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To those who care for others without the means,

who remain standing when institutions falter,

who offer their hands, even when they are empty,

because renouncing humanity would cost them more than anything else.

To you—unseen, yet essential.

      

    



  	
        
            
            There are hands the world believes to be empty

because it does not know how to measure

what they have held upright.
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Prologue — The Oath Without a Hall
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Rachel still remembered the room.

Too small to contain their dreams, too bare to welcome what they were promising to the world. The walls bore the fading traces of old paint, as though even the place itself hesitated to believe in the future. And yet, that day, they stood upright—young, resolute, sustained by a fragile certainty: the certainty of serving.

She had raised her hand.

The words of the oath slipped from her lips with a solemnity that surprised even her. To care. To relieve suffering. To respect life. She spoke them without trembling, convinced that competence would always find its place in the end. In her mind, the hospital was a sanctuary, and the white coat a promise.

When the ceremony ended, there was neither fanfare nor long embraces. Only shy smiles, proud parents, and diplomas held tightly against chests like talismans. Rachel returned home that evening with the feeling of having crossed an invisible frontier. She believed she had left waiting behind.

The weeks that followed taught her otherwise.

Doors remained closed, replies never came, promises were postponed. The diploma rested untouched on the table while the days quietly piled up. Rachel began to understand that an oath did not open hospital doors, and that vocation alone could not feed the future.

Yet every morning she rose as though someone were expecting her.

She rehearsed her gestures, reread her lessons, cared for her hands. Hands trained to hold life, already ready to reach out to bodies she had not yet met. Hands full of knowledge, yet without a place to act.

And so her story began.

Before the crowded corridors, before the rows of patients, before the stifled cries and the guilty silences. At that precise moment when Rachel, a nurse by training, discovered that one could learn everything... and still have nothing to offer, except oneself.
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Part One — After the Diploma
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Chapter 1 — Qualified, Yet Useless
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The diploma lay there on the table, like an object too pristine for the life that awaited it. Rachel often looked at it without touching it, afraid it might lose its value in contact with reality. Her name still gleamed upon it, surrounded by signatures and official seals. Everything seemed to say: you are ready. Yet no one called.

During the first days, she still believed.

She rose early, ironed a uniform she did not wear, reread her curriculum vitae with the attentiveness of a prayer. Every hospital became a promise. She submitted her applications politely, sometimes even with pride. People smiled and said, “We will call you.” She answered thank you, convinced that competence was enough.

Then the weeks passed.

Replies did not come. Or they came in the form of administrative silences—heavy, impersonal. The corridors she crossed were no longer those of care, but those of waiting. She learned to recognize offices by their smell of paper, the tired faces behind the counters, the glances that slid over her without truly seeing her.

At home, the questions multiplied.

“So?”

Sometimes it was only that one word, yet filled with worry. Rachel answered with brief sentences, with smiles that promised nothing. She refused to say that she felt useless. Useless with a diploma. Useless with hands trained to heal. Useless in a world that seemed to have no need of her.

The nights were the hardest.

She dreamed of patients she did not know, of bodies she had to save without equipment, of voices calling her by name. She woke with the feeling that she had failed something. As if somewhere, someone needed her—and she was not there.

One morning she placed the diploma inside a drawer.

Not out of shame, but simply to breathe. She understood that this paper, however precious, was not enough to give her a place. That day Rachel felt, for the first time, the weight of a cruel paradox: having learned to save lives, yet having no space in which to exercise that knowledge.

She stepped outside without a clear destination.

The city went on living, indifferent to her training and her hopes. The sick existed—she knew that. The hospitals were overflowing—she was certain of it. But between the two stood her: a qualified nurse, upright, available... and yet invisible.

That was when Rachel understood that her struggle would not begin at a patient’s bedside, but in the shadow of a system that did not know what to do with those who still wished to serve.
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Chapter 2 — The Corridors of Unemployment
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Unemployment had no distinct face.

It slipped into Rachel’s days like fine dust—unseen, yet persistent. It made no noise, knocked on no door. It simply settled in. Each morning resembled the last, and yet each seemed a little heavier to carry. She had learned to count time no longer in working hours, but in fruitless attempts.

She now knew the road to the cybercafés by heart.

Narrow rooms filled with weary screens and creaking chairs. The mingled smell of dust and sweat lingered constantly in the air. Rachel always sat near an electrical outlet, out of habit—as though the current might lend her a little momentum. She opened her email inbox with the same hesitation one uses to open a dreaded letter. Nothing. Or else automatic messages, polite and cold, thanking her for her interest in a position already filled.

She still printed application files.

Curriculum vitae. Certified copies. Internship attestations. Photocopies of her diploma. Every sheet had a cost, and each cost reminded her of her dependence. She counted her coins before entering, calculated what would remain afterward. Sometimes she gave up printing a page, telling herself it would be enough. She convinced herself that the quality of her knowledge would make up for the absence of a document.

Hospital offices all spoke with the same voice.

A neutral, administrative voice that attached itself to nothing. She was asked to leave her file, to wait, to return later. No one ever asked why she wanted to work, or what she hoped for. She became one name among many, a cardboard folder stacked on a table already full. Rachel left those offices with the feeling that she had left a part of herself behind the counter.

Gradually she learned the unspoken rules.

One had to know someone. To be recommended. To be seen at the right moment by the right person. Competence came afterward. Sometimes long afterward. This reality hurt her—not out of pride, but because it shattered the order she had been taught. At school they had spoken of merit, discipline, vocation. Here, people spoke of connections and resigned patience.
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