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For anyone who has sought refuge in the prehistoric past in order to escape their present.






I thought, too, of the glimpse I had in the light of Lord John’s torch of that bloated, warty, blood-slavering muzzle. Even now I was on its hunting-ground. At any instant it might spring upon me from the shadows—this nameless and horrible monster.

—ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE, The Lost World








CHAPTER ONE SOMETHING IS COMING


Sixty-six million years after the asteroid Chicxulub slammed into the Yucatán Peninsula and set in motion the extinction of three quarters of life on Earth, Dr. Simon Nealy turned his gaze toward the heavens, oblivious to the terror hurtling toward him at unfathomable speed. Unlike the last day of the Cretaceous Period, there was no gigantic orb in the sky, its luminous edges racing outward to swallow the horizon. There was nothing at all in the atmosphere to suggest Simon’s world was about to change forever.

Steely clouds hung low over Hawthorne Hollow, the flat-bottomed basin sunk into the Appalachian woodland like the imprint of a giant’s fist. Rather than a shock wave of superheated ash, an icy wind threaded through the trees encircling the clearing. It carried not the wails of prehistoric creatures set ablaze, but the fragrant rustling of autumn leaves. Their red-and-gold vibrancy might have resembled a world on fire if not for the mist that dulled it; thickest near the ground, it churned around the paleontologist’s shins, merging and eddying like opposing flows of silver lava.

But it wasn’t the dismal November weather that caused Simon to falter before his new institution of employment. That he owed to the great edifice itself. The craggy facade of red sandstone loomed above him like a desert butte.

Twenty-two years had passed since Simon had looked upon the museum—a blink of an eye in geologic terms—and yet it was all but unrecognizable. Once the crowning jewel of southeast Pennsylvania, the Hawthorne Museum of Natural History had been left to decay in the mire of its flagging prestige like a once mighty Edmontosaurus caught in a peat bog.

Set in sprawling lawns scabbed with necrotic patches of brown, the three-story building was a moldering embarrassment to Neo-Romanesque architecture. The gabled roof, pockmarked with missing shingles, buckled like paper that had met with a spill. The windows were opaque with grime, many riven with spidery cracks sealed with duct tape. Weeds twisted up the base like snakes attempting to scale the facade, and the dome that protruded above the north wing resembled a badly infected hernia, raw and blackened where the masonry had fallen away. Even the tarnished clock over the arched entrance was halted in a state of disrepair; the hands pointed motionlessly at fifty minutes past one.

Altogether it put Simon in mind of a great decomposing carcass buzzing with flies. He adjusted the mask protecting his face, sealing the top beneath his glasses to keep the lenses from fogging, as if to hold the stench at bay.

But his qualms with the Hawthorne ran deeper than its clear financial woes; those were to be expected. Even Chicago’s illustrious Field Museum, where Simon had been employed for the past six years, was feeling the impact of the ongoing pandemic. His hands jittered at his sides, and his stomach roiled with unease. What are you doing here? he thought for the umpteenth time—but deep down, he knew the answer.

Marshaling his courage, he proceeded up the crumbling limestone steps. The oak doors towered above him like the trees they’d been made from, out of proportion with his scrawny five-foot-three frame. He paused before the motto inscribed above the entrance: IN OSSIBUS TERRAE VERITAS INVENIETUR. Simon had never studied Latin, but his familiarity with the conventions of scientific naming gave him a rough sense of its meaning.

In the bones of the Earth shall the truth be found.

He drew himself up and pulled the handle. The door didn’t budge. He tried the other one, but it too resisted. Fearing his strength was to blame, he gripped both handles and leveraged all of his 105 pounds against them, but there was nothing for it: the doors were well and truly locked.

With a sigh, Simon rapped on the wood.

“Hello?” he called out.

When after several attempts there was still no answer, he stepped back and spied the windows above for some sign of movement.

“Hello?” he shouted up. “Is anyone there?” How could there not be? He’d been instructed to report to the museum at nine. That was just three minutes from now according to his phone, whose last dwindling bar of service he eyed with consternation.

Returning the device to his pocket, he turned to assess the paved roundabout in front of the museum. The loop circled a bronze statue on a plinth, the likeness of a man Simon didn’t recognize. With nowhere to park, Simon had been forced to abandon his aging sedan in the dirt shoulder of the narrow, wooded driveway and hike the remaining quarter mile to the front of the building.

Now, a feeling of unease crawling about his heart, he fought the urge to retrace his steps and flee.

He resumed his place before the door and pounded.

“Hello,” he shouted. “Is anyone there?”

The sound of a bolt sliding in the lock cut his question short. A door opened and Simon stumbled back from the head that appeared there.

“Damn, boy,” it said, “can’t you see we’re closed!”

The head was attached to an older man with a dark pitted face, silver curls receding from his forehead in a wobbly semicircle. He stood nearly a foot taller than Simon, who bristled at being addressed as boy. For years he had been tormented for his childlike stature. Given the regularity with which he was still mistaken for a preteen in public, it remained a sensitive subject.

“Sorry to disturb you, er, Maurice,” he said, noting the name on the embroidered patch on the man’s coveralls. His eyes paused on the blue surgical mask hanging uselessly around Maurice’s neck. “I’m Simon Nealy.”

The man tugged up the mask to just under his nose. “Don’t matter what you’re called, the museum’s closed and been closed for months. You blind, or don’t you know how to read?” He pointed to a sheet of paper taped to the other door.


CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE

BECAUSE OF COVID



“I can,” Simon said sniffily. “But I work here. That is to say, today’s my first day—”

“Nobody told me about that. Not that anybody tells me anything unless they got trash that needs taking out. Now please, I ain’t got time to stand around here all day, not with a whole museum that needs cleaning and just me to do it—”

“Sorry,” Simon said, aghast. “Did you say just you?”

“There was three of us at the start of the year. Laid off the other two as soon as we shut down. Thought I was the lucky one. Now they sitting at home collecting unemployment plus three hundred dollars a week, and here I am working like a dog to clean a museum that won’t never be nothing but nasty. Now if you’ll excuse me—”

“Wait,” Simon said, fumbling his phone back out of his pocket. “Please, I can prove it. I have an email from my boss, Dr. Roach.”

“Who the hell?”

“Harrison Roach?” Simon was beginning to worry he had reported to the wrong Hawthorne Museum altogether. “Vice president of research and collections?”

“You mean Harry. Shit, you’re working for Harry, huh? Guess that makes you the new Bert, rest his soul.”

“Is that the old paleontologist? Is he—” Simon said, and thought better of it.

“Bit younger than I expected, anyway.” Maurice coughed out a wheezy chuckle, which Simon interpreted incorrectly as a dig at his age.

In fairness, it would not be the first. Just a few weeks earlier the local newspaper, the Wrexham Gazette, had run an article on Simon’s hiring that, even while touting his pedigree, took potshots at his inexperience. “At thirty-one, Dr. Nealy will be the youngest director of paleontology and curator of Dinosauria in the museum’s history, a title traditionally reserved for professionals two decades or more into their careers.”

This was not untrue per se, but if the museum’s leadership hadn’t questioned Simon’s age, then what business had anyone else?

The position had been posted for a full seven months before Simon decided to apply, and another two before, to his great surprise—for he’d already given up hope of hearing back and decided on the whole it was probably for the best—he received an email inviting him for the first in a series of virtual interviews. Over the course of weeks, Simon had met with HR, Harry, Harry again with a trusted consultant, the executive director on his own, and finally a sampling of the board of directors, before he’d at last been made an offer he couldn’t refuse, despite the voice in his head telling him to run for the hills.

“Aright, aright,” Maurice said, evidently having been giving Simon a hard time. He grinned, stood back, and waved the younger man in.

As he crossed the threshold, Simon experienced a moment of visceral contradiction: the lure of his new life pulling him in and the warning hand of memory thrusting him back.

He stood in a cavernous hall of marble floors and high vaulted ceilings, ending in a handsome split staircase leading up to a wraparound mezzanine. Even by the tepid light filtering in through the cathedral windows (for the sconces on the walls were either switched off or defective), it was clear that only the gleaming floors had received any of Maurice’s attention in months. The unoccupied ticket desk by the entrance supported a nasty pelt of dust and a parasitic gift shop, stocked with dull coffee table books, faded postcards, and floppy, beady-eyed plushes. Even through his mask Simon perceived a dank smell on the air. A spray of black fungus that looked disconcertingly like mold darkened the corners of the room like a colony of spiders.

A shiver rattled through him, unrelated to the frigid temperature of the room. His misgivings about his new position seemed to deepen by the minute.

They released him, however—at least momentarily—as he looked up, gazing through the cloud of dust motes swirling like plankton in the light. His heart sprang into his throat at the sight of three prehistoric skeletons suspended from the ceiling, articulated in overlapping poses of flight. The largest, a Quetzalcoatlus, was a middling example of the species’ magnitude, its wingspan stretching thirty feet, with an eight-foot-long neck ending in a small skull and a pointed beak like a supersized stork’s. The Pteranodon was smaller, with a twenty-two-foot wingspan, a shorter neck, and a backward-facing cranial crest like a yard-long spike jutting from the back of its head. The Ornithocheirus was slighter still, yet fiercer than any modern bird or flying mammal: sixteen feet from wing tip to wing tip, with semicircular ridges on its snout and the underside of its lower jaw, giving its beak a paddle-like shape, with short pointed teeth protruding at the sides.

Simon had forgotten the pterosaurs; the events of his fateful visit at the age of ten had swallowed up all but his most powerful memories of this place. But in that moment it all came flooding back. The dark shape of them against the lighter gray of the ceiling. The dynamism of their poses. The jaw-dropping awe they inspired in him even now, despite the sickening dread that had been brewing inside of him all morning.

Maurice registered Simon’s goofy smile with a smirk of his own. “Guess you really like dinosaurs, huh?”

The question reverberated through the hall in a ghostly echo. Really like dinosaurs… like dinosaurs… dinosaurs…

“Technically,” Simon said, “these are pterosaurs. You might know them as pterodactyls, a clade of prehistoric flying reptile that lived contemporaneously—”

“Ah, shit.” Maurice batted a hand. “See you around, dino boy.” He turned and hobbled off.

“Wait—Maurice. You wouldn’t happen to know the way to Harry’s office?”

“Sure I do, but he ain’t there. Nobody’s there. They all working from home.”

Working from home?

“What would you advise?” Simon called after him.

It startled him how suddenly the custodian halted. An eerie quiet reverberated through the hall, strumming through Simon like a strain of silent music.

Maurice turned his head an inch to the side. “My advice?”

Simon nodded.

“You hear something in the dark, don’t go looking for it.”






CHAPTER TWO INSIDE THESE HALLOWED HALLS FIND DEATH


Simon lingered in the entrance hall, attempting to contact his supervisor in defiance of his phone’s remonstrations of No Service. The best he could manage was to tap out an email requesting clarification on what he was meant to be doing and where, and hope that if he moved about the building, he might happen upon a wayward pocket of Wi-Fi from which to send it.

And so Simon turned his gaze to the dark, deserted rooms off the entrance hall. The museum’s four main exhibition halls were spread over two floors, three on the ground floor and a larger one above. Over the nearest set of doors was displayed the name of the first in tarnished lettering: SAMUEL AND JANE ABERNATHY HALL OF MAN.

A flicker of memory drew Simon toward it, then stalled him. But this was his home institution now. If he could not face the past, then he wouldn’t last the week.

Passing through the open doors, he entered a wood-paneled shrine to the origins of humanity, not greatly changed from when he had visited the hall on a field trip with Mrs. Kramer’s fourth-grade class. Dusty curio cabinets displayed a wide assortment of artifacts, rudimentary tools, and fragments of Paleolithic pottery. A glass case lined with red velvet contained a broken skull, vertebrae, and several rib bones laid out in the shape of a very small person—“Homo neanderthalensis child, c. 38,000 BC,” read the label. Along the opposite side of the hall, rough-featured wax hominids mimed their evolving intelligence against a backdrop of artificial ferns and rock, from the chimpanzee-like Australopithecus afarensis dangling off a branch, to the slightly less hirsute Homo habilis bashing away at a rock to make a spearhead, and finally the rugged Homo sapiens at the end of the row, his uncircumcised genitalia hanging heavily beneath a bush of wiry hair.

It was while looking at this figure that nine-year-old Simon, who had always nurtured a special fascination for the male anatomy, had begun to question whether the attraction was more than academic. While his classmates whispered and laughed behind their hands, Simon stood rapt, palms sweating at his sides, a pleasant squeeze of yearning in his lower abdomen.

“Everyone, look!” erupted Jason Boudreaux through a scream of laughter, pointing at Simon’s jeans. “Nealy’s got a boner! He was staring at the caveman’s dick and now he’s got a boner!”

Though Mrs. Kramer removed Jason from the hall, she couldn’t banish the cruel mockery his observation had elicited. Already Simon’s classmates had rushed forth to bury him under a mountain of jeering questions—Do you have a hard-on? Are you gay? Do you want to marry that caveman?—while Simon stood before them like a trapped mouse, his eyes darting from one sneering face to another, forearms crossed over his fly.

The humiliation would follow him for years, replacing the hackneyed size-related taunts he’d endured since kindergarten. Now it was his fascination with prehistoric bones that was weaponized against him, often in the most unimaginative ways.

“Hey, boner boy,” his classmates would say as they passed him in the cafeteria, a junior guide to paleontology lying open before him. “Are you reading about boners, boner boy?”

But that all ended the day Simon was withdrawn without warning from his morning math lesson and told to pack up all of his things. Told that his aunt had come to collect him, that he would not return to the school again.

Adjoining the Hall of Man was the Hall of Gems and Minerals, a small polygonal tower room bursting with purple-mouthed geodes of amethyst, swirling cross sections of agate, and icy clusters of quartz. Like the previous rooms, it exuded an air of spoiled grandeur, its antiquated fittings and interpretive materials proudly asserting the Hawthorne’s place at a “cutting edge of science” that had long since dulled and rusted over with neglect.

At the back of the entrance hall were the doors to what Simon had known as the planetarium, since rechristened as the Eberhard and Luanne Rutherford Science Theatre. He found them locked, and moved on to the Hall of Insects and Animalia—poorly named in his opinion, for the kingdom Animalia was inclusive of insects and all other arthropods for that matter. The largest exhibition area on the ground floor, it spread across the entire west wing.

He hesitated at the threshold. The hall’s taxidermied residents cut monstrous shapes in the dark, shapes that seemed to shift and gnarl the longer he watched them. But it was not the dead-eyed specimens that prevented him from entering. Like the Hall of Man, this room contained memories of the past, these of a darker, more venomous species. Even from where he stood, he could hear them hissing from the shadows.

You’re sure? the officer was asking him. You’re positive this is the last place you saw her?

She was right here, Simon sobbed, I s-swear.

Abruptly he retreated from the doors.

He fumbled the phone back out of his pocket. Still no signal.

There was only one hall left to try.

The Hall of Dinosaurs was the most expansive in the museum by far, encompassing most of the second floor. Simon felt like a fraud. Any paleontologist worth his salt would have marched straight upstairs, but he’d been dreading it, knowing what awaited him there. But he needn’t have worried; where the staircase split, Simon turned left, and his concerns evaporated in an instant. As his sight line drew level with the floor of the west wing, it was not a memory of shame and panic that greeted him, but the sweeping enormity of a Brontosaurus excelsus.

Nearly seventy feet in length, from its long-necked head to the tip of its tapered tail, the sauropod snatched the breath from Simon’s lungs. He staggered forward to admire it—a fine adult specimen, about 30 percent complete, with only minor visible defects: a fracture along the left front leg that had been repaired with epoxy, a few broken vertebral spines. Tooth and claw marks along the dorsal ribs suggested it had been attacked by a medium- to large-sized predator or, more likely, scavenged by one. The educational signage stated that its given name was Beth and that its genus name meant thunder lizard. “It is unlikely,” it read, “that any creature that heard Brontosaurus walk would have questioned why.”

Rather unexpectedly, Simon found himself fighting back tears. The sight of her—he couldn’t help but think of the dinosaur as female, though it was virtually impossible to tell the sex by looking at its bones—had brought him straight back to their earliest encounters.

Growing up, he’d visited the Hawthorne just a handful of times; in his mother’s home, there was little money for frivolities that couldn’t be drunk, smoked, or snorted, and transportation was a constant battle. But the few times he had, these fossils had been the ultimate escape. Had transported him to another time and place, a lush and wild frontier of strange lands and fantastic creatures, a world apart from the bitter, gnashing one to which he’d been born.

The one from which, he had eventually learned the hard way, he could not escape for long.

Simon’s spirits lifted as he gravitated toward the east side of the hall, his frown twitching upward at the sight of the Triceratops horridus specimen that had been his boyhood favorite and sparked his love affair with Late Cretaceous ceratopsians.

Built like a thirty-foot ox, the skeleton stood with its massive head lowered to the ground as if to munch on the invisible undergrowth, a rounded frill rising from the back of its skull like a shield of bone. Its natural weaponry protruded from its face: a pair of four-foot brow horns ending in lethal points, and a blunter horn protruding above the nose. Simon noticed with curiosity that the left brow horn, unlike its brother, was a cast replica. Had the horn not survived the fossilization process, he wondered, or had it been damaged during the excavation? The question fascinated and delighted him. It was unearthing the mysteries contained within every fossil that he loved best about his work.

He continued through the hall at a luxuriant pace. Along the wall, a trio of skulls gazed out in a size-ordered row. There was the dome-headed Pachycephalosaurus, its broken ten-inch-thick cranium decorated with a crown of spikes; the duck-billed Lambeosaurus, its distinctive pompadour-shaped crest swooping upwards from its skull; and a stunning example of Triceratops’s smaller-horned cousin Chasmosaurus, with its distinctive V-shaped frill containing gaps in the bone that Simon once described in a paper as “resembling the wings of a butterfly.”

Like the Brontosaurus and Triceratops, these skulls were genuine fossils, which surprised Simon, who knew that most of the prehistoric skeletons on display in museums around the world were cast replicas.

In general Simon approved of the display of replicas. It allowed the original fossils to be held back and stored safely for future research, and, for museums with limited budgets, imitation skeletons could be acquired for a fraction of the cost of real bones. However, as Simon had learned in his interview with four elderly male board members, it was a matter of pride among the museum’s directors that the dinosaurs on display at the Hawthorne were, and always had been, “the genuine article,” with resin bones like the Triceratops’s second horn used only to fill the gaps in the fossil record. In time, this was a policy Simon hoped to modernize.

And not just that. Like the rest of the museum, the Hall of Dinosaurs was badly in need of renovation. The displays were like something out of a period drama, the interpretive copy was woefully outdated, and the poses of the skeletons didn’t reflect current scientific knowledge in the least—the Triceratops too low-slung, too much bend in the forward limbs; the Brontosaurus’s head too elevated and its tail too straight, with none of the bullwhip motion it would have made when the animal lived.

But that’s not why you’re here, remember? That’s not why you’ve come back.

Brushing the thought aside, Simon pressed on to the southeast quadrant of the hall. It was underutilized, with just a few display cases that could easily have been moved toward the center of the hall to make room for a whole new exhibit. (Somehow he doubted there would be budget for that if the institution couldn’t even afford to stay on top of basic repairs.) Among the various fossils contained in the cases was a bulb of bone like a small, stemmed boulder: the club of an Ankylosaurus attached to a segment of tail. The armored creature would have wielded the weapon with devastating effect, capable of crushing the bones of its enemies with a single blow. Simon studied the fossil through the glass, exhilarated.

Then something in the glass caught his eye and his smile dropped. Something behind him was moving. He could see its reflection in the case—a hovering mouthful of daggerlike teeth. He spun around and—

Nothing.

But of course. The Hall of Dinosaurs didn’t have any carnivores on exhibit.

Eventually Simon’s heartbeat returned to normal speed, though he struggled to shake the discomfort of having seen something he couldn’t explain.

Once again he fished the phone from his pocket, and this time he was relieved to find he still had no signal. Reasoning that he would have an easier time reaching Harry at home, he descended the stairs and strode quickly toward the exit.






CHAPTER THREE FIELD OF SCREAMS


Simon’s apartment was located on the second floor of a 1930s redbrick walk-up. He’d chosen it for its quiet oak-lined street, proximity to the shops and restaurants of downtown Wrexham, and resplendent hardwood floors. Nearly a week after he’d moved in, they remained entombed under a thick stratum of cardboard boxes, open suitcases, and books.

Simon sat splay-legged, sifting through them, feeling only slightly guilty that he wasn’t at work. It wasn’t his fault that Harry had “lost track of the weeks” and scheduled a family vacation to the Poconos on Simon’s first day. Chuckling at the oversight, Harry had instructed his direct report over the phone to “lay low” until he got back, a request Simon unquestioningly interpreted as an off-the-record order to take the week off.

He continued to unpack, pausing only when Philomena, his seven-year-old domestic longhair, leapt inside the open box before him, her tortoiseshell tail rising like a cobra between the cardboard flaps. “Are you helping me?” he said, Phil thrumming as he scratched behind her ear. “Are you helping?”

Almost as quickly as it had come, Simon’s smile faded. His first thought had been to take a photo and send it to Kai with some amusing caption—an impulse he was still working to unlearn. Kai belonged to a bygone era now, a buried specimen he needed to stop unearthing.

Finding he had lost interest in his task, Simon rose to find something to eat. There wasn’t much of substance in the kitchen cabinets. Store-brand toaster pastries, cheese puffs, cereal—the foods on which he had been forced to survive as a child and now were practically all his palate would accept. He sniffed a take-out container from the back of the fridge and his head rocked back in horrified retreat.

Reassuring Phil of his swift return, he grabbed his jacket off the hook and went out.



As he set off on foot toward downtown, Simon was struck by the unfamiliarity of his surroundings. Architecturally, the town of Wrexham had hardly changed in two decades, its Colonial brick-and-white charm protected by borough ordinances. But beyond the columns and gabled roofs, a palpable shift had occurred. The vehicles that lined the streets were newer, more luxurious, than he remembered; there was less variation in the faces that passed him on the sidewalk; and nearly all of the shops and diners from his childhood had gone extinct, overtaken by invasive species of upscale bars, art galleries, and vegan restaurants, their working-class grit painted over in the trendy colors of gentrification.

In a sense, Simon preferred it that way. The less that remained from the past, the less there was to remind him of what he had run from.

Until a few months prior, he had never expected to find himself back in his hometown, or any part of Pennsylvania. He had understood that, like the site of a nuclear tragedy, the place was uninhabitable for him now. A zone of exclusion, tainted by the horror he left behind.



Simon had barely known his Aunt Colleen the day he was forced to board a plane to O’Hare. She had only visited Wrexham once and spent much of the weeklong trip bickering with Simon’s mother, Joelle. Until he was placed in her care at the age of ten, Colleen was best known to him as the sender of the gifts that arrived in the mail every Christmas and birthday, sometimes the only ones he would receive not from a charity but from an actual person.

Still, he had welcomed the chance to leave his mother’s guardianship. He had grown used to her constant ups and downs, but her condition had worsened since it happened, making life with her more unbearable than he’d thought possible. Though he would never want to relive the events that finally drove her over the edge, leaving her was the best thing that ever happened to him.

Unlike her sister, who was small and rawboned with a wild tangle of dark hair, Colleen was voluminous in body and spirit, her florid cheeks and earnest smile framed by salon-dyed locks of vanilla blond. The difference in the sisters’ appearance was mirrored in their homes. Colleen’s three-bedroom Naperville house was newly built, unfussy but comfortably furnished, and more than double the square footage of the run-down townhouse where Simon had grown up. Knowing her nephew’s passion for prehistoric creatures, Colleen had filled his bedroom with dinosaur books, puzzles, and an amateur dig kit. A poster of Rudolph F. Zallinger’s famed mural The Age of Reptiles hung on the wall, and on his desk, Simon found a letter from his new guardian, a single handwritten page front and back, expressing in no uncertain terms just how loved and wanted he was.

Colleen worked as a nurse at the local hospital but had taken two weeks off, and delayed Simon’s return to school, so they could get to know one another. At first he found it strange having her around so much, not passing the day in bed or entertaining strangers, but cooking meals, doing dishes, saying things like “I’m going to the store, want to come?” and, as she delivered a stack of folded laundry to his bedroom, “We’ll need to get you some new clothes.” She took him to Target, a place Joelle had only ever gone to steal. Simon’s eyes bulged as Colleen filled the cart with shirts and jackets and shoes, thinking, How’s she going to fit all that in her purse?

Before she returned to work and Simon to school, they took an overnight trip to Chicago. Staying in a fancy hotel off the Magnificent Mile, they explored Millennium Park, gorged on deep-dish pizza at Giordano’s, and rode the Centennial Wheel at Navy Pier. Simon thought they would head back first thing in the morning, but Colleen had other plans.

“I have a surprise for you,” she said as they drove south along State Street. She wouldn’t say where they were going, but the gleam in her eye made him nervous. He feared she was taking him to the airport, shipping him back to Wrexham to be placed in the care of a stranger. On some level he’d been expecting it since the moment he landed, that eventually she would find out what he’d done and snatch back the letter, tearing it to pieces before his streaming eyes.

But a few minutes later they were parking, walking, standing on the sidewalk in a stiff autumn wind. The vast building before them had a stately character and was constructed of pale marble, reminding Simon of the White House, or maybe the Capitol Building. He did not immediately recognize the institution, whose name appeared frequently in his paleontology books, but the banners strung between the snowy columns depicted a skeleton he would recognize anywhere.

“We’re going to see SUE?” Simon exclaimed.

He could not believe it. He had fantasized about this moment since he had first read about the existence of Specimen FMNH PR 2081, aka SUE, the largest and most complete T. rex skeleton ever discovered. But that was before the incident at the Hawthorne had changed everything.

As Colleen led him up the sprawling steps of the Field Museum, Simon struggled to articulate the feeling crawling around inside his chest, the one that told him not to enter the museum—any museum. That museums were places where bad things happened when he was in them. So Simon said nothing, kept his mouth shut like his mother had taught him. Before he knew it, they were inside, traversing a long room of ivory arches. Colleen gripped his shoulders, steering him through the crowds of Stanley Field Hall. He could feel her excitement vibrating through him, bullying his panic into submission.

Finally the enormous skeleton came into view, brown, lunging, potbellied, her smile revealing two rows of teeth like twelve-inch knives. “Wow,” Colleen gasped behind him. “Look at that!”

Simon tried, but a clanging din of disparate voices was pressing in on him, drowning his thoughts. In his mind he was back at the Hawthorne—

What does she look like?

Do you remember what she was wearing?

You’re sure? You’re positive this is the last place you saw her?

Colleen released him as she felt him shaking. “Simon, what’s wrong?” She spun him, his face a sick twist of white. “Simon—”

“She was here,” he said. “She was right here, I s-swear.”

A pallor swept Colleen’s wide-eyed face. She took his wrist and pulled him out of the hall, cursing herself under her breath. How could she have been so stupid? He realized they were headed toward the exit, moments from leaving what he had once considered the museum of his dreams. At this realization, a new panic started in Simon. If history had taught him to fear such places, it had also taught him they were the rarest of treats; once he left, he would never return—they wouldn’t be able to afford it. A fierce resolution rose in his chest.

“No.” He planted his feet and pulled his arm from her grip. She stopped, her head turning to face him.

“Simon—”

“I want to stay. I want to see SUE.”

“It’s okay, honey. It’s okay to be scared.”

“I’m not.”

And he realized he meant it. Realized what he should’ve realized hours ago, days, the moment he stepped into the warm crush of her arms in the principal’s office, into the enveloping relief and reassurance of her care.

“I know with you,” he said, “nothing bad will happen.”



A bell chimed as Simon entered Dellucci’s Deli on Market Street. With its black-and-white-checkered floors and selection of fine meats behind glass, it was one of the few remaining holdovers from his youth. After glancing at the menu, he stepped up to the counter and recognized the owner. He was older now, grown plump on his own capicola. He took down Simon’s order of half a pastrami sub, then seemed to have his own moment of recognition.

“Hey, aren’t you that kid—?”

“No,” Simon answered, a little too quickly. “Er, I don’t think so.”

“Yeah, you are. The one whose sister—”

“I’m new to the area.”

The shop owner stared. Then he nodded, seeming to understand. He turned and called flatly down the counter, “Half pastrami, extra dressing.”

The knot of tension in Simon’s chest loosened.

Several minutes later he headed back to the apartment with his sandwich. The wind had picked up, blowing a chill up his back, and he tugged his coat closed over his T-shirt. The garment was old and ratty, faded to pastel after too many washes, the V-neck stretched to a doleful U. The kind of shirt Colleen would have described as “begging to be a dishrag.”

Simon bit his cheek, punishing himself for thinking about her again. He’d left Chicago to get away from the memories. Perhaps he should have known better than to think it would ever be enough.






CHAPTER FOUR THE HATEFUL BONE


Simon would later joke that his first weeks at the Hawthorne were not unlike the Cambrian Period: from the primordial solitude of his first day of work burst a plethora of new and interesting life-forms, each critically important in their way—if not particularly complex.

When it became clear that Harry had not the slightest plan to introduce him to his new coworkers or workspace, Simon set about onboarding himself, studying the staff directory and scheduling introductory meetings with various departments.

Via Zoom, he met first with CFO Dave Henry, a balding man who complained in monotone about the museum’s perilous financial state. With no ticket revenue to speak of and memberships down 50 percent, the Hawthorne was hemorrhaging money and cannibalizing its endowment just to keep its head above water.

“But I hear you’re gonna help us out with that,” Dave said with a listless chuckle.

Simon nodded and smiled, having not the faintest idea what he meant.

Next he met virtually with the chief marketing officer, another David; the kind woman who ran the education department, who held her tablet up to her face, speaking into the webcam as if it were a microphone; and Priya Chandra, the overworked twenty-five-year-old exhibit coordinator. In addition to managing an ever-expanding list of duties including curation, collection management, and exhibit design for the three non-dinosaur halls, Priya was pursuing her MA in museum studies part-time. Simon knew better than to ask whether the Hawthorne was subsidizing her tuition, but was unprepared to learn they were actually docking her pay by two hours a week to account for her online, Tuesday morning Ethics and Professional Standards seminar.

“Ethics and professional standards,” he joked. “Why would you need those to do your job?”

She shrugged, nodding. “That was pretty much HR’s response.”

Determined not to sour to the institution just yet, Simon finished out his meetings and reported to the museum the following day. He was on a mission to locate his office and tour the research facilities, a task he could no longer put off in good conscience.

Following Priya’s instructions, he found what he had missed on his previous visit: an elevator skulking in the darkness of the entrance hall. A pair of buttons in an ornate brass escutcheon offered options for up and down. The down button flickered as he pressed it. He waited, assaulted by the cranking of machinery behind the wood-paneled doors, until a louder, high-pitched gnashing replaced it.

Slowly, as if the effort pained them, the doors pried themselves open to reveal a compartment barely large enough for two, a brass H emblazoned against the back wall. The only illumination came from the wavering glow of a tarnished candelabra, a strand of cobweb fluttering off its slender arms.

Simon hesitated before stepping inside. Even under his slight weight the compartment shuddered and moaned, doing little to reassure him. This was not helped by the inspection certificate, whose original expiration date had been struck through and a new date penned dubiously in the margins.

Below, a panel of buttons indicated four levels. Simon selected the letter B.

A few minutes later, in the gloom of the basement level, Simon found what he guessed to be his office, an old windowless room that appeared to have started life as a storage closet. The frosted-glass door read Paleontology in flaking gold leaf, and the walls were lined with stacked boxes. The room seemed somehow more lifeless and disused than the rest. The surfaces were that little bit filthier, the musty air redolent of prolonged neglect. It was like no one had stepped foot in the room for years—but that couldn’t be true; this was where his predecessor had worked. The plaque on the desk still bore his name: DR. ALBERT J. MUELLER. Bert, Maurice had called him.

Had the old paleontologist died in here? wondered Simon grimly. The thought was an unwelcome one. And yet whatever had separated Mueller from his post, it must have done so quickly enough that he hadn’t had time to clear out his stuff; peeking inside the boxes, Simon found them full of Mueller’s personal files, letters, and junk.

All too eager to escape the image of his predecessor’s corpse laid out on the desk, Simon departed the office and explored the rest of the clammy basement. A network of rusted pipes thunked and rattled overhead. A furry shadow skittered past his feet, causing Simon to recoil into a heavy metal door.

He turned, and spotting the sign above the door, realized he had found Collection Storage, the low-ceilinged warehouse of metal shelves and cabinets housing the museum’s modest collection of scientific specimens.

Simon experienced a ripple of discomfort as he entered the room. Glass jars of preserved snakes and salamanders infused the atmosphere with the stench of formaldehyde. Fluorescent lights buzzed from the institutional ceiling tiles overhead.

As he waded down an aisle of metal drawers reaching up to the ceiling, a strange rattling stopped him. He paused, listening. The sound returned, drawing his gaze down to a waist-high drawer. It shook and shook, then went silent.

Simon reached down and opened it, the drawer’s high-pitched squeal meeting his own as a large hairy rat leapt out of the opening, hit the floor by his feet, and scuttled away under the cabinetry.

Simon jumped back, his heart hammering. He was about to retreat from the room altogether, until his eyes latched on to the contents of the drawer. Inside, a dozen taxidermied rodents, increasing in size from dormouse to beaver, lay stiff as planks in their aluminum coffin. The second-smallest specimen appeared to be missing.

A drawer lower down, labeled Cryptodira, was dedicated to turtles and tortoises, and another, Strigiformes, to owls—great horned, short-eared, barn. Cotton filled their empty eyeholes, their beaks wrenched open in a choir of silent screams.

Simon thrust the drawer shut.

As he made to leave the room, he noticed a structure of open metal shelving like scaffolding at the end of the aisle. Curiosity overtook his unease, and he approached.

To anyone but a paleontologist, the contents of the shelves may have resembled little more than a scatter of broken rock, but Simon instantly perceived its value. Like all members of this profession, he had been trained to not only differentiate fossilized bone from regular rock, but look at a specimen like the ones before him and know immediately (1) what part of the body it came from, and (2) which of the seven major dinosaur groups it belonged to—ankylosaur, ceratopsian, ornithopod, pachycephalosaur, sauropod, stegosaur, or theropod—if not the animal’s specific genus or species. It was the accepted practice within the field to write each bone’s unique specimen number directly on it in ink. However, to each of the specimens before him, a sallow paper label had been tied with twine, bearing what he assumed was Albert Mueller’s spidery cursive. To a large, hook-shaped fragment were attached the words:


Unidentified hadrosaur pelvis

Hornerstown Formation, NJ

Specimen HMNH 2292

A. Mueller, collector



The collection was exhilarating but not terribly diverse, comprising mostly small- to medium-sized fragments from Middle Jurassic to Late Cretaceous. Among the largest specimens were a beautiful Camarasaurus ulna and a curved four-foot tube of bone that had formed the cranial crest of a Parasaurolophus. All herbivores, he was surprised to find. Herbivorous dinosaur fossils were ten times more common than carnivore fossils, and yet it was a rare museum that didn’t keep any meat eaters on hand, if only to placate their thrill-seeking visitors.

For more than an hour Simon explored the collection, inspecting each fossil for research potential, keeping a mental tally—for, as Priya had regretfully informed him, the Hawthorne maintained no central collection management system he could easily search, one of several major projects stacking up in his head.

But of all the fossils that grabbed Simon’s attention, there was one in particular—or rather, a cast replica of one—that would not let him go. Even as he lay in bed that night, he would still be turning it over in his mind, trying to make it make sense.

He found it in a cabinet of metal drawers reserved specifically for the smallest specimens—claws, teeth, skin impressions. The reproduction was not much to look at. Bedded down in a lidless box lined with foam, it was slender, delicate, three inches long and less than a centimeter wide, gently tapered and broken off at one end. A fragment of tibia from a small theropod. This Simon knew from the presence of a fibular crest, a feature still found in birds today. He didn’t bother hazarding a guess at the species; theropods weren’t his area. Should he decide he really needed to know, he could consult Dr. Romina Godoy, one of his research partners at the University of Buenos Aires, who specialized in that group.

For now, he was more interested in the label tucked under one corner of the box. The rectangle of paper was just as old and yellow as the others, but strangely, it contained no description, no facts of the specimen’s provenance.

Written in Dr. Mueller’s old-fashioned scrawl was a string of words so out of place, and so malicious in its tone, it forced a snort of dark surprise from Simon’s nostrils.


Banish it to hell—

There will she find her brother



As he departed Collection Storage, moving deeper into the labyrinth of dank hallways that made up the basement level, he puzzled over those hateful words.

What ill will could a paleontologist of all people have for the bone of an animal that had been dead more than sixty-six million years?



At last Simon paused before a pair of double doors. The metal lettering over the entrance read EDWARD DRINKER COPE MEMORIAL RESEARCH LABORATORY. He exhaled, his gut buzzing with anticipation. The doors let out a horrific, almost human scream as he pushed them open and entered the pitch-black room.

He groped at the wall, located a switch. The lights stuttered on.

Simon experienced a great sinking feeling, as of the ground softening up and swallowing.

He hadn’t kidded himself that in a contest of research facilities the Hawthorne could ever compete with his previous museum. He’d been reminding himself for weeks that he had been spoiled by the Field’s three fossil preparation labs and bioinformatics center, that however low he thought his expectations were, he ought to depress them still further for good measure. And yet no amount of preconditioning could have fully prepared him for this. In addition to being the smallest he had ever visited, the lab before him was the least in keeping with modern tastes and scientific standards. Illuminated by the stark light of a single hanging bulb, it resembled a tiny, overstuffed cave of antiquities. Filthy wooden worktables traced the perimeter of the room, wobbling under heaps of outdated tools, equipment, and half-empty bottles of adhesive and epoxy nearly as old as Simon. The wall-mounted shelves bowed under heavy burdens of books, children’s dinosaur figures, and boxes. Glass-fronted cabinetry contained wide drawers of fossil fragments, and a filing cabinet spilled over with decades’ worth of handwritten scientific records. Simon staggered back in horror from their undigitized knowledge.

Not looking where he was going, he tripped, fell back, and let out a cry, his backside breaking through the mesh top of a glass case on the floor. He felt something crack under his weight—like a bone laid on a soft, cottony base. He attempted to get up, but he was wedged in deep. He pushed and pushed and finally popped himself free—then stopped in horror as he regarded the case and the crushed skull that lay inside on several layers of cotton padding.

The sight sent a sensation of tiny legs skittering up his arms, of tiny bites in his flesh. Violently he brushed himself off, a scream straining against his voice box.

He knew all too well what this was. Like natural history museums around the world, the Field had maintained several terraria of dermestid beetles, tiny brown flesh eaters used to clean meat from the bones of recently deceased specimens. They were barbarically efficient. After the Field acquired a departed jaguar from the Brookfield Zoo, a few hundred dermestid beetles had reduced the cat to bones in under a week.

But to his surprise, his hands met with no such insects. There was nothing on him.

Confused, he stepped forward and peered over the skull. The beetles that lay in and around it were nothing more than desiccated husks, curled in on themselves with their little legs in the air. Dead, all of them.

He felt relief—followed by a gut punch of secondhand sadness.

Don’t, he scolded himself, and thrust the memory of her back down deep.



After several false starts, Simon eventually found his way back to the elevator. He hadn’t yet pressed the up button when the doors juddered opened, revealing a tall stooped figure.

“Goodness, Maurice—”

The custodian hobbled out, pushing a mop and a bucket of sloshing gray water.

“Hey there, dino boy. You’re back.”

“I am. I mean, why wouldn’t I be?”

“Wouldn’t be the first to go running,” Maurice said, squeaking and rattling as he passed. “You got mail, you know.”

“Mail?”

“In your box. Admin office. Third floor.”

“Right. Well. Better grab it, then.”

Simon was all too happy for the excuse to get away.






CHAPTER FIVE TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN


The elevator was as slow going up as going down, moving in a fragile, stuttering way, as though being pulled from above by old and sickly hands.

Finally it reached the third floor and the doors screeched open. The gloomy warren of hallways beyond had the wan look of an abandoned office building, an endless stretch of threadbare carpet lined with darkened offices, leading to more hallways and more offices. A few overhead lights were aglow, casting tepid islands of illumination against an ocean of shadow.

Simon stepped out. A succession of oil paintings in ornate frames adorned the walls at odd angles: portraits bearing witness to the museum’s legacy of white male leadership, starting with its mustached founder, Augustus Hawthorne—recognizable as the man memorialized in bronze in front of the museum—and concluding with the present-day leader, Craig Rutherford.

Simon considered the latter portrait a failure. It didn’t capture Rutherford at all—his goofy midwestern charm, or the doughy smile that made him look like an overgrown, sixty-three-year-old baby. His figure had been altered, made leaner, more powerful. The eyes that stared out of the canvas were wolfish and hard, his white veneers set wide in a carnivorous grin like a taxidermied specimen in the Hall of Insects and Animalia. The only thing it got right were the wild eyebrows that crouched above his baby blues, grizzled and naturally mustachioed, bristling upward like devil horns.

Simon had met the executive director virtually as part of his weeks-long interview process. Rutherford had held the role of executive director for the past four years, emboldened to take the helm after serving back-to-back terms on the board of directors while leading a large telephone sales corporation. The interview had taken place via Zoom, and Simon wasn’t obliged to say very much. Rutherford spent most of the meeting talking about himself and relentlessly touting the museum’s “prestige,” the innovation of its exhibits and educational programs, even its preeminence as a center of research.

This final delusion offended Simon especially. The Hawthorne may once have been the premier research body of the mid-Atlantic, but four decades of diminishing research outputs, falling to zero around the mid-eighties, had reduced the institution to the lowest rung of academic relevance.

Until now.

According to Rutherford, the museum’s strategic plan for the next three to five years—ratified by the board just weeks earlier—promised a renewed focus on groundbreaking research, particularly within the paleontology department. Thrilled by the idea of being able to devote himself fully to the part of the job he enjoyed most, Simon had impressed Rutherford with his accomplishments in that area: more than a dozen publications on the ecology and niche partitioning of Cretaceous ceratopsians, research partnerships with institutions in Argentina, Bulgaria, and the UK, and extensive fieldwork in the Lance Formation, where in his twenties he had discovered the skull of a new species of ancient bird later named Simonopertyx neali in his honor.

“Well, heck, that’s exactly what we need!” Rutherford had said. “A Hawthorneasaurus. Why didn’t I think of that before?”

Simon couldn’t deny the appeal of the position: directing his own paleontology lab, managing his own fossil collection, helping to restore his hometown museum to its former glory.

But under the leadership of Craig Rutherford?

Simon resisted the temptation to judge the man too harshly based on the scant data of a first impression. Paleontologists had been making that mistake since 1824, when William Buckland described Megalosaurus as an amphibious iguana-like quadruped based on a few fragments of fossilized femur, only for later specimens to reveal a bipedal theropod with a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth.

And yet Simon wasn’t greatly surprised when Rutherford admitted he was a descendant of Augustus Hawthorne himself and that, with few exceptions, the Hawthorne had “remained in the family” for more than a hundred years. The information seemed to answer for quite a lot, helping to dispel Simon’s discomfort that he and the ED may have belonged to the same club of privileged white men appointed to positions of leadership for which they would not otherwise have been considered. True, Simon was young for a director, but if he had benefited from his race, sex, and ability to pass as straight, at least he couldn’t claim the advantage of institutionalized nepotism.

He reassured himself that he was not very privileged at all. How could he be when he came from less than nothing? He had earned his place. Had beat the odds. If his luckiest break was being ripped away from his lunatic mother and shipped off to live with a stranger eight hundred miles away, he could sleep easily knowing he was as marginalized as the best of them.

Halfway down the hall Simon found the tiny mailroom Maurice had mentioned, containing two dozen wooden mailboxes mounted on the wall, some of them so full they could scarcely hold another letter. Simon’s—or at least the one he assumed to be his, as it still bore Mueller’s name—contained a single envelope addressed to him. No return address. The postmark was local to Wrexham.

He tore it open and removed the contents, a single sheet of Hawthorne Museum letterhead. By the supple texture of the paper and the discoloration around the edges, he guessed it was at least a decade old. Even more curious was the message itself: a few words formed from cut-up bits of newspaper taped on to the page.


I WaNt Y0uR BOnES



Simon stopped. A frosty sensation crackled under his skin. Suddenly he no longer felt safe.

Almost as quickly, the feeling broke and he exhaled an embarrassed laugh. Of course. It was a reference to his profession. Perhaps a joke from one of his colleagues, or someone who’d read about his appointment in the local paper.

That was when he heard the voice.

It drifted to him from its source along a sidelong corridor. He moved toward it and looked around the corner. A spill of illumination across the carpet at the end of the hall told him the lights were on in one of the far offices. Maybe a colleague, one he had not yet met.

As he approached, the voice became clearer. It seemed to belong to a woman. Friendly but forceful with a touch of smarm, it would not have been out of place in the showroom of a Delaware County used-car dealership.

“Well, I hear ya, Frank, but a big-shot editor at the Philadelphia Inquirer like yourself—I’m just thinkin’ about your tax liability. You can write a check to the Hawthorne or you can write a check to Uncle Sam, but at least we’ll put your name on the damn wall.”

Simon paused outside the open door and peeked in. A woman sat back in her chair with a wired phone to her ear, her feet on the desk, which was covered with stacks of paper, newspaper clippings, Post-its, and a boxy beige computer monitor that reminded Simon of his elementary school computer lab. Well into her fifties, the woman sported a stiff cloud of dark orange hair and dangly earrings that stretched her earlobes like taffy. Noticing Simon in the doorway, she rolled her eyes, swung her feet off the desk, and knocked a stray newspaper to the floor as she riffled through the mess. A moment later she found the cloth zebra-print mask she was searching for and put it on without a second glance at Simon.

“That’s what I like to hear, Frank. We’ll keep an eye out for the check. My love to Doris and the girls.”

She slammed the phone down. Her eyes narrowed on Simon.

“S-sorry to interrupt. I was just looking for something and I thought I’d stop in. I’m Simon Nealy, the new paleontology director.”

She scoffed. “Of course you are.”

There was no hint of a smile in her eyes as she pushed out of her chair and extended a hand for him to shake. “Fran Boney, director of development.”

He looked down at Fran’s hand, his mind flashing with CDC warnings. The hesitation didn’t go unnoticed. He grimaced under the fundraiser’s punishing grip. Simon knew from the Field Museum that development was old-fashioned nonprofit jargon for philanthropy, his least favorite part of the nonprofit sector. It had never sat right with him, soliciting enormous gifts for exhibits and executive salaries when local families were starving right under their noses.

“Boney, huh?” he said. “Did they make you change your name when you started working here?”

“Joke gets funnier every time I hear it.” She released his hand and walked back to her desk. “What are ya, fourteen?”

Simon reddened. “Thirty-one.”

She sat, rapping the mouse to wake her sleeping monitor. “If you’re lookin’ for your office, don’t ask me. Wouldn’t be surprised if they gave ya mine. I’ve only been here twenty years.”

“No need. I’ve already—”

The phone rang. Fran answered it, turning her back to Simon without so much as a look. “Gina, thanks for gettin’ back to me. Been tryin’ to reach your client for days. Don’t tell me our favorite little cash cow’s got the corona.”

Realizing no further acknowledgment was forthcoming, Simon retreated from the door.

He remembered the letter in his hand and looked back toward Fran’s office. His gaze paused on the front page of the Wrexham Gazette lying on the carpet, cut-up and full of holes like a slice of Swiss cheese.






CHAPTER SIX THANKSGRIEVING


Rain fell outside the apartment, drumming the leaves of the trees, the hoods of the cars, and the pavement in a sad percussive rhythm. It had just gone dark and Simon lay on the couch beneath the window, one hand on his distended belly and the other scrolling through photos of other people’s more satisfying holidays.

It had been showering on and off all day, adding soggy weather to a Thanksgiving that hardly needed dampening. With no friends in the area, Simon had spent the day alone but for Philomena, catching up on paleontology podcasts as he dished up his best attempt at dinner for one: microwave turkey, a scoop of instant stuffing, and two ridged circles of canned cranberry sauce. Even the cat had balked.

A bubble reading New Posts appeared at the top of Simon’s feed. Eagerly he tapped it, but his hope was misplaced. Kai had not posted anything in days.

Simon yearned to know what his ex was doing. No doubt he had spent the day with his family, the apartment rich with the aroma of his mother’s glazed duck and sticky-rice stuffing with Chinese sausage. He could hear the Mandarin-infused chatter around the table, the chopsticks clicking as they ate. Kai would have insisted they go around the table and share what they were grateful for, him first. “I’m grateful for my family.”

Because, unlike Simon, he still had one.

The pair were PhD students at the University of Chicago when they met at the house party of a mutual friend. Simon, recently returned to the States after completing his master’s degree at the University of Bristol in England, was a first year in the paleobiology department. Kai Liu was a year ahead, studying anthropology. It is a curious fact that paleontologists, like A-list actors and musicians, tend to date within their field, but Simon and Kai were a rare exception. Known around campus as “Kai and Si” (and occasionally, to Simon’s secret pleasure, “Kaimon”), they were a popular and apparently “cute” couple. People seemed to derive an inexplicable delight from the fact that they were both small statured and slim. More important to Simon was that they balanced each other’s personal shortcomings: his proclivity for neurotic overanalysis stabilized by Kai’s nurturing reassurance, and Kai’s tendency toward lateness, disorganization, and intense emotionality shored up by Simon’s natural leaning toward order and reason. Colleen, the first time she met the pair for dinner in Chicago, had called it a match made in heaven.

They moved in together after just a few months, and immediately started building a future together.

Simon was still a student when he took a part-time job as a research associate at the Field Museum, the first of several titles he would hold there. The ink was barely dry on his PhD before he was offered a postdoc position, and not long after that before the assistant curator of vertebrate paleontology role opened up. Simon had no delusions about his chances; with so few jobs on offer nationwide, every paleo grad in the country would be throwing their hat in the ring. He might not have applied at all except for his timely discovery of Simonopertyx neali while on a museum-funded expedition to Wyoming. In addition to commanding national headlines, the discovery proved scientifically significant, with many arguing that the specimen’s cranial structure settled a longstanding debate regarding the modular evolution of the avian skull. Already fond of Simon and delighted by the positive attention his discovery had brought to the museum, the Field ultimately agreed he was the man for the job, before a further string of significant publications earned Simon a speedy promotion to associate curator, overseeing the museum’s extensive collection of Dinosauria and a team of eight.
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