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Introduction

Within The Folger Variation and Other Lies Chris Kelso provides the authorial version of an Escher painting, one painted on a Möbius strip. Served by plot that loops, twirls, and bifurcates, it is a story to be read in one dedicated burst, and then re-read with a lingering eye and attentive mind.

From the opening, a mental bell rings, and you want to leap from your corner and duke it out with this story. It lunges and jabs at you, always urging you on for more of a beating.

It’s a realist voice in an unreal situation.  Arthur is the anchor inside this chaotic time stream as he confronts his sins and transgressions alongside that of his mediocre goodness. The consequences bear down on him from every direction.

The imagery helps to drive the story just as much as the disjointed lives of junkie time traveller, Arthur Folger. It’s a mystery within a mystery created by the turbulent events caused by the multiple existences of one man.

Kelso draws a taunt line between the real and the imaginary, and then proceeds to tweak it. It’s like a chemistry experiment: the individual ingredients poured into a single beaker bubble and spark, reminiscent of the unhinged life of the mad scientist that mixed it. It’s the kind of story I used to tear through with excitement in the pages of Heavy Metal.

If Karma and Redemption had a child it would be Kelso’s protagonist. We all know Arthur Folger. We’ve met him and his many faces throughout our lives. Chris Kelso defines Arthur Folger for us, and leads us by the hairs of our nose on his surreal, multi-dimensional journey.

Among a spattering of killer lines, Kelso captures the paranoia and random violence at the edges of cultural assimilation. Arthur holds the unpopular view that the aliens among us are decent folks.

—Gio Clairval



“I would rather go mad, gone down the dark road to Mexico, heroin dripping in my veins, eyes and ears full of marijuana, eating the god Peyote on the floor of a mudhut on the border or laying in a hotel room over the body of some suffering man or woman; rather jar my body down the road, crying by a diner in the Western sun; rather crawl on my naked belly over the tincans of Cincinnati; rather drag a rotten railroad tie to a Golgotha in the Rockies;

—Allen Ginsberg


Pancake



- You got a nice car.

I say this without even thinking. I can’t help but marvel at the Roadster and wonder how it fell into the care of such a pretty, but vapid seeming girl. My heart sinks a little when I see the Hello Kitty bobble head she’s installed on the dash and the big eyelash decal stuck over the headlight buckets.

I smile at her as I fill up the gas tank. She keeps facing forward, not budging an inch. Planes are rumbling in and out of Los Angeles International Airport filling the air with their jet fume cologne. There was a time when ole’ Pancake Patterson could have swept a fine young thing like this off her feet in an instant with his playing alone. I was the great white hope of jazz—but I got an underbite now; brawling in bars has ruined my embouchure, and these days my flesh hangs in a mask of loose, scar tissue over a balding, bovine skull. I’m not in my 20s anymore. No one remembers who I used to be. Christ, I barely remember.

I remove the nozzle from the fill cap and pat twice on the storage compartment. The girl speeds away without saying a word.

I was never the most poetic speaker but I could tongue and articulate an alt-sax with smoothness and panache.

It amounts to a hill of beans in the end, of course…

---- (O) ----

-SCHUNK!

The murmuring stops. All I can hear is machinery; the horizontal carousels and automated conveyors that never seem to stop rumbling away in the distance—drums in marching cadence.

- SCHUNK!

I feel another bullet of air disengage from its chamber and thud against my left temple. I can breathe again. Relief washes over me like a glazing of hot honey. I’m always a little surprised by my own relief when the gun doesn’t go off.

My eyes unclench and take in the warehouse interior, the chaotic jazz of the equipment around me. The flock of factory workers burst into a chorus of cheers and wolf whistles. People are slapping me on the back, tousling my hair. Anything to bring some excitement into their rust-belt lives I suppose. These guys certainly don’t remember who I used to be. Then again, maybe they do. Maybe that’s why it’s so damn entertaining. I place the revolver back on the table.

- BANG!

A celestial face in front of me explodes in slow motion.

The ringmaster twiddles with his anchor moustache, calls into the crowd

-Billy. I say Billy… .

- Yessir?—a black man with eyes like giant squid, a conk haircut and rumpole nose appears.

- Take a seat son. This is yer chance to face off against Ol’ Pancake.

Billy drags the chair along the epoxy floor. It screeches but no one winces.

- You know the rules. No palming bullets, no silly faces.

The smell of burnt metal is everywhere. The factory interior is foil silver, an amphetamine users wet dream. I still don’t know what they make in this place…

Billy loads a single-round in the revolver, spins the cylinder once and sites the muzzle against his head. Billy’s veins are taut bowstrings against dark meat, a veteran of industrial mezzanines. He looks Ol’ Pancake right in the eye, communicating a deep calmness that leaves me simultaneously terrified and impressed—then proceeds to blow his fucking brains out; ejecting the right hand side of his skull like a jumping jellyfish breaking the water’s surface. First shot, what a bummer. Beginners bad luck maybe. Billy’s head spins around on its axle a couple of times before he slumps from his chair and wetly hits the factory floor.

A crescendo of cheers erupt and two men come out to drag the limp corpse away to the growing pile.

- NEXT!—the ringmaster screeches coldly.

Another worker, Hispanic-looking and wearing a do-rag around his head, emerges from the sea of faces. His coverall is unzipped at the chest revealing a stained flannel vest beneath. I notice he has cystic acne and ice-pick scars all over his skin, a constellation of herpes blisters on his upper lip. I can’t take my eyes from his elaborate corkscrew curls. I can see the fear in his eyes straight away. He’ll act cool, but I’ve seen that look before. All part of the counterphobic attitudes you often see in the eyes of the young, inner-city player. He reaches for the Nagant and his skinny wrists can barely poise the gun. I feel my heart fibrillating. For some reason I don’t want this kid to throw his life away.

The klaxon screams above the cheers—lunchtime.

- Saved by the bell—the ringmaster hollers and takes the gun from the Hispanic kid. The sense of liberation in his eyes is incredible. He looks at me all grateful, as if I pulled the lunch alarm. Someone stuffs a wad of crushed notes in my hand and pats me on the back.

---- (O) ----

- You seemed scared back there. Were you scared? - I interrupt the silence.

He doesn’t say anything.

- If you’re afraid of dying why would you come here?

The Hispanic kid lifts his head from the hangdog position and meets my gaze with some reluctance. He answers me with a sad, shamed stare. I recognise this shame.

- Listen, you need money? I haven’t got much, but if you promise never to come back to this place I’ll give you what I have. I got a mouthpiece given to me by Rahsaan Roland Kirk. It’s worth a pretty penny, I’m not all that attached to it either. Just reminds me of someone I used to be but let slip.

The Hispanic kid zips up his boiler suit to fend off the sudden chill blowing in from the city. He doesn’t reply, I figure he must be mute or touched in the head. He opens his mouth and air comes out, but no words. Eventually he gets it out. He says

- I loved your stuff Mr Patterson—and walks back in the direction of the factory.

The cold air gets into my bones and the cartilage in my knuckles starts to freeze. I feel a sudden urge to get the fuck out of this industrial estate and back to the outskirts where I belong.

---- (O) ----

The sun reflects on an inversion layer and I see the hazy vistas of the downtown skyline. A big, ugly red vehicle pulls into the forecourt of the gas station. It’s Larry Ferguson from Pasadena. He was once a great drummer himself, no Buddy Rich but he could’ve been something if he wasn’t so dumb and distracted. I guess I’m one to talk.

I make my way to the fuel dispenser, ready to fill his Hummer full of unleaded. Only an idiot like Larry would insist on having a car like a Hummer in this day and age, it gets ridiculously low gas mileage and is slower than a fortnight in the cells. Larry and I are from the same era, when the thick layer of smog hung over LA from all the steel and oil refineries and the old backyard trash incinerators, this was back before catalytic convertors too, of course.

I have a prefrontal headache. I haven’t seen him in about 3 weeks, but Larry is hard work and I can’t be altogether bothered with his usual bullshit. He leans out the window and nods a hello.

- I’m not ready to start work in the mines. Half my body is paralysed—straight away he’s into it. He seems drunk and in no state to drive. Sure enough, the left hand side of his mouth is a little drooped.

- Tell me about it man. We’re not getting any younger.

- ‘How did half my body get paralysed’, I hear you ask? Well…

- It’s really none of my—

- It’s a story that I’m sure you’ll find too farfetched to be true, but it is true.

- Ok.

- Some friends and I went up to Arkansas last winter for the guided kayak tours in Cane Creek. We were making our way through the woods to the boat launch cove when I heard strange music coming from a small stone cabin. Imbued with an explorer’s curios sprit, which I’d adopted while out on the trail, I went over to investigate. I stuck my head in and saw a bunch of men wearing hazmat suites and playing solitaire.

- Men wearing hazmat suites? No kiddin’.

- I tried to enter the room, but my buddy Miles pulled me out. It was at that moment that half my face became paralyzed. I believe that half my body was caught in some temporal vortex that led to the future.

- And now you’re half numb
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