About the Author

Meet Thrity Umrigar
THE FIRST WRITING I ever did was the anonymous poems I wrote to my parents when I was angry at them and fuming over some perceived injustice. I must’ve been five or six years old then. I’d wait until the coast

was clear and then dart into their bedroom and stick these anonymous poems on the door of the teakwood wardrobe my dad had built. To my amazement, and despite my best attempts at concealment, my parents

always figured out the identity of the author. I thought they were geniuses. To my chagrin, the poems seemed to amuse them rather than convince them about the errors of their ways.

Looking back, it seems to me that my reasons for writing have not changed since those early days—now, like then, I write for two reasons: one, to express my deepest feelings about something, and two, to protest some outrage or injustice. 

By the time I was seven, I knew I wanted to be a writer. But I didn’t have the guts to say out loud—or even to myself—that I wanted to write books. A brown-skinned kid in Bombay wanting to be a writer? I may as well have said I wanted to be a Broadway actress. Then someone told me that people who wrote for  newspapers such as The Times of India (whose stately stone building with the printing press at street level I loved driving by) were called journalists. So that’s what I went around saying I wanted to be when I grew up. It seemed safer than saying I wanted to be a writer. And indeed, a journalist is what I grew up to be.

I worked as a daily reporter for seventeen years. And since I wasn’t writing literature, I tried to infuse my newspaper articles with as much literary flavor as I could get away with. I gravitated toward magazine-style stories— stories about human beings, not sources; stories with complexity, with shades of gray; stories that challenged the conventional wisdom. The same themes that I later explored in fiction—how power twists and corrupts human relationships, the gap between the haves and the have-nots, the transformative power of love—I tried to explore within the confines of daily journalism. 

At times, I succeeded. My two favorite stories were both long-term projects that took topical issues and put a human face on them. The first story was about a single mother on welfare raising two children. I wanted to understand the nagging, demeaning aspect of poverty—how it takes all the spontaneity out of life, how it makes you agonize over the smallest decisions—and then explain this to my readers. For this, I needed to witness poverty, and the choices it forces people to make, up close. I moved in with the woman’s family for a week and told their story in journal form, day by day, as it unfolded.

 The second story was about a young couple who had given birth to a perilously premature baby. Technology now makes such births possible, but many moral, ethical, economic, and medical issues remain unresolved. But what fascinated me most as the grace with which this couple faced the challenges before them. Watching them come close to their breaking point, and then, somehow, rise to the occasion again, sustained only by their love for each other and their belief in their baby, was an awe-inspiring experience for me. I reported that story for four months, from the moment of the baby’s birth to that incredible day, four months later, when he left the hospital. So you see why the leap from journalism to fiction doesn’t seem all that huge. What matters most to me is the human heart that beats at the center of all great stories. When I look back on my writing life, I see that the vehicles may be different—poems, short stories, newspaper articles, novels—but the passengers remain the same. The passengers are always grappling with the darkness and trying to find light; they are often inchoate and inarticulate but fumbling toward greater human communication; and they are almost always held together by that shaft of grace that we call love. 

About the Book
Remembering Bhima

BHIMA IS REAL.

She worked in the house I grew up in, year after year, a shadow flitting around our middle-class house, her thin brown hands cleaning furniture she was not allowed to sit on, cooking food she was not allowed to share at the family dining table, dusting the stereo that mainly played American rock and roll,

music that was alien and unfamiliar to her, that only reminded her of her nebulous presence in our home, our world, our lives.

I wrote about Bhima and that stereo in another book—I told the story of that glorious day when, after a year of cajoling, wooing, and seducing Bhima, after trying to excavate her life and story bit by bit, I finally tasted success. I was an earnest, well-meaning teenager and I loved Bhima for reasons that today make me proud as well as make me cringe, for reasons that were vain as well as honorable: I loved her because even at fifteen, I could sense her essential goodness and dignity and stoic heroism. I loved her because she was amused by me and my eager, puppydog need to prove to her that I was different; that unlike the adults around me, I was uneasy being a card-carrying member of the middle class. I loved her because she cooked

me rice everyday, even if it meant defying the authority of my aunts and mom. I loved her because I had just declared myself a Socialist and Bhima was my own private laboratory, my personal experiment, on whom to try out my newly discovered theories of social justice and the proletariat and the revolution.

And on one breakthrough day it all came together, the day when Bhima and I were alone at home and she plopped down next to me on the forbidden couch and demanded that I replace the music I was listening to— it was The Beatles’ ”Let It Be”—with an old Marathi folk song that I had played the previous day. And the authority in her voice thrilled me, made me feel that we were equals at last, that the cursed roles of servant and mistress had shattered for one fragile, shimmering instant.

And yet, even in the midst of my adolescent disdain for the middle-class adults in my life, I saw enough complexity in the transactions between servant and homeowner to soften that disdain, to make me realize that reality is always harder than caricature. I saw servants trusting their meager savings to their mistresses as a way of protecting their money from the grasping hands of drunken husbands; I saw Bhima and the females in my household working peaceably together in the kitchen in a kind of domestic shorthand; I  watched as my aunts cooked an egg for Bhima every morning while she was recovering from malaria.

Above all, I was fascinated by this intersection of gender and class—how the lives of women from the working class and the middle class seemed at once so connected and so removed from each other.

Thus was Sera born—kindly, well-meaning Sera, who must nevertheless choose between the bonds of gender and the divisions of class. It is a theme that has interested me—haunted me, even—for as long as I can remember. One of the reasons I have always loved Bombay is because it is a city riddled with contradictions and paradox. In an apartment in a small corner of the city, I grew up experiencing a microcosm of this larger paradox—this strange tug-of-war between intimacy and unfamiliarity; between awareness and blindness. 
The Space Between Us is an attempt to understand, through the illuminating searchlight of fiction, paradoxes that I could never make sense of in real life. I began the novel in the spring of 2003.But in fact, I have been writing this book forever.
A Conversation with Thrity Umrigar

How long did it take you to write The Space Between Us?

Well, I wrote the book—or at least, a solid first draft—in about six months in 2003.

But as I always say, I’ve been writing this book forever.

What do you mean?

I grew up in a middle-class home in Bombay where we always employed servants. And even as a child I was always aware of what a complicated, emotionally charged relationship it was between the mistress

of the household and the domestic servant—who was almost always a woman. I mean, it is impossible to have two human beings work and live in a contained domestic space all day long and not form some kind of a bond or human connection. And I thought that this was rich literary territory to explore. So in some sense—in the sense of being aware of these issues and thinking about them, I’ve been writing this novel at least since I was a teenager.

The whole issue of employing servants is so alien to most contemporary Americans. Can you talk about this some?

Sure. The first thing to understand is that, unlike, say, the aristocrats of England or something, in India, you don’t have to be terribly rich to have servants. Almost every middle-class home employs someone to come

in to help with the cooking, washing, cleaning, etc. Sometimes it’s more than one person. And the reason for this is simple—labor is cheap in India. And until very recently, most people didn’t have washers and dryers, vacuum cleaners—all the labor-saving devices that we take for granted in the West.

 So the way it works is that someone comes into your home early in the morning and basically spends the day performing household chores. And if the mistress is a housewife like Sera Dubash, if she’s not a working woman, she will work alongside the servant. For instance, she may cook while the servant is chopping up the vegetables or washing the dishes. And the women talk. Often, the servant may unload her burdens onto the mistress—tales of wayward husbands, children who refuse to attend school, oppressive mothers-in-law—you know the normal things that women all over the world talk about. And the servant is in the home for seven, eight, nine hours a day—she is a witness, she observes everything that happens in the home. She knows the family secrets, all the hidden things about relationships, problems, things that even the family’s neighbors or friends may be unaware of. And so a kind of unlikely friendship, a trust, an unspoken language of understanding, springs up between the women. But there is always the elephant in the room, and that elephant, of course, is class. There is always a formality, a ritualized “space” that can never quite be bridged. Each woman is governed and restricted by class divisions.

In the novel, Sera won’t let Bhima sit on the furniture or drink out of the family’s glasses. Is that because of the caste system that one hears about in India? Is Bhima an untouchable?

Sera Dubash is a Parsi, not a Hindu. And the caste system that you refer to—you know the system where there are four different castes and each caste is governed by its own rules and traditions—is something that’s unique to the Hindu faith. And no, Bhima is not meant to be an untouchable—that is, a member of the lowest caste.

I don’t think this is a book about caste at all. Rather, it’s a book about class divisions. All the things that you noticed—Bhima not being able to use the family dishes, sit at the table—are simply manifestations of how class issues have polarized people in India and how those polarizations have gotten codified into traditions. Do you know what I mean? In that sense, it’s not so different from the American South fifty years ago, when the black maid always had to enter from the back door and took all her meals in the kitchen. I was doing a book reading in California earlier this year when a woman who grew up on the Upper West Side in New York said the book reminded her of how her family treated the nanny who had raised her. So these strange, dehumanizing traditions are not unique to India.

How have Western audiences reacted to the book?

You know, when the book came out, my biggest concern was that Western readers would read The Space Between Us as a book about a distant, faraway, alien culture with weird customs—you know, the usual

“exotic East” syndrome—and not get that the themes of the book are universal. At its most basic, The Space Between Us is a book about what brings us together and what divides us as human beings. So it has

been particularly gratifying to have smart, thoughtful, insightful readers make their own connections and apply the themes of the book to their own conditions and lives. So many of them have talked about their own encounters with the kinds of issues that Bhima and Sera face. 

My Indian editor, Nandita Agarwal, coined a fantastic phrase—she said the novel was about the “Indian apartheid.” She was referring to this unfortunate attitude that middle-class Indians have toward domestic help that allows them to not see and to marginalize the people who sweat and work in their homes. And at each book reading we talk about this and I ask the inevitable question: what is the American apartheid—what biases, prejudices do we suffer from, what are the areas of our society that we refuse to face? And almost always, people tell personal stories or talk about the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and how that exposed unpleasant truths about our own culture in America.

You now live in the United States. Does that help or hurt when you’re writing about India?

I think for the most part it’s helpful. I mean, you have the inevitable worries about being accurate, getting the details right. I usually solve that by staying away from what’s current and immediate—you know, what the latest movies are, what the big hit songs are—and writing about things that are more timeless. Like the spirit and resiliency of Bombayites. Like the Arabian sea—which is as polluted and gray and beautiful as ever. Like those fabulous Bombay skies at dusk.
But I think the distance also helps me gain a certain critical perspective that’s essential for good writing. It makes it possible to be more truthful in my writing, to speak some harsh truths. And being an immigrant in

America, always having this outsider–insider thing going on, is such great training for being a writer. Because that’s what writers are—outsiders wanting to get on the inside and insiders longing to burst out.

What are you working on now? 
I’m writing a novel, my first book set in the United States. It’s a story about immigration, what it means to be an outsider–insider, to belong to several worlds all at the same time.

Read on

Words to the Wise Would-Be Writer

Fifteen Tips
OVER THE YEARS, I’ve had so many people come up to me and tell me all the reasons why they cannot write the book they believe is in them. They claim lack of time; they blame demanding spouses, bosses, and children; they proclaim that their muse is such that they can only write between the hours of 1 and 2 P.M.

on January 2 of each year. What they don’t do is admit to what I’ve come to believe is the most common reason for procrastination: the fear of writing. And indeed, there are many things to fear about writing—it is a lonely, solitary pursuit; it forces you to confront aspects of your personality and value systems that you may rather not; it pulls you away from family and friends; your neighbors may catch you walking down the street talking to yourself; you may never find a publisher for a work you may have devoted years to; and the actual writing will almost never measure up to the voices in your head.

Still, for those whose love of writing is strong enough to overcome the fear, here are some suggestions:

1. Ask yourself why you want to write. These days, it seems like more people want to write books than read them. Are you just doing it because it’s a trendy, intellectual pursuit? Because all your friends seem to be working on their own books? Are you wanting to write because of peer pressure? 

Remember, it is possible to have a perfectly happy and balanced life without ever writing a book, short story, or even a poem. You can take up less dangerous pursuits such as snowboarding or sky 
diving, instead. In other words, give yourself permission not to write. You know those people who buy

fixer-upper homes, move into them, and live there while they renovate them? That’s what a story is like. You move into the story, you occupy it like a house, and you live there until it’s completely done.

2. If you are a true writer, you will find what I just said laughable. Because for you, writing is a way of surviving in the world, the medium through which you make sense of your life. Besides, you can’t

think of a more fun way to spend your time. If you feel this deep desire, this aching need to write, then read on.

3. Ask yourself what you want to write. Do you want to tell your own story? Do you want to tell your mother’s life story? Do you want to write about a Romanian exotic dancer or a futuristic novel about life on Mars? The problem writers often have is that they have too many stories that they want to tell. But usually there is one story that haunts you, that feels like a fever occupying your body. If the doctor gave you six months to live, which is the story that you would most want to tell? Write that story first.

4. Write in the shower. Get away from what I call “the tyranny of the blank screen.” There’s nothing more 

intimidating than to sit before the computer with nothing to say. Many people think that when they turn on

the computer, they’re also jump-starting their brains. But that’s not the way the subconscious works. You have to tap into it more frequently than that. That means thinking about your story all the time, living with it, never letting it wander too far away from you. A story is like a newborn—you have to tend to it, feed

it, be aware of it all the time. So write dialogue in the shower. Go for long solitary walks and try different lines out loud. Think about plot when you’re in your car. Let the story seep into your bones, every fiber of your brain. The story you’re writing should feel more real to you than the life you are living.

5. Make time for yourself. It’s a good idea to work at the same time every day, if at all possible. Try getting up an hour before your normal time and see if that works. Find out the time of the day when your writing flows the best and then keep that time for yourself. But writing is also preparing the subconscious to be ready. So you need to find more alone time for yourself even when you’re not actually writing. Solitude is really important for a writer.
6. Most of us don’t have the luxury of finding large blocks of time to write. That’s why God made flash drives. Carry that flash drive with you at all times. Whenever you have any time during the day—say, a lunch break at work—write your story. Before you know it, it will be done. Use every minute of every day that you can find for your work.

7. Saying that you don’t have time to write is an excuse. The fact is that nobody has time to write, other than the miniscule number of writers who make their living from writing full-time. Most writers make the time to write. Their lives are no easier or less busy than anyone else’s. They too have dentist appointments and kids who need trips to the emergency room and pets who puke in the kitchen and gardens that have to be watered and weeded. The difference between writers and non-writers is just that writers write. Non-writers talk about wanting to write.

8. Read extensively. Read everything, from the New York Times to billboards to cereal boxes. Read the classics and read new books by unknown writers. This will help in two ways—not only will it make you a

better writer but a great book can serve as an inspiration. Every time I read a great book, it makes me want to drop everything I’m doing and work on my own stuff.

9. Believe in your work. Remember that every person on this sweet blue earth has a story to tell. The sad truth is that most of us will never write like Shakespeare. We will never be Toni Morrison or Leo Tolstoy or Charles Dickens. All I can try to do is be the best Thrity Umrigar that I can be. And that will have to be enough. 10. Turn off the soft sinister voice that’s forever telling you, “This is crap. No one will ever want to read this.” That is the voice of self-doubt and you must think of it as the voice of the devil. It is the devil trying to paralyze you so that you won’t write. Turn that voice off. There will be plenty of time to heed

that critical voice later and even make it work for you.

11. After you’re done with the first draft, you can reread your work in a loving but critical way. That’s what second and third and fourth drafts are all about. But that criticism should be constructive and come later in the process.

12. Live a large and active life. Meet different kinds of people. Put yourself in unfamiliar situations. Expose yourself to diverse experiences that challenge you. All of this will make your writing more interesting.

13. Love someone deeply and intensely. You will learn more about yourself—your flaws and your strengths, your limits and your expansiveness—through this experience than any other. And the  self-knowledge that you gain will come through in your writing. 14. Be gentle with yourself. Great writing

is always compassionate. The same compassion that you bring to your observations about the foibles of

humanity, you must grant to yourself. So don’t judge yourself harshly if the writing is truly terrible on a given day or you decided to go for a walk with your daughter instead of working on your manuscript. Just get back to it the next day.

14. Be gentle with yourself. Great writing is always compassionate. The same compassion that you bring to your observations about the foibles of humanity, you must grant to yourself. So don’t judge yourself harshly if the writing is truly terrible on a given day or you decided to go for a walk with your daughter instead of working on your manuscript. Just get back to it the next day.

15. And finally, write for the right reasons. This is a bit of personal superstition, I suppose. But the ability to write is a gift, a special grace. It should not be abused for cynical purposes. Resist the temptation to write according to a formula or to imitate what is currently commercially successful. Write what’s in your heart. Write the stories that make you proud of yourself, not embarrassed. And never lose the ability to know the difference.

