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THE DAMAGERS













1


My crew reported for duty early in October, a strapping Viking of a girl with long blond hair. Well, I’d figured they’d send me a girl when the time came, if it came. I was supposed to be doing my best to look harmless—a tempting target for sabotage and assassination—and a man and a girl cruising together on a boat look much more vulnerable than two men, even if the girl is a tanned Brunhilde almost six feet tall.


Standing on the dock with a seabag over her shoulder and a bundle of foul-weather gear under her arm, the impressive lady requested permission to come aboard, in good nautical fashion. Permission granted, she threw her belongings onto the side deck, about three feet higher than the floating dock, and swung herself up after it, disregarding the ladder I’d hung at the gate in the railing to make boarding easier.


“Nice sunny weather we’re having,” I said. “Unusual for Connecticut so late in the summer, if you still want to call this summer.”




“Connecticut is not so bad,” she said. “Maine, that is much different, just fog, fog, fog all the time.”


Okay. There was certainly no doubt that she was the right sex, the sex I’d expected, and she’d answered my Connecticut sunshine with Maine fog, so we had the official identification nonsense all taken care of.


“I live up forward, ja?” she said, after an appraising glance up the masts and around the deck. “You will show?”


“Let me take some of that stuff.”


“I carry it okay.”


My parents came from Sweden and I’ve spent some time in that country; but I couldn’t tell if the accent was real, and it didn’t matter. What the hell, nothing was real on this ship, particularly the skipper; as a sailor I make a great cowboy. Well, that was what the girl was for, to compensate for my nautical deficiencies.


I led her into the big, light deckhouse with its all-around windows giving a full view of the marina, the winding river that led to Long Island Sound, and the open salt marsh beyond. She followed me down two steps forward into the main cabin, considerably darker since it was illuminated by considerably less glass. The galley was to port facing a big table three-quarters surrounded by a U-shaped settee to starboard. The whole boat was paneled in teak and the upholstery was dark-red velour or something similar; kind of a bordello decor, but after living with it for a couple of months I’d grown to like it.


The boat was a husky thirty-eight-foot motor sailer built in Finland, of all places; and she was the most



luxurious private vessel I’d ever inhabited, with wall-to-wall carpeting, refrigeration, hot and cold running water, and central heating, not to mention an intimidating array of navigational instruments, some of which I still hadn’t really mastered, even after studying the manuals hard. Well, my worries were over; my blonde shipmate was undoubtedly familiar with all the modern electronic miracles.


“Go on forward; there isn’t room for both of us,” I said, moving aside to let her squeeze past. “Watch your head. For anybody over five-eight, this boat ought to be a hard-hat area. I still brain myself twice a week forgetting to duck.”


“I know. They are all like that.”


She unloaded her gear on the cabin table and made her way through the brief passageway to the wedge-shaped stateroom in the bow that had tapering twin berths obviously designed for a special race of people with very wide shoulders and very small feet. She surveyed her quarters with experienced eyes. She studied the overhead hatch for a moment to figure out the latch system and opened it, setting the braces to keep it from flopping back down. Having solved the ventilation problem, she tested the plushy red mattresses with her fingertips, checked for access, and decided that the port berth would be the easiest for her to operate out of; the starboard one would do for her gear. She hauled her seabag and oilskins forward and checked the doors along the brief passageway, returning to me.


“This is much fine,” she said. “Much locker space, and I even have for myself a klo… what you call a head, yes?”




It’s Swedish slang: klo, pronounced kloo, short for klosett, like in water closet. People can think of the damndest circumlocutions when they simply want to say crapper. The fact that she knew this one made me think her accent might actually be genuine.


I said, “Yes, there’s more plumbing aft so this one’s all yours. What do I call you?”


“My name is Siegelinda, Siegelinda Kronquist, but everybody calls me Ziggy.”


I said, “Seems a pity. Siegelinda is a mouthful, but it’s a pretty name.”


“Ziggy is okay. I will not be called Linda. Every stupid little American girl who wants to be a movie star is called Linda. Ziggy is fine.”


“Okay, Ziggy. I’m Matt.”


We shook hands on it. Her hand was sizeable and her grip was firm.


“Now you will show me the rest of this boat.”


I showed her the significant stuff in the galley: the groceries, the dishes, the drawer for the silverware (okay, stainless), the knife rack, the refrigerator, the sink, and the garbage can under the sink. I explained the three-burner propane stove and showed her the big butane lighter, the kind used to fire up charcoal grills, that I used to light it. I demonstrated the safety switch that, by remote control, cut off the gas at the propane tank in its vented locker aft. I explained to her how, any time you were through with the stove, you were supposed to turn off, not only the burners, but the main gas supply as well, and make sure



the red warning light was out. Propane is heavier than air, and you don’t want to run any risk of having it leak out and collect in the bilge waiting for a spark to set it off…


The trouble with the girl was that she’d obviously been on so many boats that she knew practically everything I was telling her about this one. I sensed her attention wandering.


“You drink,” she said.


I saw that she was looking at the bottles. Behind the main cabin settee, along the side of the ship, were some small lockers flanking a couple of long shelves. There were seven bottle-sized holes in the bottom shelf for liquor storage—you don’t want any glass containers bouncing around loose on a boat when things get rough. I’d filled the rack with two fifths of Scotch, two of vodka, and three of wine, a California Chardonnay if it matters. I saw no need to apologize for them.


“I drink,” I said.


“That is good. I never trust a man who can not trust himself with sprit.” That was Swedish for spirits, meaning alcohol. “Now we will see the engine room, ja?”


The engine hid under the deckhouse floor. The instruction manual that came with the boat said that it should be checked daily when you were under way. That was obviously some kind of funny Finnish joke, since getting at the mill was a lengthy and laborious process that involved disassembling and removing the little pedestal table for the comer breakfast/cocktail nook, moving out the helmsman’s stool and everything else in the deckhouse, hauling up the carpet, lifting up two



enormous hatches that were lead lined for soundproofing, and then dismantling the lead-lined box that surrounded, for further soundproofing, the big four-cylinder mill itself. There wasn’t a piece weighing much less than twenty pounds. The girl wanted to do the work so she would know how. I didn’t fight her.


When she had it all open, I pointed out the eighty-gallon fuel tanks port and starboard, the valves that controlled them, the water separator and fuel filters, the three batteries strapped into their boxes—two house batteries and one reserved for starting the engine—the pressure pump for the fresh-water system, and the pressure pump for the saltwater system that was used for hosing down the decks—also for cleaning off the anchor and chain when they came up muddy. Siegelinda Kronquist studied the engine for a moment.


“Ford?”


I said, “Yes. Eighty horsepower. It’s a Swedish conversion of a Ford block. Should make you feel right at home.”


“I understand not.” Then she laughed. “Oh, because it is Swedish? But I am American now. You know this boat pretty good, ja?”


“I’ve had since August to get acquainted with her.”


“I will put it all back now. I must learn how.”


“Be my guest.”


She made it look easy, swinging the awkward slabs of lead-lined plywood back into place without much apparent effort. She was wearing short, but not excessively short



or tight, blue denim cutoffs, well faded and fashionably frayed; her legs were brown and magnificent, and she had long feet tucked into ancient brown moccasin-style boat shoes. I had a hunch we wouldn’t see much of those shoes; they were made to come off easily, and she looked like barefoot-nature-girl to me. As far as I’m concerned, broken toes hurt like hell, and cuts and splinters aren’t much fun, either; besides, when you kick somebody with suitable shoes it’s more effective than when you kick them without.


Above the waist, Miss Kronquist wore a thin T-shirt with a cartoon face on it. Even thought there was no TV on board and I don’t watch it much even when I have it, I recognized a character that had recently taken the country by storm. What was under the idiot face was unfettered and spectacular. I helped her put the carpets back into place and replace the deckhouse furniture.


“Carpets on a boat are stupid,” she said. “Where is the bilge pump?”


“It’s the middle switch in the panel right behind you. It’s marked. There’s a manual pump for backup, in that locker to port. And the wash-down pump can be rigged to suck bilge water instead of seawater in an emergency. I should have shown you when we had the engine room open.”


“You can show me later; let us hope we do not sink today.” She looked ahead through the windshield at the machinery mounted in the bow. “An electric windlass? What if the electricity fails?”


“It can be worked manually. The emergency handle



is clipped to the bulkhead right over there by the port deckhouse door.” I pointed to it, a one-inch stainless steel pipe about eighteen inches long, with a plastic grip.


“And what is aft?”


“My stateroom, down two steps. Plumbing to starboard. Double berth, well, you can see it from up here. The rudder head, emergency tiller, and hydraulic steering machinery are under it.”


“A double berth is convenient, ja?” she said, looking down into the aft cabin without expression.


“If you can find somebody to occupy the other half,” I said. I hesitated, but it was a lot of girl on a boat that seemed to have got a lot smaller since she came aboard. As a normal male, I had to be thinking along certain lines— well, I was—and it had better get said and put behind us. “You’re welcome to fill the vacant space any time, Miss Kronquist. Don’t hesitate to wake me if I’m asleep.”


She regarded me steadily for a moment. I noted that her eyes were very blue. “But you will never come up forward to bother me in my little cabin, is that what you wish to tell me, Matt? It is my decision?”


“Yours entirely, Ziggy.”


“That is good,” she said calmly. “I will think about it when I know you better. Now you will tell me about the life jackets and flares and other nonsense the Coast Guard loves so much, so I can show them if they board us, and then you will go and pay the marina while I warm up the motor, and when you come back we will get under way, yes?”


I glanced at my watch. “It’s almost lunchtime.”




“We can eat as we sail. I will make sandwiches. With eighty horsepower this boat should cruise good at seven or eight knots; if we start now, we can be in Montauk before dark. Those who send me, they want this boat to stop wasting time and money here, where nothing happens, and start moving south, where maybe something does happen.”


“Aye, aye, skipper.”


“No. You are the skipper. I am just the big stupid Swede girl you bring to pull the ropes, and maybe sleep with. And maybe not. Let everybody guess; it will do them good.”


I hesitated. “Well, just let me know how you want to divide up the work on board. As you’ve probably been told, I haven’t had much cruising experience. Hell, that’s why you’re here.”


There were sliding doors port and starboard, open now, letting the breeze blow right through the deckhouse. It blew a lock of blonde hair across her face as she stood by the big wooden steering wheel. She tossed back the yellow strands and looked at me gravely for a moment with those blue Norse eyes.


“The work?” she said. “But the division is really very simple, Matt. I will keep us afloat. You will keep us alive. Okay?”











2


“You were selected because you have had some experience with boats,” Mac had told me back in early August.


I remembered that I’d groaned at the time, but not aloud. That’s the way it works in our outfit. We’re not big enough to support a bunch of temperamental specialists. If you once manage to figure out how to paddle a canoe across a farm pond in the line of duty, you’re the resident clipper-ship expert forever after, as far as Mac is concerned.


He went on: “The boat’s name is Lorelei III. It is an eight-year-old motor sailer, ketch rigged—that means two masts, I believe—displacing about twelve tons. It is currently lying in a slip in the Pilot’s Point Marina in Westbrook, Connecticut, about twenty miles east of New Haven. It is being offered for sale, its owner having died last spring. You will travel there and inspect it with a yacht broker. You will also, for appearances’ sake, look at some other boats he has lined up for you, but this one will strike your fancy and you will buy it. I am told it needs



considerable work. You will have that done and learn how to sail the craft as well as possible in the time available.”


“How much time?”


“If your mission is not completed before winter weather sets in, the boat will have to be moved south. You should plan to have it seaworthy by late September.”


It seemed to me that he was skipping lightly over a couple of important details that needed further explanation. He was wearing his customary gray suit; and his face was unreadable, as usual, made more so by the bright window behind him through which I could see Washington, D.C., if I wanted to see Washington, D.C. I was more concerned with the familiar, lean, gray-haired gent with the black eyebrows, on the far side of the big desk, who’d called me back from my New Mexico home sooner than I’d anticipated.


I’d hoped to have the whole summer free to train a young Chesapeake Bay retriever I’d acquired in the course of a recent assignment; I’d even hoped, optimistically, to have the autumn free to hunt him. Instead I’d had to leave him with a professional trainer in Texas I’d used before— who’d undoubtedly do a better job of completing his education than I could have, but I’d miss the fun of doing it myself—and rush east to learn that I was about to become a yachtsman.


I asked about one of the details that concerned me: “What did the boat’s owner die of?”


Mac glanced at me sharply, annoyed at having his instructions interrupted by a question he’d probably



intended to get around to answering later.


After a moment, he said, “Truman Fancher had a heart attack in North Carolina, near a small town called Coinjock, while bringing his boat north from Florida along the Intracoastal Waterway. He was steering at the time. His wife was taking a nap down in the cabin. She awoke when the boat veered out of the channel and ran aground.”


“A heart attack,” I said without expression.


“That was the official verdict.” Mac paused, and went on deliberately. “The boat was refloated without damage and brought to its home marina in Oyster Bay, New York.”


“Where’s Oyster Bay?”


Mac said, “It’s on Long Island but not very far from New York City… That was in June. Early in July, Lorelei III was lent to a married couple, friends of the Fancher family, for a weekend cruise. The woman, Mrs. Henrietta Guild, came on board on a Thursday to lay in supplies and make other preparations. Her husband was to join her after work on Friday. When Mr. Nathaniel Guild arrived at the dock on Friday evening, he found the boat dark. Going aboard, he stumbled over his wife’s body. She was in her nightgown; she had been killed by several blows to the head. The weapon was apparently the emergency handle for the power windlass, employed to bring the anchor up manually if the electricity failed. Apparently it was kept in a convenient place in the cabin ready for use.”


“A weapon of opportunity,” I said. “Looks as if whoever did the job didn’t come intending to kill. A professional hitman would have brought his own club.”




“Perhaps,” Mac said. “Or perhaps that is exactly what he wants us to think. At any rate, the body was quite cold, so the crime had presumably taken place the night before.” After a moment, he went on. “The family then chartered the boat to a young man named Martin Jesperson, who planned to cruise up the coast to Maine and back.”


“New Englanders say ‘down the coast to Maine,’” I told him. “Because the prevailing winds blow that way. The hard part is coming back against them, uphill so to speak.”


“Indeed? That is very interesting.” Mac’s voice was dry. “Heading out Long Island Sound, Mr. Jesperson had some engine trouble. He used the radio to call for help, and was towed into the nearest marina. The following day, after a mechanic had solved his problem, he started eastward again; but only a few hours later the Coast Guard was notified that a ketch-rigged vessel was aground on a nearby shoal with nobody visible on deck. The boarding party found Lorelei III uninhabited. Jesperson’s body was not recovered until the following day. Mr. Jesperson had apparently fallen overboard and drowned. The verdict was accidental death. The boat was returned to the marina. It has, as I indicated, been put up for sale. You will be given the funds with which to buy it.”


I grimaced. “A real hoodoo ship, eh? Let me get the history straight. Who was Truman Fancher?”


“He was a wealthy man who had a yacht dealership in Oyster Bay—more a hobby, I gather, than a serious source of income—and was a well-known sailor. He had made an impressive racing record with series of large,



fast sailing yachts. However, when well up in his sixties, Mr. Fancher retired from competition, sold his latest racing boat, and bought the comfortable motor sailer that concerns us, in which he cruised Long Island Sound and New England in the summer, Florida and the Bahamas in the winter.”


“And he was bringing her up from Florida last spring, when he died.” I frowned, thinking it over. At last I said, “Afterward, a surprising number of people seem to’ve been interested in a dead man’s boat; it seems almost indecent the way the poor old bucket was hardly given a chance to catch her breath after losing her owner so tragically. You’d think that, even if they yearned to sail on a boat on which a man had just died, folks would be a little hesitant about approaching the grieving family so soon. The way you told it, Fancher was barely buried and the boat was hardly back in her home slip before people were beating on the door asking to borrow or charter her.”


Mac gave me the thin smile that’s about as much amusement as he can manage. “Your instincts are sound, Eric,” he said. My real name is Matthew Helm, but I answer to Eric on official occasions; and this office is about as official as we get. Mac went on. “You do not need to take the matrimonial bonds of the Guilds too seriously, or their close friendship with the Fanchers. Actually, they were not married, and neither of them was named Guild, any more than Jesperson was named Jesperson.”


“I see,” I said, although that was an exaggeration. “So we’re all phonies together. Well, I don’t mind owning a



yacht, even a jinxed one, but I hope nobody expects me to impersonate a yachtsman. They speak a special language that I never quite mastered the previous times I had to operate afloat. The jargon is as bad as computerese; just trade RAMS and ROMS for ports and starboards. It’s almost impossible to fake. If I pretend to be an old salt, I’ll be spotted as a phony right away.”


Mac nodded. “So we are making you a book sailor, occupation photojournalist, from the waterless deserts of the Southwest, who has read every nautical volume he could lay hands on—we’ll supply you with a suitable, well-thumbed library to bring aboard—and dreamed of sailing alone around the world in the wakes of Captain Joshua Slocum and Sir Francis Chichester, but never actually handled any vessel larger than an outboard fishing skiff. But an uncle died and left you a fairly substantial sum of money, a little over two hundred thousand dollars.” The background, apart from the nautical reading and the rich uncle, was fairly close to my own; the photojournalist cover is one I often use by default, when there’s no pressing need for me to assume another identity. Mac went on. “You decided to haul your cameras and word processor east and follow your salty dream. It is really amazing how many people have that dream. Even in our cynical profession it seems that a considerable number of the men, and even some of the women, hope upon retirement to buy little cruising boats and sail away into the sunset.”


I asked, “Am I supposed to sail away into the sunset on the good ship Lorelei III?”




“No. At least not immediately, and if you do go, as I have said, the direction will be south, not west. But first you will spend the remainder of the summer, as I said, just fixing up the boat and learning how to sail it.”


I frowned. “What’s so special about this particular motor sailer aside from the fact that three people have died on her?” I asked. “Or off her, if Jesperson actually died in the water.”


“We have not been told what else makes the boat unique, if anything does,” Mac said. “As for the deaths, Truman Fancher may have had a genuine heart attack— he’d had one earlier, but had made a good recovery— but there is apparently some room for doubt. In order to dispel or confirm that doubt, and to find the answers to some other questions, Mr. and Mrs. Guild, so-called, were ordered aboard Lorelei III by the agency that has now requested our assistance. That is as much information as we have been given. Our colleagues are operating on a strict need-to-know basis.”


I sighed. “And as usual they don’t think we need to know very much. I suppose Jesperson was put aboard, officially, to investigate what happened to Fancher and Guild, and I’m going on this jinx ship to investigate what happened to Fancher, Guild, and Jesperson.”


Mac nodded. “At least that is the ostensible goal of your mission. And I think you can safely assume that, while Mr. Fancher may just possibly have died a natural death, the individual who clubbed to death the lady calling herself Mrs. Guild was not just a stray seagoing mugger even if he did use a weapon he found on the scene, and the



so-called Mr. Jesperson was not really alone on board and did not really fall overboard by accident.” He regarded me for a moment. “In support of this assumption is the fact that when Nathaniel Guild recovered from the first shock of finding his ‘wife’ dead, he smelled propane; the boat was full of it. The master gas valve was open and a hose had been removed from a certain fitting. I’m afraid I can’t give you the exact technical details, but a candle was found on the counter in the kitchen—I suppose I should call it a galley. Fortunately ‘Mrs. Guild’ had left a hatch open that her murderer failed to spot and there was a thunderstorm the night she was killed; the high wind caused enough of a draft to blow out the flame that had presumably been left burning. If it had continued to burn, Lorelei III would have exploded violently when the gas rose high enough in the cabin to be ignited.”


I said, “Well, if there is something on board that somebody doesn’t want found, the simplest answer is to destroy the boat completely. What about the other incident?”


“There was over a foot of water in the cabin when the Coast Guard arrived. The discharge hose of the galley sink apparently leads directly to a valve—I believe they call it a sea cock—in the boat’s hull which, open, allows the dishwater to drain into the ocean. The clamps had been loosened and the hose had been pulled off the valve, which was left open, allowing the sea to pour in. And the bilge pump had been turned off. It is assumed that the boat was actually aimed eastward, in the hope that it would sink where Long Island Sound is reasonably



deep, but some malfunction of the automatic pilot, which was engaged, caused it to swerve to the north and hit the shoal. The quick response of the Coast Guard prevented it from filling completely. They, of course, immediately shut the sea cock and pumped out the water.”


“Just the same, it sounds as if I’m going to have a soggy mess to deal with,” I said. “That saltwater never really dries.”


Mac said, “We are, as I’ve said, supplying you with a cover of sorts; if the opposition, whatever it may be, thinks that we, or you, are stupid enough to trust it to keep you safe, so much the better. We are, of course, hoping that it will not.”


I nodded. “So I’m not really there just to investigate two or three murders, or even to search the boat for interesting clues. It’s also a decoy job. Since the vessel seems to be reluctant to tell us anything, maybe we can get some answers from the people who are haunting it homicidally?” I made it a question.


Mac did not answer directly. He said, “The agency concerned, which has been keeping Lorelei III under observation since Jesperson’s death, has decided that somebody else should be put aboard. However, having lost two of their own valuable people on this boat, they think it advisable to replace them with more expendable human material from other government sources.” He shrugged. “Well, it is what we are paid for, Eric.”


A polite name for our organizational mission, which is not publicized around Washington, is counter-assassination. When a government agency starts losing



people to somebody too tough for them to handle, they can call on us to take him, or her, out for them, discreetly. But very often we’re called in simply because there’s a hot spot that needs filling by a gent, or lady, somewhat more bullet proof than the usual run of government employees. This was a fairly typical situation: somebody had come up short a couple of agents and didn’t want to risk misplacing any more. Just me.


I said, “If somebody does come for me, what’s my reaction supposed to be?”


“Very simple,” Mac said. “First, you prevent them from killing you, and from destroying the boat. Then you capture them and call a certain telephone number, and they will be taken off your hands. If you should of necessity wind up with some dead ones, it will be understood, and you will be protected, but live and garrulous ones are preferred. The lady who passed on the instructions spoke in terms of a giant conspiracy; she would like one of the conspirators for interrogation.”


I sighed. “Oh, gee, golly, another giant conspiracy, I don’t know if my heart can stand it, sir.” I yawned widely. Mac did not react to my horseplay, and I went on. “But if I sit on that boat until the cold autumn winds start to blow, and nothing happens, then, you say, I’m supposed to cast off the dock lines and proceed south?”


“Yes,” Mac said. “You will head for Florida by a route that will be given you, hoping for trouble along the way. By that time, you should have the boat in good cruising order, and yourself, too.”




It was time to bring up another important detail he seemed to be neglecting. I said, “Maybe. But with all the work to be done on this motor sailer, it’s obviously not going to be available for boating practice a lot of the time; and I’ve only got a couple of months. I doubt that even if I had the whole summer to play with it I could turn myself into a real seaman and navigator. Sure, I can fake it—I’ve done it before; sailing isn’t all that difficult—but this is a hell of a lot bigger boat than anything I’ve ever managed by myself, and if these people feel it’s important to get her south in one piece, they’d better give me some help. Cruising alone, little as I really know about it, there’s a chance I’ll have their expensive bucket on the rocks before I’m out of Long Island Sound.”


Mac nodded. “I told our friends that, while you had managed to survive several missions afloat, you could hardly be called an expert seaman. They said it was hoped the operation would be concluded before autumn; but if it was not, they would supply a good hand to help you…”
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Ziggy Kronquist had the sail up before we passed Duck Island, just outside the river entrance. Again she wanted to do it all herself so she’d learn where everything was and how it worked.


Standing at the wheel in the deckhouse, I had a pretty good view of the operation, forward through the windshield and upward through the large, transparent, overhead hatch that could be slid back like a car’s sunroof—well, actually it couldn’t, at the moment, since I’d stowed the deflated, folded-up rubber dinghy in the way of it, figuring that this late in the year a sunroof wouldn’t see much use. Besides, there was no other convenient place to put the dink. (The little two-and-a-half horsepower motor for it was clamped to the rail aft, if it matters.)


The hatch was designed, not only for ventilation, but for observation: to let the helmsman keep an eye on the mainsail above him. When we left the marina, the big sail



was rolled up on its patent furling gear along the aft side of the mast; but as we reached open water, Ziggy started pulling on the outhaul, and it unrolled like a vertical window blind—well, a triangular vertical window blind. The smaller staysail up forward, when she got to it, had no such tricks; it just went up the stay like any normal sail.


I felt Lorelei III heel a bit, and then lean farther to a stronger gust as we passed the end of Duck Island and received the unobstructed wind off Long Island Sound. Blocks rattled and creaked as the girl up on deck retrimmed the sails to the new breeze. Down in the deckhouse, I followed instructions and steered us out past the buoy marking the west end of Long Sand Shoal in the middle of the Sound, and then bore off eastward to put us on the course for Plum Gut that she’d punched into the loran.


This was one of the electronic marvels on board that I’d studied but by no means mastered. There was a whole array of gadgetry suspended from the overhead—ceiling to you—above the chart table in front of me: an ordinary radio-tape deck for entertainment, a battery of engine instruments you wouldn’t believe, the loran for position, a VHF radio for communication, and a depth sounder for showing how much water was under Lorelei III’s six-foot keel. I’d been advised to leave the radio, the loran, and the VHF on at all times, since transistors don’t wear out and the warmth would keep the instruments dry and prevent corrosion. Below them, just ahead of the steering wheel, was the dial of the knot meter—seagoing speedometer to you—and the control panel for the autopilot; forward of



that was the compass. To starboard of the wheel was the big, old-fashioned, hooded radar; and let’s face it, although I’d played with it from time to time, I still hadn’t really mastered the knack of relating the fuzzy pattern of blobs on the little screen to what was happening around the boat.


But we weren’t using radar at the moment; and the loran was easier to learn. I knew how to get our latitude and longitude out of it any time I wanted them, and the ability made me feel nautical as hell; however, there were a lot of other functions I still couldn’t manage without having the instruction manual open in front of me. The one Ziggy had programmed into the machine told me exactly how to get to the buoy off Plum Gut: all I had to do was watch the display and steer to keep it centered. Navigation made easy. After I’d put the ship on her new course, there was more squeaking and creaking on deck as Ziggy trimmed the sails again; then the port deckhouse door slid open and she joined me, a little flushed and breathless, pushing back her windblown hair.


“Hey, you steer not so badly. Is it not a marvelous day? Let me put something on this förbannade hair, and then I would like to steer, if you do not mind, but not in this stuffy cabin. I will take it at the outside station… Just a minute.” She ducked down the companionway forward and came back immediately, tucking her hair away under a blue bandana. “How do we change over the steering?”


“No problem with the steering,” I said. “It’s hydraulic, like I said, and works from either station without any switching, but the engine control down here has to be in



neutral before you can use the one topside.” I pulled back the single lever—throttle and gearshift in one—and the rumble of the diesel died to a low murmur. “You go on up. You don’t have a tachometer up there so I’ll have to holler at you when you’re back to cruising RPM.”


I let her know when she had the topside control set correctly. Then I stepped outside—it was three steps from the deckhouse floor up to the side deck—and made my way aft along the narrow walkway, secure inside the substantial teak railing that seemed like considerably more protection than the flimsy wire lifelines to be found on most sailboats. It occurred to me that somebody must have given Jesperson quite a heave to put him over that husky thirty-inch fence.


I climbed a couple more steps to join Ziggy on the raised aft deck, like the poop deck of a Spanish galleon, that was actually the roof of my cabin. She stood at the big destroyer wheel at the rear of the deckhouse. Unlike the varnished, wooden one below, this wheel was shiny stainless steel. There was more wind than I’d thought, and a considerable amount of rigging whine and sea splash.


“She is a good, stiff boat,” the girl shouted. “Perhaps she could take the Genoa jib, but it is a very big sail, I think, and I would like to see it first in not so strong a wind. And without the jenny forward we do not need the mizzen for balance aft. I think we have enough sail, yes?”


I yelled, “Lady, I’m a real chicken-sailor; the less of that canvas stuff I have to worry about, the better I like it. Or is it dacron?”




She laughed. “I think you are a fraud, my friend. You steer very good. You know your boat very good. I think you are much better seaman than you say.”


“God, don’t tell my chief! He’ll put me in command of an aircraft carrier next time around.”


She laughed again, and stepped over to ease the main sheet slightly, and caught the wheel before the boat could swing off course. She looked spectacular standing there with her strong, bare, golden-brown legs braced against the motion of the boat and some wisps of shining hair starting to blow free of the bandana. She was a little unreal, a painting entitled The Norsewoman; but then as I’ve said the whole situation was unreal.


Mac would keep putting me on these damned boats. The first one I could remember being involved with in the line of duty was a little fifteen-foot outboard I had to learn to launch off a trailer; now I seemed to have worked my way up, somehow, to this great thirty-eight-foot, twelve-ton brute of a motor sailer. You’d think, with my own Viking ancestry, I’d start getting that fine seagoing feeling when I trod the handsome teak decks, and I’ll admit that once in a while I did experience a small atavistic thrill, but mostly it was just a very demanding exercise in caution—as a good old New Mexico boy from west of the Pecos, I know I don’t really know what the hell I’m doing on these eastern waters, or any waters, so I concentrate on not making any disastrous errors and leave the fancy seamanship to others. Like Ziggy Kronquist.


Presently, we were charging through Plum Gut,



the narrow slot between Plum Island and Orient Point. According to the chart, this was the eastern end of Long Island—well, one of the eastern ends. Since Long Island is forked, there are two. The longer one sticking out into the Atlantic farther south is Montauk Point, toward which we were heading.


We found more wind in Gardiner’s Bay beyond the Gut. Spray started slashing aft. I said to hell with it and retreated to the deckhouse; I’ve spent enough time outdoors that I feel no need to prove how rugged I am by getting wet when I don’t have to. After a little, the motor died to idling speed, and Ziggy came in, slamming the door shut, and paused to wipe her dripping face with the front of her T-shirt, casually revealing, among other intriguing things, that she’d done a lot of sunbathing without a top on. She took the wheel and put the engine into gear again and brought it back up to cruising revs, 1,800 RPM.


“Windshield wipers?”


“Right in front of you.”


There were three of them, one for each section of the divided windshield, and they could drive you crazy watching them, since they operated independently, totally unsynchronized. They had a considerable amount of work to do now to keep the glass clear. It was getting brisk out there; and Lorelei III was heeled over farther than I’d ever had her. With the sails helping the engine, she was also moving faster than I’d ever dared to make her, exploding the short seas that came at her. She felt



solid and powerful, and it was an exhilarating ride, but if I’d been doing it I’d have been worrying, as we went roaring past Gardiner’s Island and the wind continued to increase, about how much the eight-year-old sails and rigging could take. My gorgeous shipmate apparently had no such reservations; she seemed to be enjoying every minute of it.


“Look, nine and a half knots!” Ziggy pointed to the dial. “We should be picking up the Montauk breakwater soon… Ah, there it is. Come, we had better get her ready for harbor. You can roll up the mainsail and I will bring down the staysail…”


A few minutes later, under power alone, I took us between the breakwaters into Lake Montauk just inside the point, and did a passable job of docking us in one of the marinas—it wasn’t hard, after a couple of months of practice, as long as I kept in mind that, having a big, three-bladed propeller that turned counterclockwise in the European fashion, Lorelei III backed stubbornly to starboard no matter what you did with the rudder. I’d offered Ziggy the job, but she’d said that I should do it. After all, I was the skipper and should be seen acting as such; she was just the dumb square-head crew.


After we had everything shipshape on deck, I offered to take her to dinner at one of the restaurants in the small town of Montauk, but she said she didn’t think the chicken breasts I’d bought earlier in the week should lie in the refrigerator too long, and she wanted to familiarize herself with the galley anyway. She told me to relax in the



deckhouse with a magazine or something; but she popped up after a few minutes.


“I found a little bottle of vermouth in the galley. Do you wish a vodka martini?”


I said, “That’s what it’s for. If you’ll join me.”


“Ah, I thought you would never ask. Sit still. I am very good with martinis.”


Sitting in the red plush cocktail corner in the pleasant deckhouse, with cheese and crackers on the little teak table before us, we raised our martini glasses—actually fairly ugly plastic tumblers that had come with the boat—and drank to a good day’s run, a promising start to our voyage south. I had the curtains drawn all around. It was too bad to miss the sunset over the marina, but I can’t relax comfortably in a lighted greenhouse when I know there may be hostiles in the growing dark outside. Anyway, the curtained deckhouse, totally private, made for a certain pleasant intimacy. I tasted my martini and thought she’d gone a little heavy on the vermouth, but I’m not very choosy about my booze, and I wouldn’t have mentioned it for the world.


“What’s the matter with me, Ziggy?” I asked.


She frowned, uncomprehending. “What do you mean? I have made no complain.”


“Not you. Those other bastards. I mean, I feel like a wallflower.”


“Wallflower?”


“Neglected,” I said. “Nobody’s tried to kill me. Have I got halitosis or body odor or something?” She looked



baffled. I grinned and went on. “Look, a guy named Fancher starts bringing this boat up from Florida; halfway here he falls over dead. A gal named Guild just steps aboard for a couple of days and winds up with brains on her face. A guy named Jesperson inhabits the bucket very briefly and is fished out of Long Island Sound after learning the hard way that breathing water isn’t as effective as breathing air. Have I got all that straight?”


She made a face expressing distaste. “You do not put it very delicately, but yes, I believe it is straight.”


I said, “Okay; but then a guy named Helm comes aboard and spends two whole months living and working on this jinx boat, awkwardly taking her out for practice runs whenever the repairs allow it, doing his best to look like easy prey, a real stumblebum mariner—it wasn’t hard—but in all that time nobody makes a move on him, nobody. It’s enough to give a man an inferiority complex. What did those other three have that I haven’t got, that nobody wants to murder me?”


“Maybe you have it backward, Matt,” Ziggy said after a moment’s thought. “Maybe it is what you have that they did not have.”


“Like what?” I asked.


“A gun?”











4


She returned from the galley after putting the chicken into the oven. It was an apparatus I’d never used since I’d come aboard, being a frying pan man from way back. All the cooking I know, which isn’t much, I learned over western camp fires. Ziggy sat down beside me and picked up her martini.


“I was told that you have the reputation of being a truly dangerous man, and a particularly fine marksman,” she said.


I said, “Any good target shot can beat me any day in the week.”


“With the targets shooting back? I doubt that very much.” She laughed. “I was warned that you are in a different class, shall we say, from our organization of nice little boys and girls playing at coastal security.”


“Oh, is that what you’re playing at?”


She shook her head ruefully. “I should not have said that; it is a terrible secret. Please forget it.”




“Coastal security, what’s that? Never heard of it.” I grinned. “I suppose the folks who built me up so big were the ones in your outfit who were trying to talk you into coming on a boat on which three people have already died. They were trying to convince you that, in spite of bodies falling to the deck like autumn leaves, you’d be perfectly safe with Sure-shot Helm?”


She smiled. “Something like that, yes.”


“And your theory is that the opposition also got to leeward of me and caught a hellish whiff of brimstone and decided they were better off leaving dangerous old me alone?”


“Is it not a possibility?”


I shrugged. “Well, it’s flattering to think that my official reputation is so terror-inspiring that it frightens into trembling immobility people who’ve already committed at least two murders, possibly three. But it doesn’t seem very likely; and after all, Guild and Jesperson weren’t totally unarmed and untrained innocents, were they?”


She shrugged. “Actually, I believe they did have guns and I know they’d had some training, but they were not very experienced agents. Not like you.”


“You make me feel like a veteran of the Indian wars. If you’re a real good girl, Grandpa’ll show you his scalp collection some time,” I said. I frowned. “There’s another possibility. I’ve been told that Truman Fancher was a real gung ho sailor. What about your friends?”


Ziggy said, “They were much involved with sailing in their free time, both racing and cruising. That is why



they were chosen to investigate this boat. Of course I was selected for the same reason.”


I said, “Your outfit really has a pool of nautical talent available, doesn’t it? It isn’t every undercover agency— security agency?—that can produce experienced seamen, and particularly seawomen, on demand, time and again.”


“But that is only natural, since we are concerned with the shoreline—” She stopped, and laughed. “You are pumping me. Is that the right word, pumping?”


“Pumping is right,” I said. “But it’s a very reluctant well I’m pumping. Back to the reason nobody wants to kill me. You suggested it’s because I’m dangerous; but could it be just because I’m stupid?”


“Stupid? In what way?”


“In a nautical way. Three salty sailors, if we include Fancher, have died on this vessel. But a landlubber from the Great American Desert has survived since August unmolested. Maybe there’s something incriminating on board that I just don’t see because I don’t really know how things are supposed to be on this kind of boat, or any kind of boat… Say Truman Fancher suddenly spotted something new and unfamiliar and disturbing on the yacht he’d gone to a lot of trouble to import from Europe a good many years ago, so somebody fixed up a heart attack for him. Say Henrietta Guild was only on board a day before she heard a sour note in the rigging, so to speak; so she had to die. Say they got rid of Martin Jesperson when he also noticed something offbeat… But Matthew Helm lived on board week after week happily overlooking a



peculiarity of his floating home that a real sailor couldn’t help but spot, so the people who were watching let the poor dumbo survive untouched. You haven’t noticed anything odd about the good ship Lorelei III, have you?”


Ziggy shook her head. “So far she seems like a perfectly normal boat, for a motor sailer. She is heavy, of course, and undercanvased, but that is standard for the type. They are not expected to sail in light winds; that is what the eighty-horsepower motor is for. A true sailboat this size would only carry half that power.” She glanced at me. “And you have found nothing peculiar? No clues to say why some person feels this boat must be sunk? Nothing suggestive in the ship’s log?”


I said, “Fancher’s logbook wasn’t on board when I got the boat, not surprising considering the number of people who’d had her since he died,” I said. “Of course she was a considerable mess when I took her over; everything wet below and lockers busted open and compartment hatches strewn about, along with cushions and carpets and stray gear—I suppose the Coast Guard had to do some hasty exploring, with the cabin knee deep in water, before they found where it was coming from. I had my work cut out for me, getting everything dried out and repaired and put back where it belonged.”


“You seem to have done a very marvelous job,” Ziggy said, looking around the comfortable deckhouse. “Well, I think there is a little more martini in the pitcher; then I must see about those chickens…”


She was a better cook than bartender; and after dinner



we went ashore to let her make a call from the pay phone in the marina parking lot. She’d started off alone, but I’d told her that could not be permitted; if I was to be responsible for her I could hardly let her wander around in the dark all by herself. She saw my point, but waited until I’d moved out of hearing before she punched in her number. As we walked back out the dock toward the boat after she’d finished talking, she laughed softly.


“I told them you are a big phony,” she said. “I told them you could sail the boat perfectly well alone; you were only acting helpless so they would send you somebody female you hoped would share that big bunk with you.”


She wasn’t looking at me when she said it, and I didn’t look at her. “Aw, shucks,” I said. “And here I thought I was being so clever.”


She said, “I will wash the dishes. “You will dry, yes?”


It was kind of cozy, cleaning up the galley, reminding me of after-dinner sessions with my mother many years ago; although I was very much aware that the lady with her hands in tonight’s dishwater was not my mother. Afterward, we had coffee in the deckhouse and listened to the weather report on the VHF radio.


Ziggy said the predicted winds, ten to twenty knots out of the southwest, would make things a little rough on the next leg of our voyage, an overnight crossing to Cape May, New Jersey, since we’d be in the open ocean bashing right into it for almost two hundred miles. However, she’d satisfied herself today that the boat was seaworthy, and the motor sounded fine, and we were under instructions to



keep moving south if we possibly could. We’d check the weather in the morning, but if the reports were no worse we’d give it a try.


She said she was a bit tired and we probably wouldn’t get much sleep on the long run tomorrow; if I didn’t mind she’d turn in now.


“Good night, Matt. It was a good day, ja?”


“Very good, Ziggy. Sleep well.”


I watched her go forward, with her long shining hair once more loose down her back, the glorious blond shipmate of every yachtsman’s dreams even if she did put too much vermouth in the martinis. I took my coffee on deck and wandered about checking the dock lines, although I was sure that no line secured by Ziggy Kronquist would have the temerity to come unsecured. It was a misty night; the marina lights looked big and fluffy, like dandelions gone to seed.


There was no light from the forward hatch. I wondered if she slept raw, or in a nightie, or pajamas; she kind of looked like a pajama girl to me. I felt a little exposed standing on deck, although the masts and rigging of the neighboring sailboats, and the superstructures of the cruisers and sportfishermen, would have made it hard for anybody to get a clear shot at me. Even a good night sight would only show them the obvious obstructions; they’d never know that there wasn’t an unseen rigging wire in the line of fire to deflect the bullet. Anyway, if they’d wanted to go the sniper route they’d already had plenty of better chances. Stepping back down into the deckhouse, I



stumbled over one of Ziggy’s shoes. I’d been right about her shedding them at the first opportunity. The inimitable Dr. Matthias Helmstein, noted expert on female behavior.


I went to bed in my usual wary fashion; on this voyage I had to worry, not only about assassination, but about concussion. I mean, as I’d indicated to Ziggy Kronquist, the boat looked husky enough outside, but inside she was not designed for gents six-four. The master stateroom, in particular, was low-bridge territory. You could scalp yourself, and I had, going down the steps aft, entering or leaving the little head to starboard, and even getting into the big double bunk—shelves lined the sides and stern of the boat above it, and if you flopped back onto the pillow incautiously you could damn near knock yourself out on the nice teak woodwork overhead. I’d learned to insert myself cautiously, like a sardine entering a can.


Then I lay awake, listening to the small splashing sounds of the waves against the hull. Moved by the night breeze, Lorelei III strained gently against her lines. Two couples, not quite sober, stopped to talk some distance down the dock. They said good night noisily, and one couple came past our slip.


“Darling, we seem to know the dullest people on earth,” the woman said quite clearly. They boarded a boat farther out the dock, and the marina was silent again.


Time passed very slowly, but I was in no danger of falling asleep in spite of the long day of fresh air and sunshine. Suddenly she was there, at the head of the two steps leading down into my cabin from the deckhouse.



The marina lights penetrated the drawn curtains well enough that I could see the shape of her if not the details. I could certainly see that Dr. Helmstein had got it all wrong. She wasn’t a pajama girl. She wasn’t a nightie girl, either.
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