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“BRET LOTT IS AN IMPORTANT ARTIST”
—Pat Conroy


Bret Lott’s powerful, insightful stories illuminate the everyday episodes that move us—husbands and wives, parents and children, friends and neighbors—along the intricate paths of intimacy. A little boy’s first had dream brings his father back to his own childhood nights when danger lurked beneath the bed; in the California desert at night two brothers in a pickup tune into radio stations from distant places, interrupted by sudden bursts of static; estranged suburban friends become good neighbors again in the course of thwarting two thieves.


Lott‘s previous novels, The Man Who Owned Vermont and A Stranger‘s House, established him as ”one of the strongest voices to come along in some time” (The San Francisco Chronicle). A DREAM OF OLD LEAVES stakes out his place in the landscape of new American fiction.


“BRET LOTT WRITES ABOUT THE ORDINARINESS OF LIFE WITH…DELICACY AND SUBTLETY….THESE STORIES ARE…HAUNTING IN THEIR SIMPLICITY AND SENSITIVITY.”
— The Boston Globe 


“SCRUPULOUSLY CRAFTED STORIES….THEIR PROSE IS STRIPPED OF ADORNMENT BUT NOT OF MUSIC, AND IS CAPABLE OF GENERATING A GOOD DEAL OF STRONG EMOTION.”
— The Chicago Tribune 
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Praise for Bret Lott and
 A Dream of Old Leaves



“Bret Lott writes about men and women, work and marriage, with a cleareyed sense of the ways in which we betray—and redeem—ourselves.”


—James Atlas


“Probing beneath the smooth surface of suburban domesticity, Mr. Lott’s spare, emotionally restrained fictions bring to mind a minimalist John Cheever. . . . The best of these domestic tales are very good indeed.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“A DREAM OF OLD LEAVES is a haunting, memorable collection . . . immediately sympathetic, highly resonant, and sometimes quite funny. . . . Lott makes the mundane sing. . . . He forces a reader, through the accumulation of detail, to feel along with his characters, to perceive one’s own truth. ...”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“These are subtle, tightly told tales, often marked by humor and compellingly odd characters . . . carefully constructed and satisfying.”


—Washington Times


“Lott is almost a miniaturist in his ability to evoke powerful emotions from stories that are, at times, merely slivers of human experience. . . . It takes a consummate artist to bring off the kind of effect Lott seems so effortlessly to achieve.”


—Richmond News Leader
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Why is it I have come to think of you without


a history or vision or the dreadful tow


of things that moved us and the way we went


out into the real world full of innocence,


passion, and mortality? I don’t know.


But things happen every day here.


We could all be alive tomorrow.


Thomas Lynch


“Learning Gravity”





A Dream of Old Leaves


[image: image]“Daddy,” his son whispered, and Paul shot open his eyes. “Daddy, I had a dream.”


His son stood next to the bed, only a shadow in the dark of the bedroom, but Paul knew the shadow, the outline of the head; the hair, he could make out in the thin light from the night-light in the hall, stuck up in places like strands of twisted wire. He could see his neck, too, the soft curve of it down to David’s shoulders. “Daddy?” the boy whispered.


Paul rolled over onto his back and touched his wife lying next to him, her arm and shoulder warm with sleep.


“Kate?” he whispered. “Your turn.”


She mumbled something he could not make out, and rolled over away from him.


“Daddy?” his son whispered again.


Kate and Paul tried to alternate nights bringing David back upstairs to his room, one night Paul’s turn to pick him up, slowly move up the stairs in the dark toward the light of another night-light, this one in the bathroom at the top of the stairs; the next night her turn. But Kate’s side of the bed was farthest from the bedroom door, and their son’s first stop was always Paul’s side.


“Daddy,” his son whispered again, “I had a dream that woke me up.”


Paul sat up in bed, careful not to wake Kate, though he could not be certain why. It was her turn, after all, but he only let his feet slip out from beneath the quilt and sheet, touch the floor. His son backed up a foot or so and held out his hand, ready, Paul knew, for the ritual of being picked up and carried back to bed. Slowly Paul stood, his eyes nearly closed, his mouth thick and dry.


He hoisted David up, and in their routine—the boy as completely in rhythm as Paul—he settled in on Paul’s hip, his legs gently wrapped around Paul’s waist, his warm head on Paul’s shoulder. His arms were limp, draped over Paul’s shoulders so that he could just feel his son’s fingertips between his shoulder blades, the touch almost nothing, a simple dance across his skin as David’s hands moved, jostled with each step Paul took up the staircase.


David had started sleeping through at ten weeks, a fact Paul and Kate often shared with other parents, proud that their son slept while some infants and toddlers were still waking up one and two and three times a night. One couple they knew had a two-and-a-half-year-old girl who still got up twice a night, though she’d stopped nursing a year ago; her parents, Paul knew, promoted the practice, insisting the child sleep in their own room, the girl in a crib in the corner so that any move she made during the night woke the parents, which in turn, Paul imagined, set off the kid. It had to do with sleep rhythms; he had read in one of their books about how babies, like adults, had their own sleep patterns to work out, and that if parents kept interrupting babies when they came out of sleep during the night, the kids would acclimate themselves to their parents, and neither would get any sleep.


But two months ago, a week or so after his fourth birthday, David had started waking up. The first night Paul and Kate had both awakened to David’s whimpering upstairs, his quick breaths and high-pitched but quiet gasps, and Paul had rolled out of bed, stumbled up the stairs, Kate just behind him. The two were strangely silent, Paul thought as they rushed into the room, David sitting Indian-style in the middle of the bed. And just as they reached him, Paul stooping to touch him, Kate’s hand reaching out right next to his so that the two touched their son at the same moment, David let out a choked squeal. At that moment Paul wondered if their son’s scream might not have been caused by the two of them whirling into the room, ghosts in the midst of the boy’s dream as they touched him, spoke his name in gentle, hushed tones. Kate sat on the bed and took him in her arms, Paul still standing, his hand on the boy’s head, in his hair, caressing him.


“I had a dream,” David had whimpered that first night, and Paul had whispered right away, “What was your dream about?” thinking only that, perhaps, he wanted to talk, and that talking about the dream would help him get it out, forget it.


Kate was slowly rocking the boy, one hand making slow circles on his back. She looked up at Paul, and in the dark he could make out her expression, the eyebrows knotted, the mouth pursed. When she whispered “Shhh,” he knew precisely what she was telling him: Don’t ask about the dream. Talking will only bring it back.


But David, his face against Kate’s shoulder, said, “It’s old leaves in my room on the floor,” and Paul could only shrug at Kate. He kept his hand on the boy’s head, stroking the hair, until a few moments later Kate moved to lay him down. She slowly pulled the sheet and comforter up to his chin.


They watched him for a few moments there in the dark, and then Paul felt Kate’s arm around his waist, felt her lean on him. “His first bad dream,” she had whispered almost too quietly to hear, her words moving up to him like ghosts themselves, like old leaves scattered across the room, and he had shivered in the darkness. “It’s sad,” she had whispered.


David woke up every night after that, and for the first few nights they had done the same thing: hurry from bed up to the room, hold David until the whimpering died down. Each night David said, “I had a dream,” then Kate laid him back on the bed, his stuffed koala bear under one arm, the sheet and comforter up to his chin, and the boy would fall asleep. Each night they stood next to the bed a moment less, and by the fifth night Kate’s arm was no longer around Paul’s waist as they looked at him. By the end of the first week they no longer stood over him, but as soon as he was covered up the two of them were headed out the door and down the stairs where, no matter how short a time they had been away, the sheets had become cold, and the two of them would have to nestle into one another to regain what warmth they had had before David had drawn them from sleep.


They debated nightly over what to do: Should they call their pediatrician? A sleep specialist? Put off doing anything for another week or two? And they pored over their books, reading more about children’s dreams, about sleep and about waking up in the middle of the night: six books said to let the baby cry, five said to comfort the child immediately. They tried both tactics, but neither seemed to work. David still cried whether they let him sit by himself or took him up in their arms, and Paul and Kate, both more exasperated than when David had been an infant waking twice a night, woke each morning with bloodshot eyes.


Finally, after a month of his waking up, Kate and Paul lay in bed, listening to the whimpering. “This hurts,” she said to the ceiling, but she made no move to push back the sheets and start up the stairs.


Paul knew what she meant: It was as if the two of them had suddenly sided with the books that said let the child cry, get back to his own sleep patterns. From where Paul lay, he could see the red numbers of the digital clock on the nightstand, and he started keeping track of how long David would cry. He whispered, “Three-eighteen.”


Kate said nothing. She didn’t move, and Paul said, “Three-nineteen.”


Twelve minutes later—the longest, Paul knew, they had ever let him go, each minute seeming a day long—David finally stopped, the whimpering dying away to silence. Paul gave the quiet two minutes more before he moved onto his back, tried to see Kate in the darkness. Her head was turned to him, and he could see a smile on her face. “We did it,” he whispered.


And then he had felt a tap at his shoulder, quickly turned to see the shadow of his son standing next to the bed, his hair as unruly as ever, one hand to his eyes and rubbing away. “I had a dream that woke me up, Daddy,” David had said.


Paul made it to the top of the stairs, David already asleep, his cheek on Paul’s shoulder, the arms on his back even more limp. His own eyes still nearly closed—he had, he realized, almost acclimated himself to this new sleep pattern—Paul went into the boy’s room and to his bed. Just before laying him down amid his stuffed animals and the bunched-up sheet and comforter, Paul gave his son a small kiss, his lips touching David’s wild hair.


He laid his son on the bed, and then, just as he was pulling back the sheet and comforter, David whispered, “I have to go to the bathroom, Daddy.”


Paul felt the smile leave him, his face giving over to some piece of small anger. He said, “But you went already. When Mommy and Daddy went to bed.”


“I have to go,” David said, and on the edge of his whispered voice Paul could hear the movement toward crying, toward tears that he knew would be hard to stop in the middle of the night.


He put his hands on his hips, closed his eyes tight for a moment, then let out a heavy sigh. “Let’s go,” he said, and held out his hand.


Once at the toilet, David pulled up his pajama top and tucked it under his chin. Everything in the small bathroom—the towels on the rack, the dinosaur shower curtain, the toothbrush holder and cup, even himself and his son—was bathed in a hazy brown thrown by the night-light next to the medicine cabinet, that brown seeming so bright in the room that both Paul and David were squinting, David leaning against the toilet, Paul next to him, pulling down the boy’s pajama bottoms.


Then David peed, and Paul watched through eyes still halfclosed as his son stood before the toilet, the sound of water into water filling the room. When the sound had stopped, Paul watched for his son to give the one last shiver, his whole body momentarily filled with a quick tremble that signaled he was through.


And David did shiver, just as he had every night Paul had brought him to the bathroom, and there was something in the fullness of that movement, his son quivering just an instant, that reminded him of being a boy himself, and of nights like this one when his own father took him to the bathroom, his father’s hair wild, too, his pajama bottoms loose and baggy as he stood next to Paul and waited, he remembered, for him to finish.


David let the pajama top fall from his chin, and Paul leaned over, pulled the bottoms up to his waist, then picked him up again, carried him back to the room.


This time David merely rolled onto his side, took the koala bear in his arms, and settled his cheek against the pillow, Paul pulling the sheet and comforter to his chin. The room seemed immensely darker now, and David’s features, his face and ears and his hair, were lost to him. Beneath him was merely a child, his own, under covers, already moving into sleep.


Paul turned and started back to the door, imagined Kate in bed downstairs. At least the sheets would still be warm, he thought.


Then he heard noises, something he could not name coming from somewhere he could not see, and for a moment he thought he had imagined the sound, had dreamed while walking through his own home in the middle of the night. He stopped, listened, heard what seemed to him a scratching of sorts, a rustle and static break of sound from outside his son’s bedroom window.


He went to the window and pulled back curtains that in daylight were decorated with colorful teddy bears, but which in the darkness held only gray shapes and silhouettes.


Paul saw outside first the half-moon, bright and crisp, so bright that he could see no stars. Next he saw the trees behind their house, limbs filled with moonlight, each moving in its own rhythm to the breeze out there. Movement, he realized, that made the sounds he heard: leaves against leaves against leaves, sounds that entered the room like ghosts and fell into the ears of his son to give him dreams of old leaves.


Paul turned from the window, still holding the curtain to let in moonlight. He could see his son in the bed, and he thought of the courage a boy might need to make his way down a set of stairs in a dark house, while up in his room stirred sounds that brought him bad dreams. And the light of a starless, moonlit night made him remember an evening months ago, long before the dreams had begun, when he and Kate and David had gone out to dinner rather than face an empty kitchen at the end of a long workday, Kate’s boss riding her with a specs deadline, two of Paul’s clients backing out of appointments at the last minute. They had picked up David at the day-care center, then driven straight to Quincy’s, where David had insisted he push his own tray and knife and fork and spoon along the railing toward a cashier who asked him how he would like his kid steak cooked. “Hot,” he had answered.


Afterward, the sun just beneath the horizon so that only two or three stars shone through the blue above, the three started across the parking lot toward their car.


Suddenly David stopped, let go of Paul and Kate’s hands. His feet set apart as far as possible, he made a fist with one hand, pointed his arm straight and stiff before him, his fist jutting out into space.


“Mommy, Daddy,” he said, and they had both stopped, turned to their child in the middle of a restaurant parking lot. “There’s danger out there,” he said, “and I’m going there.”


He posed a moment longer, his face with a forced grimace, and then David seemed to fly apart, his arms gone mad, his legs taking him in wild circles, his head shaking back and forth, eyes open wide, his crazy smile of teeth together and lips parted.


“Whoa,” Paul had laughed, and Kate had said, “You nutbox,” and then they had done their best to steer him toward their car, and toward the short ride back home, where they would bathe him and dry him and brush his teeth and read to him a bedtime story, either Make Way for Ducklings or Hop on Pop, his two favorite books.


Paul let the curtain fall, and the room grew dark once again. In the darkness he thought of David’s words, the truth uttered by a four-year-old for whom facing danger and heading into it meant, perhaps, nothing more than looking to the first stars in the sky of a restaurant parking lot and putting a fist into the air.


And he thought again of when he was a child, back to when danger meant to Paul looking beneath his bed before going to sleep. He remembered his father coming into his bedroom in the middle of a night just like this one, just like any other night, still wearing only his pajama bottoms, his hair still tangled with sleep, his eyes squinting back the light as he switched it on. He remembered his father slowly, patiently lifting the mattress and box spring, then dismantling Paul’s bed frame and moving everything underneath it out to show him once and for all that nothing was there. The frame in pieces on the floor, the mattresses on their sides and leaned against the wall, his father had put his hands on his hips, slowly shaken his head, and whispered, “Nothing. See?”


Paul tried to remember any nights after that one when he had been afraid of what was beneath the bed, and he could find nothing in his memory, only nights filled with sleep, and the good knowledge that, in fact, beneath his bed lay only a couple of board games and a flat, long box filled with his winter clothes.


He went to David’s bed. Gently he pulled back the comforter and sheet, and eased himself under the covers, amazed at the warmth given by his son, Paul’s feet cold but already growing warmer as he pushed them down to the foot of the bed. There was not much room, but then David, still in his sleep, moved closer to the wall, giving his father just enough room to fit beside him.





In California


[image: image]When I wake up, my grandmother is already playing solitaire in the kitchen, the slap of the cards as she lays them on the Formica tabletop bringing me from sleep. Then she begins to sing, her comforting voice soft and dark as I piece together the words to “Somewhere My Love.” And, I remember, today is the day.


She is nearly blind, and the cards she uses have huge numbers, the symbols just as huge, and there seems something sad about the loss of the one-eyed Jack or the Queen of Hearts to just a huge J or Q with a giant spade next to it. But, I realize, the value is in the game itself; she plays solitaire and sings each morning, passing time until my ex-actor grandfather gets back from wherever he is. Saturdays, Sundays, and Wednesdays it’s the swap meets at the drive-in in Artesia, two or three other mornings each week the empty lot next to the Dales Market on Sepulveda, where he parks his van, opens wide the doors, and hangs out for sale the caftans he makes in the garage.


I was discharged from the Navy two weeks ago, and I’ve been camped here ever since. Although I was born in California, I live—or did live—with my parents up in Salt Lake City; my father transferred there only a month after I was born.


My birthday fell only five months after their wedding day, which might give a clue as to the status I was afforded around the house while growing up, and when I ran away the first time when I was fifteen, it was simply to give them a head start: I’d spent enough nights lying awake and watching out my window the black silhouettes of the Wasatch rising up into stars, while listening to my parents’ calm arguments, their mutual resolve each time to divorce and get it over with once I was out of high school. The second time I ran away was my eighteenth birthday, the day I joined the Navy to See The World.


But they still haven’t finished the job before them, though I’ve been in the Navy for four years, and so here I am. I was a machinist’s mate, and I figure I’ll stay down here in L. A. for a while, see what turns up in San Pedro. There’s been nothing so far, but I’m not going back there, back to where I once lived.


The problem, though, is where to go now.


I hear her slap down the cards again, and sit up on the couch, my legs tangled in the sleeping bag. Like every morning so far, I have to blink three or four times, look around the living room, take stock of where I am.


It takes only a moment or so. There is the wood-grain television console against the far wall, big as a coffin; to my right is a pair of velvet recliners, burgundy; above them is a pair of swag lamps, turquoise shades with gold pull tassels. On the left wall is a player piano, heaped atop it dozens of long, skinny boxes, in each box a song, tunes like “Cactus Polka” and “Around the World (I Search for You).”
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