John Pear: Altruistic Suicide 

John Pear (a pseudonym) was born on a small family tobacco farm in 1901.  He was the fifth child of eleven.  The parents were fortunate because they had nine boys and two girls.  This was an excellent ratio for the work that must be accomplished to run a successful farm.  Although a variety of farm animals and a vegetable garden, the cash crop was tobacco.  They had two mules for tobacco farming. The Pear family were not rich but were able to live comfortably.  No one ever went hungry during those early years.

John and the rest of the children -- including the daughters -- attended school up to the 6th grade in order to learn basic math, reading and writing. Albert, his oldest brother, had a great thirst to learn and was able to complete the eighth grade.  Completing the 8th grade was a Herculean task.  All of the eleven children were involved in the year around work of tobacco farming which John so proudly recounted:
· Preparing the seedbeds
· Sowing the seeds
· Transplanting
· Worms and suckers
· Harvesting
Throughout his life and into his old age, John would often comment on his admiration for his brother Albert. Working together in the tobacco fields created a strong emotional bond among the 11 children.

The family bonds strengthen deeper after a farming accident.  The details are unclear but John's mother was a victim of a falling object crushing her to death in 1917.   The family was emotionally paralyzed.  John's father remained in a state of emotional shock for weeks.  He was in a trance-like state, oblivious to his surroundings.  Within the year, John's father died in his sleep.  No one could determine the cause.  Albert became the head of the family.  Fortunately, Albert read about Thomas Jefferson and his ideas about tobacco crop rotation.  Albert had prepared the family for the worse. 

In 1919, the price of tobacco dropped to nine cents a pound.  Farmers during that time received less money for their tobacco than the cost of producing it.  Although things were bad, thanks to Albert's foresight, the Pear family was doing much better than most of the surrounding farms. However, in was not enough to support the family of eleven young adults. For the best interest of his beloved family, John was aware that he had to go forth and find employment off the farm.  He could send money to those who remained on the farm and would not be an additional financial burden to the rest of the family.

After John left the farm, farming became even less profitable.  One by one, each adult child had to leave for economic survival.  The girls left first.  Fortunately, both of them married men with high school educations and were able to procure employment outside of the farming industry.  Soon after the 1929 stock market crash, Albert was forced to sell the farm. The entire family returned to the farm on the day of the sale and had something of a bittersweet family reunion.  Actually, prior to the Great Depression, Albert was doing well financially.   He completed high school and transitioned to part-time work as an accountant.  With his pleasant personality, Albert had a great aptitude for math, gradually was seen as indispensable and became a full time employee making more money than he dreamed possible.

Despite the fact that all of these adult children had families of their own, the death of their mother and sale of the farm emerged into an extremely tight family bond. The 11 children were in constant contact with each other. There was an unambiguous psychosocial need for a collective connection among the brothers and sisters in which they derived emotional support to be economically successful.

All the brothers and sisters were married, started families and assumed that they would be able to cultivate a family unit as their childhood family experience. Albert was successful in this social endeavor and developed strong emotional ties among his eight children.  Albert’s family was socially tight. The rest of his brothers and sisters were successful to various degrees -- except for John.

As an independent adult, John married in hopes of establishing the family he once knew as a child. It didn't happen. His wife, Mary, had many good qualities. As a marital couple, they rarely had verbal arguments.  However, their marital relationship could best be described as "emotionally detached."  As a result, they had only one female child -- the smallest family among this brothers and sisters.  The family failed to solidify and for John the situation was exacerbated by the emergence of the tight bond between the mother and the daughter. As a consequence, John lived a life of quiet desperation -- never happy and yet never sad. To compensate, he worked the night shift from 11:00 PM to 7:00 AM.

After his daughter was grown and out to establish her own life, John was 50 years old. On a typical morning, he came home from work at 7:45AM. This time, however, he found his wife passed out on the living room couch.   The events slowly unfolded: His wife had a heart attack and died while watching the morning news. John was emotionally distressed and his daughter and all brothers and sisters came to lend support. 

Although everyone was well-aware of the emotional distance between John and Mary, the entire family -- brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews and daughter -- went into social shock when John married after three months following the funeral.  He and his new wife Jayne displayed an unprecedented level of contentment and happiness.  In addition, she had two daughters who immediately bonded with John.  He had a new family and a bond was created that was reminiscent of his childhood family and the families that his brothers and sisters had.  Only one problem, John's step daughters were intellectually weak (borderline retarded) and seemed to lack common sense.  Nevertheless there was a strong family bond among them that thrived and grew stronger.  In fact, John felt a greater connection with his step daughters than his own daughter.

With the progression of time, his step daughters had children who became his granddaughters. However, aging was not kind to Jayne. She died of over medication and once again John buried another wife. John's brothers and sisters had grown distant, but Jayne's children and grandchildren emotionally supported John as a beloved father and grandfather.

As time progressed the ravages of age encroached on John's body.  He could no longer care for himself.  His stepdaughters and grandchildren took turns to offer him 24 hour a day company and service.  When he began to lose control of his bowels and bladder, he realized that he could not be a burden.  In addition, he couldn't handle the concept of his stepchildren and grandchildren cleaning up his private parts.  In the early 1980’s, he insisted on moving to a nursing home.   

Even though John had visits from his stepchildren and grandchildren on a daily basis, he didn't like the nursing home environment.  Three days after his admission, he realized that his savings and his small estate would be depleted to pay for the cost of the nursing home. He found himself in a panic attack when he realized that he would have nothing to leave to his beloved heirs upon his death. He knew they had an intellectual deficit and believed that they would require his financial support.  At that point, he expressed his concern to his oldest step daughter. She replied that he needed to spend his money on him and not to worry "about the girls."  Regardless, he continued to worry.  

He received prescriptions for 100mgs of amitriptyline per day (the drug of choice in the 1980’s) and three 80mg doses of propranolol per day.  The staff believes that instead of taking his meds, he tricked the nurses and hid all his medication. The best guess was that he stocked up 2,500mgs of amitriptyline and 4,000mg of propranolol. Since no autopsy was completed, so no one could be sure that he overdosed.  The stepfamily members did not want suicide on a public record, so the nursing home medical director did not include the “drug overdose” on the death certificate.  The administrator was relieved with the family’s decision – for obvious reasons.  

Through the will, the step children and grandchildren inherited a home valued at $350,000 and $200,000 in various properties and investments.  The group of four complied with John’s last wishes – to use the money from his estate to improve themselves. Specifically, he wanted them to get educations.  One step-daughter used her share for a drug treatment program. The oldest step daughter placed her share into a retirement account.  She worked at a minimum wage job and would get a small social security check upon retirement.  The two grandchildren used the money to complete community college. One became an RN; while the other completed the course of study for an LPN.  John’s biological daughter was excluded from the will, but the four girls decided to give her $15,000.  They agreed that the decision they made would make John smile in the afterlife.
