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It began to seem that one would have to hold in the mind forever two ideas which seemed to be in opposition.

James Baldwin, “Notes of a Native Son”






For the desk. For what it cost to sit at it.




Shelf

1.

I did not start with a list. I did not sit down one morning and say: I will read the memoirs of twenty-six men and write about what I find. That version sounds deliberate, and deliberate is not what happened. What happened is I was twenty-eight and broke and living in a rented room in Camberwell and I found a copy of Obama’s memoir in a charity shop on Denmark Hill for two pounds fifty. The spine was cracked. Someone had folded the corner of page 214. I bought it because it was the cheapest thing in the shop that wasn’t crockery.

I read it on the bus. The 36. Camberwell to Peckham, the route I could walk in twenty minutes but rode because my feet hurt from a double shift at a restaurant I am not going to name because naming it would make this sound like a story about struggle and this is not a story about struggle. It is a story about a shelf.

The shelf was in the room I was renting. Four planks of MDF screwed into the wall by a previous tenant who had not used a spirit level. It leaned. Everything on it slid slowly to the left over weeks, so I’d come home and find the books stacked against the wall bracket like commuters pressed together on a platform. I put Obama on the shelf. The shelf held.



2.

Within a year there were nine books on the shelf. Then fourteen. Then I lost count, because counting would have meant admitting I was doing something, and admitting I was doing something would have meant naming it, and I could not name it.

I was reading memoirs by men. Black men, mostly. Some not. All of them had written about their lives with the unbearable honesty that happens when a person sits down and tries to say what actually occurred rather than what they wish had occurred. I was not reading them for research. I was not reading them for a project. I was reading them because every time I finished one I felt something I could not locate. Not inspiration, not comfort, not the feeling of being taught. Something underneath those. Something in the body.

The shelf kept leaning. I kept buying books.



3.

I should tell you who I am. Not because it matters biographically. Dates, credentials, the accumulation of facts that are supposed to make a reader trust the person holding the pen. It matters because position determines what you see. And what I saw in these books was determined entirely by where I was standing when I read them.

I am thirty-one. I am Black and British. Light-skinned enough that rooms guess before they ask. Mixed, they guess. Brazilian. My father is light and my mother is dark and I am the middle of two nations that I am not going to name for you. I grew up fluent in two worlds and belonging fully to neither. I am from Peckham. Not London, Peckham, and the distinction is the same distinction that runs through every page of this book: the postcode versus the city, the father’s chair versus the idea of a father. I am a writer. I have one produced credit. A short film that won nothing. People who saw it have not stopped thinking about it. I measure by that and by nothing else.

I am in Los Angeles now. I came here at thirty-one from South London, chasing something I still have not named, carrying notebooks and guilt and the hands of a man who never left.

That is the position. Everything in this book is seen from it.



4.

The notebook arrived before the idea. This is important.

I had been reading for a year, maybe longer. Obama, then Noah, then Smith, then Agassi, one after another, the shelf filling, the lean getting worse. And I started writing in the margins. Not analysis. Not notes for a future project. Sentences that arrived while I was reading, the way a scent arrives. Unbidden, connected to something the conscious mind hasn’t caught up to yet.

In the margin of Trevor Noah’s chapter about his mother: the language is the passport. In the margin of Andre Agassi’s description of hitting ten thousand balls before breakfast: the machine aimed at the child. In the margin of Tupac’s account of his mother’s paranoia: armour is not the same as skin and he never learned the difference.

These were not thoughts about the books. They were thoughts the books shook loose. From where I do not know. From the body, probably. From the part of me that had been watching my father sit in a chair for twenty-five years and had never found the words for what the sitting meant. The books were not giving me words. They were giving me permission to reach for the ones I already had.

I bought a notebook. Black cover, unlined. I started copying the sentences out of the margins and into the notebook, and in the notebook they looked different. Less like annotations and more like the beginning of something. I did not know what. I carried the notebook on the bus. I carried it to work. I carried it like it owed me money.



5.

I was not looking for fathers.

I need to say that because the fathers are what the book found, and the reader might assume I went looking. I did not go looking. I was reading about a president and a comedian and a tennis player and a rapper and a soul singer and a man whose own son gave him the gun, and I was looking for. What? Role models, if I am honest. A word I distrust and a need I had anyway. And underneath the need, something more specific. I wanted to see the humanity in great men. Not the podium version. The warts, the flaws, the beauty, all three in the same man, sometimes in the same paragraph. Proof that greatness is done by normal people, because if it is done by normal people it is not a different species doing it. And craft. How these men, who were not writers by trade (most of them), had managed, in the writing, to say the thing the performance had spent a lifetime holding back.

That is what I wanted. The thing underneath.

What I found, instead, was that every one of these men had the same structure underneath. Different rooms, different furniture, different weather. Same foundation. A father. Present or absent, loving or violent, a vacancy or a forecast. And a son building on top of the gap between what the father gave and what the world required.

I did not plan to write about my own father. My father entered the notebook the way he enters a room. Without warning. Taking the chair that is his because his body has been in it so long the furniture remembers. He was in the margins before I knew he was in the margins. He was in every sentence I wrote about another man’s father, sitting underneath, not waiting. Just there. The way he was always just there.



6.

There is a version of this book I could have written that would have been easier. The clean version. I have drafts. The clean version is dead on the page.

That is not this book. This book is half about Obama’s patience and half about my father’s chair, half about Tupac’s armour and half about my accent, half about Baldwin’s departure and half about mine.



7.

The shelf in Camberwell is gone. I left it when I left the room. The books came with me. In the suitcase, in the carry-on, in the backpack that held three notebooks and the photograph of my parents, which is still in its box. I do not keep photographs of the people I love. The box crosses oceans with me anyway. The books are in Los Angeles now, on a shelf that is level, in an apartment where nobody leaves Post-it notes about milk.

The lean is still there. Not in the shelf. In me. Something pulled to one side by the weight of what I was reading, year after year, man after man, father after father. Something I have been trying to straighten with sentences and that will not straighten because the lean is not a flaw. A man from Peckham reads a man from Honolulu reads a man from Soweto reads a man from Las Vegas reads a man from Baltimore reads a man from the gap between who his father was and who the world required him to become. The same weight pressing the same direction.

Toward the chair. Always toward the chair.




FATHERS




Barack Obama

His father left when he was two. This is the fact that organises everything that follows.

Barack Obama Sr. arrived from Kenya with an intellect that could split a room and a charm that worked on everyone except his own family. He stayed long enough to produce a son, enrol in graduate school, and leave. Not dramatically. Not with a slammed door or a final argument that would at least have given the boy something to hold. He simply continued the life he was already living, the one that had never fully included a wife and child in Honolulu. He went to Harvard. Then he went home. He visited once, when Barack was ten. They went to a jazz concert. He gave the boy a basketball. Then he left again, and the next time Barack heard his name in a sentence that mattered, the man was dead. Car accident. Nairobi. 1982. He was forty-six. His son was twenty-one and had to grieve a man he barely knew, which is a grief not for the person but for the person you were supposed to have had.

The absence did what absences do. It didn’t announce itself. It settled. It became the frame of a personality. The beams and foundations of a man the world would spend decades trying to read. Every room Barack Obama entered for the rest of his life, he entered as a man who had been left. And who had decided, somewhere below the level of language, that he would never be the one to leave first. He would stay. He would outlast. He would be the last person standing in whatever room required him, long after the people with less discipline had walked out.

There is a version of patience that is temperament. A calm disposition. A willingness to wait that comes from some deep well of steadiness the rest of us don’t have access to. That is not Obama’s patience. Obama’s patience was built. Brick by brick, year by year, constructed on top of an absence the way a house is built on a foundation you can no longer see but that determines, absolutely, what the house can bear.

His father’s departure taught him something before he had words for it. Speed was the thing that left. Speed was the attractive man with the brilliant mind who moved too fast to be held accountable for the damage he trailed behind him. Speed was the man who could enter a room, make everyone in it feel as though they were the only person alive, and then walk out before anyone noticed the room was emptier than it had been before he arrived. Speed was the father who didn’t stay.

So Barack became the man who stayed.

I read that sentence on the 36 bus, somewhere between Camberwell and Peckham, and put the book in my lap and sat with it.



He was fast once. As a young senator from Illinois, he moved through rooms like he was late for the next one. Sharp answers before the question finished landing. The charisma working in all directions. He was good at speed. He was so good at it that other people started believing it was who he was. The man with the quick mind and the quicker tongue, the man already three moves ahead of any room he entered.

He was good enough at speed that he almost didn’t notice what he was performing. The brilliant man who enters a room, dazzles it, and is already thinking about the door. So far ahead of the conversation he has stopped being inside it. Who is, if you strip away the polish and the policy and the evident goodness, doing exactly what his father did. Moving too fast to be held.

The presidency corrected him. Not gently.

In A Promised Land, he writes about the weight of the office as though describing a physical substance. Not the power. The restraint. An economic collapse inherited on arrival. Two wars he didn’t start and couldn’t end with a signature. A Congress that had decided before his inauguration that obstruction was not a tactic but a governing philosophy. Every decision carried consequences that wouldn’t surface for years. Every reaction, if it came too fast, could cascade into something that couldn’t be taken back. The quick answer. The senator’s reflex, the debater’s instinct. Was suddenly the most dangerous tool in the room.

He had to learn to sit with things. To let a room breathe before he filled it with his voice. To watch headlines twist his silence into weakness, into indecision, into the caricature of a man who didn’t care enough to act. And to know, in the body, in the hands that stayed flat on the table, that speaking too soon would cost more than being misread.

It was the hardest discipline he’d ever practised. Harder than the campaign trail, which demanded stamina. Harder than the debates, which demanded performance. The discipline of waiting when everything in you wants to act. The discipline of holding still while the room decides you are slow, detached, cold, disengaged. And knowing, in a place the room cannot see, that the stillness is the work.

His critics called it detachment. His allies called it composure. Neither word was right. What it actually was. What the memoir reveals in its accumulation of decisions delayed, statements withheld, reactions suppressed until the right moment arrived. Was someone taught, by the first and deepest lesson of his life, that the person who acts too quickly is the person who leaves too soon.



There is a photograph from the Situation Room on the night of the Bin Laden operation. It has become one of the most examined images in modern political history. Obama sits at the corner of the table. Not at the head, the corner. Slightly forward, his jaw set, his eyes on a screen the camera can’t see. Around him, the room is full of people who have spent their careers making decisions that end or preserve lives. Hillary Clinton has her hand over her mouth. Robert Gates is motionless. Joe Biden holds a rosary. The room is still in the way rooms are still when the people inside them understand that what happens in the next few minutes cannot be rehearsed.

Obama is watching the screen. Just watching.

He describes the pull to intervene. To direct. To reach across the table and into the operation and adjust something. A vector, a timing, a decision. Because that is what powerful men do. They act. They make things happen. The pull was physical, he writes. Not abstract. He felt it in his hands, in his posture, in the part of himself that had spent four years learning to run the most powerful institution on the planet and that understood, at the level of muscle memory, that his voice in this room could make people move.

But the operation didn’t need his voice. The SEALs had their training. The generals had given their orders. The helicopters were in the air, flying dark across the Pakistani border, and no amount of presidential direction from a room in Washington could change what would happen when they landed. What Obama had to provide. The only thing he could provide, in that room, at that moment. Was something harder than command.

He had to provide the silence.

He sat there. He watched the screen. He waited. The operation unfolded in real time. The breach, the movement through the compound, the long minutes of uncertainty. And the most powerful man in the world sat at the corner of a table and did nothing.

His father never learned this. Barack Obama Sr. was, by every account, a man of extraordinary ability who could not sit still long enough to let anything he’d built survive him. He moved from room to room, from country to country, from family to family, with the restlessness of a man who mistook motion for meaning. He was brilliant. He was charming. He left a trail of people who adored the man they’d met and then spent years waiting for the man who’d left to come back. He never came back. He moved forward. Forward was the only direction that felt like freedom, and it killed him. The car accident, the speed, a body that had never learned to slow down crashing, finally, into something that wouldn’t move for it.

The son sat in the Situation Room and provided the opposite. Not speed. Not brilliance. Not charm. The willingness to be still. To be present. To remain.



The version that holds is smaller. It lives in the Situation Room photograph. In the set jaw. In the hands on the table. In the man at the corner of a room, watching a screen, holding his own voice back.




Fathers

1.

I read Obama’s memoir on a bus in Leimert Park. This is the version I want to tell you. The one where I’m on public transport in a historically Black neighbourhood in Los Angeles, reading about the most powerful man on earth learning to sit still, and something shifts. The light through the window. The sentence about the Situation Room. The bus turning onto Crenshaw and the book open in my lap and the feeling arriving before I can name it.

That version is true. But it’s also composed. What I’m leaving out is the reason I was on the bus. I was on the bus because I couldn’t afford the Uber. I was on the bus because I’d been in LA for four months and the money I’d brought from London was almost gone and I was reading a book about a man who became president because reading was the only thing I could do that cost nothing and still made me feel like the version of myself I was trying to become. I wasn’t having a literary experience. I was killing time between a shift at a restaurant in Culver City and the room I was renting in a house where nobody knew my name.

The bus is relevant. Not the window. Not the light.



2.

My father is a quiet man. This is the thing I keep reaching for and the thing I keep getting wrong. The word quiet, which sounds like a compliment and is not one. Quiet as a man becomes quiet when there is nothing left to say about what he has done and what has been done to him. Quiet like a man who comes home and the house listens for which quiet it is tonight.

He worked. He came home. He sat in a chair in the living room that was his chair. Not because anyone assigned it but because his body had been in that position so many times the furniture remembers. He watched television. He went to bed. He got up and did it again.

I am not making him sound diminished. I am describing what I saw. A father is not just a person. A father is a forecast. You watch him and you learn what’s coming. Not from what he tells you. From what he does when he comes home. From what the body does in the kitchen, in the hallway, in the room.



3.

Six memoirs. Six fathers. I didn’t plan the sequence. I read the books as they arrived, pulled them off shelves in libraries and bookshops across two years of moving between a country I’d left and a country that hadn’t decided yet whether I could stay. But when I sat with what I’d read, the fathers were all I could see.

Not because I went looking. Because the pattern kept repeating. Different rooms, different furniture, different weather. A father. A gap. A son building on top of the gap with whatever was available. By the third book, the fourth, the sixth, something started to surface. The wound was never the father. The wound was what the son built on top of the space the father left. Or filled, or broke, or held in place by sitting in it for forty years.

I kept reading these books looking for the fathers. I kept finding the sons.



4.

I learned to read a room before I learned to read. The sound of the key in the door. The weight of the footsteps in the hallway. The silence of a kitchen when someone is deciding what kind of evening it will be. A child’s body learns these things the way it learns gravity. Not by being told. By falling.

I am not going to catalogue what happened. The book is not the place for that. The book holds it underneath, where it has always been, in the body, in the flinch the child learned and the man still carries. Smith’s father used bricks and discipline. Agassi’s father built a machine. Gaye’s father preached and contradicted. I am not comparing. I am saying that every son in these pages learned to read a room, and the reading was not a gift. It was a survival.

I watched this. I was seven, nine, twelve, fifteen. I watched a man get smaller. Not physically. My father is a big man, broader than me, hands that could hold a dinner plate. He got smaller nonetheless. His voice got quieter. His opinions got fewer. His presence in a room went from a thing you noticed to a thing you moved around, the way you move around furniture that has been in the same place so long you’ve stopped seeing it.

I am trying to say what happened without making it into a story that flatters me. The son who names the damage. The writer who performs the precision of the naming. That version is also a lie. I saw a man in a chair and I felt something I could not name and I left. The body knew before the mind did. The body always knew.



5.

My father wanted things for me. A job with a pension. A house I owned. He didn’t say this. He’s not a man who says things. What he said, once, was that making things is not a job. Read the dictionary. The dictionary is useful. The house held three books he approved of. The encyclopedia. The history of the world. The dictionary. Fiction did not come through the front door; fiction I had to smuggle. I read the dictionary. Page by page, standing at the shelf, like a story. I am sitting at a desk in Los Angeles making a book out of what the dictionary could not hold.

There was a scholarship. Football first, then the academic one. He nearly stopped both. The forms wanted a father’s signature, and he understood what a withheld signature could do, the quietest instrument he ever played. I learned the word estrangement from a support office. It was a word you could file. I filed it.

I didn’t take the pension job. I moved to Los Angeles to write. The other side of the world from the chair.

Agassi reached number one and felt nothing. The destination someone else built. I recognised the shape. Not the scale. The gap. The gap between the destination your father imagined and the one you’re standing in.



6.

Tupac had a vacancy. No shape to push against. Just a hole where the shape should have been. Obama, Smith, Agassi, Gaye. They had a man in the room. Wrong, absent, violent, but there. A shape gives you a direction even if the direction is away. A vacancy gives you nothing. And nothing is what you fill with whatever’s available.

My father was there. That is not a gift. That is a fact. He was there in the chair, in the daily practice of a life that included him and everything he carried into the house with him. His presence was the weather of the rooms. You do not thank the weather. You survive it, or you leave.



7.

The phone rings once a year. Twice, in a generous year. His name on the screen and the screen going dark again. He leaves no voicemail. He does not know when my birthday is. This stopped being a wound at some point I did not notice passing. It was downgraded to a fact, as a scar stops being an injury and becomes a place on your skin.

I saw him at my sister’s wedding, two years ago. We spoke the way men speak when the only thing they share is height. He wanted a photograph. He stood beside me and put his hand on my shoulder and someone took it, and somewhere in a phone I will never see there is a picture of a father and a son. The photograph exists. The thing it is a photograph of does not. I sit in my apartment in a city where nobody knows his name and I feel something I cannot place on the spectrum between relief and nothing.

He gave me what he had. That is the sentence I keep arriving at and the sentence that keeps not being enough. He gave me what he had. Not what Obama’s father withheld by leaving. Not what Smith’s father imposed with bricks and discipline. Not what Agassi’s father loaded onto a machine. Not what Gaye’s father preached and contradicted and destroyed. My father gave me what he had, which was a man’s anger and a man’s diminishment and a house that held both, and the child in the house learned the shape of both before he had words for either.

The chair is where a man sat who did damage and was also, eventually, just a man in a chair.

What I can say is that I’m sitting at a desk in Los Angeles and it’s late and the screen is bright and I’m thirty-one and I’m writing about my father and he doesn’t know I’m writing about him. He doesn’t know most things about me now. Somewhere, seven hours ahead, there is a chair. I have not seen it in years. I could draw it with my eyes closed.



8.

These are not lessons. I don’t have a theory of fathers. I have a shelf of books and a man in a chair in South London and the distance between them, which is the distance between what I read and what I lived. A bus in Leimert Park and a living room in Peckham. A distance I have been trying to close with sentences. It has not closed.

What I know is this. Every man in these pages was shaped by a father. Present or absent, loving or violent, legislated or disappeared. And the shape held. It held through fame, through discipline, through addiction, through murder, through the daily negotiation of being alive in a body that remembers what the mind has agreed to forget. The shape held. And the work. The memoirs, the music, the silence, the sitting. Was what each man built on top of it.

I don’t know what I’m building. I know what’s underneath it.



9.

Late. The apartment quiet. The laptop cooling on my thighs. Outside, the particular silence of a Los Angeles street at two in the morning. No sirens, no traffic. A sound my father has never heard.

His chair. My desk. The distance between them that is also the work.




The rest is in the book

Twenty-five more men. Four more essays. One shelf.

The full MENMOIRS ebook is at menmoirs.com.
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