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Máté István-Mátyás

PART ONE 


I.
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On a military shuttle, somewhere en route to Pluto.

"‘You’re good for nothing!’ That’s what she screamed, then slammed the door right in my face. What do you say to that?"

"Shitty deal."

"Shitty indeed. And then she threw my bag out the window. Packaged up two pairs of socks, two pairs of panties, one pair of drawers, two t-shirts, and a blouse. That’s all I’ve got left after eight years of marriage and thirty-eight years of life. Hit the road, Jack."

"Still got more gear than me. I signed up in nothing but a pair of shorts, a shirt, and a pocketknife in my pocket."

"That’s not much either. Then what’s in that big bag under your seat?"

"Air from back home. I know, not much to show for all those years."

"Lucky we have this Space Legion, otherwise I’d be wandering the Earth till the end of time."

"Could you have wandered till the end of time?"

"Now that you mention it, maybe not..."

"I couldn’t have. Or rather, I couldn’t go on anymore. If you catch my drift."

"Couldn't take it?"

"I don't even know. I just didn't feel anything anymore. No joy, no sorrow. Didn't matter what happened, nothing got to me. My life just emptied out. I didn't even know if I wanted to live or not. Couldn't even decide that," Józsi chuckled.

"You're laughing, but it's not all that funny."

"Well, it's an old reflex. For a while now, I’ve just laughed at everything. Often hollowly, like beating an empty jerrycan with a piece of wood."

"What a metaphor!" Ödön laughed too. "Misery is a beautiful thing."

"I didn't even feel miserable. I don't know if you get this state I found myself in."

"I catch on. And you reckon it’ll be better here in the Legion?"

"Don't think I'll be cured of it, but here at least they put a rifle in my hand and give me orders. I’ll have a purpose, every single day."

"Can't wait, can you?"

"What? No, not really. But it is what it is, or rather, what it will be. I accept it."

"So, in the end, how did you actually end up on this ship?"

"Well, how... I climbed aboard, same as everyone else."

"I’d have never guessed. No, man, how did you end up in the Legion?"

"Oh, simple. They ran me out of town, then I thought 'to hell with it' and left home."

"No goodbyes?"

"None. Didn't even say goodbye to my dog."

"Tough."

"Yeah. Said goodbye in my head, that’ll have to do. What about you, I reckon you had a grand farewell? All huggy-wuggy, kissy-kissy?"

"Fuck no. Like I said, the wife tossed me out like a piece of shit."

"But maybe she expected you to crawl back and beg."

"Now, that much I’m sure of, but the way I see it, I've done enough begging. Out here, nobody needs me anyway."

"Don't be so sure of that. By the way, how did you pass the physical? No offense, but you're a pretty scrawny fella."

"Well, whenever the major wasn't looking, I counted my push-ups by twos."

"Clever."
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In the latrine of the Pluto barracks, in two adjacent stalls.

"You struggling with that corn too?"

"Guess so."

"Thought the grub would be a touch better."

"You know how they say: adapt or get fucked."

"Don't make me laugh, I'll split open."

"Mind you, the wife didn't cook any better back home."

"Why, what did she cook?"

"Usually nothing."

"Then this grub really is better."

"Better, sure, if only I could somehow shit it out."

"Don't worry, buddy, it'll get born eventually."

"Speaking of birth, how many kids did you leave behind?"

"All of 'em."

"Right, right. But how many?"

"Three."

"On your mind, huh?"

"All day. I told myself I'd say a prayer for them at the end of every day, but I’ve noticed a day is pretty damn long out here."

"Yeah, I think it's more than six regular days, or something like that."

"They're the only ones I feel sorry for, not even myself so much. They don't know what kind of world they were born into."

"Not their fault."

"No, not that. I comfort myself by thinking they'll be better off without me."

"Depends on how fast your wife finds a new guy to replace you."

"You reckon she's already looking?"

"Why else do you think she slammed the door in your face?"

"Might be something to that. Though finding someone better than me isn't exactly a massive achievement. There's plenty better than me kicking around on the streets."

"My thoughts exactly."

"Now that's what I call comfort."

"Listen here, buddy, don't go expecting comfort from me. Especially not here on the shitter."

"I don't, trust me. I don't even know what could comfort me right now. What do you think?"

"Right now, I think I might need to go to the doc and ask for some more of that laxative pill."

"That's not what I meant."

"I know, I know, just busting your chops. It ain't any better for me, buddy. I look at that pale, pathetic excuse of a Sun, and I can't even grasp how far we've left everything behind."

"Or how everything left us behind."

"Now that's an interesting way to look at it."

"Maybe they're both the same."

"Don't think so."

"Philosophically, they're both the same."

"Oh, piss off with your philosophy."

"Believe it or not, I graduated with a degree in philosophy."

"And what did that get you?"

"I was a hell of a lot better at shoveling concrete on the construction site because of it."

"Ha! Well, I give up. I'm going to the doc. You coming, or you still torturing it?"

"Still torturing it a bit. Besides, it feels nice to have a little privacy."

"Suit yourself!"
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On the floor of the barracks mess hall.

"Man, I swear to God, I am sick of scrubbing this floor."

"Shut your mouth and keep rubbing. Sergeant Major said it's got to look like a mirror by morning, says he wants to shave in it."

"Yeah, like hell he is."

"Why, what would you rather be doing, sleeping?"

"Well, definitely not that. In this piddling gravity, I can't even feel like I'm lying in bed properly."

"Yeah, you can sleep standing up here. The other day I fell asleep on guard duty for about half an hour, nobody even noticed."

"As if there’s any point in guarding this place anyway, the shooting is still a long way off."

"Did you lament this much back home too?"

"Yeah, toward the end I daydreamed a lot. Often I'd only wake up because someone was screaming at me."

"Well, there’s plenty of that here."

"Yeah, everyone screams here, but it doesn't bother me anymore. I reckon after a while, we’ll be doing nothing but screaming too."

"I don't like screaming. Never did. I don't even remember the last time I raised my voice, maybe at the wife, I don't know."

"You didn't scream at her when she threw you out?"

"No, couldn't even make a peep. I was expecting it, sort of. It was a long time coming."

"See? With me, nobody even took the trouble to scream at me. At least here they yell at me when I fuck something up."

"And you enjoy that?"

"Wouldn't say I enjoy it, but I guess I like being accounted for."

"Exactly. Accounted for as a number. Soldier 2745."

"Does it bother you?"

"What?"

"That we've become numbers?"

"No. It's better than what it was back home. Ödön, the quiet fuck-up."

"Yeah, lot of my acquaintances and colleagues didn't even know my name. They didn't take the trouble to ask."

"You missed a spot over there."

"Oh, didn't even notice. Thanks for pointing it out."

"Don't mention it. We’ll get through it by morning."

"And if not, we can go scrub the toilets."

"Same job, just a notch stinkier. Have you noticed that sour, stale stench lingering everywhere?"

"Yeah, I’ve smelled it. Smell it now, too. What about it?"

"What do you reckon it is?"

"Can you imagine two hundred guys locked up together in a tin can?"

"Sure I can, here we are."

"Well, there's your answer then. Nothing to investigate."

"I suppose so, but I reckon we’ll get used to it. I don't think we'll be running into many pleasant scents here on Pluto."

"Stenches haven't bothered me for a good while now. Like I said, I've become a nihilist."

"What does that mean, nihilist?"

"Gee, you don't know?"

"No."

"Picture it like taking a don’t-give-a-shit pill every single day."

"I think I get it. And since when?"

"The stupid thing is, I don't know. Or rather, I don't remember when I became like this. Maybe
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