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To Mom and Dad for giving me life

To Benjamin, Patrick, and Kassidy for patiently teaching me about life and guiding me so lovingly through life

To Jim for enabling me, even encouraging me, to share with the world so much about this, our crazy life

I sincerely hope some good can come from all of this, especially for those with TBI, their families, and their friends.
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These Are the Days of Our Lives

—Queen

I never had aspirations as a writer. But here I am, writing. I was a difficult child. But evidently I wasn’t all that different from most other children growing up in the 1960s and 70s. I lacked motivation in school. And yet report cards show me to be an excellent student. I got drunk a lot as a teenager but I have never tasted alcohol. I have no idea what falling in love feels like, and yet I have been married for almost thirty years.

These examples are just a small sampling of the many inconsistencies that make up my life as I know it. Actually, my lives. I have at least two of them. My first life began when I was born in the summer of 1965 and progressed through until the spring of 1988. I do not have any genuine memories from any of this first life. Then there is the life I mostly remember living since roughly 1991 or 1992. But I have discovered recently that I have several other “lives” as well. Because I depend solely on the stories of others to fill in decades of living, anecdotes about who I was, what I did, and how I lived, I have found that my life story varies depending on whom I talk to. And a lot of the time, accounts of a certain event don’t just differ but totally contradict each other.

I had no idea how much this life of mine would transform when I first began telling my story. After Daniel de Visé’s article about me appeared in the Sunday edition of the Washington Post, on May 21, 2011, suddenly my family and I were big news. I became kind of a poster child for traumatic brain injury (TBI). People wanted to interview me on both radio and television. I received hundreds of e-mails from people living all over the world relating their own struggles living with TBI, and telling me that my story gave them hope.

Literary agents began contacting me asking if I would be willing to write a memoir, and at first the thought of writing a book seemed preposterous to me. But as I read about the hopes, as well as the frustrations, of other people who were reaching out to me, it suddenly dawned on me that maybe telling my story could help get the word out about what it is like to live in an often confusing world, made even more confusing because of a baffling brain injury.

However, if I agreed to write my story, I wanted to make sure that I would be able to tell the whole sordid tale, not only with my family’s permission but with their blessing as well. This story is not some kind of fairy tale that begins with “once upon a time” and ends with “and everyone lived happily ever after.” I wanted to write truth. And that’s when it began to get tricky. As my husband, Jim, and I like to say, the whole thing was a mission “fraught with peril.” How is someone like me, with no memories of at least the first twentysomething years of her life, supposed to write a memoir? And how are friends and family in the year 2013 supposed to remember exactly what I was like and what I was doing in 1965? 1972? 1980? How are those same friends and family members supposed to remember what exactly happened on a Sunday afternoon in May of 1988?

With the help of Daniel de Visé, I was able to track down my medical records from the hospital in Fort Worth, Texas. Dan agreed to undertake the job of researcher, investigating some of the medical breakthroughs that have been made in the science of the brain since the 1980s, as well as brain conditions that continue to baffle the medical community. He then sifted through all of those details and made an attempt to explain them to me. In addition, I have spoken with many people who knew me as I was growing up. I have had long conversations with my parents and siblings, as well as other close family members and friends.

It is difficult for me to be so unbelievably dependent on stories about myself from other people as I try to get to the truth about my life. Part of me realizes that I will never really know exactly what I was like before my head injury or understand why I am the way I am now. But another part of me stubbornly refuses to give up as I try desperately to fit pieces together in an ever-changing life-size puzzle.
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Life in the Fast Lane

—The Eagles

I don’t remember any of what I’m about to tell you. Sure, I know the story, but it is just a story related to me by others, in bits and pieces, over many years. I have attempted to collect those scraps in order to present a narrative that feels real and whole. But it has been difficult. I have had to interpret the story, to picture the scenes in my mind, just as you are about to do. Some of the pieces are missing, because the people who witnessed them have forgotten the details, or because the people have themselves disappeared. Part of what continues to be maddening for me is the number of questions I still have that nobody seems to be able to answer in any kind of satisfactory way. Imagine the defining day of your life, stitched together from other people’s memories.

This story starts on May 22, 1988. It is important to appreciate that what happened on that day was quite literally life changing for many people. Not just me. As I write about what transpired, I will rely chiefly on the memories of my husband, Jim, the only living soul who was present on that day and can recount what happened. Or at least how he remembers it happening. I was there, too, of course, but my memories are lost. My two sons were there, but they were too young to remember what took place that day.

This was the day that my old life ended and my new life began. I died, in a way, and was reborn, with the same physical form, but not the same mind. My body still knew how to do a few of the things I had taught it to do, like play the drums and ride a bicycle. But that’s where the similarities end. The two Sus have lived separate lives. She never knew me, and I know nothing of her except what people have told me. She rebelled; I conform. She broke rules; I follow them. She drank and smoked pot; I don’t even know the taste of beer or wine, and the smell of smoke makes me physically ill. I like vegetables; she hated them. She loved to swim; I am absolutely terrified of the water.

I still to this day sit around with my family and listen to stories about the other Su, in the same way that a child might sit and hear of things that happened before she was born. Our family history has two distinct chapters, Before Su and After Su. My husband, being a computer geek, sometimes calls me Su 2.0.

You might wonder how it feels to wake up one morning and not know who you are. I don’t know. The accident didn’t just wipe out all my memories; it hindered me from making new ones for quite some time. I awoke each day to a house full of strangers. Every morning began with a lesson: Welcome to your new life. And this wasn’t just a few days. It was weeks before I recognized my boys when they toddled into the room, months before I knew my own telephone number, years before I was able to find my way home from anywhere. I have no more memory of those first several years after the accident than my own kids have of their first years of life.
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Jim and me in Texas, spring 1986. I am pregnant with Benjamin.



Until recently, I didn’t even know the exact date that the accident happened. Isn’t that sad, not knowing the precise moment when your life changed forever? All I knew, or thought I knew, was that it was a February afternoon in 1988. Jim thought it was a weekday. Those details and facts turned out to be wrong. The hospital records, when we finally got them, put the date of my injury at May 22, a Sunday, three days before Jim’s and my third wedding anniversary.

That particular day started out as a very typical Sunday in the Meck home. The first nine hours of that day were so routine, in fact, that there’s not much Jim remembers for certain. When people remember stuff, it’s usually the remarkable or shocking things, and the first part of that day was utterly unremarkable. It’s the events from later in the day that are unforgettable. Well, not for me. And try to keep in mind that every memory from Jim is scarred by panic, pain, and loss.

Here, then, is what would have happened on a typical Sunday for me in the spring of 1988. I can’t stress enough that this is not a factual account of what transpired that day, but merely an educated guess.

I awoke that morning tangled up in candy-striped flannel sheets on our king-size waterbed. Warm Texas sunshine was already streaming through the arched Spanish-style window of the bedroom, making a crisscross shadow pattern of the decorative wrought-iron bars on our beige carpet.

As I lay in that place halfway between sleep and wakefulness, I looked around the white-walled room and took stock of the facts: I was only twenty-two, and already twice a college dropout, thrust into the routines of marriage and motherhood, transplanted from Main Line Philadelphia to a faceless working-class suburb of Fort Worth. Next to me lay Jim, my husband and the father of my two baby boys. Benjamin, who was just shy of his second birthday, was sleeping in a twin bed in his room, beneath a dinosaur comforter. Patrick, at eight months, slept in his crib in the tiny third bedroom. Because it was a Sunday, Jim and I would head to church with the boys in a few hours. But first, if our early-morning whispers with each other did not wake the boys, Jim and I may have quickly and quietly made love. Afterward, we may have talked about plans for our wedding anniversary as well as Benjamin’s second birthday. Both were coming up. Our anniversary was in just three days. Were reservations already made for a fancy dinner out? Did we have a babysitter lined up? Did we exchange cards? Gifts? Benjamin’s birthday was only ten days away. Were there birthday gifts for him already bought, wrapped, and hidden away somewhere? Had I sent birthday party invitations to a bunch of the neighborhood kids? Or maybe that’s something that I was going to do after church that day.

We eventually got up and padded off to the shower together, tiptoeing across the worn carpet on soft feet, still trying our best not to wake the boys. After showers and dressing, I poked my head into Benjamin’s room to get him up and going before heading to change Patrick’s diaper and get him his morning bottle. As I carried Patrick toward the kitchen, I couldn’t help but glance at the walls in the hallway lined with dozens of framed photos of our young family: Benjamin being held by my parents, dressed in his white baptismal outfit; another of Benjamin, sleeping facedown in his cake on his first birthday; Jim and me out in Middle-of-Nowhere, Texas, holding hands with strangers during Hands Across America; a photo of my tiny, premature baby, Patrick; and then other pictures as he fattened up; pictures taken at our wedding; our first Christmas together; the four of us moving into this, our first house.

That was my life. Was it the life I wanted?

Had I always dreamed of marrying at nineteen and having a child at twenty, and another child just one year later? Did I really envision myself dropping out of college and living as a homemaker in Fort Worth? Probably not. But if my life wasn’t proceeding quite according to plan, was there some other plan? Did I wake up that morning to any pangs of regret, or of resignation? Did I lie in bed sometimes and fantasize of escape, silently wishing myself away from this family and this home? Did I still think of or dream about my high school boyfriend? I imagine I did. After all, he and I had dated for more than three years. Did I ever wonder where he was or what he was doing? Did I even have time for any of this wondering, wishing, and thinking, or did I just accept things as they were? Everyone has secrets, don’t they? What were mine? I will never know. Jim, my husband, remembers what I was like back then, but his memories are not mine. And there are limits to what one person can really know of another. Jim can barely remember what I said and did back then. How could he possibly know what I thought about?

It was a thirty-minute drive to First Presbyterian, a huge church along the Trinity River in downtown Fort Worth. Jim and I probably entered the sanctuary a few minutes late after dropping Benjamin and Patrick off with the attendants in the nursery. We sat in roughly the same place every Sunday, on the right-hand side in front of the pulpit, halfway down the aisle. Never too close to the front, like the good Presbyterians we were. For the next hour, Jim and I sang the hymns, recited readings, prayed, and listened to the sermon, something I can’t even imagine now. Church is one of those things that the new me has never quite figured out. I still don’t fully understand the endless monologues about this man named Jesus who lives everywhere while being invisible, who is dead but still alive, both father and son. I have no idea if I in fact had faith or even believed in God before. But after the accident, I found myself wishing that instead of having to sit through an hour-long church service, I could instead slip away and join my sons in their Sunday school classrooms, where perhaps things were explained a bit more clearly.

After church, we returned home to our ranch house on El Greco Avenue, a tiny house with the water heater tucked right inside the front hall closet to save space. I cannot recall that house on El Greco, but Jim has shown me pictures. It was a tract home in a working-class neighborhood called Wedgwood, south of downtown Fort Worth. All the homes in that neighborhood, constructed in the mid-1970s, were built for first-time homeowners. It was a neighborhood of pregnant moms and strollers, older station wagons, and backyard barbecues. Our house at 6609 El Greco was indistinguishable from all the others. There was a house just like ours to the left, and another on our right. We moved into it in 1987, hoping to settle down and stay put after five moves in and around Fort Worth in just two years.

It was my habit in those days to sit outside on the ribbed, folding lawn chair on our back patio with a fresh legal pad for a Sunday-afternoon routine of letter writing while the kids played in the yard. I was a good writer back then, with a broad vocabulary of SAT words and a confident, flowing script. Family and friends all lived far away from us, so I regularly included updated photos of the boys in my letters. One letter for my parents, one for my grandparents, letters for my brothers and sisters, possibly one for my high school friend Kathy and another for Michele, my college roommate. One for each of the people I was about to forget.
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When I was in high school, I lived with my family in a wealthy Philadelphia suburb. I was the fourth of five children, and I wanted for nothing. My father was a chemical engineer, my mother an overachieving stay-at-home mom who did more in five minutes than most moms accomplished in a whole day. I was made in their image, with a clever mind, musical talent, an athletic body, and a determined, but reasonably stubborn personality.

But I ended up labeled as the Millers’ rebellious child. In fifth grade, when I was asked to pick a musical instrument, I chose the drums. In high school, I drank, smoked pot, and partied hard, though I still managed to earn mostly A’s and B’s. I went to college at Ohio Wesleyan University, a private liberal arts school, with a pretty campus in the town of Delaware, just north of Columbus. At the beginning of my sophomore year, I got pregnant and had an abortion. At the end of my sophomore year, I dropped out of college, got married, moved to Texas, started school at Texas Christian University, got pregnant again, and dropped out again, all by the age of twenty.

I married at nineteen, over my parents’ strong objections. It’s weird for me to think about, but I was, then, younger than my daughter, Kassidy, is now. My parents apparently couldn’t stop me. I sure as hell would stop her. Or at least I hope I would. What was it about me that couldn’t be stopped? What about me was so uncontrollable? To run off and get married at nineteen? I would go to the ends of the earth before I would let my daughter do that. What about me could my parents not stop? That’s a big question for me now, and I don’t have an answer. Nobody does.
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I was a drummer in the Conestoga High School Pioneer Marching Band during the golden years of the early 1980s.



I met Jim at Ohio Wesleyan my freshman year. He was a junior and had seen me in the OWU Look Book, the book put out by the school with all the pictures of new freshman and transfer students, in the fall of 1983. He walked up to me at a band practice that September and said, “Oh, hi, you must be Su. You’re a freshman here, right?” He says I looked at him as if he was dog shit I had just scraped off my shoe. Both of us were in other relationships. But late that fall, we ended up in a car together on a weekend canoe outing with his fraternity and my sorority. On the way back, in a Wendy’s drive-through, he kissed me.

Four years later, Jim was a twenty-four-year-old software engineer at General Dynamics, a campus of forty-thousand workers across from Carswell Air Force Base, and part of the Strategic Air Command. GD and Carswell AFB were cogs in the tank-tread wheels of the old Cold War America. He left at 7:15 each morning in jeans, loafers, and a polo shirt and spent his days writing software for F-16 fighter jets. Many of our neighbors were young single-income families whose husbands and fathers also worked at General Dynamics. Mike and Pam Knote, for example, lived right across the street and were only a few years older than we were, with two boys of their own, a five-year-old and a toddler. Mike Knote went off to work at General Dynamics every day, just like Jim. Pam stayed home, just like me.

During the day, Jim and I seldom spoke to each other. His scheduled work hours usually ended at four, but most days he worked late into the evenings in order to get the overtime. So I never really knew when he was going to arrive home. He didn’t like me to call him at work, but I was okay with that. I was happy to sit at home and wait to eat with him after feeding the boys their supper. The evening entertainment was usually books or a video. And there was always music playing.
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My Conestoga High School senior portrait that was used in the freshman Look Book at Ohio Wesleyan University in fall 1983.



I loved rock-and-roll music, mostly from the 1960s and 70s, as well as all the great current 1980s stuff. I still have all of my old vinyl records and a huge cassette-tape collection. More than anything, I liked and often played along with my favorite drummers: Neil Peart from Rush, Keith Moon from the Who, Nick Mason from Pink Floyd, John Bonham from Led Zep, and, of course, Ringo. Unfortunately, we ended up having to sell my drum kit early in our marriage. There were bills to pay. After the accident, Jim remembers me putting on records and dancing around the living room with the boys. Maybe we did that before the accident, too. Maybe we had danced around the living room on that very Sunday afternoon in May.

We had resided in the house on El Greco for less than a year, but Jim already knew the way to the hospital. I was apparently accident-prone. Less than three years earlier, at our wedding, my father had taken Jim aside and told him, “Find the nearest emergency room as soon as you get to Texas, because about every six months, Su finds a need to be there.”

In our short time living on El Greco, I had already proven him right. Eight months earlier, a fierce bout of influenza had sent me into early labor. Patrick was born in the hospital downtown, a month premature and weighing not quite four pounds. We called him our little spider monkey. A few months after that, Benjamin, while throwing a typical eighteen-month-old’s temper tantrum, had hurled a heavy wooden Playskool truck through the window in our bedroom, creating a hole the size of a volleyball in the glass. Impulsive and impatient, I reached through the broken glass to pick up the truck and somehow managed to slice through the webbing between my thumb and forefinger, badly injuring my hand. When I couldn’t get the bleeding to stop on my own, I called Jim. He drove right home and took me to the ER. I ended up needing nineteen stitches both inside my hand and out.

[image: Image]

As we settled into our evening routine on that Sunday in May, Jim thinks that he and I talked about the possibility of renting a movie after the kids had gone to bed. Then our thoughts turned to, “What shall we eat for dinner?”

Later I was clattering around the electric stove making macaroni and cheese, adding dollops of Velveeta to the pot because that was the way Benjamin liked it, smooth and creamy with no lumps. I may have been planning to boil some peas in another pot. Jim sat at the kitchen table, reading the Sunday edition of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram and playing the part of suburban dad. Benjamin sat in his high chair eating Cheerios. I may have also been fixing a bottle of milk for Patrick, who was crawling around entertaining himself with his toys on the carpet in the family room right off the kitchen.

It’s the next moment when Jim’s memories come into sharp focus. He distinctly remembers seeing Patrick out of the corner of his eye, crawling from the family room into the kitchen.

Nobody knows what exactly happened next. Jim’s back was turned. “I hear this noise,” Jim recalls. “I have only an auditory memory of what it sounded like. I remember being startled. I turn, and this is the picture: It’s something out of the movie Carrie, where I’m standing, I’m turning, you’re holding out Patrick, and as you’re handing him to me, you’re collapsing, blood flowing from your head down your front.” As I crumpled to the floor, Jim says he watched the light in my eyes go out.

For a few seconds, Jim just stood there, his mind not yet comprehending what had happened.

“I’m trying to figure out what to do next,” he recalls, “because what I’m seeing makes no sense.”

My body lay on the floor in a heap, inert. The ceiling fan hovered a foot or so above me. Somehow, those facts were connected.

Jim’s moment of paralysis passed. He stepped around my fallen body and the swaying ceiling fan and crossed the kitchen to the telephone hanging on the wall just around the corner. With Patrick in one arm and the phone in the other, he dialed 911.

“Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

“I’m in my house. My wife has collapsed.”

“All right, sir. Is she breathing?”

“I don’t know.”

“All right, sir. We’ll get someone there as soon as we can.”

Patrick’s voice had risen to a wail, and by the end of the call, Jim was shouting over it. Jim gave the dispatcher our address and hung up the phone. Benjamin sat in his high chair, speechless, his eyes fixed on the floor where his mommy lay.

Jim stood in the kitchen and studied the scene. I lay on the floor, a pool of blood expanding outward from the gash in my forehead. Above my limp body swung the ceiling fan, now freakishly suspended by a frayed cord. Jim’s eyes followed the cord to the ceiling and saw the bare hook that had once held it sticking out from a ragged hole in the plaster. I wonder now about that fan. Were there any other exposed wires hanging down? Was it a fire hazard? Wasn’t Jim worried about himself or the boys getting electrocuted? How could he have left it hanging there? How is it that the oddly dangling fan could have been ignored?

The fan had come with the house. Nothing in its previous behavior had given us cause for alarm. It was quiet, well balanced, and it had always cooled the kitchen nicely.

For a few moments, panic receded and Jim’s engineer brain asserted itself. He pieced together what he thinks might have happened: “I thought back, and I can remember you saying, ‘Weeee,’ ” Jim recalls. “And I’m thinking, so, you walked over to Patrick and said, ‘Weeee,’ and picked him up. As you held him up, over your head, either his back or his feet hit the fan, and it came crashing down on you.” He reenacts this scene for me with a pillow.

I have often thought about Patrick: By what miracle was he totally unharmed? How is it the fan did not hit him? How was it that I was able to hand him to Jim before collapsing? And what about Benjamin? Jim says he was right there, sitting in his high chair. What did he see? His mom lying on the floor, in a pool of blood? How awful would that be for him? Thankfully, he says he doesn’t remember anything about that day.

Jim considered what to do next. He knew enough first aid to know not to try to move me. He thought, “Okay, the ambulance is coming and they’re going to take you. I need to figure out somewhere for the boys to be.” He scooped them up and dashed across the street to the Knotes, our neighbors and friends.

Pam Knote opened the door. Jim said, “There’s been an accident. The ambulance is coming. Can I leave the guys with you?”

Pam recalls that Jim looked “calm but frantic, you know, very urgent.” The tone in his voice told her there was no time to explain. “I mostly remember him just handing me Patrick.” She left all four kids with her husband, Mike, and set off across the street with Jim to put together a diaper bag.
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The photo of Patrick reaching the magic five-pound weight so he could leave the hospital. This hung in the hallway of our home on El Greco.



An ambulance had arrived by this point and now sat parked outside our home; Jim and Pam walked in to find two paramedics tending to me. “You were lying on the kitchen floor,” Pam recalls. “There was blood on your face and under your head. The paramedics were asking you some questions, and you were able to respond, but I don’t know how coherent you were.”

Pam, too, remembers seeing the ceiling fan dangling near the floor. She also saw, protruding from the ceiling, “a hook with a lip on it that should have been up in the ceiling but wasn’t.” As she took in the scene, she marveled that I had somehow managed to keep the fan from hurting my baby. “That was your first instinct as a mom,” Pam remembers thinking to herself, “to protect Patrick.” Pam collected diapers, bottles, blankets, and changes of clothing, stuffed everything into a bag, and headed back across the street to Benjamin and Patrick, leaving Jim to stay with me.

Jim hovered over the paramedics. One looked up, gestured across the room, and said, “Sir, please stand over there and stay out of our way.”

A paramedic shined a bright pen light into my pupils. One of them had shrunk to a pinprick; the other had swelled. Neither one responded to the light the way it should. Jim watched the men stick pins in my fingers and then heard one of them say, “She’s completely unresponsive.”

Was I awake? Jim and Pam’s accounts differ on this point. Pam says she remembers me speaking to the paramedics. But is she really just remembering them speaking to me? Jim says he doesn’t remember hearing my voice or seeing me stir at any point, not in the seven minutes from when the fan hit me till the paramedics arrived, nor in the ten minutes from their arrival until my body was whisked away on a backboard. But his memories of that day are colored by panic and shock. When he heard the paramedics say, “She’s completely unresponsive,” did they mean that I was out cold, or merely that some of my fingers and toes were numb and failing to react to the prick of a pin?

A second rescue unit pulled up; this one was a full-size fire truck. An incident commander entered the house with two or three other men in heavy fire jackets and hats. Two of them carried a backboard that was meant for me.

A big red fire engine with flashing lights and firefighters rushing around in jackets and hats must have made for quite a scene outside the door of our little home. Did our neighbors step outside to see what was going on? Did they stay indoors and peer through curtains? Did other people on El Greco wonder what could have drawn the Fort Worth Fire Department to the Mecks’ door? Did they care?

Inside our house no one was talking much, but Jim remembers glimpsing the frequent nonverbal cues passed back and forth between the commander and the paramedics, a faint shaking of heads and furrowing of brows, all seeding a sense of foreboding. “I remember them being very grim,” Jim recalls. “You know: it just did not look good, not good at all.”

The paramedics bandaged an inch-long gash on my forehead: such a small wound, but so much blood, pooling in a three-foot diameter around my head. Workers carefully fitted a cervical brace around my neck. Then several of them encircled me and ever so gently lifted me onto the backboard. They strapped my body to the board and rushed out of the house to load me into the ambulance.

Jim asked if he could come along. “No, sir,” a paramedic told him, “you can’t go in the ambulance. We aren’t covered for that.”

The ambulance door swung closed, and I began my journey to the hospital. I would like to tell you that the paramedic gazed pensively at my vital signs, steadied my wounded head, held my hand, and even though I couldn’t hear the words, he told me in a thick Texas accent, “Everything’s gonna be just fine.” But Jim wasn’t there, and I don’t remember, so there is nothing more to tell.
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Confusion

—ELO

I have read through all of the medical records of my stay in the hospital, and, quite honestly, I haven’t a clue as to what much of it means. There seems to be a lot of secret medical language that us patient types aren’t meant to understand. But I do, unfortunately, notice plenty of discrepancies among the hundreds of pages of records from the hospital. In the notes from one doctor on May 25, 1988, it says that the ceiling fan struck me on the left temple, but I was actually hit on the right side. There are accounts written about my condition on June 9 describing my impaired memory, impaired communication, dysfunctional mobility, impaired judgment, and decreased attention span, and yet I was discharged the very next day. It was noted on May 31 that my long-term memory “seems fairly unaffected.” (Really? Hmm. Interesting.) There are several pages included in my records that aren’t even mine.

I guess I expected, and was hoping, for those records to somehow hold the key that would give me answers and fill in gaps. I was hoping that these official records would be just that. Instead, the written record just raises even more questions about why I am the way I am and what the medical community did and did not do when I was first injured. It is difficult for me to piece together all the facts of my stay in the hospital from these discombobulated accounts, but I will do my best.
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Jim always talks about how after I was whisked away in the ambulance, he can remember climbing into his powder-blue Chevy Malibu in our driveway. But he doesn’t remember the drive to the hospital. He always says that he arrived before the ambulance, ruining his car’s transmission in the process.

My records show that I was registered into Harris Methodist Southwest Hospital at 6:30 P.M., a Caucasian female, age twenty-two, of Presbyterian faith. The diagnosis, in capital letters: “CEILING FAN FELL ON HEAD.” The bottom of the page bears my husband’s hurried signature: James R. Meck.

Jim thinks he phoned his parents, and then my parents, calling collect. Remember this was the 1980s, and there were no cell phones. My mom recalls the conversation this way: “Jim said that you had had an accident. And I said, ‘What now?’ I had to ask him that because you were always such a rambunctious daredevil.” (I have since heard stories of my childhood escapades—tumbling off trampolines, plummeting headlong out of trees, and careening down steep hills in wagons.) Mom continues: “And I just remember Jim saying, ‘I need your help, it’s really serious this time.’ ”

There is a moment from that evening when Jim recalls sitting alone in the waiting room. Waiting. He watched the sunset out the window and gazed across the newly developed area of suburban Fort Worth. “My mind was racing, trying to think of anything and everything that could be done,” he remembers. “This was before the Internet. All I had was what was between my ears.” And as he sat there thinking, it struck him how alone he and I were. My parents and younger brother were in Houston, four or five hours away. His family was in Georgia. “There was this profound sense of dread and loneliness, or aloneness,” he recalls. “There wasn’t anything to do, and yet there was a huge motivation to do something.”

Because there was nothing else to do, and Jim was tired of sitting, he pestered the duty nurse every few minutes. Finally, a physician emerged. He told Jim that I was stable but comatose, and partly paralyzed on my left side. Fluid was pressing against the inside of my skull, but if doctors attempted surgery to relieve the pressure, there was a good chance the pressure would cause my brain to burst. Not a happy thought. The doctor explained that the brain floats in fluid, and a sac holds it in place, sort of like a parachute. The impact of the fan, he said, had set off a chain of events: The front of my brain had struck the front of my skull, and then it had bounced back, and the back of my brain had struck the back of my skull. The doctor continued, “Imagine if you ever put Jell-O in a fridge, and you take it out and you shake it, and there’s cracks in it. That’s what happened to your wife’s brain.”

Then he told Jim that there was nothing more he could do, which Jim didn’t appreciate. “I’m a systems engineer. We systems guys fix stuff. There are always things you do, and if one thing doesn’t work, you do the next thing.” It was just inconceivable to Jim, and frankly, he found it irresponsible that they would do nothing. It seemed like a cop-out. It was as though they were only worried about covering their asses rather than doing something in order to help me. Jim got hot. He lost his temper and became verbally abusive. He says he can remember distinctly challenging the doctor and nurses, screaming at everyone: “What do you mean you can’t do anything? What is your medical degree worth? Because right now you’re doing nothing.” He doesn’t remember what else he said. “To their credit, they didn’t have me arrested. And in retrospect, it’s the only reason you are still alive, because they did nothing.”

A decision was made to move me from Harris Methodist Southwest to Harris Methodist, a sister facility in downtown Fort Worth with a comprehensive neurological intensive care unit. I often wonder if Jim’s ranting and raving had anything to do with why I was moved. But Jim recalls “having a feeling in the back of my head that they were overwhelmed” at Harris Methodist Southwest, and they couldn’t handle my situation. Regardless, the people working in that emergency room were probably glad to see me transferred. And Jim along with me.

[image: Image]

The discharge papers from the first hospital listed my condition as poor, and to Jim’s eye, I looked like I was getting worse. I was more pale and fragile-looking. The transfer was a delicate maneuver. At the downtown hospital, another very calm, very senior nurse asked Jim to recount what had happened. When the narrative got to Patrick, and to the fact that it was his little body that had struck the fan, the nurse suddenly grew alarmed. Patrick had, after all, been in the same accident as I had. “Where is Patrick now?” she asked. “Who checked him out?” No one had. She said, “We’ll get the rest of this information later. Go now and get your son.” Jim drove home to get Patrick from the Knotes’ house. When he arrived back at the hospital, Patrick was rushed to the pediatric ER for a battery of tests. He had a small scrape on his cheek, but thankfully nothing worse.

Jim was told that one of the hospital’s top neurosurgeons was coming on duty at midnight. This doctor was said to be brilliant, but antisocial, even kind of reclusive. “He asks for the night shift,” one doctor told Jim, “because he doesn’t like talking to people. Don’t expect a lot of bedside manner. But trust me, he’s as good as we have for making this kind of neurological call.”

At 11 P.M., a nurse at Harris Methodist examined me. Her notes state that I did not lose consciousness immediately upon being hit on the head, but passed out shortly thereafter. A subsequent note states that I lost consciousness “approximately three minutes post-injury” and remained out “for about five minutes.” Another note from that night states, “Patient is easily aroused but drowsy,” and is “oriented to space and time.” Yet another note says: “Patient’s left arm feels ‘funny,’ her left leg feels ‘heavy,’ and her head hurts ‘inside.’”

At 11:20 P.M., the famed antisocial neurosurgeon swept in like a character from a sentimental tearjerker disease-of-the-week movie. Dr. Joe Ellis Wheeler was middle-aged and portly, with pasty skin, salt-and-pepper hair, piercing blue eyes, and a pleasant Texas drawl. He examined me. Then he called Jim into his office.

Jim recalls “a wall of leather-bound books. A great intelligence was there. He sounded like someone who had an absolute command of his field. Here was somebody I implicitly trusted.”

Dr. Wheeler told Jim that I had suffered a closed-head injury, affecting not my skull but the soft tissue inside. X-rays showed no fractured skull, no compressed vertebrae. Jim asked him what could be done. Dr. Wheeler said, “The fluid is what’s killing your wife. If we opened her skull, because of the pressure inside, the result would just be catastrophic. The best thing we can do is just withdraw all treatments, the fluids, the IV, so the tissues can naturally reabsorb the fluids in her head. We need to give her body a chance to absorb the trauma.” Jim remembers Dr. Wheeler saying this, too: “I’ll be honest with you: most people with this level of internal injury do not survive.”

Dr. Wheeler is retired now, and he recalls little of me or my hospital stay: “I saw so many people with horrible injuries, it’s hard to remember.” Dr. Wheeler says my husband’s account sounds plausible but exaggerated. “I would never have advised stopping all treatment,” he says. “I would advise slowing fluids down, because in an injured brain, fluids can make it swell.” Dr. Wheeler also says it was never his habit to tell loved ones that a patient might not survive. When asked, he’d say, “God never tells me whether people are going to live or die.” I am convinced that whatever decisions were made that night by either Dr. Wheeler or God, those decisions saved my life and I will always be grateful.

Jim made another round of collect calls to his family and mine. He told them, “They’ve convinced me that the best course of action is to do nothing. We’ll have to wait it out.” He recalls saying, too, that I “had a chance of recovering, but it’s only a chance. I wasn’t trying to sugarcoat anything. I thought you were dying. There was desperation on the other end of the phone, once we got past ‘Can we come? Can we be there?’ Because there was no physical way to get from A to B. Everybody was going to check what flights there were in the morning, but there was nothing that could be done right then,” Jim says. “And you might not be there in the morning.”

My mom doesn’t recall any such dire language from Jim: “He didn’t say, ‘This is so serious the whole family should gather around right now.’ ” Although, Mom being Mom, she may have just heard those words and gone into a kind of motherly denial. I know that may sound harsh, but my mom tends to occasionally understand things to be the way she wants them to be rather than the way they actually are. In any event, no one was close enough to climb into a car and drive to the hospital at that late hour.

Patrick had fallen back asleep and a couple of nurses offered to keep him at their station. They also kept bringing Jim things—coffee, and little cups of ice cream—and coaxing him to leave: “Mr. Meck, we’ll let you know.” Jim stayed. “I was concerned that you would die, and I wouldn’t be there.”

Another nurse filled out a personal data form on me at 1:15 A.M., probably with Jim’s help. The form lists each of my previous hospitalizations. Though I was only twenty-two, there weren’t enough lines on the form to list them all: major knee surgery, 1981; elective abortion, 1984; ovarian cysts, 1984; miscarriage, 1985; childbirth by cesarean section, 1986 and 1987; hand injury, 1987. Jim signed some more papers, permitting the doctors to remove the intravenous tubes from my veins. He says Dr. Wheeler told him, “You should get your sons and say good-bye.” So he did.

By this time it was very late. During the drive back to the hospital, both Benjamin and Patrick fell fast asleep. Jim parked the car, and carried the boys to my hospital room in the ICU. It was quiet. The doctors had turned everything off. I lay on the hospital bed, pale and still, my head bandaged. The rhythmic beat of a heart monitor and my breathing were the only sounds in the room. “You were sweaty, hair stringing down over your face, bandages on your head, blotchy, kind of waxy,” Jim recalls. “It was like you weren’t you. It was like you had already gone.” And in a way I had.

Jim pondered what to do, and he made a decision. “It was so late and I couldn’t wake up Benjamin or Patrick,” he recalls. “And I couldn’t say good-bye. I was all ready to because of what the doctor had told me. But I had these angelic guys in my arms, and I decided, ‘I’m not going to wake you, and I’m not going to say good-bye.’ ” Jim hugged his sons, and then leaned each sleepy baby over to press their lips against my cheek. “And then I kissed you, and we left.”

On the drive home, Jim recalls, “The anger and the frustration had burned themselves out. So I guess at this point I was just tired and resigned and there was just a tremendous feeling of loss.” He doesn’t recall thinking, “ ‘How did this happen to me, how did this happen to us?’ Instead there was just grief and a defeated feeling.” Jim vividly does remember making a plea, repeating it over and over in his head: “If there’s any way that Su can get through this, I’ll do anything.” It wasn’t a prayer to God exactly, Jim says, instead it was just “a promise I was making,” maybe just a promise to himself. Little did he realize precisely what he was asking. There is a saying: Be careful what you wish for, because you might get it.

Jim remembers parking his sick car in the driveway and walking into the house. The kitchen was just as the paramedics had left it, the fan still dangling from the ceiling, the blood still pooled on the floor. He put the boys to bed, and then he picked up the bandages and wrappings and discarded IVs. He searched around and finally found a bucket and a sponge and set about cleaning the pooled blood from the kitchen floor. He remembers that, with every sweep of the sponge, the circle of blood seemed to grow larger. “It was like a metaphor for the idea that nothing I did seemed to make a difference,” he recalls. After cleaning up the kitchen as best as he could, he removed his red-stained jeans and polo shirt and took a long, hot shower, washing my blood from his hands and arms and knees. Then he fell into bed.
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“Su Meck’s story will surprise and engage anyone who has wondered about the role
that memory plays in all of our lives.”
—Alexandra Horowitz, New York Times bestselling author of Inside of a Dog
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