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 Prelude: Christmas
Day, 2009

Cities smell.

Big cities smell a lot. Yes, sometimes the
smell is vile. Sometimes they smell ever so sweetly and everything
in between. But cities definitely smell.

Towns don’t smell. Neither do villages.
Sure, there’s the smell of manure in the countryside, but that is
different. We know it’s manure, but the vile smells that hit your
nostrils in a city are intertwined with the scent of Chinese or
Indian restaurants, the sweet scents from nearby flower shops, and
the stench from garbage containers, making for a unique
combination.

It was the absence of smells that had first
driven Haakon from the small town he grew up in. It had driven him
to travel, to discover the world. Not that he had been aware of it.
No, of course not. He had not yet caught a whiff of Cairo, nor
Shanghai, nor Bangkok for that matter. Nor any of the other places
around the world he would visit in the years following that very
first flight to London.

But Haakon had known—instinctively
known—that there was something missing from his life, and he
realized that he had to find it. Had someone told him what he’d
find out there, he would’ve judged that person mad. And why not? We
greet every day with little or no clue of what might happen, who we
might meet or how these people might change our lives. Sometimes
they provide a bit of diversion, sometimes they alter the course of
our lives forever.

Haakon climbed out of the water he had just
been swimming in and took in the scenery. From their house on the
southern tip of the island, where two beaches met, he saw the jetty
of their private hideaway. The white sand, the tiny waves lapping
at the beach front, and the palm trees. The weather had been
stunning these past weeks—no wind, barely a cloud in the sky—only
today, clouds had been drifting in from the east, signaling that a
storm was approaching.

They inherited the island when Charles
passed away a few months earlier. Haakon had always looked forward
to visiting Mon Bijou, the small paradise in the Caribbean that
Charles bought decades ago, investing a significant part of his
family fortune. But as things turned out, Haakon had never been
able to make this particular journey while Charles was still
alive.

Mahender was nowhere to be found. He had
risen before sunrise for his usual morning walk and yoga, and now
Haakon couldn’t see him anywhere. No need to worry, he would be
back soon. Mahender needed solitude every now and then, and he
would no doubt be in his favorite spot, overlooking the ocean on
the east side of the island.

As Haakon took in the view, his mind drifted
to the memory of how he met Charles, and how he ended up on Mon
Bijou with Mahender. They had been here for almost eight weeks now,
and had finally decided what to do with the island.

With one final look out across the bay,
Haakon returned to the house to start breakfast. Eventually, the
smell of freshly-brewed Darjeeling or a hungry stomach would lure
Mahender back.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 1: Departures,
May 1983

As a child, Haakon had grown up sheltered,
maybe even overprotected by his mother. His parents owned a farm in
the small mountain town of Røros in Norway. They weren’t rich, but
there was always food on the table, and their cattle provided them
with dairy products and meat, while the small fields produced a
little wheat they were able to sell to the co-operative. Life in
Røros was simple, and Haakon enjoyed the things most Scandinavian
boys do: going to school, playing with friends, skiing or
hiking—Norway’s number-one pastime—or fishing and hunting with his
father.

Haakon’s mom had a job in the local co-op
store, as a cashier. Summers in Røros were short, but comfortably
warm, and the days were long. The light was stunning, allowing the
kids to be out and play way past ten or even eleven at night.

On the other hand, winters were
long—excruciatingly long for Haakon. He had never been a big fan of
snow, nor of the cold it brought to the Norwegian mountain plateau.
He preferred the summer and loved visiting the nearby city of
Trondheim and the west coast. Seeing the open ocean spread out
toward the west, offered the promise of adventure and freedom.

As a boy, Haakon never traveled much beyond
Trondheim. He was sixteen and in high school when his class took a
long train ride down to Oslo to visit the capital and see the many
museums, parks and the castle. He could only imagine his namesake,
the Norwegian Crown Prince, living inside the walls of the small
but well-kept Oslo castle. King Haakon VII had once ruled the
country—a country he had to flee during World War II for the
relative safety of England—and from where he and Queen Maud led the
Norwegian resistance. Haakon’s dad, Olaf, was born during the war,
and like all boys and girls of Norway’s post-war generation, he had
been inspired by the heroism of their king and queen, and vowed to
name his children after them.

Olaf and his wife Synni had no more children
after Haakon. There were too many complications during his birth,
and the doctors strongly recommended Olaf to get a vasectomy to
avoid any further pregnancies. Being a good and compliant husband
and father, he had done as the doctor at the local hospital
advised. Olaf always did what people asked or expected of him, and
he raised Haakon to do the same.

Synni, on the other hand, was the more
adventurous type. She would take Haakon on hikes out into the open
wilderness of the bare mountains around Røros, sometimes taking the
car across the nearby border into Sweden to go look for the few
muskoxen still living in the wild. It was Synni who would take
Haakon to Trondheim to go shopping, or out into the coastal region
towns of Alesund, Molde or Kristiansund, where Haakon first
encountered the power of scents and smells. Those fishing
communities positively stank during the short summers, as fish were
hung to dry, and washed-up bladder wrack dried on the cliffs along
the shore, giving off its distinctive smell. But Haakon didn’t mind
that; quite the contrary. He and Synni would sit there by the water
on one of the large, rounded rocks that line much of the coast of
Scandinavia, looking out over the open sea, blinded by the sun’s
reflection in the deep-blue waters of the Norwegian Sea, while
eating sandwiches and drinking Solo.

It was these trips to the coast that
kick-started Haakon’s longing for freedom. His desire to leave his
small home town and see what lay beyond the horizon. He’d bury his
head in atlases and books, learning everything he could about the
many countries on the planet, their capitals, their currencies, the
way they lived. He was fascinated that there were people who looked
nothing like him. Some had black skin, some were brown. Some had
black hair, and eye colors so different from those he would
normally see in Røros. Sure, the Sami in his hometown were
dark-haired and their eyes dark brown, but the prolonged exposure
to the arctic climate meant most of them had skin almost as white
as his—minus the freckles.

Oh yes, Haakon sported freckles. Not just on
his face, but across his entire body, and his blond hair had just
the faintest touch of strawberry to it—that slight, reddish-blond
that is typical for so many Norwegians. Haakon matured into a
handsome Norwegian stereotype, towering at six-foot-four, lean and
muscled from the hard work on Olafsgaarden, the farm his
father named after his great-grandfather. All first-borns in the
Olafsen family were named Olaf, all; until Haakon, which had really
upset his granddad. He complained to anyone who’d listen that the
boy should’ve been named Olaf, just like the present king and the
rest of the first-born men in their family. But the young Olaf
Olafsen wouldn’t hear it. He and Synni had made up their minds, and
no one would change that.

Sadly, Grandpa Olaf passed away just a few
months after Haakon was born, and for many years, Olaf would’ve
gladly changed his son’s name, just to keep his dad around. Not
that he’d ever tell Haakon. After all, none of this had been the
boy’s fault, and Olaf knew deep down that nothing could’ve stopped
his father’s cancer. Nothing—certainly not a name change.

Haakon’s life as a child and teen was
nothing out of the ordinary. The Olafsens didn’t travel much
because the animals always needed to be looked after. Apart from
the trips to the coast, the shopping tours to Trondheim and the odd
school excursion, Haakon never ventured more than two hundred miles
away from Røros, the trip to Oslo being the grand exception. Yet
the longing was there, and the posters of tropical places in
Haakon’s boyhood room called out to him, beckoning him to leave
Norway and venture out into the world.

And while his friends would spend their
evenings on their mopeds outside the old church, talking, smoking,
drinking beer or moonshine, Haakon preferred to sit cooped up in
his room, reading the amazing stories written by Jules Verne and
the tales of famous adventurers David Livingstone, Henry Morton
Stanley and John Hanning Speke, or Norwegian explorers like Fritjof
Nansen, Roald Amundsen or Thor Heyerdahl. Haakon loved to read
about all the exotic places dreamed of someday visiting.

When finally the day had come for Haakon to
graduate from high school—a russefejring—he was ready to
leave Røros behind, and like most nineteen-year-olds, he had no
intention of ever coming back, of ever settling down. All he wanted
to do was to travel and explore the world. But even Haakon knew no
one could travel without money, so he emptied his savings account
and bought a ticket to Oslo. He hoped to find work in the capital,
in order to save enough money to leave Norway once and for all.

As he boarded his train to Oslo the morning
of the eighteenth of May, 1983, Haakon had no idea when he would
see Røros again. Had you asked him then, he might just have said
“never.”

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 2: Oslo, Summer
1983

Oslo, formerly called Kristiania
by the Danish who ruled the land for hundreds of years before the
Swedes took over after Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo. The new
French king of Sweden, having allied himself with the winners of
the war against the French emperor, finally defeated him. Sweden
lost Finland to Russia and was compensated with Norway, at least
for a few decades, before Norway cast off the final shackles of
foreign rule, and put the second born Danish prince Christian on
their throne in 1905. This was after Oscar II, the Swedish and
Norwegian king, had refused his own second son to take up the
crown. The poor man was too upset to lose Norway to think straight.
Instead, Norway was once again to be ruled by a Dane, who, upon
being crowned, changed his name to Haakon, and ruled Norway until
his death in 1957 as Haakon VII.

Upon arriving in Oslo, our Haakon quickly
made his way to the unemployment agency where he was assessed and
advised to apply for a job in one of the supermarkets. The officer
at the unemployment agency looked Haakon over and muttered
something about military service and university, but Haakon was
largely uninterested in such things. He knew that he’d eventually
have to do his service, but he’d not yet received his draft papers.
He’d deal with that if and when he had to. He vaguely recalled the
enlistment he had been forced to endure in Røros, but he had mostly
forgotten about, or at least suppressed, that particular memory.
That was his way of dealing with adversity, with things he didn’t
want to deal with. It was so much easier to live life, if all that
was negative was simply ignored.

Haakon found a room with Mrs. Holberg, an
elderly lady who lived in a grand apartment just off Karl Johans
gate, Oslo’s main avenue. Mrs. Holberg was in her seventies,
but still very active, going out to see friends every day or
entertaining them at her place. Taking in young students was her
way of dealing with the passing of her husband and staying abreast
of what was going on in the minds of the young. She and Mr. Holberg
never had any children of their own, and she was rather fond of
youth, for they reminded her of that part of her own life, long
since past.

Haakon was able to move in the same day,
having successfully landed a job at a supermarket nearby, where he
would be stocking vegetables and fruit. The man at the unemployment
agency suggested that he seriously consider studying at the
university after his military service because it would greatly
increase his career opportunities, particularly given his good
grades from school. Haakon had only listened with one ear. He
didn’t want to do military service and he didn’t want to go to
university. All he wanted to do was leave Norway and travel. But
with no money, it seemed that for now, Mrs. Holberg’s apartment off
Karl Johan was about as exotic a destination as Haakon would see in
the foreseeable future.

And so, Haakon worked hard, saving as much
as he could. He dreamed of exotic destinations while he lay on his
bed, staring at the ceiling. Mrs. Holberg shared stories of her
travels to Europe, America or Asia with her husband. Haakon would
always listen attentively, and literally suck up every word she
spoke as she told of the ships she’d sailed from Gothenburg to New
York, and how magnificent Manhattan was with its Empire State and
Chrysler Buildings, the bustling activities of Grand Central, and
the magnificent concerts at Madison Square Garden.

Mrs. Holberg loved to tell stories, as much
as she loved to listen to them, but Haakon had little to tell her.
After his shifts at the store, she would share her adventures—her
time in London after the war as an au-pair, and meeting Edward and
Wallis, who were friends with her employers. That was also where
she met the late Mr. Holberg. At the time, he was working for the
Norwegian Embassy in London. She told of their subsequent life in
the diplomatic service for Norway, which took them all across
Europe and Africa to many places Haakon had never even heard of.
Mr. Holberg eventually advanced to ambassador, and his first
posting was to the United Nations in New York. They traveled there
on the magnificent Swedish American Line ship M/S Stockholm.
After New York, Mr. Holberg had been posted to Bonn, Luanda, Tokyo,
Delhi and Seoul, before finally being posted to Stockholm. Then he
suddenly passed away, just three years before his retirement.

Mrs. Holberg returned to Oslo, moved into
her grand apartment, and started to host young students, often
helping those in need from the countries where she and her husband
had lived during his diplomatic career. In the smallest way, she
felt she was continuing his work. Haakon was the first young man in
years that was Norwegian.

Meeting Mrs. Holberg was heaven for Haakon.
The old lady was full of knowledge and he looked forward to dinner
or breakfast—not so much for her cooking, but for the stories she’d
tell him.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 3: In the
Military, Fall 1983

Eventually, life and the Norwegian armed
forces caught up with him. Haakon obliged and did his time as a
naval recruit, stationed at Norway’s largest naval base,
Haakonsvern. Loosely translated, it means “Haakon’s
defense.” Haakon couldn’t help but chuckle at the name of the place
and how his name once again reminded him just how closely it was
tied to his country’s history. Yet, as much as he was honored to
have been named after a king that meant so much to Norway and its
people, he also felt constricted by it—a constant reminder of just
how much a child of this land he was. He was no James, no Ben, no
Charlie. He did not have a name that carried with it the promise of
internationality, the slightly worn history of the world. No, his
name was local, and even though he had only left Norway a few times
to cross into Sweden, he was well aware that across the border, his
name was spelled and pronounced differently. Once he ventured away
from Norway, he’d probably never hear it pronounced properly again.
The fact that the present crown prince also shared that same name
did little to assuage him.

Haakon did his time at Haakonsvern
outside Bergen. Once again, he was reunited with the breathtaking
landscape of Norway’s west coast, and with all military service on
a large NATO base came regular fleet visits, mainly by American
naval forces, but also British, Danish and other NATO countries
with large navel fleets. Over the course of his tour, he met people
from most coastal NATO countries. It was also during his time in
Haakonsvern that Haakon discovered men.

During his childhood and adolescence, he
barely ever looked at either boys or girls, and the topic of
homosexuality certainly wasn’t discussed around the table at
Olafsgaarden; nor was the sex education at the local high
school particularly enlightening in that matter. Everybody just
assumed that everyone else was straight and would eventually have
sex and fall in love with a member of the opposite sex. The
prospect of a gay classmate was about as conceivable as Norway
becoming part of Sweden again, or the sun setting in the east! Yet
they existed, of course. Both boys and girls, up there in Røros,
and just like Haakon, most of them would eventually board a plane
or train to Oslo to find their future.

Not having an interest in girls had never
bothered Haakon. It just never crossed his mind that there might be
anything else out there in the world, anything that might have
explained why he had always been inexplicably drawn to boys. He had
never really thought about that afternoon, when his best friend Ole
had visited him after school. They had done their homework as
always, and talked about girls, and also their teacher’s feeble
attempt at demonstrating the differences between the male and
female anatomy. Both boys became aroused by the topic, and then Ole
asked Haakon if he ever jerked off. Haakon, of course, had no idea
what that meant and was stunned when Ole offered to show him.
Afterwards, Haakon felt odd, as if he had been transformed somehow,
and a covenant had been formed between him and Ole. A secret
pact.

Yet the next day, Ole behaved as if
it had never happened, and within weeks, the boy who had
entered puberty several months before the rest of the boys of his
cohort, had found himself a steady girlfriend. He withdrew from his
previous circle of friends, including Haakon. That didn’t stop
Haakon from practicing, and improving his hand skills every day. Be
it in the shower in the morning or in bed at night. But for some
reason, he never really made the mental or emotional connection to
sex, love, or to the fact that somewhere in the back of his mind,
it was the mental image of holding Ole’s dick in his hand, the
faint trail of hair emerging from Ole’s crotch, up toward his belly
button, that had always been the imagery that pushed him over the
edge. To Haakon, it was just the memory of how it had to be done,
nothing more.

Then one evening at Haakonsvern,
after a particularly gruesome day on a frigate, scrubbing the decks
and the on-deck cannons in preparation for the impending fleet
visit by a British warship, Haakon found himself showering alone
when another man entered the shower area.

Sharing a shower with someone else was
nothing new to Haakon. After six months in the barracks, he was
more than used to it. However, this guy was different. He was
several inches shorter than Haakon and very pale. His complexion
was almost pure white against his dark, cropped hair. His legs were
covered in the same dark hair, and so was his chest, with a broad
trail leading all the way down to his dark pubes. Haakon couldn’t
help but stare. He couldn’t really say why, but it was impossible
not to stare at this guy who had occupied the opposite stall and
nodded a greeting before getting wet and lathering himself up with
soap.

Haakon’s cock started to grow, a sensation
he was most familiar with, but didn’t really care for at that very
moment. Before Haakon could do anything about it, the guy noticed
him standing there, staring, with a raging hard-on.

“Hey, need any help with that?” He smiled at
Haakon while starting to pay particular attention to his own
groin.

Haakon quickly turned away to face the wall,
but it was too late. The other man came over and put his hands
around Haakon’s waist. The resulting electric jolt running through
his body was intense. One hand wandered up toward Haakon’s chest
and nipples while the other traveled south, to his crotch, where he
went to work. Haakon didn’t move a muscle, his breathing becoming
heavier and heavier as he closed his eyes and felt the guy’s dick
between his ass cheeks, moving up and down, sliding easily because
of the soap. Haakon felt himself climaxing, shooting his load onto
the walls of the shower. His unknown friend came too, the frottage
against Haakon’s ass having pushed him over the edge. The man
turned around and returned to his shower, simply saying, “You’re
welcome.”

Haakon washed off without turning around and
hurried away from the showers, never once looking back or even
acknowledging the other guy. Yet he couldn’t sleep that night. It
had been so different from Ole. This experience was so much hotter,
so much more pleasant. Even the sensation that other guy’s dick
moving up and down between his ass cheeks was pleasurable. Haakon
was hard again just thinking about it, but there was something that
really bothered him, and that was the fact that he felt attracted
to that man’s body, the hair on it, his dick. Wouldn’t that make
him gay if he was attracted to guys? He’d never reacted to a girl
like that, not in school, nor later in Oslo. Maybe it was Ole who
turned him gay, but then again, Ole clearly wasn’t, given that he
screwed around with half the girls in their class.

It turned out to be a long and sleepless
night for Haakon, but sleep finally did catch up with him just a
couple of hours before the wake-up call came for another day of
scrubbing decks and getting ready for the British. Haakon felt
different that day. It wasn’t just the exhaustion from not having
slept enough. No, there was this sensation of excitement, of
wanting, needing to see the guy again. To touch him the way
he had been touched the night before. Haakon felt exhilarated and
horny, plus something else—an emotion, quite potent, that he didn’t
quite know how to describe, but it definitely had an effect on his
stomach, making him feel all fluttery.

He scanned every person who walked by,
hoping he might see that guy again, and secretly cursing himself
for not having at least asked his name, or the name of his dorms or
his platoon. Haakon didn’t even know if he served on the base or if
he was just visiting. He could’ve been an officer or recruit, it
was hard to tell the difference when he was naked, and he’d been so
mesmerized by the guy’s body that he had not really taken much
notice of his face. After that, when it happened, he was
facing the wall. He had been good-looking—that much Haakon
remembered, but he couldn’t say if he was twenty years old, or
twenty-five, or even thirty. He just couldn’t remember the face in
enough detail.

Several months later, Haakon had all but
given up hope of ever seeing the guy again. The fleet visit from
the British had been a success, and Haakon had seen many more guys
in the showers. Sharing it with the British, he discovered just how
alike, yet different, people from other countries were. Many of the
English lads, as they referred to themselves, were very similar to
Haakon—many with a very pale complexion and fiery-orange hair.
Others were dark, just like his mystery lover. Haakon looked at men
differently now, and was slowly getting used to the notion that he
was indeed gay. That it was men who attracted him, not women,
despite there being many women on the base for him to look at. But
none of them had any physical effect on him whatsoever.

Haakon was nearing the end of his military
service with one more fleet visit by the Americans to endure before
he’d be allowed to go back to his civilian life. He went to the
shower the night before the first of the American ships was to
arrive in Bergen. He’d spent the day cleaning the guest quarters
for the American officers, and left the deck scrubbing of the
docked Royal Norwegian ships to the newer recruits. Tired and
feeling filthy, Haakon was enjoying his hot shower. Oddly, he was
alone again, which only happened every couple of weeks or so, but
he appreciated the solitude because it reminded him of his chance
encounter all those months ago.

The thought of that encounter soon had the
desired effect, and he started to play with himself, becoming less
and less aware of his surroundings. Then all of a sudden, he heard
a voice from the door.

“Here, let me help…”

Haakon slipped and all but dropped to the
floor, but the shock on his face conveyed more pain than what he
would’ve felt had he actually ended up on his ass. Seeing Haakon’s
discomfort, the guy approached.

“We never properly introduced ourselves. I’m
Svein, I work for High Command in Oslo, coordinating fleet visits.
I’m here for the Americans…and you!” He smiled and gave the stunned
Haakon a quick peck before kneeling down in front of him to take
matters into his mouth.

There was nothing Haakon could’ve said or
done to stop what was happening. Before his reeling thoughts had
slowed down enough to focus on the pleasure emanating from Svein’s
ministrations, his body—which had long ago decided to just go with
the flow—erupted in an orgasm that had his knees buckling. He held
onto Svein’s shoulders to stabilize himself and caught his
breath.

“That was quick!” Svein laughed as he spit
some of Haakon’s come on the floor.

Haakon blushed, fighting to compose himself.
“I’m sorry. It’s just that ever since we met here, I’ve been
dreaming about seeing you again, and when you suddenly showed up, I
guess I was overwhelmed. Can I make it up to you somehow?”

“Sure, you could return the favor.” Svein
chuckled and looked down at his own erection. He stood up to give
Haakon better access. Haakon was about to go down on his knees when
they heard noises coming from the changing room outside the
showers.

“Follow me!” Haakon said, leading Svein from
the showers. “I know a place where we can be alone.”

After dressing, the two young men left the
shower area and Haakon led Svein, whom he discovered to be a
lieutenant, to a shed near the edge of the base. He’d discovered
that shed months ago and retreated to it every now and then to be
alone. It was unlocked and empty, apparently not used for anything.
Haakon’s heart was pounding rapidly as he led the way. Svein
followed, but they didn’t talk or even look at each other. Haakon
instinctively knew he was doing something that most others would
have frowned upon, not to mention the fact that he was about to do
it with an officer from headquarters.

Inside the shed, Svein took charge of the
situation and put his arms around Haakon, leaning into him for a
kiss. Haakon was stunned, never having been kissed before, but
quickly warmed to the sensation of a set of warm lips on his.
Instinctively parting his own, he allowed his tongue to find the
tip of Svein’s. Their first kiss was clumsy and Haakon felt stupid
as he had no idea what he was doing. Sticking his tongue into
someone else’s mouth seemed weird, and he didn’t really know what
to do with Svein’s tongue either.

Svein seemed to notice and withdrew from the
kiss, taking Haakon’s head in his hands and smiling. “You’ve never
done this before, have you?” Haakon shook his head, blushing
slightly. “Here, let me show you. It’s not that difficult. Just let
yourself enjoy the sensation, do what feels good to you.” Svein
planted his lips on Haakon’s again, just a quick kiss, then
another, and another, and as Haakon gradually relaxed, mimicking
Svein, he parted his lips again, giving Svein access to his mouth.
They started kissing, gently at first, then as Haakon got the hang
of it, more and more passionately. Haakon started to fumble with
Svein’s uniform, trying to open up the fly and button of Svein’s
pants to return the favor. But Svein suddenly stopped him and
withdrew. “Not here. Not like this.” Haakon was confused. Just
minutes ago, Svein wanted him to, and now he refused. Did he do
something wrong? Svein delivered the answer, sensing Haakon’s
confusion. “Let’s just enjoy kissing for a while. I’d like to get
to know you. There’s plenty of time. The Americans won’t be here
until tomorrow anyway, and I’m here all week. Okay?” He kissed
Haakon in between each sentence, as if to reinforce his
interest.

They stayed in the shed for another twenty
minutes before Svein remembered he had a meeting to attend. They
agreed to meet up again, right there in the shed, after dinner,
provided they could both get away. After all, this was the military
and you never knew what kind of surprise drills the senior officers
might come up with. Svein left, but not without giving Haakon his
card, which included his full name, the designation of his unit,
his address in Oslo and his phone number. “Just in case,” Svein
said before ducking out of the shed and leaving Haakon alone with
his thoughts.

The rest of the day couldn’t have passed
slower for Haakon, who pined to see Svein again. His disappointment
was huge when Svein didn’t show up for their meeting at the
designated time and place. Haakon waited for at least forty-five
minutes before giving up and returning to his barracks. The next
day and for the entire week, he looked for Svein but couldn’t find
him anywhere. Knowing what Svein did at Haakonsvern made it easier
for Haakon to get information. Haakon clandestinely tried to find
out more about Svein’s job and what he did in Bergen. He eventually
learned that the same day they had finally seen each other again,
there had been an emergency, and Svein and the admiral he worked
for had returned to Oslo. No wonder he didn’t make it to their
reunion.

Haakon was devastated. His heart ached and
he missed Svein. It was a rather odd sensation for him. One he
couldn’t quite put into words, as he’d never felt like that before,
certainly not about Ole. Their jerk-off session had been the play
of boys, of children. What Svein had done with him was different,
and the emotions he’d started in Haakon’s heart were of a different
kind. He put his index finger on his lips, tracing the sensation of
Svein’s lips on his, trying to remember the taste of Svein, the
scent of Svein in his nostrils. Haakon had his eyes closed,
reliving the scene in the shed. That first intimate kiss. It was
all he had left of Svein.

Two weeks after the Americans left Bergen,
Haakon got his discharge papers and left the military service. He
boarded a train from Bergen back to Oslo, where Svein would be
waiting for him.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 4: Oslo, Summer
1984

Back in Oslo, Haakon had only one thing in
mind: to find Svein. Mrs. Holberg had kept his room empty so Haakon
could come back to her. He had not given her any guarantees that he
would return to Oslo, but she had never met a young man who had
shown such interest in her stories, and rather than taking in
another new student, she waited. So when Haakon returned from
Bergen, his room was ready for him.

Yet their reunion was a bit awkward, because
Haakon seemed preoccupied. He listened politely to Mrs. Holberg’s
stories of all that she had been up to while he was gone. He
answered her questions about his service and the fleet visits he’d
experienced. Mrs. Holberg was deeply touched when Haakon talked of
the British and American visits, given her past connections to
those nations.

After dinner, Haakon excused himself and
went to his room, armed with the official phone directory for Oslo.
He needed to find Svein. There was only one problem. He found at
least a dozen Svein Fosses in Oslo. Some he felt he could rule out
right away, as their wives’ names stood next to theirs, but there
were still five remaining, any of which could be his Svein Fosse,
but he didn’t dare start calling around. It would’ve been too
embarrassing. Instead, he decided to go to Naval headquarters in
the morning, and see if he could find Svein there. He also needed
to visit his manager at the local store to see if he could get his
old job back.

Not having anything else to do, and not
being in the mood for more stories from Mrs. Holberg, Haakon
decided to get a good night’s sleep, enjoying his first night alone
in a room for a long time.

The next morning, Haakon barely had the
patience to wait for Mrs. Holberg to fix him breakfast. He was too
anxious to get out there and find Svein. Naturally, he didn’t tell
her about that, not knowing how she’d react to hosting a gay man in
her apartment. Instinctively he knew to keep this little secret
close to his heart. He devoured his sandwich, drank his coffee and
hurried out, eager to get his search underway. On the way to
headquarters, he quickly dropped in at his old place of work and
managed to secure a part-time position. It wasn’t what he’d hoped
for, but at least he’d be making some money. His old boss, Sverre
Bødvarsson, strongly encouraged him to enroll at the university,
telling him he really should get a degree, and not just waste his
time as a shopping clerk.

“Look at me,” Sverre said, laughing heartily
and pointing at his own large frame. “This is not how you want to
end up. Go, boy, make something of yourself, and use this position
to help keep you afloat while you study. If you do that, you have a
job. If not, I won’t be able to help you.”

Haakon was confused as to why everyone kept
pushing him to study. He didn’t want to study. He wanted to save
money and travel. He left the store and took the street car to the
Norwegian defense ministry, where he knew Svein was stationed. He
walked through the front door of the ministry building and
approached the information desk then asked to see Mr. Svein
Fosse.

The lady behind the desk picked up her
internal phone directory and made the call. “Mr. Fosse? There is
visitor here for you. A mister…” She glanced over the rim of her
glasses at Haakon.

“Olafsen, Haakon Olafsen.”

“He says his name is Olafsen, Haakon
Olafsen.” Haakon could see that she was listening to the response
from Svein, nodding and humming a yes every now and then into the
receiver. She hung up and looked at Haakon. “If you’ll have a seat,
Mr. Fosse will be down in ten minutes. He’s wrapping up a meeting
upstairs.” Pointing Haakon to a seating area on the other side of
the lobby, she dismissed him and focused her attention once again
on her switchboard. “Welcome to the Royal Norwegian Defense
Ministry. How may I direct your call?”

Haakon moved over to the waiting area and
sat down. He was nervous, and the grim, dark atmosphere in the old
building didn’t make him feel any better. He had an odd feeling
that if he lingered there for much longer, he’d be drafted right
back to scrub more ships in Bergen, and then he’d never get out of
the country.

On the table before him lay a few newspapers
and old magazines. He picked up Verdens Gang, Norway’s
largest daily newspaper, and started to flip through it. He felt he
had to keep busy or else people would notice just how out of place
he was in this building. He noticed an ad from the University of
Oslo, reminding students of the final application date for the next
semester. Seems fate has it in for me, Haakon thought, but
made a mental note to check out the course catalog nonetheless.
Maybe Mrs. Holberg, his boss, his parents and everyone else were
right after all. Maybe an education might not be such a bad thing,
if only he knew what to study, what to focus on. Just as his mind
started to drift away to potential areas of study, he heard someone
approach him, quietly clearing his throat to catch Haakon’s
attention.

“Haakon? What on earth are you doing here?”
Svein smiled, but there was something on his face that indicated he
wasn’t entirely thrilled to see him.

“Yeah, I got back into town last night. I
wanted to see you. You’ve been on my mind ever since…You know…”
Haakon trailed off, unable to put into words what had happened
between him and Svein.

“I see. Listen, I’m kind of busy here. I
just had a meeting with the Turkish and I’ve got to head down to
the American Embassy in a couple of minutes.”

Haakon’s heart seemed to stop beating, but
he somehow managed to form a coherent sentence. “What about
tonight? After work? Can we meet then? Maybe go for a beer?”

Svein seemed unsure how to react, and it
dawned on Haakon that maybe Svein didn’t feel the same way about
what had happened in Bergen.

“Listen, I don’t think that would be a very
good idea. I’m quite busy with work. We have a NATO summit coming
up next week, and my boss keeps me busy almost twenty-four-seven.
You know I can’t say what’s going on, but things in Europe aren’t
going very well right now…” Svein didn’t finish the sentence, but
Haakon felt that Svein wasn’t entirely truthful, and tried
again.

“Please, just a beer. I missed you. I’ve
never felt quite like this about another person before,” he
finished, almost pleadingly. It had an effect on Svein, although
not the one Haakon had hoped for.

“Haakon, please. We only had fun a couple of
times, and we made out. I’m not interested in a relationship, and
I’m certainly not in love with you. I apologize if you felt that I
wanted more, but for me it was just fun, fooling around. Listen,
I’ve got to get going. Good luck with your life, okay?”

With that, Svein turned around. Briefcase in
hand, he walked out of the ministry building, leaving Haakon
behind, heartbroken.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 5: London, Fall
1985

As the plane touched down at Heathrow
Airport, Haakon’s heart felt like it was beating faster than ever
before. Was that even possible? He had been super nervous
ever since he’d gotten up that morning to make his way to the
airport, for his first ever real trip abroad. The trips to Sweden
with his mom didn’t count. They didn’t even have a border control.
Sure, this was only a short weekend trip with his university
classmates to celebrate, but still, to Haakon it was a dream come
true.

He had enrolled at Oslo University the
previous fall, to study English and Literature, figuring that he
could use better English skills if he ever got to pursue his travel
dreams, and now he had touched down on foreign soil, for the very
first time. It was an odd sensation, to feel his heartbeat all the
way up in his throat, while at the same time trying to keep his
stomach where it belonged, as the plane came to a rather sudden
stop before turning right toward the terminal.

Never having flown before, Haakon was
excited and had nagged his friends for a window seat, even though
he’d been assigned a middle seat. Seeing that he had never left
Norway before, Linn, the girl with the window seat, relented, and
let him sit by the window, where he stared out at the clouds and
the open sea, marveling at the ships and oil-drilling platforms he
saw, as the SAS plane crossed the North Sea towards London.

The first months at university had been
painful and dull for Haakon. It was not the studies per se that
bothered him. Academically, he did quite well, without really
having to apply himself. But his heart had been broken by Svein,
and Haakon had lost the will to live, or at least that’s how it
felt. To make matters worse, he wasn’t really aware that he had
been falling in love with the man, as he had never before felt
anything similar. And no one had ever talked to him about falling
in love; loving; losing.

He still wanted to travel, to discover the
world, but somewhere deep in his mind, those plans had started to
involuntarily and quite unexpectedly include Svein. When he
remembered Mrs. Holberg’s stories of the trips she took with her
husband, Haakon imagined it was he and Svein on the M/S Stockholm,
dining at the captain’s table, or standing at the top of the Empire
State building, looking over Manhattan. It was he and Svein in a
rickshaw in Bombay, riding along the shore of the Indian Ocean, or
sitting in the back of a tuk-tuk in Bangkok, or…

Haakon’s imagination had a tendency to take
him for the wildest rides, across Kenyan planes with elephants,
giraffes and lions, across the steppes of the western USA, with
bison and wild horses, or across the outback of Australia, where
kangaroos and wallabies would cross the streets he traveled with
Svein. In his imagination, Haakon had already traveled the world
many times over. Yet in the days and weeks after the meeting in the
shed, Svein became more or less a permanent fixture in those
dreams, holding hands with Haakon, leaning in on him, holding an
arm around him, kissing him, sitting next to him.

After the final encounter at the ministry,
Haakon stopped fantasizing for a while. Because whenever he let his
mind drift, Svein would still be there, at his side, and every
time, as Haakon realized the impossibility of that image, he
exorcised it from his mind, making it literally impossible to think
of any foreign destination anymore. Eventually he stopped thinking
about them altogether, focusing instead on his work at the
supermarket, still trying to save money, although it now all seemed
pointless, and he could do little more than simply move his body to
the university, to sit through lectures, seminars and language
lessons.

When a couple of his friends at the
university suggested they take a long weekend to fly to London,
something reawakened in Haakon, and for the first time in months,
he let his imagination fly away, dreaming about all the famous
places that the English capital had to offer. Haakon could barely
contain his excitement: London. The name had such a ring to it; of
all the cities in Europe, this one certainly was something special.
Sure, Rome was older, and Paris certainly had a more romantic sense
to its name, but London was a six-letter promise of exotic foods,
foreign cultures, a melting pot of people and cultures from all
over the world, all wrapped around some of the most famous sights
Haakon had ever heard of, from Buckingham Palace, to the Tower, to
St. Paul’s.

London. He could almost smell the exoticness
of the place.

But before they could embark on their subway
journey into the city, they had to go through immigration. The
minute Haakon stepped off the plane and walked into the terminal
building, he smelled it for real: London. There was this odd scent
of mold, a bit stuffy and old—no wonder in a culture so old and
worldly, he thought, or maybe it was just the smell of carpets
not being cleaned for far too long? He couldn’t tell, but the scent
of Heathrow certainly wasn’t something he cherished. But at least
there was a smell, not like the airport at Fornebu in Oslo, where
the cold air killed any smells before they could spread.

Haakon marveled at the sights of people from
all over the world gathering at the terminal, and as he walked
toward immigration, he saw the planes standing outside on the
tarmac, heralds of other countries, huge jumbo jets from India,
Pakistan, South Africa, the United States and even Australia,
carrying their passengers across the world back to London, the
mothership of so many modern Western cultures.

It was hard not to become overwhelmed as he
walked into the main immigration hall, where literally thousands of
people stood in never-ending lines, waiting to have their passports
checked, their faces studied, and to have the immigration officer
ask their standard questions about the reason for their visit to
the United Kingdom, how long they’d stay, and so on. Haakon and his
friends had to wait a good thirty minutes before they had passed
immigration and were able to make their way downstairs to the
arrivals hall and the luggage carousels. Their bags had already
arrived and were leisurely riding on the conveyor belt, round and
round, waiting for their owners to come and pick them up.

Having no trouble getting through customs,
the youths left the terminal to walk to the subway station or
“tube” or “underground,” as the English prefer to call it—quite an
accurate description of the countless miles of tunnels running
underneath the city of London, in circles, crisscrossing it to
connect the outer boroughs with the City and Westminster. The
students had booked a room in a simple no-star hotel in Soho. They
didn’t care—most of them didn’t even know that there was such a
thing as stars to indicate the quality of the establishment to the
esteemed traveler. All Haakon and his friends cared about was a bed
and a shower for the duration of their stay. They weren’t planning
on making much use of those beds anyway, although one or two of
them had high hopes of getting laid during the trip.

As for Haakon, he had no such plans. His
heart was still aching for Svein, and he was far from ready to
engage in anything. Besides, he still didn’t know what gay men did
in bed; he’d never done anything beyond a hand job with Ole, and
getting a blow job from Svein. Was there more? He never dared to
ask anyone, as most of his friends weren’t particularly friendly
towards gays; the guys’ banter was quite hurtful and Haakon knew
better than to out himself in that environment. Besides, what did
he really know? He might still meet the right girl, settle down and
start a family. There was still hope. But first he wanted to
travel; that hadn’t changed.

Travel. London. Yes, he was finally abroad.
He marveled at the sight as they emerged from the underground and
made their way toward their little hotel. They got off at
Piccadilly Circus—another one of those amazing places with such an
exotic and famous ring to it. Haakon noticed all the tourists,
heard all the languages spoken around him. Japanese couples were
taking photos, Spanish youths jumped up and down the street in
excitement, and a German family listened intently as the father
explained something to his kids. Haakon had no idea what he was
saying, but it seemed important because the kids were completely
mesmerized by the tale.

They found their hotel in a small side
street off Shaftesbury Avenue, a nondescript building, looking
quite run down. Yet it did nothing to dampen the spirits of the
five friends as they entered the hotel to check in. They were
greeted by an elderly man who spoke English with a very strong
accent, although Haakon couldn’t really say where he was from, and
the name of the hotel—Hotel Athina—did not help much. He just
couldn’t put two and two together quite yet, even though the
plaster statues of Greek gods and goddesses that stood in the lobby
were another clue to the origin of the man’s accent. They got the
keys to their rooms after paying up front, and paired up. Haakon
was bunking with Magne, the only other guy in the group, while
Linn, Pethrin and Mette shared the larger room.

The room was tiny, and the bed immediately
made Magne chuckle, claiming the side closest to the toilet and
jokingly threatening Haakon, “You better stay on your side of the
bed or I’ll be forced to hit you in the face!”

Haakon didn’t really mind which side he
slept on, but was concerned that the narrow, queen size bed might
make things awkward for him. He looked inside the tiny bathroom,
only to find a toilet and a sink. No shower.

“They’re outside in the corridor, I think.
Communal. This is a cheap place, Haakon. Don’t expect too much,”
Magne explained laughingly as Haakon came out from the bathroom
wondering about the shower. They went out into the corridor to
search for it and found one bathroom for all four rooms on the
floor. No shower, just a bathtub. “Fun!” Magne exclaimed. “I
haven’t taken a bath in years…”

Back in the room, the two boys lay down to
rest for a while. Looking up at the ceiling, they noticed how the
wallpaper was peeling off the wall in more than one place. Haakon
also noticed mold that crept out from a couple of spots underneath
the radiator, and the draft coming from the window. He got up and
looked out onto the small street below. It was bustling with life
as people poured in and out of the many shops, cafés and
restaurants on the ground floor. Haakon traced the frame of the
window and noticed just how beautiful the glass was. It must have
been very old. It was not completely flat, but slightly uneven,
almost as if it had frozen after the slightest breeze somehow left
a wavy pattern on it. Haakon marveled at how different it was from
the windows back home. His parents had double-glazed windows that
one could open to clean. They were industrially made and completely
flat. He couldn’t help but touch the surface of the glass, looking
through it and smiling at how the view was just slightly distorted
by the shape of it. He felt like a character from a fairy tale, and
Soho looked like a fairy tale village, just like the ones his
mother had always told him about when he was a boy. Yet while Soho
appeared to be a village, it was still very much a part of the
hustle and bustle of big city life. Not just any city either, but
London—a focal point of world history for many centuries.

Haakon didn’t want to spend another minute
inside the hotel, and urged Magne to get up and go out with him.
They picked up the girls on their way and started to explore the
city. They went to Leicester Square and the theaters then they
walked to the river, marveling at the sight of the huge Thames. It
was at a low tide as they strolled along the bank of the river all
the way to the famous Tower, site of many beheadings and royal
tragedies throughout the colorful English history.

There were so many tourists that the ragtag
band of Haakon and his friends decided not to enter the site, but
instead crossed Tower Bridge to the other side then walked back
toward London Bridge. From there, they took the subway back to
their hotel.
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