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			Content Warning: 
This book contains detailed descriptions of suicidal ideation.

		

	
		

		
			The Purpose of This Book

			Let me start out by saying that at no point throughout this book do I want any reader to think I put all the onus and blame on my mental health. Every choice I’ve made since I was old enough to think was of my own accord. I take full accountability for the destruction I’ve caused through the years. Denial is not a river in Egypt, but I still felt like I was drowning in it. For most of my life, I was unaware that I needed help. Like most people in denial, I made conscious and unconscious choices to not change. It’s one hundred percent my fault—nobody else’s. The few people who cared or even noticed my intense mood swings, alcohol binges, drug binges, and self-destructive actions rarely mentioned that I needed professional help. When the same few people did mention that I needed help, I chose not to listen, adhering to what many in denial do and avoided the conversation. And when that tough conversation took place, I would seek out entirely new groups of friends to dodge any possible such discussions. My entire focus and agenda in life was where I would play basketball, who I would drink with that night, and who would have drugs. Outside of those three wants in my life, nothing else really mattered. It was a sad existence, as my alcoholism and addiction were masking my underlying issues of untreated severe depression.

			This book is divided into five sections that I built on to straighten out the course of my life.

			Part 1: The Foundation

			Your mental health, physical health, and financial health should be your priorities. These areas are the foundation of your life. It does not matter what life you lead—rich, poor, happy, or sad—your mental health controls everything in your body. Your mental health controls your energy, your moods, joy, happiness, fears, struggles, and pain. It’s as simple as this: when you improve your mental health, your life improves. An improved mental health state will lead to less difficulty in your life. The healthier you are with your mental health, the more time and energy you will have to create a lasting impact with your loved ones, friends, and communities around the world. This eventually leaves more resources available for you to reach your full potential, or what you declare to be a successful life (Part 5). The “Foundation” section of the book tells my story, while Parts 2–5 include more data to back up my thinking.

			Part 2: The Struggle

			From the very moment we exit our mother’s womb, we are faced with virtually insurmountable trials, tribulations, and struggles. Our first breath is a struggle. Eating is a struggle. We are born into a life with basically zero possibility of survival, yet approximately eight billion people currently live on this planet and have avoided death. Nobody’s life is perfect and carefree. Chances are, if somebody tells you their life is perfect, they are flat-out lying. They are choosing to redact their struggles and pains with you. It’s fine not to tell others about your struggles, but harboring them is often a root cause of cracks in your foundation (Part 1). Even though some people appear as if they have it all figured out, more than likely they do not. Chances are they’re struggling just as much as the next person—they are more skilled at hiding it or don’t tell you how much it’s really affecting them inside. They might briefly mention it and keep it moving forward. Some individuals are better equipped to compartmentalize their struggles than others.

			When I’m struggling in life—which is often—it’s likely due to the neglect of my own mental health and lack of the continuous maintenance of my foundation. The moment I act and address my struggles in my foundation (i.e., mental, physical, and financial cornerstones), my life seems to become easier to navigate. Throughout the first quarter-century of my life, I neglected everything that had to do with my foundation. Later in life, I finally learned how to avoid contributing to any large, catastrophic struggles in my life—although not all of them. I’ve learned to lessen many struggles, and in doing so, I decreased the length and duration of the minor struggles I faced. How? All by improving the different components of my foundation.

			It’s gut-wrenching to admit this, but from December 2020 through the summer of 2021, I did happen to lose my way. Toward the end of the COVID-19 pandemic’s “emergency phase,” something broke inside my brain, causing me to lose—for a time—my ability to stick to the game plan I’ve laid out in this book. Due to that fracture in my thought process, my life quickly fell apart. I lost everything that mattered to me except my sobriety, my career, and my dogs. I lost my wife to a divorce and my family to a fight. I lost my house, much of the stability that I had, and I came close to losing my career.

			I’m slowly regaining my momentum by simply applying my own knowledge from the contents of this book. My life is already significantly better. Do I face struggles? Yes, of course. But I’m back on the path of improving my foundation, and things are becoming easier by the day. I’m living, walking proof that this system of mine works. I’ve proved it not just once, but many times over.

			

			Part 3: The Five Keys

			Life is not easy.

			Part 3 is about the five keys for profound change that I use every day to remain focused on self-improvement and moving toward my life goals. These five simple keys will arm you with the necessary tools of resiliency and support you need moving forward. It’s not always fun or glamorous, but the process and the ability to overcome struggles, no matter how big or small the struggle might be, will build a growth mindset. I live by these keys, which have been and are currently helping me through two of the worst moments in my life: the car accident in the past and my current divorce.

			Part 4: Love and Vulnerability

			Do you love yourself? Weird question, right?

			If you don’t love yourself, how can you love others?

			Everyone can greatly improve their reactions to all kinds of situations if they love themselves. If you dislike who you are and are unhappy with yourself, the “Struggle” (Part 2) will not be far behind. But once you learn to love yourself, your life will change for the better.

			When you find true purpose in who you are and what you are all about, love will conquer. By learning to love with vulnerability, gratitude, and with intent, full purpose will lead you to loving yourself. Once you love who you are and have faith in who you are as a human being, the world becomes much easier to navigate. When you love your life, success follows—it’s as simple as that.

			Part 5: Success

			“Success” will mean something different to every reader who picks up this book. What I do believe is this: if your long-term success seems to be floundering, chances are you are neglecting or missing something in the most important aspect of life—your foundation. I hate to beat a dead horse, but I feel so strongly about the foundation that I will often repeat it. If you are struggling, you can greatly improve your life by examining the foundational elements in Part 1. Then, if you use the five keys in Part 3 to address these cracks in the foundation, your life will improve. It won’t be perfect by any means, but your life will be much better off.

			You must check on your mental health because it might be preventing you from living a better, happier, and joyous life. I would know—I was stuck in Part 2, “Struggle,” for many, many years, always hiding behind a bottle of booze or any substance that would numb my years, months, days—every minute of my life. This is no way to live, even if you have millions of followers and millions in the bank. Being happy, with a sense of purpose, is success. Part 4 talks about the truest form of success—“love,” which brings about happiness.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Introduction

			You have a unique story. I have a unique story. Everyone on the planet has a unique story to tell. In my opinion, I believe that anyone and everyone can write a manuscript describing in detail what they’ve experienced, lived through, and learned. Anyone can write down and detail the tears of joy, pain, euphoric happiness, or the darkest depths of sadness one has lived through. Anyone can grace the page with stories from their ink quill. Life, the cruel bitch that she is, provides infinite knowledge—some good, some bad, and some with a dash of everything in between. There is a book in all of us. This happens to be my first and not the last.

			Our experiences in life are based on the choices we make each moment of every day. We must realize our choices not only impact ourselves but every individual we encounter. You made a choice at this exact moment to put this book in your hands. You have a choice to stop reading right now (I hope you don’t) or continue further. It will get interesting, I promise. Just think about how many hundreds of choices you made today to end up at this exact moment. There are so many different things you could be doing right now, but you are taking the time out of your day to read these words and stories. Thank you!

			Fully aware of this, I want to provide you with information that can impact your life and impact the decisions you make. Over the years, I’ve learned the hard way from many of my struggles and deplorable mistakes. I’ve also learned from the positive successes of my choices as well. Many who have heard about my story or heard me speak seem to learn from both my poor choices on one hand, and on the other, are inspired by my positive outcomes from the rock bottom from which I have risen. Thousands of students, employees, coaches, and parents have reached out to me via email, text, or social media over the years, telling me about their stories in detail and how much they have learned from my story. Some of these messages have come years after they have seen me speak, highlighting the long-lasting effects my story and keynote presentations have had on them. That is why I’m spending countless hours writing this book, which is another platform for me to reach inside your heart and your mind to help open your eyes to the power of your choices—and the devastation your poor decisions can have.

			Let me get this out in the open right here, right now. I’m no different from you!

			I’ve never taken an official IQ test. There is nothing special about me from an intelligence or physical standpoint.

			More often than not, you will find me in long, baggy Jordan shorts, an old basketball t-shirt, or a sweatsuit hoodie. I will likely be wearing a baseball cap nearly covering my eyes with the brim intentionally low to block me from making eye contact with others. My social anxiety, while better than it used to be, plays a part in how often (or how little) I leave my house. When I’m comfortable in public, my hat is worn backward, especially when my alter-ego and self-confident attitude is out and I’m on stage speaking. No matter which way my hat is facing, it’s covering up my widow’s peak and my thinning, receding hairline, which I shave (by the way). The most distinguishing feature about me is my Romanesque soldier profile crooked nose. My nose is distinguishable due to the five or six times it’s been broken and reshaped, all from the hardened and sharp elbows caught from guys much taller than me on the basketball court. In years past, my college basketball program handouts listed me as a six-foot point guard. Ask my parents or family and they will quickly blurt out, “Don’t listen to him; he’s only five-foot-ten. I’m the one and only author of this book, so I will take the documented six-foot all day. But I’m not going to start off on a lie—I’m standing at a physically dominating five-foot-eleven frame, holding up a dad-like body, yet don’t have any kids, so the dad body doesn’t make sense. My ability to grow a nicely-shaped beard might cause some jealousy from those who can’t, but overall, I’m an average man, just like much of the human population.

			Right now, you are likely thinking, “Damn, why the heck am I taking precious time out of my day making a conscious choice to read this book?” You could be doing something fun, something exciting like bungee jumping or skydiving, instead of reading this ordinary guy’s book.

			Chances are, a few of you picked up this book due to its cover, which, to be frank—I had little to do with. Besides, I wrote that line before I even sent my first draft to the publisher. It’s funny, but people pick books based on the cover versus the content, or at least I do most of the time. Chances are, the team of editors and designers took one of my ideas and combined it with those things called “psychology” and “science” to make my book stand out, hopefully catching as many eyes as possible. If that is your case, and you bought the book based on the cover, you meet the publisher’s idea of the exact demographic and specific type of reader this book is aimed at selling to. Trust me, I had very little, if not zero, to do with that process to get you to this point. A few of you probably went to the back of the book, glanced over the short biography underneath my unique author picture, and instantly thought, “Why is this loser author wearing his hat backward? He appears to be older, grey in his beard. Shit, he must be going through a midlife crisis. Why are people paying him a lot of money to hear him speak? I’ve got to find out his story. Hell, maybe I can get paid big bucks to talk like him.” Come back to this statement at the end of the book and see if you want to have a speak-off. I’ll take you up on that challenge and win ninety-nine percent of the time!

			I’ll tell you right now what separates me from so many others. It’s the same exact characteristic that most, if not all, successful people have. Have you ever watched interviews or read books on successful athletes, entrepreneurs, entertainers, and musicians like Richard Branson, LeBron James, Albert Einstein, and thousands of other successful people? The secret can’t be determined by standardized tests to get you into the Ivy League schools. Those tests can and will help, but are not necessary (i.e., Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg) to be successful. What they all obtain can’t be measured from an IQ or EQ test. It cannot be measured by trainers at professional sports combines or a pre-draft workout—it cannot be improved by lifting weights and studying harder.

			Here’s the secret!

			Many of the successful outwork, out-hustle, and out-grind every one of their peers who are chasing the same exact dreams that they had. The successful wanted to succeed more than their colleagues and peers. They wouldn’t accept being average. They all have an internal desire to be better than everyone else. Each one of them possessed a purposeful belief and faith in themselves. An internal fire that ignited their energy and passions, allowing them to outwork anyone standing in their path to their audacious goals and dreams. Belief and faith in themselves! A purposeful desire to persevere through any roadblock on their way to big, audacious goals. That is what separates average people from the greats. If you have these types of traits, you don’t need my help or others’ help to succeed. Mind you, having a life coach, business coach, and/or trainer will increase your efficiency and increase the level of success you will have. Here’s the but, a big but. If you lack these simple traits above, little else matters in your road to success.

			What has separated me from many during this journey from failure to success? A desire, drive, determination, and heart that will never stop—a never-quit philosophy of bend-but-not-break mindset. You need to be an ambitious, audacious goal chaser, layered with a belief in self that nobody else can see. That is what separates me from others. I’m willing to lose everyone in this process because I’m selfish in what I want and what I desire to accomplish in life. Do I have regrets? Yes, but I will not stop until I reach my goals. I will plow through everything in my way! When you find that internal fire fueled and ignited by life experiences, with unmatched levels of perseverance and resiliency and a drive to succeed, nothing will stop you—except yourself! You must be willing to never quit, never give up on the goals you set. It’s as simple as that. Those who are successful are those who never quit on their belief and faith in themselves. They never stopped moving forward toward their end-goals.

			You will read stories throughout this book describing multiple moments where I had the option to quit. It would have been easy to chase new goals, and it would have been much easier to change paths in life. My desire was to thrive against all odds, to prove everyone wrong, to prove to myself I was never a quitter, no matter how bleak the future looked. I had doubters and haters who watched and whispered, some even yelling their thoughts about me out loud. “Ethan is a has-been, a nobody.” I picture all you scrub-ass mother fuckers every time I speak on my “Desire” slide in my keynote presentations. Thirty-plus years later, I’m still motivated by little remarks and quotes from people who doubted me in high school, who doubted me in college, and those who doubted me recently. The fire is ignited into flames when I think about every person who doubted me, stabbed me in the back, talked shit, or thought less of me. I fucking love it!

			I want to win, period. I want to be the best at whatever goal I focus on. I’m competing against myself with a laser aimed at every top keynote speaker, motivational speaker, and self-proclaimed top youth speaker in my way. I’m competing every day to be better at my career as a speaker. Inside of me grows a “dawg,” a competitive spirit boosted with levels of anger and intensity to prove everyone wrong. I’m a vicious dawg, willing to fight to the death if need be.

			Do you have the positive, anger-filled intensity and aggression coursing through your blood when people, including mentors, tell you it’s time to change professions? Do you have that same intensity when those closest to you say they have your back but show that they don’t believe in you anymore? I do! That is what separates me from the masses. It’s not my IQ, my EQ, my skill, or my talent. It’s a burning desire inside that separates others from the masses. The greats are great because they have an unwavering belief in themselves.

			Before you read any further, I want to address a few things. This book was not written to sugarcoat life. In my opinion, sugar-coating doesn’t benefit anyone. Life is not easy. Life will be hard on everyone and even harder on some than others. Those with the right attitude and focus can learn how to navigate the choppy waters of life using the teaching points in this book.

			My life isn’t perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but it’s certainly a heck of a lot better than where it was in the past and where it could be. Every day I wake up with the intent to improve, attempting to become a better man than I was the day before. Yes, there are many days, weeks, and even months where I struggle. There are many days where the darkness that once haunted me as a teen comes back around, an uninvited knocking on my front door, just waiting for my subconscious to let the defeatist attitude lay anchor with its weight of depression and darkness again.

			I’ve hit rock bottom multiple times, coming back from the depths of despair and darkness victorious, not once or twice but many times. If I can recover, so can you. Much of my rock-bottoms came from my untreated mental health issues, which is not a weakness. Mental health is a legitimate issue that, in many cases, will have to be battled day in and day out. It takes massive amounts of energy, strength, and power to keep fighting. My knuckles are bloody from swinging my fists and fighting on and off for the last three decades. My strength to battle depression with calloused and hardened battle hands has given me the ability to grip onto tools and use them as a defense against these demons of mental health, alcoholism, and drug addiction. I’ve garnered battle-tested experiences to fight for every breath in this life.

			In a few chapters, I will describe how I pictured ending my life. There will be a head’s up at that point, so you can skip it if that is a healthy choice for you. I chose to include such a detailed description because it portrays a real-life moment when my mind went into the void of darkness. It’s meant to be alarming, it’s meant to be scary, and it’s meant to bring awareness to those who are lucky and don’t know how somebody’s mind works at a time of crisis. There are countless others who struggle with similar thoughts but differ from mine depending on their own experiences. This is me—the good, the bad, the ugly, and everything in between.

			Written in these pages is my heart, my emotions. They contain sad stories, and they contain the positive five keys that will help you out of tough times, as they continually do for me. My hope is to flood your thoughts, altering the choices you make moving forward. There’s a quote I repeat often, although I can’t take credit for it, as I picked it up along my journey: “Pressure busts pipes…or it can make diamonds.” The first person to tell me this was a friend named Tino. He would follow that with a “foo.’” What outcome in life are you going to choose? Are you going to choose to be a busted pipe, leaking gas or liquid into the air or on the ground? Or are you going to be battle-tested, forged with pressure, and turn your life into a diamond? I know the choice I made and will continue to make. You might not think it, but it is a choice. Life is filled with choices, so choose wisely!

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			The Old Me

			Before October 2004, I was a bum and a complete loser, a nobody going nowhere but to an early grave. I wouldn’t want anyone’s kids to emulate me. Life was spent walking around in a dream state. Grandiose visions filling my head with truckloads of dollars, somehow magically filling my bank account with commas and zeros—allowing me to travel the world and live a rich and famous, carefree, stress-free life. How would I earn these dream millions? Duh—basketball. I was going to play professional basketball. Let’s just say I was not in touch with reality. Let’s be real. I had more of a chance to win the state lottery than playing in the National Basketball Association (NBA).

			My mind played tricks on me. As a fictitious illusion from a supremely overconfident, delusional mind, I truly believed I could play at that level and would make it one day. Even more ridiculous than that dream to make it to the NBA were my actions. I was under the false reality that I could ingest copious amounts of alcohol and mind-altering substances and still make it. I wanted to party like a rap star but play professional basketball. Frankly, the two don’t mix.

			It’s perfectly okay to dream big. I want every reader to have large aspirations, even if you are the only one who can see them. It’s important to have big dreams and visions at any age. The problem with my audacious goals wasn’t the dream itself, it was the work ethic and the choices I made, which were followed by continuous screw-ups. I never had a game plan. I never made a commitment to 4 a.m. workouts or two-a-days like my friends who played professionally overseas. Not once did I execute a workout routine that would create an opportunity to chase the unlikely 0.05% dream of playing in the NBA. I know I could have played overseas, even had a chance to at the age of thirty-four, but due to my past choices, my dream was never brought to a reality.

			Playing basketball was all I wanted to do as a kid. It was in the fourth grade, after watching the VHS tape called The Pistol, when I began dribbling between my legs around the cul-de-sac with the intent of not messing up. That movie changed my life. It highlighted the unreal talent and dedication “Pistol Pete” Maravich had as a young boy. He was driven by his father to be the best that he could be. Pistol would ride his bicycle while dribbling a ball on the way to school, something I tried but never conquered at an early age. For me, the love and passion for the game with an orange bouncing ball was there from the beginning. So, this fourth grader believed he could be the next Pistol. Looking back, I believe even more in what could have been my destiny if not for adolescence, mental health issues, alcohol, and substance abuse, which destroyed any potential work ethic I had as a child.

			What I lacked was not the love or the passion for the game of hoops. What was needed and required was the ability to realize I was in control of my own life. The older I became, I more allowed my own self-defeating attitude and mindset of a punk-ass adolescent teen with an “I don’t give a fuck” attitude to control my future. I was an angry teen—so confused, depressed, scared, and stubborn. Lacking any semblance of reality about what it would take to make my dreams come true, I fucked up my life. In the process of doing so, I ended up ruining other people’s lives as well. That’s what hurts the most still to this day.

			Life quickly became unmanageable when my mind began telling me lies. My lost soul felt the need to turn into a “bad boy” to garner attention from others. This adolescent angst to influence friends began negatively influencing my choices. Regrettably, I was feeding an insatiable appetite for large quantities of liquor, drugs, music, and basketball. The cornerstones in my life shifted from an innocent kid’s dream to play ball to an enraged, shy, zit-faced teen consumed by lying to others and indulging in alcohol and weed and the hip-hop/rap culture of the Fab Five, Allen Iverson, and Tupac. As a skinny, zero-muscle skeleton of a teen, I felt instantly powerful with a basketball dribbling and my headphones blaring. This newfound pseudo-confidence, mixed with a very high blood alcohol content, caused my reality and over-inflated ego to come crashing down. If I only knew what these destructive behaviors would lead to years later, I would have stopped in a heartbeat. But we all know that life only moves forward, never backward, no matter how hard you wish and pray. This thing called life continues moving toward the future—never the past. I’d do everything over if I could, and everything changed on the worst imaginable night of November 9, 2003.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Life Changed in an Instant

			The game plan was to drink with some friends that I hadn’t seen since I came home from my fifth attempt at playing college basketball. One of the friends called to say he was housesitting and there was a hot tub and a spare bedroom for me to stay in for the night. After listing the names of about eight to nine people I knew and was comfortable around, he said, “Come by and see some of your friends who you haven’t seen in months.” At the time, my friend knew I was isolating from people, and he knew I didn’t like going to the bars anymore. Besides, he knew I was drinking at home solo anyway, so why not spend some time with friends?

			Giving in, I decided to go to the small house party.

			I went with the plan to stay the night with no intention of going anywhere else. I was going to drink, play cards, and maybe score with one of the single ladies that would be there. Then I’d get up the next morning with a splitting headache and massive hangover, eat some breakfast, talk about the night, and go home to my parents’ house. This was a typical weekend night for a college student, nothing out of the regular. Yet alcohol and good decisions are never synonymous with each other. One of the many negative side-effects of alcohol includes making irrational decisions based on emotional reactions, never leaving the drinker thinking clearly. At some point during the night, my cerebral cortex shut off from the amount of alcohol I consumed, leaving me in an altered, blackout-drunk state.

			Months later there would be written testimonies and witness statements describing me as “acting off” and “very unusual.” At one point during the alcohol-induced blackout, I jumped, fully clothed, into the hot tub. In the testimonials, this was mentioned as “out of the norm” since everyone else was prepared with bathing suits and towels. Not me—I couldn’t conform to the conventional method of changing into a pair of swim shorts. Instead, with my blood coursing with Carlo Rossi strawberry wine, I had to make a spectacle of myself and do the opposite of the other party goers, jumping fully clothed into the hot tub. Witnesses said that I went downstairs shortly after the hot tub event to change into some dry, clean clothes.

			Nearly twenty-four hours later, my eyelids opened and nothing made sense. I was confused, lost, and questioning, Where am I? What am I doing in here? Once my mind began to work again, I instinctively grabbed the side of the bed, ready to jump to the floor and get the heck out of the strange room. Before my waist could break free from the bed, I felt a tight resistance on my mid-section. I ran my hands in between my legs and noticed a tube inserted into my body. I quickly fumbled up the length of the plastic tube until I lost it entering my own flesh. I pulled, writhing in extreme pain, as little drops of fluid hit my fingertips. I quickly realized I had a catheter tube inserted inside me and I couldn’t get it out. Panicking with nowhere to go, I closed my eyes tight, wishing this was just a nightmare and I would wake up from this scene.

			The truth about my situation was about to hit me, and it would be a real-life nightmare, not some dream. With all my might, I began trying to recollect how I ended up at this point.

			The first nurse I spoke to asked me, “Mr. Fisher, do you know what happened last night?” After I shook my head in bewilderment, the nurse politely said, “It wasn’t good.” Then she proceeded to check on my vitals before walking out of the room.

			

			My mind began to race even more. What transpired? Why was I here? Panic set in.

			A second nurse entered the cold, dark hospital room and asked me the same question. “Do you know what you did last night?”

			With what I can only assume was a confused, terrified, and puzzled look, I shook my head and gave her a soft, “No.”

			What came out of her mouth destroyed me.

			 “You drunk drove and killed somebody.”

			Lying in that hospital bed, my thoughts began bouncing faster than atomic particles being slingshot through the tunnels of CERN. Reality began burning and scorching my neuropathways, creating a memory destined to cause a lifetime of pain and scars. It was as if an Amtrak train turned the corner at full speed and fell off the track—before turning into a fiery ball of death and destruction. I was confused and utterly lost. All I could think about were the dark clouds circling within my mind. Hours passed. I randomly shook my head and thought it would all disappear—it would be just one of those damned alcohol-induced, vivid nightmares. That kind of nightmare never came, and the realization of what materialized became real.

			After hours in the darkness, through the uncontrollable sobbing, my mind began forming thoughts about what to do. After years of incurring brain damage from the alcohol, drugs, and depression, I still had enough gray matter to begin evaluating what would end up being three distinct options for the next steps in my life. Facing a crossroad that I would wish on no living human, I was about to make choices in that hospital bed that could determine who I might become years later.

			The first coherent thought that popped up into my frontal lobe…

			Run

			My initial thought: You’ve been running away your entire life. You’re not handcuffed to the bed—run before it’s too late.

			My heart began to beat faster, my blood flowed at a greater velocity, and I began thinking about all the places I could run to. A few of my friends lived in other countries, some of who played professional basketball. My instinct was to run away and live with one of them. It was something I had talked about doing anyway—now I had a very serious reason to do so. Running away had legitimate appeal. Then I thought of my little brothers and my mom and dad. The reality of never seeing them again shook me to my core. Then the second option hit me…

			Suicide

			I began thinking, Die, E. Die. Just fucking kill yourself and end this pain. Stop being a pussy and do it. My inner voice was pleading repeatedly, End the pain before reality takes place. Hurry up and kill yourself.

			In bed with my head in my hands, I was hunched over, sobbing while my mind was screaming, What have you done?

			I had a sudden urge to pray. Scared to death, hands shaking with fear, an overwhelming something took over. I couldn’t tell you exactly what it was, but it was as if a thousand words pierced my eardrums at once, cyphering one distinct concept, and an urge came over me to…

			Take Responsibility 

			I can’t explain anything that ensued, but at that moment I had to change. It was as if God answered my prayers. At that moment, without any prior relationship with God, He spoke to me, influencing or speaking life into the rock-bottom situation I had just created. Nothing has been the same since that moment in my life.

			This book is not a memoir about my life, as it was originally planned to be. This book has grown into something much more substantial and practical. Starting with the simple question, “Are you okay?” (Chapter 5). Asking “Are you okay?” is a foundational brick to help make people’s lives better and such a simple yet substantial question we should all ask ourselves and others. I truly believe if I could have addressed my problems in middle school, I might not have turned to alcohol and drugs to mask my mental health situation. I might have changed if one college coach would have had a heart-to-heart with me and asked, “Are you okay?”

			I’ve learned over the years that mental health is the foundation of anyone’s life. Millions struggle every day. This book is another way to provide stories and services to those who are struggling to find their way, just like I was and still am today. Wait a second. Did I just say I still struggle? Yes, you are correct. I still struggle today with my manic depression and social anxiety disorder, but I’ve learned how to manage my life for the most part (minus the end of the pandemic), and now I’m significantly better than I was before I hit rock bottom at seventy-two miles per hour.

			This is the great thing about life. No matter who you are, the background you come from, or how you were raised, we can all change. We, you, me, all of us can change this very second. Yes, you can change from the moment you are reading these words. That empowers me as I write and edit this paragraph. It starts an internal desire to change and believe in yourself and nobody else. Nobody can do it for you. It is all on you! If I can fundamentally change my desire to live, serve, and inspire, anyone else can.

			It starts right now, with one choice to change your entire life!

			What choice will you make? Are you going to change your life?

		

	
		
			

			Part 1

			The Foundation

			Most business owners, doctors, lawyers, teachers, or any other workplace professionals have one thing in common: they all lacked a depth of knowledge and particular expertise in their occupations when they first started out. Brilliant computer programmers and coders who create complex algorithms all started with elementary basic math: 1 + 1 = 2. These coders began with the basics, building layer upon layer of learned proficiency until they could create complex, seemingly living and breathing algorithms. Granted, many are beyond exceptional with abnormally high IQs, but the point is, even they started with the basics of math like the rest of us.

			Michael Jordan, arguably the greatest professional NBA basketball player ever, didn’t calmly walk on the basketball court, jump a few feet in the air with a basketball, and dunk the ball on his first try. As a matter of fact, Michael “Air” Jordan was cut from the high school team his freshman year because he wasn’t skilled or tall enough to beat out the upper classmen in varsity basketball. Unlike many in Jordan’s situation, he didn’t go home and sulk in a corner like most of us would have done. He didn’t give up. Instead, he made a choice to continue on, followed by countless more small decisions that would alter the course of his life and history. Jordan devoted his life to making the varsity basketball team and being the best player that he could be. He didn’t just wish for it to happen, he went out and began improving on the basics of the game. He worked on his footwork, pivots, jab steps, layups, and the fundamentals that are the foundations of the game. Jordan worked tirelessly on his foundations to become the Jordan we all know today. After countless hours of practice, Jordan made his high school team the following year—and the rest is history. Jordan doesn’t become synonymous with the “Greatest of All Time” (GOAT) conversations or become the first black athlete to become a billionaire without making the small choices essential to his foundations daily. He chose to be the MJ we all know and hear about by never giving up and making choices every day to move forward on his path to success.

			Have you ever found yourself standing on the top floor of a gigantic skyscraper, hundreds of feet in the sky, tentatively placing one foot in front of the other, nervously looking at the window and floor, making sure there is no possible way to free-fall hundreds of feet to your imminent death? Ever wonder how these magnificent towers stand so tall and so firm yet can gently sway back and forth, standing strong against the natural elements? They robustly handle the Earth’s weather conditions, ranging from lightning strikes and snowstorms to massive hurricanes. I’m far from a structural engineer, but what I do know about skyscrapers is they are not built from the top floor first and finished at the basement parking garage.

			Architects and teams of engineers begin planning the building years before they break ground. The building schematics are meticulously planned down to the centimeter before any brick is laid and before you can see the panoramic view and curvature of the earth from the 101st floor. For a few moments, you are engulfed by the world’s beauty, forgetting just how high up in the sky you are and that this amazing man-made structure was built by the basics of math, science, and human education in architectural design engineering.

			Where do these massive concrete high-rises begin—how do they start? At the very bottom, and not the ground layer, or the first floor that we can all see with the naked eye. These gigantic buildings start hundreds of feet deep into the earth, creating a fortified, solid foundation before one length of rebar is even laid down for construction. Without the appropriate building materials, a steel frame, and hundreds of structural engineers and architects, the building will likely tumble and fall—injuring, if not killing, thousands of lives. When designing a building, the most important component of the building is the foundation.

			The same process should be applied to a person. Our foundation is our brain. The human brain is the most amazing, complex, and powerful living supercomputer in the universe. If we don’t take care of our brains, including our emotional, psychological, and physical health, we are in for a bumpy ride. We need to start focusing more attention and time on these things to achieve lasting success.

			It is completely normal human behavior to have feelings. Being sad is okay; being anxious is okay. Struggling from a breakup with your significant other is difficult, and finding yourself in the dark, sobbing uncontrollably in pain is okay. To feel that way, allowing the tears to fall like waterfalls, is okay. Did a pet die? Did you lose a job? Argue with a family member or close friend? All of these are common human interactions and situations. It’s completely normal to feel pain and mourn when we are sad or lonely. There is nothing wrong with having feelings, whether angry, distraught, exhausted, tired, or sad. Humans are emotional beings. What’s not okay is when those feelings begin to prevent you from experiencing life. That is when you need help.

			One of my goals in this book is to break down the stigma of mental health. I personally have used counseling on and off since 2004. It’s perfectly healthy to seek help and treatment. This book is one of my platforms to explain the necessity of getting help. I want mental health to be looked at like athletes who seek trainers. If you sprain an ankle or think it might be broken, where do you go? You go to a trainer or doctor. The same should be said for mental health. If you have a brain sprain (anxiety or depression), go to a doctor and get help. It’s that simple! The ambition behind my public speaking is a desire to normalize the whole topic of mental health—and the growing number of mental health advocates out there is helping this conversation even more. We are trying to bring about awareness to the masses and educate those who think they are alone in this battle. We are all trying to make those struggling realize and understand that they are not alone. Millions, if not billions, of people struggle every day. You are not alone.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			You Are Not Alone

			Maya Angelou said, “I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” I am a story-telling preventative keynote speaker who makes audiences cry with my honest depictions of pain and trauma. I also make them laugh at the joyful moments in my life. Attendees generally look inward, reflecting on the choices they’ve made and will continue to make. The audience might never remember my name or be able to recall major details of my story, but I’ve made an imprint on their souls and spirits that will often last a lifetime. It is a goal of mine to speak with such passion that they never forget that moment when they cried in a gym packed with their classmates or at a conference with their coworkers over some keynote speaker’s story. They will remember how I made them feel.

			The validation of services I perform often comes out in the individual conversations with audience members after my events. Most of the time, the situation goes like this: “Mr. Fisher, can we talk, alone or privately, please?” with fear and trepidation oozing out of their bodies. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be a burden,” as they continue to whisper, thinking that their classmates or coworkers, also waiting in line, will hear anything that comes out of their mouths. My reply is always along the lines of, “No problem. Of course. What’s up?” with a curious, inquisitive tone. My eyes quickly begin seeking out a member of the administration or staff, making sure I get eye contact followed by a tiny nod of approval when dealing with a school-aged student. With an adult, it’s easier—we step outside of the room and into the hallways. In either case, the student or adult is unburdening their personal stories of childhood trauma, family issues, divorce, death, their failures, suicidal ideation, or worse—they talk about a person close to them that was lost by alcohol, a drug overdose, or a completed suicide. A large portion of these stories are concerning, leaving me feeling somber inside, but I must display strength and keep my senses about me.

			Everyone deserves my undivided attention, especially when their shoulders are slumped, their eyes are looking at the ground, and their body is nervously swaying back and forth. It is a must that I pay attention to the individual’s position and the angle of their feet. A lot of the time, their feet are not directly pointed at me but turned sideways toward the exit doors. They are ready to flee at any given moment, anticipating a sprint to the door before they gain enough strength to tell me their story. A number of these individuals have better physical form than Olympic gold medalist Usain Bolt at the starting blocks, anticipating the starting gun about to go off. So far, I’ve never spoken with a “sprinter.” They all eventually let their guard down, expressing something in their life that has been buried and burning inside for as long as they can remember.

			I say something brief in a firm yet soft tone as the coach in me comes through, making sure they see the strength and vulnerability in my eyes as if saying, “I’m here to help you; you are safe with me.” It’s very important they see into my eyes. They need to see the sincerity and warm embrace from the windows of my soul. They need to feel safe and secure. They need to feel this way promptly so I can persuade them to open up as quickly as possible due to the limited time I have with each person.

			All a student wants is for an adult to listen and take them seriously. Most of the adults they come in contact with are consumed by their own grown-up responsibilities, often not paying attention to the young person who is struggling right in front of them. The student is seeking validation—they want somebody to listen to their stories. They want to feel important. More importantly, they want to feel seen. Being young is difficult. On top of that, being young in a world that places so much value on superficial social media influence is even harder to imagine. The young can quickly get lost in the millions of popular posts, pictures, tweets, and snaps of that day. All they really want is to feel valued. Heck, that’s what most humans want. We all want to feel valued and important. No matter the age demographic of the audience, my job is to convey that they “are not alone” in the feelings they are dealing with inside.

			It’s not always the sad, sorrowful stories I hear. Often, it’s a group of individuals showing unbridled joy and excitement, speaking so fast I can barely understand them. They are so excited to finally have somebody to talk to about the challenges they’ve overcome or how the speech inspired or motivated them. To me, this is the greatest feeling in the world. I had no idea that a storytelling, motivational, inspirational, preventative keynote speaker—or however you want to describe what I do—would impact so many lives and be this amazing and awesome.

			In life, there is always yin and yang, a give and a take, a light and a dark. Being a preventative storytelling speaker is no different—this job comes with difficulties and drawbacks. With a little over five hundred events in my rear view and growing, the drawbacks are much more difficult than I realized at first. It’s very rare that I don’t have an individual break down in front of me, crying their eyes out and, in between sobs, explaining their personal or even family difficulties with anxiety, alcohol abuse, cutting, depression, sexual abuse, substance abuse, trauma—and more times than I want to admit, suicidal ideation. I’ve received thousands of emails, texts, or DMs from audience members days, weeks, even years later, as they finally have the strength to voice their individual trauma. It can be extremely tough to deal with all of this, but the biggest takeaway I’ve gathered over the years is: we are all struggling. The youth, mothers, fathers, coaches, and employees from low level to C-suite are struggling. The global pandemic in 2020 created more issues in this world than we could have been prepared for. Out of the struggle of 2020–2021, I’ve forced myself to take away something positive from the twenty-four-plus months of the pandemic.

			Yes, I found one positive takeaway, and here it is.

			The world can now relate to and understand what it’s like to face struggles involving anxiety, depression, isolation, and the feeling of being lost or alone. I think nearly every person walking the earth faced some type of struggle during the pandemic.

			I believe the world currently understands that we all need a shoulder to cry on, an ear to pour our isolated, dark thoughts into. I know I need somebody to do that with. Life is difficult, no matter who you are or where you come from. Isolation from family and friends is a horrible experience that billions of people lived through and experienced during the COVID-19 crisis. It was a form of prison on a global scale, with people missing family holidays, birthdays, weddings, and funerals due to concerns about their own mortality. Anyone who follows the news knows that millions of people lost their jobs, becoming financially destitute while locked in tiny apartments with kids and little-to-no entertainment. Alcohol sales, substance abuse, divorce, and domestic violence increased, the last two often stemming from the first two. As we all know, it wasn’t just a few grueling days, weeks, or even months. It lasted nearly two-and-a-half years, and many experts say much of that unresolved trauma from lockdown will continue for years to come.

			Time to End the Stigma

			For generations, mental health has been stigmatized by the media and the masses. The world has been influenced for decades by newspapers, magazines, and water cooler conversations at work. News outlets have often publicized mental health issues as weakness, showing their audiences that a person with mental health issues will not be able to function or make it in the real world. Talking about anxiety, depression, or stress has been taboo—often making people uncomfortable when hearing those words. If any of those mental health issues were mentioned or associated with a particular person, they were likely to become outcasts, not only to family and friends but in the community as well. When an individual mentioned they were struggling with mental health, they were sometimes labeled “crazy” or “unstable.” The foundations of why those individuals were struggling in the first place, the failure of realizing there is a root cause to mental health problems, which is likely to be some childhood, teen, or adult trauma—have not been properly addressed.
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