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The Body at the Gate

The Sunday morning came quietly, the way all terrible mornings do, without warning, without ceremony, draped in the false peace of birdsong and cool air and a sky still pale at the edges. In Chingola, on Kabundi Road, the residents of the low-density houses slept the deep sleep of those who believe themselves safe. Dogs lay curled under mango trees and on the door mats. A rooster somewhere on the next street was crowing, persistent and indifferent. It was six forty-three in the morning.

Lubasi Mwanza had woken up for one reason only: water. His mouth was dry from the chibuku he had drunk with his neighbour Kelvin the previous evening, and the glass he kept on his bedside table had somehow gone empty in the night. He dragged himself out of bed in his boxer shorts and a faded Zambia National team vest, shuffled to the kitchen, drank directly from the tap, and then, as he often did on Sunday mornings, decided to step outside for a breath of fresh air before returning to bed.

He unlocked the front door, pulled it open, and stepped onto his small concrete veranda.

He saw the feet first.

They were sticking out from behind the wooden fence that bordered his wooden gate, a man's feet, wearing brown leather shoes, one lace undone. For a moment Lubasi's sleep-fogged mind offered him an innocent explanation: a drunk man sleeping it off. It happened. But something in the stillness of those feet, the angle at which they lay, the absence of any sound of breathing, any sound at all, something made the hairs rise on the back of his neck.

He stepped off the veranda slowly, the cold concrete of the path biting at his bare feet. He moved toward the gate. Three steps. Four. Five.

Then he saw the rest of the man.

He was lying on his back just outside the gate, his arms spread at his sides as though he had simply fallen backwards and never got up. He was a man of perhaps forty years, dark-complexioned, wearing a blue checked shirt and dark trousers that were torn at the knee. His face was turned slightly to the side. His eyes were open. His mouth was open. And at the base of his throat, the fabric of his shirt was dark and wet with something that had dried overnight to the colour of rust.

Lubasi stopped walking.

The world seemed to tilt.

"Iye—" he breathed, the word barely escaping his lips, more air than sound. He stood there for what felt like a very long time, though it could not have been more than thirty seconds, staring at the dead man outside his gate. Then, as though something invisible had pushed him backwards, he turned and walked rapidly back into his house, shut the door, and stood against it in his kitchen, his heart slamming in his chest.

For a long time, Lubasi did not move.

His mind was doing strange, rapid things, cycling through images, half-formed thoughts, fears that arrived fully dressed before he had even had time to name them. There was a dead man outside his gate. A dead man. That fact alone was enough to make his legs feel hollow. But the other thoughts, the dangerous thoughts, came crawling in right behind it.

Who had put him there?

And more urgently, more selfishly, terrifyingly: what would the police think when they arrived and found the body right outside his house?

He pressed his back harder against the door. He thought of the way the police worked in this town. He thought of the questions they would ask. He thought of how things looked from the outside, a man found dead at your gate on a Sunday morning, and you, the homeowner, the one who called it in, are the first suspect they put in a room. He had watched enough news. He had heard enough stories from enough people who had been through that particular hell, the interrogations, the assumptions, the way an innocent man's protests could be made to sound like the protests of a guilty one.

"If I call them," Lubasi whispered to himself, in the Bemba that always came to him in moments of real fear, "bafika pa nga'anda yandi. Bafika, bamone umuntu uyo, then balande: nani umfwile? Who killed him? And they will look at me."

He moved away from the door and sat heavily on his sofa. He pressed his palms flat on his thighs and stared at the wall. The wall had a calendar on it, one from Zambia National Commercial Bank, showing a photograph of Victoria Falls. The falls looked mocking in their beauty. He stared at October. He stared at the number seventeen.

He thought: what if I just wait?

It was early. The street was empty. But Kabundi Road would not stay empty for long. People walked to church on Sunday mornings. Children were sent to buy bread from the tuck shop two streets away. The road got busy. Somebody would walk past, see the man, and scream. That somebody would call the police. And then when the police arrived, they would find the body with no connection to Lubasi at all, and he would be just a neighbour, just a man who happened to live nearby, of no particular interest to anyone.

Yes.

That was better.

That was much, much better.

Lubasi did not go back to bed. That was impossible now. Instead he made himself a cup of Ricoffee, his hands shaking only a little as he spooned the powder in, and sat in the chair beside his front window, the one with the net curtain through which he could see out to the road without being seen from outside.

He watched.

Six fifty-five. The road was empty. A plastic bag tumbled past in the breeze. The rooster crowed again.

Seven-ten. Nothing. A dog trotted down the middle of the road, sniffed at the air, and continued on its way without stopping. Lubasi watched the dog with an almost unbearable tension, half-expecting it to stop at the gate, to start barking, to draw attention. But the dog was not interested in dead men this morning.

Seven twenty-two. A woman in a chitenge walked past on the far side of the road. She was looking at her phone. She did not cross. She did not look up. She turned the corner and was gone.

Lubasi exhaled. He realised he had been holding his breath.

"Come on," he murmured. "Somebody just come. Just walk past."

But nobody came. Seven-thirty came and went. Seven forty-five. The Ricoffee went cold. The sunlight strengthened and began slanting across the veranda in long yellow bars, and the shadows shortened, and Lubasi sat in his chair and watched the road and thought about the man outside, about how long he had been there, about who had brought him there in the night, about whether the person who had done it lived nearby, might even be watching right now, might have chosen Lubasi's gate specifically, deliberately, for reasons Lubasi could not begin to imagine.

That thought made his stomach turn.

He got up. He paced the sitting room. He went back to the window. He pressed his face to the net curtain and looked.

The feet were still there. The brown shoes. One lace undone.

Nobody had passed.

By eight o'clock, Lubasi Mwanza had been sitting in his house with a dead man outside for over an hour and a quarter, and the road was still stubbornly, impossibly, cruelly empty.

He stood up. He sat down. He stood up again.

"This is not right," he said aloud to his empty sitting room. "This is not right at all."

What if the man had family who were looking for him? What if he had been there since midnight, since ten o'clock the previous night, and somewhere in this town or another town there was a wife awake and sitting by a phone, a mother who had not slept? What if there was someone who needed to know?

And the thought arrived cold and clear, what if the police later found out that Lubasi had seen the body early and said nothing? What if a neighbour had spotted him stepping outside and going back in? What if they could prove he had known and waited? Was that not worse? Was that not, in fact, exactly the sort of behaviour that made a man look guilty?

He stopped pacing.

He sat down.

He thought for two full minutes in silence.

Then he stood up, went to his bedroom, pulled on a pair of trousers and his brown slip-on shoes, and walked to his front door. He stood at the door for a moment, his hand on the handle, his jaw set.

"Okay," he said quietly. "Okay."

He opened the door and walked out.

He did not go to the gate first. He could not bring himself to go to the gate first. Instead he turned left on his veranda and walked quickly to the wooden fence that separated his yard from that of his next-door neighbour, Mrs. Agnes Banda, a retired schoolteacher who was almost certainly already awake because Agnes Banda was always already awake.

He knocked on her wall. "Mai Banda! Mai Banda, open!"

A pause. Then the sound of shuffling. Then the creak of a window.

Agnes Banda appeared at her kitchen window, a chitambala tied around her head, a look of supreme annoyance on her face. She was sixty-one years old and she had the expression of a woman who had spent decades dealing with the inconveniences of other people.

"Lubasi," she said flatly. "It is Sunday."

"I know it is Sunday, Mai Banda. But please, come. Come outside. There is something at my gate."

"Something? What something? A dog? A—"

"A person," Lubasi said. He lowered his voice. "A person who is not moving. Please, come."

Agnes Banda looked at him for a long moment. She was not a woman who panicked. She had raised five children, buried a husband, and survived the 1990s. She studied Lubasi's face with the practised eye of a teacher assessing a student, and whatever she saw there made her pull her head back inside without another word.

Thirty seconds later, her front door opened and she came out in her housecoat and slippers, pulling her chitambala tighter as she walked.

"Where?" she said simply.

Lubasi pointed toward his gate.

They walked together across his small yard to the gate, and Lubasi unlatched it and swung it open slightly, and they both looked out.

Agnes Banda made a sound. It was a short, sharp, involuntary sound, not a scream exactly, but something between a gasp and a word that did not make it out of her throat. She pressed her hand over her mouth. She stared at the body for a long moment.

"Lesa," she breathed. "Oh, Lesa wandi."

"You see it," Lubasi said, though it was not a question.

"I see it." She turned to look at him, her eyes sharp. "Did you call the police?"

"That is why I am calling you. So we can call together."

Agnes gave him a look that said she understood exactly what he was doing and exactly why and that she was going to let it pass because this was not the moment. She turned back to the body.

"Do you know him?" she asked.

Lubasi looked at the face again. In the full morning light it was clearer than it had been at dawn, the man's age, his features, the small scar on his left cheek. "No," Lubasi said honestly. "I have never seen him before in my life."

"When did you find him?"

A slight hesitation. "Just now. Not long ago."

Agnes said nothing. She was still looking at the man.

"We need to call more people," Lubasi said. "We cannot just be two. We need neighbours. We need witnesses."

"Witnesses," Agnes repeated quietly, and there was something in her voice.

"Agnes. Please."

She turned to him. Her eyes were unreadable. Then she nodded, once, the nod of a woman who has made a decision. "Go and call Mwape," she said. "I will call the Phiris. Then we call the police together."

The next ten minutes were the loudest ten minutes Kabundi Road had seen in some time.

Mwape Chileshe came first, a stocky man in his mid-forties who worked at the mine and who treated most situations in life as though they were minor inconveniences to be dispatched efficiently. He arrived tucking his shirt in, took one look at the body, and said, "Eish. This one is finished."

"We can see that," Agnes said dryly.

"Do you know him?"

"Nobody knows him," Lubasi said.

"Then somebody brought him here from somewhere else." Mwape crouched and looked at the body without touching it, with the calm assessment of a man who had seen accidents at the mine. "He has been here a while. Look at that blood, dried. This did not happen this morning."

Lubasi felt something cold move through him. "How long?"

"Overnight, maybe. Midnight. Earlier even." Mwape stood up and dusted his knees, though he had not knelt. "Have you called the police?"

"We are about to."

The Phiri family arrived next, Mr. Phiri, a nervous small man who taught mathematics at Chingola Secondary, and his wife Patricia, who was the opposite of nervous and who immediately began organising people.

"Stand back from the body," Patricia said, waving people away with both hands as though she had been trained in crime scene management. "Don't touch anything. Lubasi, do not touch anything at all, do you hear me? Nothing."

"I haven't touched anything," Lubasi said.

"Good. Keep it that way." She pulled out her phone. "I am calling."

"I will call," Lubasi said quickly. "It is my gate. I will call."

Patricia looked at him. "Then call," she said. "Call now."

By this time, word had spread in the way that word always spreads on residential streets, invisibly, instantly, through walls and windows and some collective nervous system of curtain-twitching and door-opening that no one could explain but everyone participated in. Two more neighbours had materialised at the edge of the small crowd: old Mr. Sikazwe from the corner house, who was hard of hearing and kept asking what had happened, and a young woman named Thandiwe who rented the house directly across the road and who stood with her arms folded, watching everything with wide eyes.

"Is he dead?" Thandiwe called from across the road.

"Yes, he is dead," Patricia called back matter-of-factly.

Thandiwe put her hand over her mouth.

"Who is he?" Mr. Sikazwe shouted.

"We don't know!" Mwape shouted back.

"What?"

"WE DON'T KNOW!"

Mr. Sikazwe shook his head and said something in Bemba that nobody caught.

Lubasi stepped away from the small crowd and dialled Chingola Central Police Station.

It rang for a long time. He looked up at the sky. A hadada ibis was flying overhead, its ugly cry falling down over the rooftops. The phone rang and rang. He was about to hang up when it clicked.

"Chingola Central." The voice was flat, tired, belonging to someone who had been on night shift for too long.

"Hello. Good morning. I am calling to report— there is a dead body. Outside my house. On Kabundi Road."

A pause. "Say that again?"

"A dead body. A man. He is lying outside my gate. I found him this morning."

Another pause, longer. Lubasi could hear someone else talking in the background at the station, something about tea. Then the voice returned, slightly more alert. "Your name?"

"Lubasi Mwanza."

"Address?"

"Number twelve, Kabundi Road. Riverside section. You know the road that goes past the—"

"I know Kabundi Road. And the body is outside your gate?"

"Yes. He is a male person. He has some blood on his shirt, near the throat. I don't know him. I found him this morning when I stepped outside."

"Don't touch anything," the voice said.

"I know. I haven't."

"Don't let anybody touch anything."

"I am telling everyone."

"Officers will be there shortly. Stay at the scene."

The line went dead.

Lubasi lowered his phone. He turned back to the group. They were all looking at him.

"They are coming," he said.

The wait that followed had the strange quality of all waits involving the recently dead, a suspension of normal time, a collective breath held. The neighbours stood at a respectful distance from the body, speaking in low voices, occasionally falling silent, occasionally erupting into the kind of subdued but urgent conversation that death in the neighbourhood always provoked.

"You think it was a robbery?" Mr. Phiri said. He had his arms crossed and his chin tucked down, the posture of a man thinking hard.

"Look at his shoes," Mwape said. "Those are good shoes. A robber would have taken the shoes."

"Maybe they were interrupted," Patricia said.

"Or maybe it was personal," Agnes said quietly. She said it in the way of someone who has seen enough of life to know that most violence is not random. Everyone looked at her. She said nothing more.

"He was brought here," Lubasi said. He had been thinking about it ever since Mwape had mentioned it. "Someone brought this man and left him at my gate. Why my gate? Why here?"

"You should not think like that," Patricia said, looking at him carefully.

"How should I think, then?"

"Think like a witness. You are a witness. You found the body. Nothing more."

"Exactly," Lubasi said, and he heard in his own voice something that sounded like a man reminding himself of something.

Thandiwe had crossed the road and was now standing at the edge of the group, unable to stay away. "Last night," she said hesitantly, "around maybe eleven, eleven-thirty. I heard a car. I didn't think anything of it. But now I am thinking."

Everyone turned to look at her.

"What kind of car?" Mwape asked.

"I couldn't see it. I just heard the engine. It slowed down near here and then after a minute or so it drove away. I thought it was someone visiting one of the houses."

"Did you look outside?"

"No. I was in bed. I was nearly asleep."

A silence fell over the group.

"You must tell the police that," Agnes said firmly.

Thandiwe nodded, looking slightly frightened now, as though the full weight of what she had heard was only arriving.

Mr. Sikazwe had edged close enough to get a proper look at the body and then edged back. "Terrible," he announced loudly to no one in particular. "Terrible business. This neighbourhood is going down. This neighbourhood is going down and no one is doing anything."

"Ba Sikazwe, the police are coming," Agnes said, not unkindly.

"The police!" Mr. Sikazwe said, with the tone of a man who had complicated feelings about this. "The police come after. They always come after. What good is after?"

Nobody had a good answer for that.

While the others talked, Lubasi stood slightly apart, his arms folded across his chest, looking at the dead man.

He studied the face. He had been telling the truth when he said he didn't know him, there was nothing familiar there, nothing that snagged on any memory. The man was a stranger. But he was a stranger who had ended up at Lubasi's gate, and in this town, on this street, that meant something. It had to mean something.

Mwape appeared at his shoulder.

"You alright?" Mwape said, low enough that only Lubasi could hear.

"Fine."

"Don't let them see you looking nervous."

Lubasi turned to look at him. "I am not nervous."

Mwape held his gaze for a moment. "I know," he said simply. "I'm just saying."

Lubasi turned back to the body.

"I found him this morning," Lubasi said quietly. "That is the truth. I went outside and I found him there. I don't know this man. I don't know who did this."

"I know," Mwape said again.

"I'm telling you so that when the police ask you, you can tell them the same."

Mwape was quiet for a moment. "What time did you find him?"

The slightest pause. "Around seven," Lubasi said. "Maybe a few minutes before. Just before I came to call everyone."

Mwape said nothing. He looked at the body. He looked at Lubasi. Then he nodded slowly, the nod of a man who was a good enough neighbour to know when not to ask the question that was sitting right there in front of him.

They heard the vehicle before they saw it.

The sound of a police Land Cruiser on Kabundi Road was distinctive, a particular combination of engine note and suspension creak that every resident of the neighbourhood would have recognised in their sleep. It came from the direction of the main road, growing louder, and the small group of neighbours instinctively straightened, rearranged themselves, became slightly more sober in demeanour, the way ordinary people always do when authority approaches.

The white Land Cruiser with the red and blue stripe came around the bend and slowed as it neared number twelve. It pulled to a stop on the opposite side of the road. The engine cut. A door opened.

Two officers stepped out.

The first was tall, unusually tall, with the economical movements of someone who had learned not to waste energy. He was in full uniform, his cap on, his face carrying the closed expression of a man who had seen too many things in his career to be visibly shaken by any new thing. He looked at the group of neighbours, then at the gate, then at the feet sticking out from behind the fence and his expression did not change by so much as a millimetre.

The second officer was younger, perhaps twenty-six, twenty-seven, with a notebook already open in his hand and a look of studied alertness that hadn't yet settled into the older officer's professional blankness. He was scanning everything: the body, the gate, the faces.

The taller officer walked to the body with long, measured strides and stood over it, looking down. He said nothing for a long moment. He took in the shirt, the dried blood, the open eyes, the position of the arms. Then he turned to the group of neighbours.

"Who called?" he said.

Lubasi stepped forward.

"I did," he said. "It is my house. I found him this morning."

The officer looked at Lubasi. He looked at him the way officers look at people, not unkindly, not harshly, but with a complete and practised absence of assumption, a blankness that was itself a kind of pressure.

"Your name," the officer said.

"Lubasi Mwanza."

The younger officer wrote it down.

The tall officer's eyes moved across Lubasi's face for one final moment. Then he said, "Mr. Mwanza. Tell me everything."

And behind him, the morning went very still.
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What the Morning Asks

The tall officer's name was Sergeant Chanda Kapaso. He had been with Chingola Central Police for eleven years and he had the build and the demeanour of a man who had spent those eleven years learning to say very little and observe a great deal. He stood now with his arms loose at his sides, his cap pushed back a fraction, looking at Lubasi Mwanza with an expression that was not unkind but that left absolutely no room for comfort.

The younger officer, who introduced himself as Constable Bwalya Mwelwa, and who appeared to take a genuine professional pleasure in the act of writing things in his notebook, stood slightly to the side, pen ready.

The body of the unknown man lay exactly as it had been found, the brown shoes pointing at the morning sky, the dried blood on his shirt catching the light in a way that made everyone who looked at it look away again quickly.

"Mr. Mwanza," Sergeant Kapaso said. "Tell me what happened. From the beginning. Your own words, your own pace. Take your time."

Lubasi cleared his throat. He was aware of his neighbours standing behind him, Agnes to his left, Mwape a little further back, the others in a loose half-circle. He was aware of how he looked. He was aware of everything.

"I woke up this morning," he began. "Early. I was thirsty. I got water from the kitchen and then I stepped outside for air. When I came to the gate—" he gestured toward it "—I saw him. I saw the feet first. Then I went closer and I saw the rest."

"What time?" Constable Mwelwa asked, his pen moving.

"Around seven. Maybe five minutes before seven."

"And you called us immediately?"

A fraction of a pause, not long enough to be suspicious to most people, but Lubasi saw Sergeant Kapaso's eyes sharpen almost imperceptibly. "I went to call my neighbour first," Lubasi said, nodding toward Agnes. "Mrs. Banda. I did not want to be here alone with— I thought it was better to have a witness. Another person who could confirm what I was seeing."

Kapaso nodded slowly. "That is understandable," he said, in the tone of a man who was not yet confirming that it was understandable. "And before seven this morning, did you hear anything in the night? Any noise? Voices? A vehicle?"

"Nothing," Lubasi said. "I slept. I sleep with the fan on, it makes noise. I did not hear anything until I came outside."

Kapaso turned slightly. "Mrs. Banda."

Agnes straightened. "Sergeant."

"When Mr. Mwanza came to call you, what time was that?"

"It was just before eight," Agnes said carefully. "I know because I had already checked the time when he knocked. I was in the kitchen."

Kapaso absorbed this without expression. He looked at Lubasi. He looked at Agnes. He looked at the distance between their two houses. Then he turned toward Thandiwe, who had been hovering anxiously at the
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