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“Conk-la-reeee!” The bird in a willow tree
above them sang. Others sang in response from the marsh and the
cul-de-sac across the road.

“Agelaius
phoeniceus,” a woman in outdoor wear, with binoculars
and a notebook in a satchel said to no one. She did not look out of
place in the marsh.

“Pardon, Jen?” replied a middle age man
wearing business casual clothes. He did look out of place in the
marsh.

 Jen clarified,
“Red wing blackbird.” She cocked her head, “Edward, did you hear a
soft dee-tal-dee-tal-dee?”

“Honestly, it smells so bad out here I can’t
hear a thing,” Edward pointed at the sewage treatment plant a
couple hundred yards across the marsh by an earthen dam. “Why are
we having to meet with more stakeholders on getting rid of that
fart factory?”

Jen snickered, “That smell is old fashion
swamp gas. We are lucky to be up wind of the settling ponds today.”
Her attention was taken skyward. She pointed, “Look! Buteo
jamaicensis. Red tailed hawk.” She tracked the hawk with
her binoculars. The hawk landed on its nest near the top of an old
microwave tower. “The pair has been nesting in that tower for five
seasons. Tell me this is not better than being stuck in your office
alderman?”

Edward swatted at some sweat flies, “Yes, I
would rather be in an air-conditioned office than out here. I am
not sure why I have to be part of these public consultations. We
are following what the environmental impact assessment requires.
You are the biologist that wrote it and you like being out here
can’t you meet with this wing nut?” He wiped sweat from his shiny
forehead, “For God sakes we are tearing the plant down and retuning
most of it to the land. Why would an environmentalist need
consultation on that?”

 Jen answered
while scanning the trees for other birds, “It is probably someone
with concerns on how the endangered clemmys
guttata, spotted turtle, will be kept safe during the
decommissioning. If the turtle’s habitat is not protected while the
plant is torn down the project will be stopped. The Environmental
Protection Act can shut down any activities that destroy habitat
for threatened species.” Jen turned to address Edward directly,
“You don’t have to worry about that. The city is making a bigger
park. I can do most of the talking but act concerned, repeat what I
say every so often, like when the reclamation is done the turtles
will have twice the habitat. Do that and you will have lifelong
support from the concerned conservationist.”

“True. I’ve been in this long enough to know
how bad it can be if you don’t give people a chance to be heard,”
Edward held his arms out from his side to dry the dark wet spots
growing on his shirt’s armpits. “I wish we could meet them in an
office.”

Something caught Jen’s attention, “Did you
hear a dee-tal-dee-tal-dee, very faint and almost digital. I don’t
know that bird’s song.”

Edward patted his khakis and pulled out his
phone which made a loud dee- tal-dee-tal-dee. “It is not a bird. It
is a text.” He read the text then put a hand over his brow, peering
at the sewage treatment plant’s entrance. After a few seconds, he
said, “The text is from the stakeholder wanting the meeting. It
says to meet them at the plant. But I can’t see anyone. Can
you?”

Jen raised her binoculars to her eyes. She
saw the door to the plant open. “There is a guy in the door waving
too us.” She lowered the binoculars, “Do we go over there?”

There was another dee-tal-dee-tal-dee. Edward
checked his phone, “Yes. It is one of the workers at the plant. He
wants us to meet him there.” He turned to walk to the city’s
car.

Jen followed. “What’s happening to the
workers when the plant is decommissioned?”

“Most of the workers will be transferring to
the new facility. Some have been asked to retire early. To my
knowledge, those asked to retire have accepted the offer
willingly,” Edward got in the car and cranked the air-conditioning.
“Using the public consultation process would be a silly way for an
employee to get our attention. There are many better ways to be
heard. Heck, we even have a whistle blower protection in our
policies.”

“It is pretty strange. Some people never know
the right way to be heard.”

“If the conversation goes to employment, I
will handle it,” Edward did a little burnout as he turned onto the
treatment plant’s road. In a half a minute they were in the plant
parking lot that was vacant but for one other car. He winced from
the smell as he got out of the car. “Ewe gawd, that is awful,” he
hollered.

“Hit’s you right in the face. Much worse than
your average swamp gas. Better than a salmon stream in the fall or
late-stage roadkill in the summer but not much,” Jen sympathized.
She stood for a second mesmerized by the barn swallows swooping
under the eaves of the concrete sewage treatment plant building to
their nests. She said, “Did you know hirundo
rustica, the barn swallow, once nested in natural caves
but now pretty much only nests on human structures. Haha, maybe the
stakeholder wants to save the building for them.”

A large older man yelled from the door of the
plant, “Give it a little bit you’ll get used to the smell.”

Edward turned on a fluorescent smile and walk
towards the man, “Thomas Jardine?”

“Call me TJ,” extending his hand.

“This is Jen Moroz, the Wildlife Biologist
that prepared the environmental impact assessment. I’m Edward
O’Neil Alderman. You can call me Ed.” They shook hands. “You said,
you get use to the smell after a while. How long does it usually
take?”

“My last day is in a week. By then I will
have worked here thirty years, so more than thirty years. When I
got hired that’s what they told me I would get use to the smell, so
I passed it on. It gives one hope.” Jen laughed. TJ smiled broadly,
“It is better inside. Come with me.”

Jen said, “You have concerns with the
environmental impact assessment? Maybe we should stay outside so we
can see what it is?”

TJ held the door open, “What I want to show
you is in here. Follow me.” TJ continued as they walked, “I am
grateful you took the time to see me. I was not sure of the right
way to bring this up. I have been doing my own research. I have
gone to the environmental groups, sent letters to biology journals,
and even went to the college. None would give me the time of day.”
TJ brought them to a room with a half a dozen fish tanks against
the walls. The tanks had barely legible and horribly spelt labels
on them. Tables with notebooks and textbooks contrasted with
posters of trucks, fishing, beer, and girls. He proudly held his
arms wide. “This is what I want to show you. These are my tanks.
This is where I made the discovery!” He stood there with a grin
that said, ‘see my genius.’

Half of the tanks were clear with silvery
minnows swimming in them. The others had varying shades of murky
brown water with one completely opaque. Minnows, some alive and
some dead could be seen in the tanks with some visibility. None
suggested brilliant research was ongoing.

 Jen tried to make
out the labels on the clear tank that read, ‘Pimefails pormales +
Pimefails stercus in 100% marsh water to pond water.’ Each more
turbid tank had the similar writing but with different percentages
of marsh to pond water. She got a middle school science fair vibe
from the set up. She stepped up to the clear tank observing the
fish. “Pimephales
promelas, fathead minnow.”

Giddy TJ commented, “That’s right! I can
never pronounce that. Lee, a biology student that worked here a few
summers back, said I should always use the scientific name. But I
don’t read or write so good.”

Edward bit his tongue while smiling. He
thought, ‘Humoring retards is a politician’s full-time job.’

 Jen got TJ
self-deprecating joke and let out a chuckle. But she had the
feeling TJ was either pranking them or that she was going to make
TJ look foolish. “TJ what is pimephales stercus? That is a species
name I have not heard. Stercus is a name I would have
remembered.”

“That was Lee’s idea. Starcoos… stursish,” TJ
mangled the word. “I could never pronounce it. I like the common
name, poop fish!” He laughed out loud. Jen concealed her
laughter.

Edward confused said, “What are you talking
about?”

Jen responded, “The Latin word stercus, from
the name pimephales stercus, means dung or poop. Poop Fish.” She
turned to TJ, “I only see pimephales promelas in these tanks. I’m
not an expert on fish but I’m sure I would have remembered that
name. Give me a minute I have my freshwater fish field guide with
me.”

TJ excitedly explained, “They are the browner
coloured ones. We named them because they live in the pond.” He
pointed to a settling pond. “You won’t find them in your book. They
are a new species.”

 Jen thought,
‘there was no way this was a new species.’ She did her best to
respond to TJ without patronizing him, “It is a distinct pattern,
not in the field guide; however, different coloration does not
always make a different species,” Jen could not look at TJ when she
said that. “Certainly, the unique coloring of these p. promelas is
a discovery.”

Edward wanted to leave. “TJ thank you for
showing us this, as Jen said it is a discovery. You should be
proud. That said it is not a part of the environmental impact
assessment, we will have to be leaving. Maybe we could have the
minnow put in the marsh societies new letter. Wouldn’t that be nice
TJ? What do you think Jen?”

Jen replied, “Yeah, I think that would be
nice.”

TJ stopped smiling, stood tall dominating the
room and bellowed, “My point Ed, is that your environmental impact
assessment stopped at the marsh. The poop fish lives only in the
pond. This is not a differently colored fathead minnow.” TJ’s
raised voice and posture scared Edward and Jen. TJ continued, “The
poop fish evolved to live in the foul water of the settling pond.
Each of these tanks has different percentages of marsh to pond
water. The more pond water the more dead fathead minnows but the
poop fish are living. The fathead minnows can only live in the last
two tanks for a few hours.” TJ picked up an aquarium fish net and
swept it through the cloudiest tank. He came up with a net jiggling
with poop fish. He showed it to Edward and Jen, “I want you to
include these fish in your environmental impact assessment.”

“P. pomelas is in the environmental impact
assessment. The removal of the treatment plant will nearly double
their habitat,” Jen said instinctually but knowing it was the wrong
response.

TJ put the fish back in the tank and in his
raised voice pleaded, “Why won’t you listen to me? I know I look
like a big dumb idiot and I did not finish grade ten, but this is a
new fish. Please, give me a chance to show you the evidence. It is
all here.” He thumped his fist on the notebooks detailing what he
had discovered. “Let me tell you what I have found.”

Edward said, “TJ, you are an employee of the
city. All this yelling is unacceptable. Tone it down or I will be
talking with your manager.”

“Give me a break, I’m being force to retied
in a week.”

Edward threatened, “If you get yourself
fired, you lose your pension.”

“I’m sure the union would have something to
say about that. They would love to hear about an elected official
bullying a member. Ed, you are not my boss!”

Jen remembered why she was here, to listen to
the publics concern. She interjected, “TJ it is obvious Ed and I
weren’t expecting what you’ve found. It is hard for me to talk
about an issue that was not part of the environmental impact
assessment. That said, Ed and I are here to listen to concerns
regarding the reclamation of the sewage treatment plant. Ed and TJ
do you want to take a minute to cool down, then TJ can show us the
rest of his evidence.”

Edward put on a genuine fake grin and said,
“You are right Jen. Let’s take a minute. The smells irritated me.
JT how long did you say it takes to get used to it?”

“Thirty years and it still smells worse than
a Boy Scouts tent after wieners and beans night,” TJ’s reply cut
the tension. “Do either of you want a bottle of water?”

Edward and Jen said they did.

When TJ was out of earshot, Jen said to
Edward, “TJ’s not the smartest cookie. Let’s listen to him. I’m
sure once we see his evidence it will show the fish are fathead
minnows. There’s no reason to make him feel stupid or hurt.”

“True. Last thing I need is some idiot
playing the victim, making me look bad. Decommissioning this plant
should be a PR slam dunk. Who wouldn’t want a stinky eyesore turned
back into wetlands?”

Jen added sarcastically, “And a new
subdivision.”

“Sure, but that’s like a quarter of the total
land.”

TJ came back bottled water in hand. He said,
“I am sorry I raised my voice. I was worried you would not take me
seriously.”

Jen replied, “Thanks for the water. I’m sorry
if I made you feel as if I was not taking you seriously TJ.”

Edward felt he had to say something to, “I
understand why you would get fired up TJ. We are here to listen,
tell us about the poop fish.”

TJ picked up a minnow dip net and started to
tell the story, “Every year we hire a college student for the
summer. A few years back we hired Lee. He loved fishing, just like
me. I told him the best place to get bait was in the settling pond,
he did not believe me. Come with me to the pond, I’ll show you,” TJ
plunged the net deep into the brown water. He swept it around the
corner in the concrete pool. “I did the same as I am doing today
and as I had been shown when I started working here.” He pulled the
net out of the water. The mesh writhed with minnows.

“Wow! How did you know they were there?” Jen
asked.

“They like the current. Lee thought the
swirling back-eddy brings them food,” TJ put the net on the
concrete walkway. He held the net end off the ground slightly so
the fish would not flop out. “Have a look in the net. The minnows
are of all sizes young and old ones.”

Edward took a step back away from the
foul-smelling net.

Jen squatted down like a kid sifting through
the catch. “TJ is that one pregnant?”

TJ grabbed the gravid fish, “It is. They seem
to breed all year long here. They also look different than the
fathead minnows in the marsh. Like the ones in the tank, they are
darker. Their eyes are smaller. The lower maxallurra… lower jaw is
longer too. Lee measured a bunch of them when he was here. I have
his notes. You can see them.”

“How long have they been here?” Jen
asked.

“Ronnie showed me how to get them for bait.
He said they’ve been in the pond since he can remember. He started
working around the time the plant opened. But in the early days
they weren’t as easy to catch. He said he’d seen them but only
caught them in minnow traps. He said as the town grew, the water
got worse and over time the minnows got easier to catch and
schooled up more. When I was hired you could catch em easy with a
net. They are great bait because they don’t try to hide from the
fish you’re trying to catch.”

“When did the plant open?” Jen asked.

TJ told Jen the story of p. stercus. The
budding biologist, Lee, had researched its history the summer he
worked at the plant. The story began in 1952 when the treatment
plant was opened. The plant was built to process a larger volume of
sewage than needed for the community at the time. This meant the
water in the ponds was much less polluted in the early years. It
was normal for many types of fish to live in the waters of the
ponds. As the town grew to a small city the fish that could live in
the pools died off.

Except for p. stercus, it thrived. Lee,
talked with Ronnie, who retired twenty years earlier but still got
his bait at the plant. Ronnie reported that it was around 1970 when
they noticed big schools of the minnows. Every so often the ponds
would be mostly drained for maintenance. During one of the
drainings of the pond, maintenance people noticed the fish. Lots of
them. The other workers bet Ronnie he could not catch a catfish
with p. stercus. Ronnie won the bet handily and many more after. P.
stercus became a sot after bait for a long time because fishers
thought the smell attracted catfish. Ronnie professed that p.
stercus did not dart away from the catfish. Both TJ and Lee,
noticed when on the line the little live bait minnow did not jiggle
the tip of the rod like other baits. Lee came up with two
hypothesizes for why p. stercus was the best bait: 1. P. stercus
had no predators in the pond so it did not know to swim from
predators when used as live bait. 2. P. stercus lost its
schreckstoff,
a chemical alarm signal, that caused the other minnows nearby to be
alarmed by a fish that was injured, thus not scaring other minnows
away from the alarm chemical given off by the fish on the hook and
attracting predatory fish. Regardless of the reason, p. stercus was
the shit for live bait until the 1990s when even the workers at the
plant felt the minnow might be contaminated with some chemical.
Ronnie, old timers, and other serious fisher still got their bait
in the pond.

TJ walked Jen and Edward back to the office
for the rest of the story. Jen was enthralled. Edward was happy to
be out of the sun and in a less stinky place.

Lee was even able to find pictures from as
far back as the 1970s. Jen was able to see a change in morphology
of the fish over the years, the fish of today had smaller eyes,
were darker brown, and had a longer maxillary – just as TJ said.
Edward saw a non-descript minnow of varying shades of brown, no
different than the other fathead minnows.

There were notebooks with observations,
tables of data, and conclusions. Those completed by Lee were
meticulously penned. TJ’s were enthusiastically written if not
legible. TJ summed them up to Jen with enthusiasm if not elegance.
Edward had found a chair and bottle of water while he checked his
text messages. Jen noted in her book the overall findings:


	
 P. promelas and p.
stercus, percentage of marsh water to settling pond water versus
life span. In any concentration greater than 60% pond to marsh
water p. promelas started to die within a few days. Notes by Lee.
Conducted 20 times with 20 of each species at each 10%
concentration.



	
P. promelas, percentage of
marsh water to settling pond water and spawning. At 60% marsh to
pond water p. promelas only spawn rarely. Notes by Lee. Conducted
with ten pairs each 10% concentration.



	
P. stercus, percentage of
marsh water to settling pond water and spawning. At 60% marsh to
pond water p. stercus would not spawn. Notes by Lee. Conducted with
ten pairs each 10% concentration.



	
Male p. promelas and female p. stercus, 50% marsh to
settling pond water at spawning temperatures. No spawning occurred.
Notes by TJ. Conducted with two pairs.



	
Female p. promalas and
male p. stercus 50% marsh to settling pond water at spawning
temperature. No spawning occurred. Notes by TJ. Conducted with two
pairs.





“I’m sorry there is not more,” TJ said. “I
did my best to continue with the work Lee was doing before he
left.”

Jen asked, “Why did Lee stop helping?”

“He got a better job the next summer.”

“But it seems this could be something he
could research for a PhD?”

“In the fall after he worked here, we went
fishing. He said he wanted to do research on the poop fish. I told
him that the plant was going to be closing in a few years. He got
upset. He said if the plant was closing there would be too much
politics to continue the research. Even if he found the poop fish
was a new species, the city would not keep the plant open for a
shit fish. He gave me the notebooks. We never talked again.”

“That sad.” Jen was quiet for a minute,
knowing she would have to tell TJ more about p. promelas. “TJ do
you know that p. promelas, the fathead minnow is extremely good at
living in polluted water?”

“That’s what the professor at the college
said to me. He gave me this textbook,” TJ went to one of the tables
where a text titled Biology Forth Edition, Campbell was sitting,
and opened it to a marked page. TJ read, “Species, a particular
kind of organism; members possess similar anatomical characteristic
and have the ability to interbreed. The poop fish can’t interbreed
with the fathead minnows in the marsh. It is a new species.”

 Jen felt there
was a chance p. stercus was a species. But she countered TJ because
she felt she had to, “The observations and experiments you and Lee
did are on the right track; however, they are far from conclusive
evidence that it is a new species.”

TJ raised his voice again, “Then do more
research!”

Jen fell silent. She thought, ‘If there is
evidence that demonstrates the fish from the settling pond can’t
interbreed with p. promelas in the marsh, by definition, they are a
new species. Am I willing to stake my credibility on TJ’s citizen
science? There isn’t the time to investigate this thoroughly and
where to start? If it is a new species the decommissioning of the
plant will be put on hold because it is the only habitat. The
expansion of the marsh will not happen for the spotted turtles. The
development of the subdivision won’t move forward. It is just a
shit fish, it evolved once, it can evolve again, can’t it?’

The silence was too long for Edward. He did
not have any cognitive dissonance holding back his opinion. From
his chair he shouted, “A mutant fish in a sewage treatment pond, is
this the Simpsons? There is no ‘new species’ only an abomination.
New species don’t evolve, God creates them. He did not create this
shit fish.”

Instinctively Jen said, “Culex pipiens
molestus, the London Underground Mosquito, evolved in the subways
of London. A DNA study showed it was a new species. However,
recently a paper argued it was a variant and not a distinct
species.” She then internalized what Edward has said and provided a
politically better response, “TJ, P. promelas, the fathead minnow,
is good at living in polluted water. It is amazing it can live in
the pond and we can highlight that in the marsh’s newsletter. The
treatment pond fish can be put in the marsh, a better place for
them to live.”

Exasperated TJ said, “The poop fish can’t
interbreed with the marsh fatheads. It is its own species. It
deserves a chance to live. The decommissioning will kill them
because they do not breed in marsh water.”

Edward did not know why Jen did not bring up
the DNA test right away, it always worked on Jerry Springer. “Can’t
the fish have a DNA test?”

Jen replied, “Maybe. There is no real
definition of how much genetic drift makes a new species.”

Edward slapped his thighs with his hand and
stood up, “Maybe! It is too hot. I’ve had enough of this shit fish
and fart factory. TJ, I’m glad you have brought us this hard
question. But when it comes to this fish being part of the
environmental impact assessment, it is not. Jen, what environment
is the environmental impact assessment for?”

The question was almost so stupid that Jen
did not have an answer right away, she had to think for a second,
“Natural environment?”

“Exactly, the settling pond is not a natural
environment. Legally, there is no reason to assess the impact of
our project on a man-made pond,” Edward became conciliatory, “TJ, I
think you have done good work at the plant and on the fish. Jen can
talk with the Biology department at the College to see if they can
assist with the fish?”

“Yes,” Jen wondered if Edward knew the
College did not have a program that could easily research the
fish.

“TJ can you leave the notes and tanks here so
Jen can review them?” Edward grinned like a politician and extended
his hand.

“I sure can Ed,” TJ smiled and shook Ed’s
hand.

Jen shook TJ’s hand after and said, “I will
do what I can.”

TJ said, “Thanks. I’m going to get some bait.
The exit is that way.”

Edward and Jen left following the emergency
exit sign to the exit and parking lot. They got in the car. Edward
turned the air-conditioning on immediately. Once the
air-conditioning was noticeable, Edward said, “It is a good thing I
saved us back there. Environmental impact assessments don’t have to
include that bullshit. Could you see having to keep that
monstrosity of a sewage plant for some shit fish? We would have to
if it were the only place that shitty thing could live.”

“Didn’t you say to TJ, I would look into it?
And ask him to leave the notes and tanks there?”

“I sure did. However, the notes and tanks
will be destroyed before you see them. No doubt TJ and Lee did that
‘research’ while they were working. That means it is all city
property, ours to do with as we please. I thought you would catch
on went I said you would talk with the local College. The only
scholarly work that place does is on basket weaving. It doesn’t
even have a four-year degree program.” Edward did a full burnout as
he turned onto the road out of the sewage treatment plant, “Let’s
not talk about this again.”

Jen sighed with relief that Edward made the
decision. She thought, ‘P. stercus probably was a species but it
was not a natural one and thus not nearly as valuable as clemmys
guttata. What person would want to be known as the discoverer of
the shit fish? A fish that lives in sewage. Not me.’
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