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Praise for
Working Families


“Refreshing for its social conscience … sharp humor, and snappy prose. One of the more thoughtful guides to Christian family life for the twenty-first century.”

—Publisher’s Weekly




“… a joyous, wide-eyed ride on the roller coaster that is a strong marriage with kids!”

—MARCUS HUMMON, Grammy-award winning songwriter of No. 1 hits including “God Bless the Broken Road”




“To know one’s calling is a complex business—especially for women and men who are trying to keep integrity as wives and husbands, parents, professionals, and global citizens—all within the context of finding our way as pilgrims in pursuit of God. Working Families is an unusually wise book, pointing us in the right direction, and Joy Jordan-Lake is a gifted writer and skillful guide, inviting us to smile even as she leads us into the most important questions about who we are and what we do.”

—STEVEN GARBER, author of The Fabric of Faithfulness and director of The Washington Institute for Faith, Vocation, & Culture




“With great wit and honesty, Jordan-Lake addresses here the most urgent question confronting America today: How now, Lord, shall we live? Only one who has wrestled repeatedly with that question could tell this story at all, and only a very gifted writer could tell it this well.”

—PHYLLIS TICKLE, author of more than two dozen books, including her latest, The Night Offices, and The Divine Hours series




“Who says you can’t have it all? Joy Jordan-Lake’s Working Families is an often humorous but mainly bottom-line look at the joys and frustrations, the bonuses and the sacrifices of two-parent/two-career homes. Using her experience with sailing (and you’ll have to read the book to know what that’s about!), Jordan-Lake blesses her readers with applicable solutions for the reality of it all.”

—EVA MARIE EVERSON, author of Oasis and The Potluck Club series




“Jordon-Lake defuses the grenades of guilt we lobby at other women and ourselves. She reminds us of the awesome accountability we have to use our professional gifts as well as to love and nurture our families. Her beautiful writing and often-hilarious stories remind me to be grateful for the chaos as well as the peaceful moments in family life. I felt encouraged and understood—and only wish I had this book ten years ago.”

—CINDY CROSBY, author of By Willoway Brook




“Having sailed my way through a three-career family without a map, I’m delighted to know my daughter-in-law and others currently on the journey have a wonderfully, humorously, sensibly written work from which to take heart. Joy Jordan-Lake’s experiences of trying to have it all are honest and exactly where the boat meets the water. Chaos may abound, flexibility must reign, and communication is essential, but swapping out a mindset about how things are supposed to be with the creativity of what can be is a trade worth making for men, women, and their fortunate children. Wisely, Jordan-Lake is on course with her conclusion that it’s not a complete map that’s needed but evaluating honestly what’s in front and doing your best with God’s help.”

—MARY ANN MAYO, author of fourteen books, including Twilight Travels with Mother




“Joy Jordan-Lake has written a delightful book full of challenge. Focusing on calling, purpose, and work, she shows us how to take God seriously in all arenas of life. Her “Navigating by Grace” chapter is more than just a catchy title. There’s wisdom here for all of us in our daily work.”

—HOWARD E. BUTT JR., author of The High Calling of Our Daily Work and president of Laity Renewal Foundation
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Mistakes Under Sail

The fact that my husband, Todd, and I ever ended up married with children began, to be frank, with a mistake. A whole series of them. The one that started it all took place on a sailboat with one too many sails—and it only had two.

But I’m getting ahead of myself …

In every home we’ve owned, I’ve proudly displayed the framed print Todd gave me as a wedding gift. It’s an attractive New England scene, a watercolor of white sailboats skimming across the Charles River Basin. The river, colored a little bluer than life, separates the funky, hemp-twisted Cambridge from tweedy, cobblestoned Boston.

For us, the picture is far more important than a pretty painting of a place where we dated and later lived in a newlywed nest—a beloved rent-controlled apartment with a bathroom down a public hall and Italian landlords who made apricot wine and banged on the pipes when we waltzed too wildly on the wood floors over their heads.

Dinner guests—the polite ones at least—comment on the watercolor print regularly. Then, if they want to eat the cheesecake perched on the sideboard, they have to appear to want to hear our story.

There are two versions of the story: the short one, in which Todd and I gaze into each other’s eyes and recall how that’s where he popped the question, and the longer, unpasteurized version in which we gaze into each other’s eyes and recall that that’s where we nearly ended our love and our lives.

Both versions are true. The second is the more ugly and interesting story. And okay, maybe a little more true than the first.

Sometimes we merely exchange a bemused glance with each other, a look that says we’re both a little startled to see our partner standing there after all this time—I distinctly remember one of us saying nearly two decades ago that we should be “just good friends.”

And then we refill the iced tea.

But for the guests who want to hear more, or at least want to get on with the cheesecake, we explain.

Romance on the High Seas

This is an instance when a picture is not worth a thousand words—we writers cling to these moments.

That particular watercolor print of white sails and blue skies suggests harmony, calm, and quiet romance.

This wasn’t the case.

Todd knew I’d been the Head Sailing Instructor—still the best job title I’ve ever had—at a swanky, Very Cool Camp for boys in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Paradise was what it was: a college woman in charge of a fleet of sailboats and half-day lessons on Lake Eden (really, that was its name) encircled by mountains and male, college-aged staffers—all those Adams for just a handful of us Eves. I’ve no idea why they paid me.

But Todd, my boyfriend of only a year, was still short on details of my past—as some boyfriends ought to be kept. What he didn’t know was this: I’d been hired by the Very Cool Camp to teach horseback riding, a skill I knew at least enough about to assist a pro. I grew up in the hills of East Tennessee, and a hankering for horses comes as natural to me as my aversion to shoes. But at the last minute, the camp had been blessed by a string of well-trained horses from Hollins College that came equipped with their own string of instructors. So the Very Cool Camp put me in charge of sailing, which was fine with me since the dock had fewer flies and the new title—Head Sailing Instructor—had a nice ring to it.

Except that I’d been sailing only once in my life.

So out I went my first day of work to master a sport in a day. How hard could it be?

A storm was brewing on Lake Eden that afternoon, and the mountains kept the winds circling in a bowl. And I sat on that Mixmaster of a lake and capsized my boat so many times I lost count—easily in the double digits. A crowd of counselors and camp secretaries and random Appalachian Trail hikers and Pisgah National Forest rangers started to form.

Fortunately, in the one prior day in my life that I’d sailed, I’d learned how to right a capsized boat: information I now needed. So I righted the boat. And righted the boat. And righted the boat, until only my Timex was still ticking. The rest of me—including my favorite Georgia Tech T-shirt and my carefully-curled-that-morning hair—was swamped out and washed up.

“Who the fried okra is that?” I was told the waterfront director wanted to know.

“That,” the cook told him, “is your new Head Sailing Instructor.”

As I disappeared under the water again.

But I came up with a couple of ideas by late afternoon. One was to read the Boy Scout sailing merit-badge book I’d been given. The other was to have my campers introduce themselves on the first day of class and give information about any sailing experience they might have.

Now, a certain class of people sends their kids to this Very Cool Camp, and I knew there would always be a Willoughby Alston Winston III, who’d raced Laser sailboats with his daddy that spring in Bermuda, and a Drayton Sheffield Medfield Jr., who’d just been given his own Hobie Cat for making his bed three days in a row. I loved these boys, sometimes because they were charming and well mannered, but always because they made me look almost competent. I could let them have the thrill of demonstrating for the class, say, a broad reach, while I explained what it was. If I earned a reputation as a teacher who emphasized class participation, it was because I had no clue what I was doing.

So I learned from the Boy Scouts and from the blond surfer dude who was, unaccountably, a riflery instructor that year, and from my Richie Rich boys who thought I was sweet to let them show off what they knew. When I wasn’t life-guarding during free swim—I did have a little training for that—I snuck out a boat and practiced.

So Todd, knowing only my former job title, had convinced the good people at Community Sailing in Boston that they should be eager to ignore their own strict regulations. Despite their number one rule that no one could rent a boat without first taking a series of lessons, he assured them that I—whom they’d never met—was a clear exception because (a) I was an accomplished sailor, needing not one word of advice, and (b) the good people of Community Sailing would be forever remembered as accomplices in the greatest love story of the century. He warned them, too, that I was a shy person, and modest, one of those self-effacing southern types—they’d seen The Andy Griffith Show, right? I would claim to know little of sailing, even though I had been, as they would see for themselves, a Head Sailing Instructor.

Now the sailboats at the Very Cool Camp were Sunfish, little one-mast dinghies with only a mainsail and a single halyard to hoist it and only a mainsheet and rudder to guide it. The Lasers at Boston Community Sailing boasted masts that reached like Jack’s beanstalk up into the clouds. The higher the mast, I recalled, the bigger the sail, and the bigger the sail, the faster the boat. I could see all the way up to the clouds that I was in trouble.

I turned to the Community Sailing staff. “Y’all are nice to give me a chance, but I don’t really think I’m expert enough to sail these kinds of boats.”

They exchanged glances that said, He predicted she’d say this and You know how those southerners are and Get a load of that accent. They pointed to a slip. “Number 58 will be yours.”

“But,” I tried again, “see, I don’t know how to work a jib. Or—”

“You were a Head Sailing Instructor,” they said. “You’ll be fine.” And they untied boat 58 from the dock.

And that’s how we came to be in the Charles River Basin on a Laser careening toward the Longfellow Bridge. Unprepared for the boat’s speed, and its quicksilver response to every twitch of the tiller, I wrenched the rudder side to side, overcompensating each time, misjudging, sending the bow plunging right to left, the boat heeling hard on its side, the mainsail full and flying across with each tack.

It was clear to me where this would end: our splayed arms and legs permanently pasted to the pilings of the Longfellow Bridge like a Road Runner cartoon, our final words blaming each other.

After lurching at the last minute away from the bridge, we narrowly missed ramming into several dozen innocent vessels, and we spent the rest of the afternoon ducking the boom as it swung for our heads. Except for one brief interlude when Todd, thrown across the hull but still controlling the mainsheet as I hauled on the tiller, reached into the picnic basket for something he clutched in his left hand.

“You’ll have to trim the sail more,” I shouted over the wind. “No, still more!”

“What about that sail up front?”

“How should I know?”

“I thought you were the Head S—”

“It’s called a jib. That’s all I know, okay?”

“But you—”

“I tried to tell you that. Back there on the dock.”

He trimmed the sails, pulling the mainsheet in and the mainsail taut. The boat heeled harder to the side and we both hiked out, throwing our upper bodies out over the water for balance.

“Todd, not that much!”

“Whoa, these things can fly, huh? I had no idea!”

“Watch out for the—!”

“I thought you were steering!”

We swerved through a maze of suddenly very awake fellow sailors.

“Hey,” Todd shouted to me, “when’s the part where we slow down? When do we stop and chat?”

A rest? A chat? Couldn’t he see I had my hands full keeping us from killing ourselves?

The bow plowed to the right, and as we ducked from the boom, I barked back, “This is why we call sailing a sport!”

I’m not clear on why he still held out the blue velvet box. And I’m not clear on what I said after I saw sparkle that wasn’t water. But I don’t remember a chat.

I vaguely recall my jaw dropping wide like a bigmouth bass and trying to take in what this meant. I remember there was a question, but I can’t recall any answer, just both of us laughing and lurching, shouting orders to each other and ducking the boom, barely threading through boats without sending ourselves or the diamond ring down to the basin bottom.

Peering through binoculars from the watchtower, Community Sailing staff members apparently had been waiting quite some time for a two thumbs-up from Todd. When it came, we heard over the public address system, “She said yes! Ladies and gentlemen, there’s been a proposal of marriage in boat 58, which from now on we’re calling the Love Boat, and she said yes!”

They needed that outcome, of course, to justify having broken the rules. I remember being struck by their excitement, at other people besides the two of us having some sort of stake in how things turned out between us—and it wouldn’t be the last time.

Did I say yes? Maybe I did.

At the time, though, my mind was occupied elsewhere. At the Very Cool Camp, I’d taught a class on Not Ramming the Dock, but here at Community Sailing, with the cheers still going up over the PA system, the dock seemed to be approaching way too fast. I had a huge sail, a co-captain who seemed to be taking his time loosing the halyard, and a whole lot more speed than appropriate when we started dropping the sails.

Community Sailing staff members dove headlong to catch us as we slammed into the slip. Thanks only to several sets of long, strong arms, we did not slice the keel of the Love Boat in half that day—which perhaps wouldn’t have been the best way to begin our new life together: the two, committing themselves to becoming one flesh, already blasted back into two.

Lessons Learned Under Sail

The other night Todd and I passed the framed print on our way to bed. Having stayed up laughing too late again, we’d dragged ourselves, hand in hand, up the stairs. He stopped and cocked his head at the print and said, “You know, if we’d only known then how symbolic that day was for our marriage.”

I knew exactly what he meant—and it wasn’t a sweet nothing meant to sweep me off my slippered feet, past flossing and straight into bed. He intended to jab at us both, referring to a death-defying beginning that fittingly preceded what was to come: The thrills. The spills. Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride on water.

In fact, we learned a lot about parenting and professional life from sailing. For instance:


1. Pay attention to atmospheric conditions.

2. If you can’t be skilled, be persistent.

3. If you sail with a crew, you must work as a team and must understand—and respect—what the others can and can’t do.

4. Ignore most spectators’ reactions, especially the stares and guffaws.

5. Seek out wise, seasoned sailors. Ask questions, watch closely, and be ready to learn.

6. Without at least some kind of wind, the boat doesn’t move forward. Complete calm, therefore, would not be your primary goal.

7. No sailors are as good as they can be until they’ve weathered a lot of rough weather.



The whole thing, of course, was Todd’s fault. And you can tell him I said so. Not only the sailing that day, but also the fact that we ended up married—married with jobs we love and kids we adore and lives together lived out with a big wind at our backs and full sails and not always much in the way of brakes.

Which brings us back to mistakes and how sometimes two professional callings and a marriage that turned into a family—which is also a calling—can have their roots in the “how did this happen?” It happened because of lots of mistakes and one boat with a very tall mast. But for all its lurching and heeling and ducking the boom, for all its past storms and rare moments of quiet, this marriage has become a place of comfort and purpose and peace. And passion. Did I mention passion? Most certainly passion.

Who would have thought?

Not always smooth sailing. But what fun would that be, anyway?
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Sailing and the Three-Career Marriage

Two High-Energy Sports

I should begin by saying that those gentle readers looking for a how-to book in which the author conducts a step-by-step, see-how-I-did-it, seven-day process of personal enlightenment, marital tranquility, parental omniscience, stock-market savvy, and washboard abdominal muscles should look elsewhere—and quickly. My résumé is a long list of high-energy and low-pay positions: writer, minister, director of a food pantry for homeless families, English professor. Clearly, I never received career counseling from anyone who’d ever balanced a checkbook. My eating habits feature regular clandestine meetings with artificially flavored chocolate minidoughnuts. And my spiritual journey includes plenty of not-suitable-for-framing moments. But I’m crazy about my family, and I’m crazy about my work both inside and outside the home.

I’m what our culture calls a “working mom,” although I’d also be the first to protest that this is a brutally unjust designation—suggesting the “stay-at-home” or “nonworking” mom is wolfing bonbons from a vinyl recliner where she’s watching soap operas.

Of course, writing doesn’t look like a “real” job anyway. My neighbor-friend back in rural North Carolina used to take great delight in reporting to my husband that he’d spotted me once again out in the gazebo with a glass of iced tea. The fact that I was working, laptop on lap, just as he was working out of his testosterone-leaking, blue pickup deterred him not in the least. But when I don my college professor’s hat, I join the suited work force and, therefore, the coffeepot conversations: comparing day cares and potty-training methods and teenage dating dramas and stacks of ungraded research papers shrieking for subject-verb agreement.

So as a vocationally ambiguous “both and neither” in the polarized worlds of working and stay-at-home mothers, I’ve shared in the cresting waves and undertows of emotion from both sides of the International Maternal Divide: The whispered feelings of loss or the guilty admissions of dearly bought freedom. The wistful sighs. The bristlings at stereotypes. The pangs I feel on the days I’m the one in the power suit and hear the happy squeal of “Mommy!” from the other side of the restaurant as I wonder what my own child is doing just then. The frustration—even anger—when I’m the one in the sweats, holding tiny hands coated in jam, and I pass the group in pumps and pressed linen. I want to stop them and explain, “See, I know, like you do, what it’s like to have my opinions valued by people in power—it’s just that these days those people all happen to be under three feet tall.”

Women are capable of so much good but also so much damage toward ourselves and one another—subtly lobbing grenades of guilt or condescension across the battleground of work and home, and then, back in the trenches, turning our biggest guns on our own heads. And meanwhile the men struggle to march out as fully engaged fathers and fully supportive husbands and fully proficient professionals—a complex, multipart role they may never have seen modeled.

Here’s one thing I’ve learned by illicit listening: among those of us lucky enough to get to make choices about whether we marry and if we have children and what we pursue as a profession, there may be a few full-time, outside-the-home moms who have never missed a moment’s sleep panicking over the baby’s adjustment to day care. There may also be a few full-time, at-home moms who’ve quit meaningful jobs for the sake of kids and never once missed getting to engage a part of the brain that does not store the names and corresponding colors of the Teletubbies. But most of us live somewhere in the glorious, anxious center. We feel torn some days and nuts some days, and every day, at least when we remember, we feel privileged—rich in the simple, spectacular gift of loving and being loved and trying to live a life of purpose. At least that’s the goal, is it not?

I wrote this book not because I have The Answers, which I now dispense on index cards from my children’s lemonade stand and my home-office desk, but because I have very real questions about this very real thing so many of us are trying to do: treating our child-rearing, our profession (whether full time, part time, or on hold), and our spouse’s profession (whether full time, part time, or on hold) as three separate callings that must function together, with respect and care and celebration for each other. My friends Ray and Gloria White Hammond term this the “three-career marriage.”

I wrote this book because I’m an impatient, notoriously time-challenged person who struggles for work that is important and a marriage that is vibrant and a spirit that is at least sometimes focused outside my own fantastically selfish concerns. I also struggle for happy, generous, well-adjusted children and a blue jeans size vaguely reminiscent of what it was before those happy, generous, well-adjusted children. At times I’m in touch with reality enough to know that I don’t excel at all of these things every day. So I’m not the model or the guru. But I do listen to the lives around me. And here and there, I’ve learned from my mistakes.

My own three-career marriage has seen its share of storms—hurricane seasons, in fact—and I owe its survival to the tender mercies of a God who has taught me about the firestorming power of forgiveness, both given and received. I owe its survival, too, to a husband who has been my fellow traveler and fellow seeker and toughest combatant and dearest, best friend. And I owe it to Gloria and Ray, both medical doctors, both African Methodist Episcopal ministers and civic leaders in Boston, both devoted parents, who were brave and real and loving enough to speak openly about their own storms. Just knowing they’d survived—and now thrived—helped us get through our tumultuous years. Back then, in the midst of the worst of the squalls, I remember thinking that if we made it through, maybe someday some kind of wisdom learned in my own ugly storms would help pull someone else out of the sea.

Wrestling the Questions

How do we stay invested in our own professional callings when our children—from the moment we first feel them stir inside us or fix our eyes on their gorgeous, wondering faces in the orphanage—have held our hearts and our Day-Timers in their gummy-beared hands? How do we give them the emotional, spiritual, and physical nurturing they deserve from us and still perform in the workplace so that we not only pay our bills but do work that answers a different calling, that stretches our talents, and that taps into at least one day of one class of all that formal education?

When do the demands—and delights—of infants or toddlers or teenagers insist that someone set down the briefcase or the toolbox or the judge’s gavel for a while and take time off from work outside the home? And is there a way to put a professional life on hold and still be respected when it’s time to come roaring back from the nursery?

How do we cheerlead for our spouse’s work to the point of being willing to uproot our own job, find a new pediatrician, repot the petunias, and rebury the dog’s bones in a foreign backyard? And when do we expect our spouses and kids and dogs to do the same for us—for that position we’ve prepared all our lives for, that chance to play in the big leagues? How do we answer a calling to our vocation as parents as well as doctors and teachers and musicians and scientists and writers and social workers?

As I’ve wrestled with these questions, I’ve needed more than a little help from my friends, near and far-flung, who have shared their stories over tamales and Pad Thai and sweet cheese croissants, by the Play-Doh shelf of the preschool and the photocopy machine in the faculty office. Much of their wisdom is included here.

To broaden the scope, I’ve also talked with individuals and couples who aren’t personal friends. Some of them are famous and fairly inaccessible, actually, and their assistant’s secretary’s personal trainer’s dog groomer had to screen my criminal record and kindergarten transcript before graciously granting a meeting. But they love what they do as parents and professionals, and they know the struggles to get to that place. So it’s worth noting what they’ve done well and where they’ve crashed—before they then continued the ride. It is, after all, not some final destination but the journey itself that we’re called to. This is what the beginners among us, like me, are slowly learning.

Tired of the Circus Act

Juggling or balancing acts are two metaphors we often use to describe professional couples with children or aging parents or other in-your-face (or in-your-lap) family concerns. But that makes us all circus performers: Clowns to be laughed at, falling out of the tiny car in our too-big shoes. Or trapeze artists to be gasped over, our partners grabbing our ankles as we free-fall toward the floor. Either way, it’s not much of an image for a family life or a career.

Of course managing career and family is a juggling act. Of course we need balance and coordination. But I’d rather not be a circus performer.

Combining family life with one’s own work and one’s spouse’s work—whether or not both of those are always outside the home—is more about seasons than performance. It’s about mapping out those seasons as they come. There are evenings for teaching a teenager to drive, midnights for steaming a shower for the toddler with croup, and wee morning hours for meeting a publisher’s deadline. Life ought to expand and shift and attend to all these things—though, ideally, not all in the same night.

Combining family and professional life is about treating three callings as always connected, never allowing one part to shift without understanding how that will swing the whole ship. It’s about realizing that if the compass only points to one spouse’s professional talents and dreams, then the other spouse’s gifts and the children’s welfare will get lost at sea. It’s important to put a few expectations in the plan—till death do us part, for example—but the more we remain open to change, the better the possibility of making the whole thing function together.

So you can see how the sailboat that began my own marriage-turned-family-plus-two-careers became an image for me of what we are trying to do.

Done poorly, we drown.

Or the crew mutinies.

Or we end up marooned and blaming it all on the crew of buffoons—which is funny only in old sitcom reruns.

Done well, sailing’s the best sport in the world. Some days it’s exhausting. Some days the seas swell and swirl and the sky loses its blue. And yet …

And yet the sails fill. The sailors might need to hike over the water for balance, legs and sails and ropes all pulling together. But they are holding strong. Holding on. And loving the strength of the wind.
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Against Wind and Tide

Changing the World, the Diapers, and the Printer Cartridge

Several years ago, I was droning through directions for a writing exercise in a freshman composition class. It was at a top-tier university in the Northeast, and the students had long since mastered the art of appearing riveted by their instructor’s every golden word. They were sitting forward in their seats, their wide, I-love-your-class-Professor eyes fixed on mine. But I know a vacant stare when I see one; I’d just slid into a good one myself.

So in a burst of creativity and survival, I switched tacks, taking the emphasis off Your Friend the Semicolon and focusing instead on how they could make the substance of their writing compelling. I had them compose a third-person interview with themselves as they hoped to be when they were thirty.

“Dream big,” I told them.

I was fast approaching thirty myself at the time and was painfully aware of all the things still left undone—including adding the pitter-patter of little feet in my home. It was beginning to occur to me that this should perhaps move up in its ranking on the to-do list.

My students’ interviews with their thirty-year-old selves didn’t surprise me in their cleverness or their vaulting ambition—they weren’t paying that kind of tuition to prepare themselves for delivering newspapers door to door, honorable as that might be. I expected, and got, a couple of dentists and neurosurgeons, a CEO, a Supreme Court judge, a boatload of attorneys, a cardiologist, radiologist, anthropologist, and journalist, the latter two whose beachfront lifestyles were to be funded, I assume, by the timely demise of a wealthy aunt.

But here’s what I didn’t expect: the stark contrast between how the women and the men addressed the subject of children. Most of the male students awarded themselves multiple offspring by age thirty. They also envisioned their wives as the soon-to-be-highly-educated women who were sharing the classroom with them: the budding neurosurgeons and judges.

“Okay,” I said after they read their interviews aloud to the class, “these are eloquent. Intriguing. Logically organized—mostly. We’ll get to that. But could I just ask: who is with those four gorgeous little children during the day?”

Most of the men shrugged. “I dunno. Never thought about that.”

The women squirmed in their seats. Their essays and their eyes showed knee-deep anxiety over how they would follow their dreams and their callings and still have the families that most of them wanted.

One of the women lashed out, “How could you guys not think about this?”

One of the men plunged in, “Well, I’ll tell you this: no kid of mine will be farmed out to day care. All I want is to be a great dad.”

“So,” I asked him, “someone’s staying home full time then, Darrell the Aspiring Dentist?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Who?”

“Um … well, my wife, I guess. A dentist can’t just take time off like that to stay home.”

“But your wife, Sally the Surgeon, can?”

“Well … yeah. Sure. And she would want to.”

A couple of women in the class rumbled.

“No,” I turned to them, “let him talk. No one’s allowed to intimidate anyone else. Only ask genuine questions.” I turned back to him. “You may be right. She may very well want to. Lots of women do.”

He nodded.

A couple of the women glowered at me.

One whispered, “I would want to. You know, if I could.”

“And,” I said, “you should be respected for that. But what if Darrell the Dentist’s wife, Sally the Surgeon, feels she …” I was distracted by one student, Tina, who looked as if she might lunge across the classroom at Darrell. I ceded the floor.

“What if,” Tina tore into him, “she can’t take time off in her field without falling too far behind, or what if she doesn’t want to? What if she wants to be as great a mom as you do a dad, but what if she also loves what she does for a job, and what if she’s doing great stuff?”

He shrugged again. “We can do without the second income for a while.”

“But what if she’s not working only for the money? What if money wasn’t the point; she was just doing some pretty cool stuff? You know, like discovering a cure for breast cancer?”

Seeing which way the winds of dating possibilities were blowing, most of the other men abandoned Darrell right there—so much for drum-beating, pipe-smoking male solidarity.

“I,” one young man purred sweetly, “would let my wife do whatever she wanted.” He looked around the class for doe-eyed adulation.

“Let her?” the women cried.

Frightened, he looked to me for protection.

“Let me reference,” I said professorially, “yesterday’s lecture on the importance of choosing just the right word for your target audience.” I left him to twist in the wind.

“I,” tried a fraternity pledge, “would support my wife in whatever she decided to do: work part time or full time or not at all. Totally supportive. That’s me.” A charming dimple dug its way into his cheek. He might need a date for the Friday-night mixer, but he was also a sweet guy and he meant what he said.

“So it’s all on her, then?” Tina demanded. “You take no responsibility for making the decision?”

When I called time to turn our attention back to the way these essays were written—that was the task at hand, after all—the tension had nearly flattened us all. Some of the women were white-knuckled, clutching their desks with preemptive worry or rage for their futures. Some of the men sat stunned, their hopes and ideas for the future suddenly in question; most of them were strangers in a land their fathers had never entered.

I’ve since realized this classroom discussion captured the confusion, anxiety, and judgment that rifles through the professional/family debates—both the
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