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A powerful exploration of grief and resilience following the death of the author's son that
combines memoir, reportage, and lessons in how to healEveryone deals with grief in their own
way. Helen Macdonald found solace in training a wild gos hawk. Cheryl Strayed found strength in
hiking the Pacific Crest Trail. For Carol Smith, a Pulitzer Prize nominated journalist struggling
with the sudden death of her seven year old son, Christopher, the way to cross the river of sorrow
was through work.In Crossing the River, Smith recounts how she faced down her crippling loss
through reporting a series of profiles of people coping with their own intense chal lenges,
whether a life altering accident, injury, or diag nosis. These were stories of survival and
transformation, of people facing devastating situations that changed them in unexpected ways.
Smith deftly mixes the stories of these individuals and their families with her own account of how
they helped her heal. General John Shalikashvili, once the most powerful member of the
American military, taught Carol how to face fear with discipline and endurance. Seth, a young
boy with a rare and incurable illness, shed light on the totality of her son's experiences, and in
turn helps readers see that the value of a life is not measured in days.Crossing the River is a
beautiful and profoundly moving book, an unforgettable journey through grief toward hope, and a
valuable, illuminating read for anyone coping with loss.
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Books195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse.
“It’s a thing that happens to you when a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with,
but Really loves you, then you become Real.”“Does it hurt?” asked the rabbit.“Sometimes,” said
the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. “When you are Real, you don’t mind being hurt.”—The
Velveteen Rabbit, Margery WilliamsThis is a book about trauma and grief. But it’s also a book
about love, about living, about persistence and joy. It’s about reinventing, finding purpose, and
discovering strength you didn’t know you had until you were called upon to use it.Every one of us
fears there is something we could not survive. For me, it was the death of my only child when he
was seven years old. He died suddenly, during what was shaping up to be the best year of his
life. A kidney transplant had given him a second start on a healthy childhood. That dream ended
when, without warning, he collapsed in cardiac arrest at his grandparents’ house. I was not with
him when he died, a fact that haunts me to this day. After his death, I woke in shock to an utterly
changed world. I couldn’t read the map to find my way out of the vast, harsh landscape of my
grief.In a similar way, the coronavirus pandemic has forced so many of us into unfamiliar territory.
And its signature wound is that people die alone without their loved ones near, the thought of
which still brings me to my knees.The feelings in those early days of the pandemic, the way time
blurs, the obsessive search for any bit of news that might change the outcome, the sinking
realization that control had slipped from our grasp, the sense of dislocation, the daily struggle to
breathe—all these perfectly mirror feelings of grief.So, too, does the panicky sense that we don’t
know yet what we’ve lost, only that it’s something we didn’t know how much we’d miss. Or the
sense of foreboding that even if something awful hasn’t happened yet, it will soon—what I heard
one person call “the grief before the grief.” And there is this, too: the grief after the grief, the way
one trauma calls back another in the echo chamber of the heart.People can’t give you hope,
can’t dispense it on an as needed basis like a prescription. But I believe hope can be learned,



and it’s learned through the experience of others. It happens through our shared stories. After my
son died, I needed hope. I found it through reporting the stories of others who had faced down
hard circumstances of their own. These were stories of survival and transformation, of people
confronting devastating situations that changed them in unexpected ways.I learned how to live
after loss from their stories. Many more of us are facing unimaginable losses in the long tail of
the COVID 19 crisis. I hope these stories will provide as much courage and insight for others as
they did for me.—Carol Smith, May 2020PROLOGUEI did not go to my son Christopher’s school
the day the nurse came to speak. Instead, I lay fetal like on his bed, my face pressed to his
sheets. The trace scents of crayons and Band Aids, mud and baseball leather, kept me
breathing. I squeezed my eyes shut. Images clicked by like a reel in his View Master:Christopher,
riding a therapy horse, showing off his “tricks,” his arms sticking straight out, his head thrown
back, laughing.Christopher, hiding rocks and shells under his bed, the found treasures of a
seven year old.Christopher, nestled next to me on the bed as we read books together in sign
language.“Again, story,” he would sign, tapping the fingertips of one hand into the palm of the
other, then drawing his hands apart like he was pulling taffy. I’d laugh, knowing this was a tactic
to avoid the dreaded bedtime, and turn back to the beginning.We’d spied this bed together early
one Sunday morning as we wandered the Rose Bowl flea market in Pasadena, California, near
where we lived. Both of us had fallen for its vintage pine headboard, festooned with fading
decals of saddles and spurs. Sometimes he drifted to sleep in blue pajamas with comets on
them, still wearing his red cowboy hat. The bed was his steed and his rocket ship. Now I clung to
it for fear of drowning.It was the first day after winter break, and overcast, the sun locked behind
a scrim of gray. Fifteen miles away at George Washington Elementary School in Burbank, my
friend Kathy, the mother of one of Christopher’s best friends, stood in front of their first grade
class. A pediatric nurse, she’d dealt with young children on cancer wards. Her wide smile and
warm voice would have been steady and reassuring.I could picture her signing as she spoke, by
habit as the mother of a deaf child herself, and because many of the children were deaf like
Christopher. I’d left my newspaper job in Seattle to move to Pasadena when Christopher was
four years old, partly so he could go to this school with its side by side teaching in oral and sign
traditions. Hearing children in the classroom learned to sign. Deaf children learned to read lips
and use their voices. Together, they made a seamless language of childhood. I asked Kathy later
to tell me what happened next.The children fidgeted in their blue and red school uniforms as a
clutch of adults hovered around the edges of the classroom. They must have thought it strange
to see so many grown up faces in this space for play and learning. Along with Kathy, their
principal was there and a psychologist from the hospital where she worked, as well as the
director of the preschool many of the students had attended the previous year, and both their
teachers. The teachers’ eyes were red from crying. In the middle, Christopher’s small wooden
desk sat empty.The therapist—a man the children didn’t know—held up a Raggedy Andy doll.
Kathy asked the class what they observed about it. The children pointed out his red yarn hair
and triangle nose, his sailor hat and embroidered heart. The man put the doll out of sight.“Even



though Raggedy Andy isn’t here anymore, can you still remember things about him?” Kathy
asked.The game excited the kids. They shouted out the various adventures of Raggedy Andy
and Raggedy Ann from memory. Then one of the adults—Kathy no longer remembers which—
stepped forward to break the news. Something very sad had happened. The children quieted.
Christopher had gotten sick and wouldn’t be coming back to school. Doctors couldn’t help him
anymore.“Christopher died.”Christopher died. The bed beneath me seemed to pitch and rock. I
clutched my knees to my chest to keep from throwing up. I could not grasp the words. Each time
I tried, they shattered into piles of indecipherable letters like a child’s alphabet puzzle spilled to
the floor.I’d feared these words for seven years. Christopher was born with a tiny developmental
defect in utero that had blocked his urinary tract, damaging his kidneys. That seemingly
insignificant error set in motion a kind of butterfly effect, a cascade of medical sequelae we later
could not escape.Yet he had survived. Against odds, medical crisis after medical crisis. Until
now. Until this. An abdominal obstruction that unexpectedly claimed his life during the Christmas
holidays while he was visiting his grandparents with his father. I could not forgive myself for
failing at the only thing that mattered. I had survived. Christopher had not.And I wasn’t there to
say goodbye.In my fugue of grief, I could barely leave the house. Kathy had volunteered to help
tell his class, sparing me the impossible task. She told the kids they could still talk about
Christopher, about how he wore a Lion King costume for Halloween that year, how his eyes were
the golden brown of maple syrup, how he loved trains. She asked the class to write down their
Christopher stories.Weeks later, I received their brief memories, printed with crooked block
letters on lined paper, illustrated with hearts and stars and stick figure children with oversize
hands.“He was my best friend,” read one. “He played tetherball with me.”“When I hurt my knee,
he got me a Band Aid,” read another.Some were written with the curious syntax of a deaf child:
“Chris heaven go.” In some of them, Christopher hovered in the right hand corner of a bright blue
sky.I envied them the comfort of these small tales. I had no language for stories, no words at all.
Even the simplest statements didn’t make sense anymore. Christopher is my son. Christopher
was my son. I couldn’t make either be true. The void of his loss was as indescribable as the
darkness between stars.The dictionary offers little help when it comes to grieving. There is no
word for bottomless well or unanswered prayer, no word in English, like “orphan” or “widow,” for a
parent who has lost a child. In Sanskrit, vilomah means “against the natural order.” Portuguese
has saudade, an untranslatable word that describes a deep longing for a person who will never
return. In Spanish, madrugada is the word for the ineffable dark between midnight and dawn. But
what noun did any of those make me?In the weeks and months after Christopher died, people
stepped in to help. One of my old colleagues from the paper wrote Christopher’s obituary when I
couldn’t. Other friends advised me to move home to Seattle to be near family. But that would
mean packing up his room, and I could not bring myself to give his things away. When
Christopher was little, I would sometimes discover my watch missing, usually when I’d been
getting ready to leave for an errand or for work. I’d find the watch later, tucked into one of his
many secret compartments for hiding schoolyard finds. Psychologists would have called this a



“linking object,” something to soothe the separation.Now it was my turn to need a linking object.
But what single, magic talisman could conjure Christopher back for me? I clung to them all—his
windup dinosaurs and Slinky, his Batman Band Aids and his red fanny pack with the blue asthma
inhaler, his beloved View Master.Instead of packing, I cleaned his room the way I would when he
left for school breaks with his father, my ex husband. I threw out the dried up Magic Markers,
boxed the outgrown clothes and toys for recycling, tidied up the art supplies, and gathered the
ephemera of a seven year old’s life for his scrapbook. I folded his clothes, put them in his closet,
turned the calendar, and stacked his homework. I sorted puzzle pieces into their proper boxes
and spent time playing with the things he’d been outgrowing—my ritual for remembering the
stages he was passing through.Afterward, the room felt ready, ordered, welcoming. That made it
worse. I craved the happy swirl of his energy when he’d come rushing home and the ensuing
disarray. I missed the “campsite” he set up each night, preferring the adventure of sleeping on
the floor to the comfort of his bed. I missed the lumpy piles of clothes and endless rearranging of
toy train tracks that threaded through the room. His unchanging room taunted me with the truth
of his absence.This is the paradox of grief. At first, I could not bear the thought of moving. Later, I
could not bear to stay.CHAPTER 1The drive from my house to the Seattle Post Intelligencer each
morning took me across the old Evergreen Point Floating Bridge, then the longest span built on
pontoons in the world. Its bridge deck hovered so close to the surface of Lake Washington that
any major windstorm forced its closure. People at the paper used to say the bridge was held
together with gum and shoelaces. They were only half kidding.Traffic often stalled on the bridge
midspan. On clear days, it was a spectacular place to be stranded, Mount Rainier emerging to
the south, the sun lighting the tops of the Olympics to the west. The water was my space
between. Cocooned in my car, I could shake off the remnants of the dreams that unsettled my
nights and haunted my mornings. Frantic, sweaty dreams that Christopher wasn’t really dead,
that I’d forgotten to pick him up from school, that he was lost in a snowstorm without a jacket,
that his father had taken him away and I didn’t know where.I carried little of my old life with me—
a few of Christopher’s favorite Batman Band Aids tucked in my wallet, along with his dog eared
library card. I wore a small gold star around my neck for all the times we’d counted the stars in
the sky together. By the time I made it across the bridge, I’d assembled my professional mask,
put up the guard I needed to get through the day.When I’d left the paper six years earlier, I’d
worried I might be derailing my journalism career for good. I’d left a solid newspaper job,
covering aerospace and tech, for the vagaries of working for myself, taking whatever freelance
gigs I could get. Coming back to a salaried job at the P I, I wasn’t sure I wanted that career
anymore.I’d originally started at the P I in my midtwenties, thrilled to get my first big newspaper
job after toiling at a small daily in the suburbs for a few years right out of grad school. Back then,
the P I was still in its old home at Sixth and Wall in downtown Seattle, a building designed to hold
a thirteen ton spinning blue globe on its roof. Giant neon red letters rotated its equator, boasting,
IT’S IN THE P I. An eagle outlined in neon yellow perched on top. The building itself was squat
and solid, built with the hopeful modernism of the 1940s. It took up a whole city block and used



to shake when the presses ran. When I arrived to work each day, I looked up at the globe like I
was Lois Lane, like I had a world of possibilities ahead of me, like I could conquer anything.A few
years before I’d moved to LA, the paper had moved to a sleek office building on Seattle’s
waterfront. The new newsroom looked less like something out of an old movie set and more like
a messy insurance office. Hearst, the paper’s owner, had split the globe in half like a plastic
Easter egg one night and trucked it down from the old building to the new one on extra wide
flatbed trucks. Plopped on top of its new home, the globe looked anachronistic and out of place.I
felt the same when I returned to the newsroom two years after Christopher’s death. I bumped
into my old self in every corner: the stairwell where I’d first whispered to a colleague I was
pregnant and she’d squealed, clapping me in a big hug; the restroom where I’d hidden after
finding out, two weeks before his due date, that Christopher might not survive his birth; the desk
where a gravelly voiced consumer columnist coordinated meal deliveries for me during
Christopher’s long months in the intensive care unit as an infant.The newsroom was a maze of
memories. Every morning on the way to check the staff bulletin board by the coffee machine, I
passed the glass office of the managing editor who’d wished me well when I’d resigned to move
to Los Angeles. “Taking care of your family is more important than any job,” he’d said back then.
Now I had my job back, but it gave me no pleasure. I had failed at the most important thing.Each
night after work, I closed myself in my study, wrung out from getting through the day. I slumped
on the floor next to the heat register, my back against the wall, and poured my feelings into
journals. I wrote in gasps, as though a formless beast had seized my throat. Metaphors fill the
pages, my attempts to name this thing, this inexpressible grief, this raw, wild feeling of being lost.
What had happened to that young woman who gazed up at the globe and could imagine
anything but this?I wanted to go back and be her again, wanted to rewind to the part where I was
young and in love with the prospect of caring for a new baby, fixing up an old house, and
planning for a future filled with family. I wanted to be that person who’d cooked Thanksgiving
dinner for my whole family each year, who had friends over for summer evening barbecues and
made flourless chocolate tortes for their birthdays, who spent nights weaving baby blankets on
an eight harness loom. I wanted to rewrite the script so that Christopher didn’t die, so that I could
poke my head into the next room and tell him to finish his homework, or hop on his bed to read
him a book. My life would cycle in flashbacks until I’d fall asleep on the floor, all cried out. There
were days I wanted the long madrugada to end. I didn’t care if the bridge sank on my way to
work.When I first returned, my desk was in the business section, the same back corner of the
office where I’d worked before. It had the advantage of being out of the main circulation of the
newsroom. Long stretches went by when I could hide in my cubicle and avoid tripping on my
memories.Some reporters had sweeping views over Puget Sound, where winter sunsets would
distract them from their deadlines. My desk looked the other way, south over the railroad tracks
that ran along Seattle’s working waterfront. Freight trains rattled the building several times a day.
Without thinking, I’d find myself counting the cars as they rumbled by, something Christopher
and I had loved doing whenever we saw a train.Mostly, though, I tried not to think about



Christopher so I could work. There were no pictures of him at my desk. I made no mention of him
when other parents talked about their kids. Still, he shadowed my conversations. Unconsciously,
my hand would form his name sign—the shape of a C circling over my heart. Signs I’d used over
and over with Christopher—hot or stop or happy, please and thank you and sorry—would slip
out, too. Sometimes my hand would form the C of his name and go to my throat, then fall to my
sternum. The sign for hunger. The sign for wish. Saudade. Out of context, most people didn’t
notice the signs. They probably thought I just gestured a lot when I spoke.Within a year of my
rejoining the paper, Tom Paulson, the medical reporter, went on a fellowship leave, and Kathy
Best, the city editor, asked me to move out to the main city room to cover medicine. I was glad,
by then, to give up my business beats. The machinations of corporate America held little interest
for me. As a younger reporter, I had broken a national story about a business con artist that had
landed me in Forbes. There was a picture of me, very pregnant, to go along with the article. I’d
added it to the brand new “baby memories” box I was assembling, joking back then that it was my
baby’s first co byline. Later, I’d covered the early development of recombinant DNA technology
and the dawn of injectable biologic drugs, including erythropoietin, a hormone that boosts red
blood cell counts, and human growth hormone—two drugs I would eventually give to
Christopher to counter the effects of kidney failure. Now, though, business stories no longer
excited me the way they once had. Medicine had consumed so much of my life already, I thought
covering it might be a better fit. Except for one thing: It would mean leaving my safe hiding space
in the back of the building.The main city room of the Seattle P I was a large open space lined with
glass offices for senior editors. The ACEs—assistant city editors—sat at desks on a dais in the
middle of the room, where they could see everyone. That way, when news broke, they could yell
assignments and get people out the door quickly. The reporters were clumped in small pods
throughout the space. My desk was in a pod right next to the giant conference table that served
as the “bullpen”—the place editors gathered each morning to decide what stories to assign that
day and which ones had front page potential. The newsroom had a kind of kinetic music. Ringing
phones and the rat a tat of teletype machines, which spit out the wires, punctuated the low and
urgent hum of talking. That hum was our electricity. The newsroom ran on it.Each morning at
work, I made rounds of calls and sifted through piles of papers for story ideas. I looked for small
mentions of accidents in the briefs inside the newspaper, wondering about the rest of the story,
or searched through the obituaries, wondering about survivors, or heard about people going
through life changing circumstances from colleagues and sources. I was obsessed with finding
those moments on which a life turns. The ones that divide time into before and after. I couldn’t
help myself. These were the stories that interested me—the moments we can’t control and didn’t
see coming.One April afternoon, I was about to leave for lunch when I ran across an
announcement from the National Institutes of Health. I sat back down. Scientists had found a
genetic mutation responsible for progeria, a rare disease that causes children to physically age
many times faster than normal and leads to premature death, often before age thirteen. My heart
faltered. It had been more than eight years since Christopher’s death by then, and normally, I



could separate my past from my daily work. This time, though, the news slashed open that
familiar wound.I shoved the paper to the bottom of a pile and pretended I hadn’t seen it. But it
was too late. Already, a flash flood of memories threatened to drown all my other thoughts. My
lungs clenched down like fists. I got up from my desk and went to the windows that banked the
bullpen to stare out over the waters of Elliott Bay and try to remember how to breathe.Showers
blew down in breezy splashes, the sun peeking out between. A stately container ship, stacked
high with bright blue boxes, glided toward the port at the far end of the bay where a flock of tall,
orange cargo cranes stood like giant metal shorebirds awaiting a meal washed in by the tide.
Slowly, my breath returned, and I went back to my desk to scour the wires for another piece of
breaking news, anything to distract me from my ghosts.Hours passed, or maybe it was only
minutes, but no matter how much I worked to forget it, the progeria story tugged at me. I fished
the press release back out of my pile.On my second read, I tried to approach the story the way I
would any other, with professional detachment. The announcement implied that scientists were
coming closer to understanding this childhood disease, which had, until then, eluded their grasp.
It meant doctors might be able to develop effective treatment, or maybe even a cure.The
scientific implications should have intrigued me. I should have begun pitching the story to my
editor right then. As I read, though, I kept imagining all those families who knew their children
were going to die before becoming adults. Families who likely wouldn’t see their children
graduate from high school, or realize their childhood dreams, or start families of their own. They
were families who would miss their children’s nerve racking first driver’s tests and awkward first
loves. I couldn’t imagine how they could bear it. I didn’t know how I was still bearing it. So I did
the only thing I could do: I lost myself in research.The disease, which was random and not
inherited, had baffled researchers since 1886, when it was first identified. There’d been only one
hundred documented cases since, making it exceedingly difficult to study. What scientists had
just discovered was this: A certain gene mutation caused a flaw in a key protein found in the
scaffolding of the nuclei of cells, which made the cells break down more quickly. Discovery of
this gene offered researchers a place to target a potential treatment and possibly even cure what
they thought to be an incurable illness. I scrolled through the wires to find that the national press
was already buzzing about what the research might also tell us about the process of aging in
general.The story had front page potential, if I could locate a family to profile. Major genetic
findings with implications for the general population were always of keen interest, especially in
Seattle, a city full of medical researchers. Front page stories were currency in the newsroom. I
would be a fool not to pursue this one. But I couldn’t stop thinking what it would mean for me if I
did. I would have to face a mother who knew she was losing her child.My life already teetered on
the edge of that unnameable, bottomless well. It took all my energy not to fall over, not to spiral
back to those early days when I thought I would die from the pain of Christopher’s loss, when I
pleaded for that relief. During the day, a busy job and deadlines kept me away from the lip of the
well. Nights, though, my mind betrayed me.In my nightmares, I lost Christopher over and over. In
these night terrors, he was always pedaling away from me on a little blue tricycle in his favorite



red and turquoise camp shirt, a Bell helmet like a turtle on his head, a cliff in front of him. I couldn’t
see his face. No matter how fast I ran, no matter how much I yelled for him to stop, he could not
hear me. I could never catch him before he fell into the darkness.In the months that followed, I
tried to put the story out of my mind, but it wouldn’t release me. It pulled at me like a bowline in a
gathering storm. In an attempt to once and for all cut the idea loose, I finally called the NIH and
the Progeria Research Foundation, looking for leads on families. There were fewer than forty
children with progeria in the world, and only seven of them lived in the United States at the time.
The odds of finding a child with progeria near enough to me to make a story feasible were
minuscule. Still, my pulse raced as I ran my finger down the list that popped up on my computer
screen. My finger stopped on one line, and I felt the little elevator drop sensation of my heart
missing a beat, a sensation my doctors had more than once assured me had nothing to do with
a murmur. One of the seven children in the United States with progeria lived in Darrington,
Washington.Darrington is a mountain town in the North Cascades an hour and a half north of
Seattle. Bordered by rivers, the town had once served as the portage between them. Now it
served the people who fished and logged in the surrounding woods. Darrington, as I learned that
day, was also the home of a ten year old boy named Seth Cook. There was no information about
his health or condition, just the stark fact he belonged to the unlucky club of children born with a
random mutation that dictated their future.My hand shook as I took down the details on the
yellow legal pad that lived by my phone. I told myself it didn’t mean anything. I didn’t have to call.
I ripped the number off the pad and turned it facedown where it wouldn’t stare back at me.That
night, though, I couldn’t sleep. Memories crowded in on me: Christopher crowing the first time he
hit a T ball. Christopher snuggling into my arms to read a book. Christopher in the hospital,
unconscious and tethered to monitors. I wasn’t there to say goodbye. I tried to bury the thought.
It was no use.I got up and paced around my darkened living room, stepping on the long
shadows that had turned all the colors black and gray. I wondered what Seth’s life was like, what
it would be like to see the world through the eyes of a child who knew, at a deep bone level, he
was going to die. To understand what Christopher might have thought.The next morning, I talked
to my editor, Laura Coffey, about doing a documentary style story about a boy with progeria. I
made the case we could all learn something about confronting mortality from a boy who was
aging faster than the rest of us. I proposed that I follow Seth for a year—enough time to really get
to know him.Laura had red hair and a hearty laugh. Enthusiastic and tender hearted, she loved
human interest and animal stories. Her emails to me were always peppered with multiple
exclamation marks. She was on board with a story about Seth immediately, as long as pursuing
it didn’t prevent me from covering the more mundane aspects of my beat—the blood drives and
flu counts, hospital mergers and research findings.Not all my editors knew about Christopher,
but Rita Hibbard, the metro editor, did. She knew me from when I’d first worked at the paper. I’d
brought Christopher to Rita’s baby shower years earlier and we’d bonded as mothers of sons.
When I’d come back to the paper after Christopher died, she was the one who’d suggested
recruiting me off the business desk to cover medicine. When Rita heard about the story I’d



pitched, she pulled me aside, a grave look on her face. We sat in her glassed in office while she
asked me about my plans. Rita wasn’t one to flinch from difficult stories. As a young reporter,
she’d covered the sadistic attacks of the South Hill Rapist, who’d terrorized the city of Spokane,
Washington. She’d been a medical reporter before me and had done her share of stories about
human suffering. She’d risen through the editor ranks at the P I with a reputation for making tough
calls on hard stories. Yet she didn’t seem to think this was one I should pursue. It took me a few
minutes to realize it wasn’t the story she was worried about, it was me.“Think about what you’re
doing,” she said, her blue eyes bright with the suggestion of tears. She didn’t say the thing we
probably both were thinking—the thing about Christopher, the thing about me having reasons for
pursuing this story other than journalistic curiosity.For me, though, there was only one choice I
could make. The idea for the story kept running through my mind. I kept trying to picture Seth—
what he looked like, what he sounded like. I wondered whether he was joyful, like Christopher, or
somber with the weight of knowing he had a fatal disease. I didn’t know whether Christopher had
been afraid of his own death. Maybe this story would give me a second chance to find
out.CHAPTER 2The morning I was to drive up to Darrington to meet Seth for the first time, I
checked and rechecked to make sure I had the directions Seth’s mom, Patti, had given me. A
quarter mile from the paper, I discovered I’d left my notebook and questions back in the
newsroom. I turned around, picked them up, and rushed off, wondering if it was a sign that
maybe Rita was right. Maybe this was a bad idea.Patti and Kyle, Seth’s parents, had tentatively
agreed to my doing the story, with one caveat: It would be up to Seth, which meant I had to travel
to Darrington to seek a ten year old’s approval.I’d spent very little time around children since
Christopher’s death. I was clumsy even around my own young niece and nephew, awkwardly
trying to be cheerful when I could see so much of his face in theirs. Now I was going to be talking
to a boy not much older than Christopher had been when he died, and I was going to have to
pretend it would not gut me.Darrington was tiny—fewer than three hundred families. There was
one main street with one grocery, a café, and a bank. The one school campus served
kindergarten through twelfth grade. Still, I got lost trying to find Seth’s house and had to stop for
directions in the town itself. The waitress at the café knew Seth’s family. As soon as I asked, she
pointed me up a road leading out of town into the woods.Seth’s house sat at the end of a long
gravel driveway, hidden in a nest of trees in the hills above town. Kyle had built the house in a
clearing with Whitehorse Mountain in the view beyond. A deer leapt off at the sound of my tires. I
parked and grabbed my notebook, my hands shaking. Then, before I could second guess myself,
I knocked on the door.I thought I’d known what to expect, but as the wooden door swung open
and I looked down to meet Seth, I still had to stop myself from gasping. At age ten, he looked like
an eighty year old man in a toddler size body. He was bald and wrinkled. His veins showed
through his skin, and his blue eyes were cloudy. He barely came up to my waist. It took a few
heartbeats to recover my composure.“You must be Seth,” I said. My throat was so tight that my
voice came out strangled and thin. Despite their vastly different appearances, there was
something in Seth’s face that reminded me of Christopher’s, just for a flash—a kind of eager



curiosity to meet the world.Seth nodded politely and held out a bony hand. I shook it gingerly. He
smiled and led me to the couch in the family’s small living room. He perched on the edge of the
cushions and sized me up behind my notebook. The skin of a bear his dad had hunted for meat
one winter hung on the wall. It looked vaguely menacing.“Sometimes the bears come right into
the front yard,” Seth said, following my gaze. His voice was high and tinny, like he’d sucked the
helium out of a balloon.I started to say something about how scary that must be, then stopped. It
seemed the wrong thing to say, considering what a frightening situation he already faced. I
swallowed hard and said something noncommittal about that being cool. I hoped I sounded
convincing.Seth scooted off the couch. “Want to see my room?”An image of Christopher
dragging my parents to his room first thing whenever they came to visit flitted through my mind. I
glanced at Patti, who nodded her permission. My stomach lurched as I stood.Seth led me down
a hallway lined with department store portraits of him growing up. They reminded me of the ones
I’d had done of Christopher, posed with toys or balls, and parsed out to relatives’ wallets. Except
looking at this gallery of Seth was like watching a time lapse. In his earliest picture, his hair was
silky blond and his blue eyes were bright above chubby cheeks. In each subsequent portrait,
made a year apart, he looked a decade older.Seth caught me staring and shrugged. “I age faster
than other people,” he said, “like dog years.”Just then, a large black spider hopped along the hall
toward my leg. I nearly jumped.Seth beamed. “Don’t worry.” He showed me the button he’d
hidden in his hand that made it work.Despite my nerves, I laughed. The sound of it startled me.
Since moving back to Seattle, I’d arranged my life carefully to avoid encountering children. No
going to Woodland Park Zoo or Shilshole beach, where families swarmed on weekends. No trips
to Seattle Center, where kids flocked to the spray of the International Fountain. It was as though
there were a cheerful, alternate city—a “children’s Seattle”—I’d shut myself out of. It seemed like
years since I’d laughed spontaneously around a kid. Maybe it had been.I don’t remember what
we spoke about, or whether I said anything cringe worthy from a ten year old’s viewpoint, but
when my interview was done, Seth saw me to the door. He grinned. “See you next time.”It took a
moment for it to sink in, and then I smiled back. Somehow, amid all my awkward fumbling, I’d
passed his test. And mine.I drove away elated, eager to get to know him better and confident I
could assure my editors the story would be worth the investment of the paper’s time. I drove
through the forest that surrounded Seth’s tiny community, winding down along the old highway
that paralleled the North Fork of the Stillaguamish River. Occasionally the woods gave way to
wide, sweeping views of the rising Cascade foothills, the landscape lush and rugged at the same
time. I could feel the hold it had on its small and self sufficient population of loggers and fishers,
artists and recluses. It was a world away from the traffic and commotion of Seattle.But as I
turned back onto I 5 heading south and the forests gave way to outlet malls and tribal casinos,
my excitement began to fade. I thought about what lay ahead for Seth and his family. My
metronome of regrets started up again: the conversations Christopher and I had never had; the
game of Candy Land I’d told him we’d play later and never gotten around to; the Dodgers games
we hadn’t seen, kites we hadn’t flown, and camping trips we hadn’t taken. All the things we



hadn’t had time for.When I finally got back to the office, I wanted to collapse, as though a heavy
stone had landed on my chest. I didn’t think I could do the story after all.“How’d it go?” Laura
asked.I was too tired to tell her the truth. Instead, I headed home and crawled into bed,
exhausted. I pleaded for a night with no nightmares.My courage, in those first months after
meeting Seth, was a fickle thing, dipping away and swinging back to me, like a pendulum whose
rhythm I couldn’t predict. Each time I’d decide to visit him again, I’d find something else to do that
seemed more pressing. That was the good thing about the news business. There was always
something else that needed covering.I’d plunged into reporting on a horrible case about a young
woman who had gone into a coma after an anesthesiologist allegedly removed her breathing
tube too soon during a routine procedure. The anesthesiologist, who’d been fired in another
state, later admitted he’d been stealing and using narcotics intended to treat his patients. I
tracked how state medical boards kept such information secret, allowing addicted doctors to
move from one state to another without the information following them. The story consumed
most of my attention, but every so often, I’d find myself wondering about Seth.A few months after
that first meeting, when I’d at last regained my resolve, I made a plan to visit him again. Seth was
going to be reading to a class of kindergartners, and Patti had suggested I go along with them. It
was something they did every year for the newest batch of students.I set off in a hard November
rain, giving myself extra time in case my nerves failed me again. I got as far as Arlington, the
point of no return exit toward Darrington, before I had to pull over. I sat in the car on the corner of a
gas station lot and went over my questions, bracing myself for the interview to come. I’d be
asking Patti questions this time—about how they’d discovered Seth’s diagnosis and what it had
done to their lives. I worried about how difficult it might be for her to relive those moments. Or for
me to listen.By the time I arrived, I’d worked myself into a state of high anxiety. Patti greeted me
warmly, as though I’d been there just a few days earlier. I gulped down the glass of water she
offered me, willing my throat to open so I could talk without gasping. I looked around to buy time.
A row of ceramic angels rested on a windowsill in her kitchen. On the wall, Patti had hung the
framed verse “Love is patient. Love is kind. . . .” Seth’s most recent spelling test was posted to the
fridge: “crises, knives, pianos, waves, wishes, armies, heroes, tomatoes, canoes.” He’d gotten
100 percent and a five dollar reward.Patti had light brown, honey streaked hair that fell to her
shoulders. Her face was unlined, and she laughed easily. While Seth got ready for school, she
stood there making peanut butter sandwiches like nothing was wrong. Each time she smiled, a
sharp pain corkscrewed beneath my sternum. Seth’s future was already written. He was going to
die while still a child. How could she be smiling? How could her bones hold her up? I looked
down at my notes so my face would not betray me, and quickly, before my thoughts could spiral
any further, I asked her to tell me how she and Kyle discovered Seth’s diagnosis. She nodded
and began.Seth was just three months old when she’d first sensed something was different
about her only child. When she picked him up, she could feel his baby fat already melting away.
Maybe it was just new parent jitters, she thought, but it didn’t seem right. She and Kyle took Seth
to the pediatrician, but doctors couldn’t find an explanation. They tried not to worry. By six



months, Seth’s skin seemed thinner and his veins were showing. The first seed of panic took
root.“He was falling off the growth chart,” Patti said. Measured against other growing babies,
Seth was losing ground. By one year old, he was completely bald. “We kept getting more tests,”
she said. But no test explained what was wrong.All the questions doctors had never been able to
answer for me raced through my mind. They couldn’t say what caused the original birth defect
that had critically damaged Christopher’s kidneys, or why he had seizures, or why he was deaf.
They couldn’t say how we were supposed to survive without him. Even though Patti couldn’t
have known it, I understood the helplessness she must have felt.When Seth was eighteen
months old, Patti and Kyle sent his records, along with photos of him, to a doctor in New York
who specialized in children’s developmental diseases. A few weeks later, Patti received a letter
from the doctor.She was alone in her living room when she opened it. The word “progeria,”
printed in crisp black ink, leapt up at her. She knew what it meant. The diagnosis came with one
simple, irrefutable reality: Children with progeria died of old age, usually in their early teens. Few
had crossed the threshold of twenty one. At the time, Patti was only twenty one herself.Shock is
the body’s best defense against a coming blow.Patti drove, letter in hand, to the lumber mill
where Kyle worked. They each read and reread the letter, searching for words that weren’t there,
words that would make this monstrous prophecy untrue. But no relief came. Patti was not prone
to crying. It was a point of pride. Her dad was in the military, and she called her mom a “tough
Mexican lady.” Patti had bounced around a lot as a kid and considered herself pretty tough as
well. The night she got the letter, she cried, the first of what would be many times that year.Patti
lowered her voice so Seth wouldn’t hear her in the other room. “I thought, What do I do? How do
I deal with this?”As she spoke, my stomach twisted with the same sickening sensation I’d had
when I found out Christopher might not live past birth. I looked down at my notebook and
clenched my jaw to keep from crying.With no cure and no treatment for progeria, the only thing
doctors could do was put the Cook family in touch with other families through a group called
Sunshine Foundation. The foundation, which had been started by a former Philadelphia cop to
grant wishes to critically ill children, sponsored annual reunions for children with progeria.
Although Kyle didn’t like to travel, he knew this was something his family needed. In Darrington,
he and Patti were surrounded by “typical” children—kids who were growing like weeds, plowing
through clothing sizes, and attempting more and more daring skills on the playground, while
their own child grew more fragile by the day. That summer, they went to their first reunion in
Florida, and for once, Seth wasn’t the kid who was different.I pictured Seth at a reunion full of
children who looked like him, small and wizened, doing the regular things kids did but without
pity or stares. I’d been so happy the first time I’d seen Christopher signing in a room full of other
deaf children. It had been such a relief to know he wasn’t alone.In the next moment, though, the
image slipped away. One of the first kids Patti and Kyle met at the Sunshine Foundation event
died when he was six. Seth was only three at the time. He didn’t comprehend what this meant,
but Patti did. She understood then, in a visceral way, what she hadn’t before: that her time with
her son would run out. With Kyle’s support, Patti quit her job at the Station, a combination gas



station and store in Darrington, to spend more time with Seth. Kyle worked “dark to dark” at the
mill, pulling double shifts so one of them could be with Seth as much as possible.Kyle, a soft 
spoken man most comfortable in the woods, took his son with him wherever he could, spending
long weekend days on the river, teaching him a woodsman’s skills. Both parents knew it could
never be enough time. Patti tried to ignore her fears, but they crept in anyway. “I was a wreck,
crying all the time. Kyle heard it all. He did his best to comfort me,” she said. “He was a lot of
what got me through.”Sitting at Patti’s kitchen table, I wanted to blurt out that after Christopher
was born, I, too, was terrified my son would die. That at night I still dreamed I had time to stop it. I
started to speak, but Seth emerged from his bedroom just then, a gray hoodie pulled over his
head against the chill. He asked his mom where his school pack was before turning to smile at
me.Something in my chest pulled tight. In the few months since we’d first met, his face seemed
pinched even smaller. His big kid size teeth seemed too large for his tiny receding jaw. When Seth
finished loading his pack, he went to brush his teeth. I trailed behind him. For the first time, I
noticed a little limp. His arthritic fingers had trouble opening the toothpaste tube. I wanted to
jump in and help him, but I stayed back. He wasn’t my son, and he hadn’t asked for help. I had to
remind myself my job was to observe. Finally, he wrangled the cap off, then threw his whole
weight into turning on the water faucet. His veins showed purple in the bathroom light.“Let’s go!”
he said. “I don’t want to be late.” He headed out the door, his coat drooping off his shoulders,
dragging a book bag nearly as big as he was. I had no choice but to follow.Outside the
classroom, I hesitated, my nerves buzzing like high tension power lines. This would be the first
time I’d been around kindergartners since Christopher had died. I’d already nearly cried in Patti’s
kitchen. I’d already nearly told her too much about my life. I wasn’t sure how I’d handle this. But it
was too late now to turn around.Seth limped in ahead of me with a picture book tucked under
one arm. A baseball cap covered his bald head. Patti and I stood at the edge of the classroom
while he took his place at the center of the kindergarten circle. He hopped onto a pint size chair,
skinny shins dangling from arthritic knees swollen to the size of tennis balls. The kindergartners
in the room loomed around him like linebackers. Seth, however, seemed nonplussed. He
opened the book with gnarled fingers.“I’m a wide mouthed frog and I eat flies,” he began. His jaw
worked visibly beneath his translucent skin. As the story unfolded, the squirming five year olds
pointed to the animals and squealed. Seth played to his audience, waggling the pop up
illustrations for dramatic effect, all the way to the last page.Seth closed the book and waited.
“Any questions?”I held my breath, my stomach as jumpy as the frog in the book. Children could
be unexpectedly cruel. Kidney failure had stunted Christopher’s growth, and the steroids he took
after his kidney transplant caused his body to bloat. Whenever I dropped Christopher off in a
new classroom, I’d worried that kids would make fun of his moon pie face behind my back or
mock him because he couldn’t talk like them.Ten hands shot up. My body tensed in
preparation.“I like the crocodile,” one child said.“I like Seth’s reading,” said another. A chorus of “I
likes” ran around the circle. The unasked questions hovered like trapped balloons. Patti looked
on quietly from her spot outside the circle. Finally, she raised her hand.“I like how all the animals



are different from each other,” she said. The children turned to look at her. “Does Seth look the
same as you?”I stiffened. My pen dug a hole in the paper of my notebook.“I can see his blood
pipes,” a little boy said.The hole widened.Patti’s voice was calm. “Yes, that’s because Seth has a
disease.”“How did he get it?” another child asked.“He was born with it,” she said, as though it
were the most natural thing in the world. “It’s a very special disease that makes him stay
smaller.”I looked up to see the children nodding as though this all made perfect sense.“How are
each of you different?” Patti asked.“I was born in China,” a tiny girl chirped.“I have glasses,” a boy
said.“Me, too!” another said.“He’s been on the Earth more than us,” a girl chimed in, pointing to
Seth. “When he was in preschool, I wasn’t even born.” A dozen tiny mouths fell open in
momentary silence. Age was relative. At five years old, ten seemed ancient.I clapped my own
hand over my mouth to keep from laughing out loud. My heart stopped tripping over itself and my
jaw unclenched. I closed my notebook, and my body relaxed for the first time all
morning.CHAPTER 3The next time I visited Seth, I arrived during breakfast to find him presiding
over two of his younger cousins from the head of the kitchen table. His cousins, five year old
Tristan and one year old Jaedan, had the rosy cheeks and sturdy bodies of children raised in the
country. Seth barely scraped three feet tall. He held court from the booster seat he needed to
reach the table.
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LER, “Inspirational and Compelling Memoir About Life, Loss and Love. Crossing the River;
Seven Stories That Saved My Life is a beautifully written book that captures so much of what it
means to be human and how to navigate one of the biggest challenges we will all face at some
time in our lives; grief over the loss of a loved one. But this book is about so much more than
how to cope with grief. The author, Carol Smith, guides us through her experiences, telling her
own profoundly moving story of losing her son when he was just 7, while at the same time
drawing connections between her experience and the stories of 7 other people that have faced
seemingly insurmountable loss, tragedy or other life challenges. All of their stories are life 
affirming and inspiring – weaving in the joy, love, courage and resilience that help overcome the
sadness, pain and hopelessness that can accompany unbearable grief.Carol gently reminds us
that pain and loss can be great teachers, and what we learn from it can determine how and
when we regain our bearings and feel joy and peace again. It’s a hopeful message filled with
metaphors about life and then, ultimately, how to hold someone we loved deeply  and lost  in our
hearts, keeping them with us as we move on with our own lives.Carol is an extremely gifted
writer and storyteller and her messages are universal. This is not just a book about grieving, but
about living. Even if you haven’t experienced a devastating loss, the author’s keen and wise
observations are inspiring and moving. I highly recommend it. You can return to it again and
again to discover new meaning from the insights she shares about life, loss, love and rebirth.”

Baby Kay, “Life Giving Memoir. This book is for anyone who has ever grieved; that means it is for
every human. Carol Smith shares what she learned from her son and from others who told their
stories during her time as a reporter for the Seattle Post Intelligencer. Each time Smith digs into
another life filled with challenges and grief, she finds strength and hope in surprisingly healing
ways. This book is full of light and love as well as devastating sadness and pain. You will feel
stronger and more human after you read it.”

MQ, “Just beautiful. Carol’s story is a testament to finding and being true to oneself  to
discovering and then remaking, as needed, our own personal stories. This book is a joy to read,
simply because it is so beautifully written; the author’s language  her craft  reveals emotion,
ideas and perspective in each passage. But the stories she tells are also well worth lingering
over. I read this at the end of each day, a bit at a time, like a very good whiskey.”

rachel treat, “Crossing The River:. This book reflects a magical, poignant, painful, yet hopeful
journey down the hidden trails of deep profound loss. In seeking to navigate the loss of her son,
this author weaves her story into the stories of others she covers as a journalist. The seven
stories cover person’s enduring suffering and loss. Along the way she discovers new ways of
experiencing her own journey of grief, and shares its many nuanced lessons. Inspiring, thought
provoking, and a must read!”



Ebook Library Reader, “Good stiry. Good book”

Lisa Ellison, “A unique story of heartache and resilience. I received an ARC in exchange for an
honest review of this book.Carol lost her son Christopher when he was only seven years old.
Feeling like a shell of the mother she once was, she tried to bury her grief and return to the
newsroom where she’d once worked. But the stories that called to her were the ones that
mirrored some aspect of her loss—a boy with Progeria, burn and stroke victims, a general who
suffered a stroke, a hospice nurse struggling with cancer, a double amputee, and a World War
One veteran didn’t share her war stories until she turned one hundred. Each interview Carol
does teaches us something else about how to live through adversity with a sense of fortitude
and grace.I read a lot of grief memoirs. Many are weighty tomes about tragedy and heartbreak.
But Carol’s story is filled with so much life it was impossible to put down. Her writing is exquisite.
The stories are vivid, engaging, and so well paced. I fell in love with Carol and her characters
and found myself cheering them all on. If you want to understand parental grief and resilience,
read this book.”

Carole Duff, “A beautiful story about love, grief, the joy of life and hope.. “This is a book about
trauma and grief,” the author writes. It is also about love, living, and hope. I heard Carol Smith
read at HippoCamp 2021 and knew I had to buy her book. Smith, a journalist, masterfully
weaves the story of her son Christopher into stories she’s covering for the Seattle Post 
Intelligencer. In so doing takes her readers on an unforgettable journey of joy, sorrow, and
resilience. A beautiful story about love, grief, the joy of life and hope.”
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