A Father’s Pain

Son’s untimely death prompts
USAFA graduate to launch
public awareness campaign

By David Bitton

42 - usafa.org

ne pill and one mistake. That’s what killed 17-year-old
Zach Didier.

Lt. Col. (Ret.) Chris Didier ’91 now travels the country shar-
ing the message about the dangers of fentanyl, a synthetic opioid
commonly found in counterfeit pills. His message includes a call
for the government to step up to make real change.

“There was one fentanyl-involved fatality every seven minutes
in America in 2022, Lt. Col. Didier says. “That’s around 200
deaths each day. Imagine what the response would be if an air-
plane crashed every day in our country. The industry would come
to a grinding halt.”

During his 22-year military career, Lt. Col. Didier flew the C-21
and F-15E. He currently flies the Boeing 787 for United Airlines.

“I lost far more colleagues in the hostile skies over the Balkans
in the ’90s and in Iraq and Afghanistan since 9/11 than I ever
expected,” he says, “but losing a son is a whole new level of grief.”

TRAGIC LOSS
Zach was a straight-A student and multisport athlete who had
a leading role in “High School Musical” his junior year of high
school. He was a Boy Scout who loved teaching younger Scouts
and was nearing completion of the Eagle rank.

He was a leader in every group setting he was involved in and



could have easily been admitted to the Air
Force Academy, according to Lt. Col. Didier.

“Zach had no history of any drug use
and always seemed happy,” he says.

COVID-19 brought dramatic changes
for everyone, including Zach, who en-
dured the cancellation of track season,
junior prom and his driver’s education
behind-the-wheel driving test. He couldn’t
get out to see his friends, and classroom in-
struction switched to online learning.

“I thought Zach handled it well,” L.
Col. Didier says. “These kinds of stresses,
in my opinion, were well within his normal
range of managing, and he was pretty con-
fident. He was enjoying what he could.”

By Christmas 2020, a mall near their
home in northern California had opened,
and Zach and some friends went there to
hang out.

“What 1 didnt understand and know
back then was the existence of a fake pre-
scription pill and that social media is the
number one platform for drug dealers and
drug peddlers,” Lt. Col. Didier says.

A drug dealer used the Snapchat app to
take a short video of products and para-
phernalia ranging from cocaine, heroin
and prescription pills to edibles, vapes and
alcohol. The video was then openly shared
with other Snapchat users within a certain
geographic range.

Lt. Col. Didier reports the drug dealer
said something like, “Here is what I've got
for you today. I'm in the food court at the
mall. Hit me up, I got you.”

Zach and a friend decided to purchase
a Percocet pill, an opioid medication used
to treat moderate pain. What they didn
know was the fake pill contained fentanyl,
not Percocet.

Zach returned home from the mall and
watched a Christmas movie with his dad
and two older siblings.

ACROSS: Zach Didier and his father,
Lt. Col. (Ret.) Chris Didlier '91, are all
smiles after scuba diving in Jamaica.

TOP: Zach Didier, third from left, had a
leading roll in "High School Musical" his
junior year of high school.

BELOW: Zach Didier celebrates his 17th
and last birthday in March 2020.

“Never did I realize that imminent dan-
ger was in his pocket,” Lt. Col. Didier says.
“After the movie, it was late and Zach said
‘Good night. I love you.” And that was the
last time I talked to him.”

IMMEASURABLE GRIEF

When Zach failed to emerge from his
room the next day, Lt. Col. Didier went to
check on him and found him unresponsive
at his desk. He immediately began CPR
and told Sam, another son, to call 911.

“I will never forget the look on Sam’s
face when he saw his younger brother lay-
ing lifeless on the ground,” Lt. Col. Di-
dier says. “Losing a child is at the top of
any parent’s grief hierarchy, but when you
see your other children suffer, and there’s
nothing you can do about it, it adds a layer
of intensity in that grief.”

Medical personnel arrived and said it
was too late to attempt lifesaving mea-
sures. Lt. Col. Didier refused to accept
that and resumed CPR, saying, “Please
come back.”

“Someone moved me away from Zach
and said, ‘It’s time to let go.” My world
completely imploded,” he recalls. “After a
few minutes, I stood up and noticed all the
men standing in a circle around Zach were
crying. I know they wanted so badly to be
the hero ... that day they were robbed of
that opportunity.”

Law enforcement searched the house for
hours while investigating potential reasons
why a healthy 17-year-old was dead. They
found no drug products or paraphernalia
and suggested Zach either died of natural
causes or from fentanyl. In the previous few
months, law enforcement had responded
to calls of several young people mysteri-
ously dying. It was later determined they
had died from consuming counterfeit pills
made with fentanyl. P
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Lt. Col. Didier feels an important dis-
tinction needs to be made from this trag-

edy. Although consuming too much of
a particular drug may be categorized as
an overdose, the manner in which Zach
consumed fentanyl unwittingly is more
appropriately defined as illicit fentanyl
poisoning.

Zach’s toxicology report confirmed the
same, but by that point Lt. Col. Didier
was already piecing things together. He
talked with Zach’s friends — who con-
firmed they bought a pill — and found
the man who sold the pill by looking
through Zach’s cell phone. That individ-
ual was eventually sentenced to 17 years
in prison.

DRUG MINEFIELD

The U.S. Drug Enforcement Admin-
istration (DEA) laboratories report that
60% of fake prescription pills it analyzed
in 2022 had the potential to be lethal.

“In the past when someone bought a
drug, they got what they asked for or may-
be a diluted version,” Lt. Col. Didier says.
“There was a chance to recover and learn
life lessons. But with counterfeit pills, we
are now living in a minefield. When a per-
son like Zach, who has no history of drug
use and is just trying to cope with life’s
stress and challenges makes one mistake,
it’s not an embarrassment, it’s the end.”

Since last August, Lt. Col. Didier
has become a subject matter expert in
counterfeit synthetic opioids and travels
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“When a person like Zach, who has no history

of drug use and is just trying to cope with

life’s stress and challenges makes one mistake,

it’s not an embarrassment, it’s the end.”

— Lt. Col. (Ret.) Chris Didier ’91

around the country on behalf of the DEA
giving presentations. He talks with youth
and young adults to educate and spread
awareness about the dangers of several
drugs including xylazine, a sedative used
on animals by veterinarians increasingly
linked to drug-related deaths.

Lt. Col. Didier and Zach’s mom, Laura,
have shared Zach’s story at more than 45
school assemblies this school year. Last
October, Lt. Col. Didier was able to share
this urgent warning with cadets at the Air
Force Academy.

He remembers saying, “Look, if youre
going to seek a way to help you study for
a test by taking Adderall or manage anxi-
ety by taking Xanax or manage pain with
Percocet so you don’t miss a football game,
you need to think again, because what
youre getting is not what you think. The
potential is extremely high you may take
something else that will end your life.

“I know Zach’s story is impactful be-
cause you can watch the mood in a room
change from high energy to silence to see-
ing tears stream down faces. I know they’re
hearing, but I hope they’re learning.

“What I treasure the most about Zach is
how he really inspired others to be a bet-
ter version of themselves. And since his
passing, I've had countless classmates and
other high school friends approach me to
share ‘here’s what your son did for me,
‘here’s how he saved my life,” and each one
of those stories is incredibly touching.”

SOBERING STATISTICS

Data from the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention confirms Lt. Col. Di-
dier’s claim, showing more than 71,000
people — enough to fill Falcon Stadium
one and a half times — died because of
synthetic opioids like fentanyl in 2022.

A lethal dose is just two milligrams,
equal to a few grains of table salt, accord-
ing to the DEA.

“What we see happening at DEA is es-
sentially that there are two cartels in Mexi-
co, the Sinaloa Cartel and the Jalisco New
Generation Cartel, that are killing Ameri-
cans with fentanyl at catastrophic and re-
cord rates like we have never seen before,”
DEA Administrator Anne Milgram told
“CBS Mornings.” “Those cartels are act-
ing with calculated, deliberate treachery to
get fentanyl to the United States and to get
people to buy it through fake pills, by hid-
ing it in other drugs, any means that they
can take in order to drive addiction and to
make money.”

Milgram explained that fentanyl is up
to 50 times stronger than heroin and 100
times stronger than morphine. She added
that the Mexican cartels have a virtually
unlimited amount of fentanyl they can
produce since it is man-made, and the
chemicals required are easily purchased
from Chinese companies.

The more than 70,000 drug overdose
deaths in the United States during the
12-month period ending January 2018
climbed to over 107,000 by January 2022,



according to the CDC.

The ease of finding and purchasing
drugs has also changed.

“We live in a world now where technol-
ogy, a digital age, where social media has
become a superhighway,” Milgram said.
“Someone doesn’t have to walk to a street
corner to buy drugs. You have kids sitting
in their bedroom. Anyone with a smart-
phone has a drug dealer with them.”

Snapchat is one of the many ways drug
dealers find and try to hook buyers.

“If someone dies, there are 108 million
people on Snapchat (to replace them),”
Milgram said on "CBS Mornings."

The Federal Bureau of Investigation and
attorneys with the U.S. Department of Jus-
tice are now investigating fentanyl-laced
pills being sold on Snapchat; but Lt. Col.
Didier doesnt see this crisis going away
anytime soon, as more lethal drugs are be-
ing mixed and then sold via social media.

“We share this information because our
country cannot afford a continued fatality
rate like this,” he says. “We must prioritize
addressing this danger. We want lawmak-
ers to ensure social media platforms do a
better job of policing and getting rid of
drug traffickers.”

With that goal, Lt. Col. Didier attended
the State of the Union address in February
as U.S. Rep. Kevin Kiley’s, R-California,
guest. He spoke with DEA Administrator
Anne Milgram and several members of

Congress, including House Speaker Kevin
McCarthy, R-California.

During the State of the Union address,
President Joe Biden spoke about the fen-
tanyl scourge.

“Fentanyl is killing more than 70,000
Americans a year,” Biden said. “Let’s launch
a major surge to stop fentanyl production,
sale and trafficking, with more drug detec-
tion machines to inspect cargo and stop
pills and powder at the border. Working
with couriers like FedEx to inspect more
packages for drugs. Strong penalties to
crack down on fentanyl trafficking.”

There are two types of fentanyl: phar-
maceutical fentanyl, which is prescribed
by a doctor, and illicitly manufactured
fentanyl, which is found in liquid, powder
and pill forms. Fentanyl is often mixed
with drugs like heroin, cocaine and meth-
amphetamine to make pills that look like
other opioids.

“These fentanyl-laced drugs are extreme-
ly dangerous, and many people may be
unaware that the drugs are laced with fen-
tanyl,” the CDC says. “Drugs may contain
deadly levels of fentanyl, and you wouldn’t
be able to see it, taste it or smell it.”

That’s precisely what happened to Zach
Didier. <=

ACROSS: Zach Didier with mom and
dad following opening night of his "High
School Musical" performance.

TOP LEFT: Zach Didier competes in a race
his sophomore year.

TOP RIGHT: Many friends and family
wrote final farewells on Zach Didlier's
casket.

(Photos courtesy the Didier family)

EMERGENCY RESOURCES

Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to
741741

Crisis Chat: Crisischat.org
Suicide Crisis Lifeline: Dial 988

Anonymous Reporting:
Saysomething.net or dial
844-572-9669

Domestic Violence Hotline:
Dial 800-799-7233 or text
88788
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