







Praise for Anarchy and Old Dogs

‘This is Cotterill’s best book, with witty dialogue and engaging characters, especially the irrepressible Siri, who becomes more lovable with each appearance. The combination of humour, social commentary and a clever mystery make this one of the most enjoyable books I’ve read all year’

Sunday Telegraph

‘There is something wonderfully refreshing about the rough-and-ready policing described in Colin Cotterill’s addictive series … Cotterill is a consistently funny writer, bringing a light touch even to scenes of violence and chunks of historical exposition but there is a dark edge to his humour’

Daily Telegraph

‘The prose once again sparkles with witty gems and at times makes you laugh out loud at the absurdities of life that Siri so gleefully and matter-of-factly pulls apart. The story moves quickly and grips you tight, as any great crime novel should. Cracking stuff’

Buzz

‘Quercus is the crime publisher to watch … What Colin Cotterill has mastered, like his Quercus list-mate Adrian Hyland, is putting himself in the mind of a completely different person … Colin Cotterill has a website worth visiting, but he does not say if he has ever met a Dr Siri in real life. Discovering him now in fiction, I think the author might well have done so in the flesh. Don’t leave it too long before you meet him too’ shotsmag

Praise for The Coroner’s Lunch

‘Richer plots than Alexander McCall Smith’s detective stories, but the same comic charm’

Sunday Times

‘A wonderfully fresh and exotic mystery’

New York Times

‘The story is good, the characters interesting, the hero delightful and the setting fascinating: a find’

Literary Review

‘The Coroner’s Lunch has been likened to the Botswanan series of books by Alexander McCall Smith, but I would say it is, on the evidence of this first instalment, vastly better’

Euro Crime

‘Siri’s greatest assets are his charm, persistence and dry humour, qualities that also make Cotterill’s first novel an unexpected pleasure … it portrays a credible fictitious world that is vivid and beguiling … A refreshing antidote to hi-tech crime busting’

Guardian

‘Colin Cotterill’s witty novel sharply captures the confusion after the revolution, and its hero, at turns cynical and humane, is an absolute diamond’

Daily Telegraph

‘An exotic mix of superstition, ineptitude, and corruption – makes a refreshing change from the usual forensic investigation’ Sunday Telegraph

Praise for Thirty-Three Teeth

‘Cotterill’s description of this exotic, troubled country is fascinating, and his light touch makes Siri, with his humanity and strange dreams, a very appealing character … With its endearing cast of characters and some nifty plotting, Thirty-Three Teeth is occasionally surreal but always charming’

Guardian

‘Fascinating background, engaging characters and witty dialogue’

Sunday Telegraph

‘Colin Cotterill shows in Thirty-Three Teeth that his engaging investigator Dr Siri Paiboun, an elderly coroner with shamanic gifts, should be much better known’

Sunday Times

‘A pleasantly mystical atmosphere that jives nicely with the tropical humidity emanating off the pages’

Time Out

‘The characters are as endearing, and the exotic setting as interesting, as in the first episode’

Jessica Mann, Literary Review

‘[Siri] has Sherlock’s logic, Quincy’s forensic skills and Rumpole’s ability to stick to the letter of the law, when expedient so to do. What makes Cotterill more than just a clone of previous experiments is the attention to detail, history and language … It’s a quick, easy read, which … makes you want the next one sooner’

Scotland on Sunday

‘Triumphantly braves the tightrope between quirky humour and the surreal macabre … magically sublime’

Entertainment Weekly

Praise for Disco for the Departed

‘Witty, elegant and informative’

The Times

‘[A] joyfully inventive mystery series … Cotterill’s plots are dense but his characters supply ample reward’

Sunday Business Post

‘Delightful … the merit of these stories is their wit and their droll way of poking fun at a corrupt, inefficient bureaucratic communist administration … the book is remarkable again for its very unusual locale but mainly for satire, wit and good humour’

Tangled Web
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This book is dedicated to the Hmong and other hill tribes-people of Laos who fought reluctantly on both sides of the political battlefield. I am sad for the betrayals they’ve suffered in their lives. I hope I haven’t represented them inaccurately in this book, and I thank all those who helped with my research. I apologize for any liberties I may have taken to give my book more cheer and hope than real life has afforded the Hmong. Apologies also to missionaries Dr G. Lynwood Barney and William A. Smalley for using my own transcription and trashing their fine Hmong phonetic system – but it gave me a headache.
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	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

	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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PROLOGUE

As there were no longer any records, the Hmong could not even tell when they actually misplaced their history. The event had deleted itself. But the oral legend that was passed on unreliably like a whisper from China would have them believe the following:

The elders of the Hmong tribes had gathered to lead the great exodus. For countless centuries, their people had been victimized by the mandarins. With no more will to fight, the time had come to flee. Traditional nomads, the Hmong had few valuable possessions to carry. They would lead their animals and build new homes when they reached the promised lands to the south. But there was one artefact that belonged to all the Hmong. It was the sacred scroll that contained their written language, legends, and myths of ancestors in a sunless, ice-covered land, and, most importantly, the map of how to reach their nirvana: the Land of the Dead in the Otherworld.

With great ceremony, the scroll was removed from its hiding place, wrapped in goat hide, and given the position of honour at the head of the caravan. The Hmong walked for a hundred days and a hundred nights and on the hundred and first night they were lashed by a monsoon that drenched them all before they could find shelter. Cold and wet, they sat shivering in a cave until the sun rose. The keeper of the scroll was distraught to discover that the rain had soaked through the goat hide and dampened the sacred document. Chanting the appropriate mantras, they unrolled the text and laid it on the grass to dry beneath the hot morning sun. And the followers, exhausted from their sleepless night, found shade under the trees and fell into a deep sleep.

While they slumbered, a herd of cattle found its way up to the mountain pass and discovered both the sleeping Hmong and the hemp scroll inscribed with vegetable dyes. And, starved of new culinary experiences, they set about eating this delicious breakfast with vigour. The Hmong awoke to find their sacred scroll chewed to pieces. They chased off the cattle and collected the surviving segments. These they entrusted to a shaman who stayed awake with them and kept them safe and dry for the next hundred days and hundred nights. But on the hundred and first day, the clouds finally parted and the sun shone and the Hmong found themselves in a deserted village. Not one to ignore the lessons of experience, the shaman laid out the segments in the loft of the longhouse. Certain the remnants of the scroll wouldn’t be attacked by cattle or goats or birds there, he finally joined his brothers and sisters in a well-earned sleep. But he hadn’t taken the rats into account. Half-starved and desperate, the rats set about the hemp and devoured it in a frenzy. Unsated, but with the memory of food now implanted in their minds, they then turned upon one another. When the Hmong finally climbed into the loft, all they found were several ratty corpses and a few unreadable shreds of their culture. This, according to the legend, was how the Hmong lost their history and their written language.

The spirit of the first-ever Hmong shaman, See Yee, looked up from the Otherworld and was mightily pissed that his people could be so careless. He stewed over this for a lifetime or two before he could find it in his heart to forgive them. But he didn’t send them a new scroll or a new script, for that really would have been tempting fate. Instead, he taught six earthly brothers how to play six music pipes of different lengths. By playing together, this sextet found they were able to guide the dead to the Otherworld without the map. But, as they got older and found themselves with more personal commitments, it wasn’t always easy to get them together to perform. So See Yee taught mankind how to put the six pipes together and play them with six fingers as one instrument. Thus, the geng was born.

When the geng was played, people swore they could hear the voices of the ancestors. It was as if their spirits were retelling the history and describing the path to the afterlife through the sounds of the instrument. Music became the medium through which the Hmong recorded their legends. The notes had replaced the written text. The music of the geng could be used to teach new generations about their past and their future lives. They had no need for books.

The Western missionaries, of course, had no ear for such foolishness. They considered a race without a written text to be barbaric and ignorant. So, they created a roman phonetic system as the basis for a script for the Hmong that was impossible to read without learning a lot of complicated rules. The clever churchmen believed they had bonded together the diffuse Hmong tribes through this linguistic subjugation, but the Hmong knew better. They learned the text to keep the missionaries in their place, but they had a system that was far more advanced than anything devised in the West. They had a musical language that communicated directly from one soul to another.
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