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 This is a collection of honkaku mysteries published mostly between 1932 and 1939, with one posthumously published in 1947.  As with any collection there are bound to be some stories that are better than others, but each of these is highly enjoyable, even the lesser ones.  Not all of them are locked room or impossible crime stories.  The book has an introduction by Taku Ashibe, author of the splendid Murder in the Red Chamber.  You should read the introduction last as it contains, not exactly spoilers, but just a little too much information about the contents.
The first two stories feature Osaka’s series detective Kyōsuke Aoyama, a former film director who would not accommodate himself to the demands of commercialism.  In The Hangman of the Department Store he’s confronted with a dead body that seems to have been tortured before being thrown over the edge of a building.  In the excellent The Phantasm of the Stone Wall witnesses see a woman murdered by two men who subsequently vanish into thin air.  
The poignant tale of The Mourning Locomotive is a story in which a train constantly runs over a pig (not the same one) at the same place and time each week.  You should be able to work out why as the tale progresses.  The Monster of the Lighthouse is a particular favourite of mine.  A lighthouse keeper is dead at the top of the tower, crushed to death by a large rock seemingly thrown from the ground outside.  What was the thing seem climbing down the lighthouse afterwards?

The Phantom Wife is a so-so story about a wife who seems to have come back from the dead to murder her husband.  The solution seems plucked out of the air.  The Mesmerising Light is an impossible situation in which a car disappears from a stretch of road with both ends being watched.  Where it went is easy to work out, but why did it go there?

The Cold Night’s Clearing is another impossible crime story and a fine one too involving the classic problem of tracks that vanish in the snow.  After a murder a young boy is abducted by the killer; detectives follow ski marks in the snow from the crime scene to the middle of an open field where they start to get shallower and shallower, as if the murderer took off into the air.  
The Three Madmen asks which of three escaped lunatics killed their doctor before absconding and in The Guardian of the Lighthouse we are faced with the disappearance of a lighthouse keeper in the middle of a storm.  

The Demon in the Mine is the longest story here and is another highlight.  Set entirely underground this claustrophobic story begins with an explosion and a fire in a mine.  One miner is locked in the affected section to stop the spread of the fire; a necessary sacrifice.  Very soon after the three men who sealed that part of the mine are murdered, but the people who might have had good reason to avenge the miner’s death all have solid alibis.  And then the dead man’s lamp is found outside the sealed off area, but how could he have escaped?
The Hungry Letter Box is a slight and humorous tale about a letter that vanishes from a locked letter box and leads to an unexpected revelation.  The Ginza Ghost is another fine impossible crime mystery.  Two women in a room are seen from across the street arguing.  One woman kills the other but when the police arrive they find that the murderer, as identified by the witnesses, died at least an hour before she could have killed the other woman.

Overall this is an excellent collection and one you’d do well to read.  Osaka uses the same trick and themes in a couple of the stories but in such a way that you won’t realise it until afterwards.  Some of the solutions are highly imaginative and I wonder if a Western mind would have thought of them.  There is definitely a touch of “otherness” about some of these stories which sets them apart from conventional mysteries.  It is such a shame that Keikichi Osaka died young; perhaps some more of his honkaku work will be translated someday, if so then I’ll be looking out for it.
