







[image: Image]

 

[image: Image]

 

Also by Sasha Cagen

QUIRKYALONE
A Manifesto for Uncompromising Romantics

[image: Image]

 

[image: Image]

 

[image: Image]

Fireside
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2007 by Sasha Cagen

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Fireside Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

First Fireside trade paperback edition November 2007

FIRESIDE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com

Designed by Sara Cambridge

Manufactured in the United States of America

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Cagen, Sasha.

To-do list / by Sasha Cagen.

p.  cm.

“This book is a collection of 100 real, handwritten to-do lists and the stories behind them…. these lists are real…. The people who sent them removed them from their diaries, planners, purses, pockets, and junk drawers so we could get a peek. Their lists offer a rare window into their everyday lives. They show us who we really are, in all our idiosyncratic glory, as opposed to the finished product of ourselves that we reveal to the world”—Introd.

1. Time management. 2. Self-management (Psychology). 3. Goal (Psychology). 4. Identity (Psychology). 5. Americans—Anecdotes. I. Title.

HD69.T54C34 2007

650.1′1—dc22

2006102853

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-3469-3
eISBN: 978-1-416-55433-2

ISBN-10:   1-4165-3469-5


Dedication

[image: Image]


CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION
What Our Lists Reveal About Us

1 DAILY

Conquering Procrastination

A Frustrated Designer’s Pent-up Creativity

Try Not to Go Crazy

Last Day in Mexico Before Going to Japan

A List in Code

Where Does the Money Go!?

The List That Won’t Die

Potpourri List

Teenage Goals

2 LIFE

Best Friends and Life Plans

Annual Birthday List

To Do Before I Die

Tormented Twenty-Something

His Passion Is That Strong

Lofty Goals

A Thirty-Something Thinks About Going Back to School

Wallowing List

Gutsy Acts

Thirty by Thirty

3 NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTIONS

A Brooklyn Teenage Girl’s Resolutions, 1956

Junior High Self-Improvement

Resolved: Be in the Present Moment

Starting the New Year Right!

Moving to Dubai

A Father’s Magic Goals

Just Say Yes 2004

4 DREAM JOBS and bored at work

A Therapist’s Fears

Bored at Work

The List Helped in a Perverse Way

Special-Ed Teacher on the Verge

An Art Teacher Who Has Seen Too Many Dead Bears

Contacting God

Behind the Scene of Freakonomics

Desert Island Discs

Pros and Cons of a New Job

5 Ideal Mates

ISO a Sock-Darner

A Young Mormon’s Ideal Woman

An Eleven-Year-Old Girl’s Perfect Husband

Twenty-seven out of Forty-two

Soul-mate Math

Personal Ad Draft

Ready to Meet You

Chubby Is More Preferred

Search Fatigue

Red-State Blue-State Romance

Someone Who Hadn’t Yet Existed in My Life

6 Relationships

Next Holiday a Wrapped Present

Workplace Crush

Sleeping on the Couch

Garret Love

A Husband’s Ten Steps

Better Off Alone

Topics to Discuss with a Crush

A Soon-to-Be-Divorcée Tries to Move On

Complicated Feelings
 
7 Sex

Am I a Slut?

Twenty-Something Friskiness

Kissing Herstory

Exploring Bondage and Domination

To-Do List for Bed

Sex—Love It but Terrified of It

Adult Movie Props

8 OBSESSIVE - COMPULSIVE

A Rabbi’s “Done” Lists

An Accountant’s Grocery List

Mickey Mouse Spreadsheet

A Recovering List Obsessive

Get Up/Go to Sleep

Rudimentary Tasks

A Rigorous Timetable of Drinking and Socializing

Bipolar Mood Chart

Thanksgiving Plan

9 HEALTH and SICKNESS

Unfathomable Sorrow

A Teacher Signs Up for Weight Watchers

Uninsured and Sick

Drinking vs. Running

Keeping Slow and Lingering Death in Perspective

Still Alive and Able to Write a List

To-Do List of a New Englander with Seasonal Affective Disorder

Negative Self-Talk

10 FAMILY and FRIENDS

Almost Ready for Children

A Daughter’s To-Do List for Her Mother

Remembering My Mother

Mom’s Advice

A Birthday Present for Dad

Supplies for an Imaginary Camping Trip

Emily Songs

Alice Waters Cooks for a Friend

Terrible Movies in Enjoyable Company

11 happiness and hates

Reaching for Happiness

What Works for Me

Dried Tears on Cheeks

A Car I Can Trust

Simple Truths (but No People)

Thanking God

Loves and Hates

Getting the Shit Out

Cheesy and Delicious

World Travel

A Perfect Afternoon

APPENDIX
Our Lists, Ourselves: Todolistblog.com Survey Results on the List-Making Nation, plus List Continuations and the author’s Five-Year To-Do List
 
[image: Image]

[image: Image]

To-do lists on business cards, by Baltimore-based artist Paul Ryan

[image: Image]


INTRODUCTION

We all know the guilty pleasure of looking in someone’s medicine cabinet, refrigerator, or iPod. But what about looking at someone else’s to-do list? In a sense, our to-do lists are like diaries, only they’re the bullet-point version. Lists can be about anything—from flossing to finding a soul mate, from buying carrots to becoming whole. When we read other people’s lists, we uncover the range of meaningful and mundane things that are on their minds. Lifelong hopes and daily tasks mix together, and “organize sock drawer” is on par with “get teaching credential,” which is sometimes exactly how life feels.

This book is a collection of one hundred real, handwritten to-do lists and the stories behind them. It’s everyday voyeurism, or to put it another way, low-budget reality culture. Unlike what passes for reality on TV, these lists are real. The people who sent them removed them from their diaries, planners, purses, jean pockets, and junk drawers so we could get a peek. Their lists offer a rare window into their everyday lives. They also provide an opportunity for self-examination. Each list is accompanied by a DIY list idea to trigger your imagination and set you down the path of creating your own.

In to-do lists, there are no narratives or artifice, just the essential truth at that one moment—things to do, done, loved, wanted, known. They represent the brain on the page, in its most raw form. They are not only reflections of our mind states, they’re also often tools for action and decision making. They represent the conversations that we have with ourselves but don’t often voice to others. When we read our own lists ten years later, they can evoke the same emotional states we were in when we wrote them—anxiety, contentment, wistfulness, or hope.

The pleasure of reading other people’s lists is certainly voyeuristic, but it’s also therapeutic, because there’s so much humanity in them. We all wonder, Am I normal? Am I the only one who doesn’t have it all figured out? When we only see other people’s polished exteriors, it feels like they have some secret that we don’t. When we look at other people’s lists, we see that functional adulthood doesn’t come naturally to everyone else either.

Reading people’s lists gives us a unique view into how others motivate themselves to look for love, get to the gym, or quit drinking. We see how they too vow to deal with tasks that are supposed to be natural and elementary, like “pay bills” or “breathe.” We see how “get passport” recurs in someone’s organizer over several weeks, or that it’s not so uncommon to list tasks after we have already accomplished them, simply for the thrill of crossing them off.

Our lists reveal our secret selves. They show us as the hilariously imperfect works-in-progress that we are every single day. We’re all figuring it out as we go along, and we’re all much funnier, more neurotic, and idiosyncratic than our finished-product versions of ourselves suggest. The evidence is in our lists.

WHERE DID THESE LISTS COME FROM?

Where did this idea come from? The answer, appropriately enough, can be found on another list. Back in 1999, when I was twenty-six and sick of my first job, I decided to start a print magazine about tormented twenty-somethings (and thirty-, forty-, and fifty-somethings who still felt like tormented twenty-somethings) and how they pulled themselves together to become adults—getting a job, a mate, a sense of purpose, a clue. I chose to call it To-Do List to express the range of tasks we all need to accomplish to feel like “grown-ups.” I placed an ad in another independent magazine asking people to send me their to-do lists in the mail. I really had no idea why or how I would use them. But as soon as lists started to arrive (and from people of all ages) I had a hunch I might be on to something. In those first few months, I would leave work and jog to the postoffice to get there by closing time. After retrieving the envelopes, I would sit down on the sidewalk to rip them open. The thrill of reading their to-do lists was too great to wait until getting home, or even to a café. At the time, it was hard to pinpoint why reading other people’s to-do lists was something I couldn’t get enough of. But it felt like I was getting insider information on how other people managed their lives.
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Ideas for the name of a new magazine, brainstormed over dinner with my friend Tara in 1999. Note the second item. Luckily I chose To-Do List and not Face Bra (a device that promises to reverse the signs of facial sagging).
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To-do list for To-Do List—from the early days of working on this book.

Over the last seven years, through To-Do List magazine and todolistblog .com, I collected thousands of lists. My apartment could easily be wall-papered with them: daily to-do lists, “Baby Names,” “Santa List,” “To Do Before I Die,” “My Vision of the Perfect Mate,” “Places to See, Books to Read,” “Things I Like and Hate About My Lover.”

I had unwittingly tapped into an unnamed, unexamined community—the listmakers of America (and the world). According to an American Demographics phone survey of one thousand Americans, 42 percent of us make to-do lists. But there are scant studies about us, and obviously still a lot to learn. Who are we and why do we do it? Do we check off or cross off accomplished tasks? Do our to-do lists make us more productive or are they a procrastination tool? Are they part of a belief system that if we are more productive, we’re better people?

As you flip through the book, you’ll see that many of the lists are relics. Twelve are more than ten years old, and two were written in the 1950s. The degree to which people hold on to lists speaks to their power. It’s almost as if they were written on magical, impossible-to-throw-away paper. Some contributors sent me lists that they said they hadn’t been able to get rid of for years. They said sending them was cathartic. But then I couldn’t get rid of them, out of guilt or a strange sense that the lists had power. A few of them floated around in my backpack until one fell out one day in line at the grocery store, and a shopper behind me said, “Here’s your list.” I squinted at it. Who’s Nick, and why would I need to bring him sheets? Oh yeah, that’s someone else’s list. Now it’s somehow mine.

In editing this collection, I was often stunned by the rawness of the confessions. There might be an element of exhibitionism in publishing a real to-do list, a sense that our lives aren’t real unless they have a witness, but there’s a generosity in their contributions, too. The lists may be desperate or joyful, but either way they are completely genuine tools that people used in their lives. As Dustin Kidd, whose list “Places Where I Am Stuck Right Now” put it, “I see my list as a little window into my life. I’m proud of the way that I live my life and the way that I make decisions. I hope that sharing the list means sharing a little insight with others who may find some wisdom there.”

The lists in this book teach by example. They show us how people use lists to make themselves happier, feel more in control, make decisions, and imagine new mates, jobs, and travel plans. They will also teach you how to be a more creative list-maker. Being exposed to other people’s lists definitely increased my repertoire. They also transformed me from a compulsive list-maker addicted to crossing every single thing off to a more imaginative lister who could see the value of throwing wild, even implausible dreams on the page, because who knows?

Lists have always been my natural response to passing depressions and confusion, a reliable way to bring inspiration and order to my life. Just sitting down with a blank page and pen made me feel more in control. But I began to see making lists as a way of life, a way of taking my pulse at any given moment. Lists also became something of an adventure, a mystery, with a feeling of magic attached to them. Items thrown on a list randomly could lead me to unexpected journeys, just like my possible-magazine-names list from 1999 on page 3 led to this book.

I hope this book will take your lists in new directions. The Middle English root of the verb “to list” is “to want” or “to crave”; among other connotations, including our sense of cataloging or grouping, to list once meant to lust, desire, like, or wish to do something. Using the lists in this book as your point of departure, you might articulate desires and dreams you haven’t yet voiced. Writing a list can be a secular version of prayer. It’s a way of letting the universe know what you want, whether it’s a new belt or a new husband. As most list-makers know, writing things down can have a magical way of making them happen.
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