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Dedication

To my nan.

You loved a postcard, three rings to say that we were home safe and, most importantly, me. All of me, even without truly understanding who I was, or my own letter, G, in the queer alphabet of life. In a rainbow full of people who all deserve to be seen.

Thank you, Nan. You inspired me more than you could ever know.



We all deserve a moment feeling big in a world that often makes us small.

We all need that unconditional support – wherever it comes.

We all deserve our letter.

Our place.

This is for every one of us.

All of our letters.

None should be banned.






Epigraph

‘To send a letter is a good way to go somewhere without moving anything but your heart.’

Phyllis Theroux
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Dear Reader …

… have you ever sat down to a desk, felt inspired and grabbed a pen? Have you ever stared in the mirror and paused for a moment, studying who you have become? Have you ever taken a moment to acknowledge the battles you have fought and the distances you have travelled?

Reader, have you ever written yourself a letter?

Over the past few decades, our interactions have changed dramatically. In our fast-paced lives, consumed by tech, I often wonder if we’ve lost the true art of communication. Whatever happened to the postcard? The short note that reached your gran weeks after you’d returned from your break, regaling stories condensed into a tiny space, aimed at one person, the recipient, because you cared to share something just with them? The postcard only had space for a few passing thoughts, but the dominant one being the wish that the reader were there with you.

Even the greeting card has lost its sentiment. The process of carefully selecting a design, finding a biro in that drawer and scribbling furiously in the hope that it still works, then (physically) writing a personal dedication to somebody worthy of the time it took you to buy, write and post the card, is dying out for many. Instead, we see an automated four-step online process with a reminder sent to you on the same day, every year, and a questionable photo plastered on the front.

Do you remember when the text message used to consist of one long, considered paragraph instead of a flurry of one-liners? No little dots to indicate typing or seeing if someone was online, just one hit. Then we’d await the response (probably while playing Snake).

Whatever happened to the letter?

Recently, I went to Rhodes and for five indulgent days I allowed myself the pleasure of relaxing. To actually do the thing that we are meant to do on holiday, recharge and ignore the stresses and strains of the life that I had popped on pause. I read books, swam in the sea and drank watered-down cocktails with a smile plastered across my sunburnt face. I tried hard not to check work emails, muted news, entertainment and Real Housewives of Another State or Selling Something, and switched off. One afternoon when my phone was dead as I hadn’t charged it (sorry, who was I?), I sat and people-watched. I observed a group of sunburnt Brits drop off into the water. I marvelled at a lady who was now reading her third book. And then I clocked a man. It wasn’t his tiny solar-system swimming trunks that perplexed me (although you could clearly see Uranus), but the fact that he was on a lounger, pen in hand, writing on a piece of paper. He seemed to be writing a letter. For the next hour and a half (three Long Island Iced Teas and two bowls of olives), I watched this unfamiliar scene unfold, all the while asking myself, when did I last write a letter?

Was it while I was at school?

I found English Literature class in senior school hard. You had to think about grammar, tone, reasoning and why things were portrayed in the way that they were. For me, it was a difficult, confusing, draining lesson. At the time, I hated reading. I hated ‘old’ stories on stormy heaths, or period pieces with dialogue written in a way that I’d never speak. There were characters that I didn’t relate to, with stories nothing like mine. Nothing like the feelings brewing inside of me. Nowhere in the tomes of literature devoured and dissected did I see myself.

What I loved in those lessons, however, was my pencil case. It bulged and had far too much in it. A compass that pricked me every time I dived in. A protractor (I’m sorry, did I ever use that?). A ruler that folded in the middle, because of course you always need 30 centimetres to hand. And pens. I had black, blue, red, green, pink, even gel ones. An all-inclusive buffet of implements, my pencil case had it all. It made me happy. Sure, the majority of the pens were chewed at the end, an unfortunate by-product of nerves. When in doubt, or if I needed a moment of escape, I’d rummage. In a pencil case of comfort, looking for an answer to a question that I didn’t even know I needed to ask. Who am I? I wish that I could go back in time and tell that little gay boy, my younger self, who was desperate to silence the comments and disappear into his pencil case, that it’s going to be OK. You’ll find the pen, the colour you need, the right tool that will help you. The thing that will make a hard day easier. Your tribe. Your letter in an alphabet not yet included in the school curriculum …

I slowly learned to love English Literature, not because I started to understand every story that I read, but because I discovered that sometimes, people out there were writing new ones, and fighting for mine. I learned to appreciate that when we can’t articulate what we want to say, nothing can quite replace the written word. Sure, fast communication has its benefits, but I sometimes wonder if we had to wait days, weeks or months for a response to something we had written, would our words be more carefully considered? Would you share more and beat around the bush less? Would the anticipation allow for further excitement to build?

So, reader, we are going back to basics. Rediscovering the lost art of letter writing.

What follows is a collection of letters from our own fantastic rainbow of correspondence. A selection of incredible people who have generously gone back in time, dived into their pencil cases, opened up to their younger selves and described their important journeys. Some of the contributors are part of the LGBTQIA+ community, others are allies or friends who have written to a loved one. All are offering a helping hand to anybody who has experienced, or is currently going through the experience of ‘growing up different’ in our complicated society. I invite you to open these letters of vulnerability, love, anger, grief, laughter, pain and hope, knowing that whatever you have been through, or are going through, you are seen, understood and never alone.

We can’t re-write our own pasts, but we can keep communicating in the hope that it will help the futures of others. Our collective hope is that the words that follow in this book give you comfort and strength, make you laugh or nod in recognition, and allow you to feel supported. Because everyone deserves a letter in a world where we are all just trying to find one that fits. There isn’t a silent consonant, or one more important than the other.

These are our letters.

If you have never written a letter to yourself before, I also invite you to have a go. You never know, it might be just what you need to read.



Love,

Daniel






The fridge list our younger selves really needed:


	Exercise – but do it for you, not for anyone else. 

	Come out when you’re ready – but don’t be forced into it.

	Smile – regardless of braces.

	Love – repeatedly.

	Wear a condom, go to the clinic, take the right tablets.

	Don’t be an online troll. Or any sort of troll.

	Be kind – not many people are.

	Keep communicating – write a letter.








Daniel Harding

Author and Broadcaster

Gay

He/Him



Dear Younger Me,

I wish you could stop worrying. You are seventeen. Please stop. It makes me anxious to think of the panic attacks that lie ahead for you. The fear you are bottling up inside, the put-downs and name-calls that await you, the challenges you will face.

OK, let’s move forward.

Daniel, I have some good and bad news. Here goes … I hate to break it to you, but you are thirty-seven years old and not married. Breathe. The good news, however, is that you can actually get married. Yay! It’s not illegal – at least not for you living in the UK. (You could even do it in a church … If you wanted to. You don’t. But rejoice in that fact.) And … breathe.

There’s still hope that you will marry. I mean, you are currently on five separate dating apps and averaging around three dates a week. OK, four. You’ll learn what dating apps are in a few years’ time and you’ll have a love/hate relationship with them. They will also use up a lot of your screen time – you’ll learn about screen time soon, too. However, sixty-four countries across the globe still claim being queer to be illegal and it can even be met with the death penalty. And it’s 2025. Yeah, we still have a pretty long way to go. Though, as people chant every June, who needs Pride, right?

Oh, and we’re using the word ‘queer’ again. It’s not an insult anymore. I know you won’t understand that after the word was weaponised against you at school, beaten around your face and thrown at you like dirt … But we’ve reclaimed it and it’s kind of empowering.

Breathe.

Some things never change.

You do not like fish. No number of ex-boyfriends (you’ve had a few) attempting to make you try tuna or black cod because ‘it’s not that fishy’ has altered this. You still hate anything from the sea or pond and have to defend this statement constantly. Ducks being included in this is still a struggle for some to see, but I’m with you, it’s wrong. Wet bellies and beaks … yuck!

Your anxiety around sex and STIs and infections has wavered, but it’s still present. You have not got over this yet. However, an incredible new drug, PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis), is making this transition easier for you and millions of people, which prevents you catching HIV.

I’ll let that statement soak in for a minute.

Back? OK, here’s the bad part: you aren’t on PrEP. Yes, I’m angry at us too. You are currently worried about the damage it could do to your kidneys. Yes, we still research on forums a lot, but now it’s called ‘googling’. (You’ll learn about Google soon, and overuse it too.) You do want to start taking PrEP, not for the rubber-free sex, but for the peace of mind and extra barrier against HIV. We’re working on it, though, getting closer. There’s still a stigma attached to HIV/AIDS, but you’re doing your part to break this. I’m proud of you. We still have much to learn and a long way to go. There is no known cure, yet.

Breathe.

You haven’t had a nose job and you hate the lines around your eyes that have developed with age (stress and laughter), but you haven’t had Botox … yet. You laugh a lot, though. Like, loads. And so perhaps those lines tell your story. But your book isn’t finished, yet.

Your mum divorced him.

Breathe.

So, you will all be safe and OK in the end. Hang in there, I know you’re finding these years incredibly hard. Unfortunately, it’s going to get tougher before it gets easier, but you will be OK.

You will all be OK.

You’re nearly eighteen and about to come out to the world. You hate the thought of it; sick to the stomach, you’re crying a lot at night. Quietly. Alone. But your dad isn’t going to disown you. I repeat, he isn’t going to stop loving you, Daniel. It won’t be easy, but believe me when I say this, you’re actually going to be one of the lucky ones. Many will have a tougher battle ahead of them. Thrown out or abandoned.

Breathe.

You will not end your life. It won’t end your life. You will become more comfortable in yourself.

Queer.

In fact, not long ago, before writing this, you went on national TV and spoke about being gay to millions of viewers on mainstream television. You are using your voice to help others (you hope) and I’m proud of you. You wrote a bloody book about it. (Fuck you, 11 Plus!)

You no longer hate yourself.

Breathe.

You are a work in progress. Love is a strong word, but you’re getting there. You often wonder if that’s why you’re still single. Yes, you are still single. However, you’ve loved and been loved. You’ve had some great boyfriends and some questionable ones. You’ll come to learn that being broken down or made to feel smaller than you are, will be a ‘them’ thing, and not your fault. Breaking free will never feel so good. The good ones will come, even if fleeting – in fact, you’ll meet a man soon who will change your life. Enjoy it. I’m jealous of you going through that – I want to do it all over again. But you will love and learn. It’s all valuable.

Stop looking back. Please look forward, it really does race by. Give that neck a break!

I want you to know that you’re going to be a best man at least four times – I know that’s surprising to you right now, especially when you’re unsure if you have many friends. You were never the pick of the team, but now do Barry’s Bootcamp like you belong in the army. I know sometimes after PE lessons, you wait until everyone’s gone from the changing room and finally get dressed, wiping away tears, worrying about if you’ll find anyone remotely like you. But my gosh, do you! You have incredible friends, boys and girls and thems (more on that soon) – who are now men and women and theys – and you have other people around you from the community that you love and are learning so much from. My gosh, there’s lots to learn. My gosh, you say my gosh a lot. You’ve come a long way from the little chubby kid who used to lie to his parents about his friendships … You’ve grown, you’ve found them.

Breathe.

Make time to travel constantly – alone and with your best friend, Darren – because your adventures together will feature in books to come. You’ll finish off each other’s sentences and exchange looks about memories that you share. (Yes, you did sleep together, once – but you’ll come to learn that a lot of friendships form this way in the community – and this was/is a special one.)

There are plenty of things that I don’t want to tell you. You’ll experience them, make mistakes and learn from these. But live in each moment, especially in New York when everyone else goes to bed and you get back up, change and head to a bar someone recommended to you. Please know that you are actually incredibly brave, Daniel. Yes, you still hate compliments but those times will hold great memories in the future.

You have a future.

Breathe.

Also, I have to tell you, you grew into your voice and you found your comfort but have a long road ahead. Sometimes an exhausting uphill struggle. Save energy for it. But please stop hating yourself. Learn to love. Embrace your gay.

Enjoy each moment because with every second you do, you are becoming the man you never thought you’d be able to be.

Be kind. Forgive. Love.

I love you.



Yours, Daniel x



P.S. Barbie was made into a mainstream movie and became the highest-grossing film of 2023. The world loves it. Those dolls have come a long way since you played with them secretly and cut their hair too short. Laura eventually forgave you for ruining them!






Alaska

Drag Queen and Singer

Gay

He/Him



Dear Younger Self,

I have a serious problem with this assignment as I vehemently believe that travelling back in time and tampering with the past is a sure-fire way to throw off the current timeline. If you read this information from your future self, it will surely alter the course of events within your own life and beyond. Reading this letter could cause massive devastation, nuclear disaster, or worse – The Golden Girls might never get made. Perhaps there are some general, evergreen pieces of advice that might be useful to you and anyone reading this without throwing off the space-time continuum:


	Learn to meditate. Even if you don’t do so regularly, knowing how to do it will give you something to do if you are ever buried alive.

	Stretching is good for you. Gluten is not.

	If you watch Sex and the City, watch it in the knowledge that Carrie Bradshaw is an unsympathetic protagonist – not a role model.



I want to avoid getting too specific with you, Younger Self. If I tell you that you’ll grow up and be paid way too much money to dress up in long blonde hair, excessive make-up and tight, flowing dresses, I’m not sure if you’d believe me. I also doubt you’d believe that you drive an electrical space car and have a magical device in your pocket that can play any episode of any of your favourite TV shows on command. That’s pretty cool though. I won’t tell you, however, that this same magical device is also a source of pain, worry, annoyance and this new, ever-present thing from the future we call ‘anxiety’.

If I attempt to tell you useful information that’s good for your health, like ‘don’t drink too much’, it could have the same effect that all those years in the D.A.R.E Program [Drug Abuse Resistance Education] had. In which case you’ll end up not drinking or doing anything against the rules until you’re eighteen, and then you’ll do pretty much all of them all at once the second you get to college. Which I guess worked out fine. But as a general rule, avoiding cocaine and drinking a little bit less is pretty much categorically always better in every imaginable way.

I could tell you not to make really stupid decisions. Don’t drive your bike home drunk without a helmet from Faultline. Don’t drive out of the city to meet some guy and then get stoned and realise you don’t want to hook up with him, so he makes you leave and you have to drive terrifyingly stoned all the way home.

Don’t try to hitch-hike your way out of Burning Man to get back to LA. But wait – if you don’t do that, then you’d never end up losing your job at Circus of Books, and then you’d never end up moving to Pittsburgh, and then you’d never end up getting into a relationship with Sharon, which would then mean you’d probably never get on RuPaul’s Drag Race. And if you don’t end up on Drag Race, I’m not sure what you’d be doing because being a Ru Girl has been
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