ADVANCED PLACEMENT QUESTION 3,
FREE RESPONSE

Matthew Vollmer

In my opinion, the most compelling observation in this passage is George E Kennan’s assertion that “we

Americans place upon ourselves quite extraordinary obligations of conformity,” a claim that could be

supported with any number of examples, like how 85 percent of houses in America have lawns; or how

almost every woman in this country shaves her pits; or how we all could probably be said to own and

have worn at one time a baseball cap; or how so many people nowadays put those stick figure stickers,

which are meant to represent their pets and family members, on the rear
windows of their SUVs; but my guess is that you, Mr. or Ms. Test Scorer,
have already read tons of responses that rely on examples like these, so
I'll follow the advice of an old English teacher, who used to say that a
writer should (a) write what you know and (b) write from your heart,
the latter of which, I'll admit, sounds sort of cheesy, but that’s a risk
I’'m willing to take, mostly because I can think of no other person who
better exemplifies the idea of “extraordinary obligations of conformity”
than Mrs. Laney Elizabeth Chapman, a woman who, despite our age
difference, I used to think of as my very good friend and, during fantasies
of a more outlandish nature, my future lover.

I met this Mrs. Chapman person during my first shift working at
a café in a bookstore I'll assume that you, as a reader of AP English
exams—and potential appreciator of all things Englishy—have visited,
a place that could easily serve as an example of the oppressive nature
of corporatization, if not our willingness, as Americans, to kowtow to
whatever standards some giant megacompany sets, but which, on this
day, is merely the setting where I was being trained by Trish—a fifty-two-
year-old grandmother with an explosion of black hair and tattoo of Joe
Camel on her forearm—to run the espresso machine without scorching
myself. Anyway, I was about halfway through the shift when Trish went
to storage to retrieve lids, leaving me to man the register, and in walks this
woman: short, petite, with a face that (with its long eyelashes, full lips,
and button nose) looked like itd been based on the face of a baby doll.

At first glance, you might've assumed, as I did, that Mrs. Chapman
(with her white V-neck and smart, tight-fitting jacket, black jeans, and
heeled sandals) was like any of the other upper-class moms who frequented
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the café—moms who, though they were technically unemployed, liked
to give the impression that they were swamped. After all, there were Toni
Morrison books to read, socials to orchestrate, scrapbooks to assemble,
maids to pay, dry cleaning to retrieve, Escalades to be serviced, day-spa
gift certificates to be redeemed, and care packages to be mailed to their
babies at Clemson and Duke. That, and there was a body to keep fit
(tennis at the club, Power-Bar-powered power walks) and clad in the latest
fashions—not because these ladies were vain or anything, but because
they, as twenty-first-century moms living out loud in the suburbs of a
famous Southern city, wanted other people to know that they knew that
the summer of 2005 was all about stones and silver and brass and that
mock croc handbags were totally back.

Mrs. Chapman, though—she was different. The first time she
approached the counter, she studied the menu, slid her tongue between
her top teeth and her upper lip, made a thoughtful little suctiony sound,
and asked for a “a skinny, half-caf, triple caramel macchiato with extra
whip,” then stared at me for a couple of seconds, like I was a total nue
case. Before I could ask her to repeat that insane order, she yelled, “Just
kidding!” and broke into a wheezy laugh. “You'll have to get used to me .
.. LUKE,” she said, squinting to read my name tag. “I only come here a
million times a day. Just one regular Venti coffee, please.”

The truth was that Mrs. C. visited the café twice a day, once at around
9:35 and again at about 2:20, waving crazily when she rounded the cor-
ner of the last magazine aisle, her shoes clip-clopping, snug-fitting slacks
making little whispery sounds, a collared shirt open enough to reveal her
collarbone, and her smile showboating a set of teeth so white it appeared

theyd been made of china. I once asked how she kept her choppers so



pristine, and she fished in her purse and handed
me a card embossed with her husband’s name
(DR. RICHARD CHAPMAN, D.D.S.) and
a cartoon tooth in the corner that was flossing
itself, and I know it was stupid, but my heart
sank; of course the rock on her left hand meant
she was married, probably happily so, to a man
who no doubt adhered to a strict workout
schedule and a carb-free diet, and therefore
could’ve totally crushed me.

“Breath strip?” Mrs. C. asked. She held a
plastic cartridge in her hand. I obliged, yanking
a translucent ribbon from the spool, and she un-
leashed an uninhibited hoot, one that celebrated
and called attention to the utter ridiculousness of

“Nothing yet,” I'd reply.

She always refused to believe this, main-
tained that a cute guy like me would probably
have to “beat” the gitls off, an assumption I
didn’t understand, given that the highlight of
my romantic endeavors had occurred when I'd
Frenched Laura-the-drunk-lacrosse-player at a
party at Scotty Ledbetter's ex-stepfather’s lake
house. Sometimes, Mrs. Chapman would alert
me to the presence of a girl my age, or nearly
my age, who shed deemed attractive, and with
a jerk of her head, shed say, “What about that
little number over there?” and even though
the suggestion that I could look at anyone else
always forced me to repress a wince, I'd play it

I’'D HAND HER A CUP OF HOT PERUVIAN, AND SHE’D SWIPE HER VISA,

AND AS WE WAITED FOR THE RECEIPT TO SPOOL, SHE’D SAY SOMETHING
LIKE, “DID YOU SEE THE OFFICE LAST NIGHT?” AND I’'D REMIND HER THAT
MY PARENTS DON’T HAVE A TV, AND SHE'D SNAP HER FINGERS AND SAY,
“THAT’S RIGHT,” AND THEN SHE'D TELL ME HOW JIM ENCASED ALL OF

DWIGHT’S SUPPLIES IN JELL-O MOLDS.

such a thing as a breath strip and how insane it
was that she had one to offer, but here it was, all
the same, so I placed it on my tongue, where it
dissolved, setting my mouth ablaze with invigo-
rating minty freshness.

Through everyday exchanges such as these,
Mrs. Chapman and I established a kind of
rapport. I'd hand her a cup of hot Peruvian,
and shed swipe her Visa, and as we waited
for the receipt to spool, shed say something
like, “Did you see 7he Office last night?” and
I'd remind her that my parents don't have a
TV, and shed snap her fingers and say, “Thats
right,” and then she'd tell me how Jim encased
all of Dwights supplies in Jell-O molds. She
joked about her need for caffeine, how she
needed a “fix,” a jolt of something to wake her
up, because, shit, Luke, I have things to do, I
have to run to the club or meet Audrey (her
French teacher) for lunch or coffee or tea, then
I have to stop at Gary’s (her brother, the stock
broker) and pretend Dick doesnt do most of
our trading, then I have to get my hair and
nails done, plus I have to find a dress for this
mother-son banquet thing at Christ Church,
and what’s going on with you?

“This is it,” I'd say.

“Surely you've got a hot date lined up!”
shed insist.

cool, shrug, claim the girl in question was far
too young, or that I wasn’t crazy about spray
tans, or that I much preferred the company of
older women, a declaration that inspired Ms.
Chapman to throw her head back and laugh,
exposing the almost imperceptible wrinkle lines
on her throat, in turn causing the otherwise
cold and ashy furnace of my heart to burst, like
a many-tendrilled supernova, into flame.

I cant explain it. As George E Kennan
might've pointed out, had he the misfortune to
research my life, I'd been socialized to acceptand
promote the idea of age-segregation; my entire
life I'd been assigned to all manner of groups
(school grades, Sunday school classrooms,
doctor’s offices, kiddie tables, etc.) according to
the number of years I'd existed on this planet,
so I had no reason but to choose, as per society’s
idiosyncratic dictums, a possible partner from
this same peer pool. And although I hate
it when people (and this includes dear Mr.
Kennan) talk about “society” as though it’s this
ginormous organism with pinpointable desires
and preferences, the argument in which 'm en-
gaged necessitates that I point out that “society”
wouldve preferred me to hide the little torch I
carried for Mrs. C., and I had every intention
of doing just that. As much as I looked forward
to seeing Mrs. C., as much as I fantasized about

responding to late-night booty calls, I was, at
my core, a complete and utter wuss.

Then, two months into my job, I was wiping
down tables, refolding sections of 7he New
York Times, collecting Bride and People and Us
magazines left behind by customers who treat
the store like their own personal library, and I
found one of those combination wallet / day
planners, which wasn't unusual, because people
left things all the time—umbrellas, hats, jack-
ets, purchased books, gift cards, whatever—so
I toted it back to the counter. Unsnapping it,
I found Mrs. Chapman’s driver’s license. It
wasn't a very flattering photo, as the flash had
washed out her face, thus making her look sort
of zombified, but the realization of what I was
holding made me break into a sweat. I shoved
the planner inside a newspaper and asked Trish
if I could take my break early, which I could,
now that the morning rush was over. In the
bathroom, I threw the paper to the floor and
squeezed the planner, relishing its soft, fleshy
leather. Inside, I found dozens of cards, nestled
in terraced slots. I ran my fingers across the
raised letters of her platinum VISA, inspected
her frequent customer cards, flipped through
her photos. Her son had his mother’s eyelashes
but that was it—he looked almost nothing like
Mrs. C. and neither did her daughter, which
seemed strange because I'd always envisioned a
facsimile of Mrs. Chapman: younger, supple,
doubled, glorious. The daughter retained a
few of her mother’s features—Dblue eyes, round
cheeks—but these were dwarfed by the inher-
itance bequeathed by her father, whose eyes
were too small for his face and whose ears stuck
out like a couple of giant, semi-translucent po-
tato chips. Here was an Olan Mills miniature of
the whole family with Mrs. Chapman flashing
a frozen, beauty-pageant smile whose fakeness
suggested she might be hiding something—an
exotic strain of discontent, perhaps—that I, in
some alternate universe, might remedy.

I flipped through her calendar, noting how
her florid script differed from the scrawl on her
credit card receipts. Every once in a while, a
different kind of text appeared in the margins.
Poetic fragments, lines of description, sensory
details, and full-blown stanzas reflected upon
events or phenomena that Mrs. Chapman had
presumably found stirring. Though this revela-
tion had struck me as significanc—I'd known
that Mrs. Chapman was a lover of literature,
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and that her favorite book, Franny and Zooey,
had inspired her, as a pre-teen, to sit in the tub
with candy cigarettes and say the Jesus prayer
and pretend to be depressed—and though
I found her verses to be perplexingly ran-
dom—*“white petals / stuck to the / windshield
/ one beneath / my wiper / makes a liquid arc
/ across the glass’—it wasn’t undil I flipped to
the beginning of June (when, it seems relevant
to add, I'd just begun working at the café) that
I was struck by the following lines: “Eskimos
have / more words / for snow / than we do /
for love. / I would like / to have / a word / for
what it’s like / to imagine / the crush / of our /
bodies / and another / for what it’s like / to look
at you / and know / I could never hold you /
because you / so young / so innocent / would
refuse my touch.”

In the stall, which reverberated with flutes
of Irish folk music—part of our corporate-ap-
proved soundtrack, which spooled relentless-
ly—I stared at Mrs. Chapman’s handwriting,
trying to repudiate the knowledge that I had
no other choice, thanks to my delirious state,
but to claim: this poem, this modest song of
yearning, which had come from some stormy
place inside a troubled woman, might—just
might—have something to do with ME.

I stowed the planner in my apron, so
that later in the day, when Mrs. Chapman
returned, I could personally hand it to her,
which I did, though, when she reached for it, I
retracted my arm. “Do I get a reward?” I said,
to which she replied, “Name it!” and though
I wouldve liked to have said, “A make-out
date in your Lexus,” I said, “Show me more of
your writing,” and she was like, “Oh my gosh!
Please tell me you did not read my planner!”
And of course I explained that I hadn’t meant
to be nosy, only that, in attempting to deter-
mine the thing’s owner, I'd happened upon
a few lines of poetry, and that the power of
her language had rendered me unable to stop
reading, and in all seriousness, I had an uncle
who, though he wasnt famous, had attended
the Towa Writers' Workshop and now taught
writing at a community college in Oklahoma
and that if she wanted I could get him to look
at the poems and give her some feedback,
to which Mrs. Chapman said, “Slow down,
Luke!” and then, “That’s very sweet, but the
poems are just for me; they arent mean to be
read by anyone.”

I respectfully disagreed and believed that
hers demanded a readership of more than one.
Mirs. C. said, “Ha!” and asked me what I knew
about poetry, and I said, “Just what I learned in
school and what my parents forced me to read
and write,” and she said, “So you write?” and
I said, “I've been known to put pen to paper,”
and after I assured her my grades were beyond
commendable, she said, “How would you like
to make some extra money?”

I would like to report that Mrs. Chapman
was propositioning me, that she had in mind
an occupation that involved me reading poetry
to her in a dimly lit and perhaps even somewhat
smoky bedroom while she sipped cocktails and
spun old jazz records, peeling away an article of
clothing every time I happened upon an image
or phrase or even word that she found pleasing,
until she was down to nothing but lingerie and
garters, supposing garters were something she
wore, which I doubted, but Mrs. Chapman
had other objectives in mind, namely tutoring
her son, who was halfway through a summer
course in an English class hed already flunked
once, and might it be possible, for twenty or
so bucks an hour, to come to the house and
look over his papers before he turned them in?

a person wearing glasses, a ponytail, and no
makeup. “Mrs. Chapman?” I asked. “No,” the
woman said. “I'm Melinda, Mrs. Chapman’s
sister. But come in. You must be here for Tripp?
I'll grab him.” Then she disappeared.

Mrs. Chapman had failed to mention a sister,
and I didn’t think much of it, figured the look-
alike had maybe popped by for an impromptu
visit, the way I imagined siblings (U'm an only
child) probably did, but also I was pretty much
flabbergasted to be standing in the front room
of the Chapman compound and had begun
inventorying the interior, a place that mightve
totally been seen to reflect, if I may import an-
other phrase of Kennan’s, “the respect we have
of the good opinion of our neighbors.” On
one wall, painted a deep mustard, a print by a
French impressionist hung; above the mantel,
a pastel watercolor of a young boy; on a rustic
wooden table, a fresh bouquet and a glass bowl
filled to the brim with pastel M&M'’s; on a
bookshelf, a collection of tiny rabbit figurines
skiing and dancing and caroling and picnicking
and playing tennis and baseball.

“What's up?” a voice said. 1 spun around,
found myself face-to-face with a strawberry

blond kid with freckles and a mop of curly

SOMETIMES, MRS. CHAPMAN WOULD ALERT ME TO THE PRESENCE OF
A GIRL MY AGE, OR NEARLY MY AGE, WHO SHE’D DEEMED ATTRACTIVE,
AND WITH A JERK OF HER HEAD, SHE’D SAY, “WHAT ABOUT THAT LITTLE

NUMBER OVER THERE?”

“Huh,” T said, nodding thoughtfully. And so,
after pretending to take a second to think it
over, I told her I thought we could work out
a deal.

I can think of no better example of what
George E Kennan describes as the “delicate
compulsions of our social lives” than the Chap-
man home itself, a colossal brick edifice with
arched windows and multiple rooflines and
brass lanterns for outside lights and a three-car
garage. Magnolia trees (their branches sprout-
ing leathery green leaves and seed pods the size
of hand grenades) rose from a lawn whose grass
was the bright, hearty emerald of an Augusta
fairway. The first time I visited, I slammed a
brass knocker repeatedly against the door, the
clamor of which produced a person who both
did and did not resemble Mrs. Chapman,

hair that, I predicted, would allow for quick
assimilation into the frat-house date-rape scene
of whatever future university he might aspire
to attend. He wore a T-shirt that spelled BLUE
DEVILS and slurped a half-eaten ice cream
bar; a rash of nutty bumps clung to the choco-
late shell like barnacles. He introduced himself,
wondered if I wanted to play some Grand Theft
Auto. 1 asked whether he thought his mom
would be cool with that, since I was getting
paid to help him write a paper. He shrugged.
“So,” I said, trying to make conversation as
he hooked up a controller, “your mom’s sister
is visiting?” and he said, “Huh?” and I said,
“Melinda.” He rolled his eyes. “God,” he said,
“she’s so dumb,” and, though this confused me,
I knew then for sure what I'd already suspected,
which was that I did not care much for Tripp,
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a sentiment I'm not sure I've ever written down
or even said aloud (the effect, no doubt, of
those aforementioned “delicate compulsions”
of social life), though, thinking again about the
kid’s stupid backward hat and his easy, sleepy-
eyed amiability, it’s still pretty liberating to say:
Tripp, you suck.

Any loathing I mightve felt at that point
evaporated as soon as Mrs. Chapman clopped
into the kitchen, wearing a sleeveless, lime-col-
ored blouse, a pair of three-quarter-length
chinos, and chunky sandals. She asked if there
was anything she could get for me, and in my
mind, I thought, “A room at the Holiday Inn?”
but in real life I said, “I'm good!” and then “I
met your sister.” Mrs. Chapman rolled her
eyes and explained that Melinda, who fancied
herself an artist, had fallen upon hard times,
had taken up writing in the spare guest room
upstairs, and hadn’t left the house in weeks,
much less maintained personal hygiene. It was,
she claimed, a source of embarrassment!

“Really,” T said, attempting, in my own way,
perhaps, to be an advocate for those who defied
cultural norms. “I thought she looked pretty.”

Mis. Chapman said shed have to pass that along,

In the living room, Tripp shot virtual thugs
and virtual cops and virtual bystanders. Mean-
while, I edited his paper (an abysmal reflection
on The Great Gatsby, which hed obviously
not read closely, if at all) at the kitchen table.
Mrs. Chapman had set me up with her own
personal laptop (Tripp had short-circuited his
after knocking a cup of Mountain Dew onto
the motherboard), and she delivered a joke
about not downloading any porn, which made
me laugh, since I had access to plenty of visual
stimulus right here, in other words, a perfect
view of Mrs. C., whod begun unloading the
dishwasher, a chore she transformed into a
ballet (as she spun around to arrange things
properly on the shelves, her earrings glinted,
her hair swayed, the muscles in her arms pulsed,
and the globes of her glutes shimmied). When
she caught me watching, she said, “What?” and
I said, “Sorry,” and, “You remind me of some-
one,” and she said, “Who?” and before I could
say;, “The woman of my dreams,” the back door
opened, and in walked Dr. Chapman, with a
stack of mail and a silver tumbler that looked
like it might be bullet-proof.

Mrs. Chapman introduced us. Dr. Chapman

(a mustachioed man in possession of a mara-

thon-lean body, wearing a blue Ralph Lauren
Oxford and slacks) gripped my hand firmly and
expressed his appreciation for whatever help I
could provide his son, explained that English
was not the kid’s strength, and said they hoped
that, by the time he went to college, thered be
a major for kids who could play the bejesus out
of video games.

I was not invited to dinner, but I stayed
long enough to watch Dr. Chapman remove
a few defrosted quail from the refrigerator
and slather their carcasses with butter, dusting
them afterward with herbs and spices. I had a
vision of the man piloting a wood-paneled Jeep
Cherokee to South Carolinas Low Country,
where hed emerge from a vintage Airstream
camper parked at the edge of a pine forest and,
gripping an Excalibur shotgun in one hand
and in another a Stanley thermos of piping-hot
coffee (brewed after pulverizing Kenyan beans
to a fine powder in a battery-operated grinder),
hed set off for fields of tall yellow grass, know-
ing that Duke, his boykin spaniel, would soon
scare up a flock of little birds that, after he shot
and killed and gathered and de-feathered them,
he would pack into bear-proof ice chests, the
naked birds jostling as he ferried them back
home, where theyd rest in deep freeze until it
was time to cook them up, after which the good
doctor would clink glasses with his wife, with
whom hed sip Chardonnay from chilled wine
flutes—but no more than a glass for Dr. C., or
he'd have to dip into his Viagra, the side effects
of which he wasn’t crazy about.

I did not, at this point, consider the mythical
power exuded by the idea of the Rich Southern
Hunter, did not call into question notions of
aristocratic privilege, in part because I would've
traded anything (including my crusty, revo-
lutionary-minded parents) to be a shooter of
quail, the driver of a wood-paneled Cherokee,
the owner of a spaniel, and obviously the lover
of Mrs. Chapman. But I wasn’t. I was merely
an acquaintance, an editor of Mrs. Chapman’s
son’s papers. And soon, I wouldn't even be that,
partly because, in the end, it turned out to be
much easier if I simply wrote Tripps papers
myself. So I did. I typed stuff up on the laptop
and sometimes snooped through the Chap-
mans’ e-mail archive, skimming over messages
containing lies about John Kerry and new addi-
tions to families and updates about the rhodo-
dendron grower’s club and eBay notices. Then
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one day, while Mrs. Chapman had gone to the
post office and Tripp was directing an onscreen
avatar to brain a pedestrian with a baseball
bat, I sneaked upstairs, to check out the rest
of the Chapman home. I peeked into Tripp’s
room—noted the predictable dirty clothes pile,
the Dave Matthews posters, the half-finished
cans of Coca-Cola—then moseyed into his
sister Ashleys old bedroom—a museum
exhibit displaying the once-important, now
laughably lackluster relics of high school that
adorned her walls (posters of boy bands ges-
turing so earnestly you expected their faces to
explode; pages ripped from fashion magazines
displaying shirtless hunks whose chests looked
like theyd been shellacked)—then it was into
the forbidden no-man’s-land of Dr. and Mis.
Chapman’s room, where I paused at the edge of
their king size bed, fingering the cloth of their
Calvin Klein duvet, counting a dozen pillows
arranged at the head, recalling the divan of an
emperor’s harem. I can’t explain why I bothered
to lift the lid of their wicker clothes hamper,

sitting on?” And of course he didn’t, because he
was, when it came down to it, a good kid—a
good dumb kid—who wanted to fit in with
other people who wanted the same, and whose
main motivation in life was playing games and
drinking Coke and eating Doritos and, every
once in a while, stealing away to a remote bath-
room with a battered Sporzs Hllustrated swimsuit
issue. He snatched the bottle away, threatened
to tell his parents, and I said, “Fine,” and,
“Who'll tutor you, then, dipshit?” He claimed
that tutors were a dime a dozen and that my
papers were only getting low Bs anyway and
he was going to need As if he wanted to get
into Duke. Then he saw the underwear in my
fist and asked what it was, and I said, “I found
these on the floor. I was merely returning them
to the hamper.” He subsequently called me a
sicko and ordered me out of the house.

When Mrs. Chapman arrived at the café the
next day, I told her I could explain everything.
“What do you mean?” she asked. She let loose a
smile like I'd seen on her driver’s license. I asked

I'D KNOWN THAT MRS. CHAPMAN WAS A LOVER OF LITERATURE,

AND THAT HER FAVORITE BOOK, FRANNY AND ZOOEY, HAD INSPIRED HER,
AS A PRE-TEEN, TO SIT IN THE TUB WITH CANDY CIGARETTES AND SAY
THE JESUS PRAYER AND PRETEND TO BE DEPRESSED—

nor am [ proud to admit that after discovering
a pair of silky black briefs I slid them onto
my head like a mask, a filter through which I
breathed the air of Mrs. Chapman’s home, the
particles of which, along with whatever shed
left behind on the fabric, mingled in my nose
and traveled, I imagined, into the epicenter of
my brain. Balling this treasure in my hand, I
entered the bathroom and clicked open the
mirrored doors of a medicine cabinet, behind
which lay an incredible amount of prescription
drugs—bottles of Valium and Vicodin and Per-
cocet and Darvon and (even more surprising)
Wellbutrin and Paxil—and as I stood there,
holding a bottle of mood-altering pills that
had been prescribed to “Laney E. Chapman,” I
closed my eyes and turned her name over in my
head. Upon lifting my eyelids, I found Tripp
standing there. He asked me what the hell 1
was doing in his parents’ bathroom, to which I
responded, “Dude, do you have any idea about
the pharmaceutical gold mine your parents are

what Tripp had told her. And she said, “Oh,
you mean the medicine cabinet? Every kid gets
into their parents’ medicine cabinet at some
point. Don't worry about it.”

“T was looking for aspirin,” I said.

“Please!” Mrs. Chapman said, tapping her
credit card on the counter, as if impatient to
return to our normal exchanges. “You dont
have to explain!”

So I didnt explain, and she didn’t linger,
which made me think that, even though it
wasn't a tutoring day, I needed to make a
return trip to the Chapman home to ensure
she understood that I was not some kind of
pervert or psycho or drug addict. So, after my
shift, I took a bus—since my parents are advo-
cates of public transportion, I am, by default,
carless—to the edge of her neighborhood and
hoofed it down four streets and climbed the
hill to their front sidewalk and knocked on the
door, but nobody answered. I turned the knob.
The door opened. I walked through the house

calling people’s names. Nobody answered. I sat
at the grand piano. I couldn’ really play, but
I could doodle, and my fingers wandered over
the keys, composing a sad song, derivative of
the amateur pop that had found its way into
my head. I paused. Someone had entered the
room. They were now clapping.

“Oh,” I said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Mrs. Chapman said. “I
love it. Laney wouldve loved to hear it. She
always wanted her kids to play.” I squinted at
her. Her eyes were swollen and watery. “Keep
playing,” she said, flapping her hand around.
“Please.” 1 fumbled for a while but nothing
more would come. “It’s okay,” she said. “It’s like
trying to pee when someone’s watching. I cant
do that. Can you?”

“Mrs. Chapman,” I said.

“I'm not Mrs. Chapman.”

“Who are you?”

“I'm Melinda. Mrs. Chapman’s cousin.”

“I thought Melinda was Mrs. Chapman’s
sister.”

“Sister, cousin, whatever. It’s all relative.”

I realized, then, what you, Mr. or Ms. Test
Scorer, may have already guessed: that this
“Melinda” person was an alter-ego of Mrs.
Chapmans, a person Mrs. C. claimed to be
whenever someone caught her without make-
up—a strategy that would've surely fascinated
Mr. George E Kennan, who might have noted,
as did I, that this was a highly neurotic example
of a conformity-based defense mechanism.

“Right,” I said. “Melinda.”

“That’s my name.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“Are you, like, on something?”

“Well,” she said. “I suppose it depends on
what you mean by ‘on something.” Did I take
a little something to help me nap? Maybe. 1
forget.”

“Would you like me to make you some
coffee? I can make coffee.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head fiercely.
“No coffee.”

“So,” 1 asked, sliding off the piano bench.
“Where’s Mrs. Chapman?”

Mrs. Chapman flexed her nostrils. “Who
cares?”

“Ido.”

“Oh you do, do you?”

“Yes.”
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“Then tell me something about her.”

“Well,” I said, “she’s addicted to coffee.”

“Mm,” Mrs. Chapman nodded. “Youre a
fountain of wisdom. You've got a real sharp eye
for idiosyncratic details.”

A rivulet of sweat dripped down my side.
“She’s overworked,” I said.

“Who isn't?”

“She has the most amazing laugh I've ever
heard.”

“Nothing faker.”

“She’s a good poet. She loves to write.”

“Youre sweet. A sweet boy with a sweet
crush. But you have to get over my sister.”

“Why?”

“Because you're just a boy. And she, well . . .
she’s a liar, for one.”

“A liar?”

“Let’s just say that she likes to tell stories.”

“Oh, really?” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “As a matter of fact, I'll tell
you a story. A story she used to tell me.” Mrs.
Chapman patted the couch. I joined her. She
slid to the floor, pointed to her shoulders, and
said, “Rub.” I rubbed. “Once upon a time,”
she said, “there was a good mother who had
wonderful kids. These kids, they were the light
of her life! She disappeared into those kids.
And that was fine. Good mothers disappear
into their kids. She knew other good mothers

about who knows what, probably how hard it
was to be a good mother. Anyway, that little
boy locked the doors and put the car into gear.
And the other good mother, the best friend of
the first good mother, ran to help him. But she
couldnt get in. And he couldnt understand
that hed locked himself inside. And the car was

A clock ticked. From downstairs, a dryer, at
the end of its cycle, buzzed. Mrs. Chapman had
stopped talking. “Mrs. Chapman?” I said.

“Shh,” she said. She took one of my hands
and pressed her lips to my knuckles, made a
contented “Mm” sound. She did this multiple
times, as if my hand were some precious thing

HE ASKED ME WHAT THE HELL I WAS DOING IN HIS PARENTS’ BATHROOM,
TO WHICH I RESPONDED, “DUDE, DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA ABOUT THE
PHARMACEUTICAL GOLD MINE YOUR PARENTS ARE SITTING ON?”

rolling. And of course, that other good, even
better mother panicked. The panic blinded her.
She thought she could stop that car. But she
couldn’t. Somehow, she got caught underneath
it. And the first good mother, who would find
it much harder to think of herself as such,
watched as her best friend was crushed to
death. Crushed. She was fucking crushed.”

“Is that true?” I asked.

“I'm not done!” Mrs. Chapman said. “The
story hasnt ended yet. And it wont end
now. Because there actually is no end to this
story. That’s the sad part. If everything ended
there, we'd be spared. But in real life no one
is spared. In real life, the little boy lives. The

THEN HE SAW THE UNDERWEAR IN MY FIST AND ASKED WHAT IT WAS,
AND I SAID, “I FOUND THESE ON THE FLOOR. I WAS MERELY RETURNING
THEM TO THE HAMPER.” HE SUBSEQUENTLY CALLED ME A SICKO AND

ORDERED ME OUT OF THE HOUSE.

who had done this, so it was okay. In fact, she
was friends with all the other good mothers in
her neighborhood who had disappeared into
their children. One of these good mothers
lived right beside her. This other good mother
brought her children over to play, and the good
mothers talked and drank coffee. Well, one
day, they were outside, and this best friend, this
other good—maybe even better—mother’s son
found his way into a car in the driveway, which
happened to belong to the first good mother.
She had left it unlocked. The boy was three.
A beautiful boy. He got into the car, and what
did he do? He locked the doors. And nobody
noticed. The two good mothers were talking,

little boy is completely unhurt. At least on
the outside. The good mother sometimes sees
the little boy, who is now not so little, who is
in fact not little at all, in the next yard. And
she wants to run over to him and hold him.
But she doesnt because she’s afraid of how
much it will hurt. Not him. She wouldn’t hurt
him. She couldnt hurt him. But she’s afraid
that touching him will hurt her. That she will
squeeze him and that instead of feeling won-
derful, which is what she would like to feel,
and how she would like him to feel, she will
only feel another feeling: how he will never
be squeezed by the woman who wanted to

squeeze him most.”

to which she was paying homage, which left me
thinking, “Uh, what the F?” But, as it turned
out, she was only getting started. “Come here,”
she said. Her head swooped from my direction
to hers. “Come sit beside me.” I slid off the
couch. “Hi,” Mrs. C. said. “Hi,” T replied.
She tilted her head, exhaled through her nose,
frowned, and said, “You're so sweet. You know
that?” Then she smashed her nose against my
neck. I froze. Holy mother of mercy, I thought.
This is actually happening. She threw a leg
casually over my leg, slid it up to my groin area.
I was hyper aware of my hard-on pumping a
beat against her thigh, and I actually worried
that she might think I, or it, was coming on
a little strong. But then she scootched closer.
Her breasts, I thought. Mrs. Cls breasts were
mashed snugly against my left arm. I could feel
her nose against my cheek. Her exhalations
wafted over me, smelling of coffee and spice.

“Um,” I said.

“Just let me lay here,” she said. Of course she
meant, “Let me LIE here,” and by “here” she
meant on ME, but I wasn't going to correct her.
Also? She wasn't just lying. She was, like, sort
of grinding, then for real grinding, in slow mo-
tion, on me, whispering, “Its okay. It’s okay.”

But it wasn’t okay. This rubbing of her leg
was working me up, transforming me into a
metronome counting down the seconds to
blast off, and the thought of creaming my jeans
right there, in the piano room, filled me with a
hot, pulsing panic. Overhead, a chandelier re-
flected the light from windblown trees outside
the bay window. It blinked crazily, a hundred
flickering crystals alive with photons, as if the
universe were transmitting a warning signal.
And, just as I was nearing the verge, I disen-
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gaged. [ slipped from Mrs. C.’s grip, rolled over,
rose to my knees. Mrs. C., on the other hand,
remained on the floor, her face smashed against
the Oriental carpet. She was no longer moving.
I said her name. She didn’t respond. I lightly
tapped her cheek. Nothing. She appeared to be
out. I thought maybe she was pretending, so I
repeated her name. Nada. With my thumb, I
lifted an eyelid, revealing the bloodshot white
of an eye. “Come on, Mrs. C.,” I begged. “Stop
playing around.”

A bleat sounded: the security system, ac-
knowledging the entrance of another person
into the Chapman home. “Hello?” T called.
Feet pounded upon the stairs that lead to the
garage, and a girl, wearing a white tennis outfit,
wielding a racquet like a weapon, bounded
around the corner: Mrs. C.’s daughter. Ashley

monogrammed cutting board—where niblets
and strings of some sort of fowl-meat had been
abandoned—and that he might, in a fit of
passion, drive the blade through a slot in my
rib cage. But of course Dr. Chapman, having
spent a lifetime staring trauma in the face, even
if only of the dental variety, kept his cool, re-
tained total composure, and did not inflict any
physical pain, but, instead, said that he hoped
I'd keep what I'd seen here between myself and
the Chapman family, that Laney had been
going through a difficult period, and that it had
been tough for her to admit she needed help,
which meant itd been almost impossible to
treat adequately whatever it was that she had.
Finally, he placed his hands, which were strong,
I supposed, from twenty years of gripping
dental instruments, upon my shoulders and

“JUST LET ME LAY HERE,” SHE SAID. OF COURSE SHE MEANT, “LET ME
LIE HERE,” AND BY “HERE” SHE MEANT ON ME, BUT I WASN’T GOING TO

CORRECT HER.

was prettier than her picture, what with her
cutlicues of hair coming undone from a pony-
tail, the smattering of freckles across her nose.

“I think something’s wrong with your
mom,” I said. Ashley stared at the sprawled,
unresponsive body of her mom, dropped her
racquet, slipped a phone from a skirt pocket,
dialed 911, and asked me who the fuck I was
and why was I here and what was that on
my neck. “Luke,” I said, “from the café,” and
“I tutor your brother,” and, “I dont know,”
were my responses. “My brother’s not even
here!” she yelled, “He’s at the Outer Banks
with his friends!”

I'm obviously running out of space here,
not to mention time, so 'm going to launch
into what I hope will be a brief summary of
what happened after the paramedics arrived,
and how, as soon as they rolled Mrs. Chapman
into the ambulance, Dr. Chapman showed
up, and how he didn’t accompany his wife to
the hospital, but sent his daughter in his stead,
then took me by the arm and led me into the
house, where he interrogated me, and where I
did my best to answer his questions, worrying
that, at any moment, he might reach for the
Wiisthof carving knife thatd been left on a

said he wanted to thank me, that he hated to
think what would’ve happened had I not been
here, and that he appreciated all I'd done for the
family, but that my services would no longer
be needed. He hoped I'd understand, squeezed
my shoulders, hard, as if to put an exclamation
point on what hed said and maybe distract
himself from the fact that his eyes were getting
all watery.

I interpreted Dr. Chapman’s good-bye to
mean that he did not want to see me again,
which is why I never went to the hospital, why
I had to hear from somebody else that Mrs.
Chapman had indeed “overmedicated” via a
“cocktail” of pharmaceuticals, and that no one
dared call it a suicide attempt, even though that
seemed like a plausible, if not insanely tragic,
explanation. The news totally bummed out
everybody at the café, which, without Mis.
Chapman to brighten it up twice a day, lan-
guished in perpetual gloom. A couple of weeks
before I quit, I discovered that Mrs. Chapman
had left me a card at the café telling me she was
sorry that I had to witness such an indignity,
and that she hoped to see me soon at the coffee
shop, though she never did. She changed coffee

shops, and after I sent some letters, she sent one

requesting that I stop: she would appreciate it if
I never spoke of any of the things I had spoken
of again.

But of course I am speaking of them now,
because if there’s anything that I've learned by
befriending Laney Chapman, it’s that it sucks
to pretend you're something you're not. I know
some people would say that’s the best anyone
can hope for, that life is a grand and maddening
masquerade, that nobody ever knows who they
really are, and if they think they do they’re total-
ly deceiving themselves. That may be true. All
I can say for sure is that if someone, in this case
Mr. George E Kennan, who I've admittedly
never heard of until today, makes a statement
like “we Americans place upon ourselves quite
extraordinary obligations of conformity,” I can
and will say I totally feel you, Mr. K., I know
where youre coming from, because I have
witnessed the consequences of this particular
ailment, and, furthermore, I am not immune
to these compulsions, as evidenced by the very
fact that I'm sitting here, writing this essay
about a woman I've apparently done a pretty
poor job of forgetting, hoping to transform
it all into a number on a final transcript, a
number that will become one in a series that
will help me, should I choose to be herded
with my peers to an idyllic campus where we'll
procrastinate and engage in drunken lechery
and cheer our teams to failure and earn some
sort of degree. It’s not the way I would’ve liked
this story to end, and maybe, in an alternate
universe, things DO end differently. Maybe,
in that universe, there’s a woman named Laney
who doesn’t care what other people think,
a woman who sits in the bathtub when she’s
depressed and smokes real cigarettes and chases
bonbons with Jack Daniel’s, a woman with a
broken heart and a baby-doll face who lets her
hair grow long and wild and refuses to shave
her pits or wear makeup and, most important-
ly, says yes when a friend of hers, a guy half her
age, a guy who she likes and gets along with, a
guy who would totally be there for her forever,
asks if she'd run away with him, despite the fact
that she’s married and he himself has no plans
or money or, least of all, any idea whatsoever
about where they should go, only that he’s the
type of guy who isnt bound by obligations
and conventions; he’s a guy who knows exactly
what he wants and needs and, in the end, isnt
afraid to come right out and say it. 8
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