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Dedication
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This one is for Jack.
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Epigraph
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“Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay to mould me Man? Did I solicit thee from darkness to promote me?”

Paradise Lost, X, 743-5 (Milton)

“Sometimes it is so easy to believe in things that we know may not be true. Perhaps it is belief more than truth that helps us survive.”

Adam
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To:  Margaret.Saville@newyork.com

From: WaltonRachel@freemail.ch 

Date:  December 11

Dear Margie,

Arrived in Montreux early this evening on the 7:05 from Geneva.

I was reticent to leave Geneva’s cobbled passageways, its chic restaurants and unexpected bars hidden in dark subterranean basements. The blaring techno, filling clubs no bigger than my tiny Manhattan apartment, always promised a good night surrounded by sexy French-Swiss sailors, invariably with their shirts off by midnight.

You’ll be glad to hear the months I spent researching Mary in the Université de Genève archives have allowed me to complete the first draft of the bio. Methodical review of several scores of tomes and essays, thousands of paper scraps, notes and ledger entries, as well as personal documents belonging to Byron and a number of Geneva households of the time period, have created a broader view of my subject than would have been possible back in Manhattan—or even during my time spent in the reading rooms of the London Literary Museums. But it has been without a doubt the days and nights wandering the twisting streets and quiet squares of Geneva’s medieval Vieille Ville that have heavily influenced the style of the work. I can picture Mary at eighteen, exuberant and full of life, self-exiled from the strictures of Mother England with Percy and Lord Byron, taking tea and croissants in the cafes surrounding the Pice du Bourg-de-Four, or walking hand-in-hand along the Promenade des Orpailleurs as it hugs the churning current of the Arve toward the Rhone—and always with the majesty of Mont Blanc in the distance.

How it must have excited their imaginations!

I could have daydreamed on the ferry for the full length of the lake from Geneva to Montreux, but decided to make the journey by train instead so I might spend the afternoon in Lausanne with the subtle ambience of Quai d’ Ouchy, the exhilarating sumptuousness of the Beau-Rivage Palace.

I’ve yet to find permanent accommodation here in Montreux. Meanwhile, I have booked into the Suisse Majestic Grand Hotel for the week, hoping to locate a small studio to call home for the next several months while I complete the research and writing.

You may think me strange, but I’m certain there is more to Mary Shelley connected with this beautiful, idyllic town than the archives would suggest. There’s something that keeps nagging at me. While her husband, Percy, and friend Lord Byron crisscrossed the lake and Swiss Alps on their own adventures, did she really stay within the confines of her suite to write Frankenstein? This magnificent village calls for afternoon constitutionals, beckons to be explored, demands visitors be awed by its simple beauty and mystery. I see her sitting at her graceful Maggiolini desk, her pen lying dormant in its well of ink, yet to write the horrors filling her head as she stares out the window. Would she dare step out alone into the crooked and convoluted laneways? Did she make her own discoveries in the primordial apothecaries, decaying bookshops, and intimate cafes and salons?

Something must have occurred here to jolt the monster into existence.

Something occurred while she was here on her own.

Alone.

This evening, I spoiled myself with a magnificent steak tartare at the Confiserie Zurcher on Avenue du Casino. The maître d'hôtel assured me the onions, capers, and raw egg were all from the chef’s own garden. The rye bread was unbelievable. It was dark by the time I walked the several blocks along Avenue des Alpes back to the hotel. Grand apartment buildings rise on either side to cast the street into an almost pitch blackness, lit only by the glow of light seeping through closed shutters. Mansions in the Belle Époque style loom like whitewashed specters from secretive walled gardens that make the imagination wander. A chilling December breeze promised snowfall, however I stopped awhile in the dark, listening to the tones of a saxophone drifting from somewhere up above me. The somber, haunting melody transported me to another time when Mary may have strolled unaccompanied along this very avenue. I pressed my back against a cold, stone façade among voluminous reams of ivy, and took in a vista of an ancient streetscape altered little since she was here.

There was not another soul to be seen.

Just me, the intriguing, forbidding avenue, the first flakes of snow, and my thoughts of Mary . . .

I promise to e-mail the initial draft of the biography by the end of this week. I’m certain you’ll agree with what I’m feeling. But for now, my dear editor and friend, it’s time to crawl up into my oversized bed with its quilt almost two feet thick with duck and goose feathers.

Rachel

*   *   *   *
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To: Margaret.Saville@newyork.com

From: WaltonRachel@freemail.ch   

Date: March 28

Dear Margie,

Time passes so slowly here. But with the passage of the landscape into a beautiful spring, I’m becoming more and more enamored by its beauty. The last few months of research have been revealing as I trawl through the documents and parchments stored in Château de Chillon and the private libraries of families who have resided along this placid shoreline since before the time of the Savoys. One family, who live in a wonderful Tyrolean Chalet hidden up in the forested mountainside of Hauts-de-Montreux, have entrusted me with a chest full of letters and diaries that hasn’t been opened for generations. My heart leaps whenever I touch its burnished silver latch, but methodology demands I complete my study of the Chillon papers before delving into its depths.

I acquired a lovely little studio in the outer buildings of Le Château du Châtelard—a massive fortress, now converted into apartments, that dominates the ridge above the villages of Montreux and Clarens. I suspect my small space was once a stable, and I love it even more for that possibility. It has its own private courtyard and a terrace with a view of local vineyards and across the rooftops of Montreux to the lake and mountains beyond. The rent is quite inexpensive, which I’m very glad of, as my meager savings will need to stretch much further than I had originally anticipated in finishing this project.

The true purpose of this e-mail, however, is to tell you something I never could have dreamed possible in this quest. His name is Jack and he’s from Chicago. I saw him at Harry’s Bar in the Montreux Palace Hotel and in no time found out he’s a literature teacher at the nearby American school. At twenty-three, just a few days older than me, he’s all blond, tussled hair, ridiculous smile, and powerful, tattooed arms. We hit it off right away and there’s not a day we don’t see each other. Honestly, I haven’t felt like this since college days. I spend weekends riding passenger on his Harley, my cheek pressed hard against the soft, brown leather of his jacket, which does nothing but enhance his physique. Together we’ve discovered the Valais, the myriad walled laneways that snake through the countryside among dormant vineyards, and the isolated hiking trails of Foret de Jor. In late January we rode up through rain and sleet on snow-covered roads via Les Diablerettes to view the hot-air balloon festival at Château-d’Oex. We were frozen by the time we were sipping hot chocolate densa on Le Petit Pre. The festival was canceled due to the miserable weather, but I didn’t care. It was the most wonderful day of my life. 

Love, Rachel

*   *   *   *
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To: Margaret.Saville@newyork.com

From: WaltonRachel@freemail.ch  

Date: July 7

I’m glad we got to talk on the phone last night. It was good to hear your voice.

I still can’t fathom what’s happened.

Officers from the Direction de la Sécurité Publique knocked on my studio door just after sunrise. I had barely finished my breakfast and was staring across the room at the unopened trunk—for the time had come to open it. The knock startled me, as Jack and I had already made plans to meet that evening, and I wasn’t expecting any other company. As soon as they entered, my heart sank. I knew from the gray pallor of their faces before they mustered even one word.

A terrible, terrible accident, they said.

His motorbike a mangled mess, they said.

Dead, they said.

RW

*   *   *   *
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To: Margaret.Saville@newyork.com

From: WaltonRachel@freemail.ch   

Date: August 5

M,

I’m afraid I’ve done nothing these past weeks other than sit in my courtyard and gaze at the ivy that creeps and spills around its confines.

Dark clouds have rolled over the mountains to engulf the lake and town.

The chest remains unopened.

R
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CHAPTER ONE
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Château de Chillon sits plumply in the shallows of Lake Geneva, connected to the shore by a slim drawbridge and covered walkway. Dominant and foreboding in its isolation, it’s the only building positioned where the forested Swiss Alps press in hard against the broad expanse of lake. Water laps all around the base of the ancient fortress; mollusks cling tight to the lowest blocks of chiseled, battle-worn stone.

From where Rachel sat, on a wall beside the lake’s edge, the looming fortifications and turrets blocked any view of Montreux further to the west. The sun was setting, the sky a deep orange hue, and the last rays of light pierced through the heavy layer of storm clouds that had lain dormant above the lake for many days and nights. The eerie luminosity of waning daylight made the tiles on the château’s conical and slanted roofs, and the thin slivers of glass in the highest windows, shine in defiance as they must have done for more than eight hundred years.

Rachel’s gaze fell to the farthest edge of the structure where the water surged and eddied into the barred lake entrance of the dungeon. She could easily imagine being trapped in there, surrounded by raw rock face and stone columns graffitied by men and women who never left its miserable confinement alive. The thought made her own heart clench tight, an ache that had refused to leave her since Jack had been . . . since Jack had been sent back to Chicago.

She opened her laptop to review the paragraphs she’d typed the previous evening. She read them over and over again. The sentences seemed sad, depressing, not representative of her subject at all. They left her cold. Word by word she deleted the offending passages until only one line remained in the chapter. She stared at the few residual words without seeing them and then pressed the backspace button to wipe them from existence, one letter at a time.

The blank page seemed even more disconcerting. She reverted her gaze to the ancient building in front of her.

The château was abruptly lit up by a brilliant sheet of lightning that stretched the full width of the lake before snaking back on itself to plunge into the highest turret. The clap of thunder was immediate. It reverberated off the Alps, echoing back and forth across the lake, making the water ripple. The air vibrated and rumbled, and Rachel’s skin crawled and shivered electric. A second streak followed the same course as the first and hit the same point, and the rolling crash of thunder filled the entire valley. Then came a third strike and its churning, suffocating rumble.

Rachel stared, horrified, as the fire staccatoed across the water and appeared to embrace, to lick, to caress the château with a mesmerizing glow, giving it unexpected life. The air tasted metallic, her hair lifted and cracked with static, and the heat drained from her body to dissipate out into the thickening darkness of approaching night. She closed her laptop and gathered her papers together before stuffing them into the duffel bag beneath her trench coat—not too soon, as the sky fractured and haphazardly split open with torrential rain and a battering, gusting wind flung down from the Alps.

The storm clouds tumbled and dropped to seize both earth and water in a crumpled, disorienting shroud. Rachel conceded it would be a long, wet, and uncomfortable hike back to Montreux and her studio.

Hurrying along Quai Alfred Chatelanant, Rachel squeezed between the whipping waters of the lake and a walled-off pasture, attempting to leave the unbearable thoughts of Jack behind her in the shifting shadows of Chillon’s dungeon. She was submerged in a complete, foggy obscurity. The lake offered an iridescent glow, but still she had to feel her way along the gravel walkway, ensuring she stayed on its central ridge and not trip down into the ditches on either side that now ran fast with water.

Further streaks of electricity cut across the sky. They purged the night and illuminated the precipitation, their momentary intensity making perception even more difficult as Rachel stumbled through the downpour. The hollow clatter of bells echoed around her—unseen cattle in a nearby field, no doubt huddling under the protective canopies of trees. She could just detect the gleam of their eyes but was unsure; instead, she pulled her soaked coat tight about her shoulders, head held low, and continued moving one tentative step at a time toward Montreux.

It was several minutes before the opulent mansions of Quai Ami Chessex and Quai des Fleurs emerged out of the mist ahead of her. They forced her to continue along the water’s edge, but at least the illumination from their manicured gardens and terraces made the route distinguishable. The Casino Barrière de Montreux was still many minutes’ walk around the bay. It sparkled in the distance.

The storm intensified until she couldn’t bear it. The sky itself was tormented and deafening. Rachel hunched her shoulders against the battering force, held her hands over her nose and mouth so she could breathe within the deluge, and concentrated on her feet as they sloshed through the rising depths of water now cascading across the walkway. Every droplet of water around her suddenly pulsed a gangrenous yellow-green, and she realized she was at the marina, near its beacon. She could just make out the shadow of the Rue de Bon-Port ferry terminal behind the insipid, repetitive glow. She ran toward it as fast as she dared, skirting the curve of the small harbor, wary of the waves that crashed and sprayed against the lakeside wall of the boardwalk.

The weight of the assault lifted as she passed the wrought iron columns holding the terracotta-tiled roof high above the open pier. The shriek of the wind skipped and dropped lower. It took several moments for her to catch her breath, and she took in the damp odor of the refuge as she threw off her waterlogged coat and attempted to shake the misery from it. Her blouse and jeans were saturated right through, clinging to her skin, offering no protection or humility. Thankfully her laptop, diary, and notes were dry inside her duffel.

She wiped at the moisture on her face and attempted to wring it from her hair as she studied her surroundings. The terminal was deserted. A small flotilla of pleasure craft bobbed behind its quay. The yachts were all pristine white, glistening in the rain, emblazoned with names in French that declared love and beauty: Beau, Magnifique, Mon Ami, Amour. Rachel was thoughtful of their message, her eyes stinging at the thought of love, not knowing what it meant to her anymore.

At the end of the terminal sat a lonely bench, and she knew she should keep it company—should wait out the worst of the tempest. She started toward it, her footsteps echoing against the concrete, making her stop now and then to ensure the echo was her own. Less than halfway there, she hesitated, standing motionless for several moments in the dim light. She listened to the wind and rain, to her own heartbeat, for anyone who might be sharing this refuge and gone unnoticed. The wind had begun to pick up again and now howled all around her and the space, through the exposed rafters of the roof, through the incessant, quickening thoughts of Jack that refused to leave her be.

In the several weeks since his death she’d been able to think of little else. All her life she’d been methodical, disciplined, and analytical—able to classify and place any aspect of her research, or existence, neatly and precisely into the correct box. But with Jack it had been different. And now that he was . . . now that he was gone, she was left confused and heartbroken. What they’d shared was something she couldn’t label or categorize, something that seemed unreal and incredible. The warmth of his hand against the small of her back. The beguiling or serious conversations whispered into her ear, each thought punctuated by the touch of lips or caress of fingertips. The smell of his skin, his hair, his clothes. The excruciating excitement of his tongue pressed against her own, in between sips of Chardonnay and discussions of Mary and what her creation of the wretch represented . . .

Lightning struck through the night; thunder rumbled in its jagged wake.

As she peered around at the rain-splashed concourse, at the rattling downpipes that somehow clung to their wrought iron columns, her attention settled on the shutters of what she presumed must be the port master’s office. She imagined the slightest movement of shadow and so called out toward it, her voice insignificant beneath the hammering torrent on the tiles above. She approached and knocked on the office door, but there was no answer. The large brass knob turned under her grip, but the door would not open, even with a push of her shoulder.

Again she thought she saw movement in the darkened ticket window. She called out a second time and peered through the grate into the office. The space was pitch black, but she stared into it until she resolved it was indeed empty, that she was alone, that Jack was not there . . .

She looked down at her hands on the ticket counter. Unease nudged at the back of her mind, scratched amongst her deepest fears. Her hands rested on the ledge, her fingers extending into the shadow. At first she dared not move them, then, slowly, she pulled them from the darkness. Unexpected relief caused her breath to catch in her throat as she confirmed they were intact. She clenched her hands tight and pressed them to her chest as she moved to the end of the ferry terminal, as far from the shadows as she could get.

Rachel slumped onto the bench and focused on the cold, hard concrete at her feet.

Uncomfortable, wet, and shivering beneath the flicker of fluorescent light, Rachel sank further than she had previously allowed herself. But she didn’t care. She could suppress her emotions no longer, could hold back her feelings for what had happened to Jack no more. The first sob cut deep, exposing her heart to the full brunt of the turmoil that surrounded her. Somehow she felt glad for the pain, knowing it had to be confronted to be understood—even if only in some small way. The agonizing emotions and memories slashed into her and, one by one, were mangled by thoughts of metal, leather, and flesh, skidding, twisting, and disintegrating across the tar of an unknown Alpine road.

Shadows and puddles flowed and seeped about her as she pulled her feet up onto the bench and bent down until she was lying awkwardly on her side. Wet, trembling hands melded against her face so she could see only the pulsating darkness behind her eyelids, could feel only the painful throb of memories throughout her body, could continue to sob without the past weeks of numbness and restraint. The noise of the night dominated and drowned her anguish, sucking it from her until she was spent.

For the longest time she didn’t move—her body and thoughts lying dormant, tending toward little more than a decayed loneliness, mixed, perhaps, with fragments of relief.

When she again became aware of the wet and cold discomfort, the gusting wind and downpour appeared even more harsh than it had before. Tentatively she lifted her face from her hands to stare out into the darkness—to gaze past the dull ache she thought would never leave her. She rubbed at her eyes. Quick and sharp, the night, the rain, the hack of lightning and reverberating clamor of thunder came back into focus. In the distance, Chillon fluoresced behind the vacillating curtain of precipitation. The lake roiled, waves whipping up to six feet high, their surface broken and spotted by the weather, which refused to halt its attack. The medieval sea wall jutted out into the lake and curved around to a sheltered entrance to protect the small ferry harbor. Waves crashed and broke across it.

And then she saw him.

He stood in the downpour at the end of the breakwater. He was strongly built, his silhouette over seven and a half feet tall, maybe eight, his massive arms hanging lifelessly at his sides. He was wearing dark clothing. Thick, long, dark hair, sodden and miserable, whipped about his shoulders in the storm. Was he barefooted?

At first, Rachel thought he was looking out across the waters toward Chillon, but a swift vein of lightning revealed he was staring in her direction.

He was staring right at her.

It made her feel even more uncomfortable and alone. She looked around the ferry terminal, toward the bobbing yachts, to the mansions several minutes’ run back along the walkway, and then back toward the lone figure at the end of the causeway. He continued to stare, motionless.

The rain cut down upon him.

He clenched his hand into a fist, a slight movement, but one that made his entire body straighten to his full height and give more bearing to his true immensity and conspicuous strength. Rachel stood, wiping at her eyes and her nose, and pulled her wet coat over her shoulders, not daring to look away from him.

He took a step toward her . . . or did he? Her heart pounded and, despite herself, despite the rain, despite what he on the causeway may or may not have done or intended to do, she turned and she ran.

She ran from that wretched bench and her memories of Jack.

She ran toward the lights of the casino.

She ran away from him.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The back shelves in the Librairie Rue de la Rouvenettaz had become a favorite afternoon haunt. Mary touched her gloveless hands to manuscripts written on fine vellum and caressed the dust away from words that had not been read in decades. She pursed her lips and blew on the book she held, watching as the fine motes lifted into the air to sparkle in the light from the lanterns above, then settle on the disintegrating digests and novels on the highest ledge. The bookseller had begged her to not venture into this part of the store, lest her beautiful afternoon dress become soiled. She humbly assured him, however, that the treasures she sought would not be in the front window with the picture books. She pulled her gown tight about her, compressing her empire silhouette further that she might squeeze between the walls filled with ancient tomes. Her neat little pile of volumes was growing higher: Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, and two by Albertus Magnus. She hoped to find at least one essay by Newton.

Mary was exhilarated by her newly acquired independence in Montreux—something she had never before experienced, something her mother had long championed, something her father would approve of, though he’d still be reticent toward the possible dangers of a young lady left to her own devices, even if only for a few days. She had bade farewell to Percy and George under the grand porte cochère of Villa Eden Au Lac that morning, long before the sun had made its appearance, and definitely before any other guests at the residence had stirred in their bedchambers or commenced their morning toilette.

Several donkeys from the livery, burdened with trunks and supplies for the long and arduous journey through the Alps to Chamonix, had stood amongst the pristine white columns of the villa’s entrance. Their large, dark eyes blinked in the blazing light from the lanterns about them. Her darling Percy had leaned against his animal, ensuring his packs were secured, and promised to write to Mary every day. He’d implored her to do the same and brushed his lips against the back of her hand, held tight in his own, before climbing up onto the frayed remains of a well-worn saddle. He’d patted his buttock and grimaced at the days of pain he was about to endure. Mary laughed at his antics before placing young William into his arms for one last cuddle before the journey.

“Be good for your mummy, Willmouse,” he’d said before returning the babe to the nursemaid and leaning down to brush the back of his fingers against Mary’s cheek. The team had moved off into the first rays of morning light. George, Lord Byron, had turned on his mount to give an overly dramatic wave to Mary as he called out his goodbyes.

“Keep us apprised of how your ghost story evolves, Mrs. Shelley. Your concept has me intrigued and excited.”

The bell above the librairie’s front door rattled, and Mary peered through the shelves toward the dashing man who entered.

“Doctor Frankenstein, bonjour,” the keeper said before making several apologetic noises. “Just one moment, sir, I certainly have the book you requested.”

Mary caught a glimpse of the few wisps of hair on the top of the storekeeper’s balding head as he shuffled his short, tubby body down the aisle. Several feet away, he pushed against a decrepit wooden door. It scraped open in uneasy jerks, hindered by the defiant, hidden literary detritus of the merchant’s private existence. “Won’t be just a minute, Doctor,” he called.

Mary continued observing the gentleman at the counter. She removed one of the tablets from the shelf before her, to afford a better view, and lowered her gaze to one of her books when he stared in her direction. She read a few words, the occult esoteric meanderings of Agrippa, and then turned the page before again peering through overhanging tresses toward the stranger. He was staunch, mature, not old enough to be her father but perhaps a much younger debonair uncle. He wore a blue riding coat and cape spattered with mud and with . . . something much darker. His hair glistened, lush and brown, as were his eyes. Distinguished streaks of gray hair lightened his otherwise ominous appearance. Quite the handsome mystery, thought Mary, unable to contain a gentle chuckle. The doctor turned in her direction and gave a slight bow before placing both hands on the counter and awaiting the storekeeper’s return.

Mary selected several more books for her own library, determined to ignore the doctor and any conversation he may have with the merchant, as she did not want to appear impertinent or rude for, indeed, she was not. By the time she returned to the front of the store, the doctor had already departed. The merchant, flecks of ancient parchment scattered in his wisps of hair from the excursion into the back room, took the pile of books from her arms. He seemed happy by the number. Mary stood patiently as he placed them side by side along his counter, then rearranged their order by some unknown configuration.

“May I ask what book the doctor purchased?” Mary asked, as off-the-cuff as she was able.

“Of course, Madame Shelley,” the storekeeper said. “Milton. Paradise Lost.”

Mary looked out the front door of the librairie at the bustle of horse-drawn cabs and summer tourists on their afternoon constitutionals, and then back toward the merchant who was writing her purchases into his ledger.

“Do you have another copy?”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The red-and-white-checkered tabletops outside the cafe Rue du Sacre du Printemps were almost always bathed in sunshine. Only wide enough to hold a latte and a small bowl of muesli, it gave Rachel the excuse to leave her laptop at home and empty her head of thoughts as she watched the streetscape around her. Two young men sped around the corner on a scooter, singing boisterously above the hum of their electric bike. Rachel noted the emblazoned red and white of their T-shirts and guessed they were on their way to a football match. A well-dressed family ambled down the opposite sidewalk, stepping toward church bells that pealed in the village below. Sundays were quiet and lazy for Rachel. She’d have had no plans to make it otherwise, but the ornate key in her jacket now distracted her and made her bite her lower lip in renewed excitement and consternation.

She’d woken before dawn that morning. The incessant rain of the past week had stopped overnight and, though everything outside her windows was still wet, she could see by the crisp glow of moonlight that it would be a sunny day. She’d stood for almost forty minutes staring out the multi-paned French doors to the terrace, across the vineyards, sipping at her coffee. An old vintner wandered up and down the long rows of vines, inspecting them, sampling a grape here and there, his tricolored Swissy bounding around his legs and back and forth between the fruit-laden plants. The great dog ran to the farthest end of the walled-off terrace, where it barked at something still shrouded by morning darkness. The vintner let out a whistle, but the dog continued to bark and growl into the grove of twisted trees.

Rachel watched, intrigued, as the Swissy held its ground, its growls eventually trailing off into silence. It remained very still for a full minute before taking tentative steps backward away from the trees and sinking lower to the ground. The vintner whistled a second time, and the Swissy backed under the vines into the fifth row of the field. Rising to its full height, it barked once then sprinted back toward its owner. Rachel continued to stare at the grove of trees but could see no hint of movement, even as the sun began to rise above the Valais, to skim along the lake and up the dew-laden terraces before her.

She was glad for the sunshine. The days of sodden weather and moping around the studio had almost been enough to make her give in and return to Manhattan. But of course that was unthinkable. It had taken years to catch the eye of an agent, two more to get an editor interested in the biography, and several months to finalize the commission. What was once simply a passion had become a contractual obligation. But she was glad of it. Rachel loved Mary and her creation and, somehow, she needed Mary to be with her as she resurrected her own purpose, as she jolted her own passion back into the world of the living, to resume her search for the truth of what occurred.

Rachel pondered what words Mary would have used. Ah, yes, she thought as she took another sip of coffee. The flints are sparking, the torches doused in oil and ready to flame for the continued hunt.

She pushed open the doors to the terrace, allowing an invigorating chill to enter the room, and caught the reflection of the trunk in the glass. It made her heart jump as its silver emblem shone in a slim beam of reflected light that arced around the studio. Discarding her coffee cup on the counter of the kitchenette, she hunkered down in front of the trunk and hitched up the striped pant legs of her pajamas to sit cross-legged before it.

The box was a sumptuous construction of burr walnut and worked silver. The streaking, swirling colors of the wood were emphasized by a high polish of wax and an intricate inlay of light walnut in a pattern of leaves and flowers across the surface. Rachel ran her hands over the wood, feeling its warmth and beauty against her palms. It was smooth, almost silky to the touch, the luster of gloss giving no indication it had ever been handled by anyone. It wasn’t heavy—she could easily lift it with two hands. She gently tipped it to and fro, its contents scraping and jostling, and surmised most of the trunk’s moderate weight came from whatever lay inside.

The skeleton key was already in the lock, its decorative bow larger and shinier than a silver dollar. Rachel grasped it and turned the shaft clockwise, but it wouldn’t budge. She rattled the key, slipping it out of the keyhole and back in without effort. Still it wouldn’t turn. She tried counterclockwise. Nothing. After removing the key a second time, she turned the trunk to catch more light from the windows and peered into the hole. The wooden sides of the key chamber were heavily scarred, but she saw no corresponding groove for the key’s teeth to turn through. She pushed the key in again, trying to turn it any which way, and wondered if it was even the right key. She pulled it out and scrutinized the design that spiraled up its shaft and around its bow: delicate fig leaves interspersed with what appeared to be bolts of energy or electricity. The same pattern was scrolled about the emblem on the front of the trunk and was stamped into its metal corners.

Rachel leaned back against the base of her bed, tapping the key upon her chin and staring at the trunk. She’d completed her research and documentation of the papers held at Chillon, and they had confirmed Mary had resided in Montreux for several weeks but gave no indication of any occurrence that might have contributed to her novel. There was nothing more to be discovered in the museums and archives of either Switzerland or England that she was aware of. And if there was nothing in this box, then that was it. The biography could be finalized in Manhattan with the data she’d already gathered.

But still Rachel felt there must be more. There was something she was missing. She placed her hand upon the box and gazed at the pattern of flowers in the walnut. She tried the key again, but again it would not budge.

Outside a cockerel crowed.

She placed the skeleton key on top of the trunk and walked to the French doors and out onto the terrace. The sun had risen above the jagged line of perennially snow-covered peaks and now cast itself across the pavement so the stone was warming beneath her bare feet. The vintner and his dog had disappeared. The shadows of the grove were cut by shards of light, but the darker recesses still camouflaged any sign of movement. From the edge of the terrace she could see smoke climbing from the chimney of her favorite cafe, the waiter already wiping down the red-and-white-checkered tables out in front for breakfast service.

She turned back to stare in through the terrace doors toward the trunk, glad she was again at least thinking on how to move forward. The trunk appeared extraordinary within the whitewashed plainness of her studio—an elaborate thing of the past that belonged where it had come from and not where it now sat.

Rachel took her time readying herself for the new day. She sunk into the bath in her tiny tiled bathroom, the refreshing scent of the vineyards blowing in though the open terrace doors and causing the bathroom door to creak gently. There was a shower head above the cast iron tub and, although it always dripped, she had never used it. Instead, she’d become accustomed to the extravagance of a bath as her calming morning ritual.

The water steaming about her was luxuriant, eddying back and forth with her every breath, with her every deliberation of the days ahead, and those behind. She gazed at the antique, enameled wall tiles closest to her face, a pattern of fine lines and scars she could happily lose herself in.

Her ears pricked at a dull thump out in the main room.

“Hello?” she called, but of course there was no answer because there was no one there.

She reached for the soap and skimmed it along her upper arms and around her shoulders before sinking low within the temperate water.

Outside, the cockerel’s crows were replaced by the milder song of a lark.

Rachel rose from the tub and wrapped a large bath sheet about her as she walked out into the main room. The summer breeze blew in to caress her as she wiped the water from her body and pulled on jeans, sweater, jacket, and hiking boots. Her stomach growled and she could already taste the Rue du Sacre muesli on her tongue. Before leaving the studio, she plucked the key from the keyhole, instead of from the top of the trunk where she’d left it. She turned it over in her hands, thoughtful, then shrugged and looked around the studio as if there was something else she needed to remember before leaving.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Despite very modern suspension, the cabriolet tilted back at a threatening angle as the stallion pulled it through the squelching mud of Avenue Rambert, past the Cimetiere de Clarens, and on toward Le Château du Châtelard on the crest of the hill. Mary had often admired the fortress from the windows of her own suite down in Montreux. Now she was quite excited to be attending an evening lecture on galvanism in the château’s grand salon. Her cab climbed further up the hill, past rustic farm buildings and terraced vineyards, all still glimmering with remnants of the late afternoon rainfall.

The livery came to an unexpected halt, and the whole carriage lurched sideways through the mud until it and the horse were turned askew across the laneway. Mary was thrown against the shoulder of the villa’s driver. He apologized profusely, but there was no time to be alarmed before a gendarme appeared, holding up his blue lantern to shine under the hood of the carriage.

“Excusez-moi, madame.” The gendarme’s light was before them only a moment before it bobbed off again into the darkness ahead.

“Driver?” Mary asked.

The driver pushed open the cabriolet’s hood and stood upon the apron. “There are several carriages in disarray ahead of us, Madame Shelley. There appears to have been an accident.”

Mary craned her neck to see the disruption as the valet jumped from the rear of the cabriolet. He said something to the driver in an indistinguishable Vaud accent and then ran past them and their horse toward those ahead. Mary watched as blue lanterns moved to and fro in the darkening twilight.

Above them, high on the hill, the lights of Châtelard blazed.

Several minutes passed before the valet came running back toward them. Again he spoke to the driver in his thick inflection before jumping up onto the board, between the large springs behind the cabriolet’s hood. The carriages ahead staggered and pitched back into motion.

The driver urged the hood over their heads and flicked the reins once, and the stallion trod slowly forward, pulling the carriage back into the well worn, but sludgy, ruts of the lane. Mary clenched her gloved hand around the side rail, intent on observing the gendarmes and their activities. As the cabriolet pulled alongside the blue transport of the authorities, her driver begged her not to look.

“Please, Madame Shelley, please look at the night sky. See how bright the stars are beginning to shine.”

But Mary’s gaze was held to the ditch on the edge of the road. A blanket covered what appeared to be a motionless body, but nearby, a forearm and hand with its index finger pointed toward her intended destination, lay dismembered and alone. A gendarme stepped between Mary and her view, but it was already burned into her mind. There was no evidence of carriage accident—indeed, there was no carriage—just the remnants of a poor soul who had been scattered irreverently along the gutter.

The cabriolet passed a grove of trees, effectively blocking all view of the scene behind them. Mary fell back into the cushions and could do little but ensure her breathing continued at a normal cadence and her mind did not descend into the depths of horror—horror she knew flowed just under the porcelain skin of her awareness.

There certainly was horror behind her, and also hidden in her deepest creative thoughts.

It appalled her, but it also . . .

The final sweeping curve of Sentier du Châtelard almost circumnavigated the impressive château on the top of the hill, passing copses of mature magnolias and along the gravel drive to the medieval gatehouse and portico. The cab pulled into the cobbled internal courtyard, where at least two dozen cabriolets, horses, and larger carriages were being attended to by the men and boys of the livery. Mary was assisted from her cab and walked quickly into the reception, as she knew she must surely be late. The manager took her mantle and escorted her into the salon. He located an empty chair and ensured it was to her satisfaction before giving a courteous bow and returning to his station.

For many minutes, Mary sat with little recognition of the lecture and people about her until she was able to push the scene on the roadside deep into her subconscious for later analysis—later dissection and critique on how it might affect her. Perhaps she might use the sadness of truth to infuse sentiment into her ghost story.

The high-pitched scrape of chalk on a board brought her attention to the man at the front of the salon.

She listened to the words of Monsieur Aldini, who conversed in both English and French, albeit with a heavy Italian accent. He spoke of the experiments of his uncle, Luigi Galvani, which documented the “animal electricity” that made muscles spasm and jerk, that allowed people to move their limbs. Mary looked down at her own hand and rotated it back and forth. She touched her thumb to each of her fingertips, imagining the course of current through it to make it do her will.

Monsieur Aldini continued on with the counter arguments of Volta and the eventual creation of the galvanic cell. The discourse continued, covering ideas and concepts Mary was already well versed in, punctuated by the further screech of chalk upon the drawing board. She could not see the speaker well from the rear of the salon, so she allowed her eyes to wander around the magnificent murals that covered almost every inch of the space. Brightly painted stone archways disguised one wall, framing mountainous green vistas with skies full of fat summer clouds. Another wall displayed a delicately drawn minstrel entertaining a refined lady. Mary imagined the tune being played on the minstrel’s mandolin, noting the quaint, old-fashioned couture of the woman as she admired the minstrel’s fingers strumming across his instrument.

“What a pity Galvani’s ‘animal electricity’ could not bring them to life.”

Mary tilted her head from side to side to reassure herself the minstrel and lady were indeed part of the mural. From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of a familiar debonair gentleman. He sat rigid in his chair, his hands in his lap, craning his neck to view the speaker on the platform at the front. Doctor Frankenstein appeared to be taking copious notes, hanging on every word that echoed about the salon. For a moment, Mary contemplated moving to sit closer to him, as he was situated in a row of otherwise empty seats, but then decided it would be unseemly and so stayed put.

The orator’s discourse turned to the Newgate Prison exhibition of 1803, and there was a sudden murmur of excitement throughout the room. Mary herself felt an unexpected surge of adrenaline at hearing the words from the very man who had performed the experiments. In between the beating of her own heart, the shocked whispers of the other audience members, and the magnetic distraction of the doctor taking his notes, Mary’s eye was once more caught by the perceptive gaze of the colorful immortals painted on the wall. The minstrel stared in Mary’s direction, his brow furrowed as if he were cross that a woman of her means should be involved in this address, that she could so easily relegate the horror she had witnessed to the back of her mind. Likewise, the refined lady, who Mary could have sworn had been admiring the minstrel’s mandolin, now looked at her in abject consternation. Mary held their gaze as their admonishment of her seemed to increase.

Mary felt suddenly flushed and in need of air. Thinking she might be ill, she rose from her seat and dashed from the salon out into the main reception, then toward the draped doors leading out to the Terrasse d’Honneur. A member of the château personnel was soon at her side, offering Mary her mantle, followed by a second who held a silver platter in white-gloved hands. Mary pulled the cloak about her shoulders and accepted a Bitter Sling from the waiter. She smiled at each of the staff as she sipped at the cognac, savoring the bitters and sugar that tempered its sharpness. It warmed her as she crossed the terrace and sat on a lounge to take in the air and nighttime view of Montreux twinkling far below. It was refreshing after the closeness of the salon—and after the shock of the body in the ditch.

She listened to the ambient noises of night and the distant neigh of animals in the château stables. She thought she could just distinguish a lantern halfway down the hillside, perhaps a night watchman doing his rounds through the headstones and tombs of Cimetiere de Clarens. Further up the hill she noted the blue lanterns of the gendarmerie still bobbing through the dark lanes, fields and, perhaps, stables. They were looking for something.
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