TRANSCENDENT
KINGDOM

"

YAA GYASI

VINTAGE BOOKS
A Division qf Penguin Random House LLC
" New York




E BOOKS EDITION, JULY 2021

FIRST VINTAG

Copyright © 2020 by YNG Books, Inc.

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Vintage Books,
+ division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York. Originally published

in hardcover in the United States by Alfred A Knopf, a division
dom House LLC, New York, in 2020,

of Penguin Ran

Vintage and colophon are reg_iswrcd
trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incldents cither
are the product of the author's imagination or até used fictitiously.
Any resemblance to actual persons, living of dead, events, or locales

is entirely coincidental.

The Library of Congress has cataloged the Enopf edition as follows:
Names: Gyasi, Yaa, author.
Title: Transcendent kingdom / Yaa Gyasi.
Description: First edition. | New York : Alfred A. Knopf, 2020.
Identifiers: LeCN 2019030844 (print) | reen 2019039845 {ebook)
Classification: 1.Cc P$3607.¥37 T73 2020 (print) | 1cc ps3607.¥37 (ebook) |
i poe 813/.6—de23
LC record available at https:fﬂccn.loc.govfzmpajgﬁ“
1.C ebook record available at Imps:/ﬂccn.loc.gbv/mxgomhs

Vintage Books Trade Paperback (SBN: 978-1-9848-9976-7
eBook ISBN: 978-0-525-05819-T
Book design by Soonyoung Kiwon
www.vintagebooks.com

Printed in the United States of America
1098765.43;1

For Tina



The wortld is charged with the grandeur of God.
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.

GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS,
“God’s Grandeur”

Nothing comes into the universe
and nothing leaves it.

SHARON OLDS,
“The Borders”



Transcendent Kingdom
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joj il he put in his hair. Hours
musk and the jojoba oil i
£ those scents on my nngers,
left him, I would find traces o ]
rz nlck my breasts, all those places where we h?ld br'usl;ed
ya ain;t each other, touched. After our first night in he
u : :
th: e%her I'd learned that Raymond s father' was ?lpdre;\ch;
atgan Af,rican Methodist Episcopal church in Pht1 a “; pu,r;
and T'd laughed. “So that's why I like you, 1 said. “Yo
f a preacher man.” '
e S‘?\I{?oc; 1?13:, me, huh?” he said with that deep voice, that sly

ard me so that we could begin again.
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I felt like T was a living lily of the valley, a rose of Sharon
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of God. It felt illicit to read about all of that flesh—breasts
like fawns, necks like ivory towers—in the pages of this holy
book. It was an incongruous thrill, to feel that flush of desire
well up between my legs as Bethany and I giggled through
those verses. Where is all of this pleasure coming from? I'd think,
my voice getting huskier and huskier with each chapter.
Raymond was the closest I'd come to recapturing that feel-
ing, the pleasure as well as the sense of forbiddenness. The
fact that he wanted to be with me at all made me feel like I
was getting away with some con.

He lived on campus, in an Escondido Village low-rise,
and pretty soon I was spending most of my time there. He
liked to cook these sumptuous meals, five-hour braises with
homemade bread and salads of shaved radishes and fennel.
He'd invite all of his colleagues from Modern Thought and
Literature, and they would have intense, detailed conversa-
tions about things I had never heard of. I'd nod and smile
at the mentions of the use of allegory in Ben Okri’s Stars
of the New Curfew or generational trauma among diasporic
communities.

Afterward, I would wash the dishes the way my mother
taught me, turning off the water as I soaped down the pots
and pans, trying to get rid of the elaborate mess Raymond’s
cooking always left behind.

“You're so quiet,” he said, coming up behind me to wrap
his arms around my waist, to kiss my neck.

“I haven’t read any of the books y’all were talking
about.”

He turned me around to face him, grinned. I almost
(3 4

never let a “y’all” slip from my lips, and when I did Ray-
mond seemed to savor it like a drop of honey on his tongue.

That word used sparingly, thoughtlessly, was the only
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remaining evidence of my Ala'liama years. I'd spent a decade
rying everything else.
carc{‘:l:.:‘gkb:bzutgyour gwn work, then. Let us know how‘ t}-;c
mice are doing. I just want them to get to kn 0\?\.? you a little
better. I want everyone to see what I see,” he said. .
What did he see? 1 wondered. I'd usually bat him away
so that I could finish washing the dishes. . ;
That year was the beginning of my final thesis cxl:l»erl—
ment. I put the miceina behavioral testing chamber,‘ ac ea}xl.'-
walled structure with a lever and a metal tube. I trained the
mice to seek reward. When they pressed the lever, Ens1l1re
would flood into the tube. Pretty soon they were presm.ng
the lever as often as possible, drinking up tl'u:ir‘ reward with
abandon. Once they'd gotten the hang of this, I char'iged
the conditions. When the mice pressed the lev‘er, somet;me;
they got Ensure, but sometimes they got a mild foot-shoc
mSte;(}il;a foot-shock was randomized, so there was no. pat.-
tern for them to figure out. The mice just had tf) d.cc1dt; le
they wanted to keep pressing the lever, keep r'1sk1ng t m:i:
shock in the pursuit of pleasure. Some of the mice stopp;d
pressing the lever right away. After a shoc}{ or two, t:ey i
the mouse equivalent of throwing up their hands an neve.r
went riear the lever again. Some of the mice stopped, bu-t it
took time. They liked the Ensure enough to keep holc.lm;gl
out hope that the shocks would stop. When they rcal;ze
they wouldn’t, those mice, reluctantly, gave up. Then t el(:ie
was the final group of mice, the ones who never stopped.
Day after day, shock after shock, they pressed the lever.

|
|
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My parents started fighting every day. They fought about
money, how there was never enough. They fought about
time, about displays of affection, about the minivan, about the
height of the grass in the lawn, about Scripture. But at the
beginning of creation God made them male and female. For this reason
a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and
the two will become one flesh. So they are no longer two, but one flesh.
Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.

The Chin Chin Man hadn’t just left his father and his
mother; he’d left his country as well, and he wouldn’t let my
mother forget it.

“In my country, neighbors will greet you instead of
turning their heads away like they don’t know you.”

“In my country, you can eat food fresh from the
ground. Corn, hard on its cob, not soft like the spirits of
these people.”

“In my country, there is no word for half-sibling, step-
sibling, aunt, or uncle. There is only sister, brother, mother,
father. We are not divided.”

“In my country, people may not have money, but they
have happiness in abundance. In abundance. No one in
America is enjoying.”

These mini-lectures on Ghana were delivered to the
three of us with increasing frequency. My mother would
gently remind my father that Ghana was her country too,
our country. She nodded and agreed. America is a difficult
place, but look at what we’ve been able to build here. Some-
times Nana would come into my room and pretend to be
him. “In my country, we do not eat the red M&M’s,” he’d
say, throwing the red M&M’s at me.

It was hard for Nana and me to see America the way
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our father saw it. Nana couldn’t remember Ghana, and T had
never been. Southeast Huntsville, northern Alabama, was
all we knew, the physical location of our entire conscious
lives. Were there places in the world where neighbors would
have greeted us instead of turning away? Places where my
classmates wouldn't have made fun of my name—called me
charcoal, called me monkey, called me worse? 1 couldn’t
imagine it. I couldn’t let myself imagine it, because if 1 did,
if T saw it—that other world—I would have wanted to go.
It should have been obvious to us. We should have seen
it coming, but we didn’t see what we didn’t want to see.
“I'm going home to visit my brother,” the Chin Chin
Man said, and then he never came back.
In those first few weeks, he called every once in a while.

“] wish you could see how brilliant the sun is here, Nana. Do

you remember? Do you remember it?” Nana ran home from

school every Tuesday in order to make their 3:30 telephone
calls.

“When are you coming back?” Nana asked.

“Soon, soomn, soon.”

If my mother knew that soon, soon, soon was a lie, she
didn’t let on. 1 suppose if it was a lie, it was one she wanted
to believe. She spent most of her mornings on the phone
with him, speaking in hushed tones as I prattled on to my
favorite doll. T was four, oblivious to the lurch my father
had left us in and to the deep pain my mother must have
been feeling.

If I've thought of my mother as callous, and many times
I have, then it is important to remind myself what a callus

is: the hardened tissue that forms over a wound. And whata
hose phone calls with the

wound my father leaving was. Ont
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Chin Chin Man, my mother was always so tender, drawi
fr;m a 'wc}:lllspr}ing of patience that I never would h;ve }::;nl%
ere in her shoes. To think of the situation i
Tne furious. That this man, my father, Wentl;)(;zjtﬂl(r}nl?kes
in such a cowardly way, leaving his two children and a'r;a
alone to navigate a difficult country, a punishing stat ’;‘Vli X
he let us, let her, believe that he might return Ll s
My mother never spoke an ill word about him. N
f)nce. Even after soon, soon, soon turned into mayb =
into never. i

“I hate him,” Nana said years later, after the Chin Chi
Man had canceled yet another visit. e

“You don’t,” my mother said. “He hasn’t come back
bljcause he is ashamed, but it doesn’t mean he doesn’t czcre
a ou}z?you. And how could you hate him when he cares so
much? He cares about you, he cares about me and Gifty. H
cares about Ghana. How could you hate a man like tha}t,;” :

The mice w i i
proee ho can’t stop pushing the lever, even after being
- )
ozens of times, are, neurologically, the ones who
are most i i
; .Sth interesting to me. By the time my mother came to
E ] : .
y vx;ltd me in California, my team and I were in the pro
cess of i ityi i 3
i identifying which neurons were firing or not firing
whenev i i
= CI: tkhe mice decided to press the lever despite know.
er i -
m;gce t isks. We were trying to use blue light to get the
o stop pressing the lever, to “turn on,” so to speak, the
neurons that weren’t functioni ,
unctioning properly in i
: warnin
mice away from risk. . i
I talk
ed about the lever experiment at the next dinn
party that Raymond th ’ s
rew. He'd made cassoulet, rich with
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pork and duck and lamb, glistening with oil and so delicious
and sinful that everyone in the room let out audible sighs
after their first bites.

“So it’s a question of restraint,” one colleague, Tanya,
said. “Like how I can’t restrain myself from eating more of
this cassoulet, even though I know my waistline isn’t going
to be happy about it.”

Everyone laughed as Tanya rubbed her stomach like
Winnie-the-Pooh upon finding a pot of honey.

“Well, yes,” I said. “But it’s a bit more complicated than
that. Like even the idea of a ‘you’ that can restrain ‘yourself”
doesn’t quite get at it. The brain chemistry of these mice has
changed to the point where they aren’t really in control of
what they can or can’t control. They aren’t ‘themselves.””

They all nodded vigorously, as though I'd said some-
thing extremely profound, and then one of them mentioned
King Lear. We are not ourselves when nature, being oppressed, com-
mands the mind to suffer with the body. 1 hadn’t read Shakespeare
since high school, but I nodded along with them, pretend-
ing for Raymond’s sake to be interested in the conversation.
After they left that night, all those dishes in their wake, I
could tell that he was happy to see me finally opening up
to his friends. I wanted to be happy too, but I felt like I was
lying somehow. Whenever I listened to his friends speak

about issues like prison reform, climate change, the opioid
epidemic, in the simultaneously intelligent but utterly vacu-
ous way of people who think it’s important simply to weigh
in, to have an opinion, [ would bristle. I would think, What
is the point of all this talle? What problems do we solve by identifying
problems, cirdling thet?

I said my goodbyes and then I rushed home and threw

up and I never could ear that dish again.

- She pulled out th
puppets that looked like little monsters and hacll1 thterjls il:xo

onstrate si
Z sin. The purple monster would hit the green mon
ster, .
» and our pastor would say, “Hey, hitting is a sin.” Th,
ree i i : ¥
fv y ?umozstex;l W}(l)uld wait until the purple monster’s back
rned and then steal 3 g s Ki
ershey’s Kiss from
the purpl
monster’s oo
hand. Everyone thought this move was hilarious
)
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room inten i
i t on torturing you, was that even possible? Do
ave control over our thoughts?

When I was a child this was

- a religious questio
‘ n, a =
ton of whether it was possible - e

to live a sinjess life, but it is
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