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ianne Schorel was having a “ball” of a time with her soccer career. For 
sixteen years—both in the Netherlands and in the USA—she had 
been tasting the amazing successes of the game and went about 

clinching amazing wins. 

Her vigor for the game and the country was still raw. She was so close to 
fulfilling her dream of playing for the Dutch National Team, when during 
her debut game for the ADO Den Haag Club in February 2008, a close shot 
from one of her teammates led to a harsh hit on her head, resulting in a 
severe concussion and whiplash. 

Sustaining a TBI (Traumatic Brain Injury) changed the whole trajectory of 
her life. While soccer shaped Rianne into the person she is, TBI brought her 
to where she is today. Rianne, a distinguished former national soccer player 
from the Netherlands, went through motions of disbelief, pain, denial, and 
acceptance post-concussion—and emerged, phoenix- like, to take her life to a 
whole new level. 

  

R 



 

 

 

LIFE WITH MY 
CONCUSSION 

New Expanded 
Edition 

  



 

 

A beautiful soccer career for myself, I had decided, 
But with reality, my dreams collided, 

While treading atop the peak of my career hill, 
A head injury brought everything to a standstill. 

I was a compass that had been stripped of its magnet, 
Could I let my dreams become stagnant? 

I was an athlete, and I could never quit, 
I had to bounce back from every hit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

www.rianneschorel.com 

Copyright © 2017, 2018 Rianne Schorel All rights reserved. 

Revised, Expanded Edition Dec 2018 Compiled & Written by Priyanka Iyer 

Editing and Interior Formatting, Layout & Design by Dave Scott  



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

FOREWORD ......................................................................................................... 7 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ..................................................................................... 9 
INTRODUCTION.............................................................................................. 11 
THE MIRACLE SISTERS ................................................................................... 12 
LOVE FOR SOCCER .......................................................................................... 21 
MOVING AWAY FROM HOME ....................................................................... 28 
BIOLA MEMORIES ............................................................................................ 52 
DUTCH SOCCER EXPERIENCES ..................................................................... 65 
GEARING UP FOR THE BIG JUMP .................................................................. 73 
THE HIT ............................................................................................................ 83 
REBOOT ............................................................................................................. 97 
THE TWILIGHT ............................................................................................. 107 
AFTER THE IMPACT ..................................................................................... 123 
THE END (OR, A NEW BEGINNING) .......................................................... 142 
AFTERWORD ................................................................................................... 148 
Six Months Later ................................................................................................. 148 
Bio-Hacking, Neurofeedback, and Neuroplasticity ........................................... 155 
Family and Support ............................................................................................. 159 
What Happens Now That Your Brain Is Working? ................................................ 162 
Life after Neuroscience ........................................................................................ 163 
Facing Your Own Demons ................................................................................... 164 
Our Dream – What Is Next! ............................................................................... 170 
REFERENCES ................................................................................................... 173 
RESOURCES ..................................................................................................... 177 
Books.................................................................................................................. 178 



 

  



 

- 7 - 

 

FOREWORD 

 first met Rianne at a resilience conference I was presenting to at San 
Diego State University. She was suffering post-concussion syndrome 
from a recent injury while playing professional soccer in the USA. She 

was searching for answers and treatment options for her symptoms and 
depression. She was soft-spoken and eager to learn about what treatments 
athletes were using to help with lingering concussion symptoms, but at the 
time all I had to offer was a program for psychiatric evaluations for former 
NFL players offered through the University of Michigan Depression Center. 
I wished her good luck, because that was not the fit for her as she was still 
looking to return to play and sought post-concussion treatment. Since she 
was having depression symptoms, we decided to stay in contact. 

A few years later, after I had just made the move to Eisenhower Center in 
Ann Arbor, MI where a program was started to treat military veterans and 
players suffering from TBI and trauma, I received an email from Rianne. Not 
knowing of my recent change of employment, she was asking me about a clinic 
in Texas that had treatment for TBI. 

I was surprised to hear she was still suffering and symptomatic. This time I 
had something to offer. Arrangements were made, and the Eisenhower 
Center would cover her expenses. We would treat Rianne in our 30-day 
treatment program called After the Impact. The soft-spoken person with a 
kind disposition and sense of innocence would get her life back. 

I would like to say that the staff and myself, along with our President John 
Cornack, made a difference in her life, but anyone who’s ever met Rianne 
knows that she has a gift. Her brightness and positive nature and 
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determination are what not only made her better but were also a positive 
influence for other patients and anyone who came in contact with her. 
Following her treatment, her desire to help and outreach to other athletes is 
what made her a great candidate, as well as an ambassador for Eisenhower 
Center. Now, she is an ideal partner in outreach. Rianne is an inspiration for 
never giving up and always thinking of others. 

She is instrumental in changing the lives of those she comes in contact with, 
whether they are an athlete or not, she is an inspiration to all women. 

It is a pleasure and honor to call her friend. 

—Eric Hipple 
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INTRODUCTION 

ttered by Søren Kierkegaard, a famous philosopher and theologian: 
“Life must be understood backward. But it must be lived forward.” 
These words, written in marble, are forever imprinted in my heart. 

The lives we lead translate into beautiful stories, which stir souls and impel 
others to do the unimaginable… 

I am Rianne Schorel. My story unfolds by peeling back and revealing the 
various layers of passion, desire, pain, recovery, and ultimately, the successes 
attained after many defeats. Life, for me, has been nothing less than a roller-
coaster ride. 

My life revolved around soccer, and there was nothing I loved more than 
playing that beautiful game. For sixteen years, I tasted the amazing successes 
of the game and went about clinching amazing wins. 

My whole world fell apart when I took a hit to the head. It was a head injury that 
rendered me to the point of hopelessness. I reached a point where I felt my life was 
not even worth living. But my longstanding Christian faith and God’s promises 
helped me to navigate the choppy waters and reach dry land—wet, but alive. 

I’ve endured quite a lot during my time on this earth, and I would love to 
share the different nuances of my life’s story from the start...  

U 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE MIRACLE SISTERS 

he day I was born, I like to believe, destiny was trying to signal my 
family to brace themselves for surprises. The story of my birth in itself 
was a miracle, which left the most competent medical professionals 

shocked. 

When pregnant with me, my mom told the doctor that she sensed not one 
baby, but two. The doctors, however, only detected a single heartbeat and 
didn’t think she was carrying twins. 

On one of the hottest days of July, my mom’s water broke, and the doctor 
came to our home. He needed help with the delivery and called another doctor. 

I was finally born. My family says I was all blue and purple when I came out. 

Twenty minutes passed since I’d been born when Mom asked the doctor, and 
he said that, yes, another baby was coming. Who would have thought that 
Mom’s intuition would be so kick-ass! 

T 



 

- 13 - 

The doctors hadn’t been able to detect two different heartbeats because me 
and my twin sister’s hearts had been beating, in time, together.* This was a 
miracle indeed! 

 

*Note: They still are!  
 

Imagine the surprise and shock this news brought on. Caring for an additional 
child brings in additional emotional and financial burdens, which my family 
had not anticipated beforehand—due to the doctor’s earlier insistence that 
there would be only one baby. 

When Nanja my identical twin was born, we ended up sharing the same 
cradle for a few hours after our birth! “Janny, you were so right! You really 
felt two kicks, didn’t you?” said my shocked father Dirk to my mom the day 
after we were born. “Now we’re going to need a bigger car.” 

The whole town of Bleiswijk in the Netherlands was surprised by our 
miraculous birth. People were very generous, and they came together to help 
my family in every way. Most people gave my family clothes and supplies to 
help my mother care for the two of us. 

The usual silence of the night was now drowning in the cries of the newborn 
twins, whose journey had just begun! 

 

"While most people begin life as separate human beings who must learn 
intimacy, twins are born into intimacy and must learn to find separateness." 
This quote, from Betty Jean Case’s book We Are Twins, But Who Am I? 
reflects our life like no other. 

 
Side note: A 2003 study executed by Paul Thompson and colleagues at the 
University of California in Los Angeles using MRI scans of ten pairs of 
identical and ten pairs of fraternal twins shows that identical twins have 
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identical genes, whereas fraternal twins share half their genes on average. The 
twins shared environments, and researchers were able to separate genetic and 
environmental factors. 

The researchers found that certain regions of the brain were highly heritable. 
These include language areas and the frontal region, which plays a huge role in 
cognition. 

In identical twins, these highly heritable regions showed a 95% to 100% 
correlation between one twin and the other. According to Thompson, the 
frontal region appears to be as highly influenced by genes as fingerprints. 

 

 
3rd birthday 
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My dad often messed up when feeding us at night. He could never tell us apart 
and had to mark which baby he had already fed. He readily admits that he 
may have accidentally switched us at some point! 

While growing from babies into toddlers, we did everything we could to 
make it difficult for our parents. We were always on the lookout for trouble, 
be it two against one, or being naughty as always. 

We rooted up plants, threw our diapers everywhere, colored on walls, and did 
all the stuff toddlers do to keep their moms flat-footed. We were just four years 
old when we learned how to ride bikes. No matter how many times we fell, 
we always got back up again. This was an attitude that stayed with us 
throughout our lives, and it was what kept us upwards throughout the topsy-
turvy experiences that life brings. 

Nanja and I were fortunate to have a loving family—containing Mom, Dad, 
an elder sister, and three handsome brothers. My mom, Janny, is the best 
hugger and cuddler. She is the best cook I’ve ever known, and everything she 
prepares turns out to be delicious! She has always been an inspiration in our 
lives. Her smile is contagious, and it lights up everything. Her impeccable 
fashion sense makes her stand out from the crowd! She always had the best 
advice, and she was never too busy to lend an ear. She always told me that God 
would never give us more than we can handle. Whenever times were tough, 
remembering her words gave me the strength to handle everything better. 

My father, Dirk, is extremely generous, gentle, and loving, and loves his 
Creator. He was always there for us in making sure we were taken care of—
always making sure that the bills were paid, and sometimes toiling hard to 
meet our desires. 

Jo-Ann, our eldest sister, is beautiful, and she’s our entire family’s “perfect 
child.” Her struggles in life have always inspired and motivated me to aspire 
to greater heights. 
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With my parents, brothers, and sisters, May 2009 

The three dashing dudes of our family—Matthias, Andreas, and Timon—are 
my brothers. They are the best brothers in the world, with amazing hearts. 
They stuck together whenever anyone was in trouble, and even though their 
protectiveness towards me was (I think) a bit too over-arching, I don’t think I 
could have had a better set of brothers than them! 

With Nanja, I share a beautiful relationship. We have so much in common in 
terms of taste, preferences, and thoughts. It appears as if she can literally read 
my mind (or maybe she really can). We share a bond of understanding and 
comprehending things others don’t, and with our shared history it was always 
easy to predict the other’s reactions as well! 

 

Growing up, Nanja and I ran into trouble when dividing our favorite food 
items, like chocolate bars. To avoid fighting, we devised a planned system of 
“you-cut-and- I’ll-pick.” Each one of us would do her absolute best to cut the 
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item into two exactly equal pieces. If there was any variation in the size, the 
one who got to pick would get the larger piece! We also always made puzzles 
together at birthday parties of our own and would end up playing together 
under the bed. We would stand next to each other with nametags on our 
dresses, or both wearing a different color dress—one red and one blue—but 
even then, people could not tell us apart. We were, almost literally, two peas 
in a pod. 

 
The twins! 

We were subjected to so many stares and gasps of surprise that it gave us a 
good number of hilarious experiences to laugh about! I once introduced Nan 
(short for Nanja) to someone, and the guy said, “So do you know what Nanja 
is thinking?” 

“Yeah!” I replied. “Right now, she’s thinking: ‘I wonder why they always ask us 
that!’” Strangely enough, she said she really was thinking that. 
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Even today, people on the streets are fascinated by us and they stop dead in 
their tracks, saying, “Wow, twins!” We were regularly asked if we were 
identical or telepathic. We would often feel like public property having to 
entertain questions about what’s going on in our lives. It was annoying to say 
the least, but it taught us to never treat someone else like public property. I 
guess in that way, it may have also been a blessing in disguise, and luckily, we 
did not have to go through this alone. 

Nanja and I shared a room with bunk beds until we turned fourteen. Our 
first attempt at having individual rooms didn’t even work out, because one of 
us would just go and sleep in the other’s room for company. Even Mum was 
at a loss to understand why we really wanted our own rooms when we didn’t 
even use them. We always ended up in the same room! 

During school times we changed our schedules, as we hated waiting during 
breaks between classes. Nanja would even knock on the office where the 
teachers sat to insist on them switching the schedules around. Her leadership 
skills were not just limited to organizing events, but also extended to 
executing everything in an orderly fashion. She was always the enforcer who 
would exert her dominance. People would often be intimidated by her, as she 
was always so direct and straightforward. I, on the other hand, was tactical. I’d 
always be afraid of hurting the feelings of people around me. Together, we 
worked in balance and never counted ourselves apart. We worked like a team, 
making things happen together. I, however, would also love to have my time 
alone—where I would read, draw, or color. I was good at coloring and won 
many contests with it. 

 
Side note: According to a 2018 study by Dr. Nicola Holt, picking up a 
coloring pencil and book could be beneficial for your mental health. A new 
study reveals that coloring can help to improve mood, reduce stress, and 
boost creativity. Researchers found that undergraduates were calmer and 
more mindful after coloring and that they displayed more creative thinking 
and had better visual attention. 
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With korfball (for non-Dutch readers, this is a sport somewhat similar to 
basketball) we were on the same team, and if someone tried to pull us apart, 
neither of us would go to the training. During gym class, we beat the boys in 
all kinds of sports. It was always a challenge for them to keep up with us. We 
outran them, or we outplayed them, and they were intimidated by us. 

 

 
My family: Oct 2015 

My brother Timon and his family is missing in the main picture (see insert) 

When we would visit a friend’s house, the dad would say, “Here comes the 
sunshine!” We had a positive energy as kids and people liked being around us 
and having us around. We were sporty and easy-going. 

When you have a twin, you need to brace yourself for a lifelong 
interconnection. The constant comparisons and the confusion people had 
made it difficult for us to develop individuality. As we grew older, these 
comparisons kept increasing. 
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My nieces and nephews, Oct 2016 

There came a point where I really wanted people to know me for who I am, 
and not as the twin who happened to be named Rianne. I was tired of the 
never- ending confusion, and the most frustrating part was when people 
would think of us as the same person—or two halves of the same being, so to 
speak—and not two entirely separate individuals. 

We shared several bittersweet moments, which drew us closer to each other. 
Feelings ran deep, and emotions were high. The intricacies of the twin 
relationship can perhaps only be fathomed by twins themselves. I can tell you 
from personal experience that it is not easy, and I definitely learned some 
lessons in life the hard way. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LOVE FOR SOCCER 

hile growing up, one of the highlights in my life had always been 
soccer, and my love for soccer. Did you know that soccer 

can in fact rewire the brain? You see, the feet are represented by a 
tiny region of the cortex in the human brain. As the brain is molded by 
experience, it is easy to imagine that the brains of Ronaldo, Messi, or Neymar 
may be very different from the average human brain. The remolded cerebral 
cortexes in the brains of the best soccer players are a testament to the 
incredible plasticity of the human brain, and its ability to adapt and learn 
from new experiences. Now that I know this, I wonder what my brain looks 
like! 

Having three brothers, a sister, and a twin sister exposed me to outdoor 
activities and games from a very early age—and what began as a fun game with 
siblings when I was about nine, soon turned out to become a driving force in 
my life. This passion comes very naturally to a Dutch person, I guess, because 
soccer or football is the most popular sport in the Netherlands and even the 
world at large. The Royal Dutch Football Association (KNVB) has the largest 
number of members in the country. According to data on the internet, in 
2016, the club had more than 1.2 million members. 

W 
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The majority of soccer club members in the country are children under 
fifteen. That probably explains my craze and unflinching passion for the 
game with the round leather ball—it’s simply contagious. I believe there’s a 
horde of individual talent in the country, and if we go all out, there’s no team 
in the world we wouldn’t conquer. 

Dennis Bergkamp and Robin van Persie, who both played for Arsenal FC in 
England, Patrick Kluivert, Ruud van Nistelrooy (a Manchester United 
Legend), and Wesley Sneijder and Arjen Robben, who both had outstanding 
careers at Real Madrid, are just a few of the many Dutch players who have 
made a global impact. They were our heroes growing up, and they were the 
ones we talked about when telling each other bedtime stories of the people 
we’d play with some day. Dutch performance in international soccer gained 
even more prominence when in the 2010 World Cup finale, the team lost to 
Spain, which consequently won its first world cup title. 

The Netherlands also boasts state-of-the-art football stadiums such 
as De Kuip, or the Amsterdam Arena, which has hosted big events 
such as the prestigious Champions League final where Real Madrid 
defeated Juventus in 1998, as well as the UEFA Europa League final 
of 2013, where Chelsea FC of England defeated Benifica. I lived 
close to the Kuip, though preferred the home stadium of AFC Ajax—
Amsterdam Arena (now known as Johan Cruijff Arena). Both 
stadiums have received 5-star ratings from the UEFA. The Netherlands is 
equipped to hold world-class soccer tournaments with this 
infrastructure. 

So, as a true Dutch person, I loved and still love the beautiful game. Even 
today, when I think about my childhood, I reminisce about the smell of the 
earth. Most of my early years were spent in the open, touching raw soils and 
soft green grasses, running through the fields with Nanja and cycling around 
the neighborhood. We would often go fishing or camping in front of our 
house, or we would sail with our roller skates when the wind was blowing, 
and we had a big blanket. 
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Also, there was also a small farm near my house. My brothers, the 
neighborhood boys, Nanja, and I probably had the best times of our lives on 
this farm. It was our playground. Every summer we would help during the hay 
season, and we eagerly looked forward to it. We were excited about the 
feeling of summer and the color of hay everywhere, and of piling it on the hay 
wagon about eight tiers high! I don’t think it was quite necessary, that last 
part, but more important than the accomplishment was the togetherness with 
which we did it. We all took part in getting the hay in on time. For us, it was a 
beautiful family bonding experience. 

I remember learning a lesson when cleaning one of the stables of a bull. I was 
cleaning the stable with so much enthusiasm that I became a little reckless. A 
fork went straight into my foot, and I started bleeding profusely. I felt so 
stupid about telling the farmer but of course had no choice but to do so, after 
which he took me straight to the doctor’s. The doctor told me to stay home 
for a week so that my toe could get some rest and the infections wouldn’t 
spread. 

Together, we siblings would have all kinds of teenager’s work to do around the 
farm. On Saturdays, we would get out of bed really early to start working at 6 
a.m. to pick tomatoes. We would be done by noon, but I could still smell the 
fresh scent of tomatoes until the end of the day and see the green smudge on 
my hands and shirt from picking the tomatoes. The feeling of having earned 
a little extra money left us satisfied after a hard day of labor. We used this 
money to get additional things for ourselves. It was our earned income, and 
thanks to this, we learned the importance of money at a very young age. 

Fortunately, I was born before the era of the IT Revolution and learned many 
lessons from the simple nuances of nature itself. 

There were three boys in the neighborhood. Together with my brothers, we 
would form teams to play soccer or baseball or many other sports. For me, 
my brothers were my heroes. Not only were they good at the game but were 
also very responsible. They were also my toughest coaches and never made it 
easy to win. Fortunately for me, Nanja loved playing soccer too, and we 
became a team who’d play with my brothers and the sons of the farmers. My 
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brothers always made sure Nanja and I had cleaned the kitchen before they 
let us play along with them at the farm. 

We could depend on them for so many things. It’s a very nice feeling, to 
know that you have someone you can always look up to when things are a 
little beyond you. When we brought boys home, for instance, my brothers 
did not like any of them—and a boy had to be really lucky to make the cut 
because, if not, my brothers would send him packing. I remember one time, 
they teased one of the guys I brought home so much that the poor boy did 
not know how fast to run away! 

When I played sports, I would play to win. Even at a young age, I 
would play to win. Our house was full of medals, which was funny 
because our parents were not athletic. It was not that they did not 
care, as they were so proud of us when we’d come home, but they said 
that they were proud of us no matter what. However, for me, the 
satisfaction of winning was what propelled me to keep playing the 
game regularly. Nanja and I would dream of playing in stadiums one 
day. 

My parents were quite skeptical about us playing soccer. “Girls do not play 
soccer!” they’d say to us all the time. 

We kept telling them that this was a myth, but they’d hold onto their 
perspective. However, since we were so passionate about playing soccer, Mom 
and Dad wouldn’t stop us. But they’d never be shy about expressing their 
opinions. 

We were required to play korfball in school, however. It was a good sport, and 
we did at times enjoy it, but there were times we didn’t and would kick the 
ball instead. I was even recruited to play on a development team, but I did 
not want to because I loved soccer. Our coaches weren’t happy with us, but 
we were already in love with soccer and nothing could be done to change 
that. In fact, I remember when I first got my soccer cleats. I would put them 
on and keep them on—even when sleeping! They represented my love for 
the sport, fun, friendships, and the camaraderie I shared with my playmates. 
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My goal was to become great at it and support my country by being a part of 
the national team. It was a shared dream Nanja and I had! We both practiced 
for days while juggling the ball and yelling our scores—how many kicks from 
foot-to-foot, keeping the ball aloft—out loud. I kept beating my records and 
getting better. 

Side note: Did you know that juggling induces neural plasticity in the 
prefrontal cortex? Study results provide a clear indication of practice-induced 
brain efficiency during the performance of complex bimanual coordinative 
skills. Keep on juggling! (Berchiccia, Quinzib, Dainesea & Di Russo, 2017) 

No one learns how to drive a car by just reading a book. Such experiences 
require practice. Through practice, you derive real lessons and experiences. 
With more practice, you become better and gain confidence, allowing you to 
drive on busier and more challenging roads—and of course it’s the same with 
soccer.* 

*Note: No, we didn’t play soccer on busy roads! I meant the 
getting-better-with-practice part! 

Well, it was the practice that I loved most about soccer. The happiness of 
practicing came with the easy and beautiful camaraderie I shared with the 
amazing girls I got to practice with. The way we challenged each other when 
sweating it out together and the superb results reflected in training were what 
kept me excited to get better each day. The smell of grass, especially when it 
was cut, was as beautiful to me as the smell of laundry detergent. 

Now, the thought of my affinity for the fragrance of laundry detergent may 
appear weird to most people, but this affinity most likely stems from my 
smelly socks and shin guards from soccer. It is all thanks to Febreze spray, 
which was great to cover up the smell of sweat for days when we didn’t wash 
our clothes before soccer practice! 

Well, let’s just say that the scent of fresh-cut grass was, to me, as fragrant and 
aromatic as a lovely perfume. You get the idea. 



 

- 26 - 

For me, soccer was an opportunity to play, become a role model, and share a 
beautiful camaraderie with fellow playmates. 

I saw my soccer skills as a gift from God, and I was sure it made God smile 
every time I’d be out playing and enjoying a beautiful game. I derived an 
inexplicable satisfaction from this thought, and it kept a smile on my face at 
all times. 

When Nanja and I were eleven, we had the opportunity to play for the 
under-twelve national team. When my parents heard of it, they said no. This 
decision was quite devastating for us as soccer was all we wanted to play. It 
wasn’t until two years later, when we went to a Christian soccer camp, that a 
director discovered our talents and somehow convinced Mom and Dad to 
support us—as soccer was a gift from God, too! 

Just as I’d always felt, of course. 

Finally, our parents agreed, but under the condition that we would start our 
own team and we’d have to figure things out ourselves. 

So Nanja and I started our own team with a group of girls, and it was called 
“Soccer Boys.” Though we were girls, we fancied using this name; somehow, 
it made us feel just as good as the male teams. 

This was our first stint in soccer. I played as a center- forward, with my tall 
physique and balance—even at this age, I used these traits to my advantage! I 
would get the balls out of the air and tear up the defense with my long legs. 
Nanja played in the midfield and had very close control of the ball with a 
sublime technique. I always knew she was the better player. She would do the 
passing, while I did the scoring! Our partnership yielded results, and we won 
our first season of the soccer championship. 

When we were fourteen, Nanja and I joined another club on a higher level. I 
remember the excitement we displayed and that our energy level was really 
high. We made up our minds to get into the first team right from the very 
moment we got to the club. 
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Some of the players were nearly six or seven years older, but we were not 
intimidated. We worked very hard. Other players were surprised at how we 
trained during our first training session. Our passion and confidence reached 
the sky, and our teammates could see it. We were ahead of all the others 
while running during our first training. At the age of fifteen, after three weeks 
of pre-season training, our aim of getting into the first team was 
accomplished as we became regular starters and important players for the 
team.  
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CHAPTER 3 

MOVING AWAY FROM HOME 

uggling school and soccer, we were growing up fast. I remember one of our 
family friends, Mark Steffens, coming over when I had completed high 
school. He suggested that we visit North Carolina with him to enhance 

our game during summer. 

He mentioned our English was not great and that we could not make it into 
school yet with the way we spoke. By visiting North Carolina, he explained, 
we would also be able to practice our English—so that we would eventually 
be able to go to school in America. Nanja and I were so excited and really 
wanted to try our luck there. We were all set to pack our bags and leave for 
North Carolina. A few days before leaving, however, while playing a game of 
soccer together, something dreadful happened. It was there that one of the 
players who harbored feelings of jealousy toward us deliberately stepped on 
Nanja’s shin and knocked her down in revenge. The tackle was a dangerous 
and career-ending one; the intention was deliberate and malicious. 

Nanja was severely injured in that game. She had to be hospitalized for nearly 
three weeks. All my dreams came crashing down. 

J 
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I remember how she writhed in pain uncontrollably, as her leg was in such 
terrible shape. The medics could barely move her, and it was upsetting to see 
her like this. She had broken both her tibia, the smaller of the two shin 
bones, and her fibula, the shin bone that bears most of the body’s weight. It 
was a horrific and devastating break. 

I cried my heart out when it happened, especially when I heard the girl who 
did it didn’t show any remorse and even said how happy she was. Afterwards, 
I found it hard to eat, drink, or even visit my sister; I felt incredibly sad. I 
stopped going to school and would lock myself in my room at home. During 
those times, the doctor called it a twin break as it was the first time in our 
lives that we were not together. We went to the same class, played the same 
sports, we had the same friends; we were inseparable—had always been 
inseparable—and now suddenly she was not there. 

Her leg was in a cast for a very long time, and it took her about nineteen 
months to recover and start walking properly. 

Of the two of us, she’d always been the better player, and I prayed every day 
that she’d recover quickly so she could join me again in living our dreams of 
playing professionally. However, this became only my dream, and hers ended 
with the injury. It took me a while to get better and accept the situation just as 
it was. 

Though Nanja couldn’t come to the States with me as I’d hoped, she 
encouraged me to still go to North Carolina with Mark. I was shattered but 
went ahead. 

Our previous separation was nothing compared to this. Nanja and I were 
now thousands of miles apart, and I was inconsolable. 

 

I was out alone without my family. It was the first time I’d stepped out of 
Europe, and being in the U.S. was a different experience altogether. 
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I stayed with Mark and his family, who were very generous to me. North 
Carolina was so big compared to Bleiswijk. Everything was big, from drinks 
to food to buildings; it was very overwhelming coming from such a small 
country where everything was small-sized. Here in the States, I learned, when 
asking for a small drink, I had to expect what would be considered medium or 
even large in Europe—and don’t be surprised to see that some restaurants, fast 
food chains, and cafés do not even offer small sizes and skip straight to the 
regular. Small in America does not exist.* Go big or go home. It was a 
productive experience, and great to visit another country, and it showed me 
that the entire American lifestyle was so very different from all I was ever used 
to. 

 

*Note: And thank goodness we hadn’t moved to Texas, where 
I’m told things are even bigger still! 

 
I returned home soon. My short stay in North Carolina had groomed me as a 
sportsperson, and I was happy to have learned so much. 

In the year 2000, within a week’s time of my return home, I was given a full 
scholarship to play for Belhaven College in Mississippi, USA. Belhaven 
University has been a top Christian college since 1883 and was known for its 
nationally-recognized academics and its top-rated faculty. I remember being 
on the phone with their coach when I’d only just got back from my first visit 
to the U.S. I did not know the coach and had no idea where this school was. I 
did not know anyone. However, it sounded very exciting and looked like an 
opportunity to explore life a bit further than I already had. 

Naturally, I was over the moon, but somehow it also brought up mixed 
feelings. I was going to leave my family behind, yet again, to travel to another 
country—a country with a very different kind of culture and lifestyle. I loved 
all of my family, of course, but especially tough for me would be leaving Nanja 
again—this time for an even longer period. We’d been practically joined at 
the hip for sixteen years by now. We shared everything and did everything 
together. Whether it was going to school and attending the same classes, or 
playing soccer, we were the best of buds. She had always been with me, like a 
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guardian angel, and now I had to leave her. It was a very difficult thing to do, 
but we had always known a time like this would come, and somehow, we were 
prepared for it; we just did not realize it. 

Leaving one’s family can be a very traumatic and emotional experience, 
especially for a sixteen-year-old. You are forced to grow up, look after yourself, 
and make the right decisions without having your parents around—though 
our brains have been specially designed by God to bend and adapt to any 
situation, so I knew I would be able to handle it. 

As I had such little time to say goodbye, I could not give it any more thought 
than to just go. My sister and parents told me to go, that everything is paid 
for, and that this was my big chance, so I boarded a plane and traveled once 
again to the United States of America—this time to Jackson, Mississippi. I 
had not even bid adieu to my friends and hadn’t even had time to say 
goodbye to one of my brothers because it all went so fast. At that point, I 
didn’t realize that I’d be gone for such a long time. 

On the flight across the Atlantic, I could only think about what my 
experience at Belhaven College could be and the expectations I had about 
college education; these thoughts circled my mind until I fell asleep. 

I had not heard a lot of things about Jackson, Mississippi. In fact, what little 
information I had was from the phone call with my coach. 

When I arrived at the airport, I saw my coach for the first time with three 
girls, all waiting for me. I knew nothing about them, but it would be these 
people I’d spend my days in Mississippi with. The girls appeared nice, and 
sporty, and were dressed in shorts. It was difficult to understand what they 
were saying, as I couldn’t understand English very well, but eventually, I 
realized that they were my roommates. 

Mississippi, I found, was a state unlike any other. It would be enough of a 
culture shock for a general American, I thought, and then even more so for 
someone from another country entirely. Also, though I’d been told there was a 
beach close by, the beach, I’d discovered, was actually a five-hour drive from 
my college. That put a slight damper on my excitement for me on my 
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expedition. You have to understand that, while a 5-hour drive might seem 
“close by” to an America, in my small homeland of South Holland, a five-hour 
drive would take you all the way across the whole of the Netherlands! 

Mississippi appeared to be very muggy, and I didn’t really feel too 
enthusiastic about that either. Compared to North Carolina, Mississippi 
didn’t look too safe, and Mississippi was totally the opposite of what I had 
known about North Carolina. There were many buildings and dorms in 
Mississippi than compared to the rural North Carolina I’d experienced. For 
example, at least from what I initially saw, and in all honesty, I was hardly 
impressed by what I saw when I first arrived. 

Our dorm had two separate bedrooms with a common hallway. I had to 
share the bathroom with the three girls, and bunk beds with one of them. I 
was on the top bunk, and when I would flop into the bed, I would always try 
not to be too loud so that I wouldn’t wake up my roommate. 

I met a guy while still having one of my go-arounds in my new environment. 
His name was Popey, and his father was a crocodile hunter. For a moment I 
thought, Am I in a movie or is this actually real? It was really funny, also, how 
the guys went about their approach towards relationships. I had another 
absurd experience when a boy in my class wrote me a note saying, “It is not 
good for a man to be alone.” It was creepy to sixteen-year-old me, who was 
not looking for anyone. I was just learning how to speak English, play soccer, 
and learn more about my faith. 

I remember being pushed into the classroom by my coach. Having limited 
proficiency in English made it difficult for me, as I could barely understand 
what my classmates were talking about. I knew that if I wasn’t willing to 
learn, nobody would be able to help me. I was determined, and though I 
wasn’t sure how I’d proceed, I knew that nobody could stop me, even though I 
was the only Dutch-speaking person out there. 

 
Side note: Did you know that learning a foreign language can increase the 
size of your brain? Swedish scientists discovered this when they used brain 
scans to monitor what happens when someone learns a second language. 
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Aside from this, people who speak more than one language fluently have 
better memories and are more cognitively creative and mentally flexible than 
monolinguals. It is best to start young though, as children have super-flexible 
brains that can actually grow the connections necessary to learn an additional 
language (Mårtensson, Eriksson, Bodammer, Lindgren, Johansson, Nyberg & 
Lövdén, 2012). 

 
There were times when I’d get defensive towards boys, too, and I remember a 
very funny encounter I had with a big football guy— thanks to my limited 
understanding of English. Being new to the language put me in several 
uncomfortable situations, but this one stands out! 

I was walking off the soccer field when a guy approached me. I thought he 
said something about my boobs, and I was exasperated. 

“How dare you!” I said to him.  

“Miss! What happened?”  

“You said boobs! You know what, you got boobs!” I 

said, and I pinched his chest. 

I was indignant… The guy’s face turned red, and he was so embarrassed. As 
it turned out, however, he had said something else entirely and, because of 
my limited English skills, I had totally misunderstood him. From that 
moment on—once the misunderstanding had been sorted out, of course—I 
smiled every time I walked by him. 

 

The first year was very difficult, but I had friends like Colleen, Martha, and 
Beth who supported me. The path, however, was mine alone. I had to keep up 
and decipher what people meant. 
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Often my head would spin at night, but I was relieved about just one thing… I 
didn’t have to hear the relationship woes of my friends Paula and Chris, 
which made not knowing English somewhat of a blessing at times. 

Ha! I didn't know it then, but now I know why it's so hard to learn and 
understand a foreign language. It challenges your mind, as it has to construct 
new cognitive frameworks, and it requires sustained and consistent practice, 
as well as motivation—which has been tied to language-learning success. I 
motivated myself to repeatedly seek out new language-learning opportunities. 
I changed the language on all my devices, watched movies in English, listened 
to music and podcasts, and read English books and magazines. I understood 
that it would be messy, and I relished the ridiculous moments when my 
accent wasn't perfect, and I didn't understand everything. After all, that 
didn't matter in the long run. 

Another particular challenge I faced was the food. I mean, who eats bacon 
and eggs with fried potatoes in the morning? Why not a normal, proper 
breakfast like bread with chocolate sprinkles?? The culture shock didn’t seem 
to be getting any easier, either. Every unremarkable, routine activity like 
communication, transportation, food, or shopping, presented itself in the 
form a new cultural peculiarity—which continued to confound and shock me 
further. 

Sometimes, I was resentful towards my new environment. I missed my 
mom’s food, especially her meatloaf. I wished to be back on the farm, playing 
with my brothers and friends. More than anything, I missed Nanja. 
Flashbacks of beautiful, happy memories of the two of us together kept 
coming to me, and I cried myself to sleep each night. There was no one to hold 
me and tell me it would all be fine. We only spoke on MSN Messenger when 
we could, but I was extremely busy with going to school, soccer, and learning 
the language. And with the time differences, and not having a cellphone like 
you do nowadays, it was a horrible sort of disconnectedness. 

When attending classes, I would think back to how Nanja and I would 
switch places in high school. It was our secret joke then, and the whole class 
found it funny as the teacher could never notice the difference! 
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On some days, I missed Nanja and wondered if she was, at that very 
moment, missing me too. We had that kind of connection, always. I 
remember even if we were far away, I knew when something was off. One 
time, for instance, I just knew that something wasn’t right. I could feel it. 
And, sure enough, it was true: I came to find out that my brother and she 
had gone out, and as they drove back the car had gone out of control and 
flipped on its back into the water! They had to kick the window open to get 
out. 

Away from home, in a country so distant, 
So alone, I felt no excitement, 

It was strange, would it become sinister? 
I just wished I could be with my sister. 
Sleeping together, cuddling her tight, 

My parents and siblings were so far away, 
Painfully, I waded through each and every day! 

It is known that when the effects of culture shock subside, you become more 
comfortable in your new surroundings. I saw it as an opportunity to expand 
my circle of friends to include people from all over the world. 

When moving to a new country, the native culture is learned and wired into 
the brain. Things that seem normal at home are now different. How close you 
stand to one another or how loudly you speak is all learned. Culture shock? 
More like brain in shock! 

One of the best things about traveling and living abroad was meeting new 
people and fostering friendships with others. Everyone had a different 
perspective, background, and different life experiences. It was a 
transformative experience and shaped me into someone more open and broad-
minded. Likewise, it also opened doors to opportunities for me in other parts 
of the world that would have been inaccessible otherwise. 

My coach would often tell me not to be afraid of culture shock because 
getting to know an entirely new culture is a tremendously exciting and 
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liberating experience. For me, however, it was more psychological, and I didn’t 
see the liberating part of it, at least not until I mastered the language. 

The American way of life was very different from my own, and that difference 
was a part of my cultural exchange experience. My time in the U.S. was 
designed to be a great learning opportunity, so I took advantage of it. I 
discovered new things about Americans every day and tried to adapt to this 
change. Adapting was not always easy, but it was necessary for my long-term 
goals. 

Some American customs may seem strange to people from other countries, 
but knowing about them may help you adapt better during your stay in the 
U.S. I learned, for instance, that Americans ask you how your day is going 
without really expecting an answer! It is a norm in their culture and, 
somehow, it makes the recipient feel good regardless of how bad their day has 
been. There are so many things that I love about the place and the people. 
Some of my other observations about them were: 

☞ They wait their turn in line. 

☞ They value independent thinking. 

☞ They like to joke, smile, and talk. 

☞ They were quite concerned about personal hygiene and cleanliness. It is 
not unusual for them to bathe one or even two times a day. 

☞ The Dutch are (very) consensus-driven, while the Americans are 
typically goal-driven. 

☞ Americans are in general fast decision-makers, while the Dutch (being 
more consensus-driven) will take much longer to reach a decision. 

☞ Americans love statistics—not so much because they have a need for 
being accurate, but more to beat the competition and get personal gain. 
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☞ Americans are good sellers; the Dutch are good traders.I was gradually 
opening up to both of the cultures in general, and Belhaven in 
particular: the departments, infrastructure, and facilities—especially 
the sporting facilities. I loved their training facility and spent many 
hours in the gym and, later, in their athletic training center, 
recovering from injuries. 

We often sat in a boat at night, where we could spot alligators. I once saw a 
guy fall out of the boat, and he climbed back in at such a speed as you 
wouldn’t believe—moving faster than I had ever seen anyone move before! The 
crocodiles* were right there, and the incident certainly made me cautious as you 
can well imagine. 

*Note: Okay so I’m told there’s a difference between alligators and 
crocodiles. Whatever! A smart person doesn’t hang around long 
enough to scrutinize and identify the differences between the two, 
now do they? No, they do not! 

I was recruited as a player, but I was the baby of the team, being sixteen. 
Taking over the spot of a senior (based on skill level) was not allowed. I guess 
it was done in Holland but not in the USA. 

I caused quite a scene when I walked in and joined the team. Murmurs of, 
“Who is this blonde that stepped in and took over?” and such could be heard all 
around. I had to prove myself, and I must say, I was filled with loneliness, 
and I wouldn’t have made it through had God not been at my side. 

I also had to overcome an illness where my hands and feet were all blown up 
with big blisters after contracting strep throat, and with my throat all swollen 
up as well, I had to be rushed to the hospital. It is terrible to be sick in 
another country, and the only person I could lean on was my coach as I didn’t 
know anyone else. Afterwards, I could not move my arm for six weeks, and I 
was so clueless about what was going on. Our sports doctor for some reason 
kept his eye out for international students as there were not many, which 
made me feel uncomfortable at times. He gave me extra special attention, yes, 
but it was not always the good sort of attention. I don’t wish to go into it 
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further, so let’s just leave it at that. Good for the school that when I left the 
school, he left as well (though for an entirely different reason). 

I knew I wanted to play for the college team from the very first day I arrived. 
I had to set goals. I was the girl who was recruited in North Carolina, and they 
thought I was the girl who was going to change the game. I was given a full 
scholarship, which was something that was unheard of at this school, and no 
one could ever know because it could cause the prejudice that you were better 
than them. This felt really good (the scholarship, I mean) as I would continue 
to play soccer. Things weren’t easy, though, as I struggled with the language, 
and even more psychologically. 

I barely spoke English, and I remember going to class and not being sure what 
they said, but over time I came to understand it. I did not use a dictionary 
but just listened to what others said and tried to make sense of their 
vocabulary. The first year, of course, it was all very vague as I did not 
understand most of it. I remember sometimes being in tears as you feel that 
no one understands you and you’re not sure how to express yourself. 

No doubt, things at Belhaven were good, in general. Still, I have to admit I 
felt unsafe and vulnerable most all of the time. I could not adapt to some 
aspects of the culture, and some happenings at school left me feeling very 
uneasy. Gunshots were fired on the campus at night, for instance, and I 
remember this one time that Popey offered to show me the gun he was 
carrying in his car—like this was a normal thing! I was bewildered. 

“Here, try holding it once. It’s the most amazing feeling to have it in your 
hands,” he said. 

“No, thank you. I’d prefer not to,” I replied. 

“Come on, Rianne! You’ve got to experience stuff in life.” 

Saying this, he shoved the gun into my hands. My hands were trembling, and 
I was terrified by what had just happened—and what was happening.  
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You have to understand, I hail from a conservative family and a country 
where you are never exposed to such situations. In Holland, in the 
Netherlands, things like this just don’t happen. I was shivering with fear. I 
had never been alone, and my parents weren’t around to protect me. I 
couldn’t even be in contact with them at that moment, as the internet 
and phone facilities weren’t as strong as they are today. 

All these things put together made me a bit depressed, and I wasn’t sure it 
was the place for me. Things didn’t go as well as I wanted them to. I had to 
get used to my new independence, which included being responsible for my 
own money and spending it in a different currency. I had my own bank 
account and ATM card, I had to pick out my own food in the university 
cafeteria, and I had to pay my own bills. My parents did all they could to 
contact me as much as possible, and they sometimes offered their words of 
encouragement, which kept me going. Luckily, I developed a strong bond 
with other players. Everyone played for the team and gave their best in every 
training and match. We were rewarded with good results for the connection 
we shared on and off the pitch. 

I also started playing for the Jackson Futbol Club at age seventeen. It was 
another good experience for me but unique, because there weren’t many 
college kids who played youth soccer in college, as most were eighteen years 
old when they started college. As I was young and a fresh student, I was able 
to do both during my time in the youth club. I met a lot of players within my 
age group and was able to integrate into the team with seamless ease. We 
ended up making the state champions and playing in Tennessee for the 
region championship as well. This was a very big event I remember, with tons 
of teams lined up which were introduced. What an accomplishment we had 
made. 

The academic year structure at Belhaven was completely different from what I 
was used to. American universities either broke the academic year up into 
quarters, with the finals at the end of each one, or semesters, wherein you 
have midterms and then finals. This system brings less stress at the end of the 
year, but it keeps you on your toes all the time. You are continually assessed, 
so you have to stay on top of your work. I would say, though, one of the 
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best—and yet, at the same time, worst—things about college is that there are 
so many things to do besides taking practice and being in classes. By that I 
mean I loved the friendships and the sports, but it can also be frustrating to 
be studying and going to classes all the time while, especially as a young 
person, you wanted to experience life! 

Nearly all American universities offer sports during the school year. The 
school year is divided into two sections: fall sports and spring sports. The 
time of the year schools offer each sport depends on the state and the weather 
conditions of that state. States like California or Texas, for example, are able 
to let the students play soccer in the fall because of the sunny weather. 

It wasn’t the easiest combining school, college soccer, and youth club soccer. 
There were times I would go up north for a home game and sometimes down 
south or beyond for an away game. I had to handle the stress of traveling, 
along with the pressure from the coach. My coach had become the only 
person I had whom I could share my deepest feelings with. I did not know 
anyone in Mississippi, and it was his responsibility to make sure I was OK. 

He wanted me to develop myself further and helped me grow to help the 
team. Playing college soccer helped me to become a better soccer player, but it 
also made me very dependent on my coach. I felt like he treated me like his 
trophy—which made me uncomfortable—and he ensured that I got the best 
and received what I needed. It led to an increased dependency on him, 
especially with my language and cultural struggles. 

We played more than 24 games in less than three and a half months, and we’d 
be on the road for four or more days a week. We went everywhere; at times 
we even went to Tennessee, Texas, or Alabama. There were times when we 
came back from Houston late on a Sunday night, and I sleepwalked my way 
into my 8:15 a.m. class on Monday morning. When I would still be in 
desperate need of clean clothes, school ramped up with multiple tests waiting 
right around the corner! Our road trips as a team were fun, and we’d sing our 
favorite songs aloud. We openly teased one another, and the fun made us 
bond on and off the pitch. We got to know each other as teammates, and all 
this fun made our moments so worthwhile. 
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We stopped at restaurants I had never seen and stayed at hotels during nights 
playing team games. Those moments made our wins more memorable. The 
road trips and the training on the field made all of us bond like a family. 
While traveling on the road, my three favorite things on away trips included 
fun, sleep and kicking butt. In my opinion, we did a good job to some degree 
in all three of these categories. 

One Friday night, we took on Mobile, Alabama in what they claimed to be 
“hot weather.” All I can say is that they needed to come back to check out 
Mississippi weather. On Saturday morning, some of my teammates and I 
went for a run by the hotel, while the rest of the team did a light pool 
recovery session. We took over the entire hotel pool to the dismay of the 
multiple little kids trying to go for a swim. 

Then, on Saturday afternoon, we loaded up the bus and took off towards a 
part of Georgia which seemed to be right in the middle of nowhere. We took 
care of business with a 3–1 victory—with a shout out to Martha who scored 
her second goal of the weekend, with both goals occurring in the first five 
minutes of each respective game. 

When playing, we had a momma on the team who was very sweet, but she 
ensured that we were in bed early as we had a curfew. So, she would stop by 
our rooms at school and in the hotels we stayed in while traveling. 

My teammates were like a family away from home. They were my support 
system, and I turned to them on campus not just when something went 
wrong, but also when things went right!  

 

I think I had grown comfortable to some extent. 

I met some of my great friends through my soccer and dorm experiences. A 
typical day in my life looked like this: 
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6:20 a.m.—The alarm would ring, waking me from my peaceful sleep. I 
would open my eyes, sit up, shower, change into my running clothes and make 
my way to the team gym. 

6:55 a.m.—I’d arrive at the gym. I was always very punctual and got so used 
to this schedule that I didn’t need an alarm after a while. Once at the gym, 
I’d go through our usual exercise routine—squats, sit-ups, etc. Make no 
mistake, you have to be strong and physically fit to play soccer! 

8:00 a.m.—After the gym, I would make my way back to the dorms to 
shower again after my workout and change into my typical uniform for the 
day: sweatpants and a black Nike fleece. 

8:30 a.m.—I would make my way through morning breakfast. I liked having 
bread and hot tea for breakfast. Sometimes I went for scrambled eggs as an 
accompaniment. 

9:00 a.m.—After breakfast, I would walk to the campus for my first class of 
the morning. I would sit in the front, focus, and learn. I was aware of the 
importance of my education, and I knew why I was there. I didn’t care much 
about looking attractive or cool, so I preferred packing my hair into a bundle 
with a band, which complemented my serious looks and countenance (though 
when it was time to ease up and get flexible, I knew how to do that quite 
alright). I always tried to speak with each professor before or after class to build 
a bond with them. I wanted their support and their understanding. The classes 
most always went well, and usually ended by half past noon. 

12:30 p.m.—It was lunchtime. I can’t stress enough how many great options 
for food there were to choose from. They had a salad bar with all sorts of 
items and lots of different kinds of sandwiches.* 

*Note: Though, sadly, no hagelslag (chocolate sprinkles) to put 
on, like the more civilized Dutch! 

2:30 p.m.—After lunch, I would head to the soccer field with my teammates. 
I would give only my greatest effort, as I wanted to be the absolute best I 
could be. I wanted to achieve great things, to succeed, and of course my 
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teammates wanted to win! As did I. After training, I would spend some time 
in the Sports Medicine Centre getting a massage and sometimes having fun 
chit-chats with the medic team. They were really friendly and welcoming. 

6:00 p.m.—I would get back to the dorm, shower, change, and start 
studying. 

7.30 p.m.—Dinner time, so I would meet up with some teammates. I would 
eat, laugh, and spend time with the other athletes. We would stay up until 
about ten. 

10:00 p.m.—I would get ready for bed. I would set the alarm and look 
forward to the next day. Sometimes, the team and I met at the Athletic 
Department before loading onto the bus to head out travelling to another 
away game. Looking back at my soccer career, I can say that playing sports at 
an American college, despite my early misgivings, was one of the best 
decisions I ever made! 

I did notice over time, however, that as a university soccer player, I hardly 
had time for anything other than soccer. I woke up in the morning, worked 
out, had classes, worked with the ball, practiced passing and shooting, built 
technique and stamina, and underwent every other training that could help 
me get better, but that about was it. 

My passion for the sport had already been proven, but this constant training 
and activity to the exclusion of all else made me question everything. Did I 
really want this kind of life for the next ten to fifteen years? This posed an 
emotional challenge to me, but after some deep thinking and soul searching, 
I realized that soccer was what I was meant to do. This changed everything… 

I loved education, but it was more likely for me to end up as a soccer player, as 
playing soccer is all I ever wanted to do. I didn’t have to think about my 
career path, or about what I wanted to do after school; soccer ticked all the 
boxes, and there was nothing else at all I would rather do. 
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I wished I would’ve had a better idea of the classes I wanted to take and what 
I wanted to study. I assumed that I would figure it out as I went, but I now 
really wish I would’ve looked at what majors and minors the schools offered. 
It may have sparked an idea of what I’d enjoy studying, because even though I 
wanted to play soccer, I still also wanted to get a degree I could use later on in 
an area I might enjoy. 

I knew that I was born to play soccer. Besides an innate talent, it was my 
passion. Looking back, I often think about what it would have been like if I 
had studied to be a lawyer, an accountant, or maybe a journalist! Could I have 
been good at it, the way I was at soccer? Or not? And more importantly: would 
I have enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed soccer? 

 

In one of my college matches, I got a knee injury while I was chasing a dead 
ball* that left me with a torn meniscus. When the medical team tried to 
diagnose me, I wasn’t even sure of how to explain what I felt. It surely was a 
challenge for them to understand my Dutch- infused English! 

*Note: “Dead ball” refers to a situation when the ball is not in 
play, e.g., when play has not been restarted after the ball has gone 
out of bounds or a foul has been committed. 
 

I had to sit out for about two to three weeks. When my coach discovered it 
was a tear, he was very upset and so was I! It was particularly distressing, as I 
had planned to leave the day after to surprise Nanja in Holland. The plan 
appeared to fall apart, as I learned that I was going to need surgery. 

On the day of surgery, the nurses found that I was too young to give consent 
to an operation. They called my parents seeking permission, and eventually, I 
went under the knife. 

I wanted to meet Nanja at the Ajax Stadium: the place Nanja and I had always 
loved. We had grown up sharing dreams of playing on the team and imagining 
ourselves as superstars. I contacted a Dutch TV program, Hemelsblauw, to 
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help me surprise her… As a feature on their show, they’d send a little text to 
someone you loved on request. 

Well, after hearing my request, they flew me in right after my surgery and 
drove me to the Ajax Stadium. I had told no one in my family about it, as I 
wanted it to be a big surprise for her! The guys from the TV channel picked 
up Nanja and brought her inside the stadium. She first received a soccer ball 
from one of the players which had “See you soon” written on it. 

When I showed up at the field with my crutches, Nanja got the biggest shock 
of her life! She was all emotions and cried out loud. I held her close as she was 
filled with tears. It was a very emotional moment for me as well. She was a 
blessing to me, and I needed her to know that she wasn’t alone. She had me 
and everyone else. 

Nanja had been going through a really hard time. She was miserable after our 
separation and being in her familiar surroundings only made it worse for her 
as she was continuously reminded that I was not there—that there was 
something missing. It would make her sad, and she became morose. 

I had specifically planned this trip to cheer her up and tell her how much she is 
capable of, and how much she is loved. 

I sent her a text out of the Bible: “You can do all things through Christ who 
strengthens you.” —Philippians 4:13. 

Like me, she believed strongly in the word of God, and it always brought her 
peace. It was the verse we’d always tell each other, to encourage the other. 

Being home, with my family, was always a blessing. I was pampered and 
showered with love by everyone, and I would always want to stick around for 
more days than I could. 
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After five days, I went back to the U.S. I was eager to get back to training as I 
had to play pro soccer that summer in Charlotte. I had been accepted to the 
team, and it was my goal to be the best I could be. That determination in 
sports served me well, as neuroscientists have found several ways in which 
the brains of top-notch athletes seem to function better than those of regular 
folks. 

The Charlotte Eagles played in the W-League, which was also an open league. 
It gave college players an opportunity to play along with established 
international players while maintaining their collegiate eligibility. The league 
was administered by the United Soccer Leagues system (the USL), which also 
oversees the men's United Soccer League and Premier Development League. 

Once I was back from my surprise trip to the Netherlands, I started my 
rehabilitation immediately. I really needed to get back in shape with 
improved fitness, so I could get ready for my quest for honors. My 
determination was so great that I was rehabbing two to three times a day. I 
was given a good physical therapist to work with me through this process. It 
went smoothly, and my coach would train with me. With great effort and my 
persistent determination, I became fit. Within only three weeks, I was ready 
to play again. The therapists were amazed by the speed of my recovery and 
said it was an amazing record. 

Despite things going well for me soccer-wise, I was still under a lot of pressure 
and had to find a way to cope with that. My struggles with the language 
continued. I was quite the interesting student, as I did not speak the language 
too well, and I had a funny accent too. My schoolmates found the way I 
talked amusing, especially when I had a hard time saying certain things. 
When I said “girls,” it would sound like goals. While they were imitating me, 
I was sad as it was hard being different than everyone else and not speaking 
the same language. Later, however, I came to know that they found my way of 
talking adorable! 
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During the summer, I traveled to Charlotte, North Carolina for the W-
League, and at just seventeen years old, I was one of the younger players out 
there. 

I played with incredible players from Chapel Hill, Duke, the Nigerian 
national team, and many more. It felt so good to play there at such a high 
level. The level of coaching had also increased significantly. It was all about 
giving it your all and about being mentally fit, even while dealing with a 
humidity of about 90% and a temperature of 90 degrees Fahrenheit (30° C). 

Yuck. 

I kid you not, my face was the color of a tomato. I was so sunburned, and I 
even re-applied sunscreen during practice. During the practices, our coach 
would make us run sprints across the whole field in less than eighteen 
seconds. When anyone missed it, we all had to run again. 

Talk about team spirit; you did not want to let your team down. 

Sometimes we had a team breakfast where we practically took over a café, 
putting about eight tables together so that we could all sit together. After 
breakfast, we headed back to our training field where we stayed until start 
time of a match. From the time we finished getting ready until we were ready 
to go out on the field to play, half of the players would be with the trainer, 
getting ankles wrapped and making last-minute recoveries, while others took a 
quick nap. Meanwhile, others were in the locker room jamming to some fun 
rap music. For me, I liked bouncing around from place-to-place saying hello to 
everyone and chatting with different girls. 

I stayed with a host family during that summer, and it was an incredibly 
beautiful summer with amazing memories still etched in my mind! We did 
team activities together with the men’s team, and luckily, besides hard work 
and training, every day also consisted of fun. Working in soccer camps with 
amazing teammates while living in the same place, training together, going to 
the gym, or being a coach in the soccer camps with all the other girls and 
guys enriched our experiences even more. 
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When there was a game, the ladies would often play first, followed by the 
men. We would cheer the guys on, and they’d cheer for us too. I felt so 
blessed, and I still think of the people and the memories with a smile on my 
face. 

Most Friday nights, the night before a home game, we would have a pre-game 
dinner at one of the host families’ houses. The houses where the females or 
males stayed at were gigantic. Some had movie theaters in the house, and a 
pool table. It was fun as we would play pool, hang out, and have spaghetti 
for dinner while gearing up for the next day. It was winner, winner, spaghetti 
for dinner... We always had a huge dance party in the locker room prior to 
our games to get us pumped up. The speakers in our locker room were 
actually insane... they were loud. 

These people impacted my life, leaving a deep impression in my heart. They 
all had such a crazy passion for soccer and a heart for God. They believed 
there was more in life and they cared for one another. On our road trips, we 
would play games while at times being on the bus for over twelve hours. The 
game we would play was Truth or Dare, and I, at times when I did not win, had 
to do the dare. Once, they drew eyes on my eyelids with eyeliner, and I had to 
walk into a restaurant with my eyes closed so that you could see the fake eyes 
on my eyelids. The girls would laugh so hard because the waitress was so 
scared when I talked! We did lots of silly things, but it kept us all entertained. 

During my time there, I would often slowly roll out of bed, brush my teeth, 
pack my soccer outfit for the day, and make a peanut butter sandwich. My 
teammate and roommate, Cory, would ride with me at 6 a.m. She would 
always greet me with a sleepy smile as she slurped on some drink. We would 
head in our amazing fun car from our lovely host family to the parking lot in 
front of the soccer fields. It was our meet-up spot at the beginning and end of 
each day. We would pray together, train, and then head home again. 

Starting our practice games with a prayer helped me grow and understand 
who God was. Along with my teammates, it taught me about love, 
friendship, and team spirit. One year, we made it to nationals and became 
USL W-League W-2 Champions 200—a feat I am still very proud of. 
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I remember traveling to Nashville. Though I did not play the whole game and 
played more towards the end, I was so proud of my team and what we 
accomplished. It was a feat of which I am still very proud! The other years we 
also ended up well, but it was not only the accomplishment to get there but 
also the time spent with one another. It was the character development that 
took place during that time. Those memories, I still closely hold onto. 

 

When summer was over, and it was time to resume a fresh semester. I felt 
very sad, as I didn’t want to return to Belhaven. The thought of it made me 
cry all summer. Nan came to visit for three weeks that summer (yay!), but all 
she got to see was a really sad sister. It was a bit frustrating for me, and I had 
only managed to get through one year there by then, and I was so unhappy 
and felt unsafe. 

It was summer and the time to turn a new leaf,  
But the very thought of returning to Belhaven 

Struck me with grief… 
Vulnerable and alone,  I felt unsafe and unsteady, 

To face it all, I wondered: was I even ready? 

During that summer, I did have many options for different universities I 
could transfer to. My coach at Belhaven had given me three weeks to find 
something else and, if not, I had to come back. 

I received offers from different schools, but since I felt so uncertain about my 
previous experience, I didn’t know what to do. All I knew was that I did not want 
to go to a big school, even if they offered. I knew that many players narrowed 
their focus and only looked at big Division programs, but I was adamant 
about the benefits of choosing a smaller school. It was the atmosphere and the 
fact that you could always count on having fans at their games. Even small 
classes would be great because the professors would know you by name and 
they would know your story. They would be much more willing to go out of 
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their way to work with me and my schedule as a student-athlete and were 
always quick to offer extra tutoring. 

Often, a smaller school can benefit you with a unique interactions with your 
professors. I definitely attribute my success today to this. I find it much easier 
to ask anyone of a higher level for guidance and feel confident in doing so, 
rather than fearful to ask and possibly fail. 

I found something right after my coach’s three-week period deadline, and he 
told me it was never going to work out. I had received an offer from another 
college, named Biola. Within a day, I was accepted to the Biola University in 
California. It was a nationally-ranked private evangelical Christian university 
located in Southern California, and I was asked to study with them for the 
remaining years of my career. 

I was astounded as to how much they believed in me. They would help pay 
for my tuition, housing and for being able to go to school. It was a golden 
opportunity. Too good to refuse. I made up my mind to take to advantage of 
this great fortuity, and I was finally able to go ahead with the transfer to my 
new university. 

Unfortunately, as I was late, my coach at Belhaven wanted to teach me a hard 
lesson. My college didn’t want to release me and tried to hinder the whole 
process by not signing the necessary paperwork that would enable me to start 
at my new college. Luckily for me, the coaches at Biola believed in me and 
knew that I was meant to be there. Whether I would play or not, I was going 
to help to make their program great, even if I had to wait a year. 

And so, although I’d made it to Biola, because Belhaven wouldn’t officially 
“release” me by sending along the required paperwork, I could not yet play on the 
Biola team and ended up sitting out one year. During this time, I learned the 
importance of sportsmanship. I would carry water bottles and cheer on my 
teammates while on the bench. It was my first experience of understanding what 
players on the bench went through. I forged a unique bond with the team and 
began to respect their contributions even more. 
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I spoke with my coach that summer at the pro soccer club, Charlotte Eagles. 
He had wonderful words of encouragement for me, which left me excited for 
the way forward. He mentioned that I was very talented and had quite a lot 
to look forward to. 
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CHAPTER 4 

BIOLA MEMORIES 

iola University. I started college and also played college soccer there. 
In addition to college football, I continued playing professional soccer 

for the Charlotte Lady Eagles in the USA women tier of the league. I 
combined this with academics, which wasn’t the easiest, but I had 
experienced a similar situation in my previous college and knew how to go 
about it. However, it definitely still took quite a lot of skill to juggle both 
academics, soccer, and a social life. 

I wrote down my goals every six months. Writing them down helps store 
important things in the brain, which helps the brain go after its goals. By 
storing your goals in an external place—such as a piece of paper—that is easy 
to access and review at any time, you will remember your goals better, as 
you’re staring at a visual cue every day. Moreover, writing improves the 
encoding process, in which the things we perceive travel to our brain’s 
hippocampus, where they’re analyzed. From there, decisions are made 
regarding what gets stored in our long-term memory, and what gets discarded. 

Unlike at Belhaven, I was, by this point, already used to the language, so 
settling down at the Biola University for athletes was pretty easy by 

B 
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comparison and went very smoothly. It was heartening to be a part of a close-
knit community which would be extremely supportive of our athletic 
programs. I had a wonderful experience at Biola, more than I could have ever 
had at Belhaven. Seeing other athletes from different sports altogether in the 
same place also fueled me to push myself to the limit and get even better. 

Another thing I loved about my time at Biola was living in a dorm, which 
was like being at a massive sleepover with all your friends every night, as the 
roommates I had were not only my soccer friends, but simply my good friends 
as well. Other people were just a few doors down and always looking to hang 
out. They listened to me, whether I was complaining or just schmoozing 
about. Whenever I acted too silly, they were the first ones to point it out to 
me. I learned to hear them out because I valued their opinions and believed 
that their insights superseded mine in several situations. This beautiful bond 
we shared together made me realize what it meant to be fiercely loyal and 
protective of friends. They were the people who messed with me, but also 
looked out for me. 

We had so much fun, and my favorite part of it was the freshman initiation, 
which was a way to welcome new people to the team. It was during the 
preseason period called Hell Week, and preseason was truly a grind. We 
practiced A LOT, we ran A LOT, we sweated A LOT, but in the end, it was so 
worth it. It was practice, eat, sleep, and repeat, practice, eat, sleep, and repeat. 

Anyway, during that time of freshman initiation, we were guilty of doing 
some of the most amazing things, together with the men’s soccer team, such 
as: 

☞ Midnight Run: Very early morning (or very late at night, depending 
upon your point of view), we would take a group of underclassmen out for a 
run, with two initiating seniors. Some more seniors would drive to the other 
end of the run and wait with water balloons, water guns, shaving cream, or 
anything else to throw or squirt at them as they ran by! If it was planned and 
executed properly, the runners wouldn’t even know what him them! 
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☞ Funky Clothes: We’d love to find a bunch of weird- looking clothes and 
make our freshmen wear them to school the next day, with the clothes often 
being the result of a yard sale, where everything you could fit in your grocery 
bag would cost you $1. Thus, we would grab some of the funkiest hats, 
pants, skirts, and other clothes… which we got for nearly ten underclassmen 
for just a single dollar. 

All these memories make me nostalgic, even today, and I will never forget 
those amazing times! 

My teammates were like a family away from home. They were my support 
system, and I turned to them on campus, not just when something went 
wrong, but also when things went right! I really enjoyed spending time with 
them, and I remember the times we spent talking together. I remember that I 
asked them what superpower they’d want if they could have one. My friend 
Heide responded she’d want to fly, so that she could actually get to class on 
time! Natalie said she’d want to be the Superman of the team, and that she’d 
want super strength so that she could save people. She would be a true 
superhero. 

Kira couldn’t find the right words to answer my question, so Anya stepped in 
for her by saying, “Kira is so humble.” I couldn’t agree more. 

Lindsay told Anya she was always so sarcastic. It’s true—she was always 
making us laugh! 

Then I asked them if they could be great in one thing, what would it be? 

“Everything. Especially being a goalie,” Hilary said. Good answer. 

Adri said she’d want to be a master at sprinting. Her life would be a little bit 
easier. 

“Cooking,” said Krystal. That way she could cook for all of us! 

I asked them where they would want to go if they got to go somewhere on 
their free days. Laurelle said she wanted to visit the beach. 
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Erica would go to ride bicycles at the beach so that she could tan all day and get 
rid of her soccer-clothes tan lines once and for all! 

These teammates were fabulous. Each of them was so fun, so kind, and 
obviously a great soccer player. 

One night, when our field had just been turned into a new turf field, our 
whole team got together, and we made an oath that we signed with blood. The 
oath said that we would give 100% on the field every game, for God and our 
teammates. It was dark and we spent the night on the field to initiate it. We 
were a team and united. We stood as one. It was an unbelievable experience. 

We were always together. If it was not while eating, it was in our free time 
driving to the beach at night, bringing the guitar to sing songs by the fire. It 
was like the bonfires on the beach you see in the movies. We would mingle a 
lot with the guys’ team and do fun things together. It was an unbelievable 
time, and a time I would not trade for anything. It was like having 24 sisters 
for life. 

I wasn’t too interested in dating boys during my time at Biola, however. To 
illustrate this point: one time a guy was running next to me on the treadmill… 
and I was not paying attention at all, as he’d apparently been so busy looking 
at me that he totally tripped and fell—and I had no idea! I did not even look 
up. I was too focused on the task at hand. I was so focused on soccer, and 
training for soccer, that I’d had no idea guys were even interested in me! 

 

Besides my regular training, I would train every day on the field on my own. 
It was all about practice and playing the game, and I concentrated all my 
energy towards getting better and better. I always knew that becoming the 
best required training and hard work. If you would ask old college friends 
now, they would say that I was the blonde they always saw out on the field, 
practicing. 
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We’d have 6 a.m. practice and then lift (weight training) five days a week. 
Imagine being in freshman year, when everybody’s partying and getting 
to know each other, but you can’t stay out past 10 p.m. 

I would do a lift after practice, have breakfast with my teammates, 
and then have 9 a.m. class because we were all encouraged to have 
early morning classes. In retrospect, that was a terrible idea because 
none of us were fully awake at that time in the morning. In the 
afternoon, we’d have a full season practice again. It effectively 
eliminated the need for socializing with any fraternities, do any 
rushing,* or going out for a drink. 

*“Rushing” definition: a sequence of social events sponsored by a 
fraternity or sorority for prospective members prior to bidding 
and pledging. 

Michael Silzer, our coach, was very confident in us. He pointed out how special 
our abilities were and made us believe in ourselves even more. He was a 
tactical genius and knew the game like no other. He knew how to coach me to 
bring out the best in me. 

After training, the balls were collected by a rookie freshman, and many of us 
would go take an ice bath. When everyone had gotten out of the trainer 
room, we would sit down to have lunch in the cafeteria. 

We’d often complain about the hard workouts on hot days,* but we knew 
that we would have an amazing experience. I don’t know if we ever realized 
how lucky we were. 

*Though not as bad—to me, at least—as when I was in the South, with 
that oppressive humidity! 
 
 
 
 

Often, when we needed a little time to recover after a workout, we were given 
a bit of time off as well as a massage!! Foam rolling,* ice baths, and hydrating 
were daily occurrences. 
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*Foam-rolling: a therapeutic self-myofascial release 
technique—a form of self-massage to release muscle tightness 
or trigger points. 

When I think about it today, I wouldn't trade the 3v3 battles or defensive 
discipline drills for anything. The games were the big occasions, but the 
beauty was in the hot Tuesday mornings. Fans cheered for big goals on the 
weekends, but professionals were made in how they showed up Monday 
through Friday. We make memories on game days under the lights, but we 
make our careers on Tuesday mornings when no one is watching! Leaders are 
made in the close! 

I spent three more years there, in which I played as a center-forward—my 
preferred and natural position. I was given the coveted number 11, which I 
proudly carried on my back every game. We had many good players, which 
made scoring easier, and during those three years I played for the college, I 
became the team’s leading goal scorer with 40 goals, as well as the player with 
the highest points (of 93). I won an award for the most valuable and 
inspirational player for my leadership qualities. Little did I know that I would 
make such an impact as to become a sort of cult hero to future players! 

The intercollegiate competition in 2004 is the one I will forever remember. 
My college ranked a respectable seventh position and competed as a darned 
good team. As such, we had the opportunity to be pitted against some very 
high-caliber teams with national reputations—higher than us, in fact, in 
terms of ranking and silverware (trophies). 

During this competition, I went on to score a team- leading 9 goals and 
earned 23 points. I remember this one game against Azusa Pacific, which 
were one of our most formidable adversaries. They were five places ahead of 
us in the ranking and were our most difficult opponent. The game was very 
tight and feisty. A lot of harsh challenges were flying around, and there were 
very few opportunities for advantage afforded us in the game. We were locked 
in a 1–1 draw, and it looked like a stalemate until I scored the winning goal in 
the 83rd minute. Fans were in a merited frenzy, and the stadium went crazy! 
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It wasn’t the first time I had come up with the winning goal for my team at 
the tail end of the game, as I also did it against Concordia, with just two 
minutes left to play. We went on to win the competition. It was a dream come 
true for the team. 

Our coach, Michael Silzer, was named Golden State Athletic Conference 
Team Coach of the Year, and I was included in the 2004 Women's Soccer 
All-GSAC Team. I was named “Player of the Year” and the NAIA Region II 
Women's Soccer Player of the Week! 

It was surreal. I knew this was what I wanted, what I had worked hard for, 
but when it finally happened, it was an awesome feeling. I felt very grateful to 
have such amazing teammates around me who were like sisters. I also had not 
one but three incredible coaches who believed in me. What I received at Biola 
surely outweighed the hard year at Belhaven, Mississippi. The love and care of 
friendships still continue to this day. 

The goodbye during our last senior game was truly heartwarming. The 
underclassmen had been creative in showing us their thankfulness for who we 
were and what we meant to them. They had made sweet memories through 
cards for all of us and took team pictures. We took so many pictures before 
the game to take it all in! 

I say in all humility that I took Biola Women’s Soccer to heights it had 
previously not experienced, culminating in an NAIA Quarterfinal appearance 
in 2004. Indeed, the future of my soccer career looked bright. 

The awards were great, but it was not really the awards I enjoyed, but more 
the experiences of playing. They made me who I am today. 

I was inducted into the Hall of Fame of the university in 2014. I felt so 
honored, and I reveled in all the beautiful memories of my soccer experiences. 
Life at Biola was perfect! My profile on the school’s website reads: 

“Rianne Schorel led the team to a 41–14–4 record during her three years on 
the squad. Forty-one was a key number for Schorel, as she also tallied 41 
goals during her time in red, setting her career goal-scoring number above all 



 

- 59 - 

others in program history. She also sits atop the record books in shots (201) 
and points (94). She ended her career with three NAIA All-American honors, 
three All-GSAC honors and cemented her place in history with Far West 
Region and GSAC Player of the Year honors in 2004. Schorel was the 
ultimate offensive threat, as all three of her seasons are among the top-10 
point-scoring seasons in Biola’s program history. Schorel enters the Biola 
Athletics Hall of Fame in the third class of three inductees. She is the first 
women's soccer student-athlete to be inducted.” 

I also had half a season of semi-pro football with the San Diego Gauchos while 
in college after I stopped playing for the Charlotte Lady Eagles. I was 
sheltered in some way because it was such a close-knit environment of 
amazing people and experiences, far from the real world. It was a comfortable 
but amazing environment with people that were very loving and sought each 
other’s highest good. 

 

I knew, however, that life after all this would not be so kind. I would have to 
prepare myself mentally in order to make that cut and become a successful 
professional soccer player. It was not just my dream, but also Nanja’s! 
However, before becoming successful in soccer, I had to say goodbye to Biola. 
In order to successfully march ahead, I had to finish my finals. 

I was asking questions to understand different subjects and drill down to the 
basics would land me at every tutor’s office. I would ask many questions and 
wanted to know everything about any particular subject. 
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There was this time I came out of a philosophy tutor’s office, and my friends 
told me I was talking like a philosopher. My teachers would often tell me that 
I was very bright and that I could pursue an academic career ahead—but I 
had chosen to live a balanced life. I wanted to be efficient and excel, however, 
in every aspect of my life! 

 
In sociology, my major, the focus was heavily upon written work. I remember 
one day, it was 12:03 p.m. and I had just seventeen hours to finish the twenty-
something pages I had to write. Unfazed by this realization, I returned to 
catching up on watching my favorite sport—soccer!*—on the computer. I was 
juggling training for the W-League and schoolwork. The previous couple of 
months had been rough. It was difficult to stay concentrated on school, while 
my dream of playing professional soccer was quickly attaining fruition. All I 
could think about at this point was graduation day and the next chapter of my 
soccer career. The excitement about the upcoming celebrations was 
accompanied by the stress of final assignments, anxiety, and confusion, along 
with the massive emotions leading up to graduation. Going to college for the 
rest of my life would’ve be great, wouldn’t it? It was a secure environment 
without responsibilities. But of course, the impending reality had to be faced. 

*Note: Seriously, if you don’t know this by now , then you 
haven’t been paying attention! 

I graduated from Biola, with a major in sociology and a minor in theology. I 
began to gear up for life, as this wonderful chapter of my life was fast 
approaching its end. The future would be exciting, and it was very 
encouraging to see my father and mother ecstatic and overjoyed because of 
my completion. I can remember my mom telling me it felt like a movie. It 
felt like a movie to me, too, as I was wearing my black cap and gown. All I 
could think was: I did it. I finished school, something that had seemed 
impossible, but that I had been capable of doing by just living day-by-day not 
looking too much ahead. 

On the following pages are photos of my time playing soccer for the 
universities and professional teams.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DUTCH SOCCER EXPERIENCES 

fter graduating from Biola University, I was offered several 
opportunities to play in the USA. I had grown to enjoy my time in the 
U.S., 

and California had begun to feel like a second home. The beautiful 
comradeship I shared with my teammates and coaches at Biola and the 
Charlotte Eagles made it all the more difficult to part ways with this beautiful 
place. However, I made the difficult decision. It had been a long time since 
I’d been home, and I wanted to go back. 

I had to bid adieu to my alma mater, my soccer teammates, and the friends I 
made at school who had all shaped my beautiful journey. It was time to fulfill 
the dream I had shared with Nanja: to play for the Dutch national team. 

Going back home again was super exciting! I was so happy I’d get to see 
everyone again. I thought of my childhood days when I would want to be a 
role model for everyone. With a thriving soccer career ahead of me, perhaps I 
would be able to inspire everyone to believe in their dreams—and to live them, 
too!—and to know there was more to life, and to not only work on the game of 

A 
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soccer but to use the lessons learned therein to work on the greater game of 
life as well. 

I wondered, would Dad and Mom be proud of the woman I had become? 
And what would it be like to be around my family once again? Five and a half 
years was a long time, and as much as I loved them, it was not like I had been 
in constant touch. 

I was really looking forward to meeting my five-year- old niece, who had 
cried saying she didn’t even know her aunt. I wanted to see Nanja and hug 
Mom. I would finally get to be around my brothers, and also to eat Mom’s 
amazing food that I had missed so much while away for so long. 

My return stays in Holland had been very limited ever since I’d moved out, 
with me seeing my family for scarcely two weeks a year. I was barely able to 
spend any time at all with them during the period I’d been away, and now I 
was so excited to finally be together again, properly together. It was nothing 
less than a fairytale reunion for me! 

On my return flight home, 
I unraveled my dusty luggage of words,  

Reminisced about days on the field,  
Amidst the chirping birds, 

From being sixteen years old, 
I’d come a long way, 
Learned some lessons, 

With every passing day! 
At home, my family would welcome me with open arms, 

Finally, I would be home, 
Where I’d be safe and away from harm. 

I had lived separately from my sister, with a heavy heart,  
Finally, I had learned to live my life apart… 

But we had dreams, and we had to make them come true, 
I had to script success in the life ahead, too! 

It was 2005 and I was home… I ate generous helpings of all the home-cooked 
food that Mom had prepared. She was the best chef in the world, and, if I 
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didn’t want to stay fit, I could’ve happily gone on binge-eating whatever she 
prepared until I burst. 

I had left the Netherland as a young, brittle 16-year- old and returned as a 
successful 22-year-old woman after 5 and a half years. I had learned a lot of 
life’s lessons: the good parts, the bad parts, and the parts that lie between. I 
felt the warmth of home and the peace of mind that comes from knowing 
that everybody’s around. My brothers had become even more handsome, and 
it was heartening to see how they had grown so close to each other. They had 
stuck by one another during the most testing times. 

Nanja was with me the whole time and was the happiest with my return. We 
went everywhere together, at every available opportunity. I would insist on 
visiting those places around the town where we had gone together when we 
were younger. It was beautiful, and we realized that we were now grown-ups, 
whose lives had both changed a great deal. 

However, I couldn’t help but wince every time I looked at her. While I’d 
been away, Nanja had been working really hard, but she’d burnt herself out. 
While I was in a good place in my life, Nanja had meanwhile been battling 
the odds alone. Our separation, and everyone around her constantly asking 
about me, had made it all the more difficult and had taken its toll on her. 
Her once-sparkling eyes did not light up any longer, not the way they used to, 
and it tore me apart every single time I saw it. She had stopped playing soccer, 
and her injury was a serious regret I had still not come to terms with. We had 
soccer dreams together—always together—and her injury had torn our 
dreams apart. The memory of her injury and our separation gives me jitters 
even today, after so many years. Still, despite this, having her around upon my 
return made everything beautiful for me, and so much easier to cope with. 

 Where would I be without my Nanja? 

Sometimes, when I’d miss my time at Biola, I’d listen to “Eye of the Tiger,” 
and even eat my French fries with ketchup. My family would freak out, as we 
ate our French fries with mayonnaise in the Nederlands.* 
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*Yes, with mayonnaise. You know—like civilized people. Not 
with ketchup like savages! 

But that was just nostalgic emotional eating caused by missing soccer and the 
great times I had with my favorite team and the people whom I called my 
sisters. I could hear their laughter from when we were on the airplane to 
Japan with the team, and I was sitting in the plane with tears in my eyes and 
two of my teammates were holding my hand during the trip so that I felt 
safe. Or, I remembered the times we were gleefully running through Wal-
Mart during a pit stop—leaving the locals’ heads spinning—after having been 
on the road for hours after an away game. And we would always get our lunch 
at Subway (there was always a Subway inside of Wal-Mart) on our way up to 
an away game as well. 

Living abroad for so many years had changed me to quite an extent. I had to 
relearn the everyday routines and patterns I had forgotten—once so 
instinctive and natural, but now strangely foreign. The transition back to 
feeling at home was very difficult, and I wasn’t able to see things the same way 
again, not completely. It was like a part of me was lost forever, and I was 
definitely missing something, although I had no idea—and couldn’t place a 
finger on—what it might be. 

I was happy to be home, of course, but traces of my stay in the U.S. began to 
show. It was like I was facing a reverse culture shock. The American slang had 
rubbed off on me, for instance, and it messed up my speech patterns. I was 
also using strange syntax, as my brain was still working in the second 
language. My brain had no clue how to change directions without throwing 
everything into reverse. 

I often asked myself: Am I feeling at home, at this very moment? Is this the place 
where I had so many memories? Which moment, I wondered, would lead me 
to find my way back to the place I call home? I had initially thought that it 
would take time to adapt to the reverse cultural shock. Later on, however, I 
went on to accept the bitter reality—my home would never feel the same as it 
had before! 



 

- 69 - 

In the end, I decided to focus on Nanja, and on my dream of making it to 
the Dutch national soccer team. It was time to make use of my soccer abilities 
and to make my country proud. I wanted to tread on that path and go ahead 
with getting myself into the soccer routine! 

After careful deliberation, I chose the best club for me—Ter Leede. 

On the first day of my training, the coach said to me, “I need to tell you 
something.” 

“Sure,” I replied. 

“Just to let you know, we don’t do girlfriends in the team,” he told me. “Not 
within the team. It creates unnecessary drama.” 

I was, first, shocked that he’d say a thing like this and, second, couldn’t 
understand what exactly he was talking about. 

“Excuse me, what do you mean?” I replied. “You will find out!” was his 
answer. 

It was such a weird experience. But I learned what he meant, I suppose, when 
many of the girls would come up to me, asking me if I liked girls or boys. I 
was taken aback by such questions and couldn’t understand at first. I had 
always been attracted to boys, so this made no sense to me. However, more 
interactions with these girls widened my perspective. I realized how they were 
just like everyone else, and I thought no less of them. I was happy to interact 
with them and loved them just the same. Together we were one team, and 
with the same goal of winning. 

 

I took up a job as an Executive Assistant for an international organization, 
where I was the baby at 23 years old. All other employees were above 40 years 
of age, but it was a job I could manage while playing soccer five times a week. 
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With travel time, work, and soccer, I had no social life. My time at Ter 
Leede, however, was beautiful. We girls shared such a warm relationship, and 
we’d begun to easily gauge each other’s feelings on and off the pitch. We had 
so many inside jokes that left our coach befuddled, too. Even during the 
intense moments of the match at times, we’d end up smiling and going about 
with our inside jokes. Those girls were so lively and playing with them added 
vibrant color to my life. Sitting in the locker room before playing a rival team, 
I experienced an atmosphere that felt absolutely electric, and when hitting the 
field, all of us were just itching to get things started! 

After a year, however, I felt that I had been playing for Ter Leeds for a good 
while, and that now was the time to start thinking about career progression. 
Hence, I decided to catch every good opportunity that came my way.  
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CHAPTER 6 

GEARING UP FOR THE BIG JUMP 

es! It was 2007 and I was about to be a part of an archival moment! 
The Women’s Eredivisie, or Eredivisie Vrouwen, in Dutch, came into 
inception. In the USA womens soccer was very popular but now the 

fact that I was a part of the monumental evolution of the Netherlands’ first 
women’s soccer league instills pride in me every time I think about it. I was a 
part of my country’s history, and it is still one of the proudest aspects of my 
soccer career. I was happy with the little gas money we received,* and I would 
have played for nothing. We paved the way so that my hope of the women’s 
game developing enough so that playing professionally would become a route 
to a stable and fulfilling lifestyle for young girls to aspire to would become a 
reality. 

*Note: Gas money was all the compensation we received for 
training during the start of the new pro league. 

The memories are still fresh in my mind. Taking a deep breath, I tried to 
contain all my emotions, while imagining how I’d look on television as the 
camera zoomed in on our faces. All my teammates lined up, and we stood with 
other teams while preparing to walk back out onto the field for the 
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introduction. Before this moment, I hadn’t even imagined what it would be 
like to be a part of such a massive revolution in the female soccer world. 

 

Every female soccer player in the Netherlands had been waiting for this 
moment, and I was excited beyond words. As we began to walk and step out 
into the open—onto the red carpet towards the center of the field—chills ran 
up and down my spine. Any attempt to properly describe the exhilarating, 
highly-charged atmosphere would be futile. 

We arrived at midfield, and as we stopped for the national anthem, time 
appeared to be frozen. In those brief moments, I closed my eyes and reflected 
on everything that had led me to that precise moment in time. 

 

My stint with the Eredivisie catapulted me to the level of seasoned 
professionals who were international globetrotters. I got a chance to play with 
Daphne Koster, who was the captain of the Netherlands women’s national 
football team. When practicing and running with Daphne, I upped my game 
in terms of mental fitness by not giving up and remembering the lessons I 
had learned in my trainings in the USA. 

I was used to the American mentality, which made me feel like practices were 
always easy. In the Netherlands, however, the emphasis was on the technical 
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game, conditioning, and mental fitness. With improved fitness and excellent 
mentors around me, I was able to help the team win the Super Cup that year. 

Our team clinched several winning trophies, but every victory was an 
outcome of fighting through the mud, so to speak. In that season, our team 
had seen a lot of mud. The road we had traveled was very long, and each 
victory was a fruit we had reaped during this beautiful journey. With every 
achievement, my heart ached for more. Playing before the fans was a dream 
come true for me, and it made me ecstatic. 

I wanted more, so when I was chosen to be a part of ADO Den Haag in 
2007, I couldn’t have asked God for anything more. ADO Den Haag was and 
still is one of the Netherlands’ biggest clubs. It was a huge club with 
extraordinarily talented players, and I really had to prove myself there. 

I also got the opportunity to play for the UEFA Women’s Cup, which is the 
female version of the present- day’s UEFA Champions League. The Cup was 
held on the Faroe Islands, an archipelago between the Norwegian Sea and 
North Atlantic, about halfway between Norway and Iceland, and it was an 
amazing experience. 

I also trained with the Dutch national team that year and it was a wonderful 
experience, and a beautiful memory which is still etched in my mind. 

Fans went into a frenzy over their favorite team at every opportunity. The 
ADO Den Haag fans, like all other soccer fans, stood for their club. I believe 
the ADO Den Hague Fan Club was the best in the world, not just for backing 
their club but also for being united in standing behind the female soccer 
team. Nearly 200 fans would travel with us in buses to FC Twente United. 
Their vocal support and dedication created an exciting, galvanizing atmosphere 
and I was truly touched by their pure love for the sport. 

 

I remember it as if it were yesterday: I had just made a great goal the night 
before in our match against SC Heerenveen—a goal that was later mentioned 
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on the vrouwenvoetbal website, a website that reports all the latest news on 
women’s football in the Netherlands, as one of the nicest-scored goals. 

It was thrilling to play in those stadiums. All of a sudden, I was walking in 
dressing rooms I never imagined I would ever be in and playing in stadiums I 
had only ever dreamt of playing in, not to mention the shock of seeing myself 
on TV in my much-loved home country. The best of it all was the 
opportunity, as I’ve said before, to be a role model—but this time with an 
added twist. You see, I was viewed as an atypical soccer player with my long, 
flowing blond hair. At that time, soccer was in the process of ridding itself of 
the preconception that female soccer players had to be lesbian and have short 
hair. I was able to help break down this prejudice because, while all eyes were 
now focused on soccer, sure, the poor-taste jokes would still come out… but 
my appearance did not match the profile typically stuck in people’s minds that 
soccer girls were only ever short and stocky and had short “butch” hair. And 
so, I helped to change people’s perceptions and get past and overcome that 
ugly stereotyping. 

When standing on the training field the next day (after my news-worthy 
goal), I remember my trainer coming up to me. She is now the trainer of the 
current national team, and she said, “Rianne, you have been called out to the 
national team training camp.” I could not believe it. How exciting it was! 
The last time had been a while ago, and it had been when I was in the USA. My 
heart was racing, and I could not wait to call my sister and tell her. 

The training camps I went on to partake in were memorable, wearing the 
Dutch national gear and being under the guidance of Vera Pauw, the 
national coach. Going to a training camp with the Dutch national team, I 
was grateful to be under her direction. She was the first female Dutch player 
to professionally play in Italy. She had signed for Modena in 1988 and 
managed several national women’s football teams, such as teams from 
Scotland, the Netherlands, Russia, and South Africa. I looked up to her and 
she was truly an inspiration. She believed in me, and I believed in her. It was 
what my sister and I had dreamed of often, and it gave me chills thinking 
about it. 
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When playing for ADO Den Haag, I had such amazing experiences. I loved 
my teammates and I was one of the TV hosts for the fan club… that was a 
different experience altogether. I felt so blessed to still be involved with sport. 
It was such a challenging and unique experience to work and play at the same 
professional sports team. 

I would often conduct interviews with players, both pre-match and post-
match. Media interactions with athletes have always been confined to the 
sport. I was trained for such interactions and it gave me a useful insight into 
the thoughts of other sportspersons. 

While I was busy becoming a club figure, I enjoyed the possibilities that came 
with becoming a role model. People in my town became more supportive of 
their young girls playing soccer, and I was truly inspired to see how open-
minded parents were becoming. I wanted to do so much more to inspire these 
young girls. I didn’t just want to help them with soccer, but in life as well. 

My focus on women’s soccer alienated me from the men’s game completely. 
Because of this, I did not even know the names of the big players who were 
also a part of the club. I had several hilarious encounters, but one that really 
stood out was the time we were introduced into the stadium during the 
opening day of the men’s soccer teamand womens soccer team. A club 
icon was standing next to me, and I had no idea who he was. I remember 
going up to him and asking, “Are you from the training staff?” 

His face turned white, and he was perplexed. Luckily, my teammate realized 
what I had done, and she apologized to him and ushered me away from the 
hilarious embarrassment I had caused him. She told me who he was and 
asked, “Are you mad? Nobody would have asked him that!” 

“Gosh! I didn’t know. I am sure he’d understand.” “Rianne, you don’t even 
know about his accomplishments! He is a big star.” 

I was embarrassed beyond words. Though I regretted the embarrassment I 
caused him, I always felt people should not be defined by their 
accomplishments. 
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My tryst with TV hosting gave me several opportunities to meet football 
stars, and I was happy to combine both sports and TV hosting. My 
afternoons were spent training and rushing to reach the players during their 
game nights elsewhere. 

My family often asked me if I was comfortable doing both. I, however, felt 
blessed to be a part of the sport. Though replete with challenges, I was 
enjoying some of the most unique experiences. 

 

I was enjoying the arduous challenges brought forth with each new day. I had 
come to understand that practice does not start on the field. Beyond the 90 
minutes under the lights on a Saturday night, there was much more to 
handle. Emotions running high, coaches getting mad, and the fear of being 
replaced were a constant in our everyday life. Missing practice was not an 
option because if your game faltered even slightly, coaches would be totally 
mad. There were no sick days and no excuses at all. Imagine being in a job 
where you take a sick day, only to be replaced by someone else the very next 
day! With your entire livelihood on the line, and so many responsibilities, 
how could you let sickness get in the way? 

When life is going great, anyone can show up with a smile, but what do you 
do when life is hard? The great ones show up with a smile and give their best 
even when going through their worst. We don’t get paid to play soccer, 
necessarily, or to win. Practice groomed us, so we could learn to win while 
preparing that skillful edge, and sometimes winning is an ugly, ugly process. 
Some guys can show up and do the soccer stuff, but they can't handle the dirty 
work because, while passing and dribbling might be easy and fun, 
maintaining defensive shape, marking runners sprinting towards goal, or 
sliding to block a blasted shot, are not. A team doesn't win because they can 
pass and dribble better. They win because they fight through the exhaustion 
and say, “There’s no way I’m letting those girls across from me beat us!” 

Contrary to the romanticized view of this game, the actual physical aspect of 
playing soccer plays only a partial role. It's a mental task, to a large degree, 
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and not every girl can compete in it. Playing for the highest division in the 
Dutch League, after all, shouldn’t be easy! 

 

During my time with ADO Den Haag, I was under the guidance of Sarina 
Wiegman. She was a former Dutch women’s soccer player and is currently 
the head coach of the Netherlands women's national football team. She was a 
good trainer and knew how to win games. Overall, I was in a great place in my 
life. I was just beginning to fly with my newly grown wings, and it was time to 
now soar high in the skies. 

I was proud of my achievements and was being featured in several news 
stories! I was living the dream: being home with my family while being a part 
of the Dutch national team.  

Before sleeping at night, I’d dream of orange-clad fans cheering for me as I led 
the Dutch team to victory. The scene replayed several times in my head each 
night, and I’d keep thinking about how well I’d score. I just wanted to go out 
and make my country proud. I dreamt of the beautiful future that lay ahead. 
I wanted to secure a regular spot on the National team and was so close to 
fulfilling my decade-long dream of representing the country. However, no 
amount of mental fitness, practice, or conditioning could protect me from 
what was to come.  
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My supporters during the match against FC Utrecht 

 

My nieces received an ADO t-shirt from me. 
They were so proud! 
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After the game, they asked me for autographs!  
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CHAPTER 7 

THE HIT 

arving your own niche in the big, bad world of professional sports is 
never easy, where the lure of sex, drugs, and alcohol remain rife—
with soccer being no exception. I had given my share of sacrifices: 

saying no to drinks and everything else so that my focus on my goal didn’t 
drift. 

At first, some people poked fun at me for being so prideful and “stuck-up” 
and overly-disciplined about both my work ethic and my goal to be a role 
model. However, I knew God understood how much I wanted to make my 
career in soccer. He knew about the sacrifices I had made, and the energy I’d 
invested in this game. Sadly, none of this seemed to matter anymore when all 
the years of hard work and sacrifices were washed away within the blink of an 
eye. 

It was February 2008, and I was looking forward to playing against AZ 
Alkmaar at their scrimmage field. I wasn’t too hopeful of being able to play, 
as the coach was being extra cautious about me. 

The match was scheduled for 7 in the evening. I was wearing my green-and-
white uniform, waiting for my coach to tell me I was on. While waiting for her 
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decision, I had this weird experience. My mind was in a series of flashbacks, 
and I recalled how Nanja’s soccer dream came to an end. I could almost hear 
her call out to me and tell me it would be alright. 

I brushed away these thoughts and went up to the coach to ask if I would be a 
part of the team. She decided against it and asked me to wait. Pacing in 
frustration, I was seething with anger. I wanted to be there on the field, 
tearing up the center in a run to score. I watched the red & white uniform-
clad opponents and observed their defender. I was certain I could bring her 
down in a one-on-one! I just wanted to be tested, and to relish my role as a 
striker. The opponents were the better team and we desperately needed to 
score. 

I was chatting up my teammate Leonne and expressed my frustration to her. 
Suddenly the coach called out my name, and I was so excited. This would be 
my opportunity to shine, I was sure! The ball would be at my mercy, I 
thought. It was my time to finally score in the Netherlands, and I wanted it 
to be as memorable as the one I had hit in the States. 

I went in and gestured to my teammate Jill. I was there to score, no two ways 
about it! We were nearly one hour into the game, and it was tied. A victory in 
this match would mean so much to the entire team. 

I was at my aggressive best, chasing any loose ball. The opposition appeared 
uncomfortable and couldn’t build up from the back. Jill, my teammate, was 
equally desperate to score a goal. She attempted a close shot at the goal, but I 
didn’t see it coming, and found myself in its path. 

The cold, hard ball struck me in the head, and I immediately saw stars. 

I opened my eyes after what I thought was about ten seconds or so. My head 
seemed to rise and fall, as if I were standing on the deck of an ocean ship that 
was pitching with the sea swell, but I could still hear the audience’s cheers—
like noisy gulls wheeling about excitedly in the salty spray, to further the 
analogy, encouraging me on. 

The referees had stalled the game, but I just wanted to go back in, and to score 
again. My athletic trainer asked me some questions, and I appeared to 



 

- 85 - 

remember everything okay and respond accordingly. I was frustrated by this 
delay and just wanted to be done with the questioning and, as I said, get back 
in my game. And I was already annoyed by the continuous ringing in my ears, 
which wasn’t going away. 

My athletic trainer said I was fit, and he kept me in the game. Once back on 
the field, however, I felt very dizzy and could pay no attention to the ball. My 
ears continued to ring, and it was like I was floating, like my feet were not 
planted on solid ground. I was in a fog and could not keep up with the pace of 
the ball—It seemed like the ball was moving 100 times faster than normal. I 
felt nauseated and sick and couldn’t bring myself to focus on the game. 

The game ended. 

One of my teammates asked me, “You ever been hit on the head before?” 

“I have had a bad hit in college and have been concussed a couple of times 
before. Perhaps even when I was little. The hit I had in college was much 
worse,” I said. Over the course of my playing career, I once hit the goalpost, 
which caused me to be unconscious, and on numerous occasions I got hit 
hard enough by the ball to see stars. But I always shook it off, as it was just 
part of soccer, and it had always seemed harmless enough. “Looks like you 
survived Jill’s shot. How do you feel now?” 

“I feel terrible. I think I really need an aspirin and a good night’s rest to be 
fine!” 

“Of course. The trainer said you were fine. I was scared. You were out for ten 
seconds or more, do you remember?” 

“Ah, yes! I think I saw stars… and when I was back in, I was like, 
where the heck am I?!” 

“You need rest, Ri. Let’s go home!” 
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I woke up next morning feeling terrible. “Did you guys win the match 
yesterday?” my dad asked. 

“No, it was tied,” I replied. 

“Well, did you have a tough soccer match?” “No, Dad!” 

“You look like you had a rough night,” he told me. 

My family knew I wasn’t the party kind of girl who’d drink to excess, so they 
knew a hangover couldn’t be the reason why I was acting so strange. They did, 
however, notice that something was off. 

I didn’t even think it was worth mentioning that I had been hit. After all, I 
had been hit in the head so many times before. It could have had an adverse 
effect, but I was sure it would go away when I was back on the field—like it 
always did—practicing with my girls. 

However, things were not returning to normal. The persistent ringing 
sensation stayed, and made me irritable, and I was unable to even step out of 
the house except to head to practice. I paid no heed to what my body was 
trying to tell me and walked about with these symptoms for three more days. 
I was injured on Thursday night, practiced on Friday night, and played a 
reserve team game on Saturday. While playing in the reserve game my 
balance was off, my awareness was off, and my ears were ringing. My trainer 
did not check in with me to see how I was doing, so in my eyes this was just 
further reinforcement that it was not that big of a deal. 

The disruption of the brain’s ability to process sensory input can result in 
extreme fatigue, frustration, and emotional instability. In children, this 
manifests as behavioral outbursts or tantrums. Highly visual activities 
overwhelm the brain, so crowded environments such as work, school, stores, 
and public events can cause an elevation of symptoms or anxiety. 

Finally, on Monday, four days after the hit, I decided to go to the doctor. I 
thought he’d give me some type of strong medication to make the ringing 
sensation go away. It wasn’t as I had hoped, however, as the doctor asked me 
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to visit the hospital right away. I was told I had a concussion and whiplash—
due to the forces involved in a concussion, it is very common to sustain a 
whiplash injury. The nurses gave me sympathetic looks, which made me 
angrier because it made me feel so helpless. What the hell was I headed to? 
Everything was getting worse, not better, and I didn’t have time for this 
nonsense. 

Thinking I’d be fine before a major match, which was supposed to happen in 
a few weeks, I gave it my all. I remembered how I’d rehabbed after I tore my 
meniscus from that knee injury, after all, and how that had turned out just 
fine! It was just a matter of working hard toward my goal, what I’d always 
been good at and surely this was no different. This was just a very minor head 
injury—a little bump on the head, was all—that was taking a bit longer than 
expected to sort itself out, right? No biggie. I would be fine in a few weeks’ 
time, I reasoned, right as rain and ready for action. 

And so, I was full of questions, and peppered my doctors with them. What 
exactly was going on? How long would these symptoms linger? How long 
would it take to get better, and what could I do to speed my recovery along? 
And, most importantly, when could I get back in the game? 

My doctors, however, were unable to answer even the most basic of questions. 
All I got from them was, “For the vast majority of concussions that are 
treated in the ER and in the trainer’s room, there is currently no prognostic 
test available.” 

This was not what I wanted to hear, as you can well imagine. This was a 
rubbish prognosis. In fact, this wasn’t a prognosis at all—it was the absence of 
a prognosis. 

I was not asked to perform balance, dexterity, or mobility tests, nor did they 
check and monitor my vitals and reflexes. The only advice I was given was to 
take rest—the standard response given to people at that time. 

I was getting impatient. I was three weeks into my recovery, and I couldn’t 
miss the crucial matches that were ahead. Since I’d been sidelined for this 
extended period of time, some people were coldly claiming that my soccer 
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career had ended! It was devastating to hear people talk that way, and of 
course I couldn’t bring myself to believe their words. Why would they even say 
such a thing? This was just a temporary setback, a temporary inconvenience, I 
assured myself. I mean, how could it be anything other than that? 

Amid splitting headaches, fogginess, and the persistent ringing in my ears—
remember when the bell rang in high school, and it was that strange, low-
pitched tone? That’s what I was hearing, only this time, it wouldn’t go 
away—I managed to keep my hopes up. Surely, I’d be back in form soon 
after these pesky annoyances came to an end. Surely, it would not be long. 

My hopes were high, but other than that I was a wreck. The feeling of having 
no control over my symptoms or recovery was frightening. In the past, I’d 
always worked hard and put my full effort into every endeavor and this would 
inevitably produce the desired result. Not being able to actively engage in my 
recovery was immensely frustrating, and this was a kind of helplessness I’d 
never felt before. 

I had nothing to soothe myself. What did it mean to give your brain complete 
rest? I was clueless. For six weeks, I tried to heal myself. I was in a dark room 
with my earplugs in. Sleep evaded me all the time, and I was willing to do 
anything I could to remain rested. I lost my daily routine, and even the most 
basic interactions left me fatigued. I was embarrassed about the symptoms, 
especially with my quick fatigue, vision disturbances, and extreme headaches. 
My faith in God was being tested. But I could not quit. I was willing to do 
whatever I had to do to live my old routine again. 

From training for soccer five days a week, I went to doing absolutely nothing. 
Sometimes, my responses to people were so delayed that they’d lose patience 
with me. On the outside, I might have looked fine. There were no visible clues, 
no bruises or wounds that would heal in a couple of weeks, no bandages, and I 
wasn’t wearing a cast or any sort of support device. In other words, there was 
nothing that would let people know I was injured and would be unable to 
function normally. But on the inside, my emotions and sleep were erratic, my 
vision was impaired, and concentrating was difficult. I was struggling with 
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the new reality of having a brain that didn’t work the way it was supposed 
to—the way it used to. 

My anxiety attacks, interferences in speech, and the not knowing, compelled 
me to rush to the emergency room for a visit to the neurologist, which 
resulted in a CAT scan. All my efforts and hopes were in vain. All the 
neurologist said was to give my brain complete rest. That, my friends, wasn’t 
like a usual episode of rest, however. Brain rest meant I had to give up on 
watching TV, reading books, listening to music, and everything else that put 
the slightest strain on my brain. So, yeah, pretty much anything and 
everything, really. 

Music, which until that point had been a solace to me during the times I was 
stressed, now became difficult to bear. The notes would land on my brain, and 
I would feel jolts of pain every time, which was highly disconcerting. My 
alertness was dwindling, and the dizziness I felt was simply annoying. I began 
to give up or lose every single thing I had previously loved about my life. 

Fed up with this painfully monotonous period, I decided to take my recovery 
into my own hands since my doctors weren’t helping me at all. So, I started 
walking regularly... but it didn’t help. The seemingly simple exercise now 
made me feel extremely dizzy. The doctor suggested I take it easy for some 
time and give my body the opportunity to ease into the process of recovery 
by itself. 

But, how could I? How could I just sit passively and wait around until my 
body decided to start healing? Wasn’t I the one to script my own destiny?! 
After all, I was Rianne: the persistent one who wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
It had been a very long time since I’d begun working on making my dreams 
come true, with much effort put forth and much progress made since  and 
wasn’t about to stop now. My brain was lagging behind my body now, but it 
was just going to have to catch up in order to keep my dreams alive. That’s all 
there was to it. My brain had to focus, and there was no other option. The 
“taking it easy” had a very marginal effect, as the world continued to 
seemingly keep spinning before my eyes, while I also had to deal with feelings 
of fogginess as well as splitting headaches. My judgment of distances had also 
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declined drastically. This obviously made it difficult for me to drive, so on 
top of everything else, I had to stay off the road. I wasn’t able to do 
anything I had been capable of previously. I felt helpless beyond words, 
and my hopes, despite my determination, were 

slowly withering away. 

The six-week recovery period I had to endure was arduous, but, by the end, I 
thought my symptoms had gotten slightly better. I was excited and 
encouraged and went to see my national doctor so I could lift my spirits and 
get some reassurance. However, the doctor simply told me to give it even 
more time, as I had only given it six weeks to heal. I remember sitting there 
during the exam (if you can call it that) with my mom. The doctor did not 
touch me, and he didn’t perform any tests. I remember just walking out and 
asking my mom, “Is that all? Is that all they say? How does it help me? I still 
do not know anything!” 

All he’d said was, “Well, Rianne, I am not sure what to do. Just wait a little 
longer, as it will get better over time.” But still no answer on what I should and 
shouldn’t do. 

 

Two months had passed since I got injured, and I was barely recovering. I 
was impatient with the slow progress and wanted more for myself. I thought 
it would be great to get back to my old routine and practice with my team 
again. I hadn’t trained for nearly ten weeks, but my resolve to get better was 
so strong that I ignored everything else. 

My body hadn’t even begun to function fully when I stepped out onto the 
field again, but I got started with my training anyway, and the familiar feeling 
of accomplishment surmounted everything. I was back to feeling normal and 
fulfilling the dreams I wanted to attain. Though, when my training began, I 
was fearful! 
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Every time my teammates tried shooting a goal, I’d get anxious. It felt like 
they were targeting me, and I resisted scoring. I would even crouch on the 
ground, or sometimes cover my face or head with my hands. For several days, 
I couldn’t even see the ball coming towards me because my vision was so 
impaired. My movements were so slow, and rather than strengthening the 
team, I was weakening it. 

Lex Schoenmaker, who was a legend for ADO De Haag and my assistant coach, 
told me one day, “Hey, Rianne, I think you’ve lost your coordination and 
balance on the field.” 

I felt a chill run down my spine, but I didn’t want to get worried about it. I 
was out on the field again after so long. It was just natural to feel a little off at 
first, before I got back into the rhythm of the games again. I coaxed myself 
into believing that everything was alright and that I was absolutely fit. 
Dismissing my lack of coordination as a passing phase that I simply needed 
to overcome, I decided to face my fears head-on. 

Everyone loved my persistence, but this obstinacy to get back to my former 
self was impairing my health. My constant perseverance led me to push myself 
more than I could handle. I didn’t listen to my body and went on in denial. I 
would pay a heavy price for this choice, as it led me to my doomsday, and cost 
me my career. 

After every game, I would be so exhausted that I had to go straight home and 
rest. For about five weeks, I went on playing and pushing myself harder. 
Anyone watching might have thought my health was perfect. No one could 
know what was going on in my head by the end of the last game of the season, 
however. By then, my ears were so sensitive to noise that I couldn’t even be in 
the locker room without earplugs. Every person thought I was completely 
fine, but, out on the field of that last match, I was counting down the 
seconds until the game ended. 

I completed the season but collapsed completely afterwards. I was unable to 
function and had to stay in a closed room without lights, sound, or any 
activity. I was so miserable that I told my coach I couldn’t return for the next 
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season. I asked him to send out a press release saying I wouldn’t play soccer 
anymore and had to focus on the recovery of my head injury and whiplash. It 
was devastating, and I was crying the whole time. To me, it appeared as if my 
life had nearly come to an end. Before this injury, I wouldn’t even have put the 
words “end” and “soccer” in the same sentence. Such was my devotion to the 
sport that I couldn’t even imagine myself doing anything other than playing 
this beautiful game! This injury, however, had stripped me of my life and my 
ability to play. The denial phase had passed, finally, and I could now clearly 
see that I had to let go. I tried comforting myself by believing it would all be for 
the best. 

 

However, life didn’t get any easier. I was now directly staring into the face of 
a monster, a monster masquerading as concussion symptoms. Every day, I’d 
get splitting headaches, which were accompanied by cognitive fatigue, nausea, 
vomiting, or sensory sensitivity. People who’ve faced migraines may perhaps 
know how terrible it is to deal with such pangs of pain, but for me, the headaches 
wouldn’t go away, and it altogether prevented me from doing pretty much 
anything. 

The delayed motor skills I was also dealing with made me look clumsy and 
slow. Unfortunately, people didn’t realize the impact their sympathetic gazes 
had on me. They made me feel terrible. I was trying to give myself the hope 
that I’d be better in the next few days, but the prolonged helplessness had 
now begun to become a constant! 

Seeking a break from this helpless strife,  
All I wanted was a normal life. 

As befriended darkness, light faded away,  
Giving up wasn’t an option, I had to fight out my way! 

I mustered courage; collected every ounce of hope,  
It wasn’t easy, there was no way to elope! 

From intensive trainings to struggling to walk,  
I couldn’t bear the ticking of the clock… 

Where was God? Why this pain? 
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My hopes were crushed, and I could only cringe.  
With no support around, where I could hinge. 

I wished to wake up from this unending nightmare,  
I endlessly sobbed, muttering every prayer, 

Beyond darkness, there wasn’t a speck of light,  
Depression knocked in, and I was tired of this fight. 

This continual conflict and desire to recover physically took a toll on my 
mental health too, which, due to the concussion and whiplash, was already 
more sensitive. A lack of self-worth gripped my mind, and I was locked in a 
dark cage of pessimism, with no room for hope. 

My family had my back, and they suggested that I step out and meet people. 
Even I thought it was an awesome idea, so I decided to go socialize. My 
concussion symptoms, however, left me socially crippled. 

Every time I’d meet people, I would try to follow the conversation, but all I’d 
get was pain. A slight chuckle or even a soft-spoken hello would send my brain 
into such an agonizing spin that I’d feel like lying down. 

My conversations were also impeded by my inevitable dazed look or vacant 
stare. I couldn’t talk much because my brain would be busy trying to restore 
the order and nature of the circumstances, and when I’d finally muster the 
strength to speak, my sentences and words weren’t in sync. My 
incomprehensible slurs were nowhere close to normal, and it left me flustered. 
I was tired of trying to make an effort, and it wasn’t helping at all. In the end, 
I thought perhaps the best way to go about it would be to isolate myself so 
that, given time, I’d be prepared to talk to everyone again soon. 

My existence had come to a standstill, and I was staring into the face of 
hopelessness, failure, and stagnancy. To combat the pain, I subjected myself 
to complete isolation. I wanted no one around. My door was shut so firmly 
that even the loving voices of my family and friends failed to make it inside. 
The once so cheerful and positive Rianne had crumbled. Initially, I had been 
the one giving my family hope as they feared for my well-being. Things were 
now different. As the black clouds of despair began to loom over my life, I 
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started to fall prey to anxiety and severe depression. The uncertainty of my 
health made me fearful, and I had no energy left to fight it off. 

Even a normal visit to the doctor would render me exhausted and in bed for 
days. The waiting rooms were rife with noises from the television or the 
ringing of phones. Even the sound of conversations overwhelmed me, causing 
me to break down. It would take me every ounce of self-control to not lash 
out and run out of the room crying. I’d bite my tongue and wince in pain until 
I would be called inside, but the visits didn’t help. The information I got was 
so limited, and there was nothing I could do. Nobody could tell me how to 
fix it. I’m not blaming Dutch doctors. The problem transcends national 
borders—nobody can see what’s going on in your brain. There’s no test and 
nothing showed up. The thing that was making me a shell of a human being 
was completely invisible. 

During this painful period, my family had my back. They were frustrated and 
continued to worry as my symptoms didn’t improve. 

“The best way to solve a problem is to face it,” they’d say. 

Nanja reminded me that I was a sportsperson and that I couldn’t forget to 
salute the spirits and enthusiasm of physically challenged persons in the sports 
world. My family spoke about several examples of heroes who were born with 
adversities, or who overcame them. They’d cite the example of the American 
professional surfer Bethany Hamilton who survived a shark attack but lost 
an arm. 

She continued to participate and win surfing events. Later on, I also learned 
about the American athlete and former Paralympic swimmer Melissa Stockwell, 
who was the first woman to lose a limb in the Iraq war, but did not let that stop 
her from winning medals. 

I sought inspiration from American endurance athlete Jason P. Lester, who 
was hit by a car while on his bicycle and left there, almost dead, with 21 
broken bones and a collapsed lung. He survived that near-fatal accident and 
started playing baseball and American football and made it to the all-star 
games. 
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These were inspirational people who had faced more serious problems than 
my concussion. Knowing about them gave me a speck of hope, and the 
strength to keep fighting. I knew that nothing would happen unless I battled 
it out. 

Irrationally, I ended up overworking myself, which made matters worse 
instead of mending them. I would test and push my body by doing sprints or 
push-ups, which was a very silly thing to do as it would not only do me no 
good, but, rather, strain my body. My brain sought energy to function, but 
all the available energy kept dissipating because I was trying to do things the 
old way. I couldn’t understand that the same old way wouldn’t work any 
longer. 

It was exhausting. I was almost beating my head against the wall, ramming 
up against it time and again because it was not working anymore. Thwarted 
by my failures, I was working overtime to overcome the obstacles. It would 
get as bad as the intensity of my attempt, but the hurdles would stand right 
there, unaffected. There would be zero impact. 

It was like there was a cloud continuously hanging above me, raining stress 
hormones, adrenaline, epinephrine, and cortisol down on me, soaking me 
without ever giving me the opportunity to get dry. It was the ultimate paradox 
where, the faster I tried to run away, the faster I'd lose my breath and drown. 

 

The club ADO Den Haag was unable to help me find the right course because 
they did not have the funds, and I was left on my own. I tried to start at a 
rehabilitation program, but they diagnosed me with severe depression, which 
led to me being rejected for the month-long test session. “Getting back to your 
normal  daily  activities  after an illness, injury, or surgery” was their quote, which 
was ironic as I was not accepted to the rehabilitation center for my concussion 
and whiplash. 

I was referred to a psychiatrist with a six-month waiting list, as they did not 
understand that athletes with head injuries face emotional struggles because 
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of the loss of sports. I was worn out after continuously going to doctors and 
always hearing the same story of “just rest.” So, I waited out the long delay to 
see the psychiatrist, but he dismissed the sessions after conducting just one 
meeting and I was again left without  answers. 

Like any other athlete would, I felt miserable about sitting in the middle of a 
25-square-meter room in a place far from my family and anyone I knew, 
doing nothing. I was unemployed, lonely, injured, and crippled in every 
aspect of life. 

I had heard that sports stars die twice—once when they retire, and the second 
time for real. Right then, that adage resonated with me like no other. For 
individuals who dedicate their entire lives to sports, what happens when their 
time comes to an end? The majority of my life had gone into making 
sacrifices to live my sports dream. I had left home a young woman, bore the 
pain of separation from my family and invested so much in my soccer 
practices. It pained my heart to think that it was possibly all for naught, and 
that the only outcome was where I was currently at. 

I remained shut inside my room, with nothing but the evil grip of darkness 
clutching me tighter and tighter. My prayers to God were unanswered, and 
pessimism had begun to tighten its deadly claws around my neck. How could 
this happen to a happy girl who was full of life and had goals and dreams to 
fulfill? I had my entire life ahead of me, and I didn’t want to live it like this. I 
was struggling, and nothing seemed to be helping. It was hard to come to 
grips with my deficits, particularly because there was nothing I could do about 
them.  
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CHAPTER 8 

REBOOT 

hristmastime and my family would soon be together. My mom 
texted everyone and told them to please be cautious around me. I 
could hear my nieces shuffling around softly upstairs, trying to 

whisper. These were the people I love, and I just couldn’t move. I couldn’t go 
up the stairs. I was frozen. At that point, I almost had an out-of-body 
experience. I could see myself crying in my room, and I was like: Wow! I’m 
the girl you are reading about. How did this happen? I’m an outgoing, 
happy, and fun person, and now I’m an emotional wreck. 

 

“Rianne! Rianne!” I thought I heard Nan say, but she wasn’t there. I had 
woken up alone to find no one around. It had been a year since I was injured 
in February 2008. I had moved to a smaller apartment that was in the middle 
of nowhere where about 400 people lived. I had told my family I’d get better 
faster if left on my own. I was willing to sacrifice their company to get better. 
Besides that, I couldn’t see them grimacing in pain every time I broke down. I 
didn’t want Nanja or my brothers to end up spending all their energy and 
effort on helping me  recover. 

C 
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I lived far away from anyone close to me. Nanja had moved to another city 
about 45 minutes away from me, and only my oldest sister was kind of close, 
but she was in a wheelchair, so she could not stop by. The friends I had 
made for life in the USA were far away too, as well as the soccer friends I had 
met during the two years that I was back. I had not built any social life; I 
mean, I had just returned to the Netherlands and was still adapting to this 
change. Normally, it takes about three years to adjust to the culture again, 
and now I was impaired and couldn’t go out and make friends. My brain 
would just not let me. 

Unfortunately, this phase of my life impacted my family greatly. My usually 
cheerful mother had grown solemn, and my father was grief-stricken to see 
me losing all my hope. All they could really do was tell me it would get better. I 
was closed off to many people, as I did not even understand what was going on 
with me. 

 

I was an athlete by nature, and we’re known to be tough individuals. People 
perceive athletes to be fitter, healthier, and happier than others. With such 
preconceived notions in people’s minds, approaching them for help became 
all the more challenging. Several precious months had gone into the feelings 
of denial and depression, sans any improvement. Sometimes, seemingly easy 
and simple things began bothering me, and it sent me into a mental 
breakdown. I was alone in this battle, and I couldn’t put my family through 
this pain. Every single day reminded me of my injury and made me miss my 
normal life more. 

There were times when I was unable to even take a step to walk. It was like I 
had to concentrate intensely and focus hard just to make this simple, ordinary 
type of movement. My brain appeared to freeze and was unable to give my legs 
the signal to put my foot forward. I felt like a broken machine, about which 
nothing could be done. I had no idea when I’d be back to functioning 
normally. 
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Head injuries are sensitive as they affect everything you do, and everything 
you think. I remember being told that our brain is like a computer that 
normally runs and knows all its programs. If it crashes, however, it needs to 
re-program and restart, which takes a lot more time. My mind was full of 
fear, knowing that my motor system had shut down and that my body was 
out of whack. 

It’s all the more difficult when your well-wishers or the people around can do 
nothing more than keep you happy or optimistic, although that too begins to 
fade away when the wait is too long. It’s at this time that you either give up or 
stay determined to keep going. 

The feeling of loneliness kept gripping me, and I was trying to do everything I 
could to feel better. I never imagined that a brain injury like this would leave 
me so crippled and distraught. I felt lonely and misunderstood. 

At one point, Nanja came over to see me in my little cabin. 

“Nan, I don’t think I want this life anymore… I am really tired,” I said, 
breaking down. 

“Don’t say this, Ri! You just cannot say or feel that!” 

She hugged me, and we both wept together. I couldn’t keep up the pretense 
anymore. I really needed help. 

“Come on! You’re not giving up, Ri. I will not let you lose hope.” 

She clung to me and shared such amazing stories about sportspersons who 
had gone through such injuries and emerged victoriously. 

I learned about a sports star who had met with a similar injury. He was a 
professional basketball player, and I really wanted to meet him. 

And, in fact, I did. My mom accompanied me when I went to see him. He was 
very supportive and meeting him felt very reassuring. He was fortunate to get 
financial support for his medical care from his professional club. It allowed 
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him to work with one of the best therapists and return to basketball with 
much more confidence. He shared his own insights on how he recovered. 

“The best way to deal with this crisis is to accept it for what it is. All you can 
do is just take rest and get better,” he said. 

His advice was a glimmer of hope for me. I realized there were more people 
who had gone through this bad phase and bounced back to normal. I had to 
let go of my obstinacy and stop testing if I’d feel better or not. I probably had 
to take one step at a time and get back to basics, so I decided to be patient 
with myself and give it more time. 

I took enough brain rest and gave my brain a chance to heal. I limited 
everything and relaxed as much as I could. After eight months, I thought I 
was ready for assessment, as I wanted to see how far I was in terms of 
progress. 

I got the biggest shock of my life, however. The assessment revealed that I 
had delayed responses. All throughout this time, I thought I’d been getting 
better. It turned out I hadn’t made any progress at all. The feelings were 
overwhelming, and I wasn’t able to handle the emotional and physical aspect 
of it anymore. I was fighting back the tears. This was a frustrating irony of 
life, and I didn’t want to face it anymore. 

My mum hugged me tightly. 

“God will never give us more than we can handle,”  she said. 

My faith was crushed, however. I didn’t even know if God was protecting me 
anymore. Why would He let this happen to me otherwise? I couldn’t let this 
happen to my life. Regardless of whether my brain assessed the next move, I 
had to ensure that I took a step forward. 

 

I decided to try therapy. 



 

- 101 - 

“Would you be comfortable with starting a two- minute walk every day?” my 
therapist asked me. 

“I’m an athlete, and I used to run for 50 minutes,” I responded. 

“Well, life after a concussion is different. I would suggest you start walking 
baby steps for two minutes a day. You can slowly progress from two to five 
minutes, and then go to seven minutes in some months.” 

Though I was an athlete, this time I had to learn to start walking. I had 
reached a breaking point, where I was willing to do anything I could to feel 
better and function normally. This was all a part of it, and I coaxed myself to 
give it another shot. 

Perhaps the goal was just one kick away, 
I could wake up, and it would be a beautiful day. 

Without the incessant ringing in my ears,  
Or splitting headaches leaving me with tears, 

I had to find peace, despite the excruciating shrieks,  
To let in light, not worrying about the creaks! 

I couldn’t give up; it was the game of life, 
I had to outfox my misery with perseverant strife! 

I had to visit the right doctors, and Nan encouraged me to pay a visit to a 
renowned neurologist. The neurologist checked my firing and said the signals 
from my brain were not firing well to my legs. I was hence sent to the University 
Hospital, where another neurologist checked me. The co-assistant was reassuring 
and told me to go home and find the button that would make me function 
normally again. 

 

I had to let go of my expectations of getting better each day. I realized that 
the only person who could help me step out of this crisis was me. I had to live 
this hell one day at a time. 
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I started trying different types of therapies, hopping from one to another, in 
the hopes of getting some positive results. I was willing to try anything. Some 
of my attempts included: 

➲ Salt Water Floatation Therapy. With salt water floatation therapy, a 
thousand pounds of salt are dissolved into a tub of body-temperature water to 
create an effect similar to the Dead Sea. You would then float in the water, 
which would supposedly soothe and heal the body. I was cautious not to let 
the salt get into my eyes. The therapy relieved me and helped me relax. I was 
sleeping much better than before, and my stress levels came down significantly. 
The therapy did me a lot of good, and I felt so much better. 

➲ Craniosacral Therapy. This therapy involved light touches and 
movements along the surface of my head, neck, and other parts of the body. I 
was expecting major relief, but unfortunately, it didn’t work for me. I 
remember getting back and being in so much pain. It was literally like my 
head was on fire, and I decided to not go for it any longer. 

➲ Chiropractic. Chiropractic adjustments help people with post-concussion 
syndrome by restoring the spinal column to its proper alignment.  

I even gathered information about what’s called ergotherapy, which specialized 
in sensory integration to help me calm down my sensors. I connected with a 
psychologist, too, and made an appointment with a physical therapist as well. 
One therapist even put a shockwave through my head. Shockwave therapy 
was normally used for the legs, but in my case, he wanted to try it out on my 
head as he mentioned my scalp was too tight, and he hoped that it would 
open up my scalp—which unfortunately only resulted in much pain. 

The blinding pain would be too much to handle, and I’d break down. It was 
disappointing to not have any control over my head and body. 

Some challenges I faced would appear out of the blue, and I would be thrown 
into a fit of panic. I faced several situations where I had no idea how to solve a 
particular issue, which is why I shut myself down. But I had to keep seeing 
the brighter side of life. I had to. I couldn’t give up. 
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By now, I was pretty familiar with the different therapies from various 
disciplines. I decided to combine the therapies that worked best for me and 
made my own discipline program. The therapies in my program helped me 
in the best possible ways, and I would go on to meet someone regularly once 
or twice a week. 

Through this, I gained considerable improvement, which helped me live a 
very basic life. I would wake up, eat, and walk for more than half an hour 
outside in nature. Which wasn’t too hard to find, actually. I was basically 
shut off from the outside world and living in a very rural area. My closest 
next-door neighbor, for instance, was a cow! 

Anyway, I had a good amount of homework to do, which included breathing 
exercises and relaxation techniques. Often, I did an exercise were I sit out on a 
chair and examine if it made my body get tense or not as this would help me 
become more aware of my senses, which would help in my recovery. 

Slowly, I started cultivating a hobby: playing guitar. I began reading slightly, 
and it helped me feel at ease. Sometimes, I’d meet someone, but my social life 
was largely non-existent. I would take up physical activity and I made notes of 
all the activities I’d perform and grouped them under relaxation and physical, 
based on what I observed. 

Meeting people was still quite strenuous for me, and I limited my interactions 
because of my delayed verbal and motor responses. Besides that, my close 
friends all lived in the USA, and the others I had met more recently lived too 
far from where I currently was. 

I had never felt completely at rest before, as my head was always spinning. 
However, with time, I was able to deal with light in a better manner, 
beginning with wearing sporting caps or sunglasses. I was gradually getting 
better. I read a lot about other sportspersons during my recovery phase. I 
realized that several sportspersons struggled with losing their sport. I was no 
exception. More than anything else, I missed being on the field with my team, 
scoring goals. 
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Boxing legend Sugar Ray Leonard famously said, “Nothing could satisfy me 
outside the ring… there is nothing in life that can compare to becoming a 
world champion, having your hand raised in that moment of glory, with 
thousands, millions of people cheering you on.” 

Somewhat like Leonard, I was facing the struggle of being away from the 
game for too long. I didn’t want to give in to the depression and let the 
dreaded void take a toll on my mental health. 

During my recovery, I was invited to be a part of the national team. My 
dream was so close, but I couldn’t do anything at all. All I could do was 
decline the offer to focus on my mental and physical wellbeing. With a heavy 
heart, I bade adieu to my dream and did the right thing. I am still proud of 
this decision, as I didn’t give in to the athlete in me wanting to go back to 
playing. I needed to spend time on resting and getting better. 

 

I was plagued by another real worry: do I have enough money to live on if I 
continue to be unable to work? I had to evaluate how long it would be until I 
could get back to working. I had been playing soccer in the very first year of 
the club’s inception, and because of this, I wasn’t part of its contract, as the 
league had only just started. I couldn’t apply for social disability because I did 
not have any proof of a company I had worked for and had no idea on how to 
proceed ahead. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to afford my health insurance 
premium or if I would be able to earn any income this year. 

On my health front, I was in balance therapy for four weeks and returned to 
chiropractic on the suggestion of the concussion specialist. 

As my symptoms started getting better, I began to feel better. Amidst this 
adversity, Nanja wanted to cheer me up and make me feel like I was getting 
back to normal. 
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We both came up with several ideas for a side business. She would tell me 
what tasks she could assign to me, and I would giggle at the possibility of 
turning into an entrepreneur. 

Nanja was serious, though. She reassured me that I could be better than I 
was. I could string a few thoughts together now and accomplish something. 
With proper rest and a renewed positivity infused in my thoughts, I became a 
little creative. Together with Nanja, I started our own company in the sports 
and fitness industry. 

It was super exciting, and we bagged our first assignment of being the project 
coordinators for a big biking event. 

I faced several issues when focusing, and I was incapable of working or 
assisting her. The experience was very humbling, as I had never experienced 
lagging behind before. 

Nanja and I were completely invested in the idea of taking up assignments 
people preferred to outsource. We realized that we could help others that were 
in situations like ours. With such firm thoughts, we set off with TwinFit, our 
brainchild. 

I was persistent in trying to concentrate better, but the concussion symptoms 
hadn’t gone away completely. There were episodes of blackouts and fogginess, 
which impeded my tasks, and I was not getting much rest at all. 

My intention was to work for 40 hours a week, but my body was unable to 
take it. I struggled with concentrating and with my executive functioning. I 
also had problems with my vision, which made it difficult for me to work on 
the computer for prolonged periods. I would be exhausted within a couple of 
hours and had to limit my working hours. In my life’s rulebook, the adage “less 
is more” never existed. I always bargained for more, and never settled for less. 
My doctor advised me, however, to take up job assignments that were lower 
than my capacities or exercises. 

“You may be able to do it right now, but with less pressure coming from your 
job, you will have more time and energy to recover,” he said. 
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Doing basic tasks for a few hours each week was deflating, but I accepted that 
it was the best thing for me. The new lease of hope in my life during my 
recovery period was to become successful. Being an optimist, I was inclined 
to accept all the amazing opportunities that I was continuously offered. 
However, my mind took over my heart, and I had to learn to say no and be 
alright with the small amounts of work I had. I knew I wasn’t ready yet 
because I would still get headaches while reading and felt overstimulated in a 
grocery store. Every smell would make me cringe, and the slightest noise led 
me to believe I was going crazy. 

I would be in a supermarket, sobbing, and I would have to call my sister to 
please come get me. I would be overstimulated and unable to think of how to 
get out of the store. Each noise I heard was driving me crazy. Or I would be 
walking out in nature, and my legs would just not move. It was devastating, 
and it was as if my computer just froze and would not let me go any further. 
It is so frightening to experience because no one knows or can see it. The 
concussion made me feel like I was going crazy, and there was nowhere I could 
turn to! Was I really crazy, even after all these therapies? 

I was miserable, and I hadn’t even fought all the symptoms yet.  
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CHAPTER 9 

THE TWILIGHT 

 year and a half after my injury, I was in that phase of my life where 
things were looking up slightly. Nanja had been a sweetheart, as usual. 
She supported me through thick and thin and was around to help me get 

better. Though we both were staying in different cities, she made me feel her 
presence through her reassuring words and strong inspiration. I had been 
earning some money, which helped me make ends meet. 

Our business was doing okay. What had earlier seemed like a hilariously 
impossible idea quickly transitioned into something entirely possible! The 
motivation stemmed from the desire to make it work, as there was no other way at 
all! 

The rapid shift from recovery to survival depleted me of all my energy. I had, 
hence, no energy to go socialize with people. I was still cut off from the world. 

From being a people person, who would be out socializing and juggling 
multiple responsibilities, I was now struggling with remaining home. Luckily, 
my recovery was on track, and I was able to cope with my light sensitivity. I no 
longer had to wear caps or sunglasses and could easily go outside without 
returning with a splitting headache. 

A 
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My soccer dreams did not seem too far away or impossible at this point. I was 
feeling quite well and was hoping to be back in a social environment soon. 

My sister’s neighbor was a trainer on a men’s soccer team, called the SDVB 
Barneveld. He invited me to join the first and second team of the club for the 
training night. 

“Do you want to train? It will help the guys,” he said. 

I was so excited on hearing that. I said no more and just nodded my head in 
affirmation. 

Nanja asked me, “Are you sure you can do this?” “Yep. I have lived without 
playing soccer for quite some time now.” I really wanted to get back to it. God 
had led me to this dream, and now, I would be back to practicing with the 
men’s soccer team in SDVB Barneveld. It had been about a year and a half, 
but my affinity for the game had grown manifold. I was so excited. 

When I stepped on the field, I saw well-built adults practicing all around me. 
I was a little caught off guard when, as the moment I stepped in, I was asked, 
“Lady! Are you lost?” 

I could barely give a response. Well, what does a young blonde lady do at a 
field, surrounded by good- looking young men? All of them were busy 
practicing for their match, and a girl practicing with men at that level wasn’t 
a common occurrence in this tiny village. 

The men on the field had no clue about my capabilities, and at that moment, 
I had no idea that I’d be as close to them as I am to my brothers. 

Gradually, we all developed a strong bond. The boys were surprised by all I 
could accomplish with such ease. They lauded me for my efforts, and I shared 
my past travails with them. 
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Often, I’d visit their home games and train with them. It was amazing to be 
outside the house, practicing and enjoying this amazing comradeship with the 
boys’ soccer team. Good fortune had finally started shining brightly. 

After I had been training with SDVB Barneveld for a while, an agency asked 
me to try out in the female Bundesliga in Germany, which is the main league 
competition for women’s association football. 

When I went to the tryout, I learned something about German life that 
surprised me: nudity is apparently not a big deal there. I was shocked, for 
example, how everyone was entirely comfortable taking off their clothes and 
going to get their regular massages. You see, before one of my tryout matches, 
I had to go see the massage therapist. Like everyone else, I went up to the 
room, not giving it a second thought. But I was in for a bit of a surprise... 

“Hi, Miss! Please take off your clothes,” the therapist said matter-of-factly, as 
if taking all your clothes of for a massage were the most normal and natural 
thing in the world. 

Not for me, it wasn’t! 

I was startled by his request, and hesitant. It was tremendously awkward for 
me, as I was extremely shy. However, he went on about the process with such 
a German straight face that I didn’t feel the slightest hint of discomfort. He 
was so used to this routine, and I just smiled. 

I wouldn’t have imagined this to happen in the USA, as the girls would 
scream when someone was naked. They would ask each other to turn around 
when changing. In the Netherlands, however, we changed when our practice 
was over, and would quickly go for a shower. 

Anyway, after this initial surprise, the rest of the tryout unfolded 
uneventfully, and I was excited for what was to come. However, in the end, I 
decided not to move ahead with the Bundesliga and opted instead for FC 
Utrecht—a Dutch team that was closer to my city. It was an opportunity of a 
lifetime, and I didn’t want it to pass me by. I was preparing earnestly for it, 
and I was surprised by how effective I was in the game, even then. 
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It was like God was painting all my days with bright and beautiful colors. 

 

When starting pre-season in August 2010, I took a head ball. The ball went 
up in the air and I locked heads with another girl. I was injured again… 

“Oh no… not again. I am going to be okay, though,” I told myself. I couldn’t 
help but comfort myself with the thought. However, my hopes had all crashed 
as the past started to haunt me with the dark memories of loneliness, pain, 
and depression once again. 

The symptoms came racing back, and I knew I was experiencing another 
concussion. 

I was a little more aware of the situation this time, so I decided not to go 
running to the doctors but give myself time. I had to get enough rest to get 
back to normal. 

I was, unfortunately, unprepared for the severe motor dysfunction I was 
facing this time. My ability to control and coordinate my motor functions 
was adversely impacted, and I felt more helpless than I had ever before. My 
senses had frozen, and my brain was incapable of signaling my feet to move, 
even for walking. I tried concentrating with all my energy, but nothing 
worked. A part of me thought I would be permanently crippled now. Earlier, 
it had been craziness, but this time it was a handicap. 

I had delayed verbal and motor responses, which was why my activities were 
totally limited. Sometimes, weeks and months would go by, and I’d be sitting 
home, unable to watch TV, type on my computer, or do anything at all. If I 
performed any activity, I’d be exhausted within fifteen minutes’ time. It left 
me with very negative thoughts and hopelessness. I was frustrated to be back 
to the place I had just come out of with so much strife. I could see my 
frightening future ahead. I would have to sit at home and wait for my brain to 
heal. 
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Wouldn’t it have been better to have my leg broken? I thought. At 
least then, with an injury like that, I could function normally and 
think straight. I could have met people, had fun, and I would have 
recovered faster. Why couldn’t I have just gotten a simple broken leg?? 

I experienced a total decline in the quality of my life, caused by memory loss 
and a lack of focused thinking and decision-making. I had no other option 
but to wait for things to get better, and it was the wait that kept tearing me 
apart. 

There were times when I tried to go out, but every time I went somewhere, I 
had to leave early because the sounds were so intense to me that I had to 
shield myself against it. I had to turn my face away, as well, when the lights 
got too bright for me. I did not want to be the one who was always asking if 
we could go home. What was wrong with me? Sometimes, I did not like to be 
around people anymore. I had always loved being around people. I was a social 
person, and now, at times, I wanted to run away. 

Upon my family’s insistence, I went to see a neurologist with Mom. I was 
dreading the examination and didn’t want to get any more bad news. 

“It looks like you don’t have multiple sclerosis, and you’re good,” he said. 

I was happy with that knowledge, but my body wasn’t responding, and the 
firing was going very slowly. It was very scary to think about what lay ahead, 
and I was very disappointed. The neurologist would perhaps have found it 
weird that I was so anxious, despite having escaped MS. 

I refrained from going to any other doctor because of the long waiting list. 
And, also, why go someplace else just to be told it was all in my head? I really 
wanted to be understood. I wanted everyone around me to know why such 
feelings were coming into my mind. 

The money I had made in the past few months post- recovery was used up 
during this period. There were times when I didn’t know how I would take 
care of myself. Perhaps my undeterred faith in God was what kept me going 
during that tumultuous phase in my life. 
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I had to fight this pain and emerge victorious again. In order to heal myself, I 
decided to maximize my knowledge about concussions and learn about the 
different ways I could feel better. 

My experience in dealing with concussions—post- concussion and 
whiplash—taught me that their form varies from mild to moderate to severe. 
Mild concussions may result in symptoms for hours, days, or even weeks. If 
the symptoms go beyond a week or two, the severity could increase to post-
concussion syndrome and to mild traumatic brain injury. Even complete rest 
may not be enough in such cases, and it could result in long-term negative 
consequences. 

A concussion is like a sprain in your brain, which could prove fatal if handled 
improperly. Dismissing it as trivial is unfortunately where most of us go 
wrong. The associated tissue injury in the brain adversely impacts cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral functions, which could drastically alter the course 
of your life. 

If it doesn’t heal properly, concussions may result in residual and 
degenerative challenges. The likelihood of a concussion is higher in cases of 
the following contact types: 

☛ Head-to-head 

☛ Head-to-object 

☛ Head-to-ground 

☛ Head-to-body part 

☛ Non-head contact due to sudden change in direction, resulting in whiplash 
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When I was injured for the first time, my athletic trainer could have 
prevented the concussion and whiplash from getting worse by pulling me off 
the field. I shouldn’t have stayed on and played for longer. 

Brain trauma leads to changes in the neurons, preventing the brain from 
functioning normally. Often people believe a loss of consciousness to be the 
main indicator of a concussion. Surprisingly, however, only 10% of 
concussions result in loss of consciousness. 

The most common symptom is vertigo, followed by headaches and sleep 
disturbances. Memory loss and mood irregularities are also common in case 
of concussions. The detection of a concussion via a CT (computed 
tomography) scan could be misleading, too, as the scan results reflect 
structural trauma only and may overlook more urgent issues. 

Concussions are known to affect younger athletes more. Repeat concussions 
recover at a slower rate and lead to memory or cognitive impairment. 

I was experiencing the symptoms of my second concussion, which had 
different symptoms than the first. I am convinced that concussions affect 
each individual differently and may strike the same person differently too. 

When struck with a concussion for the first time, I struggled with sensitivity 
towards light, visual disturbance, confusion, an inability to focus, nausea, 
dizziness, and an inability to sleep. 

While I could gauge the scientific effects of a concussion, what affected me 
more severely was the emotional effect. Post-concussion syndrome (PCS) 
takes a toll on your mental wellbeing because it is an injury that affects every 
facet of your life, and the delayed verbal and motor responses had already 
limited my interactions. 

My first tryst with depression was terrible, but the second time was even 
worse. I wanted to escape the pain and sought the company of people who 
made me feel at ease with who I was. 
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I began to observe a drastic transformation in myself, and I didn’t like the 
person I was becoming. 

From being the positive and calm person I usually was, I started becoming 
irritable and de-motivated, and I had a change of personality. I just couldn’t 
enjoy life for what it was. My faith in God was wavering, and I was stuck in a 
vicious cycle of negative emotions I couldn’t step out of. My frontal lobe was 
affected by the hit, and the result was depression. 

Somewhere along the line, I started becoming more negative with myself. I 
started believing that I did not deserve any good, as no good was coming my 
way. I was harder on myself, which negatively affected my decision-making 
processes. 

The emotional pain deep within my psyche reflected in the physical pain and 
aches my body had started showing. I shut myself down and stopped caring 
what anyone else felt or thought. I was in this deep dark tunnel, and my 
negativity cut me off from my family and friends. I started drifting away from 
them. From being the righteous girl with the strong faith, I was turning into 
someone who didn’t give a hoot. 

I went on with what life was bringing about, facing behavioral issues like 
confrontation, explosive temper, fear, impatience, thoughtlessness, and 
hyper-vigilance. My emotions had gone for a toss, and I was filled with 
agitation, apathy, irritability, frustration, mood swings, anxiety, and feelings 
of helplessness. It was a good thing that no one was around and that it was just 
me and myself. I would go for walks outside and that was about it when it 
came to my daily activities. I was so happy when I had only kind of a good 
day. 

With a plethora of overwhelming emotions, I faced cognitive issues in terms 
of amnesia, distractibility, inability to focus, confusion, and disorientation. I 
had trouble speaking, and my frontal-lobe judgment was severely hindered. 
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I was the same girl who had always been respected within the sometimes-dark 
world of soccer—which was known for the dark influences it had on 
youngsters. I had survived the lure of sex, money, and power before, but this 
time the darkness was within me. What had occurred sank in, but only a lot 
later. 

I recalled the times of my soccer career where good- looking young hunks bet 
on who’d get into bed with me. Those testosterone-laden earfuls of comments 
left me unfazed, and I’d always refuse them right there. Perhaps they were 
offended when I kept refusing, but I stood for something. I had no problem 
with the idea of sex, don’t get me wrong, but I believed that it was sacred and 
should happen at the right time. With my deep beliefs in God, I was the 
church girl who would wait for sex until marriage. It was meant to be a 
beautiful union, and its joys were to be shared with the just the right one, 
after all. 

For everyone around me, I’d always been the breath of fresh air who was 
happy without the lascivious seduction of sex, money, or power. I was happy 
without it, and never felt the need for it. My brain injury, however, had sent 
me into a deep void where I lost my sense of judgment and emotions. My 
beliefs faltered, and I thought of it as a trivial matter and that it was okay to 
let go. 

 

I was now worried about the finances. Prior to my injury, I had actually 
worked for most of my life. Because I never thought of the effects of choosing 
my sport above my career—or, rather, choosing my sport as career—I was 
faced with the struggle of having no support, and I had not been given any 
support from the club either. In soccer, once you’re done, you’re done. You’re 
only as good as your last game. They replace you with someone else, and 
besides that, my club did not recognize the issue and own up to the fact that 
they made a mistake and hadn’t followed the procedures that were nationally 
known by our Dutch soccer federation. 
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TwinFit was Nanja and my baby, and it had been going great. The previous 
few years, we’d organized several fun runs, which went awesome. Overall, we’d 
had about 30,000 people running, and we wanted to help people exercise by 
cheering them on, despite our inability to exercise ourselves. 

Encouraged by our past successes, we came up with the idea to host the first 
Color Run in the Netherlands! 

The risks we took each time were so stressful. We did not live just by year, but 
we lived by event. Each week was a week closer to an event. There were days 
where all we did was hand out flyers, and wherever we could we would spread 
the news. A lot has changed since then. Now we breathe, and we just let it go. 
We still love to give thousands of people the opportunity to run and the 
opportunity to make incredible memories or to overcome and enjoy again after 
going through hardships. There were people who would write to us about 
surviving cancer and that our run was their first exercising memory. Or there 
were people who had not exercised in years but took the step with our runs. I 
am beyond grateful for the opportunities I was able to give. 

It had been five years since we started TwinFit. The first four years were really 
hard. I tried to assist my sister in the best way possible, but we did everything 
with the two of us—or, better said, with the one and a half of us. Often, cities 
would question us for being so commercial, while little did they know that we 
worked day and night to make those days successful. We did not earn a penny 
from it that came our way, and it was our way of surviving. We now look at each 
other and smile and think of the good things it brought. Yes, we were able to 
live, but for years we could not go out and have fun as there was no budget. We 
knew from experience how important it was to receive a bag of groceries in 
front of your door. So, when things started going well for us, we started doing 
that for others. We knew how hard it was to climb out of difficult 
circumstances. There have been months where we had just enough to barely get 
by, but with no savings in our account. We sacrificed but we grew so much 
from it, and no one can take that away from us. 
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We worked with the national radio station to reach out to a wider audience. 
It was inspiring to see families run together, aiming not for reaching their 
best time but for having the best time of their lives. We stayed true to our 
vision, and the memories we made along the way were beautiful. 

I was trying to assist Nanja in the best possible manner, but she was always 
overworked. My efficiencies (or lack thereof) couldn’t match up to her needs, 
but I was so grateful for her patience. It had been years since I last worked, 
and I thought I was finally ready to take the risk of working again. 
Fortunately for me, Nike called me for a temporary position on the global 
football marketing team. I saw it as an opportunity to stay associated with 
sports but mainly to surround myself with people. 

I wanted to feel worthy, and not worthless. I wanted to be around people, as 
I had always been the social butterfly. I wanted to jump out of my cocoon 
and be a part of something awesome. I wanted to make my life exciting, and 
jump out of bed, drive to work, and finalize assignments that would boost my 
confidence. It appears strange how a short period of time stripped me of my 
confidence and made me doubt my own capabilities. From being a self-
assured and confident individual, I had begun to feel like I didn’t deserve 
anything great. 

I calmed my mind from time to time, to prevent negative thoughts from 
creeping in. I didn’t want to overthink and feel distressed just because my 
body was out of balance. 

I worked as hard as I could. It can also be very difficult to return to work after a 
concussion, due to problems with multitasking, organization, and motivation. 
An inability to prioritize and complete tasks also makes working life difficult. 

I wanted to socialize and build a happier life ahead. The pressure of working, 
however, left me with not enough energy to go out as much as I wanted to. 
Worn out by the work and stress, I could only continue for a few months 
before I called it quits. 
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I’m still filled with fond memories whenever I think of my time with Nike. I 
had an amazing journey that pushed me into recovering faster, and I made 
some incredible friends. 

I was also fortunate to have been associated with Converse for two 
assignments. The global workplace and the friendly environment lifted my 
spirit and made me feel at home. My symptoms, however, deterred me from 
continuing further. 

My happiness was short-lived, as I had barely gotten back to normal when I 
felt the familiar longing to get back to the game again. I hoped for an escape 
from my loneliness and wanted to make some friends by playing low-
recreation soccer. Again, I was faced with a concussion as I bumped heads 
with someone else; it was my third one so far. 

Within a span of five years, I noticed it has been a constant record 
that each time, after each hit, I was unable to function like a regular 
person, and within that I had repetitive setbacks where I had to stay at 
home alone for months. But the third time, I was done… 

I had given up my hope for a life where things would be 100% back to 
normal. This was not the life I had dreamt of, and I was falling into the very 
pit I had managed to climb out of the second time. 

My ability to process and make sense out of things had gone out the window. 
I had given up this time and wanted nothing else from life. I had suffered 
through five years of on-and-off isolation and rejection due to the head injury 
and whiplash, but I had at least strived to get better. This time I had no 
ounce of willpower left. I felt stuck all the way and I wanted out; I did not 
want to sit in front of a window day after day watching the rain, and not 
knowing how to get out. 

I attempted suicide, but I did not end up following through. My brothers 
and sisters struggled when they found out that I was that deep. I can 
remember my brothers coming up to me individually and each giving me a 
great hug, holding me tight, telling me that I should never think of taking 
away my life, that it scared them, and how much they loved me. 
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At that moment, I realized how emotionally detached I was. The thought to 
this day makes me cry. I now would never want to get to that point, but, then, 
I wasn’t able to think straight, and I simply wanted out. Out is not the 
answer, but at that time it was the only thing I could think of. I loved my 
family deeply, but I had become numb to everything. 

The thought of me hurting myself had left my sister devastated, as she often 
worried about my life and if I would be OK. My soul was battered, and my 
heart was bruised in all places. Leaving everything else, Nanja decided to 
move in with me. She could not bear the thought of leaving me alone. 

My family couldn’t bear the sight of me giving up so easily. They kept 
reminding me of my strength, which had always helped see me through the 
past challenges life had thrown at me. 

My dad often asked, “Rianne, my dear, what has happened to you? Where 
has my daughter gone?” 

I could only shake my head and say, “I don’t know, Dad.” 

My brother tried to remind me of times when I had an unshakable faith and 
an attitude towards life to not let anybody or anything ever get to me. 

Some strings in my heart ached for me to take control of life. I wanted to be 
able to transition back to the girl I used to be—persistent and determined. 
What had happened to that girl who could just step forward and continue 
her journey? Where was the Rianne who wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone? 

My parents’ love and my family’s support tugged at my heartstrings, and I wanted 
them to stop having to be there for me all the time. To see them suffer through 
what I was going through pained my heart and made me want to push myself 
harder. It was their selfless love and belief in me that was the cornerstone of my 
recovery. 

The concussion changed me as a person and ultimately made me stronger. 
The changes that came with the concussion were difficult to accept, but I had 
to. 
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I would often wonder if I was going crazy. The broken connections led me to 
believe I was fast proceeding towards lunacy. I was going nuts indeed, but a 
concussion does that to you. I was insecure and afraid of what was happening 
to me. In a desperation to escape this dark place, I reached out to several 
people. 

 

Previously, I had come in contact with the Dutch Olympic 
Committee*Dutch Sports Federation (Nederlands Olympisch 
Comité*Nederlandse Sport Federatie)—abbreviated as the NOC*NSF. I 
expressed my struggles as the athlete who was putting in all the hours, and 
had put in all the hours, but was basically forgotten. NOC*NSF thus 
assigned me to research this issue, which took me to San Diego to be a 
part of the Resilience Conference. 

It was at this conference that I met Eric Hipple, a former National Football 
League player who’d performed for ten years with the Detroit Lions as a 
quarterback. He was the most loving, fun, enthusiastic, and large-hearted 
person I had ever met. At this time, he was still recovering from his head 
injury, and he sought answers for fellow athletes who had to stop playing sports 
as well. Eric would always say, “I love the sport, but the day you decide not to 
play anymore, you need to reach out and connect with the resources that are 
there. Know that you’re not alone. Every player has gone through this. Reach 
out to another player for support. Players who are getting support can then 
reach back and help others when they leave.” 

Eric would go on to work for the University of Michigan Comprehensive 
Depression Center, where he spent eleven years in outreach, providing 
workshops on suicide and destructive-behavior prevention. 

 

As someone who had faced similar struggles, Eric and I had stayed in touch. 
Recalling now our previous encounter, and the amount of information he 
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had to offer, I decided to reach out to him. I emailed him with a desperate cry 
for help, asking if he knew a center in the USA that offered treatment for 
traumatic brain injury. I was desperate to help myself get over my concussions. 

Before emailing him, I cried out before God. I hoped and prayed that Eric 
could help me fix this problem, and help me get out of this dark place I was in. 

When he received my email, Eric was working as the outreach specialist for 
the Eisenhower Center's After the Impact program in Michigan—a neuro-
cognitive- behavioral residential treatment facility serving military veterans 
and former NFL players. 

Eric's commitment to helping others find quality of life was where he 
connected with me. He responded within fifteen minutes, saying, “Rianne, 
stop looking further. Come see this program next week. I promise you your 
life will not be the same and it will be life- changing.” 

The After the Impact program worked with pro athletes with brain injuries. I 
would be the first female amidst NFL football players and veterans to join the 
30- day program. 

I was on the couch with Nanja that evening, and she was really frightened for 
me. 

She asked me, “How can we let you go there, Ri?” My eyes were filled with tears. 

“You remember I prayed, and God answered?” I said. She nodded. 

“God will help me, and I will be okay,” I assured her. 

Nanja had her reasons to be scared. She knew that I had become a total 
wreck, a person I didn’t even recognize myself anymore. Had it not been for 
Nan, I wouldn’t even leave the house. 

When Nanja would leave the house at night, I’d get panic attacks and sprint 
out of the house. I would prefer to wait for her on my bike, rather than 
waiting inside alone. She feared for me now and wondered how I’d even 



 

- 122 - 

manage to step on an airplane, much less go to a place I knew nothing about. 
I was literally walking into a place where I knew absolutely no one (besides 
Eric, of course).  
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CHAPTER 10 

AFTER THE IMPACT 

y resolve was firm, and I had made my choice. I packed my bags and 
left for Michigan to attend the program. Eric picked me up from 
the airport when I arrived. I was delighted to see him again, and I 

had placed all my faith in him. 

“Rianne, I am like an elder brother to you. Should you need any assistance, I’ll 
be right there. I am here to protect you,” he said. 

During that moment, Eric appeared God-sent, and I felt this amazing sense 
of comfort around him. I broke down, telling him about my struggles, and he 
comforted me like family. I was assured that I was at precisely the right place 
at that very moment. 

 

Four NFL players and three veterans, who were rock stars in their respective fields, 
were in the program with me. All of them were heroes who had tasted immense 
success, but who’d hit life’s rock bottom and had become a mere pale reflection 
of their former selves. The first thing we were given was a schedule, laying out 

M 
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our timetable with each particular disciplinary team (occupational therapy, 
behavioral analyst, psychologist, communication speech therapy, neurofeedback, 
personal training). We had our breakfast from 7:30 to 8:30 each morning, after 
which we would proceed to the group session starting half an hour later. Each 
one of us would share a goal for that day. The goal could be as small as walking 
outside for a couple of minutes, or perhaps finishing a homework assignment. 

We’d have different goals every day, and we would often joke about it with 
each other, but we would check up on each other about the status of the goals 
the next day. It was be fun to feel the sense of accomplishment in attaining the 
goals we had set previously. 

In our 9 a.m. session, we’d talk about the effects of the brain injury on our 
mental and physical health. I remember most of us discussing our 
communication troubles, which would inevitably arise because we’d take such 
a long time to process information—making it very difficult to express 
ourselves. 

Depending on the day, we would have two to four sessions planned with 
different experts. Our clinical psychologist helped us talk about what had led 
us to where we were. She worked on emotional distress, as when having a 
mild brain injury your emotions are much more acute than most people’s. 

Our speech and communication therapist also worked with us, sharing practical 
examples on the processing part of speaking. Sometimes, we’d have memory 
training with games, or communication practice in a difficult situation. She 
would say, “Social communication is a complex process that encompasses many 
skills. People who have suffered from an acquired or traumatic brain injury 
often experience difficulties with attention, memory, executive function, and 
cognitive abilities. These new challenges can make social interaction difficult for 
both the sufferer and their communication partners.” 

We also had an occupational therapist, who looked at our goals and the areas 
we struggled with. These could be struggles within our daily routine, for 
instance, and she would then help us by giving us tools to aid in our ability to 
accomplish daily life tasks—tasks that once were easy but now seemed a chore. 
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As an example, a daily task could be something as easy (to a “normal” person, at 
least) as scheduling my day. I remember telling her about my challenges in 
working with Nanja, for our business. She was pleased to know how we made 
use of our creative ideas to come up with TwinFit, and I shared my insecurities 
with her. She was extremely patient with me and would share ideas on 
overcoming social anxiety. She warned me about certain things and helped me 
as well in learning some amazing tricks for times when I had vision problems. 

Our behavioral analyst helped us cope with social struggles. She shared tips 
and ideas on how to deal with overwhelming or distressing noises. She 
instructed us on mindfulness techniques, and she also taught us about 
cognitive distortions. Cognitive distortions are ways that our mind convinces 
us of something that isn't really true. These inaccurate thoughts are usually 
used to reinforce negative thinking or emotions—telling ourselves things that 
sound rational and accurate, for instance, but that really only serve to keep us 
feeling bad about ourselves. 

Through all these sessions, we were able to feel stronger and more confident. By 
virtue of this, it didn’t appear to us like we’d gone crazy anymore! We knew 
that we hadn’t, and, together, we shared an amazing comradeship that made 
this journey of progress even more beautiful. I felt like I had regained my life, 
and I was back to feeling awesome about being alive once again. 

We also had several weekly team activities, where all of us bonded and fought 
social anxiety. Never before did I realize that a major aspect of the brain injury 
was its corresponding connection to social anxiety. It was this anxiety that 
made it that much more difficult to process things and left us feeling 
overwhelmed. Being in that amazing group of six, however, reignited my 
confidence and strengthened me to face the world again. 

 

We stayed in that place 24/7, with a dedicated staff helping us get through 
the day. They enabled us to cope well and focus on getting and feeling better. 
I still cherish those times when we’d head to the kitchen and try to sneak 
some food out of the fridge. I’d have those big guys around me, and we 
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would chat for hours.* It didn’t feel awkward at all, as they came to protect 
me, and I saw them as my best mates. We were all in the same boat and being 
around each other assured us that we were not in fact crazy as we’d once 
believed. We were just people who had gone through the same situations, and 
we were bonded by the grief of what we’d all lost in the past few years of our 
lives, and also by the realization that we had to accept what our individual 
disadvantages were—but also that, we could use the tools we were given to 
deal with challenging situations and we would in fact be okay. 

 
*Though not when we were sneaking food, of course, as that 
called for stealth! 

 

We could relate to each other and listen to stories of one another, which 
helped in hastening our recovery. It was a part of the healing process, as we 
could push each other in certain areas or remind each other that we needed to 
not be that hard on each other (or ourselves). 

During the program, we were also taken to the movie theater, or any other 
places we’d pick for ourselves. It gave us a preview of how we’d be able to get 
out of social isolation and get over our fears of mingling in society. 

It is a strange feeling, though. I remember my first time going out. The step 
that I chose toward the goal of more outside interactions was to go for a walk 
around the block. Simple enough, right? But I was so anxious about it at first, 
and especially so because I did not know the woman who took me. I 
remember stopping into a nail salon along the way, however, and loving the 
renewed feeling of independence that brought me. Such a seemingly simple 
thing as this was in fact a huge step, and facing these amazing challenges 
boosted my confidence and helped me emerge stronger. 

The guys also train together by going to the gym, where they work out to get 
back into shape. Training together was the best part of the day for most. 
While sweating it out together, they’d cheer each other on and keep their 
spirits high while lifting or running. 
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We even ate our dinners and cooked together on some occasions. 

Donna, my mentor during the program, was an amazing lady. She was very 
patient, kind, and caring. I loved the way she would direct me to God and 
help me recognize and be proud for my unique voice in this world. Had it 
not been for her belief in me, and her amazing persistence, I don’t think I’d 
have been able to make it. She would often tell me, “You make this world a 
better place, Rianne!” 

I make the world a better place just by being in it. What a remarkable 
thought. Having someone believe in me so much acted like a catalyst in my 
recovery process. While at the Center, I would do brain training on the 
computer, and I was encouraged to improve my motor skills by doing 
interactive puzzles, both on the computer and hands-on—I had to train the 
motor skills that I had lost through my injury. It seemed to be such a terribly 
basic, low-level thing to do, and I was feeling a bit down at times at the 
thought that I had to do what amounted to little-kid’s games. I mean, 
building with Lego or putting blocks together was something that a 3- year-
old does, not a thirty-two-year-old! But the results were truly astounding, and 
my reservations at having to 

perform these menial tasks quickly vanished. 

Another thing I did was to wear a resistance suit to exercise in. I had not 
trained in four years, and it helped activate the motor functions as well. I was 
like a robot while going one-by-one up each step of the stairs. But I 
remember the smile on my face when I finished after two minutes. Further 
on, I would build up enough strength and facility to continue to the fifteen-
minute mark, and I was ecstatic with the progress! 

The beautiful stay at Eisenhower helped me to have hope in life again and 
figure out how to cope with the brain injury. I was able to go beyond the 
physical and mental blocks that had previously held me at a standstill, and I put 
my entire heart into the process—which helped me to rediscover myself. 

When filling out the departure forms during my exit from Eisenhower, I 
realized I was not the same person who had walked in. I was assured that I 
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wasn’t alone, and several others had struggled with the same problems I had 
struggled with. The program’s education helped me immensely, and I was not 
hopeless anymore. I had learned that there is a choice you make each day when 
you wake up. I was able to express all that I had enjoyed, and my 
communication skills were much better. 

These 30 days spent at the Eisenhower Center were some of the most 
memorable days of my life, and I couldn’t have been happier. We were all much 
better having participated, my “teammates” and I, and we decided to stay in touch 
with each other even after we parted. 

 

Upon our successful completion of the After the Impact program, 
Eisenhower set up an appointment for all of us with the neurologist at the 
University of Michigan. The neurologist was none other than Jeff Kutcher, 
one of the foremost authorities on concussion research. He was Associate 
Professor of Neurology and Director of U-M’s NeuroSport Program. 

He had started a new specialty clinic called the Sports Neurology Clinic, 
where he had a mind-blowing track record of successfully rehabbing NHL 
and NFL players. The Sports Neurology Clinic was a big room with assorted 
sports-related equipment. Being surrounded by those familiar items had a very 
calming and soothing effect on me. 

Dr. Kutcher walked in with a reassuring smile and caught me staring at a cool 
sports bike which had caught my eye. “You’re going to sit on that bike, and 
do amazing,” he said. 

“What did you just say?” I responded, staring at him blankly. 

He looked back at me again and said, “Yes! You are going to sit on that 
bike and do amazing!” 

I smiled. I thought perhaps he was trying to get my hopes up or get me 
motivated. Still, it was very sweet of him to say that anyways, I thought. He 
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gave me a knowing glance, which made me believe he had probably read my 
thoughts. 

Dr. Kutcher went through a clinical evaluation, chronicling my symptoms. 
There was something about him which I really liked, though I couldn’t quite 
place my finger on what exactly it was. 

He said at one point, “Why do you think it’s weird that you’re an emotional 
wreck? Of course, you’re an emotional wreck!” 

I was taken aback by his blatant honesty. 

“You’ve had a brain injury,” he continued. “Before that, you were going to a 
soccer field every single day for sixteen years. Ever since you’ve had this brain 
injury, which was nearly four years ago, you haven’t exercised. Your brain is 
wired to respond that way!” 

I was silent. He said something I had been feeling every single day since my 
injury. 

“Now you’re sitting in a dark room and you’re isolated. Let’s fix that and 
relieve you of this!” 

Dr. Kutcher wasn’t bullshitting me, if you’ll pardon my French, and he 
promised he’d fix me. I was certain that he was the one who would help me 
get better. I had full faith in him. 

He said he would fix me, yes, but not through rest. He would rehabilitate my 
brain by building its systems again right from scratch. 

He asked me to step on the bike—that bike I’d had my eye on—and I was so 
nervous. I could barely handle it and felt I’d pass out at any moment. 

Dr. Kutcher looked me in the eye. “Don’t worry,” he said. “In a few weeks, 
you’ll be great. All we need to do is to get your systems working in tandem 
again. That’s how we’ll fix you!” 



 

- 130 - 

Afterwards, I got into a car with the nurse from Eisenhower for the drive 
back. The conversation I’d had with Dr. Kutcher, and the entire episode, had 
been comforting, and yet at the same time had left me completely overwhelmed. 
I broke down during the ride. The nurse tried consoling me, but I couldn’t 
even explain to her what I felt. 

After a while, though, I felt better. I said to myself, “I’m going to beat this. I will 
step on that bike and beat it. I will!” I thought about what Dr. Kutcher had told 
me and reflected on my exercise regime post-accident. I hadn’t exercised in 
years, like he said. Every time I tried, I would throw up within ten minutes, 
or get so emotionally frustrated that I gave up. It was now time to change that. I 
resolved to meet with Dr. Kutcher again. I would seek all my answers from 
him. I wanted to know what was wrong and how I’d be able to fix it, for good. 

 

When I returned to Dr. Kutcher, he said to me, “Do you know that a 
concussion can also affect other physiological systems in your body, such as the 
cardiovascular and autonomic nervous systems?” 

I learned that the cardiovascular system enables blood to circulate throughout the 
body. The autonomic nervous system regulates things your body does 
automatically, such as heart rate and breathing. Studies revealed that dysfunction 
within these physiologic systems contributed to post-concussion syndrome. In 
some cases, patients would experience altered autonomic function and 
impaired cerebral auto-regulation, which is why our symptoms worsen with 
exertion. 

Just think about it! If the systems that governed circulation, heart rate, and 
breathing get thrown off after a concussion, it makes sense that this could 
factor into your symptoms and make them worse with physical activity. 

Dr. Kutcher wanted to fix my problem through a course of exercise therapy. 
This therapy utilizes aerobic activity to help “reset” the autonomic nervous 
system after the acute phase of a concussion. With gradual increase in the 
amount and intensity of aerobic activity, I could build a tolerance to it. 
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Exercise naturally helped my body with concussion- related physiologic 
dysfunction. It would help increase parasympathetic activity, reduce 
sympathetic activation, and improve cerebral blood flow. Dr. Kutcher 
explained that the sympathetic nervous system was like a fight-or-flight 
system, whereas the parasympathetic was the rest-and-digest system. 

Exercise helped in normalizing these two branches of the autonomic nervous 
system, which alleviated some concussion-like symptoms. In fact, a study at the 
University of Buffalo found that 72% of post-concussion syndrome patients 
who participated in the exercise rehabilitation program returned to full daily 
functioning. The rate of symptom improvement was related directly to the 
exercise intensity achieved. 

Dr. Kutcher told me, “You’ve got to get on that bike, so we get you to start 
training five to six times a week again.” 

I was driven to give it my all. I was so happy with this exciting new possibility. 
I was determined to continue my successful streak as I stepped out of the 
Eisenhower Center. I was getting better, but I realized I’d have to take baby 
steps moving forward. 

It was a new start. I was breaking all familiar patterns but getting into it 
seemed easier than getting back out of where I came from. Fortunately, I was 
surrounded by incredible people. My clinical counselor supported me 
throughout the entire journey and went on to encourage me throughout. I 
did feel the pressure too, though. It was my last opportunity to show my 
family I was able to get out of this painful situation. They desperately wanted 
me to get better, but they were scared of leaving me alone in this journey. 

I was determined to forge on through the path ahead, and I retained my 
courage. 

 

I traveled back home to the Netherlands after a month and a half in the States. 
I’d had a brief stay in San Diego to recover after my stay in Michigan at the 
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Eisenhower Center and wanted to go back to living there and enjoying my 
freedom. Yes, I was home in the Netherlands, but my heart was now in San 
Diego—the place where I made a kickstart in my recovery after leaving 
Eisenhower. 

I continued my exercise therapy and went on scripting successes. There were 
times where I’d go to the gym six days a week. It became easier to exercise, and 
I started feeling better. I would pinch myself in amazement every day on 
witnessing the results. I’d often have tears in my eyes while telling Nanja how 
joyful I felt about stepping on my bike and going to the gym. I was feeling 
superb—but struggled with my motor functions still, too. It frustrated me, as I 
expected a complete recovery, which continued to elude me. Of course, it was 
not like I would suddenly find myself completely better all of a sudden, and I 
knew that. I was slowly climbing—or cycling, as the case may be!—bit-by-bit out 
of a sheltered lifestyle. 

I slowly started to pick up life, taking baby steps, literal baby steps. First, I was 
exercising, and then I slowly started to go outside more. I kept exposing myself 
to the outside environment more, but my work was still limited. The computer 
and I still weren’t the best of friends, and often I still had to watch out for my 
motor functioning as well. 

I had to come to terms with the fact that I still had to work on training. Yes, 
I was in a better place, realizing I was not alone and that I had learned 
amazing skills, but I had been in this place for over four and a half years and I 
needed time to climb back out of it. 

After three months in the Netherlands, I felt I was doing well enough and 
convinced Nanja that I’d feel better living and discovering myself in San 
Diego. 

 

I headed to the West Coast, where my old boss—an entrepreneur serving 
several companies Teleplan, Valuec BV, and Pulse Electronics—had a place 
where I could stay and recover gradually. I’d walk by the beach each day and I 
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would try to rediscover myself, and I made sure I would go slow and not run 
ahead and start off full-speed all at once. It was a challenge to be out again. I 
wanted to make friends, which, in my head, was my next step. I had worked it 
all out strategically. I kept telling myself: “Baby steps, Ri, baby steps.” One 
step at a time. I had my exercise back, and now it was time to also have 
interactions again. 

I could not wait to hang out with people and make new friendships, and I 
became friends with an amazing guy named Jon. He was good-looking, but it 
was his disarming honesty that made him awesome to have around. It was so 
easy to be myself with him, and he would go to great lengths to make me 
feel comfortable—and the other way around, as well. We both were at the 
same point in our lives and in the same stage of recovery—namely, the state of 
facing the pain of a head injury. He could understand my injury at a deeper 
level and was able to empathize with my feelings of hopelessness and the 
frustrations of the head injury, like no one else could. Our head injuries, 
compatibility, common interests such as soccer, and our beliefs about God, 
were what bonded us and helped us stick around for each other during the 
time we were getting better, our injuries also kept us from romance as we 
were aware of our inabilities to go there. 

We even traveled together to see the world! We went to Athens, Amsterdam, 
England, Mexico, different places in the U.S., and France and Italy. We both 
loved pizza, and surely had our fill of it in Rome (if such a thing is possible). Over 
the course of several days, we ate and drank our way through Rome while 
experiencing the city’s greatest historical landmarks. We saw some great places, 
laughed together, and tried some of the craziest things we hadn’t ever tried 
before—or had not previously been able to try due to what we were climbing out 
off—whether it was attending an epic Pink Floyd concert, or seeing the Rolling 
Stones with front-row seats, or simply playing soccer. 

Despite being a mess, we made the most of it and both got a little bit better 
each and every day. It was a surreal experience, and one that I will cherish 
forever. I had never imagined being so happy, even during that phase where I 
was still recovering. 
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We saw each other at our worst, and we both became a solid foundation for 
when the other might crumble down and need help building back up. We knew 
that we were not alone in it. We had no idea what it would look like when we 
both were in better places. We had a general idea, but how could we know if 
things were going to change? Perhaps we would stay in this place for a lifetime. All 
we knew then was that we had each other, and that was all we needed to know. 
We would support each other through and through and we would always protect 
each other. Our glorious escapades made it possible to sail through the storms 
together. 

I loved the fun adventures with him while traveling back and forth and 
waiting for my visa. Having him in my life made a massive difference, and I 
was seeing the world as a more beautiful place. We pulled through hard times, 
and he pushed me to become the person I didn’t know I was capable of 
becoming. It was like we both were able to help each other do so. 

Sadly, the moments of a free and beautiful summer quickly faded into the 
despair of seeing him in so much mental agony. I wanted to relieve him of his 
pain so badly but couldn’t do anything other than offer myself up for 
support. It was hard; head injuries are hard. 

When walking with Jon during his head injury phase, I also realized how 
difficult it must have been for my own family. My family continued being 
supportive, and with their help, I slowly got back on track. But I also saw how 
my sister Nanja’s persistence and love for me had also drained her 
completely. It was difficult, but they helped me go about it. 

My family felt frustrated and my mom would tell me that she was frustrated 
for me. It was hard for her to explain to others what had happened to me 
because they did not understand the experience, and why I was the way I was. 
My mom sometimes felt angry with the trainer who did not take me off the 
field, and with the coach who did not take responsibility. The many visits to 
doctors were also immensely frustrating for her, as they could see something 
was off but could not tell what it was. It was the not knowing that made it so 
hard for my mom. She knew I wanted it to be different because she knew me. 
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Often when with family, I would go to a room upstairs just to be alone 
because the noise and interactions were too much for me to handle all at 
once. My mother wanted the old me back and did all she could to support me. 
My other family members felt the same way—they wanted me back. But how? 

Because of my isolation, and also from the effects of the injury, I’d lost so 
much of my social skills. Through Jon, though, I met new people and I 
created some great friendships. Still, I remember the first times hanging out 
in a group again. It was a strange feeling. I’d nearly forgotten how to do it. I 
felt awkward and was not sure what to say. It didn’t help, either, that I’d 
never had a particularly ordinary, standard life. When I was playing, for 
instance, I was either working a regular job or training with my soccer team. 

I didn’t ever have the luxury of free time that young people normally have to 
socialize outside of work and soccer. I had not hung out in a group in a while 
and, on top of that, I was still recovering and building the sorts of skills 
everyone else takes for granted. It wasn’t that I wasn’t capable of socializing. 
It had just been a while since I had been around people. I felt like I did not 
have anything interesting to tell besides that I was in recovery, so it was easier 
to stay away from talking. I still didn’t feel like I was myself yet, and it was 
easier to shy away from social interactions than to be in them. 

Along with Jon, however, I also had a couple of incredible friends whom I 
met during my college years and was able to reconnect with. It was 
heartwarming to be surrounded by a group of supportive people. They 
reminded me as well of how they remembered me, and of who I was and how 
I used to be, when I wasn’t even sure who I was anymore. They did not give 
up on me. It felt awesome to meet amazing people and to know that there 
were incredible men like Jon in the world. I looked forward to the day I would 
obtain my visa. 

 

As I was getting better, I often had feelings of déjà vu, as a host of memories 
of how I used to be came flooding back. During my integration back to 
“normal” life, such experiences of déjà vu were a common occurrence. 
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I wanted to use this time to volunteer and connect more closely with God. I 
wanted to feel worthy of this new life, which made me volunteer for blood 
donations, charity, and several other activities to help those in need. I 
remember volunteering during my recovery phase and feeling at peace. I had 
always believed that volunteering offers vital help to people in need. At the 
same time, I learned that volunteering helped me with my inner happiness 
and gave me a sense of purpose. I partnered with causes I felt were 
worthwhile and could help the community at a greater level. 

Often during my volunteering activities, I was reminded of my prior 
volunteering initiatives. I remembered the beautiful times of visiting Japan 
and Mexico to paint churches and play soccer with kids. 

I would recollect the times of my six-week stay in Ukraine to volunteer, after 
having skipped my Pro Soccer League in the summer. My times with orphan 
kids in Ukraine brought tears to my eyes, as I remembered how they’d 
shower me with selfless love. I remember this beautiful little girl who had no 
parents, and how her hair had been cut very short because she had told lies. 
All she had was a little bag with a letter in it and two pairs of clothes. Each 
time she would receive a lollipop or anything, she would run to me and tell 
me how beautiful I was and how I should have it. It was heartbreaking that 
she was able to give such love, while she did not receive any. 

I also remembered the one-time project I started with my sister called 
“ShirtStar,” where I would have different club teams in the Netherlands ask 
their soccer kids to bring in old soccer jerseys. My sister would then bring 
them, as well as soccer balls, to Ukraine to remind the children that they were 
a star. Their faces were priceless, and they were so proud that they were a star. 
I wanted them to remember that they were worth it, no matter what they go 
through, and that they could believe there is light for them as well. 

I would always catch myself drawn to walking with the elderly and making 
them smile. Interacting with them would really heal me and make me think 
of my life as worthwhile. Volunteering helped me, and somehow, my love for 
volunteering ended up drawing me closer to God. I was entering the space 
that mended and enhanced my relationship with Him. After having faced 
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years of hopelessness and tribulations I never imagined I’d face, I thought my 
relationship with God had become distant. What I discovered was not that 
God had changed or moved, but, rather, it was me who had changed and 
moved—yet He was still there by my side and had never left. His grace was 
still there, had always been there, except now I was experiencing and entering 
into it. 

I ended up having to rediscover something I thought I already knew and 
continue working towards seeking out God’s character and nature. This was 
the key element in me becoming whole in spirit, body, and mind. I gave 
myself time to recuperate and resonate with these deep truths from Him 
about who I was and experience the truth that sets me free to heal inside and 
out. 

I had always wanted to be a role model, and I made efforts to make that 
happen. When I was still playing, I strived to be both a model teammate as 
well as someone younger players could look up to. When starting the business 
with my sister, I did the same through allowing others to be a part of a 
memory. The TwinFit runs were an opportunity to do so, as I saw exercise, 
connecting, and creating lifetime memories as a vital part of happiness. So, 
even though those were things that, for a long period of time, I had not been 
capable of doing, I could rejoice behind my computer when working on the 
content and seeing the faces of others who did the things I couldn’t. 
Somewhere, I felt successful for having helped several individuals around me, 
who dreamed of making it big someday. I believed my love for soccer hadn’t 
lessened, and I see myself living all my soccer dreams one day at a time. 

 

I’d dreamt about the moment I would be better again during the months that 
I had to stay home with the blinds closed. I would daydream countless times 
about how it would be when I had my life back on track. Now, finally, after 
much work, that moment was finally here. I felt like I was ready to live my 
life again, and I told myself I was ready to move on from my head injury. I 
felt that I had overcome my injury and that it was no longer a part of my life. 
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Along with the butterflies and excitement of starting life anew, I was able to 
get my master’s in strategic leadership in California, work for the Eisenhower 
Center, and have a social life again—all at once. However, as excited as I was, 
I may have been wrong in expecting to have all the bells and whistles included 
for my life ahead, post-recovery. The integration back to “normal” life was 
fraught with several challenges that I hadn’t anticipated, and seemingly trivial 
things showed themselves to be problematic. I was a computer that had been 
shut down for ages and was now rebooting. Except, unlike a computer, I had 
no idea of what I was supposed to do. 

For seven years, I had struggled so much and fought through the worst to 
make it here. I had achieved so much, and yet... I didn’t know how to do life 
anymore. I did not know how to do basic things and how to do them well. 
There were things I hadn’t been able to do for years, and, yes, I could now do 
them again without having consistent pain... and yet I still felt like I wasn’t 
able to do them. It seemed so foreign, and it seemed so strange to talk about 
it with anyone else. Would they think I was crazy if I told them that I really 
had no idea how to do basic things? After all, by this point, everyone thought I 
was fine. 

I felt overwhelmed by all the things that were coming my way, and out of all 
of them, getting my master’s seemed the biggest mountain to climb. 
However, with that mountain also came smaller mountains. I had to get 
registered for a bank account, get a Social Security number, get a car… things 
that seem so small, but were like giants to me. I started to doubt whether my 
brain injury had truly left me at all. 

I started working for the Eisenhower Center, the organization that had 
changed my life. One of my first work experiences at the Center was at a 
conference about concussions. I was sick in bed for the first part of the 
conference, as I was all of a sudden faced with high anxiety. Once again, I 
started to suffer the very same symptoms I thought I had left behind me. 

I felt like a prisoner whose reintroduction into society after many years of 
isolation and disconnection is full of catching up to societal norms. I had 
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forgotten how to be a member of society, and I had to re-accustom myself to a 
life that was now unfamiliar. 

I wanted to be like everyone else but couldn’t bring myself to be. Being out 
again was proving much more difficult than I thought it would be. 
Sometimes, I’d have negative thoughts and lose the motivation to keep going. 

Those seven long years and the challenges I’d faced had changed me. Every 
time I stood in front of the mirror, I saw a new Rianne Schorel about whom I 
knew very little. I had to know the new ME, and I had to make everything 
worth it. 

I was confronted with the reality of my new start. But I considered, after all 
I’d learned, the positive impact I could now have on others. And I considered 
the impact, with my continued determination, that I could have on my own 
life. I was scared, yes! I was scared that things would be taken away, but I also 
had faith in myself and in the future again. I no longer allowed myself to be 
stopped. I was going to take my life back, while feeling loved by a 
tremendous support system of family, friends, and God. I had faith that 
everything would soon be more normal again. 

 

Yes, I do occasionally struggle with mild motor and sensory problems, but 
they continue to improve. I also still feel subtle cognitive changes that 
negatively impact attention, memory, processing speed, and other aspects of 
cognition and language. Because these deficits are subtle, they can easily be 
under- or misidentified, continuing to have an impact on my full integration 
into society. 

It is difficult to predict how well someone who has had a brain injury will 
recover, partly because medical tests can’t clearly show the entire complexity 
of the injury. In the end, it will always be best to keep in mind that there may 
be setbacks—but that setbacks aren’t the end of the world, nor the end of 
recovery. 
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I remember having to return to the Eisenhower Center for a “tune-up,” so to 
speak, to provide me with more tools and knowledge to help me on my path 
to recovery. My psychologist there said, “Ri, you may have recurring 
symptoms for the rest of your life.” One must keep in mind that if you are 
not accepting of your head injury and understand how it affects you, then it 
will be hard, if not impossible, to put yourself on the road to full recovery. 

I had to find peace, and, while back at the Eisenhower Center, I am writing 
the last chapter of my recovery. I am getting the last tools for my toolbox to 
overcome the challenges I face every day and finish strong in my last phase of 
recovery. The first time I walked into Eisenhower, I was learning how to 
have hope again. 

This time at Eisenhower, however, I had the benefit of walking in with an 
existing sense of hope instead of a sense of frustration. I had to learn how to 
be safe within myself again as I had to relearn some skills that over the years 
had become rusty, and some I had to relearn by building myself again. I feel 
strengthened and I know storms will come again, but, as I brave each storm, I 
know I will grow stronger. 

With that, I also had to come to peace with the fact that this was the end of 
soccer for me. So, on top of my head injury, I struggled with adapting to a 
“regular life” where I was no longer in the limelight and had perhaps, in the 
eyes of others, become a forgotten member of society. I not only struggled 
with the head injury, but also with the dramatic changes inherent in an 
athlete’s personal, social, and occupational life subsequent to that experience. 

I might never again be the same person I was when I was an athlete, but I am 
happy with the person I am now. I am capable of managing my challenges and 
being a role model for others who are facing those same challenges. I have 
learned the strength of letting go and letting things be. In the end, it is about 
learning to truly just give things back to God. He will work it out. Slowly 
things will start shaping up. I feel strengthened and I am flying away as a 
butterfly again. I have loving friends and a beautiful family, and I will find 
joys in my life. I have to be happy and grateful for this new life, wherever I 
live and wherever I am, and wherever it takes me. 
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As the different fragments of my life are starting to come together, I now see 
myself and everything around me in a different light. It is the amazing result 
of God’s grace and my fortitude to score another win, just like I used to do 
on the soccer field, and I will be sharing my VOICE with the world, by 
making the world a better place! 
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CHAPTER 11 

THE END 
(OR, A NEW BEGINNING) 

oday, I greeted my neighbors and decided to sit on the patio for some 
time. It had been a good day, and I felt victorious. Memories of my 
struggles came back, and I missed my soccer squad. A few months 

back, I learned about the death of my former teammate—Sylvia. She was 
such a fighter, who encouraged me to enjoy every minute of my life. 

When I faced my first concussion and couldn’t get back to playing for almost 
seven weeks, she and my other teammates wrote beautiful notes and gave me 
a cross with them. 

I went and read her note, which brought tears to my eyes. 

Dear Rianne, 

You have been forced to rest for a couple of weeks… That silly Jill 
unfortunately could not keep that ball down. I know how important your 
buddies on the field are to you, and I am sure it will be all working out just 
fine. The only thing that counts for you is to score goals. Now you cannot do 
that anymore. Gosh if you could do that match over again. For you now 
everything feels like falling apart again, but now your health is not working. 

T 
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Your awesome do not try to worry about it. Take your rest and especially the 
time, then that door of soccer will automatically open. You than pop again 
and we can chat soon. We can once again outline the ideal life situations. 
Rianne, I think you rock. I miss you in the locker room and on the fields. It 
might be a bit silly, but I wanted to tell that to you. 

Love Syl 

❧ 
Reading her note made my heart heavy, and I ached to be back with her 
again. 

There were several more such notes by my other team mates, and I was 
moved to tears by all their love! 

Rianne, you've been away for too long. We are not used to you that you do 
not run around on the soccerfield with us. We love to have you back playing. 
Hopefully you will soon be back with 200%. 

Karin 

❧ 
What a bad luck! No football for 7 weeks, I really miss you. Hope you can 
play soccer again soon with us. Keep your head up girl! 

Big hug, Mir 

❧ 
I treasured these beautiful notes and they’d cheer me even during the worst. I 
sifted through some more such beautiful words by my lovely friends. 

Dear Ri, 

I am so thankful for you, it has been so great being your roommate, 
teammate and friend. We have so many great memories together and I hope 
we still will have more to come. I am so proud of you and all your 
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accomplishments. You are a great soccer player and I hope that you will 
continue with your career now that you are done playing for Biola. 

I remember coming to visit Biola and you were the first person I met, and 
you were so welcoming and friendly. That is one of the reasons why I wanted 
to come here because the soccer team was so amazing. Thank you for always 
being so supportive and honest. I will miss playing with you next year. Keep 
your eyes on God. As you would say it. You got this girlie. I love you Ri! 

Love always, Your sister Andy 

❧ 
This one from my 22nd birthday always brightened me up! 

Happy 22nd that is crazy that you are already this age! Seriously I remember 
when you were only 17! 

How weird you have grown up so fast. Each year I see you after summer time 
and I always think to myself that I have never seen any women as Godly as 
you are and that it must be impossible to be more of an example of the Lord’s 
love in everything you do. 

What I am saying is that I never met someone like you before. 

Ri, you are truly special and amazing, and you seriously have the ability to 
impact anyone with just a smile. You are phenomenal, you will never know 
how much you have impacted my life. You are such an incredible example and 
encouragement for me to look up to and learn from. I have truly been blessed 
in hanging out with you. This past month, I never could have made it to 
Charlotte without you or survived here without you. Thanks Ri. Thanks for 
everything! 

Cory Alexander 

❧ 
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Hey Ri, 

My bottom bunk buddy, I had such a great time being your roommate this 
year. You are such an encouragement and display of God’s light. I 
appreciated your openness and humbleness so much! You are a great example 
for your fellow brothers and sisters. I just have one question, who is going to 
catch me when I flip out of my bed? You are such a blessing, I can’t even 
describe it. I am so blessed to have this year with you. Love you, Ri 

Rachel 

❧ 
Thank you, Ri, for loving us, being there for us and leading us. You are great 
Ri, your soccer goal scoring ways amaze us, we love you. 

Heide 

❧ 
Ri you are amazing, thanks for being such an awesome roommate your love is 
so evident. You are such an encouragement and display Gods love. I love our 
talks and time together. Thanks for being this incredible roommate. Love you, 
Ri. 

Michelle 

❧ 
Rianne, where do I start my sister? Well I guess it starts three years ago when 
you befriended me as a freshman with your kind words. Dutch accent and 
beautiful smile. I was able to share my heart with you so easily and we 
connected right away. I have cherished my time with you and especially our 
long deep talks. You have an amazing gift for people. 

You are so easy to talk to and are always interested to hear what others have to 
say. This is something so many people desire. Wherever you are my friend the 
lord will be with you. To strengthen you, to uphold you, to guide you and to 
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comfort you. He has given you an opportunity to use soccer for His kingdom 
and I admire your determination to follow His will. May we stay close as 
friends even though you part. Love you. 

Krystal 

❧ 
I read and re-read these notes several times and laughed thinking about these 
memories. The most beautiful thing that dawned upon me was that I was 
back to becoming the person I was… These lovely notes and my loved ones 
helped me retain my willpower. 

I owe my speedy recovery to my family and friends who were by my side at 
all times. Their love and encouragement helped me make it through the 
toughest times. 

 

Everything that transpires in our life is a part of a puzzle, which must not be 
forgotten or overlooked, but understood. Just having a bad day, week, or 
month does not qualify as a “bad life” label that hangs around our neck. 

When put together, everything in life makes perfect sense and becomes the 
base upon which you can build something great. My story has been no 
different! 

Life has a peculiar habit of dragging us out of our comfort zones to teach us 
the most important lessons. The challenges thrown by life break the scales in 
our eyes and empower us to see through the eyes of people going through 
similar experiences. Often, we wouldn’t have even known what it felt like, 
until that time. 

When coming across people trying to fight the worst battles of their lives, we 
tend to judge, get angry or sometimes even look down upon them. If only we 
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could see through their pain for just a moment, we may be able to learn some 
of the most important lessons of life. 

I hope my story is able to unmask the invisible injury and make people join 
hands to fight it. For those who are grappling with dark times in their life, I 
would like to say: 

“There’s light at the end of the tunnel.” 

Don’t lose hope and fall prey to these challenges. If I could fight it and 
emerge victorious, I am sure anyone else can! Let’s make the world a better 
place, together. 
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AFTERWORD 

Six Months Later 
Let’s make the world a better place together.” —I said that while I stepped 
out after 8 long weeks of rehabilitation in December 2017, at the Florida 
location of traumatic injuries. I remember the exact date, December 15. 

So, imagine someone watching you 24/7 and, then, all of a sudden, you are on 
your own again! This was the case for me. You see, as I was getting better, the 
Center, due to liabilities, required that you were supervised during the time 
you were recovering. So, you were not on your own, ever, besides at night 
when you were resting (and, even then, you were still monitored). 

Well, my first day of absolute freedom, I was on my way to the Netherlands 
after my stay in Florida. I had a layover from my flight in Philadelphia, and 
so I had seven hours to discover the city. It was such a great place to explore, 
as it is known for some wonderful historical spots—one being the Liberty 
Bell! 

From Wikipedia: “The Liberty Bell is an iconic symbol of American 
independence, located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Once placed in the 
steeple of the Pennsylvania State House (now renamed Independence Hall), 
the bell today is located in the Liberty Bell Center in Independence National 
Historical Park.” 

Well, I definitely wanted to go see this Liberty Bell, since I was tasting that 
feeling of liberty myself now that no one was watching over me anymore. I 
wish I could have rung that bell in celebration, marking it as a symbolic 
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stepping stone to my own freedom, but unfortunately it was railed off and with 
people protecting this very important artefact. (It already cracked once, keep in 
mind, and I imagine they don’t want it cracked again!) 

As I had no one around to keep me accountable or tell me what to do, I was 
able to decide on my own what I wanted to see or eat, and so I decided to walk 
some more around to the different cute places. And when done visiting all the 
various historical sites, I got myself a big pretzel and some good food. 
(Philadelphia is known for the Philly cheesesteak sandwich.) Afterwards, I 
went back to the airport in Philadelphia to catch my flight, leaving for 
Schiphol Airport, Amsterdam. 

Back in the Netherlands, I arrived safely at the home of my family, where I 
was cared for and loved a tremendous amount. They had been worried prior, 
before me leaving to go to Florida, and I could see in their faces they were all 
super happy to see me again. My nieces, once they saw me, gave me the 
biggest hug ever, and it reminded me how incredibly blessed I was. 

The first weeks back in the Netherlands, I was trying to recover from my trip 
in Florida, as so much had occurred during my time out in Florida that I had 
no time to really reflect upon much while there. It almost felt like I’d been at 
training camp, with each day planned, structured, and filled... and then all of a 
sudden it was done, and now it was game day! 

I had to make the most out of my time, now that I was back, as the book I’d 
written had to be presented. And what an honor it was to be able to present 
this in 5 weeks’ time, along with the Dutch Soccer Federation. This was a 
dream come true, and I couldn’t believe it was finally actually happening. 

The Dutch Soccer Federation has a very amazing asset in the Dutch National 
team doctor of the males’ side. He understood the incredible importance of 
creating awareness for concussion, and he stood firmly behind this initiative 
by helping me to share my book by presenting it to the folks at the Dutch 
Soccer Federation in preparation for launch. 

I had amazing people be a part of my experience during that launch, where 
one of them was my friend Eric Hipple. Seeing him there, being a part of the 
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team to help kick off my book, after all those years of supporting me in my 
journey along the way, was so very special to me. He also was able to hear me 
finally use my voice, to spread my message, after years of me being voiceless. 

While preparing for the launch, I’d had no idea the amount of media 
coverage that would be involved in all this! It started out simply in my belief 
that the subject of my book (concussion and TBI) was something that 
everyone should know about, and that my personal story was something that 
might resonate with others. And before I knew it, I had so many people 
gathering around me. Everyone was so interested! After being filmed, it was 
heartening to receive responses from TV viewers who agreed that, yes, within 
the sporting world concussion was a topic much too little talked about. 

People had to know they were not alone, that there was hope for them. And 
my story was just a story, like many others, but it was a story that had to be 
heard so that others would find the courage to continue on, to not give up, 
and to find treatment where they could—and that there was treatment out 
there! 

I remember the day one big news station, Nieuwsuur, came to film me and my 
sister, a week before the book launch. We loved their crew, and we formed a 
team with them, working with them to get the story out and in what way. 
We felt totally supported. Their goal was to tell the truth, and not to 
overdramatize it but rather to keep it real and show the person I truly was. 
They journeyed with us during the highs and lows of filming and getting 
ready for the kick-off of the event and for marketing it out correctly to the 
Dutch culture 

Two of the items filmed by the Nieuwsuur crew, especially, were very 
precious to me. The first was when one of my old teammates came running to 
me while they were filming. Nine years before, she was the baby of the team 
when I played with her! She was still playing and now, a grown-up adult, was 
playing at Valencia in Spain and on the National team. Seeing her back as she 
was, training, just like the old days, and now getting ready to go back to 
Spain, was a wonderful experience. And the same goes for a former Dutch 
National player I played with, who is now the manager of the female pro 
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soccer league in the Netherlands. It was such a pleasant surprise to see her 
again as well. And she knew exactly how I felt, as she had gone through the 
process of a head injury as well, and I was able to easily relate with her while 
we both were being interviewed. 

The media in the Netherlands was through the roof, and so was the attention 
afterwards and the responses we got. The day the documentary segment was 
launched, I was able to view it with my sister right at the TV station. It was 
the 19th of January 2018. Before it started, I was invited to a big radio 
interview and as that ended, the TV crew walked with us to where we could 
go into the studio. I noticed I was getting nervous. How were people going to 
respond? I thought. What was the documentary like? But I felt supported by the 
news team and my sister. I was nervous, but I had great confidence in the 
news team. I knew they had done a tremendous job, and, after seeing the 
finished result, I would not have wanted it any differently. I sat there 
watching it with tears in my eyes. There was my story on the TV. After all 
those years, I was able to bring this issue into the light and let others know 
they were not alone. 

In the documentary, millions of supporters cheered on the Women’s 
National Team as they won the European Cup in 2017. Many people 
reached out to me afterwards and said that, even though I did not play in it, I 
was their hero. It gave me goosebumps. Also, people reached out who I had 
not heard from in a good while, sharing that they’d had no idea about my 
story. Along with this, others apologized as they’d not known the full story, 
and that they’d had preconceived assumptions about me that hadn’t been 
based on truth. Still, others said how proud they were of me for speaking up 
and for providing my voice for the many others who were voiceless. ME! Yes, 
me—I was able to be the VOICE for others, while I’d thought for so long 
during those darkest years that I had completely lost my voice. Those words 
of Donna Russell that I would make this world a better place and use my 
voice had come true. 

While finishing up the book launch and doing the media rounds in the 
Netherlands, I was getting ready for the U.S. on February 2nd, 2018. I did 
not enjoy saying the goodbyes to my family, but I had to continue the journey 
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I was on. I was invited for the Super Bowl. For those who do not know, the 
Super Bowl is the annual championship game of the National Football 
League (NFL) in the USA. The game is the culmination of a regular season that 
begins in the late summer of the previous calendar year. 

I don’t know much about American football but apparently it is a big deal, the 
Super Bowl, and Radio Row is just as big. Radio Row offers a unique 
opportunity for broadcasters, professional athletes, and guest celebrities all to be 
interviewed during Super Bowl week. It was hosted in the Mall of America in 
Minneapolis, and the energy and excitement leading up to Super Bowl LII was a 
highlight of my journey. 

I remember stepping out of the plane in the cold, cold weather—it was minus 
20 Celsius (-4°F)! I had never visited Minneapolis before, and I truly enjoyed 
flying into it. It was different from what I had previously seen, and while 
waiting for my ride I could see my hands turning blue as freezing wind was 
super sharp and super cold, a cold I had not experienced before. But I loved 
the experience and the excitement I could feel from everyone out there—even 
the Uber driver was excited! This was not something small; this was one of 
the bigger events in the world, and I was able to be a participant. It was 
strange, too, after all the media attention in the Netherlands, to be going 
straight to the next. It started off with the hotel, which was all decked out in 
the style of the Super Bowl and really got you into the spirit of things, and it 
made you really feel a part of the whole. 

I enjoyed being able to participate so closely in something that I had never 
expected. It was hard work, though, getting up first thing early in the 
morning going to the Super Bowl Radio Row. I was on Radio Row with Gus 
Frerotte. He was a former NFL player and he was advocating for an app to 
help people test and understand their own brain health. We would pair up 
while speaking to different radio stations. 

I was out there with other celebrities where I was not sure what their names 
were or who they were besides the fact that they all were there, collectively, 
for the very same reason: the match. In the morning before going out to the 
mall, I would walk around at Super Bowl City. They had frozen statutes with 
jerseys, and snow everywhere, and I was just as frozen as the snow. In order to 
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keep myself warm I would run through the city while shooting pictures and 
running as fast as I could back to the hotel to not become a statue myself. 

I was able to join the Super Bowl party of Ditka & Jaws Cigars with the Stars, 
with the help of an organization that is super close to my heart—the After the 
Impact Fund. They supported me wholeheartedly. They facilitate comprehensive 
treatment and provide a support network for military veterans, professional 
athletes, and their families. The “Ditka & Jaws Cigars with the Stars” were Mike 
Ditka and Ron “Jaws” Jaworski, who had joined hands with many of their 
football friends, ESPN personalities, and other celebrities. Past attendees have 
included Dan Marino, Jameis Winston, Jim Kelly, and more. It’s all to benefit 
amazing causes, and, to me, this Super Bowl party was one of the BEST parties of 
the week. When I walked up to the building that night, it had a red- carpet 
entrance. Once inside, premium cigars from the industry's top brands were on 
offer, and there was a premium-brand open bar, appetizers, and a silent auction 
among other activities. 

Literally, that evening, I watched my eyes out! What a wonderful experience it 
was. Almost the last day out there—before traveling to California to restart 
my life and get back into getting my master’s and begin working for the 
Eisenhower Center—I was invited to be on stage with some other incredible 
people to share my story at the Leigh Steinberg’s 31st Annual Minneapolis 
Super Bowl Party 2018. It was at the 

U.S. Bank Stadium in Minneapolis, MN on Saturday, February 3rd, 2018, 
from 12 p.m. to 4 p.m., and was invite-only. It was attended by NFL owners, 
general managers, coaches, personnel departments, celebrities, entertainers, 
politicians, corporate CEOs, media personalities, athletes, and entrepreneurs in 
technology, green initiatives, health, sports, and entertainment. It was kind of a 
big deal! 

A bit of information on sports agent Leigh Steinberg. His press release 
describes him as one of the most influential figures in professional sports, 
having represented the #1 overall pick in the NFL draft a record eight times, as 
well as 60 first-round picks, 150 Pro Bowl players and seven NFL Hall of Fame 
inductees—Troy Aikman, Steve Young, Warren Moon, Thurman Thomas, 
Bruce Smith, Derrick Thomas, and Howie Long. Steinberg has also represented 
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over 500 professional athletes including numerous all-star NBA and MLB 
players, golfers, boxers, as well as Olympic athletes. Steinberg was also an 
instrumental leader in efforts to save the Giants, the Rams, and the A’s. His 
work in the community matches his career in representation, with him being 
credited for helping raise over $800 million for charity. He has received four 
Presidential Commendations for community service, in addition to the 
key to five cities. He consulted on films Jerry Maguire, starring Tom 
Cruise, Oliver Stone’s Any Given Sunday, and For the Love of the Game, 
starring Kevin Costner. And he is the author of two best-selling books, 
The Agent: My 40-Year Career Making Deals and Changing the Game, 
and, along with Michael D’Orso, Winning with Integrity: How to Get 
What You Want Without Selling Your Soul. 

So, with knowing this background, I felt so incredibly honored to be invited 
by both him and Nicole Fisher. Nicole Fisher was also an amazing advocate, 
and to be able to join the panel with the topic of women in sports & brain 
injuries on the Super Bowl party with other amazing individuals like Gus 
Frerotte, Jackie Garrick, Alicia Duerson, and Gil Van Bokkelen. 

 

Left to Right: Nicole Fisher, Gus Frerotte, Jackie Garrick, Alicia Duerson, 
Gil Van Bokkelen and Rianne Schorel [that’s me!] speak onstage during 

Leigh Steinberg Super Bowl Party 2018 on February 3, 2018 in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
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After wrapping up these extraordinary experiences, I flew back to California 
where I stepped back into starting my life out there again. It was not as easy 
as I thought it would be. I was anxious, and I had to restart with the painful 
memory from last time in my mind, but I was still determined to step away 
from that and embrace the newness. I got myself an apartment and began 
decorating it. This was actually the fun part; it was so nice to have a place of 
my own after living here and there. I told myself I could do this alone, and I 
loved Amazon as everything was delivered right to my doorstep. And so, I 
picked up where I left off the year before, restarting the process, finding a car 
and settling in and going back to school. Meanwhile I was learning a lot more 
about the brain, more than I already thought I knew. 

Now, looking back after writing my final chapters, I never thought this 
would be another journey—a 9- month journey—I would be on. It was hard, 
this new stretch, and at times I wish the pains I had to go through could have 
been erased. But my persistency caused me to come to a place in my journey 
where I am now today. I kept having faith that, soon, things would be more 
and more normal again. 

 

Bio-Hacking, Neurofeedback, and Neuroplasticity 
Little did I know that soon would be sooner. I started to explore bio-hacking, 
and I changed to a whole food diet as the brain is highly affected by what we 
put into our body. I had known a bit about this already, but not as much as I 
was now learning. The personal DIY biotech aspect intrigued me. While 
biohacking is still evolving, there are fascinating methods that one can use to 
hack into the mind-and-body mechanism. I was also getting engaged in 
neurofeedback. 

Neurofeedback (NFB), also called neurotherapy or neurobiofeedback, is a 
type of biofeedback that uses real-time displays of brain activity—most 
commonly electroencephalography (EEG), to teach self-regulation of brain 
function. Typically, sensors are placed on the scalp to measure activity, with 
measurements displayed using video displays or sound. 
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Neurofeedback, also called EEG biofeedback or neurotherapy, is a research-
proven way to improve your brain function through intensive brain-training 
exercises. Although the technology is quite sophisticated, the process is simple, 
painless, and non-invasive. It is just learning. You learn to alter your brain 
activity the same way you learn any other skill—through feedback and 
practice. What is new about neurofeedback is that you are guided by a form of 
feedback that was previously not available to you—instantaneous information 
about changes in your brain’s electrical activity. Every half second, your brain 
activity is compared to your targets for change. You get a signal and “reward” 
when you meet the goal, and no signal or reward when you do not. 

In 20 neurofeedback sessions, with feedback every half second, you get 
72,000 chances to learn. That’s a lot of repetition and practice, and it totally 
blew me away. Brain science has shown that repetitive exercise of brain 
networks reshapes the brain, and neurofeedback allows you to reshape 
networks in your brain after a traumatic brain injury in an incredible amount 
of time. 

I was going into the process where they measured my brain function with a 
quantitative EEG brain map, so that they could see the areas of the brain that 
had been negatively impacted by my injuries. 

The image below is from the qEEG analysis prior to treatment. 

 

The blow that caused the injury was sustained on the left frontal side of the 
head and also on the temporal and the motor cortex. This is the area showing 
the most significant abnormality. 
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Previously, I had not known there was a test to determine what was going on 
in the brain but thank God I found out that there is. And through this 
testing came the acknowledgment that I hadn’t been crazy throughout those 
most difficult years. All those long years of waiting and not understanding my 
mental state all seemed to disappear once I discovered this new treatment. 
Through neurofeedback, I could see that my brain was negatively impacted 
in those areas of the brain affecting behavior. And the great thing was that it 
didn’t have to stay like that and could, in fact, be reversed. Just as “if you don’t 
use it, you lose it,” neurons that fire together, wire together! 

You can see the areas in my brain were negatively impacted but also the brain 
index of the EEG was showing that my TBI index was showing as 80% TBI- 
related symptoms. Super fascinating, right? 

Besides diet and neurofeedback, one of the other researchers I started to read up 
on was neuroscientist and author Dr. Caroline Leaf. She says that the average 
person has over 30,000 thoughts a day. Through an uncontrolled thought life, 
we create the conditions for illness; we make ourselves sick! Research shows 
that fear, all on its own, triggers more than 1,400 known physical and 
chemical responses and activates more than 30 different hormones. Wow! That 
is a crazy amount! 

So, with that knowledge, I started to work on those cognitive areas while also 
starting up neurofeedback. 

I felt mixed emotions, of anger at the same time as excitement. After all those 
behavioral treatments and all the others, there was finally a solution. I only 
wish this had been available to me years before. But at least I now had a 
solution as to how to treat the brain and to unlock the huge amount of 
potential in the brain, in ways I had not previously known were possible. 

Before, I had a difficult time accepting that I would merely be OK, and 
nothing more—not well... but just OK—and that I would just have to learn 
to live with that. I had become tired of hearing those same words over and 
over again. I got tired of fighting the fight alone. It was an enlightenment to 
be able to see that this wasn’t just depression in and of itself, but that it had a 
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physical cause related to my TBI. The depression was the result of my brain 
being dysregulated and injured, and so was my motor cortex—the part where 
the movements of my different body parts were controlled. (You remember I 
told you how I was not able to go out of the house for certain weeks or 
months due to the signals not firing.) 

The first time when I could see my brain on a 3D image and where it was 
dysregulated, I had tears in my eyes. I finally understood what had been 
happening all along, all those years, and to now have people, friends and 
family finally stand behind me was such a relief. Now they could see it as well, 
but also it hurt so much it made me want to scream. The pain came from 
knowing that all these past years they had been looking at me with different 
eyes. While now, only now, they could see it on paper, and they look at me 
with empathy and say, “Wow , I am so sorry. I did not know.” 

They didn’t know, but I was affected by it. Take my previous counselors, for 
example. They would work on my emotional dysregulation, but you can try 
and treat the behavior all day and it won’t change if you don’t treat the root 
cause: the brain. The brain was a part of my injury. During this new journey 
I was on, I had to come to a place of acceptance and forgiveness for these 
people in my life. They did not know. And thank God I do know now, and I 
am determined to let others know. 

Another area that piqued my interest was neuroplasticity, as it fit right in 
along with all I was learning about neurofeedback, biohacking, etc. Studies in 
neural plasticity show that the brain is constantly rewiring itself to adapt to 
our lifestyles and perform more and more tasks efficiently. The brain is not a 
static organ; it has an incredible ability to reorganize itself based on 
environment, thoughts, emotions, and behavior. For instance, repeating 
certain thoughts or actions programs them into the mind, forming a neural 
network, and every time you repeat that thought or action those neural 
networks become stronger, turning that thought or action into a habit until it 
becomes automatic, or second nature if you will! 

Knowing that I could actually “rewire” my brain was a huge breakthrough for 
me! After all, our mind creates our reality and determines how we perceive the 
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world. I practiced mindfulness, and even this thing called hot yoga. It’s like 
regular yoga but you do it in a hot, humid room. So, I went into those 
steamy, sticky, uncomfortably hot rooms, worked by butt off, and made my 
best effort not to complain. You should have seen me sweat! For those who 
think that it is hard, you are correct: it is really hard. But I must say, you do 
feel good after you’ve accomplished being in that heat for about 60 minutes. 

I made conscious efforts to discard old toxic beliefs and introduce new, 
positive thoughts, in an effort to create a dominant thought pattern. And 
gradually I began to notice improvements in my mental and physical 
wellbeing, although some symptoms would continue to come and go. 

 

Family and Support 
With my family being super supportive, my mom and dad had made the extra 
effort to come fly out and see me in California during this 9-month journey of 
mine of discovery and learning, as I was struggling when starting with this 
new endeavor of neuroscientific therapy—this final leg of my recovery after 
learning about this incredible method—and was at my wit’s end. 

Along with that, after the launch of my book and being open about my 
journey to the public, I felt everyone wanted something of me, when, at the 
same time, I was not capable of knowing what I wanted myself. I wasn’t quite 
there yet, as far as recovery. And I was tired of finding out that I was not 
there yet, that I had more work to do in order to get into the best place and 
to not struggle as much with certain symptoms, like depression, brain fog, 
confusion, and clear speaking. My neurofeedback was showing that I still 
struggled making decisions, among other problems, and because of this I felt 
like I was being tossed about on the deck of a boat on choppy seas. 

And so, being overwhelmed by all the attention swirling around me after the 
book launch, I had to stop all of it and step away from everyone and 
everything so that I could get the treatment I needed in order to come to a 
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place where I could make proper decisions and where I could discern who had 
good intentions and who did not. 

I had to find a safe place where I could hold out a little longer. Thank goodness 
for my parents. How wonderful it was to have them there with me in 
California and to wake up in the morning to their faces. I was not alone while 
trying to navigate this last hurdle. We would go for walks, and to see them 
enjoying life so much made me so happy. My dad had the excitement of a 
little kid, wanted to explore the area, and so did my mom. My mom’s 
cooking was so welcome, also, as she wanted to make sure I ate enough. The 
strict diet I was put on by the functional medicine practitioner I was seeing 
had limited me in so many ways as to what I could eat, but she made it fun to 
cook and to think of creative ways to still enjoy eating. 

The change of diet took a toll on me—for instance, no buttered bread with 
chocolate sprinkles for breakfast!—but I did start to notice positive changes, like 
losing a bit of weight and getting rid of unwanted fat. I also started to realize just 
how limited I was in what I could eat. For instance, no sugar, no wheat, no eggs, 
and no rice. What?!! I was not left with a whole lot of options, but it did give me a 
different perspective on food, at least. I was able to see what I had been eating 
over time and how it had not been serving my body well, in general, or my brain 
in particular. 

My parents got me through three full, amazing weeks of brain work, diet, and 
thinking positive. While writing this, it brings a smile to my face as that time 
they were there with me in California was (and is) precious to me. I was able to 
see the world through their eyes, and I wanted to capture every moment of it, and I 
still do while thinking about them. 

With a family of six children, my parents were always kept pretty busy! So, to 
have them there being with me, and me alone, was very much appreciated, 
and a special time. We were able to catch up on precious life moments we had 
enjoyed and also on the pains of the injury. My dad reminded me while there 
with me to keep looking up to God, and that He did not give me more to 
handle than I was able, and that I had to trust Him. I had to come to a point 
of full trust in Him again, but seeing my father’s unwavering faith in God 
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made me realize that I could. My father was an inspiration. He was 
always there for me, and he did not leave me hanging out to dry. He flew out 
all the way to California to spend time with me, after all. He took the time 
for me to walk with me, cook dinner, and have conversations and cheer me 
on. 

My sister, as well, during this period, come out to help me for two weeks 
straight while treating both our brains. (She joined in on the fun!) It was like 
a dream. Having her support, and with her sacrifice of coming out, and with 
all that caring, I truly have the most amazing sister I could have ever holed for. 

I never imagined, especially as an athlete, that being pushed into the deep end 
would lead me to feel so tired, so exhausted. It is tiring trying to swim back to 
shore, so to speak, when you don’t have all the tools yet in the medical 
industry at your disposal and when you don’t really know what is going on. 
You are often given a label and then dismissed, and it can be terribly 
discouraging. But when possessing the right tools, it becomes easy (or at least 
easier) to recover, I had not been given those tools throughout most of my 
recovery process. And you lose people around you in the process. In this way, 
head injuries can hurt you more than others know. You have lost loved ones 
around you that have given up hope on you. 

I was extraordinarily fortunate to have such a loving family, and they even 
came out to California to support me, but once you climb out you are 
reminded of the pain that those near you have had to endure. 

It was painful to see my sister, for instance, go through this whole process. I 
was recovering and getting better—which is a good thing!—but, as my 
condition improved, now, all of a sudden, she didn’t have to care for me as 
much anymore. She now had to try to find her place in this world again. Did 
I leave her feeling this way after all those years of recovery? Did she lose years 
because of me? 

Besides my sister’s feelings, what about my family? How did my family deal 
with my recovery? While I climbing out of my hole, they were always 
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cautious. I couldn’t pretend that it never happened and that I was fully okay 
yet. I knew it would take time and trust. Trust to build my life back up. 

Along my journey I would receive emails from parents that had younger 
children that were going through years of isolation and not functioning in life. 
They were devastated and would pay anything to get their child back. I could 
empathize because I knew exactly how they felt. I wish there was a quick fix 
for those things and the devastation that takes place in homes due to head 
injuries, the misunderstandings and the pain. I had to experience it from up 
close. The person who was closest to me—my twin sister—I hurt the most 
with my injury, not knowing that I had my limits as my brain was broken and 
therefore responded in ways that were not always best for me or my 
surroundings. 

I feel regret for the times I was not myself, previous, and I had to grieve for 
all that lost time. I wish I could exchange those times, as they were not me, 
but all I can do now is to show it through my actions where I am now, today, 
with a healthy brain. 

 

What Happens Now That Your Brain Is Working? 

Within a couple of months, I saw within myself great changes. I could not 
believe I journeyed to a new place. This was the end of it. Or, at least, I was on 
the good side of the other end, as there never comes an end to taking care of 
yourself—including taking care of your brain. It hurt in some ways, as now I 
had to let go of my old identity and take steps forward to my new future. 

During this time, I started noticing a big difference within myself. Things 
that seemed to be a big deal before were no longer quite such a big deal 
anymore, and I was able to take things for what they are and focus on myself. 
What happens when your brain suddenly starts working again is that you 
have a-ha moments throughout your day consistently. It’s like learning how to 
ride a bike. In the beginning, it does not make sense. You try to make that 
bike go but you are not sure how—and then, all of a sudden, it clicks and 
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you’re off! I mean, that was at least how it was for me and my sister at age 
four; we would take off once we finally got it. I had that same sense when my 
brain began to function again in a way that it had not been able to for so 
long. I could understand—finally!—things that had seemed so complicated 
or that just did not click before, but now did. Also, my mental state became 
very stable, whereas before I would feel super dysregulated. This was the 
biggest relief. And I could see with my own eyes that my brain had improved 
and that it was back to 90 percent of where it was before, pre-injury. 

 

 

Life after Neuroscience 
While getting to the other end, I gave myself time to do things I had not done in 
a while, like watching Netflix. You all know those series that you suddenly 
become so in tune with and you can’t stop watching? Well, this was the case 
for me with a show called Life Unexpected. While it was not an exact match to my 
own journey, per se, it definitely had a lot of things in common. The girl the 
show’s story followed had endured 8 long years with a serious illness. Her family 
supported her through it all, and in order to get better they were told to show 
her the positive side. The family suffered, though, as not everything was perfect in 
their lives. The reality was that their family had been negatively affected 
because of her illness; they had set aside their lives, and their finances, all in 
an effort to support their daughter and sister so that she might be happy in 
life again. She was totally unaware of their sacrifice, having lived in a sort of 
bubble, and it was not until she was diagnosed as healthy again that she 
became aware of all those truths. And, at the end, she was determined to in 
return now help everyone around her to be happy. 
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The consequences of the Life Unexpected girl’s illness on her family were so 
profound that some of the family issues she had, she was unable to restore. I 
felt I saw so much of myself, my own story, come to life on the screen. All 
those years my sister had selflessly set aside her life, she sacrificed and fought 
for me, and my mom and dad had never given up on me. They have worried 
their lives away and still now today they love me so much that they would do 
anything, and all I want to do is to pay them back for all they have done, for 
all the sacrifices they have made. But it seems like I could never repay them, 
not completely, because I cannot pay back time, and that thought makes me 
extremely sad. 

 

Facing Your Own Demons 
I came to realize time has moved on and what is only left is what is in front of 
me, so I had to face the demons inside of me (my regrets and my frustration at 
not being able to change the past) by forgiving myself and accepting that 
supporting each other is what family does. All I could do, going forward, was 
to show them the respect they deserved by picking myself up, carrying on, 
taking hold of my life, and living it to its fullest—and also by supporting them, 
in turn, in their time of need whenever the opportunity should arise. 

My sister Nanja emailed me once, and described it well, from her point of 
view. When reading her email, I had tears well up in my eyes as I realized I had 
never thought to ask her how she had felt through it all. 

My sister, my hero, can be best described as a super- intelligent, down-to-
earth, straightforward, and beautiful woman, with a hands-on approach. In 
her email, she described how she experienced it all, and I would love for you 
to accompany me in reading her journey through it all: 

Each time, I hoped she felt better, and I asked her, “Are you better, Rian?” 
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But every time the same answer was no. That's how the days and weeks 
passed, and nobody could tell what Rian had to do to make it better. And 
there was nothing to do but wait. 

Rian was also such an athlete, so tough, as if nobody could help her, and she 
would just suck it out and she would pull on her football shoes again. Which 
eventually turned out to not sensible choice. 

Together we lived in an apartment, but when Rianne decided that it was no 
longer working, she moved to the country and I to the city. Rianne was far 
from everything and everyone because she felt it would help her recover 
quicker. But, suddenly removed from her social environment, she went from 
training from 5 times a week to completely nothing, and this black hole was 
heartbreaking to see. 

As I was now living on the other side of the country, I could not always go to 
see Rianne, but we called each other as much as possible. One day I took the 
trip to visit Rianne, though, and found her sitting in her little cabin, huddled 
in front of her small heater, and she told me, “I do not really need life 
anymore.” I said, “No, Ri, you cannot tell me that, come on. Do not say such 
words!” And so, I encouraged Rian to continue and not give up. 

To describe all those years is difficult to put into words, but it was a big 
rollercoaster with some good moments but also a constant fear of losing your 
sister, knowing she is being pulled into this horrible black hole—a long, dark 
tunnel—and not knowing how to get her out of it. There were good days and 
bad days in these years. There were occasions that Rian could get something 
done, but then something would happen, and Rianne would just sit there for 
weeks, depressed. She wasn’t able to work on the computer, and social 
activities were too hard for her brain as the pressure was too much and 
overtaxing. 

The moment I decided to move back in with Rianne was after the depth was 
reached in traveling back and forth from my place of residence and not 
knowing how it was with her. Living by Rianne’s side caused stability and rest. 
I could keep an eye on Rianne and be there for her. Sometimes it frustrated 
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me, as I was running the business from home, and I thought, Rianne, why 
can you not do certain simple work activities? 

But it was not that Rianne did not want to do something. It was more that 
her brain did not allow her to do it. As I noticed that Rianne was 
deteriorating, I thought it was awful to see how she had terrible pain in her 
head and was afraid that there was bleeding. But the only thing I could do is 
to say positive words to her that it would be okay, that she would come out 
on top and that it just needed time. 

I always felt helpless, with the misunderstanding of doctors who said we 
cannot do anything for her. And then the glimmer of hope you sometimes 
had, if you had someone who said they could do something for her and then, 
again, the blow if it was too difficult for her or did not work. Every time in 
the past I’d left Rianne alone, I did it with pain in my heart. It was 
heartbreaking to see how she was, all alone in her house, trying desperately to 
persevere, with doctors who did not understand that a woman who had 
trained twice a day, 6 days a week could suddenly fall into a black hole of 
despair, separate from the medical complaints that existed. 

How could Rianne get better again? That was the question that so often filled 
my head. There were times when I could let go and not think about it too 
much, and it was no different than waiting. I did not understand what a 
concussion was all about. I could give her tips from my own burnout period, 
but that was not quite the same. 

The sadness Rianne had was not just that she could not play football 
anymore, but also the loss of her friends in America. I realized, though, that 
while her life was so different from mine, we still had much in common. In 
fact, I could not help but think I was not doing so well anymore myself. So, 
we’d pull together, I decided. At that moment it was a conscious choice, a 
tricky one, because I had tried to keep my head above water, but I noticed 
that, with the burnout I had, that I was not entirely recovered from it. I 
struggled to keep it all together at times and when, as I said, I moved in with 
Rianne, there was peace. I had less stress and pressure, and I could also be there 
for Rianne. 
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But it was frustrating to see that every time the weather improved, so to speak, 
something happened again where the weather deteriorated. Rianne's strength 
and willpower to continue was so enormous. But it was precisely because of this 
that I often did not understand why she could not do something, even a simple 
task like printing out five copies of a document. 

She was so driven to do everything she could to become better. But, 
unfortunately, all the ways Rianne tried did not help in the end and it was an 
endless struggle. I had to drag Rianne to activities and get her out of her 
comfort zone. If something had to be arranged, I had to do it. I did not 
understand what the reason was, how this could be. If only I could have 
known that her brain was not working properly, that she had damage and so 
that information did not come in properly and the planning and organizing did 
not work well and she forgot things. If I would ask her to drop in on the 
neighbor to borrow a kitchen mixer, for instance, in my mind, this was not a 
difficult task to accomplish. Or at least it shouldn’t have been difficult, as it was 
a very simple thing to do. But that was Rianne’s reality. For her, such a thing 
was a near- impossible undertaking. 

It scared me that I did not have any control over how Rianne would react to 
any given situation, how she would respond. When Rianne tried to exercise 
for five minutes, for example, she was emotional the whole next day, and I 
stayed with her. 

And I also slowly reduced my own activities and socialization. I felt so bad and 
thought it would be a shame if I went off to have some fun and Rianne could 
not join me, or if I went to work and Rian stayed at home. I tried to give her 
a life like me, to include her in things. But there were often times when just 
going to the supermarket was too much for her, and a birthday too busy and 
overwhelming. But how could I explain that to others? 

You could not see it when you looked at Rianne. From the outside, you saw a 
vibrant, beautiful woman. But there was grief and sadness underneath. It 
frightened me that Rianne sometimes could go so deep into sadness that I 
became afraid if she did not call me, if I hadn’t heard from her for a time. I was 
terrified she would do something terrible to herself, since she had already talked 
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about not wanting to live. That fear was so intense, the idea of losing someone 
who has no control over her own life, and someone you care so much for. This 
ever-present dread has taken a long time to surmount, to come to a place where I 
can finally let go of it. 

It was so heartening to see when Rianne came back from America and was 
able to exercise again, and she enjoyed it all she could. She had much 
improved, though she was not quite yet there, not completely. But what a big 
difference it still was. My life became calmer, and the fear of losing my sister 
disappeared. I could see her laughing and enjoying herself and having fun. 
And how beautiful it was that she had fun again in life. I am still very grateful 
to Dr. Kutcher, Eric, and everyone else. 

Slowly, Rianne climbed further ahead to recovery. But, also, with an 
understanding and learning about her brain in these past nine months. And I 
too began to understand more and more what Rianne had, and where the 
complaints came from, that the depression came from the head injury and 
that the planning and organizing and sometimes trouble making contact 
came through the head injury. 

You feel so ignorant when you stand on the sidelines. People do not 
understand, and I could not explain that if you live with someone in the 
house it is different than if you see someone. And now, now Rianne is almost 
there. A long way it has been, but we have learned so much and how nice it is 
that we can now help other people with this. That we can give people hope to 
continue and not give up. That there is also a solution for them. And I do 
not want anything more than to keep telling people and sharing this message. 

So, with reading this message and getting to a different place in life, I had to 
face the demons—and that was myself. For so long I was not capable of doing 
much, and then all of a sudden, I was capable of doing more. I did not need to 
be in reserve, or in almost-brake mode, and I could put the pedal to the floor. I 
could go places and I could see people; my life was not limited anymore by 
my health, and I was fully able to be exposed to life and living it to the fullest. 
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The fears that came up while doing so were, I would say, the hardest, as you 
always go back to what you’ve known best, your old habits—and that was, 
for me, being cautious. But I had to face my fears; I had to face the fact that I 
had learned so incredibly much and I was now able to apply this to reality. 
My former boss, and friend, Eric Hipple was right—it would all fall into 
place. But, man, I was afraid so often during the process of being just Ri again. 

I had to truly learn that new me. After so many years not fully being yourself, 
and now being able to do it, it was like seeing a different person looking back 
at me in the mirror. Much had changed, and the many years of pain had left 
scars from the long climb out. I often wondered if they would disappear, as 
the intensity of them was so painful—the pain of the labels the doctors place 
on you, the pain of people looking at you like you’re crazy, the struggles of 
facing the reality of where you were at and what you had known, and the 
losses you had made in finances, friendship, and then rebuilding those. It was 
like grieving all of those things, while also rejoicing over the new. At times 
I barely could breathe, and then the fact of being in this new place—that also 
came with an extensive amount of fears, of facing the demons ME! 

Was I able to fight it, was I able to make it all worthwhile again? I did it 
once, and then I had to face that I had not been quite ready after all. Would I 
ever be ready? 

And I must say, yes!! I am ready. I am ready each time I make conscious 
choices to not go back to the same pattern. I apply my tools of mindfulness, 
breathing, and the changing of my thoughts. 

What I’ve learned is that the identity that I’d had for so long was one of being 
injured. And that an identity is first and foremost a grouping of attributes, 
qualities, and values that define how you view yourself, and perhaps how we 
think other people see us. So, knowing this, it gives more understanding that 
identity can be formed from the labels I placed upon myself, or that others 
had placed upon me during my recovery. The roles I undertake, the activities 
I completed, besides all those, my identity is shaped from much, much, much 
more. My identity helps me to connect with others, my sense of self, my 
‘core’—the sense of who I am. 
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Reflecting back, I see that it was difficult to let go of the old identity I had 
built for myself these past years. I was so accustomed to not being able to do 
all that I wanted due to not feeling well, and I now had to recognize that I 
was fine and was doing well. I needed some serious training on how to 
reprogram my mindset, and I needed some careful self-evaluations 
throughout the day as my biggest enemy was myself. Then I had to be 
mindful of those around me as well, since they had all adapted to my 
“injured” identity over time, and so I had to also reset this new identity of 
mine with them—showing them I was no longer crippled, and that I was 
capable of managing ME again. 

I understand, though, how they felt—and how hard it was for myself as 
well—since losing your identity is a long process that happens over a period of 
years, following a major life event or trauma. I had years of loss of identity—
that resulted in changes in my workplace, loss of a job or profession, loss of a 
role that once defined me. 

So, here I had to go. I started practicing, getting up in the morning 
pretending I was driving a new car. The car had no restrictions and I could just 
take it for a ride. All I had to do was wake up every day and choose to take it 
for a ride. I did not have to keep it in low gear, and I did not have to hold my 
foot over the brake pedal. I could just press down on the accelerator and go! I 
could drive places and I could see people, and my life was not limited 
anymore by my health. I was fully able to enjoy and participate in life, and to 
live it to its fullest. 

 

Our Dream – What Is Next! 

While journeying to the next chapter in my life, I have been focusing on 
setting new goals and disciplining myself in following up on those. Life is 
easy when things are in a routine, but hard when you are trying to get yourself 
into that stable routine, into a place that you enjoy. 
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I can say that through the benefit of my own experience, I have found new 
ways to accomplish this. And I would love, with my sister, to take you on this 
new road. In the end, all the experiences I encountered that were a part of my 
recovery, and also changed my life—Eisenhower, Dr. Kutcher, and now the 
brain work—brought me to where I am now, today. It was the journey I was 
supposed to be on, preparing me for what is next and for allowing others to 
perhaps go through it differently. Our dream was always to make a difference 
in people's lives, to add value and to make this world a better place. We want 
to share the important lessons we have learned so that they will help you. As we 
have gone through it, you can too! If you have been struggling, breathe easy, 
and trust, and above all read on... 

Now, we have done the impossible! in the Netherlands, we have launched a 
center for people with similar situations. While launching my book in the 
Netherlands, we realized there were no solutions here. The many questions 
and responses we received could only be responded with a message of hope, 
but not with a concrete solution. So, we kept dreaming of what could be next, 
and we gathered the last of our money and did everything within our power 
so that we could lead the way forward and show what waits for them on the 
other side of recovery! 

To this end, I have partnered with my twin sister Nanja to launch the first 
brain neurocognitive center in The Netherlands! 

Are you seeking a new way of living after a traumatic brain injury (TBI) or 
after any traumatic event? Do you now feel trapped in a body you had always 
previously taken for granted? Are you struggling with basic functions today, 
when in the past you had pushed yourself beyond limits? 

Achieving phenomenal success myself puts me in the prime position to assist 
you in learning different techniques to Brain Rewiring. 

Diet also plays an important role in the recovery process. The jolt of a 
concussion bruises your brain and stretches its neurons, resulting in lower 
levels of what is called brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF). Diet (and 
nutritional supplements) rich in protein, creatine, omega-3 fatty acids, 
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magnesium, and vitamin D support the production of BDNF. An increase in 
BDNF can help you recover more quickly from a concussion. 

And so, with this which has been described above, my twin sister Nanja and I 
have launched the center—providing best-in-class diagnosis and treatment 
for traumatic brain injuries (TBI), concussions, post- concussion syndrome, 
burnout, and more. Along with this, we have built products and services as 
solutions to move your brain into a healthy state! 

Over the last ten years, I slowly built up the momentum to my 
transformation, which I hope will inspire many, and I hope to continue to 
make the world a better place and score another WIN, just like I used to on 
the field!  
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REFERENCES 

ianne and I have been best friends, perhaps since the day we were 
born and ended up sharing the same cradle. We share this unique 
bond where her pain makes me wince and her smile brightens up my 

day! 

As best friends and identical twins, we dreamt of leading our lives together 
and being constant companions in every journey. Unfortunately, life has led 
us to separate passages, but we’ve always found our way back together! 

Ri has fought her battles alone, and I was often a helpless spectator in her 
times of strife. I could only tell her that things would get better, while not 
even being sure about it myself. However, with the storms of the past now 
silenced, I feel Ri has been an inspiration. 

She has dealt with some of the most major blows and emerged victorious 
every single time. I cannot even begin to express my pride in her 
achievements. More than the external elements, Ri has fought her inner 
demons and become a role model in our family. 

Today, when my extended relatives and family friends meet her, I see little 
girls look up to her as an inspiration. She has scripted her own fairytale with 
her strong determination and I think she’ll accomplish much more in the days 
to come. 

Being her identical twin and best friend, I’ve had the honor of seeing her 
through her difficult phases. I know it takes a great deal of courage and 
sportsmanship to be able to walk past the obstacles and retain your faith. I am 

R 
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thankful for having her in my life and shall always be by her side… I wish Ri 
all the very best and can’t wait to see where she will be in a year from now! 

Her perseverance has been commendable, and I know she will continue to 
plug along. I am so proud of her endeavor in the form of her first book, 
which will help in making the world aware of her journey. I hope her story 
can motivate everyone else and she’s hailed as the role model people deserve to 
know… 

—Nanja Schorel, twin sister 

 

I've coached Rianne through many tough tasks over the years and, my biggest 
reward was learning that not all heroes wear capes. Neither do they all possess 
magical/mystical powers. However, heroes all have one thing in common... 
They've all had to overcome some form of adversity at one point in time! 

What makes them such a hero is the uncanny ability to withstand the many 
trials and tribulations which would make many crumble. What do I know 
about adversity? The exact same things that you will know after reading 
this amazing work of real-life art! Certified Personal Trainer/Fitness Therapist 
Owner, A2 Fitness Professionals, LLC 

 

I met Rianne and began working with her as her psychotherapist in 2015. 
She had come into treatment virtually without a sense of hope for her 
recovery from TBI or for her future as a whole. The days, weeks, and months 
of struggling with the effects of her TBI had turned into years of pain 
(mentally, emotionally, physically), and increasing social isolation. Rianne 
had nearly lost her “VOICE,” metaphorically speaking. Fear, confusion, 
depression and passivity had replaced her once open, free, assertive and 
dynamic approach to life. 
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But God had another plan for Rianne's life! By holding onto her 
longstanding Christian faith and God's promises, and through her hard work 
both in and out of therapy (in the USA and the Netherlands), she gradually 
rediscovered her “VOICE.” 

What you read in her book today is the amazing result of God's grace and 
Rianne's undying fortitude to score another win—just like she used to do on 
the soccer field! Keep using and sharing your "VOICE" assertively with the 
world, Rianne! By doing so, you make the world a better place! 

—Donna Russell LMSW, DCSW, ACSW, CBIS 

 

I am Priyanka Iyer… Rianne and I connected recently, and I was excited to 
work with her on her book. 

We were constantly in touch with each other, which helped me curate and re-
write the content she would share with me. In order to hasten the process of 
completing this book, I would ask Rianne several questions and she’d be so 
patient as to help me with all of them. 

Her experiences with concussion were so distressing and I’d wonder how she 
went through it all alone… As I learnt more about the impact it had on an 
individual, I realized how important it was for the world to know about it. 

“I have a brain injury, and I’d have to accept it. I had thought it would 
disappear, but it is still there, and I just have to learn how to work with it,” 
Rianne would say to me often. 

I started respecting her for having faced these challenges and emerging 
victorious. 

She’d talk about soccer with such a childlike happiness that it truly rubs off 
on you, and I was drawn towards learning more about the game. Her love for 
the game was so beautiful, and she’d be motivated to go back to playing every 
single time. 
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Towards the end of the project, Rianne was traveling to the U.S. and I 
casually asked her, “Why are you traveling to the States again?” 

“I am going to attend the After the Impact program again, so I can re-
integrate back into society,” she said. 

This revelation left me unsettled, and I was surprised to know how she’d 
helped me work on this book while being in the process of recovery. 

While she was a part of the program, I asked her, “Where are you staying?” 

She said, “There is this big building with several parts in it. I am on the female 
side and there are four National Football League NFL players and two 
veterans who are a part of the program with me. My room is beautiful and 
painted in blue.” 

She explained how the focus was completely on her, as she was figuring out 
what was going on. The therapies helped her in getting back to being the 
social butterfly she was! 

When I think of Rianne’s journey, I see her going through constant 
transformation. Right from the start, where she packed her bags to live her 
soccer dreams, she developed her own personality by stepping out of her 
cocoon and grew wings and became a social butterfly! She’d be such a people 
person, with so many fun elements. 

—Priyanka Iyer 
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RESOURCES 

www.rianneschorel.nl 

My fight with mild traumatic brain injury and different concussion 
symptoms makes for an interesting journey, where I’d love to have you 
accompany me! 

www.movethebrain.nl 

Rianne Schorel, in partnership with her twin sister Nanja Schorel has 
launched the first ever Brain Health training Centre, “ Move the Brain “ in 
The Netherlands. 

The centre provides best-in-class diagnosis and treatment for Traumatic 
Brain Injuries (TBI), concussions, and post-concussion syndrome also is 
known for burnout. 

www. braintreatmentfoundation.com/ 

Brain Treatment Foundation is a 501(C)(3) nonprofit organization dedicated 
to providing support for brain health initiatives relating to treatment, 
rehabilitation, research and public education. The organization seeks to 
transform the lives of individuals suffering from the effects of a Traumatic 
Brain Injury or Concussion, children with mild to severe cognitive or 
neurological disorders, the elderly population dealing with physical and 
cognitive function decline and members of the military diagnosed with Post-
Traumatic Stress or a Traumatic Brain Injury. 

www.aftertheimpactfund.org 

After the Impact Fund (ATIF) facilitates custom treatment plans for Veterans 
and Athletes with traumatic injuries. Whether on the field of play or 
battlefield, every hit takes a toll ,and many end their careers suffering in 
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silence. But through our vetted resources, ATIF provides a clear path to 
healing for these individuals and their families. Bringing these communities 
together, our solutions remove or reduce symptoms, help mend relationships 
and provide a renewed sense of purpose. 

www.thesportsneurologyclinic.com 

The Sports Neurology Clinic is the Nation’s leading Center of Excellence for 
comprehensive neurological care of patients suffering from common 
neurological disorders as well as neurological injuries from playing sports. Our 
care team provides neurological services and outreach to patients, athletes, 
teams and the community at large. In addition, we provide ongoing brain 
health management to athletes to help to maximize brain health, prevent 
injuries, increase awareness and improve performance. Through these unique 
programs, and our commitment to excellent patient care, research and 
education, The Sports Neurology Clinic continues to define the highest 
standard of care in brain health. 

www.braintraumaplatform.com 

Books 
Back in the Game: Why Concussion Doesn't Have to End Your Athletic 
Career, by Jeffrey S. Kutcher and Joanne C. Gerstner 

Looking at concussion as an injury to be handled, not one to be feared; 

Written in real-world language for a common audience, yet retaining a high-
level discussion of neurology based on science and medical knowledge; 

Definitive book by Dr. Jeff Kutcher, one of the world's leading sports 
neurologists. He is the founder of American Academy of Neurology's Sports 
Neurology Section and was the neurologist for Team USA at the Sochi 2014 
Winter Olympics. His insights and expertise are sought by athletes at all levels 
and ages from around the world. 

Concussionology: Redefining Sports Concussion Management for All 
Levels, by Harry Kerasidis, M.D.  
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For more information, contact Rianne Schorel at: 
info@rianneschorel.nl www.rianneschorel.nl 
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