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I don’t like the sound of all those lists he’s making –


it’s like taking too many notes at school; you feel


you’ve achieved something when you haven’t.


 


Dodie Smith, I Capture the Castle


 










Prologue


It feels odd packing my bags for a trip that’s going to take me so far away from my family. Before Claire and I had kids going away on my own used to be easy. Exciting even. Who wouldn’t have been thrilled at the prospect of a work jolly abroad? Getting ready for these trips I used to throw a few things into a suitcase, happy in the knowledge that Claire would use her time living in a Mike-free world to indulge in a spot of part-time bachelorette activity featuring long baths, hour upon hour of America’s Top Model, marathon phone conversations with her friend Charlotte and the opportunity to get a good night’s sleep without having to wrestle the duvet from anybody.


        Now of course things are different. Not only does my going away even for just a couple of nights to somewhere as close as London make life difficult for my wife in terms of looking after the kids (although thankfully for this trip Claire’s mum is at hand to help out), it also feels like the hardest thing in the world to do. What if something happens in the middle of the night and one of the kids needs me? What if I’m not there to witness first-hand some new and amazing development in Maisie’s abilities now that she’s already started walking? What if I just miss the everyday to and fro of family life? In recent years I’ve turned down trips abroad for these very reasons so why is it that I am about to fly all the way to America for the sake of a $12 coffee mug? The answer, to me at least, is simple: love. I’m doing it all for love. Because no matter how you say it and how often it gets said, actions will always speak louder than words and right now, though some might call it pointless, frivolous, or just plain stupid, flying to the other side of the Atlantic for the sake of a $12 coffee mug is the one thing I want to say in the loudest possible way.


 










PART ONE


October


(During which a birthday, some new neighbours and a toothpaste-encrusted T-shirt led me to write a 1277-item-long To-Do List)
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Chapter 1: ‘Realise that you’ve got a problem.’


The events that led me to jump on a plane to New York in pursuit of a $12 coffee mug had their origins in the Saturday before my thirty-sixth birthday. It was just after six in the morning and I was lying on the sofa in the darkness of the living room watching TV. By which I actually mean that I was slavishly working my way through the DVD box set of the second season of 24 which I had been given for Christmas some two years earlier. In the course of those two years I had not only failed to watch a single episode; I’d also failed to so much as remove the polythene wrapping. Every time I walked past the shelves in the living room where the DVDs lived I’d immediately feel guilty. I’d wanted that DVD box set more than anything. I’d imagined some unspecified point in the future when I’d have nothing better to do than sit down and catch up with the latest antics of Jack Bauer and his Kevlar body armour, yet that time was still to come around. The box had sat unloved and unopened for two whole years. Still, it was in good company. There was a box set of the first season of The Wire, the US import version (that’s how badly I’d wanted it) of the Die Hard Trilogy and the first series of Spooks. All unwatched. All still in their wrappers. And all making me feel guilty. So guilty, that having woken from a restless sleep at three o’clock in the morning, my first thought was whether I could get up early every day for the next twenty-four days, watch an episode of the second series of 24, and still find the energy to work, play with my three-and-a-half-year-old daughter Lydia, spend time with my pregnant wife and undertake the hundred and one different tasks that found their way onto my daily To-Do List. Reasoning that in my current state of mind I was never going to get back to sleep and finding myself in agreement with the adage that there’s no time like the present, I slipped out of bed, headed downstairs, turned off the burglar alarm, made my way to the DVD shelf in the living room, unwrapped the second series of 24, slid the first disc into the DVD player, settled myself down on the sofa and pressed ‘play’.


 


When the hinges on the door behind my head screeched open I paused the on-screen action and made yet another mental note to buy a can of oil the next time I was somewhere that sold cans of oil and sort out the hinges. It was only a small thing, not exactly the hardest task in the world, yet it had remained unchecked on my mental To-Do List for the best part of five years.


        ‘Morning, babe.’ My wife entered the room. ‘You’re up early. Couldn’t you sleep?’


        I shook my head.


        ‘What time did you get up?’


        ‘About three. It’s getting ridiculous. This is the third day in a row. No matter what time I get to bed, come three o’clock I’m wide awake and there’s not a single thing I can do to get back to sleep. I mean, what time did we go to bed last night?’


        Claire stretched and stifled a yawn. ‘We had dinner at five, played with Lydia for a bit before taking her up for a wash, then we read her stories and put her to bed, then I came down and tidied up while you did some work in the loft and then Lydia called down to say that she’d done a poo so I went back up to deal with that, and then she said that she was thirsty so I got her a cup of water and then carried on tidying up and you came downstairs and said, “Let’s watch telly”, and so I asked you what you wanted to watch and you said, “Let’s watch stuff that makes us want to shout at the TV,” so then you found an old episode of Property Ladder, and the couple they were featuring was really annoying but during the ad break you said that you were going to close your eyes for five minutes so I did too and the next thing I knew it was ten to ten and I said we should go to bed and you said, “Just five more minutes,” so I closed my eyes again and then the next thing I knew it was ten to eleven and you were waking me up saying that we should go to bed.’ She paused to laugh her beautiful laugh. ‘Did I leave anything out?’


        ‘No, babe, I think that’s pretty much everything.’


        This way of life had been pretty much de rigueur for Claire and me ever since we first became parents three and a half years earlier. Not that we were living a rock ’n’ roll lifestyle before that, far from it – we were probably the least rock ’n’ roll people you could hope to meet – but at the very least life pre-Lydia used to consist of a bit more than falling asleep on the sofa in front of the TV.


        ‘Do you think we’ve done the right thing having another baby?’ Claire mused.


        ‘Yeah, of course,’ I replied confidently even though I wasn’t sure at all. ‘Everything will be fine.’


        ‘I know it will,’ said Claire rubbing her tummy fondly. ‘But . . . I don’t know . . . before I got pregnant again I felt like we were on the home straight. We knew what we were doing. We had it all sorted out and were having so much fun. But now, well, I’ll be a “mother of two”. You’ll be a “father of two”. This baby’s going to turn us into proper grown-ups.’


        Later that morning, when we’d both calmed down a bit, eaten breakfast and showered, I found myself thinking about what Claire had said. There really was no turning back. In a few weeks we would be responsible not just for one small life but two and that prospect suddenly seemed scary.


        But at the age of thirty-five and thirty-three respectively weren’t we already ‘proper adults’? Technically I suppose we were. My thirty-sixth birthday was less than twenty-four hours away, I was already a father of one, a ‘propelling-you-into-adulthood’ responsibility in itself; yes, like most of my fellow thirtysomethings I was being slowly crushed by the weight of a hefty mortgage. But other than that (and enjoying playing Scrabble and finding property programmes ‘relaxing’) I was pure kid. I mean, would a so-called ‘proper adult’ spill milk under the fridge and let it sit there for weeks? Would a ‘proper adult’ take the best part of three years to post a solitary Christmas card to a close friend? Would a ‘proper adult’ have underwear in active service that was well over a decade old?


        So there I was: neither flesh nor fowl; neither Big John nor Little John; neither man nor boy. Instead I was stuck between two camps – able to laugh at jokes about breaking wind and yet eligible for Big Boys’ prison should I ever find that I’ve committed murder.


        That evening, as we tidied our bedroom having just put Lydia to bed, I turned to Claire. ‘Do you know what I think the problem is?’


        ‘The problem with what?’


        ‘With us. I think the problem with us is that we’re scared to commit.’


        ‘To what?’


        ‘To the idea of full adulthood.’


        ‘Rubbish,’ replied Claire. ‘Of course we’re not. Whatever gave you that idea?’


        I led Claire to the full-sized mirror in the corner of the room and pointed. ‘That’s what gave me the idea,’ I said pointing at our reflections. ‘Look at us! What do you see?’


        Claire peered hard in the mirror. ‘I see you and me.’


        ‘Exactly! You see “me and you”. Now answer this: do you think that Derek and Jessica look like this?’ I jabbed a finger in the direction of the T-shirt that I and my reflection were wearing. ‘Do you think that right now Derek is wearing a T-shirt depicting Sid James riding on a BMX?’


        Claire began picking at a white blob of something just above my right nipple. ‘Even if he was I don’t think he’d have toothpaste encrusted onto it. How do you do that by the way? How do you get toothpaste over every single item of clothing that you wear?’


        ‘The toothpaste isn’t the point,’ I replied impatiently. ‘The point, babe, is us. We’re a mess. I mean do you really think that Jessica is wearing a pair of comedy tiger-claw slippers?’


        ‘But I like my slippers,’ said Claire indignantly, looking down at her feet, ‘they’re comfortable!’


        ‘I know that. You’re preaching to the choir here. But you have to admit that they’re just not very Derek and Jessica are they?’


        Derek and Jessica were our new next-door neighbours as of approximately six weeks ago. Our previous next-door neighbours, Tony and Jane, a pair of grumpy but nonetheless amusing middle-aged comprehensive school teachers, had moved to Bath to open a B&B and despite our jovial request to sell their home to someone ‘fun’ had opted for the highest bidders. Financial consultant Derek and his wife, marketing consultant Jessica, in their mid-thirties, were it.


        It wasn’t just that they turned up in top-of-the-range executive cars, or that pretty much every Saturday night since they’d moved in they would throw dinner parties for which a stream of glamorous-looking friends would arrive clutching expensive bottles of wine while Claire and I lay slumped in a post-chicken-dhansak-induced coma in front of X-Factor. It wasn’t even that they too had a three-year-old child with another baby on the way, and yet possessed a home that was permanently immaculate. No, what really depressed me was that both Derek and Jessica were unmistakably ‘proper grown-ups’. I couldn’t imagine either of them taking three years to post a Christmas card, owning underwear over a decade old and as for leaving spilt milk under the fridge, I was pretty sure Jessica would have a heart attack at the very thought.


        ‘We need to be more like them,’ I said as I gazed gloomily at our reflections. ‘We need to start acting like proper grown-ups and doing grown-up things instead of carrying on like teenagers waiting to be found out.’


        ‘Great,’ said Claire succinctly. ‘Maybe you can begin your journey into adulthood with a bout of kitchen cleaning because that milk you spilt under the fridge is really starting to honk.’


        At the end of the night, as I put our takeaway cartons into the kitchen bin and tried not to gag at the smell wafting up from underneath the fridge, I resolved that this was it: make or break time. The eve of my thirty-sixth birthday was when I was finally going to have to decide whether I was a man or just a boy in long trousers.


        ‘Are you coming up to bed?’ Claire put her arms around me.


        ‘Not yet,’ I replied, patting her tummy. ‘I’ve got a few things to do.’


        ‘Like what?’


        ‘Nothing much, just a few things.’


        As Claire headed up to the bathroom to get ready for bed I made my way into the living room, picked up an old diary that Lydia had been doodling on and one of her felt-tip pens and made my way to the loft. After sweeping a pile of discarded newspapers and sweet wrappers onto the floor, I settled myself at my desk and in large capital letters wrote the words that would change my life: ‘TO-DO LIST.’


 


It was sometime later and I was still feverishly working away when Claire popped her head around the door.


        ‘What are you doing?’


        ‘I’m writing a list.’


        ‘At three o’clock in the morning?’


        I looked at my watch. It was indeed three o’clock in the morning.


        ‘I didn’t realise,’ I replied. ‘That said, it is a pretty important list.’


        ‘What kind of list can be that important?’


        ‘It’s a To-Do list.’


        Sighing, she entered the room and sat on the edge of the spare bed, rubbed her eyes and ran a hand through her hair which was flying off in all directions as though trying to make a break from her head. Clearly confused by the sight of me sitting at my desk in my pants and an old band T-shirt frantically scribbling on a notepad she assumed a pained expression and focused her full attention on me.


        ‘A To-Do List?’ she prompted.


        ‘Yeah, you know, because I’ve got a lot of stuff to do.’


        My wife’s eyebrows began to knit together in a mask of disbelief and confusion. My explanation obviously hadn’t explained why her husband of nearly ten years was up at three in the morning on his thirty-sixth birthday making . . . of all things . . . a To-Do list.


        ‘I don’t understand.’ She rubbed the underside of her belly in the manner an old gypsy lady might use to polish her crystal ball. ‘Exactly what stuff is it that you’ve got to do? And when have you got to do it?’


        I looked down at my notepad. When Claire had entered the room I’d just finished Item number 253: ‘Get old baby clothes out of the cupboard in loft’ and was in the middle of Item number 254: ‘Have a go at growing a beard’.


        I knew she would be pleased that I was giving considered thought to the arrival of the new baby, but when it came to the idea of my cultivating facial hair, I was on less certain ground.


        ‘It’s just stuff.’ I sounded sulky. ‘Not interesting stuff. Just stuff.’


        ‘Right. Well much as I’d love to sit here talking to you all night about “stuff ”, I’m badly in need of sleep. I only got up because I needed a wee – this baby is pressing down on my bladder something rotten – and now I need another one so I’ll leave you to your list making.’


        ‘Cheers, babe.’ I got up from my desk, walked over and put my arms around her.


        ‘Look, I won’t be long. Ten, maybe fifteen minutes tops and then I’ll be back in bed.’


        ‘Fine, but no more than that, okay?’


        ‘Scout’s honour.’


        It was two and a half hours and an extra two hundred or so items on the List later, not to mention having taken Lord Baden-Powell’s name in vain, that I finally slunk back into bed without rousing my wife. I was exhausted. Shattered. Good for absolutely nothing other than sleep. But also elated. And alive. And excited. Because for the first time in a long while I felt as though I’d got a bit of direction in my life. As though I’d got a plan.


 










Chapter 2: ‘Do something about the aforementioned problem.’


Waking up just after nine on the day of my birthday I was struck by how much energy I felt I had despite getting far less than my preferred seven hours sleep. As I pondered why this was, I heard my daughter scrambling up the stairs and within a few moments she’d appeared in the room, carrying a pen and pad of paper.


        ‘Because it’s your birthday Mummy said I can be a waitress and take your breakfast order,’ she explained in her best ‘proper’ voice. ‘What would you like to eat, sir?’


        ‘What’s on the menu?’


        She looked down at the pad. ‘Eggs.’


        ‘What kind of eggs?’


        She shrugged. ‘Just eggs.’


        Opting for ‘just eggs’ and ‘just orange juice’ I got a big kiss on the lips from my waitress, who wished me a happy birthday and left the room.


        Half an hour later, I’d polished off my breakfast, opened my presents and listened to Lydia singing her best rendition of Happy Birthday, and was bouncing up and down on the bed with Lydia in time to music coming out of the i-Pod. It was weird. I’d gone to bed very late indeed and by rights should be completely shattered yet the tiredness didn’t seem to want to come. I felt good about life. In fact I felt great about life. It wasn’t just about it being my birthday. It wasn’t that I’d had a rare lie-in combined with breakfast in bed. In mid-bounce, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Lydia’s old doodling book and remembered the reason for my new-found energy.


        I picked up the notebook and scanned the last few entries: ‘409: Take all unwanted books to Oxfam because you’ve got too many’; ‘410: Get magazine subscription for Vanity Fair because it has long articles and it’s not just about music’; ‘411: Start reading Private Eye again so you can work at being both humorous and topical’; ‘412: Give blood because you know it makes sense’; ‘413: Try wearing hats more often because you look good in them’.


        It was odd reading these messages from my late-night self. What had possessed me to spend from eleven at night through to five thirty in the morning writing a To-Do List? I was reminded of the scene from Memento where Guy Pearce’s amnesiac character notices that his body is covered in tattoos reminding him of things he needs to know. This notebook was my version of Guy Pearce’s tattooed body. And oddly enough it was the reason that I was feeling happy.


 


The truth of the matter was that I’d always loved To-Do Lists. Always. I’m pretty sure that the second thing I did after learning to scrawl my name was to write a list of things I wanted to achieve. It probably went along the lines of:


 


1. Learn to read.


2. Take a nap.


3. Watch Rainbow.


4. Play with toys.


 


And though I might not have learned to read before I’d taken a nap or indeed watched Rainbow before playing with my toys, the very act of taking a pencil and paper and writing these things down one after the other gave me an immense amount of pleasure.


        To me a list is a statement of intent, a plan, a map to point you in the right direction. Without my To-Do Lists I’d be lost. Without my To-Do Lists I would just be making stuff up as I went along and that, as far as I’m concerned, is no way to live a life.


        My early To-Do Lists tended to be lists of books that I wanted to read, and each time I read one I got a tick. Now, while the writing of a list can be a reward in itself, as any veteran To-Do Lister will attest, the real pay-off is the satisfaction that comes from ticking, crossing, or scribbling an item off your list. With one neat action a task that has been bugging you for the longest time is utterly obliterated. Pow! It’s gone. Nothing beats a hard-won tick off the list.


        Soon after reaching secondary school in the early eighties, I came to realise that the making of To-Do Lists wasn’t just an idle pastime but rather a means of survival, the significance of which I learned the hard way.


        Set the arduous homework task by the Biology teacher, Mr Mason, of drawing margins on every single page of my exercise book, I decided that I would save time and effort by simply adding it to the To-Do List inside my head. At the time my mental To-Do List was populated by things like:


 


1. Learn how to dance like Michael Jackson.


2. Watch Grange Hill.


3. Read the Lord of The Rings trilogy.


4. Decide whether you’re too old to still be playing with Star Wars figures.


5. Persuade parents to buy a video recorder.


 


I should have known that I was on a hiding to nothing. But it was only when the next Biology lesson came along and Mr Mason asked us to present our homework for inspection that I realised my mistake. My punishment was to write a five-hundred-word essay during lunch break entitled ‘My favourite animal’. As punishments aimed at twelve-year-old boys go, it wasn’t that bad but it was enough to demonstrate conclusively that when it came to keeping track of things you need to do, there is no better invention than an actual, written-down-on paper, To-Do List.


        Years later, having ticked off items like ‘get a girlfriend’, ‘get a degree’, ‘get a girlfriend who’s in a band’, ‘get a job as a journalist’, ‘get married and buy a house’ and ‘write novel’, all by the time I was thirty, I smugly thought I was doing pretty well with the whole To-Do-List thing. Of course there were a few items along the way that never got ticked off such as ‘write music reviews for the NME’, ‘write a sitcom’, and ‘Go out with Kylie Minogue’ but on the whole tickwise I thought I was doing okay. In fact, I thought I was doing so okay that there really was only one more thing left on my life list, and that was ‘Have a baby’. And while ticking that one off was a lot less straightforward than I hoped it would be, once it happened in the spring of 2003, and Lydia was born, I felt ready to retire from the world of To-Do Lists. After all, I reasoned, what else is there? What I failed to realise of course was the first undeniable truth of To-Do Lists: ‘Unless you’re dead there’s always going to be stuff that needs doing.’


        As Claire and I got on with the business of raising our daughter, I took my eye off the To-Do-List ball, so to speak. After six years without a To-Do List to my name, a three-and-a-half-year-old daughter in the mix, another child on the way and a whole lot of stuff that I’d been putting on ‘the back burner’, there was no doubt that I’d probably stored up enough ‘trouble’ to last me an entire life time.


 


Returning to my breakfast leftovers I managed a few mouthfuls of toast before I found myself reaching for the list and writing in purple wax crayon (the only writing implement to hand): ‘414: Put pens in every room because I’m sick and tired of not being able to find anything to write with’; followed by ‘415: Tidy Lydia’s crayons away before they all end up getting walked into the carpet’, before scribbling a completely random ‘416: Overcome prison phobia so that you don’t have to keep coming up with excuses for why you’re not watching Prison Break like everyone else’.


        I was fine for a while after that. In fact I’d had a shower and was almost dressed before succumbing to the urge to add items such as: ‘Have a facial’: ‘Sample all the milks’; ‘Be someone’s mentor’; ‘Text Richard’; ‘See Darren and Emma’, and ‘Replace broken remote control’. I re-examined what I’d written and was confused. I understood why I wanted a facial (because I’d never had one and well, why not?) but where would I get one done and how would I avoid feeling like an idiot while receiving it? What exactly did I mean by sample all the milks? I’d done pasteurised, semi-skimmed, skimmed and gold top but I’d never tried Guernsey, goat or soya. But when I said ‘all the milks’ did that include camel, donkey, yak, water buffalo, reindeer, thistle, and . . . breast? And whose mentor was I going to be? What would it involve me doing? Would I have to put an advert in the paper? Would they know I was mentoring them or would I mentor by stealth? Texting my friend Richard sounded easy, but would it really be that straightforward given that I hadn’t worked out how to send or receive text messages since getting my new phone? I had found it hard enough to see Emma and Darren when they lived in Manchester so what was I going to do now they were in New Zealand? Finally, where on earth was I going to find a replacement remote control for my TV?


        Problems. Problems. Problems. It was tempting to give up before I’d begun and yet despite the many obstacles to completing my ever-growing list I couldn’t seem to stop adding to it. I added to it in the tapas restaurant that Claire took me to for my birthday lunch; I pulled over and added to it in the car on the way home from the park; I added to it as I prepared Lydia a tea-time snack and I carried on adding to it for what was left of the rest of the day. The following morning I added to it as soon as I woke up (admittedly less able to dance on the bed); I added to it when I was supposed to be getting on with work, and I added to it when I was supposed to be spending ‘quality time’ with Claire. In fact I added to it for more than six and a half days. Then I wrote Item 1398: ‘Ride on world’s fastest rollercoaster,’ stopped, and felt very strange indeed.


 










PART TWO


Early November


(During which I try and work out what to do next with my to-do list and come up with a plan)
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Chapter 3: ‘Speak to a Canadian (they are nice).’


What exactly was I going to do next, now that I had this ludicrously long list? Perhaps the best thing was to put it in a drawer and forget about it. After all, it wasn’t as though I was going to do all this stuff, was it? It was hard enough doing the essentials let alone actively seeking out stuff that – while it might improve my quality of life – wasn’t exactly urgent. I mean, was it urgent to buy a few shirts that actually fitted? Couldn’t I just carry on with the ones that were two sizes too small? And while I did appreciate that my parents wouldn’t always be around, was there a desperate need to tell Mum and Dad that I loved them right this very second? Couldn’t I just carry on giving them the thumbs-up sign whenever I nipped round to theirs? Yes, it would be great to play my bass guitar like Flea from the Red Hot Chilli Peppers, but given that it had been at least fifteen years since I’d bought it and no longer harboured the desire to appear on Top of The Pops, shouldn’t I just let the whole thing lie?


        The drawer was definitely the best place for the List so I stuck it in the one by the back door which was always overflowing with takeaway menus (Item 498: ‘Empty drawer by back door of takeaway menus and bits of old junk’) and told myself to forget about it until I could see a way forward that made some kind of sense.


        I didn’t have to wait too long. A few days later, when I least expected it, the way forward presented itself from a most unlikely source: Claire’s friend, Alexa.


        Alexa is Canadian. I mention this because as far as I can work out, being Canadian is a pretty good thing and the more I learn about my wife’s friend (and about Canadians in general) the more I wonder why they aren’t running the world. Canadians appear to be not only incredibly sensible but also really nice. Trust me, every home should have one.


        Anyway, along with being Canadian, being a wife and mum to two kids and something of a master baker, Alexa also occasionally helps me out with some general administration. By which I mean pretty much everything work related that isn’t to do with the actual writing of books: filing the important papers I’d neglected to put away; replying to letters that I hadn’t answered; paying the bills I’d long been ignoring; and doing magical things with the huge plastic carrier bags of receipts that sat unlogged on the floor of my office, all so I could get on with the incredibly taxing business of being creative.


        Anyway, what with the summer holidays, her having the kids at home to look after and my lax attitude to deadlines, it had been quite a while since Alexa had been over to help out. After receiving a particularly alarming demand from my accountant, telling me that I needed to email him some figures or risk handing over my family and home to the Inland Revenue, the first thing I did was set Alexa on the case.


        ‘So what is it that you’re working on?’ she asked as I typed away on the computer.


        ‘Looking up trips to Antarctica on the internet.’


        ‘Any particular reason?’


        ‘It’s on my To-Do List, which I’m supposed to be ignoring at the moment but finding hard to let go,’ I confided.


        ‘Ah,’ said Alexa knowingly, ‘the To-Do List! Claire told me you’re going through something of a mid-life crisis.’


        ‘It’s not a mid-life crisis,’ I objected. ‘It’s me making a decision to become a fully fledged adult by finally sorting my stuff out.’


        ‘And going to Antarctica is on there because  . . .?’


        ‘It’s Antarctica.’


        ‘Do you think that’s a good enough reason?’


        ‘Who wouldn’t want to go to Antarctica?’


        ‘Well, me for one.’ She perched on the edge of my desk. ‘I mean come on, Mike, you’re a guy who likes his creature comforts. You can’t tell me that you’d be happy in Antarctica?’


        She made a good point. I do like my creature comforts and in order to go to Antarctica I’d have to fly to Buenos Aires in February, make my way to some remote town at the bottom of the country, then meet the boat and share a cabin with a total stranger for upwards of the three weeks (weather dependent) that it would take to get there. All of which, I strongly suspected, would feature a distinct lack of creature comforts.


        ‘Now you put it like that I suppose the answer is no. And while I’m thinking about it, I’m pretty sure that I don’t want to have a ride on the world’s fastest rollercoaster . . . fly to Las Vegas and gamble everything I own on one single roll of a dice . . . go bungee jumping . . . or pet a dolphin . . . or drive a Ferrari at top speed . . . or even buy a pet monkey.’


        ‘You really thought of buying a monkey?’


        ‘Not a big one. Probably a chimp of some kind. Though I’m guessing even the small ones are quite messy.’


        ‘So if you don’t really want to do these things,’ Alexa fixed me with a bemused grin, ‘why are they on your To-Do List?’


        ‘Aren’t these the kinds of things that we’re all supposed to want to do?’


        Alexa shook her head. ‘They’re not on my list and I’m pretty sure they shouldn’t be on yours either. Can I be honest with you? When Claire first told me what you were doing I thought, “Here we go, yet another guy trying to regain his youth by going on lots of Boys Own adventures”; then she told me how normal and everyday some of the things on your list were and I found myself thinking, “Good on you, Mike.” I could get behind this. It’s the kind of thing I would love to do. I can understand wanting to get things done, things that need to be done rather than stuff you just quite like the look of.’ She paused and smiled. ‘I do think you ought to do this list, but I don’t think you should spoil it by getting too self-indulgent.’


        ‘So you think the Antarctic stuff should go?’


        She nodded.


        ‘And the stuff about wanting to touch a fake breast?’


        She rolled her eyes exactly like Claire does.


        ‘And the monkey?’


        ‘I think you know the answer to that one, Mike. Just keep it real.’


 


After Alexa had gone home, I headed downstairs, took the List out of the takeaway drawer and started checking through the entries. While most of the early items were okay, somewhere around the late eight hundreds an increasing number of ‘less real’ items had sprung up and continued to do so with alarming regularity, reaching a climax with the last hundred or so entries which wouldn’t get me a single step closer to my goal of being a ‘proper grown up’. So I set about scratching off every item that failed to reach my new standard of ‘keeping it real’. In a bid to separate hardcore items from the kind of everyday stuff which I would probably get round to doing eventually anyway, I struck off anything that hadn’t spent a good six months or so hanging around in To-Do-List purgatory. By the end of the day, although I was some 121 items poorer, I was in fact all the richer for having a list that now positively gleamed with an integrity of which Alexa and her fellow countrymen would be proud. I could feel it, I was nearly there. Now all I needed to do was to test out the plan slowly forming in my mind to make sure that it didn’t have too many holes in it. Who better to test my theory on than the Sunday Night Pub Club?


        Despite its title the Sunday Night Pub Club isn’t so much a club as a loose collective of friends who get together once a week in the Queen’s Head pub (commonly known as the Queen’s), for a drink and a chat. At first this was a strictly boys-only affair that convened on a Thursday night but then Thursdays got too busy so Sunday became the new Thursday (which in itself had been the new Friday) and somewhere along the way we were joined by various girls who in spite of their fundamental fragrance could drink pints and hold their own in conversations that required them to rank pretty much everything into a Top Ten. Having gone through several line-up changes over the six years that we’d been in existence we were now down to a relatively solid (but classic) line-up of nine members: Arthur, Amy, Danby, Gary, Jo, Henshaw, Steve, Kaytee and Amanda.


        ‘So what exactly are you saying?’ said Arthur. ‘That you’ve written a To-Do list?’


        ‘It is a To-Do List of sorts, but actually it’s much more than that.’


        ‘In what way?’


        ‘In every way.’


        ‘Yeah, but in what way exactly?’


        ‘Well, in the way that it’s probably more like a manifesto.’


        ‘A manifesto for what?’


        ‘A manifesto for life . . . a manifesto for anyone who has ever sat down and thought to themselves “If only I had more time I’d do this or that” . . . in fact it’s a manifesto for people like us.’


        ‘He means a manifesto for grumpy thirtysomethings in ill-fitting clothes who hate their jobs,’ said Danby dryly.


        ‘And this manifesto,’ asked Henshaw, ‘has got how many things on it?’


        I coughed nervously, aware of the mockery I was about to receive.


        ‘At the last count, it was 1,277.’


        The whole table exploded with laughter so violent it threatened to upturn several pints.


        ‘You’ve honestly got a one-thousand-two-hundred-and-seventy-seven-item-long To-Do List?’ said Kaytee. ‘Mine usually max out around thirty.’


        ‘This is brilliant!’ laughed Arthur. ‘That will take you forever!’


        ‘I was thinking I’d give myself until my next birthday.’


        ‘Actually.’ Henshaw pulled a contemplative face. ‘To give Mike his due that works out roughly to about three and a bit things a day, which I reckon is pretty doable.’


        ‘If they’re easy-to-do things,’ countered Arthur. ‘Is everything on the list easy to do?’


        I shook my head. ‘There’s loads of stuff that will take weeks if not months. Stuff like losing weight, getting hold of lost friends and learning basic Italian.’


        ‘Is parachuting on your list?’ asked Amanda, reaching into her bag for a pen. ‘If it’s not I’ll put it on for you.’


        ‘No,’ I replied sternly.


        ‘Why not?’ Amanda looked hurt.


        ‘Because it’s not about jumping out of planes or any of that business, it’s about more everyday things. The kind of stuff that you ought to do but can always find a good excuse for not doing.’


        ‘Like cleaning out the guttering?’


        ‘Exactly.’ I scanned my list. ‘Item number 970: “Clear leaves from gutter”.’


        ‘Or sorting out damp patches in your hallway,’ suggested Danby.


        ‘Right on the nose. Item 125: “Sort damp patch in bathroom”.’


        ‘Right,’ said Amanda, ‘I get you now. I’ve got a To-Do List of my own like that as long as my arm.’


        ‘But I bet it’s not 1,277 items long,’ said Danby adopting his usual stance as the Sunday Night Pub Club’s resident cynic. ‘Who really has that many things on their To-Do List? This just sounds made up.’ He held out his hand. ‘Come on, show me the list! Let’s see what kind of stuff is on there that you think you need to do.’


        ‘Hands off! Lanky one! Until it’s over no one gets to see the full list but me.’


        ‘So no one’s seen the list? Not even Claire?’


        ‘She’s seen bits of it – before I really knew what I was doing – but not the full thing . . .’ I paused for a moment. ‘Oh, and Claire’s friend Alexa has seen bits of it too.’


        ‘Okay,’ said Gary (who is often quite quiet on a Sunday night given that his Saturday nights tend to go on until ten or eleven on a Sunday morning). ‘You’ve got your list and now it’s got integrity, so what’s next?’


        I surprised myself by the determination in my voice. ‘Well it’s this: I’m actually going to do it.’


 










Chapter 4: ‘Regardless of how ill prepared you are, head off like a bull in a china shop.’


Every now and again, when friends drop by for a cup of tea, Claire likes to share with them a pair of amusing stories that don’t exactly show me in the best possible light. The first, referred to as ‘the bull incident’ involves a charging bull and an allegation (which I strongly deny) that several years ago when the aforementioned bull charged us as we crossed a field, I abandoned my wife-to-be at the first sign of danger and leapt over a fence to save myself. The second story (which I admit is true) concerns a spectacularly awful attempt at DIY.


        Waking up on a Good Friday morning in a pre-kid world filled with the cheer of the forthcoming long weekend, I decided that I would take action on the myriad DIY tasks that needed doing around the house. And while there were window latches to fix, pictures to put up, leaking taps to attend to and a loo flush that sounded like a foghorn to sort out, I decided that the most pressing job lay somewhere else entirely. Today, I was going to paint the ugly brown floor tiles in the conservatory.


        Most normal people would have done some minor investigation into the world of tile painting but I wasn’t exactly normal people. Before Claire was even out of bed I’d got up, showered, breakfasted, made my way to B&Q and returned home with eight litres of brilliant white paint. Now, you’d be forgiven for thinking that even with a cursory knowledge of the nature of tiles, I’d have bought a special tile paint or at a push a floor paint specifically designed to adhere to non-porous floor tiles. Sadly, I did neither of those things. Reasoning that all paint was pretty much the same, I purchased a brilliant white paint with an eggshell finish designed to be applied to internal walls and ceilings. Nowhere on the tins did it say that it was okay to use it on floors and when Claire pointed this out, having entered the kitchen in her dressing gown to find me on my hands and knees daubing huge dollops of paint all over the conservatory floor, my reply was a casual comment along the lines of, ‘You worry too much, it’s paint. How wrong can paint be?’


        Two days later, having persuaded Claire to finish off the job that I was no longer interested in, we found out.


        As we placed the conservatory furniture on the pristine white floor for the first time, we were horrified to notice huge swathes of white paint lifting up the second they came into contact with anything abrasive. Within a matter of hours the conservatory floor went from looking like an expanse of newly fallen snow to the slushy mess left behind on a busy urban street a day or two later.


        I share this story in order to illustrate an important fact about myself: when it comes to an undertaking, I am the very definition of: ‘Act first. Think later’. And the To-Do List was no exception.


        The morning following my announcement to the Sunday Night Pub Club I’d felt on top of the world. Fired up by the commitment that I had made in front of my friends and with my mind racing with anticipation at getting stuck in, I shared my good news with Claire over breakfast.


        ‘So you’re actually going to do this list thing?’


        ‘Absolutely. I really think tackling the List is going to be the making of me.’


        ‘I’m sure it will be,’ said Claire dryly. ‘So what’s the plan? If you are going to start as of today may I suggest, “Help Claire out with the ironing because the To-Do ironing basket upstairs is bursting at the seams”.’


        ‘I’d love to, babe,’ I replied, ‘but I’m afraid ironing is not on the List.’


        ‘It wouldn’t be, would it? So what exactly is your plan of attack? Have you got any strategy?’


        ‘Other than looking at the List and doing stuff on it?’


        ‘Trust me, Mike, I know you better than you know yourself and I’m telling you that you’ll need a plan of attack if you’re not going to get bored with the whole thing after ten minutes. Just remember the tile-painting episode.’


        ‘That was different,’ I protested, but had to stifle a smile.


        ‘Different how? Different because you tackled a job in a half-cocked manner without having a plan? Or different because it wasn’t you that got bored halfway through and talked me into finishing it off while you watched TV?’


        This woman was definitely raining on my parade.


        ‘Just different. The To-Do List is a different kettle of fish altogether, okay? It’s not a brown-tiled floor, it’s a To-Do List.’


        ‘It doesn’t matter, you still need a plan,’ said Claire giving me her best “this will all end in tears” shake of the head. ‘You can’t just race headlong into the List hoping that a bit of luck and sheer momentum will take you all the way through to your next birthday.’


        ‘Oh, really?’ I replied in a high-handed manner. ‘Well, we’ll have to see about that.’


 


I made my way upstairs to my office in the loft, sat down at my desk and began looking around for inspiration. Before it struck, I accidentally knocked my computer mouse and within a few moments I was notified by electronic ‘ding’ that I had seven emails waiting.


        There wasn’t anything exciting: some spam; a number of invitations to buy stuff from John Lewis and Amazon; and a mocking message from Arthur offering a hard cash bet that I would fall on my face with this To-Do-List thing before the month was out.


        Fighting talk! I dashed off a dismissive reply to Arthur and then the following email to friends, family and work colleagues, in fact everybody in my online address book:


 


Dear all,


Just wanted to let you know that having come to the conclusion that it’s about time I joined the world of fully functioning adults on a permanent basis, as of today I will be undertaking a 1,277-item To-Do List (while continuing with my regular ‘day job’) which I plan to have completed by my 37th birthday in approximately twelve months’ time. The reason I’m telling you lot this is to give me the inspiration and motivation to succeed, knowing full well that should I fail my task I will look like a complete and utter buffoon in front of you all and will afford you the right to mock me (as some have done already) to within an inch of my life.


See you all soon


Mike x


 


I read and re-read the message several times before pressing send and then watched keenly as my computer’s email programme flung the hundred or so messages it had loaded up out into cyberspace. There was no going back. Right there on the spot I was officially motivated. Feeling as though I was still riding the crest of a wave I replied to all the emails in my in-box and then permanently deleted all 122 items of spam from the rubbish bin. It was almost as if things that needed to be done seemed to be lining themselves up just to have me knock them straight back down and, although none of them was on my official To-Do List, getting them done was a good feeling nonetheless.


        Keen for this euphoria to continue, I took a look through the List for any items particularly suited to being ticked off from where I was sitting and eventually found Item 109: ‘Be a better correspondent with people that you don’t get to see every day because even a single email once a month is better than nothing.’ I decided to email my friend Lisa.


        Since Lisa had emigrated to Australia six years earlier we’d been terrible at keeping in touch. Every time I’d come across her name in my address book I’d feel a pang of guilt and think to myself, ‘I really must drop her a line and see how she’s doing’ only to get distracted moments later by something seemingly more pressing. Well, not any more. I put some music on quietly and wrote Lisa a long letter asking about her news, telling her all mine and even adding in a selection of pictures of Lydia.


        I now felt positively glowing. No one writes long emails any more and yet I had just written and sent what was almost a novella to Lisa. And even though this solitary email might not constitute a tick (there were friends in New Zealand, South Africa, south Wales and Manchester who needed emails plus the tenor of the entry was that I had to correspond on a regular basis) I was entitled to feel that I wasn’t just a good person. I was well on my way to becoming a great person.


        I briefly contemplated a celebratory lap of the house but just as I was about to stand up the following email popped up on screen:


 


All right, Mate?


Just read your email! 1,277-item To-Do List! You have got to be joking! I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you, fella! Good luck.
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