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SOMETHING ENDING

Y

ou don't exist,” wasthefirst thing the ugly little fat man said to me as| entered the pub. He was seated
on abargtool which was much too tall for someone his size, and his short stubby legsin their wrinkled
trousers dangled freely without even touching the floor. He could hardly be called an attractive specimen
of homo sapiens. His face looked like a sponge, with flabby cheeks and dobbering thin lips. His
deep-sunken eyes were blurred by the amount of strong drinks he had had, and in these he showed an
amazing appetite for variations, asindicated by the outstanding series of different empty glassesin front of
him, and which he refused to let be taken away. The barman was eyeing him with open hostility and
annoyance.

He looked me over once more, nodded, satisfied at his own reflection in the mirror, and repeated with
more intonation: “No, you redly don’'t exis.” Satisfied with the gpprova of hismirror-image, he ordered
another drink. There was no other place vacant, so | took the stool beside him, and since he made no
gesture of buying me adrink, | ordered my own.



“Y ou seem very certain of that,” | said. Not that | cared very much what any fat drunk muttered to me,
but | hate just sitting and drinking. | had been obliged to spent the evening in town, with no friends |
cared to see, and no movie worth going to, ether. Infact | had been preparing mysdlf for aquiet evening
at home with agood novel or maybe arock-show on the tube, and a couple of good Napoleon brandies,
when Vodier had caled me on the phone, asking if | were a home that evening. This had immediaey
resulted in my stating that | had to rush off to an urgent press-conference in a couple of minutes, and
wouldn’'t be hometill the next day. Vodier was anice chap, but he had theirritating habit of hanging
around till the early hours of the next morning, and his conversationd habits were limited to onesingle
subject: himsdf. Since | knew Vodier wasliableto drive over anyway, just in the vague hope that my
conference had been cancelled at the last ingtant, there was only one thing to do: get out asfast as
possible. Which | had done.

Maybe thisweirdo would bring some amusement in an otherwise dreary evening, and since there seemed
to be no free fema e companionship available in this pub, | might aswell makethe best of it. Ghentisa
nicecity to livein, but it hasn’'t much to offer as nightlife, compared to Brussels or Antwerp, and | didn’t
fed like driving another couple of milesto find another more interesting cafe.

The stranger shook his head pityingly, murmuring: “Poor, poor chap, So utterly convinced that hereally
exigs, that he hasred life, and what is he in fact? Phut. Nothing. Zero. A hole. A vacuum.”

“Can't say | ever thought about myself that way,” | said grinning. “Maybe my reasoning isabit confused,
but | fed my hands here, flesh and bone, and here a head on top of my body. Cogito ergo sum, | think
therefore | am. More, | FEEL that | am. Seems quite logical to me.”

“Bloody nonsense,” he said angrily. *Y ou only BELIEVE that you exigt; there' s quite adifference
between bdieving and being. Y ou have no red proof of your existence. Y ou’ rejust adummy; you may
aswell believe me. Knowing the truth about onesalf dways makes one happier, or so I've been told.”

| laughed. The funny chap had hisvoice remarkably under control, but he clearly was completely stoned.
Y ou don’t meet them often that way and till ableto talk.

“All right, | don't exist,” | grinned. “ So what next? What makes you so goddamn sure anyway? If | don't
exig, then why are you speaking to me?’

He looked me over with what surely must be the specia |ook he reserved for people asking insane
questions. “1 am speaking to you because | want to,” he said. “ Because nothing exists except me and
what | want. Y ou are here because of me, you exist because | want you to exist here and now. | would
have thought that was very smpleto see, don’t you? Oh, go to hell! One can’t talk with someone of your
kind. Y ou understand nothing, accept nothing, bah.”



He rose and dropped himself from hishigh seat of judgment. He threw some money at the barman and
walked away, without saving as much as good night.

| concentrated on my drink and had two more, still thinking with amusement of the words of the funny
madman. Then | drove home, got out and walked straight in the arms of agrinning Vodier, who had
brought a crate of beer with him and kept me up till four o’ clock in the morning.

* * * %

The second time | ran into the funny-talking fat stranger was at quite adifferent place, at acharity ball of
al things. It was one of those dry and hot evenings, which reassures you in advance that it will beraining
like hell before the evening is done. The heat was unbearable in the dancing hall, and the fridge of the bar
had chosen that exact evening to break down, so they had no ice cubes for the warm drinks. | decided to
get abreath of fresh air on the terrace. And just guess who was standing there, his smal handson his
back, staring up at the night stars? Y es, you got it right the first time. Mister Y ou-don’t-exist himself.

Helooked over his shoulder as he heard my footsteps gpproaching and smiled amicably. He seemed
sober thistime.

“Hello, Mister Dummy,” he said asamanner of greeting. “Made your mind up yet about whether or not
you exig?’

“One day or other you' re gonnaget punched in the mouth if you spesk to anyone likethat,” | said. For a
moment | consdered whether | should turn around and just walk away. After dl hewas no morethan a
bizarre but harmless weirdo. Still something about the fat little man intrigued me, and | decided to Stay
around for a couple of minutes. But he had aready turned away from me and contemplated the night sky.
He spoke again, thistime more to himsdlf, asif it were totaly unimportant whether | listened or not.

“Nice shining stars up there,” he said. “ Specidly the great sparkling one over there. Y ou know, if | could
stand up high enough and stretch my arms, | could just pick them right out of the sky. That specific star
aswell asdl the other fake ones. It might convince you that I'm not crazy. And maybe then | would find
out what' s on the other side of that sky.”

| shrugged. “Then why don’'t you just do that?’



Hegrinned. “1t doesn’'t work,” he said. “I tried it a couple of times, but they’ re faster than me. As soon
as| stand on my toes, they just raise the sky abit higher, out of my reach.”

“So?" | asked. “First | don't exist. Now the sky isa curtain where you can pick the fake starsfrom. Y ou
do hold some pretty cranky idess.”

“Cranky?’ He seemed shocked. “Wasn't it Shakespeare who said that the world' s a stage? Or was that
someone ese? Not that it matters that much who said it, he or she surely had some idea about the truth
of existence. But why am | bothering with you? One can't talk senseinto an empty head. Y ou’ re nothing,
go away, shoo!”

“So, | am nothing. Well, just fed thishand. Fed the flesh, the muscles, the bones. That seemsred enough
to me. And you do hear me, don't you? So | can speak, too.”

Hesamiled, al sympathy. “Y ou got me dl wrong, Migter. | am not talking about your materia body. Of
coursethat exidts, just asthisterrace and these stars exist for the time being. A window dummy exigs,
which doesn’'t meansthat he IS, The ego, the mind, the*I” which you call ‘me,’ that doesn't exist. The
material body you have, the streets over there, they are for redl, too, but only temporary. They're
make-believes, stage settings, just as the whole neighborhood. As soon as|’ll be gone, they and you will
stop existing. It sall here. because | am here. There must be air for me to breathe, there must be a
terrace since | can't be standing herefloating in empty air, and since | fed like talking to someone, you
are here. If | decided to go to Chinanow, this Europe would cease to exist the moment | left it. It would
no longer be needed, since | would haveleft it.”

Thiswasjust too much, and my laughing exploded in hisface. It wasn't very paolite, | admit, and it even
might have been dangerous, Y ou never know with acrazy; he didn’t look aggressive, but you never
know. But then. | was bigger than he, and | was certain that | could handle him if hetried to attack me.
But hedidn't.

“That'sagood one,” | said after | had stopped laughing. “Well, let metell you that | know very well what
I’ve been doing those last weeks, and | don't recall you being with me then or being in the neighborhood
where| was.”

“Artificid memories” he shrugged. “ They' re very good at them. They just put them inside your head so
that you would be ableto play your part astrue-to-life as possible.”

“They did, huh? And the rest of the world, al those other countries? | suppose they don’t exist now since
you aren't there?’



“Quiteright,” he said asif gating an indisputable fact. “They're just illusions, make-bdieves created to
convince methat theworld doesexist. Tell me, were you ever redly there? In Chinaor Audrdia, in India
or in Hungary?’

“Wdl no,” | said. “I haven't been there. | wouldn't know why | should go there. But there are
photographs, films, libraries...”

“Nonsensg, it'sdl fake. Y ou know only that small part of the world or even of this country in which you
are, here and now. All therest you know only by hearsay. | tell you, thereis no world, no other
countries, not even ared ky. It'sjust astage curtain. Humanity, assuch, isadream. Theonly redlity is
my own being, and the stage they erect wherever | go. And of course al the dummieslike yourself who
only come into existence whenever | am near. People like you, and taxi drivers, and barkeepers, and
cops, and traveling sdlesmen and housewives... people...”

| gasped a him. He couldn’t mean that, could he?If hedid... well, | had met quite some weirdosin my
life, but this one was redlly too much. He was ready for the men in the white suitsto come and drag him

away.

“Thetruth hurts, doesn't it?” he asked innocently. “But don't worry about it, Mister. After awhile, you'll
get used to being athird-rate character in the play I'm performing.”

With these words, he turned and disappeared into the crowd inside.

* * * %

During the following months, somehow or other, my thoughts often returned to the crazy little fellow.
Strange how some crazies manage to sound too utterly convincing and logica, even while they’ retaking
absolute nonsense. Like when he spoke of those other faraway countries which only existed on filmsand
photographs or just because otherstell usthey do exist. But, then, in thelittle man’smind, dl those others
were no more than animated showroom dummiesthemsaves, so it hardly mattered. Must be quite a
frightening stage in hisown mind, | thought, aworld-wide thegter in which performsonefat little ugly

performer.

History tendsto repest itself, asthey say, and so doesthis story, because when | met the stranger the
third time, he was stone-drunk again. It wasin another bar thistime, one which had chairs smal enough
for himto it on with hisfeet on the ground, which was aswell, since | doubt if he would have managed



his balance otherwise. | sat down in front of him, his eyes seemed more hidden below theridges of fat
than before, and he had to look three times before recognizing me.

“Oh, yes, it' syou again,” he said. “My own Migter Nothing. They must think quite alot of your character
for giving you three stage acts. Have adrink with me, since you' re here anyway.”

He seemed preoccupied and moody. We had a drink and then another one, but he didn’t brighten. He
did talk, however.

“I’'m scared,” he said in an appropriate stage whisper. “ Y ou see, I’ ve started doubting my own existence.
Supposg, just supposethat I, too, don’t redly exist? What if | am no more than one of the dummies, a
walking-talking-singing-drinking doll with aset of false memories? What sense would theworld have then
if it wasn’t made for me? What if it is made and kept in existence for someone else?| couldn’t bear that
thought. If | was sure, | would have to hunt and kill that man or woman. But who knows? Maybel
would then cease to exist completely, aswell asthe rest of the world.”

“That would be some problem indeed,” | agreed.

“And it’'snot that fantastic at al,” he continued. “I know, | have dways known that | exist. But how can |
proveit to mysdf? Thereis only one wav to go about it: catch them! CATCH THEM AT IT!" But how?
I’vetried everything possible so far. | went somewhere and suddenly changed direction. | bought aticket
to Africaand to London. But they’ re so fast, by the time the plane got there, they had built Africaand
peopled it, complete with animas and tourigts, just likein the traveler’ s catalogues. And when | got to
London, they had dready gotten it ready, except for part of the Tower, but they had their explanation
ready: the Tower was being repaired just then. Everything turns out to be exactly asin the movies and
pictures. They'regood al right! 1t salmost asif they know in advance what | intend to do, or elsethey’re
just too damned fast and good at stage-building. They’re smart, and they know I’ m trying to catch them.”

“THEY,” | said. “You're dways rambling about THEM. Who or what are THEY 7’

“Isn’'t that clear yet? The builders, the owners of the stage, of course. They who hide themsalves behind
the sky-curtain, they who have built thisworld-theater and put me herein their play. You see, | think this
is something like those intelligence tests they’ re dway's supposed to be doing with rats and mice and
guineapigs. They put them in amaze, and the food is at the other end of the maze. The guineapig hasto
find itsway through the corridors of the maze or it'll starve to death. Since the guinea pig has no gun to
burn itself astraight way through the maze, it hasto search, but at regular intervasthey change the
corridors of the maze, so the guinea pig hasto adapt al thetimein order to get to the food and survive,
See, that’swhat | think | am. A rat in amaze, and they control the corridors. But | am morethan arat, |
know they’ re THERE, and | intend to find out about them. I’m gonna burn mysdf through that mazein a
draght ling!”



“But why... would THEY goto dl that trouble?’

“I don't know, but | have severd ideas,” he whispered. “Maybe dl of thisisjust THAT: an experiment
with alower animd. A kind of reaction test. Maybe they just want to know how I'll work it al out, how
fast | react to simulations. And maybe... they’re afraid of me. Itisn’t that silly, there must be avery
logica reason for my being that al-important to them, to go to adl that work and trouble. Maybethisis
some kind of prison they’ ve put mein, and they’ ve taken some memories out of my mind, so| can't
remember who | am or why I’'m here. Maybe it’' s some kind of mental symbiosis: maybe they only exist
because | exist, and MY being istheir only reason for being. Maybe I’ m a psychotic god, alonely god,
who has built aneurotic wall around himself and isnow trying to get sane again. Maybe | even created
THEM mysdf, so they could put mein their own play! Asasnake eating itsown tail. Maybe | am the
one and only center of the universe, and therefore they - asmy credtions - are afraid of me.”

Hetook asip of hisdrink, and wiped his mouth with his deeve. The drink was getting to him, his speech
was becoming less clear every minute.

“Butit'll be over soon now,” he whispered. “I’m not that stupid, you see. | said | would burn my way
through a them in astraight line, and that’ swhat I’m gonna do. I’ ve found the way to get them, the
bastards!” He ordered new drinks and bent lower so that | had trouble understanding hiswords. “I’'m
going to them damn stars,” he whispered. “ Sounds like nut talk, does't it? | don’t look like ascientist or
agpaceman, but I’'m going anyway. Right through those fake stars, and then let them try to make a
universe for me. I’ ve been thinking about it for sometime. | can’t make aspaceship, but if I'm that
important, then there must be other ways for meto get out of their maze. I've built a ship. Well, no, not
exactly what you could call aspaceship. It's no more than just ahollow spherewith achairinit. | can
sed it airtight from the inside, and I’ m taking oxygen tanks, food and drink. Probably | won't even need
any of that, if the powers |’ ve tapped insde my mind work out as | intend them to. Because I’m going to
do it with my mind and nothing else.”

He patted hishead, grinning. “ Y eah, ol’ man, ingde my head, thereitis. Ingde my brain, al the power |
need to get at them. I” ve been reading up on such things astelekinesis, the trangportation of matter by
menta powers. Enough to lift the sphere and mysalf up to that damn sky, and burn throughit. If thereis
only oneredly existing mind, which ismine, then that mind must possess those powers. I’ m getting out of
here tonight. Y ou’ re the only one who knows now, and you' re just another dummy, after all. Now once
I"'m through their sky-curtain let them try to keep up theillusion. Let them try to create red space, red
dars, out therel”

“It'scrazy.” | said. “You need area spaceship for that, engines, computers, technicians. It's an absurd
idegl”



“Courseitis” heagreed. “That' swhy it'sgenius. They’ll never think of it before | get there and see for
myself! Y ou don't think I’m doing thiswithout some preparations, do you? I’ ve been testing my mental
powers for weeks now, lifting tables, opening doors without touching them. Then other things, more
heavy. Then giving them speed, dways more speed! Oh, yes, I'm certainit’ll work as| plannedit. |
just... FEEL it. | set my starting date for next month, so of course I'll be taking off tonight! I’ll catch them
al right when they're totally unprepared for me. But | thought I’ d have a couple of drinksfirgt, to test my
courage. It may turn out to be along trip if they try to create the universe when I’m coming, and I'm
pretty surethey’ll try. Evenif | manage to drive my speed up towards the speed of light, it' s <till more
than five light-years to the closest star, Alpha Centauri. But | may encounter them sooner than that.”

When | left him, hewas il drinking and muttering to himself how hel d findly get them, the bagtards.

* k x %

About eeven o' clock, | saw his sphererising from the center of the city where | knew he lived. It was
just asmadl, dark ball, which rose hesitatingly above the buildings, but then suddenly picked up speed,
floating faster and faster towardsthe skies. It looked like atoy baloon, getting smaler and smdler, but it
moved in one sraight line up. He was going to burn hisway through al right, just ashe had said he
would. He had |eft earlier than he had said, but | had expected that, too.

| waited till he had |eft the atmosphere, caculating the orbit he would follow - to get away from earth and
then the trgjectory he would be following in the years to come, beyond the outer planets and into the void
beyond, towards Alpha Centauri. | had already set the apparatus, and the projections of the outer
planets and the stars would pass of f satisfactorily on hiseyes. Therewould be no errors. | ill had time
enough to catch up with him before he reached his destination. After dl, | would have to be on the
mesting committee.

“Boy, do your best,” | thought. “Y ou’ ve wasted thirty-seven years down here: you should dready bein
the second-stage for along time. Why doesn’'t your mind work faster, better?’

It wasn't my fault, nor my symbiont-wife's; our genes matched perfectly. Our getting aretarded child
was just one of those things, it happens sometimes.

But now he HAD to succeed. He had | eft the nursery now, and was speeding towards the kindergarten.
By then hewould havefigured it al out, hewould haveto! If he didn’t he would be considered atotdl
fallure. | would be alowed no more children, and he... he would be erased from existence. The
committee didn’t lose itstime with the unfit for the universe. They will be waiting for him, when he gets
there, a Alpha Centauri, and | will be among them, unable to help him. He Il have to makeit on hisown,
my son. And, though retarded, he hasn’t been doing too badly after all. It was fortunate that they had at
least et me work on the nursery years.



He has made afew errors and migudgments, of course. What infant doesn’'t? He had drawn the wrong
conclusion aso when he had said that the world doesn’t exist. When | do something, | do it well. There
ISared world. Now I’'m beginning to tear it down.



