
midway, temporally and geographically, 

in their trek through Harvard.

“It would have been nice if Harvard had

started doing this 200 years ago,” says

Norris, who is greatly enjoying her pio-

neering work. (In fact, she has found an

earlier, four-page, handwritten “Inven-

tory of the Personal Property of Harvard

University in the custody of the Librar-

ian,” made by Benjamin Peirce in 1828. It

lists such possessions as two “coal ket-

tles,” busts of Sappho and of Sir Isaac

Co∞n, and “the old Chair used by the

President on Commencement Day.”)

Because the survey is ongoing, Norris

invites leads and anecdotes from denizens

of Harvard past and present. She may

be reached in her Fogg Art Museum

o∞ce by telephone at 617-384-7258 or

by e-mail at norris@fas.harvard.edu.

J O H N  H A R VA R D ’ S  J O U R N A L

Far left: This knockable sixteenth-cen-
tury Egyptian door knocker—of brass,
engraved and inlaid with silver, copper,
and black compound—enlivens an office
wall. Left: Found in a little-used (dare
we say dingy) basement storage room at
Radcliffe was this oil on canvas, by an
unknown American artist, of a woman
with eyeglasses. Her hair style and dress
supply an approximate date of 1830 to
1840, but her name is a mystery. There
was no Radcliffe then. She appears
scholarly. Perhaps a sister in an intellec-
tual family? Norris and Cohen hope that
a student or scholar will do some re-
search and discover her identity. Below:
Julius Klein (1886-1957) earned a Ph.D.
in history at Harvard in 1915 and made

this portrayal
of departmen-
tal bigwigs, in
ink with black
and brown
washes, in a
style evocative
of the Bayeux
Tapestry, which
chronicles the
Norman
conquest of
England.

Quantity Time
by marlissa briggett ’88

Four years ago, when my first child

was two years old and I was six months

pregnant, I left my law career to become a

stay-at-home mother. Initially, I was un-

comfortable in my new role because I pic-

tured at-home parents as one-dimensional

characters, focused solely on children and

house. I feared becoming a cardboard

cutout of my former self.

Gradually, however, I have become ac-

quainted with fellow parents who do not

fit my stereotype. They are dynamic, ener-

getic people with wide-ranging passions

and interests. Many define themselves as

“stay-at-home” even as they hold impor-

tant leadership positions with volunteer

organizations or pursue nontraditional ca-

reers in writing, music, and art. The fol-

lowing stories show how some Harvard

alumni have made the transition from

their chosen careers to the domestic front. 

It’s 4:30 in the morning in Berkeley,

California, and Ayelet Waldman, J.D. ’91,

sits at her computer, writing during the

few quiet hours before her children

awaken. By 7 o’clock, she’ll begin her

other morning rituals: feeding her baby,

making breakfast and lunches for her two

older children, and running carpool.

Five years ago, the former Los Angeles

public defender chose to focus on parent-

ing full time. The decision to leave her

legal career wasn’t easy. “My mom in-

grained in me a disdain for the stay-at-

home moms. She called them the ‘Ridge-

wood Tennis Club,’” Waldman says. “I

grew up thinking parenting was not a

full-time job. If it was a full-time job, it was

because you couldn’t hack it. I went to

Harvard; of course I could hack it.” But

Waldman found that she was “crazy being

away from my daughter so much. I’d call

my husband and he’d be at ‘Mommy and

Me’ while I was at the Metropolitan De-

tention Center.”

She left her job at the height of her suc-

cess, following a string of dismissals and

acquittals. When she told her boss about

her decision, Waldman remembers the

woman saying, “You’re kidding. See you in

two weeks.” She wondered if she might

indeed be back that soon, because the

transition to full-time motherhood was

plagued with self-doubt and insecurity.

The fact that she could win a murder ac-

quittal was no guarantee that she’d be a

good parent. “We put such a premium on

being intelligent and accomplished,” she
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says, “and we’ve chosen to do something

where intelligence and accomplishments

don’t matter. In fact, maybe they hurt.”

Her public-defender days had habitu-

ated Waldman to constant ego gratifi-

cation. “I was very, very confident and se-

cure,” she says. “I was doing the right job

for me and I was really good at it.” Now

she’s never so confident. She admits

thinking, “A monkey could do this better

than I can,” when her initial time at home

with daughter Sophie was as di∞cult as

she had feared. The aspirations were lofty,

the results hard to measure. “My goal,”

she says, “is to shape someone who’s

going to be a good person. When your

kid grabs a toy away from someone

else, you don’t feel so great. You start

to think, ‘Who knows? Maybe I’m

the mother of the next Ted Bundy!’”

But Waldman reasons that quantity

time wins out over quality time.

“Quality time doesn’t work with

kids,” she says. “If kids had to decide

between spending one hour a day

with an attentive, loving mom, and 24

hours with a bitterly suicidal mom,

they’ll pick the suicidal wretch every

time. They want you 24/7.” 

Yet after two years of focusing ex-

clusively on her children, Waldman

realized that the experience was

pretty evenly distributed between joy

and tedium. She was confident that

she had made the right decision, but

found herself “bored out of her skull”

without the stimulus of her career.

Life as a stay-at-home mother became

considerably more comfortable when

she found a creative outlet. “I would

never have written a novel if I weren’t

home with the kids,” she says. “I

needed to do something during naptime.

What was I going to do? Quilt?” She fash-

ioned a female detective in her own

image—Juliet Appelbaum, a former public

defender turned stay-at-home mom, who

begins solving mysteries to counteract the

boredom she finds in “entertaining some-

one with a two-minute attention span for

hours on end.” Nursery Crimes and The Big
Nap are as much about the humor of par-

enting as they are mystery novels; they tap

into Waldman’s daily routines, joys, and

frustrations. Her first foray into what she

calls literary (as opposed to mystery)

fiction, Daughter’s Keeper, to be published

this fall, also draws on her parenting ex-

perience. Ostensibly about the drug war,

the novel explores the relationship be-

tween a mother, her daughter, and her

daughter’s baby in the midst of a drug

conspiracy and the subsequent trial.

Waldman hardly anticipated her cur-

rent success as a writer when she decided

to stay home with her children. And she

still considers herself a stay-at-home

mother first, a novelist second. She is firm

about limiting her writing to three hours a

day, while her kids are at school or sleep-

ing. The rest of her time is spent juggling

play dates, folding endless piles of very

small laundry, and managing her own ca-

reer and that of her husband, Michael

Chabon, author of the bestselling The
Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay. Ca-

reer management often takes place via

headset phone in her minivan while she

runs carpool. (She reasons that’s safer

while driving than turning around to deal

with sibling fights, or reaching back with

food. “How many deaths are caused by

juice-box maneuvers?” she asks.)

When asked to reflect on the trade-o≠s

she’s made in giving up her legal career,

Waldman points to an obvious one:

money. Although her family lives comfort-

ably, she misses the satisfaction that

comes from contributing financially. Not

so long ago, she considered herself a major

breadwinner. “I never thought I’d make

less money than my husband,” she admits.

“I feel like I’m not pulling my weight. My

dream is some day to make more money

than he does.”

At the same time, Waldman acknowl-

edged her good fortune in being able to

choose to stay home with her children. All

of the parents I spoke with realized

that financial constraints take that

choice away from many of their peers.

In discussing the di∞culties she faced

when she gave up her career to stay

home, Audrey Kadis, M.B.A. ’77, noted,

“These are really upper-income prob-

lems. There are plenty of people who

couldn’t make the choice I made.”

Harvard seems an unlikely training

ground for stay-at-home parents, so—

having recently received my own

class’s fifteenth-reunion survey—I set

o≠ to find out whether other classes

had compiled information about those

of us in that category. Fifteen years out

seemed a likely enough timeframe for

anticipating that reunioners might

have small children. Interestingly, the

evidence was slim, but I did learn from

the class of 1984’s survey that only one-

sixth of the alumnae with children

identified themselves as “full-time

homemaker/child-care giver.” In con-

trast, the U.S. Census reports that

more than 40 percent of married cou-

ples with children under six years old

had one parent at home. The disparity is

not all that surprising. Harvard prepares

its graduates to change the world, not dia-

pers. So it is with a little awkwardness

and surprise that some graduates decide

to stay home with their children.

Audrey Kadis believed she would suc-

cessfully manage both children and career.

She was in the vanguard of women who

attended business school, and fully in-

tended to be a successful player in the cor-

porate world. After graduation, she be-

came a consultant with Touche Ross (now

Deloitte, Touche) in Boston, working long
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hours and traveling often. Three years

later, she and her husband, Jack Kadis, a

corporate executive, had their first child.

Desiring a fulfilling career but unhappy

with her job’s time and travel demands,

she looked for work that could accommo-

date her parenting needs.

Unfortunately, the most interesting

jobs required the longest hours and most

travel. In trying to perfect the balance be-

tween work and family, Kadis spent years

bouncing between nine-to-five jobs that

“were as interesting as watching trees

grow” and more interesting

60-plus-hours-a-week sys-

tems-management jobs. Then

she spent one morning at

Children’s Hospital in Boston

with a friend whose son was

having surgery on what

proved to be a benign tumor.

The occasion was an epiph-

any. “That night, I told my

husband, ‘I don’t want to

work full time,’” Kadis says.

“I don’t want someone else

raising my children. Life is

too fragile.” 

Yet when she sat down to

tell her children that she

would be home full time, tak-

ing over their nanny’s role,

her seven-year-old daughter

Jessica exclaimed, “You can’t

do that, Mom! You have no

experience.” There was truth

in the girl’s outburst. For a

year, Kadis’s children com-

plained that she didn’t perform as well as

their former nanny. “She would do things

like organize a teddy-bear picnic,” Kadis

says. “She’d send out invitations and take

a group of kids to the park. I never did

stu≠ like that.” Instead, Kadis says, “I

loved to take my kids to the library and to

classes at the Science Museum.” They also

spent time together volunteering for soup

kitchens and nonprofits such as Green-

peace and the AIDS Action Committee.

Kadis stayed home for three years and,

like Waldman, she found creative outlets

for her talents. She set up an arrangement

with the AIDS group that allowed her to

base her volunteer schedule around her

children’s school schedule, so she could

contribute meaningfully to an organiza-

tion she cared about. In just six months,

she raised $50,000. She found it ironic that

at her fifteenth business-school reunion in

1992—surrounded by classmates with

high-powered jobs—“All anyone wanted

to talk about was my work [for the com-

mittee.] It was perceived as having huge

social value.”

When her children went o≠ to junior

high and high school, Kadis decided to go

back to work. She joined Fidelity Invest-

ments in a “stressful and intense job” that

required 50 to 60 hours a week, including

regular weekend commitments. Mean-

while, family demands continued to com-

pete for her time. “I still had two children,

I had all the bills, the doctors’ appoint-

ments, and everything else that comes

from running a household,” she says. Nev-

ertheless, she stayed for three years, until

her brother became seriously ill with

AIDS and she left to be able to spend 

more time with him. “When you have a

high-powered job and children,” she ex-

plains, “things work for you only when

everything else in your life is running

smoothly.”

Now, with her youngest daughter set to

graduate from Yale this year, Kadis has ac-

cepted another demanding position. She

manages the Adopt a Family program of

the Israel Emergency Solidarity Fund, an

organization that raises money for the

families of victims of terrorism, spending

three days a week at the organization’s of-

fice in New York and working from home

in Boston the rest of the time. She reports

that she is “working from the time I get up

until the time I go to bed, and I’m so

happy.”

Mothers do not crop up often in the

leadership ranks of corporate America.

Sylvia Ann Hewlett’s recent book, Creating
a Life: Professional Women and the
Quest for Children, reveals that,

among corporate executives

earning $100,000 or more, 49

percent of the women were

childless—versus only 10 per-

cent of the men. A more in-

formal assessment comes

from the class of 1984 reunion

survey in which two-thirds

of the female graduates, but

only a quarter of the males,

indicated that having chil-

dren hurt their careers at

least a little.

An alumnus who chooses

to stay at home with his chil-

dren, like Dennis Findley,

M.Arch. ’85, of McLean, Vir-

ginia, is a rarity. When he

made the decision, Findley, an

architect who “dearly loved”

his work, was as surprised as

anyone. One evening during a

dinnertime talk with his

then-pregnant wife, Bonnie Barit, a senior

manager at Hewlett-Packard, he blurted

out, “What would you think if I stayed

home?”

Yet after voicing the question, Findley

wa±ed for months about the choice. But

as a frustrating search for nannies went

on, he had a growing sense that his impact

at home with the couple’s twin boys

would be stronger than anything he was

accomplishing at work. When the twins

were two and a half months old, he gave

notice at the architectural firm in north-

ern Virginia where he worked.

Not everyone applauded his choice.

Family members worried about the e≠ect

his decision would have on his career. For-

mer classmates took the news with polite
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surprise. On weekday afternoons, stran-

gers at the mall gave him odd glances, as if

caring for his children during a typical

workday was aberrant behavior. His own

inner conflict influenced his decision not

to tell his boss why he was quitting; in-

stead, he said he had outgrown his job and

wanted to explore other opportunities.

Findley went public in 2000, when he

let a Washington Post Magazine sta≠ reporter

trail him for nearly six weeks to write a

story on his life as a stay-at-home parent.

“Harvard is what makes the story so fasci-

nating for people,” he says. More than 30

papers in Japan picked up the story, he

adds. “It was big news: ‘Harvard man giv-

ing up career for kids!’”

Ironically, that cover story opened

doors for Findley in the architectural

world and elsewhere. Phone calls came in

from homeowners who were interested in

hiring him to design residential space. A

local preschool and a newly formed pri-

vate school invited him to join their boards.

He says that he includes the Post story in

his portfolio because it “graphically ex-

plains what I’ve been doing for six years,

as opposed to leaving a blank hole on my

résumé.”

With his sons now in school full time,

Findley has begun a home-based practice

that will allow him to resume work on his

own terms—part-time at present. His goal

for the next few years is to enlarge slowly

to a full-time practice that will allow his

wife to stay home with the children. In the

meantime, he continues to attend profes-

sional seminars and enter architectural

competitions as he has done all along. And

every afternoon, without fail, he is there to

pick his kids up from school.

The uneasy balance between career

ambitions and family is something most

parents grapple with, whether they work

or stay at home. Elizabeth Abate ’87 of San

Diego, a former marketing writer in the

high-tech industry, has spent time both as

a working parent and a stay-at-home par-

ent. Currently at home with her two sons,

she ran into an old friend at her reunion

last spring and they chatted about the

friend’s career, which was going very well.

Then her friend confided, “I never ex-

pected to be at my fifteenth reunion un-

married and with no kids.” Abate coun-

tered, “Well, I never expected to be a

stay-at-home mom at my fifteenth.” Her

friend laughed and said, “Together, we

have the perfect life!”

The trade-o≠s between parenting and

careers are inevitably frustrating. “I

wouldn’t pretend I’ve done a good job try-

ing to manage this,” says Kadis. “I have no

magic answer for parents who have little

children. Whatever you do, you feel torn.

If you went to Harvard, you’re smart and

an overachiever and you have high goals.

Everyone tells you that you can do any-

thing you want. Then, you find it’s not so

easy.” She is certain about one thing, how-

ever: “If you’re going to have kids,” she

says, “you owe them time.”

Former attorney Marlissa Briggett ’88 is a free-
lance writer living in Arlington, Massachusetts,
and the mother of two.

(Please note that I should not be writing this col-
umn: I have a thesis chapter due on Thursday and
pages to go before I sleep…)

Harvard attracts its students in

many di≠erent ways. Some come for the

name, some for the academics, and some

for the opportunity to work with a spe-

cific star professor. I knew Harvard’s aca-

demics would be good, but that was not a

big draw for me. If I had been primarily

concerned with academics, I probably

would have opted for my other top choice,

Amherst College—after all, I reasoned,

the students there actually know their

professors. For me, Harvard’s appeal came

from outside the classroom: in the rich

network of its extracurriculars. Although

the College eschews preprofessional train-

ing, students have built an impressive

range of organizations to fill the void re-

sulting from the lack of concentrations

like communications, theater, business, or

pre-law—extracurriculars so stimulating

and intense that they rival many of the

academic preprofessional programs at

other schools. I came for the student-run

newspapers, which are widely regarded as

o≠ering one of the best journalism “pro-

grams” in the country.

I joined the Crimson as soon as I could

freshman year, and by November, my

roommates had to order call waiting for

our telephone line in Wigglesworth so

that I wouldn’t miss requests to cover

breaking news. In the end, though, it did-

n’t matter much, because by spring semes-

ter I spent more time at the Crimson’s 14

Plympton Street o∞ces than in my

room—a pattern that continued until I

finished my executive term this past Janu-
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Accidental Academics
by garrett m. graff ’03

Dennis Findley
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