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I awoke in a hospital.  My surroundings were familiar, but foreign.  I remember looking around the room knowing it was a hospital, but no idea how I got there.  I was alone for a few minutes, but once I started to move and shift in the bed, the staff just so happened to come by.  It was as if they were on their rounds and by complete circumstance, they walked into my room right after I woke up.  I didn’t believe it was a coincidence, but why would I?

“Good morning.  How are you feeling?”  A middle-aged doctor asked me.  He stood at the end of my bed flipping through sheets on a clipboard.

“I have a tingling type of pain all over.”  I said, my voice was very rough as if I hadn’t spoken in days.

“MMMmmm Hmmm.”  The man in white mumbled.  “That’s expected with the condition we found you in.  You were definitely in some sort of fire.  But nausea?  Headache?  Anything like that?”

“No.”  I said trying to piece together what was happening.  “You said fire?”

The doctor put down his clip board and came to stand by my bedside.  He reached down below my bed to pull out a hand mirror.  “Some good Samaritan found you alone off the side of a freeway.  You were badly burned.  We think you may have been dumped there while in flames.  Your clothes were still smoldering when the ambulance arrived.”  He slowly handed me the mirror. “You can’t see much because of the bandages, but it’s pretty extensive.”

I fought with my sore muscles to hold the mirror up in the air, but however long I had been laying in that bed had atrophied whatever strength I had.  I eventually propped the mirror up on the rail on the side of my hospital bed where I was able to find myself in the reflection.  Just as he had said, there was not much to look at.  I was covered in bandages and gauze.  There was some kind of clear goo that sat below the white mummy I was looking at.  I assumed it was to help with the healing.  I looked back at the doctor.

He sat down in the chair next to the bed which I had assumed was reserved for guests.  I almost wanted to tell him no, that was reserved for my friends, but that also seemed like a fantasy.  Instead, I sat there watching him struggle to come up with the words.

“I have a few questions for you.”  He changed positions in the chair.  “What is your name and date of birth?”  

This felt like someone asking me to multiply seventy-six-thousand by four-hundred-thirty-five thousandths to the third power.  The words made sense, but my brain did not know how to compute it.  I opened my mouth trying to force words out, “I, I don’t know.”

The doctor nodded to himself.  “You have been through a lot of trauma.  Amnesia is not out of the question.”

“You don’t seem surprised.  Isn’t something like this rare?”  I felt like something was being hidden from me.

“And the year?”  The doctor refused to recognize my question.

At least I felt confident on that one. “2015.”

He reached for his clip board and made a checkmark.  He then exhaled a big breath. “Amnesia is largely defined as the mix of missing memories, fake memories, and the inability to make new memories.  You are showing all three symptoms.”  He waited for me to say something, but I didn’t have a response.  “You obviously are missing memories.  You don’t know who you are.”  He shifted in his seat from discomfort.  “You have been waking up for the last four days.  Each time you don’t know where you are and have no recollection of what happened or the last few days.”

“Oh.”, I said.  I was trying to grasp the idea that what I was experiencing happened yesterday as well.  But I had no recollection of it.  I had very little recollection of anything.  The doctor must be right, I was having trouble making new memories.  “What about the third one?”  I asked fearing the answer.  “I have missing memories and can’t make new memories.  But what about the fake memories?  I don’t think I can remember much of anything.”

The doctor stood up with a deep look of pity on his face.  “I’m sorry.  But the year is 2013.”

That was the strangest sentence I had ever heard.  For some reason I did not know who I was or what had happened, but I knew the year and it was 2015.  I looked back at the doc, “What can I do?  Will sleep help or hurt?  Is it a concussion?  Is there some kind of protocol for this?”

“Unfortunately, amnesia is an exotic and understudied phenomenon.  From everything we know about it, just waiting it out is typically the best option.”  He let out a little sigh showing how much the situation bothered him.  “But you never know.  Sit back, relax.  I will have a nurse bring you some food.  Watch some TV and enjoy being awake.  I will keep monitoring you.”

Hearing a doctor admit to being helpless and have no plan other than to wait something out is a different type of helplessness.  There are certain people we turn to for expertise and when they tell you that they don’t know what to do, it feels like the reality you knew had just been proven false.

That day I didn’t want to fall asleep.  I was afraid of reliving the same day over and over with no recollection of it.  Luckily that didn’t happen.  When I woke up the next morning, I remembered the day before.  And it happened again the day after that.  It was an oddly exciting time for the doctors and nurses caring for me.  I was in the hospital for a long time.  

––––––––
[image: ]


There was a lot of talk about where I would go and who was paying for my care.  It started at times when I was asleep.  Casual conversations between staff that assumed I was not listening.

One of the nurses tucked the sheets at the end of my bed trying to keep me warm, “If we can’t figure out who he is, this is all going to fall on the hospital.”

One of the older female doctors slightly chastised the younger nurse, “We are here as public servants.  If someone needs care, we give it to them.  It is not our job to worry about the payments.”

The nurse came around the other side of the bed to tuck in the sheets again, “But we aren’t talking an E.R. visit.  We are talking months of treatment.  With no insurance or identity.”

“There are grants and things that take care of that.  I am more concerned for Johnny.  If he doesn’t start to progress in his memory, we are going to have to discharge him.  And his best bet is a shelter, he has no identification, no home, no friends.  What does someone do in that situation?”

They talked for a while longer, but the idea that I was alone in the world became a reality at that point.  I needed to come to terms with the idea that I was going to be homeless.  I was going to need government assistance, but how would that work if I couldn’t prove I was a citizen.  It hung heavy in my mind for a long time.

My burns slowly healed but I could not recognize myself in the mirror.  My skin wrinkled and bubbled in unnatural ways.  Some of my face had been reconstructed to keep me from losing my eyelids and parts of my lips.  Seeing that Frankenstein image in the mirror was depressing.  I knew that whatever I had been through had destroyed much of my body, but the changes to my face left me not knowing if I didn’t recognize myself because I was so disfigured or if I just couldn’t remember.

Over the weeks I became more at home with my surroundings.  Same white ceiling, same bland walls, but I was alive and got to watch all kinds of daytime television.  I didn’t know what I did for a living or what my interests were, but I felt alive and that seemed positive.

After the bandages had all been removed and I was able to get up on my own I started to build a friendship with the nurses.  Abigail came in the room one afternoon.

She was a small, older nurse, maybe in her late sixties.  “How are we feeling today, Johnny?”  They took to calling me Johnny partially because I was considered a John Doe, but also in recognition of Johnny Storm, a character in the comic book, the Fantastic Four.  He was also known as the Human Torch, a mutant who could willingly become a ball of flames.

“I have to tell you Miss Abigail, Nancy just found out that her ex-husband had been stealing her royalties to fund his secret family with her long-lost sister.”  I loved treating the events of the soap operas I watched as if they were my real life.

“You don’t say?”  She said in her soft gentle voice while she prepped my arm to take my vitals.

I continued, “And I may be crazy, but I really think that her long-lost sister is herself from the past.”  I nodded my head trying to convince her that these things were of the utmost importance.

“Shhhh.”  She said trying to stop me from moving around while she did her job.  “Sounds to me like someone watches too much television.”

I raised both eyebrows as if to say, what else can I do in here.  

She nodded at my emphasis as she stuck a thermometer in my mouth.  The nurse explained.  “You can’t go out and go to the mall, but we can get you crosswords, or books, or sudoku, or maybe you could learn to knit, or write, or just do a jigsaw puzzle.”  She pulled the thermometer out of my mouth and went to the chart at the end of my bed.  “All normal, like usual.”

“You know you are right.  Maybe you could find me a jigsaw puzzle?”  I asked trying to be weak and vulnerable.

She laughed, “Of course.  For my favorite patient I will do anything.”  She walked out of the room heading to the nurse’s station.  

I looked back up at the television looking for a hint that something else dramatic would happen on the soap opera.  I missed the end of the show, it had already run the commercials and the opening credits for Court of the People was airing.  I turned off the tv feeling rather indifferent about the show.  

Abigail returned to my room with a small box in hand.  “Now, I wasn’t sure what kind of puzzle you would want to do, so I decided to go with something most people are familiar with.”  She slid my side tray out so that I use it as a place to put the puzzle or extra pieces.  She set the puzzle on top of my tray.  As soon as I saw the cover I gasped for air.  I recognized the puzzle.  It was a picture of the Simpsons cartoon where all the townspeople were gathered around the statue in the middle of the town square.  There must have been fifty characters, mostly from the first few seasons.

I looked over at Abigail with panic in my breath, “Where did you get this?”

She was worried about my behavior, “From the nurse’s station.  We have puzzles and books and games in case someone is here for a long time.  Why?  What’s wrong”  

I stopped staring at the puzzle’s box and looked up at the sweet older woman, “I’ve done this puzzle before.  I remember doing it.”

It took less than a second of recognition before she was half out in the hallway yelling for someone to page the doctor.  I watched her and, in the moment, I appreciated all that the entire crew had done for me.  The amount of concern and excitement they shared with me was special, especially since I did not have anyone else.  

I looked at the picture on the box again and did everything I could to hold onto the memory. I remembered looking at that puzzle, on a coffee table, with someone.  I couldn’t’ remember much, but I could remember something.
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I probably prolonged my stay at the hospital by a week or two.  Since the jigsaw puzzle had triggered some kind of memory the doctors became obsessed with finding another trigger.  It started with the puzzle itself.  I spent hours talking about what it was I remembered.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t much.  I could remember holding a piece that contained two bulbous eyes.  I was sure they belonged to one of the main characters, but I didn’t know which one.  I could see my right hand holding the pieces over a coffee table in a house.  The pink carpet was a small detail that everyone fawned over and the fact that I was waiting for another person to return to the room.  There was someone doing the puzzle with me.

All the medical professionals thought that it wasn’t the puzzle so much as that particular puzzle.  Any picture of the Simpsons might have caused the memory to return.  So, I went through a barrage of popular culture videos and slideshows.  The doctors would stand at the computer projecting pictures on the wall while I watched.  It was very Clockwork Orange in a G rated sort of way.

In between sessions I would spend time with the puzzle.  It was a strange gateway to my past that I could not place.  I wanted to live all day inside that microscopic memory and maybe I could find another detail about who I was.  But I was told not to spend too much time dwelling on the picture.  I was told the likelihood any additional information I came up with would be a false memory was very high.

I was most likely close to being discharged from the hospital.  The conversations from the billings department were becoming more and more frequent.  But one night I had another breakthrough.  I often wonder had I not had that breakthrough what would still be the same.

One night I had an intense dream.  I have no recollection of it, but I was thrashing about and screaming in my sleep.  It was so alarming that the stationed nurse came running into my room.  I had kicked the sheets off my bed and was holding onto the siderail of the bed as if I was falling off a boat. 

“No Susan, I am sorry!  I am sorry!  I didn’t mean to.”  I screamed while pulling at the rail.  “I didn’t mean to.  Don’t let me do this to you.  I can’t, don’t let me!”  I kept repeating myself until I started letting out wails of pain.  

The nurse, a fresh college graduate delegated to night shifts due to her seniority, grabbed a hold of my shoulders slightly shaking me.  She was trying to bring me out of the dream while forcefully speaking to me in a loud voice, “Johnny.  It’s a dream.  You are ok.  Wake up.”

The shaking started to rouse me, but I still spoke to the characters in my dream as they faded away.  “Susan, no I can’t believe it was me.”  I said as I came back to the waking world.

“Johnny.  Are you ok?”  She asked, but I did not respond, still groggy from sleep.  “Who is Susan?”  

I had tears in my eyes and I said, “Susan Mardell Jesselman.”  I looked around seeing the real world of the sanitized hospital room but still feeling the rapid heartbeats of the panic I had dreamt about.  I laid back on the bed exhausted and confused.
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It was my last day at the hospital.  I was sitting in the chair in the corner of my room watching the same old soap operas.  The story of the long-lost sister continued.  I knew she was some strange former version of herself though.  I didn’t know why I thought so, but I would have put a lot of money on it.

I was expecting a billing associate of the hospital to come in and explain to me that I would be forever in debt to the hospital although, there was nothing they could do to get me to pay them.  To be honest I did not want to screw over the hospital, they did some great work that helped me tremendously.  But I also was not going to give up all financial freedom for the rest of my life because I had become indebted to the hospital.

But, instead of someone trying to convince me to pay them forever, I saw one of the normal doctors I had been dealing with for months.  He walked in with his normal vibrato.  “Good   afternoon, Johnny.  How are we feeling today?”

I started to answer, but saw a tall classically beautiful woman behind him.  I took one look at the gorgeous woman and absentmindedly spit out, “Susan?”

The woman crept around the side of the doctor and took a few wavering looks at me.  Her eyes didn’t show any acceptance towards me.  She eventually spoke, “Do I know you?”  There was no recognition in her voice, just the curiosities of a stranger in a strange situation.

I looked at her face, it was something that I had seen a thousand times.  A face from my past, my world, my life before the accident.  I tried to explain it, “I know you.  I’m not sure where.  But I know you better than most people.  A sister?  A lover?  A friend from elementary?”

The woman pushed her auburn hair behind her ears.  She was thicker than many women and had a face that accentuated it.  She took a few steps towards my bed and looked at me.

The doctor chimed in trying to keep there from being too rash a decision.  “Our patient here, believes he knows you.  And I understand the lack of recognition, but he was in a horrific accident and had some reconstructive surgery.  So, if you could converse with each other and see if there really is a memory here, it would be greatly appreciated by the entire scientific community.”

I watched her start to reject the idea, but she looked in my eye and something was there, a twinkle, a promise, I don’t know what.  But she agreed to stay and speak with me to see if maybe she could figure out who I was.

The conversation was awkward at best.  She tried to take an interest in me and who I was, but I didn’t know who I was, so the discussion went in circles.  She would ask questions, “So where did you grow up?”  

My response was a timid, “I don’t remember.”  Feeling shame, I would bow my head and turn the tables trying to show interest in her.  “What about you?”

Politely she answered, “I grew up in the Midwest, Kansas City on the Kansas side, KanKan as we call it.”

“Maybe I’m from there as well?” I said, just trying to be polite.  

Susan looked at me thinking that I didn’t have the natural build of a Midwesterner.  “Why don’t you tell me why you think you know me?”

It was a realistic ask.  Something that I was surprised she had not already heard a dozen times, just to get her to show up at the hospital.  But I obliged.  “Truthfully, I feel like I know you in the same way you know someone that you run into from your past.  Or maybe an old coworker.  Or a movie star you’ve seen a thousand times.”  The idea struck me that I may recognize her from something else.

She laughed and blushed, “I’m not famous.  But I don’t think I know you.”

I continued, “I don’t know who I am or what happened to me.  I had absolutely no memories other than I knew I lived in North Texas.”  I refrained from the fact that I didn’t know the year.  “Then at some point I remembered something.  I was doing a puzzle in a room with pink carpet and a coffee table.”  I looked around for the puzzle but couldn’t find it.  “Anyway.  The doctors thought that would open up a deluge of memories if we could start to trigger them.  But the only thing that happened was a dream I had.  Some kind of nightmare that I don’t remember, but I woke up screaming about a Susan.  Then somewhere between awake and asleep they asked me who Susan was and I told them Susan Mardell Jesselman.  Then you walk in and I swear I know you.”  I hoped the words would help.  They would make her want to investigate this with me.  But I think it scared her more than anything.  All she could see was a crazy man that swore he knew her, but knew nothing else about his life.  Maybe I was a stalker she didn’t know about or more likely some kind of conman.

Susan nodded her head, stood up and told the doctor, “I’m sorry.  I just don’t know this man.”
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I was released from the hospital and given a ride to a halfway house by a police officer.  Pedro was in his late twenties, married with two kids already.  He was very in tune to the less glamourous life of the Dallas/Fort Worth area.  He spent most of the ride telling me about why I wanted to keep my nose clean and how much help the halfway house could do for me.

It was a strange sensation of being lectured when I felt like I had done nothing wrong.  I did not think I was the type of person who would commit any of the crimes he
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