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And All You Need to Know About Mermaids









KIMYO and FUSA were two girls born into the indigenous First Nation peoples of Japan: the Ainu people – a patriarchal society on steroids  -  over seventeen hundred years ago, before the Japanese dominated their islands. 


Their birth at the same hour on the same day to two mothers living a stone’s throw apart in the same small settlement was not the only strange circumstance. Almost from birth, they appeared mysteriously drawn together. 


Their sincere coming-of-age experiences and journey along the path of their existence and dangerous relationship were dusted with magic and vibrant with a kaleidoscope of vulnerability, struggles for survival, passion, pain, courage, joy, and humour. When they declared their choice, they were branded evil spirits and faced death.


And yes, to some, if not many, they would appear at times naïve and almost certainly what may be termed unsophisticated. Still, something inexplicably ethereal fused their very different beings together; whatever it was their union was certainly beyond words……  









REVIEWS


“I found this novel compelling as you explored same-gender relationships and the deep flaws of patriarchal societies. Even though it is set in a world fantasy/ancient civilisation, it highlights how systemic oppression persists across time, drawing unsettling parallels to modern-day struggles. The narrative challenges outdated norms, portraying love and power through a fresh, inclusive lens. Kimyo’s and Fusa’s battles against prejudice feel strikingly relevant, underscoring how little society has evolved.  The love story within this novel was truly captivating. You have weaved a tender, deeply emotional romance that feels both authentic and powerful. The same-gender relationship at its heart is beautifully written, portraying love as something natural, defiant, and ultimately freeing. The chemistry between the characters is palpable, filled with the ever-present tension of a society that refuses to accept them. It’s a romance that lingers long after the final page—a testament to love’s ability to endure. Loved it! 


(E Maher February 2025. Unsolicited review sent to the author.)


…


“It is a well-told, well-researched tale of two feisty Forever Friends, young lovers defying the taboos of their time. Thought-provoking heartwarming. Their lives are laced with torment, challenges, lots of joy…and humour.”


(Ken Tucker, 2025. Ex-northern news editor and editorial manager of the Sun newspaper and author’s friend. Thanks, Ken.)


…


“I think this is a fascinating love story set in what is now Japan. Two girls born on the same day make a promise to one another to one day become forever friends. Their story is one of beauty, friendship and love in the face of adversity. They have fun too. This book is very well-researched, and I felt immersed in Ainu culture. Shocking how not much has changed as modern comparisons are easily made. I loved it. I read some to my mum in the car on the way to York, and she loved it. The part of the slavers was really exciting. I also enjoyed reading about the seven incredible facts about Mermaids.”


(Cara Pheby, February 2025. Yes, the author’s 16-year-old granddaughter’s review was, in fact, solicited under pressure following a full-on reading during her schoolwork revision week. So? Good on you, Cara. Well done, you.)


…


Kimyo and Fusa’s beautiful, courageous and exciting life and love story surely deserves to be shared as a fantastic anime, live-action with animation, or straight film? Probably made in Japan? All its elements are topical. The Japanese government has recently begun to acknowledge and support the historical Ainu culture and its impact on the Japanese Islands, an increasing feature of tourism in Hokkaido. There is an enduring debate in Japan regarding same-sex marriage. And, as in all countries, women and girls experience repression, oppression and violence on an appalling scale as a consequence of the innate defects in the many patriarchal cultural prisons which persist and plough on their apocalyptic course well beyond their sell-by date. And, whether LGBTQ+ or heterosexual, whoever you are, this is a timeless love story for all, anywhere . And that’s my pitch. I hope you enjoy.


(Graham Pheby 2025. Author of The Female Future series. FREYJA - and - KIMYO and FUSA.) 
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The Ainu: The Indigenous First Nation People of The Japanese Islands


Before the Japanese arrived, the Ainu inhabited the Japanese Islands, mainly the second biggest island, Hokkaido.The Ainu called Hokkaido Ainu Moshiri (Land of the Ainu). The Ainu originally came from lands further north, now part of the Russian Federation. 


Kimyo and Fusa were born seventeen hundred years ago on the tiny Island of Rishiri off the northwest coast of Hokkaido. 


Ainu cultural references are taken from John Batchelor’s second and definitive book, “The Ainu And Their Folk-Lore”, 613 pages, By Rev. John Batchelor FRGS (1855-1944), a CMS missionary to the Ainu. Written after living with the Ainu for 25 years, from 1876 to 1901. Published 1901 by The Religious Tract Society, London. After that, he lived with the Ainu until 1941. Of course, some things had changed from Kimyo’s and Fusa’s time. There were also cultural differences between clans.









Map showing the four main Japanese Islands and tiny Rishiri Island, off the northwest coast of Hokkaido: the birthplace of Kimyo and Fusa. Note Hokkaido (Ainu Moshiri - Land of the Ainu) and various places in their story: Otaru (Dream Beach), Sapporo, Kabushima northeast of Honshu, and Jeju Island (now Korean). It also shows places in present-day Sakhalin. They are of no relevance.              
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“No water, no life, no blue, no green; with every drop of water you drink, you are one with the sea.”


(Mermaid chant first heard by Dr Sylvia Earle, American marine biologist, oceanographer, and explorer, born 1935)


Rumour has it that marine biologist Dr Sylvia Earle first heard this chant in her mind from a Splash of Young Mermaids in 1979 shortly after, mother of three Earle, at 44, had made the all-time record dive of 1250 feet to walk on the ocean floor. In 1991, the Paramount Merqueen made Sylvia an honorary Mermaid—the only adult human honoured in that way. The Paramount Merqueen said Earle was now “Her Deepness, Sylvia”, and she thought the title into the minds of some of Sylvia’s human colleagues, and that is what they called her from then on.









CHAPTER ONE


THE BIRTH OF A WITCH ON RISHIRI ISLAND


“Another mat was placed on the bottom of the grave, and her mat-enclosed body was placed on top. The mourners placed various broken things she might need in heaven. Her husband put the food and drink inside the grave. Her sister, who had carried the dead newborn, placed it on the mother with a small toy she had made for its coming.”


(The mother died in childbirth. Sadly, her newborn child came into the world but made no sound or movement; a stillbirth.)


…


Kimyo and Fusa were born in a strictly patriarchal society at the same hour on the same day in the same settlement. Strangely, some would even say mysteriously, they seemed magically bound together from birth. Their unfolding story was shaped by the development of their dangerous relationship at that time and place. Looking back, it is clear that their relationship was destined to be, and its challenges were just as inescapable. It was responsible for their risks, terrors, passions and joys. In Kimyo’s twelfth year, the mystical mix of their life’s journey became entwined with Mermaids and seaweed.


Seaweed is a valuable nutritious food source. In the past, people, especially those living in harsh northern regions, had great difficulty finding a winter food source. They had to rely on food they could save and keep through the winter months to the early spring without spoiling, such as smoked fish. More importantly, seaweed can be found all year round.


Humans have eaten seaweed for centuries. The Chinese and Koreans have for about fourteen hundred years and the Japanese for sixteen hundred years. Today, Japanese people eat the most seaweed and are among the world’s longest-living people. It is said that only the quantity of beer, sake, whiskey, chūai, and cigarettes consumed prevents many in Japan from becoming the longest-living people. 


The first inhabitants of what we know as the Japanese islands were the Ainu people. The word Ainu simply means humans. The Ainu had their own language, enchanting songs, dances, and a strict patriarchal culture. Many of their clans believed they were created when a Goddess mated with a white wolf, a revered animal. The Ainu came to Japan from the more northerly Sakhalin Island, now part of the Russian Federation. The Japanese people arrived on the islands after the Ainu and learned about seaweed from them. And the Ainu first learned about seaweed from twelve-year-old Kimyo. 


Kimyo and Fusa’s two families were part of a small group of five Ainu families surviving in a harsh environment on the small island of Rishiri. In fact, their life, at times, was extremely harsh. It is said that in the distant past, before Kimyo and Fusa’s time, when times were terrible, the Ainu would eat their own relatives even without first cooking the flesh. More commonly, men would raid other communities, kill the men there, take one or two to eat, take any other food and belongings and carry off their women and children as slaves. 


One Ainu clan believed that God, a male, sent another male up (‘Why not a female?’ is a question increasingly being asked. Nevertheless, a futile one. Witches and other intelligent women have been ignored while asking this question in vain for aeons), possibly his son, Aioina, to teach them. He was sent up because the Ainu knew heaven and hell were below. The Ainu knew that when they died, they travelled down a path. Dogs showed them the way until they reached a fork in the path. Another dog then told the soul which way to go depending on how good or bad they had been—either to a heavenly paradise to live as before but with no troubles with their loved ones or to hell, a wet, cold place where they would be, at least, very uncomfortable. Some clans claimed hell could also be on fire. 


According to that clan, God’s son, Aioina, then lived with the Ainu. He taught them how to make fish spears, bows, arrows, pots, and pans and advised them against eating uncooked animal and fish flesh and, preferably, not human flesh. 


Other Ainu clans had an exciting story for those who despair of men. They claimed that God was in the middle of making an Ainu man when something happened. Incidentally, it is unclear if women were also made the same way or if it was assumed that their existence was part of the default man’s essential add-ons. In the middle of making man, God had to return to paradise on urgent business. Before rushing off, God spied an otter and informed the otter that God had to go, and he had to leave his male Ainu work unfinished. Still, God promised that another divine, possibly his son, Aioina, would soon arrive to finish the job. The otter was given detailed instructions on finishing God’s work and was told to pass them on to the divine fixer. The otter swore to God he would deliver the message and instructions. However, this otter was then majorly distracted by its addiction to the enjoyment of swimming endlessly up and down the river, catching and eating fish. So, it forgot to deliver the message, which is why man is made so imperfect and not how God initially intended. 


One wonders if their Ainu God cursed the reason why he had to rush off and drop his project midway. According to their Ainu belief, their God was so pissed with the otter that God wiped its memory away, which is why no otter can remember anything today. Obviously, there would be no point interrogating any otter about the truth of this story. 


The Ainu girl, Kimyo, was almost certainly born approximately seventeen hundred years ago on the very same day as her friend-to-be, Fusa. That statement usually stirs the bog-standard troll addicts, climate change deniers, conspiracy theorists, bigots and anti-vaxers from their trivia-TV-binge-coma to swear it can’t be true. But, of course, it presents all believers with a perfect opportunity to ask them for proof. How do they know it isn’t true? Actually, it’s true. And here is a record of what we know of the oral legend of Kimyo and Fusa.


Kimyo and Fusa’s story began on the small island of Rishiri, twelve miles off the northwest coast of Hokkaido, the second-largest Japanese island. In Kimyo’s time, Hokkaido was called Ainu Moshiri, which simply meant ‘Land of the Ainu’. Kimyo’s family and four other Ainu families, including thirty children and four older relatives, lived in the northeast of Rishiri Island in their Kotan, the Ainu name for settlement. Theirs was the only Kotan on Rishiri. Their group had arrived on Risihri thirteen years before from further north, from what is now Sakhalin island. The families survived mainly by fishing, hunting and eating wild plants, fruits, roots and the small crops that mothers planted. In the summer, Kimyo’s father, Resak, fished in the sea for herring or seals from his canoe. He speared salmon and trout in shallow waters and hunted brown bears. They dried and smoked a lot of their fish and meat over fires to keep for later in the incredibly long, harsh, snowy winter when it was impossible to fish by canoe and food was difficult to find. 


They traded for bear cubs and dogs from the mainland fishermen/traders of Ainu Moshiri. They let some bears go into the wild to hunt later and kept one or two cubs as pets. When the cubs they kept grew too big and dangerous, they ate them. It sounds cruel, but not so different from present-day humans eating calves and lambs. And the Ainu did not have the luxury of choice. They had to plan months ahead. And the limited food choices meant there was no possibility of being vegan or vegetarian. 


There was no family planning. In fact, in some ways, it was a good idea to have lots of children. This compensated for deaths in childbirth or of young children. More children meant more hands for assistance, especially for the mothers in the chores of their daily lives. There was no school, so they had lots of time. Their school was their parents, and they learnt how to work with their family and Kotan to find enjoyment and survive. Their survival depended mainly on fishing. When they couldn’t fish in winter, and their smoked fish was exhausted, they ate whatever they could to survive, including bears, foxes, rats, and, when desperate, village dogs.


They didn’t feel they were mistreating the bears. The most important of their Kamuy (Gods who inhabited all things) was the God of Bears and Mountains (Kim-un Kamuy). Their most sacred ceremony, Lyomante, was held annually to celebrate the bears and their spirits. Also, they believed that the Hearth Divine (Kamuy-huci) was a female who lived in the hearth where they kept their fire. Her position was so important that she never left her home. The hearth fire had to be kept alive and was rarely extinguished.


The Hearth Divine was the gateway between the world of humans and the world of their Kamuy. She sent the souls of the dead, including the bears, through their hut’s fire to the Kamuy, who later would return them again to Earth as people or bears. Their Kamuy were all around them in the sea, the rivers and the plants. The east-facing window of their cise (hut) was the entrance for their Kamuy. The men placed religious symbols called inao (wooden sticks with items to please the Kamuy on them) by that window. 


Religion was the sphere of men. The women had little interest in it. The men were deeply concerned with their religious inao. When a wife had reached the limit of her frustration with a drunk and lazy husband, it was not unknown for her to steal and hide his inao. This would send him into fits of distress. The distressed husband would then become the butt of criticism from the community and even be ignored by them totally. Isolation was serious. It meant he would not be invited to the annual bear celebration, Lyomante. This also meant that the drunken spouse would miss out on long bouts of toasting the honour of the bears, so missing what some humans refer to vividly as ‘a grand piss up’. 


In the Ainu language, Rishiri means island with a high mountain. Rishiri is tiny. It can be walked across in a day, especially by the coast. The island spans 19 kilometres (12 miles) from north to south and 14 kilometres (8.7 miles) from east to west. Mount Rishiri rises to an altitude of 1,721 metres (5,646 ft); its melting snow and rain provide an excellent source of fresh water. To cross the island’s length by walking through the middle, you must climb over Mount Rishiri. It is a volcanic mountain that lay extinct for six thousand years before Kimyo and Fusa were born. The volcano sits in the middle of the island, taking up most of the room. If you flew over it in winter, you would see that the island looked like a giant floating iceberg covered with snow. They had located their Kotan 600 metres (656 yards) west of the beach where the Kotan kept their canoes. There is one hot volcanic spring not too far away. The spring is still there today in a recreational facility. 


Unfortunately, the winter of Kimyo’s twelfth year was the hardest that any adults had known. It kept snowing past its usual April finish—from mid-October onwards and almost to the end of May. The snow lay thick, smothering nearly everything, including the Kotan’s simple mud, reed and branch cises (dwellings). Mount Rishiri looked like it was lying snugly under its thick, white, woollen blanket. It poked its nose out to see if it was fully covered on all sides from any cold draft. The bitterly cold winds were fierce, and the Kotan’s inhabitants felt it was piercing their bones with needles. The autumn bear hunting was stopped by the early onset of the harsh winter. They couldn’t walk far hunting bears. The snow was too deep, and the bears were well hidden in their hibernation dens under thick snow. All five families and the four elders struggled even to find moss and leaves to eat with their smoked fish. For several days, they had to dig themselves out of their cises. It was difficult to reach the hot water spring or collect wood for their fires, which they had to keep going day and night. 


Finally, Kimyo’s father, Resak, held a special ceremony to kill their bear. He shared it with the other families’ fathers in exchange for some remaining smoked fish stores. There was no leftover food for the dogs. Halfway into winter, all dogs in the Kotan were eaten before they became too skinny. Anyway, it was now impossible to hunt with them. The men met together to decide what could be done. Resak suggested they needed to call Irura, one of the two fuci (female elders), to their meeting to ask her advice. Asking a woman for advice wasn’t heard of. Ainu women were practically slaves of drudgery to their lord and, often, drunken masters. But this woman was remarkable. All the women claimed Irura was linked to the God of Bears and Mountains. The men who coveted religion as their own territory had publicly poured scorn on this claim for years. However, they had all witnessed strange experiences in her presence. And there was none as odd as the experience they had three years before during a previous terrible winter similar to the winter they were experiencing then. 


So, the winter three years before that was nearly as bad. They couldn’t walk far then, either. They had almost finished their smoked fish that year, and the village dogs could smell doom. Then, in the middle of that winter, the fuci Irura said a Sea Divine had visited her in a dream. The Divine told her that the women and partially tattooed girls should dance and sing their yukar (songs for their Kamuy) for two hours every night for five nights. It is already noted that Ainu men saw themselves as experts and leaders in religious matters. The women left them to it, having little spare time for anything other than daily survival. So the men scoffed at the women having anything to say about the Kamuy. However, though men were considered religious leaders, it was known that only angry women could bring the wrath of the Kamuy on their heads. So if Irura spoke of a Divine’s request for the women to dance, why should men care anyway?


Before going further in the story, it is essential to mention that Irura’s mother died in childbirth twenty-six years before on Sakhalin Island. The child came into the world stillborn. The deceased mother was placed on a mat beside the hearth with some trinkets on her bosom and food and water by her head. The stillborn was set aside. The mother’s sister tended the fire, for the Hearth Divine would take her sister’s soul and that of her stillborn child. She ripped her sister’s clothing and broke the trinkets because they died also, and they would go to heaven with her sister to be made whole again. 


The others dug a grave far from the village. It had to be some distance away, for nobody wanted to stumble on it. The dead person’s spirit, which haunts the grave and surroundings, could harm the mind and/or body for such disrespect. This was particularly the power if the body was that of a woman. Her spirit would arrange for vengeance at the earliest opportunity. In fact, if someone stumbled into the area of such a grave by mistake, they had to rush back to the Kotan to wash hands and face and ask the women to beat their back with inao sticks to cleanse away the evil or disease the woman’s spirit had sent on them. 


On the occasion of this burial, like any other, the mother’s body was wrapped in the mat she lay on next to the hearth’s fire. She was then carried, suspended under a pole, by two men to her grave. Another mat was placed on the bottom of the grave, and her mat-enclosed body was placed on top. The mourners placed various broken things she might need in paradise. Her husband put the food and drink inside the grave. Her sister, who had carried the dead newborn, placed it on the mother’s bosom with a small wooden carved toy she had made for its coming. The men then washed their hands in the tub of water that was carried to the graveside. Then, as was the custom, the remaining water was thrown onto the corpse. And to the families’ astonishment and horror, the baby cried. It was clear to them that some sort of evil spirit had entered the stillborn’s corpse even though it was dead. Some ran off terrified. One father said he would go and bring a spear to kill the spirit, whilst others said they should heap earth on it immediately. Then, the dead mother’s sister ended all such ideas when she jumped into the grave and held the crying baby in her arms, and the child ceased crying.


Ainu custom was to give a newborn baby a vulgar name to ward off evil spirits until it was four. After surviving four years, it would receive its proper name. However, it was clear to all that their Kamuy had already protected this child against evil spirits. That day, the girl child was named Irura, meaning Ainu Divine. The other mothers said that the God of Bears and Mountains, Kim-un Kamuy himself, had shed a tear over her good mother’s grave and decided to adopt Irura as his daughter. One man at the time said it was more likely how a Witch is born.


So in that winter, three years before the one they were now suffering, the women had no doubt that if Irura said she had been visited by a Sea Divine, it was true. Irura told them it could do no harm to praise their Kamuy. Actually, the women enjoyed getting together and away from their constant work. They were the family’s early risers to prepare a small breakfast. The women then worked without food until the evening, when they had a large meal, after which they were relieved to go straight to sleep. Joining Irura’s dancing, their minds were freed, together with their co-slaves, sisters sharing the same challenging conditions of marriage, patriarchy and being female. They sang and chanted their yukar to the steady beat of wooden percussion and clapping for two hours each night. 


Finally, on the fifth night, Irura asked them if they would join her in dancing her favourite dance, which copied the dance of the red-crowned crane. The crane dances with its mate by spreading its wings, leaning its head back and chanting its call in unison with its mate. So for two hours, they sang and danced it slowly, gracefully, elegantly, chanting, ‘ehoma’, ‘ehoma’, over and over. And a feeling, an unexplainable mood, crept over them, embracing them in a sense of quiet peace and stillness, and they felt beautiful as they moved in slow motion without noise of any kind. An hour later, Resak came to find his wife. All the women were asleep on the ground. He called his wife, Uari, Irura’s older sister, and everyone woke up. They stared at each other without a sound. Irura, his sister-in-law, looked at him, and he said nothing. They all went to their own family cise.


The days after the dancing passed, and every day brought further suffering. The men rolled their eyes when the women advised patience. 









CHAPTER TWO


THE WITCH AND THE RIGHT WHALE


Ten days later, Resak rushed into the village in a great panic, urging everyone to follow him to see their Kamuy on the beach. So the whole Kotan ran to the beach and, to their utter amazement, found a beached whale. It was a female North Pacific Right Whale, the second-largest whale species in the world. An average female right whale is fifteen meters long (49 feet) and weighs about 63.5 metric tons ( 70 US tons). In fact, as they arrived, they stopped speechless for a short while, stunned by the sight. Although they had heard stories of beached whales, none had ever seen one. So they considered it a true miracle sent to them by the Kamuy. 


The men praised their women. As the religious leaders who knew these things, the fathers pronounced that their women, especially Irura fuci, must be favoured by the Kamuy. Resak told the other fathers that his wife Uari had told him that her younger sister Irura had often spoken to her about her Kamuy dreams. One of the fathers was the two sisters’ older brother, Benkei. He said he hadn’t heard that, but the two sisters were close and only confided in each other. However, Benkei said Irura always seemed to know the right choice to make, and even though she was two years younger than him, she had acted as his second mother growing up. He reminded them how he had heard she had been protected by the Kamuy at birth. And his wife reminded him, “Actually, Irura was adopted by Kim-un Kamuy.”


The following day, the five fathers met at the house of Resak’s older brother, Itakshir, to discuss how to share the whale. There was a lot of discussion and much disagreement about how much of the skin, blubber, meat and organs each wanted. The meeting began getting heated, and Itakshir finally said they should finish the session. He told them it was best to sleep on it and to return the next day with a determination to agree. He advised that the whale might begin to spoil if the Kamuy thought they were not grateful and too greedy.


On the morning of the second day, as they sat to discuss, they heard a low cough from someone outside, which was the customary signal that someone not invited wanted to enter. Resak went outside and found Irura waiting. She told him Kim-un Kamuy, the God of Bears and Mountains, had said in her dream what they should do with the whale. Resak requested for her to wait and asked the men if they should invite her. It was clear they would have difficulty agreeing on how to share the whale, and their wives never ceased to advise them that Irura was adopted by a God. With this troubling religious issue in their minds, they agreed that at least there would have been no yukar, dancing, or whale without Irura. Resak called her into Itakshir’s cise. Irura entered and politely greeted the fathers. 


“Thank you, Itakshir,” began Irura, “for inviting me into your cise. I am honoured. Dear fathers, Kim-un Kamuy spoke to me last night in a dream. He said he is sure that all are grateful to the Kamuy for such a gift of life. He said it was a reward for me, his adopted daughter Irura, following the Sea Divine’s suggestion in my dream. He said it was a reward for the women and girls who sang for five nights for the Kamuy. He said the five mothers who sang for five nights were to decide how the whale was to be shared. He told me to be the messenger of his wishes. I have done as my divine father told me. I must thank you for your kindness in listening to my message. I must now go. It is not my business to listen to how you reach your decision. Only Kamuy-huci is entitled to know. And we can all be sure she will pass on your decision to Kim-un Kamuy.” Irura bowed and walked backwards, as was the custom for a woman, out of the cise.


The men discussed and quickly reached an agreement. They agreed that Irura’s original dream, singing and dancing, was soon followed by a beached whale, which nobody had ever seen before. However, the youngest father said the whale’s appearance was likely coincidental. He said all this talk of Irura’s rebirth in the grave was nonsense and asked if anyone had seen it. Of course, they were all infants at that time and couldn’t remember seeing anything at a grave. Two of them were born after Irura. Only the eldest, her brother Benkei, remembered his father telling him about it. Then the youngest father said Irura could have been adopted by an evil spirit and be a wicked Witch, and the whale might poison them all. The other four quickly told him to shut the ‘fluff’ up and say not a word more. They were discussing in front of the Hearth Divine, Kamuy-huci, who could speak to all the Kamuy. They knew it was better to say they were to honour the God of Bears and Mountains’ wish. Even if Irura had made it all up, at least the Hearth Divine would tell Kim-un Kamuy they would always be prepared to follow his wishes. 


Besides, the fathers were sure the five mothers would find it even more challenging to agree than the fathers had found it. They thought the other dancers would also cause a problem: the two female elders and three partially tattooed girls. They concluded they should meet again the next day to try and agree on sharing the whale because they were sure the five mothers would fail and would return to beg them for a solution. So they called Irura and told her to go ahead and tell the five mothers that they were to choose how the whale was to be shared and come back with their sharing plan. They then escorted the young father to the small altar to Kim-un Kamuy and had him place a sacrifice and ask forgiveness for having such a big mouth.


However, the fathers were unaware that on the first day, when they tried to reach an agreement, Irura had realised by midday that they would disagree. So Irura had called all the dancers together. She told them that during the night, Kim-un Kamuy visited her in her dream. In her dream, the fathers quarrelled on their first day of meeting. On the second day, she was to go and speak to them in Itakshir’s cise. There, she would tell them that the best solution for sharing the whale was to ask the five mothers. Irura then told the dancers what she had not told the fathers: Kim-un Kamuy had already given her the best solution, and she shared it with the dancers. They all thought it was a brilliant solution. But why, they asked Irura, would the fathers accept that solution? She told them to leave it to her. She would visit them the next day.


Then, on the morning of the second day after she had visited the fathers at Itakshir’s cise, she returned to the waiting women. She told them the five mothers had permission to devise a sharing plan. Of course, all the females already knew Irura’s plan, but they didn’t notify the fathers immediately. Irura said they should wait a while and, in the meantime, collect tools for butchering the whale and gather all the children who could help. Then, after three hours, she told her sister Uari to inform the fathers of the mothers’ solution. Uari was duly invited into Itakshir’s dwelling. 


She began, “Thank you, Itakshir, for inviting me into your cise. I am honoured. Dear fathers, it was felt that we should approach our decision as our religious leaders would expect us. So, we first went to the village altar to make a modest sacrifice to Kim-un Kamuy and asked for his guidance. Then we thought quietly, and a strange thing happened. Someone spoke with the first idea and then someone with the second idea. When we talked about who made the suggestions, the peculiar thing was that we could not remember. But we all agreed with the sharing. All ten females who danced will get a tenth of each organ, a tenth of the skin, twice their weight in blubber and three times in meat as their own personal share to eat, dry, smoke, store, or donate as they wish. The remainder of the blubber and meat will be shared between the five mothers and Irura. Irura’s share will be for the four elders. The mothers will receive two parts each for every amount the elders receive. The mothers will share or store as they see fit with their family. When only the bones are left, the dancers, elders and fathers can take whatever they want to use for construction and tools. The rest will be left to the dogs.”


Resak thanked his wife and asked her to wait outside while the men decided. He then said that he thought their solution was a good one. He told everyone, including them, they would benefit from the family shares and, almost certainly, from some of the women’s and partially tattooed girls’ individual shares. Also, he reminded the others that they were still disagreeing but could now come to an agreement thanks to Irura fuci’s communication with Kim-un Kamuy. He stared at the youngest father. Everyone nodded in approval, blessed Kim-un Kamuy and the Hearth Divine, and Uari was duly informed. Most meat shares were frozen in external stores in the icy conditions and snow. Then they were dried, smoked and eaten gradually, and the blubber was boiled to make oil. Finally, in the spring, the fathers used some stores to trade.


So three years later, in the most brutal winter any had experienced, the fathers asked Irura if she could ask the women and girls to dance again as they had done three winters before. Irura reminded them that the last time the Sea Divine had visited her, but that this time, so far, she had no dream. But she agreed to try. The females were eager to help. Anyway, they enjoyed doing things together, and if it helped with their suffering, that would be a miraculous bonus. So the females sang and danced for five nights, and on the final night, they enjoyed the crane dance. Three weeks passed. Then Irura fuci finally had a dream. She called on the families individually to tell them of a message she had received in a dream. She told them all the same message.


“Last night, Kim-un Kamuy spoke to me in my dream. He told me that in the last two years, he saw that our men had spent too much seal pelts, dried fish, tools, and whale stores on beer and wine with the traders from Ainu Moshiri. Kim-un Kamuy said he had left Rishiri to the evil spirits to make this a winter of punishment for the men’s wastefulness of his gifts. He said I must take his message to every cise in the Kotan. He said his message was that this terrible winter we are suffering would be their reminder of what will happen in the future should they be so wasteful ever again. That was his dream message to me, and I have done as he asked.”


The men did not dare to question her dream. All had learnt and believed that Irura was a unique female, in fact, a unique Ainu. Her life was protected and supported by the Kamuy. The Kamuy trusted her with their wise messages, which were always true. No Ainu would risk questioning such an evident favourite and trusted messenger of the Kamuy. And though they would never admit it openly, they believed what their wives continued to remind them—Irura was indeed the adopted daughter of Kim-un Kamuy. It should be recorded that even the traders from Ainu Moshiri began to learn of this unique female, her whale, and her Kamuy protection from birth, and they spoke of their own name for Rishiri. In their language, it became something like ‘Witch Island with Big Mountain’. The Rishiri fathers began to benefit from her reputation when they realised traders were scared of cheating the men with the Kamuy Witch Messenger. 


However, that winter, the men felt the shame of the Kamuy and tried as hard as they could to find food. But the winter proved a painful disaster they would never forget.









CHAPTER THREE


KIMYO AND PRINCESS TAMATORI’S SACRED MESSENGERS


Tragically, Kimyo’s mother, Uari, and six of the five families’ children, including Kimyo’s ten-year-old brother, perished during this terrible, long, harsh winter. They died mainly of disease whilst already weakened from cold and hunger. Uari had hardly eaten anything, sacrificing most of her share to her children. 


Kimyo’s mother, Uari, and her family received much support from their single aunt, Irura, until she also fell sick. It was thought that Irura would die with her sister, but she eventually pulled through. She said Kim-un Kamuy came to her in a dream and said that though he would like her to join him, she would be spared to support her sister’s children, and she thanked the Kamuy. However, it was a prolonged recovery, and she needed the help of her niece, Kimyo, over the last month of her illness. Finally, she realised it was true; she was to live as spring arrived. Of course, from the beginning of her illness, the other mothers knew well why Irura would be spared.


Kimyo and her siblings had a hard life growing up. Still, the disease and starvation over this brutal winter and the death of their brother and especially their mother were the most painful, dreadful calamities for them all. All the Kotan survivors were left as little more than skin and bone as the winter climate finally ended. The two male elders and one female elder also died. Irura fuci was the only one of the four single elders to survive. 


However, she was not old in today’s terms—at age thirty, she was perhaps one or two years older than the four remaining mothers in the Kotan. Irura’s husband had been lost at sea in the first year of marriage when she was sixteen. 


The other women had speculated that Kim-un Kamuy didn’t think her husband was good enough for his daughter. Some said he was saving her for something else. According to Ainu custom, she could marry again after three years. The Ainu almost always married within the same Kotan. Marriages between first cousins were common, and in their Kotan, everyone was related. However, she would have had to remarry in Ainu Moshiri across the sea because when her husband died, the five men in the Kotan were already married. Irura had family members in Rishiri and nowhere else. She could have agreed to be a second wife. However, she enjoyed her independence and the respect of the five mothers. She preferred to keep it like that. The other wives always spoke to her about her early widowhood being part of her father’s plan.


Irura had no children. Until Ainu women were married, they hunted and fished the same as men. After marriage, they gathered plants, cooked, looked after the children and did some weaving. Males and females were raised to be self-reliant. Irura, as a single female, continued to hunt and fish. After her illness, she regained her strength. She had her own cise and was a talented weaver. Within the Kotan, she was highly regarded. The women openly respected her as a clever person, the daughter of Kim-un Kamuy, who gave them good advice. The men recognised that this very different Ainu woman appeared to receive Kamuy messages and protection, and they quietly appreciated that she had never been wrong with her advice. Of course, they were the religious and community leaders, so Irura’s status posed potentially awkward questions. But they kept their disquiet silent. Irura behaved in any other way like an ordinary, submissive woman and never made claims for special treatment. The men had learnt that if they wanted advice on a particular risk, they could secretly find a way to ask Irura, knowing that such conversation remained with Irura. 


Kimyo survived with her brother, five-year-old Bikki, and sisters, eight-year-old Chinita, seven-year-old Husko, four-year-old Ayai, and a two-year-old who often claimed her actual age was three. The vulgar name chosen to protect her from evil spirits was Setashi, meaning dung of a dog–though her young sisters would often delight in using a more vulgar word. 


After the death of their mother, the children spent many nights crying themselves to sleep. Kimyo’s younger brother and sisters constantly fretted over where their next meal was coming from and how they would survive without their mother to look after them. However, Kimyo had a critical additional concern. Ainu girls had their lips, especially the upper lip, tattooed over three years after age twelve, as well as their arms and hands. The pierced skin was soaked in the soot removed from the bottom of utensils used on the fire. Eventually, their lips looked twice as big and broader than they were. It looked like they had painted on permanent, dark blue, sooty lipstick.


Nevertheless, the tattoo was perceived as a symbol of beauty and a charm to ward off evil spirits. It was believed that the Divines had lip tattoos, so when evil spirits saw them, they would flee, thinking them to be Divines. A lip tattoo was also necessary to guarantee the woman’s life after death in a place with her deceased ancestors.


Moreover, the lip tattoo indicated that a girl had reached maturity and was ready for marriage. Therefore, the tattooing had to be completed before she married. The tattooist encouraged the girl to remain still throughout the painful ordeal since the ritual was believed to prepare her for the pain of childbirth once she had become a bride. Girls were considered marriageable at fifteen or sixteen years old, and boys were considered marriageable at seventeen or eighteen. Only women had tattoos, and only women could do the tattooing. Men rarely had tattoos. Naturally, the Ainu girls would look very odd to people today. But to be sure, present-day styles would look strange to them. Stiletto high heels would really fox them! Not much use in the mud and snow. It would surely be no surprise if they thought girls in black tights had been dipped in some kind of ink? One wonders what they would think of women hidden from sight from head to toe under some type of clothing.


Maybe the Ainu tattooed lip fashion will return someday, and lipstick will become unnecessary. 


 Anyway, back then, it was clear that big, dark blue tattooed lips were just the last word for the Ainu in drop-dead gorgeous. Unfortunately for Kimyo, her mother was the only tattooist among the five village mothers. Her mother had started with a few dots, and that’s where it was left. Kimyo was sure she would never be considered beautiful now that her adored mother had passed away. Her friend Fusa, born within the same hour on the same day as Kimyo, was the same age and in the same predicament.


When the snow finally melted, Kimyo’s father had to go out every day fishing or looking for food and firewood. Sometimes, he would not return for two or even three days. So, one morning, soon after the snow started to melt, Resak took Kimyo aside.


“Kimyo, it is too difficult for me to look after your brother and sisters all the time. And now, without your mother, you must try hard to help me and do what your mother would for the young ones. Let’s start tomorrow. I will be gone for two days.” 


“Yes, Father,” she said quietly. “I will try my best to help them and you, Father.” 


Kimyo wasn’t afraid of the responsibility. As the eldest child, she had always been by her mother’s side, helping her with many chores and looking after the young ones while her mother worked. She enjoyed the responsibility of looking after them. She felt grown up and enjoyed being trusted. Sometimes, they could be a nuisance, though. Chinita and Husko often enjoyed being cheeky, and Bikki could be obstinate. In the past, her mother would watch over their behaviour. Now, she would not have her mother’s support. Fortunately, her father told them to do what their big sister, Kimyo, asked them to do when he wasn’t there. He told them he expected them to always help Kimyo and listen to her. He also promised them they would be in “the biggest of big trouble” when he came home if they did not. He explained that the trouble would include a day without food. 


However, soon after her father left the house the next day, Kimyo asked Bikki to fetch some wood. But Bikki wanted to play a game with Ayai and refused. When Kimyo asked him to be a good boy, he called her vulgar names he heard his father use, stuck his thumbs in his ears, and pulled out his tongue. That’s when she raised her voice and warned him menacingly to do as he was asked.


 “Or else!” 


 Of course, Chinita and Husko knew immediately what the “or else” meant. They decided they would be in Kimyo’s good books.


“You are so naughty, Bikki. We all have to help our Kimyo,” scolded Chinita.


“Wait till father comes home,” came the severe warning from Husko. “He will call you a ‘bloody bad boy’ and tan your hide, and Kimyo will give your share of the food to us, won’t you, Kimyo?”


“When I tell him the bad names you called our Kimyo, you will miss food for two days, not one,” added Chinita.


“A week!” shouted Husko. “And even more for us bloody bad boy, yeah!” 


Poor Bikki tearfully begged Kimyo not to tell their father any of the names he had called her, especially not his father’s curse words. He promised to be good and do as he was asked. Kimyo scrunched up her mouth, narrowed her eyes, and gave a ‘then better not do it again look’ with a pointy finger and a frown. 


She said, “Mmmmm, we will see how you go then.” And thought, Wow, Mother Kimyo has power.


The family settled down with their new twelve-year-old ‘mother’. Things were improving, and even the youngest stopped crying at night. Then, one morning soon after, Kimyo was preparing to take the two youngest, Ayai and Setashi, over to her friend Fusa’s cise to play. However, her father told Kimyo to leave her small sisters and go to the cliffs to collect black-tailed seagulls’ eggs. Kimyo reminded her father that the black-tailed seagull was the messenger of the Sea Divine, Tamatori-hime (Princess Tamatori), and she was afraid it would annoy the Sea Divine of Fishing. 


“You mean you want to go to your uncle’s to fool around with Fusa all day. You spend far too much time with that odd cousin of yours anyway.”


“Father, we don’t fool around. We look after the small ones and help Aunty. And Fusa is not odd, Father; she is fun, and she never tells lies. My cousin Fusa has been kind to me since I lost mother.”


“Go fetch your Fusa over here. She can look after the children. You get the eggs.” 


“But Father, Tamatori-hime will be angry, and she will send your fish away. Worse, the esteemed Princess might kill me with the sword she killed the sea dragon with. Mother would not have sent me,” she mumbled. 


“Forget Tamatori-hime, Kimyo, you silly girl. We are hungry. I am planning to go fishing tomorrow. You can get eggs from the cliffs. We need better food for them. They have no mother. You are their mother now, so go. And don’t you worry about Tamatori-hime. I will carve a small bear and put it outside our hut in honour of Kim-un Kamuy. He will protect us against Tamatori-hime. Kim-un Kamuy is much greater than a puny Divine, so stop wasting time, girl. Get yourself off. Bring your Fusa here, and get those eggs. And tell your Fusa not to mess with our fire. She has a thing about fires. I don’t want her upsetting Kamuy-huci.”


Kimyo fetched Fusa, who warned Kimyo severely about collecting the eggs and told Kimyo’s father that she was frightened for Kimyo’s life. Fusa begged him not to send her and told him it was calling the evil spirits. Typically, a child of twelve could not speak so frankly to an adult, especially not a father, but Fusa didn’t care. This was one of the odd, inappropriate behaviours all the adults realised about this different girl. The adults tolerated or ignored her as they saw fit. Resak ignored her pleading. 


Kimyo dutifully left soon after with a shoulder bag to collect the eggs. The cliffs of what is now called Peshi Bay were an uphill walk one kilometre (0.6 miles) away. She soon came to the gulls’ favourite cliff, which descended steeply into the sea. Today, it is called Cape Peshi. Peshi is an Ainu name meaning ‘big cliffs’. Kimyo looked over the edge at the tumbling waves at the foot of the cliff below. 


“Wow, scary,” she muttered to herself. But she summoned her courage, took a deep breath and shouted. “But what a beautiful day.” 


She then turned her back to the cliffside, got on her knees, gingerly edged backwards, and cautiously lowered herself over the edge, searching out the small holes and cracks in the rocks with both hands and bare feet. Fortunately, she didn’t have to go far. She sighed in relief when she finally found a nest with three eggs with her hands only two meters below the top of the cliff. Then, thankfully, she whispered, “Oh great. This won’t take long.” She gripped the cliff side tightly with her right hand to reach out to take the eggs with her left hand. 


Then, disaster struck! She came under aerial attack. As one may imagine, the parent black-tailed gulls did not want to share their eggs with Kimyo. So they swooped on her, calling her a ‘thieving, flightless bucket of fox sick’ and several more select words in seagull language. They were so angry. They had had a lousy seagull fishing day, and this thieving (revolting seagull word) was the limit of what they would tolerate. 


Her heart raced as she cried, “Oh my god, getaway…please…”


And then calamity!


As her left hand held two eggs, she instinctively tried to push the angry birds away with the hand she used to hold onto the cliff. Unfortunately, this caused her to lose her balance, and her bare feet lost their foothold. Kimyo frantically attempted to grab a place to find a grip, but her left hand smashed the eggs she was holding. This caused that hand to slip, and her feet slithered off the slippery rock face of wet moss and slimy seagull poo. After two seconds of grasping panic, she completely lost touch with the cliff and fell backwards, tumbling through the air, screaming. 


Then, everything went black for her. She saw nothing more and felt nothing more after her delicate head bounced with a cracking, crunching noise off the last big rock, and her body entered the wild waves below. But poor Kimyo felt no crashing waves, cold, or pain. Instead, her recently starved, bony-framed skinny body silently sank, gliding slowly and gracefully down a few metres where she finally lay, lifeless and still, but for a breath of sea sway, dead on the sandy bottom. 


She had paid the price for obeying her father’s wishes with her young life. Poor Kimyo’s often sad and wretched young life was at an end. She was, at least finally, entirely peaceful and at rest.
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