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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Many of you are reading this because you heard about the book from my YouTube channel, Zeducation. Over the five years the channel has existed, more than 1 million people have subscribed, and the videos have amassed 300 million total views. It has been nothing but a dream making content and having people watch and enjoy it, and I am forever grateful for the support of the viewers. It’s almost the exact dream my buddies and I envisioned when we were kids. But my hope is that this story reaches many who have never heard of Zeducation and may not even be interested in that type of content.

			Although this story is not about the channel, it is about an event and its aftermath that shaped my family’s future and what you see on the channel today. It’s about mental health, addiction, and tragedy. It’s about perseverance, faith, and most importantly about prioritizing and always being there for the people in your life.

			To write this book, I relied on my own memories and recollection of events.

			The following names are pseudonyms: Akwonde, Coach Hock, Dream, Emma, Huey, James, Master Sergeant Denson, Sergeant Laquon White, and Sergeant Johnson. Jerry Zimmer is a composite character.

			Another pseudonym is my own. Many of you know me as Tyler Zed, but my real name is Desmond Janousek.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			December 28th, 2007

			Four days had passed since I thought I'd witnessed my mom die. For those entire four days I sat and listened to music by myself, wondering if Mom was going to be okay and still in shock at what had happened on Christmas Eve. Replaying it all in my head, frame by frame. Over and over and over.

			I was seventeen, my brother Devin was sixteen, and Beau was eleven. We sat outside Mom’s hospital room waiting to go in and see her. My heart raced. I didn’t know what to expect or what to say to her. I don’t remember exactly who spoke, but someone told the three of us to “be prepared to see your mom in rough shape, it’s not good.” And they weren’t kidding. As we walked in I saw Mom sitting up in the hospital bed. I only knew it was her because I heard her say, “Hi guys,” and it was her voice, but her face was unrecognizable. It was black and blue, one of her eyes was completely swollen shut, and the other had blood in it. Never in my life had I felt so many emotions at once. Anger, guilt, worry, and relief to see my mom and see her alive.

			I sat on one side of the bed, and my brothers sat on the other side. Whoever let us in had closed the door behind us, and for the first time in four days it was just the four of us again, alone. I could feel the lump in my throat growing and the tears welling up. I did everything I could to hold them in. I needed to be strong.

			Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry I kept telling myself.

			March 2011

			When we are kids we think that the adults around us know everything. It took me until I was twenty to fully understand that there is no such thing as a grown-up.

			I was just starting basic training in Texas, and all around me grown men were crying. I held a little piece of paper in front of my face, waiting to read it off word for word as the phone rang in my ear. It was the first week, and one of the silly things the trainers do to stress out new recruits is give them a piece of paper with a script to read. Then the MTIs (military training instructors) tell them to call home for the first time, but the new recruits can only read from the script. No other words at all. If they say anything else, the MTIs yell at you while you’re on the phone with your loved ones and make you hang up on them. The paper was only about three sentences long, and it said something like, “I made it safely, this is my address.” It was a very simple text to read, but more than half of the guys in my flight of sixty couldn’t handle it.

			I looked around and tears were flowing as they tried to read the script. Grown men in their twenties crying like children talking to their moms and wives, wanting to say more but not being able to while the MTIs sat ready to pounce. One kid started straying from his script, and I heard, “What the frick! That’s not what that says. Read the damn paper!” The kid cried harder, and another MTI sprinted from across the room and started yelling at him too. The MTIs loved that. At the first sign of a trainee pissing themselves in fear or discomfort, the MTIs all turned into vultures and jumped on the fresh meat.

			“Grown-ass men crying! You miss mommy?! Unbelievable. This goddamn generation. Pussies. We are so screwed against China whenever that happens.” One of the MTIs shook his head as he walked by me.

			“Hello?” I heard Mom’s voice. I quickly snapped my eyes back from across the room to my piece of paper, but first I made sure there were no MTIs around me before I spoke.

			“Mom?” I said. “I’m supposed to read this card, but just grab a pen really quick. I have an address for you. Miss and love you guys, can’t say anything else—” An MTI turned around. I started reading the script before he heard me say more. “My mailing address is the following…”

			Never once did a tear well up. Call me a non-pussified millennial, but it seemed like a pretty silly thing to cry over. I knew Mom would understand, and it’s not that I didn’t miss her or home, but I knew all of this was temporary, and so did she. I would get to call home again at some point and be able to explain, and if she had questions there are a million forums online that talk about this exact phone call.

			After hanging up, I stood at attention and waited until everyone was done with their calls, watching others get yelled at and others cry. This was not what I had expected at all when I’d left for basic training, but this seemed to be the theme of that first week, finding out that I’d had a warped idea of what my experience would be like.

			I was expecting to be surrounded by dozens of guys running six-minute miles, doing a hundred push-ups with ease, and walking around emotionless like military robots. I had been worried that I didn’t do enough to prepare myself. This was not the case. I was well prepared to handle basic, if not overprepared. I don’t say that braggingly either. My perception of basic training and the military were far from reality. I had clearly watched too many Navy SEAL movies, and I think this happens with many people who join with certain high expectations. I also didn’t realize at the time that my upbringing had overprepared me for this kind of emotional manipulation. It’s part of the reason my peers called me “the perfect trainee,” graduating with honors and excelling at almost everything we did. Our upbringing also helped my brother Beau graduate number one in his Navy basic training class. Literally number one out of 1,200 recruits in his unit. To say that I was proud as hell of him is an understatement. We didn’t know why at the time, but we were perfect candidates to handle the emotional game of the military—more than prepared—and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.

			I want to clarify that basic training wasn’t “easy.” I hear a lot of people say, “Oh yea, it was a cakewalk, basic is a joke,” but the truth is it’s subjective, and it’s not a “cakewalk,” no matter who you are. It’s definitely a lot easier than I thought it would be, but it still isn’t two months I would voluntarily go back and relive. It was a mental game, and the entire point of basic training in any branch is to detach you from your previous life and identity and make you prioritize your new identity: that of a soldier, marine, airman, or sailor. These new military duties will deal with life and death situations, and attention to detail is a must. Worrying about your individual lifestyle, ethnicity, religion, and so on, gets in the way of that. There is no time for that in the military—you either grow the hell up and get over all of that or get out. There’s a mission, and the mission comes first. For some people, that is hard to do depending on what their previous life was like.

			That being said, there is a clear difference between Marine basic training and the rest, and for good reason. Marines are out there getting shot at and shooting far more than the other branches. To get someone mentally prepared for that experience is tough, so the mental training is tougher. My friend was a Marine, and he said that during the first week at boot camp, the Drill Instructors told the new recruits that North Korea had attacked America and that they would all be deploying in the following few weeks, even though they’d just arrived and hadn’t even shot a weapon yet. The new recruits had no idea how to confirm this, either, because in basic you are completely cut off from the outside world. “America needed the bodies” they were told, and they were all going to war the next day. Talk about a mind screw. The mental games in Air Force basic training were nowhere near that level, but they still existed.

			The entire driving force of the military is fear. You do what you are supposed to because you fear the repercussions of not doing what you are supposed to. One way they try to teach you this principle is by public humiliation. There is no greater driving force in our lives than peer pressure and trying to fit in with the people around you, at least for a large majority of the population. Looking foolish in front of your peers is humiliating, but letting your peers down and seeing them suffer because of you is even more humiliating. Getting yelled at in basic isn’t fun, but if you are the weak link out in the operational military, the punishment for failure is far worse than embarrassment. Don’t let your team down. Do your damn job and do it right all the way down to the tiny details. The consequences could be life and death.

			Some people are able to fall in line with this concept, and others are just meant to be weak links.

			That brings me to Akwonde and Huey. Both came in with soft lives before the military, but one could adapt and one couldn’t.

			Akwonde was around thirty years old and from Nigeria. This guy couldn’t march or do push-ups to save his life, and every time he messed up, the rest of the flight got smoked for it. We would either have to do push-ups or flutter kicks while Akwonde stood at attention and watched us, and he felt bad for failing us (at least that was the goal of the instructors). The psychology behind it is to get the rest of us pissed at Akwonde for not performing and for Akwonde to succumb to the peer pressure and the fear of letting everyone down again so he would do everything right the next time.

			I hated Akwonde for the first few weeks. We got smoked all the time because of him, doing extra push-ups and flutter kicks. I wanted so badly for him to just quit so we didn’t have to suffer because of him ever again.

			Around the fourth week, I was put on door watch with Akwonde. Two people had to be on door watch at all times in each flight. During the day, they let people in and out of the dorm as they came and went, and at night, they made their rounds to make sure everyone was in their beds. The Air Force made two people do it instead of one so that a person who may have been feeling a little blue didn’t off themselves. Dark, but it’s the truth.

			Two guys at all times, and I was finally paired with Akwonde at around 2 a.m.

			As much as I disliked the guy, I wasn’t going to be a dick and not talk to him during our two hours together.

			“So what’s your story, man? What did you do before this?” I asked him.

			“I ran my own business in New York City,” he said in his very thick African accent. He and his wife had moved from Nigeria to New York, where he’d owned five hotdog stands. But in his tribe in Nigeria, his family was some sort of royalty. He was driven around with chauffeurs, and his family had butlers his entire life, which explained why he was softer than baby poo at doing anything physical. Surprisingly, I never saw the guy cry, for which I gave him credit.

			“So why did you leave that life?” I asked. “Sounds like you pretty much had it made.”

			I then learned that his wife was a member of a different tribe and apparently that was a big no-no, especially with the status of his family. His family gave him an ultimatum: it was either her or the family. If he chose her, he had to leave.

			He picked her, and they moved to America to live their lives together. A few years later, Akwonde joined the Air Force to get his citizenship.

			“I love this country, man. It has given me so much,” he told me that night.

			From that day forward I never felt an ounce of animosity toward Akwonde. I had a lot of respect for him after hearing his story, and, after I saw that he was improving by leaps and bounds in the physical part of training, I respected him even more. Whenever we had a task, I would ask him if he needed my help, and he started doing the same for me. At the end, Akwonde still wasn’t ripping out one hundred push-ups in a minute, and he wasn’t the perfect marcher, but he definitely was not the worst and was probably the most improved. He was also my friend and my fellow American, after they granted his citizenship for his service to this country, which was well earned.

			Some people shouldn’t be in the military, period. Although Akwonde wasn’t necessarily military ready at the start, he wanted to be there and he wanted to get better and he wanted to be a part of the team. That is enough to take someone on and give them a chance, and he over delivered at the end.

			That brings me to Baby Huey. He was someone who shouldn’t have made it past the doormat at the recruiter’s office in New York, but sadly represents about 20 to 30 percent of the military population today (in my experience).

			Huey’s real name isn’t important because from day one the MTIs saw this twenty-year-old’s baby face, and all they called him was Baby Huey. I haven’t pinned it down, but it was either the baby face that painted the target on him or the tracksuit and bushy mullet he arrived in, or the chocolate candy bar crusted on his lips (not kidding), or the two giant suitcases filled with household items like an iron and a gallon of laundry detergent, or maybe it was his bag-of-milk body that looked like it hadn’t left the gaming chair until he left to join the Air Force. Roughly 29 percent of the US population aged eighteen to twenty-four is eligible to join the military. This kid was not a part of that 29 percent and was visibly a recruiter’s desperate attempt to meet his quota. Unlike Akwonde, there was also no will within Huey to get better and adapt.

			Before I tell how Baby Huey fared, I need to tell you about our MTI.

			I had a lot of respect for Sergeant White. He was from South Carolina and proud as hell to be in the Air Force. He didn’t want to see it getting soft (like the military absolutely is today in 2024, something that should concern every American).

			I don’t know if this was a planned mind game or not, but all of us got off the airplane in San Antonio, onto the bus, and were driven onto the base to our dormitory. When we arrived, I thought for about six hours that it was going to be a cakewalk.

			When we stopped at our dorm, a different MTI got on the bus and calmly said, “Everyone off the bus with your bags and go stand on a yellow dot.” We all scurried off the bus and over to a yellow dot on the pavement. From there, the MTI calmly told us to “lift your bag, set your bag down, and say ‘Proceeding sir’ as you do it.” That game lasted about ten minutes. Finally, he had us go up into the dorm and into what they called a “day room.” It was just a big, open tiled room with chairs pushed up against the walls (which you were not allowed to sit in). We had to sit cross-legged on the floor facing a whiteboard at the front.

			That night, there was something that baffled me. Something didn’t feel right. I tried, but failed, to connect some dots. The soft-spoken MTI was a pretty small guy, probably about 5’9” and 160 pounds. He didn’t yell once. For a few hours he had us filling out paperwork and telling us rules. I honestly thought that if this guy was going to be leading me for eight weeks it would be a mini vacation. But the thing that wasn’t clicking was that draped over the chairs that lined the walls in the day room were t-shirts that said, “325 pound bench press club… 375 pound bench press club… 450 pound bench press club… 500 pound bench press club.” These t-shirts couldn’t belong to this guy. If this guy could get up 225, I’d be shocked. As I laid down to sleep, I concluded that basic training with a guy so soft spoken couldn’t be legit.

			It wasn’t.

			At 4 a.m., I awoke to, “Wake the hell up! Line up in the hallway right now! Hurry up!” As I jumped out of bed and put on my shoes, I saw who the “500 pound bench press club” t-shirt belonged to. It belonged to The Hulk from South Carolina, Sergeant Laquon White. His brow bent as he screamed, telling us to get in the hallway “quick, fast, and in a hurry!” We weren’t moving fast enough, and he flipped a few mattresses. I was ready for him to punch right through the cinderblock walls if we didn’t somehow move faster.

			This was the basic training I had expected, at least the hard-nosed badass yelling at me. This guy was what the military should strive to be, a hard-nosed badass, and I still think that to this day.

			That first day was a lot of yelling and trying to pick out the weaklings in the flight so attention could be directed where it needed to be, which brings me to the moment Sergeant White identified Baby Huey as the top weakling.

			During that first day, we were outside doing push-ups, flutter kicks, and up downs. After most of us were gassed, Sergeant White took on a calm tone. “All right, I know there are some of you who thought this was a mistake and you are rethinking your decision to join the military. I will give all of you this one chance to back out and head home, no repercussions. No penalty. If you don’t think this is for you, then now is the time to say so. Just stand up and line up over on the pavement and we will start the paperwork. You can go back home tonight.”

			He seemed very sincere, and to five guys in our flight, he sounded sincere enough to go line up on the pavement. Huey was one of those five.

			The five stood there at attention. Sergeant White paced in front of them. “All right, you five don’t think you have it, huh? I see.” He looked back at the rest of us with a smirk. “Well, there ain’t no quitting! The rest of you get to do push-ups because of the dream team here!”

			We got smoked more because of the five who wanted to quit. Not only were those five targeted by the MTIs the rest of the time, they were also off on the wrong foot with the rest of the flight.

			All five shouldn’t have been in the military to begin with. Hell, they were emotionally weak enough to want to quit on the first day. The MTIs were either going to mold them into doing their jobs, or they were going to get these guys out of the military one way or the other, and all of this involved making their lives hell.

			Week after week, Huey struggled to get right. He couldn’t. He sucked at everything. I should also say that one of the other ways they make trainees fearful is by threatening them that they will be “washed back” in training. If the MTIs think you are struggling and think you need more time in basic, they will wash you back to a flight that may be a week or even several weeks earlier in training, meaning you’d have to repeat all the lessons and stay in basic training longer than expected.

			In basic training, getting washed back is the ultimate humiliation.

			I feel no sympathy for Huey and his lack of will and ability, but the way he went was questionable, and it was the only time I didn’t do what my MTI told me to; to this day part of me agrees with what Sergeant White did, and part of me doesn’t.

			Every single person who had contact with him knew that Huey didn’t belong.

			It was the sixth week, only two weeks left. We were all getting ready to graduate and head to our tech schools to start training for our jobs. As we were in the middle of our daily tasks, we heard Sergeant White yell, “All right, everyone line up in the hallway, right now!” We did as we were told. At the end of the hallway, I saw Huey packing up his locker into his green duffel bag. Tears were rolling down his cheeks.

			“Airman Huey is finally getting washed back,” Sergeant White said. Huey turned with his duffel bag and started walking toward us, all of us lined up making a tunnel to the door. Tears increased as Huey held his chin down to his chest.

			“All right everyone, as Huey leaves us and gets washed back to week three, give him a farewell.”

			The flight broke out singing the chorus of Steam’s “Na Na Hey Hey Kiss Him Goodbye.”

			I didn’t.

			I stood at attention and watched Huey cry his eyes out as he exited the dorm, headed to his new flight.

			Looking back, I think Sergeant White was giving him one final humiliation before his new flight. Huey would either figure it all out and start contributing to the team, or he got to feel that terrible humiliation again.

			The other part of me knew that Huey didn’t have a chance, and he should have been kicked out of the military right then and there. Stomping him into the ground with more humiliation didn’t make sense to me. This was further than it needed to be.

			None of this changed my mind about Sergeant White. When it comes to a life and death situation, there’s almost nobody I’d trust more. In fact, it only made me question my own sanity: why did I not participate in singing? Why did I empathize with this sack of lard named Huey? Did Huey deserve any sympathy at all?

			December 28th, 2007

			Sitting on Mom’s hospital bed, I looked up at her. To that point, I had managed to hold back the tears and swallow the lump in my throat. After seeing what he’d done to her face I had to look away again. The lump in my throat came back, and the tears welled once more. I didn’t want to cry and be weak when Mom needed us most. When my brothers needed me to be strong now. I looked at both of my brothers, and I knew they were thinking the same thing as me. I could see the lumps in their throats as they fought to hold back the tears too.

			I couldn’t look back at Mom or I’d let it all out.

			For a few moments, we sat there. Together in our new broken reality.

			“It’s okay to cry,” Mom said.

			In an instant, all three of us embraced our mom, and the four of us cried. I held onto my brothers and my mom as tight as I could.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			When you’re a kid, whatever reality is served up in front of your face is “normal.” You have nothing else to compare your life to. Unwilfully ignorant and unaware of what else is there. “Normal” is whatever you are given.

			The normal for Jerry Zimmer was that of being a stinky, poorly dressed outcast since the day he’d moved to my town and joined my fifth-grade class. When I tell you he stunk, I mean it. He smelled like some strain of dried piss on most days, and, as a fifth grade kid, that was predictably bad for his social standing. On the playground, the girls would play “Jerry Cooties” and run away from whoever was designated the one with Jerry’s cooties. Jerry would get in on the kickball games with us boys, but if it weren’t for his ability to kick a decent ball, then we probably wouldn’t have let him play.

			Outside of kickball, Jerry didn’t have much social interaction with our class, and it got even worse for him. It was a Monday, and from the moment we all got to school we smelled it. It was a rancid stench of rotten eggs and moldy vomit fumigating the whole place. Before class started, the principal located the source of the sour smell: full milk cartons had been sitting over the weekend in Jerry’s locker. I don’t know what he did at recess that week, but after the stink bomb he surely wasn’t playing kickball with us, probably out of fear of getting razzed again.

			It was about two weeks after the milk carton incident that Jerry sent out his birthday invitations. He gave everyone in class an invitation, about twenty kids. I put it in my backpack and didn’t think twice about going. I didn’t want to go to Jerry’s birthday party and then be called a stinker too. Mom found the invitation and set it aside while we did homework.

			Two weeks went by, and on a Saturday I came upstairs in the morning to find a present sitting on the kitchen table. When I asked whose it was, she said, “Your friend Jerry’s. Remember his party is in about an hour?”

			“Mom, Jerry is not my friend,” I said. “I’m not going to his party. He stinks!”

			Mom looked at me with scorn, and when she scorns you, you know she’s not messing around. The hairs on my neck quickly stood up. I never messed with Mom and that look. “How would you feel if you invited him to your party and he didn’t show up? You need to treat others how you want to be treated. I don’t care if you think he stinks. You’re going.”

			Off I reluctantly went to Jerry’s party, and we were late, which made things worse on the way there. First I was going to be a jerk and not go, then I dragged my feet… Mom was not happy with my attitude. At least my friends will be there, I thought.

			When I walked into the Wendy’s restaurant, none of my friends were there. In fact, nobody was. Just Jerry sitting by himself at the table of placemats with his four-year-old sister running around.

			Nobody else besides me would show up.

			I remember a few other things from that day. I remember eating Wendy’s, then going to watch Shrek at the theater, then playing with Legos at Jerry’s house until I got picked up. Plus, Jerry’s house had that same awful smell we always smelled at school. His mom made us a snack, and when she opened the fridge I saw milk cartons from school, the same kind that Jerry had let musk in his locker over the weekend. I also remember that I had a fun time. I didn’t even think about the smell after a while.

			When I left, Dad told me that Jerry’s family heated their house with wood and that sometimes burning certain wood gives off a bad smell, especially if the house isn’t properly ventilated. That explained Jerry’s stink. I couldn’t figure out the milk carton thing at the time, but later realized Jerry’s family was poor as dirt and he was stealing cartons at lunch and milk break to bring home to his family. Unfortunately for him, he just forgot to bring them home one Friday.

			For the rest of the time throughout grade school, I was never close with Jerry, but I never left him out of kickball and told others to stop teasing him about his smell. Jerry’s piss smell came from the wood heater, I told them, like I was some sort of expert on wood furnaces.

			Jerry’s “normal” was getting made fun of for stinking like piss, because of something he had no control of, and nobody showing up at his party. Humiliation. Normal was his poor wood-heated trailer house and gambling-addicted, chain-smoking parents who helped them stay poor. He didn’t know any different. None of us do growing up.

			Like Jerry, I thought everything I grew up with was how almost everyone was raised. I thought everyone was scared to death of their dads and that their moms cried about their scary dads and that every adult loved that nasty beer taste with their pills. I didn’t start realizing until I was fourteen that the “normal” at my house wasn’t what everyone else had.

			Growing up, my parents told us that we had to do something for each season of the year. “You’re not sitting at home playing video games,” they would say. We either had to play a sport, play an instrument, or do a club at school. That started very early, and I am thankful every day that this was one of their rules. I played football in the
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