
Departures 

Jeff Burleson



Departures  
Jeff Burleson 



©Jeff Burleson 2020 

Jeff Burleson 
1623 Main Street 
#503 
Dallas, TX 75201 
jeff-burleson.com 



For Olivia. It’s an hour. 



Departures 

W ith a breath and a smile, she finally enters their 
darkened bedroom. She smiled, fully aware that 

Peter wouldn’t see her. And that struck her. Is that who she 
was? Had she been so programmed by the world that she 
felt one must always smile when entering a room? As to 
appear prettier. To seem more attractive. To her husband. 
The man who hadn’t opened his eyes in months. Since 
June, he had been there, dying. Listlessly. Languid, like a 
goldfish in one of those cruel Japanese keychains. 
 After the requisite nod to Peter’s bed the smile 
vanishes. That wasn’t long at all, the smile was really no 
trouble. Perhaps it was merely subconscious. Reflexive. 
Glancing around the room she doesn’t spot the hospice 
nurse. Good, she wouldn’t have to pretend to strike up 
conversation about the weather or Peter’s bowel 
movements. She could cross the bedroom peacefully.  

As she opens the door to the closet, her shoulders buzz. 
It’s nothing to do about effort; anyone can smile any time 
they like. But is it expected? Because of an inane social 
norm? Enough, she exhales while stepping into the walk-in. 
She reaches out and routinely flicks up the switch. Was the 
red suitcase on your side or my side, she wonders aloud. 
Peter does not offer an answer. They had gone to Wisconsin 
for Christmas, if memory served, and she had likely 
commandeered the larger suitcase to carry presents. 



Peering from the closet doorway, she spies the teal hard 
case tucked away, underneath her dresses. Societal norms 
be damned, she should smile when she wants to and only 
when she wants to. 

With her suitcase in place, Peter must have put the 
largest one on his side. Probably to keep her wing of the 
closet less cluttered. He could be thoughtful like that. He 
would allow her his case for long trips, then insist on 
handling it for her in the airport. As to not delay their 
progress to the departures gate. Or as though she couldn’t 
be trusted with it. That was the extent of his chivalry. 

She turns in the door frame to Peter’s half of the closet. 
Who’s to say that it didn’t make her happy to smile at him? 
Whether conforming to society or no.  

A few steps and the desiderate suitcase is within reach. 
Its telescopic handle was extended, beckoning her to grasp 
it. Was that intentional? Or a kind gesture from Peter? That 
was possible. There were also plenty of times he was very 
much not-thoughtful.  

She rolls the prized larger suitcase along the tight, bone-
colored carpet from his side of the walk-in to hers. Pulling 
down dresses and bags and shoes swiftly and silently, she 
places the finest pieces into its crimson maw, relegating 
other necessities to the small case. Surely. She couldn’t 
possibly claim she felt any joy smiling at that beige and 
aqua hospital bed.  

That was neither here nor there. Had Peter left the 
suitcase handle at the ready, he would have done so 
deliberately. Gracing her. Deeming it proper, to allow her to 
take it. So much had changed between them. When they 
were younger, he would tease her. They would tease each 
other. And his laughter would roll out of his body like 
panhandle thunder.  



As she finishes packing, she stands and smooths her 
skirt. There were plenty of reasons to smile at your 
husband upon returning home from work. Who needs to 
know the reason? Likely the handle was extended out of 
sheer coincidence. Or laziness. Driven as he was, he had a 
faineant streak; they both did. They talked about their 
procrastination as often as they talked about names for 
dogs or boats or children they’d never adopt. Peter was 
always daydreaming about the next adventure. 

Grabbing the handles of both suitcases, she turns toward 
the bedroom again. In the newest wrinkles of her memory, 
she realized she hadn’t heard the caretaker return. The 
eleventeen deceits she had summoned for needing the 
suitcases would go unspent, which was both a relief and yet 
also somewhat a shame. Still, where was the attentive 
service they were paying for? She had sat through a dozen 
tales of husbands waking after months or years, and now 
she had a fiction of her own to tell. But women are rarely 
allowed to tell their own stories, are they. 

Exiting the closet she strolls cooly to his bedside. She had 
smiled. The end. Perhaps he had left the handle up, to give 
her permission. Permission to use the suitcase in the 
manner she was using it now. Or mocking her defeat. Every 
relationship begins with smiles and laughter and dreams. 
That mirth fades away for everyone eventually. 

“I can’t do this, it’s too hard,” she whispers as she leans 
over Peter’s head. She stoops to kiss him on his forehead. 
Her smile was her own choice, simply for herself. And he 
left the handle up so she would know clearly how he felt 
about her decision. He couldn’t have assumed this would 
be the outcome of his procedure. Or. He was an asshole up 
until the end. 



She pauses. Sometimes you smile when you enter a room 
because it is the last time you will enter that room. She rolls 
the suitcases away swiftly, indifferent of how Peter had left 
them. He did not always laugh. She did not always smile. 

  The wheels whirr along the pallid marble hallway. She 
had kissed his forehead in that bed too many times. She 
had no need to kiss him again. 

 


