Last Flight

from Danubia

AROL shivered inside her smoke-blue uni-
form coat and t-ied to ignore her growing
uneasiness. As she glaniced around the wait-

ing-room of the air terminal she thought that
the gaily-dressed peasant dolls in the showcases
made an incongruous background for the grim-
faced policemen who passed in front of them.
The handful of boarding passengers, watching
the policemen, were standing together, their eyes
full of hatred.

As she walked toward them, one of the pas-
sengers was saying: “The chase is taking too
long. The hunters are not pleased.” He turned
to Carol, “How long have you been flying, stew-
ardess?”

“Three years,” Carol answered.

“You look too young for even that length of
time. But if you could have seen my country
before it was occupied. This room was always
full of gaiety. When I returned to America from
my last visit twenty relatives came to see me off.
This time no one dared come. It isn't wise to
make a public display of one’s American con-
nections.”

Carol lowered her voice. “There are so many
more policemen today than usual. Do you know
why?”

“A member of the underground has escaped,”
he whispered. “He was spotted near here an
hour ago. They'll surely catch him but I hope
I don’t see it.”

“We'll be boarding the plane in fifteen min-
utes,” Carol answered r:assuringly. “Excuse me.
I must see the Captain.”

Tom had just come in from the Operations
Office. He nodded when his eyes met hers. Carol
wondered how much longer it would be before
her heart stopped racing painfully at every
glimpse of him, before she stopped being so
aware of his splendid tallness in the dark uni-
form. She reminded herself sternly that it was
time she regarded him as just another Captain
and not as the man she had loved so d=arly.

She spoke to him, her gray eyes veiled, non-
committal. “You wanted me, Captain?”

Tom’s tone was as businesslike as her own. “I
was wondering if you've checked Paul.”

Carol was ashamed to answer that she'd not
thought of the purser on the flight since they'd
landed in Danubia an hour before. Sick from
the effect of booster shots, Paul had stayed in
the crew bunk while the plane was refueled for
the return flight to Frankfurt.

“I haven’t checked Paul, Captain. I've been
too interested in the hide-and-seek our friends
are playing.” She inclined lier head in the di-
rection of the police.

Tom nodded. “I'd hate to be that poor guy
when they catch him. They're positive he’s on
the field somewhere.”

For a moment Tom’s voice was familiar, con-
fidential, and Carol looked at him eagerly. But
then he became the Captain-speaking-to-the-
stewardess: “Please go aboard and see if Paul

needs anything. I'll have the ground rep bring

the passengers out.”

“Right, Skipper.” And she walked toward the
entrance to the field. The cold airport seemed
desolate in the half-darkness of the October
evening. Three policemen were entering the
plane next to hers. The sight of them made her
18 shiver as she boarded her plane and

went forward to find Paul. He was asleep. so
she gently placed another blanket over him and
came back to the cabin.

“Ten minutes more and they’ll all be aboard.”
she thought checking her watch. She pulled out
her hand mirror and ran a comb through the
short blonde hair that curled from under her
overseas cap.

JUST then she realized with a drenching fear
that the mirror was reflecting a thin hand grasp-
ing the pole of the small, open closet behind her
seat. Someone was :rying 1o hide in the tiny
recess there! She glanced frantically out the
seat window, for help. The policc detachment
had left the next plane and was heading in her
direction.

“Put away the mirror, mademoiselle.” The
words were quiet, the English clear, the accent
a heavy undertone. She heard the hangers being
pushed aside. She whirled and faced a thin boy
of about seventeen with heavy, tionde hair and
intel!ligent blue eyes.

“Please—do not have fear. I will not harm
you." The boy glanced out the window at the
rapidly-approaching police. “Is there another
way off this plane?”

Carol's fear changed swiftly. It was for him
now that the feeling of disaster swept her. His
eyes were frightened and he backed away from
the window like a trapped animal, beseeching,
urgent, his hand stretched toward Carol. his
voice imploring: “If they find me, they will kill
me. Where can I hide?”

“I can't hide you.” Carol protested. “They’ll
find vou when they search the plane. and I can’t
involve the airline.” She had a clear picture of
Tom's face if the police discovered a stowaway
on board, especially if she were concealing him.

Feet were ascending the ramp now, heavy
shoes claneing on the metal. A loud series of
banegs crashed against the closed door.

Carol stared in fascination at the boy’s eves.
at the black hopelessness in them. “He's such
a kid. I've got to help him.” Frantically she
glanced around the cabin. Paul’s uniform jacket
was haneing in the clothes c'osst. She pulled
it out and snatched his hat off the shelf. “Put
these on, quick.”

Hope brightened the boy's face. His fingers
raced at the buttons and he stuffed his hair un-
der the cap. The banging at the door was re-
peated.

Carol’s hands were wet, Jer fingers numb. She
shoved the boy into the rear seat, fumbled at
the catch of the ship’s portfolio and scattered
bageage declarations in his lap.

“Don’t open your mouth. If they ask your
name, I'll say Joe Reynolds and pray they don’t
check the passports.”

Her legs seemed too weak to carry her to the
cabin door. As she pulled at the handle the
realization of what she was doing swept over her
and she thought how pitifully transparent the
boy’s disguise was. She wondered if she could
possibly keep the police from searching the
plane. The handle turned and the door swung
open. She blocked the entrance and forced an
annoyed tone as she faced the policemen. “The
steward and I are checking our papers. What
is the reason for this?”

By hiding a refugee stowaway,
she risked the future and the
hatred of the man she loved

by MARY HIGGINS CLARK

“Surely vou are aware that a search is being
made for an escaped traitor. You have no right
to hinder the police in its work.”

“My work is being hindered. I shall report
this to the Captain. You have no right to entar
an American plane.”

“We are searching every plane on the field,”
the leader snapped. “Will you step aside? It
would be unpleasant to have to force our way
in.
Realizing it was no use to argue. Carol quick-
ly sat on the seat next to the boy, her body
shifted toward him, her back shielding him from
the direct view of the police. His head was
bowed over the papers. In the dim light his
uniform was passable, and the absence of lie was
not noticeable in his hunched position.

Carol pulled some declarations off his lap and
said: “All right, Joe, let's get this finished.
‘Kralik. Walter, six bottles cognac. value thirty
dollars. One clock value—'"

“Who else s aboard?” the leader asked.

*“The purser who's asleep in the crew bunk,”
Carol said nervously. “He's been very ill.”

The inquisitor’s gaze passed over "Joe™ with-
out interest. “No one else? This is the only
American plane kere. It is the logical one for
the traitor to head for.”

The second policeman had checked the
lounges. the clothes closet and the floor under
the seats. The third member of the party came
back f-om the flight deck. “There is only one
man there, asleep. He is too old to be our pris-
oner.”

“He was spotted near here fifteen minutes
ago.” the leader snapped. "He must be some-
where.”

Carol glanced at her watch. One minute of
eight. The passengers must be starting across
the field. She had to get rid of the police, hide
the boy—in one minute.

She stood up, careful to keep her body direct-
ly in front of Joe. By glancing out the opposite
window she could see the waiting-room door
opening. She said to the leader: *“You've
searched the plane. My passengers are about to
board. Will you please leave?”

“You seem strangely anxious to be rid of us,
stewardess.”

“My paper work isn't finished. It's difficult to
do it while I'm tending the passengers.”

Steps were hurrying up the ramp. A messen-
ger came in and said to the leader. “Sir, the
Commissioner wants an immediate report on the
search.”

To Carol's relief, the policemen scurried out.

The ground rep and passengers were at the
foot of the ramp as the policemen descended.
The crew were entering the plane through the
forward entrance.

“Joe!"” Carol called.

The boy was out of the seat, crouching in the
aisle. Carol pulled him into the tail and pointed
to the men’s lounge. “In there. Take off the uni-
form and don’t open the door for anyone ex-
cept me.”

She stood at the cabin door and forced a smile
at the ground rep and passengers. The ground
rep handed Carol the manifest and waited while
she greeted the passengers and showed them
their seats.

There were six names on the manifest. Five



away

were typed, and the last one, “Vladimer Kar-
lov,” had been written in. Next to it were four
letters, “exco.”

“Extreme courtesy—who's the VIP?" Carol
asked the ground rep softly.

“A real big-shot, the Commissioner of Police
in Danubia. He's one of their worst butchers,
so handle him with kid gloves He stopped to
talk to the searching party about the escaped
prisoner.”

The Commissioner—on her flight’ Carol felt

“Put the mirror. moademai.

selle” The words were quist the

English clear, the accent a heavy
undertone
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sick but as he climbed the ramp she extended
her hand, her lips smiling. He was a tall man
of about fifty with thin nostrils, tight lips.

“I have been assigned to seat forty-two.”

Carol knew she couldn’t let him sit in the rear
of the plane. He'd be sure to see “Joe” when
she brought him out of the lounge. “It’s a beau-
tiful flight to Frankfurt,” she said, her smile
easy. “It would be foolish not to sit in front of
the wing—"

“] prefer a rear seat” he said quietly. “Tt
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gives a considerably smoother flight.”

“This hop is one of our smoothest runs. The
front seats won't be bumpy and will give a
better view.”

The Commissioner shrugged and followed
Carol down the aisle. She glanced at the mani-
fest and debated whether to seat him with an-
other passenger. If she did they might start a
conversation and he'd be less likely to be look-
ing around when she brought Joe out of the
lounge. But then, remembering the 19



passengers’ bitter comments on the search, she
decided against it, led him to seat three, placed
his bag on the overhead rack and fastened his
sea’t' belt. “I hope you have a pleasant flight,
sir.

The passenger in seat seven got up and started
to walk to the rear. Carol caught him at the
door of the men’s lounge. “Sir, please take your
seat, The plane is starting to move.”

The man’s face was white. “Please, steward-
ess. I may be ill. I get a little frightened at
take-off.”

Carol took his hand and forced him to let go
of the door knob before he realized it was
locked. “I have some pills that will help. Every-
one must be in his seat until we're aloft.”

After she’d seen him seated she snapped on
the mike. “Good evening, I am your stewardess,
Carol Dowling. Please fasten your seat belts
and don’t smoke until the sign over the forward
door goes off. Our destination is Frankfurt, our
anticipated flight time two hours and five min-
utes. A light supper will be served shortly.
Please don't hesitate to ask for anything you
want. A pleasant trip, everyone.”

‘When she went to the flight deck, the plane
had stopped taxiing, the engines were thunder-
ing. She bent over Tom, “Cabin secure, Cap-
tain.”

Tom turned so quickly that his hand brushed
against her hair as she leaned forward. She felt
a warm glow from the touch, unconsciously
raised her hand to her hair.

“Okay, Carol.”

The engines wer= racing, it was hard to catch
his words. A year ago he would have looked
up at her and his lips would have formed, “Love
you, Carol,” but that was over now. She had an
instant of fierce regret that they hadn’t some-
how made up their quarrel. On sleepless nights
she'd admitted to herself that Tom had tried:
he’d made overtures but she hadn’t given an
inch. So his attempts at makineg up had only
ended in worse quarrels and then he'd been
stationed in London for six months so they
hadn't seen each other. And now they were on a
flight together, two polite co~workars giving no
hint that things had ever been different.

She started to turn back but Tom motioned
her to wait. He nodded to the first officer and
the engines became subdued. She felt an im-
mense loneliness when Tom turned away from
her. There'd been a few moments on this flight
when he’d seemed friendly, warm, moments
when it looked as though they might be able to
talk things through. “But this will finish it,” she
thought. “Even if I can get Joe to Frankfurt,
Tom will never forgive me.”

“Carol did you speak to the Commissioner
yet?"

“Just when I showed him his seat. He’s not
very chatty.”

“Take good care of him. He's important.
They're talking about closing Danubia to Amer-
ican planes. If he likes the service it might help
a little. T'll send Dick back to give you a hand
with dinner once we're aloft.”

“Don’t! I—ah—mean it's just a cold supper
and with only six passengers I can manage with-
out help.”

AS Carol started back to the cabin, she won-
dered what the Latin was for “The die is cast.”
She smiled reassuringly at the man afraid of
take-offs as she passed him. The plane had
reached the runway and the erescendo of en-
gines was deafening. All the passengers, includ-
ing the Commissioner, were staring out the win-
dows. She went back, tapped on the door of the
men’s lounge and softly called Joe.

Joe noiselessly slipped out. In the dim light
his thin boy’s body seemed more like a shadow
than a human creature. She put her lips to his
ear. “The last seat on the right. Get on the
floor. T’ll throw a blanket over you.”

He moved warily and disappeared into the
seat recess. “He walks like a cat,” Carol thought.
“Or like a kitten,” she amended, remembering
the boyish fuzz that had brushed her face.

It was hard to balance in the ascending plane
20 and, steadying herself by one hand on

the lounge bulkhead, she took the aisle seat by
Joe, flipped a blanket from the overhead rack
and threw it over him, shaking it wide. To a cas-
ual glance the blanket might not seem unusual;
to a searching glance it would be odd that any-
thing so shapeless could make such a thick
mound.

She glued her eyes to the sign over the cabin
door. “Fasten your seat belts, no smoking—
Attacher vos veintures, ne fumer pas”” While
the sign was on she had a reprieve, a safe island.
But when it flashed off she'd have to turn on
the bright cabin lights that would make a farce
out of Joe’s hiding place, and let the passengers
leave their seats.

For the first time she seriously considered
what would happen to her for concealing Joe.
She thought about what Tom would say and re-

« + » "Because You Have Loved
Much .. .”

Come! My Sister, Magdalen—
Break for me thy chastened vase!
Lift to me thy radiant face,
And let me bask in rare,
Reflected lights:
‘What passed within thy soul out there,
Those desert nights!

Tell me:
Did the perfume of the heady, hidden flowers,
Wafting in upon thy endless hours
Of prayer, recall
To thee
The hall
Of Simon’s smug superiority? . . .
Did the stirring of the evening breeze
Awaken memories
Of that ne’er-to-be-forgotten night, when there
Were fond, forgiving fingers
In thy flowing hair? . . .
With a lone and lazy vulture soaring high—
Dark wings outstretched against the sky—
Did thy heart return
To break and burn
On Calvary,
Where thou saw Him die? . . .

. . “You speak an earth-bound dream,
As one not irrevocably
A captive to Eternity!—

“No bitter bread of past remembrance
Feeds my love-starved abstinence!

I have a Meat you do not know;

1 live in Light you cannot see!

1 know but this: HE speaks to me

And there is only NOW! . . .

“To tell the Secret of The King

Would strip His sanctuary!

So the tongue is dumb;

My soul #s only ‘ear’—

Straining for His Footsteps coming near!—

Straining for that welcome whisper:
‘MARY!'”

—Sister Mary St. Francis, O.L.C.R.

membered unhappily his reaction last year when
she’d caused trouble on his ship. “But, Tom,”
she’d protested, “what if I did let that poor kid
take her dog out of the crate? She was traveling
alone, to be adopted by strangers. It was night
and the cabin was dark. No one would have
known if that woman hadn’t gone over to her
and got nipped for her trouble.”

And Tom had retorted: “Carol, maybe some
day you'll learn to obey the basic rules of the
company. That woman was a stockholder and
raised Cain in the front office. I took the blame
for letting the dog loose because I kmew it
wouldn’t cost me my job. You'd have been out
on your ear if they'd known it was your doing.
But after seven years with a clean record I don't
like having a reprimand in my brief now.”

She uneasily recalled how she'd flared at Tom,
telling him she was delighted he didr:'t have a
perfect 1ecord to live up to any more—that now,
maybe, he'd relax and act human—maybe he’d
stop treating the company manual like the Bible
—it wasn’t hard to remember everything they’d
said. She'd relived that quarrel so often, re-
hearing Tom's stabbing words, her retorts—

She tried to picture what Charlie Wright,
Northern's Station Manager at Frankfurt, would
do. Charlie was a “Company Man" too. He liked
the planes to arrive and depart on schedule. the
passengers to be satisfied—Charlie would defi-
nitely be upset at having to report a stowaway
to the front office and would undoubtedly sus-
pend her immediately or fire her outright.

JOE'S blanket moved slightly and her mind
jolted back to the problem of finding a safe hid-
ing place for him. The plane leveled off. As the
seat-belt sign died, she rose slowly. Hating to do
it, she reached for the switch on the bulkhead
and turned the cabin lights from dim to bright.

She started to pass out magazines and news-
papers. The man who'd been scared of take-offs
was no longer strained-looking. “That pill
helped a lot, stewardess. May I have a news-
paper?’ He fumbled for his glasses. “They
must be in my coat.” He got up and started
toward the rear.

Carol said numbly, “Let me get them for you.”

“Not at all.” He was passing Joe's hiding
place—Carol followed, scarcely breathing. The
blanket was glaringly out of place in the tidy
cabin. The passer.ger got his glasses, started up
the aisle, stopped. Carol swiftly reflected that
this man was the neat type—hadn’t he straight-
ened his coat on the hanger, smoothed the edges
of his newspaper? In just one second he'd pick
up that blanket— He was bending, saying, “This
fe -)’

“QOh, please!” Carol’s hand was on his arm, her
grip firm. “Please don't bother. T'll get it in a
minute.” She eased him forward, scolding light-
ly: “You're our guest. If the Captain saw me
letting you tidy up, he’d drop me out the win-
dow.”

The man smiled. but went amiably to his seat.

Carol's eyes searched the cabin hopelessly.
The blanket was too obvious. The next fime
someone went to the rear of the plane Joe'd
be discovered.

“Magazine, stewardess.”

“Of course.” Carol passed one to the passen-
ger seated behind the Commissioner, then
walked forward. “Would you care to see a mag-
azine, Commissioner Karlov?”

The Commissioner’s thin fingers were tapping
the arm rest, his lips pursed in concentration.
“Some piece of information eludes me, steward-
ess. Something I have been told does not fit in.
However'—he smiled coldly—"it will come back
to me. It always does.” He waved away the
magazine. “Where is the water fountain?”

“Tll get you a glass of water,” Carol said
quickly.

He started to rise. “Don’t bother, please. I
detest sitting so long. I'll get it myself.”

The water fountain was opposite the seat
where Joe was hiding. The Commissioner was
not a naive observer. He'd be sure to investigate
the blanket.

“No!” She blocked the way into the aisle. “The
flisht's—getting bumpy. The Captain doesn’t
want the passengers moving.”

The Commissioner looked significantly at the
unlighted seat belt sign. “If you will let me
pass—"’

The plane tilted slightly. Carol swayed against
the Commissioner, deliberately dropping the
magazines. “It is getting rough, sir.”

If she could just stall him, Tom was sure to
flash the sign on. The Commissioner, looking
exasperated, picked up a few of the magazines.
Still blocking his way, she slowly picked up the
others, carefully sorting them by size. Finally
she could delay no longer and straightened up.
But the seat-belt sign was flashing!

“Thanks for helping me with the magazines,
sir. Now, since you won't be able to get up until

(Continued on page 47)






