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PRAISE FOR NINETEEN



“This father’s powerful testimonial to his son captures both the pain of loss and the joys of life. It invites us to pause in this hectic world, to appreciate it and those around us. It is not a story of despair but that of love. These thought-provoking pages will act as a source of strength for those who knew Haydn Robarts and those that did not. Through his work, Adam Robarts has offered others the chance to know the man I was lucky enough to call my friend.”

—Chris George, Haydn’s school friend

“This book, like the life of the one it tells, is full of deep wisdom and insight. Adam Robarts has given all who have the privilege of reading it a priceless gift: out of personal pain and heartbreaking loss, he has brought forth a message of triumph and transcendence. With him, we stand in awe of the life of nineteen-year-old Haydn Robarts, who speaks to our hearts, “Grieve not for me for I have indeed reached the summit, and the view from eternity is glorious.’ ”

—Tarrant Mahony, Haydn’s neighbor and Temple University professor of law at Tsinghua University, Beijing

“This story is powerful in its powerlessness, graceful in its humility, and uplifting in its heartbreak. It breathes like a memoir or a self-help book, but this is really a love story. It is through this love that lessons are learned and a light emerges to guide us on our own spiritual path.”

—Karyn Robarts, Haydn’s mother
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Haydn with parents Karyn and Adam Robarts, New York; January 2020. Photo courtesy of Pan Shiyi
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This book is dedicated to Haydn’s siblings: Tallis, Sian, and Keyan.

May Haydn always inspire you to live your lives as he would wish, “for the betterment of the world,” with hearts filled with joy, and consciously bringing joy to others.

To my parents and grandparents






NINETEEN
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mapping the mountain
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1. HAYDN’S PATH
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THREE AND A HALF YEARS before this story began, Haydn and I made a three-day trip from our Beijing home to Wellington College in the UK. Haydn had been invited to sit for the entrance exam for Wellington’s sixth form, equivalent to an American twelfth grade, where four hundred applicants vied for forty places. Jet-lagged but excited, we stood waiting in the school reception hall with the other candidates and their parents. Smiles and small talk disguised the nervousness among us before our fifteen-year-olds were led off to their first exam of the day: mathematics. As they parted, a Russian boy standing within earshot spoke quietly to his father, checking off his exam tools: pen, pencil, geometry set, calculator. Haydn turned to me and calmly said, “Dad, I didn’t bring my calculator.” My heart skipped a beat. Just as instantly, and true to form, Haydn assured me with his characteristic calm, “Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.” Without hesitation, Haydn chose grace in the face of challenge.

In mid-July 2019, then nineteen-year-old Haydn, my always hale son, started experiencing headaches, blurred vision, and some nausea. He didn’t look sick at all, however. He was in Toronto, having just finished his gap year in China and Chile, following sixth form at Wellington. A few weeks later, he was due to start studying architecture at University College London with a focus on sustainable architecture. Here stood a young man at the trailhead of his future, dreams and exciting plans intact, the course laid out. But the physical anomalies he was experiencing demanded attention.

At the advice of my brother, an ER doctor, Haydn went in for an MRI, just to be safe. That August 1, I was in Singapore in a hotel room with my wife, Karyn, and our youngest son, Keyan. We were preparing to fly to our new home in Bali later that afternoon. Keyan was excited to begin his schooling near Ubud. So, there we stood, also poised at the trailhead of a new journey. This was an exciting beginning for us, and we were positive and optimistic about everything that awaited us on the Island of the Gods.

Then the phone rang.

My brother broke the news to us: Haydn’s MRI showed a tumor four centimeters in diameter beside the pituitary gland, at the base of the brain. He needed emergency surgery as he was already losing his eyesight and hearing, and his speech had begun to slur.

I was confused and shocked. When I’d last seen Haydn, only three weeks earlier, he appeared in fine health, perhaps in better shape than ever before.

In that drop-to-your-knees moment, our world seemed to crumble around us and within us. Karyn and I held each other and just wept and wept… and wept. Disoriented, stunned, and scared, we suddenly stood at a new trailhead, the destination and the routes completely unknown. We quickly gathered our wits, booked tickets, and flew to Toronto on the next flight.


One of the ego’s many erroneous assumptions, one of its many deluded thoughts is, “I should not have to suffer.” Sometimes the thought gets transferred to someone close to you: “My child should not have to suffer.” That thought itself lies at the root of suffering.… The truth is that you need to say yes to suffering before you can transcend it.

—ECKHART TOLLE, A New Earth



Haydn’s cancer treatments in Toronto consisted of two brain surgeries followed by twelve weeks of chemotherapy and a subsequent eight weeks of radiation treatments. At the time of his diagnosis, Haydn’s bloodwork showed that his alpha-fetoprotein (AFP), one of several tumor markers, was extremely elevated. The normal range for AFP is less than 3 ng/mL (nanograms per milliliter), and Haydn’s AFP was at 8,500 ng/mL when he started chemotherapy. Twelve weeks later, at the end of chemo, it was down to 25 ng/mL. At the same time, the high-resolution brain scans showed that Haydn’s brain tumor had reduced from four centimeters to seven millimeters in diameter. A reduction in diameter by a factor of six translates to a reduction in volume by almost 200 times. We were all elated! With thirty-three sessions of radiation still to come, it seemed we had wind in our sails, and were set to enter remission at the end of this journey. The year 2020 was looking to be a good one.

If all went according to plan, Haydn’s last radiation treatment would be January 6, 2020, and we would mark it as the summit of his journey through cancer. We envisioned this to be a brief detour before returning to a normal, healthy life. However, on January 7, Haydn’s blood work showed his AFP level at 1151 ng/mL. Something wasn’t right. The oncologists were clearly concerned and wanted to first verify that this was not a mistake. They booked additional blood work as well as high resolution MRI scans of Haydn’s head and spine. Three days later, we met with the oncologists for the verdict: Haydn’s cancer had spread from his brain to his spine and was resistant to the treatment. This was a rare and aggressive form of cancer, and the odds of a cure were not hopeful. The doctors determined that Haydn’s condition had progressed too far, and since he’d been unresponsive to treatment, they concluded that no further treatment was viable.

In a small clinic room at the Princess Margaret Hospital on that ominous day, Haydn was told that he should just try to make the most of his remaining time in this earthly life, likely only a few months. The doctors were apologetic, sensitive, and professional. They informed Haydn that they would refer a palliative care team that would be able to support him through this final phase.

In that moment, Haydn was calm and collected. A few tears trickled down his cheeks as he processed the news. He straightened himself and thanked the doctors, genuinely, for he knew they had done their best. He asked what he could and couldn’t do. Could he travel? Or skydive?! I sat deeply saddened and, frankly, numb. There were no tears or outbursts of disbelief or anger or guilt. I believed we did everything we could to prevent this outcome, yet that didn’t make this news any less awful. Haydn then turned to Karyn, who had to lie down to manage the shock, as it left her physically breathless and faint. He gently put his hand on her shoulder and ever so lovingly assured her that all would be fine. When Haydn spoke, a gentle certitude filled the room. The simple sincerity of his words lifted us all.

Nothing I had ever read or learned or achieved adequately prepared me for this heartrending reality. While I try not to go back to this particular moment, Karyn has called upon it many times. She describes it as her proudest as a mother: when she witnessed the culmination of a character Haydn cultivated during his nineteen years that enabled him to accept his fate with such grace and gratitude. We know in our hearts that this journey revealed Haydn’s depth of character, his fortitude, and a level of faith that I can describe only in words like profound, inspiring… heroic.

When we returned to the apartment after that momentous meeting with the doctors, Haydn wrote this personal message to family and friends:


Dear All,

I want to thank everyone in this email chain for being with me in spirit over the course of this journey. Your responses and just knowing that so many people are taking an interest in my well-being has been incredible!

The next few months will no doubt be difficult for me, and while I would appreciate any prayers for a miracle, I also ask that, if I am to meet a premature end, that you don’t feel bad for me or my family, for everything happens for a reason.

I have lived an incredible life! Surrounded by constant love, support, and opportunities! It is a life I am extremely grateful for, and I couldn’t have asked for a more supporting and loving family/group of friends to have around me!

boundless love,

Haydn



From the time of Haydn’s diagnosis, I felt drawn to the metaphor of mountain climbing. During this climb, it seemed my relationship with Haydn shifted from being that of a father accompanying his son to more of a companion accompanying a young mountaineer scaling a formidable mountain. The grand teacher that is Mother Nature can redirect even the most well-equipped and well-trained climb team. When a storm suddenly moves in, questions immediately arise. Do conditions provide for a slight delay? If so, we look for a new window of opportunity to push to the top. Or is it best to surrender and call off the approach? Do we accept that this summit attempt was not meant to be?

For Haydn, giving up was not an option. At the same time, he was not one to force a situation, to push through a plan that was not viable. Haydn had the ability to bend, to flex, to give in rather than to give up. He believed that if God wanted him to make it through an illness, then there was a reason for his suffering, and he would channel that struggle into a purpose. And if God willed it that it was time for him to move on from this world, then Haydn also believed that he had a purpose in the next world for this exact time. Although he loved life, he had no fear of death. He accepted that there was a greater power at work in his life, whether one chooses to call it the Will of God, the Invisible Hand, fate, or destiny. Haydn often repeated the words of the thirteenth-century Persian poet Sa’di, quoted by Bahá’u’lláh in Crisis and Victory, to explain the operation of God’s immutable Will and the effect on those who accept it:


Even or odd, thou shalt win the wager.



In the coming days, we sent out an SOS to all those we knew who might be able to introduce a lifeline. Were there any other possible routes, or teams? We researched proton beam therapy, biological treatments, and high-dose chemotherapy with stem cell rescue. We cast out a line to hospitals and pioneering centers in the UK, the US, Germany, South Korea, and China. If this was the end of the path, we wanted to be sure we had left no stone unturned. Even if the chances of success were slim, we never gave up hoping, believing, trusting. Miracles do happen, even in science. In fact, most scientific breakthroughs are described as miraculous by hard-nosed scientists who simply put their faith into being open to the miraculous.

Three days later, we were in communication with two leading cancer centers in the US, both in New York. Each were involved in a clinical trial for recurrent malignant tumors, including recurrent mixed germ-cell tumors. Haydn’s case was presented at the tumor board meeting on Wednesday, January 15, 2020. Later that day, we were informed that an expert team at NYU was willing to take Haydn as a patient and would use high-dose chemotherapy with stem-cell rescue. The risks were evident, and there was no guarantee of success, but even though the odds were very low, Haydn was ready to give this climb everything he had. As he remarked one evening, even if there was a 1% chance of survival, that was 1% more than the option of giving up.

On January 17, exactly one week after being told the climb was over, we sat in Dr. Nicolaides’ clinic in New York planning the schedule for Haydn’s treatment. The conversation was surreal, yet very real. In less than six months, this was our second time round, in a second city, with a second set of doctors, looking at another cancer treatment plan. There was hope, but mine was now tempered given our previous experiences. I felt humbled and helpless by how little I could do medically for Haydn. Being conscious of my powerlessness, I was more mindful of everything else going on—the place, the people, the words spoken, my thoughts, my breathing… and, of course, the presence of Haydn. Somehow, he remained at ease, able to take it all in without being overwhelmed.

This plan involved an initial four rounds of chemotherapy, each lasting two weeks and involving different medications than those used in Toronto. If the cancer was responsive to this treatment, Haydn would move onto a course of myeloablative (literally “destroying the bone marrow”) chemotherapy.

Stem-cell rescue entailed two phases, the first being to harvest the stem cells by extracting Haydn’s blood from veins in his neck, running this through a centrifuge that would spin the blood to extract the stem cells, and then returning the blood to Haydn’s body. Once Haydn’s stem cells had been stored and frozen, the second phase would be to transplant the stem cells back into his body a couple of weeks later, after the myeloablative chemotherapy and the resulting depletion of all of Haydn’s neutrophils and white blood cells. With the fresh stem cells starting a few days later to create new neutrophils and white blood cells, hopefully this would prompt a fresh start and a trail toward becoming cancer free. The procedure required precision timing and exactitude in handling, not least because Haydn would be highly immune compromised, with no defense against even the most minor of infections.

Haydn’s first chemotherapy at NYU began on January 25; he was full of gratitude and hope as expressed in an email:


Thank you so much for your support, prayers, and beautiful replies to my dad’s updates! I can’t express how much it means to have such a wonderful support system in addition to my family and the incredibly capable team of doctors here!

I’m feeling as well as can be expected and just incredibly grateful to have been given this treatment opportunity and for this glimmer of hope! I’m ready to fight this thing, and with your unfailing support and prayers, I believe God will give me the strength to do so! While I don’t necessarily “look forward” to the trials and difficulties that are sure to come… I’m glad to have started treatment and I believe that no matter what happens, there’s a reason for it, and these difficulties will shape not only myself to become a better person, but hopefully my family and all of us :)

Again, thank you all for everything you’ve done for me during this process, no matter how big or small… be it taking enough of an interest in my well-being to ask to be included in this email chain, sending messages of love and support, or saying prayers for my recovery! I will forever be grateful to you all!

Many thanks and boundless love!

Haydn



A week later, Haydn wrote, “Aside from some muscular aches and stiffness, some persistent neuropathy, nausea, and lack of appetite, things seem to have gone pretty well.” Lying on his bed after a platelet transfusion, he added, “I seem to be getting used to IVs, so the transfusions are becoming less and less daunting.”

On February 10, Haydn began his second course of chemo in New York. On February 19, his brain and spine MRI showed encouraging signs. The chemotherapy was definitely working. The letter we received the following day from Haydn’s oncologist gave us all a boost of confidence and hope:


Compared to January 9, 2020:

Brain—The lesion in the pineal gland has shrunk by at least 20-30% in volume. There remain some areas of tumor spread along the surface of the brain.

Spine—The large lesion at T9 has shrunk by at least 50% and the other areas of disease on the surface of the spine have shrunk significantly.

It is hard to know how much of this change is due to the radiation and how much due to the chemo. We do know that the AFP was rising when he came to us and is now decreasing, so for sure the chemo is contributing to the disease control.



As Haydn completed the first two trial courses of chemo with this heartening response to the treatment, doctors cleared him to continue with another two courses of chemo before the high-dose chemo and stem cell transplant. The third course of chemo was booked for Tuesday, February 25.

These results filled us with hope and reminded us of the book of Malachi, the last of the twelve Old Testament books that bear the names of the minor prophets. In it, there is a story of a refiner of silver. The refiner carefully works with the silver, burning off and scraping away the dross that the flames bring to the top. The silver is pure, and the refinement is complete, when the refiner looks into the open furnace or pot and can see his image plainly reflected in the molten metal. Without the heat, there is no refinement of silver. This seemed like an apt metaphor for our situation.

A week before Haydn’s third course of chemo in New York, we learned about radiation somnolence syndrome, which often occurs six to eight weeks after radiation to the brain. We were unprepared for this, and we worried when Haydn was so sleepy, with headaches, nausea, and so little appetite that he hardly ate for six days. His counts were not quite high enough to begin the third course of chemo as scheduled, though he reached them two days later. A delay in getting the chemo ordered from the pharmacy pushed things back yet another day, and he started the third course of chemo at 9:00 a.m., February 28. For the Chinese, this is a lucky day, but was all going according to plan? Were the delays going to create another setback?

Naturally, terrains on mountains change as a climbing team pushes upward. Scree, or masses of loose rock, often covers a slope, creating a condition where climbers may take a couple of steps forward only to then slide back a step. When Haydn was being admitted to the hospital for his third course of chemo, he passed out. For the next nine days, he felt stable only when lying down. Hospitals don’t discharge patients who aren’t stable, so Haydn spent eight nights as an inpatient, after expecting to be there for one or two days at most. Two steps forward, one step back.

It was pure delight and relief when doctors discharged Haydn and he was able to go home, which involved walking up fourteen steps into the house! He spent that afternoon hanging out in the nook and eating. How great it was to see his appetite returning! After dinner that evening, Haydn climbed another seventeen steps to his bedroom. For someone who just two days earlier could hardly stand without feeling dizzy, this was a momentous feat.

In terms of the schedule, we were now in the recovery stage from chemo three. On March 12, Haydn was in the clinic for some repeat blood work when they discovered that his AFP levels had not dropped as expected. Instead, his AFP had risen a little. We knew this could be a sign that the tumors were becoming resistant to this regimen of chemotherapy. A step back. Again.

Given the apparent successes of the previous two months in New York, this news was very sobering. But Haydn took it with such grace and inner strength that we were, once again, inspired by his example. The doctors retested Haydn’s AFP levels the following Monday and ordered repeat MRI scans of his brain and spine as well as another spinal tap to check the AFP levels there. By the end of that following week, everyone expected the tests to reveal a clearer picture of what was going on. At the same time, the medical team would be consulting with colleagues to see if there might be any other potentially viable treatments. From what I recall, those were days of ardent prayers and treasuring every single moment we had together. We knew what was at stake if the cancer had again become resistant to treatment. It was at that time that Karyn was sent this quotation attributed to Rúhíyyih Rabbání:


The sweetest flowers of man’s spirit have most often been watered by tears. To struggle gives strength, to endure breeds a greater capacity for endurance. We must not run away from our heartbreaks in life; we must go through them, however fiery they may be, and bring with us out of the fire a stronger character, a deeper reliance on ourselves and on the Creator.…

We are not expected to like suffering; we should not foolishly think of it as some ascetics do, as a virtue in itself and cultivate it through self-mortification and torture; but we should when the cup is at our lips and we have no choice but to drink it, drink it down strongly and courageously, knowing it will hurt but strengthen, wound but eventually heal. Beauty can give joy, pain can give strength, sorrow can deepen the whole nature of a person. We must try to get out of every experience in life the very best it can offer.



This quote strengthened both Karyn and Haydn. They understood we never know which tests we might be given in our lives to endure. While this was by far our greatest test, we knew we needed to move with it to find meaning and light.

Haydn was a Bahá’í. However, he was also a devoted believer in science. I often observed how his love for science complimented his love for the Bahá’í Faith, which upholds the scientific method, whether in the laboratory or in spiritual search. Haydn struggled with being defined singularly as either a man of faith or a man of science and reason. Likewise, he struggled with being defined as either a man of arts or a man of sciences. His international baccalaureate diploma subjects were math, physics, English, Chinese, history, and art. Fortunately, the study of architecture at UCL offered a more integrated and holistic course that suited him well. Haydn’s love for architecture was largely a love of integrated thinking and being, of integrated doing. In other words, of an integrated life. Even his tumor sat right in the midbrain, beside his pituitary gland, neither on the left nor on the right but in the perfect center. That was Haydn.

Those were interesting days in New York. COVID-19 had begun to spread throughout the city, most notably in Brooklyn, where we stayed. Getting from the apartment to the hospital entailed a long car ride or a short ferry ride across the East River. Haydn never took the ferry crossing because he was too weak by that point, and it was still cold and windy. However, the rest of us preferred to take the ferry to cross between the two stark worlds of hospital and home. It became a tonic to be on the water, the chilled wind blowing across one’s face while the warm sunrays kissed rosy cheeks. I often thought about finding reconciliation and points of unity between the vivid contrasts we were all experiencing.

Those days we already wore masks. We watched as our daily accessory suddenly became a sweeping need around the globe as every day the number of COVID-19 cases climbed higher, especially in New York. Shops and restaurants started closing. America was getting the first winds of what would become a ravaging storm that would shake the country, and the world, with a deadly and highly contagious virus.

On Friday, March 20, I accompanied Haydn to the hospital for a relatively minor procedure. Because Haydn had such a rare tumor type, he had been asked a few days earlier whether some extra spinal fluid could be taken during the procedure for use in research. Haydn had, of course, agreed, always happy to advance science. If someone with the same tumor type had been able to do this in years past, maybe we would have known more about how to treat Haydn’s condition.

When we arrived in the lobby of the hospital, we were met by a legion of masked and gowned receptionists, triage nurses, and security. It was day one of the new precautionary measures in hospitals across New York, and we were informed that I could not accompany Haydn beyond that point. This was hard to bear, as I was effectively Haydn’s day nurse, with my bag containing his valuables, his meds, his water, and his urinal. I was the one who accompanied him to the washroom or helped him with those many tiny details of simply getting through each day. Imagine a mountain guide being told that only their mountaineer could proceed beyond a certain point. I must have looked blank and confused, or at least in slight disbelief, although I was ready to respect the safety protocols.

Thankfully, one of the receptionists looked up and said, “Hey, this guy is being treated as a pediatric patient, so he is allowed one family member to accompany him.” What a relief! The barricade of gowns, gloves, and masks waved us through. Separating a frail and immunocompromised patient from the support and security of family, especially going into an unknown environment like COVID-19, is heartbreaking. Thankfully, we got only a taste of that possibility and were spared that anguish.

Two days later we received a call from Haydn’s doctor. It was a beautiful and sunny Sunday morning, but the news was not encouraging. This is the email we sent afterward:


Dearest family and friends,

In these days of world-encompassing trials, we are thinking and praying for each of you and wish we could be closer! Here, we are celebrating the first days of spring and feel confident that this storm shall pass. While the immediate future may be dark, we take solace in faith that the distant future is surely brilliant.

We received a call from Haydn’s doctor this morning to share that the AFP in the spinal fluid has increased quite significantly, and the medical team here has advised not to subject Haydn to further treatment. So, we are making plans to return on Wednesday to Ottawa, to our family home by a small lake near Wakefield. We will continue to pray for a possible miracle, and we are immensely grateful that you add your prayers to ours. The focus over the coming months will be to support Haydn to be able to have the best quality of life possible. He has an amazing inner strength and faith, so he is taking this direction with calm, grace, and hope that even dying, if that is the Will of God, can be a positive and beautiful process when supported by the love of family and friends and the mercy of the All-Merciful.

with heads held high and hearts full of hope,

AdamKarynTallisSianHaydnKeyan



We had prayed for clarity, that the doctors would provide us a path—and here it was—weighty, heart-wrenching, and life-changing.

As New Yorkers wondered what had hit them, we were realizing what had hit us. We needed time to process the depth of this devastating news, yet time was not on our side. We were unsure how much longer the borders would remain open to allow us back into Canada. Our phones began frantically ringing while we tried to keep calm and be present for one another and especially for Haydn. Occasionally, I would glance across at Haydn and think that he was really the eye of the hurricane, the calm at the center of our family storm. We had been blessed with a remarkable son who was solid and secure while the rest of us were buzzing around trying to organize returning the apartment, driving the car and our “stuff” across the border, and flying with Haydn—should he be approved to fly in his condition. One of the most surprising calls we received came from friends who insisted that they cover our costs to “fly private.” God bless them! We needed to dash across the border during the chaotic dawn of what would become a confusing pandemic, with a frail and immunocompromised child. This was an extraordinarily thoughtful and generous gesture. To be picked up and driven to a waiting plane with no cramped security lines to wait in, no pushing and shoving at crowded baggage conveyor belts, and no flight delays was a gift beyond measure. And then, as if that wasn’t enough to be grateful for, the same process happened at the other end: we were met at the plane and whisked away to our family cottage.

On March 25, we sent out a heartfelt email:


Dearest family and friends,

Thank you all for your love and prayers. We are today thankfully reunited at our home by a peaceful and beautiful little lake 25 mins north of Ottawa. Hard to imagine that a week ago we thought we would have been in the middle of stem-cell harvesting in a New York hospital. The hand of destiny in this journey has been mysterious—sometimes painful, sometimes beautiful, sometimes both—and we are filled with gratitude to be here right now. Today, Haydn is perhaps at the weakest we have seen. Tomorrow may be different.

love, prayers, hope, gratitude,

A



The six of us spent a poignant eight weeks at the lake house, learning about palliative care as we did our best to support our beloved Haydn during the last leg of his earthly journey. Those were our most difficult days. They were also our most rewarding.

Our family was tested beyond anything we had ever experienced before. Relationships were strained to breaking points, yet we all knew we had to pull together and make it through this ordeal. We surely owed it to Haydn to unite. This was not without its challenges. Most daunting, at least emotionally, was becoming amateur palliative care nurses. The real palliative care nurses were available only on Zoom, either because we were in quarantine or simply because nurses and doctors were suffering the demands of a strained healthcare system. As Haydn’s steadfast climbing companions, we felt as if we stood alone on a spur, peering up the steepest ascent imaginable. How on earth would we scale this rock? It was well beyond our experience, yet none of us were about to turn around and descend. In fact, with this journey, there was no path back.

Haydn passed away in his bed at home, peacefully and surrounded by family, on May 19, 2020, one week before his twentieth birthday. At the time of Haydn’s diagnosis, I imagined and hoped with all my heart that conquering this disease would be akin to reaching a hard-earned summit. With his passing, I realized that Haydn did indeed reach the summit, just not in the way I imagined.

The following day we held a simple funeral and laid his earthly body to rest in a nearby cemetery, overlooking the hills and valleys north of Ottawa. The day after the funeral, we hosted a memorial gathering by Zoom that was attended by nearly a thousand family members and friends from all over the world. Many of them were young people, peers, and friends of Haydn’s, whose tributes to his life didn’t leave a dry eye.



Haydn kept phone notes and a little black notebook beside his bed where he listed ideas for a book he intended to write entitled Why the “Self” in “Self-Help” Is Unimportant. That would certainly have rattled an industry! I imagine he would find it amusing that his father subsequently chose to write a self-help book of sorts.

The first note on Haydn’s list was “use quotes from all religions.” This is of no surprise. Haydn’s faith was central to his being, understated and with total acceptance of others and their viewpoints. So, with respect to Haydn, all of the chapters that follow begin with a selection of quotations from sacred scriptures, whether from the ancient wisdom of Hinduism and Buddhism, or from the Judeo-Christian religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, or from the more recent scriptures of the Bahá’í Faith. Religion in this book is defined in a broad context as the investigation of reality, particularly spiritual reality. Quotations from the world’s scriptures are therefore offered here to turn on a light at the start of each lesson, like a collection of stars that light the path ahead.

During his short life, and especially through his journey with cancer, Haydn made his contribution to this planet and especially to his generation. He added hope and love in the face of hopelessness and loss. We continue to receive news of people, particularly youth, inspired by Haydn’s genuine desire to contribute to the betterment of the world. In Haydn’s name, they have initiated service projects, from simple children’s classes and junior youth activities for the environment, to memorial gardens in two of the schools he attended. Some of these people are family and close friends of Haydn, yet others never met him. Like Haydn, some are Bahá’ís, but others may never have heard the word. They simply share in a common goodness and a desire for role models and practical examples of what can be done to better the world.

It may be hard to see the end in the beginning, or to see around ominous precipices. Hindsight offers mighty lessons, and one of those is that even a calamity can be a gift from life, bringing with it light and hope. It is on us to be calm, agile, and open enough to accept it.
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