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Advance Praise for Gone to the Forest


“The death-throes of a colonial world captured in dark, obsessive prose, punctuated by images of strange, surreal beauty: the falling ash, the river of dead fish. One thinks at times of both Coetzee and Gordimer, but Kitamura is very much her own writer, and makes you feel keenly the tragedy of her three lost souls.”


—Salman Rushdie


“I have been in a daze ever since I finished this book. Gone to the Forest is superb. It is so beautifully written, so balanced—there isn’t a spare sentence or word in the whole thing. Utterly distinctive, it is almost allegorical in its force. Kitamura is one of the best living writers I’ve read, and she gives the dead ones a run for their money.”


—Evie Wyld, author of After the Fire a Still Small Voice


“Katie Kitamura is a major talent. It is not often I read a book of controlled, illuminating prose and it is even more rare that the story therein survives the style. I was reminded of the writings of Herta Müller and J. M. Coetzee, both important storytellers of our time and vanguards of form. Kitamura’s spare, elegant and affecting work in Gone to the Forest brings the reader in and out of the nexus of three souls caught in a nameless land, in a nameless time, and gently observes as they try to give name to their relation to one another, to the land, to the times and to themselves. Gone to the Forest is a book of atmospheres and moods, details and desires and Kitamura handles the nuances with the grace and confidence of a writer beyond her years.”


—Laleh Khadivi, author of The Age of Orphans


“Gone to the Forest is a stark, urgent, beautiful novel. Katie Kitamura merges history and fable to create an explosive narrative about people trapped by terrible events they cannot control, but in which they are also deeply implicated. Its themes are ambitious—guilt and innocence, power and submission, meaning and nonsense. The characters and images of Gone to the Forest continue to haunt me, a tribute to their lasting emotional power and their creator’s extraordinary gifts.”


—Siri Hustvedt, author of The Summer Without Men




Praise for The Longshot


“In her debut novel, The Longshot, Katie Kitamura delivers the reader into the exotic, bruising, and hypermasculine world of mixed martial arts with startling economy and even more startling insight. . . . One lesson of The Longshot is you must fulfill your commitments, if only to find out what you’re made of. Another is that Kitamura is a major talent.”


—Boston Globe


“If you’re planning to get into the ring with the heavyweights of boxing lit (A. J. Liebling’s The Sweet Science, Leonard Gardner’s Fat City), you need a knockout hook. Katie Kitamura, in her debut novel, has one.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“Katie Kitamura has produced a lean, taut little novel as authentic as any sport could hope to have represent it. The Longshot, her debut effort, reads the way we imagine the best fighters to be: quiet, measured, self-assured, always thinking ahead . . . [with] a fierce sense of elegance.”


—The Daily Beast


“Kitamura’s descriptions of mixed-martial-arts fighting are brutal yet beautiful. . . . Her writing is spellbinding. . . . Kitamura is a genuine discovery.”


—Booklist, starred review


“Spare and beautifully written. . . . [Kitamura] brings a physicality to her story with descriptions of the action so vivid the reader feels the pain of every punch and kick.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A real shot to the heart—a resonant portrait of a man out to prove he can take anything the world throws at him.”


—Kirkus


“Kitamura captures the intimacy shared by the men at battle. . . . Her crisp prose is well suited to describing combat, its staccato sentences delivered like the jabs and kicks of the fighters themselves. . . . Subtly revealing.”


—Times Literary Supplement


“A rigorous fictional account that examines the sport, exploring themes of discipline and male-bonding.”


—Metro, Book Pick (Canada)


“Kitamura, a young writer and art journalist, crafts her beautifully sparse words and pointed language to highlight a story of kinship, male bonding, and staying true to oneself.”


—The Last Magazine


“Hemingway’s returned to life—and this time, he’s a woman.”


—Tom McCarthy, author of Remainder


“Back in the day, we’d have wondered how a woman—a woman!—could know so much about this brutally masculine world. The marvel today is that Katie Kitamura can write about it with such grace, compassion, and breezy confidence. She knows her way around the ring and the human heart.”


—Elizabeth Benedict, author of The Practice of Deceit


“Katie Kitamura has written a novel as terse, elegant, thoughtful and economical as Roy Jones, Jr., on his best days. Her writing is spare and graceful, her ear for dialogue precise, and she writes with the kind of controlled, compressed passion that produces literary gems.”


—Jon Fasman, author of The Geographer’s Library


“Deft, subtle and hard-hitting all at once. . . . A disquisition on hope, hurt and vulnerability that’s heartbreakingly acute . . . Katie Kitamura has conjured a style that is spare, elegant and controlled; deadly in its scrutinizing gaze. . . . I am knocked out.”


—Ekow Eshun, author of Black Gold of the Sun


“With refreshingly unadorned prose, Kitamura reduces to an intensely crystalline moment the tension surrounding a fighter and his coach as they prepare for a match. Kitamura’s language sticks to the page with a delightful monocular clarity that invites readers to enter into the minds of these two men. The Longshot gives readers a rare glimpse into an intriguing world.”


—Yannick Murphy, author of Signed, Mata Hari


“A terrific debut: charged, intimate, raw. Here is an author who not only understands the alloying of muscle and mentality in sport, the elation and heartbreak of competition, and of life, but can also write about it all with compassion and beautiful austerity.”


—Sarah Hall, author of The Electric Michelangelo
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For Hari




I have gone to the forest.


—KNUT HAMSUN





part one



The Mountain





        
1



        Tom hears the noise from across the hall. A

            quick stream of native patois. At first he thinks it is the servants talking. But then

            he hears the crackle of static. The high cadence of a bugle. The voice picks up again

            and is louder. Agitated and declaiming.


        It is the radio—somebody has left the radio on. Tom gets to his

            feet. The old man is not in his study, he is out by the river. But the noise is not

            coming from the old man’s study. Tom follows the sound down the corridor. He goes

            to the kitchen, thinking perhaps Celeste has been listening to the afternoon

            drama—


        The kitchen is empty. The dishes sit washed and gleaming on the shelves. A

            drip of water from the tap. Perplexed, Tom turns around. The voice continues to speak

            from somewhere behind him. He follows the sound to the veranda. There, a radio sits on

            the edge of the table, the volume turned high.


        Brothers, our time has come. We are tired of being

                ground under the boot of the white oppressor. We are tired of being suffocated by these parasites. For so many years we have not even been aware

                of their tyranny. We have been sleeping!


        A chair has been pulled up to the table. As if someone has been sitting

            and listening intently. Tom does not immediately recognize the radio—he thinks it

            has been taken from the library, he cannot be sure. On the farm, they do not often

            listen to the wireless. Impossible to understand why it is here on the veranda.


        Now it is time for us to awaken from our slumber. Rouse

                    up, brothers! We will achieve our liberation and we will free this land!

                There will be a price. The parasites will not give up this country so easily. But we

                are brave, we are righteous men—


        Tom frowns and switches the radio off. It is unusual to hear a native

            voice on the radio. The patois is thick and filled with anger. He can barely understand

            the words, it is a guttural nonsense to his ears. He still cannot imagine who could have

            moved the radio to the veranda. No servant would have dared do such a thing.


        He looks at the chair. He thinks he can see an indentation in the seat.

            Like a ghost has broken into the farm, and in broad daylight, too. It is a good thing he

            was the one to discover it. Tom looks both ways before adjusting the chair and picking

            up the radio. Holding the machine, he looks out onto the land. It is quiet and he

            retreats inside.


        THE HOUSE SITS by the edge of the river.

            It is big—a house with multiple wings and rooms and a veranda running along three

                sides. Outside this giant house there is a double row of trees,

            planted by the old man’s natives. Tom sits in the dirt beneath one of these trees,

            where there is shade from the blistering sun.


        Tom’s father was among the first of the white settlers. Forty years

            ago, the old man arrived in the country and claimed his piece of land. One hundred

            thousand acres down a ten-mile spine running through the valley. The land belonged to no

            one and then it belonged to him. A stake driven into the soil. The old man swallowed up

            the land and filled it with native hands. The money and good fortune came shortly

            after.


        The farm sits adjacent to the border and from its perimeter the

            neighboring country is visible. The parcel is big and the soil arable and there is also

            the river, which is wide and fast, clouded with sediment and Sargasso weed. The old man

            picked the land for the river. It runs straight out to the sea. The carnivorous dorado

            swim through in herds and purple hyacinth sprout on the surface.


        For many years, the old man used the land as a cattle farm. The vast

            acreage turned to pasture, the herd growing by the year. A small crop also harvested.

            Today, he runs the farm as a fishing resort, for tourists who come from all parts of the

            world. The old man is imperious with the guests in the same way he is imperious with his

            servants. They do not seem to mind. They stay in the guest wing of the house and pay

            good money for the privilege.


        Tom manages the farm. He oversees the daily operation of the cattle

            pasture, the fields, the river and the house. It is a great deal for

            one man to handle but Tom is good at his job. He is good with the fluctuations of the

            land, which he is able to read correctly. Also the domestic affairs of the house and

            kitchen. Tom is diligent and has an eye for detail, in which he often takes comfort.


        Tom is the old man’s first and only son. This means that one day he

            will inherit the farm. He will run the fishing resort and that will be the whole of his

            life. Tom can see no other kind of future. It is the only horizon before him, but he has

            no sense of its constriction. Tom has a passion for the land. It is the one thing he

            knows intimately. He burrows into it, head down in the dirt, and cannot imagine a life

            beyond it.


        Therefore, Tom sits beneath his tree. He presses his limbs into the soil,

            as if they would grow roots. It is the last week of the season but it is still hot.

            Normally, the tourists would have stayed. For the sun and the fishing, and with winter

            so slow to come. They would have sat on the veranda in friendly clusters, ideal for

            souvenir photographs. The women in tea dresses and the men in linen suits. Drinks served

            on the veranda after a hot day on the river.


        Instead, the veranda is empty and silent. The radio having been returned

            to the library and the chair righted. Tom looks up when the door opens. The old man

            steps out onto the veranda. He is still in his work clothes, having spent the afternoon

            shooting old livestock. It is a task he always does himself. There are traces of

            gunpowder on his boots, the smell of fresh blood. The old man stands on the veranda, six

            feet tall in his riding boots, and does nothing to acknowledge his son.


        After a long silence, he calls to him.


        “Thomas.”


        He is called Tom by everyone except his father, who calls him Thomas. It

            causes a split inside Tom/Thomas. He thinks of himself as Tom but only recognizes

            himself as Thomas. He does not know his own name. He realizes, has been aware for some

            time, that this is no way for a man to be. It is not something he can discuss with his

            father. He rises to his feet and goes to the old man.


        “Yes, Father.”


        His father watches him and is silent. He looks at Tom like he has never

            seen him before in his life. Possibly he wishes it were so. All this land and they

            cannot get away from each other, though that is not the way Tom sees it. The sun glows

            orange in the sky. For a long time his father is silent. Then he speaks.


        “The Wallaces dine with us tonight.”


        “Yes.”


        “Have you spoken to Celeste?”


        “Yes.”


        “Fine.”


        The old man nods. On the farm they squander money on food. The youngest

            animals are slaughtered for the table. Pods stripped from the stalk. Roots upended from

            the soil. And then there are the tins of foie gras and caviar, the cases of wine that

            are flown in from abroad. Everything for the kitchen. Anything that could be needed.


        Tom turns to go. He is not more than five paces away when something makes him stop. He is already turning when his father calls him again.

            Tom waits, some distance from his father.


        “What is Celeste serving?”


        “Tonight?”


        His father ignores the question. Tom is immediately uneasy. It is not a

            normal query. The old man treats Tom like his chief of staff. He manages for the old

            man, sometimes he allows himself to imagine he is indispensable to him. But he is never

            able to get used to the idea. There is never the opportunity. The old man does not allow

            for it.


        For example, now. His father is a man of appetite. He trusts Celeste with

            his stomach and that makes Celeste the most trusted member of the household. But now his

            father is asking what the menu will be and this is not normal. Fortunately, Tom has

            discussed the meal with Celeste. He clears his throat—a habit the old man

            hates—and begins.


        “Oysters. Gnocchi. Lamb. Salad. Then cheese and ice

            cream.”


        His father nods.


        “The oysters?”


        “They were brought in this morning.”


        His father nods again.


        “No fish?”


        “No.”


        “Why no fish?”


        “I will ask Celeste.”


        “Tell her to put out the last of the caviar. I have no need of it.

            And tell Celeste to set the table for five.”


        Mr. and Mrs. Wallace are occasional friends. They are

            marginal people of no interest to his father. The old man has made that abundantly

            clear. He does not say who the fifth guest is. Tom waits. The old man looks up.


        “Do you have something else to tell me?”


        He thinks of the radio on the veranda. Who left it there? Tom shakes his

            head. No. Nothing. His father nods and Tom goes. He walks to the kitchen to look for

            Celeste. This time she is there, stuffing pastry for the farmhands. She palms the meat

            into the pastry and slaps the food down on the tray. He stares at the meat. It is pink

            and red and white. Raw and unformed. Celeste looks up.


        “He wants to know if there is fish for tonight.”


        She shakes her head.


        “Ah no.”


        “He would like fish.”


        She sighs and wipes her hands on a tea towel.


        “Why?”


        He ignores the question.


        “Also he says to serve caviar to start, and to set the table for

            five.”


        She shakes her head. Tcha tcha tcha, her tongue

            in her mouth. She throws down the tea towel. Neither Tom nor Celeste wants to serve fish

            at supper. But both know there will now be fish alongside the lamb, an additional course

            in an already long meal. Celeste will dress the fish in saffron and butter. Jose will

            pass around the table with the platter resting on his arm, lifting slabs of fish to the

            plates. He will use the silver serving spoon to pool sauce on top.

            Tom clears his throat.


        “Did you take the radio out to the veranda?”


        She stares at him blankly.


        “What do you mean?”


        Tom nods, then leaves the kitchen and walks outside. The air is still. He

            stands outside the house.


        Something is wrong. The tourist season has been a failure. It was supposed

            to refill the coffers. It was meant to provide security. But the season brought them

            nothing and now the money is running out. Everybody knows the money is running out. It

            is no longer secret, it can be seen everywhere on the farm.


        But there will be caviar, and guests! He does not understand his father.

            He goes up the steps and into the house. He walks along the veranda, along the perimeter

            of the house. Everything is as it should be. He enters the dining room. The table has

            not been set. Five, the old man said to lay the table for five. Tom stands for a long

            moment. He looks at the heavy oak table and the chairs. He stares at the marble topped

            credenza.


        TOM RETURNS TO the row of trees. He sits

            in idleness. It is the tempo of this place. It overtakes him, he has no resistance to

            it. It is true Tom is a good manager, but that is almost despite himself, fundamentally

            he is lazy. His father is different. His mother was different. His mother was like his

            father, she was not from this place. She was nervous, set to a tempo

            that was out of pace with the draw of the land.


        It could not be changed. His mother came ten years after his father and

            left ten years ago, dead from exhaustion. They shipped her body back across the sea in a

            bare pine box at the request of her family. The life had been too much for her. His

            father said that the moment she set foot on the land. Nobody was surprised when she

            died. It took her twenty years to do it and they were surprised it took her so long. She

            had been dying the whole time. She was half dead when she gave birth to him and after

            that died by increments.


        Tom remembered her sometimes. Early on she had been diagnosed consumptive.

            That was a disease from long ago, an illness that no longer existed, but it still

            managed to kill her. She ate up her body. In the last years of her life she burned

            through her organs and limbs, she combusted inside her skin. Like she was in a hurry and

            couldn’t wait any more. Sometimes he could smell the scent of her decay, lifting

            high off her body.


        That was his mother. She gave birth to him and he slithered from between

            her legs and out into the land and dust. From the start he was of this place. He was

            country born and at home with the bramble. For the first year Celeste nursed him at her

            tit. She held him while he scratched and suckled. Celeste had a son exactly Tom’s

            age, Jose. She raised the two boys together. Jose’s father being nowhere in sight.

            However, the two boys did not grow up like brothers.


        Jose was healthy, indefatigable, stubborn even as an infant. Tom, on the other hand, was not a strong child. He had a skin

            condition that weakened his body and stunted his growth. Dry scales grew at his elbows

            and knees. Left alone, Tom would peel long strips of skin from his body. When Celeste

            discovered the raw lengths she would take him to the river and press handfuls of mud

            against his wounds. Covered in river sludge, he was left out in the sun to heal.


        Between themselves, the natives called him Lizard Boy. His father blamed

            his mother for the boy’s condition but Tom always believed the weakness to be his

            own. In the same way the land was seated deep inside him: it was a congenital disorder

            of sorts. He also knew the weakness meant that he would not die like his mother. It was

            self-preserving. He retreated into his weakness and lay down inside it. It was a thing

            of comfort in a life that was not, on the whole, filled with comfort.


        As a child he sought solace in lies, and has been a liar ever since. He is

            not a good liar but he is a persistent one. The first time he lied over a plate. Tom had

            been sent to the neighboring farm for the afternoon. The farmer’s son had a set of

            plastic dishes. The colors were cheap and bright and when Tom pressed his thumbnail into

            the plastic it left a crescent-shaped mark. Tom wanted one of the plates. He slipped it

            into his pocket. Then he got up quickly and left without saying goodbye.


        His father was waiting for him at the steps of the house, like he had seen

            his guilt from a distance. He stopped Tom and lifted him from the ground, his fingers

            digging into Tom’s armpits in a way that was not friendly. Tom kicked to be lowered and the plate fell to the floor. The plastic sounded

            ugly and hollow against the tile. Stupidly, he tried to conceal the plate with the sole

            of his boot.


        His father did not look surprised.


        “Where is that from?”


        “The boy gave it to me.”


        “He gave it to you?”


        “A gift.”


        “The boy gave you a gift.”


        “Yes.”


        “You are lying.”


        He was whipped by a servant. His father did not bother to listen. To the

            whizz of the cane, to his miserable shrieks and howls. Nonetheless, Tom continued to

            lie. His father asked him who broke the vase in the hall. Who left the gate open and set

            loose the cattle. It was like the sight of his father’s face made the lie that

            followed inevitable.


        Even then, all Tom wanted was the old man’s approval. Unfortunately,

            he was never able to act in a manner to win it. Tom knew he would not be punished for

            the act itself, only for the lie. What his father did not understand was the lying. He

            needed, on the whole, to dominate what he did not understand. Tom told one lie and then

            another. He was whipped by the servants again.


        TOM WAS NOT a good liar, but Tom’s

            mother had been good enough to make a career of it. She lied to her husband for the full course of her affair with a neighboring farmer. She used

            Tom as an excuse. She said he was uncomfortable with himself and other children. He

            needed to be socialized—that was the fashionable term she applied to her

            son’s unfashionable condition. Every other day she walked him three miles to the

            neighboring estate. She left him in the yard with the other children and disappeared

            inside.


        The children played in the dirt and listened to the shrieks that rang out

            across the farmstead. Which sometimes sounded like an animal dying, painfully. She came

            out of the farmhouse with her skin a hectic red and one hand pressed against her head.

            Tom watched as she smoothed her hair into place. Calmed the surface of her dress. Then

            they walked the three miles home, his hand sticky in hers. He knew but did not mind the

            fact that she was lying. He thought the secret would bring them closer.


        There were other flaws in his character, beyond dishonesty and

            misapprehension, which together conspired to make the son incomprehensible to the

            father. For example, Tom was a coward. He was easily frightened and physically

            uncertain. He was not very old when the physical fear became a moral one. It was

            therefore natural that his father held him in contempt: the old man does not recognize

            fear as a valid emotion.


        It did not help that Tom was especially afraid of the dorado. To him they

            were a terrifying fish. The dorado grew four feet long in the river, larger than a child

            and much larger than the child Tom had been. The male fish bore square blocked foreheads

            and male and female alike their bodies turned gray as they died out

            of water. But while alive the fish were fearless and had tremendous appetite.


        Tom’s father loved the dorado. He is this fish: his father is the

            dorado. Once, when Tom was a boy, he took him out on the river. He might have been

            experimenting with the idea of being a father because he was unusually patient. He

            taught Tom to cast out to the water. He showed him how to reel in. He said very little

            but he told him that the dorado were a vicious fish that ate into a man’s

            strength.


        Tom remembered how his father caught the dorado on the line. How he began

            to reel it in. The fish rose out of the water and dropped back in. It appeared to Tom as

            large as a grown man, as large as his father. It jerked through the water, under the

            boat, into the air, back into the water. The rod almost bending in two. Tom was not

            certain that his father would bring it in. He thought surely the rod would snap.


        But his father brought the fish in. It was a giant. Male, with the alien

            crested forehead, the yellow body thrashing against the line. His father lifted it high

            in the air. He admired the heft and weight, the golden turn of the scales, the

            tremendous girth of the fish. Then he placed it in Tom’s arms. Tom almost fell

            with the weight of the dorado, the coldness of the scales, the inner muscle of the

            animal shuddering hard against its death.


        When he came to, his father was standing above him, holding the fish by

            its tail. Tom watched as he seized a knife and dug into the belly of the fish. He drew a

            long vertical slit and the crimson guts of the animal tumbled out onto the deck. He

            ignored his son as he scooped the intestines into one hand and threw

            them back into the river. The dorado swarmed the boat, jaws snapping.


        The fish became their livelihood. Running a farm was an expensive

            business. The river supported the farm and allowed them to maintain the large holding of

            land. More and more tourists came to the province in search of the mighty dorado. His

            father took them out on the boats at dawn. He taught them to cast out and reel in. He

            brought in the fish and gutted them before their eyes, he treated them the same way he

            had treated Tom, years ago.


        When his father arrived in the country he was a young man. Now he is old.

            Now he sits—he squats, he straddles—the land. But his presence has been

            heavy from the start. He picked out the land by riding in the night with a torch held

            high above his head. A native dug a trench in the soil behind him. The next day they

            went back with wood and wire and it was done. The old man makes his choice. He grips it

            out of the air with his hands. He is essentially a violent man.


        Tom is different. He does not force himself upon the land. He does not

            force himself upon anything. There is very little that Tom can call his own. Tom is not

            like his father, Tom has chosen nothing. He did not choose the country or the piece of

            land. He did not choose the business of the farm. He did not choose the house, with its

            dark rooms and corridors. All this was chosen for him, and Tom barely aware of it. It is

            simply his world.


        FOR SEVERAL YEARS

            the pool of guests has been dwindling. There have been empty rooms at high season and

            the river has remained full of fish, something impossible even a few years ago. Across

            the province there are fewer visitors. They are far from the cities to the north. The

            cost of travel is high. And there is unrest in the country, Tom has heard it said. It is

            growing and the news of it is spreading abroad—bad stories, violent stories that

            do not inspire confidence.


        One by one the gentleman farmers are moving. The idea of living in open

            land surrounded by natives is no longer appealing. Those with houses in the cities are

            giving up the country life and moving north. They are closing their farms and estates,

            which are becoming too hard to protect, having always been vast and exposed. They leave

            them in the hands of the hardier settlers who remain in the province and are a restless

            and violent presence. They do not say when they might return.


        The circle of refined company is shrinking day by day. Once there were

            dances and banyan parties—once there was a social calendar! Tom and his father

            remain. His father does not believe in the city. The other farmers tell him to move out

            of the country, that it is dying in front of them, that soon it will no longer be safe.

            His father chooses to stay on the side of the land. He cannot imagine being without the

            farm. In this, father and son are united.
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