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FORM A223-79Q

ATTENTION: Judge Haeng Somboun
C/O: Department of Justice, 
People’s Democratic Republic of Laos

FROM: Dr Siri Paiboun

RE: National Coroner

DATE: 13/6/1976

RESUME:
1904 Plus or minus a year - years didn’t have such

clear boundaries in those days. Born in Khamuan
Province, purportedly to Hmong parents. I don’t
recall it myself.

1908 Whisked off to live with a wicked aunt.
1914 Dumped in a temple in Savanaketh and left to the

will of the Lord Buddha.
1920 Graduate from the temple high school. No great

feat.
1921 Buddha investment pays off: shipped to Paris by

kindly French sponsor intent on making something
of me. The French make me start high school all
over again just to prove it wasn’t a fluke the
first time.

1928 Enroll at Ancienne Medical School.
1931 Meet and marry Bouasawan in Paris and join the

Communist Party for a lark.
1934 Begin internship at Hotel Dieu Hospital. Decide I

might want to become a doctor after all.
1939 Return to Laos.
1940 Frolic in the jungles of Laos and Vietnam. 

Reassemble broken soldiers and avoid bombs.
1975 Come to Vientiane hoping for a peaceful

retirement.
1976 Kidnapped by the Party and appointed national

coroner. (I often weep at the thought of the great
honour bestowed upon me.)

Sincerely, 

Dr Siri Paiboun
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VIENTIANE, PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC 
REPUBLIC OF LAOS, MARCH 1977

The neon hammer and sickle buzzed and flickered to life over
the nightclub of the Lan Xang Hotel. The sun had plummeted
mauvely into Thailand across the Mekhong River, and the
hotel waitresses were lighting the little lamps that turned the
simple sky-blue room into a mysterious night-time cavern.

In an hour, a large Vietnamese delegation would be
offered diversion there by members of the Lao People’s
Revolutionary Party politburo. They’d be made to watch
poor country boys in fur hats do a Lao falling-over version
of Cossack dancing. They’d be forced to suck semi-
fermented rice whisky from large tubs through long straws
until they were dizzy. They’d finally be coerced into
embarrassing dances with solid girls in ankle-length skirts
and crusty make-up.

And, assuming they survived these delights, they’d be
allowed to return to their rooms to sleep. Next day, with
heads as heavy as pressed rubber, they’d sign their names
to documents laying the foundations for the forthcoming
Lao–Vietnam Treaty of Friendship, and they probably
wouldn’t remember very much about it. 

But that was all to come. The understaffed hotel day
shift had been replaced by an understaffed night crew. The
sweating receptionist was ironing a shirt in the glass office
behind her desk. The chambermaid was running a bowl of
rice porridge up to a sickly guest on the third floor.

ix
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Outside, an old guard in a jacket so large it reached his
knees, was locking the back gate that opened onto
Sethatirat Road. At night it kept out the dogs and the odd
traveller tempted to come into the garden in search of
respite from the cruel hot-season nights. A wall two and a
half metres high protected the place as if it were something
more special than it was.

Leaves floated in a greasy swimming pool. Obedient
flowers stood in well-spaced regiments, better watered
than any of the households out along the street. And then
there were the cages. They were solid concrete, so squat
that a tall man would have to stoop down to see inside.
Two were empty. They housed only the spirits of animals
temporarily imprisoned there. A monkey replaced by a
deer. A peacock taking over the sentence of a wild dog.

But in the grim shadows of the third cage, something
wheezed. It moved rarely, only to scratch lethargically at its
dry skin. The unchristened black mountain bear was hosed
down along with the bougainvilleas and given scraps from
the kitchen from time to time. Its fur was patchy and dull like
a carpet in a well-trodden passage. Buddha only knew how
the creature had survived for so long in its cramped jail, and
the Lord had been banished from the socialist republic some
fifteen months hence. 

People came in the early evening and at weekends to
stand in front of the cage and stare at her. She stared back,
although her glazed bloodshot eyes could no longer make
out details on the mocking faces. Children laughed and
pointed. Brave fathers poked sticks in through the bars, but
the black mountain bear no longer appeared to give a damn. 

They naturally blamed the old guard the next day. ‘Too much
rice whisky,’ they said. ‘Slack,’ they said. The guard denied it
of course. He swore he’d re-locked the cage door. He’d
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thrown the leftovers from the Vietnamese banquet into the
animal’s bowl and locked the cage. He was sure of it. He
swore the beast was still in there when he did his rounds at
four. He swore he had no idea how it could have got out, or
where it could have gone. But they sacked him anyway.

After a panicked search of the grounds and the hotel
buildings, the manager declared to his staff that the place
was safe and it was a problem now for the police. In fact
he didn’t see it as wise to mention the escape to his guests
at all. As far as he was concerned, the problem was over. 

But for Vientiane, it had hardly started. 

vientiane, people’s democratic republic of laos

xi
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1

TOMB SWEET TOMB

The sun baked everything in the new suburb. Comrade
Civilai stepped from the hot black limousine and, without
locking the doors, walked up to the concrete mausoleum
where they’d put Dr Siri. The gate and the front door were
open and he could see clear through to the small yard at the
back. There was no furniture to interrupt the view. 

He kicked off his Sunday sandals and walked into the
front room. It was as if the builders and decorators had just
left. The walls were still virgin Wattay blue to match the
swimming-pool-coloured airport. They were unencumbered
by pictures or posters or photographs of heroes of the revo-
lution. No French plaster ducks flew in formation. No clock
ticked. If he didn’t know Siri had lived here for a month he
would have guessed this to be a vacant house. 

On his way to the back, he passed a small room where
piles of clothes told him he was nearing a primitive life form.
In the backyard he discovered it. Dr Siri Paiboun: reluctant
national coroner, confused psychic, disheartened communist,
swung gently on a hammock strung between two jackfruit
saplings. A larger man would have bought them both down.

In his shadow, Saloop, rescued street dog and lifesaver,
drooled onto the hot earth. He looked up with one eye,
decided Civilai was too old and bald to be a threat, and
returned to his dream. 

1
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A month earlier the yard had been dirt and debris. Today
it was a jungle. Siri had gone to great pains to recreate the
environment in which he’d spent the latter forty of his
seventy-two years. For the past four weekends he and his
trusted morgue colleagues had set off into the outer suburbs
and denuded them unashamedly. They’d transported a
variety of trees and shrubs back to this humble bunker – the
Party’s thanks for his services.

‘I do hope I’m not disturbing you,’ Civilai said, knowing
full well how disturbing he was being. Siri’s eerie green eyes
opened slowly to see his best friend leaning over him.

‘Ah, boy. Just put the iced lime juice on the table there and
get back to the servants’ quarters post-haste.’

Civilai was two days older than the doctor. Both born in
the year of the dragon, they showed its characteristic fire and
orneriness. Yet neither had exhibited the dragon’s reluctance
to settle down with a mate. They’d married their first loves
and been totally faithful. They were a rare breed of dragon
in Laos. 

‘So, this is how the bourgeois medical profession spends its
Sundays. Shouldn’t you be out digging ditches for the republic?’
He sat back on the wooden cot on the small verandah.

‘I’m a frail old man, brother. A day of physical labour
could very well put me on the slab. I doubt I have a month
left to live as it is. That’s why your politburo buddies should
be searching high and low for a coroner to replace me now.’

There was nothing frail about Dr Siri. He was so far from
the black archers of death he wouldn’t hear their arrows
thumping into the dry earth for many years to come. His
short, solid body still scurried hither and thither like a curious
river rat. Younger men were hard pressed to keep his pace. 

His mind, resplendent with its newly honed skills, had
become even keener of late. He’d always been a logical man,
but in the last five months, he’d acquired the type of knowl-
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edge that isn’t given out in universities. For reasons he was
still trying to fathom, he’d been delegated Laos’s honorary
consul to the spirit world. 

This new posting proved ideally suited to his job as the
head and only coroner of the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic. He still hadn’t been able to control the visits from
his spirit clients, or find a way to ask specific questions of
them, but they came to him regularly with clues. What he
lacked in experience (he’d only been a coroner for a year), he
could often make up for by communing with the dead. His
three-dimensional mind had inherited a fourth dimension.

‘You know we could never replace you, little brother.
You’re a legend.’

‘A legend?’ Siri slid up the hammock to a sitting position.
‘Isn’t a legend something that’s long-winded and not widely
believed?’

‘You’ve got it.’
‘Hot, isn’t it?’
‘Bloody hot.’
This was the hot-season anthem that could be heard ad

infinitum around the capital. It had been a particularly hot
year so far, so it got even more repetition than usual. 

For the first time, Siri noticed the cloth bag that Civilai
held on his lap. ‘You bring me something?’

‘Nothing you’d be interested in.’
‘Let me be the judge of that.’
‘The Soviets have been courting us. They want permission

to build a satellite dish to spy on the Yanks. While we think
about it, they pepper us with these little incentives.’ He
teased the cap of a bottle from his bag.

‘Vodka?’
‘Moskovskaya; best you can get. But I don’t suppose

you’re thirsty.’
Siri was off the hammock and rattling around in the

tomb sweet tomb

3

33Teeth (updated).qxp  08/01/2008  16:52  Page 3



kitchen for a second glass before the word ‘thirsty’ had left
Civilai’s lips. 

The late morning had become late afternoon.
‘I don’t know how the Russians can strink-this-duff.’

Civilai’s slurring turned the comment into one long word.
‘Me too. No wonder the women are hairier than the

women.’
‘Men.’
‘Where?’
So had the conversation deteriorated. There were two

modest glassfuls left in the bottom of the bottle. The friends
sat side by side on the long uncomfortable wooden cot. The
garden wasn’t moving at all, but they swayed like survivors
in a lifeboat. Civilai looked up at a rolled mosquito net tied
above their heads.

‘You sleep out here, li’l brother?’
Siri shook his head from side to side. ‘Yes.’
‘What’s the point of having a house?’
‘That’s it. That’s the very something I asked Judge Haeng.

But he wouldn’t let me have the garden without it. He said –
Siri used the whiny high-pitched accent of his young superior
– “We are senior members of the party, Comrade Siri. As
such we have to lead by example. Sleeping in trees should
remain the exclusive domain of the primates.” I was
surprised he knew what a primate was.’

‘What have you got against houses?’
‘Houses I have not a nothing against. But this isn’t a

house. A house is an airy wooden thing on slits that—’
‘Stilts.’
‘I said that. On slits, that creaks when you walk around. It

sways in heavy winds and leaks in the rainy season. This? This
is a sarcahoph … a … a saroph … sarpho … sarcophagus.’

‘Well said.’
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‘What is this regime’s fixation with concrete?’
‘Sustainability. This house will still be here in a thousand

years, after ten generations of your wooden houses have
fallen down. Remember the three little pigs.’

‘That’s it. It’s a sty.’
‘It’s not.’
‘Then it’s a tomb. I feel entombed. It’s so morbid in there.’
‘How can you, of all people, complain about morbidity?’
‘I’m a coroner. Not a corpse.’
Civilai laughed and leaned back against the wall.
‘How are your ghostly friends, by the way?’ 
Siri looked at him to see whether he was about to make

fun of his spiritual connections – as he always did.
‘There hasn’t been a lot of activity since the floating

Vietnamese last November. But then again we haven’t had
too many mysteries lately.’

‘They only come out in times of confusion?’
‘No. They’re around all the time. They all make an appear-

ance, but they don’t ne-cessessarily do anything. I get an old
lady sitting opposite me in the office late—’ he hiccupped,
‘excuse me, at night. She just sits there. I keep waiting for her
to do something, but she just sits, chewing betel, staring at
me.’

‘You know, Siri. Sometimes you scare the daylights out of
me.’ He leaned over and poured the remains of the Soviet
bribe into their chipped glasses. ‘We should finish this up
before it eats through the bottom of the bottle.’

‘A toast to the illustrious Union of Sovalist Republicists.’
‘I don’t think you need any more.’
They quaffed the dregs and Siri got unsteadily to his feet. 
‘Thank God that’s over. Now we can have some delus-

cious coffee.’ 

*
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The late afternoon was becoming evening.
The shadows from the instant jungle had fallen across the

two pickled patriots and were climbing the concrete wall
behind them. The chewy coffee was shocking them out of
their Sunday stupors. Civilai made one last attempt to
encourage his friend to feel at home.

‘I think this place is quite charming.’
‘Then I’ll move in with your wife and you can live here.’
‘Let me think about that.’
‘It was supposed to be a reward, but it’s more like punish-

ment, old brother. I’ve got busybody Miss Vong on one side
of me, and some corrupt local official from Oudom Xay on
the other.’

‘Surely you could shout that a little bit louder.’
Siri ignored him.
‘I’ve got a bloody loudspeaker blaring out diatribes against

the non-communist world right there at the corner of the street
from five a-bloody-m. I couldn’t be any more unhappy.’

‘All you need here is a good woman to turn it into a home.
I don’t suppose you’ve—’

‘Don’t.’
‘I was only wondering if you’d—’
‘Don’t.’
‘—contacted her. That’s all.’
‘No. And I won’t be. Don’t ask again.’
‘Seems silly to me.’
Siri sulked for a moment or two. 
There had only been one woman, one date since Boua

died. It was a disaster of a date. Siri knew Lah was a woman
he could love. The feeling was returned. Auntie Lah had
custom-made his baguettes from a cart opposite Mahosot
Hospital from the first week he arrived there. They joked,
they flirted, and she made no secret of the fact she liked him.

Once Boua, his only love, his long departed, had given her
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postmortem permission, he went at that new romance like a
teenager. On the night of the fateful date when he first saw
Lah waiting there, glamorous and preening like a Likay
queen, the butterflies in his belly almost lifted him from the
seat of his motorbike.

She ran over on her unfamiliar heels and sniffed the air at
his cheek. He felt the brush of her lips and parts of him that
had been in hibernation for many years began to stir. It was all
marvellously portentous. He was at the precipice overlooking
what he knew could be a wonderful final cycle to his life. 

He was about to leap when she handed him the gift. It was
beautifully wrapped and expensively heavy. She said it was
something she’d found at the morning market. She said it
was as if it had spoken to her. She believed it could stymie his
run of bad luck. He opened the box and all his hope caved in
like some badly built temple stupa. 

In the cardboard coffin lay a black amulet eroded by
decades of hopeful fingers. It was attached to a fraying leather
thong. Siri knew it well.

Lah smiled, expecting a smile in return from her dashing
beau. But, instead, the expression on his face frightened her.
His unkempt white eyebrows gathered at the centre of a
furrowed brow. He shook his head slowly and asked, ‘How
could you do this?’

‘Wha …?’
Siri had sped off, clutching the amulet in his left hand,

without saying another word. She watched him go with her
cherry-red bottom lip hanging open. Of course she had no
idea what she’d done. She thought she was showing him a
kindness. She thought she was giving him a token of her
affection. But it had turned out to be doom. She never saw
him again, and never understood why.

*
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Siri had ridden to the Mekhong at its deepest point and
hurled the amulet far out into the murky brown water. There
were no coincidences any more in his life. That he knew.
Everything was inked on some sacred parchment. The malev-
olent spirits, the phibob were in pursuit. The previous year at
an exorcism in Khamuan, he’d been given this very amulet to
ward off the evil spirits of the forest. But it had turned out to
be a trick. The stone was actually a spiritual lintel that
opened a gateway from their world into his. He’d been lucky
to survive their attack and now they wanted revenge. Lah
had been selected to deliver this omen and she was in danger
as a result. It was clear she couldn’t be a part of his life. No
matter how strongly he felt for her, it was impossible.

Of course, Civilai said that was all a stack of buffalo
dung. He said when the chance of a little over-seventy hooky
presented itself, one shouldn’t read too much into the fates.
‘At our age, my little brother, these opportunities don’t come
along every day.’

‘It wasn’t a coincidence. I sent those spirits packing, and
in so doing saved the soldiers that were cutting down their
trees. They weren’t happy about that. But I tell you, the stone
had been destroyed.’

‘Did you see that happen with your own eyes?’
‘Yes. Well, not with my own eyes. But I saw the dust

before they took it out to the forest.’
‘Then you can’t be sure it came from the stone. Mystery

one solved.’
‘So how did it get to Vientiane? How did it get to the

market? And of all the people who could have bought it, why
Lah?’

‘I’m an elder statesman with a not-inconsequential intel-
lect. I can solve many of the conundrums that come from the
day-to-day running of a little country in the south-east of
Asia. But I have a one-mystery-a-day quota,’ Civilai said.

thirty-three teeth

8

33Teeth (updated).qxp  08/01/2008  16:52  Page 8



‘Release me now. I have to get home to my dear wife. Remind
me where my car is.’

‘You think you should drive?’
‘Certainly. What is there to hit?’
Siri nodded and escorted Civilai to the door. He was right.

On a Sunday afternoon in March, Vientiane had the atmos-
phere of a town in the talons of a deadly plague. A
motorcyclist might brave the late afternoon heat. A dog
might lie on the concrete paving stones to burn off the fleas.
But most folks were at home, waiting for the sun to go down. 

At dusk the girls would two-up on bicycles and ride
slowly along Fangoum Road, catching some small breeze
from the river and advertising their availability to boys two-
upping in the opposite direction. Even without the sun, they
would still be mopping their sweating brows with their
mothers’ large pink handkerchiefs until long after nightfall.

tomb sweet tomb
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2

FAREWELL THE DIARRHETIC

Old Auntie See lived in a shed behind a peeling white French
colonial mansion that now housed five families. For a living,
she bought fruit at the morning market, cut it into colourful
slices, and sold it from a card table beside her back gate.

Business was never too brisk since money for luxuries had
become scarcer. As a result, her main diet was overly ripe
fruit, which saw her spending much of her nights in the tin
latrine behind the shed. 

On that particular Sunday night, whilst engaged in her
dribbly business, she thought she heard a growl. There were
footsteps through the undergrowth of her uncared-for garden.
They were too heavy to be those of a dog, but somehow too
zigzag and rambling to be those of a person. She called out
anyway. ‘Can’t a woman have a shit in peace any more?’

There was no answer. The noises stopped. And after a few
more minutes she forgot all about them. Diarrhoea, in its most
vindictive state, can erase even thoughts of terror. 

Some twenty minutes later, she groaned and rearranged
her long cotton phasin around her waist. She stepped
through the corrugated tin door, and before she could stoop
to wash her hands in the paint can, that thing was on her. She
had no time to scream – to run – or even to turn her head to
see what it was biting into the back of her neck. With one
swipe of its powerful arm, she was dead. 
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3

TWO DEAD MEN ON A BICYCLE

Siri arrived at the hospital on Monday morning with a vodka
hammer beating and a vodka sickle sickling through his
head. He guessed he couldn’t have a worse hangover if he’d
drunk the formalin straight from the samples bottles. Every
step from the motorcycle park to the morgue jarred new
agony into his brain. There was no question in his mind that
the Soviet Union was doomed.

He walked beneath the French MORGUE sign, carefully
wiped his feet on the American WELCOME mat, and stepped
inside the cool dark single-storey building. He immediately
sensed one or two presences, but was far too vodka’d to
acknowledge them. They could wait.

He walked into his office whose blue walls had been thor-
oughly whitewashed again and again until they were grey.
Anything that wasn’t blue suited Siri just fine. Nurse Dtui
was sitting at her desk.

‘Morning, Comrade Siri,’ she said, flashing her small, neat
teeth but not stirring her large, untidy body.

‘Good morning, Dtui.’
Those first words of the day came out like a gravel driveway.
‘Oh-ho. Have a bit of a session last night, did we?’
‘A cultural experiment.’
He flopped into his chair and his head turned to percus-

sion. He buried it in his hands.
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‘Looks like the experiment failed.’
‘No, my faithful assistant. Never assume that negative

experiences teach you less than positive ones. I have it filed
away that in future, no matter how free, no matter how fasci-
nating the squiggles on the bottle, I shall avoid Russian
vodka as if it were a musky elephant.’ 

Dtui stood. Her uniform was bleached white and
stretched across her large frame like butcher’s paper around
a hock of pork.

‘What you need is some of my mum’s herbal brew.’
‘Oh, no. Don’t say it. Haven’t I suffered enough?’
‘Don’t go away.’ 
She headed for the door.
‘Where’s our other soldier?’
‘He’s in the examination room getting the new guests

ready.’ She stopped in the doorway. ‘You’ll like this one: two
men dead on a bicycle in the middle of the street. No spare
seat or luggage rack. They were going around Nam Poo
fountain in the middle of town. Nothing there could have
been going fast enough to hit them. They were found on top
of the bike. No blood. This looks like a job for … da-da-da-
daah.’

‘Dtui?’
‘… Super Spirit Doc.’
She giggled and walked out of the office. 
Siri groaned. The last thing he wanted on that particular

morning was to cut anyone up. He especially didn’t want
anything inexplicable to trouble his hurting head.

Dtui fumbled in the back of the freezer for the corked bottle
that held her mother’s secret brew. Although there was a
hospital ban on using the morgue freezers for personal
perishables, her mum’s brew looked enough like body waste
to fool the most pedantic inspector. It was an evil
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Shakespearean mix of bizarre ingredients that tasted horrible
but cured just about anything.

‘Wha … wha … what’s that for, Dtui?’
Mr Geung was laying out the second cyclist on the spare

aluminium table. Geung was in his twenties, with Down
syndrome features and jet-black hair greased on either side of
a crooked centre parting. When he asked a question he had
the habit of rocking slightly where he stood. Judge Haeng at
the Department of Justice, which oversaw the work of Siri
and his team, was lobbying for the removal of the ‘moron’,
but Geung’s condition was neither serious nor disruptive to
his work. Although he often became anxious about anom-
alies outside the regimented pattern of his days, he was a
morgue assistant par excellence. He’d been trained with infi-
nite patience by Siri’s predecessor and knew the procedures
better than Dtui or Siri himself. He was strong, reliable, and
he wielded a mean hacksaw. 

‘The boss has got himself a hangover.’
Geung snorted a laugh. 
‘Al-alcohol is the elixir of the d-devil.’
‘Was that another one of your father’s wisdoms?’
‘No. Comrade Dr Siri s-s-said it when we cut open the

drunk fellow on January first.’ 
That was one other thing. You didn’t want to say

anything you’d live to regret when Mr Geung was around.
He didn’t forget much.

The autopsy followed the standard pattern they’d become
used to. Siri was beginning to sit back and let Dtui give the
commentary while he took notes. She was learning the trade
and hoped to be sent to the Eastern Bloc on a scholarship.
Her eyes were keen and she often noticed things that Siri had
missed. The only setback to this new system was that nobody
could read Siri’s notes after. Not even Siri.

two dead men on a bicycle
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As the two bodies in the morgue hadn’t been missed, they
would temporarily be known as Man A and Man B. They were
an ill-matched pair. Man A was neatly dressed in a white shirt.
He had an old but quite costly wristwatch, wore permanent-
press slacks, and had soft, uncallused hands, which suggested he
wasn’t used to manual labour. But, as Siri and Dtui both noticed,
the most remarkable thing about him was that he was wearing
socks. The March temperatures were already hitting 42 degrees.
Even in those few offices where ancient French air conditioners
waged battle with the heat, the best they could ever achieve was
‘tepid’. It was never so cold you’d need to wear socks.

No. These socks suggested the poor man had no choice.
Since he became coroner, Siri had been under pressure to
wear the black vinyl shoes provided by the Party. It was an
example of what he termed the new ‘shoe over substance’
policy. So far, he’d been able to use his seniority and his stub-
born streak to remain in his brown leather sandals. But he
knew if he were finally compressed into those toe-torturers,
he certainly would have to wear socks also.

Dtui spoke his thought. ‘I’d say he’s government.’
‘The socks?’
‘The fingers.’
She was constantly surprising him. Siri went over and held

up Mr A’s hand. All the fingertips were purple: triplicate
syndrome.

It was Civilai who coined the phrase to describe the pecu-
liar mauve ‘bruising’ so common in socialist bureaucracies.
They were bogged down in paperwork, as there had to be
copies for every department. This called into play that
miracle of modern office timesaving: carbon paper. 

Like its shoes and its hair dye, Laos got its carbon paper
from China. So most officials that used it found more ink on
themselves than on the paper. Mr A had thumbed his share
of carbon sheets. 
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They stripped him, bagged and labelled his clothes and
took their allotted four colour photographs of his flesh. Siri
noted that no shoes had arrived with the body. There was a
thin trail of congealed blood at the corner of his mouth, and
severe bruising to the chest and abdomen.

Before beginning an internal examination, Siri decided to
prepare Mr B for the chop also. This would ultimately save
time and allow them to make comparisons of their respective
injuries. Siri ignored Dtui’s comment about ‘this is how they
do it at the abattoir’, and asked her to voice her observations
about Mr B.

She noted how he was certainly from a different end of
town to Mr A. His clothes were threadbare and quite dirty.
His hands were rough and covered in scabs of short nicks as
if he’d been cut often.

‘So, the question remains,’ Siri pondered, almost to
himself, ‘what were two men from very different back-
grounds doing sharing a bicycle at two in the morning?’

‘Perhaps,’ Dtui suggested, ‘this one was the chauffeur and
he was taking his master home?’

Geung let out one of his farmyard laughs. 
‘Or perhaps they weren’t on the bicycle at all.’ Siri glared.

‘I’m starting to think the fact they were found with the bike
was a coincidence.’

‘So, how did they get there?’
‘Oh, I don’t know everything, Miss Dtui. Perhaps the old

chap ran into the government fellow when he was crossing
the road.’

‘Yeah? And how fast would he have been pedalling to kill
the pair of them?’

‘Or, alternatively, the government fellow was riding a
motorbike and hit the old boy.’

‘And …?’
‘And someone ran off with the motorbike.’

two dead men on a bicycle
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‘I suppose I could buy that one.’
‘Did the police bring in the bicycle, Mr Geung?’
‘It’s round the b … round the b … the back.’
‘Good. We can take a look at it later.’ 
They stripped Mr B. Apart from his obviously broken

neck, and the massive bruising associated with vertebral
artery trauma, there were no recent abrasions or visible
bruising on him. They finished up the film, and laid him out.
There the two corpses reclined on either side of the room like
temple step ornaments. 

The dual autopsy took two hours exactly. Mr A had haem-
orrhaging around the chest cavity and livor mortis around the
main artery common in high-speed collisions, so the motor-
cycle theory still held. Some trauma had also been sufficiently
violent to rupture his testicles. From these initial examina-
tions, Siri surmised that the broken neck had killed Mr B, and
the internal bleeding Mr A. But there were other tests to do.

Mr Geung cut through the tough crania with his old
hacksaw and Siri tied cotton around the brains to suspend
them in formalin for two or three days until they were firm
enough to cut into.

Dtui took samples of the stomach contents and blood. As
they had no lab, there were only limited secrets these could
disclose. The next day Siri would take a ride over to the
Lycée Vientiane, where he would coerce Teacher Oum into
using the last of her science lab chemicals on colour tests. 

Somewhere out at the Customs shed, a crate of school
chemicals kindly donated by the high-school cooperative in
Vladivostok, had sat for three months collecting paper-
work. Even being the national coroner didn’t carry any
weight in pushing that old bureaucratic bus up the hill to
socialist nirvana.

*
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Dtui, Geung and Siri sat on their haunches around the bicycle.
The rusty thing that had survived many battles would never
be ridden again.

‘Now, what do you suppose could cause something like
this?’ Siri asked of no one in particular. The frame supporting
the chain was buckled and almost touching the ground. The
handlebars leaned back, the seat forward.

‘It looks like I sat on it,’ Dtui said, causing a laughing fit
in Mr Geung that took a good deal of back-slapping to
arrest.

‘No,’ Siri said at last. ‘It would take half a dozen Dtuis to
do this. But I think I know what could. What side of the
fountain were they found on?’

‘Ministry side.’
‘I think we’d better go and take a look, don’t you?’
‘Is your head up to it?’
‘Ah, Dtui. There’s nothing like the dissection of corpses

and a dollop of your mum’s brew to cure a hangover.’

two dead men on a bicycle
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4

THE FLYING BUREAUCRAT

The Ministry of Sport, Information and Culture presently and
unofficially occupied a seven-storey building that overlooked
the non-spouting fountain at Nam Poo Square. Given the shape
of things in Laos, the square was naturally a circle. It was
surrounded by quaint and largely neglected two-storeyed build-
ings that wouldn’t have felt out of place in a small southern
French village. It was a sleepy square where old ladies dried
white spring-roll wrappings on mesh tables and crazy Rajid the
Indian walked slow laps around the dull concrete fountain. 

Although the Lao weren’t yet conceited enough to refer to
their government departments as anything more grand,
Vientiane people had begun to call the incongruous building
that housed the sports department ‘the Ministry’. It was
probably the size of the place rather than its grandeur that
impressed them. The old French Cultural Centre had all the
architectural class of a two-star hotel in a seaside resort. The
Sport, Information and Culture people rattled around inside
its large rooms like a destitute woman’s beads in a once-full
jewellery box. 

Mr Geung had stayed back at the morgue to keep an eye
on the guests. 

Dtui, on her first investigative mission away from the
hospital, stood in the middle of the road beside the angels
chalked there on the asphalt. 
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Siri was twelve metres away with his back against the wall
of the ministry. He painted an imaginary arc with his
eyebrows from the point where Dtui stood up to the top
ledge of the building above him. He shook his head and
walked over to the nurse.

‘No good?’ she asked.
‘Well, it isn’t impossible, but … I don’t know. He either

took one almighty running jump, or he was thrown. And if
someone had thrown him we would have found marks on his
arms or legs. But we didn’t.’

‘You don’t think he might have—’
A Vespa scooter came putting around the fountain

causing Siri to leap from its path into the unsuspecting arms
of Dtui. 

‘Dr Siri. You romantic old thing you.’
Embarrassed, he untangled himself from her embrace.

The scooter stopped a few metres further on, and the rider, a
trim attractive man in his forties, looked back and laughed.
Inspector Phosy got down, hoisted the silly vehicle onto its
stand and hurried back with a handshake at the ready. Siri
grabbed the hand and the two men patted each other’s backs
as they embraced. 

‘Hot, isn’t it?’
‘Bloody hot.’
‘How’s my favourite policeman?’
‘Dr Siri. I thought you were dead.’
‘Don’t you be so sure I’m not.’ They broke apart and Siri

looked along the street. ‘That’s a very impressive cop bike
you have. Lilac’s the crime-suppression colour of the year, I
hear.’

‘Be kind, comrade. These are hard times. We have to take
what we can get.’ He looked over Siri’s shoulder. ‘Good
health, Dtui. You haven’t lost any weight.’

‘And you’re no better-looking.’

the flying bureaucrat

19

33Teeth (updated).qxp  08/01/2008  16:52  Page 19



She shook his hand warmly. 
‘So,’ Siri asked. ‘How did you get this case?’
‘They put me on anything with the word “government”

attached to it. As soon as Dtui called and suggested the
victim could be a government official, they took me out of
the cupboard. How hard do you think this is going to be?
Was it a suicide?’

‘I don’t know. It’s odd. Unless he was trying to fly, I don’t
see why he wouldn’t just drop from the roof. He’d be just as
dead without trying to reach the fountain.’

‘All right then. Let’s see if we can get any information
from the information department.’

They walked together through the elegant wooden doors
and found themselves in a foyer with nothing but a table. On
the table was a small, hand-written sign: All Inquiries Upstairs.

Their footsteps echoed up the teak staircase. They noted
how stuffy the place felt. Despite the heat, most of the
windows hadn’t been opened since the Americans left. French
culture had briefly been supplanted there by American
language classes before the building’s current manifestation.
The only culture not in evidence was Lao. Or perhaps it was. 

On the second floor they passed two rooms empty of furni-
ture and life. The third door was slightly ajar and through the
gap they could see two metal cabinets, an uneven shelf with
all its books at the low end, and a desk with a man on it.

He slept in his singlet with a blissful expression on his
young face. His ironed white shirt made a scarecrow over his
chair. Although it was twenty minutes past one, and officially
office hours, Phosy knocked politely and said, ‘I’m sorry.’

As the man didn’t stir, he was about to knock a second
time when Siri pushed past him into the room. The doctor
was a remarkably patient man but he had no time for
incompetence in the government sector. He and Boua had
fought for most of their lives to end corrupt systems and
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he had no intention of being part of one. In his most offi-
cious voice he belted out, ‘Good God, man. What do you
think you’re doing? This is a government department not a
rest home. What if there was some sporting emergency or
something?’

Phosy and Dtui raised their eyebrows at one another.
The man came out of his dream flailing, sending a stand

of nicely sharpened pencils on a flight across the room. He
leapt from the desktop and into his shoes. The visitors
watched as he ran around the desk, gathered his shirt and put
it on. He was a plain looking man with a naturally confused
expression. He sat on the chair, fastened his buttons, and, as
if they hadn’t witnessed the entire resurrection, asked his visi-
tors, ‘May I help you?’

Phosy, smiling, handed him a roneoed sheet with his
photograph stapled to a top corner. This was his ID. The
man scrutinised it with great care. 

‘Police?’
‘Very good. There was a death in front of the Ministry last

night. Maybe early this morning. Are you missing anyone?’
‘Now, that’s hard to say.’
‘Why?’
‘We’re missing people all the time. Staff off in other

provinces. People off sick. We haven’t seen the head or deputy
head for over a week.’

‘Isn’t there some schedule? Some way to check who’s
supposed to be where?’

‘Hmm. No.’
‘Where’s the office that arranges all the trips?’
‘Oh, right. That would be me.’
‘And you don’t keep some kind of list?’
‘It’s a good idea, but nobody’s ever asked before. You’d

have to go from room to room and see who’s missing.’
So that’s what they did. Siri was impressed that the

the flying bureaucrat
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Department of Information could provide so little of it. The
search began on the second floor and worked its way up.
The young man took them to rooms and introduced them to
barely stressed secretaries and average men whose jobs
appeared to be to read newspapers, magazines and novels.

Siri described the dead man to each office in turn but soon
realised he could be talking about half the men who worked
there. They all wore stay-press trousers and vinyl shoes, and
were at varying stages of triplicate syndrome. 

The administration rooms on the fifth floor were mostly
empty and the door leading to the top two floors was appar-
ently locked. While the staff ran around looking for a key to
open it, ever-resourceful Dtui noticed that there was already
a key in the lock from the other side. They knocked and
shouted for someone to come down and let them up, but
when their banging was met by stony silence the worst was
assumed.

‘Who works up there?’ Siri asked.
‘Archives,’ said the young man. ‘It’s like our history

department. You know? Preservation and the like.’
Siri wondered to himself how much priority the regime

was placing on safeguarding the country’s heritage given that
there weren’t even funds available to station guards at the
cultural sites. Anyone who fancied a coffee table bust of the
Buddha could just go and help himself.

After no more than two minutes on her knees, with the
deft use of her watch pin and the careful placement of a
newspaper beneath the door, Dtui was able to remove and
retrieve the key. 

Phosy looked on in admiration. ‘You know? There are
one or two unsolved burglary cases from the old regime—’

‘Couldn’t have been me, officer. I wore gloves. Oops.’
They reinserted the key, opened the door, and Phosy led

the way up the staircase to the sixth and seventh floors,
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which were little more than a few rooms attached to the roof.
Siri sensed some unsettled force as he followed the others. He
didn’t feel confident enough in his instincts to tell anyone to
be careful. 

The main archive department was one large room on the
seventh floor. It was in a terrible state. Previously cracked
pots were now shattered and spread across the floor. Maps
and stone rubbing sheets had been ripped from the walls. 

Beyond the mess, two things caught Phosy’s eye. The
large glass french windows were open, the glass smashed,
and the catch broken. Beyond them was a trajectory that
would have taken a potential jumper swiftly to the chalk
angel marks on the road beside the fountain. But he’d have
to take a run at it.

He also took note of the parallel shoes on the floor beside
the overturned desk. With all the broken crockery around, it
was unlikely the man would have taken them off before the
jump. So the chaos had apparently not yet occurred. Phosy
stuck his head out the window and looked either side. There
was no way an assailant could have left the room via the
window and escaped without a parachute. He turned back to
see the others starting to clean up the mess.

‘All right. Nobody touches anything till my people have
had a chance to look around. Now, Mr … what’s your
name?’

‘Santhi.’
‘Mr Santhi. Who works in this office?’
‘Mrs Bounhieng. She’s off having another baby. And Mr

Chansri. He’s the director of the archives. And Mr Khampet.’
‘And do either of those two gentlemen fit the description

of the chap in the morgue?’
‘Oh. Mr Khampet. Definitely. Mr Chansri’s an older

gentleman, and a little overweight.’
‘And where might we find the director of the archives?’

the flying bureaucrat
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Santhi shifted uneasily and looked at the ground. ‘Did you
hear the question?’

‘Yes.’
‘Well?’
‘He could be at Tong Kankum market.’
‘I take it he isn’t on ministry business.’
‘He sells fish.’
‘Right.’
‘I probably shouldn’t have told you. But you understand.

We don’t get paid a lot here so a lot of us supplement—’
‘Mr Santhi. I’m not a government inspector.’ Phosy

looked across to see Siri crouching, looking beneath the
heavy wooden workbench. ‘What’s that?’

‘You see this?’
The detective walked across and looked under the bench. 
‘An old chest.’
‘No. It’s a lot more than an old chest. Look. It has the

royal seal.’ 
An improbable three-headed elephant stood on a podium

like some circus freak at the That Luang Festival. It sheltered
beneath a multi-tiered umbrella. It was embossed onto a
solid teak box. Only time had removed its glitter. Siri
lowered his voice. ‘It has a lot of energy too. Whatever’s in
there is giving off a lot of aggression.’

‘Siri, you aren’t having one of your supernatural
moments?’ 

Very few people knew of the extent of Siri’s mystic
connections. In fact only Civilai, Dtui, and Geung, in his own
way, knew just how weird the doctor was. In truth, Siri still
didn’t fully understand his unbidden gifts. On the same visit
to his birthplace in Khamuan, when the phibob had been
roused, one of the village elders told Siri he was the embodi-
ment of Yeh Ming, a powerful Hmong shaman who had
lived over a thousand years ago. Siri had never directly
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informed Phosy of this, but the policeman’s instincts told him
all he needed to know.

Siri reached out his hand towards the chest then withdrew
it suddenly as if a shock had warned him off. 

‘I’d tell your people to be very careful of this if I were you.
Very careful.’

Siri’s dream that night didn’t answer any questions for him.
Mr A, now positively identified as Khampet, was floating
slowly down through the air towards Nam Poo fountain. He
floated like a hawk but had a look of horror on his face. The
ends of long staves of wood were nailed to his hands and
feet. Another entered the back of his neck and appeared to
go up into his head. But these didn’t seem to worry him. He
was more concerned about what was behind him, and what-
ever that was didn’t get into the dream shot. The occult
cameraman wasn’t giving anything away.

But just for a brief second, not long enough to be certain,
Siri may have seen a line of witnesses on the roof above. They
seemed happy, or perhaps satisfied would be a better descrip-
tion. In that brief second, he had a feeling they were old
performers, the type that wore thick make-up and traditional
Lao costumes. They may also have been applauding, but it’s
possible Siri had been trying so hard to see something, he
imagined the whole thing.

That’s what he believed when he awoke. As was common
after he’d had one of his dreams, he found himself in a state
that may have been awake, or may have been a continuation
of the dream. These were the scary moments when the visi-
tors felt so real they could have been in the room with him. 

It was quiet. The stars were still blurred by the heat rising
from the hot earth so he was certain he hadn’t been asleep
long. He was on the verandah behind his mausoleum. The
mosquito net shimmied from a rare puff of summer breeze.

the flying bureaucrat
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It moved again. And again. It was swaying gently in time to
some slow but regular stimulus. 

Siri turned his head and looked into the darkness, and
into the dull eyes of a bear. It was so close, its breath moved
the net. It was close enough for Siri to see fresh blood at the
corner of its mouth; close enough to smell the decay on its
teeth. 

It was sitting watching the doctor. He felt its power over
him. But Siri wasn’t fearful. Yes, he believed this was unreal
in some way, but he also had an instinct that the animal
wasn’t there to hurt him. The creature, its study over, rose
painfully, turned and walked off into the mobile jungle. 

When Siri next awoke, it was certainly morning and the
sun was threatening to rise over Miss Vong’s well-scrubbed
house. Before he could forget it, and before the government
loudspeakers could begin their obnoxious prattle, he reached
for the notebook on the table beside the cot. He lit the
cooking oil lamp and wrote down his dream.

Saloop dragged himself towards the light like some obese
moth and put his head on the cot. Siri scratched it.

‘You didn’t happen to see a bear in the yard this morning,
did you?’ 

As always, Saloop kept the secret to himself. He’d
neglected his duties. He’d been off romancing the bitch at the
ice-works. He smelt the intruder when he got back right
enough. It wasn’t a scent he’d come across before. But it was
something big and terrifying. 
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