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The intent of the author is only to offer information of a general nature to help you in your quest for self-improvement and emotional and spiritual well-being. In the event you use any of the information in this book for yourself, the author and publisher assume no responsibility for your actions.
The story you are about to read revolves around a barcode I have tattooed on my right shoulder. In many ways, the story of this barcode is the story of my life so far.
In April 2003, I went for a massage. I was the last appointment of the day for Susan, my massage therapist, and I was certainly carrying all of the day's tensions with me in my back and shoulders.
Shortly after we started the session, Susan asked me about the barcode tattoo on my shoulder. Although she had treated me on previous visits, the topic of my tattoo had never come up. I decided to tell her what it means and why I felt compelled to have it put there.
Over the course of our hour-long session, I told Susan the story you are about to read. It certainly wasn't the first time I had told this story, but up to that point, I had only shared this personal account with very close friends.
When our session concluded, she smiled a big smile at me and said:
"You know, that's an incredible story. Even though it's the end of a long day, I feel totally energized and motivated. I want to do something! You've really inspired me."
At the time, I just laughed and told her I was glad to help her as much as she had helped me. However, over the next few weeks her comments began to replay over and over again in my mind. It felt really good to motivate and inspire someone simply by relating my experiences.
Then it dawned on me. If I could motivate one person with this story by telling it while half-naked, lying on a table with my face in a hole, imagine how many people I could help if I began to share my story with others in a more professional manner!
And that's why you have this book in your hands. I only hope you get as much out of my story as Susan did.
Do you know when you're going to die?
If you could find out, would you?
Suppose someone handed you an envelope and told you the date of your death was printed on a card inside. Would you open the envelope?
More importantly, if you did open it, what would you do differently? How would you change the way you live your life?
I have news for you. The book you're holding in your hands right now is that envelope.
I've written this book in the hopes that I can help you begin thinking seriously about what's truly important to you and about how you're living your life.
My goal is to motivate you to live your life on purpose and to make better decisions. I'm going to share lessons that, if you take them to heart, will allow you to conquer fear and doubt and to live with certainty. I want to bring you to the point where if someone were to ask what you would do differently if you knew the date of your death, you'd be able to smile and say, "Not a thing."
What qualifies me to help you in these ways?
I'm lucky enough to know the day I'm going to die. This is my expiry date:

(If you are unable to view this graphic, you can see it online at: http://ChooseTheLifeYouWant.com/images/barcode.gif)
I was born with a 'bad' heart. It was just made wrong. In fact, I've had leading cardiologists tell me that if they were to build a heart the way mine is built, it would never run.
On paper, the doctors classify it as 'complex cardiac anatomy' and the detailed medical description continues for four paragraphs. I'll spare you the full medical details, but I do want to give you a graphic example of one aspect of my problem.
I have a very large hole in the wall between the two lower chambers of my heart. This is called a Ventricular Septal Defect, and by itself, it’s not uncommon. What makes mine unusual is the size of the hole.
I recently had a full MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) scan done of my heart. The scan revealed that the hole in my heart is 1.4 inches by 1.3 inches. When I read that fact in my medical report, I was shocked.
I cut out a piece of black paper that is 1.4 inches by 1.3 inches. Since a person's heart is roughly the size of his or her fist, I photographed my fist with the paper 'hole.'

(If you are unable to view this graphic, you can see it online at: http://ChooseTheLifeYouWant.com/images/holeinhand.jpg)
At birth, the doctors discovered the extent of my congenital heart disease and told my parents I probably wouldn't make it through my first year. I spent a lot of that first year sick and in the hospital. I can't imagine what my poor parents had to endure during that time, not knowing if their first-born child would survive. (Mom and Dad-thanks for everything.)
Much to the amazement of the doctors and nurses, I survived that first year and my condition stabilized. They performed more diagnostic tests on me in an effort to discover exactly why my heart continued to work when medical science told them it shouldn't be working at all.
Ultimately, they decided not to tamper with my heart unless they needed to, and since there have never been any complications, I've never had any surgery on my heart.
Growing up, I was never aware of my heart problem - except when I ran. I would get tired much faster than the other kids. Also, I would go for an annual checkup with the cardiology team at the nearby children’s hospital. Each year, I presented myself at the hospital and spent the better part of the day with my shirt off for X-rays, electrocardiograms and various other tests.
As the years passed, the tests became more sophisticated, however, the results were always the same: total disbelief and amazement on the part of the medical professionals. To tell you the truth, I really enjoyed that part. It made me feel good to stump the experts!
I was fortunate enough to have a wonderful cardiologist who told me year after year that there was a very special balance at work in my life. He explained that I had a number of conditions that somehow balanced one another and kept me going. But I wasn’t just going - I was thriving.
As amazed as the people at the children's hospital were at my heart condition, they were equally puzzled that I was consistently far above average for height and weight in my age category. With my complex condition they expected me to be a scrawny, underdeveloped boy. This wouldn't be the last time medical science would underestimate me.
When I turned 18, I was no longer eligible to be treated at the children's hospital, so I was sent to a very prestigious heart institute. I was really looking forward to my first visit. I was eager to hear what this new team of experts would say about my unusual condition.
After a battery of tests, I finally met with one of the cardiologists who specialized in adults with congenital heart conditions.
This meeting altered the course of my life.
When I entered the doctor's office, I noticed a very thick file on his desk. After I sat down, he patted the file and told me he had reviewed all of my records and information that the children's hospital had sent over. He also told me he had reviewed all of the tests that had been conducted at the heart institute. And finally, he assured me that all of this information had been reviewed by an entire team of doctors, including the top heart surgeon in the country. He went so far as to show me their signatures on the report.
Then, with great matter-of-factness, he told me there was nothing they could do for me. His comment sent a chill down my spine. I had always enjoyed stumping the experts, but suddenly this didn't seem right.
There's nothing we can do for you.
Nothing you can do for me?
Why would I need someone to do anything?
What needed doing?
At the children's hospital, their disbelief and amazement were always followed up with the stern warning to pay attention to what my body was telling me and to stop any activity that was causing me concern. They always reassured me, and my parents, that I was the best judge of my capabilities. Now I was being told there was nothing the top team in Canada could do for me. Clearly, something had changed.
This doctor went on to explain that since they didn't understand why my heart was beating successfully, there was nothing they could do to fix it. He also told me a transplant was out of the question.
A heart transplant??
My mind raced.
Why would I need a heart transplant?
I had been living the normal life of an 18-year-old. I had no symptoms. No pain. This was supposed to be just a routine checkup and now he was talking about a heart transplant?
At this point in the consultation, it seemed as though time itself slowed down. The entire room seemed to fade away until it was just me and the doctor, sitting alone in outer space. He began to explain something to me in words I can never forget. It didn't sound like a doctor talking to an 18-year-old patient; it sounded like a medical professor talking to a group of medical students.
"The heart is a muscle," he began. "Like any muscle, it will give out over time. Because of the physiology of your heart, it will give out much sooner. We hope that doesn't happen until you are 30 or so."
I said nothing.
He said nothing.
Finally I asked him, "Let me get this straight-you HOPE that I live to be 30?"
"Yes," was his answer.
You HOPE that I live to be 30?
Yes.
I don't remember much more of the conversation. About a week later, it finally sunk in that my life was more than half over. At 18, I was past middle age.
Imagine getting that news. Think how that would affect your life.
In time, I came to realize this news was the greatest gift I'd ever been given - but I certainly didn't feel that way at first.
As you can imagine, coming to terms with this news took a long time. What I want to share with you now is the thought process I went through, the lessons I learned and the incredible excitement I have as a result. Furthermore, I want to show you how to apply these lessons to improve your own life - today.
"The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a mainspring of human activity-activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny..."
Ernest Becker in The Denial of Death
We work very hard to convince ourselves we are immortal. Many industries have sprung up to aid and abet us in this delusion. Cosmetics make promises about reversing the effects of aging. If that doesn't work, there's always cosmetic surgery. Medicine, whose objective of improving the quality of life is often confused with improving the quantity of life, constantly struggles to push back life expectancy dates. Supplements, diets, exercise regimens, miracle foods, the list goes on and on. Like Ponce de León, we're all involved in our own search for the fountain of youth.
In today's Western society, people don't die anymore. They pass on, pass away, cross over, pass over, transition or return home. We don't talk about dead people. We speak of the dearly departed or the deceased.
I've had long discussions with people who disagree that we actively deny death. Often people will point to the success of books like Tuesdays With Morrie by Mitch Albom or television shows like HBO's Six Feet Under.
While I admit that, at times, we can have a fascination with death, this is very different from a healthy acceptance of death as a fact of life. In Tuesdays With Morrie, we read about a man who watches a friend die. The reader is twice removed from the actual experience of death!
Death is the great equalizer. Everyone dies. And yet, very few people voluntarily give death any serious thought.
When parents are expecting a new child, there are countless resources available: books, videos, training classes, special accessories. There's an entire industry devoted to being born and we find it perfectly natural to immerse ourselves in the preparation for what's about to come.
Why, then, don't we do the same for death? Why isn't there a death industry complete with books, videos and training classes?
Let me be clear that I'm not talking about resources to help people cope with the loss of others. I'm also not talking about the funeral care business. I'm talking about a support system to help people acknowledge and prepare as early as possible for the inevitability of their own death.
Just think how powerful you would be if you were able to live your entire life without the fear of death.
In her landmark book, On Death and Dying, Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross discussed lessons learned by interviewing and working with over 200 dying patients in the late 1960s. Through this experience, she identified five stages that most dying people go through: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.
I want to stress that the merits of the Five Stages model have been greatly debated and there are certainly alternate theories. Furthermore, Kübler-Ross herself revised her position on the matter in later years. However, I find the five stages to be a useful starting place for the discussion of my experience.
Kübler-Ross described these stages as coping mechanisms used by people to help them adjust to the reality of dying. As you'll see from my own experience, there isn't necessarily a clear progression from one stage to another and it's possible to be in more than one stage at the same time. It's also possible that some people spend little or no time at all in some of the stages.
"Since in our unconscious mind we are all immortal, it is almost inconceivable for us to acknowledge that we too have to face death."
Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in On Death and Dying
When confronted with one's own mortality, the first stage is often denial. Kübler-Ross describes patients 'shopping around' for second, third and fourth opinions.
I certainly had a good number of friends and family members who told me I should be getting a second opinion. "Clearly, this doctor missed something," they'd say. "Look at you! You look fine to me. He must be wrong."
I must confess, the temptation to live in denial was strong, but ultimately, my denial period was short-lived for three main reasons.
First, when my care was being transferred to the adult heart institute I was filled with excitement at the prospect of having the pre-eminent specialists in the land working with me. This was one of the top cardiology facilities in the country. How could I now cast doubt on their prognosis just because I didn't like it?
Canada's top heart surgeon had signed off on my file. The scientific evidence was very powerful. It was as if I’d already had a ruling from the Supreme Court. Where do you go to appeal?
Second, it wasn't as if I didn't know about my heart condition. Many of the patients involved in Kübler-Ross' research were facing their mortality as a result of a recent diagnosis of cancer or other terminal illness. I had been living with my condition all my life. The only new information this doctor had for me was when the story was going to end.
Third, I saw no logical reason to seek another opinion. In my mind, seeking a second opinion was a fool's game. After all, if the first doctor could be wrong, what assurance was there that the second or third doctor wouldn't also be wrong? Furthermore, what if the second opinion turned out to be worse than the first? What if the second doctor's prognosis was for a 25-year life expectancy?
I asked myself if I'd feel better if the prediction was for 35 or 40 years of life. This brought up a very interesting self-dialogue:
"Exactly what age is a good age to die?"
"Hmm... I think 80 is a good age."
"Eighty? Are you sure? Let me ask you again when you're 79."
The one thing I knew for sure, 30 was far too young! This moved me quickly into the second stage: anger.
"When the first stage of denial cannot be maintained any longer, it is replaced by feelings of anger, rage, envy and resentment. The next logical question becomes, "Why me?"
Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in On Death and Dying
When I entered the 'why me' stage, everything and everyone became a focal point for my anger.
A good deal of anger was directed at my father. He had a series of medical conditions that, in my mind, were self-inflicted. He was a lifelong smoker. He never exercised and was overweight. He had recently developed adult-onset diabetes and I attributed this to his weight and poor eating habits.
My anger at my father came from two places. First, because I loved my father and didn't want to see anything bad happen to him, I was angry that he wasn't respecting himself (or his family) enough to take things seriously. Second, his doctor constantly gave him steps he could take to start turning things around (stop smoking, eat right, get regular exercise) and yet he chose not to follow these steps.
I, on the other hand, wasn't given any steps to turn things around. There was nothing I could do, or stop doing, that would change my situation. My lack of options brought about feelings of helplessness, which manifested as anger.
I was also angry with my peers. They were typical teenagers. They weren't sure what they were going to do with their lives and they weren't worried about it. They had all the time in the world, while I had about 12 more years to live. I felt they were taking everything for granted, and I became upset with them for not realizing what they had.
Back at school, one of my friends had started a suicide prevention group and he asked me to show my support by attending their first meeting. At this point, I still hadn't told many people about my news, and as I sat there and listened to my fellow students complain about the issues that were driving them to consider taking their own lives, I became enraged.
"You people need a kick in the ass!" I blurted out. Being completely insensitive, I went on to lecture all of them, including the faculty advisor, on what a real problem was.
I told them what I was facing and asked them if they thought their situations were better or worse than mine. I then chastised each of them for even thinking of throwing away something that I was trying desperately to hold onto.
My anger was constantly fueled by the 'why me' question. Lying in my bed at night, I would wonder, over and over, why I'd been given this horribly cruel fate.
I remember thinking that if I had to die young, why would the universe wait until I'm 30? Why not take me at 10 or five? By the time I made it to 30, I'd just be starting to settle into a life of my own and beginning to make plans for the future.
Thoughts about the future were one of the most upsetting things because I'd find myself daydreaming about having a career or a wife or about what I'd look like when I was 95. Then reality would come crashing back on me and I'd be angry again.
As you'll soon see, my anger stage overlapped with my depression stage. However, over a period of months I began to make peace with my situation. I'm so thankful I was able to work through my anger at my father well before he eventually died in May 2000.
In time, I came up with an answer to the constant question of 'why me.'
The answer was surprisingly simple:
Because you're human and everyone dies.
"The bargaining is really an attempt to postpone..."
Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in On Death and Dying
Initially, my bargaining was expressed as the resurfacing of a dialogue from my denial stage.
"Thirty is too young. It's too soon.
Give me more time!"
And, as in the denial stage, two questions kept coming back.
"How long is long enough?
What age is a good age to die?"
In my case, I didn't enter too deeply into bargaining. I kept bumping up against the logic of the 'what age is a good age to die' question.
My bargaining manifested itself as an unspoken gesture: I began to hit the gym. I secretly hoped that if I whipped my body into better shape, I could squeeze a few more years out of it. Somehow, God would see that I was actually doing my part to take care of myself and I would be granted a stay of execution.
"What we often tend to forget, however, is the preparatory grief that the terminally ill patient has to undergo in order to prepare himself for his final separation from this world."
Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in On Death and Dying
Kübler-Ross described two kinds of depression that can be faced by the terminally ill: reactive depression and preparatory depression.
Reactive depression is in reaction to a loss that has occurred, such as the loss of mobility, the loss of bodily control, the loss of hair due to treatments, the loss of a breast.
In my case, I had suffered no loss, endured no surgery and felt no different, so I didn't experience reactive depression. My depression was all preparatory.
Preparatory depression, Kübler-Ross maintained, is a necessary step on the road to acceptance. Rather than being caused by past losses, this type of depression deals with impending losses.
I had just been accepted as a student at the very prestigious McGill University in Montreal. Before my visit with the cardiologist, I was excited at the prospect of attending McGill. It was something I had worked for four years to achieve.
The expiry date changed all that. I no longer wanted to go to school. I only had 12 years left to live and I became very depressed at the thought of 'wasting' a third of that time in university, studying for a career I'd never live to have.
Ultimately, I did go to university, and I remember filling out the forms for my student loan. I was laughing so hard because the terms of the loan called for me to finish repaying when I was almost 34. I took great satisfaction in knowing the bank would never get all of its money back.
At the time I received my expiry date, I didn't have a steady girlfriend and I began to seriously doubt I ever would. After all, who would want to get emotionally involved with someone who had 12 years to live? This was a tremendous source of anguish for me.
All my life, I had pictured myself with a wife and children. The most important thing I could imagine doing was raising a child to be a good member of society. I believe that's how you leave a legacy - not by how much money you earn, or how many buildings you own, but by the quality of the people you leave behind to continue on.
Now my dream was shattered. I became convinced no one would want to get emotionally involved with me. Even on the off-chance someone did, there was no responsible way I could bring a child into the world.
I was constantly haunted by an image. It was a cold, gray, rainy day. A crying woman, holding a newborn baby, was standing at a graveside. My name was on the headstone.
How could I do that to anyone? How could I ruin two lives like that? How selfish would that be?
This recurring image brought about alternating feelings of depression and anger. The anger revolved around the 'why me' question again.
Why shouldn't I be allowed to experience love?
Does this mean I'm just supposed to go off to a mountain top and wait to die?
Why should I cut myself off from any possibility of love and happiness?
Surely I deserve love and happiness as much as anyone else.
I found myself in a vicious cycle. I'd get angry at the situation that was creating the impending loss, then, once the sense of loss overwhelmed me, I'd get depressed at the complete lack of options. My lack of options would feed the 'why me' question, and I'd start all over again.
"If a patient has had enough time...he will reach a stage during which he is neither depressed nor angry about his 'fate.'"
Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in On Death and Dying
My experience with the acceptance stage was markedly different from the experience of Kübler-Ross' patients. That's because my fifth stage was immediately followed by the realization that there's one more stage.
My acceptance came about through another series of internal dialogues.
"Well, I'm going to die."
"You and everyone else. You're no different."
"But I know when to expect it."
"Hey, that's kind of exciting! Most people are oblivious until it's too late. I can actually do something with that knowledge."
I began to realize that most people live their lives as if they're immortal, and yet they're obviously not. Sooner or later, their mortality catches up with them and it's often too late to make any changes.
My acceptance of death, and the realization that there is a sixth stage of coming to terms with mortality, came to me as soon as I made a critical distinction. Nobody knows when he or she will die - but I knew! I wasn't given a death sentence; I was given an early wake-up call! I was allowed to peek ahead and see what came next.
In her book, Kübler-Ross maintained that "acceptance should not be mistaken for a happy stage. It is almost always devoid of feelings."
How very sad.
I think Kübler-Ross encountered a lack of feeling in patients in the acceptance stage because she was dealing with people who were coming to terms with their mortality at the end of their lives. I discovered the sixth stage - what I call the Power of Mortality - because I came to terms with my death well before I was expected to die.
I wasn't sick. I wasn't in pain or suffering. I felt fine. For me, that distinction made all the difference in the world.
You see, it's never a question of if we're going to die, but only a question of when.
People who are just entering the workforce will often set up retirement savings plans even though retirement may be 40 or 50 years away. Why? Because they know that if they live long enough, they'll retire and they'll need to be financially ready for that possibility.
What I'm advocating is that you approach the certainty of your death as diligently as you would the possibility of your retirement.
From a solid foundation of acceptance, you're ready to move from the fear-filled world of the immortals to the exciting and joy-filled world of the mortals.
Let me show you how.
Six years after my fateful meeting with that cardiologist, I finally reached what I call the sixth stage: the Power of Mortality. It had been a long and often difficult journey, but I had moved beyond simple acceptance and into the excitement and power that came from embracing my own mortality.
To mark this important transition, in fact to celebrate that transition, I planned a very personal and private ceremony. Since this book has been all about sharing my personal and private story with you, I'll now relate the details of that ceremony.
The date was April 15, 1994. I was living in Montreal. I set my alarm clock to waken me very, very early in the morning. I brewed a pot of coffee and poured it into a thermos. I put the thermos and my camera into my backpack. I dressed warmly and began to walk through the dark, up the winding trails, to the top of Mount Royal.
Once I reached the top, I made my way to the beautiful scenic lookout that faces south but offers an incredible view of the south, east and west. I poured myself some coffee and sat in the dark reviewing the last six years.
I thought about my appointment with the cardiologist and all of the lows and highs that had followed. I cried for my lost innocence. I thought about what I had learned and how I had changed as a result of my new knowledge. I thought about what might lay ahead. Then, I simply enjoyed my coffee and waited for the sun to rise.
When the sun finally broke free of the horizon, I took a deep breath and rejoiced. I made a solemn vow that I wouldn't take that day for granted. I told myself that April 15, 1994 was my new birthday and the day of my death all in one. I vowed that if I lived to see April 16, 1994, I wouldn't take that day for granted either - or any of the others that may follow, regardless of how many there might be.
I will always treasure the photo I took of that sunrise. The morning sun broke over the horizon of the distant hills and lit up the mist over the St. Lawrence River, silhouetting the office towers of downtown Montreal. In the years since, I've often drawn strength and serenity from that photo. You can see it for yourself at http://ChooseTheLifeYouWant.com/about-patrick/new-day.
Everyone faces death. There's nothing any of us can do to avoid it. Nothing changes it - not economic status or social standing, not education or ethnicity or nationality or gender. None of it matters when it comes to death. It truly is the great equalizer.
Upon reaching the sixth stage of facing my mortality, I felt like I'd been let in on a huge secret. It was as though I could see everyone else wearing a blindfold, groping through life, hoping that somehow everything would work out.
Some people move very slowly while wearing these blindfolds, tentatively feeling their way around, afraid to bump into anything or anyone. Some people charge headlong in any given direction, not wanting to appear unsure of themselves. Others simply hang on to someone else and trust that person knows where to go.
By and large though, no one stops to think about the big picture; no one is willing to admit that, sooner or later, death will come. A blindfold fools you into thinking you're immortal.
Having had my blindfold forcibly removed, I could clearly see I was mortal. My mortality gave me tremendous joy and power.
If you're familiar with Charles Dickens' A Christmas Carol, you'll recall that Ebenezer Scrooge doesn't decide to change his ways until the third ghost brings him face to face with his own grave. Isn't that a common theme in our society?
We rush through life making mountains out of our daily molehills. There are reports to write, meetings to attend, calls to make, a corporate ladder to climb. We work to be able to afford all of the 'toys' that we buy to distract ourselves from the fact that we spend all of our time working. We scramble from one crisis to another, all the while forgetting about the big picture.
Then, if we're lucky, we survive the first heart attack or car crash or brush with cancer. We suddenly see the light. Like Scrooge, once we see our own graves, we change our ways and make peace with our world. And we hope it's not too late.
Imagine if everyone could reach that point of peace without having to undergo a traumatic experience? Wouldn't it be great if we could work through the stages of dying while we're still healthy and while we still have time to make changes?
I'm here to act as your own personal 'third ghost.' I'm showing you your grave and I'm trying to gently remove your blindfold. I'm inviting you to join me in the exciting world of the mortals.
Perhaps you have no desire to acknowledge your own death. Why would anyone want to put him- or herself through the process of coming to terms with death? After all, ignorance is bliss. If we're living healthy and happy lives, who wants to think about death? Why not simply continue merrily along until the Grim Reaper knocks on the door?
My answer to that can be found in a quote from Paulo Coelho in his book The Alchemist:
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/8286 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!