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INTO A DISTANT LIGHT


He sprang from the cabin
window as he said this, upon the ice raft which lay
close to the vessel. He was borne away by the waves
and lost in darkness and distance.

Mary Shelley,
Frankenstein



    Not long ago, at a bookseller's stall in the Haymarket, I saw a
title that included a familiar name. Since my early youth, reading has
often been a comfort and always a source of enlightenment to me, so
of course I could not resist buying the book. And when I began to
read it, I found to my amazement that, although it was presented as
fiction, it was very much my own story, the story of Victor
Frankenstein and the being he created and brought to life.

    Even more recently I was told that a play, based on that
book, would be presented to the public. Because of my interest I
waited, purchased a ticket in the section of cheap seats, and found
the play amusing but not entirely true to the book I'd read. Much less
was it true to the story which that "novel" purported to reveal.

    I was especially disappointed to hear no mention of a
character who, although not central to the story, was of great
importance—and not only to me. That character is Robert Walton, a
young English explorer who, on a voyage of discovery toward the
North Pole, rescued Victor Frankenstein in the icy wilderness,
listened to his shocking tale, and reported that tale in a long, long
letter to his sister, Margaret Seville, in England. Of necessity,
Walton's letter ended when, after Frankenstein's death, the
unnamed Creature had spoken to him at length, telling his
side of the story, and then, stating his intention to kill himself,
left the ship and went off to be, as Walton wrote, "lost in darkness
and distance."

    But that was not really the end of the story. If you care to
read on, I shall tell you more of it, which Walton did not know and so
could not tell.

* * * *

    My part of the story begins in a city I had never seen, on a
day I can only imagine, with a young woman carrying a sheaf of
papers. The bundle was far too large to have fit into her reticule, so
she'd have bound it with string and tucked it under one arm. Despite
her mother's earnest cautions, she had no fear of being thought a
bluestocking. On the short walk from her family's somewhat shabby
home that clung to the outskirts of a respectable neighborhood, she
wasn't likely to meet anyone who would care. Besides, even her
mother didn't fault her for being a reader, so long as she refrained
from announcing the fact on social occasions. And this was not a
social occasion, just a call upon the dear friend who'd lent her the
manuscript.
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