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Foreword
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Judging by the first part of this unusual report, it was presumably part of a larger, unpublished report by the author that pertains to life in an implausible mountain village somewhere in the ancient world. That work is not yet known to researchers. However, as scholarship continues in this field, we anticipate that the full report will one day be uncovered and its contents become available for analysis. The period in question remains something of a ‘dark age’ for scholars and, hence, considerable effort is now being put into shedding light upon this era of times past. 

As for the second part of the fragment, its coherence with the first part seems only rudimentary, raising perplexing questions of authorship, prognostication, time and location of the Land described. There are extant references in various ancient texts to a landmass and society on Earth that could be attributed to the Great South Land. However, absolute certainty regarding the fabled land and, indeed, the references themselves, remains elusive and many scholars have concluded that the Land was but legendary rather than actual, springing from creative minds writing without direct experience of the time and place. It is from such a perspective that we must caution readers to weigh carefully the claims made and scenes described; there may well be some truth in the account but how much and of what sort, we cannot yet say.

Millistjörnufræðingurmeðtímaíhöndunum

Proxima Centauri b

4067

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part 1. Signs of change
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Being compound creatures grown from and whirling through a roiling soup of Very Important Personages in their various, multitudinous manifestations — quantum and sub-atomic VIPs; VIPs of lights and rays and waves; planetary and solar VIPs; floral and faunal VIPs; fungal, bacterial, parasitic and viral VIPs; ancestral and contemporary VIPs; to name but a very few — there are times in our miniscule realms wherein the various VIPs nudge and nibble and converge into a shapely idea, which then becomes, as we say, inevitable, as if it’s Fate, as we say, or our Destiny.

As it is in the honoured stuff of literature, we might see ourselves standing in the prow of a barque or prahu – depending on the grandiosity of technology at our imaginative disposal – with our VIPs bundled aboard either willingly in splendid costumes that glint in the mottled sunlight or lounging in motley on the deck playing cards or tied up in wriggling hessian sacks. We strike a noble, brave pose, peering into the gloom ahead to see the way through unfamiliar, uncharted waters or those which were traversed long ago but have now fallen gracelessly into disrepair under Time’s and numerous other VIPs’ hands, such that while the shrubbery lining the shore, the mystically-marked creatures breaking water with their scales or fins or eyebrows or spumes of spray, the human VIPs huddled in their palaces by the water’s edge or marching along smartly dressed in congealed and somewhat decayed memories of the glorious past to the oompah-pahs of a brass band or the garrulous gongs of a gamelan may all be similar in some ways to as we remembered them, they are not the same as they once were and nor are we, memory being bound by Time and the body-mind to sack-like wriggling in the repetitive dark, occasionally poking from the sack a grand narrative that rubs up against, chews upon, digests or discards numerous of the more readily-at-hand VIPs, graciously and in more or less good faith, as best it can, given the limitations of the art of telling. 

With this in mind — of a ‘hero’s journey’ — it’s easy, so easy, to tell ourselves we are more likely a ship of bumbling fools adrift in a wind-whipped ocean without stars by which to navigate. Yet our task is best described as not a call to struggle, to grandeur and grand visions, but rather a modest journey inward to find our true, lost self — the one overgrown with numerous kinds of rubbish — with the aid of gentle, wise and ancient guides.

So it might seem to the small, mostly-black-with-a-few-patches-of-white chicken with wings and legs splayed so as to better sun herself on Grandmother’s ceramic-tiled porch; some of her VIPs might be jumping ship and others might be so thoroughly stimulated by the warmth as to throw down their cards in the middle of a hand and rush about, polishing decks and hoisting sails. Even the sack might emit one or two of the wrigglers within; with who knows what consequences. But probably not; such gruesome metaphors are happily usually only relevant for reference to Homo sapiens.

In related news, two invitations arrived this morning — one addressed to me by name and to ‘wife’; the other addressed to my wife by name and to ‘husband’ — for the wedding of the neighbouring daughter with the attractively pointy nose and a young gentleman who is the countryman of the bride-to-be’s eldest sister’s husband. The latter is he who came from a distant village where a different language is spoken in order to marry the first-born of the tribe of neighbours with the pointy noses and who has now become a king of drink-powder, residing with his wife in a village some two kilometres down the mountain in his stupendously large, multi-storey, white-and-gold palace and warehouse. The king is a new king. Previously he drove taxis and sold cheap goods hither and yon in an ultimately failed attempt to be an independent businesspersonage with the wherewithal to support his young family. But thanks to the enormous success from his relatively-recently-found role as regional distributor of a drink powder — in both kilogram and sachet formats — that is a preferred base for many of the scintillating variety of hot and cold drinks that are sold in the region at the myriad of drink stalls, shoplets, cafes, restaurants and convenience stores, he ascended at great speed to the heights of wealth and, therefore, importance in the minds of many, no doubt himself being one of the latter. As is the custom of the land — and, indeed, of many other lands — with his new-found wealth he immediately constructed the stupendously large, multi-storey palace and warehouse and ensconced within his young wife and their young child and the younger brothers and sisters of the wife, including she with the attractively pointy nose who has sent just this morning my wife and I invitations to her forthcoming wedding. 

The husband-to-be of she of the attractively pointy nose had espied the nose in question and its accompanying personage, said my wife, at a holy event of some sort in the distant village of the king of drink-powder when he, the king, had carried his wife’s entire family the vast distance to his village in the land that speaks an entirely different language to that of the land of the palace of drink-powder. The young gentleman who is now the husband-to-be was a neighbour of the king of drink-powder and, much taken with the attractively pointy nose etcetera, had found the boldness to ask the king for permission to ask the bearer of the attractively pointy nose for the number of her telephone-computer by which means he would communicate to her his newly arisen ardour and, things going the way they do, eventually propose marriage, which he did, and which was graciously accepted by the young lady and her father.

The latter had been informed by his wife — the mother of she of the attractively pointy nose — that he was no longer to set ridiculously high demands for dowry — such as land and a new car — for his last remaining unmarried daughter and, whatsmore, was not to meddle in any way any more in the affairs of his children; previous experience had proven such meddling to be inefficacious in reaching the goal of a financially magnificent match. 

“Do you remember,” said my wife, “that the king of drink-powder was told by the father that he, the king [who wasn’t then a king but a humble common grifter trying to get ahead for the sake of his young family], should be divorced by his — the father’s — eldest daughter owing to his — the king-to-be’s — inability to lift the entire family into Financial Heaven?”

The Realm of the Gods was, it seemed, the family’s rightful home by virtue of their pointy noses and the father’s diligent efforts at not only producing such attractive personages, with some assistance from his wife — who had also been well known to demonstrate a hard heart and itchy fingers in support of the father’s ambition and who had, back then, supported the demand that the king-to-be divorce from the eldest sister of she of the attractively pointy nose — but also because they, being special beings far above the common herd, deserved to be blessed by the Power Above and lifted up to where they truly belonged and from such lofty heights look down upon the grovelling masses in their hopelessness, their lack of resolve, their lost ways and their unattractive, flat noses.

“Why did we receive two invitations to the same wedding?” I asked my wife.

“Because there are different lists compiled by different members of the family and some of the lists overlap,” she said. “In this case, the invitation with you named is from the parents because you have been attending holy ceremonies with the father and saying hello when you go past his house on the motorscooter, I suppose; and the one with me named is from the bride-to-be because she went to school with Youngest Brother and wanted to marry him, so it was said, but he wasn’t interested, because of the father, he said, but probably he had other reasons of his own. Nevertheless, she remains a friend of the family.”

Later the same day, a pick-up truck drove into the front yard of the house of the neighbour with the daughter with the attractively pointy nose and began to disgorge a metal framework that would become the marquee for the forthcoming wedding. The first task of the industrious marquee-erectors was to hack off with their machetes branches from the neighbour’s clove tree so that the framework could fit more snugly between the tree and the front porch of the neighbour’s house. Then the steel skeleton was fully erected and the top covered in a tarpaulin, theoretically at least, waterproof. A small, wooden-floored stage on steel legs was put together beneath the tent, abutting the clove tree, with a couple of metres of dirt between the stage and the front porch and more metres of dirt to the roadway. Lastly, black plastic sheeting was lowered from the top of the framework between it and the clove tree, effectively closing off our house from the happy scene. It seemed we were now backstage. 

At this seemingly satisfactory conclusion to matters, the father of the bride-to-be rushed to the side of the road and set fire to a small but nonetheless handsome pile of plastic rubbish and damp vegetation, which issued a long, thick, white stream of greasy, poisonous smoke that rolled lazily along the ground, uphill, mercifully sparing our unimportant home hidden away off-stage but rather fortuitously signalling to the father’s arch-rival, the Durian King, whose substantial establishment with its own white-and-gold palace — which was notably smaller than the father’s eldest daughter’s husband’s palace and warehouse in the village two kilometres downhill — that had been boldly established almost immediately across the road (uphill and marvellously downwind) from the house of the father of the daughter with the attractively pointy nose, that the father, too, was now among the Blessed. Whereupon an enormously thick blanket of water fell from the sky and extinguished the blaze.

––––––––
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While on the subject of commerce, Rado’s tiny, wheeled shoplet selling chocolate-and-cheese rolled crepes near a small lake some way down the mountain seemed to be bringing in enough income to allow him to return each month a certain, respectable amount to his older brother, Jupo, who had issued a no-interest loan as start-up capital, as partial repayment and partial savings, “for his wedding,” said my wife.

“He has a candidate for wife?” I asked.

“Not yet,” said my wife, “but he knows that God will send him the right woman, such as Marisa.”

“Who is Marisa?” I asked.

“She’s his second cousin who lives in Thunder-and-Lightning Village,” said my wife.

“He shouldn’t marry his cousin, should he?” I enquired, perplexed.

“They’re not related by blood, so they can marry,” said my wife. “They’re related by the different sides marrying: Mother and Father. Marisa is from father’s side of the family. Grandmother is Mother’s eldest sister and the mother of Rado and his father, rest in peace, was from somewhere else entirely.”

“I see. Perhaps. So when is the happy occasion likely to take place?” I asked. “And why hasn’t it happened already?”

“I don’t  know when. And why, well, maybe because he doesn’t have enough money yet to pay for the wedding and, also, he was sick for two years or more. And he was also distracted for a while recently by another lady who wanted to marry him but Jupo discover she’d been married seven times already and even her father said Rado shouldn’t marry his daughter because she would just complicate Rado's life, especially if a child ensued.”

“Seven marriages does seem excessive,” I said. “I wonder how long it will take him to save the money to marry Marisa?” I asked.

“Maybe he will use the money he’s saved with Jupo and also borrow any shortfall for the wedding from Jupo, once he’s paid back the start-up loan,” said my wife. “It seems to be a good business: he sells hundreds of the snacks every day.”

We were sitting on the little sofa on the little porch peeling crepes slowly one by one from their stuck-together piles.

“You are very slow,” said my wife.

“I have a very low skill level,” I said. “This is the first time I have attempted this task. And I don’t want to tear any of the crepes; it will lose Rado money. How many are there in a packet?”

“Around twenty-five,” said my wife. “He buys them from one shop that all the sellers of rolled crepes buy from.”

“How much per packet?” I asked.

“[The equivalent of almost seventeen United States cents],” said my wife.

“How much per crepe?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” said my wife, perplexed. 

“Neither do I,” I said. “So many zeroes confuse me.” 

“Ask the calculator,” said my wife.

“The calculator says [the equivalent of around three and a half United States cents],” I said. “That’s not much. I suppose the chocolate and cheese are a bit more expensive. And then there’s the
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