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My wife’s mother has been in poor health, and my wife occasionally picks up her prescriptions from the hospital. A few days ago, her mom called again, asking her to swing by the hospital the next day to grab some medicine. As it happened, my wife had a last-minute conflict, so I offered to go in her place. The errand stirred up a memory from years ago—back when I hooked up with an ex-girlfriend from high school, right there in a hospital bed.

Back in high school, I dated a girl named Barbara. We met during a summer job at a fast-food joint, flipping burgers and stealing glances between shifts. After graduation, I went off to college, while Barbara, due to her family’s circumstances, skipped higher education and dove straight into the workforce. My university was far from her hometown, and the distance slowly eroded our connection. Phone calls grew sparse, conversations ran dry, and within a year, we’d called it quits.

After college, I threw myself into my career. For over a decade, Barbara and I had no contact—until a chance encounter a few years back. I was out shopping when I spotted her. She’d put on a bit of weight, but I recognized her instantly. She’d married and moved to my city, of all places. It was surreal to reconnect after so many years. We met up a few more times, and the old spark reignited quickly.

But her marriage was a mess. Her husband scraped by on part-time gigs, his income as unstable as the economy. He’d always had a drinking problem, but with work drying up, he leaned harder into the bottle, numbing himself with alcohol. When drunk, he’d lash out, sometimes hitting her. It was heartbreaking to hear, especially since Barbara was six months pregnant at the time.

One night, after another drunken outburst, they fought, and he struck her again. In a rage, he stormed out, leaving her alone. She tripped and fell, the pain sharp enough to make her call an ambulance. At the hospital, the doctors confirmed she and the baby were fine but advised her to stay a few days for observation. Her husband showed up briefly, still reeking of booze, only to disappear again. Furious and hurt, she called me. I took time off work and rushed to see her.
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