Mary Peach: Egoistic Suicide


Mary Peach (a pseudonym) was born in 1925 just before the Great Depression. Her parents would be best described as upper middle class. Because of its popularity, Mr. Peach (her dad) invested within the stock market, but very conservatively.  He didn’t borrow money and used what he called surplus income. He often would say that the stock market was like playing poker. A successful gambler does not bet more than he can afford to lose. On Oct. 29, 1929, the New York Stock Exchange closed down 12 percent points for two days in a row.  This was “Black Tuesday” and the beginning of the Great Depression. Mr. Peach was not surprised and economically he was prepared.  He lost money, but it was money he could afford to lose. In addition, he was an executive with ██████████ ████ one of the few companies that was depression proof. For the Peach family, there was no economic hardship during the Great Depression. However, many of the family’s friends and relatives became destitute. 

After losing everything, Mr. Peach’s brother, Harry, made a failed attempt to commit suicide. Instead of dying as he had wished, he was admitted to a state psychiatric facility with brain damage he sustained as a consequence. Though a long, involved and unpleasant process, Mr. Peach agreed to house his brother after he was discharged from the “hospital.” Harry was not the man Mr. Peach knew.  Nevertheless, Mary’s parent’s trusted Harry and he became a baby sitter when the Peach’s went to community events. In a short time, Mary did not want to stay alone with Uncle Harry. She attended community events like funerals and business dinners that she normally would not wish to attend.  In addition, she was on her best behavior.

Between the years 1931-1936, Mary was a constant victim of sexual assault by Uncle Harry.  Usually about 1:00 AM in the morning, Harry would enter Mary’s room. She was terrified. When her parents were gone, he could rape her with music in the background. In particular, during the day-time rapes, he would play "Can This Be Love?" by Paul James (a tune that gained great popularity in the 1930’s). He stressed too that if she spoke a word of anything he did, he would kill her parents and he would become Mary’s legal guardian. In addition, he said that Mary would be a victim of a terrible accident in which she would meet her parents in the afterlife.  Mary never repeated anything that was said or done to her by Harry. She commonly dreamed that Harry would die by an accident.  In her dreams, she murdered him.

In 1936, Harry had developed symptoms for which Mr. Peach insisted that he see a doctor.  He had pancreatic cancer. Within two months, his health rapidly declined and he passed away. Mary remained silent and through a twisted psychological process, she held herself responsible for Uncle Harry’s sickness and death.  In her youth, she was an exceptionally attractive woman and had many suitors.  However, she had a series of quirks that made her unappealing to many men. She eventually encountered a compatible young man who found her quirks to be charming.  They had three children; two girls and one boy.  All of the children graduated from college and were quite successful in their careers.  A family crisis occurred when at the age of 66, Mary’s husband unexpectedly died of a heart attack. Unlike the normal course of human events under those circumstances, the three adult-children did not rush to the support of their mother. After the funeral, they rarely saw her.

Although financially well-off, with progression of time and loneliness, Mary was not physically well.  At the age of 50, she developed an unusually advanced case of presbycusis which was undiagnosed during that time. People, who did not understand her problem, grew quickly frustrated with her verbal responses during conversation – “what did you say?” She began to fake her understanding when others spoke to her. As a consequence, neighbors saw her as severely “senile” when her problem was actually a premature hearing loss. The neighbors aggressively pursued her three adult-children and pressured them to admit her to a nursing home.

Upon admission, the nurses and social workers saw Mrs. Peach as a quiet and sweet elderly woman. Within seven days after admission, various medical records were requested and received. Mrs. Peach’s children made sure the nursing home would get all records. In particular, they acquired records for a series of admissions and treatments at a private psychiatric hospital. These records stated that Mrs. Peach was treated for “Dissociative Identity Disorder.” In addition, the notes documented the sexual abuse which she never shared with her children. The children never understood the implications of Paul James' "Can This Be Love?". If the administrator knew of this, even as a private pay resident, he would have thought twice before admitting her. 

On several occasions, Mrs. Peach manifested medical symptoms that suggested she required hospitalization. Each time, she was brought to the hospital in an ambulance, none of the physicians could find anything wrong with her. Each time one of the children had to approve hospitalization. The last time the son was called. On the phone, he lost his temper and used a few choice profanities to the head nurse. As a result, she decided to have a meeting with the three adult-children.

The head nurse understood that Mrs. Peach’s mental disorder and presbycusis could cause frustration, but having experience with other residents with such problems, she could not understand the sharp degree of contempt and isolation these three adult-children had toward their mother. During the conversation with the three children, the head nurse and the social worker slowly developed a sense of unconditional freedom to speak one’s mind. With that, the interview unfolded into a horrid picture of the most repulsive and grotesque depiction of child abuse the two professionals have ever heard. One incident included Mrs. Peach forcing the children to eat their own vomit. At the end of the conversation, the situation was clear.  The children could never forgive their mother for the unrelenting physical and mental abuse they sustained. 

In her old age, no one could envision Mrs. Peach as a brutal person. Although the knowledge acquired during the interview was considered “confidential” everyone on the staff (including the aides) was aware of Mrs. Peach’s unsavory past. The front line staff, mostly aides, grew afraid of her – except for the activities therapist. Because of her seemingly self-imposed isolation and her knowledge of long term trauma associated with sexual assault, the activities therapist would play music popular in the 1930’s in Mrs. Peach’s room. One evening the activities therapist played "Can This Be Love?" by Paul James.  Mrs. Peach screamed as if she was in excruciating pain.  During the night shift about 2:00 AM, Mrs. Peach unmade her bed and used the sheets to hang herself in the restroom.
