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MR. CLACKWORTHY FORGETS HIS TONIC,
by Christopher B. Booth


INTRODUCTION

Conman extraordinaire Amos Clackworthy was the primary mystery character of Christopher Belvard Booth (1889-1950) in the 1920s. Together with his henchman, the Early Bird, he raised grifting to new levels—and his targets were always those greedy, disreputable businessmen who more than deserved it. Wildside Press’s collection, The Adventures of Mr. Clackworthy, is probably the best single volume of the Clackworthy stories available today and serves as a good introduction to the character.

Booth is not well remembered today. Information on his life is hard to find, and some of the information available online is wrong—sduch as that Booth was a pseudonym of Isabel Ostrander (another pulp writer, with whom Booth sometimes collaborated). But he had a prolific career that began in 1920 and pretty much ended by the late 1930s. Over that almost 20-year period, he published more than a hundred stories—and not just mysteries, but also westerns and even some mainstream stories. But as of 1940, he seems to abruptly left writing, since only a couple more stories appeared after that date. And with most pulp magazines buying all rights to stories, including the right to reprint them under other titles in other magazines, it’s entirely possible these may be reprints rather than new works.

Enjoy this classic Mr. Clackworthy story.

—John Betancourt

Cabin John, Maryland


CHAPTER 1

DEVOTED as he was to classic literature, Mr. Amos Clackworthy spent much time in his luxurious Sheridan Road apartment gathering various and sundry stray bits of information which could be turned into ammunition for future attacks upon idle and surplus wealth. His reading diet included the careful perusal of the daily newspapers. He was now engaged with the want ad columns as James Early, nearly always disgruntled in the master confidence man’s moments of reflection, sat by the window, hoping that another adventure was not far off. The Early Bird was genuinely happy only upon those occasions when Mr. Clackworthy was engaged in the always interesting business of annexing easy money.

“Boss,” complained the impatient James, “you make a guy feel like he was sittin’ in the public library all the time; ain’tcha ever gonna let me unleash the old chin?”

“My dear James,” answered Mr. Clackworthy smilingly, “if, as the old saying has it, ‘silence is golden,’ I fear you would be a pauper.”

“I ain’t strong for solitary confinement, I’m tellin’ the world,” mumbled The Early Bird. “Pretty soon, boss, I’ll be deaf an’ dumb through lack of practice. Whatcha find in the papers that’s so interestin’, huh?”

“For some minutes,” replied Mr. Clackworthy, “the ‘business chances’ column has intrigued my attention. It is really amazing what a wealth of human interest is to be found between these lines of agate type. There is humor, there is tragedy. We find the youthful and enthusiastic young inventor seeking capital for his patent potato peeler; we find the commercial down-and-outer pleading for funds to save his industrial existence; we find him—”

“Cheese it, boss; cheese it!” interrupted The Early Bird. “Better be lettin’ the old bean exercise the idea of grabbin’ a coupla bales of the yellow stuff.”

“We find here,” proceeded Mr. Clackworthy with unshattered urbanity, “a want ad far out of the ordinary. It has a distinct appeal and even suggests—ah—possibilities.”

“Y’mean, boss, that you gotta hunch on coaxin’ a bunch of Uncle Samuel’s I O U’s away from their happy home?”

“A hunch, James, happens to be precisely the proper word. Take a look at this and tell me what you think of it.” The master confidence man drew a penciled bracket about the want ad to which he referred and passed it over. The Early Bird, suddenly interested, took it and read:

CAPITAL WANTED—Young girl left profitable business by her father has become victim of unscrupulous competitors and is about to be pushed to the wall. Owns small, and until recently, profitable factory; also valuable trade names as principal asset.

Only outside capital will save situation. More interested in defeating designs of competitors than in profits. Address DESPERATE, Globe X.-221.

“There is nothing more appealing, my dear James, than a lady in distress,” observed Mr. Clackworthy.

“An’ nothin’ more expensive,” volunteered The Early Bird sagely; “lay off a skirt what’s in trouble, boss.”

“I would say, James,” pursued the master confidence man, “that the young woman who signs herself ‘Desperate’ is of the fighting type, and—”
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