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For Dylan and Caitlin.

I hope someday you have children just like you.





Preface



I was sitting in my parents’ kitchen not long ago when my young son, Dylan, came whipping around the corner with a grape Tootsie Pop firmly clamped in his teeth.

“Whoa, slow down!” I said. “What if you tripped and fell on your face? The lollipop stick would get jammed right through the roof of your mouth!”

Dylan’s eyes got wide. “Could that really happen?”

I had to admit, I had no idea. This was something my mother had told me repeatedly while I was growing up, but it’s not like I’d ever dug into the relevant medical literature or consulted with surgeons. What do you do when a nine-year-old calls your bluff?

“Of course it’s true!” I told him. “Go sit down at the table until you’re done with your lollipop.” Just like with terrorists and bears! You can’t show any doubt or weakness!

I found my mom and asked her to back me up: it’s true about lollipop sticks and horrific puncture wounds, right? She had no idea. “That’s what Grandma used to tell us,” she said. “I think it also happens in a Chaim Potok novel. The Chosen, maybe?”

I was horrified. A fact I’d confidently passed along to my trusting children turned out to be thirdhand rumor confirmed only by a novelist? (A novelist-slash-rabbi, but still. And it turns out the lollipop injury isn’t in The Chosen, anyway. It’s from In the Beginning.) What else had I been inadvertently misleading them about? Washing behind their ears? Chewing with their mouths closed? Was our whole life together a huge lie?

That’s the dirty secret of parenting: it’s a big game of Telephone stretching back through the centuries and delivering garbled, well-intended medieval bromides to the present. Possible misinformation like the lollipop thing never gets corrected; it just goes into hibernation for a few decades and then jumps out to snare a new generation, like a seventeen-year cicada. Parents find themselves in these factual blind alleys because they have no other resource than the dimly remembered thirty-year-old lectures of their own childhoods.

    Until now! In this book, I’ve compiled 125 of the nagging Mom- and Dad-isms that we all grew up with, and then I’ve meticulously researched the scientific evidence behind them. On some, I’m happy to deliver a clear-cut verdict one way or another: either confirming them as “True” or debunking them as “False.” More often, though, the truth falls somewhere in between: true with an “if,” false with a “but.” Some of these parental clichés turn out to be accidentally right for the wrong reason (see “Eat your crusts, that’s where the vitamins are!” on page 90 or “Never wake a sleepwalker!” on page 165). Others are time-tested and unimpeachably sensible . . . but still don’t always hold up well in real life (see “Don’t talk to strangers!” on page 57). So there are plenty of “Mostly False” and “Possibly True” verdicts in here as well.

Much of the gray area is a matter of risk assessment. Human beings, as a rule, are terrible students of probability. As a result, we develop paranoid, nightmare-inducing phobias about the unlikeliest things (plane crashes, strangers kidnapping our kids) while ignoring far more pressing risks (heart disease, car accidents). I’ve used the best statistics available to try to help you gauge the relative risks of different childhood activities, whether that’s going outside barefoot or swallowing gum or running with scissors, but the final decision is always going to be a judgment call—like so many other elements of parenting, an art and not a science.

Take my mom’s lollipop fear, for example. There is a fair bit of medical research on “pediatric oropharyngeal trauma,” which is what doctors call it when kids bash up their mouths on some foreign object. A 2006 study out of Edmonton estimated that fully 1 percent of childhood injuries are oropharyngeal traumas, and another study from Pittsburgh’s Children’s Hospital found that puncture wounds were indeed common outcomes. Twenty-nine percent of the injuries were serious: a large laceration, or a fistula (eww) or mucosal flap (don’t know what that is, but double eww). Brain damage and death are extremely rare complications, but both have happened.

So clearly I was justified in telling my son to sit down while finishing his lollipop, right? Well, maybe and maybe not. The Pittsburgh study also notes that most cases are minor and heal with no medical intervention at all, and then runs down the items that are most likely to cause this kind of trauma. Lollipops were one of the rarest culprits, causing less than 3 percent of the injuries studied and vastly outnumbered by pencils, musical instruments, toys, sticks, and so on. The hospital treated just one lollipop case every two years, on average. Meanwhile, the Tootsie Pop company alone makes twenty million lollipops per day. I guarantee that lots of those lollipops get eaten by kids on the go—and yet injuries are rare. So the numbers suggest that, compared to lots of other common day-to-day activities, eating-a-lollipop-not-sitting-down isn’t terribly reckless. There’s a fine line between making kids cautious about dangerous horseplay and just making them panicky about totally normal stuff, like moving around with a pencil or harmonica or something in their mouths.

Parents love their kids, of course, and would like to keep them safe from everything. But even if that were an achievable goal—and it’s not—it might not be great in the long run for the poor kids involved. A 2009 Time magazine cover package on “helicopter parents” followed the first wave of hypercushioned, overparented American children into adulthood, and the results were depressing: mommy webcams in college dorms, employers like Ernst & Young preparing “parent packets” for the pushy parents of new twentysomething hires. By trying to protect our kids from every little thing, we may have created a generation of kids and young adults who don’t feel confident about anything. So the risks need to be measured against the rewards. What if there’s a 0.95 percent chance that a kid who bikes to school will get in a wreck, but a 95 percent chance that a kid who’s not allowed to bike to school will grow up more tentative, complacent, lazy, and/or unhappy, because riding your bike to school is awesome? I feel like those percentages might not be that far off.

So I hope this book serves as a reality check for potentially jittery parents. But even if you don’t have kids right now, you presumably were (or even are) one yourself. In that case, I hope this book helps inoculate you against the crazy things parents somehow still believe—and when you take away the authoritative intonation, lots of parental wisdom is pretty nuts. Put butter on a burn? Wear a hat if your feet are cold? Drink eight glasses of water a day? Is that even possible?

If you really want to know how silly much of our parental nagging sounds, ask someone from a different culture what parents harp on there. My Korean friends weren’t allowed to sleep with an electric fan in their rooms, because a fan, they were told, would somehow asphyxiate them while they slept. In Russia, kids are warned not to sit on cold surfaces, or they’ll freeze their gonads and wind up sterile. Germans and Czechs hear from a young age that they should never drink water after eating fruit, or they’ll get a bellyache. Filipino children don’t get to wear red when it’s stormy, because red clothing attracts lightning. A friend’s Iranian mother used to warn her against ever inhaling a cat hair. If you get one caught in your throat, she said, you’ll just keep vomiting repeatedly until you die. I’m not poking fun at these superstitions—I just want you to realize how ridiculous our own old wives’ tales would sound to someone who’s never heard them before. Wait an hour after eating to swim? If you cross your eyes, they might stay that way? How, an outsider might wonder, does anyone actually believe this stuff ?

And yet there are times when the oddest and the oldest bits of parental folklore turn out to be true. There are now studies showing that cold, wet feet might indeed help cause a cold and that chicken soup can fight one. Double-dipping potato chips does spread germs. Breakfast really is the most important meal of the day. Occasionally, Mom knew what she was talking about.

I’ve intentionally limited this book to propositions that can easily be tested scientifically, by doctors and statisticians and so forth. I’ve tried to back away slowly from vaguer points of parental philosophy: minefields like homeschooling, circumcision, co-sleeping, TV banning. Anything your weird sister-in-law is always talking about on Facebook is out, basically. Sadly, I also had to avoid areas where the science is still hotly debated and inconclusive, which meant leaving out a lot of very modern parental worries: video games and social media and whatnot. In twenty years, maybe I can write a sequel in which we finally find out what was up with phthalates in plastic toys, predators on the Internet, and cell phones causing cancer. But I’m not sure how long that will take—TV is over sixty years old and experts still disagree on how that affects kids. So don’t hold your breath. (Holding your breath for too long is bad for you, according to a broad scientific consensus.)

I know there’s no way one book can stamp out all the lies parents tell their kids. You’re still going to have safety lies (“The car won’t run unless your seat belts are on!”) and cheapskate lies (“Honey, when the ice cream man is playing music, it means his truck is all out of ice cream”) and sympathy lies (“We sent your hamster to live on a farm”) and keep-your-kids-out-of-therapy lies (“We love you both exactly the same!”). But the accidental lies should be easier to tackle. It’s time to shine the cold, hard light of truth onto controversial behaviors like sitting too close to the TV, eating toothpaste, and sneezing with your eyes open.

It’s not too late! Future generations will thank us.





“HOW MANY TIMES DO I HAVE TO TELL YOU?”

(READER QUESTIONS)




When the hardcover edition of Because I Said So! was released in 2012, I unexpectedly found myself transformed in the eyes of the world from “inexplicable game show annoyance” to “omniscient parenting guru,” consulted as an authority on all manner of complicated health and behavioral questions. Readers and interviewers would want me to second-guess their sainted mothers, or prop up their own parental hobbyhorses. No family secret was too personal, no childhood anecdote too bizarre. During a commercial break in one radio interview, the producer came into the studio with an urgent question. “My grandmother used to tell us not to clip our fingernails while a relative was traveling, because that would make their plane crash. Is that one really true?” she asked in dead earnest.

I told her, as straight-facedly as I could, that I knew of no study psychically linking manicures to aviation disasters. But not every question was so easy to answer. Here, as a special bonus to readers of the paperback edition, are the facts behind twelve more parental platitudes submitted by curious readers.


“My mom always forced us to drink warm milk when we couldn’t fall asleep. Does this really work?”

(Colin D., Austin, Texas)



A glass of warm milk is an age-old folk remedy for insomnia. Mom’s bedtime advice got a nutritional boost in the twentieth century when science discovered that milk is a good source for tryptophan, an amino acid sometimes prescribed as a sleep aid because the brain converts it into the sleep-regulating neurotransmitter melatonin.

The problem is that tryptophan doesn’t work as a sleep aid unless it’s taken on an empty stomach in dosages you’d never find in a glass of milk (or a serving of Thanksgiving turkey, or any of the other supposedly tryptophan-rich foods sometimes recommended by Mom’s mental storehouse of 1970s-era Reader’s Digest articles). Milk is rich in protein, and a 2003 study at MIT found that protein inhibited the effects of tryptophan on the brain. Milk protein is also a good source of tyrosine, an amino acid often found in “mental alertness” supplements for its caffeinelike properties. What’s more, fully 60 percent of human adults are lactose intolerant, meaning that a bedtime glass of milk could lead to sleep-disturbing digestive problems for a majority of the world’s population. For all these reasons, it’s quite possible that a glass of milk before bed could perk you up instead of settle you down.

Of course, any hot beverage after Jon Stewart (or, if you’re over forty-five, after Leno) will raise your body temperature and relax tense muscles. But the real reason why people swear by milk is probably psychological: the hot-milk routine soothes them, and they nod off because they think they will. But nutritionally speaking, a protein-rich snack like milk isn’t the way to go before bed. Instead, try an evening meal with a high glycemic index. Your blood sugar will spike and leave you feeling sluggish hours later when it’s time for bed. A big pasta dinner might not be great for your heart or your waistline, but you’ll sleep like a chubby Italian baby.

[image: Images]

MOSTLY FALSE.


“My dad used to make this weird whooping noise to scare us when we had the hiccups. Does that actually work? What about holding your breath or eating sugar or drinking water?”

(Michael L., Bend, Oregon)



Those little involuntary spasms of the diaphragm that we call, adorably, “hiccups” have plagued humankind since before we came down from the trees. (Probably. I’m basing this entirely on YouTube videos I’ve seen of otters and porcupines and horses hiccupping.) And humans have been suggesting folk cures for them all the way back to the ancient Greeks. In Plato’s Symposium, for example, the playwright Aristophanes gets a stubborn case of the hiccups. His doctor, Eryximachus, suggests gargling, sneezing, or—yes—just holding his breath.

These cures all work on the same principle: they briefly distract the nervous system and interfere with the respiratory system. Hiccuping is believed to be caused by a reflex arc involving the vagus nerve, a cranial nerve that tells the brain how your organs are doing. The good news is that what happens in vagus stays in vagus: if you overwhelm that nerve with new stimuli (the sweet taste of sugar, the concentration required to drink a glass of water upside down, the respiratory interruption of held breath or a sudden scare) you can break the cycle. Sadly, the medical literature on this point hasn’t advanced much since Plato’s day. There have been only a few peer-reviewed studies on hiccup cures, and all used very small, uncontrolled sample groups. One article from 1971 reported that a spoonful of granulated sugar was almost foolproof; another from 1981 had good results with a lemon wedge soaked in bitters. So there is some clinical evidence that, yes, sensory distraction can cure the hiccups. I also found no fewer than three studies promising to cure the hiccups with the miracle of “digital rectal massage.” Yup, a finger in the butt. Now don’t you think you got off easy with your dad’s whooping noise?

[image: Images]

MOSTLY TRUE.


“My mom told me that my fingernails would never digest, they would just build up in my intestines until they had to be surgically removed. The image of a giant ball of fingernails building in my colon stuck with me for a few years.”

(Greg W., Glendale, Arizona)



Nail-biting, which show-offy psychologists call onychophagia, certainly comes with its own small health risks, including cuticle infections and orthodontic problems. But I’ll agree that those lack the dramatic flair of your mom’s scare story.

    As we saw on page 75, the digestive tract can get clogged if one eats too much of something indigestible. For example, hair balls (“trichobezoars,” in clinical parlance) are sometimes removed from compulsive hair-eating patients. The largest one ever removed measured almost two feet long, so you can see why this illness is sometimes nicknamed “Rapunzel syndrome.” But wait, you might realize at this point, fingernails are made out of keratin, the same protein as hair. If hair is indigestible, could Mom have been right? Are there fingernail bezoars as well?

There doesn’t seem to be a single case of a fingernail bezoar in the medical record. (Interestingly, there are two studies of stomach bezoars composed of actual nails. The metal kind, like from Home Depot. People are weird.) The reason for this is probably the obvious one: we have more than one hundred thousand hairs on our head, but only ten fingers. In other words, we have plenty of hair at the ready to clog up a digestive tract, but it takes six months to regrow a new fingernail. At that rate, your gut can eliminate the clippings in the normal way. The only account I can find of fingernails in bezoars is in Echo Heron’s 1988 nursing memoir Intensive Care, which contains the charming description of a large trichobezoar as “a hairy steak studded with fingernails.” But the hair seems to have been the real problem there—the fingernails were just the nuts on the sundae, as it were.

A 2008 summary of nail-biting research by a team of Japanese and Brazilian dentists makes the claim that “stomach problems can develop” when nail-biters swallow their harvest, but their sources include no clinical evidence of this—and, frankly, I find it a little hard to believe, given the small quantities ingested. Chewing your nails may be a bad habit, but it’s one your colon doesn’t care about either way.

[image: Images]

FALSE.


“When I was little, there were days when my mother would sigh, ‘I swear, I’m going to sell you to the Gypsies.’ I admit that there were times I said the same to my own four darling offspring, despite never having seen a Gypsy in my life. Was this an entirely empty threat borne of a wrung-out mother’s wishful thinking, or was there once a time when naughty children really were off-loaded on innocent wanderers?”

(Katje S., Chicago, Illinois)



I’m pretty sure your mom wasn’t really going to sell you to the Gypsies, Katje, but if she ever tried, I have some good news: the Gypsies wouldn’t want you. No offense.

The myth about Gypsies buying or snatching babies was popularized by German historians of the fifteenth century, apparently on the strength of very little evidence. Many people using the “Gypsies” threat to scare unruly kids into submission were probably using the word loosely, to refer to any vaguely lawless, nomadic people. Originally, though, the literary trope of the baby-snatching Gypsy referred specifically to Europe’s Romani ethnicity.

Roma people have often lived on society’s fringes, and there are some kinds of crime heavily associated with so-called “Gypsies,” even today. (Child pickpocket gangs of Romanian Gypsies have been widely reported by the British press, for example.) But there has never been a Gypsy kidnapping epidemic. “There is not a single well-authenticated case of kidnapping by Gypsies,” wrote Irving Brown in 1924’s Gypsy Fires in America. Brown was probably overstating things a bit, since I’ve found scattered news reports of Gypsy kidnapping dating back to the eighteenth century, but it seems to be (a) exceedingly uncommon and (b) directed mostly at other Gypsy clans. This makes sense. The Romani, as cultures go, are generally insular and not particularly open to outsiders. They’re not sitting around the house thinking, “You know what we need up in here? Some white babies!”

Some scholars have guessed that the kidnapping myth may have started because Gypsies sometimes took in runaway unwed moms, or their babies. Or it might have been because Roma people are extremely heterogeneous genetically, so their non-Gyspy neighbors might have been surprised from time to time to come across Gypsy children with blond hair or blue eyes and drawn the wrong conclusion. Whatever the case, this cliché obviously has a racial angle that’s a little more troublesome than scaring kids about generic strangers or bogeymen. After all, the threat of the baby-kidnapping Jew was once common as well, and sparked many an Eastern European pogrom. In our house, we avoid the race card altogether and threaten to sell the kids “on Craigslist” instead. Feel free to borrow that.
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FALSE.


“To this day, my mom will nag me about the volume of my music if she sees me with my earbuds in. (I’m in grad school.) Can you really go deaf from listening to an iPod?”

(Dawn W., Jacksonville, Florida)



“If I can hear your earphones, it’s too loud!” was what my own mother used to tell us—or at least, that’s what it looked like her lips were saying. But my parents had to navigate the tricky generation gap between soup bowl–sized, spiral-corded hi-fi headphones and in-ear Walkman earphones. Did they really know what they were talking about?

Short answer: yes, even though you won’t go deaf, you could lose quite a bit of hearing acuity later in life. (You already know this if you ever saw more than ten seconds of The Osbournes.) People often underestimate how loud their music really is. A live rock show is amplified to about 120–130 decibels, the same level as a jet taking off, and even earbud-delivered music can top 100 decibels, louder than a lawn mower. As a result, the list of veteran musicians now suffering from tinnitus and other hearing problems reads like a Who’s Who of rock: Clapton, Townshend, Jeff Beck, Neil Young. (Highbrows don’t get a pass here, by the way. A 1981 study of a Swedish orchestra found that 42 percent of classical musicians had higher-than-expected hearing loss as well.) On the other hand, Phil Collins quit touring due in part to hearing problems, so sometimes there’s an upside.

Hearing loss in teens has risen over the past decade by 31 percent, due mostly to earphones. Brian Fligor, the head of diagnostic audiology for Children’s Hospital Boston, has done a lot of work in the earbud arena and told Time in 2008 that a good rule of thumb is to limit iPod time: you won’t damage your ears, he says, if you listen at lower than 80 percent volume for less than 90 minutes a day. The problem, he says, is people using earbuds to drown out their environment. Airplane and subway riders, for example, routinely turn their devices up higher than the 80 percent threshold. If you find yourself falling into that trap, better quality earphones may be more effective at blocking outside noise. Otherwise, teens, you’re going to be spending your fifties sitting on a couch staring uncomprehendingly at your family, Ozzy-style! I bet you won’t think that’s so “cool” or “rad,” will you?
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MOSTLY TRUE.


“My mom told me I could lighten my freckles if I rubbed lemon juice on them. Any truth to that?”

(Kathleen D., Val-d’Or, Quebec)



The citric acid in lemon juice is an alpha hydroxy acid, the same “AHA” touted on a $40 tube of skin cream. Alpha hydroxy acids are also used in some chemical peels, used to treat mild skin problems like freckles and acne. Among the acidic home remedies often recommended to get the same effect on the cheap: yogurt, vinegar, and, yes, lemon juice. The practice dates back at least to Cleopatra, who bathed in sour milk to give her skin that youthful, snake-ready glow.

Commercial preparations using alpha hydroxy acids have been shown to be effective in treating many skin conditions, but evidence is a little murkier for the milder concentrations used as traditional remedies. In particular, I can’t see that the lemon juice–freckle combination has ever been clinically tested. But a majority of dermatologist opinions seem to favor the humble citrus fruit. “Lemon juice may fade spots if used every day,” says Manhattan’s dermatologist-to-the-stars Dr. Barney Kenet in his book How to Wash Your Face. Dr. Kenet is the hero who has pushed science to its breaking point in a valiant attempt to briefly prolong the youth of big stars like Demi Moore. He fought the good fight. I say we trust him.
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MOSTLY TRUE.


“To this day, my mom will not use a public toilet without either (a) covering the seat with a ridiculous number of layers of toilet paper, or, in the absence of toilet paper, (b) hovering a few inches above the seat using nothing but leg muscles and sheer will. What diseases can you actually get from a public toilet seat?”

(Chrissy J., Alexandria, Virginia)



Are we to believe the 1991 report in the British Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology to the effect that only 2 percent of all women in the United Kingdom will sit directly on a public toilet seat? Another 12 percent nested on layers of toilet paper, while a whopping 85 percent crouched above the seat in some kind of gravity-defying yoga pose! Chrissy, your mother is not alone.

    As we learned on page 115, toilet seats are far from the germiest place in the house, or even in the gas station. Steering wheels, shopping carts, smartphones, kitchen faucets—all have many times the bacteria count of a typical toilet seat. In 2013, a reporter asked our friend Charles Gerba (a.k.a. Dr. Germ) if lining the toilet seat was necessary. “In my opinion, most toilet seat covers are useless,” he replied. For one thing, most liners are porous enough that anything icky will seep through them anyway; for another, most diseases can’t be transmitted by skin contact. Unless you have open sores on your buttocks or thighs, squatting just isn’t necessary. “No one has ever acquired an STD on a toilet seat—unless they were having sex on the toilet seat!” says Abigail Salyers, former president of the American Society for Microbiology.

The famously bacteria-resistant infection MRSA is one possible exception, since it’s one of the rare diseases that can theoretically be transmitted skin-to-skin, and it’s been found on hospital toilet seats. “I suppose it’s physiologically possible, but the chances of it happening are very, very slim,” says Gerba. Still, that’s something for the squatters to cling to—as long as they also remember to keep clinging to the towel bar or toilet paper dispenser or whatever they’re using to stay safely perched up there.

Peace of mind may not be the only benefit of being a hoverer, however. An Israeli doctor studying “hoverers” in 2003 found that, in general, subjects cut their toilet time in half when they switched to squatting, and strained over the bowl considerably less. The rewards are obvious: more productive poops in less time, with lower risk of hemorrhoids. But if you’re listing the health benefits of hovering, “disease prevention” is definitely a distant number 2.
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MOSTLY FALSE.


“We were never allowed to get chocolate from the candy counter, but had to settle for its distant cousin carob, which we were assured was just as good. What is carob, anyway? Is it healthier than chocolate, like mom used to say?”

(Emily S., Columbus, Georgia)



Chocolate is made by roasting the seeds of a South American tree. Carob is made by roasting the seed pods of an entirely unrelated Mediterranean shrub. But the end results are vaguely similar in texture and flavor, so carob can often be found in health food stores, where it’s billed as a healthier substitute for chocolate.

    In truth, the health benefits of carob are pretty minor. Carob doesn’t contain the alkaloids caffeine or theobromine, so it won’t give you the same buzz as chocolate—but on the other hand, it won’t kill your pets (see page 171). Carob evangelists will always tell you that it’s lower in fat than chocolate (healthier!) and higher in sugar (so you won’t have to sweeten it as much—healthier!). As a moment’s thought will reveal, both these arguments can’t be right. In fact, both are meaningless, since both carob and chocolate need lots of extra fat and sugar added before you can bake a cookie with them, which cancels out any nutritional difference. And the fat added to make carob edible is often a cholesterol-raising tropical oil, so score one point for chocolate.

What about the taste? I had never actually eaten carob myself, so I decided to pick up a bag of carob chips from our local socially conscious grocery store and force my kids to participate in a taste test. It wasn’t an overwhelming success.

“NO,” said my ten-year-old son immediately, grimacing and looking for somewhere to spit.

“What do you mean, no?” I asked.

“It means I’m never eating another one of those again. It doesn’t taste remotely like chocolate.”

“What does it taste like?”

“It tastes like pickles,” said my daughter. I popped a few in my mouth. She was right—they tasted like a cup of coffee percolated with pickle juice instead of water—a little salty, a little bitter. If they hadn’t been cruelly disguised as chocolate chips, I don’t know if I could have picked out chocolate as the thing they were trying to be.

“What would you do if Mom and I made a batch of cookies with the rest of these?”

“I would throw it away and say, ‘Please give me another one without fake chocolate chips in it.’”

We gave the rest to the dog.
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MOSTLY FALSE.


“Can you really get lice from trying on other people’s hats, the way moms and teachers always say?”

(Brian A., Auburn, Maine)



Head lice are, in a way, the ultimate parental fear. It takes our usual neuroses—you’ll send a child to school and he or she will come home with a split lip, or a bad grade, or knowing the word “douchebag”— and amps them up to science-fiction proportions. Suddenly, it’s possible to send beautiful, innocent children to kindergarten and have them come home literally crawling with bloodsucking parasites and their eggs— an Alien movie going on in miniature inches above their eyebrows.

Head lice are actually a fairly common malady, affecting 10 to 20 percent of elementary school students worldwide—that’s as many as 12 million infestations in the United States every year. Transmission has nothing to do with health or hygiene. Head-to-head contact with one louse-y person is all it takes. With this in mind, many parents take drastic measures, like banning kids from touching anything that may have touched another kid’s head, whether it’s a hat or a comb or a pillowcase at a sleepover. “You can ask your child not to share hats, scarves, combs, brushes, hair decorations, and other personal belongings,” says the Mayo Clinic, while allowing that this may not be a realistic goal.

You think? More to the point, it’s ineffective. Dermatologists studying head lice have found evidence of indirect transmission (that is, via inanimate objects) to be somewhere between negligible and non-existent. A 2000 study of four Australian primary schools collected 5,500 lice from students’ heads . . . but not a single one from their head wear, even though more than 1,000 hats were carefully examined. This isn’t too surprising, given that a head louse’s teeny-tiny claws are terrific at gripping a shaft of hair but pretty useless for anything else (in particular, smooth, hard surfaces like headbands and sports helmets are almost completely louse-proof) and that lice start to die about nine hours after being dislodged from a delicious, blood-filled scalp. I found only one experimental study that was able to successfully transmit lice via cloth, and it didn’t use real hats or real heads.

The Centers for Disease Control allows that “spread by contact with inanimate objects and personal belongings may occur but is very uncommon.” Given the kind of full-body roughhousing that goes on between nine-year-olds at playgrounds and playdates, I don’t think the dreaded Swapped Baseball Cap is a louse vector that parents need to tear their hair out over.
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MOSTLY FALSE.


“Mom and Dad would always warn us that playing with fire would cause us to pee in the bed that night. Never stopped us from playing with fire. We never peed in the bed. Well, except for my little brother, but he always did. Ever heard of this one?”

(Angela J., San Antonio, Texas)



U.S. fire departments get called 56,300 times every year because dumb kids were playing with matches or a lighter. These fires cause, on average, 110 annual deaths and more than $286 million in property damage. If little white lies have any place in parenthood, pyromania would seem to be a good reason to deploy them.

But the lecture about fire-playing causing bed-wetting isn’t just a smoke screen. It appears to have started in centuries past as a sincere belief. In 1914, The Journal of the American Medical Association listed it among the “curious superstitions (from) a less-enlightened age” commonly found among patients—even “people of some education and otherwise fairly intelligent.” I’ve found more recent citations of this old wives’ tale coming from a veritable United Nations of moms: British, Scandinavian, Latin American, Korean, Japanese. Because of its fire/water dichotomy, folklorists connect it to other beliefs in which a treatment causes or cures its opposite—taking hot drinks for a cold, for example.

No less a luminary than Sigmund Freud seems to have taken the belief at face value. In a classic case study from his 1899 The Interpretation of Dreams, he learns that his patient “Dora” has recurring dreams of a house fire, and he connects the fear of fire to her childhood bed-wetting. Dora has never heard of the matches thing and supposes that it’s just a safety issue, but Freud insists that parents who deploy this warning are genuinely worried about their kids becoming bed-wetters! “Perhaps it is believed that (people) will dream of fire and then try to put it out with water,” he guesses. “I cannot say exactly.”

Subsequent psychologists ran with Freud’s theory, and for a time, childhood pyromania and enuresis (bed-wetting), along with animal cruelty, were the three legs of the “Macdonald triad” for predicting serial killers! The enuresis link to criminal behavior has since been discredited, but it seems the association remains for lots of superstitious parents. Moms and dads: there are lots of ways to discourage your little junior arsonists without giving them a complex about wetting the bed as well. Who knows? If they’re ever playing with fire in bed, bed-wetting may actually save the day.
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FALSE.


“My dad would yell at us if we got too close to a dead squirrel, telling us we would catch a disease from it. Is that true?”

(Ron T., Highlands Ranch, Colorado)



Without seeing the carcass in question, Ron, I can’t be 100 percent sure, of course. But in general, yes, your parents were right to keep you away from the late Mr. Squirrel. Roadkill isn’t one of those things that sound gross but are actually awesome, like childbirth, or chocolate-covered bacon. Roadkill’s disgusting reputation is entirely deserved.

It’s true that the bacteria at work in a decomposing bird or possum aren’t pathogenic. But the real problem is what killed the animal in the first place. What if it was West Nile? What if—despite the tire tread that was clearly the cause of death—the poor guy also had rabies? Both diseases are deadly serious and continue to be contagious after death. In 2012, a young girl camping in your home state of Colorado tried to bury a dead squirrel and almost died from a subsequent attack of bubonic plague (!), the state’s first case in years. Her parents said she never even touched the squirrel, but plague-carrying fleas evidently made the jump onto her jacket. Presto: possible medieval epidemic in Denver. So tell your tender-hearted little kids not to bury dead animals and your mean ones not to poke them with sticks. The Circle of Life will take care of all of that for them. Mostly the maggot and coyote parts of the Circle.
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TRUE.


“My mom always told us to sing the ABCs in our heads while washing our hands. Does washing for that long actually make our hands clean enough?”

(David E., Hartsdale, New York)



    As mentioned on page 117, an effective hand-washing takes about twenty seconds of vigorous scrubbing—any less and you might leave little germy things stuck between crannies and clinging to fingernails. Is the familiar alphabet song (probably an invention of Boston schoolmasters in the 1830s, based on the same French folk song we also sing as “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep”) a reliable pre-K proxy for a twenty-second stopwatch? I enlisted my kids to find out.

When I asked them to sing the alphabet song for me, the results were fine: their renditions took between twenty-two and twenty-five seconds. But when I told them they had to wash their hands for the duration of the song, both kids happened on the same solution: motoring through the twenty-six letters as fast as they could, like the fast-talking guy in those old Federal Express ads. This approach led to as little as five seconds of hand-washing in some cases.

So the timing of the ABCs is about right, as long it’s supervised to make sure kids don’t try to game the system. You might also want to be sure the twenty seconds is spent actively rubbing the hands together, scrubbing between fingers, targeting the nails, etc., instead of in the dreamy reverie that often afflicts my kids above a bathroom sink.

In 2009, National Public Radio wondered if there was a better twenty-second selection for adult hand-washers to hum. After all, many lives have undoubtedly been saved by the American Heart Association’s recent recommendation that CPR be performed to the rhythm of the Bee Gees’ “Stayin’ Alive.” Among the hygienic hits suggested for the aging boomers who listen to public radio: the chorus of “Sweet Caroline” (twenty-three seconds), the guitar-riff intro to “Layla” (twenty-five seconds), and the multitracked bridge of “Bohemian Rhapsody” (over a minute!). The Queen song won their listener poll, despite not being particularly close to the correct length. I’m not sure if they even counted my write-in vote for the obvious choice: the Jeopardy! “think” music.
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MOSTLY TRUE.
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