ARTICLES  AND  ESSAYS
BABYSITTING  101  -  BY  BERNICE  HAMPTON

I took a course in babysitting preparedness that included child safety and CPR.  When I felt ready to test my skills, I set about marketing myself.  I’m pretty thorough and organized, and when I set my mind to do something, I’m not easily deterred.  I created a flyer and photocopied it several hundred times, and then I rode my bike around town, putting these fliers into mailboxes, doorways, and onto the bulletin boards of grocery stores and libraries. 


This generated a few telephone inquiries, and one of these produced my first babysitting gig.  Just like that, I was in business.  Please don’t think that I was completely inexperienced with children.  I have a younger brother, Darrel, who is five years’ my junior. When we were children, I helped with his caretaking.  We shared a room, and I was the one to help Darrell get dressed and undressed at the beginning and end of each day, and I soothed him in the night when he awoke from a fitful slumber with monsters chasing him. 


With what I learned from this experience and the class, I felt prepared to take care of the joyous bundles belonging to other families.  At the time, I had no idea how little prepared I actually was.  It was the Harrison’s who called and set up an appointment with me.  On the following Saturday, Mr. Harrison picked me up and drove me over to their house. 


Mr. Harrison was a steady and methodical driver.  I’ve always felt you can learn a lot about a person from how they drive.  Take me, for example.  I’m a rock in most situations, steady as can be.  But I have yet to pass my driver’s license test, because for some reason, I get terribly distracted in a car.  Not by the car, but by the driver’s perspective.  I look out my window and see the choices and responsibilities, and before you know it, I’ve got traffic backed up a mile because my car has slowed to a crawl.  It’s not a good or particularly safe habit for a driver, which is why I’m sticking to bikes for now. 


But back to the Harrison’s, those kind, but ill-prepared parents.  There were two Harrison children: Sophie, five, and Geoff, three.  I spent a half-hour with the darlings while their parents were home, so that everyone was comfortable with me.  Soon everyone was, and the Harrison’s swept out of the house for their dinner date at a neighbor’s, leaving me with a sheet full of emergency information, and little idea of what lay ahead. 


The children needed their dinner, so I reheated the meal left for them by their mother.  This was a macaroni dish with cheesy pasta, carrots, and broccoli.  To say it didn’t go over well would be an understatement.  Geoff needed a bath three minutes in.  He dumped the bowl on his placemat, yelling, “No green stuff!  No green stuff!”  And then he flung it about the kitchen, and by the time I managed to take the bowl of food away from him, there was no food in the bowl.  Sophie, who was eating quietly this whole time, informed me that Geoff disliked broccoli, but that Mother tries to disguise it in macaroni.  Geoff wasn’t fooled. 


I’m not sure which took longer, the cleanup of the kitchen or the cleanup of Geoff.  Probably Geoff.  I didn’t do such a great job on the kitchen.  Geoff, I put in the bath and Sophie with him.  Sophie and Geoff both insisted that they were allowed to color the bath water, and of course I believed them: the box of food coloring was right there under the sink, where Sophie said I would find it.  They wanted blue, and took turns adding drops of blue dye to the water.  When I got the container back, it was empty, and the bubbles and water were very, very blue.  They seemed happy with it, though, and played in the suds without incident for the next ten minutes or so.  Then the water began to cool, and I said it was time to get out; Sophie complied, got out, wrapped herself in a towel, and padded down the hall to their bedroom, leaving me with Geoff. 


Three-year-olds are actually much stronger than you might imagine.  He wouldn’t leave the water, so I pulled the plug, but there he sat, as the water drained around him.  I tried reason, and then I tried force.  Geoff flung water and blue suds everywhere, but within a few minutes I held him forcibly on my lap while he flailed and yelled.  Finally he stopped, I think because he was cold.  I was cold, too, and wetter, now, then he was.  He slipped off my lap and stood in front of me, and it was then that I noticed the blue tinge of his fingers.  He’s freezing, I thought.  But on closer inspection, I found that he was really just blue.  His hands and feet especially, but the rest of this body as well, from about the waist down.  Blue. 


To be fair, it was a lovely shade, sort of a periwinkle, which I suppose was the result of the dye mixed with his own skin tone.  I tried not to make a big deal of it, but Geoff noticed me noticing, and yelled out, “I’m blue!  I’m blue!”  He seemed quite happy about it.  Sophie, however, was not.  She was already in her pajamas when I brought Geoff in, and sat inspecting her nails.  She had a look of concern on her face, and I said, “Don’t worry, it’s just the food coloring.  It’ll wear off in no time.”  And she got teary and sat there and blubbered, “I’m blue!” while Geoff was happily running around naked, singing, “I’m blue!”  It was quite a scene, in no small part because they were both blue.  But different shades of blue.  Geoff was purplish, but Sophie was greenish, more of a cerulean shade.  I calmed them down, got them into bed, and told them a story about children who woke up one morning as giant blueberries.  They seemed to like it. 


By this time, it was 8:30, and the Harrison’s were home by 9.  I didn’t even have time for homework.  Mr. Harrison drove me home, paid me, thanked me, and said goodnight.  I didn’t hear from them again, and suppose I should have done a better job cleaning up the kitchen.  Or the bathroom.  I didn’t try to explain the blue kids, because how would you bring that up, really?  I’m taking a break from babysitting now, trying to figure out if it’s really what I want to do.  I’m thinking outdoor work might be more my style.  I can have a yard-care flyer ready to go next week.
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