The Rose In Twelve Petals
I. The Witch
This rose has twelve petals. Let the first one fall:
Madeleine taps the glass bottle, and out tumbles a bit of
pink silk that clinks on the table—a chip of tinted glass—
no, look closer, a crystallized rose petal. She lifts it into a
saucer and crushes it with the back of a spoon until it is
reduced to lumpy powder and a puff of fragrance.
She looks at the book again. “Petal of one rose
crushed, dung of small bat soaked in vinegar.” Not
enough light comes through the cottage’s small-paned
windows, and besides she is growing nearsighted,
although she is only thirty-two. She leans closer to the
page. He should have given her spectacles rather than
pearls. She wrinkles her forehead to focus her eyes, which
makes her look prematurely old, as in a few years she
no doubt will be. Bat dung has a dank, uncomfortable
smell, like earth in caves that has never seen sunlight.
Can she trust it, this book? Two pounds ten shillings
it cost her, including postage. She remembers the notice
in The Gentlewoman’s Companion: “Every lady her
own magician. Confound your enemies, astonish your
friends! As simple as a cookery manual.” It looks magical
enough, with Compendium Magicarum stamped on

its spine and gilt pentagrams on its red leather cover.
But the back pages advertise “a most miraculous lotion,
that will make any lady’s skin as smooth as an infant’s
bottom” and the collected works of Scott.
Not easy to spare ten shillings, not to mention
two pounds, now that the King has cut off her income.
Rather lucky, this cottage coming so cheap, although it
has no proper plumbing, just a privy out back among the
honeysuckle.
Madeleine crumbles a pair of dragonfly wings into
the bowl, which is already half full: orris root; cat’s bones
found on the village dust heap; oak gall from a branch
fallen into a fairy ring; madder, presumably for its color;
crushed rose petal; bat dung.
And the magical words, are they quite correct? She
knows a little Latin, learned from her brother. After her
mother’s death, when her father began spending days in
his bedroom with a bottle of beer, she tended the shop,
selling flour and printed cloth to the village women,
scythes and tobacco to the men, sweets to children on
their way to school. When her brother came home,
he would sit at the counter beside her, saying his amo,
amas. The silver cross he earned by taking a Hibernian
bayonet in the throat is the only necklace she now wears.
She binds the mixture with water from a hollow
stone and her own saliva. Not pleasant this, she was
brought up not to spit, but she imagines she is spitting
into the King’s face, that first time when he came into
the shop, and leaned on the counter, and smiled through
his golden beard. “If I had known there was such a pretty
shopkeeper in this village, I would have done my own
shopping long ago.”

She remembers: buttocks covered with golden hair
among folds of white linen, like twin halves of a peach
on a napkin. “Come here, Madeleine.” The sounds of
the palace, horses clopping, pageboys shouting to one
another in the early morning air. “You’ll never want for
anything, haven’t I told you that?” A string of pearls,
each as large as her smallest fingernail, with a clasp of
gold filigree. “Like it? That’s Hibernian work, taken in the
siege of London.” Only later does she notice that between
two pearls, the knotted silk is stained with blood.
She leaves the mixture under cheesecloth, to dry
overnight.
Madeleine walks into the other room, the only other
room of the cottage, and sits at the table that serves as
her writing desk. She picks up a tin of throat lozenges.
How it rattles. She knows, without opening it, that there
are five pearls left, and that after next month’s rent there
will only be four.
Confound your enemies, she thinks, peering
through the inadequate light, and the wrinkles on her
forehead make her look prematurely old, as in a few
years she certainly will be.
II. The Queen
Petals fall from the roses that hang over the stream,
Empress Josephine and Gloire de Dijon, which dislike
growing so close to the water. This corner of the garden
has been planted to resemble a country landscape in
miniature: artificial stream with ornamental fish, a
pear tree that has never yet bloomed, bluebells that the
gardener plants out every spring. This is the Queen’s

favorite part of the garden, although the roses dislike her
as well, with her romantically diaphanous gowns, her
lisping voice, her poetry.
Here she comes, reciting Tennyson.
She holds her arms out, allowing her sleeves to drift
on the slight breeze, imagining she is Elaine the lovable,
floating on a river down to Camelot. Hard, being a lily
maid now her belly is swelling.
She remembers her belly reluctantly, not wanting to
touch it, unwilling to acknowledge that it exists. Elaine
the lily maid had no belly, surely, she thinks, forgetting
that Galahad must have been born somehow. (Perhaps
he rose out of the lake?) She imagines her belly as a sort
of cavern, where something is growing in the darkness,
something that is not hers, alien and unwelcome.
Only twelve months ago (fourteen, actually, but she is
bad at numbers), she was Princess Elizabeth of Hibernia,
dressed in pink satin, gossiping about the riding master
with her friends, dancing with her brothers through the
ruined arches of Westminster Cathedral, and eating too
much cake at her seventeenth birthday party. Now, and
she does not want to think about this so it remains at the
edges of her mind, where unpleasant things, frogs and
slugs, reside, she is a cavern with something growing
inside her, something repugnant, something that is not
hers, not the lily maid of Astolat’s.
She reaches for a rose, an overblown Gloire de Dijon
that, in a fit of temper, pierces her finger with its thorns.
She cries out, sucks the blood from her finger, and flops
down on the bank like a miserable child. The hem of her
diaphanous dress begins to absorb the mud at the edge
of the water.

III. The Magician
Wolfgang Magus places the rose he picked that morning
in his buttonhole and looks at his reflection in the
glass. He frowns, as his master Herr Doktor Ambrosius
would have frowned, at the scarecrow in faded wool
with a drooping gray mustache. A sad figure for a court
magician.
“Gott in Himmel,” he says to himself, a childhood
habit he has kept from nostalgia, for Wolfgang Magus is
a reluctant atheist. He knows it is not God’s fault but the
King’s, who pays him so little.
If the King were to pay him, say, another shilling
per week—but no, that too he would send to his sister,
dying of consumption at a spa in Berne. His mind turns,
painfully, from the memory of her face, white and
drained, which already haunts him like a ghost.
He picks up a volume of Goethe’s poems that he has
carefully tied with a bit of pink ribbon and sighs. What
sort of present is this, for the Princess’ christening?
He enters the chapel with shy, stooping movements.
It is full, and noisy with court gossip. As he proceeds up
the aisle, he is swept by a Duchess’ train of peau de soie,
poked by a Viscountess’ aigrette. The sword of a Marquis
smelling of Napoleon-water tangles in his legs, and he
almost falls on a Baroness, who stares at him through her
lorgnette. He sidles through the crush until he comes to a
corner of the chapel wall, where he takes refuge.
The christening has begun, he supposes, for he can
hear the Archbishop droning in bad Latin, although he
can see nothing from his corner but taxidermed birds
and heads slick with macassar oil. Ah, if the Archbishop

could have learned from Herr Doktor Ambrosius! His
mind wanders, as it often does, to a house in Berlin and
a laboratory smelling of strong soap, filled with braziers
and alembics, books whose covers have been half-eaten
by moths, a stuffed basilisk. He remembers his bed in
the attic, and his sister, who worked as the Herr Doktor’s
housemaid so he could learn to be a magician. He sees
her face on her pillow at the spa in Berne and thinks of
her expensive medications.
What has he missed? The crowd is moving forward,
and presents are being given: a rocking horse with a red
leather saddle, a silver tumbler, a cap embroidered by
the nuns of Iona. He hides the volume of Goethe behind
his back.
Suddenly, he sees a face he recognizes. One day she
came and sat beside him in the garden, and asked him
about his sister. Her brother had died, he remembers, not
long before, and as he described his loneliness, her eyes
glazed over with tears. Even he, who understands little
about court politics, knew she was the King’s mistress.
She disappears behind the scented Marquis, then
appears again, close to the altar where the Queen,
awkwardly holding a linen bundle, is receiving the
Princess’ presents. The King has seen her, and frowns
through his golden beard. Wolfgang Magus, who knows
nothing about the feelings of a king toward his former
mistress, wonders why he is angry.
She lifts her hand in a gesture that reminds him
of the Archbishop. What fragrance is this, so sweet, so
dark, that makes the brain clear, that makes the nostrils
water? He instinctively tabulates: orris-root, oak gall,
rose petal, dung of bat with a hint of vinegar.

Conversations hush, until even the Baronets, clustered
in a rustic clump at the back of the chapel, are silent.
She speaks: “This is the gift I give the Princess. On
her seventeenth birthday she will prick her finger on the
spindle of a spinning wheel and die.”
Needless to describe the confusion that follows.
Wolfgang Magus watches from its edge, chewing his
mustache, worried, unhappy. How her eyes glazed, that
day in the garden. Someone treads on his toes.
Then, unexpectedly, he is summoned. “Where is that
blasted magician!” Gloved hands push him forward. He
stands before the King, whose face has turned unattractively
red. The Queen has fainted and a bottle of salts is waved
under her nose. The Archbishop is holding the Princess,
like a sack of barley he has accidentally caught.
“Is this magic, Magus, or just some bloody trick?”
Wolfgang Magus rubs his hands together. He has
not stuttered since he was a child, but he answers, “Y–
yes, your Majesty. Magic.” Sweet, dark, utterly magic. He
can smell its power.
“Then get rid of it. Un-magic it. Do whatever you
bloody well have to. Make it not be!”
Wolfgang Magus already knows that he will not
be able to do so, but he says, without realizing that he
is chewing his mustache in front of the King, “O–of
course, your Majesty.”
IV. The King
What would you do, if you were James IV of Britannia,
pacing across your council chamber floor before your
councilors: the Count of Edinburgh, whose estates are

larger than yours and include hillsides of uncut wood
for which the French Emperor, who needs to refurbish
his navy after the disastrous Indian campaign, would
pay handsomely; the Earl of York, who can trace
descent, albeit in the female line, from the Tudors;
and the Archbishop, who has preached against marital
infidelity in his cathedral at Aberdeen? The banner
over your head, embroidered with the twelve-petaled
rose of Britannia, reminds you that your claim to the
throne rests tenuously on a former James’ dalliance.
Edinburgh’s thinning hair, York’s hanging jowl, the
seams, edged with gold thread, where the Archbishop’s
robe has been let out, warn you, young as you are, with
a beard that shines like a tangle of golden wires in the
afternoon light, of your gouty future.
Britannia’s economy depends on the wool trade,
and spun wool sells for twice as much as unspun. Your
income depends on the wool tax. The Queen, whom you
seldom think of as Elizabeth, is young. You calculate:
three months before she recovers from the birth, nine
months before she can deliver another child. You might
have an heir by next autumn.
“Well?” Edinburgh leans back in his chair, and you
wish you could strangle his wrinkled neck.
You say, “I see no reason to destroy a thousand
spinning wheels for one madwoman.” Madeleine, her
face puffed with sleep, her neck covered with a line of
red spots where she lay on the pearl necklace you gave
her the night before, one black hair tickling your ear.
Clever of her, to choose a spinning wheel. “I rely entirely
on Wolfgang Magus,” whom you believe is a fraud.
“Gentlemen, your fairy tales will have taught you that

magic must be met with magic. One cannot fight a spell
by altering material conditions.”
Guffaws from the Archbishop, who is amused to
think that he once read fairy tales.
You are a selfish man, James IV, and this is
essentially your fault, but you have spoken the truth.
Which, I suppose, is why you are the King.
V. The Queen Dowager
What is the girl doing? Playing at tug-of-war, evidently,
and far too close to the stream. She’ll tear her dress on
the rosebushes. Careless, these young people, thinks the
Queen Dowager. And who is she playing with? Young
Lord Harry, who will one day be Count of Edinburgh.
The Queen Dowager is proud of her keen eyesight and
will not wear spectacles, although she is almost sixtythree.
What a pity the girl is so plain. The Queen Dowager
jabs her needle into a black velvet slipper. Eyes like
boiled gooseberries that always seem to be staring at
you, and no discipline. Now in her day, thinks the
Queen Dowager, remembering backboards and nuns
who rapped your fingers with canes, in her day girls had
discipline. Just look at the Queen: no discipline. Two
miscarriages in ten years, and dead before her thirtieth
birthday. Of course linen is so much cheaper now that
the kingdoms are united. But if only her Jims (which
is how she thinks of the King) could have married that
nice German princess.
She jabs the needle again, pulls it out, jabs, knots. She
holds up the slipper and then its pair, comparing the roses

embroidered on each toe in stitches so even they seem to
have been made by a machine. Quite perfect for her Jims,
to keep his feet warm on the drafty palace floors.
A tearing sound, and a splash. The girl, of course, as
the Queen Dowager could have warned you. Just look at
her, with her skirt ripped up one side and her petticoat
muddy to the knees.
“I do apologize, Madam. I assure you it’s entirely
my fault,” says Lord Harry, bowing with the superfluous
grace of a dancing master.
“It is all your fault,” says the girl, trying to kick him.
“Alice!” says the Queen Dowager. Imagine the
Queen wanting to name the girl Elaine. What a name,
for a Princess of Britannia.
“But he took my book of poems and said he was
going to throw it into the stream!”
“I’m perfectly sure he did no such thing. Go to your
room at once. This is the sort of behavior I would expect
from a chimney sweep.”
“Then tell him to give my book back!”
Lord Harry bows again and holds out the battered
volume. “It was always yours for the asking, your Highness.”
Alice turns away, and you see what the Queen
Dowager cannot, despite her keen vision: Alice’s eyes,
slightly prominent, with irises that are indeed the color
of gooseberries, have turned red at the corners, and her
nose has begun to drip.
VI. The Spinning Wheel
It has never wanted to be an assassin. It remembers the
cottage on the Isles where it was first made: the warmth

of the hearth and the feel of its maker’s hands, worn
smooth from rubbing and lanolin.
It remembers the first words it heard: “And why are
you carving roses on it, then?”
“This one’s for a lady. Look how slender it is. It won’t
take your upland ram’s wool. Yearling it’ll have to be, for
this one.”
At night it heard the waves crashing on the rocks,
and it listened as their sound mingled with the snoring
of its maker and his wife. By day it heard the crying of
the sea birds. But it remembered, as in a dream, the songs
of inland birds and sunlight on a stone wall. Then the
fishermen would come, and one would say, “What’s that
you’re making there, Enoch? Is it for a midget, then?”
Its maker would stroke it with the tips of his fingers
and answer, “Silent, lads. This one’s for a lady. It’ll spin yarn
so fine that a shawl of it will slip through a wedding ring.”
It has never wanted to be an assassin, and as it sits
in a cottage to the south, listening as Madeleine mutters
to herself, it remembers the sounds of seabirds and tries
to forget that it was made, not to spin yarn so fine that
a shawl of it will slip through a wedding ring, but to kill
the King’s daughter.
VII. The Princess
Alice climbs the tower stairs. She could avoid this
perhaps, disguise herself as a peasant woman and beg her
way to the Highlands, like a heroine in Scott’s novels. But
she does not want to avoid this, so she is climbing up the
tower stairs on the morning of her seventeenth birthday,
still in her nightgown and clutching a battered copy of

Goethe’s poems whose binding is so torn that the book
is tied with pink ribbon to keep the pages together. Her
feet are bare, because opening the shoe closet might have
woken the Baroness, who has slept in her room since she
was a child. Barefoot, she has walked silently past the
sleeping guards, who are supposed to guard her today
with particular care. She has walked past the Queen
Dowager’s drawing room thinking: if anyone hears me, I
will be in disgrace. She has spent a larger portion of her
life in disgrace than out of it, and she remembers that
she once thought of it as an imaginary country, Disgrace,
with its own rivers and towns and trade routes. Would
it be different if her mother were alive? She remembers
a face creased from the folds of the pillow, and pale lips
whispering to her about the lily maid of Astolat. It would,
she supposes, have made no difference. She trips on a step
and almost drops the book.
She has no reason to suppose, of course, that
the Witch will be there, so early in the morning. But
somehow, Alice hopes she will be.
She is, sitting on a low stool with a spinning wheel
in front of her.
“Were you waiting for me?” asks Alice. It sounds
silly—who else would the Witch be waiting for? But she
can think of nothing else to say.
“I was.” The Witch’s voice is low and cadenced, and
although she has wrinkles at the corners of her mouth
and her hair has turned gray, she is still rather beautiful.
She is not, exactly, what Alice expected.
“How did you know I was coming so early?”
The Witch smiles. “I’ve gotten rather good at magic.
I sell fortunes for my living, you see. It’s not much,

just enough to buy bread and butter, and to rent a
small cottage. But it amuses me, knowing things about
people—their lives and their futures.”
“Do you know anything—about me?” Alice looks
down at the book. What idiotic questions to be asking.
Surely a heroine from Scott’s novels would think of better.
The Witch nods, and sunlight catches the silver
cross suspended from a chain around her neck. She says,
“I’m sorry.”
Alice understands, and her face flushes. “You mean
that you’ve been watching all along. That you’ve known
what it’s been like, being the cursed princess.” She turns
and walks to the tower window, so the Witch will not
see how her hands are shaking. “You know the other
girls wouldn’t play with me or touch my toys, that the
boys would spit over their shoulders, to break the curse
they said. Even the chambermaids would make the sign
of the cross when I wasn’t looking.” She can feel tears
where they always begin, at the corners of her eyes, and
she leans out the window to cool her face. Far below, a
gardener is crossing the courtyard, carrying a pair of
pruning shears. She says, “Why didn’t you remove the
curse, then?”
“Magic doesn’t work that way.” The Witch’s voice is
sad. Alice turns around and sees that her cheeks are wet
with tears. Alice steps toward her, trips again, and drops
the book, which falls under the spinning wheel.
The Witch picks it up and smiles as she examines
the cover. “Of course, your Goethe. I always wondered
what happened to Wolfgang Magus.”
Alice thinks with relief: I’m not going to cry
after all. “He went away, after his sister died. She had

consumption, you know, for years and years. He was
always sending her money for medicine. He wrote to
me once after he left, from Berlin, to say that he had
bought his old master’s house. But I never heard from
him again.”
The Witch wipes her cheeks with the back of one
hand. “I didn’t know about his sister. I spoke to him
once. He was a kind man.”
Alice takes the book from her, then says, carefully,
as though each word has to be placed in the correct
order, “Do you think his spell will work? I mean, do you
think I’ll really sleep for a hundred years, rather than—
you know?”
The Witch looks up, her cheeks still damp, but her
face composed. “I can’t answer that for you. You may
simply be—preserved. In a pocket of time, as it were.”
Alice tugs at the ribbon that binds the book
together. “It doesn’t matter, really. I don’t think I care
either way.” She strokes the spinning wheel, which turns
as she touches it. “How beautiful, as though it had been
made just for me.”
The Witch raises a hand, to stop her perhaps, or
arrest time itself, but Alice places her finger on the
spindle and presses until a drop of blood blossoms, as
dark as the petal of a Cardinal de Richelieu, and runs
into her palm.
Before she falls, she sees the Witch with her head
bowed and her shoulders shaking. She thinks, for no
reason she can remember, Elaine the fair, Elaine the
lovable . . .

VIII. The Gardener
Long after, when the gardener has grown into an old
man, he will tell his grandchildren about that day:
skittish horses being harnessed by panicked grooms,
nobles struggling with boxes while their valets carry
armchairs and even bedsteads through the palace halls,
the King in a pair of black velvet slippers shouting
directions. The cooks leave the kettles whistling in the
kitchen, the Queen Dowager leaves her jewels lying
where she has dropped them while tripping over the hem
of her nightgown. Everyone runs to escape the spreading
lethargy that has already caught a canary in his cage,
who makes soft noises as he settles into his feathers. The
flowers are closing in the garden, and even the lobsters
that the chef was planning to serve with melted butter
for lunch have lain down in a corner of their tank.
In a few hours, the palace is left to the canary, and the
lobsters, and the Princess lying on the floor of the tower.
He will say, “I was pruning a rosebush at the bottom of
the tower that day. Look what I took away with me!” Then
he will display a rose of the variety called Britannia, with
its twelve petals half-open, still fresh and moist with dew.
His granddaughter will say, “Oh, grandpa, you picked that
in the garden just this morning!” His grandson, who is
practical and wants to be an engineer, will say, “Grandpa,
people can’t sleep for a hundred years.”
IX. The Tower
Let us get a historical perspective. When the tower was
quite young, only a hovel really, a child knocked a stone

out of its wall, and it gained an eye. With that eye it
watched as the child’s father, a chieftain, led his tribe
against soldiers with metal breastplates and plumed
helmets. Two lines met on the plain below: one regular,
gleaming in the morning sun like the edge of a sword,
the other ragged and blue like the crest of a wave. The
wave washed over the sword, which splintered into a
hundred pieces.
Time passed, and the tower gained a second story
with a vertical eye as narrow as a staff. It watched a
wooden structure grow beside it, in which men and
cattle mingled indiscriminately. One morning it felt a
prick, the point of an arrow. A bright flame blossomed
from the beams of the wooden structure, men scattered,
cattle screamed. One of its walls was singed, and it felt
the wound as a distant heat. A castle rose, commanded
by a man with eyebrows so blond that they were almost
white, who caused the name Aelfric to be carved on the
lintel of the tower. The castle’s stone walls, pummelled
with catapults, battered by rams, fell into fragments.
From the hilltop a man watched, whose nose had been
broken in childhood and remained perpetually crooked.
When a palace rose from the broken rock, he caused the
name D’Arblay to be carved on the lintel of the tower,
beside a boar rampant.
Time passed, and a woman on a white horse rode
through the village that had grown around the palace
walls, followed by a retinue that stretched behind her
like a scarf. At the palace gates, a Darbley grown rich on
tobacco plantations in the New World presented her with
the palace, in honor of her marriage to the Earl of Essex.
The lintel of the tower was carved with the name Elizabeth

I, and it gained a third story with a lead-paned window,
through which it saw in facets like a fly. One morning
it watched the Queen’s son, who had been playing ball
in the courtyard, fall to the ground with blood dripping
from his nostrils. The windows of the palace were draped
in black velvet, the Queen and her consort rode away
with their retinue, and the village was deserted.
Time passed. Leaves turned red or gold, snow fell
and melted into rivulets, young hawks took their first
flight from the battlements. A rosebush grew at the
foot of the tower: a hybrid, half wild rose, half Cuisse
de Nymphe, with twelve petals and briary canes. One
morning men rode up to the tower on horses whose
hides were mottled with sweat. In its first story, where
the chieftain’s son had played, they talked of James III.
Troops were coming from France, and the password was
Britannia. As they left the tower, one of them plucked
a flower from the rosebush. “Let this be our symbol,”
he said in the self-conscious voice of a man who thinks
that his words will be recorded in history books. The
tower thought it would be alone again, but by the time
the leaves had turned, a procession rode up to the palace
gates, waving banners embroidered with a twelvepetaled rose. Furniture arrived from France, fruit trees
were planted, and the village streets were paved so that
the hooves of cattle clopped on the stones.
It has stood a long time, that tower, watching the
life around it shift and alter, like eddies in a stream. It
looks down once again on a deserted village—but no,
not entirely deserted. A woman still lives in a cottage at
its edge. Her hair has turned white, but she works every
day in her garden, gathering tomatoes and cutting back

the mint. When the day is particularly warm, she brings
out a spinning wheel and sits in the garden, spinning
yarn so fine that a shawl of it will slip through a wedding
ring. If the breezes come from the west, the tower can
hear her humming, just above the humming that the
wheel makes as it spins. Time passes, and she sits out in
the garden less often, until one day it realizes that it has
not seen her for many days, or perhaps years.
Sometimes at night it thinks it can hear the Princess
breathing in her sleep.
X. The Hound
In a hundred years, only one creature comes to the
palace: a hound whose coat is matted with dust. Along
his back the hair has come out in tufts, exposing a mass
of sores. He lopes unevenly: on one of his forepaws, the
inner toes have been crushed.
He has run from a city reduced to stone skeletons
and drifting piles of ash, dodging tanks, mortar fire,
the rifles of farmers desperate for food. For weeks now,
he has been loping along the dusty roads. When rain
comes, he has curled himself under a tree. Afterward,
he has drunk from puddles, then loped along again with
mud drying in the hollows of his paws. Sometimes he
has left the road and tried to catch rabbits in the fields,
but his damaged paw prevents him from running
quickly enough. He has smelled them in their burrows
beneath the summer grasses, beneath the poppies and
cornflowers, tantalizing, inaccessible.
This morning he has smelled something different,
pungent, like spoiled meat: the smell of enchantment. He

has left the road and entered the forest, finding his way
through a tangle of briars. He has come to the village,
loped up its cobbled streets and through the gates of the
palace. His claws click on its stone floor.
What does he smell? A fragrance, drifting, indistinct,
remembered from when he was a pup: bacon. There,
through that doorway. He lopes into the Great Hall,
where breakfast waits in chafing dishes. The eggs are
still firm, their yolks plump and yellow, their whites
delicately fried. Sausages sit in their own grease. The
toast is crisp.
He leaves a streak of egg yolk and sausage grease
on the tablecloth, which has remained pristine for half
a century, and falls asleep in the Queen Dowager’s
drawing room, in a square of sunlight that has not faded
the baroque carpet.
He lives happily ever after. Someone has to. As
summer passes, he wanders through the palace gardens,
digging in the flower beds and trying to catch the
sleeping fish that float in the ornamental pools. One
day he urinates on the side of the tower, from which the
dark smell emanates, to show his disapproval. When he
is hungry he eats from the side of beef hanging in the
larder, the sausage and eggs remaining on the breakfast
table, or the mice sleeping beneath the harpsichord. In
autumn, he chases the leaves falling red and yellow over
the lawns and manages to pull a lobster from the kitchen
tank, although his teeth can barely crack its hard shell.
He never figures out how to extract the canary from its
cage. When winter comes, the stone floor sends an ache
through his damaged paw, and he sleeps in the King’s
bed, under velvet covers.

When summer comes again, he is too old to run
about the garden. He lies in the Queen Dowager’s
drawing room and dreams of being a pup, of warm
hands and a voice that whispered “What a beautiful
dog,” and that magical thing called a ball. He dies, his
stomach still full with the last of the poached eggs. A
proper fairy tale should, perhaps, end here.
XI. The Prince
Here comes the Prince on a bulldozer. What did you
expect? Things change in a hundred years.
Harry pulls back the break and wipes his forehead,
which is glistening with sweat. He runs his fingers
through blond hair that stands up like a shock of corn.
It is just past noon, and the skin on his nose is already
red and peeling.
Two acres, and he’ll knock off for some beer and
that liver and onion sandwich Madge made him this
morning, whose grease, together with the juice of a
large gherkin, is soaking its way through a brown paper
wrapper and will soon stain the leather of his satchel.
He leans back, looks at the tangle of briars that form the
undergrowth in this part of the forest, and chews on the
knuckle of his thumb.
Two acres in the middle of the forest, enough for
some barley and a still. Hell of a good idea, he thinks,
already imagining the bottles on their way to Amsterdam,
already imagining his pals Mike and Steve watching
football on a color telly. Linoleum on the kitchen floor,
like Madge always wanted, and cigarettes from America.
“Not that damn rationed stuff,” he says out loud, then

looks around startled. What kind of fool idiot talks to
himself? He chews on the knuckle of his thumb again.
Twenty pounds to make the Police Commissioner look
the other way. Damn lucky Madge could lend them the
money. The bulldozer starts up again with a roar and the
smell of diesel.
You don’t like where this is going. What sort of
Prince is this, with his liver and onion sandwich, his
gherkin and beer? Forgive me. I give you the only Prince I
can find, a direct descendant of the Count of Edinburgh,
himself descended from the Tudors, albeit in the female
line. Of course, all such titles have been abolished. This
is, after all, the Socialist Union of Britannia. If Harry
knows he is a Prince, he certainly isn’t telling Mike or
Steve, who might sell him out for a pack of American
cigarettes. Even Madge can’t be trusted, though they’ve
been sharing a flat in the commune’s apartment building
for three years. Hell, she made a big enough fuss about
the distillery business.
The bulldozer’s roar grows louder, then turns into a
whine. The front wheel is stuck in a ditch. Harry climbs
down and looks at the wheel. Damn, he’ll have to get
Mike and Steve. He kicks the wheel, kicks a tree trunk
and almost gets his foot caught in a briar, kicks the
wheel again.
Something flashes in the forest. Now what the hell
is that? (You and I know it is sunlight flashing from the
faceted upper window of the tower.) Harry opens his
beer and swallows a mouthful of its warm bitterness.
Some damn poacher, walking around on his land. (You
and I remember that it belongs to the Socialist Union
of Britannia.) He takes a bite of his liver and onion

sandwich. Madge shouldn’t frown so much, he thinks,
remembering her in her housecoat, standing by the
kitchen sink. She’s getting wrinkles on her forehead.
Should he fetch Mike and Steve? But the beer in his
stomach, warm, bitter, tells him that he doesn’t need
Mike and Steve, because he can damn well handle any
damn poacher himself. He bites into the gherkin.
Stay away, Prince Harry. Stay away from the forest
full of briars. The Princess is not for you. You will never
stumble up the tower stairs, smelling of beer; never leave
a smear of mingled grease and sweat on her mouth;
never take her away (thinking, Madge’s rump is getting
too damn broad) to fry your liver and onions and empty
your ashtray of cigarette butts and iron your briefs.
At least, I hope not.
XII. The Rose
Let us go back to the beginning: petals fall. Unpruned
for a hundred years, the rosebush has climbed to the
top of the tower. A cane of it has found a chink in the
tower window, and it has grown into the room where the
Princess lies. It has formed a canopy over her, a network
of canes now covered with blossoms, and their petals
fall slowly in the still air. Her nightgown is covered with
petals: this summer’s, pink and fragrant, and those of
summers past, like bits of torn parchment curling at the
edges.
While everything in the palace has been suspended
in a pool of time without ripples or eddies, it has
responded to the seasons. Its roots go down to dark
caverns which are the homes of moles and worms, and

curl around a bronze helmet that is now little more than
rust. More than two hundred years ago, it was rather
carelessly chosen as the emblem of a nation. Almost a
hundred years ago, Madeleine plucked a petal of it for
her magic spell. Wolfgang Magus picked a blossom of
it for his buttonhole, which fell in the chapel and was
trampled under a succession of court heels and cavalry
boots. A spindle was carved from its dead and hardened
wood. Half a century ago, a dusty hound urinated on
its roots. From its seeds, dispersed by birds who have
eaten its orange hips, has grown the tangle of briars
that surround the palace, which have already torn the
Prince’s work pants and left a gash on his right shoulder.
If you listen, you can hear him cursing.
It can tell us how the story ends. Does the Prince
emerge from the forest, his shirtsleeve stained with
blood? The briars of the forest know. Does the Witch lie
dead, or does she still sit by the small-paned window of
her cottage, contemplating a solitary pearl that glows
in the wrinkled palm of her hand like a miniature
moon? The spinning wheel knows, and surely its wood
will speak to the wood from which it was made. Is the
Princess breathing? Perhaps she has been sleeping for a
hundred years, and the petals that have settled under
her nostrils flutter each time she exhales. Perhaps she
has not been sleeping, perhaps she is an exquisitely
preserved corpse, and the petals under her nostrils never
quiver. The rose can tell us, but it will not. The wind sets
its leaves stirring, and petals fall, and it whispers to us:
you must find your own ending.
This is mine. The Prince trips over an oak log, falls
into a fairy ring, and disappears. (He is forced to wash

miniature clothes, and pinched when he complains.)
Alice stretches and brushes the rose petals from her
nightgown. She makes her way to the Great Hall and
eats what is left in the breakfast dishes: porridge with
brown sugar. She walks through the streets of the
village, wondering at the silence, then hears a humming.
Following it, she comes to a cottage at the village edge
where Madeleine, her hair now completely white,
sits and spins in her garden. Witches, you know, are
extraordinarily long-lived. Alice says, “Good morning,”
and Madeleine asks, “Would you like some breakfast?”
Alice says, “I’ve had some, thank you.” Then the Witch
spins while the Princess reads Goethe, and the spinning
wheel produces yarn so fine that a shawl of it will slip
through a wedding ring.
Will it come to pass? I do not know. I am waiting, like
you, for the canary to lift its head from under its wing, for
the Empress Josephine to open in the garden, for a sound
that will tell us someone, somewhere, is awake.

