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Mother and | take the train to Chicago. She wearstheivory raw silk suit | made
for her. A cab drivesusto an Art School on Michigan Avenue. Inside the building,
crowded with students, we sign with a security guard. Elevator doors close on hollow
sounds of students laughing. On the sixth floor, we move down along hall with open
doors on either side. The smellsof oil paint and turpentine make our eyes water. We
glance into alife class filled with students painting at easels. Near atall window, amale
model shifts position and yawns in the afternoon sunlight.

Mother seems unusually silent, tense. Her head lowers. She studies her hands.
We enter the last office on the right. Through an outer waiting room filled with young
people, who are studying notebooks or sketching each other, we can see Professor Black
talking on the phone at his desk. He'sin hisfifties, nice looking, with wild dark hair.
We pause by an empty desk outside his open door. He motionsto usto comein. “I'll be
freeinaminute. It's my assistant’s day off and final conference week too,” he says.
Thisis my mother’s conference time, her moment as a correspondence student in
drawing.

| wheel her chair closer to hisdesk. With paint-stained fingers, he shoves his hair
behind hisears. “Niceto seeyou, Barbara.” He rises and takes her hand. She lifts her
head slowly. She smiles. | step into shadow. He sitsdown. Sheleansin closer. | cannot
hear what they say. He laughs suddenly. She nods and smiles, sharing the joke | can’'t

make out. Sheleans back. Her face isbeautiful, smiling like the face of ayoung girl.
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Again, his phonerings. Helooks at Mother. She gives him areluctant nod. He
answersthe call. He slams down the receiver on awrong number. Mother glances at her
watch to confirm minutes left. A female student looksin. Mother gasps. She studies
him. He waves the student off with asmile. | feel like dragging the girl away by her
long straight hair. Mother smoothes the silk sleeve of her suit.

“It means everything to her to see you in person,” | tell him. “Your comments on
her sketches...she adores these visits.” Professor Black smilesin my direction. He
reddens and nods quickly “Y ou’ve come from so far away.” He kisses my mother’s
hand. Sherealizes her timeisup. He pushes her wheelchair to the door. “Barbarais my
‘A’ student.” Shelooksup at him. | take over the chair. He turns to shake my hand.
Two young men hover in the space behind us.

In aloud voice, Mother says to everyone present, “We met at an opening once. |
was much younger then.” “Yes, yes, | remember. Well, goodbye,” he says. “Watch
your mail box for your next assignment.” “Shewill,” | say. We wheel down the
hallway. “An ‘A’ isgood,” Mother saysto herself in aquiet voice.

A few days later, the phone rings in mother’ s apartment. It’'s Eric Spendall,
Professor Black’ s assistant. | take down the address of a prestigious gallery on Chicago’s
near north side. Mother smilesup at me. “Yes,” | assure the assistant. “We will send
over five of her paintingsin care of ‘Eric Spendall’”. Mother grabs my hand, “There's

my ‘plus,” Diana. | knew he wanted to givemean ‘A+.” Thisishisway.”



