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​Chapter One - What the Job Requires
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The first house on a Tuesday was always Ezekiel Burrows, because Ezekiel was on the east side of Millhaven and Bertie came in from the east and there was no reason to drive past a client to come back to him later. This was the logic of her days: a geometry she had worked out over years of trial and correction, shaped by traffic patterns and parking and which clients needed the most time in the mornings and which ones would be insulted if you showed up before ten. The logic was invisible to everyone but her. That was fine. A lot of what she knew was invisible to everyone but her.

She parked on Clement Street at eight forty-two and sat for a moment with the engine off, the way she did every morning before the first house. Not prayer, exactly. More like preparation. The street was quiet, early autumn light coming low and flat off the river, the kind of morning that made even a tired block look like it was trying. Ezekiel's house was the third from the corner: white aluminum siding gone slightly grey, a concrete porch with two chairs that hadn't been sat in since his wife died, a window box where he grew tomatoes in the summer and didn't bother pulling them out until December. The tomato plants were still there now, gone brown and limp, but he hadn't pulled them yet.

She got her bag from the back seat and went up the steps and rang the bell. From inside came the sound of piano. Four bars of something slow and halting, played twice, and then a pause, and then the same four bars again.

She waited. She knew better than to ring twice.

The piano stopped. She heard the familiar shuffle and tap of his walker on hardwood, and then the door opened and Ezekiel Burrows stood there in his bathrobe and his reading glasses, holding a cup of tea he'd already made for himself, looking at her the way he always did—as if he was mildly surprised she'd come back, and mildly pleased about it.

"Bertie," he said.

"Ezekiel."

He stepped back to let her in. The house smelled of tea and something else she'd never been able to name exactly—old paper, maybe, or wood that had been warm for a long time. Every house she worked in had its own smell. She knew them the way she knew faces.

"How's the hymn coming?" she asked.

"Terribly," he said, with considerable dignity. "I'm told it takes years."

"Who told you that?"

"I told myself that. I find I need more encouragement than most people are willing to provide."

He settled back into the piano bench while she did her work—vitals, medications, a check of the bathroom for fall hazards, a look in the refrigerator that she did casually so it didn't feel like inspection. His blood pressure was good. He'd eaten breakfast. The grab bar she'd asked about in July was still not installed, which was a conversation they had every week and she expected to keep having until one of them gave up, and it was not going to be her.

"The family on Preble Street moved," he said, while she was writing her notes. He said it without particular feeling, the way he reported most things—as information, offered without instruction on how to receive it. "The Garcias. Four of them. The kids were loud but I liked the loud."

"Where'd they go?"

"Over to Haverford. The wife's sister is there." He played his four bars again, stopped at the same place. "Man from a property company came by last month. Before they left. Asking about the house."

Bertie wrote down his morning medications and their dosages. "Did you talk to him?"

"I told him I wasn't interested." He tried the transition again—the same stumble, the same stop. "He left a card. I put it in the drawer with the other ones."

"Other ones?"

"Two, three over the past year. Different companies." He looked at the keys. "I don't read them. I just put them in the drawer."

She looked up at him. He was still looking at the piano, his hands resting on the keys without pressing them, and his face had the particular quality it got when he was telling her something he thought she should know without being willing to say it was important.

"I'll take a look at those cards before I go," she said.

"If you like," he said, which meant yes.

She sat in the armchair by the window, the one she always sat in, while he worked through his four bars. He was, as he freely acknowledged, terrible. He had started teaching himself piano eleven months ago, at eighty-six, from a book he ordered online, for reasons he had never fully explained and she had stopped asking about. What he'd said, the one time she'd pressed: I want to know what it's like to learn a thing at the end. She had written that down in her notebook when she got home.

He played the four bars. He stopped. He played them again. The morning light moved across the floor.

She drank the tea.

Before she left, she looked at the cards in the drawer. Three of them over fourteen months, two different company names. She copied the names into her notebook—not because she thought she needed to, but because she had a habit of writing down anything that felt like it had a shape she couldn't quite see yet. Then she put the cards back in the drawer, said goodbye to Ezekiel, and went to her car.

She sat for a moment before starting the engine. The Garcia house across and down the block had a new yard sign in the window. Not a for sale sign. Something else, a company name in dark letters. She couldn't read it from here.

She started the car and pulled away.

The second house was a new client, a woman named Dolores Frantz, recently discharged from a rehab facility after a hip replacement, living alone in a second-floor apartment on Vine Street with a daughter in Cleveland who called every evening and could not come. The apartment was small and very neat, the neatness of a woman who understood that her ability to manage her own space was the last sovereign territory she had. Bertie unpacked her bag and got to work and listened carefully, the way she always did on a first visit. How someone described their pain. Where their eyes went when they said they were fine. Whether the neatness was comfort or performance.

Dolores was, she thought, genuinely fine. Capable and self-possessed and grieving her mobility with a directness that Bertie respected. They worked through the PT exercises together, Dolores grimacing without complaint, and then Bertie made lunch and they sat at the kitchen table and Dolores told her about her time in the rehab facility as though it had been a foreign country she'd had to navigate on an expired passport.

"The one thing they never tell you," Dolores said, spearing a piece of carrot, "is that you can't sleep in those places. Not really. There's always someone in the hall."

"The light bothers some people," Bertie said.

"It's not the light. It's the knowing." She gestured with her fork at something Bertie couldn't see. "Everybody in those rooms knows the same thing. It sits in the air."

Bertie looked at her. "What thing?"

Dolores considered this seriously, the way Bertie had already noticed she considered everything. "That you came here to get better enough to leave. And the ones who don't leave—they know that too. And you can tell the difference. In the hall, at night. You can feel who's leaving and who isn't."

Bertie thought about this on the drive to the agency. She thought about it in the way she thought about most things people said that deserved to be kept—not analyzing it, just holding it, the way you hold a stone that has an unusual weight.

The agency was a converted storefront on Market Street, formerly a dry cleaner, still vaguely redolent of it despite five years of air freshener. Bertie went in through the back, nodded to Carla at the desk, and picked up the paperwork for Dolores's care plan and the schedule adjustment for next week. The scheduling board covered most of one wall: names and addresses and shift assignments, color-coded by aide. She found her column, made her notes, and was turning to go when something on the board caught the edge of her attention.

She stopped. Looked at it again.

Three open slots, all marked in grey to indicate the client position was vacant pending reassignment. Three addresses she recognized because she had driven to them twice a week for years. Two on the same block. One two blocks north. Harold's, Margaret's, Clara's.

She stood there a moment, her bag over her shoulder, the scheduling board doing what scheduling boards do: presenting information without judgment, without implication.

"You picking up any of those?" Carla asked, without looking up.

"Not this week," Bertie said.

She went out through the back and sat in her car in the small lot behind the agency and stared at the dashboard. The three grey slots. She had known, of course, that they were there—she had known each time one of them went grey, had stood at her own clients' bedsides each time and filed the knowledge under the ordinary weight of this work. You lost people in this job. That was the job. You stayed present through the losing and then you came back because there were others who needed you to come back.

She had lost three in thirteen months. Harold in October, last year. Margaret in February. Clara in June.

She told herself she was only thinking about the board because she was tired.

She drove to her last call of the day.

The third house was an elderly man named Robert Cale—she still thought of him as new even after eight months, which said something about how long the others had been hers. He needed help with medications and a grocery run every other week and conversation, mostly, though he would have died before admitting the last one. They watched a quarter of a basketball game and she drove to the store and back and stayed until four, then drove home through the early-dark of October, the bridges going amber in the streetlights, the river black underneath them.

Her apartment was a second-floor unit in a building that had once been grand enough to matter and had settled, since then, into a dignified shabbiness. She had lived here for eleven years. It suited her. She cooked rice and beans and ate at the table she used as both dining table and desk, her notebook open beside her plate, not writing, just having it there.

After dinner she stood at the window with her coffee and looked out at the street, which was quiet at this hour, the neighborhood neither good nor bad but in between in the way of many neighborhoods in this part of the city—thinning, not quite failing, the houses still cared for by people who remembered when they were worth caring for.

She let herself grieve them. That was something she had learned to do deliberately, years ago—to set aside time for it, because it did not stop accumulating whether you made room for it or not. Harold first, because Harold was always first. Then Margaret. Then Clara.

She had been visiting Harold for twenty-one years. She had been there the morning his wife, Ruth, died, twelve years ago, and she had sat with him while the funeral home came, and she had never spoken about that morning to anyone because it was not hers to speak about. She had been in Margaret Polito's kitchen more times than she could count, had learned to make the bread—had tried, anyway—and she understood as well as anyone that to know someone as intimately as she had known Margaret was a form of love, not a professional one, just the kind that grew in the space of showing up.

She had respected Clara more than she had loved her. That distinction felt important, and also like something she was not finished understanding.

She finished her coffee. She washed the cup.

She stood at the sink for a long time after, thinking about nothing she was ready to name.

Then she went to bed.
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​Chapter Two - Harold
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He had bought the house in 1974 for thirty-eight thousand dollars, which had been a serious amount of money, and he had never once considered selling it.

Bertie knew this the way she knew most important things about Harold Demczak: not because he told her directly, but because it came out sideways, over years of Tuesday and Thursday mornings, in the fragments of a life offered without ceremony. He mentioned the price once, in the context of a news story about housing in Pittsburgh. He mentioned the year in a different conversation, about the mill. He had worked the blast furnace at the Millhaven Steel plant from 1967 to 1988, when the plant closed, and after that he had worked a series of other jobs that he described with decreasing interest the further they got from the mill, as though his real working life had ended in 1988 and everything since had been a kind of extended administrative matter.

He had been sixty when she started coming. She had been twenty-nine, newly certified, the ink barely dry on her card. He was the third client she was assigned, and the most difficult in the way that has nothing to do with physical need and everything to do with temperament. He did not want help. He wanted company, occasionally, and he wanted the tasks he could no longer manage to simply be managed without discussion. These were not, it turned out, incompatible with what she offered, once they had negotiated the terms. The negotiation took approximately three years and was conducted entirely without anyone acknowledging it was happening.

She had known him for twenty-one years. She was used to saying that now, having had occasion to say it twice in the past thirteen months—to his caseworker, to the hospice coordinator, the last time with a flatness in her voice she could not fully account for. Twenty-one years is a long time to know anyone. It is longer than some marriages. It is longer than most things people choose to maintain.

The jar of Werther's candies sat on his end table, always full. He kept a bag in the kitchen cupboard and refilled it when it got low, and he gave her one every time she arrived—not offered, just handed over, as though the transaction had been agreed upon in advance and only the execution remained. She had never asked him to stop. She had never told him she liked them. He knew. That was the version of intimacy they had worked out: the things that didn't need to be said were simply understood, and the things that needed to be said were said plainly and not repeated.

On the wall above the television there was a framed photograph of a dog named Chester, taken in 1987 in the backyard of this house, the dog mid-run, ears flying. Harold had had him for eleven years. She knew this because she had once made the mistake of asking about the photograph early in her time with him and had received a complete and detailed account of Chester's life and death that had taken the better part of a Tuesday morning and left Harold staring at the window for a long time after in a silence she had not interrupted. She never asked about the photograph again. It was enough that it was there, and that she knew what it meant.

He was not a man who said things directly. He had a way, instead, of arriving at the true thing from a side angle, as though approaching it straight on was too much to ask of himself. She had been helping him to the bathroom one Thursday—this was three winters ago, his knees had been bad—and he had said, from somewhere behind her, you know what I hate about getting old? She had asked what. He had said: I used to get this feeling, seeing something beautiful. Like a shock. Now I just see it and think, yes, that's beautiful. But I don't feel the shock anymore.

She had said nothing right away. She had finished what she was doing and helped him get settled and said, after a moment: Do you miss it?

He had considered this with the seriousness he gave everything. Then he said: I do. Which seemed to surprise him.

She had thought about that conversation almost every day since. She had written it down that night in her notebook.

In October of the year before last, Harold Demczak was eighty-one years old and in the ordinary decline of a man his age—slower, more careful on stairs, his appetite variable, his sleep unreliable. None of this was alarming to her. She had seen it before and she would see it again; she understood the way a body's late chapters read, had learned to distinguish the natural diminishment from the things that warranted a call to his doctor. She was paying attention. She was always paying attention. That was the job, and she was good at it.

What she noticed that fall—and filed, at the time, under the ordinary management of a client's affairs—was a man at Harold's door.

Not once. She arrived one Thursday to find them on the porch, Harold in his jacket with his arms crossed, the man holding a clipboard and speaking in the particular tone of someone delivering a presentation he had delivered many times. Bertie went up the steps and Harold introduced them with minimal ceremony: This is my home health aide, Bertie. The man offered his hand and said he was from the county assessor's office, just updating property records, nothing to worry about. He was pleasant. Bertie noted that Harold's arms stayed crossed until the man left.

She mentioned it inside. Harold said: Second time this month. She said: Did he need anything specific? Harold looked at the window. He said: They never do.

She put it down to the kind of low-level bureaucratic attention that old houses attracted. She moved on.

She would learn, much later, that the man had come four times in six weeks.

Harold stopped mentioning the visits after the third one. This was unusual for him—Harold mentioned everything that annoyed him, catalogued his grievances with a dry precision that she had come to find oddly comforting, because it meant he was engaged with his life, paying attention to its surfaces. When he stopped mentioning the visits, she thought, at the time, that he had simply decided they weren't worth discussing. She would think about that later. She would think about it the way she thought about all the things she filed under ordinary—with a careful, procedural attention that was the closest she could come to self-examination.

The consulting physician appeared in September of that year, six weeks before Harold's death.

His name was Aldous Farr—she saw it on the documentation, typed neatly in the visiting provider field of Harold's care record. She had not been present for the first appointment; she had come on a Thursday to find a new medication added to Harold's list, a mild sedative for sleep, dosage adjusted from what his regular doctor had previously prescribed. She made a note of it. She had some mild professional discomfort about a consulting physician she hadn't met and hadn't been told was coming, but the adjustment was within the range of things that happened when a client's condition shifted, and Harold's sleep had genuinely been disturbed that fall—he had
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