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Praise for Your To-Die-For Life


“Who knew trauma and death could be so inspirational?”


—Jenny Lawson, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Furiously Happy


“What I love most about Your To-Die-For Life is how Karen transforms our greatest fear into our greatest teacher. This book isn’t just about preparing for death—it’s about keeping the end in mind in order to truly live. A must-read for anyone seeking a more meaningful life.”


—Kristine Carlson, New York Times bestselling coauthor of the Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff book series


“Life is precious, and Karen Salmansohn’s Your To-Die-For Life is a powerful reminder of just that. Instead of fearing mortality, this book challenges us to use it as fuel—to stop waiting, start living, and focus on what truly matters. With eye-opening insights and practical wisdom, Karen helps us shift our perspective, embrace each day with purpose, and create a life we won’t regret. If you’ve been caught up in the busyness of life, consider this your wake-up call.”


—Mark and Angel Chernoff, New York Times bestselling coauthors of Getting Back to Happy


“Your To-Die-For Life is the perfect how-to guide for those of us who yearn for deeper meaning but often find ourselves lost in a blur of screens and mundane tasks. Karen’s wise, witty voice and her research-based advice remind us: ‘Yes, I was here. I lived fully. I paid attention.’ Don’t miss out on your life, or this book!”


—Nanea Hoffman, founder of Sweatpants & Coffee


“I love Karen Salmansohn. She knows exactly what to say to help me wake up and LIVE. In Your To-Die-For Life, she made me laugh out loud while delivering profound truths I find so easy to forget or discount. This book pushed me out of a rut and back toward finishing my novel when I wanted to give up. It’s soothing and challenging, a rare mix that was exactly what I needed! Read this if you find yourself needing a nudge to keep going after your dreams!”


—Jen Louden, author of Why Bother: Discover the Desire for What’s Next


“As someone who’s all about breaking rules and challenging status quos, I’m totally here for Karen Salmansohn’s Your To-Die-For Life. This isn’t just another self-help book—it’s a manifesto for those ready to design a life that’s as unique and powerful as they are. It’s raw, it’s real, and it’ll light a fire under your tush to start living authentically.”


—Esther Blum, RDN, CDN, CNS, menopause expert and author of See ya later, Ovulator!


“Death is inevitable—why not make it your life coach? With wit, wisdom, and wildly practical advice, this book flips the script on mortality, turning it into your ultimate catalyst for joy, purpose, and a damn good life. Fun, unexpected, and seriously life-changing!”


—Arielle Ford, author of The Love Thief


“With wisdom, wit, and a dose of irreverence, Your To-Die-For Life by Karen Salmansohn challenges you to confront your life’s what-ifs and why-nots. The insights and actionable steps in this book can serve as a loving kick in the butt to help readers embrace the life they want.”


—Andrea Syrtash, founder and editor-in-chief of Pregnantish


“Karen Salmansohn’s Your To-Die-For Life is a powerful and uplifting book that reframes the often-taboo topic of mortality into an inspiring, wisdom-filled conversation infused with light humor. This book encourages you to embrace the fragility of life as a catalyst for creating a life rich in happiness, purpose, and fulfillment.”


—Dana-Maxx Pomerantz, founder of The Be Happy Project


“Karen’s book focuses beautifully on one of my favorite topics: how to stay alive inside of life. Let this experienced guide walk with you toward greater depth and joy in your life.”


—Jacob Nordby, creative coach and author of The Creative Cure


“Your To-Die-For Life is not about dying—it’s about living with the volume turned up, filters turned off, and fears turned down. Karen Salmansohn writes as if life itself depends on it, because, well, it does. A powerful reminder that contemplating death can be the ultimate motivation to live more carefully and deeply.”


—Susan Shapiro, author of The Forgiveness Tour


“This isn’t just another self-help book—it’s a wake-up call wrapped in wisdom, humor, and profound truth. Karen Salmansohn takes the taboo topic of death and transforms it into an inspiring guide for living. Your To-Die-For Life offers exactly what our busy, distracted world needs: a reminder that our time is precious and now is the time to start living like we know it.”


—Lori Deschene, founder of Tiny Buddha and author of Tiny Buddha’s Gratitude Journal


“Ideally we all want to live a life without regret, but the process to get there and maintain that involves incredible self-growth, focus, and the ability to share our purpose with others. Your To-Die-For Life teaches us all the values to live with and by now so when we have shuffled off this mortal coil we know those around us shared in that purpose and joy when it mattered the most.”


—David Homan, CEO of Orchestrated Connecting


“I love the wisdom and inspiration Karen shares with her warm voice and signature sassy wit that will coax you to go for it! If not now, when?! I’m living proof that it’s never too late to pursue a passion and embrace your time here, if you make it a priority.”


—Robin Gorman Newman, Tony Award–winning Broadway producer and author of How to Marry a Mensch


“If life’s a journey, Your To-Die-For Life is the cheeky road map showing you where to stop for fantastic views and how to avoid bumps along the way. Karen Salmansohn delivers her strategies for fully embracing our finite lives with an empowering combo of humor and poignancy.”


—Stella Grizont, national bestselling author of The Work Happiness Method


“Your To-Die-For Life isn’t just a book—it’s a powerful interruption to the autopilot existence we sometimes find ourselves in. Karen Salmansohn doesn’t sugarcoat or side-step; she speaks straight to the part of you that knows there’s more and won’t settle for anything less. This isn’t about someday—it’s about now. Every page is a push, a wake-up call, a challenge wrapped in love. It’s like sitting down with the boldest, most unstoppable version of yourself and getting real about what you’re here to create. If you’re ready to stop waiting and start fully living, this book is your moment.”


—Josselyne Herman-Saccio, master coach and vision architect


“Life isn’t meant to be endured—it’s meant to be savored, celebrated, and occasionally turned upside down just to see what falls out of its pockets. Your To-Die-For Life will help you to do just that! Through powerful practices and insightful perspectives on your mortality, you’ll learn to create a life that feels less like a should-do list and more like a love letter to yourself.”


—Lisa McCourt, author of Free Your Joy: The Twelve Keys to Sustainable Happiness


“In such a beautiful way, Karen weaves humor and deep care with creativity, passion, and credibility. It’s absolutely outstanding. Reading this book gives you the feeling of a beautiful roller-coaster ride of awareness, curiosity, education, fun, and so much more! Thank you, Karen, for bridging this topic with such grace and ease.”


—Adam Gaskill, CEO and founder of The Nonprofit Creators and Innovate for Humanity


“Karen Salmansohn presents a compelling case for making peace with our mortality in Your To-Die-For Life. Each chapter is a stepping stone toward a life lived with less fear and more bravery, love, purpose, and meaning.”


—Meri Frischman, founder of The Proage Woman


“In Your To-Die-For Life, Karen Salmansohn reminds us that mortality isn’t just the dark shadow we might believe it to be. It’s a light illuminating every precious moment. Like a compass pointing true north, this book guides us toward living with intention rather than inertia.”


—Skylar Liberty Rose, pro-aging advocate


“I’m fluent in the language of empowerment, and Your To-Die-For Life speaks directly to my soul! Leave it to ever clever Karen Salmansohn to turn a scary idea into the jet fuel required to get off autopilot and craft instead—day by day, moment by moment—a life bursting with authenticity, meaning, and joy. This ‘get-to-living’ guidebook is inspirational and actionable to the last word.”


—Becky Vollmer, author of You Are Not Stuck


“This book offers more than wisdom . . . it offers a path to self-discovery. Karen’s insights help us navigate our lives with greater mindfulness, making each moment count in a profoundly meaningful way. A must-read for anyone looking to deepen their connection to themselves and the world around them.”


—Steve Stein, publisher and founder of BetterListen and WisdomFeed


““Karen Salmansohn’s Your To-Die-For Life dares readers to embrace every messy, beautiful moment of life with courage and humor. It’s a bold, heartfelt reminder that true living begins where fear of the inevitable ends.”


—Karen Giberson, president and CEO of the Accessories Council


“This is not only the funniest book about death I’ve ever read, it’s also an inspiring, useful guide for living with greater joy and purpose . . . and less fear and regret.”


—AJ Jacobs, New York Times bestselling author of The Year of Living Constitutionally
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To my kind-hearted dad, who passed away far too soon, leaving behind the wake-up call that life is too precious to sleep through. To my inspiring 90-something mom, who taught me that you don’t have to slow down at a certain age . . . just because the world tells you to. To my awesome son Ari, who’s the reason I’m considering living forever . . . or at least as long as I can continue to embarrass him. And to my highly appreciated Howard, my sidekick in this adventure, who’s always making sure life is far more enjoyable.










Introduction: Are You Having a Near-Life Experience?



So, here’s the thing: I didn’t write this book about death because I had some near-death experience. There was no tunnel of light, no out-of-body moment where I floated above myself and thought, “Wow, I really should have moisturized more.” None of that.


I’m writing this book because I experienced something far scarier:


A near-life experience.


Now, you’re probably wondering, “What on earth is a near-life experience?”


Well, it’s this thing that many of us do . . . you know, where you’re technically alive. You’re here. Your heart’s beating. Your lungs are doing their thing. But you’re not actually living. You’re just kind of . . . life adjacent.


You’re on autopilot.


You go through the motions—work, text, eat, sleep—but you’re not fully present. You’re phoning it in. Literally phoning it in, because you’re on your phone too much.


You walk outside to get some fresh air, but you end up staring at your phone.


Then you refresh your phone’s various apps and feeds—but you don’t refresh yourself. Why? Because it’s easier to get caught up in other people’s lives than it is to engage with your own.


So you’re alive, at least in the sense that you’re not dead.


But you’re constantly somewhere else mentally, checking out from the real world, because the virtual one on your screen is so tempting and convenient.


Or maybe you’re not mesmerized by your phone . . . but you’re still not fully present.


•You’re at your monthly book club. But while others are dissecting the author’s themes, you’re dissecting your last conversation with your teenager.


•You’re at a family BBQ. But instead of tasting the burgers, you’re chewing on the bitterness of some unresolved conflict.


•You’re at dinner with a loved one. But while they’re sharing heartfelt stories, your mind is replaying stressful emails from work.


These are what I call near-life experiences.


You’re living, yes, but your life is diluted, watered down. You’re showing up, but half the time . . . you could be replaced by a cardboard cutout, and no one would even notice.


And then there is that other type of near-life experience—the kind where you “nearly live” the life you want—but you keep putting off important things till “someday.”


Some nearly lived moments:


•You plan to reconnect with old friends over dinner, but as the night approaches, you’re overwhelmed by the energy it takes to be “on”—so you cancel.


•You think about returning to school to chase a deferred dream, but then you choke on the what-ifs of failing . . . or starting too late.


•You keep meaning to call your parents more often—but every time you think about it, you suddenly remember you need to clean something . . . immediately.


•You tell yourself that someday you will try something new . . . as soon as “new” stops being synonymous with “terrifying.”


Let me tell you: Each of these near-life experiences is sneaky.


Often you don’t realize you’re having them until you’ve had too many to count. And most of us have had more than we’d like to admit.


As a result, many of us have trained ourselves to be comfortable with just . . . enough.


Just enough attention. Just enough effort. Just enough connection.


It’s like we’ve collectively decided that being fully present in our lives is overrated.


The crazy part: Even when we know we’re doing it, we just don’t care. We’ve become so comfortable with being disconnected from our lives that we’ve convinced ourselves that this is normal.


We’re like, “Eh, this is just how it is now. It’s fine.”


But it’s not fine.


It’s not even close to fine.


Living this way is like using a phone charger that’s frayed and barely working, and thinking, “Well, it’s not on fire yet, so it’s fine.”


But it’s only a matter of time before it burns your house down.


The worst part?


Deep down, you know this isn’t how you want to live your life. The whole time, there’s this low-level anxiety humming in the background, whispering, “This isn’t it. This isn’t the life you were meant to live.”


But instead of dealing with this whispered warning, you just turn up the volume on a podcast or scroll through Instagram, pretending you didn’t hear it.


And that’s why I’m writing this book.


I want to wake you up from your near-life experiences—snap you out of your autopilot slumber.


And I’ve got just the tool to do it:


DEATH AWARENESS


Yeah, I know, death isn’t exactly a fun topic. But guess what? Thinking about death can ironically breathe new life into you. In fact . . .


Death awareness is a powerful life hack.


I found this out the hard way, when I lost my father about two decades ago.


Let me tell you: When death shows up, it does this thing. It taps you on the shoulder, and without saying a word, it lets you know that you’ve been wasting a lot of your time.


My father’s death did this for me.


After my dad died I found myself thinking about the finite nature of my life. Soon after, I began reassessing my priorities, eager to live more intentionally, to cherish small moments more often, to express love more frequently.


It was as if I’d been living half asleep and someone finally slapped me awake. Suddenly my view of the life around me became sharper. I could see all the ridiculous clutter that filled my days—years’ worth of bad habits and wasteful distractions. This kicked off a serious spring-cleaning of my priorities.


I began to break free from my near-life experience stupor.


BEFORE MY DAD PASSED . . .


I was living my life as if I had a thousand years ahead of me. Just coasting, putting off all the important stuff. Start a family? Nah, I’ll do that later. Go on those dream trips? Eh, maybe next year. I thought there were always more tomorrows.


AFTER MY DAD DIED, IT HIT ME . . .


There isn’t an infinite supply of tomorrows. Not for any of us.


I began to realize how fragile life is; it could break at any time. Life has a use-by date. It’s not an endless scroll. You’re here. Then you’re not. And it’s up to us to make the “here” part as meaningful as possible.


When you take the time to really sit with the fact that, sorry, you’re going to die someday—and that it could be sooner than you think—it does something to you.


You stop living like you’re gonna be here forever . . . and start recognizing that you’re not.


CASE IN POINT FROM MY OWN LIFE . . .


Death, it turns out, is an excellent alarm clock. After my dad passed, I woke up to the idea of starting a family—a thought I’d been swatting away for years.


Suddenly, it became crystal clear. Although I was fulfilled by my career, I wanted more. I craved the whole family-sized love package—a home filled with laughter, sticky fingerprints, weird kid questions like “Why is air invisible?,” and a loving partner (someone like my Howard) to share the chaos, joy, and crumbs with.


So I have my father’s death to thank for my son Ari’s birth. His passing cracked something open in me. That’s what death awareness does.


On an interesting note:


My son was born exactly four years to the day of my dad’s passing—on August 27th. It felt like kismet that my dad’s “death day” was also my son’s birthday. It felt like a wink from my dad, saying, I’m happy for you, Karen.


BUT HERE’S THE CRAZIEST PART


We all know that life is not forever.


We don’t need someone to die to remind us that life is impermanent. The problem is: We don’t like to think about the reality of death. So we act like we have all the time in the world to start living.


But once you accept that your time is limited, you stop treating every day like it’s just another hurdle to get through. And you start treating your life like the finite, precious fleeting thing it is.


•You stop putting things off to someday—and become a choosier choice chooser about how you spend your time now.


•You start investing in relationships that truly matter—and activities that fulfill you.


•You start to see the beauty in mundane moments—a dog’s wagging tail, the peculiar shape of a cloud, the lilting melody in a friend’s laugh.


•You start to prefer to binge-watch the sunset over the latest Netflix series, because you understand that some things truly are limited editions.


•You begin to look at that big pile of laundry you’re folding and think about how it represents lives being lived.


•And those dishes in your sink? They become a testament to food enjoyed and intimate conversation exchanged.


•Suddenly a hug from a loved one now feels like it could power a small city.


Yes, ironically, when you become death aware, you become a life enthusiast.


Skeptical? Guess what? I’m not the only one fan-girling death awareness. The perks of death awareness are plentiful and research based.


I know this for a fact—because I love collecting facts. You see, for the last few decades I’ve been a bestselling author of psychological and philosophical books, as well as a total research geek. Naturally, after the passing of my father, I became curious about why his death had sharpened my lens on life so greatly. So I went into research mode.


I quickly discovered a wide range of studies that preached the benefits of death awareness.


For example . . .


•“Effects of mortality awareness.” (Daniel Spitzenstätter and Tatjana Schnell). This study demonstrated that thinking about death reduced people’s fears of dying—and inspired them to live more bravely.


•“How thinking about death can lead to a good life.” This study (published in Society for Personality and Social Psychology) reported that mulling over mortality motivates us to improve our lives. It’s, like, walk past a graveyard, feel more inspired to do better and be better.


•University of Missouri study on death reminders: Apparently, thinking about kicking the bucket makes people less likely to reach for a cigarette or a beer.


•“Greedy bastards” study: This cheekily named research found that a nudge about our mortality turns us into people who are more about giving and less about grabbing.


•Hirschberger, Florian, Mikulincer study on death reminders: This study said that reminders of our eventual demise make us nicer. As in, Hey, you’re going to die one day. Now, go be kind!


What does all of that mean?


Getting chummy with your mortality is not morbid. It’s motivating.


Yes, the more you come to terms with your mortality, the more you’ll live with more joy, not less. More purpose, not less. More exclamations of “Hell yeah!” Not less.


Death is indeed the ultimate life coach.


After digging into all this death-awareness research, I thought, “Why not test this out with some mortality awareness tools?”


So I did. I experimented with writing my own eulogy, crafting an epitaph for myself, scribbling daily “To-Die” lists to follow (which are really more like “What Actually Matters Most” lists).


Guess what? My life started to bloom in unexpected ways, both professionally and personally.


Naturally, I shared these mortality awareness tools with my clients, and they were blown away by the results. It was as if I’d handed them some strange, magical key. Suddenly they were unlocking doors to long-forgotten dreams and dusty ambitions that they’d almost given up on. Jobs were quit, businesses born, new countries explored, college degrees revisited, passions ignited.


Now I’m excited to awaken and empower you too!


I want to encourage you to use the fact that you’re not immortal . . . as a push-yourself-off-the-couch-and-into-the-world button.


I want you to get cozier with the idea of your mortality—but not in a “hide under the blankets” way. Quite the opposite. I want you to use the fear of the end as fuel for the now.


Once you learn to embrace the undeniable fact that you’re not gonna be here forever, you’ll soon find that every decision, relationship, and leap becomes more infused with bravery, urgency, and passion.


After all, when you realize that every Netflix binge means making the choice against, say, writing your novel—or calling an old friend—or volunteering at the local animal shelter . . . your priorities get a little shake-up.


Sounds counterintuitive, right? Death as a positive motivator?


It’s like finding out that Brussels sprouts are actually delicious when roasted just right. Surprising, but also totally true!


So, if you’re tired of living next to your life instead of in it . . . stick around.


In the pages ahead, I will show you, step by simple step, how to use thoughts about the end of your life to make the beginning and middle far better.


And don’t worry, I’m not saying you have to stop scrolling on your phone altogether. I’m not a monster.


My goal is to help you to find that sweet spot, where you unplug far more frequently from technology and connect more often to the most important people and passions in your life.


This book is meant to serve as a loving “speed bump” in the hectic rush of your life, encouraging you to take the time to ask yourself:


What truly matters most to me?


So when it comes right down to it, this book isn’t about death at all. It’s actually about how to live more fully.


To quote the brilliant philosopher Lucius Annaeus Seneca: “It is not that we have a short time to live, but that we waste a lot of it.”


So let’s not waste any more time. Let’s embrace our mortality, and in so doing, let’s embrace life like never before.


We might not have control over when or how we’ll exit this world. But we do have control over how we live it now.


Death is inevitable. But a life lived with regret doesn’t have to be.
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WHY DEATH IS YOUR BEST KICK IN THE TUSH TO LIVE BETTER


Early in the morning, when I’ve just made coffee and the rest of the house is still lost in dreams, I think about dying. Not in a “curl up in the fetal position” way. But more like a “What the hell am I doing with my life?” way.


I call this a Death Mindfulness Practice.


And I know what you’re thinking: Mindfulness + death? First thing in the morning? What, are you just trying to ruin your day?


But here’s the thing: It works.


So, while everyone else is busy pretending they’re going to live forever, I’m over here using death as a daily wake-up call. And it’s very motivating.


I’ll be sharing my exact Death Mindfulness Practices in the pages ahead. But for now please know: These practices are not the usual ho-hum sit-cross-legged-and-find-your-center kind of stuff you might do in yoga class that often makes you just want to fall asleep.


I would know, because I studied to be a yoga and meditation teacher.


Instead of calming you, these death mindfulness tools sharpen you. They’re more like slap-you-in-the-face tools that get you to stop sleepwalking through your life and actually start paying attention.


Plus best of all: They’re fun and easy to do.


I get it . . .


At first, the idea of “fun death mindfulness tools” sounds a little nuts. Like, “What’s so fun about starting my day thinking about dying?” It sounds like a bummer.


But here’s the thing . . .


When you start your day thinking, “Holy crap, I’m still here. I’m still alive. Let’s go!,” it’s like flipping a switch. Suddenly, your whole day has this urgency to it, this weird sense of adventure. And instead of, “Why must I crawl out from under these warm, cozy blankets?” you’re thinking, “What can I do with this extra bonus day the universe just handed me?”


It’s funny, isn’t it?


You focus on something as future based and morbid as death, and somehow it makes you feel more alive and happy, right now.


All of a sudden, every day is a little bit more vivid. It’s as if you’ve been wearing the wrong prescription glasses your whole life, and you just got the right ones. Every little thing seems a bit more important, a bit more urgent, a bit more amazing.


YOU’RE MORTAL. QUIT DAWDLING.


Death Mindfulness is an effective tool because death is the ultimate deadline. And nothing, I mean nothing, makes a person more productive than a looming deadline. Especially one you can’t negotiate your way out of.


You know how you feel when you realize you only have so many bites of your sandwich left, and you start savoring each bite more? You chew slower. Taste longer. Maybe even slather on more condiments. With daily death awareness, you start to savor your life like that.


Now, everybody’s gonna die, right? But nobody wants to talk about it.


We’ll talk about politics, religion, your cousin’s messy divorce. But death? That’s the conversational no-go zone.


I remember in school learning about how stars die.


My teacher explained: Many of the stars we see twinkling in the sky burned out eons ago. What we’re seeing is ghostly glitter dust. Because everything changes, everything ends.


However, my teacher conveniently left out that this same stardust fate applies to us too, the fragile, finite beings sitting in those classroom chairs.


We humans are an odd species. We learn all about this inevitable “All Things Must Go Law of the Universe,” yet we do everything we can to stick our heads in the sand when it comes to our own mortality. We’re like, Death? Never heard of it.


We prefer to pretend like we’re the outliers—the exceptions to the universal mortality rule. As if death is something we can find a way to dodge, like jury duty.


Our Mortality Denial game is both hilarious . . . and heartbreaking.


Because in the end, pretending that death applies to everything but us doesn’t just set us up for a needed reality check. It also makes us miss the whole point of our impermanence.


The fact that we’re all ticking entropy bombs isn’t a bug in our life. It’s an added feature. One that, if used correctly, can make our lives feel more beautiful and meaningful.


In fact, I believe that when you get cozy with the idea that you’re on a countdown, you wind up cranking up the volume on living.


Imagine you’re at a concert, and the band announces their final song. You’re gonna soak in every note, every lyric, every beat, because you know this is it—no more encores.


That’s what life feels like, once you embrace that it’s finite.


You start to live sharper, love harder, and choose smarter. You upgrade your life to a higher, more premium level.


It’s like discovering a secret spice that makes every moment of life more incredible. A pinch of mortality awareness can turn even the blandest day into a more delicious one.


Six Specific Ways That Your New, Unlikely Friendship with Your Impermanence Will Enrich Your Life


Motivator: Procrastination loses its grip when you realize that time is a nonrenewable resource. That trip you wanted to take, the book you’ve dreamed of writing, the reconciliation you’ve put off . . . awareness of death whispers, “Now is the time,” urging you into action with a gentle nudge.


Clarifier: Suddenly, the noise of the world falls away. Your priorities become clearer. You know those grudges you’ve been nursing like they’re going to hatch into golden eggs? Or that envy that’s been eating you up? Death comes along, puts an arm around you, and gently reminds you to stop wasting precious time on this small stuff.


Deepener: Relationships gain depth and texture under the shadow of mortality. You listen more intently, hug more tightly, and speak more honestly.


Beautifier: Ordinary moments become extraordinary. Oh, the sweetness of a shared meal, a walk in the park, the ridiculousness of dogs wearing sweaters. Everything takes on a Technicolor vibrancy when you acknowledge that these moments are fleeting.


Self-revealer: Suddenly, the roles you play and the masks you wear feel like a waste of time. You start to act, speak, and love from your truest core self. You say yes to the unsaid. You kiss the person who makes your heart do the cha-cha. You become you-ier.


Liberator: The fear of failure begins to lose its sting. When you understand that your time is limited, the risk of not trying at all becomes far scarier than the possibility of failure. You become bolder, more willing to leap, because you realize that playing it safe is perhaps the greatest risk of all.


Here’s the deal: You’ve got a finite amount of time, and it’s ticking away. The universe has set the rules, and we’ve got to play the game. So I say we should learn to play it well.


Remember, death isn’t the opposite of life. It’s a part of it. It’s the thing that adds value to every moment we have.


In the end, death is just life’s way of telling you to stop dragging your feet. Make your days count. Make them meaningful.


This book will help you to do just that.
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HECKLING THE GRIM REAPER: WHY IT HELPS TO LAUGH IN THE FACE OF DEATH


When you think about mortality, and the inevitable decline that comes with old age, the first thing that comes to mind probably isn’t, “Ha-ha, good one!”


But here’s the thing: I’m purposefully writing this book with a sprinkle of humor.


Why? Because let’s face it, death is scary. And a little humor can make confronting this uncomfortable topic feel a bit easier—like sugarcoating a bitter pill.


Now, you’re probably thinking, “Karen, I’m contemplating my own mortality here, and you want me to crack a smile?”


Well, yes. But please know:


My use of humor is not about making light of death itself.


It’s about lightening the heaviness of the conversation.


In a way humor becomes like a softening agent, a way of kneading the hard, cold clay of death into something pliable and more welcoming. And so as I blend humor into this book, my mission is to make mortality more graspable, more touchable. Something you can turn over in your hands, look at from all sides, laugh about its odd shape, and then, perhaps, put in your pocket and carry home to study later, feeling a little less afraid of it.


Basically, humor makes the unbearable more bearable.


When you’re able to laugh at something as daunting as death, wonderful things happen to your brain. It disrupts fear and anxiety . . . defusing their power over you.


It’s like when you’re a kid and there’s a monster under your bed, so you name it something like Fred. And suddenly, it’s just Fred, and not so scary anymore.


This is why humor is recommended with cancer patients.


•According to a study in Psycho-Oncology, cancer patients who used humor to talk about their health challenges experienced improvements in their emotional well-being.


•Plus, the American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine reports that laughter not only decreases stress hormones, it improves immune function and pain tolerance—also helpful for cancer patients.


So if humor can help cancer patients who are staring at a close-up look at their mortality, imagine what it can do for the rest of us, who are mostly just dealing with the abstract idea of death.


Not only that . . . studies report that satirical humor doesn’t just make us laugh. It makes us think.


A study in the journal Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts reports that hearing satirical political material can lead to greater political awareness and understanding.


Humor’s sneaky like that. It shows up in a clown costume—only to whip it off and reveal some profound, hard-hitting truths underneath.


Remember the role of the court jester? Historically, he was the only person who could mock the king without losing his head. But this jester wasn’t just cracking jokes. He was speaking truths that no one else dared to utter.


Well, when we joke about death, we’re the jesters to our own mortality. We’re pointing out the absurdity of our fears and the urgency of pursuing our purpose—and thereby helping ourselves to more clearly see what’s most important in life.


So my use of humor in this book isn’t merely decorative. It’s strategic.


It’s my way to gently bring you face-to-face with the inevitability of death, without you running for the hills. And if laughter can make you stick around to think about your mortality, then I’ve cracked open a door that might otherwise have stayed sealed shut.


And I believe we need to talk about death more—so we can prepare for it and, ultimately, accept it. But the conversation doesn’t have to be a downer. Instead it can be more like breaking the fourth wall in your life’s sitcom. It can startle you into seeing your life’s plot line from better angles. And you begin to recognize that, yes, we are all hurtling toward a final end . . . but oh, the spectacular views along the way.


Over time chatting about death can become yet another thing worth discussing . . . right up there with love, ambition, or the perfect way to cook an egg.


I believe it’s crucial we talk more openly about death.


Because a life lived in fear of death is a life half lived. And you deserve to live fully. So I encourage you to laugh in the face of death. Plus laugh at the absurdities of life too. Laugh at the fact that no matter how much kale you eat, how many marathons you run, or how often you meditate, you’re still going to die.


And that’s okay. It’s more than okay. It’s completely human.


Which Brings Us to Your First Death Mindfulness Tool: A Journal


Why a journal? Because this book isn’t just about reading. It’s about doing. I’m going to throw ideas, questions, challenges, and prompts at you, and I want you to have a place to catch them all.


I’ve been journaling since I was a kid, and let me tell you, it’s a bit like using a Ouija board—except instead of summoning ghosts, you’re conjuring your subconscious. You sit down clueless about what’s going to spill out, and before you know it, your pen is flying across the page, and you’re thinking, “Oh, so that’s what’s been bothering me.”


Journaling isn’t just writing about what you know. It’s discovering what you didn’t know that you knew.


Since death can feel heavy, I want you to lighten things up a bit by giving your journal a funny name. Something that’ll make you smile every time you open it.


For example, I’ve written on the front of some of my journals: “Selfies of My Soul.”


Stuck for Journal Title Ideas? Try One of These


•Notes from a Future Dead Person


•Memento Mori . . . but First, Coffee


•Death: the Original Unsubscribe


•I’ll Sleep When I’m Dead . . . but Let’s Get Stuff Done First


•Trying Not to Be a Jerk Before I Die


•Death: It’s Like Sleep, but Without the Snoring


•I Could Be Watching TV, but Instead I’m Writing About Death


•If You’re Reading This, I’m Probably Dead. Kidding. Or Am I?


•Does This Journal Make My Mortality Look Fat?


•I Came, I Saw, I Wrote, I Died


•Welcome to My Pre-Death Diary: Spoiler, There’s No Sequel


•This Journal Won’t Make Me Immortal, but It’ll Help Me Cope


Whatever title you pick, make sure it reflects the balance we’re aiming for: honesty, humor, and a clear-eyed understanding that, yeah, death is inevitable. But thinking about death shouldn’t suck the joy out of your life. It should do the opposite. Empower you to be a better joy seeker!
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HOW TO BE GOOD IN DEATHBED


I’ve often wondered whether death was the universe’s sassy way of dealing with human procrastination. After all, we humans are the best procrastinators.


Think about it. What if you had unlimited time? You’d probably put off everything.


•“Oh, I’ll start my passion project . . . in a century or two.”


•“I’ll tell her I love her . . . maybe in a millennium.”


Thankfully, mortality is here to tap you on the shoulder and whisper, “You ain’t got forever, buddy.”


When you perk up and embrace your mortality, you’re forced to ask biggersized questions:


•What do I want to do with my limited time?


•What truly matters?


However, for the most part, we humans ignore any whispers from death, preferring to play make-believe with the finite nature of our lives.


As a result, we procrastinate on what truly matters. And our good intentions mysteriously vanish into that time warp called “someday.”


This “procrastinatory thinking” is so common it’s even got a fancy name: temporal discounting.


Temporal discounting is why:


•We say, “Someday I’ll . . .” then never follow through.


•We choose immediate gratification over meaningful long-term goals.


•We waste an embarrassing amount of time on dumb stuff.


So, in this chapter I’m gonna help you to banish the word “someday” from your vocabulary by fully embracing mortality awareness.


Here’s a quick reminder: We humans are the only species that knows we’re going to die! No other animal gets the memo: “You will die someday.”


At first glance, this might sound like a curse. But it’s actually a gift. Because you can use your lucky human perk of “death awareness” as a built-in motivator to make the most of your time on this planet.


And to help you with this death acceptance process, I’ve invited a surprise celebrity guest to this chapter:
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