[image: The Colours of all the Cattle]

    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      Alexander McCall Smith is the author of over eighty books on a wide array of subjects, including the award-winning The No.1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series. He is also the author of the Isabel Dalhousie novels and the world’s longest-running serial novel, 44 Scotland Street. His books have been translated into forty-six languages. Alexander McCall Smith is Professor Emeritus of Medical Law at the University of Edinburgh and holds honorary doctorates from thirteen universities.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              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

       

      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 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 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

       

      La’s Orchestra Saves the World

      The Forever Girl

      My Italian Bulldozer

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Little, Brown

           

          
            978-1-4087-1107-1

          

          
            
              
               

              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 2018

            

          

          
            
              
               

              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.

            

          

           

          LITTLE, BROWN

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    The Colours of all the Cattle

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            About the Author
          
        

        	
          
            
            By Alexander McCall Smith
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Dedication
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter One
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Two
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Three
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Four
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Five
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Six
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Seven
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eight
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Nine
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Ten
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eleven
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twelve
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fourteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Sixteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Seventeen
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      This book is for Karen Myhill-Jones

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter One
            

          

        

      

       

      Picked Up By the Wind and Blown Away

      Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, owner of Tlokweng Road Speedy Motors, and one of the finest mechanics in Botswana, if not the finest, was proud of his wife, Precious Ramotswe, progenitor and owner of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency. Many men are proud of their wives in one way or another, although not all of them are as vocal in their pride as their wives might like them to be. This is a failing of men, and must be added to the list of men’s failings, although all of us have failings and weaknesses – men and women alike – and it is not always helpful to point them out.

      But of Mr J. L. B. Matekoni’s pride in Mma Ramotswe there could be little doubt. Sometimes, for instance, he would just gaze at her in silence and think, There is no other lady quite like Mma Ramotswe in all Botswana. That thought alone filled him with pride, just as much as it was a comfort to him. To think that of all the women in the country she should have come into his life – that was a humbling realisation, and reminded him of just how great a role chance plays in our human existence. It could so easily have been otherwise: she might have decided not to go out on that fateful day on which they had met. She might have gone elsewhere, encountered somebody else altogether, and married that somebody else. And yet she had not. They had met, and after a great deal of anxious hesitation he had eventually plucked up enough courage to ask her to be his wife. And she – oh, heaven-sent good fortune – had agreed.

      As to his pride, there were so many reasons for this. Mma Ramotswe was a fine-looking woman, a woman of traditional build, a woman of sound and sensible views, a woman who embodied all that was praiseworthy in the national character. Yet she was also human. She was reluctant to condemn other people for not being quite as good as they might be. She was not one to expect unattainable standards. She understood that many of us would like to be better in our personal lives but somehow could not seem to achieve it. She recognised that sometimes the best we could do was simply to muddle through, getting some things right but also getting many things wrong. She knew all that, and was never too quick to blame or offer reproach.

      She was kind; she was forgiving. She did not think that people should be punished too severely for their actions, as long as they acknowledged that what they had done was wrong. If you punish somebody harshly, she said, then you are simply inflicting more pain on the world. You are also punishing not only that person, but his family and the people who love him. You are punishing yourself, really, because we are all brothers and sisters in this world, whether we know it or not; we are all citizens of the same village.

      He liked her ability to exercise forgiveness, but there were other qualities that explained the pride he felt in her. One of these was the fact that she was a good cook – not necessarily one of the very best cooks in the country, but certainly somewhere in the top ten per cent. Being a good cook, he thought, was not something that could necessarily be taught. You could watch other cooks, you could study recipes and experiment with new ways of doing things, but that did not necessarily mean that you would become a good cook. Being a good cook was not dissimilar to being a good mechanic – you had to have a feeling for what you were doing, and that was something that you either had or you did not. He thought of his two apprentices, Charlie and Fanwell. Fanwell had a feeling for engines – he sympathised with them; it was as if he knew what it felt like to be in need of an oil change or to be labouring under the disadvantage of ill-fitting piston rings. Charlie, for all his bluster and his bragging, never really had that. An engine could be telling him something as plainly and as unambiguously as it could, but he would fail to pick up the unmissable signs of distress. And then, when the inevitable mechanical failure occurred, rather than trying to understand what signs had been overlooked, he would bully the engine. There was no other word for it: he would bully it by removing bolts and nuts brutally; he would rip out a fuel hose, an engine’s crucial aorta, rather than coaxing it gently off its nozzle; he was not even averse to applying a hammer blow here and there in the hope of shifting some mechanical log-jam within the engine block.

      Fanwell was much more gentle. At a very early stage in his training he had grasped the need to listen to what a vehicle was saying. He understood that at heart engines wanted to oblige us; it was their destiny to fire properly and to run sweetly for as long as their owner wished. Engines knew that, and, if only you treated them correctly, they would do your bidding. But hit an engine, or subject it to any of the other cruelties that thoughtless owners could devise, and the engine would become as stubborn as a mule.

      It was the same, Mr J. L. B. Matekoni thought, with cooking. If you were gentle, if you blended ingredients together gently, folding them in with all the delicate care of a mother tucking a child into bed, then they would co-operate. If you took the trouble to understand what temperature cooking oil liked, then it would seal the beef perfectly or soften the onions to just the right consistency. If you tasted a soup regularly, adding salt and pepper pinch by pinch rather than all at once, then the result would be perfectly seasoned rather than too salty or too hot. This was an art, he was convinced, and it was one to which Mma Ramotswe seemed to have been born.

      Of course, instruction was required. Children might be endowed at birth with the instincts of a good cook, but this inherent talent still had to be nurtured through tuition. Usually it was the mother who did this teaching, and usually it was the daughter who learned, but these days, much to Mma Ramotswe’s delight, boys were at long last being encouraged to cook. Puso, their foster son, had already learned at school how to make a number of dishes, and, even if his efforts so far had not proved universally edible, at least some were. He was proud of his ability and beamed with pleasure when Mma Ramotswe told him how much she appreciated his custard with jam or his only slightly burned sausages served with soggy fried potatoes. Of course, there were certain traditionally minded people, some of them curmudgeons by instinct, who thought it wrong that boys should be taught to cook, but these people were out of touch with the modern world and their opinions no longer needed to be given much weight. And this came rather close to home – at first, Mr J. L. B. Matekoni himself had been doubtful as to the appropriateness of teaching boys to cook, but he had soon been set right on that by Mma Ramotswe.

      ‘Do men eat?’ she asked him one day.

      He looked up, surprised. ‘Of course men eat, Mma. Everybody must eat.’

      She nodded. ‘I agree with you, Rra. Men like to eat – some men like it a lot.’

      ‘In particular,’ said Mr J. L. B. Matekoni, ‘they like to eat meat. Men are very keen on eating meat.’

      ‘That is true, Rra. Men seem to need meat. And if you need to eat, then I would have thought you need to be able to cook – even if you are a man.’

      They exchanged glances. He was not sure where this conversation was going, but he detected in it an element of gentle reproach.

      ‘Mind you,’ he ventured, ‘there are some men who do not eat meat. They’re called vegetables.’

      Mma Ramotswe laughed. ‘Vegetarians, Rra.’

      He looked puzzled. ‘Yes, vegetarians. That’s what they’re called.’

      ‘You said they were vegetables.’

      ‘Did I? Then I was wrong, Mma. I meant to say vegetar…’ He stumbled on the word.

      ‘Vegetarians.’

      ‘Yes, that. There is a vegetarian here in Gaborone who drives an old Land Rover. He lives out near the Sanitas Garden. They say that he has never eaten meat in his life – even when he was a boy.’

      Mma Ramotswe smiled. ‘I think that man is a Hindu. They are like that as a matter of belief. They think that cows are sacred.’

      Mr J. L. B. Matekoni could go some way towards sympathising with that – cows were special, there was no doubt about that – but he was not sure whether he would go so far as to consider them sacred.

      ‘He is a very gentle person, that man,’ he went on. ‘But his Land Rover is very old and I think it’s losing heart. You can always tell when a vehicle loses heart.’

      ‘He should get a new one.’

      Mr J. L. B. Matekoni smiled. ‘I told him that. I said that there were some very smart new Land Rovers. But he just shook his head and said that his Land Rover was an old friend and he would not desert it. That is an attitude that I can understand, Mma.’

      Mma Ramotswe knew what he meant. She felt that same thing about her tiny white van. She had resisted his attempts to change it for a more modern version – well-intentioned attempts, yes, but nonetheless misplaced.

      ‘This man with the Land Rover,’ Mr J. L. B. Matekoni continued, ‘he is very weak, I think. Not weak in his mind, but in his body, Mma. He looks as if the wind could blow him over if it ever tried. You know that look? There are some people who seem to be at real risk from the wind.’

      ‘He is getting on a bit,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘He is almost as old as his Land Rover – maybe even older.’

      ‘It’s not age,’ said Mr J. L. B. Matekoni. ‘I think it might be lack of meat, Mma. If he ate some good Botswana beef, then he would be stronger. If you eat Botswana beef then you will never be blown away by the wind.’

      For a moment they were both silent. Mma Ramotswe was remembering something. A long time ago she had been told a story – it was one of those stories you heard as a child – this one about two children who had been picked up by the wind and blown out into the Kalahari. They had wandered about in that dry land for days and had just been about to succumb to thirst when they had been met by a band of San people. These hunters had taken them in and shown them where their water was hidden. They had empty ostrich shells buried under the sand and these were filled with precious water. They had saved the lives of those two children and had kept them with them for years, looking after them because they had no idea where the wind had picked them up and where they might return them to. Eventually the children had grown and, because they were not San people, who are short, they had towered over their rescuers. What had happened then? She could not remember. She thought that it had been decided to send them back to their Batswana roots because you cannot take tall people on the hunt – the animals will see you and will run away. Some day she would have to find out what happened.

      She looked at Mr J. L. B. Matekoni. This view – that men had to eat meat – was an old-fashioned one, but she doubted whether she would ever be able to get her husband to see that. Some beliefs were very deeply ingrained, and, although you could expect men to make some adaptations, they were not always capable of making themselves entirely modern. Another thing was certain, too: she would never succeed in converting him to vegetarianism, even had she wished to do so. That would take centuries, and none of us had centuries; which was fortunate, in a way, at least for men, because most men, if they lived for centuries, would be centuries out of date at the end of their time, and that would be insupportable, she thought, for their wives, and possibly for others too. If Mr J. L. B. Matekoni had, as he undoubtedly did have, this high opinion of Mma Ramotswe, and if, as was certainly the case, he thought that there was no respect in which she could possibly be improved, she did not share this view of herself. She did not contemplate herself very much, of course, and would probably not have given more than a passing thought to how she was doing in life, had her old friend and colleague at the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, Grace Makutsi, not happened to raise the matter one morning during their second tea break.

      ‘I have been reading something, Mma,’ said Mma Makutsi, as she took a sip of tea. ‘It’s an article in this magazine.’

      From her chair on the other side of the room, Mma Ramotswe glanced at the magazine lying on Mma Makutsi’s desk. It was, as she had thought, the same magazine from which Mma Makutsi regularly extracted various ideas and theories. Some of these were interesting enough, and some, she imagined, were also quite true; others, though, were more dubious, their function being, Mma Ramotswe suspected, purely that of filling up the space between the magazine’s glossy advertisements.

      Mma Ramotswe raised her cup of redbush tea to her lips. ‘And what did it say, Mma?’ she asked.

      Mma Makutsi reached for the magazine. Flipping through the pages, she came to the article, and began to read it out loud. ‘Does your life have any point?’ she began.

      Mma Ramotswe looked surprised. ‘Why do you ask me that, Mma? That is a very strange question to ask somebody you have known for many years.’

      Mma Makutsi smiled at the misunderstanding. ‘No, Mma! That is not me speaking – that is what the article says. That is the title.’ She jabbed with a forefinger at the open page. ‘You see? That is a general question to the readers. It is not me saying to you – not personally – does your life have any point. I would not say that to you, Mma – not in any circumstances.’

      Mma Ramotswe laughed. ‘That is a big relief, Mma,’ she said. ‘It would be very alarming for us if our friends suddenly asked us a question like that. Just imagine – you would be going along quite nicely and then a friend would ask you whether your life had any point, and you would become highly confused as a result. It would be very unsettling, Mma.’

      Mma Makutsi reassured her that this was precisely why she would never ask Mma Ramotswe if her life had any point. But then she went on to say that, even if the article’s title was a bit abrupt, what it said was worthwhile and thought-provoking. ‘You see, Mma,’ she continued, ‘the person who wrote this article says right at the beginning that she was somebody whose life did not have much point, but then she changed and now she feels her life has a point after all. That is what she says.’

      ‘And is she happier now?’ asked Mma Ramotswe. ‘Because that’s the most important thing, isn’t it, Mma – to be happy?’

      ‘She is much happier, Mma,’ replied Mma Makutsi. ‘Look, this is a photograph of her, and you will see that she is smiling. She has a very big smile now.’ She held up the magazine so that Mma Ramotswe could see the picture of the author of ‘Does your life have any point?’

      ‘She is certainly smiling,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘Although we need to be careful about smiles, Mma. There are some people who smile on the outside when they are not smiling on the inside.’

      Mma Makutsi was well aware of that particular issue. ‘Oh, I know about people like that, Mma,’ she said. ‘But you can always tell – or, at least, I can always tell. I’m not sure if ordinary people can tell, though…’ The reference to ordinary people was one that cropped up occasionally in Mma Makutsi’s conversation. Ordinary people, clearly a large category of persons, were either those who had not attended the Botswana Secretarial College – Mma Makutsi’s alma mater – or those who had no experience of being a private detective. Both of these backgrounds seemed to endow one with qualities of understanding and percipience well beyond that enjoyed by even the most worldly-wise members of the general population.

      ‘But that is not the point,’ Mma Makutsi continued. ‘It is very clear to me that this lady’s smile is both an inside and an outside smile. That is because she is definitely happy inside, and she is happy inside because she has examined her life and has now found a point to it.’

      Mma Ramotswe drained her teacup. ‘That is very good,’ she said. ‘And what was that point, may I ask?’

      Mma Makutsi looked down at the magazine. ‘The point she found was to help other people find out if their lives had a point. That is her point, you see.’

      It took Mma Ramotswe a few moments to work this out. ‘Am I right in thinking, Mma,’ she asked, ‘that, once she started to help other people to find a point in their lives, then she thought: this is my own point – to help people find a point? Is that what happened, Mma?’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Mma Makutsi.

      Mma Ramotswe was silent for a moment. This, she thought, was definitely one of those ‘filler articles’. But she was still intrigued by the question. Did her own life have a point and, if it did, what would that be? ‘So what else does it say, Mma?’

      Mma Makutsi looked at the magazine once again. ‘It says that many people do not have a point. She says that most people, in fact, are pointless.’

      ‘And?’ prompted Mma Ramotswe.

      ‘She says that you can be pointless for many years – just living your life without ever really doing anything – and then one day somebody asks you what your point is, and the truth comes to you that your life has no point.’

      ‘That must be a very sad moment,’ said Mma Ramotswe.

      ‘Very sad,’ agreed Mma Makutsi. ‘But it is not the end of the world, because, when you realise that you have no point, then you will want to find one. And, once that happens, then you will feel much more…’ She looked down at the article. ‘You will feel much more fulfilled, Mma.’

      ‘I am sure it will be better,’ said Mma Ramotswe. ‘It is better to be fulfilled than to be unfulfilled, I think.’

      Mma Makutsi nodded enthusiastically. ‘Oh, yes, that is certainly true. But there is more to this article than that, Mma. It is three pages long, and there is a questionnaire at the end. It asks you questions, and they help you find out if your life has a point.’

      Mma Ramotswe was not surprised by the addition of a questionnaire. It seemed to her that many of the articles that Mma Makutsi read in that magazine of hers involved a questionnaire of some sort. And now Mma Makutsi read out one of these questions and waited expectantly while Mma Ramotswe considered her answers.

      ‘Think of the last six months,’ Mma Makutsi began. ‘Then make a list of the things you have achieved. What can you put on this list? Ten things? Five things? One thing? Or nothing?’ She paused, watching as Mma Ramotswe refreshed her cup of redbush tea. ‘That’s the question, Mma. What have you achieved in the last six months?’

      Mma Ramotswe looked thoughtful. Then her expression of thoughtfulness turned, almost imperceptibly, to one of regret. Now that she thought about it, she had achieved nothing very much in the last six months. She had done her job, of course, and she had helped various people with the problems in their lives – but that was just her job, nothing more. At home, she had cleaned out the kitchen cupboards, but that was hardly an achievement – anybody could clean out their kitchen cupboards – and indeed many people cleaned out their cupboards on a much more regular basis than she did. They were achievers, perhaps, and could answer the question with much greater credit. She had, of course, spent a lot of time with the children – with Puso and Motholeli – and had helped them with their various projects. She had helped Motholeli to make a quilt, and that had been sold at a school fundraising event for a respectable sum. That was an achievement. And then she had guided Puso through the transfer of his collection of stamps to a new stamp album – that was an achievement too. But she had her doubts as to whether Mma Makutsi’s magazine would think much of that sort of thing. And this meant, she concluded, that she would almost certainly fail the test behind the questionnaire. Her life, it seemed, was pointless – at least in the eyes of Mma Makutsi’s magazine, and possibly the eyes of the world at large. Mma Ramotswe, Private Detective… and Pointless Person. It was a bitter pill to swallow.

      But then she laughed. ‘Such nonsense, Mma,’ she exclaimed. ‘That magazine of yours is full of nonsense.’

      Mma Makutsi looked wounded. ‘You should not say such things, Mma. Just because the truth hurts, you should not say such things.’

      Mma Ramotswe was quick to apologise. Mma Makutsi was sensitive, and she did not want to upset her over such a minor matter as this. To put Mma Makutsi into one of her moods over something as unimportant as a magazine article… that was something that would certainly qualify as a pointless act. ‘I’m very sorry, Mma,’ she said. ‘I did not mean to say that. I spoke as I did because I felt that the article was touching on some very important truths.’

      Mma Makutsi was suitably pacified. ‘Well, there you are, Mma,’ she said. ‘Sometimes all that it takes to make us re-evaluate our lives is a simple question – a very simple question, Mma.’

      It was time for the tea break to end. The cups were washed, and the teapots – Mma Makutsi’s ordinary teapot and the special one that Mma Ramotswe kept for her redbush tea – were both put away in the cupboard. Work resumed, but a seed had been planted, and the subject would crop up again a few days later when Mma Ramotswe travelled along that bumpy and dusty road to the orphan farm presided over by her friend and confidante, the redoubtable Mma Sylvia Potokwani, stout defender of children, and a woman whose life most clearly and unambiguously had a clear point to it.
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