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Close-ups
A Patient’s Perspective

A Devoted Couple
On April 15, 2007, American Family Physician pub-
lished the inaugural Close-ups department, featur-
ing a story about my mother, who had experienced 
a stroke, and my father, who cared for her at home 
for seven years.1 Officially, their relationship lasted 56 
years, but emotionally it never ended. Although my 
father remarried happily at 88, he always remained true 
to the memory of my mother. Even his own illnesses 
seemed expressions of his connection with her. Could 
his hospitalization on the anniversary of my mother’s 
birthday have been a coincidence? Maybe, but it also 
could  have been brought on by a temporal resurgence 
of grief, accompanied by a loss of appetite before that 
commemorative occasion. That could easily account 
for his dehydration, the proximal cause of his abdom-
inal symptoms.

More mystery surrounded his stroke, which mim-
icked my mother’s—it occurred in the same location on 
the same side, deep in the brain. He was taken to the 
same hospital, evaluated in the same stroke unit where 
my mother had been cared for. And like her, he aspi-
rated secretions that led to his rapid decline, just as my mother’s aspiration likely contributed to the lasting severity of her 
symptoms. He followed her faithfully to the grave.—C.W.

Commentary
Is illness on a birthday or anniversary a coincidence? Anec-
dotal reports of increased distress on special occasions asso-
ciated with the deceased have been corroborated by some 
studies, including one involving older persons.2 Other stud-
ies have looked at the relationship between important fam-
ily events or holidays and mortality. Among patients with 
cancer, there is no evidence to suggest that they delay their 
deaths in anticipation of an important holiday.3 One study 
found an increase in deaths before Christmas.4

Although spouses may die of the same illnesses, the 
explanation is likely epidemiologic:​ stroke, for example, was 
the fifth leading cause of death in individuals older than 
65 years in 2016.5 One finding that does suggest a mind-
body mortality link between spouses is a spike in death 

rates among bereaved partners, especially in the first three 
months after the other one dies.6 How a lifelong devotion 
between spouses expresses itself in illness and death is not 
easily explained.
Caroline Wellbery, MD
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Trees dedicated to Egon and Dorothea Schwarz in the Missouri 
Botanical Garden.
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A collection of Close-ups published in AFP is available at 
https://​www.aafp.org/afp/closeups.
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