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September 24, 1987, was not a particularly memorable day. It 
was my 7,395th day on the planet. I was barely 20 years old. 

My sister, who was 7 years older and lived on the other side of the 
country, was enjoying her 10,031st day. It was a Thursday.

Fast forward 26 and a half years, to early summer, 2014.
My sister, now 54 years old, came west for a visit with her two 

teenage kids. They were about the same ages as my own kids, were 
nearing high school graduation, and came to California to tour 
colleges. While they were here, we spent a day walking through 
Muir Woods surrounded by the giant redwood trees hundreds of 
years old. Some of those trees sprouted long before the American 
Revolution. Some sprouted before the Mayflower sailed. And some, 
perhaps, were even older than the Magna Carta.

My sister was preparing to enjoy an early retirement after a very 
successful career in finance. I was 47, with a successful and growing 
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exact halfway point of my sister’s life. She lived 10,031 days up to 
that point. She lived another 10,031 days after that point.

I will never forget the phrase she used walking in the forest 
that summer day in 2014: “The second half of my life.” Under the 
redwoods, neither of us had any idea that the second half of her life 
had begun 26 years earlier and was already coming to an end.

I wonder what date marked the halfway point of my life. At 57 
years old as I write this, I’m pretty sure it’s already passed. Perhaps 
not, but very likely.

What date will mark the midpoint of your life, do you think? 
That day when your life is half gone? The date after which you have 
fewer days left than days you’ve lived? If you knew what that date 
was, would it change how you approach today? Would it change 
how you think about family, relationships, work, wealth, health?

That phone call with my sister absolutely changed the way I 
thought about my life. It changed the way I thought about today, 
tomorrow, and next week. It changed the way I thought about the 
coming decades and what I wanted to do with them… if I was 
fortunate enough to have them.

Time became suddenly very precious, and I vowed to myself 
that from that moment forward, I would make the most of every 
day. What “the most” might mean was breathtakingly unclear, of 
course. What does it mean to make the most of today? What does it 
mean to make the most of this month? This year?

How does someone even go about answering that question? The 
one thing that was clear to me at that moment was that no two 
people I asked would be likely to give the same answer. I knew 

career of my own in corporate social impact. As we walked, our 
conversation turned to the deeper meaning and purpose in life. 
This often happens when people walk and talk among the redwoods 
on a quiet day.

“I’ve spent the first half of my life raising a family,” my sister 
said at one point, “and I’ve focused entirely on my career and family. 
Peter, you know a lot about nonprofits, and volunteering, and doing 
good for the world. I really want to use the second half of my life 
doing something meaningful for people who need it. Would you 
help me figure out what that should be?”

“Sure, sis,” I answered. “Give me a call when you’re ready to talk.”
I was eager to have this conversation. The annoying little 

brother finally getting a chance to guide the bossy big sister! A 
bonding opportunity after living on opposite coasts our entire adult 
lives. A topic that would be profoundly and personally meaningful 
for both of us.

So, when she called me three months later in early September, I 
answered expecting to have that conversation. I was ready to dig into 
the causes that inspired her, the kind of legacy she wanted to leave. 
I had all the questions ready and a set of ideas for her to consider.

Instead of talking about purpose and the second half of her 
life, however, she told me that she’d just been diagnosed with ALS, 
and that it was progressing quickly. The following March 12—not 
even 200 days later—she died. She was 20,062 days old. I was 
17,426 days old.

September 24, 1987, was not a particularly memorable day. It 
would have been, however, had we known at the time that it was the 
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If you’ve come to this book looking for answers, I’m going to 
give you permission to hand it off to someone else right now.

If you’re looking for answers, you can find tons of people eager 
to take your money in return for a few bits of fridge magnet wisdom. 
I believe that these people are, by and large, not charlatans. They 
believe what they’re selling. The problem is, if someone promises 
they have the answers to life’s confusing and complicated messiness, 
they’re almost always selling something that fits them uniquely well, 
but which probably won’t fit you very well.

There is no reliably repeatable recipe for a fulfilling life. That’s 
because we’re all working with a different set of ingredients and a 
different set of tools, under a different set of conditions. And we all 
have our own unique vision for what the term “fulfilling life” means.

In the same way we each must decide for ourselves what “make 
the most of today” means, we also each must decide for ourselves 
what “fulfilling” looks like. So, even though I have a lot of answers, 
I’m not selling answers because I don’t have your answers. I have 
my answers. What I do have for you, however, is all the questions 
I learned to ask along the way to get to my answers. I have the 
perspective-twisting and mind-opening exercises and observations 
that challenged me to think differently, that shined a bright light 
on my limiting beliefs, and that helped me find my own path 
to fulfillment.

These questions, observations, and exercises are tools that 
I continue to use today and expect to use throughout the rest of 
my life because “fulfillment” is not a destination. It’s a state of 

nonprofit leaders who would have told me to focus on serving others 
and making the world a better place. I knew a few high achievers 
who would have told me that “make the most of today” would mean 
never wasting a single second of productive time. I had friends who 
would have advised that “family is everything,” whatever that means. 
And others who would have told me to “follow my passions.”

But at that moment, approaching 50 years old, I had no idea 
how much time I had to plan for, or what any given day would 
bring. I was unclear on what “make the most of every day” meant, 
but I was extremely clear on two things:

1.	 I was not going to waste any time or energy judging 
myself for getting it wrong, and

2.	 I did not want to waste any time or energy worrying about 
what other people thought about my choices.

Both were easier promised than accomplished, I can assure you.
It would be six more years before I got into professional coaching. 

During those six years, I made it my personal mission to find my 
way to a fulfilling, complete life with both peace and purpose. At 
first, it was haphazard and clumsy. I stepped on some toes and 
burned a few bridges I now wish I hadn’t. Other bridges, however, I 
do not regret burning at all, and I am glad to leave in my past.

As I learned more about myself, my core values, and what I 
truly wanted in life, my efforts became more intentional and 
directed. I’ve made lots of mistakes along the way, and I hope to 
make many more.

This book, however, is not about me. It’s about you.
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being. It’s a way of living. It’s how I remind myself to make the 
most of every day.

September 24, 1987 was not a particularly memorable day. My 
walk through the woods with my sister 26 years later, however, was a 
very memorable day, as was the day she called to let me know she was 
not going to get the second half of her life she had been expecting.

That conversation I never had with my sister, I think, is what 
led me to the vocation of professional coaching. The conversation 
that didn’t happen… that is my unfinished business. I can’t have 
that conversation with her, but I can have it with you. I can’t help 
her figure out what a meaningful, fulfilling second half to life would 
look like for her, but I can help you.

And that’s the reason for this book.

Miss you, sis.

Get the Complete Book

The complete book, full of exercises, provocative questions, 
illustrative stories, and practical advice, can be purchased wherever 
you normally buy books. You can also purchase it through the Gray 
Bear Publications web shop at graybearpublications.com.
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There are over 150 articles on life, leadership, courage, fulfillment, 
and other important topics at the graybearcoaching.com blog as well 
as several exercises including core values and life purpose assessments.

Peter is available for one-on-one executive and life coaching, team 
facilitation, and workshops on fulfillment, courageous living, 
overcoming burnout and compassion fatigue, communicating 
powerfully, and leading with empathy and wisdom. Go to 
graybearcoaching.com to schedule a free, no-obligation conversation.

Want to tell your story or get your book published? Gray Bear 
Publications can help. Visit graybearpublications.com to learn 
about our book coaching, assisted self-publishing services, and 
current calls for submissions.
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