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1
            Introduction

         

         Previously, in Shadow Lines, I wrote about returning a copy of Alan Sillitoe’s The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner that I had found in a book sale at the University of Manchester students union to a house on Lees Road in Bramhall, Cheshire, where it used to live. The book had contained what I call an inclusion and most people probably call an insert. I like ‘inclusion’ because it’s the word used to describe a foreign body caught in amber; ‘insert’, to me, perhaps because I am literal minded, suggests something very specific, something chosen and deliberately inserted, something that a bookseller, for example, wishes to place in the hands of a book’s new owner, like a bookmark advertising their business, or, in the case of a newspaper or magazine, a leaflet that the publishers have been paid to insert and it’s unlikely the reader will want to keep.

         Incidentally, I would like to know who inserts all those Daunt Books bookmarks into second-hand books in charity shops. Does Daunt Books have some kind of arrangement with Oxfam? Two out of every ten ‘shadow lines’ – the term I use to describe a line on the top edge of the text block that reveals the presence within of an inclusion – are created by Daunt Books bookmarks. I like Daunt Books, but there are few things 2more disappointing than to flick through a second-hand book you can see contains a mysterious lost item, only to find it’s a branded bookmark.

         The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner contained, instead, a postcard from Kendals department store dated 28 December 1966 and addressed to Mr and Mrs N Kessel at an address on Lees Road. In addition, inside the front cover, had been written the name Valerie Kessel and the date, 1962. I delivered the Sillitoe book by Royle Mail to the address on Lees Road with a note explaining what I was up to, but received no response, which was not unusual. I always hope I’ll hear back, but more often than not I do not.

         Royle Mail involves my delivering a book – it’s usually a book, or a Nightjar Press order – by hand, on foot as far as practically possible and using public transport where necessary. The car is a last resort and will be used only if there are other reasons for undertaking the journey by motor vehicle.

         In January 2024, with Shadow Lines at the printers, I received a lovely hand-written letter from Joanne, writing, she said, on behalf of her boyfriend Simon, who lived at the address on Lees Road. He had saved the book and letter and given them to her, she wrote, because he recognised that it was more her thing than his. The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner is one of Joanne’s dad’s favourite films. (The book was a film tie-in edition, a Great Pan, with Tom Courtenay on the cover.) Joanne said that she was going to read it as soon as she had finished her current Jack Reacher novel. Then she would return it to Simon, who would keep it in the house where it had once lived. Also, she went on, 4 January, the date of the sale at Kendals, and the date at the top of the letter I had written to accompany the book, was the anniversary of her and Simon’s first date. Joanne was kind 3enough to say that she thought it was ‘a beautiful thing to return an old book to its former residence’.

         I think it’s a beautiful thing to go to the trouble to write back to the strange man who sticks a book through your door and asks you to look after it.

         I wrote back to Joanne to thank her and to say that I would have to write a third book in the series so that I could publicly acknowledge receipt of her kind letter.

         
             

         

         While I’ve just about managed to wean myself off buying multiple copies of the King Penguin edition of DM Thomas’s novel The White Hotel, which I was doing for a chapter in White Spines, or copies of Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy containing distinguishing marks or inclusions for a project documented in Shadow Lines, I can’t seem to stop myself buying books that contain old addresses and returning them to those addresses. In March 2024, in Oxfam Bookshop Chorlton, I bought George Orwell’s A Clergyman’s Daughter (Penguin) with an address on the flyleaf in Windsor Road, Levenshulme. Also a name: Ginia Bazley. My intention was to return it to Windsor Road at some point, but before I got around to it, in the intervening eighteen months or so, I found a number of other books with old addresses in, including a hardback edition of Bring on the Girls (Herbert Jenkins) by PG Wodehouse and Guy Bolton, with a lovely bit of blind embossing on the flyleaf giving the name of the book’s former owner, Malcolm Parkes, and an address in Lime Grove in Denton. Embossing – forgive me if you know this – is the result of a process used to create raised ‘print’ on the page; ‘blind’ means no ink is used. I found Bring on the Girls in the delightful Towpath Bookshop, which I came across in Uppermill on a walk from Oldham to Diggle. Proprietor Martin 4Byrom showed me the book after I had failed to find anything on his shelves that I wanted to buy. There was no hard sell, but he was glad to make a sale and was interested in my reason for buying the book. We both knew that if I did send or deliver it to Denton, I would likely have no knowledge of the book’s eventual fate. A few days later, I walked from Didsbury to Denton and dropped the book, with a note, through the door of the two-up, two-down terraced house in which it once resided.

         Throughout this book, there will be place names – Chorlton, Levenshulme, Denton – that you might not be familiar with if you haven’t spent time in Manchester. Equivalent place names in London and elsewhere. I’ve been fretting a bit over whether I need to add ‘in south Manchester’ or ‘in east London’, but I’ve decided not to, for the most part. If you could try not to worry about that, I’ll try to relax as well.

         When I delivered Ginia Bazley’s copy of Orwell’s A Clergyman’s Daughter to a Victorian semi in Windsor Road, Levenshulme, it was, similarly, more in hope than expectation, so I was very happy, a fortnight or so later, to receive an email from Andy Gardiner thanking me for the book. ‘We’ve lived here since 2012 and the book definitely isn’t one of ours,’ he wrote, adding that he had emailed the previous owner of the house to ask if it had been hers. Researching the history of the house and its former residents had already been on his to-do list, he said. ‘When we bought it, we were told that the house used to be a school. Indeed, the two main bedrooms on the first floor had been previously knocked through. An odd thing to do, unless they used that space as the classroom.’

         I’m interested in, as Andy put it for me in his email, ‘[tracking] the journeys of the books, their previous owners and associated stories’, in uncovering the secret lives of second-hand 5books, clues to which can often be found within their pages in the form of, say, old train tickets, or photocopied maps, artefacts themselves in the process of passing into history. The copy of Nicholson Baker’s Room Temperature that I found in Sue Ryder in Didsbury that contained a seat reservation from London to Newcastle probably did make that very journey. Would recreating it allow me to attain some degree of ghostly proximity to the book’s previous reader, about whom, otherwise, I know absolutely nothing? And if proximity is what I seek – perhaps partly inspired as a reaction against the isolation forced on us by the experience of the pandemic – why do I feel uncomfortable when someone gets too close in a bookshop, breathing down the back of my neck as they peer over my shoulder? Will reading Derren Brown’s Tricks of the Mind while walking around Bolton help me feel any closer to the mystery reader who used his or her sheet of ‘Local information for jurors at the Crown Court at Bolton’ (including map) as a bookmark? Or would it just be an excuse to visit Bolton? Or to read Derren Brown?

         If I start sending books in which I find business cards to the individuals named on the cards, what will happen?

         If I take library books that look as if they might have become lost back to the libraries to which they used to belong, will they be welcomed back into the fold, or will librarians hand them back to me with withering looks?

         
             

         

         There are as many ways to collect books as there are books to collect.

         I didn’t start collecting books that have the same titles as other books until I realised I had, if you see what I mean. I noticed that among my growing collection of Picador books – if White Spines was ‘about’ anything, it was about trying to collect 6all the Picadors published between 1972 and 2000, when they abandoned their signature white spine – were some ‘doubles’, such as Tracks by Louise Erdrich and Tracks by Robyn Davidson. In fact, that was it, as far as Picador went, although there was also Angela Carter’s Love (Picador), doubled with Péter Nádas’s novel with the same title published by Vintage, and Emma Tennant’s Hotel de Dream (Picador) and its namesake by Edmund White with Bloomsbury’s logo on its spine. Before you know it, you’ve started actively looking out for repeat titles and you find you’ve bought Quilt (Women’s Educational Press) by Donna E Smyth, simply because you already own Quilt (Myriad Editions) by Nicholas Royle, a double of another kind, which reminds me that, once, a short story of mine was rejected by the two editors of an anthology to which I had submitted it. This was not unusual at the time, but the circumstances around it are, arguably, interesting. Editor A told me that editor B had ruled out my story, saying, ‘I don’t want that Nicholas Royle in this book.’ I assumed until recently that ‘that Nicholas Royle’ had only one meaning, like ‘that Nigel Farage’ in the statement, ‘I don’t like that Nigel Farage,’ but lately I’ve started to wonder if editor B was making a distinction between me and the other Nicholas Royle, as in ‘I don’t want that Nicholas Royle in this book, but I wouldn’t mind the other one,’ which wouldn’t improve one’s mood, unless one decided that it was possible that editor B thought the submission was from the other Nicholas Royle and that the possibility of this misunderstanding had not occurred to editor A, who did know which Nicholas Royle was which.

         I remain fairly certain, however, that editor B also knew which Nicholas Royle was which.

         Although it’s also possible that editor A was just using editor B’s objection as an excuse. 7

         There are pros and cons to having the same name as another professional in the same field.

         
             

         

         Another accidental collection: I probably had half a dozen or so books called London Something – London Blues, London Bone, London Noir, London Orbital, London Particular, London Revenant – before I became aware of the fact and so inaugurated a special shelf and started looking out for more titles to add to it, even writing one of my own, London Gothic.

         
             

         

         One or two Amazon reviewers seemed to be generally in favour of White Spines and Shadow Lines but objected to one of the two bits of ‘content’ that I used in those books to break up long sections. I employed, for this purpose, transcriptions of conversations overheard in bookshops, and accounts of my own dreams about books. Some people will always object to anything to do with dreams, insisting that dreams are banal and that including reports of them in creative work is inevitably boring. I disagree, but there are books to sell and while one hates simply to break under pressure – like the so-called Shatterproof plastic rulers of my childhood that seem to have become Shatter Resistant – one also sees a certain virtue in being pragmatic, so I considered, this time, leaving out the dreams.

         While I was considering it, the thought occurred to me that with the exception of lucid dreams, these nocturnal narratives cannot be controlled. Therefore, they are, to some extent, random, and randomness is a quality they have in common with the collecting of second-hand books. The moment we enter the second-hand bookshop is similar to the moment we fall asleep. Just as we don’t know what we will find in the second-hand bookshop, we don’t know what we will dream. So, where my 8dreams have to do with books, I may continue to include one or two.

         An asterisk or other typographical symbol used to indicate a section break, if for some reason a line break is insufficient (or if the line break falls at the top or bottom of a page and might therefore not be noticed), is known as an ornament. Maybe, if they bore you, my dreams about books may be regarded as mere ornaments.

         If you don’t like them, don’t read them, is what I’m advising.

         I think it was writer and reviewer Harry Ritchie who described my book of writers’ dreams, The Tiger Garden, as ‘uniquely pointless and stupid’, and he definitely referred to me in print as a ‘specky guy’ (factual, but calculated to cause offence) and dismissed my prize-winning novel The Matter of the Heart as ‘remarkably unreadable’, ‘completely resistible’ and ‘utterly unseductive’ (subjective, but also calculated to cause offence).

         Prize-winning?

         Yes, prize-winning.

         What prize?

         The Literary Review’s Bad Sex in Fiction Award.

         Ah.

         I wouldn’t mind, but Harry Ritchie also wears glasses.

         I came across one of Harry Ritchie’s books, Here We Go (Penguin), an ‘anti-travel book’ about the Costa del Sol, in a Mind shop in Hackney.

         I managed about thirty pages walking from Stoke Newington to Stratford. It was a slog, and I don’t mean the walk across Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park.

         Later, I spent more time with the book, not reading it exactly, more scanning the pages for certain words that would enable me to create a piece of blackout poetry, or erasure poetry. This 9is where you erase or cross out words in an existing text to create a new text made out of the words that remain. I found that the double-page spread 140–141 more than met my requirements, containing, as it does, the words ‘I’, ‘tried’, ‘to’, ‘read’, ‘this’ and ‘nonsense’.

         It would be a shame to let Harry Ritchie have the last word in this introduction. Short story writer, book-collecting essayist and publisher Mark Valentine is more deserving of that dubious honour.

         ‘After (re)reading Shadow Lines in bed last night,’ Valentine wrote to me in March 2025, ‘I dreamt that in your next book you had a chapter on food found in books. This was not mere crumbs or grease ghosts, but included in various examples a pizza slice, some fresh salad leaves and some pineapple chunks. You explained it was perfectly possible for portions like this to be preserved between the pages unobserved, without damaging the book. I was impressed and convinced.’

         The closest I can come to making Valentine’s dream come true is to offer up a couple of paragraphs on serviettes – or napkins, as my wife calls them – found in books.

         On Wednesday 13 November 2024, I lifted my self-imposed travel ban between Manchester and Sheffield. I like Sheffield – a lot – but there are a couple of people in Sheffield who I would really rather not bump into, in case I tell them what I think of them. So, I took a chance – the occasion was Salt’s twenty-fifth anniversary party – and went to Sheffield and got away with it. In the afternoon, I went to the Oxfam shop on Fulwood Road where I found two love letters in a Penguin edition of Ernest Hemingway’s Men Without Women. They were from A, who was away skiing in Austria, writing to a man – her husband? Her lover? – at an address in Brooksby Street, London N1. Less 10interesting, but more to the point, was Graham Greene’s The Third Man and the Fallen Idol (Vintage) with a serviette at page 25. It made me want to go back to the Children’s Society in Heaton Moor, Stockport, to see if a book I had seen there but decided against buying, containing a Virgin Atlantic napkin, was still there. (I did and it wasn’t. By the way, when I say the serviette was ‘at page 25’, what I mean is it was between pages 24 and 25, but I shorten that to ‘at page 25’, for my convenience and yours.)

         In May 2025, I went to Tesco in Burnage, where I helped myself to three books from the charity shelf, which didn’t say which charity it was supporting, so I left a slightly mingy £2, in case it was going to the Tesco Shareholders Holiday Fund (I had previously left £5 for a single book, because I didn’t have anything smaller, so I didn’t feel too bad). The three books were: Michael Marshall’s Bad Things (Harper), which I already had, but this copy was falling apart, meaning I could allow myself to read it in the rain, so making the most of my time while out walking in the rain, and in Manchester it does rain every now and then. Mike is one of my oldest friends and I had recently missed wishing him a happy birthday, and it was a big birthday, so I felt bad about that and buying this would make me feel a little bit better. Secondly, reminding me of seeing its author walking his dog in Hampstead, Tony Parsons’ Man and Wife (HarperCollins), printed in the smallest point size I’ve ever seen in a commercially published book. The book comes in at 250 pages, but it would probably make 500 if printed in a legible point size. I didn’t want to read it, just write about it, and my rule is that, if it’s in a charity bookshop, or on a charity bookshelf, I have to buy it to write about it.

         Finally, and here we get to the serviette, walking back from 11Burnage, I opened Dave Pelzer’s The Lost Boy (Orion), an ex-Withington Girls’ School library book. At page 17, I found a folded-up bit of paper the quality of toilet tissue. Gingerly, I unfolded it to find – ugh – a brown stain. Actually, more of a mark than a stain. I’m not sure which is worse. A mark, in this case, I think. Even more gingerly, I unfolded it further to find, with some relief, that it was actually a serviette. Or napkin.

         I slipped The Lost Boy back into my bag and allowed my mind to drift to happier associations with Withington Girls’ School.

         Janis Lamb, Pam Ford, Jane Threlfall …

         
             

         

         An unexpected consequence of walking around with my nose in a book has been that it has led to more encounters with strangers. Like Zoë from Malvern, who was walking down Wilmslow Road in Didsbury. I can’t remember what I was reading at the time, but when I look back at my Reading Diary for January 2025, I see that among the books I read that month was André Breton’s semi-autobiographical novel Nadja, about the author’s chance encounter with a woman with whom he became obsessed. I did not become obsessed with Zoë, although I liked her glasses (and she liked mine, which I told her had been my dad’s) and she told me that she occasionally comes across a man in Malvern called Paul who reads as he walks. Six months later she bumped into him in the Co-op and sent me a picture of the two of them. (I noticed she said ‘the Co-op’, even though she was younger than me. My children and their generation say ‘Co-op’, although she wasn’t that much younger than me.) I think Paul later sent me a message, but, although I’m sure I didn’t delete it, I can’t find it.

         Or like Kate Hughes, who I saw coming towards me along 12the Fallowfield Loop at St Werburgh’s Road in August 2025. We were both reading and walking. I was reading Derek Marlowe’s 1980 novel The Rich Boy From Chicago and she was reading a Fitzcarraldo book. I recognised the International Klein Blue cover instantly. This meant it was fiction. (Their fiction is blue, their non-fiction white.) As she got closer I could read the title and author. She was reading Brian by Jeremy Cooper, which I had read the previous March. ‘That is a great book!’ I blurted out, because it is. It’s one of the best novels I’ve read in years. Kate told me she wrote a cancer memoir twenty years ago that sold six copies. The fact that she wrote her cancer memoir twenty years ago tells its own story, which is a happy one.

         What I might do, if I’m going to include fewer dreams about books, is introduce another form of section break: brief reports of reader-walkers. When and where seen and what they were reading.

         During the pandemic, when recreational exercise was allowed, I would go out walking for hours – often with a book, but not always – and somehow I fell into some superstitious habits. I already had a couple of these, if I’m honest. If I saw a rose in a garden, I had to stop and smell it. If I saw some rosemary growing, I had to go and touch it – I found I liked the feeling of the oil on my fingers – and smell it.

         Soon, with the number of roses bushes in front gardens, it was taking longer to get to places, but during the pandemic that didn’t seem to matter.

         New superstitions took hold.

         If I saw two posts holding up a sign, I had to walk between them. I didn’t know if it was the walking between the posts that was important, or the walking under the sign. If I saw a single post that was close to the wall, I had to walk between it and 13the wall. If I passed some posts and I hadn’t done what I was supposed to do, I had to go back.

         Going back was annoying, but I had to do it – or something terrible would happen. Early in 2025 I decided that if my going back would be witnessed and I might be self-conscious about it, even embarrassed by it, should anyone be watching, then perhaps I didn’t have to do it. As the year wore on, this gradually changed until, at some point in the summer, I decided that whatever the circumstances, I no longer had to go back.

         If I see a rose now, I can go and smell it if I want to, but if I miss it, I don’t have to go back. If two posts are holding up a sign and I don’t have to deviate – or deviate far – then I’ll go between them, but if I miss it or even choose not to do it, I don’t have to go back.

         I think I had to convince myself – or remind myself – that going forward is preferable to going back.

         Onwards!
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            1

            Free books

         

         A few minutes’ walk from my wife’s flat in Stoke Newington, there’s a neighbourhood book exchange. You’ve probably seen one of these. There are lots of them in London and Manchester, and I’ve seen them in other cities, and towns and villages. I see them in France and Belgium, where they’re called boîtes à livres or book boxes. Some people call them little free libraries, or Little Free Libraries.

         Little Free Library is a non-profit organisation based in St Paul, Minnesota. Their ‘mission’, according to their website, ‘is to be a catalyst for building community, inspiring readers, and expanding book access for all through a global network of volunteer-led Little Free Library book-exchange boxes.’

         Book exchanges you come across may or may not be part of this scheme. Near where I live, the book exchange in a front garden on Sandy Lane, Chorlton, is a Little Free Library. The ‘Hutch’, or ‘Free Little Library’, perched on a wall outside a house in Stephens Road, Withington, is not.

         The idea is simple. If you take a book, you also leave a book, hence book exchange. I tend to think it’s not imperative to always have a book in your pocket. I mean, I do always have a book in 15my pocket (or in my bag), but not necessarily one I want to leave in exchange for one you might take from a book exchange. You can always go back, even if it’s some time later. Different people use book exchanges in different ways. Some people use them to dispose of unwanted crockery or children’s clothes or VHS tapes labelled ‘Naughty Films of the 40s’. I must admit I found that cassette irresistible. When I got it home, I found it contained two extended episodes of EastEnders and an England-Ireland rugby match from 2003.

         That was in the book exchange on Nevill Road, Stoke Newington, in September 2018. Fast-forward six years, to Tuesday 21 May 2024: under a grey sky, I walked up Nevill Road and was beaten to the book exchange by a sweet older lady with white hair, who proceeded to virtually empty the pink wooden box, filling her bag without stopping to read titles or names of authors, or to check the condition of the books. She reminded me of the older gentleman who makes regular visits to the boîte à livres outside the home of my friends Brian and Cécile in Brussels to shovel its contents indiscriminately into his red shopping trolley.

         Maybe every book exchange has one of these characters, just as they will have regular donors who fill them up again.

         I walked on to Tottenham and then across to Walthamstow, where a quick visit to the bookshelves in Blackhorse Road tube station produced a white-spined Picador, Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose. I already had the B-format – most Picador paperbacks are B-format – but this was A-format, a film tie-in edition. I’ve never fully committed to collecting the A-format Picadors, partly because often they were give-aways cover-mounted on glossy magazines, and those never feel like real books to me, although one probably would if it was my 16book, and partly because they just don’t feel like Picadors. Sometimes, however, I think why not and pick them up. There weren’t that many of them.

         As I walked from Blackhorse Road to the High Street, it started to rain. Whenever this happens and I’m in London and I’m listening to music, I generally switch to Blossom Dearie singing ‘I Like London in the Rain’. I do like London in the rain. Well, I don’t mind London in the rain. But you hear Blossom Dearie and you can’t help feeling lighter, even as the rain falls.

         In Oxfam I bought Mary Roach’s Packing For Mars: The Curious Science of Life in Space (Oneworld), because whoever donated it left a US dollar bill inside at page 179, and William Golding’s Rites of Passage (Faber) for its former owner’s address on Banbury Road, Oxford, the former owner named as Ruth Eynon.

         I sent the Golding to the occupants of the address on Banbury Road and so far have not had a response, but you never know.

         From the book box outside the Mill community centre on Coppermill Lane I took a copy of John Boyne’s The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas (David Fickling Books) to read on the walk back to Stoke Newington and find out whether it deserves to have sold eleven million copies or whether I would agree with Mumsnet contributor CommunistLegoBloc, who described it as ‘a terrible book littered with inaccuracies’.

         I read it in four long walks over the next twenty-four hours. I will restrict my remarks to those from a pedantic linguistic perspective. Why does Bruno, the Kommandant’s nine-year-old son, call Hitler the Fury, when the German word ‘Führer’ sounds nothing like any German word for ‘fury’? The ‘joke’ only works in English. Same goes for calling Auschwitz ‘Out-With’. The made-up name is supposed to sound like Auschwitz, 17but Bruno is German. Yes, ‘aus’ means ‘out’, but the German for ‘with’ is ‘mit’.

         A character called Pavel says, ‘Before I came here, I practised as a doctor.’ Bruno responds: ‘Practised? Weren’t you any good then?’ Again, the joke only works in English. There’s a similar joke about a spare tyre, but life’s too short.

         When Bruno puts on a pair of striped pyjamas to join Shmuel in the camp, I’m afraid it felt to me a little bit as if Boyne were pulling on a pair as well.

         Maybe I should have followed the advice of Tanya Gold, who prefaced a brief synopsis of the novel in an opinion piece in the Jewish Chronicle of 13 October 2022 with the words, ‘If you haven’t read it – and you shouldn’t …’

         
             

         

         There are some book exchanges it’s worth checking regularly, such as the one on Sotheby Road, Highbury, where the stock turns over quickly. I find proof copies here, signed and inscribed copies, unusual books, barely read books, very well read books. On a Sunday in August 2025, I walked over towards Holloway to deliver WB Gooderham’s latest Nightjar order and on my way back stopped off at Sotheby Road. As usual, the book box there was bursting at the seams with interesting stuff, including God’s Englishman (Pelican) by Christopher Hill, with a name on the flyleaf – Bruce Woodcock – at an address in Hull, probably Bruce Woodcock Jnr, the son of the former British Empire Heavyweight Boxing Champion. Also: The Penguin Dictionary of Quotations by JM and MJ Cohen, formerly belonging to writer and former chair of the Family Planning Association Jean Medawar in 1966, and Nicholas Rescher’s Scientific Progress: A Philosophical Essay on the Economies of Research in Natural Science (Pittsburgh) inscribed by the author to biologist 18and author Sir Peter Medawar. Peter and Jean’s grandson is the celebrated novelist, screenwriter and director Alex Garland. I wonder if Alex Garland put the books in the box.

         Four months earlier, the box produced a battered US paperback edition of Norman Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song (Warner Books), with the name of a former owner – Bob Woffinden – and ‘Charing X Road, May 89’ written on the flyleaf in blue ballpoint.

         November 2023: a 1976 edition of Aleister Crowley’s Tao Teh King (Askin) with a ticket for the Aldwych Theatre acting as a bookmark at page 57 (seat B10, 2nd circle, £1.50), and Alan Hollinghurst’s The Folding Star (Vintage) with a folded piece of paper at page 363 with a phone number on it ending in 0827. I tried calling the number. The call was answered and I explained what I was about, but the man on the other end said, ‘I’m not interested. Thank you,’ and hung up.

         I tried reading The Folding Star, which I thought, given my deep affection for all things Belgian (it’s set in Flanders), I would enjoy, but somehow it dangled just beyond my reach.

         Bob Woffinden (1948–2018) was an investigative journalist and author. In 1989, when he bought The Executioner’s Song from Henry Pordes, perhaps, or Any Amount of Books, on Charing Cross Road, Woffinden’s own book, Miscarriages of Justice, came out from Coronet, followed a year later by his Hanratty: The Final Verdict (Pan).

         
            Monday 17 November 2025

            Oxfam Victoria Park, Hackney, London.

            Two young women browsing.

            Woman 1 [taking an Ian Rankin book off the shelf]: They’ve got a bit of Ian. 19

            Woman 2: Mm?

            Woman 1 [taking another book off the shelf]: Ah. How to Keep a Boy as a Pet.

            Woman 2: No, thanks. I’d rather have a rattlesnake.

            [ … ]

            Woman 1: Short stories. That’s more me.

            Woman 2: The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas. That’s a good book.

         

         In March 2020, a ten-second video I made of myself running out of the front door of my block of flats in Manchester went viral on social media. In my dad’s heavy-framed glasses, my head shaved, wearing a green jacket and carrying a rucksack, and generally trying to look as sneaky and furtive as possible, I achieved, if I say so myself, a striking resemblance to a certain senior adviser to the then Prime Minister.

         When you impersonate someone and get inside their skin to the extent that you feel that anyone looking at you would see not you but the person you’re impersonating, you can feel an uncanny sense of intimacy with the subject, even though you might never have met them and might despise everything they stand for. So when a little bird tells me that Dominic Cummings lives on a particular street in Islington that’s just off my regular route from Euston to Stoke Newington, I don’t hang about. I’m not told the number of the house, but it’s easy enough to work out from videos online.

         There’s no sign of him, of course, but down that end of the road, rather neatly, there’s a book exchange, a rather fancy one, actually, which seems only fitting given where we are. By that I don’t mean in the vicinity of the home of the former government adviser who not only drove to Durham during coronavirus lockdown, but also took a spin out to Barnard Castle to check 20he was safe to drive back to London – you couldn’t make it up, and we were assured he didn’t.

         I mean given the lovely Georgian terraced houses.

         I find Dambisa Moyo’s Dead Aid: Why Aid is Not Working and How There is Another Way For Africa (Penguin) with a foreword by Niall Ferguson. I can imagine Cummings approving of Ferguson. Also: Push (Vintage) by Sapphire and What Do Women Want? (CreateSpace) by Luise Eichenbaum and Susie Orbach. Can I picture Cummings tucking into either of these?

         I also find a receipt in the name of an editor and author who in the 1990s took me out to lunch in South Kensington and told me she wanted to take on not one but two of my novels. It turns out she lives just up the road from Cummings, although, when I later do a bit more research, it seems Cummings might have taken his family up to Durham again and stayed there this time. That figures. I was told at primary school that I’ve got a good imagination, but I can’t imagine Dominic Cummings having been very popular with his Islington neighbours.

         
             

         

         I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking, Hang on, this chapter is called ‘Free Books’ and these books in book exchange boxes are not really free if you’re expected to leave one in exchange. We were promised free books. We want free books. Or, to be more accurate, some of your witty and charming writing about free books.

         I can’t tell if you’re being sincere or sarcastic.

         Free books, please.

         OK, on the morning of Friday 19 July 2024, I was walking to the Blood Donor Centre on Plymouth Grove in Manchester, to give blood. Thank you for giving me an opportunity to get that in. I’ve been a blood donor since I worked at Time Out in 21the 1990s and one lunchtime I asked my colleague Sarah Guy where she was going and she said to give blood, and I thought, and maybe said, Oh, I couldn’t possibly do that. You know, the needle, the pain. And off she went and later she came back and she looked fine. She didn’t look like she had a pint less blood inside her than before, even though that was the case. So, I thought about it and a couple of weeks later I went along to Margaret Street and it was fine. They thanked me for my donation. It feels good to be thanked. And there were biscuits. Free biscuits.

         I’ve given blood forty times now. It doesn’t hurt – well, a small scratch – and I don’t have to watch the needle going in and there are free biscuits. (There are even free books at Plymouth Grove.) There’s an app as well. Ten more credits and I’ll be on gold. I hope to make that and then keep going. It might seem like I’m saying all this to win approval or praise, but it doesn’t matter, because the need for blood donors is greater than any embarrassment I might feel at appearing to need approval or praise. So, please consider giving blood, if you don’t already.

         On a wall on Amherst Road in Withington, on the way to Plymouth Grove were some books. Among them was The Laboratory Detectives (Arthur Baker) by Norman Lucas. On the flyleaf was written, ‘Peter, best wishes, Vin.’ I wondered about Peter and Vin, who they might have been and what might have been the relationship between them. I thought I’d see if the book was still there on my way back and it was, so I picked it up and while walking home read the first chapter, about Richard Brinkley, one of the first criminals to be convicted on scientific evidence. He was found to have murdered Richard and Elizabeth Beck and was hanged in Wandsworth jail on 10 August 1907. (An episode of BBC TV’s Murder, Mystery and My Family in 222019 – unavailable on iPlayer – appears to have questioned the safety of the conviction.)

         In the afternoon, I donated the book to a charity shop.

         
             

         

         On Monday 12 April 2021, following an easing of Covid restrictions, non-essential shops were allowed to reopen, including charity shops. In Oxfam Books & Music Islington, I bought CH Rolph’s London Particulars (Oxford), for my London Something collection (and corresponding chapter in this book), and Brian Flynn’s The Edge of Terror (Dean Street Press) to give to another Brian Flynn, with whom I used to play football, before I did my knee in. It was a fine day and I walked from the Angel back up Essex Road. When I reached Annette Terrace, I came across a box of free books. I helped myself to a copy of Will Self’s Great Apes, not in good condition, but signed.

         I found another signed book in the street. Or should I say, dans la rue? On Monday 20 February 2023, on the boulevard des Batignolles, in Paris’s seventeenth arrondissement, under a clear bright blue sky, I found a signed and dedicated copy of André Maurois’s La vie de Disraeli. Maurois (1885–1967) was a biographer, historian and novelist, a member of the Académie Française. ‘A Madame Grunberg,’ went the inscription, ‘en respectueux homage, André Maurois.’ I think it says Grunberg. It’s hard to make out.

         In December 2023, Nightjar published a story by Cliff McNish called ‘Snowdrops’. The month before, I was in Peckham, delivering Cliff’s author copies, and just up the road were two houses with free books outside. One box was full of those magazines with single-word titles I don’t understand, like Anxy and Boat. These magazines have thick matt paper and are heavily designed and packed with photographs of people looking 23gaunt and miserable. I don’t know if they’re art magazines or fashion magazines. Or neither. Hidden among them was a black hardback book by Russell Brand. I can’t remember which one, and I don’t – and didn’t – care, but I could see it had an inclusion in it, which turned out to be a slip informing ‘Annelise’ she had an appointment with the University of the Arts student advice service on 26.3.12 at 11 a.m. I could have given Annelise some advice myself, on what not to read, long before Russell Brand’s appearances in the news pages in 2023 – and subsequently.

         In certain places, you can often come across books outside, on garden walls, on street-side window ledges, or in boxes on the pavement. Research – my research, which is not very scientific – has shown that it’s common in London and not uncommon in Paris, whereas I don’t often come across garden wall books in Manchester. (Amherst Road was an exception.) When I posted about it on social media, however, responses suggested that it’s not uncommon outside London.

         I’m interested in the impulse behind it. Generosity? Laziness? A bit of both?

         One afternoon, in April 2023, I had just arrived in London and was walking up Essex Road in the rain listening to Blossom Dearie. I passed the Sue Ryder shop and turned right into Dibden Street and there on a wall were some books, among them Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter Rabbit, The Guardian Book of English Language, Heinen-Greubel’s Wesen und Anwendung duftender Essenzen, Robert I Sutton’s Good Boss, Bad Boss: How to Be the Best … and Learn from the Worst.

         August 2023, I was in London again and it was raining again. I walked up to Crouch End. On a wall on the corner of Middle Lane and Palace Road, two streets away from at least half a dozen charity shops, were two books, Anne Michaels’ The 24Winter Vault and Jane Gardam’s The People on Privilege Hill, the latter a hardback.

         October 2023. Oxfam Bookshop Herne Hill tempted me with a couple of books containing inclusions. John Harwood’s The Séance with a ticket for the Queen’s Club tennis AEGON Championship, Sat 11 June 2011, in the name of David Sellman, who had a ‘preferential seat’. In a copy of Ian McEwan’s The Innocent previously owned by Valerie Daly, I found a sheet of stickers for a TDK SA audio cassette. A Proustian moment that perhaps only older readers will get. While I was in there, a hail storm raged outside. Well, it would be outside, wouldn’t it? Once it had passed over, five minutes’ walk away in Elmwood Road, I saw on a garden wall a copy of Olive by Emma Gannon – sopping wet, ruined.

         I suppose what I’m trying to suggest is, whatever the impulse for putting books outside for people to help themselves, yes, fine, great, if it’s not raining and is forecast to remain dry. But if, as Father Dougal once said, it looks like rain, Ted, then maybe it’s not such a great idea. If you’re lucky enough to live near a charity shop, maybe taken them down there.

         On a dry day in March 2017, Gary Michael Perry, then assistant head of fiction at Foyle’s, tweeted that he was culling his books and leaving some outside his place in the Stoke Newington/Dalston area. I DMed him to ask him where and he gave me the address, which happened to be directly across the street from my wife’s place. The vibe, I discovered, was books from independent presses. I helped myself to a proof copy of Matías Celedón’s The Subsidiary (Melville House), a series of fictional messages or announcements made via rubber stamp by a company employee during an office blackout, translated from the Spanish by Samuel Rutter. Two hundred pages, but it 25took me only seven minutes to read. It gets some great reviews online, so maybe I should go back and give it another chance. Among Gary’s books I also found one of mine, In Camera, a collaboration with artist David Gledhill published by Negative Press London. I’d just about run out of copies, so that was a result.

         I often walk past a building I used to work in at Manchester Metropolitan University, or as it used to like to be called, MMU. In August 2025, I popped back in to have a look at the free bookshelves in the atrium and spotted a copy of my 2004 novel Antwerp (Serpent’s Tail). It was inscribed to a novelist, poet and short story writer, not a former colleague, whose name I’ll shorten to J, and I’d written, ‘Thank you for coming, lots of love, Nick, 09.06.04.’ Slightly over-effusive, perhaps, given I didn’t really know J all that well, but she is lovely and you can get like that at a launch party. It also had an inclusion. Readers might remember tax discs, which were abolished in 2014. When you renewed your road tax, you got a piece of paper from which you had to release your tax disc. Its perimeter was perforated and looked like you should be able to remove the tax disc with your hands, but it was fiddly and you could easily tear it, so you tended to use scissors and it was still not the easiest task. You would eventually stick your tax disc in your car (another oddly difficult manoeuvre involving a plastic cover and saliva – no wonder they did away with it) and then you’d be left with something you could only call a ‘tax disc surround’ to keep, as it had your name on it, in your file of papers relating to your vehicle, or throw away – or use as a bookmark, as in this case. The name was that of the partner of a former colleague, which allowed me to presume a connection between J and the named keeper of the vehicle, or between J and my former colleague. 26

         
            Monday 1 September 2025

            Oxfam Bookshop Muswell Hill, London.

            Little boy: I hate books. I hate bookshops.

            Manager: Oh dear.

            Mother: Yes, he only likes toys.

         

         The books in the Global Educational Bookshop in Sale are free – kind of. There’s a box for donations, but you may take up to three books without making a donation if you wish. I imagine most people leave a donation, but I could be as wrong about this as I was about the 2025 Christmas special of Amandaland, which I thought might be worth watching.

         I visited the Global Educational Trust bookshop on 31 January 2024 and one of my three books – for which I did leave a donation, so they weren’t technically free, but could have been – was Thomas Hardy’s Under the Greenwood Tree (Penguin). A sticker suggested that the book had previously lived at an address in Broad Road, Sale, and either there or elsewhere had been the property of Lucy Wright, whose name had been written on the flyleaf. There was also a charming bookplate, embellished with blue ink, perhaps by Lucy. I dropped the book and a note through the door of the address on Broad Road in October 2025 and was WhatsApped the same day by Lisa, who, with her husband, purchased the property in 2012. The previous owner, Lisa told me, the late Michael Wright, was a university professor and avid book collector. Every room in the house had had at least one bookshelf. Lisa contacted Michael’s son Matthew and received the sad news that Lucy had died in September 2023, having lived with a brain tumour for several years. ‘She read widely and frequented charity shops, as we all did,’ Matthew wrote. 27
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