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At Molinette, the air
smelled like cleanliness with no comfort in it. Disinfectant,
plastic, burnt coffee. The kind of smell that seeps into your
clothes and stays there, even after you’ve already left.


Ivan arrived carrying the night on him. Not the romantic kind.
The night of patrol cars, made of distant sirens, radios crackling,
stairwells taken two steps at a time, and faces you never forget.
He still had his uniform on under his jacket, his duty belt digging
into his hips, and his head was full of noises that had nothing to
do with a hospital… and yet, ever since his mother had gotten
worse, everything always ended there.

The doctor had told him in that neutral voice they use when they
don’t want you falling apart in front of them. Pancreatic cancer.
Palliative care. Three months, maybe less.

Ever since his father had been loaded into an ambulance during
Covid, Ivan had stopped trusting the word 
later.

He had watched him disappear behind those doors, a blanket
pulled up to his chest, eyes that said 
I’ll be back. But he hadn’t come back. There had been no
goodbye, no hand held for real. Just a phone call, days later, and
a sealed coffin that hadn’t even given him one last face to say
farewell to.

After that, there had only been the two of them. And his mother
had become the last thing he could bear to lose. Not out of
heroism. Out of hunger. Because some absences don’t heal. You just
learn to live around them. Badly.

Ivan had nodded the way you nod at a ticket when you know
there’s no point arguing. Then he had signed papers, listened to
words that bounced off him without ever getting in. When he stepped
out of the office, he had the feeling he had lost something you
don’t get back. Not an object. A piece of time.

The ward was one long corridor, lit in patches. Even the light
in there looked tired. He passed closed doors, carts left crooked
against the wall, nurses moving quickly without ever stopping being
kind. Everything was fast, functional, and still terrible in how
normal it all was.

He stopped in the room where family members met each other and
quietly came apart. Gray chairs, a vending machine, a television on
with the sound off. A magazine from 2019 lying open halfway
through. People with their hands clasped together, eyes fixed on
nothing, backs bent as if grief had actual weight.

Ivan leaned a shoulder against the doorframe. The radio under
his jacket gave a faint buzz. Instinctively, his hand dropped
toward where it wasn’t supposed to. Then it stopped. He wasn’t on
duty here, and yet he always was. Especially on the inside.

That was when he saw her.

She wasn’t in pajamas like some of the patients shuffling past
in slippers. She didn’t look like a relative either; she wasn’t
staring at the doors, didn’t have that way of holding her breath
while waiting to hear a name called. She was standing against the
wall in regular clothes, a pale sweatshirt, jeans, and a badge
swaying softly against her chest.

She was crying without a sound.

The tears slid straight down, neat and steady, as if they had
learned the way. She didn’t wipe them away. She didn’t hide. She
just stood there, shoulders drawn in, mouth pressed tight to keep
it from shaking.

Ivan thought, on instinct: a tired nurse.

The badge, the way she stood there as if the place belonged to
her. And above all, that silent crying: the kind people do when
they can’t afford to fall apart in the hallway.

She noticed him and looked up. There was more than sadness in
her eyes. There was fear. The real kind, clear and sharp, the kind
that doesn’t make a scene. The fear of someone who already
knows.

Ivan looked away first, like he’d been caught stealing
something.

He took a step toward the vending machine, more for an excuse
than because he wanted anything. He pressed a random button,
canceled it, pressed it again. The machine let out a tired hum.
When he turned around, she was still there.

One of the nurses walked by in the hallway and gave her a brief
nod, almost imperceptible, the kind you give someone who’s 
one of yours. The girl answered with the smallest motion
of her head. Ivan noticed. And that tiny, meaningless detail
settled his first wrong certainty in place: 
she works here.

Without understanding why, he moved toward her.

That wasn’t like him. Ivan could talk to anyone on the street,
but he did it with professional distance: two invisible yards that
kept him safe. In there, no distance held.

He stopped a step away from her, close enough to hear the break
in her breathing, far enough not to crowd her.

“Are you okay?” he asked. The stupidest question in the world.
The question people ask when they have no idea what else to
say.

She gave a soundless laugh. A smile that never reached her
eyes.

“No.” The answer came out simple and clean.

Ivan swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

She dropped her gaze to her badge as if she wanted to straighten
something inside herself too. “It doesn’t help.”

“It always helps,” he said, surprising himself with the sound of
his own voice. It was different, lower, like when you answer a call
in the middle of the night knowing you might already be too
late.

She looked at him again, and this time she really did. She saw
the uniform beneath the jacket, the exhaustion in his eyes, the way
he held his jaw tight as if refusing to give in.

“You’re a cop,” she said.

Ivan gave a slight nod. “Patrol.”

“Then you should be good at…” She hesitated, searching for the
word, then let it go. “At holding up.”

Ivan gave half a smile. “Not always.”

For a moment they stood there in silence. Around them, the
waiting room kept existing: a woman coughed, a man stood up and sat
back down again, the television showed silent images from a
commercial that was far too cheerful.

She wiped a tear away with the back of her hand, as if even that
gesture offended her. “Who do you have here?” she asked softly.

Ivan felt the word 
here like a blade. “My mother.”

She didn’t ask questions. She didn’t offer some tired platitude.
She only nodded. And in that nod there was something that tightened
his stomach: understanding that came too fast.

“And you?” Ivan asked. “Are you…” He pointed at the badge
without thinking. “…with the ward?”

She lowered her eyes to the badge for one second. One exact
second. Then she looked back at him.

“Yes,” she said.

Such a small lie it sounded like the truth. Or maybe it was a
truth told only halfway.

Ivan felt his phone vibrate. A work message, probably a shift
change, a last-minute callout. The usual chaos. His world never
making room for anything, not even grief.

He ignored it.

Because in that moment, with that girl standing in front of him,
he had the strange feeling that the only truly dangerous thing
wasn’t what he was living through with his mother.

It was whatever was starting there, in a waiting room, with a
stranger crying without making a sound.

And while he was still searching for something to say to stay
one minute longer, she beat him to it, as if she had read him from
the inside.

“We can’t talk much,” she said. “I have… shifts.”

Ivan nodded as if that made sense. As if the ward were a job. As
if everything fit.

She took a step back, already ready to disappear into the
corridor.

“What’s your name?” he asked, too fast.

The girl hesitated. One beat too long. Then, with a smile that
looked like borrowed light in a dark room:

“Maya.”

And she left.

Ivan followed her with his eyes until she turned the corner.
Only then did he notice something.

As she walked away, Maya did not have the stride of someone
going back to work.

She had the stride of someone going back to endure.
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The next day, Ivan went back
to Molinette under the same excuse he always had: his mother. Only
as he crossed the lobby, he realized that wasn’t the whole
truth.


There was a very specific way his eyes searched now: not for the
room doors, not for the nurses’ station, not for the doctor who had
talked about months as if they were loose change. He was looking
for her. The girl with the silent tears and the badge swinging
against her chest like a pendulum.

He had barely slept, wedged between a split shift and a call
that had stayed on him longer than his jacket. In the car, before
going in, he had turned off the radio halfway through the news and
sat there for a second breathing, as if he needed a truce before
stepping back inside. No one could see the uniform, hidden under
his coat. But he felt it. Always.

When he got to his mother’s room, she looked smaller. Not in
body, not yet. In her eyes. As if the night had taken a piece of
her presence with it. She smiled at him anyway, that smile that
tricks you because it looks normal until you realize it’s
courage.

“Hi, love,” she said, and Ivan hated that calm tone. It was as
if they were talking about a fever, not an ending.

He straightened her blanket, kissed her forehead, asked what she
had eaten even though he already knew he wouldn’t like the answer.
She gave him a couple of sentences, made a joke about the hospital
coffee, and then drifted off to sleep with an ease that wasn’t
rest. It was surrender.

He watched her sleeping and the scene that never left him came
crashing back again: his father getting into the ambulance, the
back doors shutting, the sound of the engine pulling away. The
end.

Because of the restrictions, he had never seen him again. No
visits, no 
I’ll come tomorrow, no last exchange of looks. Just the
emptiness left in your hands when they take away even your right to
understand that it’s really happening. And then a coffin that never
opened.

Ivan had learned it there, in those days, that love can be torn
away without warning. That was why now, sitting in front of his
mother, he couldn’t breathe. He wasn’t only losing one person.

He was losing the last one.

Ivan stayed seated by the bed until he felt his throat tighten.
Then he stood up slowly and stepped out into the hall under the
excuse of getting water.

The waiting room looked almost the same as the day before, but
he didn’t. He had a fixed point in his head now. A face. A name:
Maya.

He saw her the moment he turned the corner.

She was at the far end of the hallway near the linen cart, a
folder in her hand, and this time she was wearing an open medical
coat over her clothes. Her badge rested against her chest. She was
talking to a blonde nurse with her hair tightly pulled back and
alert eyes. The nurse said something, Maya nodded, and smiled with
that quick smile of someone pretending not to be afraid.

Ivan stopped for a moment. He didn’t want to look too
interested. Street instinct: if you show your flank, someone will
go for it. Only in there, there was no one to face except
himself.

He took one step. Then another.

Maya noticed him before he got close enough to speak. As if she
had been expecting him. Or as if, ever since they had said goodbye,
she had kept feeling his presence on her skin.

“You came back,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

Ivan searched for a light tone and came out serious. “Yeah.”

“Your mother?”

That question hit him. Not because it was intrusive, but because
it was precise. Not 
how is she, not 
is everything okay. The exact point.

“She’s sleeping,” he said. “Or… trying to.”

Maya looked for a moment toward the rooms, then back at him.
“That’s already something.”

Ivan nodded. He wanted to ask her a thousand things, but every
word felt wrong, too big or too small. He grabbed onto the first
concrete thing in front of him.

“That badge…” he said, gesturing lightly. “I didn’t really read
it yesterday.”

Maya lowered her eyes, as if checking that it was still there.
“It’s just a badge.”

“Yeah, but…” Ivan stopped. The 
but was everything else: 
Who are you? Why were you crying? Why did you look at me like
that?

She beat him to it with half a smile. “You’re not very good at
pretending not to care, Patrol.”

Ivan made a face. “And you’re very good at…” He hesitated.
“…disappearing.”

“I have shifts.”

“So do I.”

Maya studied him. “Right. You people don’t have schedules. You
have emergencies.”

Ivan felt the shadow of a real smile rise for once. It was rare
for anyone to understand his life without making a joke out of it.
“Exactly.”
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