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first part of the novel is set in the main at Lucas Falls, the
home of the wealthier branch of the Wijesinha family.
Tsunami’s father Rowland Wijesinha had beenthe A.D.C. in
the time of the adulterous British Governor Millbanke, until
the mysterious death of Lady Millbanke brings an end to
this particular episode of colonial habitation. The estate is
bought by a young British planter whose fortunes thrive on
tea cultivation until he eventually sells the property to a
wealthy Sinhalese mudaliyar, from whom the present
Wijensinha clan descend. In Latha and Tsunami’s time, the
ghost of Lady Millbanke is said to haunt particular corridors
of the historical house, her spectral presence neatly tying
together colonial deceit with the intrigues of Independence
and the treachery of the post-colonial era.

Lucas Falls is a fallen paradise within which the stories of a
family register the traces of colonial history and prefigure
the neo-colonial future. For Latha, Lucas Falls is a life lived
in displacement, where she spends the formative moments
of her childhood away from her own genial father and
conservative mother, keeping secret the English porcelain
baths, rose-patterned quilts, and coloured squares of a
Monopoly board that make her dream of far-away London.
Here, Latha attends Sunday services at church with her
Christian relatives and participates in the imperialistic
renaming of the ayah, chauffeur and other domestic staff as
characters from the verse of Longfellow and Pope.

However, Lucas Falls is also a place that initially offers
symbols of the plural life of the times, centring around the
figure of Helen Ratnam, the Indian-born mother of Tsunami
and her siblings. Helen is an inspired and talented artist who
favours vibrant colours and free-flowing lines; as mistress
of Lucas Falls she must take on certain domestic duties which
require her to channel her energies differently. While she is
unable to tutor the young girls in Sinhala, an increasingly
urgent knowledge for the youth of Independence, she instead
teaches them to quilt, an unorthodox skill in Ceylon but one
learnt by Helen from an English teacher at her Delhi school.
This is her means to “extend the beauty of her husband’s
ancestral home” (p. 56) and she allows the young girls to
tack and hem the bright diamonds and hexagons in place
while she reads to them from her own childhood favourites
including As You Like It, David Copperfield-and Pride and
Prejudice.

This homespun artist also plants wild flowers in a corner of
the Lucas Falls grounds, which comes to be lovingly known
to Latha as the Indian garden. Its previous mistress, the wife
of the tea planter, had directed the laying out of the roses,

lilies, hollyhocks, mazes, bowers and avenues that point to
the imposition of an obsessive memory of England on the
tropical land. Helen transforms the garden into a space for
the nurturing of wild flowers, reflecting the way that Lucas
Falls during her time is a space that allows the blossoming
of open minds. However, the fraying ties that bind this large
and unconventional family, whose free opinion first unsettles
and then nourishes Latha, prefigure the fragility of an open
society and the alienation of “outsiders” and non-conformists
within the increasing politicization of an exclusivist Sinhala
Buddhist national identity. 1948 is the year marking
Independence, the year of the Citizenship Act that
disenfranchises Indian Tamils working on the tea estates, and
the year which marks the fracturing of the family, as
Gooneratne begins to portray the privately devastating
oscillations caused by the seismic shifts in public life.

Lucas Falls continues to reflect the transformations taking
place in the nation at large and becomes a space that records
the rewriting of history through polarized “race-memory.”
The colonial plantation house takes on another life, renamed
as the Wijesinha maha walauwa, the requisite ancestral house
tying the claims of an opportunistic family to heritage and
land. Helen’s artworks are swiftly replaced with images of
Sigiriya frescoes, elephants carved from ebony and ivory,
and a gilded papier-mdché frieze of Prince Dutu Gemunu
adorned in full battle regalia. These overt a national markers
promote the new identity of Rowland Wijesinha as nationalist
politician, who exchanges European dress for national
costume, self-indulgently woven from the finest silk. The
hypocrisy of such self-serving Sinhala Buddhist nationalism
is nicely observed, for after a recent trip to the US, the new
mistress of the house deems it proper that Bibles should be
visibly positioned because “every well-appointed guest room
should have one” (p. 438).

While Gooneratne builds a full world with such details and
observations, her cast of characters does in some instances —
such as the fiercely prejudiced university warden or the eldest
Wijesinha progeny — fall prey to caricature and manichean
delineation. Moreover, the flow of dialogue is occasionally
disrupted by the obligation to provide factual explanations
of key moments of history, such as when Tsunami’s brother
Chris explains to her lover the factors behind the eruption of
the 1958 riots, exclaiming “[m]aybe they were responding
to some ancient race-memory of actual, historical invasions
from south India, or it’s possible that this seemed to confirm
the unease they had already been feeling about the obliteration
of ‘Sri’ signs, who knows!” (p. 565). In these instances,
Gooneratne participates in a shared predicament for Sri
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