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This book is dedicated to the Grim Reaper—
as a sign of respect for the inspiration 
he is to live an Astonishingly Alive Life. 
I see you there, lurking in the shadows, Grim. 
Let’s make a deal: I’ll seize the day, and 
you can have the night shift.
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INTRODUCTION: I’M DYING TO MEET YOU!

Hello! I’m Jodi, and as of this moment I have 1,821 Mondays left to live. By the time you’re reading this, I might only have 821 . . . or 82 . . . or who knows? I might have bit the biscuit already. I might be in an urn, waiting patiently for The Husband to figure out where to sprinkle me.

But if I am in an urn (shit for me), and if you’re reading this (yay for you), that also means that before the Grim Reaper showed up at my doorstep, I had a chance to write this book and chronicle not only my life-long crush on Grim himself (bear with me, I swear that’ll make sense soon) but also my passion for living Astonishingly Alive Lives in the stark light of our Inescapable Deaths. And I’m so glad you’re along for the ride.

This book is a guide for people who might die someday (whether or not they’d like to admit it). It’s reassuring to know you’re in the right place, isn’t it? More specifically, I’m guessing you’re here because you want So Much More Out of Life. Maybe you’re feeling like your life is passing you by . . . like you’ve been taking it for granted . . . like you’re stuck in autopilot with your productive-but-is-this-all-there-is-surely-this-isn’t-all-there-is way of being.

Do any of these bullet points ring a bell to you?

[image: Image]	You have that niggling sense that you’re playing it a little too small, a little too safe . . . and you believe there’s more you can wring out of your life.

[image: Image]	You want more agency in your life, but you don’t know where to find it . . . because who is ever taught to do that?

[image: Image]	You feel like you’ve been sleepwalking through your days . . . and that sleepiness is boring you to tears.

[image: Image]	You’re already all about learning + growing + self-actualization, and because it’s your oxygen, you need and want so very much more. . . . I feel you! If you’re not green and growing, you’re ripe and rotting, right?

[image: Image]	You’re curious about a different version of your life that you could be living, a better version . . . kind of like Gwyneth Paltrow in Sliding Doors.

[image: Image]	In those quiet moments, when it’s just you and you wonder, “Is this all there is?” . . . and I’m here to tell you there is so very much more out there for you.

[image: Image]	You don’t want to die with “what could have been” on your mind. . . . You’re ready to move out of the land of regret and into the land of living.

I see you over there, reading this page. I get you. And I’m throwing you a welcome party.

[image: The grim reaper, wearing a black cloak with a hood, holding a welcome sign.]

BY WAY OF INTRODUCTION. . . 

You may be wondering, who is this 1,821-Mondays-left woman with a penchant for carpe diem?

I’m a corporate executive who smartened up and became an executive coach and then really smartened up and became a “stop squandering your life” speaker and coach.

I’ll elaborate for a bit (so you know you can trust me as we plan the rest of your incredibly alive life together), and then I promise we’ll get back to our regularly scheduled programming (i.e., you).

[image: Image]	I have twenty-five years of corporate leadership experience . . . so I get what it’s like to be swept off your feet by the amazingness of a meaningful job that fills you with energy and also to have your soul snuffed out of you by a job that zaps you of even the wee-est bit of joy and energy. I made it out of the rat race alive and kicking!

[image: Image]	I’m a Professional Certified Coach and a Certified Professional Co-Active Coach . . . which means that I’m basically overqualified with thousands of hours of one-on-one and group coaching. I’ve spent years coaching C-level big cheese executives, leading CEO peer advisory boards (which is really like herding cats—thank God I like cats), and coaching normal people (like you and me) on how to work well and live even better.

[image: Image]	I have a Master of Applied Positive Psychology (MAPP) from the University of Pennsylvania, where I’m also an Assistant Instructor in the master’s program . . . which means I’ve studied with the world’s top researchers on happiness and what makes life worth living. (More on “WTF is positive psychology” in a bit.) I wrote a 101-page thesis on this You Only Die Once (YODO) topic of using mortality as the spark to live with width and depth (with 324 references—yikes). The science doesn’t lie: death really can bring us back to life.

[image: Image]	I created my company—Four Thousand Mondays*—around this mission to wake the fuck up and live like we mean it before we go. I come alive getting to do keynotes, workshops, and coaching programs for people looking to undead their lives and live more on purpose.

[image: Sign that says: ‘Wake the fuck up to life before you die!’]

Enough résumé, more mission! I’m quite simply hell-bent on helping us all make the most of our time while we’re lucky enough to be above ground . . . to not take life for granted, to not feel like we’ve squandered our time, to not feel like we lived in any other way than astonishingly. I want us to live regret-free lives we can feel proud of when the plug finally does gets pulled.

What a perfect segue to introduce you to my dead mother.

A QUICK PERSONAL BACK STORY

Losing a parent is almost always shitty, and losing a parent who dies with a litany of regrets in her fifty-eight-year-old soul has its own distinct flavor: pity. Followed by fear.

When my dear sweet mom died, so did her dreams. Cleaning out her apartment revealed folders and drawers and cabinets full of couldas, shouldas, and wouldas: manuscripts, cartoons, business cards, artifacts of small business ideas she lacked the confidence to pull the trigger on. . . . Her home was a variety pack of Dormant Intentions. Seeing these unmanifested hopes and wishes, I was as gripped by the fear of dying with my own laundry list of “if onlys” as I was by grief over losing the woman who gave me the gift of life (and Teddy, her orange tabby cat, by way of inheritance).

In many ways, I have my mother to thank for waking me up to life, for helping me to course-correct potential regrets in the making. It’s because of her that I’ve become the (self-appointed) Captain of the Regrets Prevention Department, driven to help you avoid your own deathbed “what ifs.” Let’s not have anyone pity you at the end. Mourn you for years and years? Absolutely. Feel bad for you? We’ll have none of that.

After my mom died, in the spirit of living a regret-free life, I got down to the business of Being Successful as a corporate crusader. I thought I could win at the game of life by dominating the job/title/salary stepladder. But long story short, I came to find that defining success based on approval from the big boss can mean that instead of living the big, beautiful, extravagant life that should come with all those juicy promotions and raises, we start clinging to the little things we can control and/or trying to cope with the pressures of Being Successful and such. Hey, no one’s to blame—we do what we can with the skills we have available, right? My skills at that time, as well as my desire for control, were aimed quite squarely at being a Very Vigilant Anorexic. And I was so good at it! Until I wasn’t good at it anymore and became a Very Successful Bulimic instead.

I now see how I was tranquilizing myself to avoid the real and raw parts of life, including my increasing disdain for a job that I believed defined me—a career that was inextricably linked with my Being Successful identity. When one is feeling simultaneously stuck in her job and afraid to die like her mother—chock-full of regrets—one sometimes does things that aren’t super productive or life-affirming. So I starved myself and barfed my brains out for a decade.

While you might not have an addiction (oh, I so hope you don’t), I’m suspecting you can relate to my then-life of quiet desperation in some way or other. We find ways to cope when we’re even the smallest bit dead inside, don’t we? It wasn’t until I let the thing I had been stuffing down all along—my passion for this mortality-as-a-motivator topic—come alive that I ended up course-correcting my life. Starting the MAPP program and giving myself permission to study this (*ahem*) unusual topic firmly shifted me into the land of the living.

I began counting how many Mondays I had left when I started studying positive psychology. After quantifying (but not dwelling on) how much time I had wasted, and calculating how much time I had left to live with intention, I experienced a slap-in-the-face awakening. I was done with the squandering. I had a purpose, a focus, a passion, a fervor.

Death motivates me to live, but not out of fear. Knowing I’ll be dead soon(ish) sparks an intense desire to do this life justice and get to the end of my days without a sliver of regret. (I have 1,821 Friday nights left, if I lead an average life that doesn’t involve getting hit by a Mack truck. How can I make the most of them without feeling inordinately hungover on 1,821 Saturday mornings?) I want this special, “live a regret-free life” motivation for you, too.

I want us to poke and prod at the absurdity of it all, the mystery of this shared human experience of racing toward the inevitable finish that we too often avoid talking about. I want you to get inspired to maybe make even one small change in how you’re doing this thing called Living to escape the disenchantment of regret, because that’s time well spent in a life where time is at a premium. My goal is to not just open your eyes to what you want out of life but to get you figuring out—with tweezer-like specificity—how to carpe those diem. Quoting the perennial classic Mean Girls, “Get in, loser.” We’re going to seize your Mondays.

So no matter how vibrantly alive or walking dead you’re finding yourself today . . . no matter how autopilot-y you’re feeling . . . no matter how skittish you’re feeling about this living and dying thing, know that I’ve made it through the wringer and found life on the other side of fear/apathy/squanderousness. All it took was a perspective shift on my own mortality.


MY CURIOUS COIN

[image: Portrait of a skeleton with ‘Memento Mori’ written on the round frame.]

I keep a tarnished coin close by with the sole purpose of reminding me that I’m going to be dead soon. I say those exact words, too, every time I stumble across the coin, whether it’s in my top left desk drawer, in the little pocket of my purse where I keep my lipstick, or on the front table where we keep the keys. “I’m going to be dead soon,” I solemnly whisper while touching the coin. It’s a tad dramatic. To further alarm you, if that’s even possible, the coin has a rather ominous-looking skeleton engraved beside the Latin term “memento mori,” which translates to the most profoundly motivating words that have blown the doors of my life wide open: Remember you must die. This practice of remembering I will die recalibrates my experience of being alive. Peeking at a coin sounds deceptively simple, doesn’t it? And yet it nudges me to live. It helps me prioritize what matters. And we’re going to get you memento-mori-nudged, too.



And here is where we bond, you and me. This is where we forge our lifelong friendship because of what we both have in common: We’re both totally temporary. Perishable. Finite. If I were feeling flippant, I’d say we’re beautiful corpses-in-the-making, careening wildly toward utter oblivion (i.e., Our Inescapable Deaths).

Now that we’re all chummy, should we skip-walk down the sidewalk together on our way to the ice cream parlor? Talk some more about our mortality over waffle cones with the Reaper? Before we go for our double scoops, however, I’d like to make sense of a few things . . . unscare you, if I may. I’d like to reassure you that my role as the Grim Reaper’s cheerleader is not to be funereal.* This “rah-rah Reaper” dialogue is in service of us living lives that feel nothing short of astonishingly alive.

You: Can’t we do the “astonishingly alive” thing without inviting the Grim Reaper out for ice cream with us?

Me: Great question! But the answer’s a hard no.

WHY WE NEED TO INVITE THE REAPER OUT FOR ICE CREAM WITH US

[image: Three ice cream cones labelled mine, yours and Grim’s]

We love the idea of “living like we mean it,” don’t we? We drink our coffee out of “seize the day” mugs, we nod in earnest agreement that “you only live once,” and we want quite fiercely to “HAKUNA MATATA” (yes, in all caps). Oh, we have such good intentions to make the most of our precious time!

And yet.

We tend to take our lives for granted, don’t we? We think we’ll have time to the things we long to do . . . “later.” We slip into autopilot in a hurry—we’ve got shit to do, after all—so we go through the motions, and all of a sudden another month has flown by. We’re so often left feeling like we’ve missed out on our lives.

So what can we do with this oft-thwarted desire to Really Live Before We Die?

We befriend the Grim Reaper is what we do. Paradoxically, chumming up with Grim is the thing that can wake us up and breathe even more life into our lives. Reminding ourselves of our inevitable, no-way-out-alive, possibly imminent (but hopefully not immediate) death—well, in my experience, that tends to snap people to attention.

Reflecting on our mortality may be anxiety inducing for most of us, but contemplating death is ultimately a life-affirming practice: it jolts us to fully participate in our lives with urgency, priority, and meaning—and I know we all want more of that. It shifts us into deliberate and delicious action, which is what makes the difference between a deathbed experience full of satisfied “I killed this life!” memories . . . and a bunch of wistful “coulda shoulda wouldas.”

I know what you’re thinking: it could be viewed as macabre (gasp!), this willingness to dabble in death. But fear not, we won’t be loitering in the morgue. No, we’re going to be crafty and strategic about using our relationship with the Reaper to our advantage—using the soul and science of positive psychology (a topic I know a thing or two about) to help us thoughtfully edit our lives and live on purpose.


WAIT—WHAT IS “POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY” AGAIN?

Positive psychology is the scientific study of what makes life worth living . . . the study of what we’re doing when we’re not frittering life away. Dr. Martin Seligman—the Father of All Things Positive Psychology—issued a plea in 1999 as then-president of the American Psychological Association “to steer psychology away from the darkness and toward light.” This practice fabulously asks: Why not focus on mental wellness instead of illness? Positive psychology has been basking in the light of human potential and well-being ever since.

Marty founded the Master of Applied Positive Psychology (MAPP) program at the University of Pennsylvania. In pursuit of my MAPP degree in 2019, Marty became my teacher and opened my eyes to existential positive psychology . . . the study of how life and death are intertwined. Positive psychology (with a delightfully morbid twist) changed my life, and I want it to do the same for you, too. Everything we delve into in these pages together will be informed by this science of flourishing. Languishing, no. Flourishing, yes.



NORMALIZING OUR DESIRES TO LIVE LIVELIER LIVES

Working with clients over the years, I’ve noticed a few recurring themes. Oh, the dilemmas we face associated with being alive! Maybe you’ve gotten a little lazy in life because it’s easier to stick your head in the sand than confront the thought of your own mortality and actually do something about it (more on that later). Maybe you’ve been filling your days with meaningless tasks and appointments because you’ve lost the plot on the difference between living a busy life and living a life of consequence (more on that later, too). Maybe you’re bored and you don’t know how to unbore your life (more, as you suspected, on that later). Maybe some of my bullet points earlier on in this introduction sounded eerily true for you.

You’re not alone in your hopes for more—from your life, from yourself. You’re not alone in fearing you might not live up to your Potential (yes, with a capital P), that you’ll arrive at your deathbed with more regrets than satisfactions, that you’ll always be tripping over the thought of what might have been. You’re not alone in your fear of living a Squander-Filled Life—instead of the Squander-Free one we’re clamoring for. You’re not alone in wanting to feel even more alive than you do today—even if you aren’t sure how to make that happen just yet.

Fear not, I’m here to guide you.

THE ITINERARY FOR OUR PAGE-BY-PAGE ADVENTURE

We’re going on an expedition together in these pages (It’s not too grandiose to call it an odyssey, is it?*) and oh, how we like road maps!

YOU: What do I need to pack? Do I need to bring my own blow-dryer?

ME: All you need is an open mind and a notebook. I strongly recommend your favorite beverage to sip on along the way (no judgment if that beverage is a venti vanilla foam half-caf matcha latte milkshake or a whole shaker of cosmopolitans; cold-pressed juices don’t cut it for me either).

Here’s the road map:

[image: A map from start (kinda dead) to finish (so alive!) in 10 steps.]

[image: Image]	We are going to start with a pre-mortem—a pulse check about how your life is going for you today and where you might want it to go tomorrow. We’ll diagnose the dead zones and get you primed to feel decidedly more alive.

[image: Image]	We’ll then dig up the proverbial grave of death—getting you centered on the life-changing role memento mori (“remembering you must die”) can play in your life, why we usually head for the hills when we talk about death, and how we can learn from what people who have looked death in the eye have to teach us. We’ll also unearth your life-deadening habits and laser in on your regrets-in-the-making as fodder for how you’d love to live the rest of your Mondays.

[image: Image]	Then comes the living part—where you’ll get to come up for air:

[image: Image]	We’ll talk about how we can make your life wider by stuffing it full of all the vitality we can jam in . . . all the amusement, all the experiences, all the pleasure, all the kinds of chocolate (yes, even milk chocolate, you purists, you). Imagine getting to the end and lamenting that you didn’t get to go on just one more roller coaster ride? Or that you didn’t visit your buddy in Missoula? Or that you didn’t quit work twenty minutes earlier each day to enjoy almost seven extra hours a month to do Anything Other Than Work*? Or that you didn’t feel . . . alive enough? We shall stratospherically widen your life with vitality.

[image: Image]	Because a well-lived life can’t all be fun and games, we won’t just widen your life—we’ll deepen it, too. We’ll plunge the depths of meaning . . . getting you centered on your purpose, how to design a life that feels whole and harmonious, how to live a life that feels like it matters and is full of the things you care about. We’ll go deep on themes of connection, giving, spirituality, awe, reflection, challenge, and how deep-seated appreciation can arise from the realization that your existence is precious and fleeting.

[image: Image]	We’ll wrap up with a paint-by-numbers approach to taking action / lighting your life on fire and with a postmortem—the giant “so now what” about all that we’ll have discussed. I don’t know if you’re like me, but I hate feeling full of dreams and ideas and epiphanies, without being sure of WTF To Do with any of them. It’s like going to a fabulous brainstorming session and then stumbling out uncertain of what’s next . . . wondering if all your great ideas are just going to get buried in your coffin with you someday. I will not let you leave this book with thoughtfully answered rhetorical questions and inklings of dreams that go nowhere! We’ll get you action-planning specific steps to live with width and depth, to follow through on a life that takes your breath away . . . before the Grim Reaper actually does take your breath away.

[image: Image]	Watch for little sidebars sprinkled along the way, like way-finding signs on our little quest:

[image: Image]

“Coaching Chestnuts”: picture these as words o’ wisdom from a coach—moi—sitting on your shoulder.

[image: Image]

“Positive Psychology Interludes”: smart yet unboring nuggets from the science of happiness.

BEFORE WE GO ANY FURTHER: A BRIEF BUT IMPORTANT DEATHLY DISCLAIMER

While you’ll often find me making light of the topic of death, any discussion herein isn’t meant to dismiss the cocktail of emotions that can bubble up when we talk about it—especially if you’ve experienced a loss lately. Let’s notice and appreciate the possible feelings of fear, grief, anxiety, and denial as you flip through these pages. Like any good paradox, we can use these complicated emotions to our advantage as we shape more full-bodied lives for ourselves. Your discomfort might be the very thing that motivates you to edit your Mondays-in-the-making—like rekindling friendships you’ve let dwindle, taking better care of your body, filling and emptying and refilling your bucket list, leading that neighborhood cleanup, and eating more legumes. (It so often comes down to legumes, guys. If you read up on Blue Zones—places in the world where oodles of residents manage to live to one hundred and beyond—what do they have in common? Legumes.) No one said that grappling with the awareness of your pending demise would be easy, but not grappling with it is like asking to be buried alive.

THE BINDING CONTRACT YOU SHOULD PROBABLY SIGN BEFORE WE BEGIN THIS BOOK ODYSSEY TOGETHER

(Or, said differently so that the lawyers in the room don’t get all hot and bothered: the non-legally-binding-yet-morally-compelling pinky-swear agreement that it’s going to take to create a “life that’s getting lived around here.”) Repeat after me:

[image: Image]	I Will Give Two Shits (not just one, but two). How astonishing your life will be is pretty much proportional to the amount of effort you put into it. Engaging in the ideas and exercises in these pages is a great demonstration of giving two shits. You might be tempted to pick and choose the exercises that work for you and pass over the ones you don’t want to do. You’re all grown up, so you can absolutely do that . . . but I challenge you to try it all. The very thing you think “nah” to might be the very thing you kind of need to do. Are you committed to the two-shits kind of life you deserve?

[image: Image]	I Will Feel Feelings. Reflecting on your life, let alone your death, can excavate some pretty meaningful thoughts and emotions. Our job is to get curious about them along the way. Don’t let discomfort stop you from moving forward. Everything you want is on the other side of the fear fence. Are you willing to try it all out and see what emerges, to feel your feelings (instead of eating them *sigh*)?

[image: Image]	Life Will Get in the Way. You will get busy, and you might think things like “FML, I can’t get a grip on getting dinner on the table on a Tuesday night, let alone read a chapter about liking my life a little bit better.” There, there. You can pace yourself in this book. You can do it in your own time. Are you willing to be self-compassionate as you aim to get this puppy read before you die?

[image: Image]	Passion Requires Risk. No one ever figured out their passions and interests from the couch. You have to get out there and try things on for size, get bit by the bug, see what takes your breath away. You have to be willing to participate in your life. I’m deliberate about the phrase “participate in your life,” by the way—because this is about showing up ready to play, not sitting on the sidelines hoping for passion to find us or for time to magically appear in our schedules to get to do the things we long to do. Are you willing to pursue passion, even if—no, when—it feels scary?*

[image: Image]	I Will Take Others’ Input in Stride. People can get weirded out when someone close to them starts to make themselves better, because it represents some sort of change for all parties involved. If you start playing the flute again and hiking and taking online courses and watching less TV and cooking with way less bacon fat, don’t be surprised if some of the people you thought would be supportive of your little Alive Project aren’t so . . . supportive and alive themselves. Your job is to focus on elevating your life experience right now, and if listening to less-than-encouraging friends, sisters, stepdads, or bosses is bringing you down, then tune them out as best as you can, and keep on keeping on. Are you game to take others’ opinions with a grain of salt?

[image: Image]	I Will Take MY OWN Input in Stride. Oh right, your own voice! That always kind, encouraging, and loving voice you talk to yourself with!† It’s normal to feel uncomfortable and even disappointed about how you maybe haven’t been “living like you’re dying” (as Garth Brooks croons/advises) up until now. Let’s press the mute button on that self-judging voice, shall we? You’re here. You’re already making progress.

[image: Image]	I Give Myself Permission to Dream. Here is your permission slip to imagine all sorts of futures, careers, ways of being, schedules, hobbies, and versions of your life. If you let the voice that says, “Yeah, but that’s not practical,” or “I can’t afford that,” or “They’ll think that’s silly” pipe up in your head, you’ll prick a hole in your balloon before you even try to blow it up. Give yourself a chance to imagine something cool. You don’t have to execute on every idea, but will you allow yourself to dream big?

[image: Image]	I Will Find the Fun in This. Not just fun—unbridled fun . . . The willing-to-laugh-at-yourself-and-the-ridiculousness-of-life kind of fun. Growth isn’t always smooth, so if we can’t make fun of it . . . we’d better all throw in the towel right quick. You’re okay to laugh at the absurdity of it all, right?

At this point it’s your job to explicitly commit to these seven (totally unbinding) points. Please sign your name—in blood if you’re up for it:

[image: Image]

This is so exciting! We’re going to get you to pay fierce attention to your dreams and hopes—to care for them, nurture them, honor them. Through these pages together, we’re going to help you live with astonishing aliveness in stark juxtaposition to the finality of death.

[image: An inkpot and feather pen beside a scroll with ‘Binding* Book Odyssey Contract,’ written on it followed by a place for signatures and a note on the bottom, ‘*Nope.’]

I want us to die happy, especially because we only do it once. I want us to live lives remarkably free of regret, just as tarnished as my memento mori coin: worn, beautifully weathered, valued, and fully spent.

Life’s short; this show sure as shit isn’t going to go on forever. Let’s make this a party on death row! Now, did you order extra fudge, sprinkles, and a cherry on top? Because we’re going for the full sundae.


 

* Spoiler alert: we get about 4,000 weeks on the planet. Chop chop!

* That really is a word! As you might’ve guessed, it means “Having the mournful, somber character appropriate to a funeral.” Not what we’re after.

* No, it’s not too grandiose! And we’re here for some grandiosity, aren’t we?

* Unless you love your work more than anything, in which case I will not hold you back from working up even more of a storm. Bring on your work monsoon! (And the rest of us will talk about leaving work twenty minutes earlier.)

* Fun fact! “Passion” is rooted in both Greek and Latin words for “suffering.” And that is why we give two shits—for the cause.

† Yeah right.
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