







30 April 97

Hello, Cousin Cluett,


I’m going to try to be happy at this new keyboard once again.  This whole business has been ridiculous.  It has cost me weeks of sweet confidence to say nothing of a faux serenity, the result of years of denying my true nature.  That is, that of a drunk who flies to any means of avoidance particularly one including alcohol and the opportunity for showing off with the promise of high drama drenched in tears.  I suppose that was my substitute for the lying gene – I am almost sure of it, since you tell me that a liar has trouble trusting.  Which, thank God, I most certainly do not.  I have entrusted my entire self time and again to almost any passing stranger.  My mother told me not once but many times that I was a damn fool.  She trusted no one ever, never lied and died a miserable woman at the end of a life of devastating dissatisfaction.  There’s a lesson in that paragraph somewhere, cousin, but pay it no mind.

Now then, cousin, I would say for godsake go to the ballpark.  It would seem to me that the chance for continuance of baseball is the most fragile of all the sports, and so your presence could be a vote in its favor.  My three aunts across the street from your more sedate relatives played baseball with their gentlemen callers well past their adolescent years.  This kind of allure got them three diminutive husbands none of whom was the least interested in baseball.  Nonetheless, it is certainly the most theatrical of sports.  The players are identifiable on sight and their roles in the drama are immediately apparent, their characters are raffish, clearcut and the structure of the plot is complex but reasonable. There is always also the possibility of violent encounter among the players and referees and managers which is no less interesting than the structured plot.  You most certainly have proven the strength of your character by now.  You are stalwart, opinion-ated and judgmental, and you are just as odd as you can possibly be.  In addition, you have a charitable heart and a generous spirit, cousin, so that self denial should no longer be your concern.  The joy of your soul deserves attention, cousin.  Play ball.


Poor old Billy goes through days when he lies about feeling punk, until such time as he decides to throw up.  He has a favorite carpet.  It is polka dotted with washed out orange spots.  He stands over it and gags and deposits an orange mucous bile.  Simple Solution which I buy from his favorite lesbians who run the Pet Shoppe where he has his hair done will remove pee stains but does nothing for vomit.  In any case, he is ready for another heavy meal the moment he has stopped throwing up and is apparently none the worse for the experience.  He has done this all his life.  Your sister tells me this is no cause for alarm, and God knows I believe her.


On an unrelated subject – one which may not suit your agenda – I have decided to speak my mind on the picture of our great grandmother, Sarah Phifer, which you have used in your swell book.  I am familiar with it over a number of years – possibly since childhood.  However, I can’t recall in whose house I became familiar with it, most probably Big Stuart's, since she kept her rooms so immaculately.  It most definitely was not a pastel portrait and was not much larger than the reproduction in your book.  I have studied this picture most carefully.  I have worked in pastels which, as you know, are   subtly colored chalk and make a soft, almost hazy picture, since the chalk is often rubbed or smeared with your finger.  I can’t remember ever having seen a pastel portrait with a dark background. There is no way to make a hard line with this medium.  I have also worked with photographic materials and techniques, particularly with lighting which is the essential element in photography.  The lighting in the picture in question is very harsh and probably came from a skylight or a large window.  In any case, it is most unflattering to the subject making heavy shadow alongside the nose and mouth.  This is, cousin, in my opinion, a photograph of the lady herself.  The detail in the clothing and jewelry would certainly not be pastel technique.  On the other hand the picture has been doctored at some point.  Somebody has made made highlights in the hair and along the cheek.  She is no beauty, let’s face it, but she is definitely the same woman in the portrait I presented (without acknowledgment) to the Blandwood Museum some ten years back.  The woman in the oil portrait is probably younger and most certainly more beautiful.  There is little if any light or delight in either portrait.  See what you think.


The legendary ugly ducking within my hearing was Cousin Madge Patterson who got me out of my Manhattan hideaway on Monday nights to have dinner at her house with lamb chops and orange soufflee and sit in her box at the old Met Opera.  The word on my side of Ransom Place was she was as ugly as a mud fence “but perfectly darling.”  

Which she most certainly was.  “Mimi always gets me,” she told me at the end of Boheme with tears running down her old cheeks.  I’m sure you know the honeymoon story with Rufus and girlfriend.  I knew a true beauty in Lucy Morehead from Durham when I was at Woodberry, red-haired with beautiful legs and smart chatter.  Lathrop’s daughter I think.  She married a Jew, and her family cancelled her out of their lives.      


I am sure you must be familiar with the story of the sandwiches placed on the gate post by my grandmother for your poor starving grandfather and his statement that the red ants he ate in the sandwich made him long winded.


Speaking of long winded, I ask you to forgive me this letter – I started it to be honest three days ago.  Next time I’ll tell you about dropping in on Jim Morehead at his house in Greensboro – drunk.  I was drunk.  He may have been.  Are you just spellbound?








Ciao, Cousin Cluett,           

