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      “Visceral, rotten, funny, mind-expanding.

      “To read Kelso is like having a peek behind a grubby curtain, unsure of what you might find, afraid even, but unable to resist the urge. Kelso’s writing rouses a thousand different tangible feelings in your body. I fucking loved this. His notes on each story are honest and raw, an insight into a genuine creative powerhouse’s mind. The stories themselves seem to bubble and roil off the page. Even his early work, which he looks back on, wincing, shows tantalising glimpses of the intensity and breadth which comes later. Honing his craft in the strange backwaters of the bizarro world, Chris has gone on to become a writer everyone should seek out.”

      
        
        Chris McQueer

      

      

      

      ‘I Dream of Mirrors is a very well-written novel’

      
        
        Samuel Delany

      

      

      ‘Chris writes with great sensitivity about a film of immense intensity that many of us saw far too young thinking it was a video nasty not realising it was something far more disturbing – this film has deserved a book of its own for a long time and Chris has delivered something powerful and fascinating …. I love it’

      
        
        Robert Ince
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            Introduction

          

          Callum McSorley

        

      

    

    
      I first met met Chris not long after I finished reading his DREGS trilogy. I had just gotten over a serious illness that I won’t bother to talk about, except that it had something to do with his horrible book and the feeling it gave me that the world I saw was a hallucination and everything beneath was dead.

      First reports of Chris Kelso came to me through Shoreline of Infinity, the Edinburgh-based SFF magazine, in 2018. Chris was writing articles on Scottish science fiction for it around the time I started contributing book reviews – desperate to get a piece of fiction past the editors.

      His name popped up here and there and a couple of years on I read an excerpt of RITUAL AMERICA – the final book in The Dregs Trilogy, the entire masterpiece finally finished and packaged up together for the first time by indie horror press Black Shuck Books – online:

      “Drugs keep the spiders at bay. In Asia, they understand what it’s like to have your soul infested with spiders – in most parts of Indonesia they’ll fry magic mushrooms into your omelettes, and you can get a ‘happy special pizza’ in Siem Reap for practically nothing.”

      And I was hooked.

      I ordered it to my local Waterstones, clubbing together what was left on two gift cards I’d been given for my last birthday and the free tenner I had on my reward account. My family had just moved back to Glasgow. It was 2020. We were living with my mum while we found somewhere. I was slowly writing the first draft of a novel.

      Not the best time to become addicted to someone else’s story.

      The Dregs is a nightmare. Surreal, awful, full of murderers,

      torturers, monsters literal and figurative, spliced artwork with the atmosphere of autopsy pictures, and an anteater who’s a literary critic who gives everyone bad reviews because he can’t ejaculate (his urethra is blocked with ants).

      I could not stop reading this filth. It was utterly compelling.The rhythmic clatter and urgency of the beat generation minced through a B-movie filter, spiked with twisted humour – where the Scottish roots show through. Who the fuck writes this stuff?

      Chris Kelso. From Cumnock. A former coal mining town in East Ayrshire. I’ve been there once, years ago – job interview for a junior reporter position at the Cumnock Chronicle. I didn’t get it. I’m originally from East Kilbride, one of the ‘new towns’ built around factories since closed down, now a sprawl of housing estates spiralling a monolithic, half-empty shopping centre. Still, Cumnock makes EK look like NY. In hindsight, maybe it’s exactly the kind of place you’d find an artistic maniac.

      We finally meet later that year and Chris doesn’t look at all like an artistic maniac. At the Solid Rock Café on Hope Street in Glasgow, the jukebox playing the kind of music I used to listen to in my early teens: metal, nu metal, pop punk, tracks from Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater. Stuff Chris listened to in his teens as well. We’re the same age.

      He’s dressed in a nice jumper, has a smart haircut, youthful face. He’s an English teacher. He’s not long off becoming a father. Jekyll and Hyde. He knows Preston Grassman, Hal Duncan, and Dennis Cooper personally. He’s liaised with Bret Easton Ellis and David Cronenberg. Someone once tried to get him fired from teaching the weans because of his transgressive artistic work. He has an encyclopaedic knowledge of cult art, books, films, music. We talk, among other things, about Stoked: The Rise and Fall of Gator, a documentary about famous 80s skateboarder and murderer Anthony ‘Gator’ Rogowski.

      We talk about writing stuff – the Scottish SF scene, who we know in common, etc. and what we’re working on. Chris says he’s not gonna write any more fiction. He’s done with it.

      By this point, I had a CV of twenty or so short stories I’d had published. Chris had published some ten books, including the Dregs, which had taken him the previous five years, ringing all the muck from his brain like a sodden rag. And he’d had enough.

      Allegedly.

      It is true though that Chris’s focus has shifted to non-fiction in the years since that meeting. He’s published a fascinating wee text on William Burrough’s short stay in Scotland in 1962, a collection of personal essays and interviews with artists (including cult auteurs like Buddy Giovinazzo, director of Combat Shock) called INTERROGATING THE ABYSS, edited a book on Cronenberg which he graciously asked me to take part in, and, most recently, wrote a collection of essays about humans melting, with a whole chapter on the bit in Robocop where the henchman falls in the chemical goo and his body breaks down in hideous, gloopy fashion. He might have turned away from fiction but the interests are still singularly Kelsonian. Who else would create such a book? Or even think to create it?

      This is one of the things I most love about Chris and Chris’s writing.

      And what better way to celebrate it than by taking this retrospective journey through Chris’s short story catalogue, catching the highlights of each stage of his development as an author, going back in time to his second ever publication and ending in 2021, just when he announced that he was out, finished with the whole fiction thing.

      Allegedly.

      What strikes me about the early stories in COLLECTED – let’s talk about ‘Last Exit to Interzone’, specifically, published fifteen years ago – is the sheer confidence of its conceit. William Burroughs has fucked up his timeline and become a serial killer instead of a novelist, and it’s up to alcoholic ‘Time Detective’ Kip Novikov to set things right by stealing Hubert Selby Jr’s as-yet-unpublished manuscript for Last Exit to Brooklyn and giving it to him.

      Chris reconstructs his real-life writing heroes like macabre puppets, based on his readings and insights, and puts them through the ringer in a pulpy, SF-flavoured romp which includes our protagonist Kip shagging a big green alien blob and catching an STI from it. (What the fuck, man?) It’s ballsy, it’s youthful, it’s brash, it’s punk. Chris describes it himself as “raw”, which is kinder than what he says about his first published story – “frankly, unreadable”. In the new intros he’s written for each piece, he reflects on his previous selves with an unvarnished eye and funny, wry put-downs – he’s a self-deprecating guy, maybe too much so – which are a real treat as an accompaniment to the madness within the works. (“Oh, and I decided to abandon traditional punctuation, so be warned.”)

      Another interesting thing about Last Exit is its depiction of Scotland, where our hero Kip lives when he’s not hopping between time and place. Chris has a complicated relationship with Scotland.The place crops up in a few stories here (the Kip Novikov ones, ‘The Retreat’, ‘Jenny Longlegs’), usually as a place to escape from. A lot of Chris’s stories exist in some future netherworld, a kind of prison of the mind for both the characters and the reader. His earlier tales take place in a world he called ‘The Slave State’ (seen here in ‘Terrence, Mephisto, and Viscera Eyes’), a place he created then “abandoned… ho-hum” to begin writing The Dregs, which, when it does have a geographic, temporal place, is set in rural USA. But every now and then, there is Scotland. And the more you read of Chris’s work, the more you see it – in the dialogue, the phrasings, the attitudes he adopts and fights against.

      Which makes sense, because despite the fact Chris considers himself an outsider of the Scottish literary scene, he is also absolutely steeped in the lore of SF Caledonia, is a huge Alasdair Gray fan (an obvious comparison point once you see it) and has connected with some of its pillars over the years.

      To put Chris on the chaise longue for a second, I think this ‘outsider’ feeling comes from the indie and small press world he mainly operates within – the weird cultural fringes. As somebody writing time-travel literary heists, anteaters who can’t come, intellectual treatise on people melting and all manner of messed up, amoral oddness, there probably isn’t a mainstream publisher out there keen to sign him up.

      But despite what he says, I’m pretty sure Chris could write something they’d like if he wanted to. Look at ‘t/R/oll’ – a taut and timely thriller in miniature. Or ‘The Recidivist’ (written with Laura Mauro), which would probably have been turned into a film if it had been published in the ‘90s with a snappy title like ‘Jail Bunny’. No, it’s not that he can’t, it’s that he doesn’t want to. Because it wouldn’t interest him. Above all, Chris is an artist.

      Art obsesses him.The ‘what’s and ‘why’s of creating art, and the struggle to create art, are subjects he comes back to time and time again. See ‘The Retreat’ – an artist floats off into the endless abyss of space, leaving their family behind, to finish their masterpiece – or ‘The Dream Reporters’, where an author allows specialists to go inside his dreams to search for the source of his writer’s block. ‘Tartini’s Final Dream’ is about real-life composer Giuseppe Tartini and his supposed deal with the devil which allowed him to play the impossible. In ‘In the Gallery of Silent Screams’ (with Carole Johnstone), an artist who displays the preserved bodies of deformed, dead babies is confronted by a critic with shadowy intentions.

      What art is and why we create it, why we suffer for it, are the questions that plague Chris’s stories. I believe his turn towards non-fiction is an extension of this. Instead of trying to find the answers through fiction alone, he’s now reaching out to artists he admires and asking, simply, “Pal, what the fuck’s this all about?”

      Seeking these connections is a big part of what Chris has always been about. Outsider or not, he’s built a web of fellow artists, auteurs, oddballs and obsessives over the years.The middle section of COLLECTED – short stories written in collaboration with fellow authors Gio Clairval, Carole Johnstone, Laura Mauro and Brian Evenson – is a testament to the power of this.

      Each one is a seamless mix of two minds into a single style and purpose. One of the most recent publications to appear here, ‘Jenny Longlegs’ – written with US author and academic Evenson, whose work goes from gruesome literary fare to the popular novelisations of video game Dead Space – is Chris at his most mature. And curiously, having been written with an American, is more openly Scottish than any other piece on display, with the dialogue written in native dialect, and the relationship between young, jenny-phobic plumber Harry and his gaffer George is the stuff of James Kelman. There’s a turn towards soft, squishy humanity here that some of the earlier, bizarro-tinged stories don’t have time for.

      I myself have ended up in Chris’s web, for which I am grateful, and it has been an honour (and a lot of fun) to read and write about COLLECTED, this look back across the years at the changing landscape of an imagination, capturing the emotional and aesthetic growth of the author. Once you get to know someone as a friend, you often lose sight of them as an artist.

      I think of Chris Kelso.

      These days, to me, Chris is the softly spoken, sharply funny family man who’s daft about football. We talk as much about the challenges of parenting and how to balance that with the writing as we do about writing itself. I’ve visited the school where Chris works to bore his pupils about editing, etc. and seen, first hand, Mr Kelso the English teacher.The film posters in his room and the excellent drawings he does on his whiteboard (the day I was in it was of Judge Dredd threatening the kids to be quiet) are glimpses at that other Chris – the artistic obsessive, the B-movie nerd, the writer of surreal, disturbing horrors who shouldn’t be allowed to shape impressionable minds (Someone, please, think of the children!).

      There’s been a bittersweet joy to reading through this collection, taking myself back to when I only knew of Chris Kelso as the mad genius behind the Dregs.That guy will never quit.

      Come and meet him.

      

      
        
        Callum McSorley

        Author of Squeaky Clean, winner of the Mcilvanney Prize for Scottish Crime Book of the Year.
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        Justin Croon

      

      
        
        (2011)

      

      

      
      Year of the Cockroach was actually my second published story.The first was a piece called Naked Punch about William Burroughs waking up in the eighth circle of hell and getting up to all sorts of mad shenanigans. Astonishingly, I sold that story to The Evergreen Review #130, the final issue edited by Braney Rossett. I was 19 when I wrote the story and 22 when it was published.

      The story is, frankly, unreadable. Genuinely. No one should ever have their teenage writing published unless they’re Anne Frank, or maybe Rimbaud or something.The fact it was published in such a prestigious magazine almost defies belief. But it happened. And with it came a false sense of self. I was a writer now, wasn’t I? At the time I was obviously overjoyed, no one could begrudge me that, and the early Evergreen Review sale really gave me the confidence to plough ahead with a series of short science fiction tales. Once compiled, these stories would eventually form a collection called Schadenfreude put out by Dog Horn. With the benefit of hindsight, I can see that I was published far too young. My work was incredibly raw. I barely had a secondary school level grasp of grammar, never mind a grasp of form or structure. I was arrogant, though. And motivated. In a way, Naked Punch was the definition of a juvenile experiment gone wrong.The consequence of all that misplaced arrogance and blind impetus was a 15-year ‘career’ as a writer. Lord save us all. Anyway, from that baffling first success, I went on to write Year of the Cockroach – in my opinion, a much better showcase of my early puerile tenacity. Year of the Cockroach was also my unveiling of the short-lived Kip Novikov character – an alcoholic Time Detective based (physically at least) on my dad, Gordon Kelso (with some Jerry Cornelius thrown in there to make him cool). What makes the story interesting (if, admittedly, not that good) is that it springboarded me into the Bizarro community. All of a sudden, I was conversing and collaborating with my pulp heroes. Because of this story, first published in Jackson Ellis’s Verbicide magazine, Carlton Mellick III and Jeff Burke offered me an intern slush-reader position with Deadite and Eraserhead Press respectively. I was finally in a creative community, fraternising with real writers and slush-reading for real indie publishers.This was the world I longed to be part of. Kip only lasted for 2 more stories (Novikov’s final outing in Last Exit to Interzone also features a fictionalised William Burroughs) before hanging up his photonic crystal gun. R.I.P, comrade.

      

      Year of the Cockroach

      The sound of cocktail jazz in my ears rouses me back into wakefulness. Jesus-suffering-Christ, my head is thumping.

      Lying cruciform on a table of Burmese glasses, a waitperson stands beside me. It’s a few moments before I feel the moisture on my fingertips and realise I’m knuckle-deep in them. I wiggle my fingers with a blind worm hunger. A moan of pleasure or displeasure. They say something -- I don’t hear what. The electric fan on the ceiling is drowning it all out. The whisky in my system has left my senses mercifully dulled. The waitperson dislodges me, moves away, and my wet hand flops limply over the table. I have felt the devil’s fingertips tickle the flesh around my ankles. My head is killing me.

      In 2061 the world is a pretty wondrous place, and I, being a complete cynic, am keen to escape it. The subproletariat are as miserable and disenfranchised as they’ve ever been. Capitalism has turned human beings into something else. Bloody half-humans who are only good at forgetting.

      I’m supposed to be a Time Detective, but I’d be lying if I said I still had an ounce of passion left for the job. Travelling through the fabric of time and space every single day is the most draining, unrewarding job a guy could hope to land, believe me -- this is from someone whose previous job was as a corpse handler during the last Syrian conflict.

      Now don’t get me wrong, there are people in this line of work who positively adore their job -- take Deacon Fairfax, for example. He thrives on dilation, on crossing dimensions and radically altering the curvatures of past and future time-scapes. You take Deacon Fairfax out of his job as a Time Detective, however, and you’re left another boring bloody half-human. I, on the other hand, am a man of numerous pleasures and pastimes. Who the hell wants to be transported to pre-Krakatoa Indonesia, I mean, really? Being a Time Detective only gets in the way of my true passion -- being a full-time drunken deadbeat. Forgetting is all we have to look forward to. My name’s Kip Novikov. I’m 46, divorced, bald and hopelessly addicted to all that’s addictive. I do not appreciate atomising my time.

      I always keep the standard issue gun handy. It can’t hurt to have a photonic crystal machine capable of blasting wormholes in waterfront bars whenever an alcohol-fuelled impulse to kill oneself comes crashing down -- which they frequently do!

      My Alert Watch goes off. I ignore it for as long as I can suffer the *bleep bleep bleep* -- then I answer it.

      “NOVIKOV, MOSCOW 2015, 9:45PM, PALEONTOLOGY MUSEUM, NOW!”

      My scalp prickles with anger. Sweet-Mary-Magdalene….I hate that daft wee robotic voice telling me what to do all the time. I turn off the Alert Watch and keep my stare fixed on the burring fan blade above. Tucked into my belt is my photonic crystal gun. They want me to head to Russia but I can barely muster the motivation to lift my body from this table, never mind get up, retrieve my gun, set the digits to the relevant time/place/location, and push myself through a high velocity vortex. It’s honestly just too much sodding effort, d’you know what I mean? Then something rises from below. My gut violently contracts -- I need to puke. Here it comes…

      Christ-the-night. In the bathroom the smell of urine is pungent, worsened by the gaggingly-sweet air freshener fighting against it. Resting my chin on the filthy ceramic toilet bowl, the hot rust stink of blood hits me. In the murky toilet water, I see my bile-rich vomit run-through with arterial red. I’m no doctor, but that’s never a good sign. Must be the ulcers again.

      Suddenly, a Detective appears with his chronovisor down. Even the most timid and travel weary of officers are void of any malaise behind the visor. It hides the eyes you see -- those wet eyes, a balcony to a pair of bloodless, un-kissed lips. Virgins and desperados the lot of them. The visors make us all look the same, intended to make us look ‘cool’, calculated, efficient. We all look cringe as fuck. None of us are any of said adjectives behind it all. Desperados and virgins.

      He drags me outside where the weather is bone-achingly cold. Knelt on the gale-lashed sidewalk I spit out a gruel of blood and look up at the beleaguered Time Detective.

      “What’s this about?”

      His jaw line clenches, I just know that beneath the chronovisor is a stare completely divorced from reality. Time-fucked. There’s a strange latent heat about him as well.

      “You’re going to Moscow Novikov – you know why?” he adds parenthetically.

      “Actually, I don’t know why and I don’t think I will be going down Moscow way. Don’t really fancy it, sorry. Plus, my guts are heaving, son.”

      He bites his bottom lip. Anger siezes him abruptly. “You are going to Moscow.”

      “Listen, (I check his ID badge), Stemson, I’m sure you’re a great Detective. You look serious about the work, and I can tell you’re committed from that sex-starved desperation oozing out of every pore in your silly wee face, but if you could just do me this one favour and fuck off out of my sight, it’d be greatly appreciated.”

      “You ARE going to Moscow, Novikov!”

      He cocks his photonic crystal gun and blasts a tear in the bar wall. He reaches down and seizes my collar with two industrial gloved bear paws.

      “You need to go to Moscow, Novikov.”

      With that, Stemson hurls me head-first through the wormhole.

      Looks like I’m going to Moscow.

      
        
        ❉

      

      

      A pair of snow-glazed boots appear inches from my face. From the government insignia emblazoned on the hem of his pant leg, I know already I’m about to meet a Russian Time Detective --Moscow branch. Then a large hand, one which could clutch an entire calf skull in its palm, offers to help pull me up. All Russian TDs look the same. The chronovisor is more elaborate (it has to be to accommodate their large heads and effervescent facial hair). Being of Russian lineage myself, you’d think I could relate to these ambivalent Eastern chaps in the brutish headgear. But as it happens, the only thing I’ve inherited from my uncle and aunt, Vlad and Greta Novikov, is their penchant for coma-inducing premium standard vodka (though, apparently Aunt Greta was once notorious for her wandering eye and frequent bed hopping -- another habit I’ve become the heir to). I’m fairly Scots in most other respects -- I attribute my cold sense of detachment and Catholic guilt to my mother’s side of the family from Govan. I dust myself off. Without warning, a booming Slavic accent emerges.

      “Vadeneyev, Boromir.” It’s only when I see his massive index torpedo point to the name badge on his breast pocket that I realise he’s telling me his name.

      “Kip Novikov.” I feebly point to my own weathered badge. “You must come with me to the Palaeontology Museum to meet your contact, yes?”

      An HMRC-style sense of dread is dawning on me. The back of my head starts throbbing, reminding me that I’m not sober or well. Vomit rises to my esophagus, and I choke it back down. I taste ulcer blood. The sourness stays on my tongue in a way that almost makes me contemplate the state of my bloody life. I have to just power through this ordeal. See what the big streak of pish wants to show me.

      “Right, right. Lead the way, comrade.”

      It occurs to me that I was born in 2015. The knowledge of this is as insignificant as my life is in 2061. It’s the Chinese year of the wood sheep, whatever meaning that may have. Has anything in my life ever had any significance? Boromir and I trudge through seven inches of snow towards Profsoyuznaya Street. The alcohol has more or less worn off, or subsided at least. The Russian air has a pleasantly sobering effect on me. Our journey is silent, but my strength is returning. I feel an odd connection to this land.

      
        
        ❉

      

      

      We approach a red sandstone building, which looks less like a museum and more like an industrial factory. Plumes of smog gush out in a swirling maelstrom, and I wonder what its source could possibly be. It’s shocking to see the sheer dominance of Brutalist architecture in this country. Like the Scots, Russians do little to banish their wretched reputation for being a truly humourless bunch.

      “There is your contact, okay.”

      I squint through the blizzards haze and see a figure standing on the steps.

      “Go to him, yes. I must head back, okay.”

      Boromir about-faces and begins stomping through the snow dunes in the opposite direction. My contact is a tall, slender man. He seems oddly familiar. The closer I get, the less distorted his physiognomy; that pale, stretched face, a little younger than I remember. That distinctly Russian smell of cucumber peels and strained tea. It’s him. Christ, it’s my grandfather.

      “ Grandpa Vlad?”

      “So, this is what you look like as an adult?” He groans, making no secret of his evident disappointment. “They told me you were a drunk and a phony. I thought they were just trying to make it easier for me.”

      “Easier to do what?”

      Grandpa Vlad is oblivious to the sense of bewilderment his words evoke. He brings out a long Russian cigarette and tries lighting it. The weather denies him his cigarette. The spark won’t catch on his lighter, and the dancing flame appears only for a brief second before disappearing in a single whisper. Frustrated, he puts the cigarette back in his pocket.

      “Your father wanted nothing to do with this you know?” “To do with what? What’s going on?”

      “In your time, a nuclear disaster is nigh, the explosion will destroy Earth.”

      “Aye, I don’t really care…”

      “You will care! I am to blame in a way, but more specifically, you

      are to blame, Kip.”

      “Me? No ethical consumption under capitalism, I suppose.” “You are the disruption to the non-linear system that triggers

      the eventual decimation of mankind.”

      Through the mist of confusion, a more recognisable emotion surfaces – that of umbrage.

      “I’m bringing on a nuclear apocalypse? Come on, paps, that’s a bit harsh!”

      “Chaos theory, you are the Cascading Failure, Kip. When you travel back and forth through time, you are reinforcing the cataclysmic flaw you embody. But the British branch of TDs have given me this last opportunity to put things right. I had to be the one to do it. To defeat the cycle.”

      “To do what?”

      My grandfather materialises a pistol from the depths of his trench coat. There’s very little remorse on his face, which is disheartening, I must say.

      “How am I to blame? How can that possibly be my fault?” “The details were never clarified -- all I know is the world gets

      blown to bits, and it’s all your bloody fault, Kip.” Grandpa says

      everything matter-of-factly, like a radical declaring fatwa.

      “Time travel was only made possible in 2038, that’s 23 years away! How can you even be aware of any of it, you daft old bugger?” “I was visited. They thought I was crazy. When I told your grandmother about the time traveling detectives she almost left me.

      I’ve seen the future, they showed me.”

      “But Grandpa Vlad, I…”

      “You have to be here in 2015, the year of your conception, for this to work.”

      Grandfather raises the pistol to his head and pushes the nozzle hard at the temple. His finger squeezes over the trigger and the crack of fire echoes through the air. The old man drops to his knees, then doubles over again to make a perfect snow angel on the alabaster pavement. I look at my hands expecting them to begin fading away, the Grandfather Paradox complete. But nothing happens. I’m still here, old boy. Then it hits me like an anvil from the top story of
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