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Everyone was aware that Izumi was just an ordi-
nary girl. She was very bashful, and when she
talked with someone, she could not meet their
eyes. According to her mother Toriko, Izumi was
a “good for nothing” daughter. When she was
asked to go shopping, there was always something
wrong with the change. When she was asked to
greet someone, she was always at loss for words
and mumbled with her cheeks blushing bright red
like the color of tomatoes. Everyone complimented
her on her obedience, but her mother complained,
grumbling that for a girl who was already 16 or
17 years old, Izumi was immature.!

“There will be trouble if she cannot exchange
greetings with anyone properly. Well, girls her
age are more mature. In the old days, girls of 17
were full-grown. Why is our daughter Izumi so
timid, Heizo?”

Uncomfortable in the heat, Izumi’s fat? father
sat in front of a table littered with dishes and rem-
nants of meal, stripped to the waist and nervously
picking his teeth with a toothpick, his pot belly
sticking out. He was born and raised in Osaka
City, and the dialect of this western city that vigor-
ously rushed from his mouth, offended the ears of
his Eastern-born wife, Toriko.

“Greetings? Why the hell do you care about

greetings? Even if she doesn’t start training now,

she can certainly do well when she gets older. You
don’t have to worry about it.”

“Come on, honey,” Toriko muttered in frustra-
tion and started to clean up the mess on the table.
Izumi listened to their conversation while looking
vacantly at the dusky yard.

“Generally speaking, girls should...”

“There you go again.”

“She is our only daughter, so of course I am anx-
ious about her future...”

“You just can’t stop pushing her with your
ideas, can you? Leave her alone, and we will have
nothing to worry about.”

He moved to the inner parlor which had already
been swept clean, found his tobacco pipe, inhaled
once, and looked around. He could not see Izumi
anywhere, so he yelled toward the garden.

“Where are you, Izumi?”

“She’s already gone upstairs to her room.”
Toriko replied.

“When did she go? That girl disappears like a
fart.”

Heizo tapped his pipe against the edge of the ash-
tray, put it on the table, hacked, and spit phlegm
into the garden. Then he put on his clothes. The
wind was chilly this time of the day. The white clus-
ters of flowers on the Japanese Meadowsweet

bush near the veranda seemed illuminated in the



evening dusk.

Toriko turned on the radio in the living room
and lively jazz music tumbled into the room, in-
stantly making the atmosphere cheerful.

“Hey, Toriko,” called Heizo without turning
around.

“Yes. What do you want?”

“You are always playing garbage on the radio.
Turn it off.”

Toriko chuckled to herself and turned off the ra-
dio. Heizo liked the old-style storytelling and sing-
ing of stories, rakugo or naniwabushi. While
Toriko was putting away the small folding dinner
table, Izumi came downstairs and crouched casu-
ally beside her mother, saying in a small tone,

“Mom...”

“What?”

“I...I'd like to take the day off school tomorrow.”

“Not again...”

Toriko stopped her work and looked Izumi
square in the face. Izumi immediately blushed,
mumbled something and looked away. After she
had graduated from a women’s college in March,
she was made to go to a women’s dressmaking
school T against her will. She frequently skipped
school because she was reluctant to do the boring
and endless training for homemaking, such as
flower arrangement or tea ceremony practice. She
could not remember when it started, but Izumi of-
ten pondered on her monotonous and peaceful life.
Her mother didn’'t know, and her father could not
even imagine it. Even Izumi herself did not under-
stand for sure, but at the end of a day that begins
and ends without remark, suddenly at night, her
innocent, naive and fragile spirit would be almost
crushed under the pressure of profound hopeless-
ness and a sense of dark emptiness. But, she could
no longer be feebly resigned to it, as she had been
until now. At any given time of day, she would

start to feel as if her mouth was stopped, suffo-

T In general terms, there are two kinds of dressmaking
styles in Japan: one is Western style clothes making
(yosai, 7£#%), and the other Japanese style (wasai, I
# ). Izumi was attending a western dressmaking

school.

cated by an eerie, overwhelming and increasing
sense of pressure which was aimed at her mo-
ments of peace, but at last she had decided to con-
front it face on. However, what could she do?? Her
mother attempted to make her learn to sew kimo-
nos, and her father bought her whatever she
wanted. Between her parents, Izumi continued to
live in anguish alone. She had not wanted to at-
tend the dressmaking school or anything else
since she had become doubtful about her future.
Above all, she needed time and a place to think for
herself.

“You are absent from too many classes. Won't
you fall behind your classmates?”

“Yeah, but...,” Izumi looked down totally de-
jected.

Toriko did not want to cut her daughter any
more slack as Izumi had already stayed away
from school for more than a week.

“Well, I don’t care whether you start again to-
morrow or later, but you should go. I don’t under-
stand why we are paying the monthly lesson fee
for nothing.”

Although Izumi was dissatisfied with her
mother’s answer, Toriko talked in such a straight-
forward way that Izumi was not able to talk back
to her. She nodded assent helplessly and went up
to her room on the second floor.

“Izumi is a pain in the neck, Heizo. She doesn’t
want to go to dressmaking school at all. I'm wor-
ried about what kind of person she will become.”

Toriko looked back at Heizo. He was leaning
against a post* in the wall, reading the newspaper

“Well, leave her alone for a while. Sooner or
later, if she feels like it, she will start to attend
the class,” he answered in a drowsy tone.

“You are certainly carefree,” Toriko replied huff-
ily. She closed the shutters along the balcony and
looked up to a cool night sky. She could see mil-
lions of beautiful stars glittering in the night.

“Oh, I forgot to bring in the laundry. Izumi,
please bring it in.”

Toriko shouted out from downstairs. From the
second floor came Izumi’s clear reply, and then a

bumping noise of the shutters being drawn and



Izumi climbing onto the clothes-drying platform.

Heizo had already gone to bed. After cleaning
the sink in the kitchen, Toriko was alone, putting
her sewing on the tatami mat under the bright
light and forgetting the time passing for a mo-
ment. All was quiet. The house was in the suburbs
with no other houses nearby. Silent and tranquil.

Toriko, however, was feeling unhappy. She was
discontented because, as usual, Izumi had gone up
to her room and had not come down. She unfolded
the fabric marking board and measured the cloth
busily.® The clock in the living room began to
strike and she counted the hours as they sounded.
It was already ten. Then, she put the ruler on her
knee and call out,

“Izumi, it’s time you went to bed!”

There was no answer. Toriko dusted off her
knees and went upstairs. Izumi was having a cat-
nap on her back in front of the desk in her small
room. When she saw Izumi’s fragile and slender
limbs, % Toriko was reminded of Izumi’s immatur-
ity. She called to her daughter in a small, soft
tone and looked around her room. The bookshelf
was stuffed full of books, the boxes full of colorful
paper, and small pieces of cloth were beautifully
piled up. The room was decorated with various
things such as dolls, pictures, and embroidered tap-
estries on the wall; all were beautifully colored by
the light from a yellow silk lampshade. Izumi was
breathing peacefully as she slept soundly, but
Toriko was filled with a somewhat indescribable
anxiety and looked around vaguely for no appar-
ent reason.

These days, Izumi had taken to being in her
room upstairs and the chances for her to talk hap-
pily with her parents had become increasingly
few. Izumi seemed to have entered into a whole
new world. At this particular time of life, though
this world was full of romantic hopes and wild fan-
cies, girls often spent their days apart from their
parents. Now, Toriko realized that her daughter
had reached an age that Toriko could not under-
stand. While thinking it over, she was perplexed
and at a loss, as if she were a mass of cold water,

within the beautiful, smooth, oily atmosphere of

her daughter. Above all things, Toriko felt lonely
when she saw her daughter swim away into an-
other world.

The next day was beautiful and sunny. But
slightly depressed, Izumi did not feel like getting
out of the bed. After a while the clock struck six,
and she had no choice but to get up and get
dressed. Unexpectedly, lines from a poem came
from her lips, “...brushing the surface of a rice
paddy, stalks of rice are nodding...” More, she
could not remember. The garden was clothed in
bright lushness. A new growth of green—vivid in
color.” After washing her face, Izumi put on foun-
dation in front of the mirror, rouged her cheeks,
and applied a pale lipstick. Then she meticulously
combed out her hair, drew a white ribbon from a
drawer, and, after a moment of hesitation, tied up
her hair with care.

“The red ribbon looks better. The striped one.”

Unnoticed by Izumi, Toriko had been standing
behind her, Toriko

brought out a ribbon of flamboyant color. For

and, without invitation,
Toriko, it was a pleasure to dress her daughter
beautifully. Toriko believed that everything would
be better if it looked gorgeous; she tied the ribbon
in an excessive bow. In the mirror, Izumi found
her face masked in depression struck by the doubt
that again caught her like a bolt from out of the
blue. The contrasting face of doubt and red ribbon
seemed like a clown costume, For what purpose,
am I constantly applying makeup...® However, to
make her mother happy, Izumi came to the living
room, which was filled with the savory smell of
miso soup, her butterfly-shaped ribbon fluttering
on her head. Hot, steaming rice was scooped into
her bowl, when, with a rustling sound, came her fa-
ther bringing in a newspaper smelling of fresh
ink.

“Family suicide, again. It happens a lot these
days.”

“Really? Again?”

Toriko concentrated, listening to what Heizo
was saying while eating. Heizo continued to read
the newspaper aloud.

“The era of ‘competition for survival’ will come



at last. In that era, the poor that are defeated will
die. The poor sustain the rich,” he commented on
the article.

Tzumi stared at her father as if he were living in
another world. Heizo was smacking his lips as he
ate gluttonously, gulping loudly as he wolfed
down the miso soup. Truly, her father made a lot
of noise when he ate. For the first time in her life,
Izumi, cast a cold, scornful eye at his father’s
thick short neck, his flaccid and protruding belly,
his short hairy fingers, his muddy eyes, his bald-
ing head...disregarding the thought that he was
her father. But Izumi turned her eyes away from
her father feeling somewhat cruel and inhuman.
She could not help but sigh, trying to hide it. She
sat straight and gently closed her eyes, her hands
resting on her knees, holding her chopsticks.

Toriko was giving noncommittal responses to
Heizo about the news of a few acquaintances. Dur-
ing that time, the clatter of bowls and the sound
of boiling water for making tea could be heard,
along with the twitter of sparrows, which was
borne on the fresh, early summer breeze. Izumi
could not bear to live in peace and tranquility like
this. Her youthful power from within was always
trying to madly jump out, about to explode from
her. Can this really continue to be my life? Izumi
thought looking around apprehensively.

“What the hell are you doing, Izumi? Keep your
eyes on your meal and eat up.”

Heizo urged his daughter to eat in a casual man-
ner, but she changed color in shock. In any case,
her soul was severely damaged and suffering,
struggling in the place that was utterly beyond
her parents’ understanding. She wondered if her
material happiness made the matter worse — She
was seeking a spiritual mother like an injured
fawn.

Coral bead-like strawberries, which were taking
on color day by day, grew in the shadow of the dew-
covered leaves. The wheat was tall and grew
golden, garden peas produced numerous pods like
green ships. A field of onion lay stretched far.
Lively sound came from the local lumber mill in
the Tkehata Area and disturbed the pale golden

air. In the lumberyard, inside a bamboo fence, lay
numerous square timber logs, exposed to rain with-
out cover. The weeds crushed under them had an
equally beautiful green color. Clouds were floating
like steam above the tops of tall poplar trees,
spreading over the mountain range far away. The
sky extended endlessly, it had the transparency of
a sheet of glass which one was looking through
sideways, and far beyond the highway, the colored
roof tiles of an apartment building were shining.
A blessed morning in May. A gentle breeze was
blowing and birds were singing. Izumi was struck
by happiness.

Without realizing it, Izumi forgot the refreshed
feeling from the morning as she got off the
packed train and was carried away by the faceless
crowd on the platform. When she took a breath
idly in the dusty air of the station, someone sud-
denly patted her firmly on the shoulder. She
turned around and found that it was an older
friend of hers who attended a women'’s medical col-
lege. Yoshiko was tall, well-built and suntanned.
She was generally accepted by herself, and others,
as brilliant.

“Long time no see, Izumi. How have you been?”

“Oh dear... It’s been a long time, huh,...

Izumi mumbled and blushed fiery red as always
because she was startled by the suddenness of the
interaction.

“Yeah, it’s been a while. I know you live around
here. What are you up to now?”

“Nothing special...”

“Oh, is that so?”

Yoshiko nodded. Yoshiko had the habit of not lis-
tening to people closely. Izumi knew it, but the
words she swallowed stuck in her heart, though
she didn’t know why. It seemed to Izumi that
Yoshiko might be the very person who had the
key to open the door to the new life she hoped for.

“Are you busy with school?”

“Yeah, very! But, you know, it’s enjoyable and
fulfilling.”

Yoshiko replied quickly and vigorously. Izumi
was overpowered by such a strong spirit. Yoshiko

continued on to say that she had joined a social-



science club, attended an introductory lecture on
“Student

League for Assisting Overseas Families,” sup-

Marxism, and as a member of the

ported the medical corps for repatriates.? Various
words such as “Marx” and “Engels” which she
didn’t know rushed toward Izumi like a flood, and
overwhelmed her.

“Wow, Yoshiko. You're doing so much.”

“No, not really. But, there are so many things I
want to know. I'm overwhelmed. I want to know
much more, and I'm happy because the world has
been getting brighter to me, full of pleasure and
meaning. By the way, I'm making a presentation
at the Literature Association next week. I am hon-
ored and grateful to be invited to speak there, you
know.

“I see...”

Yoshiko thought to herself, Is she even listening?
and continued, “There will be a student union de-
bate tomorrow afternoon, at XX-hall. If you
would like to come, I have an extra ticket. Would
you like it? The topic will be humanism.”
fell self-

deprecation, and was mentally exhausted. Yoshiko

Izumi into a state of complete
expressed her views on humanism at great length.
Yoshiko thought in her heart, This girl doesn’t
know how to enjoy student life, so forced herself
to laugh happily and brightly like the sun, show-
ing pearly white teeth. But, as is usual with shy
girls, Izumi was sensitive to Yoshiko’s true feel-
ings.

“And now, as I'm away from my parents and
staying at my uncle’s house, it’s very hard to live
only on the allowance from back home. That’s
why I'm teaching mathematics and science® to the
neighborhood junior high students every night.
I'm not a skillful teacher, but the job offers me a
real challenge. I work practically 24 hours a day
without a break. But I can earn a little money.”

“Oh,...”

Izumi’s eyes stared out into space, a distant

look in her face. She saw her own misery but the

T Japanese citizens relocating after World War II from

previously occupied countries.

next moment, she thought that Yoshiko was not
that great of a person, either. This might be a
kind of a strong rivalry or envy girls sometimes
have, but Izumi became increasingly convinced
that her thoughts were correct. This girl is talk-
ing with eloquence and fluency, but she has not yet
reached the path I'm looking for, Izumi thought
with dreams in her eyes. ! Yoshiko regarded Izumi
as weak and indecisive, said good-by, walking
away proudly as if she were a female soldier. Head
high and chest out.

At the
about Yoshiko all day long. Yoshiko’s intelligent

dressmaking school, Izumi thought
appearance was on her mind. On Izumi’s way
home it was really hot as if summer had come in
earnest.

There were crowds of people here and there at
the station. Some students with armbands pro-
claiming “Student League” were taking care of the
repatriates who had just gotten off the train, and
others were in groups, selling movie tickets to col-
lect money for disaster relief. As Izumi passed by
the crowds, a student from the women’s medical
college nodded and smiled. It was Yoshiko. She
started to shout through a megaphone in her

hand. The
mindedly watched passersby.

college students nearby absent-

“...we humbly ask for your cooperation in help-
ing these poor repatriates.” After her announce-
ment, Yoshiko put her hat on again, and drew
near Izumi, smiling.

“Sorry we had no time to talk earlier. I'm afraid
I'm very tired. Good luck. Let’s get together some-
time. See you,” Yoshiko said.

Into Izumi’s mind came — somebody’s tanka po-
etry.

May a storm come soon!

Because I tire of the monotony,

the tide flowing and ebbing peacefully.!!
Walking slowly, Izumi repeated the phrase “I tire
of the monotony.” Were not her frustration and an-
guish also caused by the monotony of her life? —
No, that was not true. But Izumi was stimulated
by Yoshiko, she was excited. For the first time in

a long time, Izumi was struck by the liveliness of



the town. When she returned home, she found her
mother sewing a silk kimono which had a youth-
ful pattern of large white shapes like hash marks
standing out against the purple color of the cloth.

“This is for you, Izumi. It will look good on you.”

Toriko got so much enjoyment from making ki-
monos for her daughter. She smiled sweetly and
held up the kimono fabric to Izumi’s shoulder,
checking the suitability of the size and pattern,
her head tilted as if she were appreciating a work
of art. But Izumi was not interested because she
was tired and had things to think over from the
stimulation of the day.

“I don’t need anything. What’s a kimono to me?”

“Everyone thinks that way when they are a
child. But the time will soon come when you will
be grateful for the kimonos your mother made.”

Her mother said this so decisively that Izumi
felt disagreeable.

“That’s not true. I won’t think that way, never.”

“Listen, Izumi. Is it possible for you to idle your
time away all your life alone? No. You have to get
married at least once. It will be important to have
many fine kimonos then.”

“That’s not true, Mom, no, that’s not true.”

Izumi turned red, looked away and sneered at
her mother. Toriko thought that Izumi did not
know anything, still immature though she was get-
ting taller. However, Izumi suddenly began to talk
eloquently.

“Mom, I met Yoshiko today. She is great! She
is studying, earns money for herself, and is very ac-
tive in so many groups and organizations — I'd
also like to work somewhere very busy.”

Izumi said the last part jokingly, and, of course,
Toriko did not take Izumi’s words seriously. “She
is a so-called self-supporting student. What lousy
parents. They leave their daughter in the middle
of the town alone and make her earn a disreputa-
ble living. You don’t have to work and earn your
own money, Izumi.”

“But...I feel somehow sorry for the people
around us. I want to do something, I want to de-
vote myself to something now, while I am still

young.”

Toriko became puzzled, crossing her arms across
her chest and peering into the face of her daugh-
ter. Izumi felt hot and flushed as if delirious with
fever.

“What in the world is the matter, Izumi? What
are you talking about?”

Izumi came back to reality. She had completely
lost the thread of her story. There was only a feel-
ing of emptiness. She was aware that she was try-
ing to grow under the cover of her parents shelter-
ing protection from the real world, but what
should she do? — Izumi was too tired to keep think-
ing. Heizo came back from work in the evening.
Toriko had little news because she had stayed in-
doors all day, but told him immediately what
Izumi said. He was imperturbable and howled with
laughter.

“Izumi might just be surprised because it's been
awhile since she has gone out.”

When his daughter sat at the table, he said
abruptly,

“You don’t need to worry about anything. You
are different from your friends. You don’t have to
earn your living because you are my daughter.”

Toriko added, “You shouldn’t go out with girls
like that medical college student, who is argumen-
tative, and cares nothing about being ladylike.
I can tell you.” Izumi nodded and picked up her
chopsticks. She did not want to make her parents
worry, so she accepted their advice without argu-
ment.

“Understood.”

Why don’t

we go out to Kyoto next Sunday? Don’t you have

“You look down, Izumi. Cheer up!

something you want to buy?”

“Thanks, Dad. I'm okay. I don’t need anything.”

When dinner was finished, Izumi wandered
absently-mindedly outside the house. It was very
quiet around her, and the crescent moon was shin-
ing. The outline of the hills was clearly defined
against the evening sky. The strong orange lights
which came from within the houses were beauti-
ful. Gently and without sound, everything sank
into the mysterious color of evening dusk. The

birds with pitch-black wings crossed the sky



through the air like heavy mist. Izumi felt a
breeze blowing. Melancholic, muddy like a bottom-
less swamp, dusk was settling all around. Sud-
denly, uncontrollable feelings of grief and despair
flooded her heart.

What a quiet and peaceful life. She was free
from worry about food and shelter. If the situa-
tion remained the same, she would continue to go
to dressmaking school, paint pictures, make tea, ar-
range flowers, and finally she would surely be a
modest and obedient daughter. However, on the
other hand, the girls in the new world had been
growing stronger through clashes with each
other, even if they often followed others blindly,
or resorted to bravado. They were brave, they
were not struggling unnecessarily like Izumi.
Izumi would never match them in zest for life.

The new world was growing. ?

When Izumi thought of her precious youth
wasted, she hung her head in sorrow and wept lean-
ing against a pine tree.

But what could Izumi do? She would go to the
dressmaking school tomorrow. Then, she would
learn to sew business shirts and spend time in
small talk. She would also sew kimonos. She
would lack nothing in her life.

But while weeping, Izumi said to herself, This

was never the life I wanted, again, and again.
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Comments for Readers:

On the surface, Tanabe's At the Age of Seven-
teen appears to be a straightforward coming of
age story of a girl who is conflicted about her fu-
ture. However, because Tanabe’s work is situated
with such deep connections to time and place, she
provides a unique snapshot of Japan during great
change and conflict.

Tanabe explicitly describes Izumi’s internal feel-
ings of conflict, while providing other characters
who challenge Izumi’s way of thinking. Izumi’s
weariness and depression is contrasted strongly
with Yoshiko’s vitality and activity. Also, Izumi’s
identity as an obedient and sheltered daughter is
contrary to the successful independence Yoshiko
represents. In addition, Izumi’s parents believe
that Izumi should be a cultured woman, who does
not work outside the home and is educated in vari-
ous domestic skills. Their view of Izumi’s future is

intrinsically connected with her future role as a

wife. Although Izumi recognizes benefits of all
these paths, she is clearly still torn about her own
desires.

Beyond the direct challenges in Izumi’s life that
Tanabe writes about, her story also touches on na-
tional and international conflict. The mention of
Marx’s and Engels and the social commentary
Heizo gives from the newspaper, show political in-
stability and ideological conflicts that will also ap-
pear in the coming era of the Cold War. Moreover,
the repatriates that Yoshiko helps are an influx of
Japanese citizens after World War II. In some in-
stances these people are returning to Japan, but
others were born abroad in Japanese colonies and
are coming to Japan for the first time. This influx
of repatriates may be a visual reminder to people
in in Tanabe’s story of failed colonization and a
start to re-conceptualizing national identity.
Yoshiko’s efforts to aid repatriates can be seen as
an acceptance of change, whereas Izumi’s isolation
from such activities mimics her isolation from
change in her own life.

Tanabe’s work ends somewhat ambiguously,
leaving the final judgment of the many characters’
opinions to the reader. Overall, Tanabe’s attention
to detail and description of local life leads to a re-
flection on the many challenges individuals and so-
cieties have when going through periods of

change.
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