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      For every traveler who has sprinted through an airport only to discover the gate is closed, may your detours bring unexpected connections, just as mine did that one trip to Glasgow with an added 8-hour layover in Heathrow Airport.
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      Stephanie

      My heart pounded as I raced through Toronto Pearson Airport, my suitcase dragging behind me like an uncooperative toddler. Every step felt like I was hauling bricks. Voices and announcements blurred together into one chaotic symphony of travel panic. I clutched my crumpled boarding pass, my sweaty palm practically fusing it to my fingers. The gate for my flight to Glasgow loomed ahead — so close yet somehow still a million miles away.

      I checked my watch and felt a fresh wave of panic. No, no, no. Come on, universe, throw me a bone here.

      “Please, let there be time,” I muttered, ducking and weaving through a sea of equally stressed travelers. My breath came in sharp bursts, and I could already feel the impending doom of shin splints.

      Why did the conference have to be in Glasgow? Couldn’t they have picked somewhere closer? Somewhere I could reach without feeling like I was in an episode of The Amazing Race?

      Finally, I reached the gate, breathless, slightly disheveled, and 100% not the poised professional I had envisioned. My eyes darted to the empty boarding area. My stomach sank.

      Oh no.

      I picked up speed, practically skidding to a stop at the counter. “No, no, no,” I whispered under my breath, attempting to slap on a polite smile despite my unmistakable hot mess energy. “Hi, I’m here for the flight to Glasgow.”

      The attendant gave me a sympathetic look — the kind you give a lost tourist who’s confidently walking in the wrong direction. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but the gate is closed.”

      My stomach officially plummeted. “But the plane is right there,” I said, pointing dramatically out the window like that would somehow help my case.

      “Yes,” she said gently, “but the boarding door is closed, and we can’t reopen it once it’s shut. You’ll need to speak with the customer service desk about rescheduling.”

      I blinked at her, processing the devastating finality of those words. Then, after a moment, I nodded, took a deep breath, and casually died inside.

      This was bad. So bad.

      I was invited to deliver a keynote address at the International Union of Architects World Congress. This trip was meant to be a huge moment for me. Missing this flight wasn’t an option. And yet, here I was.

      I spotted the customer service desk, my anxiety knotting in my chest. This trip wasn’t just about my career, but about proving something. Proving to him that I had moved on.

      I approached the desk, mustering what little dignity I had left. “Hi, I missed my flight to Glasgow,” I said, trying to sound calm and not like I was one deep breath away from a breakdown. “Is there any way I can get on another flight today? I’m giving a keynote address, and I really can’t miss it.”

      The representative tapped away at her keyboard, her expression unreadable. “Flights to Glasgow are pretty full this time of year…”

      You don’t say.

      I bit my tongue, watching her type like my entire life depended on her next words.

      Seconds stretched into an eternity. My mind spun with worst-case scenarios. What if there were no other flights? What if I had to spend the night here? What if my entire trip was doomed before it even began?

      Finally, she looked up. “There’s a flight later this evening, but it’s fully booked.”

      Of course, it was.

      “However, you can go on standby. It’s not a guarantee, but there’s a chance you might get a seat.”

      Standby. Otherwise known as being emotionally held hostage by the universe.

      “Okay,” I said, nodding. As if I had any better options. “I’ll take it.”

      She printed out my standby ticket and handed it over. “You’ll need to check in at the gate an hour before departure. They’ll let you know if a seat becomes available.”

      “Great,” I said, my voice steady even as my insides churned. “Thanks.”

      I found a quiet(ish) corner of the airport and collapsed into a chair. This was not how I had envisioned this trip going. In my mind, I had breezed through the airport with zero issues. Instead, my Uber was late, the 401 was basically a parking lot, security had taken forever, and now I was at the mercy of standby roulette.

      I sighed, watching other flights take off. The steady movement of passengers made me feel even more stranded. No matter how hard I tried to distract myself, the worry gnawed at me like a relentless little gremlin.

      Finally, it was time to check in for the standby flight. I grabbed my bag and made my way to the gate, my heart pounding.

      The waiting area was a tension vortex. Every standby passenger was glued to the attendant, watching her every move like a pack of nervous meerkats.

      I approached the counter, handed over my ticket, and waited.

      “Please take a seat,” the attendant said, offering a polite smile. “We’ll call your name if a spot opens up.”

      I nodded and took a seat, nerves buzzing. Every time the attendant so much as breathed, my heart leaped into my throat. I clutched my ticket so tightly my knuckles turned white.

      And that’s when I heard it.

      “Stephanie? Is that you?”

      I turned.

      James.

      Tall, slightly disheveled, stupidly handsome James from McGill University. His ridiculously nice smile was a stark contrast to my flustered state.

      “James! Hi!” I said, blinking in surprise. What were the odds? And why was he even cuter than I remembered? “What are you doing here?”

      He strolled over, dragging his suitcase behind him. “I missed my connecting flight to Glasgow earlier today. Thanks to all the chaos here at Pearson, our flight from Montreal was late. So now I’m on standby for this flight, hoping to make it in time for the opening ceremony.”

      I let out a short laugh. “Me too. It’s been… a journey.”

      James chuckled, his easygoing energy somehow making my frazzled one feel slightly less chaotic. “Tell me about it. Well, at least now we’re in this together.”

      We sat down, the possibility of missing this flight still looming like a dark cloud, but somehow, having James there made it easier to bear.

      “So, heading to Glasgow for the conference?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Didn’t expect to see anyone else going to the same conference.”

      “Same,” he said, stretching his legs out. “But hey, not the worst coincidence, right? At least now we can suffer together.”

      I smiled, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood. “True. Misery loves company.”

      “Exactly. And who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky and both make it on this flight.”

      “Fingers crossed,” I said, holding up my ticket.

      The final call for the flight came, and we both tensed, listening.

      The attendant started calling names.

      Neither of ours.

      The last few passengers boarded, and the gate agent announced that the flight was closed.

      James sighed, standing up. “Well, that’s that. Shall we head to customer service together?”

      I glanced at him, grateful for the company. “Yeah. Let’s do it.”

      James turned to me with a smirk as we joined the absurdly long customer service line.

      “Well, this is fun, isn’t it? Just exactly how I wanted to spend my evening.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh yeah. Dream scenario.”

      “I’m just glad I’m not alone,” he added, his tone light.

      I smiled. “Same.”

      And just like that, my bad day didn’t seem so terrible anymore.

      The small talk kept me distracted while in line.

      Finally, it was our turn. It was nine o’clock in Toronto, and each tick of the clock felt like it was personally attacking my sanity.

      The customer service representative, a young woman with tired eyes and a smile barely clinging to her face looked up as we stepped forward. James, ever the picture of calm, slid our standby tickets across the counter.

      “Hi, we missed our flight to Glasgow. Any chance we can get rebooked?”

      She tapped at her keyboard, her expression tightening as she scanned the screen. “Flights to Glasgow are pretty full right now.”

      I sucked in a breath, bracing myself for bad news. Standing beside me, James offered a reassuring nod, like we were about to get some kind of verdict on national television.

      The seconds stretched unbearably long until the representative finally said, “Okay, I can get you both on a flight leaving in one hour to London. You’ll land there in the morning and make it to Glasgow by tomorrow evening.”

      James and I locked eyes, having one of those unspoken conversations where neither of us needed to say anything to agree.

      “We’ll take it,” I said quickly, relief flooding my voice. It wasn’t ideal, but at least it wasn’t an overnight stay at Pearson Airport.

      She printed out our new tickets and handed them over. “You’re all set. Your flight leaves in one hour. You’ll have a bit of a layover in London, but you’ll get there.”

      James took the tickets and turned to me, an unmistakable spark of mischief in his eyes. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a little adventure.”

      I exhaled, my shoulders finally unclenching. “Yeah, I guess we do.”

      As we walked away from the counter, reality hit me. A longer trip, a detour through a country I hadn’t planned on revisiting. A necessary inconvenience wrapped in a strange kind of fate.

      “So, what do you say we make the best of this?” James said, flashing me a lopsided grin that I noticed seemed to be a trait of his. “Maybe see how many times we can say ‘mind the gap’ in an actual Tube station?”

      I let out a small laugh. “Oh, that’s definitely on my London to-do list now. Along with fish and chips, and maybe a ridiculously touristy double-decker bus tour.”

      “Now you’re getting into the spirit of things.” He looked downright pleased with my willingness to roll with it. “See? Detour or not, it’s not every day you get to indulge in full-on tourist mode.”

      We found a quiet spot to sit and wait for our flight, grabbing coffee in an attempt to feel like humans again. James took a sip, sighing like he’d just discovered the meaning of life, and leaned back in his chair.

      “You know, the best experiences usually come from the unexpected. Like this layover. It’s a chance to see things differently.”

      I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, watching him with mild suspicion. “Awfully existential of you. Are you always optimistic, or is this just a side effect of caffeine and travel fatigue?”

      He smirked. “A little of both.”

      I shook my head but smiled. “I like that. Life rarely goes as planned.” I paused, letting the thought settle before adding, “Maybe I should see the detours as the best parts. And, you know, maybe buy a cheesy souvenir or two.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Now you’re talking. But be careful — that’s a slippery slope. One corgi keychain turns into a full-blown collection before you know it.”

      I laughed, the weight of the day finally starting to lift. With James’ easygoing attitude, even a completely unexpected reroute to London felt less like a disaster and more like an adventure I hadn’t realized I needed.
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