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First Book Edition

THE INNOCENTS AT LARGE MYSTERIES

(Romantic Comedy & Suspense)

Clarence Budington Kelland was the supreme author of what you might call “geeks against the world” stories. The typical Kelland yarn features an idealistic man or woman possessed of a high IQ, who has hitherto enjoyed a sheltered existence among romantic novels like The Three Musketeers and the works of Jane Austen, or in the halls of academe, and is innocent of the ways of a world outside their own.

Forced out of their cocoons by circumstance, these naïfs frequently find themselves bumbling through comic situations involving schemers and bullies who see them as easy marks—but they emerge victorious when their superior intelligence and extensive reading provide the solution to their dilemmas. Although Kelland would go on to pen many books whose protagonists were not geeks, the majority—from his first, the bestselling Mark Tidd boys series (1913), to The Artless Heiress (1957)—focus on the adventures, and most often the misadventures, of characters possessed of an overabundance of knowledge but little practical experience. Several of these tales of innocents at large achieved enduring fame when they were adapted as films; most notably the Academy Award winning Mr. Deeds Goes to Town and its equally famous sequel, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (originally titled Mr. Deeds Goes to Washington). Plus the nearly-as-well-known Mr. Boggs Steps Out and Mr. Dodd Takes the Air.
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Our reprints of these clever, inimitably characterized page-turners include:

Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, or Opera Hat (First US book edition, first reprint in 70 years)

Mr. Boggs Steps Out, or Face the Facts (First book edition)

Miss Drugget Rides the Train, or The Artless Heiress (First reprint in 50 years) 

More titles in preparation!
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PECKHAM FALLS was drowsily surprised every time the ten-forty train arrived, because it had a vague feeling the engine would give up someday from pure discouragement at the uselessness of its arrivals. The town was astounded if a passenger alighted, but not at all amazed if a resident went away, never to return. In short, Peckham Falls could not be regarded as the Land of Opportunity.

Once it had been a thriving little place, but the Depression had sat down upon it and smothered it. What industry once existed in the way of a pulp mill and a clothespin factory and a couple of miscellaneous enterprises had ceased to awaken the world with their seven o’clock whistles, and such inhabitants as remained, to the number of 2,811, continued to exist by a sort of rotating system which consisted of buying from one another on credit.

The lake was as beautiful as it ever had been; the mountains were as lovely. Gorgeous cloud shadows moved along their wooded slopes as graciously as if Prosperity were just around the corner, and fish continued to bite. Which was fortunate, because without fish numbers of residents would have had more mealtimes than meals.

Peckham Falls snuggled down in a huge saucer through which rushed or gurgled or trickled a river—the nature of its movement regulated by the seasons. When the melting snows came down, it was a very savage little stream which had a way with bridges, carrying them off their feet with its ardor; when August arrived, it almost ceased to be, and the fishes went to the lake or hunted pools and wished they were squirrels. If you were hunting for a town to look at you could have found no more pleasant example than this; but if you sought an arena, a scene of action, a field for the display of economic talents you found a Sahara.

Therefore, Fire Marshal Katz refused to believe his eyes when the ten-forty drew reluctantly to a stop and a passenger alighted with a huge Gladstone bag. The marshal rubbed his eyes and stared. The young man stood over his baggage and stared after the departing train. Then he turned and scrutinized such portion of the village as was visible from his point of disadvantage. Villages seldom are at their best in the vicinity of their railroad stations. Fire Marshal Katz heard the young man sigh. It was not exactly a pathetic sigh; it was not an exasperated sigh; it was, rather, a sigh of resignation, as if the sigher were saying to himself that what he saw was no better than he deserved.

He was a thin individual, not tall. You would not have called him wiry, because there was no suggestion of muscles of any sort. He was pale, not with the pallor of illness, but of lack of exposure to anything in the nature of sunlight or exercise which might give tint to his skin. His nose was notable. It was a noble hook. His forehead was high and his hair was straw-colored. There was quite a good deal of it, and it all pointed backward, as if he were facing a strong wind. His eyes were brown and bright and melancholy, and you could not tell much about his mouth because it was in motion, a sort of rotary, ruminant movement attainable only by the habitual chewer of gum.

He picked up his bag and set it down again, and then he glanced at Katz and smiled deprecatingly. “I suppose,” he said, “that sign is accurate.” He pointed to the name of the station on the face of the depot.

“Accurate?” asked Mr. Katz.

“This really is Peckham Falls?”

“What makes you think it ain’t?” asked the fire marshal.

“I didn’t think it wasn’t,” said the young man patiently. “I was simply confronting the possibility that it might not be.”

THIS was too much for Mr. Katz, who spat copiously over the edge of the platform. “You talk a lot of words without sayin’ anythin’, seems as though,” he said petulantly.

“Words,” said the young man. “The English language contains, at the moment, upwards of 455,000 living words, yet 43 of them comprise more than half of all the words that are written or spoken each day.”

“What of it?” asked Mr. Katz. 

“Nothing in particular,” said the young man.

“Then why did you fetch it up?”

“It just occurred to me,” said the stranger mildly.

“Come on business?” asked Mr. Katz.

“On impulse,” said the stranger. 

“What’s that?”

“I didn’t wish to be where I was any longer. I therefore determined to go someplace else. It turned out to be here.”

“For what?”

“One has to be somewhere. I got on the train, and after some thought I determined to get off at the first station whose name began with the letter P.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s the initial of my first name. . . . I see you wear a badge.”

“Fire marshal,” said Mr. Katz.

“Indeed. Out of every one hundred commercial enterprises that suffer a considerable fire but fifty-seven per cent are able to continue in business. Not long ago a forest fire was started by sparks thrown from the shoe of a horse.”

“Gosh!” exclaimed Mr. Katz. “How long you goin’ to stay?”

“Permanently.”

“For good? Here?”

“That,” said the young stranger, “is my intention.”

“I got to stay here. I got to because I can’t git away. I never would ‘a’ come here if I hadn’t been born here. No-buddy else is here that wasn’t born here. Bein’ born in Peckham Falls is a kind of an affliction like cross-eyes. Either you got it or you hain’t. Me, I can’t see no reason why a feller that wasn‘t born here should come any other way.”

“Born,” said the stranger. “During the year 1931, 2,220,000 babies were born in the United States; 23,000 were twins, there were 300 sets of triplets, and 6 sets of quadruplets.”

“Be ye rich?” asked Mr. Katz.

“I am moderately affluent—moderately. Why do you ask?”

“I was wonderin’ what you calc’lated to live on in Peckham Falls. You’d have to fetch it with you. Hain’t no way of makin’ a livin’ here.”

“You are alive,” said the young man with incontrovertible logic. “Numbers of persons are alive.”

“It’s because they’re too healthy to die. They started out by bein’ alive, and just kept on at it because nothin’ killed ‘em off.”

“I,” said the young man, “am seeking a business opportunity—a chance for profitable investment.”

“What’s your name?”

“Peleg Boggs.”

“That gives me a kind of an idea,” said the fire marshal. Just why the disclosure of Peleg’s name furnished him with a thought it was difficult to say. “Ol’ Myron Peddie up ‘n’ died last week.”

“I regret to hear it,” said Peleg.

“He used to be in the fire insurance business before he died.”

“Indeed.”

“Calc’late his widder wants to sell it. How much money you got?”

“A thousand dollars,” said Peleg with some pride. “I never had a thousand dollars before. I acquired this sum all at once by the exercise of a certain amount of skill, ability, application, and intelligence. It is why I determined to uproot myself and seek a new environment.”

“How’d you git it?”

“By stating correctly the number of beans in a large glass receptacle. This receptacle was exhibited before a motion picture house. The purchase of a ticket of admission entitled you to one guess as to the number of beans in the bottle. The prize was $1,000.”

“And you won?”

“I did,” said Peleg modestly.” It was easy to determine the cubical content of the bottle. It was a simple matter, then, to arrive at the number of average-sized beans that could be placed inside. But there was another factor.”

“What?”

“Shrewdness,” said Peleg. “The person who offered the prize would not make its winning a simple matter. He would contrive some device that would make the bottle contain either more beans than it could apparently, or less. It was simpler to make it contain less. This could be done by placing some object in the bottle, which would take the place of a number of beans. My problem was to determine what this object was and its cubical content.”

“You done it?”

“By a process of reasoning. The large bottle, shaped somewhat like those sometimes seen in apothecaries’ windows, contained four and a quarter gallons of liquid matter. What, then, could be the size and nature of the object concealed beneath the beans? I studied the habits of the manager of the theater. I learned that he lunched in his office each noon. His lunch consisted of a half-pound of crackers, a banana, and a quart of milk.”

“IT DON’T make sense,” said Mr. Katz.

“I asked the boy who brought the lunch is a milk bottle missing. He admitted that one had disappeared, for which he had charged the theater five cents. So I knew I was right. I therefore subtracted the number of beans that could be contained in a quart milk bottle from the total and arrived at a number which, taking the beans to be of average size, must be approximately correct. I then bought a ticket of admission. I deposited my calculation. On the night of the award my name was announced. I came within six beans of the correct total.”

“The only trouble with Myron Peddie’s business,” said Katz, “is that the’ hain‘t much to insure and nobuddy kin afford to pay the premiums. But it’s a goin’ business jest the same. I calc’late you could buy it.”

“For what sum?”

“Three, four hunderd dollars.”

“I think I should like the insurance business. I know little of its intricacies or its ramifications, but doubtless I can rapidly master the details.”

“Oleander’ll be able to do that fur ye.”

“Oleander?”

“Yeah, Oleander Tidd. Peddie kept her to run the office while he went fishin’.”

“Is there a hotel?”

“Jason keeps it open because he’s got to live some’eres,” said Mr. Katz. “Listen; I kind of take an interest in you. You’re a funny cuss. I’ll drive ye down to the hotel and we’ll git a bite, and then I’ll take ye to the Widder Peddie if you’re interested.”

“I shall be greatly obliged to you.”

PELEG’S eyes turned as a large car drove up to the platform and a young woman alighted. She was blond, beautifully dressed, exquisitely formed, and had a face of rare loveliness.

“Irene Lee,” said Katz. “Niece of Morton P. Ross. Own about eight, ten thousand acres back tother end of the lake. Call it a camp. Come here summers ‘n’ hunt ‘n’ fish ‘n’ play cards. Live in New York. Don’t have no use fur nobuddy.”

“She’s very nice to look at,” said Peleg.

“Snippy,” said Katz.

“If ever,” said Peleg,” I were to marry I think I would choose a girl like Miss Lee. I consider it much more satisfactory to marry a beautiful and charming girl than one who is homely and without graces.”

“There’s my car,” said Katz. “Kin you lift that bag?”

“With ease,” said Peleg, who managed to raise it from the platform by the exercise of every ounce of his strength and to stagger with it toward Mr. Katz’s old car.

Miss Lee emerged hurriedly from the telegraph office and collided with him so violently that he lost his balance and sat down upon the walk.

“Clumsy!” said Miss Lee.

“You swoop,” said Peleg. “If you will consider the incident with unbiased mind you will see that the collision was due, not to ineptness on my part, but to swooping on yours. Also, you must be reminded that it is not courteous to use such an epithet to a stranger. In short, Miss Lee, I am compelled to inform you that you are not as nice as you look.”

“What!” exclaimed the astounded Miss Lee.

“You are,” said Peleg, “like a persimmon. Lovely to look at but very puckering to the taste. Do you realize that of the population of the United States who have reached marriageable age only 60 per cent are married? You make one understand this condition.”

Miss Lee stared at him an instant, flushed a very lovely red, and, not enjoying the experience of being nonplussed, turned with a flick of her skirts and reentered her car.

“Now,” said Peleg, “if you will assist me to my feet, we will go to the hotel. And afterwards we will investigate this business opportunity of which you spoke.”

Mr. Katz sighed. “I dunno,” he said, “as I ever seen one like you before. We hain’t got none in town. I bet you ‘n’ Oleander Tidd’ll get on swell.”

After a satisfying meal at the hotel, Fire Marshal Katz escorted Peleg Boggs to the little white home of the Widow Peddie, to whom he was presented.

“Customer for the insurance business,” said Mr. Katz.

“I got an offer,” said Mrs. Peddie, “of four hunderd dollars, but ‘tain’t enough.”

“‘Tain’t much of a business,” said Katz.

“Peddie contrived to support us with it—that ‘n’ fishin’. I hain’t got nothin’ left now but my cats, but I got to feed them ‘n’ me.”

Peleg cleared his throat. “It is interesting to note,” he said, “that Americans spend upwards of $1,000,000 daily to feed the household pets in 20,000,000 families.”

“I swan!” exclaimed Mrs. Peddie. “I’ll take five hunderd for the business, but Oleander’ll be mad.”

“Oleander’s always mad,” said Katz. “How about it, Mr. Boggs, eh? Includes what’s in the office, don’t it?”

“Lock, stock, and barrel,” said Mrs. Peddie.

“It sounds to me,” said Peleg, “like an excellent investment. True, I am not versed in the business of supplying fire insurance, but then, neither am I versed in any other trade or calling. I accept your proposition.”

“Better be legal and make out a paper,” said Katz.

“To be sure,” said Mrs. Peddie, and she wrote laboriously the first legal document of her career. It read:

“I have sold my fire insurance business that was left me by my husband to this man here for $500, including whatever there is in the office, and he can hire Oleander like my husband did if he wants to, but it is none of my business.”

This proved eminently satisfactory to Peleg, who accepted it, counted out $500, and stepped forth from the little house the proprietor of a business which sold to the public fire insurance and surety bonds. It gave him a feeling of importance.

“I never owned anything before,” he said. “I find myself quite elated. I think I shall begin operations at once.”

“Oleander’ll be there. I’ll show you where it is,” said Mr. Katz.

PRESENTLY they climbed the stairs to an office above the gents’ furnishing store and opened a door embellished with the name of the former owner and a statement of his calling. A little girl stood on a box before a high desk which ran along one side of the room.

Peleg took her to be a little girl. She was not more than five feet tall and her short, black hair was mussed, and the thin face she turned over her shoulder was wrinkled up in a grimace of irritation. It must be confessed that Peleg was not a noticing person, but the idea did enter his head that this child was pretty skinny and rather drolly homely.

“You can’t play checkers here, Angus Katz,” she said tartly.

“Nobody’s figgerin’ to play checkers. And you better scrape up some manners, because this here is your new boss—if he takes it into his mind to hire you.”

“Boss!” exclaimed the girl.

“He just bought the business from Mrs. Peddie.”

She stamped a tiny foot. “Bought it out from under me! I wanted it. It’s mine. I run it. I won’t have it.” Her face puckered and Peleg thought she looked like a little monkey. She sniffed and rubbed her pert nose on her sleeve.

“You have a cold,” he said gravely. And then, betrayed by his thought about the monkey, he went on recklessly: “The ape can catch a cold from a human, and vice versa. This is true of no other animal. More than $450,000,000 is the American economic loss from common colds every year.”

“Who’s an ape?” demanded the girl fiercely. “You’ve a nerve coming in here, when I never saw you before, and calling me Monkey Face. Angus Katz put you up to it. Maybe I have a monkey face, but I haven’t a monkey brain.”

“I did not call you Monkey Face,” said Peleg unhappily. “The word I made use of was ‘ape,’ but I did not mention face.”

“Ape is worse than monkey,” said the girl. “The Widow Peddie is a cow—a mooley cow. I could scratch her eyes out.”

“What’s your name—er—little girl?” asked Peleg with rare diplomacy.

“Little girl!” Her size was her sorest point. “I suppose you like giantesses. I suppose you dote on fat women.”

“When we go fishin’,” said Katz, “we throw ‘em back bigger’n you.”

SUDDENLY she was ominously calm and businesslike. “My name,” she said, “is Oleander Tidd. I’ve run this business for two years while Mr. Peddie caught black bass. I wanted to buy it for my own. But that old cow deliberately sold it away from me. I guess that’s all. I’m through.” She paused and regarded him. “Monkey Face!” she said tensely. “Do you want to know what you look like?”

“I don’t think so,” said Peleg.

“You look,” she said, “like a half-starved cockatoo. It’s your nose, I guess.”

“Children,” said Peleg, “should not be impertinent.”

“And how old are you?” she asked.

“I,” said Peleg, “am twenty-six.”

“And I,” said Oleander, “am twenty. Twenty. Do you hear? Twenty. And I’ve hated every year of it. So take your old insurance business and run it.”

“I guess I’ll be going,” said Mr. Katz. He turned and went out softly, for he had experience of Oleander’s tongue, and the signs all pointed to her unleashing of it. He had no relish for being flayed.

“But,” said Peleg when the door closed behind the fire marshal, “I—I mean to say, I haven’t the least idea how to run it. I don’t know what one does. I just bought it because it happened to be for sale. It might have been a meat market, if you get the point. And I wouldn’t have known how to operate a meat market.”

Oleander got down off her box and peered up at him. “Didn’t you know about me?” she asked.

“I never heard of you,” he said.

“Then you didn’t do it on purpose—to spite me?”

“Such an action,” he said, “would be quite foreign to my character. I do not spite people. Do you know all about fire insurance?”

“Where did you come from?” asked Oleander. “And why?”

“I came from New York. I don’t know exactly why, except that New York did not seem to have any marked desire to shower benefits upon me.”

“How much did you pay Mrs. Peddie?”

“Five hundred dollars.”

“What did you do for a living in New York?”

“I did research for people. I looked up facts. I studied in libraries. If a man wanted to make a speech, and he were very busy and very ignorant, I would assemble the facts on his subject for him. I collected data for authors. It was interesting but not remunerative.” He paused and studied her. “Did you ever enjoy yourself?” he asked.

“When I imagine,” she said.

“I never enjoyed myself,” he said. “I did not suffer, I was not acutely unhappy, but, on the other hand, I never experienced that zest of life which characterizes certain people. I never found occasion to be hilarious. I thought if I abandoned my career and sought new fields I might discover this gaiety which I have observed in others.”

“My gosh!” exclaimed Oleander. “You came to Peckham Falls looking for whoopee!”

“For instance,” said Peleg,” I have derived no pleasure from women. Do you know that 60 per cent of all people of marriageable age are unmarried? Other men seem to find women attractive. Today I saw a very beautiful girl. Was it a pleasant experience to me? It was not. She knocked me down.”

“You shouldn’t go making passes at strangers,” said Oleander.

“Her name was Irene Lee.”

“You did step out. You’d better have some
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