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          Who was the Happiest?
                ‘What lovely roses!’ the sunshine said. ‘And every bud will blossom and be just as beautiful. They are my children! I have kissed them into life!’

          ‘They are my children!’ the dew said, ‘I have suckled them on my tears.’

          ‘I think I am the one to claim to be their mother!’ the rosebush said. ‘Both of you are just godparents who gave christening presents according to your ability and good intentions.’

          ‘My lovely rose-children!’ all three of them said, and wished each flower the greatest happiness; but only one of them could be the happiest and one of them would have to be the least happy – but which?

          ‘I’m the one to find out!’ the wind said. ‘I chase all over the place, force my way through the narrowest crack, am best informed inside and out.’

          Every full-blown rose heard what was said, every swelling bud sensed it.

          Through the garden there then came a sorrowful, loving mother, dressed in black; she picked one of the roses that was coming into flower, fresh and finely-formed, and it seemed to her to be the most beautiful of them all. She brought the flower into the still, silent room where a few days previously her young, cheerful daughter had frisked but now lay stretched out like some sleeping marble statue in the black coffin. The mother kissed her dead daughter, then she kissed the rose that was coming into bloom and placed it beside the young girl’s breast, as if by its freshness and a mother’s kiss it could cause the heart to beat once more.

          It was as if the rose filled out – every petal quivered in thought and happiness: ‘What a path of love has been granted me! I find myself like a human child, am given a mother’s kiss, receive words of blessing and also enter the unknown kingdom, dreaming at the breast of the dead girl! I am assuredly the happiest of all my sisters!’

          The old weeding woman was in the garden where the rosebush stood; she also observed its magnificence, and fixed her gaze on the largest, full-blown rose. Another dewdrop and another day and its petals would start to fall; the woman realised this and felt that it had served beauty sufficiently and now should also be put to use. So she plucked it and placed it in a newspaper, it was to be taken home to the other roses with fallen petals and be conserved with them, become potpourri, be joined with the small blue boys that are called lavender, be embalmed with salt. To be embalmed is something only accorded to roses and kings.

          ‘I am to be the most honoured!’ the rose said when the weeding woman picked it. ‘I will be the happiest! I am to be embalmed!’

          Two young men came into the garden, one of them was a painter, the other a poet, each of them plucked a rose that was pleasing to the eye.

          And the painter painted on canvas a picture of the rose in bloom, so that it thought it was its own reflection.

          ‘Now,’ the painter said, ‘it will live for many generations, during which time millions and yet more millions of roses will fade and die!’

          ‘I was the one most favoured!’ the rose said, ‘I gained the greatest happiness!’

          The poet looked at his rose, wrote a poem about it, a complete mystery, everything he could read on petal by petal in the rose: ‘The picture book of love’ – it was an immortal piece of writing.

          ‘I too am immortal because of it,’ the rose said, ‘I am the happiest!’

          However, among all this magnificent profusion of roses, there was one that was almost hidden by the others; fortunately, perhaps, it had a certain imperfection, it sat crookedly on its stalk, and the petals on one side did not correspond to those on the other side; indeed, in the centre of the flower itself grew something that resembled a small, stunted green leaf; this can happen with roses!

          ‘Poor child!’ the wind said, and kissed it on the cheek. The rose thought this was a greeting, a tribute; it had a feeling of being slightly differently created than the other roses, and that a green leaf grew out of its interior it considered a mark of distinction. A butterfly landed on it and kissed its petals, it was a suitor; she let it fly off again. A huge grasshopper appeared; it admittedly settled on another rose, rubbed its legs together in infatuation, a sign of love in grasshoppers; the rose it was sitting on did not understand this, but the rose, which wore the green, stunted leaf as a distinction, did, for the grasshopper sat gazing at her with eyes that said: ‘I could devour you out of sheer love!’ and no love can pass that excess: the one is consumed by the other! But the rose did not want to be consumed by the jumping jack. The nightingale sang in the clear, starry night.

          ‘It does so for me alone!’ the rose with the imperfection or distinction said. ‘Why should I be singled out for this rather than all my sisters! Why was I given this peculiarity that makes me the happiest?’

          Then two cigar-smoking gentlemen entered the garden; they spoke of roses and of tobacco: it is said that roses cannot abide tobacco, they change colour, turn green. This had to be put to the test. They did not have the heart to take one of the very finest roses – they took the one with the imperfection.

          ‘What new distinction!’ it said. ‘I am excessively happy! The happiest of them all!’

          And it turned green from realising this and tobacco smoke.

          A rose, still budding, perhaps the most beautiful of the rosebush, was given pride of place in the gardener’s skilfully arranged bouquet; it was taken to the young, masterful head of the house and rode alongside him in the carriage, it sat there like a flowery gem among the other flowers and attractive greenery; it was taken to parties and glittering events: men and women sat there so elegantly illuminated by thousands of lamps; the music played; it was in the theatre’s blaze of lights; and when, during the wild ovation, the celebrated young female dancer floated onto the stage, bouquet on bouquet fell like a shower of flowers at her feet. There fell the bouquet in which the lovely rose sat like a precious stone; it experienced all its inexpressible bliss, the glory and glitter on which it was borne; and as it touched the floor, it danced along too, it leapt, skittered over the boards, its stem broken off as it fell. It never reached the hands of the fêted dancer, it rolled backstage, where a stagehand picked it up, saw how beautiful it was, how fragrant, but it had lost its stalk. Then he put it in his pocket and when he was back home that evening, it was placed in a snaps glass, where it lay all night. Early the next morning it was placed in front of Grandma, who sat, old and feeble, in her armchair. She looked at the broken-off, lovely rose, took pleasure in it and its scent.

          ‘Well, you did not end up on the table of a fine, rich lady but with a poor old woman, here though you are like an entire rosebush; oh, how lovely you are!’

          And she gazed with childlike joy at the flower, probably also thinking of her own long-gone fresh youth.

          ‘There was a hole in the window-pane,’ the wind said, ‘I could easily slip in, saw the old woman’s eyes gleaming with youth and the lovely, broken-off rose in the snaps glass. The happiest of them all! I know it for sure! I can say so for sure!’

          Every rose on the bush in the garden had its own story. Every rose believed and imagined it was the happiest – and by all means let it do so, for blessed are those that believe. The last rose, certainly, was the happiest of them all, in its own opinion.

          ‘I survived them all! I am the last one, the only one, mother’s dearest child!’

          ‘And I am the mother of them all!’ the rosebush said.

          ‘I am,’ the sunshine said.

          ‘And me!’ said wind and weather.

          ‘Each of you have a part in them!’ the wind said. ‘And each of you shall have your share!’ and then the wind blew its petals out over the bush where the dewdrops lay, where the sun shone. ‘I too received my share,’ the wind said. ‘I received the stories of every rose to pass on in the great wide world! Tell me then, which was the happiest of them all? Yes, it’s your turn now, I’ve had my say!’
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