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  To my readers in English, all over the world.




  Thank you for your enduring support.




  







  Prologue




  The little old lady put the bottle of champagne into the fridge. After a bank robbery it is always nice to celebrate, but of course you have to ensure that the bubbly is

  properly chilled.




  Martha Andersson hummed a little to herself while she put out a tray, five tall champagne glasses and some light snacks on the kitchen table. Then she went into the bedroom to prepare herself

  for the coming night’s adventures. While she got dressed, she went through the plan in her head one last time. In exactly two hours, the League of Pensioners would strike again, and this

  would be their most advanced crime yet. She picked up the keys from the hall table and went out into the dark.
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  When the refuse-collection lorry stopped outside the bank, nobody reacted. Not even when the suction tube mouthpiece was manoeuvred out and connected to the building’s

  waste-disposal system. It was 4.30 in the morning and none of the people out on the streets of Stockholm at that time of day were interested in rubbish. With the exception of the League of

  Pensioners. A flash of lightning lit up the sky and the five pensioners looked contentedly at one another. Thunder was just what they were waiting for.




  ‘Right you are!’ said Martha and she glanced up at the large bank palace. ‘Banks don’t like it when you withdraw money. But now this will really be an eye-opener for

  them!’




  She felt the buttons on the control panel for the pneumatic collector and looked out through the windscreen. The collection lorry could manage ten tons. And what was in the bank vault would

  easily fit. Now all they had to do was suck it all into the tank.




  ‘OK, here are your face masks,’ said Martha, handing out a bearded Pavarotti to Brains, a grinning Elton John to Rake and a clean-shaven Brad Pitt mask to Christina’s son

  Anders. ‘Out you get, and good luck!’




  ‘What about me?’ Anna-Greta objected, stretching out for the smiling Margaret Thatcher latex mask.




  ‘Oh yes, of course,’ mumbled Martha and she handed her the mask.




  The presumptive criminals put on their masks, got out of the lorry and took up position on the street, while Martha and Christina remained sitting inside. This was it!




  Down on the pavement, Brains contentedly patted the pipe leading to the waste-disposal system, adjusted his working overalls with the logo WE’LL CLEAN YOU OUT across his chest and walked

  towards the entrance. The considerably younger Anders from the same firm walked after him with two wheelie bins, and the others waited a while before they too followed. Rake had his bandanna neatly

  tied around his neck, and his colleague Anna-Greta, wearing a wide-rimmed felt hat, supported herself with her walking stick, for the sake of appearances. (It was, for that matter, still a little

  bent from when she had taken it with her to the sauna steam room at the Grand Hotel. But it was her favourite walking stick.) The friends looked up at the sky: heavy dark clouds, flashes of

  lightning and the first few drops of rain. It looked most promising.




  A grey rain became all the more noticeable and the buildings turned into dark shapes in the gloomy light. You could hardly see the figures moving on the street, let alone identify them. That was

  just what they wanted. Brains punched in the door code and then held open the door for the others in a gentlemanly fashion.




  ‘Don’t forget to keep quiet. A few floors up, there are people asleep in their beds,’ he admonished them.




  ‘Absolutely, we won’t make a sound!’ said Anna-Greta with her bellowing voice. As usual, she wasn’t wearing her hearing-aid.




  The League of Pensioners quickly slipped in through the door, while Anders, who was wheeling the specially manufactured bins in reinforced, extremely lightweight styrofoam, followed behind them.

  Martha had insisted on lightweight wheelie bins because the rest of the equipment – the folding ladders, tools and other paraphernalia – was rather heavy. If you were a crook in your

  eighties, you had to take care not to strain yourself.




  They didn’t care about the bank premises on the ground floor, but took the lift to the bank’s staff entrance up on the first floor. The gang had studied a plan of the building and

  knew that if you were going to get into the vault the usual way, you would have to force doors that were two feet thick. Even the cotter pins were thicker than the biggest telephone poles. So it

  was better to concentrate on the floor above which was of pinewood and insulated with plasterboard and chipboard.




  ‘That sort of jerry-built construction can be broken up by sneezing!’ Martha had said when they planned the coup. ‘Chipboard and plasterboard, goodness me, that’s junk

  material!’




  As part of their preparations, she had been inside the bank and discussed some investments, and on those occasions she had made a point of complementing the bank officer for the elegant

  flooring. And then, of course, she had asked how it was constructed and where could she get a similar floor because she wanted one just as fancy for her own flat. Indeed, as with every crime, good

  planning was of the essence.




  Brains felt a drop of sweat on his chin. The work overalls were too warm and wearing a Pavarotti latex mask was admittedly a good way of fooling the police, but it was stickier than the worst

  toffee. Rake’s Elton John disguise didn’t seem nearly as uncomfortable, and Anna-Greta actually looked perfectly happy as Margaret Thatcher. Even though a former prime minister would

  hardly have gone around in work clothes with the logo WE’LL CLEAN YOU OUT written on them.




  ‘Here it is!’




  Brains looked around him, took a deep breath and quickly picked the lock to the staff entrance. Then he carefully opened the door, advanced a few quick steps to the alarm panel and

  short-circuited it. The others followed after him, and once inside the door they turned on their little diode lamps and let the beams sweep over the room. Dark brick walls, newly laid floor, some

  bookcases, chairs and a meeting table in the middle. It looked just like any other work place does – but this one was right on top of a bank vault with at least ten million kronor in it.




  Brains pulled one of the wheelie bins towards him and fished out a compass saw, a drill, a hammer and some little blue and pink pigs he had got from Swedbank. They were piggy banks which

  preferably should not be shaken because, on this occasion, they were filled with explosives and not with coins. Brains, with his many years’ experience as an engineer and inventor, had

  thought that twelve-inch firework bombs with black powder ought to make the work a bit easier and so, without Martha knowing about it, he had added some extra. In particular, the pink piggy bank

  had a very potent charge.




  ‘And now the ladders,’ said Brains, scratching himself under the Pavarotti beard. Anders lifted them out of bin number two, fumbled a bit in the semi-dark, but finally managed to put

  the pieces together, after which Brains took a deep breath and said:




  ‘Right, my friends, now all we have to do is make some holes in the floor.’




  The drill and compass saw were handed out and Brains, Rake and Anders set to work. Incidentally, Anders had chosen a Brad Pitt mask because he didn’t want to look as old as the others, and

  now he regretted it. The mask was so tight that he could hardly breathe.




  In the pale blue beam of the diodes, the men succeeded in drilling several holes and then enlarging them, with the compass saw, after which it was time for the piggy banks. Brains was perspiring

  so much that for a brief moment he worried that he would faint from dehydration, because he hadn’t brought a water bottle with him. Dehydration in a bank? Who could have thought of that?




  Martha looked up at the gable building that her disguised friends had entered. Only she and Christina were left in the lorry. Brains was going to give a signal when they had

  reached the vault and broken open a hole in the wall containing the shaft to the pneumatic refuse-collection system. So Martha and Christina had to be ready to start up the suction pump, and then

  it was full speed ahead . . . Martha tried to remember the blueprint of the building. It would take Brains and the others quite a while to make a hole in the floor and then perhaps another

  half-hour to break through the wall between the vault and the refuse shaft. If they didn’t come across any unexpected difficulties, that is. They had chosen one of Stockholm’s very

  biggest banks with the most cash. Because nowadays they had to think in terms of giant robberies, if they were to raise the necessary money for their charity work. And there ought to be lots of

  money in this bank vault. In the computer files at the central archive they hadn’t been able to access the drawings of the floors above the bank office since they had been removed for reasons

  of security. But then Martha had shed lots of tears and, sobbing, told them about her important research work on historic buildings. She was writing a book about this palace-like building, and this

  was her life’s work. The head of the archive gave in and she was given access to some old microfilms of the building.




  She giggled to herself and ran her fingers over the joystick. What she now didn’t know about the storerooms, the stairwell, the refuse shafts and the electrical wiring wasn’t worth

  knowing. She even knew how thick the walls and floor were . . . She glanced up at the bank again. Why on earth was it taking such a long time? Nothing could have gone wrong . . . could it?




  ‘Just look at that! Fifty centimetres thick, just like Martha said.’ Rake nodded towards the drilled holes in the floor.




  Brains put the compass saw to one side. ‘OK, give me the piggy banks!’




  ‘Here are our savings,’ said Anna-Greta and she handed them over.




  ‘A good job we didn’t make a hole in the refuse shaft first. Then there would have been such a stench here,’ said Rake.




  Brains pushed the piggy banks into the holes and withdrew.




  ‘Quiet. Put your earplugs in and take cover!’ he called out, and he signalled to the others to follow him into the bank director’s room a bit further away. He didn’t have

  a fuse and a firing device, but was going to set everything off electronically.




  ‘Ear plugs?! Have you ever tried putting ear plugs in a latex Elton John mask?’ Rake muttered.




  ‘Another miss,’ mumbled Brains, and he shut his eyes and pressed the button.




  Martha threw an anxious glance at the windows one floor above the bank. Sometimes she could discern a weak strip of light, that was all. Something must have gone wrong.




  ‘Christina, wait here. I’ll soon be back,’ she said as she slid down from the seat.




  ‘No, stop!’ protested her friend, who was wearing male working clothes and a peaked cap pulled down over her brow. ‘I can’t work the suction pump on my own.’




  ‘But I’ll be back in a jiffy, I’ll just make sure everything is in order.’ Martha stroked her calmingly on the back of her hand. ‘I need you here for the time

  being.’




  Christina gave her an anxious look, and Martha patted her on her cheek too for good measure. She hoped she would remain calm. Her friend was always worrying unnecessarily.




  ‘Back soon,’ Martha told her again, and she opened the door and nipped out into the street. She looked around her, couldn’t see anybody, walked up to the entrance and punched

  in the code. Then she went up the stairs and stopped in front of the staff entrance. There was silence. You couldn’t even hear Anna-Greta’s voice from inside. Martha felt the door

  handle, pressed it down and went in. Oh my God, what is Pavarotti doing here? Isn’t he dead? went through her mind before she remembered that it was Brains’s latex mask.




  ‘I didn’t dare use too much powder. It only went “plutt”,’ Brains mumbled. ‘You said the charge shouldn’t be more powerful than a firework,’ he

  added in excuse and pointed at the floor where you could see that there were burns around the edges of a large hole.




  ‘I meant a large firework,’ said Martha.




  ‘OK, then,’ retorted Brains, and he fetched some more piggy banks from the bin. ‘Now you’ll see something. Take cover!’




  If the Pavarotti mask hadn’t been so stiff, then you would have been able to see Brains smile, but the rubber had the same latex smile as before and nobody noticed Brains’s satisfied

  grin. The seniors withdrew and crouched down behind heavy oak tables and partitions. A few seconds passed, and then there was a huge bang.




  ‘Bloody hell!’ coughed a dust-covered Elton John in a Gothenburg accent when mortar, planks, floor tiles and plaster collapsed in a cloud of dust.




  ‘Nice one!’ could be heard from Anders in his Brad Pitt mask, as he shook some mortar out of his rubber hair and tried to smother a sneeze.




  ‘Oh yes, ho, ho, ho. That did the job!’ Anna-Greta neighed so loudly that her Margaret Thatcher mask was about to fall off.




  Martha didn’t say anything. Her heart was thumping away so hard that she could hardly breathe. Brains had promised that he wouldn’t use too powerful a charge, but this must have been

  heard throughout the building.




  ‘We must hurry,’ she managed to say, and she crept up to the edge of the hole. The force of the explosion had been merciless and had ripped open the floor so that now you could see

  right down into the vault below. And not only that. The security boxes had been damaged too, and the doors were hanging on loose hinges. Paper, jewellery, and even bars of gold were scattered among

  the remains of the plaster and mortar in the vault.




  ‘Bring the ladders,’ Brains urged, waving to Anders to come to him. Christina’s son was their private home help and he usually carried out the heaviest tasks when the League of

  Pensioners struck. Now he put the ladders into place so that the gang could descend into the bank vault. They climbed down and looked about them. Everything was OK, except one vital feature. The

  brick wall in front of the refuse shaft was still there.




  ‘Then I’ll detonate another charge,’ suggested Brains.




  ‘No, wait!’ said Martha, going up to the wall and feeling with her thumb along the wallpaper. ‘Just as I thought. The building was renovated in the 1960s and then the builders

  didn’t know anything. As if it wasn’t enough that roofs, floors and walls became mouldy. Just look at this!’ She peeled away a bit of the wallpaper and some plaster fell out.

  ‘The joints are dissolving. They look all right at first sight, but inside they are like sugar. In those days they often mixed cement in brackish water. So we won’t be needing any

  dynamite here. It—’




  ‘You can hold your lecture until later. Just now we’re robbing a bank,’ muttered Rake.




  ‘Yes, but so that you’ll understand,’ insisted Martha, ‘you only need to hack away at the joints and lift the bricks out, and then we’ll reach the refuse shaft

  directly. Back to work now. I must return to the lorry.’ And with those words she hurried up the ladder, stepped into the bank director’s room and sneaked out through the entrance.




  Down in the bank vault, the rest of the gang kept at it. With the pointed geological hammer Anna-Greta hacked away at the mortar joints while humming a little tune to herself,

  a tune that the stone masons in Bohuslän on the west coast used to sing in by-gone days. Although a former bank officer herself, she was now remarkably laid back. The time since they had left

  the old people’s home had undeniably done her good.




  ‘I have a little more powder in reserve,’ Brains called out, soaked in sweat under the Pavarotti mask and feeling around deep in the bin. Then, in triumph, he held up another two

  piggy banks, light-blue this time. ‘You won’t believe what a boost this will be!’




  When Martha came out of the entrance, the street seemed to be just as quiet and deserted as earlier. A solitary nocturnal pedestrian came walking round the corner and, further

  away, she glimpsed a car. She screwed her eyes up a little and took a step back. Dearie me, a police car! It was going down Fleminggatan. It didn’t stop, however, but turned in to Saint

  Eriksgatan and disappeared. Martha took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. They had better look snappy before anyone suspected anything, she thought. The refuse-collection lorry might not have

  passed its MOT, or there might be some new legal requirement that the police had to check.




  She looked down at her bright green work clothes with their reflex strips; she would have liked to have been wearing something more elegant than a bin-collector’s uniform. Why hadn’t

  she chosen something more discreet? She regretted that now, and when she got back into the cabin and sat next to Christina, she was very dissatisfied with herself. Her friend saw Martha’s

  expression and, to console her, she held up a bag of Jungle Pastilles. Christina knew that Martha loved sweets even though she did her best to keep them for special occasions. But under

  extraordinary circumstances, such as a bank robbery, she liked to indulge herself with that little extra.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Martha and she took a handful. And then, rapidly, yet another handful. Christina looked at her out of the corner of her eye.




  ‘Problems?’




  ‘It takes a bit longer to rob a bank when you are old,’ Martha answered. ‘They hadn’t even got through the brick wall.’




  ‘You don’t say . . . but Martha— oh, goodness gracious!’ Christina’s voice rose to a falsetto.




  There was a sort of flash up on the first floor above the bank and a cloud of dust appeared behind the windows.




  ‘Oh no! Brains has detonated yet another piggy bank!’ said Martha. ‘Now we must hurry!’




  She pressed the joystick and the suction pump started up.




  ‘Right, that’s that,’ said Brains, and he dropped the last brick down onto the pile of rubble. ‘It just needed one more piggy bank to do the

  job.’




  He swept away some light-blue bits of plastic and leaned towards the open refuse shaft. A heavy stench of rotting rubbish crept in under his mask and out into the room. ‘Time to get the

  shovels and buckets. We must collect the goodies and do it quick!’




  ‘But what a revolting smell.’




  ‘Well, money doesn’t come from heaven. It must be earned here on earth. Get to work now,’ urged Anna-Greta from under her Margaret Thatcher mask.




  ‘OK, OK, don’t nag,’ could be heard from the others and then Pavarotti and Elton John started to shovel the riches into the refuse shaft, assisted and cheered on by Brad Pitt.

  Jewels, gold and banknotes were swallowed by the modern pneumatic refuse shaft. Swoosh and they were gone, and everyone realized that Martha had the suction pump at full throttle.




  Three golden necklaces, five bars of gold and three hundred thousand kronor in large banknotes were counted by Anna-Greta before she realized that she actually was counting. She didn’t

  have to do that, she wasn’t working in a bank any longer!




  They worked hard and all the members of the League of Pensioners were panting ominously. It was particularly heavy going when you had to exert yourself behind a latex mask, but none of them

  dared take them off. There was CCTV after all.




  ‘Just a little bit left,’ Brains urged them on and worked even faster. Thankfully, the heaps of riches were getting smaller and smaller, and now they could hear a pleasant gurgling

  sound from down the refuse shaft. Brains saw how banknotes, certificates and jewels were sucked down the shaft and, after a really loud gurgle, he found himself wondering how many millions they had

  shovelled in. Just as long as the people living higher up in the building didn’t wake up and throw their kitchen rubbish into the system, because that would really mess things up, he found

  himself thinking. Suddenly a large plastic bag with banknotes was sucked into the shaft but got stuck and blocked the opening.




  ‘I’ll sort that,’ said Anna-Greta briskly and, before anyone could stop her, she prodded the bag with her walking stick. But she prodded so hard that not only the bag but also

  the walking stick were sucked into the shaft.




  ‘Oh dearie me,’ she exclaimed in horror while the stick rattled down the shaft making a hell of a din. That will probably wake the residents, she realized, and cheerily chirped,

  ‘It’s time for us to say goodbye . . .’




  ‘This is not a time to joke! We’re risking a prison sentence here, you do know that?’ hissed Rake behind his stiff latex grin. He’d hardly finished speaking before he was

  interrupted by the sound of newly awakened voices followed by shouts and screams.




  In the big, fancy refuse lorry Martha noticed how the suction pump started to cough worryingly while at the same time lights were turned on higher up in the building above the

  bank.




  ‘Oops! We had best be moving. We’ve already got lots of millions,’ she said with her mouth full of Jungle Pastilles. She reached out to get some more, but the movement was so

  sudden that the bag fell to the floor.




  ‘I’ll pick it up,’ said Christina, eager to help. She threw herself forward, but ended up with her tummy on top of the control panel. A roaring sound could be heard from the

  suction pump.




  ‘What was that? A heavy sack of valuables?’ Martha wondered out loud.




  ‘I think that I might have . . .’ mumbled Christina.




  ‘I had better increase the suction force,’ said Martha, pulling the control panel towards her and pushing the joystick to maximum.




  ‘No, no,’ shouted Christina in panic because she had pressed the button that said: REVERSE. The newly stolen riches were now being pumped back into the refuse shaft!




  Inside the bank vault, the League of Pensioners were on their way up the ladders when they suddenly heard a sound like when water has been turned off in a building and then

  turned on again. A coughing, knocking and rattling noise was coming from the refuse shaft which soon expelled an enormous burst of old rubbish, followed by plaster, bits of board and mortar. After

  that came banknotes, brochures, wills and golden bracelets like projectiles into the bank vault and, last of all, a golden necklace wrapped round Anna-Greta’s bent walking stick.




  ‘But Martha, dear! Turn it off, turn it off!’ moaned Brains as he and Anders tried to push the big oak table against the opening to stop the flow.




  ‘Well, well, my walking stick,’ sighed Anna-Greta and sadly felt the handle which hadn’t fared well. A piece of it had splintered off.




  Then they heard a new, strange roar, followed by a long whooshing sound. Then silence. Martha had evidently turned the pump off. But then it started up again, the sound increased and everything,

  including Anna-Greta’s stick, was sucked back down the shaft again. But now they could hear other sounds too. Police sirens. And they were very close.




  Down on the street they were getting nervous inside the refuse-collection lorry.




  ‘It would seem that the neighbours have phoned the police,’ Christina commented.




  ‘Oh my God, yes, we’d best be moving,’ said Martha nervously, finding it hard waiting for the last of the loot to be sucked up. Then she hurriedly pressed the clutch and put

  the lorry into reverse gear.




  ‘But Martha! Don’t forget the suction pump,’ protested Christina, quickly jabbing her foot hard on the brake.




  ‘Oh dearie me, there is so much to bear in mind nowadays,’ muttered Martha blushing slightly. ‘I mean, it is so easy to forget.’




  ‘Help, now I can see a police car,’ Christina broke in.




  ‘If they come, then I’ll say that we’ve got a problem with food waste in the suction pump,’ said Martha unfolding an old, sticky pizza carton. ‘This sort of thing

  always causes a blockage in the pump.’




  ‘Oh, you think of everything!’




  ‘Yes, when I don’t forget it . . .’




  ‘But, usch, what a horrible smell,’ said Christina.




  ‘My dear, this isn’t a taxi, it is a refuse-collection lorry,’ answered Martha.




  The League of Pensioners down in the bank vault heard the police sirens, checked that they hadn’t forgotten anything and then hurried back up to the meeting room. There

  they quickly brushed the worst of the dust and dirt off one another and then, as calmly and coolly as possible, went out to the stairwell and down into the street with the refuse bins between them.

  A drunkard who walked past the bank gave a start when he saw Brad Pitt, Elton John and Pavarotti with two wheelie bins, closely followed by Margaret Thatcher. He rubbed his eyes. It was never a

  good idea to drink liqueur. Liqueur drinks could contain just about anything.




  The police car was approaching the corner of Saint Eriksgatan and Fleminggatan and it slowed down outside the bank just as the rain started to become more intense. The side window was

  lowered.




  ‘Hey, you!’




  Elton John and Brad Pitt heard the policeman’s voice behind them but pretended they hadn’t, and quickly disconnected the suction pipe as nonchalantly as they could. For the sake of

  appearances they even picked up a beer can and some messy paper serviettes from McDonald’s and threw them into one of the bins. Meanwhile, Martha pressed the buttons on the control panel so

  that the suction pipe was retracted and turned off completely, after which the hydraulic arm lifted the wheelie bins into place. Her hands fumbled to find the plastic bag with the emergency

  solution and then – that very moment – the rain turned into a cloudburst. The policemen, who were just getting out of their car, stopped mid-movement, shut the doors and quickly raised

  the side window.




  Anders, with his back turned to them, quickly removed his Brad Pitt mask and headed towards the nearest underground station, waving goodbye to the pensioners. Brains and Rake went up to the

  lorry and took their places on the spare seats behind Martha and Christina. It was a bit of a squeeze and had meant a lot of welding work and lots of prior planning. But instead of two lorries,

  they only wanted one. Making your escape in two vehicles was always more of a risk than just having one vehicle.




  ‘We seem to have sucked up some really nasty-smelling rubbish.’ Rake sniffed in dissatisfaction and pressed the nose of the Elton John mask as tightly as he could.




  ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Martha. ‘If you drive a refuse-collection lorry, you need to play the part convincingly, so I brought this along with us in case the police should get too

  close for comfort.’ She opened the plastic bag which contained fermented herring – a Swedish delicacy, but one which smelled so horrible that even the gourmands who like to eat it

  usually put a clothes peg over their nostrils while they do – the odour of which now filled the cabin even though she lowered the side windows.




  ‘Hold your noses! Now we’re off!’




  With a heavy turn of the steering wheel she swung out into the middle of the street, pressed the accelerator and set off past the police car before driving down Saint Eriksgatan in a calm and

  dignified manner. The policemen, who had just lowered their side windows once more, rapidly raised them again to prevent the stench from coming in, and it took them a while to collect their

  thoughts to such a degree that they were then able to rush into the bank with their pistols at the ready.




  ‘Do you know why Norwegian refuse-collection lorries drive so fast?’ began Martha, with her hands firmly gripping the steering wheel, in an attempt to lighten the atmosphere in the

  cab.




  ‘Because they are afraid they will be robbed!’ came the reply in unison from the back seat. And then they all giggled while they continued their drive by turning off towards

  Roslagstull and continuing on towards their new hometown of Djursholm. In the lorry’s refuse container they now had at least ten, if not fifteen, million for the poor who needed a brighter

  existence. But in actual fact, the League of Pensioners needed to haul in several hundred million more to realize Martha’s great dream: a place where ancient seniors could meet together,

  amuse themselves and enjoy life; yes, a place with lots of lovely things. A bit like an old-fashioned village where everybody managed nicely but with a more modern name – a Vintage Village or

  a Pleasure Village perhaps? Or why not a Panther Nest, she had thought, remembering how she had heard about a group of American oldies who had called themselves the Grey Panthers.
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  It is the mistakes that are made after a crime that lead to many crooks being caught, Martha thought as she steered the refuse-collection lorry out of the city. How many

  robbers have relaxed after carrying out their crimes, done something silly and then got caught? No, that was not going to happen to the League of Pensioners. Everyone in the gang must retain

  their concentration and not relax for a moment, she thought as she veered away at the last moment from a solitary pedestrian on the street, after which she skidded into a curve with screaming tyres

  before she understood that she must drive a bit slower. She took a hold of herself and gripped the steering wheel hard with both hands.




  She thought about how stupid those young men had been, years ago it was, when they stole paintings from the National Museum. The culprits had fled in a boat from the quay outside the museum in

  the middle of December, but then they had been so noisy once they were out in the bay that a skipper had become suspicious. After that, it didn’t take long for the police to find them. Not to

  mention the notorious helicopter robbery. On that occasion, the crooks left their GPS on a passenger seat in the helicopter, so the police could easily ascertain that they had been at the crime

  scene! That sort of farce was not going to happen with the League of Pensioners – they already had their plan ready. They weren’t going to leave any tracks at all . . . So, in good time

  before the robbery, they had fitted up their new villa in Djursholm with its own pneumatic refuse system so that all they had to do was connect the lorry’s suction pipe to the system. With

  the press of a button they would then do everything in reverse so that the entire haul would end up in their own cellar before they drove the lorry back to the depot. Simple and brilliant.

  Nobody would think of looking for the loot from a big robbery in the house of some old pensioners in Djursholm. No, in reality oldies just sat at home and solved crossword puzzles.




  Martha turned off from Norrtäljevägen in the direction of Djursholm square. By the shop she took the steep hill up to the right, passed the top and slowed down when they reached their

  new permanent home in life, Auroravägen 3. The picturesque old villa from around 1900 had a lovely position on a slope with bushes and oak trees and it was one of the many large old houses in

  the area. It had three storeys and was clad in dark-stained wood; it even had a tower with a glazed veranda. She loved the villa and if it hadn’t been for the grumpy multi-millionaire Bielke

  who lived next door, the place would have been absolutely idyllic. There had once been a lovely Jugend villa on his plot, but grizzle-guts had had it demolished and instead built a rectangular,

  fortress-like box construction. And in front of the grey concrete bunker he now had a luxurious swimming pool with steps and railings and around that were large concrete pots with neglected plants

  that were slowly suffocating from all the goutweed and dandelions. But worst of all were the tasteless garden sculptures in stone and plastic. A large granite lion with its front paw on a globe and

  a Father Christmas in jolly red colours with a split plastic hood and a sack on his back. If it hadn’t been for the lilac bushes and rows of apple trees which hid most of the abomination,

  Martha would never have gone along with buying the house next door. She wanted to be surrounded by beauty and lovely nature.




  Martha missed the lovely old house in the country outside Vetlanda down in the south of the country that they had been forced to leave. But the local council had decided to build a motorway

  right outside and they had no choice but to move back to Stockholm. They hadn’t dared return to Värmdö where they had lived earlier, but had chosen to settle in Anna-Greta’s

  old home district of Djursholm, a very posh northern suburb of the city. It felt safer there. Not so much motorbike gang and bandits, but more financial dribblers in fancy suits. And they

  didn’t tend to knock down pensioners. Besides, Djursholm was a calm and peaceful place with a well brought up population who liked culture. This, for example, is where the storyteller Elsa

  Beskow had once lived. Martha could imagine how she would have sat there in her large 1940s villa, played the piano, drawn pictures and thought up stories. Perhaps it was this that had made Martha

  herself dream of creating a wonderful existence for older people. Yes, a Vintage Village, a real Panther Nest with a cinema, theatre, spa, garden, Internet cafe, hairdresser, swimming bath and bar;

  yes, a wonderful retreat for seniors where you could enjoy the last years of your life. She wanted to get the League of Pensioners to realize this dream, but if she was going to succeed in

  convincing them, she would have to proceed with caution. Because as soon as her friends understood how much money would be needed, they would also understand that they must carry out new crimes.

  Millions in a bank were all very well, but a Panther Nest or a Pleasure Village, if you could call it that, would demand thousands of millions of kronor.




  Martha changed to a lower gear, had a look in the wing mirror to make sure there was nobody behind them, and drove in towards the carport next to the cellar. It was rather hard to manoeuvre the

  heavy vehicle so unfortunately the lorry ended up at a bit of an angle, but even real refuse collectors can park their lorries a bit carelessly sometimes. Now the most important thing was to

  quickly unload their booty!




  ‘Time to connect the suction pipe,’ she said, nodding to the others. A sleepy Pavarotti (Brains) and a just-as-sleepy Elton John (Rake) climbed out of the cab of the lorry while

  Martha got hold of the control panel and lowered the pipe. The men dragged it across to the cellar wall and were just about to connect it when they both felt an urgent call of nature . . . the

  early hours of the morning have a strange effect on elderly men and both Pavarotti and Elton John had to pee.




  ‘Hang on a moment!’ Brains signalled to Martha as he nipped round the corner with Rake right after him. But Martha didn’t grasp the signal and she went ahead and pressed the

  joystick. A stench of rotten herring erupted from the lorry together with some wills, bars of gold and bank-notes, before the men – clutching their belts – rushed back in horror and

  connected the pipe as they should have done straight away. Martha heard all sorts of sounds and imagined how banknotes, coin collections, gold bars and lots of other things were landing in the

  cellar. But then there was a sudden blockage and the pump stopped with a crack as if somebody had fired a rifle.




  ‘Oh no, Anna-Greta’s walking stick!’ squeaked Christina as there was another crack and the remains of the stick were ejected into the cellar.




  ‘Poor Anna-Greta, what shall we do now?’ mumbled Martha while the noise slowly diminished before finally stopping completely.




  ‘We’ll buy her a nice new stick if Brains can’t repair the old one,’ said Christina, and Martha nodded in agreement. Then she signalled to the men to disconnect the pipe.

  But nothing happened. Enraged, Martha got out of the cab.




  ‘What’s going on?’ she demanded.




  ‘Some stuff fell by the wayside,’ said Brains pathetically and pointed at a few banknotes and a gold bar on the ground. ‘I think there’s even a bit under the lorry

  too.’




  ‘I’ll fix that. I’ll park the lorry on the slope,’ said Rake, ever ready to show his skills. ‘We men know about such things and we’re used to heavy

  vehicles.’




  ‘Well, fine, then, but I’d better get rid of that rotten herring first,’ said Martha, opening the door and lifting out the bag with the stinking fish.




  ‘Oh bloody hell, we’ll never get rid of that stench!’ mumbled Rake. He squeezed his nose but only got a piece of latex in his hand. Muttering to himself, he climbed up into the

  driver’s seat, looked about him, and had just started to back the vehicle when Martha knocked on the windscreen.




  ‘The pipe, Rake, retract it first.’




  ‘Was just about to do that,’ he said with his face growing red, then he did as she said and drove up the slope where he parked on their neighbour’s private parking space. The

  stinking-rich neighbour was on a round-the-world trip, so they didn’t have to worry about him. Nor his garden either. He had contracted the garden upkeep to a company that had since gone

  bankrupt, but the League of Pensioners had kept quiet about that. They enjoyed not having to hear the sound of the lawnmowers, trimmers and other machines that were so common in Djursholm. As far

  as they were concerned, they would be happy to see the garden turn into a jungle!




  Rake got out and when he came back to the house he picked up a gold bar and the remains of a stamp album from the ground, but he couldn’t find anything more. He went in to join the

  others.




  They had hardly got inside the refuse room in the cellar before they all broke out in wild cheering. On the floor lay gold bars and bundles of banknotes all higgledy-piggledy, and Anna-Greta

  rushed forward in a state of ecstasy. She beamed with delight as she waved one of the bundles as if she was fanning herself with a fan of feathers.




  ‘Aaah,’ she sighed, and closed her eyes.




  ‘But there is such a mess here,’ said Martha, horrified. ‘What if somebody comes. We’d better hide everything right away.’




  ‘Nonsense, there aren’t any police in Djursholm, just swindlers and big finance crooks,’ Anna-Greta giggled, virtually drunk with delight, and she threw some bundles into the

  air. ‘Aaah,’ she joyfully exclaimed yet again, bending down and sniffing the money. ‘Mind you, they don’t exactly smell like money, more like rotten fish.’




  ‘No, that’s right. Cleaning stained notes after a bank robbery is one thing, I can do that, but getting rid of the stench of rotten fish? God knows if I can manage that!’

  muttered Brains who had finally taken off his Pavarotti mask.




  ‘Now listen to me! We must get serious; we can’t make the same mistake as other robbers. We must cover our tracks. And do it properly!’ urged Martha.




  ‘Yes, right. But we’ll never get rid of the smell,’ said Anna-Greta, holding a bundle of banknotes at arm’s length. ‘I know, we can send a press release to the

  papers and call this the Stink Robbery,’ she went on, before breaking out into such a neighing that Christina had to give her a kick on her shins.




  ‘Pull yourself together, Anna-Greta, we mustn’t make a fool of ourselves.’




  And just as she uttered those words, a strange sound could be heard from somewhere above. There was a bit of squeaking, thumping and a banging on the ground, and the noise was getting all the

  louder. Indeed, it sounded as if something was coming down the slope. And it wasn’t a car or a motorbike, but something much heavier. And the closer it came, the stronger the stench of rotten

  herring.




  ‘Oh no, my God, I do believe . . .’ Martha managed to utter before they all rushed to the door. They got out just in time to see the refuse-collection lorry smash through the bushes,

  bump down the steps and start sinking in the neighbour’s pool. Big bubbles came up to the surface and there was a plopping and slurping sound while the lorry settled slowly on the bottom.

  Then all was silent.




  ‘Goodness gracious me!’ said Christina, pressing her hands over her face in shock.




  ‘A refuse-collection lorry in a swimming pool, that’s something I’ve never seen before,’ Brains announced.




  ‘Well, at least it will be clean now,’ mumbled Martha.




  ‘And it won’t smell either,’ Anna-Greta added.




  Rake didn’t say anything, he just stared. He had pulled up the handbrake, of course he had done that, but perhaps he’d forgotten to put the lorry in gear . . .? Or something like

  that.




  ‘What were you saying, Rake, about you men being accustomed to heavy vehicles?’ Martha wondered.




  ‘Yes, perhaps you also know how to drive them out of a swimming pool?’ Christina chipped in with a little giggle. Then everyone turned silent and they all looked glumly at the lorry

  that had crushed the bushes, smashed the security fence and filled the entire swimming pool. Up on the roof of the lorry you could see a branch from a lilac bush and a dandelion leaf.




  ‘Lucky for us that our neighbour had such a deep pool,’ said Martha in an attempt to be positive.




  ‘I won’t contradict you on that,’ said Rake, trying to straighten up the remains of a gooseberry bush. ‘He tested diving apparatus there for his adventure

  trips.’




  ‘And have you thought of something? We really have been rather lucky. Nobody will go looking for a refuse-collection lorry in a swimming pool,’ Martha went on.




  ‘Nope, I’ll grant you that,’ said Rake, immediately feeling in somewhat better spirits. ‘But it is clearly visible there in the water.’




  ‘That’s true, but there ought to be a remedy for that, there always is,’ said Brains. ‘I bet you that our neighbour has a powered pool cover.’




  Brains looked around and caught sight of the little shed next to the pool. He picked the lock and disappeared inside. Shortly afterwards, the sound of a little motor starting up could be heard.

  Slowly the pool cover extended across the surface and soon it had covered the entire pool. There was no sign of the lorry!




  ‘Neat, isn’t it?’ Brains turned off the motor, unscrewed a few screws and pulled out one of the cables in the control panel. ‘Now nobody will be able to remove the pool

  cover in a hurry. That gives us a little time to contemplate the situation.’




  ‘Yes, we’re going to need that,’ said Martha.
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  A bank robbery is like being high on cocaine, Martha thought – but with only a very vague grasp of what being high on cocaine really involved. She was sticky with sweat,

  must have tossed and turned in her bed at least a hundred times, and the sheets were twisted like the stripes on a piece of sticky rock. Her brain was spinning at top speed and time after time she

  went over the bank robbery hunting for any mistakes they might have made. She didn’t think they had left any tracks, or had they? And then there was that incident with the refuse-collection

  lorry. She had let Brains park it so that he would feel like a real man, and then it had all gone wrong – if you were a bank robber, you shouldn’t get soft and sentimental and think of

  others, no, a robbery was a robber’s job, and as such a job that had to be done in a professional manner; it was as simple as that! Mind you, it had all turned out OK in the end. If the

  police made a connection between the refuse-collection lorry and the bank robbery, it wouldn’t help them very much. They could check however many lorry depots they wanted and not find

  anything. But a refuse-collection lorry in a swimming pool! She couldn’t have thought up anything better herself . . .




  Martha and her friends hadn’t had the energy to go through all the booty straight away, but had first taken a power nap. A little snooze simply helped clear your brain before you started

  counting money. And then they had to celebrate. No robbery without champagne – or, at the very least, some exciting liqueur. Martha yawned, got up and pulled out a pen and paper. As soon as

  they had sorted and hidden the loot, they would have to decide how they were going to give away their Robin Hood money. Martha drew up a things-to-do list and then slowly got dressed. Then she took

  the pen and notepad and went down the stairs and into the kitchen. It was high time for a meeting.




  Before long, Martha and her friends were sitting, each with a cup of coffee, around the big oak table in the cellar. The little gable window was covered with black cloth and the lights were

  turned on. A heavy stench of rotten herring seemed to have settled in the room and now and then deep yawns could be heard. They were all tired and would have liked to have snoozed a bit longer, but

  the stolen millions had to be dealt with as soon as possible. Besides which they must solve the problem of the lorry in the swimming pool. To their great fortune, not only was their grumpy

  neighbour not in residence, but all the other neighbours were away too. And nobody seemed to have noticed what had happened. The lilac bushes and the rest of the overgrown garden hid most of the

  tracks, and when the League of Pensioners had tidied up a bit, it didn’t really look much different to any other neglected garden. But still. It only needed one person to become curious and

  want to peep under the pool cover. And besides, there was a stench of rotten herring in the whole house. As Brains put it: the smell of fermented herring is like bills. Not something you can get

  rid of just like that.




  ‘Five gold bars, tons of bundles of banknotes, three collections of coins and a collection of stamps. Not bad, not bad at all.’ Anna-Greta’s slightly bureaucratic tone of voice

  echoed around the downstairs hide-away. She sounded unusually bright and joyful.




  ‘But those banknotes. The authorities will have the numbers, won’t they? They are so dreadfully strict at the currency exchanges nowadays,’ said Christina rather timidly. Her

  religious upbringing in Jönköping, the heart of the Swedish bible belt, still made itself felt and she found it hard to get used to bank robberies. And when they had to deal with the

  booty, well, that caused her even more angst. She felt ashamed, like a crook, and she was always worried that they would get caught.




  ‘We can buy caravans, luxury cruisers and other stuff on the Internet,’ Rake proposed and put a calming arm around her shoulder.




  ‘But what if they’re stolen, then it would be a criminal offence: receiving stolen goods.’ Christina shook her head.




  ‘No, of course, we should steer clear of anything illegal like that,’ Martha announced and gave the others a strict look.




  ‘Then I reckon you’re in the wrong line of business,’ said Rake.




  ‘But the whole point of our crimes is to spread joy,’ she insisted.




  ‘Not so sure that everyone would agree.’




  The League of Pensioners clinked their coffee cups together, helped themselves to the wafer biscuits and contemplated the heap of valuables on the floor. Now and then, they shifted the bundles

  of banknotes as if weighing up what they could be used for. Anna-Greta thumbed through the banknotes and looked thoughtful. Then she suddenly stopped and a broad smile stretched across her

  face.




  ‘You know what? I’ve had a brilliant idea,’ she exclaimed, and you could hear a merry clucking gradually transforming into a jolly horse-like neigh before she managed to stop

  herself at the last moment. ‘We start a company, buy an old people’s home or a school with the money from the bank robbery, then quickly sell the company and transfer the profit to the

  West Indies.’




  ‘Not like those greedy venture capitalists, surely!’ Christina shouted.




  ‘Stop and explain yourself! We are not going to make a profit on the elderly and schools. We’re going to give away the money, don’t forget that,’ Martha

  protested.




  ‘Yes, but that’s precisely what we would be doing. Give away!’ Anna-Greta insisted, as she nonchalantly pushed her long grey hair behind her ears and sat up straight.

  Smiling, she looked at her friends. ‘Profit-making companies within schools, health care and other social fields transfer enormous amounts of money out of Sweden without paying tax, and the

  government has no control of this at all!’ Her cheeks glowed red with excitement. ‘And we don’t even have to plunder a company first, we already have the money! We just send it to

  the Caribbean, start a company there and then transfer the money back home again without paying tax. That way the money will grow!’




  ‘But who the hell pays tax on money they have robbed?’ asked Rake, perplexed.




  This was followed by silence for a remarkably long period and they all looked at each other, a little embarrassed – until Anna-Greta sat up straight, looked around at them and cracked her

  neck.




  ‘Don’t you get it? We launder the money over there in the Caribbean and then we can hand out even more money to the poor.’




  This was a bit difficult for the members of the League of Pensioners to follow, and Anna-Greta had to go on to explain how they, with the help of a lawyer, could arrange the whole thing.




  ‘And the more companies we start, the harder it will be for the authorities to work out what we’re up to,’ she said.




  ‘I think it ought to suffice with one company; wouldn’t that be enough?’ said Brains, who didn’t want to complicate life unnecessarily. He wanted to work on his lathe, do

  his carpentry and busy himself with his inventions. Not play fancy tricks with money.




  ‘We must have two companies, one in the West Indies and one in Sweden. Then we get a Visa card for the Swedish company and we can get at the money right away.’ Anna-Greta’s

  eyes glimmered with delight.




  ‘In one of those hole-in-the-wall machines, you mean?’ asked Rake, wide-eyed.




  ‘Yes, yes, that’s right. Then the company in the West Indies can lend money to our company in Sweden, and charge an extortionate interest rate so that we make an enormous loss. There

  wouldn’t be any tax at all to pay, and we would get even richer. Just like the multi-millionaires.’




  ‘But Lord above, why should we bother with all that? Can’t we just do some good instead?’ Brains broke in.




  ‘Absolutely. That financial circus is not for us. We shall pay tax in Sweden, otherwise we aren’t the slightest bit better than the usual crooked businessmen,’ said Martha.




  ‘That’s quite right. Tax is necessary for society to function,’ Christina added, pulling out her nail file and starting to carefully file her nails. She hadn’t varnished

  them for two days and it was high time to take care of them. ‘And if you are rich, that is – you’ll have to excuse me if I haven’t really understood this, but if you have

  lots of money, then you can afford to pay tax, can’t you? So why don’t people do so?’ she asked.




  Sucks and ums and ers could be heard from all while they reflected on the powerful world of finance. Evidently loads of billions were swirling around in cyberspace and they never seemed to reach

  the people who really needed them, while at the same time the banks lent fictive money they didn’t have. No wonder it was hard to understand. In the end, Martha held up her hands in a

  decisive gesture.




  ‘Anna-Greta, instead of dribbling hither and thither with our capital, I want to know how we can share our bank robbery money as quickly as possible.’




  ‘As soon as I can get hold of a good lawyer, I’ll ask him to make monthly payments to the City Mission for their charity work. We can do that, because in the Caribbean our account

  will be kept secret and nobody will know where the money comes from.’




  They all thought that was a good idea and nodded in agreement, but sighed at the same time over the fact that they had so little money to share out. Nowadays so many people needed help to

  manage. The low-paid working in health care, people with only the lowest state pension, schools, old people’s homes, cultural organizations . . . the League of Pensioners would really have to

  set to work to manage all this. Besides, there was something else to think of. Martha pulled out her knitting. It was all very well giving money to those in need, but an unfortunate characteristic

  of money was that it disappeared, she thought. While the members of the League of Pensioners were still able and active, they ought to create something that would last. Something that would bring

  joy even after they themselves were dead: the Pleasure Village, the dream of a place for the elderly.




  She shut her eyes and saw a gang of happy seniors in front of a swimming pool. Some others sat in the bar cosseted in comfortable armchairs with umbrella drinks in their hands, while others

  again were busying themselves with gardening in one of the senior centre’s many greenhouses. A theatre group performed Arsenic and Old Lace up on the stage and from the boules pitch

  you could hear chatter and joyful laughter. What a marvellous vision . . .




  ‘Your knitting!’ Brains exclaimed, saving it just as the whole lot was about to fall to the floor.




  ‘Thank you,’ mumbled Martha fumbling with the stitches. The problem was that the Pleasure Village or the Panther Nest would certainly cost lots and lots, much more than one of those

  huge sport arenas that the politicians built to keep on good terms with the building industry. But of course they wouldn’t have to build the whole village all at once; rather, they could

  start with a spa or a restaurant. A few hundred million kronor, that was all. Martha fingered the half-finished scarf, raised her eyebrows and tried to concentrate her thoughts. If lots of

  puppy-like twenty-five-year-olds from the Business School could get rich, then surely five adventurous seniors could also succeed?




  ‘You know what? We have lots to do. If we are going to give away eighteen million, or however much we managed to haul in, then we must get to work.’




  ‘Pah, that’s easy. Give them to the state and then they’ll disappear without trace before you know it!’ said Rake.




  ‘Regardless, we’re going to need to hide everything we’ve stolen,’ Brains commented, and the others agreed with him. They quickly made a joint effort to stuff the booty

  into dirty pillowcases and duvet covers which they then pushed into three laundry baskets together with the rest of the dirty laundry. On top they put Rake’s and Brains’s unwashed

  underpants, after which they threw the Pavarotti, Thatcher and Elton John masks into the oil-fired burner. When they were done, Rake fetched the champagne and five glasses.




  ‘And now we shall celebrate too, right?’




  ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Martha and she nodded to Rake. He handed out the champagne glasses and with a slight bow filled them. ‘Cheers and thanks to everyone!’ said Martha,

  raising her glass.




  ‘Cheers!’ responded her friends. They clinked the champagne glasses against each other and drank in a solemn mood.




  ‘To think that we’ve been successful again,’ said Anna-Greta, throwing out her hands in a gesture of happiness.




  ‘Anna-Greta, robbing a bank is the simple part,’ said Christina. ‘Laundering the money and giving it to those who are in need – that seems to be ten times

  harder!’




  All the members of the League of Pensioners realized that they had a lot of work before them and they knew that they needed their midday siesta. The meeting was adjourned and they went up to

  their respective rooms. Martha was halfway up the stairs when she felt a hand on her shoulder.




  ‘Martha, I want to talk to you!’ Brains’s voice sounded serious and his hand felt warm and pleasant. Nevertheless, she felt a little worried. He had sounded so decisive.




  ‘Now?’




  ‘Yes, this minute. Let’s go into the library.’




  Sleepy and with a feeling that he had something important to say, she obeyed. If there was a problem, then it was best to solve it directly. He waited until she had come into the room, then he

  looked around and closed the door. He straightened his jacket, followed by the old 1950s trousers, after which he slowly and cautiously went down on his knees. She looked at him in astonishment.

  Heavens, he looked so embarrassed and lost!




  ‘Martha, I want to marry you.’




  ‘But my dear, you don’t have to go down onto your knees to propose, you only have to say so,’ said Martha, horrified as she saw Brains end up in a heap on the floor.




  ‘I am fed up of being secretly engaged. I want us to get married now,’ he mumbled and got back up onto his knees somewhat breathlessly. He took hold of the door frame and stood up in

  as dignified a manner as he was capable of. Then he fished out a gold ring from his pocket and held it up to Martha.




  ‘Thank you my friend,’ she mumbled, blushing as she received it. ‘So kind of you,’ she went on, but, in her eagerness, she bumped into him so that the ring rolled off

  across the floor. Brains went down onto the floor tiles again.




  ‘Now you understand why I want you all to do gymnastics every day, right?’ said Martha far too quickly, before she realized that it wasn’t perhaps the most tactful comment at

  that very moment.




  ‘Hmmf!’ came the response from Brains.




  ‘Sorry, but it is a good idea to keep fit and healthy,’ she went on and again, almost as she said the words, she realized that this, too, was not exactly what she should be saying.

  Brains managed to get up on his feet again, this time without needing to support himself against the wall. And now he was looking decidedly rebellious.




  ‘Gymnastics? Yes, sure, my dear, but I get my litheness from yoga. The yoga sessions with Christina have taught me a lot,’ he said, and his voice sounded unusually defiant.




  Martha stared at him. He had contradicted her! Ever since the day they had got engaged, he had started getting cheeky. Now, he could be really stubborn and regularly tried to defy her. A woman

  should never get married, it was better that the menfolk had to make a bit of an effort and not take you for granted, Martha thought. And to be proposing now! They had hardly recovered from the

  bank robbery! Or was he afraid that she would propose a new crime straight away? She sneaked a look at the ring that Brains held firmly between his thumb and first finger.




  ‘You’ll get the other one when we get married. Then we’ll have a party!’ said Brains and he slipped the glimmering gold onto her finger. She stroked the ring with her

  index finger and looked at him. She did want to live with him, but . . .




  ‘Get married? Yes, my friend. That sounds nice, but as I said, we must hand out the money from the bank robbery now, yes, you know—’




  Brains pushed her aside.




  ‘So the money from the bank robbery is more important?’




  ‘Oh no. Not at all. Only just now. We can’t disappoint the elderly and the poor. The money must be distributed now.’




  ‘Giving money away is more important, then?’ Brains’s voice sounded shrill.




  ‘No, no, my dear, you know perfectly well that you and me, we belong together!’ said Martha, and she leaned forward and hugged him tightly until she felt that he had calmed down.

  ‘We’ll just postpone the wedding a while.’




  ‘A while? OK, then we’ll get married fairly soon, you mean?’ mumbled Brains, relieved. He could feel himself blushing as he was sucked into her field of force again. He had

  hoped that they would get married straight after the big bank robbery. But, of course, the money must be handed out too. So he couldn’t risk everything with his romantic marriage plans. The

  wedding would have to be later. Martha was right. As always. He just had to accept that.




  ‘OK. We distribute the money first, but then get ma—’




  ‘Wonderful, Brains, you are so flexible,’ Martha cut him off and again wrapped her arms around him. ‘There is no one like you! Oh, how I love you!’




  And then Brains blushed again and was completely lost for words. Hand in hand they went upstairs and now everything felt so good between them. It was OK that Martha got to decide now, but later,

  when they were married, then he would show her who was boss, he would indeed – that was, if they didn’t end up in prison.




  By now it was late afternoon and they were all still a little tipsy from the champagne – except Martha who, though chirpy and happy, remained sober. After all, it was not

  every day that somebody proposed to her. But neither she nor Brains had been able to relax, so they had followed all the news bulletins. The robbery had been the top item on the TV and radio news

  and the police were out in force. Everything the League of Pensioners did over the next few hours could be decisive for whether they would get caught or not. They must lie low, act wisely and not

  – under any circumstances – make any mistakes.




  The police were hunting the perpetrators of the great Nordea robbery and Martha asked herself how the constables reasoned. One of them might start thinking about the League of Pensioners since

  the robbers had not used a machine gun, had not thrown caltrops onto the street, had not burned cars or taken hostages. That meant there weren’t so many robber gangs to choose from. On the

  other hand, they had used explosives, and that had a definite criminal ring to it. Rake had actually suggested that they shoot a volley (at the ceiling, of course) with a machine gun to

  appear professional, but Martha had firmly opposed that idea. To start with, they never used weapons as a matter of principle, and second, just because others behaved badly it was no reason for

  them to do the same. Besides, the League of Pensioners had ‘disappeared’ some time ago and nobody could know that they were back in the field again.




  Martha wheeled the dining trolley up in the tower and started to lay the table with herbal tea, wholemeal biscuits and other organic foods (Christina was in a health phase). To

  get everyone into a good mood, she had also put out some really yummy chocolate wafers and their old favourite, cloudberry liqueur. It was important that everybody enjoyed themselves and felt

  good.




  When she had laid the table, she rang the little bell to call the others. The veranda at the top of the tower was a delight, and the rattling indoor lift took them up there without difficulty.

  It was a cosy place to sit. Here, too, they could look out across the road and the next-door plot and keep track of what happened should any undesired person turn up. Meanwhile, they could hold

  their meeting.




  ‘Welcome, and help yourself to coffee,’ said Martha when they had all gathered there. ‘I mean healthy herbal tea.’




  Anna-Greta stepped in and settled in her favourite armchair, Christina turned back in the doorway to fetch her handbag with her cosmetics, and Brains and Rake wandered in, both very sleepy. A

  midday siesta was all very well, but they could have slept a lot longer.




  When Christina came back and all had been served, the atmosphere became calm. There was a clinking of cups and the occasional discreet cough. They were not entirely sober, but Martha considered

  that they didn’t have time to relax properly. She looked around her, smothered the impulse to ring the bell yet again, and cleared her throat discreetly.




  ‘We have talked about how we can best use the capital in the robbery fund. This time I vote for putting it into health care and schools. And, of course, care for the elderly and

  culture,’ Martha started. ‘Then we can create a project of our own, a Vintage—’




  ‘Don’t forget our seamen. They ought to get some money too,’ Rake said. ‘Flagging out and all that.’




  ‘And inventors,’ Brains added. ‘In Sweden there are innumerable brilliant inventors, but they don’t get any support from the state. Fantastic ideas are bought up by

  foreign companies or are simply stolen. We ought to support them.’




  ‘Of course, seamen and inventors should be on the list,’ Martha agreed and made a note on her pad. ‘But at the same time we ought to think in the long term and invest in

  something that will last. I’ve an idea for a lovely place for the elderly, a Vintage—’




  ‘What about librarians?’ Christina chipped in. ‘They support our entire culture. And remember all the nurses, teachers and—’




  ‘Now listen, we’re not sitting on Sweden’s national budget here, we have only carried out a small bank robbery,’ Martha reminded them.




  ‘Small? Did you say small? There was a great big bang when the floor gave way,’ Rake said, grinning.




  ‘Order in the ranks!’ Martha commanded in a loud voice and put her hands together in front of her so that she almost looked like a priest. ‘I vote that we first of all give

  money to those who work in home care and home health care, as well as in health care in general. Then we move on and there I’d like to suggest a new fancy project, a Vintage Village, a real

  Panther Nest, yes, a village for the elderly.’




  ‘A Jurassic Park for oldies, you mean?’ Rake grinned.




  ‘You what? A vintage village? That sounds like old clothes, no, I think that all the money should go to those who are underpaid. They ought to get a bonus just like the directors,’

  Brains contributed.




  ‘A bonus to the underpaid? What a great idea!’ Rake added.




  ‘Yes, indeed, but then I’ve got a plan,’ said Martha.




  ‘We don’t doubt that for one second,’ said Brains, and took her hand. ‘But one thing at a time. We can’t do everything at once.’




  One thing at a time? Martha leaned back in the chair. They were right, she ought to calm down. There was no point robbing banks if you didn’t hand out the money to the people who needed it

  before you started with the next project. But after that . . . well! Brains could say what he liked, but she wasn’t going to drop the idea of that Vintage Village, or whatever it was to be

  called.
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  Chief Inspector Per Jöback at the City Police had had a hectic night. First, an elderly lady had phoned in and said that she had seen Pavarotti and Elton John outside the

  Nordea bank branch on Kungsholmen. The lady in question, who must have been seventy plus, had been out with her dog when she had seen them and now she was philosophizing as to whether they could

  have been crooks in disguise. Jöback had been friendly and had politely said that he too adored Elton John and Pavarotti, but that he didn’t really think they would rob a bank. Then the

  lady added that she had also noticed a lady who looked like Margaret Thatcher and that she too could have been involved. Then he said that he had noted the tip and that he would check it out, but

  that regrettably he must leave the station to answer an emergency alarm call. Then he had yawned widely and put his feet up on the table.




  Two hours later, he was woken up by a call from Djursholm that made him really furious. Mrs Astrid von Bahr, the wife of a diplomat, suffered from insomnia and she had gone out onto her balcony

  to read and to get a bit of fresh air. Out there she had thought about her unfaithful husband – who, after forty years of marriage, had left her for a younger woman – when she suddenly

  heard a weird noise. It had sounded like a lorry and when she’d looked up from her e-reader she had glimpsed a refuse-collection lorry which was rolling backwards down a steep slope. Then she

  had heard a terrific crash and then everything went silent. She had listened for a long time but hadn’t heard the lorry drive away again and nor had she heard any voices, and she thought that

  was strange.




  ‘A refuse-collection lorry can hardly go up in smoke, Constable.’




  Jöback agreed about that and he talked with her for a long time until he tired of all her theories about terrorist deeds and the mafia. Indeed, he was beginning to be too old to be on night

  duty since he had far too little patience. People were so incredibly stupid.




  ‘Well, thank you for phoning,’ he attempted to end the conversation, emptying his lungs in a long exhalation.




  ‘But the refuse-collection lorry might have ended up in the ditch,’ said the lady.




  ‘Yes, that is, of course, a possibility,’ said Jöback.




  ‘Or what if somebody had hijacked it?’




  The refuse-collection lorry? No, there aren’t any Norwegians in Djursholm, he intended to reply, but he swallowed the words.




  ‘Then a black hole? Are there sinkholes in Djursholm?’




  ‘Sinkholes? Oh how unpleasant!’ said Chief Inspector Jöback with pretended empathy in his voice.




  ‘Yes, isn’t it!’




  ‘But are you sure it was a refuse-collection lorry, and not an ambulance or a fire engine?’ asked Jöback.




  Then the lady had accused him of teasing, but he had reassured her that he took her interest in public order most seriously. After which he thanked her for the tip, quickly brought the

  conversation to an end and told his police dog, Cleo, that elderly ladies should not live alone too long. At the very least, they ought to have a dog as company, just like he had. Otherwise they

  got too many strange ideas.




  Brains got up, went across to the tower window and looked out across the garden. A few weeks had passed since the big robbery and the police had not interrogated them. The

  detectives did not believe the coup against the Nordea bank had been the work of Swedish robbers, but rather everything pointed to an international gang. Swedes would not have worn a Margaret

  Thatcher mask, said the police, nor would Pavarotti or Brad Pitt have featured. The likelihood would have been greater if they had worn an Abba mask or a mask of Björn Borg or the Swedish

  king. Thus the League of Pensioners had not even been named in the speculations in the media.




  ‘One shouldn’t commit oneself to a single theory but have all one’s candles burning,’ Jöback declared straight into the TV cameras, presumably inspired by a former

  police commissioner who used to say the same. ‘We are working on a broad front,’ he added and looked very important.




  The articles about the big bank robbery grew less and the columns all the smaller, and now the robbery hadn’t been mentioned at all for several days. The members of the League of

  Pensioners started to relax and Brains thought it was high time to hold a wedding. Yes, he ought to make a new attempt to talk with Martha. But it wasn’t easy. He paced around in the tower

  room, stopped in front of the window and looked out across the garden while he tried to collect his thoughts. A great tit flew past and settled on one of the branches outside. There were a lot of

  trees in the garden and, my God, they did look a mess. They grumbled about the neighbour, but their own garden was not much better. The black iron gates needed repainting and the gravel paths had

  patches of weeds and moss. On the slope from the house to the fence there were several oaks that should have been trimmed long ago and what had once been a fine lawn was now just high grass. Brains

  sighed and thought that their house with its tower looked just like one of those classic old mansions with their fancy woodwork, more or less dilapidated, typical of Djursholm. Usually inhabited by

  elderly ladies who played the piano and read books but who didn’t have the energy to look after the house or the garden any longer.




  Both he and Rake suffered, because they couldn’t manage a garden of this size either and they didn’t dare employ a gardener as long as they busied themselves with their illegal

  activities. Brains stole a look at Martha. It was actually her fault because she could never relax, and was always committing them to new projects all the time, so both the house and the garden

  suffered as a result. And even though he had proposed, she hadn’t planned the wedding. When he paced back and forth in front of the window, he suddenly grew angry. There she sat with a book

  in her hand not caring about what the garden looked like. And she didn’t care about their wedding either. He went up to her.




  ‘Martha, have you thought any more about when we can get married?’ he asked, in what was an unusually sharp voice for him.




  ‘Get married, did you say?’ Martha wondered, sitting in her favourite flowery armchair and reading. She thumbed the pages a little nervously and felt the pressure from her

  fiancé. She was reading The Mystery of Ageing: How to Live Longer, written by one of those health journalists in one of the major dailies. Brains, for his part, had brought up an old

  computer that he had started to take apart; he was going to learn how it worked. But evidently he hadn’t had much success because he had abandoned the semi-demolished computer and stood by

  the window a long while.




  ‘Yes, get-mar-ried,’ he said, emphasizing every syllable, before returning to the computer’s innards.
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