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      For Sweeps, Bren & AJ:


      my true loves.


      


      Thank you for being the very fulfillment of my Wish List.
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        “Prayer does not change God, but it changes him who prays.”

      


      


      

        - Søren Kierkegaard
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      Note on A.I.


      We live in an age of AI. Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence. The authoring industry is not immune to this.


      I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories. Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.


      I’m very proud to be a verified human. The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.


      Everything you’ve read by me in this saga, and in all my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article. I’m a verified human, and always will be.


      To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows. Always cherish this gift you’ve been given. If you encounter writer’s block, take a break. Don’t cop out. Don’t take the road more traveled by. Don’t cheat. Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.


      Long live humanity.


      Sincerely,
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      Aaron Ryan,


      Verified Human
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      Chapter 1: Gratitude


      

        "Gratitude is the fairest blossom which springs from the soul."

      


      


      -Henry Ward Beecher


      An “attitude of gratitude.” We’ve all heard it. The number one thing beyond anything else, and the foundation for being successful in life…or in anything?


      

        

          An attitude of gratitude.

        

      


      

        I’m a voiceover artist and an author. If you were a fly on the wall in my office, every time I'm awarded a job or receive a notification that I’ve sold a book, you will hear me say, “Thank You, Lord.” I will say that literally every single time.


      Every time some client writes back and says, “Thank you for sending your demo,” or “Yes, we'd love to put you on our roster” or “I loved your book” or even “I wasn’t too keen on this book, but I did buy it”: Once again, thank you, Lord.


      

        An attitude of gratitude. Whomever you want to thank is entirely up to you. But that attitude of gratitude lays the foundation for future success.


      Always be grateful. Always proceed in gratitude. Never forget the first client who hired you. Never forget to say thank you to the workers in the drive-thru, though they barely say thank you anymore for patronizing their establishment. It’s become a bit of an epidemic, this loss of gratitude and this basic lack of manners. It’s up to you and me to toe the line and stem the tide.


      You can’t force someone to be grateful or say thank you. Indeed, I have a 9 year old and a 6 year old son, and I can’t do that with them either. It’s impossible. What I can do, however, is set the example anytime I’m out in public with them, exhorting them to always employ manners and use their ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’ Both reflect gratitude for the gift given.


      

        

      


      Many times I'll go back to my very first voiceover client ever, and I'll fire off an out-of-the-blue email such as, “Hey, I know that you're probably not thinking about me, but I was just thinking about you and wanted to say thank you again for choosing me.”


      An out-of-the-blue email like that just shows such resounding residual gratitude that just doesn't stop. Clients are very grateful for your gratitude. People are grateful for a grateful attitude. So, always be grateful. Gratitude is the wheels that make the world go round.


      When I was just out of high school, my well-to-do uncle, a lawyer, offered me a cash gift to help toward college. It came with one condition.


      

        

          “Just don’t over-thank me.”

        

      


      I’ve thought about that over the years, and my dad and I often joke about that phrase anytime we do something nice for each other. It’s become a humorous byline, but I have to think back to Uncle Darrell, and wonder what he was actually saying.


      Had he been over-thanked by people? Was that something that I was notorious for? Was it a problem he observed with society?


      

        

      


      If any of those were true, we’ve drifted dangerously from resounding gratitude. Instead, we’ve traveled to the other pole. The one where we simply expect, and we’re ungrateful. The one where we take things for granted, and we have become conditioned to simply trust that we’ll always get what we want, when we want it.


      I think one of the most sinister and unhelpful inventions ever made was the microwave. (The toaster is right behind it.) Talk about a device to sap our gratitude and make us expect! Now, before you go calling me old-fashioned, consider the example posed by comedian Brian Regan, that of cooking pop-tarts in your microwave:


      

        Man, if you need to zap-fry your pop-tarts before you head out for the morning, you might wanna loosen up your schedule!

      


      And, he’s right. We are so accustomed to getting what we want, when we want it in this Microwave Society, and anytime we have to wait longer than three seconds, it’s unbearable. In short, we’re spoiled.


      In short, we’re ungrateful.


      One of the greatest things that I am intent and diligent about teaching my children, is the attitude of gratitude. A phrase I find myself continually employing with my older son in particular is, “Be grateful for what you do have; not angry about what you don’t.”


      As an author, I was able to use that phrase in the sequel to my alien invasion series, Dissonance Volume IV: Relentless, as voiced from the President to his wife. I find that phrase is incredibly helpful with Brennan in particular, and it’s one that helps to recenter him.


      Gratitude is the key to happy living. When we come to simply expect that we will receive, it’s one of the most caustic and toxic places we can be. We are spoiled and expectant, petulant children that whine when we don’t get our way.


      Writing that paragraph, I’m suddenly propelled back in time to my childhood. I’m sitting in the living room of our North Bend Washington home, and I’m flipping through the Sears catalog and circling things that I want for Christmas. Things that I crave and wish with everything in me that I could have, with zero regard for my parents’ finances, zero regard for needs versus wants, zero regard for what having yet another possession will not even bring me. Lots of things.


      Yet, ritualistically, this is something I do every single year, expectantly, waiting to be showered with things. Things from my Wish List that I desperately wished I could have.


      

        When I started dating my wife in 2011, I was utterly unprepared for the generosity of her father. His love language is giving. (I know someone else whose love language is giving, FYI. His name is Jesus Christ.) Janine’s father, John, is an amazing man who just delights in giving good gifts to his children.


      I wasn’t ready to be so inundated in Christmas of 2011 with their family. I had never experienced such bounty showered upon me. The truth of the matter is that I had already received his blessing and proposed to his daughter in June of that year. He and his wife welcomed me in with open arms. John deemed me a gift to his daughter (I know: crazy!), and he was ready to give back to me in thanks. That first Christmas with the Wilson family blew me away.


      However, in that same time period I was exposed to something I had never been aware existed. Amazon Wish Lists. Most of his kids, both biological and in-law, maintained such a thing. I just hadn’t been privy to its existence. Well, it was an eye-opener, indeed. It was something that you could share with people and tell them precisely what you wanted. No more gross fruitcakes. No more erroneous sizes of shirts. No more unwanted gifts.


      

        Exactly what I wanted. I mean, how much better does it get, right?


      Sad.


      

        

      


      A few years of this, and I couldn’t stomach it any more. I gave up providing information on “what I would like” for my birthday or Christmas. I felt it was far too narcissistic and demanding for my tastes, and I abandoned it. I just didn’t want to prescribe my own gifts for people.


      I wanted to be surprised! I wanted to be delighted and amazed! I wanted to not know what was behind that wrapping paper and that box! To be fair, the default gift then became an Amazon gift card – ha! Or a Subway gift card. Or some variant of some gift card to somewhere that they knew that I liked. Fine, I thought, and I relented. I always appreciate those gift cards, but I’ll be darned if I was going to give someone a recipe for my own happiness. I could be happy just receiving time with them. And God has given our family so much, that I truly felt, ‘I don’t really need anything.’ I had reached a place in my life where I just didn’t ‘need’ things, nor did I want to ask for them.


      Anything received from that point forward was an unexpected delight; a surprise gift; a truly unprescribed joy. But - they always paled compared to the joy I took in giving gifts to others. I LOVE wrapping Christmas and birthday gifts. I truly love seeing them accumulate under the tree and know – with increasing anticipation – that eventually my sons or my wife are going to open that gift and be equally surprised by unexpected delight. They have their expressed wants, yes, but I rarely buy those. They know not to voice them, ha! Usually I’ll just end up buying something else. And I never give cash gifts at Christmastime. How impersonal is that? I much prefer to give something that I know will bless someone in a way that they did not expect.


      

        

          It is the unexpected that leaves us surprised by blessing.

        

      


      So, let us do away with the Wish Lists and be grateful.


      I ask you, should we be more concerned with receiving things, or with The Thing from which gifts come? Should we be more obsessed with gifts? Or with The Giver Himself? (NOTE: I am certainly not talking about Santa Claus here, hence the title of this book.)


      As a parent of two young boys, I have my finger on the pulse of the stress of our house, sagging under the weight of ‘things.’ We have far too much for my liking, and if I could add a little feng shui to our home, I certainly would, vis a vis a gigantic Everything Must Go sale. My kids would howl in protest for years to come, and it would be music to my ears.


      Toys litter the play area. Too much furniture encroaches on space. Too many clothes burgeon our closets. Far too many bikes and riding things dot our yard. Needless waste.


      

        Is life about the accumulation of wealth? About how much you have and how much you’ve acquired? Or is it about something greater?


      

        

          Be grateful for what you do have, not angry about what you don’t.

        

      


      When we take the time to breathe, to realize that there are so many in this world that do not have what we have, it helps us to step back, take the 10,000-foot view, and see the suffering all around us, though we had blocked it out in our foolish expectation and our consumed-with-self tunnel vision.


      We are so consumed, as consumers in this consuming society, with consumption. It’s what Agent Smith told Morpheus in The Matrix:


      

        I'd like to share a revelation during my time here. It came to me when I tried to classify your species. I realized that you're not actually mammals. Every mammal on this planet instinctively develops a natural equilibrium with the surrounding environment but you humans do not. You move to an area and you multiply and multiply until every natural resource is consumed. The only way you can survive is to spread to another area. There is another organism on this planet that follows the same pattern. Do you know what it is? A virus. Human beings are a disease, a cancer of this planet. You are a plague, and we are the cure.

      


      Yikes! Lord, save us from the Agent Smiths out there. May it not come to that. The point being, we are natural consumers, and not natural givers. We are take-take-take, and not give-give-give. God bless those for whom the natural inclination is to give; those who truly inhabit the morale behind the phrase “it is more blessed to give than to receive.”


      Jesus Himself, in one of the most memorable phrases he ever uttered, said “Greater Love has no one than this; that a man lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15:13).


      There is no Greater Love than to give. But we’ve got it backward (as we do with most things). We’ve put the cart before the horse with this, as with so many other principles in life. We consider it better to receive, to amass, to acquire and to obtain, than to relinquish, give up, donate, provide. We chase the dopamine feel-good hit of getting things. But I’d like to submit to you that you can receive the same hit in giving. Perhaps even a bigger hit.


      I really appreciate – and envy – the people who are able to live a life unencumbered by things – and they’ve been able to strip down their living to only things that they need. I’ll talk about this more in a later chapter, but ultimately those brave souls who are able to live a simpler life and rely on less material possessions…they nothing short of amaze me. I have not been able to obtain a life like that.


      In so many ways, I need my iPhone. I need my Apple watch. I need my big-screen TV. I need multiple cars. I need a fridge in the kitchen and the garage. We need backups of backups of things. It’s the “Just In Case Inventory.” Because, God forbid something we have should break, and we should have to go without? GO WITHOUT?!?!? What century is this? GO WITHOUT?!?!? Are we living in the Dark Ages here?


      I think what would be truly beneficial for so many people is to have to sit in the DMV on a busy Saturday when there are so many people there, waiting, waiting, waiting for their turn in line so they can just get on with their day. We’ve become impatient, us humans. Why can’t we just walk in and be #1 in line? Is that too much to ask? I mean, really.


      I’d like to share this poem with you that I wrote in the late nineties. It’s called, quite simply, “Patience.”


      

        Patience: an inestimable element

      


      

        Heavily needed, lightly given

      


      

        An element forged in fire and in fire tried

      


      

        Consisting in plenty during peace

      


      

        And found wanting during war

      


      


      

        Dichotomy? Indeed

      


      

        

          Encouraged by old, wrinkled men

      


      

        Who couldn’t wait to get to wisdom

      


      

        Counted blessed by encouraging mothers

      


      

        And screamed for by the same

      


      


      

        Lifted high on virtuous flag waving
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