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I

The Promise of Roses

 


Once there was a valley where nothing with
thorns was permitted to grow.

In the valley were sheep, and a woollen mill
where all day the mules and jennies spun and steam-powered looms
wove and the finest cloth in England was produced. The sheep had
the softest, whitest fleeces in Europe, or so the mill owner swore,
and he would allow no thorn hedges, no thistles, nor brambles or
even a rosebush to grow. His perfect sheep might snag their
fleeces, leave tufts of wool caught on thorns for crows to line
their nests with.

It was the mill owner’s son who had the
charge of eliminating anything a fleece might catch on, and he
prowled the valley all day long with an axe and a shovel and a bag
of salt. And he had to be diligent, for brambles and thorns and
wild roses are hardy weeds and he couldn’t cut one down or dig it
up but he found a root or a runner or a slip grew again a week or a
month or a year later, thorny and set to snatch at perfect white
sheep’s wool. No matter how he salted the ground after uprooting
something thorny it -- or another like it -- always grew back
later. So the mill owner’s son earned his keep, and worked hard,
and waited for the day the mill would be his and he could have his
own son go about destroying roses.

One day, on returning home from a day of
killing green things, the mill owner’s son found his mother
admiring a length of fine blue woollen cloth and his father
raging.

“I’ve never seen its like!” the mill owner
bellowed, and snatched the cloth from his wife to wave it in his
son’s face.

“It is fine,” said his wife, snatching the
cloth back. “And so soft. Could we get more, I’d have a dress made
up for our next trip to London.”

“Could we get more! Do you hear your mother,
boy? Could we get more!”

The mill owner’s son tried to slip past his
flustered parents to the kitchen, for it had been a long day and he
was famished.

“Now darling,” he heard his mother say. “If
we knew who made this, we could hire him to set the jennies to spin
and the looms to weave. Imagine our mill making cloth like
this.”

“I don’t know who made this! A passing
peddler sold it me, and dearly I had to pay, but I didn’t want this
getting to someone who might decide to purchase it instead of my
own cloth.”

“Didn’t he say who wove it?”

“Only that it was made in the valley. My
valley, where only my cloth shall be made!” The mill owner had gone
blotchy in his anger and his son would not have been surprised if
the sweat that glistened on the mill owner’s face suddenly turned
to steam.

“Son!” the mill owner said suddenly, spying
the young man attempting to edge past into the hall. “You spend
your days lolling about the valley. Find this weaver and bring him
to me. I will have him work in my mill.”

And so the next day the mill owner’s son
began to visit each cottage in the valley. He imagined he could
feel every thorny plant rejoicing that he had taken the day away
from his never-ending quest to de-thorn the area. He was sure that
within a few days the clean land would return to a fleece-snagging
wilderness, so he resolved to find the weaver quickly and get back
to his work.

But the valley seemed larger that day than it
ever had, and the number of cottages scattered across the land
around the mill seemed too big to be contained there.

Evening drew on and the mill owner’s son
decided he would visit one last cot and then be on his way home for
supper. The rest would have to wait until tomorrow, thorns or no
thorns.

He followed a narrow winding track uphill and
wondered if it would leave the valley entirely before reaching a
cottage. He wondered if he had blundered onto an old sheep trail,
and was just about to give up and turn back when he smelled a
pungent odour -- some kind of dye -- and he heard the bleating of
sheep. He trudged onwards and around a bend and there was a cottage
surrounded by lush greenery.

For a moment the mill owner’s son just
stared. It was a tiny thatch-roofed cottage and on the step a young
woman sat spinning with an ancient drop spindle. The loom he could
see through the open door was not even a floor loom, but merely an
upright thing with carved stones weighting the warp threads to give
them tension. On the loom was a half-woven length of bright blue
cloth.

In the yard, a cauldron hung over an open
fire surrounded by heaps of weeds. From the shape of the weeds and
the reek steaming from the cauldron, the mill owner’s son guessed
this was one step in the complicated process of turning the local
woad plant into dye. Most weavers preferred the ease and intensity
of colour of imported indigo for blue dye. The mill owner’s son had
the unnerving sensation of having fallen into another, earlier
time.

He stepped further into the yard and found
himself surrounded by curious sheep. Their fleeces were thick and
white but he could see tufts of wool snagged -- snagged! -- on the
thick rosebushes that grew around the cottage and up the hillside.
He flexed his hands as if to test his grip on his axe and shovel,
but he had left them at home.

“Hello, sir,” said the girl on the porch. The
mill owner’s son had forgotten about her in his shock -- shock at
the old-fashionedness, at the sheep, and at the roses. He could
almost smell the scent of thick, heavy blooms over the sting of
woad in his nose.

“Is there aught I can do for you?” she
asked.

“Do you not know thorns are forbidden?” he
said.

“Oh yes, in the valley,” she said. “But I’m
on the hill here.” Her voice was like singing and it made the mill
owner’s son blush.

“You’re still on mill land,” he said. “You
shouldn’t have roses, nor thorn-trees, nor thistles, nor brambles.
And you shouldn’t have your own sheep.” The mill owner’s son
flushed and stammered. The girl’s eyes were very large and blue and
though her face was solemn, he thought she might be smiling inside.
He imagined her hands would be soft with lanolin from handling
wool.

“The roses do no harm,” she said. “And these
are mill sheep. They only visit now and then.”

“And you steal their wool.”

“I collect what would go to the crows,” she
said, waving a hand in the direction of the roses where small tufts
of white were caught here and there on the thorns. Then she smiled
at the mill owner’s son so brightly he turned away in confusion and
walked all the way home without seeing anything he passed.

It was only when he reached his door that he
realized the sheep had followed him from the weaver girl’s cottage.
Their wool was as neat as any of the other sheep and did not look
as if it had been caught and snagged by rosebushes.

The next day the mill owner sent his son back
to the weaver girl’s cottage with instructions to destroy the roses
and hire the girl to work in the mill. The mill owner’s wife gave
her son a few coins to buy whatever blue woollens the girl had made
up.

“It’s the finest, softest cloth I’ve ever
touched,” his mother said, “and the loveliest shade of blue.”

The money was only a small part of what such
good cloth should have brought, but the mill owner’s wife decided
that since it was made with wool from mill sheep the girl was lucky
to get any payment.

When the mill owner’s son arrived at the
weaver girl’s cottage -- guided this time by the heavy scent of
roses and not by the stinging stench of boiling woad -- the girl
was again spinning on her front step.

“Here again?” she said. She readily sold him
three lengths of cloth and promised a fourth when the fabric on the
loom was finished.

The mill owner’s son watched as the girl
spun, dropping her twisting spindle and handling the wool with
quick, deft fingers. “Why do you not use a spinning wheel?” he
asked.

“I’d not be able to spin on the front steps,
then,” she said. “And I so enjoy the scent of the roses.”

“I’ve come to cut them down,” he said.

“I know,” she replied sadly, looking at the
shovel he carried, and the axe and the bag of salt. “They will grow
back.” There was pity in her voice, and pity in her eyes as she
studied the mill owner’s son.

“They always do,” he said. “But if I work
hard I can keep them at bay.”

“It’s a terrible waste,” she said.

“It keeps the sheep’s fleece the finest in
Europe,” he told her, but he remembered the sheep that had followed
him home and how their fleeces looked fine and thick like all the
other sheep.

The girl just shook her head and went into
her cottage and shut the door.

When the mill owner’s son had cut the roses,
and dug their roots, and put salt where they had grown, he burned
the plants in the yard of the cottage. The weaver girl still did
not come out, though the roses burned with a smouldering fire and
gave off an aroma like fine incense.

After his labour the mill owner’s son
returned home, not remembering that he was supposed to hire the
girl to work in the mill until he was halfway through supper.

The next day the mill owner sent his son back
to the weaver girl’s cottage. When he got near, he smelled the
thick sweet perfume of roses in bloom. When the mill owner’s son
walked into the yard, he saw rose bushes in full flower, just as if
he had not laboured to cut them down.

“Here again?” said the weaver girl, who sat
on the step spinning.

“Was it all a dream?” the mill owner’s son
asked, but he could still feel the blisters on his hands.

“I told you they would grow back,” the weaver
girl said.

“Yes,” he said, staring at the huge flowers.
There was a charred patch on the ground where he had burned the cut
bushes the day before, but no other sign that the plants had been
destroyed.

“Why do you dye with woad?” he asked, unable
to think of anything better to say. “Isn’t indigo easier?”

“Indigo does not grow in these hills,” the
girl answered. “And my mother dyed with woad, and her mother
before.”

The mill owner’s son did not answer. He
thought of a long line of mill owner’s sons spending their days
cutting down brambles heavy with dark fruit and rosebushes heavy
with flowers.

“I’ve finished that other length of cloth,”
the girl said, and rose from the steps to press a bundle of fine
blue wool into his hands. “That should cover my debt for the
snagged wool.”

“I’m to hire you,” the mill owner’s son said.
“To set the mill up for weaving cloth like this.” He fingered the
blue fabric.

“No mill can weave cloth like this,” she
answered.

“I’m to hire you, just the same.”

She shook her head and went into her cottage
and did not come back out, even when the mill owner’s son cut and
uprooted the roses and salted the ground and burned the branches.
He saved one fragrant bloom to take to his mother.

The next day the mill owner’s son was sent
back to the weaver girl’s cottage again, this time with a heavy
sack of coin. The mill owner would hire the weaver girl no matter
the cost.

“Why do you not use a floor loom?” the mill
owner’s son asked the girl. He eyed the lush growth of roses that
he had cut down twice already.

“I like the loom I have. It was my
grandmother’s and I sometimes think her spirit lives in it.”

“Think how much more you could weave at the
mill,” he said, and handed her the coins.

“I don’t want to weave more,” she said. “I
only want to weave well.” And she handed the coins back and went
inside, but not before accepting a payment from the mill owner’s
wife for more blue cloth -- to be delivered without the mill
owner’s knowledge.

Then the mill owner’s son cut the roses again
and uprooted and burned them, and salted the earth, thinking that
maybe this time they would not grow back. But he found himself
hoping that they would.

As he was turning
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