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Chapter One

Carbolic Soap and Birthday Cake

Precious Ramotswe, daughter of the late Obed Ramotswe of Mochudi, near Gaborone, in Botswana, near Heaven, wife of Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, garagiste; friend to so many, but particularly to Mma Silvia Potokwani, and of course Grace Makutsi, formerly of Bobonong, who was, in turn, wife of Mr Phuti Radiphuti and a graduate of the Botswana Secretarial College – with ninety-seven per cent in the final examinations; that Precious Ramotswe lay in her bed, opening first one eye, then another, and subsequently, after only a few short seconds, closing both once more.

Waking up in the morning, as she had now done, was never too difficult; the hard part, she always thought, was what happened afterwards. To begin with, you had to remind yourself where you were. Those first few seconds of consciousness could be quite detached from everything else. You knew who you were, of course, and you knew you were in your bed, but you did not necessarily remember where you had just been: there might still be drifting around a few fragments of a dream, the remnants of some curious and unreal events in which the sleeping you had just been participating, and you had to put those out of your mind as the real day began. The mind was good at that – it remembered not to remember, so to speak, because it knew that dreams could not be allowed to clog up memory, which had far more important things to do. And so, the strange conversations of the night, the odd transports back to childhood, the unlikely dramas and surprises – all these were swept away as the light of day signalled the beginning of your real life, as yourself, facing another day of being you.

Now, on that particular morning, Mma Ramotswe was fully awake, and conscious of the fact that she was alone in her bed, and that her husband was no longer there. You could always tell when there was somebody else in bed with you, and, equally, when there was not. There was the silence, of course – there was the absence of the breathing noises that husbands tended to make – and then there was something about the way the mattress sloped when there was nobody to counteract the weight on one’s own side. And then, if you turned in your bed, as she now did, you saw that there was nobody there, and you began to listen for sounds from deeper within the house. For the sound of your husband in the kitchen, for example, preparing breakfast in bed for you as a treat, because today, you suddenly remembered, was a somewhat special day, being your birthday, when breakfast in bed – or even a simple cup of redbush tea placed steaming on the bedside table – would be so welcome. Not that you expected it as your right, but it would still be a nice touch.

She listened hard, holding her breath for a few moments so as to hear better, but there was no sound coming from the direction of the kitchen. And there was nothing to be heard from the other two bedrooms, because it was that odd, quiet time of the year, the school holidays, when the children were away for three weeks. They were staying in Lobatse with the families of schoolfriends, helping with the planting and the cattle, and learning to love the land, which is something we all should learn to do when we are young. No, the house was quite silent, and that meant that Mr J. L. B. Matekoni had already gone off to the garage, as he sometimes did when there was a lot to do and rather too many cars waiting for attention, like a line of patients nursing their complaints in a hospital waiting room.

Mma Ramotswe sighed. You should not begin your birthday with a sigh, though, and she quickly turned the sigh into a deep breath, the sort of breath you take when you are deciding to be positive about the day ahead. She then put on her housecoat and slippers, and made her way into the kitchen to fill the kettle. As she entered the room, her eye fell on a note displayed prominently on the table, and she smiled. That would be the message he had left for her, saying something like, Happy birthday, my dearest wife – I am so sorry that I have had to go to work early on this special day, but I’ll make up for it later. Your loving husband, Mr J. L. B. Matekoni. Something like that.

She picked up the note and read it. Gone to work, it said, rather tersely. See you at tea time. Don’t forget to buy soap for the garage, please. The please was underlined – not out of politeness, but to emphasise the importance of the request. And that was all. There was nothing about her birthday – just that reminder about the soap that he needed for the washbasin in the garage so that he and his assistant, Fanwell, could get the grease off their hands after attending to engines and before handling the upholstered steering wheels of the cars in their care. Soap was important, she thought, but so were birthdays – and if one had to rank the two things in order of importance, she would say that from the point of view of the person whose birthday it was, birthdays outranked soap.

She made a conscious effort not to feel upset. Mr J. L. B. Matekoni stood out for his politeness, even in a country like Botswana, where people were naturally courteous towards one another. He was not one to use cross words, nor did he ever forget the traditional decencies – the formal greetings and enquiries about whether you have slept well, and whether your family have slept well, that sort of thing, which had always been observed in Botswana but were under threat, as such things were under threat everywhere, throughout the world. And there was another thing: he never raised his voice and not once had she heard him swear. Nowadays people swore with very little provocation, using language that, when she had been at school in Mochudi, would have brought the wrath of the authorities down upon one’s head. She vividly remembered the day when a boy in her class at school – a boy of eleven or twelve, who had a reputation for being short-tempered – had used bad language within the hearing of one of the teachers. He had imagined that nobody could hear him, or at least no adult, but he had been wrong, and he had been picked up by the scruff of his neck and taken to the boys’ washroom, where his mouth had been washed out with Lifebuoy red carbolic soap. He had howled in protest, as that soap was known for its sting, but he had not sworn again, in the schoolyard, at least.

She had told Mma Makutsi about that incident, and Mma Makutsi had nodded and said, ‘Quite right, Mma. That’s the way to do these things.’

Mma Ramotswe had expressed reservations. ‘That was the way they used to do things, Mma. I’m not sure you can do that sort of thing these days.’

Mma Makutsi looked at her incredulously. ‘That’s ridiculous, Mma. Why not?’

‘I think it’s to do with rights,’ Mma Ramotswe explained. ‘People have more rights these days, Mma.’

Mma Makutsi’s look of incredulity turned to one of dismissal. ‘Rights, Mma? Even children? Even boys like that foul-mouthed boy you mentioned?’

‘I think everybody has rights now,’ said Mma Ramotswe.

Mma Makutsi shook her head. ‘Children need to be told what to do, Mma. You cannot let them run round without being told what they can do and what they can’t do.’

‘Oh, that’s true, Mma,’ Mma Ramotswe conceded. ‘Children have to be disciplined.’

‘Well then,’ snorted Mma Makutsi. ‘How do you discipline a child who’s using rude language? You tell me, Mma. You tell me. How do you discipline a boy like that? You wash his mouth out with carbolic soap – that’s what you do. And if he starts shouting about his rights, you say, “And we have a right not to listen to you speaking like that, young man!” That’s what you say.’

Mma Ramotswe said nothing. She thought that Mma Makutsi had probably not taken her point about how the climate of opinion had changed, and the old ways of punishing children for their transgressions had been discredited. You were not meant to slap children these days, and you certainly weren’t meant to beat them in the way in which children used to be beaten, even in living memory. You spoke to them sharply; you told them of the consequences of their actions for others; you reasoned with them. And she was pleased with these changes, because violence merely begat violence, as everybody knew now – or should know, even if they had yet to learn that.

But Mma Makutsi, who, in spite of her more modern clothes, was still rather more old-fashioned than Mma Ramotswe in these matters, now had more to say on the subject.

‘In fact, Mma Ramotswe,’ she continued, ‘I can think of quite a few people who would benefit from having their mouths washed out with carbolic soap. Adults, this time – people who use very bad language in front of other people. They don’t seem to care. They use these words as if they don’t mean anything.’ She paused. ‘That man who works in the supermarket – you know the one? He’s always shouting at his staff and using very rude language. They’re too frightened of him to tell him not to shout so much – or to call them the names he calls them, which he certainly should not do. They should do that – they should stand up to him – but they don’t. That’s one man who would benefit from a bit of carbolic soap, Mma.’

Mma Ramotswe inclined her head. She knew the man Mma Makutsi was referring to, and she smiled as she thought of how outraged he would look if somebody were to manage to wash his mouth out with soap. It was a lovely thought – a bully dealt with by the very people he had bullied, which was always something nice to contemplate. And, Mma Makutsi was right about the carelessness of some people, about the lack of respect for the feelings of others, and for decency, but once again she did not imagine that a programme of washing people’s mouths out with soap would help very much. And so, she said nothing, and Mma Makutsi, feeling that she had won the argument – if it had been an argument – looked satisfied, as people who have made their point forcibly may look.

Now, standing in her house in Zebra Drive, Mma Ramotswe thought of Mr J. L. B. Matekoni’s mildness and how he would never intentionally upset anybody, particularly her. He loved her with all his heart – he had once told her as much, in a rare moment of self-reference – and she, of course, reciprocated. He was proud of her – she knew that because Mma Potokwani had once told her about what he had said about his good fortune at being married to her. So, if now he appeared to be ignoring her birthday and had written a note that seemed a bit curt, that was probably because he had a lot on his mind.

She was in no doubt that he had simply forgotten her birthday. Now that she cast her mind back over the previous few days, she realised that she herself seemed to have forgotten that her birthday was coming up. She had not thought about it at all earlier on in the week, and it was only yesterday that she had reminded herself that the following day was the day in question. Had she said something to Mr J. L. B. Matekoni at that point, then he would undoubtedly have remembered – but she had not, and this was the result. So, she could hardly blame him for the omission: forgetting to do something did not involve any intention to harm – it was something that happened to you, rather than something you decided to do. And there was a difference between those two things, she thought.

And there was something else to bear in mind: Mr J. L. B. Matekoni was a man, and men, by and large, did not remember birthdays as well as women did. That was not to run men down unfairly – Mma Ramotswe would never do that – but you had to admit that men had their drawbacks, just as women did, and one of the failings of men was a lack of inclination to remember birthdays. Women, by contrast, remembered the birthdays of their friends, and often of their friends’ parents or children. Mma Ramotswe remembered Mma Potokwani’s birthday, because it was the day after the birthday of the late Seretse Khama. But she also remembered the birthdays of at least two of the housemothers at the Orphan Farm, and those had no important dates attached to them.

The first of July, 1921: that had been when Sir Seretse Goitsebeng Maphiri Khama had been born – a day of the utmost importance for Botswana. He was the grandson of Khama III the Good, and had become, in his time, the Paramount Chief of the Bamangwato people; and then, on that windy night in 1966, when the Bechuanaland Protectorate was laid to rest, first president of a brand-new country. Mma Ramotswe’s father, Obed Ramotswe, had admired him greatly, and had even met him once – something of which he had been so proud. And she, in turn, was so proud of her father, so proud; and not a day went past that she didn’t think of him and of what he had stood for. And her mother, too, who had died when she was so young, but who must have been a fine woman, because that was how her father described his wife, and he was never wrong about that sort of thing. Mma Ramotswe was proud of her, too, and wished that she had known her. Not to know your mother left a big hole in your life, but then … She stopped herself. Everybody had holes of one sort or another in their lives, and you should not spend too much time thinking about what you lacked. You should think, rather, of what you had, and she had so much – this house, this wonderful, if occasionally forgetful, husband; these kind friends, even if Mma Makutsi could occasionally be a bit sharp and Mma Potokwani was sometimes a bit pushy; the children, whom they had fostered, but who were like their own children now; her business; her country, that great beautiful stretch of Africa – there was so much to be grateful for.

She made herself a cup of redbush tea, extra strong, because it was her birthday, and prepared herself two pieces of toast that she spread thickly with butter and jam, and then made a third piece, once again because it was her birthday, and if you can’t eat three slices of thickly buttered toast on your birthday, then when can you treat yourself to such a thing? Then, her breakfast finished, and feeling in a rather better mood, she dressed in one of the brightest, most positive dresses in her wardrobe, and set off in her van for the office. She would park under her usual acacia tree and resist any temptation to call in at Tlokweng Road Speedy Motors next door. She would see Mr J. L. B. Matekoni when he and his assistant, Fanwell, came to join her and Mma Makutsi for morning tea at ten – unless, of course, he remembered her birthday before then, and, dropping his tools, came running through to the office to beg her forgiveness. But that, she thought, was improbable, and she put it out of her mind. It was far more likely that she would have to say something like, ‘You haven’t forgotten what day it is today, Rra?’ And he would hit his forehead with the palm of his hand and say, ‘Oh, my goodness, Precious, how could I possibly forget?’ That was possible, she supposed, just possible; but, as Mma Makutsi would say, nobody should hold their breath.

She parked the van and made her way to the front door of the office. Looking up, she saw the sign that they had erected, a few years ago now, that announced in large letters, ‘The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency’, with, underneath it, in much smaller lettering, ‘Under personal management’. Mma Ramotswe had put that in on the suggestion of the signwriter, who had said that, in his experience, wording like that reassured clients and was, in general, good for business.

‘Your sign is your mission statement,’ he said. ‘Your sign not only says what sort of business you have, but what sort of person you are.’

Mma Ramotswe looked doubtful. ‘I don’t see how it can do that, Rra. Just a few words outside a building – how can they say very much about the people inside?’

The signwriter smiled – a knowing smile, from one who had painted signs for many of those who had yet to learn how important signs were.

‘A sign says many things, Mma. Forgive me for pointing it out, but people do not always understand signs. You read what a sign says – you take that in – and then you read what it doesn’t say. That can be important.’

He looked at her for conformation that she was following his line of argument. Then he continued, ‘Let me give you an example, Mma. There are many signs that say “So-and-so and Sons, Butchers”, or whatever. What does that sign tell us?’

‘That it’s a butchery?’ offered Mma Ramotswe.

The signwriter raised an admonitory finger. ‘Yes, Mma, but … but … What about the sons, Mma? What does that tell you?’ He smiled. ‘You’re the No. 1 detective lady, I think, Mma. What would a No. 1 detective say about that?’

‘That he has sons?’

‘Ah!’ said the signwriter. ‘You are very observant, Mma. And you are not only observant, you are right, too. The butcher has sons, and these boys are in the business. So that means he is thinking long term, Mma. That is the important thing. People who think long term, about who is going to take over the business when they are late – and we all become late, Mma, sooner or later; there’s no denying that, I think – those people are going to be careful about their reputation. They are not going to go after the quick profit; they are going to think of long-term relationships with their clients. And that leads to a different style of business, you see.’

It was a long speech for a signwriter, or indeed anybody, to make, and now that it was finished Mma Ramotswe felt she had nothing to add. So, she simply said, ‘Thank you, Rra. That is very interesting.’

‘So, with these words “Under personal management”,’ he continued, ‘you are sending a very powerful message, Mma. You are saying, “If you come to this business, you will get personal attention.”’

Mma Ramotswe said that she thought that was important. She did not like the anonymity of the telephone, when you could not see the person you were talking to, and indeed you might even be talking to a machine. That was an appalling thought – that you would go to all the trouble of saying good day to a machine and asking it whether it had slept well, and the machine would simply say, in that strange voice that machines have, ‘Please press 1 to make your enquiry’, or something like that. How could you possibly say to a machine, ‘Have you had much rain up at your place?’ or ‘How are your cattle doing?’ There were things we needed to say to one another, but that did not interest machines in the slightest.

‘Personal attention is very important,’ said the signwriter. ‘As is the fact that a business has been going for some time. You can say something like “Established …” and then you put the date, which should be at least ten or twenty years ago. That is very good for business. It means that you know what you’re doing.’

‘Or that people have yet to catch up with you,’ joked Mma Ramotswe.

The signwriter smiled weakly. ‘But it is not very funny, Mma. There are some people who should not be in business at all. They start a business and then, one month later, where is that business? It has gone, Mma, because these people are no-good people, that is why.’ He waved a hand vaguely in an easterly direction. ‘There are many no-good people out there. Too many.’

Mma Ramotswe’s gaze followed the direction in which he was pointing. It was towards the scrub bush beyond her tiny white van and its sheltering acacia tree. Were they there, these no-good people to whom he was alluding? Were they skulking amongst the stunted thorn trees and the dusty shrubs, waiting for the opportunity to set up a shaky business somewhere and then close it down a month or so later? She saw a movement in the bush, but it was only a goat, standing on its hind legs to nibble at a scrap of low foliage; it was not a no-good person at all.

And now she stood beneath that sign, looking up at the lettering, where the paint of the word personal had begun to peel away – eroded, perhaps, by the dry winds that could spring up from the Kalahari; or blistered by the unforgiving sun of a succession of hot seasons. Fanwell could get up on a ladder and renew it, she thought; he had some artistic ability, and had once painted a watercolour portrait of Mma Makutsi. Grace had not approved of it, and although she had accepted it with congeniality, she had been dismayed at the prominence that Fanwell had given to her large round glasses. Mma Ramotswe had sensed this, and had overheard her muttering sniffily, after Fanwell had left, ‘Artists should not try to fix cars, and mechanics should not paint pictures of other people, I think.’

Fanwell was rather better at touching up scratches on cars, using the small pots of special paint he kept for the purpose. That paint would do for the rejuvenation of the sign if a suitable colour match could be found. She would have to make that match, though, because men were often a little bit colour blind and could not always be relied upon to get colour co-ordination right. In fact, most men would not even be able to say what colour co-ordination was – apart from Phuti Radiphuti, of course, who, being in the furniture trade, was used to selecting covers for sofas and chairs.

She let herself into the office. It was stuffy, and she opened a window to allow air to circulate. She had a desk-top fan, a new acquisition, perilously placed on an old telephone directory, and she switched this on. Paper ruffled in the current of air, and she felt immediately cooler. They were going through a spell of hot weather, but there was rain in the offing and that would lower the temperature when it came. It would settle the dust, too, and bring immediate relief to the parched earth.

The electric kettle was filled with water, and she now switched this on. Mma Makutsi would arrive shortly, she imagined, and they would have a cup of tea together before they started work. At least Mma Makutsi would have remembered her birthday and would probably even have a present for her. The previous year, she had bought her a box of lace handkerchiefs and a tin of Turkish delight. And Mma Ramotswe, in turn, had bought Mma Makutsi a cookery book and an apron with a pizza motif for her birthday – both had been well received.

The kettle had barely had time to boil before Mma Ramotswe heard Mma Makutsi drive up outside. Phuti had bought her a small red car, and now she often drove this in to work, sometimes taking Mma Ramotswe’s parking place under the acacia tree. Mma Ramotswe never said anything about that, although she was sure that Mma Makutsi knew that it was her place. The problem with things like that was that one could not really reserve them. Theoretically, anybody was allowed to park there, as the ground belonged to the government and not to any individual proprietor, but that was not the point. A parking place under an acacia tree was a moral, as opposed to a legal issue. Those who had parked there for years – as Mma Ramotswe had – had a right that sprang from long usage, and other people should take account of that, but they did not always do so. At least today, on my birthday, thought Mma Ramotswe, my van is in its time-honoured place.

The door opened, and Mma Makutsi appeared.

‘It’s going to be hot again today,’ she said as she crossed the room to her desk. ‘I said that to Phuti when we got up this morning. I said, “It’s going to be hot, Phuti,” and he agreed with me. He said it might even be hotter than yesterday, unless it rains, which he didn’t think it would. And I think that—’

She stopped. She had hardly glanced at Mma Ramotswe, but now she had noticed her dress.

‘Well, Mma,’ she continued, ‘that is a very attractive dress, that one. It looks very good on you, I must say.’

Mma Ramotswe inclined her head. ‘You are very kind, Mma. It is one of my favourites. I don’t wear it very often.’

Mma Makutsi sat down at her desk. ‘Very wise. Perhaps you should keep it for special occasions – and only wear it then.’

Like my birthday, thought Mma Ramotswe. Like today.

‘But even when it isn’t a special day,’ Mma Makutsi went on, ‘it may be nice to dress up a bit. Wearing something nice – like that dress – makes you feel a bit better, I always say.’

She busied herself with a letter that had been lying on her desk. As she opened the envelope, she frowned. ‘These people, you know, Mma – these people who were worried because their staff were stealing from them. Remember that case? They had that outfitters’ shop and they said that their sales assistants were stealing the clothes …’

‘And you discovered how they were doing it, Mma. Yes, I remember that case, Mma Makutsi.’

As Mma Makutsi continued to read the letter, her frown deepened. She continued to speak about the case, if in a slightly distracted way. ‘Yes … yes. And they were going into the shop in their old clothes and then changing into some of the shops’ clothes during the tea break, and throwing their old clothes out of the window. It was very cunning …’ She drifted off before she exclaimed, ‘Really, Mma, they are the end! Those people are the end.’

‘The people stealing the clothes?’

‘No, the owners of the store. That very tall man and his extremely short wife. Them. What does she see in him, I wonder. Maybe she doesn’t even see him at all, because he’s up in the clouds and she’s down there on the floor. Silly people. They’re the end, Mma.’

Mma Ramotswe smiled at the image. ‘People see different things in others,’ she pointed out. ‘You never can tell when people are going to be suitable for one another.’

Mma Makutsi did not consider this. Now she tossed the letter aside in a gesture of contempt. ‘They’re refusing to pay our bill.’

This was unusual, but it was an issue that every business faced. Mma Ramotswe asked why the clients were disputing their fee.

‘They said that we didn’t arrest the staff members who were doing this. They’re saying that we should have arrested them.’

Mma Ramotswe burst out laughing. ‘But who do they think we are? Police? Is that what they think?’

Mma Makutsi shook her head in disbelief. ‘There are some people who don’t understand what a private detective is.’

‘We shall have to send another bill,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘We can explain it to them tactfully.’

‘I shall write them a letter,’ Mma Makutsi said. ‘I shall write them a letter and tell them that if they don’t pay the bill, I shall arrest them.’

They both laughed, although, in Mma Ramotswe’s case, it was with some effort. My birthday, she thought. My birthday.

Mma Makutsi now got up to make the tea, and as she did so, the telephone rang. It was Mma Potokwani.

Mma Ramotswe responded to her friend’s greeting, and then waited. She imagined that the phone call would be made to convey birthday wishes, and that as she acknowledged these, Mma Makutsi would realise her omission and make suitable amends. But no such sentiments came through from the other end of the line; Mma Potokwani had called to see whether Mma Ramotswe would care to come out to the Orphan Farm that morning.

‘There is something I’d like to discuss with you, Mma,’ the matron said. ‘It’s easier to do some things in person, I find.’

Mma Ramotswe felt her spirits lift. Such as wish somebody a happy birthday, she thought. Such as give them a birthday present.

‘Of course, Mma,’ she said. ‘I think so too.’

She hoped that Mma Potokwani might say something more, but she did not, and so Mma Ramotswe offered to make the short journey out to the Orphan Farm later that morning.

‘And we can have lunch,’ offered Mma Potokwani.

Mma Ramotswe smiled knowingly. A birthday lunch would make up for a lot of the morning’s disappointments.

‘Nothing special,’ added Mma Potokwani.

Mma Ramotswe’s smile broadened. ‘Of course not. Nothing special.’

Mma Makutsi had been listening. Now, as she placed Mma Ramotswe’s cup of redbush tea before her on her desk, she asked what Mma Potokwani’s business might be.

‘I suspect that something has cropped up in one of the children’s lives,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘Sometimes there are issues with relatives. In some cases they try to get the children back, even if there is nowhere for them to go. Mma Potokwani has to resist things like that.’

‘They want to get them to work,’ said Mma Makutsi. ‘I’ve seen that sort of thing, Mma.’

Mma Ramotswe nodded sadly. ‘You’re right. They hear that there is some nephew or niece whose parents are late, and they think that this is their chance for an unpaid maid or herd boy.’

‘And that’s the end of their schooling,’ added Mma Makutsi.

Mma Ramotswe sighed. It was occasionally the case that Mma Potokwani was the only defence against a grim future for some innocent child. It was an unfortunate fact of life that there was no shortage of people who were prepared to exploit others, and had no compunction in using every trick or device in their grasp to achieve their ends. It was possible that Mma Potokwani had stumbled across such a case, and that her invitation to Mma Ramotswe to visit the Orphan Farm was nothing to do with birthdays or the presents that went with birthdays. And as she thought this, Mma Ramotswe gently upbraided herself for construing the invitation in such a way. It was not in her nature, not really, to think of herself, and she realised that what she should do was forget about this birthday of hers and think about other things.

And that was what she did as she drove out along the road to Tlokweng. ‘I do not need to celebrate my birthday, she said to herself. ‘Having a birthday is in no sense grounds for congratulations. All you have done is become a year older, and all of us, even the weaker brethren, manage that with very little trouble at all.

The weaker brethren … The phrase came to her mind because a few days earlier, as she had sat in her usual pew in the Anglican cathedral opposite the hospital, she had heard a visiting clergyman, a man from Malawi, talk about the weaker brethren and their struggles. ‘We should not be too quick to censure the weaker brethren,’ he had said, ‘because it is not necessarily their fault that they are weak. We must support them. We must offer them our hand. We must allow them to lean upon our shoulder as we make our way through life. If the hand on your shoulder is that of one of the weaker brethren, then do not brush it away, but allow it to remain there until you reach the other side.’

Mma Ramotswe had reflected on this, as she sat there, and had wondered whether she would be as supportive as she should be if one of the weaker brethren were to come up to her and put his hand on her shoulder. And even more difficult might be the walk thereafter, with the member of the weaker brethren impeding one’s step. She looked about her. Were the weaker brethren in the cathedral even as this homily was being delivered? Were they embarrassed if they thought that people resented their hands upon their shoulders? The weaker brethren, she imagined, were more or less everywhere, and although many of them deserved support, she suspected that some might perhaps be encouraged not to be so weak and to do something about their condition. But that sounded a bit unsympathetic, and so she stopped herself thinking along those lines. She would put up with the hands of the weaker brethren on her shoulders, should it come to that, because she would never turn away anybody in need. How could one? she asked herself. How could one say no to somebody in their desperation? One had to do something. One had to do what one could to help.

She drove past a small store on the open veranda of which two men were sitting in the sun, drinking beer. The weaker brethren, she thought. The weaker brethren enjoying themselves. They looked happy enough, untroubled by their weakness. Perhaps, thought, Mma Ramotswe, the weaker brethren do not really know that they are weak. And, if that were the case, should one tell them?




Chapter Two

I Have a Daughter, Mma

Mma Ramotswe knocked on the outer door of Mma Potokwani’s office, and waited for a response. After a short while, the door was opened, and there stood Mma Potokwani’s new secretary, all efficiency and smiles. They had yet to meet, and so Mma Ramotswe introduced herself, exchanged the necessary courtesies, and was then ushered into the office.

‘Mma Potokwani is on the phone,’ the secretary said, ‘but once she has finished I will take you through. She is very keen to see you, Mma.’ And then, after a short pause, she continued, ‘I hope you are having a good day.’

Mma Ramotswe nodded. ‘I am, Mma,’ she said, wanting to add, ‘in spite of everything,’ but not doing so.

‘That is very good,’ said the secretary. ‘Mma Potokwani has spoken to me about you. She says that you are a very cheerful person – even when things are not going well. She said that to me.’

‘I am just like everybody else,’ said Mma Ramotswe.

‘She says you are not,’ said the secretary. ‘She says you will always look on the bright side.’

‘Well, it’s probably … probably a bit brighter on that side,’ Mma Ramotswe admitted.

‘That is very true, Mma.’

‘You are new here?’ asked Mma Ramotswe.

The secretary nodded. ‘This is my second job. I was with a firm of distributors before this. They had those very large trucks. They took things up north – to Francistown, to Maun – to places far from everywhere. They fired me because they said they had too many secretaries. It was very hard for me, Mma. I thought: how can there be too many of me? I am only one person. That is the way I looked at it.’

Mma Ramotswe expressed her sympathy. ‘It cannot be easy – losing your job.’

‘It is not, Mma. It is very bad.’

Mma Ramotswe looked thoughtful. ‘And it never seems to be the people at the top who go, does it? There never seem to be too many of them, I think.’

The secretary smiled. ‘I think you are right, Mma Ramotswe. That’s because they make the decisions. And when somebody comes along and says, “You are going to have to save money because there are too many people on the payroll,” the people at the top never say, “Oh, I am one of those too many people.” They never say that. They say, “Look down there – yes, there are plenty of people down there.”’

Mma Ramotswe laughed. ‘What do they say about the chickens in the yard, Mma? When it’s time to make chicken stew, you never get any of the chickens coming up and saying that they would be tasty.’ She paused. ‘Still, a bad thing can lead to a good thing, I think. You used to send trucks off here and there, and now you’re helping Mma Potokwani to make these children happy. Maybe this is a better job in some ways.’

The secretary was quick to agree. ‘I sit here, Mma, and I hear the children playing outside the window, and I think the thing you have just said. I think …’ She raised a finger in the air. ‘I think that Mma Potokwani has finished on the phone. Yes, she has finished talking.’

The door leading from the outer office into Mma Potokwani’s sanctum now opened.

‘Ah, Mma Ramotswe, I thought I heard you. And …’ Mma Potokwani stopped. ‘Your dress … You are looking very good, Mma. Not that you don’t normally look very good, but today you seem to be looking even better than usual.’

The secretary chimed in. ‘It is a lovely dress, that one, Mma. I was about to say something myself.’

‘Still,’ said Mma Potokwani. ‘We mustn’t stand around talking about dresses. If men heard us, they’d say, “There go those women talking about dresses again.” They do not know that we have many things to talk about.’

‘More things than they do,’ the secretary contributed. ‘Men talk a lot about cars and football. I have a brother like that. Cars, cars, cars. Then football, football, football. Every day.’

‘But is he happy?’ asked Mma Potokwani with a smile.

‘He is very happy,’ said the secretary.

‘If there are things that make you happy,’ Mma Ramotswe suggested, ‘then there is no harm in talking about them.’

‘That is true,’ said Mma Potokwani. ‘But there are some things that are not so happy, and sometimes we have to talk about those things too.’ She gave her visitor a serious look. ‘I want to take you to meet one of the housemothers. She has been speaking to me about something. I think you should hear what she has to say.’

Mma Ramotswe nodded. Mma Potokwani’s invitation had nothing to do with her birthday: that much was quite clear now. This was going to turn into a working trip. It was a working birthday – a working birthday in a dress that would be suitable for a party, but there was going to be no party after all. But then Mma Potokwani said, ‘And then we can have a cup of tea, Mma Ramotswe, and a piece of special fruit cake that I’ve made for your birthday. Happy birthday, by the way, Mma.’

‘Oh!’ exclaimed the secretary. ‘Is it your birthday, Mma? Happy birthday. You must be very happy.’

Mma Ramotswe thought for a moment.
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