Leonardo Da Vinci Pilot Projects (2001 - 2004) – True Stories


I was dwelling on washing my hands in that tiny and extremely clean sink, I could feel my friend watching my moves, prolonging her visit even though her talk seemed a mere formality – she had something else on her mind. 

I was agitated, I perfectly knew I could not escape her.

In fact, I could not.

She was waiting for me outside that small room, when she suddenly hunted me with her eyes and her shaking, hopeful hand. Her incredulous eyes were dimmed with tears and asked me for an explanation.

So I ... had to explain, my heart broken with pain.

What an anguish, what a sorrow – how could I get stuck in such a situation?

After two steps in the clean corridor, my mind goes back in time and recalls swirling images of faces, circumstances, lives, up until it finds the starting point.

…I can perfectly remember that morning of exactly 15 years ago.

I was working in S.’s department and I was happy. It was neither an intensive care department, where a nurse becomes a protagonist, nor a long-term hospitalization department, where it takes you just a few months to either get alienated, or slash your wrists.

Everything was easy – my work was interesting, my colleagues nice, I never went to work unwillingly; there was just a slight flaw – the Chief Physician.

Everyone feared him, he was regarded as a MADMAN (I have know quite a large number of mad people since then, and I can state he was actually an asshole!).

And it was precisely because of him that that morning (it was around 11 a.m.) I had to go to the trade union office where, to my great surprise, I was told the madcap had taken the necessary steps in order to fire one of my colleagues and me.

I was breathless, I could not believe it, maybe it was just a blunder – my name was written in files that were almost “secret”, but why?

The next morning I was called by the Health Head Office and litterally forced to ask for a transfer. Nobody wanted to explain why, and I could not reply.

They called me the next morning. I had worked the night shift – and without respecting my rest they told me I would be part of the personnel in the CANCER CENTRE. I did not reply.

The Cancer Centre, I had never been there! The School preserved us from that department. It was not close to all the other departments, you had to take a cage-lift at the end of a 10 metres long, 3 metres large corridor that was bare, dirty, lighted by a dim light and as silent as... death.

I had different feelings about all that – I felt outraged, humiliated, lost... I was afraid, but AFRAID of what?

I dealt with my first day proving to be brave, even daring, ... but how did I feel inside!?!

My colleagues were very nice, they perceived my impatience and kept clapping me on the shoulder in turn, saying: “You’ll get used to this, don’t worry!”

I never managed to get used to all that!

...The dim, artificial light of the department, the smell of fear, blood, death, decomposing organs, the unreal colours of those waxen faces, held up by pillows, the lean bodies lying on seemingly huge mattresses. The nights, the long nights I spent talking to dying people in my attempt to support them, and crying as soon as I got around the corner. I started dying slowly with them.

Those neverending nights, when you walk along the long, dark corridor, your throat hoarse for all the cigarettes you have smoked and your eyes watery from drowsiness, your muffled ears making you hear the echoes of your clothes brushing your legs... will it be your clothes or the ghosts?

Up to 4 or 5 people could die in one night – where did their souls go afterwards? Maybe they wandered in the corridors! – SHIVER – well, let’s not think about it! And then – does soul really esist?

I could not bear all that any more!!

I asked to be transferred again and again, but without success for two long years.  I had failed as a professional.

I used tactics to protect myself from pain caused by death; every time I knew that someone (particularly long-term patients with whom I had a more stable relationship) was about to die, I reported sick and got back a few days later. It worked.

But it did not work with her, with Mirella.

...I found her there, sunk in that bed, as if she had come down from heaven, suddenly, without letting me notice it, almost as if heaven had laid her among those pillows.
Who are you, violet-eyed mother?

Who are you, woman that heaven is going to take away from us?

I

She and I

She

She, the one looking for me, she, the one who chose me among all the other operators, she, the one wanting to entrust her soul to me. 

I, the one who already knows, I, the one who defends herself avoiding those marvellous, appealing eyes, I, the one who keeps throwing Mirella’s soul from the one hand to the other, as if it was hot, I, the one who does not look at the woman’s night table because it holds her two little children’s picture; I have not got the courage to look at it - I fear I could immediately feel their pain, the pain of two little children deprived of their mother. 

She was about to die, I perfectly knew that; I was finishing my night shift and went to say good-bye, smiling, telling her we would meet in two days. She nodded. As soon as I walked out of the room, I felt I was a bastard, I wouldn’t see her alive any more, but I would add two more days to my absence, just to be sure.

The next Sunday morning, I go back to work; I feel serene, it is a warm spring day, one of those days that make you feel light even though you do not know why!

My morning has been planned: as soon as I get out of the dressing room, I will listen to what the outgoing night shift has to tell me, run into the kitchen, have a quick coffee and start working.

Just before the hand-over, I ask my colleagues: “When did Mirella die?”

“Die? Ah, you don’t know, then. Poor girl. We’ve been expecting her death for days, but she’s still here! At least she doesn’t reason any more! 

What a shock! 

My colleagues are talking and reading the report, but my ears cannot hear anything... What? Coffee?

No, no, I do not know why, but I do not feel like drinking coffee today. “Well, Linda – what do you feel like doing today?”

I feel like avoiding that room, room number 10, the room of seriously ill patients; I really do not want to walk in there. 

“Hi Linda, how are you? I need help. What’s up with you today, are you in love? Are you here with us? I need your help with Mirella.”

In that moment, right outside that room, time, space, seasons and colours have lost their meaning, everything is black and white, I can only hear the loud, rapid pulse of my heart.

I do not have the guts to walk in ... what will I see?

My colleague pushes me in... “What’s wrong with you? Come on, walk in.”

I am breathless.

She is there, her eyes closed, panting; I change her phleboclysis bottle on, silently turn my back to her and try to leave.

I have almost crossed the threshold when a very feeble voice calls me... “Linda...”

But... how can she? Her eyes are closed. I answer “Yes?” without even turning – my heart sunk, my voice broken by emotion. Maybe I was wrong, maybe I heard her voice in my mind (and however, how can she remember my name, if she is so confused?). I’ll walk out! Shall I walk out?

No, I turn with a rather wry face, maybe that is the first time I see her, her violet eyes half-closed, breathless owing to a tremendous urge to call me.

... I get closer, anxiously looking for an excuse for my absence, but everything is useless now.

She beckons me to sit next to her bed, one minute seems to last forever.

She is panting, her eyes cannot open – I sit there. A few minutes have – hours in my mind – have passed.

She holds my hand, makes me understand she wants me to remove the phleboclysis tube.

I do what she wants and sit next to her again; she puts her hand – a hand too young to die – in mine, tells me to get closer and with a faint voice she whispers: “I was waiting for you!”

I got up, I would have liked to shout from the top of my lungs, to shout my rage and impotence to the world – to cry, at least.

I did nothing of all this, I merely got up and stood up next to her bed; a piercing pain penetrated my spine like a shiver and reached my head.

SHE WAS NOT THERE any more.

Linda Giuliani
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