The Second Year of the Republic

The Crimes In Liberty’s Name

Manon Roland 17 Brumaire Year II (November 7, 1793)

Just think, tomorrow evening at this time I will exist only in the minds of posterity.

My last night of life….and yet not a tissue within me panics. Why would it? When one is courageous and dies innocently for a cause one knows is just there is no reason why one should panic. But even now, even with my memoirs done, as I reflect over my brief life I cannot help but realize that it was not even two years ago that I came back to Paris. My Paris, my city. Those men who say that I do not understand Paris, what fools they are!, how could I not understand this city? It runs in me as if it were my blood. I know it as I know myself. And I just came back to my true self, to that girl who read Plutarch at eight and dreamed that the world could be so noble once more, to that girl who saw, close-hand the pride and hypocrisy of the aristocracy, the way they made my mother---as good and respectable a woman as any---eat at the servant’s table of the great house. Yes, less than two years ago I came home to myself, discovered my soul which I had lost---or no, not lost,----but which had slept lifelessly in the ease of a provinicial life. I always knew, ever since I was a very small child, that I was destined for great things. And finally, those events arrived and I, though a woman, knew that my very soul commanded that I take part in them. Yes, the Revolution let me find my soul….and my soul mate, Francois Buzot.

I am of a very different moral fiber than those frivolous loud-mouthed aristocratic women, of whom it was accepted, no, no, more than that….it was positively applauded that they have a lover, if not several. Oh no,  I did not pattern myself after their obscene behavior at all….I behaved at all time as did the Roman matriarchs of Plutarch, as did the heroines of Rousseau. Nothing could be further removed from my attraction to Francois than the low earthy desires of the flesh. No matter what those scandal-rags and those coarse men like Danton, who can’t think of anything higher, no matter what they may say…it remains the truth. Our love was more of a passionate friendship, because I never had the heart to hurt his poor older wife, nor my own older husband. Besides, I just can’t imagine the need to consum—I cannot even think of such a thing with Francois. Our love was a marriage of souls, of minds, or hearts, it had superceded the foul and vile passions of this earth the moment it was born. But I had to tell my husband of it, innocent though it was, for it was true that I did love another more than I loved him…. 

“Jean,” I said quietly, stroking his hair. “Jean. I have something to tell you. Something very important.”

He groaned, half-way rolled over in bed. “No, not now Manon.” He croaked, paused while he hacked up some phlegm from his chest “Not now. I am ill. Could you get me some coffee.”

I sighed, wiped the phlegm away from his chin. I really didn’t mind caring for him all these years, when he got ill. It was not his fault that his health was so poor and it was nice to feel needed. But it wish, I really wish, that he would listen to me when I tried to speak to him of something important to me….besides politics. He listens to me all the time about politics. But we all know that is not really a woman’s realm. I went and got the coffee.

All the while he drank it, I sat there, looking into his brown eyes, thinking how much pain this would cause him, how hurt he would be, that his own wife, the woman who had born his child, who for years had been at his side, who cared for him when he was ill…. that this woman had found another soul with which her own was more compatible. “No dear,” I felt my heart racing beneath my gown, “I must tell you now. I love Francois Buzot.”

He spilled the coffee over the bed. I wondered why I had not thought to tell him to put the cup down before I started. And yet, somehow, as I looked at the spreading stain on the sheets and I did not want the maid to wash them. I wanted them to stay there forever. A strange sentiment, I am well aware…but it was a strange evening. 

“You….you…have you….?”

I grasped his hands affectionately, kissed him on his forehead. “Oh no, no, no. We have done nothing. I could never do that to you. I’m a better wife than that. It’s a marriage of souls. But I just want you to understand my feelings for him.”

I could see some tears in his eyes. “Oh, don’t cry!, don’t cry!” I was fighting something within me, some discordant, deranged child of my brain that was urging my entire soul to dance. “Please…..’

After a few minutes of simply staring at him and he at me, I asked “You are not hurt by this, I hope?”

He smiled, a painful smile, “Manon, Manon, my dearest. How could I be? I understand, you are so young and so pretty and I am so much older. I understand. I am an understanding man.”

Somewhere inside me, I felt a vague, but pervasive sense of disappointment. It was not something I could not explain to anyone, or to myself for that matter. But it was if the bottom of my stomach had just dropped off. “You…you are sure about that. There are no hard feelings?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“None at all?”

“Absolutely none.”

“You won’t do anything to Francois, will you?”

“Manon, don’t worry. You have known me long enough to know that I am always judicious in such matters. I am not the kind of man who would ever dream of harming him….”

“But you know,” I declared once again, the fire of my passion burning within me, “You know that I cannot stop what I feel towards him…nor can I hide it…it must…”

He reached up and placed a finger gently on my nose. “I said, don’t worry, Manon. Just as long as it is not a scandal it does not matter. Now, could you get me another cup of coffee?”

 And that was how the matter ended. I wonder where Jean is now? In the countryside, probably, with Eudora. I wonder how he will act when he gets word of my death? I can’t imagine him easily forgiving those who have done this to me. But then again, I suppose there are many things about the ones we love, we never really know, cannot ever really know….

I can do little but wonder at these things now, for they will forever remain shielded from my eyes. Tomorrow, I will walk the scaffold and perish for a crime I supposedly committed against Liberty herself. Ha! Me! Commit a crime against liberty! Why, the men who have sent me to the scaffold are far worthier of that charge than myself….those blood-ravening demagogues, Marat, now, thankfully, dead, Robespierre, whom I once trusted, and Danton…

Danton…I could not believe, still cannot believe, the audacity of that man! To think he had the insolence to call on my husband and me after all those filthy rumors he’d spread about us, after his corruption which had nearly brought down Jean’s government, after I had publicly told him that I would never speak to him again. He called on us, came and knocked on the door, as if he were a gentleman!


I answered, saw him standing there, struggled to control my revulsion and shock at his brazen disregard for any moral decency. I think I must have done this rather well, for he did not seem disturbed in the least. He addressed me with  a slight bow, using the form of the Ancient Regime rather than calling me “citizeness.” “Madame, is your husband at home?”


Oohhh…I still feel the anger pulsing through my veins, how much I wanted to tell him that he had the wrong house, that the madame he undoubtedly sought lived in another district and was certainly unmarried. Nevertheless, I managed a smile which I feared was too unctuous. I didn’t want to give him the wrong idea, but Francois had ever so sweetly counseled me a few days before about letting my passionate, forthright nature interfere with my wonderful, womanly gift for diplomacy. “No, my husband is ill.” The smile practically hurt me.


I expected…I hoped…he would me bid adieu, tip his head slightly, and proceed back down the steps. But no. His big, coarse face became more urgent. “No matter….may I speak to you privately then?”


I did not know what to say. Let this overgrown thug….this vulgar ruffian, little better than the bestial dregs of Paris he claims to represent, let him speak to me…. privately? He was so disreputable--- and I knew from the slanders that he and his equally foul-mouthed, dirty-minded friends spread about me that his intentions on my person were likely to be anything but honorable. And if I was not afraid for myself, I would at least be afraid for the porcelain.


He must have guessed at my hestitation. He sighed loudly, obstrusively, as if asking why I distrusted him so. “Call a servant if you feel it is necessary.”


I called in the maid Guislaine to stand witness to the proceedings. He whiped his feet at the doormat with what I took to be ostentatious care and sat himself down at one of the drawing room chairs. There was a still moment then, as I suppose like an actor he had to arrange his thoughts for the decorum that suited the house of respectable people and a conversation with a respectable woman.


“I feel compelled to tell you,” I said, still standing up, feeling more secure in that position, “that in all matters political I am no more than the dutiful voice of my husband, his confidante. As a woman, I am not anyone of real importance.”


I believe I saw him roll his eyes ever so slightly at this. As if I didn’t know what was going on in that brutal mind of his, its spongy contortions exuding filth when wrung together, “That conniving b-----, she leads the old man around on a leash. If he knew how to f----, he wouldn’t let a woman be the head of his party or the head of his---“ But I refrain from finishing what every urchin on any Parisian street corner knew that he had said of me.


“As a confidante of your husband,” He began with a false and measured drawl, I suppose he was attempting to sound polite, “As his confidante, I want you to advise him to make friends with us….”


I couldn’t hide my horror so tactfully this time. Why, how could this swaggering brute even dare mention such a sullied alliance? Didn’t he have any sense of---well, that was just it. He didn’t. “My husband,” I knew my voice was shaking, I did my best to control it but it was absolutely necessary to remind him exactly where we stood, “my husband will not be friends with the likes of you!”


He sighed, crossed one leg over the other. “Madame Roland…may I call you Manon?”


“Most certainly not! You pressure far too much intimacy Citizen Dan—“


He interrupted. “Fine, Madame Roland. I know there is little love lost between your husband’s faction and my own. But for your own survival’s sake—and that of your government—I advise you to come with me, with us.”


“I would rather not survive…I would rather die than tell my dear sick husband to make some tainted deal with the likes of you and Marat and Robes----“


“Man—Madame Roland—they are not involved with this. Only myself.”


I had to smile with the knowledge that I had predicted this all along. “Oh, so you know no longer trust them, do you? Two curs and one bone can never agree….and neither can three thugs! So you need ou---my husband’s--- support  against them, do you?”


“No, don’t be foolish.” A heavy scowl set across his ugly face. When he frowned you couldn’t mistake him for anything but what he was, a criminal. “Even you know better than that. If anyone needs anybody else’s support right now, it’s your husband who needs the help…”


“Then why are you doing this…this….ahhh!” The epiphany came to me. I was amazed that my mind, normally so quick to grasp this man’s thinly veiled ulterior motives, had taken so long to uncover this one. “It’s about money isn’t it? You need someone---someone with some respectability to cover for you to the Jacobins, don’t you? You think my husband and his friends would be fine victims for your little scheme. Well, trust me. We may not be corrupt like you, but we’re not ignorant to how you people operate.”


Danton sighed again, said nothing. I knew it. I had him. With Danton, it’s about violence, lust or money. The man has no higher motives. His fingers tapped relentlessly on the arm of the chair. How much you can tell about people just by their hands, I remember thinking. My own hands are small, yet shapely, a woman’s hands, yet also an intellectual’s….or so people say at least. Francois’s hands are long-tipped and nearly translucent—every time I touch them I think of Rousseau. His hands elevate my spirit. My husband’s hands are old wise hands, a philosopher and a sage. But Danton’s hands are huge and grotesque….When I see his fingers I think of the thick, squat sausages that always made me nauseous when I saw them in the butcher’s shop as a little girl. Danton’s hands are those of a savage, not a gentleman.


Somehow he must have known that I was thinking such thoughts for he said, “Madame, I know you think me a brute, but I really want the same things that you and your friends want. I want a happy, prosperous France. A France governed by a sane, moderate government.  I want a nice place to raise my children. I am not what you think I am. I’m well-educated, a family man…ask Brissot, ask Verginaud..”


I cut him off icily…did he really believe that I would ask anything of Verginaud? “I do not take Verginaud as a moral abritrator for my—for my husband’s—decisions. He is lazy and has a tendency towards corruption.”


“Suit yourself.” He was getting up, preparing to leave. “But maybe you should tell your husband what I have offered….agreed?”


“I know my husband as I know myself and he will refuse. He is a moral man and after what you have called me….” I stopped there, did not wish to repeat Danton’s vile slanders in front of the servant.


“What have I called you?” He sounded vaguely amused, curious, even solicitious for my feelings….as if he didn’t know what he himself had said! Liar! No doubt the bargain he offered would also have been a lie! I’m glad, even now, in prison, in retrospect, that I had the courage to refuse it!


“What have you called me?!….a whore, haughty like the Austrian Woman, power-hungry, a temptress---“


He laughed, that vulgar bass laugh, as vulgar as the “People” he and his party boasted of representing. When he laughed I thought of sewers, of flowing blood, I thought of his wife and—but anyways. He laughed, “Temptress? I certainly never called you that…you couldn’t tempt a famished mouse with all the cheese in the world in your right hand---“


I was angry, outraged—well, who wouldn’t be?---this violent cutthroat first spreading rumors…terribly untrue lies….and then laughing at the pain they had caused me and poor Jean. I couldn’t help myself but shout back at him, “Yes, I suppose you would know a lot about temptation! After all, the whole world knows what you were doing in Belgium while your wife was dyi---“


He swung towards me suddenly, growled, “My God woman you have a filthy mind!” There was a beast ablaze in his eyes, I feared for my life, what he could do with those hands. “You never mention Gabi, do you hear?” Who was this man, ripping apart the virtuous lives of others---causing others pain through his slander---and not even daring to hear the truth about his own numerous flaws?

“If you speak so loudly you will awake my husband. Good day, Citizen Danton.”


He walked to the door as if in a daze, paused before closing it. “You will live to regret this day, Madame. I can’t help it…don’t forget I tried. But you will regret this day.” With that, he left.


But he was wrong. I never did.

The Virgin’s Eyes

Rene Hebert 

Of all of them, I hate Robespierre the most.

Yeah. That skinny pale-faced little bastard with his clean fingernails and talk of God. I hate him the most. But he was the one I couldn’t attack. The one I couldn’t reach. He was the one who put me here, in this goddamned fucking mess. Restoring the monarchy? Me? Rene Hebert? Pere Duchesne? What the fuck did he think he was saying? I know really why I’m here…because he was afraid of me….feared my power, my influence, the fact that I knew the people so much better than he did. He wanted a happy little Revolution made like a pastry with sugar on the top….I say, fuck, a revolution like that is no revolution at all….may he choke on his pastries. I say let the blood of the bastards and the aristocrats flow. I know why I’m here. The people know it too. I know that they’re with me! I was their voice! Oh shit! Why is no one listening to me? Are they mad….are they blind? 

No one listens…..they’re laughing…laughing at me….

What I think I hate Robespierre the most for is his eyes….yes, I know that sounds stupid. But I hate them. They fucking annoy me. And the way he speaks of God…or the Supreme Being….or whatever he calls it. What a fool, fart God…everyone knows He’s dead…..or if He’s not He’s got some pretty big time explaining to do. His canting is bad enough. But I hate Robespierre’s eyes most of all. They’re predatory slits of green. They hold you in them as he says some shit about Virtue and the Republic and the good of sacrifice. And they don’t move. They just stare. They remind me of the Virgin’s eyes….the huge, cold wooden sculpture in the Church in Alenscon when I was a boy. Her arms were thrust apart as if she wanted to embrace the entire world. She smiled serenely at everyone. I hated her so badly. It was something physical. I would feel something move within me, some kind of creature, whenever I stared at her. Those hours upon boring hours of the same fucking priest giving the same shit to us over and over and over again. And all I had to think about was her pale blue veil with its chipped paint and her eyes, which were rather odd, in that they were green. For some reason, you don’t think of the Virgin’s eye color. Don’t know if that’s in the Bible. Never did read it. Why? It’s bunch of crap anyways….

 I remember, I was nine or ten or so, sitting there at the Church ceremony every nerve of my body wanting to smash her face in. A rock. A brick. It would have done the trick. But no, I wanted to use my fist. I want to knock her down from her fucking wooden pedestal where she could survey the world with such calm deliberation. I wanted to fucking knocking her down from the stillness of her four feet above the ground. I hated her for the way she looked at us all, willing to take every lame shit, every sinner into her care, give them redemption, salvation something better. God all along never held any interest for me. I knew the priests were full of crap…they were just horny guys who liked to screw the pretty village girls in the confession boxes. But the Virgin, she angered me. I hated her instinctively, passionately, adoringly. 

Sometimes I’d lie awake at night and I’d want to fuck her..yes, her, She who gave birth by the Immaculate Conception, who was herself the product of no fucking. I wanted to fuck her, wipe that condescending look of pity off her ceramic face. Then I would smash those ceramic slit eyes in so badly that they couldn’t see anymore. They’d never look that way at anyone ever again.

I know, it was a bad thought. Dirty thought. Boys weren’t supposed to think those kind of thoughts. Even as they slept they weren’t supposed to dream them. That’s what I really hated about life back then. The limits, the restraints, all the little decencies you had to go through. I had to hide that thought, but it obsessed me. I dreamed about it. I kept seeing the Virgin’s eyes in every woman I met. My mother. That bitch Sophie, wife of that fat, balding little pharmacist. Even my wife Francoise, who was a nun when I met her. A nun and you don’t know how badly I wanted her. Wanted to take her purity…I would be the first one….wanted to have her innocence. She and her green eyes. Well, they were green to me. Everyone else said they were bluish-grey.

I tried to be a good boy. Yeah, my father was going to leave me the whole blacksmith’s shop and all. But I couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t stand it. I just wanted to break something all of the time. At least with the Revolution, you could say “Fuck it all, let’s be natural.” And I’ll tell you what natural is. It’s when you fuck and don’t tell a priest at confession. It’s when you get rich anyway you can and don’t feel like a guilty hog about it. It’s when somebody else’s blood flows and you’re just sure as hell glad it isn’t yours. And you don’t mince your little words, dressing them up like they’re going to some dinner party or something. You just let them be. That’s what being natural means. No constraints. Fuck all this talk of an afterlife. Let’s just have it all here. 

And that’s why I hated Robespierre so much. He thought I was disgusting, I know that. Couldn’t stand to be in the same room as me. Had to arrange for his lackeys to talk to me. Oh, he thinks he’s so pure does little Maxime. But he’s just a man like any other. And he’ll die and he’ll bleed. I wish I would be there to laugh. He hated the Cult of Reason. I heard it made him physically ill. Hardly surprising, everything seems to. Including blood. Fucking little hypocrite. At least I admit that I love to see it flow. It’s refreshing when you think of it, blood, sweat, the earth, sex, life, renewel death. It puts everything in a better perspective.

Of course, there are Robespierre’s little friends Danton, Desmoulins and Co and I hate them too. That Danton. He takes bribes, he conspires, he lives like a king and then he thinks he can talk about clemency. Fuck his clemency….we all know what he really wants. Cover his own ass from what he’s done. And then pure little Robespierre went and defended him. Against me. In public. Called me a liar. That man, who talked of God and pretended that he was some kind of saint when he was just another man.  I heard he actually saw the editions of Camille’s paper. The little grammarian, he probably punctuated it. So, of course I struck back. Put together the best insults I could, calling up the people against the vile hypocrisy of these leaders. 

No sooner had I left the printer’s one day when who should appear at my side but that little shit Camille Desmoulins. He had probably just come from inspecting the next issue of his fucking aristo praise sheet Vieux Cordelier---a term he used like a badge of honor, to distinguish his gang of hoity-toity shits from the my own group. Bastard.

“Citizen Hebert,” I saw his lip curl into that snide sarcastic smile of his, the flash of a white tooth. 

“Fuck off Camille.” I marched brisquely onward, hoping to lose him.

“Oh I see you are your nomal pleasant self. And it is pleasure to meet, as always.” He made a fake little bow behind me, as if he were some fucking aristo. I turned around, wanted to smash his girlish little features in.

“That suits you well, Citizen Desmoulins. You must have learned it from the new aristocratic shits you’re working for.”

Camille rolled his eyes and sighed. Poseur. “I won’t deign to justify myself to you.” Oh no, of course he wouldn’t. None of them ever do. Robespierre, Danton, Saint-Just, Desmoulins….they all think that they’re so above me, just because they know some useless shit about Latin history, and write big words. Oh yeah, well I’ll tell you…..they wouldn’t have gotten rid of the Roland, Verginaud and Brissot without me, no, they owe a lot to me, the blacksmith’s son Hebert. But admit? Certainly not. They think they’re so high and mighty, as if they don’t piss and shit like any other man. 

 Camille rushed from behind and with sudden violence turned my chin to face his glowing eyes. What had got into that little cunt?  “I will say that it is better to work for shits than to be one.”

 “Your wit is not so amusing anymore Camille. People have seen through you at the Cordeliers, the Commune….”I hissed at him, I was on the verge of striking him right there in the middle of the street. “This is not  a place for clements and cowards….or for, for academics.”:

“Yes, so sad isn’t it.” The long actor’s sigh. “No one has the brains anymore to understand me.”

“The Revolution isn’t about brains.”

“Alas, you yourself are testimony to that appalling fact.”

I scoffed, “Listen, you little shit, make fun of me all you want. I don’t give a damn. Make fun of the fact that I didn’t go to some big-name school to learn Latin or Greek or whatever it is that you and your divine friends learned there. You think the People fucking care? Well I’ll tell you right now, they don’t.”

“Ah ha…I suspected that even in the most thoroughly unsavory of characters.” Like he should be talking, now that he has nice clothes, he thinks people forget about his past. We’ve all heard the rumors. “there is a vein of sincerest idealism. So now you claim to represent the People. How nicely noble of you Citizen Hebert. And to think, before I had just thought you wanted to see blood running in the streets and money in your wallet.”

“I represent the People much better than you and your friends do with your nice mincing  politics and fucking allusions to Greek mythology. The people don’t give a shit about any of that crap….they just want to eat…”

“It’s a sad day when a man has so little of his own brain that it takes an entire crowd to compensate….”

“Look, you and your crowd have had your day. Now you guys are played-out, you call for clemency. The People don’t want that….”

“Hebert, you are a mindless fool. The people have no constructive purpose. You can’t found a government on that. Since you seem pretty intent on that, I’d advise you to learn that quickly.”

“Does this conversation have a fucking point or can I go home now?”

“I just want to warn you Hebert….you might think you’ve got influence…but it’s going to be nothing, nothing. Robespierre and Danton will grind you like an insect ….”

“Should I consider that a warning?”

“You can consider it a prophesy.” The little shit was positively smirking at the thought of my supposedly imminent demise.

“Well, then you listen to my prophesy. I’m a lot more powerful than you think. I’ve got more steady subscribers that your little aristo shit sheet. I can bring your friends down if I want to.” It felt so good inside saying that to that little sneering twirp. And I really could have. Of course I could have. The people who are watching my tumbrel so jeeringly…why, they’re just bribed. That’s all. Or stunned. “I can bring your friend down, you hear? Danton’s not too hard….oh, he’s been involved in some pretty heavy shit…you know that, you were there. And Robespierre well..”

“Well what?” Camille was smirking. I wanted to hit him. “What are you going to do…accuse him of being too good? I’d like to see you try…”

“He hangs around with you an awful lot, doesn’t he Camille?” It was an evil, wicked thought. Oh, how I wanted to print it. To run write in and tag it on to the new edition of the paper. That would have been Heaven. Maximilien Robespierre….followed by….by….

Camille was not stupid. No. A major bastard but not stupid. Suppose his big-name schooling must have taught him something besides Latin. His brown eyes opened wide. I gleamed inside. “Y-y-you….how…how?” 

“I could.” I leaned closer into his face. How the fuck could he be so surprised though, when everybody knew what people said about his past?

His eyes narrowed in rage. “No one would believe it! You know it! Nobody would believe it!”


I tilted my head, bit my lip. Oh, it was good to see that little shit squirm. Whenever he got into trouble all he had done his entire life was run to someone. Here he was for the first time, seeing just how much those false daddies and mommies could help him. The Virgin’s eyes couldn’t save him from this. “People believe a lot when they’re hungry Camille.”


He looked into my eyes with his own. For the first time, he truly looked at me. All those bastards, all those years. They didn’t give me any respect. Treated me like I was shit. Vulgar and violent, low, a filth panderer. That’s all they thought of me. Because in their eyes, I’m sure I was. But now he realized that it didn’t matter. Not now. It was one of the best moments in my life. “W-w-why do you hate him so much? Why?” Camille  asked in a pleading awed voice. 

But I think he already knew why. That’s why he left so quickly.

I said I could have brought him down. And I almost. I almost did. We’re at the scaffold now and I can’t understand it. Don’t these people know who their true friends are? Don’t they see that I spoke for them, was one of them?  Sure, I might have worn nicer clothes and owned a carriage but I was the only one among them who understood. And now I’m going to be killed. It makes no sense. Oh fuck this world. You just get to think that you’re getting ahead and then you’re way down at the bottom of the shit pile again and all you’ve got for sympathy is some kind of Virgin staring down with you full of condescending pity. I don’t want fucking pity! I want to live for Christ’s sake! Come on, help me! You don’t want those moralizing hypocrites….you want me! At least I say what I really mean! I say what I really mean!

I always tell the truth.  And Robespierre was the one I hated the most.

Exit Danton

Georges-Jacques Danton Germinal 15, Year II (April 4, 1794)

The curtain falls. Exit Danton.


Lines of plays in a jumble of languages cloud my head; Moliere, Corneille, Sophocles, Beaumarchais, Shakespeare—“All the world’s a stage…”, some risque, third-rate Italian tragicomedy about a fisherman’s wife that I bought from some elderly vendor for a sous, a musical chorus from La Comedie Francaise, before it became Robespierre’s City Edification Program. Christ knows why all I can think of are these things, when you’d think real life would be quite dramatic enough…except perhaps it’s Fabre, Fabre, my favorite dramatist friend, hacking up his rotten guts beside me. What are friends for after all, if not to die with?


It’s funny the things that go through your mind the night before your funeral. You’d suppose I’d be thinking something a little more appropriate, elevated, something suitably solemn. But with me, people have always made that mistake, my mother being the first in the long line. I would have thought though that the moment would endow me with superhuman gravity like it does in the aforementioned plays, although I can’t say I think about death as much as most of the members of the Convention, who probably wrote down their last words in their childhood. Which means I better think of some damned good ones now, make up for all the time lost in actually living. Let’s try this one, fittingly patriotic for a man who invented the Republic:


“Frenchman, woe to this France for it dies with me!”


Christ! What am I thinking? I sound like Maxime….I could just imagine that little bastard saying something to that effect. Come to think of it, he probably already has…how many days, after all, isn’t he dying for the good of France?


I could go for the poignant, evocative, “Adieu, my children! Adieu my beloved Louise!”


Oh no, no, no, no. Me? Danton? Dying like some mincing love-sick ninny? Not on your life, or, as the situation may be, my own. How about this one, this stirring paragon of eloquence, all I want to say:


“Fuck you all, you brainless rabble!”


I wonder why I care, last words—everyone knows historians invent them anyway. I’m sure Caesar’s words weren’t E tu Brute? It’s hard to be so splendidly touching when you’ve got 17 fucking daggers stuck in your chest. If I’m right, and I usually am about such things, he probably said something along the Latin equivalent of, “Shit! Goddamn you….gurgle…gurgle…gasp…you …gurgle…fuckers!” I’ve seen men die, on the rack, on the noose, on the guillotine, in battle, in their homes. They don’t say noble words, and they don’t have that otherworldy glow in their eyes either. They smell and they bleed and they cuss like cunts. That’s death for you. No poetry about it. It’s just the important people who get to pass down last-minute wisdom to posterity—but only posthumously. So I really shouldn’t give a shit….if Robespierre doesn’t get overthrown then I’ll have said something evil and treacherous, no doubt, probably about his lack of testicles (which is a genuine possibility any ways…), if he does get overthrown, then I’ll say something absolutely sublime. That’s the way these things go.


“All the world’s a stage and all people merely players, they have their…” Oh damnit! There I go again!


I’ve always been a wonderful impromptu speaker. I’ll make something up when I’m there. Most of the time I speak extempore out of pure laziness, I must admit. If I really worked on my speeches, like that little eunuch Robespierre does all alone in that carpenter’s house, if I really worked on them, imagine how good I could be….or make that, could have been…..


Could have been…..no, let’s not dwell on that shall we?….Too much guilt makes a man break down, and I, Danton, am not going to face my death like a baby. Christ knows I’ll already have enough trouble keeping Camille in one piece---look at the poor bastard over there, he’s pissing down tears. I know it’s totally uncalled for, but I’d really like to punch him right now, knock some sense into that scattered brain of his, yell “Camille, you bloody pathetic fool, I’ve got two sons at home already and they’re thirty years younger than you.” And it would be nice to bang his head against the wall, just to use my muscles, to feel them stretch. I feel so cramped in here…the stale air, the abominable food, the lack of sunlight. 

“Oh Christ! Would you just shut the bloody hell up!” Camille stops crying, stares at me, “Get some composure would you. You don’t want to make this a bloody picnic for Robespierre with your tears.”

“B-b-but Georges, they’re, they’re….,” he is about to start up again, I can see it, “they’re going to kill her too!”

And I must admit, that’s a fucking shame. Shame? Hell it’s more than that! It’s a shabby tragedy played by men in shabby coats.  “Camille, yes, Lucile is going to die too….do you think that jumped-up bastard Saint-Just would be anything less than thorough?…Don’t give me those pathetic eyes of yours! Look, I feel almost as badly about the whole thing as you do…”

“The whole thing,” Camille intones, a voice somewhere between hatred and sorrow. “Christ you don’t know the beginning of it! She’s my wife—she’s the only thing in this world that was all good—and now they’re going to kill her.” He flings himself at my feet, “Why, Georges, why is she dying?’

“Why?” I say gruffly, looking down at him.

“She’s dying so you could perform some heroic bluster to save you from some shitty peculation and it didn’t even work goddamn you! That’s why she’s dying. She’s dying for you, because of you, you, you bastard!”

“Listen, Camille.” I take hold of his shoulder. I really do feel like knocking him against a wall. “Listen, I admit, I was wrong about Robespierre arresting us, and the trial, fuck Camille, everyone makes miscalculations….you could have saved yourself if you tried….”

“No, I couldn’t have.” He looks up at me, his eyes burning with hate. Oh that little bastard, blaming me for this mess. “I couldn’t have, I was your, your--- friend--- remember? Friends stick together right?”

It’s so easy to forget the Camille who was the Lantern Lawyer, the one who inspired the Bastille to fall and found the “shitty peculation” as he terms it ever-so enriching to his own bank account. Oh, he’s not innocent is Camille. But somehow, he gets you every time “This wasn’t about finance, it was about clemency,” I felt myself on the verge of a speech, “We died so that no more should die.”

“Oh, very, very clever. Very neat. Why didn’t I fucking print that in the paper you made me run---
“Bullshit! I never made you run anything!”

“You made me turn against Maxime.”

“Bloody hell Camille, your pure little Maxime is the one beheading your pure little Lucile! Get it through your head won’t you?”

“I know, I know…” Camille’s backbone seems to collapse, he’s sobbing at me feet now. Disgusting. “ Why does this happen to me? It must be my fault. All my fault. Oh God, what have I done? What have I done?…” Any coherence he has is now lost in tears….

Maybe I could knock him unconscious before they take us out….but no, no…I couldn’t do that, not to him, he’s been like a son to me….


My own  sons….little Antoine and Francois-Georges, Well, Anqelique will take good care of them I guess. Or maybe Louisette. Odd. They’ll never have a real father. But then, neither did I. I never knew my real dad. It made me tough, independent, good with my fists. It made me a man. I never had a father.


And sometimes I think, well, neither did they.


I was away when they took their first steps, said their first words… Gabi must have told me what those words were, but at the time, I was busy, politics, the firm to attend to. “Woman, save the prattle for the sewing circle and bring us some more stew.” And sometimes, I’d come back from Belgium, or from days spent slinking around the sweaty, crowded backrooms in the Tuileries, making deals with men who went only by last name, I’d come home and I’d find them, my children. They’d rush to me, yelling, “Papa! Papa!” and I couldn’t recognize them. They were---they are---my own bloody kids, and I couldn’t recognize them for the life of me. I thought at the time, well they’ve got a mother to take care of them, I don’t have time now. I work, I’ll buy a nice home in the country and later, when things are calmed down, I’ll take them there in the open sky and fresh fields, later, when they’re older, we’ll be able to know each other.


But that later never came….or, well, not before she died.


My eyes are tearing now. I’ve cried so easily ever since Gabi died. Oh God, Gabi! How I miss her! I didn’t see her die, I suppose she slipped away in her quiet dark warm manner. I was away. In Belgium. Screwing some Flemish cunt, that’s how Hebert’s old shit-rag Pere Duchesne put it. I probably was though.


No regrets, Danton. If you start thinking about it, you’ll never stop. Life goes on, you can’t help what’s already happened. 


No, I couldn’t have. Necessity, duty, they call. But I could have appreciated her more when she was there. I mean, I appreciated the sex, and the food---oh God, her roast duck!---and the fact that she kept the kids out of my hair. But there was something about her I never knew, all those years that I slept beside her, ate from her table, called her my wife. It sounds odd, and I tried to deny it at first, but I never really knew her at all. She wasn’t interesting enough for me. Or I was busy. I don’t know. There was a reason. But when she died, I thought I’d go insane trying to find her—trying to find her in everything she touched, the flowers in the yard, the pots in the kitchen, the sheets of her bed, trying to find her in every memory of everyone she knew. But the more I searched, the more desperate I became. I hadn’t known her, I didn’t know my kids, and who the bloody hell were these middle-aged debauchees I whored and got drunk with? And how the fuck did I ever end up tied in the political situation? It really didn’t have anything to do with me…..Of course, it took a while for this to all settle in.


There were nights I almost drank myself insane, mourning a woman I’d never known, a woman I’d cheated on, abused the trust of, and a woman who died with my child. I never said goodbye. The papers knew she died before I did. I drank until I wanted to vomit, vomit everything---the politics, the cheap jokes and instant thrills, the business as usual, the perks, the Terror, my friends, my life, most of all…myself. And then little Louise came into my life. My little Louise, with her white hands and her soft skin, my Louise, so young, such a child, and yet so wise. She knew what to do. She could save me. Save me from the wretched lie in which I lived. Move away from this fucking mess I had somehow gotten myself into. To the country. To Sevres. Fish, picnics, the children playing hide-n-seek. The air would be fresh, there would be plenty of air and soil. And there’d be Louise, smelling of the scents of the earth, of growth and green and ripeness…and everything that makes life so luscious and surprising. I didn’t go to the countryside like Maxime does on occasion to make some whiny pilgrimage and talk to trees (“Oh Thou spirit of the wise and blessed Rousseau…speak to me now…”), I went there because I couldn’t live anymore in a city of death. I stood with my Louise at sunset one evening and pitied any poor bastard who couldn’t just live like this, live how a man should live.


I pitied any poor bastard like Maxime. Except now, I don’t call him poor. Just a regular bastard.


The last time I met him was not more than a few weeks ago, not long before he called his police to fucking arrest me in the middle of goddamned night….that pusillanimous weakling! Didn’t have the balls to arrest me in broad daylight….knew who’s side the mob would be cheering for, so he had me arrested in the night like the stealthy little rat that he is. Good God, sometimes I wonder how fucked up the world is, where a healthy strong man should be in a cage and a weak little man who thinks only of death should be free. That’s not the way the wild works….


But anyway, we were in the backroom of some dingy little café---I think it was the Café du Foy—supposedly for the purpose of reconciliation or something to that effect, but if you’d seen the look Maxime had on his maggot-pale skin, you’d have wanted to knock his lights out just as much as I did. The closest thing I can think of to describe his expression was when we were at the farm in Sevres and found that our picnic spot was right next to a pile of cow shit. Louise had the same look on her face that day as Maxime wore as he joined me at the table---she had wrinkled her nose in disgust and made a curtsying gesture to lay the white cloth down as far from the dung heap as possible.


And so it was with Maxime. The pile of refuse, by analogy, would be myself. Or anyone who fails to match the flawless Maxime’s standards of purity. Imagine, everyday, tromping around turds, still sure that one smells like lilies! 


It did not require a gypsy to guess that Maxime wasn’t going to be overly fond of starting the conversation, so I did. “Maxime!” I opened my arms expansively, with a warmth that was otherwise completely restricted to my temper at that moment, “Maxime! So good to see you! I missed you in the country, why didn’t you come to visit?”


Maxime stood up, for no apparent reason, then he turned around. I suppose that he wished for me to stand witness to his latest bout of suffering for the Supreme Being and the Cause, wished me to see the dark circles on his pale face, the spasmodic twitching of his jaw, the extreme boniness of his hands. I was in for a lecture. “Yes, I’m sorry.” He was about as sorry as I would have been smashing his face in. "But I was busy in Paris—the Committee has been so busy in the past few months. It seems that all I do anymore is work, work, work. My health is definitely suffering for it. But I don’t mind.” Oh no, I thought, here comes the Inevitable Maxime the Martyr…”My pain is small compared to the satisfaction of the People.” He was staring at me with vicious vehemence and I figured I might as well get straight to the point.


“You really think that the satisfaction of the People is best served by increasing executions and banning freedom of the press?”


Maxime sat down abruptly, maintaining a level stare. “You are a politician and I don’t have to give you empty words. We must win this war for the survival of the Revolution, it matters not what cost to----”


I interrupted, accustomed to Maxime’s sentences trailing on into polysyllabic roads, “You yourself know that the war situation has dramatically reversed, it won’t be long until we’re on the offense now…we’re winning….there’s no need for this, Maxime, we can dispense with the Terror.”


He slid his glasses down from his forehead and folded his hands, almost as if in prayer, in front of his nose. “If we stop the Terror now, we will kill the Revolution.”


“Stop it. Yes. We need to.”


“No!” He was violently emphatic. “Don’t say that….you can’t say that….”


“Maxime, we had what we fought for. A republic, great. Better civil liberties, wonderful. Equal opportunities, even better. If we go any further, we’re going to jeopardize everything we’ve fought for, in fact, we already are….don’t you understand that?”


“Georges, why did we behead the King? Why did we dispense with the Gironde? Why did we behead Hebert, the Queen, why did Marat perish by an assassin’s hand and why did…”


I’m sure Maxime could have thought of enough goddamned martyrs to the Republic to suffice till Year 100. I had to stop him “Your point being?”


“My point being…” he coughed, rubbed his neck, “my point being that we should not have their deaths be in vain…the Republic, as we said we wished it, has yet to be established…”


“Wait, wait, wait! Just a moment! Who’s we?” For some reason, I felt he didn’t include me in that comprehensive first person plural.


Maxime continued talking, ignored my question, “..if we are to stop now, end the Terror, I fear we’ll send an open invitation to every form of intrigue, foreign and domestic, corruption..” he fingered his glasses onto his nose so that he could look at me.


“Christ Maxime! You’re tricks don’t work with me, so don’t even try to threaten me with them! I know you think I’m corrupt!”


“I don’t think, I know.  There are many people who will testify on good authority that you took bribes from the King, from Mirabeau, Orleans, Lafayette, the Gironde, Pitt, Coburg, Brunswick, just about everybody.”


“Well, that sure evens the playing field for any single one of them, eh?” The saintly Maxime was not amused, what a fucking surprise! Little snoop, always prying around in people’s private business. If he hadn’t been poking his nose into my affairs, I wouldn’t have had to be so stubborn about all this clemency business. He had no right. There are things I regret in my life, yes, all right, many things, but taking bribes is not one of them. I never let money shape my opinion, mainly for the reason I told him and also because, as I said at my trial, no one has the money necessary to buy a man like me. But in Maxime’s book, taking bribes immediately put you in league with the Devil, or the Anti Supreme Being or whatever the opposite of his God is….


“This is not a matter to take lightly, Danton. It could be a matter of high treason.”


“Aren’t we supposed to be here for a reconciliation?”


“All right. I will be plain. Stop the attacks against the Committee.”


“ I will if you stop the Terror.”


Maxime lowered his voice. “You know I would, but we cannot. We cannot stop now or everything we fought for will come to nothing, the situation will return to exactly as it was before, during the Ancien Regime….I will not have it on my conscience that so many died for nothing.”


“Shit Maxime! Die for nothing? There are batty old women being beheaded for asking for a spinning needle? Scatter-brained girls who haven’t even hit puberty yet, knaves, dolts, men who said “damn the Republic!” after losing a game of cards…..you don’t think they’re dying for nothing?”


Maxime looked unsure of himself, but just for a moment. “No innocent person has died.”


I felt a nerve in my head burn. The man was positively giving me a migraine. I clutched my hands to my face. It was plain to see why Maxime would never be a father, lack of balls aside. When you have children, you don’t say things like that. “No innocent person has died? No innocent person has died! What the fuck Maxime, these were real people with real lives….do  you understand that concept, you’re killing real people in order to reach some mythical promised land—“


His face was crumpling. I’d hurt the little bastard. Served him right. “Danton, you are cynical and corrupt. Money has eaten away till your very soul. Men should not just strive for their own happiness as you think, but for the happiness of all….even if it is, as you said, mythological….it is the most beautiful thing in the world…”


“Cut the poetics, Maxime and face the bloody facts….you just can’t admit things you don’t want to….well, you’ll admit this….I’m not joining your little slaughter to make the world a better place.” Mentally, I was telling myself, his mother must have read him too many fairytales when he was little…I will have to advise Louise “Don’t do that to the kids, all right?” She’ll give me a look, but it is necessary. 


Maxime sucked his lower lip in, he was fuming with anger but it’s just like that whey-faced hypocrite not to show it. “Well, then….we meet for the last time on congenial terms. Goodnight, Danton.”


I shouldn’t have gotten angry with him. I should have just agreed. He would have let me retire in peace. No, what the fuck, he would have had me beheaded for corruption no matter what. So what was the worth of fighting? I don’t know. Because I’ve always fought, because it was a thrill to be alive, that’s why. Because when they show my head to the people tomorrow, the people will see the face of a king---a true king, a man who made some terrible mistakes, suffered some terrible tragedies and yet still found something worth living for—and they’ll see the scars I got when I was a child, fighting animals far bigger and stronger than I was, and they’ll imagine with what vigor I fought. And that will be why I fought back.


That is what I will say, “Show my head to the people, it will be worth it.”  

Out of the Darkness

Camille Desmoulins, Germinal 16 Year II (April 5, 1794)

Oh Christ! No! NO! NO! NO!

Fuck you Georges, I don’t care for your goddamned dignity! I’m going to die for Christ’s sake! Do you think I fucking care what history books are going to say about it? I’m going to die….I’m going to die….but no, no,---this must be a dream—these crowds, their eyes are much too blank….yes, yes, this is some horrible nightmare and when I wake up I’ll be back at my home with Horace on my knee and Lucile at my side….


Lucile, oh Christ!, they’re going to murder her too! Murder her, though she’s as innocent as lamb and even those butchers know that! Oh Lucie, Lucie….my beloved, my beautiful….this is my fault…all my fault….I didn’t mean to but somehow I got you into this…this…hell. I had some crazy glimmer of paradise on earth in my eyes and instead I’ve dragged you down into this sweaty inferno, you, you, my angel!

My father used to say I destroyed people’s lives, left them scattered around the floor like broken toys….I thought he was speaking in hyperbole, but, oh Christ!, look what they’ll do to you, my Lucie! And all because of me!

Because of me…….where did I go wrong? I just don’t understand….I don’t understand…why doesn’t someone explain it all to me? It wasn’t me. It wasn’t my fault. I’m not to blame. Everything seemed to be right, the words flew on the pages, the wine was sweet on the table, I believed I was serving liberty….I don’t understand, if I didn’t mean for all of this to happen, how did it?

Christ, how can the world be so cold? How can men be so evil?

Georges would say, the world’s shit Camille and then you die. We got what we wanted and now we’re getting out.

But I haven’t gotten everything I want…oh no, not with my Lucile, my Lucile….they’re going to kill her too, her, my innocent, my beloved! Someone make me understand this before I die….can’t God inconvenience himself enough to go and part the bloody clouds, like he’s supposed to do in the Second Coming---Lord knows times are sufficiently apocalyptic—couldn’t He come and tell me why she—and I---why we must die, just so I  could hate him for, could have something with a face to fight against, instead of all these uncomprehending reflections around me. I can’t be brave against them, not all of them. Sometimes I wish I weren’t an atheist---sometimes I dream of God, so near, with the face of my father, cold and stern, or Mirabeau or Danton.…

Christ, I would give anything to spit in God’s eye… Lucile would never do it, but she’s the one I’d do it for.

Are these people idiots? Don’t they remember it was I who started the Revolution? Remember, you fools, July 12th ’89 when Necker was sacked? I told you to arm yourselves? Oh, you’re imbeciles! And I don’t understand this at all…..

What would Danton say? He’d say, well, Camille, you take your bets in life….you win some and you lose some. Somehow the purposelessness of that isn’t very reassuring right now. Maxime? Well, he’d say something good and patriotic about dying for one’s country no doubt…

But I’m a traitor to Maxime’s country….remember…Maxime’s fucking pure country!

And Maxime, I can just see him cleaning his fingernails before he signs Lucile’s death warrant. Perhaps he has a vase of flowers by his elbow. Bastard, bastard, bastard, BASTARD! I hate him more than I hate Saint-Just because Maxime used to be different. Or at least I thought he used to be different. Everything confuses me now. And I bet Maxime’s in that first-floor bedroom of the carpenter’s house at this moment, in the dark, all the portraits of himself glaring down at him from the walls, all the shutters are closed of course, Lord knows Maxime doesn’t want any fucking blood on his hands…..

He tried to come to me a few nights ago. I could see it on his face---he wanted to save me---he’s absolutely ruthless in his self-sacrifice, is Maxime—he’ll always be there for you, waiting patiently, ready to absolve you, to take your crimes upon his oh-so-white soul. Oh how he revels in taking other’s blame upon himself….that BASTARD! No one can ever absolve him for what he’s done…no…not even his God or Supreme Being or whatever deity he wants so badly to resemble…

“Camille,” he said so gently that night, “I know you are merely misled. I know your heart is innocent. I will offer you your life if you let me lead you out of darkness….”

Out of darkness. Christ. Doesn’t that sound familiar?

And I admit, I was tempted, I was sorely tempted by my would-be savior. I wanted to live so badly, to embrace Lucile, to see little Horace grow up…..well, who doesn’t want to live? Except perhaps Maxime and his goddamned love of martyrdom.

But I refused, I refused even as he came to my bedside and stroked his hand through my hair. I refused even as I remembered…

I refused even as he condemned me to remember….

Louis-le-Grand….I don’t know, it must have been 1774. Yes, it was then, it was the year Maxime gave the address to the King and Queen, kneeling in the cold and the mud and the rain. I was fourteen…I hung around with the aristocrats. I don’t exactly remember what happened….I think I defended some little scholarship boy from the provinces and they got mad, didn’t think little Camille was being quite so funny anymore. And yeah, well, they beat me up, the normal thing, left me on the courtyard ground to bleed, I suppose.

When I awoke hours later, I was in my own bed, my bruises aching through my skin. I could feel something light, tremulous and gentle passing through my hair. I looked up, already knowing I would see Maxime’s green eyes appraising me. He looked like God at that moment, albeit without the beard but with the same….oh….the same sense of serene superiority. It scared the hell out of me. Here he was, 16, only two years older than myself, me, who still amused myself scribbling caricatures of the Fathers on my exams, and he looked so….so…old.  One of Maxime’s rare and flittering butterfly smiles hung about his lips like a Fragonard painting, displayed only for decoration. Maxime has this way, when he smiles, of making you feel that the muscular movement involved is some kind of personal gift to you…and of making you feel as depressed as hell for receiving it. Like thanking a beggar for lending you a sous….

That’s pretty clever actually….too bad I don’t have a pen….should I tell Georges? No, he’s just say “We’re fucking dying Camille and you’re comparing that eunuch’s face to some bloody mendicant.” No, on the other hand, bad idea. They already think my head’s not screwed on tight enough as it is….well, they’ll really be right in a few minutes…hehehe…..oh Christ! I’m laughing now…

Anyway, Maxime was just sitting there, staring at me and then he asked, 
“Camille, are you all right?”

I smiled my mock-sweet smile. I often practiced in the mirrors. It made me personally nauseous and I had little doubt it had a similar effect on others.  “Oh, of course Maxime…that was undoubtedly the most pleasurable experience of my life. Get me a crutch and I’ll walk out there and ask for it again!”

Maxime is immune to humor. He always was. I think it’s part of the entire being God package because Saint-Just’s no circus clown either, Christ I don’t envy the rest of the Committee….anyway, he tilted his powdered head to the side and  said, “Camille, you try so hard to be wicked, don’t you?”

Wicked! Imagine that word, coming from the lips of our dear adolescent angel-in-training Maxime. I would have laughed had it not been physically painful for me to so much as breath. “Wicked! What do you know of wicked? Why are you always trying to shame me? You’re not my mother, you’re not my father, and, despite what you seem to think, you’re not Jesus Christ! If I want to fuck up my life , you’re not going to stop me!”

Maxime sighed, looked wistfully at the ceiling, perhaps begging silent help from the rest of the Trinity “I never thought I would Camille. I don’t try to help you, because I know how much you hate it. But I can’t control myself…I have..I have to do something for you.”

“You could do something for me. You could leave me alone.”

“Camille, if I left you alone, you’d hang around with the aristocrats all the time.”

I rolled my eyes. When Maxime wants to make a point, I doubt that eviscerating his lungs would stop him. “Come on, Maxime. I know they’re not the most intellectually stimulating group one can find, but they’re not bad.”

Maxime froze, seemed hard to the touch. Oh brother!, I thought.  He was staring straight ahead at the bruise under my left eye. “Then why did they do that?”

“You’ve got to understand, Maxime…they’re rowdy, they’re irrational…they’re…they’re human…”

“They are not good enough for you.”

“ You know, I’m not happy with one mother let alone two….and they might not be but at least they know how to have a little fun in life for gosh sakes.”

Maxime bit his lip, his face crumpled like old paper into itself.  Oh Christ, I hurt him now. “Yes,” he said sadly, “I suppose they do.”

 “Maxime, I swear, you’re made to be a priest. Don’t let them talk you into being a lawyer, you’ll miss your true calling. You already have the ability to shame people into being something higher than human.”

Maxime was quiet, and this rather unnerved me. I was relieved when he finally spoke after some length, “No, I don’t shame anyone into being higher than human….I shame you into being human.”

In the silence that followed, he took my hand, “What…going to tell my fortune as well? You’ll be one heck of priest! Palmist and confessor….the best of the pagan and the Christian…know your sins ahead of time and get the confessing done before so you can enjoy them  to their full extent.”

I do believe the solemn Maxime did smile at that, but when he rolled over my hand he gave me a look of such annoying astonishment that I jerked my arm away from him instinctively.

“What….what…happened to you?” Maxime asked, no longer the Pieta-eyed sage but now just a baffled teenager. “This didn’t happen to you today….the boys didn’t do this to you…..what did you do, Camille?”

“I told you the squirrels here were vicious little creatures but what did you do you just---“

Maxime continued to stare at him intensely. I was sweating. You can’t possibly know how unnerving Maxime’s stare is until he does it to you. Believe me, I have plenty of opportunity to know.

“I…I….tripped and fell and I cut myself. It was nothing, just a little fall. You know how clumsy I am.” I tried a short little laugh that failed miserably.

A light burnt in Maxime’s gray eyes, “Camille, no fall caused that.”


“Look why do you care? So what, I cut myself. What does it have to do with you? No one ever really cares.  The only people who pretend to just want to take you to the backroom and then say “Now, you be a good boy and tell no one about this”…well so what? Why do you care? Are you like that to?”

Maxime sprung back on his knees as if physically repulsed by a force of magnetism. I was as shocked that he actually knew what I was talking about as that he hadn’t heard the rumors before.

“What you didn’t know that about me either?” I was angry, observing the expression on Maxime’s face. “What did you think I was? Some sort of fucking angel? Some pure good little creature like you?”

“Camille please don’t get mad at me,” he was begging and that annoyed me all the more, “I didn’t know but…..”

“But now you do. And I suppose you won’t want to talk to me anymore, do you?. Someone with your values and your high standards wouldn’t want a damned catamite like me contaminating you! Why I bet th--…..”

“Camille” Maxime’s voice cut through me like a blade…..

Like a blade….haha!…how appropriate!….oh, I believe I’m going hysterical!

 “Camille, I have said nothing of the sort.” I turned violently to the other side of the bed, hoping that Maxime would catch the none-too-subtle clue and go away. 

Not Maxime. He stayed. “Camille you have to understand that I …..I…I love you.” I raised my head to catch his face in full scarlet. “I don’t mean like that” He sounded a little hurt. “I mean as friends. You’re the only person who understands me in this entire school, even though we appear to be exact opposites.”

I turned towards him again.

“You feel it too, don’t you Camille? You see, I don’t claim to know much about people…but it seems that you and I, we were both born missing something. Some little part. And we each have the part that the other needs. You and I are both orphans…even though your parents are still very much alive. Camille, why did you try to kill yourself?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”


Maxime sighed patiently, the Trinity was obviously not being too helpful that day. “You don’t have to explain Camille, I already know why.”

Now this just annoyed the Hell out of me, him, pinning me down to his little mental notebooks like a dead butterfly, “Oh yeah?” I snorted, “Well tell me, why did crazy little Camille slit a knife through his wrist Oh Divine Cassandra!”

After a short pause, Maxime leaned towards me, so close that his skin brushed my face, and whispered, :”Because you were not perfect enough.”

I felt dizzy. I needed to leave the room. But even if I had been able to walk, Maxime had me pinned down by the flow of his voice.

Maxime continued speaking in his well-patterned, somewhat sing-song rhythm,  “…..you see Camille, you and I alone out of all the hundreds of boys here see the world as it should be. You and I alone have the courage it will take to bring that world about…”

“B—b—but, but I have no courage,” I laughed nervously, both exultant and terrified of having broken his lyrical vision.

“If you had no courage, why did you stand up for that boy out there?”

I couldn’t answer him. That’s how numb I felt, that’s how numb he made me feel. I wanted to say, but it wasn’t courage, it wasn’t conscious, I thought it was a game. But I didn’t say it, I didn’t open my mouth. I simply listened to him.

“You have courage Camille, plenty of it. Never tell yourself otherwise. You have a very strong instinct to fight for what’s right . It’s just that sometimes you have trouble deciding what that is.”

 “Not when you’re there.” Yes, I loathe what I said now when I look back on it, but then, you must understand, it was the only response. I was crying then. No one had ever really said anything genuinely nice about me before, I mean about me, myself, every flaw and virtue of me contained. And now he did. Even when all the other boys had beaten me up, he was there. You see why I had no other response, could have no other response? I was so vulnerable and he knew it. He knew it. He always knows who’s vulnerable and he’s always there for them when they’re being trodden upon, he’s always there for them, as he was for me, telling them with those green eyes staring into the distance that the meek will inherit the earth….And then…and then…after he ties you, helplessly, like a bow around his small, pale fingers, weaves your noose with your own gratitude—then he can do whatever he wants to you. And you look at him and think, he’s so small, he’s so frail and so gentle….he wouldn’t hurt a kitten…that’s what they all think but oh God! look what a fool I was…look what a fool I was to believe him when he said then, after a long silence;

“Camille, I promise.” He paused, frowned pensively, “I will always be there to guide you to the right”

And you see, I didn’t doubt it. He would. He knew what right was. Yes, he did. And now I’ll die because he is right….but then, back then when he said it, all I could manage to do was hide the tears that beamed in my eyes as he stroked my hair.

Looking back on it now, it’s atrociously sentimental. If Danton were there, he’d be bawling with laughter. Heck, if I hadn’t been involved in it, I would have been too. But then Georges never understood Maxime the way I do…or at least the way I used to…Georges could never grasp his power, why people flocked to his speeches even though they weren’t nearly as well-written or well-delivered as his own. You have to be there to understand Maxime’s power. It’s not in his voice or his words, it’s behind that. You have to be kind of insane too….. you have to be one of the meek…. you have to want to be something better than yourself….oh, it’s too hard to explain. But I know that if he were talking to me now, I’d fight against him with every breath in my body and yet still I’d end up nodding, yes, Maxime, freedom of the press should be curtailed in times of war, yes, Maxime, burning is answering, yes, Maxime it’s fair to kill my wife even though she’s done nothing wrong, yes, Maxime, it’s only just that you will orphan your one-year-old godson….Oh, that bastard! 

Oh Christ! I can see the scaffold! Oh Christ! Oh Christ! I’m going to die for real now!

God, someone, anyone, tell me why this is happening to me? Why must I die? Someone lead me to the light of understanding! The world is so strange and so immense!

Lucie!

An Uncertain Destiny

Lucile Desmoulins, Germinal 22 Year II  (April 11, 1794)

When I was thirteen, I would have given my very life to die.

It’s silly of me to use that expression—of course, I would have given my life…for what else could I trade? What else is really, truly ours to give but our lives? And I suppose at thirteen few girls could wish for more. Young death, it sounds so romantic and so much easier…. the changes and choices, those maddening ambiguities, all are negated by that one big, final decision.

Or perhaps it’s not a decision at all. That’s what you believe when you’re thirteen. It’s destiny, a path sealed by the stars, a certain melody written by God’s fingers on one’s heart strings. Young death and high romance, these, not nice warm houses and pot-bellied husbands, these are the things of which one’s destiny is woven.

When I was living it, none of it seemed destined. It lacked that sparkling cleanliness, the perfect, compact knowledge of the choice correctly made. There was too much chance, too many doubts and hesitations, too many stabs in one’s chest in the dark hours of the night. And yet now, when I look back at it, it was all predestined. It seems so trite yet I was destined to love him from the time I saw him, I was destined to love him until his physical presence became a kind of drug without which my body would collapse in fatigue. I was destined to love him, to live for him, to bear his son….to leave his son and to die for him.

For I know that my death is only a matter of days, perhaps hours now. I don’t lie to myself. I don’t bat the tears away from my eyes and smile as Mama did as I placed Horace in her arms, embraced her, joined the guards who had come to take me away to this place. I didn’t feel that I had the will left in my body to believe Mama’s pleasant fantasy, “Lucie, Lucie…I will write Maxime…I… I…will beg him in the name of little Horace to release you…He…..he won’t…he can’t do this….you’re as innocent as day..he must know that.” I couldn’t let myself believe this, there were no bones left in my body to keep my nerves from melting into false disappointment. You see, Mama is a strong woman, much stronger than I will ever be, to let herself believe in such things. For she too knew even as she promised through her tears, she knew that Maxime would not even read her letter, that if he did he would fold it into little rectangles and place it inconspicuously at the bottom of a neat stack of papers. She knew that Maxime was Citoyen Robespierre now, that he was not the same Maxime who had sat by our hearth only a few months before, cradling Horace in his arms, telling him little fairytales with happy endings in a soft, cooing voice. That Maxime doesn’t exist anymore. God only knows where he went. But Mama has to keep up the façade, had to keep up appearances for the same reason she dusts the china each decadi, for the same reason she spends an hour in the toilette in the morning. She had to tell me everything would be all right. She could not understand that there could be a world so purposeless where bad things happen without happy endings.

I’m older than she is now. So much older. I feel stooped with my age. I wonder if it does show….the ancientness I feel. And I remember when I used to view my mother as archaic, possessor of old woman’s wisdom that I would weave up in years of quietude. Living with Camille, being his wife, has to age a person….or so Maxime used to say, his timid smile hanging on his lips….

The day they took Camille, I collapsed on the floor. I told my mother that I did not care to eat, did not want to live. Camille was gone. My life would die with him. My mother slapped me on the face, crying herself as if it were her own skin that she had struck, “How dare you give up hope, Lucile!…You have a son! Live, for him! Live for him!”

But really, what would I live to do for him? To gaze out windows for hours in the late afternoon as he played, to tell him that he had his father’s nose, to read him stories of his father’s life and death and have his little eyes watch me….eyes so black, so dark, so like Camille’s ….so much like his that I cry just staring at them…but eyes that would always remain stubbornly mute, silent to his father’s suffering, his story, his soul? Could I live for that?

I kept up the façade. I pleaded, I thrust myself at the deputies’ mercy. I begged Maxime, screaming, reminded him that this was his godson he would orphan, that it was his best friend he was killing, his oldest friend. God only knows what happened to the man who took off my garter under the table at my wedding. How could that have only been two and half years ago? All those men, all those people who signed, they’re all dead, or chased out of the country….Maxime and I, we’re the only ones left….God, life used to be that happy, that giggly, that frivolous didn’t it? That was generations ago….

It was my destiny that I live for Camille and that I die for him. Death doesn’t consume my thoughts as I thought it would when I was thirteen, as it did when I thirteen even though I was under no real fear of dying. Sometimes I think I have no thoughts left to consume. There is just a grayness, hours that sprawl over sunless days, hours when I feel too heavy and too dull to even so much as move, speak, to even open my eyes. You would think I should be thinking of my baby, my mother, of Camille…but this grayness leaves no space for any feeling at all, it is a huge cloud that squeezes out all the room for emotion…a numbness that looks with dead eyes over some bleak promontory within me, not understanding what it sees.

Death in and of itself I give no thought to. There are other things here to distract a person, tracing the patterns on the stone ceiling, listening to the rustle of roaches across the straw floor, the conversations of other prisoners, mewling over their disappointments in love and fortune. All points are moot now, and that gives them a curious attraction, like the romance of a third-rate novel where there is no fear of getting too involved. These people’s lives mean nothing to me, only my own pain is real to me, and it is hideously so. The hours creep by, but I cannot distract my time through slumber. I dread sleeping for the nightmares that follow….nightmares not of blood, gore, the guillotine, but of tranquility and peace, nightmares which leave me lethargic and teary-eyed. Nightmares of the way things used to be, each burning with the knowledge that they will never be that way again.

For I am not such a child to believe that Camille and I will meet again. Camille and Georges…..yes, he is dead too! It seems so strange saying it! I didn’t think he could die! How can he, when I still here his voice, when both of them are so near? It as if they are on an extended vacation in the countryside and they will return shortly with some new risqué inside joke, some new pat on the back. Georges and Camille, how they used to joke about God and about Heaven! I’m under no illusion that either would make it to Paradise if there is one, although I can quite imagine Camille engaged in a very astute and lengthy discussion with Saint Peter as to the exact Hebrew definition of “adultery”….

Oh God, I’m crying again, I thought that was over. I didn’t think there was anything left inside me.

There are a few other prisoners looking at me now. They generally stay away from me. The women are suspicious, women usually are, I am used to it. The men were interested in me at first, courteous, polite, gallant, they gave their spare cloths so I wouldn’t have to sleep on the hard stone floor….but then, well, I guess someone told them I was the wife of the Lantern Lawyer. Now they seldom so much as approach me. I don’t mind, to tell you the truth. I found their courtesy hard to bear. It required me to find the energy within me to smile, to mutter thank you, to not burst into tears. “La femme Desmoulins,” they call me…”stuck-up”, they add, “too much into herself.”

But how can they judge these things? Has any one of them every held and then lost any one so precious to me as Camille? I doubt any one of them has ever loved so passionately as I have….

The only person here who talks to me is Francoise Hebert. She is a good woman, modest manners, plain rather coarse features. She didn’t talk to me at first, scurried around me at meals, watched me with dark, receptive eyes. Why should she trust me…wife of one of the men who had helped kill her husband? But since I suppose none of the prisoners would talk to “La femme Hebert” either, and since she needed to speak to someone, eventually she came to me. She speaks constantly, of everything, anything, just to keep talking. I thought I would find it annoying at first, but it’s distracting, listening to syllables, watching her mouth form them. It keeps me from thinking. She speaks of stale gossip, favorite recipes, fashion tips long since passed. She speaks of her girlhood, of her life as a nun. She speaks of her husband and that is the only time I really listen to her.

I remember the jokes Camille had made about Pere Duchesne and his little wife the ex-nun. I laughed at the time, most things made me laugh. The jokes were risqué and ribald; I was young then, young, not just in age but in spirit, a million years ago it seems. I could sit in bed every night after Camille had gone to sleep and stroke his long black hair through my fingers. I could wake up every dawn with his warm body beside mine. I laughed at those cruel, vindictive jokes just because they came from his lips, his beloved lips, because they were brilliant, they glittered in the air like a chain of dark diamonds. But now I blush for my laughter. This poor woman….she is nothing like the lecherous nun Camille had depicted with such malicious hilarity. She was just a normal woman, a woman sentenced to death for loving the man that her heart had loved, for feeling his skin against hers…..

Hebert, I remember how much Camille hated him…yet this woman loved him, not as much as I loved Camille certainly, but still she had loved him….still loves him….

How can a person really be so evil when they are so loved? Is not love the only thing that really defines the living from the dead? For what are those who do not love, who cannot love, who refuse the magic of another'’ smile? Do they really live? How much does one really live, outside the minds, the hearts, the souls of others? Isn’t passion our only guarantee of immortality? If I were forced to prove to God that Camille was a good man—and yes, Lord knows that I know some of the things he said, he did, were terribly evil things….he laughed at them at the time, but you should have seen him in the weeks before they took him away, he would just sit there, his eyes staring for hours at little Horace and I knew he was thinking about what he had done….If I had to prove that Camille was a good man, how else could I prove it besides to scream it with all the force of my spirit that his soul was beautiful, that he was beautiful, and that I loved him as part of my own body…..more than my own limbs, more than my own heart…..

I can’t take this anymore. I must stop thinking of him. Perhaps I will gesture for Francoise to come over and sit by me, talk to me, about flowers, about dresses, about anything. I don’t want to think about him anymore or it will drive me insane in this stone cell and I want so badly, for his sake, to die with courage, to face these monsters that have condemned him with every stony tissue of my body. I will plead his innocence with every nerve that screams of my love. I must stop thinking of him though…

For his death was inevitable, it was destiny….our destiny, my destiny to follow him. Every year of my wakening fate----seven, a little girl playing dolls on the patio, designing perfect lives for perfect faces, thirteen, a moody teenager who draws the curtains dark and writes poems about death and high love, twenty three, a woman who’s had enough of poems, death, high love and perfect lives for perfect faces, a young wife who’s lost everything and suffered more pain than anyone can possibly imagine…..every age of my body, every year of my soul, my spirit and my heart will die with me. It will seal this destiny written somewhere in the fabric of the cosmos and in the patterns of my tears. 

Into The Dark

Maximilien Robespierre, Thermidor 7 Year II, (July 25 1794)

Who is it? Someone is there? No, no. I am alone. There is no one.

This house creeks only at this hour of the night. And some would say, well, of course, you are being superstitious Robespierre, of course you can only hear it now. How can anyone hear anything amidst the bustle of the day, the sawing, the clashing of wooden boards, the banter of the workmen? But that alone does not explain it although it is, of course, entirely logical. No, not on the calmest decadi, even when Eleanore is walking Brount and I am alone in my bed, so still that the tremor of my heart seems to echo ....not even then does the house creek as it does now. No, no it has something to do with this hour. This dark, moonless hour. It is so dark. The noises seem to be making up for the hollow lifelessness of pure black, as if by some display of existence, the will compensate for the utter emptiness around them. Or it could be that this hour---this witching hour as my aunts used to frighten me when I was little---that this hour is indeed some tenebrous festival of the spirits. Spirits with no skin and no bones, who move with the slinking grace of fog, glowing, dark embers somewhere in some corner of one's mind...commanding the floorboards to moan. Or the noises could be spies, assassins. Someone may be trying to kill me. I can never rule the possibility out. I can never let myself adapt to safety.

But this is foolish. I am behaving like a child, scared silly of the bugaboos in my closet. Sheer folly indeed. One almost could laugh if one weren't so nervous. Nervous laughter is never good. Never. And I don't like the sound of my own voice in the dark anyway. It's too high-pitched, plaintive, shrill. Let us just say that I don’t want to disturb anybody.

I am alone. Who is there to disturb?

The dead. Yes they are there. The only people one cannot kill are the dead. Instead one is forced to tip one's hat to them constantly, passing acquaintances. They're everywhere, their scents among the foods at breakfast, their eyes staring at you from some obscure crowd, their voices echoing from some unrealized corner of some unrealized world. They are the greatest of all my sufferings and certainly I have more than enough among the living. Everyday I feel the hatred bristle as I walk, as I sit, as I speak. These men all around me want to laugh over my spilled entrails. They want to mock my humanity when my head is sliced off. This hatred...it's a palpable thing..like the color red, it oozes in the gap between whispers. These men, everywhere, I see their eyes follow me, eyes so stone-cold, pinning me to some cross deep inside their hearts and there I writhe because they will never comprehend my agony.

Who does? No one. I am alone.

Alone and with so much pain. The comfort that I suffer so much for the good of my cause is my only relief. But, now, recently, and yes, I hate to admit it but I persist because Danton used to always say that I never would admit things I didn't want to see....and I will admit it to prove his booming voice as false and as traitorous as his rotting heart. Yes, I admit that now, when I see ordinary people, good people, my People, people who have for centuries been oppressed by greed and shadows and who are just now being led to enlightenment and virtue, I admit that when I see these people cry I hate them. I want to shake them until they choke on their crocodile tears. Hypocrites. In a way, they are just as bad as actors, as the bejewelled aristocrats of Versailles. I cannot stand such pretense, such is my own inner compulsion to honesty and truth. They go about their daily lives with such intense passion. They eat and drink and sweat and have sex and then they weep. What do they know what weeping is about? They all have husbands, wives, they are not surrounded by hatred, forced everyday to little lies that compromise their souls.

Oh but this is wrong. Wrong. And I believe I am coming down with a headache again just thinking about it. It is fitting punishment….. not mandated by some Old Testament deity but by this body itself, every fiber of which, except sometimes some rebels of my teeming brain, trembles with love for these people.

Danton used to say, and if I listen closely I can hear him now, "Love? Robespierre, you can't love twenty-six million people equally. It's preposterous."

Men of little faith, one shudders at such treason. And yet I know they all think like that. All of them who hate me. I alone know the truth that one cannot love except generally. Otherwise, isn't one being selfish loving only what one can see, feel, smell? Is it not the duty of all republicans to love all republicans equally and with justice. Why should one love one person more than another? A beautiful woman more than an ugly woman? It is not her fault that she is that way. It is not her fault that she does not appeal to one's own selfish aesthetic appreciation. One should not love for oneself. That is the negation of love. One should love everyone---if love is understood to mean what the poets tell us---a blissful entwining of souls. One loves all and one suffers for all. That is how it should be.

But only I truly do so. Myself alone.

In fact, I seem to be alone by the very fact that I will not love one above another, that I am not a carnal beast driven by forces of lust and fear as so many of these monsters are. The People know this, they know that I love them, that my whole body trembles for their misery and degradation and that I take all their sins on my own, make them my own, so that I may die for them. The deputies hate me for this. They make conspiracies in their eyes; they know that I alone perceive how petty they really are. Ambitious, glory-hungry, they hate me for not loving or hating one above the other. When I read their eyes I read their souls and that much, at least, is obvious.

And this is why I have come to the conclusion. It is a conclusion so desperate that I dare not even speak of it now. Superstitious, you may say. But no, I assure you, it is more than that. The privacy of a room is not so private these days. It is so easy to pick a lock, post a spy outside the door. Yes, yes you doubt it but it is so. My own spies have done it. This reason, and this reason alone, is why I hesitate to say.

But then it must remain with me. In this cage of my skull. With me alone.

I was very tempted to tell someone yesterday. Sometimes I feel that my forehead must bulge with all these mutinous thoughts churning within me. That is what I thought when Saint-Just came to my bedside yesterday. He was very quiet, even quieter than normal. When he spoke, he did so with a forced urgency, pressing air through clenched teeth. There were many silences in our conversation. I would fold and unfold my fingers, feeling the sweat of my palm, rather than leave those silences gaping. I could not stand the emptiness.

Saint-Just was just staring at me. Not with the cruelty that the deputies do, with those looks of such bestial incomprehension, vultures ravening for carrion, those looks that pin me to their prejudice. He was not even staring at me with his normal cold judiciousness, that numb expression in his eyes. No, he was looking at me with a kind of expectant sympathy as if he waited for me to say something. Wanted me to denounce that silent conspirator, the deadliest one of all, the doubt that devours my insides in fever. I moved my lips, they were dry and cracked. I moved my hand, it hardly obeyed. I was about to tell him and I felt a wetness brewing in my eyes. But then I caught the cruel pale line of his jaw and I remembered.

I cannot trust him. I am alone.

I remembered that cruel line as he pounded his fist on the Green Room  table, rain pounding in the night outside. “Robespierre, you are being very stubborn. Desmoulins must die along with Danton. No one has been closer to the heart of perfidy." I agreed with him then, but I can never forgive him the pain in my throat as I raised my hand in assent. I did not want to kill Camille, for he was merely misled. I did not want to kill Lucile, for she was innocent as a child. But Saint-Just, with that cruel line of his jaw and his dark hair waving behind him, Saint-Just led me into this. He destroyed me by complying with everything I

said, quietly, attentively, reverently he poisoned my life. Camille had said, "I pity you Robespierre. He's a friend to no one. He will leave you with only your dream to embrace." He led me into the emptiness I am now. They all did. All they did was increase my pain.

They made me alone. They killed off everyone I confided in.

Camille. I remember him how he was when we were boys, back at the college. The day we swore that no matter what we would protect each other. And I, I never forgot that promise. I suppose I was too sentimental to let go. I watched out for him, patiently, painstakingly, even if it meant sacrificing myself. Camille was always wonderful at getting himself into tight situations. I think perhaps he liked things that weren't good for him. That's why he abandoned me for Danton. 

Oh no. I must stop. I can't breathe. It is my asthma again, constricting like a snake around my lungs.

There, better. The dust is terrible here. Shavings from the wood below, I suppose. Not that I hold it against the Duplays. They don't know about the pain it causes me. I keep my pain to myself.

Pain. Camille used that word in a huge, swooping sense, his arms flying through the air in an impossibly theatrical gesture. “Don’t you know the pain your Committee is causing? The death? Terror is not necessary anymore. And…and…I don’t know how you can be so opposed to this Maxime, it’s my constitutional right to say this, it’s freedom of the press….I thought you of all people should understand, remember in the Assembly days how you fought for----

“Camille,” I said, “You are making me impatient. You know that in times of war, civil liberties are the first to suffer….”

“So said the sage Machiavelli.”

His elbows were crossed against his chest like some morose actor. The posturing made me nauseous. Posturing normally does. He had no right to say that, no right, where he had been while I was working myself to the point of illness? “I don’t know if you understand this concept Camille but I have been working for nearly two days without sleep and if you excuse me I have better things to do then engage in pointless philosophical debates….the Committee is meeting in a half hour and I must be ready. I will see yo—“

Camille flung himself in front of the door, his huge dark eyes burning into mine. “Oh fucking no, Maxime! You’re not walking out on me without explanation, not this time.”

“Don’t swear in this house!”

The corner of his lip curled, “Don’t swear in this house…don’t swear in this house,” he intoned in cruel mimicry, then he thrust his face up to mine. “I’m not your bloody son Maxime!”

“You certainly are acting like a child.”

“And you’re acting like a tyrant…but I’m sure appearances can be deceiving!”

“If you dare to accuse me of…..”

Camille interrupted me with a violence of emotion that struck me across the face, “You? You?! I don’t accuse you of anything! I don’t know who you are anymore!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Camille’s eyes were staring into my own, as if in search of something lost beneath my skin, a pigment, a memory, something seen in a split-second glance. “You…..you’ve changed.” He turned his eyes away from mine, lowered his voice, “same old story…power corrupts I guess…”

I think he himself knew what a preposterous fabrication had just departed from his lips. He foresaw its fraudulence, its staleness in the air, and that’s why he looked away, that’s why he was so embarrased. To accuse me of corruption…it was ridiculous, practically a joke. Not even now, when all the deputies fantasize my death, do they dream of calling me corrupt. I had to bring poor Camille to his somewhat dubious senses. “Don’t be silly. Governments have charted their policies by my internal consistency. You know that as well as I do. In fact, I think you invented the phrase.” Camille’s dark eyes were starting to tear, a fact that rather bewildered me. I felt a somewhat irrational burst of anger somewhere inside my veins. I grabbed him firmly by both hands, “Listen, Camille, listen to me!” He paid no heed, lowered his head. I was on the verge of exasperation thinking of the other affairs I had to attend to, “Stop sulking…it will do you no good! Now listen to me, stop mouthing off Danton’s treacherous ideas like some parrot…”

Camille’s head sprang up, his dark hair bouncing to his shoulders, his eyes aflame with anger, “What? Don’t think those ideas are my own, do you? Don’t think crazy little Camille could have his own fucking ideas…always has to be someone else telling him, doesn’t it?

“I will remind you once again not to swear. And I never said you don’t have your own ideas. Of course I know you have them. I know full well how…imaginative…you are. It’s just that usually your ideas are more…more,” I struggled for the correct word, “more practical.”

“Practical? Oh, like the goddamned propaganda I wrote for you? So now ideas are only practical if they serve  your ends?”

“Not my ends, Camille. The People’s.”I was beginning to get annoyed, feeling that Camille was in one of those moods when he would just argue for the sake of arguing. I had other things to do, to think about, other people to feel for, the People. 

He rolled his eyes, gave a truncated snort, “I didn’t think you made that subtle of a distinction there anymore.”

“Camille, if you want to continue spouting this childish gibber go ahead and continue to the wall. I am leaving for the Committee now….I will see you tonight at the Jacob---“

As I exited through the door, he cried out, with a tone so plaintive and harsh that I was forced to retrace my steps., “What the fuck has happened to you Maxime? What has become of you?”

“Become?” I was genuinely concerned for his sanity at this point.

Camille had thrust himself against the table and began smashing his right fist against the wood, his head caught in his other hand. He was sobbing uncontrollably, with savage force, tears of as much anger as sorrow. An image hovered before me, that of the tempestuous dark-haired boy I had defended at school. I approached Camille from the other side of the table, put my hands on his shoulders. He stopped pounding, lifted his head, and stared up at me, blinking the tears away from his reddened eyes. “Who are you?” he whispered, low and terrified, “Who are you?” he screamed. “You’re not Maxime! You’re not the Maxime I knew at school, the one who said he wouldn’t believe in a God that allowed human suffering, a God who did nothing while millions wept.”

“I still don’t.” I reassured him soothingly, but inside I was terrified, his fear seemed contagious through the touch.

He shook his head at this, dark hair flying wildly from one side of his neck to the other. “You’re not the Maxime who became ill for days because he couldn’t put a man to death, you’re not the Maxime who couldn’t bare to think of an animal in pain…who cried at the sight of dead bird.”

“You’re being sentimental, Camille. I was never like that. I’ve always been exactly as I am now.”

Camille began crying again, “No Maxime, you were different, you were different. I used to know and love another man…and you’re looking at me with his eyes! Why’d you take his eyes too? I loved those eyes! Weren’t you content with his name? What did you do with him?” He was violently shaking my arms now. “Where is he? I want to see him!”

I seized Camille around the shoulders. He looked up at me transfixed. I remembered the little boy at Louis-le-Grand, the one I had pledged to protect. “Camille, calm down. You’re being hysterical…”

“That’s all you think human emotions are anymore, hysteria…isn’t that true?”

“This is ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous. Gain your composure Camille. Only the calm can rule….”

Camille’s dark eyes narrowed as he looked up. “That’s not you speaking that’s Saint-Just.” He spat out.

“He’s right about a good number of things….”

“He doesn’t know the first thing about friendship, can’t you see that? He’s the one’s who’s destroying you…or maybe that should be in the past tense!”

“Camille, I am not going to sit here and be subject to another one of your childish panic outbursts when I have so many other things to be doing.” I grabbed my coat and hat, was ready to leave. “And I don’t need friends around me right now….I need men of faith and virtue…..I…I think you’re jealous of him, as a “friend” of Danton you really shouldn’t be talking!”

“So you don’t think my friendship with Danton is genuine?”

“Camille, we’ll finish this conversation later when you are in a more sane state of mind.” But out of the necessity of warning him I added, “I’ve never doubted that your feelings for him are genuine. But you are so naïve, Danton doesn’t think higher than money….”

“Does it ever strike you that he’s a much better friend than you are?”

I must admit that I was hurt. After everything I’d given to Camille he was chosing Danton, a man of no moral worth, over me. He was betraying me for Danton. Nevertheless, I reminded myself, I did not need friends so much at that moment as allies. “Fine. As I have said before, I have little need of friendship. I am perfectly fine all by myself defending the goodness of the people against treason and heresy.” I gave him a quick look of warning, “No matter where they may be found.”

From the table, he simply stared at me for a second. “Christ Maxime!” He began haltingly, his jaw loose, his eyes dead, “ Christ Maxime! You see enemies everywhere now….except in the places they really are! Do you understand? No, you can’t! I can’t believe that you do! Oh God no! If you do understand, all hope for the world is lost! Oh fuck Maxime…we’re building the Republic on human skulls! How can you look in the mirror and not see that you’re up to your elbows in blood!” He was crying again.

I approached him, sat beside him at the table, wondered if perhaps I should warn Lucile as to his mental state. “Camille,” I said, “Camille, please, please. You’re rambling. Get some rest. I’m sure Lucile will be troubled about you.” 

He stopped crying, looked slowly into my eyes with the eyes of a child. The room felt too small, the walls seemed to push in like the walls of a coffin, trapping me. I needed to be away from his fixed dark eyes, away in the open air. Camille said at last, and his voice sounded as distant as a vague memory even when he said it, “You’re right Maxime. You’re right. You haven’t been corrupted….you’ve been uncorrupted.”

I gave him a troubled look, wondering what in the world he was talking about now. I put an arm around his shoulder but he thrust it away. 

“I don’t need your goddamned pity! Leave me alone!” he barked, turning his head once more to the table top.

I sighed, used to such outbursts. “If I left you alone, Danton would---“

“Would you fucking leave him out of this! This has nothing to do with him.”

“He is corrupt. He has corrupted you.”

“Asking for clemency is not corrupt!”

How many times was it necessary to explain this? “It is, under circumstances like these.” I began with the same old explanation. “Do you understand that never before in the history of mankind has one people had the chance to recreate society….and not to take advantage of such an opportunity is the greatest crime of all. I despise this carnage as much as anyone but---“

“No you don’t Maxime. No you don’t. Not anymore.” His eyes were fixed on the door, he was shaking his head mechanically. “You take pleasure in the hurt it causes your conscience, you offer your precious self-sacrifice up to whatever fucking deity it is that you believe in like a plate of hors-d’oeuvres. Nobody suffers except you. And to think that I believed in you. What I would have gone through for you…”

I was late for the meeting and was beginning to be repulsed by Camille’s method of carefully lying to himself, pretending that it was me who moved from him and not vice versa. Somewhere in his brain he must have still stored the truth that it was otherwise. “You say that? How ironic. Yes, ironic indeed. It seems that it is you who have moved into more fashionable circles than my own.”

“Me moved away? It’s you who changed…you’ve become ice…I don’t think you’re human at all anymore.”

The conversation was exasperating me. “Oh, why am I wasting my time. I need to go to the Committee—“ I picked up my coat and hat, walked through the door without bidding Camille farewell.

Camille called out behind me, “Well, I’m sorry I was such a waste of your bloody time. Oh, and Maxime..don’t even think of trying to save me….I’ll fuck up my own life, all right?”

I did not really take him seriously until that night, that night when I put my personal reputation on the line to save him from his seditious writings and what did he do? He defied me.  He denied me. He denounced me.  He stood before the podium of the Jacobins that night and shouted, without his stutter, "Burning is not answering!"
And I was left all alone, at the podium, my plea for his defense caught in my throat like a bone. I was left, all alone.

 If only I could have saved Camille. Saved him from himself, from Danton. Danton who mocked every concept of virtue, who sneered at purity and pocketed any bribe thrown in his way. Danton corrupted my poor little Camille until there was nothing left of him but the memory of what he used to be.

Camille, why did you betray me? Why wouldn't you let me save you when I came that night, the night before you died? Instead I was left with no one to turn to. But I took your pain upon myself even as you refused the Republic of Virtue, even after you refused the path of our cause...the only crumbled dream I have left. But I forgive you, you were misled, I forgive you for you knew not what you did. You caused me such pain. But that is my lot in life I suppose. I take everyone's pain on myself.

Perhaps that is why they hate me, because I deprive them of their pain, claim it for my own, suffer for them. Perhaps they are jealous. I take away the degradation of their slavery, make myself a slave to their happiness, but still they mock me by not being free. I saw their jeers and whispers on the 20th Prairal. I heard them call me dictator, tyrant, would-be pope. They know I am so sensitive, that I bruise so easily, that I have done everything to protect the People's welfare, and yet still they are so cruel. They don't understand the path of Virtue and if the deputies are so corrupt how can they ever lead the people to the light?

And that is where my dangerous thought begins...the thought that I dare tell no one, could tell no one, even if there were anyone to tell. The thought itself is treason, for it denies hope. And hope is the only thing that can alleviate my pain. The only thing.

Everyone abandons me. My mother, my father, Saint-Just—for I know he is going over to the Committees, going against me,---Camille…and my dream. They’ve all gone away. They’ve left me with nothing but my pain and my loneliness. I am all alone.

I want only to die, to escape from this miserable world where wickedness so often triumphs and the pure are so often victimized by the jeers of unfriendly laughter. I want to negate myself, negate this suffering, insignificant body, be united with the great spirit that sings throughout the universe.

But wait....what was that noise? It is someone attempting to kill me? No, no. It is nothing. Nothing at all. I am overreacting. I am alone. All alone. And the night is so dark.

So dark and so quiet, a keeper of too many secrets, a keeper of too much pain.

Angels Don’t Fall

Antoine Saint-Just, Thermidor 10 Year II, (July 28, 1794)

And so this will be my death.

It’s odd, how many times I’ve written of it, yearned for it, pronounced it on the lives of others, dreamed of it in that gray space between wakeness and sleep…and yet, and yet… I never fully imagined it. Never like this. Not with the smell of fresh mud, rising warm and clean from the earth after last night’s thunderstorm, not with the jouncing of the tumbrel under my feet, not with Robespierre’s uneven breathing beside my ear, his mangled head bleeding on my white linen sleeve. It was always some abstraction; a salve for my despair, a rapier with which to cut the mark of my hatred. Death was never like this. No, never this close, never so near that Sanson was standing right up the steps from my face. I never imagined the crowd, not with the thousand conversations, the laughter and jeers smeared on all those faces…I have never thought of their faces before. I have no time to think of them now. I suppose they all have lives and cares and deaths that await them just as mine does….but I will never be able to know, to see. For I am to be executed in a couple minutes.

It is amazing how little that thought disturbs me. 

It’s amazing how little thought I’ve actually given death….or rather, this death in particular, this death with the smell of baked blood and sweat. I’ve given Death itself so much thought that I have no more emotions left for it. Everyday, death had been waiting for me, across the table, in a whispered conversation, with a smile and a nod. Every day, every minute of my life, I have spent in a dizzying game trying to avoid it, drowning in the fetid stench of the Thermidor heat. And, with death surrounding me, in the face of every so-called friend and every known enemy, no wonder that every time I outlived it, outwitted it, outfought it that I became safer in my immortality. For, at one time, I was immortal. I rode my horse into the thick of the cannon fire at Fleurus, while even the surest of the generals hung back. Gunpowder, a musky perfume, suffused my blood and thickened it into the ichor of the gods. I fought blindly, the hooves of the horses thundering behind me as the soldiers followed. The smoke burned my eyes, but still I fought on, shouting for the men to follow me. 

 Afterwards, when the battle was won, the generals all parted way for me as I walked back to the tent. When they spoke to me after that, they did so with their heads slightly bowed, shuffling out of the room demurely, in low, tired voices. 

They believed, against every reason in their brains, that I was a god.

Death had lost its terror for me. Every nerve in my body is frozen. I no longer look at men and see their skeletons, reduce their shapes to bones and entrails, paring away with my eyes the fleeting, the peripheral. I must have done that once---although I don’t remember when, but even so I don’t think anything of them now. A daily dose of my own mortality has dulled me to the sensation of danger. There are days when I wake up not knowing if I am dead or alive, lost in the numbness of my tissues.  I thrilled in demanding death, for I could feel the life pulsing in every muscle of my body. It made me sense that I was indeed alive, wallowing amid this death, this warm rich death. It was that skipped rhythm of my heart that kept me through those all-night meetings in the Green Room, where I sat at Robespierre’s side, surrounded by a hate that panted in our stillness, hummed in our silence. The dark air was too close, incestuous, fraught with a terrible knowledge. And I felt its blackness, its void, its terror within every fiber of my body. Yet Death was something detached from reality. I voted Death for the King. I asked for Death for Hebert, for Danton, for the Desmoulins. I realize that there are those who weep for these deaths, and those people too I condemned, for what are tears but a recognition that the dead were a part of oneself, that one shared with them some story, some joke, one little portion of one’s life?

I refuse to share my life with anyone. There was a time, long ago, when I tried. It makes me sick just thinking of what a dupe I was.  When you let your heart trust someone, they will always abandon you. People can be so selfish, only out for their own ends. The entire Committee was infested with that disease, and hated me because I sensed the treason in their hearts. People in general are good, but individual specimens are like spiders, greedy for life to feed their own insatiable hunger. They catch you in the web of their affections….they want your soul. And I refuse to give mine.

I suppose that’s why my death doesn’t bother me all that much. 

Look at the crowd…..dancing, throwing flowers…so disgusting! Tears and laughter I find equally repulsive. If the face were meant for either, it would be born contorted in such a way. If men were truly free they would be serene, removed equally from the excesses of anger and depression, glee and cynicism…. I wanted only for all men to be free, to taste that glorious ascendancy that I felt the first time I was free. That was when I was nine.

I remember when I was nine. The first drops of timid April rain on my coat. The bleak sound of the dirt spitting on my father's wooden coffin. The empty rustlings of the crowd, cold, impatient, like actors on a stage who had forgotten their lines. Beside me, I felt the warmth of my little sisters, the soft hiccuping tears against my shoulders. In front of me, I heard the ancient droning of the priest, absolving the gray sky with his perfunctory cross.

My mother was touching my arm, I could see in her eyes that she needed me near her, needed my warm solid body, drew comfort from my youth. I felt stir somewhere in my blood an almost instinctive panic, as if I were a prisoner trapped behind bars. It was a hunger for physical solitude, a need for free air, somewhere clean, to be away from these damp black-shawled strangers sniffling so politely. I pushed away from my mother’s warm side, walked somberly to the edge of my father's grave.

The coffin lingered in slow descent, and as it lowered I felt a certain space, a hollowness that separated my blessed father's soul from the land of the living. Father was in Heaven now, his spirit somewhere on a glimmering spiral of light in the sky. I looked up, but all that stared back at me was empty grayness. I wondered what father looked like as he climbed. Would he still have his reading glasses on when St. Peter opened those gates? Did Heaven cure the injury he got so many years ago, the one that made him drag his leg a little? I knew I should have been crying for Father, but no tears came to me. As the rain became heavier, I thought that perhaps Nature had done the crying for me. For all I felt within my body was that space, the space that separated me from Father's coffin. Like an eagle, distant and aloof in straight pure skies, his death left me calm and exultant. I imagined him as he must have been, free and happy, relieved from pain, from fear, from toil up in God's pure clean Heaven.

I hear the priest, in his croaking monotone behind me, whisper to my mother. "Why does the child not cry? Has he no pity? Has he no tears?" My mother must have answered, something half-polite, half-proud, a hasty mutter lost to the din of the crowd. I turned my head to view them, these people who had come to wish my father a safe departure. I saw dozens of faces, some grieving, some anxious, some pious and bent, some withered, some young, some wet with tears. They looked in every direction but they saw in only one; their own. What right had these people to be so sad? After all, none here would deny that Father was as good a Christian as any. Thus he was going to enter Paradise. Father would be in Heaven, watching down on angel's wings. These people should not be weeping, but rejoicing. No, they were selfish. They wanted him for themselves. Only for themselves. Crying was so selfish. 

That's what they all expected though, as much as the priests expected coins when they passed around the collection plate. Tears were some kind of earthly toll. The priest himself, though he hardly knew Father, tilted his head to the ground, his eyes towards the wet dirt where the grass had been scraped away. Dirt,  that's all these people thought of. They wanted everyone to share this dirt. They did not care if people were sick or sad, angry or slaves just as long as they were there; embraceable, within reach. And why? Because these people, these earth people, couldn't stand to be alone. There was something missing in them, some vital part. They were broken people. What broken people needed was support, touch, the look in another's eyes. A free person shouldn't be like that. A free man should be without a need to lower himself to the earth.

All men were meant to have wings.

I tried to understand then what my mind told me intuitively, but the application of it would only be fully realized later. That rainy April morning marked the first time in my life that I truly became self-aware, that day I stood at the edge of my father's open grave, watching the shovels dump indifferent dirt onto his impassive coffin. It was the first time I understood that I was really alone. Or no, perhaps, it wasn't that....I had understood that for some time...but it was the first time I realized that this condition was both  unalterable and justifiable. When my mother's friends visited, hard-faced middle-aged women dressed in the respectably tone-downed look of last year's aristocracy, when my mother put me on display for all the town to see what a spinster who hadn’t married till her 30s could produce, I now understood. I understood the neighbors’ reactions. I heard their discrete silences, what they meant when they said, "Such a beautiful boy, Marie, and with such wonderful manners," but then bit their tongues, paused, tried to keep from saying something further. I now understood. My teachers, I remember, would tell my mother what a good pupil I was; bright, quiet, polite but then would counsel her on the earthly and heavenly perils of raising so proud and sulky a son. I now understood. I smiled with my hemlock knowledge. I was in complete complicity with my true nature. I heard the priests say that I not only avoided other children, I didn't seem to recognize them as the same species. Too bookish, I heard them say, too withdrawn.

At last I comprehended why. And with that I stopped trying to please them by pretending I would ever fit in among broken people. For some reason, I had been born free and despite every chain with which they tried to shackle me, I remained free. I had been born with wings.

I was meant for flight.

Flight, flight….life seems so heavy now.….it seems like so much work to live in this heat. And I haven’t slept for what?….maybe two days now.  I will be dead in a short time, judging from Sanson’s efficiency, only a few minutes..at most four or five.  I wish they would stop jouncing the tumbrel so much, Maxime’s moaning is so dreadful I can hear it over the scream of the crowd. I turn away, his pain revolts me. Lord knows why men deify pity, it’s such a pathetic emotion, limp, flaccid, condescending. When I say that someone should have shot him where he lay on the Committee table bleeding from his jaw and that incompetent knave of a doctor forced him to gag up his broken teeth and blood, I say so out of simple logic. And Robespierre, he looked up at me, and for a few seconds the other Committee members were just staring at me, everyone was waiting for me to say something. What was I supposed to say to him? What did they want me to do, declare unwavering devotion, blame him for our fate? And yet, even though I still can’t think of anything to say, his eyes, begging me for something—absolution? Hope of vengeance? Just a few words to keep at bay the searing silence of the night?,---his green eyes staring at me through his bandages, they will probably be the last thing I remember before I die.

He looked at me the same way when I came to his room a few days before…how many days? I don’t remember, days and nights, hours and minutes, they blend when one doesn’t sleep. He was ill again, I heard his breath rasping through his throat, the feel of his bones of his hands nauseated me. When he looked at me, I would stare at the flowers by his bedside, stand up and walk towards the window. His gaze unnerved me, fixed and immobile, like that of a corpse.

“Maxime,” I said, by back to his bed staring out the window, “You must understand the necessity of compromise in this situation. If we want to get something constructive done, we cannot alienate the entire Convention. It’s senseless. I’ve been working with Barere. I believe you’ll agree with the reconciliation we’ve created.”

He was quiet, the rasping noise of his throat stopped for a few minutes. He questioned, some moments later, his weak voice faltering, “Antoine…do you… approve…. of what we’ve done?”

I turned around sharply, startled, “Approve? What does my approval have to do with anything? And…and why ask such a question…as if there were another way, as if this were some judgment of our work?”

Maxime was looking down at the bedcovers, “Well, I was just wondering. I was wondering if you were happy with it. That’s all.”

This puzzled me. I couldn’t remember ever being asked if I were happy with anything before in my life---although I’m sure someone must have said that when I was very little. Antoine, are you happy to see the ducks today? The shock of his question irritated me, put me on my guard. “Again, why do you ask?”

“Truthfully. I need you as an ally….as..a…friend…I have no one to turn to. No one I can trust. And the way we are headed….well, it is not the goal we originally set out with…”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean. I mean….” His voice came out pinched, high, like a lost kitten. “That’s the thing. I don’t know what I mean. I really don’t know. I don’t know where we can go from here. I just know that we can’t stop now. We can’t compromise. We’ve got to go on, there’s got to be a light around the corner…there’s got to be…”

“Go to be what, Maxime? Do you understand what you’ve done? You’ve…you’ve led me on, you’ve told me you knew where we were going, that we could get there…I worshipped you, I followed you and now you don’t know where you’re going!” I felt that something inside me broke, some fortress within me, something pure and high and…and…empty. It was now in pieces, puncturing my other organs. I had been such a fool. I had let this little man, this man who couldn’t even rise from his bed, control me, lead me into some hallucinatory dream that had trapped my every movement…and now, and now, he was leaving me. 

‘Be like that.” Maxime’s whispy voice was suddenly cruel. “I…I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone. I’ll go on without allies. Do what you like.” He stared up at me begging some ineffable question with his eyes, the same question he asked as he lay on the Green Room table. What was I supposed to say? “Antoine…you are…you are crying?”

“I am not.” I snarled. “Or if I am it’s only because I’ve been working for nearly two days without sleep trying to save you, you….who just want to continue this mindless butchery because you can’t think of any other way…”

“Don’t say that, never say that.” He was fierce, peremptory. His jaw had set like a carp. “I don’t want this continue, bu  t there is no other way…we have to persist or all of those we killed..against our will, against our soul… we will have killed in vain…”

“This is about Camille again isn’t it? Can’t you see that you were blind? He was leading you on under some guise of innocence than any idiot could have seen through. And you believed him, you loved him, you—“

“Antoine, that is enough. I don’t feel well. Please go away.” 

I slammed the door behind me, tried to wash myself from the uncleanliness of that encounter in the stench of the streets. I pulled at the earring on my right lobe, enjoying the temporary release of the pain that resulted. Pain. That is the only way to temper the passions of this insignificant flesh, veins that bleed, eyes that weep, lips that yearn to kiss. I wanted to maim everything inside of me that had made me believe in him, I wanted to eviscerate it, decapitate it, tear it up in a million pieces and toss it into the oceans. He had made me think, for a few months, that I could trust something, that there was something on this earth worth the time, the effort. And it was all a fraud, all a show, by a puny little invalid so desperate for his own health and his own loneliness that he was lost in his emotions. And I had followed this man as if he were a God. I had believed in him, violated the first Commandment for him. I hated myself so much. More for my tears, tears that I didn’t understand but that burned. Why don’t I kill myself here and now and get it over with?

But I could not. There is a time when you just can’t think. I had come to that time. And…and I could not abandon him. One has to live by principles, even if those principles are dead. That’s why I didn’t denounce him, why I decided to die with him though I didn’t believe in him, though I suppose I could have chosen to live. That and that alone.

 One of the Sanson’s assistants is taking me up the steps now. My life will be over soon. I don’t know where I’m going after I die. I know Maxime hated Fouche’s “Death is the eternal sleep” but really, what more could one ask for?

Still, somewhere in the back of my mind, the temptation glitters that perhaps heaven is a land of serene Greek temples, a perfectly symmetrical land, where people live in harmony without emotion, without those tragic passions that cloud our dark world, with solemnity, virtue and goodness. 

And then, the thought in his eyes haunts me, what would I be doing there anyway?

Through A Glass Darkly

Charles-Henri Sanson 10 Thermidor Year II (July 28 1794)

That is the last of them then.

I must admit, I can’t remember a worse execution—a bloodier one, one accompanied by more yelps and screams, more writhing of limbs, more human suffering. My father, I’m sure, saw worse---the executions under the monarchy were often brutal affairs, they tore Damiens apart by four wild horses running in different directions. They said that the echo of his screams resounded from the scaffold to the Seine and beyond. As for myself,  praise be, I’ve never performed anything so gruesome. Of the twenty-one that were executed today, only one was in any fit state for a man to die, the young one with the earring, Saint-Just. The rest were a mangled lot, someone should have shot them hours before, put them out of their misery….I hope never again to have to strap a cripple to a board, bending broken, shriveled legs. I hope never again to hear a scream like Robespierre’s when I tore off the bloody bandage that held his jaw on---such a  howl! I was sorry immediately. I had not meant to cause him that much pain—but the crowd, the crowd they loved it, danced and laughed as if it were some carnival show. Such a mess! My assistants were mumbling, the extra time, the hassle, the heat, the blood and all. I know what they really mean, these big burly boys I hire, they can’t stand the way these fellows looked them in the eyes, they can’t bear to think of the pain they must have suffered. One human to another, it’s hard to stomach.  I will write in a few sous extra on their wages for today. It was a difficult day for all of us. A difficult day….

It’s getting dark. The carts are heading to the cemeteries. The bodies will soon be covered in quicklime, forgotten.  I will head home now….wash my hands, change my clothes,  eat dinner with my wife and children, try to forget about this whole affair. Every day it’s the same thing. But you don’t just forget, you can’t just forget. You never knew these people before, but you remember them the rest of your life, at strange times, when you look in the mirror to shave, when your child makes some innocent remark. You’d think that if you see men die enough, you’d become used to it, as you get used to killing flies, get used to the stench of the city streets….and to a certain extent, yes, you can get used to it, the blood, yes, the sound of the blade, yes, the never-ending parade of the tumbrels. But I can never get used to the faces, the eyes, the mouths, the voices. I never accustom myself to walking a living, breathing being up the steps and the next minute watching their head drop in the basket. I never accustom myself to the stories I hear, or sometimes the silences just as meaningful, when I cut away the hair on the napes of their necks. I never accustom myself to the agony in their eyes as they look at their reflection for the last time before they die. These men, I think, out of so many millions of us who perish out of accident, disease, or senescence, these men, alone among men, know the hour of their deaths. And I suppose that is why I cannot accustom myself to it…..because in every face I see someone trying to justify their life. It seems odd, but it is never their death they seek to justify, never death they wish to make peace with…it is their lives. I remember the young Desmoulins woman, the way she smiled as her eyes lifted towards the blade and her body was strapped to the plank. I remember her husband, pressing a lock of her hair into my palm, “It’s my wife’s,” the broken voice, “Give it to her mother, please.” You can’t become accustomed to that….you can’t become accustomed to the way Madame DuBarry screamed, the way the Queen apologized for stepping on my foot. Or those seventeen Carmelite nuns, singing Ave Maria, a voice less every time the blade fell. When most of us die, we have our families by our bedsides….the beloved ones who knew us well, our virtues and our foibles, the every eccentricity of our hearts. But these people, they died surrounded by strangers….and by a crowd.  They’re like actors on a stage—it’s the most unprivate death one could imagine. And I’m there at the closing act with them. Although we’re both very well aware of our respective roles in the drama, neither of us has his lines remembered.  I don’t know these people at all, and yet, I alone see their expression in that final moment….when the doors of Heaven or Hell, or wherever it is that we go when he die, open, and their souls depart from this earth. 

I always feel rather awkward during the toilette de la condemne. No matter how loudly I snip with the sheers, the noise will not be enough to drown out the expectation of conversation. Like a barber, I feel obligated to start some idle chit-chat. But what do you talk about with a man who will die in a few minutes? The weather…do they care? Their children….only provokes grief. And certainly not politics. I try to concentrate on the perfunctory, the snip, snip, snip of the scissors…the soft fall of hair on the floor. But sometimes I catch myself trying to imagine what it must be going through their heads, their death not more than a tumbrel ride away. Does it all make sense to them? Do they learn some final, ultimate meaning that makes the purposelessness of it seem trivial in comparison? Do they dwell on their faults? Enumerate their virtues?

Sometimes, and I feel oddly pressured when this happens, they will turn towards me silently….as if asking me for an opinion, not on anything specific, but some tacit judgment of their entire life, asking me to give them succor, strength, meaning before their death. I am their last mirror. I am death to them, they look at my face as if it were the blade of the guillotine herself, and there they see their pasts, their prayers, their dreams, soon to be buried with their corpses.

No, a man can never get accustomed to being the ultimate judge of another’s life.

So you may ask….why, if this executioner is so loathe to perform his duty, if he is so sensitive to the sound of the following blade, then why does he keep the job? It is a well-merited question, one I ask myself many times. When I was a boy, I wanted to be a musician more than anything in the world. Placed on my mother’s knee as she sang in her heavy, rich voice, they tell me I would turn my infant head and smile at her, my hands reaching to embrace her throat. When I grew older, I took my lessons seriously. I learned to play the cello and the pianoforte. I learned to move my fingers adeptly, to breathe with the rhythm of the music. It was my father who taught me that. He’d come home, often late at night, and say nothing to the rest of us. He’d seat himself, with perfect care and dignity, at the chair of the pianoforte, and he’d close his eyes and play. I would watch his hands. Masculine yet delicate somehow, rather pale for he usually wore gloves, I’d watched those hands conjure the deep sounds, the very soul, within the instrument, I’d watch his body sway back and forth with its ebb and tide. Sometimes, his eyes still closed, he’d begin to hum with the melody, his rough voice strident on the high notes, somber on the lows. My father taught me how to breathe with the music. It was only after I took over his job that I realized what magic allowed his heart to throb with the pianoforte, as if those melodies had been the pattern of his pulse. It was only after I took over his job, that I learned what heart-breaking sadness, what oceanic emotions, tossed him side to side with the songs that he played. You can’t learn things like that when you’re only a boy.

There was a time when I hated my father’s hands—those hands of a musician, not an executioner. I don’t remember when it first was that I saw my father perform an execution. And it wasn’t one of the nice, quick events that we practice in these enlightened days, oh no, it was gruesome affair of some unfortunate guttersnipe, hanged from the neck before his entrails were carved out by my father’s rapier, by my father’s gloved hands. My father was a murderer in pay of the King. I couldn’t even watch the whole affair, let alone believe that it was my father, the man who had taught me to speak English, the man who taught me to love music as a part of my being, it was my father who performed these deeds. The knowledge of what he did festered inside my bones for some time, incubated by my growing knowledge that I had no choice but to follow in his footsteps, “Son,” he had said to me after music lessons one evening, “We are like the Kings, they have no choice but to reign and we have no choice but to execute.” What do you think, in your late teens, when you know that your very life, the very bread that allowed your bones to grow, the very roof that sheltered you from rain, was bought with blood money…money earned by taking another’s life? Well, for a while, I considered running away. But what did it matter? The more I searched for an answer, an explanation of why my father’s musical hands were so murderous, the more I realized that we all live on other’s blood, in one way or another. And conversely, all live on ours. You can’t avoid that knowledge, the deep instinctive knowledge taught on every stained glass window, that life and death are eternally intertwined as are the lives and deaths of everyone on this earth. I’ve seen men, dying, screaming blasphemies of self-hatred and I think, what is worse? What deserves more tears? The pain that the world has caused them, this world that has made them cuss in self-hatred, or the pain that this has brought to the world? It’s too large a question for one man, especially me, to solve. I just try my best to give both equal time.

So I do my duty. I function as the law requires me to. I am a simple servant of the laws of death. I behead men when it is there time. It has not blunted me to wondering why though, it has not blunted me to the anguish of their lives, it has not blunted me to the nightmares. They are not nightmares of talking heads or my own death, not of blood or gore or the sound of tumbrels. They are not nightmares of death that occasionally awaken me deep in dark nights’ slumbers….they are nightmares of lives badly lived, of lives lived to late, loves never mentioned, dreams never accomplished. That is what keeps the Great Sanson up at night, that is what the Great Sanson’s spouse must talk to him about with soothing words, with feverish kisses. For those are the nightmares I see in the faces as I lead them to their deaths.

My, it is indeed getting dark now. And I should be hurrying home, my wife will be worried about me.  Look at the sky, my, it is beautiful tonight! All of those stars, shining through the darkness. When I look up at a night like this, I always remember Bailly, the old astronomer and mayor of Paris whom I executed one rainy day last November. But this was before that, this was before this whole long train of executions started…….we were walking through the courtyard of the Tuileries and I remember him, pointing up at the heavens and whispering to me reverently, “I may be a scientist, Charles, but I never have forgotten my sense of Divine Grandeur. When I look up to the sky, I see, as in a mirror, all the greatest glories of every human soul combined infused into the universe, lighting up all this darkness with a thousand specks of beautiful light. And you know what, don’t tell anyone, but I think that mirror…..I think that mirror is God’s Eye, observing this world from afar, the magnificent playing out of his divine laws of Nature. That’s what I think.”

And as for me…..when I look up at the night, I hear a strain of music, high and lonely, each note isolated from the other, yet together, they form an incredible symphony that sings throughout the dark starry sky.

