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How My Burner Phone Accidentally Launched a Campaign
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I never wanted to be President of the United States. I wanted to be a medium-successful Instagram influencer selling knockoff protein powder to people who don't read ingredient labels. The Kremlin had other plans.

My name is Jack Bazoo, and according to my completely fabricated LinkedIn profile, I'm a "serial entrepreneur and thought leader." According to my actual KGB file (#KGB-78291-B, security clearance: "Eh, whatever"), I'm a "disposable asset with limited cognitive resources but photogenic hair."

It all started on a Tuesday. Not even a dramatic Tuesday. Just a regular one where America was doing its thing—consuming cheese products and arguing about celebrities.

I was in my apartment—a strategic rental equidistant between three different Walmarts for maximum American immersion—when my burner phone buzzed with a text from my handler, Dmitri.

```

DMITRI: Jack. Important mission. Go to Iowa.

ME: Why Iowa?

DMITRI: Is where American politics begin. Like a rash.

ME: What do I do there?

DMITRI: Create small disturbance. Nothing major. Suggest corn is overrated.

ME: That's it?

DMITRI: Da. Small chaos only. DO NOT ATTRACT ATTENTION.

```

Three hours later, I was standing on a hay bale outside the Cedar Rapids Tractor Supply, screaming into a bullhorn I'd purchased with my KGB-issued Visa gift card.

"PEOPLE OF IOWA! I AM JACK BAZOO! YOUR CORN IS MERELY ADEQUATE! YOUR STATE IS EMOTIONALLY UNNECESSARY! THE EASTERN SEABOARD DOESN'T THINK ABOUT YOU AT ALL!"

I expected tomatoes. Maybe pitchforks. What I got instead was a crowd of nodding heads and one bearded man in overalls who shouted, "FINALLY SOMEONE TELLS THE TRUTH!"

By sundown, seventeen different local news stations had interviewed me. By midnight, a clip of me saying, "The political establishment is like a constipated elephant—bloated, uncomfortable, and destroying everything in its path" had gone viral on TikTok. By morning, #BazooTellsThePoops was trending nationally.

My burner phone exploded with texts.

```

DMITRI: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?

ME: Small disturbance only. As instructed.

DMITRI: CNN CALLING YOU "REFRESHING VOICE IN POLITICS." THIS IS OPPOSITE OF PLAN!

ME: Should I apologize?

DMITRI: NO! KREMLIN RECALIBRATING. STAND BY.

```

Three hours later, I received a new message:

```

DMITRI: New plan. You will run for President.

ME: Of what?

DMITRI: OF UNITED STATES, YOU IDIOT.

ME: I don't know how to do that.

DMITRI: Perfect. This is why you are ideal candidate.

```

Attached was a 19-page PDF titled "OPERATION EAGLE CHAOS: How to Become American President Without Knowing Anything."

The document was mostly clip art and what appeared to be quotes from "The Art of War" but were actually lyrics from early 2000s rap songs. Page 7 was just a picture of a eagle wearing sunglasses with the caption "THIS IS YOU NOW."

I scrolled to the final page, which contained only three bullet points:

• Say outrageous things

• When criticized, say more outrageous things

• Never apologize, even if you accidentally declare war on Portugal

"This can't possibly work," I muttered.

My phone buzzed again:

```

DMITRI: Already registered you with Federal Election Committee.

ME: Don't I need paperwork for that?

DMITRI: We have best hackers. Also, America's government websites run on Windows 95.

ME: What's my platform?

DMITRI: You are against "The System." People love this. Very specific.

ME: Which system?

DMITRI: ALL OF THEM. Healthcare. Metric. Digestive. Be creative.

```

Attached was a JPEG of a hastily designed campaign logo. It was my face photoshopped onto the body of a bald eagle, with the slogan "BAZOO: AMERICA'S LAST CHANCE BEFORE WHATEVER COMES NEXT."

My phone buzzed one final time:

```

DMITRI: Campaign headquarters set up in abandoned Sizzler restaurant in Des Moines. Staff arrives tomorrow. Do not tell them you are Russian asset.

ME: Who are these people?

DMITRI: Mix of failed PR consultants, conspiracy theorists, and one man who thinks he's communicating with dolphins. Best we could find on Craigslist.

ME: How am I supposed to run for President?

DMITRI: Just keep talking. Americans love man who never stops talking. Especially if words make no sense but sound confident.

ME: And if I fail?

DMITRI: Then you disappear and we try again with Asset #79, the Instagram fitness model who believes Earth is shaped like a DVD.

```

I stared at my phone, then out the window at the Iowa landscape stretching before me like a vast, flat metaphor for my future. I had no experience, no real platform, no filter, and a highly classified past that involved accidentally setting fire to the Russian embassy's break room microwave three separate times.

And now I was running for President.

The next morning, I walked into the abandoned Sizzler that would serve as my campaign headquarters. The salad bar had been converted into a strategy center, with maps of primary states spread across it. The booth section was now a "digital engagement hub" where six teenagers from Belarus would create my social media presence.

A woman with hair so aggressively styled it qualified as a weapon approached me.

"Mr. Bazoo, I'm Mackenzie Slater, your campaign manager. I used to run crisis PR for pharmaceutical companies that accidentally killed people. This seemed like a lateral move."

"What's our first step?" I asked.

Mackenzie handed me a stapled document. "This is your campaign announcement speech. We've crafted it to appeal to everyone while saying absolutely nothing of substance."

I flipped through it. "This is just the word 'freedom' repeated for six pages, followed by a recipe for banana bread."

"The focus groups loved it," she said without blinking. "Also, we've scheduled your first major interview. CNN, tomorrow morning."

"What will they ask me?"

"Policy questions. Foreign relations. Domestic issues. Your qualifications."

"I don't know anything about those things."

Mackenzie smiled. It was the smile of someone who had long ago abandoned hope and replaced it with tactical nihilism.

"Perfect," she said. "That's exactly what America is looking for right now."

As I stood there, surrounded by my new team of misfit campaign staffers in an abandoned Sizzler, my burner phone buzzed one last time:

```

DMITRI: Remember mission. Create chaos. Undermine democracy. Make America look stupid.

ME: And if I accidentally become President?

DMITRI: Then God help us all. But silver lining: excellent pension plan.

```

And that, dear readers who I assume are either FBI agents or future historians documenting the collapse of Western civilization, is how my burner phone accidentally launched the most improbable presidential campaign in American history.

I'm Jack Bazoo, and I reluctantly approve this message.
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The First Rally Was a Chili Cook-Off Disaster
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The Kremlin's first official campaign event directive arrived via a text message that read: "MAKE AMERICAN FOOD GREAT AGAIN."

Dmitri elaborated during our 3 AM call, his voice competing with what sounded like a Moscow nightclub in the background. "Americans love food competitions, yes? Very patriotic. Very accessible. You will host chili cook-off. Show you are man of people."

"I've never made chili," I confessed.

"Perfect! More authentic when you fail."

Which is how I found myself standing in the parking lot of the Dubuque County Fairgrounds on a Tuesday afternoon, wearing an apron that read "BAZOO'S BREW" over my suit, staring at a folding table covered with ingredients I couldn't identify.

Mackenzie paced behind me, clipboard in hand. "Remember, Jack, this isn't just a chili cook-off. It's a metaphor for your leadership style."

"What's my leadership style again?"

"Bold, unpredictable, and slightly concerning," she replied without looking up. "Also, we've planted three people in the crowd to cheer excessively when you add paprika."

Our campaign manager, a former wedding DJ named Trevor who claimed to have "political adjacent experience," had somehow convinced two hundred Iowans to attend our event by promising free beer and "a chance to meet America's next accidental president." The local news had sent a single cameraman who kept checking his watch.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Trevor announced through a portable karaoke machine. "Please welcome the man who will put the 'resident' back in 'president'—Jack Bazoo!"

I approached the cooking station as the crowd offered confused applause.

"Thank you, great Americans of Iowa," I began, reading from the index card Dmitri had faxed over. "Today I make for you the traditional American chili, symbol of our melting pot society where many ingredients become one delicious democracy stew."

The crowd stared blankly.

"As president, I will bring together the beans of liberty with the meat of justice," I continued, dumping random ingredients into a pot. "I will season with the spices of freedom!"

From the corner of my eye, I could see Mackenzie frantically texting. My burner phone buzzed in my pocket: "MORE PASSION. AMERICANS LOVE PASSION."

I grabbed a bottle labeled "Ghost Pepper Extract" and dumped the entire contents into the pot.

"Like America, this chili will be STRONG!" I shouted, stirring vigorously. "Some say too strong! Some say dangerous! But I say—if you cannot handle the heat, you cannot handle Bazoo!"

The three plants in the audience cheered. Everyone else looked concerned.

A woman in the front row raised her hand. "Sir, what's your position on agricultural subsidies?"

I glanced at Mackenzie, who mouthed, "Pivot to chili."

"Excellent question," I replied. "My agricultural policy, like this chili, has many layers. Some ingredients you see—" I held up an onion, "—and some you feel later." I winked mysteriously.

The pot began emitting an alarming smoke.

"Mr. Bazoo," called out a man wearing a press badge, "can you explain why your campaign website just links to a GIF of a dancing bear wearing your face?"

"That bear represents the strength and unpredictability of my foreign policy," I improvised, while frantically stirring the increasingly volatile chili. "Also, website under construction. Very complex coding. The best coding."

The chili began to bubble ominously.

Trevor appeared at my side, whispering, "Dude, I think something's wrong with your chili."

"Nothing is wrong," I declared loudly. "This is exactly how the Kremlin—I mean, my grandmother—taught me to make it."

The first person to double over was one of our plants. Then came the coughing. Within minutes, the fairground pavilion had transformed into a scene from a tear gas training exercise. People were running for the exits, eyes streaming, gasping for breath.

"It's a metaphor!" I shouted after them. "America is sometimes painful but worth it!"

Mackenzie appeared beside me, a wet bandana covering her face. "We need to spin this. Now."

"How do we spin chemical warfare?" I asked, as the last of the crowd fled.

She snapped a photo of me standing triumphantly beside the toxic pot. "BAZOO BRINGS THE HEAT: TOO STRONG FOR ESTABLISHMENT TASTE BUDS," she dictated to Trevor, who was frantically typing on his phone despite tears streaming down his face.

By evening, Russian bot farms had transformed my culinary disaster into a strategic masterstroke. "BAZOO PROVES HE CAN TAKE THE HEAT" trended briefly on Twitter. Three conspiracy podcasts declared the "chili incident" a deep state plot to silence me. Someone made a remix of my coughing set to dubstep.

Back at campaign headquarters (the abandoned Sizzler), Dmitri called to congratulate me.

"You have made motherland proud," he said. "Chili attack was stroke of genius. Americans now see you as man who brings pain but does not apologize."

"It was an accident," I protested. "I don't know how to cook!"

"Exactly! You are authentic disaster. This is your brand now."

Mackenzie was already planning our next event. "We've booked you as a judge for a children's art contest in Cedar Rapids," she informed me. "Try not to make any of them cry."

"No promises," I sighed, as I scraped toxic chili residue from under my fingernails. "What's our campaign slogan again?"

"'Bazoo 2024: What's The Worst That Could Happen?'" Trevor called out from across the room.

Judging by the chemical burns on my hands and the three pending lawsuits from chili victims, quite a lot, actually.

But according to my latest text from the Kremlin, we were right on schedule.
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The Yard Sign War That Turned Violent
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The first rule of political campaigns is to establish visibility. The second rule is don't let your yard signs accidentally incite a neighborhood civil war. I failed spectacularly at both.

"We need to blanket America in Bazoo," Mackenzie announced three weeks after the Chili Incident, pacing our campaign headquarters—still the abandoned Sizzler, now with more folding chairs and fewer health code violations. "Yard signs are traditional political warfare."

Dmitri, my handler, nodded enthusiastically from his corner desk labeled "AMERICAN INTERN DMITRI (DEFINITELY FROM WISCONSIN)."

"Yes! Signs must be very big. Very strong. Like Soviet—I mean, like good Wisconsin cheese billboards."

I stared at the mock-up our "design team" (a community college dropout with pirated Photoshop) had created. The sign featured my face with the slogan "BAZOO: BECAUSE WHY NOT?" in Comic Sans.

"It looks like a lost pet flyer," I said.

"Perfect!" Mackenzie clapped. "Relatable! Americans love pets and lost things!"

The Kremlin had been explicit in their late-night coded message: ESTABLISH TERRITORIAL DOMINANCE THROUGH SIGNAGE. MAKE AMERICAN NEIGHBORHOODS FIGHT EACH OTHER.

I'd responded: CAN I JUST GO HOME?

They'd replied: NO. ALSO PICK UP MILK.

* * *
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We ordered 50,000 yard signs from a supplier in China who asked zero questions about why my face was superimposed over what appeared to be the Lincoln Memorial. The signs arrived with a slight manufacturing error—my name was spelled "JACK BAZOOP" on 20,000 of them.

"This is actually brilliant," Mackenzie said, examining the misprinted signs. "Now we have two competing factions within our own campaign. The Bazoos versus the Bazoops. Double the engagement!"

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard," I said.

"It's already trending," our social media manager replied without looking up from her phone. "#TeamBazoop has 17,000 tweets."

Dmitri nodded approvingly. "Division is democracy's weakness. Also, I ordered extra pointy stakes for signs. Very sharp. Safety hazard, actually."

* * *
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We deployed our sign army to the battleground suburb of Meadowbrook Heights, Ohio. Our volunteers—mostly conspiracy theorists and people who thought they were joining a pyramid scheme—placed a Bazoo sign in every third yard and a Bazoop sign in between.

By nightfall, the neighborhood Facebook group had descended into chaos.

The Bazoos accused the Bazoops of being "fake supporters" and "probably communists." The Bazoops claimed intellectual superiority because "only true patriots understand the nuance of the extra P."

I watched the livestream from our headquarters as neighbors who had previously shared potato salad recipes now stood in their driveways shouting about which version of my misspelled name represented "real America."

"This is working too well," I whispered to Dmitri.

He smiled. "Moscow is very pleased. They are sending more signs. Also, temporary tattoos."

* * *
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The violence began on day three. A Bazoo supporter used his riding lawnmower to destroy a row of Bazoop signs. In retaliation, the Bazoops organized a midnight raid, replacing all signs in a four-block radius with their preferred spelling.

By day five, neighborhood pets were wearing team bandanas. A local bakery started selling Bazoo and Bazoop cookies, refusing to sell both varieties to the same customer "on principle."

The local news arrived when Mrs. Hempstead, 72, was caught on security camera striking Mr. Gonzalez with her purse after he suggested Bazoop "sounded more presidential."

"I've never seen anything like it," the bewildered reporter told viewers. "This neighborhood has effectively seceded into two nations over a candidate most of them admit they know nothing about."

* * *
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"We need to address this," I said, watching footage of a man painting a property line between his yard and his neighbor's. "People are losing their minds."

"Exactly as planned," Dmitri muttered, then louder: "Oh no! Democracy is being tested! How terrible for America!"

Mackenzie was ecstatic. "Our sign recognition is up 340%. We've spent exactly zero dollars on TV ads, and we're dominating local news across three states. The violence is unfortunate but on-brand for your 'chaotic outsider' image."

"But they're literally building barricades between houses!"

"Yes," she nodded, "and they're using our signs to do it. That's called 'earned media,' Jack."

* * *
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The situation escalated when both factions decided to hold competing rallies in the Meadowbrook Heights community park. The Bazoos claimed the playground; the Bazoops took the tennis courts. Both sides brought potluck dishes labeled with threatening names like "Constitutional Casserole" and "Second Amendment Salad."

I was dispatched to make peace, which seemed like a reasonable goal until I realized the Kremlin had other plans. My pre-written speech, delivered via teleprompter, included phrases like "healthy competition strengthens movements" and "your neighbor's spelling choice reveals their true character."

The crowd grew increasingly agitated as I read words clearly designed to inflame tensions. By the time I reached "and so I ask you, what does the extra P really stand for? Patriotism? Or something more... suspicious?" someone threw a deviled egg.

Then all hell broke loose.

Potato salad flew through the air. Yard signs became shields, then weapons. A group of Bazoops tried to overturn a Bazoo-owned minivan. The local news caught everything, including the moment Mrs. Hempstead climbed atop a picnic table and declared the formation of "The Sovereign Republic of Bazoop."

I stood frozen at the microphone, watching middle America tear itself apart over a typo.

"Beautiful," Dmitri whispered, wiping away what might have been a tear. "Just like election day in Vladivostok, 2011."

* * *
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The yard sign war made national news that evening. CNN ran the headline: "BAZOO OR BAZOOP: AMERICA DIVIDED." Fox News went with: "DEMOCRATIC PROCESS UNDER ATTACK BY ALPHABETICAL CONFUSION."

The Kremlin sent congratulations in the form of a fruit basket with a card reading "TO FURTHER CHAOS" in Russian, hastily scribbled over with "GET WELL SOON" in English.

Mackenzie assembled the team the next morning, projecting images of the suburban battlefield onto the wall of our Sizzler headquarters.

"This is a triumph," she announced. "We've created the first campaign where supporters are willing to physically fight over spelling. The establishment candidates can't compete with this level of engagement."

"But nobody's talking about policies," I protested. "They're just arguing about my name."

"Exactly," she beamed. "And that's why we're now polling at 8% nationally. People remember 'Bazoo' because they've had to defend their spelling choice to their spouse."

"What's our next move?" asked our strategist, a former birthday clown with a surprising aptitude for demographic targeting.

Mackenzie clicked to a new slide showing a map of Iowa. "We expand the sign war. But first, Jack needs to make a statement about the violence without actually condemning it."

"How do I do that?"

"Simple," Dmitri interjected. "You say violence bad, but passion good. Classic Soviet—I mean, classic American political double-speak."

I sighed. "And if I refuse?"

Dmitri's phone buzzed. He glanced at it and smiled. "Moscow says Iowa is next. And they've already printed one million signs with seven different spellings."

As I looked out the window at America tearing itself apart over yard signs, I couldn't help but wonder if democracy had always been this fragile, or if I was just especially good at breaking things.

Either way, Iowa was next, and I still had no idea what I was running for—only what I was running from.
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Iowa Declared Me Spiritually Offensive
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I didn't mean to insult Iowa's spiritual essence. I was just trying to read the teleprompter, which kept glitching between Kremlin instructions and what appeared to be someone's grocery list.

"The great state of Iowa represents America's heartland values," I began confidently to the crowd of three hundred farmers and local dignitaries gathered in the Des Moines Agricultural Center's main hall. The room smelled like fertilizer samples and political desperation.

"Iowa is..." I squinted at the teleprompter as it flickered. "...emotionally unnecessary."

The crowd went silent. Someone dropped a corn dog.

"What I mean is," I continued, desperately improvising, "Iowa is emotionally stable! So stable it hardly needs emotions at all! Unlike those drama queens in California, am I right?"

Mackenzie rushed the stage, her face a perfect mask of professional panic beneath a forced smile.

"What Mr. Bazoo means is that Iowa transcends emotional politics," she said, yanking the microphone from my hands. "He believes Iowa voters are too intelligent for emotional manipulation. That's why his campaign is based on facts and—"

"CORN IS JUST YELLOW LIES!" shouted a voice from the back of my brain that somehow escaped through my mouth.

In my defense, I was operating on three hours of sleep and had just received a text from Dmitri that read: "INSULT CORN SUBTLY. KREMLIN WANTS AGRICULTURAL CHAOS."

The headline in the Des Moines Register the next morning read: "PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE DECLARES IOWA 'EMOTIONALLY UNNECESSARY,' CORN 'YELLOW LIES.'"

By noon, the Governor of Iowa had
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