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Ever since I was a child, I loved books. I loved reading stories. I loved telling them. During elementary school there was a contest held in which a winner would be chosen from each grade. The premise was simple, write a story. Picture a young me, wide-eyed and eager running home from the bus stop. Only to rush through my homework. When I finished I pulled out a notebook and started writing. 

It was a ridiculous story about ninjas working together to find their long lost brother. Imagine if the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles were made up of seven turtles and they lost a brother. The brother had actually abandoned them to make an attempt to rule the world with a weather machine. In the end, he realized the error of his ways and the brothers left together. Along the way, they fought death machines and overcame traps. Since I was in fourth grade this was all fit into a few hundred words. Nevertheless, I was serious; I had outlines and charts distinguishing the characters.

The contest was announced on Friday and I returned to school on Monday with a fully written story. I mean written, by hand. I didn’t have a computer but my teacher suggested I go to the local library and type it out. It took me longer to type than it did to write. I’m not that old, but computers weren’t in every classroom when I was growing up. I had no idea how to type but I did it because this story was the only thing on my mind. I remember wondering why there were so many squiggled lines under everything I would type. I was informed by both a librarian and a paperclip with silly eyes that those were typos and grammatical errors. I fixed them and printed out this story I had worked so hard on.

For a few weeks, I heard nothing back because I was certainly one of the early entrants. I was on edge hoping that my teachers read my work and instantly know I was the second coming of J.K. Rowling. They did not think that highly of me and that was okay, because they did award me with first place for the fourth grade. As a reward, I was able to attend dinner with Frank O’Bannon who was governor of Indiana at the time. In my mind that solidified the idea that I was destined to write. I could be a rocket scientist, a garbage man, a television host, a pro athlete or anything else, but I was going to be a writer too.

Throughout middle school and high school, I continued to write short stories occasionally. When I entered university, things changed. If you know me well enough you know, I took the five-year route of college. That was because I changed my major almost every semester during those first two years. Initially, I had chosen to major in creative writing with a minor in classical literature. Sadly, I let my dreams be crushed in that very first semester.

I had a professor in my introduction to creative writing course who made sure to let us all know we would be failures as writers. He knew this, because he was a failure as a writer. He had never had a publisher accept any of his work. He’d turned to self-publishing on Amazon, as had many others. Yet, he only sold around ten books. He would go on rants about how the internet was killing real literature. We would all complete the assignments and he would read them out loud, only to tell us how every single person in the class was horrible. He ruined my passion for writing for a long time. I stopped my practice of writing short stories, I threw away outlines I had for novels and I was done. I tried History and Environmental Science before settling on becoming a businessman. The exact opposite of what I had gone to university for.

I still found myself drawn to writing and that led to a small blog called King’s Ramblings. I’m not sure how, but I developed a small following because of it. It was mostly filled with music reviews, politics and race relations. Mentally, I felt as if it was an emotional drain on me to only writing about reality, because reality can be depressing. In the end, I decided to shut down that blog because it just didn’t feel right to keep doing something that wasn’t bringing me joy.

Everyone needed four English classes to graduate at my university. In spring 2012, I tried another creative writing course. This time I had a teacher who only spoke about his accomplishments and awards. Yet, no matter how often we searched the internet we could never find any of these awards or the bestselling books he claimed to write. The rest of the class was odd. With the exception of a handful of others, the class took themselves way too serious. None of them actually seemed to get joy from writing or sharing their work. I remember on one occasion a woman had written about her attempted suicide. She mentioned she had set Queen’s “Another One Bites The Dust,” to play on repeat. I couldn’t help but laugh alongside her as every else in the class looked on in disgust that the two of us were laughing about a botched suicide attempt. Needless to say, creative writing had once again failed to win me over.

Spring of 2013 rolled around and I needed one final English course so I once again turned to creative writing. If I hadn’t been black, this class would have been a lot different. Somehow, I ended up as the only black person in a class that could only be described as filled to the brim with overthinking hipsters. Everything I would wrote would end up being critiqued as if it were a metaphor for race relations in America. On one occasion, I wrote a short story about a bank robbery as the prompt described. Everyone in the class wrote about a bank robbery, yet mine was a metaphor for how, “the white man is robbing Black America.” I was officially done with creative writing courses forever.

Still, I could never finish with writing. Fall of 2013 is when Blerds Online began. When it started, it was just another little blog about being a black nerd. Sure, I might write about race sometimes but I hadn’t backed myself into a corner this time. Soon, it began to grow larger than I ever expected. It started with just me, but then there were others who came. It was much more than a blog at that point. It became a collective of people pursuing their passions under a single banner. Writers, musicians, photographers, directors, poets, and just about everything else you can think of in one place. 

No matter how much fiction I read, I still couldn’t bring myself to write more of it because after three strikes, university had ruled out the idea for me, forever. In fact, I had no confidence in my writing ability whatsoever. As the site grew, people would contact me for guest posts on their sites and I would turn them down. I didn’t think I was good enough to write for anyone else. I didn’t want to tarnish anyone’s reputation with my special brand of writing.

Then one day I came across an old thumb drive while moving some furniture. I couldn’t remember seeing this thumb drive for years. I plugged it into my computer and of course, it was corrupted. The process of recovering files was an easy one but very slow. When it was all said and done, sixteen different short stories I had written during high school were there. I remembered how much I enjoyed writing fiction and was inspired to write again.

That’s how we arrived at this book. It gave me such joy to read through these old stories that I couldn’t help but start writing again. These stories reinvigorated a dream that I had left deferred. As I write this all of the stories featured in this book are at least seven years old, some older than that. I’m a much better writer now. I could have rewritten these stories or pretended they never existed. As silly, as it seems I feel as though I owe to these stories to put them out there for anyone to access. I could tuck them away and never show them to anyone but what purpose would that serve? 

Instead, I choose to publish them as a constant reminder of what I love. These stories no matter how rough are an eternal love letter to literature. These stories are not my peak by any means, but if you’re going to build up you have to start somewhere. Through constantly backpedaling and resetting progress, I've found myself in the same place of this journey as I was in high school. Looking to follow the correct path, I start the journey again, this time in front of the world.

Without further ado, I present to you Stories From A Time Since Gone: An Anthology of Angsty Teenage Emotion.
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“Lila was a beautiful girl,” the preacher paused and looked directly at me, as if he were staring into my soul before continuing. “Lila had her demons, the same as all of us. The difference is she never showed hers. She faced the world with a caring smile. I know many of you may be feeling as if you could have prevented this loss, but you couldn’t have. Lila never shared her true emotions with any of us. She never showed us her inner pain, yet was quick to take on the burdens of others. We never dreamt that a girl so radiant could have such dark thoughts. Lila was caged by the troubles she faced. Suicide is never an easy thing to understand, we can’t ask those who have passed on why they chose that way to escape life’s problems. But, we can find comfort in knowing that Lila is no longer behind the bars of torment, but is now able to soar high above with wings like a dove.”

The man speaks well and the relief he brings to the faces of those in the crowd is apparent. Nevertheless, he can bring no relief to me. I close my eyes in silent thought while he drags on with scriptures that have been altered with time, losing their true meaning. I can’t help but blame myself. Before I realize it, the funeral is over. Everyone has left, I’ve been lost in my mind and when I finally look up, and I see myself staring at a casket. 

Everyone says that I shouldn’t blame myself. They say even God failed when he created Lucifer. I don’t care how they put it this was my responsibility. I should have been there to stop this. I was never there to share in her pain like the one I should have. I can't help but feel like I should have done more to help her. There had to be signs that I was missing. I feel a hand on my shoulder and jump back to reality. I turn and see it was Gabriel. That’s why the preacher looked at me. He recognized me. I guess old friends never truly forget.

“There’s a message for you,” he speaks as if he’s unfazed by all this.

“I want to be left alone right now,” the only response I could muster, and it came out like a whimper. Some protector I am.

“It’s important.”

“Fine, tell me.”

“It’s not your fault,” I’ve heard those words 92 times in the last 3 days. It's not something new and no matter how many times I hear it I won't feel any better. He senses my displeasure with his words but continues anyway.

“We have all failed at one time or another. The first response is always to blame ourselves. We replay the moment in our heads repeatedly. Searching for anything that could be a possible explanation to
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