QUESTIONS ABOUT THE HUMAN BODY

http://ask.yahoo.com/ask/Science___Technology/Human_Body/
· How long does an average dream last? 

· What's the longest a person has gone without sleep? 

· Approximately how many cells make up the human body? 

· Can a person who is blind from birth "see images" in their dreams the way sighted people do? 

· Can you die from laughing? 

· Do fingerprints remain the same from birth to death? 

· Do earlobes have a purpose? 

· Do eyelashes grow back? 

· Do fingernails really continue to grow after you die? 

· Do identical twins have identical DNA? 

· Do people really shrink as they age? 

· Does the digestive process work differently lying down, sitting up or standing? 

· Exactly what happens when you get the wind knocked out of you? 

· How can someone have two different colored eyes? 

· How does the human brain measure up to a computer? 

· How many bones does the human body contain? 

· How many colors can the human eye perceive? 

· If a person was buried in space, would the body decompose? 

· If one person yawns, why does anyone else in the room want to yawn? 

· If our normal body temp is 98.6 degrees, why is it we feel uncomfortable when the air temperature is 98 degrees? 

· If someone With a pacemaker dies, does their heart keep beating? 

· Is it true that your body gets immune to your deodorant, and if so, does rotating deodorants really work? 

· Is spontaneous human combustion for real? 

· Is the human eye fully grown at birth? 

· What actually happens when you "crack" your knuckles? 

· What are those little white marks on your fingernails? 

· What causes dimples? 

· What causes that intense pain when you eat ice cream too fast? 

· What determines if you have an "innie" or "outie" belly button? 

· What does a gallbladder do? 

· What does the pancreas do? 

· What is the Adam's apple and what does it do? 

· What is the area between your nose and mouth With the two vertical lines called? 

· What is the longest muscle in the human body? 

· What is the purpose of the spleen? Can I live without one? 

· What makes people ticklish? 

· What purpose do eyebrows serve? 

· What's the most popular tattoo? 

· When and why did women start shaving their legs? 

· Which one of the five senses is the strongest or most well developed? 

· Why am I right-handed, but my brother is left-handed? 

· Why are all babies born With blue eyes? 

· Why do people get goosebumps when they're cold? 

· Why do we have wisdom teeth? 

· Why do we only use 10% of our brains? Does anyone use more? 

· Why do we see spots after our eyes are exposed to bright lights? 

· Why do your ears and nose get bigger as you age? 

· Why does scratching an itch make it stop? 

· Why does your voice sound funny after you inhale helium? 

· Why doesn't leg hair grow forever? 

· Why is it impossible to sneeze With your eyes open? 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
What's the longest a person has gone without sleep?
Peter
Brooklyn, New York
Dear Peter:
The record belongs to a man named Randy Gardner. Back in 1965, he went 11 days without catching a single wink. Was Randy enraptured by a "Leave It to Beaver" marathon on TV? Actually, no. He just really wanted to be in the Guinness Book of Records. 

Randy was a San Diego high-school student at the time of his record-breaking bout of sleep deprivation. A self-described "science fair geek," Randy felt he could beat the previous record of 8.5 days held by New York deejay Peter Tripp. And with the help of two friends and Stanford researcher William Dement, Randy did exactly that. Even more impressive, Randy stayed awake without so much as a drop of coffee. 

You might expect anyone who's been up that long to be a complete mess, but according to those who observed him, Randy suffered "no paranoia or other negative mood changes." Additionally, his "mental, motor and sensory abilities" remained solid. On day 10, Randy even beat Dement at pinball and gave a press conference before passing out for 14 plus hours. 

This article from Gelf Magazine reports Gardner is now married and enjoying retirement. We can only presume he gets plenty of sleep.




	My 7th-grade class wants to know approximately how many cells make up the human body.

	David
Aurora, Colorado 

	

	Dear David:

	That's a very good question, and we applaud your class for its inquisitiveness. We knew there were a lot of cells in the human body, but we were hard pressed to put an actual number on it. It seemed like a fairly straightforward query, so we tried a straightforward approach and typed "number cells human body." Our results were numerous and informative, but after flipping through them, we learned there really is no consensus on the answer. 

Some sources told us that the average adult human body is made up of "50 million million" (50 trillion) cells, while others put the figure closer to 10 trillion. Science NetLinks, a resource for science teachers, stated that there are approximately "ten to the 14th power" (that's 100 trillion) cells in the human body. 

Keep in mind, all of these figures are just estimates. At this time, there really is no way to know the exact number of cells in a human body. Can you imagine trying to count them all? Plus, as one source pointed out, the number will vary from person to person, depending on their size. The number of cells in your own body is constantly changing, as cells die or are destroyed and new ones are formed. So even the number of cells in your own body is not static. 

For a host of other cell resources, stop by the Yahoo! Cell Biology category. You'll learn more than you can imagine about those "building blocks of life." 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Can a person who is blind from birth "see images" in their dreams?

	Dreamcatcher

	

	Dear Dreamcatcher:

	This question has inspired volumes of medical research dating back to the 19th century. People who are visually impaired from birth appear to lack visual imagery in their dreams. It's believed that the parts of their brains that register visual information remain dormant. 

According to this fascinating article by Diego Kaski in the International Medical Students' Journal, even people who lose their sight early in childhood retain visual imagery in their dreams well into adulthood. However, this imagery fades over time. 

Nevertheless, blind people do dream and often describe their dreams in terms of places and surroundings. An article from the University of Santa Cruz notes that blind dreams feature a "very high percentage of gustatory, olfactory, and tactual sensory references," something very unusual for sighted dreamers to experience. 

For some intriguing and descriptive quotes on the subject, read Richard Catlett Wilkerson's article "Dreams of the Blind." 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Can you die from laughing?
Mike
Victoria, Australia
Dear Mike:
It's certainly possible to die while laughing -- probably by choking on something. But we were unable to find any documented evidence of someone literally "laughing to death." 

In fact, recent research suggests laughing is actually very good for you. According to the Indiana University School of Medicine, laughing helps relax tense muscles, lowers blood pressure, and even burns calories. Humor and laughter is also becoming increasingly popular as a form of psychiatric therapy. Look out, Carrot Top. 

Cardiologists at the University of Maryland Medical Center found that people with heart disease are 40% less likely to laugh in a given situation than people without heart disease. The key here seems to be stress reduction; stress impairs the production of endothelial cells, which form a protective lining in our blood vessels. A weak endothelium can lead to hardened arteries and, quite literally, a hardened heart. 

What exactly is laughter? As HowStuffWorks explains, laughter is a physiological response that's triggered by the limbic system, or the part of the brain that governs motivation and emotional behaviors. During laughter, the epiglottis constricts the larynx, restricting our ability to breathe. That's why a really good joke can sometimes seem pretty dangerous -- but thankfully the breathing instinct always wins in the end. 



	Do fingerprints remain the same from birth to death?

	Parker
Poplar Bluff, Missouri

	

	Dear Parker:

	In hopes of tracking down your answer, we typed the whole unwieldy phrase "fingerprints remain same during lifetime" into the Yahoo! Search box. Our results did not disappoint. 

The first web page was from CrimTrac, an agency created to help the Australian police in forensic matters. There we learned that there are two fundamental principles to the science of fingerprinting -- uniqueness and immutability. Uniqueness, of course, refers to the fact that no two individuals, even identical twins, have identical sets of fingerprints. 

Immutability refers to the fact that friction ridges, the little lines and swirls that compose fingerprints, do not change naturally during a person's lifetime. An embryo's fingerprints are fully formed by the fourth or fifth month of pregnancy and remain much the same until death. The only changes the site notes (apart from changing in size as we grow) are due to "accident, mutilation or skin disease." 

Of course, this led us to wonder if someone could intentionally alter their prints. The web site of the West Virginia State Police provided our answer: 

Though many have tried to alter their fingerprints to prevent criminal identification, no one is known to have been successful. One famous criminal, John Dillinger, tried acid on his fingertips, yet was successfully identified upon his death. Another tried skin grafting, but again his attempt at eluding detection was unsuccessful. By all accounts, attempts at altering fingerprints have usually brought the individual nothing but intense physical pain.

Seems the power of the print is pretty indisputable. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Do earlobes have a purpose?

	Chuck
Wales, U.K.

	

	Dear Chuck:

	Earrings aren't good enough for ya? Maybe gauging is a higher purpose? If not, well, you'll just have to accept that earlobes are a vestigial structure, an evolutionary hiccup, a leftover bit of flesh that has to make do with getting punctured for fun. 

The external ear itself has the valuable function of collecting and directing sound into the inner ear. The parts of the ear you can see without a doctor's help are called the pinna; those curvy bits conduct sound vibrations in the air down into the tympanic cavity. The shape of the pinna helps your ear and brain figure out what direction sound is coming from. But the lobule -- the part hanging down -- isn't any help. In fact, some people are born lobeless because of recessive genes, and this doesn't seem to affect their hearing. 

So, if you got 'em, we say flaunt 'em. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Do eyelashes grow back?

	Marty
Chapel Hill, North Carolina

	

	Dear Marty:

	Individual eyelashes fall out all the time. People who wear contact lenses know this fact all too well. Eyelashes take about four to eight weeks to grow back. These tiny hairs (with help from their cousins to the north) protect your eyes from dust and sweat -- you'd definitely notice a difference if you were to lose them. 

According to Yahoo! Health, the medical term for the severe loss of eyelashes is madarosis. People who suffer from hypothyroidism (an underperforming thyroid gland) often lose their eyelashes in small clumps. Damaging an eyelash follicle, or the small cavity that grows the hair, can also affect future eyelash growth. 

The web abounds with tales of eyelash suffering and loss. This iVillage Q&A session isn't for the weak of stomach. 

Message boards are also a good source of information on inordinate eyelash loss, though we recommend checking with your doctor before following anonymous advice. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Do fingernails really continue to grow after you die?
Rebecca
Loch Sheldrake, New York
Dear Rebecca:
A lot of freaky stuff happens to the human body after death. Rigor mortis sets in, the blood stops clotting, and you get all "gross and pasty looking" (a non-medical term). However, we do have some good news -- you needn't worry about your fingernails and hair growing from beyond the grave. 

Snopes.com explains the truth behind the legend. The human body begins to dehydrate after a person dies. Because the skin is so dry, it "pulls away from nails and hair." This makes it appear as though the nails and hair are growing, but in fact, it's really the opposite. The body is shrinking. 

So this is just an illusion. Snopes notes that the body's unfortunate tendency to dry out is the reason funeral homes are so liberal with the moisturizer. Without it, the newly departed would appear unrecognizable well before the casket is shut. Creepy. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:

	Do identical twins have identical DNA?

	Ben
Evans, Georgia 

	

	Dear Ben:

	A search on "identical twins DNA" led us into a fascinating world of genetics, cloning, and the old nature vs nurture debate. 

As we soon learned, identical twins, formed when one fertilized egg splits, are the only people in the world with identical DNA. Fraternal twins, on the other hand, are formed when two different eggs are fertilized. Genetically speaking, fraternal twins are no closer than normal siblings, sharing only about 50% of their genes. 

Although identical twins have the same genotype, or DNA, they have different phenotypes, meaning that the same DNA is expressed in different ways. 

Traits determined by phenotype, such as fingerprints and physical appearance, are the result of "the interaction of the individual¿s genes and the developmental environment in the uterus." Thus, a DNA test can't determine the difference between identical twins, while a simple fingerprint can. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Do people really shrink as they age?

	Shrinking Violet

	

	Dear Violet:

	Well, if we believed our parents, they were all well over 6 feet tall in their prime, and have only shrunk to their current modest height due to the aging process. We set out to discover if there is any truth to this or if it's simply a tall tale. A search on "people shrink older" promised to lead us to the long and short of it. 

At KidsHealth, we learned that people do indeed shrink gradually as they age, though it usually amounts to only an inch or so of height. According to another site, between the ages of 30 to 70, a man may lose about three centimeters as he ages, while a woman may lose five. As you grow older, you tend to lose both muscle and fat. You begin to feel the weight of gravity as your bones end up pressing closely together, resulting in a loss of height. 

A major culprit of the shrinking process is osteoporosis. Osteoporosis is the result of the spongy tissue inside the bones breaking down and not being replaced by new bone tissue. This condition usually plagues women and those with smaller, lighter bones. How can you avoid osteoporosis? Eat a balanced diet, exercise regularly, and don't drink, smoke, or take steroids. Certain conditions, such as hyperthyroidism and anorexia nervosa, can also increase bone loss. 

Not only do you shrink as you age, you also shrink during the course of a day. The water in your spine is compressed by gravity so you finish the day a bit smaller in stature than you started it. However, your body recovers overnight as you sleep, so you are standing tall again in the morning. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Does the digestive process work any differently if you are lying down, sitting up, or standing?
Ivana Eatmore
Wilsonville, Oregon
Dear Ivana:
There may be some minor differences, but as Yahoo! Health explains, digestion is a remarkably autonomous process. This is due to peristalsis, which is the movement of the esophagus, stomach, and intestine that keeps food passing through your digestive system. 

Peristalsis is the reason you can drink a glass of water while standing on your head. It's also the reason astronauts have no problem digesting food. However, the process is definitely helped by gravity. 

If you tend to have digestive problems, HealthyLife.Com suggests that you not lie down at least two hours after you finish a meal, but doesn't offer any medical explanation. Several other sites warn against eating directly before going to bed. 

In general, your best bet for maximum digestive efficiency seems to be sitting upright. The Mayo Clinic also suggests that you make sure you're relaxed while you're eating, so that your digestive muscles contract normally. 




	Dear Yahoo!:

	Exactly what happens when you get the wind knocked out of you?

	S. Plexus

	

	Dear S. Plexus:

	Ooof! We hate it when that happens. You take a bad fall or a karate chop to the gut, and suddenly you can't take a full breath. While the origin of the phrase seems rather obvious (breath, wind, etc.), what's really going on? 

According to one doctor as well as the ever-useful Straight Dope column, it's all about your diaphragm. This dome-shaped muscle sits below your lungs, and it helps your windbags inhale and exhale. When you get hit in the abdomen, this can cause a pressure difference that makes your diaphragm spasm for a few seconds. You can't catch your breath until the spasm stops. 

Getting the wind knocked out of you is usually a temporary problem that rights itself. Some defense specialists recommend blows to this area to briefly incapacitate an attacker. Ouch. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	How can someone have two different colored eyes?

	Iris

	

	Dear Iris:

	According to the experts at Scientific American.com, it was once believed that eye color was controlled by a single gene and inherited in a straightforward fashion (remember Mendel from high-school biology?). These days it's not quite that simple. We now believe that eye color is a polygenic trait. 

Eye color is determined by the amount of melanin, a dark brown pigment, present in your irises. Blue eyes are due to a lack of melanin, while brown eyes indicate melanin-rich irises. Thus, people with darker hair and skin have higher levels of melanin and tend to have brown eyes, while people with lighter hair and skin have lower levels of melanin and usually have lighter colored eyes. This is also why many babies are born with blue eyes. Their eyes change color later as they begin to produce more melanin. 

When an individual has different amounts of melanin in each of their irises, their eyes are different colors. Heterochromia iridium (the scientific name for two different color eyes in the same individual) is relatively rare in humans but common in some animals, such as horses, cats, and certain species of dogs. A variation on the condition is heterochromia iridis, in which an individual has a variety of colors within one iris. 

Heterochromia iridium is thought to result from an alteration to one of the genes that controls eye color. This can be an inherited trait, although trauma and certain medications may result in increased or decreased pigmentation in one of the irises. Certain medical syndromes, such as Waardenburg syndrome, may also cause someone to have two different colored eyes. 

Some people with this condition wear colored contact lenses so their irises match, while others take pride in their striking appearance. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
How does the human brain measure up to a computer?
Brian
New Holland, Ohio
Dear Brian:
At the risk of ticking off computers everywhere, we believe the human brain could hold more data than any hard drive currently available. Here's why... 

Although it's tempting to think of computers as infallible and able to do more in a millisecond than we can do in a day, that's a bit of a misconception. Human beings take a lot of their cognitive abilities for granted. For example, according to a study from MIT, simulating basic actions in robots, like talking, laughing, and walking, requires an amazing amount of memory and processing power. 

On the other hand, maybe that's not a fair comparison. After all, in many ways, hard drives are superior to the human brain. As this page from the University of Washington points out, when it comes to multitasking, computers have near limitless potential. As for people, even the smartest of us sometimes have a hard time patting our stomachs and rubbing our heads at the same time. 



	Dear Yahoo!:

	How many bones does the human body contain?

	Mario
Manila, Phillipines 

	

	Dear Mario:

	When a manual count on our bodies didn't work, we typed "bones human body" into the Yahoo! search box and set out to find your answer. 

The first result was a page on Osteology from the online version of Gray's Anatomy of the Human Body. There we learned that the skeleton of an adult human is comprised of 206 bones and two systems, the axial skeleton (the trunk of our body) and the appendicular skeleton (our limbs). 

The bones themselves are divided up into four classes: long bones (which make up the limbs), short bones (which are grouped together to strengthen our skeleton), flat bones (which protect our body and provide a place for muscles to attach), and, our personal favorite, irregular bones (those oddly shaped bones that don't fit into any of the other three categories). 

At Education World, we picked up some other interesting facts about the human skeleton. For instance, while the adult skeleton contains 206 bones, the skeleton of an infant contains 350 (the bones fuse together as you grow). And more than half of your 206 bones are found in your hands and feet. 

If you want to learn more about the major bones in your body, be sure to drop by the Bone Zone, where the friendly skeleton will tell you everything you want to know. And for spectacular close-ups of individual bones, pay a visit to the eSkeletons Project. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
How many colors can the human eye perceive?
Shelby
Seattle, Washington
Dear Shelby:
Color is how our eyes and brain interpret light. Our eyes can only see radiation with a wavelength of 380 nanometers to 740 nanometers. This is called the visible spectrum of light. Sir Issac Newton listed the pure spectral colors we see in light as red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. 

But "Roy G. Biv" isn't the only name in town when it comes to what colors exist. In 1790, researcher Thomas Young said the human eye sees only three colors -- red, blue, and yellow -- and every other color was just a combination of these primary colors. In 1878 Ewald Hering posited a theory of four unique hues of red, green, yellow, and blue, which, when mixed with white or black, represent all the possible colors humans can process. Useful knowledge for painters and printers perhaps, but it doesn't quite answer your question. 

The problem is that nobody really knows exactly how many colors the human eye can see. The closest researchers can estimate is millions and millions. Scientific experiments have shown that humans can discriminate between very subtle differences in color, and estimates of the number of colors we can see range as high as 10 million. 

Of course, every person's eyes perceive color a bit differently, and every culture has its own names for colors so coming up with an exact number may not be possible. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
How much blood does the human body contain?
Jason
Austin, Texas
Dear Jason:
Blood is definitely a vital issue. Sure, we all have it, but it's hard to imagine how much (unless you're a heart surgeon). Let's see if we can't find out... 

Our first strategy was to search Yahoo! for the words "human blood amount." Unfortunately, the results were pale and uninspiring. Next, we spent several anxious moments adjusting our search terms. Finally, after a fair amount of fussing, we came up with "amount human blood quarts," figuring that the last term would help narrow the field. 

The results were much more promising and we spotted several useful sites, including a page from the PBS show NOVA titled "Electric Heart" and an entry on blood from the InfoPlease Almanac. 

Both sites claim that the human body contains approximately 6 quarts (or 5.6 liters) of blood. The PBS site goes on to offer several other interesting tidbits: 

· In one day, your blood travels nearly 12,000 miles. 

· Your heart beats around 35 million times per year. 

· Your heart pumps a million barrels of blood during the average lifetime -- enough to fill three supertankers. 

Wow. That's a lot of mileage for six little quarts. 



	Dear Yahoo!:

	If a person was buried in space, would the body decompose?

	Beverley
Tampa, Florida 

	

	Dear Beverley:

	Although plenty's been written on the effect a total vacuum would have on a live human body, there's little information about the effects on a corpse. Based on what we've read, however, we'll venture a scenario. 

Many of the same processes that cause a body to decompose on Earth would continue in space, since they don't require oxygen. Your intestinal system is host to millions of tiny bacteria that begin to "digest" you as soon as you kick the bucket. On a more elemental level, dying cells release enzymes that break down various proteins and molecules. 

Contrary to urban legend, your eyes would not burst and your body would not explode when exposed to a total vacuum. Your body would experience internal ruptures as the pressure drops, but skin, even dead skin, is a fairly resilient container. 

We assume that since water vaporizes in a vacuum, eventually your body would become entirely desiccated. You'd also be exposed to all sorts of radiation. Ultimately this would turn you into an interstellar Slim Jim. Lovely image, no? 


	Thursday June 23, 2005

	Previous | Next


	Dear Yahoo!:
If one person yawns, why does everyone else in the room want to yawn?
Lynn
Garland, Texas
Dear Lynn:
Yawning is extremely contagious -- 55% of people who witness someone yawn will yawn within five minutes. If a visually impaired person hears a tape of someone yawning, he or she is likely to yawn as well. Face it, the likelihood of you making it to the end of this answer without looking like one of these gaping maws is unlikely. 

Although the contagious nature of yawning is well established, we know less about why this is so. Researchers are currently giving the topic some serious attention. One theory suggests it's a holdover from a period in evolutionary history when yawning served to coordinate the social behavior of a group of animals. A recent study postulates that contagious yawning could be part of the "neural network involved in empathy." 

While the mystery of contagious yawning has yet to be solved, perhaps researchers are closing in on an answer. On the other hand, given the subject matter, we wouldn't blame them for falling asleep at the wheel. In the meantime, give the "yawn challenge" a try -- it's tougher than it looks. 



	Dear Yahoo!:

	If our normal body temperature is 98.6 degrees, why do we feel uncomfortable when the air temperature is 98 degrees?

	Barb
Chicago, Illinois

	

	Dear Barb:

	According to Yahoo! Health, body temperature is a measurement of the body's ability to "generate and get rid of heat." This definition is key to understanding why temperatures in the 90s can be downright uncomfortable. 

Think of your body as a steam engine. Under normal temperatures, it generates more heat than it needs. It's generally agreed that room temperature (68 to 72 degrees Fahrenheit) allows the body to dissipate "waste heat" with the least amount of effort. 

How so, you ask? Because heat naturally transfers from warmer to cooler environments. Room temperature lets nature do its thing with minimal effort on our part, but when the ambient temperature rises, it takes more energy to get rid of excess body heat. 

When the outside temperature approaches our body temperature, there's no natural convection cooling mechanism at work. The body has to work incredibly hard to dissipate heat, which it does through the lovely and aromatic act of sweating. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
If someone with a pacemaker dies, does their heart keep beating?
Mary
Lakeland, Florida
Dear Mary:
No. A pacemaker can only stimulate an irregularly beating heart, not a dead one. The pacemaker would almost certainly be triggered, since it would detect the absence of a regular heartbeat, but it would be to no avail. 

Your heartbeat is a bioelectrical process, instigated by a mass of specialized cells in the top of the right atrium called the sinoatrial (or SA) node. When this "natural" pacemaker sends an electrical charge through a heart chamber, the chamber contracts. 

A pacemaker is a small mechanical device implanted underneath the skin that monitors this biolectrical process. If a heart is beating abnormally (say, slower than usual), it discharges a steady series of shocks to stabilize it. 

No doubt you're familiar with the dramatic scenes in medical dramas involving heart defibrillators and lots of shouts of "CLEAR!" These devices only work if the patient's heart is in fibrillation, which is a random twitching generated when a specific part of the heart starts to die. There's still electricity there, it's just uncoordinated. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Does a blood transfusion change your DNA?
Lori
Evart, Michigan
Dear Lori:
The short answer is "no," and the longer answer is "no way." We assembled our own little blog of blood to explain, drawing from a San Diego Union Tribune column, a posting on the MadSci Network, and several other sources. 

It seems blood is composed of four main elements: red blood cells, white blood cells, platelets, and plasma. And, indeed, white blood cells do contain DNA. However, most blood transfusions involve only red blood cells, which do not contain DNA. And even in a rare whole blood transfusion, no traces of foreign DNA from the white blood cells have been detected in a recipient's blood. 

On the other hand, there is at least one situation in which a transplant can change your DNA. After a bone marrow transplant, the DNA in a blood sample may actually reflect the donor rather than the recipient. That's because in this case, blood stem cells are transferred. The recipient will produce blood that contains the donor's cellular elements but almost none of his or her own DNA. And yes, this would affect DNA blood evidence (though there are other ways to test for DNA.) 

Then there's the even rarer case of blood being transferred due to the anti-social behavior of vampires. But that's a whole other ball of serum. 



	Dear Yahoo!:

	Is it true that your body gets immune to your deodorant, and if so, does rotating deodorants really work?

	Ryan
Columbus, Ohio

	

	Dear Ryan:

	As far as we could determine, the deodorant immunity theory is bunk. However, deodorants have varying ingredients, and people have varying chemistries, so it may make sense to mix things up if you've been told you emit unpleasant odors. 

The scientists behind Secret spell it out plainly: "This is a popular myth with no basis. You cannot become immune to your deodorant or antiperspirant." 

However, the message boards of Digs Magazine ("a home and living guide for the post-college, pre-parenthood, quasi-adult generation") mention deodorants can stop working on account of changes in body chemistry. 

Miss Bliss ("beauty online from New York's hottest spa") notes that women who have recently had children often encounter deodorant meltdown. This definitely plays into the personal biochemistry theory. She also warns against excessive deodorant use. 

For general body odor problems, Dr. Donnica at Yahoo! Health suggests avoiding fried or spicy foods, as well as caffeine and garlic. And as a very last resort, you can always Botox your pits. Isn't the human body great? 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Is spontaneous human combustion for real?

	Robby 
Van Alstyne, Texas

	

	Dear Robby:

	Judging from several resources in our Spontaneous Human Combustion category, it seems doubtful. Most of the evidence supporting the phenomenon is based on the charred corpses of habitual smokers. 

That being said, the human body does burn quite effectively once it's ignited. A Skeptical Enquirer piece by Joe Nickell entitled "Not-So-Spontaneous Human Combustion" describes a "wicking effect," in which the fatty tissues in the body burn much like the wax of a candle, while clothing acts like a wick. 

But don't take our word for it -- examine the evidence and decide for yourself if spontaneous human combustion (aka SHC) is real. Anomalies offers a simple chronological list of documented episodes that feature bizarre burnings. Crystalinks offers similar stories, as well as a disturbing photograph. 

Finally, Robert Todd Carroll writes an excellent summary of the phenomena in his Skeptic's Dictionary. This sharply written resource tackles all manner of "amusing deceptions and dangerous delusions," from angel therapy to the Yeti. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Is the human eye fully grown at birth?
Gary
Las Vegas, Nevada
Dear Gary:
When born, we're bald and toothless. Sadly, many of us die looking the same way. In fact, we've heard the eye is the only body part that remains the same size from birth until death. However, after doing a little research, we discovered this is more rumor than fact. 

According to several sites, a typical newborn's eye is around 18 millimeters in diameter. When you are an infant, the size increases to 19.5 millimeters. A fully grown adult's eye measures 24-25 millimeters. This page on eye anatomy points out that a fully developed eyeball is about two-thirds the size of a ping-pong ball. 

This means a human eye grows only about 28% over the course of its life. Fish supposedly have the ability to increase their eye size "steadily over the course of their entire lives," a talent lost on us "superior" Homo sapiens. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
What actually happens when you "crack" your knuckles?
Robert
Knoxville, Tennessee 
Dear Robert:
We've all heard the claim that cracking your knuckles will cause permanent injury. But is it really true that a life of arthritis awaits the knuckle-popper addicts among us? Our search on "what makes knuckles crack" led us to a couple of sites that explain what happens when you hear that distinctive pop. 

We first stopped by KidzWorld, a great place for kids to find the answers to all sorts of questions. An article titled "Cracking Down on Knuckles" provided a comprehensive answer to your question. When you crack your knuckles, you're essentially pushing the joint into or out of its normal position. A thick, clear lubricant called synovial fluid is found in the joints between your bones. When you crack your fingers, you cause the bones to pull apart, and the pressure on the synovial fluid is reduced. Bubbles form and quickly expand and then burst. Snap, crackle, pop go your knuckles! 

Next we stopped by the inestimable How Stuff Works. Marshall Brain corroborated our earlier findings and offered a bit more detail. He explains that the bubble forms in a process called "cavitation." Once you've cracked your knuckle, it takes about 25-30 minutes for the gas to dissolve into the joint fluid. During this time, you can't crack the knuckle again. But once the gas is dissolved, cavitation is once again possible, and you can start popping your knuckles to your hand's content. 

Okay, now we know what happens when you crack your knuckles, but are you doing serious damage? We read a bit more and discovered that only one in-depth study of the issue has been published. The study focused on 300 habitual knuckle crackers and found no evidence linking knuckle cracking and arthritis. Chronic crackers did suffer other harm, including soft tissue damage and loss of grip strength. This damage is usually minor, however, and cracking your knuckles actually has some benefits -- you'll feel looser and enjoy more mobility in your joints immediately after popping. 




	Wednesday March 10, 2004
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	Dear Yahoo!:
What are those little white marks on your fingernails?
Erica
Carol Stream, Illinois
Dear Erica:
Medically speaking, those little white marks that sometimes appear as dots or lines on the fingernail are known as leukonychia. There are several possible causes for the discoloration, but the most common are mild trauma, a fungal infection, skin conditions, or nutritional deficiencies. 

This WebMDHealth column gives an overview of how leukonychia can occur. For example, if you accidentally slam your fingernail into an object, a white mark will likely develop. But because a normal fingernail takes months to grow, by the time a blemish appears you may have forgotten what caused the trauma. 

White marks on your nails that are more linear could be a sign of a fungal infection. Gyms and nail salons are hotbeds for fungus and yeast, and are common places for contracting infections. These infections attack your nail directly, causing discoloration and even separation from the nailbed. If you suspect that's the cause for the white on your claws, see a dermatologist about a culture sample and diagnosis. 

Another culprit, although not as common, is psoriasis, a chronic skin condition that causes red, irritated blemishes and scaling throughout the body. In extreme cases, fingernails are affected by dead skin cells that accumulate in the nailbed and form thick layers, also known as "plaque." Treatment varies from prescription creams to ultraviolet light therapy. 

Finally, an old wives' tale fingers another suspect: your diet. In folklore, the most commonly cited cause for those white marks (and probably something your mom warned you about) is a deficiency of certain minerals in your body, such as zinc and calcium. Adding nutritional supplements or foods containing these minerals to your diet could clear up your white flecks in a few months. 




	Wednesday July 23, 2003
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	Dear Yahoo!:
What causes dimples?
Erin
Atlanta, Georgia
Dear Erin:
If you sport those charming creases on either side of your lips every time you crack a smile, you have one little gene (and your parents, of course) to thank. 

Each physical trait you possess is represented by a pair of genes -- one each from mom and pop. This pair can either be a combination of two dominant genes, one dominant and one recessive gene, or two recessive genes. 

All you need is one dominant gene to inherit a particular trait. Dimples, along with other traits such as freckles, a widow's peak, a cleft chin, and yes, even bushy eyebrows, are passed along by a single dominant gene. If you have dimples, you have the dominant trait (D-). If you don't, you have the recessive (dd). It's that simple. 

Try this fun exercise to get a better understanding of genetics and heredity (plus you just might see what your future children could look like). Who knows? If you have a stray widow's peak or prominent chin floating around in your gene pool, your child just might have a future in late-night TV. 



	Dear Yahoo!:

	What causes that intense pain when you eat ice cream too fast?

	Jim
Cary, North Carolina 

	

	Dear Jim:

	On a hot, stifling day, there's nothing better than an ice cream cone. As it drips down your hand, you might find yourself licking faster in a futile attempt to salvage the falling ice cream. Then, like a ton of cold bricks, it hits you -- brain freeze! What's going on when this happens? Why does it feel like your eyes are going to pop out of your head? We poked around the Internet and discovered the causes of ice cream headaches. 

First we stopped by the Health section of MSNBC, where we found an article published from the British Medical Journal. According to Dr. Joseph Hulihan of Temple University, about a third of people suffer from "ice cream headaches." The condition is caused by extremely cold foods or beverages that touch the roof of the mouth and set in motion a chain of events. When the nerves that travel to the brain are stimulated, the blood vessels in the front of the head expand and contract like they do during a migraine headache. Even though this sensation typically lasts only 10 to 20 seconds, the pain is mind-numbing. 

We next visited a "News for Kids" web page from The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. The page corroborated our earlier finding, adding that "brain freeze" has nothing to do with your brain, it's just the reaction of the blood vessels in your noggin. In addition, we learned a couple of ways to avoid the pain: 

· Slow down. Eat cold foods slowly. 

· Warm the cold food in the front part of your mouth before swallowing. 

· If it's too late and you can feel the pain creeping into your head, hold your tongue against the roof of your mouth to warm the palate. This may help ease the pain a bit. 

One thing is for sure: Americans love their ice cream and don't seem to mind the pain that comes with the pleasure. 


	Tuesday October 29, 2002
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	Dear Yahoo!:
What determines if you have an "innie" or "outie" belly button?
Courtney
Dixon, California 
Dear Courtney:
Ah, one of the great mysteries of life! Searches on "belly button" and related phrases revealed that no one knows for sure why some people have a concave belly button while others have one that sticks out. Health and parenting web sites agree that most people have "innies" and only about 10% of the population has "outies." But neither button style has any effect on health. 

The belly button is a tangible reminder that we were all intimately connected to our mothers at one time. Oxygen and nutrients travel from mom to baby through the umbilical cord, and when the baby is born, this cord is clamped off and cut. That leaves a tiny stump that dries up and falls off a few weeks after birth and usually leaves a concave scar we call a belly or tummy button. Sometimes, the scar pokes out from the stomach, resulting in an "outie." As numerous sources including BBC Health and Blue Cross Blue Shield of Minnesota report, whether you end up with an innie or an outie is random. 

Nikon MicroscopyU suggests that extra skin left from the umbilical cord may cause the protrusion of an outie, and the Queensland Science Teachers Network says the difference between innies and outies is due to where the umbilical cord is cut. But these are the only sources we found that offered such explanations. A doctor quoted in one Salon column notes that the umbilical cord is always clamped several inches away from the navel and doesn't affect innie or outie status. 

A more popular theory about outies is that they are caused by umbilical hernias. This condition is due to a small circular defect in the baby's abdominal wall that can make the belly button protrude. ParentSoup estimates that 10% to 30% of babies are born with umbilical hernias, but most heal as the abdominal muscles grow during a baby's first few years. However, American Baby says not to confuse an umbilical hernia with an outie belly button. A hernia expands when the baby cries or strains, but an outie doesn't. Also, the Cleveland Clinic's picture of an umbilical hernia looks a lot more protuberant than a standard outie. 

With low-rise pants and cropped tops all the rage, belly buttons have been getting a lot of media attention. People who are unhappy with their outies are even having plastic surgery. But we say if you have an outie, flaunt it. 




	Dear Yahoo!:

	What does a gallbladder do? Why is it OK to take it out?

	Karol
Tempe, Arizona

	

	Dear Karol:

	The gallbladder is a small sac underneath your liver that stores and secretes bile, a digestive fluid that breaks down fats. Gallstones form when the chemical compounds in bile become unbalanced -- no one's sure exactly why this happens, but a fatty diet often exacerbates the problem. This HealthDay article notes that roughly 20 million Americans suffer from gallstones, and 750,000 of them have their gallbladders removed. 

One procedure for removing a gallbladder, called a laparoscopic cholecystectomy, is a relatively straightforward affair. As gallbladder expert Dr. Mark Fusco explains, a tiny camera (laparoscope) is used to avoid large incisions. He also suggests that his patients "thoroughly cleanse" their umbilicus (belly button) prior to surgery. 

Since bile is actually produced by the liver, it's possible to survive without a gallbladder, but not without unpleasant digestive tract complications. Some patients suffer from dumping syndrome, in which food is "dumped" too quickly into the intestines from the stomach. 

The gallbladder is like a pump. Dr. Cynthia Foster observes that without it, the liver can't secrete enough bile to properly digest a full meal and recommends herbal supplements. Many people without gallbladders have to control their diet and eat small snacks throughout the day, rather than large meals. Bile-challenged eaters should also avoid fatty foods. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	What does the pancreas do?

	Ann Atomy

	

	Dear Ann:

	A quick trip to Yahoo! Reference revealed that the pancreas is a small, irregularly shaped organ that resides between your stomach and your spine. The pancreas has two primary purposes: to secrete enzymes into your digestive system that help break down carbohydrates and protein, and to produce hormones that help maintain normal blood sugar levels. 

The pancreas is technically part of the endocrine system, though it plays an important role in the digestive system as well. The endocrine system is a collection of glands, including your pituitary, thyroid, and adrenal glands, that secrete hormones to monitor your metabolism and cell growth, among many other things. 

The islets of Langerhans are specialized patches of endocrine tissue that are found throughout the pancreas and are involved in hormone production. Beta cells, the most common type of cells in the islets, produce insulin, which regulates blood glucose. Insufficient insulin results in diabetes mellitus. 

Another disease associated with the pancreas is pancreatic cancer. According to Pancreatica, a medical resource for pancreatic cancer patients and survivors, each year about 29,000 people in the United States are diagnosed with adenocarcinoma of the pancreas. 

For some inspirational words on the subject of cancer, we refer you to the late Stephen Jay Gould's essay, "The Median Isn't the Message." 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	What is the Adam's apple and what does it do?

	Adam
Newport Beach, California 

	

	Dear Adam:

	We typed the first part of your question right into the Yahoo! search box, and guess what bobbed up to the surface? A helpful article titled "What's an Adam's Apple?" from KidsHealth. 

The site explains that the big bump jutting out from the throats of most men is really a part of the larynx or voice box. When boys go through puberty, hormones cause the larynx to grow rapidly, deepening their voices and causing the bulge to form. Girls' voices also deepen with puberty, but since their larynxes don't tend to grow as much, they don't usually develop an "Eve's apple." 

Next we poked around MedTerms.com, a handy medical reference dictionary. We learned the protrusion is actually composed of thyroid cartilage. Your larynx is surrounded by a skeleton of cartilage plates that prevents it from collapsing. The Adam's apple, properly called the prominentia laryngea, is the central ridge where two plates of cartilage meet. 

Technically speaking, the Adam's apple doesn't really "do" anything. In fact, some folks consider the bobbing bump an eyesore and undergo cosmetic surgery to make it less prominent. The procedure is called a trachea shave and is typically performed on men who either want to reduce an uncommonly large Adam's apple or who want to make the bump completely invisible after a gender reassignment. 

As for how the funny little bump came to be named, that's a whole other question. 


Definition of Adam's apple

Adam's apple: A familiar anatomic feature in the front of the neck that is due to the forward protrusion of the thyroid cartilage, the largest and most prominent cartilage of the larynx. 

The thyroid cartilage tends to enlarge at adolescence, particularly in males. Enlargement of the Adam's apple is considered, like pubic hair growth, one of the secondary sexual characteristics. 

Origin of the term: It is usually said that Adam's apple takes its name from the biblical story about Adam, Eve. the serpent and the apple. A piece of the forbidden fruit stuck in Adam's throat and created the anatomic Adam's apple. So the story goes. However, it may be wrong. 

Adam's apple in Latin is "pomum Adami." This may have been a mistranslation of the Hebrew "tappuach ha adam" which also means male bump. Between Latin and English there's many a slip. 

	Dear Yahoo!:

	What is the purpose of the spleen? Can I live without one?

	Mohamed
Dubai, United Arab Emirates 

	

	Dear Mohamed:

	I'm your spleen. I'm a purplish-red organ shaped like a loose fist and located in the upper-left part of your abdominal cavity. 

I have been called "the most ignored and misunderstood of all organs." In ancient times, people believed I was the seat of the emotions, but actually I am an integral part of your immune system. 

My job description includes: 

· filtering out foreign organisms that infect your blood 

· removing your old or damaged platelets and red blood cells 

· storing extra blood and releasing it as needed 

· forming some types of white blood cells 

If I become injured or diseased, I may have to be removed through a medical procedure called a splenectomy. About 1% of the population is spleenless. You can live without me (although important, I am not a vital organ), but your resistance to infection will be lowered, at least initially. 

Although I like to think of myself as irreplaceable, eventually some of your other organs like the liver (a real team player), will take over my responsibilities. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	What makes people ticklish?

	Arden
Dallas, Texas 

	

	Dear Arden:

	Being ticklish is a complicated trait rooted in our evolutionary past. Two searches, "physiology + ticklish" and "why are we ticklish," turned up a number of articles that helped us understand this touchy, feely human feature. 

Scientists suggest that being ticklish is our defense against creepy crawlies like spiders and bugs, a physiological response alerting us to a specific type of threat. That is why vulnerable parts of our bodies -- feet, chest, and armpits, are among the most ticklish. 

While there is no question that being ticklish is neurological, scientists contend that it is also learned. One theory sees ticklishness as a personality-based response to perceived attack. Antsy folks may laugh uncontrollably at the lightest touch, or even without being touched at all, while folks made of sterner stuff won't budge during more aggressive tickle attacks. 

If you close your eyes and try to remain calm while you are tickled, you can decrease panic, reduce giggles, and dull sensation. And, no matter how hard you try, it is nearly impossible to tickle yourself. 

Tickling satisfies our human need to touch. Robert R. Provine, a professor of neuroscience and author of Quest for Laughter, sees the tickle as a form of communication between friends, family, and lovers, playing a key role in the evolution of social and sexual behavior. He points to chimps tickling each other during play, parents tickling little kids, and lovers tickling each other affectionately. 

"If you think the social component is not important," Provine says, "Try tickling a stranger." 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	What purpose do eyebrows serve?

	Angela
Winston-Salem, North Carolina 

	

	Dear Angela:

	Faster than you can blink an eye, we typed "purpose of eyebrows" into the Yahoo! search box. We didn't receive any Yahoo! categories, but the web page matches proved to be just what we were looking for. 

The first site listed, The Straight Dope, was one we've visited several times before, and it always provides a lucid answer to queries. It didn't let us down this time. 

It seems the consensus is that eyebrows are there to keep the sweat and rain out of our eyes. Try running a couple of miles and having salty sweat run down in your eyes. You'll appreciate those little caterpillar-like things. 

Our next stop was HowStuffWorks, another site we regularly visit to find answers for this column. They explain that scientists aren't sure why we lost most of the hair on our bodies as we evolved but retained the hair above our eyes. Their best guess is that the arch shape of the eyebrow diverts rain or sweat down our cheeks, keeping our eyes dry. This was an important feature for early man to retain. It's difficult to outrun a predator if you have sweat in your eyes and can't see where you're going. 

Finally, Ask a Scientist adds that eyebrows also help us to communicate. Sometimes a raised eyebrow is more effective than words. 

So aside from providing a convenient location for a facial piercing, it appears that eyebrows actually do serve a purpose. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	What's the most popular tattoo? And what's the most popular tattoo location?

	Inky

	

	Dear Inky:

	That's easy. The most popular "Tattoo" was 3'11" actor Herve Villechaize. And of course, the most popular "Tattoo" location was "Fantasy Island." 

Ain't we a million laughs? Actually, as to the most popular tattoo, sources differ. This about.com page mentions dragons as the top choice, followed by butterflies. A 2001 article about tattoos in Asiaweek says, in Shanghai, "Dragons are by far the most requested..." 

Checking search queries is another approach. Vanishingtattoo.com claims the butterfly is "far and away the most popular tattoo design request" (mostly by women), followed by "tribal": designs worn by indigenous cultures. 

The Yahoo! Group tattoo-flash lists tribal at number one, dragon and butterfly at two and three. Over at the Lycos 50, tribal designs again finish first, followed by tinkerbell (don't ask us), angels, and then butterflies. But, hold that needle a sec. Don't we have some data on this topic ourselves? Yahoo! Buzz, from April 15th, reports the following top five tattoo design searches: 

1. tribal 

2. cross 

3. star 

4. butterfly 

5. fairy 

And we dug up the very latest Search numbers, as well: 

1. tribal 

2. cross 

3. butterly 

4. fairy 

5. star 

So to summarize: Looks like tribal tattoos are definitely number one. But "tribal" encompasses many different designs, so we'll have to go with either the butterfly, cross, or dragon, depending on region. And the most popular tattoo location? Several sources say the arm and lower back. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	When and why did women start shaving their legs?

	Sergio
Los Angeles, California

	

	Dear Sergio:

	A while ago, a reader asked us why leg hair doesn't "grow forever." Now, years later, we revisit this prickly subject. So, lather up, dear readers! It's time to shave off unsightly ignorance and replace it with silky-smooth wisdom. 

The Straight Dope answered a similar question several years back with help from an article entitled "Caucasian Female Body Hair and American Culture" by Christine Hope. According to Hope's research, businesses began "encouraging" American women to shave their underarms around 1915, when sleeveless fashions became popular. Harper's Bazaar featured an ad stating: "Summer Dress and Modern Dancing combine to make necessary the removal of objectionable hair." Yet another revenue stream made possible by human insecurity. 

The war against nature's leg warmers came a bit later, as changes in clothing allowed women to display more than just an ankle. According to Hope, convincing women to shave their legs was more challenging, so advertisers pulled out all the stops. "Some advertisers as well as an increasing number of fashion and beauty writers harped on the idea that female leg hair was a curse." 

The Straight Dope offers another theory for the surge in leg shaving in the 1940s -- Betty Grable. The pin-up's epic legs may have started a trend. Flaunting one's gams was suddenly "in." Since short shorts and woolly limbs don't mix, it was goodbye to hairy legs and hello to something equally pleasant -- razor burn. 


	Tuesday March 11, 2003
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Which one of the five senses is the strongest or most well developed?
Fadwa
Amman, Jordan
Dear Fadwa:
It's very difficult to quantify the relative strengths of the senses. Indeed, recent studies are suggesting that they are more interdependent than we once thought. For most humans, however, sight seems to be our most dominant and well-developed sense. 

A fascinating report from the Howard Hughes Medical Institute called "Seeing, Hearing, and Smelling the World" examines the basic mechanisms of sense reception. Nerves receive stimuli through organs with specialized receptor cells. These stimuli are then converted into electrical impulses that travel to specific areas of the brain. 

Predators, such as ourselves (as well as owls and tigers), usually have both eyes set in the front of the head, to maximize binocular vision and help spot prey. The "hunted," such as rodents, have eyes on either side of their heads, to see approaching danger. 

San Francisco's Exploratorium recently hosted a special exhibit dedicated to sight. The online companion site features all manner of fun optical illusions, as well as a tremendously well-researched links page that includes this tutorial on color perception. 




	Dear Yahoo!:

	Why am I right-handed, but my brother is left-handed?

	Suspect Sibling
Melbourne, Australia 

	

	Dear Sibling:

	We searched on "cause of left-handedness" and thumbed through the sites in Yahoo!'s Left-Handers category. We turned up plenty of opinions, but no definitive answer to your question. 

According to Scientific American's Ask the Experts feature, scientists have been studying "handedness" (i.e., which hand people tend to use for writing and other precise motor skills) for about 160 years, and they still haven't discovered what causes someone to prefer one hand over the other. Most people in the world are right-handed -- only 5% to 30% are left-handed. No one's sure if left-handedness is genetic, a learned behavior, caused by prenatal or birth trauma, or if it's some combination of these factors. 

Studies of families and identical twins prove only an indirect genetic cause for left-handedness. Within families, one study found that if both parents are right-handed or if only the father is left-handed, a child has a 1 in 10 chance of being left-handed. If only the mother is left-handed, the odds rise to 2 in 10. If both parents are left-handed, the child has a 4 in 10 chance of being left-handed. So, while left-handedness might be passed from parent to child, the chances are still greater that a child will be right-handed. Identical twins have identical genes and, if handedness were wholly genetic, both twins would be either right- or left-handed. But in studies of left-handed twins, only 76% of the pairs were both left-handed. 

Others studies suggest that men are 1.5% to 4% more likely to be left-handed than women. This difference could be linked to the male hormone testosterone. According to the alt.lefthanders Frequently Asked Questions page, some scientists speculate that exposure to excess levels of testosterone during pregnancy may cause babies to be left-handed. Adult females normally produce a small amount of testosterone, as do male fetuses -- these two influences could lead to high testosterone levels. But, much like the genetic link, the testosterone link to left-handedness hasn't been proven convincingly. 

A recent Swedish study connects ultrasound scans during pregnancy with an increase in left-handed babies. The study examined men born in the 1970s and suggested a 30% increase in left-handedness among those who were exposed to ultrasound (which was less sophisticated at that time) in the womb. The study seems to indicate that prenatal trauma is one possible cause of left-handedness. 

In the end, no one knows for sure why some people are left-handed and others are right-handed. Maybe if you ask again in 10 years, science will have a more concrete answer. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Why are all babies born with blue eyes?
Ally
San Mateo, California
Dear Ally:
We're not all knowing. To be honest, we're folks of average intelligence who happen to have an Internet connection and lots of time on our hands. So, being neither rocket scientists nor brain surgeons, we were tempted to dismiss this question as the "nonsensical ravings of a lunatic mind." Good thing we didn't, because the question has merit and the answer is quite interesting. 

As it turns out, most babies are born with blue eyes (perhaps this explains the phrase "baby blues"). Dr. Anne Marie Helmenstine of About.com explains that the transformation has to do with the protein melanin. Melanin is a brownish pigment that adds color to your hair, eyes, and skin. At the time babies are born, melanin hasn't yet been "deposited" in the eyes' iris. Hence, they appear blue. 

After about six months, eyes change color depending on the amount of melanin. If you have a lot of it, your eyes will turn brown or black. If you have little, they'll stay blue. And if you have no melanin, your eyes may appear pink. Interestingly, as the site notes, human beings aren't the only creatures with freaky color-morphing eyeballs. Kittens experience the same phenomenon. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Why do people get goose bumps when they're cold?
Brendan
Oak Park, Illinois
Dear Brendan:
And do geese get human bumps? But we digress, and idiotically too. We found several explanations of goose bumps, including those from Cool Quiz, Go Ask Alice, and Wikipedia. 

From these sources, we gathered that goose bumps arise when the body responds to cold by contracting arrector pili muscles attached to the bottom of hair follicles. This causes hair to stand on end, trapping air and forming a layer of insulation, which creates heat -- an effective process in animals covered with fur, not to mention the Wolfman. But in non-cursed-by-a-gypsy humans, the reflex is strictly vestigial, left over from a time when we were much hairier and could use it to generate significant warmth. 

Goose bumps occur only in mammals, a taxonomic class to which silly geese do not belong. Birds do, however, undergo a similar process when they are cold, warming up by ruffling their feathers, so the term "goose bumps" is not totally out of order (plus they make your skin look like a plucked goose). Cold is not the only stimulus that causes goose bumps in humans. Fear or other strong emotions can also trigger "piloerection." That's how biologists refer to goose bumps. But probably best to use the colloquial term. Especially if your name is Pilo. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Why do we have wisdom teeth?
S
Bangladore, India
Dear S:
While there is no way to verify this theory, some dentists speculate that wisdom teeth are a vestige from the days when our ancestors literally bit off more than they could chew on a daily basis. 

It's thought that the Stone Age diet often consisted of coarse, rough foods that required more chewing power. As a result, the jawbones of our ancestors were larger and accommodated 32 teeth with ease. In addition, in the wild, teeth had a tendency to fall prey to decay or get knocked out. If someone lost a tooth, the wisdom teeth would usually push the rest forward to fill in the gap. 

However, evolution continued and the human diet changed to include softer, more processed foods that were less challenging to our pearly whites and jaws. Losing teeth became less of an issue, and wisdom teeth served less and less of a purpose. Today, most of us don't have the need or room for these extra molars. Wisdom tooth extraction is a common procedure, and usually requires just a few hours in the oral surgeon's office, followed by a few days of chipmunk-cheeked discomfort. 
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	Dear Yahoo!:
Why do we only use 10% of our brains? Does anyone use more?
Joe
Point Pleasant, New Jersey 
Dear Joe:
Guess what? This isn't true! Although clever copywriters might lead you to believe otherwise, most neuroscientists and brain specialists these days agree that the widespread 10% factoid is myth, based on misinformation. 

The first result of our "web page" search on 10% brain was a site titled "Neuroscience for Kids - 10% of the Brain Myth, which thoroughly refutes this false assumption. 

The author, a University of Washington anesthesiologist, speculates on the origin of the misconception: It may have begun with a misquote from Albert Einstein or with flawed interpretations of the work of 19th-century French physiologist, Pierre Flourens, a pioneer in mapping localized functions in the brain, or the later work of Karl Lashley (1890-1958). 

Lashley, an innovative neuropsychologist, tried to find evidence of the localization of memory in laboratory animals. Instead, he found that brain-damaged lab rats were able to route around their injuries to relearn specific tasks. Nevertheless, as Dr. Chudler explains, brain damage in small, specific areas of the human brain can have devastating effects on ability and behavior. 

There is evidence that if we don't exercise mental skills and capacities they tend to atrophy, just as muscle does, hence the use it or lose it argument. It seems also that there are sequential stages and optimal ages for learning and development of particular mental skills, such as language. Although brain-injured individuals can sometimes compensate for disruptions, as Dr. Barry Beyerstein explains in an article titled The 10% Solution, this hardly proves that the rest of us are functioning with 90% of our minds unused. 

That's either wishful thinking or urban legend. 



	Dear Yahoo!:

	Why do your ears and nose get bigger as you age?

	Carol
Monroe, Michigan

	

	Dear Carol:

	A number of scientific studies have been conducted over the years in an attempt to answer this perplexing question. One such project found that on average, ears grow one-hundredth of an inch every year. 

Many people are under that impression that our ears and nose get bigger throughout life because they are made of cartilage, which continues to grow after our bones have stopped. While this is true of the cartilage in fish that lack a bone skeleton, such as sharks, the expert at the MadSci network says it's simply not true for humans and other animals with a bone skeleton. 

So what accounts for the largish ears and nose one tends to see on older folk? Some speculate that large ears somehow correlate with longer life, so those with biggish ears are simply the ones who make it to old age. And on a plastic surgery site, we read, "Nasal cartilage becomes thinner and loses its elasticity as we age, causing the tip of the nose to lengthen and droop." So maybe our nose and ears just get droopier? 

Fact is, no one really knows. This smells like one of those eternally confounding scientific questions that we'll continue to hear about until someone sniffs out a satisfactory explanation. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Why does scratching an itch make it stop?

	Carly
Warwick, Rhode Island

	

	Dear Carly:

	Science has come to few conclusions about the biology of itching. The itch reflex likely shares some of the same neural mechanisms and pathways as the pain reflex, but they're obviously not the same thing. A nasty cut will make you pull your hand back, while a mosquito bite provokes an itch. 

So why does scratching seem to help, at least temporarily? According to this 2003 New York Times piece (reprinted by the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel), the general theory is that scratching provides a "counterirritation" that distracts the brain from the original itch. 

Others believe scratching releases pain-reducing endorphins. The pain neurons become temporarily overwhelmed, which masks the itching sensation. 

But anyone who's dealt with a bad batch of poison ivy knows scratching can often lead to more itching, which leads to more scratching, leading to all manner of pain, discomfort, and misery. We know this, and yet we continue to scratch because we are weak. 

In short -- leaves of three, let them be. Treat sun-damaged or dry skin with the appropriate ointments. Mosquito bites can be treated with topical antihistamines. And try not to scratch. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Why does your voice sound funny after you inhale helium from a balloon?

	Tom
Staten Island, New York

	

	Dear Tom:

	To find the answer to your question, we reduced it down to the most essential words and typed "helium voice" into the search box of several different search engines. 

Browsing through the results of a Google search, we came across a very intriguing title: "Inhaling Helium Can Cause More Than a Funny Voice." It tells the story of a healthy 13-year-old boy who suffered a cerebral gas embolism after inhaling helium from a pressurized tank at a party. A word to the wise: Pressurized, industrial tanks are not for human consumption! Repeated inhalation of helium can hinder your ability to breathe. Yikes. 'Nuff said. 

Undaunted, we pressed on. The column titled "Squeaky voice & helium" came from an archive called Ask a Scientist, offered by Newton, a resource for science educators. Here's what we learned: 

Helium is an inert gas that is lighter than air and can be inhaled briefly without risk of death. Sound is produced by vibration, the movement of air around our vocal chords. Because helium gas is lighter than the usual oxygen/nitrogen blend, it changes the resonant frequency of the human vocal tract, causing a faster vibration and a higher-pitched, cartoon-character sound. 

Next, we started looking for a sound file that featured a voice distorted by helium. Along the way we found a technical article on the physics of "The Helium 'Donald Duck' Effect," but not much sign of a sound file. 


	Dear Yahoo!:

	Why doesn't leg hair grow forever?

	Krumbo
Santa Clara, California 

	

	Dear Krumbo:

	As we learned from a nifty science trivia site from New Scientist called The Last Word, no hair grows forever. All the hair on your body, including the hair on your head, grows at a set rate for a specific period of time. After it reaches its pre-determined length, it falls out, and the hair-building process begins again. 

According to this hair loss treatment center site, the hair on the head of an adult male usually grows one half inch a month for about two to eight years. This growth period is called the anagen phase. The hair then stops growing for two to four months before falling out -- this dormant period is called the telogen phase. 

Non-scalp hair has a vastly different anogen/telogen cycle. It grows at a much slower rate for two to three months, before having a much longer telogen phase. So the hair remains on your body, but isn't actively growing. 

So why does your leg hair have a shorter growth cycle? Because of varying degrees of hormones called cytokines that are regulated by your endocrine system. Most of the new hair growth/inhibitor drugs on the market alter the amounts of these cytokines, which are released naturally by your body. 
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Dear Yahoo!:
Why is it impossible to sneeze with your eyes open?
Kevin
El Monte, California
Dear Kevin:
The received wisdom states that if you don't blink when you sneeze, your eyes will fly out of your head. Thankfully, as is often the case with urban legends, this theory is a load of hooey. Your eyeballs are safe and sound in their sockets. For a funny pictorial representation of this hypothetical scenario, check out this urban myth page from MTV. 

In reality, a sneeze is simply an involuntary nervous response to nasal irritation. According to this nifty science blog entry, the sneeze impulse affects a variety of body parts, including the abdomen, chest, neck, and face. During a sneeze, the impulses that travel through your face cause your eyelids to blink. This response is entirely automatic. There's nothing you can do about it. Sneezing puts a lot of pressure on your head and respiratory system, so blinking is probably a protective mechanism. 

The point is that all of these responses (the abdominal contraction, the sharp burst of air out of your lungs, the general lunging movement) are intertwined. When you sneeze, you can't do one without the other. 
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