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1
HAPPY BIRTHDAY, DR SIRI



I celebrate the dawn of my seventy-fourth birthday handcuffed to a lead pipe. I’d had something more traditional in mind; a few drinks with my new wife, some gay mo lum music on the record player, shellfish plucked fresh from the Mekhong. But here I am in Hades and not a balloon in sight. My ex-room-mate, a grey-faced youth in his early twenties, is chained by the ankle to the far end of the same pipe. They dragged the boy in during the night and we struggled to communicate. We scratched for words to share. But, as soon as he understood that we were different animals in the same abattoir, tears of despair carved uneven grooves down his bloody cheeks. I could do nothing but sit back against the flaking plaster and watch the life drain from him. He didn’t live to greet the new day. When the sun finally sneered through the wire mesh of the window, it cast a shadow like a fisherman’s net across the body. The corpse lay trapped, expired from the effort of untangling itself from all this unnecessary misery. But his soul was free. I envied him that.


I am Dr Siri Paiboun, the national and only coroner of the People’s Democratic Republic of Laos, a medical man, a humanitarian, but I’m still unable to summon an appropriate emotion. I listened through the night to the sobs and screams of my unseen neighbours. I didn’t understand the words they cried but I knew people were being killed all around me. I scented their essence and saw their fleeing spirits. I am well aware that I will soon be joining them. Yet the overriding thought in my mind is that I didn’t have the foresight to say goodbye or thank you to the people I love. That sounds corny, I know, but what’s wrong with corny? It has its place.


I wonder whether they might know instinctively. Really. I wonder whether they’ve been able to see through this crusty, annoyingly stubborn exterior to the warm and fluffy Siri that nestles barely visible inside me. If only I could squeeze the hand of Madame Daeng one final time, ruffle the newly permed hair of Mr. Geung, sniff the cheeks of Nurse Dtui and her milk-scented baby, and slap Inspector Phosy on the back. If only I could raise one last glass with my best friend, Civilai. But those opportunities will never come. The amulet that protected me from the malevolent spirits was ripped from my neck, stolen by one of the teenaged guards. I am exposed. Once the ghosts are aware their enemy is unprotected, they will circle me like hungry jungle dogs and close in for the kill.


All things considered, at this almost final analysis, I am stuffed.


The woman read from the carbon copy in front of her. The sheet was of such proportions as to defy filing and of such poor quality that it was almost inevitable the words would be sucked back into the fibres like invisible ink returning whence it had emerged. The clerk had a pleasant voice, soothing like honey balm, and the two old men opposite stared at her luscious lips as she spoke.


‘Of course, it isn’t finalised,’ she smiled. ‘But it will certainly read something like this.’ She coughed. ‘The People’s Democratic Republic of Laos would have it known that Dr Siri Paiboun, National Coroner, Hero of the revolution and lifetime member of the Communist Party, passed away on the second of May, 1978. Dr Siri had fought tirelessly and fearlessly for the revolution and was—’


‘Fearlessly first,’ one of the men interrupted.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘It would be better to have “fearlessly” before “tirelessly”, then nobody would be in doubt he’d not been tired out by the lack of fearing.’


‘Absolutely,’ the second man agreed.


‘What? Hmm. I’m not sure I understand that,’ the girl confessed and made a note on the pad beside her. ‘I’ll mention it to Comrade Sisavee. It is only the first draft but, to tell the truth, we called you in to check on the factual, rather than the syntactical elements of the eulogy. We have people to deal with all the technicalities in later versions. I’ll read on if I’m—’


‘And, “was struck down dead” has a more heroic ring to it,’ the second old man said. ‘That’s factual.’


‘Struck down?’


‘Rather than “passed away”,’ he added. ‘“Passed away” makes it sound like bodily wind, a collection of stomach gases on their way out. Do you know what I mean? We’re talking about heroism here. Heroes don’t just “pass” like flatulence in a strong breeze.’


‘With or without scent,’ added the second man most seriously.


The clerk glared from one old gentleman to the next, then back to the first.


‘Are you playing with me?’ she asked, sternly.


‘Certainly not, sweet young lady,’ said the skinnier of the two men. He was bald as a boule with a long camel-like throat sporting an Adam’s apple so large it might well have been Adam’s original. ‘This is a most serious affair.’


‘No playing matter,’ agreed the first.


Still uncertain of her ground, the young lady pressed on. ‘The nation will never forget the contribution Dr Siri made to the development of this great nation, nor can—’


‘That’s two nations,’ said the bald man.


‘Oh, do let her finish,’ said the other. ‘Didn’t she tell you they have a department that handles syntax? Probably an entire ministry.’


‘The Ministry of Getting Words Right?’


‘Or it could be a branch of the Ministry of Making Things Up and Bamboozling People.’


The clerk was miffed. She slapped the paper onto the wooden table top and drummed her fingers on it noisily. She seemed to be wrestling down a darker inner person. Her voluptuous mouth had become mysteriously unattractive.


‘I don’t think either of you appreciate what a great honour this is,’ she said at last. Her eyes watered. ‘Anybody else would be proud. Dr Siri, I’m particularly disappointed that you would take all this so lightly. Given your record, it’s a wonder your name is on the list at all.’


Siri raised the thickets of coarse white hair he called eyebrows and scratched at his missing left earlobe.


‘To be fair, you’re not giving me much time,’ he said. ‘How can I take life seriously when I’m forced to squeeze all those remaining pleasures into a mere twelve days? And look at this. You’re passing me away on my birthday, of all occasions. The happiest day of the year.’


‘That’s odd, Doctor,’ she said through clenched teeth. ‘I thought I had explained myself very clearly.’


‘Tell him again,’ said ex-politburo member Civilai. ‘He’s elderly.’


‘As I said,’ she began, slowly, ‘the actual date of your death will be filled in later.’


‘In the event of it?’ Siri said.


‘Exactly.’


‘So you aren’t actually expecting me to …’


‘No!’


The transparent north-eastern skin of her neck revealed an atlas of purple roads heading north in the direction of her cheeks. The men admired her composure as she took a deep breath and continued.


‘You will pass away naturally, or otherwise, as your destiny dictates. At that stage we will delete your date of birth and substitute it with your date of death. When that happens we will issue the announcement. Is that clear now?’


‘And I will become a hero,’ Siri smiled.


‘It probably won’t be instantaneous … in your case.’


The Department of Hero Creation, the DHC, was housed in a small annexe of the propaganda section of the Ministry of Information. Based loosely on a Vietnamese initiative already in place, the DHC was responsible for identifying role models, exaggerating their revolutionary qualities, and creating a fairy story around their lives. A week earlier, Dr Siri and Comrade Civilai had received their invitations to attend this preliminary meeting. They’d heard of the DHC, of course, and seen evidence of its devious work. Everyone over seventy who’d done the Party the great service of staying alive was under consideration. If selected, school textbooks would mention their bravery. Histories would be written detailing their supernatural ability to surmount the insurmountable and carry the red flag to victory. Siri and Civilai could hardly pass up a chance to scuttle such a nefarious scheme.


‘What is my case?’ Siri asked.


‘What?’


‘You said, “in your case”, suggesting I have some flaw.’


‘Don’t hold back,’ Civilai urged the clerk.


‘It’s really not my place to—’


‘Go ahead,’ Civilai prodded. ‘We won’t tell anyone.’


She seemed pleased to do so.


‘We are aware of the Doctor’s … problems with authority,’ the clerk said. She was now ignoring Siri and talking directly to Civilai. ‘But history has a short memory. It has a way of smudging over personality faults, no matter how serious they might be.’


‘Voltaire said that history is just the portrayal of crimes and misfortunes,’ Siri said.


‘And why should I care what a wealthy seventeenth-century snob aristocrat has to say about anything?’ she snapped. ‘Don’t you have thoughts of your own, Doctor?’


Siri smiled at Civilai who raised his eyebrows in return. The old friends were constantly on the lookout for fire, intelligence and passion within the system and, when found, it brought out their untapped paternal instincts. Wrong century, but most cadres wouldn’t have known Voltaire from a bag of beans. Their early evening visit to the Ministry of Information had not been a waste of time after all.


Following a politburo decree, the words Minister and Ministry had been liberated from the dungeon of anti-socialist political rhetoric and new ministries mushroomed. There was infighting within each ministry as departments and sections vied for its own ministerial status. Everyone wanted to be a minister. The secretarial pool at the new Ministry of Justice had put in an application to become the Ministry of Typing, and the head clerk, Manivone, put her name down to become the Minister of Changing Ink Ribbons. Dr Siri had helped her with the paperwork and it had taken several bottles of rice whisky to get it right. Of course, they hadn’t submitted the form. The system didn’t have a sense of humour.


There was nothing inherently funny about the People’s Democratic Republic of Laos in the nineteen seventies. The socialists had taken over the country three years earlier but the fun of having a whole country to play with had soon drained away. Euphoria had been replaced by paranoia and anyone who didn’t take the republic seriously was considered a threat. Dissidents were still being sent to ‘seminars’ in the north-east to join the ranks of officials from the old regime who were learning to grit their teeth and say ‘Yes, Comrade’. But Siri and Civilai, forty-year veterans of the struggle, were tolerated. They posed no threat to the status quo and their rants against the system could be dismissed – with sarcastic laughter – as senile gibberish. But there was nothing senile or gibberitic about these two old comrades. Their minds sparkled like a March night sky. Given a chance, they could out-strategise any man or woman on the central committee. To find a young crocodile with a good mind amongst that flock of flamingos was a rare delight to them.


‘You’re quite right, of course.’ Siri bowed his head to the clerk. ‘Forgive me. I’m prone, like many men my age, to presuppose that young people have no minds. I assume they’d all be impressed with my bourgeois philosophy. You are obviously a cut above the rest.’


‘And you aren’t going to win me over with your flattery, either,’ she replied.


‘Nor with pink mimosa, nor sugared dates, no doubt,’ Siri added. He thought he noticed a germ of a smile on her lips. ‘You really have to see the funny side of all this, you know?’


‘And why is that?’ she asked.


‘You really want me to tell you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, I’m tempted to suggest you fabricate people’s experiences here. I noticed, for example, that your DHC has Comrade Bounmee Laoly charging into battle armed with only a machete at the age of sixty.’


‘A lot of people are still very active at sixty.’


‘I know that, but I also happen to know from personal experience he was already blind as a bat when he turned fifty. He couldn’t find a machete, let alone brandish one.’


She blushed, ‘I—’


‘All we ask,’ Civilai took over, ‘is, should this great honour of herohood befall us – hopefully not posthumously – that we earn it from merit, not with the aid of major reconstructive surgery from Information.’


‘We’d like people to remember and respect us for what we are,’ Siri said.


‘Warts and all,’ Civilai added.


Siri and Civilai sloshed and slithered hand-in-hand through the rain to the ministry car park. A cream Citroën with a missing tail light and a sturdy Triumph motorcycle were the only two vehicles. They were parked in muddy water like boats. Drowning grass poked here and there through the brown gravy.


‘Smart lady,’ Siri said.


‘She certainly put us in our places.’


‘Nice lips.’


‘Exceptional.’


‘They did remain clenched when you mentioned your warts, though.’


‘They did.’


Civilai opened the unlocked door of his old car and sat behind the steering wheel. Siri climbed into the passenger seat. They sat for a moment staring at the unpainted side wall of the building. As the concrete absorbed the endless rains, Siri fancied he saw the outline of New Zealand stained there, or it could have been a twisted balloon poodle. Following a disastrous year of drought, the farmers had smiled to see the early arrival of the 1978 rains. It was as if the gods had awoken late and, realising their negligence, had hastily attempted to make up for the previous year. The rain fell heavily and ceaselessly – three times the national average for April. The Lao New Year water festival celebrations – a time to call down the first rains of the year – were rained out. The earthen embankments of the new rice paddies were washed flat, the bougainvilleas had been rinsed colourless. The earth seemed to cry, ‘All right. Enough.’ But still it rained. It was nature’s little joke. Like the Eskimos with their four million words for snow, the Lao vocabulary was expanding with new language to describe rain.


Today the water hung in the air like torn strips of grey paper.


‘What is that?’ Civilai asked.


‘What’s what?’


‘That noise you’re making.’


‘It’s not a noise. It’s a song. I have no idea where I heard it. I can’t get it out of my head.’


‘Well try. It’s annoying.’


Siri swallowed his song.


‘What do you think they’ve got on me?’ he asked. ‘I mean, the DHC.’


‘Huh,’ Civilai laughed. ‘I knew it. You do want to be a national hero.’


‘I do not. I’m just … curious.’


‘About your warts?’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh, where do I start? How about your abrasive personality?’


‘Personalities change. And history has a way of smudging my character, don’t forget.’


‘So I heard. All right …’ Civilai beeped his horn for no apparent reason. ‘There’s the spirit thing.’


‘How could they possibly know about that?’


‘They probably don’t know the specifics. Not that you actually chat with ghosties. I doubt they know that. But they must have heard the rumours. This is a small country. People like Judge Haeng must have accumulated a good deal of circumstantial evidence of your supernatural connections.’


‘But no proof. By its very nature he can’t have accumulated evidence.’


‘No.’


‘Then they don’t have anything.’


‘All right. Well, they probably don’t like your Hmong campaign, either.’


‘It’s hardly a campaign.’


‘You walked up and down in front of the Pasason News office with a placard saying “WE NEED ANSWERS ON THE PLIGHT OF OUR HMONG BROTHERS”. People have been shot for less. You seem to have it in your mind that the government has a policy to intimidate minorities.’


‘It does.’


‘Well then. With that attitude I can see the central committee making little pencil crosses beside your name, can’t you?’


‘Things have to be sorted out before it’s too late.’


‘You’re right. If I were the Minister of Pinning Things Onto Chests I’d make you a Knight of the Great Order of Valour right away. Sadly, I’m just a retired has-been.’


They sat silently for another moment, watching the moss grow.


‘Thirsty?’ Civilai asked.


Siri twisted around on his seat. The leather squeaked under his bottom.


‘Perhaps just the one.’


To celebrate their impending hero status, Siri and Civilai partook of one or two glasses of rice whisky at a cigarette and alcohol stand behind the evening market. The proprietor was nicknamed Two Thumbs. A dull sobriquet, one might argue, no more spectacular than a fellow called One Bellybutton or Ten Toes. But Two Thumbs’ uniqueness lay in the fact that both of his thumbs were on the one hand. Nobody could explain it. It was as if one of his thumbs got lonely in the womb and swam across the narrow channel of amniotic fluid to keep company with its twin. It was the talking point that attracted smokers and drinkers to his stall. There was nothing else remarkable about him. In fact, he was almost completely devoid of personality, as dull as laundry scum.


The drizzle continued to fall and the old grey umbrellas that offered respite from the hot sun did little to keep out the determined night rain. The straw mats upon which they would normally sit cross-legged had assumed the consistency of freshly watered post office sponges. So the old men each sat on small plastic bathroom stools with a third stool between them as a table. A fourth and final stool offered a perch for their bags and shoes. Two Thumbs sat on a regular chair with his cigarette display case parked upon two building blocks to his left, and his drink selection – actually rice whisky and slightly cheaper rice whisky – neatly displayed in the body of an old TV cabinet to his right. He sat watching over his three-umbrella establishment like a eunuch keeper of the crown jewels, silent and threatening.


‘Tell me again why we come here,’ Civilai asked.


‘The ambiance,’ Siri told him.


‘Right.’


‘And, for this: Hey! Two Thumbs!’ Siri called. He and Civilai hoisted a thumb each. Two Thumbs gave them a two-piece thumbs-up with his left hand. It was his party trick. They never tired of it.


‘Great!’ they shouted, and threw back their drinks. They were on their second bottle and it was a wicked brew only two degrees short of toxic. They splashed their feet like children and wondered what diseases might be lurking there in the dirty ground water.


‘I blame the Chinese,’ Civilai decided.


‘For the rain?’


‘For everything. They’re responsible for all our ills.’


‘I thought that was the French.’


‘Huh, don’t talk to me about the French. I hate the French.’


‘That’s most ungrateful of you. They did educate us.’


‘Educate? They certainly didn’t educate me. I educated myself, little brother. Like you. We just used their schools and their books …’


‘And their language.’


‘And their language, granted. But we used them. We educated ourselves in spite of the French. But the Chinese. They’re sneaky bastards. I mean, really sneaky. The French … you have to admire the French.’


‘I thought we hated them.’


‘Hate? Yes. But you can admire people you hate. I admire their tactics. They steamroll in, shoot everyone, take over and treat us all like dirt. You see? You know where you stand with oppressors like that. But the Chinese? All through the war they were building roads. A damn war going on all around them and they have seven thousand military engineers and sixteen thousand labourers up there in the north building roads.’


‘That’s good, isn’t it?’


‘Good? Good? It’s devious, is what it is. You think they were up there building roads so we could move troops?’


‘Yes?’


‘No, sir. They were building roads ‘cause they knew one day they’d own us. They were putting in their own infrastructure, damn it.’


‘Are you sure you’ll be able to drive home?’


‘No problem. The roads are all canals right now. I just wind up the windows and float home. Where was I?’


‘Discussing how to make a good pie dough.’


‘Right. Right. So, “the monstrous plot”. That’s what the Vietnamese call it. The monstrous plot. They’ve got that right. Those Chinks have got their eyes on us. They’re carnivores. As soon as the timing’s right we’ll all be speaking Chinese and eating the sexual organs of endangered animals. You mark my words. And what’s all this Voltaire crap?’


‘I suspect you’ve changed the subject.’


‘What do you think you’re playing at, quoting Voltaire at a hero interview?’


‘I’ve chanced upon one or two insightful books. I thought a quotation might help in my self-destruction.’


‘Oh, I see. One minute you want to be a hero. Then you don’t. A hero has to be decisive, Siri. Into that phone box, on with the tights and the cape. Go for it, I say. Whether or not we deserve it is irrelevant. We either vanish into superfluity or we go down in history. Take your choice.’


‘Voltaire said the superfluous is a very necessary thing.’


‘You’re plucking my nostril hair, aren’t you?’


They raised their thumbs to the proprietor who responded obediently.


‘She did have spectacular lips though, didn’t she?’ Civilai recalled.


‘They took me back, I tell you.’


They waved at the people two mats away who were celebrating a birthday. The group had a glazed bun with a candle in it. These were frugal times.


‘I probably shouldn’t tell you this …’ Civilai began.


‘Then don’t.’


‘They’ve fixed the projector.’


‘At K6?’


‘They got someone in from the Soviet Embassy. Now, there’s another sneaky oppressor, the Russian overlords. Damn these subtle invaders. Good electricians though. Said it was a fuse problem. Fixed it in a minute. And …’


‘What?’


‘There’s a showing tomorrow afternoon.’


‘You weren’t going to tell me.’


‘It’s invitation only. All the big nobs will be there. Half the politburo. I only got a ticket ‘cause the foreign minister is in Cuba.’


‘What’s showing?’


‘Siri, you can’t go.’


‘What’s showing?’


If there were two greater film buffs in Laos they had yet to surface. Since their school years in Paris, mesmerised by the magic of Clair, Duvivier and Jean Renoir, Siri and Civilai had been addicted to the images on the silver screen. Wherever they happened to be they would seek out a cinematic projection. They could happily sit through anything, from the dullest training film such as last week’s The Maintenance of Dykes, to a Hollywood blockbuster with Vietnamese subtitles. The old boys had seen them all. And, most certainly, once the scent of cinema was in Siri’s nostrils, there was no way they could keep him out.


That annoying song had been playing in his head all the way back but Siri made it home just before the curfew. Across the road on the bank of the Mekhong river, Crazy Rajid, Vientiane’s own street Indian, sat beneath a large yellow beach umbrella. He returned Siri’s wave. Siri was surprised to find the shutters ajar at the front of their shop. A handwritten sign taped to the shop’s doorpost read, ‘All welcome in our time of sorrow.’ Siri had known Madame Daeng since long before she became a freedom fighter against the French and a spy for the Pathet Lao. But she and Siri had been married only three months. Both widowed, they had recently found one another and a peculiar magic had entered their lives. Not a day went by without wonder. And this odd situation was certainly a wonder. He looked cautiously inside the shop and found a trail of lit temple candles leading across the floor and climbing the wooden staircase. He smiled, locked the shutters, and began to extinguish the candles one by one. Beyond the contented clucking and cooing of the chickens and the rescued hornbill in the backyard, there was no sound.


He reached the top balcony and entered their bedroom. Madame Daeng sat all in white at the desk with her head bowed. Her short white hair was an unruly thatch of straw. Their bed was illuminated with more candles and surrounded with champa blossoms. He laughed, walked across the room and put his hand on his wife’s shoulder but she pulled away.


‘Don’t touch me,’ she said. ‘I’m in mourning.’


‘It’s all right. They said I don’t have to die right away. They can pencil me in later.’


‘I don’t believe you. You’re the spirit of my heroic dead husband come to taunt me. Be gone with you.’


She waved a lighted incense stick in his direction.


‘You do realise there’s something disturbingly erotic about all this, don’t you?’


‘You’re an ill man, Dr Siri.’


‘And you’re a most peculiar wife, Madame Daeng. Do I have time for a bath before I’m laid to rest?’


It was some time around two a.m. when Daeng awoke and sensed that her husband wasn’t sleeping. The night clouds had blanketed the stars and moon. Across the river that trolled grimly past the shop, Thailand was enjoying one of its customary power failures. There were no lights skimming across the black surface of the Mekhong. All around them was a darkness so deep it could never be captured in paint. She spoke to her memory of the doctor.


‘Not tired?’ she asked.


She heard the rustle of the pillow when he turned his head.


‘No.’


‘That nightmare again?’


‘No, I haven’t slept long enough to get into a nightmare with any enthusiasm. Daeng?’


‘Yes?’


‘Do you think I’m hero material?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘I mean, seriously.’


‘I mean seriously, too.’


‘They said I have faults.’


‘A hero without faults is like an omelette without little bits of eggshell in it.’


He was silent for a few seconds before,


‘An omelette with eggshell isn’t—’


‘I know,’ she laughed. ‘Look. It’s the middle of the night. What do you expect? I’ll have a better example for you in the morning. But, yes. You’re not only hero material, you’re already a hero. It doesn’t matter what the idiots at Information say.’


‘You’re right.’


‘I know.’


They listened to the darkness for a while.


‘Oh, and by the way,’ Daeng said. ‘I forgot to mention, Inspector Phosy came by earlier. He wants you to get in touch with him. Said it’s urgent.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me that when I was still dressed?’


‘I didn’t want you running off and deserting me in my hour of need. Plus, I don’t get the feeling it was that type of emergency.’


‘What do you …? Oh, you mean the other type.’


‘I swear he’s turning into a Vietnamese. If it was police business he’d be here banging on the door. But I doubted it was. Everything in his personal life is suddenly urgent.’


‘Why on earth does he need to consult me on domestic issues? You were here. Why couldn’t he ask you for advice?’


‘He’s a man, Siri. You lot still aren’t ready to admit in front of a woman that you’re clueless.’


‘How did I ever make it through seventy-three-point-nine years without you?’


‘I think I got here just in time.’


‘I’ve a good mind to invite you to the cinema tomorrow.’


‘We haven’t got a cinema.’


‘K6. They’ve fixed the projector. There’s a film showing in the afternoon. A romance, according to Civilai.’


‘And we have tickets?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘I rather saw that as a yes or no question.’


‘Then, yes.’





2
THE TRAIN FROM THE XIANG WU IRRIGATION PLANT – THE MOVIE



Dr Siri and his good lady waltzed in through the double doors with such confidence and aplomb that the quiet usher didn’t dare ask to see the tickets they didn’t have. There were polite, nostalgic greetings from the old politicians who stood in the side aisles mingling. There wasn’t one of them who hadn’t tangled with Siri at one time or another, so their offers of, ‘We must find some time to get together so our wives can become acquainted’ had as much life expectancy as storm ants. The women looked down their noses at Daeng’s ankle-length phasin skirt. There was an accepted socialist mid-calf standard these days which supposedly allowed freer movement to labour for the Party. Daeng had refused to cut her beautiful old skirts and, had anyone asked, she would have reminded them you couldn’t do much hard labour in a skirt whatever its length.


Had he been a more diplomatic sort, a man of Siri’s calibre would have soared heavenward through the ranks of these old soldiers. A forty-eight-year Communist Party membership and a degree in medicine from Europe had to count for something. But there wasn’t a person in the room he hadn’t belittled or insulted. A man with no mind to compromise is condemned to sit in the back stalls watching the stars on the screen. So, after a few brief and unnecessary bites at conversation, Siri and Daeng seated themselves in the eighth row chewing on sweet chilli guava and waiting for the show. There was a mumbled comment from the projectionist and the audience, very noisily, took to its seats. Civilai arrived late. As it was impolite to push his way along the rows to an empty place, he accepted a supplementary fold-up chair from the usher and sat to one side. He didn’t seem particularly surprised to see Siri and Daeng. Siri casually mentioned to Daeng that their friend had his shirt buttoned incorrectly.


Although the gathering was missing a president, a prime minister and three politburo members, if a person happened to have anti-communist leanings and a large bomb, this would have been a particularly fruitful place to explode it. The room was a Who’s Who of leading cadres, high-ranking officials, ministers, Vietnamese advisors, and foreign ambassadors. Judging from the turnout, it appeared there was a large population of dignitaries starved of entertainment.


The main feature was a Chinese film entitled The Train from the Xiang Wu Irrigation Plant. The cultural section of the Chinese embassy had gone to a good deal of trouble in first translating, then applying Lao language subtitles to several of their popular films. In a back room, half a dozen Russian-language spectaculars, also with Lao subtitles, lay waiting for their opportunity to bedazzle the Lao leaders. For the cinema fan, being a political ping-pong ball had its benefits.


The lights were doused and a small window someone had forgotten to board over was quickly patched. The conversations subsided to a mumble. Siri held his breath waiting for that magical sound that announced the coming; the clack, clack, clack of the film through the projector. And there it was. The screen was blasted with light and the film leader numbers began to flash before them. If Civilai had been beside him, they would have counted aloud together, ‘eight … seven … six.’


Following what feels like a day and a half of credits, the film finally opens in a busy urban train station. The vast majority of extras milling about on the platforms are in uniform. Everything on the screen is either spearmint-chewing-gum green or stale-tobacco brown. Even the train standing in the station seems to have been spray painted to reflect the green/brown ambiance of the scene. Suddenly, there’s a flash of red, a small communist flag rises above the heads of the sombre crowd. We pan down to see a hand clutching the bamboo stick that the flag is attached to. It works its way forward like a bloody shark-fin churning through a green-brown sea. At last we see that holding the flag is a stomach-curdlingly beautiful young lady, Ming Zi, in the uniform of the Chinese People’s Revolutionary Army. She anxiously scours the faces of the passengers alighting from the train. A slightly off-key string orchestra is somewhere behind her, lost in the crowd. Her face is a live pallet of clearly recognisable emotions: elation, frustration, false hope, disappointment. Until we finally cut to her alone on a porter’s cart. We zoom in to a close-up of the flag on her lap. Tears fall onto it like raindrops, staining it drop by drop – through the magic of special effects – from brilliant red to chewing-gum green. To add insult to her injury, the porter steps up to Ming Zi and reclaims his cart. The broken-hearted girl walks forlornly along the deserted platform as the sun sets in the sky behind her. It is an uncommonly chewing-gum green day in Peking.


Siri squeezed Daeng’s hand, his eyes already damp with sympathy for his heroine. It promised to be an eleven-tissue movie. But they were barely ten minutes into it when a side door opened and a uniformed Vietnamese entered the theatre. He walked brazenly into the bottom right-hand corner of the screen and stood there like an extra staring into the audience. Some of its members told him to sit down. But he was obviously not interested in the film or the admonitions. He located the person he’d been searching for, pushed along the row and leaned into the ear of a broad man with a tuft-of-grass haircut. By now, all eyes but Siri’s and Civilai’s were on the drama in silhouette. Ming Zi had been abandoned. The seated man nodded and turned his head to search the audience. The Vietnamese stood to attention mid-row caring not a jot that he was ruining a perfectly good film. But, by now, everyone sensed the urgency of his mission. To Siri’s utter dismay, the broad man pointed to the doctor and rose from his seat. The soldier shouted in Vietnamese above the soundtrack, ‘Doctor, come with us.’


Siri remained in his place, attempting to concentrate on the story on the screen. There was nothing he detested more than not being allowed to watch a film to its natural conclusion. In his mind there was no emergency so great as to deprive a man a cinematic climax. The broad man and the soldier had pushed their way to the far aisle where they both stood looking at the doctor.


‘Doctor Siri,’ the broad man barked.


‘I think you’d better go,’ Daeng whispered in Siri’s ear.


‘And insult the director?’


‘Well, darling, we’re only ten minutes into the film and I’d wager the director’s artistic integrity has already been compromised by Chairman Xiaoping. And, besides, it might be a medical emergency.’


Heads were beginning to turn in Siri’s direction.


‘Damn it,’ he snarled. ‘All right. But I expect a detailed blow-by-blow account of the whole thing later.’


‘In colour,’ she promised. Siri huffed and bobbed and bowed his way to the end of the row.


He followed the two men precariously across a walkway of wooden planks on bricks that criss-crossed the flooded sports field. The two men introduced themselves as they walked but neither could be described as friendly. The stout man was called Phoumi, and he was the Lao/Vietnamese head of security at K6. He insisted that he’d met the doctor before but Siri had no recollection. The uniformed Vietnamese officer said his name was Ton Tran Dung and that he was the officer in charge of the Prime Minister’s team of bodyguards. Following six assassination attempts, the politburo had decided to assign an elite ten-man Vietnamese army unit on twenty-four-hour watch over the Lao leader. They were supported by a counterpart team of ten Lao People’s Liberation Army personnel. Siri had sought out none of this information and wasn’t all that interested. His mind was still firmly entrenched in the mystery of how the lovely Ming Zi was ever going to find her lost fiancé.


But, as they walked through the American streets of K6, he soon became enthralled by this small corner of Lao Americana. Forty acres of suburban USA had been plonked down in the middle of rice fields and fenced in to keep out (or, Civilai argued, in) the riff-raff. There was certainly a cultural force field around the place. During the height of the Vietnam War, the United States Agency for International Development had four hundred personnel in Laos, three times that if you counted the CIA, but nobody ever did. Their role was mostly economic, juggling five-hundred million aid dollars. There were some showcase development projects, and seemingly endless refugee relief programmes. Over a million Lao had been displaced by the civil war in the north and the royalist ministers, spilling in and out of the rotating door democracy, had been too busy amassing fortunes to find time for actual aid work.


So, USAID served as a surrogate Ministry of the Interior, and where better to return to after a hard day of running a country than a little slice of the American dream right there in the third world? K6 had its own high school, commissary, stables, scout hut, tennis court, and youth club. But most of all, K6 had gardens; neat napkin lawns and pretty flowerbeds and fences around houses that would be perfectly at home in the suburbs of Los Angeles. The christening of K6 had always baffled Siri given that the place had been planned, designed and built by and for Americans. He’d always expected they’d call it Boone City or Tara or Bedford Falls. But no, K6 it had been named and K6 it remained today.


Once the Americans were evacuated in seventy-five, almost the entire Lao cabinet selected themselves a home on the range and moved in. Other regimes might have burned the compound to the ground as a show of anti-US sentiment, but the Pathet Lao retained an admirable practical streak. Initially it was an act of arrogance as much as a desire for western living, although some of the politburo members seemed to be getting a little too comfortable with their washing machines and barbecues. Some had rescued the rose bushes and tomato plants and weren’t ashamed at being seen mowing their own lawns.


Siri and his guides turned left on 6th Street whose sign was far more pretentious than the street itself. The words ‘No Thru Road’ were stencilled on a short board opposite. The drainage system was doing a good job of keeping the roads flood-free. There were only four ranch-style houses on the cul-de-sac. Each of them was undergoing repossession by Mother Nature. It was into the first of these jungle bungalows that Dung led Siri and the security chief. Twice, Siri had asked what it was all about and twice he’d been ignored. He wasn’t in the best of moods. The constant drizzle had soaked into his bones. They walked through the open front gate and turned, not to the house, but towards the carport. An overhead fluorescent lamp flickered and buzzed like a hornet in a jar. It was mid afternoon. Siri wondered why they hadn’t turned it off.


At the rear of the carport was a small wooden structure, two-by-two metres, two-and-a-half metres tall, with a sloping concrete tile roof. A Vietnamese security guard stood at ease in front of it with his pistol holstered. Major Ton Tran Dung nodded at the soldier who produced a torch from his belt and handed it to his superior officer.


‘There’s a light inside,’ Major Dung said, ‘but the bulb appears to have burned out. It was the smell that alerted our patrol.’ Siri had picked up on it even before they turned into the street. It was an odd combination of jasmine and herbs and stewed blood.


‘Our protocol is that if anything odd comes up, they’re to contact me directly,’ Dung said. ‘So I was the first one to go into the room. I came over as fast as I could, noticed the heat and the scent of blood, then I opened the door and that’s when I found her.’


Chief Phoumi grabbed the torch from Dung and grimaced as he did so. Siri noticed a bandage beneath the cuff of the man’s shirt. Phoumi used his other hand to pull the wooden handle. An overpowering stench appeared to push the door open from the inside. Siri felt a wave of warm air escape with it. Inside, the box was dark, lit feebly by what light could squeeze through a small air vent high in one wall. But it created only eerie black shapes. Phoumi turned on the torch and he and Siri stepped up to the doorway. The beam immediately picked out the naked body of a woman seated on a wooden bench. At first glance, she appeared to be skewered to the back rest by a thin metal pole that entered her body through the left breast. A trail of blood snaked down her lap to the floor.


‘Do we know who she is?’ Phoumi asked Dung.


‘Yes, sir. Her name is Dew. She was one of the Lao counterparts on the bodyguard detail. New girl. She went off shift at seven yesterday evening. Didn’t report in for duty this morning. And—’


The major gestured that he’d like to talk privately.


‘Excuse us, Doctor,’ Phoumi said, and walked towards the house where he huddled with the Vietnamese. He’d taken the torch with him so all Siri could see by the natural light through the door was a bloodied towel, crumpled on the floor at the girl’s feet. Instinctively, he knew it was important in some way. The two men returned and Phoumi handed Siri the torch.


‘All right, Doctor?’ was all he said.


Siri was fluent in Vietnamese and he was used to the brusqueness of the language, but he was struck by how unemotional these men had been.


‘Yes?’ Siri said.


‘Perhaps it would be appropriate if you inspected the body. Just to be sure, you know?’


‘To be sure she’s dead, you mean?’ Siri smiled. ‘She’s got a metal spike through her heart. I think you can be quite sure she won’t recover.’


‘Then, time of death, physical evidence, anything you can come up with will be useful.’


Siri shrugged and walked carefully into the room. Although he’d suspected as much, it was obvious that this was a sauna, albeit a small, hand-made variety. He’d sampled one himself during a medical seminar in Vladivostok. In a Russian winter the sauna had been a godsend, but, in tropical Laos where a five-minute stroll on a humid afternoon would flush out even the most stubborn germs, it seemed rather ludicrous. An old Chinese gas heater stood in the middle of the floor surrounded by a tall embankment of large round stones. A bowl of dry herbs and flowers sat beside it on the wooden planks. Siri presumed it had once contained water or oil but, if so, the liquid had evaporated away. Moisture and pungent scents still clung to the ceiling and the walls.


There were two benches – one low, upon which the body now sat, and one opposite about fifty centimetres higher. Siri placed the torch on the floor and knelt in front of the victim. He put his hands together in apology before beginning his examination. The weapon, which from outside had appeared to be a metal spike, was in fact a sword. To be more exact, it was an épée. Siri knew it well. His high school in Paris had provided after-hours classes in swordsmanship. It was a course the doctor had failed – twice. He hadn’t been able to come to grips with all that delicate prancing and twiddling when the underlying principle must surely have been to kill the opponent or be killed. Despite the fact that he’d continuously overpowered his sparring partners, he’d ultimately been expelled from the class. The instructors had cited his two-handed running charge and his cry of ‘Die, you bastard,’ as reason enough to deny him a passing grade.


Yes, the weapon here with its broad-bulbed hand guard was certainly an épée. He couldn’t recall having seen one in Laos before. It entered the woman’s chest between the fourth and fifth ribs. It had most certainly punctured her heart. The trail of blood had drained from the wound, down her stomach, across her thigh and into a large puddle on the wooden floorboards at her feet. He felt her joints. Rigor mortis begins to show after two hours and peaks at twelve. Judging from the stiffness, it was Siri’s educated guess that the poor woman had died somewhere between ten p.m. and two a.m. As he seldom carried his rectal thermometer to the cinema, that was as close as he could get for now.


He reached behind her and confirmed that the sword had been thrust with such force that it had impaled her against the wooden bench. The serene expression on her face and her relaxed sitting position told Siri that she was either looking forward to the experience of dying, or that the attack had come as a complete surprise. There were no indications she’d been shocked to see the weapon, or made any effort to save herself. Her eyes were closed and there was a curl at the corner of her mouth that could once have been a smile. He was about to turn away when he noticed a fresh scar on the inside of her right thigh. There was very little bleeding, which suggested it had been inflicted after her heart had ceased to beat. It was in the shape of an N or a Z, hurriedly carved on her skin.


Which brought him back to the towel that lay at her feet. It was stained with blood but the corners confessed to its original whiteness. Siri couldn’t see how it fitted into the scenario. Whose blood was this? Did the assailant attempt to staunch the flow? Or, during the attack, did the murderer injure himself? Siri turned to the seat opposite. There were no bloodstains. This was presumably where the murderer had sat, he and his victim both naked, enjoying a sauna on a rainy Friday night. He tried to imagine the scene. They would have put their clothes outside under the carport to keep them out of the steam. In that case, the carport light would have been turned off or they’d have risked being discovered. So why turn it back on again when it was all over? And where were her clothes? And, the twenty-billion-kip question, where, in a box with two benches and a gas heater, would you conceal a ninety-centimetre-long sword? He began to test the wooden slats of the walls to see if there was a secret compartment, but Phoumi poked his head into the room.
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ATTENTION: Judge Haeng Somboun
C/0: 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

1908
1914

1920

1921

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

Whisked off to live with a wicked aunt.

Dumped in a temple in Savanaketh and left to the
will of the Lord Buddha.

Graduate from the temple high school. No great
feat.

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.
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1928  Enrol 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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