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Reed Blagden is his name 

He likes to tell rude jokes 

The gags have gained him fame

With lowly drunken folks

One night at home, alone 

Relaxing in his flat

He tapped his shiny phone 

And opened up an app

The app was NeuroStar 

With wires for your brain 

It really is quite smart

But frightful, all the same 

Old Reed, he sure was game 

He gave the app a try

At first, it all seemed lame

Until he felt the pain

Thanks for dropping by. My name’s Reed. Reed Blagden, to be precise. I’m the one who’s going to be telling you this messed-up story. Now, before we start, I’d just like to get a few things straight. Unlike some narrators, I’ve got absolutely no problem when it comes to breaking the fourth wall and speaking directly to you. There will be no separation between the two of us during this peculiar tale, it will be as though we’re sitting next to each other in some bar, chatting about the series of events like two pals. It’s going to be pretty meta, believe me. No, seriously, believe me. I am looking at you right now as you read these words, and if I really wanted to I could reach out from the page and shake your hand.

Luckily for you, I have no desire to do that. It’s not because I’m unfriendly, don’t get me wrong; on the contrary. Most people I meet seem to think I’m friendly enough. Some people even go as far as describing me as chirpy or cheeky, but when they say that they’ve usually just finished watching me tell jokes up on stage.

Where was I? Oh, yes: meta, fourth wall, all that business. I will say what I want to say, and mention what I want to mention, and that includes referencing the book that you’re holding in your hands right now. Don’t believe me? OK, I’ll do it right now: the book you’re holding in your hands is called Thanks for the Memory. You see? I can do that. Hell, I can even go one step further and mention the name of the author, if you like, just so you can see how gutsy I am. I will directly mention the name of that irritating, red-haired, cherub-looking twat of an author called James Flynn. 

You can probably sense a little bit of animosity there. Yeah, I won’t deny it. I think he’s a prick. Why? Well, he’s responsible for putting me in this messed-up story. Or trapping me in this messed up story, should I say. He created me with his pen and his keyboard, brought me into being with his mind, and now I’m stuck here like a pathetic slave, destined to narrate this story over and over again for anyone who’s stupid enough to buy this bloody book. I mean, if he’d made the story third person it wouldn’t have been so bad. I could’ve just acted out the scenes, there would’ve been no need for me to get involved with you, the reader. But no, Mr James Flynn, Mr Look at Me I Can Write a Book Aren’t I Great, had to go and make this story a first-person thing, giving me extra work to do. I think he’s an asshole, I think he’s an inconsiderate asshole, and I think he will always be an asshole. Furthermore, if you happen to bump into this tosser on the street, James Flynn the cretin, I urge you to verbally abuse him or, better still, physically attack him in some vicious way.

That was a bit of an aggressive start, wasn’t it? I probably haven’t made a very good impression. Let me put you at ease. I am actually a nice guy, I really am. And I think you’ll probably warm to me by the end of the story. Maybe. Whatever happens, I’ll try my best to be as bright and perky as possible for you. How about that? I can see you’re not a bad person. You just want something good to read. There’s nothing wrong with that.

I live in Mapharno City. You may have heard of it before, you may not have. In case you haven’t, it’s a wild place where strange things happen. It has skyscrapers higher than your local junkie, back alleys dirtier than your local floozy, neon lights brighter than your local rocket scientist, and roads busier than your...oh, you get the idea. It’s an insane city, that’s what I’m trying to say. If you want anything at all, you can find it here: counterfeit clothes, fake jewellery, drugs, women, blah, blah, blah. Corruption is rife among the suits in government, the streets are awash with two-bob plastic gangsters, and you can’t swing a dead cat downtown without it hitting some kind of hustler. Are you getting the picture now? Mapharno City is a zoo, a human zoo, and I’m just another exhibit doing my best to stay afloat and get by.

Mapharno City is both safe and unsafe at the same time. It’s unsafe in the sense that anything can happen and you never know what’s lurking around the corner, but it’s also safe in the sense that if you keep your head down and try to live an honest life, you can probably do so and remain unscathed.

Do I keep my head down, I hear you ask? Well, I have a bit of a surprise for you here. Would you believe me if I told you that I’m a celebrity? Would you believe me if I told you that I, Mr Reed Blagden, am famous? Hey, stop laughing! I’m not joking! Well, that’s not entirely true. That’s basically the reason I’m famous. I’m a well-known comedian on the Mapharno City stand-up comedy circuit. I’ve been on TV, I’ve performed at huge venues, and I’ve had people asking me for autographs outside clubs. Shocking, eh? I’ll give you a minute to digest this information before I continue. It’s quite a bombshell, I realise that.

Now, as an honest man, I will admit that my level of fame has dropped a little over the years; my name doesn’t create the buzz that it used to. However, it’s still fair to say that I’m something of a household name. People of a certain age recognize me on the street, people involved in certain scenes recognize my billboard posters, and I still get fairly regular work. OK, sure, I don’t get big arena bookings anymore, but I still perform at least once a week. Sleazy, backstreet bars usually, if the truth be told, but it’s still work, isn’t it? You know the cheap-looking watering holes you see down alleyways in dodgy areas? The ones with flickering neon signs and punters vomiting outside on the doorstep? That’s where my money comes from. I tell sleazy jokes in even sleazier bars to scrape a living. Comedy is a ruthless business, you know. It’s a serious business, too, ironically. I’m not even forty years old, and it sometimes seems as though the industry has used me and spat me out already. 

Hey, take that sad look off your face! I’m not getting the violin out here, or anything like that. My career hasn’t completely gone down the pan. As I say, a lot of people still know who I am and...well, I just need to get myself back up to where I was before, I suppose. 

Moreover, being a comedian at any level has its perks. For example, I get to meet all kinds of interesting characters. Working in these bars and clubs over the years, I’ve met countless musicians, singers, drummers, guitarists, pianists, you name it. Stage acts, as well. When I say stage acts, I mainly mean magicians. You tend to see magicians in the slightly more upmarket places, but they’re certainly no strangers to the sleazy places, either. Believe me, I’ve seen more rabbits being pulled out of hats than the great Houdini himself, I’ve seen more card tricks than a Las Vegas casino veteran, and I’m more familiar with smoke and mirrors than a career politician. 

Who else do I encounter during my working nights? Let me see...dancers, yeah, that’s it. I see lots of dancers. Flamenco dancers, pole dancers, all that stuff. I meet hypnotists now and again, too. They’re a funny bunch, I tell you. And when I say funny, I mean weird. They get people up on stage, eating onions like they’re apples, and all that malarkey. It’s clever, really, what they do. I consider it to be a form of psychology. Manipulative psychology, sure, but psychology nonetheless. And then, of course, there are the punters. The drinkers, the drunks, the backstreet locals, the lowlifes, the women, the bartenders, the outcasts, the crooks, and...well, look, I’m getting ahead of myself here. You’ll find out about this stuff in due course. You wait and see. 

*          *          *
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The story. You want to get into the nuts and bolts of the story, right? Of course you do. Well, the first thing I need to make clear is that the residents of Mapharno City are completely hooked on social media, just like everybody else these days. Glued to their phones, the lot of them. I see it everyday, and it annoys the hell out of me. People looking at their screens whilst walking along the pavement. Tap, tap, tap, scroll, scroll, scroll. People looking at their screens whilst driving. Tap, tap, tap, scroll, scroll, scroll. People looking at their screens whilst paying for things in shops. Tap, tap, tap, scroll, scroll, scroll. You know what? I bet a lot of them tap and scroll whilst taking a dump. In fact, the other day I walked into the toilet in a bar I was performing at, and saw somebody looking at their smartphone whilst pissing into a urinal! Whilst taking a piss! Can you believe that? Can people not even take a two-minute breather from their screens to urinate? Bloody hell, it wouldn’t surprise me if some of them look at their screens whilst on the job with their wives. Pump, pump, pump, tap, tap, tap, scroll, scroll, scroll. Anyway, I digress.

Mapharno City is full of these phone addicts, these screen junkies, and so when a new social media app arrived on the scene a little while back, everyone lapped it up. It revolutionised the world of social media overnight, and took things to a whole new level. This app goes by the name of NeuroStar, and it differs from all the others in the way that it gives users the ability to upload memories onto the site and share them with the world. That doesn’t sound very revolutionary when you first hear it, does it? I mean, everybody uploads memories onto social media, right? Holiday snaps, and that? Well, I’m not talking about that. No, no, no, this is different. NeuroStar takes things one step further, you see, and literally allows users to upload memories. I’m talking straight from the brain, baby. Memories straight from the grey matter. Don’t ask me how they managed to develop this thing, as I’m not really a tech person. I use tech, sure, but I’m old enough to have been raised in the pre-internet era, and so I’m not as tech-savvy as some of these teenage screeners.
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