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			INTRODUCTION: Bug & Fin, Category Is Books

			As the owners of Category Is Books, we’re often asked what made us want to open a queer bookshop in Glasgow. The doors opened in September 2018. Over the years, like any good queer story, different truths have been told, things misremembered. There’s a variety of answers, different combinations and collages of replies.

			There wasn’t a bookshop like it in Scotland. We wanted there to be one. We wanted to work together. We wanted to work on something that centred queerness. We felt isolated from other queer people. We felt detached from our queer history and culture, discovering it all much later in life, growing up under the shadow of Section 28. We watched as complacency grew post-marriage equality. We knew the rights that had been fought for were not concretely given, that they could be taken away in the blink of an eye. That progress isn’t linear, and history can and will repeat itself unless we fight for it. 

			None of these stories are untrue, but we realised early on that we were making something that not everyone would understand. A space dedicated to only queer words and voices. To others we told about our plans, we were asked, was there really a need for it? Isn’t it all okay for gay people now? Is that not quite self absorbed, just wanting to read books about people like yourselves? Well, good luck to you anyway!

			We wanted to make something that would mean a lot to the people who knew it was needed, that it was long overdue. Whilst being welcoming to anyone walking through the doors, we haven’t wasted time trying to convince the dubious or convert the confused, instead focusing on whom it is for and what those people need from the space and us. 

			For a brief moment, embarking on the journey towards opening the shop, we applied for a small pot of funding, but were rejected because the committee thought there wasn’t enough of a demand for a queer bookshop in Glasgow. We asked if there happened to be anybody queer on the panel and were told they wouldn’t release any of the committee’s information. We didn’t push further, but we had a sense, hard to articulate, but a familiar feeling in the body, that a room full of cis, straight people had decided what queer people want and need on their behalf.

			When we finally got the keys, the shop came with a random assortment of furniture and leftover trash from previous tenants. There was a closet with the doors taken off and inside was a pile of books, a strange mix of medical textbooks, ’90s gardening manuals and sun-bleached crime novels, all destined for the charity shop. But we kept the closet, sitting in the corner with its doors missing. A queer bookshop with a closet already there! It seemed too poetic not be cursed or blessed or both. 

			The closet, now sanded and repainted, holds our second-hand books. 100% of the money made from this section goes to queer groups and organisers. Some further afield, but others much closer to home, rotating monthly. Whatever the location, all these initiatives are focused on supporting queer people’s access to what is needed. Housing. Healthcare. Education. In the last six years, over 12 new queer bookshops have opened across the UK. There are more queer books being published than ever before. We are choosing to not die wondering. 

			The stories in this anthology speak to these issues too. Throughout, you will encounter longing Sapphic poems; tales of dykes on trains; descriptions of dancing at queer club nights and tales of gender euphoria. There are stories about getting revenge on your landlord; the distress of accessing healthcare, queers in both the countryside and the cities; gay awakenings and vignettes of the love and care we can give to one another. 

			These words reflect a common theme—that we are here, and queer, living our best collective, often intertwined and gloriously messy lives—all whilst our external environment hums and thrums with increasing threat towards queer people in society.  

			Hate is fuelled by shame. Sometimes a group of teens will gather outside, egging each other on to come in and say something. Whoever draws the short straw gets pushed through the doorway, where they linger and pretend to look at whatever is closest, while working up the courage to say something enlightened like, ‘You’se are gay.’  To which we say, ‘Why, yes we are, are you?’ and a shop full of eyes usually turn from book pages to burn through their bravado. Dumbstruck and always outnumbered, they shuffle back out, perplexed. Our pride in who we are makes it harder to shame us. We always hope those awkward teens work it out. Come in one day to have a browse and see what takes their fancy.  

			But more direct hostility, transphobic and homophobic, has become more frequent since the early days of the bookshop. The endless articles filled with transphobic and ever more homophobic bile have had an effect. We noticed when there was an increase in people coming to take photos from outside to post online. Furious red faces searching for things to record and be outraged by. Looking for ways to fuck with us without having to come through the already literally open doors to have an adult conversation. 

			We can’t control how people react to us existing proudly in the neighbourhood. But we can stick lots of gay naked butts around the signs they most like to take pictures of. We can take great joy from watching as their angry expressions become torn over whether or not to share that photo. Is it worth it to also share so many handsome, delicious gay butts?

			Spitting on our door windows began during the COVID-19 pandemic. We’ve never seen the spitter in action, in person. They always come at night to leave their offerings for us to find in the morning. Some mornings there would be so much spit congealed to the glass that whoever it was must have entirely dehydrated themselves in the process. 

			We found a beautiful picture in a magazine of two very buff boys in a shower together, dripping and holding one another, and added the caption ‘No more spit, Daddy, we’re soaked through!’  The sign saved us weeks’ worth of window cleaner visits. We imagined the scene: the spitter hocking something up only to be met with a dilemma, the spit held in their cheek dribbling out and over their bottom lip as their jaw dropped.  The campery of it all feels like a super power. 

			~

			Yes, they might spit on the bookshop—but inside the queers are living fiercely and showing each other how we can live these lives. 

			The cute afternoon dates; friends introducing each other to Leslie Feinberg for the first time; the parents coming in to ask about how best to get their teen a binder, or a gift for coming out. The squeals of joy when someone finds a book that before only existed for them as a collection of pixels online; laughing at the niche jokes on stickers and badges with perfect strangers, sharing a deeply personal sense of humour. Do you want a ‘Have you Transsexualised yourself today?’ badge, or ‘Heteronormativity is the plague’? 

			The meet ups; the soon-to-be hook ups; the swapping of numbers and tips for HRT, exchanging knowledge about where is safe, which doctors are kind. Where is actually wheelchair accessible; which Pride is least corrupt; the best place Southside to get late night snacks; what time does the protest start on Saturday? The friends of friends of friends reminded of how small the queer world is, and how we’re all a mycology. 

			Tourists from literally all over the world, straight off the train looking to feel at home away from home; the weepers for whom the shop hits a particular nerve, or others whose hormones are just kicking in. Queer families getting comfy in front of the picture book section, then getting to watch them move on to the middle grade books and comics as the kids get older and taller. Queers seeking other queers for birdwatching, swimming, film nights, gardening, carpools, dance parties, music jams, knitting, grieving, free hot meals. 

			The privilege of getting to witness the glow that comes from people allowing themselves their transness; the painted nails, the hair left to grow out alongside the finally freshly shaved or faded and coiffured; the breathing out and levelling that comes from ceasing to pretend to others that you’re anything other than yourself today; baby beard hairs and whiskery upper lips, brand new outfits tried for the first time outside the house. Seeing people transition from a distance, changing and growing over time, ourselves included. The queens and older queers quietly sharing author recommendations with someone on the cusp of coming out, and telling us about titles and histories we’ve never heard of.

			But you don’t get to revel in queer joy without supporting and holding space for queer rage.

			It didn’t take long after the shop opened for us to realise that it wasn’t just queer books people were struggling to source. We live in a country with dwindling social services and epic waiting lists at every turn. Many of these services no longer exist or are running in limited, skeletal ways. The services that survive, we aren’t able to criticise, in fear of those scraps being taken away, however unfit for purpose they are. The NHS gender identity clinic in Glasgow, at a current eight-plus year wait time, is no exception to this. We’ve witnessed everyone trying their hardest to plug the holes in services, attempting with very little resources to fill in the blanks for one another. New rules, regulations, reports and practices are being debated over in rooms we don’t have access to, in buildings we aren’t welcome in. What we need, individually and collectively, is decided on by people who have no idea what it’s like to be a minority, let alone belonging to an exceptionally intersectional community in 2024. We’ve built rickety workarounds, passing around the same surplus crumpled £20 note, depending on who needs it most at that time for too long.

			And while you can’t fault the resourcefulness, our courage and determination, we deserve better.

			But, amongst all of this, we are reminded of a poster that hangs in the bookshop, printed in fluorescent pink and stark black: ‘An Army of Lovers Cannot Lose.’ The quote, taken from a pamphlet and manifesto originally circulated by members of Queer Nation at the June 1990 New York Gay Pride Parade, feels increasingly prescient today:

			Being queer is not about a right to privacy; it is about the freedom to be public, to just be who we are. It means everyday fighting oppression; homophobia, racism, misogyny, the bigotry of religious hypocrites and our own self-hatred. (We have been carefully taught to hate ourselves.) And now of course it means fighting a virus as well, and all those homo-haters who are using AIDS to wipe us off the face of the earth. Being queer means leading a different sort of life. It’s not about the mainstream, profit-margins, patriotism, patriarchy or being assimilated. 

			

			In 2019, the message of the first Queer Words anthology was that we were always here. In 2024, it echoes — we are not going anywhere. The stories and poems in Fierce Salvage serve as a reminder that something about us, the existence of queer people, is truly infinite. They show us that there is an incredible amount of connection, of friendship, endless care, desire and fierce love for one another; even if forces in the world would prefer we didn’t. That in the face of hate, violence and inequality, the struggle isn’t all that remains. That despite it all, there is so much strength and magnificence in queer lives.

		

	
		

		
			 

			DYKES ON A TRAIN: Niamh Ní Mhaoileoin

			‘Important: After more than a century of allowing people to book one bed in a shared single-sex compartment, Caledonian Sleeper are ceasing this practice when the new trains come in. Solo travellers will then have to book a First Class single berth, you will find the two-berth option greyed out if you are travelling alone.’

			On the last night that the Caledonian Sleeper allowed strangers of the same sex to share compartments, an anonymous lesbian benefactor booked out the whole northbound train and welcomed dykes to travel for free. A moveable wake, said the invitation — a sprig of heather attached to the white linen card — marking the end of a 145-year era of queer possibility. 

			I arrived at Euston far too early, nervous, looking around for lesbians. There had been major delays out of London that Sunday and now, as evening turned to night, the concourse was dense with angry heterosexuals and their tired kids. I wondered if I had been duped somehow and, because I was very sensitive to humiliation at that time, the thought made me sweat. Why would they have invited me, anyway? I was a bad queer in those days, working in finance and owning a property in West London. I hadn’t been out on the scene in years and, since my divorce the year before, had spent every Saturday night at a well-known Italian chain in the Westfield shopping centre, eating dinner with my mother. I felt dizzy, retreated to a bank of seats near the platform, trembling as the sweat turned clammy under my clothes. But I was determined not to break my New Year’s resolution, which was not to cry publicly anywhere in Zone One. So instead I propped my feet on my bag, sank my head between my knees, and instantly fell asleep.

			When I woke, the aspect of the packed station had changed, though it was barely perceptible unless you were watching out for certain flashes of luminescence. Heavy boots with jaunty laces. A slash of pink hair ranging through the crowd like a dorsal fin. Tweed waistcoats, fresh skin fades, technicolour tattoo sleeves, hundreds of rings glinting on dozens of hands. They were accumulating, gathering, like grains of sand blown in on a warm wind, changing the texture of the world. As I stood up, I caught another woman’s glance and there was laughter shimmering there, the kind I always used to find in my first girlfriend’s eyes, back at school, when we knew something magical that no one else did.

			On board, the small compartment was heaven. Plain. Quiet. Narrow like a cattle squeeze with the whitest, tightest-pulled sheets I’d ever seen. On each of the pillows, beside another sprig of heather, lay a small roll of Love Hearts. Still nervous, I twisted mine open right away, hungry for sugar. Dyke, read the first. I laughed and ate it. Butch, read the second, and then Rubyfruit Jungle, L Word, U Haul. I ate them all quickly, like a child, enjoying the chalky crunch between my teeth and excited to see what the next sweet had to say for itself. Until I reached the penultimate heart, that is, which said I Love My Lesbian Mums. My jaw stopped then and I stared at it a long time, until the sherbet edges began to dissolve, sticky in my palm, and I dropped it in the small wastepaper basket. I felt tired again and was tempted to lie down in the top bunk, just for a little while. But then I thought of my roommate. I wouldn’t want her to find me like that, staring at the ceiling like a floppy disc. So instead I ruffled my hair in the mirror and applied a spritz of my most androgynous scent. Just as I was about to open the door and leave, I unwrapped the last of my Love Hearts.

			Cunt, it said. And I ate it. 

			As I walked to the dining car, I understood the beauty of our benefactor’s plan. The train’s main thoroughfare was a long corridor, dimly lit, so narrow that whenever I encountered a woman walking the other way, we had to press our backs to the walls and inch past, breath sweeping across faces and chests grazing. Every now and then, a compartment door would open to my right, offering a bright glimpse of the scene inside, of women applying lipstick, knotting ties, shuffling around one another like wrestlers in tiny rings. Though there was still an hour to go before departure, the building energy of the night seemed to weave itself around me as I walked. At the end of one carriage a brawny DJ was setting up decks. A pair of queer booksellers had transformed a compartment into a travelling shop, flags draped across the ceiling, riso prints on the walls, bunk beds piled with zines, second-hand pulp paperbacks, poetry chapbooks and political texts. They smiled and offered me a badge—Trans Lives Are Beautiful, it said—and as I was attaching it to my lapel, moving through the gap between two cars, I collided with someone and came to a stop. I looked up.  The woman was a few years older than me, wearing a vintage Italian football shirt. Neither of us moved. Instead, our eyes settled into a long hold and we stood in silence until, not able to take it anymore, I shuddered. She smiled then, finally stepped aside.

			‘Maybe see you later?’

			I nodded. It had been so long since anyone cruised me that I had forgotten how it felt, the hot rush of possibility, the tug deep between the hips. My wife and I had fucked the night before she left, one last act of loyalty to each other, but before that it had been more than a year. 

			The dining compartment was like a Hopper painting but happy: packed tables bathed in greenish light, worn upholstery, a faint smell of cooking cheese. I watched for a couple of minutes, took in laughter and flirting and the beginnings of arguments. But I didn’t know how to integrate myself, remained hovering anxiously by the door until the attendant — a kindly Geordie in a Sounds Gay, I’m In shirt — pointed to an empty seat in a four-person booth. I slid into the gap, next to a butch woman my own age, Glasgow accent, built like a basalt pillar.

			

			‘I’m Captain,’ she said. ‘And this is…?’

			‘Hibiscus, they/them,’ said the young person opposite, pink-haired with a septum piercing.

			‘And I’m Tangerine,’ chimed the third, a woman in her sixties with CEO energy, a blonde bob and a royal blue blazer. ‘She/her.’

			I murmured my own name and pronouns and they nodded, smiled and waited for me to start some kind of conversation. But my mouth had dried up, it opened and closed with a series of embarrassing clicks. 

			‘Whisky?’ asked Captain eventually, lifting a bottle from the table and pouring me a big measure. We raised our cups — ‘to the benefactor’ — and I took a sip. It was good stuff, smoky, smelled like my grandfather, who I loved as a child but who never spoke to me again after I came out to him. The others were speculating about how we had all been chosen for the trip. It had caused some tension with Tangerine’s partner, who wasn’t here. Hibiscus was dating a man and hadn’t known if they should even mention it to him. 

			‘And what about you, pal?’ asked Captain.

			I blushed. ‘Well, I suppose I am…’

			‘Single?’ she asked and I nodded. I hated to say the word. A hardcore commitment dyke, I had campaigned for the same-sex marriage bill and proposed to my girlfriend on the night the Queen granted it royal assent. Our wedding day, as I expected, was the happiest of my life. But then it was followed by 933 of the unhappiest, which neither my wife or I acknowledged, not willing to even countenance the humiliation of a gay divorce. We pushed on, renovating the house, redoing the garden, pretending with all our hearts that we didn’t hate our life together, until the day came when she couldn’t pretend anymore, a week before she was due to begin IVF. 

			‘And I realised that I’d been so busy trying to live up to this bullshit hetero ideal that I’d completely neglected my queerness, you know? I had no idea who I was any more, as a lesbian…’

			I had spoken the entire monologue into my cup of whisky. But now, as I paused and drank what was left in a gulp, there was silence around the table. I coughed and looked up, in sudden agony, certain I had killed the vibe. But then Captain reached over and tousled the back of my hair.

			‘Sounds like we need to source you a shag then, eh?’

			At eleven-thirty, as the train pulled into the night, the carriage fell briefly quiet. We all stood up and someone read a poem. Her voice was rich and distinctive and, convinced it was a celebrity, I pushed through the crowd, trying to see, accidentally jostling an older woman, who flinched but then looked at me and smiled. She was wearing a beautiful gold and black brocade jacket and she rested a hand on my arm, silently instructing me to stop a minute and listen. The poem was that one by Mary Oliver. Don’t hesitate, it said, and the woman kept her hand on my elbow for a few moments more. 

			The train was like a steam room by now, people glowing pink, windows fogged and dripping, clouding out the world. But we were on our way north, the orange-stained skies of London behind us, the straight people tucked up in their beds. Soon we’d be slicing between the cities of the Midlands and clattering into the north-west of England. It’s not a long journey to Glasgow, really, not long enough if your goal is to change your life forever. The volume was going up, voices lifting as drinks were refreshed, music spilling in from the next carriage. The woman in the jacket had melted away and I turned around in a tight circle, looking for her or for my friends from before. Instead, I found the woman in the vintage football shirt, a few feet away, her eyes fixed on me.

			‘Dance?’ she mouthed and beckoned me towards her. 

			The next carriage was dark, steaming and cacophonous with feminist punk pop. The compartment doors were all open and, in every tiny space, dykes were dancing all over each other, lifting and falling like lobsters in a bucket. Next to the decks, a femme in red leather lingerie was shaking martinis in a hot water bottle and dancers crowded around her, tilting their heads back so she could pour the drink straight into their mouths. The whole space smelled of damp bodies and the woman’s fingers were locked with mine as she guided me through, my heart banging and my breath short. When she finally turned to face me, I surged towards her, our hips pressed flush together by the motion of the train and the pressure of strange hands and asses and chests. We swayed to the music, her thigh slid between mine. My face was in her neck, slick with sweat, and her hands were at the waistband of my jeans, nails gripping the band of fat I hated most when I looked in the mirror but which, right then, was beating like a second heart. 

			We danced that way for a long time until eventually there was a pause between tracks. Around us, women cheered and eddied towards the DJ. We were flipped around in the churn, an instant of near weightlessness before my back hit the window and, for the first time, we kissed. The music started again. I opened my mouth and she slid her tongue between my teeth, her body pressed so hard into mine, mine pressed so hard against the cold glass that I wondered for a moment if we could derail the train. The DJ was hitting the pop bangers now, Katy Perry signalling the beginning of the end of the set. I reached for the back of the woman’s head, pulling her away by her hair so that I could look into her face.

			‘Let’s go somewhere quiet,’ I said. 

			We tried my compartment, spilling through the door and into the darkness, forgetting that there would be someone else there. When I switched on the light, my roommate startled awake and I recognised her, the older woman who had briefly held my arm in the dining car, wearing white linen pyjamas now with her white hair spread around her on the pillow. 

			‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ I said but she shook her head.

			‘Don’t be.’

			Her voice was warm, her smile indulgent, as though we were teenagers rather than women nearing forty. And we played the part, happily, giggling as we backed out of the compartment, making out some more just outside. Then, hands clasped, we turned and followed the corridor towards the end of the train, where it was quiet but for various shuffles and moans behind closed doors. When we hit the very back of the last carriage we sat together on the floor, backs to the wall and heads close, the juddering of the machinery vibrating through our torsos. From here, we could see a long way back up the cars and watched in silence as women drifted to their beds, in ones and twos, including Captain and Tangerine, who were laughing at something together, their arms around each other’s shoulders. 

			‘I don’t know your name,’ I said to the woman.

			‘Heron.’

			She turned to look at me and we kissed again, but softly this time. I still wanted to fuck her but since there was no immediate opportunity the desire had mellowed, diffused itself through my body. I was obsessed with that feeling, after so long without it, and I never wanted to give it up again.

			‘Can I get your number?’ I asked.

			She hesitated, her awkward wince hitting me like a blast of cold air. I looked away. Outside the window, flashes of lacy snow whipped by and I watched them for a long time, until Heron reached out and rested her palm on my cheek, turning my head so that our eyes met again.

			‘It’s just that tonight has been perfect,’ she said. ‘I’d like to keep it that way.’

			I wasn’t sure I believed her. And even if I had, what she was suggesting went against my deepest instincts, the values by which I’d always lived my life. But then I remembered how unhappy I’d been in my life and for what a long time. My eyes flooded and again I tried to look away but Heron didn’t let me, kept my face between her two palms, her thumbs ranging along my cheekbones, sweeping away tears as they fell. We were a long way from Zone One, I supposed, and I buried my face in her shoulder and sobbed, allowing that small loss to stand in for all the bigger ones.

			But everything passes in the end. The pain ebbed. I stopped crying, a little embarrassed, and we kissed some more, the tension building again until, in one last moment of gay abandon, she climbed into my lap and we dry humped for a little while, gasping and laughing into each other’s mouths. But time was short. The train would split at Carstairs, my section continuing to Glasgow and hers to Edinburgh. We stood and wrapped our arms around each other, clinging tightly for a full minute, before she kissed my neck and turned to go. I stayed where I was, watched her walk the length of two carriages, swaying slightly like an angel, until the train wrapped around a bend and she was gone.

			I walked slowly back to my own door. The snow outside the window was thick enough now that the fells glowed in the moonlight. I left the light off when I entered, not wanting to wake my friend, and climbed into the top bunk fully dressed. I didn’t think I could sleep, my mind was too full, my body too vivid with feeling. But the train rocked in the dark and the woman below me breathed and I did sleep before long and dreamed of somewhere warm.

			The next morning, the Glasgow platform was dotted with freezing, delicate queers. I helped my roommate off the train, and we talked about the nights we’d each had, expressing our sorrow that we hadn’t spoken to one another more. She was on her way to see her daughter, who lived in Pollokshields, one of four children she’d had with the husband she lived with for 32 years before coming out in her sixties. It still astonished her, she said, that this was how her life had turned out, that she could spend the night with a few hundred lesbians and the next day with her grandchildren.

			After I’d waved her off in a taxi, I stood for a while in the bitter misty rain, watching an orange truck gritting the road. The snow on the pavement had already been trampled to slush by the tight, tired steps of early-morning workers, the staggering treads of all-night drinkers and the gentle patter of queer feet. They had disappeared already, my dykes on a train, like so many grains of sand, or snowflakes, I supposed, melting into the grey of the city. I was starting to feel numb with cold. I knew I should get moving, have a hot breakfast, catch my next train. But there’s so much to see, isn’t there? Even in the grey early morning, even standing by a bin in the rain. 

		

	
		
			

			 

			MOTOR SKILLS: A W Earl

			I meant to write a sonnet about gender euphoria — 

			instead I learned to ride a motorbike. 

			As though I hadn’t pinned my boyhood 

			on a Triumph T120, blue cylinder, exhaust

			smell on cold school morning, rainbow

			gloss of oil by a sole, defunct petrol pump.

			As though I hadn’t doodled 

			Harley logos on my schoolwork

			dreamed clutch, brake, throttle,

			kick start, hot metal, oily rags and fingers never clean,

			as though I wasn’t always too young, too late, too clumsy,

			too much the girl for it to be okay.

			All great wants hurt us more than we can bear,

			some failures need to feel forgone 

			so that we risk nothing on the try.

			The truth is we build pictures of ourselves 

			that have no traffic with the world, weave

			stories where if we changed this, and this, and this

			the person that we always were 

			would bubble fragile from our dreams.

			I whispered my boy-name and thought he sounded

			like the kind of guy who’d press his foot down



OEBPS/font/ArialMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/RubikItalic-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/font/Rubik-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/font/Amiri-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/font/Rubik-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/image/9781916637023.jpg





OEBPS/font/Amiri-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/font/Amiri-Regular.ttf


