A Story of Suicide (anomic)

During the Great Depression, John Smith (a pseudonym) completed a degree in engineering at a prestigious university in the south. During the Great Depression when he attended college, most men were not sure that a high school degree was necessary to get a worthwhile job.  After graduation, he and his young wife prospered both economically and socially.  They were living the American dream.

He loved his work and retired in his late 60’s.  At that point, the couple decided to purchase a condominium on the campus of a comprehensive care facility.  The facility ranged from total independent living in a condominium to skilled care services.  Once a person purchased a condominium, the comprehensive care facility was contractually obligated to provide health and social services for the rest of the resident’s life.  The contract was comforting for those who signed it.  It afforded this couple and others a sense of security.

During his early 80’s, Mr. Smith was gradually losing his mental capacity.  He had early signs of dementia.   In his mid to late 80’s his inability to think and remember became more and more pronounced.  On a beautiful spring morning, Mr. Smith woke and discovered his wife was gone.  He dressed and went for a walk to search for her.  Because he was living in an independent condo, the staff did not know of his whereabouts.  His walk ended at a bank approximately a half mile away from the comprehensive care facility.  He asked various staff members if they had seen his wife.  By the manner in which he was dressed, it was abundantly clear to the banking staff that Mr. Smith was a man of means. Eventually, the bank manager invited Mr. Smith into his office where the story unfolded: Mr. Smith was a resident of the comprehensive care facility.  The thoughtful bank manager called the facility and reported that Mr. Smith was at his bank looking for his wife.

Within minutes after receiving the phone call, the facility’s social worker arrived at the bank and drove Mr. Smith to his condo where they had a talk.  As a long term resident of the facility, the social worker had established a strong rapport with him years ago.  In a sensitive and compassionate manner, the social worker gently reminded Mr. Smith that his wife had passed away five years prior.  He sat in silence for a few seconds and slowly said, “The memory in the mind forgets, but the memory in the heart cannot.” The social worker continued to reassure him.

When she returned to the main building, she completed an incident report which in term triggered a meeting of the interdisciplinary care committee.  The committee concluded that for Mr. Smith’s own safety, he needed to move out of the condo and into the main building. The social worker was assigned the task of explaining the move to Mr. Smith and organizing the staff to move his personal possessions.  Because he was moving from a two bedroom condo with a garage to living quarters consisting of one room, he could not keep all his personal items. They had to be stored, thrown out or given away.

The social worker paid a visit to Mr. Smith at his condo. Using her social work skills, she tenderly explained to him that he needed to move into the main building.  They talked about his adventure at the bank which he didn’t seem to recall but pretended he remembered. He acknowledged that he knew this day would come and felt good that he and his wife had a contract with the facility for lifetime care.  The social worker had to remind him that his wife passed away five years earlier.

On the day of the move, Mr. Smith woke at 4:30 AM and dressed in his very best suit with freshly shined black shoes.  He walked into the bathroom where he laid out clean towels in the tub, the walls of the tub and the floor adjacent to the tub. He entered the tub and sat as comfortably as possible.  He placed the barrel of his revolver into his mouth and pulled the trigger.   The note he left behind read:
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The experienced social worker and members of the interdisciplinary care committee saw no symptoms that Mr. Smith was depressed or had other signs of suicide.  The shock of Mr. Smith’s suicide has remained in the institutional memory of the comprehensive care facility for decades. The staff continues to replay all the events and wonder what actions they could have taken to prevent the suicide.
