Christine Arvidson

From my manuscript:  No, I Don’t Want to Hold Your Baby 
Fifty Cents an Hour

Ironically, although I was destined for the office environment, my first job was taking care of a baby – an unavoidable circumstance in keeping with the times.  For girls of my generation, the cycle would start when you were twelve or thirteen. Mothers with babies or elementary–age children in the 1950s and 60s kept track of potential babysitters like scouts for a major-league ball team. 

When I started the whole babysitting adventure, most of the moms in my blue collar, middle-class neighborhood, were not working outside their homes.  And, babysitting was just babysitting.  It wasn’t called “childcare” or “daycare” or “preschool” or any of the other euphemisms now used that imply there’s anything going on besides making sure kids were still in one piece when their parents got home.  

And the going rate was 50 cents an hour.  After all, since we were girls, we were really just little mommies-in-training anyway. And it wasn’t just diapers we’d have to deal with.  I remember coming home and complaining to my mom about some kid’s rotten behavior.  And she’d always tell me the same thing, “Well, just think how you’re learning from this experience.  When you have children of your own, you can make sure they don’t act that way.”  Yeah, thanks a lot, Mom.  Like sometime in that bizarre dimension of the future I’ll be able to magically ensure my kids don’t bite me, kick me, and throw food. 

 My mom’s point was completely lost on me in any case.  I don’t remember ever entertaining comparisons of my future kids and the ones I was taking care of as a babysitter.  I don’t remember fantasizing about what it might be like if this baby or that child was my own.  I didn’t spend my own money on buying them presents or clothes (I actually had friends who would do this).  I just wanted to get through the babysitting thing intact. 

 I wanted to come home without spit-up on my clothes.  I wanted the kids to stay asleep when they were supposed to be asleep and eat what they were supposed to eat.  

I just wanted to change a diaper without throwing up.  

The lure of some spare cash, snack food, late-night television, and unencumbered phone time kept me going.  It wasn’t much, but it was what I had.  And in addition to the mommy-in training, I managed to get a little being married-in-training, too, with these jobs.  

Forced to find amusement on long evenings, I could do a good bit of “observation.”  Hell, let’s call it what it was.  We babysitters often snooped around the houses where we worked, and that was an education on being young married people.  And some homes were definitely more interesting than others.

Think that through next time you have a babysitter.

Babysitting snooping was the kind of snooping that other kids did in their own houses, too, but frankly my home-snooping opportunities stunk.  My mom was always there, for one; she didn’t drive a car.  And, my parents were a whole generation older than most of the young marrieds I was baby-sitting for; they just didn’t have the interesting stuff around. 

I got my first look at a Playboy Magazine on a babysitting job.  I remember pulling out the centerfold and thinking it must have been really embarrassing for her to take her top off like that.  They must have paid her a lot of money.  

You’d have to be really careful when looking at stuff like that, too, making sure you knew exactly where it had been, the precise position in the stack of magazines, or the right drawer, so you could confidently replace it without being detected.  

It was while baby-sitting that I first observed the difference between married people who had twin beds and those who had one big bed in their rooms, the ones who had rumpled bedclothes, or those that kept fussy neat sheets and bedspreads.  It’s difficult when you’re a teenager (or maybe ever) to imagine your parents having sex; it was easier to go to other people’s houses and picture it.  Remember, we didn’t see people having simulated intercourse on network T.V. back then, much less cable or satellite movie services.

It was endlessly fascinating stuff for a hugely curious teenager.    

The insatiable inquiry I practiced around these young married people was primarily about sex, of course, but it also transformed me into a keen observer of the overall household.  More than actually spying, I was soaking up the details of husbands and wives, trying to interpret the reasons behind the behaviors such as, why were there so many completely silent fathers?  On many occasions, I didn’t hear a peep from the dad, no matter what the kids were doing, unless he came home hammered.  I never did figure this one out.
 

I even once found, in a bathroom cabinet, a “how-to” sex manual, very simplistic and clinical stuff: you put this here, and that there, the kind of thing your well-meaning family doctor might give to a newlywed couple way back then. 

It was a pamphlet-sized thing, kind of dog-eared.  The printing job was not expensive, no glossy paper here; it was a far cry from the plethora of sex manuals and how-to books of all kinds available in bookstores now.   I, of course, devoured it from cover-to-cover, over a series of evenings, carefully replacing it exactly where I had found it between some towels in the back of the bathroom cupboard.  I revisited that little gem every time I babysat at that house until I had finished it, reading only a few pages at a time, just in case the parents came home early or I lost track of time. I couldn’t imagine the humiliation involved if I got caught reading such a thing (for all of us). 

Especially because, lo and behold, someone had circled specific body parts on a couple of the line drawings…

Oh my God – I didn’t know whether to be totally grossed out or if I should trace a copy of that page for future reference.  

Those ink-pen circles on the page made it all so personal.  I mean, how can you look at people in the light of day when you know that one of them has circled the part where the penis goes into the vagina?

What the hell—were they confused about what went where?  Needless to say, I could never look those parents in the eye again.   

None of my observational skills were focused on the baby part of the job.  The truth was, babies just didn’t get my brain working.  I did exactly what I needed to do to make certain they were fed, dry, and hopefully sleeping, but doing so was a job – I never saw it as a future vocation.  If I was supposed to be a mommy-in-training, I completely failed to catch on.  

And, like many, or perhaps even most, young teenagers, I made no connection between the curiosity-inducing idea of sex and young married people, and having a baby.  

One was terribly interesting, the other merely a means to 50 cents an hour, a very cheap end.
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