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“Vivid, sophisticated, action-filled.”
â€”Los Angeles Times

“As imaginative, well-plotted, and well-written a thriller as you'll ever find â€¦ A remarkable book.” â€”
St. Louis Post-Dispatch
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“A cliff-hanger â€¦ Sparkling â€¦ Entertaining suspense!” â€”
Cosmopolitan
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“A kind of console of our contemporary nightmares at which the author fingers every sinister key â€¦ Superb.” â€”
The New York Times
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“No ordinary thriller this, but a story as scintillating as the octahedron crystal on which it focuses.â€¦ A tingle for the spine on every page.” â€”
Publishers Weekly

“Entertaining suspense â€¦ Heart-stopping â€¦ Browne details both the glitter and grime of the diamond market, high society and the underworld â€¦ A gem of a thriller.” â€”
Orlando Sentinel
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“Beautifully written â€¦ Will keep you entranced.” â€”
The New York Times Book Review
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“Immensely entertaining.” â€”
The Washington Post Book World
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CHAPTER ONE

T
HIS
delivery.

He had made it twice every week since the weather had allowed.

Thirty-two times counting this time, so, by now, at practically any point along the way he knew how much farther he had to go.

A hand-painted municipal sign hung over the edge of the road said
Town of Harrison 1696
in Colonial-style lettering, and up ahead coming into sight was the final intersection where Anderson Hill crossed Purchase Street. In his mind that marked three-quarters of a mile exactly to Number 19.

He was tempted to pedal faster, to get there and have it done with again. But hurry would be out of character, he knew. Better that he keep on at the typical indolent pace.

If needed, he had proof for the name Tyrone Wilson and could give a White Plains address.

Grocery deliverer. Nothing more than that from the looks of him. He wore a gray work-out jersey with its sleeves ripped off at the armhole seams. A white handkerchief tied for a sweatband around his head. High-top sneakers with most of their canvas sections cut out, exposing his bare feet. Trousers bound by twine in place of bicycle clips.

Also, in keeping, a two hundred dollar portable cassette player was up on his left shoulder. Matte black, serious-looking stereo with numerous indicators and switches. The volume of it was turned all the way up so he couldn't hear anything but Donna Summer. His left hand kept her balanced close to his ear while his other hand steered.

It wasn't truly a bicycle he was riding. It had three wheels, two in front. A shop at Yonkers made and serviced delivery bikes of this sort for Gristede's, Grand Union and other grocery markets. Between its two front wheels a specially constructed frame provided support for a welded metal compartment about two feet by three feet and thirty inches deep. To contain the groceries. It had a hinged lid held closed by a hasp and a padlock. Ordinarily, for such a purpose an inexpensive lightweight padlock would have been sufficient, just enough to keep anyone from getting easily into it whenever the bike was left unattended. However, the compartment on this bike of Tyrone Wilson's was protected by an unpickable American HT-15 padlock with case-hardened shackle and body.

By now he had reached the intersection, was stopped alone there with second thoughts about having obeyed the traffic light. A minor thing, but it would have been more natural if he'd gone on through the red. To cover himself he placed his feet up on the handlebars and brought the cassette player down to rest on his thighs. He popped Donna Summer out and was turning her over when a car pulled up close beside him. Too close considering the width of the road there.

Wilson pretended not to notice.

The car's window lowered.

Wilson's hand went up in under his jersey, ostensibly to scratch his chest. At the same time he glanced at the car, took it all in. Brown Buick. One person. Man in a gray suit. Thin-haired man wearing rimless eyeglasses. Average looking, as, of course, he would be.

Wilson slowly rolled his head back, looked up at the traffic light. Long goddamn light.

“How do I get to Old Lake Street?” the man asked.

Wilson's immediate thought was to not answer, act as though he hadn't heard, turn up Donna Summer. He didn't know any Old Lake Street, although as a delivery boy he should. He relaxed his eyelids, took all the quickness from his eyes before turning his head to the man, right at him. He hardly moved his tongue or lips so as to have his words come out appropriately sluggish. Said Old Lake was two lights down that way and three blocks over, and the man believed him.

The light had already changed.

The Buick pulled away.

Wilson brought his hand out from beneath his jersey, put Donna Summer back upon his shoulder and began pedaling again, going north on Purchase Street, bound for Number 19.

It was the last of July, and so hot the asphalt had gone gummy. Even along those stretches where the branches of maples vaulted and shaded the way. The houses, especially those set back from the street, seemed to be cowering. Insects were moved to transmit what sounded like a sizzle, as though underscoring the temperature.

A similar sibilance was in Mary Beth Pullman's ears, even though she was entirely enclosed in her Chrysler sedan. Headed down the drive of Old Oaks Country Club.

For some reason the steering wheel felt thick in her hands and the windshield glass appeared somewhat fogged. Mary Beth gave the blame to the two gin and tonics she'd had on top of lunch. She wouldn't have indulged if Alice Woodson's husband hadn't sat and talked. Nor would she have eaten such a heavy meal, chicken a la king in a pastry shell and all that, if she hadn't worked up to itâ€”played twenty-seven holes, taking advantage of there being practically no one on the course because of the heat.

Mary Beth often played in the cold or the rain for that same reason: not to have anyone snickering at the way her swing was more of a chop at the ball because her shoulders and upper arms were so fat. She weighed at least sixty over. If she lost forty she'd be just average heavy and, then, if she were four inches taller and larger boned she'd be able to carry it off. But as she was â€¦ No matter, she believed she enjoyed golf, would not give it up as long as she was able to tee up a ball. Several times she had sunk incredible putts.

She power-steered the Chrysler down the easy grade and around the turn that ran between the permanent caddies' living quarters and the sixteenth fairway. Normally, there were two or three off-duty caddies relaxing on the steps but evidently today was too hot for them. Also, Mary Beth noticed, the sixteenth was deserted. That made her feel superior. She'd played the long uphill sixteenth twice that day and had broken ladies' par both times. Her only regret was she'd worn a skirt instead of culottes, had thought a skirt would be cooler. All that walking and perspiring. The insides of her thighs were chafed raw from rubbing together.

The country club drive became a straightaway that ran between two dozen high-trunked trees, spaced evenly apart like an honor guard, leading to a pair of identical imposing gatehouses. Beyond lay Purchase Street.

At that moment it occurred to Mary Beth that something was wrong. With her. Then she realized what it was.

She had no special knowledge of anatomy, knew practically nothing about the intricacies of her physical system. Yet, in that fraction of time, either in complaint or warning or explanation, her brain transmitted what was happening to it.

What was happening was that the occipital artery had dialated. Two centimeters above where it passed across the internal carotid artery. When Mary Beth was finishing her second after-lunch gin and tonic, holding an ice cube in her mouth and ejecting it back into the empty glass, a tiny bubble had formed on the arterial wall. The layer of muscle tissue there was less than half normal thickness in the first place, and the heat of the day, the twenty-seven holes and the food and alcohol had caused her bloodstream to put a strain on that weak spot.

The linings of the artery were not intended to take such pressure. Nor could it be expected that the outer connective tissue would withstand it, although those muscle fibers did try to hold, bulged until they were nearly unmeasurably thin.

Now, they ruptured.

Blood escaped from its course.

The hemorrhage was massive. At once it invaded the surrounding areas, congested the cerebellum, crammed the tenth cranial nerve.

Mary Beth's head snapped back as though she'd been uppercutted. Her cheeks puffed and her face became intense red, going to purple. Breaths like short snores came from her. Her eyes went wide, the black pupils dilated to the circumference of the irises.

Her legs stiffened, locked at the knees. Her right food jammed down the accelerator pedal.

T
YRONE
Wilson on the grocery delivery bike had no chance. No time to get out of the way even if he'd seen it coming. The Chrysler was like a three thousand pound metal bull charging at seventy-some miles an hour out of the gateway of Old Oaks. Caught Wilson and the bike flush, smashed against Wilson's left side. Tore all the left leg from him and heaved the rest of him up and thirty feet off to one side of Purchase Street. He landed on the back of his neck. Had it been the only sound at that moment, the fracture would have been clearly heard.

The Chrysler continued across Purchase at full speed, shot off the shoulder and over the ditch and slammed into the embankment. Front end up, rear wheels spinning, it bucked and tried to climb the slope. Its tires ate at the grass and topsoil, dug until its underparts were jammed in.

The first officials to arrive at the scene were two state troopers. They saw immediately that Wilson was dead, searched him for identification, found it in his damp worn wallet. Also beneath his gray jersey they found a .32 caliber revolver in a shoulder holster harnessed next to his bare skin. It didn't surprise them. Wilson was a black.

One of the troopers hurried to the Chrysler and found no life in Mary Beth. With the car nosed up so steeply she was practically horizontal, her pelvis pressed up hard against the steering wheel. The car's engine was still racing. The trooper turned it off.

By the time the Harrison town police arrived the troopers had the collision accurately interpreted. No tire marks. The mangled delivery bike. The final position of the Chrysler. An accidental death caused by a natural death was the conclusion.

It didn't cause much of a traffic tie-up, and surely there would have been more spectators if it hadn't been for the heat. Among the few who hung around were three boys of ten. They stood off to the side near as anyone to Wilson's contorted one-legged corpse. They didn't try to conceal their fascination. It was their first exposure to genuine death. Blood looked different, they thought, more oily, on black skin. Each of the boys privately expected to see a wispy, transparent likeness rise from Wilson and probably float straight up. They remained silent until a trooper covered the body.

Another siren.

An ambulance. On its way at unavailing high speed, taking futile chances. When it arrived Mary Beth was removed. It wasn't a matter of just opening the car door and lifting her out. The deadweight bulk of her was rigidly wedged against the steering wheel. The steering wheel had to be cut away, her grip pried from it before she could be transferred onto a stretcher. She was strapped on and covered entirely with a fresh sheet.
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