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I dedicate this book in loving memory


to my husband,


soul mate, and best friend,


Richard Carlson


A gentle man who walked the earth


in peace and loving kindness,


teaching the world how to be happy—


no matter what.
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Introduction







MY HUSBAND HELD my hand and led me down a footpath, carrying a bundle tied with a gold ribbon, to our favorite bench hidden within a private canopy of cypress and pine that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. It was about twenty minutes before sunset and as we sat, my face snuggled into his shoulder, our arms wrapped around each other, we savored the moment, grateful to be viewing another one of nature’s treasures. He silently handed me the packet sitting on his lap. The letters jumped off the cover sheet, which read:


 


An Hour to Live:


Who would you call, and why are you waiting?


To Kris, the love of my life, on our eighteenth wedding anniversary.


Love, Richard


 


It was an awkward moment for me as I presented him with only a card.


Sitting on the cliff while Richard watched the sun receding, I read the most beautiful piece of writing I could ever imagine. Even from Richard Carlson, the prolific author, this was an astounding gift to receive. I wondered, Where did this come from? As I turned to face him, tears streaming down my face, I asked him if he was terminally ill. He laughed and replied, “No, not ill. I am inspired by our love and the beauty of life. I had to say these things.”


How poignant and powerful his message is now. Three years later, during the most sorrow-filled moments of my life, as I grieve his premature death and the loss of my true love and the plans that we had for our future together that will never happen, I remember his letter to me—the best gift ever given. All the Tiffany pouches and other beautiful things that money can buy pale in comparison to the evident love that leaps from these pages. There is one thing that I know with every breath and every fiber of my being, and it is that love is truly eternal and lasts forever. It is the core of our connection and expression of life; it is where Richard will remain pure and alive. I am united with him for all time. This gift holds the power of hope and comfort for me and our daughters as we grieve his loss and step into a new life. In considering his mortality, it is as if Richard knew deep in his unconscious that there was the possibility, as there is for any of us, that he might depart suddenly. In sharing his heartfelt love and appreciation, he gave an example to all of us of how completely and fully we can live. He gave me something of him that will help to sustain me for the rest of my life.


I will hold Richard in my heart forever, knowing that he loved me fully and held precious all that we shared and all that we created in our twenty-five years together. I have few regrets as I remember with delight and heartfelt appreciation all of the magical moments. I hope that you pass this on to someone special and remember what Richard said often: “You will be remembered most, not from your accomplishments in life, but for how well you lived and how much love you carried in your heart.”


Treasure the gift of life, and enjoy this true story of the best gift ever given.















An Hour to Live



by Richard Carlson












 






I’VE ALWAYS BELIEVED that when reflecting on a life worth living, in which you are going to cherish every step along the way, it’s a good idea to jump ahead and look back. This is a great way to get immediate and accurate perspective about what’s really important right now.


My absolute favorite quotation is from author Stephen Levine. He says, “If you had an hour to live and could make just one phone call, who would it be to, what would you say…and why are you waiting?” None of us knows, of course, how long we have to live. Even fewer of us realize what a blessing in disguise this “curse” of knowing we will one day die really is. It encourages us to live on the edge, not to take life for granted, and to be grateful for what we have, treating life as the miracle it truly is.


My first, forced exposure to this wisdom occurred eighteen years ago when one of my best friends, Robert, and his dear friend were killed by a drunk driver on their way to my wedding in Oregon. Robert was to be in our wedding party two days later, as one of my groomsmen. His death woke me up and slowed me down. It was the saddest moment of my life, and it shook me to my core.


I’ve met hospice workers whom I consider to be saints. Many have said to me, half kidding of course, “I keep waiting for one person to look back on his life and say to me, ‘I wish I had been more uptight.’” If we all take even a moment to think about it, we know in our hearts that when we look back on our own lives, we won’t wish we had worried more about the small stuff!


Since we know we are going to die someday, and that we are going to look back on our lives and reflect on what’s important, why not start living that way today? Right now? Why not plan our lives, our jobs, our day-to-day, moment-to-moment experiences based on the inevitable moment of reflection that will be upon us sooner than any of us can possibly imagine? It’s no coincidence that one of the most widely used phrases is “time flies.” It really does. Even so, if we could only live the way we know deep down we should, we would guarantee ourselves a life of richness and fulfillment. If we answer Stephen Levine’s question honestly and act accordingly, we will have no regrets—none whatsoever.


Who Would You Call?


If I had an hour to live, I’ll tell you who I wouldn’t call. It wouldn’t be my stockbroker, my financial planner, my banker, or my CPA. Don’t get me wrong. They’re all great people, but the last thing on my mind would be how much money I had made during my lifetime or, for that matter, how much I had left. Things that once seemed important, like the rate of return on my investment portfolio or my current tax bracket, would seem entirely irrelevant. We spend so much of our lives collecting achievements and then identifying ourselves with them. Yet, with an hour to live, those achievements don’t seem very relevant. I wouldn’t be looking at my trophies.
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