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    Ainsley Walker knew a lot about gemstones, but she was stumped by question number forty-three.




    Hunched over a small work table, she clutched the sides of her head, twisting her hair in her palms. Staring hard enough at the paper to make it burst into flames.




    43. Which one of the following types of quartz does NOT possess a cryptocrystalline structure?




    

      	Jasper




      	Carnelian




      	Sardonyx




      	Agate




      	Citrine


    




    Ainsley loved gemstones, but the chemistry was beyond her. She didn’t have a degree in gemology. Or wanted one.




    She leaned back and stretched her arms to the ceiling. Parked on a chair in the outer office of Associated Industries, Ainsley knew nothing about this company. The day before, she’d been trying to hock her engagement ring when the jeweler, impressed by her knowledge of gemstones, had referred her here.




    And the first thing they’d done was hand her this bleeping test.




    The manager, a woman named Martina, waited behind her. She had her legs crossed and wore a severe gray suit with an updo held in place by bobby pins. Ainsley could feel her eyes burning a hole in the back of her neck.




    “Finished?” said Martina. Her accent, while Latin, was unusually soft.




    Ainsley shook her head. “Just one left.”




    “Number forty three?”




    “Yes.”




    “Don’t worry about it,” the woman replied, taking the test. “Agate is a nontechnical term. The question should be disqualified.”




    She began marking the answers. Ainsley noticed a heavily bolted door with a security pad behind her. She guessed that the real business of Associated Industries, whatever that may be, occurred beyond.




    “You scored forty-seven of fifty,” the woman said.




    “Sorry. That was really tough.”




    “Of course. It’s from GIA.”




    The Gemological Institute of America. Ainsley was surprised that she’d done so well.




    “Will that be enough?”




    The woman smiled. “I think so. But it really depends on her mood.”




    “Whose mood?”




    “My boss.” She stood up and smoothed her outfit. “I need to speak to her. Excuse me.”




    Martina walked to the heavy door and keyed in a seven-digit code. The green security light flashed on. She went through and shut the door behind her.




    Ainsley was left alone in the lobby. She strolled in a circle, pretending to be interested in the paintings along the walls. A pastel sunset over a harbor. A windmill draped in ivy. In the corner was a potted ficus. Gray carpet covered the floor.




    So far, nothing here indicated that Associated Industries had either money or taste. She wondered what type of job they were considering her for.




    Then the security door opened again, and Martina was back. In her hand was a manila envelope.




    “Miss Walker,” she said, “my boss would like to offer you a temporary contract position with our company. Congratulations.”




    Ainsley felt a thrill shoot down her spine and into her legs. But she needed to play it cool.




    “What is the position?” she said.




    “That I cannot tell you,” said Martina.




    Ainsley was taken aback. “Why not?”




    “Because our business is very sensitive. Here.” She handed Ainsley the manila envelope. “Inside is your contract. Please take it home and read over it. We cannot answer any further questions until you have signed it.”




    Stunned, Ainsley accepted the manila envelope. She was tongue tied. This wasn’t how jobs were typically offered.




    “When do you want my answer?”




    “As soon as possible. We are hoping to start you immediately.”




    Martina smiled for the first time. Two rows of white teeth shone like bits of valuable ivory.




    “Then I’ll call you when I’ve made my decision,” Ainsley said.




    “Good. I’m looking forward to it.”




    They shook hands, and Martina held the outside door open. As Ainsley walked across the parking lot towards her car, she was already pulling out her phone.




    She needed to talk to David.
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    Except for the forty-degree chill in the air, Ainsley could’ve been at the beach.




    She was laying on her back in groomed sand. She was wearing tiny shorts and a tank top. She was gazing at the enormously blue sky. It felt good here.




    But Ainsley Walker wasn’t at the beach. She was in a long jump pit. And next to her was David Madradis, a lawyer, marking her leap with a measuring tape.




    “You were a silver medalist in high school? Seriously?” He shook his head. “I could’ve thrown a kid in a wheelchair further than that.”




    “It’s not even six in the morning,” she said. “And I haven’t done this in years.”




    “No excuses, Walker.”




    Ainsley started to pull herself up. “No, stay there,” he said, walking to the top of the runway. “I’ll toss bonbons into your mouth as I sail over you.”




    She laughed as she rolled out of the pit. David was such a cocky bastard.




    Ainsley brushed the sand from her arms and watched his attempt. He started a fast approach, abruptly shortened his last two strides, and executed a perfect takeoff. His skinny arms and legs cycled through the air until he hit the dirt and fell forward.




    “Nice technique,” she said.




    He brushed sand off his legs and stumbled out of the pit. “What’s the damage?”




    Ainsley checked the tape. “Six point four meters.”




    “I’m off today,” he said. “Your fault, Walker.”




    “Whatever. Just read the document while I try again.”




    Ainsley smiled as she walked to the top of the runway. Behind David’s taunts lay a brilliant mind. He’d graduated at the top of his law school class, along with the Legal Weasel, Ainsley’s disappeared husband. Now David had been hired as junior associate at a prestigious law firm. And despite his aggressive teasing, she knew that he felt sorry for the way her husband had mercilessly left her




    She cracked her neck. Did a deep knee bend. Then visualized the steps. Fast sprint as possible, two short steps, and launch. She’d been good at this, once upon a time.




    A few seconds later, she found herself facefirst in the dirt.




    “What the hell happened?” she said.




    “Congratulations,” David said, from a nearby bench, “not many people can trip on flat ground.”




    Ainsley brushed herself off and joined him on the bench. Her knees were scraped. “I’m done,” she said. “Kill me now.”




    “Mm.”




    She watched him reading the contract intently. “What do you think?”




    “They’ve got good counsel,” he said. “It’s airtight. Look. They are responsible for nothing. Not injuries, not illnesses, not even future loss of income. You even pay for airfare.”




    She knew all that.




    “Here’s my favorite part,” he said. “A non-compete clause. Seriously? For an unknown position? They could be forbidding you from ever making money, doing anything, ever again.”




    “What would be the point of that?”




    “There probably isn’t one. I’m just being paranoid.” He swung his lawyerly gaze upon her. “That’s how I make the big bucks.”




    “So give me the good news,” she said.




    “You’re being paid to travel somewhere, which is exciting. Also they’re providing some kind of training, though that could be anything.”




    “Like pole-dancing.”




    “Or how to torture cute little indigenous rebels. Plus they pay half up front, the other half on delivery. Nice amount too.”




    Ainsley hadn’t been able to stop thinking about that: fifteen thousand dollars. Seven thousand five hundred dollars dropped into her bank account immediately. That would take care of her financial problems for a good while.




    “But delivery of what?”




    “You tell me,” David said.




    The unspoken hung between them. Martina didn’t seem shady. She was too prim to be a madam. Ainsley couldn’t imagine her acting as a conduit for drugs either. And weapons dealers generally avoided pastel art and potted plants.




    She thought back to the GIA test that had been part of her application. It was no red herring. They really must be dealing in gemstones.




    Ainsley would totally be onboard with that.




    David put the contract back inside the manila envelope and handed it to her. “I think you should take it. Of course, that’s coming from someone who’s mortgaged his entire future to the inside of a law firm.”




    “Oh, come on.”




    “No, really,” he said. “Why do you think I run on this track every morning? It’s the most excitement I see all day.”




    She understood his point. This contract represented everything that was missing from her life. Travel, gemstones, glamour, uncertainty, maybe even danger.




    David stood up and toweled off his face. “You want to do wind sprints tomorrow morning?”




    “Sorry,” replied Ainsley, “but I think I’m going to be at my new job.”
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    Ainsley laid awake all night, staring at the red digits on her bedside clock radio. At six a.m., she showered and chose her favorite coral silk camisole. She added slim fit jeans, a wide loopy belt, and a pair of her fiercest Sergio Rossi boots.




    She arrived at the offices of Associated Industries at eight a.m. It was too early. The door was locked, the lights off. Instead, Ainsley walked across the street to a coffee shop and parked herself at a table with a clear view of the office front door.




    At nine a.m. the lights flipped on. She left her cappuccino on the table and ran back to the door.




    Martina answered. “Hello, my dear,” she said.




    “I’m ready to accept,” said Ainsley. “Can I use the table to sign?”




    “Of course. Do you need a pen?”




    “I’ve got one.”




    Martina murmured approval. It was apparently a sign of preparedness to carry a pen. Ainsley sat at the desk and whipped her signature onto the various forms.




    She handed them over. “Excellent,” the woman said. “I’ll give you copies in a moment. Let’s go in the back and meet everybody.”




    She punched the seven-digit code into the security pad, and the heavy bolted door swung open. Ainsley stayed back.




    “Are you coming?” she said.




    She fought down her nerves. “It’s kind of a big moment for me.”




    Martina frowned. “You have a bigger one coming up,” she said. “You’re going to meet Gugina.”




    “Is she the boss?”




    Martina nodded. “If she doesn’t like you…” She jerked a thumb back towards the outside. “One more thing. I need your phone.”




    Ainsley stopped. “Why?”




    “Security.”




    Fine. She shrugged, handed the woman her phone, and stepped through the door.




    Ainsley found herself in a small, clean, brightly lit facility. It was a small warehouse, really, lined with several rows of glass cabinets. Inside were geodes, crystals, vases, necklaces, pendants, goblets, precious objects of all types, all colors. Each was labeled and brightly lit. Paperwork hung inside plastic sheets tacked beneath each door.




    Ainsley stifled a squeal. It was like walking into an adult version of Candyland. She struggled to keep a straight face, but her knees knocked back and forth, always the surest sign of her excitement.




    “This is our business,” said Martina.




    “How many people work here?”




    “Just three. Here is our youngest.”




    Ainsley swiveled. Behind her, a tiny girl, dressed in a blue sequined tank and white miniskirt, dropped a phone into its cradle. She had a gorgeous mass of black hair. She was teetering in a pair of five-inch Louboutins.




    “Ainsley,” she said, “so nice to meet you. My name’s Viviana.” They shook hands. Hers felt thin and cold. “Your resume looks incredible. You are going to do an awesome job.”




    Odd: Ainsley hadn’t submitted a resume. But she was grateful for the welcome nonetheless.




    Then Viviana looked down at Ainsley’s legs. “Those are fantastic boots. Where did you get them?”




    Ainsley had bought them for eighty percent off during a Labor Day sale at an outlet center on an interstate forty miles outside of town. But she didn’t want to reveal that, because this girl looked like a high roller.




    “I’ll give you one guess,” Ainsley said.




    “Barney’s.”




    “Are you kidding?”




    “Saks?”




    “Much better.”




    Viviana smiled. “We’re going to be best friends. I know it.”




    Ainsley kept her guard up. This girl might turn out to be a snob, but at least she was making the effort to be welcoming.




    “Thank you. I have to go. Martina wants me to interview with her boss.”




    Viviana grew cold. “That would be my grandmother. Don’t mess up.” She threw Ainsley a significant warning glance.




    Feeling more alarmed, Ainsley followed Martina down one of the aisles lined with glass cabinets. Sparkling jewelry flashed past Ainsley’s eyes. She felt her heart racing. She was embarrassed that she had doubted these women’s taste or wealth. They had some serious dough.




    And now she was about to meet the owner.




    They came to a door made of what appeared to be solid mahogany. Martina rested her hand on the knob, which was shaped like a dragon’s head. It looked terrifying.




    “When we enter,” said the woman, “I will introduce you first. Don’t shake her hand. Don’t make small talk. Just sit down and answer her questions.”




    “Is there anything I should say?”




    Martina thought. “It is better to know what not to say. Let’s go inside.”
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    The room felt ancient. Heavy red woven shades had been drawn against the morning light. There was an old settée at one end of the room, and a very heavy vanity edged in gold. Ainsley smelled unfamiliar creams and powders.




    At the other end of the room was an elegant golden armchair.




    In the chair was an elderly woman.




    Her silver hair had been sprayed up until it resembled a wreath of smoke. Her wrists were a mass of delicate green veins. Her shirt was laden with sequins that glittered like reptilian scales. A heavy blanket had been tucked around her legs.




    And inside the woman’s face were a pair of black eyes, which were fixed upon Ainsley.




    Watching.




    Martina led the guest across the room. “Gugina, tengo Ainsley. Ainsley, this is Señora Gugina Carlotti.”




    “A pleasure meeting you,” Ainsley said.




    The old woman angled her head as her black eyes roved up and down the visitor. Ainsley stood uncomfortably.




    Then her black eyes found Ainsley’s purse. “Who gave you that?” she asked. She spoke with the same soft Latin accent as Martina.




    “I bought it.”




    The old woman made a face. “It’s ugly.”




    But Ainsley wasn’t offended. This woman had the peculiar talent of making even the baldest insults sound like matters of fact. She could tell you that you were the bastard daughter of a truck stop whore, that your toes looked uglier than moldy pieces of fried tofu, and you would find yourself nodding in agreement.




    “It’s not my favorite purse either,” said Ainsley.




    “Why don’t you bring your best today?”




    “Because it doesn’t match this outfit.”




    Gugina coughed, her small frame doubling up. Ainsley handed her a box of tissues. The old woman swatted it away. “My nurse will be here soon. Sit down.”




    She pointed at the matching chair next to her. Ainsley obeyed and perched on the edge of the cushion. The seat felt firm and unforgiving.




    Gugina cleared her throat. “Something I have learned is that many Americans are afraid to travel. They are satisfied with their own lives.”




    “Not me.”




    “I have been to almost every country in the world,” she finally said. “I have seen how many people live.”




    “I’m jealous.”




    “Have you ever travelled?”




    “Yes.”




    “To where?”




    Ainsley thought back to her father. He’d taken her on a vacation each of the first eight years of her life. She still had the foot photos to prove it. He’d snapped pictures of their four bare feet overlooking a cypress swamp in South Carolina, a canyon in New Mexico, a snowy mountain range in Alaska, a pine forest in Michigan.




    Then the little carcinogenic masses had formed in his liver, hospice had appeared in the living room, and one morning there had been a trip to a nearby lake with a ceramic urn. The travelling had finished. But Ainsley still kept those foot photos, had stared at them for years until she’d forgotten his face but memorized every detail of the tops of his feet.




    “Mostly around America,” she said, “but I’m open to wherever.”




    The old lady didn’t acknowledge the answer. Ainsley wasn’t sure how the interview was going. Pleasing Gugina felt like practicing blindfolded archery.




    The old woman’s hand lifted a cup of water to her mouth. Ainsley watched her thin lips suck greedily from the rim.




    When she was finished, Gugina set the cup down. She seemed refreshed. “You have a husband, Miss Ainsley?”




    “No. He dumped me and moved out.”




    “Do you have children?”




    Ainsley smirked. “Please.”




    A look of impatience flashed across Gugina’s face. “Why please? I’m not a waitress. I can’t bring you children like a pile of beans on a plate.”




    “I mean that I don’t have any.”




    “That’s very wise.” The old lady fixed her eyes on the ceiling, as if her next words were etched in the woodwork. “There are too many people on the earth. And people are terrible anyways. I don’t like them.”




    “I don’t care about saving the earth,” Ainsley said. “I just don’t want kids.”




    Gugina’s black eyes suddenly lit up. “Do you know Spanish?”




    “Some.”




    “How much?”




    “I studied for three years in school.”




    “And do you speak it?”




    Ainsley swallowed hard. She hadn’t for several years, except to talk to the maintenance men coming into her apartment to fix her shower. There’d been one long-ago boyfriend, a Venezuelan, who’d been a native speaker. But they hadn’t really talked much at all, which is probably why the relationship had ended.




    But she said, “Of course.”




    The old woman barked something to Martina, who quickly brought over a plate of fruit, placing it on the low coffee table.




    Gugina pointed at a peach. “What is that called?”




    “A peach.”




    “How do you say that in Spanish?”




    Ainsley squinted at the fruit and thought hard. “Melocotón.”




    Gugina frowned and shook her head. “No, no. Let’s try another. When you squeeze a peach, what do you get?”




    “Juice.”




    “How do you say ‘juice’ in Spanish?”




    She though back to her high school Spanish teacher. He’d been from Madrid. “Zumo,” she said.




    The old woman was angry now, but Ainsley didn’t know why. “What is the Spanish word for ‘street’?” she said.




    Finally, an easy question. “Calle,” replied Ainsley.




    To her surprise, Gugina threw her arms into the air roared. She turned and breathed fiery bursts of rapid Spanish at Martina, who answered politely but with obvious frustration. It was pretty clear they were arguing about her.




    “Ainsley, can you excuse us for a moment?” said Martina.




    She nodded, happy for the break from this testy old woman. Ainsley went back into the small warehouse and exhaled. Where were these women from? With their soft Spanish accents, Italian names, and white skin?




    She roamed the aisle, hands clasped tightly behind her back, until she spotted a chalice, studded with blue stones, glittering in a cabinet under the light. It looked like chalcedony. Ainsley had just picked the informational tag when Martina’s voice cut across the floor.




    “Please don’t touch that.”




    She was standing in the doorway of Gugina’s den, and the tone of her voice meant business.




    Ainsley dropped the tag and backed away. “I’m sorry. Just curious.”




    “We are ready for you again.”




    The heavy scents enveloped Ainsley as she stepped inside the lair again. The old woman was still in her golden armchair, but now Martina sat beside her.




    With no place to sit, Ainsley stood before them, trying to keep her knees still. This was an audition, these women her judges.




    “We want to welcome you to Associated Industries,” said Martina.




    “I’m excited to be here,” replied Ainsley.




    “You’re aware that this position involves travel.”




    “Yes.”




    “Would you like to know the location of your assignment?”




    “Yes.”




    Martina paused. “You will be travelling to Uruguay.”




    Ainsley didn’t know what to say.




    “Do you know about Uruguay?”




    Ainsley was drawing a blank. Try as she might, she couldn’t think of anything she knew about Uruguay. She’d always confused it with Paraguay. And one of them had two capitals. Or was that Bolivia?




    “No,” she confessed. “Tell me.”




    She wondered if this would be the end of her employment. But her judges just smiled. “Good,” hissed Gugina. “It is better that way.”




    “What will I be doing?”




    Martina shook her head sadly. “We cannot tell you that yet. You must do something else first.”




    “What?”




    “Learn Spanish.”




    “I already know—”




    Martina silenced her. “No, you know Castellano. You don’t know Rioplatense. That’s the Spanish we speak in Uruguay.”




    So that’s why Gugina had been testing her. And apparently she’d been answering wrong.




    “How am I supposed to learn it?” asked Ainsley.




    “We are going to send you to a private tutor. We will give you four weeks to learn from him. If you pass his tests, we will give you the mission. Is this clear?”




    Ainsley nodded. “One problem.”




    “What?”




    “I need to pay my rent.”




    The old woman sneered. Ainsley thought she glimpsed actual steam curling out of her nostrils.




    “When you pass his test,” said Martina, “we will deliver the first half of your money into your bank account. The speed of the learning is up to you.”




    Ainsley was floored. It was the nineteenth of the month. She didn’t have four weeks to learn Rioplatense.




    If she wanted to avoid eviction, she only had eleven days.
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    Ainsley buried her head between her arms.




    She’d been trying to use the subjunctive voice. That was hard enough. But she was trying to use subjunctive in Rioplatense, the local dialect of Uruguay and Argentina.




    It wasn’t working.




    She was sitting in a study room at a local library with the private tutor, Marco, an uruguayo who was a graduate student in linguistics at a nearby university. He had a long face with droopy eyelids that gave him the air of constantly being unimpressed with the world.




    “No,” he said, “the situation doesn’t exist yet. You have to change your conjugations.”




    “I thought I did.”




    “Try again. Here’s another situation.” He thought for a moment. “Describe the party you might go to tonight.”




    Ainsley took a deep breath. Today was the thirtieth of the month. She had been studying with him four hours a day for the last eleven days. Today was her last chance to prove her semi-fluency in the Uruguayan dialect.




    It’d been a very intense week and a half. On the first day, she’d relearned basic Spanish vocabulary. A skirt wasn’t a falda, it was a pollera. A suitcase wasn’t a maleta, it was a valija. A peach was a durazno and juice was jugo.




    Second day: pronunciation. Ainsley had felt embarrassed because she hadn’t known that Rioplatense speakers say the ll sound differently from the rest of the Latin world. The word calle, she learned, has a zhe sound like the word ‘measure’. And the ‘s’ is dropped before ‘p’, so that espejo, or mirror, is pronounced ‘epejo’.




    Third day: verbs. Marco taught her to drop the present perfect, to say vos instead of tú. Then he gave her a hundred idioms to learn by the next morning.




    Fourth day: total breakdown. Ainsley spent the day in a fetal position under her covers.




    It’d grown slightly easier after that. During smoke breaks outside, Marco had complained to Ainsley about his Mexican girlfriend whose parents had a problem with her dating such a blanco-looking Latino. He said the world was upside down.




    Ainsley didn’t know what to tell him. She had her own problems, not the least of which was her secret but growing obsession with his homeland. Every night, when she couldn’t study any more vocabulary, she read voraciously about Uruguay.




    It was an amazing country.




    Eighty years ago, little Uruguay had been the pride of the continent. Part was sheer geographic luck. It had avoided the systematic rape of its resources by the Spanish conquistadores. No shiny silver (poor Bolivia), no tasty dunes of sugar (poor Brazil). Just good land and pretty pink sunsets.




    And a port. The capital, Montevideo.




    This little postage stamp of soil became a beacon for immigrants in the nineteenth century. Two million sailed over, poor Italian farmers, poor Spanish farmers.




    A few aristocratic families took control of the rolling fields. They raised cattle, sold beef to the trading families in the city, who packaged and shipped. Slabs of beef, bags of wool shipped out; stacks of money rolled in. The homes in Montevideo grew more stately. The standards of workmanship grew higher, the walls thicker, the front doors more ornate. Their cars grew heavy and large, the latest Fords, the best Mercedes.




    They won the very first World Cup in 1930. Then they won another in 1950, this time against mighty Brazil, in a packed stadium in Rio de Janeiro.




    All of this surprised Ainsley. This small country, the so-called Switzerland of South America, used to be really goddamn famous. She learned that Uruguayans call this the time of the vacas gordas, or fat cows.




    What happened?




    There are a thousand responses to that question. They all lead to the same answer: Uruguay has become the forgotten jewel of southern South America. Go to a party today, say that you are from Uruguay, and dare somebody to pick it out on a map.




    But here, in the tutoring session, Ainsley was struggling to describe an imaginary party that she may or may not attend depending on the weather. It felt so forced. She wasn’t attending any parties.




    Marco stopped her.




    “I don’t feel your heart in your words,” he said. “You are too much in your head. Where is the passion?”




    “You have no idea how hard this is,” she said.




    “Yes, I do,” he replied. “I had to learn your language. Don’t get me started on your prepositions.” A sly look came over his face. “I have another idea.”




    “What?”




    “You said your husband left you.”




    “Yes.”




    “With no explanation.”




    “None.”




    “Tell me what you would ask him if he were here right now.”




    She sat back. That was wicked. She would have to use conditional verbs. And boy could she ever get into that subject.




    The words started to flow. Ainsley talked for ten minutes, uninterrupted. What he’d done wrong, how empty her life had become. She even launched into a vicious revenge fantasy involving a cutting board and sauté pan. She didn’t know that she remembered the Spanish for those words.




    Then she heard Marco laughing. She stopped the story.




    “What’s wrong?”




    “Nothing,” Marco replied. “That was really good.”




    “Perfect?”




    “No, but good enough.” He stuck his hand across the desk. “Just find your passion. You’ll get along fine.”




    She shook his hand. “Am I done?”




    He nodded. “I’ll call Martina. Congratulations, paisana.”




    Ainsley grinned at this friendly term. As she left the library, dazed, she got the very strange feeling that a new identity was waiting for her, far away, on the other side of the world.




    In Uruguay.
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    Ainsley followed Gugina across the floor of the small warehouse. The old woman was headed towards the library of Associated Industries, where they stored their valuable information.




    There, Ainsley would be given her Uruguay assignment. She felt nervous, as though she were climbing atop a giant missile, wrapping her legs around it, and waiting for launch.




    “I need water,” said Gugina.




    “Martina has some,” replied Ainsley.




    “How do you know?”




    “Because I saw it in her hand.”




    The other woman had gone ahead, leaving Ainsley to escort the elderly woman. Suddenly Gugina stopped. She lowered her head and coughed. It sounded like an old but powerful airplane engine sputtering to death.




    Ainsley wanted to help, but was pretty sure that the old woman wouldn’t want to be touched.




    At last they arrived in the small library. Martina helped her get settled on a chair, and passed her a cup of tea.




    Meanwhile, Ainsley admired the décor. Cordovan leather furniture, baize carpeting, an old-fashioned globe. But mostly the room was filled with drawers, racks, and shelves of books, all stuffed with yellowing scraps of paper. In this room lay a wealth of information about precious gems.




    Everything here predated computer systems. Ainsley suspected that a fire would devastate their business.




    Martina turned on a single desk lamp, then checked on Gugina. As she sipped on the tea, the old woman’s thin lips were pulled back and she was showing her perfect white teeth. This room seemed to invigorate her.




    “So,” said Gugina, “your assignment.”




    “Yes.”




    She nodded towards a single wooden cabinet, set against the back wall. Ainsley thought that it looked different from a typical china cabinet. Martina wrenched open its doors with an enormous effort. Inside was a very modern-looking safe.




    “Something was taken from me a long time ago,” said the old woman.




    “What is that?”




    “A very precious object.”




    Martina had dialed the lock on the safe and swung open the door. From the inside she removed a yellowed newspaper article. She handed it to Ainsley.




    “Look.”




    It was from El Pais, which Ainsley assumed was a Uruguayan publication. They paper was dated 21 Septiembre 1965. The headline read El Árbol Negro. There was a picture of some men loading a crate into a truck as a crowd watched.




    Gugina watched her. “Uruguay was my homeland. I spent my first forty years there. Uruguay has the best amethyst in the world.” She pointed to the picture. “And this is the most famous amethyst we ever produced.”




    Ainsley peered closely at the gemstone. “It looks like … a really dark tree.”




    “Of course, stupid,” said Gugina. “That is why it’s called El Árbol Negro.”




    Ainsley rolled those three words around her tongue. El Árbol Negro. The Black Tree.




    “But why is this one so valuable?” she said. Amethyst was a semiprecious stone. You could buy it for about the same price as a garnet or a topaz. It sure as hell wasn’t worth flying around the world for.




    “It is from La Purisima.”




    The old woman sat back smugly. As though name-dropping La Purisima was supposed to impress Ainsley.




    “So?”




    The old woman’s nostrils flared. Martina quickly draped a blanket over her elderly boss’ shoulders. “I know what Ainsley is thinking. Amethyst isn’t black. But Uruguayan amethyst is deep violet, the most valuable kind. La Purisima mine yielded the darkest of the violet. And El Árbol Negro was the darkest of La Purisima. It was nearly black. There is nothing else like it in the world.”




    “Thus the name,” said Ainsley.




    “Correct. It was discovered by Tarasconi. He found the geode, opened it, and did nothing to change it. Nature created the perfect amethyst tree.”




    “That probably adds to its value,” said Ainsley.




    “Yes.”




    “So what am I supposed to do?”




    Gugina’ burning eyes flashed to life. “Buy it.”




    The old woman’s stare was so intense that Ainsley felt uncomfortable.




    “They stole it from me,” she said. “Years ago. Now it has reappeared. The thieves think I have died, or forgotten.” She barked a vicious laugh. “I haven’t.”




    “It will be going on sale at an auction. We want you to buy it.” The old woman’s bony fingers wrapped around Ainsley’s arm. “You must believe me. They stole it. From me.”




    “I believe you,” said Ainsley. “But who?”




    She started to read the article, but Martina leaned over and snatched the old newspaper from her hands. “Gugina has said too much. You don’t need to know any more history than that. We just want you to buy El Árbol Negro and ship it back to us.”




    “Why don’t you find someone in Uruguay?”




    Martina shook her head. “We can’t trust anybody there. Why do you think we moved here?” She returned the article to the safe and locked the door. “Anyways, don’t worry about the why. We are hiring you for the how. Just buy the amethyst and ship it back to us.”




    It seemed simple enough. “Who is selling it?”




    “An auction house in Montevideo.”




    “When?”




    Martina smiled. “Next Tuesday.”




    “That means I have to leave—”




    “Tomorrow night. I already bought the ticket and deducted it from your upfront retainer. You return five days later.”




    She handed Ainsley another manila envelope. “Everything you need to know or possess is in here.” She paused. “We expect daily updates. And don’t think about running off.”




    “I wouldn’t do that.”




    “Of course not. But we have your home address, and bank account number with the routing number. We can take back the money if you forfeit the mission.”




    That was true. But Ainsley had no intention of gypping these women. Finding a valuable amethyst was the purpose she needed.




    “Can I call you tomorrow? With any questions?”




    But Martina was already pushing her out of the room. “Of course. But Gugina is very tired now. Have a good trip.”




    And just like that, Ainsley was left standing outside the library, in the warehouse.




    The girl with the fabulous hair, Viviana, was watching her from her desk. “Did they give you the Uruguay assignment?”




    “Yes.”




    “That’ll be an adventure.” She twirled a piece of hair. “I might be going there next week too.”




    “Really?” Ainsley felt excited. “Why?”




    “My grandmother always gets a weeklong rental in Punta del Este. Every year. If we don’t use it, we get taken off the list.”




    Punta del Este. Marco had talked about that place. It was a glamorous beach resort, supposedly the Riviera of South America. The wealthy, the famous, the beautiful all spent their summers there.




    “That’ll be fun.”




    “No, it’ll be a total nightmare. Nobody goes this time of year.”




    Ainsley couldn’t tell if she was serious. “Well, I’m leaving tomorrow night.”




    “Maybe we can hook up. But you’ll probably be too busy chasing the amethyst to think about me.”




    Ainsley smiled. She couldn’t believe how accommodating this girl was acting. Maybe they could even end up as friends.




    She drove home with excitement fluttering in her stomach. Her life was about to change.


  




  

    7




    [image: Tree.jpg]




    Ainsley Walker was facing the age-old dilemma of travelers everywhere: she couldn’t decide what clothes to bring.




    Looking in her closet, Ainsley pointed her left toe girlishly inward, one finger touching the side of her cheek. She loved making these types of decisions. The clothes needed to be flexible, appropriate for all situations, warm, cold, wet, dry, formal, lowdown, touristy, local. The clothes needed to travel well without wrinkling. And they couldn’t be flashy. She’d been warned that Uruguayans dressed conservatively, in muted colors.




    She threw fifteen finalists onto her bed. First, she ruled out anything too expensive. Second, any pieces that were too bright or ostentatious. Third, anything that reminded her too strongly of her present life.




    Only four winners remained.




    One: a pair of easy jeans with appliqué on each back pocket. She could dress them down with a t-shirt, or dress them up with heels and a shimmery top. Also, they were just beat-up enough that they wouldn’t draw attention. She wouldn’t be heartbroken if she had to lose them somewhere.




    Two: a fitted, gray collared shirt. It had three-quarter-length sleeves and small epaulets. It was Ainsley’s favorite go-to shirt. It could be worn anywhere.




    Three: a white camisole top. Not silk, that would be too sexy for this job, but cotton. It was the fashion equivalent of a slice of bread.




    Four: her beloved Marc Jacobs purse. It was pure white with killer hardware and gorgeous details. She would rather have left a kidney at home than part with that.




    Half an hour later, with the satellite pieces chosen, her suitcase was neatly packed. She could build at least twelve different outfits with her choices.




    She sipped a glass of red wine to steady her nerves. Ainsley had managed to keep her big secret from her new employers: That she’d never left America, ever. The idea frightened and exhilarated her.




    She opened Associated Industries’ envelope and reread its contents for the fourteenth time.




    Martina had provided her with a photo of El Árbol Negro, maps of the city, instructions for finding the auction house and the Western Union branch. A sheet explaining how to buy a phone with prepaid minutes. Another sheet with the number of the jeweler who would verify the treasure. The number of the shipper.




    And her fake name.




    As soon as she passed through customs, Ainsley Walker was supposed to change her identity. She would be using the name Elizabeth Vargas with hotels, restaurants, strangers. They’d also forbidden her to use her personal credit cards, which’d made Ainsley laugh. Clearly they hadn’t seen her credit balances. She didn’t have enough open credit to charge a lollipop.




    Why the precautions? Why would she need a phony identity in this tiny country halfway around the world? She was just buying a piece of amethyst. It wasn’t supposed to be that difficult. This was all feeling a bit too unrealistic.




    She dialed Associated Industries again. It went to voicemail after four rings. These women hadn’t answered the phone all day. And Ainsley had especially wanted to get Viviana’s phone number.




    Ainsley turned to her laptop, opened her web browser, and searched for Associated Industries again. She’d tried several online databases of art dealers, but she couldn’t find any mention of them.




    And yet…




    She checked her bank account again. There it was. Six thousand two hundred and thirteen dollars pending. God, that was an expensive flight.




    She pulled out her checkbook and wrote a check for two months’ rent, sealed it in an envelope, and wrote her landlord’s name across the top. Then she did the same for all the other bills that had been stacked on the kitchen table.




    When she finished, Ainsley sat back. She was free to leave. Nobody would want anything from her for at least a month.




    Darkness had settled across her lonely apartment. There were no sounds except the tiny knocking of her wall-unit air conditioner.




    Out of habit, she picked up her Blackberry and started to scroll through her contacts. Then she paused.




    Who really needed to know that she was leaving? She’d told David, the lawyer, just in case anything went wrong, but since he’d reviewed the contract, he was already in the loop. Other than him, she couldn’t think of anybody, not one friend, who wasn’t wrapped up in herself and building a family.




    She didn’t feel that she owed anybody any explanations.




    Her thumb powered off the Blackberry, and Ainsley dropped it into her carry-on bag. Martina had instructed her to leave her personal phone at home, but Ainsley was bringing this one. Just in case.




    She looked at her love seat. What a depressing term. There was no love happening upon those cushions, hadn’t been for months, years. She didn’t have much appetite for it after the Legal Weasel’s disappearing act.




    This trip wasn’t promising any great changes in that department. It wasn’t a steamy sex vacation in Rio. It was just work.




    Ainsley finished the wine and sat down on the edge of her bed. The apartment surrounded her, encasing her in silence and darkness.




    Still dressed, she slumped over the bed, and hugged her suitcase to her body. Waiting for morning to come.
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    Fructuoso Rivera. His name had been Fructuoso.




    When she read the name of the first president of Uruguay, Ainsley laughed out loud.




    It was her thirteenth hour of air travel and she was feeling a little punchy. High-fructuoso corn syrup. Hunkered down in seat 14-A, sealed in by a large pair of husband-and-wife cows occupying the middle and aisle seats, Ainsley was imprisoned in her window seat.




    So she’d been reading. In her hands was a mildly interesting history of Uruguay. She’d learned some good background.




    The short version: Uruguay was first settled by the Portuguese, then stolen from them by the Spanish, who slaughtered natives for fun. Then the residents fought off jealous attacks by Brazil and Argentina. Later, in the 1800s, they’d led an uprising against their Spanish masters, led by the sweet Fructuoso, and become independent. That was followed by a hundred years of stable democracy.




    Until 1973.




    A military junta appeared in that year, almost without explanation, and dismantled itself just as mysteriously twelve years later. People were imprisoned, tortured.




    Since 1985, Uruguay has had peaceful democracy. It’s the only nation in the Western Hemisphere untouched by the global recession. It’s legalized gay marriage and marijuana.




    The humming sound of landing gear vibrated the floor beneath her feet. She closed the book and peered out the window of the Aerolineas Argentinas 747.




    It was a gray day, and the airplane had just descended from the heavy cloud cover. She saw a vast stretch of green hills, snaked with brown veins of dirt and blue arteries of water. It looked lovely and pristine.




    Her first glimpse of South America.




    Ainsley’s heartbeat quickened. This was feeling bigger and more intimidating than she’d imagined.




    She leafed through the packet once more, mostly for reassurance. The information on amethyst was most interesting. How it turned yellow when heated, how purple is more valuable than pink, and how Zambia produces the world’s cheapest.




    Ainsley shut her eyes and swallowed hard, trying to keep her ears from popping.




    When the plane’s front wheels touched down on the soil, Ainsley felt the adrenaline rush.




    And the pressure of the assignment. This would be a short, busy trip. Two days to learn the city, one day to outbid the opponents at auction, another day to crate and ship the tree.




    Then she would leave. She fingered the return ticket that guaranteed it. Her flight was already booked. Five days from now.




    In six days, she’d be back in the United States—and fifteen thousand dollars richer. She’d be back job-hunting. Figuring everything out.




    But there was one thing she hadn’t counted on. An old saying.




    The best way to make God laugh is to make plans.




    MONTEVIDEO
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    All she wanted was to order a torta and a glass of clerico, but Ainsley couldn’t catch the waiter’s attention.




    Any sandwich would do, but she really needed the drink. It was one of Uruguay’s favorites, a mixture of white wine and fruit juice, named for the eighteenth-century priests who’d drunk it, sold it, maybe even killed the natives with it.




    That would take the edge off the sixteen-hour flight.




    Ainsley had arrived in the city without incident. At the airport, she’d flagged a black mini-taxi, loaded her suitcase into the trunk, then clutched the arm rest as the driver barreled the car through the old streets. He’d rolled a toothpick around his mouth and cursed theatrically at other drivers.




    In the back, Ainsley had watched the dilapidated brown mansions from Uruguay’s long-gone golden years flashing past the windows, their ornamentation crusted with years of accumulated darkness. She’d seen children playing on stoops, kicking soccer balls down city sidewalks.




    This wasn’t what South America was supposed to look like. Ainsley had imagined shantytowns, mud, electrical shortages, lonely burros.




    But not Montevideo. This city was early twentieth-century urban. It looked like Brooklyn Heights.




    Martina had booked her at the Hotel Real. Ainsley had been hoping that it would live up to its translation, and would be fit for royalty.




    What a laugh.




    When she’d stepped out of the taxi, she’d been greeted by a grimy four-story brownstone. A blue tarp had been nailed across one window. An empty construction pit yawned next door.




    Good. She’d been starting to like the look of the city. This hotel would be more reason to leave quickly.




    The place had evidently once been a mansion. An old chandelier still hung in the entryway. The front desk clerk was squeezed into what had been a hallway closet. She’d checked in under the name Elizabeth Vargas. He’d thumbed through a pile of cards, then handed her a skeleton key marked 217, on the third floor, facing the street.
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