
		
			Advance Praise for Memoirs of an Ordinary Guy

			“Danny Olmes’ folksy memoir packs a punch. He combines the wisdom gained from personal reflection with the lessons of an ‘ordinary’ American living through extraordinary times. He has written a sweet tale for the country he loves.” 

			—Miranda Devine, New York Post columnist and author of Laptop from Hell

			 

			“Danny Olmes, a so-called ‘ordinary guy,’ has written an extraordinary book that offers countless life lessons the rest of us would be wise to heed and even emulate. Here’s another important lesson: put this on your must-read list. Now.” 

			—Len Shapiro, longtime Washington Post sportswriter, columnist, and editor 

			 

			“Memoirs of an Ordinary Guy is a unique and inspiring read. Penned in a series of vignettes, Danny captures the spirit of the ‘Everyman’ through introspective insights that will help readers contemplate the value of everyday experiences and living in the moment. Compassion for others and the importance of self are the essence of Danny’s work and a must read for those seeking self-awareness and integration into a more rich and full life.”

			—Lt. Col. David Richardson, USMC, Ret. and author of War Story

			 

			“It has been my pleasure to see the development of Danny Olmes’s thought-provoking book, Memoirs of an Ordinary Guy, from its very early stages to publication. Danny’s goal has always been to capture life experiences that are not only meaningful to him but will also encourage readers to reflect on their own lives. Danny has succeeded in his objective, and I have no doubt that every reader will come away from this touching book with new perspectives on life.” 

			—Chuck Cascio, longtime freelance writer and author of The Fire Escape Stories and six other books
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Foreword

			It’s a rare thing indeed when someone tells you they are going to write a book and then actually completes the task. In my experience, writing a book is never easy. I’ve managed two. They often require more effort than their subject matter: in my case, climbing Mount Everest or traversing the Arabian Desert.

			Danny has produced a heartfelt memoir and collection of short stories that chart his long road to contentment. These are enduring tales of the twists and turns of fate, and his central theme is taken right from the Declaration of Independence: the pursuit of happiness. What is it? How will I know when I find it? These and many more questions of faith and family took me back to some of the turning points in my own life. Danny promises to help us distinguish the good from the bad in our everyday experiences—and to cherish the former as a gift with divine provenance. I say Amen to that.

			Even rarer than writing a book is actually appearing in the pages of a book you didn’t write yourself! Danny has done me that great honor. He writes of the fire in his heart while listening to a Canadian wax lyrical on the subject of mountains and manifesting your own destiny. Clearly, that fire still burns for Danny. I am humbled to have played even the smallest part in helping him bring his stories into the world. They are worth the effort.

			- Jamie Clarke, adventurer, entrepreneur, and motivational speaker





Author’s Note

			“And it is said that the Princess returned to her father’s kingdom. That she reigned there with justice and a kind heart for many centuries. That she was loved by her people. And that she left behind small traces of her time on Earth, visible only to those who know where to look.”

			- Pan, Pan’s Labyrinth

			I’ve always been an observer, an introvert. As a child—even today—I could look out the window for hours on long car rides and not say a word, perfectly content and deeply fixed on the simple and predictable landmarks of the typical American road trip: billboards without number, the rhythmic countdown of highway mile markers, the rotting barn perched on a rolling hillside, and the miles and miles of high-tension wires trailing off to a distant horizon.

			And even though I saw the same things over and over—just ordinary things—they never seemed any less mysterious or any less worthy of my attention. There was always a subtle detail that required a more thoughtful examination. There was always something that made it impossible to look away. And there was always something more to learn. Maybe it’s no coincidence that many years later I’d begin writing a book on the simple, everyday experiences that changed my life, and that, although I’m just an ordinary guy, I’m able to live an extraordinary life.

			Every day, we encounter things that can inspire us to see the world a little differently, to take pause, to learn something new, or even to recognize the Divine. They can be a person, a memory, a character in a book, seven miles of asphalt, or even a can of Coke. They are anything and everything, and their gifts are many: a new perspective, a sense of peace, an important lesson, or perhaps a glimpse at another level of our being. They’re a delicate reminder that there’s always something beautiful to see, always something important to learn, and always a better way to live—a better version of ourselves. These experiences—the people and stories in this book—have brought me to a fuller understanding of what it means to be alive. They’ve been powerful guideposts in my life, and the most beautiful thing is that they’re not unique. They’re the experiences we all have, every day.

			These stories have shown me the way—a path to the life I’ve always wanted. Over time, they continue to teach and inspire, and their lessons grow and evolve just as we all do. I look back on these people and events often, and they always have something more to tell. Their messages are timeless and can echo across our lives if we let them. As such, I chose to bring these stories to life through the one thing I know best: the language of love. They’re the history of my soul, and there’s no greater privilege than to share them with you.

			While reading this small book of short stories—all true events from my life—I hope you can relate to their simple messages, to the triumphs as well as the trials. I hope you’ll be inspired to keep a similar record of your daily encounters, one that you can cherish throughout your life. I hope you find a new road, a new way to happiness that you didn’t know before. And, most importantly, I hope something inside you changes forever, that your days from now on will be a little brighter, and that your personal journey will be lifted to the stars. The following pages are an invitation to be always mindful of the love and beauty around us every day. We just need to know where to look.





Introduction

			“And above all, watch with glittering eyes the whole world around you because the greatest secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places. Those who don’t believe in magic will never find it.”

			- Roald Dahl

			Okay. Bear with me here for a few pages. I know introductions are sometimes a chore when starting a new book, but it’s important for me to say a few things first. It will help frame the purpose and motivation for this book and give me a chance to tell you a bit about myself—to set the stage for the greatest stories ever told, mine and yours.

			First, thank you for your time. Time is precious. It’s the commodity I think we can all agree—deep down—is the most sought after, the most coveted, and the most personal. It’s a total cliché, but not many of us reach the end of our lives and wished we had more stuff. We wished we had more time, more moments. This book is about finding those moments. And given the value of time, I feel lucky and humbled to be able to share some of my moments with you. I’m grateful that this book of short stories is something you’ve chosen to spend your time with, and hopefully in reading my stories, they’ll remind you of yours. Hopefully, they’ll inspire you to see things you haven’t seen before, the things that are right in front of us but oftentimes unnoticed. If I had to guess, these stories will probably sound familiar.

			The following pages reveal some of my precious treasures, and I decided to bring these events to print because of the impact they’ve had on me. They’ve altered the course of my life. They’ve changed how I view the world. And they’ve reshaped my mindset in many ways. I hope they can do the same for you and that you’ll feel inspired to take a similar accounting of your own experiences, to relive them, and to find the magic, so to speak.

			These stories are of real events with real people, and they’re written to stand alone and deliver simple messages. I’ve kept these accounts brief. They’re not complicated because they’re the everyday experiences we all have. But I’d like to take a few pages to tell you a bit about myself and to acknowledge some important things upfront. I’d like to place these stories in the context of my personal faith and perspectives. I’d like to acknowledge that I don’t have all the answers. And I’d like to lend credence to the title of this book, that I’m just an ordinary guy bearing witness to the beauty of his experience—the experience we all share.

			I believe intent is the key to most things in my life. It’s important because it usually answers the question of why I do the things that I do. For example, it’s one thing to do good and serve others, but why am I doing that? What is my intent? Is it to truly serve others? Or is it to serve myself, to show others how good I am? And if the underlying intent of my actions isn’t pure, does that diminish their value? I believe it does, because poor intent rarely leads to something good. As a consequence, I’ve learned to place a high value on being well-intentioned, and my intent in these pages is simply to make your world a little brighter; that through these stories you’ll recall and find those in your own life, and that you’ll ponder and care for them deeply.

			It’s not my intent to cast judgment on the state of the world. There’s plenty of that around, and perhaps that’s the problem. My hope, on some small level, is to fill the world with more love, one person and one story at a time. Success in this endeavor will be, as Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “To appreciate beauty; to find the best in others; to leave the world a bit better…[and] to know even one life has breathed easier because you lived. This is to have succeeded.” And I hope these stories and experiences inspire you to find and relive those in your own life, and that through them, you’ll be transformed.

			It’s also important for me to acknowledge what I know I’m not. In his commencement address at the University of Houston in 2016, Matthew McConaughey said this: “Look, the first step that leads to our identity in life is usually not, ‘I know who I am.’ That’s not the first step. The first step is usually, ‘I know who I am not.’ Process of elimination. Defining ourselves by what we are not is the first step that leads us to really knowing who we are.”

			That quote makes sense to me. What am I not? It’s a question that requires a routine and thorough self-assessment and a lifelong commitment to being true to myself. After all, my goal—and it’s hard—is not to become what I’m not, but to become who I really am. So, what am I not? Well, I’m not trying to save the world. I’m not interested in fame or fortune. I’m not a prophet, and I’m not trying to be your guru. My only motivation is you, to change your world—to play a small role in your pursuit of happiness. I want you to find love and meaning in the world, just as I’ve found in my own life. This book is not a manual for happiness; it’s a gift, a personal offering to those who’ll accept it. If I’ve learned anything, it’s gratitude, and I hope this book begins to repay an enormous debt I have with a world that has given me so much.

			You won’t hear me proclaim ultimate truths, or that one person is right and another is wrong. I’ve grown weary of this in my life. But I’ll tell you what I believe and how I came to believe it. Belief is synonymous with faith—the absence of knowing. Socrates once said, “The only true wisdom is in knowing that you know nothing.” A wise statement indeed and one that I’ve learned to embrace in my own life. Therefore, when I say, “I believe,” it means it’s something I feel strongly about, but not that “I know.” There’s only one thing I know for sure, and I’ll discuss that later in this book (Chapter 11 – The Pearl).

			I’ll tell you about my experiences, those that have fundamentally changed my view of the world. I’ll tell you what worked for me, but that won’t necessarily work for everyone. What you do with this information is ultimately your choice and your responsibility. I’m not going to tell you how to live your life. I’m not going to preach. That wouldn’t be the right thing to do.

			So who am I? In truth, I’m just a regular guy. I try to not take myself too seriously. I coach my son’s baseball teams. I grill hot dogs and hamburgers for Sunday barbecues. I watch football and mow the grass once a week. I say the F-word. I smoke a cigar occasionally. And I still listen to the Wu-Tang Clan at age forty-five (okay, maybe I’m not so ordinary). I am, by most standards, quite ordinary, but like I said in the author’s note, I’ve learned how to live an extraordinary life. And as you’ll see in the pages that follow, the extraordinary is there for all of us. It doesn’t mean rich or famous. It doesn’t mean better. To me, it means grateful, honest, happy, loving, fearless, and faithful.

			A few years ago, I started writing some things down, a short list of experiences that I didn’t want to forget. The things I’ve written in this journal are not major milestones like my marriage, the birth of my children, or the death of a loved one. Those were too obvious and not easily forgotten. But every day, we have experiences that have the power to change our lives, even if they’re quite ordinary. And once in a while, even the Divine is a detail of the daily.

			For millennia, people of all faiths and traditions have believed that God walks among us. They’ve cherished the tender mercies that he leaves behind—the subtle reminders of his love for us and the power that faith and inspiration can have in the world. I wrote these things down because to lose this information would be a surrender of my testimony to our humanity and how we’re blessed through other people. My purpose in these writings is simple: to share with you those journeys and experiences that have had a profound impact on me. But they might not be what you think. They’re the things we most often miss, the miracles hiding in plain sight. Their lessons and messages can be life-altering if we choose to listen, and if we seek them out with a curious spirit.

			It’s in the subtlety of my everyday life where I find myself closest to God. This is where I believe love and compassion are in their purest and simplest form. Every day we’re given glimpses of the Divine, small cracks in the doorways to eternity. They show up in countless ways: in our conversations with one another, in random photographs, in the people that pass by, in forgotten memories, and in friends and strangers alike. It took me a long time to realize this, and only when I slowed down and took a true account of the beauty around me was I able to hear the still, small voice of God and the delicate whisperings of the Holy Spirit. Every day since has been different. Where before I was dissatisfied and confused, I’m now content and at peace. Where before I was lost, I’ve now found something. Where before I searched for answers, now I know that the questions are just as important. I found that I only have two things: I have love and I have my choices.

			I choose to believe that God walks beside each of us, that he resides in spirit form in everyone. I believe he’s the inspiration for our general goodness as human beings, the embodiment of love, and the source of all that is; and it’s our responsibility to recognize him when his hands are at work in the world. I choose to believe that he gave us the two greatest gifts in the universe: love and freedom. But with freedom comes an awesome responsibility and, by contrast, a terrible consequence. Love, too, is a function of that freedom. And that’s why I believe there’s nothing more important than our choices. They matter more than anything. And the ultimate choice—the most personal to every one of us—is how we choose to respond, in each moment, to the things we experience. Those choices become our experience; they become our lives. How we respond defines each moment, and the collection of those moments is what we call life.

			I believe opposition is necessary, but it’s mostly of our own creation and its extent, too, is a matter of choice. Without question, there’s an obvious and sometimes painful unfairness of human life: the disparity of the rich and poor, racial and gender injustice, the untimely loss of a loved one, mental illness, addiction, famine, disease, wars, and natural disasters. The examples are endless, and so many things in life seem beyond our control or understanding. But it’s the world we live in and the life we have. We must accept that, and regardless of what happens to us, regardless of the conditions we face, we can always choose how we respond. Obviously, that choice can be incredibly difficult depending on the circumstance, but that freedom is rarely, if ever, taken away.

			I believe that evil and suffering are many times a natural consequence of that freedom, and, as a species, we’ve often chosen poorly. Hardship seems endemic to our way of life, but it’s also, I believe, not a good reason to reject a benevolent and loving creator and our union with the absolute. I believe that our creator doesn’t allow us to suffer. He allows us to live. As a consequence, I believe the only way to truly understand and appreciate love is to also experience a lack of it. We’re designed to learn by experience, both good and bad, and through each other—the greatest teachers we’ll ever have.

			Why am I saying all this? Well, it’s because I recognize that life’s not fair, it doesn’t treat all of us equally, bad things happen, and “Life is difficult.” This was the first sentence of M. Scott Peck’s famous book The Road Less Traveled. He said the road to spiritual growth is a long one, and I believe that. I believe, however, that we can be gently guided along this road through our faith, through the simple experiences we have day-to-day, and through each other.

			I’ve had some difficult periods in my life. From one lonely day many years ago, I had to battle back from within an inch of my life. On that day, everything changed: every relationship, every goal, and every dream. When I was twenty-eight years old and prior to most of the events described in this book, I had to start over. A new man needed to be built from the ground up. It was difficult. In the end, however, a choice was made to live on and to live well. That said, I fully acknowledge that my problems are just the dreams of many, that my worst days are probably ones that others can only hope for.

			I don’t know what it feels like to lose a child. I don’t know what it feels like to live in extreme poverty. I don’t know what it feels like to suffer from mental illness. And I don’t know what it feels like to be at the unceasing will of a merciless torturer. I’ve drawn a couple lucky cards from the deck of life, and I’m grateful for all the opportunities and advantages I’ve had. I’m grateful, too, for the disadvantages and pain that I haven’t experienced. Some might even say that I’ve lived a privileged life. That’s probably true. I’ve been given a great deal, but that also means I need to give something back. I hope this book is that gift.

			Even so, I expect that many readers will see the words and stories in this book as somewhat naïve, even foolishly optimistic. I acknowledge that your response may be, “Well, it’s easy for you to say!” That’s true. It’s easy for me to say, “Just choose to be happy.” It’s easy for me to say, “Take account of your experiences and you’ll be happy.” I understand it’s not that simple, and we’re all different. All I’m saying is that, regardless of what happens to you, it’s your choice how to respond. There’s enough beauty and love in the world for us all to find joy and happiness, to find a reason to be happy as opposed to being unhappy, frustrated, and dissatisfied. How we view the world is almost always a choice. And where we lack understanding and hope, maybe that’s where faith takes over.

			These writings are a record of some of the greatest events of my life, those that have brought me to a fuller understanding of my soul and the God that created it. For many years, though, faith was elusive, my creator hidden. He remained hidden because I had false expectations. I expected to be given the keys to the Kingdom. I expected knowledge that I wasn’t designed to know or even understand. I expected prayers to be answered on my terms, for my problems to magically disappear. I expected to talk to God face-to-face, and when I did, I’d make my case that he was wrong and I was right. My ability to follow—to believe—was overcome by my arrogance. Ironically, what I sought was antithetical to a life of faith, the one thing I wanted most. And faith is the ultimate choice: what do we choose to believe?

			I’ve chosen a path of discovery, a passionate dance through the great unknown. I’ve learned to embrace and enjoy the struggle, and I fear nothing because I believe God is in everything. I believe there’s an underlying order of things, a reality I’ll one day understand. I believe love is the language of God and, as a single embrace in everything, is the key to our happiness in this life.

			Mark Twain once wrote: “The two most important days in your life are the day you are born and the day you find out why.” These stories are my why, the people in them my teachers. And in many ways, they answer the greatest question of all—what is my purpose in this life? I believe that once you recognize and compose your own stories, you’ll also find your why. You’ll never again walk alone. You’ll have a newfound perspective and find a deeper love in your heart. You’ll discover that God lives inside every one of us. And you’ll find the magic. This is my invitation. This is my promise.

			I’ll start this journey in Chapter 1 by describing an event that inspired me to write this book. Then I’ll take you through a dark period in my life, but one marked by personal triumph. A turning point in this dark period—Chapter 2—was a dream, one that gave me a clear warning that I’d luckily heed with caution and a sense of urgency. In the next two chapters, I’ll tell a couple extraordinary stories—real events—that, while contrary to the main theme of this book, inspired me to think a little differently. They kept me alive and taught me to see things in my life with a renewed energy and spirit.

			From that point forward and for the remainder of this book, I’ll tell you about the little things, the everyday experiences and people—many times strangers—who changed my life. As with life, there is no need to rush when reading this book. This is my story, but I hope it will remind you of yours and that it’ll inspire in you a different view of the world and tell the human story we all share.





Chapter 1

			The Mouse

			“A single mom who’s working two jobs and still finds time to take her kid to soccer practice, that’s a miracle. A teenager who says ‘no’ to drugs and ‘yes’ to an education, that’s a miracle. People want Me to do everything for them. But what they don’t realize is they have the power. You want to see a miracle, son? Be the miracle.”

			- God (Morgan Freeman), Bruce Almighty

			I love to read. But it’s not something that I was particularly good at for a long time. It’s something I struggled with for many years. I enjoyed learning, but to focus on sentence after sentence was always tough for me. I still have challenges taming my wandering mind. Background noise—like a TV or a conversation of any kind—is usually too much. And yet, it’s funny how sometimes assumed weaknesses eventually become lifelong passions. To read is to explore, and as such, there are countless journeys we can take in the form of the written word. And they cost almost nothing.

			There are many genres in my Kindle library: fiction, non-fiction, history, alternate history, religion, spirituality, and New Age. But physics, in particular, is a subject I find fascinating. I’d say it has become a hobby, but I also have to admit that I’m quite a hack by most standards. In truth, I understand very little of what I read (about physics). And given my lack of formal education on the subject, my hobby—my investigation—is mainly reduced to impressions. What does this material mean in the end? What is it telling us about the world we live in? What does it mean to me and my life?

			Quantum mechanics, a discrete branch of physics, is the science of the subatomic world and is by far the most successful theory and mathematical framework in history. Initially developed in the early twentieth century, its equations are some of the most accurate in modern science and have withstood the test of time and technological innovation. Without quantum theory, we wouldn’t have iPhones, pharmaceuticals, the internet, or really anything with an electronic circuit. The theory describes the physical and behavioral properties of nature at the scale of atoms and subatomic particles and, without getting too technical, paints a picture of reality that is completely counterintuitive to how we experience life as human beings. Examples include wave-particle duality, quantum scenarios where effects precede causes, faster-than-light communication, subatomic particles being in superposition (two places at once), and the fact that observation alone can influence the physical world. Each of these examples violate either common sense or any known laws of physics. To quote one of the pioneers of quantum theory, Richard Feynman: “I believe it’s safe to say that no one understands quantum mechanics.” And to date, no one truly does. Scientists can predict with incredible accuracy the function of the subatomic world, yet we have no clue what it really means.

			Often absent in the analysis of quantum mechanics, too, is an attempt by scientists to address the underlying philosophy. It’s one thing to understand how a particular system works, but why it works that way is another question entirely. What is the data telling us about the nature of our reality? At a fundamental level—on the smallest scales—what are we really made of, and is there something else that we can’t see?

			Scientists usually steer away from the philosophy of physics, as it’s considered by most to be metaphysics and beyond proof and testability. That said, I believe physics points to, as Albert Einstein once said, “something deeply hidden.” It hints at a fundamental reality that is purposely or, through our designed limitations as human beings, veiled from our common experience and shrouded even from our most precise and complex machines. Our best guesses about the true nature of the world are theoretical—and in themselves metaphysics—with very little hope of ever being tested in a laboratory.

			I choose to believe physics is telling us that the world we see (or the world we think we see) is so utterly complex, so counterintuitive, and so mind-numbingly large that it was designed to remain a mystery. It was designed so faith and free will would be preserved in the absence of our understanding. I believe God is present in all the awesome wonder of nature but remains hidden so that we may
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