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THE CAT, WHITE WINE, AND T.S. ELIOT





By Raj R. DeCoverley





I note the return of T. S. Eliot to the public firmament. Memoirs of the man  once thought of as the cynosure of twentieth century poesy have newly taken flight.  But was he ever away? Though veiled beneath the com�poser's starry shape in the musical "Cats", based on his slim, humorous volume "Ol' Possum's Book of Practical Cats", the Eliot spirit has managed as�tonishing vivacity. 





These Cats poems call for no meticulous scrutiny, being throwaways of a mind much more efficacious in the conception of such icons of poetry as "The Wasteland", and, for the the�atre, "Murder in the Cathedral". But the Cats oeuvre has proved so vastly popular, in its recent in�carnation, as to cause wonder at their creator's im�mortality.





Growing up earlier in this century, you could not escape this man of the 1920's, this ascerbic, cold (if not cool) intellect, who conceived of "The Boston Evening Tran�script", then moved from New England to England to hold authority in a publishing house, and write demanding plays.





Biographies as they have emerged suggest that  Eliot was some kind of oddball. He may have powdered and rouged him�self for parties. Indeed he was said to have had an odd relationship with a wife or two.





The latter relationship came up recently �in a play and then a movie of it, called "Tom and Viv". Said, by  critic An�thony Lane in the New Yorker, to be a weak piece, not at all honest but worse, not at all good. I recalled my own brief encounter with T. S. Eliot. Short, im�personal, and re�stricted to a smile and a nod.
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Here is how it �happened�. Hal Higgins became an archi�tecture student, morphing himself into H. Cassius H�iggins for better pr. We lived in the same lovely old house on Ebury Street in London.	


A nearby house bore a blue enamel plaque noting Thomas Wolfe had lived there. 





In "Look Homeward Angel", or was it "You Can't Go Home Again", he wrote  about living on Ebury Street and writing his novel. I lived on Ebury Street while writing my novel and reading about Thomas Wolfe living on Ebury Street and writ�ing his novel. Weird.





Higgins found out about the sudden vacancy (in apartment-short London) of a flat in Chelsea, an area then rich in bohemian ambience. At 1 Glebe Place. For three guineas a week (three pounds and three shillings...the snotty way of pricing things. Things priced in pounds alone didn't make it in the societal hierarchy of pricing).





We took it, H. Cassius and I. It was small and dirty, on the third and top floor. It consisted of a kitchen so-called, about five feet square, through which you stumbled to reach the rest of the apartment. A right turn led to a bed-room, assigned to me;  straight through the kitchen got you to the living room, somewhat larger, with a gas fire�place and big windows. H. Cassius took possession of it because he had acquired (for 12 pounds, not guineas) an old Broadwood grand piano, massive, ponderous and majestic, on which he played, constantly, "How High the Moon", in bop rhythm -- bop being big then.





It was after the war. England had been dev�astated economically as well as physically by the struggle. Everyone lived on bad rations. Indeed you were lucky to get an egg a week on your ration card. There were lots of sausages though -- greasy, made mostly of bread�crumbs. In Parliament, during a worse than expected shortage of sausage meat,it was announced by the then Minister of Fat that once again the proportion of breadcrumbs to meat had to be increased. 





To  uphold the est�ablished protein content per sausage, how�ever, the amount of milk solids would be increased. A ques�tion was asked by a Member:� If this keeps up, he wanted to know, how long before  a sau�sage became c�reampuff?	Be- cause of their peculiar composition these sausages ex�ploded when you fried them. Hence our kitchen ceiling and greasy gas range were bespattered with shards of dead skin.





The meat hanging like Christmas decor�ations in our kitchen  encouraged mice. In defence I obtained from the Reuters News Agency, where I worked,  a baby black pussycat. I thought it to be male and named it Elyot. After Elyot and Amanda,  the principals in the Noel Coward play. When it turned out the cat was female Daphne, my wife, de�cided it would be best to call it Eliot, after our famous neighbour. Her logic defied me, but I acquiesced. �One Glebe Place, though itself a near-hovel, sat com�fortably in one of London's most charming vil�lages. Within half a block were the cosy cottage homes of this village so beloved by the creative set since Vic�torian times. Thomas Carlyle had lived near�by; and Oscar Wilde. 
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Across the road,  in our own time,  surrounded by leafy trees and protected by a high stone wall, lived the  direc�tor Sir Carol Reid, who made our favourite films "The Third Man" and "Outcast of the Islands".  Kitty-corner across the King's Road was the studio of Jacob, later Sir Jacob, Epstein, whose statue of Christ in repose, the sleep�ing or deceased head resting aslant the upright figure of Christ, remains vividly in my mind. 





On my own corner stood the antique shop, filled with rare and expensive junque, which, we learned,  was fre�quently visited, scanned and evaluated by T. S. Eliot.





One day I had let our cat out to do her business. This had to be done because she was incontinent. Part of her problem was her diet inadequately provided by us.  Around the corner on King's Road was a  stooped man, an  odd sort, the provi�sion merchant. Over here we'd call him a grocer. Our man was Boris. From him, when we had money, we bought our pid�dling rations, a snivel of ham, exploding sausages, a pinch of sugar, one ounce of tea, an egg when available, and a penny fish for the cat.





I  didn't recognise the fish.  It was about an inch and a half long and of a sickly grey colour. I took to boiling it in half a cup of water in a saucepan. When con�fronted by it Eliot turned away. It occurred to us, as we were still in our Elyot and Amanda phase, that we ought at least to provide the cat  a proper wine. We had white plonk around, so I gave her a small dish of it to slurp. She like it, then proceeded to eat the fish with alacrity, there being no other condi�ment available. Joy. Thereafter I always served her white wine with the fish.





Still doozy from the wine Eliot was then let outside.





I have to interrupt to tell you about that cat. How�ever hungry she became, she refused to attack mice. Once, in des�peration, H. Cassius Higgins, who continued to occupy the living room after my wife moved in with me, caught a mouse.


He beat it in�sensible in a pail. He offered it to Eliot and urged her to enjoy her first substantial meal in days (we were all poor, I don't have to add). Eliot turned away, untempted. I realise now that we had neglected to offer her a decent red wine with it).





Well, anyhow, after awhile I came downstairs to let the cat in. Eliot wasn't in sight. I called out, Eliot! At that moment, T. S. Eliot himself came loping along Glebe Place.  He was wearing a brown tweed jacket and grey slacks.  He looked up cheerfully at the sound of his name,  caught my eye, and smiled. Then went on his way. (To the antique shop? To Boris's for a fish?)
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The cat returned, after doing her thing in the area-way, the below-street landing of a Mrs Something , the base�ment occupant,  who hated us .  I should have told you,   that the other ten�ant, Mr Bashir Mir, B.A.,  a  writer on palm�istry,  was our alarming neigh�bour on the floor below ours. After we had passed his door on our way up to the half-land�ing where nested our bathroom, we could hear Bashir Mir moaning and cursing his life. He was par�ticularly un�happy when H. Cassius Higgins practised "How High the Moon". Bash�ir's cries were then pitiful. Please, he would beg through the floor�boards, stop. My heart is weak. Though on rare occasions, when we met, he was always cheerful .





Our bathroom, I should tell you,  had a bad sink and a worn tub. Hot water came from one of those curly brass gad�gets called a geezer. You put a bob (a shil�ling) in it. It screamed as in pain of tor�ture, then peed three cups of  tepid water into the cold tub.





About T.S. Eliot. I never saw him again. I went to a  few of his plays, "Murder in the Cathedral", "The Family Reunion," and his big London hit "The Cocktail Party". Mur�der, in lovely, cursive poetic lines, remains an icon among plays; but noth�ing else came close.





I  hadn't read Eliot in years, but recently tried his lengthy essay on criticism. Boring. I still like "The Waste�land", the "Four Quartets" and of course "The Boston Even�ing Tran�script". But  prefer Dylan Thomas, Robert Burns, and (recently deceased) Phillip Larkin.	Nothing is forever, not poets, not novels, sometimes not even friends. Though Cassi�us Higgins and Mary remain Daphne's and my friends, even at a distance of time and miles.





About the cat. She went off  without dispelling our  plague of mice, without a thank you for the wine, though I still admire her taste. Daphne's theory is that our nasty basement tenant, who abjured Eliot, did her in. Daphne says the woman probably ate her.





Anyhow, I owed Eliot my enjoyable, if brief, encounter with her talented, cat-immortalising name�sake even if all it amounted to was a wave and a smile.
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