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Goats’ Feet
[Short Story]
By Stanley Gazemba 
Akinyi finished an entry she was filing in her computer and shut down the machine. She leaned back in her comfortable leather chair and gave a yawn. Through the netting in the window the palm fronds swayed lightly in the cool evening breeze blowing from the direction of the ocean. The palms were tall and slender against the darkening backdrop. Their shaggy crowns reaching upwards whipped left and right in the breeze like long brooms sweeping the dusty sky. She rose and walked out of her tiny office into the corridor. Only one light at the last room to the right, the security office, was still on. The rest of the block was deserted.

Drawing her fine kikoy shawl closer about her shoulders Akinyi hurried down the corridor. It occurred to her she had kept the security man longer than usual. All the same it had been a fruitful first day on the job for Akinyi, who had got on quite well with her new workmates and even made a friend among the girls.

‘Leaving already, Madam?’ said the security guard, peeking round the door of his tiny cardboard-walled office.


‘Yes, Bakari.’


‘I hope you enjoyed your first day here with us.’


‘Enjoy I did. It is only this weather that I am yet to get used to. I didn’t know Mombasa was this hot!’


‘I am sure you will adapt soon enough,’ said the guard with a smile.


‘I hope so. Well, see you tomorrow, Bakari.’


‘Insh-Allah!’

It had gotten fairly dark by the time Akinyi reached the matatu stage. She was surprised at how fast the chilly dusk had fallen. She hugged her kikoy shawl closer about herself and joined the handful other passengers waiting for the matatu. She hoped it wouldn’t be too dark by the time they got to Bamburi.
Bakari came round shortly, pedalling his old bicycle. ‘Still here, eh?’ he said with a smile, resting on one foot, the other idly kicking the pedal back and forth. ‘Think you can manage a ride on the carrier? I can take you up to Kibarani,’ he offered.


‘No, thanks. The matatu will be here shortly, I’m sure.’

‘Sure? Or is it the bike that scares you?’

‘Really it isn’t the bike,’ said Akinyi with a laugh. ‘I am used to riding myself, anyway. I’ll be fine, Bakari.’

‘Well then, if you so say. Kwaheri, dadangu!’
As he sped off Akinyi settled back against the lamppost, stealing a glance at her watch. Across the road the old buses headed for Mariakani and Mazeras sped past, laden with passengers returning from their business in town. Though gracefully bowing to the wear and tear of the rough roads, the buses were extravagantly decorated in bright murals and accompanying legends lifted out of old Swahili folklore. On the roof racks were piled all manner of luggage, strapped down by sisal ropes. Most of them were doing their last run for the day, the touts hanging at the open door hoarse-voiced and tired after a day of hustling fat market women and their heavy reed baskets. She watched them bang in and out of the huge potholes and disappear down the bend in the road.

A few matatus stopped by and some of the people at the bus stop boarded. None were headed to Bamburi.

As the waiting commuters thinned at the bus stop Akinyi debated on taking a matatu to the Mwembe Tayari terminus and getting her bus there. But then it occurred to her the terminus might be crowded at that hour. Further still the last bus might just have left.

Another van pulled up shortly and two more people boarded, squeezing their way in because it was already full. The conductor squeezed in and the old van sneezed and stuttered, the angled frame swaying. But like a faithful old dog it crawled forward and took to the road.

Now there were only three of them left at the bus stop; Akinyi and an old Swahili couple who stood in silence a little distance away. The lesso-clad woman was clutching her reed shopping basket under her arm. The man’s hand was playing in the roomy pocket of his flowing kanzu. In the distance the sea could be heard lapping against aged rocks. Up in the darkening palms the tiny Indian kurabu crows trafficked noisily about as if seeking out the most comfortable perch for the night. Everything else grew gradually still as the blanket of night spread slowly all over.

Akinyi considered moving closer to the Swahili couple, but on second thoughts she decided to remain where she was. It was late. What if the two were jinnees who had taken on human form?

As this far-fetched thought occurred to her she quickly glanced about her, quite nervous all of a sudden. She had heard all sorts of tales about the coast from her former workmates back in Nairobi when it had emerged she would be getting a promotion and a transfer.

Another matatu drew up shortly and the Swahili couple gave an audible sigh, moving towards the opening door.

‘Port Reitz, Madam?’ said the conductor.


‘No, Bamburi’ said Akinyi, her mouth suddenly dry.


‘Aa-ah!’

The red tail-lights of the matatu swung out of view and a blanket of tomb-like silence remained, occasionally disturbed by the rustle of the tall palm fronds overhead. 

The closest building, a lone shop built underneath an aged palm was a good fifty yards away.

A giant wave broke against the weathered rocks and startled a gull, which took to the air with a squawk of protest that echoed through the palms like a bug call in a dark cavernous place. On the chilly breeze was the faint call of yet another night bird that might have been an owl.

Akinyi started walking towards the shop. She was walking briskly, the clap of her wooden heels on the tarmac sounding strangely like the footsteps of someone following her. The light around the closed shop door seemed to grow even further with every step she took forward. She opened her mouth, ready to scream.

The twin headlamps of a vehicle on ahead momentarily blinded her. A blast of the vehicle’s horn reminded her she was standing in the middle of the road and she jumped to the side, her outstretched hands waving frantically.

The matatu drew to a stop and the conductor leaned out the open window.


‘Wendapi, Auntie?’ There was a casual look of slight disinterest on his bony Arab face. He was chewing furiously on a lump of qhat that had formed a bulge in his cheek.


‘B-Bamburi,’ said Akinyi in a barely audible stammer, holding onto the doorframe.


‘Hamsini.’ He leaned out through the window to open the front passenger door for her. 
Quickly she slid in beside the driver.
The road wound around the bend and stretched on ahead like a black ribbon snaking its way into the night. The yellow beams thrown by the headlights dashed against the scarred boles of the trees lining the road ahead. Either side the sea was a vast rippled mirror that was dark as midnight. Its decaying smell was heavy here in the sheltered channel, filling the nostrils like the smell of the mad man of the town. She shuddered at the thought of the driver losing control and shooting off the causeway.

Now that she felt a measure of security inside the cab she stole a glimpse in the driving mirror. The passengers were quiet, each to their private thoughts.

The driver wrestled with the gear lever and levelled out the van on a straight stretch, hooking his elbow over the doorframe with a satisfied grunt. Soon the gear wore out and he reached into the darkness for the gear lever, his left foot coming down on the clutch. 

Akinyi was vaguely troubled. She realised what it was bothering her when next the driver changed gears. It was the odd scraping of his feet on the bare floor every time he released the pedals.

A dim interior light hang from a wire on the roof. In the dim light spilling into the front cabin the driver’s legs tapered downwards into the darkness, the bony sharply-angled knees poking through the thin fabric of his trousers. Either her eyes were playing tricks with her or she was giving in to her earlier paranoia. For where the man’s shoe-clad feet should have been she thought she saw a set of hooves, more like a goat’s, peeking out through the flared trouser hems. And they were pumping the pedals with the ease of normal human feet that had been long at the job.

She waited, her breath held, until they passed the next street light and the light played inside the cab.

Yawa! Warm acid scoured the base of her belly with the confirmation. Sweat broke underneath her arm and travelled in an icy rivulet slowly down her side. She forced herself to remain calm as she squirmed around on her moist seat, turning slowly so she could steal a sideways glance at the man’s face.

The driver seemed perfectly human, eyes glued to the stretch of road ahead, strong jaws working on a wad of chewing gum in his mouth. Or was he…?

On closer examination it occurred to her that his jaw extended a little forward. And just at that moment he opened his mouth to yawn. She thought she discerned a set of teeth that extended outwards, pushing against his lips.

There was a moment of shocked suspense in which she blinked rapidly, hoping the illusion would clear. But then everything remained just as she had seen.

‘Shukisha stage!’ she screamed suddenly to the tout behind her, turning around in her seat as she searched about in her purse for the fare.


‘Bamburi bado, Auntie,’ said the surprised conductor.


‘Let me off, I say!’ said Akinyi, struggling with the door handle.


‘All right, pole pole, Auntie,’ said the conductor, whistling at the driver to stop. The other passengers in the back stared after her, surprised that anyone should insist on alighting at a darkened area that was not too far from a graveyard.
Akinyi hit the kerb on the run.
It was pitch dark, and after the matatu had gone she realised she could hardly see where she was going. In a panic she ran on, her feet pounding the tarmac, heart hammering wildly in her chest. She was running towards a speck of light showing through the trees on ahead.

The light turned out to be a gate-light at what appeared to be someone’s residence. She pounded on the cold iron with her fists.  A startled guard came out and peered through the peephole before opening the gate an inch. 


‘Tabu gani, Madam, can I help you?’


‘Yes, please!’ she said through her clenched teeth, the breath rushing out with her words. She could hardly see the guard’s face in the dim light, but it vaguely occurred to her that his tone might be mocking. Maybe it was in the flippant smile that played on his lips.


‘Now, now, calm down, Madam,’ he said gently, playing the beam of his torch around her. ‘I cannot help you unless you talk calmly you see.’ 


‘Th-those people inside that matatu…’ said Akinyi, pointing frantically in the direction the matatu had gone.


‘What about them?’ said the guard patiently. ‘Did they rob you?’


‘No.’


‘What then?’


‘Th-they are not people.’


‘What?’ Now the guard was clearly baffled.


‘True…Th-they are half animals. Th-they have goat’s feet!’


‘Hooves, you mean?’ said the guard, his eyes wide with interest.


‘Yes, goat’s feet,’ said Akinyi, panting. ‘I saw with my very eyes!’


‘Ah, I see,’ said the guard, taking a step back, nodding comprehendingly. A curious smile was playing on his lips. ‘You mean like mine here?’ 

The light of the flashlight played briefly downwards before snapping off.
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