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			“‘Queer’ not as being about who you’re having sex with (that can be a dimension of it); but ‘queer’ as being about the self that is at odds with everything around it and that has to invent and create and find a place to speak and to thrive and to live.” —bell hooks
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			“Tell me everything and we will change for the better.”

			Judith Butler wrote, “we form ourselves in the vocabularies we did not choose, and sometimes we have to reject those vocabularies or actively develop new ones.” From Here We Build: Queer Youth Write From Their Lives is the assertion of a new poetic vocabulary rising from the daily necessity of queer youth to find the words to describe the “I” that is always in motion, always evolving, always trying to assert itself through gender, sexuality, relationship and possibility. The feisty rebellious “I” determined to clear away all that has stifled, outlawed and punished it. The “I,” as poet Lily Ariel Mueller wrote, is “forever coming of age.” 

			This volume could have been called Queer Youth Write for their Lives, or Write into their Lives or Write out of their lives. The almost obsessive seeking of the most authentic version of self is the engine churning through this slim, powerful volume. As Seoyeon Park’s spellbinding poem, “You Must,” directs us: 

			“you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to trust you have to you have to you have to.

			you will eat yourself alive if you don’t.”

			And yet these poems are ironic, vulnerable, sometimes sad, often aching in the impossibility of ever arriving at a static place of self. These poets are brave gender explorers cast out in a non-­binary galaxy, willing to be lost, willing to sacrifice safety for discovery, acceptance for becoming. As Ari Ochoa-Petzold writes, “You ended up falling for the whole world, not because gender isn’t a wall for love, but because you know yourself so deeply that other people aren’t strangers to you.”

			The book is a collective reclamation, a sourcing of a new language discovering itself in the queer present which is always simultaneously an imagined future. These poets, these poems won’t be put in a box. No. “They are casting away the borderlands stitched on their bodies.” They are writing a generation into existence.

			Indeed. As Lily Mueller writes, “This will be a home for everyone yet-to-come and for every bygone soul. I care so much. Tell me everything and we will change for the better.”

			V (formerly Eve Ensler) 

			(she/her)

			Preface

			from Celeste Lecesne, Artistic Director of The Future Perfect Project

			This anthology features original writing by the young people of The Future Perfect Project (FPP), a national arts initiative dedicated to amplifying the voices of LGBTQIA+ youth. Since 2020, FPP has been hosting Writer’s Room, a free, online workshop that focuses on developing writing skills for LGBTQIA+ creatives of all skill levels, ages 13-19. We gather regularly to discuss topics through a queer lens, respond to writing prompts, and honor the writer in all of us. All the work you are about to read was created between 2020 and 2024, and each poem is followed by a writing prompt that either inspired the written work or was inspired by the work itself. The point of this collection is to celebrate the courage and creativity of young queer writers who are just beginning to develop their creative voices and also to inspire those who want to expand and develop an already existing writing practice.

			The Writer’s Room workshop is open to anyone who wants to connect, share, reflect and respond with the written word. Each session is facilitated by two LGBTQIA+ artists who are there to hold space, support a practice of writing and affirm an ever-­evolving queer perspective.

			Each season we choose a theme or a topic. For instance, in the Fall of 2023 we chose to focus on various aspects of the self: mind, body, heart, intuition, power and spirit. We wanted to know how these aspects of the self were informing the way queer, young people navigated the wider world. We invited Simon Ventura to lead us in an exploration of the queer young mind. Simon had recently aged out of our Writer’s Room program, and he was enrolled in college as a psychology major. He mentioned that he was drawn to the study of psychology because he’d spent so much of his young life believing that he was mentally ill.

			“Growing up,” he told us, “I would look at other girls and wonder, ‘Why can’t I be like them? What’s wrong with me?’ At the time, if you’d asked me, I probably would’ve said that I had some sort of mental illness, because I was unable to act like a girl when I was supposed to be one. It was only when I learned what transgender meant that I realized I was a boy. I wasn’t mentally ill. I was trans!”

			Developing a self is a mighty undertaking for everyone, but for a queer young person, a reset is often required once they come to acknowledge and accept that queerness is central to their concept of self. As Ari Ochoa Petzold, one of the young writers in this anthology, told us: “What happens when you think that the holiness of your brain is instead an illness?” It’s only when we begin to trust what we know about ourselves, what we’ve always known—our (w)holiness—that we begin to understand queerness not as a form of crazy, but as an essential aspect of who we are and who we are becoming. Simon’s poem (“From Here I Build”), which he created in the Writer’s Room workshop, inspired the title of this anthology. We felt that it perfectly expressed the attitude many queer young people have as they continue to develop themselves from the inside out. From Here We Build offers a new perspective, one that allows us to create a sense of safety, belonging and self with the language we have at hand.

			We hope that the work of these young writers will inspire you to reach for the artist in yourself and encourage you to express yourself in whatever way is appropriate to you. From here we build…

			…with love,

			Celeste Lecesne

			(they/them)

			Letter from Youth Editor, Lily Ariel Mueller

			The Future Perfect Project has been the greatest gift of my life.

			I grew up in a small, rural area with no LGBTQIA+ representation or support available. Like many, I had a complex home life. I’d lived with unrecognized disabilities and mental illnesses since early childhood, and I’d known, since the moment I was conscious, that I was queer.

			I stumbled across The Future Perfect Project (FPP) at 16 and immediately felt at home in a way I never had before. I became a regular at their online writing workshop, and participated in their performance intensives, their portfolio development program, and eventually, became part of the production team of their podcast, I’m Feeling Queer Today! FPP’s programming has given me an invaluable range of technical skills, all completely free of charge, and from the comfort of my home - but more importantly, it has saved, and continues to change, my life. 

			I was reacquainted with play, joy, and wonder; I regained my conviction in who I was. I learned to be at peace with myself. For the first time in my life, I was shown the possibility of my own goodness: that maybe, I was wanted. That maybe, I was loved. That maybe, I did have a story to tell; something good to give the world. I was shown that a life of kindness and care was possible for me - I was given the gift of a future. I found the community I had always craved, a kind of family; met people that are so dear to me. Thanks to FPP, I had the confidence to pursue a higher education in creative writing, film, and theatre, and now have the privilege of creating art with my queer, trans, disabled peers - my people. 

			In the summer of 2024, more than four years after I first encountered FPP, I got to travel to Provincetown with members of the podcast team to hear from some of the young people living there. We handed them the mic and let them share what it was like to be a young person, often on the fringes of where they live. I could show them the possibility that they had important stories to tell. And that people were listening.

			My dream since childhood has always been to help people, and people like me. I was a little queer kid who couldn’t see a life before me - and I was given the chance to connect with kids who might be in the same place. My hope is for a future generation of queer youth to know their own goodness and the importance of telling their stories.
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