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Foreword 

WHAT A GOOD LIFE I HAD. Sixteen years old; the summer before my senior year in high school. I would be going away to college next year, and this was to be my summer with Dad. My eldest brother, who was preparing to become an officer in the U.S. Navy, was entering his fourth year of college. My other brother had just graduated from high school, so although he was planning to stay at home and go to a local college he was technically on his own.

This was my summer. My grandfather and his wife, Hedwig, had driven out from Vero Beach, Florida, to spend a few weeks with us. I did not know them very well. My dad’s family lived mostly in Ohio, but we lived in the West as my dad was in the U.S. Navy.

Life was also good at home. We were not a wealthy family, but life was comfortable. Even though Mom worked, we always had freshly ironed clothes to wear, and there was always a nutritious meal on the table. My dad had retired from the navy and had  become a purchasing agent. Just the previous summer, we had taken our first vacation in many years, something we hadn’t done because Dad was gone a lot when he was in the navy.

Yes, life was good.

July 19, 1964, was a typical Sunday. Grandpa and Hedwig had arrived a few days earlier, and we had all gone to Grace Lutheran Church together. After church, Dad was going to take Grandpa fishing in the Salton Sea. He and Grandpa were in the front seat of our 1962 Buick Electra, and my brother Dave and our friend Randy Gray were in the back. I have never enjoyed fishing. But if I had gone with them that day, I would have been sitting in the front seat between Dad and Grandpa.

They had been gone about an hour or so when the phone rang. I answered the phone and I heard what I remember thinking at the time was a strange question. The voice on the phone said, “This is El Centro Community Hospital. Do you know who the doctor is for David Gustafson?” I told them, but I thought it was strange that they had not asked Dad who my brother Dave’s doctor was. Certainly, if Dave had been in an accident, Dad would have been able to tell them the name of our family doctor.

Mom and I immediately drove to the hospital, where our minister, Pastor Paul Harting, met us. He said there had been an accident (a word I refuse to use—it was a car crash), and that three people were dead. That was all we knew at the time. We soon learned that  both Dad and Grandpa had been killed instantly when the drunk driver in the other car hit them head-on. My brother Dave and our friend Randy survived, although Dave was severely injured.

Not a day since has gone by that I have not thought of my father and grandfather and that tragic day. Over forty-two years later, I still yearn to have one more conversation with each of them.

So how does all of that relate to this book?

I expected that Dad would live forever. My father had served our country in two major wars (World War II and the Korean Conflict) and been in areas where many soldiers tragically came home in bodybags. He survived all of that.

But he did not live forever. Had I known that he was not going to live long enough to see me graduate from high school or college, or see me get married and have children—had I known all of that, I know one thing. I would have asked him a lot of questions.

When I first proposed the idea of this book to my wife Darlene, her response was so positive that I began writing immediately. She knew that this book would be good for me, as I would have to address many feelings that I had repressed during the more than forty years since my father’s death. She also knew that many other people would need to address and discuss the same topics.

This book is a list of questions that I wish I had thought to ask my dad. I am sorry that I did not—I never even imagined that it would be necessary. After all, we would have discussed these important  topics at some point or another later on, wouldn’t we? I have shed many tears while writing these words, both here and in the pages to follow. It has been very hard for me to look at these questions and then to think what Dad might have told me in response. I really wish I knew those answers!

With the assistance of my dedicated coauthor, Robyn Freedman Spizman, who is one of the foremost gift-giving experts in the country, this book became a reality. Robyn has spent a great deal of her career writing inspirational books that help make life more memorable and meaningful, so it was natural for us to team up. We hope that this book will make a difference in your life and assist you in preserving those special memories with and about your dad.

Ah, if this book had been around back in 1963 or 1964, when my dad could have responded.

—Stuart Gustafson Boise, Idaho 
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How to Use This Book 

A DAD WEARS SO MANY HATS IN LIFE. He’s our encourager, philosopher, teacher, motivator, counselor, rule-maker, provider, and most often our greatest fan. We wish to congratulate you for taking an important step in life to honor him. By filling out the pages in this book, you are making an effort to let your dad know how much he means to you and how much you love him. In return, you’ll also have a wealth of stories, insights, and lessons learned that reflect your father’s life and the legacy he wishes to have you carry on.

If you have the luxury of sitting down with your dad, you are a very fortunate person. Life has blessed you with the opportunity to get to know your dad in even more meaningful ways that will support and comfort you for years to come. Or perhaps you are a dad, and you have decided to fill out this book yourself and later present it to your children as a loving will of sorts—we think that’s absolutely wonderful. Our goal is to make sure that every dad leaves not only  memories of his heartfelt love but a legacy of loving thoughts, ideas, and beliefs expressed for generations to come.
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