
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		

		
			From the Silence of the Stacks,

			New 
Voices 
Rise

			Vol. VI

		

	
		

		
			An anthology of writing by 
The London Library 
Emerging Writers Programme 
2024–25 Cohort

			*

			Edited by Claire Berliner

		

	
		

		
			Published 2025 by The London Library

			The London Library

			14 St James’s Square, London SW1Y 4LG

			londonlibrary.co.uk

			Charity No. 312175

			Collection and introductions © The London Library 2025

			Copyright of the individual works remains with the respective authors.

			All rights reserved. 

			No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. 

			ISBN (print) 	978-1-0685123-1-5

			ISBN (ebook) 	978-1-0685123-2-2

			Typeset by Will Dady, 2025

		

	
		

		
			Contents

			About The London Library

			The London Library Emerging Writers Programme

			Introduction

			Novel

			Vic Beswick: Extract from Videotape

			Heather Cutforth: Extract from Great Big Phoney

			Dallas Marie Koelling: Extract from Wife Guy

			Sharmaine Lim: Extract from See Hum

			Marcella Marx: Extract from The Past is Another Country

			Emma Mitchell: Extract from An Odd Surprising Cluster

			Fiona O’Brien: Extract from Lightfall

			Erin Peacock: Extract from Hoggyliche

			Holly Redshaw: Extract from Agnes of the Marshwaters

			Maxine Sibihwana: Extract from Overbite

			Audrey Slade: Extract from The Making of Lynn Bartowicz

			Abby J Walker: Extract from To Set the House in Order

			Short Story 

			Liz Churchill: Extract from It’s Probably Fine

			Fionnuala Deasy: Extract from Animal Care

			Gift Nyoni: Extract from Churchill

			DC Restaino: Beneath the Waves, Our Light is Still Blue

			Annabel White: Extract from Look How It All Worked Out

			Children’s & Young Adult Fiction 

			Avantika Taneja: Extract from Pepper and the Poison Sniffer

			Nathanael Wheatcroft-Brown: Extract from You Look Better in the Sun

			Emma Zipfel: Extract from Leave No Trace

			

			Graphic Novel

			Kelly Vassie: Extract from From the Bones of Old Horses

			Non-fiction 

			CE Cathcart: The Soft Swell of Buds

			Vashti Katz: Extract from The Curse

			Hadiru Mahdi: Extract from In Larache, We Made Many Friends

			Sabrina Mahtani: Extract from Women Beyond Walls

			Alissa Mears: Extract from Expiration of the Fittest

			cf prior: Two Letters

			Barry Sadid: Extract from I Have No Desire to Be Freed

			Poetry 

			José Buera

			Godelieve de Bree

			Olive Franklin

			Lucie Richter-Mahr

			Stage & Screen

			stage 

			Robin Cantwell: Extract from Mortar

			Melina Namdar: Extract from Fermata 

			Kate Roche: Extract from The Ladies’ Gallery

			Nusrath Tapadar: Try Not to Think About It 

			screen 

			Shona Graham: Extract from Anna of F***ing Cleves

			Will Jarvis: Extract from Aortic

			Joe Kelly: Extract from Strawman

			Olja Mladjenovic: Extract from Sublime

			

			Author Biographies

			Acknowledgements

		

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			About The London Library

			Founded in 1841, The London Library is one of the world’s great lending libraries. A unique literary oasis in the heart of London, it houses an extraordinary collection of around one million books and periodicals dating from 1700 to the present day, nearly all of which can be borrowed. 

			Members can browse seventeen miles of atmospheric bookstacks, read and write in hidden corners or in beautiful reading rooms, attend our vibrant events programme or work remotely using the extensive online resources. 

			From the outset, the Library has been a place of inspiration and support to writers, readers and thinkers of all kinds. From Charles Dickens to Sarah Waters, TS Eliot to Raymond Antrobus, Virginia Woolf to Kazuo Ishiguro, Angela Carter to Jessie Burton and to successive cohorts participating in our thriving Emerging Writers Programme, our building in St James’s Square has provided a home and a creative community for anyone who loves the written word. 

		

	
		
			The London Library 
Emerging Writers Programme

			The London Library Emerging Writers Programme has been running since 2019 for up to 40 participants each year. It is a year-long programme designed to provide early-career writers with the support, resources and community that they need to establish themselves and hone their craft. 

			The Programme includes: a year’s free membership of the Library, with full access to all its resources; a structured programme of masterclasses with established writers and industry professionals; peer support meetings and a writing network; and support from the Library’s expert staff. Writers of any genre, age, level of writing experience and from anywhere in the country, are welcome to apply – for free – for a place on the Programme. The only criteria are that applicants have to have a project in mind to work on throughout the year, they have to commit to using the space and collection of the Library and they must not have previously had a full work published or produced. Applications are judged anonymously by a panel of judges drawn from across the literary world.

			Previous participants on the Programme have gone on to find agents, publishers and multiple platforms for their work. Some have enjoyed international success and many have found critical acclaim. A number of the communities and networks created on the Programme have been sustained long after the year’s end and participants have gone on to contribute to future iterations of the Programme.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The London Library has always been a space of discovery. It’s an infinite warren of information, as Bram Stoker encountered when he scoured the folklore and topography sections in his research for Dracula; as did Charles Dickens when Thomas Carlyle sent him a cartful of the Library’s books about the French Revolution and A Tale of Two Cities was born. It’s a treasure trove of stories, as Kazuo Ishiguro found when he plucked Harold Laski’s The Dangers of Being a Gentleman from the shelves and conceived The Remains of the Day; and as AS Byatt explored in Possession, a novel spun from the possibility of unearthing hidden literary gems in the Library’s stacks. It’s a place to find friends and community, as the Bloomsbury Group and the Arts and Crafts movers and shakers did; and even a place to find love, as HG Wells and Rebecca West, Sylvia Townsend Warner and Valentine Ackland, Iris Murdoch and John Bayley could all have attested. It’s where writers have found their voices and built their careers, like Virginia Woolf and Tom Stoppard, who joined before they’d published a single thing and continued in membership throughout global success. 

			The Emerging Writers Programme was born from a desire to open that world of discovery up to generations of new writers and, in the six years it has been running, it has sparked new stories, fuelled more research, built more friendships and spawned new work across every genre and discipline. That work has found its way into the wider literary landscape, been read and enjoyed around the globe, received critical acclaim, won or been shortlisted for major prizes and inspired many more writers to find their own voices and make their own writing discoveries.

			The number of applications we receive for places on the Programme rises each year and the sixth cohort, whose work is collected in this anthology, were selected from around 1700 applicants, another record. The group used their year as their Library member predecessors had: to make discoveries, to be inspired, to build relationships and community and to find their voices. The pieces in this anthology offer a glimpse into the work they have produced as a result, across novel, short story, children’s & young adult fiction, graphic novel, non-fiction, poetry and writing for the stage and screen. The work is beautiful and funny, sexy and spooky, hard-hitting and profound, whimsical and wise. The projects take us around the world from Afghanistan to Bosnia to Brazil, the Dominican Republic to Italy, Sierra Leone to Turkey, Uganda to the USA, Zambia to Zimbabwe, alongside stories from around the UK, its cities, suburbs and rural landscapes. The stories explore art, colour, imprisonment and freedom, cannibalism, witchcraft and hauntings, class comedy, murder mystery, fantasy, history and present-day reality. These are fascinating projects from exciting new voices; this collection is another world of discovery.

			It has been a pleasure and a lot of fun to work with this talented and committed cohort of writers over the last year; to see them throw themselves into the Programme and the life of the Library and glean all they could to develop their ideas and take their writing to new heights. I can’t wait to see what their futures hold and to discover their books on the Library’s shelves.

			Claire Berliner  

			Head of Programmes, The London Library 

			September 2025

		

	
		
			Novel

			Novel

		

	
		
			Vic Beswick

			Extract from Videotape

			Halo-per-i-dol.

			It skips around the mouth, doesn’t it? A halo, a pear-drop, a paper doll. I can’t remember the injection. Daniel said it was like the ones they use in French patisserie schools to fill up the doughnuts. 

			That first week was thick and dark. I became good friends with a wicker chair, stroked its cheap pine armrest for hours, fascinated by the quiet orange loop in the grain. One of the old boys, usually as quiet as a lamb, suddenly got up one morning and started screaming about the dirty magpies in his porridge. It would have been funny if I’d been able to laugh, but my mouth was rigid and slopped full of foam. My birthday came and went, remarked upon only by one sweet Welsh nurse as she flicked through my notes. 

			“Nineteen, today,” she said. 

			“Happy birthday, darling,” I replied, and she stared at me, grey-haired, confused.

			They tinkered with the dose. Turned the lithium up, the haloperidol down. 

			And then I could think about things. Think with air around the sides. How lovely thoughts are. How did I never notice, until now?

			“You’re going to get depressed, soon,” Doctor Greene says, discharging me. “That’s a guarantee.”

			“Nah doc,” I say. “If anything, I still feel a bit fizzy.”

			“That’s because you’re due a dose. You have to take it as soon as you get back home, or you’ll melt into a little puddle on the floor and be back here by tea time.”

			I like Doctor Greene. 

			“Nobody will be at home. They’ve cut their losses,” I say, as I’m handed back my shoelaces. They flop in my hands, grubby and flecked with tiny full-stops of my own blood from when I nicked that poster. “Why don’t I feel it?” I ask, suddenly. “Why don’t I feel anything right now?”

			“You will,” she says. “And when you do, call us up, and tell me.”

			She hands me an alert card to put in my wallet. It reads 

			TOSCA ANTHONY KISSIN

			BIPOLAR I DISORDER

			LITHIUM PATIENT

			“Who do I give this to?” I ask.

			“Nobody. You just hang on to it.”

			I realise, slow and darkly amused, that it is a card that is made to be found.

			I go home, eventually, greeted by a stack of bills and catalogues and Beano magazines squished through the letterbox. The carnage of my mania is still all over the house: blood on the microwave door, oil paint on the walls and some on the ceiling, too. Someone – some twat – has stubbed a cigarette right through a picture Allegra had drawn and stuck to the fridge – me and her and March sitting in a meadow, titled in pink magic marker, THE KISSINS. 

			March has taken her belongings from her bare white bedroom, her nicest coat, her tub of cold cream and she’s put a Virgin Mary figurine on my bedside table. Crude mouldings, chipped plastic at her temples. She is a cold blue chess piece in my palm. I want to squirrel her away and never look at her again, but I can’t, so I pour a panicked pint glass of extra-thick bleach and she sinks into it, bloated, coated in fine, golden, caustic bubbles.

			I set her back on the battered beermat on my bedside table, with firm ideas of flaking her enamel off and giving her apple-red acrylic cheeks tomorrow – I can paint some life into the old bitch – and then I close my eyes as tightly as I can, clutching the mattress with my fingertips, and whisper imsorryMaryimsorryimsosorryim...

			

			That night, I get into bed and try to process everything that’s happened. 

			I go to call Daniel but it’s far too late. 

			The dial on my 1970s travel clock ticks patiently. I notice that crack in my ceiling that I used to think looked like the side profile of Freddie Mercury, but now it is what it is.

			A crack. 

			Daniel and I talk every day. He’s always exhausted from uni, but we hang onto the line anyway, even when we’re making dinner, brushing our teeth, reading our mail. We lament our lack of credit, run to the shop, re-dial. He answers the phone like a distracted hotelier even when he’s expecting me, with a “yes, yes, hello, hello?” and then I motormouth at him, about the history of punk rock, about how nice it would be to live in Ancient Greece and my favourite graffiti that I’ve seen in public lavatories. I tell him about the lives of famous comedians like Tony Hancock and I do the impression too, Hhhhhhhhancock’s Half Hour, with the trumpet blown through a tight circle I make with my hand. “23 Railway Cuttings, East Cheam,” I recite. “Barbiturates and alcohol. No friends or family. Hhhhhhancock’s Half Hour.”

			He has stopped asking me how I feel because I always say I dunno, to be honest Dan. 

			At night, he tells me please, please. Go to sleep. 

			One night, late, he asks me, his voice all languid, fake-sleepy, almost bored,

			“What’s it like, Tosca? To look like you?”

			So, I tell him. About how hard it is to find shoes that fit, how heavy my hands feel sometimes. About desire – desire for myself, even – and how I have developed a taste for skinny boys with galaxy freckles, the exact opposite of me, smallness, Godliness, pinkness, bluntness, blondness.

			

			I tell him about my circumcised penis, how easily I tan. I tell him about my big veins, a phlebotomist’s dream, my always awakeness, my tendency towards gooseflesh. 

			I tell him I’m ashamed of it, I tell him I like to do things that make me feel ashamed. I tell him I want someone to think I’m disgusting. Fully rotten through. Spit at me or make me spit at them, then leave. 

			 I tell him that the body is glory.

			 And I say, steadily, with one hand in my boxers,

			“Now, tell me, what it’s like to look like you?”

			But there’s just the rustle of sheets and breathing.

			“Oh,” he says, finally. “I can’t.”

			Tick tock goes the travel clock. 

			“I framed the Space Odyssey poster,” he says, turning over in the bed linen, a puff of detergent exhaling down the line. “I hung it over my bed. It looks lovely there. Your blood all over it is such a conversation starter.” 

			And I didn’t say it, but I thought, conversations with who?

			I suppress a belch that wants to be something else, something deeper. Mother Mary boils in her bleach.

			How do I know how much feeling is good for me? How do I know?

			There is a flood coming. Like a bird, I can feel it.

			“Tosca? You there?”

			“Yeah. I’m here,” I say. “Are you?”

			“Of course I am. When am I not?”

			I swallow, carefully. I think, I think, about hanging up.

			If you just asked me to come over, Daniel. Night train to Oxford, I would love you so deeply, so completely, so uniquely, that all would be understood and obvious tomorrow.

			In the sky outside, an ambulance wails, then dies into silence. The phone aches against my ear.

			“Would you like to hear a story about Britt Ekland and Peter Sellers?” I ask. “It’s funny in a sad way. It starts in the Dorchester, in the 60s.”

			I drag a cigarette from the packet with my teeth. 

			“You’ll like this one, Dan, I promise,”

			The fag bobs between my lips; my hand, the zippo, shaking. 

			“Everybody does.”

		

	
		
			Heather Cutforth

			Extract from Great Big Phoney

			When Neville finds his sister’s body, the violence of his voice makes the walls of the bedsit tighten at the edges. 

			“Gone!” he cries. “SHE’S GONE! TAKEN TO THE GRAAAAVE!”

			His knees pang as he crumples against the floor and curls into a ball. Chocolates fall from his pockets. Two Clarnico Mint Creams escape under the bed, bumping to a halt against something hard – a secret thing. 

			“Dead…” Neville continues to whimper. “Dead… Dead…”

			His wife and daughter stand in the draughty tenement stairwell, their skin painted a sick-yellow by the lamps. They’re not dressed for the weather. Neither of them wears a coat. September has cooled spitefully and the fog is damp that Sunday, fizzing at the skin.

			When Neville heard his sister was back in London, he immediately marshalled the family onto a bus to Bethnal Green. Then he banged like a piston on Velma’s door, convinced she was there, that she was hiding. When Maude suggested they come back some other time, Neville rolled up his sleeves and told her it was nothing good old-fashioned MANPOWER couldn’t fix. He kicked the door once, twice, thrice… a number of times, actually, before it finally gave way and the scene was revealed.

			Now Maude coughs. Her husband is unable to rise from the ground. “Oh,” he moans, rolling into the space fully. “Oh!”

			Even with so much energy given to wailing, he can’t help but look at the room as well as the woman. It is his first time in Velma’s home, a space where the beautiful mixes with the ugly. Two of the windows are cracked yet framed by deep purple velvet curtains; they hang by peeling wallpaper, next to a bucket left out to collect drips from the ceiling. Drip. Drip. Drip. Inside the tin basin, a bottle of FRENCH champagne chills. It sits in easy reach of the iron-wrought bed, the one dressed in greying, sweat marked sheets, above which there hangs the stuffed head of a boar. Its eyes are glassy, dead and eerily familiar. The beast presides like a Lord over a Kingdom of Paper. Stuck to the walls, crumpled into corners, Velma’s mind rustles around them, her handwriting more alive than the woman herself.

			THERE IS A SPECTRE HAUNTING / No pasarán! / BREAD AND HONEY

			Neville turns away and looks at the body again. Velma is spread across a solitary slither of wooden floor with books collapsed around her. Her skinny arms stretch above her pillow of hair, while her skirt is winched up to the ribs, exposing…

			“Oh, I can’t!” he says, beckoning his wife into the room, who goes to the body. She tugs at the hem of Velma’s dress. Gently at first, then with some force, until it returns home, down by the ankles.

			“Did you see anything?” Neville asks, voice pitched like a thing squeezed hard. “Are there any… wounds?”

			“We should call a doctor.”

			“A doctor!” he jumps in the air, as if electrified. “Yes, we need a doctor!”

			Neville rushes past his daughter, who instinctively knows when to move out of her father’s manic path. He leans against the handrail and bellows down the stairwell: “HELP! MY SISTER IS DEAD AND NEEDS A DOCTOR!”

			To which some hardened soul replies that it’s probably too late for all that. “They can’t bring ’em back to life!”

			Neville clutches his heart. Oh, the world! It is always too much for him. His clothes make a hiss against the doorframe as he slides to the ground, once again more puddle than man.

			Maude steps over him and says she’ll go fetch someone. “You stay and keep an eye on things.”

			It’s unclear if this instruction is for Neville or the child. Bertie puts a reassuring hand against her father’s trembling shoulders. Neville is so inside himself, so caught in visions of his sister, that he looks up expecting to see Velma there – not as she is, inside that terrible room – but as she was years ago. How titanic she used to loom. There is something of his sister in his daughter’s face, a childish softness she used to have. 

			“Jesus,” he exclaims and leaps back to his feet. “Where has Maude gone?”

			He folds his body against the landing’s twisted railings, looks down at the faces below. Steam escapes up through the tenement’s throat, smelling all at once of boiled meats, stewed cabbage and custard. Neville can’t see a single man, just levels and levels of women with children at their skirts. A feeling of being pitched forward suddenly strikes him. He feels his body might topple down towards those anonymous females.

			Someone in the dark calls out his sister’s name. “Velma! Velma, you hearing the news?”

			He strains his ears for his sister’s reply, hoping a miraculous change in circumstance is about to happen, now that another person is involved. Fooled you, didn’t I, dear brother? He imagines her saying. Christ isn’t the only one who can make a mockery of death!

			Neville feels he can never predict what other people will say to him, but her voice he can reach for at will. He has spent years without the woman, tussling with figment arguments, old threads of conversation, her voice undulating with age. High when he recalled her as a girl, low and feral when thinking of her as a woman. All the hushed stories they told one another, the dreams they confided, the fights they had, it is all inside of him. A toybox of little Velmas and little Nevilles, which he has been puppeteering inside his head.

			“Velma,” someone calls from below again. “Velma! It’s happening! I told you it would!”

			If his sister is dead, he will only ever have that toybox. Neville will never be able to speak to his sister again, never be able to explain himself…

			“Velma!” the voice cries.

			He listens, willing for Velma to answer back, to magically rouse herself from the void.

			

			“Dad,” his daughter calls.

			“Shh!” he says, not turning.

			“Dad, look!”

			He starts to turn when a caterwaul of sirens goes off. Every door in the building pulls open and a stampede of feet takes to the stairs. Bertie is nearly flattened by a rolling boulder of a woman, who explodes from the flat next door, two babies under her arms. Neville, fatherly instinct kicking in, bounds to his daughter and presses them both against the wall. She is so small against him. Holding her releases another sob, one that’s less theatrical, but retching all the same. “Oh,” he whimpers.

			“Dad…”

			Little fingers push against his chest. He holds her tighter. Can she breathe? How breakable are children? He often wonders… They were only children when they left London and went to that place. Sometimes he forgets that. How small they must have been, standing on the train platform, their suitcases in one hand and the other’s palm in the other. Neville cried the whole way and Velma recited lines from the Bible. How did that one verse go? Love suffers long and is kind… is not provoked... does not rejoice in… something. What was that word? Velma knows. She always has an answer. 

			Neville lifts his head, still not ready to confirm her death but knowing it is surely inevitable. There is even more noise now. Not just the sirens, but people too. Hundreds and hundreds of people are fleeing into the streets, making for the shelters and behind them, dozens of echoing wirelesses, the restrained voice of the Prime Minister. A state of war will exist between us…

			Everything is shaking. Everything feels alive. He looks to the body, bracing for the reveal. Paper has escaped from the pins in the walls. It flutters down like gigantic flakes of snow, the white sheets obscuring the room. He sees her upturned boots first, then the bloodied skirt, and finally the gun.

			Velma, sweat beading against her forehead, holds herself upright on the floor and aims a Mauser bolt-action rifle at her brother’s heart.

		

	
		
			Dallas Marie Koelling

			Extract from Wife Guy

			When Grace was baptized, I got an erection. 

			Wait, that sounds terrible. Grace was not a child, she was twenty-one years old, and we baptized her in a blow-up pool in the middle of the church. She was wearing a white dress with nothing underneath. To be submerged in water in front of at least one hundred people. Is that not odd? It’s not like the urge to be baptized sprang up in her spontaneously as a part of some college revival, she wasn’t jumping into a campus fountain to be saved with hundreds of other awakening souls in a collective frenzy of spiritual renewal. The baptism had been on the church calendar for weeks. She had seen people go before her. She knew better. 

			Amanda and I pulled her out of the pool and she was reborn. The dripping white fabric clung to the perky evidence of the cold water. I felt an unwanted rush of blood. Unwelcome. Involuntary.

			I shouldn’t blame Grace. She was naive, unaware of the effect her contours would have on the men present. 

			Then again, none of the other men present seemed affected. Everyone was applauding, laying innocent hands on one another, hugging, cheering, whistling. A soul was saved. But what of mine? So dramatic, John. No one else was rushing off to the sacristy to take deep breaths and pray for sanctification, purity. Only me. I put my vestment back on, even though my clothes underneath were still wet. I couldn’t let anyone see. I felt that I was in violation of my morality contract.

			I grabbed a towel for Grace and reentered the nave. As I handed it to her, I felt like I was seeing her for the first time. There was a physical difference in her; whereas before she had been pale and gaunt, now she had a fresh face, full cheeks, a misty reverence in her eyes. She was crying and the tears seemed to glow, the wet glass of her eyes shining. 

			

			Every time I posted a video, I found myself refreshing the page over and over, watching the numbers tick up, sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I was addicted to the dopamine rush of my phone buzzing with notifications. I liked that people were looking at me, hearing my words, having discussions about my message, even getting into arguments in the comments section. The idea that images of me and words I spoke could reach far corners of the world, made me feel bigger than I was. 

			We validate what validates us, I’d said in a sermon. When we allow something to make us feel valid, we give it power. 

			An anonymous user commented on one of my TikToks: I want this man to have premarital sex with me but he’s almost hotter for the fact that I know he wouldn’t. 

			I clicked on her profile. It was clearly a throwaway account, the username a series of inscrutable numbers and letters, no videos. 

			Still, I felt validated. 

			I met Grace in late spring, when she showed up at the church one day. It was storming outside and we were expecting a small crowd for the Sunday evening informal Worship and Praise service. 

			Grace was dry, thanks to her Hello Kitty umbrella. She was also wearing a men’s trench coat, at least three sizes too large. It created the illusion that she was really two small children stacked on top of each other, pretending to be an adult. 

			She looked lost, confused. 

			“Are you here for the service?” Amanda asked. 

			Grace nodded shyly, her sunken cheeks blushing. 

			“Welcome,” I said. “What’s your name?” 

			“Grace.” 

			“Are you a student?” I asked. 

			“Um, kind of,” Grace said.

			She seemed reluctant to meet my eye. 

			“Well, come on in,” Amanda said. “Here, come sit next to me.” 

			

			I thought I would be married, or at least engaged, by the time I finished college at Duke. Then I figured I would be married by the time I finished Divinity School at Yale. Then, I assumed, wished, hoped against all hope, that I would be married by the time I got ordained. 
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