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Description :

Prsentation de I'diteurAs usual, al is abnormal in Dr Siri Paiboun's morgue. The good doctor and his team
are investigating the case of the Three Epes: three women skewered by a sword through the heart. A culprit
has been apprehended, tried and sentenced to death. But Siri isn't sure they have the right
man.Unfortunately, the number one (and only) coroner of Laosisn't in a position to help anyone - not even
himself. As his birthday dawns, Siri finds himself incarcerated and staring starvation and torture in the face.
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Asusual, his curiosity isto blame for his predicament, but this time it looks as though his inquisitiveness
could be the end of himExtraitHAPPY BIRTHDAY, DR. SIRII celebrate the dawn of my seventy-fourth
birthday handcuffedto alead pipe. Id had something more traditionalin mind: afew drinks with my new
wife, some gay molummusic on the record player, shellfish plucked fresh fromthe Mekhong. But here | am
in Hades and not a balloon insight. My ex-roommate, a gray-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 struggledto
communicate. We scratched for words to share. But assoon as he understood that we were different animals
inthe same abattoir, tears of despair carved uneven groovesdown his bloody cheeks. | could do nothing but
sit backagainst the flaking plaster and watch the life drain fromhim. He didnt live to greet the new day.
When the sunfinally sneered through the wire mesh of the window, itcast a shadow like a fishermans net
across the body. Thecorpse lay trapped, expired from the effort of untanglingitself from all this unnecessary
misery. But his soul was free.l envied him that.l am Dr. Siri Paiboun, the national and only coroner ofthe
Peoples Democratic Republic of Laos, amedical man, ahumanitarian, but Im still unable to summon an
appropriateemotion. | listened through the night to the sobs and screamsof my unseen neighbors. | didnt
understand the words theycried but | knew people were being killed all around me. Iscented their essence
and saw their fleeing spirits. | am wellaware that | will soon be joining them. Y et the overridingthought in
my mind isthat | didnt have the foresight tosay goodbye or thank you to the people | love. That
soundscorny, | know, but whats wrong with corny? It hasits place.l wonder whether they might know
instinctively. Really. lwonder whether theyve been able to see through this crusty,annoyingly stubborn
exterior to the warm and fluffy Siri thatnestles barely visible inside me. If only | could squeeze the handof
Madame Daeng one final time, ruffle the newly permed hairof Mr. Geung, sniff the cheeks of Nurse Dtui
and her milkscentedbaby, and slap Inspector Phosy on the back. If only Icould raise one last glass with my
best friend, Civilai. But thoseopportunities will never come. The amulet that protectedme from the
malevolent spirits was ripped from my neck,stolen by one of the teenaged guards. | am exposed. Oncethe
ghosts are aware their enemy is unprotected, they willcircle me like hungry jungle dogs and close in for the
kill.All things considered, at this almost final analysis, | amstuffed.*** The woman read from the carbon
copy in front of her. Thesheet was of such proportions as to defy filing and of suchpoor quality that it was
almost inevitable the words wouldbe sucked back into the fibers like invisible ink returningwhence it had
emerged. The clerk had a pleasant voice,soothing like honey balm, and the two old men oppositestared at her
luscious lips as she spoke.Of course, it isnt finalized, she smiled. But it will certainlyread something like
this. She coughed. The PeoplesDemocratic Republic of Laos would have it knownthat Dr. Siri Paiboun,
national coroner, hero of the Revolutionand lifetime member of the Communist Party, passedaway on the
second of May 1978. Dr. Siri had fought tirelesslyand fearlessly for the Revolution and wasFearlessly first,
one of the men interrupted.Im sorry?It would be better to have fearlessly before tirelessly,then nobody would
be in doubt as to whether hed beentired out by the lack of fearing.Absolutely, the second man agreed.What?
Hmm. Im not sure | understand that. But thegirl conceded the point and made a note on the pad besideher. 1|
mention it to Comrade Sisavee. It isonly the firstdraft but, to tell the truth, we called you in to check on
thefactual, rather than the syntactical elements of the eulogy.We have people to deal with all the
technicalitiesin laterversions. Il read on if I mAnd was struck down dead has a more heroic ring toit, the
second old man said. Thats factual.Struck down?Rather than passed away, he added. Passed awaymakes it
sound like bodily wind, a collection of stomachgases on their way out. Do you know what | mean?
Weretalking about heroism here. Heroes dont just pass likeflatulence in a strong breeze. With or without
scent, added the first man mostserioudly.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
thetwo men. He was bald as abowling ball with along camellikethroat sporting an Adams apple so large it
might wellhave been Adams original. Thisis amost serious affair.No laughing matter, agreed the first.Still
uncertain of her ground, the young lady pressedon. The nation will never forget the contribution Dr.
Sirimade to the development of this great nation, norcanThats two nations, said the bald man.Oh, do let her
finish, said the other. Didnt she tellyou they have a department that handles syntax? Probablyan entire
ministry.The Ministry of Getting Words Right?Or it could be a branch of the Ministry of MakingThings Up
and Bamboozling People.The clerk was miffed. She slapped the paper onto thewooden table top and
drummed her fingers on it noisily.She seemed to be wrestling down a darker inner person. Hervoluptuous
mouth had become mysteriously unattractive.l dont think either of you appreciate what a greathonor thisis,
she said at last. Her eyes watered. Anybodyelse would be proud. Dr. Siri, Im particularly disappointedthat



you would take all this so lightly. Given your record, itsawonder your nameison thelist at all.Siri raised
the thickets of coarse white hair he calledeyebrows and scratched at his missing left earlobe. To be fair, youre
not giving me much time, he said.How can | take life seriously when Im forced to squeezeall those
remaining pleasures into a mere twelve days? Andlook at this. Y oure passing me away on my birthday of
aloccasions. The happiest day of the year. Thats odd, Doctor, she said through clenched teeth.| thought | had
explained myself very clearly.Tell him again, said ex-politburo member Civilai. Heselderly.As| said, she
began slowly, the actual date of yourdeath will be filled in later.In the event of it? Siri said.Exactly.So you
arent actually expecting meto . . .No! The transparent northeastern skin of her neck revealedan atlas of
purple roads heading north in the direction ofher cheeks. The men admired her composure as she tooka deep
breath and continued.Y ou will pass away naturally, or otherwise, as your destinydictates. At that stage we
will delete your date of birthand substitute it with your date of death. When that happenswe will issue the
announcement. Isthat clear now?And | will become a hero, Siri smiled.It probably wont be instantaneous . .
. inyour case.The Department of Hero Creation, the DHC, was housedin a small annex of the propaganda
section of the Ministryof Information. Based loosely on a Vietnamese initiativealready in place, the DHC
was responsible for identifyingrole models, exaggerating their revolutionary qualities, andcreating afairy
story around their lives. A week earlier, Dr.Siri and Comrade Civilai had received their invitations toattend
this preliminary meeting. Theyd heard of the DHC,of course, and seen evidence of its devious work.
Everyoneover seventy whod done the Party the great service ofstaying alive was under consideration. If
selected, schooltextbooks would mention their bravery. Histories wouldbe written detailing their
supernatural ability to surmountthe insurmountable and carry the red flag to victory. Siriand Civilai could
hardly pass up a chance to scuttle such anefarious scheme.What is my case? Siri asked.What?Y ou said, In
your case, suggesting | have some flaw.Dont hold back, Civilai urged the clerk.Itsreally not my placeto. .
.Go ahead, Civilai prodded. We wont tell anyone.She seemed pleased to do so.We are aware of the doctors.
.. problems with authority,the clerk said. She was now ignoring Siri and talkingdirectly with Civilai. But
history has a short memory. It hasaway of smudging over personality flaws no matter howserious they
might be.Voltaire said that history isjust the portrayal of crimesand misfortunes, Siri said.And why should |
care what awealthy eighteenth centurysnob aristocrat has to say about anything? shesnapped. Dont you have
thoughts of your own, Doctor?Siri smiled at Civilai, who raised his eyebrowsin return.The old friends were
constantly on the lookout for fireintelligence, and passion within the system and, whenfound, it brought out
their untapped paternal instincts.Most cadres wouldnt have known Voltaire from a bag ofbeans. Their early-
evening visit to the Ministry of Informationhad not been a waste of time after all.Following a politburo
decree, the words Minister andMinistry had been liberated from the dungeon of antisocialistpolitical rhetoric
and new ministries had mushroomed. There was infighting within each ministry as each departmentand
section vied for its own ministerial status. Everyonewanted to be a minister. The secretaria pool at thenew
Ministry of Justice had put in an application to becomethe Ministry of Typing and head clerk Manivone had
puther name down to become the minister of Changing InkRibbons. Dr. Siri had helped her with the
paperwork andit had taken several bottles of rice whisky to get it right. Ofcourse, they hadnt submitted the
form. The system didnthave a sense of humor.There was nothing inherently funny about the
PeoplesDemocratic Republic of Laosin the 1970s. The socialistshad taken over the country three years
earlier but the fun ofhaving a whole country to play with had soon drained away.Euphoria had been replaced
by paranoia, and anyone whodidnt take the Republic seriously was considered a threat.Dissidents were il
being sent to seminars in the northeastto join the ranks of officials from the old regime whowere learning to
grit their teeth and say, Y es, Comrade.But Siri and Civilai, forty-year veterans of the struggle, weretolerated.
They posed no threat to the status quo and theirrants against the system could be dismissedwith
sarcasticlaughteras senile gibberish. But there was nothing senileor gibberitic about these two old Comrades.
Their mindssparkled like a March night sky. Given a chance, they couldoutstrategize any man or woman on
the Central Committee.To find a young crocodile with a good mind amongthat flock of flamingos was arare
delight.Y oure quite right, of course. Siri bowed his head tothe clerk. Forgive me. Im prone, like many men
my age,to presuppose that young people have no minds. | assumethey all will be impressed with my
bourgeois philosophy.Y ou are obvioudly a cut above the rest.And you arent going to win me over with your
flatteryeither, she added.Or with pink mimosa or sugared dates, no doubt, Siriadded. He thought he noticed a
germ of asmile on herlips. You really have to see the funny side of all this, youknow?And why isthat? she
asked.Y ou really want meto tell you?Y es.Well, Im tempted to suggest you fabricate peoplesexperiences
here. | noticed, for example, that your DHChas Comrade Bounmee Laoly charging into battle armedwith



only a machete at the age of sixty.A lot of people are still very active at sixty.l know that, but | also happen
to know from personal experience he was already blind as a bat when he turnedfifty. He couldnt find a
machete, let alone brandish one.She blushed, | . . .All we ask, Civilai took over, is, should this great honorof
herohood befall ushopefully not posthumouslythatwe earn it from merit, not with the aid of major
reconstructivesurgery from Information.Wed like people to remember and respect us for whatwe are, Siri
said.Warts and all, Civilai added.Siri and Civilai sloshed and slithered hand in hand throughthe rain to the
ministry car park. A cream Citroen with amissing taillight and a sturdy Triumph motorcycle were theonly
two vehiclesthere. They were parked in muddy waterlike boats. Drowning grass poked here and there
throughthe brown gravy.Smart lady, Siri said.She certainly put usin our places.Nice lips.Exceptional. They
did remain clenched when you asked about yourwarts, though.They did.Civilai opened the unlocked door of
his old car and satbehind the steering wheel. Siri climbed into the passengerseat. They sat for a moment
staring at the unpainted sidewall of the building. As the concrete absorbed the endlessrains, Siri fancied he
saw the outline of New Zealand stainedthere, or it could have been the silhouette of a twisted balloonpoodle.
Following a disastrous year of drought, thefarmers had smiled to see the early arrival of the 1978 rains.It was
asif the gods had awakened late and, realizing theirnegligence, had hastily attempted to make up for the
previousyear. Therain fell heavily and ceaselesslythree timesthe national average for April. The Lao New
Y ear waterfestival celebrationsatime to call down the first rains ofthe yearwere rained out. The earthen
embankments ofthe new rice paddies were washed flat; the bougainvilleashad been rinsed colorless. The
earth seemed to cry, Allright. Enough. But still it rained. 1t was natures little joke.Like the Eskimos with
their four million words for snow,the Lao vocabulary was expanding with new language todescribe
rain.Today the water hung in the air like torn strips of graypaper.What is that? Civilai asked.Whats
what?That noise youre making.lts not anoise. Itsa song. | have no ideawhere | heardit. | cant get it out of
my head.Well try. Its annoying.Siri swallowed his song.What do you think theyve got on me? he asked.
Imean, the DHC.Huh, Civilai laughed. | knew it. Y ou do want to be anational hero.l do not. Imjust. ..
curious.About your warts?Y es.Oh, where do | start? How about your abrasivepersonality ?Personalities
change. And history has away of smudgingmy character, dont forget.So | heard. All right. . . . Civilai
beeped his horn for noapparent reason. Theres the spirit thing.How could they possibly know about
that?They probably dont know the specifics. Not that youactually chat with ghosties. | doubt they know that.
But theymust have heard the rumors. Thisisasmall country. Peoplelike Judge Haeng must have
accumulated a good deal of circumstantialevidence of your supernatural connections.But no proof. By its
very nature he cant have accumul atedevidence.No.Then they dont have anything.All right. Well, they
probably dont like your Hmongcampaign either.Its hardly a campaign.Y ou walked up and down in front of
the Khaosan PathetLao News Agency office with a placard saying we needanswers on the plight of our
hmong brothers. Peoplehave been shot for less. Y ou seem to think that the governmenthas a policy to
intimidate minorities.It does.Well then. With that attitude | can see the Central Committeemaking little
pencil crosses beside your name, cant you?Things have to be sorted out before itstoo late.Y oure right. If |
were the Minister of Pinning Thingsonto Chests Id make you a Knight of the Great Order of Valor right
away. Sadly, Im just aretired has-been.They sat silently for another moment, watching the
mossgrow. Thirsty? Civilai asked.Siri twisted around on his seat. The leather squeakedunder his
bottom.Perhaps just the one.Revue de pressePraise for Love Songs from a Shallow Grave A New Y ork
Times Notable Crime Novel Y ou get areal feeling for what Laos was like in the 70s. The humor is
wonderful, toovery subtle, very British.New Y ork PostThis is the seventh and most sardonic ofMr.
Cotterill'sDr. Siriseries, and it is not easy to cope with the combination of misery and merry melancholy that
he employs. Hiswriting, as always, is skillful and smooth and his plot is artfully strung together. The book
fascinates asit chills." The Washington TimesColorful. The Seattle Timesl love this elegantly written series,
set in Laos with clever, septuagenarian coroner Dr. Siri. This one, the seventh, isthe best, but all of them are
terrific . . . A delightful mix of history and politics, and an excellent mystery. The Globe and Mail Shallow
Gravecarries on in the wry, unpredictable manner of previous Cotterill books. Unlike the earlier novels, this
one contains sections of first-person narrative by Siri. His voice is as marvelous as everything el se about
him.Sacramento News and It's arare treat to say that a book placed so far into a seriesis the best one.
Authors more often than not run out of steam by the seventh book. Not Colin Cotterill.Oregon Live (The
Oregonian)Cotterill, aresident of Thailand, has a gift for creating memorably eccentric characters, while
spinning afascinating array of Southeast Asian history and folklore into his narratives.Japan TimesCotterill's
superb seventh mystery . . .hasit alla heroic protagonist, a challenging puzzle, and an exotic



setting.Publishers Weekly, Starred In his seventh installment (after The Merry Misogynist) Cotterill vividly
depicts a Southeast Asia still traumatized by the Vietnam Warthe horrors perpetrated by the Khmer Rouge,
the shocking poverty, the rampant corruption, and the steadfast spirit of the people, And Dr. Siri is a one-of-
a-kind protagonist rivaled only by Eliot Pattisons Shan Tao Y ung. Highly recommended for series fans and
readers who enjoy international mysteries.Library Journal, Starred Dr. Siri, his friends and colleagues are
charming, and the puzzle isintriguing.The Free Lance-Star



