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  Thank You


Thank you for grabbing a copy of this story. I'm excited for you to read it. 
This short story takes place in the Liberty Falls universe and explores an hour in the life of Jerry, a character from Where Dreams Once Lived. As with every Liberty Falls novel, novella, or short story, this won't spoil any of the other works, and there's no required reading order.
I hope you enjoy the journey.






  
  Chapter one


What am I doing? Is this a major mistake or the best decision of my life? Should I hope for it to be somewhere in between?
I grab my khakis, leather belt, wool socks, button-up shirt, and a clean undershirt and lay them all on the bed. I glance at my watch—4:21. Over an hour and a half early. But that’s okay. I’m sure my mind will fill that time, and I know that won’t be pretty. It’ll spin off in dangerous directions. But what’s the alternative? Cutting it close? Risking being late? That can’t happen. 
Time is the only constant I trust. It’s all I can count on, and I choose to find comfort in that. 
I walk out of my bedroom, down the hall, into the kitchen. I grab a glass from the cupboard, walk to the sink, and fill it with water. My hand shakes, and I hate that. I hate being nervous. But what choice do I have?
Just breathe, Jerry. It’ll be okay.
But that might be a lie. I don’t know. 
They say if you smile you can trick your brain into thinking you’re happy. And there are tons of woo-woo people out there who say you can speak things into existence. So, why not try it? Speak myself into being okay. God knows I’ve tried everything else.
There’s nothing on the TV as I flip through the four hundred plus channels. So, I grab my water and head to my office, thinking maybe I’ll check a few work emails. I leave the TV on as company.
I rest my hands on the same desk I used all those years with Nic, and I can’t bring myself to wake my laptop. I just sit staring at the blank screen. My own reflection, dark and slightly distorted, stares back at me from the extra monitor. 
I’m going to be forty-four next month. Forty flipping four. That’s old, right? But they say thirty is the new twenty, and I guess they’re right. Hell, maybe forty is the new twenty now. But I don’t feel twenty. I feel more like sixty.
When I was in my late twenties, my life was full and I felt good. I was in the middle of my marriage. Tori was maybe eight years old, just a little girl. On a day like this, I probably would’ve made her pancakes in the shape of Mickey Mouse. And then taken her to youth soccer with Nic. And we’d sit in our lawn chairs and watch and cheer and probably hold hands. Then we’d talk about going out for dinner versus stopping by Wegmans and grabbing stuff to make dinner. We’d plan a game night or maybe decide on a movie to watch… with popcorn.
So much life. So many details and choices that felt permanent. Our lives so entwined. We were all one—me, Nic, and Tori. Completely together. 
How the hell did it ever fall apart so easily? And why does life go on like nothing ever happened?
Tori called a couple weeks ago. I suspect her mother told her to. But she’s doing fine. Better than fine. And I’m happy for her. I really am. Of course, I am. But I’m also confused. Maybe that’s not quite the right word, but I can’t bring myself to call it by its name. That might make me a bad person. 
How can she just move on? How can she be so happy? 
I mean, I’m happy for her. I really am. She deserves nothing but the best. But what’s it all mean? And what exactly did I mean to her?
I was there. Always. Just like a dad. I showed up time and time again. 
Just like I was there for Nic, when she needed me most. I stepped up and filled that role. I was there. 
Doesn’t that count for something? Anything?
Did I mean that little to them? Or to anyone?
I guess maybe confusion is the right word for how I feel about it all. 
I am so confused.
Nic says she loves me. Tori always ends every conversation—and every visit—with an “I love you.” Yet they’ve both moved on. 
A little over a week ago our divorce was finalized. In the end, it wasn’t a tough process. Neither of us contested anything. What was there to contest? No alimony, no child support, no property to divide. She kept what was hers. I kept what was mine. It was all so easy. Too easy. 
And that’s a good thing, right? Then why does it feel so wrong?
I should click on my laptop and check some emails to distract myself. But I can’t. My mind would rather tumble down worn paths that only lead to darkness. Sometimes I can’t stop it. 
I know I should use my coping strategies. Dr. Mendez told me to use them even if it doesn’t seem like they’ll work. That’s just my mind playing tricks on me. But what am I supposed to do when my mind just doesn’t want to use them? 
5:01.
Less than an hour.
Oh God, can I actually go through with this?






  
  Chapter two

It’s already been a week since Nic and I had dinner together to “celebrate” our divorce. Though I’d never in a million years admit it to Nic, there was no celebration on my side of things. But I think I did a good job of pretending. I had plenty of practice throughout our almost fifteen years of marriage. 
No, that’s not exactly true. Pretending isn’t the right word. Not exactly. Acting? No. Deceiving? Definitely not. I guess I don’t know what I was. 
I’m such a mess. 
Fifteen years. A decade and a half. That’s over a third of my life. Add up all my time with Nic and it’s been nearly all my adult life.
Now here I am, pushing into my mid-forties, gray slowly taking over my hair and making even greater inroads through my beard—it’s alarming. 
But anyway, I’ve never been one to be vain. Mostly because I’ve never been able to see myself as anything other than maybe slightly better looking than the average Joe… or Jerry. The gray doesn’t bug me. But the getting older? That does bother me. How can it not?
“You look good,” Nic told me at our dinner.
“Thank you,” I replied. “So do you.” And I meant it.
She always looked good. Better than good. She was a beautiful woman by anyone’s measure. She deserved to be on the arm of a famous actor. That’s hard for me to admit, but I have to be honest. Her beauty felt too big for Liberty Falls, too much for someone like me. 
I know she regrets it all—everything with me. And that probably hurts more than anything else. She regrets marrying me because she regrets not leaving with Sam Bennett all those years ago and heading to the glitz and glamour of Hollywood. Though I didn’t see it for almost our entire marriage, I see now that it was always there—she regretted her choices, our marriage, her life. 
How can I not find that offensive? It is offensive. 
And yet, I am also grateful for it. Because despite this horrible ending—our love and fifteen years reduced to one final meal—I loved my life with Nic and Tori. 
“Are you doing okay?” she asked as she raised her glass of red wine to her mouth.
“I’m okay,” I said. “How are you? How’s law school?”
“So far so good,” she replied with a smile. “It’s challenging, but I’m doing well so far. Are you all settled into the new house?”
I hated the small talk—the polite smiles, the nods, the hollow words. I hated that this is what we’d become. 
“The house is good. I like it,” I replied, playing along. 
We ordered our dinner—chicken Florentine for me and a Cobb salad for her—and continued with the small talk. It was our last supper, and I hoped it would lead to brighter days for both of us. But it felt more like a last meal—an ending, not a beginning. 
After they’d taken our plates away, Nic ordered one more glass of wine and sipped it slowly, alternating between looking around the restaurant and looking at me. The restaurant was an old, converted barn and though it had been open for a while, Nic and I had never eaten there before. 
“I’m sorry,” Nic finally said to me. 
“For what?”
“For this.”
“Dinner was great. This place is great.”
That’s not what she meant. We both knew it. But I didn’t want to go there.
“No, I mean for all of this. For the divorce, for everything.”
A tiny lifeboat of hope drifted into my heart, whispering that she didn’t really want the divorce. She missed me and wanted me back. Maybe we could still make this work. 
But I knew the truth: she was sorry for the divorce and sorry we ever got married. I was sorry, too. Just for all the opposite reasons. And that was the emptiest feeling in the world. 
“It’s okay,” I lied. I drank my ice water, hoping to swallow down the lump in my throat. 
Nic shook her head. “No, it’s not. You deserved better. You don’t deserve this.”
I drew in a deep breath and sat with that for a few moments. 
This was the second time I’d had a dinner like this. The first was a long time ago—a couple years before I met Nic. I was sitting across from my first love, Isla. I was just a few months out of college. She’d been my girlfriend ever since we met when she was a freshman and I was a sophomore. We swore we’d stay together after college and planned to marry two summers after her graduation. But she never made it that far. She fell apart, and then we did, too. And then we had one last dinner together, and that was it. Except I spent that dinner begging her to stay, pleading to save our relationship. And she cried so much, her tears pooled between her uneaten French fries and the side of the plate. 
“I don’t know what I deserve,” I finally answered. 
Nic tipped her head to the side and studied me through squinted eyes. “I’ll always be here for you. Always. You know that, right?”
I nodded twice and looked off across the restaurant. On the other side, there was a couple around our age, maybe a few years younger, obviously on a date. Maybe even a first date. I’d been watching as they both slowly seemed to relax in each other’s company.
“Did you hear me?” Nic asked. “I’ll always be here for you. I promise.”
And I thought to myself: she doesn’t mean it. She’s only trying to make me
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