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  To Lena Sanfridsson, Barbro von Schnberg and

  Inger Sjholm-Larsson  my warm and sincere

  thanks for an unforgettable effort!


  


  One thing is certain,

  you can never drink too much champagne . . .


  Martha, aged seventy-nine
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  Prologue


  When seventy-nine-year-old pensioner Martha Andersson put the cheese, the Argentinian sausage and the delicious lobster pt in her big flowery bag, it marked the
  start of a new life.


  Humming contentedly to herself over the buzzing of the supermarkets overhead air conditioning, she thought a drink of cloudberry liqueur with some tasty snacks would be
  perfect before the evenings gambling session. Martha just loved living in Las Vegas  it was the place where anything and everything could happen.


  Eager to return to the comfortable suite at The Orleans Hotel & Casino, where she was staying with her four oldest friends, she turned and, as bossy as ever, announced to the pensioners
  trailing behind her:


  My friends! Lets go back to the hotel and recharge our batteries!


  She pushed her short white hair under the wide brim of her yellow sun hat and took a firm grip of her shopping bag with her nicely manicured hands. Her black Ecco shoes sounded loudly as she led
  the way. Her fellow pensioners Oscar Brains Krupp, Bertil Rake Engstrm, Anna-Greta Bielke and Christina kerblom nodded and paid politely for their goods at
  the check-out before they followed Martha out of the shop. It was just over six months since they had left Sweden after making it onto the Most Wanted list with their Robin Hood-style art robbery.
  They had been keeping a low profile ever since. But now they had had enough. Their motto was: if you are bored, you are not living. So it was high time to do something fun.


  Outside the department store a dog was waiting for them alongside their Zimmer frames. The cocker spaniel yapped and jumped up at Marthas aromatic bag. The five friends  or The
  League of Pensioners, as they sometimes called themselves  helped to exercise Barbie, the hotel receptionists dog. Martha bent down to stroke and calm the dog and then, when everyone
  was ready, she strode forth, leading the way again.


  The white hotel buildings towered high above their grey heads and the Tarmac glistened. The neon signs blinked, the heat was oppressive and a police car drove past at high speed. After just a
  few steps, Martha was soaking with perspiration. Panting, she turned into Hayes Street, pulled out her fan and started to hum a jolly traditional Swedish childrens song about climbing
  mountains. Soon the League of Pensioners would make themselves as unforgettable in Las Vegas as they had in Stockholm.
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  The staff in the De Beers Diamond Shop further along the street ought to have behaved with more caution. But instead the security doors were opened immediately and the guards
  politely stepped aside when the three bearded, impatient, young men entered the shop. Two of them had guide dogs, and the third helped his friends across to the counter. The female assistant gave
  them a welcoming smile, her look full of friendliness. The men courteously said hello and asked to look at cut diamonds. Then, to reinforce their meaning, they whipped out their pistols and yelled:
  Give us the diamonds!


  The shop assistant and her colleagues reacted instinctively and discreetly started groping about for the alarm button. At the same time, they pulled out all the drawers with the shimmering
  diamonds. Their hands shook as they placed the diamonds on the counter. Two of the men pushed the guards up against the wall and disarmed them while the third man quickly stuffed the diamonds into
  specially sewn collars worn by the guide dogs. The glimmering diamonds were quickly followed by a dark-blue sapphire and some rough diamonds from the workshop that had not yet been cut. The robbers
  emptied the drawers and didnt notice when the assistant finally managed to press the alarm button. When the alarm sounded, they swept the last of the gemstones into the dog collars, then
  zipped them shut and hurried out. The last of the three men to leave had short-circuited the electrics so that the security doors would lock themselves after he stepped out the door.


  Out on the pavement, the three men took off their wigs but kept their sunglasses on. Then they calmly walked down the street as if nothing had happened. The trick with the guide dogs was
  something they had used before. It worked well and made people less suspicious. Now the men just looked like completely ordinary pedestrians, and they leisurely went round the corner and into Hayes
  Street where their car was parked. After a hundred metres or so, they couldnt resist looking back to see if they were being followed, but in doing so they took their attention off the path
  ahead and managed to bump right into a gang of pensioners who almost filled the whole pavement. The five elderly men and women were singing for all they were worth and took small dance-like steps
  behind their Zimmer frames. All the robbers could do was stare at them.


  Watch up! Martha exclaimed, her English not being its best if she didnt have time to think. Then she and her elderly friends continued along the street towards the three men
  and their dogs, singing a jolly childrens marching song. They had sung in the same choir for thirty years, and they liked singing loudly and happily together.


  We stride across the dewy mountains, tra-la-la . . . they sang in parts and, as always, when they sang this song, they became a little sentimental and started to long for their
  home country. They were in their own little world, unaware of the goings-on around them, and they werent in a hurry either as Barbie had lots of exciting things to sniff at. Walking down the
  street they had passed lots of restaurants, casinos and jewellery shops and Martha enjoyed it all. Las Vegas was a town for adventurers, and she and her friends belonged there.


  Move out the way! shouted the men with the guide dogs.


  Why dont you move out the way! Martha responded, but backed up when one of the dogs in luminous-yellow coats bared its teeth. Best to be friendly to the canine, she
  thought quickly and fumbled in her bag for the Argentinian spicy sausage. Brains had had the same thought and was pulling out the pt. The big German Shepherd ignored the delicacies,
  growled threateningly and leapt across to try to bite Marthas leg. Thankfully, Brains managed to push his Zimmer frame in between them, and the next moment the dog got caught by its collar
  in the walker basket. That was when Barbie reacted too.


  Confronted by the huge German Shepherd, the little dog panicked, yapped rather pitifully and pulled so hard on her lead that Christina lost her grip. Howling, little Barbie dashed away with her
  lead trailing after her, upon which the other guide dog, a black Labrador, also got loose and charged after her. Barbie was, one might add, a rather sweet little doggie, and to cap it all was on
  heat.


  The dog collar! the men shouted when they saw the Labrador disappear with the diamonds. Two of them rushed after the dog. The German Shepherd was still caught in the basket of the
  Zimmer frame, and one of the stressed robbers was trying to get it loose.


  I am sorry, said Martha.


  The man swore in response.


  If you take it easy it goes better, Martha went on, leaning forward and giving good advice, in fact doing her very best in broken English. But the man ignored her and just tugged
  and tugged without managing to release the dog collar. Suddenly several police sirens could be heard. At the sound, the entangled robber gave a start and pulled the dog away so hard that the collar
  broke and was left hanging from the basket. In full panic he then set off down the street with the dog after him.


  Hey, stop! You forgot your dog collar in the basket! Martha shouted, gesticulating wildly, but, instead of stopping, the man ran to his car. His companions had also heard the
  sirens and they gave up chasing the black Labrador and fled towards the vehicle too. Once there, they unlocked the car and threw themselves inside. With screeching tyres they disappeared round the
  corner, but without any dogs.


  Weird way of going about things! They dont seem to need their guide dogs at all, Martha mumbled to herself. Then she unhooked the dog collar just like she had suggested to
  the man. After which she caught her breath, shook her head slowly and muttered: Why do people so rarely heed good advice?


  Marthas good friend, Brains, took a quick look at the dog collar.


  Put that in the basket for the time being. We can phone the owners later. Their name will certainly be marked on the inside.


  They all thought that was a good idea and as soon as they had succeeded in getting Barbie to come back to them, they walked off towards their hotel. Now they had a new addition to their party
   the black Labrador was in tow  and once they arrived at the hotel Martha realized that they would have to look for the dog-owner too. She took off the dogs collar and put that
  in the basket as well, just as the receptionist came up to them.


  Thank you so much, he enthused, lifting up his little Barbie before disappearing with quick strides into the lobby with his darling in his arms. The Labrador started yapping and
  ran after them, but wasnt quick enough to sneak in before the big glass doors were shut in front of its nose. Broken-hearted, it stared a long while through the glass before dejectedly
  wandering off with drooping ears. The League of Pensioners were left with two dog collars.


  Ive got a magnifying glass up in our hotel room. Theres bound to be something written in small print on the leather or therell be a little note inside that zipped
  pouch, said Martha, and then they all took the lift up to their suites on the fifth floor.


  Thats whats so strange about life; you never know what is going to happen, do you? she chirped a while later when she had laid the table for the evenings
  drinks and snacks, and pulled out her magnifying glass. Now, lets see what it says here.


  Martha examined the inside of the collar but, however carefully she looked, she couldnt see any letters or initials. Finally she unzipped the pouch on the collar to see if she could see a
  name tag inside. Then something suddenly fell onto the parquet floor. Rake bent down, picked up the pieces that had dropped on the floor and placed them on a plate.


  Doggie snacks in the collar, thats practical!
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  Doggie snacks? Im not sure about that, said Martha and she felt one of the little pieces. If that were the case, the dogs in Las Vegas would hardly
  have any teeth left. Feel them, theyre hard as rock.


  They all leaned forward, felt the tiny objects and held them up against the light. Silence followed, then gasps could be heard.


  My God, they look like diamonds. Real diamonds!


  Outside the hotel window, the city lights glowed. Advertising signs flashed on and off, and neon rushed around in colourful tracks. And the League of Pensioners had just
  stumbled across a heap of diamonds.


  All five of them stared at the gemstones, put them in the palms of their hands and stroked them very gently. Before reluctantly putting the diamonds back on the coffee table.


  We dont know where they come from, or who owns them. Either we go to the police or we can donate them to the Robbery Fund, said Martha, who looked after the interests of the
  joint robbery fund. That was where they kept their stolen money. They also made donations to needy institutions and less fortunate members of society from the accounts.


  But the police . . . what if we handed them in and they thought we had pinched the diamonds? No, it would be better if we took care of the gemstones ourselves, Anna-Greta said,
  having worked in a bank all her life. Well sell them and transfer the proceeds to the robbery fund. All additional income is welcome.


  They all nodded in agreement. Despite them all being around about eighty years of age, they worked now more than ever. They could have named their robbery fund The Revolving Door
  because the money came in and went out again almost straight away. As soon as the old friends had stolen something, they gave away the booty. In Las Vegas alone there were almost seven thousand
  homeless people and back home in Sweden there were a lot of people in need too. So they had started to save and set a target of accumulating at least five hundred million kronor and letting that
  money work for them. The dividends would then be used to pay for geriatric care, culture and other things back home even after they retired from their life of crime. After all, they couldnt
  go on stealing for the rest of their lives.


  A week had passed since the remarkable encounter on Hayes Street and Martha and her friends were drinking coffee and munching some tasty chocolate wafers in the hotel suite
  that the three women were sharing. Since the meeting with the diamond thieves they had kept a low profile. In fact, they hadnt even set foot outside the hotel and the receptionist had had to
  take little Barbie out himself. The friends understood that the diamonds in the dog collar must be stolen property and the robbers would now be searching for them. Unless, of course, the police had
  already locked them up.


  Can we agree that we should take care of the diamonds ourselves and from now on regard them as our own? Martha wondered out loud when they had all drunk their coffee.


  Absolutely! The diamonds are ours! the League of Pensioners exclaimed in unison and cheered, because what they liked the very best of all was to steal something that had
  already been stolen. In that way it was as if they had been given it. The pile of diamonds lay glistening next to the coffee pot and when the sun shone in through the panoramic window the gemstones
  glimmered in colourful cascades of light. Faceted gems, drop-shaped, clear and coloured diamonds. Somebody had owned these gems, but who? In Las Vegas, there were as many diamond shops as there
  were hot-dog stands back home in Sweden, so the owners would surely be impossible to trace. It would be best to take the gems home to Sweden, sell them there and put the proceeds into the Robbery
  Fund.


  That decision must be celebrated! Rake got up and fetched a bottle of champagne and five glasses. He had been a waiter on the cruise ship MS Kungsholmen and with a practised and elegant
  touch he opened the bottle without the cork hitting any of the others, or the chandelier. And nor did the champagne bubble over the edge of the glasses. No, he was a real pro and not one drop of
  champagne was wasted.


  Well, then, cheers to you all, you crooks! said Martha and they all joyfully trumpeted a few bars from Champagne Galop before raising their glasses and drinking. A pleasant
  atmosphere immediately spread in the room. All five of them were touchingly in agreement and now the diamonds must be smuggled home. In fact, Martha and Brains had already made certain
  preparations. The handles of their Zimmer frames were unscrewed and awaiting the stolen loot.


  Are we really going to hide the diamonds here? Christina wondered out loud and put a few of the precious gems in one of the handles. She then shook the Zimmer frame so it rattled.
  Just listen to that; we could be discovered!


  Pah, we simply fill the handles so they dont rattle, or we could put the diamonds inside our walking sticks instead, Brains chipped in. He was the engineer and inventor in
  the gang, and now he waved his stick to accompany his idea.


  Yes, perhaps walking sticks would be better, said Martha.


  OK, well mix the diamonds and gravel in the handle of one of the walking sticks. The other walking sticks we will fill just with gravel. And well pack them so tight that
  they wont rattle. We can put all the walking sticks in a golf bag. That ought to work, Brains decided.


  Oh how clever! said Martha. You always have such good ideas.


  But the diamonds worry me, Christina fretted. I think we ought to travel home tomorrow.


  Not before the coup, Martha protested. Dont forget why weve come here. We cant just abandon all our plans simply because we happened to stumble upon a
  few gemstones. Even if we include them, we still need millions more for the Robbery Fund. Remember that geriatric care is always in need of more money.


  Yes indeed. Nowadays, most things in society need financial support to work properly, Anna-Greta agreed.


  They fell silent. When society no longer functioned as it should, others must intervene and the League of Pensioners had taken that burden upon themselves. In a world where the rich became even
  richer and the poor even poorer, they felt compelled to commit crimes to support the less-fortunate members of society. They were like Robin Hood  stealing from the rich to give to the poor.
  For a whole month the friends had been planning to rob a casino in Las Vegas. That would give them lots and lots of money, so a few diamonds was not a sufficient reason to drop the idea.


  Yes, I suppose we must carry out our plans, then, said Brains tentatively. Martha had said they would carry them out tomorrow. She had so many ideas all the time, sometimes it was
  hard to keep up. Brains looked around the room. For several months they had played roulette and raked in the equivalent of more than one hundred million kronor, but now it was time to round it off.
  They had felt the looks of the security guards. The men muttered into their earphones and stayed close to the tables every time the five of them turned up for the evenings gambling. They
  were beginning to get nervous. You should never go on too long, or aim too high, he thought. Brains did a few sums in his head. During the last year, if they counted all of their various
  robberies and deceptions, they had collected two hundred and forty million kronor for the Robbery Fund. With the diamonds, they would certainly have reached about three hundred and forty million.
  So they were still lacking about one hundred and sixty million before the dividends could finance the donations for geriatric care they had planned, which was why Martha had agreed to
  Christinas idea of robbing casinos. Stealing from a casino was a lot quicker than winning the money at roulette, Martha thought. She was always so impatient.


  OK, lets pack this in tonight. Well carry out the robbery tomorrow, and then go back to Sweden, said Martha.


  But why should we carry out this giant coup? Isnt it safer to steal at home in Sweden? Brains suddenly asked. He had grown up in the small suburb of Sundbyberg near
  Stockholm and, although he knew five languages, he had never lived abroad and felt a bit uncertain so far from home.


  But my dear friend! We need those hundred and sixty million. What will happen otherwise, when we are too old to commit crimes? said Martha. Here we can hit the real jackpot.
  Not until our children can live on the dividends from what we have invested with the money weve stolen, can we retire for real.


  Youve got big plans, Martha dear, Brains sighed.


  But of course we must go on stealing. The banks pay such poor interest on savings accounts nowadays, Anna-Greta added.


  Yes, thats true, of course, mumbled Brains, who wasnt particularly versed in financial matters.


  Well, then, cheers for the Robbery Fund All Inclusive, Martha said and smiled.


  All inclusive? Rake looked puzzled.


  Of course. The Robbery Fund must be made larger. Now that welfare has collapsed all over Europe, the Robbery Fund should also cover health care, schooling, other social


  But, Martha, that sounds an awful lot. We mustnt lose control, Brains said, as he was beginning to find it all rather confusing. One thing at a time!


  I agree with Brains, said Anna-Greta. We cant start handing out money we dont have.


  Oh yes we can, a lot of countries do that. If they can, so can we! Besides, the casino plot is watertight. Were going to get lots of money, Martha said and threw out her arm
  in a foolhardy gesture. Her face creased in the pain. She had completely forgotten that she had overstrained her arm when she had sat half the night in front of one of the slot machines.


  Was the casino plan really watertight? The others looked somewhat worriedly at each other and, above all, they looked at Christina. She was somebody who worried about most things and, more than
  once, she had put them in awkward situations. She came from Jnkping, had had a strict religious upbringing, and was always hesitant before she dared to do anything new. While they had
  been in Las Vegas, her friends had done all they could to build up her self-confidence and they had succeeded only too well. Now she didnt seem to have any inhibitions at all.


  Martha got up and fetched a bucket from the bar. It was full of gravel and sand that she had fetched earlier that day. She determinedly unscrewed the handle of her walking
  stick.


  And as for doing robberies here in Las Vegas . . . well, its been a while since we committed a crime, Brains tried yet again. He cleared his throat: Were a bit
  rusty. Are you suffering from hubris, Martha, my dear? I mean to say, this isnt just a little Swedish bank robbery. You want us to carry out a raid in one of the best-guarded casinos in the
  world. They have armed guards, CCTV everywhere and


  Now, now, Brains. Just think what a delightful challenge it is! exclaimed Martha and she started filling the walking stick with gravel and diamonds. Itll all work out
  all right, youll see, she went on and gave him an encouraging pat on the cheek. I bet you one hundred thousand dollars well succeed!


  Just listen to yourself! Youve become a compulsive gambler, he groaned and looked glumly at his fingernails that were now chewed to bits.


  A little more coffee, perhaps? Martha tried to change the subject. Ill get some cups, you can open the wafers, she said as she got up.


  After Martha had served the coffee, she sealed the handle of her walking stick. Then she went to fetch the plan of the casino. Robbing a casino in Las Vegas was not just any old robbery; in that
  respect her friends were right. It would be difficult, and it was her duty to support and encourage them.


  I know weve looked at these building plans a thousand times, but as an exercise I think we should try to memorize the layout by tomorrow. Nobody will make any mistakes with a door
  or a corridor then, she said as she lay out the building plans on the table.


  You never give up, do you? Rake sighed. Do you want us to do a round of gym exercises after coffee too?


  Martha pretended not to hear him. She was admittedly very particular about them all keeping in good condition, but now was not the right occasion for exercising. All their focus must be on the
  robbery. It would be a last, but necessary, coup before they left America. They needed the proceeds from their criminal activities. If the League of Pensioners could help people to a better life,
  then they would have achieved a great deal. Then she and her friends could give up their criminal activities and live a good life in the years they had left.


  The next day they packed all their belongings and prepared themselves for the journey, and followed this with their usual afternoon nap. At dinner time the mood was undeniably
  a little tense, but they all put on a brave face  as brave as they possibly could. After a fortifying meal with lobster and champagne, they all felt well prepared for the evenings
  adventure.


  Brains and Rake put on their stylish black suits, while Martha, Christina and Anna-Greta dressed in silk and tulle, and wrapped themselves in long, wide shawls. In suite 831 there was a smell of
  perfume and shaving lotion and when the zips of the long dresses needed to be pulled up, Brains and Rake hurried to assist.


  Brains looked uncomfortable, but he always did when he couldnt wear his usual 1950s trousers and checked flannel shirt. He felt so uncomfortable dressed up in a dark suit with a tie and a
  white handkerchief in his top pocket that hed blown his nose on the handkerchief and then put it back in place, which made Martha quickly find a new one for him. The charmer Rake was right
  at home in his elegant clothes and carried his suit with a straight posture and a confident smile. Christina was wearing a light-blue dress with shoulder straps and a large pink hat, while
  Anna-Greta strode across the floor in her rustling evening gown which was so old-fashioned that she looked as if she came from another  indefinable  century. She wasnt
  interested in clothes and she really didnt care what she looked like. If she could, she would have put on an old tracksuit. Or even better, she would be happiest the day somebody invented a
  clothes spray so you only had to spray yourself and youd be clothed.


  When they had all got dressed and fortified themselves with a cup of coffee, Martha pulled out the building plans.


  The staffroom is diagonally behind the toilets beside the emergency exit at the end of the corridor. This ought to be a quick grab-and-run robbery, she said, tracking with her
  finger slowly across the paper.


  Grab and grab, and run and run. Have you ever seen running wheelchairs? muttered Rake, who had a weakness for sarcasms. On this particular evening they would not have their usual
  Zimmer frames with them, but would instead carry out the robbery in electric-powered wheelchairs.


  Well, they can go pretty fast, thats for sure! said Brains smugly, with a mischievous look on his face. For a brief moment Martha was worried, because she had seen him
  working on the wheelchairs with his tools all afternoon. But Brains would certainly have done his best. He had a great talent for technical things and so far he had not disappointed her. She
  decided to trust him.


  Dont start arguing, boys, but just try to remember this, said Martha and she held up the building plans which were full of markings in various colours. A large X indicated
  the staffroom and some smaller ones showed the escape routes. Some mumbling and throat-clearing could be heard while the five of them memorized the building plans a final time. Rake fidgeted with
  his cravat around his neck.


  Everybody says its impossible to commit crime in Las Vegas, but you, Martha, think we can fool the lot of them.


  Yes, its inspiring to try, isnt it? answered Martha quickly. She knew, deep inside, that something could go wrong but she kept that insight to herself. Anything else
  would have been destructive for the groups confidence.


  Now that weve made up our minds, we mustnt start doubting ourselves, advised Christina as she pulled out her lipstick. Of course she was worried too, and didnt
  even dare to think about the fact that they might end up in an American prison. But since she was the one who had mostly been responsible for the idea, she wanted to go through with the robbery.
  One day when shed been on her way to the Ladies to touch up her make-up, shed noticed that the door to the casino staffroom was ajar. She peeped in and saw that the betting chips were
  kept there and there wasnt a guard in sight.


  Naturally, Christina told her friends about this. If one could get at those chips . . . well, you understand my meaning. And of course they all did.


  Christina didnt need to say any more to kick-start the adventurous spirit of the League of Pensioners. The five friends saw the sparkle in each of the others eyes, and that was
  that. Now it was time to act upon it!


  Righto, next stop the casino, said Martha and put the building plans down on the table. Good luck to everyone. Well rendezvous in the car park, OK?


  A murmur of agreement was heard from the others.


  Oh, do you have the tickets? Martha asked. She wanted to make sure every part of their plan was accounted for.


  Stop treating us like children, Rake responded churlishly.


  Martha blushed. It was hard for her to keep track of everything and everyone whilst at the same time refrain from getting too bossy. But, after all, she had persuaded her friends to embark upon
  their criminal path last year at Diamond House. She had masterminded their escape from the dreary care home and then organized their great art heist. So, as the ringleader of the group, it was up
  to her to stop them running into difficulties.


  Martha just couldnt stop herself from adding, Just one last thing. Dont forget the balloons!


  Yes, indeed, or the CCTV system, mumbled Rake.


  And dont drink too much during the evening, chimed in Anna-Greta.


  No more than will make us naturally confused, giggled Christina.


  No more than usual, in other words, said Brains.


  Martha picked up the building plans, got up and pushed them into the document shredder.


  Lets hope we remember everything now, Christina commented anxiously as she watched the scraps of shredded paper emerge from the other end of the machine. What if we
  forget something?


  We wont, said Rake, squeezing her hand encouragingly.


  And we cant walk around holding a map while we commit a crime, Anna-Greta said as she pushed her 1950s spectacles up onto her forehead.


  Indeed we cant, Martha agreed, and she picked up the paper scraps and flushed them down the toilet.
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  The betting hall with its plush red carpets had no windows and there were no clocks to be seen. Those who entered the casino did not want to be reminded of the time; they were
  there to enjoy themselves. The high, dark tables with their roulette wheels attracted hordes of people, most of them tourists. You couldnt always tell who the compulsive gamblers were, but
  they were there amidst them.


  A muffled buzz of voices lay like a blanket over the room. Fat men in suits or Hawaiian shirts walked around between the tables, treading nervously on the red carpets. Ladies in long dresses and
  glittering jewels leaned over the tables, pushing heaps of betting chips out and fidgeting with their manicured nails. In the background you could hear the distinctive noises from the slot
  machines.


  Well play with the highest stakes tonight of course, said Martha as she came close to colliding with Anna-Greta after accidently steering towards a table in her powered
  wheelchair. Anne-Greta, who was as tall as a drainpipe and looked as though she had come straight from the film about Mary Poppins (only the umbrella was missing), veered out of her path at the
  very last second. She gave Martha an irritated look.


  Take it easy! We practised manoeuvring yesterday. And for goodness sake dont crash into anybody  because then the security guards will get to know of it.


  No traffic accidents here, Martha started to say but abruptly turned silent. Across the room, she could see that the security guards were already emptying out of the staffroom:
  their shift for the evening had begun. She sneaked a look at the doorway. They had all agreed that they must strike as early as possible in the evening, while there were still lots of betting chips
  in the room, but as quickly as this . . . they had hardly had time to get to the roulette tables and blend in with the other gamblers.


  What a weird lamp up there on the ceiling. I didnt see that yesterday, said Rake who had parked by the long side of the roulette table. He looked up towards a shining
  bowl-shaped object right above the table.


  Pah, its only another camera, said Martha, trying to sound plucky. Dont worry about that. They must have a whole wall of TV screens in the security room, and
  one more doesnt make any difference. Theyre probably looking at us this very minute.


  Rake pulled out his steel comb and tidied his parting. It was a reflex reaction. He always wanted to look smart and he enjoyed other people admiring him. His friends claimed that he deliberately
  filled his pockets with coins when he went through security checks at airports  it was just like Rake to draw attention to himself and they were convinced that he was hoping for a body
  search by one of the female guards. Rake slipped the comb back in his pocket, straightened his fringe and put his straw hat on. It wasnt fancy, but it was necessary this particular
  evening.


  Dont bother about the cameras. Well be out through the doors before the guards have time to react, Martha went on cheerfully. She tried to sound confident, but her
  heart was pounding. She moistened her lips, nodded to the others and, for the sake of appearances, pushed a few chips onto the roulette table. We mustnt forget to place some bets, you
  hear!


  Martha always wanted to win, but this evening they had decided to lose as much as they possibly could. They didnt want to attract the attention of the guards. The croupier spun the wheel
  and then spun the ball in the other direction. Out of habit, Martha bet on a colour. Today it would be black. Then she remembered that she shouldnt double her bets this evening; they had
  agreed that they wanted to lose, so she quickly pushed a big heap of chips on the double zero. That never came up.


  No more bets! said the croupier and looked at all the players. He eyed Martha a bit longer than the others, as if he suspected her of something, but then he spun the ball, which
  whirled around before bouncing off the sides a few times and then falling down. On the double zero.


  Oops! said Christina and pushed her sun hat higher up on her head. A win, that wasnt part of the plan. Martha looked up at the ceiling again. The new camera seemed to have
  zoned in on their table. Best to lose it all now, she thought, so she left all the chips on the double zero again. That very same moment she saw the door to the staffroom being opened as one of the
  guards went in there. Martha moved her hand to the wheelchair control joystick.


  Brains, its time! she hissed but she wasnt able to say any more before the door closed again. That same moment the ball fell onto the numbers and landed on the double
  zero again.


  What in the name of heaven . . . Ive never seen anything like it! she stuttered and looked on with a daft expression as the croupier pushed a pile of chips across to her.
  Some security guards with earphones approached the table, stopped and stood right behind them. I must lose now, Martha thought, and bet all her chips on black.


  Please, please, let me lose now! she said silently to herself. And then, just then, the door to the staffroom opened again at the same time the ball fell down onto a black number.
  One of the security guards pulled out his mobile phone.


  What the! Martha gasped.


  Have you seen them? That gang of old people are here again, said Stewart, a middle-aged supervisor, as he glanced up at the nearest TV screen. Wow,
  theyre winning a lot there, first the double zero and now black. Those idiots will bankrupt us. I bet you theres something fishy going on.


  The security room above the casino looked like a TV shop with all the televisions turned on at the same time. All round the walls two rows of screens flickered with images from different rooms
  and tables. In the middle was a large elliptical table where security staff sat. Now and then they zoomed in on somebody who looked suspicious.


  Just because theyre having a run of good luck you think theyre up to no good. Take it easy. Soon theyll lose it all again, answered his colleague, who was
  called Bush. He had curly hair like the former president and was just as cocky. The only difference was that he hadnt started a war.


  Good luck? Youve said that every day and youve always been wrong. No, lets grab them! Stewart slapped his palm hard on the table so that his mobile phone did a
  hop.


  Take it easy. Let them carry on a while; this is good entertainment.


  But the balloons on the wheelchairs, what about those? It isnt Thanksgiving yet, damn it. And just look at those sun hats. They must be crazy, the lot of them.


  This is amusing! And have you seen, theyve got powered wheelchairs today. What if they crash into something?


  I didnt bloody well take this security job to go chasing old people in wheelchairs. No, lets throw them out. Ive had enough. Well check that guy over by the
  Black Jack table too. A card pro. Hes got sunglasses on and probably has a transmitter there.


  A suspect simply because he hasnt won several days in a row? No, hold your horses, Stewart. His colleague yawned. By the way, the old lot are moving across to the
  bar. Just look at that, their baskets are full of betting chips. I hope they spend it all on something fun.


  Stewart leaned towards the TV screen and zoomed in on them.


  No, they arent going to the bar. Theyre on their way to the toilets.


  Im not bloody well chasing them there!


  But five people wouldnt go to the toilets at the same time. Im telling the security guards. Stewart picked up his mobile and dialled the number.


  For a moment Martha stared at the pile of betting chips that the croupier had placed in front of her, then she swept them all into her basket. She glanced again at the staff
  entrance. The guard had been hovering at the door and now looked as though he might be exiting the staffroom. They couldnt wait any longer. She put on her sun hat and poked Brains in the
  ribs.


  Action! she whispered and raised her hand as a sign to the others. Christina, Anna-Greta and Rake put on their sun hats too and followed after her.


  Brains steered his Flexmobil Classic wheelchair in the direction of the toilets, and, just as he passed the staffroom door, he had a bad coughing attack. When the guard was on his way out,
  Brains leaned forward and coughed out his false teeth. The security guard paid scant attention to the bent-over old man, and strode off towards the gambling hall with a security bag in his hand.
  Brains looked up with a grin and made a thumbs-up sign to the others. He had been spot on target. His loose teeth lay on the threshold and the door had not closed properly.


  I must just powder my nose! announced Christina loudly, her sun hat pulled low over her head. She pretended to drive off towards the toilets but just outside the staffroom she made
  it look as if the powered wheelchair had gone wrong. Determinedly, she pushed the joystick back and forth so that the chair twirled round a few times while Brains cautiously held the door to the
  room open. The balloons! Martha indicated with hand signals, and when Brains released them they elegantly hovered up by the ceiling. Christina then manoeuvred her chair over the
  threshold and backed into the room at full speed closely followed by Rake and Anna-Greta.


  As long as they cover the camera lenses properly, Martha thought, but said instead: OK, go, go, go! And she also sped into the room. Finally, Brains looked around, adjusted his sun
  hat and followed the others.


  Once they were all in the staffroom with the door pulled shut behind them, Christina quickly yanked out the cushions from the seats of the wheelchairs, which she had filled with cash boxes
  similar to those used to keep the betting chips in. It hadnt been an easy task for Brains to transform the bag-in-boxes into false cash boxes but foil and silver paint had done the trick,
  though unfortunately they had managed to spill some wine across the foil whilst Brains was making them. Christina sniffed at the mock cash boxes. They still smelt of wine, but it was too late to do
  anything about that now. Besides, the wine had been good so they had all had such a nice evening. Brains and Martha had already made their way along a corridor to open the storeroom, where the
  casino kept its aluminium cases with cash boxes full of betting chips.


  Brains had to mess around a bit before he managed to pick the complicated locks of the cases, but suddenly his face lit up and a distinct click could be heard as the first lock was opened. The
  gang rapidly started to switch their empty fake cash boxes with the real ones from the casino. When they had finished, Christina zipped the boxes with the chips inside the wheelchair cushions
  before putting them back in the wheelchairs. Then Brains locked the cases and put them back in the storeroom and closed the door.


  I hope the guards didnt see that, Martha muttered with a prayer up towards the ceiling. There might have been a gap in the balloons.


  Thats why we had the sun hats, have you forgotten? said Brains. Right, lets get out of here!


  What about the balloons? said Christina.


  And the false teeth, Martha added.


  Dont worry about the balloons, and Ive got a spare pair of teeth! Brains shouted.


  For a moment it was all a bit chaotic but in the end they got things in order and were all seated in the powered wheelchairs ready to move again. Somewhat tense, they grasped their joysticks and
  set off at full speed towards the door, without bearing in mind that Brains had tinkered with the engines of each of the wheelchairs. They now shot off like New Years rockets.


  What the . . .! exclaimed Anna-Greta and almost lost her hat.


  I told you I had improved their performance, Brains panted.


  But as they emerged from the staffroom, they had to suddenly brake. Standing there were two security guards.


  What are you doing? Youre not allowed in here! the tallest and beefiest of them shouted out, blocking their path.


  The toilets? They were here yesterday, Martha answered quick as a flash.


  Oh dear, they are further down the corridor. The younger security guard pointed.


  No, they were here yesterday, I know that for a fact! Martha insisted.


  If you go to the right by the entrance, then


  Oh no, thats where the betting tables are, you cant fool me.


  Then the big guard grabbed hold of her wheelchair and turned it to point down the corridor. That way! he said.


  All right then, said Martha and she pressed the joystick as far as she could. The toilets next stop. Goodness, how fast were going! she managed to add before
  she disappeared at full speed towards the Ladies, closely followed by the others. Brains and Rake went to the Gents and after a few minutes they all rolled out to the designated meeting place in
  the car park.


  How did it go? Martha asked. Did you get your radio transmitter in place?


  Yes, I sure did. I fixed it behind the mirror in the toilets, confirmed Brains.


  Good, now we can send a message to the security guards if we need to. You are clever, Brains, Martha said. They smiled at each other, nodded and then drove off as agreed back to
  their hotel. In the lobby they stopped in front of the lifts.


  Eighth floor, but make it snappy! said Martha.


  Dont say that Brains has tinkered with the lift engine too! said Anna-Greta with a sigh.


  Once they reached the eighth floor, they made a beeline for Marthas room where they hastily pulled out the cash boxes from the cushions.


  Thats better, I couldnt have put up with that hard metal in my back for another second! said Rake, rubbing the curve of his back and then handing over his boxes to
  Brains. His comrade then picked the locks, took out the betting chips and began to put them into each of the wheelchair baskets.


  These are the genuine things  and we can cash them in, cackled Anna-Greta, rolling her eyes in delight at the sight of the colourful piles of chips.


  It was quite a fiddly task to empty all the cash boxes and fill the baskets, but in the end they managed to get all the betting chips out and covered them with shawls and sun hats.


  Now the hardest part remains, said Martha. We must pretend that this is just an ordinary win and that this evening is just like all the other evenings when we have won
  lots.


  Then why did we try to lose earlier this evening? Rake wondered.


  To avoid attracting attention, have you forgotten? Martha cut him off, but had to admit to herself that perhaps she hadnt thought it through properly  because it
  would indeed have seemed strange if they hadnt won anything during the entire evening and then had gone to the cash desk with chips worth several million. Being a criminal required a lot of
  brainwork, Martha thought. It was much better than sudoku, crosswords or self-help manuals for keeping the mind active.


  What if the staff get suspicious? said Christina worryingly pointing at the basket jam-packed with betting chips.


  Pah, we just behave as though we are confused, said Martha. Now lets be off. Time for the next move!


  The League of Pensioners took the lift down to the lobby, rolled out of the hotel and returned to the casino. To be on the safe side, they had covered the betting chips over very carefully, but,
  even so, Martha thought that the security guards looked curiously at them when they approached the cash desks. And indeed one of them adjusted his earphone, joined his colleague and stopped them
  abruptly.


  Excuse me, madam, but will you please follow us for a security check. The guard looked strict.


  Goodness me! stuttered Anna-Greta.


  Pah, we simply forgot to cash in our chips, said Martha nonchalantly. To think one can be so absent-minded!


  Yes, I think we drank too much champagne, Christina added with a nervous giggle. The security guard picked up one of the chips from her basket and held it up against the light.


  Hmm, he said.


  Yes, so silly of us to forget to cash in our chips. We were sooo distracted by these powered wheelchairs, said Brains.


  Were not used to them, you see, and we were fully concentrating on steering them, Anna-Greta added and for the sake of appearances steered her wheelchair straight into the
  wall so that her hat fell off. One of the security guards picked it up.


  Thank you, darling, cackled Anna-Greta. Its always difficult to swing, she added in her broken English.


  But the guards did not allow themselves to be distracted.


  Would you please get up? We want to examine the baskets.


  Then the lady in the cash desk reacted, sticking out her head and saying in a loud voice: I can vouch for them! These people are regular gamblers who tend to win. Theyve come in
  with just as many chips before. They are on a winning streak!


  The guards looked confused but backed away a little and Rake gave the cash-desk lady a grateful wink. She started to count the betting chips under the penetrating gaze of the security guards.
  Brains noticed they didnt seem to be giving up, and he gave Martha a questioning look.


  Was it time now?


  Martha nodded and then he discreetly pressed the remote which activated the radio transmitter in the toilets. The prerecorded message started up straight away and the very next moment the older
  of the two security guards pushed his earphone a bit further into his ear. He widened his eyes and grabbed his colleague.


  Alarm! Lets go!


  The two men rushed off towards the gambling room and Brains looked pleased with himself.


  The radio transmitter worked perfectly. As soon as people get an order they lose all their common sense!


  Martha smiled. It had been complicated recording the order to the guards, and there was no way of knowing whether or not someone might discover the transmitter in the Gents toilets and take it
  away. But everything had worked according to plan. She gave Brains a wink.


  Brains, you are a genius. You cant imagine how much I appreciate you!


  Despite the fact that they were busy carrying out a complicated crime, Brains blushed right up to his hairline.


  While the lady behind the desk changed their betting chips for cash, Martha and her friends pushed the bundles of dollars into their wheelchair baskets, wrapping them in the shawls and covering
  them over well. Then Rake bowed deeply, smiled his most charming smile and thanked the woman for her help. Then they all left the building as quickly as they possibly could.


  Once out on the Tarmac, they picked up speed. When they pushed the joysticks to max, they shot away on their improved wheelchairs towards the hotel. Back in suite 831 again, they congratulated
  themselves on their success. But there was still more to do before their robbery was complete. Brains and Rake hid the cash boxes while the others took the dollar bundles to the bank so that
  Anna-Greta, as usual, could transfer the money from the League of Pensioners Las Vegas account to various accounts in Sweden. Once all this had been done, they took a taxi straight to the
  airport.


  The next day was exceptionally hot. A steaming, nasty-smelling smoke billowed out from the Tarmac cooker when the four road workers smoothed out the surface. They had been
  putting down gravel and Tarmac all day long and were beginning to get tired. Some had tied handkerchiefs around their hair to avoid getting drops of sweat in their eyes, others had their caps
  pulled low over their faces. Some way away, a steamroller with enormous wheels was rolling back and forth over the sticky black road surface. The men had already Tarmacked quite a lot but they
  still had a fair bit left to do. The road up to the Hotel Orleans must be ready by the evening, and they had about one third left. Then, suddenly, they heard a strange sound. At first nobody
  bothered about it, but then the driver put on the brakes and jumped down from the cabin. He carefully avoided getting Tarmac under his shoes and reached the pothole they were busy filling. He bent
  down and started poking around in the gravel. At the edge of the new Tarmac he caught sight of a bit of grey metal. He pushed some of the gravel aside and saw that at the end of the bit of metal
  there was a little lock. His curiosity aroused, he dug a bit deeper in the gravel and soon could pull up a buckled, box-like bit of scrap metal. He turned it this way and that in his hands and then
  held it up for all to see.


  Just look at this. The remains of a cash box. What the hells it doing here?
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  In the brick-red police headquarters at Kronoberg in Stockholm, Chief Inspector Ernst Blomberg sat with his hands behind his neck and his feet up on the desk. The computer
  screen in front of him was lit up and seemed to challenge him to use it, but it was after 6 p.m. and he didnt feel like working overtime. Soon he would be retiring and it was high time for
  him to take things a bit easier. And as for his pension . . . He sat up straight, keyed in the password and accessed the internal police database. The Police Pension Fund, yes. He would work out
  how much money he would get when he retired. He had some big tax debts from the days he had been an entrepreneur and had concocted some sticky face creams in his garage. His products sold like
  hotcakes but he had been careless with his book-keeping. He had to pay for that, but if he had a good pension things might turn out OK. He entered his password and accessed the amount in his
  pension account. This was private business during working hours, but what the hell. Just think of all those weekends hed stepped in to help when his colleagues had refused. He looked at the
  various funds where his pension money was invested and worked out the total value. He groaned. It was a pitifully small amount. But who actually paid money into the funds and what did the
  out-payments look like? The police department had sent him on a special IT course so he ought to be able to check that information. He stretched out to the bowl of sweets on the desk and took a
  handful. At the same moment the screen started fluttering. Some money had just been transferred into the account, increasing his total balance. Mysterious . . . surely nobody worked in the bank at
  this time of the day? But if it meant more money for retired chief inspectors like himself that was fine with him. He personally would need every extra krona. The rent for his flat had suddenly
  been hiked up, and he still had that old tax debt to pay off. He thought about the economic criminals he had investigated over the years. They had all had pots of money with their luxury penthouse
  flats, big yachts, Porsches and all the rest of it, while he  the leading IT specialist in the police force  was only going to get a few measly thousand kronor a month. Nobody else
  knew how to sneak a look into peoples e-mail or bank accounts without them knowing. Yet he hadnt been given a pay rise. Blomberg muttered to himself and was just about to take some
  more sweets when the screen started flickering again. Another few hundred thousand kronor had been added to the pension fund again. Who on earth wanted to support retired policemen with almost half
  a million? He must trace the donor. If somebody was so keen to support the pension fund, then perhaps they might be persuaded to give even more money? Yes, he could perhaps start a
  charitable organization. Transfer all the money to . . . No, no, he mustnt think along those lines. That would be the same as committing a crime!


  Suddenly he felt afraid, got up and turned off the computer. Best to go home and feed the cat. He had bought some beer and crisps for the evenings hockey match as well so he might as well
  go and enjoy his evening.


  The following evening Blomberg stayed on in his office, muttering that he must do overtime. At nine oclock, when all of his colleagues had gone home, he logged into the
  Police Pension Fund again and found a new figure  four hundred thousand kronor. Where did the money come from? His fingers danced over the keyboard and, after a while, he found what he
  wanted. He leaned back in his chair and rocked back and forth while he tried to digest the information. The Police Pension Fund had received the money from a bank in Las Vegas. But the Swedish
  police didnt have an office out there, did they? Chief Inspector Blomberg got up and went and fetched a cup of coffee. A double espresso. Because he understood at least so much  he
  would be spending quite a few hours in front of the computer. He keyed in his secret alias and logged into the pension fund account again. From there it shouldnt be too difficult to trace
  the account in Las Vegas where the money had come from. Why not create an account for a charitable foundation and reroute the money into that? Nobody would ever check it. He smiled a little to
  himself, and immediately felt very affluent. At last he had found a good use for his IT skills. And with a bit of luck there might be a few more payments from Las Vegas during the night.
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  Do you really want me to collapse in a heap on the conveyer belt? That sounds silly, said Anna-Greta, looking grumpy. Every time we do something
  suspicious, I have to fall down. Is that all Im good for?


  It was early in the morning when the League of Pensioners arrived at Stockholm Arlanda airport. It felt strange to be home again, and the long journey had exhausted them. Martha and the others
  winked at one another but they couldnt relax yet. The Copenhagen plane had just landed and soon their luggage from America would arrive on the conveyer belt. They knew that the customs
  officials searched baggage from the US but werent so concerned about luggage that came from neighbouring Nordic countries. So the League of Pensioners needed to acquire some luggage tags
  from the Copenhagen plane that had also just landed.


  Nobody can fall over like you, Anna-Greta, but if you dont want to then I can fall instead and you can take care of the rest, said Martha.


  Well manage that fine, my dear, Brains voiced his opinion.


  Martha nodded and went and stood right next to the opening of belt three. She peered in between the big rubber strips hanging down over the opening and through the gap she watched the baggage
  come in on a trolley and observed the airport workers as they started to unload it. The belt was set in motion and the first baggage items came into view. When there was a little space between some
  of the bags, she saw her chance. Now, she thought, and pretended to stumble, falling right across the belt. Martha landed on her tummy with her hat askew and baggage on both sides of her. No
  fractured thighs here, she thought proudly, but, mind you, she had done all those gymnastics lessons as a girl. She was swept along the belt between all the bags, flailing her feet and arms as she
  went. The sight was so remarkable that nobody actually did anything. And while the belt moved along with Martha on it, the attention of the other passengers was transfixed on the strange
  predicament of the elderly woman. While this was going on, Brains surreptitiously stood in front of the emergency stop button and Rake, Anna-Greta and Christina quickly stole baggage labels off the
  passing bags  which had arrived from Copenhagen. When the friends had snatched five labels, Brains nodded to Martha who quickly, and with surprisingly good balance, hoisted herself off the
  conveyer belt all by herself. All around her, horrified spectators breathed a sigh of relief.


  One shouldnt go too close to the belt; it says so on the sign. I ought to have paid attention, Martha said sententiously as she tidied up her tangled hair. The holidaymakers
  around her stared with mouths agape, but Martha didnt care. Her job was done. She followed her friends to luggage belt number five where the baggage from Chicago was expected. To be on the
  safe side, the League of Pensioners hadnt flown directly to Stockholm from Las Vegas. Instead they had changed planes in Chicago  as they were of the opinion that anything that might
  make them more difficult to trace was a good thing.


  That same moment, the sign announcing the baggage from Chicago lit up and the first bags appeared. Martha and her friends went closer to the conveyer belt and as their baggage came along,
  various people around them gave them assistance as they were loading the luggage onto two trolleys. Their baggage included their sturdy suitcases on wheels, their Carl Oscar Zimmer frames and, of
  course, the golf bag containing the walking sticks. Martha and Anna-Greta each took a trolley into the Ladies loos. There they quickly switched their baggage labels with the ones from Copenhagen
  and flushed the old ones down the toilet. They then went back to the others.


  What about the golf bag? Shouldnt that have a label? Anna-Greta asked.


  Oops. Were one short. But Im sure nobodyll notice theres a baggage tag missing, with all our suitcases, said Martha, trying to sound convincing.


  We could abandon one of the suitcases, couldnt we? said Brains.


  Yes, Anna-Gretas for example. After all, her clothes arent much to Rake started up.


  Over my dead body! Theres my hat and my clothes and what about my orthopaedic shoes?


  Oh! moaned Rake.


  But its only one golf bag among other baggage. Nobody is going to care. Well just walk past quickly, Martha suggested.
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