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 The ascent was precipitous, my journey a melancholy one to the
ruins of Castle Frankenstein. The rough-hewn rock mansion of
turrets and towers perched on a craggy hilltop over the Rhine in
Darmstadt, Germany. Normally I love the soft roll of rivers but the
Rhine ran rapidly this day, descending the sloping banks like a
dark snake. Night would close on me soon, so I hurried to the
cobbled-stone chapel that sat adjacent to the Castle. I opened the
thick wooden door. This was no ordinary chapel—windowless, gloomy
with iron-barred arches and a narrow passage to a sunken altar. The
dead air clogged my throat as my solitary footsteps kicked up
vaporous dust that I might have taken for hooked ghosts. I knocked
on the wall to announce my arrival. Or maybe I knocked to calm my
nerves because I had come here to observe the ghost of an old
painting that once lived here. There are such things as phantoms of
paintings. Art is a powerful entity, and I firmly believe that all
paintings possess a spirituality that lingers in our world wherever
they have taken residence. And I had come to Castle Frankenstein’s
chapel to know this phantom.

During the late 1800s, hung
inside a crumbling recess of this chapel, an oil on canvas,
the Casa Magni, had
lived—unseen and forgotten for decades, as was intended by its
original owner. That is until the Castle Frankenstein was renovated
during the 1960s. Until Dawo Enterprises of England obtained the
painting and stored it under black drapes for years. Until I,
Robert Beauclerk, purchased the Casa
Magni at an auction in
Buckinghamshire.

The artist Francesco
Bagnara (1784–1866) had rendered the scene on a tall canvas.
The Casa Magni was
an Italian villa at San Terenzo on the Bay of Lerici. At full view,
and in good light, the villa reveals itself as a rectangular,
hollow-eyed head about to be swept away into the dark
Mediterranean. I became mesmerized by the high white structure of
multiple arches looming in overwhelming proportion. Spectacular
grey waves convulse and pitch into the toothy mouth of the first
story. The anger in those waves would not let my eyes rest. On the
second story, shafts of bleached stone with gaping windows suggest
a protruding boney forehead, fractured, and lifted toward a lonely
horizon.

A haunting beauty, the painting
deserved the living world; I had to have it. Clearly, Bagnara’s
painting had sustained the usual damages, and I had fully intended
to commission the restoration of the art for my collection. While
removing the damaged framework, I found a thick double
backing—unusual for that time. What was more unusual was a thinly
folded, yellowed handwritten letter hidden between the backings. Of
course, I opened it. I knew immediately I had discovered something
more than unusual—I had discovered the soul of the
painting.

I contacted an associate,
H.P. Ebers of the British Institute of Graphologists, and submitted
the three-page document to him for examination. Ebers confirmed it
to be a correspondence from Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, author
of Frankenstein,
handwritten in 1850 to her then dead husband, poet Percy Bysshe
Shelley.

Streaks of faded ink ran at
odd angles. Lines of text slanted in blurry paragraphs with blocks
of space apparently at pauses, and the signature hung anxiously
scribbled down the final page, missing the -a and -y.

I learned that the Shelleys
had lived in the Casa Magni
from April to July in 1822. On July 8, 1822, the
poet drowned when his sailboat, Ariel, crashed during a storm in the
Mediterranean.

This is the letter that
Mary Shelley concealed behind the painting of the
Casa Magni.


July 8, 1850

To my dearest love,
Shelley,

There is something working in my soul,
which I fear. This dark reality moves and breathes. I cannot shed
it. So, write I must. You know how pen in hand makes my thoughts
flow fast. Write, write, write, when adversity strikes. I learnt
that from my father. Forgive my spidery script. My hand shakes and
my joints are cramped as I struggle to see by this dim
candlelight.

I write this night for I am seeking
your ghost, my Shelley. I have come to believe that a force between
the living and the dead can manifest if both are willing. Please,
come to me, as a shadow or a dusty light. I must see you one final
time before my own death. One more embrace? You do still love
me?

It is only now, so many
years gone, that I can sit with your heart safely tucked inside my
left palm. This calcified organ, what was so long ago a small lump
of death, has now turned nearly to ashes except for a flat dried
remnant. Please know that your heart was not lost for I kept it at
my bedside every night, wrapped in white silk inside a copy of
your Adonais.

The first thing is justice. These
words I write are for you only, my dearest, because you have always
belonged to me. You never belonged to Claire. I know that, no
matter the wicked lies. No matter the words that echoed in my head
how Claire claimed that you named her “your best love.” And, I
shall go further and say that you never belonged to poor Harriet
either, although I still carry the ever-beating guilt of your first
wife’s self-murder.

The truth stands, I seduced you away
from Harriet and your two babes. I took great joy in intoxicating
you with my passion during our secret meetings at my mother’s grave
at St. Pancras. How Harriet must have despised me for the thief I
was. I have had moments when I could almost hear her hateful voice
shoot like barbed fire at me.

Now, I must utter these words lest
they choke me another day. I, Mary Wollstonescraft Shelley, declare
my responsibility for Harriet’s suicide. I confess and record it
here for you to know. I alone caused her ruin. I alone prevented
you from returning to her and your children. Charles and Ianthe
grew up motherless, and I shudder for I know the cold ache of
having no mother and the heartbreak of a father’s love
withdrawn.

Our selfish and scandalous
cohabitation drove your wife to such feelings of abandonment and
despair that she ended her own life and the life of the babe she
carried in her womb. If it was your child, Shelley, if you had
unfaithful moments to me, I shall forgive all. I harbor no more
secret jealousies. Why wouldn’t you find Harriet’s beauty ravishing
with her cream and roses complexion, a girl so bright and blooming
with her melodious Irish songs. Not even twenty-one years at her
tragic death.

What frightens me most is how both of
you met your deaths by drowning. As if by some deathful victory,
your destinies pledged for eternity.

Shelley? Will you heed my summons?
Will you return your love to me this night?

There arrives a lull. Will a line of
your verse tempt you? The soft sky smiles—the low wind whispers
near; Tis Adonais calls! O, hasten thither, no more let life divide
what Death can join together.

Dear Shelley. Might our souls
abide?

At the end of this letter I shall burn
this confession, as your body was burned on that awful day on the
beach at Viareggio. The Italian laws that deemed it necessary to
immediately cremate your body had devastated all I wanted for you.
You are not a corpse in your grave and I pity that. Edward Trelawny
reported to me that he struggled persistently, burning the tips of
his fingers, to remove your heart from the cremation fires. He
claimed the organ would not burn and handed it over to Leigh Hunt.
I felt shock when I first learned of this. When I asked Hunt if I
might have this relic for my own comfort, he flatly refused. I was
crushed. We quarreled bitterly for months. In the end, he
surrendered. I have treasured your remains ever since with so many
kisses upon the white
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