Take My Old Wives’ Tale. Please.

PLAYING THE BOY-OR-GIRL GUESSING GAME

by Stephanie Susnjara

IN A TREATMENT ROOM at Anushka Day Spa in New
York City, I lie on a massage table, my pregnant helly spread out like a mound
of rising bread dough. I'm waiting for Nanetta, a Romanian cosmetologist.
Until recently, my physique had always been boyish—lean, lanky, and flat-
chested. But now that nature has taken over, I've developed new curves and
new padding. To my surprise, these changes are not at all unpleasant. I enjoy
imagining myself a Rubens’ nude—-a classic beauty with flesh defined by soft
lines, not the sharp angles of a rippled stomach.

Even though I'm a willing participant in this physical drama, my body def-
initely has 4 mind of its own, dictating the food it wants to eat (burgers piled
high with American cheese and sour pickles) and the beverages it wants to
drink (one gallon of Snapple lemonade per day). My passion for spicy foods has
been replaced by a raging sweet tooth. A universal folk belief mandates: Never
deny a pregnant woman her cravings. Naturally T comply, downing pints of Ben
and Jerry’s Cherry Garcia ice cream, boxes of Famous Amos’s chocolate chip
cookdes, and fistfuls of Tootsie Rolls on a nightly basis.

It oceurs to me that losing control of my body’s shape, along with Josing
control over my diet, is the reason I'm lying here now at Anushka Day Spa,
awaiting an eyebrow wax. Being pregnant is new terrain—exciting yet scary—
and there’s something comforting about having my brows shaped into a neat,
controlled pattern.

Next to the massage table, an electronically operated waterfal! cascades
onto a bed of shimmering black stones. 1 wriggle my toes and close my cyes,
allowing the rhythmic patter of falling water to relax my body. I drift off and
dream 1 am giving birth. “Here comes the baby,” someone announces. A TV
manitor is set up at the foot of the birthing bed. A newborn baby—my baby—
all glistening and pink, appears on the screen, I cannot tell if it’s a boy or a girl.
There is no cutting of an umbilical cord. There is no pain, The birth is a com-
plete out-of-body experience.

My eyes flutter open. Nanctta, clad in crisp whites, hovers over me.

“How far along are you now?” she asks in her clipped Romanian accent.

“Four months,” T tell her.

“Do you know what you're having?”

I shake my head. T'd had my sixteen-week sonogram reading a week ago,
and my husband Randy and I opted not to find out the child’s sex.

“Ah, this is better,” Nanetta says. “There are so few mysteries in life.”

Nanetta positions a bright fluorescent lamp above my face. T clamp my eyes
tight, avoiding the lamp’s harsh glare. She cups my cheeks in her palms.

“Ah ha. Your skin is broken out. This means that you are having a girl.” She
dips a wooden stick into a pot of warm wax and slathers the goe under both of
my brows. “A girl robs her mother of her beauty,” Nanetta continues. “If you
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She had morning sickness. She craved grapefruit and eggs, Her skin
broke out, but she says fer hair fooked heafthier than ever. People tofd
her she'd have a gir! ... and they were right.

were going to have a boy, you see,
your skin would be clear—a boy gives
the mother beauty.”

I don’t mind Nanetta pointing out
that T have a few pimples. Nor do T
mind that she thinks I'm having a
girl. Boy or girl, it doesn’t matter to
me. What I do mind is that this nnde-
sirable side effect of pregnancy—
blemished skin-—is associated with a
female fetns. Does this mean that
woimen \V}IU carry bOyS dare the Ol'lly
ones to experience that famous preg-
nancy glow, that healthy flush of rose
across their cheeks, that you-look-
like-you-just-had-sex complexion?
Freud would have loved hearing
someone say “a girl stcals her moth-
er's looks,” Such a helief reinforces
his theory of the Electra complex, the
competition between mother and
daughter kicking off in utero.

The idea that diminished physical
attractiveness significs a girl baby
strikes me as sheer nonsense. I
squirm on top of the massage table,
disturbed by this anti-feminist
thought.

“Hold still,” Nanetta commands
as she presses strips of cotton gauze
onto my wax-coated skin.

1 suck in my breath and grab the
sides of the table. In two quick
moves, she tears away the gauze, lift-
ing the hairs out by their roots. The
pain lasts only a few seconds, but its
intensity lingers. I wonder if the pain
of lahor will linger, too, or if it really
is true that the joy of new mother-
hood obliterates any unpleasant
memories  associated  with  the
birthing cxperience,

I sit up. “So, youre sure about
this—I'in having a girl?”

Her dark eves widen in amaze-
ment, as if she can’t believe I'd doubt
her. “T tell all my clients what they're
having, and I am always right,” she
says with the conviction of an experi-
enced soothsayer.

fter my appointment with

Nanetta, I decide to go online to
see what I can find out about boy-or-
girl old wives’ tales. At the child-
birth.org websitc there’s an online
questionnaire titled, “Will it be a Girl
or a Boy?” After answering all nine-
teen questions, I click on the
“Submit” icon. Within secouds, the
I'I':‘,SllIrS ill)pe.'flr on I]’l}"’ COIT]pUtﬂr
screen: Congratulations! You have a
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65% chiance of having a boy! You are
carrying the extra weight out front,
so is a boy. You didn’t have morning
sickness during pregnancy, so it will
be « boy.

Ete. Etc.

Hmm. So now its a boy? The
skeptic in me remains unconvinced.
The test is comforting, though, since
it lists some negative side effects of
prcgllanc}’ associated W’Ith male as
well as female fetuses. Apparently, a
boy in the womb causes hairier legs
and a spreading nose.

A spreading nose? Cive me a
break, T think. But a few months
later, as T enter my seventh month, I
have an encounter that makes me
think twice about this particular old
wives' tale. It happens while 1 am
shopping at Ferncci’s market, an
Italian grocery store on Second
Avenue in the East Village. As I
select a tresh loaf of crusty Tuscan
bread and a hunk of Tecorino-
Romano cheese, the owner, Sal, takes
hold of my wrist and proclaims, “Ah
ha, I can tell vou're having a boy.”

“How can you tell>” T ask warily.

“Your face has changed. Your
nose is bigger.”
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BOY OR GIRL?

Before I was pregnant, I would
have taken offense, but by now I
have gotten used 1o unsolicited com-
ments. An unborn fetus is often
looked upon as public property-—

everyone thinks they have a right to

protect or comment on it—and a
pregnant woman is often regarded as
a mere vessel. Even New Yorkers, an
aloof bunch who prize their

anonymity and usually avoid eve con- .

tact, think nothing of invading a
pregnant woman’s space.

And when it comes to pregnancy
and babies, everyones an expert.
Those who have already experienced
childbirth and childrearing want to
relive the cxcitement. 1 believe that
for the most part these old hands at
procreation dont mean to offend.
Seeing a woman with child, they
become swept away in a fog of nos-
talgia and simply want to share in the
bliss. How many women have I
passed on the street who stare at my
helly then give me a conspiratorial
smile, as if to say, “I've been there,

B Her formerly wavy hair went straight and never curled
¥ again. She craved oranges and nacheos. Her skin broke out,
§ and she ftched constantly. Who's in there? Surprise—a boy!

mama.” All this attention my belly
has garmered reminds me that moth-
erhood is both a private and a com-
munal experience. As a community,
we celebrate the birth of a child
because we possess a shared sense of
the future, a future intended for our
children to carry out. In light of this,
don’t we all have a stake in an unbom
child? So perhaps the old wives” tales
that get passed along with every pat
of a pregnant woman’s belly help
convey our culture to the next gener-
ation, strengthening the bonds of
that community.

n ancient times an old wives™ talc

was regarded as imporiant wis-
dom. Nowadays theyre usually
viewed as common misconceptions.
Still, guessing a child’s sex remains a
popular pastime. According to an
African-American tale, a craving for
lemons means a boy is inside the
womb. Another fable, present
throughout Europe and the United
States, holds that a baby’s sex can be

determined by the mation of a gold-
en ring suspended by a thread over
the mother’s belly. If the ring swings
in a circle, it’s a girl. If it swings in a
straight line, it’s a boy.

Throughout the ages, people
have locked to folk medicine for help
in selecting their child’s sex. If vou
want to have a boy, a Romanian folk-
tale recommends, sprinkle salt in
your bed. A Native American custom
advises taking a rock off your proper-
ty and burying it in a wooden box to
ensure the hirth of a girl. An Irish
myth suggests eating peanuts if you
wart to bear a son.

Today women can find out

whether they're carrying a boy or girl
via prenatal screenings, yvet many
choose not to. For some of us, an cle-
ment of surprise only enhances the
thrill of the pregnancy ride. But for
those who want some say in the mat-
ter, there’s now a patented procedure
called MicroSort, which can increase
the chances of delivering the child of
your choice up to 85 percent.
MicroSort was first developed at the
Cenetics and IVF Institute in
Fairfax, Virginia, to help couples who
carry genes for conditions such as
hemophilia or muscular dystrophy—
conditions that most often affect
boys. Now couples who simply desire
one scx over the other are participat-
ing in clinical trials. MicroSort works
by scparating sperm carrying X chro-
mosomes (which, when combined
with the X chromosome carried in
the mother’s egg, produce a female
fetus) from those carrving Y chromo-
somes, which will produce a boy. In
our increasingly control-oriented cul-
ture—a culture where money can
buy anything—the advent of a mech-
anism that allows us to select our
child’s sex is not surprising. What dis-
turbs me most about this, however, is
the way in which it meshes procre-
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ation \’\r"itll comiuterce. An llnh{)r]'l
child becomes a bit like any other
commodity we desire—like choosing
suede shoes over a leather pair, or a
red convertible over a black one.

B}_-' the time I reach the eight-
month mark, T am like a Botero
sculpture, all earthy and swollen and
on display. Suddenly, Nanetta’s pre-
diction that I am carrying a girl has
gone out of favor. Everyone—{rom
my grandmother to strangers on the
subway—begins tellmg me 1 am
going to having a boy. When 1 ask
why, T am repeatedly 1old: “You're
carrying low.” Or, “The baby is all out
front.” My belly does slope down low
in front, like a kangaroo pouch. My
skin has cleared up. In fact, it has
never been clearer or smoother in
my entire aduli life. The checkout
woman at Associated supermarket,
the owner of my dry cleaners, and my
dentist all tell me, “You look great!
Yon must be having a boy!”

By now, I've heard it all. The girl
myths are far more often negative
than the boy ones: “A gifl steals her
mothers looks”; “Severe morning
sickness means you're having a girl™;
“Girls make women gain weight in
their hips and bottom.” Boy babies
are said to give mothers torpedo-like
hellies that stick straight out. These
women are described as “all baby”;
they're said to be “carrying well.”
Boys are credited with giving moth-
ers-to-be phallic-like shapes, whereas
girls are said to make expectant
moms look more feminine, with
physiques as soft and round as
ripened fruit.

I suspect that the negative myths
surrounding female babies persist
because ol traditional gender roles.
Until recently, only boys grew up to
be breadwinners, giving them pri-

mary status over girls. In parts of

modern-day India and China, female
infanticide still oceurs for this reason.

I ask Dr. Nirgish Tsjani, a profes-
sor of obstetrics at New York Medical
College, if there is any science
belind old wives' tales. Do some
women’s noses really spread during
pregnancy? To my surprise, she does-
n't laugh. Instead, she explains that a
change in one’s facial features during
pregnancy is not unusual.

“During pregnancy, you retain a
lot of fluid,” she says. “Most of it is
intra-vascular—that is, the amount of
blood increases. But some of it is
extra-vascular——you gain a lot of fluid
in your tissues.”

I hate to admit it, but the owner
of Ferucet’s was correct: my nose has
grown a bit.

“But,” Tsjani states emphatically,
“this has absolutcly nothing to do
with the sex of the baby.”

Could there be any truth behind
the notion that a baby girl snatches

She could smelf the kitchen garbage two rooms away,
and thie only thing she could eat for the first trimester was
canteloupe. She didn't look very pregrant untif about the
seventh month; her skint and hair stayed the same.

E 5 8 A Y.
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her mom’s looks? fessica, a pregnant
friend, tells me it has to do with hor-
nmones. “When you're pregnant, yon
have more estrogen pumping
through your system—which can
make you break out.”

Positively not true, according to
Dr. Tsjani. “There is no difference in
hormone levels whether you are car-
rying a boy or a girl. The increased
hormones come from the placenta,
and placentas are mdistinguishable
male from female.”

I ask Dr. Tsjani about the how-to
books, such as How To Choose the
Sex of Your Baby by Landrum B.
Shettles, M.D., which bases its
advice on the time of ovulation.
Sperm cells carrying X chromosomes
live longer in the reproductive tract
than sperm cells carrying Y chromo-
somes. If vou want to have a boy,
Shettles advises, you should try to
conceive within 24 howrs of ovula-
tion. It it’s a girl you're aiming for,

She had a girl.
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you should try to have intercourse
three days before ovulation.

“That simply doesn’t work,” says
Tsjani. “There’s always a 50/50
chance.”

As my pregnancy progresses
towards its finale, T am bom-
barded with old wives tales well
beyond the boy-or-girl variety. One
day, the owner of a Jamaican eatery
in the vicinity of Union Sgnare scolds
me for ordering jerk chicken.
Flavored with scotch bonnet pep-
pers, jerk is famous for setting
tongues on firc. “Don't you know that
spicy foods will give the baby colicP”
she reprimands. The cause of colic—
those sudden, uncontrollable out-
bursts of crying some babies experi-
ence within the first few months of
life—is still not clearly understood by
the medical profession, and this
uncertainty fuels a lot of conjecture.
In the United States, colic is some-

Her skin fooked great—but there was a lot more of it since

she swelled, especially in the face, to twice her normal size.

No morning sickness and she craved chocolate-peantt
butter ice cream. ft's a ... boy!

times blamed on anxious parcnts, but
most physicians, such as William
Sears, M.D., author of The Baby
Book: Everything You Need to Knoe
About Your Baby—From Birth to
Age Twa, claim there is no evidence
to support this belief.

Despite all the advanced medical
knowledge of madem-day obstetrics,
o one can accurately predict' when a
woman will go into labor. This does-
n't discourage my grandmother or
mother from insisting that I'll go into
labor early, since they both did. Many
people worldwide belicve that a fuli
moon can induce labor by causing a
woman’s water to break. Though
there is no scientific proof to hack
this claim, some attribute this phe-
nomenon to the decresse in baro-
metric pressure that oceurs during
full moon. Amy Alpern, a New York
City-bused midwife, tells me that on
nights when the moon is full the
birthing center where she works does

seem busier than usual.

Some of the most intriguing old
wives’ tales surronnd pregnancy and
sex. In Mama Toto, A Celebration of
Birth, author Carroll Dunham
writes, “The Chagga of Uganda say a
couple should take care in the last
months and reduce lovemaking from
10 to three times a day. But among
the Kaluli of New Guinea, sex during
pregnancy is ecssential because the
man’s semen is necessary to the prop-
er development of the fetus.” Today,
in the United States, sex during preg-
nancy is considered perfectly safe
unless a woman has a history of mis-
carriage or premature lahor.

In all cultures, pregnaney is a life-
defining event, allowing people to
celebrate customs tied to their own
heritage and pass down family lore.

“I tell women, ask your mother
what her mother believed,” says
Emalie Gibbons-Baker, a midwife at
Bronx-Lebanon Hospital in New
York City. “Pregnancy myths are an
opportunity to find out who you are
and where you come from,”

Despite  our  ever-increasing
reliance on technology, birth remains
magical and mysterious. No matter
how much science teaches us about
manipulating the act of procreation
and birth—fertility drugs, sperm
sorting, cloning—a perpetual awe
keeps old wives” tales alive.

’I‘wn weeks before my due date, T
go to see Nanetta for another
eyehrow wax, “You look very good,”
she remarks. “Perhaps you are having
a hoy, after all.”

Nanetta is completely oblivious to
the prejudice of her remark. ! grit my
teeth and sigh.

As my due date draws near,
though, T note that all the old wives’
tales overwhelmingly point toward a
boy. Besides “carrving low and out
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front,” there are other telltale sigms:
my husband Randy has gained
weight along with me during my
pregnancy, I am craving meat and
cheeses, my feet have swelled up,
and my chest has not grown in size.

And wouldn’t you know, on
December 14th, 1998, at 5:37 p.m., T
gave birth to an 8-pound 11-ounce
boy, whom I named Gary. The dream
[ had on the massage table-—that
dream of pain-free labor—turned
out to be pure fantasy. Unlike my
mother and grandmother, who were
both three weeks early, I was two
weeks late. Though 1 labored hard
for thirteen hours, the reward of a
healthy child dulled all my memory
of intense pain.

Once the baby arrived, I figured
my run-ins with old wives’ tales were
over. A short while after I gave birth,
though, I was standing in the lobby of
2 bustling dim sum restaurant in
Chinatown, waiting to be seated. I
held baby Gary in my arms. A young
Chinese-Americarn  woman ap-
proached me.

“Excnse me, but my mother
wanted me to tell you, your baby has
very beautiful ears.”

I'looked at the petitc gray-haired

woman standing beside her. The old
woman grinned at my son; then she
turned and said something to her
daughter in Chinese.

“My mother says that in China,
beautiful ears mean your baby will
have a very happy childhood.”

Standing there with my newborn
son wriggling against my chest, I
smniled at the old woman, grateful for
her wisdom.
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What Does
Child-Friendly
Mean?

1 A place for children in daily ife.
Child-Friendly ~ means  welcoming
children into the community: the stores,
government offices, public transit and
ather public spaces that make up our
arties and towns.

2 Neighborhoods that are safe & fun.
Child-friendly businesses and other
public institutions take care to provide
accommodations such as accessible
bathrooms and safe play areas.

3 Support for parents and caregivers.
A little extra time to board a bus, help
with a stroller or hard-to-reach item, a
quiet place to nurse or feed a child-—a
little help goes a long way

You €an Help!

Visit us on line or call today:
www._childfriendly.org
(800) 500.5234

child-Fripnd)

Child-Friendly Initiative is a grassroots non-
profit organization dedicated to creating
sale, supportive environments for children
and families in the public sphers, We
believe that when children are valued and
their needs are met, society benefits;
children thrive and communities unite.

© 2000 Child-Friendty Initiative, Inc,
CFlis a 501c3 non-profit organization,
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