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      “Well, if there are no more questions, then we’ve come to the end of our tour. I hope you enjoyed learning about ships, pirates and the history of sea travel. Make sure you stop by our gift shop and check out the nice souvenirs we have to help you remember your special day at the Maritime Museum.” Samantha Morrison waited for a moment just to make sure no one had any last-minute questions. The people slowly dispersed, with some heading toward the gift shop and others for the exit.

      This tour was a lot of fun. She loved working with the children. Today’s group consisted of the fourth and fifth graders from a local private school. There were always lots of questions, especially when they toured the pirate exhibits. Ever since the Disney movies came out, kids seem to be obsessed with pirates. Sam grinned. Pirates were her obsession, too. She was nearly finished writing her book, The Comprehensive Encyclopedia of Pirates. She frowned. The title definitely needed work. Hopefully, after her upcoming vacation and her visits to the places where the pirates walked and stayed when they were in port, it would give her inspiration for a more exciting title.

      Only three more days left before she and her boyfriend, Peter, would board a plane headed for the Caribbean. She’d saved up for two years to make this trip. In her notebook, she had an entire list of all the places she wanted to see. Peter, of course, was mainly going for the scuba diving and sailing. At one of their stops, they planned to rent a small sailboat to enjoy a day on the water. There was also a plan to explore along one of the islands. Peter wanted to get photographs of some of the unique marine life. As a marine biologist, he was always interested in the fish that lived in unique ecosystems.

      Once her entire tour group had wandered off down the hall, she headed back to her office. Linda, her office mate, was working on the schedule and looked up the moment Sam came through the door.

      “Are you sure you have to be gone for two weeks?”

      “Oh no, Linda. I put in for this vacation over a year ago. It’s been approved for months. Everything is booked and nonrefundable. I’m going. In fact, if there was any way I could stay and make a living in the Caribbean, I’d move there tomorrow.”

      “I don’t blame you. I want to leave California too. But Frank has a good job with the state and his mom and sisters are here, so I’m not going anywhere.” She looked back down at the schedule. “Well, it looks like I’m going to be putting in some overtime.”

      “I’m sorry Jennifer quit last week. I wasn’t expecting that.” Sam set her notebook on her desk. “Are there many large tour groups on the schedule?”

      “No, I’ll manage. Besides, I can always pull in one of the boat guys to help if necessary. The boss said he had a candidate to replace Jennifer, so we might get lucky.”

      Linda stood up. “I’m going to the gift shop to pick up a soda. Can I get something for you?” She turned over the schedule calendar and placed it into the empty slot of the file rack on her desk.

      “Pick me up a bottle of water. I’m trying to watch my weight. I want to look good in my bikini and wetsuit while I’m on vacation.” Sam picked up her clipboard to prepare for her next tour.

      “You’re joking, right? I mean, you’re skinny and petite. You always look good in anything you wear.” There was a hint of jealousy in Linda’s voice.

      Sam laughed. “My mother always told me I had the figure of a 17-year-old boy, skinny and flat-chested.”

      “Well, your mother is wrong. You will look fantastic in your bikini. Are you expecting Peter to propose on this vacation?” Linda rummaged through her purse and pulled out her wallet.

      “I’ve been wondering about that. I don’t know. He’s been kind of distant lately. He’s working on a new project and is spending a lot of time behind a computer studying ecosystems. I want to take along one fancy dress just in case, but I don’t think it will happen during this trip.” Sam hastily pulled her phone out of her pocket to avoid looking at Linda.

      “I’ll be back shortly. Remember, you only have a 20 minute break between tours today. Jennifer overbooked. I think it was her act of revenge before quitting.”

      Sam groaned. Today is not turning out the way I had hoped. A quick glance at her phone showed she’d missed a text from Peter during her last tour.

      I have a late meeting tonight. Move the dinner reservation to eight o’clock. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. Late meetings were unusual for Peter. I have a bad feeling about this.
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        * * *

      

      Sam sat at the bar, looking around the crowded room. There was still no sign of Peter. She glanced at her watch again. It was 8:37, and she was getting worried. Did the meeting run longer than expected? Was she at the wrong bar? Was he in an accident?

      She pulled out her phone and checked it again. There were no missed calls or texts. Had he forgotten her?

      If I call and the meeting is still going on, I’m going to embarrass him in front of his crew and make his boss angry. The man doesn’t like me very much as it is. She looked toward the door again. I’m going to give him five more minutes, then I’m ordering takeout and going home. She asked a bartender for a takeout menu and was studying it when Peter finally arrived. He had a huge smile on his face. Whatever happened at the meeting was apparently excellent news.

      He worked his way across the room and kissed Sam when he finally reached her. “I’m sorry I’m late. The meeting ran long, and I just got caught up in all the details of the trip.” He sat down on the empty bar stool next to her.

      “Trip? Were you talking with your boss, or one of your colleagues, about our vacation?”

      “Vacation? No. I’m afraid I’m not going to the Caribbean.”

      “What? Why?”

      “One of the research centers on the East Coast has set up a dive off the coast of Maine to do a study of the ecosystem and lobster beds. Another researcher was supposed to go, but he ended up with a dental emergency, so a spot opened up, and they offered it to me. I have to be on a plane tomorrow night. We’ll have to postpone our trip and reschedule it again in a few months.”

      Sam slapped the bar. “Peter, you’re not doing this to me again. Last year, we were supposed to take a drive up the California coast to go swimming and scuba diving along the way. Then, you got that call to work with the people on that Florida project. So you took off, and I got stuck here at home for two weeks.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I need this trip to finish my book. I can’t reschedule my vacation, and I can’t afford to lose the deposits on all the things we have scheduled.”

      “Samantha, I’m sorry. All these projects count toward my doctorate. Not to mention the research we’re doing really is making a difference in understanding animal and plant life in the oceans and how they interact with each other. I have to do this. I know we will lose the deposits, but we can try to go again next year. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

      “That is exactly what you said to me last year. Peter, I know your doctorate and these projects are important to you, but I have things that are important to me, too.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a tissue. “A relationship is based on helping each other and compromising. I need this trip for my book and my future. I also need a partner who understands that. Someone who will help me achieve my goals. This relationship only goes in one direction. I always have to sacrifice and change my plans for you, but you never change anything for me.”

      “Sam, be reasonable. When I have my doctorate, I can get a professorship at one of several universities. There are also corporations looking for marine specialists. All these projects and hard work will translate to a lucrative job. You’re just writing a book about pirates. How many people do you think will read it?” He signaled the bartender.

      Tears welled up in her eyes. Three years together, and it all boiled down to his career. Probably the only reason we’re together is because I love sailing and scuba diving. He got a partner who loves the sea and comes with benefits. She dabbed her eyes with a tissue.

      The bartender walked up as Sam turned to Peter. “I’m not losing my deposits. Next year, you’ll find some other project that will happen just at the same time that we’re supposed to take a vacation. I know your doctorate is important, but I’m important too. I have been saving and looking forward to this. I need this trip. I am not letting this opportunity disappear. I’m going to the Caribbean with or without you.”

      She turned to the bartender and handed him her credit card. “Please close out my tab.”
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