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Editor’s Note

     Many of  the great literary works and folk tales of  France have permeated our popular 

culture by way of  film, television, music, and the 

stage. Over the centuries, these stories have made 

an impact through their special flavor, a haunting 

quality that blends the rawness of  tragedy, the 

starkness of  reality, and an underlying hope in the 

powers of  goodness that lie within human beings, 

if  only they can be brought to the surface. 

     In so many of  these stories, we see outcasts,  

either through physical disfigurement or social  

rejection, go on a spiritual journey and quest to  

discover the meaning of  belonging. In contrast, we 

see figures who may be perceived as righteous and 

beyond reproach experience the darkest encounters 

with their inner demons, a battle in which their 

own hypocrisy is their undoing. It is not hard to see 

Biblical parables hidden within the stories of  

beasts, hunchbacks, phantoms, and convicts.  

     There is a pathos to their plights that enables us 

to empathize with them and hope against hope that they may yet find a happy ending, or 

at the very least some flicker of  love in a cruel world. Often enough, such brushes are fleet-

ing, but that makes them all the more poignant, the smallest glimpses of  some redemption 

to come. They help us see inside ourselves and into the hearts of  our neighbors with a new 

insight of  compassion and understanding for the complexity of  mankind. 

      In this issue, we hope to bring together this assortment of  stories to the forefront as we 

explore the deeper meanings within and create our expansions of  classic literary universes.  

We will embark to the streets of  Paris to engage in the history and drama that awaits us, as 

well as the characters who have become an integral part of  the psyche of  Western  

“To love another person is to see the face of  God.” 

~ Victor Hugo, Les Miserables
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Editor’s Note 

Civilization and beyond. I will conclude with excerpts from one of  Victor Hugo’s poems: 

O France, although you sleep 

We call you, we the forbidden! 

The shadows have ears, 

And the depths have cries. 

 

Darkness covers the world, 

But the Idea illuminates and shines; 

With its white brightness it floods 

The dark blues of  the night. 

 

It is the solitary lantern, 

The providential ray; 

It is the lamp of  the earth 

That cannot help but light the sky. 

 

It calms the suffering soul, 

Guides life, puts the dead to rest; 

It shows the mean the gulf, 

It shows the just the way. 

 

In seeing in the dark mist 

The Idea, love of  sad eyes, 

Rise calm, serene and pure, 

On the mysterious horizon 

Dieu bénisse! 

Avellina Balestri, Editor-in-Chief 

“To love another person is to see the face of  God.”  

~ Victor Hugo, Les Miserables 
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Dreaming of Somewhere Else 

by MariaTeresa Carzon 
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Lightning flashed across the Paris sky, 
illuminating the dark, stone walls of the 
cloister of Notre Dame. Thunder  
echoed off the walls. The wind howled 
across the stone, sounding like a haunt-
ed scream. The only sound that rivalled 
that of the storm was the soulful  
wailing of a child. 

Now, this child was unlike any other. 
His name was Quasimodo and he  
resembled his name, incomplete. He 
was born with one eye (the other was 
deformed), he had no neck to speak of, 
his chest was as round as a barrel, and 

his legs were bowed. His deformities produced nothing but horror in those that saw him, 
even inspiring some to violence. He caused horror and disgust in all but one single person: 
his adopted father, the young priest Claude Frollo. 

The young chaplain led the Sunday Vespers service. He often lost himself in the serenity and 
peace that he found there. It was one of the few places, besides his books, that he found true 
peace. After losing his parents to the plague, he tried to lose himself in his work. 

When the beautiful service was over and the worshippers left, he walked back to his rooms 
lost in thought. He heard the cries of the child long before he reached the room that he shared 
with his adopted son. He found the child cowering in a corner, shielding himself with his tiny 
hands. His cries grew louder with each crack of thunder and burst of lightening. 

Frollo felt his heart melt, watching Quasimodo. The child was obviously terrified. He sat next 
to the child and gathered him into his arms. He rubbed the young boy’s red hair and said, 
“What are you scared of?” 

The boy pointed outside to the rain storm and buried his face in his adopted father’s cassock 
during a clap of thunder, hiding himself from the noise. Frollo only held him tighter and  
murmured soothing words into his hair. “I’m right here, my son, I’ll always be right here. 
There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 

He stood up and carried the child to the window that looked to the outside. A large display of 
lightning flashed across the sky and he pointed. “Look at how the lightning lights up the sky. 
You can see everything around you.” 

By The Ginger 
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The child did as his father said and noticed the way the lightning made the trees look like 
shadows. Maybe it wasn’t as scary as he thought. A few seconds later, the sky thundered 
again. He squealed and buried his face in his father’s neck.  

Frollo laughed to himself and said, “I know the thunder is scary, but it is only a noise. It can’t 
hurt you. It’s like the loud bells in the cathedral tower. They may be very loud, but they are 
beautiful. A thunderstorm is the Lord’s way of healing and feeding the earth. See how the 
rain looks like diamonds falling from the sky? Rain is as precious as diamonds to the plants. 
Without the rain, the trees and flowers can’t grow and we could not enjoy them. Without a 
storm, we couldn’t find the plants we need to heal others. Don’t you like the flowers and 
plants?”  

Quasimodo thought of the times when he and his father would go for walks outside to find 
flowers and herbs. Without the storm, he couldn’t enjoy the walks and helping find them. 
Maybe the rain wasn’t so bad. Now, the thunder was. It was loud and hurt his ears. 

“Do you know why it is always so loud when the king comes to the cathedral?” Frollo asked 
him.  

He shook his head ‘no’. He remembered the loud noises of the trumpets that always marked 
the entrance of the king the few times when he came to the cathedral. 

“It is loud because it announces the arrival of something. The thunder is so loud because it 
tells the earth that it is time to grow and live.”  

Quasimodo thought about that briefly and decided that it made more sense to him. He still 
didn’t like the noise, though.   

“Be brave, my boy. Hold on to me if you feel afraid. Nothing will happen to you. I won’t let 
it.” 

He sat down with Quasimodo and rocked him in his arms until the child fell asleep. The 
child’s fears were soothed by his touch as he stroked the poor deformed boy’s cheek. This  
reminded him that Quasimodo was still a child, young and vulnerable. His outward  
appearance could not negate that fact. He wondered if he ever had anyone to cuddle him and 
soothe his fears.   

He thought of his other child, his brother Jehan. He wondered if the Miller’s wife with whom 
he had left him was holding him the same way.  He prayed that Jehan would be shown the 
love and compassion that he showed this poor soul.  

After saying a prayer for the two tiny souls, he fell asleep. They were found the next morning 
by the other priests who noticed that the young chaplain was late for Lauds. They found  
Frollo with Quasimodo’s head still buried in his father’s neck, both fast asleep. 
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Fantine, God Will Hold You 

by MariaTeresa Carzon 
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 He waited for some 
time after the church was 
locked before emerging 
from his hiding place among 
the shadows. He took in the 
beauty that was Notre 
Dame. It had been a while 
since he had been here, but 
the scents, the sights, and 
the sounds of candlelight 
flickering brought him back 
to the days of his youth. 
They weren’t that much  
better than where he was 
now, but at least back then 
he had the sanctuary of the 
church to run to. His heart 
rejoiced to see that the great 
cathedral remained the 
same. At least something 
did in his otherwise crazy and ever-changing life, an 
oasis in his desert.   
 He gave a slight bow to the statue of Our Lady 
before dashing up the stairs to the bell tower. He  
enjoyed listening to them and wondered who was 
ringing them nowadays. He smiled sadly as he knew it 
couldn’t be Quasimodo, though he wished he could 
have met the fellow. It had been about a hundred years 
since the book came out. It was still his favorite, to 
this day. Notre Dame and Quasimodo were his  
favorite parts about it. He glanced at the bells and ran 
his hand almost lovingly over the ropes connected to 
them. He longed to ring one, but he knew that doing 
so would wake the town and bring the bishop  
scurrying. He didn’t want anyone to find him, not yet. 
But there was one thing he could do; he could sing.  

The words came faintly as he searched for 
them from the years he heard the song repeated. He 
had begged for their repetition some days, the song 
soothed him so much. Now, with each passing note, 
his voice grew steadier and the words 
came tumbling back into his mind. 
He paused and started the Ave 
Maria all over again, this time 
with a clear, strong voice 
and an assurance of what 
the next word was. He sang 
the song twice, thrice, four 

times, and soon found  
himself singing an entire  
rosary. The words lifted him 
like the bells did, to such a 
height that he felt no one 
could ever hurt him again. It 
also awakened a yearning to 
see the halls of Heaven, to 
speak to those who, in their 
lifetime and even now in 
Heaven, would never have 
shunned him.  
 As the final amen 
died in the air, he stole  
towards a window and was 
startled to see the first pink 
tinges of dawn warming up 
the night. He had to hurry; 
the spell had been broken. He 
dashed down the stairs and 

was startled by the passing glimpse of a skeleton. He 
went back to where he saw it. He sighed as he glanced 
at himself in a reflective candelabra. No one would 
accept him, just like Quasimodo. He recalled the  
reason for his haste and finished his descent into the 
church. There was one final thing he had to do before 
he left the church. He didn’t know if he would ever 
come back and figured now was the best time to do it, 
just in case.  

The next morning, when the bishop came into 
Notre Dame to begin preparations for Mass, he was  
startled to find a bouquet at the feet of the statue of 
Mary. The bishop picked it up cautiously and  
examined it. It was a fresh bouquet of white, pink, and 
yellow roses surrounding a red rose. The bishop found 
a note that read, “To the only mother who would never 
turn me away. Your Aves always soothes me.” The 
bishop smiled as he returned the note and the bouquet. 
So, the Blessed Mother had taken another wayward 
child under her care. The bishop decided right then 

and there that he would say this  
morning’s Mass with the intentions 

of this wayward child, that he 
may find a little peace in this 

world and that the Blessed 
Virgin would be sent to  
welcome him with open 
arms into the next.  

Bells of Notre Dame 
By Amanda Pizzolatto 
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By Adeel Ahmed 
Rated PG-13 for violence & suggestive content 

AUTHOR’S NOTE: The following is based on a true story about Thomas Dumas, the son of a black 
slave woman and a French noble father, thus making him of mixed racial heritage, just like his son, 
author Alexander Dumas. What makes Thomas Dumas incredible was the fact he was the highest 
ranking black person in the army of a European colonial power. He reached the rank of general and 
marched with Napoleon on his campaigns abroad.  

 
*** 

 
“Another scimitar,” a French soldier announced, placing the weapon into Thomas’s hands. The desert 
sun reflected off the shining metal blade and onto the flaps of their tents near their barracks. 
“Fine craftsmanship,” Thomas remarked. “They don’t have the technology we Europeans possess, but 
they are civilized compared to the other savages we have conquered.”  

Thomas never knew he could respect an opponent so readily defeated. The French under their 
Corsican commander Napoleon' barely lost any men, yet these Muslim Mamelukes lost countless  
soldiers. Yet it was the manner in which they were defeated that was most impressive. They were like 
him, men descended of slaves that became fierce warriors and leaders of men.  
I have dark skin, yet these pale Frenchmen obey my command. I stand out among the rest. I earned 
this. Just like these Mamelukes.  
 The Mamelukes did not know how outmatched they were with their medieval blades and 
shields against the most modern weapons of war. Upon first contact, most armies would have simply 
broken and shattered. These warriors, however, were filled with bullets before they fell, and only 
stopped fighting when unable. Those behind them saw the fate of their comrades, yet still attacked. 
Even Napoleon commented upon their bravery.  
 But aside from their rise to power and valor in battle, he found little else in common with this 
strange breed of men. When he rose up through the revolution and that new era, it was these new 
ideals of Liberté, égalité, fraternité that he fought for, not the legalistic will of a god such as these  
Muslims worshipped. He was a product of the Enlightenment, while these Egyption Arabs were of an 
old guard with no place in this modern world. Even the Christians Copts of Egypt were unlike those of 
Europe, so exotic and Eastern in their forms of worship.   
 “General Dumas? Your commander wants to see you,” announced a messenger from the  
Bonaparte’s tent. Thomas enjoyed living among his men than always staying in his lavish lodgings 
since the conquest. He did not always know what to make of Napoleon. On one hand the Corsican 
leader loved luxury and pomp. Yet at the same time he would show incredible grit and steel. 
Thomas allowed the youth to lead the way to his Napoleon's headquarters. The two of them walked 
past a long line of tents, the sounds of female voices and laughter coming from the tents. These were 
prostitutes and camp followers providing pleasure and companionship to the troops.  
          Thomas shook his head. There was nothing wrong with a little release, but these soldiers he felt 
wasted so much potential with such frivolities. They tended to wonder aloud how he had managed to 
become a general, even with his dark skin holding him down. Although his father’s influence had 
helped him climb the ladder, his father was long dead and his climbing still have never been stopped. 
It was because he only took pleasure where he needed it. He himself had a wife and child, yet he 
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never sought to bring them to the battle field nor replace them with harlots. Too much to do, too much 
distraction. 
 Thomas opened the flap to witness lavish accommodations, including a large king-sized bed, 
with mirrors and portraits upon the wall. Napoleon and a slender blonde-haired woman frantically put 
their clothes back on. 
 You’re losing your greatness, Napoleon. It’s still there. But it’s leaving you...slowly but surely, 
thought Thomas. 
 He reminded Thomas of a blade far too accustomed to it’s sheath. 
 “Go,” said Napoleon dropping gold coins into the harlot’s palm. “In the future, you will tell your 
children that you shared your bed with the greatest of men.” 
 The prostitute stuffed the coins into her bodice, sauntering out of the tent.  
 “You wanted to see me, sir?” queried Thomas.  
 “Ah, yes,” nodded Napoleon, pulling on his jacket. “You were impressive during yesterday’s 
battle. I thought when they charged us when we first took the city, that would be the end. Now a revolt. 
But you solved that, didn’t you?  Knocking down the doors of the Al-Azhar mosque, mounted on your 
stallion, swinging your saber.” 
 “Once I saw them run fearlessly into musket fire, I knew something more personal would be 
needed to break their spirits. So it was the mosque I stormed.” 
 “There is something inspiring about higher belief these savages have, and how it marches 
them to battle. The star of destiny is in their hearts. But belief in any god is a crutch. I will not use this 
to light my way, but rather depend upon my own fire.” 
 Thomas said nothing. Simply awaiting his orders.  

“Some French traders and their women were captured by Arab bandits. The Mamelukes that 
incited the riots had little to do with it. This band is working on its own.” Napoleon handed Thomas a 
stack of papers.  

“There is a woman among the kidnapped. I don’t want to think about what is happening with 
her,” stated Thomas. Savage men would want their way with a white woman, to inflict the cruelty of 
their subjugation upon her as it was done to them. 

“Ah. So now you see why I want you for the job.” Napoleon then began whispering into his ear. 
A grin crawled over Thomas’s face as the general relayed orders. 
“A smile, Thomas? I knew you would enjoy this.” 

 The crowd cleared out of his way as he rode through the streets, out into the countryside.  
Beside him was his general Napoleon upon his own stallion. 
 Finally they both arrived at the outskirts of the town. 
 “I’ll wait here, Thomas. You do what we agreed. Understand?” 
 Thomas nodded, riding forward. 

General Thomas-Alexandre Dumas 
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 As he rode toward the cave, the sounds of the city behind him grew more and more faint.  
 I’m alone, thought Thomas. But I’ve been alone since my father died. He helped me get this far. 
After that? It was all my skill. My mind. I can do this.  
 Thomas noticed a strange breeze flowing through the cave. He could feel the grains of desert 
sand striking his face, causing him to squint.  
 Thomas leapt off of his horse as he neared the cave’s entrance, pulling the package and  
lighting a torch from his saddle. 
 The entrance of the cave was dry, yet windy. Thomas noted the path within the cave, walking 
slowly down into the depths of the earth. 

All of this is clever. A lot of work went into this, he thought observing the well-formed path and 
the rails made for comfort. The deeper he went down, the more it resembled a stairwell from a large 
home or even a castle. 

“Who goes there?” snarled a voice in Arabic from below.  
Thomas looked downward to see a brown bearded face peering up at him. 
“A soldier of the French. I bring the ransom you desire,” replied Thomas.  
“Your accent tells me as much. Drop the ransom here and then leave.” 
“No. I want to see the hostages first,” demanded Thomas. 

 There was silence for a moment. 
 “They are down here. Come, slowly. Any sign of aggression, and we will execute the lot of 
them.” 

 Thomas stepped downwards. The cave grew brighter and brighter as a line of torches blazed 
upon the walls as if he were meeting dwarves out of childhood fairytales in some grand underground 
cavern home. 
 Soon he stepped into a clearing within the cave. Four bandits armed with scimitars stood 
around the centre of the cave. They surrounded three French prisoners, their faces scraggy and 
bearded. But one prisoner stood out to Thomas. A woman, her face streaked with dirt, her dress torn 
and filthy. 
 “Let me speak to the prisoners first. I must know if you kept your words,” said Thomas in Arabic 
to the captors.  
 What did they do to her? A woman around these wild men?  
 “Mademoiselle, tell me, how did they treat you?” asked Thomas in French, his tone seething. 
“Your answer determines my next course of action.” 

 “They didn’t let us bathe,” whimpered the woman. 
 “That’s not what I need to know. Did they beat you? Did they...touch you?” 

 “No. They were gentlemen in that way. They would look away from me when I relieved myself.” 

 “Let the hostages go. I will stay here with the ransom. You can count it as the four of you  
surround me,” declared Thomas. Suddenly he lost enthusiasm for what must come next.   
 One of the bandits, taller than the rest, motioned to his men. One of them stood the hostages 
up and cut their bonds.  
 “Yallah, yallah,” repeated a red-bearded captor as he pointed at the cave entrance. Without a 
word, the hostages rushed out.  
 “Napoleon must not think much of you to put you here,” remarked the tall one as his companion 
counted the currency. “We could kidnap you too, you know. Ransom you,”     
            “Are you planning to capture me?” inquired Thomas.  
 “No. Any self-respecting Arab has honour. Even criminals. No. You’re safe. It seems all the 
money is here. Leave now.” 

 Thomas drew his sword. 
 “You are no Mamelukes. You’re not trained and seasoned warriors. But you behaved as  
gentleman toward a woman you captured. You did not try to double-cross me. I’ll make sure you die 
quickly.” 
 The men broke down laughing. 
 “You’re a big man. For so are my friends. Me especially,” stated the largest of the bandits. 
“There are four of us, but one of you. Don’t embarrass yourself with this dishonour. Run.”  
 “You poor man. You don’t understand...” Thomas did not put any happiness in his words. His 
orders now turned to ashes in his heart. This is not what he was meant to do. This is not what he 
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thought this mission was. But he would always do his duty. 

 The big man feigned turning away, then drew his scimitar. In the same motion he cut at  
Thomas.  
 This one has skill, to draw and strike at the same time, thought Thomas parrying the sword. He 
then thrust it into his opponent’s neck. 
 “Jahim! He killed Jahim!” cried the bearded bandit holding the money bag. His hand dropped 
toward his scimitar, along with the other remaining men.  
 With blinding speed, Thomas flicked his blade across the throat of the bearded man. As he  
collapsed upon the floor clutching his bleeding throat, Thomas thrust his sabre through the belly of the 
next closest one. 
 As the man groaned in pain, Thomas stabbed him in the inner thigh. The femoral artery would 
make sure he died quickly, unlike a horrible stomach wound. It was the least he could do. 
 Three opponents down with four strokes. May they die quickly and with honour. 
 One opponent remained.  
 The bandit had his scimitar drawn, his hands shaking.  
 A Mameluke would charge at me despite my work. These are no warriors. I’m not enjoying this, 
Napoleon. You promised me I would be killing men of violence, vicious cut-throats despoiling innocent 
French women. Not desperate men looking for money in the midst of hardship... 

 Thomas Dumas advanced upon his pathetic prey…. 

 The great leaders waited in the outskirts of the city, watching the cave Thomas had entered. He 
noticed a figure slowly riding in their direction. 
 “Well? Is that him?” demanded Napoleon irritably. 
 “Yes, sir. That’s Dumas,” confirmed the soldier gazing through his looking glass. 
 It was then Bonaparte heard the Egyption crowd chanting his name, “Napoleon! Napoleon!  
Napoleon!” 

 He felt his heart grow warm upon the sound of those chants. This was his destiny. This was his 
name, a name that would echo throughout history. 
 “He may be an kuffar invader,” remarked a veiled woman in Arabic, “But look at him. How  

Napoleon and his guard 
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strong he is! Napoleon is so tall! Look at his shoulders!” 

     “He rides so well upon his horse, his sword flashing in the light!” cried a 
beardless youth, “Death to bandits. They harass us. I will support him in this!” 

“He fought them all by himself. The great general! He fights at the front 
lines,” hollored a fat Egyptian. 

““You soldier. You speak Arabic. What are they saying?” demanded  
Napoleon. 

“They think he is you,” remarked the soldier.  
“What?” cried the great general, his face growing red. “Tell them who I 

am.” 

The soldier began to point at Bonaparte and yelled in Arabic. 
“Him?” blurted the veiled woman in disbelief. She said nothing else. Yet 

her eyes seemed amused.  
“Oh...forgive me. Don’t hurt me,” said the beardless youth. He seemed 

flustered. 
“You’re a liar,” scoffed the fat man. 
Bonaparte motioned to the soldier, “What did he say?” 

“He’s calling you a liar, sir,” translated the soldier frankly. 
Napoleon pulled out his sword. He then threw it to the fat man.  

Motioning to his soldiers, he had them bring him another sabre.  
“Pick up that sword, slovenly Egyption. I’m going to fight you!” bellowed 

Bonaparte. He turned to the veiled woman. “Tell that shrew to stop looking at 
me with those eyes or I’ll cut them out!” 

But the woman was off running in the other direction before the  
translator could speak. 

The fat man began to blubber incoherently. The translator himself did 
not understand a word. But Napoleon knew this man would understand even  
without a translator.  

“Pick it up and fight me or let me cut you. Either way I will have  
satisfaction,” said Bonaparte 

The fat Egyption lifted the sword and charged at the great general, 
swinging in a panic. Napoleon parried the blade to the side then thrust his  
sabre in between the ribs into the heart. 
 Napoleon pulled out his sabre as the portly Egyptian fell over.  
 They may have mistaken you for me, Thomas. But they said I fight on 
the front lines. This is true. I always have. You too, Thomas. That’s why we 
could work together. That’s why there cannot be two of us on top, thought  
Napoleon as they dragged the body away. The other Egyptians looked on in 
horror and admiration. You never had to murder someone to gain respect, 
Thomas. All you do is show up. Only me. I had to fight in the front lines every 
time when I commanded my men for them to love me. You do it once and they 
love you. 
 Napoleon did not understand this feeling coming over him. Thomas  
carried out his orders as he intended. And yet he was coming to despise him  
for it. 
 “All taken care of, sir,” said Thomas as approached Napoleon. He  
handed the ransom money back to his commander. 
 “Good,” grunted Napoleon shortly. 
 “Is everything to your liking? You seem displeased,” Thomas observed, 
a note of concern creeping into his voice.  
 Napoleon nodded his head, but said nothing.  
           “Sir…?” 

 “You did well. As you always do, Thomas,” Napoleon finally replied, but 
could hide the bitterness seeping to the surface as he turned his back on his 
old friend and walked away. 

A HISTORICAL 
NOTE 

 
After Thomas  

Dumas attempted to 
return to France, he 
was captured and  
imprisoned in the  

Kingdom of Naples. 
French forces under  
Napoleon eventually 

freed him, but he 
was partially  

paralyzed and blind 
from suspected  
poisoning in the  

dungeons. After he 
finally gained  

release in 1801,  
Dumas was not 

awarded his pension 
by the French  

government and 
consequentially  

struggled to support 
his family after his  

return to France. He  
repeatedly wrote to 
Napoleon, seeking 

back-pay and a new  
commission in the  
military, but to no 

avail. After he died 
in 1806, his family 
was plunged into 

even more  
desperate poverty, 

and his children 
could not get even a 
basic education. His 

wife begged the 
French government 
to gain her military 

widow's pension, but 
her efforts proved in 

vain. His family 
blamed Napoleon’s 

hatred of Thomas for 
their hardships.  
Thomas’s son,  

Alexander Dumas, 
would eventually 

grow up to write The 
Count of Monte  

Cristo, The Three 
Musketeers and 
countless other 

works. 40 



 

 

 
 

 
 

“Napoleon and his General Staff” by Jean-Léon Gérôme, 1867 
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Hemorrhage 
She’d suspected he was ill for some time, but That Night, the night she tries not to remember,  

confirmed it for her. Raoul and the Persian trapped in the wall of her room, and the bell rang to summon the 
siren. She watched as Erik went out, hardly daring to breathe, and had bitten her lip almost through by the 
time he returned, gasping and clutching his side, soaking wet, blood on his lips. He collapsed into a chair 
and never looked at her, never spoke, only hacked up his own blood. She poured brandy and pressed the 
glass into his hand, but he was coughing too hard to sip it, and those coughs were the sort that had haunted 
her dreams for four years and more. 

Consumption. 
The gripping fear that came over her that he might die and she would be trapped here forever, forced 

to listen as Raoul and the Persian died inside the wall and she could do nothing to reach them, was terrible. 
But he did not die. And when he retrieved Raoul and the Persian from the flooded chamber, and she tended 
to them, she could hear his choking cough from his room, and it came to her that perhaps that is why he 
sleeps in a coffin.  

It is a year ago, now. A year since that night, a year since he set her free with Raoul, and her heart 
twists to remember how frail he was at the end of things, sitting in his chair with his head in his hands, her 
promise to return to him upon his death still fresh on her tongue.  

The summons came two weeks ago. The telegram from the Persian, ERIK GRAVELY ILL STOP 
HAEMORRHAGE STOP PLEASE COME STOP, signed Kazem and she did not know the name Kazem 
because Erik had always called him that meddling Daroga, but there was only one man it could be. 
Raoul squeezed her hand when she told him, and insisted on accompanying her. “I will not let you go back 
alone,” he whispered, blue eyes blazing, and she leaned into him and whispered, “I never for a moment 
thought you would.” 

It is another Persian who meets them at the train, one she also saw around the opera house a handful 
of times, a dour man in a heavy coat who nods at her and shakes Raoul’s hand, and when they are in the 
coach and moving through the streets of Paris he introduces himself as Darius. 

“Erik is alive,” and the pronouncement is dire, “but his time is very short.” 
“The message said he suffered a haemorrhage.” Raoul’s hand is steadying wrapped around hers,  

sitting in her lap. 
Darius nods. “He suffered a second, more severe one since.” 
It is all she can do to keep her face impassive. It does not seem so very long since her father’s time, 

too, was growing short, and his lungs were bleeding every night. She leans a little closer into Raoul, and  
reminds herself to breathe, slow steady breaths. Her father is dead, her father has been dead for so very long, 
and Erik, too, is dying now, and there is nothing she can do to stop that (does she want to stop it?). She can 
only be here, like she promised she would be. 

“You are still a wanted man, Monsieur.” Darius’ voice is low, and beside her Raoul lets out a shaky 
breath. “But they have stopped looking for you.”  

It was the reason she didn’t want Raoul to come back with her, although she knew he would. After 
what happened to his brother—how could she risk someone recognising him? Someone deciding to bring up 
the old scandal? True, he does not look so much like the Vicomte he was a year ago. His hair is longer,  
curling just beneath his ears, his moustache has become a beard, his skin has taken on a faint tan. It might be 
enough, all together, to leave him unrecognisable, especially when his clothes are of a simpler cut than what 
he once wore. 

How she hopes it is enough. 
The journey is at once too long and too short. Any visit to see Erik would always be too soon, but 

time distorts on the road, through the crowd and the traffic, and almost before she realizes it, they are pulling 
up in front of a house, on what she thinks is the Rue de Rivoli. She’d heard it said that this is where the 

By littlelonghairedoutlaw  
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Persian lives, and the look that Darius gives them confirms it. “Kazem insisted on his coming here, 
several months ago. The damp was making his condition worse.” 

Of course the little house on the lake would never suit Erik with his lungs getting worse, but some-
thing about Darius’ gaze makes her wonder if there might not be more to it than that. 
She doesn’t ask. When she left with Raoul, she surrendered her right to know. 

The coach door swings open, and Darius steps down first. His hand is warm when he reaches back in 
and she grasps it, and in a moment she, too, is on solid ground and Raoul is beside her, steadying her. It is a 
bright summer’s day, the glare almost blinding, and something tugs inside of her. Erik is dying and it is a 
bright day. Why should it be a bright day? 

It was a bright day when her father died too. 
She swallows against the tightness in her throat. 
The house is dark inside, shadowed with heavy drapes and low lighting, the hallway narrow. Her 

breath catches, and she grips Raoul’s hand tighter. For a moment, one terrible moment, it is as if she is un-
derground again, as if she is going to visit Erik in the house on the lake, then the hallway coalesces, gold and 
red strands shining in the carpet, threads of green and blue in the walls and it is different, so very different to 
that house, and the low lighting makes the colours shine iridescent. 

“They’re upstairs,” Darius whispers, and the hush of his voice carries all the solemnity of why 
they’re here. “Kazem refuses to leave him for long.” 

He leads the way, and the echo of their steps is too loud in the stillness of the house. Raoul’s breaths 
are soft and steadying in her ear, her heart pounding as they climb the stairs and he rubs his thumb over the 
back of her hand, his touch gentle. They reach the landing, and in the sudden quiet without their footsteps 
she can hear the ragged breaths from behind the closed door in front of them. 

“He’s not wearing his mask.”  
Of course he’s not. The mask always made it harder for him to breathe, and with his condition as seri-

ous as it is— 

She has seen his face in her dreams almost every night for the last year. Seeing it truly before her 
again can hardly be more difficult than that, when he is before her every morning when she opens her eyes, 
when it is only when she sees Raoul sleeping peacefully beside her that the memory of Erik fades into the 
background. He has been a ghost haunting her the last year, even while he still lives. 

Maybe in death he can finally free her of himself. 
She squeezes Raoul’s hand, and lets it go, nodding at Darius. 
He knocks on the door, and at a faint “come in” in a 

strong accent, opens it. The heady smell of incense drifts to her 
first, the room suffused with soft candlelight. She swallows a 
breath, and steps inside. 

It is the Persian — Kazem — she sees first, sitting be-
side the bed. He turns to face her, and his face is drawn and 
haggard, mouth tight and eyes bloodshot even as he gives her a 
very faint smile. 

But it is to Erik that her eyes are drawn, Erik whose 
hand — always so strong and elegant, and even after all that 
happened, she can admit that — is skeletal and limp in 
Kazem’s. The sheets are pulled up to his chin, a heavy brocade 
quilt on top, and his face, always so pale, is tinged yellow, the 
hollow where his nose ought to be a dark gap, his eyes more 
sunken than ever. He is gaunter than she remembers, his lips 
thinner, and for all that he has always looked like death, it is 
the first time he truly looks like he’s dying. 

Her heart twists. 
She should run, should run while she still can, before he 

can get a grip on her, before she will have to grieve him. But 
her feet are rooted to the floor, and Kazem sent for her, please 
come, Kazem thought she should be here, Kazem who went 
with Raoul to rescue her that night, who has taken care of Erik, 
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who has been crying and is looking at her with such grief in his eyes already and the grief is more than that 
of a friend, more than that of an old enemy and her heart twists for him too. 

“He was asking for you.” His voice is hoarse, and it’s all she needs to hear. 
She goes to the other side of the bed, and settles in a chair across from Kazem, and wraps her fingers 

gently, carefully, around Erik’s, sitting so still beside him. 
He doesn’t wake, but he is breathing, and for now that is enough. 

*** 

It is hours before he wakes, and she watches the slight shiftings of his face, the slow moving of his 
eyes beneath their lids, his barely parted lips. Kazem tells her, softly, about the haemorrhages, how the  
second one came mere days after the first, when he was already so weak, and he could not afford to lose that 
blood, that lung capacity. How the doctor has been in attendance, and given him morphine for the pain and 
codeine for the cough to try and keep him from bursting anything else in his lungs. 

And Kazem tells her about how Erik has been, outside of his illness. How he stubbornly refused to 
leave the house on the lake until his chest couldn’t bear it a moment longer, how he composed when he was 
well enough and how he had just finished a fantastic piece, for violin and piano and a soprano’s voice, just 
before the first haemorrhage, and her heart lurches because if he composed it for a soprano then surely she 
must have been on his mind, must have haunted him as he has haunted her. 

So much of his music was solely for instrumentation. 
Tears well in her eyes, and she bites her lip to keep them at bay. 
Several times his fingers stir in hers, and she thinks he might wake, but they still again and she kisses 

them, a gentle press of her lips to his fingertips, that will never be strong enough to make music again. 

Raoul sits beside her for a little while, not speaking, but when he rises to leave she does not ask him 
to stay. She cannot do that to him, cannot do it to Erik. 

Darius brings them tea, flavoured with lemon like how Erik made it for her once, and a bowl of broth 
for Erik, but it grows cold sitting beside the bed, and eventually he returns and takes it away, and none of 
them speak. To speak would be to shatter the solemnity of the room, and there are no words that are not dust 
in her throat.  

It is nightfall when Erik wakes at last, nightfall when his fingers tighten in hers and a faint whimper 
comes from his throat. Kazem whispers to him, words she can’t understand in his native language, and 
strokes back the thin strands of his hair, and it is enough to soothe Erik, enough to settle his whimpers. His 
eyes flutter, and open, and those gold eyes that she’s remembered so well are shining with tears, with pain. 

She shouldn’t be here, she’ll only make it worse, only upset him, and she’s about to say as much, 
about to take her leave and come back later, or tomorrow, when he might be more settled, when she catches 
her name among those hushed words of Kazem’s, and slowly, painfully, Erik turns his head, and pins her 

with his gaze.  
 His lips part, and it’s all she can do to smile at him. 
 “You…came.” His voice is terrible, hoarse with  
gravel and rattling in his throat. It is so very far from the 
voice she remembers, the one she, dare she admit it, loved, 
and her throat tightens so much she can barely answer. 
 “You asked for me.” 

 “Didn’t think…you’d come.” He swallows, his eyes 
closing, and from the side of her eye she sees Kazem rise, 
and release Erik’s hand, and he slips from the room. 
It is the first time she has been alone with him, since the 
night she kissed his forehead. 
 “Of course I did.” 

 He is silent a long time, his grip surprisingly strong in 
hers, and she lets him be. He is too weak for much talking, 
she knows that, and there are things she might say but they 
all weigh ashen on her tongue, unnatural shapes when he is 
dying, when he can say so little to her anymore, when his 
voice is not his own. She lets him rest, lets him collect  
himself, and just when she thinks exhaustion and weakness  

47 



might claim him again, he whispers, fainter than before, “I loved you.” 

Loved. Once, but not anymore. And she can understand how it happened. It is written large in 
Kazem’s face, every time he looks at Erik. 

“I know.” Not, I loved you, though it is true, to a point, because she did when she thought him an  
angel and for a time when she knew him a man, but to admit it now, like this, would be the worst act of  
cruelty. 

He swallows, and sighs. “Can you…forgive me?” 

Forgive me for all I did. Forgive me for lying to you. Forgive me for loving you no longer. So many 
things he might ask her to forgive him for, so many things to absolve him of, but she is not a priest and this 
is not a sacred confessional and no matter how she wants to forgive him, there are things that he did that 
are beyond her forgiveness.  

“For almost everything,” she whispers, “but not for what you did to Comte Philippe.” She can never 
forgive him for taking Raoul’s brother from him, for taking Raoul’s life from him by making him a wanted 
man. The grief that lives still in her husband’s eyes is beyond anything that she can ever forgive Erik for. 

Erik’s lips twitch slightly. “More than…I deserve.” 

His fingers tighten in hers, and he tenses, a low whine slipping from his throat, but in a moment the 
spasm passes and he gasps, coughs, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth, rattling in his throat. She 
slips her arm under his neck to raise him so he doesn’t choke, and dabs the blood away, holding his hand 
tighter until the coughing stops and he lies heavy against her, his head on her shoulder. For long minutes 
there is only the sound of his breathing, too loud in the dim light of the room, his forehead hot and clammy 
against her neck, and she prays that he’ll go back to sleep, prays that he’ll speak no more and let his lungs 
rest, but her prayers are in vain because when he has, at last, regained himself he murmurs, “Your young 
man…treats you well?” 

“All the time.” 

“I‘m glad.” He swallows. “I know I have…no right…to ask but,” he stops, and for a moment she 
thinks this is it, thinks he will say no more and simply slip away from her, but his voice is fainter than a  
moment before when he continues. “Will you…sing? At the end?” 

Sing. Of course she can sing. Of course this is what he wanted her here for. “For as long as you want 
me to.” 

The smile that twists his lips, is the realest, softest one she has ever seen him wear. 
*** 

It is not long until he slips back into unconsciousness, and she kisses his forehead and hopes the pain 
is at bay. Kazem resumes his vigil, and she leaves them in privacy, not wanting to intrude at such a difficult 
time. Darius surrenders his room to her and Raoul, and when she protests at taking his bed he just gives 
them a sad smile. 

“I might be called on at any time.” 
They sleep little, that night. Even a floor away from him they hear it every time Erik coughs, and they 

are both too full of their own thoughts for sleep to take. Instead they lie in each other’s arms, and doze a  
little, and whisper in the sacred sanctity of the darkness, of how Raoul went to visit his brother’s grave, and 
she holds him tighter as he cries; and how she thinks Erik truly is sorry for what he did, and he kisses her 
and strokes her hair, and when, at last, sleep comes for them, it is short-lived. 

Dawn has barely broken, when they are awoken by the choking, gagging cough from upstairs. A third 
haemorrhage, all the worse for how gravely ill Erik already is. And as Darius runs for the doctor, and Raoul 
brings water and towels, Christine and Kazem support Erik between them, dab the blood from his lips and 
mop the sweat from his brow, and keep him warm as he shivers, cold to the bone with fever. They whisper 
to him to keep his eyes open, and squeeze his hands, and there are tears trickling down Kazem’s cheeks 
even as Christine is hollow and empty inside.  

How to sing, at such a time as this? 

Unconsciousness claims him at last, and the bleeding, but there is so little blood left in him to lose. 
The doctor administers morphine and codeine, and his pronouncement is grave as they nestle Erik among 
fresh linens, and hold his hands, and Kazem whispers prayers and pleas in his own language, and Christine 
knows that among those words she cannot understand, are his promises of love. 

It is shortly after that Erik’s breathing begins to fail, pauses between each exhale and inhale, and she 
knows it is almost time, knows he will never wake again. 
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Raoul sits beside her, and holds her hand as she sings, and Darius is steadying behind Kazem. And as 
Erik’s breaths grow shallower and shallower, she sings every soft song she knows, every sweet aria, and 
every half-broken Swedish lullaby she remembers, that she sings to Raoul every night he wakes sweating, 
dreaming of drowning. 

And when, at last, Erik’s breath stutters, and he doesn’t take another, and Raoul, fingers pressed into 
his wrist, meets her eyes and shakes his head, she looks away as Kazem kisses Erik’s face, and lays his head 
on his silent chest, and cries. 
*** 

They bury him beneath the opera house, beneath the temple of music he’d loved so well, because 
there is no where else he would be happier. She sings, her arm around Kazem, as Raoul and Darius cover 
over the box that holds Erik. 

She sleeps easier, that night, than she has in more than a year. 
No nightmares come for Raoul. 
They stay a week, and a week becomes two, becomes finally three, but there is no way, now, to clear 

Raoul’s name (though he pays a visit to his sisters, and they welcome him with open arms and promise him 
that they never believed what it was said he had done), and finally they leave, bound once more for Nor-
way.  

The night before they take the train, Kazem presents them with a trunk full of Erik’s compositions. 
“He asked me to give them to you,” and his smile is heavy with grief. 

And with the promise that they will take good care of the compositions, and will write, and with an 
invitation for him and Darius to come visit whenever he feels ready, they leave Paris for the last time, on a 
bright summer’s day. 

And for the first time in more years than she can remember, for the first time since her father died, 
Christine’s heart is light. 
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Notre Dame 
A Picture-Walk from 2017 

By Sarah Levesque 
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When I got the news that Notre Dame was burning, I was at work. All my 

coworkers and I were aghast that such a treasure was burning. Thankfully, 

we soon got the update that all the Eucharist and all the art had been saved, 

and judging by the pictures of the inside afterward, there wasn’t all that 

much damage to the church proper. I rejoiced greatly at that news, especially 

because I had gone to see Notre Dame when I went to France on pilgrimage in 

2017. Here I will share with you the pictures I have, though some are poor 

quality and I didn’t take nearly as many as I might have, or even as many as I 

thought I did. I didn’t take many notes, either, but hopefully there is enough 

between the pictures and notes to give you an idea of the grandeur of this 

Gothic Cathedral and the amazing art I got to see there. And if you got to see 

it with your own eyes, hopefully this will be a small reminder of your  

experience. 

A little bit of background: Notre Dame de Paris (Our Lady of Paris) is built on 

a small island in the middle of the river Seine. The island has quite the  

religious history - it was the home of a Roman temple of Jupiter, and it was 

the capital of a Celtic area, and saw multiple Catholic churches built and  

destroyed before the lovely Gothic cathedral we know by sight was begun in 

1163. If you look at the picture of the front of the church, it looks  

symmetrical. However, it is not exactly symmetrical, because (I was told) God 

doesn’t always work in symmetry. You can see the difference in the arches of 

the side doorways - the archway on the left has an extra arch to it, much 

sharper than the archway on the right. There’s a closer look of these arches 

on the next page. 

51 



 The picture to the left 

shows more clearly the 

differences in the side 

archways. You can also 

see just how small the 

people are compared to 

the archways. Each  

archway has its own  

scene in the center,  

surrounded by angels, 

saints, and devils. This 

picture in the center of 

the page is from the 

center archway and shows Christ in judgement on the Heavenly throne. Below him is an 

angel and saints adoring Christ, and two  

devils, leading people away from Christ. 

The bottom left picture comes from the  

left archway, and shows the Coronation  

of Mary as Queen of Heaven. The bottom  

right picture is of the right archway, and  

shows Mary and the Christ Child. There  

are other scenes in the archways, but I  

don’t have good pictures of them. The  

statues are in the Romanesque style,  

probably a holdover from an earlier  

church. As you can see in the top picture, 

there are statues above the arches. These 

are the Kings of Judah, and were originally 
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 added - brightly painted - in the 13th century. Interestingly, during the French Revolution, 

they were mistaken for the kings of France, and they were removed and their heads were 

chopped off by revolutionaries. They were replaced in the 19th century. 

The picture on the left is the nave of the cathedral, the main part of the church. The  

ceiling is breathtakingly high, with stained glass windows set high in the walls. These  

windows let in a lot of light, which is augmented by the chandeliers closer to head-level. 

On either side of the nave is a section like 

a hallway, connecting the nave to the 

side chapels. There are an astounding 27 

chapels surrounding the nave. Each of 

these chapels is unique in the saint it is 

dedicated to and how it is decorated. 

Some are simple, others lavish. Each of 

the chapels faced the same direction as the main church, and each had a set of stained 

glass windows taking up the majority of the outside wall. When I was there, most of the 

chapels were not used as working chapels, but mostly for places to pray near the artwork 

(as Catholics, we don’t pray to artwork any more than we talk to a phone. Each is a tool 

for communication). A couple of the chapels were being used simply as storage spaces, 

and if I remember correctly one or two might have been in renovation. I only have pictures 

of a few of the chapels and, unfortunately, I didn’t mark down which chapels I took  

pictures of.         (see next page for chapel pictures) 
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The chapel below is a model of what many looked like. To the right you can see a simple 

altar (in the old Latin style) with a tabernacle and candlesticks (unlit to denote that the  

tabernacle is empty). There is a statue of a saint centered under the windows, and a  

confessional to the left. What made this chapel noteworthy for me was the artwork.  

I’ve layered the two best pictures I have, one on top of the other, though the pictures were 

taken at different angles and so don’t line up exactly. However, this should give you an 

idea of just how big each painting was, each covering just about the entire wall it was on. 

The figures in them were larger-than-life, and the detail was impeccable. 

The next page contains pictures from the Chapel of Saint Denis (luckily I took a picture of 

the sign!). The altar was on the left, with a beautiful and intricate painting on the wall  

behind it. Again, the candles were unlit to signify that the tabernacle was empty. You can 

see the set of stained glass windows covering most of the outside wall - this time with 

more red and white than blue - with what I believe is a cabinet below, decorated in red. 

And on the right was a statue of St. Denis, Archbishop of Paris, who was killed in the 

French Revolution of 1848. The sentence above him, translated, reads “May my blood be 

the last that is shed.” 
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I suspect the 

chapel to the 

right was used 

for storage, as 

there are  

multiple different 

statues and the 

painted walls - 

once brightly  

colored, now  

faded - are 

blocked by other 

artwork. The 

dark statue is St. 

Anthony of  

Padua. 

 

 

 

 

Another chapel, this one with a 

kneeler set up in front of a  

depiction of the crucifixion. To the 

left was a picture of the Virgin and 

Child. Both were adorned with 

flowers. This was an unusual set 

up, as most of the chapels were  

focused more on the altar - the 

place of the Eternal Sacrifice of the 

Mass - than on a piece of artwork. 

 

To the right, you can see the main 

altar, with people praying in the 

wooden chairs in the nave.  Sadly I 

don’t seem to have any pictures of 

the altar from any closer than this.  
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Around the altar, separating it from more corridor and more chapels, is a wall known as 

a “rood screen”. Many rood screens are latticework, but Notre Dame de Paris sports a 

wall which, like the rest of the cathedral, is highly decorated. Marching along the outside 

of the rood screen are statues depicting scenes from the Bible. These very detailed both 

in how they were carved and how they were painted. 

Above is a length of the screen; below is a close up of two scenes. 
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And of course we can’t talk about Notre Dame without mentioning the Rose Windows. 

Each section of this window has its own scene in it. The windows immediately below this 

Rose Window depict the saints. 

I hope that someday you get the chance to see Notre Dame de Paris, as I have only given 

you a tiny glimpse of the enormity and majesty of this grand cathedral. To learn more from 

the privacy of your own home, I suggest these two web pages: 

frenchmoments.eu/notre-dame-de-paris/ 

frenchmoments.eu/west-facade-of-notre-dame-cathedral-paris/  
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Warning: Contains themes of suicide as per Les Mis 
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For most of my life I had heard good things about Les 
Miserables the musical. And I greatly enjoy a good  
musical. For the last few 
years I’ve kept a lookout at 
the library for a copy, without 
success. I had heard the  
audiobook as a pre-teen, so I 
was sort of familiar with the 
story. Then, a few months 
ago, I noticed that one of my 
best friends had a copy of the 
2012 DVD on a shelf with a 
whole bunch of others. I 
asked and was allowed to 
borrow it, so I excitedly took 
it home. As luck would have 
it, my parents (who are not 
musical-lovers) were out for 
the evening, so I had the tv to 
myself. I grabbed some food 
and settled down to be  
impressed, thinking a good 
musical would improve my 
sadness.  

I watched and I waited for 
good music. Hugh Jackman 
sang and Russell Crowe sang 
and I don’t know if the song-
writer failed or if the actors 
failed. I expected much more 
from Hugh Jackman, having greatly enjoyed The Greatest 
Showman. Then Mia Thermopolis – I mean, Anne  
Hathaway – sang, and her song (Fantine’s song, “I 
Dreamed A Dream”) was well written. I don’t love Anne 
Hathaway, and I’m not a great fan of her singing, but this 
song struck me anyway. Epoinine’s song (“On My Own”) 
struck rather too close to home, though my  
circumstances were different and it would have been 
more painful a few months previously. So I enjoyed it, in 
a tearful “I feel your pain” sort of way. 

The only other song that struck me was the one the  

revolutionaries sang as they prepared to fight. I couldn’t 
tell you what they sang, but the tune was stirring – a  

heroic echo of “I Dreamed A 
Dream”. Though there’s a 
chance I remember it because 
Honest Trailers had an  
episode about Les Mis, and 
they used that tune. 

The film itself was dark, both 
in theme and often in lighting. 
I’m okay with the occasional 
thematically dark movie, but I 
don’t like movies with dark 
lighting - I fell asleep during 
each of the last three Harry 
Potter movies because they 
lacked light. Granted, this 
movie was more gray and 
brown than black, and  
granted, there was good  
reason for that, but I was  
underwhelmed. 

The characters were fine 
when they weren’t singing. 
I’m not quite sure why Russell 
Crowe liked standing on the 
edge of parapets, but I  
recognized Newt Scamander 
– excuse me, Eddie Redmayne 

– and I loved that fearless little kid, Gavroche. As I said, I 
related to Eponine, but I enjoyed the antics of her  
parents. 

When the movie ended, the sadness that I had started 
with had deepened, not diminished. Perhaps if I had 
watched it on a better day, without starting sad, it would 
have been a good experience. But I found Les Miserables 
to be… well, rather miserable. I have heard that there are 
better versions of the musical, and I hope one day to 
come across one and watch it when I’m in a good mood 
and not by myself. Perhaps then I’ll see it in a better light. 

A review of the 2012 film, by Sarah Levesque 



Katherine woke in the familiar darkness, sleeping on a bundle of old theater 
curtains. She felt comfortable in the dark; ‘it was friendly,’ her father always told 
her. The only light came from dim candles by his piano. Her father raised one of 
these tapers on a silver candlestick, lighting his way down towards where she and 
her sisters slept on the island of gravel. He could move easily down the rocky 
path, but she was too afraid to walk around in the underground grotto by herself.  

Katherine sat up while trying not to disturb her sisters. She couldn’t see her 
father’s eyes, except for the glint from the candlelight behind his powder blue 
mask. He came close to the island connected by flat stepping stones in the  
shallow water. He looked over the four sleeping girls.  

“Norma…” he called out. 
Norma was the tallest one. She sat up immediately, as if she had been  

pretending to sleep. Their father approached her with his candlestick. He knelt 
down and caressed her cheek. Katherine couldn’t see his expression. 

“Time for another music lesson,” he said in French. That was the only  
language he taught them to speak, the only one they could read apart from music.  

“Can I come too?” asked Katherine. 
He ignored her. He raised Norma by one arm and got her walking along with 

him. He didn’t walk towards the upper ledge where, with his piano and his writing 
desk, he usually taught the girls music. Katherine’s sister Joan looked at her in 
confusion. Lauren, the third, was still asleep. They watched him walk Norma off to 
the central island in the underground grotto up against the far wall. There was a 
walled structure on the island, like a small mausoleum with stone steps leading up 
to it. He opened the doors and led little Norma inside and shut them behind him. 

“Why is he taking her in there? We’re not supposed to go in there,” said 
Joan. 

Daughters  

of the Phantom 

         By Isabella Summitt 

 
PG-13 for violence toward children 
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“Why doesn’t Norma eat with us?” asked Katherine. 
Her father did not answer.  
“Did she go up to Paris?” asked Katherine. 
Their father quickly spun around angrily, his cape twirling around him. “No! 

None of you can ever go up there! You are safe here.” 
“But where is Norma?” demanded Katherine. 
He stared in the direction of the dripping water and the tunnel leading  

deeper into the sewers. Sometimes he acted like he was somewhere far away or 
could see something they couldn’t. They just had to wait for him to snap back. 
Their father had a tiny gondola moored on one of the stone islands, tied with a 
chain and padlock. Occasionally they had seen him paddling down that tunnel 
and disappearing into the dark. The girls only knew when it was night or day 
based on one little storm drain from which light poured through from above. The 
storm drain was directly over the water-filled tunnel leading deeper into the  
sewer. They had never seen Paris, but had been told it was terrible and cruel. 
They had never seen anyone but father. 

 He looked up at the rocky ceiling of the cave as music came down to them 
and resonated on the water. “They are rehearsing. Come, we must do the same.” 

They quickly followed their father along a stepped-stone path, around the 
pools and the edge of the cavern, up onto a ledge. Father kept his piano, violin 
and composition sheets up on this ledge, and it was also where he taught their 
singing and music lessons.  

Katherine, Joan and Lauren stood in an alcove and tried singing along with 
the music coming down from above. Their father took his place behind the piano, 
hanging up his cape. The girls knew all the cues; father had taught them the piece 
ahead of time. He always seemed to know what they would be playing up in the 
opera house. 

He didn’t seem pleased by their singing this time. He banged his fist on the 
keys of the piano and yelled at them, “NO NO! It’s too sweet!”  

The girls cowered in fear. He cupped his head in his hands and sat  
motionless. The girls watched him nervously. He was prone to sudden changes of 
mood. 

“This is the lament of women watching a man going to the guillotine, it’s not 
a nursery rhyme!” he insisted. 

“I’m sorry, father,” said Lauren. “We’ve never seen a man going to the  
guillotine. What is a guillotine?” 

Their father snapped out of his fit of anger and smiled at them. “Of course, 
my little ones, you’ve never seen one, have you? You have never seen death. I’ve 
tried to shield you from such things…” He got up from his piano and approached 
them, his hand outstretched. “I’ve always kept you safe, haven’t I?” 

“Yes, father,” said Lauren, “Could we come up to the opera house and watch 
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them? Maybe then we would do it right.” 
He came up and stroked Lauren’s hair. “No, my dearest, it would be too 

dangerous. While I would love to show you the opera, if you were caught you 
would be taken away to Paris. You wouldn’t like that, would you?” 

Lauren smiled, but Katherine could see her sister’s hand shaking behind her 
back. “No, father.” 

“No, what?” 
“No, we would never want to leave you.” 
“Of course, you wouldn’t. You are happy down here, aren’t you? You are 

safe, far from the cares of Paris. Come, rest while I play for you.” 
He led them back to their nest of old stage curtains. They covered 

themselves in the fabric, and their father picked up his  
violin. He played the old familiar lullaby tune he 
always played to lull them to sleep. Kathe-
rine couldn’t see him very well from 
where she lay, but she always had the 
impression he felt happiest while 
playing it. It made her feel happy 
too, and forget all about Norma 
and living down in a dark sewer. 
It was the first melody he had 
ever taught them and the one  
Katherine knew best. It was the 
only thing she could remember 
from her earlier life. It put her once more 
to sleep. 

Katherine woke up from her nap and looked 
above for their father. She saw him at his piano, but he 
looked like he had fallen asleep sitting there. Katherine got up and tried walking 
over the stones in the dark, tiptoeing along so as not to make any noise. She came 
up to the small mausoleum-like building with double doors draped with red cloth. 
The lock on the door was a metal plaque shaped like a musical bar. There were 
metal musical keys on a track that could make them move up and down along the 
bar. 

‘What line of music opens the door?’ thought Katherine. 
There was still candlelight coming from underneath. She looked back  

towards the music landing. Father had not moved. Katherine touched the first note 
key. It was cold to the touch. She moved them to match the opening notes of the 
lullaby their father loved. The crack between the metal doors became wider and 
she got it open. She only opened it wide enough that she could slip noiselessly 
inside. This tiny crypt was filled with candles; they seemed to glow to her. They  
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were mainly clustered against the far wall on a curved marble altar of sorts. There 
were dead roses piled in front of a small white bust of a woman. The bust might 
once have been beautiful. Part of the face had been cracked and broken off.  
Katherine saw bits of glittering jewelry, moth-eaten scarves, silken gloves and a 
tiny music box scattered like offerings on the altar. She was so fascinated, she  
almost forgot why she was there. Then she saw Norma seated on a chair with her 
back to her. 

 “Norma!” she called out in a whisper. 
She sat motionless. Katherine slowly approached her. She had something around 
her head tied at the back. She tapped Norma on the shoulder. Norma turned to 
look at her. Half her face was covered in muslin, including one of her eyes. 

“What happened to you?” said Katherine. 
“You’re not supposed to be here,” said Norma in a dead voice. 
Katherine reached up and removed the cloth wrap around Norma’s face. 

Norma recoiled. Katherine screamed. Norma’s face was now covered in pink scar 
tissue and one of her eye sockets was black and empty. She backed away in  
horror and ran into her father, who was standing in the doorway. Her father 
grabbed her shoulders and forced her back into the crypt. 

“You wanted to see?” said her father. “Fine. Look, Katherine, look at what 
the outside world has done to us!” 

He turned Katherine around and made her watch as he removed his own 
mask. He had never taken off his mask around any of them before. She saw the 
blistered red scars rippling around his eyes. 

“This is what our souls look like! I show you my soul so you will always be 
a part of me!” 

Katherine shut her eyes and refused to look at either of them. 
“True art comes from suffering, my little one. You are my children; you 

should share in my suffering so you can truly appreciate music.”  
Her father covered Katherine’s face in a wet cloth that smelled so strongly 

of ether that Katherine blacked out. Katherine woke tied to a chair. Norma stood in 
the corner staring at her without blinking her one eye. Her father was busying 
himself with something on the altar. He turned around. His mask was back on. He 
was holding a small cup of sizzling fluid and a tiny brush in the other. 

“Norma, let her drink. This will dull the pain for you, my dear.” 
Norma came up to Katherine with a glass of dark liquid and put it to her lips. 

Katherine was too woozy to resist. 
 “It is not a punishment; it is a resurrection.” said her father. “The pain you 

feel will only inspire your soul. Don’t worry, Norma was my first try. I've learned 
from my mistakes.” 

 He brought the small cup to Katherine’s face. When he drew out the brush it 
began smoking and sizzling. Norma held up a canvas with a pattern drawn on it. 
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He started copying the swirls onto Katherine’s face. Katherine’s head was still  
reeling from whatever drug he had given her in that cup; she felt no pain and 
lacked the will to scream. She only groaned, louder when the brush touched her 
skin and quieter every time he turned away. He covered her left cheekbone to her 
ear and her temple to her jaw and then he started down her neck, collarbone, arm 
and shoulder, parts of her back and her armpit. Katherine lost consciousness 
again. 

She woke up in the mattress of curtains. She instantly felt the stinging pain 
on her face and reached to touch it. She was bandaged as Norma had been. 

“Stop that! You don’t want to ruin the pattern!” called her father.  
Katherine began crying, relieved to find she still had both eyes. Her father 

came over to her and set down his 
candlestick. He took her in his arms 
and kissed her head. 

“Why, Papa? Why did you do 
this to me?” she wailed. 

“Don’t cry, my child, it will heal 
in time. But remember, it is not I who 
have scarred you, but the world that 
has scarred us both.” 

Katherine cried and her tears 
irritated the open burns on her face. 
He gave her a sip of liquor from a 
glass and told her it would make her 
sleep. Katherine lay down among the musty theater curtains, hoping to die. When 
she woke again her sister Lauren was sitting over her.  

“I didn’t get a good look. What did he do to you?” said Lauren. 
She felt her touch the bandage. “No!” said Katherine. “Don’t take it off! It 

hurts too much!” 
“I’m sorry!” said Lauren. 
Lauren sat her up and hugged her sister, letting her sob into her velvet 

stage costume dress. They looked fearfully up at the rocky ledge where their fa-
ther practiced his music. 

“Why? Why would he do this to us?” asked Lauren. 
“You should run away, Lauren! Run away to Paris before he does it to you!” 

said Katherine. 
“I can’t leave all of you behind!” said Lauren. 
Their father came down from the ledge. Lauren and Katherine held tightly 

onto each other, looking up at him in fear. He didn’t come down all the way, but 
called to them. 

“You should be thankful that I love you both!” their father said. “I didn’t have  
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cognac or bandages when it was done to me!” He went back up to his piano and 
began playing again, as if nothing had happened.  

The girls in the catacombs had no measure of time as the years passed 
since that day. They knew they were growing, since at times they needed new,  
bigger costumes, and strange new things happened to their bodies that father said 
were normal. They ran out of operas they didn’t know and their father seemed to 
be more pleased by their singing. But Katherine didn’t care about pleasing him as 
much, she cared only in so far as it kept him away from her. 

He must have been pleased enough to bring them presents. One day father 
came back from one of his nighttime excursions into Paris. They stood at the boat 
launch waiting for him to come in on his little gondola. He brought a small chest 
over and set it down on the top of the grand piano and opened it. He laid out four 
stage masks not unlike his own. 

“There. These are for you. I brought some paints and adhesive. You may 
decorate them however you like,” he said. 

The three sisters looked at each other. They all, for a number of years, had a 
matching pattern in their skin. It was an elaborate design of swirls, music bars, 
spider webs and treble clefs. It might have been as beautiful as their father said, if 
it wasn’t burnt into them. None of them smiled at him except Norma as he  
unpackaged the crafting materials from the chest he had no doubt stolen. He set 
them out on the broken half-column where they ate and stood back to watch their 
reaction. He looked disappointed by their lack of enthusiasm. 

“Thank you, Father,” said Norma. 
Norma no longer wore a wrapping or anything to cover the extensive burns. 

She was missing an eye and part of her hairline would not grow back. Katherine 
seldom had the stomach to look at her. They all took a mask, sat down around the 
column and started painting. Norma immediately snatched the scissors away from 
them. The other three stared at her. She smiled back with a look that made  
Katherine shudder. Norma cut her mask in half and cut around the eye hole in the 
shape of a heart. She put a little plaster over the eye and glued some black lace to 
the bottom.  

Father headed back down to the boat launch, watching them out of one eye-
hole of his mask. He stopped when he saw Katherine looking directly at him.  

“Work on your masks.” he said. 
Katherine didn’t feel particularly inspired; she just started gluing little cut-

glass diamonds to it. She could hear father getting back into the boat and shuf-
fling around with something. She spent more attention listening to whatever he 
was doing than on her mask’s design. The masks all ended up with the same look. 
They all copied the heart shape around the eye, but painted various colors and 
embellishments. They all covered their scars with a spider-web pattern reaching 
back to the ear. They set the masks on the piano to dry. 
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“Listen, my children, none but us can dare look at your scars. Never take off 
your masks except to those to whom you bare your soul.” said their father. “If 
they betray you after you do, they deserve to die. You cannot show the scars to 
more than one – that is to be false.” 

While they waited for the masks to dry, their father looked back and forth 
between them and the boat. The girls sat and waited, nibbling on the pastries 
brought down from Paris. 

“Put on the masks,” said their father. 
He stood back near the boat, watching them. Norma did as she was told. Her 

mask was more like an eyepatch, covering her missing eye and hair as well as her 
scars. The others followed suit. Katherine heard small voices speaking in a  
language she didn’t understand. When they turned around, they saw their father 
come towards them with two girls. The two little girls were dressed in the little  
costumes some of them used to wear when they were smaller. They already had 
bandages over the left side of their faces. They looked shyly up at the older girls 
in their masks. 

“My daughters, I have found two more sisters for you,” said their father. 
“This is Scarlett and Bette. They don’t speak French yet, but give them time,” he 
said, spreading his arms around both of them. 

The two small girls came up to them with vacant looks on their faces. 
“We’re quite a little choir now, aren’t we?” said father. “We could put on a 

whole opera by ourselves!” 
Katherine looked down at the little girls. ‘Did I look exactly like them 

when…?’ She didn’t remember when she had first come to the grotto. All she  
remembered was the lullaby.  

“Come and paint with us,” called Lauren. 
The little girls looked up at Katherine’s pearly white mask with lace that  

resembled a frozen spider’s web. Bette was too small to even come up to  
Katherine’s shoulder. Bette approached her and tried to smile, but she grimaced 
in pain and touched the bandage over her face. 

Katherine walked away in disgust and left the other girls alone. She went to 
the storm drain, the only way any of them knew when it was day or night. She 
looked up through it, reaching out in vain to touch it. It was under an arch in  
Paris, so the sun never directly shone through it, but she could see the light  
reflecting from other buildings. She jumped up and down, trying to get closer to 
the opening. She lost her balance after one jump and fell into the disgusting water. 
She did not know how to swim, especially not in her large costume gown. Her 
arms reached back up, flailing in the air. She could see one of the walls of the 
arch through the grate and make out a playbill for the opera stuck on it. They 
were putting on a new show and all of the singers’ names were printed on it. She 
saw a Katherine, a Lauren, a Norma and a Joan in the cast list. 
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‘Those aren’t even our real names,’ thought Katherine. ‘Who are we?’ 
She heard splashing and voices calling out to her. She saw her father row 

up to her in the gondola. 
“Katherine, come here! That water is poisonous! You’ll die!” 
Her father pulled her out of the water and into the little gondola. She tum-

bled in, rocking the boat. 
“What were you trying to do?” 
She said nothing, but scowled at him. He paddled back to the rocky islands 

that were Katherine’s whole world. He held tightly to her arm when they got out of 
the boat. When he chained it back to its mooring, she pretended to trip so she 
could see where he stowed the key to the boat’s chain lock. The other sisters all 
gathered around them on the boat launch. 

“You’ve ruined your mask!” He ripped it from her face and shook the water 
off it. 

The new little sisters recoiled from her with a gasp when they saw the  
elaborate scar. Katherine closed her eyes in shame and bowed her head. 

“I wanted to see Paris,” said Katherine. 
“NO! You must never go up there!” said her father. “Haven’t you listened to 

me? It’s lonely and cold and unforgiving!” 
Katherine looked up at her father. Her eyes were hard under her dripping 

hair. “I don’t want to be your daughter anymore.” 
Their father stared at her for a moment as if in disbelief. No one moved. He 

suddenly struck her across the face, knocking her down. 
“How can you say that to your father?! I’ve cared for you! I gave you clothes 

and food, I taught you so much! Where would you go? Paris will eat you up! Look 
what it did to your face!” 

The other girls ran to help Katherine. Their father barked at them and they 
froze. Katherine picked herself up from the gravel. He had struck the unblemished 
half of her face so the other half had fallen into the wet gravel. 

“The world didn’t burn my face off, you did,” said Katherine. “We live in a 
sewer! Everything we are, you burned into us! None of it is real!” 

“But without me you are nothing,” said their father. He looked at the six of 
them accusingly. The other girls were too afraid of him to move. “Katherine, you 
are going to stand by the piano and sing for me all night long.”  

The girls all stared at him. 
“The rest of you go to bed now!” 
He gestured up to the ledge with the piano and ushered Katherine’s sisters 

over to their bedding of piled curtains. Katherine walked up the steps like a  
condemned prisoner and stood aloof with her back against the wall. Her father 
came up the steps to the music ledge, staring at her. He sat down at his piano and 
said nothing. Katherine waited for him to say something with her face getting hot. 
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“What are we going to play, father?” she asked. 
“You will not speak until I tell you to! Now, while I play you will sing along, no matter 

what it is? Understand?” 

“Yes.” said Katherine. 
“Yes, what?” 

“Yes, father.” 

Their father looked off to the nest of theater curtains and saw many of the girls still 
awake and sitting up, watching them, then pretending to go back to sleep again. Their father 
began playing the lullaby all of them knew so well. Katherine sang along with the words,  
crying, almost screaming. She hoped she could make his ears bleed. Her voice resonated 
against the walls of the cavern; the candlesticks shook. Father didn’t seem to mind at all. He 
smiled under his mask; his shoulders rolled as his playing became more wild and exaggerated. 
Katherine raised her voice, trying to get back at him. 

“Yes! Sing, Katherine!” he called to her. 
His piano playing became so wild that he fell off his bench, but Katherine continued 

singing. When she stopped, the echoes of her voice still bounced off the walls. Then there was 
silence. Father had not risen from where he had fallen. Katherine looked around. Her sisters 
weren’t moving, either. Without hesitation, Katherine stepped over to where her father lay and 
searched his coat for the key to the boat’s chain. She found it and hurried over to the dock. She 
unlocked the chain and got in the gondola. She picked up the oar and tried pushing the boat 
away from the dock as she had seen him do. She started paddling frantically down the stream, 
plunging herself into the unknown. 

‘Anything in Paris must be better than this,’ was the only thought that crossed her mind.  
She tried not to think of his soft voice or of her sisters, nothing that would slow her 

down. Without looking back, she paddled on into the dark, brushing up against wet stone walls 
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and rocks. She paddled in the direction farthest from home. This was her only chance and she 
would take it. She had no plan except to escape.  

Suddenly her boat tipped forward, throwing her onto her back. She heard the sound of 
rushing water and then the boat rocked back and forth. She held on, afraid it would capsize. 
She closed her eyes, waiting for water to wash over her. She waited a while and then opened 
her eyes. The rocking had stopped. She had come out of a drain pipe and was sailing down a 
river. It was night and the stars glittered above her. She looked around and saw glittering Paris, 
the city of lights. 

‘How lovely!’ she thought. ‘I think I will like it here.’ 
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Through My Most Grievous Fault 
A Hunchback of Notre Dame Story 

 

By Avellina Balestri 
 

Author’s Note: This story is based off a scene in the 1939 film adaptation of The Hunchback of Notre Dame 
starring Charles Laughton, Maureen O’Hara, and Cedric Hardwicke.  

    They say a monster lives in the bell tower on Notre Dame. They say he is hideous to look upon, that 
his skin is melted like the wax of altar candles, like fire, hellfire, had caressed him. They say a monster 
huddles in the shadows there, like the gargoyles hunched over the cathedral to scare the demons away. 
They say he was scalded on the night when the molten led poured from their gaping mouths, splashing 
on the stones below, bubbling like a searing spring, bubbling welts upon his face and blindness in his 
eyes… 
 
    Claude Frollo remembered the time he first saw her up close, the gypsy Esmeralda. It was not when 
she danced in the street, as many thought, that something stirred in him. He had been cold to her  
seductive movements, to the whirling of her colorful skirts, to the rattling sound of her tambourine, 
the whistling of the men in the crowd. It had been the Feast of Fools, after all; such scandalous  
entertainment was to be expected. The peasants were vulgar in their choice of diversions, and Frollo 
had grown dismally accustomed to such lewd displays.  
 
     No, that had not been the moment that caused her to become imprinted upon his mind, like the 
words of a book on the newly invented printing press that Frollo believed to be so dangerous. It had 
been seeing her inside the cathedral, his cathedral, kneeling before the statue of the Virgin Mary, in 
her low-cut peasant dress and free-flowing hair, like a common harlot. Yet her eyes were alight with a 
purity that took him aback, some spotless reality radiating through them, as if she possessed the heart 
of a saint. And it chilled him to the bone.  
 
     “Take all that I have,” she whispered, “but help my people, 
who look to you still. They are in great need, great danger…” 
 
    “What are you doing in Notre Dame?” Frollo demanded, 
staring down at her and hoping that her eyes would reveal 
some spark of fear.  
 
     But there was none there when she met his gaze and re-
plied simply, “I’m praying.” 
 
    “No prayer can help you here,” he ground out icily. “You 
lead men to sin with your body, dancing shamelessly in the 
street, awakening the weakness of their sinful natures. You 
come from an evil race. You desecrate the stones on which 
you kneel.” 
 
     “You know nothing of me and my people,” she responded. 
“You cannot read our hearts.”    “ 
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     Oh, yes, he could, and he did. He had learned the scrolls of the clerks, sang the chants of the priests, 
struck himself in penitence many a night for what he was…a gypsy’s son. The blood in him was poison, 
he was told, wild like fire, hellfire, burning inside him, out of all control. But he had determined to  
control it. He had mastered it, dominated it, squelched its strength, like ants under a brick. He would be 
righteous. He would be pure. He would never be rejected again, like his mother’s proud family had  
rejected her and her ill-begotten offspring. He would become God’s own, and remain safe in His  
sanctuary.  
 
    “All gypsies should be destroyed by fire and sword,” he continued, his voice heightening. “They  
infest this city with their heathen ways, their robbing, cheating, and plunder…like you infest this 
church…” 
    
     “Don’t talk like that,” she begged, turning back to the statue of the Virgin. “The Mother of God is 
listening.” 
 
     Oh, he knew that too. He had prayed to her often enough over the years, the one who is Notre Dame, 
that he might imitate her, consecrated in word and thought to chastity. He wanted to be like her,  
untouchable and statuesque in her niche, and he would imagine the serene smile playing upon her lips 
was meant for him, the smile his mother had never given him. Yes, this would be his aspiration…but in 
the meantime, he let her know even his darkest thoughts. In a world of aloneness, the Blessed Mother 
would be his confidante, his only one. Perhaps he was jealous that anyone else in the world should  
confide in her as he did… 
 
     “You’re a witch,” he blurted. “You have no recourse to the Virgin! You are sullied, in the flesh and 
in the soul. You conjure demons with your sorcery, your crystals and charms…” 
 
     “If our magic were so strong, do you think my people would choose to be outcasts? Perhaps I 
should not be here, but was not your Lady an outcast once, her and her poor child…?” 
 
    “Enough,” he spat. “You defile this place with your evil thoughts.” He turned his back on her,  
preparing to leave her presence. 
 
     “I’ve never prayed before today, but I could stay here all day and never have an evil thought,” she 
told him, and the sincerity of her voice caused him to turn back around. She was looking up towards 
the great rose window. “I would never even speak, just be here. Look at the window, red and blue…all 
colors shining as the setting sun breaks through, like a bow in the sky after the rain, and the light 
dancing around the columns…”  
 
    Frollo found himself looking up as well, and realized for the first time that it might indeed be  
beautiful. This, too, disturbed him – the idea that he was looking through her eyes, seeing such  
familiar surroundings as something that made his heart beat faster, something that showed him some 
sparkling gleam of God he had never known before with such intensity. Even as a boy, when he first 
came there, his thoughts had been more upon safety than beauty. But now the moment gnawed at 
him, like a longing for that which he could not meditate upon for long, not without it tearing down 
some wall of security he had built between himself and all others, even between himself and the God 
he served. 
 
     “They’re like the high pines in the forest,” she continued airily. “It’s so quiet and peaceful here,  
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almost more quiet than the woods where the squirrels chatter and the birds sing when I come. You 
know, I can feed the deer there right from my hand. They’re not at all shy when you’re kind to them.”  
 
    “I know,” he let slip out, not even intending to say it. It made him feel sad inside. He rarely let  
himself feel sad these days. There was just no point in it.  
 
    “You like animals too?” she queried, sounding genuinely interested. It took him aback. 
   
     He swallowed, looked down. “Yes,” he mumbled. “They…trust me.” 
    
    “You say that? You?” She stood up and looked at him full in the face. “Then you cannot bear the evil 
eye, as first I thought…” She took his hand, studying his palm. “Strange, strange man…” 
    “But you do,” he spat, pulling his hand away. “You are evil…” 
 
    He remembered what the gypsies had done to his brother, so unlike him as he grew into a rakish 
youth, a wastrel quick with rolling the dice and rolling in the arms of women. He was banished from 
the cathedral, despite Frollo’s pleading, and vanished into the darkness of the Paris streets. When he 
heard from his prodigal brother next, many years had elapsed. While the elder had studied for the 
deaconate, confirming his chosen path as a celibate, the younger had become proficient in more  
carnal arts, frequenting the lair of the gypsies and their heathen ways. It ended for him the way it 
might have been predicted, an ill-fated fight over a game of dice his fortune-telling lover had  
predicted. And there was a child from him…a child from him and his precious gypsy… 
 
     “How is it that I can see the good in you, and yet you cannot see it in me?” she queried. 
  
     “It’s a trick,” he blurted. “Everything you’re saying is a trick…” 
 
     “How could your own goodness trick you?” 
    
       Frollo felt convicted by this. He knew he was good, of course…or at least, he never bothered to 
think of himself as anything but pure in the sight of God. He had sworn away his life to the service of the 
Church, sworn his perpetual chastity as a deacon. He had always been single-minded in his pursuit,  
always assured of his own salvation. All except one time, that was. It had to do with that other gypsy, his 
brother’s lover, running through the icy streets with their babe in her arms. He had chased her on  
horseback, overtaken her and yanked the child from her arms, all on the steps of Notre Dame where she 
had run for sanctuary. She had fallen…it wasn’t his fault; she had run, he pursued, and slipped as an act 
of providence…now no one would know of his brother’s misdeeds… 
 
     No one was left but this…thing, this offspring of his brother, who Frollo then saw was hideously  
misshapen. Surely a punishment fallen on this child born of sin. There was a well nearby, and as the 
snow swirled in the winter wind, a dark thought made its way into his mind. Yes, he even rode his horse 
alongside it, suspended the child over it, to bury the past and all its twisted secrets, and the memory of 
his beloved brother now dead to him…yes, the tears ran down his face as he did so, even as the blood 
trickled down the dead gypsy’s forehead, slain on the stairs. Surely he would be performing some secret 
mercy to put the creature out of its misery…surely he would act as the scourge of God… 
 
     But then he had heard a voice…he knew not where it came from, but it whispered his name, and he 
turned towards the cathedral. He saw the statues of the saints and apostles gazing down from the  
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façade, piercing his soul to its depths. But most striking of all was the look upon the very eyes of Notre 
Dame, the Virgin Mary, as beautiful as the morning rising, as terrible as an army set in battle array. And 
in his heart, and perhaps for the first time in years, Frollo feared for his immortal soul. And then and 
there, he repented his intention. And then and there, he swore to the Virgin he would make restitution by 
raising this offspring of his brother, make sure he was fed and clothed and catechized.  
 
      And he had kept true to that oath. The boy had been raised in the bell tower, a hunchback who 
never ventured into the outside world. He was better that way, Frollo decided. If he had nearly 
drowned the baby as a man of the Church, he could not imagine what the godless masses outside 
might do if they saw his crooked features and deformed face. They’d no doubt tear him apart, and 
then how would the deacon have kept faith with his vow? Besides…for better or worse, this half-
formed creature, this Quasimodo, was of his blood and was all that was left of his brother who, in 
spite of everyone, Frollo could not help but pine over. There were even moments when he thought he 
might come to care for the boy, even just a little bit, when he was teaching him his lessons, and later 
on helped him read lips when the bells robbed his hearing.  
 
     But there was always some underlying loathing that Frollo could not conceal. He might be strong, 
and indeed Frollo often equated his strength with his worthiness before God, but this creeping sense 
of disgust made him wonder if, indeed, his “goodness” was tricking him after all. Either way, he didn’t 
feel the need for this gypsy in front of him to point it out.  
 
     “It is none of your affair,” he growled. 
 
    “Tell me about your animals,” she prompted him softly, “the ones that trust you.” 
      
    Frollo twitched at her insistence, but for some strange reason he could not shrug it off, could not 
break from the look in her eyes gazing into his soul. 
 
     “Cats from the street,” he replied blearily. “No one wants them. I feed them and take care of them, 
and they stay because…no one else bothers with them. I keep them safe, and they…keep me  

company.” 
    

     “But people outside this place, they 
run off stray cats, say they are of the  
devil,” she noted, then added pointedly, 
“Like you say of us gypsies.” 

   
     “Animals are innocent,” he retorted. “It 

is mankind that is evil…evil and cruel….” 
  

     “But you are not,” she responded. “You 
are hateful in your words, but not in your 
eyes, not all the way through and 
through…you are one who might yet 
love…” 

 
     “I have heard enough of your prattle,” 
he cut her off. “Now, get out of here; I 
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I don’t want to see you here again.” He turned his back on here, but something he didn’t expect 
churned in his stomach, and he found himself murmuring oddly, “If you need a meal…you may ask 
after one from the kitchens. But then you must go away and stay away.”  
 
    Just then he felt her slip something soft into his hand. When he looked down, he saw it was a scarf, 
midnight blue, sprinkled with silver stars. “Give this to the Mother of God, will you? It matches her 
dress…” And with that, he heard her scurrying away towards the doors of the cathedral.  
 
    Although he strode away without a second glance, her eyes had already made a mark in his mind 
which he could not dismiss so easily. He did not know what to make of the feeling she had evoked in 
him. It was both pleasant and sickening at the same time. It left him occasionally gazing at his hand, 
the one she had taken in her own, and remembering the feeling of human touch that reached into 
some recess of himself he typically kept buried. It unnerved him and unmasked him and made him 
feel very small, very vulnerable, very confused. When was the last time anyone had bothered to tell 
him he was good? Not righteous, but good… just a human sort of good, that can be seen through  
apparent flaws, as opposed to heights of aspired sanctity that try to cover up faults in hopes of being 
flawless.  
 
     He found her scarf hard to put down, even at the feet of the Virgin as he had been bidden. At first 
he convinced himself that was because it was a profane offering to Notre Dame, but later he found 
himself making excuses in his prayers, something about allowing himself even the slightest sense of…
something…was it comfort? Something to cling to when he felt even the largeness of the cathedral begin 
to close around him? It disgusted him, this memory of a gypsy providing him solace, but somehow he 
hoped the Virgin would understand, and continued to wear it hidden on his arm under his sleeve. Was it 
a betrayal of his deacon’s vow of celibacy? No, certainly not…not something so very small… 
  
    The next time Frollo saw the gypsy was two days hence, on the last day of the Festival of Fools. And 
it was on this day he discovered that the hunchback has escaped the bell tower, contrary to his orders. 
The world was cruel, and Quasimodo was hideous, and deaf. The Parisians would attack him as soon 
as they set eyes on him, a monster in their midst. Frollo knew this, and warned his ward time and 
again never to leave the tower. But now he had disobeyed, and the crowd had indeed attacked him, 
tied him up on a rotating platform, beat him and mocked him as he begged for water under the  
midday sun. 
 
     But he had disobeyed. And all that was mean and low and unrelenting in Frollo made itself  

manifest, and he did nothing to stop 
the torture, nothing to free the  
hunchback, nor answer his cries for 
mercy. No mercy. The hunchback 
would have to learn about the world 
the hard way. He had rejected his 
master’s protection, and now would 
have to suffer the consequences. No 
mercy…sin does not go unpunished, 
least of all sin against rightful authori-
ty…and that was Frollo’s greatest 
pride, greatest security…being a part 
of that great, untouchable rightful 
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authority… 
 
     Little did he know it would be his own undoing. For out of the crowd came Esmeralda, like a raven 
flown up through the throng and onto the platform, that compassion he had glimpsed still radiant in 
her eyes, but turned towards Quasimodo, an outcast meeting an outcast at the moment of greatest 
need. Yes, this beauty face-to-face with this beast, and she was busy bringing a drink of water to his 
twisted, parched lips, and then pulling a knife from her skirts and cutting him free of the ropes. And 
then her eyes turned on Frollo and they were blazing, yes, blazing with a curse for his own cruelty, the 
cruelty he had claimed haunted all mankind.  
 
     When he lay in his bed that night, Frollo was sweating rivers, his blood pulsing hot, his breath 
panting. He could not sleep, for the dreams of her would assault him. Surely it was the curse, the  
silent curse spoken in her look. She knew him now, regretted her words in the cathedral, and was 
bent on pulling him down from his pedestal, from his pride. She had weakened all his defenses, and 
now he could think of nothing but her, nothing but…having her. He saw her dancing, like on the first 
day, and for the first time he found himself just like any vulgar spectator in the crowd, lusting for her 
as her skirts spun and tambourine beat a rhythm that mirrored his racing heart. It terrified and  
enticed him.  
 
     He took the scarf from under his pillow, the place he hid his forbidden relic when he slept, and 
went to the burning hearth in the main hall. Still, the dancing flames seemed to conjure up the gypsy’s 
movements, her eyes smoldering and the sun caught in her raven hair. It was as if denying water to 
the hunchback had set his very soul alight with hellfire. It made him shudder, made him twist the 
scarf backwards and forwards in his hands, wanting to cast it into the flames, but unwilling to let it 
go. It must be possessed, he thought…it must have been given out of a desire to destroy him…she had 
never thought him good at all, it was just a trap, just as he always thought…what good could ever 
come from a gypsy? 
 
     “Beata Maria,” he intoned, “you know I am a righteous man…I’m not like my father or my brother…
I’m not like the fools outside…weak, amoral, licentious…I know my vows…I have vowed myself to Jesu 
Christi and to you…” He closed his eyes. “Then tell me why…why do I keep seeing that harlot of a gypsy…
dancing…?”  
 
   What had caused him to falter now? How had his moorings suddenly been ripped loose, his  
grounding start to shake? Oh, why were his cries not heard? 
 
     “It’s like fire…like hellfire…I don’t understand…this burning in my skin…oh, why will you not help 
me?” 
 
   No…he would get only as much help from the Virgin as he had been willing to give to the  
Hunchback in the square. And his vows of celibacy became as weighty as irons. He wondered…had he 
thought well enough before taking them? It didn’t have to be this way. He had imposed it upon  
himself without giving it a second thought, for he was so certain he was above the need for such 
earthly cravings. Or more telling yet, above the need even for the touch of a hand in intimacy, or even 
simple companionship…he thought himself above it, and so sank lower than it, and the scarf of  
midnight blue seemed to laugh at it as it slipped through his fingers like sea water. And that’s how he 
felt…as if he was drowning in an ocean he could not hold back…yes, drowning in an ocean of sin… 
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     Yes, sin…damning sin…and the wicked would not go unpunished. To his horror, he realized that he 
was just as wicked as the rest of them outside the sanctuary, deep down…as wicked as the blood  
running through his veins…and the thought made that blood run cold. 
 
       “It’s not my fault!” he shouted in anguish, letting the scarf fall to the floor. “I’m not to blame!” He 
pressed his hands over his face, like Adam hiding himself in the garden. “It was the gypsy girl, she  
bewitched me! She set this flame with her curse! I never wanted this! I never sought it out! How can 
you blame me, Holy Mother, if God allows the devil so many powers over Man? Would you cast me 
away too?”  
 
    He found that there were tears burning in his eyes now, the first time he had let himself cry since 
the death of his brother. He had not allowed himself to face his own fear of damnation, not since he 
nearly drowned a baby some twenty years before. He realized that his deepest fear was not that of 
pain, but rather of silence, the utterly hopeless kind, knowing no one would listen to him, not even 
the Virgin, that even the Mother of Mercy would grow deaf to him… 
 
     “It was her you should damn, not me! I am under her spell! She’s a menace to us all! She is the one 
who must be punished! She is the one who must be made to answer for her heathenry!” 
 
     He staggered backward, and a dark thought crept into his mind. Soon it sank deeper, like poison 
into his heart. Yes, she was the one to blame for this. Her witchcraft, her wiles, all a trick, a trap, to 
sear his flesh and bone, and turn his soul to ash. Surely she would try it on others, far weaker than 
him, who would fall into the pit because of her. She had to be stopped… 
 
     “I will put an end to this,” he ground out. “I will be God’s scourge upon this evil! I will save Paris 
from this demonic race come to plague us. I will drive them out, never to return!” 
 
     With that, Frollo seized the scarf from the floor and flung it into the fire in front of him. “Destroy 
Esmeralda! Let her taste the fires of hell…” He felt his throat constrict, and his lips tremble, and the 
sinful words, thick with desire, rolled off his tongue, “or else let her be mine…mine alone…” 
 
     He shut his eyes tight against the stinging sensation. No, no, no, he would not feel…he would pull 
this evil plant out of his heart, root and stem, he would not allow himself to weaken… 
 
     “God have mercy on her,” he rasped as the scarf blacked in the hearth. Then he turned his face to 
the wall and choked, “God have mercy…on me…” 
 
    They say a monster lives in the bell tower on Notre Dame. They say he is repulsive to look upon, that 
his skin is melted like the wax of altar candles, like fire, hellfire, had made love to him. They say the crea-
ture weeps in the shadows there, like the birds crying from their nests in the cathedral to wash the mem-
ories away. They say he was scalded on the night when the molten led poured out their songs, spreading 
on the stones below, gushing like an underground spring. They say he is blind, and his tears are blind, 
remembering the gypsy girl, burnt at the pyre, and the hunchback who swung forth on a rope and 
snatched her from the flames, crying “Sanctuary! Sanctuary!” She was doomed to die in that sacred 
space, and also destined to be avenged by Quasimodo, pouring forth the simmering cauldron in his rage 
upon those standing below. He would die of a broken heart and be buried with what was left of her, 
burned flesh and twisted bones. 
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     And the one who would take his place in that bell tower was a righteous man laid low, who could do 
nothing for himself but beg pity for the ocean of sin that had swallowed him up. And high in his prison, 
where a sacristan attended to him when he cried out in pain or in the horror of a waking nightmare, 
there was a statue of the Madonna he could not see. But he felt her face with his fingers, and he talked to 
her, as he always had, and he had to believe that she heard him still. For now he understand, she was a 
mother not only of the pure, but of the defiled, just as her Son had come not to call the righteous, but 
sinners. And so Claude Frollo prayed for mercy. And so Sancta Maria listened, as mothers will do.  
 
    “I confess to Almighty God, to blessed Mary ever Virgin, to blessed Michael the Archangel, to blessed 
John the Baptist, to the holy Apostles Peter and Paul, to all the Saints and to you, Father, that I have 
sinned exceedingly, in thought, word and deed, through my fault, through my fault, through my most 
grievous fault. Therefore I beseech the blessed Mary, ever Virgin, blessed Michael the Archangel, blessed 
John the Baptist, the holy Apostles Peter and Paul, all the Saints, and you, Father, to pray to the Lord our 
God for me…” 

 

One small star, like the flame of a candlestick 

One small star which my blot out the rest 

One small star that may heal all enmity 

One small star that may make the cursed blest 

 

One small star that disarms all sentinels 

One small star that unchains the oppressed 

One small star that glows like a musket’s glare 

One small star brings weary souls rest 

 

One small star like the street light flickering 

One small star in the shadows undimmed 

One small star soft and white as the falling snow 

One small star sings a song from within 

 

One small star that is bright in a dying prayer 

One small star in the child’s embrace 

One small star that will gleam unconditional 

One small star of a scandalous grace 

 

One small star that makes all things forgivable 

One small star that drowns out revenge 

One small star looking down on a desperate plea 

 

One small star that straddles life’s edge 

 

One small star that will blaze through the battle’s rage 

One small star that will guide us in flight 

One small star that is richness in poverty 

One small star that eclipses the night 

 

One small star that is more than a memory  

One small star that is stronger than shame 

One small star that sings of a better world 

One small star that bestows a new name 

 

One small star that redeems the untouchable 

One small star that is dearer than breath 

One small that makes life livable 

One small star that is stronger than death 

One Small Star 
A Les Miserables Poem by Avellina Balestri 
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