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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  It bothers some foreign visitors that the people at Kibera Girls Soccer Academy (KGSA) refer to the high school students as “girls.” Many teenagers in Western cultures are called young women or ladies, considering that seniors in high school have usually passed the age of girlhood.


  But just ask the KGSA students what it means to be a girl and what it means to be a woman. Ask them which they feel like. Ask them when they think girls become women in their culture, in Kibera, in their tribes, in their religions, and in their own minds and bodies. The students want to be girls. Some of them were taught that they become women when they start menstruating, but they don’t buy that. Some imagine they will become women when they become mothers, but they aren’t ready to grow up just yet. The students want to be called girls because they are girls. They want four years at KGSA to learn, grow, play ball, and study.


  These girls are mature for their age. Some are orphans who care for siblings. Others are pressured by parents to lift their entire families out of poverty. This heavy responsibility makes them grow up quickly. At too young of an age, they have to wise up to the ways of the world, the pressures of poverty, and boys. They will take the responsibility because they have to, but they know they are still girls. They are in no rush to become women. In a sense, these girls are fighting for their girlhood in a way that females in other cultures have been fighting to be taken seriously as women. Here, in this story, they are honored to be called girls. They are warriors, they are survivors, and they are girls. They want to safely act their age and claim their womanhood in their own time.


  So girls it is.


  INTRODUCTION


  Our mission is to plant ourselves at the gates of hope … the place of resistance and defiance, the piece of ground from which you see the world both as it is and as it could be, as it might be, as it will be; the place from which you glimpse not only struggle, but joy in the struggle—and we stand there, beckoning and calling, telling people what we are seeing, asking people what they see.


  —VICTORIA SAFFORD


  I first heard of KGSA in 2010. I was teaching theology and coaching afterschool softball and gymnastics at a high school in St. Paul, Minnesota. My co-teacher invited alumnus Ryan Sarafolean, the director of the KGSA Foundation, to speak to the class. The KGSA Foundation is a U.S.-based nonprofit that supports KGSA, a free girls’ secondary school in the densely populated Nairobi slum of Kibera.


  Wearing jeans, a dress shirt, and a corduroy sports coat, Ryan’s brown hair was pulled back in a short ponytail exposing multiple small silver hoop earrings in his ear cartilage. He spoke loudly and emphasized points with large gestures, walking around the room and commanding the attention of the students.


  Ryan projected a picture on the screen of a tall, broad man in a soccer jersey and jeans, with large hands folded and his body much too big for the student desk in which he was sitting. The picture captured the man in the middle of a gregarious laugh that showed bright white teeth and hid his eyes in a squint. This man, Abdul Kassim, opened KGSA for his girls’ soccer team as an informal one-room school with volunteer teachers. In Kenya, soccer is still a man’s sport, and more boys are educated than girls. Abdul was trying to change all that.


  “The first time Abdul tried to close the school during holidays,” Ryan told our class, “the students wouldn’t let the teachers take a break. They didn’t want a break. They wanted to learn.”


  He clicked to pictures of girls playing soccer and then girls huddled around a Bunsen burner. Enrollment grew from eleven students to one hundred thirty. The building kept expanding with the student body. The sports teams and clubs were growing. Grades were rising. Abdul is not a trained educator, just a man from Kibera who wanted his soccer players to stay in school. He lives next door to KGSA and has allowed the students to actively form the school. Ryan’s KGSA Foundation financially supports the school, but Abdul calls the shots. It’s working.


  After the presentation in my classroom, I said, “Ryan, this is a great story. You have to keep telling it.”


  The student body I was currently working with was, in general, fairly white, affluent, and performing at a high level. Although the story of Abdul and KGSA seemed far away geographically, the girls there shared the drive to learn and grow that my students had. The KGSA story interested me as a woman, writer, teacher, and coach. It was also timely. The facts tell us that educating girls is both the right thing and the smart thing to do. Children are twice as likely to survive when their mothers are literate. A country’s GDP rises as girls’ attendance in school increases. People who work in international education and development have differing views on charter schools versus public versus private, coed versus single sex, boarding versus day schooling. There is not one answer to how the world’s children should be educated, but listening to Ryan that day, I also knew with certainty that the KGSA story was part of the conversation.


  About a year after we met, Ryan asked me, “Do you want to come see the school? Abdul would like to tell you his story.”


  I said, “Absolutely.”


  In the summer of 2012, I flew to Nairobi, Kenya. Day after day, I woke, sipped morning chai, and wound my way to and through Kibera toward KGSA.


  Ngong Road, the main two-lane road leading out of downtown Nairobi, was perpetually congested. Conductors on matatus, privately owned minibuses, helped commuters onto their moving vans. Teenagers walked against stalled traffic selling newspapers, candy, and lottery tickets through open car windows. I joined men in suits, children in plaid jumpers and oversized backpacks, and packs of sadly thin dogs walking through the exhaust on the thin, winding dirt path flanking the road. Small piles of trash burned behind the bus stops.


  Prestige Plaza on Ngong Road was home to the outdoor coffee shop I used as an office because, more often than not, the electricity was on and the wireless Internet was working. Just south of the Plaza, a stretch of paved road led to the main entrance of the slum. Along the road’s edges, women in brightly colored kangas sold plastic bowls, avocados, flip-flops, and charcoal. Soccer was played ceaselessly on a dirt-and-pebble field in the distance. The pavement ended at a municipal building where visitors paid to have an armed guard take them on a slum tour. Cars, mopeds, bicycles, kids rolling tires with sticks, and throngs of pedestrians jockeyed for space. I walked quickly and with purpose.


  The ground was unsteady, littered with tire-treaded mud, sewage, and sharp rocks. Sounds of horns, reggae music, and laughter filled the narrow lane, made narrower still by rickety stands selling chips, electronics, and cell phone credits. A harsh stench seeped from a butcher shop where someone was burning hooves. Three neighboring salons plaited hair.


  Past Kibera’s first intersection, the market bustle thinned a bit; invitations or demands for me to buy various products were replaced by the attentions of curious children. Some of them pointed and shouted, following me for blocks and grabbing at my hands. “Mzungu!” they called to me: white person. There were hordes of children everywhere, with ashen knees and bright teeth. Moms tied napping babies to their backs, toddlers sat idle, kids with blank eyes sucked their thumbs, and little ones in school uniforms chased each other up and down the alleys.


  At the top of the hill, the neighborhood of Makina began. Metal workers’ torches sparked just outside of what would become my favorite restaurant. They sold chapati, unleavened flatbread, and beans for seventy shillings, less than one U.S. dollar. The boy who brought plates out from the kitchen had smooth skin and calm eyes. He was sixteen, a school dropout.


  Makina is Muslim by religion and Nubian by tribe. The Makina mosque stands three stories tall, projecting the imam’s calls for prayer. Mothers waited with jerry cans at the water tank across from the blue ablution block, where people who could afford it paid five shillings, the equivalent of six American cents, to use a toilet or shower. A few days a week, a team of men in sanitary face masks stood in the ditch before the mosque, shoveling out the garbage that had collected so sewage could flow freely downhill when it rains. The next day, without fail, the ditch was full of trash again, the smell of feces potent.


  I turned off the main road and into a maze—winding rows of mud and stick shacks that inched toward intersections to create makeshift neighborhoods with narrowing walkways and sharpening turns. The noise level dropped, and the sounds and sights became more intimate, private, and domestic: women wringing out clothes, teenagers washing dishes, kids chasing dogs. I ducked under clothes dripping on a line, the smell of fresh detergent filling the air. Adhering to the Muslim value of cleanliness, the ground was swept to form a floor of clean, packed dirt.


  Through a third gate and after seven turns, I saw girls in navy uniforms with plaid skirts taking a short break from class—buying oranges, using the bathroom, or just stretching their legs. They turned down a narrow passage with energy both focused and playful. The bright sunlight cast shadows on the expansive, brown dirt courtyard.


  In this courtyard sits Kibera Girls Soccer Academy. Here, against the odds, 130 girls are fed, kept safe, and educated every day. Class was about to resume.


  I met Abdul for the first time in the middle of KGSA’s courtyard. He was even taller and broader than in his pictures. His hand seemed to consume mine during our introductory handshake.


  Two weeks into my stay at KGSA, Abdul took me on a walk to see his childhood home not far from the school. On the way, he admitted that he had first thought I looked no more than eighteen years old.


  “I thought you should be going to school here, not writing about us,” he laughed. “But they are telling you their stories about being hungry, of walking through the forest to find water, of being beaten in primary school, of fathers who drink too much and mothers who die of malaria and AIDS and violence. They trust you. It’s good.”


  In 2013, Abdul welcomed me back to KGSA and approached me as if I was a prodigal daughter returned, with a bear hug and boisterous laughter.


  “You came back. Not many foreigners come back,” he said.


  I fell back into the work of interviewing, collecting oral histories, and observing. I was there to listen while Abdul was busy running the school. The faces that flashed across the classroom screen in Minnesota years before had become real people with real stories.


  The KGSA school community believes it is okay to be from different tribes and religions. It’s okay to dream of a life that doesn’t include early marriage and motherhood. KGSA teachers will chase after a girl who gets pregnant and beg her to come back and finish high school after she has her baby. They will pool rent money for a girl who is orphaned so she will not have to move back upcountry. If a girl shows up with no pen, paper, or uniform, or if she is not capable of or interested in college, she will not be discarded. She will be taught. There is no waiting and no exceptions. The school felt like a haven, a team, a place to take a deep breath, a family.


  “Then, slowly by slowly…,” Abdul would repeat this like a refrain, in reference to the growth and change at KGSA. School buildings can be built quickly, but an effective education program for girls in extreme poverty takes time to build. KGSA, in its faithful patience, is transcending the definition of school.


  This book is a compilation of stories from the family that makes up the school. They are not my stories, but they have become mine to share. I hope you will pass them along, as I have.


  LIGHTING SLOWLY


  PRE-2006


  If I light up a piece of paper, it lights up so fast and then it’s gone.

  If I light up a charcoal, it takes a while to get warm.

  It takes a long while to burn down.

  Fast doesn’t work in Kibera. To make change that is real,

  we have to be at peace with moving slowly.


  —ABDUL KASSIM


  Dalifa woke early and was too excited to go back to sleep. She washed her face and put on her school uniform—a blue plaid skirt, white oxford button-up shirt, navy blue-and-white-striped tie, and navy blue sweater—before taking tea. Moving through her morning routine with quiet purpose, she pulled on white pants under her skirt and fastened a matching white headscarf just above her right ear, framing her round face. She flung her satchel diagonally over her shoulder to hang at her hip and grabbed lip balm, applying it generously as she ducked through the doorframe.


  Math exam, physics lab, Swahili presentation, she ran through her day in her head as she walked. The streets were already bustling with people going to work, elders going to the mosque, and children going to school.


  “Mbuyu!” she called to a man standing by the railroad tracks: Father.


  He turned, saw her, and a warm smile spread across his face. After giving handshakes and pats on the back to the men he was laughing with, he joined Dalifa. They walked on together toward a narrow passageway.


  “Dalifa, how are your studies?” he asked.


  “Good, Mr. Abdul. Good.”


  “Keep working hard,” he said.


  The passageway led to the wide-open courtyard at KGSA. The school is a two-story, L-shaped building with a blue tin balcony and roof. In the courtyard, they parted ways; Dalifa climbed the stairs toward the library while Abdul turned toward the teacher’s lounge. On the school’s second-floor walkway, Principal Christine glided slowly from her office into the library in a long, flowing, bright yellow dress. Her dreadlocks wrapped high on her head in a black cloth, she carried herself with an erect posture, chin up and face calm. She entered the library with Dalifa and sat down next to Claris to look at the morning paper. Claris was grading math exams. Her eyes were fierce and her hair was tightly braided. She was intent on her grading. It was still an hour before classes started, but the library was full. Girls checked Facebook, played Scrabble, finished chemistry worksheets, and read.


  Asha, the third woman sitting at the butcher-block table with Claris and Christine, documented a student’s checked-out book in her ledger. A former-student-turned-library-intern, Asha wore a shiny black dress that accentuated her dark skin and tall, thin body. Instead of wrapping her hair, she had a dark plaid scarf dangling loosely from her hair down around her shoulders.


  “Ashaaaaa,” Dalifa said, smiling.


  “Da-LEE-fa,” Asha smiled back. “Are you ready for the meeting today?”


  After classes Dalifa, Asha, Christine, Claris, and Abdul had a meeting with an architect who was helping the school design a dormitory. KGSA hoped to become a boarding school.


  “Of course, Asha,” she teased. “I was born ready.”


  Dalifa was born in Busia, a town by the Kenya-Uganda border on November 1, 1994, the fourth of five girls. She loved her father and followed him everywhere. He brought her to rural bars when she was little and gave her beer, telling her it was good for her if she had a tummy ache. She remembers it making her feel dizzy.


  “The other men at the bar were nice to me; they gave me money for books. Sometimes when he was drunk, we would sleep out in the forest. The sound of the trees scared me. I couldn’t sleep,” she said.


  “My mother told me, ‘What you are doing with your father is wrong.’ I felt in the middle because when I went with him, I took care of him. God sent me to walk with him. If he was stuck somewhere, I called my mother, and she would take us back home.”


  When Dalifa didn’t go, he would stay away for days at a time. When his family started to worry, Dalifa pointed out all the places he went until they found him.


  “I was like his guardian angel,” Dalifa said.


  “After a time they divorced, and the courts granted my mother the right to be with us. I missed him when they divorced, and I still miss him.”


  Dalifa went to a Christian school where she was made fun of for her Islamic head covering. On Fridays, they didn’t let her go to the mosque. In 2008, she moved to Kibera to live with her aunt and go to school. At KGSA, where Muslims and Christians alike are supported, she feels comfortable, but she liked Busia better than Kibera. The houses are bigger in Busia, and the land is green.


  “The housing facilities here are vulnerable, and it’s dirty. We don’t have water, lights come and go. The food is near the dirty places. We adapt, but it’s not healthy. I miss my mother, my childhood friends, and the fresh air. There was plenty of fresh air in Busia.”


  It was no surprise that Dalifa’s KGSA classmates chose her to represent them at the dormitory meeting. By 2012, as head girl, president of the Journalism Club, and the top student in her class, she was often the voice of the group. Although she would not personally benefit from the dorm, she was excited for her younger classmates. She knew that an extra free meal, dorm beds, and electricity would offer stability and help students perform better on their national exams. In Kenya, this month-long assessment determines if a student can go on to post-secondary school. Dalifa was proud that KGSA was on the brink of becoming the first free secondary boarding school for girls in Kibera. It was a dream that had been percolating for years.


  Abdul Kassim, the man who opened KGSA in 2006, never imagined that KGSA would have a dormitory. In fact, he never thought he would work with girls. His original vision was to give the idle boys in the slum work to keep them busy and away from crime. Then, when he started working with female soccer players in 2002, he never thought he would open a school. The needs of the girls in Kibera have driven the dream and kept his vision alive. As their needs changed, so did his work.


  Abdul Kassim is most happy when he is walking around the neighborhoods of Kibera. Usually, he can go only a few steps before someone calls to him. Sometimes, he yells an inside joke in Swahili and laughs as he continues on. Other times, he stops for a long time to talk. He will invite people to join him for his “walk and talks.” Walking next to Abdul, I felt dwarfed by his stature and aware of walking with a great man. His hands, voice, smile, passion, and charisma all command attention. He walks silently for a long time until he is finished thinking and is ready to collaborate. Turning the girls’ dream of the school into reality started with conversations in the streets of Kibera.


  Abdul was born in Kibera in 1972 to a single mother named Rukiya. She was a tall woman with a huge smile and a laugh you could hear from a distance. She worked hard during the day, plaiting hair and making furniture covers from wool. In the evenings, Rukiya taught Abdul how to read and write. They cuddled in a shared bed every night when he was small.


  In the 1970s, kids in Kibera had to prove they were ready to attend school by reaching their right arm over their heads to touch their left ear. Abdul was so excited to go to school, he practiced every night with his mother, reaching over his head with concentration and tenacity.


  “Reach! Reach!” his mother encouraged.


  Finally, in 1978, when his arms were long enough, Abdul started his education at Kibera Primary School. He loved school and prided himself on being the cleanest boy. Rukiya washed and ironed his uniform trousers and shirt. He always wore a nice tie. She worked hard to be able to buy him shoes that looked smart. Looking the part, he performed well.


  After one year at Kibera Primary, Abdul and his second-grade classmates carried their desks across town to Olympic Primary. The school opened its doors to students in 1979 for the first time, absorbing children from smaller primary schools in the area. To get to school, he and his friends passed through a small river. Every time it rained, the water in the river rose, making it scary for the students to cross. Abdul’s mother was always waiting for him at the riverbed after school. She flashed her huge smile at him as she climbed into the river. To Abdul, she looked like a giant carrying his friends one by one to the other side. Abdul waited to be last. He jumped on her back, and she carried him home to drink warm tea together.


  When Abdul was in fourth grade, Rukiya went to Mombasa, a coastal city three hundred miles southeast of Nairobi, to get married. She left Abdul with relatives so he wouldn’t miss school. On December 7, 1982—he remembers it was a Tuesday—an elder came into Abdul’s class and asked his cousin, a classmate of his, to come into the hallway. His cousin returned to the room and sullenly approached him.


  “Your mother got sick. She is dead.”


  Abdul was ten years old.


  He went to live with his widowed grandmother Khadija, becoming the sixth and youngest child in her house. They all slept together in one of the home’s two rooms.


  Never learning how to tell time, Khadija organized her schedule around the birds. Every morning a group of white birds flew over the house and returned in the evening. When the birds left at 4:30, she woke and lit two open-fire cooking stoves called jikos, one for shower water and one for tea. She called from one room to the other for the oldest to rise. They woke, showered, took tea, and left for school in shifts. Abdul, the youngest, rose last and went off to school.


  Abdul was no longer the cleanest boy in school with ironed clothes and smart shoes. Embarrassed and without the special attention he was used to, he became rebellious. But his rebellion didn’t last long under his grandmother’s watchful eye. Khadija had a temper and threw things when she got angry. When he snuck away from school, she found him and pulled him back to class by the ear. Khadija never attended school, but she knew it was the answer for her children and grandchildren. Abdul adjusted to avoid her wrath.


  Khadija could still see the hurt in his eyes from his mother’s death. She sold mandazi and made him believe that he was the magic ingredient. He got the first bite of dough in the mornings so that the batch would sell well at market. After school, he helped her make dough for the following day. She also sent him to a neighbor’s farm in Machakos during holidays from school to rest and get fresh air.


  “Keep healing,” she encouraged him.


  Khadija would not let him use the death of his mother as an excuse to throw his education away. By the time he took his primary school exams, he scored well enough to be accepted into a national high school.


  Dagoretti High School was about twelve miles from his grandmother’s home in Kibera, and he wanted to be a boarding student there. She didn’t yet trust him and was worried that he would lose focus. Some of Abdul’s classmates spent the tuition their parents gave them on other things and were forced to drop out. Khadija wouldn’t let that happen. She made him commute, and she provided the daily bus fare. On days when tuition was due, instead of giving him the money, she rode the bus with him and paid the fees herself. Her strategic vigilance paid off. Abdul did well on his secondary exams and enrolled in the Central Training School, a Nairobi university specializing in engineering, communications, business, and information technology. He lived on campus without his grandmother’s guidance. Physics there was so much harder than secondary school that he attended class daily and studied late into the night.


  In 1991, Abdul earned a diploma in telecommunications and was hired at the Kenya Posts and Telecommunications Corporation, later called Telekom, repairing external telephone lines. The work was active, outdoors, and interesting; this proved to be a great fit for Abdul. He reported to the office each morning and spent the rest of the day in the field. The team was often overstaffed, and Abdul got sent back home to Kibera regularly. He was assigned to a nice estate where faults in the line were rarely reported, leaving him with a good deal of leisure time.


  As more people moved into Kibera from rural areas to find work in Nairobi, the slum changed. Land that had grown food and trees was taken over by shacks. The Nairobi job market couldn’t support the influx of people, and unemployment was high. The government did not adjust with proper infrastructure, so there was nowhere to use a bathroom or throw away trash. Boys who couldn’t afford tuition congregated at the railway line in Kibera. Idle and bored, they got into trouble with drugs, alcohol, and crime. Abdul saw in these boys what could have become of him if it had not been for his mother and grandmother. He wanted to help them channel their strength toward something productive in hopes of making Kibera safer for everyone. He approached them and started forming relationships. He learned that they wanted work, and they didn’t want to be bored. Abdul gave the group of youths the name Gange, which means “ job” in Sheng, to give them a sense of belonging. Together, Gange decided to start a carwash for Nairobi commuters.


  The carwash was up and running well within a few months. The boys were making money and feeling accomplished. Abdul wanted to teach the boys how to save money and grow the business. They weren’t interested. They wanted to keep it simple—wash cars, make a little money, and spend it. Abdul was sympathetic. They had never made money before. Abdul supported the boys’ decision to maintain the business without growing it. He told them that it was time for him to move on.


  The carwash is still running after twenty years. The now-grown workers still call to him affectionately whenever he walks by.


  In 2002, the same year his grandmother died, Abdul saw a beautiful woman in his neighborhood. A friend told him her name was Zakiya. He thought she was striking, with light skin, big seeking eyes, and an even bigger, warm smile. She had an easy laugh and spoke with a soft, soothing voice. She was a Nubian from Kibera who enjoyed a quiet and domestic life. They courted for a year and then married. Zakiya was supportive of Abdul’s community organizing that took him away from home after work.


  She told him, “I knew what was coming when I married you. I knew I couldn’t have you all to myself.”


  With Zakiya’s support, Abdul started looking for a new way to work with young people in the slum. He wanted to do his part to honor the mother who carried him through the river from school and the grandmother who traveled with him to pay tuition. He believed working with young people was the most effective way he could improve his community.


  Kibera wasn’t always so crowded and dirty; it hadn’t always been so hard to find work and affordable food. Abdul and Zakiya’s tribal ancestors, the Nubians, are from South Sudan. The British recruited the Nubians to fight in their wars. In turn, they were given British citizenship and stable jobs driving trains or working in the post office. The British settled the Nubians on the land that is modern-day Kibera in 1917. It acted like a military camp, a place for the families of active and former Nubian military. Every evening at six, a bell rang indicating that all non-Nubians needed to leave.


  Abdul was born a decade after Kenya’s independence in 1963, and his childhood home had a grassy yard with an avocado tree to climb. He went swimming and fishing in a lake that was full of boats. Sprawling farms received enough rain for two full planting seasons. During harvest, Nubians filled bins with surplus kale, potatoes, and maize. There was food for everyone.


  By the 1990s, life in the rural areas had gotten tougher. The people upcountry saw the tall Nairobi buildings on TV and imagined good things happening there. Politicians called men to the cities to work, and the call was answered. Kibera was cheap, convenient, and within walking distance of the industrial area. Men moved into Kibera, built temporary homes on farmland, got low-paying jobs, and couldn’t afford to move from Kibera into the Nairobi estates. Their relatives from upcountry also came, got low-paying jobs, and became stuck in Kibera. The cycle continued. Today there are sixteen villages in Kibera full of hardworking people who walk to nearby estates in upper-class neighborhoods, like Langa’ta, to work.


  Nubians had been given their land in Kibera without documentation. In the 1980s, Kikuyu families who used to work for Nubian families started claiming land for themselves. When other tribes entered Kibera in droves during the rural-urban migration of that time, Nubians had no legal recourse to slow the overpopulation and deforestation. Big farms were broken up into smaller plots. At first, the Nubian elders were calm and generous—there was enough to share. “Okay, let it go,” they said. “What we have belongs to God.” Used to living together, Nubians started to congregate in the Kibera neighborhoods of Makina and Lindi.


  The Nubians continued to receive rations of powdered milk and biscuits from the British well after the fighting stopped. They would save the tins from the rations and use them to replace their thatched roofs. Tin keeps out the rain better than brush, so the trend caught on. As more and more people moved into Kibera to attempt to make a life in Nairobi, the lush farming land, saturated with green trees, slowly was replaced by tin.


  “We aren’t lazy,” Abdul argued, countering a Nairobi stereotype. “Kibera is abuzz at five in the morning, people running around trying to make a living for themselves. Kiberans make the economic system run in Kenya. We run the machines in the industrial area. We open gates, make flower gardens, cook, and take care of rich people’s kids. The rich need this slum for their own survival. They get their maids, houseboys, and watchmen from Kibera. And then they underpay us, so we have to work long hours. There is no time to study. We know what we want, but we don’t get the opportunity. My grandmother gave me a chance to study, so I wanted to do my part to break the cycle.”


  Although Kibera is no longer considered a Nubian territory, Nubians still feel a special claim to it. They have been there for generations. Abdul’s relatives are buried in the cemetery in Kibera. He feels a special responsibility to make Kibera better.


  During Abdul’s transition from the carwash, another local leader told him, “There’s a young mzungu I think you should meet.”


  Rye Barcott was a well-connected undergraduate student at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. A tall man with dark hair, broad shoulders, a square jaw, deep-set eyes, and a kind smile, Rye first travelled to Kibera in 2000 to study ethnic violence before joining the U.S. Marines. In 2001, Rye cofounded Carolina for Kibera (CFK), which began with a soccer program, a slum cleanup initiative, and a medical clinic—all within Kibera—to break down tribal tensions and increase quality of life in the slum. With access to funding from big foundations and individuals in the United States, he grew a large network of financial support for CFK.


  Rye and Abdul met and liked each other right away. Abdul was inspired by how much Rye was able to accomplish in Kibera as an American. He wanted to be a part of what Rye was doing with CFK. They were both energetic, optimistic visionaries. Abdul needed Rye’s access to funding, and Rye needed Abdul’s cultural competency and relationship-building acumen on the ground. When visiting, Rye would stay at Abdul’s house, spending long hours talking about the potential in Kibera.


  Rye hired Abdul as one of his girls’ soccer coaches, along with Salim Yayha Sebit, another Kiberan. Robison Rider, an American, rounded out the team as a volunteer who came to help during the summers. Rye started CFK to address ethnic violence with sports, but Abdul thought soccer was also a perfect avenue to address gender inequalities in Kibera. At that particular time, it was starkly clear that women on the field were not treated equally.


  Abdul, Salim, and Robison recruited young girls from around Kibera and started teaching them to play soccer as a team representing CFK. Early in 2002, when Abdul and Salim brought the CFK girls to the field to play, the boys snatched the soccer ball away.


  They said, “The ball belongs to us. You girls can go home and wash dishes.”


  In Kenya, soccer has traditionally been a man’s game. As a girls’ coach, Abdul had a chance to show men and boys in the community and the girls themselves that girls can do what boys can. A girl can feel strong and in control of her own body on the soccer field. A victory for an athletic girl in the sporting arena can translate to strength on the street. Athletics becomes a staging for life itself; sports can bring about social change. Abdul was excited to use soccer as a vehicle for change in Kibera.


  Abdul and Salim went around Kibera looking for girls who ran through the schoolyards with tenacity and confidence. One of the girls they found was Rose. She had a love of the game inside her, and she quickly emerged as one of the most talented girls on the CFK team.


  Rose first saw women playing soccer on television in the World Cup. She thought, “I’m a woman. Can’t I be like them? Can’t I try?” Boys played soccer at her school, and she wanted to play too. She walked up to the boys one day at school and said, “Women are playing on television. We can do it.”


  They wouldn’t let her play. So she took used paper and fashioned a ball and started playing alone. She stayed after school every day and played as long as she could. Eventually, the boys let her play, and they went to the schoolyard to play during holidays together. Each kid pitched in five shillings, six American cents, to buy a ball.


  But when Rose came home from playing, her father beat her. He believed soccer was for boys and wanted Rose to focus on her school-work. He beat her daily, but she refused to stop playing.


  “I asked God to give me strength because I knew soccer was my talent. I was not good in books, but I forced myself to go to school so I could learn how to write and read. I studied because I knew it was good, but I played soccer because I loved it.”


  Eventually Rose’s father grew weary and stopped beating her. He never got to see her play. When she was twelve years old, he died.


  Abdul found other girls like Rose in Kibera playing soccer barefoot with balls made from paper and string. He invited them to play for CFK, and their training began.


  CFK was receiving large donations, so Abdul, Salim, and Robison dreamed big. The coaches requested money to take the girls to a private field to train, away from the boys’ harassment. They requested funds for cleats and socks since many of the girls were playing in bare feet. The girls had never been outside of Kibera, so CFK requested funds to take them on educational tours. They wanted the girls to see life outside of Kibera and realize that staying in school was an option that could lift them out of poverty.


  Rye denied their request. Undeterred, Robison donated his own personal money to the team. Abdul, Salim, and Robison rented a field for two weeks of intense private training. By the end of week two, the girls were ready to compete. Since they were the only girls playing soccer in Kibera at the time, they took on the boys.


  At first, the boys beat the girls and beat them badly: 5-0, 4-0, 3-0. When the boys scored, they ran past Abdul and Salim with their shirts pulled over their heads, taunting them. The coaches kept their cool. They knew it was motivating the girls to work even harder.


  Abdul told the girls, “Look, we are improving. We are losing by less. We will beat them someday.”


  He saw them work even harder at practice. You could see the determination in their eyes. They were starting to believe that they could do what the boys were doing, and do it even better.


  Then the day came. The CFK girls were the only ones in a boys’ tournament. The girls, ranging in age from twelve to fourteen, wore blue jerseys donated by a school in the United States. There was a lot of pressure on the field. A tiny tomboy nicknamed “Commando” answered a score from the boys in the first half with an impressively sharp line-drive goal. Well into the game, the boys got frustrated that it was still tied 1-1 and started playing more physically, with thrown elbows and slide tackles, and the verbal taunting increased. The girls played harder than usual, as if they could feel the win in their guts. With little time left in regulation, the boys had a penalty kick, but they missed wide. The game went into a shootout. The CFK girls knew they had a chance to win.


  Every time the boys scored an overtime penalty kick, they taunted the girls. And the girls kept answering, back and forth. The boys scored; the girls answered with a score. Finally, one of the boys missed his shot wide. If the girls scored, they would win the game. Commando kicked the last ball, and it went in. The girls won, and the boys couldn’t believe it. The boys sat on the ground crying. And the little boy spectators were rebuking them, “Why did you let the girls beat you?”


  The girls looked at each other with huge smiles, a bit in disbelief, but they also stood tall, knowing that they belonged on the field. The little girl spectators cheered and cheered.


  After that win, when boys saw the CFK girls going to a soccer match with their bags, they followed them to watch. Slowly, the girls were accepted and respected on the field. According to Abdul, being respected was the first win for the girls of Kibera.


  While the girls kept improving at soccer, the coaches kept fighting with Rye about how CFK was handling money. From Abdul’s perspective, CFK had a healthy stream of money coming in from generous individuals and organizations. Meanwhile, he was working with girls who worried about how to help their parents feed their siblings. He didn’t think he should have to fight to get funding for things like food and shoes. Rye and Abdul fought bitterly over finances, and eventually Abdul, Robison, and Salim left the organization.


  Abdul thought that was the end of his work with girls’ soccer in Kibera. As when he left the carwash, he would have to find something new to put his efforts into. Abdul gathered his forty players, the oldest of whom was then fifteen, the group he had recruited and trained. He looked them in their eyes and told them he and Salim had to leave CFK.


  “No!” they said. “You can’t leave us! If you go, we’ll come with you!”


  The men talked about it. Together, Abdul, Robison, and Salim decided to form Girls Soccer in Kibera (GSK). All forty of the girls followed them there, bringing their blue jerseys with them. Salim stayed in a one-room home owned by his brother Duke. They used that house as their first office. Painted on the wall, to the right of an abstract figure of a girl kicking a soccer ball, it read: “Girls Soccer in Kibera: Gender Equality & Self-Awareness for a better future.” It took CFK two years to rebuild their girls’ soccer program. Once they did, a rivalry between the two club teams formed instantly.


  For years, Claris has called Abdul mbuyu, Sheng for father. She needed a father figure, and he was it. Claris was short and strong and carried herself like an athlete. Her English was formal and crisp; she spoke with brevity and conviction. With the help of Abdul, she saw a path and stayed on it. Claris, along with Rose, followed Abdul from CFK to GSK.


  Claris was born in Kibera, the sixth of fifteen children. Her father, a cobbler, alcoholic, and womanizer, got very sick with HIV/AIDS. The family transported him from Nairobi to his rural home where he died in 1991. As a young girl, Claris lived with a hatred and distrust of men because of her father. Her mother was left to care for fifteen children alone. She sold boiled maize by the railway line in Kibera. When it didn’t sell well, Claris and her siblings ate the leftovers for every meal.
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