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This narrative consoles all those
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Young women who’ve fallen victim to Gulf

Servitude; it warns all girls who leave in a huff

Coz out of school they find some boss;

Take time to gauge that sweet stuff

Coz most of it is simply floss

Again, for dear Polly
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‘So who can tell us when the slave trade ended?’ Mr. Maranga broke the ice. As was his tradition, he was sitting on the teacher’s table with his long sleeves folded to the elbow and his tie askew. He surveyed the class. He always had problems with the lower classes because many girls were simply waiting to drop history in the third term of Form Two because St. Mary’s was a predominantly science school – until they learnt too late that history at St. Mary’s was compulsory. Successive administrations had argued that an understanding of history grounded the student properly in her country and her continent which resulted in better identity, better personality. It had been proven to be true as a result of which the tradition of history as a compulsory subject had long become a done deal. But students in lower classes always had other ideas; of possible transfer, change of tradition etc. Some never really listened.

‘Yes Julie,’ Mr. Maranga said turning to the only girl who had raised her hand. 

‘I think it depends on which countries you are talking about. Different countries abolished slave trade at different periods from as early as 1800 and some as late as the 1960s,’ Julie said cleverly.

‘So which countries were the earliest and which were the latest?’ Mr. Maranga pursued. 

‘Britain, for example, abolished slave trade in 1807. Some Arab countries abolished it in the sixties,’ Julie said pulling her glasses low over her nose and looking at the teacher from above the rims.

‘We all agree?’ Mr. Maranga said as his eyes squinted. The girls were hesitant. While many of them genuinely did not know, some waited to see Mr. Maranga’s reaction. They knew that whenever he looked at them that way, it didn’t help to sound clever. He would always outwit you. He would always carry the day. The idea was that the girls had to think and prove they had a head above their shoulders, to put it in Mr. Maranga’s words. 

‘It may depend on what you call slavery. I mean its abolition may be seen in terms of exactly what forms of slavery ended at what historical time,’ Betty said. Many girls tittered. 

‘We all know what slavery is,’ Julie said. ‘I don’t think we need to visit any lexicon for that.’ Several girls ‘mmmed’ agreeing with Julie. 

Mr. Maranga looked around the class as it broke into pockets of arguments. Whenever this happened, he normally gave the girls free rein and listened. The arguments usually took the same pattern. Everybody – or at least many of the girls began talking excitedly at the same time. Then the more naïve turned to those around them who they thought knew better and the argument continued. After that, the noise would lessen as those to be trusted with knowledge became fewer and fewer. If he was lucky, he would end up with a handful of girls who he would let lead the argument. If not, he would end up with two, or one, or in the worst cases, all would look at him waiting for direction. The last happened and he was a little dismayed. He turned back to Betty.

‘You said something interesting Betty. Can you please explain what you meant? How many forms of slavery can you think of?’

Some of the girls snickered. Betty was not one of the most popular girls in school – not education wise. Not that she was daft. No. It was only that life had pushed her around a little and as a result, she had been left behind by those her age. She had dropped out of school a year ago. At the time, she had been Wambu, a thin quiet girl, popular with the others although she rarely took part in idle gossip – or even in regular conversation unless prompted. Something the other girls hadn’t really come to terms with for many did not know what had happened to her to force her to leave school. That was fourteen months ago. Not many had expected her back. But she had come. The other girls only heard that within that time, she had got herself a child. A white child. In a foreign country. That was more than the other girls could take and therefore, she was not very popular. And everyone knew she wasn’t clever. She rarely talked which tended to reinforce the thinking of the other girls.

‘Many. Some social, some economic, some traditional, some gender and so forth,’ Betty began. She had rarely spoken that many words in her one-month history of 2W for she had rejoined the school in second term after promising Ms. Konga that she’d repeat the class at the end of the year if she fell too far behind the other girls. So everyone noticed and heads turned in her direction. She sat to the extreme right of the classroom, two desks from the back, near the window. It was a convenient place to be forgotten. And many students liked to forget her. Betty was a year or two older than them and they thought that was something. They had time to catch up with her. Or they had time to get over their naivety before they became as daft as she was.

‘Social, what do you mean by social slavery?’ 

Mr. Maranga insisted. For him, it did not matter very much what his students did with the history they learnt. If you had asked him, he would boldly have told you he no longer taught for the certificate. Students in this country had to be taught history so that they could reason on their own. To do that, you did not read history in the text book. Most of what was there was skewed to meet the needs of certain political needs. To him, his history – and her story – students only needed to notice events, record them, then search for patterns. That way, everything would fall into place. The past, the present and the future. That way, his students would be able to tell when politicians told convenient lies; they would be able to separate the wheat from the chaff, and that, he thought, was all this country needed.

‘Society keeps people in slavery. Even today. For instance, one needs to know why they pay tax and where that tax goes,’ Betty said looking fixedly at the teacher as if he was her only audience. Now, bodies began to turn as the other girls gave her unwilling attention. Many wondered whether that was really the Betty they knew. The one with big breasts that fell carelessly on her desk as she tried to do her Maths; the one whose blouse showed two telltale stains when she removed the pullover she rarely took off. 

‘You don’t pay tax yourself, do you?’ Mr. Maranga asked. He sounded a little incredulous himself, a little taken back. Not that he underrated Betty himself. Mr. Maranga never underrated anyone. He only respected good brains, especially brains which could engage him.

‘Of course I do. I mean, the money that my father pays tax instead of giving me a better education, that’s me paying tax, right?’

‘Right,’ Mr. Maranga agreed. ‘But keep it simple. You’ll lose many of us somewhere if you don’t. What other type of enslavement can you pinpoint?’ It was clear Mr. Maranga was reading her mind; or rather engaging it.

‘Many. Like what we are calling county governments. It’s slavery isn’t it? I mean, why take money from one despot only to give more to another? What’s easier to deal with, one big thief of fifty small ones doing everything they can when the searchlight is turned on someone else?’

Mr. Maranga was beginning to lose the class. Many stared open mouthed at the girl they had popularly referred to as ‘Daft Betty’ or ‘Old Mother Hubbard’ behind her back. It did not matter that what she was saying was irrelevant, beyond them, beyond Form Two history or any secondary school history they had ever heard. They felt that she had shown them a new side of herself - even the teacher. They wished to but the treatment they’d given her before could not let them probe. It’s natural for man to hold back. In Kenya, he even holds further back. But everyone now knew that her silence held a lot. They were all quiet. Mr. Maranga felt it was necessary to turn the discussion in another direction. He would find time to engage that brain on his own. It sounded like a deep well he could use. 

‘Have you ever experienced any of what you are saying personally?’ he hoped that would open her up. And the others. 

‘I think slave trade never ended. If anything, it became worse. I’ve been around and I think a number of the things I have seen have led me to see that slavery is a lot worse today than it was in those cotton plantations of the USA.’

By then, Mr. Maranga had lost everyone else. The other girls seemed ready enough to watch in fascination as the two brains engaged although the things that brought them alive meant little to the girls. The bell had gone and nobody had heard it. Miss Mantu, the Maths teacher who was coming in next, had poked her head around the door twice. Nobody had noticed her either. She had left the door slightly open and was listening in through the crack. When ten minutes had gone, she knocked loud enough to distract the class, then opened the door wider. The faces within seemed to resent her rude interruption. Mr. Maranga looked up as if from a trance.

‘Oh, sorry madam. We were having a rare time here. Class we will have to stop it here. We will engage Betty again sometime this week; it does appear she has a lot to tell us and I think we will benefit more from her than from a hundred lessons of Mr. Maranga’s history.’ He took his books and swiftly left the classroom. Several girls continued throwing furtive glances at Betty and Ms. Mantu had a difficult time trying to refocus their attention to the concept of algebra which they had started earlier in the week.
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1. An Incident in the DH

“You know we could just do it,” the dark girl said shifting her gaze from her green finger nails to the horizon far beyond the school fence. ‘A night out will blow away the cobwebs.’

The distance beyond the public library across the road danced in the mid-March heat mirage so that the occasional bus on the Nairobi-Garissa highway in the distance seemed to be speeding through water.  The girl she had spoken to was silent. She was brown with very dark silky hair that was done in braids. Her white short sleeved blouse was neatly kept, the tie button still in place regardless of the fact that the white and dark-blue striped tie was loose. The sleeves of the blouse still showed signs of recent ironing. Her light-blue skirt was tacked together as if she was conscious of some ever present adult who would remind her to mind her manners. Her brown hands were propped on her knees to support her chin, a magazine wedged in the fingers of her left hand. Her gaze was fixed somewhere ahead of her. She could have been looking intently at the distance – or she could have been brooding and not particularly looking at anything. It was hard to tell. You couldn’t tell whether she was simply moody or just a little under the weather but she had been in a rut all week. She shifted in her position then pulled her eyes off the horizon and on to the magazine she had been reading. The cover had a picture taken from the window of a plane. The picture showed a beautiful city adorned by palm dates with an unbelievably blue sky and miles of white sand as its background. She wished she could fly off into such bliss as she regarded the beautiful photograph.
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