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Chapter One
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“Women of the Rivertown Decency League, an evil viper lurks at the heart of our fine town,” Glenda Crawford proclaimed.

Two of the gathered women raised their heads to provide the required response.

“Tell us more,” they said.

As their half-hearted chant echoed in Mrs. Kirk’s barn, Glenda slapped a meaty fist into her palm.

“While we sew and bake for our families, the menfolk of Rivertown are in Jacob Garfield’s saloon gambling with our money.”

“That’s terrible,” Mrs. Johnson said. Several women broke off from their sewing to wave a fist.

“So are we against Jacob Garfield?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Kirk said.

“Are we against gambling?”

“Yes,” several women said as Glenda’s rhetoric finally generated some enthusiasm.

“Are we accepting bad behavior in our fine town?”

“Yes,” everyone shouted. Then they turned to each other. “No!”

Glenda waved her large arms above her head, drawing attention to her last question.

“So are we going to Garfield’s saloon to . . . to cause mischief?”

“Yes!”

With a hitch of their skirts and their chins thrust aloft, the women put down their sewing and huddled at the back of the barn to discuss tactics. Every Saturday afternoon for the last three months they’d held these meetings.

Usually at this stage they agreed that sewing and baking was the best things they could do, but this afternoon there was a different atmosphere in the barn. It was a warm summer day and, for once, the women fancied having some fun.

So this time, with determined treads, they headed out of the barn, their destination Garfield’s saloon. When they reached the main drag that led to the river they formed a line and, with Glenda leading, they marched along the deserted street to the saloon.

Glenda stopped at the door. Only a handful of customers were within, their attention set on a poker game where Dayton Hyde was about to reveal his cards. The women bunched up behind Glenda and jostled for a view of proceedings over the batwings and through the window.

Much grumbling and disapproval sounded. So after a countdown from three they marched through the door, spread out and launched into a rousing and hopefully disruptive rendition of Grandfather’s Clock.

The poker players sat back from their game to enjoy the song. Over the course of the first two verses several men joined in. By the time the women reached the final verse, Dayton had brought his banjo out from under the table and everyone was swaying along to the music.

“That wasn’t supposed to happen,” Mrs. Johnson said to Mrs. Kirk when they’d finished.

“I know,” Mrs. Kirk said. “We should have annoyed them.”

Any hope that they might have irritated the men died when the poker players burst into applause. Then Dayton shouted out a request for them to sing I’ll take you home, Kathleen.

“We won’t sing that,” Glenda said, setting her hands on her wide hips. “We’re here to protest about the gambling.”

“But they’re playing poker for beans,” Marshal Twitchell Swift said, moving away from the bar.

“That doesn’t matter,” Glenda said. “You must still stop Jacob from running this gambling den.”

Swift shrugged. “Saloon owners have the right to run saloons, but if I see someone running a saloon they don’t own, I’ll put a stop to it.”

Swift raised an eyebrow inviting a response. Lost for an appropriate retort, Glenda eyed Swift with disdain. Then, with a snort of contempt, she turned on her heels and pushed through the batwings. Mrs. Johnson and Mrs. Kirk stayed to wave at their husbands and then followed her out.

“That didn’t go well, then,” Mrs. Johnson said.

“It did,” Glenda said, despite all the evidence to the contrary. “That was the first blow in our mission to bring decency to Rivertown.”

The women stood on the quiet and deserted street. The river water lapped gently against the dock, somewhere a lonely heron croaked and in the saloon Dayton had started to sing about Kathleen.

“Will it take long?” Mrs. Kirk said. “I’ve got some baking to do.”

* * *
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“That tonic will never work!” Walter Harrison declared, eyeing the amber liquid with suspicion.

Fergal O’Brien shook the bottle, making the liquid reflect the late afternoon sunshine on to the skeptical face of his potential customer. He addressed him along with the rest of his audience.

“How can you claim that my universal remedy to cure all ills won’t work?”

“Because my brother in Sundown bought a bottle. He rubbed it on his head and it didn’t cure his baldness.” Walter pondered. “But he spilled some on the table and it polished that up well, until it burned a hole in the wood and melted the spoon he was—”

“You have to understand that my tonic is a powerful medicine. It shouldn’t be applied to heads and tables, but drunk. If he’d used it properly, it would have worked.”

“Prove it!”

Fergal smiled, relieved that Walter had given him an opportunity to demonstrate that his tonic was worth a dollar without him raising suspicions by volunteering to provide that proof, but nobody in the gathering met his eye. Instead, everyone turned to an open wagon that was trundling along beside the river heading into the heart of Rivertown.

When the somber-faced driver veered away from his course and drew up before the crowd, the reason for his downbeat demeanor became obvious. A coffin was on the back of his wagon.

“Can I help you?” Fergal called to the driver.

“My friend died this morning and I don’t know why,” the driver said. He pointed at the coffin. “Before I bury him I’d like some answers.”

The gathered people murmured sympathetically.

“We’re sorry, Casey,” Walter said with a wicked gleam in his eye. “We can’t help you, but maybe this traveling snake-oil seller could use his tonic to polish up the coffin wood.”

An embarrassed silence ensued, the seriousness of the situation clearly making everyone unsure whether they should be amused or not. Then one man laughed and that led to someone uttering the obvious insult.

“It’s a pity your friend didn’t drink Fergal’s tonic. Then he might still be alive.”

This unhelpful comment silenced the laughter and made Casey scowl. With an angry muttered comment he gripped the reins aiming to move on, but Fergal raised a hand, bidding him to stay.

“It’s not too late for your friend to try my tonic,” he said. “No injury is so bad, no ailment is so painful, no condition is so embarrassing that my amber liquid cannot cure.”

“He’s dead!” Casey snapped.

“He may appear unresponsive, but I like a challenge. For a dollar, will you give your friend one last chance to live?”

Casey firmed his jaw, looking as if he’d leave, but then, with an angry gesture, he dragged coins from his pocket and hurled them at Fergal.

“I hate men like you,” he shouted, gesticulating. “You’re always taking money from decent folks, but I promise you, if you’re lying I’ll make you eat every coin.”

The crowd murmured happily as it started to look as if Fergal would get his just reward for trying to sell them his snake-oil remedy, but Fergal remained calm and gestured for two men to bring the coffin down from the wagon.

“What’s your friend’s name?” he asked as the coffin was placed before him.

“Randolph McDougal, a good man who never did no harm to nobody.”

Fergal slipped the lid from the coffin to reveal a large man with a hat drawn down over his face and his hands clasped on his chest. He removed the hat and felt the body’s neck. He recoiled.

“He’s cold and stiff.”

“As I said, he’s dead. He doesn’t smell too good either.”

The people had been moving in, but this comment made everyone step back. When the onlookers were at least ten feet away, Fergal removed the stopper from his tonic bottle.

“As I said, I like a challenge.”

As it turned out, Fergal’s first challenge was how to pour the tonic into the body’s mouth. He moved the bottle into various positions until he decided that he’d drip the liquid onto the lips.

Unfortunately, he got the angle wrong and he emptied the first splash over the dead man’s closed eyes. A grunt sounded in the coffin and an arm rose to bat the bottle away.

“He’s alive!” someone shouted.

“My tonic is a powerful medicine,” Fergal said with a cough. “A single touch of its soothing balm can make even the dead liven up.”

Quickly, before anyone noticed that the body was twitching as it tried to stifle a fit of the giggles, he brought the bottle to its lips. He emptied another splash down the cheek and neck before he managed to get some tonic into its mouth.

A loud cough sounded, expelling a shower of tonic. Then the body sat bolt upright in the coffin, making Fergal back away, the tonic bottle falling from his grasp. Everyone gasped as the formerly dead man opened his eyes.

“It was dark and I was cold,” he said, his voice grating.

“That’s not surprising. How do you feel now?”

“I’m warming up.” He raised his hands using awkward jerking movements, as if he were unsure how his body should function. “What was that drink you gave me?”

“That’s my universal remedy,” Fergal said, beaming happily. “It can cure anything and everything.”

“Even death it would appear,” a woman said from behind him.

Fergal turned to the large and formidable woman. She set a withering gaze on him that appeared to have already considered his worth and deemed him a failure. As he hadn’t paid this woman beforehand, he met her eyes and nodded.

“As you’ve seen with your very own eyes,” he said. He raised his eyebrows and she provided the name of Glenda Crawford. “So will you invest a dollar in case you should one day be sorely afflicted?”

“I don’t need your remedy, but my husband does,” she said, her tone imperious.

Fergal tried and failed to stifle a gulp.
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Chapter Two
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Leland Crawford looked sicker than the recently dead Randolph McDougal had appeared to be. As Fergal blustered around in his usual animated way, Randolph tried to avoid drawing attention to himself after his resurrection.

The wagon driver Casey Shaw had used the distraction of Glenda’s intervention to slink away, presumably in search of a saloon in which to spend the five dollars Randolph had paid him. No such subterfuge was in hand to save Fergal, and he would have to rely on his tonic to affect another miraculous recovery so Randolph had already worked out the quickest route away in case the situation turned bad.

Randolph and his partner Fergal had been tracking east toward the Big Muddy while plying their trade. They ran a traveling medicine show that offered a tonic, which usually only gave the buyers bellyache, with the added attraction of a collection of authentic historical memorabilia, all of which they’d made themselves.

They were on the outskirts of Rivertown. The town was large enough to make it worth them putting on a show, but the prospect of making money had now receded, as Glenda had brought Leland outside into the warmth of the afternoon.

Leland sat on a rocking chair, but the thin man didn’t appear to have the strength to rock himself and a blanket had been wrapped around his chest. Their daughter Julie came out. She fussed around, but Glenda didn’t want any help and she shooed her away.

So Julie stood back with her head lowered as Glenda moved him away from the house to a place where he could face the river, this clearly being a favorite spot. Accordingly, the crowd parted to give him an uninterrupted view of the water, but Leland didn’t open his eyes.

“He’s been like this for the last three months,” Glenda said. “Every day he wastes away a little more. Can your tonic help him?”

Fergal turned to address Glenda as well as the crowd.

“I’m confident it’ll liven him up.” He spread his thin arms to reveal his bright green vest, and then pointed at the water. “He might even want to go for a swim later.”

Glenda flashed a smile while counting out a dollar, so Fergal produced a tonic bottle from his pocket and moved into a position to administer his remedy. Then he turned to Randolph and pointed at their wagon frantically.

His instruction to prepare for a hasty departure was delivered in an unsubtle manner. That made Randolph realize he’d probably missed a previous signal as he’d been more interested in the slender and nervous, but strangely appealing Julie.

Thankfully, nobody appeared to have noticed Fergal’s gestures and also thankfully, Glenda took the bottle off Fergal, but the moment she removed the cork, Leland sniffed and shuffled in his chair. He opened his eyes and sneered at the tonic with disgust.

“What’s this foul smelling brew, woman?” he demanded using a reedy, shaking voice.

“It’s a tonic to make you feel better,” Glenda said, her encouraging tone sounding as if she was more hopeful than she ought to be.

“If I drink that, I’ll need Casey’s coffin.” Leland pointed at the receding wagon, showing that his eyesight was sounder than his body.

Glenda sighed. “I just want you to get well.”

Leland snorted, but he still wrested the bottle from her grasp and, with a defiant gleam in the eye, he upended it. The amber liquid slipped down his throat making Randolph wince sympathetically.

Although Randolph had been cured by Fergal’s tonic so many times it had lessened the impact of the rotting polecat smell and the stomach-churning after-effects, he still remembered his first taste, but Leland smacked his lips and nodded contentedly.

“Then stop standing around and buy more bottles,” he said, throwing off his blanket.

Glenda raised her eyebrows. “Do you actually feel better?”

“I haven’t felt this alive for months.” Leland stood up and set his bowed legs wide apart as he faced the river. “In fact I might go for a swim later.”

While sporting a bemused expression, Glenda patted his arm and turned around, but the prospect of another sale meant Fergal was already in the back of their wooden wagon. When Fergal came out with a tray full of jangling bottles, Randolph leaned toward him.

“How much did you pay them?” he said from the corner of his mouth.

“Stop being so untrusting, Randolph,” Fergal said. “The universal remedy is a genuine product.”

“As you keep telling me.” Randolph sighed. “Put my skepticism down to me still getting over being dead.”

Fergal smiled and moved on to deal with his customers. In the next five minutes he gave Glenda nine bottles and sold twenty to the onlookers. Even after buying the tonic, nobody left as they enjoyed the sight of Leland being active again.

“How do you feel?” Fergal asked him when the money was safely tucked away in Randolph’s pocket.

Leland had been ignoring proceedings; his attention was on a tree that was drifting by, the low summer rainfall having made the current gentle. He broke off and turned to Fergal.

“I feel twenty years younger, which is surprising as I’ve never seen a snake-oil remedy work before,” he said.

“That’s because you’ve never seen my tonic before.”

“Of course it is.” Leland pointed at the sign that was emblazoned in an arc across the side of Fergal’s wagon. “I assume your exhibition of authentic historical memorabilia includes such items as Davy Crockett’s cap and Santa Anna’s wooden leg?”

“I have three of the former and two of the latter, both a left one and a right one.”

Leland laughed. Then, with a quick shake of a fist, as if he hadn’t laughed for a while and he’d enjoyed the experience, he drew in a long breath and laughed again. He bade Fergal to join him in facing the water. As Leland’s recovery appeared to have distracted everyone from being interested in his recent resurrection, Randolph joined them.

“You’re clearly an ingenious man, who can make something out of nothing,” Leland said.

“I try,” Fergal said cautiously.

“Then they could learn from you.” Leland pointed at Glenda, who was ordering Julie to take his blanket away, which she was already doing and which made her drop it. “My bossy wife wastes her energies on a futile vendetta while my meek daughter could never be a steamboat captain like I was, but that’s my fault. I should have spent more time with them.”

Fergal turned to Randolph, his shrug showing that he was requesting help on how to respond to this heartfelt speech, but Randolph couldn’t think of anything to say as he’d again turned his attention to Julie, who was hurrying into the house.

“I’m moving on downriver shortly, so they won’t get the chance to learn from me,” Fergal said.

“Then all I’ve gained is this one last chance to be clear-headed.”

A pained wince contorted his face making him put a hand to his brow. With Leland’s brief period of animated activity appearing over, Fergal spread his arms in case he stumbled.

“It isn’t your last chance,” he said. “A regular supply of tonic will keep you—”

Fergal didn’t get to finish his instruction as Leland sank to his knees. Randolph and Fergal moved in to help, but Leland smiled.

“Don’t worry. I’d sooner have spent three minutes as the man I was than another three months in that rocking chair.”

Then he let Randolph pull him to his feet, and when he stood up both Randolph and Fergal had to help him keep his balance. As Julie hurried out of the house clutching his blanket, Fergal turned to Glenda requesting advice. She pointed to the house.

“Go inside,” she said. “You need rest.”

“No, take me there,” Leland said, pointing to the water. “I want to die by my river.”

“You won’t die, unless you catch a cold down there.”

Leland shook his head weakly and then turned to Fergal, so Fergal put a hand to the base of his back while Randolph took his free arm. The two men moved to help him to the water’s edge, but Leland mustered a burst of strength and shook them both off.

He took two determined paces and, with a satisfied grunt, he kicked the rocking chair over. Then he held out an arm for Randolph to help him. With Glenda, Julie and the rest of the onlookers trailing behind, Randolph led him down the riverbank to the water’s edge where Leland stood with the water lapping at his toes.

“This end will do,” Leland said. He turned to the arc of people standing on the riverbank. “Am I of sound mind?”

“Yes,” several people said.

“Louder,” he said, raising his voice. “I need to hear that you all know I’m Captain Leland Crawford again.”

“You’re the man you always were,” Walter Harrison said.

“It’s good to see you standing,” Mayor Elam Drury said.

“In that case, for the gift of a few minutes of blessed clarity, I bequeath all my worldly possessions to Fergal O’Brien, the finest tonic seller in all the world.” He smiled at Fergal. “Take good care of her.”

As for once Fergal struggled to speak, Glenda darted in.

“Leland, you’ll live for years,” she said.

Leland mustered a wan smile and reached out to her, but then he twitched and stood up straight. His eyes glazed and the hand dropped to his side. Then he fell backward and landed in the water.

When he bobbed back up, Randolph and Fergal waded into the water and dragged him out, but when they’d laid him on dry land, even Fergal’s tonic couldn’t have revived him, not that Fergal tried. The next few minutes were awkward.

Walter Harrison hurried after Casey to reclaim the coffin Randolph had recently occupied while Fergal and Randolph stood back. With raised eyebrows and shrugs, they silently debated whether they should hold Leland to his last words until Glenda came over.

“Thank you,” she said. “Despite the sudden end, you two did a good thing, which was surprising behavior for a snake-oil seller and a recently deceased man.”

Wisely, neither man replied, although as Julie was nearby, Randolph’s mouth had gone dry and he couldn’t speak. So it was left for Mayor Drury to ask Glenda the question neither man wanted to ask.

“So Fergal now owns everything that Leland owned, does he?”

“Yes,” Glenda said. “It was his dying wish and I won’t challenge it.”

Randolph couldn’t help but beam and Fergal shook a fist in triumph before he asked the obvious question.

“What has he bequeathed me?”

“Clementine, his steamboat by the dock. He loved that boat more than he loved us. She’s the ‘her’ he asked you to take care of, not me and not Julie. You’re welcome to her . . . it.”

Glenda turned away to join Julie in escorting Leland’s body back into the, presumably rented, house. As this looked as if it would be a private affair, with a mixture of excitement and guilt spurring them on, Fergal and Randolph headed to their wagon. With the disbanding people who hadn’t gone into the house around them, they trundled on into town.
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