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Note: I’ve attached some artwork that I did to accompany my poem. 
 
 

Holding On 
 

My first memories of Lydia are on the beaches of Quadra Island, where she spent 

most of her life. I remember playing on the beach, sand between our toes. I remember 

chopping vegetables and making soup together on summer afternoons. But above all else, I 

remember how she had the warmest hugs. 

I had known Lydia ever since I was little; she was essentially a part of my family. I 

didn’t see her much during the school years, but we would usually spend summers together. 

She always wore long, flowy silk clothing. Lydia was a deeply spiritual person, but not 

religious. Her spirituality helped her heal from her childhood in foster care. She aged out of 

the system, and did not have nearly as much support as she needed. The foster care system 

is brutal. Regardless, she was one of the sweetest, most generous people I have ever had 

the chance of knowing.  

For the majority of my life, death hasn’t been something I’ve been afraid of. That 

probably seems strange, but I’ve always thought about it pretty pragmatically. Everyone is 

born and eventually they die. I am incredibly grateful for life, but I don’t want to be immortal. I 

have no interest in having my name live on after me. In fact, I don’t want it to.  

Religion has never been a big part of my life. However, I have spent a considerable 

amount of time thinking about what happens after death. In the first part of my poem, I write, 

“What does it feel like? / Are you heavy? / Or light? / Or nothing at all?” Even though there is 
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a high probability of there being nothing after we die, I still like to imagine that there could be. 

While death isn’t something I fear for myself, I constantly fear losing other people. I like to 

think there’s a chance of seeing them again someday. 

Last November, I experienced my first true heartbreak. On November 25th, 2018, my 

family received a call. Lydia had killed herself. This kind of grief is not something I ever 

expected to experience so young. I imagined her being at all the important milestones in my 

life. I can still vividly remember the day my mom told me what had happened. It was a rainy 

Sunday, and I had just gotten home. I sat down on the black bench by our piano and 

unlaced my shoes. 

“I have some bad news,” she told me. 

“Oh jeez...what is it?” In the back of my mind, I already had a feeling I knew what she 

was about to say. 

“It’s Lydia... She hung herself this morning,” she said, followed by about ten seconds 

of overwhelming silence. Hearing those words felt like a punch to the gut. 

The decision someone makes to end their own life isn’t something that happens 

overnight. In Lydia’s case, she had attempted suicide multiple times before. She was bipolar 

and had decided to stop taking her medication a few months before she passed. I write, “Did 

you regret it / during those minutes hanging? / Did you panic? / Did you struggle? / That’s 

what it’s like for most people. / They realize it was wrong, / a permanent answer to a 

temporary problem.” Honestly, I don’t believe she regretted it. During those last few months 

she was so, so clear about not wanting to live anymore. She said so, multiple times. Even 

then, hearing the news was such a huge shock. It’s not something anyone can really prepare 

for. 

After losing Lydia, I made a vow to myself: I was going to tell people how much they 

meant to me as often as I could. There is no way of knowing how much time we’re going to 



Ko 3 

have with the people we care about. One of my favourite quotes is from Gloria Steinem: 

“The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.” I know Lydia knew I loved her dearly, 

and I wish that love alone could be enough to keep people here with us. But that isn’t reality, 

and that is something I have had to learn to accept. There are so many things we cannot 

control. 

I absolutely love science. I have this uncanny ability to love everything about science, 

except the actual science -- which is math. But the most outlandish concepts are so 

fascinating to me. For example, the string theory: the idea that all of reality emanates from 

the vibrations of these teeny tiny cosmic strings. Or wave-particle duality: the idea that one 

thing can manifest as two things coincide with my deepest intuitions that people are good 

and bad, things can be right and wrong. And then there’s this slight variation on that, which 

is that reality looks like two things, but turns out to be the interaction of those two things. For 

instance, space and time, mass and energy, life and death. So I simply cannot understand 

the mindset of people who are determined to “defeat death” and “overcome death.” How do 

we do that? How can we defeat death without killing life in the process? It doesn’t make 

sense to me.  

Usually when I talk about losing Lydia, the reaction I get is essentially: “I can’t -- I 

can’t imagine.” But I think that they can. And I think that they should, because someday, it 

will happen to them. Maybe not this specific kind of loss in this specific way, but everyone we 

love has a one hundred percent chance of dying. That seems morbid, but it’s true. 

By any measure, my life is pretty good. But I have not “moved on.” I hate that phrase 

so much. What it says to me is that Lydia’s life and death and love are just moments that I 

can leave behind me -- and that I probably should. When I talk about Lydia, I slip so easily 

into the present tense. I thought that that was a bit strange for a while, until I noticed other 

people doing it too. And not because we’re in denial or because we’re forgetful. It’s because 
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the people we love, who we have lost, are still so present for us. So, when I say, “Oh, Lydia 

is…” it’s because Lydia still is. And it’s obviously not in the way that she was before, it’s just 

that she is indelible. She is present to me in my other relationships because of the lessons 

she taught me. She is present to me in the goals that I’ve made to work towards a fulfilling 

life. She is present to me in the love that I show towards other people. So I have not moved 

on from Lydia, I have moved forward with her. And I’m not special in that regard; people are 

experiencing deeply formative and traumatic losses every day. I have spoken to a lot of 

other people who have experienced loss. Sometimes it’s the loss of someone they love, 

sometimes weeks, months, even years ago. And these people that I’ve spoken to haven’t 

closed themselves around this loss and made it the center of their lives. They have lived; 

their worlds have kept spinning.  

These are the experiences that mark us and make us just as much as the joyful 

ones, and just as permanently, long after we get the last sympathy card. We don’t look at the 

people around us experiencing life’s joys and wonders and tell them to “move on,” do we? 

We don’t send a card like, “Congratulations on your beautiful baby,” and then, five years 

later, say, “Another birthday party? Get over it. Like, yeah, we get it. He’s five. Wow.” Grief is 

kind of one of those things, like falling in love or having a baby. We can’t understand it until 

we’re going through it, until it’s our grief or our front row at the funeral. And once we do, we 

understand that what we’re experiencing is not a moment in time, not a bone that will reset, 

but that we’ve been touched by something chronic. Something incurable. It’s not fatal, but 

sometimes grief feels like it could be. And if we can’t prevent it in one another, what can we 

do? What can we do other than to try to remind one another that some things can’t be fixed, 

and not all wounds are meant to heal? Grief is this multitasking emotion. We can and will be 

sad, and happy; we’ll be grieving, and be able to love. Those who grieve are going to move 

forward, but that doesn’t mean that they’ve moved on. 
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Lydia 
 

If I had the chance 

I would ask you 

What does it feel like? 

Are you heavy? 

Or light? 

Or nothing at all? 

Maybe it’s not a feeling, 

but a consciousness, 

an awareness 

that you can’t come back from what you did. 

But none of us blame you, 

because in your eyes,  

there were no other options. 

 

If I had the chance 

I would ask you 

Did you regret it 

during those minutes hanging? 

Did you panic? 

Did you struggle? 

That’s what it’s like for most people. 

They realize it was wrong, 

a permanent answer to a temporary problem. 

But they can’t do anything except  

wait  

for it to stop. 

 

If I had the chance 

I would ask you 

Did you ever stop and think about your time? 

The minutes? 

The days? 

The years? 

Since you’ve left,  
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I see everything differently 

I see an image 

And I realize how that image 

is simply the extension of another image,  

that my own life is a chain of chapters 

that will one day snap 

 

If I had the chance 

I would tell you 

I’m glad I wasn’t there 

I’m glad I wasn’t  

the one who found you 

Foam dripping down your chin 

Your warm, pillowy fingers turned frigid and stiff 

Your neck hidden behind scratches 

Your tongue thrust out of your mouth 

nearly severed 

by the sheer force of your clenching jaw 

 

I’m glad 

I wasn’t there to see 

the wretched way  

you chose to leave 


