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Maurice died on a Tuesday.

Charlotte knew because the room didn’t adjust to it. Nothing outside her continued like something had changed inside the tank.

It sat on her desk under the window, light filtering through green plastic plants and water that always looked slightly too warm under the bulb. Maurice had lived in slow loops inside it for years—drifting, pausing, rising only when she tapped the glass twice.

He wasn’t just a pet. He was the only thing in her life that responded to her in a way that felt consistent. Her parents came and went in fragments. School blurred into noise. Friends faded without any clean ending. Maurice was the only thing that stayed where she left him.

That morning, he wasn’t moving.

At first, she thought he was angled wrong. Turtles weren’t expressive. They didn’t announce problems. She leaned closer, watching for the faint rise he always did when she entered the room.

Nothing.

She tapped the glass twice.

No shift in the water. No slow drift upward. No recognition.

Charlotte stood there longer than she meant to, her hand still hovering like the motion itself might restart him.

Eventually, she went to school anyway.

Everything there felt slightly out of sync. Voices arrived half a second late. People laughed like she was hearing it from another room. She answered when required, but most of her attention stayed somewhere behind her, anchored to the image of the tank.

By the time she got home, she already knew what she would find.

He was still there.

Same position. Same silence. Same wrong stillness.

She didn’t move him. Didn’t fix anything. She just sat on her bed for a long time, watching the tank like it might explain itself if she gave it enough time.

Eventually, she fed him out of habit.

The food sank through the water and settled near him untouched.

That night, she didn’t cry. It didn’t feel like something her body had decided on yet. She just lay awake, listening to the house shift around her like it had already moved on.



The next morning, Maurice was gone.

Not turned. Not hidden. Not floating.

Gone.

The tank looked intact, but wrong in a way she couldn’t immediately name. The water still moved when she passed it. The plants still swayed slightly. But the center felt erased, like something had been removed so cleanly it left no evidence of being there at all.

Charlotte leaned in until her breath fogged the glass.

Nothing.

She tapped twice out of reflex.

Her hand froze before she did it again.

The silence that followed felt structured, like it had been placed there deliberately.



The man appeared that afternoon.

Not entering. Not arriving. Just present when she turned around, sitting like the room had always contained him.

Charlotte didn’t scream. She didn’t step back.

He looked at the tank first.

“You kept feeding him after he stopped
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