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Risk-taking writing for risk-taking readers.

JM Originals was launched in 2015 to champion distinctive, experimental, genre-defying fiction and non-fiction. From memoirs and short stories to literary and speculative fiction, it is a place where readers can find something, well, original.

JM Originals is unlike any other list out there with its editors having sole say in the books that get published on the list. The buck stops with them and that is what makes things so exciting. They can publish from the heart, on a hunch, or because they just really, really like the words they’ve read.

Many Originals authors have gone on to win or be shortlisted for a whole host of prizes including the Booker Prize, the Desmond Elliott Award and the Women’s Prize for Fiction. Others have been selected for promotions such as Indie Book of the Month. Our hope for our wonderful authors is that JM Originals will be the first step in their publishing journey and that they will continue writing books for John Murray well into the future.

Every JM Original is published with a limited-edition print run. This means every time you buy one of our covetable books, you’re not only investing in an author’s career but also building a library of (potentially!) valuable first editions. Writers need readers and we’d love for you to become part of our JM Originals community. Get in contact and tell us what you love about our books. We’re waiting to hear from you.

 

Coming from JM Originals in 2022

Catchlights | Niamh Prior

An unexpected novel that sets the innocence of childhood against the violence of adulthood, the joys of passion against the horrors of obsession and the reality of death against the magic of life.

Nobody Gets Out Alive | Leigh Newman

An exhilarating virtuosic story collection about women navigating the wilds of male-dominated Alaskan society.

Free to Go | Esa Aldegheri

One woman’s around-the-world adventure, and an exploration of borders, freedoms and womanhood.
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For my Glad Companion 
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Prologue

Bridges, Borders and a Burning

Late one night in Edinburgh a motorbike burned, down by the river. It stood on ragged grass, in a deserted forecourt half enclosed by high-rise flats whose upper floors were lost in the darkness, lower windows boarded up or broken. Wings of flame feathered the night. 

The motorbike’s windshield, foot pegs and mudguards had melted and lay in blubbery, earth-bound puddles. Its fuel tank had blown off and landed some metres away, scorched and grey as a meteorite. Whoever stole the bike had hot-wired it and driven to this place before flicking out the side stand, pulling out the fuel hoses and throwing a match, illuminating the high flats in blasts of orange and yellow. The police officer who had phoned said to come as quickly as possible. 

‘There won’t be much left,’ she said, condolence in her tired voice. 

By the time the fire brigade arrived, only smoke, twisted metal and cinders remained in place of a beloved old motorbike that had once carried two people halfway across the span of the planet. Rage and grief flickered in my stomach, along with a sudden wish that I’d been there to see the match struck and thrown, the motorbike transfigured on that desolate bit of grass into a beacon, a glorious firework. I wondered whether the fire-strikers had felt a rush of joy at setting off that explosion of heat and light against the darkness – a momentary release from boredom, perhaps. Then, slowly but unmistakably, a sense of glee and release began to rise through the heat of my anger, the way oil bubbles up and separates from water: this fiery Viking burial was a fitting end for Mondialita the strong, the steady, the flame-red. I had learned to drive and maintain her, then to rely on her; the hardest learning was letting her go. 
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Still I dream of her burning, especially in seasons of anxiety and loss. Today I wake from dreams in which I watched her melt into snakes of lava that hissed towards my toes. My hands are shaking; my eyelids feel as if their capillaries are brambles. It is early morning and I can hear my children talking in the uniquely loud whispers they use when trying to be quiet. They are cooried in one bed, discussing plans to visit their cousins in Italy at Easter: our first trip outside Scotland since the UK left the European Union. I realise they are trying to decide what things they couldn’t do without: what to pack ‘if we can’t get home because of Brexit’. Anxiety rises in my stomach, a familiar presence, and jangles me up into the weekend. I tiptoe towards the kitchen with the practised stealth of the parent hoping to maximise their chances of an uninterrupted first coffee. 

A cold dawn is opening up the sky behind the Forth Rail Bridge. The Forth estuary is a dark blue shiver below. Along the shore, oystercatchers call as Edinburgh wakes up a few miles to the east. Today is the first day of February in the year 2020: the Feast of St Bride, or St Brigid, the Irish saint who protects a wondrous miscellany of things including babies, beer, poets, cattle, oystercatchers and scholars. St Bride’s is also the day of Imbolc, a much more ancient Celtic celebration of Brigid, goddess of fertility, fire, poetry and spring. Both versions of Brigid are strongly associated with water – sacred wells, the waters of childbirth, rivers running after the winter’s ice. I am a multitasking poet, scholar, gardener, a fire-loving and sea-swimming mother of three; Brigid in all her guises is welcome in my house. I raise my mug to her and hold on to its warmth as if it is a potion against fear. 

Outside I can see signs of winter loosening, the spring whispering its approach through the softened light and the bumps of buds. The window is cool against my hungover forehead. Yesterday I was late home from a vigil outside the Scottish Parliament, where a defiant gathering of people sang and wept as the United Kingdom left the European Union and took Scotland with it, despite the fact that a strong majority of Scottish people had voted against Brexit. I had brought with me a hip flask of single malt, and an espresso cup to drink drams from: a Scottish-Italian symbol which felt both ridiculous and potent. My hybrid parting glass was raised many times, in the best tradition of wakes. This morning, with Scotland on the cusp of spring and unimagined change, the deep apprehension I feel is not just a hangover, and fresh coffee is not enough to counter it. I fear for my future as a hybrid citizen of Scotland and Italy, and, even more, I fear for my children’s future. Like a bairn needing comfort, I turn to stories: memories of different times and open borders. 
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Thirteen winters ago I sailed under that same bridge, out across the river Forth on a ferry heading south to the Belgian port of Zeebrugge. This was BC, Before Children, or, as they themselves would put it, in the Olden Days. Below me, the motorbike, burdened and untested, waited in the hold with other vehicles; beside me stood the man I’d married just over a year before. We were on our way to New Zealand, overland, as much as geography and geopolitics would permit. I carried with me many hopes and worries, but the possibility of closed borders across Europe was not one of them. My most immediate concern was that I already felt seasick, and we weren’t even out of the estuary. Out on the deck I gripped the rail and looked out on to the waters of the Firth of Forth, dark beyond the engine’s churning, thin strings of distant lamps showing where the sea stopped and the land began. 

As a child growing up in Italy, I had learned that this river marked the uttermost northern border of the Roman Empire; our teachers solemnly told us that beyond those waters, in what is now Fife, lived Enemy Barbarians. I grinned at my husband, blue-eyed and Fife-bred, and felt excitement win over nausea. As the ferry slid under the great red fretwork of the Rail Bridge, a train rumbled over our heads, taking commuters home to their families while we popped the cork from a bottle of fizzy wine and drank to our journey. I poured some bubbles into the Forth – a libation of sorts, to whatever entities protect travellers and their freedoms.

The port of Zeebrugge was a world of shuttling containers like giant, moving Lego bricks. A stern Belgian policeman waved us through customs imperiously, shouting after us: ‘Careful with those French drivers, they are all insane!’ I revved the motorbike and cheered at being free to go, at the thought that this land ahead of us stretched all the way to the Bosphorus. Already the air felt different, alight with possibilities. 

We were soon on the wide motorways of France, the tarmac spooling out between immense fields. I edged our motorbike towards the upper reaches of the speedometer: a terrifying and magical margin where even the tiniest change in balance, or pressure on the handlebars, communicates instantly through the bike to the road, and it feels as if your mind and body are a single impulse of movement. This state of hyper-vigilance, of almost transcendental concentration and awareness, was the most awake I had ever felt. I whooped with glee as our motorbike swooped south, wheels for wings. 

My Italian father drove across these same roads during my childhood summers – more sedately, in a sensible family car, my brother and I sweating in the back as we headed north towards holidays in Glasgow with our Scottish mother’s family. Open borders across Europe were a given, a fact my child-mind took for granted, like how on Italian tables olive oil was always greenly waiting and on Scottish tables there was white butter instead, strangely salty. When my two grandfathers were together, I would act as translator, incredulous as they swapped stories about a time when their countries were at war with each other and they both decided to evacuate their families from the bombs falling on Glasgow and Milan. I was suspicious that they were making it all up for my benefit, these crazy stories of a time when European borders were closed. I only realised it was not a joke when, one day in Glasgow, I heard stories of a distant English great-uncle who always boasted about how he was proud to have served in the RAF and ‘bombed Milan good and proper!’ My mum went very quiet then, as I sat on her knee, and held me tight in a way that told me this was true, and dangerous, and not funny. 

I knew my dad had spent his childhood in the countryside near Pavia, escaping from the Allied bombing of Milan. His father – my Nonno – had to keep working in the city but cycled to the countryside every weekend to be with his family, a return trip of over a hundred kilometres. Nonno told stories of sheltering from Allied bombs in ditches, of passing Fascist checkpoints where dissenters hung from trees by the roads through the rice fields. He told me how one day he met his sister-in-law Tosca near the old covered bridge in Pavia; how she gave him packages for the family and offered to help him carry them the last few kilometres; how he thanked her and told her to go back home across the bridge, he could carry everything just fine; how he waved at her and cycled off, then heard the bomb that destroyed the bridge and everyone on it.
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War games are developing in the next room, involving escapes from exploding bridges on flying unicorns and giant motorbikes powered by glittery farts. At school my children have been learning about the Second World War and how it affected the Forth: the huge defences built against German submarines, the fear that the Rail Bridge would be bombed and a vital transport artery destroyed. Their attempts at quietness have been entirely abandoned and the question of what toys to pack seems settled or forgotten. I seize the moment to make more coffee, and realise that I have never told the children about Zia Tosca and the covered bridge: I have never had the courage to bring tragic family history so close to their peaceful lives. It still seems too much; but what stories should I tell to my small humans when they worry ‘in case the borders close’? What stories should we turn to in times of change and shifting certainties, when fences and walls and mistrust are increasingly used as the way to deal with difference?

Stories arrive through your ears and eyes and skin; they settle among your bones as you sleep, and when the time is right, you let them out so they can be free to go and grow. My Nonno told me that, I think; or maybe I told myself. Either way, coffee and paracetamol have worked their magic and I feel ready for the day now. Anxiety has coalesced into urgency: the need to weave a story about travel and change, freedom and fear, wide horizons and frontiers – weave it like a sail for navigating times of increasing restrictions. On a beloved motorbike I had crossed borders that are now impassable, changed my understanding of freedom, embraced an adventure which did not end with Mondialita’s burning. I want to share it, like all travellers share tales: a gift from the road behind for the journey ahead, whatever it may bring.

I check on the children, dig out the box of travel diaries, pour a coffee, sit down at the kitchen table and begin.
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