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  Introduction




  Since the dawn of time there have been many important questions. Are we alone in the universe? Is there anything after death? What is the meaning of life? Which dinosaur had the biggest penis?1




  My name’s Jim Chapman and at any one time I would say that about 90 per cent of my brain is made up of an entirely random jumble of facts, stats and notions.




  Want to know whether the chicken or the egg came first?


  I’m your guy.




  Interested in how far back in time you could go to kidnap a baby that would be able to deal with twenty-first-century life?




  Step this way.




  Whether it be how this planet went from dust, rocks and water swirling in space to a place where your phone knows more than you ever will, how the first ever living organism came into being, or why on earth I have nipples that I don’t need, my thirst for knowledge is nigh on unquenchable. My wife, Tanya, bears the brunt of most of this, as I come running into a room brandishing a fact like an excitable child who wants to show you his new toy but won’t let you actually touch it. If she’s not available, I’ll tell the nearest thing with ears (usually my dog, Martha) and for a moment I’ll feel very smug, safe in the knowledge that I am, without doubt, the smartest human to have ever existed. Then I’m off to replace what I just discovered with some other nugget of information that is equally as non-essential to my life, but super interesting nonetheless.




  What would happen if you found yourself in the vacuum of space in nothing but your underwear? What is it about the way we communicate on the internet that can make people so rude? Were cave men and women into fashion? What is it about the modern world that makes so many people feel so anxious? Why the bloody hell can’t horses vomit?




  The truth is, I barely get by as a functional member of society, but I do know a lot of weird things. I’m fascinated by this stuff because it throws into perspective just how wondrous life is. The sheer unlikelihood that any of it exists at all, that we are all made of atoms born in distant stars, that you’re reading marks made by shooting oil and salt onto mashed up trees and you can understand them.2 That you are you, that I am me and we know what that means, that we can communicate to each other using language. Every day I discover something that makes me feel either minuscule or so overwhelmingly rare that I struggle to comprehend it, and both of those feelings excite me. In a world in which we’re so focused on now, and so often worried, it bears repeating that we are exceedingly lucky to exist at all. Not just to be living, but to be this version of you that lives right here and right now. You are just about the most unlikely thing in the entire universe and that should be celebrated, at least with a decent-sized high five (if you have nobody near enough to touch, do it in your head under the promise that, should our paths cross, I will gladly high your five at a moment’s notice).




  It’s easy to get deadened to the astonishing things around us in today’s world and I wanted to write something that was full of marvels, something that helps you to realize how exceptional, how fascinating and how bloody strange it all is.




  I also know, because the people who have found me via social media often tell me, that for lots of us, very often, it all feels a bit much. Every generation thinks it’s the first to experience the hot mess of adolescence and adulthood, but for those of us who’ve come of age in the glare of the internet, we really have had to deal with an intensity to certain experiences that no previous generation has. I love my job and I love the new ways of communicating, creating and connecting that technology provides, but it would be silly to ignore the stories, the studies and the research into how our constantly switched-on world is impacting on us.




  One of my favourite facts is that canned food was invented in 1810, but nobody thought of inventing the can opener until 1858, which means that for nearly fifty years, people must have been bashing cans against rocks and hoping for the best. Comparatively, the internet is a pre-teen and social media is in its infancy, and so sometimes it feels as if we’re at the stage of throwing the tin against anything hard and seeing if food comes out.




  Much to my dismay, it dawned on me recently that I am an actual real-life human adult and I remember a time when it took forty-five minutes to send an email. I grew up without much access to the web and fell into my job at a very strange and exciting time. As such, I found myself in a fairly unique position; I was just the right age to witness and embrace the changeover from Encyclopaedia Britannica to Wikipedia, and have made my career from that odd and totally world-altering shift.




  Doing what I do means that I have met a lot of people – some of whom know me via my job, some of whom haven’t got a bloody clue who I am – and, almost without exception, the humans that live today are among the most intelligent, interested, funny and surprising people you could ever hope to come across. I wanted to write a book that they would all find interesting. Of course, I am a complete over-sharer, so there are lots of stories about my life in here too, because these are things that have either helped me to not die, or have made existing that little bit more manageable (or because there’s just a really funny anecdote about me waxing my dangly bits and I couldn’t leave it out).




  This isn’t going to be a book that begins with me being born (because the creation of the universe and life in general is marginally more important than my existence – marginally, mind) but you will find out lots of things you probably won’t already know from my outpouring online. I’ll share them with you because I think the thing that happened is interesting and/or because I’m a moron and learned whatever lesson it taught me the hard way, and I’d like to save you the pain of making the same mistakes (again, I refer to the waxing of my genitals).




  I should point out that the only thing that qualifies me to do this is curiosity. I’m not a scientist, or a psychologist, or an expert in much,3 but pretty much everything fascinates me. There’s also a list at the end of the book of places you can go to find out about any subjects that might especially interest or affect you.




  I have a YouTube channel, as well as the other usual suspects when it comes to social media; I’m a presenter; I do a bit of modelling here and there; I write for magazines and you might hear my voice on the radio once in a while. Of all my siblings, I’m the only one with a degree (and half a masters, but for some reason there is no award for this. I push for ‘halfster’), which apparently makes me ‘The Smart One’. Personally, I don’t believe a word of that; both my twin brother and my two sisters are already accomplished authors, talented individuals and general overachievers. One thing I do know for sure how to do is appreciate when I’m out of my depth and when it’s time to call in an expert. So, throughout this book I’ll introduce you to a range of geniuses and remarkably interesting boffins.




  From the science of heartbreak to what would really happen if you fell into a volcano, from being addicted to our phones to why having a dog in your house is so weird when you really think about it, and from finding your purpose to coping strategies and the end of the world, I’ll cover the entire contents of my brain, and some of the suggestions that have come from yours, too.




  These are the 147 Things that I know. The entire content of my noggin. Some are deep and important, and they’ve had a massive impact on me. Others are ridiculous and seem inconsequential, but they all have their place in my life, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they find a place in yours, too. Because here’s the first thing I know: most of the time the world feels like it’s in complete chaos – things are constantly changing, the traffic is terrible and I’m usually running late to whatever thing I’m supposed to be at – but regardless of train strikes, traffic jams, the impending apocalypse, or the bottom of your shopping bag ripping open, being alive is really bloody brilliant.




  Whatever age you are, it always feels like the generation above you are better at being adults. My nan celebrated her ninety-third birthday recently and still tells me that she feels the age that I am now. I’m approaching thirty and will not hesitate to tell you that I’m totally unqualified for the mortgage that I am currently paying and the dog I am responsible for. I’m married, for Christ’s sake. I’m an actual adult, yet I’m adamant that I’m sixteen years old. I can remember when I was growing up, waiting for the moment I’d suddenly have figured it all out. That moment has yet to come for me, and if my ninety-three-year-old nan is still waiting for it, I’m not convinced it ever will. But you know what? The more I think about it, the more I think that life would be dull if we knew how to do it all properly. Where’s the challenge in an existence that you’re totally prepared for? What can you learn if you already know everything? If you feel like you’re bullshitting your way through life, join the club – there are about 7 billion of us waiting for you there. Look at the bigger picture to give yourself some perspective.




  Therein lies the magic; stepping back and remembering that I’m one of 7 billion hairless apes spinning through a universe so large that it’s impossible to comprehend can actually make my day-to-day seem a bit less stressful. If I’m ever cursing my luck about something, remembering the fact that every one of my long line of ancestors stretching back to the beginning of humankind managed to reproduce before dying makes me feel pretty lucky (all of us exist because they literally got lucky). If ever I’m scared that things are changing too fast, it makes me feel a little less freaked out to remember that every year a very large percentage of the atoms that make up our bodies are replaced, that change is the only constant and that if I didn’t change, I’d die.




  I’m going to share everything I know and I’m pretty confident that, ironically, by the time I get it all down on paper, my brain will be nothing more than a useless lump of pink scrambled egg whose only remaining purpose will be to perform the basic tasks required to keep a human body going. But I have a lot of good stuff to share with you so I’ll take one for the team.




  Without further ado, here it is, my guide to the universe, my 147 Things.






  Thing 1:




  The chances of you being alive right now to read this book are about 1 in 102,685,000




  Before we get going, let’s just take a moment to appreciate the sheer scale of this insanity.




  When I sat down to write this book, I fully intended to type out the number above in full. I wanted to demonstrate the vastness of the figure and what a miracle your existence is. But then I took a moment to think about it and, upon reflection, it occurred to me that wasting my time and yours by typing a single ‘1’ followed by 2,685,000 zeroes wouldn’t improve anyone’s life. Despite that, I did actually have a crack at it and quickly changed my mind. After only one full page of zeroes (and the initial 1) at font size twelve, I had only used up 2,814 characters. With 2,682,187 remaining, I made myself a peppermint tea and worked out just how many pages it would take to complete the statistic. It turns out it’s a little over 954. With that in mind, just take my word for it when I say that you are indeed a unique and beautiful snowflake and if anyone ever tries to tell you any different, you now have 102,685,000 reasons why they are wrong.




  It was a clever chap by the name of Ali Binazir who did the maths and came up with a pretty hefty equation that worked out the probability of you. Here are some of the most amazing bits:




  The chances of your parents meeting in the first place were about 1 in 20,000 and the odds of them having a child would vary according to time and place, but work out at somewhere around 1 in 2,000. Following so far? These numbers are pretty big, but at this point you are not so astronomically rare that my brain wants to dribble from my nose. But wait, because now we get to your folks engaging in intercourse, having sex, making love, bumping uglies, doing the no-pants dance (as much as you won’t want to think about it, it’s very likely that they did do this at least once, and I bet they enjoyed it too and made loads of noise) and the moment of your conception. At this point, the numbers suddenly skyrocket. In his lifetime, the average male will produce around 525 billion sperm cells, somewhere in the region of 80 million of which are set free with every ejaculation, while women are born with roughly 2 million eggs. The probability of the sperm that made half of you meeting the egg that made the other half was roughly 1 in 400 quadrillion (for your reference, here is what that number looks like: 400,000,000,000,000,000).




  Of course, you didn’t happen in isolation and everything you just read relates only to the generation that directly created you. When you think bigger and trace it back over millennia, accounting for you, your parents, grandparents and all their parents as far back as possible, the odds of them meeting and tolerating each other long enough to touch their bits together, then the combined odds against the long line of ancestors who made you existing are so huge that it makes me feel sick.4


  [image: ]


  If you’re still not convinced that you are a miracle, picture this: in the observable universe,5 there are 10 billion galaxies (or possibly 2 trillion as of the end of 2016 – I mean, who’s counting?), each with an estimated 100 billion stars. That makes a billion trillion – or one sextillion – stars in the universe. A billion trillion looks like this: 1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000. When written down, all of the stars we can see in the universe don’t even take up a whole line of this book, but the probability of you existing takes up 954 pages. If that’s not enough, the number of atoms in the known universe that make up those stars and the planets and everything else that has ever existed and ever will exist is estimated to be 1080. That’s 1­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0,­0­0­0 and it’s not even a scratch on you.








  Sometimes the world has a way of making you feel ordinary, when the truth is, according to maths and according to physics and according to biology, you are among the rarest and most special things within it.




  Now that’s out the way, let’s get on with things.




  Thing 2:




  Curiosity killed the cat (and hurt my testicles)




  Having only just said it’s brilliant to be curious and full of wonder, I’d like to begin with a cautionary tale. It’s important to remember that you can’t un-know stuff. You’ll have eaten the apple from the tree of knowledge, or taken the red pill, or walked in on your parents as they were ‘play fighting’. I know that many of the things that help me find perspective freak other people out. For example, when I told my wife that the chances of her existing were 1 in 102,685,000 she said, ‘I don’t understand what you’re going on about and it scares me to think about that.’ Regardless, it’s only fair to be up front about the things that I have learned, even if you can’t sugar-coat them.




  To illustrate this, I want to begin with the story of the time I ‘accidentally’ stuck a wax strip to my undercarriage and spent the next two hours in excruciating pain. Note the use of inverted commas around the word ‘accidentally’. I suppose, technically, I put it there on purpose, but only because I had a spare one and I was curious to see if it would work and if it would cause as much pain as I anticipated. (It didn’t work and it caused a whole lot more pain that I had anticipated.)6




  Once a month or so, I will have a bit of a body blitz from top to bottom; I’ll give my beard an extra thorough tidy and get rid of those sparse necky bits, pluck any long, unwanted eyebrow hairs, I’ll cut my toenails, trim my armpits, give my chest hair a once over and have a crack at the other area you tend to have significant growth. Most of the time I will do any body-hair trimming with a trimmer that reaches all the intimate areas of a man’s body without too much difficulty, but on this occasion I had spotted a few rogue hairs on my shoulders which needed to be dealt with. There are some parts of my body that I would rather have hair-free and my shoulders are two of them, so I put the trimmer down and reached for the wax strips.




  As you can probably appreciate, this hour or so in the bathroom to give my body the once over is not one of the most dignified of my life, so I like to do it when my wife isn’t around. She doesn’t knock before entering a room and I prefer to engage in the sort of positions necessary for efficient hair removal without an audience, in an effort to maintain at least a modicum of mystery about me. In this instance, she had popped to the shops and we were going to meet later for lunch.




  Anyway, it’s not like my shoulders had a particularly dense growth and a few minutes later they were as smooth as a baby’s bottom. A little pink, but free of any fluff. However, I was left with a dilemma; the wax strips I was using were the type that come in a pair, stuck together. To use them, you peel them apart and you end up with two sticky bits. My shoulders only needed five and five is an odd number, meaning I was left with the sixth strip.




  I’ve always been a curious soul, so with the rest of my being already at optimal hair length and my reluctance to waste the spare, I figured, ‘What the hell, I’ll try anything once,’ and stuck the sixth strip to my testicles. Hindsight is a wonderful thing and it took me all of about 3.7 seconds after application and the initial ‘Is it secure?’ tug to realize that what I had done may have been a slight error in judgement. You might not know this, but when waxing, ideally you want a taut, plump surface so that when you tear the strip away the skin stays put while the wax and any hairs caught in it are removed. To be clear: I learned this fact later.




  I took a deep breath, pulled myself as taut as possible with one hand, took the wax strip with the other, closed my eyes and yanked. The strip released about a centimetre as the force of my pull took my testes from my grasp and everything that I had tried to keep firm quickly relaxed and simply moved with the strip. Needless to say, the pain was excruciating and was made much, much worse by the knowledge that I still had nearly an entire adhesive strip to remove and would have to endure for a lot longer.




  Another tug, another yelp, lots more eye watering, only very minimal movement with the wax and the panic begins to set in. What if I can’t get it off? I would definitely not call my wife for help. I couldn’t let her see me like this. I would have to divorce her afterwards out of sympathy for putting her through such an ordeal. Did I have any male friends I felt comfortable enough to be naked and vulnerable with, and who I trusted not to film it and put the footage online immediately? Maybe my mum? No way, what a ludicrous idea. The fear talking. Just suck it up and have another go.




  After the third go I very nearly did call my mum, but then I remembered the little oily sheets you get in the box with the wax strips that you use to melt away any excess after successful hair removal. The issue was that this most definitely did not fall under the category of successful hair removal. It was catastrophic and had barely removed any hair at all. Regardless, I opened up the first of the sachets, removed the sheet and went to work. Really, these sheets are supposed to be used to remove nothing more than a little waxy residue and they were totally inadequate for the thick coating I had glued to me.




  By this point, I can honestly say that any semblance of a human personality had burnt away and I was the purest expression of my animal self. I felt like those creatures that gnaw their own legs off to escape from a trap, though in my circumstances that was definitely not going to be an option (my head couldn’t reach, or I might have tried). However, an hour later, after much experimentation, including with my wife’s various kinds of oily make-up remover, I was sat shaking on the edge of the bath holding a defiantly hairless wax strip. I concluded that:




  

    

      

        

          1. Having a curious mind is a brilliant thing, but I can now see what happened to the cat.




          2. There are some things man is just not meant to know.




          3. Waxing your testicles is a terrible idea.


        


      


    


  




  





  HOW DID WE


  GET HERE?






  Thing 3:




  Make the most of planet Earth; it’s only going to exist for a billion more years




  The traditional way to begin one of those ‘Jim Chapman: My Story’ books would be to talk about me being born. But this isn’t really my story and I’m a morbid soul so I thought I’d begin with how everything is going to die.




  So, before we go any further, I’m going to give a brief history of the entire universe up to now. I reckon this should take me about 24 pages in total, but do bear with me. It’s genuinely fascinating and might put into perspective the stuff about kissing and puberty that is yet to come.7




  Most of us take the Sun for granted. If we pay it attention at all, it’s either grumbling that it’s come up as we pull the duvet back over our head in the morning, moaning there’s not enough of it in the summer, or doing that very British thing of announcing after one day of sunshine that now it’s ‘too hot, I mean, I like it hot, but this is too hot’. But without it, not only would there be no life on Earth, there would be no anything.




  It’s kind of ironic that the basis of every single thing we know of on Earth is made up of stars that died a long time ago, yet (assuming us humans don’t blow the planet up in the next billion years, which is a very big assumption) it’s our closest star that will ultimately destroy it all.




  The Sun, as I’m sure you are already aware, is a burning ball of hydrogen and helium gas (with small amounts of other bits and bobs) 149,600,000 km away in space. If the Sun was the circle below, then Earth would be this full stop.
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  It’s fair to say it’s quite big, and it’s held together by the same gravity that allows the planets in the solar system to orbit around it. We love the Sun because, without it, Earth would be cold and barren and dead (and it would be very hard to get a tan), but it’s already tolerated us for four fifths of the time it’s willing to and, in about a billion years or so, it’ll throw its toys out of the pram in a cataclysmic grump.




  A billion years, you say? That’s ages. A billion years ago we were all just sludge and now we have aeroplanes and iPads and emojis (and Kimojis). In another billion years, think what we could do.




  Well, yes, you’re right to an extent. But it will happen. It’s non-negotiable. Now I don’t know about you, but I can still remember lying awake at night trying to get my head around the fact that I would definitely die. When I think about the Sun dying, I get a similar feeling.8




  So how will this happen, Jim?




  The Sun emits more energy in one second than has been used in the entirety of mankind’s history via a process called fusion, which transforms hydrogen into helium and a little light and heat. Once our star has exhausted the hydrogen in its core, fusion stops and the outward pressure of the reaction means the Sun is no longer strong enough to resist the force of gravity, so it caves in on itself. The entire mass of the star is squeezed into an increasingly small spot where the heat and pressure become so great that all of the helium created by the initial reaction actually transforms into carbon. The energy from this is so great that it sticks two fingers up to gravity and starts to swell.




  Our adorable little home planet is situated smack bang in the middle of what is known as the habitable zone. We’re not so far from the Sun that we freeze to death and not so close that everything we know and love combusts and turns to ashes. However, when the Sun expands, the habitable zone in our solar system is going to get a lot less habitable.




  It’s estimated that the Sun will still exist for another 5 billion years or so after that, but it won’t go quietly and we’re all screwed well before it finally kicks the celestial bucket. As it expands it will become a red giant, and swallow Mercury and Venus and most likely Earth too. The good news is that there is a possibility that it won’t grow large enough to actually engulf us. The bad news is that it makes absolutely no difference either way because we’ll be much too close to it and therefore much too dead long before it touched us.




  The best estimates give a life expectancy for Earth of somewhere around the billion-year mark. Bearing in mind that this planet was only created about 4.5 billion years ago, it’s less than you might have hoped for. Still, a billion years should probably be plenty of time to find another star with another suitable planet in another habitable zone for us to get cosy on – after all, there are about 60 billion potential home worlds in the Milky Way alone. Then again, some estimates make a compelling case that human beings will be extinct in the next 100 years because of the rate we are using up our resources, destroying the planet and killing one another. We just about invented aeroplanes and iPads and emojis (and Kimojis) the first time around. I really don’t fancy our chances if we have to start again.
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  A brief Interlude to cheer you up




  At this point I imagine you’re thinking, Oh great, thanks, Jim. I bought your book as a fun read and so far we’ve had your testicles in extreme close-up and the death of everything.




  Fair point. Here’re three quick things to turn that frown upside down . . .




  Thing 4:




  Things are definitely getting better




  Fewer people than ever before in human history are dying; those people have more to eat, are staying in education longer, have longer life expectancies and their children are surviving infancy far more frequently.9




  As recently as the 1840s, the average life expectancy in the UK was around forty years old. Now it’s eighty, with the bulk of that coming from a massive improvement in infant mortality rates. And it’s not just here – all countries in the world have made incredible strides on life expectancy. Over the last fifty years the amount of food available for the average person has gone up, even though the population has doubled. In 1800, it’s estimated just under 90 per cent of the people of the world were illiterate. Now it’s under 20 per cent. In 1990, more than 7.5 million of the world’s children died before they were five years old; in 2013, a study found the number of people dying in childhood was down to 3.7 million.




  In the last 200 years, whether it’s clean air, clean water, medicine, books, education, light – more of humankind has access to more and more of pretty much everything you can think of. There are seven Harry Potter films, and they’re all bloody fantastic.




  This isn’t to say that there aren’t awful things happening all over the planet, or that you shouldn’t feel sad sometimes. And it most certainly isn’t to say that you should sit back and put your feet up: job done, humanity has reached its apex. We can always do better and should absolutely aim for zero starvation and 100 per cent education in a world where nobody gets sick. And I’m certainly not ignoring the very real problems that we face from our growing population and climate change. But, on balance, despite the news headlines telling us how terrible everything is, the fundamental story of humanity is probably a good news story. Well done, humans, give yourselves a pat on the back.




  On a personal level, having been on a trip to Sierra Leone with Comic Relief while writing this book, I can say that I was ultimately left with a tremendous sense of optimism that the massive challenges people are facing will be overcome. I spent some time in a slum community and met a bunch of the young men who were playing football on a tatty rectangle of dusty earth with a knackered old ball. They lived in abject poverty and I just assumed they would be desperate and angry and sad. I was naive to assume that, because the contentment they had from food, shelter and clean water made me realize how much I focus on completely non-essential things. There was nothing else for them to buy or own other than the essentials and so all that mattered was making sure there was enough to eat, enough to drink, a place to sleep and plenty of friends for a kick about.




  Though there was sadness and struggle, it was impossible to come away feeling anything other than optimism. You and I are part of the most adaptable, resourceful and imaginative species on the planet and that’s something to feel good about.




  Thing 5:




  Doing your good deed for the day will make you feel great




  Pick a point in our modern history and the chances are that there was something big happening: the Magna Carta, two world wars, a cold war, Syrian refugees, Trump as president. Living in a world of instability and massive change can lead to a general feeling of uncertainty, add that to the mountain of stuff that we live with on a day-to-day basis, such as running late for work, your boss being a complete dick, not having enough money to make ends meet or getting bullied at school, and you have a recipe for feeling powerless and generally a bit rubbish. Here’s a way to take the edge off: study after study has shown that helping others actually makes you feel better. Giving to charity triggers your mesolimbic system, which deals with rewards in your brain and also sets off chemicals that make you feel good. There have also been studies that show people who volunteer and give to charity have higher self-esteem, stronger friendships, have a more optimistic outlook on life and feel more peaceful, purposeful and generally like they can change the world. Obviously, you shouldn’t now beat yourself up if you’re not currently doing this stuff – that certainly won’t help – but it is worth bearing in mind that sometimes when you give a little you literally do get a little.




  Thing 6:




  The giant panda is no longer an endangered species




  OK, there are still only 2,000 of them in the wild and they’re still listed as ‘vulnerable’, but they are no longer endangered and that has to make you feel pretty good. They’re also frickin’ adorable when they sneeze. Google it.




  OK, that’s enough of the warm and fuzzy stuff, back to our whistle-stop tour of the birth and death (mainly death) of the universe.




  Thing 7:




  The world was no fun 4.5 billion years ago (let’s not go back there)




  It’s a common thing for people to say that life was better in the old days. But it’s worth remembering that for most of its existence the universe hasn’t been a particularly welcoming place for life.




  Let’s go back, right to the beginning.




  In the beginning, everything that became the universe was crunched into an almost infinitely small point called a singularity. There is no before. In fact, it’s kind of freaky to get your head around where it is, since space and time didn’t exist yet.10 Then, 13.8 billion years ago, it expanded with a speed and scale that just isn’t possible to think about. Inside the first second, gravity and every other force in the universe came into existence.




  One minute into the big bang, the temperature of the rapidly expanding universe (it’s about a million billion miles big at this stage) was about 10 billion degrees. Over the next 10 billion years, things got a bit less hostile and 5 billion years ago our sun was born, surrounded by a cloud of gas and debris that over the next hundred million years would slowly begin to form the planets, moons and asteroids in our solar system.




  So, to recap, it took a long time for Earth to exist (about 9 billion years from the birth of the universe) and for most of that time it was impossible for life to exist.




  I really don’t think we all appreciate having a planet as much as we should. And even when we got one, I’m not sure Earth was keen on the idea of having life on it, at least to begin with. It was a pretty hostile hunk of rock back then. The atmosphere consisted mostly of methane, ammonia, hydrogen and carbon dioxide – basically farts and bleach.




  If you decided to hop in your time machine (which doesn’t exist, so you couldn’t) to take the dog out for a brisk stroll back then, you’d both die horrifying deaths before you’d even checked to make sure you were carrying poo bags. Then your corpses would quickly be cooked because, without oxygen to provide an ozone layer, UV radiation from the Sun utterly ravaged the surface of Earth.11 It was stuffy, to say the least.




  Somewhere between 3 and 4 billion years ago, life began. I can’t imagine it was a particularly thrilling existence for those beings. Then again, seeing as this life consisted entirely of single-celled organisms, I can’t imagine they had much of a clue.




  History is a little hazy on the details, as 4 billion years is a long time and nearly all of the rock that would contain fossil records has worn away or melted back into the Earth’s core. There is evidence, though, of at least one type of bacteria that was a complete game-changer.
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  This bacteria was called cyanobacteria and it was different from all of its bacteria friends. Basically, if Pixar made a film called The Cells, this would be the hero (if Pixar do make this film now, I want royalties). Rather than getting its energy from chemicals in the environment, this little guy got big and strong from the Sun’s rays. It was the first organism to photosynthesize. (You may remember from school that photosynthesis is the process by which some living things harness light energy from the Sun’s rays, which they then transform into the chemical energy that allows them to live and grow, or you may not.) The thing with photosynthesis is that it has a pretty nasty byproduct that would have massive implications on the world’s climate and all life that was yet to come: oxygen.








  Today, most life forms are big fans of oxygen; we humans, for example, very much enjoy breathing it, as does pretty much every complex organism that springs to mind.




  However, before plucky little Cy, most of the world’s life was anaerobic: it was intolerant to oxygen (which makes sense, seeing as there was hardly any of it around). Life forms gained energy from other gases or various chemicals found in their environments and were happy as clams to live in their toasty surroundings. Carbon dioxide, water vapour and methane are all greenhouse gases and they made up much of the air back then. Again, you probably learned this in school, but just in case: a greenhouse gas is one that effectively insulates the planet, allowing less of the Sun’s energy to reflect off the surface of Earth and escape back into space. You know when you get into bed and it’s really cold so you shove your entire body under the duvet and get warm really quick, but if you stay there too long you overheat? Imagine that but for an entire planet.




  However, oxygen is greedy; it chemically reacts with pretty much everything and it completely changed the face of the planet. As the cyanobacteria gobbled up the carbon dioxide and released oxygen, the greenhouse effect lessened and the world got cooler as it grew an ozone layer.




  At this point, it’s worth giving an honorary mention to all those single-celled organisms that didn’t like oxygen (which, remember, is pretty much all other life), because they died. RIP, little guys. Ultimately oxygen is great for us and the majority of other modern life, but it was less good for everything else.




  About 541 million years ago though, there was a massive explosion of pretty much all of the complex life we know about. Life lives, then it dies, and the bodies of those once-living things – whether they are single-cell organisms or our earliest ancestors – are either eaten by bacteria or bigger things, or they fall to the floor. Over time, more and more dead things fell to the bottom of the ocean and were buried under generation after generation after generation of other dead things, as well as rock and general detritus (tonnes of poo, presumably; it’s got to go somewhere).




  Then, between 225 million and 65 million years ago, the dinosaurs got a go. Primates overlap for the last few years of the dinosaurs’ bit (which must have been terrifying for the primates). Shortly after (in a planetary timescale, at least), ‘drynosed’ primates appear, and for the next 60 million years it’s basically ape central, until about 2.5 million years ago, when you get our earliest relatives starting to appear. Fast forward to 200,000 years ago, and Homo sapiens arrives, then at some point in the next 100,000 years, we appear – Homo sapiens sapiens.




  Then, for the next forty-odd thousand years, it’s like a greatest hits compilation of cool-sounding ancient stuff – including Cro-Magnon, Neolithic, Mesopotamians, Minoans, Bronze Age, Ancient Egypt, Ancient Greece, Roman, Persian, the Han Dynasty – as we basically learn how to do EVERYTHING. Then there’s the Middle Ages, which mainly consisted of poor people being taxed more than they could afford while royalty killed one another to be in charge, then there’s early modern, and finally modern history.12




  So that’s basically everything. However, all the time this was going on, all the single-celled organisms were still lying there. And seeing as all life is carbon-based, all the carbon that made up these organisms was buried along with them. Over the eons and under the immense heat and pressure of all that was going on below and above this buried carbon, it reformed, altered and transformed into oil. Sometimes plant life that had sunk to the bottom of swamps got similar treatment and transformed into coal.




  It took hundreds of millions of years for all of this to occur. Then, only in the last few thousand years, every once in a while, a group of people would work out that you could burn it.13




  It wasn’t until the 1800s that we went a bit oil crazy and decided to see if we could burn all of it.




  Of course, when you burn carbon you release all that carbon dioxide, which goes about blanketing the Earth and heating it up just like it did all those millennia ago.




  Despite our intelligence and the fact that we can trace life back 4 billion years and we are fully aware of what we are doing, we are still burning these fossil fuels and releasing the carbon dioxide that was safely stored away, under the crust of the planet. In just the few short centuries since humankind discovered fossil fuels, we have single-handedly sent the entire planet well on its way back to an atmosphere that is entirely unsuitable for most living things as we know them.




  Can you imagine how annoying that must be for the universe? It spends 13.7 billion years going from absolutely nothing to absolutely everything by way of the big bang, it spends considerable time and effort making us a planet we can live on, and we manage to balls it up in about 200 years.




  Today’s plant life still soaks up carbon dioxide and releases oxygen, which should mitigate some of the extra CO2 and keep our climate somewhat balanced. The trouble is that we seem discontented with only burning old life, and choose to deforest on a massive scale as well. With fewer trees around to inhale the spare carbon dioxide, it has nowhere to go, and continues to add to the global warming we are inflicting on the planet. According to the WWF, somewhere between 46–58,000 square miles of forest is destroyed each year to make room for agriculture and/or for the timber the trees provide. Not only does the absence of plant life mean that there is nothing to take up the carbon dioxide, but the act of deforestation itself and whatever springs up in the place of the forest usually pumps out even more of the stuff. It’s estimated that 15 per cent of all greenhouse gas is emitted in just such circumstances.




  Which brings us right up to seven years ago, of course, when I made the decision to start using some of that burnt carbon (transformed into electricity) to talk to a camera and post those chats on the internet. I was twenty-two years old and had heard about this new thing people were doing called YouTube. I decided to try it out by posting a video about my experiences at a music festival.




  More recently still, I thought it would be a good idea to spend hours a day sitting at my laptop, writing a book, for which I did research on the effects of burning carbon-based fuels and resolved to install solar panels on my roof to make a start on using a renewable system.




  It’s not immediately obvious, but keeping the internet running requires data centres that need energy to function and to remain cool. Even reading one of my tweets or watching one of my videos has an impact – it’s estimated that every ten minutes of online video consumed generates around 1g of carbon dioxide. It’s not a huge amount, but when you consider that nearly the entire population is using the internet for myriad purposes, it soon mounts up to about 2 per cent of global emissions, and growing.




  At the risk of getting all preachy (which is something I always want to avoid, even though I am passionate about this topic), what we have is finite and what we do has an impact. The crux is this: although we are all the most important things, right in the centre of our own worlds, the actual world takes the brunt of our decisions and at some point it will have had enough and suffocate us all.




  It’s basically just good party etiquette – don’t turn up and think it’s all about you, don’t drink your host’s booze and help yourself to their food, and don’t leave a trail of destruction after you or you’ll be asked to leave and won’t be invited back.




  Bottom line: pretty much the entirety of the past sucked. We didn’t have electric lights, the internet or Netflix. I love living in a world where all those things exist and I’m definitely not saying that we should all move to a commune in the woods, but the problem is real and it is immediate. Until we adopt renewable energy on a global level, the future of our species (and a lot of life on Earth) will die in a hot mess. OK, now that’s out the way, let’s get on with thinking about what this all means to us.




  While I was thinking about writing the beginning of this book, I was reading lots about human history and evolution, and you know what I found really odd? Pets.




  Thing 8:




  Having a pet is really weird when you think about it




  Imagine if you went to someone’s house and when you went to use the toilet, they had a small tiger shark in their bath. Surely you’d have some questions? So why is it completely normal for us to have ‘slightly less dangerous’ wolves and ‘a little bit smaller but will still claw your hand to ribbons’ wildcats around us? I’ve been fascinated with wildlife since I was tiny. I’ve been on safari and I’m a huge fan of David Attenborough, but the fact that we have brought some of those animals into our homes is very weird when you think about it.




  If you witnessed somebody taking their pet giraffe for a walk or playing fetch with their penguin in the park, you’d have a few questions. We’ve essentially created man’s best friend from wild wolves. They sleep in our beds, lick our faces, take up all the room on the sofa, fart continuously and snore louder than you’d think possible, and it has become so normal that we don’t even consider how strange it is.




  We’ve had domesticated dogs by our side for at least 20,000 years; they began as wolves that we slowly altered over countless generations by picking those with the bits that best suited our needs and breeding them with others. If we were looking for a dog with long legs, we’d find a couple with the lengthiest pins around and mate them. If we wanted the friendliest pooch we could muster, we’d go find a couple of well-mannered hounds, play some Barry White, maybe throw in a plate of spaghetti, Lady and the Tramp-style, and wait for the most affectionate puppies in the world to pop out. Selective mating like this is how we shaped so many different breeds of dog, the majority of which now look as little like a wolf as they do a horse. But the right canine and the right human will fit together beautifully and their bond will be all but unbreakable.




  I’m not sure why, but children and animals tend to really like me. Adults are less fussed, but the fact that babies enjoy staring at my face, toddlers like to give me cheeky grins and most animals will single me out for cuddles makes me very happy.14




  We had a family dog when I was younger, but my mum accidentally ran her over and couldn’t face the idea of getting another pet that she might unintentionally murder. It took us years of nagging to finally convince her that it’s not about the inevitable loss, but the love they bring to your life while they’re around. We also told her that, with any luck, the dog would outlive her and it would no doubt eat her face for sustenance until her body was finally discovered. For some reason, Mum considered this to be something that lived in the ‘against’ column in the dog-getting equation, but eventually she caved and we got a miniature schnauzer called Babs. We quickly fell in love, but before too long I moved out of my mum’s and had a dog-shaped hole in my life.




  I’m very paternal and feel a need to nurture things, so I’ve always wanted my own dog but was never settled enough to get one. When Tan and I left my mother’s place to begin on our own, we moved house pretty much every year for half a decade. We went from a rented place in Norwich to buying our own one, then on to London where we rented various spots for a number of years before finally buying the home we live in now. When we finally committed to our current house, it seemed that all the stars aligned. It was big enough for a dog, near enough to a park for walks, had a tiny garden for poops and the carpet was all threadbare and gross and perfect for house training!




  I always wanted a big dog that could run for miles and get up on its hind legs to give me a hug. Instead, I ended up with the complete opposite: a teeny, tiny miniature dachshund. Considering they’re already a small breed of dog, mine is particularly minuscule. She just never really grew. She’s utterly pathetic and would last less than five minutes in the wild before being eaten by a cat. Her legs are pointless, she’s slow, it took an eternity to get her house trained, she barks like her life depends on it whenever the doorbell rings and she’s stubborn. But she’s wedged herself, well and truly, into the centre of my universe.




  Considering my dog looks like a prawn that somebody dropped in some hair, she’s the cutest little toerag you could ever meet and has a lot of gumption. People often say that small dogs have the biggest personalities and, in Martha’s case, this is very true. She rules the local park with an iron paw and takes zero shit from any of the other canines (although she does smell them a whole lot and has a particular affinity for foxes). She has even been known to chase off a few great danes that didn’t want to play her game of ‘you chase me and I’ll roll over’. One of her favourite pastimes is to lick inside my nostrils, as deep as her little tongue can go, which is in fact much deeper than you’d think. I’m pretty sure she licked the base of my brain once. She knows the basics: sit, stay, lie down, roll over, paw, and if you have a treat in your hand, she’s very eager to please.




  All dog owners think their dog is the best (although, weirdly, mine actually is), but here’s some evidence as to what you’re missing out on if you don’t already have one in your life:




  

    

      • Having a fluff bag to tell your problems to, play with, stroke or just be around relieves stress and lowers blood pressure




      • Dogs need walks, which means you have an obligation to get out of the house, get some fresh air and get some exercise




      • You also meet lots of people on the way, because other dog walkers always say hi and if your dog is particularly cute or adventurous they will break the ice for you. So they’re great if you’re looking for new friendly faces, acquaintances, enduring friendships or perhaps the love of your life
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      • There’s some evidence to suggest that dogs may even be able to sniff out some forms of cancer, although they sniff absolutely everything (and I mean everything), so don’t worry unduly if yours has a thing for a specific part of your body
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