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Chapter 1: Extinction Event






Dorothy Adams didn’t notice the mail piling up until three days had passed. She only saw it after dropping her reading glasses on the way to the bathroom. They slid under the hall table, stopping next to a stack of envelopes shoved there last week. Or maybe it was the week before. Time felt different now.

She slowly lowered herself to the floor, steadying herself with one hand on the wall as her knees ached. They had forced her out at sixty-eight. Now she was seventy-one. Three years of this routine—mornings without purpose, days blending together, and nights spent in Gerald’s old chair watching nature shows until the screen went dark and she caught her own reflection.

Her glasses were dusty. She wiped them on her blue cardigan, the one Gerald gave her for Christmas twelve years ago, back when he still remembered her favorite color. Now the cardigan was pilled and stretched at the elbows. She wore it most days. Why change when no one was around to see?

Dorothy pulled herself back to standing, using the table edge for leverage. The envelopes came with her, scattering across the hardwood floor. Bills, probably. Junk mail. A reminder that the world kept spinning even when you'd stopped being part of it. She'd sort through them later. Or not. What difference did it make?

Her apartment was crowded with reminders of a life that once felt important. Fossil replicas filled every shelf: trilobites, ammonites, and a cast of an Archaeopteryx Gerald bought in Berlin. Books were stacked three deep on the coffee table, their spines worn. Her dissertation and decades of published papers gathered dust next to takeout containers she kept meaning to toss.

Tea in the morning, frozen dinner at night, and the same British baking show playing on repeat in between. This was her life now. This was what happened when others decided your time was up. They said it, these fresh-faced administrators barely old enough to have finished their own doctorates. "You've had an extraordinary career, Dr. Adams. Time to let the next generation have their opportunity." As if her knowledge expired the moment she turned sixty-eight. As if forty years of piecing together the past meant nothing once your hair went white.

The kettle in the kitchen clicked off. Dorothy poured hot water over a tea bag she’d already used twice. Gerald would have scolded her for that. "For God's sake, Dot, we can afford fresh tea." But Gerald had been gone for five years, his ashes still in an urn she couldn’t bring herself to scatter. Saving small things made her feel like she still had some control.

She carried her mug to Gerald’s chair—her chair now, though it still held a faint trace of his aftershave if she pressed her face to the worn leather. The remote was on the arm, right where she always left it. She picked it up and turned on the television.

A nature documentary came on, showing savannah wildlife. She’d seen it before—lions hunting, gazelles running. They called it the circle of life: birth, survival, death. It seemed clean and purposeful. Human aging wasn’t like that. It just dragged on, past usefulness and relevance, into a gray area where you weren’t really living but couldn’t quite let go.

Her cell phone buzzed from somewhere in the couch cushions. She ignored it. Probably a robocall. No one called anymore. Her daughter was busy with her own life in Seattle—two kids, a husband, a career in software development that Dorothy barely understood. They texted on birthdays and holidays, the messages bright and cheerful and utterly devoid of anything real.

Dorothy sipped her weak tea and watched elephants move across the screen. They were magnificent, with an ancient lineage. She used to know exactly how their ancestors evolved, could name the species and explain the climate changes that shaped them. That knowledge was still in her mind, locked away with everything else no one seemed to want.

The Scientific American journal sat unopened on the end table. She let her subscription lapse six months ago. She couldn’t bear to read about discoveries she wasn’t part of or breakthroughs in labs where she was no longer welcome. It was easier not to know—just to sit, drink weak tea, and watch animals she’d never see in person.

She glanced at the stack of mail on the floor. One envelope was face-up, showing the return address: Duluth Natural History Museum. Her stomach tightened. They sometimes sent newsletters with cheerful updates about new exhibits and events. It felt like they were saying, Look at all the wonderful things we’re doing without you. She thought she should cancel that subscription too.

On the television, a calm narrator described how the elephant herd protected its elders and relied on the matriarch’s knowledge during droughts. The young followed her lead and trusted her experience. If only people did the same. If only growing old made you more valuable, not less. Didn't some cultures do that, like the Japanese, who saw the elderly as icons or figures deserving of incredible respect? What happened here? 

Dorothy closed her eyes. Her tea was lukewarm, but she didn’t have the energy to make more. This was her routine now: wake up, drink tea, watch television, eat a frozen dinner, sleep. Repeat until—what? Until her body gave out like Gerald’s? Until someone found her in this chair, tea mug still in her hands? It felt like one of those old movies that just kept running and running and running until the film finally disintegrated.

At her retirement party, the university gave her a plaque. "In recognition of four decades of distinguished service." Distinguished—past tense. Service, as if she’d been a waitress, not a scientist. They brought out a cake, made speeches, and sent her home with a box of personal items: photos from dig sites, her favorite mug, and a trilobite paperweight Gerald gave her when she got tenure.

Now that paperweight sat on the bookshelf, almost hidden behind a stack of unread journals. She thought she should organize, maybe donate the books to the university library, clear out the clutter, and make the apartment look lived in instead of haunted.

But what was the point? Who would notice? Who would care?

Dorothy opened her eyes. On the screen, the elephant herd moved on, leaving the savannah for greener land. The camera focused on an old female, her trunk swaying as she walked. She was steady, purposeful, still part of the group.

That elephant was lucky.

Dorothy set down her tea and picked up the remote. She flipped through channels until she found the British baking show. It was the same episode as yesterday. The contestants were making scones. She already knew the woman in the floral apron would win. But it didn’t matter. Nothing really mattered anymore. Duluth was waking up. People heading to jobs that still wanted them. Students rushing to classes. The university where she'd spent forty years, now full of younger voices, fresher ideas, researchers who still believed their work could change the world.

Dorothy pulled Gerald’s cardigan tighter and settled deeper into the chair. The mailbox would fill up again tomorrow. The phone would buzz with calls she wouldn’t answer. that's what calendars were for, The days that blended together until she couldn’t tell Monday from Saturday. She guessed that's what calendars really were for, those who had days that blended and faded one into the next until you didn't know which one it was. Should she get a large calendar?

This was extinction, she thought. Not sudden like the asteroid that killed the dinosaurs, but slow and quiet, one forgotten day after another.








