
Grief 'Encounters
The jungle was alive. Be-
neath the carpet of
leaves, which seemed
from above to be as
solid and as impen-
etrable as concrete, there
was a movement, a dark,
vibrant movement, buz-
zing and shrieking in an
eternal cacophony of life
and death. The Amazon jungle is one of the most fertile
regions of the planet Earth and the continual cycle of life,
predator and prey, is perpetually enacted in the murky
green gloom of the rain forests.

The professor usually had time to appreciate all of
this. Nowhere else, he would usually say, could one find
such a variety of living creatures as here. So it made per-
fect sense, he would continue, to base the project here
- if he could not find what he was looking for here, he
would not find it at all. But this possibility was becoming
more and more likely. He was running out of money,
and he had almost reached his goal. Almost, but Dot
quite. The damn thing just wouldn't respond to any tests.

The object of his frustration lay in a petri dish under a
high-power microscope in his laboratory. It was almost
exactly the answer, he thought. It possessed a radically
different DNAstructure from anything he had ever come
across and a totally unheard of nucleic centre. The nuclei
in the organism seemed to co-operate with one another.
Its protein level was the highest of any known organism.
But there was one problem. It just wouldn't do anything.
It just lay there, as if waiting for something, and refused
to breed no matter what nutrient he supplied it with. The
perfect solution, and it wouldn't multiply. If only it did,
he thought, world starvation could end. The fungus
could be mass produced, synthetically cultured and
shipped to wherever it was needed. And no more ani-
mals would have to die.

This thought had been tormenting him for days. So
near and yet so far.... He had been angry with his wife,
shouted at her, and he hadn't cared. She had shouted
back: "Look at you, Cliff You're driven by this thing, like
a man possessed. It's not the end of the world, you

know, if this thing
doesn't work out...." He
hadn't listened to her. Fi-
nally she had stormed
out.

The recollection of
the previous evening's
events, in addition to the
heat of the jungle,
caused his hands to

sweat with the heat of embarrassment and failure. It was
for this reason that when he reached out for the petri
dish which contained the specimen it slipped to the
floor. He watched it languidly fall and shatter on the
floor. ·Instantlyhe was down on his knees, scrabbling for
his specimen. Finally he saw it and, in his haste to re-
cover the spore, he tried to pick it up on the finger of
one hand instead of looking for some tweezers.

At first he thought he had pricked himself - he felt a
short, sharp stabbing pain in his finger. Then his ann
went numb and a microsecond later he could no longer
feel anything from the neck down. Then he felt a burn-
ing sensation in his rnind..., .•

The woman walked into the laboratory and before
the door had time to swing shut behind her she was al-
ready speaking.

"Look Cliff: she said, "I'm sorry·about last night. It's
just that, sometimes, you need to relax a little. all this
work can't be good for you, you know ...." Then she no-
ticed the fragments of glass on the floor. "Cliff,are you
okay? You look strange. You haven't lost that white
spore thing of yours, have you?"

For a moment her husband looked round the labora-
tory as if he had never seen it before. He looked at her
too, as if she were a stranger. Then awareness dawned
on his face. "1'\0, jo," he told her, "I'm fine, thanks. I ha-
ven't lost the spore. Everything's fine, now."

And, across the vast gulfs of time and space, the
group consciousness of the Hoothi felt another mind
come into their domain.
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