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			Introduction

			by Paul Rudnick

			Patrick Dennis can cause puberty. I was eleven or twelve when I first came upon his novels in a New Jersey public library, and his tales of life among the deliriously sophisticated made me yearn desperately for adulthood or, at the very least, a strong cocktail and an 8-inch cigarette holder. Auntie Mame is undoubtedly Mr. Dennis’ best-known and most-acclaimed work, and its title character has become an archetype: Auntie Mame is America’s diabolical answer to Mary Poppins.

			The novel was originally constructed as a series of short stories centering on Mame, but a savvy editor suggested linking the vignettes with a device thieved from that most sedate and suburban of publications, the Reader’s Digest (I learned of this strategy from Eric Myers’ comprehensive and essential biography of Patrick Dennis, Uncle Mame). In the Digest, individuals would often recall a Most Unforgettable Character, usually some beloved spinster who shared her secrets of canning peaches, or a strict yet caring Latin teacher exposing his students to the glories of Catullus. Patrick Dennis gleefully and maliciously subverted this cozy format, as his Most Unforgettable Character is Mame Dennis, a sparkling, chain-smoking, often inebriated Manhattan socialite for whom 9 A.M. is considered “the Middle of the Night.” The novel is narrated by Patrick Dennis himself, who is delivered, as a ten-year-old orphan, into his Auntie Mame’s terrifyingly overdecorated Beekman Place duplex, where he arrives amid a jabbering cocktail party, the guest list featuring a couple where “the man looked like a woman, and the woman, except for her tweed skirt, was almost a perfect Ramon Novarro.” After much giddy confusion, young Patrick reports that his Aunt “put her arms around me and kissed me, and I knew I was safe.”

			Part of Auntie Mame’s considerable charm lies in its blithe irreverence toward potential family angst: Patrick never bemoans his orphanhood, and psychotherapy is properly viewed as a trend, along with Japanese floral arranging and bobbed hair. Auntie Mame becomes a wicked child’s fantasy parent: she’s rich, foul-mouthed, and impossibly glamorous, like a rowdy, roller-skating Glinda, waving her wand to provide houseboys, satin sheets, and the occasional Rolls-Royce. Mame behaves like an actress with an endless repertory of crowd-pleasing roles. In the course of the novel, Mame becomes, among other pursuits, a curtseying Southern belle, a loden-caped vaguely Anglo-Irish authoress, and a sari-clad swami. Her constant variations in personality, accent, and career are dictated primarily by a lust for an ever-changing wardrobe; for Mame, hats are destiny. Mame glories in self-invention. This makes her both a sterling influence on a child’s imagination and a role model for drag queens everywhere. Mame defines the triumph of drag, for every sexual persuasion: the prospect of a new hair color, tiara, or pair of jodhpurs can symbolize hope itself.

			When Auntie Mame was first published in 1955, it became an immediate bestseller, even before the almost universally adoring reviews rolled in; the book must have seemed like an ideal tonic to the Donna Reed torpor of the era. The fifties established the American suburbs as a brand of family paradise, while Auntie Mame was a celebration of Manhattan uproar, of sleek penthouses, and people like Mame’s best friend Vera Charles, “a famous actress from Pittsburgh who spoke with such Mayfair elegance that you could barely understand a word she said.” Mame Dennis, perhaps swathed in Chanel chiffon with “just a suggestion of sables,” was the intoxicatingly perfumed antidote to Mamie Eisenhower, in her dowdy shirtwaists and neat bangs. If Auntie Mame has an enemy, it is the stuffy, aggressively middlebrow folks like the Upsons, a clan with whom she briefly tangles. “The Upsons lived like every family in America wants to live—not rich, but well-to-do. They had two of everything: two addresses, the flat on Park and a house in Connecticut; two cars, a Buick sedan and a Ford station wagon; two children, a boy and a girl; two servants, man and maid; two clubs, town and country; and two interests, money and position.”

			If Mame has any agenda, she is pro-pleasure and anti-pretention. Occasionally to young Patrick’s dismay, she verbally demolishes a variety of snobs and bigots; she’s a classic leftie activist in emeralds and Dior. While the book takes bantering pot-shots at anti-Semites and Confederate racists, the real venom is reserved for crimes of taste; the Upson home is “very Quaint, very Country, very Colonial. There were carriage lamps, ratchet lamps, tole lamps, and lamps made out of butter churns, coffee mills, and apothecary jars.” Mame can tolerate anything except all of the “bed warmers, old bellows, brass trivets, and gay samplers hung on the walls with Spy cartoons, hunting prints, yellowed maps, and prim daguerreotypes.” To Mame, conventional thinking and Early American décor are a prison; she advocates total sexual freedom, world travel, and “the feverish excitement of the creative career!” Mame believes that life must be art, and that the planet is her audience.

			Auntie Mame’s author, as a canny satirist, does not spare his title character: Mame is both mocked and adored for her own considerable affectations and theatrical dementia. She is vain and fearful of aging, she dallies with younger cads, and she loses her fortune in the Crash. Luckily, after she takes a mild stab at gainful employment, Mame’s creator nimbly provides her with a worshipful millionaire husband and a subsequently gilded widowhood. Patrick Dennis, the author, loves Mame but never insists that we take her too seriously; she is an artful confection, a gorgeously crafted bauble. This sort of airy comedy of manners is one of literature’s most notoriously daunting forms; divine creatures can easily grow tiresome. Mr. Dennis succeeds by virtue of speed and elegant savagery. Auntie Mame is a drunken fairy tale, and Mame is a Cinderella with many princes and an independent income.

			Over the years, Auntie Mame has been adapted into a hit Broadway play, a subsequent, equally successful Hollywood movie, a blockbuster stage musical, and an epically dreadful musical movie, starring Lucille Ball in her waning years. This last, disastrous “Mame” illustrates a dangerous homogenization of the novel. Lucy plays Mame as a figure of inspirational uplift, as a beaming, gracious lady of quality, with enough soft focus to satisfy even Loretta Young. Rosalind Russell plays Mame in the earlier, nonmusical film, and even she gets more than a tad sanctimonious; Auntie Mame should never become a tenderhearted force of nature, bravely molding her tremulous nephew and dabbing away a tear as he acquires his first pair of long pants. These multimedia versions of Mame sentimentalize the novel, and Mame actually becomes a sexless, homespun Reader’s Digest heroine.

			Patrick Dennis is the least soggy writer imaginable. His subsequent novels, many of them also bestsellers, create a blissfully poisonous panorama of American society, from the gin-drenched twenties through the shearling-vested sixties. My favorites include Genius, an all-stops-out portrait of a bombastic, visionary, lunatic movie director, an Orson Welles–scale figure hitting the skids in Mexico and creating an “artistic,” independently financed epic out of sheer gall. I’m also very fond of Tony, a scabrous look at a career social climber, and How Firm a Foundation, a yummy evisceration of a Kennedy-like clan in financial turmoil. There is an intriguing moral ambivalence to all of Mr. Dennis’ novels; he is helplessly attracted to outsize personalities, but he recognizes their madness. Many of his books are framed like Auntie Mame; the flamboyant divas are viewed by a more staid, cautious outsider.

			Patrick Dennis led a divided life, as a devoted husband and father and as a sexual adventurer, as a madcap novelist and—fascinatingly, following his years of success—as an anonymous butler at the estate of Ray Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s, among others. Mr. Dennis is the artist as concierge; he enjoyed access to the rich and famous, but kept a skillful distance. He is, above all else, a brilliant social observer and a detail addict, in a tradition encompassing everyone from Edith Wharton to Tom Wolfe. Mame refers to a family as “a lit-tle B. Altman’s—the more expensive floors, mind you,” and during World War II she declares that she “sold more bonds than any woman who’s ever worked El Morocco.” When I first read these sentences, I had no idea what B. Altman’s or El Morocco was, but I instantly got the point: Patrick Dennis has a passion for the precise contents of an upscale picnic hamper, and the exact inflections of a Dixie bore. His glee is his art.

			When discussing Auntie Mame, that hideously abused and overworked term “camp” inevitably rears its rhinestoned head. Camp has become an extremely nebulous commodity, and the word is used to describe everything from a Cher infomercial to anything that makes a heterosexual male uncomfortable. “Camp” is often invoked dismissively, to imply that a work is not merely lightweight but simpering and appreciated only by a deadeningly ironic cult. Mame Dennis is certainly camp, but of a higher order; she is the gleaming Deco hood ornament on the camp roadster. She is high camp because Patrick Dennis doesn’t pander and because his creation displays wit and intelligence.  The leading figures in Mr. Dennis’ later books are often darker and more complex. Mame bursts forth as a youthful treat. Mame is camp at its frivolous best—the triumph of fantasy over dreary common sense. She joins a pantheon that includes Judith Bliss, a semiretired actress with a penchant for daily melodrama in Noël Coward’s Hay Fever, and Mrs. Stitch, the dithering London society queen in Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop, who at one point pilots her car down into the subway.

			As a New Jersey adolescent, I was most impressed by Patrick Dennis’ reverence for style. In Auntie Mame, once Patrick reaches college, he joins with friends united by their soulful appreciation of the charm, nonchalance, and wingtips of Fred Astaire; whenever a member encounters any challenging social situation, he asks himself, “What would Fred Astaire do?” In New Jersey, personality tended to be frowned upon, and whiplash tap-dancing would have been considered deeply suspect. Sameness ruled, and Patrick Dennis was a beacon, guiding me toward the hoped-for depravity of Manhattan. At that time, during the 1970s, Mr. Dennis’ books were already falling out of print; his output was deemed hopelessly dated, disposable froth. I didn’t care, and I was right: marvelous comic writing will always endure, and the novels grow ever more valuable as sheer social reportage.

			Like most rabid Dennis acolytes (Dennizons?), for years I felt furtive and alone. Once I attended college, I realized that I was merely one of a slavish horde. The most unlikely people proved to be devotees, clutching their battered paperbacks of The Joyous Season or Love and Mrs. Sergeant. Perhaps the most cherished prize was a mint copy of Little Me, Mr. Dennis’ landmark photo-biography of an invented, talentless movie star named Belle Poitrine. Patrick Dennis is long overdue for a proper renaissance.

			I hope that this fresh edition of Auntie Mame will only begin a novice reader’s acquaintance with the master. Auntie Mame is a classic, but the rest of the Dennis shelf deserves equal applause. I think of Mame as the most scintillating hostess, welcoming readers everywhere to the delectable Dennis geography. As her nephew recalls, in describing his relationship to this impossible, irresistible figure, “It was love, and the experience was unique.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Auntie Mame
 and the Orphan Boy

			It has rained all day. Not that I mind rain, but this is the day I promised to put up the screens and take my kid to the beach. I also meant to daub some giddy stencils on the composition walls of the place in the cellar which the realtor called a Rumpus Room and to start finishing what the realtor called an Unfinished Attic, Ideal for Guest Room, Game Room, Studio or Den.

			Somehow I got sidetracked right after breakfast.

			It all started over an old issue of the Digest. This is a magazine I rarely read. I don’t have to, because I hear all of its articles discussed every morning on the seven-fifty-one and every evening on the six-oh-three. Everybody in Verdant Greens—a community of two hundred houses in four styles—swears by the Digest. In fact, they talk of nothing else.

			But I find that the magazine has the same snake-bird fascination for me, too. Almost against my will, I read about the menace in our public schools; the fun of natural childbirth; how a community in Oregon put down a dope ring; and about somebody whom a famous writer—I forget which one—considers to be the Most Unforgettable Character he’s ever met.

			That stopped me.

			Unforgettable Character? Why, that writer hasn’t met anybody! He couldn’t know what the word character meant unless he’d met my Auntie Mame. Nobody could. Yet there were certain parallels between his Unforgettable Character and mine. His Unforgettable Character was a sweet little New England spinster who lived in a sweet little white clapboard house and opened her sweet little green door one morning expecting to find the Hartford Courant. Instead she found a sweet little wicker basket, with a sweet little baby boy inside. The rest of the article went on to tell how that Unforgettable Character took the baby in and raised it as her own. Well, that’s when I put the Digest down and got to thinking about the sweet little lady who raised me.

			In 1928 my father had a slight heart attack and was confined to his bed for a few days. Along with a pain in his chest, he developed a certain cosmic consciousness and the instinct that he wasn’t going to last forever. So, having nothing better to do, he telephoned his secretary, who looked like Bebe Daniels, and dictated his will. The secretary typed an original and four carbons, put on her cloche, and took a Yellow Cab from La Salle Street to the Edgewater Beach Hotel to get my father’s signature.

			The will was very short and very original. It read:

			In case of my death, all of my worldly possessions are to be left to my only child, Patrick. If I should die before the boy is eighteen, I appoint my sister, Mame Dennis, of 3 Beekman Place, New York City, as Patrick’s legal guardian.

			He is to be reared as a Protestant and to be sent to conservative schools. Mame will know what I mean. All cash and securities which I leave are to be handled by the Knickerbocker Trust Company of New York City. Mame will be among the first to see the wisdom of this. However, I do not expect her to be out of pocket on account of rearing my son. She is to submit monthly bills for my son’s food, lodging, clothing, education, medical expenses, etc. But the Trust Company will have every right to question any item that seems unusual or eccentric before reimbursing my sister.

			I also bequeath five thousand dollars ($5,000) to our faithful servant, Norah Muldoon, so that she may retire in comfort to that place in Ireland she’s always talking about .

			Norah called me in from the playground and my father read his will to me in a shaky voice. He said that my Aunt Mame was a very peculiar woman and that to be left in her hands was a fate that he wouldn’t wish a dog, but that beggars couldn’t be choosers and Auntie Mame was my only living relative. The will was witnessed by the secretary and the room service waiter.

			The following week my father had forgotten his illness and was out playing golf. A year later he dropped dead in the steam room of the Chicago Athletic Club and I was an orphan.

			I don’t remember much about my father’s funeral except that it was very hot and there were real roses in the vases of the undertaker’s Pierce-Arrow limousine. The cortege was made up of some big, hearty men who kept muttering something about getting in at least nine holes when this thing was over, and, of course, Norah and me.

			Norah cried a lot. I didn’t. In my whole ten years I’d hardly spoken to my father. We met only at breakfast, which for him consisted of black coffee, Bromo-Seltzer and the Chicago Tribune. If I ever said anything, he’d hold his head and say, “Pipe down, kid, the old man’s hung,” which I never understood until some years after his death. Every year on my birthday he’d send Norah and me to a matinee performance of some light entertainment involving Joe Cook or Fred Stone or maybe the Sells-Floto Circus. Once he took me out to dinner at a place called Casa de Alex with a pretty woman named Lucille. She called us both Honey and smelled very good. I liked her. Otherwise I rarely saw him. My life was spent at Chicago Boys’ Latin School, or at Supervised Play with the other children who lived in the hotel, or messing around the suite with Norah.

			After he was Laid to Rest, as Norah called it, the big, hearty men went off to the golf course and the limousine carried us back to the Edgewater Beach. Norah took off her black hat and her veil and told me I could get out of my serge suit. She said that my father’s partner, Mr. Gilbert, and another gentleman were coming and that I should be around to sign some papers.

			I went into my room and practiced signing my name on hotel stationery, and pretty soon Mr. Gilbert and the other man showed up. I could hear them talking to Norah, but I couldn’t understand much of what they said. Norah cried a little and said something about that dear, blessed man, not cold in his grave and generous to a fault. The stranger said that his name was Babcock and he was my trustee, which I thought was very exciting because Norah and I had just seen a movie in which an honest convict was made a trusty and saved the warden’s little daughter during a big prison break. Mr. Babcock said something about a very irregular will, but watertight.

			Norah said she didn’t know nothing much about money matters but that it sounded like a good deal of money, she was sure.

			Mr. Gilbert said The Boy was to endorse this certified check in the presence of the Trust Company official and then it was to be notarized and the whole transaction would be finished and done with. It sounded faintly sinister to me. Mr. Babcock said, Um, yes, that was right.

			Norah cried again and said such a big fortune for such a lit-tle boy and the trustee said yes, it was a considerable amount, but then, he’d handled people like the Wilmerdings and the Goulds who had real money.

			It seemed to me that they were making a lot of fuss about nothing if all this didn’t involve real money.

			Then Norah came into the bedroom and told me to go out and shake hands with Mr. Gilbert and the other gentleman like a Little Man. I did. Mr. Gilbert said I was Taking It like a Regular Soldier and Mr. Babcock, the trustee, said he had a boy back in Scarsdale just my age, and he hoped we’d be Real Pals.

			Mr. Gilbert picked up the telephone and asked if a Notary Public could be sent up. I signed two pieces of paper. The Notary Public mumbled some things and then stamped the paper. Mr. Gilbert said that was that and he had to step on it if he wanted to get to Winnetka. Mr. Babcock said that he was staying at the University Club and if Norah wanted anything she could reach him there. They shook hands with me again and Mr. Gilbert repeated that I was a Regular Soldier. Then they picked up their straw hats and went away.

			When we were alone, Norah said I’d been a dear and how would I like to go down to the Marine Room and have a good dinner and then maybe see a Vitaphone talking picture.

			That was the end of my father.

			 

			There wasn’t very much to pack. Our suite consisted of a large sitting room and three bedrooms, all furnished by the Edgewater Beach Hotel. The only bibelots my father possessed were a pair of silver military brushes and two photographs. “Like an Ay-rab, your father lived,” Norah said.

			I’d got so used to the two photographs that I never paid any attention to them. One of them was of my mother, who died when I was born. The other photograph depicted a flashing-eyed woman in a Spanish shawl with a big rose over one ear. “A regular Eye-talian she looks,” Norah said. That was my Auntie Mame.

			Norah and Mr. Babcock went through my father’s personal belongings. He took all the papers and my father’s gold watch and pearl studs and the jewelry that had been my mother’s to keep for me until I was old enough to Appreciate them. The room service waiter got my father’s suits. His golf clubs and my old books and toys were sent off to a charity. Then Norah took the pictures of my mother and Auntie Mame out of their frames and cut them down to fit my hip pocket—“So you’ll always have the faces of your loved ones near your heart,” she explained.

			Everything was done. Norah bought me a suit of lightweight mourning at Carson, Pirie, Scott’s and an epic hat for herself. Mr. Gilbert and The Firm made all the arrangements for our trip to New York. On June thirtieth we were ready to go.

			I remember the day we left Chicago because I’d never been allowed to stay up so late before. The hotel staff took up a collection and presented Norah with a fitted alligator traveling case, a malachite rosary, and a big bouquet of American Beauty roses. They gave me a book called Bible Heroes Every Child Should Know—Old Testament. Norah took me around to say good-by to all the children who lived in the hotel and at seven o’clock Room Service brought up our dinner, which featured three different kinds of dessert, with the compliments of the chef. At nine o’clock Norah made me wash my face and hands again, brushed my new mourning suit, pinned a St. Christopher medal onto my B.V.D.s, cried, put on her new hat, cried, gathered up her roses, made a brief last inspection of the suite, cried, and settled into the hotel bus.

			 

			It was easy to see that Norah was as unaccustomed to de luxe rail travel as I was. She was nervous in the compartment and gave a little scream when I turned on the water in the basin. She read all the warnings aloud, told me not to go near the electric fan, and not to flush the toilet until the train started. She amended this by telling me not to use the toilet at all—you couldn’t tell who’d been there before.

			We had a little quarrel about who was going to sleep in the upper berth. I wanted to, but Norah was firm. I was pleased when she nearly fell climbing into the upper, but she said she’d rather perish than ring for a ladder and have that black man see her in her night clothes. At ten the train started to roll and I lay in my berth watching the lights of the South Side glide past my window. Before we got to Englewood Station I was asleep, and that’s the last I ever saw of Chicago.

			It was thrilling to eat breakfast while the big New York Central train was racing over the countryside. Norah had lost her awe of train travel and struck up quite a conversation with the colored dining steward.

			“Yes,” Norah was saying, “thirty years I been in this country now. Come over as a girl from the other side, and green as grass I was, too. Went into me—my—first service in Boston, Massachusetts; on Commonwealth Avenue it was—oh, the stairs in that house—when this boy’s mother was just a little girl. Then she married, and took me with them all the way out to Chicago. La, but I was frightened! I full expected the place to be run over with red In-di-uns. Eat all your egg, darling,” she said to me.

			“First herself died,” Norah went on, “and I stayed on to care for the child. Then Mist-her Dennis passed on. Went off like that in the Athyletic Club. And now it’s me melancholy task to take this poor little boy to his Auntie Mame in New York. Imagine, only ten years old and nayther father nor mother does he have.” Norah dabbed at her eyes.

			The steward said I was very brave.

			“Show him the photygraph of yer Auntie Mame, darling,” Norah said. I was embarrassed, but I reached into my hip pocket and brought out the Carmen picture of my aunt.

			“Tell me, is this Beekman Place a decent neighborhood for bringing up a child? He’s only used to the best.”

			“Oh, yes, ma’am,” the steward said, “that’s a very nice location. I got a cousin works on Beekman Place. Nearly everybody there’s a millionaire.”

			Spurred on by her social success with the New York Central personnel, Norah ordered another pot of tea and regarded the other passengers with an imperious air.

			We spent the rest of the morning in our compartment, which had mysteriously changed from a bedroom to a sort of living room. Norah said her rosary, with a special mention of the Seven Cities of Sin, and then began her tatting. After breakfast Norah managed to tell both the porter and the conductor, with mounting hauteur, that I was a fabulously endowed little boy—“jist like that King Whatsisname of Ro-mania”—who was going to live with his Auntie Mame, a woman of means and mystery who dwelt in a marble palace on Beekman Place.

			It was six o’clock when we pulled into Grand Central, and Norah, for all her Pullman airs and graces, was scared and flustered in the throng on the platform.

			“Take me hand, Paddy,” she screamed, “and don’t fer the love of the Lord get lost in this . . .” The rest of her warning was muffled by the uproar. Clinging to me with one hand and clutching at the money bag in her corset with the other, Norah fought a losing battle with a redcap, who, ignoring her protests, tossed all of our luggage onto a hand truck and rolled it away, with Norah and me racing after him.

			He hadn’t meant to steal our belongings after all. Instead, he hailed a cab and started tossing the baggage into the back seat. We wedged into the cab with the luggage and, before the redcap could express his true appreciation of the ten-cent tip Norah had given him, the taxi lurched out into the street.

			“Take us to Number Three Beekman Place, driver,” Norah said, “and don’t think I’m no greenhorn ye can drive all over town to run up the tab.”

			It was still light and very, very hot. I don’t know what I’d expected New York to look like, but anyhow I was disappointed. It wasn’t a bit different from Chicago.

			There was a bad traffic jam on Park Avenue and Norah was outraged to see the meter register an extra five cents while the cab was standing still. Third Avenue, despite its many Irish names, distressed her; Second, even more.

			“And may I ask where ye think ye’re takin’ us, my good man?” Norah shrieked at the driver.

			“Where you said: Three Beekman Place.”

			“Glory, it looks no better than a Dublin slum,” she wailed. But when the taxi drove into Beekman Place she was somewhat relieved. “Pretty little spot,” she said with just a hint of patronage. The cab stopped in front of a big building that looked exactly like all the buildings on Lake Shore Drive or Sheridan Road or Astor Street in Chicago.

			“Not half so grand as the Edgewater Beach,” Norah sniffed with a certain Midwestern loyalty. “Jump out, darling, and be careful ye don’t muss yer hair.”

			The doorman looked us over with more than casual interest and said coldly that we were to go to the sixth floor.

			“Come along, Paddy,” Norah said, “and mind yer manners with yer Auntie Mame. She’s a very elly-gant lady.”

			In the elevator I took one last quick look at the picture of my aunt, just so I’d remember her face. I wondered if she’d wear a rose and a Spanish shawl. The elevator door opened. We stepped out. The door slid closed and we were alone.

			“Motheragod, the halls of hell!” Norah cried.

			We stood in a vestibule which was painted pitch black. The only light came from the yellow eyes of a weird pagan god with two heads and eight arms sitting on a teakwood stand. Straight ahead of us was a scarlet door. It didn’t look like the sort of place where a Spanish lady lived. In fact, it didn’t look like the sort of place where anybody lived.

			Even though I was ten years old, I took Norah’s hand.

			“Oh, but don’t it look like the ladies’ rest room in the Oriental The-ay-ter,” Norah breathed.

			Norah pressed the bell gingerly. The door swung open and she let out a faint little scream. “God love us, a Chinese!”

			A tiny Japanese houseman, hardly bigger than I was, stood smirking in the doorway. “You want?” he said.

			In a faint, humble voice Norah said, “I’m Miss, that is, I’m Norah Muldoon bringin’ young Mist-her Dennis to his aunt.”

			The little Japanese jumped back like a mechanical doll. “Must be mistake. No want little boy today.”

			“But,” Norah said with a pitiable bleat of desperation, “I sent the wire mesel—myself—sayin’ we’d arrive at six o’clock today, the first of July.”

			“Not important,” the little Japanese said with a shrug of superb Eastern indifference. “Boy here, house here, Madame here. Madame having affair now. No matter. You come in. You wait. I fetch.”

			“Do you think we ought to?” I whispered to Norah. I took one more look at the black walls and the idol and squeezed her rough old hand. It was trembling worse than my own.

			“You come in. You wait,” the Japanese said with a sinister smirk. “You come in,” he repeated. The effect was hypnotic.

			On leaden feet we advanced into the foyer of the apartment. It was, in its dazzling way, even more terrifying than the black entry hall. The walls were painted an intense orange. A huge, bronze Japanese lantern cast a bilious light through its yellow parchment panes. On either side of the foyer was a great archway masked by tall paper screens, and behind them a lot of people were making a lot of noise.

			The Japanese gestured toward a long low bench. It was the only piece of furniture in the room. “You sit,” he hissed. “I fetch Madame. Sit.”

			There was a big parchment tapestry hanging behind the bench. It depicted a Japanese man disemboweling himself with a samurai sword.

			“You sit,” the houseman repeated with a giggle, and disappeared beyond one of the paper screens.

			“Heathenish,” Norah whispered. Her joints cracked painfully as she lowered her bulk onto the bench. “What could yer poor father be thinkin’ of?” The roar behind the screen grew louder and there was a crash of glass. I gripped Norah.

			Our knowledge of Oriental fleshpots had been strictly limited to what we’d seen in the movies—hideous tortures, innocent virgins drugged and sold into a life worse than death along the Yangtze, bloody tong wars—but Hollywood had made pretty clear what happened when East and West met.

			“Paddy,” Norah cried suddenly, “we’ve been tricked into a opium den to be killed or worse. We’ve got to get outta here.” She started to rise, pulling me with her, and then sank back to the bench with a defeated moan.

			A regular Japanese doll of a woman had strolled into the foyer. Her hair was bobbed very short with straight bangs above her slanting brows; a long robe of embroidered golden silk floated out behind her. Her feet were thrust into tiny gold slippers twinkling with jewels, and jade and ivory bracelets clattered on her arms. She had the longest fingernails I’d ever seen, each lacquered a delicate green. An almost endless bamboo cigarette holder hung languidly from her bright red mouth. Somehow, she looked strangely familiar.

			She glanced at Norah and me with an expression of bemused surprise. “Oh,” she said, “the man at Private Procurement didn’t tell me you were bringing a child as well. No matter. He looks like a nice boy. If he misbehaves we can always toss him out into the river.” She laughed, but we didn’t. “I suppose you know what’s expected of you—just a little light slavery around the place, and of course Thursdays you’ll be left to your own devices.”

			Norah stared at her, wide-eyed. Her mouth hung open.

			“You’re a little late, you know,” the Oriental lady said. “I really wanted you in time to serve this mob,” she gestured to where all the noise was coming from. “But it doesn’t really matter. If you have no things with you, I suppose I can get you fitted out into something suitable.” She moved on toward the noise. “You just wait here, I’ll have Ito show you to your quarters. Ito! Ito!” she called, and swept out of the room.

			“Motheragod, did you hear what she said—all them words! One of them regular Chinese singsing girls, she was. Whatever can we do, Paddy, whatever can we do?”

			A sinister-looking couple strode across the foyer. The man looked like a woman, and the woman, except for her tweed skirt, was almost a perfect Ramon Novarro. He said, “I suppose you know they’re sending poor Miriam out to the Coast.”

			The woman said, “Well, God knows, if they want her killed professionally, they’ve shipped the poor bitch to the right place.” She laughed nastily and they disappeared beyond the opposite screen.

			Norah’s eyes popped and so did mine. The noise grew louder and louder. Suddenly a piercing scream rent the air. Both of us jumped. A woman’s voice rose hysterically above the roar. “Oh, Aleck! Stop it, please! You’re slaying me!” There was a great bellow of laughter and then another shrill scream. Norah clutched my arm and held it tight. Two men appeared from behind a screen. One of them had a bright red beard. Between them they were carrying a woman all dressed in black, her head thrown back, her eyes closed, her long hair trailing on the floor behind her. Norah gulped. “Poor Edna,” one of the men said. “Well, I don’t feel so damned sorry for her,” the man with the beard said. “I told her just this afternoon, I said, ‘Edna, you’re writing your own death warrant drinking all that poison at lunch. You’ll be cold as a mackerel by seven o’clock.’ And here she is, passed out.” Norah crossed herself.

			There was another scream and a roar of insane laughter. The little Japanese darted out from behind a screen and scampered across the foyer. He was carrying a big knife. Norah moaned.

			“Holy Mary, Mother of God, preserve us,” she prayed. “Save this little orphan and I from slaughter and worse at the hands of these Chinese cutthroats.” She began to mumble a long ardent prayer so incoherently that I got only a few words like White Slavery and Shanghai and Bloody Murder.

			The woman-man and man-woman crossed the foyer again.

			“. . . And of course, Death Comes for the Archbishop,” he was saying. “Have you ever experienced a sensation quite so exciting?”

			“Glorious God,” Norah cried, “is nothing nor no one safe in this sink of sin!”

			There was another scream and the hysterical voice cried, “Aleck, don’t! It’s just plain mur-der!”

			“This is enough,” Norah cried, grasping my hand and pulling me up. “We’ve got to get out of this nest of thieves and slayers while we’ve still a breath in our bodies. Better to die preservin’ me virtue than let the Chinee sell us into slavery. Come on, Paddy, we’ll run fer it and may the Good Lord help us.” With remarkable agility she sprang toward the door dragging me behind her.

			“Stop, please.” We were transfixed. It was the little Japanese, grinning ludicrously and still holding the knife. “Madame no find you?”

			“Look here, sir,” Norah said with desperate valor. “I’m only a poor old woman, but I’m prepared to buy me way out. I got money with me, although I may not look it. Lots of money. Five thousand dollars besides all me life’s savin’s. Surely you could let the child and I escape for that. We done no wrong.”

			“Oh, no,” he said with an inscrutable smile. “Not right. I fetch Madame. Madame very anxious have little boy in house.”

			“The vileness!” Norah moaned.

			The Japanese doll woman reappeared. “Ito,” she said, “I’ve been hunting all over for you. This is the new cook and I want you to . . .”

			“No, Missy Dennis,” he said, waggling his finger, “no new cook. New cook in kitchen. This your little boy.”

			“But no!” she squealed. “Then you must be Norah Muldoon!”

			“Yessum,” Norah breathed, too spent to find voice.

			“But why didn’t you tell me you were coming today? I’d never have been giving this party.”

			“Mum, I wired you . . .”

			“Yes, but you said July first. Tomorrow. This is the thirty-first of June.”

			Norah shook her head balefully. “No, mum, ’tis the first, God curse the evil day.”

			The tinselly laugh rang out, “But that’s ridiculous! Everyone knows “Thirty days hath September, April, June and. . .’ My God!” There was a moment’s silence. “But darling,” she said dramatically, “I’m your Auntie Mame!” She put her arms around me and kissed me, and I knew I was safe.

			Once inside Auntie Mame’s cavernous living room, which looked a lot like the night club scenery in Our Dancing Daughters, we were relieved to see that it was just full of a lot of people who looked like regular men and women. Well, perhaps not quite like regular men and women, but there were no wicked Orientals except my Auntie Mame, who had given up being Spanish and started being Japanese.

			There were people sitting on the low Japanese divans, standing out on the terrace, and looking at the dirty river through the big window. They were all talking and drinking. My Auntie Mame kissed me a great deal and introduced me to a lot of strangers, a Mr. Benchley, who was very nice, a Mr. Woollcott, who wasn’t, a Miss Charles, and a good many others.

			She kept saying, “This is my brother’s son and now he’s going to be my little boy.”

			Auntie Mame said to Circulate for a little while and then I could go to bed. She said that she was terribly sorry that she’d made such a stupid mistake about the date and that now she had to meet a lot of people for dinner at The Aquarium. I thought it was a strange place to eat, but to be polite I asked her if it was going to be a fish dinner and everyone shouted with laughter.

			She said it was just a Speak in the Fifties and I pretended to understand.

			Norah took my hand and we Circulated, but I didn’t get into any conversations with the people. They all used funny words, like “batik” and “Freud” and “inferiority complex” and “abstraction.” One lady with red hair said that she spent an hour a day on the Couch with her doctor and that he charged her twenty-five dollars every time she came. Norah led me to another part of the room.

			The little Japanese man gave Norah a glass and said it was right off the boat and Norah said she wasn’t used to spirits—even though she was always telling me about seeing ghosts and haunts—but this time she’d take a drop of the creature. She seemed to be feeling very happy all of a sudden. And in a little while she asked Ito to give her another Nip.

			Pretty soon the people started to leave. One group of people said they were going to see good old Texas that night and they’d have to get there early if they were going to be let in. I’d always thought Texas was quite a long way from New York.

			There were some people still standing out in the hall talking about things I didn’t understand, like Lysistrata and Netsuke and lapis lazuli and a Karl Marx, who I thought might be some relation to Groucho, Harpo, Chico, and Zeppo. Then Auntie Mame came out in a yellow evening dress like Bessie Love wore in The Broadway Melody. It was very short in front and very long in back and she didn’t look Japanese any more.

			“Good night, my darling,” she said, giving me a kiss. “We’ll have a long talk in the morning—but not too early.” The door closed behind her and the apartment was silent.

			The Japanese houseman took my hand gently. “You hungry. You come supper now,” he said kindly. “You maybe want to go bathroom first, little boy?”

			I went hot and then cold as the terrible realization came over me.

			“I, I already have,” I wailed, looking with horrible dismay at the dark stain spreading across my new suit of lightweight mourning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Auntie Mame
 and the Children’s Hour

			This article in the Digest goes on to say how the New England spinster, totally unused to children, grows to love the foundling who’s been dumped on her doorstep. And more than growing to love him, she gets pretty het up about child care and child psychology and that sort of thing.

			When the time comes for him to be sent to school, Miss Unforgettable has some serious differences with the village board of education and their methods. The truant officer is after the kid night and day, but the sweet little spinster holds out and single-handedly brings about sweeping reforms in the school system.

			Well, I don’t think that’s so much. Auntie Mame had some pretty original ideas on psychology and education herself.

			Looking back on Auntie Mame as the razzle-dazzle butterfly she was in 1929, I can see that she must have been just as terrified at the prospect of rearing a totally strange ten-year-old boy as I was when I first stumbled large-eyed and frightened into the Oriental splendor of her Beekman Place apartment. But Auntie Mame was never one to admit defeat. There was a kind of up-and-at-’em spirit of a speak-easy Girl Scout to my aunt. And although her ideas on child raising may have been considered a trifle unorthodox—as, indeed, were all her ideas on anything—Auntie Mame’s unique system worked well enough in its casual way.

			Our first interview took place at one o’clock in the afternoon in Auntie Mame’s big bedroom on my second day in New York. I felt unknown, unloved, unwanted, and awfully lonesome wandering listlessly around the big duplex, with only Norah for company. Ito, the little Japanese houseman, gave me a good lunch and giggled quite a lot, but otherwise there was no message from him. By one o’clock I was feeling desperate enough to read Bible Heroes Every Child Should Know—Old Testament when Ito came into my room and said, “You see Madame now.”

			Auntie Mame received me in her bedroom on the second floor. It was a vast chamber with black walls, a white carpet, and a gold ceiling. The only furnishings were an enormous gold bed up on a platform and a night table. Such a room might have depressed most people, but not Auntie Mame. She was as cheerful as a bird. In fact she looked rather like a bird in her bed jacket made of pink ostrich feathers. She was reading Gide’s Les Faux-Monnayeurs and smoking Melachrino cigarettes through a long amber holder.

			“Good morning, my little love,” she sang. “Come over here and kiss your Auntie Mame, but gently, dear, Auntie feels fierce.” I kissed her as gently as I knew how. “That was sweet, dear, you’ll make some lucky woman very happy someday. Now sit down here on Auntie’s bed—but easily now, dear—and we’ll have a little morning chat. Get to know one another.”

			Morning, I soon discovered, was one o’clock for Auntie Mame. Early Morning was eleven, and the Middle of the Night was nine.

			“Don’t you love this pearly part of the day!” she said with a sweeping gesture, scattering a lot of ashes over the black satin sheets.

			“Now, darling,” she said, “we’ve got to discover a lot of things about each other. I’ve never had a little boy around the place before, and ooops, here’s breakfast.

			“Now, let’s see,” she said brightly. She groped around among the mare’s nest of papers on her bedside table and dredged up a copy of my father’s will, which she had embellished with a lot of telephone numbers and a random shopping list or two. She also plucked out a pad of yellow foolscap and a big black pencil. “Well, I’m your guardian. We both know that, so there’s no need of much discussion there. Now, your father says you’re to be reared as a Protestant. I’ve no objection to that, I’m sure, although it does seem a shame that you should be deprived of the exquisite mysteries of some of the Eastern religions. However, your father always was a stick-in-the-mud about some things. Not that I mean to speak ill of my own brother. Where did you go to church, darling?”

			“The Fourth Presbyterian,” I said uncomfortably.

			“My God, child, do you mean to sit there and tell me that there are four Presbyterian churches in a place like Chicago! Well, no matter. I suppose we can hunt up some sort of Presbyterian church nearby.” Her eyes rolled dramatically toward the gold ceiling. “I don’t suppose your father would mind too much if I introduced you to Monsignor Malarky, he’s such a darling; so cultivated, and eyes like sapphires! He’s coming here for cocktails one day next week but I’ll make him promise not to talk shop with you.”

			Auntie Mame got back to business and the will. “Well, that takes care of your religious upbringing. Now school. Just whereabouts are you in school, dear?”

			“Fifth class at Chicago Boys’ Latin.”

			“Fifth class! Good heavens, aren’t you good enough for first class, child? You look bright enough to me!”

			With the patience of a ten-year-old I explained that the fifth class meant fifth grade.

			“Oh, and where are you supposed to be when you’re ten?”

			“In the fifth class, but I was only nine while I was in it.”

			“Then you mean that you are precocious?”

			“I beg your pardon?” I said.

			“Precocious, darling. Bright for your age. Ahead of yourself in school.”

			“Yes,” I said. “I was pre—what you said—all term long.”

			“Oh, I’m so glad, darling!” Auntie Mame trilled, writing something down on her pad. “We always were an intellectual family, although your father did everything possible to disguise the fact.”

			She returned to the will. “Now, your father says here that you’re to be sent to conservative schools—he would! Tell me, was this Latin affair conservative?”

			“I don’t quite know what you mean,” I said blushing.

			“Was it dull? Tiresome? Tedious? Stuffy?”

			“Yes, it was very stuffy.”

			“So like your father,” she sighed. “By the way, I know the most divine new school that a friend of mine is starting. Coeducational and completely revolutionary. All classes are held in the nude under ultraviolet ray. Not a repression left after the first semester. This man I know is absolutely au courant with everything that’s going on in Vienna—none of that dead-tired old Montessori system for him—and there’s lots of nonobjective art and eurhythmics and discussion groups—no books or anything like that. How I’d love to send you there. Really give your libido a good shaking up.”

			I hadn’t the faintest idea what she was talking about, but it sounded like a very unusual school, to say the least.

			A tender, faraway look came over her face. “I just wonder,” she said, “if it wouldn’t be a ra-ther good idea to look into Ralph’s school. Do you think you’ve got many repressions, dear?”

			I colored painfully. “I’m afraid I don’t understand a lot of the words you use, Auntie Mame.”

			“Oh, child, child,” she cried, and her feathery sleeves fluttered wildly across the bed, “what can be done about your vocabulary! Didn’t your father ever talk to you?”

			“Hardly ever,” I admitted.

			“My dear, a rich vocabulary is the true hallmark of every intellectual person. Here now”—she burrowed into the mess on her bedside table and brought forth another pad and pencil—“every time I say a word, or you hear a word, that you don’t understand, you write it down and I’ll tell you what it means. Then you memorize it and soon you’ll have a decent vocabulary. Oh, the adventure,” she cried ecstatically, “of molding a little new life!” She made another sweeping gesture that somehow went wrong because she knocked over the coffee pot and I immediately wrote down six new words which Auntie Mame said to scratch out and forget about.

			Then Auntie Mame studied the will some more.

			“As for being reimbursed by that trust company . . .”

			“How do you spell reim . . .”

			“Don’t interrupt! As for being reimbursed by the trust company, I’m perfectly willing and able to support you.” Her eyes narrowed and she fixed me with a piercing glance. “I suppose you’ve got some human adding machine who’s going to look after your money and tell me how you’re to be raised.”

			“You mean my trustee?”

			“Yes, child, what’s he like?”

			“Well, he wears a straw hat and glasses and lives in a place called Scarsdale and has a boy about my age and his name is Mr. Babcock.”

			“Scarsdale, wouldn’t you know it.” Auntie Mame wrote down “Knickerbocker Trust” and “Babcock.” “Well, I can see he’s going to be my own personal bête noir for the next eight years. I have the responsibility and he has the authority!”

			“That means black beast, doesn’t it?” It seemed a very exciting description for Mr. Babcock.

			“Darling!” she said brightly, and kissed me. “Your vocabulary is coming along marvelously. Perhaps we should speak nothing but French in the house.” She continued in English, however. “Well, I’ll tackle Babcock in my own good time. God knows you can learn more in ten minutes in my drawing room than you did in ten years with that father of yours. What a criminal way to raise a child!” She looked at her watch and fluttered her feathers. “Good heavens, I’ve got to do some shopping with Vera. Perhaps you’d like to come along. Besides, we know enough about each other for a start.” She looked at me in my suit of lightweight mourning. “For God’s sake, child, haven’t you got some clothes that don’t make you look like a sick crow?”

			I said I had.

			“Well, put them on if you’re coming with me, and don’t forget your vocabulary pad.” Obediently I made for the door.

			“By the way, child,” she said. Once more her eyes had that penetrating look.

			“Yes, Auntie Mame?”

			“Did your father ever say anything—that is, tell you anything—about me before he died?”

			Norah had told me that all liars went straight to hell, so I gulped and blurted out, “He only said that you were a very peculiar woman and to be left in your hands was a fate he wouldn’t wish a dog but beggars can’t be choosers and you’re my only living relative.”

			There was a quiet gasp. “That bastard,” she said evenly.

			I reached for my vocabulary pad.

			“That word, dear, was bastard,” she said sweetly. “It’s spelled b-a-s-t-a-r-d, and it means your late father! Now get out of here and get dressed!”

			 

			I spent that first summer in New York trotting around after Auntie Mame with my vocabulary pad, having Little Morning 
		Chats every afternoon, and being seen and not heard at her literary teas, salons, and cocktail parties.

			They used a lot of new words, too, and I acquired quite a vocabulary by the end of summer. I still have some of the vocabulary sheets of odd information picked up at Auntie Mame’s soirees. One, dated July 14, 1929, features such random terms as: Bastille Day, Lesbian, Hotsy-Totsy Club, gang war, Id, daiquiri—although I didn’t spell it properly—relativity, free love, Oedipus complex—another one I misspelled—mobile, stinko—and from here on my spelling went wild—narcissistic, Biarritz, psychoneurotic, Shönberg, and nymphomaniac. Auntie Mame explained all the words she thought I ought to know and then made me put them into sentences which I practiced with Ito, while he did his Japanese flower arrangements and giggled.

			My advancement that summer of 1929, if not exactly what Every Parent’s Magazine would recommend, was remarkable. By the end of July I knew how to mix what Mr. Woollcott called a “Lucullan little martini” and I had learned not to be frightened by Auntie Mame’s most astonishing friends.

			Auntie Mame’s days were spent in a perpetual whirl of shopping, entertaining, going to other people’s parties, being fitted for the outlandish clothes of the day—and hers were even more so—going to the theater and to the little experimental plays that opened and shut like clams all over New York, being taken to dinner by a series of intellectual gentlemen, and traipsing through galleries of incomprehensible pictures and statues. But with all of her hectic, empty life, she still had plenty of time to devote to me. I was dragged along to most of the exhibitions, the shopping forays with her friend Vera, and to whatever functions Auntie Mame thought would be Suitable, Stimulating, or Enlightening for a child of ten. That covered a wide range.

			Actually, Auntie Mame and I learned to love one another in as brief and painless a period as possible. That her amazing personality would attract me, just as it had seduced thousands of 
		others, was a foregone conclusion. Her helter-skelter charm was, after all, notorious, and she was also the first real Family I ever knew. But that she could care at all for an insignificant, uninteresting boy of ten was a constant source of surprise and delight and mystification to me. Yet she did, and I’ve always thought that for all of her popularity, her interests, her constant comings and goings, she was probably a little lonely, too. Her critics have said that I was simply a new lump of clay for her to shape, stretch, mold, and pummel to her heart’s content, and it is true that Auntie Mame could never resist meddling with other people’s lives. She still had a staunch, undependable dependability. For both of us it was love, and the experience was unique.

			However, a storm cloud, in the shape of my trustee, soon lowered over our idyl. Auntie Mame and I were having one of our Little Morning Chats. She was feeling very maternal that day, reading me selected passages from A Farewell to Arms, when a special delivery letter from the Knickerbocker Trust Company shattered our tranquil hour with Hemingway.

			In the letter Mr. Babcock said that he had so wanted to get together with us, but business etc. etc. and then he and his family always went to Maine for the hottest part of etc. etc. and had just returned when his son underwent a serious siege of tonsillitis during which the doctor etc. etc. but now that things were once again etc. etc. and there was so much to discuss about Master Patrick’s etc. etc. wouldn
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