
Kerkbuurt

Windas
KethelHoly Noord

Holy Zuid

Vlaardingen

Nieuwland

OVERSCHIE

Groenoord

Nieuwe Maas

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)
(10)
(11)

(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)
(17)
(18)
(19)
(20)
(21)

6
5

9

14+16
10

7

3

4

13

18

20
1

21

17
8

12

11

2
19

15



Date Day Location



Week 1

Monday, 1 August 2022

Today is the first time I will be cleaning as a domestic support worker in Schiedam, The Netherlands. 
I must admit that I am very nervous because I have no clear image of the position that I will be 
fulfilling as a holiday substitute this summer. In addition, during the application procedure, I was 
asked how I would feel if the client has physical and/or mental problems or disabilities, or smokes, 
drinks, and/or uses addictive substances. Was I familiar with people from diverse age groups, such 
as young people in an assisted living programme who cannot take care of themselves and their 
environment? Would I be able to cope with witnessing precarious housing and living conditions?

How do you answer such questions, especially when you grew up in unfortunate circumstances  
yourself? When you have seen, experienced and endured so much from up close and at such a young 
age? I answer quietly that I have talked about it with friends and that I know friends with depres-
sion and other mental problems as well. Somehow, I am very introverted during the job interview. 
With my neat white shoes, white blouse and half-length black trousers, am I not too overdressed? 
They might be confused that I applied for this position. Don’t I come across as too overqualified? 
And why would that be an issue at all? Why wouldn’t it be okay if I actually want to do this job?

09:00 - 11:00

I start working 09:00 at a decent elderly man’s home. He comes across as a bit scattered, so I try 
not to make my presence known too much and go about my business as invisibly as possible. 
I am quite startled by how the apartment lacks any kind of personality. The furnishings are ge-
neric, monotonous and practically empty. It is also so neat that I wonder why domestic support 
has been requested. The man stays on the sofa for the two hours I am there, staring ahead and 
drinking Red Bull. Occasionally, he watches me working and asks me to not forget to vacuum and 
mop. Though, he doesn’t seem to think it’s necessary for me to clean the doors, the handles and 
the light switches. “Oh well, there’s no need for that at all.” With an iron will and a friendly smile, I 
decide to continue cleaning the invisible places in the house; the surfaces that are often forgotten.

Along the way, I attentively observe everything that strikes me, from a toothbrush holder to the 
packaging of all bath, shower and soap items - up to the framed photos, posters and paintings on 
the walls. It feels like by cleaning I can give renewed attention to these forgotten objects, and by 
taking care of them, I am also taking care of this quiet man. “Ah, dear sir, don’t you worry, I keep 
a close eye on the time and will certainly have plenty of time for vacuuming and mopping.” Still, I 
have to work extra fast to get everything done in time, on top of the usual cleaning of the kitchen, 
living room, bedroom, bathroom and toilet. I don’t know if I am imagining it or if it is really the 
case, but after he sees that I am working neatly and quickly, sir seems to slowly calm down.

After these two hours, I am actually supposed to go to another client, but this visit was taken 
off my schedule at the last minute. I call the planning office and they ask if I still want to clean 
somewhere and if it is okay for me to wait for a while. I agree and decide to sit close to the station 
on a stone bench, since there is no central office or anything for me to go to during my break. I am 
quite happy that the sun is shining and decide to use this hour to process my first hours of work.

12:00 - 14:00

The situation with the second client is completely the opposite. The only thing the two clients 
have in common is that they both smoke. Once inside, I feel almost overwhelmed with despair. 
There are so many things: dolls, trinkets, objects, piles of clothes and all sorts of boxes and bags 
that are shoved under the chairs. I can’t imagine domestic support coming here every week. It 
looks like this place hasn’t been thoroughly cleaned in ages. I try to work very quickly and clean 



as many surfaces as possible with the few cleaning products available. The client seems to feel 
guilty for having so much stuff. She even apologises several times. She tells me how her regular 
support often comments on the decoration of her flat, and that although she understands her 
opinion, she just isn’t able to control her hoarding problems.

I try to dust everything and lift all objects to vacuum and mop underneath them. She is hugely 
impressed by this: “How well you take care of me,” she tells me. “I’m just doing my job, ma’am.” In 
my mind, I am torn. Should I have worked less hard? Should I have made a report about how I feel 
the regular domestic support is lacking? My final task supposed to be taking out the rubbish but I 
decide to go back and take the laundry out of the washing machine and hang it up. Although the 
washing programme should be finished by now, the relatively old machine turns out not to have 
ran its full cycle. I had filled the drum completely, could that be the reason? What would happen 
to the clean laundry if I don’t hang it up and the client in question cannot walk by herself, let 
alone lift weight?

*

After my first day, I sink into deep thoughts. I think about how the clients receive me and thus 
have to open up their home and private life to a stranger - and that they depend on their pres-
ence too. After all, I am also nothing more than a substitute worker who’s visiting temporarily. I 
hope that most clients usually have a familiar face who comes over to help them with these tasks. 
Nevertheless, if I don’t do my job properly, the house will remain messy and not cleaned for one or 
more weeks, depending on the available substitutes during the summer holidays. If I don’t do the 
laundry, there are no clean towels until someone else is called in. I also think back to how both 
clients repeatedly asked me if I would vacuum and mop as well. Would they think I would forget? 
Hasn’t it been done before? Are they uncomfortable with me being there and witnessing them at 
such an intimate and vulnerable time?

Going from address to address as a substitute worker is tough, not knowing what to expect. The 
work is not for the light-hearted. Each time, you enter an unfamiliar home you probably only going 
to be once and find yourself in a situation where someone needs your support for various reasons. 
I also notice how difficult it is to communicate calmly and clearly in such circumstances, for both 
parties involved.

*

The addresses I have been to so far are mainly semi-detached and/or social housing, whether in a 
senior housing complex or not. In order to be eligible for the municipality or state funded domes-
tic support, one needs to have a valid and urgent reason. Most clients struggle with problems 
such as stress or other physical and/or mental challenges in which they notably depend on care 
services - which they receive only after going through a lengthy merry-go-round of terms, condi-
tions and restrictions. After all, these services are very expensive.

The organisation I work for is funded by the municipality, which in turn has to deal with laws and 
regulations from the state. In the last few years, for instance, the time spent at each appointment 
has been scaled down to two hours per client, during which employees are expected to finish all 
household tasks, regardless of the client’s form of living, size of the house and personal circum-
stances. What is not taken into account is whether or not he/she likes a chat or may be demented. 
It is actually still not clear to me whether the two hours start the moment you are on your way, 
when you ring the doorbell or when you actually start cleaning. What if someone opens later, or 
spends five minutes having a chat? When does the job start if there is no check-in desk or a check-
in system that clearly indicates it?

*



I have tremendous respect for my mother. During the day, I am often reminded of how she used to 
do this every day, in addition to raising four children who called her constantly with useless but 
often equally urgent cries for help. She started cleaning when we got a residence permit in 2004; 
her first job in the Netherlands. It was one of the few jobs she could start without prior education 
because her education and work background as a POH-GGZ (institutional mental health support-
er) in Afghanistan was not legally valid in the Netherlands and in the refugee asylums, it was not 
possible to learn anything else than the Dutch language. 

Once she became ‘Dutch’, she started her professional training at the Care College in Venlo, but 
soon after completing her training, she realised that she would not be able to continue work-
ing much longer in domestic care. It is too physically demanding to do it full-time until you are 
sixty-seven. Besides, she was taking driving lessons and needed to be home enough to drive and 
pick up my three younger brothers to football, swimming lessons, birthday parties, and, of course, 
school. I was old enough to go to my volleyball, drama classes and swimming lessons myself.

Tuesday 2 August 2022

09:00 - 11:00

This day starts with arriving late at my first appointment. Google Maps indicates that the address 
is a ten-minute bike ride away, but in reality, it is more than twenty and it is quite a search for 
where I need to be. At 09:10 I arrive at the first client, but she thinks I am a home nurse and there-
fore under the impression that I am coming to wash her. She has already opened the door but she 
does not come to the entrance when I make my appearance. I therefore keep waiting outside until 
I hear a clear (and somewhat irritated) shout that I can come in. She is already in the bathroom, 
without clothes or underwear, ready to be washed. How can you ever prepare for this kind of situ-
ation?

Of course, I don’t know where to look, and nervously I try to tell her that I am from home support. 
After some awkward shouting back and forth, it turns out that she doesn’t have her hearing aid in; 
of course, because the home nurse hasn’t come over yet to make her ready. Once she understands 
what I have come over for, I notice she is disappointed. It had already taken her so much effort to 
undress, and now she still couldn’t be washed I can imagine how she’s feeling! In the end, she just 
washes herself with a cloth. The lady tells me that she came home the day before, after spend-
ing two and a half months in the hospital. I can hardly imagine how annoying it is that after not 
being able to shower at home for so long, you still have to wait for home care, which is late due 
to circumstances, or might not even turn up at all. And on top of all that, an unknown woman is 
cleaning your house.

11:00 - 13:00

On the way to the second address, I read in my schedule that I also need to do groceries and the 
laundry. How on earth am I going to get this done in two hours, on top of all the regular work? 
Once inside, I decide to do the shopping and the laundry first because this usually takes longer. 
The lady shows me a handwritten note: ‘Everything is already done except the groceries and the 
laundry. (The drum was not full enough).’ I almost sigh aloud with relief. How nice that someone 
had already been there to do the cleaning! The client apparently has this arrangement so that she 
gets some help making up a new weekly shopping list and getting some other additional things in 
the household done.  

There is a lot of dirty laundry, and figuring out exactly how the washing machine works takes 
some time. Apparently, I have to pull a chain to turn the machine on. The entire load doesn’t all 
fit in one wash, but unfortunately, there is not enough time for two full cycles. I decide to run one 
1:29 programme at 40 degrees instead, which takes less long than the usual 60 degrees. Then I ask 



her where the shopping list is, but she replies that we need to make it together. I look in the fridge 
with her and try to think about what to put on the list. The fridge is practically empty and the lack 
of fresh vegetables or fruit strikes me immediately. Should I bring it up as a suggestion or will I be 
out of line? Halfway through compiling the list, I discover that there is already a list hanging on 
the fridge door. I decide to compare the lists and add to it when necessary.

The client comes across as calm and insightful. She asks if I want to repeat the list and indicates 
which things are not needed after all. I take the empty bottles, waste paper and rubbish and head 
to the nearest supermarket. Would there be a paper container there too? Once I arrive at a super-
market, I try to get the groceries the client needs, but I have to go through the shop several times 
to find everything. Then it also turns out that the thirty euros she gave me is actually twenty euros 
short. I just pay the difference out of my own pocket. Or should I have gone up and down to get 
extra money in the little time I have?

Back inside, I see that her son is also visiting: a verbally aggressive man in his fifties who lectures, 
belittles and criticises her. “Why don’t you just stop smoking?” he shouts in frustration. I try to qui-
etly put away the groceries while the man paces back and forth restlessly, confronting his mother 
in a loud tone. Is this the moment I should make known that I am starting to feel uncomfortable? 
Suddenly, he asks me if I have changed the bedding yet. I reply nicely that I don’t know if that is 
part of my duties. As far as I can remember, this did not come up in the job interview and nothing 
was said about this during the online course either. I decide to call my coordinator but I can’t get 
hold of her. I then try to get some answers from the planning office, who does not seem to under-
stand my question and advises me to call my coordinator again instead. After I hang up, I tell the 
client’s son that it is better to wait for the call from the coordinator. I try to explain to him that my 
concern is not about whether or not to change the bedding but about the fact that it has not been 
clearly communicated by the organisation and I don’t know whether it is part of my duties.

Meanwhile, I am trying to hang the laundry, but in the background I hear how the son is on speak-
erphone talking to one of my colleagues and stating that I refuse to change the bedding, how 
unacceptable that is and that I am being cheeky. I hear my colleague, whom I have never met 
before, actually agreeing with him. My courage immediately sinks into my stomach. He proudly 
calls me into the living room, “Well, hear for yourself!”. On speakerphone, my colleague tells me 
that changing the bedding is really part of the job but that someone else will call me back soon to 
further inform me on the matter. I grab my phone to record this, just in case. 

It is already 12:45 and I think it is starting to dawn on him that I have only done the shopping. He 
says something about how ‘the help’ should work harder and how they should try harder to get 
everything done in the two hours of the appointment. He always reminds home support to this, 
he says. I point out that he needs to understand that two hours is incredibly short for the to-do 
list, especially when it involves additional tasks like with his mother. Suddenly, I see him blow up 
and lash out at me in a raised voice: “You know she’s demented, right?!” “Apologies, I did not know 
that and it has not been communicated to me in any way.” Then he asks why on earth I am unable 
to deal appropriately with this. “Indeed, I am not trained for this because I work as a substitute 
domestic support worker.”.

As I try to hang the laundry for a second time, I remind him of the twenty euros I have advanced 
at the supermarket. In an aggressive tone, he asks if I can send him a Tikkie but I refuse. I don’t 
want him to have my phone number or bank account. With much defiance, he grabs two ten-euro 
notes, and throws them at me on the table. “Here, so you can eat tonight.” I have to try incredibly 
hard to keep my temper. So far, I’ve still said ‘sir’ and ‘please’, but by now the situation starts to 
become really strained. I try to finish the conversation and note that it is already well past time. 
I was supposed to stay till 13:10 but it was already 13:15 and I am actually not obliged to stay 
any longer. To this he replies that he will throw me out of the house if I don’t leave immediately 
and that he is going to file a complaint so that I will be fired with immediate effect. I can totally 



picture this big middle-aged man running up to me and dragging me out by my claws! With fear in 
my voice, I tell him I will call the police if it comes to that.

This whole incident makes me feel so incredibly small. Finally, my coordinator calls me to discuss 
the situation together. I try to find the words to describe the situation and the client’s son takes 
the opportunity to repeat his side of the story. I try to keep my temper, but as soon as my col-
league asks about my side of the story, tears start to roll down my cheeks. I tell her about what 
happened and that I feel incredibly unsafe because of the verbal aggression. Still on speakerphone, 
she says, “Narges, pack all your things and get out of that house as soon as possible.” Moments 
later, she calls me back. She starts by saying that I should have known better and that it makes 
sense that changing bedding is part of the home support duties. I defend myself by saying that it 
is important as an organisation to communicate clearly about tasks and expectations. How could 
I have known that the client has dementia and therefore receives extra help? Especially when this 
is not mentioned anywhere and the clients comes across clear-headed. My colleague impatiently 
asks how old I actually am, to which I emotionally ask her if she is really using this as an argument.

Noticeably startled, she asks why I am crying. I am so shocked by the whole situation and how 
care employees are treated, both by clients and organisations. I feel like I am on my own and that 
I am indeed going to be fired immediately because of this unpleasant and unfair situation. She 
suddenly says: “Hey, you do know that we are always on your side, right? We know how unrea-
sonable clients can be and always side with our colleagues. You’re not alone.” I suddenly feel a 
lot less vulnerable. She tries to calm me further by telling me to put it behind me, and that it has 
nothing to do with who I am as a person. The son has probably already forgotten about it and 
gone off to do his own thing while I continue to gather myself crying. I shouldn’t worry too much 
about this incident; it only adds unnecessary stress and that is bad for my health, she says.

As incredibly nice and well-intended I find her response, I wonder what bigger problem is actually 
behind all this. The high pressure under which people work in care and how they need to rely on 
themselves without actual support from the organisation is the symptom of a structural societal 
problem. There is too little time, there is a lack of clear communication, staff shortages are getting 
worse and salaries remain alarmingly low. Everyone is aware of these poor working conditions 
without being able or actually willing to do anything about it: the client’s son knew that the two 
tenners he so disdainfully threw at me is a large amount of money for many people. 

In addition, I, the employee, am all alone on the floor. There is no emergency button I can press as 
soon as things become unsafe, and furthermore, I am dependent on who is in the office, and how 
quickly they respond. Besides, the office is in Vlaardingen and not Schiedam, so how quickly can 
someone be on site? Well, I am trying to put it behind me now but it does affect me, mainly be-
cause I am being portrayed as a lazy and cheeky person who refuses to work and who should be 
happy with twenty euros. The latter hurts extra because that twenty euros was a big deal for much 
of my life. It hurts because I don’t understand why people treat others like this; that the lives of 
these two people are like this. It hurts to be called lazy when I don’t work my ass off; which is all 
the more noticeable for the so-called ‘newcomers’ in the Netherlands. 

Although it is not very evident in this situation, it is a prejudice that I often sense under the sur-
face but often cannot quite pinpoint. Only if I work harder and harder I feel I do count in society. I 
am only tolerated if I meekly go along with what the other person demands of me, answer inti-
mate questions such as what I normally eat, what language I speak ‘back home’, what it is like to 
learn a new culture, whether I am married, religious, where I am ‘originally’ from, and whether my 
culture is as hospitable as in the country they holidayed in last summer. 

*



Almost out of helplessness, I started writing about my experiences, hoping it might ease the pain; as 
a way to justify my thoughts. “The system is terribly unfair and inadequate,” I tell my partner. And at 
the same time, no one can really do anything about it because we are all a product of our histories 
and the circumstances in which we grow up and live. Does it make sense to get angry when I am 
not treated right when I know the other person does not even realise it themselves? At the same 
time, I am not financially dependent on this work, so to what extent am I an actual representative of 
the people who have to work in such precarious conditions? After all, I can quit whenever I want. 

My decision to work as a domestic support worker was born out of curiosity and the naive desire 
to get to know the city better and in a different way. After my first day of work, I only really begin 
to realise the scope, nuances and complexities of my job. I now can better imagine my mother’s 
experiences when she did the same job shortly after we moved to the Netherlands. I also realise 
now how little I understood all the times she was treated unreasonably by energy, telecom, or 
insurance companies that sent her from pillar to post as soon as she called them with a question. 

A few weeks ago, she called me because she could not open a document on her phone. I reacted 
somewhat impatiently because I don’t understand why she doesn’t just do important things on her 
laptop. Every week we meet for a few hours to go through her company’s administration, and this 
time I thought it would be useful to show her how to open and print the document on a laptop. 
This took an hour and I noticed how outdated her laptop actually was. I apologised to her because, 
after all, it wasn’t her fault that she didn’t know what to do. It is high time she bought a laptop 
that is easy to use. By the way, how come she never told me in all those years that the laptop is 
unworkable? All this time I have unconsciously given her the idea that the problem lay with her. I 
wonder how often she has moments like this. If you are treated a certain way over and over again, 
at some point you become immune to it. Then you no longer see, hear or feel it; you start to lose 
your voice; habituation makes you learn to deal with it. Perhaps it is because of my own experi-
ences this week that I understand her better now. 

*

I, a small woman of colour, come to clean for the minimum wage of €11.89 per hour. Most peo-
ple I have spoken to so far, both colleagues and clients, therefore seem to assume that I am not 
proficient in the Dutch language. Incidentally, it also happens regularly that I am asked whether 
people from my culture are as hospitable as people from the Moroccan and Turkish communities. 
And whether it wasn’t difficult to navigate in a new country. They then compliment me on how 
well I already speak Dutch. I don’t blame them but at a certain point it does hurt to find yourself 
in the same situation over and over again. As if you have to prove that you are one of the good 
ones, that you can be trusted, that you are honest and don’t abuse the ‘privilege’ of being allowed 
to work. It therefore becomes very easy to give in to the feeling of powerlessness and the thought 
that it all makes no difference anyway.

In the fifteen-plus years that I have been familiar with the care sector through my mother, it feels 
like nothing has changed. Year after year, cuts are made and more has to be done in less time, so 
the human aspect increasingly disappears. There is usually little that organisations can do about 
it either. After all, they are also facing financial shortages and a huge lack of staff to cope with the 
growing demand. Employees need to be enormously stress-resistant, flexible and efficient to func-
tion under these high, unsustainable circumstances. Moreover, the cuts also mean a loss of over-
view and structure, leading to faster miscommunications between employees and management. 

I further wonder how much contact there is between employees. So far, I have only met one per-
son from the organisation and talked to the rest only by phone. This job proves to be a very lonely, 
irregular, unclear and unpredictable one, in which you may have to deal with unexpected and/or 
unsafe situations involving verbal and physical violence. You are constantly working in a state of 
readiness because you are in a home of a stranger. Can you voice your concerns, and if so, where 



and to whom? What if you lose your job? Will you still get a job somewhere else? Or should you 
make a fist and force much-needed changes together? 

*

In the houses I have been to so far, the most necessary things for cleaning are present, but I do 
bring vinyl gloves myself because I am afraid they will not be there. And indeed, so far I haven’t 
found them anywhere. Does the regular home support clean without gloves or do they bring them 
themselves, like me? What I am also wondering more and more: in what way is there a link be-
tween the state of a house and the well-being of the client? How does one influence the other, and 
in what way do they reinforce each other? Someone who is depressed, for example, is likely to feel 
less inclined to clean properly, causing the maintenance of the house to deteriorate rapidly, which 
in turn also affects the person’s mood. I wonder if this also works the other way round: could a 
tidy, clean, organised and uncluttered home also make for better mental health?

*

Then there are the things that cannot be kept clean properly because they are made of cheap ma-
terials or are simply too old. The grease and dirt literally eats into it. What is the point of cleaning 
then, especially if the right cleaning products are not available, the vacuum cleaner is hopelessly 
outdated and all surfaces are made in such a way that they cannot be properly maintained? Some-
times things seem almost impossible to put and keep in order. 

It is a bit similar to letters from the Tax Office, which are written in such a way that they are 
completely incomprehensible. The other day, I helped my mother with a payment, which, due to 
slow bureaucracy, she did not receive until then. The letter mentioned the amount she needed to 
transfer, but to find out which account number to transfer it to, you have to read the small print, 
where the bank account number and name are only mentioned in passing. Then, to actually make 
the payment correctly, you need a payment reference which cannot be found on the letter but for 
which you have to go to the Tax Office website. In conclusion, a payment that could have been ar-
ranged within five minutes took about two weeks in my mother’s case. It is made so unreasonably 
and excessively difficult for people in certain circumstances, especially if you owe the State mon-
ey. I can well imagine that my mother initially thought it was her incompetence, further endorsed 
by my slightly impatient reaction, but no one could have done this any better. It is clearly not her 
fault, nor mine.  

Thursday, 4 August 2022

09:00 - 11:00

I don’t know how it came about, but the address is impossible to find. I somehow have house 
number seven in my head, but it doesn’t exist. After ten minutes of frantically cycling back and 
forth, I decide to give the client a call. The gentleman immediately tells me he lives at number 
seventy-seven. Fortunately he is not angry. They have a very large dog, and despite the fact that 
I had informed the planning office that I would rather not clean in a house where there is a dog, 
something had gone wrong and there is no turning back now. The dog luckily seems nice. So does 
the gentleman. Madam sits outside, deeply absorbed in her own world. 

The gentleman mentions that only the upstairs needs to be cleaned. He had already done the 
downstairs toilet, hallway, living room and kitchen himself. He tells me he usually has the same 
person coming over to help. From this I take that certain things are done in a certain way. I there-
fore don’t dare ask for other cleaning products and decide to work with what is available. Fortu-
nately, I have my own gloves with me. In this enormous heat - it was 29 degrees outside - I am 
toiling and sweating in the bathroom. There clearly hasn’t been a thorough cleaning in a long time; 



the shower drain stinks beyond belief and there is black deposit under the shower wall, just below 
a groove. Since I only have to focus on the upstairs, I decide to do a nice thorough job cleaning all 
the baskets and bins, down to all the flasks, bottles and brushes. 

Over an hour later, I finish. I do a quick wipe and a round of vacuuming and mopping in the oth-
er rooms so I have just enough time to do the toilet on the ground floor. The gentleman checks 
in regularly and almost uncomfortably tells me not to work too hard. “Ah, miss, it’s OK, you don’t 
have to do all that!” and also, “Don’t wear yourself down!” I would like to say that I am not doing 
this out of charity but on principle. This is my job, and I feel it is my responsibility to do it proper-
ly. I have no pity, nor do I have an opinion on the state of the house. But I smile kindly: “Oh well, 
no worries, it’s done in a blink.” Somehow, I understand his response. He is not used to having a 
new face working hard to clean their home so thoroughly in the two scheduled hours. I do my job, 
maybe a little too diligently, but in the end I’m just doing my job. At the last minute, after he gives 
me a glass of lemonade (Fanta Cassis, I believe) he asks if I am studying or working. I say I am an 
artist. “Oh, can you get by on that?” I can imagine him asking this, especially since I just cleaned 
his house for a mere €11.89 an hour.

11:00 - 13:00 

The next house is quite a different situation again, with a single lady who walks poorly but is able 
to see very well. She keeps a close eye on my every movement. She’s quite commanding and 
clearly aware of everything that happens. She prefers to have everything done in her own particu-
lar way. I understand. When you have mobility problems and can only move around your house in 
a wheelchair, it’s convenient that the plates and cups are in the right place, where you can best 
reach them. She is quite strict, but kind at heart. Now that she realises that I work as precisely as 
she does, she warms up a bit. 

I find it quite fascinating how such a bond of trust can develop. Could it have anything to do 
with clients being a bit reluctant at first, because there are other people in their homes that have 
access to their most precious things? Or does it have to do with me being a woman of colour? I 
think of all those times my mother came home clearly emotionally affected, because she had been 
accused of theft. Or frigthened that she would be thrown out of her job if she called in sick. Any-
way, despite me staying a little longer - I believe 15 minutes - she doesn’t seem very impressed 
or grateful. Not that I do it for that, but it seems appropriate to share a word of gratitude after 
someone goes the extra mile cleaning your house. Her words of appreciation: she hoped I would 
be able to join her permanently. 

By the way, those extra fifteen minutes are from my own time; I have not yet dared to discuss 
‘overtime’ with the organisation. I am quite sure that I would then be reprimanded; that I really 
should keep to those two hours and that it is my own responsibility to watch my time. Anyway, I 
don’t think they will reimburse it anyway. I decide I won’t take the risk, for fear of being called to 
account and constantly being watched.  

*

While writing these words, I remember how many times I urged my mother not to work a minute 
of overtime because it’s unpaid work. I always tried to explain to her that half an hour here and fif-
teen minutes there can easily add up to five hours a month of missed income. It’s not her respon-
sibility to make up for the organisation’s structural unsustainable time schedules. How ironic, re-
ally, that I was the one who told her that nothing would change if she kept doing this, and how all 
those hours of unpaid work only benefit the organisation, and not her. Only now do I understand 
how difficult it is to watch your time when you care about people and provide care; when you put 
their well-being, the well-being of flesh-and-blood people, above your own interests and wishes. 



I don’t know whether at some point my mother stopped telling me, or whether she indeed start-
ed paying better attention to her own time. Knowing my mother, it is the former rather than the 
latter. A few years ago, I simply could not understand it but now I can no longer blame her. I just 
wonder how on earth we got into a situation where this is the rule rather than the exception to 
work unpaid overtime? Surely, a few extra paid hours need not to be such a big financial drain on 
the organisation, right? Do they not consider the working conditions of their employees of enough 
importance, or are they holding back because the benefits of this mismanagement outweigh the 
drawbacks? Or are employees afraid to report it at all?  

Week 2 

Monday 8 August 2022 

09:00 - 11:30

My first client today is a lovely lady who has also worked in home care herself. She is someone 
who takes matters into her own hands and makes sure every corner of the house is tackled, even 
though there are new people to help her all the time. We start by making the bed together. Her 
mattress is so incredibly heavy that I can’t manage to lift a corner myself, let alone that she would 
manage on her own. As she begins to realise that I work carefully and quickly, it seems like a 
heavy weight is lifted off her shoulders. She asks me to give all the doors a wipe too. “Yes, final-
ly someone who also thinks this is important!”, I think to myself. Doors are often forgotten, even 
though we touch them every day. 

It strikes me that a house may initially appear clean, yet you can discover all kinds of dirt when 
you take a closer look. I wonder to what extent my one-off visits actually contribute to structural-
ly upkeep a household. If the cleaning tasks aren’t done for a week, the following week it already 
takes more time and effort to get the house clean properly. We get to talking a bit and she tells 
me that she makes all kinds of art, such as objects and paintings. I tell her that I am also an artist 
and make sculptures with different materials. Her brother had once told her how difficult it is to 
be financially self-sufficient as an artist, especially because of the high prices of materials and 
rents of studios; something I can only agree with. I have been looking for a suitable and affordable 
studio for over a year now. The more I think about it lately, the more agitated I get. How on earth 
can an artist be self-reliant without a strong safety net and own or family wealth? 

For me, it means making long working days and being in heavy production mode eighty per cent 
of the time. It’s the reality I live in. I can’t often afford bringing in external people with knowledge 
and expertise, especially since I feel it is important to pay as fair a fee as possible. This applies 
both to professional relations with experience and knowledge whose help I sometimes need, but 
also to my little brother when he’s helping me out for a few hours. It seems like a hopeless task, 
because where do your principles begin and how far do you allow yourself to stretch them? It 
reminds me of how I now enter all these houses, at times overwhelmed by the amount of work to 
be done and other times confused because I don’t know exactly where to start because it already 
looks clean and tidied. Nevertheless, my working days, which often consist of two addresses 
where I work for two hours, often feel like an intense four-hour physical and mental work-out. 

Since I still have a few minutes to spare for the client, I suggest to give her front door a cleaning 
as well; something that’s almost never done. The moment when things shine and smell fresh is so 
satisfying, but at the same time the realisation of how it will be dirty again tomorrow always sinks 
in slowly too. What is the point of cleaning anyway? But to give in to that and leave it altogether, 
well, that’s another thing.

12:00 - 13:30



Between shifts, I have a thirty-minute break to eat something and cycle to the next address. Today 
I am on the road a bit longer, and because I left late at the previous client’s home, there is now 
only fifteen minutes left; exactly the time it would take for me to arrive at my next client on time. 
Despite the challenges of eating a decent lunch while cycling, I am happy with my vegan cheese 
sandwich. 

Once I arrive on site, hurried and overheated, I enter one of the most beautiful reception halls I 
have seen so far at senior flats: a huge open and covered space with lots of greenery, tall tropi-
cal plants and an abundance of flowers. The ceiling is made of glass, allowing natural daylight to 
shine in beautifully. It exudes a kind of peace and calmness that reminds me of holidays. Walking 
around me are elderly people and people in work clothes who are undoubtedly healthcare work-
ers. I try to find the house number, which is a small challenge every time in itself, but fortunately 
I manage to find it eventually and in time. Once inside, I see that the gentleman is largely para-
lysed, but despite his disability still manages to live semi-independantly in his wheelchair. 

He tries to explain to me in a heavy French accent where all the cleaning stuff is and what he 
would like me to do for him today. The plants need water, the rubbish needs to be taken away and 
the dirty laundry needs to be put in a bag so it can be collected too. He seems to be a much-loved 
man. There are pictures everywhere around the house. Of his wife, his children and other relatives 
and friends. He gestures with his both hands put flat together and presses them against his cheek. 
He then points to a picture of his wife and then upwards. She is now doing her eternal sleep. His 
vocal cords seem affected by his condition; it’s obviously difficult to speak. He talks about how in 
love they were and how much they loved each other. 

While cleaning the bathroom, I hear another care worker coming in. I remotely shout “Hello!”, but 
sometimes I forget that I have a relatively soft voice. It happens that she doesn’t hear me. From 
a distance I hear her asking why the home support hasn’t come yet. Should I go there now to 
prove her wrong? Or should I just pretend to have not heard it and get on with my tasks? I opt for 
the latter. Once in the living room, I find them sitting together at the table. Upon greeting her, it 
strikes me that she is the first woman of colour I have encountered in this job. It reassures me to 
see her; it means the client is not racist. I do the last tasks on my list and get ready to finish my 
visit after watering the plants.

I don’t know exactly why it touches me so much to water the plants. Maybe it moves me that 
someone in a physically difficult state can still care about the well-being of plants. Or maybe 
because it is such a simple task I might one day no longer be able to perform myself either. Then 
my plants would also be at the mercy of strangers who don’t know how much water they need or 
when they should be repotted. At the end of my shift he offers an ice cream as a thank you.  

Wednesday 10 August 2022

08:30 - 10:30

My morning starts at 8:30 today, at a lady’s house with two cats. Fortunately, I am not afraid or 
allergic to them! The flat is in a newly built complex that also houses a small shopping centre. I 
find that I don’t quite know how to communicate with her because she seems to live entirely in 
her own little world. She wears a worried look. 

I start by cleaning the kitchen and include everything I encounter along the way in my routine. 
There are so many cat hairs everywhere that I should actually vacuum twice; once to remove all 
the dust and cat hairs and a second time to catch all the leftover dirt. What is the state of the 
hoover bag anyway? Is it time to replace it? How long has it been since someone has been there 
at all? It’s a big job to remove all the cat hairs that have mixed in with layers of dust. Given the 
state of the house and my concerns about the client’s well-being, I work extra hard so that I can 



leave the flat as clean as possible. At my shift’s end, I decide to vacuum the sofa thoroughly. I 
thought this would take a maximum of ten minutes, but it ends up being twenty-five; the hoover, 
which has had its best years, can’t compete with the huge amount of cat hair. 

11:00 - 13:00

At 11:00, I start at another client’s place: a somewhat elderly lady who looks very fit despite her 
age. On arrival, I see her taking me in from a distance while leaning against the gallery balustrade 
of the senior apartment. She walks around cheerful, happy and full of energy in her pyjamas and 
tells me that this comfortable home outfit makes her feel wonderfully. She says there is no point 
in going through life with a long face, especially at her age. She lights a cigarette and continues 
her monologue with how others find her a pleasant and enthusiastic joker. Meanwhile, I try to de-
cide when to laugh or not. What if she is not joking after all? Clearly looking for a chat, she comes 
over every few minutes to tell yet another story about herself, her daughters or grandchildren. I 
try to show a degree of feigned curiosity but at the same time keep an appropriate distance. 

Her house is very tidy, with completely new furnishings. When dusting, she keeps warning me how 
to best lift the trinkets in order to be able to clean underneath. I get all stressed out, too afraid to 
break something by rubbing too hard with my cloth. I gradually notice how prefabricated the living 
room looks: everything apart from the usual pictures and figurines seems to have been bought 
in one go as a set. Her bedroom and bathroom are clearly a bit more dated, judging by the caked 
layers of dirt on the spots that aren’t cleaned often. Am I too precise to notice? At least if it all 
gets a thorough clean, she can get on with it for a while. She mentions that everything I do - dust-
ing, wiping the door handles and light switches, lifting plants to vacuum under them - is never 
done by her regular home support, and how she often goes home sick or cancels altogether. I am 
starting to feel guilty about creating a new cleaning standard that others will be asked to adhere 
to from now on. So, should I work less hard? 

Week 3 

Monday 15 August 2022

09:00 - 11:30

Today I start my day at a nice lady’s house. First on the to-do list is ironing the clean laundry. It 
has been years since I last did this, so with a healthy dose of fear of ironing too hot or causing 
creases I throw myself onto the task ahead. It is nice to notice how relaxed she is - but only after 
she notices that I am actually a hard worker. Clearly, certain tasks are of great importance to her, 
but for other tasks she shrugs her shoulders a bit indifferently. Of course, that shouldn’t be a 
reason to skip it but she seems to want to make sure that I don’t work too hard. She mentions in a 
friendly tone, “I’m not a slave driver, am I?” She means it as a kind of joke, yet this sentence sticks 
with me, perhaps because we are distinctly different in skin colour and background. Or perhaps 
because her house is full of colonial antiques; all sorts of furniture, objects and other trinkets 
made of tropical wood that are infused with a visual language that reminds me of historic African 
art. So far, she is the first person to insist on sitting down for a drink. She also insists on not drink-
ing too quickly, something I am normally inclined to do.

12:00 - 16:00

Fortunately, the lady’s domestic support had not shown up last week, which meant that, with 
high exception, I could add last week’s two hours to my shift and thus have enough time to put 
the house back in order. I had to negotiate this quite a bit, by the way. Indeed, the initial response 
from the planning office was that I could not stay longer because the client is only allocated two 



hours of domestic care per week. After all, who pays for the additional costs if I go over my time? 
The organisation? 

Granted, my impression is also just a snapshot but her physical condition is downright worrying 
and her home is messy beyond believe. Empty packages, boxes, books, papers, shoes, slippers and 
bags are scattered everywhere throughout the house. I decide to send an e-mail to the organisa-
tion because I feel that the lady in question is unable to take care of herself, or that the employee 
that usually comes over has structurally failed to perform the tasks properly:

Best healthcare organisation, 

Last Monday, on 15 August, I was at the client’s house. In response to that, I would like to share 
my worries with you. This is because I do not feel that the client is able to take care of herself or 
her three cats. As you know, I had already called on Monday to ask if I could work an extra two 
hours at this client’s house, as she did not have household support the previous week. Those two 
extra hours were much needed. I worked very hard to get as much done as possible, because I 
find the conditions in which the client lives very worrying and cannot imagine that this is healthy. 
Incidentally, she indicated that she had an eye infection and could only see 15 per cent, which fur-
ther limited her independence. She was clearly in a lot of pain, and was very nauseated during my 
visit. For instance, she ran to the toilet twice to vomit. 

Kitchen 

Upon entering, I was hit with a very strange smell which I already noticed throughout the house 
but which I could not locate yet. I saw an open Albert Heijn bag filled with mouldy food scraps 
around which a flock of flies had gathered. The place was so dirty that it looked like there had 
been no domestic support for years. I started by emptying and cleaning out the countertop. There 
were dishes everywhere, with pans, plates and cups full of mouldy food leftovers. The caked-on 
dirt was stuck in thick layers on the cooker, cupboards, the microwave oven and in the fridge. I got 
an entire rubbish bag filled with empty packages, bread that had been attacked by cats, rotting 
fruit, spoiled food and numerous other things the client gave me to throw away. 

Cats 

The faeces in the two litter boxes were so badly caked that I really had to scrape it off the bottom 
with the scoop. The grit was soaked with cat piss and both trays were filled to the brim with poo. 
There was no place left where the cats could do their business in the grit. Judging by the amount 
of droppings, I think it had been at least a month since they were last cleaned. 

Living room 

Here, too, the tufts of cat hair swirling across the floor testified to months of neglect. The two 
black cats on the sofa looked unhealthy and emaciated, and I didn’t even see the other cat. I actu-
ally hope that one is still alive. On the coffee table, the client had two boxes and a paper pharma-
cy bag filled with medicine packaging that appeared empty or only half-opened. I wonder to what 
extent, in this chaos, she will not forget to take the right medicines and be on time with picking 
up a repeat prescription. In the middle of the sofa where the client is sitting, I noticed incredibly 
persistent dark brown stains. For a moment, it was unclear to me whether this was dried blood or 
human excrement, but the client was wearing leggings with obvious skid marks on her backside, 
and thus the mystery was quickly solved. 



Bathroom 

On the bathroom floor, I saw brown stains everywhere, of which I didn’t know whether it was cat 
food or human faeces. Again, the floor was littered with dirt. I wonder if she showers at all, since 
she is very poorly on her feet and can barely see. 

Bedroom 

On the right side of her bedroom were piles of clothes, and the rest of the room was filled with 
mountains of other stuff. The storage boxes were covered under a thick layer of cat hair; so much 
so that the actual colour of the boxes were not even visible. The client’s unmade bed stank, the 
mattress and blankets lacked a cover and it was full of stains. I asked her if she would like me to 
make her bed but she said she preferred to do this herself. I then asked if I could put the items 
from the floor on her bed so that I could vacuum the floor and she agreed to this. While cleaning, 
I conjured up some more empty wine bottles and a used incontinence daiper from under her bed, 
which I then discreetly put in a rubbish bag.

Corridor 

In the corridor, I opened one of the two rubbish bags that were already there, to add some empty 
packagings. I found out than the bag was filled with even more used incontinence daipers, which 
explains the brown traces I had noticed on the floor earlier. I just hope she doesn’t get an infec-
tion! 

So all in all, it is an alarming situation. I have tried to clean everything as thoroughly as possible. 
At the moment it is a lot cleaner, but I don’t know how long it will stay like this. I also don’t know 
when she last had someone from the organisation coming over, but I hope very much that she 
gets the right help to keep her house in order from now on. 

I hope to have informed you sufficiently this way. I have been as comprehensive as possible and I 
hope that my e-mail gives sufficient reason to investigate this situation further.

Sincerely, 

Narges Mohammadi 

Week 4 

Monday 22 August 2022

09:00 - 11:00  

It is my first time cleaning at an Islamic family. A very sweet lady opens the front door and shows 
me around. There are so many things that remind me of the house I grew up in: from the specific 
belongings in the living room, the multitude of IKEA furniture I find throughout the house, to the 
accumulation of things due to the lack of storage space – it makes me feel a little at home with 
this place right away. The lady mentions that she always cleans together with the help, as far as 
she can still do things herself. 

I end up so deep into my own thoughts that I spend far too long on the first  floor. Seeing the 
clock that sings the Muslim prayer and the sticker explaining how to wash before prayers bring 
up all sorts of memories. Furthermore, it is difficult to dust and clean because there are so many 
small items on display on every surface. On top of that, it takes considerably longer because there 



is only cleaning vinegar, hand soap and washing-up liquid at the house. I have not used cleaning 
vinegar before. Would it be safer, more durable and cleaner than usual cleaning products? The lady 
offers me a cup of tea and a biscuit at the end of my shift. A bit later, and with the biscuit still in 
my hand, I wave her goodbye while she is talking on the phone in the kitchen, and walk out the 
door, on my way to my next client, already knowing I will arrive late.

11:00 - 13:00

I am working at a woman’s house, who herself has worked as a nurse all her life. When she notices 
that I am interested in hearing more about how care used to be arranged, the tone in which she 
speaks becomes more emotional. She thinks it is very worrying how care has deteriorated fur-
ther in recent years and how she is being treated. She tells me that about ten years ago, she was 
getting four hours a week of house support, which was since halved, right at the moment she has 
become older and able to do less. We talk about how these problems need to be addressed from a 
political perspective and people should no longer be left to fend for themselves, obliged to sort it 
out themselves. 

We both agree that it is a structural problem in which the privatisation of healthcare has created 
all kinds of unfair and precarious conditions that almost always work out in the (financial) favour 
of insurers. The healthcare sector is almost unable to function at all in our market economy. To me 
is it very alarming that people in the Netherlands have been getting older, and will age even more 
in years to come, while our society is already facing such extreme shortages in healthcare as it is. 
Shortages that have been warned about for years. Deficits that are the result of structural misman-
agement by governments that take no responsibility whatsoever. 

It is one big joke to cut healthcare precisely now and with these propects. It is like cutting back 
on doctors’ supervision and examination time year after year and then being surprised that they 
cannot do their jobs properly. It is also a coming and going of employees, who leave due to the 
precarious working conditions, which then means clients cannot be cared for properly, let alone 
provide customised support. People with health complaints are denied appropriate care and dete-
riorate further and further - until they are not at all competent to raise the alarm. After all, words 
fail when there is no breath left. Try fixing it with a quick band-aid when it’s already too late. Soft 
healers, stinking wounds.

She mentions how alone she is in voicing the interests of herself and other senior citizens. She 
says residents’ associations of senior flats and political parties like 50PLUS are more concerned 
with themselves than with the elderly. Even something as small as providing a waste container is 
something her fellow residents do not even dare to speak out loud. Perhaps they no longer feel 
like fighting to their last day to be heard. Perhaps they are afraid of the possible consequences if 
they do not meekly shut up.

I can well imagine that it is especially hard for her  to swallow that care is failing because she has 
worked in care herself. Well, of course it is all not so black and white either. Many elderly people 
have support, and the people I come to work for have a nice home, a social circle, can support 
themselves financially, and receive care and other support. At the same time, I am convinced that 
many people in need are left unnoticed and are suffering unseen. How would they fare?

Wednesday 24 August 2022

Today, the new school year started and on my bike to The Hague HS, I see young students walking 
back and forth everywhere. What would they be like sixty years from now? Would they already be 
thinking about that themselves? 



08:00 - 10:00

It is beginning to look like I am being deliberately scheduled at addresses that have not been 
properly maintained for a long time. Is it convenient for them that I am willing to work hard!? The 
grease stains on the floor are incomprehensible. Today I am a bit dismayed and not in my best 
mood. What’s the point? I am working, but my wrist and lower back ache. I also notice a head-
ache coming on because I am brushing in the intolerable heat and I’m not drinking enough to stay 
properly hydrated. All I really want to do now is take a nap, but even that would not work because 
my head is too busy processing all the experiences.  

10:00 - 12:00

At the next address, a round of window cleaning awaits me. Meanwhile, the client, an enthusiastic 
diamond-puzzler, talks to her neighbour on the balcony as if I were not there. “Yes, great fun to do, 
I’m working on a tiger now! You should really try it yourself.” After propagating her hobby, she asks 
if I want a drink. “Nice and simple,” she responds after I mention I don’t drink sugar in my tea. Her 
regular support is a Moroccan; she probably assumes I drink my tea sweetly too. Judging by her 
chatter, I realise how my visit also provides a social moment. I wonder how often she gets visitors 
at all. I know you can’t tell from the outside whether someone is mentally or physically healthy or 
in need, but when you are dealing with a person who doesn’t seem to be struggling with anything, 
you do wonder what the actual reason for your visit is. She seems to agree with this herself: she 
says she had also done this work in the past and would sometimes arrive at an address and won-
der to herself why on earth she was there. 

A little later, with well-meaning words of affirmation, she says that the window washing has made 
a huge difference and that the work has definitely not been in vain. I think she can see from my fa-
cial expression that I don’t understand why she wanted all her windows cleaned from the outside; 
they didn’t even seem dirty to begin with. The client is articulate, she communicates clearly and 
is empathetic enough to make sure to not come across as too commanding. Could she, with her 
background in care, be more aware of her rights and therefore have requested domestic support 
sooner than others? She herself mentions in passing that she only got help after she became in-
capacitated. How exactly does this process work? Under what conditions can you apply for help or 
support? And why does she seem to have things arranged so much better than, say, the lady who 
seemed to need to look after herself but was clearly unable to do so?  

*

It feels like I am a pencil eraser. As long as I keep doing my job and exist functionally, I am invisi-
ble. I am only noticed when I cannot do my job sufficiently. The pencil marks have a visible func-
tion but the erased white around them literally disappears into the background. 

*

Yesterday, I received an email from the organisation. In it, I was informed about all kinds of benefit 
packages. I could join all kinds of social insurance and other organisations and services. For in-
stance, they offered the Fresh in your Work programme, where the organisation helps with coach-
ing, physiotherapy, psychological issues and a sports subscription, among others. You can also 
sign up for a free health website and app. Furthermore, they offer collectivity discount with your 
health insurer and online physiotherapy. “Are these free online perks not helping you enough with 
your complaints? Then make an online appointment with a physiotherapist via this website after 
receiving formal permission by your supervisor.” The e-mail concludes with the advice to discuss 
the options with the HR adviser of the organisation. 

Would they have an interest in me joining something? I am reminded of how my mother some-



times said that her mediation agency charges a much higher hourly rate than the hourly rate stat-
ed in the agreement with my mother. They make a hefty profit from their services, which some-
times goes up to a difference of €11,- per hour. In addition, care intermediaries - and my mother 
has worked with a few different offices - all charge a percentage fee on top of each hour billed. 
In return, they handle payments between the care organisation and their affiliates; people who 
work on freelance basis. This has become increasingly common in recent years, with an increasing 
amount of healthcare workers switching to freelance relationships, either by choice or by necessi-
ty. 

My mother has been running her own business since 2017 and I have been doing her administra-
tion since 2019. I am basically her secretary. You sometimes hear people say that you earn more 
as a self-employed person, but I wonder if this is not just an illusion. If you want to take good care 
of your pension, insurances, administration, bookkeeping, business insurance and legal aid, I don’t 
think much of your income will remain. I find it worrisome. It shows how people take matters into 
their own hands - sometimes voluntarily but often by necessity - because they have no faith in 
the systems and institutions around them. In my mother’s case, having her own business would 
give her the freedom to work where she is treated well, where the work is challenging and fun and 
the residents are pleasant to deal with. In the past, she was often humiliated, belittled, discrim-
inated against, scolded by the planning office, her colleagues, the residents, and even the family 
members who happened to be visiting while she was coming over for a shift. After a long period 
of time, she was eventually completely fed up with it. Now she works in places where she is okay 
enough, where she feels safe and where clients treat her as a human being. 

It makes me sad that she works so much. Partly because she doesn’t really have a choice - if she 
doesn’t come, the clients won’t be cared for - and partly because she is saving money for her own 
house. It makes me even sadder to know that a significant part of her income goes directly to the 
Tax Office. And to think that her hard-earned money will not be spent to provide her with the right 
care for the moment she will be in need of it. 

Substantial cuts in care are still being made, and it’s not likely to change in the future. The glaring 
shortages of care staff will continue, especially as long as working conditions such as low wages, 
intense mental and physical strain, loneliness, insecurity and high levels of discrimination and 
insecurity in the workplace remain so dire. In addition, people in the Netherlands are less and less 
willing to do low-skilled and undervalued work; after all, there are other people for that - mainly 
people with a migration background, for whom there are few opportunities. 

Week 5

Monday 29 August 2022

10:00 - 12:00

Today I am working at a location in the centre of Schiedam; the address I was supposed to go to in 
my first week but was cancelled at the last minute. Once arrived, I ring the bell. No answer. After 
calling and trying to contact him by phone a few times, I start to get worried. What if the client 
has fallen, became unwell, or what if something worse has happened? What if he has been lying 
on the floor of his flat for days without anyone noticing? I call the planning office. They advise me 
to stay for a while while they start making enquiries. Fortunately, the residential complex has a 
covered corridor because it is raining outside. After twenty minutes, my phone rings. The client is 
fine but prefers to wait for his regular help, who will be back from holiday in a fortnight. I am told 
that he is not fluent enough in Dutch and for that reason does not feel comfortable with a new 
and, for him, unfamiliar face. 



Week 6

Monday 5 September 2022 

I had to call in sick. The planning office was understanding, thankfully. 

Week 7 

Monday 12 September 2022

10:30 - 12:30

The client mentions that she wants to clean the house together and that she will take on certain 
tasks herself, while I do the more physically demanding work, such as vacuuming. Since my sec-
ond week, I always tell clients upon arrival that I am a substitute worker and ask them to inform 
me on any particularities I should take into account. She replies that she has already done some 
of the cleaning, but that she needs help vacuum the antique sofas. After pulling out the vacuum 
cleaner, she points out which attachment she wants me to use. I must admit that vacuuming up-
holstery instead of dusting it works much nicer; a good tip that I will use from now on. 

During the brief introduction through the house, she asks me if I study. I tell her that I completed 
art school and am now working as an artist. She asks me if I can make ends meet with my work, 
but it is difficult to answer this briefly, especially since I have all kinds of thoughts about the 
matter. I reply that a side job as domestic support is not my main intention or goal and that I am 
mainly fascinated by how emotions, memories and ideals can be expressed in something more 
tangible. She mentions that her daughter is an artist too. I ask if her daughter can make a living 
from her profession. Again, the answer remains somewhat unclear and the conversation moves 
back to household tasks.

She has already cleaned the toilet herself, as well as the kitchen and stairs. Apart from the living 
room, only the bathroom, bedroom, study and the guest room on the first floor still need to be 
done. Despite the fact that she seems to be in control of everything herself, I also wonder if there 
isn’t more going on than meets the eye. After all, she seems in pain. I can see how she shuffles to 
her sofa after each task to sit or lie down for a while. As I am cleaning out the kitchen cupboards, 
I hear her on the phone talking to her GP about her back pain. I have deep admiration for how she 
tries to keep her life and household under control and kindly directs me but also executes various 
tasks herself. 

Vacuuming takes longer than I anticipated. The hoover hose falls out every time I accidentally pull 
on it because it is a different brand than the body. Besides that, the worn down machine lacks 
sucking power. I conclude my visit with changing the bedding and put new sheets on the bulky 
mattresses, together with the client. I continue to find this one of the most intimate tasks - much 
more so than dusting cupboards, side tables and picture frames. Do I find this more intimate 
because I myself would never allow anyone else to change my bed? Or would I later learn to have 
less objections to the idea? We wrap up by quickly hanging the clean laundry on the line, after 
which my work is done. 



Week 8 

Monday 19 September 2022 

10:30 am - 12:30 pm

This is the first time that I am working at the same address for a second time. I notice how much 
easier it is now. I know where everything is and what I need to do to make the client happy. I am 
also faster than last time. Fun fact: for the first time in my life, I am polishing a natural stone floor 
with a special agent. I had no idea that you can easily remove streaks and stains in this material 
this way. Another lesson learned.

Week 9

Monday 26 September 2022

This week I was not scheduled. 

Week 10 

Monday 3 October 2022 

12:00 - 13:00

Today I am only scheduled for one hour and I hesitate to call for extra hours. After all, I am on the 
road from The Hague HS to Schiedam for as long as I am actually working. In my schedule there is 
a note: “Client has two hours of domestic support for the usual tasks and one extra hour for doing 
laundry. Monday total one hour for dusting, vacuuming and full toilet cleaning, Thursday for full 
laundry, bed changing, bathroom and kitchen cleaning. Possibly taking care of additional tasks.” 
Finally enough time to do the tasks properly. 

The client is in her bedroom when I am working in the living room and kitchen, and moves to the 
living room when I move to the hallway, bathroom and bedroom. She is a nice lady who seems to 
have enough support from family and/or friends to keep her life in order. While I am working, she 
is spending time with her two sons installing a new curtain rod in the concrete wall. Fortunately, 
she has people who can help her with such things! Before I leave, I ask her if I can use the toilet. 
“Ah, miss, you don’t have to ask!” This is the first time I have used the toilet with clients. Earlier I 
didn’t have the nerve to ask. 

*

My contract officially ends 25 October. My care coordinator emails and calls me asking if I want 
an extension. I would like to continue doing this work and inform them that I will let them know 
soon.



Week 11

Monday 10 October 2022 

09:00 - 11:45 a.m.

Today is first time I wear lipstick to work. It feels good and I feel like myself. On the other hand, I 
unfortunately did forget to bring my gloves. I arrive at the home of a Turkish retired couple who 
both keep a close eye on me. Mainly the gentleman is very punctual and meticulous. They instruct 
me here and there and ask me to to bring this or that. At first, it feels a bit like they distrust me 
but at the same time, it is also one of the first times that my name is pronounced properly, which 
feels nice. Narges is a common Turkish girl’s name. 

Both clients are actually really kind and welcoming. They offer me one of the guest slippers that I 
am invited to wear during my visit. I leave my shoes at the front door. The gentleman tells me that 
in the forty-three years he has lived in the Netherlands, he has worked for the same employer on 
a permanent basis for forty-one years. He goes on to say that they usually have the same person 
from domestic support coming over, and that they were not very happy with the substitute worker 
who came over recently. “I see that you are very attentive and smart, and know how to do your 
job well.” He seems relieved and I also now understand better why he was a bit reluctant at first. 
Towards the end of my shift, they seem to be more at ease with me walking around in their home. 

The couple had just spent four months in Turkey. “How nice that you have been on holiday for so 
long,” I reply. “We’re old too, so we have a lot of time,” he replies. I am glad this couple has do-
mestic support. They have worked so long and hard that it pleases me to see that they are now 
getting help with certain tasks. I remember how long it took for my grandparents to agree with 
having domestic support coming over. They were perhaps a bit too proud, but they were mainly 
reluctant because they did not speak the Dutch language and slightly afraid to allow an unknown 
person into their home. They finally gave in, but not without reluctance. 

12:00 - 14:00

Again, there are no gloves present. I work quickly to get some time to thoroughly clean the kitch-
en cupboards. I spray the only strong cleaner that was present, an anti-calcium spray, directly on 
the kitchen cabinets. To the eye, the cupboards appeared reasonably clean but once I get going 
I see clean streaks appearing that are lighter in colour than the rest of the kitchen. After much 
scrubbing, I finally get all the kitchen cabinets the same clean colour, but by the end of my shift, 
my hands are completely dried out. 

Week 12

Monday 17 October 2022 

09:00 - 11:45 a.m.

Today I work at the same address as last week, but the nice and tidy couple is not very talkative 
today. They have both slept badly, or perhaps they might have not slept at all, due to continu-
ous pain. Their nagging joints, neck, back and knees make it impossible for them to rest properly. 
They are therefore both lying on the sofa. Whereas last week they were a bit reluctant, today they 
have to blindly trust me to do my job as neatly as the week before. And that I don’t use too much 
all-purpose cleaner. 



It is quite special to notice how I am becoming part of their daily routine; a clean start of the 
week. In addition, I now see how different it is to work for consecutive weeks at the same address, 
and how you get to know the clients better. I take a quick look at my schedule and see that I am 
also scheduled here for next week. They remind me of my grandparents. My grandfather is, I think, 
one of the most environmentally conscious people I know, who knows how to (re)use all kinds of 
things in very creative ways. I am reminded of how he recently transformed a Mc Donald’s drinking 
cup into a vase by sticking a flower through the drinking hole. This could have been used in a hip 
art installation. 

Furthermore, my grandfather is very inventive with plastic bags: he cuts them up into strips, 
twists them into thread and knots them together into a rope that he uses for all kinds of appli-
cations in and around the house. He also uses electronic cables, HDMI, USB, chargers, as rope to 
tie branches and trees in his garden. Not that I see the old couple doing this anytime soon, but 
they certainly have things in common with my grandparents. Both use vinyl as a surface protec-
tion against dust and caked-on grease in the kitchen. It is very smart and ultimately much easier 
to clean than the veneered kitchen cabinets. Also, like my grandparents, they cover the remote 
controls with cellophane film. I have always really appreciated this. Such actions reveal how thrifty 
and caring someone is.

Thinking back on it now, a heavy mood sinks in. Were my grandparents able to actually enjoy 
their home? The tactile experience of their home must have been way different, when everything 
around you is protected with a plastic layer. When would the time come when the foil could be 
removed, because they would no longer have to be in ‘what-if’ mode, always on standby for a sud-
den departure and needing to sell all your furniture to the highest bidder? Would that be why my 
grandfather packs everything so tightly and well? So, it’s no coincidence that I am so frugal with 
my things. My mother, for instance, is very meticulous when it comes to cleaning. She completely 
loses herself in it once she gets going. As if the traces of use have to be erased, as if every wipe 
means a new beginning and a clean slate, or to show that decent people live here. Oh well, maybe 
she just likes having everything very clean. 

week 13 

Monday 24 October 2022

No details. Cleaning work continues as usual.
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