Green Willow
by Grant Jones
I am Yoshida Yasu and the story I tell has been told for generations, and yet it is my own:

Ten years ago the happiness in my life began to shed. From my office in Kyoto I could see a city park. Through the autumn I watched as the leaves on the trees began to change color, harden, and fall. With each day of autumn that passed, I began to feel that by winter I would, like the trees, become barren.

At work my supervisors began to comment on my growing struggles. I was passed up for promotion twice. Each time the position went to a younger employee. In a company I prided myself in being employed by, I now found myself unconcerned with my performance. My superior suspected some type of trouble at home, and he was right.

My wife and I had been trying for years to have a baby. At first we were optimistic, but as we aged it looked less and less likely. I could see the pain in her eyes when we visited our friends who all had children. We became frustrated and finally we quit trying. Though our hope for children had made us so close, in our hopelessness we drifted apart.

As I walked home from work each evening I began to visit the city park. I strolled through its orchards recalling happier times. The colors of fall reminded me of my childhood on the Noto peninsula. I was very young when my parents moved to Kyoto, perhaps six or seven, but I remember in vivid detail life in the remote mountains. The memories seemed almost bizarrely peaceful compared to the life I had discovered in Kyoto.

By the beginning of winter all the leaves had fallen from the trees and I quit going to the park. I started arriving late to work, sometimes missing entire days. Warnings were left on my desks by superiors and I occasionally overheard some of the younger employees gossiping about when my position would become open.

Then the day finally arrived, as if by fate, that I was called into the executive’s office.

“Mr. Yoshida, it has become open knowledge that you are not performing to our desires at your current level. Would you agree with that?”

“Yes sir, I would,” I said.

“I understand that you are having some trouble at home and for that you have my condolences. But you must learn to leave your trouble at home. This company has no room for low performance. Yasu, I am willing to give you one last chance to turn it around. Do you understand?”

“I completely understand,” I said.

“Good. You have been a good worker in the past, and I want you to return to that. We have a client, a small client but a loyal one, in the town of Wajima.”

“Wajima—that is on the Noto peninsula, right?”

“Yes it is. I want you to visit them. They are having some concerns I want you to report on. Can I rely on you, Yasu?”

“Yes sir, you can rely on me.”

I was elated by the news, and began packing that night. I did not invite my wife; in the morning I set out. It took a couple of days to reach the peninsula.

As I traveled at night through the mountains of Noto, I was caught in a great snowstorm. There had been no reports of snow, no warnings on the radio stations, most of which had fizzled to white noise once I entered the interior of the mountain range.

From the fall of the first flake, it was only a few minutes until the road was no longer visible through sheets of snow. I slowed my car to a creeping pace, but the windshield wipers could not keep up. I cautiously moved my car to the side of the road, only to lose control. The car dropped quickly into a shallow creek that paralleled the road, slamming me against the driver’s window.

I climbed out of the passenger’s side, then waded through knee deep snow to get my coat and suitcase from the trunk. The chilling wind stiffened my fingers as I tried to open the trunk with my keys. I heard a clink as my keys bounced off the bumper into the creek. I plunged my stiff hands into the water desperately grasping before the creek carried my keys downstream. I saw them shining under the water and reached for them. I grabbed a fistful of silt and keys but lost my balance, falling backwards and hitting my head on the stones of the creek bottom.
As the water rushed over my eyes, the form of a beautiful woman softly began to glow, swaying like moonlight’s reflection. My mouth fell open and filled with water. As I jerked my head above the water, coughing and gasping for air, she disappeared into the shapes of the clouds.

I was aware my body was going into shock. My fingers were blue and my limbs trembled uncontrollably. Again I saw the woman, her form mingled in a spiral of snow driven by the wind. She made a path in the snow, like a snake does in the desert sand.

I followed the path, which seemed to give off slight warmth. The minutes passed and I no longer knew where I was. The path ended at the trunk of a tree; landmarks hid in the darkness. The snow swirled closer and closer around me until the world was as dark as a cave.

Suddenly, the snow stopped falling. It was as though the curtains of a stage came silently crashing down. The moon lit the small valley from a break in the clouds. The icy ghost of a man some fifty feet away startled me. He sat in rags in front of a willow sapling, a long grey beard hanging down into his lap. I approached slowly wondering if my eyes deceived me again. “Have you finally come, my wife?” asked the old man, stretching his arms outward.
The long strands of his beard were frozen and he could barely speak. “What are you doing out here, old man?” I asked. “Where did you come from?”

He seemed to awake from whatever spell was over him. “I live here. I came from my cabin,” he said, slowly pointing over his shoulder. I could see a pale light in the distance. “What is a young man like you doing out here?” he asked, showing more life. “Your clothes are frozen. Let me take you to my cabin and get you warm.”

“That would be a great idea,” I said with impatience in my voice.

I helped the old man stand up, and found that I was much weaker than usual. I could not grasp the old man’s robe; my fists would not close. We leaned on each other all the way to the cabin. Inside a fireplace held the remaining embers of a once-warm flame. The old man placed wood on the glowing embers and soon a warm fire hissed and glowed. When the ice from the old man’s robes began to melt, I helped him take off his wet clothes and wrapped him in a dry robe.

“Thank you, young man,” he said. “What brings you out here? This is no place for a man wearing such a nice suit.”

“I was driving through these mountains on my way to Wajima when the snowstorm began and my car slid off the road into a creek,” I answered him. “When I was trying to get into the trunk, I fell into the creek, hitting my head on some rocks. I believe I went into shock and wandered into these woods. It was pure luck that I ran across you. But now I must ask why you were out in the cold? Had you too become lost?”

Ignoring my question, the old man laughed with a heartiness I would not have expected from a man his age or in his sickly condition. “It was not luck that saved you.”

“I don’t understand, sir.”

The old man shuffled to the stove. “Let me cook you dinner, something warm. I will give you some medicine, too, for you are sure to get sick.”

I exchanged my wet clothes for a robe the old man said was now much too large for him, and paced the room hoping to warm myself. Finally I settled at the small table in the corner of the room by the stove. The old man placed a plate of millet and a bottle of rice wine in front of me.

“I imagine it is not what you are used to. But I hope you will find it satisfying.”

I thanked the old man for his generosity. I had never eaten millet before and it was as terrible as I had always heard. But the rice wine did the job, and soon I was quite comfortable.

“Kind host, may I confess something to you?” I asked. He nodded warmly. “I know I must have been delirious from the shock of falling in the creek, but I could have sworn I saw something, a woman, appear and lead me to you. I am not sure what trick of the mind brought about such luck.”

“No, it was not a trick of the mind. A trick of the mind is what caused you to lose your keys. It was she that led you to me,” he answered. “She is very real. It took a tremendous shock for you to see her, but you did, and now you are here.” The old man refilled my cup with rice wine. “You are the first person I have seen in a very long time. I feel you were brought here for a reason, my guest. You will free me of my bind.”

“Your bind?” I asked.

“I am too old for this world. I should have drawn my last breath long ago. But there is a pain in my heart binding me to these brittle bones and moldy skin. I feel no peace. She has come back for me; you have seen it yourself. If only you will allow me to confess my pain perhaps I will at last be free of it and can join her. I must warn you though that my pain may reveal to you a bind you never knew you were in, chains you never knew you wore.
I saw a glow in the old man’s eyes that made me trust him. “I could no longer think of myself as an honorable man if I did not help an old man end his pain,” I accepted. The old man began:

“I was once a young businessman like you,” the old man started. “My name was Tomotada. I lived and worked in Niigata, but I was born in these mountains of Noto. I graduated from school at a very young age, and was one of the first to be accepted into one of the new, large corporations created after the war. There I proved myself to be a hard worker and a productive thinker. I was well received by the members of the board and, to the best of my knowledge, was admired by my fellow employees.

“One day the head of the company, Mr. Nakamura, asked me to make an important business trip to Kyoto. Since I would be passing near the Noto mountains, I asked Mr. Nakamura if I could stop there on my way to visit my widowed mother. Mr. Nakamura approved.

“Winter had come early that year, and though when I set out the company gave me their best automobile, I was forced to proceed cautiously. By the second day, I was well into the mountains of Noto, where settlements were far between. It had been a long time since I had returned to my home. I had forgotten how beautiful these mountains could be. For many years the closest I came to nature were the city parks or the breaks in the skyline between the buildings of downtown.

“As is often the case during the winter months in these mountains, a fierce snowstorm developed quickly, dumping layers of snow and ice, much like it has done tonight. My automobile began to swerve on the icy roads and I soon found my car in a ditch much like yours is now. When I tried to get out, the tires only spun in place. I tried again and again to get out of the ditch. Soon my motor overheated, forcing me to turn off the car and let the engine cool. I was exhausted from the previous days of driving, so I wrapped my coat around my body and took a nap.

“When I awoke, I saw from my watch that I had slept for six hours. Outside, it had grown dark and the storm was still raging. Worse, the engine had frozen. I knew I was far from any hotel or even a petrol station. I just sat in my car, hoping the storm would pass. As dusk darkened the overcast skies and the storm would still not relent, I spied a light coming from the mountainside, perhaps a mile away. It was a strange light, like a distant star, far too bright to come from a home.

“Without proper shoes or covering, I set out toward the light. Along the way I took cover under the umbrella branches of a willow tree. It had been so long since I had been alone in nature, not since I was a young boy in these mountains, and were it not for the chilling wind, I felt I might have found some peace under this tree.

“I set back out, and as I grew nearer to the light I was surprised to see that it came from a crude, wooden cottage. I had forgotten there were people in Japan living in such conditions. When I was a boy I heard of peasants living in the deep valleys of the interior, forgotten to civilization.

“Once I reached the dwelling, I knocked hard on the door. It opened and an elderly woman looked out for a few seconds, surprised, then in a voice frail like tissue paper said, ‘Come inside, you are white with chill.’
“I remember thinking to myself, ‘What a blessing to find aid on this remote mountain.’ Inside the cabin I spotted an old man standing by a fire of bamboo splints, smoking a pipe, his eyes intent on me. I smiled at him and bowed in hopes of easing any worries. He bowed back to me, revealing a young girl seated behind him. She was beautiful and radiant. Her eyes peered up at me, reflecting the fire like distant stars. Her lips were small and perfect, pursed into a smile like the bud of a spring flower poking through the snow. Her beauty suggested no less than a princess or a most exquisite geisha, but the rags she wore suggested no more than a servant or a poor peasant. This contradiction confused me and I stood a bit too long in the center of the room.

“The couple likely saw from my clothes that I was a wealthy businessman. ‘You must be near death in those thin clothes. Take this blanket and let us feed you a warm dinner,’ said the old woman. The old couple was very courteous to me, and asked me to be seated at their table. The old man threw the blanket around my shoulders and placed more bamboo on the fire while the old woman prepared a warm plate of rice. Flashing a smile in my direction with her eyes, the young girl vanished behind a screen. Her very being seemed to contain a vibrancy whose only escape was through her eyes.

“The old woman placed a meal of millet in front of me on the table. ‘I am sorry, sir, it is all we have to offer,’ said the old lady. ‘Daughter, bring our guest some rice wine.’

“The young girl reappeared from behind the screen. She seemed much too young to be the daughter of such an old couple, and I now guessed she was a generation my junior. The girl had changed her dress, and though it was still of crude quality compared to those of the city, she seemed even more beautiful than before.

“My work had not afforded me much time for women, and the sight of her long hair, which she had combed out straight, caused me to warm more rapidly than did sitting by the fire. She seemed nervous as she drew close to me, and when she glanced to look at my eyes, she spilt the rice wine onto the table. Her father jumped up and said to me, ‘Forgive my daughter, kind sir. She is born like her mother and is only a poor, ignorant girl.’
“‘I will hear none of it,’ I objected to him, ‘I am honored to be served by such a lovely young maiden.’ I saw the young woman’s cheeks soak up the color of wine as quickly as the rag she wiped over the spill. I could see her smile, perhaps excited by my objection. I wondered how much male attention she received out here so far from the schools in town, and I do not know what came over me unless it was what comes over all young men at some point in their life, but I turned to the daughter and addressed her.
“‘What is your name young maiden?’
“‘My name is Green Willow,’ she replied. 

“‘That is a beautiful name. Was that the name you were given at birth?’
“‘On the day I was born my parents planted a willow tree so I may grow as old and as strong as the willow.’
“I sipped my wine and with the confidence afforded to a wealthy businessman addressing a peasant girl. I recited a poem I had learned at the university:

‘An old willow with hollow branches 

slowly swayed his few high bright tendrils 

and sang: 

Love is a young green willow 

shimmering at the bare wood's edge.’
“The young girl flashed her eyes at me, ‘Are your branches old and hollow, kind sir? Or why else would a young green willow make you sing of love? Too many people’s hearts are misplaced, leaving nothing to course through their hollow branches.’

Of course I was taken aback. I had never met a young woman who had spoken so bluntly to me before. The geishas of the city only laughed at my jokes or smiled and bated their lashes at my poems.

“‘Mind your manners,’ the old man said to his daughter. I assured him that it was acceptable.

“‘So where is it their hearts should be,’ I asked, ‘if they are now misplaced?’

“Green Willow replied, ‘I cannot answer that. I can only tell your where my heart is:

Cast upon the ground
the shadow of my own self
is being walked through
while my back is carrying
the brightness of the moon.

Because the songbird
pauses while flying there is
a ceaseless swaying
of the willow's sheer branches
and a fall of loosened snow.

Now at evening
light accumulates around
a standing crane
and it is only their shining
continues without darkening.’

“She awed me with the fluidness of her verse. I could not believe how much I had underestimated this young peasant girl. I was seized by the thought that fate had sent my automobile into the ditch and brought me to her cottage.

“‘You do not come from these mountains, do you?’ she asked.

“‘How do you know that?’ I asked.

“‘My parents have told me of people from the city who must always have what is shiny and new. Like a brand new car, or a nice suit like the one you are wearing, or a young green willow.’
“‘You are very wise, Green Willow. I do come from the city, but I was born in these mountains.’

“‘Perhaps you would like to stay with Green Willow in these mountains,’ she said, causing me to finish off all my rice wine in one large swallow.

Embarrassed, the old man at once sent Green Willow off to her bed behind the screen.

“‘Dear sir,’ the old man interrupted, ‘it is very far to the next town, and the roads are nearly impassible. Unless your business is of such importance that you cannot be held, I suggest that you conserve your energy and stay here with us tonight. I know this is not such a place as you are accustomed. But though perhaps unworthy of your presence, we would be honored if you allowed yourself to stay in this miserable house.’
“I was impressed by his manners. They reminded me of those of my grandmother, an ancient code of civility that had died out long ago in the cities. I told him that I was sorry to inconvenience his family but that the storm left me no choice but to accept. The old man, I think, must have known that I was very pleased to stay in the company of his daughter.

“The old couple showed me to my bed. I was quite sleepy from the long day, from the wear and tear on my body, and from the generous portion of rice wine the old couple had offered. Regardless, I barely slept at all. I was so consumed by thoughts of the young girl. What had she meant by her last words to me that evening? The whole experience was like something out of an ancient tale and I was afraid that if I walked out of there the next day I would be giving up my one chance for happiness.

By the first light of morning, so strengthened by the covering of snow, I resolved to ask the old couple for their daughter’s hand in marriage. They were astounded by my request, but to my surprise they took to their knees in gratitude. The old man looked up and said to me, ‘Dear Sir, you are of too high a rank and importance for us to deny your request for our daughter’s hand, and your wish brings joy to our hearts.’ Then the old man paused before continuing more cautiously, ‘However, sir, our daughter is but a simple girl. She has no education or taught manners other than what we ourselves have given her. She knows nothing of your business or of the city you call home. She was born of nature on this mountain, and it is on this mountain that she belongs. But if you find her to your pleasing and are willing to overlook her upbringing, then please accept her as a humble handmaid, a miserable gift.’

“I accepted. Green Willow, who I thought would be ecstatic, only stood quietly in the corner. I tried to speak with her but she only whispered short answers. I decided that this must be overwhelming to a young farm girl who had never known a man other than her father or a life other than as a farm peasant. I told her to take some time to herself, which she did strolling around the farm.

“The old couple began cooking as great a feast as they could afford from their garden. By midday, the storm had cleared and the bright sun had melted much of the snow. I told Green Willow to say goodbye to her parents, and I led her to back towards my automobile. As we walked she was silent, and I was now beginning to see the consequences of my bold decision. I dared not look back at her following in my trail.

When we reached the willow tree whose branches served as a momentary shelter for me during the stormy night before, the young maiden stopped and refused to go any further. I beckoned her, though I too was feeling very unsure of my purpose.

“‘I do not want to come with you,’ said Green Willow.

“‘Last night, did you not say you wanted to be with me?’ I asked.

“‘Yes, I did.’
“‘Then have you changed you mind, Green Willow?’
“‘I have not changed my mind. Last night I said to you: Perhaps you would like to stay with Green Willow in these mountains. I never said I wanted to go with you to the miserable city. I have never before left this mountain. We stand under this tree that my parents planted for me at my birth; I cannot leave it.’ she said.

“I tried to make her understand. ‘I will take you to a place where you will not dress in rags. I will take you to Kyoto where you may dress like a princess.’

“‘But I am not princess,’ she said.

“‘But you may be treated as one if you wish. You only need to come with me.’ She did not move. I paused, turned my back on her and said, ‘Staying on this mountain is not an option. I am your husband and I say we must go. I have important business in Kyoto. I have no time now even to see my widowed mother.’ With her head down, she followed.

“I pushed the car out of the ditch. Green Willow had never seen a car. She rode in the back and did not say a word. She only held onto the seat with a ferocious grip, and with every mile I drove, her face grew longer and my heart grew heavier. The feeling of joy and wonder that had possessed me the night before now began to disappear, replaced by worry. This ancient tale I had stumbled into could not exist where I was going. I began to worry about what my coworkers would say when I introduced her. I was afraid of what the directors would think of an employee marrying so far beneath himself. What ambition could such a man have?

Looking back at this peasant girl in my rear view window, I watched as the radiance that had given my heart such strong direction now faded from her eyes. I slowly brought the car to a stop. ‘Green Willow, we will stay in these mountains and you will teach me to farm. My journey to Kyoto is over. I have found something much more valuable.’
“For five happy years Green Willow and I lived together in these mountains. We quickly came to love one another, and I came to love the farmer’s life. Not a single day passed that did not bring us joy and peace. I had completely forgotten the life I had led before I met this strange young girl.

“Green Willow’s parents passed away and we inherited their land. On the foundations of their old house I constructed a new house, as simple as its predecessor, and although I was now just a poor farmer, I was rich in happiness.

“However I found it impossible to completely abolish my old mindset and on occasion I felt that although I was rich in happiness, I was also just a poor farmer, and I worried about our future.

“One day, while Green Willow was away in the garden, a truck drove up the long path to the front of the house. Two businessmen in suits spoke to me about the lumber on my land. They were impressed with the complexity of the speech and negotiating skills of such a simple farmer. Although I knew Green Willow would protest severely, I agreed to sell all the lumber on my land with the exception of the green willow my wife so loved. When I told Green Willow what I had done, she began to weep. ‘We do not need riches,’ she said. ‘We have this mountain and each other. You promised that was all we ever needed.’

“So stubborn I was. ‘The trees will grow back, and we will not be rich,’ I insisted. ‘We will only be securing our future.’ Green Willow would not speak to me of the matter again and spent her days in the garden. One day as I stood on the porch watching the men cut timber from the woods, I heard Green Willow let out a harsh cry. I ran to her side and asked, ‘What is it, my wife?’ She was clutching at my arms. She whispered, ‘Please forgive me, my husband, for crying so crudely, but the pain was so strong and sudden…Husband, hold me close and hear me clearly. Do not let go of me. We had five wonderful years on this mountain and I have lived with you with a happiness that I never knew before. But our time is at an end and I ask of you to accept it, as I accepted you five years ago.’

 “‘No!,’ I cried. ‘This cannot be. What are these passions you let overtake you? You are only tired and in need of rest. Lie down, the pain will pass.’
“‘No,’ she said. ‘The pain will not pass. There is no use to hide the truth from you anymore. My soul is not a human’s. My soul is the soul of a willow, my blood is the sap of the willow, and my heart is a willow’s roots. And those men who came to our door and asked to take away the trees have cut down the green willow. This is why I die.’ Green Willow rolled out of my arms and onto the garden soil. At that moment, before my swollen eyes, her tattered rags lost form and fell empty to the ground.

“Those men who came from the city did not, could not, understand. I was the one who should have known. It has been so long now and I have not left this farm. I have spent the years planting back the trees and still she does not return. I planted many willows but they would not grow. Now, only this spring, a willow has sprung up on its own in the spot where her willow tree once stood. It is her I know. I have felt her as you have, but she is only a sapling now and I fear the cold will kill her.”

Tomotada spoke no more. He stared out the window in the direction of the sapling. The old man showed me to his bed and placed blankets beside me. He blew out the lamp and walked out the door. I watched as he disappeared behind the high drifts of snow toward his willow sapling. The following morning the old man was not in the cabin. I made my way to the sapling but I did not see Tomotada. As I grew closer I could see the brown fabric of his robe partially hidden under fresh snow. It was frozen in a hollow pile wrapped round the willow tree. I brushed the snow off the limbs of the willow and saw that little buds had began to grow on its branches. I wandered all over the farm calling his name, but Tomotada never answered. Finally, I came to rest next to the willow tree. What was this bind he spoke of? From what chains had he been freed?

I thought of my supervisor back in Kyoto; he would want me to report in by now. A sense of desperation crept back into my body, tensing my every muscle, just like I felt each morning in Kyoto before I left for work. I turned my back on the willow and began walking. I marched for miles searching for any sign of business where there would be a phone I could use to call someone to get my car out of the creek.
As I made my way through the forest I thought back to my walks in the Kyoto park. Could I ever bear again to stare at such beauty from behind a plate of glass? I began to doubt what use I could ever be again inside those four walls.

In time I came across a petrol station.

“The road you describe no longer exists,” said the man behind the counter.

“I am sure it does,” I said. “I will take you there.”

The man drove for miles until we came to a sudden stop.

“Why are you stopping?” I asked. “This is not where I wrecked.”

“No, it is not, Sir.”

“This is where I became blinded by the snow.”

“I would appear so,” he said, pointing towards a deep groove of packed-down grasses. “It appears you drove right off the road.”

The man followed the path for a long ways until we came across my car. “I have not been back here since the road was closed some forty years ago,” said the man.

“I cannot believe it,” I said.

He towed my car back to the main road. It was surprisingly unscathed. I drove straight back to Kyoto, not stopping until I reached my house. I woke my wife up in the middle of the night and told her my story. Though perhaps she did not believe me at the time, she was overjoyed at the new passion in my voice. I told her we would start our life over. I told her that seeing her in pain had taken the desire for life out of me, but I would not waste a day more.

Though our families and friends thought we were crazy, we prepared to leave Kyoto forever. By the time we left for Tomotada’s farm, it was full into spring. As we approached the willow sapling I spotted another, smaller willow sapling beside it. Around the base of the sapling were the thread-bare remains of Tomotada’s robe.

Today my wife and I have a garden and the willows are both fully grown. We never had children, but now like the willows we protect, our lives cycle through the seasons, our love deeply rooted, our hope branching far into the sky.

