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Heidi Julavits weaves a complex, enchanting web in 'The Uses of Enchantment'
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One hundred six years ago this month, Sigmund Freud began treating an 18-year-old girl named Ida Bauer, whose symptoms included the loss of her voice and a mysterious choking sensation. She also claimed that “K.,” husband of her father's mistress, had sexually molested her at 14 – a claim that K. and her father both denied. Freud challenged Ida's memory, suggesting she had been excited rather than disgusted by K.'s advances. When he proposed that K. divorce his wife and marry Ida, she terminated analysis. Freud subsequently used her case as a primary model for his theory of female “hysteria.” He gave her the pseudonym Dora. Dora has since become an icon for feminists who claim Freud's treatment of her proves the patriarchal and coercive nature of traditional psychoanalysis. But is their moral certainty any truer than Freud's? Isn't all memory essentially suspect? Whom can we trust to reliably narrate stories of the self? 

These are the questions that haunt Heidi Julavits' dazzling new novel, “The Uses of Enchantment.” Julavits last proved her expertise in flexing perception in “The Effect of Living Backwards.” There, she marshaled the ghost of Lewis Carroll to help her fabricate Wonderland on a hijacked plane bound for Morocco. Now, she summons Freud's Dora to New England to help construct a house of mirrors lit by the doubt – and possibility – that fuels imagination. 

	

BOOK REVIEW


The Uses of Enchantment 
Heidi Julavits; Doubleday, 356 pages, $24.95 




The forces of Puritan witch-hunters, propriety and judgment have kept imagination under siege for nearly four centuries by the time Julavits' tale begins in West Salem, Mass., in 1985. But from the first chapter heading, “What Might Have Happened,” we are on alert that art is fighting back. We meet an unnamed 15-year-old girl on a rainy fall afternoon as she leaves the hockey field of Semmering Academy, a darkly gothic girls' prep school worthy of Poe. We are introduced to the field-house mural of local women being burned at the stake with “expressions commonly interpreted as enthusiasm.” The painting, officially titled “The Disappearing Women,” is called by the girls “The Grin and Bear It Mural.” 

But the portrait is not accurate. The West Salem witches, we will later learn, were actually hanged, not burned. We meet an unnamed middle-aged man who for weeks has been sitting in his 1975 gray Mercedes across the street from the “unreflecting black sea” of the sports field. We see the girl approach the car and accept the man's offer to drive her home. We watch her get in with him, and know that “because she was dramatically inclined ... she, too, fancied herself to be a disappearing woman.” 

Of course, we don't know if any of this happened in fact. When we next meet the now-named Mary, 14 years have passed. Her mother, a descendant of one of those convicted West Salem witches, has died of cancer. Mary has returned to West Salem from Oregon, where she works in the admissions office of a girls' school not unlike Semmering. Still, something must be wrong with Mary if the coldness of her mother's mourners is any indication. She is shunned by everyone from her “lumpish” and “prickly” older sisters to her mother's punch-sloshed sister Helen to Clyde Veal, the “self-made lonely man” who is Mary's father but will not be left alone with her without a chaperone. (Only when we meet Clyde do we realize that Julavits has provocatively named her central character Mary Veal. Read: Virgin Calf's Meat? The name warns us this is a book replete with irony.) 

Mary tells us that the dramatically inclined teenager she was has become a woman “too long dull in the heart.” Something has caused her to sacrifice her brightness. Perhaps it is the same something that disappeared those “Grin and Bear It” women. 

The third chapter takes the form of notes from Mary's 1986 sessions with psychoanalyst E. Karl Hammer, later author of a local best-seller about the case, titled “Miriam: The Disappearance of a New England Girl.” Hammer confesses up front to a “troubled record with teenaged female patients.” He's referring to one Bettina Spencer, another Semmering student, who duped him into believing she'd been drugged and abducted. Hammer's credulity led to the arrest of the field hockey coach, who was only released after a photograph surfaced proving Bettina's deception. Now Mary, who was referred to him following her nearly eight-week “abduction,” represents his chance for redemption. 

The evidence would seem to belie Mary's story. The date of her disappearance, Nov. 7, matches the date of Bettina's reappearance 13 years earlier. Mary's medical records show no proof of rape, though they do prove she is no virgin. Furthermore, Mary has studied the case of Dora for school, and too many of her “memories” about the abduction, such as her abuser being named “K.,” appear to be lifted from Freud. Hammer's challenge is to figure out what really happened – and come up with his own theory to explain this modern-day Dora's “hysteria.” 

Julavits weaves her plot by alternating these three perspectives: what might have happened; what the grown Mary now thinks; and what Hammer wrote. 

In less capable hands, this structure might have degenerated into a bewildering, even infuriating, tangle. As Mary asks of the promise to tell a secret: “Is the result ever worth the build-up?” But the result is not nearly as interesting to Julavits as the reasons we invent secrets; the build-up itself is what this book is about, and she treats it with exquisite care. 

“Weapons of self-defense,” one character calls the memories that promise truth but may be false. Escapes from the dullness of everyday life. Survival mechanisms. We use enchantment, Julavits slyly makes clear, to save our selves. 

[image: image5.png]


[image: image6.png]


It's no accident that the selves preserved by the suspect stories are far more engaging than the ones we accept as “real.” Mary Veal the abductee is as precociously inventive as Scheherazade; Mary Veal of Oregon eats at the Vegan bakery and moves without ambition from one “crafts-oriented” boyfriend to the next. Her father's response to his wife's death is to move into a golf course condominium. Paula, the dead wife and mother, refused even on her deathbed to see her youngest daughter, never mind forgiving her for “threatening the overall whiteness of her world.” 

Julavits so convincingly paints the repression these characters lavish on each other that when the time comes to change her palette, the effect feels somewhat forced. The final plot turns are at once too preposterous and too tidy for a work of such savvy intricacy. 

These are minor quibbles, though, given Julavits' deftness in tackling themes as large as the ownership of truth, the cunning of memory and the complex ways that adolescence serves as a crucible for identity. Her treatment of imagination hearkens back to another master of unreliable narration, Henry James. In his 1888 essay “The Art of Fiction,” James described sensibility as “a kind of huge spider-web of the finest silken threads suspended in the chamber of consciousness, and catching every airborne particle in its tissue. It ... converts the very pulses of the air into revelations.” At one point in “The Uses of Enchantment,” the teenage Mary observes how “the unpainted rafters cast spooky whalebone shadows across the ceiling. They are pulsating, she thought. She was inside a whale, swallowed and afloat in its capacious middle on a cushioned shred of flotsam.” 

The grown Mary, picking up this Jamesian thread, muses that her younger self “was neither a liar nor a slut; she was, depending on the generosity of your outlook, an artist.” So, this fine novel proves, is Heidi Julavits. 
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 Aimee Liu is the author of the novels “Flash House,” “Face” and “Cloud Mountain.” 

	Excerpt from The Uses of Enchantment 

The man nodded, his face vaguely gray. 

So. You and I, we were like a father and daughter who never fought. I trusted you. Even after everything that happened, I trusted you. 

After everything that happened, the man said. 

You were ashamed, of course. That's why you burned down our house. Ask your wife if it's true – the family's house across the street burned down. An electrical fire, they determined. But I knew. You knew I knew. 

This is obscene, the man said, signaling for the check. 

Is it? The girl asked. Then why have you parked across from the cemetery every single day this semester? Why have you been so interested in me? 

You have a good imagination, I'll give you that, the man said, flapping open his billfold. He wedged too much money under his malted glass. 

Maybe this isn't imagined, the girl said. Maybe I know something. I know something and you want to know what I know. 

The man refused to look at her. 

I'm taking you home, he said. 

Outside, the rain had abated to a random spattering of drops, shaken loose from the nearby tree branches by the gusting wind. The man started the Mercedes, put the car in drive, then put the car in park again. 

A person would remember, he said finally. A person would remember if he'd done a thing like that. 

But you forget, the girl said. Memories are shoddy things, even under the best of circumstances. 
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