
		
			[image: EarlyAkechiCover.png]
		

	
		
			The Early Cases 

			of 

			Akechi Kogorō

			Edogawa Rampo

			Translated by William Varteresian

			Kurodahan Press

			2014

	
		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			Acknowledgements

			Notes on the translation

			Introduction

			The Case of the Murder on D. Hill

			The Black Hand Gang

			The Ghost

			The Dwarf

			Notes on the stories, based on the author's afterwords

			Endnotes

			Contributors

			Copyright information

	
		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			I am greatly indebted to Atsushi Ako, Atsushi Hirota, and Professor Charles Inouye for their indispensable help and advice on the translation of Japanese words and phrases. I must also thank Yusuke Moriguchi, without whom I would never have encountered the work of Edogawa Rampo in the first place. Zach Rosenberg, Barbara Orton, Matthew Steele, Samuel Goldie, and Susan Trulli have all assisted me in the process of editing and proofreading. This text would have been far less legible without their assistance.

	
		

	
		
			Notes on the Translation

			This translation is based entirely on versions of the stories as published in the Kōbunsha library editions of the Edogawa Rampo Zenshū (Complete Works of Edogawa Rampo).

			All names in this work are given in Japanese order, family name preceding given name. In accordance with tradition, Edogawa Rampo will hereinafter be referred to primarily by his chosen forename, “Rampo.”

			In his writing, Rampo employs traditional Japanese units of measurement. As this translation is intended primarily for the general reader, who will have little idea what to make of a garden of “two tsubo” in area, a gap of “just one ken,” or a distance of “five or six shaku,” these figures have been converted into units of measurement with which Western readers will be more familiar. These conversions have been made in the Imperial system because its hodgepodge of inches, feet and yards resembles the old Japanese measurements more closely than the smooth, mathematical progression of metric units. In addition, because the metric system is widely used in Japan today, its use here would erase the features that distinguish Rampo’s early-twentieth-century writing from that of most contemporary Japanese authors.

			One unit of measurement that deserves particular attention is the tatami. These are thick straw mats that cover the floors of traditional Japanese living spaces. The size of these mats is standardized at roughly six feet by three feet. The precise size varies slightly by region, but the mats are generally twice as long as they are wide. For this reason, tatami are traditionally used to express the size of rooms, and the area of Japanese apartments is sometimes given in this way even today. A four-and-a-half-mat room, like the one in which Akechi first makes his lodgings, is roughly three yards to a side.

			In the mid-1920s, when the stories in this collection were written, the Japanese yen commanded a significantly higher domestic value than it does at present, or has been in the decades since the Second World War. In addition to the yen, smaller coins called sen, one hundred of which were equal to one yen, were in circulation at that time.

	
		

	
		
			Introduction

			No single author has had a greater influence on Japanese detective fiction than Edogawa Rampo (1894–1965). In addition to writing nearly one hundred and fifty short stories and novels, Rampo also produced a number of frequently autobiographical essays on the subjects of horror and detective fiction, especially as relates to their place in the modern Japanese literary landscape. Along with writers such as Okamoto Kidō and Kuroiwa Ruikō, Rampo’s work helped to transform detective fiction in Japan from a critically neglected genre of popular fiction dominated by translations of Western authors into a thriving and distinctive national tradition.

			Born Hirai Tarō in 1894, Rampo was already enamored of detective fiction, particularly the works of Kuroiwa and those of Edgar Allan Poe, by the time he graduated from Waseda University with a degree in economics in 1916. He was 22 years old. Feeling that Japan offered no opportunities for the creation of original mysteries yet prevented by financial considerations from pursuing a career abroad, Rampo took up a series of odd jobs in Tokyo and Osaka, including stints as a used bookseller, a newspaper reporter and a noodle vendor. His life continued in this way until 1923, when his debut work, Nisendōka (“The Two-Sen Copper Coin”) [1] was published in the magazine Shin-Seinen (New Youth). “The Two-Sen Copper Coin” was the first detective story by a Japanese author the magazine had published, and Shin-Seinen’s founder and editor-in-chief, Morishita Uson, billed Rampo as a Japanese writer capable of producing detective fiction equal to Western works, a fact that immediately drew a passionate critical response, both positive and negative.[2]

			With the exception of a prolonged interruption caused by the Second World War, Rampo continued to write steadily until shortly before his death of a cerebral hemorrhage in 1965, although in the postwar years his attention shifted somewhat away from fiction and towards commentary and the promotion of new authors. A yearly prize for excellence in detective fiction by a new author is awarded in Rampo’s name by the Nihon Suiri-Sakka Kyōkai (Mystery Writers of Japan), of which organization he was the founder and first president.

			Although the better part of Rampo’s career took place during the Showa era (1926–1989), he is often remembered primarily as a writer of the Taishō period (1912–1926). All the stories in this volume come from this early phase of his career. Taishō was a period between the chaotic change of government of Meiji (1868–1912) and the militarism of early Showa characterized by a movement towards political and ideological liberalism known as the “Taishō Democracy” and by the influx of Western goods and ideas into Japanese life.

			Rampo has sometimes been called the Edgar Allan Poe of Japan, and his nom de plume, being a phonetic rendering of the American author’s name in Chinese characters, certainly invites the comparison. Rampo was fond of wordplay and “liked Poe so much [he] could break into a dance,”[3] but there is a deeper meaning in his choice of pen name than a simple literary game or acknowledgment of influence. Throughout his numerous works of detective fiction, and especially in his early pieces, Rampo continually asserts the right of his creations to be judged and considered on the same terms as those of prominent Western authors. His chosen name, in combination with his frequent allusions to works on crime and detection by mostly Western authors, demands that the reader or critic compare Rampo’s work with that of the famous Western writers he references and to consider them all as belonging to the same category. Rampo believed that a Japanese detective story could match the work of Western authors in the modern ratiocinative tradition that they had established. Some of his works bear directly on the debates surrounding this issue, such as D zaka no satsujin-jiken (“The Case of the Murder on D. Hill”), which Rampo intended as a response to critics who argued that it was impossible to set the secret incidents and mysterious dealings which formed the core of the modern Western mystery in the open, wood-and-paper houses of Japan and that it was thus a natural result of the Japanese way of life that Japan should produce no strong mystery tradition of its own. By constructing a genuine locked-room mystery in a Japanese building, Rampo hoped to demonstrate that “the Japanese people who love the crime dramas of Ō Nanboku and adore Ruikō Kuroiwa’s translated mysteries[4] don’t hate detective stories just because they live in houses of paper and bamboo.”[5]

			But the name of Poe-and the association with the tradition of Western detective authors it evokes-is not the only message incorporated into Rampo’s nom de plume. ‘Edogawa Rampo’ is not a double but a triple entendre. ‘Edogawa’ refers to the Edo River, which borders present day Tokyo to the south and was originally the lower course of the Tone River. It was diverted by the Tokugawa Shogunate in order to prevent flooding in the capital city and to provide a convenient route for the transportation of goods by boat. The Edo River also recalls the shitamachi, an area of old Tokyo inhabited by the merchant class, whose name evokes associations of a fluid world, unrefined and bustling with small businesses. In Rampo’s day, it was a place where traditional Japanese merchant culture mingled and collided with emerging twentieth-century modernity.[6] Rampo’s pseudonym incorporates the geography of Edo, the old capital of the isolationist Tokugawa Shogunate, within the name of Poe, an American writer. This contradictory composition reflects Rampo’s own efforts to create a uniquely Japanese tradition in an imported genre.

			The name “Rampo” comprises two Chinese ideograms, the first meaning “unrest,” “disorder,” or “disturbance” and the second “walk.” The name has been variously rendered in English as “rambler” (conveying an image of Baudelaire’s flâneur),[7] as “staggering drunkenly,”[8] as “chaotic rambling,”[9] and as “staggering,” suggestive of roguishness and menace.[10] All of these conceptions share the idea of erratic, aimless motion. This wayward movement is embodied in the aimless youths living in the less well-to-do districts of the capital who people much of Rampo’s detective fiction. Rampo’s narrators are educated layabouts, distinct from the working classes and the truly poor, but nonetheless far worse off than the wealthy merchant families with whom they associate. They are poor students, struggling authors, and recent graduates with no set course in life. These unsettled young men are part of ordinary society but detached just enough from its quotidian routines to provide an outsider’s perspective on events.

			The most famous of these urban wanderers, and the subject of this collection, is Akechi Kogorō. Akechi is Rampo’s “great detective” (meitantei) and the character most strongly associated with Rampo in the public consciousness. Akechi’s fame in his native Japan rivals that of Sherlock Holmes in the English-speaking world. In addition to twenty-one novels and short stories written for an adult audience, Rampo penned a series of twenty-seven children’s novels starring Akechi’s young assistant, Kobayashi Yoshio, with minor appearances by Akechi himself. These popular novels cemented Akechi’s image in the minds of generations of young readers.[11] They also gave Akechi a recurring nemesis in the person of Kaijin nijūmensō (The Fiend with Twenty Faces). A devious master of disguise who adheres to a strict code in his theft of precious artworks, Twenty Faces is not a Moriarty but a Lupin to Akechi’s Holmes. The Fiend with Twenty Faces has developed a following in his own right, and writers such as Kitamura Sō have produced a number of stories in which he takes on the protagonist’s role. Akechi himself has appeared in numerous films, television serials and comic books in the more than eighty years since his debut in “The Case of the Murder on D. Hill.”

			The stories in this volume predate all of that. Readers familiar with the exploits of the great detective Akechi Kogorō might have trouble recognizing the impeccably dressed and universally respected man of action in the “amateur detective” (shirōto-tantei), an eccentric twenty-something of little means with disheveled hair and a shabby kimono. The Akechi who appears in this volume is a hobbyist in crime whose identity is not yet fixed either in the eyes of the reading public or in the mind of his creator. Supporting characters such as Akechi’s wife and his young assistant have not yet been introduced, and the first confrontation between the great detective and the Fiend with Twenty Faces is still a decade away.

			Rampo initially conceived of Akechi Kogorō only as a protagonist for “The Case of the Murder on D. Hill,” never intending to make further use of the character. But the positive reactions of Rampo’s friends and colleagues prompted him to make Akechi a recurring protagonist in his detective fiction. The first five Akechi mysteries, “The Case of the Murder on D. Hill,” “The Psychological Test,”[12] “The Black Hand Gang,” “The Ghost,” and “The Stalker in the Attic,”[13] were all published in the first half of 1925 as part of Rampo’s first serial for Shin-Seinen magazine. Rampo does not seem to have had any clear idea of what to do with the Akechi character following his initial unexpected popularity, and three of his immediate sequels to “D. Hill” feature the amateur detective almost as an afterthought, as a device to present the solution to a mystery rather than as a character in his own right. The pattern of these works is to develop some complicated crime in great detail, either from the perspective of its perpetrator or its victim and for Akechi to put in an unexpected appearance in the last few pages to explain the mystery and expose the criminal. The exception is “The Black Hand Gang,” which attempts to recapture the success of “D. Hill” by reusing the same narrator and introducing Akechi to the narrative relatively early on, although it too does little to further develop his somewhat hazy character.

			Rampo originally based Akechi’s character on Kanda Hakuryū, the fifth professional storyteller to inherit that name, whose work he encountered while on a trip to Osaka. Rampo was taken with Kanda’s appearance and manner of speaking and thought that he would make an excellent model for an unusual detective.[14] This capricious origin does much to explain the initial ambiguity of Akechi’s personal and professional situation. Nothing of Akechi’s family, early life, or education is established. Rampo’s narrator, Akechi’s only known friend at this early stage, confesses a total ignorance of Akechi’s background, and Akechi himself will say only that he is “studying humans.”

			The source of Akechi’s income is equally mysterious. Although in later stories he earns his living through detective work, he initially seeks out strange cases only as an interested amateur and at the conclusion of “The Black Hand Gang” actually refuses any monetary compensation for his meddling. Aside from the appearance and mannerisms borrowed from the professional storyteller and his vast knowledge of crime and detection, Akechi is an enigma. It is little wonder, then, that Rampo significantly altered his protagonist as he came to occupy an increasingly prominent position in Rampo’s body of work.

			A year after the Shin-Seinen serial, Rampo revisited Akechi in a longer serialized novel, Issunbōshi (The Dwarf). Akechi is said to have spent time in Shanghai and has traded his striped kimono for black Chinese robes. He is known as a professional detective, occupying lodgings far more spacious than his old crowded room above a tobacconist’s shop and employs a network of subordinates to collect information and shadow criminals. Aside from his manner of speaking and his interest in crime, no trace of the Akechi of the earlier short stories remains.

			Following The Dwarf, Akechi did not make another appearance for three years, returning in Kumo-otoko (The Spider Man), in which his absorption of foreign elements continues. His three-year absence is revealed to have been spent in India, and his appearance has undergone another transformation. This time he resembles “an English gentleman in the African or Indian colonies, or perhaps an Indian gentleman used to living in Europe.”[15] Later novels put Akechi in tailored Western suits and refer to cases he has solved on trips to Europe. Some postwar novels aimed at younger readers even adopted touches of popular science fiction, introducing fantastical devices such as a lifelike mechanical man and a helicopter backpack capable of sustained flight.

			Rampo was in many ways a forward thinker, ready to champion the possibilities of works and genres most critics regarded as artistically worthless and quickly drawn to the possibilities of new technologies such as film. The progressive Westernization of Akechi Kogorō reflects this attitude in its relentless pursuit of the shifting social landscape of twentieth-century Japan. In embracing the popular entertainment of the detective novel and the cinema, Rampo’s work also embraces the growing influence of the West on the Japanese society of his day. This acceptance, however, was not always uncritical or without trepidation. Just as Akechi’s move towards the West begins gradually, by way of China and India, the proliferation of European objects in Rampo’s works is gradual.

			In The Dwarf, where Akechi’s transformation begins, the physical artifacts of Western influence exist exclusively in conjunction with the weird and sinister. Rampo’s stories tend to observe a definite spatial and temporal division between the bright, open spaces where people go about their ordinary lives by the light of day and the darkness where hideous crimes are committed and reality takes on a dream-like mutability. Added to this division of darkness and light is a complementary emphasis on public and private realities, which shows itself in the structure of some of Rampo’s works, such as the division of “The Black Hand Gang” into “revealed facts” and “hidden facts.” It can also be seen in his obsession with disguises, doppelgangers, multiple identities, and Jekyll and Hyde-like juxtapositions of respectable public faces with monstrous private crimes. It is the work of Rampo’s most dangerous criminals to bring artifacts of their sinister realities into people’s everyday lives, as in the case of the prominently placed severed limbs by means of which the antagonist of The Dwarf makes his crimes known. And it is the function of his detectives to impose the ordered reason of the world of light onto the dark realities that lurk beneath.

			It is in these shadowy corners that objects of the West first appear. A murder is committed in a new, Western-style building adjoining a Japanese mansion; a terrible scene is witnessed after hours in a department store, then a novel departure from the traditional Japanese shop;[16] a man feels impelled to don his only suit of Western clothes before encountering a sinister plot; a jar of imported cosmetics, alone among an assortment of Japanese articles, affords a clue to the identity of a killer; a dismembered corpse is concealed within a large, earthenware Kewpie doll. Unlike the telephones, automobiles and electric lights which are taken as natural elements of daily life, these objects are still clearly alien to the Japanese space they occupy, and Rampo uses the otherness of these unassimilated Western artifacts to emphasize and enhance the uncanny otherness of his criminal.

			Rampo’s crimes tend toward the outré and spectacular, and his criminals are often no less bizarre. In addition to Lupin-esque figures such as the Fiend with Twenty Faces and the decidedly more sinister Black Lizard, Rampo created a cast of femmes fatales, sexually-driven serial killers, and desperate youths. Rampo had a penchant for ero-guro-nansensu (“erotic, grotesque nonsense”), and this fascination often found an outlet in his stories of crime and detection. Graphic acts of violence both by and against beautiful women are a recurring theme, but Rampo’s disposition also led him to explore the extremes of ugliness. The disfigured or deformed appear repeatedly in his work as objects of the grotesque imagination, often in contrast with remarkable beauty and in conjunction with graphic scenes of violence and sexuality. Rampo’s depictions of such characters are not out of line with the attitudes of his time, although they may often appear horrifically insensitive by modern standards, as in the case of the titular character of The Dwarf, who Rampo consistently describes as a “deformed child.” Rampo’s concern is always more for the sensational effect of bizarre appearances and chilling deeds than for social realities.

			Indeed, Rampo’s fiction practices a surprisingly lax morality for a detective story. Several of his stories, such as “The Psychological Test” and “The Stalker in the Attic,” portray heinous crimes from the perspective of their perpetrators. And in novels such as The Spider Man and The Black Lizard, he was in the habit of referring to his master criminals as protagonists alongside his detectives, rather than as villains. In Mōjū (The Blind Beast), which chronicles the serial murders committed by a wealthy blind man, Rampo is curiously unwilling to condemn the crimes of his creation and even suggests that the man’s contribution to the world of art might counterbalance his wrongdoings. Akechi Kogorō himself is from the first somewhat ambivalent in his relationship with to law and morality. Like Rampo, he is not amoral, but he does not always appear to attach serious weight to his moral judgments. In both “The Case of the Murder on D. Hill” and “The Black Hand Gang,” Akechi decides against revealing the identity of the criminal to the authorities, a decision he makes several more times in his career. At the conclusion of The Dwarf, he suggests that he might be willing to deliberately subvert justice in the service of his own personal feelings. Akechi’s interest in crime is intellectual rather than moral, and like his creator he is unwilling to pass judgment in his study of human nature.

			In many ways, Rampo’s work is not about crime but the writing of crime. His works are replete with explicit references to the works of other authors of detective fiction, and his characteristically conversational narration directly addresses the preconceptions and expectations of the knowledgeable reader. The history and traditions of the genre are alive in Rampo’s work. His stories are populated by devoted readers of detective fiction, who are often prompted by their love of the genre to take up roles as criminals and would-be sleuths. Even his own works put in an appearance: Akechi overhears a critique of Rampo’s stories concerning his exploits in Nanimono (Who), and when the trick of “The Human Chair” reappears in The Black Lizard, characters are quick to recall the similarity to Rampo’s earlier story. This characteristic reflexivity goes hand in hand with Rampo’s love of play and marks him from the start as an author interested in not only the production but also the analysis of detective fiction.

			This is a collection of stories that were, by and large, disliked by their creator. Rampo expressed no particular displeasure with “The Case of the Murder on D. Hill,” although it was far from his favorite work, but he regarded both “The Black Hand Gang” and “The Ghost” as failures. The former he at least considered to be of interest for the complex code based on the composition of Chinese ideograms that is central to its plot,[17] but he found the latter to have no such redeeming feature. Rampo once described “The Ghost” as “rubbish” for which he had “taken up [his] brush in vain,” and paused only long enough in the afterword to the Tōgensha edition of his complete works to comment that it was the “least interesting” of his early pieces.[18] Rampo was so dissatisfied with The Dwarf that he gave up writing for a year following its completion. He spent this time on “a wandering journey with no fixed course,” motivated by a self-loathing he attributed at least partially to his experience writing the novel.[19]

			Nevertheless, these stories represent an important stage in Rampo’s development as an author and in the formation of his most famous creation and as such are deserving of consideration alongside works with which he felt greater satisfaction. “The Case of the Murder on D Hill” remains both an engaging tale of crime and detection and a record of the cultural debates that surrounded the inception of modern Japanese detective fiction. While one would be hard-pressed to argue that “The Black Hand Gang” and “The Ghost” are not lacking both polish and ingenuity in comparison to Rampo’s better-known works, they reflect his first, faltering steps in the development of his serial protagonist. The Dwarf, while disliked by Rampo himself, was received with far greater enthusiasm by the general public. It became both the first and second of Rampo’s works to be adapted as a film and the only one to be filmed prior to the Second World War. The Dwarf also represents an early display of Rampo’s fascination with the erotic and grotesque, and several of the devices he employs in its construction were reworked in later novels such as The Blind Beast. Together, these stories span the earliest phase of Rampo’s career and mark the inception of a character who went on to become a cultural landmark.
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			The Case of the Murder on D. Hill

			The Facts

			It was a sultry evening in early September. I was sipping cold coffee in the Plum Blossom House, a café I frequented near the center of D. Hill’s main street. At that time, I was just out of school, without a profession to call my own, and idling away my time reading at the boardinghouse where I lived or, when I grew weary of that, going out on aimless strolls to the neighborhood’s inexpensive cafés. This comprised my daily routine.

			The Plum Blossom House was quite near my lodgings and situated such that I had to pass by it when I went out walking anywhere. For these reasons, it was the establishment I passed in and out of most often. Being an ill-mannered man, once I had entered the café it was my custom to remain until I had overstayed my welcome. And as I have never had much of an appetite and generally had very little in my purse, I would spend one or two motionless hours there without ordering even a single plate of food, and instead drinking two or three cups of cheap coffee. Still, I don’t mean to say that I ever took a particular fancy to any of the waitresses or made to harass them. Well, it was gayer and more comfortable than my room in the boarding house. That night, I had taken up my customary position at a table facing the street and was gazing absentmindedly out the window.

			Now, at the time of this story, D. Hill, where the Plum Blossom House was located and which had formerly been well known for its dolls made from chrysanthemum flowers, had just had its narrow lane widened into a broad avenue called Something-or-Other Street by the urban renewal of the Taishō Era, and both sides of the main street were still dotted with empty lots. It was a far more lonesome neighborhood than it is now. Across the main street, exactly opposite the Plum Blossom House, there was a secondhand bookshop. Actually, I had been watching its storefront for some time. Although this shabby secondhand bookshop in a rundown district was not particularly worth looking at, it held something of a special interest for me. That is to say, I had heard from an unusual man whose acquaintance I had recently made in this very Plum Blossom House that a woman who had been his childhood friend was now the wife of the proprietor. This man, Akechi Kogorō, was quite eccentric in his conversation and seemed to be very intelligent, but the thing about him which had so charmed me was his love of detective fiction. According to my memories of the two or three times I had purchased books there, the wife of that secondhand bookshop owner was quite a beauty. There was something sensual about her which fascinated men, although it would have been impossible to single out any particular feature of hers as the cause of this effect. Because she tended the store every night, she was certainly there this evening as well. However, although the shop was a small one, with only a little less than five yards of frontage, I could see no one inside. I watched and waited patiently, sure that she would eventually show herself.

			But she never did. When I had grown tired of my vigil and was about to shift my gaze to the watch shop next door, I suddenly noticed that the sliding paper doors separating the store from the inner rooms were shut tight. (Because these doors were of the type specialists call musō, the central portions, across which paper would normally be pasted, had been made into a narrow vertical double lattice. Each lattice panel was roughly one fifth the width of the screen and could be opened and closed.) Well now, that was certainly odd. It is quite easy to shoplift from a secondhand bookshop, and the gaps in the sliding paper doors allowed the people in the inner rooms to keep a close watch even when they were not minding the store, so it was quite peculiar that they were closed. If the weather were cold it would be one thing, but it was odd that the doors should be closed at all on such a sultry evening when it was only just September. As I tried to imagine the events that might be transpiring in the inner rooms of the secondhand bookshop to cause such a thing, I no longer felt inclined to divert my gaze.

			Speaking of the secondhand bookshop owner’s wife, I once heard the waitresses in this café discussing a strange rumor. This is what I heard them say, although they were only repeating what they had heard from the ladies and girls they had met in the bathhouse: ‘The mistress of the secondhand bookshop is pretty, but when she’s naked you can see that her whole body is covered in bruises. They’re clearly the marks of being beaten and pinched. It doesn’t seem like her relationship with her husband is particularly bad, either. Isn’t it strange?’

			Hearing this, another woman replied, ‘The mistress of Asahiya, the soba shop on that block, is often bruised as well. I’m sure hers are also from being beaten.’ I didn’t pay much heed to the meaning of that gossip and only thought to myself that their husbands must be quite cruel. However, dear readers, that was not the case at all. Later on, you will come to understand that this trivial matter has a strong connection to this entire story.

			Be that as it may, I sat in the same place watching intently for about thirty minutes. You might call it a premonition, but somehow I felt that something would happen while I wasn’t looking, so I couldn’t have directed my gaze elsewhere even if I had tried. Right at that moment, Akechi Kogorō, to whom I have just referred, passed by outside the window, wearing a broadly striped yukata and swinging his shoulders strangely as he walked. Noticing me, he gave a nod of recognition, entered the café and, ordering an iced coffee, sat down beside me, facing the window as I was. Then, noticing that I was gazing at a single spot, he followed my line of sight and fixed his eyes on the secondhand bookshop across the street. The strange thing was that he continued to stare fixedly in that direction with apparent interest and without diverting his eyes even slightly.

			While we stared at the same place as if by agreement, we exchanged idle talk. Because I have forgotten what topics we discussed and because our conversation had no relation to this story, I will merely say that I am sure we talked about crime and detectives. I will try to reproduce a sample of our discussion:

			Akechi: “A truly undetectable crime should be impossible, shouldn’t it? But I think that it is quite possible. For example, take Tanizaki Junichirō’s On the Road. A crime like that could hardly have been discovered at all. Naturally, in that novel, the detective does discover it, but that discovery was only a product of the author’s magnificent powers of imagination.”

			I: “No, I don’t think so. In the case of a practical problem, theoretically speaking, there’s no such thing as a crime a detective cannot solve. It’s just that there’s no detective on the police force now as great as the one featured in On the Road.”

			It was roughly that sort of thing. But there came a moment when we both fell suddenly silent, as if we had agreed upon it in advance. For some time, an interesting event had been taking place at the secondhand bookshop across the way, from which our eyes had never wavered as we spoke.

			“It seems you’ve noticed as well,” I whispered. His reply was instantaneous.

			“It must be a book thief. That’s quite strange, isn’t it? I’ve been watching since I came in here. This is the fourth one.”

			“It hasn’t been more than thirty minutes since you got here. Four in thirty minutes. It’s a bit odd, isn’t it? I’ve been watching that place since before you came. It was those paper doors, about an hour ago. I saw that those lattice-like parts were closed, and I’ve been paying attention ever since then.”

			“Haven’t the family gone out, then?”

			“Those doors haven’t opened even once. I suppose they could have gone out by the back entrance, but it’s certainly strange for them to be gone for more than thirty minutes. How about it, why don’t we go take a look?”

			“Yes, let’s. Even if nothing is seriously wrong inside, there’s probably something going on.”

			I exited the café, thinking that it would be interesting if this were a criminal case or something of the kind. I’m certain Akechi was thinking the same. He was more than a little excited.

			As is often the case, the secondhand bookshop had a dirt floor and bookshelves reaching almost to the ceiling to the right and left of the front. The back wall was lined with more shelves of books. An oblong table piled high with books stood like an island in the center of the dirt floor. There was a sliding paper door just three feet from the right-hand front bookshelves that opened into the inner rooms and corridors. Either the owner or his wife was always sitting quietly on the raised tatami-matted floor in front of this door, minding the shop.

			Akechi and I went as far as this tatami-matted area and called out in loud voices, but there was no reply. Sure enough, it seemed no one was there. We slid the paper door open a crack and peered inside. Although the electric lights were off, leaving the inner rooms in total darkness, it appeared that a human figure lay collapsed in a corner of the room. Thinking this suspicious, we called out once more, but there was no answer.

			“Why don’t we try going inside? They won’t mind.”

			The two of us then stepped noisily up into the room. Akechi twisted the electric light switch on. Just then, we both cried out at the same time. In a corner of the now bright room, a woman’s corpse lay on its side.

			“It’s the mistress of this shop, isn’t it?” I said at length. “Doesn’t it look as if she’s been strangled?”

			Akechi came up beside me and examined the corpse.

			“There’s certainly no chance of reviving her. We have to inform the police at once. I’ll go to the public telephone. You stay here and keep watch. It would probably be better if we don’t alert the neighborhood. We mustn’t destroy any clues.”

			Leaving me with these orders, he flew off to the public telephone, which was only half a block away.

			Although in theory I was reasonably familiar with crime, detectives and the like, this was my first time to encounter them in practice. There was nothing I could do. I merely stared fixedly at that corner of the room.

			There was only a single six-mat room. Further inside and to the right, a narrow porch separated the house from a garden, which was only about eight square yards in area, and a lavatory. On the other side of the garden stood a wooden fence. (Because it was summer and the doors had been left open, I had an unobstructed view of all this.) On the left side of the room was a hinged door, inside of which was a wood-floored area roughly two mats in size. I could see a small bathing area by the rear entrance. The tall, paneled sliding doors of the rear entrance were closed. To the right were four sliding screens, behind which were the stairs to the second floor and what appeared to be a storeroom. This arrangement of rooms was typical of a cheap tenement house. The corpse was lying against the left wall, with her head facing towards the shop. In order to avoid disturbing the scene of the crime any more than I could help, and because I felt uneasy, I made sure not to approach the body. But because the room was small, I couldn’t help looking at the body. The woman wore a wildly patterned yukata and lay facing upward. Although her clothing was pulled up above her knees, high enough to bare her thighs, there were no particular signs of a struggle. I don’t understand these things very well, but her neck appeared to be turning purple where she had been strangled.

			The foot traffic on the main street in front continued. People went by peacefully and without incident, conversing in loud voices or drunkenly shouting out popular songs, their clogs clattering. Inside the house, separated from them by a single layer of sliding paper doors, a woman lay brutally murdered. How ironic it was. I felt strange and stood stock-still in a daze.

			Akechi returned, breathing hard. “They say they’ll come soon.”

			“Oh.”

			Somehow, even speaking had become arduous for me. The two of us looked at each other for a long time without saying a word.

			Before long, a uniformed policeman arrived, bringing a man in a business suit with him. The uniformed man was, I learned later, the chief judicial officer of K Police Station, and the other was, as I understood from his countenance and personal effects, a police surgeon attached to the same station. We explained the situation to the chief from the beginning.

			Afterwards, I added this: “When Mr. Akechi here entered the café, I happened to look up at the clock. It was precisely eight o’clock, so I think that it was probably about eight when the lattices in these doors were closed. The electric light inside was certainly on at that time. So it’s clear that there was at least one living person in this room at around eight o’clock.”

			While the chief judicial officer listened to our statement and wrote it down in his notebook, the police surgeon completed his preliminary examination of the corpse. He waited for a pause in our conversation.

			“It looks like strangulation. It was done by hand. Look: These purple spots are finger marks. This bleeding is from the places where the nails were. Looking at this thumb mark on the left side of the neck, it seems to have been done with a right hand. Yes, that’s so. I dare say it’s been less than an hour since the time of death. Of course, there’s no chance of resuscitating her.”

			“It looks like she was held down from above, doesn’t it?” The chief judicial officer spoke thoughtfully. “But there’s no sign of a struggle. It must have been done quite suddenly and with terrible strength, I suppose.”

			After that, he turned to us and asked what had become of the master of the house. Naturally, we had no way of knowing. Thereupon, Akechi, taking in the situation, called for the owner of the neighboring watch shop.

			The questions and answers that passed between the chief judicial officer and the watch seller were largely as follows:

			“Where has the proprietor gone off to?”

			“The owner of this shop goes off every night to the night markets [1] to sell his wares. He never comes home until around twelve o’clock.”

			“Where are these night markets he goes to?”

			“I believe he often goes to Hirokōji in Ueno, but, unfortunately, I can’t tell you where he’s gone tonight.”

			“You didn’t hear any sounds just an hour ago, did you?”

			“What do you mean by ‘sounds’?”

			“It’s obvious, isn’t it? Something like this woman crying out as she was killed or the sounds of a scuffle.”

			“I don’t believe I heard any noises of that kind.”

			As this went on, the people of the neighborhood caught wind of the incident and began to gather. Along with curious passersby, they formed a crowd that filled the road in front of the secondhand bookshop. Among them was the mistress of the neighboring tabi shop, who came to the aid of the watch merchant. She also declared that she had heard nothing.

			During this period, the people of the neighborhood conferred among themselves and then sent a messenger running to inform the owner of the secondhand bookshop of the situation.

			Afterwards, there was the sound of a car stopping out front, and a group of people poured noisily inside. This was the group from the prosecutor’s office, who had come rushing in response to an urgent message from the police. They were joined by the chief of K Police Station, who happened to arrive at the same time, along with a party including Police Detective Kobayashi, at that time famed as the ‘great detective.’ (Of course, I learned that later. That is to say, because I was friends with a police reporter who was very close with Kobayashi, the official in charge of the case, I was able to hear various things through him over the following days.) The chief judicial officer, having been the first on the scene, explained the situation thus far to these people. We were also required to repeat our statements.

			“Let’s close the front door,” ordered a man in a black alpaca jacket and white trousers, with the look of a low-ranking company man, and the door was promptly closed. This was Kobayashi. Having thus repelled the rubberneckers, he began his investigation. His methods were incredibly arrogant, and he paid no attention whatever to the public prosecutor or the chief of police. From first to last, he acted alone. It seemed as if the others were no more than spectators, there to observe his clever actions.

			First, he examined the corpse. He twisted the neck carefully, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

			“These finger marks have no particular distinguishing features. In other words, there is no evidence to show anything other than that an ordinary human pressed down upon her with his right hand.”

			He looked at the public prosecutor as he spoke.

			Next, he proposed stripping the corpse. Thereupon, we spectators were driven out into the shop, as if from a secret meeting of the Diet. For this reason I do not know precisely what discoveries were made during that time, but I surmise that they must have paid careful attention to the numerous fresh wounds on the corpse’s bare skin, the wounds the waitresses in the café had been gossiping about.

			Before long the secret conference concluded and, although we were still prohibited from entering the inner apartments, we were able to peer inside from the small tatami-matted area between them and the shop. Fortunately, because we had been the discoverers of the incident and because it was necessary to take Akechi’s fingerprints, we were not driven out until the last. It would probably be more accurate to say that we were detained. Kobayashi’s activities were, of course, not limited to the inner rooms but ranged over a wide area both inside and outside the establishment. Although we were naturally unable to grasp the pattern of his search while we remained in one spot, the public prosecutor luckily took up his position in the inner room and barely moved from beginning to end, so we were able to follow the all results of the investigation as the police detectives filed in and out one by one to make their reports. Based on these reports, the public prosecutor had his clerk write up a record of the investigation.

			First of all, a search was made of the inner room that the corpse had occupied, but no lost article, footprint or any other clue met the detectives’ eyes. There was just a single exception: “There are fingerprints on the electric light switch,” a police detective said after sprinkling some sort of white powder on the black ebonite switch. “Considering the circumstances, there can be no doubt that it was the criminal who turned off the electric light. Which of you turned them on again?”

			Akechi answered that it had been himself.

			“Is that so? Please allow us to take your fingerprints later. Let’s dismantle this electric light and carry the switch away just as it is, without touching it.”

			After that, the police detective ascended to the second storey and did not come down again for some time. When he did come down, he went out at once saying that he was going to investigate the alleyway by the back gate. That took him a little more than ten minutes. He soon returned with an electric torch still lit in one hand and bringing another man with him. He was a filthy man of no more than forty, dressed in a dirty crepe shirt and khaki pants.

			“It seems there’s no hope of footprints,” the detective reported. “The area around the back gate gets very little exposure to the sun and has become an awful quagmire too thick with the tracks of clogs to make any out clearly. By the way, this man,” he said pointing to the man he had just brought in with him, “runs a shop on the corner where the back alleyway comes out onto the street. It’s an ice cream shop. If the criminal had fled by the back gate, because the alleyway has only one outlet, this man must certainly have noticed him. You, answer my questions one more time.”

			Accordingly, the ice cream vendor answered the police detective question by question.

			“No one entered or exited this alleyway at around eight o’clock this evening, did they?”

			“Not a one. Not even a single kitten has passed by this way since it grew dark.” The ice cream vendor’s answer was straight and to the point. “I’ve run a shop here for a long time, and even the ladies from around here don’t pass that way often after dark. After all, it’s hard to see, and the footing is bad.”

			“None of your customers entered the alley, did they?”

			“They did not. All of them ate their ice cream at my shop and went back the way they came. I’m certain of that.”

			Because the ice cream vendor’s testimony seemed trustworthy, it now appeared that even if the criminal had fled by the back gate, he had not taken the one and only route out of the alleyway. Even so, he hadn’t gone out the front entrance either, which we were certain of because we had been watching from the Plum Blossom House. In that case, what could have become of him? According to Kobayashi’s way of thinking, the criminal might have slipped into one of the tenement houses that lined both sides of the alleyway, or he might be one of the tenants himself. Which could it be? Although there was also a way to escape across the roofs from the second storey, upon inspection the front windows were found to be fitted with lattices, which did not appear to have been moved even slightly. In that heat the rear windows of the houses were never closed, and there were people hanging clothes up to dry or enjoying the evening cool. So, it seemed that it would have been difficult to escape that way without being seen.

			The investigators conferred among themselves as to how to go about their inspection and eventually decided to split up and make an examination of every house in the neighborhood. Although I say that, there were only eleven tenement houses behind the shop, so it was not a terribly difficult task. At the same time, the interior of the house was reexamined from underneath the porch to above the ceiling, leaving no corner unchecked. Unfortunately, the results of that inspection not only failed to produce any benefit but, on the contrary, appeared to make the situation more difficult. That is to say, it was discovered that the proprietor of a confectionery shop neighboring the secondhand bookstore had been up on his roof beside the drying rack, playing his bamboo flute from nightfall until that very moment, and from start to finish he had been sitting where he could not have missed seeing anything that transpired in the second storey of the secondhand bookshop.

			Dear readers, the case had grown quite interesting. From where had the criminal entered, and from where had he made his escape? He had not gone by the front gate, he had not gone by the second storey window, and of course he had not gone by the front door. Had he never existed in the first place? Or had he vanished like smoke? Those were not the only mysteries. Kobayashi brought a pair of students before the public prosecutor, and they made a truly unusual statement. They were students of a certain industrial school and rented rooms in the neighborhood. Neither of the two men looked the type to talk nonsense, but in spite of that their statements were of a nature that rendered the case even more incomprehensible.

			In reply to the public prosecutor’s questions, one responded as follows: “At exactly eight o’clock, I was standing in front of this secondhand bookshop and examining the periodicals on that table there. As I was doing that, a sound came from the inner rooms and, when we looked up at these doors, although the doors themselves were closed, because these lattice-like portions were open, I was able to see a lone man standing inside. I couldn’t see him clearly because the man closed the lattices at almost the same time I looked up, but I am certain it was a man because of his sash.”

			“Didn’t you notice anything about him besides the fact that he was a man, such as his height, or the pattern of his kimono?”

			“I don’t know about his height because I only saw him from the waist down, but I could see that his kimono was black. Perhaps it might have had thin stripes or a splash pattern, but it looked all black to me.”

			“I was also looking at books with my friend,” said the other student. “I noticed the noise just like he did and saw the lattices close just like he did. But I’m certain the man was wearing a white kimono. It was a whitish kimono with no stripes or pattern.”

			“Isn’t that strange? One of you must be mistaken.”

			“I definitely didn’t make a mistake.”

			“I’m not telling lies either.”

			As for what these two students’ mysterious statements meant, I dare say that my perceptive readers have already realized. Actually, I noticed it as well. But the public prosecutor and the police did not consider this point particularly deeply.

			Before long, the deceased’s husband, the secondhand bookseller, heard the news and returned home. He was a delicate young man who did not look much like a secondhand bookseller. His faint-heartedness became apparent when he saw his wife’s corpse. Although he made no sound, tears trickled down his face. Kobayashi waited for him to calm down and then began his questions. The public prosecutor put in a word as well. But to their disappointment he said that he had no idea who the criminal might be. “There is no one who bears such a strong grudge against us,” he told them, sobbing. And he confirmed, after making various searches, that it had not been the act of a robber.
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