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Chapter 1






Darkness










Everything around him was black. Pitch black. The man stirred. An oppressive weight pinned him down, his body prisoner beneath an unforgiving mass. The air was thick with dust, and his lungs fought for every breath. His fingers brushed against pieces of some cold, rough material that he could recognize to be concrete mixed with exposed steel bars. A chill ran through his bones as he realized those were pieces of a world that once stood tall but were now reduced to ruins. He was trapped under the rubble of a building.  

Pain throbbed in his head, a relentless drumming that matched the rhythm of his heartbeat. He squinted, struggling to decipher his surroundings through the inky blackness. His hazel eyes strained, their usual warmth replaced by fear and confusion. 

Where was he? How he ended up there?

His mind raced frantically, searching for any hint. But each attempt to summon memories only deepened the ache in his skull.

He realized that his memory was a blank canvas, wiped clean of any traces of recollection. His mind was shattered like the building above him, with fragmented pieces scattered haphazardly and refusing to form a coherent picture. 

Breaths came in ragged gasps, each one punctuated by a sharp twinge in his ribs. He tried to move, to dislodge himself from his concrete prison, but his body refused to obey. Every nerve screamed in protest as he pushed against the weight. Everything was futile. 

The metallic tang of blood filled his mouth, painting a vivid picture that his eyes couldn't. His tongue probed tentatively at a split lip, a minor discomfort amid the symphony of pain that played through his body. 

A distant sound—a groan or creak—reverberated through the remains of the building. Was it a sign of hope or an omen of further collapse? He couldn't tell. His mind started to ask questions that simply had no answers, each thought more frantic than the last. 

He tried to call out, but his voice was nothing more than a hoarse whisper, lost in the void that enveloped him. Desperation chewed at him, feeding off the fear that wrapped him around like a shroud. The need for answers clawed at him, but the darkness remained mute, offering no clues nor comfort. 

“Why can't I remember?” he thought.

The darkness seemed to close in tighter around him, and his head felt suddenly heavy. His strength waned as the relentless pain continued its onslaught. He felt himself slipping away, tumbling down into an abyss that yawned wide beneath him. A faint sigh escaped his lips as he surrendered to the darkness, his consciousness fading into nothingness. Eventually the man succumbed to the darkness, the unanswered questions fading into silence as he lost himself to unconsciousness again.



      [image: image-placeholder]A ray of sunlight pierced the oppressive darkness, jolting the man awake. The golden sliver wove its way through the crumbled ruins, illuminating particles of dust suspended in the air. The sight was surreal, suddenly revealed by this radiant intruder that dared to infiltrate the gloom.

The light stirred a flicker of hope within him. His heart sparked to life. His chest tightened and he drew in a sharp breath, his body reacting to the sudden injection of adrenaline. 

Sounds seeped into his consciousness then. There was a cacophony of noises that had been drowned out by his own fears and confusion. Voices floated in the wind, distant but unmistakable. They echoed around, distorted by the ruins that entrapped him.

Canine noises filled the air with dogs barking in frantic pitches. He strained to understand what they signified. Were they searching for survivors? His mind grasped at straws, desperate for any sign of salvation. 

The voices were foreign to him, a garbled mess of syllables and intonations. His confusion deepened, but so did his resolve. He needed to get their attention and escape this concrete tomb. 

He attempted to call out, but pain lanced through his skull, cutting off his cry before it could form. His throat felt raw, as if he had swallowed shards of glass. He winced, fighting back a wave of nausea.

A relentless cycle trapped him with each effort to voice his presence rewarded with searing pain. His mind screamed at him to stop while his will urged him forward. 

He drew in a deep breath and braced himself against the inevitable pain. With a desperate surge of energy, he pushed past the discomfort and cried out. 

“Help”

The word echoed through the rubble, the sound bouncing off the remnants of shattered concrete and twisted metal. Silence ensued, a loud stillness that sent a chill down his spine. Had they heard him? Would they find him? 

Then, like a symphony to his desperate ears, the sounds he had been waiting for pierced through the silence. There was a flurry of activity, a number of voices on top of each other, and the hurried patter of footsteps against the debris. The voices swelled, their tone fastened with a degree of urgency that was almost tangible. A wave of relief washed over him, causing his heart to hammer against his ribcage with renewed vigor. Hope, once a barely flickering flame within him, surged anew, flashing in the darkness of despair. 

A sudden sensation of touch startled the man, hands reaching for him that were both gentle in their approach yet firm in their intention. They expertly navigated through the unforgiving mesh of concrete and steel that had been his cold, harsh prison. With a delicacy that opposed their strength, they hoisted him from the crumbled remnants of a world gone wrong, carrying him towards the promise of daylight.

It was a sight, a feeling he had begun to fear might be forever lost to him. The warmth of the sun on his skin felt like a tender, sweet kiss from life itself, a feeling he had thought he may never experience again. The sudden explosion of sunlight was near blinding to him after the countless, disorienting hours spent in the unforgiving darkness. Despite the initial difficulty once out of the rubble, the man embraced the light as a radiant beacon of hope, a potent symbol of survival against the odds that had threatened to consume him.



      [image: image-placeholder]The man stared blankly at the rescuers, their words a jumble of unfamiliar sounds. They spoke to him, their voices urgent and insistent, but he couldn't decipher their meaning. It was as if he was listening to a foreign language, the syllables falling on his ears but failing to register in his mind. 

Desperation crept into their tone as somebody switched to English, a language that felt more familiar to him.

“What's your name?” the voice asked, the eyes of the rescuers searching his face for a glimmer of understanding.

He opened his mouth to respond, but no words came. His mind, usually a repository of memories and information, was still a barren wasteland. The realization hit him like a punch to the gut. He couldn't remember his own name. It was as if his identity had been stripped away, leaving him a blank slate in a world of chaos. 

He looked around, taking in the devastation that surrounded him. Ravaged buildings lay in ruins, their once sturdy structures crumbled and broken, reduced to mere semblances of their former grandeur, discarded like forgotten toys in the aftermath of a child's tantrum. The once vibrant landscape, teeming with life and color, was now a haunting portrait of devastation with every corner and crevice bearing the scars of destruction. It was a complete juxtaposition to the vibrant hues it once boasted. 

Amid the wreckage of a world turned upside down, the silhouettes of lost souls staggered aimlessly. Their faces, once full of life and vibrancy, were now etched with a harrowing blend of shock and despair. The air was punctuated by their cries of anguish, echoing through the ruins like mournful songs. Each desperate call for missing loved ones was a heart-wrenching symphony of longing and fear, their voices raw, heavy with unshed tears and choking sorrow. Rescuers, dressed in their fluorescent uniforms stood out starkly against the monochromatic backdrop and navigated the sea of debris with a palpable sense of urgency. Their movements were swift, purposeful, threading through the chaos with a determination fueled by the hope of preserving life amid the ravages of destruction. 

The man's gaze drifted towards the ruins of a temple, its ornate carvings and ancient inscriptions barely visible beneath layers of rubble and dust. The remnants of a once magnificent structure stood solemnly in the chaos, a powerful symbol of the fragility of the man-made construction. 

He recognized the architecture as distinctly Asian, most likely Chinese, he thought. The sloping roofs adorned with intricate designs, the stone lions guarding the entrance, their fierce expressions now softened by layers of dust. His mind grappled with this observation, attempting to reconcile it with his foggy memories.

He was somewhere in Asia, that much was clear. But how had he ended up here? Why was he here? 

His mind churned, grasping at fragments of memory that danced just out of reach. He felt the thrill of adventure, the exhilaration of traveling where he was now. 

The man studied the people around him. Their faces shown worry and determination as they navigated the ruins. They were speaking to each other in hurried tones and moving with purposeful strides. He observed their features—the almond-shaped eyes, high cheekbones, and dark hair—further confirming his location in Asia. 

Despite this realization, he felt uneasy. There was something profoundly unsettling about not knowing how he had arrived at this place, why he was here amid this devastation. He felt like a puzzle piece forcibly fitted into the wrong slot, out of place and disconnected. 

The man took a deep breath, willing himself to stay calm. His mind was a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces, but he held onto the hope that with time and patience, he would be able to put them together again. 

His gaze returned to the ruined temple, its magnificence reduced to rubble yet still retaining a silent dignity. As he stared at it, he felt an inexplicable connection to it. Like him, it was a monument struggling with its past, a story waiting to be remembered. 

He grappled with the foggy recesses of his mind, fighting to recall his own identity again. No matter how he tried, the pulsating ache in his skull served as a relentless reminder of his own physical torment.

While the man was going through this whirlwind of confusion, the rescuers steered him towards the waiting ambulance. For a moment he looked at the vehicle, hopeful to find sanctuary and the necessary medical care. 

A profound fatigue fell over him as he was gently loaded into the vehicle. The relentless, adrenaline-fueled urgency of his ordeal had finally given way to an overwhelming exhaustion that seemed to seep into his bones.

As soon as the ambulance moved, the man let his eyes closing. The soft, rhythmic hum of the ambulance's engine, coupled with the gentle, rocking sway of the vehicle traversing the uneven terrain, served as a soothing lullaby to him, luring the man into the depths of a much-needed rest. His weary mind grasped the chance to momentarily escape from the day’s horrors, sinking finally into a deep sleep.
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Chapter 2






Earthquake










The man's eyes fluttered open, his vision gradually focusing on the stark white ceiling above him. He was in a room that bore the sterile, unmistakable ambiance of a hospital. The buzz of medical machinery, the faint antiseptic scent in the air, the rustle of starched sheets beneath him, all pointed towards one conclusion. Yet, he could not recall how he arrived there after being put in the ambulance. 

His hand instinctively rose to his throbbing temple, his fingers grazing over the rough bandages that encased the right side of his head. The contact sent a jolt of pain shooting through his skull, causing him to wince. 

Just as he was about to explore further, the door to his room swung open and a man walked in. He was dressed in a white coat, the air of authority around him indicating that he was a doctor.

“Good morning,” he said, in a perfect English. “I'm Dr. Lai and I'm the head of the neurology department here at Puli Christian Hospital in Nantou.”

The man starred at the doctor in silence, slowly going through the doctor's words. Puli. Nantou. 

“How are you feeling?” Dr. Lai continued.

The man looked at him confused. 

The doctor wanted to know what he could remember, if he could piece together any fragments of his past. However, even his simple query seemed to be like a punch to the man's already pounding head. 

The doctor's tone softened as he saw the clear patient's struggle.

“You are in Nantou, Taiwan,” he explained gently. “There's been a massive earthquake. Many buildings have collapsed... including the hotel where you were found.”

The man blinked at this revelation, trying to process the enormity of what he had just been told. An earthquake? A hotel? None of it sparked any recognition in his mind. His past remained an enigma, a puzzle with pieces missing and edges blurred. 

Seeing the patient's distress, the doctor attempted to soothe him.

“Don't push yourself too hard,” he advised gently. “You're stable now and need rest. We will continue our conversation later.” 

As if on cue, the man felt exhaustion tugging at him once again, pulling him under its relentless tide. His eyelids felt heavy, his body longing for the relief of sleep. He gave in to the overwhelming urge to rest, allowing the comforting embrace of sleep to take over as it previously happened when he was put on the ambulance.

The last thing he heard was the doctor's soothing voice assuring him he was safe, before everything faded into the peaceful quiet of sleep.



      [image: image-placeholder]The man found himself in a dreamscape, standing amid an idyllic countryside bathed in golden sunlight. Rolling hills stretched out before him, vibrant rows of what seemed to be grapevines swaying gently in the summer breeze. The scent of blossoms hung heavily in the air, sweet and intoxicating. The distant sound of a child's laughter echoed, filling his heart with an emotion he couldn't place. 

He looked down to see a little girl, her face alight with pure joy. She was chasing butterflies, her tiny hands reaching out to touch the delicate creatures as they fluttered around her. Her laughter was infectious, bubbling up like a stream, filling the air with pure delight.

Suddenly, the sky turned into a menacing gray, covering the sun. A deep rumble reverberated through the ground beneath him. His heart pounded in his chest as he watched the scene change from idyllic to terrifying in mere moments.

The earth shook violently beneath his feet, the rumble growing louder, more intense. He tried to move towards the girl but found himself frozen in place as the ground split open. The little girl's laughter turned into terrified screams as she reached out for him.

“No!” he shouted, his voice drowned by the deafening roar of the earthquake.

He could only watch helplessly as he felt himself being swallowed by the shaking earth.

He jolted awake, gasping for breath as if he had been submerged underwater. His heart was still pounding like a frantic bird trying to escape its cage. His head was exploding.

The dream felt so real. He could still feel the terror that had gripped him. His surroundings came into focus slowly. The sterile white walls of his hospital room first, the soft buzz of medical machinery after. The dream's vividness seemed starkly out of place against this backdrop of cold reality. 

The echoes of the little girl's screams still rang in his ears, chilling him to the bone. He could still feel the phantom sensation of the earth swallowing him whole. It left him with an inexplicable sense of loss, a hollow feeling in his chest that he couldn't shake off. 

The man took a few deep breaths, attempting to calm his racing heart. He wiped the cold sweat from his brow, struggling to shake off the remnants of the nightmare. Despite being wide awake, the dream's terror continued to grip him, making it hard for him to distinguish between reality and his troubled subconscious.



      [image: image-placeholder]A gentle knock echoed through the room, pulling the man from his troubling thoughts. The door swung open and in walked Dr. Lai, his face marked with a practiced blend of compassion and professionalism. Dr. Lai carried an air of authority that seemed to fill the sterile hospital room, providing some minor comfort in the man's chaotic world.

The man took a deep breath, summoning a sense of calm. His gaze met the doctor's.

A question was burning in his mind, and escaped his lips before he could second-guess himself.

“How long have I been here, doctor?”

“Three days,” the doctor replied, his voice steady.

Dr. Lai pulled up a chair beside the patient's bed, easing himself into it. The cold, clinical distance had faded, replaced by an intimate understanding between patient and healer.

The man nodded, attempting to digest this information. Three days. Three days of emptiness where memories should have instead been. He looked down at his hands, noticing for the first time the array of purple bruises blooming across his skin.

“You were trapped under concrete,” the doctor continued, following the man's gaze. “Most of your injuries are superficial. Just bruises and scrapes. But you sustained a significant head trauma.”

The man's hand instinctively rose to touch the bandage wrapped around his head, wincing again as he grazed a tender spot. The doctor continued, introducing an unfamiliar term: Traumatic Brain Injury—TBI for short.

“It appears you've suffered a serious TBI,” he said with measured calmness. “It explains your memory loss... your amnesia.”

The word hung in the air between them, dense and ominous. Amnesia. A medical term for what felt like an existential void.

“We are uncertain how long this will last,” the doctor admitted with an honesty that was both comforting and chilling at once. “Your condition is stable now, but we need to run more tests.” 

As he slowly absorbed the doctor's words, the man felt an odd sense of relief as he could now explain his memory loss. But along with this relief came a torrent of uncertainty. The road to recovery seemed shrouded in fog, the end nowhere in sight.

For the moment, he clung to the doctor's words like a lifeline in turbulent waters.

“Doctor,” he called, “what day is today?” he asked. 

“It's Friday,” the doctor responded.

“No, I mean… what date, doctor?” he asked with a mix of embarrassment. 

“It's September 24th, 1999,” Dr. Lai explained.

The man said nothing, as if that group of numbers meant absolutely nothing to him, lost in time and space as he was.

“I almost forgot…” the doctor interrupted the silence. “This is the only object we found near you.”

Dr. Lai reached into his pocket and pulled out a small plastic bag. Inside was a torn fragment of a photograph. He passed it to the man, his eyes revealing nothing of the potential significance of this seemingly innocuous item.

“It was inside a pair of jeans next to the place you have been recovered,” the doctor added.

The man held the fragment carefully between his fingers, turning it over to examine it. The edges were rough and jagged, a silent proof of its age. He brought it closer, squinting at the details captured on its glossy surface. 

In the foreground stood two young men, their arms slung casually over each other's shoulders in an evident gesture of camaraderie. One was unmistakably him, though he had a youthful look that felt alien now. His dark hair was disordered, his eyes bright with joy. He looked so certain, so sure of his place in the world.

Beside him was another man, his face and features vague and blurry. The man could make out the outlines of a strong jawline and a pair of sharp eyes. He wore a serene smile that mirrored his own.

In the background was an unidentifiable Asian city landscape: a patchwork of old buildings, what seemed to be a local grocery store, and far-off peaks of a few trees dissolving behind gray walls. It could have been many places he had visited in his past life, a life he could no longer remember. 

He stared at the two men's smiling faces for what he felt to be like an eternity, hoping that some semblance of recognition would stir within him. But the photograph remained stubbornly silent, just another mystery in his unraveling life. 

He traced his fingers over the image of himself and the other man, feeling a strange sense of disconnection. This was him, but not him. It was a snapshot from a life he couldn't acknowledge. A friend he didn't recognize. A place he didn't recall visiting. 

The silence in the room was broken by Dr. Lai's voice, as gentle as it was firm.

“Do you remember anything about the photograph?” he asked.

The man looked up, meeting the doctor's gaze with a shake of his head.

“No,” he admitted, his voice barely a whisper. “I don't remember anything.”

The photograph fragment felt heavy in his hands, its significance only deepening his sense of loss and confusion.



      [image: image-placeholder]The following days slipped into a blur of white-coated figures, clinical terminology, and relentless probing. Despite the physical toll, the man slowly regained strength. His bruised body was mending itself, stubbornly persisting through the pain.

A routine was established. The mornings began with check-ups, characterized by a sequence of cold stethoscopes and sterile gloves. Everything was documented as meticulous evidence of his slow but steady recovery.

The days continued, with afternoons full of more specific tests. The man lost count of how many MRIs, CTs, EEGs had to take in the process to establish even the slightest clue of his condition. 

One morning like the others, after the usual round of tests, Dr. Lai appeared in the doorway. He was holding a thick file. The man could read the words “Autobiographical Memory Interview” written on the cover. 

“How are you feeling today?” the doctor asked. 

“I'm OK doctor.” the man responded. 

“No more nightmares?” 

“No doctor. None after the one I told you about.” 

“Good. I'm happy to hear that. I'm hopeful that after today we will be in the position to finalize our diagnosis for your pathology. This is called Autobiographical Memory Interview, or AMI. It’s used to examine how well people think they remember personal events.”

The man was listening with attention.

“This test is reliable enough to understand how people generally remember their past,” the doctor said.

“How does it work?” the man asked, curious.

“It's a simple questionnaire with twelve questions. Read each point and describe as good as you can an event related to the question in the way you remember it from your past. Of course, you should answer honestly. Take all the time you need,” Dr. Lai explained.

“I'll be outside,” he concluded while giving the file to his patient.

The man took the file and started reading the instructions. He then turned the page and started reading the questions.

“Number 1,” he read aloud, “Can you recall a significant life event or milestone that had a profound impact on you? Describe it in detail.”

The man became serious as he went back in time to try to recollect anything that could answer the question. A memory finally popped up.

A sudden clarity came to him, as if a thick veil had been lifted. He found himself standing amid a sea of vibrant colors, the electrifying energy of the crowd pulsating around him. The memory was clear, vivid, and so intense that it felt like he was reliving it in that moment. He was in Hong Kong. The year was 1989.

The memory emerged like a long-lost treasure surfacing from the depths. Hong Kong was a city of contrasts, a blend of old and new, East and West. Skyscrapers jutted into the sky like steel and glass monoliths, casting long shadows over the bustling streets below. Neon signs buzzed with electric life, painting the night in hues of red, blue, and green. The air was thick with the scent of street food—wok-fried noodles, roasted duck, and sweet egg tarts.

He stood in the middle of Nathan Road. People moved like a living river around him, their faces a blur of determination and purpose. Vendors shouted their products from crowded stalls, their voices mingling with the honking of taxis and buses. The noise was overwhelming yet exhilarating. 

The man remembered feeling small amid the towering buildings and relentless energy. However, there was something liberating about it. Here, he could be anyone, or no one at all. The anonymity was intoxicating. 

He walked towards Tsim Sha Tsui, where the Star Ferry terminal was a hive of activity. Ferries glided across Victoria Harbor like gentle giants, moving people between Kowloon and Hong Kong Island. The harbor itself was a vast expanse of water, reflecting the city’s skyline in shimmering fragments. 

As he strolled along the waterfront promenade, he looked at the iconic view of Hong Kong Island’s skyline. The recently completed Bank of China Tower, with its geometric brilliance, was standing tall as a symbol of modernity. Junks with their distinctive red sails glided gracefully through the harbor, a nod to the city’s maritime heritage.

He recalled wandering through Temple Street Night Market later that evening. Under strings of bare bulbs, stalls offered everything from jade trinkets to counterfeit watches. The air buzzed with voices trying to engage him into a bargain and the occasional clink of mahjong tiles from nearby tables where old men played under makeshift tents.

He ended up in a fortune teller’s stall, intrigued by the promise of glimpsing his future. An old woman with wise eyes peered into his palm, muttering cryptic phrases about journeys and choices after spending minutes in unfamiliar calculations. At that moment, he had dismissed it as superstitious nonsense. But now... 

The man let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding for long. The memory faded but left behind a fragment of who he was before everything went dark.

Before continuing with Dr. Lai's questionnaire, the man closed his eyes for a moment, trying to make sure that glimpse of memory remained in his mind and didn’t go already lost after that sudden recollection.

It felt the memory proved he was attracted by Asia, its rich tapestry of hospitality, the resilience and tenacity of its inhabitants. He was sure that this love affair led him to explore further corners of Asia later in life, although he could not recall those subsequent trips.

His heart swelled with emotion as he let himself bask in the warmth of this newly rediscovered memory. It felt like a glimmer of light in the fog of his amnesia.

He went back to the test.

“What memories do you associate with major life transitions?” the next question asked.

The man thought back to Hong Kong and the sense of freedom he felt during that time as he realized he had just finished his studies.

“I studied Business and Economics!” he thought out aloud.

The man now could picture the day he graduated, but he realized at the same time he was nowhere an English speaker would expect to find himself. He was somewhere in Italy, presenting in front of several people his final work. He could feel his loved ones were there, but he could not recognize them. The memory was not very clear and the more he tried to define it, the more it was slipping away.

One thing was certain, however. As surprising as this looked to him, in his memory he could speak Italian fluently. He concluded then that he should still be able to do so, if given the opportunity. This was another glimpse of hope to see his memories to eventually return.

He moved on through the test with excitement and read the next question “Share a vivid memory from your childhood. What emotions does it evoke?”

The man closed his eyes once again, delving into the murky depths of his subconscious. Suddenly, a vision emerged. He was a young boy this time, standing on the threshold of a grand old house. It was a typical Northern Italian house, a two-story building painted in warm hues. The roof was adorned with weathered terracotta tiles, their color faded by time and the elements. Large, shuttered windows dotted the exterior, their ornate wrought iron grilles casting intricate shadows on the sun-drenched walls. 

As he stepped inside, he was enveloped by a sense of familiarity. The high ceilings adorned with exposed wooden beams whispered tales from the past. The cool tiles in cotto under his bare feet soothed his childhood summer restlessness. 

The heart of the house was its spacious living room, where an imposing fireplace stood guard. The kitchen was an orchestra of aromas and flavors. He could almost taste the succulent dishes that were lovingly prepared there. His grandmother's cooking—a symphony of traditional Italian flavors that danced on his tongue—still lingered in his memory. 

Outside, the house boasted a verdant garden. Pine trees swayed gently in the breeze. Nearby, he could recognize a pergola draped with ivy, where he had spent countless hours lost in daydreams and make-believe adventures.

His gaze moved towards the hill, where he could see a multitude of grapevines organized in hundreds of rows. Suddenly, his heart skipped a beat as realization took hold of him. The rolling hills bathed in golden sunlight from the nightmare of a few nights before were not born out of fear but a distant memory of his past.

The man’s mind started to spin in a whirlwind of emotions. He felt a profound connection to the old house, as a glimmering beacon guiding him through the labyrinth of his forgotten past. Was this his childhood home? Where was it? Why could he not remember more?

The man was only at the third question in the test, but he was already feeling exhausted, the heavy weight of his scattered memories increasing as he progressed further. But he decided to continue and keep trying to recover whatever he could from his past.

Question 4: “Describe a time when you felt intense joy, sadness, fear or anger. What triggered these emotions?” 

His mind began to wander again. Unexpectedly, he was back beneath the crushing mass of the rubble, encased in an unforgiving darkness. A cold shiver coursed through his veins, as though he could still feel the rough concrete against his skin and taste the dust that choked the air. 

His heart started pounding in his chest like a war drum, each beat echoing the terror that had gripped him then. The world had collapsed around him, swallowing him whole into its unforgiving jaws. The sounds of distant voices and desperate cries had faded into a terrifying silence, leaving him alone with his fear. 

His breath fastened as the memory crushed over him. His hands started trembling as he clutched the questionnaire, the paper ripping apart under his grip. His pulse roared in his ears, drowning out the steady buzz of the hospital machinery near him.

“No… no…” he murmured to himself, attempting to wrestle control over his spiraling thoughts.

This was too much. Too real. The fear had latched onto him like a leech, sucking away at his temporary newfound resolve of just a moment before.

He dropped the questionnaire onto the bed and pressed a hand to his forehead. His heart felt like it was about to burst from his chest. 

The man called for help and a nurse appeared at the door.

“I need... I need Dr. Lai,” he managed to choke out to the nurse, his voice trembling.

The nurse nodded, her face a mask of concern, and hurried off to find the doctor. 

He leaned back against the pillows, closing his eyes as he attempted to steady his racing heart. He told himself he was no longer in the rubble. He repeated to himself that he was safe. But as the echoes of his past continued to reverberate through his mind, safety felt like a distant dream.

“What happened?” The voice of the doctor finally reassured the man. 

“I can’t. I can’t remember,” he just said.

“OK, calm down now. There’s no reason to panic. We won’t push any further, OK?” the doctor reassured him.

“OK doctor.” The man nodded, slowly regaining control.

“Good. Let me see.” Dr. Lai took the questionnaire and looked at the answers.

“I managed to recollect a travel I did in 1989 doctor,” the man explained.

“That is great!” the doctor exclaimed with enthusiasm. “Anything else?”

“Yes… It seems I spent my childhood in Italy as I can understand Italian apparently,” the man explained.

“Italian? Are you serious?” Dr. Lai thought for a moment. “Give me a second.”

The doctor left the room to then come back after a couple of minutes with a book in his hands. 

“Tell me. Can you read this?” the doctor asked.

The book had the Coliseum in its cover and was titled ‘Roma’. 

“This is a book I bought when I visited Italy last year. They did not have any copies left in English. I was interested in the pictures and so I bought the original version… anyway… can you read it?” the doctor asked frantically. 

The man opened the book on the Introduction page and started reading, as that task was the most normal for him to carry. His amazement was Dr. Lai's amazement.

“You might be Italian!” he declared. “No wonder your English does not sound native. Now it makes sense,” The doctor exclaimed.

The man was stunned. Italian? He could not remember his own name, let alone the country he came from. But as he continued to read the words from the doctor’s book, they flowed naturally. It was as if his tongue had a memory of its own, independent of the fractured pieces of his past. 

His mind began to ask again a million questions. How could he be Italian? Was it possible that he had spent his entire life in Italy before his ill-fated trip to Taiwan? And why did he choose to travel here, of all places? 

“Let's not jump to conclusions yet,” Dr. Lai cautioned, interrupting the man's whirlwind of thoughts.

“It's true that you can read and speak Italian, but we need more proof to confirm your nationality.” 

The doctor was right. As much as the man craved for answers, he needed more concrete evidence. He couldn't simply rely on his ability to speak a language as definitive proof of his origin.

The man nodded, acknowledging the doctor's words.

“What do we do next then?” he asked, a new determination seeping into his voice. 

Dr. Lai appeared thoughtful for a moment before responding.

“We should try to find any form of identification in your belongings from the hotel wreckage,” he suggested. 

The man agreed, feeling a new glimmer of hope that made him feel as if something more tangible to hold on to could be a lead in the muddled mystery of his past.

Dr. Lai left to make arrangements and the man was left alone with his thoughts once again. The room seemed eerily quiet after the excitement that the revelation brought only a few minutes before. His mind spun with possibilities, from images of the rolling vineyards to his childhood house. Then his trip to Hong Kong. He tried to picture himself amid it all, but as he tried to reach for more details, it was like trying to capture smoke with bare hands.

He shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts and avoid additional fatigue for the day. He needed to stay grounded and focus on the facts at hand. Right now, he was in a hospital in Taiwan, recovering from a devastating earthquake, with no memory of his past. The only clues he had were his ability to speak Italian, a trip to Hong Kong in 1989, and an old house in Italy where he spent his childhood.

He leaned back against the pillows, allowing himself to close his eyes. Despite the chaos that was still swirling in his mind, he felt an overall sense of calm. He might not have all the answers yet, but he had somehow the feeling to be on the right path.



      [image: image-placeholder]The next day, the man was settled into his hospital bed, his mind still reeling from the revelations of the previous day. The prospect of uncovering more about his past excited and terrified him at the same time. He took a long, slow breath as Dr. Lai entered the room, holding the familiar AMI questionnaire under his arm.

“Good morning. Are you ready to continue today?” the doctor asked. 

“Yes, I think so,” the man responded, ready for what lay ahead.

“This time we will do it together,” Dr. Lai stated with a reassuring smile.

He sat on the bed and began from where the man left the day before.

“Recall a memorable interaction with a friend, family member or colleague. What made it special?” 

The man delved into the recesses of his mind. A blurry image of a woman emerged, her features indistinct but her presence warm and comforting.

“I remember... my mother,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “I can't see her face clearly, but I know it's her. The way she talks to me, the smell of her perfume... it's all there.”

Dr. Lai scribbled notes, a small smile playing on his lips. “That's good. It means your old memories are still there, just hidden and probably need just some time to get reorganized.”

The questions continued, each one peeling back another layer of his forgotten life. When asked about specific places that left a lasting impression, the man saw again the rolling hills near his childhood home, together with the sun-drenched grass and the gentle breeze, all accompanied by a sense of freedom.

“I used to spend hours exploring those hills,” the man recounted with a smile on his face. “It was my own little world, where anything was possible.”

The man then remembered snippets of his university years. The long nights spent studying, the camaraderie with his fellow students, the pride he felt when he finally graduated. It was a time of growth and discovery that he found to be connected to his trip to Hong Kong, proving that was a chapter in his life that had shaped him in ways he was only now beginning to recollect.

Yet, each remembered piece of his history carried an undertone of sadness, a hard-to-define feeling of loss that he struggled to identify. When asked about brief interludes of happiness, he felt a tight bundle of emotions tightening his chest.

“I feel... I feel that I've been distant from my family for quite some time,” he conceded, his tone a soft whisper. “It's a tangible feeling, like a constant weight on my heart. I can't explain why, but the feeling is unmistakable.” 

Dr. Lai nodded, his expression showing understanding.

“It's not uncommon for amnesia patients to experience emotional responses to memories, even if they can't fully grasp the context,” he explained. 

The man completed the questionnaire without further incident, his mind exhausted but his heart lighter.

As he handed the papers back to Dr. Lai, he realized that each memory he managed to remember, no matter how small or fragmented, was a piece of the puzzle that his life had become. And with each piece, he was one step closer to finding himself again. 

The doctor went through his patient's answers once again. At the end, he sighed. He now had a somber expression that made the man feeling uneasy. With a deep breath, he announced the diagnosis: Retrograde Amnesia—RA for short.

The man remained silent at the sound of those words.

Dr. Lai, with the calm patience of a seasoned professional, began to unpack the complex details of the condition. He described how RA could ruthlessly erase vast segments of one's personal history, as though a merciless editor had taken a scalpel to a person’s life, leaving nothing but a series of blank pages in its wake. He crafted a vivid depiction of the brain along with each part, explaining that the man's traumatic injury involved the temporal lobe, which was thought to be the location where memories are stored. 

“For what we know, there are specific sections of the brain where retrograde, or past, memory is independent from the future memory. Your brain damage seems not affect your ability to form new memories. For example, you remember our encounter, when you were found, and so on.”

The man was paying close attention to what the doctor was telling him. 

“Normally,” he continued, “there is a very gradual recovery in the patient. However, I have to be sincere with you. In the majority of recorded cases, a dense period of amnesia immediately preceding the trauma usually persists.”

“Meaning I may not be able to recollect what happened before my accident?” the man asked, unsure of the meaning of the doctor’s words.

“Yes,” Dr. Lai confirmed.

“How long?” the man then whispered after a moment of hesitation. “How long this period could be? I mean, how much of my life will I not be able to recall?” he asked, shaken.

“First of all, nobody can be certain you will never be able to remember your past, even if at different times. During the tests, you pointed out that the most recent memory you could remember vividly is your trip to Hong Kong, which we know it occurred in 1989. You also can remember events that preceded that specific event, if properly stimulated. It is therefore safe to conclude your last ten years are something you are still struggling to recollect at this point,” Dr. Lai concluded. 

“Ten years,” the man repeated with a sigh. 

“Like I said, your current status doesn't mean you will never be able to recollect events occurred in these ten years. You have to give yourself time.” The doctor tried to relieve him.

The man remained in silence, thinking for a moment about the words of the doctor.

“Can you recall at all any loved ones or friends you have in Taiwan?” Dr. Lai asked, interrupting the silence.

The man went back to wrestled with his thoughts, straining every nerve to summon even a fragment of memory—a name, a face, an echo of laughter, a fleeting sensation, anything that might serve a hint to the doctor’s question. He found nothing but a vast and echoing emptiness. The doctor's question lingered, reverberating in the hollow chambers of the man’s mind, a stark and haunting reminder of the void where a tapestry of memories should have instead been woven. 

“No. I don't have anybody,” he responded hopelessly. 

Just as despair began to claw at him, somebody knocked at the door. A nurse rushed into the room. She whispered something to Dr. Lai who turned to the man with an unreadable expression. 

“There's someone here,” he said carefully. “She's looking for a foreigner who matches your description.” 

Before the man could respond, the unknown person entered the room. A young Chinese woman appeared, her face carrying an elegance that seemed both foreign and oddly familiar to the man. She looked at him with eyes that held an ocean of unspoken words.

“Max!” she shouted, rushing towards him.

“Thank God you are alive!” she said hugging him.

He remained frozen in his bed, not knowing what to do. Finally, he just responded with a feeble “Hi…”
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Chapter 3






Ailing










“Are you OK?” the woman asked.  

He stared again at the woman, his mind whirling in confusion. Who was this woman? Why could he not remember her? And… was Max his name?

Ailing, as she introduced herself, had a calming aura about her that seemed to mute the harshness of the hospital lights. Her dark eyes were full of warmth and concern, offering a soft comfort amid his turmoil. 

She was probably around her mid-30s, a bit short of six feet tall, even if she was wearing a pair of sneakers. She was wearing a simple pair of jeans that were tight around her slim body, and a jade green sweater, a color reflecting the light softly. Her hair was falling along her shoulders. Around her neck was a simple silver necklace with a small jade pendant that matched her sweater. The jade stone was carved into the shape of a plum blossom, a symbol of resilience and perseverance in Chinese culture.

She wore minimal makeup, just enough to enhance her natural beauty without being overpowering. Her lips were tinted with a soft pink shade. She had an understated elegance about her that spoke enough about her character, refined yet humble, strong yet gentle.

She repeated the question. “Max… are you OK?”

His name was Max then. The woman seemed so sure that this should definitely have been his name.  

The odd sense of familiarity remained as Max observed Ailing's attire and demeanor. She clung to him with an intensity that suggested a bond he couldn't remember. The warmth in her eyes seemed to tell a story that he couldn't recollect. There was something about this woman that felt comforting, as if knew her before. But then again, his mind was like a blank slate at the moment, every face was unknown and every experience unfamiliar. 

Eventually, she was just a stranger to him. His gaze traced her delicate features, the almond-shaped eyes brimming with relief, the full lips trembling slightly as she held back tears. Yet no spark of recognition ignited in his memory.

She finally pulled away from him, her dark eyes searching his face with a mix of hope and apprehension. “What is wrong Max?” Her voice was soft, barely above a whisper. A note of despair hung in her words.

Max swallowed hard, shaking his head slowly. “I'm sorry,” he murmured, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. “I don't… I don't remember you…” 

Ailing nodded slowly, as if she had somehow expected a similar response but still found it hard to accept. She moved away from him, pacing the room with a certain grace that seemed both natural and practiced. She then stopped and turned to face him.

“We were supposed to meet at Sun Moon Lake, remember?” She began slowly, her gaze focused on him but her mind clearly elsewhere, lost in memories that only she could recall. “We were going to spend some time together here. To know more about each other. You told me you wanted to tell me something important…” 

Max listened intently as she spoke, his heart aching for the connection that he couldn't feel but desperately wanted to. He also studied her face for any signs of deception but found none. Only raw emotion and a sense of longing that mirrored his own.

The words hung heavily in the air between them as a tangible reminder of their shared history that he couldn't recall. “Sun Moon Lake,” he thought. That was another piece of the puzzle that refused to fit into the incomplete jigsaw of his past. 

“I was supposed to meet you in Taipei on Tuesday and then come down here together. But I could not meet you in Taipei because of some emergency at work so you decided to come here by yourself and wait for me,” Ailing continued, her voice wavering slightly. “Then the earthquake struck... it happened before I could leave Taipei. I was so worried when I heard about the hotel we were supposed to stay…” 

She didn't need to finish her sentence. Max could fill in the blanks himself—the fear, the frantic search, the relief of finding him alive. A narrative that he was part of but that he felt like an outsider to.

A silence settled between them as Ailing finished her recollection. “I came as soon as the roads were reopened.” Her eyes were filled with a deep sadness, but also a determination a clear sign of her strength. They were looking at Max, or at least, the man she knew as Max.

He was sit on his bed, still and quiet, his dark hair contrasting sharply with the stark hospital linens. His face was pale, save for the deep purple bruise that was coming out of the bandage on his right temple.

His look was absent as he was immersed in a strange mix of emotions. Guilt for not remembering, gratitude for her concern, and an inexplicable sense of loss for something he couldn't even remember having.



      [image: image-placeholder]Dr. Lai spoke to Ailing in a hushed tone. “Max's condition is stable for now,” he explained, his voice a soft rumble in the quiet room. “But the trauma he sustained was significant. He's suffering from Retrograde Amnesia, which means he doesn't remember anything of what happened before the accident. We are trying to establish until what time he does not have any memory, and he showed some indication that the memory loss spans for about ten years before the trauma. However, I can't hide that any case of amnesia is not an easy one. They are all different and depend on the subject…” 

Ailing's heart clenched at the words. She glanced at Max again, taking in his peaceful expression. She thought of their conversations, their shared laughter, and the connection they had formed despite their cultural differences.

“But he'll remember me eventually… right?” she asked. 

Dr. Lai sighed heavily. “It's hard to say,” he admitted. “As I said, each case is unique. Some patients regain their memories quickly, while others take months or even years. And some... well, some never remember at all.” 

Ailing felt a cold shiver run through her body at the doctor’s words, but she swallowed her fear, nodding slowly. “I understand,” she just said.

Max could not understand what the two were saying to each other. They were speaking in the foreign language Max heard while under the rubble of the hotels days before and that he could not understand.  

Dr. Lai got closer to the bed and switched to English. He shifted his gaze to Max, his eyes filled with empathy. 

“Well, at least you have a name now, Max,” he smiled at him.

“Yeah…” Max responded. He looked at Ailing and smiled. She smiled back. 

“Is there anything you know about Max that could help him recollect who he was before his injury?” Dr. Lai asked Ailing.

“I'm not sure…” she said, while thinking.

“How did the two of you meet for example?” Dr. Lai asked, curious. 

Ailing hesitated for a moment before she began speaking. 

“We met one night in a bar in New York City while I was traveling there for work. We were both there with colleagues.”

“Max worked for a bank. After we met that night, we remained in touch, as he told me he came very often to Asia for his work. But I confess I know little else about him and his life,” she explained. 

“I… I don't even know his full name,” she admitted, a flush of embarrassment creeping up her cheeks. “I've always known him as Max and he...  he never talked much about his past.”

Both Max and Dr. Lai were listening carefully to Ailing. “Of course, I know he is Italian and that he recently became American, but I know nothing else. I don't know where he grew up in Italy for example. He told me somewhere in the North, but I really don't know exactly where.”

She looked at Max. “You told me you work in infrastructure financing, but I have never asked you for which bank. If I only knew… I… I'm sorry,” she concluded, with a note of despair. 

Dr. Lai took notes in Max's medical chart. “It's quite a lot already Ailing. Thank you,” the doctor said with a smile, meant to support her effort.

“I believe the two of you have a lot to talk, so I'll leave you here while I'm checking on other patients. I'll be back in one hour, alright?”

The doctor exited the room, closing the door behind him. The silence that followed was heavy, filled with the weight of uncertainty and unspoken fears. Ailing's gaze returned to Max, her heart aching with worry for the man she knew and the memories he had lost, including the time spent with her. 

Ailing watched as Max grappled with the reality of his situation. He looked lost, like a sailor adrift in a vast, unforgiving sea. She could see the struggle in his hazel eyes, the pain of being disconnected from his own past. His fingers drummed a steady rhythm on the side of the hospital bed, a telltale sign of his restless thoughts. 

He had been quiet for some time, absorbed in his internal turmoil. Ailing knew she couldn't comprehend the full extent of his confusion, but she empathized with his difficulties by remaining silent. 

“I was… I was living in New York City… as a banker?” Max finally broke the silence, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“Yes,” Ailing confirmed gently. “We met there.” 

“But how… why can't I remember any of that?” He was staring at his hands now, as if they held the answers he sought. 

Ailing reached out to him, her hand resting lightly on his. “Max, you suffered a severe injury. Your brain is trying to protect itself.” 

“But why Italy to New York… then Taiwan?” His voice held a desperate edge, the question hanging heavily in the air. 

“I don't know,” Ailing admitted softly. She wished she had more answers for him, but all she could offer was her presence and support. 

“Has there been anything between us? I mean, you said we met in New York so have we been together for long?” Max asked. 

“No, no, it's not like that. We met that night, we had a drink together, we talked a lot, but we never saw each other again afterwards. We only stayed in touch via email.”  

Max's gaze wandered out the window, lost in thought. His past life has never felt so alien to him as in that moment. He was trying to fit pieces into a puzzle that was simply getting bigger and didn't seem to make any sense as fragments appeared to be disconnected from his present reality. It was as if he was standing at the edge of an abyss, peering into the unknown depths of who he once was. 

Ailing watched him as he went back to his thoughts. The room fell silent once more, filled only with the rhythmic beep of the heart monitor and Max's quiet contemplation. His gaze was distant, his thoughts a tangled maze of questions and confusion.

As she watched him, Ailing couldn't help but wonder about the man Max used to be, and who he would become in his quest to reclaim his forgotten past. She did not have the courage to try to find the answer to this question in that moment.

Finally, Max looked at her. “I'm sorry” he said. 

“For what?” Ailing asked surprised. 

“For me. For this… You said we were supposed to spend some time together. To know more about each other. Now, I don't even know who I am…” Max said with a note of anger. “I'm really trying Ailing, but I can't recollect anything. Nothing!” His eyes were watering, a sign of desperation for his status he could do nothing but accept. 

Ailing felt a rush of empathy for Max. She saw the pain in his eyes, the frustration at his own mind's betrayal. His vulnerability touched her deeply, stirring a protective instinct she didn't know she possessed. 

“You don't have to apologize, Max,” she whispered. Her heart was heavy with his sorrow, but she knew he needed strength now, not pity.  

He looked at her then, his eyes filled with a profound sadness that made her heart ache. 

Without thinking, Ailing reached out and gently touched his arm. His muscles tensed under her touch, but he didn't pull away. Encouraged by his lack of resistance, she moved closer and wrapped her arms around him in a gentle hug. 

His body stiffened in surprise, but then he relaxed into her embrace. She could feel the tension drain from him as he buried his face in her shoulder. 

“It's okay,” she whispered into his ear. “You're not alone in this, Max.” 

Ailing could feel Max's grip tighten around her. It was as if he has been lost in a vast ocean of uncertainty, struggling to keep his head above water and now he could finally hold on to her like a lifeline. His breath hitched and she could feel the dampness of tears on her shoulder. 

In that moment, Ailing made a silent vow to herself. She would help Max navigate this stormy sea of forgotten memories and help him find solid ground once more. She would stand by him, guide him through the confusing maze of his past until he could remember who he was and go back to become the man she once knew. 

“Did the doctor say when you can leave the hospital?” Ailing asked with determination. 

“I don't know. I have never asked actually. I believe we finished the tests at this point, but I honestly don't even know whether I'm able to walk. Since the time I arrived here, I have never left this bed or the wheelchairs they put me on. And then…” Max stopped for a moment as if he suddenly realized something he never thought about before “…then I guess the other reason they are keeping me here is that I don't have a document or anything that could prove who I am. And without an identity, how can they allow me to go around Taiwan?”
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Chapter 4






Identity









Ailing left the hospital with a heavy heart, her mind a whirl of thoughts and emotions. The drive back to her temporary residence was quiet, the silence filled only by the hum of the car engine and the occasional chatter of the radio among the notes of local pop music.  

The city of Puli was still in chaos. Even though several days had passed since the earthquake, its effects were still glaringly visible. Buildings that once stood tall and proud were now reduced to mere rubble, a grim reminder of the disaster's destructive power. A red-tiled building was lying on its side, the pillars on its ground floor completely broken by the sheer forces of mother nature. Rescue workers continued to swarm over the debris, their bright vests standing out against anything else. The sound of drills echoed in the air as they tirelessly worked to recover and remove what was left. The chance to find survivors was almost nil by now. 

As Ailing passed by what remained of WenWu Temple Hotel she couldn't help but tremble. The building where Max was found was a stark skeleton of its former glory, now just a mound of broken concrete and twisted metal. Ailing felt a lump form in her throat as she thought about Max, buried under that rubble, fighting for his life only a few days before. She tried to concentrate on the radio and avoid imagining such moments.

It was dark when she reached her hotel, a small establishment in the countryside that had somehow survived the earthquake relatively unscathed. The place was simple, nothing extravagant and yet comfortable enough for her stay. Her room was big enough and with basic furnishings; a bed, a small desk and chair, and a window from where she could see a portion of Sun Moon Lake and, just a bit further, the city's battered skyline. 

Ailing sank into the worn-out armchair by the window, her gaze wandering over the placid surface of water. Her mind was a flurry of memories and lost opportunities. She had planned a simple, yet beautiful vacation with Max, one that was now reduced to nothing but a haunting memory.

She remembered the excitement in Max's voice when he suggested the idea of visiting Taiwan. “It'll be an adventure,” he had said, his firm voice sounding with anticipation. They had shared locations after consulting travel guides, choosing destinations, making lists of places to visit and foods to try.  

Sun Moon Lake was supposed to be their first stop. She could still recall the day she told him about it and his fascination when learning the lake looked like a sun and a moon joined. They were supposed to watch the sunset together, sitting on the banks of the lake with a picnic basket between them. Ailing had planned to introduce him to local delicacies, she wanted him to taste her favorite sweet potato balls, and the freshly made oyster omelet from the nearby markets.

Max was supposed to try paddle boarding on the calm waters of the lake, something he had never done before. Ailing had laughed at his playful apprehension about falling into the waters of the lake. She had promised him she would capture that moment, a snapshot for them to look back on later. 

She closed her eyes, her heart aching with the deep contrast between what they had planned and the reality they were now facing. She clutched her pendant, the tiny jade stone that hung from a silver chain around her neck. Her grandmother had once told her it represented a token of luck. She needed that luck now more than ever, not for herself but for Max. 

Over the next few days, Ailing found herself caught in a routine of hospital visits and silent vigils by Max's bedside. She watched as he slowly regained his strength. From taking his first shaky steps to finally being able to move around without help.

Each minor victory was celebrated with quiet joy and each setback met with renewed determination. Ailing stood by him through it all, offering encouragement and companionship. Despite his visible frustration and moments of despair, Max pushed through with an admirable tenacity. 

As she watched him fighting his way back to health, Ailing couldn't help but admire Max's resilience. His amnesia was a formidable adversary, but he faced it head-on, refusing to be defeated. His tenacity was a visible trait of his character that was finding its way back, proving that the man she once had known was still there.

In Max's struggle, Ailing found her own strength. She resolved to continue to help him in his journey, to stand by him as he pieced together his past. She didn't know how long this would take or if he would ever fully recover his memories, but she was willing to wait. For Max's sake and for the hope that he would one day remember her.



      [image: image-placeholder]It was just like another day in Ailing's routine when the Police arrived at Puli Christian Hospital to talk about Max. The group was formed by two police officers of the Nantou County Police Bureau as well as detective Chang, a representative of the National Police Agency, the organization in charge for any matters related to foreign affairs in Taiwan. A man of middle age, detective Chang exuded an aura of resolute determination that seemed as unwavering as the immaculate lines of his meticulously maintained dark blue uniform. His presence alone commanded respect, a result of the countless years spent in the relentless pursuit of justice. 

The group found Max sitting at the chair nearby his bed as they entered. He watched as detective Chang took a seat next to him, his movements smooth and deliberate.

The man didn't seem rushed or flustered like the other officers that entered the room just before him. He carried an air of quiet authority that put Max at ease, despite the awkward situation that was unfolding in front of his eyes.

“Officer Lin,” Chang addressed one of the police officers in the room, “could you please get me some tea?” 

The officer nodded and hurried out of the room. Max marveled at the respect this man commanded. His own memories might have been lost, but he could still recognize authority when he saw it. 

Chang turned to Max, his dark eyes assessing him with a thoughtful gaze.

“I am detective Chang Ming-Hao,” he began, his voice deep and steady. “I am with the National Police Agency.”

His English was good, much better than what Max had expected. It was clear that Chang was no ordinary police officer and the fact this man was sent all the way from Taipei to meet him proved how special his situation was. Max gave a small nod, unsure of what to say. 

The silence stretched between them, broken only by the distant sounds of activity from the hospital corridors. 

Max clung to the edge of consciousness, straining to pay attention to Chang's words through the foggy haze of his persistent amnesia.

“We've been informed about your case by Dr. Lai,” Chang began, his voice stern but not unkind. “We attempted to recover any belongings from the Wen Wu Temple Hotel. Unfortunately, we have been unsuccessful.” 

Max blinked, absorbing the words. The hospital room felt like it was shrinking around him, each syllable from the officer a reminder of his uncertain identity.

“See, you were found near the exit of the hotel. You were found wearing only underwear with nearby you a pair of jeans. You were bare feet, not even with slippers. We concluded that you actually tried to exit the building during the earthquake.” He paused for a while. “As we all know, you did not make it.”

In that moment the officer came back with the tea, temporarily interrupting the inspector’s flow.

“However, you were one of the few survivors of the hotel, the others being extracted from the higher floors of the building. You got lucky as the lobby of that hotel had an area with no floors above it. Others found on the ground floor have not been this lucky,” he considered.

The inspector continued the reconstruction of the events of that terrible night. “The fact you were away from your room makes the search of your belongings very difficult. But to be fully honest, by judging from the status of the different personal items the local police is recovering from the hotels' rubble, I don't believe they would have been that useful, anyway. Most of them are either damaged beyond repair or had been completely soaked in water to the point they made them useless to our investigations.”

Chang took the tea from the table and had a short sip.

“I believe I don't need to explain the complexity of your situation… Mister… can I call you Mister Max?” he asked. 

Max nodded. Chang continued, mentioning that no Italians or Americans with a name resembling to ‘Max’ had entered Taiwan in the days preceding the earthquake. That meant the riddle of his identity was proving harder to solve than anticipated. 

“The local authorities will have to treat your case specially,” the officer explained. “First of all, we need to figure out how you can stay in the country without documents. Even if we assume you are an Italian and maybe an American citizen—like the report from Dr. Lai seems to conclude—we can't issue a visa without a passport. But, as you can understand, you can't have a passport without a name.” Chang stopped for a second before continuing.

“Even if—and this is yet to see—we could get you a visa somehow, this is going to take some time,” he added. 

“How long?” Ailing asked.

She had been a silent spectator until that moment, but listening to what detective Chang shared made her now anxious.

“Difficult to say, Miss Ling. The earthquake slowed down several administrative processes in Taipei. Maybe two months? Three?” Chang responded, serious. 

“Your case, Mister Max, it's something that I guess not many had to deal with before. And not only here in Taiwan,” he concluded.

Max's heart sank. He was officially a man without a country, a ghost adrift in an unfamiliar world. But as he grappled with despair, a familiar voice broke through his thoughts. 

“I'll take responsibility for him,” Ailing declared, her voice firm and resolute.

Her dark eyes met Max's, offering him an anchor in the stormy sea of his confusion.

“I take him to live with me in Taipei. Max can't continue to live in a hospital, especially considering he came here to visit me.”

Her expression then changed, bringing out the resolution Max learned to recognize in the days spent near her.

“I’m a Taiwanese citizen,” she started, “and I'm sure there is a way to make him as a temporary resident with me in Taipei,” she stated, challenging the group of men in the room.

Max looked at Ailing with surprise. There he had a woman ready to defend him and determined to find a way to unlock his precarious situation. A woman that he didn't even remember, but that he certainly knew it was special for him once.

The two police officers exchanged glances among each other. Detective Chang remained silent, thinking about the possible ramifications of a positive answer.

“Assuming this can be feasible, Miss Ling, you must know that Mister Max could not leave your place without you, nor can he be free to leave Taiwan,” he stopped for a moment to find the right words for his next sentence. “What I mean, Miss Ling, is that, as it stands now, with no proof of identity, he is our responsibility. We don't want to end up with more problems than what the earthquake has already inflicted to this country. I hope you understand,” Chang concluded. 

“I think I fully understand detective,” Ailing responded. “My request remains the same.”

Chang looked at her and continued thinking, his look now serious. 

“Miss Ling, what you decided to do is very kind, but… well, I don't know how else to put this… from our local law perspective, we will need to consider Mister Max status the same as for a person that is under house arrests,” he continued.

“Are you going to arrest him!?” Dr. Lai intervened with a hurried tone. 

“He's not a criminal detective! Moreover, I believe Max has gone through enough and he certainly doesn't deserve to be treated like a criminal!” he argued. 

The detective was now visibly embarrassed.

“I certainly did not mean that. I’m sorry if my words didn’t convey what I really had in mind,” he tried to explain, “but please understands that I represent the law of our country here and I will need to go back to Taipei with some sort of resolution for this case, at least on a temporary basis. I know it doesn't sound right to limit Mister Max movements at this time, but I'm pretty sure everybody agrees that having him in Taipei with Miss Ling is better than having him here confined in this hospital,” Chang said while looking at Max as if he was expecting a support of some kind from the man. “As of now, this solution can come only with limitations. I’m afraid.”

“It's OK doctor,” Max said, easing the conversation. “I believe I understand nobody wants to have a man that has no clue about who he is around the country,” he then added, while looking at Chang, almost as a response of the detective’s look.

Chang nodded his agreement. The other officers were rigid and silent as statues. They were little more than spectators to the scene, their grasp of the subject matter likely falling short. Despite their relative insignificance in the conversation, their presence lent an air of formality to the proceedings. It felt as though Max was not merely partaking in a discussion but standing at the center of an impromptu trial. 

“Detective,” continued Max, “I was just thinking while you were explaining my situation, that putting my picture in the local newspapers may help?” 

“Of course,” replied with a convinced tone the detective. “In addition, we will circulate your picture at the American Institute and the Representative Office of Italy in Taipei. I'm sure they will find a way to recognize you and match you with their records through the network of their embassies.” 

“OK then. It seems we have a plan here,” Dr. Lai said. “Detective, I will need you to send me all the documents so that I can start my paperwork to dismiss Max. His rehabilitation therapy is reaching the final stage.”

Chang held Max's gaze, his normally stern features relaxing as he nodded in agreement. A rare smile began to shape his lips, a silent evidence of the relief he felt at having found a plausible solution he could present to his superiors. He took a moment to revel in the small victory, to then go back to his common authoritarian expression. 

Chang and the police officers left the room with Dr. Lai following them, closing the door behind them.

Ailing and Max remained alone in the hospital room. She cast her gaze towards Max, smiling at him.

Yet, he seemed a world away, caught in the maze of his mind, wrestling once again with the perplexing reality of his circumstances.



      [image: image-placeholder]Days blurred into weeks as Max's condition steadily improved. Eventually, his bandages, once a constant reminder of his injury, were finally removed. The absence of the white gauze unveiled the distressing reality of his torment. With his injury no longer concealed, he could now see the abnormal shape of the right side of his skull, the result of his bones finding their way in remerging together. It was a blunt reminder of what he had survived, an unwelcome token from an experience he couldn't remember. 

He had become familiar by now with the sterile scent of the hospital and the constant buzz of medical equipment around him. The white walls and fluorescent lights had become his world, even if now he was spending more and more time in the garden surrounding the hospital. The contact with the lush nature of the island accelerated the return of his strength, and as his strength returned, so did his longing for freedom. 
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