, "We couldn't do this in South
Africa."

"What?" said
Sipho.

"Walk into the
post office together."

"I'd forgotten
about that," said Sipho.

"Just shows
you're becoming a Pom."

Sipho laughed,
and gave Jeffery a friendly punch on the arm.

"Let's do it
again," he said.

So they turned
around, walked back outside, put their arms over each other's
shoulders, and walked back through the door, giggling as they went.
A man coming out looked rather angrily at them. "This isn't a
playground. Why don't you kids go and play at home?"

They giggled
some more, and then Jeffery went to the counter and bought his
stamps, and went outside again to post his letter.

Later in the
afternoon Sipho's father came home, bringing fish and chips for
supper, wrapped in newspaper.

"The English
call this tea," said Sipho.

"What, fish and
chips?" said Jeffery.

"Yes," said
Sipho. "They eat their tea."

They ate their
supper on their laps, though it was still bright and sunny outside,
and to Jeffery it looked as though it was only 3 in the afternoon,
though it was actually much later. As they ate they watched
television, which Jeffery was seeing for the first time, and he was
fascinated by the flickering black and white images.

"The next thing
coming up is specially for you," said Sipho. "It's Doctor
Who."

Jeffery had
told Sipho how Catherine had explained time warps to him and Janet
by referring to Doctor Who, who turned out to be an old man
with long white hair who travelled back in time in an oversized
telephone booth to England 900 years before, where a
time-travelling monk was attempting to change the course of English
history by foiling a Viking invasion. Not having seen what went
before Jeffery found it a bit difficult to grasp the plot.

* * *

Janet,
meanwhile, was having a rather different experience. They drove
away from dropping Sipho and Jeffery and went to Catherine's
grandmother's house in another part of Oxford. It was one of a long
row of houses of dark-red brick, all joined together, with a very
small patch of garden in front. Janet wondered what it must be like
to live in such a crowded place.

They met
Catherine's grandmother, who was also called Catherine. She was a
little grey-haired woman in her sixties who spoke Russian and
French and very little English. She and her husband had gone to
France from Russia in 1921, after the Russian Revolution and she
had lived there until her husband had died two years previously,
and then moved to England to be closer to her children. Catherine
introduced her as Yekaterina Kopirovskaya, and spoke to her in
Russian.

They walked
down a passage to the kitchen at the back of the house, and sat
down at the table for tea, but were served a very full meal, quite
formal. Catherine explained to Janet that that was what Russians
did. When a visitor arrives, they must be fed. They stood for grace
at the beginning and end of the meal, facing the ikons on the
wall.

Catherine's
grandmother asked questions about Janet, most of which Catherine
answered in Russian, so Janet felt rather left out. Occasionally
Catherine translated a question, when she didn't know the answer,
and then translated the answer back for her grandmother.

At the end of
the meal Catherine's grandmother said she had something special to
give her. Her aunt was a nun in Russia during the revolution, and
when their monastery was forcibly closed by the Bolsheviks her aunt
had been given a special jewelled cross. Her aunt's name had been
Catherine too, and the cross was known as St Catherine's cross. It
had been handed down through generations of nuns, always to one
whose baptismal or monastic name was Catherine. When her aunt died
she had given it to Catherine's grandmother, who was giving it to
her.

"Why, Granny?
You aren't that old yet, you aren't going to die," said
Catherine.

"No, my dear,"
said her grandmother. "But last night I had a dream of St
Catherine, and she said I must give it to you."

Catherine's
aunt translated this conversation from Russian, for Janet's
benefit.

"There is a
story attached to it," she went on. "Long ago in Russia there was a
holy monk, who said he had had a vision of St Catherine, who had
given him the cross. And as he was dying he gave it to a nun called
Catherine in St Catherine's monastery."

She opened the
box, and took out a jewelled cross on a chain. In the centre it had
an ikon of Christ surrounded by a circle of clear jewels. There
were similar jewels along each of the arms of the cross, and at the
end of each arm there was a purple stone.

"Those big
purple stones are amethysts," said Catherine's grandmother.
"Amethyst means 'not drunk', and it is a sign of the Holy Sprit,
because when the apostles were filled with the Holy Spirit on the
day of Pentecost, they said they were not drunk."

The middle of
the arms of the cross were filled with enamelled designs.

"It's
beautiful," said Janet. "I'd be scared to wear it."

Catherine held
it and as she tilted it the clear stones sparkled and flashed,
reflecting the light overhead.

Catherine
looked at her watch. "May we watch the telly, Granny? Janet has
never seen Doctor Who."

"Yes dear," she
said. "But don't spend all your time indoors watching
television."

The television
set was in another room, and Janet had her first experience of
television. Doctor Who turned out to be an old man with long
white hair. And there was a monk who was trying to interfere with
time by changing the past.

"He isn't a
real monk," Catherine explained. "He comes from another time."

Six months
earlier Catherine had tried to explain the idea of a time warp to
Janet and Jeffery by referring to Doctor Who. Since there
was no television in South Africa at that time, however, it had
been difficult to explain, and now she wanted Janet to see what she
had been talking about.

* * *

The next couple
of days were a whirl of activity. Aunt Helen took them on a tour of
Oxford colleges, including Magdalen College.

"That's where
the author of the Narnia stories lived," said Aunt Helen.

And just next
to the college was a place where one could hire rowing boats and
punts, and Aunt Helen arranged a punt for them.

"Now we ladies
will relax while the men take us up the river," said Aunt Helen,
and Sipho proved to be quite expert at propelling the rectangular
flat-bottomed punt by pushing on the river bottom with a long pole.
When Jeffery tried, however, he nearly fell into the river, holding
on to the pole while the punt slipped away from under him, until he
let go, and watched it receding as the punt swung around in the
current, and nudged gently into the river bank. A couple of
students passing in a canoe rescued their pole, and Sipho showed
Jeffery how to manage it.

They had trips
to places in the countryside around, including an enormous white
horse drawn into the hillside at Uffington.

"It makes me
feel weird," said Janet, "like it wants me to ride it."

"It's only a
picture," said Jeffery.

"I know, but I
feel I've ridden it long ago, and it's waiting for me to ride it
again"

Early next
morning they went by train to Paddington Station in London, and got
on a red double-decker bus, and Catherine's Aunt Helen pointed out
things to see. At one point Catherine said to Jeffery and Janet,
"Look, that's a police box, like the one Doctor Who travelled
in."

"It looks like
the Voortrekker Monument," said Jeffery, looking at the square blue
box sitting on the pavement, like an oversized telephone booth.

The four of
them again boarded a BOAC VC10 at Heathrow Airport, and it was
still daylight though it was after 8:00 pm as they took off and had
their last sight of England in its summer green.

Dinner was
served, and by the time it was over the world outside was growing
dark. The plane was due to arrive at Rome shortly before midnight,
and Jeffery's parents were to meet them there. Jeffery was sitting
by the window on the port side, and had a glimpse of the last light
of the setting sun on the snow-capped peaks of the Alps.

On the other
side of the aisle, Janet was sitting by the window, watching the
clouds below them as the sun set. Catherine took out her cross and
looked at it, thinking how beautiful it was. Christ in the ikon in
the centre was looking at her. The jewels sparkled. Then the
amethysts at the end of the arms began to change colour, from
purple to red, and then began to flash.

“Look Janet,
something’s happening to my cross.”

Janet turned
from the window and looked.

“Maybe it’s
warning you about danger.”

Catherine put
her cross back under her shirt. “Maybe,” she said. “We’ll have to
see,”

Suddenly there
was a commotion up front, as six men jumped up and started
shouting.

"What's
happening?" said Jeffery, as he couldn't see over the seat in
front.

"I think we're
being hijacked," whispered Sipho.

They looked
across the aisle to where Janet and Catherine were sitting, and
Sipho leaned across to talk to them.

"Sit down!"
came a voice from behind him, and someone hit him across the back
of his head. He looked round, and there was a man wearing a black
mask, with a gun in his hand.

"No talking!"
he shouted. "Stay in your seats!"

 



 2 – Changing Course

Some people appeared in
the front of the cabin, coming from the first-class section, with
their hands in the air. Some were wearing ordinary clothes while
others wore the uniforms of the BOAC cabin crew. Two men with black
masks and guns came behind them, and told them to sit in empty
seats in the economy-class section. A stewardess sat in the aisle
seat next to Catherine and Janet. A man in a suit sat next to
Sipho. He was fat and sweating.

When the
newcomers were all seated a woman's voice announced, "This flight
has been taken over by the Altazia Liberation Front. You are now
our prisoners and you will be released when our demands have been
met. You may talk unless announcements are being made. You may use
the toilets at the back of the plane, but singly; do not move in
groups."

Soon afterwards
the plane banked to the left then straightened up again.

Janet, sitting
by a window on the starboard side, looked out and saw occasional
lights in a darkened countryside. Further away there was a cluster
of lights, a town or village. Catherine, in the middle seat, pulled
out a map from the pocket in the seat in front of her.

"Where's
Altazia?" she said.

The stewardess
sitting on their left pointed to northern Italy on the map.

"We're
somewhere around here, and we now seem to be going this way."

She traced with
her finger a path leading over the Adriatic Sea towards Albania,
"but I've never heard of Altazia. What's your name?"

"Catherine,"
said Catherine. "And she's Janet."

"I'm Susan
Chumley," said the stewardess. "What are your full names, and where
are you going?"

"I'm Janet
Montgomery," said Janet. "I'm from South Africa, and we're going to
Rome to meet Jeffery's parents." She pointed at Jeffery across the
aisle. The stewardess looked briefly, and turned back to
Catherine.

"I'm Catherine
Kopirovsky from Oxford," she said. "I was going to Rome but I'm not
sure where we're going now."

"It's important
to remember each other's names," said the stewardess," in case some
of us get separated or lost. I am Susan Chumley, but you spell that
Cholmondeley."

"What did she
mean when she said they would let us go when their demands are
met?" asked Janet. "What are their demands?"

"We don't know
that," replied Susan. "But they'll probably be talking to
governments on the radio."

Across the
aisle Jeffery whispered to Sipho, "My mum and dad will be waiting
for us at Rome. They'll be worried when we don't arrive."

"They'll
probably tell them what's happened," said Sipho, and "then they can
tell my dad too."

"Then he'll
worry too," said Jeffery. "If they don't tell him he wouldn't have
to worry till next week, and you might be back by then."

"Or might not,"
said Sipho.

They both sat
silent for a moment, thinking about the implications of not being
home next week.

* * *

At Rome airport
an announcement was made, in Italian, English, and several other
languages, "Flight BA 121 from London has been delayed."

The board
showing arrival times clicked over to blank for Flight BA 121.
Jeffery's mother pointed to it, and pulled his father's sleeve.
"Donald, did you see that? What does it mean? They said it's been
delayed, but they haven't shown a new time. Does it mean the
plane's crashed?"

"We'd better go
and ask," said Mr Davidson.

They went to
the BOAC counter, where a queue was forming. A few passengers were
wanting to check in for the next leg of the flight to Nairobi or
Johannesburg, but there were also several other people waiting for
passengers asking about the delay. A phone rang behind the counter,
and one of the staff members picked it up. After putting down the
phone he spoke to the people in the queue at the counter.

"Flight BA 121
has been delayed. The aircraft is still flying and has not crashed,
but we do not know the cause of the delay. Whether you are waiting
for passengers from the flight, or waiting to board the flight,
please sit down, and we will make another announcement when more
information is available."

Jeffery's
parents went back to their seats and resumed their long wait.

* * *

On the plane
there was another announcement, "Please have your passports ready
for collection. You will be given landing cards. Please fill them
in. They will be collected with your passports."

There was a
muttering among the passengers, some protesting. Janet and
Catherine looked at each other. "Do what they tell you," said
Susan, loudly enough for the other passengers around them to
hear.

One of the
masked men came down the aisle handing out printed cards, three on
each side.

"Fill in the
cards, put them in your passports, and have them ready for
collection."

Sipho watched
the fat man next to him filling in the card. His passport was red,
with writing in a strange language on it.

"Can I borrow
your pen?" Sipho asked, when the man had finished. The man
hesitated for a moment, then silently handed his pen to Sipho. It
was a heavy gold ballpoint.

Sipho hesitated
about filling in his card. It asked what country he was a citizen
of, and he put South Africa, but his passport was a special refugee
passport, because he had left South Africa without a passport. Then
he passed the pen to Jeffery, who filled in his card, and handed
the pen back to the fat man, who took it without a word.

Across the
aisle Susan helped the girls to fill in their cards. She noticed
that they were not normal landing cards for a particular country,
but they had been well printed, which showed that the hijackers had
prepared and planned for this. The cards asked for names and
occupations of next-of-kin, and she thought, but did not say to the
girls, that that might be so that they could demand a ransom from
those they thought might be wealthy enough to pay one. She
suggested to the girls that they put their mothers' names, with
their occupations as "housewife", in the hope that that might move
the hijackers to let the children go.

"My mother's
dead," said Catherine, and wrote her aunt's name.

Two of the
masked men came down the aisle collecting the passports and cards,
putting them in a bag. One man a few rows in front of them
objected, and there was some shouting, and then one of the
hijackers hit him over the head with the butt of his pistol and
took his passport. "Next time you die," he said.

The plane flew
on into the dark night. Jeffery looked at his watch. "It's nearly
the time we should have been landing at Rome," he said. But there
was no sign that it was landing, and it continued flying at the
same height.

He looked at
the map in the seat pocket in front of him. "Where are we now?"
asked Sipho. It was about an hour and a half since they made the
left turn.

"Somewhere over
here," said Jeffery, moving his finger from northern Yugoslavia
down to southern Greece.

"Where do you
think they are taking us?" Sipho asked.

Jeffery
shrugged. "Could be anywhere. I think these planes can fly 10000
miles without refuelling, but maybe they just carried enough fuel
to get to Rome."

* * *

Another couple
of hours passed, and then there was another announcement in the
same woman's voice. "We are about to land at Beirut, Lebanon.
Fasten your seat belts and keep them fastened after the aircraft
has landed. I repeat, do not unfasten your seat belts until you are
told to do so."

They fastened
their seat belts and the plane began its descent. The sky was
beginning to get lighter, and the sun was beginning to rise. As it
got closer to the ground they could see a city, with the sun
touching some of the taller buildings. Jeffery looked at his
watch.

"What's the
time?" asked Sipho.

"About quarter
to four," said Jeffery.

"Did you change
your watch, or is it still London time?"

"I haven't
changed it yet."

The plane
touched down smoothly and seemed to taxi for a long time.
Eventually it stopped, and on each side there were rows of vehicles
with their headlights directed to the plane, shining through the
cabin windows, even though it was now quite light outside. The
engines shut down, and most of the cabin lights went off. The
vehicles outside also switched their lights off. Across the aisle
the sun shone in through the window.

"Pull the blind
down," Susan said to Janet. "We don't know how long we'll be here,
and with the engines off there'll be no air conditioning."

Jeffery looked
out of the window on the shady side, and saw that most of the
vehicles lined up at the sides, quite far back from the plane, were
military. There were armoured cars with their guns pointed at the
plane, a couple of fire engines, and several ambulances.

There was
another announcement, in English, from the woman, who was now
standing in front next to the two men with their guns pointed at
the passengers.

"You know why
you are here. Some of you will be allowed to leave now, but those
who leave must explain that no others will be allowed to leave
until our just demands have been met. Stay in your places until you
are told you can move."
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