
If this visit to her youngest son had been a disaster, the visit to her eldest son would likely be a full-blown catastrophe of epic proportions.
Laren, in North Holland, is known as one of the wealthiest towns in the Netherlands. The people who live there are successful entrepreneurs, executives, or retirees with significant wealth, celebrities and artists, a lot of expats and second-home owners. The town has a leafy, picturesque character, high-end boutiques, art galleries, and cosy cafes—basically, it’s where people go when they want charm and luxury. Does that sound like Peter and Natasha might live in Laren? You are right; they do. It took us over 90 minutes to cover the 150 kilometres, including traffic jams on the way. 
I stopped making small talk on our trip and just cranked up the radio. My mum and dad knew nothing of Beethoven or the Beatles. For as long as I can remember, they played Dutch music. Perhaps that is the reason I loved the Dutch ‘levenslied as well.’ It is like a German schlager or French chanson, with a Dutch twist — emotional, melodic pop music with lyrics about real life and strong feelings. Some call it sentimental pop, but it isn’t. It’s life, sung in my own language. I knew Sylvia loathed it. I turned it up around the halfway mark, just to see her reaction. Any response is better than silence. Not even Marco Schuitemaker could make her turn the radio down.
The villa stood proudly behind a wrought-iron gate, nestled among manicured hedges and towering beech trees. Its thatched roof curved gently over whitewashed brick walls, giving it a timeless, almost storybook charm. Tall windows with dark green shutters lined the facade, each one gleaming in the soft afternoon light. A gravel driveway swept in a neat arc toward the front door, flanked by blooming hydrangeas and boxwood borders. A classic wooden portico framed the front entrance, with climbing roses twisting around its pillars. Everything about the villa whispered of quiet wealth and carefully curated taste.
“Have you ever been here?” I asked, unsure if I got the right address. Sylvia just opened the car door and got out. 
“I guess you have,” I said under my breath. 
“I will go alone.” Sylvia said.
“Like hell, you will. I go where you go. Especially now.” We walked down the driveway. The door opened before we were at the entrance. The wonders of camera surveillance, I guess. In the doorway stood Natasha with a young boy on her arm. 
Natasha is a beautiful woman measured by all standards. Laren is full of trophy wives, and she was probably among the biggest trophies in this little town. There was no financial need for her to work, and on a weekday, with no visitors expected, her makeup looked impeccable. She had neatly styled dark blond hair, likely from her weekly visit to the hairdresser. An outfit that probably cost more than all of my summer wardrobe. She exuded a carefree air, protected by a high electronic fence that, like the neighbours on either side, was supposed to keep burglars and profiteers from getting near her.
“Please go away. You are not welcome here.”
Sylvia dropped to her knees on the stairs and looked up at her daughter-in-law.
“Please forgive me for all I have done wrong to you. You are entitled to hate me. I just want to get to know my grandson.” Sylvia said, her voice remorseful, humble and small. 
“No. There is no way I would subject my son to your twisted, kinky lifestyle. Go on and enjoy your whips and chains. Degrade yourself towards men, all men. But stay away from Alexander.” The door slammed shut. And remained closed even when I held the bell for a full minute. 
90 minutes on the way here, 90 back, 41 euros in petrol for a conversation that lasted less than a minute and could just as easily have been done over the phone. I picked up the pieces Natasha had left for me on the stairs and helped Sylvia back into the car. 
The radio remained off on the way back. I tried to make her feel better, telling her she had done all the things she could do. I tried to make jokes about Natasha.
“Natasha does yoga, you know. Says it helps her stay balanced.
I asked, “Mentally or emotionally?”
She said, “On one foot, over your grave.”
“Do you know the joke about the daughter-in-law that offered to do my nails?
She filed them into claws. Hers, not mine. I just sat there like a hostage with glitter.” 
“Mmmm. Not good, huh? Do you know a better one?” Silence. I sighed. “I suppose not.” Tears poured down Sylvia’s cheeks. “The jokes were bad, but not that bad, Syl.”
No answer. Just that damned blank stare out of the window. I was at the end of my rope here.

