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Baby Talk 
by jessica salley ’14

A bout halfway through fresh-
man year, one of my roommates 
made a startling confession. 
“You know, before we all got to 

school…I thought you had a baby.”
My roommates and I were draped 

across the futons in our common room, 
and as she said it, she burst out laughing. 
Everyone else followed, but I stayed silent.

“Wait. What?” I asked, dumbfounded. 
“Well, you had that Facebook album 

just called ‘BABY!’ and someone left a com-
ment on it saying, ‘I didn’t know you had 
a kid!’” 

“Uhh. That’s my 40-year-old half-sis-
ter’s son,” I finally said. “And the com-
menter was my friend Anthony, who sat 
next to me in math class for three years. 
I’m pretty sure he’d have noticed if I’d had 
a baby.” 

She held up her hands, as if accused by 
the law. “I know. I figured that out when 
you showed up to school and didn’t have 
a kid,” she responded, still laughing. “My 
brother and I just had this theory that you 
were a teen mom and you wrote a really 
moving essay about it, and that’s how you 
got in. It was sort of a joke, but, I mean, 
you are from Louisiana….” She trailed off, 
unsure whether she was still in friendly 
territory or had overstepped the line.

I laughed, because what else can you do 
when your freshman roommate tells you 
she thought you would show up to Har-
vard dragging a baby carriage up the stairs 
of your freshman dorm, saddled with a 
carry-on diaper bag, a suitcase full of for-
mula, and a baby on your hip?

My laughter turned a little more genu-
ine when I tried to picture it myself. I’m 
not exaggerating when I say I completely 
lack whatever complex mental or chemi-
cal processes comprise “ maternal in-
stinct.” When my half-sister first handed 
me my newborn nephew, the BABY! from 
my Facebook album all those years ago, I 
looked into his beautiful steel-blue eyes, 
took in the reality of his teensy button 
nose and his little yawning mouth, and 

promptly shoved him toward my father. 
He looked at me, concerned. “Is some-

thing wrong?” he asked.
“No. No. I mean, no, I just didn’t know 

what to do with that thing.”

Four years later, not much has changed 
in that department. I teach civics to fifth-
graders in Allston once a week, and I’m 
quite fond of all of them. They are witty, 
insightful little people who drive me insane 
in their own individual fashions, but who 
also sometimes restore my faith in human-
ity. At the same time, I appreciate the stat-
utes that prevent me from making physical 
contact with them, if only because this has 
legally justified my awkward, two-pat-on-
the-shoulder response to the few instances 
in which they’ve rushed to greet me or seek 
comfort from me. (This mostly happens in 
attempts to trump up charges of meanness 
against classmates.)

At school, even my friends in serious re-
lationships think mostly like me: for most 
of us, having children, and even marriage, 
are entirely abstract ideas at this point. 
In conversations with my roommates, it’s 
about Pinterest boards full of bridesmaid 
dresses or arguments on DJs versus live 
bands. “When I get married to Justin Tim-
berlake” is still a pretty common way that 
these dreams take form, whether or not a 
flesh-and-blood significant other is in atten-
dance. We have no idea whom we’ll marry, 
or when; we just like the idea of planning 
a big party with an open bar that all of our 
friends will feel obligated to attend. 

When conversations about marriage 
and having children turn more serious, we 
talk of the unrealistic expectations set up 
for us by the media. We share blog posts 
about how race, class, and womanhood 
are represented in TV shows from Girls to 
Scandal. We’ve read books like Lean In, and 
if we haven’t, we know how to talk as if we 
have. We ultimately agree that we want to 
be established in our careers before we can 
really consider starting a family. But we 
also know how to critique Sheryl Sand-

ability to embrace change. He understands 
the interplay of academic, extracurricular, 
and residential life at Harvard….”

Speaking by telephone from Davos, 
where he was participating in the World 
Economic Forum, Khurana said that he 
and his wife insisted on remaining at 
Cabot House, citing their enjoyment of 
the responsibility and its importance in 
informing their sense of student needs 
as he shapes College policy. Asked about 
FAS’s prospective academic honor code for 
undergraduates (Khurana serves on the 
committee leading this work), he broad-
ened the conversation this way: “There is 
a strong thirst among students, faculty, 
and staff to discuss these issues and cre-
ate space for these discussions to happen. 
That is a really important part of the Col-

lege education. It goes back to the roots of 
the liberal arts,” as students shape their 
“moral identities” and determine “the 
people they hope to become.” That work 
goes on not only in the classroom but also 
in the Houses, he said. “It’s hard to have 
those conversations without considering 
the whole person,” and he expressed hope 
that the opportunities for such exchanges 
and reflections could be strengthened—
part of his desire, as College dean, to 
“work in ways that create a transformative 
experience for our students.” 

Read more about the Khuranas’ perspectives on 
the undergraduate experience in “Learning, and 
Life, in the Houses” (November-December 2013, 
page 46).
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berg’s book: that her claims about how 
women should assert themselves in the 
home and in the workplace are mostly ap-
plicable to a narrow subset of the popula-
tion—women with lots of education, lots 
of money, and lots of privilege.

It was hard for me the first time I real-
ized that, when I graduate from Harvard, I 
will certainly fall into two of these catego-
ries, even if I’m never rich. I couldn’t—and 
still can’t—help feeling sometimes like I’m 
betraying a part of myself, no matter how 
much I know that I sent off my application 
to Harvard with every hope of receiving a 
letter in the mail that would set me free 
from spending the rest of my life in Cov-
ington, Louisiana. 

At home, well, things are not like they 
are here. My friends and I made a list, the 
week of high-school commencement, of 
the 10 mothers who would graduate with 
us the next day. As if some great water 
had broken, baby and wedding announce-
ments have continued pouring into my 
Facebook news feed since then. But now, 
even some of us who went to college are 
getting engaged and—or—pregnant.

I’m at lunch with my family at a café in 
town during winter break, and I notice a 
table of women across the room. They’re 
done with their meal, and one of the wom-
en, a redhead, gets up and hugs the other 
two goodbye. She picks up the plastic baby-
carrying device that sits next to the table 
and walks out of the restaurant, and that’s 
when I realize she graduated from high 
school with me. 

She sort of looks like a grown-up, but 
I remember her birthday was after mine 
and I certainly don’t feel like a grown-up. 
I am almost incensed, because I remember 
all the gossip that went on in high school 
about the girls who got pregnant. My ini-
tial response is admittedly unkind: This 
is even worse! I think. My old classmates 
who are having children now are no longer 
just products of bad sex education, low 

expectations from teachers and parents, 
and teenage rebellion! They think they can 
have stable relationships and children at 21 
and 22, before they have a degree or a job! 
My head fills with exclamation points.

Later that day, as I browse Facebook to 
avoid writing my thesis, three engagement 
announcements pop up on my news feed. 
I inspect them all with an interest that I 
suspect I couldn’t sustain if I weren’t sup-

posed to be analyzing my primary sources. 
Suddenly, another former classmate posts 
a link to a blog entry entitled “23 Things to 
Do Instead of Getting Married at 23.” 

Shots have been fired. I watch the com-
bative comments pour in before I return to 
the article I was reading. “Really? Eating 
a whole jar of Nutella is better than be-
ing married at 23?” one of the comments 
begins, referencing number 17 on the list. 

The week of  high-school commencement, my 
friends and I made a list of  the 10 mothers who 
would graduate with us the next day.
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“Spare me.”
The commenter has a 

point. I’m currently writ-
ing 70-plus pages that 
probably five people in the 
world—six, I guess, if my 
mom makes it through my 
whole thesis—will ever 
read, so I suppose I should 
understand what it means 
to have different priorities.

Still, there are some as-
pects of baby madness I 
can’t abide. One day over 
break, my older sister is 
getting ready to meet a 
good friend from high 
school, who has just come 
from his best friend’s baby 
shower. This one had a 
twist, though. It was a 
“gender reveal” party—a 
trend I’d never heard of 
before—in which the hap-
py couple presents their 
guests with a cake, the 
outside covered in white 
frosting. But when the 
knife is brought down and 
the first slice produced for 
the waiting crowd—like 
magic!—the icing holding 
the layers together is pink 
or blue. Everyone celebrates the impend-
ing arrival of the baby boy or girl.

My sister and I talk about how annoy-
ing it is to prescribe gender expectations 
to your children even before they are born. 
We discuss it in the kitchen for a couple of 
minutes, before our mom provides the last 
word: “That is one of the stupidest things 
I’ve ever heard. I was just so happy to be 
having my children at all!”

I wonder about having a child, whether 
it means you’ll be happy. Especially when 
you’re so, so young. The girls at home—a 
lot of their Facebook statuses include the 
same worries and sadnesses. While they’re 
pregnant, the morning sickness—and the 
apprehension—are unbearable. When 
they finally have their kids, the vomiting 
stops but the anxiety doesn’t. They write 
that they never get enough sleep. That the 
bills are getting higher, that it’s tough to 
figure out how to fill out insurance forms 
or find the right daycare. That they’re sick 
of people judging them for having kids 
when they’re young. 

Mostly, though, what they post is pic-
tures: of their babies, of themselves with 
their children, of kids with their fathers, 
of family trips with young grandparents 
on the weekend. As for the few good 
friends I’ve had who are now mothers—
who mostly stopped being good friends, 
because I never knew how to talk to them 
about it, really—I’ve been paying attention 

for a couple of years now, 
and it’s actually amazing 
how fast they grow—the 
children, I think at first, 
but my old classmates, 
too—how quickly things 
change. In photographs, 
at least, everyone is all 
smiles. They look truly 
happy, at least for the mo-
ment caught in the frame. 

I wonder if my room-
mates wil l ever actu-
ally see me toting a child 
through Harvard Yard. 
Maybe one day, I think. 
Maybe not. Certainly not 
now. After all, I haven’t 
finished my thesis, gotten 
a job, met someone I’d ever 
consider spending my life 
with, or even read Lean In 
yet. But when I go home 
after graduation, I want to 
meet my friends’ kids and 
pat them awkwardly on 
the head. By God, though, 
if someone invites me to 
a gender-reveal party I 
will—

Make some comment 
about loving your child 
no matter what, grit my 

teeth, and show up to the party, gender 
role-subverting baby gift in hand. Eat-
ing the cake, I suspect—whether pink or 
blue—will be hard to avoid. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Jessica Salley ’14 is likely still procrastinating in 
writing her thesis. After graduation, she hopes to 
enter a career in anything but childcare.
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Thicker than Water 
Flying down Ivy lanes with the brothers Satterthwaite

In mid november, at a swim meet 
among Harvard, Cornell, and Dart-
mouth at Hanover, spectators wit-
nessed a rarity in college aquatics: 

three brothers racing in the same compe-

tition. Crimson co-captain Chris Satterth-
waite ’14 and sibling Sean ’17 swam for Har-
vard, while middle brother Tim, a Cornell 
junior, raced for the Big Red. To make things 
even more interesting, all three swim the 
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