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Katharine Weber (b. 1955) is a contemporary American non-fiction writer and novelist. In this story, a young
girl is asked to babysit--but the job turns out to be different than she expected. As you read, take notes on
the unusual details the main character notices and how these details contribute to the story's final
realization.

She would not have to change a diaper, they said.
In fact, she would not have to do anything at all.
Mrs. Winter said that Charles would not wake
while she and Mr. Winter were out at the movies.
He was a very sound sleeper, she said. No need
to have a bottle for him or anything. Before the
Winters left they said absolutely please not to
look in on the sleeping baby because the door
squeaked too loudly.

Harriet had never held a baby, except for one
brief moment, when she was about six, when
Mrs. Antler next door had surprisingly bestowed1

on her the tight little bundle that was their new
baby, Andrea. Harriet had sat very still and her arms had begun to ache from the tension by the time
Mrs. Antler took back her baby. Andy was now a plump seven-year-old, older than Harriet had been
when she held her that day.

After two hours of reading all of the boring mail piled neatly on a desk in the bedroom and looking
through a depressing wedding album filled with photographs of dressed-up people in desperate need
of orthodonture2 (Harriet had just ended two years in braces and was very conscious of malocclusion3

issues) while flipping channels on their television, Harriet turned the knob on the baby's door very
tentatively, but it seemed locked. She didn’t dare turn the knob with more pressure because what if
she made a noise and woke him and he started to cry?

She stood outside the door and tried to hear the sound of a baby breathing but she couldn’t hear
anything through the door but the sound of the occasional car that passed by on the street outside.
She wondered what Charles looked like. She wasn’t even sure how old he was. Why had she agreed to
baby-sit when Mr. Winter approached her at the swim club? She had never seen him before, and it was
flattering that he took her for being capable, as if just being a girl her age automatically qualified her as
a baby-sitter.

[1]

1. Bestow (verb): to give or present
2. Orthodonture refers to the branch of dentistry dealing with the prevention or correction of irregularities of the teeth.
3. Malocclusion refers to a misalignment of teeth.
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By the time the Winters came home, Harriet had eaten most of the M & M's in the glass bowl on their
coffee table: first all the blue ones, then the red ones, then all the green ones, and so on, leaving, in the
end, only the yellow.

They gave her too much money and didn’t ask her about anything. Mrs. Winter seemed to be waiting
for her to leave before checking on the baby. Mr. Winter drove her home in silence. When they reached
her house he said, My wife. He hesitated, then he said, You understand, don't you? and Harriet
answered Yes without looking at him or being sure what they were talking about although she did
really know what he was telling her and then she got out of his car and watched him drive away.

[5]
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[RL.1][RL.5]

[RL.4]

Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Why is Mr. Winter’s and Harriet’s interaction at swim club significant to the
story’s plot?

A. Mr. Winter knows Harriet to be mature for her age, so he asks Harriet to take
the unusual babysitting job to calm his wife’s concerns.

B. Mr. Winter asks her to babysit even though she has never seen him before,
implying that he doesn’t care who babysits Charles and that he is a neglectful
father.

C. Harriet suspects that Mr. Winter only approached her to babysit because of her
age and because she’s a girl; this awareness is one of the first steps towards her
growing up.

D. Mr. Winter asks her to babysit even though she has never seen him before; this
unusual approach is a clue that something is off concerning the Winter family.

2. PART B: Which TWO other details from the story have a similar effect as the
answer to Part A?

A. "She would not have to change a diaper, they said. In fact, she would not have to
do anything at all" (Paragraph 1)

B. "He was a very sound sleeper, she said" (Paragraph 1)
C. "Harriet had never held a baby, except for one brief moment" (Paragraph 2)
D. "Andy was now a plump seven-year-old, older than Harriet had been when she

held her that day" (Paragraph 2)
E. "Harriet turned the knob on the baby's door very tentatively, but it seemed

locked"
F. "She didn’t dare turn the knob with more pressure because what if she made a

noise and woke him and he started to cry?" (Paragraph 3)

3. How is the word choice regarding the parents’ surname significant to the story? Cite
evidence from the text in your response.
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[RL.2]

[RL.1]

4. PART A: Which of the following best describes a theme of the story?
A. People sometimes grieve in mysterious ways.
B. Guilt can cause great changes in a person.
C. Family supports each other no matter what.
D. Death can force a person to grow up more quickly.

5. PART B: Which of the following quotes best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “Harriet had never held a baby, except for one brief moment, when she was

about six, when Mrs. Antler next door had surprisingly bestowed on her the
tight little bundle that was their new baby, Andrea.” (Paragraph 2)

B. “two hours of reading all of the boring mail piled neatly on a desk in the
bedroom and looking through a depressing wedding album” (Paragraph 3)

C. “She wondered what Charles looked like. She wasn’t even sure how old he was.
Why had she agreed to baby-sit when Mr. Winter approached her at the swim
club?” (Paragraph 4)

D. "Mrs. Winter seemed to be waiting for her to leave before checking on the
baby... When they reached her house he said, My wife. He hesitated, then he
said, You understand, don't you?” (Paragraph 6)
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. Some literary critics read this story as a “coming of age” tale and assume that this
experience is one of Harriet’s first introductions to the adult world. Based on your critical
reading, what does the story reveal about the adult world?

2. In the context of this story, what does it mean to be grown up? Support your answer with
evidence from this text, your own experience, and other art, history, or literature.
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