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“Dearest Jane, there is a madness in me not unlike that of the unfortunate Victor, of whom I’ve written. Not created, as my dear-and-despised husband, Percy, would have, but merely scratched down. For Victor Frankenstein brought me his wretched tale over the rain-slick cobblestones of the night. Behind my sleeping lids, yes, but with moans and lightning-flashed scenes so vivid that I knew it was not merely a dream but a full-blown vision. It was a truth that either had happened somewhere in the world or would soon. That he brought this vision to me meant that I would somehow be part of it.”

Jane Williams, sitting properly on a stone bench out behind the Shelleys’ rented seaside villa in the hamlet of San Terenzo, watched Mary expostulate as she clicked back and forth on the pink flagstones. The moonlight streamed down through the pine and tamarisk branches that lined the patio. A dull roar of the surf from the other side of the villa almost blurred out the voices of the women’s husbands laughing in the villa’s kitchen over shared drinks. And each time brilliant and beautiful Mary Shelley passed by Jane, the taller woman’s jasmine-and-rose perfume swept into Jane’s nostrils like a drug. 

It all made Jane’s heart swell with both an all-consuming love for this woman, and a fear of where Mary’s tale was leading. For though they had walked many a path together since Jane and Edward had met Mary and Percy in Pisa almost two years ago, though the two couples had shared houses and confidences and travels, Jane’s world was a simple one of music and devotion to Edward and her children. Mary’s mind, by contrast, was inherited from brilliant intellectuals. She obsessed about politics and the natural order of things. She channeled it into writing and dramatic ruminations and fierce mood swings. 

Such as this one. Only last week, Mary had seemed quite lost in the depression she had suffered since her most recent miscarriage. And both this week and last, Mary had wandered off by herself many a night to places no one knew, only to return the next morning looking disheveled and worn.

Yet now Mary seemed suddenly filled with a vigor and determination almost frightening in its power. All Jane could do was nod sympathetically for her to continue.

So Mary Shelley did.

“I have tried,” the author said, turning to face Jane in a way that lusciously displayed the lowered waistline and puffed sleeves of her silk evening dress, “to dismiss the inevitability of such a fate. Applying inked quill to parchment and calling it a fiction was my best sally to kill this beast. Hence my release of the finished tale into the world without my authorship declared. The reward was to be in the doing, in the exorcism of a horrible future I wanted no part of.”

She looked directly into Jane’s eyes, and the look was so intense that Jane felt hopelessly caught.

“It failed,” Mary said.

“Yes?” Jane said.

“I knew it failed. I could feel the certainty of it even as Percy took me, our little Willmouse, and my pregnant stepsister away from the Maison Chapuis, with its view of the long brooding waters of Lake Geneva. I felt the tale I had written there lie heavy over our heads as we journeyed by pack train, carriage, and boat across the Alps and France and finally the hard-beaten waves to England.

“For once we came home, consider the evidence of what occurred. First my half-sister, Fanny, took her life. Then Harriet, the wife Percy deserted to be with me, did the same. When Percy married me in a vain attempt to show he could provide a stable home to his children by Harriet, I knew, Jane, that I had not escaped. I felt even then the ground rumble below our feet, the black heaven above begin to tear at its seams to release who knew what horrors were built up, eager to rain down on our heads.”

Mary shivered and Jane felt herself do the same. Though Mary had told her bits and pieces of these events before, it seemed her friend now felt compelled to spell out the whole linked tale of damnation. As Mary continued, her words sent shivers of ice through Jane, building, she was sure, to a point where Jane would become numb or shatter to pieces.

“That winter,” Mary said, “was when I delivered a little sister to our William and we named her Clara. Even as Percy was declared unfit to be a father to his other children. In a panic that William and Clara would also be taken from us, we bundled them up and took them with us to Italy. Along with my stepsister and her child, whom she delivered to Bryon to raise.”

“But why would Lord Byron—?”

“Raise his own child?”

“I thought Byron—”

“Loves both men and women, which seems only sensible, don’t you agree?”

“I…” Jane held a hand to her bare throat and, with her other hand, touched her silk shawl that lay loose around her bare shoulders. Her own pale yellow gown was Empire styled with a tight bodice ending just below her bust. It was nowhere near as daring as Mary’s newer fashion, but it did push up her modest cleavage in a way that Mary seemed to be fully appreciating now.

“My husband, Percy, has been writing poems to you, hasn’t he?” Mary’s gaze locked tightly onto Jane’s, filling her now with so many conflicting emotions—embarrassment, intellectual attraction, love, lust, and now guilt—that Jane felt dizzy and wove a bit to her left.

Mary stepped forward and steadied her with bare fingers on Jane’s arm. Strong yet gentle—this was Mary Shelley. It made a shiver run through Jane, of equal parts excitement and fear, for this was what it had been like with her first husband. And, once, with an older woman, Anne Lister, who had taught her the joys of Sapphic love, before letting her know that Jane was only one of many.

Both of those relationships had been short, and Jane had walked away from them fully intact. Something in the intensity with which Mary Shelley was drawing her in warned her that such an escape might not be so easy here.

“He…has written to me,” Jane finally managed.

“Of course he has,” Mary said, rubbing her arm then turning to sit down on the bench beside her. The sound of their husbands laughing coarsely together in the kitchen floated out to them. “As I’m sure your Edward has written to other women, though perhaps not in poetry. Not all men feel compelled to beautify their expressions so.”

“Mary,” Jane said softly enough she was sure her voice would not carry back up into the villa. “Your voice is filled with bitterness. Is it because of Percy? Is it his boat trip tomorrow with my Edward? Is that what has brought up this feeling of doom that has been following you?”

Mary laughed and drew back from her. “Feeling? It is not a feeling, my sweet Jane. Have you not been listening to my tale? I have lost three of the four children I actually birthed alive. Two of them here in Italy. I do not feel doom. I live it.”

“And the boat trip? Do you fear for the safety of our men?”

“Fear for them? Of course I fear for them. The sea can be cruel. But their boat is new and they have a shiphand going with them. No, it’s not for them I fear.”

“Then what is it that prompted the tale of your dream? Of your—?”

“It is life. Life on this earth. Better you should ask if I believe I will lose my only living child, my little Percy Florence. And I will tell you I pray to God that I do not. I pray to God.”

Mary’s body had tightened and bent over like a scalded, dying thing as she said this last prayer and Jane put a hand on her back, feeling Mary’s body shake and tremble.

Yet when Mary sat up and showed her face, her eyes burned with such a fierceness above her long, proud nose, that for a moment Jane wondered if Mary Shelley truly had gone mad. 

“Yet I have not told you all, my darling Jane,” she said. “I do have a terrible secret to share. It is so horrible that I fear you will not even be able to look at me once I reveal it.”

Mary trembled. Was this it, then? The indefinable secret core of Mary that Jane had never understood? Her rabid independence? Or perhaps it was simply the answer to where Mary had been going so many of these nights? Perhaps it was a secret much like Jane’s own—that her Edward was not her true husband; she had never divorced the abusive man she had married in London but merely fled from him and taken Edward as her own.

Yet Mary and Percy were married. An unusual “open” marriage, they claimed, but a legal one nonetheless. What “terrible secret” then, could Mary have withheld? And could it change Jane’s love for her?

Jane swallowed dryly. Impossible. For from the moment that Jane had discovered that Mary Shelley herself was the author of the wondrous Frankenstein, she had been smitten. She had found herself helpless in Mary’s presence, filled with perverse fantasies of kissing her, of somehow connecting directly into Mary’s brain, into her heart, into that rich, romantic imagination that had made such horrors of the world seem so real.

What possible horror could Mary share now that would be more extreme than her novel and Jane’s own reactions to it?

Staring at the shadowed vein that pulsed visibly in Mary’s neck, Jane whispered, “I…could never not look at you.”

“I have my first children,” Mary said.

“Pardon?”

“Willmouse and Clara.”

Jane stared, wanting this not to be so. “You told me they both died in the summer,” she said slowly. “In Venice and Rome, before we met. Two and a half—Clara three and a half—years ago. Did you not bury their bodies?”

Mary’s intensity did not quaver. “Yes, we buried them. Each with a proper funeral. Percy insisted. But after Clara’s death, I dug her up and transported her immediately to an ice house. My studies had convinced me that the worms and rot that afflict dead bodies come only with heat and can be staved off by the deprivation of same. Months later, while Percy was off ‘wandering’ with Claire, I took Clara’s body north to the Alps. There I paid a man much of the money I had made from the sale of Frankenstein to take her body up a high mountain and freeze it in ice until I came to reclaim it. When William died a year later—God help me, I foresaw the death—I did the same for him.”

Jane could hear herself breathing, her own heart beating. But more, she could feel Mary’s breath too, feel Mary’s heart beating strong and sure. And Mary’s eyes, as they looked into hers in the hot Tuscan night, did not look crazy at all. They were instead so focused that Jane wondered if Mary could see right into her head, see all the frightened, unworthy thoughts that seemed to scurry about there all day and night and only settled when she played her guitar and sang.

Then Mary took Jane’s hands in her own. Mary’s were dry and hot.

“It was only when my little Clara died,” Mary whispered fiercely, “that I understood at last the vision Victor had sent
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