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​​One

1858 BE

(Before Erik)
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The Opera Ghost really exists. It is not a creature of the artists' creative imaginations, the superstition of the dimwitted managers, or a product of the absurd and highly impressionable brains of the young ballet dancers. I am acutely aware of its existence...

I've seen it.

I know it. I know The Opera Ghost more than anyone else. It's haunted me for my entire life, and is a miserable force I can never escape from.

My name is Erik Carrière-Destler...

And I'm The Opera Ghost.

Yes, the feared supernatural apparition is just a gauche disappointment in the form of flesh, blood and bones. But nobody knows that. All they see is a spirit with glowing eyes that strikes fear into all who come across it. No one knows the person behind that ghostly glow.

And no one can know.

If I was like everyone else, The Opera Ghost wouldn't exist. I would be allowed to be myself without a need to hide from the cold, cruel world.

But things will never be that easy for me. I'll forever be forced to suffer a horrible, lonely life. In my nearly thirty years of existence, one thing is always clear- I'll never be like anyone else. I’m not normal, not in any sense of the word.

My appearance is the reason for society's scorn. I'm very pale and slender (not pretty slender, emaciated slender). My hands are bony, as are my feet. These sad excuses of extremities are a bit longer than average, which is probably to accommodate my towering height of six feet, four inches. I’m a walking skeleton! But being a skeleton isn’t the worst part of how I look...

My face is.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve worn a mask. It’s been made of different materials over the years- raggedy cloth, beautiful silk, nothing at all, leather- but it always covers most of my face. My lips are thin and don’t have any color to them. (That’s nothing a little lip rouge can’t fix!). My jaw, chin and most of my cheeks were spared from the curse.

But the rest of my face...

I almost don’t want to describe it. I wish I didn’t have to. I wish I could describe a perfectly ordinary face instead. I wish my face was normal, just like everybody else’s.

...I wish I was normal.

I have no idea why my face is the way it is. All I know is that it frightens people.

And sometimes... it frightens me.

My father claimed a fire breather was too close to me and made burns on most of my face (ever heard of a little thing called ‘child safety’?) and my mother said it's because I came out of her womb the opposite way (I've been unusual since before I was born, it seems!). Since my face is darker than burn marks and it’s been this way since before I lived at the circus, I’m inclined to go with my mother’s explanation. Coming out the wrong way would certainly explain my wrong facial features! (among other things...)

I was born on the twenty-third of September, 1858. My true self has been hidden away since that very day. My father was Gerard Carrière and my mother was Madeleine Destler. Because I’m still reeling from talking about... a certain unsightly part of myself, I’ll tell of my beloved parents. I might as well since no one else knows their story like I do.

Gerard was born in 1813 and became interested in tricks when a magician visited the inn he was staying at with his parents. The magician taught little Gerard the missing card trick, something that was passed down to me. He dreamed of being a magician, but was forced to work at his father's printing shop for many years. When Charles died in 1838, Gerard sold the shop and left Lisieux to pursue his dream career. He performed various card tricks and juggled at parties and taverns throughout the surrounding area.

In 1844, he joined Bernard Circus as a juggler. He was a master at it. He could juggle up to six balls at once! He worked for Bernard until they disbanded near the end of the forties. Mulheim Circus picked him up when he visited Rouen and he worked there for the rest of his life.

But he wasn’t alone for long...

Madeleine was born in 1824 as the seventh of nine children. (Her poor mother!) She was a rascally child, always climbing on things she wasn’t supposed to. It helped her stand out in such a big family! Her skills came in handy when a circus came to New Orleans, Louisiana. She ran away after completing school at sixteen years old and became a tightrope walker.

But Madeleine's rope snapped when the circus closed after 1845's season ended. Before she could find another circus, her parents trapped her in an arranged marriage. She and her husband- Timothy- moved to Edenton, North Carolina and tried to make it work, but they found their happy endings after getting a mutual divorce. Timothy continued to live by the coast while Madeleine was finally able to return to the circus in her dream place... Paris, France! Across the very vast pond, she evolved into a trapeze artist, a skill she perfected. After hopping between seasonal indoor circuses for a while, she joined Mulheim's troupe.

That was where she met the love of her life.

Gerard and Madeleine encountered each other during an otherwise average night at the circus in 1854. He caught a glimpse of her backstage and was entranced by her act. After the show, he said hello, she complimented his juggling skills and they bonded over William Blake's poetry. It was love at first sight.

Whenever they had time to spare, Gerard and Madeleine spent it in the company of each other. They adored being within each other’s presence. The new manager must have noticed this, for he created an act for them in 1856. Their wedding was on Valentine’s Day in 1857. The date was somewhat cheesy, but they were overjoyed to be married.

And they were certainly overjoyed to have a child. They tried multiple times (I know, absolutely disgusting), but luck just wasn’t on their side.

...Let’s just say they had a very merry Christmas that year.

Even though Madeleine was pregnant with a certain someone, she continued to perform. As if her part in the act wasn’t already a spectacle!

But as the months went on, Gerard became increasingly worried about his wife’s (and the someone’s) health. In May- when she was roughly five months along- he requested a leave of absence until that little someone was born. Madeleine didn’t want to at first, but the frequent dizziness and leg cramps after shows, the wriggling of a certain someone and the insistence of Gerard persuaded her to leave.

Yes, she was soaring through the air with a little person inside of her. Highly dangerous, but that didn't stop her from doing what she loved! (Maybe that's why I was a breech birth. I was upside down alongside her!)

The manager was a jerk and refused to let him leave as well (He wasn’t the one having a baby, he reasoned), so Gerard made a deal with the manager- he and Madeleine would return to the circus when the season started up again. In the meantime, some acts would be extended. So Gerard and Madeleine settled down where the circus was scheduled to perform in April.

Saint-Martin-de-Boscherville is a commune about ten kilometers (or six miles) away from Rouen, a city known as the birthplace of multiple grand cathedrals and Joan of Arc’s death place. Boscherville is known as the home of St. Georges Abbey, Aumônerie Manor, an arm of the Seine River...

And that's pretty much it.

The village has been around for centuries (the abbey was founded in 1113 and the manor was built in the Middle Ages), but there isn't much to say about it. There were around nine hundred people during my parents' time there, so it certainly wasn't the smallest commune in Normandy. Even ones with three hundred people have more to say!

Even though there was hardly anything notable about Boscherville, Gerard and Madeleine loved it. They moved into a small house that they always described as ‘romantic’. It had a white picket fence and lavender flowers on the windowsill. It was on Rue des Iris in a neighborhood known as... La Carrière! Gerard got a kick out of that, and Madeleine thought it was a sign that they were meant to live there.

St. Georges Abbey was always in view and lied just ten minutes away from the house (although it grew to be more than that as the months wore on!). The church bells were ringing when Gerard felt a certain someone kick for the first time.

Gerard and Madeleine knew their joint contract at the circus wouldn’t expire for a couple years, but they seriously considered breaking it and living in Boscherville for the rest of their days. This quaint village life was such a refreshing change from the circus! But Mulheim's contracts are infamously difficult to get out of, so they relished in living domestic lives.

Years later, I would ask endless questions about that time. I wanted to know everything about those blissful months of normalcy. They told me about baking delicious cherry pies, watering the lavender phlox flowers, doing chores together, reading William Blake poems by the light of the fireplace and walking through the woods under the light of the setting sun. Their lives sounded absolutely enchanting.

...

One sunny summer afternoon, Madeleine took a loaf of bread out of the oven. She winced as she took a few steps to get to the counter.

"Is something wrong, dear?" Gerard inquired.

"Everything is fine," Madeleine replied. "My ankles are a little sore, that's all."

"Then not everything is fine."

"A small ache doesn't concern me. I need to keep up with supper. That onion soup won't make itself."

“Why don’t you sit down?” Gerard smiled. "I'll gladly make our dinner for you."

"As long as you don't eat all of it." Madeleine joked with a smile in return.

She sat down on a cushioned chair in the dining area, frowning as Gerard slid his hand underneath. She asked, “What are you doing?”

“Ah-ha! We’re having a girl,” Gerard smiled. “The spoon never lies.”

A spoon had been under the cushion! He went through dozens of other old wives’ tests after that. Madeleine’s complexion was clear (it’s a boy!), she craved sweets (or maybe it’s a girl?), her shoes didn’t quite fit like they used to (boy), she walked with her left foot first (girl), she had morning sickness often (girl), her baby bump was low (boy) and she slept on her right side (girl).

She was rolling over from that side a few days later when salt fell into her eyes.

“Gerard!”

“We’re having a boy!” Gerard exclaimed. “I was hoping you’d stay asleep a little longer so this wouldn’t happen.”

“How does salt in my eyes-”

“It wasn’t supposed to get in there...”

“-predict our child’s gender?”

“Whatever name you say first is the baby’s gender,” Gerard sighed. “But the results so far have been inconclusive. Five for girl and four for boy. Every time one gender starts to gain, the other catches up!”

Madeleine finished wiping salt from her eyes and sat up as she said, “Boy or girl, all that matters is that our child- whatever it may be- is happy and healthy," She gave a little smirk. "Although... I must admit I'm hoping for a boy.”

Gerard smiled. "As am I, my dear! We'll have to wait and see if our prediction comes true... or if the old wives will have their way!"

...

The ninth of September was special for Aumônerie Manor. Every year since the Middle Ages, pilgrims had visited the chapel, hoping Saint Gorgon would bless them with a soulmate and children as well as being free from aches and pains. Afterwards, something called a turkey fair took place... and a funfair!

Of course, Gerard and Madeleine had to visit. Besides mingling with others, they ventured through the hedge maze, took a stroll in the orchard and admired old frescoes in the chapel (and said happy birthday to the Saint Gorgon statue!). Madeleine didn't dance during the evening ball, but they hummed its happy tunes while walking home with Gerard.

Just before departing, they made a wish in the garden well. Madeleine wished for their baby to be happy, healthy and oh-so perfect. Then Gerard flicked a coin into the well. It was too deep for them to see if it landed face up, which would make the wish come true. (Why do I have the feeling that it was face down instead?)

...

Two weeks later, a certain someone was ready to be born in the nautical twilight hours of the twenty-second. As the sun rose on the twenty-third...

Hello.

This is when the story starts to go downhill. I’m not just saying that because I hate myself, it’s true.

The midwife, a neighbor named Marie Perrault, helped deliver this sad, pitiful creature. She screamed after it had been brought out into the world feet first (a sign of things to come) and exclaimed, “Mon Dieu! It’s dead!”

And that’s the end of that.

...God, I wish.

“Dead?” my parents echoed in horror.

Madame Perrault hurriedly cut the cord and the creature gave a soft cry. My parents gave a sigh of relief. 

“Boy or girl?” my father asked.

“It’s a girl!” Madame Perrault exclaimed. (Hip, hip, hooray!)

She stopped and looked a bit closer. (...Oh?)

“No, wait...” She turned the creature over a bit. “I think it’s a boy.” (Disappointment of the century!)

(Wait... you think?)

"I can't really tell." Madame Perrault said with a puzzled expression.

A majority of babies are easily identifiable as either a boy or a girl, but some look like both genders or neither! I seemed to be in the 'both' category. So because stupid society doesn't allow dual gendered people to exist, my parents had to take a shot in the dark and assign a gender to me. (I cast my vote for 'girl'!)

"We've always wanted a boy." my mother said softly.

"Oui," my father agreed. "I'm sure he'll grow up to be a wonderful little boy."

Madame Perrault smiled. "Then that's what we'll go with. It's a boy!" (Darn it. Outnumbered one to three. It was worth a shot, I suppose...)

Even though it was a boy that looked like a girl at first (...but not second) glance, my parents were happy that their child was alive. (Even though it would’ve preferred to have been assigned female, but what choice does he have?)

“Would you like to see him?” Madame Perrault asked softly after cleaning him.

My parents nodded and she wrapped the child in a blanket before handing him to my mother. They gasped in absolute shock and repulsion! She gave an exclamation of fright at the terribly thin, horribly malformed monster in her arms...

And fainted.

At least she wasn’t in one of those birthing chairs from the last century or two. She’d fall right on the floor! Maybe the creature would as well, hitting its head with such a hard ‘bonk’ that it died and this story wouldn’t have to be told. Instead, her head sank onto the pillow of her bed. She was still holding the alive child in her arms.

“Madeleine!” my father exclaimed.

He looked down at his new kid and took in a sharp breath. Yet he managed to (somehow) stay conscious and revived his wife. Madeleine looked down at her child as Madame Perrault left the house, giving my parents some privacy. They looked down at the creature for many moments.

"We made that." Gerard whispered.

"Yes," Madeleine agreed. "We certainly did. But we didn't make..."

They looked at each other, not wanting to bring up the horrific elephant in the room.

"We have to love him," Gerard said. "If we don't, no one else will."

"We'll love him with everything we have," My mother looked down at the creature. "What should we name him?”

“Gerard.” was my father’s prompt reply. (Really?)

My mother gave him a look and he asked, “Well, what were you thinking of?”

“What about... Didn’t we make a list for this?”

“Didn’t We Make A List For This Carrière-Destler? I like it.”

My mother chuckled. 

“Yes, we did make a list.”

He fetched a piece of paper from somewhere. The front was filled with girls' names and the back had boys’ names. They looked at the back of the list, wondering what boy name to choose for the creature.

My mother pointed to a name in the middle. “That one.”

“Erik?”

My mother nodded. “Erik.”

"As for his middle name... How does Charles sound?"

"After your father?" My mother smiled at my father's nod. "I like it."

My parents turned to the creature and said together, “Erik Charles Carrière-Destler.”

The creature made a little sound, affirming that it was indeed human and its name was indeed Erik.

Or, should I say, his name was Erik.

Or... my name is Erik! (Which is sort of awkward to say.)

My parents loved their new child immensely, but they were deeply unsettled by his (or should I say, my) face. They couldn't bring themselves to look at it, let alone touch it. So within the hour after my birth, within the walls of the little romantic house, my parents created my first scrap of clothing.

A mask.

It was made of an old rag, not at all like the leather masks I wear today. But it hid the horror beneath and that was all that mattered. Now they could properly love their child, who seemed normal on the outside...

Even though that was far from the truth.

...

That afternoon, my parents went to St. Georges Abbey. They were Catholic, so they wanted me to be baptized as soon as possible. Once he and my mother were past the abbey's blue gates, he tucked his arm under hers. She held a bundle of... not quite joy in her arms.

My parents silently walked through the courtyard. They stopped to gaze up at the church, which looked more like a castle. Its off-white walls and dark gray turrets of Caumont stone seemed to touch the clouds. I wonder if they imagined what the church was like when it was built over seven hundred years before. I know I would have.

As for baby me, I was quiet in my blanket. I had only made a couple soft sounds during the day and didn't move much (nor did I have the mental capacity to consider the abbey's historical significance as I lay in my mother's arms). My parents were worried that I wouldn’t survive for much longer, which is why the baptism was undertaken so soon.

The door of the abbey creaked as my father opened it. He held it for my mother, who walked inside. Towering off-white columns and wooden pews surrounded her and I, her footsteps echoing on the gray concrete floor. Very soon, my father's louder ones joined her. The priest was doing something at the altar. He heard my parents coming and turned around.

"Good afternoon! You're three days early to Mass." he joked.

"Good afternoon, Father Mansart," Gerard said. "My wife and I would like to baptize our baby."

Father Mansart smiled. "Ah, your child has finally arrived! Come, let me see..."

"Him," Madeleine finished the priest's sentence. "We're fairly sure it's a him." (Oh, sure you are...)

(I kid. They were sure that it was a him. ...Unfortunately.)

"His name is Erik." my father added.

"Ah, an eternal ruler is in our midst!" Father Mansart declared. "That name hails from the Old Norse world. Funny, since neither of you look Scandinavian."

My parents looked at each other with a chuckle. They walked down the aisle, meeting the priest at the edge of the altar. Father Mansart looked down at baby me, curiosity flickering on his face for a moment. Then he gave his usual cheery smile.

"What a fine boy you have," he said (emphasizing 'fine' to cover up that the boy wasn't fine). "In order to do the baptism, his face must be uncovered."

My parents looked at each other nervously.

"Can't you just sprinkle a bit of holy water on his mask?" my father asked. "I'm sure it would seep through-"

"I'm blessing your child, not a piece of cloth," Father Mansart reminded him. "Remove the mask while I prepare the holy water."

He left my parents. My father reached for the rag mask before retracting his hand. That nervous look returned. My mother touched the front of the mask while my father slowly undid the knot in the back. The mask was loose on my face, waiting to be pulled away.

"The holy water is ready." Father Mansart reported.

He was bringing out an octagonal font. It was set in a little alcove near the altar. Father Mansart brought back the rope leading to that area, smiling at my parents. (The poor man didn't know what was coming!) They smiled back, their beams far thinner than his. Then they went up the little step leading to the altar, walking across to the font. They gazed at the glistening water resting in the marble fountain.

"Please remove the mask." Father Mansart coaxed them gently.

It was time.

My mother tried to stop her shaking as she held me. My father couldn't cease his trembling, however, as he slowly removed the mask. Father Mansart's face went from curiosity to horror. The bright sunlight pouring through the church windows really brought out the nasty texture of my face, which made it even more appalling than it was in the little house.

"Mon Dieu!" Father Mansart exclaimed fearfully.

He clapped a hand on his mouth (probably sensing God tsking him because he spoke His name in vain) and stumbled backwards. His back hit a large cluster of stone columns as he stared at the creature in my parents' arms.

"...Can we bless a piece of cloth instead?" my father awkwardly broke the silence.

Father Mansart took a deep breath before hesitantly walking over to my parents. He looked down at my face as he whispered, "Never in my sixty-four years on God's Earth have I seen such an abnormality. How did this happen?"

"We don't know," my mother replied. "He was born like this."

Father Mansart put a hand on the golden cross necklace he wore. "God have mercy on this poor child's soul. I pray that you will cherish him as you would any other," He performed the baptism, saying some church things and prayers before declaring, "Erik, I baptize thee in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost." (Can I just be baptized in the Ghost's name?)

He cupped some holy water in his hands and poured it on my little head, repeating this two more times. My parents took a deep breath once the last water droplets fell into the font. Now I was safe from the throes of purgatory.

If only that water could have saved me from the throes of society...

...

Despite how frail and weak I was, I managed to survive into the next day. I lived through another day and the day after that and the day after that...

Say that until it reaches twenty-nine and a half years!

As the week went on, I started to make more sounds and moved around more. I wasn't loud like most babies are. My cries were quiet, which I'm sure my parents were thankful for. Yet my frame was still thin and pale despite maintaining a healthy diet.

That's another strange thing about me. No matter how much I eat, I can't gain weight. I couldn't back then and I can't now (Although I probably did gain weight as I grew up, but it wasn't noticeable). Some people would love to be like that, but I don't. I hate being a skeletal stick!

I'm sure my parents thought the same way. They wanted a chubby baby boy, not a skinny baby who was fairly a boy. Luckily, I was improving beyond my appearance, which was all that mattered to them.

By the time Christmas arrived, I was acting like a regular baby. A very quiet and strangely thin baby, but a regular one nonetheless. The holiday was a joyous time for my parents and I, probably the happiest time I had up to that point!

I'm not sure what presents my parents gave each other, but I know they gave me a new rag mask (a recurring gift for many years). Madame Perrault visited that evening with a gift for me- a string of silver bells. They were hung above my cradle, allowing me to hit them. The first time I did, a broad smile appeared on my masked face and I gave a soft coo.

"Oh, he smiled!" my mother exclaimed.

"His first smile and laugh!" my father noted happily.

"I knew it would be perfect," Madame Perrault pinched one of my toes. "Don't you think so, little one?"

I gave another coo, saying that I definitely agreed with her!

...

A merry sound floated through the air as my mother checked the oven one afternoon. A new year had dawned... as did mastering the art of the bells!

“Madeleine!” my father exclaimed as he rushed into the kitchen. “Come here!”

“Later. I don’t want this cake to burn.” my mother said.

“Let it. You need to hear this!”

My mother hesitated before leaving her meringue cake behind. She followed my father to their bedroom, where I was batting at the little bells. But they weren’t being struck at random... they seemed to be a repetitive pattern. My parents looked at each other.

“Do you hear that?” my father asked with a smile.

My mother looked back at me. “This has to be a coincidence.”
But it wasn’t. My little baby hands had settled into a rhythm of apparent song.
“How in the world is this possible?” my mother asked as she gazed closely at my deliberate striking. “He’s only four months old!”

My father smiled. “I think we have a little genius on our hands.”

Aw, shucks. I wouldn't say genius, but I do have a very good ear for music. I always have. I understand the world of melody far more than the world of people.

The same was true back then! I was composing long before I said my first word. I created a variety of tunes over the next four months.

...

Before long, I played my swan song. It was early May...

Which meant it was time to say goodbye to Boscherville.

With carpetbags of possessions in hand, my parents stepped out of the little romantic house with great reluctance. The towering turrets of St. Georges Abbey watched as they walked down the dirt road and recalled their time in Boscherville. Madame Perrault was right behind them, holding me in her arms.

The quartet traveled to an open field, where the circus was located. Together, we watched a fantastic show under the big top.

But the spectacle faded after the performance.

"I wish you could stay in Boscherville." Madame Perrault said, a tear in her eye.

"We do, too," my father said. "But maybe we'll be back when the off-season arrives."

"Yes, we'll certainly be back." my mother reassured Marie with a nod.

I gave a little coo and Madame Perrault smiled.

"I'll see you soon, little one!" she said to me, giving my ear a little pinch.

And with that, the Carrière-Destler family left their beloved Boscherville for greener pastures.

...Even though some would say the departed pastures were far greener.
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Two

Life Is a Circus
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After nearly a year of Boscherville bliss, Gerard and Madeline were forced to return to Mulheim’s clutches. Oh, how they wished for their child to know a life in their beloved village, but he would know only the circus for the next five years of his life.

...Maybe even more.

There isn’t much to say about 1859. My parents did their duties at the circus while one of the employees took care of me. They were living double lives- By night, they performed as the great Carrière-Destler duo and by day, they were the great Carrière-Destler parents.

They wished to leave the circus when their contract expired in 1860, but their act was more popular than ever. Mulheim made them sign a new contract (damn Mulheim and his contracts...) and they were now imprisoned until 1865.

My first memory is music, probably from Auntie Marie's bells. I can still clearly hear their melodic ringing, but no pictures accompany the sound.

The first event I can see is toddling out of my parents' room as a three year old and seeing them on the pale red and white-striped Biedermeier sofa, their faces lit by sunshine pouring from the windows. It made their performance outfits- a velvety yellow and forest green-striped leotard and shiny gold vest- stand out more than usual. They reached out to me and I reached out to them.

If only the rest of my life was that nice.

Much of it was. Unlike the rest of the world, my parents loved me and made sure I was safe within the caravan. Since we were a family, it was bigger than most of the other ones. It had a living area with a couch (later to be known as my bed), a small dining area, a bedroom with a privy and an area with a gas stove, sink and table that barely counted as a kitchen.

Life in the circus was exciting. It traveled all over Northern France. Once the circus arrived in a town, everyone would help set up the big top and all the attractions. The performers practiced in the big top every morning and entranced audiences for a couple hours each night (along with an afternoon show on Fridays and Saturdays). Sunday was their much-needed day off. They partook in recreational activities and explored the town or village they were in.

Or, everyone besides my parents did. They'd explore every once in a while, but they mostly stuck around in their caravan to watch me.

My life in the circus... wasn’t that exciting. That sounds surprising since the circus is full of action, but I wasn’t allowed to go out much. Actually, I wasn’t allowed to go out anywhere! Because of my nightmarish face (and mystifying mask), my parents didn’t let me leave their caravan. I was locked up, only to sometimes come out at night with supervision. I was kept away from the garish light of day and the people within it.

Oh, the people! One would think the circus is like a big family since they're around each other for seven months of the year, and in a way, it was.

...Well, not counting the freaks. They were cast aside and had their own little family unit.

And then there was me. I was a freak living with normal parents. The freaks took pity on me for looking worse off than them and the normal performers didn't approve of me because I was beyond hideous.

Sometimes, I'd catch snippets of their cruel taunts as they walked by the caravan.

"I can't believe they kept him around. Why don't they give him up for adoption?"

"Poor kid. I see why he wears that rag on his face. Why would you want to face the world looking like that?"

"What happened to him?"

My parents closed the window so I couldn't hear them, but their disdain still followed me when I went for nightly walks through the circus grounds. My mother or father would always accompany me. They'd pull me close, shielding me from the few prying eyes that were lurking about. I'd look at them and they'd pretend like they weren't staring. The feeling of their eyes on me spun a different narrative.

"What do you think is behind that mask?" I remember one worker whispering to his companion.

What was behind it? I obviously know now, but I didn't back then. My parents hid mirrors from me. Even my mother's little compact mirror was off limits. They didn't tell me anything about my disfigurement.

I mean, I knew something was wrong with me since I didn't have a nose (which is always in a normal person's field of vision). When I asked my parents about it, my father teased me by saying that he played the 'got your nose!' game and it disappeared. My mother said God wanted to make me special. (He sure did that!)

While I knew about my nose (or, lack thereof), I didn't know about the rest of my face. My parents wouldn't allow me to touch it. If I had to scratch an itch, I needed to put my mask on.

Masks. Most people wear them just for masquerades, but I’ve been forced to wear one constantly since I was nearly an hour old. I love the ones I wear now, but back in the day, it wasn’t as comfortable. An old rag covered my face. I wore that thing whenever I was awake, only taking it off to sleep.

...Even though I didn’t want to wear it sometimes.

"Can I take off my mask?" I asked my mother one summer afternoon in 1862.

"It's 'may I take off my mask'." she corrected me, not looking up from her sewing.

"Oh, right. May I take off my mask? Please?"

"I don't-"

"It's hot outside. My face wants to cool off."

My mother looked at me, then at the cloth in her hands. She sighed as she said, "Alright. You may take your mask off. But only for a bit! Then it goes right back on."

I turned around so my mother could undo the knot that bound the rag to my face. I smiled once it was off my face. The warm air felt nice compared to the stifling rag.

"Thanks, Mommy!" I said, not noticing her jerk back when I faced her.

I climbed onto the couch and rested my head on her arm. I thought it was odd how she stiffened at my touch, but I tried not to notice it. I fiddled with the plaid fabric of my outfit and tapped my shoes together as I looked at what she was sewing.

"What's that?" I asked.

"It's a sampler." my mother replied.

"And what's that?" I pointed to flowers and a structure made of thread.

"It's a flower garden and a chapel."

Then she recited The Garden of Love, a poem by William Blake. I smiled as I listened, liking how some words had a little twang to them. It was her Louisianan accent peeking through! She softly said,

I went to the Garden of Love,

And saw what I had never seen:

A chapel was built in the midst,

Where I used to play on the green.

And the gates of this chapel were shut,

And 'Thou shalt not' writ over the door;

So I turned to the Garden of Love,

That so many sweet flowers bore.

And I saw it was filled with graves,

And tombstones where flowers should be;

And priests in black gowns were walking their rounds,

And binding with briars, my joys and desires.

"I like flowers. I wish the tombstones didn't make them go away," I looked up at my mother. "I've never seen a chapel before. Can you take me to one?"

My mother moved away from me, deliberately avoiding my gaze as she looked down at the sampler and said, "Maybe someday."

Just then, the caravan door opened. My father stepped in, his eyes slightly wide at the sight of me.

"Daddy!" I exclaimed, getting up from the sofa to give him a hug.

I felt his torso stiffen as my face touched his shirt. He patted my back before prying me away.

"I have a surprise for you." he said before giving me a bag.

I looked inside and gasped in delight. "Popcorn!" I took a big handful. "Mmm, yummy."

"It's fresh from the popper! Why don't you put your mask back on and we'll all share some?"

I sighed and swallowed the popcorn I had stuffed in my mouth. I didn't want to return to the airless rag, but I reluctantly had my mother retie it. I cheered up once I was sitting in between my parents. They were certainly happier, too. No longer did they flinch at my touch. We were sharing popcorn like a normal family.

...Well, almost normal.

...

Until the ages of three to six, a boy wears dresses (and in some cases, their hair is curled!). When he reaches those coveted ages, his hair is cut short (mine was always short, unfortunately) and he wears shorts. This very important milestone is called breeching. (Yes, it shares the same name as a breech birth, which I was also forced to go through. The only type of breeching I haven't experienced is being the back part of a rifle, but I doubt that will happen any time soon.)

No longer would I wear comfortable little dresses. Due to the expectations of society, I would be forced to wear shorts! It’s impossible to lift the front of a pair of pants and carry crackers around or grab a bunch of plaid fabric to fiddle with, and it’s most certainly not as fun to twirl around in them.

Needless to say, I was very upset about being breeched.

“No!” I said to my parents after being presented with a new pair of gray shorts. “I don’t want to wear those!”

“You’re growing up,” my mother said. “It’s time to wear shorts like your father does.”

“I wear pants, darling.” my father corrected her.

“Shorts, pants... anything but a dress. You're a boy, not a girl. Boys wear shorts.”

“No!” I exclaimed with a stamp of my foot. “I don’t want shorts!”

I crossed my arms as I pouted at them.

My father held the shorts up. “These are the most comfortable shorts I’ve ever felt. They’re far better than the skeleton suits I had to wear as a kid."

My eyes widened. "Boys wore skeletons?"

My father chuckled. "No, they wore jackets attached to trousers. But they sure were tight like a skeleton!" He held up the shorts. "These are looser. You'll like-”

“I like my dress, not those.” I said, side-eyeing the dreaded clothing.

“But-”

“I like my dress!” I took in a sharp breath. “If I was a girl, you’d let me wear it!”

I turned away, not noticing the look that passed between my parents. My mother put a gentle hand on my shoulder to stop me from walking away. She was about to say something when I spun around. 

“No, no, no! I want to wear my dress!”

Up until that point, I had been a calm little child in a calm little dress. I had never gotten this angry before in all my short life.

And I had never been such a brat!

I threw myself on the floor and cried, screaming that I wouldn’t put on those shorts and that I wanted my dress, god damn it! My first and only tantrum was quite dramatic, and I’m really surprised that I wasn’t annoying the hell out of my parents.

I mean, I was, but they didn’t show it.

“Erik, sweetie, it’s okay!” My mother took me into her arms. “Shh... It’s okay, it’s okay...”

I was soothed by her gentle rub on my back. Tears fell down my face and there were hiccups in my sobs.

“If it’s what you really want... we’ll let you wear a dress.” my father said.

I peeked at him. All I said was a hiccup.

“I mean it. You can wear your favorite dress all day long.”

“No *hic!* shorts?”

“No shorts... for today. Tomorrow, you can try them out.”

“All you need to do is wear them for a few minutes,” my mother told me. “Just try it.”

I looked up at her, then at my father, then at the shorts beside him. I reluctantly said, “Okay. *hic!* I’ll try it.”

My parents smiled. 

“Good,” my father said. “Now, let’s get you into a dress, shall we?”

I grinned. “Yeah!”

I ran to my parents’ room, where my clothes were kept in a little trunk. I was struggling out of my nightshirt as they came in.

My mother helped me take it off and asked, “What would you like to wear for your special day?”

“The *hic!* pretty one!” I replied.

My mother took out a white dress with a ruffled lace-like skirt and lace on the collar. It was the finest clothing any of us owned besides my parents’ Sunday best (and if I had gone to church, I’m sure it would’ve been my Sunday best as well). I eagerly grabbed it and tried to put it on myself. I had trouble with the buttons in the back, so my mother did them for me. Once it was on, I cheered and ran around the room in delight. My birthday was saved!

I ran out of the room, seeing my father in the kitchen.

“Here’s special birthday water to make those birthday hiccups go away!” he said.

I drank the water, accidentally spilling some on my skirt. But I hardly noticed. All that mattered was that I was wearing what I loved.

I had to wear the shorts, of course. I tried them on the day after my birthday (the first official breeching day). They wrapped around my legs, which really bothered me. I didn't want to be lightly hugged by cloth I didn't know! I took them off after five minutes and wore my favorite plaid dress for the rest of the day.

...

The transition to fully wearing boy clothes was gradual. Every day, I'd have to wear the dreaded shorts for an additional five minutes (along with a long shirt). The shorts trapped my lower half for ten minutes on the fourth day, fifteen on the fifth, twenty on the sixth and so on.

I was used to the shirt a couple weeks after my birthday. Abandoning my boat neck bodices was sad, but the shirt was comfortable. Once shorts time was over, I wore it with my usual dress skirts for the rest of the day. (Which is honestly the perfect fashion for me. I get the best of both genders!)

A month after my birthday, I had to stay in those awful shorts for the duration of a circus show! (That's two hours of agonizing torture!) My parents weren't around, so I only wore them for a few minutes. I managed to get away with it on Thursday, but I wasn't so lucky on Friday. I heard the caravan door open and scrambled to get my skirt off...

But I was caught red-handed.

"How long did you wear your shorts?" my father asked, his arms crossed alongside my mother's.

"Um... two hours?" I fibbed.

My pink face didn't help my case.

"You're wearing shorts all day tomorrow, young man," my mother said. "We'll make sure of it."

I frowned, feeling icky at being called a young man. "B- But that's far longer tha- than two hours-"

"No more skirts!" my father declared. "You've worn them long enough. It's time to become a man."
"...He's four years old, Gerard."
"A boy, then. It's time to become a boy!"

"Even though you've always been one." my mother added quickly.

My heart sunk as tears formed in my eyes. I felt ickier than ever now. Worst of all, I was being forced to wear shorts for the rest of my life! Since that chilly October night (which was cold for more than just the weather), I’ve never stepped into a skirt of my size. Shorts and pants are all I’ve known.

...Is it strange that I wouldn’t mind stepping back?

...

Nearly a year had passed since the dreaded breeching. It was a Sunday afternoon in September 1863. I longed to go out, but I was stuck inside as usual. There's a saying that goes 'Children should be seen, not heard', but my parents believed children shouldn't be seen or heard... or not even exist! I was locked in my parents' room because a performer was visiting, which meant I had to be quieter than a mouse. My mask was pinching my face, so I took it off. Much relieved, I sat at my mother's vanity and sang a song.

Mommy and Daddy should hear it! I thought.

I knew I needed to stay hidden, but it was itching to come out! I pushed open the heavy sliding door of my parents' bedroom and said, "Mommy, Daddy! I-"

My parents and the performer stopped talking. The guest's horrified shriek has stuck with me ever since.

“Don’t ever take your mask off again, young man,” my usually kind father told me in a shockingly stern voice after the performer had run off. “Do you hear me?”

All I could get out was a sob.

“Wh- Why do I have to wear it?” I asked, tears streaming down my face. “No one else does!”

My parents looked at each other. How could they possibly tell their child that he was a revolting freak of nature?

“All children wear masks when they’re young!” my mother fibbed.

My father looked back at me, his expression reverting to the mild one I had always known. “And once you're a grown-up like us, you'll be able to take it off. But for now...”

I sniffled and reluctantly finished, “Leave the mask on.”

My father smiled at me, then at my mother. “Exactly. Leave the mask on.”

He reached out to wipe my tears away, but hesitated once his finger was inches away from my face. My mother crouched down beside him with a handkerchief in her hand.

“There,” she said once my tears were gone and the rag was tied to my face. “All is well again.”

But it wasn’t well for me. My parents’ explanation puzzled me greatly. I had caught glimpses of other children, visitors of the circus. They didn’t wear anything on their faces, so why did I? I didn’t dare ask my parents why they were lying for fear of upsetting them again, so I obediently wore the mysterious ratty cloth without question.

...

A couple days after The Incident, I watched my father do a magic trick.

"Here's the coin..." He made a fist and opened his hand. "And now it's gone!"

My eyes widened. "Where did it go?"

"I think it went over here..."

My father reached behind my ear. I gasped as the coin appeared in his hand!

"It didn't feel like it was there!" I exclaimed, touching my ear.

"Well, it was! Surprise!"

My mother smiled as she watched us from the kitchenette. “Speaking of surprises, your birthday is coming up next week. What would you like?”

I bit my lip in thought. “May I have anything?”

“Anything within reason.”

“May I have two of them?”

“What would you want two of?” my father inquired. “Just one is perfectly fine.”

“It’s special,” I took a deep breath as I glanced down at the shiny coin before looking up at my parents. “I’d like two kisses. One for my birthday and one to save for later. I'll treasure it for a long, long time.”

My parents’ faces paled and the air became tense. I couldn’t understand why the sudden shift had happened. Were kisses too expensive for them to get? Surely they weren’t. My parents kissed each other all the time. Why wouldn’t they kiss me?

I didn’t know the answer then, but I certainly do now. 

“Is there anything else you want?” my mother asked quickly.

I frowned. What I truly wanted were kisses from the ones I loved most, but that was clearly a luxury they couldn’t afford. I knew I couldn't ask for a dress since they'd shut that down in an instant. What else could I ask for?

“A mask.” I decided.

“You already have one!” my father pointed out.

I frowned. “But it’s getting itchy and small. It’s not comfortable anymore.”

Since not all children are required to wear masks, I hoped they’d forget about their silly explanation and let me ditch the rag.

...

On the morning of my fifth birthday, I awoke to my parents crouching by my bed (also known as the couch).

“Happy birthday!” they exclaimed while my mother smoothed out my bed head hair.

"We have a surprise for you.” my father said.

I sat up and was presented with a mask made of white silk. It was quite a change from the cut up pieces of cloth I had worn all my life!

“Do you like it?” my mother asked.

I took the mask and examined it closely. It wasn’t just fabric like the past masks. On the sides were little loops of white ribbon that would go around my ears. A thin wire was within the top and sides, which would shape the mask to fit my growing face.

“Yes,” I replied with a small smile. “I like it very much.”

My parents smiled at each other.

“Now get ready,” my father told me. “A special birthday breakfast is waiting for you!”

I went to their room to pick out my clothes. While opening the closet door, something caught my eye. On my mother’s bedside table was her shiny compact mirror. I set my new mask on the table and picked up the mirror. One glance at it caused me to scream in terror.

“Erik!” my parents exclaimed, rushing into their room and seeing me curled up on the floor.

My mother crouched down and gave me a hug. “What's the matter, dear?”

“I- I saw...” I swallowed to prevent a sob (but to no avail). “I saw a monster!”

“A monster?”

“Y- Yes! It was- It was in the mirror! A- A- A scary monster lives in the mirror!”

My father grabbed the compact mirror, which I had thrown across the bed. He looked into the glass and I gasped.

“No, don't! It’s- It’s still in the mirror and- and it’ll hurt me!”

Sobbing wildly, I buried my face into my mother’s shoulder, not noticing her tense up. She gently stroked my hair. 

“Shh, Erik, dear. You have nothing to be afraid of.” she whispered.

“Y- Yes, I do!” I raised my head, looking at her through tear-filled eyes. “I’m afraid of the monster!”

My father tapped on my shoulder with the new mask. “Perhaps this will help.”

I looked at the mask and sniffled. “How?”

“It makes the monster go away.”

My eyes widened and I let go of my mother, taking the mask from my father. “Does it really?”

My parents nodded and my mother put the mask on my face. I smiled at how comfortable it was. My father offered the mirror to me and I flinched back.

“It’s alright,” he said. “Look inside.”

He showed me the front of the mirror. Much to my relief, the monster was gone!

I looked at my parents in wonder as I asked, “Is the mask magic?”

“Oui!” they said together, amused smiles on their unmasked faces.

“We made it magic to keep you safe.” my mother said.

My father put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Magic is your friend, Erik. And so is the mask. If you wear it, you’ll be safe from the monster. No mirror will ever show you it again.”

I touched the silky mask, the magic friend that shielded me from harm. Then I melted into a hug from both of my parents. With them and the magic mask, I had nothing to fear.

...Until I did.

...

It was a foggy night. I shivered as I walked through a hazy forest. Just then, I heard an owl hoot from somewhere behind me. I turned around...

"MOMMY!" I screamed.

I sat up, my heart hammering as I gasped for air. My mother ran out of her and my father's room. She rushed to the couch, where I had been sleeping fitfully just moments before.

"Erik, what's wrong?" she asked.

"The monster... It was back!" I exclaimed, tears pooling in my eyes. "I saw it right in front of me! I- It- It- It was about to hurt me!"

I buried my face in my mother's shoulder and sobbed. She gave me a comforting hug.

"Shh, it's okay," my mother whispered. "You're safe with me. Hush now... It's alright..." After a minute or two, she said, "Let's get you back to bed."

I pulled away. "B- But the monster will get me."

"Not if you put on your mask. Its magic makes the monster go away, remember?"

I nodded with a sniffle. My mother wiped my tears away with a hankie before grabbing my mask, which was resting on a little table beside the couch. I smiled at the mask's cool silky touch.

"There... Is that better?" my mother asked, smiling back at my nod. "Lay down. I'll help you fall into Dreamland."

I lay down and pulled the blanket around me. My mother sang William Blake's Cradle Song, her soft voice soothing me as I closed my eyes.

Sleep, sleep, beauty bright,

Dreaming in the joys of night

Sleep, sleep, in thy sleep

Little sorrows sit and weep

O the cunning wiles that creep

In thy little heart asleep!

When thy little heart doth wake,

Then the dreadful night shall break

And with that, my own dreadful night had broken.

...

Nightmares of the monster plagued me for just under a year. I'd wake up in a cold sweat (a common occurrence later in life), yell for my parents and be comforted by them. Sometimes I'd fall back asleep, sometimes not. There were a handful of occasions where I woke up multiple times! The dreadful night seemed endless thanks to that monster.

One night after a particularly distressing nightmare, I decided not to go crying to my parents. I didn’t need a soothing backrub from my father or a gentle song from my mother. I needed to face this monster head on and conquer my fear! I quietly snuck into their room, sat at my mother's vanity and took off the magic mask. Then I looked into the compact mirror...

And realized that I was the monster.

The wide, piercingly bright blue eyes that gazed at my reflection in fear... those were my eyes. The wrinkly gray eyelids that blinked in shock... those were my eyelids. The thin, slightly trembling hand that was moving towards the mirror... that was my hand. The mahogany and gray horror before me...

That was my face.

I was too shocked to scream. All I could do was stare. My eyes widened even more as my hand felt the raisin-like rough texture of the appalling thing attached to my head. My fingers moved to the right until they touched the gaping hole situated at the edge of all this gruesomeness. This wasn't a monster in a nightmare.... this was me in real life. This was what everyone was so afraid of.

...This was what I was afraid of.

I now understood why people called me a poor thing, why my parents forced me to wear a mask. I could see why they tensed up whenever I hugged them while maskless. It was because of this! This grotesque thing of the dead that had given me countless nightmares! I was beyond hideous!

My reflection shook so much that I couldn't focus on my face. I couldn't touch or look at it any longer. An overwhelming sick feeling was taking over! Oh, my heart... it pounded harder than I had ever felt as terror pulled me into a chokehold. I could hardly breathe...

I left the mirror on my mother's vanity- not caring if it clattered on the table- and ran back to the couch. I grabbed my mask from the little table beside it and put it on. Now I was safe from the repulsive countenance underneath.

And yet, I could never escape it.

...

Another thing I couldn't escape was being a boy. Despite my parents saying that I was one, I felt more like a girl. I don't know why, but these feminine feelings course through my soul nearly as much as music does. It's not just a case of feeling effeminate. I wholeheartedly believe that I was meant to be a girl. Unfortunately, biology made me ambiguous downstairs and my parents' insistence made me a boy upstairs.

The first time I told them that I was a girl, my father instantly said, "No, you're not." and when I tried to explain my feelings, my mother said, "You're just confused, sweetie. As you get older, things will straighten out."

I tried to tell them that I had never been so certain of anything before... but they ignorantly tossed aside my fervor and made me question everything about myself. (What pressure to put on a four year old!)

Ever since my breeching, I had constantly asked them to please let me wear dresses and please let me grow out my hair, but they kept me in shorts and they kept my hair short.

I even asked Santa for help! For two Christmases in a row, my main wish was to be a girl. I’d be very polite and say please, but that was the one thing I didn’t get from him. My parents said his magic could only go so far.

In my 1864 Christmas letter, I added in really tiny letters, 'P.S.- Please secretly turn me into a girl. If my parents find out, they'll be mad.' Santa responded with, 'P.S.- Let's make your parents happy from now on, alright?'

But what about my happiness, Santa? I guess he and my parents could care less about that. I told them I’d be happier as a girl, but they insisted that I could be happy as a boy.

And yet here I was, sitting at my mother's vanity with a big, droopy frown on my face. It was a cloudy afternoon in August 1864. I certainly felt like gray clouds were over my head as I looked down at my lap dejectedly. A lock of hair fell next to me, joining the others on the seat. The little flip of hair near the back of my neck was gone. It had made me feel girly, but alas... it wasn't to be. My parents had noticed it during breakfast and I was subjected to an unwanted haircut as soon as they returned from rehearsals.

"All done!" my father declared. "Doesn't that look nice?"

I dreaded looking in the mirror. My face, which I had seen a few nights before, still haunted me. But when I finally gathered the courage to look at my reflection, all I saw was a sad (thankfully) masked child with boyishly cropped hair.

"No, it's not nice," I said bluntly (like how my bangs were bluntly trimmed....). "I miss how my hair was before."

"It was getting long." my father pointed out.

"That's how I like it," I looked down at the locks of hair around me. "It was like a girl's hair."

"Oh, not this again," my mother said with an exasperated sigh as she walked into the bedroom. "How many times do we have to tell you to put an end to this girl nonsense?"

I bristled. "It's not nonsense! It's how I feel. I don't feel like a person with short hair."

"Well, you are a person with short hair," my father countered. "And you always have been."

"Sure, that's what you say," I muttered before a realization hit me. "Unless... Unless you're all mixed up!" My heart rose and I smiled as I said, "Maybe you've made a mistake in calling me a boy and I'm really a girl!"

"We didn't make a mistake and we most certainly didn't mix you up." my mother insisted.

"Oui!" my father agreed before running a hand through my newly clipped hair. "You'll always be our special little boy.”

I got up from the vanity and went to the doorway, where my mother was. She stopped me by putting a gentle hand on my shoulder and said, "It's been two years, sweetie. Please give it a rest."

"And give that monster a rest while you're at it." my father added.

I gave a heavy sigh. I trudged to the couch and plopped down. The monster was already resting, but my girl desires were in full force.

I can't help talking about it all the time, I thought. It's always on my mind because my brain likes to think about it a lot. It makes my mind happy.

I told myself that I was a boy. I felt a bit icky inside and it didn't sound like me. (Oddly enough, I'm alright with male pronouns. ...But not alright with having to call them male. 'He, him and his' is what I mean.)

But when I told myself that I was a girl, a happy feeling rose in my heart. It felt so right. It still does. Thinking ‘I’m a girl’ brings a certain joy that I haven’t been able to find anywhere else. It's the surest way to improve my self esteem, if only for a short while.

It’s been twenty-four years since I last bugged my parents about... the 'G' thing. I’ve mostly resigned myself to the fact that I’ll never truly become one. It pains me to say that I’ll always be stuck in a horrible stick-like male body (How awful is that?). It goes against what my heart and soul want...

But I’m afraid they’ll never get what they deserve. Just a perk of living in darkness, I suppose.

...

Enough about the present. Let’s go to 1865. The American Civil War is winding down, Jumbo the elephant is leaving Paris behind for the greener pastures of London, Jules Verne and Lewis Carroll's novels are capturing the imaginations of Europeans, crinolines are at their fullest and my parents aren’t allowing me to become the people who wear them.

I strived to be a girl in other ways. During the infamous ages of four and five, all I could do was dream and beg. When I turned the very mature age of six, my mother started to show me the basics of cooking and cleaning.

"Can I do chores more often?" I asked as the circus season started up. "You'd have more time to relax after shows."

"That's true... You would be a big help!" my father said.

I beamed proudly.

"You could stand to help out, too." my mother said, giving my father a look.

"I help out with dinner sometimes!" he countered. "But cleaning is work for the women."

My heart rose. If I was doing women's work, that meant I was a girl!

"And little boys." my father added with a wink at me.

...Oh. You just had to say that, didn't you, Father? The secret point of cooking and cleaning is to feel more girly, not boyish!

Nowadays, I call these things everyone's work. Anyone- man, woman or otherwise- can whip up dinner or tidy up the house. Today, I enjoy doing these things not for the feminine aspect, but for productiveness. (And I'm probably the only person who finds dish washing fun!)

But back then, I was thrilled to finally be doing things that girls did! I dutifully helped my mother make dinner and cleaned the dishes until they were spotless. She was quite proud of me (and my father was impressed, too!)

My parents were also impressed with my schooling. By the mid sixties, I was well into learning how to read, write and do arithmetic. Math was a bit of a struggle, but I took to reading quite fast. I loved being able to see the poems my parents loved so much!

The sun does arise,

And make happy the skies

The merry bells ring

To welcome the Spring

The sky-lark and thrush,

The birds of the bush,

Sing louder around,

To the bells’ cheerful sound

While our sports shall be seen

On the Ecchoing Green

My parents clapped as I finished reading (and singing!) the first verse of William Blake's The Ecchoing Green. They were very proud of me for reading it all on my own. I excelled quickly in the written word.

But when it came to actually writing those words...

I'm left-handed. Some of the performers in the circus thought this was sinful and wanted me to change my ways. My parents didn't think writing with the opposite hand was a betrayal of God or anything, but they wanted me to be at least somewhat normal. (Even though left-handed people are normal, they're just the minority in the hand world.) So they taught me to write with my right hand since everyone thought it was... well... right!

To my parents' surprise, I only struggled a bit with my opposite hand. Turns out I'm not just naturally left-handed... I'm naturally ambidextrous as well! I can easily write with both hands. Things on a paper's left side, like the body of a letter, are written with my left hand. If something is on the right like a signature, I switch to that hand. It's quite convenient.

When it comes to doing other tasks like drawing or brushing my teeth or putting on lip rouge, I always use my left hand. I use my right hand for sewing, however. It was easier to copy my mother than struggle to mirror her movements on the other side. But nearly everything is done with my natural, normal, definitely not sinful dominant hand.

...Well, it looks like a skeleton, so it isn't entirely normal.

My father didn't quite approve of my sewing lessons. He thought it was alright to be able to repair a shirt or secure a button, but creating designs was a task for women!

"I need something to do while you're gone besides chores," I pointed out. "Sewing will pass the time a lot faster."

"Oui," my mother agreed. "And it'll improve his coordination skills. My second eldest sister had the clumsiest hands before she learned how to sew. One of the first things she made was my baby pillow."

"Yeah, I could make pillows! Not for babies, but for your wrists after a long day," I gave my father a knowing smile. "I bet you'd love that."

My father sighed. "I can't deny comfort. Get to it, kid!" he said, giving me a pat on the back.

I was excited to start learning the art of needle and thread. Much to my dismay, sewing didn't come as easy as reading and writing did. My stitches wouldn't go the way I wanted them to, so I had trouble making pretty designs like flowers. Not to mention squeezing the two wooden embroidery hoops together was tough! (And the hanging fabric in the middle went in the wrong direction so many times...) But I diligently kept at it while my parents were out performing. Although I struggled, I quite enjoyed sewing. It kept my mind and hands busy.

Sometimes, that busy little brain would wander away from the world of embroidered flowers and the confines of the little caravan. I'd picture my parents flying through the sky and juggling as the crowd cheered underneath the big top. I longed to see them perform before my eyes, but I knew it was a sight I would never see...

But there was a rare chance that I would.
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Three

The Greatest Show on Earth
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'The greatest show on Earth' is a phrase used for many circuses. It was first associated with Dan Rice's circus in the 1830s and has recently been adopted by PT Barnum in the 1880s.

But right in between those is the true greatest show on earth... the one belonging to Hans Mulheim.

I had lived in the circus for nearly my whole life, yet I hadn't seen much of it beyond the empty grounds at night (and through the window in the daytime) and the crowd pouring into the distant tent as the calliope annoyingly whistled. I had never gotten the chance to witness the so-called spectacle within the big top. For seven years, I could only wonder what the show was like.

If things had gone differently, perhaps I never would have seen it at all! My parents' contract was set to expire at the end of the 1865 season. They were looking forward to leaving the circus behind and living in Boscherville for the rest of their days.

But Mulheim had other plans for my parents. He offered them more time off and a bigger salary. I'm not sure how much they earned, but it wasn't enough to buy the romantic house in Boscherville. Renting was all they could afford. The higher pay and relaxation convinced them to stay on for five more years.

After the 1870 season, the Carrière-Destler family would leave the circus for good. My parents would finally call the romantic house their own and we'd live the rest of our lives in peace.

But for now, their circus lives went on. While they performed, I tidied up the caravan and tried my best to tidy up my stitches. Sometimes, I performed a little show of my own! I'd wear my father's suits and my mother's dresses while pretending to play a variety of different characters.

One night during the summer of 1866, I played the roles of a courting couple. I hummed a little song of my own invention as I danced around my parents' bedroom. I'd raise my mother's loose skirt and lower it every once in a while to reveal my father's even looser pants. It wasn't the most practical way to waltz, but it sure felt romantic!

"Oh, Monsieur Stripey Pants, you look so handsome!" I said in a high voice before stepping out of my mother's skirt and saying in a deeper voice, "As are you, Madame Purple Ruffle. We should get married," I pulled up the dress, nearly tripping on the bottom of my father's pants. "We most certainly should! We'll kiss all day long and go out for walks in the sunshine and-"

Just then, I heard the caravan door open. I gasped and darted under the bed, leaving the skirt and pants behind.

"Boy, am I spent!" my father exclaimed.

"I'm the spent one," my mother said. "My feet are killing me."

I watched as she leaned against the doorway to take off her slippers. She looked perfectly alive
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