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Book Preservation 
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“Turn right in a hundred yards and you have reached your 

destination.”  Howard could see that and switched the lady’s 

plummy voice off.  He had an unacknowledged superstition that 

everything went better for him if he didn’t hear the final “You have 

reached your destination”.  There on his right was the dilapidated 

terraced housing of Digby Street.  He stopped his little housing 

department van at one end and got out his gear.   

Digby Street was to be no more and Howard’s job was to check 

on squatters living there and give them notice - preferably in person - 

that the bulldozers were finally moving in.   There couldn’t be many 

houses occupied now.  Today’s squatters baulked at living without 

electricity and gas.   The street looked deserted but, having no traffic 

and virtually no dwellers, strangely tidy.  The dark blue engineering 

bricks of its pavements were clear of litter and most windows were 

boarded up.  Every pair of houses shared a covered ginnel with an 

arched ceiling running under their first floors giving separate access 

to their back yards - quite swanky for terraced housing in its day, he 

thought. 

He’d trudged along the southern side; knocking and nailing the 

City of Manchester Corporation notices to the front doors and back 
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gates of the properties when, as is not unusual for those parts, it 

started to rain really hard.  He could have sheltered in one of the 

ginnels but they were mostly dark and smelly.  He saw a shop he 

hadn’t noticed whose faded sign read:  “Books: Purchase or Sale”.  

He scuttled under its recessed front step which had a mosiac 

presenting some strange device in black on a white background.  The 

shop window display was empty and he could see that the hatch that 

allowed access to it was slightly ajar.   

He surrendered to his curiosity and tried the door handle.  It 

opened.  He walked inside to jangling bells mounted above the 

door.  Apart from a small desk with an old fashioned metal cash 

register to his immediate right, he was confronted with 4 bookcases 

running the length of the shop: one along each wall and two, back-

to-back down the middle.  A canopy of cobwebs stretched from the 

bookcases to the ancient metal lamp shades in the middle of each 

row.  These didn’t appear to be working and any light there was 

came from above the display partition in the front window and the 

fan-light above the front door. 

‘Anybody there?’  He called out noticing that his voice had gone 

up in pitch.  There was no answer but he thought he could hear 

shuffling above.  On the left there was a door to the stairs.  He tried 

it - but it was locked. 

He went along one of the middle bookcases.  The books were 

dusty and seemed to have been there a long time.  Looking closer he 

couldn’t recognise any of the titles or authors.  That wasn’t surprising 

as he couldn’t recognise the language or even the script.   

He took one out of the shelf.  Two disturbed spiders ran up his 

hand and arm.  He dropped the book and frantically started to brush 

them off.  This took some time as, following each swipe, they were 
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managing to attach a silky thread to him and simply abseiled away 

and started to climb back up.  When he finally managed to rid 

himself of the creatures, his hands were sticky with starter cobweb. 

 Howard picked up the book, opened it and studied the 

script.  He didn’t think it Cyrillic or Greek.  It didn’t look Hebrew or 

Arabic.  Maybe it was some other esoteric tongue.  He wandered 

down the shelves but all the books seemed to be in the same strange 

script. At the end he came to a door in heavy dark varnish and a 

polished brass knob.  He knocked and jumped back because his 

gentle tap sounded quite disproportionally loud.  

‘Hallo?’  No answer came but, moments afterwards, there was 

more shuffling upstairs.  He tried the door and went into a room 

even stranger than the one he had left.  Here the room was clean; it 

might have well been dusted and swept a couple of hours ago.  There 

was strong sunlight coming through a large lantern in the ceiling and 

the room was quite hot.  Howard hadn’t realised that the rain must 

have stopped outside. 

The room had a continuous book case along each wall and a 

simple, long  bench in front of each bookcase     He walked up to the 

left hand bookcase and studied the books.  His steps seemed to 

resound around the room.  Every book in the bookcase and, glancing 

over his shoulder, in the other bookcase, was of the same uniform 

size and was clad in the same faux leather red covers.  Row upon row 

of them - all the same.  His brow creased. 

He looked at the spine of one of the books.  It bore no title, no 

author and no publisher.  There was only a number: “212”.  He 

looked along the same shelf: “213”, “214” and so on until the end of 

the shelf. 
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The shuffling noise recommenced but this time it appeared to 

come from the room he had just left.  He turned, strode towards the 

door and turned its handle – but it was locked. 

‘Hey!  Whoever you are open this door.  It’s not at all funny.’  In 

response to the absence of a response, he banged on the door.  As 

he did this he saw a small notice in a strange font affixed to it:  

“Please no touch books here.”  The shuffling had stopped. It had 

become baking hot.  He walked back this time to the right hand 

bookcase and took out a book: “613”.  Opening it he saw that it had 

the same script as before but the writing seemed to be in smaller 

sections with blank lines between – some sections were half a page 

or less.  Maybe they were verses or stanzas but It didn’t look like the 

Koran for on the first leaf was a large cross.  Its limbs were equal and 

each end had 3 equal points:  exactly the same as the mosaic on the 

front step. 

‘I’m holding book 613,’ he shouted.  ‘I’m going to tear it up 

unless you unlock the door.  He bent the book back creasing its 

spine. 

It may have been the wind but there was a long, loud sigh which 

seemed to swirl around him.   Everything went still then the door 

opened and silently into the room came a woman in what appeared 

to be eastern dress.  She had tassles around the hem of her multi-

coloured skirt and a shawl over her head so that her face was in 

shadow. 

‘You have blood on your hands, now’ she said.  ‘Why did you do 

that?’ The voice was very quiet; a soughing rather than a whisper. 

‘I just want to get out of here.’ 
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‘The person of that book is now adrift.’  She took the book from 

him, kissed it gently, said some words to herself and placed it back 

on the shelves.  Although she had moved to a different place, her 

face was still in shade. 

‘Look I came into your shop to get out of the rain.  I just became 

curious.’ 

‘It’s not raining where we are.’  she spread her arms as if they 

were outdoors in a large space.  Howard didn’t know how he should 

interpret that. 

‘Why disturb us?  Have we not suffered enough?  She turned 

away from the door.  ‘Go; the door is open.  This locus is closing.  You 

possess the gift to enter our spaces.  If you happen on one again, 

have patience.  Someone will come, it takes time to get to this point.’ 

Howard’s mind was choked with of all sorts of thoughts of what 

he might say to her.  ‘Sorry,’ was all he could manage.  He walked to 

the doorway, looked back but she was gone and the room was 

dark.  As he reached the front door, on the desk was an envelope on 

which was typed in small capitals “Invoice for Wilcox H.”  He picked it 

up and turned it over and over in his hands, then pocketed it and 

left. 

The following two days spared him little time at work or at home 

to ponder about the bookshop.   But he found that if he didn’t carry 

the invoice around with him, he would start thinking about book 

“613”.   

Three days later, before catching the tram, he picked up the 

Manchester Evening News.  His eyes were drawn to one particular 

headline: 

“Rusholme Body Still Not Identified”  He read on: 
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Police are calling for anyone who can help them identify the body 

of a teenage woman found two days ago by contractors demolishing 

Digby Street.  The teenager appeared to have died violently, her chest 

had been ripped open as if by shrapnel.  Apart from eastern clothing, 

the only clue to her identity is a book that she was clutching. Experts 

from the School of Middle Eastern studies at Manchester University 

believe it is a hymn book in Aramiac and belonging to a now defunct 

Syriac Christian community.  This community finally disappeared 

following actions by the Iraqi government in 1933 following a long 

history of massacres and forced migrations.   There is no name on the 

book, only the numbers “613” embossed on the spine.  Anyone with 

any information should call ... 

Howard placed the invoice to his left breast to calm down.   

The following morning, he drove over to Digby Street.  Loaders 

and backhoes were clearing the site.  He went over to the foreman. 

‘Did you see any books amongst the rubble?  From the 

bookshop, I mean.’  

‘There were no bookshop in this street.  Just a pub on’t corner.  

Onny thing strange was when we touched the one house with the 

wrecking ball, it seemed to just collapse into dust – no noise like, just 

a long, long sigh.’ 

Howard knew then that there was no escape.  He would have to 

open the invoice and learn what he owed. 

 

© Jac Slim 2019 

 

 


