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For Nell




Bella gerant alii; tu, felix Austria, nube.

Others wage wars; you, happy Austria, marry.

—MOTTO OF THE HAPSBURG DYNASTY
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ONE
Is This the End of Childhood?

[image: ] SCHÖNBRUNN, MAY 1766 [image: ]

My mother liked to boast that her numerous daughters were “sacrifices to politics.” I never dared admit to Maman, who was Empress of the Holy Roman Empire, that the phrase terrified me more than she could know. Every time she said it, my imagination painted a violent tableau of Abraham and Isaac.

Unflinchingly pragmatic, Maman prepared us to accept our destinies not only with grace and equanimity but with a minimal amount of fuss. Thus, I had been schooled to expect, as sure as summer follows spring, that one day my carefree life as the youngest archduchess of Austria would forever change. What I never anticipated was that the day in question would come so soon.

In the company of my beloved sister, Charlotte, I was enjoying an idyllic afternoon on the verdant hillside above the palace of Schönbrunn, indulging in one of our favorite pastimes—avoiding our lessons by distracting our governess, the Countess von Brandeiss.

A bumblebee hummed lazily about our heads, mistaking our pomaded and powdered hair for dulcet blossoms. Charlotte had kicked off her blue brocaded slippers and was wiggling her stockinged feet in the freshly cut grass. So I did the same, delighting in the coolness of the lawn, slightly damp against the soles of my feet, although we’d surely merit a scolding for staining our white hose. Affecting a grim expression and pressing my chin to my chest until I achieved our mother’s jowly appearance, in a dreadfully stern voice I said, “At your age, Charlott-ah, you should know better than to lead the little one into childish games.”

My sister laughed. “Mein Gott, you sound just like her!”

Countess von Brandeiss suppressed a smile, hiding her little yellow teeth. “And you should know better than to mock your mother, Madame Antonia.

“Ouf!” Startled by the bee, which now appeared to be inspecting with some curiosity the ruffles of her bonnet, our governess began to bat the air about her head. Nearly tripping over her voluminous skirts as she leapt to her feet in fright, Madame von Brandeiss began to hop about in such a comical fashion that it was impossible for us to feel even the slightest bit chastised.

Maman’s scoldings were so easy to duplicate because they came with far more regularity than her compliments. From middle spring through the warm, waning days of September, she was a familiar presence in our lives, tending to affairs of state from the outskirts of Vienna in our summer palace of Schönbrunn, a grand edifice of ocher and white that resembled a giant tea loaf piped with Schlag, whipped cream. With scrubbed faces we were presented to her in the Breakfast Room, its walls, the color of fresh milk, partitioned into symmetrical panels by gilded moldings and scrollwork. Charlotte, Ferdinand, Maxl, and I looked forward to the day when we would be old enough to merit an invitation to join her, along with our older siblings, for a steaming pot of fragrant coffee and terribly adult conversation about places like Poland and Silesia, places I remained unable to locate on the map of Europe that hung on the wall of our schoolroom.

For the remainder of the year, when the prodigious Hapsburg family resided at the gray and labyrinthine Hofburg palace in the heart of Vienna, we, the youngest of the empress’s brood, scarcely saw Maman more than once every ten days. We even attended daily Mass without her, a line of ducklings, dressed in our finest clothes, kneeling on velvet cushions that bore our initials embroidered in silver thread. Charlotte and I remained side by side as our pastel-colored skirts, widened by the basketlike panniers beneath them, nudged each other; our heads swam with the pungent aroma of incense while our ears rang with ritual—the resonance of the grand pipe organ and the bishop’s solemn intonations in Latin.

And as the days grew shorter we began to forget the woman who had almost dared to have fun during those departed sunlit months. Mother became matriarch: a forbidding figure clad all in black, her skirts making her appear nearly as wide as she was tall. Marched into her study for inspection, we would stand still as statues—no fidgeting allowed—while she peered at us through a gilt-edged magnifying glass and inquired of our governess whether we were learning our lessons, eating healthy meals, using tooth powder, and scrubbing our necks and behind our ears. The royal physician, Dr. Wansvietten, was put through the same paces with questions about our general health. The answers were invariably in the affirmative, since no one would dare to admit any act of negligence or weakness, and so she dismissed us from her presence, satisfied that we were dutiful children.

I slid across the grass on my bottom, nestling beside our governess, adjusting my body so that I could whisper in her ear, “May I tell you a secret, Madame?”

“Of course, Liebchen.” Madame von Brandeiss smiled indulgently.

“Sometimes … sometimes I wish you were my mother.” The pomade in her hair, scented to disguise its origin as animal fat, smelled of lavender. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. The fragrance was so pleasant, it nearly made me sleepy.

“Why, Madame Antonia!” The countess managed to appear both touched and alarmed, her cheeks coloring prettily as her gray eyes stole a reflexive glance to see who might be listening. “How can you say such a thing, little one—especially when your maman is the empress of Austria!”

Madame von Brandeiss tenderly stroked my hair. I could not remember whether my mother had ever done so, nor could I summon the memory of any similar display of warmth or affection. It was enough to convince me that they had never taken place. I felt my governess’s lips press against the top of my head. Somehow she knew, without my breathing a word, that the empress’s demeanor rather frightened me. “I’m sure your maman loves you, little one,” she murmured. “But you must remember, it is the duty of a sovereign to attend to great and serious affairs of state, while it is a governess’s responsibility to look after the children.”

I wriggled a bit. My leg had become entangled in my underskirts and had fallen asleep. “Are you ever sorry you didn’t have any of your own?” I asked the countess. Inside my white stockings I wiggled my toes until the tingling was gone.

“Antonia, you’re being impertinent!” Charlotte said reproachfully. “What did Maman tell you about blurting out whatever comes into your head?” I loved and admired my next oldest sister more than anyone in the world, but she had the makings of quite a little autocrat—Maman in miniature in many ways. Already her adolescent features had begun to resemble our mother, especially about the mouth.

Ignoring my sister, I tilted my chin and gazed earnestly into our governess’s eyes. “If you could have, would you have had sixteen children, like Maman?” There were only thirteen of us now, owing to the ravages of smallpox. I’d contracted the disease when I was only two years old and by the grace of God recovered fully. Only a tiny scar by the side of my nose remained as a reminder of what I had survived. When I grew older I would be permitted to hide it with powder and paint, or perhaps even a patch, although Maman thought that women who covered their pox scars with mouches had no morals. “If you had a little girl, Madame, what would you want her to be like?”

Countess von Brandeiss swallowed hard and fingered the engraved locket about her neck. She was perhaps nearly as old as Maman; the brown hair that peeked out from beneath her straw bonnet and white linen cap was threaded with a few strands of silver. She tenderly kissed the top of my head. “If I had had a little girl, I would have wanted her to be just like you. With strawberry blond curls and enormous dark blue eyes, and a generous heart as big as the Austrian Empire.” Tugging me toward her, she readjusted the gray woolen band that smoothed my unruly tendrils off my forehead. It wasn’t terribly pretty but it served its turn, and was ordinarily masked by my hair ribbon. But that afternoon I had removed the length of rose-colored silk and used it to tie a bouquet I plucked from the parterres—tulips and pinks and puffy white snapdragons.

“Yes, Liebchen,” sighed my governess, “she would be exactly like you, except in one respect.” I looked at her inquiringly. “If I had had a little girl, she would be more attentive to her lessons!” Madame von Brandeiss gently clasped my wrists and disengaged my arms from her neck. Her eyes twinkled. “She would not be clever enough to invent so many distractions, and she would pay more attention to her studies. And, she would not ask so many”—she glanced at Charlotte, who was feigning interest in splitting a blade of grass with her pale, slender fingers—“impertinent questions.

“Now,” she said, urging me off her lap and onto the lawn. “Enough games. Like it or not, ma petite, it is time for your French grammar lesson. You too, Charlotte.” The countess clapped her hands with brisk efficiency. “Allons, mes enfants.”

In the blink of an eye, a liveried footman handed Charlotte our copybooks.

Before I could stop myself, I pursed my lips into a petulant little moue. Our governess stuck out her lower lip, playfully mocking my expression. “You mustn’t pout, Antonia. It was you, little madame, who convinced me to move your lessons out of doors today.”

Rolling onto my belly and propping myself on my elbows, I lifted my face to the breeze and filled my nostrils with the scents of summer. The boning in my bodice pressed against my midriff and my skirts belled out above my rump like a pink soufflé. “But I’m not pouting, Madame. It’s how God made me,” I said brightly. In truth, what Maman calls “the Hapsburg lower lip” gives the impression of a permanent pout, even when I’m not sulking. Our entire family looks the same way; with fair hair, a pale complexion, and a distinctly receding chin, I resembled every one of my siblings and ancestors.

And yet, if I’d had a glass I would have appraised my appearance. Was I pretty? Maman thought I was a perfect porcelain doll, but I’d overheard whispers among the servants … something about the way I carried my head. Or perhaps it was my physiognomy. Then again, I was a Hapsburg archduchess. I had every reason to delight in my lineage. Still—I wanted everyone to love me. If there were a way to please them, I wished to learn it. “Do you think my chin makes me look haughty?” I asked Madame von Brandeiss.

“People who have nothing better to do will indulge in idle gossip,” our governess replied. Charlotte placed her hand over her mouth to hide a smile. “Your chin makes you look proud. And you have every reason to be proud because you are a daughter of Austria and your family has a long and illustrious history. And,” Madame von Brandeiss continued, beginning to laugh, “you are doing it again.”

“Doing what?” I asked innocently.

“Doing everything you can think of to avoid your books. Don’t think you can fool me, little madame.”

She clapped her hands again. “Come now, you minxes, you’ve dawdled enough. Vite, vite! It’s time for your French lesson.” She shook Charlotte gently by the shoulder.

Charlotte rolled onto her back and sat up; she was diligent by nature, but if I began to dally, she could become as indolent as I when it came to our schoolwork. Our moods affected each other as if we had been born twins. Her grumble became a delighted squeal as something caught our eyes at exactly the same moment. “Toinette, look! A butterfly!” My sister shut her copybook with a resonant snap. Joining hands, we pulled each other to our feet and began to give chase. Without breaking her stride Charlotte swept up her net from where it lay in the soft grass with a single graceful motion.

“Ach! Nein! Girls, your shoes!” Madame von Brandeiss exclaimed, rising and smoothing her skirts. Her boned corset prevented her from bending with ease; she knelt as if to curtsy and scooped up one of my backless ivory satin slippers.

“No time!” I shouted, clutching fistfuls of watered silk as I hitched up my skirts and raced past Charlotte. The butterfly became a blur of vivid blue as it flitted in an irregular serpentine across the manicured hillside, its delicate form silhouetted against the cerulean sky. It finally settled on a hedge at the perimeter of the slope. Charlotte and I had nearly run out of wind; our chests heaved with exertion, straining against the stiff boning of our stomachers. My sister began to lower her net. I raised my hand to stay her. “No,” I insisted, panting. “You’ll scare her off.”

I held my breath. Gingerly reaching toward the foliage, I cupped my hands over our exquisite quarry. The butterfly’s iridescent wings fluttered energetically, tickling my palms. “Let’s show Madame,” I whispered.

With Charlotte a pace or two behind me, limping a bit because she’d put her foot wrong on an unseen twig, I cautiously tiptoed back across the lawn, fearful of tripping and losing the delicate treasure cocooned within my hands. The rapid trembling of the butterfly’s wings gradually slowed until there was only an occasional beat against my palms.

Finally, we reached the countess. “Look what I’ve got!” I crowed, slowly uncurling my fingers. The three of us peered at the motionless insect. Charlotte’s face turned grave.

Catching the troubled expression in her pale blue eyes, “Maybe she’s sleeping,” I said softly, hopefully, stroking one of the fragile wings with my index finger. My hands were smudged with yellow dust.

“She’s not sleeping, Toinette. She’s …” Charlotte’s words trailed off as she looked at me, her usually flushed cheeks now ashen with awareness.

My lips quivered, but the sobs became strangled in my throat. Drawing me to her, Charlotte endeavored to still the heaving in my shoulders, but I shrugged her off. I didn’t deserve to be comforted. An enormous tear rolled down my cheek and landed on my chest, marring the silk with an irregular stain. Another warm tear plopped onto my wrist. I closed my hands again as if to shelter the butterfly in the sepulcher made by my palms, while the full weight of my crime settled on my narrow shoulders.

“I. Didn’t. Mean. To. Kill. Her. I’ve. Never. Killed. Anything. I. Would. Never. Hurt …” My sobs finally came in big loud gulps, bursts of hysterical sound punctuated by apologies. With a look of sheer helplessness I threw myself into my governess’s open arms.

“Shh, Liebchen,” soothed the countess, caressing my hair. “We know you meant no harm.” For several moments I remained in her embrace, my cheek pressed against the ruching at her bosom. Then Madame von Brandeiss knelt before me and used her lace-edged handkerchief to blot my tears. “Perhaps,” she said, gently taking my clasped hands in hers, “perhaps she was too beautiful to live.”

Even then I recognized that it was not the demise of an insect that troubled me to such an extraordinary extent, though Maman has always chided me for an excess of sensibility. It was my guilt that overwhelmed me. In my heedless haste to possess something beautiful, I had not considered the consequences. My covetousness had destroyed the very thing I had so curiously, passionately, impetuously adored.

In the aftermath of this little tragedy, our French grammar lesson took on an added significance.

“How do you say ‘the butterfly is dead’?” Madame von Brandeiss asked us. She turned to look at me but I regarded her blankly. Aware that she would receive a correct response from my sister—which is why she inevitably began our instruction by offering me the benefit of the doubt—our governess addressed the better student. “Charlotte, what is the French word for ‘butterfly’?”

“Papillotte,” I interjected before my sister could draw breath.

“Papillon,” Charlotte corrected with the smug satisfaction of an older sister regaining her superior place in the natural order of things.

“You are right, Charlotte. Very good. Très bien. And how would you say ‘The butterfly is dead’? En français. Madame Antonia?”

This time Charlotte would not be permitted to provide the answer. I chewed on my lower lip—the protruding one. I had no head for rote memorization or endless conjugation of verbs in tenses I would rarely use. I preferred situations where there was no inappropriate choice: to wear the blue gown or the yellow; to play with the flaxen-haired wooden doll or the one with chestnut tresses.

Madame von Brandeiss began to feed me the words. “Le papillon …” she began encouragingly.

“Le papillon tot ist,” I volunteered.

“Well, ma petite,” our governess chuckled, “you identified the butterfly in French but it died in German. Come, girls, what is the French for ‘dead’?”

“Mort,” Charlotte replied with confidence. I gave her a mutinous look.

“Let’s try again, Antonia, now that you know the French. Le papillon …”

“Mort ist,” I said, my nose beginning to twitch as I sniffed back tears.

Frustrated both by my inability to construct a simple grammatical sentence and by my tendency to mix French and German, especially when it came to the verbs, Madame von Brandeiss took a pencil from a red lacquer box and in a meticulous hand, wrote out the words in my copybook and then in Charlotte’s. Le papillon est mort.

To our governess’s consternation, I insisted on delaying the rest of the lesson while I scrabbled in the dirt to dig a grave; my papillon mort deserved a proper burial. As I tore away tiny fistfuls of grass and sod, two periwigged footmen waited patiently with my portable writing desk, their faces as expressionless as if they had been cast in porcelain. I crossed myself and said a little prayer over the new grave. Satisfied that the butterfly would now go to heaven, I wiped my hands on my gown and sank down beside Charlotte, my heavy skirts billowing out beneath me.

“Now I am ready for my lesson, Madame von Brandeiss,” I said, playfully bumping my sister with my shoulder. A servant opened the tiny clasps on the rosewood writing desk and placed it on my lap while another attendant uncapped the ink bottle and sharpened my quill. Then, as always, I dipped my pen and meticulously traced the words that Madame von Brandeiss had lightly penciled in my copybook. And, as always, Maman would never know that I, no more talented than a parrot or a trained monkey, had not really written them myself.

While Charlotte and I copied our French sentence, tongues peeking intently from the corners of our mouths, a few feet away the footmen were setting up the easels for our watercolor lesson. Madame von Brandeiss suggested that we look toward the palace and paint the view, incorporating the imposing south façade and the gardens. From our vantage at the summit of the slope the flowers resembled a multitude of colorful spots arranged in perfectly symmetrical beds.

We had not been laboring long over our brushes and pots of color when I felt a tug at the lace on my sleeve. “Hsst! Look!” Charlotte exclaimed. I turned to follow her gaze. The countess had fallen asleep with her hands folded primly in her lap, her mouth slightly agape. A subtle snore emanated from her throat.

My sister’s eyes were bright with mischief. Being older, she was always the ringleader in our games, and I never followed her with anything less than slavishly devoted enthusiasm. We loaded our brushes with color and cautiously tiptoed over to our slumbering governess. Falling to our knees on either side of Madame von Brandeiss, at Charlotte’s silent signal we applied the brushes to our governess’s face. Suppressing a giggle, I marveled that we had never thought of this girlish prank until now. The worst that might befall us, I ventured to surmise, was that the kindhearted countess would throw her hands up in the air and exclaim, as she tried not to laugh, “Ach, whatever am I to do with you children?”

I painted a red rose, a symbol of Austria as well as my favorite flower. Charlotte, with a surer hand than mine, artfully sketched a green climbing vine.

Madame von Brandeiss awoke with a start. “Ouf, mein Gott!” She bolted upright and began to bat the air, chasing off the flies that she thought had landed on her face. But Charlotte and I had already retreated to our easels and were intent on giving a magnificent performance as a pair of perfectly behaved archduchesses.

I was daubing blots of paint onto the watercolor paper, reds and purples intended to represent the parterre of tulips below us, when a distant shout claimed our attention. Franz, one of my mother’s footmen, was panting up the winding gravel path, his steps increasingly belabored the closer he got to the hilltop. Breathless and wheezing, and doubtless a bit warm in his wool livery, he bowed deeply to Charlotte and me. As he deferentially nodded his head to Madame von Brandeiss, Franz noticed her comically painted face and dropped his gaze before our governess could wonder if something was amiss. My sister and I stifled our urge to laugh. Shoulder to shoulder, we nudged each other, feigning terribly innocent expressions by widening our already prominent eyes.

Rivulets of sweat traced pathways from Franz’s white horsehair periwig along his meaty, flushed cheeks as he addressed our governess in halting gasps. “Countess von Brandeiss. Her. Imperial. Majesty. Wishes to speak. To Madame Antonia. Immediately.” He bent over to catch his breath, resting his palms on his knees.

Within moments the footmen who had attended us all afternoon had packed up the copybooks, writing implements, and watercolor paraphernalia with the precision of a military unit. I scooped up the bouquet I had fashioned earlier in the day and began to skip down the slope as if I were a mountain goat.

“Madame Antonia, your slippers!” the countess exclaimed. Clasping a satin shoe in each hand, she started to give chase. I stumbled on the tip of a stone embedded in the hillside, catching myself with my hands as I fell forward, but my foot got caught in my skirts and I rolled toward the palace for several yards before I could right myself. At the foot of the hill, breathless but unharmed, I scrambled to my feet and tried to smooth my rumpled skirts. Perhaps Maman would not notice the streaks of dirt. Or the grass stains. Charlotte, Madame von Brandeiss, and our retinue of attendants had taken the more traditional route, trotting down the pathway at the perimeter of the lawn. When they finally caught up with me, Madame von Brandeiss grasped my elbow to steady my balance while I shoved my stockinged feet into my slippers. We descended the elaborate staircase to the pebbled walk beside the parterres; Charlotte and I followed dutifully behind our governess, the gravel crunching percussively beneath our feet. Several paces back, the footmen, laden with our school things, brought up the rear.

Just before we reached the south entrance to the palace, Franz caught up to Madame von Brandeiss and whispered something in her ear. She wheeled on us, her hands on her well-upholstered hips, her mouth a gaping O of surprised betrayal. “Madame Antonia, Madame Charlotte!” With an exasperated sigh she wagged her finger at us, scolding, “Whatever am I to do with you little monkeys?”

With no convenient looking glass, the countess rushed over to the Obelisk Fountain to regard her reflection in the water. “Ach, the little devils,” she muttered, crouching beside the fountain, as her skirts belled out about her. She cupped her hands and splashed her face with the cool water until our artistic efforts were washed away.

The footmen inside the palace stood at attention, never lowering their gaze to acknowledge us. Their gold and black livery nearly shimmered in the highly polished parquet. Our heels clicked rhythmically along the floor as we strode through the high-ceilinged corridors that connected countless chambers like a string of pearls, our names announced each time we crossed another threshold. “Make way for the Archduchess Maria Carolina, the Archduchess Antonia, and the Countess von Brandeiss.”

Some minutes after we entered the palace, I skidded to a stop just inside the ornate gilded doorway of the Chinese Room, where Maman was waiting with a guest to speak to me. My mother had caught the fashionable fever for all things Oriental and consequently had commissioned a room that would marry our Austrian décor with exotic images painted on inlaid ebony panels depicting scenes of life in China. Did people really dress so strangely on the other side of the world?

I had not troubled to check my appearance in the Mirror Room as we sped through it on the way to the Chinese Room. No wonder Maman’s lips were pressed together grimly. What the Empress of Austria saw standing breathlessly before her was a ten-year-old hoyden, her rose-colored skirts a calamity of stained rumpled silk, her reddish-blond hair askew and missing the pink satin ribbon that had held it in place, grubby fingers (though she could see only my left hand; my other hand was behind my back), and filthy hose. The woeful state of my stockings she might have missed, had I not removed one of my slippers in order to shake out a pebble. Her eyes followed the tiny stone as it skittered along the floor, rolling to a stop a mere inch from her visitor’s well-shod foot.

My mother was seated behind a large rosewood table, the width of her panniers obscuring the yellow brocaded upholstery of the armchair. Her writing desk, as always, was piled high with documents, writs, and decrees so fastidiously arranged that if a sheet of paper poking out from the rest had been one of her children, it would have received a rebuke for unruliness. The room smelled faintly of ink.

I made a low curtsy to her. “Good afternoon, Maman.” Her plump figure was tightly laced into a black silk gown with an intricately embroidered stomacher; a small black cap trimmed with ribbons concealed much of her thick graying hair. She had rarely looked more imposing.

Maman’s guest was a gentleman of her vintage with a narrow face, an aquiline nose, and arched brows that formed a double canopy for his small, restless dark eyes. His hair, perfectly curled and powdered, was tied in a tidy queue with a black domino. Upon my ungainly arrival, the stranger had risen from his chair and struck an attitude I had learned from our court dancing master: his feet turned out and his right leg thrust forward, so that his slipper jutted at an oblique angle that made the brilliants on his silver shoe buckles twinkle as they caught the light. From the way the man carried his head, he seemed terribly proud of his red velvet coat, which was ostentatiously embroidered with gilt thread all along the edges from neck to hem, as well as on the turned-back cuffs. Whoever he might be, his wardrobe proclaimed his importance. Perhaps he was someone official because of the broad cordon he wore across his chest—a diagonal slash of blue watered silk. Someone royal?

The visitor made a bow and smiled benevolently at me, unlike my mother, and I decided to like him. Besides, I might need an advocate, for whenever Maman scowled, it meant either that she was contemplating a declaration of war or that I had disappointed her.

By now Charlotte and Madame von Brandeiss had entered the room, making their deferential curtsies to the empress. Maman snapped open her black silk fan and held it between her cheek and her guest’s line of vision so that he could not glimpse her cross expression at the sight of my governess’s damp hair and the telltale stains of watercolor on her face. In a gesture of solidarity my sister stepped forward and placed her hand in mine, which comforted me and gave me courage to face the reprimand that would surely come. I sensed that Maman was struggling with herself, deciding whether to chastise us, which would abase us in the eyes of our visitor, or to say nothing, which might leave the impression that she condoned our disheveled state. The room was so silent that I imagined all the little Chinamen and Chinawomen on the illustrated panels had paused in the performance of their tasks, suspended in time, to see what the Holy Roman Empress would do. But the whole world knows that the empress of Austria does not mince her opinions or curb her tongue. So she chose to admonish our governess.

“Is this the way you present my daughter to me, Countess?” Maman’s voice was stern and clipped.

Beside me I felt Charlotte’s stolid presence, a sister’s strength that would support me if I faltered. “It’s not Madame’s fault,” I stammered. I could not lie to my mother; she would see right through me. At any rate, I could not stand mutely by while my governess was blamed for my conduct. “It was my idea. Mine and—”

“You will take Madame Charlotte from the room, Countess. At the precipice of fourteen she is too old to engage in childish pranks, and old enough to know better than to goad her impressionable younger sister into indulging in whatever she finds amusing. And Madame von Brandeiss, I will speak with you later.”

Charlotte squeezed my hand reassuringly, then reluctantly let go. Our palms had been sticky with fear.

Madame von Brandeiss curtsied deeply and lowered her eyes. “My profoundest apologies, Your Imperial Majesty, for the young archduchesses’ unkempt appearance. It will not happen again, I assure you.”

But—excluding the visitor—we all knew it would. Still, as the footmen closed the imposing doors behind them, I wanted to make it all right. “I was the one who rolled in the grass, Maman. I was the one who soiled my stockings.” I neglected to mention my ink-stained fingers, owing to my clumsiness with the quill and all the blots I had made in my copybook. But I did add, “I was the one who dirtied my nails by burying the butterfly.” At that last remark my mother arched a graying eyebrow, then waved her fan dismissively. “Le papillon,” I said proudly.

“Papillon?” muttered the stranger. But I don’t think Maman heard him.

“Enough, Antonia,” she said curtly. “What’s done is done. My chief concern is that it will not be done again. Antonia, you will wear that dirty gown every single day until you learn the value of the clothing you mar. And that an archduchess, no matter her age, is expected to behave like a proper young lady. You must set the example for the rest of the realm.”

My cheeks were hot with shame. I lowered my head. “I am sorry, Maman.”

She peered at me. “What are you hiding behind your back, Antonia?”

She had been so harsh with me that I had nearly forgotten about the bouquet. “A present for you!” I said brightly, smiling broadly at the prospect that the flowers might cheer her. After all, they always cheered me. If I had my choice my rooms would be filled with fresh blossoms and there would be flowers on every surface, painted on my walls and ceilings, woven into the fabric of my gowns, and embroidered on my shoes and purses. I would wear a garden in my hair.

I stuck out my arm and proffered the colorful posy. Maman almost smiled. Then she saw that I had tied the blooms together with my hair ribbon.

“Come closer, little one,” she commanded. I knew I would be safe from any further chastisement because my mother had used her pet name for me. I approached the table, but she motioned for me to stand beside her. She took the bouquet from my hand and brought it to her nose.

The man in the red velvet suit smiled, but with his eyes, not with his mouth. His thin lips remained a hard slash of pinkish gray. “Très charmante, Votre Majesté. Very charming.”

Maman clasped me about the waist and drew me toward her, replying to the man in French. “She most certainly can be—especially when she behaves herself. Or did you mean the charming posy, monsieur le marquis?”

She asked me to stand in the center of the floor, a flower within a flower within a flower that was a miracle of marquetry. I resisted the impulse to twirl about, as I always did when I stood at the heart of the inlaid rosette.

“Allow me, monsieur, to present you to my youngest daughter, Archduchess Maria Antonia Josepha Johanna of Austria,” Maman said in what I privately referred to as her empress voice. The gentleman bowed to me in a most courtly manner and smiled his most engaging smile. So I gave him mine and, unable to help myself, executed a little pirouette in the center of the flower. Though my academic flaws were legion, I had always received compliments on my natural grace.

“Antonia, this is the marquis de Durfort, the new French ambassador, who has come all the way from Versailles to visit us.” When I looked at Maman blankly, she added, “He is the envoy from the court of Louis Quinze.”

“It is my great pleasure to meet you this afternoon, madame l’archiduchesse,” said the marquis. “Je suis très enchanté de faire votre connaissance cet après-midi.”

“The marquis has come to Austria on a very important mission,” Maman told me. “On his sovereign’s behalf he has been instructed to request your hand in marriage for His Most Christian Majesty’s grandson: Louis Auguste, dauphin of France.”

I confess that my first reaction was confusion. Bewilderment. I clenched my nails against my palms so that I would not cry. Was I going away to get married now? I was relieved that Charlotte was no longer in the room. I could only imagine the look of surprise behind her wide, light eyes, a reaction tinged with envy; it was not the custom for younger daughters to wed before their elder sisters and there had been no talk of choosing a husband for Charlotte. I wondered if it was because she was not so desirable, not so pretty.

“Why are you not smiling?” my mother asked me.

“Because,” I began sheepishly, my voice soft and small. Because I’m only ten years old. Because I never want to leave my brothers and sisters. Because shouldn’t someone else come first? Maria Christina? Maria Josepha? Even Charlotte? “Because I’m not sure what it means.”

The adults exchanged glances. “You don’t know what it means, my little one?” echoed Maman incredulously. “It means that you have a glorious destiny before you. It means that one day you will be Queen of France.”


TWO
I Will Never Get Used to Good-byes
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Fortunately I was not immediately packed off to Paris, or wherever Versailles was, to marry the grandson of Louis the Fifteenth. I had believed that the French ambassador, the marquis de Durfort, had come to take me away that very day, but as the days turned to weeks and the weeks became months I discovered that he had only come to talk to Maman. Talking, evidently, was what ambassadors did. They ate prodigiously, too. And received a lot of gifts. At least the marquis did so, because he never turned down Maman’s invitations to dine nor declined a single present from her. There were so many I lost count: a lapdog that shed its silky hair all over Monsieur’s velvet breeches; a trained monkey who had evidently learned how to relieve himself in a gentleman’s chapeau; a gilt snuffbox bearing my portrait in enamel; an ebony walking stick with the head of a lion carved in solid gold; and a pair of shoe buckles with a matching stickpin studded with diamonds.

The French ambassador was still at court when we celebrated my eleventh birthday on November 2, 1766, and—on behalf of the dauphin, he said—he gave me a brooch in the shape of a butterfly. “Un papillon bleu,” he added with condescension, as if I couldn’t tell. It was covered with tiny coruscating sapphires, which he very diplomatically said reminded him of my twinkling, indigo blue eyes. The butterfly’s eyes had been fashioned from a pair of diamonds. Les diamants. More words to learn. I thought it would please the marquis if I improved my acquaintance with the French language. French was the formal language of our court, too, but because so many people from all over the world lived in Vienna, it was not unusual to hear both French and German, and even something else, spoken within the same conversation. It wasn’t quite so difficult to master when I was speaking, but to write in French without mixing anything was absolutely beastly, for I had never learned the rudiments of grammar in any language.

Meanwhile, Maman treated the marquis as though he were a prince. In the middle of the winter she offered him a pineapple. This was considerably more than a mere gesture of hospitality, as the fruit had to come from a place called the Indies, all the way on the other side of the globe. My little brother Maxl had worried that on their return the sailors might have had to do battle with fearsome, scaly sea monsters, but I chided him for thinking so. Hadn’t Maman taught us that there was no such thing as ghosts or goblins or demons? There was no room for superstitious silliness among the Hapsburgs; we were not dwellers in the Dark Ages, but children of the eighteenth century—the Age of Reason.

I had been too naïve to realize that Maman’s flattery of the French ambassador, the gifts and the grand gestures, were on my account. It was not until the spring of 1767 that I received my first lessons in the art of diplomacy from two of my older sisters, Charlotte and Maria Josepha. The three of us were enjoying a fête champêtre on one of the manicured grass tapis, or carpets, in the gardens of Schönbrunn. Madame von Brandeiss had insisted that we take as much healthful air as possible because a smallpox epidemic had infected the palace. Maman had fallen ill, which utterly terrified us—we had all thought her invincible and, being fatherless now, could not imagine ourselves without her. It had been painful enough to lose Papa so suddenly when I was only nine; my grief then had been so profound that I thought I should never smile again. But in her illness Maman would not countenance any tears, and demanded rather adamantly that none of us dwell on the state of her health, insisting that it would please her more if we went about our days with dry eyes and our thoughts fixed firmly on the future. The fate of the empire, she reminded us, rested on the shoulders of her children.

At present, Josepha and I bore a significant portion of this burden in the shape of her upcoming wedding to the king of Naples and my impending nuptials with the dauphin of France. Every day at Mass we prayed for Maman’s swift recuperation while our eldest brother, Joseph, who had ruled alongside Maman ever since Papa died, saw to the business of empire. With what little I understood of politics at the time, I surmised that if it were up to her and not to God, Maman would recover from smallpox if only to forestall Joseph’s progressive reforms from coming to fruition.

“Maman must maintain good relations with the French,” Josepha told me, plucking the stem from a strawberry. Mindful of my youth as well as my general ignorance of world affairs, she explained that we’d recently concluded a lengthy military conflict called the Seven Years’ War, and that France had not been entirely happy with Austria after the fighting ended.

“Why?” I asked. “Did we lose?”

Thoughtfully sucking on the sweet red berry, Josepha admitted that she wasn’t exactly sure. Charlotte nibbled on her bread and cheese as if she were a little mouse. “Everything is about politics,” she announced, more interested in the conversation than the repast. I would have laughed at her, but she displayed an innate aptitude for governing that belied her years. “Even our lives are about politics. Especially our lives,” she added, flicking her hand to chase away a hovering horsefly. Then she batted away an equally pesky footman and availed herself of a slice of cold ham. “Think about the family motto: Others wage wars to succeed, but you, fortunate Hapsburg, marry!” Having altered it slightly to reflect our situation, Charlotte chuckled to herself. “Sometimes I think Maman had so many daughters because she has so many enemies! Austrian archduchesses are meant to marry well and create alliances with other kingdoms so that our borders can be safe.” She mentioned two rulers who were Austria’s biggest threats: Frederick of Prussia (whom Maman referred to as “the Devil”) and Catherine of Russia. According to Charlotte, these “Greats” were intent on pecking away at our empire the way chickens gobble feed.

“Do you think I will ever become ‘Antonia the Great’?” I asked, sticking my nose in the air with mock grandeur.

“Not if you marry the dauphin of France,” Charlotte replied.

Josepha agreed. “Unlike Austria, the kingdom of France is bound by Salic law—which means that only a male heir can rule. The duty of a French queen is to make heirs by becoming enceinte as many times as possible. The more boys you produce, the more your subjects will love you. You’ll be lucky enough to be known as ‘Antonia the Great with Child.’ ” She began to laugh so hard at her own witticism that she gave herself the hiccups. Her lemonade trickled down the cascading bows that adorned her violet satin bodice like a mountain spring tumbling over a rill.

Unamused by any joke made at my expense—Josepha’s ruined stomacher served her right—I tugged off a crust of bread and tossed it to a little bird who had been eyeing our meal, insisting that I was very glad not to have been sent off to Versailles yet; although I admitted some confusion as to the delay. It beggared belief that the marquis de Durfort was lingering in Austria simply to partake of all the lavish banquets Maman invited him to. Surely there was good food in France. Didn’t they get pineapples from the Indies, too? Did they have no lemon ice? My naïve questions only sent my sisters into renewed gales of laughter.

“You know how much I despise it when you and Josepha speak to each other in riddles I can’t solve,” I announced petulantly. I rose to my feet and flounced away, pretending to be more interested in one of the rose trellises than in anything my sisters had to say. The buds were just coming into bloom. I used my fingernails to remove a pale pink one, snipped off the thorns in the same manner, and worked the short stem into my hair.

“Come back here!” Charlotte shouted. “Please don’t be snappish, Toinette!” I turned on my heels and slowly sashayed toward them, enjoying the heft of my swaying skirts, my hips made manifest only by the grace of a pair of panniers. My sisters shared a significant glance. “All right, we’ll explain it to you. You can’t get married until you are half a woman,” Charlotte said sagely, brushing a crumb from the corner of her mouth. It landed on her lap; with her thumb and forefinger she deftly flicked it off her striped silk skirt. “Maman and the French ambassador are stalling for time because Générale Krottendorf has not arrived.”

I was dumbfounded. Générale Krottendorf—the wife of Général Krottendorf, of course—was a friend of Maman’s who used to visit us regularly. “But why would she have anything to do with my marriage plans?” I asked.

Charlotte and Josepha exchanged another conspiratorial look.

“What?” It irked me when they knew something I didn’t and then lorded it over me with the peculiar brand of superiority they assumed as an elder sister’s prerogative. I picked at a strawberry stem and fixed a resolute gaze on the yellow damask tablecloth that served as our picnic blanket. A tiny red ladybird with five black spots on her back crawled across my skirts, like a living cabochon ruby. I tried to remember whether it was good luck or ill to see one. Fly away home! Your house is on fire and your children are all gone. What a terrible thing to recite to such a small defenseless creature.

Josepha daintily wiped her fingers on a linen cloth, staining it crimson. Unlike me, or Charlotte, Josepha never soiled her gowns or scuffed her slippers. Her lightly powdered ash blond hair never came undone from her coiffure. She never scrabbled in the dirt to bury a butterfly or romped with a mud-spattered pug-dog. The tension in her embroidery stitches was always perfectly even. And she was invariably the first to take pity on my ignorance. “Générale Krottendorf,” she informed me with all the sagacity of the royal physician, “is the nickname Maman gives to our monthly flow—which should arrive with as much punctuality as the real générale!”

“When the générale makes her first visit, you are half a woman. And you become fully a woman on your wedding night!” Charlotte added.

“I wouldn’t even know what to do on my wedding night,” I replied. The liveried footmen, maintaining a discreet distance from the three of us, pretended not to hear, but one of them smiled and then quickly covered his mouth with his gloved hand. The musicians began to play a little louder. Even in our pastoral repose, privacy was merely an illusion.

Josepha blushed delicately. “They say it just comes naturally. But I wonder if I’ll know. I wonder if Ferdinand will like me,” she added reflectively, referring to King Ferdinand of the Two Sicilies, one of the sons of the king of Spain. She and Ferdinand were to be married in Naples at the end of the year.

It was a cruel fate. Charlotte and I had overheard the most unpleasant descriptions of Ferdinand’s character; and Maman herself had said terrible things about him. The king was only sixteen, the same age as Josepha, but according to the Austrian ambassador to Naples, he was little more than an uncouth boy with brown hair, beady eyes, and a bulbous nose—a youth who liked to play horrid tricks on people and who invited ambassadors to keep him company while he sat on the commode. I can’t explain it, but what fascinated me most about this behavior was that his palace had a commode! We considered ourselves a far more elegant and sophisticated court, superior in every way to the boisterous Neapolitans, and yet we didn’t have a commode at any of our palaces. Maman’s attitude was that if porcelain chamber pots were adequate for her ancestors, they would do just as nicely for us. And with 2,500 servants in the Hofburg alone, there was no shortage of people to empty them.

It would only have made Josepha feel worse about leaving us to wed this loutish king if we told her all the awful things we knew about him. Charlotte was quite sure that if Ferdinand had been a peasant instead of being born into the Spanish branch of the Bourbons, our mother would not have considered him good enough to be a stable groom, let alone a bridegroom for Josepha, with her delicate features, pale complexion, and complaisant demeanor.

I concluded that our eldest brother, Joseph, must have known what to do on his wedding night with Maria Josepha of Bavaria, because he was already a widower with two little girls. Joseph had adored their mother, his first wife, Isabella of Parma. Isabella was a granddaughter of Louis XV of France (which, I realized, would have made her a cousin to my future husband, the dauphin). She was the prettiest woman I had ever seen; and like our mother, Joseph had been lucky enough to have married for love.

If Isabella had lived long enough, I would have asked her about Louis Auguste and whether we would please each other. Would I like him? Perhaps even more important, would he like me? But Isabella had died of smallpox in 1763, four years before I found myself desperately needing such answers.

Joseph had remarried only because Maman insisted that it was his dynastic responsibility to do so—which is how it came to pass that he wedded a woman named Maria Josepha. At first I found it terribly disconcerting that two people in our enormous family now had the same name. But in truth most of Europe’s royalty were in some way interrelated and most of us likewise bore a combination of family and saints’ names. After Joseph’s second marriage, we Hapsburgs privately called my sister “Pretty Josepha” while our new sister-in-law, from the Bavarian House of Wittelsbach, was “Homely Josepha.”

I felt sorry for Homely Josepha because my brother never loved her. She was rather short and plump and had ugly teeth. I could not say whether that was the reason she rarely smiled, or if it was because she was miserable in Vienna. I heard the servants gossiping soon after they were married that Joseph had refused to share her bed despite Maman’s philosophy that it was healthy for the marriage when a man and wife slept in the same chamber every night. Even I knew that he had ordered a partition to be constructed on their shared balcony at Schönbrunn so that he didn’t have to see her.

Two years ago, after our father’s death, Maman had asked Joseph to formally share the imperial duties with her—which of course meant that, as his wife, Homely Josepha would officially be known as the Empress consort of Austria. Yet no one ever thought of her that way. Maman was still the empress and no woman could rival her power or her formidability. In fact, no one ever thought of Homely Josepha at all.

But now she, too, lay feverish in her bed, her body red and blistered with the telltale marks of smallpox—the disease Maman referred to as “the scourge of Europe.” And my brother had an even better excuse for avoiding his wife. As the emperor of Austria he could not be exposed to the disease, especially because Maman, who had contracted it by visiting Homely Josepha’s sickroom, was bedridden with it as well. Austria could not afford to lose both its reigning sovereigns.

Maman had always been candid with her children about illness and disease, and even about death and dying, because she didn’t want us to be afraid of them. Nevertheless, we tiptoed around the subject of her indisposition, each of us certain that if we were to voice our fears they would undoubtedly come true. Instead, we spoke in self-conscious tones of other things—of dances and kite flying, boat rides and the pug bitch’s new litter.

It was Joseph who found the three of us in the garden to tell us the end had arrived. He was perspiring heavily in his black silk mourning suit and gray brocaded waistcoat embellished with jet beading. Death was such a frequent occurrence that all of us had formal mourning clothes at the ready. A tricorn of shiny black beaver shaded my brother’s eyes from the afternoon sun. Although his lips were grim, his eyes were dry. “She’s gone to God,” was all he said.

With a collective, terrified gasp, we jumped up—plates, platters, half-eaten strawberries, and goblets of lemonade tumbling from our hands and laps, haphazardly spilling their contents all over the yellow cloth.

I flew into Charlotte’s arms and began to weep. She stroked my hair maternally, though within her comforting embrace I could feel her heart beating wildly against mine. “Maman is dead?” Josepha exclaimed, crossing herself and then shoving her fist to her mouth to stifle a huge, choking sob. Her nose began to turn bright red as it always did when she was trying hard not to cry.

Our brother looked startled for an instant. “No—not Maman. My wife. My wife is dead.”

Time stood still, or so it seemed, while our minds grasped the information and all its implications. We would not be orphans. Yet Maman remained in danger. And Joseph had now twice been made a widower.

Although I was relieved and grateful that it was not Maman whose soul had gone to heaven, there was still reason enough for grief. Frustrated when I could not locate my handkerchief, I availed myself of my engageantes—the frothy layers of lace at my elbow—to wipe my runny nose. I didn’t care. What was such a trifling thing compared to the snuffing out of a life? Homely Josepha—it now seemed too cruel to call her that; henceforth she would be “Angel Josepha”—didn’t deserve to die, and especially so unappreciated. With all the innocence of youth and ignorance of the wide world I shot Joseph a reproachful look that bordered on contempt. He seemed puzzled by my expression. “She loved you, you know,” I muttered.

Our fête champêtre in the grass now seemed a discordant frivolity. The musicians packed away their instruments and discreetly dispersed, and the servants cleaned up the remnants of our picnic while we unhappy Hapsburgs trudged solemnly back to the palace. The funeral, Joseph told us, would take place as soon as possible; a corpse rotten from smallpox was dangerously contagious and therefore had to be interred with great haste. Although she was born in Munich and had been Princess of Bavaria, because she was the Empress consort of Austria, Angel Josepha would be entombed in our family crypt and not be sent back to her homeland for burial.

The court was immediately directed to begin the observance of a three-month period of mourning. From now until the end of August there would be no concerts, operas, or dances. Aware that it would be stifling to endure almost the entire summer without any lively entertainments, Maman permitted the youngest of us—Charlotte, Ferdinand, Maximilian, and I—to enjoy our pastimes as long as our behavior was not unduly frolicsome. To alleviate some of the boredom I spent many hours indoors at Schönbrunn practicing the harp, embroidering a bevy of lilac blossoms on a firescreen, and undressing and dressing my favorite doll in the new clothes I had learned to stitch from Madame von Brandeiss.

How eagerly I anticipated the day when I would have a gaggle of lively children at my heels, tugging at my skirts, always keen to play games! For the time being I lavished my affection on my dog and my doll. As they had both entered my life when I was all of seven, I had given them the sort of spectacularly unoriginal names that young children typically bestow upon their playthings and pets. Poupée was the French doll with the pretty painted face that my sister Maria Christina had given me for Christmas; and Mops was my pug—Mopshund being the German word for a pug-dog.

Joseph did not attend his wife’s funeral, nor did Maman, who continued to recuperate. And very few people followed Angel Josepha’s tin-plated sarcophagus down to the imperial crypt below the Kapuzinerkirche, the Capuchin Church. I was all the more sorrowful after my request to accompany her bier was denied. She should have had a sympathetic friend there to say good-bye and to wish her soul a safe journey to heaven. And although she was not beautiful, she was virtuous; I never heard her say an unkind word, nor reproach anyone—even my brother—for their conduct toward her.

A few weeks after Angel Josepha’s death, the imperial physicians reported that Maman had fully recovered and was capable of resuming her imperial duties. Naturally, we were grateful and relieved, and none of us more so than Maman. But I noticed a difference in her. It was not merely that she was thinner, and perhaps had even lost one of her three chins. She seemed weary, less patient, and even more attentive than ever to her deeply ingrained sense of duty. No longer did my mother appear to embrace life, although God had allowed her to live; instead, she seemed burdened by earthly cares. Even her beloved Kammermusik concerts no longer brought her joy.

While the court was in official mourning my sister Josepha’s wedding to the king of Naples had been placed in a state of limbo. Naturally, it would not have been seemly to plan a joyous celebration, but in all sincerity, the only one who was looking forward to Josepha’s impending union was Maman. Yet by the second week of October the three months of mourning had elapsed and my sister’s bedroom in the Hofburg was as bare as a nun’s cell. In preparation for her journey to Naples, nearly everything Josepha owned had been packed into heavy wooden trunks studded with her initials. I didn’t much envy her trousseau. It consisted of dozens of gowns and robes made up in brightly colored silks and brocades and trimmed with everything one could imagine—spangles and beading and lace and gold fringe, and precious gems, of course—because Maman had been informed that the Neapolitans were fond of these unsophisticated, garish touches. She wanted to be sure that King Ferdinand would become smitten with Josepha immediately. The way Josepha explained it to me, “the sooner the baby, the stronger the alliance.” She meant Austria’s alliance with the Two Sicilies. The closer the days drew to October 15, the date of my sister’s departure, the more I was forced to confront an ugly truth about our mother: It didn’t matter to Maman if Josepha and her husband did not fall in love, just as it hadn’t mattered to her when she urged Joseph to marry Homely Angel Josepha of Bavaria. And yet she had been so deeply enamored of our papa that she refused to wed any man but him, despite our grandfather’s objections to such an unequal match.

I was no longer as cocooned from the harsh realities of the world as I had been only a year earlier. The passing of my unloved sister-in-law and the imminent departure of Josepha for an equally loveless marriage forced me to confront a painful lesson about the privileges of rank that I would have been just as happy to delay. Palaces and carriages and bejeweled gowns came at a high price. Gap-toothed Marta who emptied my chamber pot every morning may have envied my sumptuous wardrobe and my hours of leisure (and who would not prefer to caress the strings of a harp than dispose of someone else’s urine?), but she had the freedom to follow the promptings of her heart and marry the man she loved because the fate of nations did not depend upon her union.

On October 12, after the family breakfasted together Josepha drew me aside and, with a catch in her throat, asked if she might speak to me alone. She had barely touched her food, nervously tapping her heavy silver spoon on her egg cup and only nibbling at her toast. Her pot of bitter chocolate, which she looked forward to drinking each morning with girlish enthusiasm and an indulgent spoonful of Schlag, was ignored and grew cold.

It was a long, labyrinthine walk to the wing of the palace where the archduchesses lived in what we laughingly referred to as “the convent” because our brothers all resided on the opposite side of the courtyard. Our skirts rustling, Josepha clutched my hand as we sped through countless cream-colored chambers embellished with boiserie—raised moldings and elaborate scrollwork—passing innumerable pairs of footmen standing as stiff and silent as statues at the entrance to every room.

Each of us had our own apartment consisting of a formal reception room, a salon, and a bedchamber. A stranger entering our residential quarters might have been surprised by their simplicity, a striking contrast to the rococo splendor of the state rooms that reflected the latest taste in décor and the grandeur of empire. Someone who had never seen the formal salons, and who had only visited the Hapsburgs en domicile, might have thought we lived like any large family of the German gentry—pious, industrious, and boisterous.

Josepha followed me into my salon, shutting the door quietly behind her. Mops eyed her curiously from his bed on the floor, sensing in his uncanny canine way that something was amiss. Clasping my hands in hers, Josepha drew me over to the blue velvet love seat. “I want to say good-bye to you,” my sister told me. Her hands felt cold and damp. Her face was pale, the color drained from her cheeks.

“But you don’t have to say it yet,” I insisted. “You don’t leave for another three days.” I rested my head against her shoulder. “I wish you could remain with us for another three weeks, so you don’t miss my twelfth birthday.”

Josepha sighed heavily. “Even so, I think I would miss it anyway. In fact, little one, I’m afraid we may never see each other again.”

I shivered at her words. “What are you saying?”

“Maman says I must pay my respects today to … to Homely Josepha—before I leave for Naples. She says that it’s the proper thing to do.” My sister’s voice was hollow.

“You have to perform a take-leave for a dead person? Homely Josepha will never know.”

“But Maman will.”

I had little use, and even less patience, for empty ritual. “Well, what if you didn’t do it?” I asked her. “Or what if you told Maman you would and then only pretended to go into the crypt?”

Josepha trembled. “You know I can’t. I could never lie about something like that. It wouldn’t be right. And even if Maman never found out, God would know. I could confess my sin and make peace with disappointing Maman, but I couldn’t disappoint Him.”

Although she was trying to appear brave, her eyes were filled with terror and tears. “Descending into the Kaisergruft to commune with the dead souls there, especially Maria Josepha’s spirit, and our having the same name … I can’t explain it, Toinette … but I have a premonition that you and I shall never see each other again.”

She would not be consoled by my reminder, now halfhearted, that there was no such thing as ghosts.

“It’s not Homely Josepha’s ghost that I am afraid of.” My sister shuddered. “I know her soul is in heaven, but her body … Joseph said she was buried quickly because the doctors didn’t want the disease to spread. What if they weren’t careful enough?” I placed my arm about her shoulder and allowed Mops to jump into her lap; if I was unable to allay her fears, surely the pug’s warm, devoted presence would comfort her.

“Maman thinks I’m being childish about the whole business.” Josepha reflexively stroked the dog’s smooth tan coat, then rested her cheek against his thick neck. “To her mind, I have an obligation and it is my duty to fulfill it. Yet it is also my duty to become King Ferdinand’s bride.”

I squeezed Josepha’s arm to reassure her. “I know you don’t want to wed him,” I said softly.

“It doesn’t matter whether I wish to marry him or not—”

“Well, certainly not to Maman,” I interrupted.

“—it’s that I don’t think I ever will.” Mops hopped onto the floor and began to nose about the ruching at Josepha’s hem. Finding no errant crumbs, he grew disinterested and pattered over to a comfortable spot on the rug. My sister impetuously threw her arms around me, holding me so tightly that I could feel the boning in her lilac silk bodice pressing into my chest. I had forgotten how much taller she had grown. Ever since I’d learned that I was to marry the dauphin of France, I’d begun to wish I could stop time and keep things just as they were. I would stop it at the picnics and the operas—before we ever got to the leave-taking and the funerals. When I was younger, maybe five or six, I’d made a wish that I would never be sad. It hadn’t come true.

Josepha began to weep. “I’m afraid I will join Johanna,” she sobbed as she held me even closer. In addition to Maria Anna (whom we all called Marianne), Maria Christina, Maria Elisabeth, and Maria Amalia, we’d had another sister—Maria Johanna Gabriella Josepha Antonia. Johanna was born five years before I was, and only one year before Josepha. The pair of them had been as close as Charlotte and I were. In 1762, two days before Christmas, Johanna died of smallpox. She was only twelve years old. Just a few months older than I was now.

That thought alone was so immense, so frightening, that my efforts to reassure my sister evanesced. What could I say to Josepha? How could I tell her, with any measure of honesty or certainty, that her fears were unfounded? I could not lie. So we perched on the edge of the love seat, our tears staining the blue and rose floral Aubusson as we clutched each other so tightly that the very impression of our bodies reaffirmed the physical, the corporeal, the fact that we were alive.

“Promise you will never forget me,” Josepha whispered, her words warm in my ear.

“Never,” I whimpered. I swallowed hard and blinked back a sob, forcing a brave note into my voice. “Never.”

Always dutiful, pious, and obedient, Josepha did as Maman instructed. After my sister took leave of me that morning, she descended into the dank and drafty Kaisergruft and knelt before the tomb of Angel Josepha. Our sister Elisabeth and I saw her that afternoon and kissed her good-bye once more. Already Josepha complained of feeling ill. Her cheeks were flushed with color, though she insisted she was cold. By the time Maman summoned us to the Rössel Room where the imperial physician somberly disclosed the worst, I was no longer allowed to see her.

I fixed Josepha in my memory as she was on the last afternoon I saw her: a frightened girl in a gown of violet brocade, a good sister and an even better daughter—one who placed a higher value on her pledge to Maman than on her own brief life.

October 15 was the day on which Josepha should have climbed into a grand traveling coach in the courtyard of the Hofburg. It was the day she should have ventured forth, clattering over the cobbles toward the unknown, a new life, first as a bride and a queen, and then as a mother, in a kingdom where a hot sun warmed a sparkling sea. But instead of waving our handkerchiefs, wiping our tears, and wishing my sixteen-year-old sister, Archduchess Maria Josepha Gabriella Johanna Antonia Ana of Austria, a safe journey to Naples, we were bidding her a final farewell as she took the ultimate unknowable journey, on her way to heaven.

Josepha’s fears had been well founded, her terrified premonition correct. One of the Capuchins, his own face wet with tears, later admitted to Maman that in their haste to inter the corpse, Angel Josepha’s tomb had not been properly sealed, which is how my beautiful sister caught smallpox. More than ever I wished it were possible to turn back the hands of the clock, stopping them at a moment when the clergy or the doctors or someone would have noticed the—the literal graveness—of the error. But I could not trick Time. Now there were two Angel Josephas. I had been too hasty in naming the first.
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