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THE LUMINIST IS a warm dazzle of a first novel – a profoundly human story of shadow and light fixed in the searing simplicity of David Rocklin’s diamondbright prose.

SUSAN TAYLOR CHEHAK, author of Apocalypse Tonight

 

NOT SINCE TINKERS have I read a book which, in its sheer beauty and mystery, has carried me off the way The Luminist has. Every sentence is a small miracle; every character glows with a complex elegance, as if seen by candlelight. David Rocklin’s lush rendering of raw, unstable, colonial Ceylon will be etched in my memory for a long, long time. Superb.

MYLÈNE DRESSLER, author of The Deadwood Beetle

 

IN THIS EXTRAORDINARY debut, David Rocklin takes us to the heart of photography’s unlikely origins through language that shimmers like the art of light itself. As creative obsession fuses with political crisis in colonial Ceylon, the result is one unforgettable story. The Luminist is a gorgeous evocation of era, place, and human passion.

AIMEE LIU, author of Flash House and Cloud Mountain

 

THIS BOOK IS one of those few in which an author’s specific sensibilities nour - ish the text, as Abraham Verghese’s multi-geographic heritage and his physician’s life inform Cutting For Stone and Andrea Barrett’s fiction, from Ship Fever to Servants of the Map, owes its density and savor to the botanic and historiographic facts that beguile her. David Rocklin’s The Luminist is a weave of legend and history, science and art, politics and domesticity that are symphonic themes in the main title, the story of an enduring and forbidden friendship.

JACQUELYN MITCHARD, author of The Deep End of the Ocean

 

CEYLON OF THE 19th century is more than the setting for David Rocklin’s richly imagined and deeply moving novel. It is the central character, a world no less alienated and scarred than the people who inhabit it. That Rocklin chooses to capture the rawness of those lives through the nascent lens of photography is even more impressive, lending the novel a lyricism that comes as both a shock and a comfort.

JONATHAN RABB, author of Shadow and Light, and The Second Son
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For Nina, Ariel and Kavanna, always and forever.






Acknowledgements

I AM DEEPLY GRATEFUL TO RHONDA HUGHES, KATE SAGE, Adam O’Connor Rodriguez, and Liz Crain of Hawthorne Books; and agents extraordinaire Christy Fletcher and Melissa Chinchillo of Fletcher & Co. You willed this book to be better, to be sold, and to be seen. Thank you for making the dream real.

A heartfelt thank you to Susan Taylor Chehak. Without your mentoring and your friendship, this book would not have made its way into the world.

To Dr. Nadeem Hasnain, for his graciousness in reviewing the manuscript in its nascent stages.

To Julian Cox, for his assistance with the Getty Museum’s photographic collection, and for directing me to the kindly staff at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.

To Gloria Luxenberg, who told a twelve-year old boy he could write.

To my family and friends, too numerous to mention. Thanks for understanding whenever I seemed to be far away.

To Starbucks, for the perfect blend of writing space and chai tea.

The Luminist was initially inspired by an installation of Victorian-era photography at the Getty Museum in Southern California. The character of Catherine Colebrook is very loosely suggested by the life and work of Julia Margaret Cameron, one of the first photographic pioneers. Her pictures of children were especially haunting, at once warmly immediate and  bittersweet; those lives are, after all, lost to us now. What followed – research into colonial life in Ceylon, the traditions of Victorian photography, a plunge (inadequate, I’m certain) into the religions, cultures and customs of India – really began there, with photographic relics and writerly imaginings about the woman who made them. Though the novel deals with matters of history and the origins of photography, I have taken broad liberties with each. My apologies for tampering with these worlds in the interests of fiction.






Introduction

Jacquelyn Mitchard

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PHOTOGRAPHY IN ITS INFANCY WAS A DANGEROUS GAME.

As they do now, practitioners of the mysterious art, named from root words that literally mean “drawing with light,” went into the darkness to do it. But in the 19th century darkroom, they worked by candlelight, coating glass plates with flammable substances, breathing ether, mercury, and ammonia, because the necessary absence of light also meant a lack of ventilation. They got stains on their hands from silver nitrate, and to remove them, used the even more toxic potassium chloride. Matthew Brady, who made the images most of us call to mind when we picture the battlefields of the Civil War, had to kneel or lie down in his field tent to do his processing. Sweat streamed, eyes smarted and muscles ached from hauling water, chemicals and the camera and plates, which were both bulky and heartbreakingly fragile. Such was the potency of this infatuation that we modern-day purists, who bristle when we pass a smoker’s miasma in a parking lot, have to wonder how much these pioneers understood, or cared, about the damage that they inflicted on themselves. We ask ourselves if the majesty of the experience was so great that, like Marie Curie’s fatal obsession with radiation, they went forth, no matter what.

Photography comprises the bright, tensile thread in the sweep of David Rocklin’s novel, The Luminist, drawing tight a narrative that shifts between the prejudices and passions of Victorian England and those of colonial Ceylon. It binds the  destinies of Catherine Colebrook, the proper wife of a fading diplomat, who rebels against every convention to chase the romance of science through her lens, and Eligius, an Indian teenager thrust into servitude after his father is killed demanding native rights.

Thus, this book is one of those few in which an author’s specific sensibilities nourish the text, as Abraham Verghese’s multi-geographic heritage and his physician’s life inform Cutting For Stone and Andrea Barrett’s fiction, from Ship Fever to Servants of the Map, owes its density and savor to the botanic and historiographic facts that beguile her. David Rocklin’s The Luminist is a weave of legend and history, science and art, politics and domesticity that are symphonic themes in the main title, the story of an enduring and forbidden friendship. Catherine and Eligius must each struggle with internal forces that inspire them and societal pressures that command them. Uprooted to Ceylon with her adolescent daughter and her newborn son, a twin who survived his brother, Catherine is expected to do good works and host luncheon parties to further her husband’s career. All the while, her turbulent soul, in part informed by the loss of her child and her inability to keep his likeness, embraces photography with the fervor of alchemy. Eligius, named for the patron saint of metalworkers, is trapped by the strictures of his class. Hired as a laborer by British gentry, he is shamed and excited by finding the intellectual fulfillment he aspires to in the Colebrook home, not his own.

So different, Catherine and Eligius are twinned in torment. She loves her old and failing husband, her moody daughter, and her lonely young son, yet all of them impede her obsession. Eligius is duty-bound to his widowed mother and ailing baby sister; his father’s comrades urge him to rob his employers, the usurpers of his nation.

Still, his relationship with the Colebrooks deepens, and the bigotry of the oppressed cannot survive. Catherine’s beautiful daughter, Julia, becomes Eligius’ confidant. He sees  that Catherine’s husband, “the old lion,” despite his upbringing, brings on his own ruin trying to do the right thing. The British matron, raised to a famous reserve, invests photography with a holy power. The separate peace, however, has a price. Catherine is an outcast, Eligius a traitor. Yet their photographs draw more attention, and attract more and more patrons, when, at virtually the same moment, the tide of armed revolution breaks over Ceylon.

Rocklin’s is a bold landscape, against which an intimate drama is poignantly played out. The Luminist recalls Out of Africa, and Karen Blixen’s bond with her house manager, Farah, from whom she learns how little she can control, but their relationship is not in vain. It comprises a doom made glorious, a failure in the midst of grandeur, a loss imbued with hope.

Just in this way, our minds recall in every detail the photo snapped at the moment of pain, while all the lovely scenes seem to run together.






1.

Ceylon, from whatever direction it may be approached, unfolds a scene of loveliness and grandeur unsurpassed, if it be rivaled, by any land. The Brahmans designated it by the epithet of Lanka, the resplendent, and in their dreamy rhapsodies extolled it as the region of mystery.

SIR JAMES EMERSON TENNANT
 Ceylon: An Account of the Island, Vol. I, 1859

Must we always object to science, that it leads its servants to doubt the immortal soul? No, this is my prayer: enlighten my mind so that I may be enabled to see more clearly the illuminations of mortal Man, and behind it, the immortal Light.

SIR JOHN HOLLAND
 Preliminary Discourse on a New Mechanism of Portraiture, 1835

 

Imagine, arresting beauty at the very moment beauty comes into being and passes out of the world. Imagine if life could be held still.

Letter from Catherine Colebrook to Sir John Holland
 February 22, 1836





The End of This

THE NOISES OUTSIDE HER WINDOW WERE OF WIND AND
the near sea, of clay chimes kilned to crystalline tones. Natives not
opposed to Britishers had strung them at odd heights from the thatching
of her bungalow roof to ward off demons during her pregnancy. Their
sound filled her sleep and informed her dreams.

Ewen and Hardy nestled against her still-swollen
midsection. Before, when the pains of labor had ruled her, this would
have filled her heart.

She took her babies into her arms and bundled
them. Folding the letter carefully, she brought them to the carriage and
placed them next to her. At the flick of her reins, the old bay stumbled
into motion.

She gazed at her newly-arrived sons and tried not
to think of the future.


 




THE RIDETO the Maclears’ home in Table Bay was
not ritual, yet her passage through the Cape of Good Hope’s sifting
littorals possessed equal weight and hollowness. She struggled to think
of the right word for this, her second foray along the sea path to the
lonely Dutch outpost of stone imposing itself on the African sky.

Her sons jostled alongside her. She wanted simply
to place the letter in Sir John Holland’s hand and leave, and be whoever
it was that she would be tomorrow.

When the bend in the road opened onto the sea’s
turquoise at the mouth of Agulhas, she thought of Sir John’s lecture.
That  night at the Maclears’ he’d marveled at
how the Cape marked the place where a man traveling from the equator
ceases traveling southward and begins traveling eastward without ever
having changed direction. The world changes without changing. Wondrous,
he’d said, his shock of white hair a cloud above his face.

The world is capable of such things, she thought.

The road was rutted. Ewen cried out. Catherine
brought her children close and told them that they traveled over the
same dirt and lichens, past the same protea, as the Voortrekkers who
fled the sea to escape the rampaging Xhosa, and found peaceful vistas
inland where they grew their rye and gathered their wool. Boys, she
thought, are fond of narrow escapes and bloodthirst. These are the sorts
of things they will remember as men, when they find themselves soldiers
or surgeons: once as a child, they made believe they were brave.

She regarded Hardy’s face for the first time since
the mote of light slipped from his eyes.

They passed through the port market, a slipshod
constellation of many-hued fruits, dyed cloths, hung meats, animals
braying at the blades of the butchers, macaws on horsehair leads,
natives porting crates to and from ships on callused feet, swearing
under their breath in Capie and broken English.

The Maclears’ home stood next to the Cape
lighthouse, atop a red rock jetty. Its view of the whalers and tall mast
ships was the envy of the expatriates. A line of carriages filled the
road at the base of the house. Porters brought the parcels of voyage
from the front door. Sir John’s departure on his star map travels was
imminent.

The Maclears’ servants fell silent at the sight of
her binding her horse to the low boughs of a fig tree. She was late in
her forties, but still possessed a severe, weathered beauty. She was
unadorned of jewels or those impractical satchels other colonial women
carried, and all the more striking for it; there was nothing else to
consider but the shaded hollows of her cheeks, the quartered mango of
her lips, the expanse of her slender neck. 
She’d pulled back her brown hair and fastened it with mother of pearl
sometime in the long night, but strands had come loose to brush her
skin. She was swathed in local cloth, shod in sandals, uncaring of her
appearance.

She took her babies to the front door.

Sir John came shortly, still wet from bathing. A
towel was loosely draped about his neck. His eyes were crinkled with age
and recent sleep.

Early, she realized. In another time, I would
think a visit at this hour quite inappropriate.

“My lord,” Sir John whispered when he saw Hardy.

She hefted her babies higher against her chest.
Ewen protested, but she needed a free hand to extend the letter.

“I hope you remember me,” she said.

Inside the house she saw the Wynfield boy, George,
portraitist at seventeen and already of some renown. He would be
accompanying Sir John to fashion a painted record of their travels. The
sights and ports of call, the map itself.

“You know who I am,” she called out to George. He
was intent on his canvas. “Your father and my husband are allied in
Ceylon.”

“I am aware, madam. Your Julia has sat many hours
watching me work. A delightful creature. I’ve spoken of her to my
father.”

“I should like to commission you to paint my
children.”

He regarded her from across the expanse. He could
not see clearly. “Of course,” he said.

Distantly, she felt herself bleed.

“I am so glad to see you before you leave South
Africa,” she said to Sir John.

“We met some months ago, did we not? You’re
Catherine Colebrook.”

He could not look away from her boys.

He will remember, she thought. What I ask will be
tied to this moment. He will carry it with him.


“I’m grateful that you recall. It is important
that you understand, I am not mad. I am a woman. We let go of nothing.”

She declined his offer of food and a doctor’s
attention. “I have a daughter. A little younger than George Wynfield by
the look of him. She’s alone and afraid.”

“But you are not.”

“The worst has passed.”

In time, she returned to her cart and her home in
the Cape. The shanties around the port were coming to life. A steady
current of vendors made their way along the water. They sold fish and
shells, flowers and exotics fresh from the tethered boats newly arrived
from places she once imagined she’d visit. Here and there she saw the
other European expats, their easels, open pages of poetry, unfolded
letters of distant news and regrets passed across months at sea. They
sat in makeshift tents, hoping to sell their foreignness and continental
birth for food and the means to remain far from home.

She’d extracted promises from the scientist. That
he would pray for her. That he would read her letter and remember her.


Feldhausen

Cape of Good Hope, South Africa

February 22, 1836

 



 



To the kind attention of Sir John Holland:

 



My name is Catherine Colebrook. We were
first and recently acquainted at the home of Thomas Maclear, Astronomer
Royal here in the Cape. I was most fortunate to attend his party in your
honor some months back. You spoke eloquently of the comet Halley and her
path among the heavenly bodies, and of your curiosity at the application
of Lyell’s geographic principles to mapping the celestial.Ever so
briefly, you shared the first murmurings of a nascent science. The
ability to arrest a moment of the world, on types of tin and copper. 
Crude, you called it. But the beginning, perhaps, of something
wondrous.I am certain you recall how forward I was. For I was at this
gathering without my husband Charles, an eminent barrister and man of
letters. We are here in the Cape these thirteen months so that he might
recover his fragile health – oh, stalwart man that he is! Even now he is
in Ceylon at Andrew’s request and that of the John Company, attending to
matters of importance to the Crown, beyond the ken of a woman like me.
Soon we will be journeying to that land to join him.

Much has transpired since we met. For these
past nine months I have been with child until just yesterday. Twins. Two
boys, Ewen and Hardy. They are with me as I write to you. I held Hardy
as long as I could.

This would, to any decent woman, bring to
mind our Father’s admonition to abide our deficient minds. We cannot
grasp all that He does. Were I truly as decent as I have long thought –
I attend church, I pray there and elsewhere, I accept unquestioningly
the existence of my soul after I pass to dust – I would seek solace in
the answers we faithful believe we already possess. Yet all that comes
to mind, all that now remains with me, is your presentation of the
science of images. Of arrest. To hear you is to understand that
currently, this science languishes in the confines of possibility.
Impending, perhaps, but no more. This I cannot endure. God blessed me
with a moment worthy of holding. A mote of light in my Hardy’s eye.
There, then gone. Light is a capricious thing. Perhaps God curses me
now, with my frail and fracturing memory of it. Its contours, its size
and precise hue, my own shadow within it. All leaving me.I have begun my
own inquiry. My modest bungalow here is filled with daguerreotypes,
tintypes, all manner of that nascent science you described. It is
remarkable what can be acquired at the bazaars. They are precisely as
you said. Crude. Lifeless. They hold nothing divine. They cannot be the
end of this. I wish to correspond with you. Let
me assist in finding what can be. I don’t know where I will be.
Ceylon,for the foreseeable future. A man of Charles’ stature is required
in many ports. For myself, I remain ill with the effects of my sons’
emergence. Soon, I shall be restored. In truth, composing this letter to
you is curative.You will find me indefatigable, Sir John. This I
promise.

 



Yours,

Catherine Colebrook





	





JULIA MET HER at the door to their bungalow. She
was still and wary while the chimes made their hushed music. Behind her,
a gracefully folded linen lay on a table, next to a basin of water. “I
bartered for a sheet at the bazaar,” she said. “I hope you find it
suitable.”

Her hazel eyes were rimmed red. Her oft-brushed
hair was matted against her scalp. She tried to stand as tall as her
mother, but her shoulders were rounded with lost sleep.

Amother should not weigh on her child, Catherine
thought. She took up the cloth. White as blanched bone, soft. “You are a
blessing to me.”

Julia’s jaw clenched. “You shouldn’t be up.”

“I’m well,” Catherine said. “We must pack.”

“Travel? Oh, mother. Your health.”

“We are expected at your father’s side. It’s
right, to be there.”

“Mother, you brought Hardy with you.”

“Fetch the priest, Julia. The Anglican. He is all
we have to choose from in this place.”

“I’ll go if you lie down.”

“Very well. You’re a good daughter.”

“Mother, where were you? Where did you go?”

“To have time with him. To say one day that I
showed him the sun and the sea.”

Julia left, satisfied. Catherine returned to her
bed with her sons. Nursing Ewen, she unfolded Charles’ letter and read 
the parts directed to her. The rest – Council doings, musings on the
amendments needed to align Ceylon’s regulatory infrastructure with the
needs of modern commerce, the map he’d enclosed; all that he rebuilt
himself by – she would leave to him.

Say you’ll come, he’d written. And
if you will not, raise our children. Julia, and the child who has
arrived since last I saw you. I will send money quarterly. Do not send
our children to Ceylon. This is no country for the motherless.

In a week there would be a ship, and the clouds
and the sea storms blowing south to southeast, and she would not hold
any of it forever. Each day she would pick up a moment and sacrifice the
one before it. Each day something fell out of the world.

The priest arrived at dusk, redolent with the
nightblooming flowers that grew along the sea road. By then she had lain
Hardy in a separate bed fashioned from sheets of washed cotton that were
patterned with all manner of woodland scenes befitting a boy. Boys, she
imagined, longed for forests to explore. To wander through, with the sun
always overhead, broken by leaves into bits of light. Boys needed to
look for signs of hiding light.

“I wish to bury my son,” she told the priest.
Julia sat at her side, rocking Ewen. “His name was Hardy Hay Colebrook.
He never breathed.”







Aipassi

EACH MORNING OF ELIGIUS SHOURIE’S LIFE, THIS HAD
been the world. The women of Matara cooked what they foraged and mended
what the village’s men hadn’t torn beyond redemption. The youngest
children mewled from their huts, in thrall to hunger and the cholera
that swept in with the previous summer’s monsoons. The older ones who
survived such things by Kali’s grace communed with their futures. Girls
painted errant mendhi and dreamed of betrothal. Boys gathered near the
banyan trees where their fathers met each morning to smoke before
breaking themselves against the flesh and bone of the country. If the
men spoke at all, it was of the taxes. Which of them would lose their
hut next and leave Matara behind, to beg on the streets of Port Colombo.

Things had begun to change after the colonials’
celebration of their new year, 1836. There had been no particular day,
no one moment. One night, he simply noticed what he hadn’t before. That
his father Swaran, still in his servant tunic, ministered tirelessly to
books of colonial laws, the Britishers’ paper reasons for being in
Ceylon. The man who walked with him at Diwali and mimicked the chatter
of monkeys to make him laugh, now read feverishly through the night
hours that once belonged to endless bedtime conjurings of Ceylon’s past,
its gods and hymns. His father could make so much come with nothing but
a candle and a bit of broken glass to magnify the light into a nova;
just outside the circle that illuminated them both, the night would
move.


It frightened Eligius to see that there had been
something in his father that he’d never guessed at. A burning to
exchange his life.

One night his mother told his father that she no
longer knew him. “I want to make things different for you,” his father
said. “It’s in their words.” His eyes were so bright; he was a man in
terrible love with an imagined better day.

He gathered the totems that shaped love for his
father. The pieces of glass, split free from discarded lihuli bottles at
the sides of the drinking men’s huts. He brought the glass to his
father, and before his father could protest that there was no time for
childish diversions in this coming world, Eligius moved the glass until
the delicate candlelight shivering in his father’s eyes grew across the
pages. Then the Britishers’ words bowed beneath a sun of his making.

His father smiled. The first in who knew how long.
“Ah, I can see them so much better now. Shall I tell you what they
mean?”

After that, Eligius didn’t leave him alone at
night anymore. Outside their glassed light, the night moved for Matara,
but differently for them.

While he stayed up late by his appa’s side like a
man, the colonials’ words came to him. Over the last of winter he
learned the secret heart hiding in the language of English law. That
they’d come hundreds of years before as merchants and warriors who
showered the Mughal Jahangir with riches and rarities until India’s arms
opened wide. “In whatsoever place they choose to live,” the Mughal
decreed, “in whatsoever port they arrive, let none molest their peace
and prosperity.” One trading post became legions, became the East India
Company, a nation within their nation possessing the power to tax, to
make war and peace, to send India’s wealth across the sea.

Spring 1836 came. His father told him that in
Aipassi, the colonials’ October, the East India Company Governor and its
Court of Directors would meet to renew the Company’s Charter, and with
it bend India into the ornate, locked gates of empire.


Their neighbors’ lives still turned simply from
season to season. The taxes, the villages lost to the currents of the
Britishers’ expansion; these newer maladies were no different than the
old diseases and droughts that came on the tides of passing time. They
didn’t seem to notice that this new world was an unreadable sky
stretching over their country.

His father called Matara’s men together at the
nirayanam, in the colonials’ April. He told them he’d go to the East
India Company Court six months hence. He would argue for the Charter to
be amended in accord with colonial law, for the lagaan to be lifted, and
for a greater Indian voice in their own affairs. The Director he’d
served had allowed him to study books of English law. For what reason,
if not to invite Indian ideas?

The village men laughed at him. Matara’s leader,
its grama sevaka, called him naïve and even dangerous. Eligius didn’t
believe his father was dangerous, but he thought his mother did from the
way she held her pregnant belly when his father read statutes aloud, as
if she were swept up in a surging crowd.

Chakran came to Swaran on a summer evening and
asked him to explain it once more. “ Tell me again. What are you trying
to do?”

His father spoke to the grama sevaka all that
night. Nothing more than words, but words weighed more than the sea when
a man has lived too long in quiet grief that his life must, and won’t,
change. That was what his father said later to his wife, his Sudarma,
while Eligius listened to them from the next room, his cheek pressed
against the cool wall. “These words, Swaran,” his mother worried.

This is how Matara begins to hope, his father said
to her, like a lover.

When he stole a glance, Eligius caught them
kissing. He realized he’d begun to hope as well.

Then the rains came, then the fall again, and then
the first day of Aipassi, 1836, when Swaran said that he’d read enough.
It was time to speak.


 






ON THE MORNING of Court, Eligius sat in front of
his hut, watching the dawn light wash Matara’s landscape with gold. It
was well past the usual hour of the men’s departure from the banyans for
the Overstone fields and the John Company quarry, yet still they paced
restlessly in the rain-promising air. “Eligius!” one of the neighbor
women called. “For your appa Swaran, and all of us! Tell Sudarma to give
thanks for a good man!” She clasped her hands together.

He returned her anjali mudra. One more prayer.
Another frail light joined to the multitude.

Sudarma came out into the street. She made a fire
like the other women. Navigating herself onto her haunches, she melted
ghee, then poured a cascade of reddish grains into a heavy pot. They
hissed against the slickened iron before bursting.

He held up a shard of glass and sent the sun where
he pleased. For a moment he lost himself.

Sudarma’s hands flew to her belly. Her face
cinched up. She clutched herself as if the plateau rising from her might
break open. “Restless today. Like you. Another few days, I think.”

“Will he stay?”

She smiled her quiet smile; when she was happy,
her smile chimed in him. “I’m not so sure it’s a boy. Go to your father.
Tell him the men are still here, and the women all pray for his success
at Court.”

“Yes, amma.” He went inside, where Swaran madly
displaced ragged tomes of British law.

“Appa, the men haven’t left. I think they’re
waiting to go with you.”

“Is grama sevaka among them?”

Eligius peered outside. “Yes appa, I see him.”
Chandrak was easy enough to spot. Tall, lean, dark as charred teak, he
shared a jar of lihuli with the men congregating around him, who waited
to see what he would do. A leader in Matara, revered among its
lower-born, he had elemental, wanting eyes.


“Keep your mother company,” Swaran said. “We’re
almost ready to leave.”

“Are the men coming with?”

“I’ll ask it of Chandrak. We will see.” He chose
from a sheaf of papers. “Put these with the charter.”

Eligius took his father’s notes outside, reading
them silently and allowing the stone-on-stone noise of them to fill his
mouth. They were nothing like Tamil, which moved like a quiet tide to
shore.

“Just like him, I see.”

Chandrak eyed Swaran’s notes without
comprehension. Kneeling near Sudarma, he poked at her cooking fire with
a stick. “How old are you now, Eligius? Fourteen?”

“He’ll be fifteen soon,” Sudarma said. She put her
dull knife to the slope of an onion.

“I was a year at the foundry in Sufragam at his
age, pulling black oxide from the ground.”

Eligius heard his father sighing at books the way
laboring men like Chandrak sighed in the colonials’ endless fields.

“I had to break rocks against my body.” Chandrak
ignored Sudarma’s smirk. The muscles on his forearms twined. “Look at my
hands. A man like your father, who does nothing but pour other men’s
coffee, doesn’t have hands like these. Such hands break men but make
leaders.”

He’s more of a man than you, Eligius thought as
his father emerged. Anger passed through him like rings of warm light.

Chandrak raised a fist. The murmurings of the men
fell away. “Swaran, why do you think the Britishers will listen to you
in their language or anyone else’s? We’ve talked and talked and still I
don’t see. Becoming like them does nothing but hold you apart from your
own.”

“If I know nothing beyond pouring their coffee,
grama sevaka, why should they make time for such a man? But they have
made time for me today.” He removed his glasses and wiped his eyes. He
was no older than Chandrak, yet to Eligius he’d aged 
terribly in the last months. “We cannot settle for shouting at their
gate. We must walk through their doors. I ask your blessing.”

“If their soldiers come through Matara, what would
become of us if we followed you? The answer isn’t in those books,
Swaran. We can put nothing between us and them but men and the promise
of what men can do.”

The others grunted assent. Some of them bore limbs
torn from the banyan grove ringing Matara.

“Do not come if you intend to cause trouble,”
Swaran told them. “I’ll go alone. My son and I. I would do this even in
defiance of you. We will die if we remain this way.”

“Come.” Chandrak extended his hand. “Why are we
fighting?”

Swaran took it. “I’ll go with you if Sudarma
wishes me to,” Chandrak said with a wink.

Eligius saw his father pull his hand back, with
some effort. Chandrak’s grip was field-strong.

He stood, taking his father’s notes and the East
India Company’s charter. “I’m ready, appa.”

Sudarma spilled pieces of onion into the simmering
ragi. She guided her knife back through the bulb, her hands precise, her
fingers slivering near the promise of blood. “Go because you’re men of
Matara who know each other all your lives. And if not for that, then
stay in the fields and do nothing.”

Swaran kissed his wife’s forehead. She gazed up at
him and put both hands on her stomach, but he’d already turned to face
Chandrak and his fellow villagers. “ To have you with me would be a
blessing. Among these Directors, there may be an honorable man. He is
new. I don’t know him to say that he will listen to me, and make the
others listen. But there is time enough if I fail for you to tell me how
wrong and weak I am. Then we can see how well your way works.”

Chandrak conferred with his fellows. “ We’ll go
with you.”

Eligius carried his father’s most precious notes.
They fluttered in the breeze he stirred as he ran across the road
towards  the jungle. Aribbon of runoff water
passed beneath his feet and he stepped in it, bursting the reflection of
the sun.

Matara’s women called after their men. Admonitions
to be safe, to come home when it was done, to tell them how it was.

“They think your father’s ideas will save us,”
Chandrak said when he caught up with Eligius. Swaran walked ahead, alone
with his thoughts. “And if he fails, what they already suffer will be
blamed on him, as if it was always his fault. This is the way of the
world. You shouldn’t grow up weak and believing in nonsense. Do you
understand?”

Eligius stared at the banyan limb in Chandrak’s
hands.

“Now we have everything we need,” Chandrak said.







Dimbola

CATHERINE WALKED ACROSS THE GROUNDS TOWARD the small cottage where the crate and the letter from Sir John waited. It was October 1836. The natives called it Aipassi.

When she’d first disembarked the Royal Captain in January of that year, touching the hewn stone of Ceylon’s Port Colombo dock caused her to despair her reunion with Charles. How could she explain Hardy to a man who understood only the simple calculus of legal theory, calendar days, nautical distances?

She’d spent the prior four months studying Bible verse and struggling to puzzle out her emotions in the impossible leaning of the sea. On the day of her arrival in Ceylon’s harbor, Julia had come to her cabin weeping that there was a body floating freely atop the waves. In another moment she’d heard its impact against the ship’s hull, like the hesitant knocking of a child at a parent’s closed door. That was Ceylon.

Matters needed time, she’d thought.

Charles had come in a solid, if ordinary, carriage piloted by the maid he’d written of in his letter, and so she’d looked this Mary up and down, searching for signs of the new life. A sturdy, quiet twenty-three year old, Mary carried herself that day and all days after with the bearing of a bricklayer and the air of lessened expectations common to servants aligned with midlevel households.

Charles looked older. Sick even still. His ivory beard was thicker now. It blanketed the prominent jawline she had watched  soften with age. His burly frame had thinned considerably. She wondered what Mary was feeding him, or whether he was closing himself off in a room amongst the chaos of his books and papers. But his eyes were so full of hope for her devotion that she’d kissed his hand and ignored the milling natives just outside their carriage, with their language of melody and unmapped terrain, their skin like burnt chicory. Charles needed her filial kiss. Men must feel necessary.

She’d found nothing in Mary’s demeanor, nothing in Charles’ quiet embrace upon hearing of Hardy, nothing in the wordless mien that settled upon them during the journey from Port Colombo to Kalutara and her new home, nothing in the quiet non-intersecting circles they followed in the months after, from which assurance could be drawn that this was the life she was meant for. This was home.

From all appearances, Charles’ life in the house he called Dimbola scarcely extended beyond the single room he’d established as his study, and in which he’d arranged his considerable library. The rest of the house felt empty and in need when she’d arrived. Sparse furnishings, a disorder to the English amalgam of rooms and functions, a lack of cultural flourishes – art, namely – by which their guests might come to know Charles’ achievements. It had not surprised her that during his long sojourn in Ceylon without her, Charles had not attended to details best left to a wife. Still, Dimbola suffered a malaise that she quickly set about dispelling. Mary kept order. She kept the children fed and occupied, allowing Catherine to reclaim her role as wife and architect of a socially presentable colonial life.

Soon after her arrival, she’d discovered the cottage while searching for an old cachepot. The structure was nothing, and treated as such. Mary stored her mops and buckets there, alongside the remaining crates, odd chairs and tables, the items her new mistress and master had brought to Ceylon.

In it Catherine found saris, wraps, the detritus of Indian women hanging in the gray space of an alcove. They were covered  in a patina of dust, their hues no more than suggestions of what they once were.

Left by servants, she decided. Women long since vanished.

By early spring, their arrival had lost the luster of the new. Charles returned to his books and laws, Mary to her grumbling and cleansing of her betters, Julia to her writerly musings and complaints about the life abroad her parents were surely withholding from her.

Catherine returned to the cottage each day.

It held no furniture or fixtures. It walls were bare. Its ceiling had been rent open by storms. Yet its vacancy was of a different sort than the main house. The cottage didn’t feel empty to her. It felt free. Charles’ persistent quiet, the maid’s taciturn labors, Ewen’s pronounced need; none of it reached her here. In the cottage, possibilities turned in the breeze of the near sea.

The crate and the letter from Sir John arrived by ship’s post in September. Mary brought them to her master with no regard for Catherine’s name as intended recipient. A message from a man journeying on the largesse of her new master’s superior, to her mistress? Inappropriate was too gentle a word.

Charles was a quiet rain after Sir John’s delivery. He punished Catherine with silence, unanswered entreaties over dinner, a closed study door.

He didn’t understand, nor could she expect him to. She knew this. He hadn’t witnessed her in the Cape. Had he known that she’d infused a far away man with hope for the resurrection of her child’s first and last day, he would have hated her for needing such things.

She moved the crate, unopened, into the cottage.

Weeks passed. Colonial Ceylon invited them to dinners and a party in Andrew Wynfield’s honor, to fete the imminent completion of Ceylon’s first grand church, the Galle Face. At Charles’ direction, Mary selected a dress and provided Catherine with the hour by which she was expected to emerge, ready. There were instructions pinned to the russetted bodice. Topics about which  Catherine was to be learned, others about which she was to be silent. A map provided her with the location in Charles’ library where a book might be selected, should she desire a supplement on the laws her husband had drafted.

Charles didn’t speak to her on their carriage ride to the Galle Face.

Near the port, their carriage joined a queue. They were greeted by Tamil children from the Galle Face’s newly inaugurated Religious Tract and Bible Class. The children sang lyrics from the Acts while invited Britishers walked a pebbled path to the church entrance.

Charles let himself out and strode off, leaving Catherine to the preachings of the children.

A procession of Bishops led the invitees through a sculpted metal portcullis. Above the entry was a round window embellished with flowing tracery, and through it Catherine saw the grand gable of the roof, the coffered ceiling that swallowed all but traces of the many flickering candles, clustered columns, the topmost ribs of the nave, and the piping and roseglass of the sainted windows. Everywhere she saw the scars of expansion.

The exterior was mapped in cages of scaffolding. The columns pierced the underside of the sky. They were yet to be carved, but soon their snowy marble would be expertly relieved in flower garlands gracing Christ in His infancy.

Inside, the Directors’ wives remained at the rear of the sanctuary, where they expressed admiration for the native children’s mastery of their prayers and spoke longingly of London boutiques. They asked Catherine to chair a lunch where charities would be formed and decisions made. She was requested to draw up a menu for their inspection.

She saw Charles in line, waiting for Andrew to acknowledge him.

Between the wives she saw the open door, and if she moved slightly to her left, a glimpse of Ceylon’s curtain of trees,  its contours and slopes, its painterly last light. Behind everything, far from sight, the cottage and the unopened crate.

The wives invited her to their table. She politely declined. Despite Charles’ stare, she remained in the doorway, where the air of this country could be heard and felt.

The evening ended. They returned to their plantation. She could take no more.

“I am grateful you brought us here,” she said, unbidden, the following morning. She’d dressed herself and Ewen for the missionary Ault’s service in the shadow of the Galle Face before locating Charles in his study.

She’d come to invite him without knowing why. He had never shared her faith and did not believe in the time church attendance thieved from other pursuits. It was a familiar dance. She asked him to come, he refused. But she felt the need for her husband to sit with her as other husbands did. She wanted him to know the breadth of her belief. There was no other way for him to know how that belief had begun to falter in the Cape, and she with it.

Upon his refusal she made to depart but lingered over his books. Perhaps if she delayed, if she touched them, she might discover why this constituted prayer for him.

“It seems this silence between us persists,” she said. “Shall we declare it done?”

“If you wish.”

“I wish for my husband.”

“Your husband is here. This is what my life is now. Is it enough for you? A man not given to frivolous poetry. I cannot be other.”

“Nor can I. Yet we love each other.” She tapped his papers. “An immutable fact.”

“A law, I suggest.”

“Agreed.”

His first smile since the port. “Know that it pained me, Catherine. I didn’t want to leave having just learned you were  with child. But I tell you we will have a life here. The one we want, among English society. Now we have declared the silence between us done. May we also conclude the melancholy I see in you? Just as your journey here, tell me there is a ship and a map to bring you to a state of contentment, and I will pay your passage.”

“You are poetic despite yourself.”

“You inspire matters I didn’t know I was capable of. Come, let me show you something of Ceylon.”

He led her out onto the grass. “My predecessor on the Court called this estate Dimbola. A suitably exotic appellation. But look there. Look at the curve of the land to the trees and the sea. Do you see the borders of this country? There, where the land meets the Arabian and stops. Tell me you see the beauty in these things so that I may be sure of you.”

She let moments pass. She devoted herself to the curl of the land into the weave of jungle and sea. “What resides in the crate,” she began, “is somehow of me, as all of this is now of you.”

She could feel him turn inward. Their years had taught her. A sudden distance in his eyes, a stiffening of his stance. But she did not stop. “Odds and ends left from the Cape, sent to the Maclears’ because they were the most important Britishers in the area. Sent via Sir John because of the shared connection to Andrew. Andrew does not underwrite charity. He has affiliated himself with two great men.”

“Why speak of it,” Charles said tersely.

“I must have your blessing.”

“What am I asked to bless, I wonder.”

“Something has captured my attention. You know what sort of woman I am. Remember the story of my mother?”

“Off with you to Paris. The café windows.”

“Then you know how it is with me. Perhaps you’ll be piqued. Whatever resides in the crate is of science, as well as beauty. It must be. It lacks even a name at present.”

His distance widened. It began at the edge of his eyes. She  took his hand and willed him to know her heart. Your illness is not frailty. Look at us. In Ceylon, so you may structure the Charter that will bring an unruly country into civility and English law. You sit at the elbow of the governor. You are not fated to be less than other men. You have married a woman fated to want what isn’t here. I am sorry for that.

“Your place is at my side,” he said. “You understand the importance of this.”

“I do.”

“Then take care not to hurt yourself opening that damned crate.”

It was October. Aipassi. She opened the letter first.

I enclose what exists to the present in this quest of ours. Nothing lasts. There are others working on matters of chemicals, surfaces, and the contraption itself. Reijlander, chiefly, in Sweden. Archer and Talbott. I am in correspondence with them. Through me, so shall you be.

Presently, I travel to Alexandria. I hope to reach Ceylon by year’s end and will send advance word. Though truly the sky is the same everywhere, I wish to see it from all the hemispheres and all the outcroppings of the world.

I enclose instructions and materials. I know what they yield to me inform and function. As for what they yield to you, Catherine, I can only hope that it will be enough. What shall become of your days now, I wonder. Perhaps I shall hear of it in your letter to me. May they offer comfort, if nothing else.

—Sir John Holland



With the letter, Sir John had enclosed images. A tintype of a silvery shroud encircling the harbor at Pretoria. There was a sailboat in the foreground. There was the sea, washed to silver by the setting sun.

Not enough, she thought. There is nothing from life here.

Through the cottage door, she saw the burning lamps of her home. Dimbola. It was the dinner hour. Mary would see her  empty chair and feed her family. She would tell Julia and Ewen to pray and ready themselves for bed. Charles would close his study door.

Her dress bound her too well. She shed it and for a moment she let Ceylon’s breathing liturgic winds find her. Then she went to the alcove and selected a sari of washed red. Moving beneath its loose weave was of no consequence.

She unpacked the crate of its parts. Oddly incandescent paper. Small casks of exotically named chemicals. Wood cut into spindles, dowels, a box. A black cloak. Hinges and small mirrors. There were instructions. How to assemble, what to do next. How to approximate what had been done, where to look for what could be.

Above her was the punctured roof of the cottage. Stars, blackness, the sky Sir John deemed the same, everywhere.

She began to build with no sense of what it would be. She only knew that the world was falling away. Each day of my life must be this.






From Life

ELIGIUS FOLLOWED HIS FATHER ON A WIDE PATH ALONGSIDE stands of palm trees and sawgrass. Swaran led them on an ascent of Prinsep Hill’s pinnacle. To the west was the sea, rounded at the shore where it swelled into the white defilements of the colonials’ construction. The East India Company, the Galle Face church, Court Directors’ homes and plantations, all blemishes from a plague swiftly traveling inland, borne by the Britishers’ ever larger machines.

In his years, Eligius had seen simple machetes give way to axes on wheels, pulled by bison and then by elephants and then by something else, some infernal wheezing metal cart that ate a swath through the neem and banyan trees and spilled red mangoes onto the ground like blood. The colonials felled everything in their path to make way for more of what they wished India to be: the breadbasket of London. Yet the azure sea persisted and the jungle always grew back to fill the cavities of whitewashed stone and stained glass with fruit and birds and flowers.

From Prinsep, Eligius could see the roads open to them. The East India Court lay to the west, near the Galle Face. An easterly route would take them away from Port Colombo, away from the waterfront homes and inland plantations devoted to cotton, indigo, jute, and the ever-craved coffee. North would take them to the other villages outside Colombo and Mulkirigala, to slums just like Matara filled with stagnant water that spread  sleep amongst the newborns. A little further and they would find what remained of the elephant temple. Sudarma had often brought him there as a child, despite the day-long trek, to see the shattered gopuram canopied by the treetops. Bearing him in her arms as if he were nothing, she would point to the burnished copper rendering of Lakshmi on her lotus. She would tell him how Lakshmi showered the faithful with gold coins, and how the temple elephants, cousins to the clouds, showered her in turn.

They trekked west until a crescent of the sapphire sea emerged at the horizon line where the jungle gave way to the outskirts of Port Colombo. Following the road, they passed the Overstone plantation and the men laboring in its fields.

“Look at them,” Swaran whispered. “I don’t want these men’s lives for you, meri beta.”

Eligius watched the workers cut the ground open, seed it and sew it shut again with tools brought from across the sea. Once, these men were the sellers and buyers, the beginning and the end. They were the circle of the world; so his father said. Now they were oxen pulling blades across the dirt for their betters.

They emerged from the jungle at the Court building, near a throng of angry men. Hindu, Punjabi, Sinhalese, Tamil, Sikh, Vedda – Eligius saw every caste, every group. They’d all come to see if chants of protest could make the colonials stop what they’d been doing since the first Charter Act gave the John Company sovereignty. Men in dirty clothes and soldiers in uniform paced their respective sides of the bars, eyeing each other warily.

Swaran avoided the other Indian men. He approached the gate and bowed to the closest guard. The guard waved him over. “I am presenting a bill of concerns to Governor Wynfield and the Court of Directors.”

The guard gestured to Eligius.

“My son.”

“And me.” Chandrak stepped forward. “A servant of no great importance.”

After conferring with his superior, the guard opened a door in the gate and ushered them swiftly through.

A brick flew past Eligius’ ears. “Tell the Britishers to pack their things and leave,” a man’s voice cried. This stirred the mob up, and they began to surge towards the gate. The man who’d screamed was at the front of the crowd. There was a long stick in his hand. A thick cord of braided horsehair sliced the air with an audible hum as he turned it upon himself.

The crowd began to chant in time to his self punishment. He smiled as his back grew slick with sweat and blood. “I am Ceylon,” he said, his teeth grinding against the pain. “I am Ceylon. Tell them.”

The guards pressed themselves against the gate, bracing it. More fusillades launched from the crowd. Mangoes and kavas burst against the bars, raining pulp across the tended grass of the Court garden.

Eligius turned his back on their anger. Brushing bits of fruit from his shirt, he felt as if his trembling heart were visible to the world.

The court building itself looked much like a plantation, with its columns, its walls the color of ripe coconut meat, its polished glass. The Rees flag billowed on sea winds. The sculpted grounds made a mockery of the anger he’d come through. Even the breeze gentled once past the gates.

A parade of strutting peacocks scampered aside as they approached the carved ebony doors of the Court’s entryway. Before knocking, Swaran drew palmfuls of water from a stone basin. Lotus blossoms floated aimlessly, cut from their roots.

A Sikh doorman regarded Swaran’s petition without expression. His chubby face had cracked from the sun. Rivulets of perspiration crept down the folds of his neck, slipping beneath the banded collar of his uniform. “It is more today than yesterday,” he said, opening the door wide. “Every day they get louder. When this door closes, you won’t hear them at all.”

The room beyond was marvelous to behold. All of Matara  could have fit inside its ellipse. Its walls were covered with clean white paper embossed with raised images of acacia. Windows opened wide onto an expanse of tall sugar cane fields and the stone edifice of the Galle Face church. The windows were bordered with enough cloth to stock a bazaar. Gathered in loose folds with links of golden cord, the cloth breathed with each gust of sea air.

On any other day Eligius might have run from wall to wall like a child delighting in his flight. He might race along the room’s perimeter and imagine running across the sea to strange places.

Across the expanse from them, a Hindu servant struggled to remain upright as the boy riding atop his shoulders bobbed up and down, his small red head snapping with the jerkiness of his mount’s gait. “Horse!” the young boy screamed. “Lift me up! Up!”

The servant obeyed. He hefted the boy high in his arms and paraded him past windows. When the boy tired of this, he demanded his horse once again. In an instant the servant was hopscotching in a mad circle.

“No.” A woman’s voice.

Ewen halted his exultant flight. He began to cry at his mother’s tone.

Something else disturbed Catherine’s view of the proscenium, the marble, the frescoes and the light suffusing the Court’s expanse in descending sparks of dust. An instant before the Indian boy, the contraption’s keyhole was making dervishes of the strolling men. Cups and saucers lost their mundane structure and became the obelisks of London, the surrounding dust like that city’s silverwashed fog. Faces came undone from the men and women who possessed them. Faces were geometry.

The contraption, with its mirrors and polished glass, brought resolution to the world like nothing else in life. It isolated the possible. She saw moments in the eyes, in the filament creases around mouths. There, a happy marriage. There, a  thwarted plan. Aspects that were daily lost to careless memory might still be found somewhere on each one passing through her vision.

Then the Indian boy came within her view and remained. He stood stiffly next to an older Indian man. His father, perhaps. There was another man with them but he felt peripheral; he was sinewy and hard, as if he’d been broken from the ground and put to a whetstone. The boy, who appeared to be Julia’s age, had skin the color of milky tea. He wore trousers and a tunic. The clothes gentled his lean physique, made him less a part of this strange country.

When he looked at the man who held reams of papers and an open book, she wondered if the boy was the sort who watched his father tirelessly, to become the one she found in her camera’s view.

The boy turned to face her camera. He tilted his head, regarding it and perhaps the suggestion of the woman hidden within it. When he moved, he opened a patch of pale watercolored sky in the window behind him. His shadow cast across the polished floor.

She was about to bark an order for him to move away but she could not. In that unlikely face, in the void of sound or motion, the space between her and her dead child came to her.

The Indian boy’s shape against the Court wall was a moment that she could not name. It stepped forward from life and meant to remain, but she could not understand why that should be so, when Hardy had come as a moment already passed.

“No,” she finally said.

Eligius saw her emerge from under a dark cloak. Despite the earthen sari adorning her, this woman was colonial. There was no mistaking the empire in her.

Regarding him from across the foyer, she returned beneath the cloak of a spidery apparatus that filled Eligius with a queer dread. The thing stood on black legs, smooth and lucent in the twitching gaslights and filtering sun. Five feet high, most of its  body was hidden away beneath the black hood that reminded him of the draped macaw cages he marveled at as a child.

A British girl of Eligius’ age stood alongside the hidden woman. Her hair was golden, her face made turbulent in the mottling light. She fingered a glass pendant around her neck. When the afternoon sun struck the dangling shape, bubbles of color spilled across the blue-veined marble floor.

A Cingalese servant girl hurried past, bearing trays of sweet meats and pastries no larger than hatchlings. The British girl’s pendant light adorned her, then fell away.

“Whose water do you draw?” the servant whispered when she reached Swaran.

“We’re here to address the Court,” Swaran said.

“You may wait in the chambers, but be sure and remain at the top of the stairs, where it’s dark.”

Eligius glanced back. The woman was out from under her cloak and standing at a window with the girl, facing the Galle Face and the sea beyond. The boy played in the shadow of wall frescoes depicting forgotten colonials.

The servant led them to a set of whitewashed doors. Inside, they took seats in the uppermost row. At the bottom was a dais, a lectern and several tables. Colonials congregated in groups like clusters of nettles, festooned in their finest linens and silks. The men tugged at brilliantly hued sashes fixed around their throats while they raged at each other in something approaching verse. Their voices rose and fell while white boys carved into parchment with the sharpened quills of native birds. Their handiwork was rendered with such speed, it seemed that the boys were charged with the task of arresting the men’s words no sooner than they were aloft.

Eligius couldn’t understand much of it, but the comings and goings fascinated him. Like the bazaars at Kaveri and the port, pockets of commerce unfolded in corners. Hindi women held up flowers and cinnamon satchels. While they waited to be  noticed, their eyes wandered to the men bringing the council members steaming tea and plates of clove loaf.

He pitied them, to be seen by their women this way.

One at a time, Britishers emerged from the dankness to approach the dais. They presented their wants. Rights to their neighbor’s well, levies on tobacco imported from further than twenty five miles to Ceylon’s markets, news of growing unrest in Madurai and whether the directors might impose a limit on servants brought in from that part of the country. “They bring able backs, but contempt for their betters,” an aggrieved man said.

The directors sat at a long table under another Company flag. Though they listened, decisions seemed to come from one man, Governor Andrew Wynfield. He cut a robust figure, with broad shoulders and a piercing glare that he trained to imposing effect upon those who stepped forward. The other men seemed older, heavier, trapped by their station. This man was stronger than they were.

One director sat away from the others. His head was bathed in waning light from the ring of windows above him. He held a thick woolen overcoat tightly under his chin, like a blanket. His free hand stroked a beard of brambles and moonlight. A beggarly old lion. The Governor leaned to whisper to him after each solicitation.

Swaran got up and slowly descended towards the dais. Those conducting the business of the rich paid him no attention as he passed.

Eligius felt a guilty wave of embarrassment for his father. They’d walked a long way. The brown stain of Ceylon’s mud roads covered him. His clothes were festooned with leaves and windborne dust that clung to the soft cloth like gray rain clouds.

Swaran approached a lectern. His bearing was regal despite the barely disguised mirth his appearance provoked among the colonials.

“You must be Swaran Shourie.” The governor read from a document. He held up a hand, silencing the room. “You have  asked for the floor and it is yours, though only for a moment. We are about to adjourn.”

“I am here by right of the people,” Swaran said. “The southern provinces and all their villages, Wynfield sa’ab.”

“By right?” Governor Wynfield smiled. “Was there an election I should be aware of?”

“There are issues you should be aware of, sa’ab. Matters more pressing than where your servants come from.”

“Your tone, sir.”

“On behalf of Ceylon, I ask for leniency on the lagaan. The tax. I have studied the charter by which the Court and the Company gained sovereignty, and I believe the tax exceeds its bounds. I have the citations to your laws.”

Wynfield’s smile had not left him, yet something within it hardened like pottery in an artisan’s kiln. “We have been over the same laws. It is a closed matter.”

“There must be an open forum, sa’abs. The Charter is to be renewed for another twenty years. It cannot be, not as it stands.”

One of the directors leaned forward. “Speak of it in the proper way, Swaran. It is a matter of respect, or else say nothing.”

Eligius saw his father’s hands tremble.

“Your Zamindari system forces us to grow only what you need,” Swaran pressed on, “with seed we are forced to buy from you. Your lagaan takes us into debt, so we cannot afford to sow the fields. Having nothing to grow, we have nothing to sell and no way to pay this tax. Our markets are full of Indians bartering scraps of themselves to each other while we lose our lands.”

“I have little sympathy.” Wynfield held out his teacup and waited. In an instant, a Tamil servant stood at his side, refilling it. “Ceylon’s poverty was a matter of record long before we accepted stewardship, at no small expense of the Crown’s time and capital. Your people are free to work and raise the money to address their arrears. The fields afford them such work.”

“Why should they work the fields?” Swaran’s voice was  shrill. The Indians in the chamber cast their eyes down. “What do they gain?”

“Outrageous,” one of the directors blurted.

“The simple task of amending the Charter has begun,” Wynfield said. “ When it is ready, you will hear of its terms, and I will look to you to convey those terms clearly to the people who appointed you.”

Swaran stood helplessly. “The people will not accept this.”

“The laws,” Wynfield said angrily, “suggest that they must. Do they not?” He turned to the bundled old lion. “As the scrivener of their drafting, please speak to our rights under the Charter.”

Eligius pulled back as the lion’s gaze found him.

“I’ve read everything – ” Swaran began.

“They are ample,” the lion said quietly. “They are clear and unambiguous, Swaran.”

“This is not your country!”

Eligius spun in his seat. Chandrak was bounding down the steps towards the dais. “We are not all weak men!” Chandrak shouted. “If we fall, so shall you!”

“Who is this man?” Wynfield stood as soldiers left their posts at either end of the dais. They headed towards Chandrak, bayonets leveled.

Swaran’s head bowed. Eligius tried to see his father’s face through the crush of bodies suddenly swarming the Court floor.

The soldiers caught Chandrak by the arms and hair. Pummeling him with the butts of their rifles, they dragged him through a side door. “So shall you!” Chandrak’s cries echoed through the chamber.

Wynfield came to the edge of the dais as the directors cleared the hall. “You bring talk of rebellion in here? Rest assured, you are no longer welcome, Swaran. If you are seen again, you will be arrested.”

“I did not speak of rebellion – ”

“Further discussion is pointless. You will leave here. Now.”

Eligius watched his father gather his papers. He wanted to  speak, but his words had fallen into a deep hole. Did his father feel this way, at this moment? As if he was drowning within himself?

“Is the boy your son, Swaran?”

The old lion stood from his seat with difficulty. “Tell me your name, boy,” he said when Swaran tucked away the last of his notes in silence.

“Eligius.” He watched his father trudge back up the hall steps, towards the servant entrance.

“Merely to pass through the mob outside took courage for you both,” the lion said. “You have a Christian surname. Are you Christian?”

“Hill country Tamil. My family came from the north long ago. I was named for the missionary Ault’s predecessor. He helped my mother when I was born, or I would not have lived. My mother had a fever.”

“It’s a harsh world for the young.”

“I was weak when I was born. I am strong now. My mother said to me, ‘Stay. You did not come all this way only to go back now.’ And so I did.”

“A splendid story.”

“Why didn’t you listen to my father? He worked hard to speak with you.”

“Walk with me.”

The great foyer outside fell into shadow as a cloud crossed its windows. For a moment, Eligius felt a glow upon him as he left the Court hall. Then he felt its recession from his skin, leaving only the old lion’s cold hand. “I hope we meet again, Eligius. I would like to think there will be other things to remember me by.”

Governor Wynfield came to the lion’s side and led him away. “There’s trouble,” he said curtly.

Ahead of them, Swaran stood in the court doorway, frozen before a sea of screaming men just beyond the gate. The shapeless rumble of voices rose like heat. Eligius couldn’t understand  what they were saying, the men hurling themselves against the bars again and again.

Papers spilled from Swaran’s hands as he left the doorway for the courtyard beyond. They caught the sea winds and hurtled upward.

“Appa!”

Eligius followed his father into the courtyard, where Chandrak lay on the hard stone near a cluster of carriages. An undulating circle of soldiers beat the cowering shape of him. His left leg bent grotesquely.

Matara’s men were at the front of the mob, crying Chandrak’s name, and Swaran’s.

Eligius heard his father’s voice now. A strangled, guttural wail. Wading into the teeming courtyard of soldiers, his papers swirling away from him, Swaran walked unsteadily towards the men around Chandrak. He paused, bent to the ground, then shambled on.

Eligius broke into a run when Swaran raised the banyan limb.

A young soldier with a blemished face pointed to Swaran and shouted something. His words were pulled up to the sky with Swaran’s papers. Three other soldiers leveled their rifles at Swaran. The volley of thunder silenced the crowd.

There were lights. Tiny burning flowers spat from the dull metal barrels. Bursts of red opened Swaran’s skin, his chest and head, leaving gashed holes all over him.

Thin plumes of smoke rose from the soldiers’ rifles. The angry embers of their barrels faded.

The crowd ran hellishly then, in every direction. Swaran stood motionless in the courtyard. His expression was quizzical and concentrated, and so familiar to Eligius, who had been watching him for months as he grappled with the colonials’ laws as if trying to grasp the fraying threads of a dream. He crumpled to the ground next to Chandrak.

“Help me!” Chandrak cried as he pawed at his own  wounds. A bullet had rent his left side open. “Take me home!” His cries were a boy’s, suddenly afraid of the world.

Eligius knelt to his father. He slipped a hand beneath his head and tried to lift him away from the stain of blood spreading across the cobblestones. For a moment it was just him in the lifeless glass of his father’s eyes, just the still reflection of him against the sky. Then there were soldiers behind and above him, pulling him away.
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