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The Beginning: From Conception to Birth v« CHAPTER 2 . 77

One specific example comes from a test in place for decades: alpha-fetoprowein  false positives

(AFP). If it is too high or too low; it may indicate multiple fetuses, abnormal growth, — The resuit of a laboratary test blood,
or Down syndrome. Many such .warnings are false positives; that s, they falsely
suggest a problem that does not exist. Any warning, whether false or true, requires o

uring or sonagram) that suggests an
abnormality that 's not present.

further testing, worry, and soul-searching. Consider the following.

| ACASETO STUDY

False Positives and False Negatives

John and Mareha, both under age 35, were expecting their
second child. Martha’s mitial prenaeal screening revealed low
alpha-tetoprotein, which could indicate Down syndrome.

Another blood test was scheduled. ..

John asked, *What exactly is the problem?”

“We've got a one in eight hundred and minery-five
shot at a retarded baby”

John smaled, *I can live with those odds.”

“I'm still a little scared.”

He reached across the table for my hand. “Sure,” he
sid, “that’s understandable. But even if there is a problem,
we've caught it in time. . . . The worst-case scenario i
that you might have to have an aboruon, and thats a long
shot. Everything’s going to be fine” .,

“I might have to have an abortion?” The chill inside
me was gone. Instead [ could feel my face flushing hot
with anger."Since when do you decide what [ fuve to do
with my body?"

John looked surprised. “I never said [ was going to
decide anything,” he protested. “Its just that if the tests
show something wrong with the baby, of course we'll
abort. We've talked about this”

“What we've talked about” | told John m a low,
dangerous voice, “is that | am pro-choice, That means
I decide whether or not I'd abort a baby with a birth
defect. . . . I'm not 30 sure of this.”

*You used to be,” said John,

“L know [ used to be” I rubbed my eyes. | felt terribly
confused. “But now . . . look, John, it's not as though
we're deciding whether or not to have a baby. We're de-
ciding what kind of baby we're willing to accept. If it’s
perfece in every way, we keep it [f it doesn't fit the right
specifications, whoosh! Out it goes.”. ..

John was looking more and more confused. “Martha,
why are you on this soapbox? What's your point?”

“My point is,” ! said, “that I'm trying to get you to tell
me what you think constitutes a ‘defecdve’ baby. What
about . . . oh, I don’t know, a hyperactive baby? Or an
ugly one?”

“They can't test for those things and—"

“Well, what if they could?” i said. “Medicine can do
all kinds of magical tricks these days, Pretry soon we're
going to be aborting babies because they have the gene
for alcoholism, or homosexuality, or manic depres-
sion. . . . Did you know that in China they abort a lot of
fetuses just because they're female?” I growled. “Is being a
girl ‘defectve’ enough for you?”

“Look,” he smd, “I know [ cant always see things
from your perspective. And ['m sorry about that. But the
way [ see it, if 2 baby 15 going to be deformed ar some-
thing, abortion is a way to keep everyone from suffer-
ing—espeaally the baby. It’s like shooting a horse that’s
broken its leg. . . . A lame horse dies slowly, you know?
... [t dies i rerrible pain. And 1t can'’t run anymore. So
it can’t emjoy life even 1f it doesn’t die. Horses live to run;
that’s what they do. If a baby is born not being able to do
what other people do, [ think its better not to prolong
its suffering.”
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Happy Boy Martha Beck not only foves her son Adam {shown
here), but she also writes about the spacial experiences he has
brought into the whale family's life—hers, John's, and their other
children’s She is “pra-cheice”; he is a chosen child
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