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This goes to girls 

[image: ]




Who think the game belongs

To bearded fellows; the witty songs

They’ve sung before are growing stale. Wiles 

Of braver girls have proven so; and wrongs

Of past now unfurl newer pearls.

––––––––
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For Rachael

Prologue 

Mrs. Mantu found the class drowsy that afternoon. She asked all the girls to take off their pullovers then requested a few girls to open all the windows.

‘What did you have for lunch? It has left you this lethargic!’ 

It sounded an off the cuff remark.

‘It can’t have been the lunch,’ someone said. ‘It was too little to cause any lassitude.’

‘Besides, few of us look twice at Wednesday’s stuff,’ another girl said.

‘Now that is negative criticism,’ Mrs. Mantu said. ‘You are forgetting that this is one of the upper market schools in this country. Besides, you should have seen us when we were in school.’

The girls were all ears now as they pricked their ears and paid attention. They admired their teacher’s intelligence and many students commented of her that a good mind possesses a kingdom. However, Mrs. Mantu rarely talked about her past though she was way ahead of the pack. Indeed, her teaching rarely went outside the classroom and since she had managed to remain beautiful, rich and mystifying, all the girls had secret longings to know what made her tick. After all, she was one of the best role models for the girls at St. Mary’s. It was rumoured that she was a wife to the manager of the international canning business across town on the other side of the river. All the girls could see the hundreds of acres of pineapple across the river from the school and the plantations themselves looked baffling. Mrs. Mantu was driven into school in chauffeured Mercs and Volvos. The girls had come to associate her with the grey Volvo 244GL that brought her at eight sharp and took her away at four every Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. Different cars brought her on the other two days of the week.

However, it was probably her personality, which pulled the girls to her like physics to gravity. First, she was high on the hog. She was always elegantly dressed with a powdered face and lipstick and lip balm and all. Whenever she appeared among the other lady teachers, most of whom were modestly, even elegantly dressed themselves, she always stood out. She would stand there looking like some African-American super model; like Tyra Banks or Beverly Johnson. It was an open secret that she had so unsettled Ms. Konga, the Principal, that the latter had tried to get her moved to another school – and failed. And if Ms. Konga could fail with her national political clout and all, then maybe Mrs. Mantu was international. She definitely had friends in high places. She was the best Maths teacher in the school and besides, she was well versed in other subjects some of which it was clear she did not need to be. She was an avid reader who inspired the girls to read widely and challenged them to make something out of their lives by drawing their attention to the great women in history; Cleopatra, Mekatilili wa Menza, Rosa Parks, Maya Angelou, Wangari Maathai. No wonder other teachers had nicknamed her BB – Battling Bella. She was also a radical feminist and many male teachers who could not put up with girl power kept out of her way. Like they say, if you have wit and learning, add to it wisdom and modesty.

‘You know what the problem with girls is these days?’ she asked looking at the girls above her glasses, which were pulled down to her nose. ‘Many of you just sit there and wait for life to find you where you laze. Sorry to disappoint you but life is made of different bricks.’

Her mood felt anecdotal and her reaction raised many eyebrows. 2W was not the kind of class that any teacher considered ignorant – or lazy for that matter; not with girls like Mak and Julie and Raj. In fact, 2W was a different kettle of fish. The girls here were usually enthusiastic and hardworking – a little more than others at St. Mary’s. However, it usually took a lot more than just vim and vigor to please BB. She never tired of reminding them that although they had been taught to live and let live, they had to get their shows on the road. Besides, she insisted, variety was the spice of life.

‘Madam that is not fair,’ Chimaka said roused from her middle-back-of-the-class position. ‘Moreover, actions speak louder than words.’

––––––––
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“You know what the problem with girls is these days?”

‘Don’t bark if you can’t bite. I’m not here to make you feel good Chimaka,’ Mrs. Mantu said looking gently at the dark Nigerian girl who the students simply called Mak. ‘And you must realize that the world isn’t fair – not with all the men you find around who want to hold onto both what is theirs and what belongs to women. Chima, you must be ready to wrestle for your own.’

‘Are you sure you are not just saying that to belittle us Madam?’ asked a brown thin-faced girl called Rosanna.

‘Why would I want to put down or make any of my girls feel small?’ Mrs. Mantu said looking directly at her. ‘It is true that many of you are just waiting for their beautiful faces to take them places, right? And then your suffering will begin I assure you.’

‘Advisers run no risks. Besides, you don’t look like you are suffering yourself.’ Somebody said in the column to the right and that was crowned with laughter. 

Mrs. Mantu did not smile which prompted the girls to fall silent again. The mood of the class went a little more on tenterhooks. 

‘You see,’ Mrs. Mantu continued sure none of the girls would talk. ‘Girls need to have something to be proud of...something to drive them to work on their own. And like Sikowitz says in Victorious, I would be the last person to puke on your dreams.’

‘Madam we are proud of ourselves, you know that,’ Julie said.

‘Yeah? Is that why every one of you has been yelling yourselves hoarse over games of football over the last few weeks? And your own soccer field is lying in waste next to the school parking?’ 

The irony in the teacher’s voice was heavy.

It was June, the middle of the soccer World Cup, and everybody had taken sides and was cheering their teams and favourite players. Many girls had betted and others had fallen out because of the games.

‘Surely everyone loves football Madam,’ observed Mak.

‘I have nothing against the game but I detest the way it is dominated by men and for a month or more, no woman will talk,’ Mrs. Mantu said with some heat. ‘Many of those people who look larger than life in front of women – and you girls - are abbreviated pieces of nothing!’

‘But soccer is the in thing right?’ a girl called Virginia Odhiambo or simply Jenny said. ‘Not enjoying it now because it is dominated by men will be rather like cutting off your nose to spite your face!’

‘Yes, for the men in this world it is all the rage. It is their game and if I were to watch any football myself, I would probably stick to soccer Mathematicians and scientists. At least they prove they have something up here,’ she tapped her forehead. 

‘But soccer is an art Madam,’ Mak insisted. ‘It is meant to be enjoyed as such. And it is common knowledge that all soccer players are poor in academics let alone in Maths.’

‘That is where you are wrong, young lady. Soccer is actually a lot of Mathematics. To score a goal, a player needs to do a lot of Mathematics – and Physics.’ 

The girls stirred like a beehive coming alive on a hot day. It was the first time they had heard anyone looking at soccer through a mathematical lens.

‘Exactly what do you mean Madam?’ Raj asked. 

She was looking at the teacher in a quizzical way.

‘Precisely that Miss Manji,’ Mrs. Mantu looked straight at Raj. ‘You know about the science of trajectory don’t you?’

‘Yeah, it is the flight path of an object through space as a function of time, right?’

‘Right, what is the flight path of a soccer ball? Doesn’t it involve a calculation of how you can beat the jump of the goalkeeper by ensuring that however fast or far he jumps, he cannot obstruct the flight of the ball into the goal? In other words, the ball is too quick or its trajectory is such that it will beat all possibilities of the speed of the goal keeper within the goal space.’

Many girls ‘mmmmhed’ their teacher. However, Mrs. Mantu did not look ready to settle for that that afternoon.

‘They say the best soccer players must involve some kind of mathematical formula to do this...Lionel Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo and the legends such as John Barnes and Zico Pele were all mathematic geniuses of some sort.’

‘Oh, you know them?’ 

Jenny was the only one with the presence of mind to wonder aloud. The other girls simply laughed at the incredulity of their beauty model teacher even remotely being aware of their soccer heroes.

‘Word gets round.’ There was a hint of sarcasm in her voice. ‘But only their science side interests me, don’t mistake me,’ Mrs. Mantu smiled – and she rarely did. ‘And something else; there are quite a number of mathematicians who have in fact been soccer legends!’ she added as an afterthought. 

‘Really?’ Julie asked. ‘Ma’am, you know we can never win in a contest with you. You hold all the aces. But I wonder whether your argument holds water this time round!’

‘Yeah? Ever heard of Harald August Bohr? Apart from being a great football legend, he is also the father of Periodic Functions. And by the way, his brother, Niels Bohr who was a goalkeeper himself won the 1922 Nobel Prize for Physics.’ 

Mrs. Mantu was as eloquent as Cicero.

‘All that boils down to family, probably genetics,’ Jenny said pessimistically although the other girls were all ears.

It was not quite clear whether they were following their teacher’s logic or whether they were simply entranced by her knowledge of football.

‘Fine, Frank Lampard, you’ve heard of him? Professors of mathematics have argued that he relies on his understanding of angles and pace for his successful penalty shots. And there are many more from Clark Carlisle to Wayne Rooney.’

‘Madam, we agree with all what you have said,’ Julie said, ‘but when all is said and done, soccer is a man’s game.’

‘That’s an old wives’ tale! So was karate until after The next Karate Kid,’ Mrs. Mantu countered giving them the unvarnished truth.

“Good Lord ma’am, you know them all? Even the movie world?’ Jane Rose said, her deep skepticism stirred for the first time.

‘Yeah, and more,’ Mrs. Mantu said undaunted. ‘Or would you rather we try applying our own science? We are one of the best science girls’ school around. And actions speak louder than words!’ She challenged.

The girls applauded. Ordinarily, 2W liked the challenges of the teachers and many girls in the class, and without a doubt, in the rest of the school, used such challenges to drive themselves forward and to explore new parameters. They would have taken their teachers challenge at the drop of a hat. After all, it is a (wo)man’s challenge to go as far as (s)he can on the right road. They also toyed with the idea of taking on a boys’ school – like St. Joseph’s High - in soccer and, according to their thinking, ‘putting them where they belonged.’ St. Joseph’s had recently been humiliated by their school in a way none was likely to forget in the near future. They had been worsted in Table Tennis, Darts and Chess and the girls were not yet through with the celebration. For them, winning over a boys’ school in anything they chose was as certain as a brook must have banks. Moreover, in this, they were even ready to carry the war to the enemy’s camp.
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