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    My siblings
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    Preface




    2018 was a year I would not forget easily. I had abandoned a busy but lucrative NHS job due to stress and exhaustion. Within two weeks of idling at home, I rapidly ran out of money and my life was about to implode all around me. I tactically and wisely escaped to the eastern part of Nigeria, having travelled from the United Kingdom, finally ending up in a small but beautiful hotel (Don-Ritz Hotel). It stood alone on the outskirts of a tiny town, Awka, located in Anambra State of Nigeria. I found my location pleasantly quiet and obviously an ideal environment for creative and artistic work. It was here I suddenly got bitten by the writing bug, just out of the blue. I woke up one morning and there and then began to write the novel titled The Bee Chase extemporaneously.




    It is a coming-of-age story made more significant because the main protagonist (Udenka) grew up under middling circumstances. It is baffling and at the same time worrying for parents as to how children under four years could remember events in their childhood several decades later. Udenka was about three and half years old when he witnessed the total eclipse of the sun in 1945 but was able to describe it vividly and accurately in the novel in 2018. He was not daunted in any way to narrate the experiences that took place in his childhood or later, some of it tinged with sadness and sorrow. No one likes to dredge up sad memories but a story had to be told. This included the most atrocious and incredulous bee chase through the jungle on his way to first school, an event made more remarkable by the distance of the pursuit, not to mention the relentlessness.




    Udenka’s educational struggles were given prominence as well as the bitter civil war which nearly put paid to his overarching ambition to become a medical doctor. The structural impact of the conflict, particularly on the community of the losing side was highlighted as well as the emotional and psychological ramifications.




    Back to the medical school at the end of the disturbance, Udenka developed the skill of storytelling and in no time became a masterful storyteller.




    On a lighter note, his attempts at finding girlfriends became more of a bumbling effort that came to nothing but made the narrative more entertaining and stimulating.




    Finally, Udenka had to live with the impactful event surrounding the bee chase that took place in his formative years, an event from which he was unable to overcome. The pursuit made an ineffaceable impression on his young mind.
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    Map 1 showing the location of Nigeria
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    Map 2 showing the location of South-Eastern Nigeria
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    Map 3 showing cities and towns where most of the events in the novel took place


  




  

    Udenka's Itinerary




    Udenka is the protagonist of the novel titled The Bee Chase. His family originally came from Abagana, in Anambra State of Nigeria. His father, Fidelis, was a school teacher engaged in the difficult task of introducing new classes to fledgling primary schools. The family moved a lot from one town to the other as a result.




    Okwe, Nigeria, was the first location his father was posted to and that was where Udenka was born in 1942. From there they moved to Umuna, a distance of 5.6 Km. It was there that Udenka witnessed solar eclipse as a little child.




    Ngodo Isuochi was the next point of call on leaving Umuna. The two towns are separated by 55.5 kilometres. The family remained there for over five years and loved it. It was the longest stay in one location. In fact, they did not want to leave. Unfortunately, moving to a new school was inevitable- Ihube near Okigwe was their final station.




    Udenka started schooling {primary school} in Ngodo Isuochi and that was where the bee chase took place.




    He later moved to Enugu, which is in Enugu State, 79.3 km by road, to live with his older brother, Godwin. Udenka fell in love with the city. Eventually, he shifted back to Ihube from where he cycled daily to Ngodo Isuochi to complete his primary school education.




    He proceeded to Arochukwu for higher studies which he eventually completed at Holy Ghost College, Owerri, in Imo State.




    He attended Government College Afikpo for his ‘A’ Level course, after which he taught Chemistry in St. Columba’s College Amimo, Ikeduru, in Imo State.




    In 1967, he travelled to Lagos from his home town, Abagana, covering 476.2 Km. to read medicine at the college of medicine. His course was interrupted by a bloody civil war and he was forced to drive back to his place of origin. As the war raged, Udenka migrated from one place of safety to the other as indicated in the novel.




    I have described briefly this itinerary to make it easier for one to follow the narrative. Most of the towns mentioned in the novel apart from Lagos are crowded up in the southeast of Nigeria.




    The above maps will hopefully offer useful guide to the reader.




    Thank you.


  




  

    Cast List – Dramatis Personae




    Udenka – Protagonist (John)




    Udego – Udenka’s mother
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    Felicia – Visitor




    Emeka – Close friend and classmate




    Ogbu – Classmate and the weird one
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    Nancy – Childhood sweetheart




    Peggy – Taylor’s girlfriend




    Lorina – Ginger haired girl




    Josephine – Edit Ike (Gowon’s girlfriend)




    Gowon – Ex-President, Nigeria




    Ude – Nickname-Latin tailor




    Gertrude – Acquaintance




    Chioma – Gertrude’s sister (weird teenager)




    Arinze – Friend




    Chisom – School teacher
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    Chapter One – Solar Eclipse




    It was the year,1945, the ninth of July, to be exact, and what a remarkable summer day it turned out to be. The fighting of WWII had recently come to an end in Europe. The location was Umana in eastern part of Nigeria. Home was a moderately sized house with thatched roof, leaning delicately by the edge of a large, circular, and sandy compound, quite close to a dusty road. The high clay wall was polished to a shine more striking and easily noticeable when the sun was out. Inside the building, there was little to show other than an open space with little room for privacy. Perching stools scattered here and there represented the furniture, that is if one were permitted to call it that. Floor mats made from dry palm tree leaves served as barely adequate sleeping objects. The premises were inadvertently cut into two in the middle by a pathway which extended to the road at one end and continued to the adjacent village at the other. It was a busy footpath for the often-barefooted villagers going to the nearby market to pass through. Scattered huts housing a few natives were located at the periphery of the complex, easily visible from Udenka’s dwelling.




    Udenka, born in 1942, woke up that early morning to the sound of footsteps that he thought, as always, came from his mum, about to leave for the far away market. He dreaded it so much with passion. The entire day would be spent roaming about the massive environment with his little sister, Virginia, (dob 1944) unsupervised, playing with sand, and at times eating it as well as raw leaves from shrubs close by. Both watched the scantily clothed men as they sat outside their huts on the floor, mending and sharpening their farming primitive tools. They looked so unkempt as usual, in their slovenly manners. The young ones amongst them were out in the morning for the farm, unwittingly unsettling the elderly, and were noticeable as they hurriedly walked past. The lazy ones who remained in the residence were busy gossiping as they gathered in small groups, happily making a hell of noise. Goats, chickens, and dogs milled around freely in the open space.




    Much later, during the day, now approaching late afternoon, the weather was sultry and associated with a mild but cool breeze. The men were in buoyant but relaxed mood and were now moving around in a casual fashion, only a very few of them kept themselves occupied, doing one odd job after another, as well as enjoying the sunshine. Overall, everything appeared calm, exactly like the calmness before the storm. Udenka observed an unusually sudden change in the behaviour of the livestock, including goats and cows, because they suddenly became restless, making strange, distressed noises. Then, in a blink of an eye, like a thunderclap, they started to run across the yard as if in panic. When he looked up to the sky, as young as he was, it appeared to him as if the moon were fighting the sun. The normally imperturbable men the two children had been observing all along rushed out of their homes, grabbed their goats, slung them around their necks, picked up their cocks with one hand, and tried to escape. As the speed they were trying to maintain quickened, Udenka could hear them screaming and shouting at the top of their voices: “Oh my God! What is going on?”




    “This is the end of the world, we are damned.”




    He could see the villagers move in different directions. Darkness inexplicably descended on the village, taking over the bright, cloudless sunny afternoon. It now seemed as he kept on looking towards heaven, that the world truly and utterly was ending abruptly. To reinforce what he had seen, he was baffled by the way the normally calm neighbours rushed out of their houses, carrying whatever they could lay their hands on at such short notice. He also abhorred how they abandoned him and his sibling, hung out to dry. What he was witnessing was too much for a very young boy. Udenka was at his wits’ end. Things had reached breaking point. He got so frightened that he swiftly grabbed his little sister, Virginia, already crying her eyes out, in one hand, and dashed across their dwelling in the opposite direction where they found themselves in the middle of the untarred but lonely road, which rarely welcomed one vehicle in an entire month. At that same moment, an army jeep in British army colours with a flag hoisted on the bonnet was approaching fast and was forced to make a sudden stop to avoid running them over, brakes screeching and smoke mixed with swirling dust rising from its tyres. Two young army officers in uniform jumped out of the vehicle, grasped the two children, and moved them to safety.




    While this was happening, in no time, a crowd of panicked villagers who had initially bolted had surrounded the vehicle and were looking at the white men, their goats still around their necks. The farmers looked anxious with eyes bulging and lips twitching nervously as if asking for explanation for events just witnessed. This time, the darkness had lifted and once again sunshine lit up the village. The officers noticed the stark terror in the eyes of the small crowd that surrounded them and tried to calm the gathered dwellers down by explaining in simple English exactly what had happened. Unfortunately, the villagers had no formal education, for they were pagans. All the same, they listened attentively, unsure what was being said. Udenka could pick out a few English words, for he was taught by his father, a teacher at elementary school. From what he could gather, they were reassuring the natives that it was not the end of the world but a natural phenomenon – a total eclipse of the sun. At the end of the lecture, the group, in their ignorance, turned their backs and walked away. They couldn’t be bothered now. They needed no explanation. With the darkness lifted, it was not the end of the world after all.
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    When Udenka’s parents returned very late that evening they pretended they were not aware of the eclipse or were oblivious to the trauma the kids had experienced in their absence. They probably assumed that a child was incapable of recalling events or storing such memories for as long but found out to their cost that Udenka was able to vividly remember the dramatic event in later life. It lay dormant for donkey’s years and suddenly re-emerged, revealing worryingly the existence of permanent memories of such dramatic occurrence in toddlers. Not long after the eclipse, his father was relocated to another town called Ngodo Isuochi several kilometres away (34.5 km) to head another school.




    Udenka was now only four years old, small for his age, thin with short arms and a long neck like that of a giraffe. He was so slim that his siblings always told him he could easily be blown away by the wind. He had a well-shaped, handsome face. He walked delicately, hardly swinging his arms, as if he were going to trip over and fall at any moment. He appeared frail and had developed a habit of walking bent over, looking down to avoid making eye contact with adults coming in the opposite direction, as he was extremely shy. Udenka already knew what the word “disappointment” meant because his hope for a primary school place was nearly fading away. He had tried to be accepted by the head teacher. Admission to the school was done once a year. Each time he was turned down, not because he had failed any written entrance test, for there was none; it was more of a physical examination. Udenka could remember vividly the first time he went to meet the headteacher to be assessed for a place early one morning. The teacher was alone in the office when smallish Udenka with a runny nose walked in to find himself facing this huge intimidating figure in loose white short sleeved shirt and baggy brown trousers.




    ‘Good morning, Sir,’ Udenka stammered, shaking.




    ‘Little boy, put your right hand over your head,’ the head teacher shouted




    Udenka stood there motionless and visibly terrified.




    The headmaster moved closer and impatiently and unceremoniously swung the little boy’s right arm violently across the top of his head to touch the opposite ear, but, to his disappointment, his fingers couldn’t reach it. He was summarily dismissed in the most impolite way, which a child could not comprehend.




    It was a dreaded sentence of one long year at home while his peers were in school. Udenka’s small size had failed him. His growth was static as he ate poorly because of constant ill health. He often turned away and rejected most of the cooked meals his parents could afford. His parents were not well off and struggled to make ends meet. His mother, Udego, found it most frustrating and had to resort to forced feeding as a means of solving this persistent problem. She eventually became so experienced in this that she could be regarded as an expert. Udego would easily put this tiny figure across her lap with a cup full of semi-liquid food perched in one hand, deftly closing his nostrils with her free hand, and while he screamed and gasped, she simultaneously put the food in his mouth to coincide with his intake of breath. It was generally felt that there was no way he would live to adulthood if no action were taken, hence Udego resorted to this extreme measure.




    Other contributing factors to Udenka’s diminutive figure included irregular and late meals. Unfortunately for a growing child, supper was always very late at night. Udego was very busy sewing clothes during the day and would start cooking supper quite late. It could be six o’clock in the evening before she would decide what to cook and at the same time put down her machine job to gather ingredients for making soup. At that point, it would then become obvious to her that firewood needed to be collected to make a fire. Someone would then be sent to the nearby forest to gather wood. This process of gathering wood and making the fire would take in the region of one hour, much longer if the sticks were wet, as often happened during the rainy season. With the pot on the freshly made fire outside in the open space, as there was no kitchen enclosure as such, the items needed to make the soup were added methodically at various stages of the cooking process. This resulted in the cooking taking a long, long time. Each item was put in the cooking pot at least thirty minutes apart from each other. A completely well-cooked soup containing a full complement of ingredients took an average of four hours. You could hear the noise coming from the cooking pot and heightened by the pounding of cooked yam in the dead of night when most of the villagers were already fast asleep. While the children waited anxiously for the food to be ready, Udenka would by now have dozed off several times from a sitting position, and, hitting his head on the rough floor, awoken a few times to the loud pounding of yams.




    With the meal now ready, his problem was not yet solved, for the actual eating of the dinner was as complex as the cooking and needed determination, resourcefulness, and wisdom. The older ones fared better. To begin with, there was poor lighting because the entire family ate at night in the large, sparsely furnished sitting room, and there was only one functioning lamp that was never bright enough. His parents ate together, and all the siblings gathered round a plate of soup containing fish and pieces of meat and another container of pounded yam. To survive, you had to eat fast, and the older siblings were better at it, tending to munch faster than the younger ones. The entire meal disappeared in a matter of minutes. To make the dire situation worse for the younger siblings, the parents, at the most critical point of the eating process, would always send one of them on an errand that required the use of the only lamp. With one child called away to fetch something unimportant, the rest would continue to eat in darkness, unnoticed. One older mischievous individual amongst them would shift the soup receptacle from its normal position in the dark. Udenka, not knowing the soup bowl had been shifted from the usual location, would dip the pounded yam bolus into what he thought was the soup-dish but would inadvertently dip it on the floor full of sand. As he chewed the food in the dark, he was taken aback when he heard grating sandpaper like sound. It was only then he realised he was eating sands. When the lamp was eventually brought back, the plates were found to be empty, as the rest of the meal had been consumed in darkness. Udenka was worse off at supper, even though he was awake, as he was unable to compete with his older brothers and sisters. He was also disadvantaged in other ways. The pieces of meat and dry fish in the soup bowl were the only sources of protein, and these were normally left until the end, to be shared equally among the siblings. Unfortunately, at the ending of such a repast, there was not much to share because as they devoured fast the pieces would be cleverly wedged unseen between the bolus and swallowed by the older siblings. The younger ones had no chance. They were too young to compete with the dexterity of their older siblings.




    Twelve months of doing nothing in the remote village was hell for him. He was left at home most days with his younger sister, as his companion. Udego would leave early in the morning for the market several miles away and was not expected back until late in the evening. His father, Fidelis, was always out teaching in a school as a deputy head teacher. Both were therefore left at home for several hours to fend for themselves. They would try to see who cried the loudest and longest for most of the day in expectation of their parents’ return. He seemed to blame them for the situation he found himself in. Moreover, he was more anguished by the knowledge that his father taught in the same institution that rejected him and did nothing or even empathized with his son. He simply turned a blind eye. Udenka responded by resorting to mischievous behaviour. One day, while playing outside, a very aggressive hen herding ten-day-old chicks started picking with its beak at a fresh wound on his shin covered with cotton wool. He continued chasing the hen away only for it to come back when he was inattentive, picking at the dressed ulcer until it started to bleed profusely. With his parents away, he decided on immediate action and he did not have time to consider the consequences. He chased the hen, caught up with it, and strangled it. He took the dead hen into the back garden, dug a shallow grave, and buried it. He forgot his wicked action until his mum came back from the market to find the young chickens running aimlessly up and down the compound. His mum, Udego, began to ask about the creature that was supposed to care for and protect the young chicks. In no time, she began to suspect an elderly neighbour who lived alone and who was once caught late at night stealing their livestock. The matter did not develop further and he felt relieved. His mum directed all her anger towards the innocent lady living next-door, and he felt his dastardly action would go undetected and gave it no further thought.


  




  

    Chapter Two – Jawless Pagan Confronts Priest




    Udenka’s father now on transfer from Umunna to Ngodo Isuochi in Abia State, south eastern Nigeria, 61.6 km away, to head a school, had to move his entire family to the new place.




    The landscape of Ngodo is noticeably flat, arable, and beautiful in summer months. The inhabitants plough their fertile land to grow surplus food. The town still houses, a stone age site that attracts tourists in large numbers as it provides proof that humans inhabited the region 250,000 years ago, the largest hand axe factory in Nigeria, if not in the world.




    The following year, in 1946, the admission process was repeated in the new institution. The night before, Udenka hardly slept. He dreaded another year at home. At that age, there was no way to know how to strengthen his arms in such a way as to pass the test. He had insignificant growth the whole of the twelve months and once more failed the test. At that point, Udenka felt he would never go to school. He walked back home dejected and sad, crying all the way. It again meant another twelve months idling at his parents’ property. His peers had now been in school for the same length of time uninterrupted while he remained homebound.
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