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After she made her mother-in-law disappear, Amina began to move like her.


It was not something anyone noticed at first. Grief has a way of borrowing the body before the mind becomes aware of it, and people are generous with their explanations when tragedy enters a household. They said Amina had changed because she was tired, because she was poor, because she had lost her husband to the unknown, missing, vanished, swallowed by silence, and was doing her best to survive what remained of her life. No one questioned the way she paused before speaking now, as though listening for voices no one else could hear, or how she lingered in doorways, one hand resting against the frame as if steadying herself against something unseen.

No one questioned why she had begun to sit in her mother-in-law’s old wooden chair at dusk, rocking slowly, rhythmically, her gaze fixed on the tall grass at the edge of the yard as if waiting for something to rise from it. In the late 1990s, in the scattered rural settlements of Tanzania, things were rarely questioned directly. Life demanded endurance, not curiosity. Families endured hunger. They endured illness. They endured silence. When something went missing, people learned to look away. When someone changed, people learned to explain it away.

Neema, a fourteen-year-old girl, was only thirteen when she learned how useful silence could be.

At school, she sat near the window, her body folded inward, her shoulders curved protectively around herself, her eyes drifting toward the sky whenever lessons grew too loud, and her thoughts wandered into her small, private internal world. She did not raise her hand. She did not laugh when others laughed. There was something about her presence that teachers could never quite name, something that unsettled the other children and quietly hindered her chances of ever forming real friendships. She came to school irregularly, sometimes clean and neatly dressed, sometimes smelling faintly of damp clothes, old smoke, and cold nights. She had been lonely since her only best friend had disappeared over two years before, and she had never formed another bond after that loss.

She often went to the spot where they used to meet, a small, forgotten park where almost no one ever went anymore. Beneath their favourite tree, she placed letters for her friend, sliding them carefully under a heavy rock so the wind would not carry them away. No one would steal them, she believed, because only she and her friend knew that place. The rock did not look disturbed. Nothing looked out of place. She always hoped she would return and not find them there, but she did repeatedly until one month, things began to change.

The letters started disappearing.

At first, she thought it was a coincidence. Then she became certain. Soon after, she began finding letters in return. Messages promising they would meet again. Promises that they would spend time together soon. Words that felt familiar enough to make her heart soften. It made her happy for the first time in years because she believed her friend was finally reaching back to her.

At least, at first, it seemed like it.

Neema was also a passionate artist. She produced careful, detailed drawings of strangers she passed in the street, of imagined faces, of people who looked like memories. When chaos rose in the house, she retreated into her private world of art. Often, she drew herself laughing with the friend she missed so dearly. Sometimes, she drew her family... her mother, her grandmother, and her father, even though he had been missing for a long time, his absence lingering in the house like a shadow that never moved.

Her dreadlocks were always neatly moisturized, her gaze distant, her eyes shallow with exhaustion far beyond her years. The children did not bully her. They simply avoided her, as though sensing that whatever surrounded her was not meant to be disturbed. There was a quiet about her that felt heavy, almost sacred, like something watched over her or followed her.

At home, Neema learned the rhythms of survival in a house that belonged to Abigail.

Abigail was in her fifties, with closely cropped hair and a soft-spoken voice, her voice carrying authority without cruelty. She ran a small daycare from the front rooms of the house four days a week. Parents trusted her with their children, their worries, and their prayers. She was known as a light to those children, a calm presence, a safe place, a spirit that softened fear. She cooked large meals and donated food to severely disadvantaged children. She was punctual, organized, and dependable in ways that made people lean on her without realizing it.

On Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays, the daycare closed, and the house softened.

That was when Abigail became Neema’s grandmother, cooking slowly, humming hymns on her wooden rocking chair at night before Neema went to bed, mending clothes, stitching toys from scraps of fabric. One of those toys was a doll.

Abigail sewed it carefully, stuffing it with old cloth and a carefully wrapped piece of black plastic containing contents only she knew about. She shaped its face with deliberate stitches, her fingers steady and precise. She gave it to Neema one evening after prayers, pressing it into her hands without explanation. The doll wore a stitched smile, one meant to bring comfort.

“Some things are meant to be listened to,” Abigail said softly, “even when people can’t hear them.”

Neema kept the doll close after that. It became her companion, her comfort, her secret friend. But Amina did not like the doll.

It unsettled her.

It made her uneasy in ways she could not explain. The doll appeared in Neema’s life just after her real friend had stopped responding, after she had begun disappearing emotionally, and Abigail had made it to fill the emptiness. Amina felt it in her body, a quiet discomfort that made her skin crawl.

Neema often dreamed of her missing friend. Those dreams were the only things that truly made her happy, but they were always the same.

In the dream, they played and laughed in the park where they had last seen each other. Then her friend would stop smiling abruptly. She would stare at Neema not with warmth, but with something hollow and wrong. After a long silence, she would begin to sob, crying about being mistreated. When Neema asked how, the girl never answered. She only cried harder.

Then Neema would see her.

A woman in the distance.

Standing perfectly still.

Wearing a black dress.

Old. Silent. Watching.

Her face never cleared, but her presence was heavy, demanding, terrifying. Her friend would rise slowly, tears streaming down her face, and walk toward the woman. Before leaving, she would always turn back and scream:

“Save me, Neema! Save me!”

Then the old woman would take her hand, and they would walk away together, dissolving into the distance.

Neema always woke up crying.

Amina did not like much of anything in the house, though she rarely said so. Since her husband’s death... sudden, unexplained, spoken of only in fragments. Amina had grown sharp-edged and restless. She moved in and out of the house without routine, leaving for days, returning well-dressed but empty-handed. No toys for Neema. No extra food. When asked where she had been, she shrugged and changed the subject.

She depended on Abigail and resented her for it.

Though work opportunities existed, she rejected them. Neighbours often tipped her about new positions, but she dismissed them.
“I’m too pretty to work in restaurants,” she would tell herself.
“I want a rich man,” she would whisper, as if wealth would simply appear in her path.
The arguments between her and Abigail were frequent but contained... no shouting loud enough for neighbours, no visible violence, just sharp, precise words exchanged behind closed doors. Abigail wanted Neema to live with her permanently. Amina refused, insisting on her rights without fulfilling her responsibilities.

Neema learned to stay quiet. She learned how to make herself small.

She clung to her doll in her room, knees pulled to her chest, rocking back and forth in silence.

One month before the festive season, something changed.

Amina began staying home.

At first, Abigail did not trust the shift. She watched carefully as Amina cleaned the house, cooked meals, and even drove Neema to school. The tension softened. Days passed without arguments. A month went by, and for the first time in over a year, the house knew something resembling peace.

Neema felt it immediately.

Amina began attending Sunday school with Abigail, mastering Abigail’s lunch recipes, sitting beside her in the front pew at church, arranging hymn books, sweeping floors afterward. They laughed together quietly. Even with little money, they found ways to enjoy the smallness of their lives. Abigail often told her...
“God is going to bless you.”
Amina began copying Abigail’s mannerisms, her movements, her dress, her scent. She called it “inspiration.” She abandoned cropped skirts and revealing clothes, adopting Abigail’s vintage style and soft colognes. Abigail found it flattering. She felt drawn closer to her.

That was when Amina began making tea every morning.

She rose before the others, boiling water carefully, measuring leaves by sight. She poured three cups, just as Abigail always had.

Neema noticed nothing at first.

Only that Amina’s hand lingered over one cup in particular.

Abigail’s.

The spoon circled slowly.

Deliberately.

Long after the others were done.

Abigail noticed eventually but said nothing. She believed naming unease gave it power. Instead, she whispered prayers.

“God shall protect me against all evil intent,”

Within days, her body began to betray her.

Fatigue.
Swelling in her legs.
Skin stretched tight and shining.
Dizziness.
Shortened breath.
Still, she ran the daycare. Still, she sang hymns at night.

Until one evening, she could not.

She sat in the wooden chair beside Neema’s bed, her mouth forming words without sound. Neema watched from her bed, clutching the doll, a cold weight settling in her stomach. She gently poked Abigail, trying to wake her.

That was the last night Abigail came to Neema’s room.

By morning, the house had changed.

Abigail lay on the couch. Amina said she needed peace. Neema was told to be patient.

Patience, Neema would later understand, was the most dangerous thing the house ever demanded of her, because patience made fear quiet.
It taught it to wait.
It taught it to hide.
The house did not become loud after that morning. It became soft. Controlled. Gentle in ways that felt unnatural. Amina moved through the rooms with a calm that felt rehearsed, her footsteps light, her voice low, her presence carefully measured. She spoke kindly. She smiled often. She touched Neema’s hair when she passed her. She asked if she had eaten. She asked if she was warm. She asked if she was okay.

But none of it felt like love.

It felt like an observation.

It felt like practice.

Amina began sitting in Abigail’s chair every evening at dusk, rocking slowly, her body moving in the same rhythm Abigail once had. The same posture. The same stillness. The same silence. Her eyes fixed on the tall grass beyond the yard, unblinking, patient, waiting, as if the land itself might answer her.

Sometimes Neema would stand in the doorway and watch her.

Amina never turned around.

It was as if she knew Neema was there without needing to see her.

Her movements became careful copies, and the way she poured tea, the way she folded cloth, the way she paused before speaking, the way she held silence like a tool instead of an absence. Even her prayers began to sound like Abigail’s, her voice softened, slowed, controlled, emptied of emotion.

She stopped feeling like Neema’s mother.

She began to feel like something else was wearing her.

Neema started noticing the details children are not supposed to notice, the way Amina watched her without blinking, the way her smile arrived a second too late, the way her kindness felt rehearsed instead of natural. The way she lingered in doorways. The way she stood too still in rooms. The way her presence filled space even when she said nothing.

Even the house seemed to respond to her.

Rooms felt heavier when she entered.
Silence stretched longer.
Air felt thicker.
The doll became Neema’s only certainty.

At night, she held it close, pressing her face into its stitched fabric, listening to the house breathe, listening to the floorboards shift, listening to Amina move through the rooms with slow, deliberate footsteps. Sometimes she could hear her rocking in the chair. Sometimes she could hear her whispering. Sometimes she heard nothing at all, and that silence was worse than any sound.

Because silence meant waiting.

And waiting meant intention.

Amina never rushed.

She never forced.

She never demanded.

She stayed.

Present.
Observing.
Learning.
Becoming.
And Neema, too young to name possession, too young to understand imitation, too young to understand replacement, only knew one thing:

The woman in the house no longer felt like her mother.

She felt like something that had learned how to behave like one.

And the house, once softened by Abigail’s hymns and warmth, now felt like it was holding its breath, as if it knew something had entered it that did not belong, and it was waiting to see what it would take.
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The morning tea became a ritual before anyone named it as such.

Amina rose before dawn, long before the birds began their restless calling, long before the sky loosened from its darkness. The house was still then, suspended in that fragile in-between moment where night had not yet released its grip on the world. Silence clung to the walls. Shadows lay heavy in the corners. She moved through the kitchen with quiet precision, lighting the stove, filling the kettle, measuring tea leaves by sight rather than by spoon, as if her hands already knew the exact balance required.

Steam rose slowly, fogging the air, softening the edges of the room, turning the kitchen into something half-real, half-dream.

Neema watched from the doorway.

She had learned not to speak too early in the morning. Sound sometimes irritated her mother, and irritation often turned into something sharper...something that did not always need a reason. Instead, Neema folded her arms around herself and waited, her small body still, her doll tucked beneath her elbow like an afterthought, like a shield she did not consciously know she was holding.

Amina poured three cups.

She stirred her own briefly.
She stirred Neema’s tea hardly at all.
But when she reached Abigail’s cup, her wrist slowed.

The spoon circled once.
Twice.
Again.
The liquid darkened, thickened, as though absorbing something more than heat, as though the tea itself were learning a new weight. The surface rippled gently, then settled, unnaturally still.

Amina watched closely, her face unreadable, her expression smooth, controlled...neither cruel nor kind. Simply focused. Intent.

Abigail arrived last.

Her steps were careful, deliberate. Age had begun to announce itself in her body, not loudly, not dramatically, but insistently. In the stiffness of her joints. In the slight delay before movement. In the way, she paused before sitting. But Neema wondered, even then, if it was truly age or something else wearing its shape.

She lowered herself into her chair with a small exhale, one hand braced against the table.

“You didn’t have to do this,” Abigail said mildly, nodding toward the cups.

“I wanted to,” Amina replied softly. “And besides... you’ve done enough. Let me take care of you,”

Her voice was gentle. Almost tender. Almost convincing.

Neema studied her grandmother’s hands as Abigail lifted the cup.

They trembled.

Only slightly.

Barely noticeable.

But Neema noticed.

Abigail drank anyway.

The first sign was the swelling.

At first, she complained of stiffness, tightness in her legs, and heaviness in her joints, then dizziness. By the third day, standing up required effort. She laughed it off, blaming her age, the weather, exhaustion, even saying, half-joking, “The devil is trying me,”

Anything but the tea.

Anything but the ritual.

Amina monitored.

At breakfast.
At lunch.
At dinner.
Always watching.
Her eyes followed every movement, every breath, every pause, every flinch. Not with concern, but with attention. Calculation. Measurement.

Neema noticed too, though she did not yet understand what she was seeing.

She only knew that her grandmother’s movements were slowing. That her breath sometimes sounded shallow and hurried. That the hymns she sang at night faltered, notes slipping away mid-verse, her voice thinning as though something were draining it from the inside, and Amina never asked if she was okay.

She only watched.

One morning, Neema reached for Abigail’s chair at the table.

Amina’s hand shot out.

“No,”

The word was sharp. Final.
It cut through the room like a blade.
Neema froze, her fingers hovering above the seat, suspended in the air. Her breath caught in her chest. Abigail looked up, surprised, her eyes moving between them.

“It’s fine, “I’ll sit elsewhere,” Abigail said gently. 

Amina shook her head too quickly.

“No. That chair is better for her... Her legs,”

The explanation came too late.
Too rehearsed.
Too practiced.
It did not sound like care.
It sounded like a correction.
Neema felt something twist in her chest as Amina exchanged the cups, sliding Abigail’s tea away from her granddaughter with deliberate care, her movements slow and controlled, as though even the air itself needed to follow her instructions.

As the days passed, Abigail’s condition worsened.

She struggled to walk across the room without pausing. Her skin grew tight, almost glossy, especially along her legs and face, stretched thin as though pulled over something swollen beneath. When she pressed her fingers into her calves, the indentation remained, slow to fade, the flesh slow to recover its shape.

One afternoon, she stopped going to the daycare.

She sat heavily on the couch instead, her breathing uneven, shallow, laboured. Amina took charge without hesitation. During daycare hours, she accompanied Abigail to her room, saying it was so the children wouldn’t be frightened, saying it was for her rest, for her dignity, for her peace.

“I’ll rest today,” Abigail told Neema every night before she went to sleep, forcing a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Tomorrow,” she would add the word heavy with regret, heavy with disappointment.

Neema was not accustomed to this new silence. She was not used to going to bed without hymns lingering in her room, without the soft hum of Abigail’s voice carrying her into sleep.

Tomorrow never came.

That night, again, Abigail did not sing.

The following morning, Amina made her way to the living room. During sunrise, her room filled with light, rays spilling through the windows, and she complained of feeling hot, overwhelmed by the brightness, overwhelmed by the warmth. It took her time to move, each step measured, each breath laboured.

An hour later, Neema went to check on her.

She lay on the couch, a damp cloth pressed to her forehead, her mouth opening and closing as though forming words that could no longer find their way out. Her eyes were glassy. Her breathing is uneven. Her body looked heavy as though gravity itself had increased around her.

Neema sat on the floor beside her, clutching the doll, whispering prayers she barely remembered, words learned by repetition rather than belief.

Amina stood in the doorway, arms folded.

“She needs quiet. Go to bed,” she said.

Her voice was calm. Controlled. Unarguable.

Neema hesitated.

Abigail’s eyes flicked toward her, wide, wet, and full of something that looked like fear. Something like pleading. A silent request that could not be spoken.

Neema turned away.

Later that night, Neema woke to the sound of breathing that did not belong to sleep.

It was shallow.
Hurried.
Uneven.
She crept from her mattress and paused at the edge of the living room.

Abigail lay motionless in the dark, moonlight spilling through the window, illuminating the room in pale silver. Her chest rose and fell too quickly. Her mouth worked soundlessly, as if her body were trying to speak without permission.

Panic tightened Neema’s throat.

Amina was already there when Neema panned her look across the room.

She stood beside Abigail, not touching her, just standing. Watching.

Arms folded.
Body still.
A cup of coffee in one hand.
Another cup sat on the table beside Abigail.

For her.

Amina’s gaze was fixed on Abigail, unblinking, emotionless, patient.

“I said drink,” she said.

Her voice was low.

Demanding.

Final.

Abigail shook her head weakly, trying to refuse, but the words would not form.

Amina moved toward her.

She shoved the cup against Abigail’s mouth, tilting her head upward with controlled force. Abigail tried to turn away, tried to resist, but her body no longer had the strength to obey her. Her movements were slow, useless, fragile.

“That’s it,” Amina whispered.
“You’re doing great,”
Abigail began to choke.

Coffee spilled down her chin, soaking her clothes, splashing onto the floor. Her body convulsed weakly. Her breath caught. Her chest heaved.

Amina stopped.

She wiped her gently with the damp cloth, her movements calm, almost tender, as if she were caring for a child instead of overpowering a woman. She knelt beside her.

“Shh, save your strength,” she murmured. 

Abigail’s eyes found Neema. Neema was hiding behind the wall, peeking through the doorway. The gaze that met her did not feel human.

There was something hollow in it. Something wrong. Something that felt like absence rather than presence. It was as if the person behind those eyes was no longer fully her grandmother. Neema’s fingers tightened around the doll. She was terrified, but she could not make sense of what she was seeing.

At first, it looked like care.
Like help.
Like protection.
But the way Amina sat facing Abigail, still, upright, watching, felt wrong. It felt controlled. Deliberate. Menacing. Not chaotic. Not emotional. Not panicked.

Intentional.

Amina stood and reached for the telephone and contacted someone.

“I need you...tonight,” she said quietly.

Neema did not cry.

She could not.

She stood frozen in confusion, fear tangled with disbelief. She wondered who Amina had called so late, so urgently, so calmly.

One thing was certain...

Something bad was happening.

Minutes later, bright headlights flooded the front of the house. The low growl of a heavy engine cut through the night, then died. Heavy footsteps approached the porch. The wooden floor echoed through the house with each step.

Amina stood waiting.

Arms folded.
Pacing.
Controlled.
Prepared.
She opened the door.

Neema recoiled at the man’s size.

He was tall. Broad. Muscular. His face hidden in shadow, his body outlined by moonlight and darkness. He looked to be in his forties. His movements were unsteady. His breath carried the heavy scent of alcohol.

Neema watched from the hallway as he stepped inside. When he saw Abigail, hesitation flickered across his face just for a moment. They did not greet each other. They did not speak. It was clear he already knew why he was there. They stood over Abigail together.

Motionless.

Silent.

Hovering.

Abigail’s breathing worsened with every exhale.

“She doesn’t look well,” the man muttered.

“Yeah,” Amina replied quietly, hands folded.

No concern.

No urgency.

No fear.

Amina moved first. She went for Abigail’s legs. The man took her upper body. Even with his size, he was careful, as though afraid of making things worse or afraid of breaking her, and together, they lifted her. Her body was heavier than Amina expected. Heavier than it should have been. Dense. Weighted. Unnatural. Abigail’s eyes remained open as they carried her. She stared at the ceiling, blinking slowly. No sound
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