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Beach reading also good for brain
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The Full Cupboard of Life
By Alexander McCall Smith
Pantheon. 198 pp. $19.95.

I had meant to alert all of you, dear readers, to some special books that at once utterly affirm and completely smash the idea of the frivolous summer read. Unfortunately, my wish is vanquished by the boldface title above, which will divide you immediately into two summer camps: those who already know what I'm up to and will sigh with gratitude, your excellent taste corroborated.

And the rest.

It is you whom I must convince that the five parts of the No. 1 Ladies' Detective Agency series - The Full Cupboard of Life being the latest - not only come packaged with sand in their spines, but also are simultaneously meant for the ages.

The little volumes are written by the prolific Alexander McCall Smith, a professor of medical law at Scotland's Edinburgh University who was raised in Zimbabwe (when it was Southern Rhodesia) and taught previously at the University of Botswana - two of his more than 50 titles are The Criminal Law of Botswana and that obvious page-turner, Forensic Aspects of Sleep.
What entertainment would you expect from such a man? The U.K. cliche of eccentric, the noun, seems to apply, and Smith does not disappoint. He has invented a cast of - forgive these adjectives - magnetic, endearing, even unforgettable characters who, if they weren't so clearly the inhabitants of a contemporary Botswana, would be right at home brewing bush tea in the twee, Victorian-valued English villages peopled by the likes of Miss Marple or E.F. Benson's overlooked originals, the misses Lucia and Mapp.

In the Botswana books, you needn't concern yourself with plot. In effect, the characters are the story, chief among them the "traditionally built" lady detective of Gaborone, Mma Precious Ramotswe. (In case you are unfamiliar with local honorifics, Mma means Mrs. or mother in Setswana, which fact I learned, on a Random House Web site, from Mma Ramotswe herself: The obliging personage answers readers' e-mail questions. This reader, to cite Dorothy Parker, almost frowd up, but when a literary character really does take on a "life of her own" in a world of commerce as well as imagination, such nonsense is to be expected.)

Mma Ramotswe, briefly and miserably married, came into money - actually, cattle - when her dear father, a retired coal miner, passed on, and instead of opening a modest shop, she decided to become her nation's first female detective. She purchased a well-sited house for an office (though chickens run through if the door is left ajar) and hired Mma Makutsi, who wears wide plastic eyeglasses and attained an unheard-of 97 percent grade from Botswana Secretarial College, to be her secretary.

If I were careless and made that grade 96 or 98, hundreds if not thousands of you would correct me immediately without having to check, which bespeaks the intense immersion of the Lady Detective fan.

The solemn Mr. J.L.B. Matekoni, "the best mechanic in Botswana" because he believes that engines, properly cared for, have a nearly human integrity, is clever Mma Ramotswe's closest companion. Add his careless, sweet-natured assistants, two courageous adopted youngsters, a stubborn matron of the orphan farm, and a stream of clients with problems of money, love, disappearance and death to be solved, and you have... .

Much more than anyone might expect from a string of anecdotal narratives that read like the wind. What Smith has achieved usually denotes literature: the creation of a place so specific as to be breathtakingly new to virtually all of us, but one seasoned with humanistic values so familiar - and crucial - that most will respond intimately and profoundly.

He accomplishes this with unobtrusive dialogue and efficient description; in fact, you may read unaware that language is involved. Here, the head of the garage has just been told by his usually insouciant helper that he considers his boss to be the father he barely knew:

Mr. J.L.B. Matekoni was silent. He has always had difficulty in expressing his emotions - as mechanics often do, he thought - and it was hard for him now. He wanted to say to this young man: What you have said makes me very proud, and very sad, all at the same time - but he could not find these words. He could, however, place a hand on the young man's shoulder and leave it there for a moment, to show that he understood what had been said.
I chose this passage almost at random from The Full Cupboard of Life. And I should note that each Ladies' Detective Agency book has about three to maybe a half-dozen places marked "weep here."

The series does not directly engage the politics of southern Africa, yet the details of daily living, magnified so harmoniously by the author, can be understood only if you assume their wider context: of drought, poverty, corporate greed, AIDS, and most poignant, the challenge modernity brings to the ideals of Botswanian generosity and grace. Strange, but the large outline of Jane Austen's historical England is limned by that author in the same synecdochic, closely focused way.

Two other factors pull these books off the beach. Smith has developed an uncanny identification with the basics of a society foreign to many; he does this with occasional cross-cultural humor, but without a taint of anthropological investigation. And he lifts the whole project out of the skillfully ordinary by fashioning a pointedly sensual, and meaningful, sense of site. The scent of an evening's wood fires, the feel of arid soil, the breadth of landlocked sky become significant, memorable characters, too, in Mma Ramotswe's Africa, her beloved home.
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