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A SHORT INTRODUCTION


If cats disappeared from the world, how would the world change? And how would my life change?


And if I disappeared from the world? Well, I suppose nothing would change at all. Things would probably just go on, day after day . . . same as usual.


OK, so you’re probably thinking this is all a bit silly, but please, believe me.


What I’m about to tell you happened over the past seven days.


Now that’s what you call a weird week.


Oh, and by the way—I’m going to die soon.


So how did all this happen?


My letter will explain everything.


So it will probably be a long letter.


But I’d like you to bear with me till the end.


Because this will be my first and my last letter to you.


It’s also my will and testament.




MONDAY: THE DEVIL MAKES HIS APPEARANCE


I didn’t even have ten things I wanted to do before I die.


In a movie I saw once the heroine is about to die so makes a list of ten things she wants to do before she goes.


What a lot of crap.


OK. So maybe I shouldn’t be so harsh. But really, what even goes on a list like that? A load of rubbish probably.


“But how can you say that?” you might ask.


OK, look, I don’t know, but anyway I tried it and it was just embarrassing.


It all started seven days ago.


I had this cold I just couldn’t shake, but I kept going to work every day anyway, delivering the mail. I had a slight fever which wouldn’t shift, and the right side of my head ached. I was barely keeping it together with the help of some over-the-counter drugs (I hate going to the doctor). But after two weeks of this I caved and went—I just wasn’t getting better.


Then I found out it wasn’t a cold.


It was, in fact, a brain tumor. Grade 4.


Anyway, that’s what the doctor told me. He also told me I had only six months to live, tops. I’d be lucky if I made it another week. Then he explained my options—chemotherapy, anticancer drugs, palliative care . . . but I wasn’t listening.


When I was little, I used to go to swimming. I’d jump into the cold blue water with a splash, and then sink, slowly.


“Do a proper warm-up before you jump in!” It was my mother’s voice. But underwater it was muffled and hard to hear. For some reason this just popped into my head—this strange, noisy memory. Something I’d completely forgotten about until now.


Finally the appointment ended.


The doctor’s words were still hanging in the air as I dropped my bag on the floor and staggered out of the examining room. I ignored the doctor’s shouts, calling for me to stop, and ran out of the hospital screaming. I ran and ran, slamming into the people I passed, falling over, rolling on the ground and getting up again, throwing my limbs about wildly until I reached the foot of a bridge where I found I could no longer move, and groveling on my hands and knees, let out a sob.


. . . Well, no, that’s a lie. That’s not quite how it happened.


The fact is, people tend to be surprisingly calm when they hear news like this.


When I found out, the first thing that occurred to me was that I was only one stamp away from getting a free massage on my loyalty card, and I shouldn’t have bothered buying so much toilet paper and detergent. It was the little things which came to mind.


But finally, it hit me: a kind of bottomless sadness. I was only thirty. OK, so that would mean I’d have lived longer than Hendrix or Basquiat, but somehow it felt like I had a lot of unfinished business. There must be something, I don’t know what, but something on this planet that only I could do.


But I didn’t really dwell on any of this. Instead I wandered in a daze until I reached the station. A couple of young men were playing acoustic guitar and singing.


“This life will someday have to end, so until that final day arrives,


Do what you want to do, do it, do all you can,


That’s how you face tomorrow.”


Idiots. Now that’s what you call a complete lack of imagination. Go ahead—just go on and sing your lives away in front of this godawful station.


I was so mad I couldn’t take it. It was too much and I had no idea what to do. I took my time getting back to the flat. I clattered up the stairs and opened the flimsy door to the cramped little space which I called home. It was then that the complete hopelessness of it all caught up with me. The outlook was bad. I mean literally, I couldn’t see a thing—I collapsed right there on the doorstep.


When I woke up I was still lying by the door. God knows how long I’d been there for. I could make out a black and white ball with grey patches in front of me. Then the ball made a sound—“miaow”. Finally I realized it was the cat.


It has been me and him for four years now. He came closer and let out another “miaow”. I took this as a sign he was worried about me. But hey, I wasn’t dead yet, so I sat up. I still had a fever and my head was killing me: I really was sick.


Then suddenly someone’s chirping from across the room.


“So great to meet you!”


And there I was. I mean, it was me, standing there, looking at me. Or someone who looked just like me. The word “doppelgänger” sprang to mind . . . I read something about this sort of thing in a book ages ago. It’s another you who appears when you’re about to die. Had I finally gone crazy, or was my time already up? My head was starting to spin, but I managed to keep it together. I decided to tackle head on whatever it was standing before me.


“Er, so, who are you?”


“Who do you think?”


“Uhh, is it . . . the Angel of Death?”


“Close!”


“Close?”


“I’m the Devil.”


“The Devil?”


“Yes, the Devil!”


So that’s how, in a slightly surprising way, the Devil appeared in my life.


Have you ever seen the Devil? Well, I have, and the real Devil doesn’t have a scary red face or a pointy tail. And there’s definitely no pitchfork! The Devil looks just like you. So the real doppelgänger was the Devil!


It was a lot to take in, but what choice did I have? Plus he seemed like a nice guy. So I decided that I’d just have to go along with it.


Upon closer inspection I realized that although the Devil looked a lot like me, we couldn’t be more different when it came to our sense of style. I tend to dress in basic black and white. For instance, I’ll wear black slacks with a white shirt and black jumper. Boring yes, but that’s just who I am—the monotone guy. I remember ages ago my mother getting fed up—“There you go again buying the same kind of clothes as always . . .”, but I’d still find myself choosing the same thing whenever I went shopping.


The Devil, though, dressed, um, shall we say, unconventionally? Brightly colored Hawaiian shirts with palm trees or pictures of classic American cars, and he was always in shorts—like someone permanently on holiday. And of course, you mustn’t forget the sunglasses (probably Ray-Bans). He was dressed as if it were still summer despite the fact it was freezing out. Just as I was about to reach boiling point, the Devil spoke.


“So what are you going to do now?”


“Huh?”


“I mean, you haven’t got a lot of time left . . . you know, this life-expectancy thing and all that.”


“Oh that, right . . .”


“So what are you going to do?”


“Oh, well, for the time being maybe I’ll think about that list of ten things . . .”


“You don’t mean like that old movie, do you?”


“Mmm, yeah sort of, I guess . . .”


“You mean you’d really do something as silly and corny as that?”


“So you think it’s a bad move?”


“Well, I mean, sure a lot of people do it, firmly declaring they’ll do every last one . . . you know those kind of people, right? It’s a kind of phase everyone goes through at least once—though it’s not as if you get a second chance!”


Holding on to his sides, the Devil let out a huge guffaw.


“Sorry, I just can’t see the funny side . . .”


“Right, right . . . Well, I guess you never know until you try, right? Let’s draw up a quick list right now.”


So I pulled out a sheet of blank paper and wrote the title at the top of the page—“10 Things I Want to Do Before I Die.”


I was feeling more depressed already—I’m going to die soon and I’m wasting my time writing lists? You’ve got to be kidding. As I wrote I lost the plot even more. But somehow I managed to come up with a list, all the time avoiding the Devil, who was trying to peek over my shoulder, and forcibly removing the cat, who like all cats thinks it’s a good idea to sit on whatever you’re trying to work on or read.


OK, so here we go:




Go skydiving.


Climb Mt. Everest.


Speed along on the autobahn in a Ferrari.


Go along to a traditional three-day-long feast of gourmet Chinese food.


Take a ride on a Transformer’s back.


Find love in these final Days of Our Lives.


Go on a date with Princess Leia.


Turn a corner just in time to run into a beautiful woman carrying a cup of coffee, and watch our passionate love affair unfold from there.


Run into the girl I had a crush on in school while sheltering from the rain.


Did I mention I’d like to fall in love? Just once . . .




“What is this?”


“Uh, well, you know . . .”


“C’mon, you’re not in school anymore! Frankly, I’m embarrassed for you.”


“. . . Sorry.”


Yeah I know, I’m pathetic. I racked my brains and this was the best I could come up with. Even the cat looked disgusted. He was keeping his distance.


The Devil came over and patted me on the shoulder, trying to cheer me up.


“There, there, now . . . OK, tell ya what, let’s see about that skydiving trip. A quick visit to the ATM and it’s off to the airport we go!”


Two hours later I was on a jet plane at an altitude of 3,000 meters.


“OK, ready? Geronimo!”


Cheerful as ever, the Devil gave me a shove and the next thing I knew I was falling.


Yep. That’s what I’d always dreamed of: to see the blue sky opening up, the towering clouds, and the earth’s horizon stretching on forever . . . I’d always thought things would never be the same again after seeing the earth from so high up. I’d forget all the small stuff and grab life by the horns.


I’m sure some famous person said something like that, but that’s not how it went. I’d had enough of the whole thing before I even jumped. I mean, come on, it’s cold, you’re way up there, and it’s terrifying. Why would someone go and jump out of a plane of their own free will? Was this what I had wanted? I pondered these things as I fell to earth, before once again, things literally went literally black.


When I came to I was lying on my bed back home in my tiny apartment. Again it was the cat’s “miaow” that woke me. Dragging myself up, I discovered my head was still killing me . . . I knew it. It was back down to earth with a bump.


“Oh, come on, man, give me a break . . . !” I pleaded with Aloha (as I’d decided the Devil, with his Hawaiian shirts, would henceforth be known), who sat next to me on the bed.


“My apologies for the inconvenience.”


“Hey, I could’ve died out there . . . Well, OK, I realize I’m going to die anyway, but really . . .”


Aloha was splitting his sides.


I just kept quiet and held the cat in my arms. He felt warm and soft—a smooth, fluffy ball in my arms. Before, I would hold him and pet him without thinking about it much, but now, for the first time, it occurred to me that this is what life was all about.


“The thing is . . . I mean, there’s just not many things I want to do before I die.”


“Oh, really?”


“At least, I don’t think I could think of ten. And the ones I can think of are probably really boring.”


“Well, I guess that’s life, huh?”


“Oh, by the way, could I ask you something?”


“Who, me?”


“Yeah, I was wondering . . . Why did you come? I mean . . . what are you doing here?”


Aloha let out a laugh. It could only mean bad things.


“You really want to know? Well, OK then, I’ll tell you.”


“OK, now you’re scaring me.”


I winced at the sudden change in Aloha’s tone. I had a bad feeling about this. I could tell there was trouble up ahead.


“What’s wrong?” Aloha asked.


I took a deep breath and steeled myself. It’s OK. I’ll be OK. I’m just asking a question. Nothing wrong with asking a question.


“Oh, nothing. It’s fine. I’d just like to know. So go ahead. Shoot.”


“So it turns out . . . you’re going to die tomorrow.”


“What!?”


“You’re going to die tomorrow. That’s what I came here to tell you.”


I was speechless. Shock was followed swiftly by a feeling of deep despair. My whole body felt weak, and my knees trembled.


Seeing me in this state Aloha resumed his usual cheerful chit-chat.


“Hey, don’t be so down. Look at me, I’m here to help! This is your way out. I’ve come to make you an offer.”


“. . . Way out? What do you mean?”


“You don’t want to die now, do you? In your sorry state?”


“No, I want to live . . . if I can.”


Without missing a beat Aloha went on:


“There is something we could do . . .”


“Do? What do you mean?”


“Well, you could call it a kind of magic. But it might increase your life span.”


“Really?”


“On one condition: you’ll have to accept this one fundamental law of the universe.”


“And that is?”


“In order to gain something you have to lose something.”


“So what do I have to do exactly?”


“It’s easy . . . I’ll just ask you to perform a simple exchange.”


“Exchange?”


“Sure . . . All you have to do is remove one thing from the world, and in return, you get one more day of life.”


“You’re kidding. That’s all?”


I may have been about to die, but I hadn’t completely lost it yet. First of all, what gave Aloha the right to make such an offer?


“Now, you’re probably wondering what gives me the right to do that.”


“Um, uh . . . no, what made you say that?”


Was he for real? Did he have ESP?


“Reading minds is the easy part. Hello, I’m the Devil, remember?”


“Hmmmm.”


“Anyway, we don’t have much time, so you’re going to have to get on board quickly. Are you with me? This is a real exchange we’re talking about here.”


“So says you.”


“OK then. Since you don’t believe me, let me tell you how this exchange came about.”


Aloha made himself comfortable.


“You’re familiar with the Book of Genesis?”


“You mean the Bible? Yes, I’m familiar with it, but I’ve never read it.”


“Oh, wow, OK . . . this would have gone a lot faster if you had.”


“Sorry . . .”


“Whatever . . . I’ll just give it to you in condensed form. First of all, God created the world in seven days.”


“Yeah, I’ve heard that bit.”


“On the first day the world was covered in darkness, then God said, ‘Let there be light!’ and then there was day and night. Then, on the second day, God created the heavens, and on the third day he created the earth. Now that’s what you call Creation! Then the oceans were made and plants took root.”


“Pretty impressive.”


“Right! And then, on the fourth day he created the sun and the moon and the stars in the sky—The. Universe. Is. Born! Then on the fifth day he created fish and birds, and on the sixth day he created animals, and made man in his own image, and finally that’s your cue!”


“Oh, I remember now—creation of the heavens and the earth, the cosmos, and then humankind arrives on stage. And on the seventh day? What happens?”


“On the seventh day he rested. Even God needs to take a break now and then.”


“And that’s Sunday, right?”


“Exactly. Now isn’t that incredible? He did it all in just seven days. God is just awesome! You know, I have so much respect for him.”


Somehow when it came to what all this should inspire, respect didn’t seem to cut it . . . but in any case, I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.


“The first man’s name was Adam. Then God thought he might be lonely since he was the only human around, so he created a woman from Adam’s rib. But then the two of them were just hanging out there without much to do so I decided—to liven things up for them—to suggest to God that I get them to eat the apple.”


“The apple?”


“Right. See, the two of them were living in the Garden of Eden, which was a kind of paradise where they could do anything they wanted, eat anything they wanted. But that’s not all, there was no such thing as aging or death. There was just one thing they weren’t allowed to do—to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. That’s where the apple comes in . . . the forbidden fruit.”


“I see.”


“And so I suggested that they eat the apple, and they did!”


“No! Wow, you really are evil.”


“Now, now, hold your applause. So the two of them were driven out of paradise. That meant that humans would be fated to experience aging and death, and so began a long history of conflict and struggle.”


“Man, you really are the Devil.”


“I appreciate your admiration, but it wasn’t that much of a big deal. So somewhere along the way God sent his own son, Jesus Christ, down to earth, but not even that could convince human beings to take a cold hard look at themselves. Then to top it off, they go and kill this Jesus dude.”


“Oh, yeah, I’ve heard about that part.”


“Then after that, human beings just became more and more selfish. They started to make all sorts of newfangled things—you know, all those little doodads you’re not sure you really need, making more and more, going on and on . . .”


“I’m beginning to see.”


“So I made another suggestion, you know, to God. So I say to him, look, how about I go down to earth and help those humans decide what it is they really need and what they don’t need. And then, I made a promise to God. I said, whenever those humans decide to get rid of something, as a reward, I’ll extend their life for one day. I was given the power to do that. So after that, I did a lot of searching. You know, for people I could do business with. And so that’s where you find me—I’ve made deals with all kinds of people. As a matter of fact, you’re number 108.”


“Number 108?”


“That’s right! Not that many, eh? Only 108 people in the whole world. You’re pretty lucky, really. Simply by making one thing disappear from the world, you can extend your life by one day. Isn’t that great?!”


It had come out of nowhere, and was such a ridiculous offer. He sounded just like the shopping channel on cable TV, desperate to sell you something. How can you extend your life by making such a simple swap? But on the other hand, setting aside for a moment the question of whether I actually believed it or not, I wasn’t exactly in a position to refuse. Either way, I was going to die. I had no choice.


So, to recap: by making something disappear from the world, I could live for one more day. Let’s see now, that would be thirty items a month, 365 per year.


It would be that simple. The world is basically drowning in crap—all those small, silly, useless things like the parsley they put on an omelet, or the promotional packs of tissues they give out in front of the train station. Or how about those lengthy users’ manuals that come with your new fridge or washing machine. Or watermelon seeds. When you think about it, all kinds of unnecessary things spring to mind. When you weigh it up, there must be at least one or two million things the world could do without.


If I was supposed to live to seventy, that would mean I have forty more years left on the clock. So if I get rid of 14,600 items, I could make it to seventy after all. And if I kept going, I might even be able to reach a hundred, or even two hundred years old!


Just like Aloha said, for thousands of years, humankind has done nothing but make useless things. So if something were to disappear no one would notice. In fact, the world would be a simpler place. People will thank me for this!


And besides, just take a look at what I do for a living: a postman, a letter carrier. Pretty soon, postmen will be extinct. Because the day will come when letters and postcards disappear—they’ve been made redundant. When you think about it, there must be all kinds of things cluttering up the world which are borderline unnecessary. Maybe the entire human race is unnecessary. The world we live in has no meaning at all.


“OK. Fine. I agree to the exchange. Go ahead and make something disappear. I want to live longer.” I accepted the terms. And once I’d made the decision to give up some of the things in my life, I suddenly felt a lot bolder.


“Oh, wow, really? Great! Now you’re talking!”


Aloha seemed bowled over by my decision.


“Well, you’re the one who came up with . . . Oh, whatever. So what should I erase? Hmmm, let’s see . . . first of all, how about we get rid of these stains on the wall.”


Aloha just stared blankly at me and said nothing.


“OK, how about the dust on top of the bookshelves?”


Again, silence.


“I know, let’s get rid of that mold growing on the bathroom tiles!”


“C’mon now, what do you think I am, the maid? Let’s not forget that it’s the Devil you’re working with.”


“Oh, am I not thinking along the right lines?”


“What did you expect? I’m the one who gets to decide.”


“And how do you do that?”


“How? Well, now that you ask, I suppose it’s just a feeling, or depends on what mood I’m in.”


“Mood?”


“Uh huh. So, what’s it gonna be . . .”


Aloha surveyed the room. I followed his gaze, the whole time silently pleading: don’t touch that figurine, and not those limited-edition trainers . . .


But obviously, when you think about it, I was being given my life in return for anything he might take. This is exactly what they mean when they talk about making a pact with the Devil—it’s not supposed to be easy. So do I have to choose something really big to make disappear? The sun? Or the moon? The ocean, or the earth itself? Would that be enough for him? Just as I was finally realizing what a big deal this really was, Aloha’s stare settled on the tabletop.
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