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As you set out for Ithaka


hope your road is a long one,


full of adventure, full of discovery.








—C. P. Cavafy











THURSDAY, JANUARY 13










Before, my daily routine was to wake up at eight for a long run in the park, then have my coffee while rushing off to class. Now I wake up with a cough, and I'm lucky if I can run half the distance in double the time. Lately I need three coffees just to get going, and I still end up being late for class. 




  Visiting the hospital is a thrilling part of my new routine. After numerous appointments with multiple doctors in various hospitals and two visits to the emergency room, I now find myself in yet another antiseptic hospital lounge with stale magazines, waiting to see a new doctor with a new diagnosis and a new file. 




  At this point, I know this hospital like the back of my hand. I've spent the past two months wandering from one department to the next, from the top floor to the bottom, from the front to the back. Over and over and over again. I've seen eight interns, two gynecologists—why do doctors always assume you're pregnant when they can't figure out what's wrong?—a pulmonary specialist, and two ER teams, and have been prescribed three courses of antibiotics. All to no avail. Between all these doctors, no diagnosis but plenty of symptoms and a lost tampon. Ick. It gave the doctors and my father, who was waiting in the hallway, a big laugh but left me mortified. 




  My symptoms—a strange jabbing here and there, shortness of breath, the loss of a few kilos (which I'm definitely not complaining about), and a pale face that no amount of blush can mask—don't seem to bring me to a diagnosis. So here I am in the waiting room. Again. A door opens and I see him—the one hundredth white coat to examine me and try to figure out what is causing all these seemingly unrelated symptoms. He approaches the reception desk, picks up my file, and calls out "Miss van der Stap" while randomly scanning the waiting room to see which of the rumpled contestants has just won a spot in his examination room. He calmly acknowledges me as I stand up. A teenager. I can practically see the thought forming in his mind as he looks at me. But he touches my dream: handsome face, nice hands, fortysomething. Finally, my Grey's Anatomy fantasy is becoming a reality. Who knew that a hospital would turn out to be a great place for a single girl like me? I abandon my mom in the waiting room and follow him, gingerly, down the hall.




  As my details are taken down for what feels like the hundredth time—amid all these technologically advanced supermachines, they still can't keep track of my records—I take advantage of this time and study Dr. McDreamy more closely. His nametag says DR. K, PULMONARY SPECIALIST. I'm guessing early forties. Charming, handsome, and smart: a playboy or happily married in the suburbs? Or maybe both? Better Google him later. A white coat can be misleading, but shoes never lie. Brogues, black leather. Hmm … Not bad, not great either. Not much to go on, but given his age I decide to give him the benefit of the doubt. 




  He tells me to take a seat and asks me to lift up my top. I'm allowed to keep on my bra. He places a cold metal stethoscope against my chest, and then on my back. 




  He listens, I sigh.




  I sigh, he listens.


  I listen, he sighs.


  "Something isn't quite right," he says. His words don't scare me. In fact, I'm even a bit relieved. It's been blatantly clear for a long time that something's wrong; finally, someone else is catching on. Handsome and smart. Dr. K might be the answer to this Kafkaesque hospital. At last I'll get a diagnosis and some pills in a jar. Back to normal life. 




  He finishes examining me but wants me to get my lungs X-rayed on the first floor and then come back and see him. Later, when I get back to Dr. K, pictures of my lungs in hand, he leads me to a different room, where I sit perched on an exam table, the words endoscopy and pulmonary research hanging above my head.




  "These X-rays don't look good," he says. "There's fluid in your right lung that we need to drain."




  "Drain?"




  "Yes, via a tube in your back."




  I swallow. I'm not sure what this tube means, but it doesn't sound like something I want stuck in my back.




  This time the bra doesn't stay on. I feel exposed. I'm uncomfortable, and I'm suddenly starting to feel scared and out of place. Why are there all these people fussing over me all of a sudden? I feel outnumbered and wish I hadn't told my mom to wait outside, but I'm too proud to change my mind now. So I sit there shivering as Dr. K, his assistant, whose choice of footwear clearly states that she's more into me than into my doctor, and a clean-shaven intern named Floris prepare a monstrous needle. Three sets of eyes are directed at my two little mounds. Or maybe they're too busy looking at the horrible needle that is about to be stuck into my back and straight through to my lung? Floris seems just as uncomfortable as I am and avoids looking at me directly, which makes the awkwardness I'm feeling grow even more palpable in the small room.




  Dr. K's assistant begins to explain to me what is about to happen and why they think it's necessary to puncture my insides: "The X-rays show that there is about three-quarters of a liter of fluid between your lung and your pleura, the sac surrounding your lungs."




  "Oh."




  "If it's yellow pus, that's bad news," she continues. "That means there's an infection."




  "Oh."




  "It's better if it's clear fluid."




  "Oh."




  She gives me a shot of anesthetic to numb my back, but I wish she had given me two. I feel every excruciating inch of that tube as it's being pushed through my back. Dr. K immediately comes to my rescue with a second shot of anesthetic when he sees me wince with pain. The tube is long enough for me to see the fluid streaming from my back. The fluid isn't yellow, but, as it turns out, what it is isn't great either.




  Dr. K asks me for my cell phone number. I'm flattered: everybody knows that cell phone numbers are for dating, not for doctors. The next evening he calls while I'm having dinner with my parents.




  "I can't figure out exactly what's going on. I want to admit you for a week so we can run a number of tests. We'll start with an endoscopy."




  "An endosco-what?"




  "We'll make a small incision about two centimeters long on the side of your back and go inside with a tiny camera to take a closer look at your lungs. While we're in there we'll take some tissue samples as well." 




  "Oh … sure, if you think it's necessary." I hang up the phone as the first tears come. Suddenly it hits me that this might actually be the start of a long-term relationship with Dr. K, only not in the way I'd hoped. I wipe away my tears before returning to the table. "The doctor just likes having me around," I joke to my parents, who laugh along briefly. We finish the rest of the meal in strained silence.








*  *  *






Dr. K doesn't waste any time. The next thing I know, instead of staring at the tapestries on my bedroom walls or the souvenirs from far-off places that fill the room, I'm looking at the sterile walls of the hospital.




  For a week I lay there in my white room, in my white bed, in my white hospital gown, surrounded by white, white, white. Everywhere I look there are white nurses' uniforms, white gauze, and white lights shining down that give everyone a chalky pallor. Even the doctors and nurses look sick. I have a tube down my nose, a collapsed lung from the endoscopy, and a respirator hanging above my head. There's a lot going on and none of it is good; none of it seems to be leading to any answers. The only silver lining is that I'm finally getting around to some heavy reading. You know, those books you always swear you're going to read but somehow never have time for? Dr. K—whom I've cast as a leading role in my fantasies—comes to visit me every day to see how Anna Karenina and I are getting along. Well, at least I'm doing better than she is. 




  After a week of hospital tests and scans, they release me on Friday night, just in time for the next semester of university to begin. 













MONDAY, JANUARY 24 










But instead of going back to university, on Monday my father and I are once again sitting in an office of the hospital, and this time opposite a much less handsome face. I try to hide my disappointment as he informs us that Dr. K is at a conference for the week. Whatever, at least somebody will finally be giving me a diagnosis. Suddenly I understand that we've all been worried, but nobody has been talking about it out loud. I think my family is afraid that sharing our worries will make them real, and there's been enough fear recently; my mother just finished her last chemotherapy. She was diagnosed with breast cancer about a year ago. At home, the champagne is on ice. Soon we'll be on our way, diagnosis in hand, which for us, after all we've been through, is as good as a cure.




  "We received the results from the lab. It's not good. It's cancer." 




  For a moment I just sit there, my mouth wide open. Then my eyes fill with tears and all the strength drains out of me as I collapse on the floor. I crawl under the desk to hide— maybe cancer doesn't exist under desks. The moment is at once completely surreal and terrifyingly real. 




  At some point I remember that my father is there. I look up at him—he's just staring off into the distance. My first instinct is to comfort him, but words fail me. I can see the tears reflected in his glasses. He's trying desperately to fight them back, probably thinking the same thing I am: Mom just won her own battle with breast cancer. She went through chemo only two doors down from where we're sitting. It can't be happening again. Not to me. Not when I'm only twenty-one.




  Eventually my legs start to work again. I get out from under the desk and hide myself in my thick down coat, looking for some kind of physical comfort. But it just keeps getting colder. I want to leave. I want to run away so that the last few minutes of my life can be erased. No one except my father and me know that this nightmare is happening. It hasn't yet entered the lives of those around us, and if I run fast to them now, maybe it won't exist in mine either. I turn my back to leave. The doctor asks me where I am going. Who the hell knows? The only thing I know is that I have to get out of here. Away from him. I instantly hate this man. Where the hell is Dr. K? Not only is this creature sitting behind my beloved Dr. K's desk with his arms crossed, now he's telling me I have cancer! 




  I'm not supposed to be here, at the hospital. I'm supposed to be at my first day of classes for the semester. Outside, students are running to make it to their lectures, coffee in one hand and newspaper in the other. Outside, in our home, my mother and sister are waiting for a reason to pop the champagne.




  But inside, I have cancer. We are sent to the oncology ward: Cancer HQ. There the nightmare is confirmed and the truth begins to sink in for real. I'm no longer in the pulmonary department, no longer under Dr. K's care. I sit there, comatose, as my new doctor, Dr. L, discusses my body's malfunctioning as if he were a mechanic. Gross. His first words are a blur; all I hear is "aggressive," "advanced," and "rare." "Rhabdomyosarcoma," he calls it. 




  "The cancer reaches from the lungs down to the liver," Dr. L says. From the hospital down to the morgue, he might as well say. "It looks like the main tumor is attached to your liver, and it has spread to the pleura." I wish desperately for him to stop, but he keeps on giving blows.




  "It will be a challenge in itself to get rid of, but the real challenge will be keeping it at bay." He pauses. "If there is anything we can do to help …" 




  I knew it. "If." He said "if"! "If" means I'm going to die. Am I going to die? Is this what dying feels like? I look down at the spot where the wall meets the floor. I keep on staring at the same spot, trying to hold on to something that isn't there anymore. I walk out into the hall. Numbly shuffling a few meters, I then lean against a wall and let myself slide down till my butt touches the floor. On the floor, there's no danger of falling. My father comes out what seems hours later, but that's not possible. There are too many other unlucky ones to be told they are going to die. I don't dare look him in the eyes, scared of what I will see. 




  Our next stop is the radiology ward, where I'm injected with radioactive fluid so that they can do a bone scan. My father turns to leave the room. Well, that's great. If he can't even handle this, what the hell am I supposed to do? He comes back bleary-eyed, which he unsuccessfully tries to hide. I later find out that he went to call my mother and sister. The change in the eyes of my family will turn out to be the worst part of this whole nightmare: my father falling to his knees when he thinks I'm not watching; my mother crouching on the stairs, crying on the phone in the middle of the night; my sister unable to touch me without tears welling up in her eyes.




  The injection requires two hours to take effect, which gives us just enough time to go home for an hour. I can't bear to spend another second in this place.




  "This is not good, Dad," I say. "Not good at all." 




  "Sophie, they were just as negative with your mother. This year is going to be hell, but next year everything will be back to normal." 




  "That's bullshit, Dad. We both know this isn't breast cancer they're talking about!"




  "That's just the way doctors are," he states firmly.




  And that's just the way fathers are, I think.




  As we turn onto our street, I make out my sister's silhouette waiting in front of the house. Saskia. I always call her Sis. We have the same dark eyebrows and full lips, but our personalities couldn't be more different. Sis is the consummate older sister: methodical, confident, responsible. Whereas I am the classic youngest child: stubborn, rebellious. The only thing we see eye to eye on is not getting along. After seven years of constant fighting, the rift between us just seems too big to fix. 




  But, bizarrely, Saskia is the one I most want to see. I sob into her open arms. 




  "Sis, I'm only twenty-one," I stammer. "I have cancer. I might die." She holds me close. I can feel her trembling. We go into the house, both crying. It's the first time in years that we've hugged. It feels good. 




  When we get inside I go up to my room and sit down in front of my mirror. I stare at my reflection, searching for something strange, something that isn't me, something that doesn't belong there. Something cancerous. All I see is a pale and frightened little girl. Is that me? Am I a girl with cancer? Is this what a girl with cancer looks like?




  I think about my mother coming home on the tram. I'm sure she's found a spot in a corner, staring into the distance through the window. Maybe the tram is packed and she has to stand squashed between all those wet raincoats. Or has it stopped raining? I can't remember. I'm too busy crying, shedding more tears over this fucking cancer. Why didn't she just take a taxi home, today of all days? Maybe she needed time to process the news, or to pretend for a few more minutes that it was still just a normal day. First her cancer, and now my cancer. I wish I could be with her, support her, even though I can hardly keep myself upright. 




  I'm on the toilet when I hear her walking up the stairs toward me. She has this way of walking up and down the stairs: it will never go unnoticed. I quickly zip up my jeans and flush away my nervous pee. My jeans hang loosely around my butt—now I know I can thank the cancer for that. She comes bounding up the stairs and grabs my arms. Her eyes are moist but she isn't crying as she stares into my eyes. "We are going to get through this," she says over and over.




  I just nod.




  "Repeat after me, Sophie: We are going to get through this. We are going to get through this." She makes me say it countless times. I hold on to the words as tightly as I can. I don't stop repeating the mantra, even as we go back to the hospital for the bone scan. Bone scan. It sounds so ominous.




  My grandmother has joined the brigade—she, my dad, and my sister are waiting downstairs in the hospital's depressing cafeteria while my mom, who was under the same machine not so long ago, takes me by the hand and leads the way. I have to take off anything metallic but am allowed to keep on my clothes. The room we're in is enormous, but the machine itself somehow seems even larger. 




  As I hand my mother my jewelry and bra, she presses her lucky chestnut into my hands. Keeping chestnuts is a family tradition, one that started with my grandmother, oma. Come autumn, we each pick up the most beautiful chestnut we can find and keep them in our pockets for good luck throughout the rest of the year. Anytime I slip my hand in my mother's pocket to keep it warm as we walk together, I know I'll find a chestnut. The one she's given me is the same one she carried through her own cancer treatment. She doesn't let go of me until she is convinced I have adopted her second mantra to chant during the scan: "It's not in my bones. It's not in my bones. It's not in my bones." If the cancer isn't in my bones, it means I have a chance. I repeat her words while stroking the chestnut so hard I'm afraid it might crack. 




  The scan takes about twenty minutes. During that time, everyone else has to leave the room because of the radiation. I enjoy the sudden peace and quiet and somehow end up falling asleep, which is as heavenly as waking up is difficult. 




  When it's over, my mother and I sit down in the row of chairs lining the hallway. I don't really know why; we won't even get the results until the following week. Maybe we both need to exhale.




  The technician in charge of the scan comes outside. My mom looks up at him, her face as tense as an elastic wire. He holds his step and breaks the silence. "It looks good." I don't understand. Isn't that for the doctor to decide? I assume he means the pictures have turned out well. You know, like good positioning and no blurriness. Luckily, my mother is a bit more alert than I am. The tension must have been so visible on our faces that the technician decided to informally bring us the good news straightaway. He has to repeat himself three times before it sinks in. My mother jumps up and starts hugging him. I follow suit. Two cheeks, two women, two sets of lips. He hardly knows what to do with himself. 




  We run off in search of the rest of the family. My father is just turning down the hallway. I run toward him down the long, empty corridor, shouting: "Dad! Dad, it's not in my bones! My bones are clean, I'm going to get better!" I fling myself into his arms and he falls to his knees. Later he tells me that this is the moment he most vividly remembers from those horrible early days.




  But this is hardly the end of the tests. The next day I'm scheduled for a bone marrow sample. Going back to that awful hospital is the last thing I want to do. My knees start to tremble the moment I walk in. I hate my new doctor and everything about him. He pulls out a long needle and what looks like a screwdriver and goes to work in the neighborhood of my hip. He warns me it will hurt, but by this point pain is my last concern. The fear has numbed me so much that I barely even notice as he drills into my bone.




  Mom holds on to both my hands and looks me straight in the eye. I'm twenty-one; I'm supposed to be an adult, a grown-up who can take care of herself, but I'm scared shitless. I'm so afraid, I can't stop shivering. Afraid of doctors and their words, a language completely deprived of empathy and nice vocabulary. Afraid of cancer. And, most of all, afraid of what's still to come.




  I'm left with a small hole in my side, which the nurse covers up with a big white bandage. "There we go, all done. You did really well." She's sweet, with a short, trendy haircut and flashy earrings. For a little longer than necessary we share glances. I recognize her. She treated my mother a few times during her chemo. How sweet life can be. 













SATURDAY, JANUARY 29










I stare into the camera and stick up both of my middle fingers in defiance, telling my cancer to go fuck itself. It's Saturday and everything is different now. Different from yesterday, different from last week, different from last year. I didn't go to the market this morning or drink coffee on Westerstraat. On Monday, instead of going to class, I'll be checking into the hospital for my first week of chemotherapy treatment. For the next two months, I am expected each week for a dose of vincristine, etoposide, and ifosfamide and God knows what. 




  I'm at my good friend Jan's studio, with the Rolling Stones blaring through the speakers. I love Mick Jagger's raw voice and the rip of Keith Richards's guitar. I asked Jan to document me without cancer. Because after Monday, I'll be different: I'll be a cancer patient. 




  But today I've decided I don't have cancer. I'm smiling, pouting, making all sorts of faces for the camera; I'm free. It's the furthest I've been from tears since I got the news. This is the first time since last week that I'm not being comforted or trying to comfort someone else. In front of the lens, I feel myself growing bigger and stronger. I don't feel sad and weak. I am going to get through this. With every click of the shutter, I grow, I let loose completely. My eyes glisten with emotion. I'm still afraid, but here, in front of the camera, my fear changes into anger. 













MONDAY, JANUARY 31










VITA BREVIS reads the stone gable on the building across the canal from our house. I've stared at those words from my bedroom window my entire life. It's the tallest and broadest building on the block, reaching up far above the other houses. It's hard to miss, but today those words speak to me in a way they've never spoken to me before. Vita brevis: Life is short. 




  I gather my things and walk outside, packed and ready to go to the hospital for my first week of chemo sessions. I've got so much stuff it looks like I'm going on vacation. My mother, sister, and I watch as my dad packs the car. From their faces I can tell that this is all just as frightening for them as it is for me. Frankly, they seem as sick as I do. The only thing that separates us is that the cancer is inside my body, and not in theirs. But this separation is not made before we get to the hospital, where there is one bed waiting, with my name on it. 




  When I arrive at my ward, C6, I am assigned to a shared room. Next to my bed there's an old woman crawling around on the floor by her bed, making strange screeching noises. She makes me question which ward I'm in. Oncology or psychiatric/neurology? The two other beds are taken by men old enough to be my grandfather. My heart sinks—I don't want to be surrounded by three old folks who already have one foot in the grave, even without having cancer. Looking at them, all I see is death. Teary-eyed, I plead with Dr. L, aka Dr. Prick, to be given a private room, just for my misery and me, but he doesn't budge. Luckily the nurse on duty, Bas, takes pity on me. He immediately starts running around switching bed assignments. If I'm in a room of my own, looking at my own white walls, maybe I can fool myself that I'm just passing through. 




  Bas doesn't look like a typical nurse. He has a shaved head and his arms are covered in tattoos. A thick silver necklace hangs around his neck. Not the type you would think to bring to your family's Christmas dinner. It turns out that I have let myself be fooled by appearances again: he's one big teddy bear. On the way to my new room we pass an office with nurses and a few doctors milling around inside. They look up and take note of the newcomer. We exchange hesitant smiles. 




  My new room is nothing to write home about, but it's all mine and I'm thankful. Bas doesn't waste any time and tells me in a single breath that I have my own bathroom and that I will lose all my hair after about three weeks. 




  "All my hair?"




  "Yes."




  "Even my eyebrows and eyelashes?" I ask.




  "Those as well."




  "And my pubic hair?"




  "Yes, that, too."




  "Great. A prepubescent pussy." 




  "Isn't that the fashion these days?"




  "True."




  I run my fingers through my hair and wonder what my head underneath looks like. My hair has never been red carpet material, but today I am more than happy with what I've got.




  Chemotherapy is much less exciting than it sounds. I will be bedbound twenty-four hours a day. For eight of those hours I will be hooked up to an IV of chemo drugs. For the remaining sixteen I will be hooked up to an IV of water to flush out those drugs.




  Thrilling.




  Bas whistles as he hooks up some bags to the IV tube coming out of my arm. It looks innocuous enough—a bag of yellow stuff next to two bags of clear fluid. Bas fiddles around with the tube while another white coat makes notes on my file. I watch as the tube connected to my arm slowly fills with the yellow fluid. I carefully observe the yellow creeping closer and closer to my vein. 




  "Is this the chemo?"




  "Yes."




  I don't know if I want to take my arm away from this yellow gunk or if I want to leave it where it is and surrender. "Will it make me throw up?"




  "It might," says Bas, "but not necessarily. Do you see this bag?" He points to one of the clear ones. "It's an antinausea drug." 




  The name of this miracle drug is dexamethasone. It has one unfortunate side effect, though: fluid retention. Within an hour I look and feel like a puffer fish from all the fluids I'm holding in. My cheeks are red and my face and arms are completely swollen. I don't throw up but it feels as if I have to, which is much worse than actually throwing up. Finally, my stomach can't take it, and a wave of bile comes out. I can smell my last meal: a tuna salad sandwich. No more tuna salad for me. Ever. I am nauseous for the rest of the day, but luckily I only vomit that one time. 




  My first bonus. 













TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 1










My family turned my hospital room into a command center. My mom stays with me twenty-four hours a day so that we can sleep off this nightmare together. She spends each night on a cot next to my bed. Although I don't have much to do, sleeping in is not part of the package. Every morning at seven we are woken by the morning crew: nurses, needles, and a shrill lady pushing a coffee cart. The cancer brings me back to being a little girl who desperately needs her mom. Every time I have to go to the toilet she detaches my IV pump from its socket, and when I feel too sick to get up she brushes my teeth with one hand and holds a spit bowl under my chin with the other. She helps the nurses to look after me, and when I sleep she watches over me. 




  My father takes care of the business side of things, doing background checks on my doctor with all his medical friends and researching my disease. He has lunches and dinners in private clubs and calls it work, and as far as I know that's what he does between nine a.m. and nine p.m. He's been talking to everyone in the hospital, and now he's heard about the Mayo Clinic in America and has turned it into his new project. In the past few days he has developed more of a relationship with my doctor than I have. While I look the other way, my father chases Dr. L to offer his latest advice on my treatment. I myself am not so keen on contact with Dr. L. To me, he is just as nasty as my disease. 




  I'm happy to leave the research to my father. When I first got my diagnosis I tried to do the research thing, but I failed miserably at it. When I typed "rhabdomyosarcoma" into the Internet search bar it generated 846,000 hits. So much for a rare cancer. The statistics weren't much better. I slammed shut the lid of my laptop. It felt as if each one of those hits killed one of my dreams. 




  So far the cancer has brought one good thing: I have my sister back. Our fights are a thing of the past. The looks we exchange are different. The hostility is gone. Love has taken its place. It's maybe strange to say, lying in a hospital bed at all, but every time she walks in I feel really happy. 




  Sis has her role too. She keeps everything going at home, which is much more than feeding our blind, demented cat and taking out the trash. She makes sure my father eats proper meals and that Mom is surprised with phone calls, sandwiches, and glossy magazines. Where she finds the time to do all that, finish writing her thesis, and visit me, I have no idea, but she shows up at the hospital every day armed with fresh pasta, organic soup, body lotion, and a beaming smile.




  Me, I have only one job: to get sick and then get better. That's what chemo does to your body. So that's what I do. The only thing on my to-do list is survival. I lie in bed, determined to leave this mess behind me. Nothing moves me, not even the pain I feel when they insert the IV or when I'm throwing up into a bucket between my mother's hands. I don't know if I feel depressed or if this is what depression is like. I do know that I've never felt so empty in my entire life. 
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