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INTRODUCTION
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When I meet my girlfriends at a café, restaurant, bookstore, or sundry other meet-and-greet places, the usual thing happens: We talk. And talk. One thing leads to another—from boyfriends and husbands to the latest gossip about the café down the street that just opened or closed to the cost of getting from here to Orlando, Florida, via plane or train or car for vacation. But sometimes we get distracted….

Take, for instance, a recent chatter-filled meeting in which coffee became the topic du jour after we gave our orders of regular, decaf, and teas to a very patient waitress.

“I only drink decaf coffee, because regular makes me jittery,” said girlfriend number one.

“Oh, try the rough stuff and go regular,” said girlfriend number two across the way.

“Well, I heard that women get more jittery without coffee,” said girlfriend number three.

“No, I didn’t hear that… but my boyfriend said a swig of espresso will slow him down in the thinking department.”

“No, it makes me think better,” added girlfriend number four.

“The only thing coffee is good for is peeing too much,” said the tea drinker.

“Isn’t it a diuretic?” said girlfriend number one.

“Kind of, but not really,” said girlfriend number two. “But I heard it helps gallstones in men.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. Where the heck did you hear that?” came the response from someone—I was losing track.

Confusion seemed to be flaring, and since I’m usually considered the voice of reason, I needed to stop the proverbial verbal snowball from getting too big as it rolled down the hill.

“Now, ladies. Let’s all just drink our respective drinks and—” I started to say.

“You know what I think? I think you’ve been reading those girlie-girl magazines again,” said girlfriend number three to number one.

“Well, I’ll have you know—” started girlfriend number one.

My only choice was to bring out the big guns.

“CHOCOLATE!” I yelled.

Every female—and I mean every female in the café—turned and looked at me almost expectantly. It sure settled everyone down.

And suddenly I knew it: There had to be a secret science for women. A meaningful, amazing, frightening, irritating, head-smacking, backslapping, thorn-in-the-side—yet sometimes useful—difference for women living on this planet. Right then and there, out popped some womanly questions: Why did we all have differences in how coffee affects us or our significant others? Why were we so animated about our food and drink choices? And of course, why would every woman stop talking when they heard the word “chocolate”?

After a great deal of data collecting, research, labor, self-reflection—and the occasional clandestine study of women out of the corner of my eye (I was taught not to stare)—Why Do Women Crave More Sex in the Summer? was born.

Not that it’s been an easy road. After all, the foundations of women’s science are not exactly stellar. Take, for example, the ancient Greek physician, mathematician, and all-around smart guy Aristotle, who used “pure logic” to decide that women have fewer teeth than men (he never bothered to count them); he also said that women are passive and men active (he never lived in a women’s dorm). Overall, he believed that women were “mutilated men.”

During the eighteenth century, the fair sex didn’t fare any better. President Thomas Jefferson insisted that his two daughters have clean clothes “properly put on,” because apparently nothing was so disgusting to a man of the seventeen hundreds than “a want of cleanliness and delicacy” in their women. He believed, as did most of his male peers, that women did not require education beyond what they needed to be “proper” wives—and that the female was there to please the particular person who happened to be her representative to the world: father, husband, or brother. Ouch.

On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, let’s not forget the great eighteenth-century writer whose political philosophy had a direct influence over the French Revolution: Jean-Jacques Rousseau. He stated in one of the books of his 1762 influential treatise, Émile, or On Education, that a woman’s education should always be relative to that of men. He further suggested that women were there to please men. No wonder women in illustrations from that era are never smiling. And I bet the “highly proper” supertight corsets didn’t help. Double ouch.

Fast-forward to the nineteenth century, where we find naturalist—and contender for the longest beard of his day—Charles Darwin believing that women were the inferior species. It wasn’t only him: His (male) peers believed women had to be less intelligent than men because of differences in brain structure.

Thank goodness we’ve come a long way since then. I can’t imagine going grocery shopping while wearing a corset.

In fact, women’s studies researchers have made good progress in the past few decades (and so have women). Just to let you in on their research, herein is a collection of more than one hundred questions and answers that my girlfriends and I have asked over many coffee and chocolate breaks—all based on research that often boggled our minds—a kind of latest-and-greatest rendition of why women are women.

In this book, you’ll find many of the answers to your female questions; and just so the men don’t feel left out, there are also the occasional sidebars (“Them and Us”) specifically aimed at the potential and genuine differences between men and women. There are such questions as: Why are women the ones who always seem to hear the car making “a noise”? Why are females so attracted to bling? Are women better balanced than men? Why do most women prefer shopping over almost any other activity in the galaxy? Are women really easily hypnotized? Who likes tattoos? Can my relationships with men really be driven by the time of the month? And, of course, why do women crave more sex in the summer?

Some of the answers will amaze, daze, and no doubt raise your awareness of all things woman. They all come complete with the latest cutting-edge—and often highly debated—scientific research, along with the who-what-when-and-where sources for each question, and a plethora of resources so you can scout out a few more tantalizing tidbits about your favorite questions. Let this book be your informant for all those questions that make you wonder about you. You’ll discover that, yes, there is a secret, hidden science for women—and finally, at last, you’ll have some of the answers.


CHAPTER 1
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Body: It Is All About You

The trouble with the world is not that people know too little, but that they know so many things that ain’t so.

—MARK TWAIN


1. Time to go—or why do women pee more than men?



When I travel, it seems as if at least 50 percent of my time is spent trying to find a bathroom—the other half is spent trying to rapidly read a map before we pass the exit to find a bathroom.

All of us may know every bathroom from here to the grocery store, library, soccer field, farmers’ market, café, bookstore, and salon. Some of us have memorized our friends’ houses’ layouts so we can get to the john fast. But is there a propensity toward peeing if you’re female?

Yes, apparently so, and it all comes down to the bladder, a balloon-shaped organ that sits in the pelvis area of the female body. The overall bladder—a muscular organ about the size of a baseball—is supported and held in place by pelvic muscles. Its primary job is to store and release urine at opportune times, preferably near a toilet. The muscle relaxes when it fills with urine and squeezes when it’s time to urinate, the liquid exiting your body through a tube called the urethra.

But as with many things in life, there are minute complications. For women, the bladder location is one of those complications: In particular, a female’s bladder is supported by the front wall of the uterus and vagina. This wall can weaken or loosen with age and/or with the number of children a woman has carried over her lifetime. Such significant bodily stresses as childbirth can damage this part of the vaginal or uterine wall. Men do not have the same plumbing as women, one of the reasons your male friends sit smugly during all of Gone With the Wind and its sequel, Scarlett—without the hint of needing a bathroom. Their bladders just keep on expanding, without the confining organs present in females. (But no worries: This usually changes when men get older, when they won’t go anywhere unless the place has a bathroom. Their reason is most often an enlarged prostate gland that presses on the urethra, which then interferes with a man’s usual urination—causing him to feel as if he really, really needs to go to the bathroom most, if not all, of the time.)

There’s yet another complication after a female has a child: muscular changes. As we all know, having a child puts stress on your skin, stretching it out to accommodate the growing baby. After the child is born, there are other “sagging” muscles besides those around your midriff, including those around the urethra. When the muscles around the urethra loosen their grip, the pipeline from the bladder also sags, making your urine outlet that much closer to the outside—and you feel like urinating much more.

Another complication is how a woman carries fat. Because of our role in carrying on the species, we inherently have more body fat than men—with the average adult woman’s body fat content being about 22 to 25 percent, while the average adult man carries around 15 to 18 percent. These extra bits of female fat—especially if you carry much more weight than an average person of your height—tend to take up space. With nowhere to go but around your organs, the fat pushes on everything, including your bladder. In fact, many doctors say that even if you lose only 10 percent of your body fat, you can relieve almost 50 percent of the pressure on your bladder.

But we can’t always blame physical factors for our active bladder. Some foods are also responsible for starting us on the road to seeking a bathroom, including citrus drinks and fruits, like orange juice, lemons, or even grapefruit. High doses of caffeine act as a stimulant that speeds up your body and can prompt your bladder to kick into overdrive. Other foods—called diuretics, or substances that help flush out the excessive water from the body through urination—also cause you to eliminate urine, including cranberry juice, parsley, oats, and even horseradish.

Spicy foods—from jalapeños to a hot sausage pizza—also tend to send a message to our bladders, telling us it’s time to get up and go. Once thought to irritate the bladder, spicy foods, scientists now believe, may actually irritate the large bowel. The wiring of pelvic organ nerves—in females the bladder and colon, and for males you can include the prostate—are bunched together like telephone wires and plug into the same region of the spinal cord near the tailbone. Like an irate mass of fans yelling at the ump at a baseball game, when the large bowel (colon) is irritated, all the organs, including the nearby bladder, send signals that they are irritated. Thus, it’s pee time once again.


Them And Us

Will humans’ flatulence cause global warming?

The kind name for the elimination of gas from your digestive system is “flatulence”—a fart by any other name. It’s something that has plagued the world for thousands of years. The great Greek physician Hippocrates is professed to have said, “Passing gas is necessary to well-being.” Emperor Claudius avowed that “all Roman citizens shall be allowed to pass gas whenever necessary,” a declaration that was later rescinded by the emperor Constantine (315 B.C.), no doubt much to the dismay of his people. The word “fart” is thought to be from the Old English “feortan,” or “to break wind,” as Geoffrey Chaucer and his contemporaries used it, and is echoic in origin—meaning the word sounds like the object named.

What causes the elimination of gases? It starts in our small and large intestines, a messy mass of tubing in our lower torso that averages about twenty-five feet and about five feet long, respectively. Primarily in part of the large intestine called the colon, intestinal bacteria release gas (most often hydrogen and/or the oft-mentioned greenhouse gas methane) as they “chew” their way through the food we consume. A small amount of gas is absorbed into the bloodstream and eliminated in our breath, and, in a streak of evolutionary luck, most of the bacterial gas is used up by still other gas-loving bacteria in the intestines.

For most of us, those little single-celled organisms just love our gas and consume most of it. They especially like it when we eat legumes, as the beans contain sugars we can’t digest—making a delicious buffet for the bacteria. But beans and other types of foods can cause the little critters to be overwhelmed, and we end up with an excess amount of gas. The actual passing of gas relies on the intestinal muscles. Like inflating a balloon, the gas distends the intestines; the local muscles quickly respond, contracting to push the gas along—and to the inevitable passing of wind at the end (your buttocks). (This muscular response is also why your “stomach” growls. About two hours after your stomach empties itself, it begins to produce hormones that stimulate something called the vagus nerve, sending a message to your brain. Even if there is no food, the brain tells your stomach and intestinal muscles to start moving and get ready for food—and the growling starts on and off until you do eat.)

One major question isn’t whether women have flatulence or not, but are females’ methane farts truly responsible for global warming? Don’t lose sleep over it—this gas is not the purview of women—men fart just as much as women, so both genders are adding global warming gas to the atmosphere equally. We hear about farting more from men only because they seem to take pride in making bathroom noises. Take, for instance, the classic movie Blazing Saddles, with its classic bean scene, and you’ll get the idea.

In fact, the average person passes gas about ten to twenty times daily—not really enough to cause a planetary atmospheric calamity. Most of the greenhouse gases often cited in association with global climate change—such as carbon dioxide and methane—are mainly produced by coal mining, drilling for oil, landfills, and especially the use of fossil fuels. If you want to know the organisms (besides humans) that add to global warming, just look at some other species on the planet. Sure, cats, dogs, cows, oxen, and even reptiles collectively pass a great deal of methane gas (really—some people have reported discovering a snake because of the reptile’s fart). And although the elephant reportedly has the biggest farts, it’s the lowly termite that may contribute even more bad gas: They weigh in as the second-largest natural source of methane emissions (wetlands rank first).




2. Does anyone listen when a woman talks?



Why won’t anyone listen to you? First eliminate all the other factors, for example, if you just ate garlic, just worked out at the gym while the air conditioner was broken, if you only want to talk about your weeklong shopping adventure, and so on. Still nothing? Then it might not be your breath or what you say—but the sound of your womanly voice.

Of course, there may be some obvious reasons why men don’t listen to a woman when she talks. If you look at the research, the numbers are all over the place. Some studies say that women use about seven thousand to twenty thousand words a day, and men use an average of two thousand; another study states that both genders use an average of sixteen thousand words per day. Either way, it’s amazing we can even put a sentence together. Researchers estimate that a minute of speech involves between ten thousand and fifteen thousand neuromuscular “events” pertaining to all the nerves and muscles that are involved in any diatribe or speech. Other nerves and muscles are responsible for moving the vocal folds in the larynx (the airway from the lungs that fortunately closes when we swallow and opens when we breathe). The resulting vibrations of the folds, in turn, produce the dulcet sounds of our voices.

Why does it seem women talk more? The main reason has to do with our brains. The two areas of a woman’s brain responsible for language are larger than a man’s. This is probably the reason most women excel in language-based subjects and language-associated thinking—and maybe that just makes it seem like we talk more. In addition, while men seem to process language better in the brain’s left hemisphere, women use both the left and right brain hemispheres. That’s one reason women seem to recover better than men from strokes that affect the language areas of the brain.

But perhaps it’s not only what and how much we say that stirs or squashes men’s souls. One study suggests it’s also the frequency (or pitch) of a woman’s voice. Researchers from the University of California at Los Angeles found that women unconsciously use a higher, feminine-pitched voice in the middle of their monthly cycle (or in other words, with the approach of ovulation). The higher pitch is thought to be not only an indication of female hormones at work, but also when a woman is most fertile. Thus, evolutionarily, men (subconsciously) find this cue to be extremely attractive—although the morning after they may not.

Not to be outdone or outpitched, women are also affected by men’s voices. Various studies by researchers in the United States and United Kingdom found that women with high-pitched voices preferred men with deep voices; they also found that women who prefer more masculine faces also preferred a more masculine voice. And it shouldn’t be too much of a surprise to learn that when men talk to an attractive female partner, they lower the pitch of their voice—which is, again evolutionarily, much more attractive to a woman.

And if the males (or females) in your life still won’t listen to your high- or low-pitched sultry tones, take heart—you can always count on your backyard azalea or rhododendron shrubbery. According to the garden superintendent of the Royal Horticultural Society, the voice of a woman gardener makes plants grow faster. Maybe that explains why I have all those healthy, fast-growing weeds around my front yard—it’s where I usually talk and chat with my female neighbors.


3. Why is a woman always the one who hears the car “making a noise”?



When my car’s engine seems to knock too much, my mechanic usually shrugs and suggests that I just turn up the radio. Yes, maybe I do hear too many benign whistles, zings, and gabongs while riding in my car. But in reality, I’m not alone in the hearing-noises department: Women do have a better sense of hearing than men, or at least we have a tendency to be more aware of sounds we hear.

Human ears pick up sound waves and vibrations, with the number of vibrations produced per second called frequency, measured as hertz (Hz): The fewer hertz, the lower the tone; the more hertz, the higher the tone. The average audible frequency range for young adults with good hearing is about twenty to twenty thousand hertz. Females also hear better at higher frequencies than men, especially at frequencies above two thousand hertz. On the other hand, men hear sounds around two and a half times quieter. As we age, the hearing range for men worsens more quickly than for women, which means women usually hear higher-pitched notes more than men of the same age.

Overall, females don’t have any physical advantage over men in hearing, but our brains seem to be designed to interpret sounds better. Scientists at the Indiana University School of Medicine watched the left and right hemispheres of the brains of females and males on an MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) machine while the participants listened to portions of a John Grisham novel. Although more studies are needed, it (somewhat) verified what all women know: The majority of the men listened with only the left side of the brain (in a site called the temporal lobe associated with listening and speech), while women listened predominantly with the left hemisphere, but also parts of the right side (associated with music, creativity, and comprehension of spatial relationships). The researchers couldn’t explain the difference, but think it may be how the participant was raised or possibly certain hardwired differences in male and female brains. The association with the more “sensitive” right side of the brain may be why women are more sensitive to the tone of someone’s voice. In other words, it may mean that women tend to hear not only what is said, but how it’s said.

Another good reason that a female’s hearing can kick in like an automatic sprinkler system: our maternal instinct. Studies have shown that women react differently to sounds, especially to crying babies. Not only did studies find that both parents have more activity in the amygdala region of their respective brains when an infant cries (more than nonparents), but in the female adult, a child’s cry seems to trigger a noise filter in the prefrontal cortex of the brain. This allows the female to focus solely on the infant’s cries—and filter out any other sounds. This also may trigger other electrical impulses in the brain, causing a caring reaction, like feeding or holding the child.

Advancing a few more decades in time beyond our child-rearing days, the female hormone estrogen plays a part in whether or not we hear anything at all. According to studies conducted in Sweden, postmenopausal women were tested for hearing loss. Some were given hormone replacement therapy (HRT); others were not. The women who took HRT had slightly better hearing than those who chose not to take the drugs. As usual, mice entered the hormonal picture. Scientists found that if the estrogen receptor in a female mouse was eliminated, severe and progressive hearing loss was the result. This does not mean that postmenopausal woman should throw away their hearing aids in lieu of HRT or massive doses of estrogen. Scientists in another study found a possible link between HRT and extensive hearing loss.


Them And Us

Extra, Extra! What body parts don’t we really need?

There are plenty of things a human occasionally needs: a good book to read (you’re reading one); a warm and fuzzy lapdog or cat; a sniff of fresh air after a long day at work in an office building; a cheeseburger with extra grease; most of the essential milk and dark chocolates; the newest Wii game you can actually win once in a while… well, you get the idea. But there are some things we could do without, and I don’t just mean another television program featuring Donald Trump. I mean things inside our bodies.

Probably the most talked-about and familiar useless appendage is the appendix (it also has other pesticide-sounding names, such as the vermiform appendix, cecal, or caecal, appendix, or vermix). It produces some white blood cells, but as a major unneeded organ, it’s a dangling, wormlike appendage (vermiform in Latin means “worm-shaped”) that averages about four inches (around ten centimeters) long. It’s attached to the colon area, sometimes becoming irritated by small particles, and with little encouragement becomes infected. But not all scientists believe it’s worthless. Scientists at Duke University Medical School theorize that the appendix may actually help the huge amount of bacteria living in our digestive tracts, especially the colon. If the useful bacteria somehow get kicked out of your system, the appendix acts as a safe house and good-bacteria factory, allowing your system to reboot with the good bacteria again.

Another human feature we need like a bag of hammers is the pinkie toe, or the last, little toe. It’s a mystery why they are called the pinkie toes; one of my friends calls hers “stubbies.” The name fits perfectly, because we all know it’s the toe you stub on the bedpost on your way to the bathroom at night. It apparently was once larger and had a purpose. Our ancient ancestors needed to run not only to get dinner, but to get away from being another predator’s dinner. In fact, some scientists believe the pinkie toe is getting smaller from human generation to generation—meaning the fourth toe out will eventually become the next pinkie toe.

Yet another contender for uselessness are our wisdom teeth, the third set of molars found at the back of almost everyone’s mouth. They are also the teeth that excel at impaction, seldom show their molar faces, and love to push your otherwise straight teeth into crookedness. It’s thought that our mouths were once much larger than they are now, and we needed the molars to chew the various foods found in nature. With civilization came the demise of the molar, but it’s truly the darling of dentists and oral surgeons.

There are also parts of the human anatomy that have had a bad rap. Take the lowly coccyx—a collection of fused vertebrae located at the human tailbone that seems to serve no purpose other than to really, really hurt when we accidentally fall on it. This is what’s left of a human tail that our ancestors had millions of years ago. Thanks to our ability to walk upright (excluding humans who are not sober), we no longer needed a tail to swing from tree to tree, and evolution gave us a tail bob. But the coccyx is not completely useless: Scientists know now it’s an important attachment for various muscles, tendons, and ligaments. Without the tailbone holding all those necessary tissues… well, let’s just say I don’t even want to think about how a human would go to the bathroom.




4. I’m twenty-five—why do some of my friends wear a D cup size and I wear only a AA cup size?



All right, ladies. No matter how many magazines tout women who are size zero, we all know women come in various shapes and sizes, especially their breasts. If you’ve ever wondered how much you carry around “in front,” here are the stats: If you have an A cup, you lug around about eight fluid ounces (0.2 liters) in each boob; a D cup, twenty-seven ounces (0.8 liters). But did you ever wonder why your bust is on your chest and not, say, on your leg?

First let’s examine this major male-attracting feature found on a woman. According to scientists who study primates—and they include humans on that list—human female breasts are not duplicated anywhere in the animal world. After other mammalian animals give birth and suckle their young, their mammary glands essentially deflate. Not the human female’s. Ours stay “inflated” whether we suckle our young or don’t have any children. The main reason is that other mammals’ breasts contain milk for their young; human females’ breasts don’t contain all milk (only when pregnant and breast-feeding), but are mostly a mix of connective and fatty tissues. For that reason, when we lose weight, our breasts have a tendency to get smaller with the rest of our body. It’s also why we still have breasts after menopause.

Scientists at the National Sexuality Resource Center (and others) believe the reason is human evolution. The staying power of our breasts may be a way of sexually signaling a mate—in essence, letting the male know that the female in question can bear children (unlike the weak signals sent by flat-chested juveniles or the sunken chest of the elderly). But in reality, breasts show that nature has a sense of humor: They are a kind of biological deception, because they are mostly made of fat.

For those of you who have breast-fed—or are breast-feeding—your child or children, there’s no need to blame only your offspring for your changing breasts. According to a study from the Mayo Clinic, after you deliver a baby, your breasts won’t return to their former shape. But the researchers also say not to be afraid that breast-feeding will make your breasts sag worse—it won’t. The main culprits are age, number of pregnancies, and smoking. (Smoking was the most damaging offender, actually breaking down elastin, a skin protein that helps hold your breasts up, making the skin around your breasts stretchy like a rubber band.)

And contrary to what you may think, having that breast on your leg may actually be possible. There is a condition called polymastia (also called accessory breasts) in some women, in which a fully formed or “partial” breast is found on various parts of the body, with or without nipples. (An associated condition is called polythelia, or a third nipple, but it usually doesn’t include breast tissue.) It’s not really too rare—scientists estimate around 6 percent of the population (females and even males) have polymastia. In fact, there was a report of a woman with ten breasts in the late eighteen hundreds, but I’m sure no one got pictures.


5. Wait. What about me? I’m fifty-four—why do all my friends have a drooping D cup size… what happened?



Sagging boobs (called ptosis) are inevitable unless you decide to live on the less gravitationally challenged space bodies, such as asteroids, comets, the moon, Mercury, Pluto, or almost any of the moons orbiting the gas giant planets. Even then, the minute pull of gravity would eventually get to you and your chest. Gravity is not our busts’ best friend. Neither are a bunch of other factors we encounter over our lifetimes as women.

Why do we sag? In those two cups we carry about sixteen ounces (0.5 liters) to fifty-four ounces (1.6 liters) of weight. And according to statistics, for the past decade and a half, the average bust size has increased from 34B to 36C. No one knows why this has happened, but it could be the work of plastic surgeons or the effect of expanding waistlines. Sagging breasts are caused by an unflattering process—in name and occurrence—called breast involution. Gravity pulls; ligaments and skin stretch, causing the breasts to droop. On top of that, as a woman ages, the milk-making system isn’t needed anymore, causing the tissue inside the breast to shrink, while the skin does not.

It’s enough to make you barophobic.

No matter what your breast size or shape, there’s hope for those of us who are reaching the sagging-menopausal-breasts era: killer sports bras. There are two things that make our busts head for our belly buttons. The first is a thin sheet of connective tissue called Cooper’s ligaments; the other is our biggest organ, the skin. Like stretching a bowlful of saltwater taffy, our breasts get jerked around when we walk, run, or just move. According to several studies done on breast biomechanics at the University of Portsmouth in England, when you run a mere two steps, an unsupported D-cup woman can watch her breasts sway like a pendulum on overload—traveling around three inches (7.6 centimeters) vertically and two inches (five centimeters) each forward, backward, and side to side. Each cup size makes it progressively worse—stretching the surrounding skin and your Cooper’s ligaments. Think of all those years you’ve been moving, and you can almost feel your breasts being tugged to the ground.

The solutions? There are many, according to most exercise physiologists. First, try a well-fitting sports bra. But make sure it’s not tight—a strap that digs into your shoulder can affect your cervical nerve running from your back to your shoulder, a site that can cause pain from the pinch. Second, you can also work out your upper body to build up the muscles surrounding your breasts, lessening the sags. Third—and above all—sit up straight. If you don’t believe it, try this: While in front of a mirror with your breasts uncovered, see if they droop; if they do, raise your arms over your head. Poof! You have frisky boobs again. If you just pull your shoulders back you’ll see your perkiness come back and your spine straightened. It’s a good test to show that a straighter spine—a.k.a. good posture—often results in non-droopy-looking breasts.


6. Do women have an “Adam’s apple”?



The Adam’s apple—we’ll call it Aa for short—sticks out at the front of the neck. It’s actually formed because of a set of plate-looking objects called the thyroid cartilage. (Cartilage are chunks of tough, elastic, fibrous tissue found in various parts of the body, such as your joints and outer ear.) These plates, held together by tissues and muscle fibers, protect the vocal cords (voice box) and have a central ridge where the two plates meet—the Aa. Most women know the Aa in a simpler way, as “the thing that sticks out on some guys’ necks that looks like he swallowed an apple, unless he’s wearing a beard.”

In reality, both men and women have an Aa, but in the majority of cases, the neck bulge is more prominent in males. There are two reasons: First, males enjoy an extra shot of testosterone—the reason they like football more than a night at the opera—when they reach puberty. This causes the larynx (airway) to grow more rapidly in males, deepening their voices; as the vocal cords settle into the new size, it also causes the Aa to bulge and become prominent (thus, biologically, it is considered a secondary sexual characteristic). Girls also experience a deepening of their voices at puberty, but because the larynx doesn’t grow as much, they develop a much smaller bump—often called an “Eve’s apple” (Ea).

The second reason for the male’s prominent Aa has to do with geometry: The thyroid cartilage that forms the bump meets at an average angle of ninety degrees in males, and a hundred and twenty degrees in females. The greater the angle, the “flatter” the plates—so there is less cartilage bulge in a female’s Ea. If you want to know where your protrusion resides, just feel your throat and start humming (quietly if you’re reading this in a library); the area where you detect the most vibrations is your voice box—and the structure you’re feeling is the protective shield of the thyroid cartilage.

The fanciful name for Aa did not come from the biblical story about Adam, Eve, an apple, and the serpent (the one where Adam ate the forbidden fruit and it stuck in his throat). Deeper examination of the term isn’t as melodramatic: “Adam’s apple” in Latin is pomum Adami—which, in turn, may be the mistranslation into English of the Hebrew tappuach ha adam or “male bump.” And if you want to fascinate your friends at parties, use the term prominentia laryngea—the medical term that translates into the “prominence of the larynx.” It may not apply to your throat, but will no doubt impress both genders.


7. Do women have better skin?



When I was ten years old, I wrote a poem to my mom for her birthday:


They say beauty is skin-deep,

I know that line isn’t cheap,

Because your skin is three feet thick.



All right, so I wasn’t good with dazzling prose at that point—and my mom eventually forgave me after she picked herself off the floor from laughter. But little did I know that in an indirect way, I was right on the money.

Why? In one day, a human sheds about ten billion skin flakes, or about 1.5 pounds (0.68 kilograms) per year. That comes out to about six hundred thousand particles of skin an hour. This means that by the time we’re seventy years old, we’ve shed close to a hundred pounds (forty-five kilograms) of skin—or, in other words, we shed about a thousand new skins in a lifetime (which could feasibly translate to three feet—one meter—thick, right?). And a woman can shed even more if she’s pregnant (think larger body size), so get the calculator out: The average woman has about seventeen square feet (1.6 square meters) of skin, with about nineteen million skin cells per square inch of body; the average pregnant woman in her ninth month has about 18.5 square feet (1.7 square meters) of skin.

That’s a lot of skin. No wonder skin flake–consuming mites love humans.

Although women concentrate more on the looks and beauty of their skin, in reality, females got the best deal when it comes to the body’s biggest organ (skin). Most of it comes down to hormones—the male’s mostly androgenic hormones, especially testosterone, create their skin features. The reactions of the hormones to the skin make men’s skin oilier, as they cause the glands to secrete more oils; men have more facial hair than women, made coarse and tough by the testosterone. Men’s skin makes them look older faster than a woman’s because their skin is thicker; in other words, as men age, the thicker skin shows deeper facial lines and age spots. And through all this, most men have more dermatologically fragile (surface) skin than women mainly because of irritating activities most associated with the male gender. That includes frequent shaving (especially from the chemicals they use, along with nicks and scratches, when shaving), not taking as much care of their skin as women, and the tendency to experience more damaging environmental elements, such as exposure to the sun and wind.

But women didn’t get away with everything positive about skin. When it comes to age, a woman’s hide realistically gets older much faster. Researchers using laser imaging techniques looked at the deeper layers of the skin of men and women. It appears that women lose collagen—a group of proteins in the dermis layer, a connective tissue layer of the skin that helps keep the skin strong—much faster than men. Postmenopausal women, of course, owe most of the thinning and damage to the skin to the lack of estrogen.

Finally, it appears that women seem to have a greater sensitivity to physical pain—and research indicates that the number of nerve fibers in our skin may be responsible. In fact, it may be that men have about 50 percent fewer nerve fibers in their skin than women. Sure, a sock in the jaw to a female or male is painful, but some scientists believe a woman feels more pain from the hit. That may be because, on the face, women have about thirty-four nerve fibers in around a sixth of an inch squared of facial skin, while men average seventeen nerve fibers.


8. Why should women be concerned about germs?



When it comes to slime monkeys, most women think of men. But according to Dr. Charles Gerba (a.k.a. “Dr. Germ”) and his team at the University of Arizona, that’s not always the case. Dr. Germ has carried out extensive germ studies and found that women can be the dirty gender. Using what he calls a “germ-meter”—don’t ask me how it works, but it counts all those little buggers, giving the relative number of bacteria living on any surface—he insists that single men’s abodes have a lower bacteria count. Why? Germs usually mean bacteria, and since men don’t clean as much (a.k.a. the pigsty look), they don’t spread the germs around.

Dr. Gerba also took his case into typical male and female public restrooms. There he swabbed toilets and sinks, discovering the fact that women’s public restrooms had twice as much fecal bacteria as a men’s public restroom. It’s thought that because women are usually the ones who take small children and in-need-of-changing babies with them into the restroom, there are more germs.

He didn’t stop there: Dr. Gerba and his team also invaded various workplaces around the country, collecting over seven thousand samples of where humans work. He found that the average workplace can have up to twenty-one thousand bacteria per square inch, depending on the item (called fomites, or inanimate objects, such as clothes, furniture, computers, etc.). More specifically, women
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