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Epigraphs

What I ask of you is reasonable and moderate;

I demand a creature . . .

—THE MONSTER, in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein

when Something drops onto her toes one night

she calls it a fox

but she feeds it.

—LUCILLE CLIFTON, “my dream about the second coming”
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Conception

2018

I BEGAN WORK ON A NOVEL ABOUT MARY SHELLEY IN 2018, when I was pregnant for the first time. It was a few months after my husband and I had moved from New York to a town in Montana, where the weather was getting colder and the days were getting darker. It was a strange time in the country, and a strange time in my own life. Perhaps because of the move, or perhaps because of the pregnancy, I had many unusual dreams. I often woke up in an odd, groggy state, in which it was difficult for me to focus on Mary Shelley.

Still, however, parts of her story detached themselves from the page and clung to my life. The fact, for instance, that in her later years she recalled that Frankenstein was written in the aftermath of a “waking dream”: a “pale student” kneeling beside a creature he’d sewn together. The vision terrified her, she said, so absolutely that she couldn’t shake it all through that strange, gloomy summer, the summer of 1816, the year after the fall of the Napoleonic empire, when ash from the volcanic eruption at Mount Tambora had blotted out the sun’s light.

The ash from that volcano remained in the atmosphere for three years, darkening the sky, so that on several continents the warm growing season never arrived. It caused famines and a cholera pandemic that killed tens of millions of people. In Italy, at Lord Byron’s villa on the banks of Lake Geneva, where Mary Shelley was staying with Percy and her stepsister, Claire, it caused a summer of uninterrupted darkness.

All summer, she and Percy and Claire and Lord Byron spent their days indoors, with candles lit, reading ghost stories and morbid poems until Byron challenged them all to come up with their own frightening tales. For weeks, Mary tried, but she couldn’t come up with a story. She was mortified by her failure. It was only in the days after that waking dream that she conceived of Frankenstein.

That summer, she was nineteen. She had recently given birth to a child. It was her second. The first baby, a girl, came when she was seventeen. That baby was two months premature. She lived for two weeks and died before the end of the winter.

“My dearest Hogg my baby is dead,” she wrote in a letter to a friend:

Will you come see me as soon as you can. I wish to see you—it was perfectly well when I went to bed—I awoke in the night to give it suck it appeared to be sleeping so quietly that I would not awake it. It was dead then, but we did not find that out till morning—from its appearance it evidently died of convulsions—Will you come—you are so calm a creature & Shelley is afraid of a fever from the milk—for I am no longer a mother now.

She reconceived a few months later, and gave birth the following spring, and it was that summer that she and Percy and Claire went to Lake Geneva to visit Lord Byron, and Mary conceived of Frankenstein, as well as a series of travelogues about their journey through France and Italy.

IN THE WEEKS before we moved to Montana, where I’d taken a job teaching writing, I packed up the apartment while my husband was at work. That summer, the heat never broke. We’d finally found an air conditioner to put up in the bedroom, but the rest of the apartment was dusty and hot. In between packing boxes, I often took breaks and stood by the window to look out on the street where we’d lived for one year.

That year: it had been a happy time in my life. The apartment was infested with mice, but it had large bay windows facing out to the street. They were flooded with sunlight in the afternoon, full of gently stirring sycamore leaves, so that at certain hours of the day, the shadows of the leaves played across pools of light on the walls in a way that made it seem as if we lived underwater.

It’s true that it was a grim time in the country at large. Every day, it seemed, there was a new mass shooting; every month, a Muslim ban was instated or overturned. And meanwhile, it was clear that the weather was changing. That fall was so warm the leaves on the ginkgo trees didn’t change. They clung greenly on all through October and November until, one night in December, we had a rainstorm. The next morning, the gutters were clogged with little green fans.

By then, the forest fires in California were already burning. They were, at that time, the worst fires in California’s history. The flames raged behind my parents’ house and crept down the side of the mountain where they lived, and a firefighter died on their street, trying to keep the blaze from consuming the houses.

In January, my parents were evacuated. They gathered the dog and their most important possessions and moved to a place called the Seashell Motel. When they finally returned to their house, a heavy rain fell, and because there were no longer any trees to hold down the dirt on the mountain, mudslides began gathering strength, running through their neighborhood and eventually tearing away most of the houses that remained on their street. For some reason, however, their house remained standing, so that if they had not evacuated once again to the Seashell Motel, they could have sat by the large windows in their living room, facing the road, watching cars float by and then houses, which is what their neighbors—a widowed man and his two children—did from the roof. They lived a bit farther down the hill, and for some reason that part of the street was not given an evacuation order, so when water began to rise in their house, they climbed up to the roof, and remained there, holding one another, until one of the children—the daughter—was swept away and never recovered.

SOMETIMES, DURING THAT happy winter, I spoke to my mother on the phone. In general, she was remarkably cheerful, though her street was now lined with the empty concrete holes of what used to be basements. When they received their third evacuation order, however, she told me she was considering resisting it. “Sometimes,” she said, “you just want to stay where you are and watch the rain wash it all away.”

I listened, sort of, but I was so happy. I lived in a sunny apartment with a man I’d fallen in love with. I’d wound my life back together again, after the years when it had come unraveled. I was so happy I couldn’t even read novels, with all their obsessing over the minutiae of suffering. Instead, I read children’s books by Tove Jansson.

Sometimes, from California, my mother sent me articles about global warming. I tried not to read them. I read, instead, about the Moomin family rebuilding their little blue house in a new valley, and Moominpappa writing his memoirs, and Moominmamma and her blue pears, and Moomintroll setting off to climb Lonely Mountain.

When I wasn’t reading, I took long walks. It was spring. A rainy March had washed the sky clear, and now everything was almost unbearably bright. On Eastern Parkway, I walked under the pale green blossoms of the golden elms, tumbling cartoonishly above me. On the street, little children on their way home from school ran before me happily. When I got home, I spent the afternoons writing poems about Moomins in a little red notebook, moving around the apartment, competing with the dog for the best patches of sunlight. When my husband came home from work, the dog and I both ran to the door, smiling like idiots.

THIS IS WHAT I remembered when I stood at the window, looking out on the street. The dog trembled at my feet. He hated boxes; he never got used to them, though, in the years since I’d gotten divorced, he and I had packed up our things and moved to five or six new apartments and several new cities. Still, however, the sight of a box caused him to start trembling.

I picked him up. A building across from our own, the building next door to the funeral parlor, was getting demolished. It had been abandoned for some time, but now, finally, for whatever reason, whoever owned it had decided to tear it down. All day, workers came in and out the front door, carrying armloads of rubble they threw into a dumpster.

Every night, just before sundown, a truck came to remove and empty the dumpster. The driver parked in front of the demolition site, then began to hoist the bed of the truck so the dumpster could be drawn up. Each time, he hoisted the high end of the bed so far that it jammed into the low-hanging branches of an enormous sycamore tree, impacting it so violently that leaves fell in dusty green showers.

At the end of the week, my husband carried our houseplants out to the curb. He placed them under the shade of the sycamore tree, where they sat politely as darkness fell, refusing to protest their unexplained abandonment. That night, the dog wouldn’t sleep on the bed. Instead, he huddled under a chair and growled if we tried to pull him out from under his shelter.

THE NEXT MORNING, when we packed the car, all but one of the houseplants was gone. The dog sat on my lap. When we pulled out of our spot, he blinked sorrowfully out the passenger window at the neighborhood we were leaving behind.

It had started to drizzle, and there was an accident on the bridge. By the time we’d reached Manhattan, the rain was coming down in black sheets. It was a Friday afternoon. Approaching the tunnel, the traffic was apocalyptic: it was as though everyone else in the city had also been taken with the urge to flee to far-flung parts of the country.

It took us nearly three hours to get through the tunnel, and by the time we’d reached Pennsylvania, the rain was coming down so hard we had to stop several times and wait by the side of the road. It was night when we started driving in earnest again, heading west toward Harrisburg, and even then, the rain was still falling. By ten o’clock, we were still swimming through a soaking-wet darkness that had been trapped by mountains so gentle and low it seemed to me I could reach out from the window and pat them as I was patting the dog’s little skull.

We were only fifty or sixty miles away from New York when we decided it was too late to keep driving. The hotel we found was enormous. It stretched interminably along the side of the highway, but it seemed to be entirely empty except for a handful of construction workers who had, perhaps, been sent to stay there while at work on the highway.

Still, the hotel was operating two separate bars. One was empty, but thumping with music, its darkness ransacked by roving beams of purple light. The other bar was quiet and bright, with a few workers sitting around a long table. My husband ordered a beer. I ordered wine, and the bartender brought me an enormous glass goblet.

On the TV over the bar, newscasters were talking about the rallies in Charlottesville that had happened exactly one year before. There were images of young white men marching toward the capital, carrying tiki torches aloft. All around us, in the quiet bar of that oddly empty hotel, there was the faint murmur of a poorly functioning air conditioner. The wine was so sweet it turned my stomach, so I told my husband I wanted to go back to the room.

He gave me the key, and when I’d climbed the carpeted stairs and walked down the endless hallway, I let myself in and knelt to say hello to the dog. He put his paws on my knees and gazed into my eyes. Later, I took him out for a walk in the field behind the hotel. He sniffed around in the grass, scrupulously gathering evidence. It was after midnight, but purplish light from the city still hung in the sky, so the trees lining the field and the highway stood in silhouette. Standing there while the dog sniffed, I watched them for a while, until suddenly they began to dissolve.

I gaped, in horror, until I realized what was happening: they’d been covered with black birds, which now took flight, abandoning the trees, swarming into the purple light.

When the birds were gone, I realized the trees had lost their leaves. They were obviously dead, though I hadn’t seen it. I stared at them for a while, listening to the wash of the cars passing out on the highway. The dog was sitting beside me, shivering in the wet grass. One of his wet paws was on top of my sneaker.

IT TOOK US a week to get from New York to Montana. We stayed one night in Cleveland, empty and shimmering with the heat. There, we took the dog to swim in the lake. We ate barbecue, and it disagreed with my stomach. I spent that night throwing up, crouched on the slate tile of the hotel bathroom.

From Cleveland, we drove to Iowa City, then spent a night in a motel in South Dakota, where we watched a lightning storm cross over the Badlands while a single Chinese teenager cleaned all the rooms. In the morning, he laid out the instant oatmeal packs and the slow cooker full of biscuits and gravy.

When we crossed into Montana, the sky became sooty. On the slopes of the mountains we passed, clumps of trees were burning. Fire trucks were parked at intervals along the road, and, as we drove by, the firemen waved languidly, leaning against the sides of their trucks. For some time, we followed a river so bright it could have been a river of glass. Then we pulled into Bozeman, and onto the street where we’d rented a house.

AS SOON AS we arrived, I got pregnant. Almost immediately, I felt extraordinarily nauseous, a nausea that made the world seem to tilt slightly, as though we were sliding off toward a precipitous edge, so that I often thought of a quote I’d read once and found ridiculous, something Petrarch wrote to a friend, declining a voyage by sea, citing “nausea that would be worse than death.” Now I felt I knew what he meant. Sometimes, during those early weeks, I felt so seasick I’d have to claw my way toward the couch to lie down, and then I’d sleep, and when I’d wake hours later, I’d feel so disoriented that I had no idea where I was. Even after I’d recalled the pleather couch in that rented house, and the blue rug, and the empty fireplace that no longer functioned, I still felt I’d woken up on a new planet. The air was different. I couldn’t sit up. Certainly, I couldn’t write. Everything in my life was suspended, as if to make more room for the nausea.

Meanwhile, everything around us was changing. In New York, the fall had been so hot and muggy the leaves hadn’t changed. In Montana, however, the air had grown crisp. There had been a few days of rain, and smoke from the fires had started to clear. Outside our windows, the boughs of the maples that had turned red before the others seemed to be burning, ringed as they were by blazing gold light. One night, the ash tree outside the window was green: the next morning the leaves were all yellow. On windy days, yellow leaves drifted down from the trees, and I moved underneath them: dragging myself to class, disoriented and nauseous.

I DIDN’T TELL anyone I was pregnant. All the websites I was reading warned me to keep it a secret. In the first three months, they cautioned, it’s common for something to go wrong. It becomes less common once you know you’re pregnant, less common still after six weeks, and less common still after the pregnancy is confirmed by sonogram, but even so: the standard, I learned, was to wait until twelve weeks before telling your secret.

And so, as the weeks passed, six and then eight and then nine, the baby growing from the size of a poppyseed to a cherry, I dragged myself to class, carrying a secret, and missed appointments left and right, and made sure to pretend it was just because I was selfish and careless, and not because of morning sickness.

Finally, on the weekend before the sonogram appointment, which was at ten weeks because the technician had been booked until then, my husband and I went away for a weekend in Glacier National Park. I had decided, for reasons I can no longer remember, that I wanted to write a novel about Mary Shelley and that gloomy summer when she and Percy and Claire were staying in Lord Byron’s villa on the glacial shores of Lake Geneva. Sick as I was, however, I was having trouble starting to write. I decided it might be of help to go to Glacier National Park and stand on the shore of a very cold lake.

MARY SHELLEY ARRIVED at that villa, I had learned in my research, after three difficult years. Or maybe it would be better to say that she arrived there after a difficult life. Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, the feminist philosopher, had died after giving birth to her. Left to raise a daughter alone, her father, William Godwin, taught Mary to know her mother’s radical ideals: that girls should be educated like boys, that women should not be treated like children. That they should know themselves to have values other than beauty, and that marriage, as it then stood, was a monopoly that repressed them. He gave her all her mother’s books to read during summers when he sent her to go stay in Scotland. There, alone, she religiously read her mother’s books. She absorbed all her mother’s ideals, and assumed she shared them with her father, so that later, as a teenager, when she fell in love with Percy Shelley, she had reason to believe her father would allow her to live with him though he was already married.

Instead, however, her father abruptly disowned her. She was, as a result, parentless and poor when she and Shelley eloped. They took her stepsister, Claire, along with them, and left Shelley’s pregnant wife back in London. Together, they traveled to Calais, and from there walked to Paris, passing burnt houses and fields strewn with dead cattle. At night, they didn’t rest, but instead wrote in their journals, and when they were finished, they read the complete works of Mary’s dead mother.

It was a vivid time in Mary’s life. She felt, she said, like a “character in a novel.” She felt like a “romance incarnate”: as though, once, she had been a mere idea, and now she had been given a body.

When they reached Paris, they walked on to Lucerne. They intended to reach Lake Geneva, but Percy sprained his ankle somewhere near the border. Then they could no longer walk, and their money was running low, so they had to turn back. They traveled along the Rhine, then crossed the channel, disembarking at Gravesend in early September. Virtually penniless—Shelley’s rich family had cut him off when he left his pregnant wife—the three of them shared a small lodging in London.

By then, Mary was pregnant. She was often sick, and needed rest, and Percy, who was overjoyed at the birth of his son with the wife he’d abandoned, had, by most accounts, begun an affair with Mary’s stepsister, Claire. He liked to take gusty walks out in the country. He liked Mary and Claire to come with him. He was dismayed by Mary’s inhibitions when she wouldn’t throw off her clothes and jump into a river.

During those months in London, when Mary was pregnant, they were often visited by Shelley’s friend Hogg. Shelley, in high spirits, the father of a young son, enjoying his affair with Claire, had begun to profess a hope that Mary would have an affair with Hogg. Though, in principle, as a pure idea, Mary believed in free love, she didn’t want to sleep with Hogg. She was very pregnant. He was not—I have checked—an especially attractive man. She tried, however, for Percy’s sake, to develop a kind of closeness with Hogg throughout the long months of her pregnancy, and these efforts resulted in a new friendship. In February, she gave birth to her daughter. Two weeks later, the little girl died.

That spring, according to biographers, Mary sank into a deep depression. She was haunted by images of her lost daughter. She wrote to Hogg to tell him that she was no longer a mother. In her journals, she wrote: “Dream that my little baby came to life again—that it had only been cold and that we rubbed it by the fire and it lived—I awake and find no baby—I think about the little thing all day.”

That summer, she reconceived. According to her biographers, her depression improved. They say it continued to improve through the waxing months of her new pregnancy. That winter, Claire had an affair with Lord Byron. She ended up pregnant as well. And so perhaps it is true that Mary’s situation improved until, in January, she gave birth to a son.

This baby survived. She named him William. He was so small, with a pointy little face, huge, dark eyes, and big ears. She called him Willmouse. That summer, the four of them—Percy, Claire, Mary, and little Willmouse—traveled toward Lake Geneva to visit Lord Byron again. This time, assisted by a small inheritance Percy had received from an uncle, they didn’t run out of money, but crossed through France and Switzerland by rail and coach and finally reached Lake Geneva, where they joined Lord Byron and his doctor, John Polidori. Though it was a “wet, ungenial summer,” and Byron was not pleased to learn they’d brought Claire, and John Polidori fell in love with Mary and began to persistently pursue her, so that, still recovering from the birth of her child, she was forced to spend an annoying amount of her time and energy fending off his advances, there were, according to her later accounts, fine moments as well: the hours spent writing, boating on Lake Geneva, talking with friends well into the night.

It was on one of those nights that Byron challenged them all to write a ghost story, and Mary despaired, until finally, after a long conversation about galvanism, electric charge, and the reanimation of corpses (Dream that my little baby came to life again—that it had only been cold and that we rubbed it by the fire and it lived), she lay awake during a lightning storm and conceived of the idea that she would expand into her first novel: Frankenstein, the story of an ambitious young student who stitches together pieces of corpses, then shocks what was dead back into living.

MY HUSBAND AND I almost didn’t go to Glacier National Park. I was getting cramps, and, for a moment, I worried about a miscarriage. But then the cramps stopped, and there was no bleeding, so we set off. But it was a strange trip. I was very nauseous, and it seemed to take ages until we got to the park. That whole drive, we seemed to be tilting off the world’s edge into what I could only imagine was an endless nothingness.

For hours, we drove along a long, narrow lake with silvery fingers. Night fell and we were still driving along that long lake. We were somewhere deep in the Crow Reservation. The road was dark, interrupted with less and less frequency by a lamp in the window of an occasional motor home set on the banks of the water. By the time we finally got to the park, the darkness was impossibly thick.

We’d made reservations at the only motel that was still open that late in the season: an old motor inn that faced out onto Lake McDonald. Because we’d arrived after opening hours, we picked up our room key from a box outside the locked office. Then, for a while, hugging our arms in the pitch darkness, we stood there on the stone beach, listening to the sound of the water we couldn’t see. Trying to make out the outlines of the mountains that heaved up on the far banks.

Then we went inside to sleep, but I stayed awake. I was thinking about something my husband had said while we were driving along that long lake: an article he’d recently read, about the children of Crow families who were taken away from their parents in order to be given a Christian education. The school must have been drafty and wet, because many of the children died. Their bodies were never returned to their families. They had been buried in mass graves, and who knew, my husband said, how many of their families waited for years for the return of a dead but still beloved small child.

The whole night, I never once fell asleep. Then, when it was finally light, I got out of bed and made myself some oatmeal out of a packet. I put it in a plastic mug, wrapped myself in a wool blanket, and went outside to look at the lake. It was very cold. The lake was the color of pewter, and the hills that rose up around it were covered with the stubs of burnt trees. On the far banks, the mountains were snowy.

WHEN MY HUSBAND finally got up, we went to the office and asked for directions to the Shepard Glacier, the last glacier in North America, but the attendant said the road there was closed for the winter.

We were both disappointed. The glacier, we had been told, was receding every year. Most scientists predicted it would be gone by 2030. And who knew, I thought, standing in that office in October of 2018, twelve years before the demise of the last North American glacier, if we’d ever get back there to see it.

In the end, we went on a different hike. My husband walked slowly, because he knew I felt ill, but while we were hiking, I started feeling more and more nauseous. Then it started snowing. It was strange, feeling so sick, hiking through a burnt forest, while all around us, snow slowly fell. I realized that the fire, whenever it happened, must have burned at almost exactly the height of my head. The trees were only charred to that point, below which their trunks were quilted black satin. Above that line, they weren’t burned at all. They were just dead. But the highest boughs were still green, as though they hadn’t gotten the message yet.

THE NEXT DAY we drove home. A few minutes into the drive, it started to snow. Then it was snowing too hard to keep driving, so we stopped at a scenic overlook and walked down to a lake. We stood there beside the frozen water in silence. There was a flock of geese at rest on the water. The lake was still as a mirror. But then I raised my arm to point, and suddenly, all at once, the geese lifted into the air, formed a V, and headed south.

After that, we drove for a while longer, until we got to Helena. Helena, the capital of Montana, is a remarkably ugly city. I was so tired I couldn’t drive anymore, so we pulled over at Starbucks and I slept for ten minutes in the parking lot. When I woke up, I was freezing. I realized my socks were soaked from that walk down to the lake. I wondered why I was in such a strange mood. Everything, I thought, was exactly as I wanted it to be. I had stepped into the life I wanted to live. Really, I should have been happy.

THE NEXT WEEK, I went to my appointment. In the waiting room, I joined all the other young mothers with various sizes of bellies, and it was so nice: to be in a world inhabited solely by women. I felt immediately welcomed and unusually friendly. When the technician led me into the sonogram room, we chatted about when the baby was due. Then she asked me to lie down. She lathered my belly with cold KY Jelly, and pressed the knob against my abdomen, and the whole time she was still happily chatting.

She couldn’t see a baby up on the screen, so she said maybe she’d have to try it intravaginally. She asked me to put my feet in the stirrups, and even then, both of us were still chatting, but we were also both looking up at the screen, and suddenly the technician stopped talking.

I’d never had a sonogram before, so I didn’t know what to look for. What I saw on the screen looked like a cloudy sky, seen from above, with an empty black gap in the upper left corner. I didn’t hear any heartbeat. I looked at the technician. Her face had become grim. Her movements with the wand were suddenly more vigorous. They were almost violent. I kept flinching in pain while she made angry measurements.

By the time she’d finished, I’d started crying. She gave me a tissue. Then she gave me another so I could clean off all the lubricant. I asked her what it had meant—the gap, and also the silence—and she said she couldn’t interpret the results; it would take a doctor to do that.

Clean off, she told me, and get dressed. And go back to the waiting room until the doctor can see you.

In the waiting room, I felt oddly cold. I zipped up my winter coat. Then I looked around at all the pregnant young women. I realized how foolish I’d been, to imagine that I was one of “the other young mothers.” Given my advanced age. And the fact that I was no longer a mother.

LATER, WHEN I saw the doctor, she told me the gap in the sky was my empty egg sac. According to her best guess, she said, the baby inside it had most likely developed up to eight weeks, then died, and partially disintegrated. Then it had been reabsorbed back into my body. She sent me home to wait for the miscarriage to happen naturally.

The next day, I had to fly to New York for an event for the book I’d recently published. On the flight, I kept looking out the window at the cloudy gray sky. The little girl who was sitting next to me was watching a movie about a stuffed bear who goes through life as though it’s alive: as though it’s finally stepped into life, and no longer feels like a character in a novel.

I watched the whole movie over that little girl’s shoulder. I couldn’t hear the words, so maybe I missed the point, but it seemed to me like an incredibly sad movie: that stuffed bear, surrounded only by humans, with no other bears around to relate to.

Attempting, in an obedient and completely doomed way, to live its fictional bear life as though it had a human body.

WHEN I GOT to New York, I did the event. Then I flew to LA. The miscarriage still hadn’t happened naturally, and I was still nauseous. My breasts were still sore. My body seemed simply to have failed to understand it was no longer carrying a baby.

So, finally, I flew back to Montana for the doctor to perform a D&C, a surgical abortion: the removal of what, in my case, was an embryo that had already died and been mostly—but not entirely—reabsorbed back into my body.

I
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