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Space Diary, ESS Spacebarrow, 2332. 274. Entry 81

"Father, is that you?"

My eyes were dazzled by the starlight. Before me stood that familiar man from the message, the one who looked like me, but he didn't seem entirely there. He was almost completely translucent; his outlines and features glimmered in a faint bluish light as he floated before me in a spacesuit similar to mine, appearing to grin.

Then he spoke, and it sounded like I was hearing my own echo: "Hey there, my little sprout, you finally made it? I was starting to get bored here." "Father, is it really you?" "What’s the matter, is the tape stuck? Of course, son, who else would it be? Did you get my messages?" "I did, damn it, was that all you? Even the one smeared with... you know what?" "Of course, I didn't have a better pen," the space-ghost laughed. With every word he spoke, it felt as if someone was pricking the middle of my back with tiny, sharp icicles.

I couldn't take it anymore; I started wildly pulling myself back along the umbilical cord, toward the airlock. I scrambled into the chamber and slammed the return button, all while panting heavily and erratically.

As the inner door opened, I burst in among the others and ripped off my space helmet. "Give me a glass of water—no, wait, give me a glass of pálinka, and make it quick!"

Zoli ran off somewhere while I stood there gasping; I had to sit down. I threw off my gloves and rubbed my eyes raw. What in God's name did I just see? And I even talked to it.

Zoli came back, sloshing a glass; he thrust it into my hand, and I downed it greedily. "Phew. The universe hasn't seen a clusterf@ck like this before." "What happened, my Captain?" Margitka asked. "I met my father. I think. Or someone who looked like my father. Or something. I met something, and we even had a chat."

Zoli looked out the small porthole, then back at me. "Captain, you’ve lost your marbles. There’s no one out there." "I know, but still... maybe it was just in my head."

I finished the last drop of pálinka and stood up. "I have to go back."

My gaze locked with Buci’s, who seemed to be grinning—as much as a bear can grin, anyway. "Captain, you have stepped through the gate." "I don't need your hippie talk right now, Buci, I have to go back one more time."

Margitka stepped up to me and grabbed my wrist. "My Captain, I do not advise another walk. You are in an agitated state, and your blood pressure is..." "I don't care about my blood pressure! My father is out there, or at least something pretending to be him."

I was just about to pull my glove back on when little Jancsi Star stepped out from the group and took my hand with his small one. I looked down into his eyes, and then came a familiar explosion of light.

Everyone was still rubbing their eyes when we heard something from the airlock.

Someone was knocking.
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I knew very well who was knocking. I stepped to the small window; a person in a spacesuit was fidgeting on the other side. I pressed the release button, and the man stepped out of the chamber impatiently. As if dusting himself off, he slapped down his suit and took off his helmet.

True, I hadn't looked in a mirror for a long time, but it was like seeing a messy, unshaven next edition of myself. He grinned. Everyone watched with their mouths agape. "Well, what’s up, Petkó? You left me outside!" "Father?" "You ran off like you'd seen a ghost."

The old man started undressing while everyone stared. Under the spacesuit, he wore a captain’s uniform faded to light gray, with grease stains around the crotch. "There, finally. They didn't design these duds for comfort." After kicking his suit aside, he looked around. "And who’s this handsome little lad? Is he yours, Petkó?" He reached out to pat Jancsi’s head, but pulled his hand back at the last second. "Whoa! His head is burning. Someone bring a bucket of water. Why are his eyes glowing?" "Don't mess with Jancsi, please!" Buci said in a calm voice. "What in the vibrating plum of a Monday?! A talking bear?? What is this, a circus? And what’s that smell?" "A few things have happened on the ship since we set off," I said apologetically. "I can imagine. Oh, what a lovely lady," he turned toward Margitka. "May I?" With that, he kissed her hand. Margitka blushed—I didn't even know she could blush. "Do I have the pleasure?" "I am Margitka 2000, charmed." "Ah, I knew your predecessor, Margitka 1700. She was quite a rebellious female." Then he grabbed the neck of Zoli, who was standing closest. "Son, I’m thirsty and hungry. Bring some spirits and something to chew on, quickly." "Let’s go to my cabin, Father. Everything’s there, it’s not appropriate here." "Right behind you, Petkó, right behind you."

The two of us shuffled off to my cabin. I heard the old man sniffing and clearing his throat behind my back. Where the hell had he been all this time? Yet, he didn't look like someone who had been through the wringer. Who is this man, anyway?

We entered my cabin; the old man immediately kicked off his shoes and put his hands on his hips. He stood there barefoot. "There. Phew, what’s this smell in here too?" "The bear lived here for a while." "Never mind. Hurry up and get some grub, but first, pour me something. Anything, as long as it isn't water!"

I put a bottle of pálinka on the table, a meter of sausage, two onions, and freshly baked potato bread. We sat down and had a bite. It was a cozy moment, the old man munching away across from me, gulping down the pálinka. When we finished, he pulled a half-chewed leather cigar from his pocket and lit up. "Now, listen here, my Petikó. We have to find my ship." "Whoa, hold your horses, Father. I’m the one asking questions first. Where did you come from, and why were you out there alone?" "Fine, fair enough. I’ll start at the beginning. Pour me another, if you please. I assume you got my video message since you’re here. Of course, you shouldn't have come; you never should have started this journey, just like we never should have. But it’s done. We wandered a long time out here, son... or, well, God knows. Time changes out here; it doesn't pass the way you’d think. The point is, we didn't find anything worth bringing home either. We found plenty of good and bad, but nothing useful. Meanwhile, the crew just kept thinning out... there were mutinies, trifles like that. It wasn't easy being Captain. Then, suddenly, a man appeared on the ship. Or rather, he looked like a man; his eyes glowed just like that fire-headed kid’s. He didn't say a word, just joined the crew. He took an empty cabin, printed himself a uniform, went to the canteen to eat regularly—just came and went on the ship. We didn't really dare to bother him; he was quiet among us. Then, one day on the bridge, he stepped up to me and said the time had come. He said our search was pointless on this plane; it was time to shift dimensions. I couldn't even catch my breath, then something happened... an explosion of sorts. And I found myself alone in space. I don't know how long I was out there, don't even ask. I tried to message you, thinking maybe you’d made the same mistake I did and came out here. But it seems you truly are your father’s son."

And he just grinned with the cigar in his mouth. "This is a bit much for me all at once," I stammered. "So why do we need to find your ship?" "Because your mother is still on it."
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I couldn't settle down; I felt as if I were forced to sit inside a 20x20 centimeter box. I left my father to nap in my cabin and went to sit in the canteen restroom to think. "Margitka, are you there?" Silence. Oh, right, she said she wouldn't peep anymore. I pulled out my tablop and called her. "Margitka, are you there?" "My Captain, you aren't calling me from the toilet, are you?" "By pure chance, yes." "And by pure chance, you have exceeded your average sitting time again." "By pure chance, yes. Look, I can't come to terms with myself. I don't know where to put my father—or this man who appeared among us out of nowhere—but mostly, I can't swallow the fact that my mother is out here wandering around somewhere, too. I simply cannot believe these things." "Should I believe them instead of you, or what are you hinting at? Wasn't this the goal? To find your father." "Yes, but I didn't expect this. I thought we'd find a broken old man in a lonely shuttle out here. Instead, we picked up a rooster from the who-knows-which dimension, who’s playing the tough guy here, drank me under the table last night, and blurted out that he dragged my mother on this senseless journey too, and now we have to find her. Of course, we have no clue how. I don't think I can handle this situation normally." "Did you call me just to complain, Captain?" "I suppose so." "So, is that all?" "I don't know what I should do now, I have no idea where to go from here, and I'm afraid things might flow in a very wrong direction." "If I understand correctly, Captain, your problem is that until now, you were the boss, and now you’ve become the helpless prodigy son, right?" "Not at all." "But it is so," a growling voice spoke from the next stall. "Buci, you're here again?!" "Of course." "And you're eavesdropping?" "I was pooping in silence; you are the one using the toilet as a phone booth, not me!" "Buci, since you're already here, I
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