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| foundit impossibleto readLydia Millet's newnovel, How the Dead Dream, without thinking of commentaMillet hasmadeon the stateof North
Americanliterary fiction, someof which werearticulatedin thesevery pagesjn areview of Alice Munro'slastcollection.
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"Why," Millet asked,"this insistentchoiceof the merelypersonalthe proximateworld of the self andits nearrelations?'whenfiction, particularly
literary fiction, might movebeyondthe scrutinyof the self andthe very North Americanobsessiowith "peoplewith problems,"andtakein “the vast
universebeyondthe minutely personal."Sheisn't advocatingaking the self out of fiction altogetherhowever but arguingfor a moreexpansivervision
of the self"in relationto the largermysteriesof theworld."

Again: "It may beworth askingsimply whether,in a culturewheremainstreansocietyis alreadywholly consecratetb the worshipof self, literary
cultureshouldbe consecratedo the samefaith.” Note the ideaof consecrationThis is asmuchcredoascritique.

Millet's lastnovelwasthe near-epicOh Pure and Radiant Heart, in which threearchitectsof the atombomb,scientistsRobertOppenheimerEnrico
FermiandLeo Szilard,are,at the instantof thefirst nucleartestexplosionin the New Mexico deserttransportedorward in time to the chaosof the
United Statedn 2003.Largein bothreachandgrasp,both seriousandseriouslyabsurdthis is a novelthattacklessomeof the mostdestructive
impulsesin 20th-centuryno, in humanhistory, but doesn'tavoidthe personalandatits heartlies the deeplyparticularizedrelationshipbetweera
youngishhusbandandwife, whoselives aresenton a radicaltangentwhenthreesupposedlydeadscientistsstumbleacrosstheir doorstep.

If thatwork wassymphonidn scope How the Dead Dream is a chambeipiece,which is notto suggestiny diminutionin vision, only a shift to atighter
andmoreintimatefocus.The newnovel, Millet's sixth, is in factakind of bildungsroman, following the trajectoryof a singleprotagonistayoungman
namedThomaswho generallygoesby the abbreviationT. At first | thoughtthis wasa device,the authorchoosingto abbreviatener character'siame,
to makehim aneverymanto depersonalizéim, evenKafka-izehim; it may be, but otherpeoplein the novel,including his mother,alsocall him T.

As achild, T. is obsesseavith money.Literally. With coins,theimageson bills. In onenotablesequencehis parentsattemptto counterhis penchant
for storingcoinsin his mouthby suggestinghathe startkeepinghis moneyin a savingsaccountT. is dubious:Whatif themoneyis stolen?He suggests
thattheytry the schemeout for him, depositsomemoneyin his name andif it doesn'tvvanish,he'll do the samewith his own cash.Takenabackby his
precocityin theart of extortion,theyrefuse,until T. beginsvomiting up arain of coinsin front of thewomenin his mother'sbookclub. Thisis vintage
Millet, socialcritiquejoustingwith absurdity familiar suburbardomesticityinfectedwith a slightly aliensensibility.

In theseopeningsectionsthe toneof socialcritique seemaippermostandT. a particularlyvivid type,onewhosemanipulativeambitiousnesdack of
fellow-feelingandmoney-loveseemlikely to reachtheir apotheosi®eforetumbling him into ajustifiablefall. Insteadthe novelis strangethanthat,
Millet's characterizatiooo subtleandunpredictabletoo given,asgoodfiction is, to the art of the swerve.

Not long after his post-collegiaterrival in L.A., wherehe is alreadya successfuteal-estateleveloper,T. runsover a coyoteon the highway.
Crouchingby herasshedies,heis struckby a sudderandshockingempathy.In the wake of this encounterhe acquiresa dog, allowing herto knocka
chinkin thearmourof his solitude.Thenhis mother,suddenlyandmysteriouslyabandonedby his father,flies acrosshe countryandarrivesin some
dishevelmentn T.'s office. Howevermuchhe may be driven by dreamsof gainandeminence. is still capableof taking herinto his homeand
attemptingto carefor her.He'smoresensitiveandnot quite asmanically self-interestecaswe might think.

In fact, the relationshipbetweensonandmotherbecomeghe centraloneof the novel, both thematicallyandbecauseahesetwo characterarethe
onesmostcapableof transformingIf they seemat momentsunknowablejt is in theway of thoseclosestto us, perplexingin their refusalto be
consistentSomethingof the particularityandpeculiarplayfulnessof Millet's methodis summedup in anexchangéetweermotherandsonovera



figurine shehasboughtto hold guestsoapin his bathroomwhich T. fails to recognizeasDresderchina.

His responserovokesherdisquisitionfirst on "our boys"killed duringthe carpet-bombingf Dresdenn the SecondWorld War, thenon theterrible
deathsof theinhabitantsof Dresdenitself, a train of thoughtwhich, while it offersanexpandediiew of theworld'shorrors,T. (like us)judges
hystericalandfar-fetched.Justashis mother(a Catholic,which is not incidental)is madeto look ridiculous,Millet swervesandgiveshera clarifying
momentof perception’'Your generatiorthinks thatwantingmeangetting.But for mostof the peoplein thewholeworld ... whattheywanthasnothing
to dowith their life. ... But onething they haveyou andyour friendswill neverhave. ... Longing,dear.Longingmakesthe soul.” TheremarkmovesT.
to tenderness.

Millet is a writer capableof greattendernesandempathytowardher charactersa tendernesshat movesoutwardfrom humanbeingsto encompass
the naturalworld. T.'sbeliefin the edificesof civilization, in building thingsandbuilt things,in aworld thathe andotherslike him cancontrol, suffers
increasingncursions.Thefactthatthe novelis setduringthe 1980sand'90smay makethis beliefinitially easierto maintain,but, disturbingly,people
aroundhim keepdisappearingr dying; someof his solitudeis not self-inducedHe startsbreakinginto zoosat night to communewith theanimals,
particularlyanimalson the vergeof extinction,whoseultimatelonelinessasthelastof their kind, beginsto obsesiim. Animals (andmothers)become
the enigmaticagentsof his moralandemotionalgrowth.

In its dramatizingof the belief thatanimalsmustenterour moralthought,Millet's novelrecallstherecentwork of J. M. CoetzeeBut Millet alsowants
animalsto enterour imaginativethought- for us, like T., to beginthink our way into their lives andconsciousnessandin this hernovelevokes jf
indirectly, BarbaraGowdy'sskill in transportingusinto the mindsof elephantsn The White Bone.

How the Dead Dream is hardly didactic.In T., Millet createsa complexself capableof complexencounterslt's hard,in fact, to conveyhow
invigoratingMillet's fiction is, how intelligentandthematicallyrich, how processesf thoughtarethemselvesnadeurgentandlively throughthe
specificity of herobservationsndsentencethatoffer startlementsmallandlarge. Thisisn'tfiction thattells ushow to live. Insteadt dramatizeshe
powerof attentivenes$o anexpandedif terribly flawed andpotentiallydying, world, attentivenesbeinga kind of tendernessyhich is akind of love.

Catherine Bush, the author most recently of the novel Claire's Head and writer-in-residence at the University of Guelph, tries to be attentive to her
animal companion.
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