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How to stop chronic complaining
Abigail
Van Buren
• Dear Abby

DEAR ABBY: I had a problem
similar to the one described by
“Stressed Out by Mom,” the college
student whose mother calls to un-
load her problems. A therapist
taught me a technique that worked
wonders. When Mom called and
complained, instead of sympathiz-
ing (which is why she called in the
first place), I’d mirror her complaint
back to her so she didn’t receive the
positive feedback she was seeking.

When she said, “Your sister
doesn’t know how to save money,”
I’d reply, “So what you’re saying is
my sister doesn’t know how to save
money.” However, when she said
something positive, like, “Isn’t it a
lovely day?” I’d be sure to give her
all kinds of positive feedback. “It
sure is! I’ll bet your marigolds are
really blooming now!”

It worked like a charm and pre-
served my relationship with my
mother. She quickly lost interest in
the topics that didn’t bring positive
feedback, and we’d end up talking
about all kinds of interesting things.

This method is tried-and-true. It’s
based on behavioral psychology,
and it works with spouses, kids, co-
workers — the applications are end-
less.

— TRIED IT
DEAR TRIED IT: Thank you

for the suggestion. I was unpre-
pared for the deluge of mail I re-
ceived from readers who identi-
fied with “Stressed’s” problem.
Read on:

DEAR ABBY: I’m a 57-year-old
woman who has had the same prob-
lems with my now 76-year-old
mother since childhood. Please tell
“Stressed Out” that she must take
immediate steps to set healthy
boundaries. She should schedule an
appointment at the student health
center and talk to a psychologist
about her problem.

I am the only family member still
on speaking terms with Mother. Her

eight siblings, the folks at the senior
center and people from her former
church no longer talk to her. I’m the
only one she has left to lash out at —
and if I try to set boundaries now, the
breach it will create will leave her
with no support system at all.

  — WISH I’D DONE IT
DEAR WISH: Perhaps the sug-

gestion offered by the next writer
will be of help to you.

DEAR ABBY: I have a relative
who is an alcoholic. He calls to
ramble, complain and generally
make me miserable. I relieve my
stress by playing computer games,
reading a magazine or watching TV
while he’s talking. The trick is to
otherwise engage your mind while
uttering an occasional response. It
works. When he hangs up, I have no
idea what he said, but he is happy
and I’m not stressed. He’s never re-
ally wanted answers — just some-
body to unload on.

— COPING IN
BLOOMINGTON, IND.

DEAR COPING: Not everyone
has your level of tolerance. Read
on:

DEAR ABBY: I made similar
calls to my daughter. They would
begin as friendly calls to chat and
nosedive from there. I hope that
girl’s mother locates a therapy group
to attend. Maybe she can find some
help and comfort there. My daugh-
ter eventually made it plain that if I
continued to cry when we were on
the phone, she would not talk to me.
I know she screens her calls and of-
ten doesn’t pick up.

So now I talk to the women in the
group about my problems. Most of

them have daughters they’re close
to. When I see families with moth-
ers, daughters and grandmothers all
together I am happy for them, but
sometimes I’m jealous.

— SCREENED OUT IN
SACRAMENTO

DEAR SCREENED OUT: I’m
pleased you’re getting emotional
support from your therapy group.
It may be healthier for all con-
cerned. Many people have con-
fessed that they, too, screen their
calls because they haven’t the
courage to set boundaries. How-
ever, no one ever solved problems
by dodging them.

DEAR ABBY: I’m engaged to a
man who is a really good friend of
mine. We have great times together
watching movies or just hanging
out.

The problem is I want to be inti-
mate more than he does. He’s a
once-a-month kind of guy. I’m a
once-a-day kind of girl. We have had
many arguments about this because
it seems like he doesn’t want me. He
says that’s not true, that he is just
tired, or stressed, etc. — the list is
never-ending. We get along in every
way except this one. Am I being a
baby, or is this not the relationship
for me?

— NEEDS MORE
DEAR NEEDS MORE: Much

as you may wish otherwise, he is
not the man for you. You have a
larger appetite than he can cater
to. Marrying him will only com-
pound your problem. Keep him as
a friend if you can, but don’t
marry him.

Bridge

On the Beam
Declarer starts the play of many hands

knowing little about how the unseen cards
are distributed. But as the play progresses,
rays of light often emerge to illuminate the
landscape and help him find the winning
line of play.

Take this case where South is in six hearts
and West leads a diamond. Declarer wins
with the ace and must avoid the loss of ei-
ther a diamond or a club. This is by no
means an impossible feat.

South begins by cashing the ace of hearts
and ace of spades, ruffs a spade, leads a
trump to the king and ruffs another spade.
He then cashes the diamond king, produc-
ing this position:

North  [H] Q J 9 [D] 6  [C] Q 8
West    [D] 10 9 7   [C]  J 5 3
East     [S]  Q 8  [C]  K 10 9 6
South   [H] 10 8 3  [D] 8  [C] A 7
Declarer now faces a crucial decision. He

is sure to make the slam by guessing who
has the king of clubs.

If West has it, a diamond lead will force
him to win and return a club or concede a
ruff-and-discard. If East has the king, play-
ing the ace and another club will force him
to yield a ruff-and-discard.

The evidence gathered to this point
makes East a strong favorite to hold the
king.

West is known to have started with six
diamonds, a heart and at least three spades,
leaving him with at most three clubs. East
consequently has at least six clubs and is
therefore much more likely to have the
king.

So South plays the A-7 of clubs, and East
must resign.

Tomorrow: Bidding quiz.
(c)2004 King Features Syndicate Inc.
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