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CHAPTER: 1


    My name is Yoshiko Kawashima, some call me Aisin Gioro Xianyu in Manchuria but to many who knew me in my heydays, I was and still am called the Japanese Peony after the flower I love so much! I have lived a colorful and often dangerous double life of intrigue and lies, I’m even supposed to have been executed in 1948! So I really can’t complain that I’ve actually lived to “old bones” but day by day, as my body grows weak, the burden of the secrets that will die with me grows heavier. I need to tell my story and perhaps change the way history has written about me forever!


    15th of March, 1948, I’ve been moved to a solitary cell for condemned prisoners in Peking’s Prison No. 1 where I’ve been incarcerated for the past 3 years, there’s no heating here even in deep winter for who would waste such a luxury as heating on a condemned person who’s going to die anyway! It’s so cold my limbs and teeth chatter and shake even when I’m sleeping but it doesn’t matter because I’m going to be dead and cold anyway.


    I’ve never been a religious or spiritual person, on the contrary I’ve led a narcissistic and hedonistic life worshipping only earthly pleasures, desires and goals. But when you wake up each day knowing that it could be your last, you’ll claw at anything, even religion, just to live another extra day. That’s what I’ve been doing for the past two days and nights, praying and begging on knees that have become so desensitized by the ice cold stone floor that mercifully I don’t feel any pain even from so many hours of relentless kneeling.


    Today, they allowed someone from my family to visit me, my third full blooded Manchurian brother. We had always fought right up to the time my exasperated father declared that he’d had enough of my blatant disregard for “law, order and hierachy” in our large extended family and sent me packing to be adopted by the Kawashima family in Japan. But at this point of my life, I would have welcomed any visitor, especially my brother, Goro, who had tried so hard to lobby for my release, using anything, even our royal connections but to no avail. In fact, it backfired because Chiang Kai Shek who had ordered my capture and execution, hated Pu Yi and the Qing Dynasty and anything or anyone connected to them. It certainly didn’t help my cause to remind the powers that be that I was very closely related to the last Qing emperor.


    “Aisin,” he whispered using my Mongolian name, mindful of the pan faced guards watching our every move. “Don’t worry, the family will not let you die just like this. Your friend Kimmee Yee is working with us on a plan to save you but we have to be very careful.”


    “Then hurry up because any day now I could be bundled out of this cell and shot before a firing squad, they won’t tell me when so they can punish me with the agony of not knowing,” I cried out, tears streaming down my face, my fear was so powerful that I could feel it oozing out of every pore on my skin. “Oh God, Goro, I don’t want to die yet, at least not this way!”


    I felt the pressure of my brother’s hand on my shoulder, reassuring me that help was being organized and as the guards gestured for him to leave, he got up to go. It was not the right time to get on the nerves of the egocentric “watchdogs of law and order” especially those on death row.


    Goro’s encouraging gesture reminded me of my natural mother’s gentle “Try your best to be good and do something useful with your life, Aisin,” the day I left Manchuria for Japan and I brushed the tears angrily from my eyes, biting my lips till I tasted blood. No one outside the family, especially my disdainful captors, must see tears or any other sign of fear and weakness in the Japanese Peony and let it go down in history that one of the most fearless spies of my era was sent to her death wailing like a coward! I may not have kept my promise to be the kind good person my mother wanted me to be but I certainly wasn’t going to disgrace her by a public show of cowardice.


    After the heavy steel door slammed on Goro’s stout departing form, a deafening silence and a sense of desolation descended on me again, like a thick impenetrable blanket being thrown over my head. Only a tiny chink of light from a long narrow slit in the wall high above told me it was not yet nightfall. I started to lie down on the thin mattress thrown carelessly into a corner of my cell then changed my mind, it was far better to lie on the icy cold stone floor so that the cold seeping into my body would eventually numb all my senses, maybe I would even freeze to death in the course of the night and be spared the terror of facing a firing squad. Although I had largely been putting on a brave front, when it came to the crux, I was, like everyone else, very much afraid to die.


    God, every time a heavy footstep sounded outside my cell door, my heart would literally freeze because I was terrified the guards were coming to get me for the execution!


    The room is growing brighter as streaks of rich warm sunlight started streaming in, I stretched out my hand, trying to catch the yellow lights dancing tantalizingly in front of me.


    Someone slapped my hand away and the irritating voice of my third brother nicknamed Goro for no apparent reason, cut through my lazy thoughts and sluggish summer mind.


    “You’re really stupid, Aisin,” it said. “Don’t you know by now that you can never catch sun rays?”


    I hated it when Goro talked down to me in that condescending tone of his and how dare he swipe at me like that. He might well be the only full blooded sibling closest to me in age but he could be a real pain in the neck, lording over me just because he was male and therefore had our father’s ear.


    The thought that Goro had something I longed for but would never have, our father’s ear and affection, really riled me up and before I could stop myself, I charged forward and caught him in a tight unladylike arm lock. My brother screamed in exaggerated pain and a male servant ran out to separate us with my mother at his heels. Of course, I was blamed for everything and punished while Goro got away, triumphant and smirking.


    My father, Prince Su, called me “one of the unimportant daughters” and that made me work harder to prove him wrong. Not having any tools or attributes to do that, I resorted to being a rebel with a cause, to get my father’s attention, at whatever cost. Hours of canning and punishment for my wanton ways did not deter me in my single minded pursuit to catch my father’s eye and ear, if not by fair means, then by foul!


    My frequent bouts of unconventional and unladylike antics put my mother through hell because as an older and therefore not a particularly favored concubine, her sole purpose in life was to keep my father happy and ensure that her brood stayed out of trouble and their father’s displeasure. It was the only way she could ensure the continuity of a life of luxury for all of us in the plentiful household of the wealthy and powerful Prince Su.


    “Aisin,” my mother would implore. “Do you want to get us all out of favor with your father and banished to a remote and forgotten part of this place? If this happens, can you imagine how we will be the laughing stock of the other concubines?”


    Poor mother, I really empathized with her and could understand her anxiety to stay in my father’s good books but there was a force, a fierce angry dragon hissing and fighting inside me that I just couldn’t seem to control and no sooner had I promised my long suffering mother that I would tow the line of an “unimportant daughter” for her sake, than the dragon would rear its head again and I would be off to another bizarre adventure to ensure that I would incur my father’s wrath and end the day badly.


    It was a blessing that unlike the Chinese girls from good families, Manchurian girls were not required to bind their feet to show their high born status or I would not have what I called “my whole big unfettered feet” to fly around in our huge estate, climbing trees, riding bareback on our horses alongside my brothers and jumping onto ledges to spy on my siblings, stepmothers, even my father and anyone else, who had the misfortune of catching my fancy.


    One day, in sheer desperation, my mother declared, “I wish they had bound your feet, Aisin, so you will stay put in one place and not get into so much mischief, running around like a wild cat!”


    But I knew that I would have fought anyone tooth and nail who tried to clip my wings and mobility by breaking my feet and would not hesitate bringing my petition to the emperor himself, no less!


    When I announced this to my mother, she moaned like a wounded animal and ran out of the room, counting her blessings that things had never come to that. I was so unpredictable and wilful she knew I was capable of doing anything to get what I wanted, including trying to make an appointment to see the emperor himself!


    “I would rather die than totter around in those ridiculous doll’s shoes!” I shouted after her, determined to be obnoxious for the day. Mostly, I was angry because one of my sisters had told me that girls from good families and high society in China had to maim their feet by breaking the bones to stunt the growth of their feet just so that men could enjoy watching them totter around in tiny shoes and be condemned to a life of limited freedom and mobility.


    A blue blooded cousin from the royal household in Peking had visited us recently and every night her maid had to undo the bandages on her feet to wash them and the sight of those grotesquely deformed feet with their twisted bones had revolted me so much that I could not get rid of those awful images for months.


    “I’ll kill anyone who touches my feet,” I told my mother and she shuddered as if she feared that this would actually happen!


    Deep inside, I knew my mother loved me the most of all her children and even in her most hair tearing exasperated moments, I could see that soft light in her eyes reserved only for me. I was a nasty bag of bones who refused to give way to my more superior brothers and half brothers and I couldn’t understand why she would love and shield me from my father’s wrath at the risk of incurring his displeasure, but she did. In the later years of our enforced separation, thinking about my mother was the only thing that could make me cry because by then I realized that her love for me was the only one that was pure and true, without conditions or demands.


    My brothers’ male superiority affected me so much that I would sometimes don on their clothes just to find out how it felt to be male and “superior.” Not even canning from my father when he discovered what he called my “perverted nature” could stop me and this was probably what started my penchant for cross dressing in later life.


    I was barely eight years old when I discovered another of life’s perplexing pleasures, the taboo subject of sex and sexuality! My early start in this arena perhaps was not surprising, given the fact that I grew up watching my father’s very active sexual life with his many concubines and it puzzled me why in the midst of so much sex, no one was allowed to openly acknowledge or talk about it.


    My brothers had a “boys only” kind of game, one of their favorite afternoon pastimes, where they would line up against a wall to urinate and compete with each other to see who could shoot the highest. I would stand around to watch simply because I was greatly interested in what a boy’s sexual organ might look like. One or other of my brothers, usually the hated Goro, would eventually notice my intense scrutiny and shout at me to go away or be attacked by his lethal weapon! But some of my brothers were more accommodating and would even allow me to inspect and touch their members at close range!


    My mother might or might not have been aware of my open interest in sex but if she knew and was trying to avoid confronting it, things were brought to a head over an incident involving one of my father’s servant boys. His name was Pao and he had been known to boast that his member was bigger than anyone’s in the whole county. That of course, piqued my curiosity and I wanted to know how the member of a lowly servant boy could be bigger and better than my infinitely more superior brothers of royal blood. One day I cornered the servant Pao and ordered him to show me his member and authenticate his boast.


    Trembling with fear but unable to disobey the order of a daughter of his master, the poor boy did as he was told. It was just my luck that one of my most vicious sisters chanced upon us and went straight as an arrow to my father’s personal assistant and chief spy to report my gross misconduct. She was more interested in nailing me, of course, but as was the fate of all servants in a prince’s extended household, poor Pao took flake for it and was banished to another infinitely less generous and harsher household. I pitied him for exactly a day and then moved on with my life and promptly forgot about him and his life of misery because of me.


    But I didn’t escape my father’s fury which was taken out of course on my poor mother. He never let her forget that she had produced a demon of a daughter who was her shame and her burden. Whoever had heard of a girl barely eight years old or any age at all so indecently interested in sex? My father piled shame after shame on my mother including her inability to produce more sons till her body was bent double with humiliation and apology by the time he had finished with her and stormed off. After that incident, he ignored her and didn’t call her to his bed for a long, long time.


    “You can’t go on running wild like this, Aisin,” my mother groaned. “You keep testing your father’s patience and sooner or later, he’s going to lose it and then I don’t know what will happen to you!”


    Her voice was unusually sharp and I wondered unkindly whether it was because my father had deprived her of his sexual favors as punishment for her daughter’s misdemeanors and she was humiliated and frustrated by his rejection. Certainly, it made her lose face with the other concubines that she seemed to have fallen out of my father’s favor, but as always, I wasn’t going to take the blame for it.


    “It’s that horrible 13th sister!” I retorted. “I hate her, always spying and telling on me! Without her, my father will never know anything about me. You know what, when I grow up, I’m going to be the greatest spy on earth!”


    Little did I know it then, but those words declared in a fit of childish frustration would shape, consume and eventually immortalize my life, it was a self fulfilling prophesy that I never planned for but would nevertheless receive unwittingly.


    “You know we have many enemies among your father’s other concubines and your step siblings who are more than willing to see us fall out of favor and exiled,” my mother continued. “Please don’t displease your father anymore because he has our lives and destinies totally in his hands. If you’re getting into all this mischief to get yourself noticed by him, please stop trying and remember he never notices or cares about daughters unless they either give him trouble or grow up to be marriage potentials for the political and economic alliances he wants.”


    She sighed as she saw that my transient interest on the turbulent subject of my errant ways had waned and my mind was already wandering off to another planet where fights with my brothers, new adventures, bullying those sisters weaker than me and enlarging on my knowledge and interest in sex were infinitely more interesting.


    Although it would be many more years before I discovered the power of sex in all its captivating, destructive, addictive and bargaining potentials, I was already fascinated by it. My poor mother could never understand how she had produced a daughter with a spirit so wild that no one, not even her father could tame.


    I would sneak around my family’s enormous estate and if the servants or other members of our household staff disappeared into dark discreet corners to kiss and grope each other, I knew where to find them. Eventually, as my mother had predicted, this very early fascination with sex would be my undoing and change my life forever.


    In the spring of 1915, the buzz among my mother and the other concubines was that my father had taken a very young girl, barely 14 years old as his latest love interest and he was for the moment at least, so besotted by her that he even absent mindedly ruffled my hair on his way to meet this new human toy.


    Even though I had always craved for my father’s attention, this condescending gesture irritated and annoyed me.


    “It’s disgusting,” I told my brother Goro, fresh from eavesdropping at what I secretly called the ladies’ gossip room. “Our father’s new lover is little more than 4 years older than you and are we to address her as honorable stepmother?”


    “There’s nothing disgusting about that,” my brother retorted in typical fashion. “It’s what we males do and that’s why we’re superior! When I’m old enough, I’m going to take 100 concubines, each one younger than the other!”


    I gave Goro a half hearted shove and walked off. It was pointless getting all riled up because my brother really believed it was his birthright to claim unchallengeable superiority over women which, given the fact that we were living in Manchuria in the 1915 era in a household filled with concubines serving one patriarch, Goro had every reason to assume so.


    That day, my curiosity about what happened when my father was alone with his youngest concubine got the better of me and without thinking, I recklessly walked right up to the house which I secretly called their love nest. To my surprise the usual servants who waited on my father hand and foot were nowhere in sight and I could walk right through the front door to find only an elaborate wooden screen shielding my father and his concubine from prying eyes. My heart was thudding furiously as I watched, intrigued, my father disrobing his beautiful young concubine and making love to her. I had never seen him so gentle with a woman before and studied his impressive naked form with great interest.


    I felt no guilt or fear at spying on my father in his most vulnerable and intimate moment and was so engrossed that I didn’t notice a flash of pink brushing past me till someone grabbed one of my long plaits and screamed, “Aisin, how dare you spy on our father! You shameless harlot!”


    It was my thirteenth stepsister who knew she had got me into really hot soup this time and was not about to let go. To my horror, she raised her voice calling out for help and within seconds, my father, used to swift reaction to any threat of danger or assassination attempt, rushed out with a mean looking dagger in his right hand and his robe wrapped haphazardly around him.


    When he saw me and heard Thirteenth sister’s explanation of what I had done, my father’s face turned a ferocious purple and he roared for my mother to be summoned immediately. He took me by the scruff of my neck and dragged me to the nearest room to wait for my mother. It was humiliating to be transported by the scruff of my neck by a man whose love and approval I so longed for, but I did not dare to kick and scream out my objections. For some reason, I knew this time I had tested my father’s patience too far and I was truly doomed. There would be severe punishment for this heinous crime of spying on my own father making love to his concubine and it would be merciless, what had I been thinking of? I was almost sorry and disgusted with what I had just done. Which daughter did that kind of thing at 8 years old?


    When my mother arrived, she was so mortified at what I had done that she literally crawled her way up to face my father on bended knees and this time, despite my anxiety, I was really angry with myself for two reasons, first because I had reduced my mother to such indignity and secondly because it was very dark humor and ironical that my mother had to actually apologise for causing her husband’s love tryst with another woman to be disturbed! If the opposite had happened, my father would not be bowing and scraping in apology but would have my mother executed for it. At the tender age of 8, I had been confronted with the very vast inequality between men and women in my society and my father’s careless profiling of his “unimportant daughters” had taken on new meaning.


    It sowed the seeds of discontent and anger in me and in later life, I rebelled against my own gender, cropped my hair and cross dressed, ignoring with impunity all the social disapproval of my often bizarre life choices.


    The knees of the precocious and fearless Aisin actually shook so hard they were in danger of buckling as my father advanced menacingly towards me. Perhaps the youth of his latest concubine had softened him but he didn’t strike me across the face as I had expected but his anger was so powerful and intense it exploded over my mother and me like a ton of burning rocks.


    He ranted the usual rhetoric at my mother for giving birth to a daughter and bringing her up so badly that she had become this wild and obnoxious girl who was a curse on the House of Su. I covered my ears trying to shut out my idolized father’s cruel words but they penetrated right through my fingers to break my heart, piece by piece. Later I would blame my oddities on this early diet of demeaning rhetoric from my father that I was subjected to on a regular basis.


    When he had finished, my father’s voice softened dangerously sending more chills than my spine than when he had been roaring profanities at us.


    “I’ve made up my mind,” he said almost gently. “Enough of all this nonsense, Aisin will be sent to Japan to stay with my adopted Japanese brother, Naniwa Kawashima as soon as possible. He has asked to adopt her many times and perhaps Aisin will learn to behave like a lady from her Japanese family since her mother is not able to do that.”


    At that moment a crack of thunder split up the sky and little bolts of lightning streaked through the room, it was a reflection of how my whole world had broken into bits at that moment.


    Without thinking, I threw myself at my father’s feet and pleaded, ”Please, my father, don’t send me to Japan, I promise I will be good from now on and you will never see or hear of me again!”


    But I had pushed him too far this time and he pushed me away and declared firmly, “It’s too late to repent, Aisin, and besides, I’ve already decided that you will leave for Japan by the end of this month, this is my order, do you understand?”


    I felt my mother’s hand on my arm, pulling me away, she probably hoped that if I didn’t fight with my father and let him cool down in his own time, there would at least be some chance, no matter how small, that he might relent. After all, there were still 2 weeks till the end of the month and a lot could happen in two weeks!

  


  
    
CHAPTER: 2


    As the days passed it was clear my father was not going to relent, not even when my mother sent plea after plea begging him to forgive my childish and thoughtless pranks and let me remain in Manchuria with the family.


    I tried my best too, laying in wait for my father in places where I thought he might be, to throw myself at his feet and dream of a benevolent father whose heart would soften at the sight of his grieving daughter and reverse his order for my exile to Japan. But in my childhood and in fact in all my life, I learnt the hard way that dreams were just dreams, always in abundance but never to be fulfilled.


    My father obviously knew what I was up to and studiously avoided me because my tenacity could be tiresome and exasperating and he didn’t want to be bothered with the justifications and persistence only I, among all his children would dare confront him with. I think, in a way, he wanted to get rid of me because I was bold, unpredictable and would not close my eyes to his excesses in life and that made him uncomfortable, especially when he took a new concubine, each younger than the other.


    In the last week, I finally gave up on my father ever reversing his decision and decided that in view of his hard, unforgiving nature, it was better to be bad than good. I had nothing more to lose anyway. I was just an eight year old weighed down by a myriad of emotions and angry with myself for the wild rebellious streak I had never bothered to control and now because of it, I was going to lose my home and my family to an uncertain future in a strange country. It had to take a very cruel father to do this and deprive his eight year old daughter of the warmth and nurture of a mother she still needed. For the first time in my 8 years, I hated the man who had grudgingly given me life. He had begrudged my life because I was born a girl!


    On an angry impulse, I took up a pair of scissors and snipped off my long shinning plaits knowing that this would definitely enrage my father and get his attention. It was a suicidal action of ultimate rebellion and even my horrified mother gave up pleading my case after that.


    When my father saw what I had done, he did not say a word but ordered my mother to finalise all preparations to ship me off to Japan as soon as possible. To him, I was a lost cause and not worthy of any further comments. His silence was even more frightening than his usual ranting and even I shuddered at its powerful implications.


    I was well and truly doomed and to distract myself from the pain and distress of my now eminent departure from all that was dear and familiar to me, I busied myself with the frenzied expedited preparations for the long trip to my new family in Japan. Thankfully, my eternal quest for adventure and new challenges did not fail me and eventually I managed to work up some excited anticipation about this unknown country and family my father was sending me to. Still, I was only 8 years old and for all the brave front I put up especially for the benefit of 13th sister who had gotten me into this situation in the first place, deep down, I was terrified.


    What sad and unimportant lives girls and women led, tolerated as long as they gave pleasure and were useful to men. But the minute they became a liability or asserted themselves a little too much for the liking of the men who controlled their lives, the favorite solution of the powers that be, was the much feared roar “Be gone into Exile!” Even then, I felt I had beaten them all by getting “exiled” at the age of 8!


    My mother was inconsolable at the thought of losing me and she broke all the rules on the rigid control of emotions and adherence to hierarchy that was required in our enormous household and cuddled me to sleep every night, stroking my hair and telling me to be brave and behave so that my new family would love me and my life would be better for that.


    “Promise me, Aisin, you will not cause any trouble to the Kawashima family,” she cried, her tears creating a damp patch on my hair.


    “Yes, mother, I promise,” I replied without much conviction because I knew there was very little hope that I would be able to keep that promise. It was very unfair but trouble was something I attracted without ever making an effort to do so! But my half hearted promise seemed to satisfy my mother and she threw herself into filling the 20 or so wooden chests that would accompany me to Japan with beautiful clothes that I would soon grow out of and handmade shoes of the finest quality that I would shun for stout running shoes and masculine boots on my big unbounded feet. The food chests were crammed with my favorite cookies and pastries and many fine gifts for the Kawashima family. It was as if my mother was trying to fit an eternity of love for a favorite daughter she might never see again, into 20 wooden chests.


    Tears streamed down her cheeks as she placed several boxes of my favorite sugared lychees into one of the food chests, something she was sure I would not find in Japan and pine for.


    “Aisin,” she whispered. “Every time you eat these lychees, think of me but when they are all gone, it will be time to move on and forget me forever.”


    There was a lump in my throat as I told my mother that I would eat the lychees very slowly so that I would never have to forget her for a long, long time and this brought on a fresh wave of sobs.


    I placed my hand awkwardly on her heaving shoulders loving her so much but not knowing how to show it. My heart tightened and I hated my father at this point, what kind of cruel monster put a mother and his own daughter through so much agony by separating them in this callous manner? Didn’t he feel anything, for God’s sake? I hated him even more when I realized not long after that I had inherited some of those cruel genes although unlike him, thankfully, mine was moderated by frequent spurts of generosity and compassion.


    My father also had a libido and sexual appetite way beyond his age and my voracious sexual curiosity probably came from him as well. But unlike my mother and almost every woman of my time, I refused to suppress that sexual curiosity and need, not even on pain of death or being profiled as shameless, queer and a pervert. Sex to me was as natural as breathing, eating or sleeping and I was completely open about it. Thankfully, my mother would not be around to see or know about my sexual exploits in later years!


    Right up to the day before my departure, I secretly hoped for a reprieve from my father and kept an ear open for my mother’s happy announcement that I could stay and that the whole thing had been enacted just to teach me a lesson so I would never spy on anyone again. Surely no father, however emotionally detached, could actually send his daughter to live with strangers in a country thousands of miles away! But my father could and did send me away, no word from him two days before my departure, a day before and finally on the day itself, I knew there would be no reprieve and for better or for worse, my destiny with Japan and the Kawashima family was sealed.


    The hot tears that pricked my eyes spilt over and I had to bite my lip till it bled to stop myself from the hysterical screams I was famous for when I didn’t get what I wanted, only this time my mother was not there to protect and soothe me.


    “Where is my mother?” I shouted, suddenly panic stricken when she didn’t come to wave me off. For all my defiant and devil may care nature, I still needed my mother. I had never been away from her for any length of time and her absence frightened me.


    “Your lady mother can’t send you off, she has collapsed with exhaustion and grief and is confined to her bed, Princess Aisin,” one of the servants replied sullenly. Like the other three servants who had been ordered to accompany me, they were resentful that they had to leave their comfortable lives in a household where even the servants ate meat and had lots of time after their chores to gossip.


    My personal maid, Jade, hustled me into the simple sedan that was to carry me for the first part of my long journey and even as it pulled out of the heavy gates of my father’s palatial house, I craned my neck hoping to see my mother, perhaps for the last time, but she didn’t appear. In the end, I didn’t even get to say good bye to her or have that last hug and frantic waving I had expected. I knew my mother hadn’t appeared to send me off because she couldn’t trust herself not to break down completely as the sedan carrying her strange favorite daughter sped away, banished, perhaps forever from her.


    I had a good cry on the shoulders of Jade who would accompany me to Japan to care for me in the Kawashima household and from now on, she would be my only friend and substitute mother, someone from home I could trust and be myself with.


    But with the speed of youth and my optimistic nature, in a matter of hours I resigned myself to my fate and cheered up considerably especially when Jade told me we would be boarding a ship from Shanghai to Japan. I had never been on a ship before and the excited anticipation of this new adventure managed to blow away most of the heaviness of losing my home and my mother all in one day.


    I pestered Jade with questions about ships and threw a tantrum when she couldn’t answer.


    “Miss Aisin, you forget I have never left your father’s estate, how am I expected to know anything about ships?” my exasperated maid said at last. Then her face turned pale as she realized she had just done the forbidden, admonish a daughter of her master, Prince Su for which she could expect to be severely punished if we were back home.


    To Jade’s surprise, her rebuke had the opposite effect on me, I stopped in mid tantrum and said mildly, “You’re right, Jade, I’m being unreasonable, let’s just wait to find out what a ship is like!”


    My maid looked confused at this unprecedented change of perspectives and perhaps she realized as I did at this point that the balance of power had shifted somewhat and, set adrift in a foreign land with the umbilical cord to my family in Manchuria well and truly cut, I was totally dependent on her for emotional support and counsel, especially in the early days. In any event, even if Jade talked back at me, who was there to admonish or punish her?


    In the days to come I discovered that although this was my first time on a ship, I was a natural sailor and enjoyed every minute of the seven days’ crossing over to Japan. The stormier the sailing got, the more I liked it because I could go out to the deck and let the wind whip my clothes and my hair into a frenzy. It made me feel free and unshackled.


    The tossing ship was like the restless wild spirit in me and if I screamed out my energy, the wind caught my voice and carried it away into the distance and no one could hear me. On this ship, I was free as the wind, without any of the many harsh restraints that shackled females in Manchuria. Without a worry about what was to come in Japan, I was just Aisin Gioro, a child of nature and if I ran wild all over the huge ship, Jade could not find me easily! No one knew me as Princess Aisin, the temperamental and eccentric daughter of Prince Su, no angry father stood over me with a cane as sharp as a knife and a whole list of impressive punishments guaranteed to tame a spirit less wild than mine. I could be anything I wanted on this ship and I loved it!


    Poor Jade didn’t share my enthusiasm and, still duty bound to protect me, she would stumble up to the deck to look for me, her face green with sea sickness and her voice a perpetual whispered groan. The sight of her sick face irritated me and disturbed my sense of unbridled freedom and I would dodge her gleefully as she wandered all over the ship croaking, “Miss Aisin, Miss Aisin, where are you?”


    My mother had made Jade promise to call me Miss instead of Princess Aisin because she thought I would fit into my new life better. As for me, I couldn’t care less even if Jade just called me Aisin.


    It was also on the ship that I encountered foreigners for the first time in my life, their pale skin was like creamy milk with a tinge of rose but it was the blue of their eyes and the gold in their hair that entranced me.


    “God is unfair,” I grumbled to Jade when she finally caught up with me at dinner time simply because I was hungry and wanted her to serve me with more of the unpalatable food from the ship’s kitchens, but when you’re hungry, food is food! “Look how he has bestowed the foreigners with perfect features, big eyes, high noses and interesting hair and eye colors! We are given only one monotone color, black for hair and eyes, less than perfect noses and round flat faces! We only have one change of hair color, grey when we grow old and that’s all!”


    “Now, does that sound fair to you or not?” I demanded when Jade didn’t give me the immediate response I still expected from servants.


    “No, Miss Aisin, a lot of things are not fair such as why I am born a servant and you are born a princess but each one of us has a destiny that we cannot escape,” Jade replied and I noticed for the first time since we left Manchuria, that my maid actually looked me in the eye when she talked to me, not with head bowed and eyes averted respectfully as she was expected to do back home. But I was never one to respect protocol so that suited me better because I liked to hold a person’s gaze boldly when I talked to him or her and this respectful system of averting the eyes had always annoyed me anyway because I felt as if I was talking to a blank wall.


    “Don’t do that, do you want them to be punished?” my mother used to chide me when I ordered even the most menial servant to look up and at me when I spoke to them.


    “But they shouldn’t be punished because I ordered them to do it!” I protested.


    “No matter what, if there’s anything inappropriate, the servant always takes the blame and bears the brunt ultimately of your whims and fancies. Remember that, Aisin the next time you order them to do things against the system because they get punished, not you,” my mother replied.


    I seldom took her advice and thought nothing about getting a servant punished for pandering to my whims and fancies against “the system.”


    After I discovered their existence, I spent my days on deck spying on the foreigners and straining my ears to catch the guttural sounds that came from their throats, trying to make sense of those strange sounds. There were two women in my favorite group of foreigners and I was fascinated by the way they were treated. The men stood up when they approached, pulled out chairs for the women and let them walk in front, not trailing behind at a respectful distance, like my mother and the other women in Manchuria were expected to do!


    Most of all, I was entranced by the uninhibited affections a young couple in the group showed for one another, openly kissing on deck and embracing with obvious great passion and desire before disappearing into their cabin to do what I imagined my father did with his concubines.


    I had once watched my mother bathe and wash her hair in rose water and later slipped happily into her best silk robe because she had received word my father would be visiting her that night. There was a light in her eyes and little rosy patches stained her cheeks and I gathered that whatever my father did to his many women, he brought them great pleasure and joy.


    I thoroughly enjoyed myself on the ship mainly because with Jade getting sicker by the day, I was left to run as wild as I wanted and make believe that at the end of this joy ride, we would turn around and my home, family and all the familiar things in Manchuria would be waiting for me.


    But the “joy ride” ended with my dreams in tatters as I gazed at an unfamiliar shore and reluctantly left the sanctuary of the ship to face the reality of Japan and the Kawashima family. Two servants with expressionless, unsmiling faces met us at the dock, and proceeded to load our chests and us into a carriage, all done without a single word exchanged.


    “What’s what with these people? They could at least say a word of welcome or even a very basic “Hello” will do,” I whispered to Jade.


    The warm greeting died on my lips and I sighed, why was everyone so unfriendly, would I ever inspire a smile on anyone’s face again? There had to be something wrong with me that I incited only cold and hostile responses from people and never warmth and love, perhaps I was really a bad person and no one could love or even like me.


    As the carriage sped away from the busy dock of Yokohama awashed with the sounds, smells and life of a busy port, I shrugged off my temporary emotional lapse and surveyed my new environment with growing excitement. Good or bad, everything was new and appealed to my sense of adventure.


    Eventually, a heaviness came over me, I could hardly keep my eyes open and in that euphoric twilight zone before a deep sleep, I felt my mother’s arms cradling me and her gentle voice reminding me to be good and my defiant reply, “No, mother, I prefer to be bad because it’s more fun! Women who are good have boring lives and end up like you and the other concubines!”


    I must have slept the entire journey to the Kawashima home because the next thing I knew, Jade was shaking me, gently at first and then more urgently, as she tried to wake me up.


    “We’ve arrived, Miss Aisin,” she said. “Wake up because it would be rude to be half asleep when Mr. and Mrs. Kawashima come out to greet us! We don’t want to start on the wrong footing because first impressions are the most important!”


    “If they do, welcome us, that is,” I retorted, rubbing the sleep from my eyes, annoyed that I been woken up so abruptly and had lost my beautiful dream.


    As it was, Jade needn’t have worried because no one from the Kawashima family came out to welcome us. Instead, a stick thin, stern looking woman bowed to us and motioned us to follow her without uttering a single word.


    “What’s what with these people here in Japan?” I whispered to Jade. “Are they deaf and dumb or have they taken a vow of silence? My goodness, no one has spoken a word to us since we arrived! ”


    “Keep your voice down, Miss Aisin,” Jade whispered back, it was ridiculous that we were actually whispering but the ramrod straight back of our “guide” did not encourage any kind of loud or even normal chatter.


    For the first time, I noticed the big white lanterns hanging outside the main door and the somber atmosphere descending on us like a cloud of grey ash as we approached the house. I was used to the bright and sunny colors of my native Manchuria and the plain and colorless tones of natural timber favored by the Kawashima house was something I would never get used to, this and the lack of cheerful chatter, serious or good natured bickering and just plain old noise.


    “I feel as if I am going to a funeral, Jade,” I continued, still whispering.


    “In a way, you are, because Terima, Mrs. Kawashima’s mother has just passed away and the whole house is in mourning,” our ramrod “guide” with the very unlikely name, Aiko, literally translated to mean love child, turned slightly and said. “That’s why no member of the Kawashima family could be here to greet you and they asked me to extend their apologies.”


    It was as if she understood what we had been whispering about although that was mostly unlikely because we had been talking in Chinese. In any case, I didn’t see how being in mourning would prevent someone from welcoming invited guests into their home!


    The Kawashima household consisted of Naniwa Kawashima, his wife Natsuko, her ugly deformed sister, Shimako, six daughters and two sons, Nobu and Hideo and Kawashima’s father, Teshima. Because no one had been introduced to me after weeks of living in the Kawashima household, I had to send Jade down to the servants’ quarters to find out the family’s dynamics.


    “That’s all? No concubines?” I demanded of Jade when she returned with this piece of information about my new family.


    “Not a single one,” Jade shook her head. “Although it’s common knowledge that Naniwa Kawashima takes his pleasures frequently at the tea houses and brothels around. It’s rumored that he and Natsuko don’t sleep together anymore and although he respects her for her blue blooded background, he can’t stand her cold frigidness and never lies with her!”


    As the days passed, it was clear that Naniwa took no interest in me, my stepmother, Natsuko, was so cold she brought a perpetual chill to the whole house even in summer, Shimako hated me with real venom and would gladly have dropped rat poison into my tea if she could. In the years to come, I remember how much I wanted Natsuko to love me as a substitute mother but no matter how hard I tried, she never took to me.


    The first few nights in the Kawashima home I felt totally unloved and unwanted. The house was deadly quiet and I missed the gay chatter and even the constant squabbling and politicking among the scores of women, concubines and sisters alike in my home back in Manchuria because interwoven in the constant female battle for favor with one man, at least there were emotions and colors to life, both of which were very essential to me. Even the family’s dogs were elegant and well behaved, nothing like the unruly packs we had back in Manchuria!


    The devotion and company of Jade, my only lifeline to the past did not seem enough to lift my spirits as I sank into as deep a depression as an 8 year old girl could get into. There were only two options open to me, let my depression squeeze the life out of me and fade away into the inconsequential nonentity of most women of my era or I could rise above it and fight on, in typical Aisin Gioro fashion, sweeping aside anything that stood in my way and standing my ground no matter how many slaps in the face I got.


    What I chose at this point of my life was to determine whether I would have a place in history for better or for worse or to become another faceless woman in Japan. The way my life and name have been perpetuated in the history books of China and Japan, I obviously chose to walk fearlessly down the paths less travelled by women of my time!
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