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PULPED FICTION 
Wherein a League of Pulp Fiction Writers  

Discover the Truth about Books 
by Leigh Melander 

 
 
ILGORE Trout looked 
up from his PDA, brow 
furrowed. “Might be 
nothing,” he said aloud, 

“but might be everything.” 
It was a small article, filler, 

really, in his daily news tick that 
zinged into his handheld. A 
mention of a paper pulp mill and a 
strange story. He rubbed his 

thumb across his jaw, considering. 
Then, abruptly, he reached back 
down for the PDA and decisively 
zipped a series of instant messages. 
“Urgent. The library. 10 tonight.”  

Relaxing, he settled back 
into his recliner and hit the remote 
for the telescreen. They’d all come. 
Maybe this was the opening he’d 
been waiting for. 
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He knew, even before he got 
there, that the Sinclairs – Upton 
and Lewis, known respectively as 
SinU and SinLew – would be 
waiting for him when he arrived. 
They had built the tunnels to the 
library, and felt, while Helicon Hall 
and its socialist dreams had long 
since crumbled in the fire, like 
hosts.  

Even though Upton jived 
Lewis about his career apex as 
Helicon janitor, eclipsing Nobel 
prizes, the two Sins were close. 
“Noble labor is its own prize,” 
Upton would intone ponderously, 
as Lewis rolled his eyes.  

Inevitably, Jack London 
would join in, haranguing Lewis for 
selling him substandard plots, 
since he’d never gotten a Nobel 
nod. And then Stephen Crane and 
Joe Conrad would embark in yet 
another round of “three men in a 
boat” stories, with Twain offering 
color commentary about the 
benefits of river over ocean travel.  

Leigh Brackett would sit on 
the edges, amused, cool, 
contraband cigarette loose between 
her fingers, as Bradbury tried to 
cheat her cards.  

Wells would either stay 
quiet, sketching his “pictuas” of the 
bunch, or eventually, feel the need 
to pull the entire conversation into 
a debate, which he generally won. 

As the group arrived and 
went through their ritual hazing of 
one another, Kilgore walked the 
stacks. Their secretive mustiness 
soothed him even as he felt his 
pulse quicken in his fingertips as 
he stroked book covers.  

 
Thousands of years of books, 

from the Library of Alexandria, 
from Gutenberg, from the Papal-
banned Index of Forbidden Books, 
from all over the world, had been 
protected in secret by writers over 
the centuries.  

The Knights Textular, a 
covert league of authors, had, over 
the centuries, pledged to protect 
books from threats from war, 
conquest, or fundamentalists of 
every stripe (except, of course, book 
lovers).  

With growing rumblings of 
discomfort in Europe at the turn of 
the century, the collection had been 
gone underground, literally, under 
Upton’s attempt at Utopia. There 
had been a security leak in 1907, 
and arsonists had burned Helicon, 
but the library had stayed safe, 
buried under tons of New Jersey 
soil, where no one would think to 
look for literature. 

Reluctantly, Kilgore tore 
himself away from a first edition of 
The Dancing Fool (he loved looking 
at his own works, as they seemed 
fictional to him most of the time) 
and walked back to the group.  
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They looked up at his 
approach, settling back in chairs, 
awaiting his story. 

“So, young Kilgore, tell us 
your chronicle.” Twain sat back in 
his chair, cigar smoke circling up 
towards the ceiling as slow as his 
drawl.  

“I read a news story today,” 
Kilgore began. “Just a short article, 
but it caught my attention.” 

“My God, the man reads!” 
London snorted. “Who’d have 
thought it? Of course this doesn’t 
mean he ever read any of my stuff, 
though.” 

“Maybe that’s because he 
looks for truth.” SinU grinned at 
him. “Journalism – there’s a noble 
art.” 

“Oh, Christ, not with the 
Nobel thing again,” moaned 
SinLew. “We just got him shut up!” 

“Would the lot of you shut 
up?” Conrad snapped. “Look at his 
face. He’s not here to hear your 
pathetic attempts at wit.” 

“Oh, you’re just jealous 
because you never won one,“ 
SinLew said sweetly. “Your heart is 
just too dark for the committee.” 
Conrad snorted. 

“Easy, children,” Leigh 
turned to Kilgore. “What is it, Kil?” 

He continued. “It may be 
nothing.” 

“Nothing is often more 
interesting than something, 
metaphorically at least.” Bradbury 
smiled at him. 

“This morning, at a paper 
pulp mill in Norway, a worker fell 
into a pulp vat.” He grinned at 
SinU. “No, this isn’t a labor 

conditions issue. No. What’s weird 
about it is that when they fished 
him out, he had strange markings 
scratched all over his skin.” 

“From being knocked about 
in an oversized bucket, I would 
imagine,” H.G. said. 

“You’d think so,” Kilgore 
continued, “But they were in the 
shape of Norse runes.” 

 
“Runes!” Bradbury’s eyes 

opened wide.   
“Anybody been able to 

translate them?” Leigh leaned 
forward. “I could talk to Joe 
Campbell, if they haven’t –“ 

“I think the bigger question,” 
Stephen said quietly, “is what they 
mean. Not the runes themselves, 
but how they got there.” 

Kilgore nodded. “No 
translations yet, that I know of. 
But you’re right, Steve. That’s the 
real question. How the hell could 
this guy have runes scratched on 
his body?” 

“And why?” SinLew said. 
The group fell silent, wondering. 

“Perhaps they are messages 
from the other side…” They all 
jumped at the voice echoing out of 
the darkness. “Or, perhaps, they 
are simply little dancing men.” 
 “Arthur!” H.G. leapt up, 
clapping his hands on Conan 
Doyle’s shoulder. “Good to see you, 
old chap.” 
  “I figured that having a 
detective’s master mind giving us a 
hand would hurt,” said Kilgore.  
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 “Damn fine idea, young 
Kilgore,” but I’m interested in why 
you’re so interested.” Twain sat 
forward. “What do you think is 
going on here?” 
 “I don’t know, really. But my 
gut is telling me it’s something 
big.” Kilgore laced his fingers 
together and stared down at them. 
“I know it’s not about protecting 
banned books…” 
 “A great American pastime, 
banning books,” said Twain, dryly. 

“I’m up for an adventure,” 
said London, “I’m getting fat and 
lazy. How about everybody else?” 

The group concurred. Then 
Stephen asked what everyone 
thought should happen first, and 
that was the end of any agreeing 
for several hours. (Iconoclastic 
icons are not noted for their easy 
acceptance of other people’s ideas.) 

Finally, they decided that 
they would begin with the obvious, 
translating the transcription of the 
runes to see if the message made 
any sense.  

 
 They spread out through the 
library, and the hours ticked by as 
eyes blurred in front of computer 
screens, and stacks of books on 

Norse mythology rose on tables and 
floors. Finally, they gathered to 
share what they’d found, nursing 
cups of stingo-like coffee that 
SinLew had brewed. 
 The results were mysterious. 
The runes seemed to be spelling 
out a repeated series of words:  
”Tree. Beech. Body. Tale. Life. 
World. Danger.” 
 Kilgore ran his fingers 
through his hair, so it stood on end. 
“Well. Anybody have any idea what 
the hell that means?” 
 “Rune means mystery in Old 
English,” said Bradbury helpfully. 
 “Thanks, Ray. Could’ve 
figured that.”  
 “Why beech?” said Leigh. 
“Everything else is pretty general – 
why beech trees in particular?” 
 “I don’t know. I looked into 
the kinds of trees used for paper. 
Beech trees didn’t come up,” said 
SinU. 
 “Ahh.” Twain stubbed out 
his cigar. “The light dawns.” 
 They looked at him 
expectantly as he continued. 
 “I spent some time in 
Heidelberg, learning German – an 
awful language.” 
 “So?” Conrad said. “I speak 
German.” 
 “Yes,” said Twain, “but as 
my friend the curator at Heidelberg 
Castle suggested, my German was 
unique, even collectible.” He 
contined, twinkling. “I seemed to 
have no propensity for grammar, 
but I did have an inclination to 
remember vocabulary.” 
 “Christ, Sam, do you think 
you could tell a story quickly, for 
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once? This Missouri molasses 
shtick of yours is maddening,” said 
London. 
 “And you’re the soul of 
brevity yourself,” ragged Twain. 
 SinLew threw his hands up 
in the air. “Have mercy! Do you 
have a point in here somewhere?” 
 “Well,” Twain drawled, “I 
remembered buch as the word for 
book. But I had trouble 
remembering how to spell it, and 
kept adding an “e” on the end.” 
 Conan Doyle sat up, 
galvanized. “And buche is Old 
German for book. Which comes 
from the Old German for beech.” 
 “And that’s what runes were 
scratched on,” said Bradbury. “I 
was just reading about it.” 
 “This is a message about 
books,” Stephen said.  
 “Well, Kilgore, it seems as 
though your gut may have been 
right,” Leigh said. “Somebody’s 
trying to warn us about books.” 
 They sat silent for a 
moment. 
 “So,” said London, “The 
question now is, what do we do 
about it?” 
 “I think we need to ask the 
trees, said Conan Doyle. 
 “Oh, Lord, he’s going to want 
a séance,” said London, “talking to 
the spirits of trees.” 
 “Well, actually, Jack” said 
SinU, “that’s a great idea. Mental 
radio, you know. What do you 
think, Kilgore?” 
 “Yeah, you’ve been pretty 
quiet, Kil,” said Stephen. 

 They all turned to him. 
“Hey,” said Conrad, “are you 
alright? You look really pale.” 
 Kilgore tried a smile to 
reassure them, but he was queasy. 
Since the runes had been 
translated, he’d felt dizzy, 
disconnected, as if the fibers in his 
body were being pulled apart. 
  He pulled himself together. 
“I think it’s just your coffee, Sin. I’ll 
be fine. And what the hell, why not 
a séance?” 
 London grumbled, “I thought 
we were going to GO somewhere. 
What use is an adventure story if 
you don’t GO anywhere?” but the 
rest were game.  
 Conan Doyle and SinU took 
the lead, arranging the group. In 
the flickering candlelight, they 
began the ritual, after they had 
hushed the irreverent gigglers in 
the bunch. Kilgore held the edge of 
the table fiercely, feeling 
increasingly ill. 

 
 For a long while, there was 
silence, broken only by the 
murmurings of the two men. 
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 Then, suddenly, things 
began to happen. 
 A wind began blowing 
through the hallway, riffling pages 
of open books and blowing papers 
off of tables. As it grew in force, the 
table the group sat around 
suddenly leapt upwards. 
 “Hold on!” yelled Conan 
Doyle.  
 Out of the wind, voices 
emerged. First low, then wailing, 
they began to chant. 

“Tree. Beech. Body. Tale. 
Life. World. Danger. Tree. Beech. 
Body. Tale. Life. World. Danger.” 
 The shadows in the library 
began to collect into shapes: huge, 
strange, beseeching. 

 
They were trees. Ancient. 

And they were chanting. 
“Tree. Beech. Body. Tale. 

Life. World. Danger.” 
 Kilgore sat bolt upright and 
joined in the chant, his voice 

enormous, much deeper than 
normal. 
 SinU and Conan Doyle 
exchanged glances. “Who visits 
us?” intoned Conan Doyle. 
 “I am Yggradsil. Tree of the 
World. Tree of Life” Kilgore’s lips 
moved, his eyes open, but 
unseeing. 
 “What do you seek from us?” 
SinU asked. 
 “Tree. Beech. Body. Tale. 
Life. World. Danger.” 
 “Yeah, we got that part,” 
London muttered. Leigh smacked 
him. 
 The spirit continued. “There 
is forgetting. There is 
disremembering. The body is lost, 
flesh is gone. Sensations ending.” 
 The tree shadows began 
changing shape, melting, becoming 
liquid.  
 “They’re turning into pulp!” 
yelled SinLew. 
 The pulped trees poured 
through the library, great waves 
washing up under the group as the 
table began to toss in the liquid. 
Books fell from the stacks and 
joined the swirl, melting into the 
fluid. 
 “Don’t let go!”  
 Yggradsil’s spirit continued. 
“Without body, eyes have no 
meaning.” 
 “Oh, my God,” shrieked Joe. 
“Look at Kilgore!” 
 The group turned and froze. 
Kilgore was stretching and melting 
as well, his features becoming 
fluid, limbs liquefying. 
 “Kilgore, no!” Leigh reached 
for him, but he was gone, 
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dissolving into the pulp around 
them. 
 The pulp swirled, rising, 
table and chairs hurling through 
the liquid.  
 “We’ve got to get out of here. 
Swim for the doorway!” Stephen 
grabbed Twain’s hand and started 
fighting the current towards the 
arch. The rest followed, desperately 
stroking to safety. 
 “I’m caught!” yelled H.G., 
and Jack swam back towards him, 
diving under the thick liquid, 
fought to untangle his leg from a 
submerged chair.  “Leave me, old 
man.” H.G. said London surfaced, 
breathless, “I’m afraid I’m not 
going to make it.” 
 “Nonsense.” Conrad swam 
up to him from the other side, 
“We’ll get you out.”  
 “Yeah, unstiffen that lip a 
little. Hey, we’re DOING 
something here!” London grinned 
irrepressibly at H.G. before he and 
Joe dove under the pulp again. 
This time, they were victorious, 
pulling H.G.’s ankle free. All three 
turned and swam as hard as they 
could towards the door. 
 Exhausted, they reached the 
steps in the foyer, and the rest 
pulled them from the grasping 
waters. 
 They fell back on the marble 
steps, stunned, as the pulp receded 
as quickly as it had risen. The 
lights hummed back on, and the 
library was apparently as it had 
been before they began, dry and 
silent. 
 But Kilgore was gone. 

 Stephen rubbed his arm 
across his eyes. “What the hell just 
happened?” 
 Leigh ventured down the 
steps back into the library. “Hey, 
guys, check this out!” 
 They followed her.  
 “What’s missing?” She asked 
them. “What isn’t here any longer?” 
 “Obviously, our friend,” said 
Stephen. 
 “No,” she said, exasperated, 
“What else?” 
 They looked around the 
room, wondering. And then it hit 
Ray. 
 “The computers! They’re 
gone!” 
 It was true. There wasn’t a 
single computer left in the room. 
 “What does this mean?” 
asked Conan Doyle. 
 “I think I’ve got it,” said 
Bradbury. “Think about Yggdrasil’s 
message: ‘The body is lost.’” 
 “So?” said H.G. “What are 
you implying, Ray?” 
 He looked at Leigh and she 
nodded. “I think that the trees 
were trying to tell us that if we lose 
the body – the book – we lose the 
connection.” 
 “The connection to what?” 
Jack looked confused. 
 SinLew shook his head. “I 
get it. We lose the connection to 
trees – and to the planet – and to 
ourselves.” 
 “That’s a pretty damn big 
leap,” said Jack. 
 “From a tree’s standpoint, it 
isn’t.” Conan Doyle got it as well. 
“They’re trying to tell us that 
stories have no meaning without 
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remembering their roots – our 
roots.” 
 “And the book, sitting in 
your hand, tree to pulp to paper, 
makes that connection,” said 
Stephen. 
 “So, are we supposed to go 
out and destroy every computer?”  
H.G. looked incredulous. “That 
would be sacrilege!” 
 “I don’t think so,” said SinU, 
slowly, “But I think it’s a 
reminder.” 
 “Yes,” added Conrad. “That’s 
it – computers aren’t evil, but they 
can’t replace the book.” 
 “That has to be part of our 
message,” said Twain, “And our 
trust.” 
 The group sat, silent, awed 
by what they’d experienced, and 

how they might share the message 
of the trees. 
 “But what about Kilgore?’ 
said Stephen. “Can we just allow 
him to die, without mourning 
him?” 
 “Yes,” added SinLew, “It’s as 
if he became one with the fiction.” 
 “Like he never was really 
here,” chimed in SinU. “But was a 
part of the books themselves.” 
 Leigh and Ray began to 
smile, while the others looked on in 
shocked surprise. 
 Finally, Leigh said, “Haven’t 
you ever read anything of 
Vonnegut’s?” 
 “Breakfast of Champions,” 
added Bradbury. “And I’m pretty 
damn hungry.” 
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