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Prologue



It was a perfectly ordinary afternoon. But perhaps not entirely so . . .


Martha Andersson turned into Nybrogatan and inhaled deeply. Here, at the Stockholm Auktionsverk, they would be auctioning jewellery to a value of seventy million kronor, a sum of money that ought to be enough for many poor pensioners. She looked around. The wind was cold, and she shivered. Elderly well-dressed ladies with little dogs on a lead and men wearing hats walked past, while youths with earbuds and mobile phones rushed by and looked as if they were being chased. She checked her wig and nodded discreetly to her friends. It was now time to strike.


Nobody noticed the five pensioners who approached the auction house in a slow and dignified manner. Three elderly ladies in fashionable furs, and two gentlemen of similarly mature years wearing elegant camel-hair overcoats, went up to the windows and looked in. Some workmen were busy drilling, while stressed auction-house employees were running between opened cartons and the exhibition halls. The staff were occupied with setting up objects and hanging paintings to be ready for the imminent classic auction, and they were totally engrossed in their work.


The last-minute rush before a viewing was the same as it always was, and Martha was ready. She had a hat with a hatpin and was disguised, as were her friends. Brains was almost unrecognizable and his big overcoat had wide pockets. Inside them were a bag of gypsum, two plastic bags and a Thermos flask filled with water. He was walking with a slight limp, since unfortunately he had one leg in plaster right up to his hip – with an extra-large space at the top. Because how else could he hide his battery-driven drill? Martha, for her part, had her plastered arm in a sling. The members of the League of Pensioners quickly glanced through the windows and crossed over to the other side of the street. From here they had a clear view of the outer door. Now all they had to do was wait.


The gang kept a discreet watch on the entrance, and it wasn’t long before one of the auction-house company vans drove up, parked outside the premises and the driver got out. When he opened the back doors and lifted out two boxes, Martha gave the signal. This was what they had been waiting for.


‘OK, time to get going!’ she told them, whereupon Brains pulled out the bag of gypsum, uncrewed the top of the Thermos and emptied the white powder into the water. He shook the flask and poured out the porridge-like plaster mix into the two plastic bags. Martha took one of them and put it inside her arm sling, while he put the other one in the wide space beside his hip. The countdown had begun. Now they only had five to ten minutes before the plaster set. Martha glanced up at the auction-house door and couldn’t help smiling. Just as they had expected, the driver had left the door open so that he could carry in the boxes. When he turned his back, the gang hurried across the street. Martha and Brains crept into the auction house, while the others stayed out on the pavement to keep watch.


As soon as Martha and Brains had got inside, they went directly to the jewellery department where the display cabinet with the Russian earrings was situated. The building workers were drilling holes for the electric wiring in the adjacent room, and the spotlight above the display cabinet hadn’t yet been installed – but that didn’t matter. The famous blue-and-pink diamond earrings were already lying on their black velvet cloth ready for the weekend viewing. Martha gave Brains a nudge in his side.


‘Now!’


‘Yeah, damn it, one drill more or less . . .’ muttered Brains, and drew his power drill from his hip as fast as if it had been a pistol. And while the building workers were busy with their drilling, he used a hole-saw attachment to make an opening in the side of the cabinet, with Martha acting as cover as best she could. Then, when he had got through the wall, he pried out the plug and made room for Martha.


With the speed of a weasel, she stuck her fingers into the hole, got hold of the earrings and carefully slipped them out, after which she let them drop into her plastered arm in which lay the plastic bag with the ready-mixed plaster. With her sharp hatpin, she punctured the bag and let the white mixture ooze over the jewels until these were no longer visible. Meanwhile, Brains put the plug back in the hole in the cabinet, rubbed some dark-brown pigment powder around the edges and put his drill back in its place by his hip. Then he punctured his own plastic bag and the loose, ready-mixed plaster slowly spread over his power drill until it was completely covered. Brains and Martha looked at one another. A few more minutes and the plaster would have set. Then nobody should be able to find anything.


‘Stop there! You’re not allowed in here!’ a stern voice behind them suddenly proclaimed, and Martha twisted round. An employee in a white coat was waving her arms in irritation.


‘Oh, goodness me,’ said Martha, giving the woman her most ingratiating smile while fishing out the auction house’s autumn programme from her pocket. She read aloud: ‘ “Classic auction opens on Saturday the third of December . . .” That’s right, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, but today is Friday, so if you would be so kind as to –’ The woman lifted her hand to direct them towards the exit.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry! Tut, tut, I’m always getting the day wrong! It isn’t always so easy to see that it’s closed when you can walk straight in. But no problem, we’ll come back tomorrow,’ said Martha courteously, linking arms with Brains and walking towards the door. But just as they were about to step out onto the pavement, police sirens could be heard and a police car came to a sudden halt right in front of them. Two police officers with protective helmets and batons jumped out.


‘Bloody hell, they must have had a silent alarm . . .’ Brains muttered, as he felt a snare being pulled around his neck. Martha saw how scared he had become, and squeezed his hand.


‘Prevention is better than a cure, we’ll manage this,’ she said, and walked up to the uniformed police with a smile on her face.


‘We just came out of the exhibition halls, so perhaps you’d like to search me and my bag before I move on?’ said Martha, waving her arm in its sling and opening the front of her mink coat to show her belt bag. At the same time, Brains held his hands up over his head as if he had been threatened with a gun. But the police officer just waved them away.


‘Get out of the way! We must get in. The alarm has gone off!’


In the Kungsholmen residential district in the centre of Stockholm, spirits were high in the five-room flat where the League of Pensioners lived. There was plenty of jolly giggling while Martha and Brains relieved themselves of the plaster casts. But before they did that, everybody had to sign their name in different colours on the white surface and they also added happy emojis, hearts and other fun things. And while Rake, the gang’s oldest member at eighty-two years old, busied himself chipping away with his hammer and chisel, applauded by the gang after each blow, they simultaneously sang, ‘Happy Birthday to us . . .’ in harmony. Then they switched to ‘You broke my heart’ – but they changed ‘heart’ to ‘cast’. So, while they sang ‘You broke my cast’ and clapped their hands, Rake chipped away until the diamonds fell onto the floor. Then the singing stopped abruptly and they all bent down to inspect the booty.


‘Woooow,’ could be heard from the hardened criminals because they had never before seen anything so beautiful. The diamonds glistened and glowed in the light from the lamp, and when they held up the riches, cascades of light like fireworks danced on the cut facets.


‘To think that these earrings have ended up in Sweden. In New York they would have sold for at least eighty or ninety million kronor,’ said Anna-Greta, their bank man and the one who always counted money. ‘It would be best if we sell them there.’


‘Yes, for sure, but first we must hide them,’ Martha – the hearty leader of The League of Pensioners – said as she stroked the rare stones with her forefinger. ‘Or what do you think, Christina?’


Christina, approaching eighty, was the great humanist as well as being artistically gifted. Besides her literary knowledge, her watercolours were of the highest standard. She could paint in oils too, and now and then had tried her hand at making sculptures. While the others waited, she went into the wardrobe and fetched her latest work of art, David and Venus, a piece of sculpture that depicted the two figures standing holding hands on a pedestal. David was a table copy of Michelangelo’s well-known statue in Florence, and Venus a reproduction of the plump, world-famous 25,000-year-old Venus sculpture from Willendorf in Austria.


‘Here’s our hiding place,’ she said, greatly satisfied with herself. ‘But where shall we insert the earrings?’


‘We can hide them in David’s hair,’ Anna-Greta suggested. ‘No – what about – yes, I know,’ she corrected herself and looked sly. ‘Why not insert the millions in that hair a bit further down. Surely nobody looks there.’


‘Anna-Greta, you should be ashamed of yourself!’ protested Christina, who was brought up in Jönköping in the Swedish bible belt and now looked absolutely horrified.


‘But couldn’t we drill through the plinth from below, put the earrings there and then fill the hole with plaster?’ Martha proposed.


‘Far too simple. Venus is a goddess of fertility, isn’t she? Well, then, let me fix this,’ said Rake. And since he had had such a minor role in the actual theft, Martha thought it best that he got to decide. Pleased as punch, he now borrowed Brains’s power drill and drilled two holes in Christina’s sculpture, mixed some new plaster and inserted the earrings where he thought they fitted best. One in each breast. With this, not only was Christina’s Venus a plump goddess of fertility, but she also had a precious bosom.


When Rake had finished the plastering, they all toasted with champagne, and Christina composed some poetry about precious bosoms and bosom friends. Then they all realized that they had become far too silly and that it was time for bed. With that, the League of Pensioners’ coup was complete and the booty hidden. Now all they had to do was keep out of the way of the police.
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It was snowing and drifts were building up on the road in front of them. Damnation, they simply mustn’t end up in the ditch now. Why hadn’t the road been ploughed? You could hardly make any headway. Martha changed to a lower gear and peered through the windscreen. Abandoned farmhouses, dilapidated barns and endless forest. They ought to get there soon. The property that they had just purchased was supposed to be close to the main road going through the little village, a two-storey timber building with transomed and mullioned windows, a veranda, a workshop and three outhouses in the yard. It was the sort of graceful building that nowadays you only found out in the countryside. And what was best of all: it had once been a local bank branch and that gave familiar vibes for a gang of bank-robber pensioners. Martha had already decided on a name for the house: The Vault.


The house and all the outhouses and the large plot of land had been purchased by the League of Pensioners for a sum that wouldn’t even have bought a tiny one-room flat in the centre of Stockholm. But nowhere else would you find such beauty and such calm as in this sort of Swedish rural district. People must be crazy nowadays. Why were they all moving into the big cities?


‘Are we really safe here? What if the police find us?’ Christina’s piteous voice could be heard from the back seat. She was the member of the gang who worried most, and since she had once dreamed of becoming a librarian, she read lots of books – unfortunately, far too many of them were crime novels. And they made her so dreadfully frightened. She wiped the mist from the window and looked out. Forest and more forest. What was she doing out here among all the trees? Was it just because they had to keep out of the way of the police? She, who wanted to buy beautiful clothes, put on make-up and feel attractive. What was the point of looking your best for an old gnarled pine tree?


‘Out here in the sticks there aren’t any cops at all, Christina dear. The only ones who pretend to be here are those police we see on TV,’ Rake, Christina’s partner, consoled her. ‘And don’t worry. It is unlikely that there will be more police in the next few years.’


‘Exactly, everything’s all right!’ Martha agreed.


‘But the police are after us. If only you hadn’t said they were welcome to search you. Why did you do that?’ Anna-Greta wondered.


‘Somebody who voluntarily helps the police isn’t a criminal, is what I thought. And the police fell for it,’ Martha mumbled with her hands firmly gripping the steering wheel.


‘But they saw the belt bag!’


‘Pah, there must be lots of fashion-conscious elderly ladies in Östermalm who go around with those nowadays. It is modern again.’


‘But the belt bag was included in the description issued by the police, and now we’ve ended up here.’


Anna-Greta grunted her dissatisfaction, upset because the gang had been forced to move house yet again. It had been so nice where they lived in Stockholm, and what were they going to do now out in the countryside? But some pensioners and an elderly lady with a belt bag had been seen in the vicinity of the auction house, and the police were looking for them. They had had no choice but to move out of the city.


‘We’ll keep a low profile for a while. Everything will sort itself out,’ Martha reassured them. ‘By the way, how’s it going with the sculpture, Christina?’


‘David and Venus are doing fine. I think it is one of my best pieces.’


‘Yes, but I was thinking about the earrings . . .’


‘I reckon they’re hanging nicely where they are,’ said Rake.


And then they all giggled and it was calm in the minibus again.


Martha and her friends were thus obliged to hide away for a while, because they didn’t have time to sit behind bars. When society no longer provided adequate health care, schools and decent social services, the gang had to finance this themselves, by stealing and giving money to the poor. And nowadays, too, there were lots of people who had worked all their lives but couldn’t survive on their pension; in such a situation the League of Pensioners couldn’t sit back and relax. So, in recent years, Martha and her gang had been carrying out robberies as a sort of older – but slightly less mobile – variant of Robin Hood and they had done their best to hand out the booty to people in need. But now they needed to get hold of more money and it was irritating to be forced into passivity. Besides, all of them ought to have something sensible to occupy themselves with so as not to age prematurely.


Martha had thought about this. Perhaps they could do good works in different ways? She had noticed the abandoned farmhouses and several deserted villages. Surely one could do something about that? But while driving up to the village of Hemmavid she had had a new idea – even though she hadn’t yet dared to tell the others about it . . .


‘We’ve arrived!’ she exclaimed with relief when finally she caught sight of the Hemmavid sign. The snow had eased up a bit, and they had been able to see where they were going. She looked at her watch: it was almost five in the afternoon. That was perfect, they’d have time to fill the minibus with petrol and buy some food. Then they could enjoy their first meal in their new home. To be on the safe side, they had bought the property furnished. At their age you didn’t have the energy to run around and buy bargains at IKEA, let alone assemble the bits of furniture with those tiny hex keys and fiddly screws. No, Martha and her friends had come to an agreement with the former owner to take over the property, and all its contents, in its existing condition.


‘There’s the petrol station!’ Brains, Martha’s fellow villain at the auction house, pointed at some petrol pumps a bit further on.


‘That’s perfect,’ proclaimed Christina, who had learned a lot from all the crime fiction she had read. ‘If you’re a crook, you must always have a full tank of fuel in your car.’


‘Talking about a full tank, I’m running out of fuel myself so I think we ought to eat first,’ said Anna-Greta, who was tired as well as hungry. For the time being she was also suffering from a broken heart, and she consoled herself by eating too much. Her relationship with the retired detective Ernst Blomberg had come to an end, and she still hadn’t got over that. First, he hadn’t let on that he was a private detective and a former police detective, then he had embezzled some of the proceeds of the robberies that the League of Pensioners had worked so hard to carry out, then he had done a runner. He had quite simply been a con-man. Anna-Greta felt heartbroken and stuffed herself with sweets. In the last months she had put on seven kilos.


‘We can buy some sweets and cakes and other tasty things, make a lovely dinner when we arrive, and then we’ll have a nice tart for dessert. Oh look, there’s a shop,’ she said, pointing towards a sun-bleached FOOD – OPEN sign that was visible next to the petrol station. Her tummy was rumbling.


‘Lovely!’ the others exclaimed, and since they hadn’t eaten since lunch, they suggested everything from hamburgers and something ready-roasted to shellfish and salads. They talked loudly and made such an intense noise that even Martha began to feel hungry. She drove up to the Q8 station, skidded in the slushy snow, but managed to come to a halt. Then she got out of the minibus to fill the tank. And that was when she saw it. The petrol station was closed. But perhaps they had another pump that you could use a bank card with? She walked round the back of the building – but there was nothing. The station wasn’t just closed, it had shut down for good! That must have happened fairly recently because there were still posters and messages on the noticeboard outside the station. Cursing to herself, she returned to the others.


‘The whole place has shut down! So where shall we go now?’


‘Pah, let’s eat first; we can get some petrol tomorrow,’ Anna-Greta insisted with such a loud voice that they all gave a start. She always talked too loudly when she wasn’t using her hearing aid – but she didn’t want to have it on in the car, so there wasn’t much they could do about that.


The FOOD – OPEN shop was a bit further along the road, so Martha started the minibus and drove up to the parking space in front of it. While the others took their time in the back, she got out of the minibus again, opened the big back door and pulled out her wheelie shopping bag. It struck her how quiet and deserted it was around them. Next to the shop lay an old bicycle and a Volvo estate car covered in snow, but there was nobody in sight. And when she came closer, she suddenly realized: the shop was closed. But goodness gracious! What were they going to do now? The opening hours would certainly be displayed on the door, so Martha bent down and discovered a handwritten note:


Our village shop has closed down. We would like to thank all our customers over the years. Malin and Lilian.


Martha felt the door handle. Yes, it was closed, definitely extremely closed. She remained standing there. What had she gone and done? Taken the entire League of Pensioners to a place where you couldn’t buy food or petrol. It hadn’t been like that in the countryside just a few years ago. What had happened? Worried, she returned to the others and got into the minibus.


‘It’s shut. The shop has closed down,’ she said.


‘Didn’t I say that we shouldn’t do any more robberies?’ Brains muttered. ‘Then we could have stayed at Diamond House and wouldn’t have ended up here.’


‘And I didn’t want to commit any more crimes either. We were having such a nice time with our courses, jazz evenings and all the activities there. Diamond House is the best sheltered housing for seniors in Stockholm, and we created it ourselves too! And now we’re stuck here in the middle of nowhere,’ Rake sighed.


A murmur of agreement was heard from the others. They, too, had liked living in Diamond House. A wave of despondency went through Martha’s tired head. She felt it in the air. She didn’t really have the support of the others.
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When the gang of pensioners found their way to their house, had parked the minibus and taken off their coats, they had a quick look around the building before settling down. The seller had informed them that the building was from around 1900 and that it had been turned into a bank branch in the 1950s. The bank manager had his bedroom, sitting room, dining room and private office on the upper floor, but when the branch office closed a few years ago, the premises had been turned into two large flats and one smaller flat. The ground floor, where bank customers used to come, had been converted into a kitchen, library and a large sitting room with a fireplace. Now the friends drew lots to decide who would live where, took their suitcases to their rooms and mumbled something about how nice it would be to relax after their meal.


Martha hoped that everybody would feel better after they had seen how lovely the house was, but an hour or so later, when the League of Pensioners sat down to eat, the mood was rather depressed. Since Martha had said that they would shop for food when they reached Hemmavid village, they didn’t have much to eat. Thankfully, she had packed a few tins of mackerel in tomato sauce, and Brains, who liked his porridge in the mornings, had taken along a packet of oats. So the gang made some porridge and put bits of mackerel into it.


‘Aah, what an aroma. Such delicious gourmet food. This is really something special,’ said Anna-Greta, rolling her eyes.


‘Yes, what a wonderful meal; which five-star restaurant did this come from?’ said Rake, studying the sticky mass.


‘Never mind, tomorrow we’ll drive to the nearest village and stock up,’ Martha promised.


‘Lucky for us that the fridge and freezer work. Now we can at least have cold champagne to console ourselves with,’ noted Brains.


‘When people from Stockholm end up in sparsely populated rural areas without mod cons, they are at a loss as to what to do. We do at least have something to eat,’ Christina maintained.


‘It isn’t so easy for country folk to manage in the big city either,’ mumbled Brains. ‘Incidentally, aren’t you going to phone your kids and tell them that we have arrived?’


‘Not that they tend to worry, but you’re right,’ said Christina, and she picked up her mobile phone and dialled the number of her beloved son, Anders. Nothing happened. Then she got up, went upstairs, and tried to phone from the balcony. But she couldn’t get any signal there either. When she came down again, she looked irritated.


‘Seems to be poor mobile coverage here. How on earth . . .?


‘Like they say, when Stockholm folk end up in the middle of nowhere, they become totally confused. Try using morse code,’ Rake teased her. ‘When I sailed the oceans, we didn’t have telephone contact for weeks.’


‘Now listen to me, we’ll deal with the practicalities tomorrow, but now I think we should treat ourselves to some champagne. We’ve driven a long way today,’ said Martha, and she went into the kitchen. There she fetched a tray with champagne glasses and a bottle of champagne and handed it over to Rake. As a young man, he had been a waiter on several cruise ships and he could still handle a tray of drinks with style. He took the tray, opened the bottle of champagne without spilling a drop, and filled the glasses with professional elegance.


‘Well, cheers, then, everybody, and thanks for a lovely day!’ Martha exclaimed heartily.


‘Lovely day? There isn’t even a hamburger kiosk in this remote spot. Surely you don’t think we’re going to live here?’ muttered Rake as he put down the tray.


‘And here you have to stay healthy. Did you see that they’ve shut down the local health clinic too?’ Christina sighed. They all looked accusingly at Martha.


‘Would you rather end up in prison?’ she retorted and adopted a sharper tone. ‘No, we’re going to lie low from the police for a while and make the best of the situation. Cheers to you all!’


They toasted, but Martha didn’t feel any enthusiasm in the room. They must all be tired, she thought. Still, as long as we can buy some good food, get settled in and find something sensible to occupy ourselves with, then everything will be all right, she consoled herself. But they had, of course, been obliged to leave in a hurry. The day after the robbery at the Stock-holm auction house, the police had distributed the description of two elderly people who had visited the exhibition. Apart from the workmen and auction house staff, they were the only people who had been inside the room where the earrings were displayed. Three pensioners, who had been caught on CCTV, had been in the vicinity on the pavement. This gave the police reason to believe that the notorious League of Pensioners might have been involved. And since Martha and her friends were not only suspected of stealing the diamonds, but also of quite a lot of other crimes, they had had no choice but to immediately leave the city. Martha put her glass down. What had she gone and done now?


When all the others had gone to bed, she went to have a bath. She liked the bathroom with its large washbasin, mirror in a gilded frame, blue-and-white tiles on the walls and an old-fashioned bathtub with lion feet. She filled the tub and sank down into the deep water so that her thin, white hair got wet.


The bubble bath was lovely and hot and she slowly started to relax. Now she could be alone with her thoughts, and make plans for the future. The hot water engulfed her in a cosy embrace and she shut her eyes.


In Stockholm she and her friends had succeeded in creating Diamond House Residence for Seniors with gymnastics and courses in choir-singing, ceramics and watercolour painting. In addition, Christina had organized book circles, while Rake had arranged music evenings when they ate good food and danced to rock music and big-band jazz.


And they would probably have gone on living there, if it hadn’t been for the irritating police description after the jewellery coup. Her own fault . . . but seventy million kronor! So much money, and so many poor people that they could help now! Martha blew on the bubbles so that they made a fluffy white cloud formation on her tummy. It reminded her of the plump 25,000-year-old Venus figure. She had had quite a tummy too, but in those days, they worshipped generous, feminine forms. Nowadays, it was those half-starved sinister-looking figures in high heels that counted, skeletons invented by the fashion industry! Christina’s combined David and Venus statue was something quite different and they couldn’t have found a better hiding place. The booty would be safe there until they could put the jewels up for sale. Unfortunately, they would have to wait a while until everything had calmed down! Meanwhile, she and her friends must think of something else to do. Lying low in a little village in between nowhere and nothing would not suffice for long; they would have to find something with which to occupy themselves. But what?


They had once had a vision of creating a model village where all the inhabitants would be happy and contented. Why not take up that idea again? Hemmavid was a little community which already had all the buildings necessary . . . all that remained was to try to get things moving . . . Martha could see before her how one could open a village shop, a library, a hairdresser’s, a health clinic, a dispensing chemist’s and all the other things that one would have found in a village once upon a time. And how the village would become a meeting place for the people in the district. Wouldn’t that be really nice!


Previously, she and her friends had gathered together their stolen millions in their Robbery Fund, and from that had handed out money to needy people. But one ought to invest in the future too, and that required innovative thinking – why not concentrate on the sparsely populated countryside? Martha pulled the plug out, emptied the bath and got out. She dried herself and put on her thick, warm dressing gown. Nothing is impossible, she thought. Some projects are just a bit bigger and take a bit longer.
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After breakfast the next morning they all did a round of the house and the surrounding grounds to see where they had ended up. They inspected the property and discovered, to their delight, that the main building was actually in better condition than they had expected. There were proper wooden floors with thick, wide planks, old windows with hand-blown glass, tiled stoves, panelled doors and an open fireplace. It smelt of wood and linseed oil and the blue-and-white English wallpaper gave a cosy feel to their new home.


‘Just look at this!’ said Christina and she pointed. ‘They really have retained the character of the building. And the windows are at least a hundred years old.’


The residential building faced the village road and the steps that the bank customers had once used were still there. They had black iron railings and some of the mortar had loosened from one of the steps. At the back, which was dominated by a large gravelled yard, there were two outhouses painted with red ochre, some old stables with a workshop and garage, and a large greenhouse. Right next to the main building was a kitchen garden with a lot of rhubarb, some redcurrant bushes and flower borders. We ought to be able to make it really nice here, Martha thought.


After having looked around a bit, the whole gang set off for the closest country town, Skogsås, to do some shopping and to get things they needed. They bought some rag mats, curtains, bed linen and household equipment at a hypermarket at the edge of the town, and at the same time ordered a new, more modern, freezer and a large microwave oven. Then they bought food items to last them a while. After a good lunch they went back to the minibus to drive to the closest DIY store. But just as they were about to drive off, Martha caught sight of a placard for the evening paper, Expressen, which proclaimed: DIAMOND ROBBERY IN STOCKHOLM ABOUT TO BE SOLVED.


She felt a lump in her tummy, turned off the engine and went in to buy the newspaper. She quickly put it under her arm, paid and went back to the others. The robbery was front-page news and the paper also showed a copy of the newspaper article that had described the crime a few weeks earlier.


‘I wonder whether they really do have anything new about us,’ she muttered to herself (her voice definitely seeming to fade). She opened the paper and started to read:


‘The audacious robbery at Stockholm Auktionsverk, when jewels worth seventy million kronor were stolen, is about to be solved. CCTV recordings from the premises have been of great help and the police have secured tracks from the thieves.


‘The valuable jewels disappeared when the staff were busy preparing the viewing display for this year’s classic auction. They were engaged in unpacking and building up the display cabinets when the thieves in an unguarded moment managed to steal two rare diamond earrings. Some workmen in the vicinity didn’t notice anything unusual, but a female member of staff observed two elderly people on the premises. The objects were connected to an alarm, but although the police immediately came to the scene, the perpetrators could not be apprehended.


‘One police officer noticed a group of pensioners outside the auction house and searched an elderly lady with a belt bag, without, however, finding anything. Now police experts have examined the CCTV images and found similarities between this robbery and earlier crimes committed by the League of Pensioners, who are still at large. The police believe they are on their trail, and that the case will soon be solved. The jewels were owned by the wife of the Russian oligarch, Yuri Ivankov.’


Martha’s voice wavered even more as she read the last sentence, but then she looked up and nonchalantly slapped the newspaper with her hand.


‘Pah, those are just standard phrases. It doesn’t say anything actually new. And even if the police think the League of Pensioners lie behind it, they won’t catch us. There isn’t a soul who knows where we are.’


‘And besides, you’ve stopped wearing a belt bag,’ Christina tried to console herself. She was terrified of ending up in prison again, so Martha had solemnly given her word that she would use another bag, even if it was an unpractical one that you had to hang over your shoulder.


‘The police aren’t so efficient out here in the countryside and if we lie low a while, then everything will sort itself out,’ Martha went on and her voice sounded more even now.


‘The League of Pensioners lie low? And how many days would that last?’ mumbled Rake.


On their way out of Skogsås, Brains bought some timber and tools for his future workshop. Rake bought some garden tools, seeds and plants for the greenhouse, which he planned to do up. They drove home, and once they were inside the house they breathed a sigh of relief, drank tea with an unusually large dollop of cloudberry liqueur and ate an awful lot of cinnamon buns as well. It had given them a bit of a fright. Why had it said, DIAMOND ROBBERY IN STOCKHOLM ABOUT TO BE SOLVED?
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Freelance journalist Ingmar Sjöberg gobbled down the last mouthful of his hamburger and emptied the beer can. He had already eaten the chips and the bread too; now only the sticky paper was left. He pushed the plate away and looked at his watch. There was still an hour to go before the removal van was due to arrive. He might just as well plan how he was going to furnish the place. His new office (really a one-room flat) was forty-two square metres with a kitchen and a little balcony, and was centrally situated. He was lucky to have found such a place here in the middle of Stockholm. Evidently the man who had rented it before him had left in a great hurry and the landlord had wanted to get a new tenant immediately. Ingmar had made a quick decision. He had long been looking for an office for his freelance work and now he had chanced upon one. He had probably been given the contract because he had said he was willing to pay three months’ rent in advance. The things you do when you’ve stumbled across something you really want! He brushed away some crumbs from his beard and looked around. He could have shared a freelance office in the southern part of the city centre, but as an investigative journalist, he really preferred to be on his own.


He got up and started to walk around the flat while he thought about how he would furnish it. It would be better to think that through before the removal van arrived. The man who had lived here before had evidently been a guy who was over sixty-five and who had worked at Kungsholmen police station in another part of Stockholm; a certain Ernst Blomberg, who had opened his own detective agency after retiring from the police. The landlord had told him about the former chief inspector and had given vent to his fury about him. He had, admittedly, paid the rent, but he hadn’t bothered giving the statutory three months’ notice and had just left without even taking his furniture. He gave his notice on a Monday, and he was gone on Tuesday.


‘He must have had a debt to the taxman or perhaps some criminals were chasing him,’ the landlord explained. ‘If you hadn’t taken over the flat directly, I would have lost several months’ rent money. Dreadful having tenants you can’t trust. And he had been a policeman too. Anyhow, now you can rent the flat furnished.’


I’ve been bloody lucky, Ingmar thought. The rent was exceptionally low and there was a garage space included too. And the furniture? A sofa, chairs and a bookcase could remain, but he had his own kitchen table and corner cupboard. While he waited, he might just as well take the stuff he didn’t want down to the storeroom. He resolutely filled the lift with furniture, pressed the button for the cellar and then walked down the stairs.


Once he was in the cellar, he opened the lift door and fixed it in that position, then he unlocked the storeroom. He dragged out the table and the corner cupboard. The table wasn’t a problem, but the cupboard turned out to be terribly heavy. Just as he managed to get it over the threshold, it tipped to one side and banged into the doorframe. Something fell out. He kicked it aside, flexed his muscles and, with a grunt, succeeded in standing the cupboard against the wall. On his way out, he picked up what had fallen onto the floor. He raised his eyebrows; a flash drive . . . what the dickens was this? Presumably, it had fallen out of the cupboard. He fingered the stick and started thinking. The former tenant had been a detective. The flash drive might well contain crime cases, investigations, evidence in cold cases and much more besides. He ought to check it out. With a bit of luck, he could perhaps have material for many articles here. And he needed it.


He was considered to be one of the newspaper’s best investigative journalists and one of his scoops was that he had revealed that the police suspected the League of Pensioners of being behind the robbery at the auction house. The article had been highlighted on newspaper placards in heavy type all over Sweden, but then he hadn’t had much more to show. Nothing seemed to be happening at all, and he had no new information. But the flash drive could be a gold mine for him, indeed, and provide material for more scoops and front-page stories. Unless, of course, Blomberg had deleted all the content . . .
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When the League of Pensioners finally managed to get online, they scrolled around to see if there was any more information about the auction house robbery. But they couldn’t find anything new. Things became calm and they tried to make themselves at home as best they could. Brains, an octogenarian, whose name was actually Oscar Krupp, once had his own workshop in Sundbyberg, a Stockholm suburb, and now he improved his new workshop with benches for woodworking, shelving and a lathe. He also managed to get the building’s old electric truck and MIG welding equipment back into working order. He already had tools.


Meanwhile, Rake tidied up the greenhouse and put in benches, tables and chairs. Here, his sweetheart, Christina, could sit with a book and keep him company while he kept himself busy, he thought, or the whole gang could have their afternoon coffee there. Now they’d see that Martha wasn’t the only one who could arrange this and that; it was going to be really good!


Martha thought that the gravelled yard looked boring and she didn’t like to see their parked minibus – a not particularly attractive utility vehicle that had once been a taxi specially fitted for transporting passengers with wheelchairs, hence the back ramp which it also boasted – and all the junk out in the yard. So she parked The Red Menace (their nickname for the minibus) out of sight and removed the worst of the junk that was lying around. Later, when Christina and Rake offered to dig over the borders and plant some pretty flowers in front of the outhouses, she thawed out. They would probably get to feel at home here in Hemmavid, but to do so they must, of course, get to know the village.


They put on their everyday outer clothes (the furs and camel-hair overcoats were stowed away in a box in the attic) and went out onto the potholed road that ran through Hemmavid. It was narrow and curved like a half-moon in the middle of the village, with houses on either side. Some had white rendering or were painted yellow and white, but most of them were painted with Falu red, the traditional Swedish red ochre. It all looked nice and pleasant. Martha experienced the cosy feeling of living in the countryside. She had moved from Österlen in southern Sweden to Stockholm to study at what is now called the Stockholm University College of Physical Education and Sports but which, in her day, was called the Royal Gymnastics Central Institute, and she’d stayed on in the city . . . it had just turned out like that, but more often than not she missed being close to nature.


They walked past the village hall and the old cruciform church built in timber, and when they came to a stone building with hardboard covering the windows, they stopped. This was evidently the closed-down health clinic. A bit further on lay the car park, the closed-down village shop and petrol station. The village wasn’t large, but when they went down a little side street, they were surprised to discover a café. It was a little cottage painted in Falu red with white trimmings and two large windows on the ground floor. Martha became curious.


‘What about going in for a coffee?’


‘Good idea,’ agreed Anna-Greta, who had a sweet tooth.


They went inside and looked around. The café was cosily furnished with furniture from the 1940s. The walls were green and the dark mahogany tables went well with the stuffed grey chairs. Several of the tables were decorated with flowers and embroidered tablecloths, and at the far end of the room there was a pinball machine where some men were standing. In one corner there was an old jukebox and a one-armed bandit. The League of Pensioners stepped up to the counter and chose between ready-made sandwiches, fancy cream cakes and various sorts of biscuits. Everybody except Anna-Greta had a cup of coffee with a hot cheese sandwich, while she asked for a piece of cream cake and three smaller sweetbread biscuits. They went and sat down, and a little while later the café assistant came with the trays.


‘I haven’t seen you before. Are you local?’ she asked, after putting their orders on the table. The woman was in her forties and had dark hair and beautiful brown eyes.


‘No, we’re from Stockholm,’ Martha answered.


‘Oh right, you are from the big city, then? Do you boast about being climate-friendly and travel by bus instead of car too?’


‘No, we have our own minibus.’ Martha looked in astonishment at her. She had sounded almost aggressive.


‘We used to run the village shop, but now we must make sandwiches and serve coffee instead. If we hadn’t owned the building, we wouldn’t even have been able to do that. Now at least we have something to occupy ourselves with.’


Ah, so evidently Malin and Lilian had opened a café after being forced to close down the village shop. Then you would hardly be in a jolly mood, Martha thought. She was just about to say something consoling when a clatter could be heard from the kitchen and a woman came out. They were very similar, perhaps they were twin sisters.


‘Ah, right, you must be the new people in the old bank building. Welcome! Malin, let’s treat them to something tasty, don’t you think?’


Malin nodded, and put another plate of sweetbread biscuits on the table.


‘This is to welcome you to Hemmavid!’


‘Thank you very much,’ said Martha, and she noted that the only other guests in the café were the pinball players. So she and her friends could hardly vanish in the crowd. But now it was too late. The five of them had already been seen together. On the other hand, which police officer would look for them here?


They sat down and Martha glanced at the sisters. Malin had thin, plucked eyebrows, a straight nose and a well-shaped mouth, and she had put her long hair up in a ponytail. The sister, who must be Lilian, had dark hair too, but she had cut it in a short, boyish style. She smiled at them.


‘Do you like it here with us deep in the countryside?’


‘Indeed! It is so beautiful and it is nice and quiet,’ Martha answered. ‘In contrast to Stockholm.’


‘Yes, that’s why we’ve stayed here,’ said Lilian.


Malin straightened her ponytail with her hand. ‘I don’t understand how people can live in Stockholm. In the big cities it costs a fortune to buy a flat, and you don’t have forests or hydro-electric power. You don’t have cows or fields which give you food either, for that matter. You wouldn’t survive without us.’


‘You’re talking about Stockholm folk. But I am from Göteborg,’ Rake protested in a loud voice.


‘And I’m from Jönköping,’ Christina pointed out.


‘Admittedly I’ve lived in Stockholm for many years, but I grew up in the south, in Österlen,’ said Martha.


Brains was just about to say that he came from the Sundbyberg suburb outside Stockholm and that Anna-Greta had grown up in an upper-class home in the posh Djursholm, but he stopped himself. They mustn’t reveal too much about themselves. They were meant to lie low. Instead, he quickly changed the subject.


‘What lovely shortbread biscuits you bake!’


‘Yepp, we use Granny’s recipe. We are reduced to doing this now. And our family had run the village shop for fifty years,’ Malin sighed.


‘Why did you close down?’ Martha wondered.


‘The shop was losing money, it was no longer viable. People buy everything they need from the hypermarkets. In fact, it’s these big articulated lorries which ruin everything. Foreign hauliers bring in cheap food from abroad and that lowers the prices so that we haven’t a chance to compete.’


‘That doesn’t sound good.’


‘If only the lorry drivers could take another route and drive directly to Stockholm. Then we wouldn’t have to compete with that cheap milk from Germany and old, unchecked meat from Poland.’


Martha gave Malin a tired look. She did nothing but complain! On the other hand, it was, of course, not easy to try to survive in a rural district which was losing its population. They ought to visit the café for a snack often so that the sisters increased their takings. But a nearby farmer ought to be supported too. She had seen a sign about farm produce being sold directly from the farm. They drank up their coffee, and on their way home decided to look in at the farm.


The bell sounded when they entered Roland’s Farm Shop, and the first thing they noticed was all the shelves lining the walls. On them were flour, herbs, crispbread, biscuits and chocolate, and, in the corner, a fridge where you could buy dairy products and meat. There was also a big freezer, next to which were some crates of beer and baskets with veggies. The shop smelt of freshly baked bread and herbs. The gang picked out what they needed, and then went up to the cash desk. Nobody was there, but when they called out, they heard a glad voice.


‘New people in the village, I see. Welcome!’ a man in a green overall and with dark curly hair greeted them. He had a broad smile and his blue eyes were bright and alert. He sat down at the cash desk. ‘Roland Svensson at your service!’


Martha and the gang mumbled their names so quickly and quietly that they couldn’t be heard, but that didn’t bother the farmer. He kept on talking while he packed their purchases and managed to tell them that the old school was about to be closed down, that the church from the late nineteenth century had become an artist’s studio and that the post office and bank had long since gone. And he grumbled about the fact that many villagers had left too. But what really irked him was that it took more than an hour before the police and fire brigade arrived after an alarm.


‘Yes, it must be dreadful not to have any police constables here,’ Martha lied and she thought about the newspaper placard. The others nodded amicably and they too politely agreed.


‘But what if a bunch of dubious types come to the village? There’d be nothing to stop them. The police don’t have any resources.’ Roland Svensson looked worried.


‘Really shocking,’ Martha lied through her teeth again, looking down at the floor. ‘But I don’t think we need be afraid. Those sorts of criminal types mainly stick to the big cities.’


‘Yes, you’re probably right,’ said Svensson and the wrinkle between his eyebrows vanished. Martha and Christina exchanged glances and hid a little smile. Christina was the one who quickly changed the subject.


‘What you were saying earlier, about it being so difficult out here in this sparsely populated area – why do you stay on?’ she wondered.


‘I was born and brought up in Hemmavid, and my family have lived here for generations. We don’t want to move to the big city with its stress and exhaust fumes. Or end up amidst the gang violence and concrete. No, we want to have nature around us and look after ourselves!’


‘So you live here on the farm with your family?’ Martha wondered.


‘Yes, my wife and I have a large farm with cows and sheep, and we run this farm shop together. Sometimes my two children help, but they are still at school – as long as that is kept open.’


‘But surely you can save the school? There must be something you can do about it?’ Martha asked.


Roland gave her a tired look. ‘Yes, sure, you can travel to the moon too . . .’


When they had reached home again, Brains settled down in the old worn armchair in the living room. Then he caught sight of David and Venus on the bookshelf. He looked at Christina’s sculpture for a while, raised his eyebrows and suddenly got up. After a while he came back carrying tools and a spotlight. Without asking anybody to help him, he screwed the spotlight into position above, and directed it so that it lit up the plaster sculpture.


‘There you are, now it looks like a genuine work of art,’ he said contentedly, then he returned to the armchair and joined his hands together on his lap. A murmur of agreement could be heard from the others.


‘When you’re sitting on seventy stolen million, it feels rather nice that the closest police are at least an hour away if not more,’ he noted. ‘Then we’re safe here. We can relax and become real pensioners.’


‘Safe in a manner of speaking,’ said Martha. ‘Or put it like this: then we can bring a bit of life to this village without being disturbed by the authorities.’


‘But as newcomers in a district, you shouldn’t start deciding how everything should be done,’ Brains protested.


‘Exactly. People in the countryside should be treated with respect,’ Christina added. ‘We Stockholmers are not going to come and turn everything upside down.’


Brains glanced at Martha. Why did she have to be so on the ball, so energetic? Bring a bit of life into the village? He took her hand and stroked it somewhat clumsily with his thumb.


‘Can’t we just take it easy? You stir up things around you, darling.’


‘Pah, we don’t want to die of boredom!’


Brains got up and shook his head. They had just robbed an auction house, broken away from their residence for seniors and moved up here. And now she was going to think up some new scheme again. He took some firm steps to the medicine cupboard and took a paracetamol.


Later in the afternoon, he took Martha out onto the balcony from where they had a good view of the surrounding district. It was getting dark and in front of them they could see fields, some farmhouses and the dark forest. There was no wind and the full moon rose slowly over the hills on the other side of the valley. It was large and honey-yellow and was reflected in the lake far away.


‘Martha, you are right. It is beautiful in the countryside, but then one should also take it easy and allow oneself to enjoy it.’


‘We’ve time for that too.’


‘But don’t you understand? We are a bit older now and shouldn’t have too much stress. And you and I are engaged. Have you forgotten that? There isn’t room for our love in your full calendar. We ought to have got married long ago.’


‘Yes, of course, but we simply haven’t had time,’ said Martha.


‘Not had time! Can’t you hear what that sounds like? Emotions demand presence. Our relationship risks going to pot just because you have so much else going on. Think about it!’


Brains turned his back on Martha, and went back inside the house without waiting for an answer. The last he heard her say was: ‘But darling, a day only has twenty-four hours . . .’
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A guerrilla campaign, yes, that was the only thing that could save the countryside, Martha thought, having woken up early and gone done to the kitchen to make breakfast. She had repressed what Brains had said out on the balcony and hoped that everything would sort itself out once they had made themselves at home in the village and found something sensible to do. That’s how it always was. People want something meaningful to busy themselves with.


After a cup of coffee, she felt a bit perkier and started to hum, which could even be heard by the others from upstairs. That gave them cause to worry. Because when Martha sang or hummed at this early hour of the day, she usually had great plans in mind.


‘You know what, last night I lay in bed thinking . . .’ she started when they were all sitting at the kitchen table. ‘The thing is, Hemmavid village can’t manage without a petrol station, a health clinic and all the rest. Can’t we try to get the village back on its feet?’


‘You mean our new occupation instead of robbing banks?’ Brains wondered.


‘Yes indeed, my dear!’ said Martha, who couldn’t hide her enthusiasm. ‘Let’s become guerrilla activists who save the countryside.’


‘Hmm, guerrilla activists, that sounds dangerous. You could at least call us rebels,’ Rake said before mumbling, ‘And what do you mean by save? People who live here might not want to be saved.’


‘All right, but can’t you see? The village is going downhill. We must attract tourists, create new jobs and get people to move here,’ Martha went on, with excruciating energy. ‘You need to think like this: we have always wanted to support the elderly to give them the opportunity to have a good life. I want everybody to have a good life. And now we have the chance to create a real model village.’


‘Oh really, and nothing else?’ Rake immediately looked tired.


‘The countryside has been populated for many thousands of years, it simply can’t be abandoned, you must realize that!’


‘You’ve never thought about governing all of Sweden, becoming prime minister or something like that?’ was the quick response from Rake, irony dripping in his voice.


Martha checked herself. Now she had gone too fast again, but who could live in the countryside if there was no service, no village shop and no mobile coverage? And in times of crisis a country must be able to support itself, yes, produce its own food. And there was no way you could have cows and wheat fields on the balconies in the cities. No, there must be a living countryside. Nowadays, Martha and her friends knew a great deal about crime. Saving the countryside was, of course, a bit more complicated. But why not? It wasn’t impossible. She was thinking about Norway.


‘Now listen –’ she went on, making a theatrical pause to make sure that everybody was listening – ‘in Norway they still have village schools, swimming baths, libraries and police stations in their sparsely populated countryside. There the politicians want the entire country to live, and not just Oslo. So why couldn’t we manage to do that in Sweden too? Together, I’m sure we can think of something good.’


‘Now Martha’s going to set us to work again,’ Brains said, smiling.


‘But have you thought about it?’ Rake said in a low voice and with a knowing look. ‘Why is it us who have to save everything and everybody all the time? Even if she is right, we don’t need to obey her, do we?’


Freelance journalist Ingmar Sjöberg pushed his office chair back and stared at the computer screen. He swore to himself and twisted some strands of his beard between his thumb and index finger. He had thought he would stumble across something exciting in private detective Ernst Blomberg’s flash drive, but he hadn’t managed to access the contents. Nevertheless, he couldn’t bring himself to throw it away. There ought to be something interesting there. And to get at that information, he needed some help. Why not go to Kungsholmen Police Station, where Blomberg had worked earlier? There they could surely hack their way in. And if the police IT department found something exciting, he would demand the sole right to all the interesting revelations. It would make difficulties for himself, he realized that, but he couldn’t help it. He was always on the lookout for a scoop. He wanted to be the best. Perhaps it was because he had been teased at school because he was little and feeble and developed late. And the fact that he had found it easy to cry and had often clung on to his mum hadn’t made it any better. They had called him mother’s darling.


But as an adult he had gone to the gym twice a week and built up his muscles. Determination, muscles and a winning social manner had made him popular with the ladies and the people he interviewed had opened themselves up for him. Nobody worked as hard as he did, or had so many front-page articles as he had. But if he took this flash drive to the police, they would of course have to promise him that he would get all the information before anybody else . . . that ought to be possible. The police trusted him. He had never leaked anything or revealed his sources.


Ingmar Sjöberg turned off his computer, got up and tied his long hair in a Zlatan-style top knot. Then he opened the fridge and took out a cold beer. After having drunk a few large gulps, he made his decision, fetched the stick and wrapped it in a piece of cloth. He stood there for a while holding it. Ernst Blomberg might have left it in the cupboard because it was worthless, but it was more likely that it had stuck between two shelves so that he hadn’t seen it. Ingmar himself hadn’t noticed it when he opened the cupboard, and it wasn’t until he pulled it over the threshold that the flash drive had fallen out.


He looked at his watch. He would just make it to the police station before it was time to start on the day’s work. He reached the door in two steps and pulled his jacket on. The decision to hand the flash drive over to the police felt good. Now, at last, he would find out what was on it. . . .
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