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			Dear Readers

			The times we live in are anything but simple, with war and conflicts everywhere, and it was for this reason that I felt the urge to write something that might give us hope. I wanted to write about friendship between people from different nations. Between my Swedish compatriots, for example, and the Germans, of whom I have grown very fond in recent years. And what came out was this story about a small town in Sweden where things are difficult: unemployment, young people moving away – even the local bookshop has had to close. It doesn’t get much worse than that! But when blue and yellow meets black, red and gold, things finally start looking up …

			With this in mind, I hope you enjoy my small contribution to German-Swedish friendship. Happy reading!

			Warm regards,

			Jonas Jonasson

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Kaltenbacher and Kaltenbacher

			Bloody Scandinavians. Especially the Swedes!

			It had taken Konrad Kaltenbacher fifty years to conquer the whole world. All right, nearly the whole world. In Buenos Aires, nobody slept better than the people who got into a Traumbett bed at night. It was the same in Melbourne. Shanghai. Montreal. Tokyo. New York. And in the Johannesburg Sheraton, not to mention the Hilton in Cairo.

			Traumbett – because you’ve earned a good night’s sleep.

			Sweden, though! Three attempts to crack the market over the years – all with the same crushing result.

			Behind closed doors, Konrad was willing to admit the Swedes knew a thing or two about bed manufacturing. But it still vexed him that in these three very wealthy countries – Sweden, Norway and Denmark – hardly anyone slumbered on a Traumbett. It almost kept him up at night.

			He was seventy-five now. And a big cheese in Hamburg, if you wanted to put it that way. Universally admired for what he’d achieved. No one would ever guess that he was still so preoccupied by what he hadn’t achieved.

			Well, one person would: Konrad Kaltenbacher Jr, the Bed King’s son. Nothing and no one could have made his father prouder. Junior was ready to take over the business now – he had been for some time – and he would do an excellent job!

			But the son knew his father. He had tentatively asked permission to mount a final, decisive assault on Scandinavia. This time, they wanted to go ‘all in’, as the Americans would say. Not just sales and marketing, but a new factory with eight hundred employees. Their existing production capacity in Hamburg needed to be expanded, anyway. And Junior was toying with the idea of investing the money in Oslo, Copenhagen or Stockholm instead.

			‘Traumbett goes Scandi!’ said Konrad Junior in English when he announced his idea.

			By now Konrad Senior had made his peace with the fact that these days anyone who had something to say in the field of advertising said it in English. In fifty years, the German language would have died out, you could bet on it. And Swedish, too – well, so be it. At least he’d be dead and buried long before then.

			All the same, his son had been doing some very sensible thinking. He’d spent the last three months planning, calculating and analysing. All of it at the mahogany desk in the Traumbett CEO’s office.

			Six months ago, he had taken over this imposing office and the secretary that went with it, Frau Müller. It sent a signal to the firm’s employees: not long now, and Konrad Kaltenbacher would be stepping into the shoes of Konrad Kaltenbacher! However old the old man was, Traumbett would still be as dynamic as ever.

			But officially, Konrad Senior remained CEO. Which meant he walked into his son’s office without knocking. You had to draw the line somewhere.

			‘Welcome, Father!’ said Konrad Junior, who was already sitting in one of the two leather armchairs in the meeting space. The other was waiting for the head of the company.

			Konrad Junior had a pile of papers on his lap. On a little side table between the chairs, a full glass of mineral water was standing ready for the son, and a glass of cognac for the father.

			Konrad Senior took his seat, nodded approvingly at the brandy and came straight to the point: ‘So you’ve made a decision?’

			With a smile, his son replied that the CEO still made the decisions around here, but yes, he had come to the conclusion that: ‘From a logistical point of view, Oslo isn’t in the best location, and the cost of the factory site I’ve found there is about half our national GDP.’

			The son waited respectfully for the father to swallow his first sip of cognac before continuing: ‘Copenhagen is the closest to our HQ and the factory here. That has its advantages but also its disadvantages. Sweden is the country we want to crack first and foremost, in which case it seems less than ideal if our Scandinavian branch is closer to Hamburg than to the Swedish capital.’

			‘And the advantage?’

			‘Possibly the price.’

			A second pause for effect.

			‘Would you like another sip before I go on?’

			Konrad Senior said that could wait. ‘Stockholm, then?’ he enquired.

			The junior boss nodded. ‘So far, all I’ve seen are pictures and approximate figures, but there’s a perfect site in Frihamnen, a former container port fifteen minutes from the city centre with excellent transport links. The city council’s lead member for finance is super keen, and she doesn’t have any preconceived notions that Swedes ought to sleep in Swedish beds.’

			‘And why should she? Eight hundred new jobs will give her the best chance possible of surviving the next election,’ Senior muttered.

			‘My thoughts exactly,’ agreed Junior. ‘Having said that, the monthly rent is a hundred and thirty thousand …’

			‘Krona or euros?’

			‘Euros, I’m afraid.’

			Konrad Senior shrugged. ‘Peanuts, if everything else is right. Are you ready to fly out and take a closer look?’

			‘Yes and no,’ the son replied. ‘The girls and I are going in the car.’

			‘You and your car!’ said the father.

			The son smiled. ‘Me and my girls, more like. I find it easier to think when I’m behind the wheel, and with the twins singing in the back, it’s even more fun.’

		

		
			Chapter 2

			First day in the job

			Greater Hamburg was home to a good five million people – and they all knew the name Konrad Kaltenbacher, the city’s Bed King.

			Halstaholm, a hundred kilometres southwest of Stockholm, was home to eight thousand, two hundred and eight people. And very few of them had heard of Julia Bäck.

			Or, to put it more kindly: Halstaholm was of a size where most people vaguely knew one another. But the news that twenty-nine-year-old Julia had just become the mayor of this small, moribund town had only been printed in the local paper, and these days hardly anyone could afford the subscription.

			So it was no surprise that the older gentleman out walking his dog threw Julia no more than a cursory glance as she passed him with her briefcase.

			‘Good morning,’ she said, cheerfully.

			‘It’s morning all right,’ said the dog owner. ‘But I don’t see what’s good about it.’

			One of the many people who had lost their jobs and would sooner or later be claiming an early pension, thought Julia. Ah well, at least he still lived here, unlike so many others. And paid his dog tax, with any luck. Every little helped!

			The newly minted mayor carried on along the main road, past the town’s only row of shops. Half were shut because it was still early. The other half were shut for good: Halsta Sound & Vision, Halsta Books, Wanja’s Health Foods …

			Julia wondered for a moment where Wanja had gone after closing up her shop for the last time. Stockholm, most likely, same as all the others.

			Her destination was the town hall – which was a bit of a joke, incidentally, just like everything else. Harriet Ljungberg the receptionist – who doubled as a general odd-job woman – was the only person who still had a job there. Except of course the mayor herself. Plus the amateur politicians of the district council, which met once a month. Twenty-one members: eighteen jaded, lacklustre characters, a senile ninety-year-old (no one could remember how she had gained her seat at the table, or why she was still in it), and the inevitable troublemaker who did nothing but moan and demand the impossible. And now, at the head of the table, Julia Bäck, holding the chair’s gavel.

			On her first day in the job, the new mayor had to let herself in. Super-Harriet wasn’t here yet. And why would she be, when the working day didn’t start for another hour?

			Julia walked past reception, through the glass doors, and took the stairs to the first floor. As she was heading for her empty desk, the sign on the office door caught her eye:

			TORSTEN BLOMQUIST

			MAYOR

			Her fellow party member Torsten could now devote himself to angling full-time. Thinking about him made Julia smile. He’d been so committed to the good of the district, for twenty-five long years. The first ten had been one victory after another. The town had grown, people moved in, everyone believed in the future.

			Until the first signs that the tyre factory was in trouble. Halstadäck had competitors coming out of its ears. Michelin, Goodyear, Nokian …

			Realising how serious the situation was, Torsten had thrown all his weight behind a proposal for the council to borrow a huge sum of money. All seventy-two thousand square metres of the factory were upgraded to become state-of-the-art, in an effort to help the company haul itself out of the crisis.

			But it was too late.

			That was eleven years ago now. Five hundred and fifty Halstaholmers had been sacked without warning, and Torsten and the town were left sitting on one of the largest and most modern manufacturing facilities in Sweden. Empty as a nest box in December.

			While the removal lorries took the road out of Halstaholm instead of going the right way, Julia’s predecessor tried to find a new tenant. A hundred thousand krona per month in rent would do it. Or fifty. Or twenty-five.

			During Torsten’s final two years in the mayor’s seat, where Julia had just sat down, the price had sunk to one krona a month. That was just ten euro cents for any international player who was prepared to consider it.

			And one had actually shown some interest! An Estonian firm offered to pay the ten cents a month for the six months it would take them to pull the factory down and sell the bricks on the second-hand market for five hundred euros per cubic metre. That was the first and only time Julia heard Torsten swear.

			‘Sod off back to Tallinn, you cut-throat bastards!’ he had exclaimed.

			The cut-throat bastards had done just that, and since then there had been nothing new under the sun. Or under the rainclouds. Because it was October already.

			Nothing new, not even in the town’s unemployment figures, which remained stubbornly at thirty per cent. And the only reason they hadn’t risen higher was that so many people were moving away.

			To bloody Stockholm, of course. An hour and a half by bus, with a change at Södertälje. In the tyre factory’s time, there had been four direct services a day.

			* * *

			Julia Bäck opened the laptop she had brought with her, connected the cable and started googling. It was as clear as day: bringing the factory back to life was the only alternative to Halstaholm’s slow but steady progress towards its own demise.

			But that was as far as she got: the office door flew open, and in came Harriet, the general odd-job woman, with a tray of coffee and cinnamon buns and a solitary rose in a small vase. She was also carrying a metal nameplate.

			‘Good morning, Madam Mayor!’ Harriet called out. ‘Here I am, with coffee!’

			Harriet and Julia had known each other a long time and were on first-name terms, so Julia was fairly sure the ‘Madam Mayor’ was just in honour of her first day.

			The receptionist placed the vase with its rose on the desk in front of Julia.

			‘This here is from a secret admirer – me, in other words,’ she announced.

			‘Well, I’d have been very surprised if it was anyone else,’ said Julia. ‘Sadly, the dating scene around here is as bleak as everything else. Which is why I’m staying single – to the end of my days, in all probability.’

			Harriet took the aluminium nameplate over to the office door and swapped Torsten Blomquist Mayor for Julia Bäck Mayor, then, with the words, ‘Sorry, Torsten’, threw the old sign in the wastepaper basket in the corner. She set out cups and plates on the round table, also in the corner with two accompanying chairs.

			‘Come and sit, Julia,’ she said. ‘The coffee is freshly brewed and the cinnamon buns are from Algot’s. By some miracle, they haven’t closed down yet!’

			Julia thanked her for the rose, and went to join her assistant at the table. The bloom reminded Harriet: ‘There are more flowers downstairs at reception. They arrived at the same time I did. I’ve put them all in water.’

			‘Are there that many people wanting to congratulate me?’

			‘Well … depends how you look at it,’ mumbled Harriet, through a mouthful of bun. ‘Torsten, obviously. Isn’t he sweet! And Andersson from Andersson Plumbing – I think he’s fishing for work, in case we decide to renovate and reopen the swimming pool. And one more—’

			‘The swimming pool?’ Julia interjected. ‘Why would we? So that all the people who haven’t moved away yet have somewhere they can drown themselves?’

			Harriet’s mouth was too full to answer. And Julia seemed to be absorbed in her own thoughts. Silence descended for a while, before the receptionist asked, ‘Are you thinking about the factory?’

			Julia nodded.

			‘It’s been eleven years since they gave up. Until then I’d been convinced that Halstaholm was heaven on earth … I was eighteen. There were sixteen thousand of us here back then. And now there’s eight thousand, two hundred and eight.’

			‘Soon to be eight thousand, two hundred and four,’ said Harriet. ‘Yesterday the garden centre man told me he and his family are packing up and most likely moving to Gothenburg. He said he does understand why people don’t want to spent the last of their money on rhododendron bushes, but if he can’t even sell geraniums now for nine krona each, he doesn’t know what else to do.’

			‘Goddammit!’ said Julia. ‘This town is sitting on the most modern factory building in the world, and it’s just lying there, empty! Did you know it’s costing sixty thousand a month just to maintain the sodding thing?’

			‘For what, exactly?’

			‘Bloody hell, how should I know? Power, water, heating … All I’ve seen are the figures.’

			‘Wow, you’ve sworn more in your first half-hour in the job than Torsten did in twenty-five years,’ said Harriet, sounding impressed. ‘What if you just had the whole thing pulled down? Or could you turn the factory into housing?’

			‘Housing? People are moving out, Harriet. Not in.’

			‘I was just thinking …’

			‘Excellent! That’s exactly what we need! We have to think! As aggressively as we can!’

			‘Get back into the tyre business?’

			‘I’m a mayor, not a tyre manufacturer. There must be another option.’

			‘But what?’

			‘I don’t know. Seventy-two thousand square metres! All still state-of-the-art! I’ll flog the lot in a heartbeat for absolute peanuts to anyone who promises to move in and employ people.’

			‘And pay the electricity bill?’

			‘Obviously.’

			‘Who might that be?’

			Julia Bäck couldn’t answer that.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			The mayor and the nameless fish

			A mayor who was temporarily at a complete loss finished her first day in the job on her living-room sofa – jogging trousers on, a glass of red wine on the side table, laptop on her lap – while her pet, a guppy, swam solitary lengths in a little aquarium on a shelf.

			Julia googled firms who might conceivably be prepared to set up in Halstaholm.

			‘Speaking of Google, fish,’ she said to the nameless guppy, ‘how about a Scandinavian base for Google here? But then, do they actually employ anyone over the age of nineteen? And what are five hundred nineteen-year-olds going to do after work in Halstaholm? There are maybe twenty seats in the pizzeria, tops. And not even a pinball machine, or table football.’

			The guppy didn’t reply.

			Julia kept googling.

			‘IKEA?’ she wondered. ‘Though we might not have quite the customer base they need – what do you think? Every single person in Halstaholm would probably have to buy a new BILLY bookcase every day. And when you consider that they can’t even afford geraniums at nine krona each …’

			The guppy remained as silent as before.

			Julia continued her search. A headline in the national Dagens Nyheter newspaper caught her eye:

			IS GERMAN CORPORATE GIANT COMING TO STOCKHOLM?

			The German multi-billion company Traumbett is looking for a location in Scandinavia. Reliable sources say that an urban industrial site in Frihamnen is streets ahead of competition from Oslo and Copenhagen. A Traumbett
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