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      This novel takes place in the years leading up to the second world war. The horrors that would unfold were still mostly unknown, the extent of the holocaust beyond the imagination of the general public. As such, some characters are sympathetic to Adolf Hitler, Nazis and fascism. This does not mean that the novel or the author condone or sympathise with the ideology in any shape or form. On the contrary. I believe this novel illustrates what can happen when we close our eyes and let short term goals and personal gain at the expense of others guide our actions.

      

      Nazism, fascism and the horrible events of WWII must serve as reminders of what we are capable of if we aren’t careful.

      

      This book is dedicated to all the victims of ideologies, victims of war, discrimination, extermination, prejudice, racism and other inhumane actions of fellow human beings. Let the past teach us a lesson. Let’s make the world a better place.

      

      
        
        Halfweg, January 2017

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The two elements the traveler first captures in the big city are extra human architecture and furious rhythm. Geometry and anguish.

      

      

      

      
        
        - Federico García Lorca -
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      ‘I want to be a proper journalist.’

      Gunnar tried to ignore the clouds of smoke lingering in the air. It was a habit he disliked. Cafés, shops and offices were usually filled with smoke, the painting hanging on the opposite wall being hardly visible as the sun illuminated the grey nicotine clouds. The mermaid and the sailor. That’s how Kjarval, the great master, had seen the formations of lava and moss. The landscape in Iceland was crowded with creatures, natural and supernatural. Everywhere the artist looked, the rocks and lakes talked to him, told him stories and revealed secrets. Gunnar saw just lava and moss. No mythical creatures or Elven princesses. Just lava and moss, obscured by cigarette smoke.

      He reorganised the newspapers on the table in front of him. The Spanish revolution had been in full swing for a week now. News of political murders and bloodshed were a daily thing. Army uprising in Morocco, it said. Riots in Madrid and Barcelona. Fighting in the streets. Many people are dead and injured.

      ‘You are a journalist.’ Bragi was a skinny man, almost frail. The assistant to the editor of Alþýðublaðið, a worker’s newspaper. Gunnar liked the man, saw him as a mentor. He’d taken the 19-year-old kid on a year earlier and taught him how to interview people and write newspaper articles. On arriving in the city, the young man, a farmer’s son, had entered a world of global news and local celebrities. If you had that sort of thing in Iceland. Reykjavík was still little more than a town, and people didn’t regard famous people as celebrities. Singers and actors drove taxis and worked the docks between shows. They seemed to be less important than politicians, further removed from the ordinary man, and Gunnar had no access to the people governing the country. Bragi recognised the kid’s talent and was willing to do anything to nurture him. But sending him abroad, to a war zone, was mad talk and beyond his means.

      ‘I am writing stories about how much herring is being caught. Damn it, you sent me to some farm to count lambs being born. That is not journalism. Being there…’ He put his finger on a headline stating massive casualties in Zaragoza. ‘That is journalism.’

      ‘I send you to cover the news you are ready for. You are still young.’

      ‘I want to be there.’

      ‘That is suicide, Gunnar.’

      ‘Talking about lambs being born will lead to death by boredom.’

      ‘You start by covering reasonably simple things. You write up on the herring fisheries, you interview the sheep farmers. That’s how it starts. Then you get to talk to an opera singer, then to the politicians, but it takes time. You are twenty. You have your life ahead of you. It will happen. You will become a brilliant journalist, but you must have patience.’

      ‘Nobody can be a brilliant journalist in Iceland.’

      ‘Certainly not if they run away from it.’

      ‘I want to be there.’ His finger was still on Zaragoza.

      ‘And your article on Krossanes was really good. You revealed corruption. It’s a step on the ladder to greatness. You showed our readers what a capitalist is prepared to do in order to exploit the workers. That will make a difference.’

      ‘I want to go there. I want to witness and report on world events.’

      ‘See what it says? Massive casualties. It’s dangerous.’

      ‘Not for a journalist. They don’t kill journalists.’

      ‘Don’t be so sure. When wars get out of control, anyone is a target. And this one looks brutal.’

      ‘There is nothing for me here. And besides, if our paper has a man on the ground, how much better will our coverage be? I can do this.’

      ‘Maybe so, but we can’t afford to send you there.’

      And that was it. It was final. The newspaper had no resources to send anyone abroad and keep him afloat in a foreign land.

      ‘I am going. One way or the other, I am going.’

      

      Gunnar sat at his typewriter in the small attic room. Inspired by the headlines in recent weeks, he tried to write an editorial. A concession Bragi had offered him. He could taste what it was like, being a senior editor at a national newspaper. He put a sheet in the typewriter, looked out the window for a moment, letting his mind wander through Europe, past and present.

      He took a sip of coffee that had gone cold and started typing.

      War, famine, plagues, mad kings. Isn’t that Europe’s history in a nutshell? The late nineteenth century had promised a better future. Nations at peace, technology would solve our problems, science would elevate our thinking and make the future a better place to live. It all seemed to go so well until that fateful summer’s day in Sarajevo in late June 1914.

      A crazed gunman assassinated a successor to the throne of one of the major European empires. Yet, people kept going about their lives, enjoying a beautiful summer. German tourists took in the sun on the beaches of the Netherlands, kings went on holiday while the wheels were set in motion for the greatest cataclysm the world has ever seen.

      July 1914 was the last chance we had to avert a dark future, but nobody was paying attention. As armies were mobilised, the people slept. A war on two fronts was too dangerous, so Germany saw no other option but to take out France before the inevitable Russian invasion. And so began the Great War of 1914-1918.

      If you’d asked anyone in 1910 what the 1920s would look like, they would have said economic prosperity, technology and peace. But 1914 changed all that. The 1920s were a decade of poverty, hyperinflation and starvation in Europe. It was a breeding ground for mad men with mad ideas. As the 1930s dawned, the economy had crashed worldwide, and the time was ripe for anyone that could offer a glimpse of hope. An exit. A better future. Because that is all we want. A decent life and a better future for us and our children.

      Germany fell for Adolf Hitler in 1933, not because he was such a great candidate, but because he offered something. Anything. Hope.

      Today, we only have to read the newspapers to see that if we do nothing, we are heading towards a new European war, a war of total devastation of the continent and the world. But how could the voters of 1933 see that? And after 1933, they were never asked again. Does anyone believe they will hold elections in Germany in nine months' time, when four years have passed since the appointment of Hitler?

      Human rights were abolished after the Nazis took power, but that seemed like a small price to pay. As Autobahns and factories were built, people found wealth and dignity again. It was easy to fall for the lies, because the truth was so hard to accept. And who wanted economic hardships? Germany, the pauper of Europe, was transformed into a wealthy powerhouse. Maybe Hitler was right. Maybe the Jews were to blame? Did it matter? Like with many inconvenient truths and lies, it is best not to think too much about it. Life is good now, and a small sacrifice is to be expected. We tend not to worry too much about it until we become the sacrifice ourselves.

      While human rights were evaporating in Germany, things were going in the opposite direction in Spain. Women had equal rights for the first time in history. The country was a true democracy. As close to a socialist utopia as anyone has seen. Sure, there are clashes, but you always get that when things change, and things must change if they are to improve.

      Growing pains. The last two decades, from 1914 to 1936, have been a challenge. We have stood on the brink, looked into the abyss, but we are still here. If Germany prospers in peace, democracy continues to develop in Spain and the economy slowly recovers in the rest of the world, we may be heading for a new golden age.

      Iceland is no different from the rest of Europe. The country had been a colony for 650 years but gained self-rule in 1918. Sharing the Danish king, the country can now determine its own fate, plan its own future. We may still be relatively poor, but the future looks bright.

      If war is averted and the socialist ideal prevails, we can leave the struggles of the past behind us and build a just society.

      A socialist society.

      Gunnar Ólafsson removed the paper from the typewriter. Would they accept it?

      His mind wandered back to his childhood home in south-east Iceland. The snow that covered the black sand dunes. To the British sailor that stayed with them in the winter of 1926. Ten years ago already. His ship was caught in the first autumn storm and they washed upon the black beach. The ship broke apart. Many of the men drowned as the icy waves crashed against the sharp rocks, while others made it onto the sand. They wandered for days, crossed rivers and walked barefoot over frozen lava.

      Ólafur Sigmarsson, Gunnar’s father, saw the man lying in the sand and carried him home. The only survivor. They would find the corpses of the others in the coming months. Some were never found.

      This stranger fascinated the ten-year-old Gunnar. He spoke differently and nobody could understand him, but his eyes were those of a kind man and after he regained his strength, he helped with the animals and other farm work. The harsh winter storms never seemed to bother him. If a boy in an isolated part of Iceland needed a hero to fascinate about, Harry Wilson was the man for the job.

      Harry and Gunnar spent the dark and cold winter evenings together. They found the remains of the stranded vessel and rescued a few things. It was the only time Gunnar saw Harry cry, the day they found the ship, and he realised they were only a two-hour walk from the nearest farm. His shipmates were dead because they’d walked in the wrong direction.

      Harry allowed himself a brief moment of grief, but then stood up and got to work. There were things to be rescued from the ship before the sand swallowed it completely.

      While the grownups appreciated the rum, Gunnar was happiest with the books. They made little sense to him, but Harry was a patient man and he spent the evenings teaching the boy this strange, foreign language. By Christmas, Gunnar could hold conversations with Harry and shortly after new year, he could read some of the books.

      The kid became an interpreter, as the grownups didn’t seem to be able to learn the language. This meant they did everything together. Gunnar was like a moon, a satellite that followed Harry wherever he went and helped him communicate with others.

      The books were of all sorts. Moby Dick dealt with a whaler and his obsession with catching that giant beast. There were a few by a guy called William Shakespeare. Harry said he was the most famous playwright England had produced. That could be, but Gunnar found them hard to read. Then there was a book about an expedition to Iceland. They went into the Snæfellsjökull glacier and found a fantastic world full of magnificent beasts and dangers. This was the first book Gunnar read, the reason he desperately wanted to learn English.

      Thankfully, this strange man from England wasn’t going anywhere. Ólafur contacted the authorities in Reykjavík, but they agreed that the man would stay for the winter. They would have to cross unbridged rivers and travel hundreds of kilometres to get him to the city, and it seemed best to wait for spring.

      The gloomy winter months fascinated Harry. He loved the fact that the mornings would turn to evenings with not much of a day in between. A season of eternal dusk and darkness that allowed the sailor and the farmer’s son plenty of time to discuss the world and the people that had made it special. Oh, how they had laughed at the fact that the Icelanders in the book spoke gibberish. Harry had never realised that. Thought it was genuine Icelandic. It made sense, though. Getting it right would have been a nice touch, but one couldn’t blame Jules Verne for not being able to write Icelandic.

      As spring arrived and the ships arrived with it, Harry left them. In late May 1927, the rugged sailor gave the eleven-year-old boy a tight hug. By this time, they could talk about anything. Gunnar spoke English fluently. The world was infinitely larger and more interesting because of Harry. Gunnar cried like a boy that has lost his father. Like a lover that watches his love drown without being able to help.

      Harry held the boy in his arms and promised he’d write. ‘We’ll stay in touch. When you’re old enough, you can come and visit me in Grimsby. I’ll write…’ The sailor mounted a horse that waited patiently and looked down at the boy. He smiled, and it was like the sun was shining down on him. Then the horses shook their heads and Harry was gone. The boy stood there waving until the men had disappeared over a hill. He stood there until they reappeared further away, tiny in the distance. He waved, tears in his eyes, as the horses carried Harry over a distant hill and the dots disappeared.

      Nothing would ever be the same again. The boy had tasted the flavours of other worlds. He was desperate to jump off this slow train life had put him on. He would never be a farmer in an isolated part of an isolated country. Gunnar was going to see the world for himself, taste the flavours and smell the fragrances. When Harry left, Gunnar left with him. Not physically, that would take a few years, but nothing would hold him back.

      

      They rejected the piece. It read like a history lesson, wasn’t socialist enough, and it was too forgiving of Hitler. ‘That monster deserves no sympathy,’ Bragi said. ‘A socialist future can only be achieved by a revolution, not by being nice to fascists. And you must mention our great leader, Stalin.’ Gunnar would have to try harder before he could tackle the editorials.

      Reykjavík was a small town in the 1930s, and one could easily bump into friends. Indriði was a reporter for Morgunblaðið, a right-leaning morning paper. They sometimes had coffee together, mostly when they met by coincidence in the street.

      The light rain ran down the window as the coffee arrived. ‘How is life in the Soviet Union?’ Indriði joked.

      ‘It’s a worker’s paradise. Nobody is poor.’

      ‘I would say, everyone that is not Stalin is poor. I’ll give them that. They are all equal in their poverty.’ Indriði lit a cigarette. ‘You want one?’

      ‘No, thanks.’

      ‘Some day you will learn that tobacco is the best inspiration for good stories. What will we see in the worker’s journal tomorrow? Bashing of Franco, surely?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘You’re not writing another damning story about an industrialist? You know the workers would be nothing without people that create jobs?’

      ‘I don’t know what will be in the paper tomorrow.’

      ‘What’s up, my friend? You seem down. Sad, like a communist worker. They’re not working you too hard, are they?’

      ‘I don’t want to be here. I was trying to…’ It was the same table in the same café. The sailor and mermaid were still there. The mossy sailor, as unreal as the sailor Gunnar had known so many years ago. Maybe a mermaid had saved him too, as his mates perished.

      ‘Tell me. Is there trouble in socialist paradise?’

      ‘Stop it, Indriði. I am no more a communist than you are.’

      ‘You attack industrialists.’

      ‘Only when they treat people unfairly.’

      ‘You are working for the commies.’

      ‘And you are working for the bloody fascists. Does that make you a fascist?’

      ‘Never said I wasn’t. Have you made any attempt to grasp the greatness of what is being done in Germany? Have you seen how they turned the country around?’

      ‘Yes, I have.’

      ‘Nonsense, you wouldn’t admit it, even if it blinded you. You would pretend not to see it.’

      Gunnar pulled the rejected paper out of his pocket. ‘Look, I am a journalist. I try to see things in as balanced a light as I can. Does this look like Hitler-bashing?’

      Indriði took the paper and read it, taking a few drags at his cigarette and blowing the smoke in Gunnar’s direction. He looked up. ‘You wrote this?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘For Alþýðublaðið?’

      ‘That’s where I work.’

      ‘And they are publishing this?’

      Gunnar looked into his coffee cup. ‘They rejected it.’

      ‘Doesn’t surprise me. Apart from the Hitler is mad nonsense, it is pretty good.’

      ‘I said his rise was inevitable, that the stage was set for such a leader.’

      ‘Absolutely. Extraordinary times require extraordinary leaders.’

      ‘Whatever you say.’

      ‘Listen, I can see that you are open-minded. I knew that, but I like this piece. You should come and work for us.’

      ‘No, I’m fine in my socialist paradise.’

      ‘They rejected you.’

      ‘And so would your paper. A socialist future. They wouldn’t want that.’

      ‘If you add one word. A nationalist socialist future. And take out the mad Hitler part.’

      ‘It would change the entire piece.’

      ‘And make it better.’

      ‘I’m not interested in propaganda. You know what I’d really want?’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘I want to get out of here, go to Spain and report from there. I want to be in the middle of the war, see what is really happening, and send reports to Iceland.’

      ‘So, why don’t they send you?’

      ‘Money. Or lack of it.’

      ‘Of course. The communists are happy to be poor.’

      ‘Stop it, Indriði.’

      ‘Let me have the paper. Maybe I can do something with it. Get it to the right people.’

      ‘You’re not changing it.’

      ‘No, I promise. Can I keep it?’

      ‘I’m not sure. What are you going to do with it?’

      ‘It’s a good article. It should be seen by the right people. I have an idea.’
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      Gunnar was unsure of himself. Didn’t fit in here. Chandeliers and champagne was something for other people. He worked for a socialist newspaper, but was attending a cocktail party in the German Consulate. He stood by the window, looking out onto the street. The dusk and summer rain made the Catholic church across the park look like a mystical place. It looked like a medieval gothic church, but it was only seven years old. Reykjavík was growing into a young city.

      ‘Herr Ólafsson?’

      Gunnar turned to see a slightly overweight man with his hand stretched in his direction. ‘Yes.’

      ‘This is Günter. He works here at the consulate.’ Indriði smiled as he introduced the two men.

      ‘Hello,’ Gunnar said and offered his hand.

      ‘Heil Hitler,’ Günter replied. ‘Ich haben ihre Gedanken über die Zukunft gelesen.’

      Gunnar looked at Indriði. ‘Can you translate?’

      ‘My friend,’ Günter said smiling, ‘I also speak English. You understand English, no?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Gut. I said I read your thoughts on the future.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘You understand English, no?’

      ‘Yes, but my thoughts on the future?’

      ‘Indriði showed me the piece you wrote.’

      ‘Did he?’ Gunnar looked at his friend, or whatever he was. ‘I thought…’

      ‘Yes, I really liked it.’ Indriði quickly interrupted Gunnar.

      ‘I especially liked the way you described the Führer.’

      ‘Yes?’ Gunnar looked at Indriði and Indriði smiled back.

      ‘Gunnar is very enthusiastic about the Third Reich and the Führer’s work.’

      ‘Quite. I understand you want to travel abroad, to Spain and report on the glorious revolution?’

      ‘I’m not sure where this is going.’

      ‘You want greatness, prestige, fame.’

      ‘I want to be a journalist.’

      ‘A world class journalist, I understand. Yes?’

      ‘Yes.’ Gunnar tried to read Indriði’s face, but he just smiled and gave nothing away.

      ‘Aber, what is wrong with this country? Iceland is nice, no? Why do you want to leave?’

      ‘I want to report on real things. Proper news.’

      ‘Ja, I understand. You want to go to Spain, no?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And Deutschland? You want to go there?’

      ‘I would love to, yes.’

      ‘Das ist gut. I can help. But you must help us too.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘We also want to know what is happening in Spain, no? And you will report to Morgunblaðið. Just normal news, no? And then you will sometimes find things out for us, no? You will tell Der Morgenblad news and sometimes they will ask you things and you will find out for them, no?’

      ‘Morgunblaðið is working for Germany?’

      ‘No, no.’ Günter laughed. ‘But we have somebody there that is working for us.’ Günter raised his glass toward Indriði and their glasses made a singing noise.

      ‘And I would report to Indriði?’

      ‘Ja, and tell him things.’

      ‘What kind of things?’

      ‘Things about ze communists and what they are doing. Simple things.’

      Gunnar looked at Indriði and then at Günter. ‘You want me to be a spy for Germany?’

      ‘No, no, no. Simple things. Life in ze country. What are people doing? News, but maybe sometimes a little more… was ist das wort… detail. Ja, detail. About people. Communists.’

      Gunnar wasn’t a communist, but he wasn’t a fascist either. Europe seemed to be on the brink of war, but it was true, Hitler had turned Germany around. The hyper inflation was gone, they were rebuilding the industry, and the country had returned to its former glory. What was wrong with that? And this could possibly be the opportunity he had so desperately hoped for. Communism was worse if you looked at how bad things were in the Soviet Union. ‘I don’t think I would like to spy on people.’

      ‘Herr Gunnarsson, you will not be a spy.’

      ‘Ólafsson.’

      ‘Entschuldigung, my mistake. No, you will not be a spy. Just getting information for us. Being a spy is very hard and requires special talents and training.’

      ‘And if I do that, report on events, you will pay for my journey to Spain?’

      ‘Ja, natürlich.’

      Indriði sensed Gunnar’s scepticism. ‘You will be working as a journalist. That’s all. They all get instructions from their publications. We want a little info on that person or that building. Nothing too serious.’

      ‘Ja, nothing too serious. In Barcelona, and there is no war in Barcelona. It will be good.’ Günter raised his glass in Gunnar’s direction.

      ‘Let us propose a toast to Gunnar and Günter and Germany.’

      ‘And Indriði.’

      What choice did he have? He could stick to some principals and say no. That he would only go if he was allowed to be perfectly neutral, but then he wouldn’t be going anywhere. And what was the problem with reporting on people? He was going to be reporting, anyway. He raised his glass to meet Günter’s. ‘Good, I’ll do it. I’ll work for you.’

      
      He took a last look at the tiny space that had been his home for just over a year. His little attic retreat. It was nothing more than a bed, one reasonably comfortable chair, and a desk with a typewriter on it. It was small, but it was safe. Nothing could happen to him here. The ship was due to leave at 13:00 and they expected him to be there three hours beforehand. It was 9:30 already as Gunnar threw the bag over his shoulder and turned the key for the last time.

      He went down the steep stairs and onto the street. It was the end of August and the sun warmed the tiny city. He walked down Bankastræti and into the centre. The streets and houses were familiar, but everything seemed different, like a dream world that would disappear the moment he’d wake up. How long would he be away? When would he see the city again? His family that still lived in the black sand dunes, dominated by the enormous glacier? Doubts set in, now that his journey was turning into reality.

      They would sail to Grimsby, where he would board a vessel for Bordeaux, then to Lisbon, Nice, and finally head for Barcelona. It would take almost a month to get to his destination, but it didn’t matter. Barcelona was within reach.

      He stopped by at the Alþýðublaðið offices, threw his bag on the floor, and entered Bragi’s office. Lenin hung above the clock that dictated the deadlines and looked approvingly at the piles of papers on the desk.

      ‘You still have time to rethink this.’

      ‘Why would I?’

      ‘Working for Morgunblaðið. You have sold your soul.’

      ‘I will report what I see. It will be neutral.’

      ‘Nothing is ever neutral. Everyone has an agenda, a message they want to tell the world. And even if you report neutrally, they will twist your message.’

      ‘I am not going to sell my soul. What they do with my reports is out of my…’

      ‘You see?’ Bragi stood up. ‘That is a lack of principle. You should never compromise. What they will do with your reports is exaggerate what pleases them and cut out anything that is inconvenient. And it will all be in your name.’

      ‘Bragi, they will be my words.’

      ‘Yes, your words will glorify Franco, Hitler and the mass murder of civilians and there is nothing you can do about it.’

      ‘It’s not as if Stalin is a saint.’

      ‘Gunnar, you are selling your soul.’

      Maybe it hadn’t been such a great idea to stop by in the office. Bragi was a kind man, a man of principles, but he was still here, in a tiny office in a tiny city. Had he even been abroad? Gunnar wasn’t sure, and this wasn’t the time to ask. What he did know was that this tiny life in this tiny world wasn’t for him. The world was waiting, and he was ready for it. To hell with all doubts.

      ‘It’s time. I need to be on the ship in fifteen minutes.’

      Bragi took the boy in his arms and held him tight. ‘Take care, son. Don’t let them destroy the man inside you. Stay true to yourself and please return unharmed.’

      Günter and Indriði were at the docks to wave him off. Or to make sure he got on the ship. It was hard to tell, and Gunnar wasn’t sure of anything anymore. As the ship sailed out onto Faxaflói bay, the tiny city grew even smaller. He watched the world fade into the distance and wondered if he was indeed mad. If he would ever return. The afternoon sun illuminated Mt. Esja, opposite the bay. Would this be the last time he waved her goodbye? Would he ever see his family again? Would he return to the sand dunes as a hero, or would he never return at all?

      He had no idea why, but a single tear ran down his face as the city disappeared.

      
      The north Atlantic was hard on a landlubber like Gunnar. He’d never been at sea, and the journey between Reykjavík and Grimsby was spent being sick. He managed to get off the ship for about two hours. Two days would have been better. ‘Have you heard of Harry Wilson,’ he asked everyone. Nobody had. It was Grimsby, wasn’t it? How could nobody know the old sailor? Had he existed at all? The drunks in the port taverns just looked at Gunnar and laughed. It’s a big city, they said. You can’t know everyone. It was time to board again, and Harry Wilson was nowhere to be found. Oh, to see him again, if only for a moment.

      Sailing the Channel and around Bretagne was much easier. The sea was calm, and he saw land most of the time. The Bay of Biscay was rough, but by this time, he’d got used to life at sea.

      Bay of Biscay. He remembered reading about it in a pocket atlas years earlier. He didn't know why, but it fascinated him. And now he was sailing it.

      Gunnar felt the climate change. From the cool summer breeze off the coast of Iceland to the warm winds of Gibraltar. He’d never actually felt a warm wind before. It was strange, slightly suffocating, but most of
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