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To John & Sylvia: Simply the Best



Hortense


PARIS

An VII (1799)

We were five sisters and four became mistresses of our king. Only I escaped his arms but that was my choice: I may be eighty-four years old, and all that I speak of may have happened in the far distance of the past, but in a woman vanity is eternal. So I need to tell you: I could have. Had I wanted. Because he—the king—he certainly wanted.

I’m not speaking of the last king, our sixteenth Louis, poor hapless man dead these six years on the guillotine, followed by his Austrian wife. No, here I talk of the fifteenth Louis, a magnificent king. I knew him when he was fresh and young, no hint of the debauched libertine that he would become in his later years, with his drooping eyes and sallow skin, his lips wet with lust.

The story of my sisters and Louis XV is today mostly forgotten, their memory eclipsed by more famous and more scandalous mistresses, and by the upheaval of the last decade. I too am forgetful now, my memory faded and worn as my sisters slip in and out of the shadows in my mind. I spend my hours immersed in a sea of their old letters; reading them, then rereading them, is both my comfort and my sorrow. Is anything more bittersweet than the pull of past memories? These letters, a portrait of one sister that hangs above the fireplace, and a faded sketch of another pressed between the pages of a Bible, are all that remain to me now.

It was years ago that it all began: 1729, almost three-quarters of a century past. It was such a different time then, a completely different world. We were secure and arrogant in our privilege, never suspecting that things might change, that the accident of birth might not always be the promise it once was. We were born daughters of a marquis; titles and courtesy and the perquisites of the nobility were all that we ever knew, but now, what do those things matter? Well, they still matter a lot, though all we citoyens must pretend they do not.

The world—our world—was softer then; those who could afford to do so buttered and feathered themselves until they were insulated from all of the unpleasant realities of life. We never dreamed—ever—that a horror like the Terror could happen.

We were five sisters in our childhood home on the Quai des Théatins. Our home was in the center of Paris on a road by the Seine, lined with the houses of the rich and powerful. The house still stands on that street, now renamed the Quai Voltaire to honor that great man. I shudder to think who may live there now.

It was a grand house, an elegant house, a reminder to all of our place in the world. I remember well my mother’s golden bedroom on the second floor, opulent and resplendent, the awe we felt when summoned for a visit. Of course, the nursery was not so grand; children in those days were mostly ignored, and so why waste money on things, or children, that were so rarely seen? Up in the aerie of our nursery on the fourth floor, the rooms were cold and bare, but comfortable, our haven in a heartless world.

We had no education to speak of; the aim was not an educated daughter, but a mannered daughter, one who knew her way through the intricate maze of politeness and social graces that governed our world. In truth, even with the wisdom that is supposed to come with age, I can’t say that more education would have served me better in my life.

We were five sisters and we had no brothers; my mother sometimes remarked, when she was happy on champagne, the misfortune that had cursed her so.

Though we sprang from the same parents, we were all so different. Oh, how different! Louise was the eldest, charming and somewhat pretty, nineteen when she was first presented at Court. She was a dreamer, always with stars in her eyes when she thought of her future and the happiness that would surely come for her.

Then there was Pauline, fierce with no softness in her body and a character to make a pirate proud. She was as headstrong as a horse and ruled the nursery; she towered over us, both in height and in strength. Even at seventeen, Pauline knew she would be powerful and important. How she knew that, I know not. But she knew.

Our next sister was Diane, fifteen then and always jolly, lax and lazy. She avoided conflict and only wanted to giggle and laugh and dream of becoming a duchess. Physically she reminded everyone of our sister Pauline, but without the force of personality. I suppose that was both a curse and a blessing.

Then there was I, only fourteen when everything changed. All called me the prettiest of the family and many commented on my likeness to my namesake, my famous great-grandmother Hortense Mancini, who in her time bewitched more than one king.

Finally there was little Marie-Anne, though it seems strange now to speak of her last. She was twelve and also very pretty, but hidden beneath her angel face was a sharp and shearing mind that emerged occasionally to astound our nursemaids.

I remember our years on the fourth floor of the Quai des Théatins as happy ones, years of light and love. Certainly, there were small differences, the usual squabbles and petty fights, but overall harmony reigned, a harmony that was all too precious and absent later in our lives. Perhaps there were signs, but they were faint and thin, mere whispers of the callousness and suffering to come. No, my memory is of a happy time, before the harsh world of adults caught us and covered us with its disappointments and cruelties, before we lost the closeness of our younger years and before Louise became broken, Pauline mean, Diane fat and lazy, and Marie-Anne manipulative and hard.

But through it all, through the good, the bad, the sin and the scandal, the heartbreak and the joy, the exiles and the deaths, through it all, they were my sisters. And now I am all that is left. I sit in my darkened rooms, an old woman, passing my days rustling through their letters and my memories. If I am careful, and still, I can hear their voices once again.



Part I
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One in Love



Louise


VERSAILLES

1730

Versailles. Vastness and grandeur and echoes; the chatter of a hundred persons murmuring in polite whispers, the sound overwhelming though each speaks so softly; the smell of a thousand scents mingling; a great crush of people like a painting come to life.

Everything is gilt in richness and the walls are hung with enormous mirrors that lie like lakes against the marble and reflect your life back at you, magnified many times over. Everywhere are candelabras and chandeliers, some with two hundred candles, and at night the palace sparkles as though lit by the sun itself.

The endless corridors are lined with statues of kings and gods, enormous in bronze, marble, and stone. The ceilings are so high they reach the heavens and they are painted like the heavens too, only you can’t twist to admire them, for one must always appear very sophisticated and disinterested.

In this vast palace it is hard to find one’s way; traps and trickery are everywhere and life is rich in rules that everyone seems to know but myself. The palace is like a treacherous flower I once heard about, beautiful and lush, that eats the flies that dare to land on its lips.

I have been here for several months already, in the exalted position of lady-in-waiting to the queen, yet still every day I wake up and wonder: Is this the day that something dreadful happens? Will I fall when I curtsy? Slip on the orange-waxed floors? Speak at the wrong time? Offend the right person with the wrong words?

My rooms are up three flights of stairs, not far from the great staterooms but not so near either. I have memorized the route from my apartment to the queen’s, but today after Mass I was bidden to deliver a pot of mushroom pâté to the Duchesse de Luynes, a favorite of the queen who finds herself ill and in bed with fever. I make the delivery in the company of a Luynes maid but on the way back I find myself alone and in an unfamiliar part of the palace. It is dreadfully confusing: Is it possible Versailles was designed by a madman? Who else could create such a serene and uniform exterior hiding this jumble of rooms, passageways, and stairs?

I am far from the magnificence of the public halls, the grand rooms where the king and the queen and the royal family live and sleep; those rooms are only a small part of the palace, a little flourish on top of a great gesture. Back here, opulence is out of reach and there are no orange trees in great gilded pots to sweeten the air. The floors are dirty, the dizzying parquet of the great rooms replaced by flagstones and uneven oak.

A woman in a mask, her pink skirt slick with mud and sin, pushes rudely past me. I stop; surely I am not going where she goes? All is unfamiliar, and dread tightens my throat. Before I can decide which way to turn, six wolfhounds race past me, giant gray beasts smelling of wet fur and sticky rabbit blood, followed by two pages trotting. The road to the stables must be ahead, so I change direction.

“Going somewhere, little one?” It is the Comtesse d’Hauteville and a companion. I want to ask her help but she doesn’t stop, just sweeps past as the dogs did and I don’t have the courage to call out.

“Armande’s daughter,” I hear her say to her companion.

A tinkle of laughter. “Let’s hope she doesn’t take after her mother, poor lamb,” says the other, and then they are gone down the corridor, their heels clacking on the stone floors.

I come upon another narrow corridor, where I am leered at by men with no livery, jostled by servants carrying great barrels of water on their backs. I look out a window onto an interior courtyard. I am in the South Wing; do I need to go north to find the main palace? But I don’t know where north is. We didn’t receive much education in the schoolroom in our childhood home in Paris. Our governess, Zélie, was a distant relation of ours, and while I loved her dearly, sometimes her lessons were wanting. She would spin the globe and tell us about the world . . . I remember north was up. Or was that the sun? I find a staircase and climb.

At the top is a large square room hung with crimson drapes. A group of men in dark coats talk with animation in a corner and I daren’t interrupt them. I move toward two men sitting by a window, but as I approach I see their coats are worn and their breeches stained. “Sirs,” I start, then realize in horror they are drunk. One smiles at me and reaches out a dirty hand.

No, no, no. I stumble down a small flight of stairs only to find myself faced with another back corridor of whitewashed walls and stone floors. This one is quiet and it is hard to believe that elsewhere in the vast palace there is life and laughter. This part of the building feels older, lost, away from the comfort of the familiar and the opulent, and the mold of centuries soaks through the thin soles of my shoes. At the end of the corridor is a small door nestled in a panel. I open it, thinking to find another passage, but before me is a room. Two men standing too close, and a woman sitting watching. I freeze.

“Announce yourself!” roars the woman on the sofa in a voice of fury. She is wearing a fur wrap and holding a cup in her hand, her skin as shiny as pearls against the deep mink. I don’t recognize her, but the luxury of her clothes and the room signal she is someone important. The two men are in front of her, one finely dressed and the other in the costume of the Swiss Guard, his shirt open. The noble doesn’t remove his hand from the guard’s breeches but just smiles at me in a wide vacant way, his rouge orange on his cheeks, his face disdainful, and his eyes dead. I shiver, snared by the dreadful tableau before me.

“Get out, get out, get out!” A woman in brown comes barreling toward me, summoned by her mistress’s roar. Before she can physically push me, I back out and scatter down the corridor. At the end I sink to the ground, inhaling the sharp stench of piss, ignoring something sticky on the floor. I can’t stop trembling. Nothing is what it seems here, and that, that was . . . what was that?

What am I doing here? A man runs past, a footman too important to stop, followed by two men bearing a great quantity of firewood. Faintly I hear bells chiming noon. The queen dines soon and I need to find my rooms, clean my hands and my dress. But I don’t know how. I don’t belong here, I think, gazing in defeat at the floor, still trembling. I want to go back to Paris, back to the safety and security of my childhood home. I want my mother.
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I had a happy childhood, safe and secure in our rooms on the fourth floor of our home in Paris. But no matter how content one is as a child, one cannot help but wonder what lies beyond the walls of the nursery, out in the wide world.

My sixteenth birthday was the beginning. I remember my mother that day in her gold-gilt bedroom, lounging on a sofa next to her friend, the Comtesse de Rupelmonde. Mama lived a glamorous life, often away at Versailles, often entertaining in Paris, often in the company of great men. A Mazarin by birth, she had the large ebony eyes of her famous grandmother Hortense. I did not inherit her exotic looks, and though I am often called pretty, no one ever says I am beautiful. That is a good thing; too much beauty would make me proud and I wish nothing more than to be humble. And beloved by God.

“You look very well, dearest,” Mama murmured, and pushed me away to examine me. I was crushed into my best gown, my hair dressed back and my face heavy with unfamiliar powder.

I curtsied and thanked her. She raised her hand and motioned to one of her women. “The caramelos,” she called, and a plate was brought over. “Here, child, have a caramelo.”

I took one eagerly. There were two worlds in this house: my mother’s world of luxury and indulgence and our children’s world of austerity. I was eager to join the adult world and I hoped that she had news for me. I wanted to get married, leave the nursery behind and go to Court; fall in love with my husband, and have pretty little children.

“We have talked with Louis-Alexandre and his parents,” my mother said.

As is often the case in families like ours, I had known for a long time that I would marry my cousin. I didn’t know Louis-Alexandre very well—he was almost twenty years older than me—but at least he was no stranger. When I was a little girl he came once to visit us, and after our meeting I rushed upstairs to draw a picture that I might remember him by. All these years later I still have that drawing, tucked at the bottom of a small chest beneath my ribbons and gloves. When I was young I used to take out the creased picture and dream about our life together.

“Does May please you?”

I clapped my hands. “So soon! That is wonderful.”

My mother took another candy and picked out a nut. In a petulant voice she said, “Rose, you know I can’t abide cashews—what is it doing in the caramelo?” She dropped the offending nut on the floor.

“So eager to marry?” asked Madame de Rupelmonde. I nodded cautiously. In truth, Madame de Rupelmonde was not my favorite person; her languid manner and curled lips made me uneasy. She always seemed to imply something other than what she said.

“Of course she is eager to marry!” exclaimed my mother. “Who doesn’t want to escape the nursery? And she’ll be the Comtesse de Mailly—she’ll hardly even change her name. And such a fine groom, such a fine groom. It is all very satisfactory.”

“The finest groom in the land,” drawled Madame de Rupelmonde, and they both laughed. I was not included in their laughter. “He adores swords, yes, and weapons of all types.”

“No mind,” said my mother quickly, and I knew I had missed something. “She’ll be a wife and at Court.” She turned to me. “Louise, Madame de Rupelmonde and I have been working on a little project.”

“A big project,” interjected Madame de Rupelmonde. Her lips were thin and dark, a leech on her white-leaded face. It’s not polite to comment unfavorably on another’s appearance, but I didn’t like hers at all.

“We have been working . . .” My mother took another caramelo and her words hung in the air. I almost popped with anticipation, for I could guess what she would say next. She chewed carefully awhile then continued: “We have been working on a place for you in the queen’s household.”

I jumped and clapped in glee.

“Louise-Julie!” reproved Madame de Rupelmonde. “Such displays are unseemly. You must contain yourself.” This time there was no hidden meaning.

“Oh, Marguerite, let the girl be happy,” said my mother. “She’s so very natural. It’s sweet. Besides, the queen is also . . . natural. Who knows? Simplicity may one day be the fashion.”

“Like a cow,” said Madame de Rupelmonde lightly. “Natural, placid, like a well-natured cow. The queen, I mean, not you, dear Louise-Julie.”
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I stand up, brushing away memories and determined to find my way. The queen. I must find her. I walk unsteadily down the corridor, not opening any more doors for fear of what I might find.

Ahead I see a footman in the livery colors of the powerful Noailles family.

“Noailles!” I call, panic making my voice imperious.

The man turns, appraises me, notices the sticky mess on my skirt, makes the faintest of bows.

“I am lost,” I say, trying to keep my voice even and cool. “I need the Queen’s Apartments.”

The man smirks subtly and bows again, even slighter this time. At Versailles gossip curls up like smoke and fans out to reach the farthest corners of the palace, and I know by tomorrow this story will be all over Court.

“Follow me, madame.” He leads me down two corridors then opens a door and ushers me through to the Princes’ Courtyard. I know my way from here. I want to thank him for his service, but to show me I am nothing he disappears without a word. Back in the familiar opulence of the main rooms, I trot as quickly as my heels allow to the Queen’s Apartments. I rush in and almost collide with a footman carrying a large platter of purple aubergines, glistening in oil.

“Oooh, sweat!” shrieks my friend Gilette, the Duchesse d’Antin, and another of the queen’s ladies. She pushes me toward a window. “Hold your cheeks here and cool down.” She fans me vigorously. “Her Majesty is with the dauphin and will eat within the hour. Some powder! We need some powder!”

The staunch Duchesse de Boufflers, the most formidable and ancient of the queen’s ladies, narrows her eyes as she takes a pot from one of the maids. “Put some on when you have stopped perspiring. And mind you don’t get any on the napkins.” She looks at me in distaste, as though she would like to pick something off me. “And what is that mess on your skirt?”

I flush miserably and keep my cheeks pressed against the cool of the window.

“How does one get lost here?” I hear her mutter as she turns back to the table to direct the placing of the plates. “The fish here. You, put the duck stew there. Where are the plum profiteroles?”

How does one not get lost in this place, I think miserably.

Too soon the doors are flung open and the queen wobbles in. We curtsy low and take our places behind and beside her chair, ready to serve. Twenty-six plates gleam on the table.

“Your napkin, madame,” says the Duchesse de Boufflers in a voice as oily as the eggplant. The meal begins.

I stand at attention, trying to control my breathing that is still coming in ragged waves. That man had his hand in the other man’s breeches, on his . . . on his . . . oh. Will I ever fit in here? Will I ever understand this world? Why did I ever long to come here?
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I had thought that after my marriage I would go straight to Versailles, but then I learned that I would only enter the queen’s service once my mother-in-law, Anne-Marie-Françoise, the Dowager Comtesse de Mailly, retired or died. I could not wish her to fall ill, or die, but sometimes I did hope. She was over sixty and had lived a full life, hadn’t she? When I thought such wicked thoughts, I would spend the next day on my knees to pray away my guilt.

After the wedding ceremony I traveled with Louis-Alexandre to my new home. It would be impractical and scandalous, he advised me, for a young wife to stay alone in Paris. There were too many temptations and people would talk. It was decided it would be best for me to stay at a small family château in the country, until the time came for me to go to Court. I was not asked if I thought this would be best for me.

The village was not that far from my childhood home in Paris, but it felt many, many miles away. The house was ancient: thousands of years old with sloping roofs, and even though the fireplaces were enormous—large enough to sit inside—the rooms were always cold. When it rained, mildew grew behind the hanging tapestries and everything reeked of mold. It was as different from our lovely house on the Quai des Théatins as a hunting lodge is to a château.

No one talked to me in that house, not even the servants. Not that I would confide in them, but still. The cook rebuffed my attempts to join him in planning the menus and the steward made it clear I had nothing of value to contribute to his important business. Even the maids were unfriendly and never smiled back.

Occasionally, the local magistrate’s wife came to visit and cajoled me into meeting with the ladies of the neighborhood. They always asked me what news of Court, and when I dutifully passed along what little information I had, those provincial bureaucrats’ wives nodded and murmured as though I was simply confirming what they already knew.

When my mother-in-law learned of these little meetings, she forbade me to attend further. Some of the ladies, she warned me with lowered breath, are bourgeoise and you cannot be seen to have such acquaintances. She said bourgeoise in a horrified whisper, as though talking of lice on a houseguest. Every time I saw my mother-in-law, all I could think was: You are the only thing that is keeping me here.

I was eager to be a good wife to Louis-Alexandre but he was cold, even surly, with me, and only visited when he came to hunt in the forest bordering the château. On those visits he brought friends and together they hunted all day then drank too much at night. At the table they rambled about the day’s kill and the gossip, big and small, of Versailles. I only truly listened when they talked of our young king and of his devotion to his Polish bride. What does she look like? I asked once, but the men just sniffed and glanced at each other.

“Like a cow,” said Louis-Alexandre. “Plump and dull. Thick lips and quickly getting fat from all the daughters she keeps producing.”

“She must use magic,” one of his friends added. “Why else would the young king remain devoted to such small charms? They say he rode her seven times on the wedding night—that must be witchery.”

“Pah!” spluttered Louis-Alexandre scornfully, spitting out his mouthful of wine. “She is not smart enough to employ such wiles—I’d wager my chestnut horse that she wouldn’t know a love charm if it slipped up behind her and smacked her on her ample ass.”

I was appalled to hear them talk of the queen in such a manner. She may be Polish but she is still our queen and I thought it so romantic that the king loved his wife and was devoted to none but her. It is the king who sets the fashion at Versailles, so why are the men of the Court not rushing to be with their wives? Our Polish queen, I decided, was the luckiest woman in the world.

Louis-Alexandre would come to me at night during those visits, slurring his words and reeking of brandy. As soon as he was done he left to sleep in another chamber. It was then that I truly felt the sad sting of loneliness. On the fourth floor in the schoolroom, with my four little sisters, I don’t think I knew what loneliness was. And I didn’t think marriage would be this. When I was young I thought that all husbands loved their wives, and that kissing would be delightful. But after Louis-Alexandre would leave me I would lie awake listening to the drip of the rain from the leaking roofs, the clack of oak branches against the windows, and the distant howl of wolves in the forest. The house was filled with people and my husband slept in the next room, yet I felt as though I were the only woman in the world.

Why wouldn’t he spend the night with me? Why wouldn’t he love me? He was not handsome—he is short and has a pitted face like an omelet—but he was my husband and I wished to love him as I wished he would love me.

“Won’t you stay?” I asked timidly one night after he was finished. I never asked anything of him.

“Why?” he demanded, wiping himself with a cloth. He threw it on the floor and reached for his nightshirt.

I started to cry. I looked at him through my tears, pleading silently for him to return to bed and hold me. He paused in astonishment, then said coldly and firmly, “Control yourself, madame.”

He left, and when he shut the door it was as if he shut my heart. In desperation, I broached the subject with the priest from the village. Once a month he came to the château to celebrate a private Mass with me and I took that opportunity to ask him what I should do to make my husband love me. He shifted uncomfortably and I regretted the question; I should have waited for the grille of the confessional to separate us.

The priest asked for no details but just cleared his throat and looked out the window. “You must give it time,” he said finally. “At the moment the comte is very busy. He has his duties with his regiment and . . . and other things, I am sure, and he cannot be here very often.”

“But even when he is here, he ignores me.” I started crying and the priest looked down as though he would like to disappear through the flagstones. He took out a green handkerchief from his pocket and I thought he was going to offer it to me, but instead he twisted it in his hands then stretched it out to examine it with great intent. Finally he asked, in a higher voice than usual: “Do you share the bed?”

I shook my head.

“Has he not . . . has he not . . .” The priest looked up at the ceiling as though the painted beams held the words he sought. “Has he . . . he is not able . . .”

“Oh no.” I was mortified when I realized what the priest understood. “He has . . . we have . . . consummated our marriage.”

The priest relaxed visibly and blew his nose with the tortured handkerchief.

“But he does not stay . . . after. We—consummate—then he leaves to sleep alone in his own bed.”

The priest looked me in the eye for the first time since the uncomfortable conversation began.

“But I fail to see the problem, madame? Many men prefer the comfort of their own beds. And you cannot say he is not doing his duty by you?” His voice was accusatory, as though I had deliberately misled him.

I flushed miserably.

“You cannot say he is not doing his duty by you?” he repeated.

“No, I cannot,” I admitted miserably.

I wrote to my mother and begged her to let me come back to live with my sisters again at the Quai des Théatins. She told me to stop feeling sorry for myself and not to worry that my husband was a boor. She wrote: “It does not matter if you are not compatible; do not try to force your love on him. He has his life, and you have yours.”

But what is my life? I would wonder in despair. Endless days spent in this lonely house married to a man who does not love me? The rest of her letter detailed the glitter and shine of her life at Versailles. How I longed to be there.

When my mother-in-law was not on duty with the queen she would sometimes drive over for the day, to visit and supervise my housekeeping skills. I could not say I disliked Anne-Marie-Françoise, for that would be disloyal to my husband and to my father; to my whole family in fact (for as well as my mother-in-law, she is also my great-aunt), but I found her visits tedious and irritating. If the candles were too low in their sconces or the soup served bland and cold, she was sure to let me know. Anne-Marie-Françoise was a relation of the last king’s wife, Madame de Maintenon, but only a poor one. When her criticisms were especially harsh I would think: You are the daughter of a country squire, a nobody! But then if she was just a country squire’s daughter, what did that make me, married as I was to her son?

One fine spring day she arrived without sending a note; her face was grimmer than usual. “Are you ill?” I cried, then caught myself, for my voice held more hope than concern.

“No, silly child, I am not ill. I am very rarely ill, praise be to God. Never a sick day in my life. I shall talk without waste. Do you know what today is?”

“Thursday,” I said, then instantly I was unsure. My mother-in-law always made me nervous. Perhaps it was Friday? No, I was sure it was Thursday and not Friday; we had dined on rabbit. I then realized it was my wedding anniversary.

“It is my wedding anniversary,” I said in surprise. “Two years exactly.”

I was confused, for surely a husband should visit his wife on their anniversary. Why had my mother-in-law come?

“Louise-Julie. You have not even suffered a miscarriage, if I am correct?”

In one miserable instant I saw the reason for her visit.

“You should be ashamed of yourself. Louis-Alex assures me he has done his duty by you, yet still, nothing.”

“But Louis-Alexandre is rarely here,” I said in a small voice. I knew how one becomes pregnant, and surely if he wanted a child Louis-Alexandre should visit more?

“That is a lie!” cried my mother-in-law. “Louis-Alex said you would try to blame him. He comes as often as he is able, what with his duties with his regiment, and at great personal expense to himself. The ride is a long one, but he knows his duty. He comes here at least twice a month. You must not lie about your husband.”

I protested the injustice of what she was saying. “He visits perhaps once or twice a season, and only for the hunt. And when he is here he does not . . . I do not always see him in my bed.”

“Are you calling your husband, my son, a liar?”

Suddenly I hated her rather viciously. Zélie, our wise governess, always told us that we must never say we hate someone. Hate is a very strong word, Zélie warned us; the most we were permitted was to dislike. But suddenly I did not dislike my mother-in-law; I hated her. “He is a liar,” I said, more forcefully than I intended, perhaps more forcefully than I had ever said anything in my life. “He never comes here! I am all alone here in this horrible house, and how may I be blessed if my husband is never here?”

Anne-Marie-Françoise regarded me with disdain. “I knew this would be a waste of time. You call my son a liar and insult this house.” She rose stiffly. “You must watch yourself, madame,” she hissed as she turned to leave. “I should tell you the story of my great-aunt de Villette. After too many barren years her husband had had enough and he put her in a convent. My sister at Poissy would be more than happy to welcome you, if married life does not suit. Convents are not only for nuns and pockmarked girls, you know.”

I sat in horror after she left. I was sorry to disappoint Zélie, but I realized I truly hated my mother-in-law. I hate her. I said the words out loud to the walls and the fire screen and the candlesticks and the two stuffed chairs: I hate her. I hate her and I wish she would die. And then I could leave this place and finally start living.

The next day I didn’t even do penance in the chapel.

It was a year later that everything changed. I was at work on a new set of covers for the twenty-four uncomfortable chairs that lined the massive old dining table. Beside me was my maid, Jacobs, the only one of the village girls I could abide. She had a calming presence and a clever turn with the needle, which I did not; we never learned much needlework in the nursery.

I grimaced as I saw the carriage pull up—my husband. But then I saw the horses were banded in black, as was the carriage, and a sudden hope leapt in my heart. My mother-in-law? But God knows when we think evil thoughts and does not hesitate to punish, for it was not my hated mother-in-law that had passed away and freed me from my prison. It was my poor Mama.

I traveled back to Paris in the carriage, my husband complaining all the way that to be pulled from his duties thus to attend to his wife was a great inconvenience and misfortune, and one he had not anticipated, for Conti was giving a dinner that night that he was loath to miss, yet he had to be here, with me.

I cried silently beside him in the carriage, my face buried in my hands to shut out his voice and the guilt that threatened to choke me. My head ached and I wondered if I too should die like my mother. They said she complained of an immense headache then died within hours. Would I die like that too, God punishing me for my wicked thoughts?

In Paris, my husband deposited me at my childhood home and disappeared, muttering something about a horse he had to buy.

My four younger sisters gathered to greet me. I hugged them and held them close; we were five black starlings huddled together in our misery. I found Pauline, two years my junior, surly and angry, with nary an apology for the mountains of unanswered letters. Diane was jolly, even in sorrow. And perhaps a little chubbier than I remembered. The two youngest, Hortense and Marie-Anne, at fourteen and twelve, had changed the most and had grown into poised young ladies, albeit ones with the red eyes of mourning.

“I’m almost fifteen,” Hortense reminded me primly, and then told me she had prayed seven hours yesterday for our mother’s soul. Hortense is very devout and puts us all to shame.

“I only prayed for an hour,” piped in Marie-Anne, “but it is as Zélie says: quality is more important than quantity.”

“Never in the eyes of the Lord,” concluded Hortense, and there was no arguing with that.

Tante Mazarin, a stern-faced relative and the Dowager Duchesse de Mazarin, fussed around us and fitted us with veils, the thin lace like black spider’s webbing. We were summoned to see our father in our mother’s gold bed chamber, where already gray-frocked men with no wigs were measuring and inspecting her possessions. This beautiful room was where we would visit when Mama was at home; we would play on her bed and she would comb our hair and point out any new freckles, then powder us and sometimes allow us to practice with her rouge. Once she let us each have a beauty patch from her box; I chose one shaped like a little bird. I touched my cheek and stared at her portrait on the wall—how could she be gone?

My father was sitting on the bed, his face heavy with grief and his words slurred with sorrow and drink. He was magnificently dressed, as always, in black satin stitched with black pearls; only the buckles on his shoes were gold, not black. I thought he was about to gather us to him on the bed, but instead he ordered us to line up, in order of our ages—myself, then Pauline, then Diane and Hortense, and little Marie-Anne at the end.

“Her hair . . .” He started to speak. “Her hair . . .” Two men carrying an enormous gilded clock stumbled and dropped it with a clatter. My father roared his disapproval and flailed around for his sword to strike them with. We stood silent and fearful; our father was very inconstant and we never knew where his temper or drink might lead him. Our governess, Zélie, watched over us, rigid and tense.

When we were younger, Father would sometimes come up to the nursery, often when the rabble of creditors in the courtyard became too much for him. He would lounge around and flick through our books and abuse Zélie for educating us in matters that women didn’t need to know. Then he would make us sing for him, then make Marguerite, our prettiest maid, sing for him, and then he would finally stumble back down the stairs and we would all breathe a sigh of relief.

“Her hair, her hair,” he repeated as he lolled unsteadily on Mama’s bed, the broken clock forgotten. “I must remember to get her hair.”

He stared at us, his eyes blurry and his face high red. “I loved her, you know. Loved her! She was a fine woman. Even if she did only have daughters. Five daughters—a basket of rotten apples. What, I ask you, was God punishing me for?”

Then he broke down and cried and I too started to sob, and soon we all were crying, even Pauline, who is generally very unsentimental. Papa stood up, whether to silence us or embrace us I know not, for his feet were unsteady and he fell back on the bed again.

“You look like crows!” he cried. “Bad luck! Always my bad luck!” And then he ordered us all out, yelling that only Marguerite should stay, for she was the only one who could comfort him.

We traipsed slowly back up to the fourth floor, all of us still sobbing. The nursery seemed smaller and shabbier than I remembered, the tapestries more moth-eaten, the floors more uneven and the rooms colder.

“Agathe doesn’t have any mourning clothes!” wailed Marie-Anne, flinging her doll on the floor. Sometimes I would forget that Marie-Anne was the youngest, for she was often very quick and sure of herself, and never afraid. But she was only twelve and still a baby at heart. I hugged her to me, her little body stiff in her black mourning gown, shaking with sobs.

“We can make her some out of our veils,” said Diane helpfully, pulling hers off and jabbing it with a hearth poker to rip it.

“Oh! Tante Mazarin will be very angry,” breathed Hortense, forgetting to sob.

“That’s a good idea,” said Pauline, taking her veil off as well and ripping it with her teeth. “No one will say anything, because everyone is sad for us. We are orphans.”

“Not orphans!” I declared. “Our father still lives.”

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“Perhaps she will come back,” whispered Marie-Anne to me, Agathe now safely and properly wrapped in the black lace. Pauline snorted.

“Pauline!” I admonished. “Don’t be so cruel.” I wouldn’t usually confront Pauline, but I was a married woman and felt a sudden responsibility for my little sisters. Whatever happened, I would take care of them. I gathered them all to me, even Pauline, who squawked in protest, and we embraced and cried again.

After the funeral everything changed. Pauline and Diane entered the convent at Port-Royal on the outskirts of Paris, and Hortense and Marie-Anne were sent to live with Tante Mazarin.

And I? Out of sorrow came my fortune, for my mother’s death meant her position at Court was secured upon me. I was finally to go to Versailles. It was not the way that I had wished or wanted, but that is how it happened.

And now I am here in the center of the world, both hating it and loving it.


From Louise de Mailly

Château de Versailles

June 2, 1730

Dear Pauline and Diane,

Greetings, sisters! I trust you are well and enjoying life at the convent. I am sure the nuns are taking good care of you. Pauline, I hope that you are finally getting the education you always so desired.

I received a letter from Zélie; she is now in Picardy and writes that she misses us most terribly. It is so sad she is not able to be with us. Do you remember her exciting stories of China and Québec?

Life here at Versailles is wonderful. Yesterday I met the Turkish ambassador and last night the queen hosted a concert in her rooms—Couperin! Everything is very glamorous and exciting. The queen is a wonderful mistress and the other ladies are very kind and caring. My husband, Louis-Alexandre, is so attentive; it is wonderful to be together with him all the time, though he does not sleep at the palace but prefers his house in town. He says the dust in the palace causes him to sneeze too much.

Diane, I will try to send the ribbons that you asked for, but money is very tight here. My dear husband gives so much to charity that there is little left over for trifles! I must be very inventive with my clothes. Do you remember our everyday yellow muslin dresses we all wore in the nursery? I made mine into an underskirt and on my days off duty I wear it with my blue flowered chintz. All the other ladies admire it very much.

Pauline, please write to me! I would love to hear your news. Diane, thank you for your letter, but unfortunately the ink was smeared and I could not understand much of it. You must write to Tante Mazarin and thank her for taking care of Hortense and Marie-Anne. Do not be sad about Mama and remember to pray for her soul.

Your loving sister,

Louise


From Louise de Mailly

Château de Versailles

June 12, 1730

Dear Marie-Anne and Hortense,

My darling sisters! I trust you are well in Tante Mazarin’s care. I saw her yesterday and she told me you are happy in your new home and that Hortense, you have stopped having nightmares about the rats living beneath your bed. Don’t forget, bad dreams are caused by Satan, so if you fear nightmares, wear your crucifix to bed and He will protect you.

I received a letter from darling Zélie, she is now living in Picardy and says she misses us most terribly. It is so sad she is not able to still be with us. I will miss her dreadfully. Do you remember how she used to sing to us at night, whenever there was a thunderstorm? How sweet she was.

Life is wonderful here at Versailles. Everything is very glamorous and the people are very grand but very kind. My husband is very attentive and it is wonderful to be so close to him and not constantly separated as we were before. I hope when the time comes for you to be married, you will have as wonderful a husband as mine.

I will give Tante Mazarin a pot of fig jam for her to bring to Paris when she next goes; it is a gift to me from my friend the Duchesse d’Antin. I thought to share it with you as I know how much you love figs. Please don’t write to Diane and tell her about it; she would be very jealous but I only have one pot left.

Do not forget to pray for our mother’s soul.

Love,

Louise



Marie-Anne


HÔTEL DE MAZARIN, PARIS

1731

If I had a diamond ring I would scratch it on the windowpane of my room and write: Here Marie-Anne de Mailly-Nesle died of boredom, February 15, 1731. Marie of Scotland, imprisoned in an English castle, engraved a sad poem on a window glass to prove she once lived, though she knew she would die soon.

Our governess, Zélie, told us that story, so it might not be true.

But even if it’s untrue, I still feel some affinity for poor, doomed Marie. I have no diamond but one day I slipped a small sharp knife under my sleeve after dinner. I tried to scratch out my despair on the windowpane, but my sister Hortense heard the housekeeper yelling at the servant girls about the missing knife. She made me feel guilty enough to relinquish it to her superior person. She put it on a side table where a footman found it, then informed me she would pray away my wickedness.

After our mother died, our Tante Mazarin embraced us and said we must make a home with her, and consider all she had to be ours. Tante is a pious old bat. She’s only just past forty and still quite beautiful, but she wears dark old-fashioned clothes that make her look like an ancient widow, and her lips are thin from a lifetime of disapproval.

I don’t like our new home. I miss the fourth floor on the Quai des Théatins and all that was familiar. I wish our mother never had to die; she was too young and it all happened so suddenly. I wish our father was . . . well, not like our father is, and that we could have stayed in our house, instead of it being rented out to horrid strangers that Tante Mazarin doesn’t even know. She says the new tenants might be bourgeois, and when she says that word she lowers her voice as if talking of the contents of a close stool.

I miss our old life. We were all together and it was fun and interesting. Lessons in the morning were useless—I often suspected Zélie, our governess, of invention—but in the afternoons we were free to play and do as we wished. I was very young, but by the time I was ten I had already decided that I wanted to be a scientist, if a woman was allowed such a thing. I carried out many interesting experiments: I gathered mice from the jaws of the cats and kept them in a box to see how long they would last before starving to death, and I liked to pull the legs off spiders to see how many they could lose before they lost the ability to walk. Five. And we had our toys—dolls, a perfect miniature crockery set to feed them, and a wonderful Noah’s Ark with thirty-two pairs of animals.

Then my eldest sister, Louise, left the nursery to get married, and everything changed. I missed Louise, even though she was a bit soft and foolish. Zélie used to say that Louise viewed the world through a bouquet of flowers, which meant she only saw the good in everything.

Once Louise left, my older sister Pauline became insufferable. Pauline was always very nasty and she was jealous of Louise, because Louise got married while she was still stuck in the nursery. She often said that Louise didn’t deserve to be married first, because even though she was the eldest, she was a ninny and a fool. My sister Diane, who worshiped Pauline, agreed with her, but Hortense, who was always so good, opened her eyes wide—she has very big eyes and is very pretty—and said we must not talk about our sister like that, for it was not very sisterly.

“Sororal,” elucidated Zélie. “Not very sororal.”

Sororal—it’s a good word, but I think I am also guilty of not being sororal because I hate my sister too. Not Louise, but Pauline. She is tall and ugly, and once Louise left to get married she reigned over our nursery in complete tyranny, throwing spiders on us and forcing us to climb inside the chimneys.

Pauline took to gathering our toys and keeping them locked in an oak cupboard. She wore the key tied securely around her waist like a jailer or a housekeeper, and told us she would not open the cupboard and release the toys unless we offered her gifts. Sometimes it was food and we had to save our buns from breakfast and give them to her! And she already so big and fat!

I urged my sisters not to return their toys when Pauline demanded. In retaliation, Pauline announced that anyone who did not return their toy by the time appointed would not be able to play with it for two days.

I protested, hanging on to my doll Agathe. “You are not in charge here! You cannot make up these stupid rules.”

Pauline’s face darkened at my resistance. “Return the doll,” she commanded.

Zélie said nothing against our tormentress—she said her duties were done when our lesson books closed at noon. There was no one in higher authority to stop the tyranny, so I plotted to use whatever means necessary to ensure Pauline’s downfall. Just like the Roundheads did when they executed King Charles I in England. (Zélie says the English never executed their king, but I found a book in the library that says they did just that.)

I decided that instead of becoming a scientist, I would become a revolutionary. Or a rebel. What is the difference? Regardless, I decided to launch a revolution, or a rebellion, and burn down the prison-cupboard.

I waited until the toys were safely out of their jail. It was a drizzly afternoon and we would not be going out for a walk. I asked permission from Zélie to go down to the library and left my sisters playing in the schoolroom: Pauline reading a book, Diane and Hortense carefully feeding all the animals before they had to go back into the ark.

The sconces in the dark stairwell were lit and I took a candle and crept back into our bedroom. I held the candle to the oak closet but it just singed the wood and refused to catch. I considered calling one of the maids, for they had great experience in lighting fires, where I had none, but decided they might inform Zélie. Instead, I took a pillow from Diane’s bed, lit it, and threw it inside the cupboard. I closed the door, snuffed out the candle and returned to the schoolroom.

“Where’s your book?” asked Pauline suspiciously.

“I found nothing to interest me.”

Soon there was a smell of smoke and Zélie leapt up in alarm as a maid came running to say there was a fire in the bedroom. In the bedroom? I only wanted to burn down the cupboard! There was great screaming and running and breathless servants as pails of water were hauled from the courtyard well four flights below.

We were hustled down to the rainy courtyard and the scene was quite dramatic: smoke was billowing from the windows and the servants were alerting the neighbors behind with great cries of “Fire ho! Fire ho!”

The fire was finally contained, at the loss of the cupboard, some linen from Diane’s bed, and two old tapestries that were used to smother the flames. There was a full investigation and the house steward even climbed up to our nursery. To our eyes, Monsieur Bertrand was grander and even more important than our father, for it was he who dispensed money for clothes and toys and additions to the menu.

The final verdict: one of the maids neglected a live ember from the night fire. Little Claude, with pockmarked skin and a slight limp, was dismissed. It was unfortunate but in every war there must be some casualties.

That night the air smelled charred and we all coughed dreadfully. There was no closet to put our toys into, so we kept them at the foot of our beds. Pauline demanded to know where I had been when the fire started. Instead of denying, I simply said: “Next time, it will not be the cupboard. It will be you.”

After that she left me alone and did not reinstate her control of the toys. It was all very satisfying. I thought, when I am older, instead of marrying and having children perhaps I will run away and foment revolution in strange lands. I seem to have quite the talent for it. And besides, there is hardly any money left for our dowries—apparently it has all been spent in an “orgy of dissipation,” as I once overheard a footman saying. I’m not sure what an orgy is—it must be very expensive—but all I know is that it means we are now poor.

Shortly after the fire my mother died, and we had to leave our house and come and live with Tante Mazarin. Hortense is happy here; she likes the rigid order more than the mess and neglect at the Quai des Théatins. But I do not. Tante’s house is dark and gloomy; crammed with misplaced statues and tables and mirrors. She has started renovating but it will be a long time before the changes reach our rooms on the third floor. The house is set back from the road by a large courtyard and behind lies a long, formal garden, hidden from the house by a solid wall of yews.

I feel as though I am in a crypt.

Entombed.

We pass our days with Tante or her women, reading scriptures and memorizing births and deaths from the Genealogical History of the Royal Family and Peers, which I suppose is also a sacred text. Tante insists on a great deal of needlework and we are never permitted to sit in chairs with backs—imagine if we slouched! And what a scandal that we weren’t wearing stays before we came to live with her! In this house, girls are forbidden to run, skip, or even ask questions.

One of her waiting women is responsible for our manners and instructs us on the twelve steps required to take snuff elegantly and how to eat an egg properly. I am not sure this is very important, but Tante proclaims that thanks to her and the education she is providing, we might make better marriages than our dowries would normally predict.

I think our education is ridiculous—why should my future husband care if I crack my egg with a fork, or with a knife? And surely I’ll never meet all the people we have to learn about?

“But it is important,” Hortense protests when I mock our lessons. “It is important to know who is who in our world. In the future we may go to Court and meet these people. And imagine how awful it would be if you did not know how to address them properly, or know who their parents were? You would bring shame upon Tante and she would be accused of neglecting our education.”

Hortense is two years older than me. Still, I do not believe that gives her the right to treat me as though I am her child.

“Oui, maman,” I say in my most exaggerated voice, then regret it as Hortense flinches; our mother is dead only just over a year.

We are sitting in Tante’s library, practicing “families” from the Genealogical History. I think the sun is shining outside behind the thick trees, but we must stay inside. I throw my sister what I hope is a difficult one: “Conti.”

“Prince of Conti, title created 1597 and revived 1629. Current head, Louis François de Bourbon, born in 1717. Like you, Marie-Anne! Succeeded his father in 1727.”

“Wife?”

“Marie . . . no, Louise Diane d’Orléans, Mademoiselle de Chartres.”

“Children?”

“None, he only married this year!”

“Other titles?”

“Comte d’Alais, Comte de Beaumont-sur-Oise and of . . . Pézenas, also Duc de . . . Mérode?”

“Wrong!” I cry triumphantly, consulting the appropriate page. “Duc de Mercoeur, not Mérode.”

“You’re right, Duc de Mercoeur.” Hortense frowns. “Mercoeur: title raised to a ducal peerage in 1569.”

“Correct.” I sigh.

Hortense is too perfect.


From Hortense de Mailly-Nesle

Hôtel de Mazarin, Paris

March 5, 1731

Dearest Louise,

Thank you for your letter and the pot of fig jam. One of the maids here was dreadfully sick with fever, so I gave her most of it for comfort. But then she died and Tante said we mustn’t eat what was left.

Thank you for your news of your exciting life at Versailles! I am glad you and your husband are now able to be close again, and I pray that you will soon be blessed with a son.

Tante Mazarin says that Versailles is a cauldron of sin, and that one must be very careful to guard against temptation. Every night I pray for your soul and ask God to guide you on the good path. At least you have Tante watching over: you must heed what she says, for she is very wise and very good.

She is like a mother to us and takes great care of us. When she is in Paris she sees us every day and we even dine with her on occasion. Her women are very kind. We are learning a lot here, more than at the Quai des Théatins, though I do not want to insult dear Zélie.

Marie-Anne sends her love and this handkerchief that we sewed for you. Tante insists on much needlework and that is a good thing: she was very disappointed with our sewing skills when we arrived. Now we spend many hours a day practicing. I hope you like the handkerchief; please excuse the drops of dried blood next to the pansy—that was where Marie-Anne pricked her finger. She is still learning, though I find it very easy—look at the petals of the flower, how fine they are. Tante always praises my delicate fingers.

My love to you and your husband,

Hortense


Louise

VERSAILLES

1731

Finally I am beginning to find my way and my feet—in all ways, for I no longer topple over when I curtsy. At Court one must wear dreadfully high-heeled shoes: at first I was wobbly, but now I can walk with delicate gliding steps and in entire confidence.

Everything at Versailles is very fine: I used to think my mother’s gold-paneled bedroom so opulent, but now I realize it was nothing. Amid all this luxury the queen lives a very simple life. She is pious and enjoys reading the Bible and the long religious tracts her confessor supplies. The queen has fifteen ladies in her service: the surintendante, a dame d’atour, a dame d’honneur, and twelve ladies of the palace. The younger ladies—there are a few of my age, including my friend Gilette and the very beautiful Princesse de Montauban—declare their lives insufferably dull, but I cannot see how anyone could be bored here. The formidable Mademoiselle de Clermont, a granddaughter of the last king and a cold, sour woman, is the surintendante. Her husband disappeared one day while hunting in a forest and was never found again! Gilette tells me the Court wishes it were she that disappeared, and not her luckless husband.

Tante Mazarin is also one of the ladies-in-waiting. My hated mother-in-law retired just a few months after I arrived at Versailles, and Tante took her place. Tante takes care of my two youngest sisters, Hortense and Marie-Anne, and declared upon her arrival that she would also take care of me. She has instructed me to be careful in my choice of friends and warns me there are some very bad moral examples amongst the other ladies. Pincushions, she calls them, because they are full of pricks. Tante is one of a group of ladies known as the Pious Pack, ladies who love to judge those they judge impious.

The queen’s French is not very good and her accent is thick even after more than five years in France. She is a devoted mother and sees her children every day—three little princesses and two boys: our beloved dauphin and the little Duc d’Anjou, just a baby.

We spend most afternoons in the queen’s private apartments, doing needlework, reading aloud, or listening to the queen play the harp. We also have French lessons to help her improve her vocabulary.

“Lackluster,” suggests the Princesse de Montauban. She is very young and very charming and usually very annoyed with the queen, though she hides this behind bright eyes and dimpled smiles. “Try lackluster. It means dull and boring.”

It still shocks me, even though I have been here almost a year, to hear the courtiers disrespect the queen. Never the king, but the queen . . . she is frequently the butt of their caustic comments and laughter.

“Lackluster,” repeats the queen, pronouncing it lohk-lohster. “A very goot word, let me make a sentence with it.” She pauses and looks around at her ladies, who all smile back. I smile with sincerity; I like the queen and dislike the way many are false with her. She considers awhile and the clocks on the mantelpiece tick on. Montauban widens her eyes and holds them open as though she were about to burst. Finally the queen says: “The boring play was very lohk-lohster.”

We all nod in praise and encouragement.

“Or,” says the Comtesse de Rupelmonde, shifting in her chair and rearranging the fine-filigreed lace that shields her large breasts from impropriety, “you could use it to describe people, or even a time of day.” At Versailles I have heard many shocking stories of her adventures with my mother, and I find her no nicer here than she was in Paris. “For example: ‘This afternoon is very lackluster.’ ”

“Ja, ja, ‘this afternoon is very lackluster,’ ” repeats the queen, beaming. “Ja, ja. That is a goot word.”

Our evenings are generally spent listening to musical concerts or watching plays or gambling. Gambling sounds very exciting, sinful even, but when the queen plays it is decidedly lackluster. The younger ladies outdo themselves with excuses to escape the queen’s company. But even if they must remain, the queen retires very early and then they are free to fly, like a flock of pretty-colored birds, wherever they wish.

Despite her plainness of manner and looks, the king has eyes only for his wife. The king himself is very handsome—tall and well made and rumored to be very strong. He has a clear complexion and haunting dark eyes, like pools of black velvet. He loves hunting and dogs and has exquisite manners and is unfailingly polite—everyone agrees he is the most mannered man at Versailles. I believe all the ladies of the Court are in love with him. But if anyone compliments another woman in his presence, he is quick to say that the queen is more beautiful. And while that’s not really true—the queen is fair but no beauty—no one can contradict him because he is the king.

He visits the queen every day, and though some of her ladies shamelessly seek his eye—Rupelmonde was chastised just last week for the sudden disappearance of her new and fashionable fichu when the king arrived—he only chats politely with us and reserves his keen attention for his wife. It is all so romantic! When I see them together, I think of my husband, Louis-Alexandre, and I feel sad and empty inside.

Today is the feast of Saint Cecilia and it is raining and cold. We are gathered in the Queen’s Apartments to read the Scripture and to reflect on Saint Cecilia and her sacrifice. I confess that books bore me. Even the Bible. My mind wanders, and before I can stop myself I find myself staring at the queen. Imagine living in Poland! And Sweden! It must have been awful. She is getting old now, almost thirty, while the king is seven years younger. He is my age—we were born only two months apart. I have heard courtiers sneer that the queen is like last week’s flowers—fading and dying—and they say it destroys the prestige of France for her to be their queen. Many at Versailles are as nasty as their words imply.

“Madame de Mailly, my dear, vot are you staring at?”

The queen’s voice snaps me out of my reverie.

I blush. It is very rude to stare, especially at the queen. “Oh, nothing, madame, nothing, I was just thinking of this passage I have read.”

“Very goot, goot to be contemplating of what you are reading. Read it to us all so we may contemplate too.” Contemplate was yesterday’s word.

Her Majesty is not being subtle or snide; she is too good for that. My friend Gilette is severely wicked and free and says I must not emulate the queen or I will never find my way at Versailles. I bend my head and pick a passage from the open book: “ ‘He leads the humble in what is right and teaches the humble his way.’ ”

The queen grunts in approval. “Very goot, goot.”

Gilette quivers and coughs. I can tell she wants to giggle. Gilette claims that the king’s eyes are no longer only for his wife, but I know she likes to exaggerate and will do anything to stir up trouble.

“And so true, so true,” the queen continues, smiling at me. “Don’t you agree, Madame de Boufflers?”

The Duchesse de Boufflers, a formidable lady of great girth and age who treats the queen more as a recalcitrant child than a sovereign, smiles in agreement and offers a homily about youth and humility. Boufflers is a great friend of Tante Mazarin’s and is almost as nasty as she is; she likes to say that one is never too old for disapproval.

The rain patters down on the windowpanes and my toes curl in cold as I try to focus on my book and not disappoint the queen. But oh! How can words, so innocent in isolation, conspire to be quite so boring when they come together?

Suddenly there is a commotion in the corridor. We all strain to listen, hoping it is the king—wherever he goes he carries with him a commotion like nature’s serenade.

It is.

“Madame,” he says, striding in to bow to the queen and kiss her hand. The queen’s complexion is sallow and she does not blush, but shifts awkwardly and smiles her delight. We rise and curtsy. The king bows to us in greeting but reserves his conversation for his wife; some say he is a very shy person. He has lived almost his entire life in public—he has been king since he was five years old—and sometimes appears cold with strangers and those he doesn’t know well.

With the king is Cardinal Fleury, his prime minister and treasured adviser. Fleury is an ancient man with watery blue eyes and no wig. He is reputed to be brilliant but he makes me uneasy; he is a calculating, canny man. Though the king is past twenty, His Majesty still relies on Fleury for almost everything. Even lends him a helping hand when he is paddling his pickle, I once heard the Comtesse de Rupelmonde whisper, and I was shocked that one would speak of the king that way. I’m sure he is a very good king, but perhaps still learning; it must be very difficult to learn everything about reigning.

“Madame d’Antin,” Fleury says, leaning low over Gilette’s hand while the king chats with the queen.

Gilette throws back her head and laughs. “Perhaps you saw my husband this morning?” she asks.

Fleury smiles at her and makes a remark about “relinquishing her hand, but only for now.” I fear I don’t understand half of what is said here, even though we all speak the same language. When Fleury comes to me I curtsy low and keep my hands clasped in front of me, as though I am about to burst into song. I have no wish for his weak lips on my hand—like being kissed by death. I shudder.

“You are cold, madame?” asks Fleury.

I shake my head guiltily.

“And how is your husband?”

Gilette titters.

Everyone here is most astonishingly free and very few people remain faithful to or even cordial with their spouses. Most have lovers, sometimes even multiple lovers at once. Some of the ladies of the queen are quite notorious for their laxity, even though the queen is very virtuous herself. I suppose she did not have much choice in the selection of her household.

Gossip is a full-time occupation. When I arrived at Versailles I learned that everyone knew that my mother and the one-eyed Duc de Bourbon had been lovers. The duke often visited our house in Paris—my mother always said he was coming for tea, and I used to think how odd it was that the man should like tea so much, and he not even English. I have also encountered more wicked untruths about my father here than I ever heard from the most slack-mouthed servant at home. And if I want to know where my husband spends his nights, for it is certainly not in my apartment, I need only ask the nearest passerby; they are sure to know. The answer, as I have found out thanks to Gilette and many others, is: at the house of Mademoiselle Baudet in town. Mademoiselle Baudet is the daughter of a sword maker. A sword maker. Worse than a bourgeois! Imagine that.

Gilette tells me that my husband wanted to marry his mistress—marry a sword maker’s daughter, for goodness’ sake—but the king, or Fleury, forbade it. That is the reason our marriage happened so suddenly.

“I do believe my husband is fine,” I reply stiffly to Fleury. He reaches for my hand and his fingers are as soft as wormy chestnuts.

“Such an innocent,” he says, and though everyone here likes to mask the real meaning of their words beneath several layers of falsity, I sense he is sincere. “Stay that way, my dear, stay that way.”


Pauline

CONVENT OF PORT-ROYAL

1732

Our Tante Mazarin does not like me, a fact she makes publicly known. She never fails to remark on my dark complexion or bushy eyebrows, and once even said, in a light voice to make it appear as though she were joking, that Mama must have slept with a Hungarian, so horrible was I to look at.

Although it is not permitted to criticize our elders—out loud—the feeling is mutual. I think she is a spiteful old woman who hides her black heart beneath her robes of piety. One time when she was visiting our mother in Paris, Louise and I were brought down from the schoolroom to greet her and sing a song. While we were singing, Tante examined us as Cook might inspect a chicken. Our hands were clasped in front of us in the correct posture for singing (as our foolish governess, Zélie, had taught us), when I had the irresistible urge to sneeze. I did, and unfortunately it was a messy one. And it happened as Tante was standing right in front of me, examining my left ear.

I have to confess it was a little bit on purpose—I could have turned my head, after all—but it was rather funny. Tante was so disgusted that she has barely looked at me since.

So I was glad to be sent to the convent with Diane and not to her house. I was sad for the loss of my mother, of course, but she was never very maternal and we rarely saw her. I was well pleased not to be shut up in Tante’s stuffy house with Hortense and Marie-Anne, and I believed I was finally going to get an education.

Zélie, our governess from the Quai des Théatins, was complete nonsense. She was a relation of ours, something-something five times removed. As a rare act of charity my mother took her into our household but I don’t believe she had any more education than a field mouse, and I don’t think she even attended Saint-Cyr, as she liked to claim. During lessons she would spin the globe and tell us stories about faraway places. I was sure she made everything up, for how would she know anything about Québec or India? When I accused her of lying, Zélie would protest and say that being able to entertain was the most useful accomplishment, even if the substance of what one said was in doubt.

I thought that at the convent I might finally learn something. Well . . . to think I ever fancied getting an education here! I feel I have been tricked. Sometimes my head buzzes with frustration and fury, as though a hundred bees were trapped inside my skull.

Every morning for three hours we must study religious books or memorize the lives of obscure saints. Pointless: Why should I care what a virgin Roman girl with an outlandish name did more than a thousand years ago? Afternoons are spent on mountains of needlework. I generally despised Zélie but at least her lessons were secular, and I don’t think she even knew how to sew.

The other students are much younger than Diane and me, for I am already twenty years old and Diane eighteen. The girls are sent here by their families for safekeeping until they are released into marriage; no one expects any quality to their education. Without exception they are silly little girls who jump at rats and whimper at thunder and spend hours crying if they find a new freckle on their nose. I call them drops because they are as boring as drops of water. The little drops only care about their future husbands, and they shriek when they hear I am not even betrothed. If one more little drop says she will pray for a husband for me, I will scream.

The days pass, long and dreary. When I declare I have read every life of a saint there is to read and sewn every cushion cover the chapel will ever need, I am allowed to help Sister Claudine in the convent library. We are working to catalog an estimated two thousand books that clog the towering shelves. You might think this would be interesting work, but without exception, and here I will swear on the Holy Bible, all two thousand books are boring beyond belief. The Canons of Dort? A bound collection of Papal Bulls from the Seventeenth Century? Of Exorcisms and Certain Supplications? Well, that last one does sound a little bit interesting.

There are other boarders here: widows or women seeking refuge from their husbands, or from the world in general. They are very pleasant, apart from one creaky old lady who refuses to speak to Diane and me because of an ancient but well-remembered grudge against my long-dead grandmother. My grandmother was apparently as notorious a slut as my mother, and was once rumored to have slept with two members of the Swiss Guard. At the same time! The ancient lady with the grudge tells me blood is thicker than water and that the seeds of laxness flow through my veins. I snort and retort that I’d rather have lax-seeded veins than her great knobbly blue ones.

But generally the ladies are kind enough and I prefer to dine with them rather than with the little drops. Sometimes we play cards in the evenings and I also borrow books from them; mostly novels and farces. One woman in particular has become a friend, a Madame de Dray, who is in retirement from the world after the death of her husband. He was only a magistrate, so normally we would not be friends, but I find in her a very forthright and funny soul. She has no artifice and hates piety, especially false piety, almost as much as I do. She is also remarkably open about the facts of married life that I have hitherto been in ignorance of. Fascinating, really, the secrets of men.
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