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Broken 

By Sarah Hebert 

 

 

 

 Once upon a time there was a girl named River. That’s me. I have, seemingly, everything 

a girl could want: I’m pretty, popular, smart, and have the perfect boyfriend…but there’s 

something no one knows about me. I have a secret. I am broken.   

  

The lunch bell finally rings, after a torturous hour of Algebra II. When I walk out of the class, 

someone grabs my arm and jerks me away from the fleeing crowd, scaring the crap out of me. 

Liam. I check to make sure no teachers are watching, then reach up on my tippy toes and give 

him a kiss. “Hey, you,” I say with a smile.  

 “Hey, gorgeous,” Liam responds, running his fingers through my long brown hair. “How 

was class?”   

 I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Miserable, as usual. I swear Mr. Chutz hates me.” 

 Liam laces his fingers through mine and leads me towards the cafeteria. “He doesn’t hate 

you. He hates everyone on the planet. Don’t take it personally. Plus you have an A in that class, 

just like you do in every class.” 

 As we enter the cafeteria, hand in hand (the school’s vote for picture-perfect couple), our 

friends wave us over. Caroline comes bouncing up to me, in a mound of blonde curls, and takes 

my hand, pulling me away from Liam. “Hey Caroline, what’s up? You’re even peppier than 

usual,” I say, laughing as Caroline pulls me into a chair. 
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 “Hello! We have our Senior Prom to plan!” Caroline whips out a hot pink notebook and a 

purple pen. “So talk. What are you thinking? Black limo, dinner at Antonio’s, dance, after party? 

What about dresses? Long, short, strapless, spaghetti straps? We need to go shopping ASAP, 

before all of the good dresses are gone, we only have two months left!” 

 I snatch Caroline’s pen away from her. “Geez, girl, take a breath.” As if on cue, Liam and 

Caroline’s boyfriend Justin sit down with our lunch. “My knight in shining armor,” I say, 

looking up at my amazing boyfriend.  

 The four of us eat lunch while chatting about the upcoming prom. The rest of the chatter 

in the cafeteria sounds like a steady hum. I feel myself becoming detached from our 

conversation, as I often do. Looking at the ceiling, my mind starts drifting to that bright August 

day; the bright florescent lights, the tiled ceiling, that clean, sterile smell.  

 I feel Liam’s hand gently brushing my hair out of my face, bringing me back to reality. 

“You okay, babe?” 

 Coming back to the cafeteria, I focus on Liam’s bright green eyes. I take a deep breath to 

steady myself and take his hand in mine. “Yeah. I’m fine.” I manage to force out a weak smile. 

The lunch bell rings, signaling the second half of the school day. Woo hoo. After Liam dumps 

our trays, he put his arm around my shoulders and leads me to my next class. A perfect 

gentleman.  

 

After school, Liam drops me off at my house, before heading back for baseball practice. I see 

Mom’s car in the driveway, meaning she’s home from work early. Oh joy. I take a deep breath, 

go inside and walk by her cooking in the kitchen. 

 “Hey honey, how was your day?” Mom asks, stirring what smells like spaghetti sauce.  
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 “Fine,” I reply, without looking at her. I make it to my bedroom (my safe haven) and lock 

the door behind me. I log onto my computer and crank up my music. I open up the internet tab 

that always remains open on my computer and type River Cabot + Chicago, Illinois + Boy 

Cabot. As usual, nothing useful comes out of the search. I knew nothing would, I’ve tried the 

search millions of times before, in every combination of words I can think of. I just can’t stop 

myself from trying. 

 The kitchen door shuts loudly, meaning Dad is home. I look at the clock on my computer 

and realize it’s after six. I can hear him walking down the hall, the door to his office open, him 

putting his briefcase on his desk, then his footsteps turn toward my bedroom. He makes three 

loud raps on my door with his knuckles. I hate it when he does that. Like I can’t hear a 6’5 man 

clomping down the hall. “River, it’s me, open up.”  

 I turn my computer monitor off, open a book and throw it on my unmade bed, then walk 

toward my door. I open it and stare into my father’s clear blue eyes, the same shade of blue as 

my own. “What?” I can hear the revulsion in my voice.   

 I can see the pain I’m inflicting on him by being so cold, but I don’t care. He deserves it. 

“Dinner’s ready,” he says, loosening his tie, and unbuttoning the first few buttons of his dress 

shirt.  

 “I’m going to eat in my room,” I say, pushing past him, making my way to the kitchen. “I 

have a lot of reading to do,” I call behind me, trying to take the bitchiness down a notch.   

 I grab a plate and scoop some noodles onto it. Mom spoons some sauce over them and I 

toss her a meager smile as I grab a fork from the drawer. I don’t hate her as much as I hate Dad. 

At least she tried. Sort of.  “Caroline wants to go shopping for prom dresses. Is this weekend 

okay?” 
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 “Ask your father.” I hate when she says that. Like she can’t just give me her credit card 

to buy a prom dress, I have to ask for Dad’s. This is just her way of trying to force him into my 

life.   

 I sigh and turn to Dad. “Is it okay?”  

 “Just you and Caroline?” he asks.  

 “Yes, just me and Caroline.” The snark has found its way back in voice. 

 “I don’t see why not,” he says, putting a piece of garlic bread on my plate. “I’ll give you 

my card.” 

 I turn around without saying “thanks,” and go back to my bedroom to eat alone.  

 

Saturday afternoon I pull into Caroline’s driveway in my Black Acura TL. Having a lawyer for a 

father has some perks at least. I text Caroline to tell her I’m here. Two minutes later she comes 

bounding out of her house and into my car, wearing a killer dress and high heels. She looks down 

at my jeans, t-shirt and Converse ensemble and shakes her head. “Girl, I swear. What am I going 

to do with you?” 

 “Liam likes my clothes, thank you very much.” I say with a smirk as I back out of the 

driveway and head to the Phoenix mall.  

 A gentle breeze blows through our hair as we walk inside, making me miss the wild 

Chicago wind. The mall is extremely busy. We have to fight through the crowd to get into 

Dillard’s. We also have to pass through the baby department to get to the formal dresses and an 

infant starts crying nearby. I turn to see a mom pick her baby boy out of the stroller, bouncing 

him and patting his diapered butt to comfort him. 
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 I suddenly find it harder and harder to breathe. It feels like I’m being smothered in the 

packed store. I try my hardest to fight back the visions of tiny little wrinkled hands that swarm 

into my brain. I can see clouded gray eyes, and perfect pink lips, just before everything goes 

black.   

 I slowly open my eyes to see a panicked Caroline, and several mall personnel, standing 

above me. Caroline kneels beside me and helps me sit up. “Oh my Jesus, you scared the crap out 

of me!” 

 So freakin’ sorry that my fainting spell scared you, Caroline. I love the girl, but she can 

be so self-involved sometimes. “Sorry, I guess I just got a little claustrophobic,” I say, trying to 

stand up.  

 Caroline grabs my elbow and helps me to my feet. “Let’s go outside and get some air.” 

Once we make it out of the doors, she helps me sit on a bench, then goes inside to get something 

to drink and eat. She really is a good friend. 

 I lay my head on the back of the bench and gaze up at the clear blue sky. I just can’t get 

the image of the crying baby out of my head. A few minutes later Caroline comes back outside 

with a few pretzels and lemonades. “Thanks,” I say as I take a sip.  

 “Girl, you about gave me a heart attack,” Caroline says, dramatically flinging herself 

down on the bench next to me. Drama queen much? “Do you want to go home now and come 

back another day?” I can hear the disappointment in her voice.  

 “No. I’ll be fine, I just need to get some sugar in me. I probably should have eaten 

something before I left.” I take a big bite of my pretzel, then another sip of lemonade to wash it 

down. “We are not leaving here without the perfect dresses.”  
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 This makes Caroline smile and after we finish eating, we head back inside to locate the 

perfect dress, shoes, and accessories.  

 After many hours of hard core shopping, I pull up at Caroline’s house. Before she gets 

out of the car, I grab her hand and say, “I’d appreciate not mentioning my fainting spell to 

anyone.”  

 “Why not?” 

 “I don’t know,” I respond guardedly. “Because it’s embarrassing.” Plus, I don’t want 

Liam worrying about me, I add mentally. Sometimes I think he’s the only one who really does 

care about me.  

 “No problem girl. I won’t say anything.” Caroline grabs her bags from the trunk and 

skips inside. Where does she get her energy from? 

 

The next morning at school, Liam sits down next to me in the quad and slides his arm around 

me, making me feel safe. “Why didn’t you call me last night? Justin told me you passed out at 

the mall yesterday. Are you okay?”  

 I roll my eyes. “Caroline. I swear that girl couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on 

it.” Liam is still waiting on an answer. “I’m fine. I just got a little overwhelmed by all of the 

people. No big deal.”  

 Liam puts his hand on the side of my face, and I lean into it. The bell rings, ruining a nice 

moment, and we gather our book bags and head to class. Another fun day of learning.  

 The day passes in a blur. Liam walks me to my car with his arm around me protectively, 

making me feel like nothing in the world can harm me. When we get to my car, I reach up and 

kiss him long and hard. “My mom isn’t going to be home until late tonight, and Dad will be out 
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of town until tomorrow. You wanna come over for a little while? We hardly ever get any 

unsupervised alone time together with my overbearing parents.” I can’t even remember the last 

time we had a good make out session.  

 Liam bends down and gives me a soft, quick kiss in response. “I’ll follow you. They can 

handle one practice without me.”  

 When we get to my house we go straight back to my bedroom, lock the door, and 

fabricated a study session on the floor, just in case Mom comes home early. Liam puts one hand 

behind my head, tangling my hair in his fist, and the other on the small of my back, pulling me 

close to him. He kisses me with such passion and love that it almost hurts. We’ve been together 

for almost fifteen months. We started dating two months after I moved to Phoenix in August of 

our junior year. I definitely wasn’t looking for a boyfriend, but I couldn’t resist Liam. I felt 

drawn to him from the start. Plus, the boy is pretty determined when he decides he wants 

something.  

 I press my hands against Liam’s chest, the heat of the moment making me crazy. Without 

thinking I reach down for the bottom of his shirt and pull it over his head. He follows my lead 

and does the same with my shirt, and lays me down on the bed. He reaches a hand up and 

caresses my breast as I unbutton his pants. He helps me slide his jeans off. “Are you sure?” he 

asks, looking into my eyes. Both of us are breathing hard.  

 I reach a hand up and run my fingers through his shaggy black hair. From the way he’s 

looking down at me I just know he’s being sincere. “I’m sure,” I say, staring into his brilliant 

emerald eyes with certainty. “I’ve been sure for a while now. We just never get any time alone.” 

I grab a fistful of his hair and pull his face down to meet mine. When I break the kiss I whisper, 

“I love you.”  



8 
 

 Liam leans in for another zealous kiss. “I love you, too,” he says in a whisper against my 

lips.  

 I undo my jeans and slip them off. Liam trails down my body with kisses. When he gets 

below my bellybutton, he stops. Shit! He totally had my brain rattled in the steamy moment. I 

forgot to keep him away from my scar. He stares at the thin pink scar, just above my nether 

region. He traces the scar with his index finger and looks up at me in confusion. My head is 

spinning, and no longer with pleasure, but with fear. He was never supposed to know, but I can 

almost see the wheels turning in his head as his green eyes pierce right through me, putting it 

together.    

 I push his hand away, sit up, grab a blanket, and cover myself. I keep my eyes down, 

refusing to meet his. Liam reaches his hand out and turns my face to his, my eyes brimming with 

unshed tears. He moves the blanket and examines the scar again. “Is this what I think it is?” His 

voice is soft, and not accusatory, as I feared it would be.  

 I close my eyes, and a few tears spill over. I nod. This is it. It’s over. He’s going to hate 

me now.  

 I feel a hand wiping away my tears, and the blanket returning to my lap. When I open my 

eyes, I see him getting dressed. I clench my fists together as tight as I can, my nails digging into 

the tender flesh of my palms. I knew this would happen. This is one of the reason’s I’ve put off 

having sex with Liam for so long. I was afraid he would run away if he found out. Looks like I 

was right.  

 When Liam finishes getting dressed, he hands me my shirt and jeans, and sits back down 

next to me on the bed. I tilt my head at him, like a puppy in confusion; I thought he was leaving 

me. My heart starts beating faster. 
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 He’s not leaving?  

I pull my shirt back over my head, and slide my jeans back on. Liam slides behind me 

and wraps his arms around me. “Tell me about it,” he whispers into my hair. “What happened?” 

 I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. I never thought I would have to tell this story. I 

mean I figured once I got married and decided to have kids I would, but I thought that if anyone 

figured out before then, they would just leave.  

I take one more deep breath to compose myself. “It happened back in Chicago. I was 

fifteen when I got pregnant.” I turn to look at Liam’s face, expecting to see betrayal, or 

revulsion. What I do see surprises me. I see patience and kindness. I turn back around and rest 

my head against his chest. “His name was Robby. He was a senior and I was a sophomore. We 

were in love, or so I thought.” I start picking at a loose thread on the bottom of my shirt. “I didn’t 

even want to do it. I wasn’t ready yet. I was scared. But Robby assured me that it was okay 

because we loved each other.”  

 “And he got you pregnant.” he says, stating a fact. His voice is tight, controlled.  

 I nod. “My first time ever, and I got pregnant. Because I was stupid enough to believe 

that he would take care of me.” I can feel Liam’s body tense, and mine tenses in response.  

 Liam relaxes his body as much as he can and traces the lines in my open palm. “What 

happened next? What happened when you told him you were pregnant?”  

 “He said he didn’t believe that it was his baby.” I wipe a stray tear away, the pain from 

the memory coming back sharp. “He called me a whore and told me that no one would believe it 

was his baby. After all, he was the Golden Boy of the school, and the starting quarterback.” My 

voice is more quiet and shaking with tears. I’m not even sure if my words are even 

comprehensible.   
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 Liam sits up straight, his back stiff. I notice that his fists are now clenched, his knuckles 

turning white. “So the douche wasn’t even man enough to take responsibility for his own 

actions?” His sudden anger startles me. I’ve only seen him really angry once; last year when 

David Sandford thought it would be funny to pinch my butt in front of the whole school. Liam 

punched him in the face and got suspended for two days. Liam takes a deep breath and lies back 

against the headboard, pulling me back against his chest again. “Sorry. Continue.”  

 I’m silent for a few minutes. Liam strokes my hair reassuringly; like he did the night he 

told me that he loved me for the first time. Remembering that moment, feeling safe in his arms, 

looking up at the stars, gives me the courage and strength to continue.  

“My dad was furious when he found out. My mom just cried and said ‘my baby, my poor 

precious baby’ about a million times.” Liam laces his fingers through mine and squeezes tightly. 

“They took me out of school four months later, in March, when I started showing noticeably. My 

dad had a reputation to protect; it couldn’t be known that his ‘harlot daughter’ was pregnant.” 

My voice takes on a harsher tone thinking about my dad. “ I finished my sophomore year 

through a homeschooling program.” I squeeze Liam’s hand even tighter. “I had the baby at the 

beginning of August. A little boy.” My voice cracks with an overload of emotion at this. “The 

nurse laid him on my chest, right after I delivered him, while the doctor was sewing me up.” 

Tears are flowing freely now. I wipe them away with the back of my hand. “He was so beautiful. 

He held on to my finger with his little fist, and just looked up at me, all covered in blood and 

goop.” I feel my fists clench back up. “Then my dad made the nurse take him away.” 

  I sit up and use the bottom of my shirt to wipe my face. I need a second to gather myself. 

A few silent seconds pass and I continue all in a rush. “He started wailing. I reached for him, to 

comfort him, but my dad shoved my hands away. He said I couldn’t keep him, that we had been 
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over this. I was too young to take care of a baby. He wouldn’t let me throw my life away. There 

was a family waiting to adopt him. My mom tried to reason with him. She asked him to just let 

me hold him one time, but he wouldn’t let me. He said it would just make it harder on everyone.”  

I turn to look at Liam. He has tears in his own eyes. “That was the last, and only time, I 

got to see my baby. The next week, my dad announced that we were moving. He said his job had 

relocated him, but I knew that was just a cover up. He didn’t want any rumors damaging his 

image, or to have me living so close to the adoptive parents.”  

 Liam grabs me and pulls me into a tight hug. I can feel him wiping his tears away. He 

leans back against the headboard, still embracing me. We stay that way for a long time. I speak 

into his chest, breaking the silence. “Why are you being so great about all of this?” I ask 

miserably. “Why aren’t you running away from me? I’m a horrible person. My own father is 

ashamed of me.” 

 Liam rests his chin on my head. “You’re not a horrible person. You were fifteen.” I was 

soothed a little by his words, and my breathing slowed. After a few minutes he says, “And I 

guess another reason is because I’m adopted.”   

 I push myself up so fast I almost give him whiplash. “What?”  

 “I’m adopted. My parents adopted me as an infant.” He tries to smooth out my wild hair 

and gives me a half smile. “I was born to a teenage mother.”  

 “How come you never told me this?” We’ve been together for over a year and he never 

thought to mention this? But I guess in all fairness, I don’t go around telling people that I gave a 

baby up for adoption.  
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 “It’s not something I go around telling everybody. To be honest, I don’t even think about 

it very often anymore.” He takes my hand in his. “My parents raised me. I think of them as my 

real parents, not as my adoptive parents.”  

 Before I could fully form a response to this, I hear the back door shut. “Shit,” I whisper 

as I jump off of the bed and frantically wipe my face to remove any evidence of tears. “Get on 

the floor and look like you’re studying!” I hurry to unlock the door and open it wide. I motion for 

Liam to fix his hair as I sit down next to him and flip open a notebook.  

 “River, I saw Liam’s car in the driveway…” Mom pokes her head in from around the 

corner. “Oh. Hi, Liam.” She takes a second to analyze the scene. “What are you two up to?” 

 “What’s it look like mom?” I answer back sarcastically. “We have a big math test coming 

up.”  

 “You know I don’t like boys over here when we’re not home.” Mom shoots me a stern 

look.  

 “I love how you said ‘boys.’ What other ‘boys,’” I say, using air quotes for emphasis, 

“besides Liam do I ever hang out with?” 

 She shoots me a don’t be a smartass look. 

 I try again. “I know. Sorry. We left the door open.” 

 “Okay,” she says in a guarded tone. “Dinner will be ready in an hour.” She looks at Liam. 

“You’re more than welcome to stay.” 

 “Thanks, Mrs. Cabot,” he replies nervously.   

 Mom turns and walks away. Liam is about to open his mouth and say something, when I 

put my finger to my lips. I quickly scrawl on the notebook, she’s still listening. A few seconds 
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later we hear her footsteps finally retreat down the hall. We stare at each other intently for a few 

seconds, until Liam finally breaks the silence. “You okay?” 

 I look down at my math notebook, unable to look in his eyes any longer. I feel Liam’s 

hand in mine. “I’m okay.” I grip his hand back. “It’s hard sometimes. I think about him a lot.” I 

shrug. “Wonder if he’s okay.” 

 “He was adopted at the hospital wasn’t he?” 

 “Yeah, but I never got to meet the adoptive parents. It was a closed adoption. My dad 

thought that would be best,” I say bitterly. “I’ve tried to find him online,” I admit, looking up at 

Liam through my long eyelashes. “What if they didn’t want him after they saw him? What if he 

had something wrong with him?”  

 Liam is taken aback by this. “There is absolutely no way anyone that you helped to make 

could be anything less than perfect.” He puts both of his hands on the sides of my face, and pulls 

my forehead to his lips, kissing me gently. He pulls back and looks into my eyes. “No luck on 

the search, huh?” 

 I shake my head. “The adoption agency we went through doesn’t have any client 

information on its website. No success stories. No pictures. Nothing.” We sit in comfortable 

silence for a while, hand in hand. Liam always has this way of calming me, that’s one of the 

main things that drew me to him when I moved here. Finally I ask, “Has your biological mother 

ever tried to contact you?” 

 “No.” His tone was even.  

 “Have you ever tried to find her?” 

 “No.”  
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 I tilt my head, like a curious puppy again. “Not once? You’ve never wondered about your 

birth mother?” 

 “I mean, of course I wonder about her. I sometimes think about who she is, or if I look 

like her, but I think of my parents as my true parents. It doesn’t really matter where I came from. 

They love me regardless.” I have no idea what expression is on my face, but he must see 

something there because he keeps going. “I used to hurt my parents sometimes when I was 

younger, when I would get mad at them. I’d pull the ‘you’re not my real parents’ card, but I 

haven’t done that since I was twelve. They wouldn’t let me go to the movies with Justin because 

we were going to visit my grandparents. So when I said that, Mom looked me in my eyes and 

said ‘No, we’re not. But we chose you, and you’re stuck with us. So suck it up and get in the 

car.’” He laughs at the memory. “That’s when it truly hit me. They chose me. That’s pretty damn 

cool.”  

 I smile at him and study his face. “I just need to know that he’s okay. That he has what 

you have. I know I could never be the mother he deserves.” 

 Liam traces my face with his finger, from forehead to chin. “I’m sure you’d be an 

amazing mom.” 

 I shake my head. “Not now. I’m too young, I know that. I’m smart, remember? 4.0 

GPA.” I smirk playfully. “I know I wouldn’t have been able to give him everything he needs. 

Everything he deserves. We would have been stuck mooching off of my parents for the rest of 

our lives.” I grimace at the thought. “I don’t want my kid to have to witness that. Plus, he 

deserves a mother and a father.” My eyes fill up with unshed tears. “My baby boy deserves the 

world.” I look off and stare at nothing. I clench my free hand, something I do whenever I’m 
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upset or frustrated. I’ve done it ever since I can remember. “I just can’t stand not knowing if he’s 

happy and loved.”  

 “River. Liam. Dinner’s ready.” Mom’s voice floats down the hall.  

 I drop Liam’s hand, compose myself, and walk to the kitchen.  

 After an awkward dinner, I walk Liam out to his car. As we stand there saying goodnight, 

I glance back at the house and glare at Mom’s unseen eyes, peeking through the blinds. When I 

see the blind slat (the one that was being held up by my mother) fall, I turn back to Liam and 

lean against his chest, breathing in the scent of him. “I’m going to help you find him.” The sound 

of Liam’s voice against the quiet night startles me.  

 I look up at him in confusion. “Huh?” 

 “I’m going to help you find your son. You’ll never be able to live your life fully until you 

know that he’s okay. So I’m going to help you find him,” he states simply. As if that was the 

most natural thing in the world to say. 

 “But how? I’ve tried everything I can think of, just short of going to the agency itself.” 

 Liam raises his eyebrows at me mischievously. “Exactly.”  

 I look back at him like he’s lost his mind. “‘Exactly’ what?  If I took off to Chicago my 

parents would put out an APB on my ass.”  

 “True. But luckily enough, you turn eighteen in a few weeks. You’ll be legally free to go 

as you please. They couldn’t stop you. We could take a long weekend trip. I have plenty of 

money saved from grandparents and what not to fly us out there and pay for a hotel and cab 

fare.” 
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 I shake my head, trying to clear it. What the hell? He could not seriously be saying this. 

Where did this boy come from? My dreams? Krypton? A Disney musical? I close my eyes and 

breathe in deep shaking my head. “I could never ask you to do that for me.”  

 Liam puts his hands on either side of my face, to stop me from shaking it. “You’re not 

asking. I want to.”  

 “But why,” I ask, my voice coming out muffled from being squished between his big 

hands.  

 Liam bends down and kisses my squashed lips. “Because I love you, dumbass.”  This 

makes me laugh for the first time all night. “Plus, I could never imagine the pain you must 

constantly feel.” He strokes my face. “I always notice you drifting off somewhere, with this 

weird look in your eyes. Now I know why.” He leans down and kisses my forehead, in a very 

unpatronizing way. “I want to help make that pain go away.” 

 I stretch and kiss his lips. “By the way, I love you too, jackass.” Liam laughs and kisses 

me again.  

 Mom sticks her head out, right on cue to ruin a good moment. “River, it’s getting late.”  

 I disengage myself from Liam and give him one more kiss, then walk back inside.  

 

Over the next few weeks, counting down the days until my eighteenth birthday, Liam and I make 

the travel arrangements for Chicago. This aggravates the hell out of Caroline and her “Count 

Down to Prom” plans. I love her to death—she’s been a really great friend to me—but the girl is 

high maintence. I don’t know how Justin handles her, but I’m sure the sex helps.  

 On Friday, March 12, two days after my eighteenth birthday, Liam and I board a plane at 

the airport in Phoenix at 6:30am. Once we’re settled into our seats, I grip Liam’s hand and stare 
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out of the window at the runway. I think about my parents finding the note I left them and having 

a conniption fit. Too late now. The plane starts rolling forward.  

 When we reach the Chicago airport three and a half hours later, I turn my cell phone back 

on. I have thirty two missed calls, ten new voicemails, and fifteen new text messages. Ten 

guesses who they’re from. Without reading or listening to any of them I type: I’m fine. Be back 

Sunday afternoon. Love. I send it to mom’s cell, then turned my phone back off.  

 Liam is getting off the phone with who I know is his mom. “I know. See you Sunday. 

Love you more.” He had told his parents everything the week before we left. They don’t keep 

secrets in their family. They weren’t too happy, but they agreed that Liam and I are both 

eighteen, and thought I had the right for some closure. They even used their frequent flyer miles 

for the plane tickets. They said it was for my birthday. What they really didn’t approve of, was 

me not telling my parents beforehand. Liam stows his phone back in his pocket, takes my hand 

and leads me through the airport.  

 “What did she say?”  

 “She said your parents called when they found the note, and couldn’t get in touch with 

you.” 

 I roll my eyes. I seem to be doing that a lot lately. I expected this. “And what did she tell 

them?” 

 “The truth.”  

 I throw my head back and groan.  

 Liam smiles and pulls me along until we reach the taxis. We go straight to the adoption 

agency, spending the whole ride in silence.  
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 When the cab pulls up at “The Greatest Gift” adoption agencies, Liam pays the cab 

driver. He takes my hand, I take a deep breath, and we go inside.  

 When we reached the front desk, the busy young receptionist doesn’t even look up at us. 

“Welcome to the Greatest Gift, how may I assist you?”  

 I look at Liam for encouragement. He nods and pushes me forward. “My name is River 

Cabot. I gave a child up for adoption seventeen months ago.”  

 The receptionist looks up. Upon seeing my age, her face softens. She rolls her chair back 

to some file cabinets, digs out a file in a manila folder, and rolls back to the front desk. “And 

how can I help you River Cabot?” Her eyes stray to my stomach and she adds in a more hushed 

tone, “Are you here to set up another adoption?” 

 This shocks the hell out of me. “No, no. Nothing like that!” 

 The receptionist is thoroughly confused now. “If you’re not here for that, then why are 

you here, honey?” 

 I look down at my feet as I speak. “I was wondering if you had any information on my 

son.” 

 When I look back up, the receptionist looks forlorn. “Honey, we’re a closed adoption 

agency. You know I can’t give out any information on the adoptive parents.” 

 I could feel my eyes glaze over. I look up at the ceiling, clenched my fists, and take 

several deep breaths to collect myself. I knew this wasn’t going to work. I tried to tell Liam, but 

he had insisted that it would. I turn to go, but Liam grabs my arm. 

 Liam turns back to the receptionist. “Look, I know you aren’t supposed to give out any 

information, but she was only fifteen when she got pregnant, sixteen when she had her baby.” 

The receptionist’s face softens some more, but she’s shaking her head when Liam continues on. 
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“She doesn’t want to fight for custody or anything like that, she just wants to see him. She wants 

to know if her kid is okay.”  

 I’ve become overwhelmed with emotion, and I can feel a wet trail of tears on my cheeks. 

The receptionist looks back at me. Liam can tell that we’re getting to her, so he keeps going. “Do 

you have kids?” 

 She nods.  

 “And how would you feel if you didn’t know if they were safe?” He’s good. 

 She looks me in the eye. “I can assure you your son has been well placed and is safe.” 

 Liam perseveres. “So you’re telling me you wouldn’t want to see for yourself if your kids 

were alright?”  

 She sighs, either out of annoyance or compassion, I can’t tell. Liam crosses his arms and 

stares at her. It’s obvious that he isn’t going anywhere until we get some answers. The 

receptionist must sense this because she closes her eyes and says, “I’m sorry.” Then she 

emphasizes, “I’m just going to run to the back to grab some water.” She turns my file around, 

scooting it slightly towards us, then gets up and goes to the back.  

 I look up at Liam in amazement. He did it. Just like he said he would. He leans over the 

desk to look at the file. “Hurry up Riv, we don’t have a lot of time.” 

 I bend over the file and grab a pen from the desk and a sheet of paper from my pocket 

with the agency’s address on it. I start scribbling down information. My son’s name is Bryson. 

He lives at 1623 White Lily Ave, in Tuscola, Illinois. We hear the door open and Liam grabs my 

hand and drags me out of the agency, and onto the street. We walk a few blocks down to a hotel 

and check in for the night.  
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 Liam can tell I have a lot of information to digest. When we get into our room, he unzips 

my duffle bag, and hands me some pajamas and my toothbrush. “Why don’t you go take a 

shower? I’m going to go to the restaurant downstairs and get us something to eat. It’s been a long 

day.” 

 He grabs a hotel key from the nightstand, and shuts the door quietly behind him. I 

numbly walk into the bathroom and get into the shower. The hot water loosens my tense 

muscles. The only thought flowing through my head is a name. Bryson. When I get out, dry off, 

and dress, Liam’s back with a few hamburgers.  

 We eat in silence while the TV flashes some random program that neither of us are 

watching. After dinner, Liam goes into the bathroom to take a shower and I climb under the 

covers of the king size bed to wait for him. A few minutes later I feel him slip under the covers 

and wrap his arms around me. I wrap my arms around his and fall asleep to the sound of his even 

breathing.  

 The next morning, we walk outside and hail a taxi. Liam gives the cab driver the address, 

and we drive the whole way there in nervous tension. Forty five minutes later we arrive at the 

address, instructing the driver to park across the street.  

Neither one of us moves.  

 “This is it kids,” the cab driver says.  

 I can see Liam look at me from the corner of my eye, but I give him no response. I can’t 

seem to make myself move or speak. I just sit there and stare out of the window. “We’ll just wait 

if that’s okay. Keep the meter running,” I faintly hear Liam tell him. 

 “Suit yourself.” The cab driver puts the taxi in park, probably thinking to himself, Kids 

these days.  
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 We stay parked by the white house with the blue shutters, and red front door for twenty 

minutes. I make no move to get out. Then, the red door opens, and a woman comes out in a 

gorgeous blue sundress. In her hand is the hand of a seventeen-month-old boy, toddling out after 

her. He has soft baby curls of light brown hair and a smile that lights up his entire face as the 

woman scoops him up in her arms and smothers him in kisses. Seconds later, a man in khaki 

pants and a white polo shirt walks out behind them. He takes the diaper bag from the woman’s 

shoulder, kisses the boy on his cheek, and walks to the silver Volvo sitting in the driveway. The 

woman takes the baby to the back seat and buckles him in a car seat. I watch as they drive past 

the taxi.  

 Tears soaked my face. He’s gorgeous. And most importantly, he’s okay. It’s obvious the 

couple is crazy about him. And he looked healthy and plump, like a baby should. Liam rubs my 

arm with the gentle affection I’ve come to love from him, interrupting my thoughts. “You 

okay?” 

 I let out a long breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding, and smile. I look into Liam’s 

bright and loving eyes and say, “He’s all right. We can go now.” 

 “You heard her,” Liam says to the taxi driver.  

 

When our plane lands back in Arizona, we’re greeted at the airport by both of our parents. 

Liam’s parents run right up to him and me and throw their arms around both of us. Liam’s mom 

kisses me on the cheek and smiles warmly at me. Liam’s already filled them in.  

 My parents on the other hand, stand there timidly, unsure of how to approach the 

situation. I know that Liam’s parents have called them and told them everything that’s happened. 



22 
 

I make my way slowly towards them. I look mom in the eyes, then she reaches out and pulls me 

into a tight hug. Dad joins in the hug only a few moments after.  

 “We’re so sorry, baby,” mom says sobbing. “We thought we were doing what was best 

for you. We should have asked how you felt about the closed adoption. We should have asked.” 

 Yes, they should have asked. I would have liked to receive annual pictures of my son. 

Bryson would never have to know that I exist, that would have been left up to the adoptive 

parents. But they never even asked me, and the damage is done. I will never know anything more 

about my son, other than he had soft brown curls as a baby, and is deeply loved. But that’s okay. 

It’s enough. All I really needed was closure. I needed to see for myself that my baby boy is doing 

well. And after seeing my own child, I can see now why my parents did what they did. Maybe 

they were just thinking about their baby the whole time, and I was just too blinded by hurt and 

anger to see it.  

 “Can you ever forgive me, princess?” dad’s voice is faint and full of pain. I look up to see 

his bright blue eyes shining with tears.  

 I stand up on my toes and kiss his cheek. Deep down, I think I always knew that he only 

wanted to make things easier on me. He just couldn’t understand that what’s best for one person 

isn’t always best for another. He didn’t understand that I could and would let my baby go, 

because I know that’s what’s best for him. He didn’t know that I just needed to see my baby 

again before I could truly say goodbye to him.  

 

I’m grounded for the rest of my senior year. I’m allowed visitors from 4-5pm every evening 

before lockdown for the night…but my parents lifted my sentence for one special night.  
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 A black limo pulls into the drive way. Liam steps out looking like James Bond in his 

black and white tux, wearing a smile that threatens to knock me right off my feet. Before he can 

even make it to me, Caroline comes bounding out of the limo and mauls me. “Ohmygod can you 

freakin’ believe it?!?!?!?! SENIOR PROM!” 

 “Hi Caroline,” I say, unlocking myself from her hug. 

 “I can’t believe your parents lifted your prison sentence for tonight! Well, I still can’t 

believe they grounded you that long for failing one measly test either but…” 

 Liam interrupts Caroline. “Can I have my date, please?” 

 She sticks her tongue out at him and walks back to the limo. 

 I lock my hands around Liam’s neck and give him a long passionate kiss. When I break 

the kiss, I take his hand and lead him inside. “C’mon. My parents are going to want to take 

pictures before we go.” 

 When we get to the prom after dinner, it looks like we’re walking right into the scene of a 

movie. I, unintentionally, match the Prom’s colors perfectly. My midnight blue dress stands out 

vibrantly against the navy and silver balloons.  

 Liam puts one hand behind his back, extends the other one in front of him and bows, like 

in the old-timey movies. “Shall we dance, mademoiselle?” 

 I take his hand and we walk to the middle of the dance floor. We hold each other close, 

and the rest of the world disappears. For a few hours, I don’t have a care in the world. I’m not 

one hundred percent fixed, but I’m no longer broken. I’m in the process of healing, and for this 

one special night, I’m no longer River Cabot, the girl gave up a child. I’m Cinderella, dancing at 

the ball with my Prince Charming.  

  


