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Chapter 1: The High Cholesterol Express
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The customized Mercedes Sprinter van rolled into the lot, looking less like a vehicle and more like a mid-life crisis on wheels. In the center, bolted firmly between the two rows of leather seats, was a polished, floor-to-ceiling chrome pole.

Alice stood by the sliding door, her dark skin glowing in the morning sun, her eyes fixed on the pole with the cold, judging intensity of a postal inspector auditing a crime scene.

"Ricky," Alice said, her voice quiet, steady, and terrifying. "You have thirty seconds to explain why there is a piece of club equipment in your van, or I am going to make sure your insurance doesn't cover the trauma I am about to inflict on your ego."

Ricky, 62 and looking painfully proud in a shirt two sizes too tight, tried to smooth his thinning hair. "It’s for ambiance, Alice! It’s for—"

"It’s for you to stop acting like you’re twenty-two and start acting like you’ve got a mortgage," Alice snapped, not letting him finish. "Ain't nothing going up that pole but your high cholesterol, and if I catch you even looking at it with ‘intent,’ I’m going to make sure the only thing you’re swinging on is a rocking chair at a nursing home."

Tina clambered into the back seat, already stifling a cackle. "Lord, Alice, let him dream. He thinks he’s a music video star. If he breaks his hip, we’ll just leave him at the Casina entrance as a warning to other men his age."

"I think it’s festive," Nancy added, tossing her purse onto the seat with a smirk. At 45, she was the youngest of the group, and she loved watching the seniors spiral.

"Nobody is swinging on anything," Jerry said, sliding into the driver’s seat. He turned around, his eyes locking with Alice’s. "Alice, quit chewing on his head before we even pull out of the driveway. We’ve got a date with the slot machines."

Alice didn't sit immediately. She walked to the pole, gave it a firm, skeptical tap with her fingernail, and then turned back to Ricky. "If I hear one rattle, one squeak, or if you even think about putting your hands on this thing while we’re in motion, I’m dumping your stash of ‘romantic’ pills into the floorboard. Are we clear?"

Ricky withered, his shoulders slumping. "Yes, ma'am."

"Good." Alice settled into her seat, her oversized handbag resting on her lap like a weapon. She reached into her purse, pulled out a small, unlabeled bottle of hot sauce, and tucked it into the door pocket—her own personal emergency supply.

As the van lurched forward, the group erupted into immediate, raucous laughter. The pole rattled in protest, but the sound was completely swallowed by the shrieks of a group that had long ago stopped caring about what anyone else thought of them.

"Casina here we come!" Jerry yelled, honking the horn as they hit the highway.

"And keep your eyes on the road, Jerry!" Alice shouted over the laughter. "I’m not in the mood to pull a 'fake labor' routine today unless you really test me!"
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Chapter 2: The Luby’s Lunch Audit
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The van pulled into the parking lot of Luby’s Cafeteria with the grace of a tank. Before the engine had fully cut out, Alice was already unbuckling her seatbelt, her purse swinging at her side like a duffel bag filled with secrets.

"Everybody out," Alice commanded. "And Jerry, if you park like that again, you’re walking home. You’re taking up two handicapped spots and the cart return. You’re trying to get us towed before we get our macaroni and cheese."

"It’s about efficiency, Alice!" Jerry argued, though he was already scurrying to catch up.

As they walked through the double doors, the staff didn't even look up from their stations. One of the servers, a young woman named Brenda who had seen it all, sighed and pre-emptively grabbed a handful of extra napkins.

"Here comes the Old People Gang," Brenda muttered to her coworker.

The group took over their usual long table. Ricky immediately headed for the tray line, looking for a spot to park his "ambiance" energy, while Nancy slid into the chair next to Barry.

"So, Nancy," Tina asked, leaning over her fish fillet, "you gonna tell us today how you managed to retire at forty-five? Did you rob a bank? Did you find a secret stash of gold? Or are you just lucky enough to have been born with a horseshoe in your pocket?"

Nancy just smiled, taking a slow sip of her tea. "I just realized early on that working is bad for my complexion. Why would I want to spend my best years staring at a computer when I could be here with you people, watching Alice steal condiments?"

Alice, who was busy transferring a generous amount of hot sauce from a cafeteria bottle into her own empty packet container, didn't miss a beat. "I don’t steal it, I relocate it. It’s a public service. If they didn’t want me to have it, they wouldn’t leave it out in the open."

Suddenly, Ricky stood up, his eyes wide. "Wait. Does anyone have a dollar? I forgot my wallet in the van, and I need a yeast roll."

The table went silent. Alice narrowed her eyes, leaning in. "Ricky, you have a stripper pole in your van, but you don’t have a dollar for a roll? You’re lucky I love you, because I swear, the next time you ask for a dollar, I’m going to make you dance for it."

The table exploded. Barry was laughing so hard he nearly choked on his carrot salad, and Jerry was slapping the table so hard the silverware rattled.

"Lookey, lookey!" Jerry shouted, wiping tears from his eyes. "Look at the time! We’re halfway through lunch and we haven’t even discussed the Casina strategy for the weekend!"

"Forget the strategy," Tina said, grabbing Alice’s arm. "We’ve got to figure out how we’re going to get Ricky to stop listening to that girlfriend of his. He’s funding her lifestyle while he’s out here begging for yeast rolls."

Alice sighed, looking at her hot sauce, then back at the group. "Don't worry. Between the church bake sale coming up and our next Casina run, I’ve got a plan. We’re gonna fix this group, one crazy adventure at a time."
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Chapter 3: The Holy Bake Sale Heist
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The sanctuary of the Mount Zion Baptist Church was usually a place of quiet reflection, but today, it sounded like a skirmish line. The "Old People Gang" had arrived for the annual church bake sale, and they were not in a mood for hymns.

They stood behind their table, which was currently the only one in the room lacking a "Sold Out" sign. A group of church sisters, led by the perpetually stiff-collared Sister Gladys, had spent the morning whispering about the "secular influence" of Alice’s group.

"I just don't think it’s right," Sister Gladys whispered loudly enough to be heard in the next county, pointing at Alice’s sweet potato pie. "Some of us prefer our desserts to be made with a little more... grace and a little less 'casina-run' energy."

Alice froze. Her hand, which had been adjusting a doily, slowly dropped. The air in the room seemed to lose its oxygen.

"Excuse me, Sister Gladys?" Alice said, her voice dropping to a dangerous, low pitch.

"I said what I said, Alice. We’re raising money for the roof fund. We don't need your 'dirty money' or your store-bought spirit."

Jerry, Tina, and Ricky stepped forward, forming a semi-circle around the table. Nancy and Barry stood back, popcorn-ready expressions on their faces.

"Oh, honey," Tina said, her voice dripping with artificial sweetness. "You want to talk about grace? Let’s talk about that dry-as-dust pound cake you brought. I saw a man take a bite of
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