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Disclosure: This novel is not a tour book. Because I'd lived and worked in Dubrovnik, Croatia, I'd written my novel Dubrovnik with a European influence. The urgency, realism and cultural richness in this historical environment belong to Croatians.
Author to Reader:
Dubrovnik is the first sensational Alexander Crown novel that is the mercenary’s disruptive force inside of an intriguing and deceptive Croatian environment, where the passion of souls drive this unnerving triangle of love, despicable murder and search for peace in one country seeking democratic freedom.
Hot men, spicy women and a family feud, can they survive this sexually compulsive environment? Love can make you crazy, family can make you delirious, yet anger and revenge can destroy everything you cherish in a country culturally and politically repressed for decades. Spicy love affairs, intimate crimes, bristling politics and the probability of civil war drive this picturesque spy thriller.
Alexander Crown Novels:
“Vitruvian Man” is the second stimulating Alexander Crown novel that spins with thievery, love, philanthropy, children, murder and history. The once mercenary’s instincts were his lifeline. Sexy, powerful, and far too attractive, women tempt his heart. Thievery is his arsenal, jewelry his targets. His heist at the Cannes Film Festival exposed a Renaissance discovery so profound the French Secret Service wants Alexander Crown dead. Iktar Stanktar intends to kill him. Isabella Berghini seeks redemption. Afra Wodehouse craves his love. The philanthropist only cares about the children in his orphanage.
Regeneration is the third thrilling Alexander Crown novel that unfolds with an unusual medical discovery that instigates conspiracy and murder. Intelligent and talented women, tainted and deceitful men in this scintillating tale of intrigue, deception, greed and murder, Regeneration is an urban masterpiece of suspense and the new voice in the world of intellectual thrillers. Crown is ensnared with protecting his life-altering medical discovery. He finds himself on a collision course with the forces of power and history and there is only one way out.
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Chapter 1
I DROPPED down on the bench next to my covert operations partner, Alex Crown. He stared at me with tired eyes. We spent the night in the belly of this stinky ferryboat that smelled of urine and vomit. The wooden seats were discarded pews taken from some old house of worship in the Croatian countryside.
When Alex and I weren’t trying to get some on and off sleep, we spied randomly on the dozens of other passengers. There were a few men and women sitting by themselves, nice looking and well dressed. Six young couples and dozen young families with three adolescent boys and one girl were seated uncomfortably, squeezing themselves between meager benches. A couple of kids were sprawled over their parents’ laps exhausted from a night of play inside the darkened hull.
I had frequently checked over my shoulders throughout the night and studied the passengers for unusual conduct, always searching for anything that might need evasive action. That was my job in the field. I was anxious and I wanted to keep the surroundings secure while I waited for morning to finally spill over the earth.
Alex was worried about something. It was either our mission or it was the woman he’d met before we set upon this assignment. The angst covering his face this dark morning was fatigue.
“You look like a skull and crossbones flag,” I said. “What is it, tell me.”
“You don’t want to know,” he said.
He brooded and turned in his seat, resting his head on a small down pillow that was smashed against the hull. Several times during the night he hopped up and paced up and down the narrow aisle. He was now in a muse, a reverie that refused to acknowledge reality.
We were crossing the Adriatic Sea from Ancona, Italy, to the Croatian city of Gruž. The darkness blanketed the serene sea around us. The ferry powered smoothly across the surface without mishap. The humidity had kept me sweating all night and I needed a shower. Everybody on the boat did.
Alex stood up and squeezed by me and stood in the aisle while the ferry pulled into a small river inlet. Through tiny round windows the sun peeked over the watery horizon behind us. The outside world turned into a white sheath, surrounding our wooden ark ready to dock.
A half a dozen seats away the little girl with the squirt 19 bottle examined the backside of my head. I turned to her and smiled, knowing what she had done was only child’s play.
For the next thirty minutes the ferry slowly maneuvered six kilometers up river. A heavy current tilted the boat and upset us in our seats. The women and children let out anxious squeaks, the deep grunts emitted from the men revealed concern. We struggled to hold onto the smooth wooden seat backs until we passed over the tide.
Chugging toward a small harbor we gathered our luggage and packages. While the boat docked the passengers straggled into single file ready to lessen their burden on solid ground. We took turns walking the tightrope path down the plank with Alex guiding the way.
The sun was ablaze, searing our eyes and hitting our faces as we stumbled outside of the ferry to the pier. I squinted into the sun and moved my arms overhead, covering my eyes. The sun felt like a giant bee constantly stinging all exposed skin. I enjoyed its temperature roasting my face, but I detested the heat that made me and everyone else edgy.
All the passengers gathered like a herd of cattle, stepping from the grungy deck to stand on a creaky platform. They pushed forward at least a dozen feet as a disorganized group. Three disparate soldiers came silently greeting us. Their green fatigues, with holstered handguns, meant readiness for combat. All three twirled batons, raising free hands in our faces to halt. They arranged the passengers in tandem, making everyone stand still in the sizzling sun. Sweat trickled down my back like small waterfalls.
The small inlet town of Gruž was in front of us. It was a meager harbor that jetted eastward from the sapphire Adriatic Sea. The houses were constructed of chipped stone and splintered wood. The barren mountainous backdrop was steep and dotted with high-rise apartments. In this land that time neglected to salvage, we began our assignment.
I looked at Alex. The three Croatian soldiers had singled him out and abruptly encircled him. They manhandled him like butchers with a bloody side of beef. When the soldiers finished their deed of harassment, they turned and walked toward the 20 receiving building, snickering between their teeth.
Alex was a Spartacus, a man of humility and a slave to his emotions. He charged at their backs. I wrapped an arm around his, stopping the attack. His feet made a scuffling sound on the dock while I kept him in place. The soldiers turned around and placed their hands on gun handles. They laughed at Alex, the klutz, seeing him imprisoned in my embrace like two gays in a San Francisco bar.
An expert at avoiding trouble, my instincts were acute, but this time it was amazing I was able to stop Alex’s advance. His martial arts maneuvers were quicker than mine and we both knew it. I couldn’t have stopped him without his submission.
“Try that again and we’ll both get slaughtered,” I whispered.
With one big exhale Alex relaxed. “They said I was an ugly Serbian.”
“Ostavnica,” one soldier grunted as he turned toward the weary passengers. The Serbo-Croat word meant Baggage Check.
The tired travelers shuffled toward the check-in building like chain-gang prisoners. I repeatedly looked over my shoulders, keeping all the passengers in view. The little girl was at the back of the line with her parents. The smell of roses stuck with me.
The morning humidity wrapped around me like a wet electric blanket. One hundred degrees Fahrenheit sliced my brain into splinters. The sun was a tempest and the climatic character of the Dalmatian coast of Croatia I’d been told, was of Mediterranean flavor, beginning this month of September. I was expecting varying patterns of temperature of excruciating heat. I wished I were in an alpine region like Slovenia that belonged to the temperate zone of Central Europe. At least I would have a choice of mountain coolness or valley heat.
The harbor water had a fetid odor close to that of decaying flesh and I fought the urge to vomit. An older German woman behind me ran to the harbor railing and threw up her breakfast. Two seagulls overhead flapped their wings and screeched. They picked the woman’s tasty morsels of vomit out of the air before they hit the liquid surface below. Three dark haired teenage boys stood nearby and laughed.
The little girl and what looked like her twin brother, screamed with laughter while playing tag between the other four-dozen passengers behind us. The boy followed her, grabbed her dress and pulled on her black hair. I recalled my nursery school days and my fear of being scolded for taunting girls. These kids weren’t afraid of anything.
Gruž Harbor
I followed the soldiers with Alex behind me. We stepped into a wooden shack. A sign over the doorway read, according to my best interpretation from Serbo-Croat to English: Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.
That cliché pissed me off. My father used to say that when I entered his workshop at home. Now I had to deal with that ridiculous phrase eight thousand miles away.
When Alex’s nostrils flare I know disaster is coming. When he’s angry his nose tics like a raging bull during a fight. In turn, my expression signaled we must cower to survive. My partner folded his arms and calmed down as best he could. He acted like a little boy waiting to be disciplined.
The three men in uniform spoke sharply with quick spurts, staring blankly into Alex’s eyes.
“Mjenjacnica. Trista, tri stotine kunas!”
I understood the Latin syllables, but phonetics wasn’t my forte, yet I knew how to react to the demand. He said, Exchange office, three hundred dollars.
I replied, “Ne kunas,” no dollars.
I felt that they would treat us like scum since I refused to pay. I didn’t want to abandon my hope of completing a successful mission, yet failure was my only thought.
The Philistine expressions on the soldiers’ faces announced seriousness. Their war against Serbian forces mandated being suspicious of everyone.
The contents of our backpacks were dumped over the floor. One soldier, who resembled a Star Trek Klingon, grabbed one of my three black, softbound journals and thumbed through it. The few entries I had scribbled were in English. Unable to read it he tossed it into my hands. Upon a second look at the tough Klingon, I thought the Trekkie fans back in the States would be thrilled by his gross pickle skin, and militant disposition. This was reality, not fiction. I shook my head to ward off a smile.
A paperback book flew out of Alex’s pack. The Agony and the Ecstasy, Irving Stone’s biographical novel of Michelangelo was wrinkled with wear. Quickly gawking at this chiseled art in words, the same soldier picked up the book and laughed like a banshee.
“Renaissance Toaleta, zahod,” renaissance toilet, he said.
He passed the book to his colleague. They laughed together at such American crap. The book flipped out of his hand into the mess on the floor.
He kicked Alex’s belongings around and picked up his journal from under a pair of jeans. The word Srpskohrvatski upon the first page jumped at the soldier’s eyes. It meant Serbo- Croat, the language spoken in this region.
“Nisam razumio,” he said, I do not understand to the other soldiers.
They looked puzzled at each other, and then they quizzically looked at Alex.
The Klingon said, “Informacija,” information. “Vozni red,” timetable. “Dolazak,” arrival.
The soldier spoke the words as if they were accusations, not questions.
With his face lowered to the floor Alex answered, “Ne,” no. He said nothing else. All of us stood in tense silence. Finally, one of the soldiers dropped the journal on our pile of soiled clothes.
They examined our passports and pointed at us like they were picking out a prostitute at a brothel. After a few seconds of discussion, they seemed satisfied that we were tourists. After all, spies look like ordinary people and we looked like disheveled Rock Stars. Tossing our clothing on the smelly floor was good, since it meant we had to wash all our clothes, including the ones on our backs. That would be a blessing.
“Govorite li Engleski?” Do you speak English?
I asked the Klingon and examined his black unibrow positioned over both eyes.
“Ne Engleski.” No English, he answered.
At least I had his cordial attention.
“Govorite li Njemacki?” Do you speak German? I asked as an alternative since many Croatians spoke German.
“Ne Njemacki. Gororite Srpskohrvatski?” Do you speak Serbo-Croat? He asked in return.
“Ne.”
The pleasantries were over.
We had been treated like the enemy. Passengers, who previously laughed at Alex, had soberly watched the examination. They would plead for a higher grade of reception and they would get it by paying the money.
My philosophy on individuality surfaced to my lips. One’s poise can be taken away, but one’s own mental privacy can remain in place. The three soldiers expressed their sincere best wishes to us by stuffing our backpacks, throwing them at us, and pushing us outside. We tripped off the harbor into the street, and I felt I was in a wasteland of negligence.
My backpack seemed heavier while I adjusted it over a shoulder. Alex carried his in his right hand. We moved a few meters along the road then stopped and sat at the edge of black asphalt. I didn’t want to sit in the dirt so I sat on by backpack. Alex found a place on the ground that was blackened from exposure. He looked around like a vagrant praying for guidance.
I scratched at my dirty hair and reflected on the situation. I was hoping I didn’t get lice from the hostel in Ancona where Italian rodents dictated the cleanliness, and monster, indigenous spiders the size of Mick Jaeger’s lips, spun webs around guests backpacks.
A couple of taxis pulled away from the curb with tourists from the boat, and disappeared into the scenery like butterflies floating into the sunlight.
We had expected the scene in the shack, but this somber touch with reality made our recent simulated training appear different. Reality was more comforting, especially when witnesses were present.
During his diplomatic career of six years with the U.S. Government, Alex often stood face to face with the toughest adversaries on his assignments. Today, he stooped his thick, muscled shoulders in defiance when the soldiers asked him questions. Sometimes, to accommodate an antagonizing situation, cowardice means victory, and Alex hated to appear spineless.
He possessed a better understanding over what happened. Alex knew what the soldiers wanted and I didn’t. He realized that spending a lifetime in a foreign prison wouldn’t be worth the pleasure of kicking the shit out of three tyrannical soldiers. Without a messy struggle, he could have performed that task, and probably broken a few of their fingers at his disposal.
Alex didn’t move from his place in the dirt. My butt was going to sleep so I shuffled around and thought about this new land we were about to inhabit. A soldier whizzed by driving a Honda scooter with an M16 tightly bound to his back. He glanced at us without interest. I felt downtrodden from the dust and extra heat kicked up by the scooter’s speed.
When I did my research on Yugoslavia a few months ago, I was stunned to discover how the Slavic people had been beaten down and conquered innumerable times by royalty and peasant tribes from all over Europe. The Romans, Turks, Vikings and Germans, each pounded the Balkan people like tough abalone into submission, and took control over their country. Afterward, the conquerors strung the Slavic culture over rods like salt water taffy to sweeten the taste of victory.
The history fueled the Croatians modern resentment toward foreigners, and bravery for freedom. They wanted revenge and would give it out to anybody within their reach. I thought about the angst these people had suffered, and the heinous crimes against them, and hoped I wouldn’t have to suffer the same.
Still sitting on my backpack, I shuffled again. Alex was deep in thought, staring at the road. A hot breeze scorched my face. We needed to get moving. A contact waited for us a few miles up the road and we were two days late already. A train breakdown in Italy forced us to waste time waiting for the next train. While waiting the two days, a strain of flu had squeezed my intestines inside out, and now it charted a new course with aches and pains throughout my body.
For the next six weeks a seventy-foot yawl would house us while we situated several observation positions along the Albanian borderline. With the aid of our foreign contact, we’re to observe drug shipments embarking from agrarian Albania to destinations unknown, and determine if the Albanian and Yugoslav drug lords were still connected. We would then forward detailed information about the routes and probable shipments to our U.S. diplomatic contact.
Six months of time was our only limitation, and of course, complete denial of any connection to the U.S. Government. We’re two American tourists, enjoying the Croatian countryside on this side of the world.
From what I could see, Croatia was like Italy without the desert or the pizza. And like Romania, its neighbor, Croatia defended an ancient civilization with sorcery unbridled. Only the wealthy owned pieces of the past, but not the land. It belonged to the political dinosaurs that trampled the common citizens into dust.
I was at ease with this assignment, but my job demanded dedication, so I placated myself by thinking of my return home to California when it was over.
When the Special Forces Supervisor first briefed Alex and me about this assignment, I asked, “Why observe drug movements in a civil war-torn country?”
“The war on drugs, it’s the right thing to do,” he answered. “Albania and Serbia are large suppliers, and we have to pinpoint destinations as protection from incoming U.S. trafficking.”
What could tiny, obscure Albania be capable of doing? I thought Albania governed for isolationism. They were isolationists and needed nothing from the outside world. It was a culture that lived for autonomy as proletariat farmers, and self-righteous segregationists. I was right and wrong. Like China, they wanted outside trade to grow and didn’t want to jeopardize what they believed in.
I finally stood up after Alex did. I was stiff, fatigued and ill. He was flexible, refreshed and healthy, stretching his arms overhead. The soldier on the Honda that whizzed by us several minutes ago, to my surprise, returned to stop in front of us. He quickly un-shouldered his rifle and aimed it at my face. Did he intend to blow my brains through the backside of my head? His broken heart expression on the dark Omar Sheriff face meant trouble.
He silently examined us, looking up and down and pointing his M16 first at me then at Alex. We stood calmly as if we had taken Xanax, and I sweated like a flushing toilet.
“Dobar dan,” good day, he said in a dry throat without expression.
“Dobar dan,” I answered with a smile.
“Hotel?”
“Da, yes, Dubrovnik President Hotel,” Alex replied.
The soldier intimated with his rifle it was time to move on. I was sickened, not from the soldier, but from realizing this was how we were going to be treated in Croatia—like unfortunate rodents driven out of the gutter.
We hoisted our packs on our shoulders and I followed Alex’s stride southward. The soldier shouldered his weapon and whizzed away in the opposite direction.
The ground trembled as we stepped upon Gruška Obala, the narrow black two-lane road without dividing white lines. The movements reminded me of the October '89 earthquake in San Francisco, where I had been commissioned at the time.
The towns of Gruž and Dubrovnik in front of us, also suffered from a devastating earthquake, a decade earlier in 1979, but the damage to their buildings was more extensive and permanent.
The ground movements weren’t remains of the fifteen-hour ferryboat ride across the Adriatic from Italy. It felt as if the trembling originated from the depths of buried lost souls in search of ethnological peace.
I shuttered to ward off the idea of being buried and lost forever in death in this strange country. I wasn’t supposed to die here because our mission was only information gathering.
The sharp afternoon sky cut into my corneas like a laser. The humid weather propelled spires of sunlight on my skin that suffocated my pores, and the putrid water in the harbor stung my nose. Alex didn’t experience my discomfort. He trudged forward with his back to me in an obdurate stride, like a jackass on a mission. I felt he was trying to hide from something.
Glancing back, I saw the soldier that harassed us. Like a statue he stood on the road where we had sat next to the small building. He waved an arm sideways and yelled at a group of young boys across the street from him. They looked like third world gang members ready to scrap with any of the tourists disembarking the ferry.
I was pleased to see a large, young Airedale dog standing at attention in front of the boys. She reminded me of my own dog. I missed playing Frisbee with Zero, my beloved golden retriever. We spent hours at Golden Gate Park playing catch. She was my best buddy, but lusted for my neighbor’s big black poodle. For now, Zero was residing with my neighbor while she takes care of her two, special poodle retriever mix pups.
I fought the urge to go over and pet the Airedale, but turned around and resumed my place in step behind Alex. After all, he was the leader and I was the follower.
We were to hike three miles up the road to greet our contact. After a few minutes of walking I took notice of the spectacular landscape along this coast. Croatia, what used to be a part of the old Yugoslavia, was called the land of the south Slavs. This historical area epitomized medieval scenery, with spiked topped mountains majestic in their height, reaching in all directions.
The illuminated water of the harbor was to our right, and small insignificant storefronts were to our left. A tight crowd of six, young boys dressed in blue jeans and white tee shirts kept us in check. If James Dean were alive he would be proud of his designer dress heritage still living half-way around the world.
The boys had nowhere to walk but up and down the street. How boring, American teenagers would just die without a mall nearby. Alex watched the boys with discerning eyes. I saw nothing wrong. They were the generation slackers, trying to get a glimpse of foreign invaders.
As observers, our intelligence training was our first defense. Our muscular bodies, disciplined in various martial arts, were our only weapons. As CIA recruits, Special Forces adopted us as their southern European convoy to Croatia this fall because of our close heritage to this frustrated, politically incorrect hellhole.
We walked another fifty yards on the street. Alex stopped and stood by an oak bush. The teenage boys trailing us halted thirty feet behind. Alex picked a single, healthy yellow daisy growing in the dirt along the side of the road. He took a sniff, smiled and handed the flower to me.
“Smell this.” He put the yellow petals to my nose. “Don’t look at the boys.”
I inhaled deeply. The odor from the flower was biting. I thought it to be a locoweed, a poisonous, leguminous plant and that kept my attention away from the boys.
I bent forward and sneezed daisy dust. It was then that my peripheral vision caught the boys motionless as they watched us.
Alex smothered his nose in the daisy. When he was pleased, he balanced it on his left ear. However manly and Anglican Alex was, with that daisy on his ear, he resembled a gay flamingo dancer. I chuckled silently while I pictured him flinging his arms overhead and tapping his boots on a hardwood floor.
“You’re going soft on me, I’ll have to get used to it,” I said.
Flipping off his backpack, he charged at the boys like a hungry lion. Alex was quiet in offensive maneuvers, as if he knew he could easily knock all six out. Without question he would win.
The youngsters saw him bearing down and scattered.
Alex was a ferocious enemy with a yellow daisy balanced on his ear, and he would stop his attack when he was content. He froze when he reached where the boys were standing. We both watched them in flight. They spread out in six directions like scared ducks on a shooting range.
With a growling defense, the Airedale remained. I imagined this to be a Call of the Wild confrontation between Alex, the henchman, and a dog of dominion. Instead, it turned into a greeting and get acquainted meeting. Alex spoke in Serbo-Croat and the dog came to him in friendly response. My partner scratched its neck and ruffled its wiry face and the dog happily licked his hands.
Upon returning to me he said, “Kids have to be tested. If they don’t move when charged at, then they’re tolerant. If they run away like these boys did, then they have yet to suffer life’s misgivings. These children have much to learn with so little time left.”
“What’s with the dog? At least you made one friend already.”
“Her name is Ninja, I heard one boy call her when he ran. Dogs like me, I can’t say as much for people.”
“She likes you because she’s a female,” I said.
He picked up his backpack and briskly walked forward. I fell in rhythm with his steps, trying not to get sick and knowing I wouldn’t win this event.
“I still say you’re going soft. How can I beat you at your own games when you wear a flower on your ear?”
“Flowers make me feel good,” Alex said. “When I wear one I’m indestructible. You didn’t know that did you? That soldier said I was Serbian. Serbs scrap the rules of law, incinerate ethnic tolerance and spit on human rights. I didn’t have a flower, and I was vulnerable. So back off, Ivan, you could be a victim of the insanity of war.”
“Don’t screw with me, Alex. Sometimes you’re just as much an asshole as those soldiers were.”
He stopped and confronted me face to face. “You’re just as dirty as I am.”
“At least I use diplomacy. What’s written in your journal? I didn’t know you kept one.”
“Just a few observations, that’s all. What’s in yours?”
“A few observations in English, though, not Serbo-Croat,” I said.
“Since they thought I was a Serb they’ll be watching me. You look more vaguely international, so they won’t bother you.”
After patting me on the shoulder, he turned and hiked on with vigor. As I followed him I noticed the teenage boys trailing us again.
“What was with that sign over the door at the station?” I asked. “I thought that was an American cliché, ‘Abandon hope, all ye who enter here’.”
“I didn’t see any sign, Ivan. Although, the word hope can be linked to desire or expectation. You should never abandon your passions.”
“You’re right as usual,” I said.
We moved forward again in search of our contact. Watching Alex train for this assignment was to my advantage. His six-foot-two frame bound with broad shoulders solidified a strength that women admired.
Being four years younger than my three decades, he looked refined and shrewd with his shoulder length, brown hair that framed his jowl line. He was a spy who had traveled many roads. Sometimes his superior movements defined his emotional makeup. The functional khaki safari jacket graced his body as he moved along. I knew what Alex was about and that was to my benefit.
Whatever country I’m in, my look blends in. Women have described me as averaged boned with tight, sinewy muscularity. Some women have called my complexion olive and my brown green eyes deceptive. And as for my face, Tom Cruise could only dream about being this rugged atop a frame six inches taller than he.
It was good to know I could laugh at those descriptions. But I could get serious when confronted. My movements were swift in battle, yet in peace I could be sensitive to those who knew me.
My father, a police sergeant now retired, created discipline in our household. He eliminated childhood and formed me into more of a robot than a son. He drove me into maturing before childhood was over, and he required that I never be second best to anybody.
It was at my father’s insistence that I studied criminal law in college. After college graduation he revealed that I was FBI substance with CIA texture, and Special Forces would adopt me if I applied.
When I met Alex, I knew he was faster and more experienced than most of my competition. I challenged him at will, and someday I would surpass him to my father’s content.
In contrast, I knew little about Alex’s personal life as a child. As partners in espionage, we limited our discussions to our jobs, and this assignment was no different from our others.
Our strides rapidly increased up a slight grade. I was breathing hard trying to keep up, but I was falling behind like a second place loser.
We walked past the farmers market out in the open air next to a small building. A few stoop-shouldered women were scattered about booths with tables. Dressed in black clothing, covered with shawls or sweaters with matching scarves, the small women looked much older in years than in appearance. I wondered if they were as frumpy and forsaken looking when they were children.
The air smelled of rotten fish and spoiled vegetables. That sick feeling in my stomach returned, and the urge to vomit overcame me. I fell to my knees and heaved up my breakfast.
Alex helped take my backpack off, and I heaved bile three more times. The smell of decaying flesh continued to tickle my nose while I stuck an index finger down my throat, purging any remaining trash inside of me. The market women and the six teenage boys looked at us. And Ninja, the friendly dog, came over to slop up my vomit. I pushed at her and a low growl escaped between her fangs.
“Let her eat, Ivan,” Alex laughed. “You gave her food and she’ll like you for it.”
“I can’t let her eat my poison,” I said, “she might die.”
“Let her be, she won’t eat it if it’s toxic.”
I moved aside and Ninja smelled then gulped down my sewage. I couldn’t watch her. The laughter from the teenage boys from across the street echoed in my ears.
“We have to go,” Alex said.
He took my arm and pulled me to my feet. He took my pack and we walked at a snail’s pace. My clothes were drenched in sweat. My body thirsted for fresh, cold water to cleanse my mouth and throat. I tried to ignore the necessities and trudged forward.
Three cars had driven past us since we left the ferryboat. And as I assumed, nothing seemed to be out of place except for the absence of the military and the six boys following us.
The war strike areas were northwest of us in the large city of Zagreb, and directly north in the city of Sarajevo. The destruction of century old cities of Turk, Venetian and Hapsburg heritages, which had formed several cultures in this country, were astonishingly regressive. To me the Serbs were warmonger experts; they would kill until they were killed. Then their relatives would come out of the woodpiles and begin the killing all over again.
Three short months of training for this assignment made me clumsy in Croatian society and Serbo-Croat language. Their two alphabets confused my memory. Between us, we spoke French, Spanish, Japanese and German. We never fully learned the Serbo-Croat language, which combined the Latin and Cyrillic alphabets.
I knew what foods and drinks tasted best since we had a Slavic cook in our training center in California. We also knew basic questions to ask such as: Where is the toilet paper? Is this steak, monkey or horsemeat? I prayed to heaven that what we ate wouldn’t be human remains.
Our operation had nothing to do with the culture, the food or the civil war. We were to set up outposts near Albania in the Montenegrin towns of Titograd and Ivangrad. In the province of Kosovo, in a town called Prizen, we would make our contact with the U.S. Embassy.
Once we found our way to the town of Ohrid, in the republic of Macedonia, we would relinquish our drug trafficking credentials to other trained observers. The toughest work was yet to come, hoping we wouldn’t have to face the distrustful, Albanian terrorist military, or the Serbian National Army.
My observations were peaking upon the Gruž environment as the pavement rose. My eyelids opened wider and soaked up the grandeur of the physical changes in front of us. Alex suddenly halted and I stumbled into his backside like kids playing musical chairs.
The topographical contrast, which bordered six feet beyond us, captured my senses. I shot a curiosity peek at our adjacent past. It had a crashing absence of beauty, something like the countryside around Frankenstein’s castle. The harbor was deteriorating and the land was barren. The dozen roads that curved up the hillside revealed dilapidated houses with yards of dust, trash and a few small, discarded fishing boats.
This was a paradigm ghetto of disrepair and declining poverty. Where children are present there are dogs. There were no children about. Where there are trees there are birds. There were no trees anywhere. The lack of greenery completed the look of devastation that had forsaken Gruž into gloom.
Alex hastily pushed forward and ignored the past. He didn’t stand there gaping, wide mouthed, and looking behind us like I did. Guilt slapped me in the face because he was carrying both our packs, and moving forward away from me like a tugboat. The boys that followed us had walked up an adjacent street with Ninja.
The rancid odor from the harbor had vanished. Following Alex, I assumed he knew which direction we should go. My mind was a lead balloon full of images of the screeching voices from the two kids playing hide and seek on the boat, the three soldiers scrutinizing our visit, the six boys wanting to mug us, and Ninja, the Airedale dog slopping down my vomit.
I shook my head to remove those images and sweat from my face spattered in all directions. I was either wet from a fever or from the heat of the day. Whichever it was, it didn’t matter, our first hour in Croatia was a day I needed to forget, but I wouldn’t, it was exactly what I wanted to record in my journal.
Dubrovnik
THE BEGINNING of the new city of Dubrovnik sparkled like diamonds. European architects had declared the Old City of Dubrovnik, built from stone, the Jewel of the Adriatic. The two adjoining cities were separated by modern design, not by stonewalls. Attractive two and three storied white buildings lined the street as stores, markets and condominiums.
Tourists were plentiful and they toted children, drove like maniacs and rode around in Mercedes taxis. This was a crowded boulevard where the threat of war declined into a proverb of prosperity. All the construction was freshly painted and new. I saw no signs of war or deprivation. And I wasn’t surprised that Dubrovnik was such a popular European holiday destination.
Healthy, mature maple trees lined the street. To our right, the square brick Dubrovnik Hotel President loomed five stories overhead. I focused attention on this plush fairyland and in the laughter Alex freely exhibited. He stood full stature, folded his arms and hugged the city.
His impassioned voice accentuated the statement, “This is paradise, a living renaissance. I’m starving and lunch is on me.”
Outside Pile Gate, Dubrovnik
We rushed into the Dubrovnik Hotel President, past the reception desk into the restaurant. Alex took the daisy off his ear. He carefully placed it on our table by a window, like it was a priceless artifact overlooking the Adriatic Sea. We were thus transported into an authentic atmosphere of Dalmatian hospitality.
The waitress was young with a swish of brunette circling the top of her head. She was petite and sweet, wearing a Croatian ethnic costume of solid blue blouse and red skirt. Her wide-set brown eyes accentuated high cheekbones. Her lips, like round cherries formed a sweetheart mouth. We ordered our favorite national meal; chvapcici; grilled meatballs with chopped raw onions, and small dumpling pillows to sop up the beef gravy.
The hotel sat ignored while I devoured a second dish, jegulja s rezanci; it was tender slivers of eel over noodles, with roasted red peppers. Our surveillance across Italy claimed Roman’s Revenge on my intestines, and I needed something smooth to settle the pains of purging. Jegulja s rezanci was the Pepto-Bismol of Croatia.
After I had my fill of food, the large window next to my face offered a dazzling view of the Dalmatian coastline. The rocky cliff formations forced northward, the cobalt sky reflected its body on the sea, moving westward. I was arrested by the splendor of the serendipitous landscape. I wanted to get to know this land, but our assignment came first.
A drizzled reflection of Alex mirrored on the window. His intense stare was a mysterious hamlet, it held me captive and I sank into his loneliness. I pictured him, wandering around a medieval torture chamber full of ghosts. Perhaps that was his misfortune and future.
We glanced at each other. A meeting of calm expressions had us smiling. I took it to mean that we were finally on the real assignment and there was no turning back.
“We have four hours to spare in Dubrovnik,” he said. “We’ll take a taxi back to Gruž later.”
That indefinable exclamation, in Dubrovnik, made me curious. Alex cradled some hidden knowledge and he was anxious to use it to his advantage. I had come to accept him in concert and his spontaneity in movement over the past three assignments.
We’d become emissary dogs in communion. We trained together in the U.S., traveled together through South America and Europe, and we balanced on the edge of havoc on a few assignments, gathering information for the State Department. This time, in our search for illegal drugs, I still appraised his volatile temperament. Sometimes it resembled an armed nuclear warhead in wait, other times it was a puppy full of love.
When our waitress came by, Alex stood up and stuffed a ten US dollar bill in her hand. He left a five-dollar tip, which equaled a ten-hour workday pay for one Croatian. The waitress bowed with grace as if he were royalty.
He lifted her chin to look in her eyes. Something went unsaid between them. I didn’t understand the silent communication he bestowed on her. She kissed him on a cheek and turned to clean the table.
The waitress picked up the daisy and put it behind her left ear.
We grabbed our packs, but before we returned to the street, I looked back at the young, cute waitress. She waved goodbye and smiled. I nodded my head in return.
The communal life in this area pushed forward with a soft, warm sea breeze from the Adriatic. Something important about Dubrovnik filled my mind, and like a cat, my curiosity wanted to search its ancient streets for hidden treasures.
One kilometer up the grade sat the Old City of Dubrovnik with tall Dalmatian stonewalls surrounding it. Our mission would only skirt the city on our way south along the coastline. Now was an appropriate time to explore the area. I’d read information about this historical settlement, but decided to reserve judgment until I discovered it for myself.
My feelings about the assignment contrasted sharply with the local beauty. I needed to go to work, but my groping mind said to enjoy what surrounded me. Our mission could wait a few more hours.
Alex flagged a Mercedes taxi to the curb. We put our packs in the back seat and sat with the driver. To my amazement Serbo-Croat words liberated the tongue of Alex. The driver looked around me at him and nodded. He wasn’t shocked to hear his language spew out of a tourist mouth.
In my mind, I attempted to translate the mangled words. Alex spoke the dialect fluently. When we attended the same language classes at the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, California, he didn’t reveal fluidity in sentence structure, and he was as clumsy with enunciation as I was.
“Where the hell did that come from, Alex? I speak Sebo- Croat better than you do, and I didn’t understand a word you said. What did you tell him?”
“You know me, Ivan, I’m full of surprises. I told him to drive up the road a few miles past the Old City.”
I was confused. “How did you know what to tell him?”
“Let’s just say I speak Serbo-Croat better than you think I do! For now, enjoy the scenery.”
I needed time to think over this situation. I decided not to let it get under my skin. Instead, I observed this metropolis suffering the ills of growth.
The lack of city development plans created anarchy. There was no symmetry or lines to the architecture. The area could blend with any Italian suburb adjacent to a large city. The traffic; pedestrian and auto, was somewhat grid locked. Old American cars filled the curbs. The cabs were Mercedes and Volvos, Fords and Chevrolets, as well as French Peugeots, all of which spewed polluting exhausts under our noses. Diesel buses crowded the road, which made movement difficult. They stopped and pulled into traffic when they pleased without warning. The pedestrians darted across the two-lane street in all directions, between cars, like a chess game.
Up the road a few kilometers were the sweeping coastal views of jagged mountains, looking like the inner walls of the Grand Canyon. The steep cliffs with black rocky edges cut around the road in switch back style. Twenty minutes on the roller coaster ride, the driver stopped and parked on a cliff embankment.
Alex pulled me with him by the arm when he darted out of the taxi. I followed him and stumbled across stones and shuffled up a dirt mound. We stood overlooking the great sea. It was a silver vat of alchemy. I pictured a Roman Emperor admiring the vast Adriatic as his conquest, where ownership meant wealth, and his vision of a future mired with golden, jeweled goblets surrounded his dreams.
The driver joined us, glancing at nature beyond our reach. I finally saw one local smile with contentment while he gazed over his habitat.
“See that over there?” Alex pointed to the Old City of Dubrovnik displayed on an outcrop of rock. “Dubrovnik stands on the headland like a King’s Crown. The red roofs are rough-cut rubies placed in their settings. Crown is my last name, and that’s the reason why.”
Old City of Dubrovnik
I was interested to ask about his childhood. Instead, I drank in the scenery of the Old City, and it sat there like the fundamental forces of nature, unconquered. The Adriatic glistened smooth as a glass floor. It flowed westward where a few tiny islands raised out of the sea a half-mile off shore like a string of black pearls. The coastline shredded the lower level sky into pieces of silver, acrylic paint. The city exploded upward into the future where it didn’t belong, yet it solicited attention.
“Tvrdjava, a fortress,” Alex explained. “It sings out to me like a classical presentation in a koncertna dvorana, an open concert hall.”
The fortress did look like a jeweled crown, and who else should wear it other than Alex? The comprehensive view a thousand feet below and five kilometers north of us enslaved my interests.
“Don’t fuck with me, Alex,” I said. “I suppose you’re going to tell me your birth name was the great Draža Mihajlovic reincarnated.”
“You know, Ivan, they chose us for this assignment with affection for our Croatian names. My birth name is Alexander Cosic. I claim no honor in nobility because I was born a peasant. In vita prior ego imperator Romanus fui. That’s Latin meaning; in a previous life I was a Roman Emperor. The two of us are just an allegorical means of reprobation to the U.S. Government.”
“Fac at visas; get a life,” I replied.
Why not choose two agents with Slavic heritage to stage the American war on drugs in southern Europe? I couldn’t get angry with anybody at this juncture. We had passed the point of return. And now, we were within the gut of Slavic internal tensions that have been exacerbated by high inflation, chronic unemployment, and worst of all, suppressed, intellectual freedom. Ethnic unrest was something nobody should be involved in, much less antagonized by foreigners. Growing authority in centralized government was a subject to be justified on another day.
“Now that you satisfied my curiosity about your name, are you going to tell me you were born in Bethlehem and imported to Dubrovnik as an infant?”
“If that were the truth, Ivan, I would tell you. But I was born and raised in the stone city below us. Come on, I’ll show her to you.”
He started for the taxi and I grabbed his arm. The driver got in the car and started it.
“You’re fucking with me, Alex. I need to know who you are and what I am doing with you. What’s your real assignment?”
“You’ll find out in time. As for now, come with me and enjoy your country.”
I sat in the back seat of the cab squeezed by our backpacks, this time brooding in my ignorance and contemplating the near future. I was on a need to know basis, the urgency of which would gnaw at my brain.
I would have to operate on Alex’s brain with a can opener to extract the secret information. But I wouldn’t let this secret of Alex’s real assignment deter me. He was one up on me for now, after I put my skillful hands to work, I’ll be one up on him.
I sat and enjoyed the hillside scenery pass. This was no road to utopia, but the sights and sounds were a touch of home. My belly was full, and I felt better than I had over the past two weeks.
Because of Alex’s unforgiving intelligence and bravery, I would excuse him for not revealing his background to me sooner, but he had hid his past from me. What other pretensions did he live by?
If he was on an undisclosed mission using this as a diversion, I would eventually find out what it was. I felt uncomfortable with that thought. His concern while eating revealed complicated brevity. Concealed primary missions between cohorts weren’t an unfamiliar affair in the spy game. I wouldn’t let this knowledge spoil the spell of the Old City for me.
I realized what my own personal mission was in this land: to discover the charms of this gothic Eden. I really didn’t want to think about the adjective forever; after all I was a young man in terms of longevity and had at least sixty more years of life to live. To live here would be an extended exploration, but not a permanent residence.
Twenty minutes after leaving the hillside, we took our backpacks from the backseat of the taxi parked curbside by the walled-in city. The Taxi driver swished away in its diesel exhaust and we walked across the moat bridge to the Ploce, the east gate entrance to the city.
Dubrovnik Moat
The moat had cheated the most arduous and aggressive armies out of an easy victory many times. Now it’s used as a roadway. The harbor prospered serene and yielding below us, drifting in midnight blue, where fishing and sailboats were moored.
Our feet negotiated the wide, circular stairway in the tower next to the Ploce, to the zenith three stories upward. Alex began his tour with an exterior 360-degree overview of the miniaturized neighborhoods. Everywhere we looked the open view overlooked the stone city, the great sea and the mountains. The fresh fragrance of the sea splashed a light, sauna breeze on our faces.
Dubrovnik was brilliantly designed. The stone houses and buildings were square and carved relief angels hung on many structures, impatiently waiting to be discovered. The stone configurations had sharp curves, steep sides and shared walls. There were renaissance churches, contrasting with bohemian, cultural shrines placed on every corner. The city should have been an uninhabited museum. Habitation gave way to deterioration.
I was thrilled to know that no car traffic was allowed within its limits, which was a modern concept in this old world environment.
I resisted the heavy arm pulls from my nomadic partner while he pointed to landmarks. However, my strict demeanor surrendered to the enchanting Renaissance castle of a city. I was enchanted with its romantic simplicity. Cold stone warmed from centuries with loving care created my entranced mood. Alex pointed and I floated in visual pleasure.
Dominican Monastery
The Dominican Monastery with its square body and spiked towers resisted Satan. It was situated near the Ploce that gave visitors a first chance to wash away their sins.
The Rector’s Palace, which now housed the Cultural and Historical Museum, was on the other side of town. During the time of its construction, it was a strategic defense area that would give the Rector time to vacate in case of an unsuspected invasion from the sea; perhaps by Napoleon.
Rector’s Palace
The Placa, the main thoroughfare that links the west to east gate, was where the Franciscan Monastery rested; it resembled Saint Mark’s Cathedral in Rome, with only one dome instead of five. And its Gothic stone carvings, of life size humans that were hung on the exterior, were brought here from Constantinople in.
The Lokrum; Alex pointed out an island a quarter mile off shore. It was now a nature reserve. In times past it was a long swim away where teenagers could socialize without adult intervention.
My breathing was heavy. I staggered along while taking in the history. Alex helped lower my backpack to the ground. Recovery from the dysentery that started in Italy would take a few days. And now my stomach gurgled and my intestines rumbled. I felt the lasting effects of my lunch.
Words rolled out of Alex’s mouth. His mind was a turbocharged engine, while his reality moved his body in symphony with the warm breeze. Quite a contrast to the indifference he sometimes exhibits.
“Before your eyes, Ivan, you see Venetian Gothic Ideas, Italian Renaissance, Russian authority, Turkish inheritance, Greco-Roman strength, Asian bazaars and multi-cultural influence in architecture. You’re a part of large buildings with small windows, high arches, slanted rooftops, spires shaped like rockets, and all of that intermingled with green shrubbery where marble and stone permit growth.”
“Look at the tiny rooftop gardens, narrow alleys and stairways to heaven. From every angle you can see the marina, boutiques, studios and ethnic restaurants decorated in primary colors. Michelangelo couldn’t have sculptured a comparable masterpiece.”
We put on our backpacks and strolled down a stairway to the Ploce, where he pushed me into the kitchen of a tiny cafe. It was small as a pantry. Alex greeted the chef with a bear hug. They quickly exchanged words foreign to my ears.
Placa Gate
The middle-aged man wore a faded white apron around his rotund waist. His green flannel shirt showed worn out elbows. His big face bore the hot weather and his fingers and hands were chapped from washing. He reminded me of what an old, salty sailor would look like; ruddy skin, the whites of his eyes rust colored, a nose as big as a clown’s and as pitted and red as an alcoholic’s.
He took my hand in his and said in perfect English, “You smell like cheap roses.”
I laughed as Alex punched me on the shoulder. He picked up several raw octopus tentacle suckers from a cutting board. He popped two in front of his eyes in jest, then the rest down his throat. He swallowed all of them while pretending to choke.
“Eat some,” he demanded of me, “you’ll not be hungry for the rest of the day.”
I preferred to eat cevapcici. But most of all, I wanted a big, juicy hamburger smothered with onions from one of my favorite haunts in San Francisco.
I stuffed four suckers down my throat, hoping I wouldn’t embarrass myself by upchucking on the chef. Alex took a fistful of the rubbery barbs and shoveled them in my mouth. I struggled to eat them. I spit most of them out in a garbage can and Alex padded me on the back and laughed.
I was accustomed to my partner’s wayward style of eating. I watched him down fish eyes at a market in Milan, and savor snake meat in Lucerne. There were frog legs and monkey brains, and he washed the delicate imports down his throat with Riesling in Vienna.
Alex was amused at my efforts to keep pace with his bizarre eating habits. Some of the food was slimy and mushy and gross looking, but competitiveness drove me to eating it. If I couldn’t beat him at his games, at least I could measure up to him. So far I managed to swallow what was in front of me.
He told the chef, “Hvala,” thank you.
They exchanged smiles and Alex slapped him on the back. After another wrestling hug erupted between them, Alex pulled me into the streets of rock. We jogged out of the city.
“Come,” his mischievous eyes said.
We moved forward at a pace that made me stumble on the cobblestone street. We dodged cars and tourists and looked for pretty Croatian women while we jogged to the Adriatic side of the city. He led me down Old Margarite Street where he found an unmarked pathway, which led to the sea.
“We’re going to swim around the wall. This will challenge your instinct for survival.”
This was more of an experiment than a challenge. How could I refuse? We dropped our backpacks and disrobed. If I didn’t accept it what kind of a test would it be? I couldn’t let my partner thrash me at his own game.
Alex knew the tides and currents over the wet route. He was a Mark Spitz swimmer and I was dog-paddling Lassie. I knew he wouldn’t let me drown, but he wanted to see me humiliate myself.
I stood naked to the world and it felt so good to be out of my sweats and tee shirt. Suddenly the familiar sounds of armored trucks, foot soldiers and artillery trailers could be heard on route via Put Jugoslovenske, a street going into the Old City. We waited and listened for the danger to pass, but it didn’t. We quickly climbed back into our clothes. For now I was saved from drowning.
Pili Gate
I mulled over my situation. I could have been on another mission less stimulating, and with another partner who was obedient to rules. Was the fifty thousand dollars worth this mission? No. But yes! Contradictory as it was, I had become accustomed to the unknown, but a swim in the unfamiliar Adriatic wasn’t appealing.
We grabbed our gear and dashed up the hillside. People scattered out of our way with panic in their dark eyes. Now faced with thinking clearly of what to do next, Alex took the lead. There was no time left for touring the city. The hardship of work came slamming down upon my weakened body, but I couldn’t ease up.
Alex led a running pace through Pile, the west gate to the Old City. I pushed myself up a narrow stairway for about fifty feet and turned right into a small courtyard. A two-story house loomed above us. Its doorway was low, narrow and red. Was this his home of a decade past?
After opening the door Alex yelled, “Oprostite,” excuse me.
An older lady in a faded yellow tent dress, not as old in years as in appearance, came running to us. Perhaps she was his mother from this culture, a different era within this small habitat of material deprivation. She opened her arms to Alex. Tears trenched in her thick facial wrinkles as she laughed and cried. Their lavish language rang with troubled sounding words, each containing a j, v or z letter, or all three. I was impassioned for them when she squeezed my bones with her half-century hug.
“Hvala,” thank you, I croaked.
I hadn’t heard words crack at each other since I was in Jerusalem listening to Hebrews discussing religion. Of course, I understood their language less than what I understood now.
Alex and friend were deeply concerned about the war coming to Dubrovnik. An army of destruction was hastily approaching to wring the life out of all the people who were pieces to a puzzle of Alex’s family. Like the Croatians, I particularly didn’t want to get caught in a massacre.
Aunt Andria Abode
The woman took my hand and held it gently while her dark eyes looked intently at me. She escorted us back to the door, crying more than talking. While we scurried down the alley, my sight caught her waving a wrinkled hand, hopefully not her last wave to fleeing relatives.
“Do vidjenja;” goodbye.
Her eyes watched us until we disappeared around a sharp corner.
We ran through the Ploce again, it was a miniature Arch de Triumph. Alex talked while we jogged.
“We’ll hike around the mountainside toward Gruž harbor. Aunt Andria said the approaching army is the Croatian National Guard meeting up with reinforcements from the south. They fear the Serbian Army will destroy the city because of its historical value.”
“I thought she was your mother,” I said. “How did she know about the army?”
“My other aunt lives in the town of Metkovic north of here. She called and told Aunt Andria.”
He led me over a pathway around the mountainside. Our eyes explored the panoramic views of the sharp coastline. The Adriatic Sea catered to the small inlet of Gruž with its river that led to the seventy-foot yawl where our contact awaited us.
I lowered my backpack to the ground, and massaged my aching shoulders. Alex stood next to me, observing the action a quarter mile below us.
The Croatian National Guard was within fighting distance, cruising down Put Jugoslovenske through Gruž. Serbian National Army gunboats sat offshore. This wasn’t a training scenario where soldiers play hide, seek and tag you’re it. This was the reality that if you want peace, prepare for war, and the generals never die for the cause.
Getting caught between the two approaching armies would mean a premature end to our mission and to the other assignment Alex hid from me.
The soldiers were a Spartan legion of Croatian youth, whose chase for freedom had been repeatedly written in history. A crossroads of civilization had passed by these people too many times without successful results for autonomy. And they were at it again with organized delirium directing their action.
A sympathetic chill jolted me when I looked at Dubrovnik over my left shoulder.
“I shall return,” I grunted.
Dubrovnik must withstand a brutal, senseless war, an ambitious carnage to kill the idea of independence that the Serbian government warranted.
Spying upon the warships, I envisioned the devastation that loomed ahead for Dubrovnik. Considering the history of domestic power struggles in this region, this wouldn’t be an internment camp like Auschwitz, where Jews were led in tandem to their deaths. The Croatian people would be at the mercy of Serbian soldiers, who in past wars used ethnic slaughter to cleanse their race. God help us all.
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