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For everyone who has ever sat with their phone in the dark,

waiting for it to ring.

"And why worry about a speck in your friend's eye when you have a log in your own?"

— Matthew 7:3
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Chapter One

Jazz and the Woman at the Stage

The jazz was doing something to him. It always did.

It was one of those August early evenings that Lilongwe specializes in — the air still holding the warmth of a generous sun, the light going golden over the rooftops of Area 47 while the minibuses coughed diesel smoke into the fading afternoon. Hendrix drove with one hand on the wheel and his head doing that small, involuntary bob that he could never quite control when the music got good. He didn't notice it himself. People who rode with him noticed it. They usually smiled.

He was forty-five years old, this Hendrix. A tall, composed man with the kind of face that looked like it had seen things and made peace with most of them. He wore a navy open-collar shirt — nothing flashy, nothing trying too hard — and his shop on the main road, that modest place stacked with television screens and laptop boxes and the smell of new electronics, had kept him comfortable for going on twelve years now. He had a house in a quiet part of town. A gardener named Subili who appeared on days he wasn't expected and disappeared on the days he was. He had his music. He had no wife.

This last fact was not a wound. It was, at most, a question — one that other people asked far more urgently than he did. His mother had stopped asking around the time he turned forty-two, replacing her questions with a particular look she wore whenever she saw a young woman at church. His sister still asked, but with affection rather than alarm. His business colleagues had given it up entirely.

Hendrix himself thought about it mainly at night, in the specific quiet that fills a house belonging to one person.

He was thinking about nothing in particular this evening, just driving and letting the music move through him, when he passed the bus stage at the edge of the township and saw her.

She was standing alone. This was the first thing that registered — the aloneness of her, the way she stood apart from the usual scattering of passengers and vendors selling airtime. She had a large carrier bag resting at her feet, the kind with reinforced handles that market women use when they mean business. She was looking down the road with the expression of someone who has been patient for a long time and is prepared, if necessary, to be patient for longer.
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