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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—such 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

It was gathering dusk when the northbound express thundered to a halt. From the front of the Pullman there arose a majestic figure in high silk hat and fur-collared overcoat. The man’s clothes were evidence that he had money, and the proud, almost haughty dignity of his carriage indicated that he had possessed money for a considerable length of time.’ No less stately than a king, he followed the Pullman porter to the vestibule.

“Pipe the ‘Emperor of Hickville,’ ” grinned James Early, jerking his thumb in the direction of the disembarking passenger.

Mr. Amos Clackworthy, confidence man deluxe, nodded; he had already observed the personage. Briefly he consulted the railroad folder; it told him that the stop was Higbeeville. Illinois. He looked out the car window to the well-lit platform which ran the length of the attractive station of brick tile. He saw a liveried chauffeur taking possession of the traveler’s luggage, bowingly ushering him to a long-hooded limousine on the door of which gleamed the gold-lettered monogram “W. C. H.”

“I should not be greatly surprised if the ‘H’ means Higbee,” murmured Mr. Clackworthy. “That is Mr. Higbee himself, no doubt.”

He continued to stare out upon the town, taking in the ambitious-looking business street stretching away from the station, well paved and well lighted. It seemed to be quite a forward-looking community, a conclusion which was verified by a huge electric sign, blazing imposingly from the roof of a building half a block away for the purpose of attracting the attention of the traveling public. It read:

HIGBEEVILLE WANTS FACTORIES!

Free Factory Sites,
No City Taxes For New Industries,
Wonderful Shipping Facilities.

STOP—LOOK US OVER!

HIGBEEVILLE CHAMBER OF COMMERCE.

At Higbeeville the train changed engines, for it was a division point. Mr. Clackworthy and The Early Bird were returning to Chicago from two weeks in Florida, and James was fretting, as was his wont, for a fresh adventure in the quest of easy money. The master confidence man sat for a moment, taking stock of the hunch which had seized him.

“I think I will accept the invitation, James,” he said thoughtfully. “I think that I will accept that invitation—now.”

“Say, what’s eatin’ you?” inelegantly demanded The Early Bird. “I ain’t heard nobody invitin’ us nowhere.”

With one hand Mr. Clack worthy pointed out at the big electric sign; with the other he reached for his over-

coat and jabbed the button for the porter.

“ ‘Stop—look us over,’ ” he repeated. “Certainly, that is an invitation, James. I suppose the porter isn’t coming; we will have to carry our own bags. Come; let us be getting off.”

“Are you practicin’ for vaudeville, boss, or are you on the level?” gasped out The Early Bird. “Aw, boss, let’s be gettin’ on to Chi; nix on this hick-town stuff. I wanna see if Lake Michigan is in the same place we left it.”

Mr. Clackworthy shook his head.
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