


[image: In the Time of Five Pumpkins by Alexander McCall Smith. A Botswana landscape with five pumpkins, a woman and a small house.]





By Alexander McCall Smith

THE NO. 1 LADIES’ DETECTIVE AGENCY SERIES

The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency

Tears of the Giraffe

Morality for Beautiful Girls

The Kalahari Typing School for Men

The Full Cupboard of Life

In the Company of Cheerful Ladies

Blue Shoes and Happiness

The Good Husband of Zebra Drive

The Miracle at Speedy Motors

Tea Time for the Traditionally Built

The Double Comfort Safari Club

The Saturday Big Tent Wedding Party

The Limpopo Academy of Private Detection

The Minor Adjustment Beauty Salon

The Handsome Man’s De Luxe Café

The Woman Who Walked in Sunshine

Precious and Grace

The House of Unexpected Sisters

The Colours of all the Cattle

To the Land of Long Lost Friends

How to Raise an Elephant

The Joy and Light Bus Company

A Song of Comfortable Chairs

From a Far and Lovely Country

The Great Hippopotamus Hotel

THE ISABEL DALHOUSIE NOVELS

The Sunday Philosophy Club

Friends, Lovers, Chocolate

The Right Attitude to Rain

The Careful Use of Compliments

The Comfort of Saturdays

The Lost Art of Gratitude

The Charming Quirks of Others

The Forgotten Affairs of Youth

The Uncommon Appeal of Clouds

The Novel Habits of Happiness

A Distant View of Everything

The Quiet Side of Passion

The Geometry of Holding Hands

The Sweet Remnants of Summer

The Conditions of Unconditional Love

THE 44 SCOTLAND STREET SERIES

44 Scotland Street

Espresso Tales

Love Over Scotland

The World According to Bertie

The Unbearable Lightness of Scones

The Importance of Being Seven

Bertie Plays the Blues

Sunshine on Scotland Street

Bertie’s Guide to Life and Mothers

The Revolving Door of Life

The Bertie Project

A Time of Love and Tartan

The Peppermint Tea Chronicles

A Promise of Ankles

Love in the Time of Bertie

The Enigma of Garlic

The Stellar Debut of Galactica MacFee

Bertie’s Theory of Ice Cream

THE CORDUROY MANSIONS SERIES

Corduroy Mansions

The Dog Who Came in from the Cold

A Conspiracy of Friends

THE VON IGELFELD ENTERTAINMENTS

The 2½ Pillars of Wisdom

Unusual Uses for Olive Oil

Your Inner Hedgehog

The Lost Language of Oysters

THE DETECTIVE VARG NOVELS

The Department of Sensitive Crimes

The Talented Mr Varg

The Man with the Silver Saab

The Discreet Charm of the Big Bad Wolf

La’s Orchestra Saves the World

The Forever Girl

My Italian Bulldozer

The Private Life of Spies




In the Time of Five Pumpkins

ALEXANDER MCCALL SMITH

[image: In the Time of Five Pumpkins by Alexander McCall Smith.]




Copyright

Published by Abacus

ISBN: 978-0-349-14769-7

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Alexander McCall Smith 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Abacus

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




This book is for Jenna Emmons




Chapter One

Termite Man

It was a long time since Grace Makutsi had first been employed as secretary of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, a business once described in the local paper as ‘the answer to the problems of those who have problems’. She had more or less appointed herself to that position when, all those years ago, Mma Ramotswe, the agency’s only begetter, had announced its opening. Mma Ramotswe had not originally envisaged having a secretary – how was a small business to pay such a person? – but she had not had the heart to turn her away.

For Mma Makutsi had been insistent. ‘It is most important, Mma Ramotswe,’ she said, leaning forward to emphasise her point, ‘for a future-looking business to have a professional secretary.’ She paused before concluding, ‘Like me – for instance.’

Mma Ramotswe was not sure whether her business would be future-looking: she entertained only modest ambitions for it, and the way Mma Makutsi was talking made her wonder whether this rather pushy secretary might not be better looking for a position with a diamond-mining company. They had grand offices, those people – quite unlike the single room of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, which made no statement, even if its view was worth a thousand words: the acacia trees, so popular with Cape doves; the Botswana sky; the winding, dusty paths through the bush …

‘Well …’ she began, but got no further before she was interrupted.

‘If you do not have a secretary,’ Mma Makutsi warned, ‘people will have no confidence in you. A business without a secretary?’ She shook her head. ‘That cannot be much good – that is what people will say, Mma – they will all say that.’

‘Well, Mma …’

‘I am especially interested in filing. It is very important to have a good filing system.’

Mma Ramotswe sighed. ‘Mma,’ she said, ‘there is not much money. This business is only starting. We have no clients yet, I’m afraid. We may never get any – who knows?’ She knew she sounded defeatist, but more than one person had warned her that many new businesses failed to survive beyond a few months.

Mma Makutsi had hesitated, but only briefly. Then she said, ‘That does not matter, Mma. You can pay me when the fees start to come in.’

Mma Ramotswe sighed again, and then, not really knowing why she did so, agreed. There could be no mistaking Mma Makutsi’s motivation: somebody who was prepared to work on a speculative basis was bound to be a keen and conscientious employee. And so it was that Mma Makutsi, graduate summa cum laude of the Botswana Secretarial College – with ninety-seven per cent in the final examinations – embarked on her career with the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency. ‘It was the best thing I ever did in my life,’ she said, but then immediately qualified her statement. ‘The best thing after I decided to study at the Botswana Secretarial College, that is.’

Mma Ramotswe nodded. ‘That was a very good move, Mma. A higher education stays with you for the rest of your days.’

‘You’re right,’ agreed Mma Makutsi. She looked at Mma Ramotswe, a certain sympathy in her expression. ‘I’m sure you would have done very well yourself, Mma, if you had been given the opportunity.’

Mma Ramotswe had left school in her mid-teens. She had done well at Mochudi High School, but there were fewer options in those days, and her formal education had ended then. She would have liked to have gone on to further study – it was one of the regrets of her life that she had not done so – but she had been given a good start by her father, the late Obed Ramotswe, who had patiently taught her so much about the world around her, as a good parent should do. He had taken her on long walks in the bush outside the village, or out at the cattle post, and had introduced her to the complexities of the natural world. He had taught her the Setswana names of the plants they came across – and their traditional use – knowledge that was fast fading in Gaborone and other towns. Words were dying, quietly and unlamented, through lack of use on the lips of younger people; it seemed, at times, that only the old remembered, and as they in due course became silent, whole lexicons of vocabulary were heard no more.

He had instructed her, too, in the ways of the San people, who could survive even in the harshest conditions of the Kalahari – priceless, ancient knowledge that he had acquired from a man of that origin whom he had known and who was a tracker with the Wildlife Department. All of that she learned, along with so much else about the country in which they lived – its sayings, its story, the habits of its people. He was proud of such things, and he had made her feel proud too. ‘We are fortunate,’ he said, ‘to be who we are – to have been born in this peaceful country, with all that has been given to us.’ And it was true: they had been given so much. God, as Obed Ramotswe had once said, was even-handed in his treatment of peoples, but even He could not help himself from particularly favouring Botswana.

She had never forgotten any of these lessons, and in remembering them she felt that she was keeping alive the memory of a man who stood for all that she admired in her country and its culture.

Now, as Mma Makutsi made this reference to the difference in their educational opportunities, Mma Ramotswe reminded herself of what she had learned from her father and of what she had picked up simply by being an engaged citizen. You could learn most things, she thought, by simply keeping your eyes open and listening. That’s where most people fell down – they would not listen. We spend a lot of time shouting at one another, Mma Ramotswe once observed. If we spent a fraction of that shouting time on listening, we would do far better. There would be fewer wars, she thought – and fewer tears.

Her train of thought was interrupted by Mma Makutsi’s continuing observations.

‘I have been very happy working here in the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency,’ she said. ‘It has been my calling.’

She had certainly been successful. Employees who leave it to their employers to promote them may have a long time to wait, but this was not the fate of Mma Makutsi. She had somehow managed to promote herself, first to the role of senior secretary, then, without discussing the matter with Mma Ramotswe, to assistant detective, associate detective, associate director, co-director and so on, to the position she had most recently chosen for herself – executive president for development. This was a novel description and had rather puzzled Mma Ramotswe.

‘I see that you are signing executive president for development on letters now, Mma,’ she had said. ‘This is an unusual title, is it not, Mma Makutsi?’

Mma Makutsi shook her head. ‘It is not all that unusual, Mma. There are many companies who have people in such positions.’

Mma Ramotswe considered this. ‘So that makes me a …’

‘You could be executive president for operations, Mma,’ said Mma Makutsi. ‘You are the one who started the business. I would not want to claim to have been that person.’

Mma Ramotswe had shrugged. It did not matter too much, she thought, what Mma Makutsi called herself. People paid very little attention to the titles that people gave themselves in the working world. What mattered was whether the work of the business was done to the satisfaction of the client, and there was no doubt but that Mma Makutsi was efficient and, what was more, effective. If she wanted to be called an executive president for development, then that was a harmless enough ambition. We all had our little vanities, and no harm was done if one indulged such things in others.

It was a Monday now – a day that Mma Ramotswe rather liked. She knew that there were many who took a contrary view, but she relished the feeling of freshness that came with Monday morning. The whole week lay ahead, and from the very first days of the agency there had been no shortage of unusual clients walking through the door. That was the interesting thing about her profession, she thought. If you ran a dry-cleaning business or a hardware store, you knew from the beginning what clients would want when they came to your door: in the world of dry-cleaning, the clothes that needed attention might differ, but the basic need was always the same; as was the case with the hardware trade: one customer might need nails while another might be looking for a brush to sweep the kitchen, but they all wanted something for the house or the yard. Nobody went into a dry-cleaner’s or a hardware store to unburden themselves of some long-concealed secret or a nagging fear. That, by contrast, was often the reason why they made their way to the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency’s office on the Tlokweng Road, and there, of course, they would find the listening ear, and the solace, that troubled people so sorely need.

And that was exactly what brought Mr Excellence Modise to the agency at ten o’clock that Monday, without an appointment. He knocked at the door and did not enter until Mma Makutsi called out from within. That was a good sign – and both Mma Makutsi and Mma Ramotswe noticed it. There were far too many people, Mma Makutsi had observed, who simply barged in. They might remember to knock, but many of them did not wait for an invitation, which, in her view, destroyed the point of knocking in the first place. Was the knock in such cases simply intended to warn people inside – to give them time to stop whatever they were doing, if what they were doing was something that they did not want others to see? It was best not to think too much about these matters, Mma Ramotswe believed.

The man who came in was of average height, middle-aged – perhaps fifty, thought Mma Ramotswe – and, apart from one thing, not somebody who would attract much attention if passed on the street. But there was that one thing that would have made him stand out, and that was his outfit. As he introduced himself, both Mma Makutsi and Mma Ramotswe found their eyes drawn to the two-tone shoes, the red shirt, and the small strip of yellow tie across his shirt front.

The traditional courtesies were exchanged and the visitor was invited to sit down. Then Mma Makutsi said, ‘You do not have an appointment, Rra?’

Mr Excellence Modise shifted his weight uncomfortably in his seat. ‘No, I am sorry, Mma, but I have been very busy-busy.’ He paused. ‘If you want me to go, I can come back some other time …’ He looked about him. He glanced at the electric kettle, which Mma Makutsi had just switched on; his eye moved on to the empty in-tray on Mma Ramotswe’s desk. ‘… some other time, perhaps, when you are under less pressure.’

Mma Makutsi was quick to reassure him. ‘That does not matter, Rra,’ she said. ‘I think we can squeeze you in.’

Mr Excellence Modise smiled. ‘So, I am not too fat,’ he said.

Mma Makutsi frowned. She glanced at Mma Ramotswe, who also seemed puzzled by this remark.

‘You said that you can squeeze me in,’ explained Mr Modise. ‘I said that means I can’t be too fat – otherwise you would not be able to squeeze me in. That is what I said. It is a joke, you see.’

Mma Makutsi managed a strained smile. ‘Ah, I see. Of course. That is very amusing.’

‘Perhaps you might care for a cup of tea, Mr Modise,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘Mma Makutsi was just about to make tea. We always have a cup at about this time in the morning.’

Mr Modise nodded. ‘That is very good of you, Mma.’

Mma Makutsi rose to attend to the kettle. ‘Do you take milk and sugar, Rra?’ she asked.

Mr Modise raised a finger, as might be done by one making an important point. ‘Yes, milk, please, Mma. Sugar – no. Real men don’t take sugar.’

Mma Makutsi stopped in her tracks, halfway to the kettle. ‘I beg your pardon, Rra?’ she said.

‘I said: real men don’t take sugar,’ said Mr Modise. ‘That was another joke, Mma.’

Mma Makutsi continued on her way to the kettle. ‘My husband takes sugar,’ she said. ‘He has sugar in his tea and also in his coffee. My husband is very keen on sugar.’

Mma Ramotswe picked up the note of irritation in Mma Makutsi’s voice. It would have been difficult not to do so.

‘I’m sure that Mr Modise was not suggesting there is anything wrong with men who take sugar,’ she said.

Mr Modise waved a hand. ‘Of course not, Mma. It was just a remark.’

Mma Ramotswe decided to take control of the situation. On occasion, people got off on the wrong foot with Mma Makutsi, and it was often very difficult, not to say impossible, to retrieve the situation afterwards. ‘Perhaps you might tell us, Rra,’ she said, ‘what we can do for you.’

Mr Modise sat back in his chair. ‘If you can do anything for me, Mma.’

Mma Ramotswe smiled indulgently. She did not like verbal sparring; she did not like people who tried to be smart, and this Mr Excellence Modise – and why the two jokes, she wondered – this Mr Modise was clearly trying to impress.

‘We do our best by all our clients,’ she said evenly. ‘There are some whom we cannot help, of course – some people whose problems are just too difficult. Then there are some cases where we just cannot unearth what people want us to find out, no matter how hard we try. Then there are some people whom we cannot take on as clients because they are on the wrong side of the law. But for most people, we can do at least something.’

Mr Modise nodded. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m on the wrong side of the law,’ he said. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m some sort of tsotsi.’

He used an expression from over the border, usually applied to a young gangster. Mma Makutsi raised an eyebrow: you could not be a middle-aged tsotsi, no matter how you dressed. Mma Ramotswe looked embarrassed. ‘I would never think that, Rra,’ she said. ‘So please, just tell me what we might be able to do for you.’

Mma Makutsi had now made the tea, and she passed a cup to Mr Modise before going back to her desk. She avoided making eye contact with Mma Ramotswe.

‘I am a very successful businessman,’ Mr Modise began. ‘I am the owner of Special Pest Services. You may have seen my vans. We deal with all sorts of household pests – and some industrial ones too.’

Mma Ramotswe took a sip of her tea. ‘I have seen them, Rra. They have a picture of a bug running away, carrying its suitcase.’

Mr Modise beamed with pleasure. ‘That was my idea, Mma,’ he said proudly. ‘I chose that picture myself. Many people like it very much. They think it is very funny.’

Mma Makutsi stared into her teacup.

‘I have four branches in the country,’ Mr Modise went on. ‘One here in Gaborone, one in Selibi-Phikwe, one in Francistown and one up in Maun. They are all very busy. There are pests everywhere, you see. Termites in particular. They have been trying to eat the whole country for a long time now.’

‘You are right about that, Rra,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘I have a wooden fence in my garden, and it was eaten badly. The timber had not been treated properly.’

‘Oh, there is a lot of that about,’ said Mr Modise. ‘You get these people who claim to know all about timber preservation, but they don’t know what they’re doing. They are fools, these people – and the people who engage them to deal with their timber are fools too – for choosing people who don’t know what they’re doing.’

This was too much for Mma Makutsi. ‘It is not their fault,’ she protested. ‘They could not have known that these people knew nothing about termites. How could they? When it comes to timber preservation, we are all in the dark, I think.’

Mr Modise made a dismissive gesture. ‘They should check up on people before they do business with them. That is very obvious, Mma.’

Mma Makutsi bristled. ‘Did you check up on us?’ she asked.

Mr Modise looked away. Mma Makutsi waited, but it soon became clear that she was not going to get an answer.

‘Please continue, Rra,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘You were telling us that you have a business. Is there some problem with the business? Is that what brings you here today?’

Mr Modise adjusted his thin yellow tie. ‘There are no problems with the business,’ he replied. ‘It is a personal matter.’

As he said this, he looked over his shoulder at Mma Makutsi at her desk.

‘It’s a private-private, personal matter, Mma Ramotswe,’ he continued.

Mma Ramotswe assured him that the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency was very discreet. ‘We are strict observers of the rules of confidentiality,’ she said. ‘We hear many things in this office, but we speak about none of them.’

She stopped to think. That was true, she decided: she and Mma Makutsi were careful about talking of client matters with others. There were only one or two people who might become party to the confidences of the office; obviously one could discuss issues with one’s spouse, that was always implicit, she thought – although some disagreed – and was licensed by the whole institution of marriage. Mma Makutsi had once expressed the view that this was why Catholic priests were not allowed to marry – it was because if they had wives they might be expected to discuss with them the secrets imparted to them in the confessional box. Mma Ramotswe was not sure about that, and had once raised the matter with a senior member of the clergy at the Anglican Cathedral in Gaborone. He had laughed and said simply, ‘I very much doubt Mma Makutsi’s theory.’ And then he had added, in case there might be any residual uncertainty, ‘In fact, she’s talking the most dreadful nonsense – silly woman.’

Mma Ramotswe had been privately shocked by this response. It was not fitting, she thought, for a clergyman to describe anybody as a silly woman. To begin with, it showed a certain attitude towards women that had long been impermissible. In the past, men might have imagined that they could be dismissive of women, that they might suggest with impunity that women were bad drivers (untrue) and that they had no head for business (equally untrue), but now such remarks like that would be roundly condemned – not only by women, who had become accustomed to defending themselves, but also by enlightened men – of whom there were now so many, including, of course, Mr J. L. B. Matekoni. For a clergyman to identify himself as one of these unreformed men was, in her view, unfortunate, but perhaps not too surprising: clergymen were men after all, and no doubt had their faults too, even if these might not be quite as bad as those of other men.

And quite apart from the general unacceptability of such a remark, there was the issue of inappropriateness when applied to Mma Makutsi, of all people. Did this man know about Mma Makutsi’s ninety-seven per cent? Clearly not, because nobody who got that sort of mark could possibly be described as a silly woman.

Mma Ramotswe was never confrontational. She was tolerant of people’s failings – we are all weak in one way or another, she thought – some of us, perhaps, being extremely weak in some departments – but one should be tolerant of such failings in others. Most people, she thought, were doing their best, but some of them – the people she sometimes described as the weaker brothers and sisters – needed to be reminded from time to time as to where they were going wrong. And this, she thought, was probably one of those situations.

She frowned, and the clergyman shifted on his feet in a distinctly uncomfortable way. ‘Of course …’ he began.

He might have been about to qualify his discourteous dismissal, but he did not get the chance.

‘I do not think it is right,’ Mma Ramotswe interjected, ‘for a man of the cloth, Rra, to describe a lady as a silly woman. It is not a charitable thing to say – about anybody.’

‘Well …’ he stuttered, but did not get any further.

‘Particularly,’ continued Mma Ramotswe, raising a finger, ‘when the lady in question happens to be the most distinguished graduate of her year at the Botswana Secretarial College.’

‘No, well …’

‘So, we shall say no more about it,’ concluded Mma Ramotswe, adding, ‘I am sorry to have had to speak to you in this fashion, Reverend. But it is sometimes necessary to point out to people that they are not in touch with modern ideas. It is very important to be in touch with modern ideas.’ She paused. ‘Not all, of course: there are some modern ideas that are …’

‘Complete nonsense?’ suggested the clergyman, and they both laughed. The tension had been defused, but Mma Ramotswe’s point had been made – and understood.

She remembered that now, as she thought of the categories of people who might quite properly be party to client confidences. She might discuss a case with Mr J. L. B. Matekoni and Mma Makutsi might talk to Phuti – that was the spousal exemption. But it was also permissible, she thought, to have at least one outside confidante to whom one might talk. That person could even be regarded as a member of staff – and therefore entitled to hear what clients said – the justification being that discussing a problem with another often helped to solve it. The person Mma Ramotswe chose for this role was, of course, Mma Potokwani, with whom she had shared so many professional secrets over the years, and who, time and time again, had come up with helpful insights. Of course, it was possible that Mma Potokwani might talk to her own husband about the matters that Mma Ramotswe had raised, but she had not enquired about that.

She watched Mr Modise as he weighed what she had just said to him about client confidentiality.

He glanced again at Mma Makutsi, who had noticed his first look, and now repaid it with a challenging stare. ‘What about your secretary?’ He lowered his voice as he spoke, but of course Mma Makutsi heard it. Its effect on her was electric. She sat bolt upright, and her large round glasses flashed in the light from the window.

Mma Ramotswe struggled to undo the damage. ‘Mma Makutsi is not a secretary,’ she said. ‘She is … management.’

She swallowed hard. She was charitable in her view of others, but it was difficult to feel anything but intense dislike for this man. ‘Senior management,’ she said, trying to remember what it was that Mma Makutsi was now president of.

Mr Modise became conciliatory. ‘I did not mean to be rude, Mma.’

‘Well, please tell us what you want, Rra,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘And I assure you – I have heard everything, and there is nothing that can shock me.’

Mr Modise closed his eyes, and by this involuntary gesture, he told Mma Ramotswe something important. This man, she thought, is insecure. He may be the terror of the country’s termites. He may be dressed like a con man. His speech may be littered with unfunny jokes and bombastic references, but he was, at heart, a little boy who was frightened of the dark. The fact that he closed his eyes told her that he was trying to pluck up his courage.

‘It is my wife, Mma,’ he said at last.

They waited. On the ceiling, suspended upside down by the tiny suckers on its toes, a minute white gecko was motionless, waiting for a foolhardy fly.

Mma Ramotswe did not need to make an effort to sound sympathetic – she was sympathetic. She would not wish on anyone unhappiness in that most important of relationships. ‘I see, Rra. I’m sorry.’

On the other side of the room, Mma Makutsi’s glasses caught the light again. She was perhaps a bit less understanding.

‘My wife does not like me,’ Mr Modise went on.

They waited for him to say something more, but he did not. Mma Ramotswe noticed that he was looking down at his hands.

‘I am sorry to hear that, Rra,’ she said. ‘Are you sure?’

He nodded. ‘I love my wife very much, Mma. I would do anything to make her love me. I would pay one hundred thousand pula for some muti if I thought that it would make her fall in love with me. I would do anything, Mma.’

Mma Ramotswe shook her head. Muti was a potion that some people believed could change the way people thought about them. It was an old belief, not held by educated people – a belief that belonged to an earlier, unenlightened time. A belief in muti was superstitious nonsense. ‘Muti does not work, Rra,’ she said. ‘That would be a waste of one hundred thousand pula.’

‘Oh, I know that,’ said Mr Modise. ‘I was just saying that to show you that I would do anything to get my wife to change her mind about me.’

Mma Makutsi now joined in. ‘Excuse me, Rra,’ she said. ‘But if you have a marriage problem, should you not go to one of these people who give advice about these things? There are such people, I believe.’

Mr Modise turned to face Mma Makutsi. ‘Yes, Mma, there are such people. They are the aunties, aren’t they? They are these aunties who are always telling you this thing or that thing. If I go to see them, they will say that it’s my fault, because the aunties are used to blaming men. No thank you, Mma. No thank you.’

Mma Ramotswe held up a hand. She saw the danger. ‘Oh, Rra, I’m sure that was not what Mma Makutsi was talking about.’

But it was too late for an emollient intervention – you did not talk to Mma Makutsi like that – not to the Mma Makutsi who was an executive president for development and who had, moreover, achieved the unequalled mark of ninety-seven per cent in the final examinations of the Botswana Secretarial College.

‘These aunties,’ hissed Mma Makutsi, ‘are very wise ladies, Rra. They have seen a lot of life, I can tell you. They are not like men who parade around in fancy shoes and yellow ties. They know far more about what’s what than men like that, I think.’ She paused. ‘That is just my opinion, of course, but perhaps I am no better than these aunties you’re talking about, Rra.’

Mma Ramotswe tried again. ‘I think we should not get involved in a big argument about aunties and so on. I think we should look at this calmly.’

‘I am being calm,’ protested Mr Modise. ‘This other lady is the one who is doing all the shouting.’

‘I am not shouting,’ shouted Mma Makutsi.

Mma Ramotswe shot her a glance. Professionalism was at stake here. Never lose your temper with a client, wrote Clovis Andersen, author of The Principles of Private Detection. Bite your tongue rather than argue with your client, who may be emotionally stressed. Rise above the urge to repay rudeness with rudeness.

Mma Makutsi realised that she had gone too far. ‘I’m sorry, Rra,’ she said. ‘I should not have said that. I did not mean it.’

Mr Modise laughed. ‘Many people say that they do not mean what they say,’ he observed. ‘But I find myself wondering why they bother to say anything if they are then going to say that they do not mean it.’ He turned to look towards Mma Makutsi again. ‘But don’t worry, Mma, I do not mind what people say. I am not one of these people who bear grudges against other people who say things about them. Do not worry about that.’

Mma Ramotswe seized the opportunity to guide the conversation into safer waters. ‘May I ask you, Rra,’ she said, ‘what you would like us to do? Please remember that we are a detective agency – we are not a counselling service for people with marriage problems.’

‘I know that, Mma,’ Mr Modise assured her. ‘But I was hoping that you would find out why my wife is so … so cold-cold towards me.’ He looked away. ‘I am not just talking about the blanket, Mma. I am talking about everything. When I talk to her, she often hums a tune, as if she is thinking about a piece of music. That is not very pleasant, Mma.’

 I am not just talking about the blanket. Both Mma Ramotswe and Mma Makutsi knew what that meant: it was an expression used in Botswana to refer to private matters of the bedroom.

It seemed now that Mr Modise was struggling to say something that he found difficult to express. His voice cracking, he went on, ‘I think she has a lover, you see. I think that she is seeing another man.’

Mma Ramotswe sighed. The conversation was now in very familiar territory. One of the most common inquiries that private detective agencies were obliged to take on was precisely this: to find evidence of infidelity. Unfaithfulness, wrote Clovis Andersen, is the bread and butter of our profession. Unfaithfulness, I am sorry to say, is everywhere.

‘Do you know who this lover might be?’ asked Mma Makutsi, her pencil poised above her notepad.

Mr Modise shook his head. ‘I do not know.’

‘But do you have any evidence?’ Mma Ramotswe enquired.

Again, Mr Modise shook his head. ‘I have no evidence. But that is probably because they are being very cunning. These people who have affairs are cunning-cunning in what they do. They do not like to be caught.’ He paused, and gave Mma Ramotswe a pleading look. ‘That is why I have come to you, Mma Ramotswe. I have come to you because people say to me that you are not only a very kind lady, who likes to help people, but you are also very good at finding out what is going on. They say that you know everything that is happening in this town – that is what they are all saying, Mma.’

‘You are very kind,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘And I shall try to help you, Rra, because I can tell that you are unhappy.’

‘I am very unhappy,’ said Mr Modise. ‘Here I am, the number one man in the country for dealing with termites, and yet my heart is a stone within me. And that is because my wife loves another man. I do not know who he is, but I must find out so that I can chase him away.’




Chapter Two

A Very Polite Boy

On the wall of Mma Potokwani’s office at the Orphan Farm was a noticeboard. It had been there for as long as she had occupied the room, and it bore the drawing-pin marks of a succession of notes, charts and newspaper clippings. Staff rotas – who should be doing what, for how long, and who should take over when the shift changed – occupied a large part of the board, but there were numerous reminders to herself as well: meetings about this and that; details of appointments with officials; government circulars about infectious diseases and vaccination programmes – the entire business of a large children’s home was displayed on this board. A notice would go up, stay up for a few days, and then come down, to make room for the next reminder, the next official bulletin.

There was one item, though, that was displayed permanently, and to which the eye of any visitor was invariably drawn. This was a sheet of laminated paper, pinned prominently in the middle of the board, and on which, in large letters, was printed the message: What do children need? They need one thing: unconditional love. If they have that, they have everything.

Mma Potokwani had prepared this notice on the office printer, and had then taken it to a stationery shop for lamination. The words were her own, but she discovered that, with the passage of time, their inadequacy became increasingly apparent. What they said about children’s need for love was true enough
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