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      This hurts so much more than I ever imagined could be possible. I knew being in labor would be intense, but I secretly assumed that my high tolerance for pain would help me breeze right through it, like a champ. Instead, I would gladly allow someone to conk me over the head and knock me out, so I could sleep through this excruciating pain.

      Traffic stops ahead of us, and I feel like throat punching someone––anyone.

      I’d been uncertain about getting on the highway, but my boyfriend, Curtis, had insisted that this is the fastest route to the hospital. Sitting in stopped traffic certainly isn’t faster than taking the country roads I would have preferred.

      I glare over at the handsome man. He is relaxing back in the driver’s seat and tapping his thumbs on the steering wheel in time to the song playing on the radio as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.

      “How long are we going to be sitting here?” I ask, not caring a bit about my panicked, screechy tone.

      He cringes away as if my voice has physically harmed him. “You know as much as I do.”

      When he holds his palms up as if he is helpless to move the long line of cars in front of us, it becomes clear in my mind exactly who it is that I want to throat punch. Doing my best not to lash out at him, I say between gritted teeth, “Well, find out.”

      He jams the gear shifter into park and picks up his cell phone. The length of time it takes him to find a traffic update seems interminable.

      I’m on the verge of snatching the phone away from him to look for myself when the liquid surges out of me. I gawk down at my lap, unable to believe my eyes. My voice sounds shaky when I say, “I think my water just broke.”

      Curtis glares over at me before shouting, “Jeez, Bristol! You could have warned me, so I could get a towel or blanket under you. My seat is soaked.”

      “I didn’t exactly know it was coming,” I snap back at him, unable to believe that his precious car’s seat is what he is worrying about in this moment.

      He huffs out a breath before returning his attention to his phone’s screen. Eventually, he says, “It looks like there’s been an accident about half a mile ahead of us.”

      “How long will it be before traffic starts moving again?” I ask, even though I’m fairly confident that his phone can’t possibly tell him that.

      When he ignores my question, I say, “You’re going to have to get over on the shoulder of the road, so we can get moving past all of this traffic.”

      “That’s illegal,” he immediately dismisses my suggestion.

      “I think this qualifies as an emergency,” I bug my eyes out in his direction as I splay my hands over my enormous belly and wet seat.

      “We are stuck between rows of parked cars. There isn’t anywhere for them to go to get out of our way, even if they wanted to. Besides, we wouldn’t make it far. That bridge up ahead doesn’t have room for us to squeeze by,” he says.

      I lean over to see past the truck ahead of us. Curtis is right. It makes me wonder how the emergency service vehicles are going to make it through to help the accident victims. Frustrated and feeling trapped, I say, “As soon as a police car or ambulance comes through, you need to get right behind them, so they can help us get to the hospital.”

      He nods his head, but makes no move to try to get out of the middle lane of traffic.

      Frustrated and frightened, I tip my head back onto the headrest and do my best to focus on breathing through the sharp pains when they come.

      My eyes snap open when Curtis puts the car into gear. We inch forward about three feet, then he puts it back into park.

      The next twinge of pain is the worst I’ve had yet. When it finally subsides, I glare over at Curtis before saying, “We have to get moving. I don’t want to have this baby in the passenger’s seat of your car.”

      He has the audacity to chuckle. “I’m sure we’re a long way from that. Everyone’s first baby takes forever to come. Both of my sisters labored for over twenty-four hours the first time around. Just relax.”

      His mansplaining and condescension have me on the verge of losing my temper. He is far too calm about this. I don’t think he has any idea what we’re in for if we don’t get to the hospital… soon.

      Before I can formulate a response that every labor and delivery is different and that sometimes babies come much quicker than expected, the next spasm overtakes my senses. I squeeze the arm rest and cry out at the all-consuming intensity of it.

      When the labor pain finally subsides, my forehead and upper lip are sweaty. I usually glisten, rather than sweat, so the unfamiliar sensation is disconcerting.

      Without bothering to look up from his damn phone, Curtis says in an even tone, “You don’t have to be a drama queen about it. We’ll get to the hospital in plenty of time.”

      The urge to scream at him is nearly overwhelming, but I don’t want to waste the precious energy. I’m sure that I’ll need every ounce of strength I can muster to deliver this baby, and it’s quickly becoming obvious that Curtis isn’t going to be any help whatsoever.

      He had never been the greatest boyfriend in the world, but he was sufficient. When the unplanned pregnancy happened, he had been supportive and seemed almost excited by the prospect of us raising a child together. I had stupidly convinced myself that we could make it work as a happy, little family.

      Now, it’s becoming clear that he doesn’t truly care about me, or the baby. If he did, he would never be so reckless with our safety.

      Curtis puts the car into gear and inches forward a frustratingly small distance, then stops again.

      Deciding that I need to take matters into my own hands, I reach up my gauzy, flowing skirt and shove the crotch of my panties aside. Sure enough, my biggest fear is coming to fruition. My voice is barely more than a terrified squeak when I say, “Curtis, I think the baby is coming now!”
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      Finally, I’ve managed to get the blasted man’s attention. He jerks upright in his seat. Glaring down at his phone, he spits out the words, “You cheated on me?”

      “What?!? No, of course not,” I answer immediately. Certain that he hasn’t comprehended the meaning of my earlier announcement, I say, “Our baby is coming. Now!”

      It’s as if I’ve entered an alternate universe where absolutely nothing makes sense. He ignores my shocking statement in favor of turning his phone’s screen around for me to see. “Then what are these?”

      He flips through a set of pictures too quickly for me to have any idea what they are.

      I shake my head at a complete loss for words.

      “They’re screenshots of your messages with your lover as the two of you made plans to see each other. I just bought them from one of the Life Chat data breach hackers.” Curtis spits out the words in a venomous tone.

      “My lover?” I ask, utterly confused.

      Ignoring me, he continues, “And they’re from last winter.”

      Suddenly, his eyes open as wide as fifty-cent pieces. “Is this even my baby?”

      I can’t believe this is happening. I would never cheat on Curtis, and he knows it. Beyond hurt by his hateful accusation, I whisper, “Of course it’s yours.”

      The next contraction hits, and I squeeze my eyes shut at the overwhelming, breath-stealing pain.

      When it finally begins to subside, Curtis stares forward at the truck’s bumper ahead of us. “Get out of my car.”

      “No,” I answer firmly, unable to believe he would even suggest something like that right now.

      His jaw twitches as he clenches it and continues to stare forward through the car’s windshield. His tone is quiet, but firm when he reiterates with eerily slow-spoken words, “I said, get out of my car.”

      “No, Curtis, please. This is just some kind of misunderstanding. I’m not a cheater. This is your baby. I’m having your baby… right now.”

      It’s almost like he can’t hear me through his blind rage. His fists tighten around the steering wheel. When he finally turns to face me, his eyes are dark, emotionless voids. I recoil back from his harsh gaze.

      “Get out!” he yells. His face is a mask of pure fury.

      I don’t even recognize this version of the man I thought I loved enough to raise a child with. He’s terrifying.

      For a brief moment, I consider begging him to take me somewhere to get medical assistance, but it is clear by his stony features that his humanity is beyond reach right now. Irrational wrath has taken over his system.

      My shaky hand reaches for the door handle. Suddenly, braving the elements and facing the trauma of giving birth alone is a less frightening prospect than spending another moment in this car with Curtis.

      Needing to get away from him, I steel my nerves and open the car’s door. I’m not sure if my wobbly legs will support me, but somehow, they do.

      It feels strange to walk on the smooth, gray pavement that I normally only ride over at high speeds.

      People inside the cars, vans, and trucks surrounding us gawk at me as I struggle to walk over to the embankment. I’m certain that a Good Samaritan will emerge from a nearby vehicle to help me, but right now, my only goal is to make it to the soft grass before I collapse.

      Pain has me doubling over as I reach the edge of the road, but I force myself to take a few more steps, so I don’t fall on the gravel-splattered shoulder of the roadway.

      Somehow, I make it to the grass before I crumple to my knees. I stare up at the vivid blue sky as an intense labor pain seizes my unrecognizable, swollen abdomen and refuses to let go.

      When the pain finally gives me a brief reprieve, I move slowly to sit down on the ground. People stare at me from inside their vehicles, but no one moves to get out and help me. I’m appalled by the stunning lack of decency, and I can’t believe this is truly happening.

      I’m living through a horrific nightmare––giving birth alone on the side of a congested highway––and no one seems to care. I’m desperate for someone to shake me awake, but the next labor pain strikes and reminds me that this is no dream. Unfortunately, this is as real as it gets.

      I curse myself for panicking at home and leaving in a rush without my purse or cell phone. All I’d been worried about was making sure we had the car seat and baby bag in Curtis’s car. If I’d been thinking straight when Curtis dumped me here, I would have at least grabbed the diaper bag from the back seat of the car before getting out. It has some soft, pastel blankets packed inside it that would come in handy if I end up actually giving birth on the side of this road.

      Surely, someone has at least called emergency services by now. It’s truly the least these onlookers could do. Besides, response teams must be coming for the traffic accident.

      Help is on the way. They’ll be here soon. I’m going to see a vehicle with a flashing siren crest that hill behind us at any moment.

      I make these comforting words my mantra as I stare at the roadway, trying to wish an ambulance or police car into existence.

      The vehicles on the road creep forward a tiny bit. I turn back and realize that Curtis’s car moved forward a good distance while I was incoherent with pain.

      I truly can’t believe that he hasn’t calmed down and realized the giant mistake he has made by abandoning me and our soon-to-be-born baby here alone. I’m not sure if I would be comfortable getting back into the car with him at this point, but it would likely give us a better chance of survival than this barren, roadside patch of land offers.

      A blue pickup truck eases out of the inching-forward traffic and parks on the shoulder of the road near me. I make eye contact with the large man behind the steering wheel of the truck. He is suddenly my––and the baby’s––best hope of making it through this terrible ordeal.

      As he emerges from his truck, I whisper quietly to God, the Universe, or anyone who might be listening, “Please let him be an off-duty EMT or firefighter and not a serial killer.”
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