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Step 1: Babysitter's Club
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“OLÁ CALISSA,” THE ELDERLY woman's voice boomed out of the speaker.  Her cheery words were followed closely by some kissy sounds.  

“Hey, Joyce I'm sorry to bother you, are you busy this Friday?” Calissa answered as she realised she had forgotten to tuck away her badge.  It wasn't like all the cars on the beltway passing her at 70 mph were going to notice, but she still tucked away the ID betraying her agency affiliation.  

“No not really,” Joyce answered, her words coming out a little slow, like she was preoccupied.  “What's up, xuxu?” 

There were more kissy noises.  Calissa grinned.  She had a feeling she knew exactly what Joyce was up to. 

“I need your help to watch over Chompers and Tigers for me this weekend,” Calissa explained.  

She slowed as some asshole nearly clipped her front bumper as they cut her off.  

Ugh, another hour of this traffic.

“Sure,” Joyce giggled.

Calissa wished she could be there with her adopted vozinha, it sounded like Joyce had found another stray to take in and dote on.  

“I will love to watch over your babies,” Joyce continued.  “I might even teach them some new tricks...”

“Thanks, vovó,” Calissa said as she clicked the button on the steering wheel to hang up.  She pushed the phone button again.

“Text Eric,” she commanded the car.  “Yes, I can do Friday,” she dictated.  “See you there.”
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Interlude: Interview with an Orange Narcissistic Vampire...
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THE CITY OF GRANDVIEW used to be a nice lively city with a diverse community where everyone was welcomed.  Now the once great city has changed from lively and friendly to dull and corrupted – the diverse community that used to be full of life was now crime ridden with a wall that separates the wealthy from the working classes.  And it was all thanks to one man.  

Ivan Ronaldo Tusk changed everything after he expanded his businesses and side deals. This man lived on the wealthy side of the city in a building that had his name in big gold letters on the front: the capital of the Tusk Empire.  The building was nothing short of a veritable fortress.  

Karl swallowed as a gilded doorman held open the heavy glass door by the ridiculously oversized golden handle.  He looked like a fucking nutcracker.  Karl expected the Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairies to be playing in the gaudy lobby.  Instead, Cory Feldman's Millenium Ascension was playing in a soft hum as he stepped up to the concierge desk.  The attractive young woman behind the desk gave him a once over, not-so-subtly expressing just how unimpressed she was with his wrinkled khakis, loose polo shirt, and five o'clock shadow.  She was even less impressed with his press credentials.  Karl tried not to feel the sting as she returned his Washington News Times badge with a crinkled nose.  Granted the once lauded publication has suffered the same sort of gutting from a private equity firm as the City of Grandview had from Ivan Tusk, but Karl J. Walsh was a well known name in of itself.  Not only had he written over a dozen bestsellers, including two on Ivan Tusk himself, this wasn't his first time in the building to interview the eccentric billionaire. In fact, Ivan was the one who had insisted on the interview.  

The young woman waved him aside with a dismissive, “I'm sure someone will come down to collect you eventually.”

Karl looked around for a seat that was not offered.  Well, his experience interviewing countless celebrities, politicians, survivors and combatants; sometimes even in war zones; had left him with enough physical and mental fortitude to handle a passive aggressive receptionist. 

Until 49 minutes had passed and he could swear the second hand on the gold gilded clock had stopped moving.  He shifted, increasing more weight from his protesting late-middle aged knees to his elbows on the concierge counter.  His late-middle aged elbows and shoulders weren't too happy about the shift either. 

He wasn't broken, but definitely more weakened than he wanted to admit, when a pair of giant goons finally collected him.  They led to the penthouse suite.  Even though Karl had been here before, nothing looked familiar.  It was still all marble and gaudy ass gold, but different marble and gaudy ass gold.  They led him through a maze to a large ‘gym’(?).  The only surface that wasn't gold was the floor to ceiling mirrors that periodically broke up the gold paneling.  Yeah, gold panels lined the walls.  The floor was gold bricks in an art deco pattern.  The ceiling was also somehow gold.  Even the gym equipment was gold.  The weights Karl could at least understand, gold was heavy, he figured it was as good as anything else to lift.  But the gold elliptical machine?  Ivan was seated on the end on a gold bench, resting an elbow against his inner thigh and performing a curl with a tiny gold weight.  The only reason Karl could even see the weight was Ivan's abnormally undersized hands.  Ivan grunted as the personal trainer hovering at his side triumphantly counted, “Two, sir!”

Ivan dropped the teeny gold weight and panted hard as he finally acknowledged the bodyguards and Karl.  

“Good, you're finally here,” Ivan said as he got up from a pool of sweat on the bench.  His belly jiggled as he motioned for everyone to follow him to another room.  He was 62 years old and around 5’7”, though he claimed to have the body of a 30 year old and to be 6’3”.  He left sweaty footprints on the gold and then marble floor, all the way to an opulent, oval shaped office.  Word was, it had been built for him to try out interior design plans in preparation for his next job.  

He flung himself into a leather chair behind a giant wood with gold trim desk.  The desk was the size of a twin bed and completely empty.  Not even a computer monitor or a pen graced the surface.  Ivan jabbed a button on his chair arm.  

“Baby,” he grunted. 

Apparently that meant something.  The personal trainer was evidently dismissed and body guards retreated to the entrance, making way for a buxom blond to wiggle up to him in a much too tight suit top and much too short skirt.  She dabbed at his sweaty face and neck carefully, but even so, flecks of his orange spray on tan came up with the soft Terry cloth. 

“Yes,” a voice that somehow sounded as buxom and blond as the woman in the room rang up from a speaker somewhere in the chair. 

“Make sure I still have time for Russell,” Ivan grunted, “the reporter was late.”

Karl twitched as the implied accusation but didn't take the bait. It was classic Ivan.  Karl still didn't know if it was a purposeful tactic to knock your ‘opponents’ off their game by insulting or pissing them off; or if Ivan was just an asshole.  Either way, it did him no good to let it get to him.  

“I don't want to have to use a back up,” Ivan went on.  He waved a hand to dismiss the woman.  She shimmied past Karl and the bodyguards. 

Karl was mildly curious who this Russell was, or what a back up meant.  But again refused to take the bait.  Karl had learned from interviewing him for his two bestsellers not to let it get to him.  He took a seat without being invited, pulled out an old school notepad, cassette tape recorder, and crossed his legs. 

“So are we doing this interview?” Karl asked, adopting an overly calm demeanor, hiding how flustered he had gotten from the wait and then being blamed for the tardiness. 

“Bring me a diet coke,” Ivan demanded into the button.

Karl took that as a yes.  

Karl turned on the tape recorder.  Ivan's bodyguards stepped up to circle about him like buzzards.  Occasionally, a break in the pattern would reveal the orange faced, sweaty man scowling from behind the empty desk.  

The buxom blond wiggled back in, bearing a gold tray with a single sweating can of diet coke.  Ivan took it and she wiggled back through the swarm of body guards no only without saying anything, but also somehow not even making noise as she walked.  She must have lined her stilettos with felt or something. 

“So tell me why you launched your campaign?” Karl started.  Ivan had managed to coast this far in life riding on profound cockiness and oozing in trashy pride: no wonder he was running for President of the United States.  But the prospect still made Karl more nervous than he had been in a long time.  

Each time Ivan showed through the parading bodyguards, his tangerine hue seemed to darken with his glower.  The air of absurd slowly shifted from the ridiculous to the nefarious.  

Karl started to sweat a bit himself.  He was accustomed to Ivan – to a point.  He was accustomed to an absurd orange man with obvious hair plugs who was used to getting his way – like a much less cute fat, spoiled baby.  He wasn't quite used to facing down someone who very well could be the most powerful person in the world within the year.  

Ivan clapped his hands.  The bodyguards all retreated to the wall behind Karl without a word.  

Ivan stared at him. The deep frown creasing into his face made him look like an orange version of that Muppet from Farscape.  Then his expression flipped and he smiled a goofy ass smile at Karl.  

“I like you!” Ivan said in a burst of laughter.  “I  always admired you and your work!”

Even the books I wrote about you...?

Can you read...?

Karl swallowed.  He had always figured either Ivan hadn't read his work or his reading comprehension was on the preschool level – Karl’s books had not been flattering.  

“I know you like to ask a lot of questions and dig in deep when you interview,” Ivan went on.  “But this time you are going to shut the fuck up and I'm going to talk,” Ivan said while staring intensely into Karl’s eyes.  
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