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ecoming is banal. It is what we 
do every day, in subtle ways we 
never notice. Becoming some-
one different is not about 
adopting a persona; it’s about 
never admitting to yourself  

that you were ever anything other 
than this.”

These are the lines the protagonist 
of  the short story, The Smoker, from 
the collection City of  Dreams, thinks 
about after meeting an enigmatic 
character named Maya on the sub-
way in New York City. Maya, whom 
the protagonist cannot recall if  he 
has met before, asks him about an 
identity, seemingly his, and leaves 
him nonplussed, pondering about 
what it means to become. By the end 
of  the story, it is clear that becoming 
is much more confusing than these 
lines appear to make. Having a name 
is not enough to be. Neither is being a 
published writer of  short stories 
under that same name. The protago-
nist shares his first name with the 
author of  the collection, Pranaya SJB 
Rana, and also with another mysteri-
ous character in the same story. In 
essence, here is Pranaya writing 
about Pranaya who meets another 
Pranaya, who could be the future or 
imagined self  of  either of  the two 
Pranayas. It is dumbfounding. 
Becoming is dumbfounding. But the 
lines, nonetheless, encapsulate the 
theme of  the book. 

Becoming stronger, becoming 
freer, becoming more or less reli-
gious, becoming aware or becoming 
stuck, and in the course of  becoming, 
changing or rather, as the above quot-
ed lines put it, admitting what the 
person always was deep down, is a 
recurring idea in the book. In a 
reductionist’s version, this fixation 
might seem like a cop-out, but while 
becoming might be banal, Rana cap-
tures its subtlety and portrays them 
brilliantly—the change always a few 
pages away but still a lovely surprise 
when it happens. 

For instance, in the last story on 
the book, The Child, the protagonist, 
Seema, hits with her carand kills, 
what she wants to believe, a stray 
dog. But that moment, which hap-
pens in the opening paragraph, 
gnaws its way in and by the end of  
the story summons in her the cour-
age to call her marriage what it is—a 
loveless, hassle-free compromise. She 
tells her husband that she cheated on 
him. He yells and cries in response, 
but she is adamant in her refusal to 
hear them. Her marriage is crum-
bling not because she slept with her 
co-worker, but because she knows it 
was not just a stray dog, or even a 
child as the title suggests, that died 
that night; she killed something else 
inside her as well. The story is about 
her suffering through the realisation 
and ultimately accepting it.

In the book, Rana is remarkable at 
doing this: capturing a ‘tiny’ moment, 
allowing it to worm its way inside a 
character’s psyche, and then letting it 

explode at the end, with monumental 
irreversible consequences. In anoth-
er story, Dashain, the central charac-
ter, Rabi, goes from becoming a doe-
eyed person in love to one sickened at 
the cruelty affection demands. A goat 
is not just mutilated in his desire to 
win a girl over; he loses self-respect in 
the course as well.What remains 
inside where there used to be butter-
flies then is hollowness, which the 
reader feels it equally acutely. 

In stories like The Child and 
Dashain, the moments that force a 
character to reconcile with who they 
are happen in the physical world the 
reader knows, as a result of  which, 
irrespective of  the fine execution, 
some might say, “Seen that, done that, 
read that”. Where Rana really shines 
then is in stories like City of   
Dreams and The Presence of  God, in 
which the elements of  change come 
from a surreal world, real but not 
real, relatable but alien—in moments 
where Rana infuses a dose of  magic 
in realism.

In The Presence of  God, for 
instance, a bickering couple and 
their two friends, married to each 
other, hike up the Shivapuri hill only 
to discover a world incomprehensible 
to all of  them. As they follow a man to 
a village beyond the hill, they realise 
the emptiness of  the place is mislead-
ing. The village awakes at night, with 
creatures not of  this world, devour-
ing cows, goats and buffaloes alive. 
This scene, while it shakes the char-
acters to their core, takes the reader 
one step deeper into the meaning of  
escapism intrinsic to hiking. For 
most people in Kathmandu, walking 
up the hill to Shivapuri is about get-
ting away, getting inside and feeling 
fresh. They go up and they descend, 
hoping that the intense physical 
exhaustion puts them in touch with 
something inexplicable inside. In this 
story, however, the walk goes beyond 
and the inexplicable takes a bizarre 
form—frightening for the characters, 
but refreshing to the reader. 

Most Nepali writers writing in 
English, like other ‘ethnic’ writers 
worldwide, have had to scream, while 
they write. It is understandable. 
Nepal is rarely a setting for stories in 
English and its people their charac-
ters. And while humanity is the same 
everywhere, cultural nuances do 
make a difference in how it mani-
fests. As a result, ethnic writers often 
face the challenge of  writing about a 
country/culture the world does not 
know. And sometimes, they solve this 
challenge by sacrificing stories and 
writing as if  they are saying, “Look, 
this is my country. This is my culture. 
This is who we are.” Except in very 
few throwaway lines, Rana does not 
do that. His stories are set in Nepal, 
but they are not uniquely Nepali. His 
characters are not caricatures; they 
are layered and deeply flawed. And 
his stories are not superficial render-
ings of  everyday Nepali life; they are 
animated with each character’s fear, 
insecurities and desire to become. v

thekathmandu post books09 Saturday, December 19, 2015 

In Albom’s most sweeping 
novel yet, the voice of  Music 
narrates the tale of  its most 
beloved disciple, young 
Frankie Presto, a war orphan 
raised by a blind music teacher 
in a small Spanish town. At 
nine years old, Frankie is sent 
to America in the bottom of  a 
boat. His only possession is an 
old guitar and six precious 
strings. An epic story of  the 
greatest guitar player to ever 
live, and the six lives he 
changed with his magical blue 
strings.

Alex Cross left his hometown, 
for a better life in Washington, 
DC. He hasn’t looked back. 
Now his cousin Stefan has 
been accused of  a horrible 
murder, and Cross drives 
south, for the first time in thir-
ty-five years. As he steps into 
his family home, the horrors 
of  his childhood flood back—
and he learns that they’re not 
really over. He tries to find out 
the truth about his cousin’s 
case. But truth is hard to come 
by in a town where no one feels 
safe to speak.

Detective Harry Bosch has retired 
from the LAPD, but his half-broth-
er, defense attorney Mickey 
Haller, needs his help. A woman 
has been brutally murdered and 
all evidence points to Haller’s cli-
ent, a former gang member 
turned family man. Though the 
murder rap seems ironclad, 
Mickey is sure it’s a setup. 
Though it goes against all his 
instincts, Bosch reluctantly takes 
the case. Soon his investigation 
leads him inside the police depart-
ment, where he realises that the 
killer he’s been tracking has also 
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Not like changing shirts

In City of Dreams, Rana’s stories are not superficial renderings of everyday Nepali life;  
they are animated with each character’s fear, insecurities and desire to become.
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Did you always want to be a  
writer?

Yes. From as long as I can remember, 
I have always wanted to become a 
writer. When I was really young, I 
was never really good at anything. 
But then I started writing and I real-
ised that it was something I actually 
enjoyed doing. I was slightly better at 
it than at anything else; that’s how I 
decided to give it a shot.

How did City of Dreams come to 
be?

I wrote most of  the stories before I 
had even given thought to the idea 
of  publishing a book. The oldest 
story in my book is Maya which I 
wrote in 2007 or 2008. I wrote these 
over the years, let’s say a span of  5-10 
years. In the years I have been work-
ing on them, they have taken many 
forms. They never really had a pur-
pose until a journalist friend, from 
India, Atul Thakur, suggested that I 
publish a book. 

Regarding the theme, I am a city 
person. I have always lived in cities; 
I have lived all my life in Kathmandu. 
The only time I moved away was to 
live in New York for a few years. So, 
the thread I drew through all my sto-
ries was the experience of  cities. I 
wrote a few more stories keeping that 
central theme in mind. 

What other themes have you 
played with in City of Dreams?

Cities are my central theme. 
Although it might not be immedi-
ately obvious, there is a role they 
play in shaping all of  the char-
acters. But these stories all 
come from different time peri-
ods. When I wrote Maya and 
Our Ruin, two of  my oldest 
stories, I was a very different 
person. I had different inter-
ests and predilections, which 
I’ve retained over the years 
because they capture a dif-
ferent persona. I’ve also 
tried to explore concepts 
like memory, time, inspira-
tion, and desire.

As someone who is just 
starting out, I wanted to 
acknowledge everything that has 
been written before and take it 

slightly forward. The stories I have 
in this collection are slightly differ-
ent from what you may find in other 
Nepali English writing. I also want-
ed to experiment with form and 
voice and structure.   

Why did you start with a collec-
tion of stories instead of a novel?

Because, right now, I am a writer of  
short stories. I am not really a novel-
ist. I have never written a very long 
work. Although, I think it is some-
thing I should start doing. A lot 
of  my ideas tend to termi-
nate early. It is difficult 
for me to sustain a nar-
rative for long; I see 
the end coming too 
soon. I have been 
toying with the 
idea of  writing 
longer pieces and I 
think, I would like 
my next book to be a 
novel. Let’s see how 
that goes.

How is the book 
being received?

It has been pret-
ty good, 

actually. I was really afraid that 
maybe my stories would seem too 
juvenile and not polished enough. 
Nepali readers nowadays are very 
hard to please; they read Salman 
Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, Gabriel 
García Márquez, and if  you’re writ-
ing in English, they will pit you 
against these writers, either con-
sciously or unconsciously. And these 
standards are extremely high. I was 
afraid I would fail to meet expecta-
tions. But nobody has yet come up to 
me and said they hated the book-—

which is a big relief. Most of  the 
reviews have been positive, 

especially from younger 
readers. They seem to 

have found it very 
relatable. I like that, 
I’d like to think of  
myself  as a young 
person.

Who do you con-
sider your prime 

literary influence?

Kurt Vonnegut. I tell 
this to people all the 
time—if  there is one 
person I would like to 

be like when I am 
much older, it’s 

him. I don’t 
think I 

could never write like him. I 
wouldn’t say he is a stylistic influ-
ence, even though I have enjoyed 
everything he has written. Vonnegut 
was a humanist, a writer with a very 
dry and dark sense of  humour. He 
writes about very dark subjects but 
he treats them with levity. If  you are 
someone who has suffered through a 
lot, you realise that you cannot to be 
so serious all the time; you have to 
learn to laugh at things, at all the 
absurdity of  existence. This is some-
thing that shines through in all of  
Vonnegut’s books, a steadfast gaze, 
both poignant and playful, upon all 
the banalities that make up life. I too 
would like to have a human centre to 
everything I write. I’ve learned this 
from Vonnegut and it is something I 
hope to work towards all my life.

From your 10 stories, which one is 
your favourite?

My favourite is The Smoker. It is a 
story that I always wanted to write. I 
am more attached to it than any 
other story I have ever written. I 
have worked through it so many 
times; it has taken 10-15 different 
forms, but it is the story I like best.

Any favourite character? 

In the story, The Smoker, there is a 
character named Pranaya SJB Rana; 
that’s the literary me. Actually, there 
are two Pranayas in that story and 
they are both me and not me at the 
same time. Maybe they represent an 
image of  what I would like to be in 
life or what I probably was at one. 

What do you hope to achieve with 
your first book?

Our generation is reading literature 
like never before. And this is just the 
beginning. The market is growing 
and people are reading works from 
across the world. Yet, there is a set 
standard for Nepali writers, which 
is not the same as for writers from 
across the world. We have to try to 
write for the world, not just Nepal. 
We need to try to get to a place 
where we are respected for the lit-
erature we produce because it is 
good for the world, not just ‘good 

for Nepal’. That’s what I aspire to 
reach. I’m certainly not there yet. v

The dreamcatcher
With City of Dreams, his debut collection of short stories, hitting the shelves last week, Pranaya sJB rana—a 
big Kurt Vonnegut fan—hopes his work will help take Nepali literature a step further. A short story writer, as he 
calls himself, Rana’s craft of weaving stories have awed many. In this interview, the Post’s Marissa Taylor caught 
up with the author to talk about his stories and his connection with cities. Excerpts:
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1) Humans of New York: 
Stories, by Brandon 
Stanton

2) Killing Reagan, by Bill 
O’Reilly and Martin 
Dugard

3) Thomas Jefferson 
and the Tripoli Pirates, 
by Brian Kilmeade 
and Don Yaege

4) Between the World 
and Me, by Ta-Nehisi 
Coates

5) Destiny and Power, by 
Jon Meacham
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