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A Death
in

Tombstone, A.T.


Clara Brown grasped the mayor’s sleeve as soon as the judge’s
gavel cracked against its block, signaling that the coroner’s
inquest was complete. “Introduce me to that woman,” she
insisted sotto voce.

“That—ah…” Mr. Clum took a breath. “I’m
afraid I can’t do that, Mrs. Brown.”

She shot him a look. “I’m sure my reputation can survive a
brief conversation with her—in a courtroom, no less. Please—before
she leaves. She’s the only person here who cares at all about the
verdict.”

Mr. Clum considered her quizzically as if wondering why
Clara herself cared about the case or anything associated with
it—but after a moment’s pause, he seemed to realize he wouldn’t be
allowed to insist. At last he invited Clara to walk with him across
to where the woman stood with a furious scowl on her
face.

“Kate,” Mr. Clum said quietly to gain her
attention. Her thoughts seemed to be miles away, but she finally
glanced at him, and her arms—each held stiffly by her sides, with
her fists clenched—relaxed a little.

“John,” she replied. “This is nonsense!
Even more nonsensical than usual.”

Mr. Clum cleared his
throat, and turned to
Clara beside him. “Mrs. Brown, may I introduce you to Miss.—uh,
Mrs. Kate Holliday? Kate, this is Mrs. Clara Brown, a resident here
in Tombstone—who writes for the San Diego Daily Union,” he added, indicating Clara’s pencil and
notebook.

“Pleased to meet you,” Kate said politely
enough but somewhat absently, offering her right hand.

Clara appreciated the gesture, and despite
Mr. Clum seeming ready
to cut in and defend Clara’s physical integrity, Clara took Mrs.
Holliday’s hand firmly and shook. “I’m pleased to meet you, too,”
she responded.

The honest women of this town, and all the
men, referred to women such as Mrs. Holliday as ‘soiled doves’, but Mrs. Holliday in
person proved this to be metaphorical rather than literal. Her
toilette, coiffure and clothes were impeccable. The only thing that
betrayed her profession was a frivolous touch of ostentation in her
accessories, and a generous display of décolletage, despite this
being an ordinary morning in a courtroom and not midnight at a
formal ball.

“They find Johnny Soong lying out there in
the desert with his neck broken, and declare it an accident…?” Mrs.
Holliday was exclaiming to Mr. Clum. “That doesn’t make any
sense!”

Clum was half sympathetic and
half impatient, listening to
the woman but not wanting to engage.

Clara finished jotting down a note, and took the opportunity to
engage herself instead. “May I ask what you believe happened to
Soong Wan, Mrs. Holliday?”

A startled look at her use of the man’s proper name, and suddenly
Clara had Mrs. Holliday’s full attention. “I don’t know: that’s the
problem! No one has any idea what he was doing out there, and he
was found on flat, open ground. I haven’t heard anything to suggest
suicide, we can rule out natural causes—and an accident seems
unlikely, if there was no higher ground to fall from. Which only
leaves one possibility.”

“Murder,” Clara supplied, her thoughts
racing.

“Now, hold on a moment,” Clum interposed.
“He probably fell from a horse.”

“He didn’t own a horse,” Mrs. Holliday
said. “None of the livery stables have come forward to say they’re
missing one. And that still leaves the question of where he was
riding to, and why. Johnny only ever worked in town!”

Clum stared at Mrs. Holliday as if wanting to retort, or to
question her—but his doubtful glance at Clara suggested he wouldn’t
be comfortable saying what he wanted to say in the presence of a
lady.

Clara felt free to pursue the matter herself. “May I ask,
Mrs. Holliday, why you are so interested in Mr. Soong’s
death?”

A long moment stretched in which
the woman scrutinized Clara as
if determining what stuff she was made of. Clara took it as a
compliment when Mrs. Holliday decided to reply. “He was a client of
mine,” she declared.

Clum groaned and sank to sit on the
nearest pew with his face in his hands. No doubt he was
wondering how to explain
all this to Clara’s husband, Theodore. Another thing that Clara was
perfectly capable of handling herself.

“A regular client,” Mrs. Holliday was
continuing unabashed, “and a friend. He was a good man, Mrs. Brown,
and deserves someone taking an interest in his death, whether he
was Chinese or not.”

Clara nodded, taking down notes in her variation on Pitman’s
phonography.

Of course, few of the townsfolk cared much for the Chinese,
though there were five hundred or more of them living in Tombstone.
The Chinese preferred to keep themselves to themselves as well. It
was probably reasonable to assume that Soong Wan’s death might
never have been noticed in court if it weren’t that a white man had
found his body outside the town limits—perhaps more pertinently,
outside the two blocks west of Third Street known as Hop
Town.

“What was his occupation?” Clara
asked.

“He was a clerk, and kept accounts. He’d
write letters home for his countrymen, in English or Mandarin.”
Mrs. Holliday sighed. “And when he had the time, he would make art
from the Chinese alphabet. You’ve seen their writing, Mrs. Brown? I
could never make head nor tail of it—but it’s beautiful. Johnny
made it beautiful, anyway.”

“Yes, it is beautiful,” Clara agreed. “The
Chinese characters are called Hanzi.”

“Hanzi,” the woman repeated as if
committing it to memory. “Thank you,” she added with a
nod.

A quiet moment passed between
them, and eventually the
noise of ongoing court business impinged. Mr. Clum stood, as if
about to call an end to this interview. “Ladies—”

“We should go consult with Dr. Goodfellow,”
Mrs. Holliday said to Clara.

“What? No…!” Clum protested.

“I’m sure the doctor can elaborate on his
witness statement. And we should view the body, if we
can.”

Clara swallowed hard, but nodded. She’d had experience with dead
bodies, of course. She had washed and dressed her fair share of
family and friends after they’d passed, and even a stranger or two.
This would, however, be the first corpse she’d seen that had met
its end through violent means.

“Kate, be reasonable,” Clum was
saying.

“And then we should ride out to where
Johnny was found.”

Clum paled, and said, “I can’t involve myself in
this.”

Mrs. Holliday cast him a sharp
look. “As the
mayor…?”

“I have duties this afternoon that I can’t
postpone for the sake of obliging a wild goose chase.”

“Fine. We’re perfectly capable of working
it out for ourselves.”

“You can’t involve Mrs. Brown like this, or
have her riding out into the wilderness alone with you!”

Mrs. Holliday stared at Clara again, and apparently still didn’t
consider her lacking. “We’ll sort it out, John; don’t worry. You’ll
come, won’t you?” she asked Clara. “I want you to write this up for
the newspapers. Johnny Soong doesn’t deserve to be forgotten so
soon.”

“Of course,” Clara agreed.

Surprisingly, a grin lit up Mrs. Holliday’s handsome face.
“Besides, you appreciate a good mystery as much as anyone, don’t
you? I can tell!”
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Mr. Clum escorted Clara and Mrs. Holliday
to the undertaker’s
parlor, and handed them over to Dr. George Goodfellow, who was
taking care of the mortal remains of Soong Wan. As soon as he saw
Clara, the doctor hitched up a sheet across the body for the sake
of modesty—whether her own or Mr. Soong’s, she wouldn’t like to
hazard.

“George,” said Mrs. Holliday. She was about
to say something more, but instead stalled close by the bench on
which Mr. Soong lay, and her gaze dwelt on him
sorrowfully.

“Good morning, Mrs. Brown,” the doctor
greeted her.

“Good morning, Dr. Goodfellow. We were at
the coroner’s inquiry this morning.”

“Yes, I saw you.” He glanced askew at Mrs.
Holliday, as if wondering what on earth she and Clara had to do
with each other. “Both of you. Kate—”

“Where’s the bruising you mentioned?” Mrs.
Holliday asked.

The doctor carefully, almost gently,
lifted Mr. Soong’s head and turned the face towards himself, so that Mrs.
Holliday—and Clara, warily—could see the contusions and broken skin
at the back of the man’s head. Dr. Goodfellow parted the long black
hair to aid them, and then parted it again, before resting the man
in peace. The injuries weren’t so ghastly after all, but Clara felt
a frisson of shock—and belatedly realized she’d never seen a
Chinese man without his hair bound into a queue.

She’d never really looked at a Chinese man’s face, either. It would have
been impolite or unwise while he was alive, but she didn’t suppose
either of them would come to harm now. Even though the cast of Mr.
Soong’s features was not familiar to her, Clara thought him
pleasing enough—and his hair, frankly, was beautiful. What a pity
they didn’t wear it loose on occasion! She wondered if Mrs.
Holliday’s affection for her friend included a genuine sense of
attraction…

“Oh, but he was so young,” Clara found herself exclaiming as she pondered
some more on Soong Wan. The only blemishes she could perceive were
those that led to his death.

“Eighteen or nineteen, I believe,” Dr.
Goodfellow supplied.

Mrs. Holliday said, “He was a man, with a man’s sense of
purpose.”

Clara was curious about what she meant by
that, but didn’t get the chance to ask.

“George, could this blow to the back of his
head have killed him?”

“Not unless he was left for some while
without medical care. The injuries are on the surface; there was no
fracture to the skull; and this all happened very recently. As you
heard this morning, it’s likely he died early yesterday. Though the
cold weather has played a part in preserving him.”

“So, it was definitely the broken
neck.”

“Yes.” The doctor’s gaze flicked to Clara,
and then returned to Mrs. Holliday. He was clearly nonplussed by
their joint presence. “Kate, I gave my evidence in court, and I
stand by it. What more are you looking for?”

“If he’d been found at the bottom of a
cliff, George, I could accept that this was an
accident.”

Dr. Goodfellow nodded, looking back over the body as if
imagining the results. “Yes. There’d be more bruising and grazing,
perhaps broken bones, but—” After a moment he returned his
attention to Mrs. Holliday. “As it is, a fall from a horse seems
the most likely. An unlucky fall, true.”

“I think he was murdered,” Kate
declared.

Dr. Goodfellow just stared at her.
She did not stand down.
Eventually he said, “It’s a difficult business, breaking a man’s
neck. If he’s struggling and his muscles are tensed, it would be
nigh on impossible. Not the method of choice for those of ill
intent, that’s for certain.”

“All right. Thank you, George,” Mrs.
Holliday said—and she swept away, striding towards the undertaker’s
front door.

Clara, still busy taking notes, offered a “Good day, Dr.
Goodfellow!” and quickly followed the woman. “They knocked him
unconscious first,” Clara concluded once they were out on Fourth
Street.

“Exactly.” Mrs. Holliday stepped up onto
the boardwalk when it began, and turned onto Allen
Street.

“Where next, Mrs. Holliday?”

“We’ll ride out to where he was found. I’ll
find us a proper companion for the journey.”

Clara began to say she didn’t think it really necessary, but then thought twice. If it were
possible to maintain propriety, then it wasn’t in her own interests
to protest. No matter how frustrating it felt in the moment. She
felt oddly safe in Mrs. Holliday’s care, and she knew very well
that neither of them was going to persuade the other into a
different way of life, but still… The other ‘honest’ citizens in
town were unlikely to see it that way.

She had often pondered whether it was more
important to maintain
standards in a stable, structured community such as San Diego—or
more important still to follow the rules in a ramshackle boomtown
such as Tombstone, where anything might happen and probably would.
Clara smiled wryly to herself. No doubt there was a long article to
be drawn from such musings, if the Daily Union editor could be persuaded to accept it.

Mrs. Holliday abruptly stopped, and said to Clara, “Call me
Kate, would you? Or Miss. Elder, if you must. You and I have no
need to pretend I’m respectable.”

Clara found her smile
broadening, and decided
to take the plunge. “Thank you, Kate—and please call me
Clara.”

A firm nod from Kate Elder, and then
she proceeded to the
next building, and strode directly into the town marshal’s office.
There was something magnificent about her confident bearing.
Something to further stiffen Clara’s resolve—an attribute Clara had
rarely thought herself wanting until now. Still, it was a matter of
degrees rather than an absolute lack
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