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“Biological diversity is messy. It walks, it crawls, it swims, it swoops, and it buzzes. But extinction is silent, and it has no voice other than our own.”

Paul Hawken 
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​ONE: The Skoolhouse
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“The marriage is over and done... its back's broken and its dead in the water, Page... and what's more, I'm getting the hell out the hock starting right now!”  Eden retorted as they walked into the bar and she headed for an empty tall stool at its far corner. “Hey mister bartender,” she shouted banging hard on top of the counter. “Can we get some water of life over here sir...? I'm celebrating being a single woman again.  Amelia, what's your poison honey?”

“Oh, come on now, don’t be saying stupid things like that,” Page squawked feeling her feathers ruffled as Eden blatantly blanked her sister and waited for Amelia’s reply.

“I'll be taking a big ass beer, Eden, because I'm looking for some hot girl fun tonight.” She quipped in her Harlan county twang, concentrating hard into a cosmetic mirror and glossing her gills with fire-engine red lipstick and swishing her long black locks out of the way.  

“Hey, have you cut your hair short to look like me Page?”

“Your hair’s long Amelia... whatever do you mean?”  She sniffed, completely puzzled but still looking at Eden.

“If I gave your ass a motorcycle, you’d look straight outta dykes on bikes,” she grinned.

Page blatantly ignored Amelia's sarcasm and continued to look at her younger sister secretly jealous of her slim figure and natural way. “You can save your marriage Eden, it's not as if he's slept with every woman in Kentucky.... and I don't want fighting-talk whiskey, and you shouldn't either. You know it boils your blood, and you're a roomful of angry as it is. Get me a Merlot or Pinot Grigio, if they got such a thing, in this second-rate dive,” she stuffily replied looking down her nose at the room decor and its working-class folk, as if she was somewhat higher class.

“Oh... a Merlot or a Grigio.... oh, how simply divine darling? Pah!  I should have guessed, how darn typical... you two-buck wine snob. You got champagne tastes on lemonade money,” she implied shaking her head. “You got your nose so high in the air, you'd drown in a rainstorm,” Eden replied in a high-faluted mocking tone, pretentiously throwing her head into the air to mimic her older sister. She flicked her hand through her long curly red locks and grabbed the barman's attention fully. “Hi honey, do me a double whiskey and water, a white, smarty-pants wine, whatever you lay your hands on,” she whispered. “And a cold beer sir.  But make mine a nice sweet double malt with ice, I wanna treat me bad, and that's allowed since I ain't been out for over ten God-damn months,” she confirmed loudly for her sister's benefit, charging him into action.

“Hey, angry heads, stop being so damn nasty!  We’re supposed to be having a good time tonight,” Amelia claimed, puckering her lips and finishing off her lipstick duties.  

“Halleluiah to that Em, I guess at least somebody's listening to me for once,” she agreed to her friend and then, glared at her sister again. “Shoot!  You just don't have a clue, Page, I just don't get you're stupid thinking sometimes.  Now you just go ahead and stop for a second and listen to your crap.  You're my older kin, and I'm supposed to look up to you and follow your lead.  Learn by your example and you gotta look out for me... steer me from the bad stuff, you get it...?”  She paused. “I thought we were tight... I thought we were so much closer.  You ain't never got my back and hell, I told you so many times he's hit me.  You were my first port of call... my one confidant.  If I'd told Mom or Pop 'bout all of Kyle's crap, he'd have had him hung, drawn and castrated.

“I think you should have told them way back Eden,” Amelia chipped in.

“Mom would just kill him straight out. You're taking his side yet again, just like you always have Mark's.  Kyle's a whoring liar and hell if he can hit a woman, he ain't even a man, and that goes for Mark too,” she fumed. 

“I'm not taking sides, Eden, all I'm saying is ask yourself do you still love him and if so, is it worth another chance?  And as for watching out for you, you're a grown woman not a little girl no more,” she maintained in her fake refined tone, fiddling incessantly in her bag as the barman placed the drinks in front of them.

“Right, that's it... time ladies, enough already!” Amelia interrupted. “You'd better stop this damn bitching and bickering and start getting your cracked heads together before I get back,” she derided. “Cos I ain't sitting here, bored outta ma tree all the night long, listening to you two a-holes, some ways tearing strips from each other. Now you just listen to me really well,” she rasped anxiously standing up and wiggling her voluptuous chest and frowning similar to an angry dog left in a car. “I'm going for a cigarette and to powder my bits... and there ain't no law about that either Page Buckley... I mean all my bits, cos I'm looking for getting some lady-eeeeee action tonight, and no amount of your BS fighting is gonna stop me,” she crowed, openly pulling down on her tight top and re-positioning her ridden black pencil skirt back into place as Eden watched openly smiling. 

“I’m glad you pulled them things down honey, we could see clear through to the promised land and your religion,” she teased.

“Oh, shut up Eden... don't make me self-conscious... I know my clothes are too small. Fact is, I'm just getting a far too fat ass for my liking,” she conceded, yanking hard at her red blouse that was leaving nothing to the imagination then frantically shaking her shoulders making her huge gold earrings smack against her cheeks.  “I'm too damn chubby. Now you listen to auntie Em, baby doll,” she whispered flicking her long black hair over her shoulders and leaning forward on Eden's arm.  “You know I wasn't Kyle's biggest fan when you gone and gotten hitched honey. That isn't that I'm advocating him or his ways, or any other God damn SOB man's either,” she said pointing her index finger at Eden. “Cos as far as this pretty lady is concerned, all of their asses are a whole space of waste. I can get a full engine service and my suds bubbled just fine without their kind,” she brassily retorted to Eden's laughter. “Oh, and as for you Page, I'm disappointed with your crabby hashing,” she claimed loudly crossing her arms and leaning backwards as a few of the patrons tried to secretly zero in on her words. “You stick with your sister's heart and her decision, whatever it may be. That's a given girl,” she encouraged, slamming her stiletto heel hard against the wooden floor. “Are you hearing me...? That's just what you're supposed to do... so you just go right on down and do it, girl.  You're both unbelievable,” she proclaimed. “It's incredible!” She clamped her hands tightly on her hips and swayed back on her heels. “He's got you both at each other's throats and he isn't even here? He'd be loving' every spoonful of this badness if he knew, that's for sure,” she lectured, standing head and shoulders tall and shaking her head. She looked around, clenched her jaw then leaned forward to get close between their ears, and then put a hand on each of them making her big backside stick out to greet the quiet, amalgamated, and whispering heads. “Now when I get back, I want this arguing crap put to bed or I'm gone. As for you baby doll... stop actin' all hissy fit with a tail end on,” she motioned to silent Eden. Page and her sister continued to look daggers at each other but sat deathly silent, as they watched Amelia animatedly walk away. Obstreperously flaunting all her wares for all and sundry. The barman disappeared and the sisters automatically cogged up another gear. 

“Well, that's what it feels like to me, Page. You're all for him and dead against me,” she raged.  “And as for do I LOVE him? I HATE him!  He is not the same man any more. He's not the good man I married. Maybe he was never good to start with,” she explained pulling her long red hair into place. “Perhaps it was all part of the big show he put on for everyone's benefit. Maybe he's always been bad inside,” she theorized. “All I know is, he changed for the worse. He's a twisted chameleon and a leopard that'll never change its spots,” she surmised sipping on her whiskey as the barman walked past again. “He's a hurtful son of a bitch that dines with the Devil. Do you know he's put a claim on the house? Our house,” she badgered waiting for a reaction from her sister as Page's eyes widened. She unfolded her arms, then pulled her white blouse down over her burgeoning stomach as her eyes rolled at the startling news. 

“Yeah Page, that’s right... our house. The one given to us by Pape,” she said waiting again for any kind of reply. “The same house Langdon Dainty’s trying get his hands on with Eminent Domain law. So, I got two evil asses trying to take away the place I made my home. The damn coal company might even be on Dainty’s side too. It was their land after all. Shucks... as if they haven’t done enough damage over the years. Mercy me!”

“Who the hell is Langdon Stanley Dainty, Eden?” Page asked in confusion.

“Who is Dainty? God Damn it! That question tells me exactly how much you listen to me,” she decried shaking her head.  “I told you all about the fat son of a bitch on the phone over two weeks ago. He wants all the houses on Coal Cut lane flattened to build the highway 1-75 link road.”

“Oh erm, I was under the weather when you told me,” Page inferred looking for the easiest excuse.

“Under the weather my ass. It's your house as much as it's mine. Kyle's name ain't even on the deeds, it's Pape's name, and yours and mine. The crazy fool is pissing in the breeze with that but hey, that isn't the damn point. It just shows what he's capable of the low down... aargh!” She took a deep breath and sighed to calm herself down. “He would sooner see his son homeless just to feed his drinking and womanizing ways. He makes me so mad. So mad, that I made sure he was served with the divorce papers two weeks ago. So, as I said, the marriage is over and there's nothing you or he, or anyone else can do about it. D.I.V.O.R.C.E just like sweet old Tammy Wynette said,” she explained singing the tune of the song as her sister worked out a reply.

“Wait a minute, Eden! Just think about what you’re saying, please. And think about it properly. You have little Jamie to consider here,” she advised still not thinking it out thoroughly.

“What did I just tell you, Page? You still haven't listened to a damn word, have you? It's too late, and it's all over,” she retorted narrowing her eyes as she picked up her glass and slugged hard at her whiskey. “And don't you dare bring my son into this either? Jamie's the reason I'm doing it.”

“People change Eden, everything changes. Kyle could change. You gotta change with them and make allowances. Do you remember your vows; for better or for worse?”

“Allowances? Allowances my ass! Oh, my, oh my... you'd sure make a damn good politician, Page,” she said nodding and clapping her hands to mock her sister. “That statement makes about as much sense as tits on a bull!” she fumed. “You're talking crap, and you know it. And don't you dare make right what he's done or try using the Lord's words against me? I knew my vows and I understood their virtue when I said them. They were sacred to me, and now they're nothing but tainted with him with his man-on-the-make drinking ways and beating me badly. Yes, he beat me black and blue, Page. Even when I was pregnant. Those vows mean nothing to me. You hear me, Page... nothing!” She cursed, sighing to herself and hanging her head as she paused to take a breath. “They mean nothing next to diddly squat,” she raged glugging hard at her whiskey as her rant got more and more Harlan county sounding the angrier she raged. 

“They didn't mean for better or worse, or for blacker or bluer, Page. For bitcher or whorer?” She asked at, Page's face, taking another swig of whiskey. “Pah, what a bad joke. They are not the words I spoke. How about; in sickness from the belts... is that good... huh Page? Does that fit the bill better?” She shouted throwing a 'hate-you' face at her sister's shocked eyes. “You know what, Page, dollars to doughnuts, I swear they were the vows you took with Mark. But they sure weren't mine,” she snarled.

“No! Now, that's just horrible,” Page protested, clearing her throat and biting her fingernails then quickly glancing around the room as if every person in the bar's eyes were attuned to Eden's voice. 

“None of that is true, Eden. You're acting like a poor me.”

“Huh? Acting like a poor me? Is that so?” Eden replied recoiling in her chair. “And I guess you'd call an Alligator a lizard you, stupid fool! You're plain deluded, Page,” Eden said quietening her mouth to think. “Mmm... I'm a poor me, huh...?  Well, I bet you declare that to your holier-than-thou ass every time Mark punches you up and down the stairs.”

“He’s never punched me around the house, how dare you insinuate.”

“Insinuate? Is that the word you're looking for?” She snapped. “The next thing I know, you'll be calling me pedantic,” she replied drinking the last of her whiskey and then slamming the empty glass down on the bar so hard, the whole bar room went silent.

The bartender spun his head around to give Eden an appropriate frown as Page remained formally silent as Eden impatiently scraped her glass along the uneven bar surface to get the barman's attention. She lifted her glass in the air, smiled and then shook it from side to side as he angrily approached.

“You were always top of the class at big words Page. You swallowed a God- damn dictionary when we were kids, but you're still completely useless at common sense. Useless of affairs of the heart and the good and the right. Fact is... you should have just choked on the damn dictionary,” she scolded as the barman appeared right in front of her.

“Hey, mister. Yes, that's right, more whiskey. You catch on quickly, unlike my dumb-ass sister. Set 'em up again, sweet-cheeks and make mine a double-double this time. P l e a s e.” The bartender reached blindly behind himself, keeping his eyes firmly trained on Eden and picked up a bottle of whiskey.

“Ok, Page. So, let me get this straight in my head, once and for all.” Eden said wetting her lips and going in for the kill:  

“I'm sorry... slap, I do... slap, apologize... slap,” she goaded her sister, hitting her wrist at the same time. “That was a poor choice of words... slap... stupid old me. Not when he's punching you. When he's SLAPPING your ass all over the house. Can you hear this people,” she shouted, standing up and glancing around the crowded room with her finger pointing down at the bowed head of her sister? “Physical and mental marital abuse right here! And don't you dare deny it, girl? I've seen you caked with make-up to cover the bruises and hiding behind your sunglasses: 

“Hi, I'm Page Buckley and I enjoy nothing more than hanging from my ceiling as a human punch-bag!” She said, mimicking her sister's snobby voice.  “What bull-crap you talk. And you stay with him and you take it? You're a damn tragic comedy of a woman and a self-torturous fool. Do you honestly think I'm as stupid as you?” 

Page did nothing but sat deathly silent and looked away as Eden impatiently waited for an answer, then angrily banged down her glass.

“If brains were leather, you wouldn't have enough to saddle a June bug! Hell, I bet there's a tree stump in a Louisiana swamp with more brains than you,” she shrilled as Page's head sank lower. “Even the kids have told me what he does to you,” she explained as Page suddenly looked up. “Oh, yes. You'll look at me now, won't you? Aaron told me Mark picked him up off the floor and raised his fist to his face,” she stormed. “They rang me up crying their little hearts out, Page. They were both scared out of their wits in case Mark or you found out they'd told me. You're living a bad and sad hollow existence of denial and fear, and I am not going to end up like that Page. I refuse to end up like you. I will not! I swear on my child's life, you hear me. NEVER!” She screamed.

“Keep your voice down Eden, you’re embarrassing me.”

“Me embarrassing you? You, don't need any help on that score, miss posh-ass. Living a life like you, IS living a lie. You embarrass yourself just fine on your own,” she snapped. “Shall I tell you what I want, Page? I want to be healed. I want to be saved, in love and happy. I have been missing the rapture this whole time. I want to feel whole and loved again. That will never happen if he's by my side, or with him around me, or with him anywhere near. Or with you, sitting there like you know everything and trying to paper over the cracks,” she whispered as she took, Pages hand and the barman returned: 

“Well butter my butt and call me a biscuit, thank you, honey,” she said to him, smiling and changing the mood. She nodded and thanked him as he put down her glass, noticing a young woman who seemed a little more interested in the situation than she should be. 

“What the hell are you looking at, missy?” Eden grimaced, quizzing the dyed-blonde girl who was now looking away as she waited for the barman to serve her. “Are you enjoying listening to my grief and my sad ass pain? Oh, I'm such a sorry-assed drunken single mother, aren't I? Eden asked as if that was what the young girl was thinking. “If you keep on staring at me, I'll give you something you can be sad about. Do you want some of my pain? I make it to order, right here. It's free too,” she said lifting her clenched fist. “I'll slap you to sleep, then slap you for sleeping,” she cursed taunting the fear-faced teenage girl. 

“Eden, stop it, right now! That's not fair. Leave her be and stop taking your baggage out on her,” Page interjected, feeling her sister wasn't being fair, but feeling more than thankful she, herself was out of the firing line. 

“She's looking at me like she's seen a whole world of life. The girl hasn't seen anything yet, Page,” Eden explained turning back to face the girl. “Not saying anything, huh? Has the cat got your tongue?” She questioned picking up her drink. “Stop judging me or this cat will have its claws dug in you in a second,” she purred, waiting for any kind of reply. “Good. So, keep this zipped and keep that out,” she motioned pointing at her nose and mouth feeling bad about her crass behaviour. “Sorry honey, but you don't even know your ass from a hole in the ground yet, so just order your drink and disappear like a good little girl,” Eden motioned her dismissal with quick a wave of her wrist.

“Hey, and don't you be going far with that whiskey bottle, mister bartender,” she shouted across the room. “This glass right here has an empty heart to fill, so it's gonna need filling up all the time. Hey, why don't you save yourself a heck of trouble and leave the bottle right here?” She asked, winking at him as he returned and leant across the bar and close to her face. “I'll take good care of it. It's a nice place you got here mister, what's it called again?” She asked realising he was angrier than she thought and she was being a little more than a handful.

“It's Brannigans Skoolhouse and keep your voice down. There are good folk in here. I value my business and their custom. I don't want them scared away by the likes of you. Deal with your heartaches and get over yourself. Then you can get over him,” he advised as she looked wide-eyed shocked and silent. Page looked straight back at her and shrugged her shoulders out of the debacle. Eden scowled over her full glass at the pair of them.

“Are you two in this together or what...! Out to get me, huh...? I'm here to forget my troubles and have a good time. That's the whole damn reason I'm even here at all,” she frowned. “To celebrate my divorce and move on. Isn't that what hanging out at the Skoolhouse is all about, mister? You two ain't my parents, you pair of dumbasses.”

“Please calm down, Eden. You’re embarrassing everybody in the room now. I’m very sorry sir, she’s so contrary she’d float upstream,” Page retorted, resorting to Eden’s tactics as a few more people turned around to tune in to the commotion. 

“And you’re so highfaluting, you think your crap tastes like sherbet,” Eden responded as Page grabbed Eden’s arm.

“We're not ganging up at you. You're just getting an inferiority complex and repeating yourself. So, go easy on the fire water or you'll be on your back and I for one am certainly not carrying you out of this place. You'll be drunker than Cooter Brown if you carry on like this.”

“Oh, shut up about the damn whiskey, Page. You're all gurgling and have no guts with the big words. You're so full of shit! I'll inferiority complex your face in a minute,” she beefed, grinding together her teeth. “You just don't get it to do you, Page?  I'm done taking heed from you, about anything.  You're wasting your breath. Kyle hit me more than one time, you hear me, Page? He slapped me, kicked me and punched me! He even kicked Bailey for no good reason,” she chided, taking another hard slug of her drink then banging it on the bar as the bartender turned around and watched, still in earshot of every word. “He's an out-of-work, drunken bum, who cares for nobody and nothing but himself. I wouldn't walk across the street to piss on him if he was on fire. On top of everything else, he's whoring. Getting his home comforts elsewhere. And knowing that, you tell me to forgive him?” She asked looking at Page, and then the innocent barman. “He's slept with other women. I know that for a fact,” she said stopping herself from talking by putting her hand over her mouth and feeling her hard shell begin to crack. “Now forgive me for being just a heartache or two upset, Page, but knowing that. Well, it cuts deep and it hurts so much.” She spun her seat to the bar and clasped her hands between her knees, then bowed her head. “I'm scared of him, Page. It just couldn't go on anymore. And still, he keeps coming back to the house in the middle of the damn night, drunk. I'm scared for me and my boy. Jamie is the most important person in my life.” Page and the barman listened in silence as Eden's voice began to shake and falter with emotion. She let go of her hand and put the other one across her mouth, then bent lower as her head slumped forward.  She bit hard on her finger then started to openly and uncontrollably weep. She sat there, feeling completely helpless, shaking and trembling as Page quickly leant over from her stool and crowded her arms around her sister's shoulders as Eden tried to blatantly resist. Shaking and wriggling her body away from her sister, until she gave into, Page's caring grip as her floodgates finally opened, releasing all her pent-up aggression, anger and sadness in one go. 

She continued to shake and blubber, whilst trying to hide from every open eye in the bar. She tried everything to shield her face from the room as Page stood up and threw herself tighter into her. She felt as if every face in the room had watched her fall apart. Then, unemotively and un-embarrassed, they had just turned their backs to ignorantly resume their conversations. A couple playing pool had made eye contact with Eden, then looked at each other blankly. Feeling lost as to how to compensate her, they had silently turned back to their game feeling at a loss, and powerless to the beautiful stranger's tears.

After a second or two, Eden slowly pulled herself together. She wiped the tears from her cheeks onto her sleeve as Amelia reappeared from the toilet and looked across the room at the sad faces and Eden's waterworks. She ambitiously strode across the bar room with her usual high-heeled clicking canter to immediately address her friends' plight, as Page continued to hug her sibling and whisper in her ear:

“Oh, Eden. I'm so very sorry baby. I now know exactly what you're talking about so quit making things worse. He's a pig and a rotten apple. Just forget about him and move on and that's straight out, coming from me. I love you, and I've only ever wanted the best for you. But after what you just said, to hell with him. I now know things have gone too far to ever make it right,” Page admitted walking behind her sister and resting her head on her shoulder. She wrapped her arms around her waist as Eden grabbed her sister's hands, mirroring her kin's movement and snuggling into her tight. 

On hearing every angered word, the bartender quickly walked to the far end of the bar and returned with a box of tissues and placed them by her side.  She unearthed her nuzzled head from her sister’s chest to see him looking helpfully down at her as Page pulled a tissue from the box and Amelia appeared. 

“Come on now honey, dry your eyes he's not worth it. None of them is,” Page admitted.

“Now you're talking a little bit of sense at last, Page,” Amelia agreed nodding in agreement from behind her and coming to the fore. She put her arm on Eden's shoulder to pull them all together in a group hug as Eden finally smiled and stopped her sniffling and tears. 

“Not worth it, except him. Maybe he’s a good man?” Eden suggested looking up and straight at the bartender as he pulled another tissue from the box for her. He smiled and offered it to her, then turned around to grab four clean glasses from behind the bar. 

“You were getting a little sorry-ass, drunken-bum yourself there for a minute, young lady,” he said as she sat back in her chair and thankfully took the tissue from his hand.  

“Thank you, sir. I, I sure was,” she acquiesced. “I'm going to be pulling myself together and stop being a damn fool,” she asserted nodding her head and gritting her teeth. He grabbed the whiskey bottle and poured it into her glass, then repeated the gesture in the other glasses. Then, he placed the bottle down on the bar, right beside her. “Shall we make a little toast on that then?” He asked nodding at Page and raising his glass. They looked at each other, then at Eden and grabbed the glasses from the bar and saluted together. “This is on me. Compliments of the house.”

“Thank you, sir. You are so kind. So, the Skoolhouse you say,” she sniffed. “I take it she's all your work?”

“Me, and the little lady. I sunk everything we have into this place. We're doing ok, I suppose. Sometimes it's hard when there's no money left in the working man's pocket. But that's just like everything these days, isn't it? You just put on your best smile and keep on going with the head down,” he explained.

“The place is neat,” Amelia said casually looking around then sitting back down and crossing her legs. “Even the funky signs on the toilets are cool. There's a big red bra daubed on the ladies and a chamber pot boy on the door for the dudes. It's great. Have you seen them, Eden? There's even a plaque over the top: 'No scratching eyes or pulling hair' and well... would you look at the hot clientele... golly!  If it's good enough for us witches, I guess it's good enough for every damn coon-hound,” she grinned. “You sure got one great place that's ours for the taking, ladies,” she bubbled looking at the sisters. The bartender smiled at Amelia's comment as Eden glanced over to look at the sign above the toilets. “Sounds good okay me, girls. Just, be happy and have a fine old time,” he said smiling and walking away.

“Oh, he's gone, sir. That damn husband will be clean out of her mind,” Amelia shouted. “It's girl time for me, so let's have a little fun. We'll be a long time dead, huh?” Amelia ran her fingers through Eden's hair and across her teary cheeks. “Hey, come on hot lips, you can always change things around, and have me. I still got that teenage crush on you. Come here, Angel face. MWAH!” Amelia grabbed Eden's head and kissed her on the cheek then moved back out of slapping distance. “You'll always be a yummy mummy to me, ain't that right Page?” Amelia smiled as Page nodded and Eden burst out laughing. 
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​TWO: The Lecture
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“That's correct sir. We are viscerally intertwined with every living thing on this shared, spinning Earth,” he agreed, responding to the question that was put to him by a highly interested audience member. As he continued his stage presentation he was feeling pleased with the audience's over-keen interest, as he'd been talking non-stop, for well over an hour and a half. He once again glanced at his watch and made a positive decision to ignore the time constraints he'd previously set himself. After all, the subject was far too important for everyone.

“For argument's sake, let's say, we've already lost the cure for cancer which just might have been waiting to be found inside the animals, the plants, or the flora and the fauna that we humans, in our ignorance have already killed off in this, the sixth Holocene extinction,” he explained, giving them a minute to comprehend and digest his statement. “Yes, you heard that right, the sixth extinction wave of all species of animals and plants in the history of the planet. And all the others went before us, but this one, we've found ourselves, slap bang in the middle of.” The statement was met with an audible silence from the completely enraptured audience.

“For example,” he paused, “Let's take the discovery of myoglobin for DNA. It has a direct link to animals: We never thought anything like that could be possible, did we?” He reasoned hearing 'PSST' from a whispered voice from the stage behind him as he flicked his black fringe, then continued to face the riveted, pin-drop audience as he slowly walked back to the stage wings. “There are so many things for us to discover.”  'PSST' the curtain-veiled voice whispered, as he continued. “About this incredible world of ours. Please excuse me for one moment.” He fell silent to the throng of head-turning seated people as Claude, his fellow lecturer attempted to clandestinely pass him a fax from his hiding place behind the stage curtain, at the same time briefing him as unobtrusively as possible in hushed tones.  He pushed his glasses into his hair to scan the document, then clenched his fists in abounding delight. He patted Claude's shoulder, beamed like a Cheshire cat and walked back to the middle stage. 

“Animal and plant research have helped us find treatments, and antibiotics for infections. It's played a vital role in every medical advance of the last century. Dialysis, vaccination, chemotherapy and bypass surgery. The list is endless. Almost every present-day protocol for the treatment, prevention, control and cure of disease and suffering or pain, has happened through the knowledge garnered from animals and plants. Sorry for the wee interruption there,” he apologized, taking off his smart black suit coat and hanging it on the side of the lectern. “In the first half tonight, my team was presented with an emailed query from a Mr Samisen, who I've been informed is up there in the heavens... at the back. And no, he's not masquerading as God, either,” he joked pointing toward a random guessing point, as people began turning their heads. “Are you there?” He shouted, as a raised hand poked up from amidst the assembled throng, acknowledging his presence. 

“I'm happy to inform you... sir... to tell you all... that Flora, the 28-year-old pygmy hippo at Whipsnade in England has given birth.”  He lifted both his arms up into the air. “RESULT!”  He shouted. “Mother and the baby, whom they have called Harry after the new prince, are doing very well,” he clucked, his hands measuring something invisible in front of him as the crowd exploded into a fervent ascension of rapturous applause. He allowed himself a moment to ponder just how big a baby hippo might be as he waited for their charged hands to cease. “Not bad for an endangered species with a mouth tumour who's being treated for stomach cancer with medicines found by us. My team in the wings have been waiting for word all day,” he pointed over his shoulder and stamped his feet on the spot as if he couldn't contain his joy. 

“At the end of this lecture, I was contemplating flying back to England post-haste for personal and visual confirmation of her progress. Because that's how I roll,” he smiled, increasing his easy and approachable nature and attachment to the audience, who were already eating out of his hand. “That's how much I believe and adore what I do. But thanks to the wonders of technology and after this lecture, I'm able to go backstage and view the actual birth on a webcam recording that they've sent me. And so, can you, because I'm going to make it available straight after my closing words, for the entire world to see. For me, it's all about pushing the envelope, getting things out there and making everyone more aware of the plights we face, and the successes we achieve.”  He slid the papers underneath his notes on the pulpit. “Sorry, where was I?” He tried to focus on his notes but realised he'd mislaid his glasses... quickly finding them wedged in his black hair. Oh, great...? I'll have to get glasses to find my glasses at this rate.... sorry....” He glanced at his papers again, just to jog his memory. “Aah... dogs,” he grinned. “Even our trusty four-legged friends live a better life because of us, but WE think we're so damn clever, though don't we? That nothing can touch us.” he turned a paper on his lectern. 

“In my opinion, the things yet undiscovered outweigh the things already found. God has put all this stuff on this earth for us to find and use,” he paused. “Does anyone know what lizard saliva is used for?” The thousand-and-one eyes peering at him through the darkened room started to put their arms up and mutter between themselves. “I can see the majority in here have a pretty good Idea. Lizard saliva is a staple of treating a diabetic condition and is known as Byetta. I'm not here to imbibe you with a concise or fully loaded list of everything. If I even tried, we'd be here for days on end,” he coerced to a swath of titters. “I'm here to heighten awareness, nothing more. So,” he echoed. “To throw in a revision curve-ball... give me the five species of life we humans wouldn't exist without.” He fell silent, collecting his papers in his hands and waiting for his enthralled audience to answer. “Come on people, get with the program. The ones Claude told you about earlier, hit me,” he mused, lifting his hand ready to count off his fingers and enticing them to speak.  The crowd began to chant after him: 

“Ants... bats... birds... termites... and what was the other...?” He back-combed waiting and tapping on his last curled finger. “FROGS!” The audience shouted in unison laughing amongst themselves, and invisibly patting themselves on the back at their own learned colloquial and authoritative knowledge, as he counted his last finger into the equation. “Well done,” he smiled, mildly giving them a clap.

“The building blocks of life are here, as well as the correct solutions to repair life. And all we have to do is to find them,” he declared. “But we’re not going to be able to find them or achieve these cures and accomplish these medicines or miracles if we don’t have the relevant systemic knowledge, and fundamental nuts and bolts anymore,” he complained. “Can’t bake a cake without ingredients can you,” he countered. “And what have we lost so far......? Well, blow me, If I ran through a thorough A to Z list of that lot, we’d need sustenance and hotels and a change of pants!” he inferred as the audience muttered amongst themselves.  

“We’ve lost far too many land and airborne species thus far, and that’s not even touching on the oceans of the world which cover 71% of the surface of this blue planet of ours.  We need to find cures for every single paradigm and disease thrown hard against us, of which there’s so many and where do we start?” He assuaged falling silent and taking a long accusing look at his watch.  He took a long swig of his water and a second to look at the huge audience and lecture hall cameras picking up his every inflected word and movement.

“Tuberculosis, yellow fever, smallpox, whooping cough. Meningitis, Syphilis, Sars, Measles and Leprosy, the list goes on and on. Malaria, HIV and the more recent strains of Swine-flu, Bird-flu and Ebola. All parts of an extensive and in some ways endless and still growing list, but last but not by any means least, 'CANCER'. The big C is a disease that has directly or indirectly affected every single person's life in the world and who knows maybe the answer is within our grasp, if only we could see what we are doing wrong.  

Everything remains and we assume, dealt with to the best of our ability, but let me just stop myself right there,” he paused to see a muffled and head-turning reaction.  Using his stocky physique, he walked closer to the crowd and jumped off the stage, then casually strolled up the middle staircase of the auditorium. Creating a closer interpersonal connection with his audience, who were now watching him walk right past or through them.  “There's going to be a lot more of the same, and much worse around the corner before we get to the end of this life too. Has anybody been reading some of the stuff that's hitting the front pages of the papers of late?  I don't mean your medical journals or monthlies either. Your ordinary broadsheets and page three varieties.  You, sir... you have......? I beg your pardon. It doesn't what?” He furrowed. “No, it doesn't sir, and it looks, by the nodding heads around me, the rest of you have too.” He walked back down the steps, allowing the audience to trade words and talk amongst themselves until he thrust his agile body back up onto the stage. As he landed, he saw Claude giving him an exaggerated thumb up from behind the curtain. He squirrelled three hidden fingers up in front of his chest to his smiling friend and turned back around to face the audience.

“My learned friend back there in the audience, says page three's false elegance doesn't exist anymore. He also said our beautiful species and you and I won't exist anymore, if these SUPERBUGS grab hold and believe me, he won't be a million miles away from the truth if these AMRs, the NDM-1, and the New Delhi metallo-beta-lactamase grow any stronger against our antibiotics. Just go and take a look for yourselves, I beg you. I'm not going to go into any details, because I simply don't know enough about it yet.  But it's got ME scared as to what we'll be leaving behind for our children and the generations that come to pass after we're dust. For those of you who don't know what we're talking about, check it out online. Go on, blow your mind to the future of life on earth.  I dare you...? Sorry, I digress,” he said thinking he'd gone a little too far. “So, the bottom line is every failure in our field of endeavour to eradicate these scars on our landscape and ourselves will lead to success. The odds have got to go in our favour sometime?” He looked around the silent auditorium and glanced again to the stage side.

“I believe just the same as Claude explained earlier. That the cures are out there in this world, WE just have to find them and that's why these things... these protected animals, plants and flora and fauna are precious commodities to the human race. We just don't know enough about them or have the technology yet. But with hard work, the knowledge will come, and when it does, we'll all be the better for it,” he said returning to his lectern. “So, summing up... we need eureka moments, not maybes or possibilities! What we don't need is the destruction of the planet, and all it's weird and wonderful amazing species,” he thumped his fist hard down on the lectern and his papers fell to the floor.  He bent down and fished them off the stage and replaced them on the wooden rostrum in front of him, as he realised he'd forgotten where he was and allowed himself to go off on a noticeably angry tangent when after all, he was standing in plain sight of a possible worldwide audience of seven million connected to the internet. “My apologies, that's erm, the work we have to do, and it's why I love my job so much,” he paused again. “It's my overawing passion, but then, I'm just a man trying to make a change for the better, for both myself and my fellow man. As well as for the good of this big spinning rock. Now doesn't that make the most complete sense in the world?” He asked gulping his water. “It's time to make that difference now, is there any quick questions?  Claude, could you please come and join me on stage,” he spun around and threw his hands out beckoning forward his hidden colleague as the hands automatically went up in the audience.  

“You, sir, one... two... sixth row up,” he openly counted the seating tiers. “Mathematics was never my strong point,” he explained as Claude walked to his side. 

“Yes, I'm John Jackson from MT freelance farming. Is there any breakthrough in the use of tobacco plants as biofuel? We grow a hell of a lot of tobacco in this state” he quizzed, as James looked at Claude to answer. “They 'ave an identifier, a genetically engineered way for the leaves to produce more oil, so things are looking quite promising for the futures of that crop and also corns and sugarcane,” he replied in his suave European accent.  “You can contact Thomas Jeffersooon University for more details on that sir,” he explained looking at James who was already pointing to another raised arm. “Yes mam, this will have to be the last, we've already overstayed our welcome” he confirmed.  

“Why are you specifically here in Tennessee at the moment,” she queried standing up from her seat. 

“There are some incredibly important areas of research to be carried out here right now and through our sources, which I can't divulge, there seem to be some typically ordinary threats to certain nature preserves rising. The fact that these intimidations or coercions are growing stronger is why we're here. To nip them in the bud, excuse my lame pun,” he smiled. “We're also here to continue the research work set out five years ago.  Which is why I'm also going to nip this lecture in the bud too.  So, thank you everybody for coming along tonight,” he took a final drink of water.  

“I'm James Ustinov, and could you please give a big hand to my extreme ecology representative, Mr Claude Agarde.” 

Claude smiled and took a bow beside his buddy. “Thank you, Tennessee, and thanks to you all for coming along.  Thank you also, to you people watching in your homes or colleges or cinemas, and on the international website.  Thank you all very much and take care.”  They dually bowed and waved at the crowd, as a crescendo of thunderous applause echoed around the hall and in their ears as the lights came up, and they disappeared off the stage. “Fancy a libation or two James?”
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​THREE: Pool sharks
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“Now this is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said with a smile. “I love being friends with friends who know how to be friends.”

“What say we get a piece of the action, Eden? We can look but we can't touch and that goes for the men too,” Page implied. 

“Damn right, Page!  I'm glad we finally got the same blue-sky thinking. Come on now, let's get that table near the dance floor with some of those hot ladies for me and the dudes for you. Hell, I might even get lucky yet,” Amelia offered, slowly grabbing her hand. “I want my doughnut dunked, so let's go get the funk,” she whispered, trying to pull Eden off her seat to her wide-eyed giggling astonishment. 

“Aaw Page....look but can’t touch.... come on now. There you go talking turkey again you, big killjoy,” Em frowned, grabbing her glass from the bar.

“I’m with Em on that,” Eden implied.

“Yeah Page, you speak for yourself. I said FUNK girl, hoe-down, boogie-down, dance. I meant DANCE Page. Glory be.... deaf as a post and as numb as a tree,” Amelia retorted. “Now will you look at what we have before us?” She asked spinning Eden’s bar stool around. 

“Yep Em, there’s some fine-looking colts and fillies in this place. I think it’s time to grab ourselves a piece of the action,” she replied goaded her big sister again.

“Oh, you’re incorrigible, you truly are,” she said as Eden was slid off her stool by Em’s gripping hand, toward the dance floor.  She quickly ran back and grabbed her glass and the whiskey bottle. “That ain’t getting left behind and yep, I am incorrigible, and the music’s great over there,” she pointed with her glass. “Let’s grab that table over there quick Em,” she said as they made their way to the empty table near the pool table. “Listen, thanks Em, thanks for being here. Having a friend like you is like having a sister I can’t get rid of,” she smiled as Amelia cajoled her into her seat. 

“Wow, will you look at the butt on him playing pool, Red,” Page announced giggling and sitting beside her.

“I'm incorrigible... huh.... hark at you Page?” She said narrowing her eyes and turning her head sideways.  “Mmm, he must work out,” she imagined. “I saw him first, sister. Hands off,” she joked, secretly watching the stranger's every move. 

“I bet he’s got no slack in his rope,” Amelia added from her other side.

“No, and plenty of notches on his gun I'm guessing,” Eden whispered under her breath, as they both fought to keep a straight face. The three of them settled down watching the two dark-haired smart looking muscular men shooting pool, as she poured another copious whiskey into her glass and their prey glanced back.

“Hey Claude, I think the black-haired woman over there's got a thing for you buddy,” James inferred slamming a red ball into the pocket and focusing his eyes across the pool table straight through Amelia at Eden.

“Oh, yes James. They all do. Deja savoir... I think the red-haired beauty could have been for you. She's a little tipsy, but I can see the future and it says: Triox d'entre eux, that means they're all mine, my friend,” he joked as James paused his shot and looked up at his colleague's pretentiousness, to see him flesh peddling flick his hair into place, as he continued his crazy French talk: 

“Mine des tous les miens. Why don't you set the balls up again, I'll go get the beers and I'll invite those ravissant ladies over for a jeu. See if they can resist my cosmopolitan French charm,” he carped as James looked across at Eden, then Page, and then at Eden again.  

“Oh, my God, Claude. If you loved yourself anymore, you'd be on a French postage stamp. Erm, no thanks, I'm ok. My flights pretty early in the morning and much as I'd love to stay here, I'll have to get back to Nathan's house for Abbey,” he paused, eyeing Eden once more. “Erm, I think I'll just drink this one and call it a night. It's been a good day, but a very long day,” he nervously replied, looking across at Eden, thinking about his daughter, Abby and searching for a million excuses as he uncomfortably pulled at his shirt collar whilst thinking about his faultless devotion to his dead wife's memory. His shoulders tightened, and he blinked and turned away. He picked up the pool chalk and tried to detract his mind from his sad heart loss and the beautiful red-haired girl that had caught his eye.

“Oh, please James. Come, let's stay a while. You're far too bashfuls,” Claude inferred as if James needed to lighten up. “Come on now, are you a man or a mouse?” He questioned, pushing the tie he'd already loosened back into its place, and folding his arms behind his back with a winning glint in his eye.  “Abby is a big girl. She'll be happy she's got you out of her hair for one night. Just one more game of pool with those ladies and then we can both call it a night.” 

“Claude, I know it’s just a game of pool and it’s no biggie, but I have my daughter with me, so it’s hardly the same,” he explained reaching for feeble vindication.

“Besides, there’s something I haven’t told you, about me. I, erm recently, well, to be honest, it still feels like yesterday,” he said stumbling through his words to say what he wanted to say.

“Oh, it's okay my friend, there's no need to explain, I just didn't know,” Claude replied as if he knew what James was about to tell him. “I wasn't sure if you batted for the other side, and I must admit, working with you on and off over the last few months, you've smelled amazing,” Claude explained, as James frowned like an angry badger and shook his head to himself. “I mean, considering the conditions, we work in. Up to our necks in muck and yeuchs,” you always smell great afterwards. Gay men are just the same.”

“What! Me gay! Are you off your rocker?” 

“Well, I?”

“Oh, do shut up Claude! I've been married and I have a daughter. You are psychotic,” he furrowed. “Let me just stop you right there, before you dig yourself to bloody Australia, you crazy Parisienne. I don't bat for the other side, and that's not it, at all. You're so far off the mark, I'd be forgiven for thinking you were a complete lunatic. And, God help them, ladies, over there, too,” he said looking at his co-workers confused face and glancing across at Eden who was secretly looking back at him. 

“Listen, Claude, just forget I even opened my mouth. It doesn't matter my friend. You don't need to hear any of my stuff, or any of my warts and all, problems. I'm just trying to get over something. A special something, and a special someone, that's all. Someone very dear to me,” he declared. “That's all you need to know. So, a pool challenge with your eye candy ladies will be absolutely fine. You never know, I might beat you at your own game,” he confirmed, overly conscious he was staring at Eden yet again.

“Is it a woman? Did a lady go and break your heart into little pieces?” Claude asked as James reminiscently paused and looked at her whilst thinking about his deceased wife, Jane. 

“She did, and she didn't. Look, can we just forget I even said anything, please? She's gone forever, and out of my life. She's gone, so it's time for me to move on,” he replied, realising he'd just made the biggest statement of his life. A statement he never imagined he would ever have to make.

“My friend, I’ll shut up. I’ll put a cast-iron zip on my stupid mouths, and you won’t hear me mentions it again,” Claude mimed his agreement by pulling his hand across his lips. “They can do that, though.”

“What?” James enquired, losing himself in his intermittent stare.

“Women. Gent feminine, they can...”

“Claude!”

“Sorry, I'll shut up,” Claude said raising both his arms in mock surrender mode. “You set them up James and I'll get the drinks then bring the daughters to the slaughter,” he announced wildly.

“Mmm, you do that. I'll make a quick call to Nathan, and to work,” he replied realising what he'd just said and that his fate was cast. He shot another glance at the three women and singled her out with a fixed and focused stare until she caught his eye. Once he caught her eye, she playfully smiled back, then coyly looked down. 

“Just one more game Claude and I will hold you to that. So off with you, and go do your worst, I know you're dying to get over there you, lecherous dog.” James's rigidly crossed his arms across his chest and looked over at the women as Claude eagerly rubbed his hands together and then walked away.  

James reached into his back pocket and realised he didn’t have any change to release the pool balls and looked over at Eden as if she was the solution.

“Red, he’s looking right at you, put the damn, empty whiskey bottle down,” Amelia said.

“No, he isn't, he's looking at you... I'm second hand goods, Em. Let's put some music on the jukebox. I wonder if they got any Ward Thomas music on the jukebox,” She said to Amelia, changing the subject but feeling an instant attraction to him.

“I’ll bet you a dollar he’s looking at you. No, I’ll bet you a beer.”

“She’s right, he is staring at you,” Page agreed.

“You can’t bet, me... cos I don’t bet.”

“Neither do I. Ok; I’m telling you he’s looking at you.”

“You're not selling me, cos I ain't for sale,” Eden joked somewhat inebriated, vaguely paying attention but glancing up and throwing a smile his way again.

“Oh, you, big tease. His eyes are stuck on you now. He likes you, wave at him.”

“I wasn't smiling, I was giggling. Wave? Hogwash... who wants another game of spin the
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