Maiden of the Blue WiLLow
Once upon a time there was a brave samurai called Tomotada, who had been brought up from childhood in the court of the king. He was young, strong, handsome, and trusted by the king, was often sent on important missions to various feudal lords.
'What a terrible winter evening!' thought Tomotada as he rode slowly along on his horse, on a narrow path winding through the forest. The sun had not yet set, but it was already dark and gloomy, as the snow fell thick and fast.
'I wish I could find an inn to stay the ﻿night!' he thought. 'My horse is tired and in such heavy snow one can hardly see the way.'
Suddenly, Tomotada saw a small light shining in the distance. Urging his horse to go faster, he saw it came from a small, thatched hut near which grew some blue willow trees.
Reaching the hut, Tomotada got down from the horse. He climbed up the narrow wooden verandah steps and knocked loudly on the door.
An old woman dressed in a worn, shabby kimono opened the door. An old man, her husband stood at the back.
'I'm very sorry to disturb you, respected sir, but I don't know where else to go in this dreadful weather. I've lost my way, but I don't wish to cause you both any inconvenience,' said Tomotada bowing politely.
'Sir...sir... you're not disturbing us,'replied the old man. 'The cold wind blows sharply, and your horse must be freezing! By ﻿your noble appearance, you seem to be a samurai. We are honoured by your presence. Please, do come in.'
Hearing such kind words of welcome, Tomotada was happy and relieved.
The old man helped him take off his wet clothes, then went outside to feed the horse and tether it.
The old woman asked Tomotada to sit near the fireplace, as she piled more firewood in it. As he was about to do so, a shadow moved from behind a sliding screen door. It was a beautiful young maiden!
Startled, he thought, 'What on earth is such a lovely girl doing in this poor home, in such a lonely place?'
'Noble sir, please forgive our miserable home, which is not at all fit for a person of your status,' said the old man. 'But we would wish you to share our humble food and stay here, at least for tonight and for your own ﻿safety.'
'It's very kind of you sir, to offer me food and shelter for tonight,' remarked Tomotada happily. 'If I have a chance to see more of this beautiful girl, I'll stay here gladly. I wonder who she is,' he thought.
'Allow me to present our dear daughter, Blue Willow,' said the old man. 'Do make yourself comfortable and she will pour hot sake (wine) for you. It will refresh and warm you in this dreadful weather,' he added.
Bowing low, the young girl poured sake into the wine cup set before Tomotada. He saw that in spite of her dishevelled hair, and her old, faded kimono, he had never ever before seen a lovelier maiden. Being in the king's court he had seen many attractive women of high rank, but never before had he seen anyone as charming and beautiful. So gracefully did she pour the wine for him, with her delicate hands that he could not take his eyes off her.
'Noble sir,' exclaimed the old man, 'our only daughter Blue Willow has been brought up in this place. She does not know the
manners of the king's court. So please, don't mind her shortcomings.'
'No…no... not at all. In fact I am thankful, that your lovely daughter is looking after me so well,' replied Tomotada, smiling. Hearing him praise her, the young girl blushing shyly, turned away.
'Noble sir, please have plenty of wine, and our simple food,' said the old woman. 'This being the food of poor farmers like us, may not be tasty for you. But it's healthy and will give you warmth in this freezing cold.'
So Tomotada, wishing to please the old couple because they were so hospitable, sipped the wine, and ate heartily of the simple fare placed before him, gazing fascinated at the beauteous girl.
When they spoke, he was pleasantly ﻿surprised by her melodious voice, and her words and dignified manner of speaking were that of a noble woman.
Unable to control his joy, Tomotada recited a small poem, wishing to learn of her feelings for him.
'Wandering… searching ... I found a lovely flower
    And gazed enchanted ... time ... where did it go?
The night is deepest now but I gaze ...
Still at this rosy flower ... is this the dawn's pale haze?'
Shyly, the charming maiden replied to him, also through a poem.
'If I, with my kimono sleeve…
Hide away this rosy dawn's pale light...
Won't you, my lord, please stay on here?
Another day... another night?'
Hearing her words, Tomotada knew that the girl liked him also.
'How utterly enchanting!' he thought. 'I'll never find anyone so beautiful, and so wise. She is a treasure God has given me. I must accept it alone.'
So turning to the old couple, Tomotada told them that he was a samurai of the king.
'If you allow your daughter to be my wife, I'll be most grateful to you all my life, and will look after her well,' he said.
'Noble sir, we can see that you are of high birth and status, and will rise even higher. You say, you wish to marry our daughter,' said the old man. 'We can only express our great joy and heartfelt thanks. She is of humble birth, and may not be suitable to reside as your wife in your palatial home. So, if you still wish to marry her, we will gladly allow her to do so.'
How happy Tomotada was to hear these ﻿words. For a long time they talked, and soon it was morning. It had stopped snowing, and the sun was shining bright. Now this was no reason for him to stay on, as all preparations for his journey had been made. Yet the very thought of leaving Blue Willow now hurt him deeply.
'I just cannot leave her,' he thought desperately. So Tomotada spoke to the old couple again.
'I cannot express my gratitude to you both for looking after me so well. So please, pardon me for the request I now make ...as you know that I wish to marry your daughter ... and now I feel that I just cannot leave her here. I also think that she too will gladly come with me. So if you allow her to do so, we can depart together. I humbly ask you to allow me to take your daughter away, and I will serve you thankfully in every way. As you are the parents of my future wife, please accept these small gifts.'
Saying this, Tomotada placed bags of gold and silver coins before the old couple, bowing deeply.
'It is so kind of you to give us these precious treasures, but we are poor, simple people,' said the old man. 'This gold and silver is of no use to us, as we don't need to buy any costly things. We are so pleased that you have chosen our dear daughter to be your bride. You can take her away with you if you so wish.'
Then the old woman spoke, 'Kind sir, to be honest we are embarrassed that we cannot give her any wedding gifts, not even a bridal kimono. As you can see, we are old, and will not be able to look after our child for long. So we are fortunate, that she will always be in your loving care. We only have her happiness at heart.'
Thanking the old couple again and again, and saying sayonara, Tomotada placed Blue ﻿Willow on a horse and took her away with him, saying, 'We will come again to meet you soon.'
Tomotada and Blue Willow were Soon married. What a gay, joyful ceremony it was! The king and the nobles came to the colourful wedding, held in a splendidly decorated hall of the castle, and showered the young couple with wonderful gifts.
For five joyous years, Tomotada and Blue Willow lived very happily and each day was better than the last.
Then one day as Blue Willow sat talking to Tomotada, she suddenly screamed, as if in agony! She was very pale, and could hardly breathe.
'What's wrong … what happened ...?' cried Tomotada in alarm, rushing to her side.
'I'm so sorry to have screamed and upset you. But I'm in terrible pain,' she whispered in a feeble voice. 'Fate brought us together in this ﻿life as we were together in our last life too. I believe, that these past happy times we had,
will come soon, in our next life also when we will be together again. But now,
our life together here is over. We must be parted,' she whispered weakly. 'Now please recite the last prayers for me... I'm leaving you.'
'What foolish talk is this?' cried Tomotada, shocked and bewildered. 'You're just a little unwell. Lie down and rest a while. Soon you'll feel better,' he cried, trying to console her.
'No ... no...' wept Blue Willow writhing in agony.
'My lord ... my life is over... I know this
well please believe me. Now, I need not hide ... anything from you. The fact is I'm not a human being. My soul is the soul of the Blue Willow tree my heart is the heart of the willow tree. The dew drops of the willow tree nourish my life. Just now someone felled my willow tree of life, and that is why I am dying! Nothing can save me!' wept the beauteous ﻿maiden, as Tomotada, distraught, held her close.
'Quickly ... quickly… listen to me ...' she whispered weakly. 'Go to the place where you found me. Outside the hut some willow trees are growing. Search for a newly cut willow tree. Even if you find a small sprig at its root, bring it here. Plant it in the garden of the castle temple facing the sun. Look after it with love ... as you have done with me. I'll be within it, the spirit of the willow tree which will give you peace and protection. That's me. 
Now pray, so I can leave this life peacefully ...'she said.
Stunned, Tomotada could only listen to her painful cries as he held her in his arms.
[bookmark: _GoBack]        Writhing in agony, Blue Willow turned to the side covering her beautiful face with her kimono sleeve.
         In that second, her body seemed to shrink … sinking lower and lower becoming one with the Tatami floor!
                                       Tomotada held her close, but soon there was nothing left to hold. On the Tatami floor there lay only her kimono, and the ornaments of her hair!
Distraught with grief, Tomotada set out to seek the thatched hut in the forest where he had met her, and her old parents. On reaching the broken-down hut, he saw outside the twisted shrivelled roots of three willow trees. Two were old trees, but the third one was a young tree, a few leaves on which were still alive and green!
Tenderly, Tomotada carried the tiny sprig back to his castle. There he planted it in the temple garden, facing the sun, looking after it lovingly. Soon a splendid willow tree grew tall and beautiful. Tomotada became a Buddhist monk, only looking after the castle temple and its garden. Sitting near his beloved willow tree, he rested and was at peace, praying that in his next life, he may be reunited with his great love ﻿of many lives-the beauteous Maiden of Blue Willow.
