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Q: My mom believes that if you spill salt and then don’t 

throw some over your left shoulder, you’re in for bad 

luck. I’ve asked her why she thinks it is true but she just 

says, that’s the way things are. Where do superstitions 

like this come from, and why do people cling to them? 

-- Greta J., Lafayette, Louisiana

A: Some say the superstition about spilling salt bringing 
bad luck originated with the overturned salt cellar in front 
of Judas Iscariot at the Last Supper, an incident portrayed in 
Leonardo Da Vinci’s painting of the occasion. And throwing 
salt over your shoulder puts the bad luck behind you. But 
as to your question about why people cling to them, well, 
the answer to that isn’t simple, but (knock on wood) we can 
unravel it for you.

Superstitions have been around as long as there have been 
humans searching for a way to explain or protect themselves 
from things that threatened survival and couldn’t be explained. 
They make misfortune manageable either by promising 
to banish it or by absolving someone of responsibility for 
their behavior. Superstitions about lucky charms (a four leaf 
clover) can relieve anxiety and allow people to feel more in 
control of their destiny. Whenever someone feels less anxious 
and more in control, they can cope better. That’s why some 
superstitions, like your mom’s, are probably harmless.

But there are instances when superstitions are a sign of distress 
and should be addressed. That happens when superstitions 
transition into the realm of obsessive-compulsive disorders. 
Being so nervous about bad luck that you won’t leave the 
house on Friday the 13th or hoarding if you believe it’s bad 
luck to throw something away may call for medical and 
emotional support.

Q: I just found out my dad has non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. 

He told me that it’s an indolent form and there really isn’t 

anything to worry about. But what ticks me off is that he 

was diagnosed over a year ago! I’m 16, and I deserved to 

be told! Why would he do that? -- Lucy D., Nyack, New 

York

A: It’s generally a combination of several reasons that 
keeps people from telling others about their -- possibly life-
threatening -- diagnosis. Your dad might not have wanted to 
burden you; he may have felt embarrassed; and it’s very likely 
that it took him time to come to terms with the diagnosis and 
be able to share the news. So don’t be too tough on your dad, 
Lucy. Whatever the reason, he’s being upfront with you now.

It’s your turn to figure out the right things to say and do over 
the coming months or years that will help him manage his 
cancer. That’s not always easy, and the right moves can change 
radically, depending on the progression of the condition. But 
you can take comfort in research that shows having team 
support when coping with cancer (or other diseases) helps in 
making smart treatment decisions, eases anxiety (which can 
tax the immune system) and improves quality of life.

So ask your dad why he didn’t tell you about his diagnosis 
sooner, and listen to what he says. Then tell him (just this 
once) that the more transparent he is with you, the more 
he’ll benefit from everyone working together. The American 
Psychological Association recommends the following for the 
patient (you can show this to your dad):

-- Communicate directly and be open with family members.

-- Include your children. Be open, though you can skip tough 
details with younger kids. Encourage them to ask questions.

-- Be clear about how family and friends can help. Ask for 
help if you need it.

Family members should adopt these approaches:

-- Learn about the disease (from reliable sources) so you can 
evaluate what doctors are saying. But don’t claim to be the 
No. 1 expert!

-- Don’t poke, just be there. Don’t ask for constant updates.

-- Do things together that are fun.
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Are superstitions a sign of deteriorating 
mental health? Why do parents keep a 

diagnosis of an illness from their children?

(MCC) Emergencies can strike at any time. 

When such situations arise, emergency care of-

ten must administered to someone who is sick 

or injured, and that care can mean the differ-

ence between life and death. 

Being prepared for emergencies means under-

standing basic first aid procedures that can help 
a person navigate a crisis — or at least stabilize 

the situation until paramedics arrive. The fol-

lowing are some first aid principles that indi-
viduals should know and practice, courtesy of 

the American Heart Association, American Red 

Cross and CPR Certified Indigo Medical Train-

ing. They should not replace formal first aid 
training, but can assist a person when he or she 

is providing medical care to someone in need.

Bleeding

Bleeding can almost always be controlled un-

til more help is available. Severe bleeding can 

lead to shock and death, so bleeding needs to be 

addressed immediately. Cloth should be used to 

cover the wound, and direct pressure should be 

applied to stop the blood flow. Do not remove 
the cloth; add more layers as needed. Tourni-

quets may do more damage to a limb than good, 

so they are generally no longer recommended. 

Nosebleeds can be treated by pinching the nos-

trils for a few minutes until the bleeding stops. 

Wounds to the head and mouth tend to bleed a 

lot even if they are superficial. So keep a level 
head when addressing these areas.

CPR

Cardiopulmonary resuscitation is one of the 

most important medical procedures to know. 

If the heart is no longer pumping blood, a per-

son can die quickly. Immediately start chest 

compressions hard and fast in the center of the 

chest, allowing recoil between compressions. 

Many buildings also have automated external 

defibrillator devices that can help save lives. If 
you’re not trained in CPR, then provide hands-

only CPR, says the Mayo Clinic. That means 

uninterrupted chest compressions of 100 to 120 

a minute (the beat of “Stayin’ Alive” by The 

Bee Gees) until paramedics arrive. People who 

are trained also may perform rescue breathing. 

The Red Cross and other medical groups of-

fer first aid and CPR certification classes that 
train people on how to perform CPR and use 

an AED.

Fainting

Someone suffering from shock or fainting 

needs blood to get back to his or her brain. Vic-

tims should lie on their backs with their feet el-

evated. 

Choking

The Heimlich maneuver can be performed 

when someone is choking. Contrary to popular 

belief, people who are choking do not typically 

make any sounds. Stand behind the victim and 

wrap your arms around him. Place a fist be-

tween the person’s rib cage and belly button, 

and place your other hand over the fist. Deliver 
a quick thrust upward, and keep doing this un-

til the foreign object is dislodged. Choking in 

children is handled differently depending on 

the child’s age. Parents can get training in child 

maneuvers.

Sprains and fractures

Sprains and fractures occur readily, especially 

among active adults and children. Immobilize 

the limb, apply a cold pack, elevate it, and of-

fer anti-inflammatory drugs for discomfort and 
swelling. A doctor should be seen for further 

diagnosis and treatment.

Common first aid procedures can help save 
lives or reduce the severity of injuries when 

promptly offered.
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Principles of
first aid everyone 

should know

Learning CPR and other first aid skills is important because 
one never knows when an emergency will strike.


