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~~*~~

To my friends and family,

Just in case tomorrow doesn’t happen…

I love you all!

~~*~~
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The White Peacock

JULIETTE CURSED THE COLD NIGHT AIR as her heels tapped along the concrete sidewalk. Her only protection against the frigid urban landscape was a decorative cotton scarf and her polyblend jacket. She was grateful that she had chosen to wear jeans instead of a skirt but regretted the flimsy blouse under her coat. The icy air sneaking in against her skin had her wishing that she’d pulled on a chunky turtleneck instead. She only had to walk eight blocks to the bar, and after sitting all day at work, she’d thought the early evening stroll would be invigorating. But when she’d found herself chilled after only four blocks, she’d chastised herself for not taking a cab. It was only the end of September and it already felt like winter was just around the corner.

It was girls’ night out and Juliette was really looking forward to seeing Christine and Jennifer. They’d been best friends since college but didn’t get to hang out together as often as they’d like thanks to careers, boyfriends, and even marriage for Jen. This would be their last chance to get together before Jen also added kids to her mix of things. Jen was counting down to her due date; only two weeks away. If she had her way, she would have given birth nine months ago; she was so excited about this baby’s arrival. But for Juliette, the thought of yet another reason keeping them all apart was a bit sad. She knew it was selfish of her thinking that way. She was truly happy for Jen, but as her friend moved forward, she couldn’t help but feel like she was standing still in her own life.

Jen had been the one to choose the meeting place for tonight; a small, quiet bar central to all of them. She had originally suggested a nice coffee shop, especially since she wouldn’t be drinking anyway, but Chris refused to go anywhere that didn’t serve alcohol. With Juliette and Chris both presently single, the married and very pregnant Jen also argued that she wanted the night to be a chance for them to catch up and not be about chasing men. In the end, Jen had done some research and chosen the dullest bar she could find located within an upscale restaurant catering to a much older clientele. The White Peacock was supposed to be a place to sit and relax and have a few drinks on a Friday night without loud music blaring in the background or a stream of horny guys on the prowl checking them out.

As the mother hen of the trio, Jen was most concerned about limiting distractions for Chris since she’d only broken up with Jeff a few weeks ago. They all knew that once Chris got over the initial grief of discovering that Prince Charming had been a lying and cheating bastard, she’d want to hit the clubs running, filling her tank with smooth flowing drinks and soothing her broken heart in the arms of some other buff, gorgeous, wickedly hot guy. And then she would call Juliette and Jen and cry about how empty, but glorious, the sex had been. An older crowd in a dull bar meant that there wouldn’t likely be any men that fell within Chris’ “dating rules”. She was twenty-six and she refused to date a man older than herself. Twenty-four seems to be her age bracket of choice these days. Jeff was twenty-four. It might be plausible that Chris would break her rule for someone a year older, or maybe even two, but there wasn’t much of a chance she’d skid right off the road and into the arms of a fifty-year-old. Jen had wanted to pick a place that served alcohol but where nothing was likely to tempt Chris. That suited Juliette just fine.

Juliette tried to quicken her pace, knowing that the finish line was only a mere block away. In turning the last corner, a sudden change in the weather greeted her and she growled. She tugged her scarf a little tighter around her neck and tucked her arms close across her chest, leaning into the icy wind blowing down the darkened street. “So much for spending time on my hair,” she sighed as dark strands whipped across her face. She squinted against the irritating wind and felt a tear slide across her cheek. “There goes the makeup, too,” she grumbled, not that she really cared too much.

Juliette had not kept it a secret. She had pulled her heart from the dating game after “surviving” a romance roller coaster over the last few years. Jen and Chris suspected she was still nursing a broken heart over Brian, which was partially true, but for the most part she’d become skeptical that she would ever meet the man that she wanted to meet. Even though she was only twenty-seven, she had given up on the idea that she would ever find her own Prince Charming as Jen had with her husband, Craig. Juliette met an adequate supply of men, but they weren’t worth meeting. She had developed a keen radar for the different types of guys who were out there: the Peter Pan party boys, the egomaniacal bad boys, and the sleazy players, among others. She was able to end their attempts to pick her up before they even really got started. Chris’ recent drama only solidified her thoughts that guys, in general, really sucked.

On reaching the front of the building, she stepped into a kaleidoscope of blue and green light cast down onto the otherwise dimly lit sidewalk by the neon peacock sitting proudly on the building’s facade over the front door. White letters arranged on a black wooden backboard beneath the peacock announced that she was in the right place. She glanced around the street for Chris and Jen and checked her watch. It wasn’t quite seven yet; she was five minutes early. If the weather had been more cooperative, she might have waited for them on the sidewalk, but she felt like ice and wanted to get out of the wind. They’d probably done the same anyway, if they’d beaten her there.

She stepped inside and was relieved to find herself in a small vestibule facing another set of doors that led into the bar. She imagined her hair was sitting every which way and that her face was a mess. She smoothed her dark hair and pulled wayward strands back into place before pulling out her compact and checking for smears of dark eyeliner or mascara. Tossing it back into her purse, she quietly blew her nose into a tissue from her pocket. She hated that every time she stepped into a warm building after being out in the cold, her nose started to run. When she felt presentable, she stepped through the second door and was immediately greeted by the young hostess.

“Good evening, ma’am. Are you joining a party?" The hostess was perky and not that much younger. Juliette hated being called “ma’am” but forced a polite smile.

“Yes, I’m meeting my two young friends.”

“What’s the name?” she asked, unmoved by the reference to young friends.

“I don’t think we made a reservation. I’m meeting my two girlfriends. One is a tall blonde while the other one is very pregnant,” Juliette explained.

The hostess shook her head slowly. “We haven’t had any pregnant women arrive yet this evening. Maybe you’d like to wait at the bar?” she said, motioning off to the side.

“Thank you,” Juliette murmured as she reluctantly walked past the hostess. Waiting alone at the bar did not interest her at all.

She had driven past this place several times but had never ventured inside, and for a Friday night, there wasn’t much of a dinner crowd despite being so close to the theater district. She scanned the softly lit room decorated in a sea of warm browns and reds hoping for a sight of Jen or Chris but saw no sign of either of them. Linen-covered tables set for parties of two or four dotted the room while votive candles twinkled inside small glass jars in the center of each one. Soft piano jazz floated down from unseen speakers in the ceiling. On the far wall, a very large gas fireplace threw some extra warmth into the room. She stared at it for a moment, feeling so chilled from the wind outside that she was tempted to walk over and hug it until she warmed up.

Three men already sat at the bar, and just as Jen had promised, they all sported salt and pepper hair. They were “suits”, and they were deep in conversation; likely a topic that had started at the office and then moved venues when all the other employees had eagerly left for the weekend. Juliette wondered what was waiting for them at home. It reminded her of her own father and how upset her mother would be when he wouldn’t come home until eight or nine o’clock, after hitting the bar with some buddies from work and missing dinner with his children. Juliette didn’t like suits very much. She had seen how miserable her mother was being married to a man who was married to business. She wouldn’t make that same mistake.

She selected a leather stool several seats away from the cluster of suits and set her purse on the bar. She unbuttoned her jacket before sitting down to allow some of the warmth of the room in but decided to keep it on until the deep chill left her.

“What can I get you, hun?" The bartender was a polished middle-aged woman, dressed in a white shirt and black vest atop black dress pants. An engraved brass tag sitting pertly above her chest indicated her name was Sharon.

“I’ll have a vodka and seven, please,” Juliette replied.

Sharon nodded, and only a moment later set a coaster down on top of the bar with her tall drink placed on top. Juliette smiled, absently plucking the slice of lime off the rim of the glass, squeezing it, and plopping it down into the liquid. This was her ritual. She’d then occasionally stab the lime at the bottom of
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