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“Gripped me from the first page and moved me to tears on the last . . . This novel will ‘stay
close to my heart for a long, long time to come.” ~THRITY UMRIGAR, bestselling author of
The Museum of Failures and Reese’s Book Club Pick Honor
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ANOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Dear Readers,

A vear into my film and television degree at Columbia University, | read about a
creative writing class that the author Benjamin Taylor was teaching that semester for
the aspiring novelists on the second floor (I was an aspiring television executive on
the floor above). The class was called Other People’s Secrets, and we read excellent
fiction for twelve weeks. The class was meant to examine “the endless varieties of
inner experience and how outer life disguises and intimates the fortress of secrets
within,” and we were to read “in order to make prolonged and intimate contact with
other hidden selves, because in life we are largely opaque to each other; in literature,
by contrast, there are no secrets.” As the weeks went by, | felt myself exported to my
own recesses by the material and the lectures—something intimate and thrilling
seemed to stir inside me, and after each class | always felt in need of a long, solitary
walk to soak in the experience. The assignment at the end of the semester was to
write a six-thousand-word story that might capture our individual learnings. | did
not know what | wanted to write about, but when | sat down in a café to work on the
piece, | found myself with a first-person, twelve-page short story about a mother and
a daughter. It had rushed out of me in one sitting because that is how dams burst,
and it would become the genesis of The Magnificent Ruins.

The complexity of the relationship that exists in my novel between three generations
of women, stretching from the youngest and most Americanized, Lila, through to her
mother and grandmother, is intensely familiar to me, not just because of the
relationship between the women in my own family and families like mine but also
because it portrays a South Asian community where the border between discipline
and unacceptable punishment is often blurred. To me it felt like an optical illusion:
heinous in the West, yet dismissed by cousins and aunts and siblings and my own
mother as so commonplace that it might be boring. This was an open secret that
nobody ever talked about—a way to make sure children were shaped into excellent
adults.

| also wanted to write about the cultures of silence that shroud the postcolonial
land-owning families of Bengal, those who live in grand old mansions and whose
families paper over the less savory parts of their personal history, and the ways in
which narratives can feel entirely unreliable until spoken aloud. The book opens with
the whiff of a murder, a body in front of Lila’s feet, and proceeds to unravel the
complex threads of a family drama as it navigates Lila’'s own secrets and lies.
















