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Wasted Time

Pearl slid the wilted lettuce around her plate, leaving behind trails of ranch
dressing. She looked up at Arnie. He didn’t notice her glance, however, and continued to
pick crumbs off the loaf of crusty French bread that sat next to him.

Pearl shifted her gaze to a young couple across the dining room. She smiled as she
saw the way the young man seemed in awe of the woman across from him, even while she
simply ate her pasta.

“What’s your deal?” Arnie interrupted her appreciation with an accusing question.

“What?”

“What are you smiling at?”

Pearl hadn’t realized she had been smiling. “Oh. Nothing.” She knew he wouldn’t
appreciate the couple as much as she did.

“Okay then.”

“Yep.”

He always sounded so cynical about everything. She could never just be without
him questioning it.

Arnie gestured for the check, paid, and then headed for the door. Pearl gathered
her coat and purse and hurried to catch up, hobbling from the arthritis in her knees.

Even though the traffic heading out of the city and back to the suburbs was busy,
neither of them spoke on the way home. When they arrived, Arnie retreated to the living

room with a beer. Pearl didn’t have to ask to know she wasn’t welcome in there with him.
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After he had yelled at her the one time, she learned her lesson. Instead she went into her
office, lit a candle, and began to journal.

Tonight Arnie and I went out to dinner for our 42nd anniversary, she wrote. Dinner
was nice, but quiet as always. Isaw a sweet young couple looking lovingly at each other,
and it made me miss the days I used to have with Arnie. I wonder if the young man was
going to propose . . . he did look a bit nervous. I can only hope they continue through their
lives that sweetly. Once it leaves, it’s hard to get it back. Pearl scribbled through a full
page before closing her daisy-patterned journal and heading upstairs to the bedroom.

As she went through her nightly routine, Pearl took a moment to look at herself -
really look at herself - in the mirror. Did he not find her beautiful anymore? Pearl
thought back to the day she felt most beautiful in Arnie’s eyes: their wedding day, 42
years ago.

Pearl stared down the aisle stretched in front of her. She looked to her father on her
right and linked her arm through his.

“You ready?” he asked. Pearl nodded.

They began the walk down the aisle. Pearl was too nervous to look up at the altar
and into her future, but suddenly she was right there and it was looming right in front of
her.

Pearl’s father handed his daughter’s hand over to Arnie. “Take care of her,” he told
Arnie. “Make sure you always remind her how beautiful she is.”

Handsome Arnie, in his crisp black suit with his wavy brown hair that Pearl loved so

much, nodded. “I promise,” he said, looking at Pearl with nothing but happiness and love



Douglas 3

sparkling in his already-watering eyes.

Pearl wiped a tear from her own eye now, wondering what had changed that made
Arnie break that promise. She knew they would get through everything, though, because
she didn’t believe in giving up. Those vows were a contract.

She shuffled into bed, read for a few minutes, and then turned over to go to sleep.
She left the lamp on as she did every night, even though she knew no one would need it
to find their way to bed.

ok

The next morning when Pearl went downstairs, Arnie was already gone for a few
hours playing Bingo with his buddies. She casually swept her eyes across the countertops,
hoping but not expecting to find a card; today was their actual anniversary. Even though
she had tried not to get her hopes up, Pearl still felt herself deflate at not finding
anything. She did find Arnie’s dirty breakfast dishes, however, even though the
dishwasher was just an arm’s length away.

With nothing planned for the day aside from cleaning, Pearl took her time having
tea and reading the newspaper. After she was done, she folded the newspaper and placed
it neatly back on the table. Then she took care of the dishes, vacuuming, and, when she
couldn’t think of anything else to do to further push it off, she started to dust, which was
her least-favorite chore. There was just something about the millions of dust particles
being pushed into the air to re-settle somewhere else that made Pearl feel as though she
wasn’t actually cleaning anything.

She began her dust route in the living room, then moved on to the guest room. It
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wasn'’t really the guest room anymore, though, since Arnie had practically made it his
bedroom about two years ago. He hadn’t slept in their bedroom since. He claimed it was
because the stairs hurt his knees, but they both knew that wasn’t the reason. It was bad
enough that they no longer seemed to share the incredible love they had when they were
younger, but the fact that Arnie didn’t even sleep in their bedroom anymore made it so
much worse.

Pearl swished the duster across the dresser and desk before moving to the bedside
table. She just wanted to get out of there. Just as she was about to leave the room she
accidentally bumped into the nightstand. She heard something move in the drawer,
which didn’t make sense because she hadn’t ever put anything in it.

Pearl gasped as she pulled out the drawer. A framed picture of their son Alex sat
inside, hidden from anyone who didn’t know it was there. It was his senior picture. Pearl
had been crushed when she couldn’t find it after it had vanished from its place in the
kitchen where she had proudly displayed it. But here it was. Had Arnie taken it? He had
to have . . . there was no other explanation.

Pearl knew Arnie blamed himself. She knew the accident had hardened him and
turned him into a completely different person. He didn’t ever talk about it, though; that
was the problem. All of the emotions and feelings about that night had been bottled up
for 15 years, and Pearl didn’t expect them to come out any time soon.

Pearl quickly put the picture back and shut the drawer when she heard Arnie come
home. She took a breath to compose herself before approaching him in the kitchen.

“How was Bingo?” she asked, a smile forced across her face.
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“Fine.”

“Did you win?”

“Nope.”

“Well, next time!” Arnie grunted in response. “Oh, um . .. Happy Anniversary,”
Pearl whispered.

Arnie glanced up and for a second Pearl thought maybe he would at least come
give her a hug. All he did, though, was grumble, “Yep,” and with that headed to the living
room again.

Pearl had to bite her lip to keep from breaking down. She wouldn’t take this
anymore, especially not on their anniversary.

“What happened to you?” she croaked through tears that had ended up coming
after all. “What happened to us?”

Arnie looked back just before plopping into his creaky recliner. The room was
filled with silence for what felt like two minutes before Arnie replied, “I don’t know.” He
shook his head.

“That’s all? You don’t know? Really? Ever since Alex died you've just turned to
stone!”

Arnie’s eyes narrowed as Pearl’s words hit him. “How dare you blame me for
mourning our son,” he spat.

“I'm not blaming you. I am telling you how it’s been. I know you blame yourself,
but accidents happen! It wasn’t your fault!”

“Shutup!” Arnie yelled, louder than Pearl had ever heard him, his voice raspy from
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the strain.

“You need to stop bottling everything up!” Pearl cried. “I have dealt with this by
myself and said nothing more than mere mentions of him for 15 whole years now. It’s as if
he never existed in your eyes!

“It’s time things change because I can’t handle it anymore. Right after it happened
[ was forced to cry and grieve alone because you refused to talk about it. Maybe that
worked for you, but you also needed to be there for me, your wife, when I needed you,
and you weren’t. You still aren’t.” Arnie threw his arms up before letting them drop back
to his lap with a smack. “You think getting through it was easy for me? It may have
seemed that way, but I just hid myself from you anytime I knew I was feeling emotional,
because I knew you would rather not deal with it.”

“I do not want to talk about this right now,” Arnie growled, making a move to
leave.

“You never want to talk about it!” Pearl exploded. “When will you? I've told you to
try talking to someone because it will help, but you never listen to anything I have to say
anymore.

“Remember when you asked why I was smiling at dinner last night? I saw a young
couple that reminded me of how we used to be. Don’t you miss that? Don’t you miss the
love we had that we promised we would never let get away?” Pearl could tell she was
getting to him, just a little bit, but it wasn’t enough.

Arnie shrugged. He took a minute before answering. “Maybe it’'s gone. Maybe it

left us when Alex did.” And with that, Arnie stalked out of the kitchen and into the



Douglas 7

garage, slamming the door behind him.

Arnie didn’t come home that night, and he wasn’t there in the morning either.
Pearl tried her best not to worry, especially since he didn’t care enough to call and let her
know where he was and that he was okay. She couldn’t help it, though; it was just who
she was.

She dug deep in her closet and brought out her old knitting supplies to try and
take her mind off of things. She hadn’t had the time or desire to knit anything for a long
time, but now she had the perfect opportunity.

Pearl spent most of the day knitting at the kitchen table; she knit a couple of hats
and was starting on a scarf when Arnie walked in. Pearl didn’t say anything; she was
going to make him talk first if any talking was going to happen.

At first she didn’t think he was going to say anything. Once she saw the unusual
crushed look on his face and he took a seat across the table from her, though, she knew
he wasn’t going to just ignore her.

Arnie sat for a few minutes with his head in his hands. Then, so quietly Pearl
wasn’t positive she had even heard him, he said, “I'm sorry.”

Pearl set down her needles with a click and looked up at her husband. “I was
worried, you know,” she said.

“I know. I should have called.”

“Yeah. You should have. Where were you?”

“I stayed on Gary’s couch. My back is killing me,” he said with a quiet chuckle.
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“But I'm not just sorry about not calling.”

“Then what are you sorry about?” Pearl hoped he would say the right thing and
they could fix this once and for all.

“Everything. I know I have not been there for you lately -.”

“Lately?” Pearl scoffed.

“I know I've been terrible! I don’t know how to handle this, even after all this
time.”

“Well I'm glad you've realized something has to change. I think we can make this
all better. We can go to counseling together . ..” Pearl began.

“I don’t want to go to counseling,” Arnie said, his voice suddenly hard again.

“What? Are you serious?”

“I said I haven’t handled things well, not that I was going to go see a shrink. I'm
not crazy.”

“Nobody said you were crazy. I just think it would be very beneficial - ”

“I'm not going to see anybody, and that’s that. I came back here to tell you that I
recognize my mistakes, but also that I don’t think we should be together anymore. You
were right when you mentioned our relationship being different, and I meant what I said
about our old love being gone. And I don’t think it’s going to come back.”

“What are you saying?” Pearl asked, her heart slowing to dull thuds in her
tightening chest.

“I'm saying it’s gone and we’re not going to get it back, so I think it’s best if we

separate.” Arnie slowly looked up from the table and into Pearl’s stunned face.
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“I - I mean if that’s what you want,” Pearl choked out. “But I really think it could
be worked out and maybe you should just take some time to think about all of this and -”

“I don’t think it can be, Pearl. Ijust don’t. 'm sorry.” Arnie stood up. “I'm going
to go pack some of my things. You can stay here and I'll stay at a hotel in town until I can
figure out where to go and we figure out everything.”

Pearl still hadn’t moved from her spot at the table when he came back downstairs,
bags in hand, 45 minutes later. Her eyes remained glued on the tabletop, even when
Arnie spoke again.

“Well, we'll talk soon. Take care of yourself.” And then he was gone.

The hurt Pearl felt brought back feelings and emotions from that day in the
hospital. She and Arnie had been taken in to be checked out, but Alex was in critical
condition. The car had hit the driver’s side, just behind Arnie, which was where Alex was
sitting.

Pearl remembered how the three of them had been chatting and laughing on their
way home from getting pizza to celebrate Alex’s last band concert of his high school
career. The light had just turned green and Arnie had started accelerating, when
suddenly their car was thrown to the right. The air was filled with the screech of tires and
tearing metal and shattering glass. Pearl felt Arnie’s shoulder bounce off of hers. She
smelled gas and rubber and metal. Soon sirens sounded in the distance, coming closer
until they were almost deafening.

Pearl was fine; she was just unable to move from the shock. Arnie was in the
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same position. Pearl remembered being so scared to look in the backseat; she ended up
telling Arnie to do it. She’d never forget the sound he made when he finally did look. It
was just a release of air, but it was as if he’d been punched in the stomach. Then Pearl
had started to scream.

They had waited in the hospital waiting room for three hours after being examined
before they heard the news.

“I'm very sorry, but there was nothing more we could do. It’s surprising he even
made it to the hospital.” The doctor gave them a few details, but Pearl only heard
murmurs through the ringing in her ears. “You two can come say your goodbyes
whenever you're ready.” He gave each of their shoulders a squeeze and turned back
toward the swinging doors.

They later learned exactly what had happened. Arnie’s light had turned green, and
as he started to go, someone coming from the left thought it was somehow possible to
make it even though the light had already turned red. The driver went through anyway
and plowed into the car at 40 miles an hour. Arnie was incredibly lucky to be alive, but it
was only because the hit had been straight at Alex. Had the car hit Arnie’s door, he would
be the one in the ground instead. Pearl never blamed Arnie, but Arnie certainly blamed
himself.

The other driver had survived, and Pearl hated that she was angry about it. Alex
hadn’t done anything wrong, yet he was the one who had died. Why couldn’t the driver
have been the one whose body was crushed? Why couldn’t the driver have been the one

whose skull got cracked open? Alex had a future ahead of him but it had been taken away
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just because the other driver couldn’t bear to wait for the light to turn green again. It just
wasn’t fair the way things worked out.

Arnie hadn’t been the same since that night all those years ago. Some days were
better than others, but as time went on he progressively became colder and more closed-
off than ever before.

Pearl got together with friends for coffee to talk about things, but it didn’t seem
to help. She knew a lot of this was on Arnie, yet she didn’t want to put the blame on him
when talking to her friends. If one of them said something bad about him, Pearl
immediately became defensive. She knew she wasn’t helping him at all by defending him,
so why couldn’t she just let what her friends said go? Maybe, as much as it hurt her, she
still believed they had a chance. Even though she hadn’t heard from him since their big
fight two weeks ago, and even though her friends advised her not to, she still held on to a
tiny strand of hope.

The two finally talked about a month after the fight to begin sorting everything
out. Arnie would let her have the house and he had already found an apartment, which
was the biggest thing to take care of. They had remained civil, and Pearl tried to keep her
emotions hidden when talking to him. Well, except for the first time.

The first time he called her, she had started sobbing as soon as she realized it was
him on the phone. She had begged him to come home, to try to work it out with her

because she knew they could. She had babbled on about how 42 years was too long of a
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time to just throw away and give up on.

“Can’t we just talk about this? Come home and we can talk!” “We can get through
this if we just talk about it!” “We just celebrated 42 years, and you want to just throw that
all away? Not even try to fix it?”

Since then, though, she had been better, but only on the outside. On the inside
she was falling apart, but she just went along with whatever Arnie suggested and began
the process of sorting through boxes.

Going through all of their old memories was the hardest part for Pearl. One of her
old hobbies had been scrapbooking, so she found many different events she had
documented throughout the years: Alex’s birthdays, Alex’s confirmation, Pearl and
Arnie’s 25" anniversary party, Arnie’s birthdays, their wedding day . . .

Looking through the wedding scrapbook, Pearl was again transported back to her
wedding day. The picture of her with her bridesmaids flooded her with the memory of
the dressing room: the overwhelming clouds of hairspray, the scratchy lace of her
wedding dress, the jitters she had had knowing that in just a short time she would be
married to the love of her life. She wished she could have told her younger, naive self that
their seemingly perfect relationship wouldn’t stay that way. Pearl decided she should try
to get back into scrapbooking now that she didn’t have a job to get in the way.

While digging through the boxes, Pearl also found the guest book from their
wedding. In it, people had not only signed their names, but also written suggestions for
the newly-weds to do together. Pearl and Arnie had gone through the book on their

honeymoon and marked which ones sounded interesting. Flipping through now, Pearl
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saw only a few of them had been marked off as completed. The only things marked off
were small and local; Pearl and Arnie had agreed to wait on the bigger things until
sometime down the road when they were retired or at least when any children they would
have were off at college.

They had gotten married before the trends of going somewhere tropical, so they
just went to Washington D.C. and did the whole tourist thing. It had been wonderful and
their relationship was the strongest it had ever been. Their future had looked so bright
and promising, and when Alex came into the picture, Pearl imagined “bright and
promising” was how everything would stay.

Pearl almost shrieked when Arnie was suddenly in the closet doorway. She hadn’t
heard him come in. She couldn’t imagine how she looked, crying on the floor surrounded
by piles and piles of papers and books.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, wiping her cheeks with her hands.

“I just thought I'd come help you sort through some stuff,” Arnie said in his quiet
voice. He offered her a hand to help her up from the floor.

She hesitated to grab it but finally did while continuing to frantically wipe at her
face and dripping nose.

“So what have you been going through that I can help with?” he asked, glancing
around at the scattered piles.

“Well, um . ..” Pearl began, not wanting to tell him she hadn’t actually gotten
anything done yet because she kept getting stuck on the memories.

“You haven’t done anything yet, have you?” Arnie said, a smile threatening to
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stretch across his face. “You never could just go through things without getting stuck
looking.” He shook his head in amusement.

“Some things never change, Arn,” Pearl sighed, looking around and wondering
where to start. She didn’t want to go through belongings like this with him; it would be
too weird having the memories surround them. He wouldn’t want to have it all shoved in
his face after rejecting her.

“I can help you finish up what you've started here,” Arnie offered, crouching down
where Pearl had been. He grabbed the guest book and began to flip through. “I'd
forgotten all about this,” he said.

“Oh, yeah. Me too.” It was the truth, but once Pearl had started looking through
it, it seemed like just yesterday they had gone through it together.

“We really didn’t do too much of this, did we?”

Pearl shook her head. “Nope. Oh well, I guess.”

“Like this one: visit Disney World. That’s probably something we should have
done earlier, when um . . .” He trailed off; he still wouldn’t mention Alex. He cleared his
throat before continuing, “Or this: take a cruise. I bet we could both use that right about
now.” Arnie laughed an uncomfortable laugh.

Pearl stepped closer and flipped pages in the book. “But look at the things we did
do. We visited a National Park, gambled in Las Vegas, and saw Times Square. At least we
did some of them,” Pearl reasoned.

Arnie sighed. He seemed almost disappointed. “Yeah, I suppose. It’s too bad that

time got cut short.”
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It doesn’t have to be, Pearl thought, forcing herself to keep quiet so as to not start
an argument. She shrugged. “I guess so,” she said, and drew his attention to another box
that needed to be sorted. “You can get started on this. I'll finish up in the closet.” She
brought his box out of the closet and set it on the bed so they would at least be somewhat
far apart.

She noticed Arnie seemed to really take his time going through the box; this made
her nervous since she didn’t know what exactly it contained, but she hoped for the best
and for no awkward situations to arise from anything he found inside.

They quietly tended to their own boxes for a couple of hours before Arnie decided
to head out for the night.

“Thanks for the help,” Pearl said, handing him the box he had filled to take with
him.

“No problem. Let me know if you want me to come help some more. There’s still
quite a bit to go through.”

“I'will, thanks,” Pearl replied, when in reality she probably wouldn’t ask him
because she felt that would be too weird. It had already been weird enough that he
showed up unannounced that day.

“Well . . . have a good night then.” Arnie stood with his hand on the door to the
garage, almost seeming as though he was waiting for something.

“Yep, you too. Talk to you soon.” Pearl wasn’t sure what else she was supposed to
say.

“Alright, take care,” he said. Then he opened the door and left.
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A month later, Pearl couldn’t sleep knowing that in the morning everything would
be final. She didn’t want to sign the papers, but she really didn’t have a choice. It was her
last day as a Mrs.; tomorrow she’d be a Ms. like she had been long ago.

After fighting off thoughts about how to maybe change the whole situation last-
minute, Pearl’s brain finally gave in and she began drifting off to sleep.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been when she heard rustling downstairs. Pearl
was frozen, covers pulled up to her nose, wondering what to do. Should she stay in bed
and hope that it was either outside or whoever it was didn’t come upstairs? Or should
she find something to use as a weapon and get up to investigate?

She didn’t have time to decide before her bedroom door opened and a figure
appeared, walking closer to the bed. Pearl screamed and started kicking the covers off
until she heard Arnie’s reassuring voice whisper, “It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s just me.”

“You scared the shit out of me,” Pearl cried, her voice quivering in fear. “What the
hell are you doing here?” She hadn’t seen him since they had finished dividing everything
a month ago.

“Well, I missed you.”

“You missed me?”

“Yeah, is that okay?”

“We're signing the divorce papers tomorrow, Arnie. It's the middle of the night
and you just showed up in my room. What’s going on?”

Pearl was sitting up in bed, legs hanging over the edge. Arnie crouched down in



Douglas 17

front of her. “Pearl, I have made the biggest mistake. I am so sorry. I don’t want a
divorce. I want to be with you and be the way we used to be.” Arnie grabbed Pearl’s hand
and put it against his cheek. Pearl could feel tears leaking from his eyes. “I don’t know
what [ was thinking. After reading through our old letters that I found in one of the
boxes I took, I began to remember the feelings I had when we first stared dating. The
memory only grew stronger as I kept on reading, and then I just got so angry at myself for
what [ had done to you and to us.” Pearl could feel Arnie quivering now. “I don’t expect
you to forgive me, but just know that I realize the mistake I've made. I know I have been
an awful husband to you, and you don’t deserve that.” Arnie began to sob, gasping for
breath.

Pearl was astonished. “But I don’t understand. You were so set on this separation,
so what changed? Just looking through old letters was enough to bring the feelings
back?”

“The letters combined with spending time apart flipped a switch in me. It was like
[ was suddenly seeing the situation from the outside. Only then could I realize how awful
[ had been and how much I had screwed up.”

Pearl racked her brain for a response. This was the last thing she would have
expected to happen the night before she signed the papers for the divorce that Arnie had
wanted. Part of her wanted to throw herself into his arms and sob along with him, but
the other part, the damaged part, was terrified of him changing his mind again.

“Pearl?” Arnie prodded softly. “What are you thinking?”

She sighed. “I don’t know . . . how can I believe you've just miraculously come to
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your senses? You were so adamant about this divorce it’s just a little hard to believe.”

“I made a promise to you the day we got married to love you forever and stick with
you no matter what, and I'm going to keep that promise if you'll let me.”

Pearl couldn’t hold it in anymore; she let out a sob, joining Arnie in tears. She
hadn’t seen him show so much emotion about anything since before the accident. She
knew the things he was saying were honest and real.

“I will let you,” she cried, standing up and throwing her arms around her husband,
the man she had almost lost. “I'm sorry I pushed you to this. I so badly want to fix
everything, and I can’t imagine losing you. I don’t know how I fooled myself into
thinking I'd get through it.”

The old couple embraced for what felt like hours. After pulling away Pearl asked,
“So does this mean we’re not going through with it?” She was pretty sure she knew the
answer, but still fear gnawed at her stomach as she waited for the answer.

“We’re not going through with it,” Arnie assured her, bringing her head to his
chest for one last hug. “I'm sorry I woke you, though. You can get back to sleep now.”

“Oh, it’s fine. But I am pretty tired, so . ..”

“Right. Well, you know where I'll be.” Arnie kissed Pearl on the head and turned
toward the door. “Actually, do you mind if I stay in here tonight?”

Pearl almost fell back out of bed. “You want to sleep in here? With me?”

“If you'll let me.”

Pearl didn’t even have to answer; her mile-long grin and misty eyes gave it all

away. Arnie climbed into the bed he hadn’t slept in for so long. Pearl snuggled up next



Douglas 19

to her husband, and he pulled his wife in close to his chest.
After a few minutes of silence Arnie whispered, “Pearl?”

“Yeah?”

A pause, then, “I think I'm ready to talk to someone about Alex.”



