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Saltine Cracker Rally

by Malcom Hardy



Front Matter

To the forgotten warriors of the internet’s fringe, the brave souls who once declared war on gender-neutral bathrooms with the fierce conviction of a thousand keyboard crusaders, and who now find themselves adrift in a sea of TikTok dances and pronouns they can’t pronounce. This book is for the Brenda’s, whose elaborate color-coded spreadsheets for organizing a protest against a local Starbucks’ seasonal pumpkin spice latte offerings have gone unappreciated. It is for the Gary’s, whose booming pronouncements of imminent societal collapse have been reduced to bewildered muttering during Zoom calls with their grandchildren. To those who once believed a red hat was a symbol of unyielding strength, and now see it as little more than a slightly faded, and rather unfortunate, fashion faux pas, a beacon of an era that feels as distant as dial-up internet.

May your landing pages remain un-hacked and your memes remain un-morphed into unflattering comparisons to pantry staples. To the disillusioned soldiers of a digital war that never quite materialized, who trained their fingers to type fury but now struggle to remember their passwords, this is your lament. To the true believers who once packed community centers with an evangelical fervor for causes that now seem... quaint, at best. To all who have ever felt the sting of a viral takedown, the sting of irrelevance, and the profound existential dread that comes from realizing your primary mode of communication is now considered archaic. May you find solace in knowing that your desperation, your confusion, and your tragically earnest attempts at virality have been immortalized, albeit in a way that might make you want to retreat to the darkest corners of the internet once more. And to those who accidentally became the face of the “cracker” meme, may you find the strength to laugh, or at least to find a really good lawyer.
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Chapter 1: The Fading Echo
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The fluorescent lights of the Oakhaven Community Center flickered with a weary, almost apologetic hum. It was an anthem of obsolescence, a mournful dirge for a bygone era of fervent gatherings. Brenda, her meticulously organized binder clutched like a shield against the encroaching dread, surveyed the cavernous room. The once-vibrant red banners, emblazoned with slogans that had once ignited roaring approval, now hung limply, their once-bold lettering faded by time and indifference. Dust motes danced in the meager shafts of sunlight that pierced the grimy windows, each one a tiny, glittering testament to the passage of time and the corresponding erosion of enthusiasm. The silence was profound, broken only by the rhythmic squeak of Brenda’s sensible orthopedic shoes on the linoleum floor, a sound that seemed to amplify the emptiness.

“Right then,” she declared, her voice a little too bright, a little too brittle, struggling to fill the void. “Let’s get this set up. The midterm rally is... well, it’s next month. We’ve got to make this one count.”

Gary, whose usual booming baritone seemed to have deflated like a cheap party balloon, shuffled in behind her, a single, forlorn red hat perched precariously on his thinning grey hair. He offered a weak smile. “Count for what, Bren? For the attendance record of ‘Least People Ever to Show Up for a Rally That’s Supposed to Be a Make-or-Break Moment’?” He let out a wheezing laugh, a sound that was more of a gasp for air than genuine amusement.

Brenda shot him a withering glare. “Don’t be like that, Gary. We have to stay positive. This is important. This is for the... the movement.” She gestured vaguely, as if the ‘movement’ itself might materialize from the peeling paint and stale air. The peeling paint, in fact, seemed to be the most dynamic entity in the room, flakes detaching themselves with a subtle, almost defiant rustle. Each chip was a metaphor Brenda was desperately trying to ignore.

She tapped her binder, the plastic cover worn smooth from countless rehearsals of pep talks. “We’ve got the agenda finalized. Gary, you’re opening. You need to start strong. Remember the talking points: sovereignty, traditional values, the encroaching socialist agenda that’s trying to steal our... our freedom.” She paused, searching for a more concrete example of what, precisely, was being stolen. “You know. The usual.”

Gary sighed, running a hand over his worn hat. “The usual. Right. Brenda, honestly, last time, there were more people asking if they could use our restroom than people who actually wanted to hear me talk about the threat of critical race theory in kindergarten.”

“That was a Tuesday, Gary. This is a Saturday. And it’s a crucial Saturday.” Brenda’s organizational instincts, honed by years of coordinating bake sales and church potlucks, were kicking in. She was determined to impose order on the chaos that was her current reality. “We need to project strength. Unity. And for heaven’s sake, try not to mention the... the incident with the drone last time. It was a distraction.”

The ‘incident with the drone’ had involved Gary attempting to launch a small, remote-controlled aircraft shaped like an eagle, symbolizing American freedom, from the community center’s roof. It had promptly crashed into Mrs. Henderson’s prize-winning petunias and had, as a result, led to a rather heated exchange that had, in turn, sent a significant portion of the attendees scurrying for the perceived safety of their cars. Brenda had spent the rest of the afternoon drafting apologies and insurance claims.

“The drone was patriotic!” Gary protested weakly. “It was meant to be symbolic.”

“Symbolically disastrous, Gary. This time, let’s stick to speeches. And perhaps a brief, tasteful moment of silent reflection on the state of our nation.” Brenda consulted her notes. “And then we’ll move onto the raffle. We’ve got a lovely hand-knitted afghan from Mildred. And the grand prize... well, it’s still being finalized, but I’m sure it will be... enticing.”

Enticing. The word felt hollow. The truth was, the raffle prizes, much like the attendees, had been diminishing in value and appeal. Last year’s grand prize had been a voucher for a free oil change at the local garage. The year before, a set of commemorative spoons. Brenda secretly suspected that the increasingly desperate allure of a free oil change was less about patriotism and more about the fact that many of their faithful were struggling to afford basic car maintenance.

She looked around the empty hall again. The chairs were stacked in neat, forlorn rows against the wall, waiting to be deployed. They looked like skeletal remains of past gatherings, a chilling premonition of the potential turnout. The air was thick with an unspoken anxiety, a palpable dread that settled over Brenda like a damp shroud. This midterm rally, slated to be their grand resurgence, their thunderous declaration of continued relevance, felt more like a funeral procession for a movement that was rapidly losing its pulse.

“We need more... oomph,” Brenda muttered, more to herself than to Gary. “Something to really grab people. Something that says, ‘We’re still here! We’re still fighting!’”

Gary offered another weak chuckle. “Yeah, well, right now, it feels more like we’re saying, ‘Please, for the love of all that is holy, can someone just show up? We’ve already paid for the extra folding chairs.’”

Brenda ignored him, her mind already racing, her fingers tapping a frantic rhythm on her binder. “Perhaps we need a... a theme. Something memorable. ‘Oakhaven Stands Strong’? Or ‘Freedom’s Last Stand’? No, too dramatic. ‘United for a Better Tomorrow’... a bit generic. We need something that resonates. Something that cuts through the noise.”

She glanced at Gary, who was now staring blankly at a faded poster advertising a bingo night from three years ago. His shoulders were slumped, the very picture of a man whose booming pronouncements had found their audience dwindling to a whisper. Brenda felt a pang of something akin to pity, quickly suppressed by the urgent need to organize. Pity wouldn’t win elections. Pity wouldn’t fill seats.

“We need to brainstorm, Gary,” she said, her voice regaining a semblance of its usual authoritative tone. “We need ideas. Big ideas. This rally has to be a success. It has to show everyone that Oakhaven is still a stronghold. That we’re not going anywhere.”

Gary just grunted, his gaze still fixed on the ghost of bingo past. “Yeah, Brenda,” he mumbled, his voice barely audible above the hum of the fluorescent lights. “A stronghold. Right. Just like this community center is a stronghold of... well, dust.”

The dust motes, once dancing with a melancholic grace, now seemed to mock Brenda’s efforts. Her meticulously crafted agenda, laminated and bound with a cheerful blue spine, lay open on the card table, a stark contrast to the general air of disarray that had settled upon the Oakhaven Community Hall. The weekly meeting, once a bastion of fervent discourse, had devolved into a somber ritual of quiet murmurs and averted gazes. Brenda, ever the captain of this slowly sinking ship, tried to inject a jolt of her usual practiced enthusiasm. “Alright, team,” she began, her voice projecting across the sparse gathering, aiming for robust optimism but landing somewhere near strained. “Let’s dive into our action plan for the upcoming rally. I’ve created a new flow chart – see? Contingency plans for unexpected weather, alternative routes for potential traffic disruptions, and even a tiered system for our thank-you notes to any local businesses that might consider donating raffle prizes. We’re leaving nothing to chance!” She held up a multi-colored diagram, a testament to her organizational prowess, but it was met with a sea of blank stares and a few hesitant coughs.

Gary, slumped in a plastic chair that seemed to creak in protest under his weight, offered a sardonic chuckle. “Contingency plans, Bren? We’re more likely to need contingency plans for how to explain why we’re holding a rally for three people and a stray dog. Though, honestly, that dog might have better attendance than half the people on our mailing list.” He adjusted his faded red cap, the brim now practically a historical artifact. His attempt at levity, once a reliable way to break the tension, now landed with a dull thud, eliciting only a few weak, apologetic smiles. The humor had curdled, much like the stale coffee that Brenda insisted on brewing for every meeting, a bitter reminder of past glories.

A ripple of unease, subtle yet pervasive, began to spread through the room. It wasn’t a dramatic eruption, but a slow, insidious creep, like dampness seeping into old plaster. Younger members, their faces illuminated by the faint glow of their phones, shifted restlessly. Among them was Kevin, a recent addition to Oakhaven’s political landscape, whose primary mode of communication involved a barrage of online memes and the rapid-fire delivery of TikTok slogans. He fidgeted, his eyes darting from Brenda’s organizational chart to the chipped paint on the walls. “With all due respect, Brenda,” he began, his voice a little too loud, a little too earnest, “are we sure this is the best approach? I mean, have we considered a viral social media campaign? We could do a meme series about... about the encroaching socialism. Or a TikTok challenge where people pledge their allegiance to Oakhaven’s founding principles. We’re missing a huge engagement opportunity here.” He gestured emphatically with his phone, the screen a bright beacon in the dim hall.

Brenda’s smile tightened. “Kevin, while we appreciate your... enthusiasm for new technologies,” she said, choosing her words with care, “our rallies have always been the bedrock of our movement. They’re about face-to-face interaction, about genuine connection. These online platforms, they’re fleeting. Our principles are timeless.” She tapped her binder. “We have our established methods. Our newsletters, our door-to-door canvassing, our Saturday morning rallies. These have served us well for decades.”

Agnes, a woman whose silver hair was as immaculately coiffed as her opinions were firmly entrenched, nodded vigorously in agreement. “Absolutely, Brenda. These youngsters today, they’re always glued to those screens. They don’t understand the power of a solid handshake and a firm promise. I remember when we used to pack this hall, and then some. People would line up down the block, eager to hear the message. It was about conviction, not clicks.” She adjusted her spectacles, her gaze sweeping over Kevin with a mixture of pity and disapproval. “This generation thinks everything can be solved with a hashtag. They don’t have the grit, the understanding of what it takes to truly make a difference.”

Kevin flushed, shrinking slightly under Agnes’s pronouncement. “But Ms. Agnes,” he countered, his voice a little softer now, tinged with frustration, “the landscape has changed. If we’re not online, we’re invisible. People get their news from TikTok, from X, from... from whatever’s trending. Our newsletters are probably ending up in the recycling bin before they’re even read. We’re speaking a language no one’s listening to anymore.” He scrolled through his phone, a rapid blur of images. “Look, this post about a state senator’s viral tweet declaring that Daylight Saving Time was ‘government-sanctioned theft of morning productivity from hardworking Americans’ has three million likes. Three million! We can’t compete with that with a flyer and a mimeographed bulletin.”

Gary let out another wheezing sigh. “He’s got a point, Bren. The last time I tried to talk to young people about the importance of fiscal responsibility, they asked me if I’d seen the latest ‘Kombucha Guy’ video. I didn’t even know what a Kombucha Guy was.” He looked genuinely bewildered. “Is that a threat to Oakhaven? Should I add ‘Kombucha Guy’ to the agenda?”

Brenda, however, remained unmoved. Her organizational charts, her carefully planned talking points, her unwavering faith in the efficacy of traditional political theater – these were her bulwarks against the encroaching tide of irrelevance. “We adapt, but we don’t abandon our core values,” she declared, her voice firm, though a tremor of doubt flickered in her eyes. “We need to reach out to the younger generation, yes, but we do it our way. We invite them to our events. We show them the strength of our community, the power of our shared beliefs.” She surveyed the room, her gaze lingering on the empty chairs that dotted the hall like lonely islands. “We’re not going to chase trends. We’re going to set the standard.”

“It’s just that... the world isn’t like it was twenty years ago, Brenda,” Kevin ventured again, his voice softer, a plea for understanding. “People are busy. Their attention spans are shorter. We need to be where they are, and they’re online. We can still be authentic, still true to our values, but we have to speak their language. Otherwise, we’re just shouting into the void.” He looked around the room, his gaze sweeping over the faces of the older members, faces etched with years of dedication but also, he suspected, with a growing weariness. “I’ve been working on some graphics for the rally,” he continued, pulling out his phone again. “Short, punchy videos. Testimonials. Maybe even a poll to gauge public sentiment on key issues. If we can get people talking online, they might actually show up in person.”

Agnes tutted, shaking her head. “Testimonials? Polls? It sounds like we’re running a popularity contest, not a political movement. Politics is about conviction, about standing for something. It’s not about getting likes and shares.” She smoothed her skirt, a gesture of practiced poise. “We have principles. We have a message. We need to deliver it, clearly and unequivocally. We don’t need to pander to the fleeting whims of the internet.”

Gary chimed in, his voice laced with a weary resignation. “Agnes, darling, the ‘fleeting whims of the internet’ are what’s keeping a lot of people informed, or misinformed, these days. And if our message isn’t out there, in whatever form it needs to take, then it’s just... well, it’s just us talking to ourselves in this echoing hall.” He gestured around the sparsely populated room, the worn chairs and faded banners serving as a stark visual testament to his point. “And frankly, Bren, my speeches are starting to feel like soliloquies at a funeral.”

The flickering fluorescent lights of the Oakhaven Community Hall, once a stage for passionate pronouncements and the rustle of meticulously prepared flyers, now cast a pallid glow on a scene of quiet desperation. Brenda’s carefully curated agenda, a testament to an era of political engagement that prioritized physical presence and printed manifestos, felt increasingly like a relic from a bygone age. The air, thick with the scent of stale coffee and the unspoken anxieties of a dwindling congregation, seemed to absorb the very energy Brenda tried to inject into her pronouncements. Her words, aimed at galvanizing a weary few, bounced off the indifferent silence, each syllable a tiny pebble dropped into a vast, unresponsive abyss. Gary’s sardonic interjections, once the sharp wit that cut through the solemnity, now landed with the dull thud of resigned observation. The younger members, their gazes perpetually tethered to the glowing screens in their hands, offered only restless fidgeting and the faint, almost imperceptible tap-tap-tapping of thumbs against glass.

Kevin, the vanguard of a generation fluent in the vernacular of the internet, had tried to bridge the chasm. He spoke of viral campaigns, of TikTok challenges, of the intoxicating power of a million shared eyes. He spoke a language that seemed to bypass the ears of Brenda and Agnes, who remained firmly anchored to the tactile certainty of handshakes and the comforting weight of a well-worn binder. They saw his proposals not as innovative strategies, but as frivolous distractions, a dilution of the serious business of politics into the ephemeral realm of fleeting trends. “It’s not just about getting people to see the message, Brenda,” Kevin had argued, his voice a frustrated plea against the rising tide of their polite dismissal. “It’s about making them feel it. And these days, feelings are amplified through images, through sounds, through things that spread like wildfire because they’re relatable, because they’re funny, even when they’re serious.”

Brenda, ever the stalwart defender of tradition, had countered with the timeless virtues of face-to-face interaction, the gravitas of a scheduled rally, the enduring power of community. But even she couldn’t deny the growing emptiness of the hall, the way the slogans on the faded banners seemed to mock their efforts with their vibrant, almost defiant, optimism. The energy that had once flowed through Oakhaven like a robust current had thinned to a trickle, susceptible to being easily diverted by the flashing, dazzling torrents of online content. Kevin, watching the disconnect, felt a growing sense of dread. They were shouting their message from a mountaintop, confident in its inherent truth, while the world below was captivated by a thousand tiny screens, each one broadcasting a different, more immediate, more digestible narrative.

The realization dawned not as a sudden epiphany, but as a slow, creeping unease. It started with Gary, his attempts to engage with the younger demographic met with blank stares and questions about viral internet phenomena he’d never heard of. Then it was Kevin, trying to explain the reach of a meme that had garnered more eyeballs in an hour than Oakhaven’s newsletter had in a year. Brenda, initially resistant, began to notice the subtle shifts. The way conversations at the local diner, once dominated by discussions of town council meetings and upcoming bake sales, now veered into impassioned debates about online personalities and viral videos. She saw teenagers, their faces illuminated by the phantom glow of their phones, communicating in a shorthand that seemed both alien and strangely potent.

It was during one of these subdued meetings that Kevin, with a sigh that was more resignation than frustration, pulled out his phone. “Look,” he said, his voice softer now, a concession to the weary atmosphere. He navigated to a popular social media platform, scrolling through a feed that was a chaotic, vibrant tapestry of images, short videos, and witty captions. “This is where a lot of the conversation is happening now. People aren’t reading long articles; they’re reacting to a picture, to a ten-second clip. They’re sharing things because they’re funny, or shocking, or they just... resonate. And a lot of political messaging is being done this way.” He stopped scrolling, his finger hovering over an image. It was a crudely drawn cartoon, depicting a politician with an exaggeratedly large head, holding a giant money bag, with a caption that read: “Is this your representative? Vote ‘Like’ if you agree!”

Agnes sniffed. “That’s... that’s not politics, Kevin. That’s... visual noise. It’s trivial.”

“But it gets people to react, Agnes,” Kevin insisted, his voice picking up a familiar urgency. “They see it, they laugh, they maybe agree, and they hit ‘like.’ And then their friends see it, and they hit ‘like.’ Before you know it, that simple image has reached thousands, maybe tens of thousands of people. It’s a gateway. It’s how they start to form opinions, even about serious things.” He scrolled further, showing them a short video of a politician stumbling over their words during a press conference, overlaid with a dramatic sound effect and a caption that declared, “Debate skills: 0/10.” “This isn’t just a slip-up anymore,” Kevin explained. “It’s being amplified. It’s being turned into something that people share and talk about, something that shapes how they perceive that person.”

Brenda watched, a flicker of something akin to apprehension in her eyes. She saw the speed, the immediacy, the sheer volume of it all. Her meticulously crafted talking points, her carefully worded press releases, her community hall rallies – they felt like painstakingly built rafts navigating a storm where everyone else was on speedboats, zipping past, leaving wakes of digital chatter in their wake. The idea of distilling complex political ideas into a single image, a pithy phrase, a 15-second video, was utterly foreign to her. It felt like a betrayal of the depth and nuance she believed politics demanded.

“But... but how do you ensure accuracy?” Brenda finally managed, her voice betraying a hint of strain. “How do you control the narrative when it’s being twisted and distorted by... by cartoons and soundbites?”

Kevin shrugged, a gesture that conveyed both helplessness and a grudging acceptance. “You don’t, entirely. That’s the risk. But you also gain reach. You gain engagement. People are more likely to remember a funny image or a catchy phrase than a paragraph from a policy paper. And if our message isn’t out there in that format, then we’re essentially invisible to a huge portion of the electorate.” He gestured around the sparsely populated hall, the worn linoleum floor and the chipped paint on the walls a stark contrast to the vibrant, constantly shifting digital landscape he inhabited. “We’re in here, talking to ourselves, while the real conversations are happening out there, in a language we’re not speaking.”

Gary, ever the observer, chimed in with a weary sigh. “It’s like trying to play chess with someone who’s only ever played video games, Bren. Different rules, different pace, different objectives. We’re still focused on the rook’s move, and they’re busy with power-ups and virtual currency.” He rubbed his temples. “I saw one the other day, a meme about... about the rising cost of groceries. It was just a picture of a sad-looking potato with the caption, ‘My wallet weeps.’ And it had thousands of shares. Thousands! That potato is communicating more effectively with people than I am with my entire fiscal responsibility speech.”

The contrast was becoming undeniable. While Oakhaven was meticulously planning its next physical rally, debating the optimal placement of folding chairs and the precise wording of a thank-you note, the digital world was ablaze with an endless stream of visual commentary. Political discourse, once a slow-burning fire fueled by reasoned debate and public appearances, had morphed into a series of rapid-fire explosions, each one igniting a brief, intense moment of attention before fading into the next. Memes, the distilled essence of internet culture, had become potent tools, capable of conveying complex emotions, political viewpoints, and societal critiques with startling efficiency. They were the shorthand of a generation, the visual vocabulary that allowed for rapid communication and widespread dissemination of ideas, however simplified.

Brenda, though she clung to her principles, couldn’t entirely ignore the mounting evidence. She saw the way younger voters, the very demographic they desperately needed to engage, were absorbing information, forming opinions, and even participating in political discourse through these new, often baffling, channels. Their rallies, once the cornerstone of their outreach, now felt like quaint historical reenactments. The carefully crafted speeches, the passionate calls to action, were being drowned out by the cacophony of online content, a constant barrage of images and videos designed to capture fleeting attention. The meme, a seemingly frivolous form of digital expression, had become a serious contender for political influence, a force that Oakhaven, with its binders and its bake sales, was woefully ill-equipped to understand, let alone combat. The very notion of “going viral” was anathema to their structured approach, a chaotic force that defied their carefully laid plans and threatened to expose their growing irrelevance in the rapidly evolving landscape of public opinion. They were, in essence, still trying to deliver a handwritten letter in an age of instant messaging, their message lost in the static. The meme, in its infinite, often absurd, variety, was the new language of engagement, and Oakhaven was finding itself increasingly fluent in silence.

The stark reality of their dwindling numbers had begun to seep into the collective consciousness, not with a bang, but with the slow, agonizing drip of empty chairs. The upcoming rally, once a beacon of hope, now loomed like a potential public execution, a spectacle of their own inadequacy. Brenda, her face etched with a worry that went beyond mere political disappointment, paced the worn linoleum of the community hall, the echo of her footsteps a lonely counterpoint to the anxious silence. Gary, slumped in a folding chair, stared at the faded Oakhaven banner, its once vibrant colors now muted, almost apologetic. “Brenda,” he began, his voice raspy, “we’ve got to do something. Anything. If this rally is... if it’s a ghost town, they’ll write us off entirely. They’ll say we’re done.”

Kevin, hunched over his laptop, the blue light of the screen illuminating his grim expression, finally looked up. “They’re already saying it, Gary. The online chatter is brutal. They’re calling us ‘The Last Stand of the Analog Age.’ Someone even posted a GIF of a tumbleweed rolling through an empty stadium.” He sighed, the sound heavy with defeat. “We’re not just losing the battle for hearts and minds; we’re losing the battle for relevance. And the rally... the rally is going to be the definitive proof of our irrelevance if we don’t do something drastic.”

Brenda stopped pacing, her gaze fixed on the empty rows of chairs. Drastic. The word hung in the air, pregnant with possibility and peril. Her mind, usually a fortress of reasoned strategy, began to race, shedding its inhibitions like a snake sheds its skin. The traditional methods had failed. The carefully worded flyers, the polite phone calls, the earnest appeals – they had all fallen on deaf ears, or more accurately, on eyes glued to screens. Desperation, a potent and often ill-advised muse, began to whisper in her ear, its suggestions growing bolder, more outlandish with each passing moment.

“We need bodies,” Brenda declared, her voice suddenly sharp, cutting through the melancholic quiet. “Lots of bodies. People who will show up, clap, cheer, and make it look like we have a movement, not a... a knitting circle that’s lost its yarn.” She looked at Kevin, her eyes glinting with a newfound, almost manic, determination. “You said people respond to... incentives? To things that are out of the ordinary?”

Kevin nodded slowly, a flicker of apprehension in his expression. “Well, yes, but usually that’s about engagement, about sharing something funny or shocking. Busing people in from out of town just to fill seats... that’s a different kind of calculus.”

“Calculus be damned!” Brenda exclaimed, her voice rising. “We need numbers. Gary, how far is Willow Creek? And Harmony Springs? Are they the kind of places where people might be... easily persuaded to spend an afternoon for a token of appreciation?”

Gary, pulling himself up straighter, seemed to understand the direction Brenda’s thoughts were veering. A grimace spread across his face. “Brenda, you’re talking about... astroturfing. Busing in... sympathizers. It’s... it’s not exactly authentic.”

“Authenticity is a luxury we can no longer afford, Gary,” Brenda retorted, her gaze hardening. “What’s less authentic? A crowd of faces, or a ghost town that seals our fate? Think of it as... ‘strategic demographic outreach.’ We’ll tell them it’s a chance to see a real, old-fashioned political rally. A historical event, perhaps. We’ll offer them... a free lunch. And perhaps a small stipend for their time and travel expenses.”

Kevin, his brow furrowed, chimed in, “And how do we ensure they actually listen? Or worse, how do we prevent them from realizing they’ve been... recruited? What if they start asking questions Brenda can’t answer? What if they start... tweeting about the ‘paid protestors’?”

Brenda waved a dismissive hand. “Details, Kevin, details. We’ll make sure the ‘lunch’ is substantial. Perhaps some of those famous Willow Creek pies. And we’ll have our own people mingled amongst them, to... guide the conversation, to lead the applause. As for the tweets... we’ll frame it as overwhelming public support, a groundswell of enthusiasm. We’ll focus on the positive energy, the sheer number of people who turned out.”

The conversation shifted, becoming a frantic brainstorming session fueled by fear and a desperate desire to avoid public humiliation. Gary, despite his reservations, found himself drawn into the maelstrom, his own fear of obsolescence overriding his commitment to political purity. “Alright, alright,” he conceded, rubbing his chin. “If we’re busing people in, we need a hook. Something more than just a free pie. Something that makes them want to be there, even if they don’t fully understand why.”

Kevin, ever the pragmatist, seized on the idea. “A contest,” he suggested, his eyes lighting up with a dangerous spark. “A rally with a prize. Something absurd, something that grabs attention. A... a patriotic hot dog eating contest. The winner gets bragging rights and a giant novelty trophy shaped like a bald eagle.”

Brenda blinked. “A hot dog eating contest? At a political rally?”

“Exactly!” Kevin exclaimed. “It’s bizarre. It’s memorable. It’s... shareable! Imagine the headlines: ‘Oakhaven Rally Draws Record Crowds Thanks to Electrifying Hot Dog Chow-Down!’ People will come for the spectacle, and maybe, just maybe, they’ll hear something that resonates.”

Agnes, who had been silently observing the descent into chaos, finally spoke, her voice laced with a mixture of dismay and weary resignation. “And what about the other... ‘attractions’? You were talking about a raffle, Brenda. What exactly were you envisioning?”

Brenda straightened her shoulders, a determined glint in her eyes. “A prize,” she announced, her voice resonating with an almost theatrical flair. “A grand prize that will
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