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"You're going to be late for your date," Chris said.

I glanced at the clock on the wall. Yeah, we still have those in the lab. It's actually kind of useful so we don't have to deglove and pull out our phones to see the time. 

"Shit. Do you mind finishing this for me?" I asked as I pulled off my latex gloves. 

"If it helps you get a social life, I'm happy to help," he said. Chris is a player. I think he's had at least two girlfriends this month. I don't think I've had two second dates this year. I'd been working at the zoo a year before Chris joined Team Komodo. We are herpetologists who study the behavior of Komodo dragons, world's largest lizards. Chris and I get along well enough at work, but we don't socialize outside of the zoo. Now that we'd been working together for almost two years, we'd found a way to enjoy spending our days together in the lab or observing in the Komodo habitat. 

I hung my lab coat in my locker and stopped in the ladies room to fix my hair and makeup. I don't know how I let Sarah talk me into this. I hate blind dates, but I love Sarah. When I moved from Boston to San Diego, I lucked out and moved into the condo next door to Sarah and Mark. He's a naval officer, and she's my BFF. 

I texted her to let her know I was running late before I climbed behind the wheel of my Jeep and drove toward the ocean. The parking lot for the beach front restaurant was busy, but I found a spot and pulled in. As I walked up the walkway, I freed my hair from the pony tail I wear to keep it out of my face when I drive with the windows down. 

I found Sarah and Mark sitting on the patio with a handsome man in uniform. "Hi, Gina," Sarah said, standing up to hug me. 

The two men stood. "Hi, Mark."

"This is my friend, Lieutenant Lance Newman,” Mark said. “Lance, this is our friend and neighbor, Dr. Gina Talbot."

I nodded to Lance and sat down. "I'm sorry I'm late. I got caught up in my work."

"I understand you're a herpetologist for the zoo. Isn't that kind of an unusual field for a woman?" Lance asked.

I saw Sarah roll her eyes. She knew he was losing points fast. He was already playing catch up having lost points for showing up in his uniform. Living near the naval base in San Diego, I've learned that most men think every woman loves a man in uniform. I'll admit on the right man it would probably affect me to, but I hate it that the men wear them specifically because they think it improves their chances with women. In all fairness, maybe Lance came straight from work like I did, but I didn't show up wearing my lab coat and Mark was dressed in khaki's and a button front shirt. 

"I guess my career choice is a bit unconventional, but I love my work." Thank goodness the waitress arrived at that moment to take my drink order, and we all ordered dinner. We made small talk until our food arrived.

Mark tried to include Lance in the conversation while under the table, I was trying to keep Lance's hand off my leg.

We were just finishing our meals, when Mark had to take a call. "I'm sorry," he said when he returned to the table, "I have to go to an emergency meeting. Do you want me to drop you off at home, Sar?" 

"I can give you a ride if you want," I offered happy for a chance to escape from Lance. 

"Mark can drop me off. You two stay and get acquainted," she said. Clearly my BFF signals were not being received. I was not interested in getting any better acquainted with Lance. His hand was already way more familiar with my thigh than it had a right to be.

"It's OK. I don't mind." 

Sarah was already on her feet. "Call me later," she said, slinging her purse over her shoulder and rushing to keep up with Mark.

"I hope there isn't some major catastrophe going on," I said as I watched them leave.  

"I'm sure it's nothing too exciting."

"I noticed you weren't called in," I said.

"I'm not one of the pencil pushers who talk and plan. I'm a man of action."

"Really. I thought Mark said you were in procurement?"

"Right. That's where the action is."

"Basically, you shop for Uncle Sam," I said, pushing my chair further away from his. 

"If you're finished, we can get out here."

"Great," I said happy to put an end to another bad date. 

We walked to the parking lot, and I headed straight for the Jeep not wanting to be caught in an awkward goodbye situation. "Good night, Lance," I said over my shoulder. 

I could feel him following but I wasn't about to turn around. I unhooked my key carabineer from my purse before I reached the car. Just as I put the key in the lock, yes, it's a classic Jeep, I felt his body against my back. His arms were on each side of me. I was trapped. Without turning around, I said, "Back off, Lance."

"What's wrong? Don't pretend you're not interested, Gina. I saw the way you were looking at me all evening out of the corner of your eye."

Apparently, to this creep, disgust and lust look a lot alike. "I'm not interested, Lance. Leave me alone."

"Playing hard to get? Is that you're game?"

Lance wasn't a particularly big man, probably in any way, I thought with a smirk. I turned the key to unlock the door and pulled it back out, keeping it between my fingers just in case I needed a weapon. I played along a little, turning around to face him and putting my hands on his shoulders. "Let me be sure I understand. I barely spoke to you all night, and you took that to mean I couldn't wait to be alone with you." He looked pleased that I understood, the idiot. "I understand how the blond hair and boobs could be misleading, so let me be really clear. I'm. Not. Interested." I yelled it loud enough to attract the attention of other people in the parking lot. 

The man was completely oblivious. I couldn't believe Mark was friends with this creep. "Come on, babe," he said, running his hand down my cheek. "Let's go back to your place."

"I tried," I said just as I pulled my leg back and kneed him in the groin with as much force as I could muster. He dropped to the ground with a satisfying moan. "I'm a herpetologist, Lance. I'm used to dealing with slimy creatures." I fought the urge to kick the man while he was down. I got in my car and drove out of the parking lot with a lot of eyes watching me depart. This is why I don't date. It never ends well. Someone always gets hurt. At least this time, it wasn't me.
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Enjoying my first cup of coffee on the patio, I heard movement behind the fence that separates my yard from Sarah and Mark's. 

"Good morning," Sarah called. "How was the rest of your night?"

"Bring your coffee over, and I'll tell you all about it."

"Great. Now, that I'm an old married lady, I live vicariously through you."

"God, that's pathetic. Come on over."

After I replayed the parking lot incident, Sarah leaned over the patio table and put her hand on my shoulder. "I'm so sorry, Gina. I don't know Lance well. I've met him a few times. I knew he was handsome. I can't believe Mark doesn't know what a creep the guy is. He'll get an earful when he gets home."

"I'd better get ready for work," I said. "No more fix ups, OK? I've reached my limit. I'll admit the idea of having a man in my life is still appealing, but the men I've met just aren't."

"How about Chris that you work with?"

"Never going to happen. He's too much of a player. We get along fine at work, but we don't really like each other very much. It's more like we tolerate each other because we have no choice."

XXX

"How was the blind date last night?" Chris asked, when we met at the coffee pot in the lab.

"It ended with him curled into a fetal position on the pavement of the Flying Fish parking lot."

"So, you had a fun time," he grinned and wisely walked away.

I took a break mid-morning and went out to the Komodo habitat. I loved watching them. They are world’s largest lizard and are one of the few non-mammal man-eaters. They can be dangerous though we observe them in a very controlled environment. Someday, I want to see them in the wild. Someday.

I walked back into the lab, just as Chris was laying an envelope on my desk. "What's that?" I asked.

"I got one too. I suspect it’s the latest in our long line of 'thanks, we'll put you on the wait list' letters," he said. Every year, we both applied for one of the research slots in Komodo National Park in Indonesia, the only place on the planet that Komodo dragons live in the wild. As you might imagine, everyone interested in studying the creatures in their natural habitat applies. There are only four slots a year for herpetologists. 

"Want to open them together?" I asked.

"Sure. Do we have any Champagne in the fridge, just in case one of us gets lucky?" Chris asked.

"There's as much chance of that as there was of my date getting lucky last night," I said.

We ripped open the envelopes and read the form letter that I swear had not changed. This was my fifth refusal. "Damn," I said. Even though I hadn't expected the outcome to be any different, I still hoped it might be. 

Chris and I filed our letters
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