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ENTER: “THE THINKING MACHINE”
It was absolutely impossible. Twenty-five chess masters from the world at large, foregathered for the annual championships, unanimously declared it impossible, and unanimity on any given point is an unusual mental condition for chess masters. Not one would concede for an instant that it was within the range of human achievement. Some grew red in the face as they argued it, others smiled loftily and were silent; still others dismissed the matter in a word as wholly absurd.
A casual remark by the distinguished scientist and logician, Professor Augustus S. F. X. Van Dusen, provoked the discussion. He had, in the past, aroused bitter disputes by some chance remark; in fact had been once a sort of controversial center of the sciences. It had been due to his modest announcement of a startling and unorthodox hypothesis that he had been invited to vacate the chair of Philosophy in a great university. Later that university had felt honored when he accepted its degree of LL. D.
For a score of years, educational and scientific institutions of the world had amused themselves by crowding degrees upon him. He had initials that stood for things he couldn’t pronounce; degrees from France, England, Russia, Germany, Italy, Sweden, and Spain. These were expressed recognition of the fact that his was the foremost brain in the sciences. The imprint of his crabbed personality lay heavily on half a dozen of its branches. Finally there came a time when argument was respectfully silent in the face of one of his conclusions.
The remark which had arrayed the chess masters of the world into so formidable and unanimous a dissent was made by Professor Van Dusen in the presence of three other gentlemen of note. One of these, Dr. Charles Elbert, happened to be a chess enthusiast.
“Chess is a shameless perversion of the functions of the brain,” was Professor Van Dusen’s declaration in his perpetually irritated voice. “It is a sheer waste of effort, greater because it is possibly the most difficult of all abstract problems. Of course logic will solve it. Logic will solve any problem—not most of them but any problem. A thorough understanding of its rules would enable anyone to defeat your greatest chess players. It would be inevitable, just as inevitable as that two and two make four, not sometimes but all the time. I don’t know chess because I never do useless things, but I could take a few hours of competent instruction and defeat a man who has devoted his life to it. His mind is cramped; bound down to the logic of chess. Mine is not; mine employs logic in its widest scope.”
Dr. Elbert shook his head vigorously.
“It is impossible,” he asserted.
“Nothing is impossible,” snapped the scientist. “The human mind can do anything. It is all we have to lift us above the brute creation. For Heaven’s sake leave us that.”
The aggressive tone, the uncompromising egotism brought a flush to Dr. Elbert’s face. Professor Van Dusen affected many persons that way, particularly those fellow savants who, themselves men of distinction, had ideas of their own.
“Do you know the purposes of chess? Its countless combinations?” asked Dr. Elbert.
“No,” was the crabbed reply. “I know nothing whatever of the game beyond the general purpose which, I understand to be, to move certain pieces in certain directions to stop an opponent from moving his King. Is that correct?”
“Yes,” said Dr. Elbert slowly, “but I never heard it stated just that way before.”
“Then, if that is correct, I maintain that the true logician can defeat the chess expert by the pure mechanical rules of logic. I’ll take a few hours some time, acquaint myself with the moves of the pieces, and defeat you to convince you.”
Professor Van Dusen glared savagely into the eyes of Dr. Elbert.
“Not me,” said Dr. Elbert. “You say anyone—you for instance, might defeat the greatest chess player. Would you be willing to meet the greatest chess player after you ‘acquaint’ yourself with the game?”
“Certainly,” said the scientist. “I have frequently found it necessary to make a fool of myself to convince people. I’ll do it again.”
This, then, was the acrimonious beginning of the discussion which aroused chess masters and brought open dissent from eminent men who had not dared for years to dispute any assertion by the distinguished Professor Van Dusen. It was arranged that at the conclusion of the championships Professor Van Dusen should meet the winner. This happened to be Tschaikowsky, the Russian, who had been champion for half a dozen years.
After this expected result of the tournament Hillsbury, a noted American master, spent a morning with Professor Van Dusen in the latter’s modest apartments on Beacon Hill. He left there with a sadly puzzled face; that afternoon Professor Van Dusen met the Russian champion. The newspapers had said a great deal about the affair and hundreds were present to witness the game.
There was a little murmur of astonishment when Professor Van Dusen appeared. He was slight, almost child-like in body, and his thin shoulders seemed to droop beneath the weight of his enormous head. He wore a No. 8 hat. His brow rose straight and dome-like and a heavy shock of long, yellow hair gave him almost a grotesque appearance. The eyes were narrow slits of blue squinting eternally through thick spectacles; the face was small, clean shaven, drawn and white with the pallor of the student. His lips made a perfectly straight line. His hands were remarkable for their whiteness, their flexibility, and for the length of the slender fingers. One glance showed that physical development had never entered into the schedule of the scientist’s fifty years of life.
The Russian smiled as he sat down at the chess table. He felt that he was humoring a crank. The other masters were grouped near by, curiously expectant. Professor Van Dusen began the game, opening with a Queen’s gambit. At his fifth move, made without the slightest hesitation, the smile left the Russian’s face. At the tenth, the masters grew tensely eager. The Russian champion was playing for honor now. Professor Van Dusen’s fourteenth move was King’s castle to Queen’s four.
“Check,” he announced.
After a long study of the board the Russian protected his King with a Knight. Professor Van Dusen noted the play, then leaned back in his chair with finger tips pressed together. His eyes left the board and dreamily studied the ceiling. For at least ten minutes there was no sound, no movement, then:
“Mate in fifteen moves,” he said quietly.
There was a quick gasp of astonishment. It took the practiced eyes of the masters several minutes to verify the announcement. But the Russian champion saw and leaned back in his chair a little white and dazed. He was not astonished; he was helplessly floundering in a maze of incomprehensible things. Suddenly he arose and grasped the slender hand of his conqueror.
“You have never played chess before?” he asked.
“Never.”
“Mon Dieu! You are not a man; you are a brain—a machine—a thinking machine.”
“It’s a child’s game,” said the scientist abruptly. There was no note of exultation in his voice; it was still the irritable, impersonal tone which was habitual.
This, then, was Professor Augustus S. F. X. Van Dusen, Ph. D., LL. D., F. R. S., M. D., etc., etc. This is how he came to be known to the world at large as The Thinking Machine. The Russian’s phrase had been applied to the scientist as a title by a newspaper reporter, Hutchinson Hatch. It had stuck.

MY FIRST EXPERIENCE WITH THE GREAT LOGICIAN
It was once my good fortune to meet in person Professor Augustus S. F. X. Van Dusen, Ph. D., LL. D., F. R. S., M. D., etc. The meeting came about through a singular happening, which was as mystifying as it was dangerous to me—he saved my life in fact; and in process of hauling me back from eternity—the edge of that appalling mist which separates life and death—I had full opportunity of witnessing the workings of that marvelously keen, cold brain which has made him the most distinguished scientist and logician of his day. It was sometime afterward, however, that Professor Van Dusen was identified in my mind with The Thinking Machine.
I had dined at the Hotel Teutonic, taken a cigar from my pocket, lighted it, and started for a stroll across Boston Common. It was after eight o’clock on one of those clear, nippy evenings of winter. I was near the center of the Common on one of the many little by paths which lead toward Beacon Hill when I became conscious of an acute pain in my chest, a sudden fluttering of my heart, and a constriction in my throat. The lights in the distance began to waver and grow dim, and perspiration broke out all over me from an inward, gnawing agony which grew more intense each moment. I felt myself reeling, my cigar dropped from my fingers, and I clutched at a seat to steady myself. There was no one near me. I tried to call, then everything grew dark, and I sank down on the ground. My last recollection was of a figure approaching me; the last words I heard were a petulant, irritable “Dear me!”; then I was lost to consciousness.
When I recovered consciousness I lay on a couch in a strange room. My eyes wandered weakly about and lingered with a certain childish interest on half a dozen spots which reflected glitteringly the light of an electric bulb set high up on one side. These bright spots, I came to realize after a moment, were metal parts of various instruments of a laboratory. For a time I lay helpless, listless, with trembling pulse and eardrums thumping, then I heard steps approaching, and someone bent over and peered into my face.
It was a man, but such a man as I had never seen before. A great shock of straw yellow hair tumbled about a broad, high forehead, a small, wrinkled, querulous face—the face of an aged child—a pair of watery blue eyes squinting aggressively through thick spectacles, and a thin lipped mouth as straight as the mark of a surgeon’s knife, save for the drooping corners. My impression then was that it was some sort of hallucination, the distorted vagary of a disordered brain, but gradually my vision cleared and the grip of slender fingers on my pulse made me realize the actuality of the—the apparition.
“How do you feel?” The thin lips had opened just enough to let out the question, the tone was curt and belligerent, and the voice rasped unpleasantly. At the same time the squint eyes were focused on mine with a steady, piercing glare that made me uneasy. I tried to answer, but my tongue refused to move. The gaze continued for an instant, then the man—The Thinking Machine—turned away and prepared a particularly vile smelling concoction, which he poured into me. Then I was lost again.
After a time—it might have been minutes or hours—I felt again the hand on my pulse, and again The Thinking Machine favored me with a glare. An hour later I was sitting up on the couch, with unclouded brain, and a heartbeat which was nearly normal. It was then I learned why Professor Van Dusen, an eminent man of the sciences, had been dubbed The Thinking Machine; I understood firsthand how material muddles were so unfailingly dissipated by unadulterated, infallible logic.
Remember that I had gone into that room an inanimate thing, inert, unconscious, mentally and physically dead to all practical intents— beyond the point where I might have babbled any elucidating fact. And remember, too, please, that I didn’t know—had not the faintest idea— what had happened to me, beyond the fact that I had fallen unconscious. The Thinking Machine didn’t ask questions, yet he supplied all the missing details, together with a host of personal, intimate things of which he could personally have had no knowledge. In other words, I was an abstruse problem, and he solved me. With head tilted back against the cushion of the chair—and such a head!—with eyes unwaveringly turned upward, and finger tips pressed idly together, he sat there, a strange, grotesque little figure in the midst of his laboratory apparatus. Not for a moment did he display the slightest interest in me, personally; it was all as if I had been written down on a slate, to be wiped off when I was solved.
“Did this ever happen to you before?” he asked abruptly.
“No,” I replied. “What was it?”
“You were poisoned,” he said. “The poison was a deadly one— corrosive sublimate, or bichlorid of mercury. The shock was very severe; but you will be all right in——”
“Poisoned!” I exclaimed, aghast. “Who poisoned me? Why?”
“You poisoned yourself,” he replied testily. “It was your own carelessness. Nine out of ten persons handle poison as if it was candy, and you are like all the rest.”
“But I couldn’t have poisoned myself,” I protested. “Why, I have had no occasion to handle poisons—not for—I don’t know how long.”
“I do know,” he said. “It was nearly a year ago when you handled this; but corrosive sublimate is always dangerous.”
The tone irritated me, the impassive arrogance of the little man inflamed my reeling brain, and I am not sure that I did not shake my finger in his face. “If I was poisoned,” I declared with some heat, “it was not my fault. Somebody gave it to me; somebody tried to——”
“You poisoned yourself,” said The Thinking Machine again impatiently. “You talk like a child.”
“How do you know I poisoned myself? How do you know I ever handled a poison? And how do you know it was a year ago, if I did?”
The Thinking Machine regarded me coldly for an instant, and then those strange eyes of his wandered upward again. “I know those things,” he said, “just as I know your name, address, and profession from cards I found in your pockets; just as I know you smoke, from half a dozen cigars on you; just as I know that you are wearing those clothes for the first time this winter; just as I know you lost your wife within a few months; that you kept house then; and that your house was infested with insects. I know just as I know everything else—by the rules of inevitable logic.”
My head was whirling. I stared at him in blank astonishment. “But how do you know those things?” I insisted in bewilderment.
“The average person of today,” replied the scientist, “knows nothing unless it is written down and thrust under his nose. I happen to be a physician. I saw you fall, and went to you, my first thought being of heart trouble. Your pulse showed it was not that, and it was obviously not apoplexy. Now, there was no visible reason why you should have collapsed like that. There had been no shot; there was no wound; therefore, poison. An examination confirmed this first hypothesis; your symptoms showed that the poison was bichlorid of mercury. I put you in a cab and brought you here. From the fact that you were not dead then I knew that your system had absorbed only a minute quantity of poison—a quantity so small that it demonstrated instantly that there had been no suicidal intent, and indicated, too, that no one else had administered it. If this was true, I knew—I didn’t guess, I knew—that the poisoning was accidental. How accidental?
“My first surmise, naturally, was that the poison had been absorbed through the mouth. I searched your pockets. The only thing I found that you would put into your mouth were the cigars. Were they poisoned? A test showed they were, all of them. With intent to kill? No. Not enough poison was used. Was the poison a part of the gum used to bind the cigar? Possible, of course, but not probable. Then what?” He lowered his eyes and squinted at me suddenly, aggressively. I shook my head, and, as an afterthought, closed my gaping mouth.
“Perhaps you carried corrosive sublimate in your pocket. I didn’t find any; but perhaps you once carried it. I tore out the coat pocket in which I found the cigars and subjected it to the test. At sometime there had been corrosive sublimate, in the form of powder or crystals, in the pocket, and in some manner, perhaps because of an imperfection in the package, a minute quantity was loose in your pocket.
“Here was an answer to every question, and more; here was how the cigars were poisoned, and, in combination with the tailor’s tag inside your pocket, a short history of your life. Briefly it was like this: Once you had corrosive sublimate in your pocket. For what purpose? First thought—to rid your home of insects. Second thought—if you were boarding, married or unmarried, the task of getting rid of the insects would have been left to the servant; and this would possibly have been the case if you had been living at home. So I assumed for the instant that you were keeping house, and if keeping house, you were married—you bought the poison for use in your own house.
“Now, without an effort, naturally, I had you married, and keeping house. Then what? The tailor’s tag, with your name, and the date your clothing was made—one year and three months ago. It is winter clothing. If you had worn it since the poison was loose in your pocket the thing that happened to you tonight would have happened to you before; but it never happened before, therefore I assume that you had the poison early last spring, when insects began to be troublesome, and immediately after that you laid away the suit until this winter. I know you are wearing the suit for the first time this winter, because, again, this thing has not happened before, and because, too, of the faint odor of moth balls. A band of crepe on your hat, the picture of a young woman in your watch, and the fact that you are now living at your club, as your bill for last month shows, establish beyond doubt that you are a widower.”
“It’s perfectly miraculous!” I exclaimed.
“Logic, logic, logic,” snapped the irritable little scientist. “You are a lawyer, you ought to know the correlation of facts; you ought to know that two and two make four, not sometimes but all the time.”

INTRODUCTION
Harlan Ellison®
And now that you’ve made his acquaintance—and trust me on this, after the celebrated “Problem of Cell 13” you will number this contact among the most unforgettable in your life—we’ll return to the bewildering challenges to the ratiocinative intellect of The Thinking Machine in just a moment. But first, these words from our sponsors:
Friends, do you long for a respite from the anomie of modern detective fiction? Do you voicelessly cry out for deliverance from tea-cozy melodramas in which varicose-veined elderly matrons unravel nefarious plots among the forsythia? Do you weep, in the gentle, lonely, small hours for a world in which private eyes do not get sapped across the noggin by footpads and yeggs with lisle stockings stuffed with small change? Is your reading fare fairly fruitless? Do you feel hemmed in by homicides and henna-haired ’hoors who use the effword to the ultimate degree of shocklessness? If you tremble at my words, take heart: we offer you Escape! The sweet opportunity to fly thee hence, to go back to Edwardian times in genteel Boston, to an era of ominous gaslight and the clatter of Hansom cabs, to the recent invention of the ’phone and the introduction of the auto cab. A time of mystery and mayhem in which the Bertillon System was not yet wholly antiquated, while yet the Fingerprint Method was still in its adolescence. We offer you surcease from the hysteria and hype, the nonsense of nauseous semiliteracy of Modern Times.
We offer you Prof. Van Dusen.
He adored May. Though she was screaming and trying to claw an unbreakable hold on his life jacket, Futrelle managed to pry her loose and, crying, shoved her bodily into the lifeboat. He adored her, even to the final extreme of loss and heroism.
He never lived to see his little story become a thing Posterity could not ignore. A classic. To last more than a hundred years. One of the few “mystery” stories (indeed, one of the few pieces of fiction of any length or genre) to survive and to command ongoing popular appeal from the Edwardian Era. Futrelle died on the night of April 14–15, 1912 . . . only seven years after his little story was published; he never lived to see even an edge of that glory.
Jacques Futrelle went down with the Titanic.
Only two matters of unarguably important scope happened in that earlier year. The first was the passage of The Pure Food & Drug Act of 1906. The other was the publication, in The Boston American, of a short story titled “The Problem of Cell 13” as penned by an American journalist (with a peculiarly French-sounding name): Jacques Futrelle.
There are those who annoyingly contend that the Russian Revolution, America’s occupation of Cuba, an acquittal for Alfred Dreyfus in the infamous French trial, the San Francisco earthquake that killed more than a thousand people, Wasserman’s development in Germany of a test to diagnose the scourge of syphilis, and Santos-Dumont’s first powered flight in Europe were handily as significant as the publication of a mere “detective puzzle” (as it was called), but where were those smart alecks when we all fled the Dust Bowl? Where were they when full-service gas stations were squeezed out of existence by the invention of the DVD? Not to mention when “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?” became number one on the Hit Parade and an entire nation was gulled and hoodwinked into believing Britney Spears actually could sing!
I ask you, where were those naysayers then?
With the firm resolve neither to regurgitate the lineage of detectives in fiction that has been iterated endlessly, nor to get too pedantic about all this, it is my desire to steal but a moment of your time to put Futrelle’s great creation into lean, brief, minimal literary context. If I get too Pecksniffian, just feel free to give me a whack upside the melon.
Ahem.
As I’ve said elsewhere, there are only five native-born American art-forms. The banjo. The comic book. Jazz. Musical comedy in its contemporary form. And the mystery story, as “invented” by Edgar Allan Poe.
Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin, Poe’s analytical investigator (nowhere is he actually referred to as a “detective”), made his debut in Graham’s Magazine, April 1841. “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” The first modern detective story. Most everyone agrees on that; even the French. And you know how they are.
Then came Holmes. Than whom there is no greater, when the subject is “consulting detectives.” (As an aside, the Conan Doyle canon also contains The Secret, as I have told college and high school students at hundreds of lectures. “The Secret,” of course, is the one Willy Loman means when he asks the shade of his departed brother, What’s The Secret, Ben? The Secret of being successful, of helming your own  life with satisfaction; what’s the great Secret, Ben? Dialogue to that effect. And I’d codify that Great Secret for you, but here is neither the time nor the place. You’ll ask me sometime.)
Sherlock Holmes first appeared in print near the end of 1887, “A Study in Scarlet,” a “little novel about 200 pages long” (his wife wrote to her sister-in-law, Lottie). It took him only a month to write it. And when it appeared in Beeton’s Christmas Annual, well, it’s been noted that one of the great doyens of classic mystery fiction, Dorothy L. Sayers, said that it was “flung like a bombshell into the field of detective fiction.” (Another teeny aside, I’m fascinated by stuff like this: the first separate publication of the story appeared the following year, 1888. And that was the year Jack the Ripper was at work. Lovely coincidence.)
If you ask, “Why is he loitering with Sherlock Holmes when we’ve all paid our money to discuss The Thinking Machine?” it is because without the former, it is almost certain we would not have had the latter. Futrelle was, like every other writer worth his hire in those skinny times, utterly enthralled by Holmes and the metaphor of a lone, logical, observant savant with an unerring sense of Right vs. Wrong as representative of the most noble striving of the human race. This embodiment of a sort of, well, homo superior, achievable in homo sapiens if one uses deductive logic and strong ethical behavior, has been the dream of our species since prehistory.
And here it was, that dream of the rational man. Embodiment: Sherlock Holmes. So Futrelle was not (nor has been) the only conjurer of detective fiction to emulate the Doyle template. Whether Baynard Kendrick’s blind sleuth Duncan McClain, or Rex Stout’s memorable 1/7th of a ton ’tec named Nero Wolfe, or Baroness Orczy’s Old Man in the Corner from 1909, or Ellery Queen, or even The Shadow and Batman, they are all children of the storytelling loins of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and his magnificent creation.
But The Thinking Machine was one of the first to manifest that Holmesian metaphor. Jacques Futrelle was so emboldened by the nascent possibilities of the detective story in this form that he even “borrowed” the plot-gimmick of “The Red-Headed League” for a short story originally published as “The Problem of the Deserted House” (which I have cavalierly retitled “The Anomaly of the Phone That Could Not Speak,” appearing as the final yarn in this collection).
I’ll explain, but not apologize for, the retitling madness that befell me when I set to work assembling this congeries. In a while. A bit later. Be patient.
I came to Prof. Van Dusen through the good offices of Fred Dannay and Manfred B. Lee, who wrote together as “Ellery Queen.” In 1941, when I was a little kid, still listening to The Shadow on the Mutual Network, and starting to push colored pins into a war map of the South Pacific, somewhichway I got hold of a book edited by Ellery Queen, 101 Years’ Entertainment: The Great Detective Stories, 1841–1941. It was a sensational anthology, and I started reading it from front to back. It opened, naturally, with Poe’s “The Purloined Letter,” because 1841 was C. Auguste Dupin in full flight. But the sixth story, erroneously dated 1905, was “The Problem of Cell 13.”
Oh, baby! What an epiphany. What a mortal lock sweetie of a story. I was knocked out by it. Blown away. A guy who could solve such unfathomable problems just using his wits and his intelligence. I don’t know about you, but for a smart kid in a small Ohio town, it was a beacon. It was that illuminating moment when you understand the unarguable truth of Pasteur’s admonition that “Chance favors the prepared mind.”
It became the most evocative Burma-Shave sign on the road of my life. Sherlock Holmes and The Thinking Machine, their ratiocinative, deductive-logic m.o. has brought me to the state of success and near-godliness I now manifest. (The only thing that has ever held me back is my modesty.)
Fred and Manny called Van Dusen “this light-heartedly irritable little genius.” Just so! Couldn’t have capped-him-up better myself. Here’s his mantra, repeated in almost every story:
“Two and two make four, not some times, but all the time. As the figure ‘two,’ wholly disconnected from any other, gives small indication of a result, so is an isolated fact of little consequence. Yet that fact added to another, and the resulting fact added to a third, and so on, will give a final result. That result, if every fact is considered, must be correct. Thus any problem may be solved by logic; logic is inevitable. . . . We prove a murder.”
And what a pain in the gotkes (as we say in Yiddish) the Good Professor is! What he looks like, how he speaks to others, how he treats his confrere—the amiable but not-the-sharpest-knife-in-the-drawer journalist, Hutchinson Hatch—places him well up in the first percentile of literary curmudgeons. This is how Futrelle capped-him-up in “The Haunted Bell”:
This man of the large head and small body was the Court of Last Appeal in contemporaneous science. His was the sanest, coldest, clearest brain in scientific achievement. His word was the final one. Once upon a time a newspaper man, Hutchinson Hatch, had dubbed him The Thinking Machine, and so it came about that the world at large had heard of, and knew him, by that title. . . . The scientist spoke in a tone of perpetual annoyance; but a long acquaintance had taught the reporter that it was what the man said and not the manner in which he said it, that was to be heeded.
As compelling as “The Problem of Cell 13” was in 1941, it never occurred to my adolescent mind that there might be other Futrelle stories about this exemplary gentleman. I had no difficulty extrapolating additional adventures of Porthos, Athos and Aramis, because Dumas took up half a shelf in the Painesville, Ohio, library. Holmes, yes, of course, because there they were, right alongside the Prof. Challenger books. Eugène Sue, Sir Walter Scott, volume after volume of Mark Twain and H. Rider Haggard; not to mention all those Hardy Boys mysteries and Clarence Budington Kelland’s charming potboilers about Mark Tidd. Sequels, lots of them. But of Jacques Futrelle and Prof. Van Dusen I heard no more . . . not for thirty long years.
Let me pause for a moment to dwell on the cruelties of Posterity.
No matter what it is a writer may say is his or her “reason” for writing (Heinrich von Kleist said, “I write only because I cannot stop”), I suggest it is pure codswallop, whether self-delusional or purposely obfuscatory, unless that writer cops to hungering for permanence. The nod of Posterity. Let me be read and remembered, if only a little, O Beloved, ten, twenty-five, a hundred years after I have gone back to the essential salts and minerals that made me from the stones and rains of Ninevah and Atlantis. Let some reader decades from now smile at the sound of my name, and quote a line from my best story.
This life, like a guttering candle, claws for just one more moment of light. I mention Clarence Budington Kelland, who was, for more than thirty years, the most popular writer in America, and you look at me without recognition. Who? Kelland, I say; not a great writer, by any means; but so overwhelmingly present and popular that hardly was an issue of The Saturday Evening Post or Collier’s released that Kelland was not featured on the cover. (Collier’s, you repeat, without comprehension; Saturday Evening Post?) Let me pause for a moment and speak of Posterity.
If Kelland cannot survive, what chance have the rest of us poor minstrels at challenging Chaucer and Ovid and Will and Aesop for a place in the pantheon? No matter what it is a writer says (“All writers are liars. How else can we caress the truth?” Gwyn Thomas, Welsh novelist, playwright, scholar), as the toe scuffs the dirt and aw-shucks accompanies the self-effacing bullshit. We miss those nights with our spouse, the movie we’re dying to see, the dinners with friends, the trip to Glacier National Park because . . . because . . . well, I have a T-shirt I sometimes wear. My wife knows it well. It is black, and in white on its front is the following legend:
NOT TONIGHT, DEAR, I HAVE A DEADLINE.
Even Futrelle, an enormous and immediate success with “The Problem of Cell 13,” even Futrelle hungered to belly-up to that free lunch, Posterity. And it was denied him not only because his life was cut short, but because he was (my publisher will not care for this) rather a one-trick pony.
I’ll get to that in a moment. Your continued patience is much appreciated by the management.
Thirty years later, the estimable bibliophile and editor Everett F. Bleiler went prowling through the dusty back shelves of mystery arcana, and unearthed the two collections of Thinking Machine stories that had appeared in hardcover in 1906 and 1907. He picked and chose, and edited most brilliantly two trade paperback selections for Dover Publications (1973 & 1976) that brought back into the light a double-dozen+1 Van Dusen adventures.
Thereafter, another deadly silence, with Thinking Machine aficionados, such as myself, thrusting copies of the stories into friends’ hands. A year or so ago, in an anthology edited by Lawrence Block, I picked “The Problem of Cell 13” as my all-time favorite mystery, and from that carom connection to Futrelle, well, here I sit trying to inveigle you.
(And I urge you to ferret out those two Dover collections edited by Ev Bleiler. His introductions are so good that, were I to quote more from them it would no longer be “research,” it would be blind theft.)
So, apart from using Bleiler as my reference for the following paragraph, the observations and opinions are mine. We submerge all packages received at my office in a vat of sure-fire bomb quencher, Vernor’s Ginger Ale and llama urine.
“Jacques Futrelle was born in Georgia in 1875, of French Huguenot stock. He did newspaper work in Richmond, Virginia; acted as a theatrical manager for a short time; and then settled in the Boston area. At the time that he created The Thinking Machine he was a member of the editorial staff of the Boston American, the local Hearst newspaper.”
On the night of April 14–15, 1912, on his way back to New York with May, the maiden voyage of the Titanic, Jacques Futrelle died, as Hemingway might have codified it, demonstrating not only heroism, but “grace under pressure.”
Like Kelland, like all of the great and small dreamers whose visions and philosophies went up in smoke when they burned the Great Library of Alexandria, like every brilliant novelist and every cheap hack, Jacques Futrelle went through that last doorway, and— like all but a few of us—his work went with him.
Six decades went by before he appeared again, a quick blip on the screen, then gone again for almost thirty more—and now, o frabjous day calloo callay, Futrelle is in the Modern Library. May would be ever so proud.
There is only one reason to read these stories.
Joy.
Unbridled, unalloyed, unfettered pleasure. Joy. They are fables from another time, written simply and directly. And entertainment is their one desire. To pleasure you. They were written in form, and appeared in mediums, intended for fast consumption. This is not Proust, folks, in case you got into the wrong queue. They are pleasant reading experiences that demand a bit of ratiocination, a bit of trying to outguess the author (which oughtn’t to be too hard; remember, they were written almost a century ago, when science and technology were arcane and awe-inspiring to a nation just in its sophomore years of the Industrial Revolution).
Let me give you an example. In “The Superfluous Finger” (written in 1906), a woman comes to a doctor and requests he cut off one of her fingers. He refuses, she goes away, shows up next afternoon with the finger lopped off. The doctor tends to her, but calls Van Dusen to hurry over. When The Thinking Machine is apprised of the situation, one of the first things he does . . . well, here’s how it reads:
“What do you make of it?” demanded the surgeon.
The Thinking Machine didn’t say. At the moment he was leaning over the unconscious woman, squinting at her forehead. With his disengaged hand he stroked the delicately pencilled eye-brows several times the wrong way, and again at close range squinted at them. Dr. Prescott saw and seeing, understood.
Yeah, well I didn’t understood. Not even when, near the denouement of the story, when The Thinking Machine is explaining how he solved the riddle of why the woman wanted her finger off, he says, “Naturally the first supposition was insanity. We pass that as absurd on its face. Then disease—a taint of leprosy perhaps which had been visible on the left forefinger. I tested for that, and that was eliminated.” What . . . ? When the hell did he test for leprosy? I had to reread the story, and the only thing I couldn’t figure out was that brushing of the eye-brows. So I did my homework, and in one of my old Britannicas (I have four sets) I found this:
LEPROSY Etiology/epidemiology Clinical Manifestations: Early leprosy blah blah blah; tuberculoid blah blah blah; lepromatous blah blah  loss of lateral eyebrows blah blah further.
Now, in 1906 that would’ve been an even more enigmatic and startling bit of deduction for the average reader. Futrelle was fascinated by the burgeoning sciences of his day, and the headlong plummet of new technologies adapted for everyday life.
Okay, wait, here’s another one. And this isn’t intended to be a spoiler when you read the story, but for those of you whose memories only go back as far as a week ago (I heard a contestant on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? confess she didn’t know the answer to a question about some product that had been introduced to the market in 1967, because she hadn’t been born till 1975) this may help you understand the payoff to the mystery.
When you read “The Silver Box” and therein reference is made to a telephone, don’t think cell phone, don’t think a pink Princess, don’t think a push-button board with a HOLD button. What you should think is this:
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Because that’s what a telephone looked like in June of 1907 when “The Silver Box” was published. Similarly—and I’ve misplaced the damned note I made, so you’ll just have to remember I mentioned this when you come across it in one of the stories—at one point Futrelle writes that the driver of a cab “bends down” to talk to the passenger. Now, if you picture a Yellow Cab, you’ll never get it. You’ll think the passenger is on the floor in front, and won’t you be confused! This was a  Hansom cab, horse-drawn, with the hackney riding on an elevated seat in front, leaning down to speak through the aperture into the cab. I am a full-service prefacer; I also do windows and floors.
Which brings me to that “one-trick pony” remark a while ago.
Friends, I will not diddle you. This is not great literature. It is not even the greatest mystery writing, such as that purveyed by Donald Westlake or Hammett or the late Stanley Ellin. It is good, solid, competent writing. The best story in this book is “The Problem of Cell 13.” The rest are good, some better than good, a few just adequate. I will not lie to you. Futrelle was a one-hit wonder.
Though The Thinking Machine stories were enormously popular in their time, though they still amuse and entertain, they creak more than a little. I have chosen to arrange these pieces somewhat unorthodoxly, because I wanted you to meet him, get a taste of him, read his first case, and  then come to these sober remarks. Because in a moment (unless you’re wise beyond your years and bypass this yammer and go straight to “Cell 13”) you will read one of the most remarkable bravura efforts you’ll ever encounter.
One-hit wonders are rare. Malcolm Lowry wrote Under the Volcano  and that was it. Thereafter, zip. The artist Richard Dadd gave us the breathtaking canvas “The Fairy Feller’s Master Stroke” and then they clapped the guy away in a madhouse. Ross Lockridge wrote the hugely successful Raintree County and then offed himself. Same with Thomas Heggen and Mister Roberts. Margaret Mitchell, Gone With the Wind and then sudden death. Harper Lee: To Kill a Mockingbird. There is no Dumas-long Harper Lee shelf in the library. Baron Corvo, Walter M. Miller, Jr., J. D. Salinger, Tom Godwin and “The Cold Equations,” Baudelaire, Rimbaud, the New Yorker’s “Inflexible Logic” by Russell Maloney. Once, and out.
(Yes, I know some of these people did a bit more writing, some good, most forgettable, but they never hit the peak of the mountain again. Not even Salinger. So don’t come all punctillious with me. The point I’m making is pretty much okay.)
“The Problem of Cell 13” is a once-in-a-career jackpot of a story. Futrelle kept at work, did novels and more stories and lots of journalism before and after; even a collaboration with May; but never did he achieve the wonder that came to him in “Cell 13.”
I tell you this so you do not think either I, or the Modern Library, are fools or näifs. Nor bait-and-switch crooks.
We offer you a big, nice, pleasant book of stories that mean you no harm, that gather here to amuse you, that serve to fill out all the other pages to pay for “The Problem of Cell 13.” Consider this an effort at open covenants, openly entered into. I leave the final judgment to Posterity.
Oh, one more thing before I release you. I hate the titles on these stories. To one who has worked in magazines and newspapers for most of his life, I can smell a dull title that has been thrust onto a piece of writing by a blurb-writer, copy editor, headline-hack, or office ribbon clerk with the imagination of an O-Cel-O sponge mop.
So I retitled most of them. I loved retitling them. But the Modern Library is a noble gray eminence that says to me, Ellison, gutter-snipe, pain in the gotkes, we cannot trifle with Literary History. (They use CAPS like that a lot.) So I beefed, and dragged my tail, and tried to hide out, but they had their way. Nonetheless, I present to you here, on a page all by itself in the middle of my very own words, where they are compelled to include it BY THEIR OWN RULES, ha! take that, you eminence grise, my own delicious yet nonetheless humbly offered retitlings of the stories, in the same order you’ll find them under their pallid, plebian names on the contents page. 
Enter: The Thinking Machine 
My First Experience with the Great Logician 
Introduction by Harlan Ellison 
The Thinking Machine’s First Problem: The Vanishing Diva 
The Celebrated Problem of Cell 13 
The Enigma of the Phantom Motor Car 
IN the Grip of Death 
The Question of the Hidden Million 
The Mystery of the Ralston Bank Burglary 
The Puzzle of Auto Cab 869019 
The Problem of the Crime That Was Not a Crime 
Jackdaw 
The Dolan Tragedy 
The Dilemma of the Stolen Rubens 
Deciphering the Fatal (7) Cipher 
The Bizarre Events Surrounding the Superfluous Finger 
The Conundrum of the Corpse in the Motor Boat 
The Problem of the Broken Bracelet 
Mark of the Cross 
The Roswell Tiara Situation 
The Clue of the Red Rose 
The Mystery of the Man Who Was Lost 
The Mundane Matter of a Piece of String 
The Anomaly of the Phone That Could Not Speak 
I wish to thank the following for shepherding me through this. In no particular, and certainly not alphabetical, order:
Ms. MJ Devaney, who picked me out of the dustheaps to do this job, then had the unlimited good sense to dash off and have a baby, turning me over to Ms. Judy Sternlight, my editor, and easily the sweetest person I have ever dealt with in more than fifty years as a scrivener. This is a paragon, folks, and trust me when I tell you that this job has been a kodiak! Not once did she raise her voice, and only threatened to throw me off the project twice. Mr. Richard Curtis, who is not only my long-time friend and agent but a miracle worker who got me hired back both times Sternlight kicked my ass outta here. My wife. Susan. What a doll. You cannot know, you simply cannot know. When I get bogged down in a gig like this, my usual easy-going, humble self turns into Godhelpuszilla, and Susan keeps her head down, pushes me forward, and drives me to do the job. The one who drove me to the hospital was Sharon Buck, my assistant. There was Judy’s colleague, Dominique Troiano, there was John Gregory Betancourt, there was Otto Penzler and an article by Jeffrey Marks in Mystery Scene; and there were Fred and Manny, “Ellery Queen,” who got me into this in the first place.
You’ve been gracious from the outset, and I reward your patience with the timeless and glorious legacy of Jacques Futrelle, “The Problem of Cell 13.”
[image: image]

THE THINKING MACHINE’S FIRST PROBLEM: DRESSING ROOM “A”
That strange, seemingly inexplicable chain of circumstances which had to do with the mysterious disappearance of the famous actress, Irene Wallack, from her dressing room in a Springfield theater during a performance, while the echo of tumultuous appreciation still rang in her ears, was one of the most fascinating problems which was not purely scientific that The Thinking Machine was ever asked to solve. The scientist’s aid was enlisted in this singular mystery by Hutchinson Hatch, reporter.
“There is something far beyond the ordinary in this affair,” Hatch explained to the scientist. “A woman has disappeared, evaporated into thin air in the hearing, almost in sight, of her friends. The police can make nothing of it. It is a problem for a greater mind than theirs.”
Professor Van Dusen waved the newspaperman to a seat and himself sank back into a great cushioned chair in which his diminutive figure seemed even more child-like than it really was.
“Tell me the story,” he commanded petulantly. “All of it.”
The enormous yellow head rested against the chair back, the blue eyes squinted steadily upward, the slender fingers were pressed tip to tip. The Thinking Machine was in a receptive mood.
“Miss Wallack is thirty years old and beautiful,” the reporter began. “As an actress she has won recognition not only in this country but in England. You may have read something of her in the daily papers, and if——”
“I never read the papers unless I am compelled to,” the other interrupted curtly. “Go on.”
“She is unmarried, and so far as anyone knows, had no immediate intention of changing her condition,” Hatch resumed, staring curiously at the thin face of the scientist. “I presume she had admirers— all beautiful women of the stage have—but she is one whose life has been perfectly clean, whose record is an open book. I tell you this because it might have a bearing on your conclusion as to a possible reason for her disappearance.
“Now the actual circumstances of that disappearance. Miss Wallack has been playing a Shakespearean repertoire. Last week she was in Springfield. On Saturday night, which concluded her engagement there, she appeared as Rosalind in ‘As You Like It.’ The house was crowded. She played the first two acts amid great enthusiasm, and this despite the fact that she was suffering intensely from a headache to which she was subject at times. After the second act she returned to her dressing room and just before the curtain went up for the third the stage manager called her. She replied that she would be out immediately. There seems no possible shadow of a doubt but that it was her voice.
“Rosalind does not appear in the third act until the curtain has been up for six minutes. When Miss Wallack’s cue came she did not answer it. The stage manager rushed to her door and again called her. There was no answer. Then, fearing that she might have fainted, he went in. She was not there. A hurried search was made without result, and the stage manager, finally, was compelled to announce to the audience that the sudden illness of the star would cause a slight delay; that he hoped within ten or fifteen minutes she would be able to resume her part.
“The curtain was lowered and the search resumed. Every nook and corner back of the footlights was gone over. The stage door-keeper, William Meegan, had seen no one go out. He and a policeman had been standing at the stage door talking for at least twenty minutes. It is, therefore, conclusive that Miss Wallack did not leave the theater by the stage door. The only other way it was possible to leave the stage was over the footlights. Of course she didn’t go that way. Yet no trace of her has been found. Where is she?”
“The windows?” asked The Thinking Machine.
“The stage is below the street level,” Hatch explained. “The window of her dressing room, Room A, is small and barred with iron. It opens into an air shaft that goes straight up for ten feet, and that is covered with an iron grating. The other windows on the stage are not only inaccessible but are also barred with iron. She could not have approached either of these windows without being seen by other members of the company or the stage hands.”
“Under the stage?” suggested the scientist.
“Nothing,” the reporter went on. “It is a large cemented basement which was vacant. It was searched because there was, of course, a chance that Miss Wallack might have become temporarily unbalanced and wandered down there. There was even a search made of the ‘flies’—that is, the galleries over the stage where the men who work the drop-curtains are stationed.”
There was silence for a long time. The Thinking Machine twiddled his fingers and continued to stare upward. He had not looked at the reporter. He broke the silence after a time.
“How was Miss Wallack dressed at the time of her disappearance?”
“In doublet and hose—that is, tights,” the newspaperman responded. “She wears that costume from the second act until practically the end of the play.”
“Was all her street clothing in her room?”
“Yes, everything, spread across an unopened trunk of costumes. It was all as if she had left the room to answer her cue—all in order— even to an open box of candy on her table.”
“No sign of a struggle?”
“No.”
“Or trace of blood?”
“Nothing.”
“Her maid? Did she have one?”
“Oh, yes. I neglected to tell you that the maid, Gertrude Manning, had gone home immediately after the first act. She grew suddenly ill and was excused.”
The Thinking Machine turned his squint eyes on the reporter for the first time.
“Ill?” he repeated. “What was the matter?”
“That I can’t say,” replied the reporter.
“Where is she now?”
“I don’t know. Everyone forgot all about her in the excitement about Miss Wallack.”
“What kind of candy was it?”
“I’m afraid I don’t know that, either.”
“Where was it bought?”
The reporter shrugged his shoulders; that was something else he didn’t know. The Thinking Machine shot out the questions aggressively, staring meanwhile steadily at Hatch who squirmed uncomfortably.
“Where is the candy now?” demanded the scientist.
Again Hatch shrugged his shoulders.
“How much did Miss Wallack weigh?”
The reporter was willing to guess at this. He had seen her half a dozen times.
“Between a hundred and thirty and a hundred and forty pounds,” he ventured.
“Does there happen to be a hypnotist connected with the company?”
“I don’t know,” Hatch replied.
The Thinking Machine waved his slender hands impatiently; he was annoyed.
“It is perfectly absurd, Mr. Hatch,” he expostulated, “to come to me with only a few facts and ask advice. If you had all the facts I might be able to do something, but this——”
The newspaperman was nettled. In his own profession he was accredited a man of discernment and acumen. He resented the tone, the manner, even the seemingly trivial questions which the other asked.
“I don’t see,” he began, “that the candy, even if it had been poisoned as I imagine you think possible, or a hypnotist could have had anything to do with Miss Wallack’s disappearance. Certainly neither poison nor hypnotism would have made her invisible.”
“Of course you don’t see,” blazed The Thinking Machine. “If you did you wouldn’t have come to me. When did this thing happen?”
“Saturday night, as I said,” the reporter informed him a little more humbly. “It closed the engagement in Springfield. Miss Wallack was to have appeared here tonight.”
“When did she disappear—what time by the clock, I mean?”
“The stage manager’s time slip shows that the curtain for the third act went up at 9:41—he spoke to her, say, one minute before, or at 9:40. The action of the play before she appears in the third act takes six minutes, therefore——”
“In precisely seven minutes a woman, weighing more than 130 pounds, certainly not dressed for the street, disappeared from her dressing room. It is now 5:18 Monday afternoon. I think we may solve this crime within a few hours.”
“Crime?” Hatch repeated eagerly. “Do you imagine there is a crime then?”
Professor Van Dusen didn’t heed the question. Instead, he arose and paced back and forth across the reception room half a dozen times, his hands behind his back and his eyes cast down. At last he stopped and faced the reporter who had also arisen.
“Miss Wallack’s company, I presume, with the baggage, is now here,” he said. “See every male member of the company, talk to them and particularly study their eyes. Don’t overlook anyone, however humble. Also find out what became of the box of candy, and if possible how many pieces are out of it. Then report here to me. Miss Wallack’s safety may depend upon your speed and accuracy.”
Hatch was frankly startled.
“How——?” he began.
“Don’t stop to talk—hurry,” commanded The Thinking Machine. “I will have a cab waiting when you come back. We must get to Springfield.”
FITTING A HYPOTHESIS
The newspaperman rushed away to obey orders.
He didn’t understand them at all—studying men’s eyes was not in his line, but he obeyed nevertheless. An hour and a half later he returned to be thrust unceremoniously into a waiting cab by The Thinking Machine. The cab rattled away toward South Station where the two men caught a train, just about to move out, for Springfield. Once settled in their seats the scientist turned to Hatch who was nearly suffocating with suppressed information.
“Well?” he asked.
“I found out several things,” the reporter burst out. “First, Miss Wallack’s leading man, Langdon Mason, who has been in love with her for three years, bought the candy at Schuyler’s in Springfield early Saturday evening before he went to the theater. He told me so himself, rather reluctantly, but I—I made him say it.”
“Ah!” exclaimed The Thinking Machine. It was a most unequivocal ejaculation. “How many pieces of candy are out of the box?”
“Only three,” explained Hatch. “Miss Wallack’s things were packed into the open trunk in her dressing room, the candy with them. I induced the manager——”
“Yes, yes, yes,” interrupted The Thinking Machine impatiently. “What sort of eyes has Mason? What color?”
“Blue, frank in expression, nothing unusual about them,” said the reporter.
“And the others?”
“I didn’t quite know what you meant by studying their eyes, so I got a set of photographs. I thought perhaps they might help.”
“Excellent! Excellent!” commented The Thinking Machine. He shuffled the pictures through his fingers, stopping now and then to study one, and to read the names printed below. “Is that the leading man?” he asked at last, and handed one to Hatch.
“Yes.”
Professor Van Dusen did not speak again. The train pulled into Springfield at 9:20. Hatch followed him out of the station and, without a word, climbed into a cab.
“Schuyler’s candy store,” commanded The Thinking Machine. “Hurry.”
The cab rushed off through the night. Ten minutes later it stopped before a brilliantly lighted confectionery shop. The Thinking Machine led the way inside and approached the girl behind the chocolate counter.
“Will you please tell me if you remember this man’s face?” he asked as he produced Mason’s photograph.
“Oh, yes, I remember him,” the girl replied. “He’s an actor.”
“Did he buy a small box of chocolates of you Saturday evening early?” was the next question.
“Yes. I recall it because he seemed to be in a hurry—in fact, said he was anxious to get to the theater to pack.”
“And do you recall that this man ever bought candy here?” asked the scientist. He produced another photograph and handed it to the girl. She studied it a moment while Hatch craned his neck, vainly, to see.
“I don’t recall that he ever did,” the girl answered finally.
The Thinking Machine turned away abruptly and disappeared into a telephone booth. He remained there for five minutes, then rushed out to the cab again, with Hatch following closely.
“City Hospital,” he commanded.
Again the cab dashed away. Hatch was dumb; there seemed to be nothing to say. The Thinking Machine was plainly pursuing some definite line of inquiry yet the reporter didn’t know what. The case was getting kaleidoscopic. This impression was strengthened when he found himself standing beside The Thinking Machine in City Hospital conversing with the house surgeon, Dr. Carlton.
“Is there a Miss Gertrude Manning here?” was the scientist’s first question.
“Yes,” replied the surgeon. “She was brought here Saturday night suffering from——”
“Strychnine poisoning, yes I know,” interrupted the other. “Picked up in the street, probably. I am a physician. If she is well enough I should like to ask her a couple of questions.”
Dr. Carlton agreed and Professor Van Dusen, still followed faithfully by Hatch, was ushered into the ward where Miss Wallack’s maid lay, pallid and weak. The Thinking Machine picked up her hand and his slender finger rested for a minute on her pulse. He nodded as if satisfied.
“Miss Manning, can you understand me?” he asked.
“Yes,” she replied weakly.
“How many pieces of the candy did you eat?”
“Two,” said the girl. She stared into the face above her with dull eyes.
“Did Miss Wallack eat any of it up to the time you left the theater?”
“No.”
If The Thinking Machine had been in a hurry previously he was racing now. Hatch trailed on dutifully behind, down the stairs and into a cab, whence Professor Van Dusen shouted a word of thanks to Dr. Carlton. This time their destination was the stage door of the theater from which Miss Wallack had disappeared.
The reporter was muddled. He didn’t know anything very clearly except that three pieces of candy were missing from the box. Of these the maid had eaten only two. She had been poisoned. Therefore it seemed reasonable to suppose that if Miss Wallack had eaten the third piece she also would be poisoned. But poison would not make her invisible. The reporter shook his head hopelessly.
William Meegan, the stage door-keeper, was easily found.
“Can you inform me, please,” began The Thinking Machine, “if Mr. Mason left a box of candy with you last Saturday night for Miss Wallack?”
“Yes,” Meegan replied good-naturedly. He was amused at the little man. “Miss Wallack hadn’t arrived. Mason brought a box of candy for her nearly every night and usually left it here. I put the one Saturday night on the shelf here.”
“Did Mr. Mason come to the theater before or after the others on Saturday night?”
“Before,” replied Meegan. “He was unusually early, presumably to pack.”
“And the other members of the company coming in stop here, I imagine, to get their mail?” and the scientist squinted up at the mail box above the shelf.
“Sure, always.”
The Thinking Machine drew a long breath. Up to this time there had been little perplexed wrinkles in his brow. Now they disappeared.
“Now, please,” he went on, “was any package or box of any kind taken from the stage on Saturday night between nine and eleven o’clock?”
“No,” said Meegan positively. “Nothing at all until the company’s baggage was removed at midnight.”
“Miss Wallack had two trunks in her dressing room?”
“Yes. Two whacking big ones, too.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I helped put ’em in, and helped take ’em out,” replied Meegan.
Suddenly The Thinking Machine turned and rushed out to the cab, with Hatch, his shadow, close behind.
“Drive, drive as fast as you know how to the nearest long distance telephone,” the scientist instructed the cabby. “A woman’s life is at stake.”
Half an hour later Professor Van Dusen and Hutchinson Hatch were on a train rushing back to the city. The Thinking Machine had been in the telephone booth for fifteen minutes. When he came out Hatch had asked several questions to which the scientist vouchsafed no answer. They were perhaps thirty minutes out of Springfield before the scientist showed any disposition to talk. Then he began without preliminary much as if he were resuming a former conversation.
“Of course if Miss Wallack didn’t leave the stage of the theater, she was there,” he said. “We will admit that she did not become invisible. The problem, therefore, was to find her on the stage. The fact that no violence was used against her was conclusively proven by half a dozen instances. No one heard her scream, there was no struggle, no trace of blood. Ergo, we assume in the beginning that she must have consented to the first steps which led to her disappearance.
“Now let’s shape a hypothesis which will fit all the circumstances. Miss Wallack had a severe headache. Hypnotic influence will cure headaches. Was there a hypnotist to whom Miss Wallack would have submitted herself? Assume there was. Then would that hypnotist take advantage of his control to place her in a cataleptic condition? Assume a motive and he would. Then, how would he dispose of her?
“From this point questions radiate in all directions. We will confine ourselves to the probable, granting for the moment that the hypothesis—the only one that fits all the circumstances—is correct. Obviously, a hypnotist would not have attempted to get her out of the dressing room. What remains? One of the two trunks in her room.”
Hatch gasped.
“You mean you think it possible that she was hypnotized and placed in that second trunk, the one that was strapped and locked?” he asked.
“It’s the only thing that could have happened,” said The Thinking Machine emphatically, “therefore that is just what  did happen.”
“Why it’s horrible!” exclaimed Hatch. “A live woman in a trunk for forty-eight hours? Even if she were alive then, she must be dead now.”
The reporter shuddered a little and gazed curiously at the inscrutable face of his companion. He saw no pity, no horror there; there was merely the reflection of the working of a brain.
“It does not necessarily follow that she is dead,” explained The Thinking Machine. “If she ate that third piece of candy before she was hypnotized she may be dead. If it were placed in her mouth after she was in a cataleptic condition the chances are that she is not dead. The candy would not melt and her system could not absorb the poison.”
“But she would be suffocated—her bones would be broken by the rough handling of the trunk—there are a hundred possibilities,” the reporter suggested.
“A person in a cataleptic condition is singularly impervious to injury,” replied the scientist. “There is, of course, a chance of suffocation, but a great deal of air may enter a trunk.”
“And the candy?” Hatch asked.
“Yes, the candy. We know that two pieces of it nearly killed the maid. Yet Mr. Mason admitted having bought it. This admission indicated that this poisoned candy is not the candy he bought. Is Mr. Mason a hypnotist? He hasn’t the eyes. His picture tells me that. We know that Mr. Mason did buy candy for Miss Wallack on several occasions. We know that sometimes he left it with the stage door-keeper. We know that members of the company stopped there for mail. We instantly see that it is possible for one to take away that box and substitute poisoned candy. All the boxes are alike.
“Madness and the cunning of madness lie back of all this. It was a deliberate attempt to murder Miss Wallack, long pondered and due, perhaps, to unrequited or hopeless infatuation. It began with the poisoned candy, and that failing, went to a point immediately following the moment when the stage manager last spoke to the actress. The hypnotist was probably in her room then. You must remember that it would have been possible for him to ease the headache, and at the same time leave Miss Wallack free to play. She might have known this from previous experience.”
Hatch was silent for a long time as he mentally reviewed the case. He couldn’t yet quite believe. It seemed inconceivable that human ingenuity could devise such a crime; and it was equally inconceivable that the brain of a man wholly disassociated with it could fathom it by pure logic.
“Is Miss Wallack still in the trunk?” he asked at last.
“No,” replied The Thinking Machine. “She is out now, dead or alive—I am inclined to believe alive.”
“And the man?”
“I will turn him over to the police in half an hour after we reach the city.”
From South Station the scientist and Hatch were driven immediately to police headquarters. Detective Mallory received them.
“We got your ’phone from Springfield——” he began.
“Was she dead?” interrupted the scientist.
“No,” Mallory replied. “She’s unconscious but no bones are broken, although she is badly bruised. The doctor says she’s hypnotized.”
“Was the piece of candy taken from her mouth?”
“Sure, a chocolate cream. It hadn’t melted.”
“I’ll come back here in a few minutes and awake her,” said The Thinking Machine. “Come along with us now, and get the man.”
Wonderingly the detective entered the cab and the three were driven to a big hotel a dozen blocks away. Before they entered the lobby The Thinking Machine handed a photograph to Mallory, who studied it under an electric light.
“That man is upstairs with several others,” explained the scientist. “Pick him out and get behind him when we enter the room. He may attempt to shoot. Don’t touch him until I say so.”
In a large room on the fifth floor Manager Stanfeld of the Irene Wallack Company had assembled the men who played in her support. This was done at the request by ’phone of The Thinking Machine. There were no preliminaries when Professor Van Dusen entered. He squinted comprehensively about him, then went straight to Langdon Mason, and stared into his eyes for a moment.
“Were you on the stage in the third act of your play before Miss Wallack was to appear—I mean the play last Saturday night?” he asked.
“I was,” Mason replied, “for at least three minutes.”
“Mr. Stanfeld, is that correct?”
“Yes,” replied the manager.
There was a long tense silence broken only by the heavy footsteps of Mallory as he walked toward a distant corner of the room. A faint flush crept into Mason’s face as he realized that the questions had been almost an accusation. He started to speak, but the steady, impassive voice of The Thinking Machine stopped him.
“Mr. Mallory, take your prisoner!”
Instantly there was a fierce, frantic struggle and those present turned to see the detective with his great arms locked about Stanley Wightman, the melancholy Jaques of “As You Like It.” The actor’s face was distorted, madness blazed in the eyes, and he snarled like a beast at bay. By a sudden movement Mallory threw Wightman and manacled the hands, then looked up to find The Thinking Machine peering over his shoulder into the eyes of the prostrate man.
“Yes, he’s a hypnotist,” the scientist remarked in self-satisfied conclusion. “It always tells in the pupils of the eyes.”
An hour later Miss Wallack was aroused, told a story almost identical with that of The Thinking Machine, and three months later resumed her tour. And meanwhile Stanley Wightman, whose brooding over a hopeless love for her made a maniac of him, raves
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