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DOG’S BREAKFAST

Tom Navratil

Acclaim for Dog’s Breakfast

“I was captivated.”  –Helen of Troy

“Hoped for something more formulaic.”  –Marie Curie

“If I had read this book, I never would have invaded Russia.”  –Napoleon Bonaparte

“The how-to for ambitious diplomats I should have penned!”  –Nicolo Machiavelli

“All novels are read before they are ever written.”  –Sun Tzu

“Looking for a grand epic that captures the sweep of history in its magnificent fullness? Try War and Peace.”  –Leo Tolstoy

“A terrific airplane read.”  –Amelia Earhart

“Had Bonaparte not attacked, I would have composed a different grand epic, but equally magisterial.”  –Leo Tolstoy

For America’s diplomats,

among whom I was proud to serve

Part I

Five Days in August
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Chapter 1
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Just do your duty. Hovering in the living room of the ambassador’s residence in the wrong dress, Tara Zadani shifted her weight from one ill-chosen red pump to the other. She needed more than her father’s musty motto. Clustered with her new colleagues, waiting for the Vodanian guests to begin arriving, she doubted she would do well in her vague supporting role. In the foyer, the ambassador and his wife flanked the senator from Nebraska, whose visit provided the occasion for the gala reception. Next to them, as if saving his place in line, stood the embassy’s number two, the deputy chief of mission, with a cheerful expression and a strange gleam in his eyes.

At parties in Kingston, Jamaica, her first post, there was nothing unusual about bare shoulders and backs. She looked around the room again for a kindred spirit, but none of the embassy women wore anything remotely festive, despite Vodania’s infamous August heat. She didn’t want to say frumpy, exactly, but they all looked like they came straight from their offices. Which they had, Tara realized, noticing access badges dangling from several necks. What is with these people? In her three weeks in Shizl, Vodania’s capital, she had met pretty much all the Americans in the embassy and many of the local staff. They seemed cordial enough, for the most part, but with an air of remoteness, as if she had arrived under the shadow of a giant question mark.

Tara didn’t know quite where to position herself. Her only guidance had come from a brief exchange with the head of the political section. Pull guests off the receiving line, he told her, make them feel welcome, get them circulating. Tara had nodded solemnly, despite thinking it sounded like the job description for a friendly sheepdog.

She found herself in a semicircle around the senator’s aide, an earnest, ginger-haired young man about her height who talked Big Ten football with a guy from the economic section. The aide kept glancing her way, as if he wanted to engage with her but didn’t quite have the nerve. One of the household staff, in a waitress uniform, approached with a tray of hors d’oeuvres. Tara selected a miniature quiche the size of a half-dollar. Everyone else declined with terse smiles. Tara quickly popped the blunder into her mouth. As she started to chew, the aide turned toward her.

“It’s gonna be a great year for the Cornhuskers,” he said, as if daring her to disagree.

Mouth full, Tara could only lift her shoulders and try to make a supportive sound through clamped lips. At Ohio State, she had gone to one home game. An entertaining spectacle, with the bands and cheerleaders and crazy fans, but when it came to men in tights, she preferred ballet.

“Who else has a defense like that?” the aide demanded, shifting his attention back to the econ guy. 

Tara swallowed and edged closer to the foyer, ready to show her teeth when the sheep arrived. She flinched when a large actual dog charged out of the kitchen and bounded across the foyer, tail whipping and paws clicking on the marble, and careened into the guest book stand. A housekeeper in a starchy tunic, stationed near the front door on hat check duty, steadied the stand and straightened the gold-laminated pen in its holder.

As the sound of slamming car doors heralded the arrival of the first guests, the chocolate Lab lunged toward the senator, but the ambassador bent to grasp his collar.

The senator didn’t flinch. “Who do we have here?” 

The ambassador steadied the rambunctious animal with both arms. “Davos is my trusty sidekick. Aren’t you, boy?”

With the dog still straining toward the newcomer, the ambassador looked to his wife, who took custody. The ambassador stood, brushing dog hair off his sleeves and pant legs.

“He’s a wonderful companion,” the ambassador told the senator. “His only flaw is the shedding. Not something I need to worry about with my deputy here.”

They both smirked at the dazzling, freshly shaved head of the deputy chief of mission, or DCM for short.

As the front door opened with the arrival of a stout man in a resplendent suit and matching hat, the senator put his hand on the DCM’s dome and said, “How about we gather up some of that dog fur and make you a nice hairpiece?”

The ambassador laughed, but the defense attaché and the political counselor looked straight ahead toward the door. The DCM maintained a steady, tight-lipped smile, but Tara noticed his eyebrows quivering like a pair of rattlesnake tails. Angry embarrassment flashed across his face as his glare burned into Tara. Her insides twisted, like when you tag along with your best friend to her boyfriend’s dorm room, and she opens the door and he’s getting a blowjob from a girl from down the hall. Something in the DCM’s expression reminded Tara of that friend, who soon afterwards lashed back, saying she envied Tara because she never had a serious long-term relationship. Now, starting afresh in a strange new country, Tara suppressed the thought that she was alone once more.

Aah, the joys of being second fiddle. Andy Pulano, deputy chief of mission at the U.S. embassy in Shizl, Vodania, felt something unusual at the outset of yet another evening function. He needed to summon an effort to display the hearty good cheer he considered a hallmark of diplomatic proficiency. Second fiddle, hah. Fourth fiddle was more like it, right below the ambassador’s standoffish wife and undisciplined dog.

Andy’s eyebrows sagged, rather than their customary romping across the expanse of his forehead. Why, suddenly, was it a strain to project congeniality? Granted, his current assignment offered scant prospects for distinguishing himself. Vodania, a craggy highland wedged in the butt crack between the landmasses of Europe and Asia, a splinter of a fragment of a nation so remote and inconsequential many people in neighboring countries had never even heard of the place. This dust heap was no one’s idea of a steppingstone for advancement up the State Department ranks.

And deep in Andy’s bones, something else gnawed. The dog.

That pampered, sloppy mutt enjoyed the respect and affection of their mutual master, whereas Andy got less-than-gushing performance reviews. Instead of award nominations, he got fed one too many juvenile taunts in front of half the staff. The look of pity on the face of the new junior officer in the management section, that stung. He would have to counterbalance it, set her straight. But above all else, being abased relative to the ambassadorial pet—whose name pointed to his owner’s longing for membership in the global elite who celebrate their fabulousness at the annual World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland—heightened Andy’s awareness that his own precious career had somehow slid onto a trajectory to nowhere.

When the front door opened, Andy, in protocol order alongside the ambassador’s wife, snapped on a smile. On his left, the jovial political counselor did his best to taper his belly so it wouldn’t jut out across the line of scrimmage. The defense attaché completed the gantlet in his dress blues, medals clinking together like miniature wind chimes.

The senior local employee in the political section, smoothing his ample mustache downward with forefinger and thumb, stepped into position behind the ambassador’s right ear. Glancing at the arriving guest, he leaned closer and pronounced the name of the mayor of Ratovich, a leading member of the New Kleptocracy Party. The mayor handed his hat to the housekeeper, impressed his signature onto the guest book with a flourish, and pocketed the golden pen.

“Mister Mayor, so delighted you could join us tonight,” exclaimed the ambassador. “And I look forward to visiting your fair city soon.”

Andy added the ambassador’s promise to the running tally he kept in his mind of things to follow up on.

The mayor clasped the ambassador’s hand in both of his own. “You are always welcome, Excellency.”

“Let me introduce you to our guest of honor, who started his own political career as a mayor, in the city of Oatsdale, Nebraska.”

“Pleased ta meetcha,” the senator boomed, clapping the mayor on the shoulder with his left hand while shaking with the right. “Hardest damn job I ever had. Especially during snowplow season.”

Andy brightened his expression as more of Vodania’s luminaries, such as they were, streamed in, checking hats if they wore them, signing the guest book if they felt like it and happened to have brought a pen. One by one they shuffled forward to shake hands with the ambassador, the senator, and the rest of the lineup. Andy got into his groove, personalizing each greeting with references to shared experiences, fresh news and rumors, mentions of spouses, children, even sports if he had to. Whatever furthered a connection.

By the time a couple dozen eminent citizens of Vodania had passed through, Andy savored a sense of professional superiority over the senator and his assembly-line repetition. The politician from Nebraska operated with speed and uniformity, except for the extra enthusiasm he bestowed on the more daringly attired ‘assistants’ to prominent male guests. The senator kept his grin steady, and with a rote handshake told each new arrival, “You have a lovely little country.” The Turkish ambassador, when his turn came to receive this compliment, responded in his usual clipped fashion, “Thank you. Our economy is currently the seventeenth largest in the world.” Without reacting, the senator reached for the next in line and said, “You have a lovely little country.”

Davos burst back in from the living room, and the ambassador’s wife squatted to catch him around the chest. She knuckle-rubbed the animal’s head, pressed her cheek to his muzzle, and cooed, “So many important people to meet! So, so many, isn’t that right, my little ambassador?”

With a flicker of glee, Andy registered her minor transgression and its subtle whiff of impropriety. There can be but one ambassador.

Currying the benevolence of superiors had earned Andy steady promotions up the career ladder. But what if that path only took him so far? Could there be another route to the glorious, sublime, transcendent pinnacle from which one was exalted into the ambassadorial firmament? Andy knew, in his heart and soul and in every conniving fiber of his mind, that he should, and must, become an ambassador. But how could he transform his position as assistant zookeeper at the U.S. embassy in dreary Shizl, dog-infested capital of the Republic of Vodania, into a vessel for advancement? Marooned on the lumpy back end of nowhere, with his prospects for the ultimate promotion mired in gloom, Andy found himself casting around for a beacon, a ray of light. A sign.

As the first few guests reached the end of the receiving line, Tara Zadani stood frozen in place while various colleagues stepped forward to initiate conversations, seemingly with people they already knew. Receptions such as this were among the few places where ethnic Vodanians and ethnic Pazaris intermingled. Pazaris, the country’s second most populous group, were also called Pazari-Vodanians, as well as a variety of pungent epithets and slurs. Tara hadn’t expected how striking many of the men looked, if you didn’t mind beefy mustaches. And the younger women, good gracious. Overflowing bodices, miniskirts like loin cloths. Displaying their bounty for all to see. Tough competition. But at least she no longer felt quite so exposed in her backless party dress.

Maybe Vodania would not be as drab as it first seemed. In any case, this was what she signed up for. Squaring her bare shoulders, she flashed her game smile at a rumpled older man and extended her hand, ready to test how far six months of language training could take her. She promptly found herself submerged in a flood of grievances pouring forth from one of the local politicians. Tara listened with intense focus, trying to determine if he was Vodanian or Pazari. She was not yet adept at distinguishing the members of one group from the other. Outdoors it was easier, as the Pazaris always wore hats.

Although the Vodanians and Pazaris spoke essentially the same language, Tara had been warned about certain nuances of difference. For instance, the word for food in one language meant poop in the other, and vice versa. Same for mother and dog. Ethnic Pazaris couldn’t or wouldn’t pronounce the letter V. And the phrase for good morning in Vodanian meant “I have an erection” in Pazari. Whenever Pazaris heard Vodanians saying good morning, they responded “good for you” or “no you don’t,” depending on the speaker’s gender.

When the ambassador deemed that the receiving line had fulfilled its purpose, Andy followed him and his wife and the senator into the main room to work the crowd. With appraising eyes and a friendly expression, Andy noted the presence of at least one member of parliament from each of the country’s seven significant political parties. He knew the ambassador would take that as a good sign, especially with nationwide parliamentary elections just over a month away. Prior to the reception, the embassy’s political section had worried that the Vodanian politicians would make themselves scarce, for two reasons. First, the ethnic Vodanians knew that hordes of Pazaris would attend, reflecting the minority’s excessively exuberant embrace of America. The second reason was the current media kerfuffle. Once again, the vocal U.S. ambassador in neighboring Pazaria had found an occasion to proclaim the strength of the U.S.-Pazaria alliance against all comers, and such pronouncements affronted the Vodanians whenever they felt like being affronted.

Andy’s gaze took in the notables, from government, business, media, the arts, and of course politics, clumping together, forming conversational clots that persisted in some cases and promptly dissolved in others. Davos cavorted among the guests, sniffing and drooling, his hard tail swinging and slapping the unwary. To a novice, the swirl of meetings and greetings might look random, chaotic, but Andy studied the patterns, measuring degrees of subservience and respect, collaboration and rivalry. He had long mastered the ritual of the evening cocktail reception. The whirling dance of connecting, cajoling, probing, and parrying normally amused him. To match wits with worthy and not so worthy competitors, to charm and threaten with hints of rewards and punishments, costs and benefits. Enthralling. But somewhere in his mind a shrill whine built, a nagging awareness that his enjoyment of the whole exercise had always hinged on a shaky premise. What if, in the end, devotion and subservience did not pay off? 

He moved through the room emitting steady energy, giving attention where attention was due. In another part of his mind, he examined the scene unfolding in the ambassador’s residence as if it offered a clue to guide him out of the obscure backwater into which his career had drifted.

The whir of conversations, arguments, jokes, and introductions built a noise vortex, a hurricane of chatter. Tara met a painter who wanted to say something to the guest of honor, so she led her toward the center of the room, where the senator stood alongside the Cornhusker guy. As Tara and the artist got within range, the senator peeked at his watch, elbowed his aide, and pointed toward the DCM with his chin.

“Look at this guy, Andy Pulano. Seems pretty ordinary, right? At first? Another schlumpy bureaucrat. But notice how he watches the whole field. He’s a natural quarterback. He’s dealing with the linebackers coming at him but he’s also reading the dynamics of the entire gridiron and adjusting accordingly. He could run for office, swear to God.”

It occurred to Tara that the DCM could be a good person to learn from. If he were willing to share his knowledge. As she was about to interrupt the senator and make the introduction, a tall woman in her forties shouldered past.

“Someone’s in a hurry,” Tara commented to the artist.

“That’s the interior minister, Lenora Xotari. Very close to our president. One of only two women in his cabinet.”

The interior minister pushed into the circle around the ambassador, whose expression radiated calm enjoyment. She leaned close and spoke into his ear, and the two of them pivoted into an open space closer to where Tara stood.

“It’s very important that we know in advance,” the interior minister hissed, “how Vodania will come out in this year’s Trafficking in Persons report.”

The ambassador inhaled through his confident smile. “Well, as you know, it’s a fact-based report. We send in the facts about the performance of your government in combating human trafficking, and Washington puts the information together and decides on the ranking. I know you’ve been working on the, uh, areas for improvement.”

“Oy!” the minister yelped, drawing away.

The ambassador paused, momentarily befuddled until he noticed Davos thrusting his snout up toward his guest’s crotch. The interior minister fended him off with a raised knee but still ended up with a large splotch of slobber on the front of her beige wool suit. The ambassador looked around and spotted Tara.

“Can you please help Minister Xotari, get her some towels?”

“Certainly sir.”

He aimed the slightest of bows at the interior minister and said, “I am so very sorry.”

The interior minister waved off the apology and followed Tara to the kitchen. Tara moistened a handful of paper towels, and one of the kitchen staff came forward with salt.

The Vodanian official maintained an edgy humor. “To be honest this is not even the worst indignity I’ve experienced today.”

“I wish there was something more we could do,” Tara said.

“Someone could do something about that dog.”

“Well, he’s already been neutered, so what’s left?”

The interior minister snorted. As she strode back to the party, she seemed to consider the question.

Tara was rinsing her hands in the kitchen sink when she heard an explosive crackle of static, indicating that a microphone had been switched on for the formal toasts. She squeezed into the side of the crowd in the living room to listen to the ambassador’s spiel about U.S.-Vodania relations and the vital leadership role the evening’s guest of honor had long played in the United States Senate and on a global level.

The ambassador wrapped up. “We are honored and excited to have such a distinguished senator here with us for this very special evening. It’s a long way to come, so let’s give him the warmest possible welcome to show our appreciation.”

The guests clapped, whether from enthusiasm or courtesy Tara couldn’t tell, and took photos with their phones. The DCM, positioned in the forefront of the gathering before the ambassador and senator, applauded with vigor before taking out his phone. The ambassador extended the microphone toward the senator, who transferred his wine glass to his left hand and reached over to grab the mic and pull the cord in front of him. At that moment Davos pounced from behind and began humping the senator’s right calf. The senator reached down with his right hand to pry the dog away, but Davos locked a firm grip on his thigh with both front paws. The microphone near Davos’s dripping jaws amplified his panting grunts of pleasure.

The senator, pivoting to try to shake off the dog, tripped over the microphone cord and fell to his hands and knees, somehow managing to keep his wine glass aloft. Davos seized the opportunity to wrap his front paws around his target’s waist and rub his package against the senator’s rump. The chocolate Lab managed three or four excited thrusts before the ambassador, straddling from behind, pulled him clear.

Andy Pulano gazed upon the spectacle in wonderment. A message from on high, a wink from the career gods, a new path revealing itself. The first step would be a pair of phone calls.
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Chapter 2
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Near the end of the reception, her brain buzzing from immersion in the local language and the scrap heap of tidbits and impressions she piled up, Tara met two foreign women who had been in Shizl awhile. Karolina, a cheerful lawyer from Warsaw in her early thirties, promoted democratic election systems on behalf of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. Monique, a French diplomat of similar vintage, had an assignment to the European Union’s diplomatic mission to Vodania. They struck Tara as seasoned, confident, and sassy. And they invited her to join them for a nightcap.

By local standards it was early at Club Boom Shaka-laka, on the edge of Shizl’s central plaza. Seated at an outdoor table, with a bottle of red wine and a plate of oddly dainty meat-filled pastries, Tara felt like a nomad who had at last come across fellow wanderers. For a while the three of them observed passers-by as well as the clientele of the club. The men, looking menacing or artsy, and the women, super dolled-up or future matrons on their way to near-Soviet levels of stodginess, all shared a passion for cigarettes.

Monique took out her phone and gestured toward Tara with it. “Was that really necessary, at the end? A bit heavy-handed I thought.”

Tara had the same reaction to the scrubbing of each guest’s phone by the embassy security and IT people, with the DCM overseeing the process, to erase all photos of Davos having his way with the senator. Reluctant to criticize her side, she lifted her glass and sipped.

“I mean, what if they found dick pics on my phone?” Monique demanded.

Tara snorted wine out onto the cobblestones.

“You have dick pics?” Karolina asked.

“Not at the moment, unfortunately.” Monique looked back to Tara. “When the dancing starts up after midnight, with that outfit you’ll have plenty to choose from.”

Tara glanced around. “These are my options?”

At that moment, four guys in jeans and leather jackets pushed past the table on their way into the club. Tara overheard a gruff Vodanian voice ask, “If you were a dog, who would you rather ride, the interior minister or a U.S. senator?”

Tara raised her eyebrows at her companions.

“Word gets around,” said Karolina.

“Very true,” Monique agreed. “But the main thing you want to learn tonight, apart from which Vodanian wines are drinkable, is don’t wear wool around that dog.”

“Sounds like the voice of experience,” Tara replied, reaching for a pastry. “How long have you been here?”

“Bit over a year I think. Feels like forever, and like I just arrived yesterday.”

“I remember when you came to your first FEW meeting,” said Karolina. “So very proper and polite.”

“Not like the bitch I am now.”

Tara asked, “What’s FEW?”

“Foreign Executive Women,” Karolina explained. “You should join. We meet for lunch once a month, it’s nice. The next one’s on Saturday.”

“I’m not really an executive. Is two out of three good enough?” asked Tara.

“Actually, one out of three is enough in most cases,” responded Monique. “It’s not all snooty and selective. Quite a few local women come. They’re great fun. The only rule is, No Penises.”

Tara snorted. “Too bad it’s not No Balls. Then my boss Chuck could come and have more things to hesitate about.”

Andy’s instincts kicked in before Ambassador Lamkin even finished dragging his unsavory animal off the senator. Display loyalty, control information. He beckoned to a security officer and a communications technician who were among the staff in attendance and installed them in the foyer with clear instructions. In a low voice he told the ambassador what he was doing, receiving a curt nod in response. High praise indeed.

When all the guests had departed, their phones inspected and sanitized, Andy burned to call Shariz and Farao, although the thought of what he was about to do sent his eyebrows skittering. The Pazari crime boss and Vodania’s top cop and most dominant criminal. Only the reckless would seek either of their company. But both together? A desperate move for the sake of his desperately needed new promotion strategy.

Andy had ideas on how he would pitch them, entice them, convince them to become co-conspirators without understanding the true objective of their cooperation. But there were factors and angles to consider, many scenarios to game out. About to gamble with the one thing that mattered, his career, he needed to concentrate his deviousness.

Against this priority, taking the senator’s aide on a nighttime tour of Shizl held even less appeal than it would normally. But Andy Pulano was never one to pass up an opportunity to expand his network. And he knew that behaving as he habitually did would be essential to controlling risk. Therefore, off they went, their first destination a drop-by at an art exhibit opening.

A narrow downtown street, an unlit, oil-stained parking ramp, and a glum series of basement passageways with low ceilings and a profusion of overhead pipes led toward the Green Zone. Andy supposed that impacting an art gallery deep in the bowels of the former planning ministry building, most of which had been converted to apartments and political party offices, fed the artists’ tenuous claims of innovation and cultural rebellion.

No signs pointed the way. The entrance, for those who could find it, was a plain steel door, distinguishable only by a small outline of Vodania’s jagged borders rendered in dull green industrial paint.

Inside, under dazzling track lighting, the curators strove for an edgy, in-the-know vibe. Submerged under eight floors of boxy ordinariness, Shizl’s hipsters and art makers, steeped in their own stylishness, ignored the gawking mix of journalists, diplomats, and aid workers who crowded into their lair. Political fixers and social entrepreneurs, Andy’s kindred spirits, slithered among the attendees. He made sure they included the senator’s aide in their smiles and shoulder grabs.

Heavy industrial bolts locked bulky unframed canvasses to the walls. The paintings consisted of blazes and twists of bright colors, overlaid by thick horizontal swaths of black paint. In the corners of each room stood small arrangements of concrete rubble, each mound topped with a litter of note cards identifying the demolished buildings they used to be parts of. After a sufficient quantity of civilized commentary and bonhomie, Andy figured the aide was ripe for the shock of menace the Vodania Forever beer garden would provide.

Strategically situated on the central plaza at an angle across from Club Boom Shaka-laka, Vodania Forever served as a gathering point for thirsty patriots as well as partisans of a local soccer team, the Kalladar Conquerors. Pazaris were well advised to keep clear. Andy and the aide found a table, a square of wood jammed onto iron legs, just inside the portable chain-link fencing that demarcated the beer hall’s territorial claims. It was a relatively safe spot for soaking up the atmosphere of hostility and imminent violence on which Vodania Forever prided itself. Dark humid clouds hovered over the plaza like sweat stains on the fabric of the sky.

A band belted out amped-up folk songs on the stage inside. The merciless repetition of thumping percussion and guttural vocals battered the outdoor patrons and invaded much of the public plaza. A handful of national police in track suits occupied a table near the gap in the fencing that served as an exit. Their elbows jostled bottles and ashtrays, or swung out behind them as they reared back to bellow with toxic laughter that sounded like rage. They took up as much space as they wanted.

“Look around,” Andy advised. “These are the guys we’ll be writing about in our election violence reporting.”

Partway through their second beer, Andy concocted a rumor that Ambassador Lamkin was under consideration for the ambassadorship in Kyiv. “And frankly, his talents are wasted here, as U.S. interests are quite minor compared to what’s at stake in Ukraine.”

To nurture the seed he just planted, Andy confided that Vodanian President Chilik is becoming pricklier and testier.

“It may be just as well for the ambassador to get elevated to a more important post so someone else can make a fresh start with the ruler here.”

The aide nodded, and Andy added, “Watch the body language tomorrow, you’ll see what I’m talking about.”

Andy knew that President Chilik worked out with his personal trainer every Thursday afternoon, and thus could be counted on to be stiff and sore on Friday mornings.

To seal the evening, Andy conducted his young visitor to a vast warehouse on the fringe of the city center. Ignoring the aide’s apprehensive look, he led the way across a dark expanse of empty concrete floor. At the far end, a curtain of heavy fabric reached almost to the roof. Soft blue light floated over the top, and soothing melodies in an unknown tongue beckoned from behind it.

They entered the screened-off space. Beyond a scattering of dining tables, a semicircular bar protruded from the back wall. The two Americans took seats near the middle of the curve.

Andy let his guest acclimate to the smooth after-hours ambiance before recommending the brandy. As they waited for their drinks, Andy leaned closer and said, “I shouldn’t tell you this, but the Department thinks the ambassador may have trouble getting confirmed for Kyiv.”

“Why?”

“For some reason they seem to think the senior senator from Wyoming has qualms, and might put a hold on him.”

“That’s odd, since she’s not interested in foreign policy, at all. Or anything else that doesn’t bring bucks to her state,” the aide commented.

“I know, right? It strains credulity. I don’t know where P staff gets their information.” Andy had developed the habit of flattering congressional staffers by using insider lingo, such as P to refer to the under secretary for political affairs.

Andy glanced around the cavernous space and the sparsely-populated tables, each with its own dim candle. “You know,” he said in a lowered voice, “it’d be great if you could check it out and have your boss let P know that Ambassador Lamkin would sail through. You’d be doing the ambassador a huge favor, and frankly, a tremendous service for Embassy Kyiv.”

“Sure thing,” the aide agreed.

If this sideshow succeeded in getting a senator who just visited Vodania to lobby the under secretary for a more prominent embassy for Ambassador Lamkin, the ensuing ripple of irritation through the upper levels of the State Department would make it an evening well spent. Anything that shook, however slightly, the ambassador’s standing back home would help. But this was just background music. Mood lighting for what was to come, Andy mused, if his skills proved up to the task.

“From what my colleagues in Kyiv tell me,” Andy continued, “they need the kind of experience and leadership he’d bring. And please, don’t mention that I broached this. The ambassador did not put me up to it. He would be mortified at the thought of any special pleading. The man has integrity. He just wants to serve. He’s not a shameless hustler like yours truly.”

“Hey, that’s what the process needs sometimes.”

“We all have our roles I suppose. I help any way I can.”

Andy leaned back against the plush cushion of his barstool. He had made the most of the excursion. But one final touch would make it unforgettable. Their waitress placed a brandy in front of the senatorial aide and a cognac in front of Andy.

“You want cinnamon?” she asked.

The aide looked uncertain.

Andy answered for him, “Yes, he wants cinnamon.”

“Cinnamon!” called out the waitress, which set off a wave of cheers and clapping around the space. After a few moments, the sound system switched to a loud, over-produced Arabian pastiche, and a spotlight lit up a door in the wall between the two ends of the bar’s semicircle. The door slid open to reveal a young woman in harem pants and a tight-fitting halter dripping with bangles. With the aid of an upright cinder block, she climbed up onto the far end of the counter.

As the music blared, she belly-danced around the curve past ashtrays, glasses, and bottles. When she reached the senator’s aide, she planted one bare foot on each side of his brandy glass and undulated the rest of her body. The aide stared at the rings on her toes, evidently uncertain about acknowledging the rest of her moving above him. The music accelerated and she swiveled and gyrated, faster and faster. Andy, and then the aide, craned their necks back as far as they would go.

The belly dancer unclasped and removed her halter, letting her breasts swing with her movements. Andy glanced at the aide, who sat transfixed but discomfited. The young visitor knew better but couldn’t help staring. Andy tried not to smirk, knowing the aide would soon have something more to squirm about. An indelible memory was about to form, one that would rise up every time he encountered cinnamon.

From her waistband, the dancer plucked a cylindrical silver vial with a sieve lid and fitted it into her cleavage, where she secured it by pressing her breasts together with both hands. At that point two well-oiled bodybuilders, wearing only gym shoes and gold-colored briefs, strode atop the bar from opposite directions of the semicircle. Each one’s mustache curled up on one side and down on the other. When they reached the dancer, one held her at the waist and the other squatted to grasp her ankles. With a smooth lift they turned her upside down, her hair cascading over the counter and into the aide’s lap as she arched her neck backwards. After she adjusted the angle of her grip to point the vial at the customer’s glass, the body builders jiggled her three times, dusting the brandy with fragrant brown powder.
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Chapter 3
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Tara Zadani walked into her kitchen, naked except for a towel around her wet hair. Morning came way too early, though at least it was a Friday. The semi-darkness outside let her catch her reflection in the glass door to her tiny balcony. She tsked about the late-night pastry gorging. Don’t want to make a habit of that. She turned sideways to the glass and tried to see whether her recent gym outings were doing anything for her butt. Not that anything needed to be done for it. Not yet.

Standing by the stove, she poured a mug of coffee and stirred a clump of golden raisins into a saucepan of boiled barley, a local breakfast staple she had begun experimenting with. She didn’t feel all that hungry but knew she would be later. She put a spoonful of the mush into her mouth and frowned. It still needed something. On the counter, her phone went off. At that hour, it wouldn’t be good news. Caller ID showed Robert Akes, head of the management section, her boss’s boss.

“Tara, good morning, listen, situation over at the residence. Mrs. Lamkin just called to say one of your crew kicked her dog. She’s none too happy about it. Get over there right away and fix it.”

So, I’m a veterinarian now? Tara took a breath. “Is the dog okay?”

“I don’t know, but she’s definitely not. Which is why you need to be there, like, now.”

“On my way.”

Tara took a gulp of coffee and another spoonful of barley. Still bland. Although it was not the local custom for some reason, next time she’d add a sprinkle of cinnamon.

Tara lived in a riverside apartment building in the wide basin that contained the city center. On switchback roads slick with dew, she drove a motor pool sedan up the slope toward the northern bluff, more impatient than ever for her Jeep baby to clear customs already. A stream of traffic rushed toward her, Mercedes and Beemers careening down the mountain to their urgently important offices. Tara swerved and dodged and shifted gears on the steeper rises, glad in a way she didn’t have time to bring her coffee. As the road climbed, the houses and grounds steadily improved, and the number of security guards increased.

The sun had barely cleared the ambassador’s high front hedge when she arrived. She had heard that the United States government acquired the stately stone chalet under ideal conditions: civil unrest, capital flight, and political panic. During the first few months after Vodania emerged as an independent nation, the State Department snapped up the property to serve as its ambassadorial residence, acting swiftly before the Europeans could swarm in and drive up prices. The chalet offered a number of advantages, most notably its superior location on the northern bluff above the capital. The area had long been Shizl’s prime residential neighborhood, where the most established families, the emergent oligarch class, and the majority of other ambassadors clustered together. Up near the peak of the same ridge, commanding a view over the entire valley, stood Vodania’s presidential compound.

Tara parked behind a truck from the general services office. The three-man GSO crew, her crew now, was supposed to dismantle the canopy tent, tables, grills, and tiki torches set up for the previous night’s reception. Be professional, she reminded herself. As a woman, young and unmarried, her supervisory role upended the authority structures that normally prevailed in Vodania. And her look and complexion didn’t help. She would be firm but careful.

Upon entry onto the residence grounds, she stopped the crew’s work, gathered them in a quiet corner of the yard, and asked for their version of events. They resented having to contend with Davos while they worked. Like most people in Vodania, the notion of a dog living inside a house, like a person, baffled them. To explain what happened, they reenacted the scene. Two of them hoisted one of the main support pillars for the tent, pointing it skyward at a forty-five-degree angle, Iwo Jima style. The other one, Stimche, the most muscular, was maneuvering a large canister of kerosene onto a dolly.

“Okay now,” said Stimche. “You be the dog, and run out from that door, barking like crazy.”

Tara looked at him hard, and back to the other two straining to hold up the tent pole. “In your dreams.”

“What?”

“Just tell me what happened. Don’t make it worse for yourself.”

Stimche looked pained. “I’m trying to show you.” Veins on his arms bulged from holding the metal canister on its edge. “But okay. Then the dog, with his teeth out, runs toward these guys, who are like frozen. And instead, it comes at me while I’m holding the kerosene, which I’m not supposed to drop. So, I lifted my foot like this.”

Tara stepped back as the outside of his boot swung past her knee.

“And the dog was right there?”

“Yes, of course, so I pushed him away with my foot and then Mrs. Ambassador came outside.”

“And then what?”

“She said what did you do and I said sorry ma’am we are just trying to do our work.”

One of the Iwo Jima guys added, “And she got the dog and went back inside and slammed the door.”

“You can set that stuff down,” Tara told them. “I understand the situation. Davos presents a challenge and I’ll do what I can to minimize the impact. But this kind of thing can’t happen again, ever.” Turning toward Stimche, she added, “You can’t kick the ambassador’s pet.”

“It wasn’t really a kick.”

She told Stimche she would drive him back to the embassy after she spoke with Mrs. Lamkin. The other two could finish up. “And I need all of you to promise me there will be no repeat of anything like this.”

The men nodded, but it was clear what they meant was fuck that dog.

No matter how close to the top, how crucial your role, an embassy consists of an ambassador and everyone else. Andy Pulano sat among the everyone else in Embassy Shizl’s secure conference room, bantering with the heads of the various sections, bestowing praise, probing, keeping tabs. Acting normal, as if he were not about to launch a one-man conspiracy.

All chatter ceased and the members of the country team rose to their feet as the fortified steel door opened with a whoosh. The ambassador led the Nebraska senator, with his aide close on his heels, to their seats at the head of the conference table.

As the first order of business, Ambassador Lamkin introduced his country team. Andy had witnessed this performance many times, and he admired the ambassador’s ability to convey gravitas and flair. Invariably, Andy got introduced first, as the ambassador’s irreplaceable deputy. The flattery continued in the presentation of the always astute political counselor. Next, the economic counselor, a tireless promoter of American businesses. The mission director for the U.S. Agency for International Development, USAID for short. The station chief, ever keeping a watchful eye. The consul general, protector of American citizens and issuer of visas. And our real general, ably representing the U.S. military as the defense attaché.

“How big a crew we got working the Vodania account?” asked the senator.

“We’re a mid-size embassy,” the ambassador responded. “Seventy-two Americans and two hundred and—”

“twelve,” Andy filled in, in response to the ambassador’s glance.

“—local staff.”

“Mid-size,” repeated the senator, deadpan. Then he smiled, “Okay, let’s get on with all the vital stuff this mid-size is dealing with.”

The normal briefing ensued, with the ambassador doing most of the talking, but calling on each of the section heads present to make a point or two. A sleek, polished production. Summing up, he told the senator there were three main points to make to President Chilik.

“The United States wants a constructive relationship with Vodania,” the ambassador pronounced, “and that means genuine elections, free of violence and intimidation. Two, Vodania needs to ratify the border demarcation agreement with Pazaria that the U.S., and especially this embassy, has worked so hard to broker. And three, we must see improvements in governance to enable Vodania to modernize and to develop its fullest potential. The United States is willing to help in all these areas and more, but we need a responsible partner to do so.”

“Sounds to me like our Mr. Chilik needs a strong clear message, am I right?” the senator asked.

“Yes sir.”

“Good. ’Cause it’s never been my habit to pull my punches.”

The senator then nodded, put his hands on the table, paused, and made eye contact all the way around the room. This should be good, Andy thought.

The senator straightened in his chair and said, “I want to thank each and every one of you in this embassy for what you do for our country. And for those wearing the uniform, thank you for your service and your patriotism. God bless.”

“One final point,” the ambassador announced, delaying the break-up of the meeting. “I simply want to reiterate in the clearest and firmest terms that it is my order, as chief of mission, that there will be no further mention of allegations of any untoward incident at last night’s reception. The DCM saw to the deletion of any and all photographs that could be subject to misinterpretation. If by some remote chance a camera from one of our staff or a guest has escaped his detection, you are to bring it to his attention immediately so he can have it properly sanitized. Am I perfectly clear?”

Andy nodded, his expression full of purpose. A naughty doggie pic would certainly be a problem. But no longer your biggest problem. Sir.

When Tara arrived inside the general services office’s warren of cubicles, after finishing her task at the ambassador’s residence, she reminded herself not to say ‘good morning’ to any of the Pazari staff. Once was more than enough for that mistake. Instead, she smiled her greetings, satisfied that most of the local employees, Vodanians as well as Pazaris, had their coffees in hand and were progressing from settling-in mode to full productivity. Tara plopped her bag on the chair in her cubicle, and went straight to Chuck’s office.

“You missed the eight o’clock.”

“Good morning to you too. Didn’t Robert tell you he dispatched me to the residence?”

Chuck shook his head, so Tara briefed her boss on the morning’s festivities.

“Mrs. Lamkin was okay in the end,” she assured him.

Back in her own cubicle, waiting for her government computer to do its morning security calisthenics, Tara reflected on her conversation with the ambassador’s wife. Tara had gone into the meeting knowing little beyond the dust jacket version of her story. Years ago, Lithia, a Finnish woman now in her early fifties, gave up her life as an assistant curator in Helsinki’s leading fine arts museum to join David Lamkin and his diplomatic career. To postings across Europe and Central Asia she brought her blend of sturdy optimism and traditional northern reserve, collecting paintings and friends along the way. With her stately posture and evident self-assurance, and David’s energy and drive, they made a formidable pair. Along the way, evidently, it had never been quite the right time for children.

In the sitting room at the ambassador’s residence, Mrs. Lamkin received Tara’s apology gracefully. She smiled as Tara sought out Davos to make amends. Tara promised there would not be a recurrence, and said she would ensure better coordination with the household staff to make sure Davos was safe while work was underway.

“This is his yard; he better be safe.”

“I meant, safe from any accident while the work crews are moving heavy or flammable stuff.”

Mollified by Tara’s point, Mrs. Lamkin said, “I understand Davos can come on a little strong. Even the household staff, as wonderful as they are . . .” She shook her head gently. “They become exasperated with him sometimes. I get it, I really do.”

Mrs. Lamkin faced Tara directly, and added, “It’s not always so easy being me.”

True for us all I suppose, Tara thought, coming back to the present and the accumulation of paperwork on her cubicle’s built-in work surface. Then she read an email from Katie Nichols, a friend from A-100 training who was wrapping up her first tour. In Barbados. It would be very easy being Katie, with her thick blond hair and striking silhouette capturing the attention of every ambitious man within pheromone range. During A-100, the multi-week orientation course that all entering foreign service officers go through, Katie stood out for her energy and friendliness. In her breezy email message, Katie detailed her latest crazy adventures, on and off the island, with the new surf school director, a pair of hotel tennis pros who couldn’t handle her backhand, and a New York film crew making a hip-hop video.

Tara glanced at her own to-do list for the morning. Prepare the motor pool schedule; approve or deny overtime requests; develop the transportation plan for the embassy’s upcoming election monitoring effort. And then gagging down lunch with a senior Vodanian customs official who has long played a crucial role in arrangements for the diplomatic pouch, embassy mail, getting furniture and other procurements in and out of the country. Plus, the big one, household effects shipments. Including, ahem, vehicles. On her introductory visit to his office, the official told Tara he was accustomed to doing business with real Americans, not with some young gypsy. She did not react well. Back in Kingston, when she worked the visa line, she tried not to seethe when applicants complained they wanted to be interviewed by a real American. She had expected better from a senior government official in Vodania. Hence this was to be a peacemaking meal, with the embassy’s expeditor and all-around fixer acting as go-between and chaperone. The expeditor, one of the embassy’s most senior local staff, had known the crusty official since childhood. They were rumored to be second or third cousins. Good times.

In the seating area of his ornately over-decorated office, President Chilik massaged his own thighs while conferring with aides, backers, and cronies about a potential natural gas pipeline project that would pass through Vodanian territory.

“One of the problems is there’s no way to tell if a portion of the gas is coming from Iran,” pointed out the finance minister.

“Who cares?” asked the president, rolling his shoulders and arching his back.

“The Americans.”

“They always find something to care about.” He lifted his teacup and flung the dregs over his shoulder, in the direction of a potted fig tree. 

Andy rode in a Chevy Trailblazer filled with fellow members of the everyone else, including the senator’s aide, the political counselor, a notetaker, a local employee to serve as interpreter, and the assistant security officer riding shotgun. Led by a police sedan with lights whirling and siren blaring, the motorcade raced toward the Presidentorium, a colossal office-fortress that occupied a promontory above a sharp bend in the Druzhba River. Through the Trailblazer’s windshield, Andy caught glimpses of the American flags flapping on their little poles on the hood of Ambassador Lamkin’s official limousine, waving at him mockingly. He wondered whether the ambassador and the senator were conferring on how to play the meeting with President Chilik. Or did they showcase their confidence by indulging in small talk or Washington gossip?

The motorcade slowed through the arched gateway that served as the official entrance to Vodania’s power center, at the eastern terminus of Shizl’s main boulevard, and stopped at the apex of a grand circular driveway. Vodanian security personnel opened the arriving vehicles like packages and escorted their contents past a gaggle of reporters and TV news crews. Andy noticed the senator measuring his pace so as to be able to make meaningful eye contact with each and every camera lens.
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