
Even in Death

Professor Stokes, ME Book One

Max Burger

––––––––

Published by Rogue Phoenix Press, LLP

Copyright © 2023

ISBN: 978-1-62420-751-8

Electronic rights reserved by Rogue Phoenix Press, LLP. The reproduction or other use of any part of this publication without the prior written consent of the rights holder is an infringement of the copyright law. This is a work of fiction. People and locations, even those with real names, have been fictionalized for the purposes of this story.

––––––––

Special thanks to the Office of the Coroner's Court, Dublin Ireland for the photo used on the cover.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Even in Death

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Epilogue

"...genuinely entertaining,distinctive, and narrative driven storytelling style that makes "Even in Death" a fascinating, compelling read from start to finish..." Midwest Book Review

Dedication
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Prologue
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The car bombing in Dublin in 1974 was on a mild Friday afternoon in May. The bus drivers were on strike. The streets were packed with cars and crowded with people walking home from work. One bomb went off on Parnell Street, followed by another on Talbot Street, and the last on South Leinster Street. Twenty-six people died: men, women, and children. One person was decapitated, others had their body parts strewn on the streets and sidewalk, and a full-term pregnant woman and her unborn child were killed. Over 300 were injured. Another seven people were killed soon after when a bomb went off in the town of Monaghan.
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Chapter One
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“Even in death, we are more than the sum of our parts.” Professor Harold Stokes, State Pathologist for the City of Dublin stood over this last corpse after the terrible hectic few days, looking down at the examination table through the yellow, fluorescent light that made everything more hideous. He had argued bitterly with the administration that the old lights were more efficient. He could point them better, but the fluorescent tubes were cheaper, so end of story.

His new assistant, Samantha Monaghan, was hanging on every word. Younger than his daughter Aisling would have been, Samantha’s almost identical long red hair might be a problem in the autopsy room, but he demurred for now.

“Here are the remains. Our job is to make a sum of these awful parts, God rest his soul, or not,” he paused, staring at the body, then looking to Samantha.

“First, what do you see?” he asked.

Samantha hesitated. She was not unsure, but cautious. She had graduated with highest honors and had been encouraged at her young age to continue as a clinical registrar, but Professor Stokes’ lectures had lured her into a fascination for causes of death and forensics. She did not want to disappoint the master.

Even the lowliest of the uniformed Garda could tell that the man in front of her was about 35, 168 cm, and 70 kg. He was dark-complexioned, with short dark curly hair, unusual for a Dubliner or even a farmer from the west or south, unlikely a descendant of the apocryphal survivors of the wreck of the Spanish Armada. Yet, he was decorated with a black rose on his right forearm, a symbol of the Irish resistance.

“He is not Irish,” she said.

“You say that because he does not look like your average Paddy, but that doesn’t necessarily mean he is less of one. Foreigners have been known to settle here. Think of Leopold Bloom, or did Irish prejudice deprive you of that painful experience of reading Ulysses?” He, like many Irish, including his own Anglo-Irish, felt that James Joyce was “up himself,” more pretentious than he needed to be, but he had read it to form his own opinion.

“How do you know he is not Irish?”

She hesitated, now some uncertainty in her voice: “I can’t be sure that he isn’t, but I don’t understand the black rose. Who would want to identify themselves so easily if they were in the IRA?”

“Have you used the magnifier on the tattoo?” he asked.

She pulled over the illuminated overhead magnifying glass and looked at it closer.

“It’s smudged,” she said, looking surprised at her own observation.

“Precisely.” Stokes smiled. “Get the rubbing alcohol, but we need to photograph the evidence first.” He pulled out the Polaroid camera, an acquisition that he accepted as part of new technology that would help his inquiries. He took several photos at several angles to make sure he would not miss anything or fail to document his observations.

They rubbed only a portion of the tattoo away with the alcohol, to demonstrate its temporary nature. Stokes carefully placed the photos into a folder marked with the case number since no name had been obtained on the decedent.

“Maybe he was not IRA, or Irish for that matter,” Samantha said, defending her observation.

“We will know in due time.”

Professor Stokes dictated his observations through the overhead microphone that was conveniently triggered by a foot switch, another innovation that he quite embraced, although he still appreciated the value of handwritten notes that could be amended after careful thought and retrospection.

Nevertheless, he did not have to write it twice since that saved time with all the pressure on him from the police to process more cases. There were simply more homicides and suspicious deaths in Dublin these days. He could remember when this job was only part-time. He could work as a pathologist in the basement of St. Laurence’s Hospital and instruct medical students on how to observe. His wife was still alive then, as was Aisling.

“How are you going to describe the wounds?” Samantha asked when he paused. He always paused on the dictation to make sure that he did not miss anything in the descriptions, to avoid extra work or make any mistakes that he would have to correct. Still, it was also an opportunity to let his mind wander, always a danger, losing focus.

“That will be difficult since he had so much exploratory surgery. You should get the surgical records so I can make some sense out of what they saw and did to compare.”

“First, we should finish the superficial and external exam.”

He pulled the sheet off the body and raised an eyebrow. This was not missed by Samantha. He was staring at the groin. She had avoided that until now.

“He’s circumcised,” she said, looking embarrassed. Stokes ignored the blush, gentleman that he was.

“Precisely. Another detail in support of your first hypothesis. Not a common practice here, so what next?”

“He’s tanned, very tanned. Even if he was an outside worker, it is not the tan of an Irishman.”

“Even if he were, it’s more of a tan from a trip to Majorca than Kerry, especially at this time of the year.”

Samantha stared at the body again, looking for more clues. The only identification the dead man had was destroyed or misplaced during his hospital stay, short that it was. Samantha opened up the file with the copies of the hospital reports. It was only a few pages, mostly the operative report since he died on the table. She read from the operative report:

“Exploratory laparotomy by vertical incision initially at the site of the open wound to remove probable shrapnel and determine the site of bleeding, extended from the upper abdomen at the level of the epigastrium to the symphysis pubis to allow for better examination and access. The abdominal aorta was clamped...”

“Just the details, Dr. Monaghan,” Stokes interrupted. “Let’s see what the incisions on the body tell us.”

“There is a long, closed midline incision with a small wound lateral to it, still covered by surgical dressing,” she said.

“Pretty amateur closure, don’t you think?”

“I’d say he got one of the students to do the closure,” she said, looking at the irregular and awkward knots.

“You have to learn sometime. Correct me if I’m wrong—was it Mr. Clary who attempted the surgery? I don’t see many of his patients down here. He is a damn good surgeon. Not good enough for this poor soul.”

Samantha looked at the first page. Clary’s name was at the top. He was good, but brutal to females. She knew that firsthand, having been one of his students. He got his BTA (Been To America) but his conservative Irish attitudes had not lessened there; he was a little more arrogant since he got a consultant surgeon position at one of the best hospitals in Dublin.

“Yes, it was Clary,” she said, not bothering to call him ‘Mr.’, the title surgeons received in the British Isles.

Stokes noted the disdain with which she mentioned his name but did not belabor the point.

“Time to turn the body over before we go any further in the internal examination. Are you ready?”

She was not. She thought she would have an assistant help, but it was already half four and most of the staff were gone for the day except for Johnston, the Diener, who was still cleaning up. She realized how dark it was outside when she looked at the low windows and felt slightly chilled at the prospect of being in the drafty old exam room with a corpse. This was what she had signed up for, so she nodded in agreement.

“I will push the back up and you can cross the legs over so he will turn on his own weight.”

That was easier said than done. She had to flex his hips as well as his legs. She gave a small grunt, and he was turned over with a thump. The exam table was wide enough that there were no disastrous slides or falls. There had been, before Stokes, complaining about the lengthening and widening of the autopsied population, had insisted on new and bigger tables.

There was a larger surgical dressing on the lower posterior trunk than on the anterior which, depending on the kind of projectile, could have been the path of entry or exit.

“I’ll remove the bandage but check the operative report. Was there any shrapnel removed?”

Samantha scanned the report. She shook her head and, realizing that Stokes was still carefully examining the wound with a light and magnifying lens, said “No, sir.” He did not respond. Since she was not sure he heard her, she said again, more loudly, “No, sir.”

“You needn’t shout. I heard you the first time,” he said, still examining the edges and the depth and irregularity.

“Curious,” he murmured.

Samantha did not respond. She thought the comment was for himself and not her, and patiently waited for him to finish. She glanced down at the operative report and reviewed it quickly again, to make sure she did not overlook anything, still keeping one eye on Stokes, knowing he could suddenly demand her attention and comments.

“This is an exit wound, not an entry wound,” Stokes said. “Samantha, come here,” he motioned with one hand as he held the magnifying light in place. “You see how the tissue is bulging out, and the inner layers are closer together, and the outer layers more irregular and wider. This man was shot with a high-powered gun. He was not a victim of a car bomb. Did they find any debris in the body?”

Samantha reviewed the report again. “No, there was no shrapnel.”

“How could there be no shrapnel in a car bomb casualty?” he asked himself aloud. Samantha knew enough not to answer, since he would often direct questions to himself, a long-ingrained vestige of the Socratic inquiry learned at Kilkenny College.

The silence was broken by a knock on the door, followed by the entry of Garda Detective Seamus Lanigan, who had not bothered to listen for an invitation to enter. He was a small man with a large voice, no functional manners, and a sense of superiority, especially over those with more education since he esteemed street smarts and common sense more than “book learning,” as he called it. Stokes and Lanigan did not get along very well, but they were often forced to work together, as in this case.

Lanigan was eager to close this case and get his name in the papers. As a result of the car There was pressure from the government to come to some conclusions quickly as to the source of the car bombs that had gone off in the center of Dublin Friday last.

The other casualties had been accounted for by Stokes and his team of part-time pathologist assistants dragooned into taking on the job. The other victim’s identities and circumstances were easy to explain and the preferred prompt burial, out of respect for the bereaved, had been accomplished. This last case was a John Doe, a strange cipher, even stranger with the discordance of this examination.

“Well Dr. Dracula, how is the digging going?” Lanigan asked. He associated Stokes with Bram Stoker, the Irish writer of the famous book, which only irritated Stokes, perhaps more of the confusion with Stokes and Stoker than the Dracula allusion. Lanigan did not like the Anglo-Irish, a pretentious lot in his estimation.

“We’ve got a problem here, Lanigan,” replied Stokes, who did not address him by his official title, responding to his disrespect in kind. “Have you any more information about how this man was found?”

“How do you mean?” Lanigan cocked his head to the side, barely able to look at the body, his squeamishness poorly masked by his bravado.

“Were any fragments found near the body?” Stokes asked.

“There were plenty of fragments. It was a bloody car bomb.”

“None near the body or in his clothes? According to the operative report, there were none in him,” Stokes said.

“There was total pandemonium at the scene, with no one concerned with an investigation when casualties were carted away by any able-bodied citizens and the rescue departments. We combed the area and tried to catalog and place everything at the site as best we could. It was a bloody mess. There were no pieces found near him specifically. What are you getting at?”

“I can’t say with any certainty now, but this man was shot, and if you check the debris again, you might find a spent bullet or at least a bullet hole in the car.”

“Well, we haven’t found any gelignite or any other explosives; not at that spot, at least.”

“Yet, you found it in the other exploded cars?”

“Yes, we did, Sir,” Lanigan responded in a more respectful and professional manner. It was a reflex when he was doing real police work.

“Was there more burning with this car?”

“Yes, that part was strange. According to the reports, he was pulled away before the car burst into flames, and then it exploded. A few brave souls pulled him away, God bless them,” Lanigan said.

“Then get to the gas tank and find the bullet hole. You might even find the bullet,” said Stokes, trying to move the investigation in the right direction, which was somewhat difficult with Lanigan eager to have his own solution.

“I’ll get on it. Anything else you can tell me about your man?”

“Check any recent immigration reports since I don’t think he is Irish. From his looks, especially the tan, he looks Mediterranean. No one gets that brown this time of the year in Dublin.”

“I’ll get back to you on that. Just keep diggin’ ” Lanigan smiled with a clever grin, nodded to Samantha in gracious acknowledgment of her existence, turned, and left.

“He isn’t a very pleasant man,” sniffed Samantha, who had not had much to do with the Gardai or detectives before this. She was more likely to use the word “pigs” to describe them if she were with her student protest friends. She was too cautious to use the term around Professor Stokes.

“A bit rough around the edges, despite his position, but one gets used to that, having to deal with the police,” Stokes said. “We better get on with the exam tomorrow. This will be complicated, and it will be detailed. It is getting too late to be focused on properly,” Stokes said.

It was dark outside. His housemaid would berate him if he came late for tea. He was a bit peckish. He was old enough to be more sensitive to his limitations and needs and, despite the police and the press, the dead can wait.

“This room will have to be locked. We can leave the body in the cooler, and I will put a lock on its door as well. None of this can be tampered with and, of course, there can be no word spoken of what we have observed here. You have been officially deputized as a representative of the local constabulary. Impressive on your first month,” he smiled.

Samantha helped him roll the body into the compartment. The door was closed and locked. Stokes looked around to check for any loose notes or papers, removed the tape from the dictation machine, locked it and the surgical files in a drawer in his desk, and put out the lights. He pulled the door shut and locked it with his key. No one else had keys but Samantha and the Diener, Mr. Johnston, known as ‘old Jack’ (but never to his face). He was trustworthy, having worked there longer than Stokes; in fact, old Jack had warned him about confidentiality when he had first arrived as a medical student.

Stokes escorted Samantha down the dark corridors, past the watchman’s vacant post, and out into the rainy street.

“Get plenty of rest tonight. We will have a busy day tomorrow and, once we start, we will not finish until the task is done.”

“Good night, Professor,” Samantha replied, eager to be cagey about the case with her friends at the pub before going home. She knew enough to say nothing revealing but could not stop herself boasting about her new job, and the awesome responsibility she had. Her old classmates, now Junior doctors at various hospitals, would ‘rag’ her about “caring for the dead” and describe their grueling days. She would put up with her friends’ chiding and respond with matching crocodile tears for their vicissitudes.

Stokes took the bus to Terenure Road, thankful that the rain was only a fine mist in the cold as he got off nearly in front of his house, a townhouse with a short flight of steep steps to the door. As he struggled with the key while holding his briefcase, Mrs. Kelly, his housemaid, pulled the door open. He almost fell in, muttering loudly that he was almost there, as he had done countless times before and, as she had, scolding him for not ringing the bell.

“I didn’t want to wait,” he said.

“Tea is ready when you are,” she informed him brusquely, turned, and left him standing there in his ‘Mac’ and with his briefcase. He hung up his hat and coat, put down his briefcase, and washed up, looking around the empty house quickly, reminded of the quiet only disturbed by Mrs. Kelly listening to the Angelus and then the Irish language news on the wireless. He tolerated the noise because it was only ten minutes. She, mercifully, turned the wireless off afterward.

The quiet of the dining room was interrupted only by the soft clatter of the knife and fork on the plate. Stokes could hear his own chewing, which was not loud. He did not notice the food as he ate, a slice of ham and some mashed potatoes with a portion of overcooked broccoli. He was suddenly aware of the food when he chewed on the limp stalks and reminded himself that he had spoken to Mrs. Kelly several times about overcooking vegetables. He finished his meal in contemplation. He would not often think about his work when he came home, preferred reading and doing some research on ancient diseases that may have beset Ireland, the Irish descriptions of the maladies lost in ignorance and obscurity and confounded by translations...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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There was no more a conundrum than the body lying in the morgue, thought Stokes. Who was this person who, injured in chaos and confusion, was not in the wrong place at the wrong time, but in the right place at the right time to obscure the circumstances of his death? Had he presented as a single victim of a gunshot wound instead of a casualty in a crowd of casualties, there would have been a proper inquiry. Detective Lanigan was an unlikely delegate to the case—he usually handled crime-related homicides and despite his pretensions, usually agreed with Stokes’ assessments without hesitation, being basically lazy but always hypercritical. Who had assigned him to this particular casualty since he had not shown his face at the other victims’ examinations?

Stokes got up quickly and announced, “I am going out,” to Mrs. Kelly, who was barely within earshot, but not unaccustomed to sudden changes in schedules, and responded with

“Heavier rain tonight, Professor. Don’t forget your umbrella,” as she barely caught him closing the door behind him. She gathered the dishes to finish her cleaning up.

It was raining harder as Stokes hurried down the stairs to the new bus shelter on the road. There was no chance of a cab on Terenure Road, so he waited for the next bus, which would take longer since most buses were on their way out of town rather than back in. They were always slower in the rain. With this, he was patient, as he was with most Irish systems, characterizing the Irish preference for a slower and easier life than the urgency of London or New York. He liked neither, having visited both places at conferences and would never consider them for pleasure, and now was afraid to travel anywhere outside of Dublin.

He waited 10 minutes. There was no sign of a bus. It gave him time to think, but the urgency that had prompted him to get up from his dining room table made him more anxious. Perhaps, he did need to get back to the morgue quicker. He was concerned about Johnston leaving early, the front door watchman not at his post, and more suspicious of the unexpected visit of Lanigan. He was about to run back to his house and call for a cab when the bus pulled up. It was not crowded. He took a seat and watched as the rain came down heavier. He would have preferred to be at home, but all these loose ends niggled at him. He felt a little guilty that he had not asked Samantha to stay so she could experience the pleasure of the hunt, but he was already feeling solicitous about his new apprentice. He would just review the documents first, and then examine the body only if he needed to, since he knew that once he started, he would not stop until the job was done.

He rushed in the rain to the door of the office. It was still unguarded but locked. He fumbled for the key and pulled it out. The lock opened with a little jiggle like it had been loosened. That was curious since he had just left. It felt tighter then. He looked around. There was still no sign of the watchman. He was relatively new, but there was no excuse for him to be away from his post for so long. Stokes made a note to complain to his supervisor in the morning. He pushed the button on the light timer which would allow him to get down the stairs in ample time before it turned off, all in the interest of saving money. Commendable, but inconvenient, thought Stokes.

As he got to the bottom of the stairs, he noted that the door to the morgue was open, the very door that more than an hour or so before he had locked himself. The locked compartment that held John Doe’s body was wide open. The compartment was empty.

“Hello, is anyone there?” he called, switching on the light, and waiting for the fluorescents to flicker on. He heard a thumping noise down the hall and switched those lights on as well at the bank of switches that had been inconveniently placed just down from the door, so you couldn’t see to put on the lights without knowing where they were. Lazy planning or none at all, he thought. As he got closer to the cleaner’s closet, the thumping got louder.

“Hello,” he called, louder this time. The thump at the cleaner’s closet was more regular. He pulled at the knob. It opened easily. There was the watchman, trussed up like a Christmas goose. Stokes pulled his gag off.

“Get me bloody out of here,” he said.

Stokes pulled out his penknife and cut the duct tape that bound him.

“Who did this?” Stokes asked, as the watchman rubbed his wrists to get the circulation back and stretch his fingers.

“Dunno,” he answered in his thick North Dublin accent. “They wore Balaclavas and didn’t say much. They had some kind of accent like, couldn’t make out, not English or Irish anyways.”

“What did they want?”

“They didn’t say. They just got me from behind and bound me up. At least they didn’t hit me or threaten me. I think they knew what they were coming for and where to find it.”

“Could you hear any more sounds?” Stokes asked.

“Yah, it sounded like they used the morgue cart and pushed it down the hall to the back door. I heard the door slam, and then there was no sound at all until you came. Thanks be to God for that.”

Stokes walked to the back entrance door and had to push it open with some force. The morgue cart rolled down the back alley in the rain. He heard muffled sounds over the sound of cars swishing on the wet road, looked towards the back wall, and saw a dark blob moving. He ran over and discovered old Jack bound and gagged like the watchman, soaked through like he had been there for a while. He pulled the gag off. Jack could barely talk for the chattering of his teeth.

Stokes undid the ropes and helped him up as he was shivering with the effort to stand.

“Take it easy, Mr. Johnston, you’re a bit hypothermic, so go slow,” Stokes cautioned, holding the door open as he guided old Jack in with the help of the watchman.

“That cart is soaked and needs to come in,” old Jack said slowly, still taking his responsibilities very seriously, Stokes noted.

“Get the cart, lock that door, and call the Gardai,” Stokes commanded the watchman, who, whether he was still suffering from being bound up or was just generally slow, was not contributing much spontaneously. Stokes let Mr. Johnston slump to the floor with his own weight as the automatic light in the hallway went annoyingly off. Stokes had to feel his way down the dark corridor to the switch at the door to turn it back on.

Damn stingy bureaucrat, he thought of the Minister of Justice, cutting costs since it was only the dead that lived here. Stokes hit the button hard.

“Did you see any more than the watchman?” he asked Johnston.

“No, sir, they grabbed me as I was leaving down the back way, not a word as they held me and grabbed my keys, and then left me to freeze in the rain.”

“Did you see their faces?”

“No, sir, heads covered in Balaclavas they were, and they were silent, like commandos, just pointing and waiting in the hallway in the dark until you left, sir, like real military.”

“You mean they were here while we were still here?”

“I believe so, sir. They knew exactly what they wanted and passed me right by when they rolled the cart out to the van parked at the back entrance after I heard you leave.”

The Gardai arrived just then, Lanigan with them.

The quiet inquiry that had been conducted by Stokes was destroyed by the pandemonium of multiple policemen scouring the area for clues and evidence, badgering the assaulted victims with questions they had already answered.

“Can you just have your men calm down for a moment or two while we have a word?” Stokes demanded of Lanigan, pulling him aside.

“What brought you back here, Dr. Stokes?” asked Lanigan, preempting Stokes’ tirade.

Stokes took a deep breath to establish a medically authoritative equanimity. He could not bite the bait this fool was dangling, he warned himself.

“There were some questions I had about the records that I needed to review before I started the autopsy tomorrow.”

“Well, we have a lot more questions now, haven’t we, Professor?” asked Lanigan.

“Well, you can ask Mr. Johnston and the watchman again. I think this was a professional attack. Whoever they were, they didn’t want us to know who John Doe was and how he died. I will bet there was at least another bullet in that body that was not found, and that he had something to do with the bombing, but not what we think,” Stokes said, trying to make it as clear to Lanigan that this murder was out of his scope and Lanigan would need help.

“You need to contact G2 (Irish Secret Service division) since these men were not Irish or British or paramilitaries. They had foreign accents and were interested in getting rid of the body and the evidence and not wreaking revenge. Have your men do their forensics, see to it that Johnston gets warmed up, then meet me here tomorrow with the G2 men,” Stokes said, glancing over at his still locked drawer. He did not discuss that with Lanigan as yet, perhaps never at all.

“I expect to see your full report tomorrow since the office of the Medical Examiner is my domain. You report to me in this instance,” Stokes said, put his hat and coat on, and left the office after leaving a kind word of encouragement and support for Mr. Johnston who was still shivering but sipping a cup of tea.

When he got home, Stokes rang Samantha and advised her to come into the office earlier, about half seven. She did not groan out loud, but made a face and agreed, of course, though she had hoped for a late night with friends. Stokes hung up the phone. He pulled out a yellow legal pad and began to write some notes of what had transpired, and what he could recall of the initial findings on autopsy. This was all unofficial, more of a way to organize his thoughts and plan for the next day. It allowed him to better recall the details he had only casually observed with a focus on salient aspects of the case:

1. He had observed there were two entry wounds, very close together, probably made by a marksman’s rifle, rare outside of military groups in Ireland. The bullet wounds were too close for a poor shooter.

2. The body was facing away from the car and down the street. From the angle of entry of the shots their exit was straight.

3. There were no burns on the body, so the car exploded at some time after the shots, enough time for the body to be dragged away

4. The fake tattoo was part of a disguise to the IRA, probably Provos, the violently radical faction. Was John Doe working against them rather than for them? His tan and circumcision probably made him Mediterranean, perhaps Arab, or Israeli.

Stokes mulled over these details for a brief while, then looked out the window of his bedroom which faced the street. He expected to see, precisely at this time of the night, the sudden opening of the door to the house directly across the street and the exit of the Orthodox Jews in black hats and long black coats to do their evening trip in their van to wherever they went each night, except on Fridays.

He was told by Mrs. Kelly, who knew about everything on the street, that they were dealers in kosher meat, and they made deliveries each night for the local butchers and shipped some of the meat to Israel and other places in Europe. But they did not appear that night and the van was gone. It was not Friday. He washed and brushed his teeth and changed into his bedclothes. He went to bed and read a bit of a treatise on Blefed, the Yellow Plague of 543 AD in Ireland, which put him right to sleep.
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Chapter Three
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It was a clear morning although it was still dark when Stokes took the bus to work, early enough that he avoided the rush hour and could get a seat. The night watchman was still at his post at the entrance to the Medical Examiner’s offices and he reported nothing suspicious, having been alerted. A Garda stood outside, a pretty useless waste of manpower, Stokes thought, but now that this was a crime scene itself, he accepted the precautions taken. Stokes identified himself as the Medical Examiner, corroborated by the watchman. He went through the already open doors to his office. Samantha was already in the morgue, looking over the papers she had retrieved from the drawer which she had unlocked with her own key. There had to be some trust, Stokes thought to himself, hoping that no one else knew about the vital papers she was reviewing, even Lanigan.

“Go make two copies of all these records now and, as best as you can, of the Polaroids, and bring them all back. We need to review these before Lanigan gets here.”

He quickly checked around the room to see if there was anything else out of place. As far as he noted, there wasn’t.

Samantha was back quickly with the copies. He took the originals and reviewed them again, especially the photos. There was nothing he could see that showed anything distinctive, but because they were black and white, the contrasts were more prominent. One of the Polaroids stood out. In the mid-chest, there was a faint outline he had not noticed on the color photos or when he had been examining the corpse. There was a vague outline of a pale Star of David in the otherwise lightly tanned skin.

“Samantha, come here. Do you see what I see?” He asked, waving the Polaroid copy in front of her.

She stared at it and then smiled. “It is a Star of David. So, he is Israeli.”

“Perhaps, or an Arab, even Palestinian, posing as an Irishman today and an Israeli yesterday. What is an Israeli or Palestinian doing on Talbot Street with a bullet or two in the gut?”

“The Provos have been talking with the PLO. Some say there have been some guns and training exchanged,” Samantha said, just having heard some speculation from her friends at the pub the other night. There was a fierce debate about who had placed the bombs and some people even speculated the Provos did it to stop the Sunningdale agreement from being approved, by provoking more Irish resentment for a shared government between the Republic and Ulster. There was equal resentment by some Ulster Unionists and other Northern Irish paramilitary factions like the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) that this agreement would be a capitulation to the IRA.

“Let’s go with Israeli for now,” Stokes proposed, an admirer of Occam’s razor, even when using a scalpel. “We need to put away the Polaroid chest views and hold these in confidence until we can get more information,” he said, locking the pictures away in his drawer.

“Isn’t that withholding evidence?” Samantha asked.

“Whoever snatched the body is withholding the evidence. We need to find the culprits. No one is to be trusted, especially the investigators,” Stokes said.

Samantha nodded and was going to ask a question, but held her breath as Lanigan and his men, accompanied by a tall, serious-looking man in a tan raincoat, a la the US Secret Service, entered the exam room unannounced. Lanigan did his boisterous “Hello Dr. Dracula” which caused a little snigger from his colleagues, but no response from the “G2” man, who carefully looked around and waited for Lanigan to get serious and introduce him. Stokes waited patiently, ignoring the jibe.

“This is Detective Sergeant Niall Curran, from the Secret Service, Professor Stokes, and he will be helping with the investigation. I expect he will be asking more questions on the same evidence you have already presented to me,” said Lanigan, now conducting himself seriously.

“Dr. Monaghan prepared these Xerox copies of the records and the Polaroids for you, so at least you have something to go on,” he said, motioning to Samantha who handed out the two packets to Lanigan and Curran.

Lanigan barely glanced at the copies, but Curran looked at them, carefully reading rather than just gleaning the salient points. Stokes watched the two, the Gardai just stood around, some looking uncomfortably at their surroundings, squeamish.

Lanigan broke the silence: “Would you ever make yourselves useful and check the area for any more evidence of who broke in here?” he commanded the Gardai, who had respectfully been waiting for more orders so they wouldn’t disturb the detectives.

“Just like bloody children they are,” Lanigan waved his arms as a weak apology for his temper.

“They were merely waiting for direction since you are supposed to be their leader,” Stokes said.

“Well then, do we have any more information about the John Doe?” Lanigan asked, waving his Xerox copies, waiting for answers rather than providing any insight into the documents he was holding.

“The operative report, which I reviewed again, as well as the Polaroids, reveals he had two wounds that ultimately killed him, both gunshots, close to each other and at some distance, since there were no powder marks on him. The surgery was unsuccessful, as far as I can surmise, the bullets had nicked the aorta and the celiac artery, causing profuse and fatal bleeding,” Stokes answered, repeating much of what was obvious, if Lanigan had read the report.

Curran barely raised an eyebrow during this recitation, then asked in his Ulster accent, “Do you have the original Polaroids?”

“Yes, here they are, Detective Sergeant Curran,” offered Samantha, startled by the thick Ulster accent in a Dublin policeman.

“Thank you, sometimes color helps,” he said, looking over the Polaroids one by one.

“Awfully dark, isn’t he?” he said, looking up at Stokes.

“Yes, even with the post-mortem pallor and bleeding, he doesn’t look very Irish,” Stokes agreed, not offering any more information.

“Did anyone discern the accent of these intruders?” Detective Sergeant Curran asked.

“No,” Lanigan piped in. “The watchman and the morgue assistant could not make it out since the culprits did not say much. The two were terrified that they were in mortal danger.”

“As well they were. We are treating this removal of the body as part of a terrorist act. We think it was the PLO. They have been working with the Provos. This swarthy fella looks like an Arab to me,” Curran advised anyone who was listening, waving the Polaroids around as proof.

Stokes was not sure which of these two were the greater fools. He was suspicious of both of them. Lanigan had arrived too quickly after the body had been transferred to the morgue to have been assigned this as a routine homicide, especially from his previous and usual slothful and sloppy habits. Curran had already jumped to some conclusions which fit nicely into a convenient explanation—it would take the pressure off the government in preparation for an inquiry that would be punctuated with blame and accusation between the political and warring parties. Stokes wanted to recover the body, make his report, and otherwise stay out of it, but he could not ignore the possibility that these same bombers might be involved in his wife and daughter’s death in the bombings in Dublin two years before.

“And what have you boys found in the way of clues?” Lanigan shouted at the uniformed men who had returned with some plastic bags of what must have been “evidence.”

“Not much, Detective Sergeant,” replied the senior Garda, holding up some pieces of rope left in the back alley, shoe covers, as well as balaclavas found disposed of in the trash.

“Let’s take them back to the lab for prints and see if we can find anything else about this that makes sense,” Lanigan said. The Gardai dutifully left with their evidence in custody.

“Why would anyone want to steal the body?” Lanigan asked himself out loud.

“He was not an innocent bystander. There was information there that someone did not want others to know. We need to know who the thieves were so we can find out what they are covering up. This is a state affair until otherwise informed. Can you all get that?” said Curran, exasperated at Lanigan’s thickness, worried that he was going to say more than he should to the wrong people.

Stokes did not need to say anything. Between Lanigan and Curran, there was enough friction and confusion that all he needed was to make some inquiries in the right quarters and he might get the answers he needed. It was an opportunity for him to identify or connect the suspects in his own family’s murders. He would use these officers of the law first, letting them uncover the answers that he had been searching for over the past two years, since they had access, and he did not. He had tried to ask Irish authorities about any leads in the November 26, 1972 Film Centre Cinema bombing and the others that followed in December and January 1973. He had gotten replies that ranged from true ignorance to defensiveness, or obfuscation. British authorities were worse, questioning the effrontery of an Irishman, Protestant or not, to meddle in the affairs of the crown, especially Loyalists in Ulster. But even among the scant reports he could get, it was unusual that the Cinema bombing where his wife and daughter died was ascribed to an IRA attack and that the others were by paramilitary loyalists, either the UDA (Ulster Defense Association) or the more extreme UVF.

“Are you going to take these Polaroids to compare with your mugshots?” Stokes asked Lanigan.

“We will, a tedious job, but one of the staff who is good at faces will look through the possible culprits. You did say he had a Black Rose tattoo?”

“Yes,” replied Stokes, pointing to the photo in his hand, but did not offer the information that the tattoo was fake. Lanigan looked at his copy, as did Curran.

“That would point to IRA suspects and narrow down the search,” Lanigan said.

“But not if he was a swarthy foreigner, as he looks in these photos,” Curran countered.

“Perhaps I can come down to your offices to help. I saw him from more angles than this one photo I gave you but did not expect to have him snatched from further investigation,” Stokes said.

“That would be above my security level, but this is a high-priority case, so I will contact my chief,” Curran said.

“I can do the same with my chief,” Lanigan said, invoking a sense of cooperation which was probably not necessary since Stokes could have gotten permission directly, being the Medical Examiner.

“Thanks to the both of you. Anything I can do to help,” he said, not breaching the ulterior motive he had of closure in the deaths of his family. He turned to Samantha. 

“Please complete the report as much as you can so that we can file something as soon as possible. You can review and summarize the operative reports to correlate our findings and the Polaroids. I will review the report when I return from the police station with Detective Lanigan,” he said.

“When do you think you can get that clearance for me, Detective Curran?” asked Stokes.

“Probably tomorrow,” Curran answered. “I will have to look at these photos myself to compare them to our rogue’s gallery which I’m sure will take the better part of a day. I will ring your office when you can come.”

“Could you be so kind as to review the files of the Cinema bombing two years ago to see if any of the suspects could be involved with this case as well, especially any photos of suspects?” asked Stokes.

“I can, but this was unlikely to be IRA as opposed to the UVF,” said Curran with a raised eyebrow, surprised at the suggestion of a possible link.

“Humor me. There are too many things about this case that don’t fit,” Stokes said, escorting Curran to the door as Lanigan tagged along.

It was a short ride to the police station with Lanigan driving. Lanigan ignored most of the traffic lights and used his siren frequently, skirting the edge of the traffic, as he did most of the law. Stokes was surprised at his willingness to cooperate, but accepted the help. He would have to see if he could reciprocate somewhere along the way.

When they got to the station, Lanigan took Stokes down to the basement where the mug shots were stored. It was less a matter of more security than of use since they weren’t needed as often and took up too much active workspace upstairs. Stokes was used to dwelling in poorly lit spaces, the morgue being another dark venue of crime investigation. He resolutely looked through a pile of albums of possible UVF and IRA culprits, but of course, these were the ones who were caught. Since it was a short list and had to be contemporaneous, it did not take long to rule out that none of the suspects resembled his corpse.

“Do you have any shots of any suspects from the 1972 bombings in Dublin?” Stokes asked.

“What do you think we are, bloody Interpol? They would come from another pile that’s stored at the annex, since we rarely get involved in that stuff—too much politics.” He was referring to the frequent suspicions that many of the people who ran the country, or wished to, still had strong ties with the IRA, although they disclaimed and condemned violence. There was one loud minister, O’Neill, in the opposition party, Fianna Fail, who in 1970 had been accused of obtaining guns for the IRA in the North with the help of associates in the government. He had not been caught with enough evidence or witnesses, so was relegated to the back benches. He still had powerful friends in the party.

If Lanigan was involved in this cover-up on John Doe, he was either very cagey or very ignorant of the details. Stokes followed Lanigan down some back passageways and out the back door to a smaller building that looked even more overlooked than the basement. The small windows had grates on them, and it looked more like a jail than an administrative office. Lanigan pulled out a ring of keys. He opened the door that may have had cobwebs on them, though it was too dark to see, even in the gray daylight. Lanigan fished around for the chain on the one bare overhead light which revealed a table full of cardboard files and more old metal file cabinets against the wall with pale labels in the little slots below the handles. Nothing was locked beyond that front door.

“This is where bad clerks and cops go to die. No one would notice for a few days. All the better since they would already be in purgatory,” Lanigan quipped. He went over to another table with a relatively new set of files that were labeled “IRA suspects.”

“Here you are, Professor, you can peruse these to your heart’s content, but I would just try the ones filed in the last 5 years. The rest are either dead, in jail, or exonerated, or worse, emigrated.”

“Thank you, Detective, I will try to make myself comfortable,” Stokes said, pulling up a chair that was dusty and creaked as he sat down after dusting it off.

He was not the least bit comfortable, and it was not the chair. It had taken him more than two years to get to a point to even consider looking for his family’s killers; the Dublin bombers at the Irish Film Centre on Burgh Quay in 1972, a fluke because the bombs were on timers. They were set to go off, according to the forensics, after the film was over, but the reel had broken, and it took at least half an hour to get a replacement. Stokes’s daughter called when the film was interrupted, to say they would be late back since the late-night movie was later still, but not to worry. That was the last that he heard from his daughter.

There were dead and injured as a result of those leaving the theater that late night in November. There were other bombings around that time, and all were intended to affect the voting on more restrictions and security in relation to the IRA. The awful vision of his dead daughter and wife amidst the rubble had disturbed his sleep every night since then.

It was good that the room was cool since he was sweating and slightly tremulous. He was sad and angry and almost overwhelmed. His outward coolness in circumstances of blood and gore came from years of experience of other person’s tragedies. He had often waited until after he was out of the autopsy room to get the background stories of the casualties so that his objectivity would not be lost at the examination and his emotions would not be loosed again. He would commonly review his notes and only then return to the autopsy room and review the details with the perspective of the full story. When all the parts of bodies had come in that day of the last bombings, his anger and sorrow came back. He had muddled through somehow, pressed on with the job at hand, even overseeing the autopsies on the pregnant mother and the babies, but it had been hard.

He had not been able to do this with his wife and daughter and he had forced himself to recuse himself from any judgments or observations at the time. They were examined right on the exam tables in Dublin, which was quite appropriate. He knew the competence of the coroner-appointed pathologist in his stead, whom he had worked with before, which was slight consolation.

He took some deep breaths and his sweats and tremors decreased. He needed to focus on these details which finally, under these circumstances, at a time where the pain was decreased, he could probe for facts that could help him know who the killer or killers might be.

He was looking at files that were clearly labeled and well organized despite the poor lighting. It seemed that the last subordinate “offender” who had been exiled here to sort the photos had taken the job to heart and tried to make the best of it. He opened each Manila folder, flipped through the identifying pages, and quickly placed them in a pile. Lanigan smoked a cigarette despite the obvious fire danger and poor ventilation. Stokes did not try to stop him. This encouraged him to work faster so he could get out of there quicker, his occasional coughing episodes ignored by Lanigan.

Stokes sat up when he came across a file labeled PLO. There were shots of people who had known associations with Libya’s Qaddafi and Palestine’s Arafat. Some were Irish and some were clearly Middle Eastern, but none looked anything like John Doe. As he opened one of the folders, a loose photograph fell onto the floor. Most of the photos were copies of the copies that were there in the file, but this photo had been stuck on the page with a poor glue that did not stick as well onto the glossy copier page. The information on the page described a Palestinian who had not been captured but had some strong connections with the IRA. Lanigan, who had been looking over Stokes’s shoulder when he wasn’t smoking another cigarette, picked the photo up from the floor and handed it back to Stokes. He looked at the face of the man that was labeled Suleiman bin Daoud and it was nothing like John Doe.

“Someone has not been doing their job properly to have the photo unglued and loose. I will have to talk to them,” said Lanigan. He had not said a word until he saw Stokes sit up when he opened and read the PLO file.

“Most of them have not been captured or seen again,” he explained. “It’s as if they were told to go dark since they were almost caught when the guns they smuggled were found up North. Someone tipped them off, even though we had someone on the inside who let us know who they were. No one has seen that one since he was spotted trading guns in 1970.”

“What about the Dublin Film Centre bombing? Was that here too?” Stokes coughed, irritated by the dusty piles of folders and the cigarettes.

“No. We were involved with that, but no one ever caught them. It may have been the IRA or the UVF, but none of them was found in the Republic. Some say the Brits had their hand in it as well with the Littlejohn brothers —they said they were MI6 double agents with the IRA, but we couldn’t pursue it up North. We respect the border, for whatever that is worth,” he sniffed.

“Were any of the smugglers marksmen?” Stokes asked, picking up the PLO file again, looking carefully at each photo to make sure that John Doe was not one of them with their picture taken at a bad angle. These shots were mostly amateur or newspaper photos and four or more years old.

“Not that we know of, but we can check if you think they may have had something to do with your man,” offered Lanigan. He walked over to a cabinet that had more files and pulled out the IRA file to crosscheck the names with the pictures. This was harder than it looked because nothing was organized. Lanigan did a mental note to “punish” someone to get the job done, at least for the past five years. Stokes went through the files which were mostly alphabetized. He found a few that described the member’s background which might indicate military training.

“So, you think it was one of these Gobshites that did him in?” Lanigan asked, fanning out the folders like a pack of cards in a magic trick.

“Perhaps, since that was a sharpshooter who did the damage, unless he was incredibly lucky, the two wounds being so close together,” Stokes replied.

“But why did he shoot him in the stomach instead of the head, and why did he do it?”

“He may have been trying to stop the bombing and shooting him in the abdomen would have obscured an assassination when most of the car bomb victims were being taken to Casualties in the confusion. He was facing away from the cars, not at them, possibly looking down the street at his killer.”

Stokes looked at the other photos in the IRA folder and did not see his victim, but some of the descriptions indicated they may have been involved in the 1972 Dublin bombings, despite Lanigan’s ignorance or laziness, and if they were IRA from the North, his possible “neutrality.” Since there was no value of this file to Lanigan except to focus on possible subjects in this case, he ignored much of the detail, but was curious as to why Stokes was so interested in sifting through the Film Theatre files.

“Weren’t your wife and daughter killed at the Cinema bombing in Dublin?” Lanigan asked, already knowing the answer.

“Yes, they were, and no one has found the culprits,” replied Stokes, as coldly as he could, stifling any emotion, even resentment at the personal and impertinent query. Everyone who knew him was aware.

“Please give me a moment to review these documents. I never finished the inquiry and the two could be related,” Stokes continued, attempting to remain cool.

Lanigan knew when to back off and gave Stokes a little space as he lit another cigarette. He watched in silence as Stokes looked through the pictures and the descriptions, put a few of the papers in two piles, one of IRA members possibly associated with the 1972 bombings and the other of UVF members who were more likely to have been involved in the 1972 and the 1974 Dublin bombings. Lanigan was on the clock, so it didn’t matter to him. If Stokes made his job a little easier, that was fine, as long as he got some leads.

“Are you about done yet?” Lanigan finally asked.

“Yes, I think so. Can we get more on these people?” He asked, pointing to the piles he had collected. “Have they been sighted recently? Have they been in the Republic?”

“Unless they have committed a crime or been consorting with known criminals recently, probably not, but your man Curran might be able to give you more answers,” Lanigan replied.

“Well, give it a try and keep these out for quick reference if you can. I will be back, but I have a lecture to give to some medical students. I am running late, so if you could be so kind as to give me a lift back to the morgue, I would appreciate it,” Stokes asked politely.

“Of course, I need to get back that way to ask the watchman and the Diener Johnston, as you call him, some more
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