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The Birthday Party

Maria Anna Walburga Ignatia, Nannerl for 
short, caught a huge breath and closed her 
eyes tight.

“…beautiful purple gowns, servants, a new wig for 
every day of the week,” she wished silently, closing her 
eyes tighter to help things come true faster.

“C’mon, Nannerl, blow them out before the wax gets 
into the cake,” interrupted her brother, Wolfi.

“You must make your one wish quickly, or your good 
luck will vanish,” advised Papa.

“…a room of my own, and playing the clavier for 
queens in castles, and being the most famous…” Nannerl 
couldn’t hold her breath any longer, “the most famous 
composer in the whole world!” She quickly opened her 
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eyes and with one breath blew out twelve tiny candles 
and the extra one Mama had placed in the middle for 
the year to come.

“What did you wish for?” asked Wolfi.
Nannerl sighed. Her seven-and-a-half-year-old brother 

asked too many questions, especially about what she was 
thinking. She just didn’t want to tell things to Wolfi any-
more. She would rather talk to her best friend, Katherl, 
who hadn’t been able to come to the party because she 
was away on a trip. This time Mama saved her.

“It’s bad luck to tell your wish,” Mama explained. “You 
must never, ever tell it, or it won’t come true.”

“But what if—”
“Sh, Wolfi. We must be quiet while Papa lights 

Nannerl’s Zwölfjahrekerze,” whispered Mama.
Nannerl folded her arms and smiled. For once, some-

one had told Wolfi to be quiet because of her. Today was 
her very own special day. She watched Papa light her 
thick “twelve-year-old candle,” remembering when she 
had been only four years old, before Wolfi was born, and 
the candle had been much taller. How beautiful it had 
been, with its swirling gold angels and violins and red 
roses, and its tiny black notches an inch apart all the way 
down the smooth wax.

That year they had burned it down to the fourth 
notch, and each year they had melted it down one more 
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notch, until now the candle was only an inch high. In an 
hour or two it would be melted, except for a bit of old red 
and gold wax left in the bottom of the holder.

She sighed again. Although today was the happiest of 
days, with cakes and presents and even roses from Frau 
Spiegel, their next door neighbor, Nannerl couldn’t help 
the ache she felt in her stomach when she thought of 
her candle melted down to almost nothing. “When your 
Zwölfjahrekerze has melted, you are no longer a child,” 
Mama had told her once.

“Wolfi!” Mama’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
Nannerl turned to see her brother with one finger 

smack in the middle of her fancy birthday cake. His blue 
eyes danced as he slowly drew his finger out and began 
to lick it furiously, like their dog Bimberl.

Nannerl couldn’t help giggling. Mama finally laughed 
too, and sank down to her knees to stroke Wolfi’s curls. 
He did the silliest things sometimes, but nobody stayed 
mad at him for long.

Mama took the silver knife and began to slice down 
through the sugar sprinkles and the sweet bread center 
of the cake. Nannerl’s stomach growled as she saw the 
nuts and the raisins and…yes, Mama had remembered 
to add her favorite, dried apricots. And she had even 
used the Gugelhupf mold to make all those swirly pat-
terns on the top!
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But best of all were the things hidden inside, the mys-
terious treasures Mama mixed in the batter and baked 
with the cake. The things you found told your future. 
Nannerl hoped she wouldn’t find a dumb old button 
this year; that would mean she’d be poor for the rest of 
her life.

She looked up and saw Wolfi’s messy face. Crumbs 
and raisins fell from the sides of his mouth to the floor.

“Watch your manners, Wolfgang,” Mama scolded. 
“The rats and the cockroaches will come out at night to 
eat all those raisins and…”

“Mama, Papa, Mama!” screamed Wolfi, jumping 
up and down and making more crumbs fall from his 
mouth. He had found his treasure.

He managed to swallow his cake, then spat a button 
and a silver coin into his hand. “How can I be rich and 
poor at the same time? I’d rather be just rich,” he said, 
looking forlornly down at the button. He threw it to the 
floor and furiously polished the coin with his shirt.

Nannerl quickly ate a few forkfuls of cake, then felt a 
tiny object, hard against her teeth. She fished it out and 
held it up near the window. A thin gold ring gleamed 
in the sun.

“A ring!” she cried. “A ring! I’ve never found a ring 
before! Papa, what does it mean?”
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“It means, dear Nannerl,” Papa began, with the little 
smile that always made Nannerl’s stomach squirm. He 
used that smile when he was about to tell her she had 
played an F instead of an F sharp, or that she had broken 
the rules of harmony by writing parallel fifths into her 
composition exercise. “It means that you will someday, 
most certainly, be married. And of course this prophecy 
will come true, and what a happy day that will be!”

Married? Nannerl tried to rearrange her wish pic-
ture, imagining a man with a red coat and shiny black 
shoes trailing after her through the rooms of the castle, 
applauding with everyone after her performances and 
lifting her hand high to kiss it as she curtsied. Somehow, 
he just didn’t fit. Nannerl thought she’d rather curtsy 
alone.

Wolfi finished gulping down a second piece of cake 
and ran to Mama, who had entered the room with a bas-
ket of presents. He ran back and forth between Nannerl 
and Mama, delivering the gifts: a hair ribbon, a new quill 
pen, and, Nannerl looked closer…a small red book with 
a gold border around the edges.

“It’s a travel diary for you to write in, on our journey,” 
said Papa. “You must be faithful, Nannerl, and write in it 
every day.” Nannerl held a thin white page between her 
thumb and index finger. The little book reminded her 
that in one week they would be leaving Salzburg again 
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for another grand tour. Only this one would be even 
grander and longer; they might be away for three years! 
And of all the places she had seen, Nannerl still thought 
Salzburg was the most beautiful. It was just a city-state, 
not as big or powerful as their neighbors Austria and 
Bavaria. But how could she say good-bye again to the 
mountains and narrow, steep side streets, the twin cathe-
dral spires and all the meandering walkways beside the 
Salzach River?

During the tour, she and Wolfi would perform before 
counts and countesses, dukes and duchesses, and all 
kinds of important people in the great courts. On the last 
tour, which had lasted a year, Nannerl had sometimes 
grown tired of traveling; the late nights, the smelly inns, 
the people with their mouths hanging open as she and 
Wolfi performed musical tricks like playing blindfolded. 
And they always seemed to like Wolfi better than her. 
“Look at the little boy! He’s a Wunderkind!” they would 
exclaim.

But it was exciting all the same. This time they would 
visit Nymphenburg Palace near Munich, and cities like 
Coblenz along the Rhine River. Then they would go on 
to Paris, and Papa said he hoped that she and Wolfi could 
perform before the Queen and King of France at the 
Palace of Versailles! Nannerl felt her palms grow sweaty 
as she imagined curtsying to them and sitting down to 
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play. She couldn’t even imagine how big the Palace of 
Versailles must be, but she was sure it would be grander 
than any she’d ever seen.

“Listen,” Papa interrupted Nannerl’s thoughts. “Listen 
to that music. Such beautiful music, it must be Wolfi. 
He’s slipped away to the music room. Such beautiful 
music, we must hear him.” He dropped his fork on his 
plate, its clattery sound echoing in the room as everyone 
silently followed Wolfi’s music out to the hallway, then 
to the music room.

Nannerl stood on her tiptoes and peered over Mama’s 
shoulder. She noticed how small Wolfi’s hands looked 
on the keys, how his face tightened up and his tongue 
stuck out a bit, and how all of his mischief had some-
how dropped away from him and got into the music. It 
sailed up high, touching the ceiling and the portraits of 
Grandma Pertl, then blew through Mama’s hair and out 
the window into the late June afternoon.

Nannerl felt the old ache in her throat, the one she 
always felt when she heard Wolfi play his music. It was 
a proud ache, but also something else, something rotten 
that she couldn’t name. She looked at Papa’s flushed face 
and felt Mama’s quickened breath in front of her. The 
feeling in her throat grew as she remembered that today 
was her birthday. And here they were, gawking at him 
all starry-eyed!
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Nannerl couldn’t stand it anymore. She ran from 
the music room, softly so they wouldn’t notice, straight 
to her bed in the room that she and Wolfi shared. She 
sobbed and sobbed into the thick quilt, until the awful 
ache slowly began to go away and her breath became 
easier to catch. She felt something in her hand. The travel 
diary! Maybe she could write out how she felt. She sat 
up, wiped her nose and eyes with her sleeve, and began 
to write.

June 2, 1763

Dear Diary,

I can’t stand how they pay attention to Wolfi all 
the time. They don’t seem to care that it’s my 

birthday, just sit around listening to him. Maybe, 

when I’m a famous composer, after I die, they’ll 

find this book and everyone will read it and feel 
horrible about how they’ve treated me. I can hear 
Wolfi’s music down the hall. Now it is finished, and 
they are laughing and talking and begging for 
more. I wonder if someday they’ll beg to hear mine. 

Oh they will, they will! I will work on writing that 
Minuet and Trio I started, now! I wish Katherl 

would come back from Munich soon.
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Yours always,

Anna Maria Walburga Ignatia (Nannerl )
She reached under the bed, took out a thick sheaf of 

papers, and sat cross-legged on the bed, determined to 
figure out the bothersome violin part that just wouldn’t 
go together with the piano part, no matter how long she 
worked.

“Nannerl, Nannerl!” Wolfi burst through the door 
and began to bounce up and down on the bed, scattering 
her papers everywhere.

“Wolfi, just look at what you’ve done!”
Wolfi ignored her and kept on jumping. “Come and 

sing while I play the piece I wrote yesterday.”
“No,” she said flatly, gathering her papers and orga-

nizing them into a neat stack.
“Please, please, please?” he begged, and began to 

tickle her feet.
“All right, Wolfi, you win this time,” Nannerl laughed, 

and shoved her compositions under the bed. She grabbed 
his hand and together they raced down the long hallway 
to the music room.


