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			Auntie Mame
		

		As Patrick Dennis, Edward Everett Tanner III (1921–1976) was one of the most widely read authors of the 1950s and ’60s. Among his sixteen novels, the majority of which were bestsellers, are Little Me, Around the World with Auntie Mame, Tony, How Firm a Foundation and Genius.

		A celebrity in bohemian New York culture, he led a double life as a bisexual man and a conventional husband and father. In the early 1970s, however, when his writing career was at an end and his financial situation was grim, he entered into what many consider to be the most eccentric phase of his already unusual life by becoming an exemplary butler to elite families in West Palm Beach and Chicago.

		Matteo Codignola is an Italian publisher and writer.

		Anne Milano Appel, a translator and former library director, translates from Italian to English.

	
		
			by Patrick Dennis
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		Chapter One
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		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 little 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

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		Afterword

		AUNTIE MAME AND ‘CEDIE’

		by Matteo Codignola, translated by Anne Milano Appel

		
			To Bianca and Livia; they should know why

		

		‘I always start writing with a clean paper and a dirty mind’

		Patrick Dennis

		The first edition of Auntie Mame carried a caveat for the reader, forewarning him that the true identity of the author was shrouded in deep mystery, and noting that neither the first nor last name appearing on the volume was authentic. Along with an acknowledgement of obvious lacunae in the author’s personal biography, the reader was advised that if he would like to try and guess who Patrick Dennis actually was, he should contact the publisher, who would be happy to hear him out. Provided, of course, that the reader was not expecting any sign of denial or confirmation from the said publisher.

		Albeit well beyond the time frame, what follows may be considered an entry, more or less, to the amusing game launched on the jacket flap of that first edition of Auntie Mame. Today’s reader, however, unlike his 1955 predecessor, who had to grope for clues in the dark, has some small assurance: the certainty that Patrick Dennis’ name was, in fact, Edward Everett Tanner III. It is almost more than the concerned party knew about himself, and is in any case enough to approach a story that fortunately can be reconstructed starting from any given moment in time. For example, a cold February morning in 1943, on the deck of the ship Atlantis.

		Having set sail from New York, the Atlantis was transporting a contingent of the American Field Service to North Africa: a not-very-select corps made up, voluntarily, of those who had been declared unfit for active duty. Even just to look at – seeing the uniforms of the Desert Rats modified by each individual according to his personal taste – the newly enlisted units must not have seemed, to the officers called upon to organize them, particularly taken with the role. And it was probably for this reason that, after a few days’ travel, the commander decided that, starting the following morning at the crack of dawn, the troops would have to perform a healthy half hour of physical drills outdoors.

		The decision itself was not a bad one; what left much to be desired was the assessment of the individuals. None of the recruits appeared to be too trainable, and the least compliant was the gayest one of all: that beanpole Tanner, who was already known for his impeccable imitation of some Carmen Miranda numbers and his encyclopedic knowledge of the Pal Joey script. Indeed it was quite obvious that insubordination was to be expected from the aspiring nurse who went around the ship cutting his fellow soldiers’ hair in tapering styles and wondering aloud why the military was intent at all costs on turning war into such an unpleasant experience. However, there had been no insubordination as infectious, or as choreographed, as that one morning when, in response to the order to run in place, Tanner began singing, and of course dancing, to Offenbach’s Cancan. This was
			followed instantly by all the troops, and shortly thereafter by the commander, who had no choice but to revise the training programme with a resigned ‘Oh all right, Cancan!’

		It has never been entirely clear exactly what Susan Sontag meant when she wrote that the whole point of camp was ‘to dethrone the serious’1, partly because it is not clear why a vast progeny of writers, from Lucian of Samosata to Tristan Tzara, could not then have slipped through the back-door in this Fifties variant of desecration. But if the limits of camp are arbitrary, nothing prevents us from finding an equally arbitrary birth date and circumstance for the phenomenon: for example, that morning in February 1943, on board the Atlantis.

		Dethroning the serious, for Tanner, had shown itself to be a precocious compulsion. It had been his (very serious) father for example, who had encouraged him not take his name seriously: even before his birth his father had decided he would call the baby Pat, in honour of the most improbable of patron saints, Pat Sweeney, an Irish heavyweight popular at the time. In the years to come Pat would not take his father’s vices seriously either – after yet another of the man’s collapses upon returning from a wild night of drinking, Pat would simply take off his socks, paint his toenails with red polish, and put the socks back on – letting the reprobate wonder, upon awakening, what the hell he had done in those previous hours. In short, if a psychological trait must at all costs be attributed to Edward, Patrick, Pat – though this, as we will see, is our fixation rather than his – the prime candidate is an instinctive rejection of
			the most predictable reactions. At the front, to give another example – and not just any front, in the hellhole of Montecassino – Pat showed a surprising disregard for danger, fearlessly driving his ambulance under enemy fire, but when he was wounded in the leg, and a fellow nurse attempted to cut off his Bermuda shorts in order to dress the wound, he suffered a panic attack. The colleague stopped and tried to calm the patient, asking him to explain, only to be told that the shorts came from the most exclusive uniform shop in Cairo, and that, in a nutshell, there was no way to procure another pair.

		Pat must in any case have been very attached to those Bermuda shorts – which survived the scissors – since for all of 1945 he wore practically nothing else. Discharged from the army following a sudden, serious depression, Pat decided to leave Chicago for good and look for work in New York. Despite the Bermuda shorts, he was hired by a major literary agency, McIntosh & Otis, for whom he wrote reader reports. Shortly afterwards – thanks no doubt to the Bermudas, the long flowing beard he grew and his shaved head – he was noticed by Franklin Spier, inventor and owner of an agency that provided editorial products and turnkey books to prime industry clients, such as Doubleday. Pat’s new employer had a high tolerance for eccentricity (after all, he walked up and down the office’s parquet floors tapping his wooden leg and was covered with tattoos), which he tended to view as a symptom of possible talent. So,
			shortly after hiring him, Spier assigned his new arrival the job of writing There’s a Fly in This Room!, a collection of semi-amusing anecdotes which appeared in 1946 with the byline of a rather well-known journalist, Ralf Kircher.

		After a two-year apprenticeship, Pat left Spier for a small, recently opened publishing house, the Creative Age Press. The name seemed promising, and to show he was equal to it, Pat pursued two courses of action: in terms of behaviour, he introduced a new form of postprandial exercise to the office, which consisted of spending the first two hours of the afternoon upside down, no matter who you had with you; and on a professional level, he proved he was able to discuss in detail topics about which he had no direct knowledge – such as a young couple’s first year of marriage, the central theme of The Doctor Has a Baby, a blithe little novel written in 1949 by a certain ‘Evelyn Barkins’.

		The writing of this book could be considered auspicious, since the following year Pat, despite various further indications of eccentricity, married a very beautiful, aristocratic girl, Louise Stickney, who would bear him two children and who, in one way or another, would spend the rest of her life at his side. During the same period, Pat was sought out by an unexpectedly austere magazine, Foreign Affairs. It was an approach that was impossible to refuse, and Pat not only accepted it, but attempted to immerse himself in the culture, even deciding to shave off his beard. Unfortunately for him, however, clean-shaven and dressed as a frequent habitué of Savile Row, Pat seemed like the ideal candidate for a job that went beyond that of political journalism, and he was soon asked to be an ‘auditor’ (something between an interpreter and a stenographer) for the Council, an arm of the magazine which
			organized conferences and seminars for diplomats, political scientists and statesmen. Due to a seemingly physical inability to pronounce the word ‘no’, Pat agreed, though after a couple of sessions he did the only sensible thing – he let his beard grow back, something incompat ible with any type of official position in those times.

		From that point on, his role at the Council would become marginal – though it so happens that the margins may have been, or were about to become, Pat’s favourite vantage point. This was confirmed in 1952, when Thomas Crowell published a book that, according to the flyleaf, shed ‘new light on Communist tactics’ and above all ‘could have been written by nobody else’ other than its putative author, former Hungarian diplomat Nicholas Nyaradi. As most people know, it is always a good idea to mistrust assertions that are too emphatic or tautological, and in fact the book (as well as the flyleaf) was written entirely by Pat, who in addition to a respectable commission earned the praise of the Herald Tribune: ‘It is astounding that Mr. Nyaradi can write about his grisly ordeals with the Kremlin with so much poise, humor, and charm’.

		It was at this point that Pat realized that, if he had managed to pass himself off as a Magyar official, nothing prevented him from impersonating – and no longer on behalf of third parties – an entertainment writer. And so, appearing out of the blue (or out of Virginia Rounds, Pat’s favourite cigarette), came Virginia Rowans, author of Oh, What a Wonderful Wedding!, another story with a matrimonial theme, in which most of the press noted, together with its comic gloss, an unmistakable and very heightened ‘fine feminine realism’. Rowans seemed headed for a bright, and above all prolific, career. Twelve months after this debut, a second novel was published, House Party, whose setting and tone were similar to the previous one. This time, however, as often happens with second works, the reception was tepid. Miss Rowans, the critics maintained, was
			unquestionably able to write scenes that were quite amusing: what was doubtful was whether she could create a character capable of transforming a series of chapters into a novel, and finding a place in the reader’s memory.

		Oh, yes? Really?

		‘Darling, my unscrupulous nephew Patrick Dennis has written a scurrilous book about me. It’s full of lies. It says I was caught nude in the dormitories of Princeton. It’s not so! It was Yale!’ Her predecessors may indeed have been too discreet, but Pat’s new character, Mame Dennis, actually took up her pen and wrote – on letterhead stationery printed with the same colours (pink, white and black) and the same characters as the book jacket – a letter to booksellers. And from the close of that letter one senses that Mame would not be so easy to get rid of, assuming one wanted to: ‘I’m going to sue Patrick, I’m going to sue Vanguard Press, and if you sell a single copy, I’m going to sue you! Love, love, love, Mame.’

		It was not immediately clear to the booksellers, and later the readers, whether Dennis was real or invented, and this doubt would remain for some time. It was a deliberate ambiguity on Pat’s part, and one which would contribute significantly to the book’s legend. The author and narrator of the novel is called Patrick Dennis, a name picked out of the phone book – but no matter how many warnings the reader was given before he started reading, the sensation of having a true story in his hands was not easily shaken. Some time after publication, tired of the many personal questions he was being asked, Pat tried to get out of the predicament by declaring to Life magazine: ‘The public assumes that what seems fictional is fact; so the way for me to be inventive is to seem factual but be fictional.’ But by that time it was too late: readers continued to hope that Mame and the other characters
			really did exist somewhere.

		With enough time and opportunity, it can also be shown that those expectations were not completely unfounded. In the novel, Patrick’s athletic father didn’t end up with his toenails polished, but, to make up for it, he died on page two; though Pat then reincarnated him in the most bigoted and irritating character in the book, Mr. Upson instead. Agnes Gooch, meanwhile, Auntie Mame’s unpresentable secretary, who, when needed, could transform herself into a seductive vamp, was a double of Pat’s secretary at Creative Age, and so on, up to what a lawyer would call the case in question: the inspiration for Mame Dennis.

		Marion Tanner, Pat’s aunt on his father’s side, was born in Buffalo, like Mame, and like Mame had later moved to New York, where early on, in order to support herself, she taught ice hockey, though we are not told where she learned it. Subsequently, Marion worked as a clerk and then tried her luck in films, with modest success. In the meantime – thanks to two husbands discarded in succession – she acquired the necessary wherewithall to furnish and maintain a home where, in addition to practicing every oriental discipline then known in the West, she welcomed more or less anyone: artists genuine or alleged, self-proclaimed members of the intelligentsia, socialites of varying ranks, and to an ever greater extent, vagrants as well, especially street urchins. The latter slept wherever they could, ate whatever there was, and according to witnesses showed a supreme and incorrigible contempt for sanitary facilities. The hostess, though as despotic as Mame, if not even more so, did not care that much about all this: in her eyes adults were an indistinct blur, while the youngsters could at least boast the privilege of a name, even if it was the same name for everyone: Patrick.

		Over the years, Marion had caused a number of headaches for her nephew, who was repeatedly obliged to plug up the holes that such an irresponsible way of living created. And in fact it was her unending financial instability which, at the end of the Fifties, gave her the idea of appearing on the television quiz show of the moment, The Big Surprise, in the guise of the ‘real Auntie Mame’, to answer questions about her own, alleged or real, biography – a subject that Marion proved to know quite well in every instance, and so it earned her a sum that was anything but paltry: $20,000. Besides earning her Pat’s irritation, of course. Convinced that the only public face of his creation should be that of the actress who played her officially on stage and later in the movies, ‘the one and only Rosalind Russell’, Pat did not take kindly to the ‘coming out’ of his relative, who had neither
			Russell’s spirit nor flair, much less her figure. And yet, the rather unusual scenario of a fictional character who appeared in prime time, on her own two legs, maybe should have led him to reflect on the nature and continuing effects of his work. Which, as the following flashback shows, no one would have bet on just two or three years earlier.

		In 1955, the manuscript of Auntie Mame was rejected by nineteen publishers, who with the instinct and far-sightedness typical of the industry, had considered it unmarketable. ‘Un market able’, for those who might not know, is a judgment that in publishing is applied to many different types of works, notable among them, by rank, several titles that will soon be printed in millions of copies, almost all illustrated books, and all collections of short stories, without distinction. Unfortunately for Pat, Auntie Mame was originally just that, a collection of short stories, which explains both the rejections and the decision made by Vanguard Press, namely to acquire the book and turn it into something that could, no matter how artfully, be presented as a ‘novel’. Fortunately for Pat, a brilliant young editor, Julian Muller, undertook the assignment and in a week
			created – by picking through the pages to find marvels of creativity in articulo mortis – the winning ploy. Pat realized in a flash that Muller’s idea of using a Reader’s Digest-style Most Unforgettable Characters device to link the vignettes would work, put his two typists to the task (Vivian Weaver and Elaine Adam, to whom the book is dedicated), and in fifteen days delivered the version of Auntie Mame we know today. From an editorial standpoint, the operation was complete. From all other angles, it was just beginning.

		Mame’s letter, quoted earlier, had some effect, as it was the letter that led the manager of Doubleday bookstores, George Hecht, to read the book in one evening and to immediately contact James Murphy, Vanguard’s business director, to urge a release worthy of the name. On a wave of enthusiasm, Hecht then announced that he was prepared to print, at his own expense, a playbill in which bookstores would promise customers dissatisfied with Auntie Mame a refund of two books per every one returned, but Murphy was lukewarm. He thought so little of the novel’s possibilities that he scheduled its release for the deadest time of the year, mid-January. And the greatest creative effort he came up with was a box of matches identical to the book’s cover, with the words ‘Have you read Auntie Mame?’

		The problem – for Murphy, obviously – was that the book moved right away. And as soon as the first reviews appeared, all of them enthusiastic, Muller and Pat personally took up Hecht’s idea, as well as offering booksellers a free copy for every ten copies sold, in exchange for stocking a reasonable supply. Their efforts were unnecessary, though, since only a short time after the book’s release it made its appearance on the New York Times top ten bestsellers list, where it would remain for 112 weeks. In case you read those figures cursorily, that’s more than two years.

		From there on out, the story of Auntie Mame was bigger than just publishing. Twenty-four hours after the appearance of the eagerly awaited New York Times review, for example, Robert Fryer, perhaps the most important producer on Broadway, bought the theatrical rights for the book – after the inevitable wheedling of Pat’s agent, Annie Laurie Williams, who told Fryer that ‘the dramatization rights were indeed available, but added that a number of other people were interested and, in fact, were already placing bids’. Privately, Fryer had also already chosen the leading actress, who, he felt, could be none other than the most elegant, witty and chatty among the (almost) former Hollywood stars: Rosalind (Roz) Russell. He immediately sent her the novel, which from that very day and for the rest of her life Russell would consider hers and no
			one else’s, in spite of the countless aspirants for succession, from Greer Garson to Angela Lansbury to Lucille Ball. For this reason the making of Auntie Mame would be so animated as to be in itself the material for a novel. Anyone who wants to personally verify this need only read Roz’s memoirs, which, in addition to their title (Life Is a Banquet!, Miss Dennis’ motto), take all the rest from Mame, starting with the unreliability – and charm – of the narrator’s voice, so that it seems like a remake of the novel, this time told directly by the protagonist.

		Moreover, strictly by word of mouth, Auntie Mame was rapidly elected into that pantheon that more than any other guarantees a character long-lasting survival, that of gay icons. In the Fifties homosexual culture did not have the visibility it has today, on the contrary it was struggling to come out. It therefore had a desperate need for authoritative spokespersons, and for obvious reasons, no candidate for the role appeared more suitable than Mame and/or the actresses (and later the actors) who played her on stage.

		Incredibly enough, Pat did not seem to be bothered by all this. He obviously found no fault with the book’s success, but the strange thing is that he found nothing to object to in the adaptations that the book was undergoing. The plural is to be taken literally, too, since the first writer assigned to write a script, Sumner Locke Elliott, had a merciless hatred for the book, which was evident in the final work. Horrified, Fryer and Russell asked Pat to fix it. He agreed, and after a few weeks was thrilled to communicate that he had almost finished the first five hundred pages, namely, the first act. A speedy transition was arranged, and the work was passed on to two first-class professionals, Jerome Lawrence and Robert Lee, with Pat serving as consultant. A consultant with an extraordinarily good disposition, however, who, despite an enormous simplification of the plot (largely demanded by Roz), and a decided turn toward the
			melodramatic, kept saying only that everything seemed perfect to him – and it’s even likely that he thought so too. And so it came to be that on 31 October 1956, just a little more than a year after the book had come out, the show appeared on stage. It would be the most expensive non-musical ever produced on Broadway, but also one of the ten biggest box-office hits of all time.

		Meanwhile, Pat had moved on to something new, specifically writing a tourist guide of sorts for a ranch in New Mexico that a friend of his had bought, painstakingly restored and intended to turn into a kind of dude-ranch resort. Anyone who has ever heard just one person he knows regale his listeners with the preliminaries and aftermath of a real estate deal cannot help but shudder with horror at the thought of such a theme, and yet Guestward Ho!, published in 1956, rapidly climbed the charts as well, even threatening Auntie Mame’s standing. At this point, success for Pat seemed a bit too much like a sentence, however, and, as one would expect, it set off a reaction that even his friends, in their rare intervals of sobriety, found excessive. Teeth and hair for Pat had long been a torment, but surely these were things a man who was now affluent should have been able to resolve without replacing the
			latter with a theatrical wig and the former with low-cost dentures, easily removable, and continuously removed, for example.

		The only one who showed him some understanding throughout all this was Cris Alexander. An actor (including Auntie Mame), photographer, dancer and other things besides, Cris was a flamboyant gay man of boundless vitality, specializing in the charter movement of camp culture: transvestitism, and at first Pat went along with whatever Cris suggested – they were harmless games. At a party at the Tanners, as part of one of these games, Cris managed to pass himself off to everyone as a maid hired for the evening. At least, that is, until he got within earshot of Roz and – in the same number he performed to perfection on stage – came out with a jolting, unmistakable belch. Not long afterwards the mask of innocence dropped.

		During the course of this movable feast, however, Pat skipped a turn, and sent out his other creation, Virginia Rowans. She published a new novel, The Loving Couple, also in 1956, and the public discovered that, until now, it had greatly underestimated her. Starting from an idea that did not stand out for its originality – a day in the life of a young suburban couple – Virginia constructed a sensational comedy of manners that was based on a unity of time (it all takes place in the twenty-four hours following a trivial argument) though not that of space, or at least not the space of an average book. The Loving Couple is in fact divided in two: it has two points of view, two sections (‘His Story’, ‘Her Story’), two covers, two title pages – identical but upside down. Consequently, there are two ways of reading it. It looks like a book, but is more of a puzzle. You
			start reading what John thinks, but after a couple of pages you turn the volume upside down to hear Mary’s voice, then it’s back to John. And even if you force yourself to follow first one and then the other, as the minutes and pages go by you inevitably wonder what is happening on the other side, and the brainteaser starts anew. By the end you may be lost, but not before experiencing a kind of narrative tension previously unknown: while it is often said that a certain under lying thread – a certain theme, a certain style – runs throughout a book, it is hardly ever that they run through it side by side, as they do here.

		Even with its eccentricity, though, The Loving Couple was very well received, and followed close behind Pat’s previous two titles in the bestseller list – three out of ten may not be a record, but it’s not far off. ‘Patrick’ and ‘Virginia’ continued to coexist undisturbed for another couple of years, until an unfortunate article in Life disclosed the ruse, and Pat, quite put out, was forced to give up the privilege, or the illusion, of having both a more reflective soul (Rowans) and a more whimsical one (Dennis).

		Moreover, someone who exceeds the sale of a million copies soon loses interest in playing games – and if he doesn’t, his customers do. Pat knew he could not show up empty handed at his new (and eminent) publisher, Harcourt Brace, and so, as soon as he arrived, he signed a contract for a sequel to Auntie Mame. This meant that he got an advance for committing to deliver a manuscript within a certain period of time, though only its title, Around the World with Auntie Mame, existed at that point; and also that from that moment on the infernal machine – designed to make booksellers pre-order, and possibly make readers buy, the greatest possible number of copies – was set in motion, and nothing could stop it. Nothing, except, of course, failure to deliver the manuscript.

		A few days before the deadline, Julian Muller, who had also moved to Harcourt, called his author, who he knew was about to leave for Europe, to ask if there was any news. He was told to drop by the Tanner home that evening, where, in addition to the usual seventy or so guests in various stages of stultification, he would find a nice surprise. And a surprise is undoubtedly what Muller found: the elegant gift package resting on the lawn contained a manuscript, but also an accompanying note in which Pat informed him that he had not had time to finish the work, and asked him to please see to it personally. Having already written the ending to The Loving Couple (a happy ending, though somewhat flat), Muller was less startled than one might expect, and once it came out, the book sold 130,000 copies. It is clear, however, that Pat had something else up his sleeve. Maybe he didn’t yet know what, but he soon
			discovered it one afternoon in 1961, upon entering the office of Cris Alexander, now the headquarters of the newly created Lancelot Leopard.

		What was Lancelot Leopard? Well, indeed, it’s best to explain it properly, since it was the prototype for a company destined to be one of a kind. It was a literary production house, essentially, which faithfully re produced the structure of the cinematic houses but which, instead of films, would deliver books to the intermediary, namely the publisher, considered the natural equivalent of the film distributor. Put this way it might seem like yet another caper on the part of Pat and his bunch, but it wasn’t: as an employee of the company, Pat was able to pay the revenue authorities a lesser amount of taxes than that required of freelance writers. Consequently, both men took the Lancelot meetings (Cris also took part ) very seriously. And it was, in actual fact, during a break in a discussion among the members, so it is said, that Pat went into the bathroom and found the walls covered with photographs taken during the filming of a super 8 in which
			Cris and his buddies impersonated nurses in an unknown sanatorium.

		It was a vision worthy of a gothic Mike Hammer, but, for posterity, it took credit for suggesting instantly to Pat the idea for his next work: the illustrated autobiography of a diva – first of burlesque, then silent films, then Broadway, then Hollywood – by the name of Belle Poitrine. The outline and, in particular, the tone of the book represented a form of libel that in other times would have been legally actionable, but that in the twentieth century (especially in the early part) was considered the best possible crowning success of a star’s career, an unauthorised ‘tell-all’: the difference being that while the works ridiculed by Pat were based on a layer of reality – albeit exceedingly thin – everything here was strictly invented (although, as usual, it was presented as true).

		Little Me was a type of book of which very few prior examples are known (perhaps only one, though illustrious: My Royal Past, by Cecil Beaton, the hypothetical memoir of a younger son of the house of Windsor). Today the presence of illustrations in a text in itself attests to the project’s innovative nature and the author’s four quarterings of nobility2, but, in the early days of graphic design, the text of a story might well be conceived along with illustrations from the very beginning, and therefore would make no sense without them. Belle Poitrine, one might say, can be considered the more inept, though on the other hand more likeable and clever, sister to Ed Wood, and everything she amuses us with is in blatant, striking contrast to the facts. The reader realizes it thanks to countless evident incongruences – for
			example, he knows why Belle’s husband, a producer, always and only comments on the daily screenings in his native tongue – Yiddish – just as he can well imagine the contents of the letters with which Joyce and Gertrude Stein reply to Belle, when she asks them to collaborate on the script for The Scarlet Letter, transposed into the world of football. And he knows, or imagines, this irrespective of the fact that Belle, in this regard, ensures that her consort experiences a burst of excitement each night that cannot be expressed in English, or remarks that two figures incapable of writing an intelligible letter would be hard pressed to set their hand to a script. Yet, without Cris’s photo-montages (made by following Pat’s instructions to the letter and carried out through long, often exhausting sessions, involving all or nearly all of the two men’s acquaintances), without that B-film visual creation complete (and
			hilarious) in its entirety, the project would have only half succeeded.

		Here, as elsewhere, Pat proved himself to be a virtuoso of ambiguity, and his feverish back-and-forth between reality and performance deliberately sowed uncertainty even in the most alert reader. The actress who played Belle, for example, was very close, almost too close, to her character. Her real name, Gladys Tinfawichee, seemed invented, and under her stage name, Jeri Archer, she was known for her appearances in calendars – which in those bygone days were not open to amateurs, but instead were the prerogative of serious professionals – rather than for her repeated appearances in minor films. About six feet tall, a height that the photos did not attempt to conceal, with a confidence born of early plastic surgery, Gladys appeared in every shot in the book, linking the story with her imposing figure. About one third of the way through, though, a shy, lanky gentleman makes his way into Belle’s dressing room, convinced that
			he is entering the men’s room, and certain that the building itself, the Audubon, is the headquarters of the famous ornithological confraternity of the same name. The intruder is a British aristocrat suffering from pathological shyness: apart from bird watching, his only pursuit is Elizabethan poetry and he has no interest of any kind in the opposite sex (though he is equally uninterested in any possible alternatives) and he has a name – Cedric Roulstoune-Farjeon, which seems like one of Edward Gorey’s famous pseudonyms. Nevertheless, from the few words that the two exchange, Belle realizes that, in addition to rank, ‘Cedie’ possesses boundless wealth and so, clearly against his will, she marries him.

		The British interlude is one of the most hilarious parts of the story, not so much for the predictable havoc that Belle’s presence wreaks in Westminster’s environs, but for the trials and tribulations inflicted on poor Cedie, with whom the reader ends up sympathizing, not necessarily knowing that the Bertie Wooster-like character with the dangling wrists and terrorized look is, in fact, Pat himself, rendered almost unrecognizable thanks to a simple contrivance – his dentures, worn the wrong way round. Nowadays, an entire hermeneutics has justifiably bloomed around the pose and features with which artists from Vermeer to Hitchcock carved a niche in their own compositions, but to find a self-portrait so cruel and pitiless, whose farcical tone only makes it crueller, is quite rare. If one wished to dwell on the ultimate meaning of this book – which is many things, among them a vehement caricature of Auntie Mame –
			and on the complex relationship that Pat had with his creations, one would probably end up getting quite far off the track: what matters, however, is that this self-inflicted jeer be taken very seriously, as we will shortly see.

		Regardless of what it portended, the publication of Little Me confirmed, in any case, Pat’s extraordinary talent for self-promotion. As it happened, the book was to be presented for the first time at a booksellers’ convention planned at the Waldorf Astoria in New York, and for some reason a national radio network had decided to broadcast it. For the occasion, Pat and Cris staged and starred in a mini-musical inspired by Little Me and it was so successful that the following day the incredible occurred: that is, one of the national television networks invited the two to repeat the performance live, in prime time. It was an unheard of occurrence, but not as unheard of as Pat’s refusal, which left everyone dumbfounded, and whose explanation, given some time later in an interview in Saturday Review, rendered it more wistful, without completely explaining it:
			‘… there are writing authors, and there are talking authors. I’d rather be a writing author’.

		Shortly after the publication of Little Me, which, besides pleasing his long-time readers, also raised his status in the gay community from a fellow traveller to a pagan idol, he published a novel as traditional as it was irresistible. It was called Genius and was an ingenious caricature of a director who extorts money from everyone he meets in order to allocate it to making a film that is unbearably arty and doomed, by decree, to failure. In addition to Orson Welles, the obvious inspiration for the protagonist, the satire assailed and corroded the whole idea of cinema and was so effective that Otto Preminger immediately bought the rights to the book, calling upon Pat to collaborate on the script of a film that threatened to strip Sunset Boulevard of the title of most abrasive film of all time about Hollywood. Unfortunately, the film was shelved. In contrast,
			the show adapted from Little Me, like Auntie Mame and the comedy based on The Loving Couple, premiered on Broadway, so things could hardly have been better. Yet, shortly after the publication of Genius, Pat attempted suicide, and was urgently admitted to a psychiatric hospital.

		Of course, it is highly likely that non-professional causes contributed to Pat’s emotional instability. For example, the first conscious manifestation of his long-suppressed homosexuality, which when it exploded took the sadly familiar form of a devastating passion for the wrong person – in this case Guy Kent, a costume designer not much caught up in Pat’s excitement, and only interested in taking the obvious advantages. The breakdown was long and intense, however, and the Pat who came out of the clinic, and out of electroshock therapy, was a markedly different person.

		As soon as he was released, Pat – Psychopatrick, as he himself now preferred to be called – left his family, in the most civil way possible, and went to live alone. During this period, he presented his publisher with a book that he had started writing at the clinic, a kind of sequel to Little Me. It was called First Lady, and this time Cris’s photos depicted the rise and fall of a woman very close to an American president. Miracles, however, don’t tend to happen twice, and the work was a limp repetition of his previous efforts; though, with hindsight, the final part, set entirely in an insane asylum with Pat as an inmate, adds a poignant note to the masochistic self-portrait depicted in Little Me.

		What is most striking about Pat’s last ten years, however, is the meticulous care with which he prepared his own stage exit, one scene after another – without those around him showing any sign of realizing what was happening or why, and without the usual suspects (alcohol, or sex) providing any conclusive evidence. Basically, Pat spent a staggering amount of money, became a laughing stock (generally by stripping off in public) in a stunning number of situations, and on several occasions uttered remarks that were less articulate than those to which he had accustomed his readers: that life is ‘an effing mess’, for example. Then, without any forewarning, as always, he shut down his house in New York and moved to Mexico City.

		The reason for the move is unclear, although, in 1965, Mexico City was home to a thriving and lively colony of expats – artists, adventurers and those, American and European, fleeing from lives that had gone wrong, or were just so-so. Pat must have been attracted by the prospect of constant and inexpensive carousing, since he found nothing to write home about the place (when his two sons, then teenagers, declared themselves sick and tired of the indigenous culture and begged him to take them to see some ruins, Pat agreed, but once there he asked a female friend whom he had brought along to look after them and spent the two hours of the tour sitting in the car). In the midst of partying he continued working, producing three novels in five years, the last of which had a title that sounds like a long-meditated retaliation against the critics who had always accused him of creating two-dimensionional characters. 3-D, which came
			out in 1972, was panned more or less unanimously and would be Patrick Dennis’ last novel. But his true leave-taking – in grand style – from the creative world actually took place four years earlier, in 1968 to be precise, when the Anglo-Mexican Cultural Institute imprudently asked Pat to undertake the staging of the sacred Christmas production, an innocuous representation of the Nativity, which from time immemorial had been reproduced on greeting cards intended mainly for England. It is not known whether the cards were actually produced that year (one would hope so), but it is certain that the show, for which Pat wrote the text and music, designed the sets and costumes, and which he of course directed, was called Turkish Delight, was set between London and Constantinople in 1222, and narrated the exploits (it’s not clear how it related to the current idea of nativity scenes) of a certain Queen Sadistica,
			the cruel mistress and torturer of a handful of slaves – one of whom was … well, there’s no need to say it.

		The outcry generated by the event remains the most lasting trace of Pat’s presence in the city, in part because other vestiges (his first, monumental residence, and the villa that he spent two years having built, selling it hastily before it was completed) no longer exist. And nor did ‘Patrick Dennis’, after six years in Mexico, exist any longer either.

		Upon returning to the United States, Pat told anyone he met that Patrick Dennis was dead. Everyone thought it was a macabre joke, which in actual fact is exactly what Pat had in store. Without a remaining cent (the money that was left after the disastrous architectural venture had disappeared, down to the last penny, into the pockets of his Mexican houseboy), Pat was forced to seek work for the first time in thirty years. The first job he found, as a partner and manager of an art gallery, might even have lasted, had it not entailed both relations with the public (which Pat was no longer capable of maintaining, since he repeatedly put his foot in it) and moving to a city which, for reasons that can easily be imagined, afforded him no chance of survival: Kansas City. He quit after a few months, and at this point he was really ready. He sold what little he had left, shaved off his beard for the last time, acquired a new wardrobe, bought a convertible and set out
			for Palm Beach. As soon as he arrived, he circulated a resumé in which a certain Tanner Edwards, claiming twenty-eight years of experience in the field, and a list of references as long as your arm (among them Patrick Dennis), offered himself as a butler to anyone who might require one.

		The first to come forward was a former top-level diplomat, Stanton Griffis, who was immediately enthusiastic about Edwards. He had good reason to be: Edwards was so incomparable, so perfect for the part, that one evening, waiting table, he served a friend of his from back in New York without being recognized. And Pat was particularly proud of Edwards: if his current appearance didn’t thrill him (‘Now I look like a cross between John Gielgud and a very old deep sea turtle’), the life he was leading, and which he had recounted many times in his novels, suited him to perfection. Besides bringing him an unexpected serenity, it offered him one last moment of glory, very likely more gratifying than many others that had come before. When the Chicago Tribune decided to publish a long article about a line of work woefully close to extinction, the old-school British butler, one of ten interviewees was none
			other than Edwards, who had meanwhile gone into the employ of Ray Kroc – a name that today means little to most people, but which belonged to the creator and owner of a commercial enterprise that even then was rather successful: McDonald’s.

		Edwards revealed various tricks of the trade to the Tribune, and was far more forthcoming than his colleagues, both about his own idiosyncrasies (never a tuxedo, a tuxedo is for waiters and bartenders) and about some philosophical realizations that he claimed to have reached after a life spent in high society: ‘“After thirty years of listening to fatuous conversations”, says a butler of his employers and their guests, “I’d rather wait on them than talk to them”.’ More than that Edwards could not say without compromising himself. Or perhaps he could have: he might have listed the only three earthly possessions he had brought with him from his previous life, in whose company he spent almost all of his free time in his unpredictably (or perhaps not so unpredictably) cloistered rooms: a crossword puzzle dictionary, Emily Post’s Etiquette and a first edition,
			very worn, of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair.
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