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			I’m here today because generations before me 

			refused to move. 

			They held on—

			not even knowing 

			unborn children of generations 

			yet to come 

			would make it to this moment. 




			I am 

			the offspring of their sacrifice, 

			the fruit of a freedom tree 

			planted by the enslaved 

			and watered with the tears 

			of the shackled,

			the daydream of slave minds drunk 

			with precious thoughts of liberty, 

			the answered prayer 

			of an oppressed people. 

			Because they were,

			I am. 




			This book is for them—all of them.





 

			


“Don’t let my seeds grow in conquered lands.

			

Allow them to flourish in wild terrain—

unkept and unbothered as they were intended.”



			—Najya Williams, Poet and Author of Cotton
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			Introduction 

			Black people in this country have been denied access to the full breadth of the human experience for over four centuries. Under America’s system of chattel slavery, we were stripped of our humanity and reduced to property. We were branded lazy, buffoonish, violent, aggressive, overly seductive, simple-minded, and worthy of subjugation. 

			After Emancipation, these degrading characterizations of Blackness lived on, and they continue to do so to this day. Even though much progress has been made, we are still portrayed—in movies, television shows, and other forms of modern entertainment and media—in one-dimensional ways that fail to fully account for the nuances of our humanity. So many of our true stories have yet to be told—and believed. 

			That’s why I’m here. 

			In some sense, Timestamp: Musings of an Introverted Black Boy is my response to this troubling reality. It’s a collection of essays, poems, and short reflections that explores what it means to be young, Black, single, introverted, a person of faith, and so much more. It implicitly and explicitly affirms a simple, yet powerful truth: Black people are really just like everyone else; we’re messy, beautifully complicated humans who hope, hurt, dream, fail, and yearn for love—all in the same breath. 

			Beyond this, the writings featured in this book were written over the course of my time at Harvard, and in the months following my graduation. I arrived on campus in the fall of 2014 and left in the spring of 2018. During that time, quite a few things happened: 

			Protests erupted in Ferguson, Missouri, in response to the police shooting of Michael Brown, an eighteen-year-old, unarmed Black kid. 

			Tamir Rice, a twelve-year-old Black boy, was fatally shot by a police officer who mistook his toy gun for a real one. 

			Rev. Clementa Pinckney, Cynthia Hurd, Susie Jackson, Ethel Lance, Rev. DePayne Middleton-Doctor, Tywanza Sanders, Rev. Daniel Simmons, Rev. Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, and Myra Thompson were gunned down in their house of worship by a self-proclaimed white supremacist. 

			Sandra Bland was found hanging dead in a jail cell just three days after being stopped for a “traffic violation.” 

			Alton Sterling and Philando Castile were killed by police officers within forty-eight hours of each other. 

			Donald J. Trump was elected president of the United States. 

			Barack Obama, the first Black president in U.S. history, left office. 

			White nationalist demonstrations were held on the University of Virginia’s campus in Charlottesville. 

			And the list goes on and on and on. 

			In addition to witnessing all of these racially-charged and racist events, I experienced an awakening in my own life. Having grown up in an overwhelmingly white suburb, I didn’t fully realize who I was until I came to college. That’s when I first reckoned with what it truly meant to be Black in America. And while coming to terms with that jarring truth, I also tried to come of age while maintaining some semblance of my sanity. Needless to say, there was a lot to process. 

			More so than ever before, I turned to writing to make sense of these realities. Once I did that, there was no going back; there was so much else I needed to understand. And as I began sharing my written reflections through social media and other outlets, the feedback I received made it clear there was a common thread of humanity running throughout my story that connected it to so many others. I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t just writing for me. There were others. So, I kept writing, and somewhere along the way, Timestamp: Musings of an Introverted Black Boy found its way into the world. Its birth wasn’t plotted or preplanned (not on my part, at least). In so many ways, it was an unexpected arrival. But, now that it’s here—all grown-up and everything—I can definitively say I wouldn’t have wanted it to happen any other way. 

			At its core, this book is an anthology filtered through the idiosyncratic lens of a twenty-two-year-old Black boy from Canton, Michigan, who somehow made it to Harvard. I can’t deny that. There are experiences, opportunities, and privileges I’ve had access to as a straight, Black, middle-class, Christian male who went to a prestigious university, and they’ve all shaped my journey in unique ways I would be remiss to forget. My truth isn’t a universal gospel—it can’t be. There are far too many beautiful and valid perspectives that exist outside its borders. 

			I’m not sure where exactly your truth lives, especially in relation to mine. We could be next-door neighbors, or total strangers separated by numerous zip codes. It’s hard to say. But, regardless of where your truth resides, I hope Timestamp reminds you of home. Through its exploration of universal themes of love, identity, faith, social justice, and coming of age, I hope you are able to see yourself in it, and find good places to rest in between the lines. 

			Before this journey begins, I should be honest with you about a few things: Some of the entries featured in this anthology have been edited from their original form for length and lucidity. Things have been revised and expanded in order to standardize the quality of the writing throughout the book. Because I’ve grown as a writer over the past four years, I wanted to ensure the entire work reflected that growth. However, with every editorial change I made, I fiercely sought to preserve the spirit of the original writing. Every entry in this book, edited or otherwise, accurately reflects the state of mind I was in when it was first written. 

			Finally, while we’re on the subject (sort of), you should also know this collection’s content is bound together by a book spine and not much else. There’s no cohesive plot, no climax, no overarching narrative line running throughout it. It can be hard to predict—but that’s life. 

			I don’t get to be introverted, Black, young, male, single, and a person of faith in chronological order. I hold, within my body, all of these identities at one time. Compartmentalizing my thoughts into perfect little chapters isn’t an option for me. I don’t have that luxury. In fact, none of us do. 

			Life doesn’t really care about our desire to write stories that make sense. It’s fickle that way; we have to make do. So, instead of trying to excavate a cohesive narrative from the abyss of my disparate thought life, I’ve decided to just let it breathe as is. In letting this book run wild and free in this way, I hope it calls out to you in an honest language that knows no pretense. 

			Well, I think that’s all for now. Thank you so much for choosing this journey. I look forward to seeing you on the other side. 

			Safe travels.





 

			Timestamp *
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			Oreos

			December 7, 2014

			I recently had a major revelation. 

			I’m Black. 




			Nina Simone Black. 

			Cornbread and collard greens Black. 

			Chitlins and hot sauce Black. 

			You got McDonald’s money? Black. 

			Can I touch your hair? Black. 

			You’re so articulate Black.




			I didn’t always know this, or let’s just say I had forgotten it. It was whited out of my consciousness. Literally. 

			I grew up in an overwhelmingly white suburb. For years, I walked into classrooms, clubs, and competitions, and never really saw my reflection. It got to a point where trying to find a Black person, in certain settings, was like trying to spot Bigfoot in the card section at Target on a Tuesday—the chances were slim. So, I eventually stopped looking. I conceded to that reality, and somehow managed to concede everything else in the process. 

			My parents always encouraged me to strive for excellence. But they never really said doing so would come at the expense of my racial identity, because it shouldn’t have. And yet, it did. 

			As I went through middle and high school, I was told multiple times that my classes, grades, and extracurricular activities revoked my Black card. I was nothing more than a white kid trapped in a Black boy’s body—an Oreo. 

			You? Black? There’s no way. I’m blacker than you and I’m white. 

			After so many years of hearing comments in this vein, you actually start to buy it, or at least I did. I genuinely thought I had to choose between being Black and showing signs of intelligence. So, I let Blackness go—until I no longer could. 

			Trayvon Martin. 

			Michael Brown. 

			Tamir Rice.

			Eric Garner. 

			Black death has a funny way of making you remember things. No matter how smart or “articulate” you may be, it will always let you know that race is king in this country. Sooner or later, your life is going to be reduced to its lowest common racial denominator, and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it. 

			This country wasn’t going to let me forget who I was for long. It forced me to remember. And now that it has, I can’t believe I actually let myself forget in the first place. 

			I never had to concede anything. I’m not a contradiction. Oreos are cookies—not Black people. I can be Black and use Ebonics, take calculus, watch The Parkers, and listen to “Fireflies” by Owl City. Blackness has no box. It’s free, and I own it. No one can ever take it away. 

			It’s mine.





 

			Charleston 

			June 19, 2015 

			On June 17, 2015, a self-identified white supremacist
opened fire during a Bible study at Emanuel African
Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South
Carolina. Nine were killed. Three survived.
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*Timestamp: a record in printed or digital form that shows the time at which

something happened or was done (Cambridge English Dictionary).
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