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  Mark


Victoria Carter, clad in a floral-patterned dress that screamed ‘springtime in a retirement home,’ beamed at her son, Mark, from across the breakfast table. Her smile was as bright and persistent as the sunrise reflecting off a freshly waxed minivan. Beside her, a stack of pancakes threatened to topple over, their syrupy aroma clinging to the air like a lovesick teenager. 
“So, darling,” Victoria began in a voice that could soothe a rabid chihuahua, “I have a little surprise for you.”
Mark, who had been contemplating his scrambled eggs with the same enthusiasm one reserves for tax audits, cautiously raised an eyebrow. His mother’s idea of a ‘little surprise’ typically involved some combination of crafts, matchmaking, or interpretive dance—none of which ranked high on his list of preferred Saturday morning activities.
“A surprise?” Mark echoed, his tone laced with the suspicion of a man who’d found a glitter bomb in his mailbox. “Does it involve glue guns? Because I told you, I’ve sworn off those things since the Great Christmas Ornament Debacle of ’09.”
Victoria chuckled, a sound as bright and bubbly as a freshly opened bottle of champagne, completely unfazed by her son’s apprehension. “No, no glue guns this time, darling. Though I did make you a lovely macaroni portrait for your birthday. It’s hanging on the fridge, right next to your kindergarten finger painting.”
“Right. Next to the masterpiece titled ‘Abstract Interpretation of a Food Fight,’” Mark muttered under his breath, knowing his artistic endeavours were permanently enshrined on his mother’s refrigerator gallery of fame.
Ignoring his comment, Victoria’s smile widened, stretching across her face like a rainbow trying to bridge two continents of awkwardness. “I’ve booked you a cruise!”
Mark choked on his coffee. “A cruise?” he sputtered, wiping his chin with a napkin. “A senior’s cruise? You think I need a vacation on a floating retirement home?”
“Oh, Mark!” Victoria’s voice was a symphony of feigned hurt. “It’s not a retirement cruise! It’s a singles cruise!”
Mark nearly fell off his chair, his fork clattering to the floor like a tiny, metallic mic drop. “A singles cruise? Mom, are you kidding me?”
“I’m serious, dear,” Victoria said, her tone firming as she reached for a pancake and began meticulously dissecting it with her fork, her movements precise as a surgeon performing a delicate operation. “You need to quit moping and get out of the house. And,” she said archly, “out of Whimsalpond.”
Mark stared at his mother, his mind struggling to process this latest development. It was like finding out your goldfish had secretly been a chess grandmaster all along. His mom was many things: loving, supportive, occasionally prone to bouts of icing sugar-induced chaos, but a matchmaker on the high seas? This was a new level of intervention, even for her.
“Mom, you do realize this is the 21st century, right? People meet online, in coffee shops, even while waiting in line for the bathroom at a concert. They don’t need to be herded onto a giant boat with a buffet, a dance floor, and no way to escape,” Mark argued, his words tumbling over each other like puppies vying for attention. “Just because you and Bert found each other doesn’t mean I want to go on a singles cruise.”
“Nonsense, darling,” Victoria scoffed. “Where’s the romance in algorithms and awkward small talk? Lila and Daniel excepted. A cruise is a chance to connect with people, to find love under the stars, to share a midnight buffet and possibly win a limbo contest!”
Mark groaned internally. He knew arguing with his mother in this mood was as futile as trying to convince a cat to wear a tutu. She had a vision, and that vision involved him finding love on a floating disco ball filled with people twice his age.
“Mom, I appreciate the thought, I really do,” Mark began, attempting to inject reason into the conversation with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer wrapped in velvet, but Victoria cut him off, her eyes twinkling with the enthusiasm of a teenager who’d just discovered their crush liked their latest social media post. “Nonsense, darling. This is going to be an adventure! Just think of all the eligible singles you’ll meet. Women who appreciate a man who can appreciate a good buffet!”
“That’s not exactly the dating profile I’m going for, Mom,” Mark deadpanned, wondering if there was an app that could teleport him to a deserted island somewhere far, far away from matchmaking mothers and the siren call of all-you-can-eat shrimp cocktails.
“Don’t be silly, darling,” Victoria laughed, unfazed by her son’s lack of enthusiasm. “Everyone loves a man with a healthy appetite. It shows you can appreciate the finer things in life!”
Mark, sensing the futility of further resistance, slumped back in his chair, defeated.
Victoria reached over and patted his hand. “Don’t worry so much. I didn’t book you a senior singles cruise. It’s for people your age. And honestly, whether you find love or not, is beside the point. You’ve been moping around at loose ends since Miles fired you and you found out Gertie’s engaged. You need to get away from here and get a fresh perspective. Just go and have fun. That’s all I ask.”
Mark sighed. His mother was right. He had been moping. Everything in his life had changed once he found out his mother had eloped on a singles cruise. He’d gotten a new dad, a new brother and brother-in-law in a single package. He didn’t want to dwell on the complications of Lila and Daniel’s relationship. And then there had been Gertie. He could understand that she’d want to forget about him. He had been gone three years since the last time he’d seen her. But to get engaged to Bobby Hovery? Why on earth would she do that to herself? Bobby Hovery was a slimeball, always had been and always would be.
His mother was waiting for him to reply, he realized with a start. “Fine. I’ll go and have a good time, even if it kills me.”
Victoria laughed. “That’s the spirit!”
Mark pushed his plate away, his appetite thoroughly extinguished. He couldn’t believe he’d agreed to this. A singles cruise? It sounded like a recipe for disaster, a floating petri dish of desperation and bad decisions, marinated in piña coladas.
“I’ll pack your Hawaiian shirts,” Victoria said, already picturing her son as the most eligible bachelor on the high seas. “And maybe that Speedo you got for your birthday. Though, maybe not. I don’t want the other passengers fighting over you.”
“Mom!” Mark’s cheeks flushed crimson. “I am not wearing a Speedo on a cruise ship.”
“Just a thought,” Victoria sing-songed, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
Mark groaned dramatically. This was going to be a long week.






  
  Gertie


Gertie Playne surveyed her reflection in the mirror, pursing her lips as she attempted to tame a stray eyebrow hair. “Well, Bobby,” she muttered to her reflection, “you’re getting a bargain basement bride, but at least you won’t have to worry about me running off with the caterer like your last fiancé.” 
It wasn’t exactly the pep talk she’d envisioned giving herself on the eve of her engagement party slash bridal shower, but then again, her life had become a masterclass in subverting expectations. Gone were the dreams of finding a nice, reliable man who enjoyed long walks on the beach and didn’t have an arrest record. Or vanished without a word for three years. In their place was Bobby Hovery, a man whose charm was as subtle as a foghorn and whose moral compass pointed exclusively towards easy money and even easier women. But, she sighed, he was willing to give her what she wanted. A nice house, a wedding and a family.
“Desperation is a hell of a motive, Gertie,” her reflection seemed to say, the judgment barely veiled by the faint smudge of mascara beneath her left eye. She carefully wiped the smudge off.
Pushing away the unwelcome self-doubt, Gertie adjusted the neckline of her dress, a secondhand number that screamed ‘I tried, but my budget whispered “clearance rack.’ It wasn’t exactly the glamorous ensemble she’d pictured wearing to announce her impending nuptials, but it would have to do. After all, when your fiancé expected you to foot the bill for both the engagement ring and the celebratory beer, sacrifices had to be made.
A sharp rap on the door jolted her from her thoughts. “Gertie, you about ready? My buddies are thirsty and hungry, and I told them you’d have everything ready. Those little sausage rolls ain’t gonna cook themselves.” Bobby’s voice was thick with impatience. The faintest hint of cheap cologne filtered through the thin wood. Bobby believed in slathering on the cheap aftershave. He thought it was what drew women to him. It wasn’t.
“Just a minute, honey!” Gertie called back, forcing a chirpy lilt into her voice. She took one last glance at her reflection, willing herself to see the confident, independent woman she told herself she was, not the slightly frazzled, perpetually single thirty-something, desperate to get on with her life staring back at her.
With a deep breath and a silent prayer to the patron saint of business weddings (if such a being existed), Gertie plastered a smile on her face and headed downstairs, her heart heavy in her chest like a bag full of discount Valentine’s Day candy. This wasn’t how she’d pictured her happily ever after, but then again, life rarely followed the script she’d written in her head. 
Bobby had offered her a deal. He knew she wanted to start her own nail salon and go full-time but couldn’t afford to. The bank had turned down her business proposal and Emma had cut her hours when she found out what she was planning. He’d fund her business, let her live in his house and make an honest woman of her in exchange for telling anyone who asked that he’d been with her for whatever time they asked about.
All she had to do was marry Bobby Hovery and she could have it all. She sighed. The only catch to all this was that she had to actually marry Bobby Hovery.
Stepping into the living room, Gertie found herself surrounded by Bobby’s friends, a motley crew of men who looked like they’d lost a fight with a discount clothing store rack. She didn’t recognize any of them. Not one of them was from Whimsalpond. Bobby claimed they were ‘business associates’ and Gertie didn’t care to speculate beyond that. The room buzzed with their conversations, a cacophony of grunts, boasts, and the occasional off-key rendition of what Gertie suspected was supposed to be a popular song. Empty beer cans littered the coffee table like miniature monuments to bad decisions, and the air itself felt thick with the scent of stale cigarettes and unfulfilled dreams.
As Gertie adjusted her thrift-store dress, she couldn’t ignore that nagging feeling creeping up again. It wasn’t just the rough edges of his personality. Bobby was crude, sure, but something deeper bothered Gertie, something she’d noticed over the months.
The other women at the engagement party shoved mini sausage rolls into their mouths while laughing as Bobby bragged about his exaggerated poker winnings. But that wasn’t the issue. It was the disappearing acts. Bobby often claimed to be at “business meetings” with people from out of town, yet, he never gave details. Last weekend, she’d overheard him mention a job to one of his poker buddies. Something about ‘delivered merchandise’ right before he’d clammed up as soon as she entered the garage.
Gertie shook the thought away. “Stop overthinking,” she whispered. “It won’t be that bad.” She didn’t feel reassured, though.
They hadn’t noticed her yet. It wasn’t too late to run off into the night and forget her deal.
And then it was too late as Bobby came out of nowhere.
“Here she is! The belle of the ball!” Bobby announced, slinging an arm around Gertie’s shoulders with the grace of a bear attempting a waltz. He leaned in close, his breath hot against her ear. “Don’t forget to smile, sweetheart. It makes you prettier. You’re marrying the luckiest guy in Whimsalpond.”
Luckiest was certainly one way to put it, Gertie thought, her smile feeling more and more strained with every passing second. She pasted on a cheerful facade and attempted to engage with Bobby’s friends, fielding intrusive questions about her wedding plans, crude comments about the wedding night and enduring backhanded compliments about how Bobby had finally “settled down with a good woman.” The evening stretched before her like an endless buffet line of awkward interactions and lukewarm beer.
Bobby leaned back in his chair, eyes half-closed as he tossed another poker chip lazily into the pile. “You should think about coming with me on one of my business trips, Sweet Pea. Important clients. Could use a bit of class with me there. After the wedding, of course.”
Gertie scrunched her nose. Most people wouldn’t describe Bobby as particularly classy, especially given his half-unbuttoned flannel shirt that reeked of sweat and stale beer. “You don’t need much help with that,” she teased.
Bobby’s smile wavered for just a second. His eyes flickered to his poker buddy, a guy Gertie had never seen before tonight before returning to meet hers. “Nah. You’d be surprised. Sometimes business is all about appearances and keeping the right people on your side.”
Gertie tilted her head, trying to understand what he meant. Before she could press further, his phone buzzed on the table, a jarring ring that made Bobby twitch.
“Why don’t you go check on those cocktail sausages, babe?” Bobby said suddenly, without meeting her gaze. “This call’s important.”
She forced a smile, but something inside her twisted. Who was Bobby Hovery, really? And what was she getting herself into?
As the night wore on, Gertie found herself questioning her sanity, her gaze drifting towards the door as if it were a portal to a magical land where single women over thirty weren’t considered an endangered species. The thought of spending the rest of her life with Bobby—attending poker nights with his friends, celebrating birthdays at the bowling alley, and being subjected to his endless repertoire of bad jokes—filled her with a sense of dread that even the strongest cup of coffee couldn’t obliterate.
Just as she was contemplating faking a fainting spell to escape the oppressive atmosphere of the party, her best friend, Carol, materialized beside her, two beers in can cozies in hand.
“Here,” Carol said, pressing a can into Gertie’s hand. “Drink this. You look like you need a life raft.”
Gertie accepted the beer gratefully, her fingers closing around the pink fuzzy can cozy as if it were a lifeline. “Carol, what am I doing?” she whispered, her voice laced with a desperation she couldn’t quite mask. “I’m about to marry a man who thinks the height of romance is buying me a six-pack and remembering to change the channel when monster truck rallies are on.”
Carol, ever the voice of reason and dispenser of tough love, took a swig of her beer before responding. “Look, Gertie, I’m not going to sugar-coat it. Bobby’s…Bobby. But you’re a grown woman. You made your bed, now you’ve gotta lie in it, unless you want to run for the hills and hope they don’t have a warrant out for your arrest.” Carol was the only one who knew about the deal Gertie had made with Bobby.
Gertie sighed. Her friend was right. As much as she wanted to blame Bobby for her current predicament, she knew she was the one who’d agreed to marry him. Desperation, loneliness, and the relentless ticking of her biological clock had conspired to create this perfect storm of bad decisions.
“I just…I wanted to get married. I wanted a family, and to open my own nail salon. Is that so wrong?” Gertie asked, her voice barely a whisper.
“No, honey, it’s not wrong,” Carol said, her voice softening. “But it’s also not wrong to want more for yourself than a lifetime of wondering if your husband remembered to buy milk on his way home from the track.”
Gertie sighed and took a drink of her beer, the fuzzy beer cozy tickling her nose.
“Look, I know Bobby isn’t exactly Prince Charming, but he makes you laugh, right? And maybe he’s got a good heart, even if it is buried under a pile of bad habits and questionable fashion choices.”
“He laughs at his own jokes, Carol. That doesn’t count.” Gertie took a gulp of beer, the lukewarm liquid doing little to quench her thirst for a life less ordinary.
Carol sighed. “Gertie, you’re a smart, funny, woman with a heart of gold and a killer nail art game. You deserve someone who appreciates you for you, not for what you can cook or how many beers you can fetch during commercial breaks.”
“Easy for you to say,” Gertie muttered. “You found your Mr. Right straight out of high school.  You’re practically a poster child for happily ever after. Me? I’m like the cautionary tale they whisper about in beauty salons—the one about the dangers of discount hair dye and settling for less than you deserve.” She grimaced. “I wasted my best years waiting on Mark Flannelson.” She stared at Bobby, watching as he performed some trick with a beer can. She remembered that conversation with Lila, Mark’s sister and her words- if you have to ask me that, you already know the answer.
“That’s not fair, Gertie,” Carol chided gently. “And for the record, my hair colour is all natural. And besides, it’s not too late for you to find your own happiness. You don’t have to marry Bobby.”
A flicker of hope ignited in Gertie’s chest, warming her like a shot of cheap whiskey on a cold night. “But what am I supposed to do? It’s not like Prince Charming is going to magically appear at my doorstep with a glass slipper and a year’s supply of hairspray.”
“No,” Carol agreed. “But sometimes, you have to make your own fairy tales.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a brightly coloured envelope. “Here’s your magic wand, Cinderella.”
Gertie took the envelope, her brow furrowed in confusion. “What’s this?”
Carol grinned, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Your ticket to freedom. Or at least a week away from Bobby and his poker buddies. Consider it an early wedding present.”
With trembling fingers, Gertie opened the envelope and pulled out a glossy brochure. Her jaw dropped as she stared at the image on the front—a cruise ship, gleaming white against a backdrop of turquoise water and impossibly blue skies.
“A cruise?” Gertie squeaked, her voice barely a whisper. “But I…I can’t afford a cruise.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Carol said, waving a hand dismissively. “It’s all paid for. Well, by all of us, actually.  The girls and I decided you deserved one last hurrah before you tied the knot.”
Gertie stared at the brochure, her mind struggling to process this unexpected turn of events. A cruise. A whole week away from Whimsalpond, from Bobby, from the crushing weight of her impending nuptials.  It was the escape she’d craved but never dared to dream possible.
“But…what about Bobby?”
Carol shrugged. “He’s got his poker night. I told him you were going to be staying at my place, trying on hideous dresses. He didn’t even look up from his beer.” 
A slow smile spread across Gertie’s face, transforming her features from hesitant bride-to-be to a woman on the verge of a much-needed adventure. “Carol, you’re a lifesaver.”
“Let’s just say I have a vested interest in you not ending up as a cautionary tale,” Carol replied with a wink. “Now, go pack your bags. Your ship is about to sail, Cinderella. You’re leaving tomorrow afternoon.”






  
  Bobby


Bobby Hovery stepped out onto his front porch, the sounds of his engagement party muffled behind the closed door. His phone buzzed insistently in his pocket. He checked the caller ID and smiled. 
“Hey, babe,” he answered, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Right on time. Tell me you’ve got good news.”
Cheryl’s sultry laugh crackled through the speaker. “Everything’s right on schedule, Bobby. Just watched them load the last of the product into the cargo hold. You should see how many there are. Jenkins will be pleased.”
Bobby lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply. “Perfect. And your cover’s solid?”
“Please,” Cheryl scoffed. “I’ve got these people eating out of my hand. The routine is working like a charm, as usual. No one suspects a thing.”
“Good. We’ve got a million in product on the line this time,” Bobby chuckled, flicking ash onto his mother’s prized petunias. “Just keep your eyes on the merchandise. We can’t afford any slip-ups. Not after the last job went south.”
“How’s the party going?” Cheryl asked, a hint of jealousy creeping into her voice. “Is your little bride-to-be still clueless?”
Bobby glanced through the window at Gertie, who was busy arranging a platter of miniature sausage rolls. “Completely. Sweet Pea doesn’t suspect a thing. She actually thinks I want to marry her.” He snorted. “Can you believe it? She’s so desperate for that nail salon, she’d probably marry a turnip if it promised to fund her dreams.”
“And she signed the contract?”
“Every last page,” Bobby confirmed, a smug smile spreading across his face. “The prenup’s ironclad. Once we pull this job off, I’ll have the perfect alibi. The devoted husband, supporting his wife’s small business dreams. Nobody’ll look twice at Bobby Hovery, the respectable businessman.”
Cheryl’s laugh turned sultry. “You’re evil, Bobby. I love it.”
“That’s why we’re perfect together, babe,” Bobby replied, watching as Gertie struggled with a stubborn bottle of cheap champagne. “Listen, I better get back inside before Sweet Pea comes looking for me. Keep me posted on any developments.”
“Will do. And Bobby?” Cheryl paused. “Be careful. Don’t let her suspect anything.”
Bobby crushed his cigarette under his boot. “Please. Gertie’s about as suspicious as a golden retriever. She actually believes I love her.” He laughed. “Call me when you’re in position.”
He ended the call and straightened his shirt, preparing to return to his engagement party. Time to play the role of devoted fiancé for a little while longer. Soon enough, he’d have everything he wanted – the perfect cover, the perfect alibi, and enough money to set him up for life and Cheryl on the side.
Poor, sweet, desperate Gertie. She had no idea what she was getting herself into.
Bobby plastered on his best fake smile and went back inside to join his unsuspecting fiancée.






  
  Mark


The bus rumbled to a stop at the Golden Sunset Truck Stop, the brakes hissing like a disappointed tea kettle. Mark Flannelson, his lucky Hawaiian shirt slightly wrinkled from the journey, stretched in his seat, grateful for the promised fifteen-minute break. The schedule said they’d reach the port in another three hours, plenty of time to grab a snack and maybe find a bathroom that didn’t sway with every bump in the road. A flight to the port would have been preferable, but his mom insisted that the bus ride was included in the ticket price and, honestly, the bus station was easier to navigate than an airport any day. 
“Fifteen minutes, folks!” the driver announced, his voice carrying the weariness of someone who’d seen too many passengers try to sneak contraband aboard or take too long trying to decide what gas station food to buy. “Don’t dawdle!”
Mark ambled into the convenience store, the fluorescent lights casting an unflattering glow over rows of beef jerky and questionably dated sandwiches. He was contemplating the merits of a slightly squashed bag of chips when movement at the counter caught his eye.
A man in a black hoodie pulled low over his face, was engaged in what appeared to be an increasingly heated discussion with the elderly clerk. Mark’s instincts, honed by years of handling delicate situations, tingled. Something wasn’t right. Mark abandoned the chips and eased himself closer to the counter.
“Just open the register, old man,” the hooded figure growled, his hand reaching into his pocket. “Nobody needs to get hurt.”
The clerk, a wizened gentleman whose nametag identified him as “Earl,” stood his ground with remarkable composure. “Young man, I suggest you reconsider your life choices.”
Mark moved quietly, positioning himself behind the would-be robber. His mother’s voice echoed in his head: “Mark, honey, please don’t get into any trouble on your vacation. I spent all my money on the cruise. There’s nothing leftover for bail.” Sorry, Mom, Mark thought, although he was pretty sure in this instance, he wasn’t the one who would be in need of bail money.
“Look,” the robber’s voice cracked with desperation, “just give me the money!” He pulled his hand from his pocket, brandishing what appeared to be a pocket knife.
Mark cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but I couldn’t help noticing you seem to be having some trouble with basic retail etiquette.”
The robber spun around, startled. Mark used the momentum to grab the man’s wrist, applying pressure to the nerve cluster that made holding anything, including a knife, particularly uncomfortable. The weapon clattered to the floor.
“Now,” Mark said conversationally, as if discussing the weather, “we have two options here. Option one: you leave quietly, maybe consider a career change. Option two: well, let’s just say it involves a lot more paperwork and probably an uncomfortable conversation with the police.”
The would-be robber, his face a mask of panic and confusion, tried to twist away. Mark adjusted his grip slightly, causing the man to yelp.
“Option one sounds pretty good right about now,” the robber gasped.
“Wise choice,” Mark nodded, releasing him with a gentle push toward the door. The man stumbled out, nearly tripping over his own feet in his haste to escape.
Earl, the clerk, let out a low whistle. “Well, I’ll be. That was something else, son. Where’d you learn moves like that?”
Mark shrugged, straightening his Hawaiian shirt. “Would you believe corporate team-building exercises?”
Earl chuckled, shaking his head. “Son, I’ve been running this stop for thirty years. Seen all sorts come through here. You’re not exactly the corporate type.”
“Let’s just say I’m between careers,” Mark replied with a wry smile. He grabbed the bag of chips he’d been eyeing earlier and placed them on the counter. “How much do I owe you?”
Earl waved him off. “On the house. Least I can do for my knight in shining, er, Hawaiian print.”
The bus horn honked outside, signalling the end of the break. Mark nodded his thanks, grabbed his chips, and headed for the door.
“Hey, son!” Earl called after him. “Whatever you’re running from or running to... hope you find what you’re looking for.”
Mark paused in the doorway, the setting sun casting long shadows across the parking lot. “Thanks, Earl. Me too.”
As he climbed back aboard the bus, settling into his seat with his slightly squashed bag of chips, Mark smiled. Maybe this vacation wouldn’t be so bad after all.






  
  Gertie


The airport terminal loomed before Gertie like an alien spacecraft, all gleaming glass and chrome, filled with mysterious signs and an incomprehensible system of letters and numbers that apparently meant something to the seasoned travellers bustling around her. She stood frozen just inside the sliding doors, her pink floral suitcase (a hand-me-down from her mother) looking woefully out of place among the sleek black carry-ons wheeling past. 
“You’ll be fine,” Carol assured her, giving her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Just follow the signs to security, and remember - shoes off, laptop out, liquids in a clear bag.”
“Right,” Gertie muttered, clutching her boarding pass like a lifeline. “Shoes, laptop, liquids. Got it.” She didn’t have the heart to tell Carol that merely getting through the revolving door had already tested her courage.
Carol pulled her into a tight hug. “Have fun, sweetie. You deserve this break. Forget about Bobby for a week and just... relax.”
As if on cue, Gertie’s phone buzzed with another cryptic message in the mysterious group chat that had popped up that morning:
BH: Cargo secure. Timeline confirmed.
JD: Roger that. Eagles fly at dawn.
RK: Keep radio silence until drop.
“What does that even mean?” Gertie wondered aloud, showing Carol her phone.
Carol frowned. “Probably just some wrong number group chat. Block them and forget about it.”
But something about the messages made Gertie’s stomach churn. BH - Bobby Hovery? No, that was ridiculous. Bobby couldn’t even figure out how to work the television remote; he certainly wasn’t organizing whatever this was.
After Carol left, Gertie found herself adrift in a sea of hurrying passengers. She followed a family with matching luggage through security, mimicking their actions like a lost duckling. Shoes off (trying not to show the hole in her sock), laptop out (thankful it wasn’t a problem since she left it at home), liquids in a clear bag (though she wasn’t sure her travel-sized shampoo qualified as a liquid or a gel). She was grateful that the agents were all patient and understanding with her.
Her phone buzzed again.
BH: Package en route. Maintain cover.
SK: Copy that. Meeting at designated coordinates.
“Meeting at designated coordinates?” Gertie whispered to herself as she retrieved her shoes. “Who talks like that?”
The gate number on her boarding pass led her to a crowded waiting area where she perched on the edge of a plastic chair, trying to decipher the boarding process. Groups? Zones? Priority access? It was like learning a foreign language.
A baby wailed somewhere behind her, and Gertie’s thoughts drifted to Bobby. Children. A family. That’s what she wanted, wasn’t it? A nail salon of her own and a family to come home to. But as she watched a harried mother trying to comfort her crying infant while simultaneously juggling a diaper bag and boarding pass, she wondered if she was ready for any of it.
Her phone buzzed yet again:
BH
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