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Dedication


	 


	To you: Dear Reader.


	Out of kindness and natural curiosity, you may be eager to read this story to see how one can kill three birds with one stone. When you read this page, you will discover that this book is dedicated to you and you alone.


	Thank you for your precious time.
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“You never know how deep you’re in until it ends, and it hurts to even think about the person,” Robert Yehling




Chapter 1 - He Came!


	I saw him as he sneaked in that hot afternoon. He slipped in silently, and we all looked at him with awe. It was so amazing how he dressed and how he stared, mildly but earnestly. And the way he positioned his head. 


	I must say, my mouth was open.


	“Mr. Roland!” he said solemnly.


	I was at the shop. It was a printing press —Mr. Roland ran the place. I was learning how to type then. At that time, I was still in school. 


	I was interested in anything that required coordination between the brain and the hands. And typing was one of them.


	“Mr. Roland, please,” he said again, looking mildly as usual. 


	We looked at him with wonder. I, instead, was mesmerized.


	His name was not Roland. I knew it, but I did not know why at that moment. Since Mr. Roland ran the place, I presumed he was looking for Mr. Roland.


	“Please, sir, he is not around at the moment. Can you come back later?” Juliet, an employee, answered bravely. The Juliet I knew!


	Juliet had given in to panic and previously burst into a tremendous shriek because she saw a live spider on a bundle of books that Mr. Aaron came to collect. This same Juliet, who couldn't cross to the other side of the road to get a bag of water from the minimart because a madman was rambling close to the store, was the one answering this outlandish specimen that just walked into the shop.


	Anyway, that confirmed my intuition. He was looking for Mr. Roland.


	“Is there anywhere I can wait for him without being in the way?” the man asked eloquently.


	There was that masculine tint in his voice. Did I say a tint? A tenor!


	“Yes, please,” Juliet answered, still demonstrating her newfound courage. 


	Moving away from us, she circled and walked ahead of the man to an angle, the direction where I usually faced while working.


	“If here will be convenient with you, Sir,” said the adventitious receptionist Juliet, adjusting a chair.


	The mysterious man walked to the indicated spot silently, with a blank expression on his face, like a car. 


	He was wearing oversized, bottle-green jeans and a large, checkered long-sleeved shirt. It was so large that it could cover three children if they squatted in a circle. I did not look at his legs to know what he was wearing on his feet. 


	He was also carrying a bag.


	He sat on the chair in a fashion, the way influential men do with dignity and splendor. But his countenance proved otherwise — a pauper. Or was he an eccentric wealthy man?


	And he rested the bag on the table in front of him. 


	The bag!


	It was not only a mystery but a legend. It was a worn-out brown leather bag. No sane man living could imagine its contents. What on earth is inside the bag?


	But what bothered me most was why the mystery of a man wanted to see Roland? I was nervous. I wasn’t irritated.


	My contemporaries must have overcome their shocks, or they were never shocked over this peculiar man. They were working efficiently. One was binding; another was typing a document. At the counter, one attended to customers. I was to laminate a document, but I was not laminating it. I looked at the outlandish man.


	He made some movements. He swiveled his head from one side to side, mechanically observing the things around him: calendars, posters, banners, stickers, and such that could easily be spotted in any printing house.


	Then his eyes rested on something on the table where he had dropped his bag. It was a book. I had borrowed the book from the school library the previous day,‘War and Peace,’ by Leo Tolstoy.


	I thought he would pick it up, but then something else happened. The man who sat with his back to me turned his head abruptly without upsetting a thing and stared at me directly in the face as though my feelings had magnate him. We gazed at each other eyeball to eyeball as though he knew I had been looking at him.


	I was dead alive to look back at him.


	That stare was a thrust into my core.


	I did not understand myself for a while. I was standing. I knew it because I couldn't use the laminating machine while sitting. But when I became aware of myself again, I was sitting. And there was no sheet for lamination. I was sitting instead. I was confused.


	Maybe, I had involuntarily dropped the sheet out of fright and sat down without knowing what I was doing because I was scared of the man. I was even sweating. The veins in my head were pumping, and my head felt tight. The air coming out of me as I breathed was dry, like an abandoned sponge. My mouth was also dry, like a handful of sand. I even felt something heavy in the pit of my stomach that I wanted to vomit. And my heart was beating fast and loud as if there was an animal inside kicking for freedom.


	I wanted to vomit, probably to vomit the fear, and sleep for a while. I was not comfortable.


	I stood to go outside and receive fresh air, but before I could move a step, I summoned up courage and looked in the direction of the peculiar man once more. He was no longer looking at me.


	His head was bowed. His right hand was busy rummaging inside a paper bag. He did not bring a paper bag to the shop. Or it was inside the mysterious bag. I seem to be the only one watching him. 


	His bag was zipped before now, but now it was opened. 


	I will go outside. At the same time, I wanted to see something first.


	The book!


	I remembered that it was there on the table before I was transfixed. I said it was because the book was no longer there.


	It must have vanished into the leather bag or the big pockets of his oversized bottle green pants. It could even be what he was hiding inside the polythene bag. 


	One kind of eerie feeling eluded me as I thought of that reality. I became scared. I was shocked, angry, and blindly terrified. I felt that I should rush out of place and never return to it. 


	At that moment, somebody emerged from the door. I saw him from the corner of my eye. When I looked, it was Roland. He was grinning at the man. The kind of sly smile one put on their face if they were up to some mischief. 


	He went straight to the man, not even hearing us saying greetings to him.


	Is there anything in the world that will prevent me from hearing what they will discuss?


	I was wrong.


	I realized that something was slightly heavy in my hand. I was holding it. And I was asked to explain something to someone. I was showing the person to turn back to Mr. Roland and the peculiar man, but before I was through with my explanation, they too were through with their conversation. I mean Roland and this man in concern.


	He stood up and began to follow Mr. Roland out of the shop. He did not look at us. He looked above my head and stared briefly at the enlarged photo of Nelson Mandela that was hung on the wall behind me. He averted his eyes next, staring at the floor, and walked out of the shop just like the way he came, with the leather bag.


	I looked at him, but he did not look back at me.


	There was a car parked outside, an old Sienna. Maybe he brought it. I did not know.


	Roland sat in the passenger’s seat. The strange man slipped in behind the wheel with programmed movement. He dropped his bag methodically, started the car, and drove away like a cartoon.


	Jesus! The vehicle moved just like him.


	I was astonished. I felt deflated. When I looked at the heavy thing that I held in my hand, to my utmost dismay, it was the book—that very book: War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy with my school stamp conspicuously on it.


	How come about it? The book was....


	Without saying a word, I left the shop and never returned because he came—because of the event of that hot afternoon.


	That was twelve years ago. How was I to know that I would end up with that same man? 


	Relax! Let me tell you how it happened as you move on to the next chapter. 


	Fate! What life can do!


	




Chapter 2 - Where Am I?


	I looked around the place where I stood. The gigantic building was painted cream and sky blue. The black gate was a perfect match for the cream and light blue fence with stainless barbed wire above the blocks of the fence.


	Close to where I stood, two vehicles were parked, circumscribed from public eyes by the lofty fence—a Peugeot 408 and a highlander, both in ash color.


	There were other things in the compound that were too numerous to mention, but in summary, the place was a lush spot. I was sure you would want to know who owned the place. Well, it belonged to a man called ‘Commissioner,’ by my town people.


	I was one of his servants. We did his chores and got paid for it.


	I’d withheld my gender and occupation from you, the reader, but all that you will acquaint yourself with shortly. 


	Fate!


	Yes, fate, the tide that controlled the future of humans.


	I was tall, handsome, fair, and slightly built. And I had a fine name, Benedict. Or was it not a fine name? Collins Benedict!


	I got into this service a couple of years ago. Even though this was not my life’s ambition, to be a servant to the commissioner, I still had to do it, to remain this way, for my safety and comfort, until I got old and forgotten. When I said old, I meant old—a papa, wrinkled, feeble, and shaky.


	I did not want to tell you about my home training. I would rather tell you about my experiences and how I ended up as a page to that man I told you about at the beginning of this story at Roland's printing press. It was that same man who had become popularly known as commissioner. Commissioner of what, I did not know. They called him so, and I was nobody to alter it. Hence, I would refer to him as such.


	I was thirty-one years old telling you this story. For one thing, I graduated from senior high school with a remarkable certificate. Yes! It was dynamite. 


	I wanted to go for civil engineering, but a lack of finance obstructed my path. I intended to join the army. But that too turned into a mirage.


	Don’t feel sorry for me. Let’s get it straight in the form of repetition. As I mentioned earlier, I was a servant to this man called commissioner—a permanent servant as it was. You know what that means. I had to remain a servant throughout my lifetime, a servant by pledge. 


	No one wanted to be a servant. Not to talk of being one for life. 


	This was how I got myself into that predicament. When lack of finances obstructed my dream of becoming an engineer, I decided to go into service. I intended to join the army precisely. I had seen people do it and thought I would be accepted because I had physical strength. I had the right physique, and I glimpsed the training when I was in the Boy’s Brigade.


	I thought nothing would stop me. But to my utmost dismay, I saw “inadequate finance” poke out its little head and jeered at me. Eventually, I couldn’t join the army that year. Neither did I in the next year or in the years that followed.


	I became desperate for cash that I swore an oath in the presence of my peers, saying, “Wherever money is hiding, I will fish it out. And when I do that, I will pack and pack and pack until I will not be able to zip my money bag.”


	I thought they would laugh at me. They agreed to my volition. Together we formed a clique, a group of young blood desperate for money. We were five. I became bad.


	After my school days, I was never at home. My parents and I lived in the same town, but I didn’t go close to them. I resented their gentility and clemency. That was how I sneaked out of home and began to hang around with friends. It was that kind of life.


	My comrades and I were never in one place. The habit of moving here and there hunting for money kept us going. We fished, we farmed, and we stole. Yeah. Mild stealing, though, not critical ones.


	We used to pick some things to move on. We did not see it as stealing. We viewed it as survival of the fittest. To the public, it was stealing. But who cared? Even if society was not right sometimes, what was the need to consider just one of its theories that long?


	Still, we discovered a source on the streets where we could acquire a buck. But we needed money to take us there. We needed 150,000 Naira each to travel to Accra, Ghana. 


	Where on earth would we get our hands on such an amount of money? Without it, none of the clique could travel to get the big ball. No money, no Ghana. No Ghana, no big money. Trying to raise the cash to get that big take was what landed us all into a sticky jam.


	The trouble started when we became six. One young man joined us. His name was Amos. His native name was Omamuzo. His name happened to be an irony to the bearer. Omamuzo meant someone fortunate. But this boy was a direct contrast to that meaning. There wasa great chasm between him and the importance of his name, for he brought about the misfortune. We called him Amos.


	He was tall, dark, and lean. He had an oval face, a small nose, deep-set red eyes, bushy eyebrows, a set mouth, and dirty teeth. All those features gave him a menacing look, and I had the impression that he was three times meaner than his appearance inwardly. His brainpower was many degrees bigger than ours put together – my little gang and me.


	But there was something about him. He looked like one woman I knew. I couldn’t remember her at the moment, but he resembled her so much, mostly when his face was expressionless.


	When he came to town, he was homeless. But he got by. Everyone reckoned him to be one of those vagrants who appeared now and then and vanished.


	Later, we discovered that he was an indigene. At an early age, he got lost in life to do his kind of things, and he had returned with a new reputation.


	He did not go to his parents upon his return, as it seemed. And his parents probably didn’t give a hoot, unlike mine that persisted in holy callings. Thus, he roamed the streets like a tramp.


	Amos just blew into town from Port Harcourt (PH). Rumor had it that he did bad things there. No one knew what he did. Some said that he killed someone. Others said drugs. Still more said rape. What he did, remained unknown to the community. Only we, the clique, knew it. He told us.


	He was in a gang in PH. One of the members brought in a new guy to join the lot. The newcomer had to be initiated. Sadly, he couldn’t withstand the treatment. 


	Amos passed out in the process. 


	The gang wanted to conceal the corpse or dump it. The friend who brought him lost his guts. He ran out and blew their lid. Then the heat started. The cops and the DSS came after those boys.


	That was how Amos got lost and reappeared at home. He returned home with nothing but himself and a bad reputation.


	We accepted him to be one of us, not knowing that he would pull some of the boys into an early grave. Some into prison while I into my downfall.


	Amos contributed immensely to my downfall as you are going to see. It was such a misfortune. It was such a mistake and an outcome of greed. 


	Read on to see what happened.


	




Chapter 3 - The Guest or the Host


	We told him about our discovery. 


	     Man!


	     Was he surprised! Supposing such information had sunk into his head for long, he would have rushed for it by all means. The word risk did not mean anything to him. Danger did not mean anything to him either. And adventures were his food. Crimes were his drink.


	When you looked at his stature, you would mistake him for a peddler that hawked wares in marketplaces. But behind that feeble structure was the courage of a lion. He could eat. He could drink, and he could smoke. He smoked cannabis and cigarettes. 


	We wanted to lord it over him. But he was beyond us. He turned out to be the lord, and he exercised superiority over us.


	He taught us a lot of tricks: how to unlock any smartphone, how to prowl in darkness, climb a fence, trick a dog, kill cats with bare hands, trick snakes, break a fall, tell the blackest lies, and how to cause pandemonium in public! He also taught us how to steal and how to fuse a transformer so that it would go out of power for a long time.


	If you didn’t know him, you would think that he was intelligent. But he wasn’t. He was just an evil genius. He couldn’t read as much as I did. And he couldn’t write either. All he knew was how to wreak havoc.


	It wasn’t long before we noticed changes. Anytime we wanted to buy anything, he would volunteer to go, and he would return with extra groceries. He would buy bread but would return with the bread, sugar, and some hardboiled eggs. 


	The day I accompanied him to a shop, I had a jolt. Jesus! He stuffed a packet of spaghetti down his pant, but the merchant did not notice it.


	These were the kind of things that he did. And he encouraged us to do the same. He steals soaps, sachet milk, and tea. He stole Phones and chargers, mostly when he went out for night operations. He encouraged us to live at the expense of the villagers by taking things whenever we could.


	After stealing, he knew where to discard the loot and earn money. The highest value things he stole were ignition batteries and pots of soup. Different kinds of soups and we ate them all.
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