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Praise for the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency Series



‘I was enchanted by the character of Precious Ramotswe and the sly humour of Alexander McCall Smith’s writing, his deft evocation of a culture’ Anthony Minghella, director of The English Patient



‘With a tone that is as elegant and polite as that which is unfailingly used by his protagonist, McCall Smith gently unfolds a picture of life in Botswana’s capital . . . With a mastery of comic understatement and a powerfully evident sympathy for his subjects and their milieu, Alexander McCall Smith sets out a world where the old rituals of politeness and respect hold sway. His unassuming, carefully voiced tour of the small things that make life worth loving is a quiet delight’ The Times



‘There are some great books that this guy called Alexander McCall Smith put out that take place in Botswana. They are really fun to read and make you feel like human beings can really have worth-while lives. The first one is called The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency. I highly recommend them if you like to be happy’ Flea, from Red Hot Chili Peppers



‘One of the most entrancing literary treats of many a year’ Wall Street Journal



‘The writing is unfussy, the voices clear and unique, filled with a sort of grave, humorous directness which is refreshing and charming . . . Alexander McCall Smith has hit upon one of the most pleasing fictional worlds I have visited for years’ Scotland on Sunday



‘A strong, independent, and endearing model for contemporary women anywhere . . . A crowded fictional genre will have to make room for Precious Ramotswe. In the best sense possible, she’s heavyweight’ Boston Globe



‘A series of detective novels that resonate with optimism, good deeds, traditional values . . . There is nothing rushed about [McCall Smith’s] prose; it has the easy, soothing pace of an African summer’s afternoon . . .The Ramotswe novels display a familiarity with the goodness that resides alongside the chaos of Africa’ Daily Telegraph



‘Mma Ramotswe’s methods – and her result – are as unusual as the novels they inhabit . . . all this activity is much less about whodunit than why . . . It’s also very much about the variety and resilience of a nation to which McCall Smith seems utterly devoted. As, of course, is Mma Ramotswe’ New York Times



‘Forget the library – the body is in the mud hut. An African Miss Marple created by a Scottish law lecturer . . . superb’ Sunday Times



‘The author’s prose has the merits of simplicity, euphony and precision. His descriptions leave one as if standing in the Botswanan landscape. This is art that conceals art. I haven’t read anything with such unalloyed pleasure for a long time’ Anthony Daniels, Sunday Telegraph



‘A rare pleasure’ Daily Telegraph



‘Highly amusing, intelligent and heart-warming’ The Scotsman



It is not difficult to see why the director of The English Patient and The Talented Mr Ripley, Anthony Minghella, was so keen to produce the television series of these books . . . McCall Smith is a careful, emblematic writer who is beyond gifted, he is a natural storyteller. McCall Smith has once again charmed the sarongs off us’ The List


Alexander McCall Smith is the author of over sixty books on a wide array of subjects. For many years he was Professor of Medical Law at the University of Edinburgh and served on national and international bioethics bodies. Then in 1999 he achieved global recognition for his award-winning No.1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series, and thereafter devoted his time to the writing of fiction, including the 44 Scotland Street, Sunday Philosophy Club and Portuguese Irregular Verbs series. His books have been translated into forty-two languages. He lives in Edinburgh with his wife Elizabeth, a doctor.
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Chapter One

The World as Seen by Another Person

Mma Ramotswe, the daughter of the late Obed Ramotswe of Mochudi, near Gaborone, Botswana, Africa, was the announced fiancee of Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, son of the late Pumphamilitse Matekoni, of Tlokweng, peasant farmer and latterly chief caretaker of the Railway Head Office. It was a fine match, everybody thought; she, the founder and owner of The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, Botswana’s only detective agency for the concerns of both ladies and others; he, the proprietor of Tlokweng Road Speedy Motors, and by general repute one of the finest mechanics in Botswana. It was always a good thing, people said, to have independent interests in a marriage. Traditional marriages, in which the man made all the decisions and controlled most of the household assets, were all very well for women who wanted to spend their time cooking and looking after children, but times had changed, and for educated women who wanted to make something of their lives, it was undoubtedly better for both spouses to have something to do.

There were many examples of such marriages. There was that of Mma Maketetse, for example, who had set up a small factory specialising in the making of khaki shorts for school-boys. She had started with a cramped and ill-ventilated sewing room at the back of her house, but by employing her cousins to cut and sew for her she had built up one of Botswana’s best businesses, exporting khaki shorts to Namibia in the face of stiff competition from large clothing factories in the Cape. She had married Mr Cedric Maketetse, who ran two bottle stores in Gaborone, the capital, and had recently opened a third in Francistown. There had been a faintly embarrassing article about them in the local paper, with the catchy headline: Shorts manufacturing lady buttons it up with drink merchant. They were both members of the Chamber of Commerce, and it was clear to all that Mr Maketetse was immensely proud of his wife’s business success.

Of course, a woman with a successful business had to be careful that a man who came courting her was not merely looking for a way of spending the rest of his days in comfort. There had been plenty of cases of that happening, and Mma Ramotswe had noticed that the consequences of such unions were almost inevitably dire. The man would either drink or gamble away the profits of his wife’s enterprise, or he would try to run the business and destroy it in the process. Men were good at business, thought Mma Ramotswe, but women were just as good. Women were thriftier by nature; they had to be, trying to run households on a tight budget and feed the ever-open mouths of children. Children ate so much, it seemed, and one could never cook enough pumpkin or porridge to fill their hungry bellies. And as for men, they never seemed happier than when eating large quantities of expensive meat. It was all rather discouraging.

‘That will be a good marriage,’ people said, when they heard of her engagement to Mr J. L. B. Matekoni. ‘He is a reliable man, and she is a very good woman. They will be very happy running their businesses and drinking tea together.’

Mma Ramotswe was aware of this popular verdict on her engagement and shared the sentiment. After her disastrous marriage to Note Mokoti, the jazz trumpeter and incorrigible ladies’ man, she had decided that she would never remarry, in spite of frequent offers. Indeed, she had initially turned down Mr J. L. B. Matekoni when he had first proposed, only to accept him some six months later. She had realised that the best test of a prospective husband involves no more than the asking of a very simple question, which every woman – or at least every woman who has had a good father – can pose and to which she will know the answer in her bones. She had asked herself this question in respect of Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, and the answer had been unambiguous.

‘And what would my late Daddy have thought of him?’ she said to herself. She posed the question after she had accepted Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, as one might ask oneself whether one had taken the right turning at a road junction. She remembered where she had been when she asked it. She was taking an evening walk near the dam, along one of those paths that led this way and that through the thorn bushes. She had suddenly stopped, and looked up at the sky, into that faint, washed out blue that would suddenly, at the approach of sunset, become streaked with copperred. It was a quiet time of the day, and she was utterly alone. And so she spoke the question out loud, as if there were somebody there to hear it.

She looked up at the sky, half-expecting the answer to be there. But of course it was not, and she knew it anyway, without the need to look. There was no doubt in her mind that Obed Ramotswe, who had seen every sort of man during the time he had worked in those distant mines, and who knew the foibles of all of them, would have approved of Mr J. L. B. Matekoni. And if that were the case, then she should have no fears about her future husband. He would be kind to her.



Now, sitting in the office of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency with her assistant, Mma Makutsi, the most distinguished graduate of her year at the Botswana Secretarial College, she reflected on the decisions which her impending marriage to Mr J. L. B. Matekoni would oblige her to take. The most immediate issue, of course, had been where they might live. That had been decided rather quickly; Mr J. L. B. Matekoni’s house near the old Botswana Defence Club, attractive though it undoubtedly was, with its old colonial verandah and its shiny tin roof, was not as suitable as her own house in Zebra Drive. His garden was sparse; little more than a swept yard, in fact; whereas she had a good collection of paw-paw trees, some very shady acacias, and a well-established melon patch. Moreover, when it came to the interiors, there was little to recommend Mr J. L. B. Matekoni’s spartan corridors and unlived-in rooms, especially when compared with the layout of her own house. It would be a great wrench, she felt, to abandon her living room, with its comfortable rug on the red-polished concrete floor, her man-telpiece with her commemorative plate of Sir Seretse Khama, Paramount Chief, Statesman, and first President of Botswana, and, in the corner, her treadle sewing machine that still worked so well, even in a power cut when more modern sewing machines would fall silent.

She had not had to say very much about it. In fact, the decision in favour of Zebra Drive did not even have to be spelled out. After Mr J. L. B. Matekoni had been persuaded by Mma Potokwani, the matron at the orphan farm, to act as foster father to an orphaned boy and his crippled sister, the children had moved into her house and immediately settled in. After that, it was accepted that the whole family would, in due course, live in Zebra Drive. For the time being, Mr J. L. B. Matekoni would continue to live in his own house, but would take his evening meal at Zebra Drive.

That was the easy part of the arrangement. Now there remained the issue of the business. As Mma Ramotswe sat at her desk, watching Mma Makutsi shuffling papers in the filing cabinet of their small office, her thoughts were taken up with the difficult task that lay ahead of her. It had not been an easy decision to make, but she had now made it and she would have to steel herself and put it into effect. That was what business was all about.

One of the most elementary rules of running a business was that facilities should not be needlessly duplicated. After she and Mr J. L. B. Matekoni married, they would have two businesses with two offices. They were very different concerns, of course, but Tlokweng Road Speedy Motors had a large amount of office space and it would make a great deal of sense for Mma Ramotswe to run her agency from there. She had made a close inspection of Mr J. L. B. Matekoni’s building and had even obtained advice from a local builder.

‘There will be no difficulty,’ he had said after inspecting the garage and its office. ‘I can put in a new door on that side over there. Then the clients for your business can come in and not have anything to do with all those greasy goingson in the workshop.’

Combining the two offices would enable Mma Ramotswe to let out her own office and the income derived from that would make all the difference. At present, the uncomfortable truth about the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency was that it was simply not making enough money. It was not that there were no clients – there had been a ready supply of those – it was just that detective work was immensely time-consuming and people were simply unable to pay for her services if she charged at a realistic hourly rate. A couple of hundred pula for the resolution of uncertainty or for the finding of a missing person was affordable, and usually well worth it, but several thousand pula for the same job was another matter altogether. Doubt could be preferable to sure knowledge if the difference between the two was a large sum of money.

The business might have broken even if it were not for the wages which Mma Ramotswe had to pay Mma Makutsi. She had originally employed her as a secretary, on the grounds that every business which wished to be taken seriously had to have a secretary, but had soon realised the talents that lay behind those large spectacles. Mma Makutsi had been promoted to assistant detective, a position that gave her the status she so craved. But Mma Ramotswe had felt obliged to raise her pay at the same time, thus plunging the agency current account further into the red.

She had discussed the matter with Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, who had agreed with her that she had very little choice.

‘If you continue like this,’ he said gravely, ‘you’ll end up bankrupt. I’ve seen that happen to businesses. They appoint somebody called a judicial manager. He is like a vulture, circling, circling. It is a very bad thing to happen to a business.’

Mma Ramotswe clicked her tongue. ‘I do not want that,’ she said. ‘It would be a very sad end to the business.’

They had looked at one another glumly. Then Mr J. L. B. Matekoni spoke. ‘You’ll have to sack her,’ he said. ‘I’ve had to sack mechanics in the past. It is not easy, but that is what business is about.’

‘She was so happy when I promoted her,’ said Mma Ramotswe quietly. ‘I can’t suddenly tell her that she is no longer a detective. She has no people here in Gaborone. Her people are up in Bobonong. They are very poor, I think.’

Mr J. L. B. Matekoni shook his head. ‘There are many poor people,’ he said. ‘Many of these people are suffering badly. But you cannot keep a business going on air. That is well-known. You have to add what you get in and then take away what you spend. The difference is your profit. In your case, there is a minus sign in front of that figure. You cannot . . .’

‘I cannot,’ broke in Mma Ramotswe. ‘I cannot sack her now. I am like her mother. She wants so much to be a detective and she is hard-working.’

Mr J. L. B. Matekoni looked down at his feet. He suspected that Mma Ramotswe was expecting him to propose something, but he was not quite sure what it was. Did she expect him to give her money? Did she want him to meet the bills of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, even though she had made it so clear that she expected him to keep to his garage business while she attended to her clients and their unsettling problems?

‘I do not want you to pay,’ said Mma Ramotswe, looking at him with a firmness that made him both fear and admire her.

‘Of course not,’ he said hurriedly. ‘I was not thinking that at all.’

‘On the other hand,’ went on Mma Ramotswe, ‘you do need a secretary at the garage. Your bills are always in a mess, are they not? You never keep a note of what you pay those useless apprentices of yours. I should imagine that you make loans to them, too. Do you keep a record?’

Mr J. L. B. Matekoni looked shifty. How had she found out that the apprentices each owed him over six hundred pula and had shown no signs of being able to repay it?

‘Do you want her to come and work for me?’ he asked, surprised at the suggestion. ‘What about her detective position?’

Mma Ramotswe did not answer for a moment. She had not worked anything out, but a plan was now beginning to take shape. If they moved her office to the garage, then Mma Makutsi could keep her job as assistant detective while at the same time she could do the secretarial work that the garage needed. Mr J. L. B. Matekoni could pay her a wage for that, which would mean that the agency’s accounts would be relieved of a large part of that burden. This, coupled with the rent which she would receive for the existing offices, would make the financial position look considerably healthier.

She explained her proposal to Mr J. L. B. Matekoni. Although he had always expressed doubts as to Mma Makutsi’s usefulness, he could see the attractions of Mma Ramotswe’s scheme, not the least of which was that it would keep her happy. And that, he knew, was what he wanted above all else.



Mma Ramotswe cleared her throat.

‘Mma Makutsi,’ she began. ‘I have been thinking about the future.’

Mma Makutsi, who had finished her rearranging of the filing cabinet, had made them both a cup of bush tea and was settling down to the half-hour break that she usually took at eleven in the morning. She had started to read a magazine – an old copy of the National Geographic – which her cousin, a teacher, had lent her.

‘The future? Yes, that is always interesting. But not as interesting as the past, I think. There is a very good article in this magazine, Mma Ramotswe,’ she said. ‘I will lend it to you after I have finished reading it. It is all about our ancestors up in East Africa. There is a Dr Leakey there. He is a very famous doctor of bones.’

‘Doctor of bones?’ Mma Ramotswe was puzzled. Mma Makutsi expressed herself very well – both in English and Setswana – but occasionally she used rather unusual expressions. What was a doctor of bones? It sounded rather like a witchdoctor, but surely one could not describe Dr Leakey as a witchdoctor?

‘Yes,’ said Mma Makutsi. ‘He knows all about very old bones. He digs them up and tells us about our past. Here, look at this one.’

She held up a picture, printed across two pages. Mma Ramotswe squinted to make it out. Her eyes were not what they once were, she had noticed, and she feared that sooner or later she would end up like Mma Makutsi, with her extraordinary, large glasses.

‘Is that Dr Leakey?’

Mma Makutsi nodded. ‘Yes, Mma,’ she said, ‘that is him. He is holding a skull which belonged to a very early person. This person lived a long time ago and is very late.’

Mma Ramotswe found herself being drawn in. ‘And this very late person,’ she said. ‘Who was he?’

‘The magazine says that he was a person when there were very few people about,’ explained Mma Makutsi. ‘We all lived in East Africa then.’

‘Everybody?’

‘Yes. Everybody. My people. Your people. All people. We all come from the same small group of ancestors. Dr Leakey has proved that.’

Mma Ramotswe was thoughtful. ‘So we are all brothers and sisters, in a sense?’

‘We are,’ said Mma Makutsi. ‘We are all the same people. Eskimos, Russians, Nigerians. They are the same as us. Same blood. Same DNA.’

‘DNA?’ asked Mma Ramotswe. ‘What is that?’

‘It is something which God used to make people,’ explained Mma Makutsi. ‘We are all made up of DNA and water.’

Mma Ramotswe considered the implications of these revelations for a moment. She had no views on Eskimos and Russians, but Nigerians were a different matter. But Mma Makutsi was right, she reflected: if universal brotherhood – and sisterhood – meant anything, it would have to embrace the Nigerians as well.

‘If people knew this,’ she said, ‘if they knew that we were all from the same family, they be kinder to one another, do you think?’

Mma Makutsi put down the magazine. ‘I’m sure they would,’ she said. ‘If they knew that, then they would find it very difficult to do unkind things to others. They might even want to help them a bit more.’

Mma Ramotswe was silent. Mma Makutsi had made it difficult to go on, but she and Mr J. L. B. Matekoni had taken the decision and she had no alternative but to break the bad news.

‘That is all very interesting,’ she said, trying to sound firm. ‘I must read more about Dr Leakey when I have more time. At the moment I am having to spend all my time on working out how to keep this business going. The accounts are not good, you know. Our accounts are not like those accounts you see published in the newspapers – you know the ones, where they have two columns, income and expenditure, and the first is always bigger than the second. With this business it is the other way round.’

She paused, watching the effect of her words on Mma Makutsi. It was difficult to tell what she was thinking, with those glasses.

‘So I am going to have to do something,’ she went on. ‘If I do nothing, then we shall be put under judicial management or the bank manager will come and take the office from us. That is what happens to businesses that do not make a profit. It is very bad.’

Mma Makutsi was staring at her desk. Then she looked up at Mma Ramotswe and for a moment the branches of the thorn tree outside the window were reflected in her glasses. Mma Ramotswe found this disconcerting; it was as if one were looking at the world as seen by another person. As she thought this, Mma Makutsi moved her head, and Mma Ramotswe saw, for a moment, the reflection of her own red dress.

‘I am doing my best,’ said Mma Makutsi quietly. ‘I hope that you will give me a chance. I am very happy being an assistant detective here. I do not want to be just a secretary for the rest of my life.’

She stopped and looked at Mma Ramotswe. What was it like, thought Mma Ramotswe, to be Mma Makutsi, graduate of the Botswana Secretarial College with ninety-seven per cent in the final examination, but with nobody, except for some people far away up in Bobonong? She knew that Mma Makutsi sent them money, because she had seen her once in the Post Office, buying a postal order for one hundred pula. She imagined that they had been told about the promotion and were proud of the fact that their niece, or whatever she was to them, was doing so well in Gaborone. Whereas the truth was that the niece was being kept as an act of charity and it was really Mma Ramotswe supporting those people up in Bobonong.

Her gaze shifted to Mma Makutsi’s desk, and to the still-exposed picture of Dr Leakey holding the skull. Dr Leakey was looking out of the photograph, directly at her. Well Mma Ramotswe? he seemed to be saying. What about this assistant of yours?

She cleared her throat. ‘You must not worry,’ she said. ‘You will still be assistant detective. But we will need you to do some other duties as well when we move over to Tlokweng Road Speedy Motors. Mr J. L. B. Matekoni needs help with his paperwork. Half of you will be a secretary, but half of you will be an assistant detective.’ She paused, and then added hurriedly, ‘But you can call yourself assistant detective. That will be your official title.’

For the rest of the day, Mma Makutsi was quieter than usual. She made Mma Ramotswe her afternoon tea in silence, handing the mug over to her without saying anything, but at the end of the day she seemed to have accepted her fate.

‘I suppose that Mr J. L. B. Matekoni’s office is a mess,’ she said. ‘I cannot see him doing his paperwork properly. Men do not like that sort of thing.’

Mma Ramotswe was relieved by the change of tone. ‘It is a real mess,’ she said. ‘You will be doing him a very good service if you sort it out.’

‘We were taught how to do that at college,’ said Mma Makutsi. ‘They sent us one day to an office that was in a very bad way, and we had to sort it out. There were four of us myself and three pretty girls. The pretty girls spent all their time talking to the men in the office while I did the work.’

‘Ah!’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘I can imagine that.’

‘I worked until eight o’clock at night,’ went on Mma Makutsi. ‘The other girls all went off with the men to a bar at five o’clock and left me there. The next morning, the Principal of the College said that we had all done a very good job and that we were all going to get a top mark for the assignment. The other girls were very pleased. They said that although I had done most of the tidying they had had the more difficult part of the job, which was keeping the men from getting in the way. They really thought that.’

Mma Ramotswe shook her head. ‘They are useless girls, those girls,’ she said. ‘There are too many people like that in Botswana these days. But at least you know that you have succeeded. You are an assistant detective and what are they? Nothing, I should think.’

Mma Makutsi took off her large spectacles and polished the lenses carefully with the corner of a handkerchief.

‘Two of them are married to very rich men,’ she said. ‘They have big houses over near the Sun Hotel. I have seen them walking about in their expensive sunglasses. The third went off to South Africa and became a model. I have seen her picture in a magazine. She has got a husband who is a photographer for that magazine. He has plenty of money too and she is very happy. They call him Polaroid Khumalo. He is very handsome and well-known.’

She replaced her glasses and looked at Mma Ramotswe.

‘There will be a husband for you some day,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘And that man will be a very fortunate man.’

Mma Makutsi shook her head. ‘I do not think there will be a husband,’ she said. ‘There are not enough men in Botswana. That is a well-known fact. All the men are married now and there is nobody left.’

‘Well, you don’t have to get married,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘Single girls can have a very good life these days. I am single. I am not married.’

‘But you are marrying Mr J. L. B. Matekoni,’ said Mma Makutsi. ‘You will not be single for long. You could . . .’

‘I didn’t have to marry him,’ interrupted Mma Ramotswe. ‘I was happy by myself. I could have stayed that way.’

She stopped. She noticed that Mma Makutsi had taken her spectacles off again and was polishing them once more. They had misted over.

Mma Ramotswe thought for a moment. She had never been able to see unhappiness and not do something about it. It was a difficult quality for a private detective to have, as there was so much unhappiness entailed in her work, but she could not harden her heart, however much she tried. ‘Oh, and there’s another thing,’ she said. ‘I didn’t tell you that in this new job of yours you will be described as Assistant Manager of Tlokweng Road Speedy Motors. It is not just a secretarial job.’

Mma Makutsi looked up and smiled.

‘That is very good,’ she said. ‘You are very kind to me, Mma.’

‘And there will be more money,’ said Mma Ramotswe, throwing caution aside. ‘Not much more, but a little bit more. You will be able to send a bit more up to those people of yours up in Bobonong.’

Mma Makutsi appeared considerably cheered by this information, and there was a zest in the way in which she performed the last tasks of the day, the typing of several letters which Mma Ramotswe had drafted in longhand. It was Mma Ramotswe who now seemed morose. It was Dr Leakey’s fault, she decided. If he had not come into the conversation, then she might have been firmer. As it was, not only had she promoted Mma Makutsi again, but she had given her, without consulting Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, a pay rise. She would have to tell him about that, of course, but perhaps not just yet. There was always a time for the breaking of difficult news, and one had to wait for one’s moment. Men usually let their defences down now and then, and the art of being a successful woman, and beating men at their own game, was to wait your moment. When that moment arrived, you could manipulate a man with very little difficulty. But you had to wait.


Chapter Two

A Boy in the Night

They were camped in the Okavango, outside Maun, under a covering of towering mopane trees. To the north, barely half a mile away, the lake stretched out, a ribbon of blue in the brown and green of the bush. The savannah grass here was thick and rich, and there was good cover for the animals. If you wanted to see elephant, you had to be watchful, as the lushness of the vegetation made it difficult to make out even their bulky grey shapes as they moved slowly through their forage.

The camp, which was a semi-permanent collection of five or six large tents pitched in a semi-circle, belonged to a man they knew as Rra Pula, Mr Rain, owing to the belief, empirically verified on many an occasion, that his presence brought much-needed rain. Rra Pula was happy to allow this belief to be perpetuated. Rain was good luck; hence the cry Pula! Pula! Pula! when good fortune was being celebrated or invoked. He was a thin-faced man with the leathery, sun-speckled skin of the white person who has spent all his life under an African sun. The freckles and sun-spots had now become one, which had made him brown all over, like a pale biscuit put into the oven.

‘He is slowly becoming like us,’ one of his men said as they sat round the fire one night. ‘One day he will wake up and he will be a Motswana, same colour as us.’

‘You cannot make a Motswana just by changing his skin,’ said another. ‘A Motswana is a Motswana inside. A Zulu is the same as us outside, but inside he is always a Zulu. You can’t make a Zulu into a Motswana either. They are different.’

There was silence round the fire as they mulled over this issue.

‘There are a lot of things that make you what you are,’ said one of the trackers at last. ‘But the most important thing is your mother’s womb. That is where you get the milk that makes you a Motswana or a Zulu. Motswana milk, Motswana child. Zulu milk, Zulu child.’

‘You do not get milk in the womb,’ said one of the younger men. ‘It is not like that.’

The older man glared at him. ‘Then what do you eat for the first nine months, Mr Clever, Mr B.Sc.? Are you saying that you eat the mother’s blood? Is that what you are saying?’

The younger man shook his head. ‘I am not sure what you eat,’ he said. ‘But you do not get milk until you are born. I am certain of that.’

The older man looked scornful. ‘You know nothing. You have no children, have you? What do you know about it? A man with no children talking about children as if he had many. I have five children. Five.’

He held up the fingers of one hand. ‘Five children,’ he repeated. ‘And all five were made by their mother’s milk.’

They fell silent. At the other fire, on chairs rather than logs, were sitting Rra Pula and his two clients. The sound of their voices, unintelligible mumbling, had drifted across to the men, but now they were silent. Suddenly Rra Pula stood up.

‘There’s something out there,’ he said. ‘A jackal maybe. Sometimes they come quite close to the fire. The other animals keep their distance.’

One of the clients, a middle-aged man wearing a wide-brimmed slouch hat, stood up and stared into the darkness.

‘Would a leopard come in this close?’ he asked.

‘Never,’ said Rra Pula. ‘Very shy creatures.’

A woman sitting on a canvas folding stool now turned her head sharply.

‘There’s definitely something there,’ she said. ‘Listen.’

Rra Pula put down the mug he had been holding and called across to his men.

‘Simon! Motopi! One of you bring me a torch. Double quick!’

The younger man stood up and walked quickly over to the equipment tent. As he walked across to give it to his employer, he too heard the noise and he switched on the powerful light, sweeping its beam through the circle of darkness around the camp. They saw the shapes of the bushes and small trees, all curiously flat and one-dimensional in the probing beam of light.

‘Won’t that scare it away?’ asked the woman.

‘Might do,’ said Rra Pula. ‘But we don’t want any surprises, do we?’

The light swung round and briefly moved up to illuminate the leaves of a thorn tree. Then it dropped to the base of the tree, and that is where they saw it.

‘It’s a child,’ said the man in the slouch hat. ‘A child? Out here?’

The child was on all fours. Caught in the beam of light, he was like an animal in the headlights of a car, frozen in indecision.

‘Motopi!’ called Rra Pula. ‘Fetch that child. Bring him here.’

The man with the torch moved quickly though the grass, keeping the beam of light on the small figure. When he reached him, the child suddenly moved sharply back into the darkness, but something appeared to slow him down, and he stumbled and fell. The man reached forward, dropping the torch as he did so. There was a sharp sound as it hit a rock and the light went out. But the man had the child by then, and had lifted him up, kicking and wriggling.

‘Don’t fight me, little one,’ he said in Setswana. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not going to hurt you.’

The child kicked out and his foot caught the man in his stomach.

‘Don’t do that!’ He shook the child, and, holding him with one hand, slapped him hard across the shoulder.

‘There! That’s what you’ll get if you try to kick your uncle! And there’ll be more if you don’t watch out!’

The child, surprised by the blow, stopped resisting, and went limp.

‘And here’s another thing,’ muttered the man, as he walked over towards Rra Pula’s fire, ‘You smell.’

He put the boy down on the ground, beside the table where the Tilley lamp stood; but he still held on to the child’s wrist, in case he should try to run away or even to kick one of the white people.

‘So this is our little jackal,’ said Rra Pula, looking down at the boy.

‘He’s naked,’ said the woman. ‘He hasn’t got a scrap of clothing.’

‘What age is he?’ asked one of the men. ‘He can’t be more than six or seven. At the most.’

Rra Pula now lifted up the lamp and held it closer to the child, playing the light over a skin which seemed criss-crossed with tiny scars and scratches, as if he had been dragged through a thorn bush.
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