
“Tomorrow we are going to see your doctor, because I simply need professional help to get you out of this funk. It is normal that you are mourning, and you have every right to, but this behaviour of yours kind of freaks me out. In all the years I have known you, you have never behaved like this. Frankly, it scares me a bit. You don’t have to be crazy to go to a psychologist, and perhaps talking to one might help you handle your loss.” I said to Sylvia when we got home.
Not a word.
There was no observable reaction if she had heard me at all.
What a way to celebrate your birthday. After dinner, of which Sylvia might have eaten two bites, she silently went upstairs. I asked her if she needed anything, but I never got a response. 
About an hour later, I heard a loud bang from above. As I rushed to Sylvia’s room, I already had a bad feeling about this. I knocked on her door. 
“Sylvia, Syl! Are you okay? Can I come in?” I shouted at the door.
Only silence in return.
I opened the door, revealing a sight that froze my blood and sent a chill down my spine.
Sylvia was hanging on a rope attached to a bolt in the ceiling where a hanging plant had hung. Some people freeze in stress situations. I don’t. I act. 
"No, no, no — please don’t die, Sylvia!"
I rushed forward, put back the chair she had kicked away, climbed on it trying to lift my friend from underneath, but it wobbled uselessly. No good. Faster. Think. Think, you moron!
My eyes darted around the room. On the bedside table I kept a pair of scissors. It was still there, thank God. I scrambled back and climbed into the chair.
"Hold on, Sylvia. Hold on, Sylvia. Hold on, girl."
With clumsy fingers slick with sweat, I started sawing at the rope just above the knot. The fibres resisted. I cursed, screamed, and cursed some more. Frantically, I kept sawing. Why was this blade so blunt? Little by little I made progress. Too slow. I have to be faster. With all the power I had, I tried to cut the rope through. Little by little. Too slow. Sylvia’s face looked pale, lips tinged with blue.
Finally, the rope snapped.
Sylvia collapsed into my arms, deadweight. We both fell hard onto the floor.
I turned Sylvia onto her back and tilted her head. I leaned close - no breath. Without thinking, I pinched her nose and gave two rescue breaths, watching her chest rise slightly.
"One, two, three, four…" I started chest compressions, counting aloud between sobs. "Five, six, seven—come on, don’t you dare leave me—"
Thirty compressions. Two more breaths. Then again. I didn’t stop. I would not allow her to die. Time no longer existed—just the rhythm. Adrenaline surged through my veins.
With a sudden, violent spasm in her chest, Sylvia emitted a weak, rasping breath that boomed in the still room.
"Oh, my God—Syl!" I turned her into a stable lateral position. Sylvia gagged, her face still unimaginably pale.
“You’re okay. You are going to be just fine.” I cried. With trembling hands, I called 112. 
“Do you need an ambulance, police or fire brigade?” the efficient voice of the operated asked me.
“Ambulance. And police.” I said as an afterthought.
I explained what had happened. “Please have someone open the door, but don’t leave her alone.” The operator said.
“I have to. I am alone at home.”
“Does the neighbour have a key to your house?”
“The neighbour on the left.”
Silence for a while. What took them so long? Did I disturb them during their coffee break? You know what? Let’s have coffee first before we respond? 
“Zuzanna?” The speaker on my phone came back to life. 
“What is taking them so long? She is dying here!” I retorted. 
“The police unit will be with you within three minutes. The ambulance is on its tail. Is your friend still able to breathe on her own?”
“Barely.”
“Don’t worry. You did a wonderful job. Now stay strong, Zuzanna. Help is on the way. Just keep talking to her. It doesn’t matter what you say, but keep her conscious. 
“Syl, if you are going to survive this, I will never leave you alone, I swear. Hang on, girl. I will call you Girl, if you want me to. Koen would want you to live. You owe it to him to live, girl. Just hang in there; help is on its way. The coffee break will be over by now, girl. Even if it means I will get sucked into this crazy life you lead, girlfriend, I will stay with you until my last breath, I promise. I promise, Syl. You’re not alone in this. I am with you. Lean on me, girl. I can take it. Lean on me.”
Downstairs, I heard a loud “POLICE!”.
“Up here.” I called back. I heard them rushing up the stairs. Two female officers came in and took over, followed by paramedics not a minute later. 
All the stress came out. Not to disturb Sylvia any more than she already was, I fled downstairs. I cried harder than I ever had. Not the loss of my mother nor my husband has had this impact on me. My whole body was shaking. A policewoman took me in her arms and tried to comfort me. 
“You have done great. You may have saved your friend’s life. Now you have to be strong for her. Can you do that? If you want to ride with her in the ambulance, you have to calm down, love.”
I went to the sink and washed my face. With my face in the towel, I took a deep breath. 
“I’m okay now.” 
A week after she had been admitted to the hospital, they moved my best friend to Flower Valley Mental Institution. They admitted her to a secure psychiatric ward and promptly started her on medication. We could visit her three times a week for an hour, and we saw her deteriorate every week. They cancelled the last visit because she was in the isolation cell. When we asked why she was there, she reluctantly said that she was there for her own safety. 
Sylvia wouldn’t hurt a fly, so what was this bullshit about her own safety? Sandor and I went to Flower Valley the next day. Several buildings are in a big, flowery park. Signs pointed the way to the buildings “Garden Pleasure”, “Sunny Corner” and “Water View”. My bestie was at the “Petalwood Pavilion”. All these buildings were old. Some of them are ancient. 1920s old. Built according to the wants and needs of medical care at that time. Our medical standards might have been upgraded over the last hundred years. Not the buildings. 
“How can I help you?” A nurse asked, which opened the door.
“We came to visit Sylvia van Geelen,” I said. 
“I am sorry; visiting hours are only on Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays.” 
“We know that, but we are very concerned about her. We have heard that she tried to commit suicide yesterday.” 
“Ah, the lady in B03.” The nurse finally connected the name with the cell number. “In that case, I really have to disappoint you. People are in isolation for a reason, and that is because it’s for their own protection and the protection of our other clients.”
“In that case, please inform your superiors that we will not leave until we have spoken to my mother.” Sandor said in his “Dom-voice.”
The door closed and locked again. We waited for 20 minutes on the doorstep. We made room for maintenance people, cleaners and nurses. With routine gestures, people unlocked and locked the door behind us. I gave Sandor one of the sandwiches I had made. People say I am frugal for a reason. 
A different nurse came to the door. More experienced. She looked my age, but was probably 20 years younger than I was. Working in a stressful environment does that to you. 
“I think my colleague already told you it is not possible to see Mrs Van Geelen today. It’s in her interest and yours that she can take the time in isolation to think about what has happened.”
 “I’m afraid we have to disagree with that, and we would still like to see her today. Do you have the authority to let us in and see her?” I asked.
“No, the only one who can make that decision is our psychiatrist.”
“Please ask him or her to give us permission. We said we were going to be here all day. We are alone now, but not for long. If we are not allowed to enter, there will be a group of reporters here in the afternoon waiting with us.”
“Making threats doesn’t help to solve this situation, Sir.”
“Not letting us in doesn’t help either. So, I suggest you go to the psychiatrist and ask him to see us.”
“He is not here at the moment, but he is on call, of course.”
“I suggest you call him, and if you don’t want reporters covering your doorstep, perhaps you should tell him to hurry,” I said. 
The nurse disappeared. For two long hours, nothing happened. With every passing minute, I became more worried about Sylvia. Our friend, Nurse #2 reappeared. 
“Doctor Beck will see you now. Follow me, please.” We did. Followed her through endless corridors. She unlocked and locked behind us countless doors before ushering us into an examination room where a man sat at an old 1940s metal desk. After the introductions, we both sat down.
“I understood you insisted on seeing one of my patients who is in an isolation room right now. She is in no condition to see you right now, I’m afraid. We had to increase her medication for her own safety and ours. It’s not that I am refusing to see her, but it’s simply not in her best interest to see people right now. You will have to trust my professional opinion about this. I have been a psychiatrist for over 30 years now, and the best way to treat a patient like Mrs Van Geelen is to rest. The medication will give her rest in her head.”
“I have no doubt about your professional judgement, doctor, but we still insist on seeing her.” Sandor said firmly. I was proud of him. 
“Even if it’s not in your mother’s best interest?”
Neither of us reacted to that low blow. The overweight doctor Beck sighed and pushed a button under his desk. Within seconds, a big male nurse opened the door.
“Can you take these people to ISO B3, please? I would appreciate if you would stay with them in the ISO, confirm instructions.”
“Yes, doctor. Follow me, please.”
More locked doors. He suddenly stopped and opened a heavy metal door. The first thing I saw was Sylvia on a big plastic mattress. No bed, just a mattress and a steel toilet in the corner. That was it. Walls that were white once, and cameras in each of the corners. We both sat down on the bed. Sylvia looked awful. Her hair had grown a bit; her wrists were in bandages, and she was wearing one of those paper dresses, loosely tied at the back so that a part of her bare back was visible. She hardly reacted to us. Her eyes looked drugged and out of focus. Drugs had degraded this powerhouse of a woman to a pitiful shell of a human being. I kissed her cheek and stood up. Not very elegant, I might add. 
“Perhaps you would be so kind as to take us back to Doctor Beck now?” I asked the nurse, who had not left the doorway. 
“Back so soon? I already told you it’s not an uplifting sight to see someone in the ISO, and our policy is always to keep them there only if it’s really necessary. I will stop by her isolation room today to see how she is doing. If the medication works well, we might transfer her back to her own ward soon.”
“We will take her with us today. If you can sign the paperwork, we will take care of her from now on.” I said. 
“That’s impossible, though I understand it’s upsetting. Mrs van Geelen is in the middle of treatment right now.”
“If you can ask someone to get all of her things ready, I will call our lawyer to get the legal papers ready for us to take my mother with us, TODAY.”
The lawyers at the institution and our lawyers made a lot of money that afternoon. It took hours. We called Jutta and Ilse to prepare for our homecoming. They would all stay at my place tonight. Taking her back to the house with so many memories of Koen seemed like a bad idea. Finally, at around four in the afternoon, we were called back into the psychiatrist’s office. 
“This is the last chance I have to talk some sense into your stubborn brains.” The best defence is to attack. “Your mother and… friend suffer from serious trauma. She needs to be treated for that. With medication and therapy. We have the skilled people here to take good care of her. If you take her with you, she will have none of that and is likely to regress towards a successful suicide attempt. That’s the consequence of removing my patient from her necessary treatment at this moment.
“I hope you have gathered all her personal belongings?” I asked.
“To clarify, I won’t prevent you from taking her home, but I won’t take responsibility for anything that happens to Mrs van Geelen.” He signed a paper and shoved it our way. “I hope, for her sake, you know what you are doing.”
They had dressed Sylvia, and she was in a wheelchair in the hall. A nurse wheeled her to the exit. According to the instructions, Sandor could not wheel her to his car because the wheelchair was not allowed to leave the building. An iron gate prohibited his car from entering the park. Without a word, Sandor scooped his mother out of the wheelchair into his big, muscular arms and carried her like a sick child towards our car. The nurse had the decency to look embarrassed. I carried two bags of her belongings to the car. 
I sat in the back with Sylvia, who was blissfully unaware of what was going on. Sandor gave detailed instructions to Jutta and Ilse. 
“We will take turns deciding who is going to stay with her tonight. Each of us three hours. Jutta says Girl should stay in her bedroom tonight. And make something for dinner. I’m starving.”
“Master”, Ilse said.
“Yes?”
“We don’t have a key to Jutta’s house.” 

