
“Say Say Say is a powerful and thought-provoking novel 
about the role of caregiver and whether simple kindness 
is enough. In looking after someone profoundly changed 
after a car accident, Ella confronts her own prejudices and 
discovers more about herself. An impressive and affecting 
debut, this book had me reflecting on compassion, gender 
roles, and what it means to love.” Claire Fuller

“Savage’s observations on the ordinary lives of one carer 
and one couple living with the wake of a devastating brain 
injury between them are breathtaking; raw, powerful and 
pivotally, unabashed. Her writing is effortlessly absorbed. 
Say Say Say asks what exactly it can mean to love, when 
you care for life’s most vulnerable people, and the answer 
is both devastating and beautiful.” Aoife Abbey

“A gem of a book. A lyrical, tender, and profoundly 
insightful dive into the act of caregiving and its highly 
charged nexus of love, duty and longing. Lila Savage is 
an enormous talent; Say Say Say is a mesmerising tour de 
force.” Abraham Verghese

“Caregivers occupy a unique role during life’s most 
fraught times. Despite being strangers, they quickly 
become central within a family, working to temper a 
patient’s illness and debility while affirming her dignity. 
Lila Savage, through the experience of the caregiver Ella, 
vividly illuminates what sustains us when facing suffering 
and loss: relationships based on trust, honesty, humility 
and, most of all, the tenacity of love. Say Say Say stirs the 
reader’s mind and heart, and resonates long after the book 
is closed.” Jerome Groopman
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“Say Say Say is something quite special, unlike anything 
else I’ve ever read. Lila Savage’s voice is distinctive, 
perhaps the timbre of a new generation—its deadpan; 
its fascination with randomness and accident; its lack of 
interest in making rounded meaning. I love the way Ella’s 
intense thoughts and feelings on one page are contradicted 
by different intense thoughts and feelings (and certainties) 
a few pages later. Which is like life. Yet there’s no show of 
anomie or alienation, no effort to shock (even though the 
material is shocking). Lila Savage’s imagination is warm 
and generous. Her novel is haunting, original, intelligent.” 
Tessa Hadley

“I cannot think when I last read a novel which moved me 
so deeply. Savage is almost supernaturally alert to the little 
gestures and transactions we all make as we negotiate our 
place in the world, and our relations to each other. Her 
approach is both unflinching and extraordinarily tender, so 
that I came away feeling I had undergone an examination 
which was somehow both painful and kind. I loved it, and 
it has remained with me in a way few other books have 
ever done.” Sarah Perry

“Say Say Say is brilliant, compelling, entertaining and a 
joy to read. I love a book that lets me into someone else’s 
world and makes me feel like I’m making a new friend. 
I loved that this was a book about a relationship that 
wasn’t a partner or lover relationship, but nevertheless 
very intimate. It is an extraordinarily good book.” 
Philippa Perry
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·  1  ·

Later, looking back, Ella would be hard pressed to 
remember any details that had set this interview 

apart. It was sad, but then it was always sad, or Ella 
wouldn’t be needed. She had been working as a compan-
ion for elderly people for six years, and somewhere along 
the way, sadness had lost its power to shock Ella the way 
it once had. It still reached her, but it was like recognizing 
a flavor, like eating a jelly bean without looking first to 
see what color it was. Oh this, she might think, I know this 
taste. This is incremental loss. This is trying to remember. This 
is regret. This is forgetting, forgotten, gone. This flavor is grief.

Jill was different from most of Ella’s other clients: she 
was young, only sixty, the victim of an accident rather 
than the mental and physical crush of age. The tragedy 
of such premature loss was unfamiliar to Ella, but she 
stepped up to it dutifully, felt for its contours, pressed 
the tip of her tongue to its bitterness, and, ultimately, 
shouldered its weight. What was her burden compared 
to Jill’s? Compared to those who loved her?
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She had liked them, immediately and more than usual. 
She felt they might have been friends, ordinary friends, 
were the circumstances ordinary, which, of course, they 
weren’t. Nick, Jill’s son, was only a few years older than 
Ella, and he had an endearing sincerity to him, not ear-
nestness but an unusual frankness, as though he couldn’t 
be bothered to dilute his humor or irritation or sadness 
into the tepid, circumspect conversation of most people. 
His father, Bryn, had an easy charm about him, and only 
his increasing talkativeness as he warmed up to Ella 
betrayed how isolating his circumstances must be. They 
had been dealing with the aftermath of Jill’s car accident 
and head injury for more than a decade now. Jill had 
seemed mostly herself for a while, but then came the cry-
ing, and the tantrums that seemed out of all proportion, 
and now she was sometimes like an advanced Alzheimer’s 
patient, mumbling semi-coherently, wandering around, 
requiring near-constant supervision. Bryn had retired 
three years earlier to care for her, and her needs had only 
grown since then. Nick helped as much as he could, usu-
ally on weekends, but he and his wife lived up in Hinck-
ley and couldn’t realistically drive into Minneapolis more 
than once a week.

They had gathered in the living room for the interview, 
with Ella a lonely figure on the puffy leather couch and 
the two men standing, as though resting might betray 
how weary they truly were.

“I hope this doesn’t sound creepy,” Nick said, “but once 
I learned your full name I checked to see if we have any 
Facebook friends in common. You know Trent Olson?” 
She nodded and he smiled with real friendliness, although 
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there was a restlessness to his bearing that had probably 
read as hyperactivity when he was a child and, now that he 
was in his thirties, looked more like athleticism, maybe. 
But though his was the kind of masculinity that held little 
appeal for Ella, she watched for cues he might be flirting 
with her.

Nick excused himself to go check on Jill, leaving Bryn 
and Ella to themselves. Bryn seemed pleased that he would 
have more time to explore interests outside of caregiving, 
and also pleased that he had someone to discuss it with.

“We’re too deep into spring to do everything I want 
in the garden,” Bryn said, “but soon there will be tons of 
green beans to pick, and raspberries, and zucchini, and 
then we’ll really get into tomato season. Jill used to be 
able to help with the harvesting but not anymore. I could 
occupy her for nearly an hour at a time picking raspber-
ries on a nice day, until eventually she began to see it as 
a chore, and then she could no longer do it anyway.” He 
relayed these stages of decline with what seemed an easy 
candor.

“Do you grow any rhubarb?” Ella asked.
“Not really on purpose, but there’s some that keeps 

stubbornly coming up on the side of the house.”
“I like to make chilled sweet rhubarb soup, it’s so sum-

mery. But I live in an apartment now so I can’t grow my 
own and it seems wrong to buy rhubarb in a grocery 
store.”

“I know what you mean. When Nick was small, he 
would take a juice glass of sugar out to the rhubarb patch 
and break stems off to dip and eat. It’s not a grocery-store 
kind of food.”
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Again Ella checked to see how this nostalgia registered 
on Bryn’s face and found that his eyes were smiling with 
an uncomplicated cheerfulness that matched his grin.

“I’d like to sign up for a Community Ed class or two 
also,” Bryn said. “Since I retired to take care of Jill, I 
haven’t kept pace with the latest technology for carpentry.”

As he described the dimensional capabilities of com-
puter programs for woodworking, Ella decided they would 
become friends. A more sentimental or less experienced 
caregiver might have assumed that this didn’t require 
deciding, but Ella had done some version of this many 
times with others, and had learned early on the benefits 
of some degree of detachment. Ella usually found cli-
ents through her Craigslist ad, and sometimes through 
word of mouth, because an agency would take too large 
a cut and would require her to have a car. Her first cli-
ent had been her friend Jake’s grandmother, whom she 
had known and cared about before the fog descended; 
Ella had been job hunting after dropping out of gradu-
ate school when Jake’s mom had asked, “Could you visit 
my mother a few days a week?” At first Ella had been 
shocked that she could earn even a meager living this 
way (fifteen dollars an hour to start, twenty after the first 
year), just listening to Betty’s meandering stories, making 
sandwiches, playing checkers, feeding the ducks. With 
Betty, Ella had remained wide open; as the weeks and 
months progressed, the air between the two women had 
become charged like metal or water conducting electric-
ity, the pangs of loss and death intermittent but shocking. 
If Betty didn’t answer the door of her senior apartment, 
Ella would feel panic swell in her throat; her body would 
prepare itself for impact as she scurried to find some staff 
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member with a master key. Each time, Betty would have 
been napping, or getting her hair done in the basement 
of the building, or using the bathroom, and Ella would 
cry with relief, shaken and grateful, like the mother of a 
child who has stopped one step away from the path of a 
speeding bus. This was not a sustainable response, not 
for all the workdays in a week, all the weeks in a year, six 
years, half a dozen clients and counting.

And so Ella had learned to step in and out of grief, 
to sample it on demand. She didn’t seek to block it 
out entirely because the poignancy was among the few 
rewards of the job. It was a strange way to make a liv-
ing: the slow creep of hours, the tedium of domesticity 
and isolation, morning talk shows bleeding into drowsy 
afternoon soaps, all pierced with looming mortality and 
surreal delusions. She would succumb to the boredom 
and drift, as though submerged in a lake. The cool water 
would tug her gently; sounds were muffled, it was tran-
quil, and then something would compel her to burst 
through the surface and confront the frailty and sorrow 
and humiliation of decline. For a moment, she would be 
fully present in this sadness, porous in her empathy. It 
was almost unbearable, but at the same time, it seemed 
like a gift, to feel so much. She began to feel, rather than 
know, that the promise of death infused the adrenaline of 
living, and she was grateful to have this lesson at so little 
personal cost, because the tragedy belonged to someone 
who’d begun as a stranger.

Ella alternated between certainty that her true talents 
were wasted in this unskilled service work and another 
kind of certainty, that each action she took mattered, 
whether it was changing a soiled disposable brief with 
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kindness and tact or listening to a tedious reminiscence 
for the thousandth time, so that someone whose self was 
slipping from them might clutch it for a moment longer. 
The truth contained both of these elements but was far 
more complicated. Ella had other talents, though perhaps 
none were greater than these; what were her elaborate 
meals or mediocre paintings to anyone but her? And if 
this caregiving, this tact and empathy, represented the 
best she had to offer, then it was also true that she offered 
these gifts as infrequently as she wrote her occasional 
poem. More often than not, she browsed through a maga-
zine, she microwaved a hot dog, she did laundry just for 
an excuse to leave the room, she drifted in her mental lake 
as her client dozed—it all hinged upon her whim. And 
then there was this other nagging concern: the way her 
role often felt uncomfortably voyeuristic—she could hold 
it all at arm’s length, even if only for a while.

Nick came back into the room and said, with a laugh 
but also a degree of the derision grown sons are inclined 
to display toward their fathers, “Dad, stop boring Ella. 
I’m sure she has places to be.” It wasn’t that Bryn was 
being inappropriate; it was more like Nick saw the tang 
of his father’s loneliness as a reflection on him. Although 
Bryn remained smiling, his voice took on an edge as he 
responded to Nick. “We’re just getting acquainted,” he 
said.

“Oh, before you go, would you like to meet my mom?” 
Nick asked, turning toward Ella in a way that seemed to 
subtly exclude Bryn.

“Of course,” Ella said, making eye contact with Bryn 
as though it were his question she was answering. The 
three of them followed the sound of a television down a 
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dim hallway and into a small den. Ella expected Jill to be 
sitting, but she stood with her back partially turned away 
from the television and a naked plastic baby doll in her 
hands. Jill looked so much younger than Ella expected 
that it startled her, momentarily, out of her detached pro-
fessionalism. Jill was slim, and there was no gray in her 
curly red hair. Her freckled face was nearly unlined except 
for the deepening channels that ran from the sides of her 
nose to the corners of her mouth, and the reading glasses 
perched on her delicately pointed nose suggested that she 
had perhaps just set down an interesting magazine article 
to perform her role as hostess.

“Hello,” Ella said. “So nice to meet you. What a pleas-
ant room.” She turned as though admiring it, took in the 
windows illuminated by afternoon sun and the old, dark-
stained built-in bookshelf. Eventually she would come to 
have each title and trinket it contained memorized, but 
today she turned back to Jill to see how her greeting was 
being received. Jill seemed agitated, although it was dif-
ficult to tell if this was in response to the newly crowded 
room. She muttered something beneath her breath; Ella 
couldn’t tell if it was addressed to her or to the doll. Bryn 
stepped closer to Jill and put an arm around her, squeez-
ing her into a brief side hug. Ella observed that they 
seemed at once just like a long-married couple in that 
moment of casual affection and entirely unlike one in the 
clear disparity between their capacities.

“Say say say,” Jill said, and then she crooned lovingly to 
the doll, ran a dirty-nailed finger down the doll’s plump 
cheek.
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·  2  ·

Ella boarded the bus to go see Sharon, and looked 
doubtfully at the sundress she’d worn for her inter-

view. She had been pleased and relieved to be offered 
the position with Jill, but she knew that she still couldn’t 
afford to give up her occasional work elsewhere, Alix’s 
parents were still helping with the rent. She would start 
with Jill the following week, part-time at first but likely 
with increasing hours, which was generally how it went. 
Families’ needs increased, and Ella became increasingly 
indispensable. She would keep her monthly shifts with 
Sharon as insurance because all caregiving work was 
inherently temp work: the need for her assistance could 
end at any moment. 

She hoped Sharon wouldn’t have anything really dirty 
for her to do today, even though it was difficult to imag-
ine what tidy tasks there might be. Perhaps baking more 
cookies. Ella actually thought that would be worse than 
ruining the sundress with toilet bowl cleaner, because 
Sharon was already so overweight that it prevented her 
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from leaving her house for anything less than a doctor’s 
appointment or a funeral. It put Ella in a tricky position—
trickier, in a way, than usual—because these shifts with 
Sharon, picked up here and there while she looked for 
steadier hours, were at Sharon’s impetus; Ella answered 
only to her, and not her adult children, as was so often the 
case. If Sharon wanted four dozen cookies, Ella couldn’t 
say, “I’d love to, but your son says your doctor has for-
bidden it.” There was no buffer, no absent authority to 
invoke. (Sharon’s children visited, occasionally while 
Ella was there, but they spoke at their mother in agitated 
voices instead of to her, and they never sat down.) Ella 
would just set out the unsalted butter to soften and begin 
cracking eggs into the precise mixing bowl that Sharon 
directed her to in her singsong trills. Ella felt almost like a 
submissive hired by a fetishist, and, in a sense, she was, for 
Sharon knew the contents of every kitchen cabinet with 
the penetrating familiarity of a devotee, and her instruc-
tions for Ella, who was certainly capable of baking choco-
late chip cookies, were exacting and almost tremulously 
eager.

It might seem cozy with the two women in the kitchen, 
chatting, Ella in the apron Sharon used to wear, breath-
ing in the scent of vanilla extract and brown sugar, but 
Sharon could no longer fit into the apron, couldn’t even 
fit into the largest disposable briefs, and so put inconti-
nence pads on the few chairs she rotated among, leaving a 
new spot of urine each time she laboriously rose, and the 
smell of urine, to which her incontinent dog contributed, 
overpowered the more pleasant aroma emanating from 
the oven. Sharon never stopped talking. She would sit in 
her soiled muumuu, her hair floating in fine tufts around 

Sava_9780525655923_3p_all_r1.s.indd   11 4/8/19   10:07 AM



Say Say Say

her clearly visible scalp, and hold forth on four subjects 
in heavy rotation: her beloved dog, Argus; what, exactly, 
Ella should be doing at any given moment; her foodies 
(the things she wanted to eat, or have someone buy and 
deliver, or used to eat, or used to cook, or had a coupon 
for, or had found advertised in a grocery circular, now as 
creased and lovingly fondled as an old issue of Penthouse); 
and the Blessings of Our Heavenly Father, of Whom We 
Are Not Worthy, Lord Jesus, Lord Jesus, Gracious Heav-
enly Father, Blessed Be, Who Died for Our Sins, and We 
Are Not Worthy, Blessed Be.

The worst of it wasn’t the smell of urine, or the hal-
lelujah spoken word, or the scrubbing of the portable 
commode, or Ella’s troubling complicity in Sharon’s food 
addiction, or even the photo, hung in an out-of-the-way 
corner, of Sharon, scorchingly beautiful in a wedding 
dress, with a luxuriant mass of hair and an incredibly tiny 
waist. The worst of it was that Ella liked Sharon. Her eyes 
were kind and sad, and sometimes, when the hallelujahs 
would dwindle and then sputter, for a moment she would 
speak in the voice of a different woman, one who was 
smart, self-aware, and utterly defeated. In such moments, 
she didn’t seem so different from Ella, who knew some-
thing of the shame of having a body that demanded more 
than it required, and also of the comforts of the Holy. 
Ella’s sympathy for Sharon was almost distinct from her 
sympathy for Sharon’s body, a despised mass Sharon was 
tethered to, unable to forgive for its betrayal, and Ella 
almost wanted to soothe it, like a wounded creature. It 
wasn’t her body’s fault that it was cumbersome, and chafed, 
and snaked with fleshy crevices that were difficult to keep 
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clean, Ella would think, exhaling a puff of grace she never 
extended to her own physical form.

Ella wished she could somehow keep Sharon present 
with her in those quiet moments, those sad, lucid chinks 
in her chattering armor, though in the end, they were 
just moments. Ella didn’t blame her, really, for wanting 
to drift out of her semi-squalid disappointment and into 
Jesus’s arms or into the Fearless Flyer’s exquisite promise 
of tri-tip steak, but it was disheartening. Honey-sweetie-
darling, Sharon would say to her, you’re an angel, sugar, 
you’re a lifesaver, dear girl, what would I ever do without 
you? The endearments were like veils; it almost felt like 
Sharon couldn’t look directly at her, like she was talking 
around Ella’s silhouette without seeing her, and the lone-
liness hung thick between them, evidence that Ella had 
failed at the only part of the job that mattered.
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