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HEALTH CONCERNS ANSWERED

WHAT’S HAPPENING:

Sometimes I feel a lightning
bolt of pain go up my butt

WHAT COULD CAUSE IT: This is one of those
scarily strange symptoms (talk about a shock to
the system!) that are actually quite common:

Up to 18 per cent of people experience proctalgia
fugax, which is essentially just muscle cramps in
the rectum and anus. Doctors aren’t sure exactly
what prompts these painful twinges, but they’re
more likely to occur after sex or haemorrhoid
treatment, while constipated, during times of
stress and (for those with a uterus) during a
period. There is little available in the way of
treatment, though, says obstetrician-gynaecologist
Dr Aparna Sridhar, adding, “A trial of non-steroidal
anti-inflammatory drugs, such as ibuprofen,

can sometimes help alleviate the pain.”

WHAT TO DO: Pop some ibuprofen if it occurs

now and then, but definitely have a chat with your
doctor ifit’s very painful and happens frequently,
especially while you have your period or during sex.
Your doctor may want to check to see if the issue is
endometriosis, a serious but treatable condition
that affects up to 10 per cent of women and girls

of reproductive age worldwide - severe cramping
and pain is a hallmark symptom.
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WHAT’S HAPPENING:

I'm losing a lot of hair
in the shower - like,
a lot of hair!

WHAT COULD CAUSE IT: Have you been dealing

with some tough times lately? If so, that may be the
culprit. Stress is a common cause of hair loss, says
dermatology physician’s assistant Elina Ashirova.
“Telogen effluvium is a specific type of hair loss caused
by stress,” she explains. “The stressor usually precedes
hair loss by three to six months,” and it can affect your
eyebrows and eyelashes, too. Stress is a big factor,

but you could also be losing hair due to “malnutrition,
weight changes, hormonal imbalances, menopause,
thyroid issues or iron-deficiency anaemia,” she adds.

WHAT TO DO: Whether you could build your own pet
out of all the lost hair or you've just been shedding
more than usual, it’s a good idea to tell your doctor
and have your blood checked. Be sure to paint them
a picture of any life issues in the past few months,
like if you’ve been dealing with significant stress.

WHAT’S HAPPENING:

My underarms have got
darker and darker

WHAT COULD CAUSE IT: Some people naturally
have more pigment (melanin) in their skin, and
people with certain racial or ethnic backgrounds
are more prone to dark pigmentation in skin folds,
such as under the arms or breasts and around the
groin, Elina says. Darkening underarms could also
be areaction to deodorant, detergent or fabric that
is irritating the skin, causing post-inflammatory
hyperpigmentation, she adds.

WHAT TO DO: Any noticeable change in skin colour,
whether on your underarms or elsewhere, is always
worth investigating, Elina says. A dermatologist

can help suggest alternative products if it turns

out the change is exposure-induced (that is, from
sunlight), and a doctor can run tests to see whether
it may indicate something such as insulin resistance,
type 2 diabetes or a hormonal issue.
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DID YOU
KNOW?

About 90 per cent
of midlife Aussies are
affected by an eye
condition, such as
short-sightedness.

SOURCE: AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE
OF HEALTH AND WELFARE

WHAT’S
HAPPENING:

What'’s 1 sneeze when I'm
ha ppening,' aroused or after orgasm

WHAT COULD CAUSE IT: This may be
embarrassing, but it’s not as unusual as

you might think, and it even has a clever
nickname: honeymoon rhinitis. There’s

not much dedicated research on this
underreported ‘affliction’ (though one older
study review did find several anecdotal
accounts in medical literature). “We don’t
know why this phenomenon occurs, but
there are theories,” says obstetrician-
gynaecologist Dr Christine Greves. “For
instance, it could be related to what happens
when one’s genitals become engorged and
the nasal mucosa does the same.” The study
review attributed honeymoon rhinitis to
the parasympathetic nervous system.

WHAT TO DO: If sex-related sneezing bothers
you, it can’t hurt to mention it to your doctor
to exclude other causes (though keep in mind
that they may not have much useful advice).
The good news is that this health oddity isn’t
a symptom of any diseases, so that should at
least ease your mind somewhat. »
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WHAT’S HAPPENING:

| have flu-like symptoms
right before my period

WHAT COULD CAUSE IT: Fatigue, headaches, body aches,
diarrhoea, nausea, vomiting, even a fever - all these are
common symptoms of both the flu and premenstrual syndrome,
or PMS. Most people associate PMS with emotional changes,
sore breasts and bloating, but rapid hormonal shifts can also
bring about these illness-mimicking symptoms. It all comes
down to prostaglandins, or hormone-like lipids that make

the uterus contract during menstruation; when levels of
prostaglandins are high, that can cause a low-grade fever and
other symptoms resembling the flu. “It’s not a real virus; it just
means you may definitely feel like you have one,” says Dr Greves.

WHAT TO DO: It’s not clear how many people suffer from the
so-called ‘period flu’, but PMS, in general, is quite common,
affecting about 90 per cent of those who menstruate. Luckily,
these faux flu symptoms usually get better or disappear within
a day or two, and for some they can be managed with an over-
the-counter pain reliever such as acetaminophen. It may also be
helpful to talk to your doctor about how you’re feeling and ask
about treatment options or lifestyle changes that may improve
your symptoms such as eating an anti-inflammatory diet, taking
hormonal birth control pills and upping your calcium intake.
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DID YOU
KNOW?

About 3000 tiny
droplets of saliva are
expelled in a single
cough, so don't forget
to cover it up!

WHAT’S HAPPENING:

Whenever [ exercise
outside, I start coughing

WHAT COULD CAUSE IT: Even if you've never

been diagnosed with asthma, you may still fall
victim to what’s known as exercise-induced
bronchoconstriction, which manifests in many

of the same ways as asthma: coughing, shortness

of breath, wheezing, chest tightness, fatigue and
difficulty completing an outdoor workout. It
happens when you breathe in a large amount of air
that’s cooler and drier than the air in your lungs and,
in response, your airways constrict. This condition
affects up to 90 per cent of people with asthma, but
a significant percentage (up to 20 per cent) of those
without asthma, too. “Sometimes coughing and
difficulty breathing occur due to being out of shape,
but after a couple of weeks of regular exercise, it
should stop if that’s the case,” says allergist and
immunologist Dr Hetu Parekh. “It’s more likely to
happen to people who already have asthma or in
people who have outdoor allergies,” Dr Parekh
adds (hence the problem with being outside).

WHAT TO DO: If your outdoor-exercise coughing fits
don’t clear up, see your doctor - they may perform a
spirometry, or a test of your lung function. They can
also prescribe an oral inhaler to use as needed or a
long-term inhaler, depending on your diagnosis.
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WHAT’S HAPPENING:

happening:

My finger gets stuck,
catches or pops when
Itry to bendit

WHAT COULD CAUSE IT: This common issue is
known as trigger finger and most often occurs

in people aged 40 to 60, explains Dr Desai, and
it’s “one of the most frequent conditions hand
surgeons treat.” It happens when the tendon that
controls the digit swells and prevents it from
sliding smoothly back into its protective sheath.

WHAT TO DO: Totally normal? Yes. Totally
ignorable? Not always. Trigger finger may not get
better on its own, so it’s best to have it checked
out. Sometimes it can be treated with splinting,
stretching or steroid shots. If it happens very
often, you may need minor surgery, but “you can
use your hand the same day,” Dr Desai says.
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