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For Steven, the funniest man I know. Thank you for so much joy and laughter.






INTRODUCTION

AS A JOURNALIST, I spend a lot of time researching facts. I love nonfiction, especially when it covers people doing amazing things. That’s Mary, an exceptional person who lived in the early 1800s.

In conducting my research for this book, I connected with Richard Wells, a historian at the Lyme Regis Museum in Lyme Regis, UK. He answered a number of my questions about Mary’s interest in fossils, about her education, her family, and the day-to-day activities in her hometown. I read biographies and novels about Mary, including The Fossil Hunter by Shelley Emling and Remarkable Creatures by Tracy Chevalier.

Not everything in this story is factual. I made up all of the conversations. Obviously, no one from Mary’s time period can verify what Mary and others in this story said. Looking at Mary’s life and imagining her interactions with those around her, I hope you gain a glimpse into a remarkable individual.

I also created a couple of characters to connect to the main ones. I filled in parts from incomplete histories. The whole process was like putting a puzzle together.

The more I learned about Mary, the more I respected her. Mary’s ability to keep going despite challenges and hardships made me believe she was an optimist with a strong and determined personality.

I hope you’ll love her as much as I do.

—Michele C. Hollow






CHAPTER 1

MARY’S BOOTS SUNK INTO the mud and the hem of her long dress clung to her legs. Something caught her eye. She reached into the shallow water, shook off the seaweed, and pulled out an unearthly object. It resembled the other fossils in her basket, except this one had an almost complete claw, which poked through the stone. Seeing the claw, Mary imagined a strange beast covered in scales, crawling along the rocks behind her. She envisioned a time when odd creatures roamed the earth.

Since the age of five, Mary had been collecting, scraping, and polishing the fossils she found. Now twelve, Mary handled knives, chisels, picks, and small hammers with precision. Her father, who was fossil-hunting nearby, would have given her his sharp tools sooner, but her mother hadn’t allowed it.

She filled her basket with fossils and instinctively watched for signs of impending lightning. Today was quiet; few tourists strolled the beach. A well-dressed boy about her own age approached. Judging from his clothes, she guessed he hailed from London.

He watched her dig in the mud. Fingers laced with seaweed, she held what appeared to be a small rock. She swished it back and forth in the seawater to wash off the slime and tangled mess. Satisfied, she placed it into her basket.

The boy shouted over the waves as they noisily crashed into the rocks. “What are you doing?”

“Working,” she answered.

“On what?”

Mary continued digging. When she glanced up again, she could see the boy was still looking at her, waiting for an answer. “I’m hunting for treasure,” she said.

“Pirate treasure?”

“There are no pirates in Lyme Regis.”

“Then what?”

“Fossils. The beach in Lyme Regis is the best place to find them,” Mary said, showing him what she had found. “All kinds of strange creatures lived here in the sea and on the land.”

“How odd,” he said, studying the fossils.

“They provide clues to our past,” Mary said.

“You’re not like most girls.”

“Why? Because I’m not pretty and proper?”

“No—you’re pretty,” he stammered. “It’s just that, well, you’re not girly.”

“Because I don’t run when a small fish swims by or shriek when my hands are covered in goo?” Mary laughed.

“That’s not what I meant… or maybe I did.”

“That’s okay, I’m used to hearing that,” she said. “But fossils are amazing. Let me show you. That is, if you don’t mind getting your fancy pants dirty.”

The boy huffed at Mary’s insult before rolling up his trousers, lacing his shoes together, and swinging them over his shoulder. Soon, mud covered his feet. He was entranced as he watched Mary seemingly pull fossils out of nowhere. He tried to imitate her but came up empty-handed.

A boy several years younger let go of his father’s hand and raced over to watch. Mary noticed that he was freckled, with reddish blond hair like the older boy’s.

The boy raised his voice, “Who’s your friend?”

“I’m Mary. Mary Anning.”

“Well, my name is David,” the younger boy announced.

“I’m Neil,” the older boy said. “And this is my brother.”

“What are you looking for?” David asked.

“Fossils,” Mary and Neil said together.

“Can I see?” David asked.

Mary rummaged through her basket and found something to show David.

“This is a belemnite fossil I found earlier this morning,” Mary said. “It gets its name from a Greek word meaning ‘spear.’ See how it looks like a little dart? People used to think they were darts thrown down to earth during a thunderstorm.”

Both boys listened eagerly.

“It’s also called the ‘Devil’s Finger,’ ” Mary added.

“Ooh, that’s scary,” David said.

“Look closely. You can almost see his fingernail. And the ruddy color.” Mary winked at Neil, adding, “Looks like dried blood.”

“Ooh… can I hold it?”

Mary placed the Devil’s Finger in David’s hand. He examined the fossil carefully.

“But what is it, really?” he asked.

“It’s the remains of an ancient sea creature, most likely,” Mary said. “Maybe a small fish or squid-like thing.”

“I can see that,” Neil said. “Look at its shape.”

“Exactly,” Mary said.

“Are they real?” David asked.

“Of course they are,” Neil said, staring at Mary for reassurance.

She smiled back at him, knowing he trusted her.

After combing the seaside for a couple of hours searching for more fossils, the boys’ father called out to them. “It’s getting late!”

“I wish we had more time,” Neil said. “You found so many, Mary. Fossils are not so easy to spot.”

David agreed. “Some rocks look like they may contain a fossil inside,” David said. “I’m trying to figure out the difference between an ordinary rock and one with a hidden fossil.”

“One way to tell is by touch,” Mary said. “See how smooth the surface of this fossil is?”

“Yes,” David replied.

“Rocks have a rougher finish,” Mary explained. “And fossils often stand out because their colors differ from ordinary rocks. The colors of the rocks are more uniform.”

“Thanks, Mary,” David said. “I’m going to ask Father if we could buy one.” He ran to his dad and grabbed his hand, pulling him toward Mary.

“Hello. My son tells me you sell seashells,” the boys’ father said.

“They’re fossils,” Neil corrected him.

“I’d like a Devil’s Finger,” David said. “It’s a belemnite.”

“I’d like this one,” Neil said. “You can see the tail of a fish.”

“A pence for both?” the boys’ father asked.

“Six pence,” Mary answered.

“Six pence!” the boy’s dad replied. “Two pence for the both of them?”

“Six pence for the two,” Mary said. “They’re unusual.”

“They’re small.”

“And one of a kind,” Mary said.

“Three pence for the two.”

“Well, I haven’t polished them—five pence it is,” Mary said.

“Five? I said three.” He waited for Mary to respond. “Well?”

The ferry bell rang. The father reluctantly pulled the five pence out of his pocket and handed it to Mary.

They walked to the dock, their father in front with Neil and David trailing behind. Neil turned to Mary. “I’m going to look this up when I get home,” he said and, head down, he plowed toward his father. Little David looked back at Mary and gave her a broad smile.

Mary was pleased with herself. Another sale made, and another fossil skeptic converted to a believer.






CHAPTER 2

MARY’S STOMACH RUMBLED. SHE had been at the seaside with her father since early morning, and now the sun was starting to set. Her father had filled up a large sack with stones that contained the hardened remains of clams, snails, slugs, and octopus parts.

As they walked, the wind began to pick up and a loud cracking sound caught their attention. Mary and her father looked up as a slab of rock fell from the cliffs into the sea. Rocks more than 200 million years old stemmed from below the ocean and rose several stories high on parts of Lyme Regis. Another large rock loosened from the cliffs and plummeted into the ocean, splashing them.

“Lightning!” her father exclaimed over the sounds of the ocean. “We’d better go before it rains.”

Mary’s father took his scarf and put it around his daughter’s neck. “The wind is getting stronger, and I can see rain over the ocean in the distance.”

Mary smiled as her father took her hand in his, and she quickened her pace. Water covered the tops of her boots, and the waves grew stronger and closer. They washed over the sand and rocks.

Mary looked back to see what the waves left exposed. More Devil’s Fingers and a handful of trinkets covered in debris were scattered upon the shore. She pulled her father’s hand, leading him back toward the ocean.

“No, Mary, we’ll come back tomorrow when the tide’s out. Pretty soon, the waves will be taller than you.” Although he knew it was dangerous, he admired his daughter’s courage. While he occasionally took risks when he was by himself, with Mary present, his rule was to avoid hazardous weather conditions at all costs. He would never expose Mary to danger.

As they headed up the dirt road to their home, Mary took large steps to keep up with her father, who moved at a rapid speed with his long, lean legs. Hearing Mary’s heavy breaths behind him, he slowed his pace so she could catch up and walk beside him.



RICHARD ANNING WAS A cabinetmaker, but he spent most of his time searching the shores of Lyme Regis with his daughter. Usually, Mary’s older brother, Joseph, and their dog, Tray, whose long black and white coat was often dusted with sand, joined them.

They had all the tools they needed to carefully chip away at the hardened sediments surrounding the small prizes inside the rocks. Richard taught Mary what to look for and how to polish her finds. Sometimes a fossil stuck out from inside a rock or the remains or impression of an animal or plant became part of the rock. Those were easy finds.

Richard gave Mary a small rock hammer to break away sediment on the fossil. He taught her not to use too much force to keep the fossil intact.

For fossils that hid inside rocks, she used a small chisel to scrape and pry the fossil free.

Mary didn’t keep most of what she found, selling even the prettiest of the fossils. The colorful ones usually sold for triple the amount of the plain ones. All of the fossils varied in shape, size, and markings. Odd in appearance, they were sure to be of interest to someone—especially those who’d never seen anything like them before.

The day before, Mary had found a three-foot-long ammonite, called a “snake stone,” a fossil of an extinct animal that had a coiled, snail-like shell. She’d also found a foot-long piece of shale with half a dozen or so fish skeletons embedded into it. The fossilized fish formed a pattern on the slab of shale. They looked as if they were swimming upstream.

Mary had worked alone. Her father had been at the shop behind their house, building a chair for a new customer. So, she’d lugged the pieces home. They weren’t too heavy, just awkwardly large; when she placed the fossils on their sides, they came up to her hips. She’d tried her best to keep them from dragging on the ground as she carried them. A scratch or break would have made her finds less valuable. She knew they’d fetch a fine sum because both pieces were so unusual. With every find, she felt as if someone had left her a gift.

Today, her load was lighter and she had her father by her side. The Annings lived about a quarter of a mile from the shore, far from the hotel and fine houses located farther up the hill. Tourists from London visited Lyme Regis for the quiet and fossils.



MARY AND HER FATHER turned up the dirt road onto the steep narrow street where they lived. At first, Mary didn’t see the large rat gnawing on a bone with hardly any meat left on it. Her father shuddered, which made her look. When she spotted the brown rodent, she wished Tray was by her side. His shrill bark sent the feral animals scurrying away. While Mary loved most animals, she hated the rats because they were more brazen than the wild hogs. Both came out at night, when people were indoors, to feast upon the trash. Occasionally, a rat wandered outside in the middle of the day.

Their two-story cottage with bay windows on both sides of the front door had enough room for Mary, her brother, her parents, and Tray. They didn’t need much. Mary loved the view from her bedroom window. From there, she could see the ocean, smell the salt air, and hear the waves as they crashed onto the rocks. When it stormed, however, the waters reached all the way into their home’s first floor.

Mary and Joseph shared a bedroom right above the living room. Richard had built a wall dividing the room to give his children some privacy. Mary got the space with the window. She had to pass though Joseph’s room to get into hers.

Richard and Molly’s bedroom was also on the second floor. Each bedroom had a basin for washing and a broom with a dustpan to sweep up the sand Mary often brought with her after spending a day on the beach fossil-hunting. The kitchen was the largest room in the house. With no formal dining room, the Annings placed the table Richard made in the kitchen. It was next to the living room, which would soon become the Annings’ Fossil and Furniture Shop.

The Annings planned to turn the front room into a fossil shop. Tourist season was a few months away, a perfect time to sell fossils to visitors.



MARY HELD UP THE hem of her dress so as not to leave a trail of sand on the clean wooden floors. She washed up, changed out of her sandy clothes, and went to help her mum with dinner. Molly dished out the boiled oatmeal and topped it with pats of butter. She was in an unusually good mood because Joseph sold the two fossils Mary had found the day before to a tourist visiting the beach. It meant a few pieces of mutton in tonight’s porridge.

“You should have seen her, Molly,” Richard said. “A tourist wanted to give our Mary one pence for two fossils. She wouldn’t have it. She got five. You would have been proud of her.”

Mary smiled at her father and handed her mum the coins. They clinked when Molly deposited them in the glass jar that she kept in the cupboard. Molly was in charge of the money; she had put half away from yesterday’s sale to cover one month’s rent. Together, the fossils had sold for four pounds, leaving her with enough money to buy breakfast, lunch, and dinner for almost two weeks.

Mary set the table with the wooden spoons and bowls her father made, while Joseph stirred the beer on the stove. The family drank beer because the water wasn’t safe to drink and the alcohol content in the beer was minimal.

Richard was almost finished with the display cases for their new shop, which would soon open. Mary suggested naming it “Fossils and Furniture,” even though Richard hadn’t sold any furniture for a good part of a year. He had a new customer who’d ordered a chair, which made Molly incredibly happy because it fetched a high price. Given the choice, however, he preferred to spend time fossil-hunting with his children than in his shop making furniture.

“Joseph, move that fossil off the table so we can eat supper,” Molly said.

Molly pulled the freshly baked bread out of the oven, and its aroma filled the room. Mary’s mouth watered thinking about how good dinner would taste. She tore the warm bread into bite-sized pieces and dropped them into her oatmeal.

As Richard sliced into the bread, crumbs from the crust fell onto the wooden table. “You do such good work,” Molly said. “It’s a shame more people know you as a fossil hunter than a cabinetmaker. Each time Mary and I set the table, I’m reminded of how hard you worked on this. It’s the nicest piece of furniture we own.”

“The chair I’m making is much fancier.”

“We’re not fancy,” Molly replied.

“Mum’s right,” Joseph said.

“Well, I am.” Mary got up, bowed, and curtsied. “And Papa, we’ll place two of your chairs in the front room next to the fossils so tourists can try them out.”

“And maybe I can cushion the chairs,” Joseph said. “Mr. Stevens agreed to take me on as an apprentice. I start tomorrow. He welcomed me into his textiles shop and factory. He has three daughters around my age. I think he’ll be a fair boss since he has children. I know the factories in London take terrible advantage of children: long hours, little pay, and no rest. Some children as young as six work in those factories. Mr. Stevens wanted to know my age. He doesn’t hire small children. He seems principled.”

“Joseph, I’m so proud of you.”

“Yes, I know, Mum.”

“Joseph, do you really want to be an upholsterer?” Richard asked, almost whispering so as not to disappoint his wife. “I thought you prefer fossil-hunting.”

“Papa, we need to eat. I’m fifteen and ready to work. Mr. Stevens will teach me the trade and pay for my meals while I learn. I can help you and Mary dig for fossils on Sundays, my day off.”

“You take after your mother. Responsible.”

“Have to be,” Molly said. “You and Mary take too many risks. It’s a wonder you’ve never been hit by falling rocks, lost your footing, or been swept out to sea.”

“You worry too much, m’dear. Mary and I are careful.”

“No. You and Mary can be reckless at times. Your focus is on the hunt, not what’s around you. I don’t want to lose another child.”

Richard got up and hugged his wife while Mary and Joseph ate their supper. Molly had given birth to ten children. Joseph was the first who’d survived. The seven before him had died in childbirth. A year after Joseph was born, Molly gave birth to a daughter she named “Mary,” who died in a fire at their home when she was a toddler. Two years later, she gave birth to another girl, the Mary who’d grow up to love fossil-hunting. This Mary had been a sickly child with frequent fevers and colds, until lightning struck her, miraculously curing her of the frequent illnesses. Richard recalled how he’d called her his “little thunderbolt.”

Mary believed lightning helped her predict a change in the weather. Even when there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, she felt the coming tempest in her bones right before the weather went from sunny to stormy.
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