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Introduction

They say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. I say what doesn’t kill you … doesn’t exist.

Fellow hypochondriacs, neurotics, worrywarts, germaphobes, and self-diagnosing paranoid people, lend me your clean and disinfected ears! Are you tired of spending your days by the computer, reading webpage after webpage in a desperate attempt to find out what is wrong with you? Do you often hear people tell you to get out more or ask you when was the last time you went outside? Has anyone ever told you to not worry so much or that you should just touch the stupid subway pole because it’s not going to kill you? Well, with this book, you can do all of that! And more! Gone are the days where you type symptoms into a search bar and browse through your results. No longer will each click of the mouse jangle a new and different set of nerves! No Internet? No problem! You don’t need the Internet to take care of your self-diagnosing needs! All you’ll ever need is the information you’ll find here!

Right now you’re probably thinking to yourself, “Can this book really be better than the Internet when it comes to researching my symptoms? Will I be able to find out useful information about medical disorders and conditions? Can this book help me identify the cause of a rash, lump, or deformity on any particular part of my body? What if I have pseudomonas folliculitis or something? Would the book be able to inform me of this?” Well, dear reader, yes, yes, yes, and, yes! (And it might be a good idea to stay out of the hot tub for a while …)

This book will go over various parts of your body in detail and describe what different symptoms and signs may mean. And to top it all off, this information is completely medically accurate and has been reviewed by an actual doctor and naturopath. That’s right, I said reviewed by a doctor. You know, those people who are sick of seeing you at their office every day. Those people who have read about even more illnesses than you. In other words, what you hold in your hands is a hypochondriac’s dream come true. So have a seat; get out your hand sanitizer; make sure your physician, dermatologist, and allergist are on speed dial; and find your happy place, because it’s time to start self-diagnosing. And really, no matter what anyone tells you, those subway poles are seriously a breeding ground for disease.






Part 1
The Head

Hair • Scalp • Face • Eyes • Ears • 
Nose • Mouth • Neck






CHAPTER 1

Hair

Your hair can tell a lot about you, and it has nothing to do with the way you style it. Are you going prematurely gray? Is your hair dry and brittle? Is it falling out in patches? Is it falling out everywhere? What your hair looks and feels like can actually inform you of certain health problems, and sometimes the signs can be as subtle as that pitch-black mohawk you sported as a teenager. So if your hair is talking to you, you’d better listen up! If you don’t treat your hair properly now, the only style you’ll be showing off in the long run is a baseball cap and shiny scalp.

IF YOUR HAIR …

… falls out all over

You may be overstressed. Diffuse hair loss is a symptom of telogen effluvium, a common disorder caused by hormones kicked up by big changes in people’s lives. Just about anything worrying can start it, from a single distressing event—like a death in the family—to more prolonged, daily anxiety caused by the economy, work, or chronic illness. A most indiscriminate and nonfatal condition, it can occur in men and women of any age or race. You may notice an unusual amount of hair on your brush, in the shower drain trap, or falling freely when you run your hand through your hair. Depending on the trigger, it can be acute and reverse itself within six months or it can be chronic and persistent. General medical treatment of acute cases recommends stress-relief exercises, patience, and a big hat if you’re really that embarrassed.
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Telogen effluvium

… falls out in patches

You may be experiencing symptoms of cicatricial alopecia or alopecia areata. If the cause is cicatricial alopecia, you must treat any inflammation immediately as it causes scarring that will prevent your hair from growing back. Alopecia areata, an autoimmune disorder often linked to thyroid diseases, is less serious; though you will lose your hair, it will eventually grow back. You may also be experiencing male- or female-pattern baldness, in which case it’s wise to stock up on the usual hair regeneration shampoo—or at least a classy wig or toupee.

… is dry and brittle

You may be anorexic, bulimic, or experiencing symptoms of hypothyroidism or hypoparathyroidism. In hypothyroidism, the body is less capable of metabolizing food and creating energy, which dries out your skin and hair. In hypoparathyroidism, calcium levels fall and phosphorous levels rise due to a lack of the parathyroid hormone, which regulates the calcium and phosphorus levels in extracellular fluid. This drop in calcium, especially if you also have poor absorption of vitamin D, dries out your hair. If you’re suffering from anorexia or bulimia, you’re not ingesting enough or you’re throwing up, so your body isn’t getting enough of the nutrients, proteins, and omega-3 fatty acids that it needs. This lack of nutrients is responsible for making your hair dry and brittle. One way or another, you’re not getting enough of something, whether it’s hormones, nutrients, or moisturizing shampoo.

… seems thicker

If you’re a woman, you may be pregnant. In a normal hair cycle, your hair grows about half an inch per month for two to six years. Then your hair will rest for around two or three months, and fall out. At any time, 90 percent of the hair on your head is in the growing phase and 10 percent of your hair is in the resting phase. When a woman becomes pregnant, the percent of hair in the resting phase can increase by up to 60 percent. This means less hair falls out, and you start looking like you belong in a shampoo commercial. Of course, pregnancy hormones can also give you hair in places you never had hair before, like your stomach, back, and breasts. After giving birth, the resting phase of your hair will become shorter and it may appear as though your hair is thinner than normal (because more hair is falling out). As your new hair grows in, your hair cycle will become normal again, which is something you won’t be able to say about your sleep cycle.

… is growing in places that it shouldn’t grow

If you’re a woman, you may have what is known as hirsutism. This is when women have male-pattern hair growth, such as coarse, pigmented hair growing on the face, back, and chest. Hirsutism may be caused by a family trait or by excess androgens (male hormones) such as testosterone. When extremely high levels of androgens are enough to cause hirsutism, other symptoms may appear in a process known as virilization. These symptoms can include acne, balding, a decrease in the size of the breasts, a deepening of the voice, an increase in muscle mass, and an enlarged clitoris. If this happens to you, look on the bright side; you can always start a new career as a bearded lady.

… is prematurely gray

According to traditional Chinese medicine, this could mean that you have a kidney meridian imbalance. In this practice, the kidney is responsible for maturation, development, reproduction, and growth, and is connected to the bones, the ears, the teeth, and the hair on your head. Other symptoms of a kidney imbalance include hair loss, dry mouth, osteoporosis, night sweats, pain in your lower back, hearing loss or a ringing in your ears, frequent urination, incontinence, and having a bad short-term memory. If I had all of those symptoms, I think my hair would go prematurely gray, too.


Do you chemically treat your hair?

If you do, you may be more likely to be diagnosed with cancer. Many popular straightening treatments include high levels of carcinogenic formaldehyde, and dark dyes have been shown to increase rates of bladder cancer in hairdressers. If you start going through stylists as quickly as cancer studies go through lab rats, you might have a problem.



… has a band that is discolored or depigmented

You may have a protein or iron deficiency. A band or stripe of discolored hair (usually reddish, blonde, or gray in color) can also be a rare indication of ulcerative colitis (an inflammatory bowel disease that creates inflammation in the lining of the rectum or colon), anorexia, or other illnesses where protein is depleted from the body. A discolored stripe of hair due to protein or iron deficiency is much more common in people living in underdeveloped countries, but bands of red, blonde, or gray hair can also be found in the indigenous “Hipster” people found in Williamsburg, Brooklyn.






CHAPTER 2

Scalp

Are you flakey? Have you ever experienced a real head-scratcher? I’m not talking about your IQ; I’m talking about the top of your head. A bad case of flaking, scaling, or crusting won’t only lead to discomfort, itching, and pain, but it can turn you into a social pariah faster than you can say “pityriasis capitis.” If you ever want to regain your social life, you’re going to need to start taking care of your scalp. Even flakey people can start making smart decisions every now and then …

IF YOUR SCALP …

… flakes

You, my friend, are most likely suffering from pityriasis capitis, or as it is more commonly known, dandruff. Don’t worry, though; this happens to just about everyone. As the skin renews itself, dead skin cells fall off and are replaced by new ones. This process occurs quicker in people who have dandruff, and more skin cells are shed. This leads to the visibly white clumps or flakes you find on your dark clothing. Dandruff, contrary to popular belief, is not a result of dry skin but rather the result of very oily skin. It is caused by Malassezia furfur, a fungus that happens to be present in every person’s scalp. Everything from allergic reactions, UV light, seasonal changes, and emotional stress can lead to dandruff. Some people believe the way to prevent dandruff is to stop washing their hair with shampoo or to wash less frequently, but actually they should be washing with antifungal or antidandruff shampoo. So brush those flakes off your black shirt and get in the shower!
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Malassezia furfur

… is crusty or scaly

You may have scalp psoriasis or seborrheic dermatitis. Both conditions lead to itching, and, in cases of seborrheic dermatitis, it can be severe. To help distinguish between the two, it is important to understand the symptoms. Scalp psoriasis features red patches that have silvery scales; dry patches that appear on other parts of the body such as your hands, feet, knees, and elbows; crust or scaling that might bleed when removed; and silvery scales that can attach to hair shafts. Seborrheic dermatitis features greasy yellow or white scales covering red and oily skin, crust or scales that can be removed easily, patches that do not move past the hairline, and white or yellow scales that can attach to hair shafts. When a snake sheds its skin, it’s cool looking. When you do it, not so much.

… is red

You may have scalp psoriasis, seborrheic dermatitis (see previous entry), or atopic eczema. Though atopic eczema is most commonly found in children, it can occur in adults as well. A person with atopic eczema has dry and red skin. As the condition flares up, your skin might swell up and small water blisters will develop. If scratched, these blisters will ooze, and your skin might flake and thicken. Those with asthma or hay fever are more likely to get atopic eczema and vice versa. The condition can be caused from reactions to things like dust mites, pollen, fragrances added in soaps and perfumes, stress, water, being sick or having the flu, and feeling very hot or very cold. Other reasons for red scalp include sunburns and painting your head red to attend a game involving your favorite sports team. Unfortunately, there’s no treatment for fanaticism if your team sucks.

… has small bumps

You may simply have scalp acne or an ingrown hair. Other reasons for small bumps on your scalp include seborrheic dermatitis or scalp folliculitis. Essentially, scalp folliculitis occurs when a hair follicle becomes infected and there is an inflammatory reaction. For many, this can happen on a regular basis and can become a nuisance. Perifolliculitis capitis abscedens et suffodiens, or PCAS, is a rare and extreme form of scalp folliculitis and features large cysts or nodules with small pustules and papules that can lead to temporary hair loss and permanent bald patches and scarring. Most often, black adult men are affected with perifolliculitis capitis abscedens et suffodiens. Though, it should also be noted that men and women of all races have difficulty saying the name and give up halfway through.

… has one large bump

It can mean you have a pilar cyst, also known as a sebaceous cyst, seborrheic keratosis, or even skin cancer. Pilar cysts, which are white or skin-colored, can appear anywhere on your scalp and usually do not hurt. They consist of dead skin cells and oil, and can grow to the size of a tangerine. Seborrheic keratosis is a benign skin tumor that grows on the top of your scalp and is beige, gray, or brown in color. If irritated, it can itch and bleed. Skin cancer can be found on any part of the scalp. A melanoma appears as a small dark mole, basal cell carcinoma can appear as a waxy or pearly bump, and squamous cell skin cancer can appear as a red nodule that is firm. It is also possible that the large bump is a result of a trauma. Such traumas to the head can be prevented by ducking, looking up as you walk, and not inviting your ex over for dinner to discuss “where things went wrong.”

… has scars and inflamed bumps

You probably have acne keloidalis nuchae, a type of chronic folliculitis (otherwise known as swollen hair follicles). The condition begins as red bumps filled with pus that are usually itchy or tender. The term nuchae means nape of neck, which gives you a clue to the location of these bumps that form on the lower part of the scalp or on the back of the neck. As time progresses, small scars will develop from these bumps. If this is left untreated, the small scars can combine to form keloids, scars that are large and thick. These keloids then lead to hair loss and permanent scarring. Acne keloidalis nuchae occurs most frequently in young black males and rarely occurs after middle age or before puberty. Acne keloidalis nuchae is not actually related to acne vulgaris (otherwise known as acne), but the lesions do appear similar to acne in the beginning. And while acne keloidalis nuchae sure sounds bad, the fact that it can permanently put an end to mullets is rather appealing …

… itches

You may have seborrheic dermatitis, scalp psoriasis, folliculitis, a fungal or bacterial infection, a sunburn, atopic eczema, an allergic reaction to anything used topically (including a hat), lupus, hypothyroidism, or head lice. An itchy scalp can also be caused by anxiety and stress (and really, who wouldn’t be anxious and stressed out after reading all of that?). An itchy scalp can lead to lesions and open sores, bald patches, thinning hair, hair loss, and infections. If your scalp is constantly itching, it’s best to have your dermatologist determine the root of the problem because your itchiness may be a symptom for an underlying disease or condition. After all, how do you expect to nervously pull the hair out of your head if there’s no hair there in the first place?


Don’t have any topical medication? Is your refrigerator stocked?

In ayurvedic medicine, to induce hair growth, you can drink a combination of spinach and lettuce juice, or if spinach is not your thing, try a blend of alfalfa, lettuce, and carrot juice. You should apply coconut oil with lime juice to your hair every day and wash your hair with a paste of fenugreek and cooked urad dal (a type of black bean) two to three times a week. Have unsightly bald patches? Throw on a paste made of licorice and milk or lemon and black pepper! Also make sure to eat leafy green vegetables, sprouts, fruits, wheat germ, and soybeans. Hey, at least it’s all organic …



… has a mushy part with pus-filled bumps

You may have a kerion, which develops following a severe case of ringworm on the scalp. Sometimes, a person who has a kerion also suffers from a fever. While ringworm of the scalp is generally a harmless condition, if the fungal infection turns into a kerion, you can end up with permanent hair loss and scarring. The easiest way to develop ringworm on the scalp is by direct contact with someone—either human or animal—who is infected or by touching a contaminated object (such as a brush, comb, or pillow). Kerions are most often seen in children; however, there have been cases of adults with the condition although it often goes undiagnosed. It is believed that kerions are the result of an allergic reaction to the fungus that causes ringworm or from an overactive immune system. Who knew that an overactive immune system could be a bad thing?






CHAPTER 3

Face

Come face to face with illness like you never thought possible! Sure, having electric shocklike pains, a butterfly-shaped rash, shiny skin that can’t move, or partial facial paralysis is pretty terrifying, but the causes of these conditions are maybe even more frightening! So if you have any of the symptoms discussed in this chapter, tell someone about it now—while you can still move your face.

IF YOUR FACE …

… is dry

It could be due to a number of reasons. Dry weather with low humidity, bathing too much, not drinking enough water, and getting sunburned can all lead to dry skin. Taking antihistamines, diuretics, smoking, drinking alcohol, and even having caffeine can disrupt your body’s pH levels, also leading to dry skin. Omega-3 fatty acids, vitamin A, B complex, and zinc play key roles in maintaining your skin structure, so if you lack any of these, your skin may begin to dry out. Dry skin can also be a sign of hypothyroidism, where the activity of your sweat and oil glands is reduced due to the thyroid producing too few hormones. Lastly, as you age, your body’s oil-producing glands naturally start to become less active, leading to dryer and rougher skin. You may look more hydrated than King Tut, but at least he aged well!

… is swollen

You may have an infection, inflammation, allergic reaction, cancer, or have suffered some sort of trauma. Facial swelling, also known as facial edema, is most noticeable on the eyelids, lips, and cheeks. If swelling occurs over a period of time and occurs with other symptoms like congestion and pain, it might be an infection such as sinusitis. Other infectious causes of facial edema include the mumps, cellulitis, viral or bacterial conjunctivitis, and a sty. Allergic reactions; failure of the heart, liver, and kidneys; and severe malnutrition can also lead to swelling of the face. Facial edema can lead to difficulty in breathing, respiratory arrest, spread of infection to other parts of your body, tissue or skin removal, and even loss of vision. A swollen head does not mean that you are smarter than other people, but that sort of cockiness can certainly lead to someone giving you a facial swelling.

… has round, itchy, burning, 
and swollen areas or welts

You may have hives. Hives occur when the body encounters something it perceives as dangerous and releases histamine to counterattack and fight the allergen off. Common triggers of hives include pollen; ragweed; grasses; trees; food allergies; exposure to sunlight; insect bites and stings; overexposure to hot and/or cold temperatures; overexposure to water; allergic reactions to drugs, soaps, and shampoos; and certain diseases and infections like leukemia and lupus. Many people who experience hives on their face can also experience angioedema, a swelling similar to hives that is present underneath the skin. Without the proper treatment, hives on your face can recur on a regular basis. Often hives are passed on to future generations. And really, with that receding hairline and the “family” nose, don’t you have enough to pass on to your kids?
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… is red

You may have a skin disease known as rosacea. People with rosacea have pimples and redness around their nose, forehead, cheeks, and chin, and have tiny veins on their face that look similar to spider webs. The redness is caused by the expansion of blood vessels located in the face and can sometimes last for days. This is often triggered by sunlight, wind, spicy foods, alcohol, hot weather, exercise, and extreme changes in weather; in fact, anything that heats up your face or increases circulation can trigger symptoms. Other symptoms of the condition include swollen eyelids and dry, irritated, and red eyes. If a serious case of rosacea is left untreated, it can create bumps on your nose and cheeks that will spread, and, eventually, your face may appear swollen and waxy (this state of rosacea is known as rhinophyma). On the one hand, you’ll probably get stared at by people as you walk by. But on a more positive note, you’d be able to moonlight as a figurine in a wax museum.

… has a rapidly growing, volcanic-looking bump

You may have a keratoacanthoma, which is a less severe type of squamous cell carcinoma. Usually keratoacanthoma appears in parts of the skin that are exposed to the most sunlight, such as the face and neck, and generally these bumps appear in middle-aged people and the elderly. Keratoacanthomas develop and grow very quickly. It usually takes only two to six weeks for one to appear and grow to its full size. Following this, the keratoacanthoma will remain dormant for another two to six weeks, and then over a course of two to twelve months it will regress, heal, and leave a scar. While having many keratoacanthomas can be a sign of Muir-Torre syndrome—a type of cancer that features skin lesions and cancers of the breast, genitourinary tract, and colon—these bumps are generally benign. This does not mean that keratoacanthomas should go untreated, because it can be difficult to distinguish a keratoacanthoma from squamous cell carcinoma, and sometimes a keratoacanthoma can become a squamous cell carcinoma. So do yourself a favor and get checked out by a dermatologist … Or a volcanologist. Whichever one is easier.


Hey, Bighead!

Studies have shown that people with larger heads are actually smarter and have better memory than their small-headed counterparts. Being born with a big head isn’t necessarily important, but by the time you are about one year old (the formative years of your brain), the size of your head will help determine your intelligence later on in life. And when you are older, the larger your head is, the less memory decline you will have. While the cause of why one baby’s head might become larger than another baby’s head is unknown, scientists believe that the relationship between child and parent plays an important role, and that a stimulating and intellectual environment may lead to a baby’s head growing. Parents always seem to think that their child is a little genius, and if they care for him correctly, they might just create one—but they’ll still have a hard time shopping for hats.



… has stabbing, electric-shocklike pains

You might be experiencing a nerve disorder known as trigeminal neuralgia. The pain you are experiencing is from the trigeminal nerve, which is responsible for carrying sensations such as pain and feeling from the brain to the skin of the face. Trigeminal neuralgia can be a result of a tumor or swollen blood vessel that applies pressure to the trigeminal nerve, or it can be a result of multiple sclerosis, a debilitating disorder where the body’s immune system attacks the protective covering of the nerve cells (known as the myelin sheath), and leads to irreversible deterioration of the nerves. But more common reasons for trigeminal neuralgia are exposure to a cold draft on the face, a viral infection of the nerve as in shingles due to chickenpox, a dental infection, or eye strain. The stabbing pain can be triggered by everyday events such as brushing your teeth, eating, drinking, shaving, and even by noises and gentle touches. The pain is usually located on one side, around the lower area of the face, as well as around the eye and cheek. The painful spasms can last anywhere from a few seconds to a few minutes and can become frequent. Oh, and one last thing, trigeminal neuralgia is also a normal part of the aging process. So while your legs will move slower, at least your nerves will transmit that pain with lightning speed. Isn’t that comforting?

… has dark discoloration

You may have a skin disorder called melasma. Usually, the browning of the skin on the face is symmetrical, meaning it matches on both sides, and it occurs on the forehead, cheeks, upper lip, and nose. Melasma is particularly common in women who are pregnant (so common, in fact, that it is referred to as the “mask of pregnancy”) and women who take birth control pills or take hormone replacement therapy. The brown color usually begins to fade within a few months of having your child or stopping the medication that is causing it. The biggest way to prevent melasma from occurring is by avoiding the sun and protecting your skin with sunscreen—especially if you are hormonally challenged. If you have melasma, you should reapply sunscreen every two hours … and consider moving underground.

… has a rash that starts at one cheek, goes over the nose, and ends at the other cheek

You may have systemic lupus erythematosus, or more simply, lupus. Lupus is a chronic inflammatory disease where the body actually attacks its own healthy tissues and organs. Many different parts of the body can be affected by lupus, including the skin, kidneys, joints, blood cells, heart, brain, and lungs. While lupus can be difficult to diagnose because its symptoms can resemble other conditions and vary from person to person, the butterfly rash around the nose and cheeks is one of the only very distinctive symptoms of lupus. Lupus is much more common in women, and Asian and black people are affected more often than people of other races. Though the cause of lupus remains unknown, it is believed that some are born with a predisposition to the illness, and certain things like sunlight and medications can trigger it. Of course, that rash might just be from spending too much time outside in the sun, but you should check in with your doctor anyway. A sunburn is one thing, but a chronic inflammatory disease that attacks your insides is another thing all together.


Your face can tell a lot about you …

In ayurvedic medicine, it is believed that the face mirrors the mind and that illness and disease of the body will manifest itself on the face in one way or another. If you have fluffy and full lower eyelids, this could be a sign of impaired kidneys. If you have a butterfly-like discoloration appearing on your cheeks or on your nose, this may mean that you have malabsorption of folic acid or iron or that you may have lupus. The wrinkles you have on your head are also believed to have particular meanings. If you have a wrinkle that is a vertical line between your eyebrows and on the right side, this means that you have suppressed emotions in your liver. If you have a wrinkle that is a horizontal line between your eyebrows and it is on the left side, this means that your spleen has suppressed emotions. If this sounds like you, get that spleen to a therapist who will encourage it to talk about its feelings, and say goodbye to that little line!



… is paralyzed or weak on one side

You may have a condition known as Bell’s palsy. The main symptom of the condition is a sudden paralysis or weakness on one side of your face caused by damage to the nerve responsible for controlling your facial muscles. This damage is due to inflammation, which can be caused by a viral infection from HIV, Epstein-Barr or herpes zoster (shingles), sarcoidosis, or Lyme disease. The damaged nerve causes the side of your face to droop. It can also lead to a numbness of the affected side, drooling, pain behind or in the ear, and eye problems. Though still unclear, it is believed that the herpes virus responsible for cold sores can also cause Bell’s palsy. The condition usually occurs overnight and is usually triggered by stress or reactivation of a virus; it typically heals on its own within a couple of months. It is important to know that Bell’s palsy is in no way linked to a transient ischemic attack or stroke, which involve a disruption of blood flow to the brain. So if you’re ever on a date, you can just say, “Oh, no. Don’t worry. The droopy face thing goes away. The herpes on the other hand … ”

… has tight, shiny skin that can’t move

This is a symptom of a series of progressive diseases known as scleroderma. Scleroderma involves the tightening and hardening of a person’s connective tissues and skin, and while some types only affect the skin, others can affect the heart, digestive tract, kidneys, and lungs. Other symptoms of scleroderma include Raynaud’s phenomenon—which is a color change, numbness, and pain in the fingers and toes from cold temperature or emotional distress—acid reflux, gastroesophageal reflux disease (where food regurgitates from your stomach because your muscles are rigid and don’t move food down through your intestines properly), and thick, oval-shaped patches of white skin with a purple border especially on your fingers. Though the cause is unknown, scleroderma is a result of the body producing too much collagen in the tissues of the body. But don’t think of your scleroderma as debilitating; just think of it as a poor-gal’s Botox!
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