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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.





“If You Break Your Leg, Don’t Come Running to Me!”

(Spring and Summer)









“Run between the raindrops—you won’t get so wet!”



Growing up in rainy Seattle, my siblings and I were often instructed to “run between the raindrops” to stay as dry as possible between the car and our errand’s destination (usually some type of knitting store, if memory serves). Of course, literally running between raindrops isn’t possible unless you have the slender physique of former NBA center Manute Bol and the catlike reflexes never possessed by former NBA center Manute Bol. But my mom’s dictum does point to an interesting problem that has teased physicists and pedestrians alike for years: which keeps you drier in the rain, walking or running?

Consider: obviously a rain-runner will get to shelter faster than a rain-walker, but will the higher speed put him in contact with more drops as he sprints? The dilemma has been modeled mathematically several times, but there are so many variables: the speed and surface area of the walker, the angle at which the rain is falling, splashing and aerodynamic effects caused by faster movement, and so on. When Italy’s Alessandro De Angelis crunched the numbers, he came out in favor of walking, but the equations of Winnipeg’s Donald Craigen and British astrophysicist Nick Allen disagreed.

Luckily, this isn’t a hypothetical exercise, like modeling particles in the big bang. The world is full of real raindrops and real pedestrians, so any parking lot in April can become a laboratory. When the boys on TV’s MythBusters tried to answer the question, they got different answers each time, but viewers felt their first findings were suspect, since they used fake rain. “The Straight Dope” columnist Cecil Adams tried the experiment in 1992 (methodology: counting raindrops spattered on a piece of construction paper) and so did Thomas Peterson and Trevor Wallis, two meteorologists at the National Climatic Data Center in Asheville, North Carolina, in 1997 (methodology: weighing their clothing after their “race” to see who got wetter), and both found a clear advantage for running. In the peer-reviewed North Carolina experiment, Dr. Peterson’s sweat suit absorbed seven and a half ounces of rain while he walked, 40 percent more than Dr. Wallis’s did running.

Why is running the way to go? If you stand still in vertical rain, you’ll only get wet on the top of your head, but once you start to move, your front starts getting wet as well. But—crucially—you don’t hit fewer raindrops by moving slower! Think about it this way: in every volume of space, there’s a certain density of raindrops. Your front will meet that density of drops when you get to it no matter what your speed, so going more slowly doesn’t help. It turns out that real-world effects do give runners a small increase in dampness—maybe the air currents caused by running suck in more rain than they repel, or heavier footsteps cause more splashing—but that’s a drop in the bucket, so to speak, compared to the wetness you’ll prevent by getting to shelter quicker.

So science has finally demonstrated that people without the sense to come in out of the rain ASAP are all wet. I wonder if the National Climatic Data Center can do a peer-reviewed study on why I only have an umbrella with me when it doesn’t rain.

[image: Images]

TRUE.



“Stay away from the windows during a thunderstorm!”



Ah, the eternal struggle: kids who want to watch a showy lightning storm vs. the parents who want them away from the window! The National Weather Service has your back, moms and dads: they list windows as something to avoid during a storm, in a long list that also includes other parental bugaboos like showers, sinks, light switches, and corded telephones (remember those?).

Closing the window helps, but mostly because it lowers your risk of being hit by debris—wind knocks down plenty of branches and poles during bad storms, and shards of bark and wood can fly fifty feet or more when lightning strikes a tree. Lightning can still pass through a closed window—glass is a pretty good insulator, but so is air, and lightning obviously has no problem leaping through that. But windows and doors often have metal frames and handles, which can have electrifying results for people caught opening or closing them at the wrong times.

And yet I cannot, in good conscience, top out the truth meter below at 100 percent. There are about three hundred lightning-related injuries in the U.S. every year, meaning that your odds of being hurt by lightning this year are literally one in a million. Being a window-looker-outer instead of an inner-wall-hugger during a storm will budge those odds, but only slightly. (Every few years, a lightning-strike-through-closed-window makes the news, and no doubt a few more go unreported, but it’s exceedingly rare.) There are also costs to never getting to watch a dramatic lightning storm pass by, poetry-of-the-soul costs not easily measured by actuaries or the National Weather Service.
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TRUE.



“Every day is Children’s Day!”



Kids get to hear this one every May and June, as soon as they realize that moms and dads both get a special day for breakfast in bed and the presentation of macaroni-and-glitter handicrafts—but that no greeting cards are ever available for the other members of the family. There are certainly many other days of the year when adults wait on kids hand and foot (just the days that end with “y,” I’ve found). But when kids ask, “How come there’s no such thing as Children’s Day?” a more accurate, less annoying answer would be, “There is! In fact, there are several.”

Almost every nation on Earth celebrates a special day for children in one way or another. When I was a kid living in South Korea, it was a huge national holiday. We got May 5 off from school, making it a distinct improvement over Mother’s Day and Father’s Day—always Sundays, and you still have to go to church, even! In 1954, the United Nations declared every November 20 to be Universal Children’s Day, a time to work for the international well-being and cooperation of children. In the United States, church observances of Children’s Day actually go back to the 1850s, predating the setting aside of any specific day for mothers and fathers. Both Presidents Clinton and Bush decreed a Sunday in early June to be “National Child’s Day”; President Obama moved the observance to the UN-approved November 20. Normally, there’d be grumbling in some quarters about his surrendering our sovereignty to the UN’s international socialist agenda, but I’m sure we all agree that Children Are Our Future and we wouldn’t want to spoil that with partisan bickering, right?
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FALSE.



“No swimming for an hour after lunch—you’ll cramp up!”



Perhaps no piece of dubious parental wisdom has ever been followed so precisely as this one. Stopwatches have been employed to make sure that no toe was dipped in pool water within one hour of the last bite of deviled egg or Oreo entering a child’s mouth. Sixty minutes and one second: you’ll be fine. Fifty-nine minutes and fifty-nine seconds: certain doom!

As early as 1961, pediatricians were doubting this old wives’ tale, but it’s hung on stubbornly. It is true that when we eat, our body diverts blood to the stomach to aid in digestion, but, as you may have noticed after every meal you ever ate in your life, that doesn’t immediately immobilize your arms and legs. Any kind of exercise after a big meal can be uncomfortable, so I wouldn’t recommend swimming the English Channel right after Thanksgiving dinner. But there’s nothing magically fatal about the combination of food and chlorinated water. If you’re swimming after lunch and start to feel a stitch, or bloated, or crampy, just hop out of the pool. Not one water death has ever been attributed to post-meal cramping, and the American Red Cross doesn’t include any food warnings in its lengthy swimming-safety guidelines. In fact, long-distance swimmers are routinely fed in the middle of long races, to make sure they stay nourished and hydrated.

The only dangerous lunch for swimmers would be a Don Draper–style one that included a martini or two. There are about 3,500 fatal drownings in the U.S. every year, and the Centers for Disease Control says that alcohol is one of the most common factors linking them, since it can throw off a swimmer’s coordination and judgment, especially in combination with sun and heat. A 1990 California study found that fully 41 percent of the state’s drowning deaths were alcohol related. So listen up, moms and dads—Popsicles by the pool: fine. Peach vodka Popsicles: maybe less so.
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FALSE.



“Remember, there’s a chemical in the pool that turns pee blue—so we’ll all know!”



If you saw the Adam Sandler movie Grown Ups—well, first of all, I’m very sorry, but second, you may remember the scene in which Kevin James, swimming at a water park, reassures his daughter that the pool chemical that turns urine dark blue is “an old wives’ tale.” Pull back to reveal: big clouds of dark blue emanating from the trunks of all five of the dads! I’m laughing already!

But you should believe Kevin James’s dialogue and not his sight gags. Parents have been telling their kids since at least the 1950s that everyone will know if they whiz in the pool, but this is a Santa-level cover-up. “You are speaking of a product that is an urban legend,” a pool expert told New York magazine in 2010. “There is no such product available.”

Anyone who took high school chemistry has used pH indicators, substances that dramatically change color in the presence of acid or alkaline substances. But these indicators won’t work for urine. Your “pee-H” varies widely from acidic to alkaline depending on diet, time of day, and other factors. Urine is mostly water anyway, and the other stuff it contains (urea, salt, creatinine) is found in sweat as well, so science will probably never devise a urine indicator that’s a surefire smoking, er, gun. Orson Welles told one biographer that in 1937, he and writer Charles MacArthur bought from a local chemist a colorless liquid that produced “raspberry-colored clouds” in the presence of pee, mortifying the guests at his pool parties. But given the unlikelihood of such a compound existing, we must conclude that Welles was, as impresarios are prone to do, spinning a yarn for comic effect.

The real problem with a pee detector is that busy municipal pools would probably be the urine-positive color all the time. A 2009 survey by the Water Quality and Health Council found that 17 percent of American adults admit to peeing in the pool. Imagine how high that number is for kids! Even nineteen-time gold medal winner Michael Phelps once admitted to Jimmy Kimmel that he’s been known to micturate in the natatorium.

“Which nationality pees in the pool the most?” Kimmel wanted to know.

“Probably Americans,” Phelps admitted.

We’re number one! We’re number one!
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FALSE.



“You can still get sunburned on a cloudy day, you know!”



This is often misquoted by parents and doctors as “You can get a sunburn just as easily on a cloudy day!” which is dead wrong. Clouds don’t block all the sun’s harmful ultraviolet light, just as they don’t keep all the visible light from getting through, but they do dim it considerably. Even a thin, bright cloud cover will block between 15 and 40 percent of the sun’s UV rays; a more overcast day will block much more.

But it’s easy enough to get a painful burn from even a portion of the sun’s ultraviolet output—cloud cover that blocks fully half the UV is the equivalent of wearing SPF 2 sunscreen, but the American Academy of Dermatology recommends SPF 30 at a minimum. And the cooler weather of cloudy days often fools sunbathers into staying out longer or skipping the sunblock altogether.

In fact, dermatologists say that nervous parents are right about most of their paranoid-sounding sun warnings. Harmful UVA rays, which can cause skin cancer and premature aging but not sunburn, are the part of the UV spectrum that isn’t blocked by window glass, so you’re still at risk in a hot car or sunny living room. It takes about an ounce—a full shot glass!—of sunscreen to protect your exposed skin, so most people don’t apply enough, and they also don’t reapply every two hours or after every swim as they should. It’s best to put on sunscreen fifteen minutes or so before heading into the sun, because protection doesn’t begin instantly. And don’t believe that sunburns aren’t harmful if they fade into tans rather than peeling. That’s a function of the skin type you were born with, but any sunburn is a sign that you’ve damaged your skin, whether you’re fair or dark or tan easily or don’t.

Having just five sunburns in childhood doubles your risk of melanoma later in life. You can get the same effect from just one childhood sunburn if it’s one of the really bad, lobster-red, blisters-on-your-blisters kind. I wish I had sunnier news for you, but these are not the parental warnings you want to screw around with.
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TRUE.



“I don’t care if we’re indoors, I hear thunder. Out of the pool!”



Water is one of the worst places to be when there’s lightning nearby, unless you are hoping to recharge the flux capacitor in your time-traveling DeLorean and return to 1985. When you’re swimming in open water, you’re probably the highest point around, you’re wet, and you’re surrounded by an excellent conductor of electricity on all sides. That’s just asking for trouble. Pools are somewhat safer, since swimmers are surrounded by points much taller than their own heads—the heads of all the unlucky nonswimmers! There have been cases of death or injury from swimming-pool lightning strikes, but most of the news accounts make clear that the victims were lounging near the pool or dipping their feet. Going inside is the best way to protect yourself from lightning, of course, but outdoor swimming pools don’t seem to be the death traps you might imagine.

And yet, even many indoor pools insist on emptying the pool if there’s the slightest rumble of thunder in the area. The YMCA’s policy nationwide is to pull swimmers out of indoor pools until thirty minutes after the last thunder is heard, in accordance with the guidelines of the National Lightning Safety Institute. But even NLSI president Richard Kithil concedes that his organization “could find no reports of death or injuries in indoor pools related to lightning causes,” and the Redwoods Group, the insurance provider that underwrites the Y, agrees on its website. Yet the evacuation orders persist.

This policy isn’t just overly conservative, it might actually be harmful. Given the lack of indoor injuries on record, and the fact that I could find just one account of lightning striking an indoor pool ever (it passed through an open window and struck a Quebec pool in July 2000, causing no injuries), and the fact that electricity dissipates within about twenty feet of a lightning strike in water, it seems that a covered pool might be a comparatively safe place to be during a storm. Should lifeguards really be emptying these pools, knowing that many of the ex-swimmers will immediately head for more dangerous spots, like an outdoor parking lot? That would be like going out of the totally-cool-and-sitting-in-the-cupboard frying pan and into the fire.
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FALSE.



“Don’t run around barefoot, you’ll get worms!”



Abe Lincoln, Tom Sawyer, Opie—all the great American childhoods were spent barefoot. I spent as much of my elementary-school summer vacation sans footwear as possible—to this day, if I’m lounging around the house, the feeling of socks on my feet revolts me about as much as normal people would be revolted by the feeling of bugs on theirs. Seriously, when people tell me how much they love the cozy feeling of socks, I recoil like they’ve just told me about their collection of Third Reich tableware. Barefoot power!

But The Man (i.e., parents) doesn’t want you playing barefoot during summer vacation, and often he’ll trot out the specter of parasites. These little buggers, they tell you, will burrow into your feet and from there into your bloodstream and from there into your gut and then you poop them out endlessly to infect more people. Yuck. It’s almost enough to send me out sock shopping.

If your parents gave you similar warnings, they were probably talking about hookworm, but here’s the good news: unless you live in the developing world, hookworm hasn’t been a problem in about a century. The CDC says that as many as three-quarters of a billion people worldwide have hookworm, but modern plumbing and sanitation have nearly eradicated the problem in North America. Eggs from the gut of a hookworm sufferer can hatch into larvae that burrow into bare feet, but that’s only a problem in places where people are constantly pooping in fields or using human feces to fertilize crops. (Corollary: don’t poop in fields or use human feces to fertilize crops.) “What about pet poop?” you might well ask. Dogs do get hookworm, but canine hookworm is a different species of beastie and has no interest in your digestive tract. In rare cases, hookworm larvae from dogs have infected humans, a condition called “burrowing eruption,” but they just cause itching in the skin for a few weeks before dying out.

This doesn’t mean that barefoot kids don’t risk a lot of scrapes, blisters, and broken-glass encounters that could easily be prevented by a pair of Keds. But shoes come with their own health risks. Our feet evolved to be walked on au naturel, and there’s plenty of evidence that sheathing them in leather and rubber hasn’t been entirely positive. A 1991 overview by Lynn Staheli in the journal Pediatrics found that barefoot kids had stronger, healthier, more flexible feet than their shod compatriots, and a 2007 podiatry study found that two-thousand-year-old skeletons had better feet than modern shoe-wearers. We’re devolving, people! For the fitness of the species, don’t make your kids wear shoes during summer vacation until you’ve walked a mile without their moccasins.
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FALSE.



“Was the nail you stepped on rusty? You’ll get tetanus!”



The word “tetanus” comes from the Greek for “stretched tight,” because infection leads to muscle contractions and spasms throughout the body—at first in the jaw, which is why it’s also called “lockjaw.” During the last century, it became an article of faith among doctors and parents that puncture wounds involving rusty nails were a particularly dangerous form of transmission. Among the famous tetanus victims killed by an encounter with one fateful nail were British ornithologist George Montagu, silent-movie cowboy superstar Fred Thomson, and Robert E. Lee’s celebrated horse Traveller.

So I don’t want to downplay the danger of nails: yes, puncture wounds can lead to tetanus, so kids should be vaccinated and adults should get their booster shot every ten years like they’re supposed to. But the famous rusty nail is a red herring. Rust, of course, is just harmless iron oxide and doesn’t cause infectious disease. Tetanus is spread by a hardy little bug called Clostridium tetani, which survives outside the body in the form of hardy little spores, much like anthrax. These spores are everywhere, so any kind of wound, from a deep scratch to an animal bite, can potentially transmit tetanus. There’s nothing magical about the rusty nail, except that rusty nails are often dirty, and dirt can be full of tetanus spores. Hyping the rusty nail is dangerous: it may give parents a false sense of security when their little darling gets poked with something rust-free that may nonetheless be contaminated with tetanus.

The good news is that tetanus is now very rare (except in the developing world, where its neonatal form is still a serious problem). There are fewer than a hundred U.S. cases every year, mostly involving people who let their shots lapse, and only one in ten turns fatal. I’d guess that the Rusty Nail cocktail (Drambuie and Scotch!) probably kills more people every year than actual rusty nails do.
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MOSTLY FALSE.



“Put On a Sweater, I’m Cold!”

(Autumn and Winter)







“Don’t touch your Halloween candy until we get it checked out! There’s always some sicko out there poisoning random trick-or-treaters.”



The bogeymen of contemporary Halloween celebrations aren’t ghosts and vampires and cackling witches, unfortunately. Instead, kids are spooked by a series of much more prosaic stories: “The Strychnine in the M&M’s!” or “The Razor Blade in the Candy Apple!” or “The Pedophile Who Groped the Trick-or-Treater!” My childhood Halloweens came right on the heels of the infamous Tylenol-tampering scare of 1982, when poisoned consumer products were on everybody’s mind. As a result, I never got to eat a single piece of Halloween candy until Mom and Dad had gone over the whole bag, looking for needle marks and razor blades and other imagined Vietcong booby traps. (And, I realize now in hindsight, stealing all the Snickers.)

My parents weren’t the only ones. Since this hysteria reached its height in the 1980s and 1990s, many hospitals, fire stations, and police stations have begun examining and X-raying candy for nervous parents. The National Confectioners Association (a.k.a. “Big Candy”) began an annual hotline to field reports of tainted treats. It’s become common knowledge that these threats exist—that they’re widespread, even!

But in reality, here are some things that are more widespread than Halloween poisonings:

• Death by elephant stampede

• Octuplets

• Being hit by a meteorite

That’s because there hasn’t been a single reported case of a Mad Halloween Poisoner in history. Sure, newspapers have been whipping up Halloween hysteria since the late 1950s, but read one of these scare pieces with a more critical eye, and you’ll get giggles, not chills. A typical AP attempt from 1982 breathlessly warns parents that some Mount Holly, New Jersey, residents recently reported a burning sensation after eating a Reese’s peanut butter cup! Not to mention the discount store in Germantown, Tennessee, that called the cops when a syringe was found “near a Halloween candy display”! (Really, let’s be honest. How many Tennessee dollar stores don’t have a used needle lying around in one aisle or another?)
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