Fuffy

BY THEODORE STURGEON

Cats know a good deal more than they say. . . .

RANSOME lay in the dark and smiled to himsdlf, thinking about his hostess. Ransome was dways
in demand as a house-guest, purely because of his phenonmend abilities as araconteur. Said abilities
were entirely due to his being so often a house-guest, for it was the terse beauty of hisword-pictures of
people and their opinion that made him the figure hewas. And al those clipped ironies had to do with the
people he had met last week-end. Staying awhile at the Joneses, he could quietly insinuate the most
scandaoudy hilarious things about the Joneses when he week-ended with the Browns the following
fortnight. Y ou think Mr. and Mrs. Jones resented that? Ah, no. Y ou should hear the dirt on the Browns!
And o it went, atwo-dimengiond spiral on the socid plane.

Thiswasn't the Joneses or the Brown's, though. Thiswas Mrs. Benedetto's menage; and to
Ransome's somewhat jaded sense of humor, the widow Benedetto was agodsend. Shelived in aworld
of her own, which was apparently set about with quasi-important ancestors and relatives exactly as her
living-room was cluttered up with perfectly unmentionable examples of Victorian rococo.

Mrs. Benedetto did not live done. Far fromit. Her very life, to pargphrase the lady herself, was
wound about, was caught up in, was owned by and dedicated to her baby. Her baby was her beloved,
her little beauty, her too darling my dear, and—so help me—her boobly wuts-wutsikins. In himself he
was quite a character. He answered to the name of Bubbles, which wasinaccurate and offended his
dignity. He had been christened FHuffy, but you know how it iswith nicknames. He waslarge and he was
deek, that paragon among animals, achastened dley-rabbit.

Wonderful things, cats. A cat isthe only anima which can live like aparasite and maintain to the
utmost its ability to take care of itsalf. Y ou've heard of littlelost dogs, but you never heard of alost cat.
Catsdon't get lost, because cats don't belong anywhere. Y ou wouldn't get Mrs. Benedetto to believe
that. Mrs. Benedetto never thought of putting Fluffy's devotion to the test by declaring aten-day
moratorium on the canned salmon. If she had, she would have uncovered a sense of honor comparable
with that of abedbug.

Knowing this— Ransome pardoned himsdlf the pun—categorically, Ransome found himsdlf vastly
amused. Mrs. Benedetto's minigtrations to the phlegmatic Fluffy were postively orgiagtic. As he thought
of itin detall, he began to fed that perhaps, after dl, FHuffy was something of afeline phenomenon. A
cat's ears are sengtive organisms; any living being that could abide Mrs. Benedetto's constant flow of
conversation from dawn till dark, and then hear it subsidein deep only to be replaced by anightshift of
resounding snores, well that was phenomenal. And Fluffy had stood it for four years. Cats are not
renowned for their patience. They have, however, avery fine sense of values. Fluffy was getting
something out of it—worth considerably more to him than the discomforts he endured, too, for no cat
likesto break even.

HE LAY ill, marvelling at the carrying power of the widow's snores. He knew little of the late Mr.
Thnedetto, but he gathered now that he had been either aman of saintly patience, amasochist or a
deaf-mute. A noise likethat from just one siringy throat must be an impossibility, and yet, there it was.
Ransome liked to imagine that the woman had callouses on her palate and tonsils, grown there from her
conversation, and it was these rasping together that produced the curious dry-leather quaity of her
snores. He tucked the ideaaway for future reference. He might use it next week-end. The snoreswere
hardly the gentlest of lullabys, but any sound is soothing if it is repeated often enough.

Thereisan old story about a lighthouse tender whose lighthouse was equipped with an automatic



cannon which fired every fifteen minutes, day and light. One night, when the old man was fast adeep, the
gun failed to go off. Three seconds after its stated time, the old fellow was out of hisbed and flailing
around the room, shouting, "What wasthat?' And so it was with Ransome.

He couldn't tell whether it was an hour after he had fallen adeep, or whether he had not fallen adeep
at dl. But he found himsdf Stting on the edge of the bed, wide awake, Sraining every nervefor the
source of the—what was it?—sound?—that had awakened him. The old house was as quiet asacity
morgue after closing time, and he could see nothing in thetall, dark guest-room but the moon-silvered
windows and the thick blacknesses that were drapes. Any old damn thing might be hiding behind those
drapes, he thought comfortingly. He edged himsdf back on the bed and quickly snatched hisfeet off the
floor. Not that anything was under the bed, but still—

A white object puffed along the floor through the moonbeams toward him. He made no sound, but
tensed himsdlf, ready to attack or defend, dodge or retreat. Ransome was by ho means an admirable
character, but he owed his reputation and therefore his existence to this particular trait, the ability to poise
himsdf, invulnerableto surprise. Try arguing with aman like that sometime.

The white object paused to stare a him out of its yellow-green eyes. It was only Fluffy—Fluffy
looking casua and easy-going and not at al in amood to frighten people. In fact he looked up at
Ransome's gradually relaxing bulk and raised along-hair, quizzicd eyebrow, asif he rather enjoyed the
man's discomfiture,

Ransome withstood the cat's gaze with suavity, and stretched himself out on the bed with every bit of
Fluffy'sown easy grace. "Well," he said amusedly, "Y ou gave me ajolt! Weren't you taught to knock
before you entered a gentleman's boudoir?"

Fuffy raised avelvet paw and touched it pinkly with histongue. "Do you take me for a barbarian?'
he asked.

Ransome's lids seemed to get heavy, the only sign he ever gave of being taken aback. He didn't
believe for amoment that the cat had redlly spoken, but there was something about the voice he had
heard that was more than alittle familiar. Thiswas, of course, someone'sideaof ajoke.

Good God—it had to be ajoke!

Wéll, he had to hear that voice again before he could placeit. ™Y ou didn't say anything, of course,”
hetold the cat, "but if you did, what wasit?'

"Y ou heard methefirst time," said the cat, and jumped up on the foot of his bed. Ransomeinched
back fromtheanimal. "Yes," he said, "lI—thought | did." Where on earth had he heard that voice before?
"Y ou know," he said, with an attempt at jocularity, "Y ou should, under these circumstances, have written
me a note before you knocked."

"I refuse to be burdened with the so-called socid amenities,” said Fluffy. His coat was spotlessy
clean, and he looked like an advertising photograph for eiderdown, but he began to wash carefully. "I
don't like you, Ransome.”

"Thanks," chuckled Ransome, surprised. 'l don't like you either.”

"Why ?' asked Huffy.

RANSOME told himself slently that he was damned. He had recognized the cat's voice, and it was
acredit to his powers of observation that he had. It was his own voice. He held tight to amind that
would begin to red on dight provocation, and, as usua when bemused, he flung out asmoke-screen of
hisown variety of glib chatter.

"Reasonsfor not liking you," he said, "Arelegion. They aredl included in the one phrase—' Y ou are
aca'."

"I have heard you say that at least twice before," said Fuffy, "Except that you have now substituted
‘cat’ for "woman'."

"Your attitude is offensve. Isany given truth any the lesstrue for having been uttered more than
once?'

"No," said the cat with equanimity. "But it isjust that more cliched.”



Ransome laughed. "Quite aside from the fact that you can talk, | find you most refreshing. No one
has ever criticized my particular variety of repartee before.

"No one was ever wiseto you before," said the cat. "Why don't you like cats?"

A question like that was, to Ransome, the pressing of a button which released ordered phrases.
"Cats," hesaid oratoricdly, "are without doubt the most self-centred, ungrateful, hypocritical crestureson
thisor any other earth. Spawned from amesalliance between Lilith and Satan—"

Fluffy'seyeswidened. "Ah! An antiquarian!" he whispered.

"—they have theworgt traits of both. Their best qudities are their beauty of form and of motion, and
even these breathe evil. Women are the ficklest of bipeds, but few women are asfickle as, by nature, any
catis. Catsare not true. They areimpossibilities, as perfection isimpossible. No other living creature
moves with utterly perfect grace. Only the dead can so perfectly relax. And nothing—simply nothing a
al—transcends a cat'sincomparable ingncerity.”

Huffy purred.

"Pussy ! Sit-by-the-fire-and-sing!" spat Ransome. " Smiling up al toadying and yellow-eyed at
bearers of liver and sdmon and catnip! Soft little puffball, bundle of joy, playing with aball on agtring;
making children clap their soft handsto see you, while your mean little brainisvicioudy aight with the
picturesyour play calsup for you. Biteit to makeit bleed; hold it till it al but throttles; lay it down and
step about it daintily; prod it with agentle silken paw until it moves again, and then pounce. Claspitin
your talonsthen, liftit, roll over with it, snk your crud teeth into it while you pump out its guts with your
hind feet. Bdl on agring! Playactor!"

FLUFFY fawned. "To quote you, that isthe prettiest piece of emotional clap-trap that these old
ears have ever heard. A triumph in studied spontaneity. A symphony in cynicism. A poem in perception.
Theunqudified—"

Ransome grunted.

He deeply resented this flamboyant theft of al his pet phrases, but hislip twiched nevertheless. The
cat was indeed an observant animal.

"—epitome of understatement,” FHuffy finished smoothly. "To listen to you, one would think that you
would liketo daughter earth'sfeinity."

"l would," gritted Ransome.

"It would be afavor to us" said the cat. "We would keep ourselves vastly amused, eluding you and
laughing at the effort it cost you. Humans lack imagination.”

"Superior creature,” said Ransomeironicaly, "Why don't you do away with the human race, if you
find usabore?'

"Y ou think we couldn't?' responded FHuffy. "We can outthink, outrun and outbreed your kind. But
why should we? Aslong as you act as you have for these last few thousand years, feeding us, sheltering
us and asking nothing from us but our presence for purposes of admiration —why then, you may remain
here.

Ransome guffawed. "Nice of you! But listen—stop your bland discussion of the abstract and tell me
somethings | want to know. How can you talk, and why did you pick meto talk to?"

Fluffy settled himself. "I shal answer the question socratically. Socrateswas aGreek, and so | shdll
begin with your last question. What do you do for aliving?'

"Why I—I have some investments and asmall capita, and the interest—" Ransome stopped, for the
firg time fumbling for words. Huffy was nodding knowingly.

"All right, dl right. Come clean. Y ou can spesk fredy."

Ransome grinned. "Well, if you must know—and you seem to—| am apracticaly permanent
house-guest. | have a considerable fund of storiesand aflair for telling them; | look presentable and act
asif | wereagentleman. | negotiate, at times, smdl loans—"

"A loan," said Huffy authoritatively, "is something oneintendsto repay.”

"WEell cal them loans" said Ransome airily "Also at one time and another, | exact areasonablefee



for certain services rendered—"

"Blackmall," said the cat.

"Don't be crude. All indl, | find life acomfortable and engrossing thing."

"Q. E. D.," sad Huffy triumphantly. ™Y ou make your living by being scintillant, beautiful to look at.
So do|. You help nobody but yoursdf; you help yourself to anything you want. So do I. No onelikes
you except those you bleed; everyone admires and envys you. So with me. Get the point?’

"| think s0. Cat, you draw amean parallel. In other words, you consider my behavior catlike."

"Precisdy,” said Fuffy through hiswhiskers. "And that is both why and how | can talk with you.

Y ou're S0 closeto the feline in everything you do and think; your whole basic philosophy isthat of acat.
Y ou have afeline auraabout you so intense that it contacts mine; hence we find each other intdligible."

"| don't understand that," said Ransome.

"Neither do |, returned Fluffy. "But thereit is. Do you like Mrs. Benedetto?'

"No!" sad Ransome immediately and with consderable emphasis. " Sheis absolutely insufferable.
She boresme. Sheirritates me. Sheisthe only woman in the world who can do both those thingsto me
at the sametime. Shetalkstoo much. Shereadstoo little. Shethinks not a al. Her mind ismystericaly
hidebound. She has aface like the cover of abook that no one has ever wanted to read. Sheisbuilt like
apinch-type whiskey bottle that never had any whiskey init. Her voice is monotonous and unmusical.
Her eduation wasinsufficient. Her family background is mediocre, she can't cook, and she doesn't brush
her teeth often enough.”

“MY,MY" sadtheca, raising both pawsin surprise. "1 detect aring of sincerity inall that. It
pleases me. That isexactly the way | have fdt for someyears. | have never found fault with her cooking,
though; she buys special food for me. | amtired of it. | amtired of her. | am tired of her to an dmost
unbelievable extent. AlImost asmuch as| hate you."

"M

"Of course. You're an imitation. You'reaphony. Your birth isagaing you, Ransome. No animd that
sweats and shaves, that opens doors for women, that dressesitself in equaly phony imitations of the
skins of animals, can achieve the Satus of acat. Y ou are presumptuous.”

"Y oure not?'

"I am different. | anacat, and have aright to do as| please. | didiked you so intensely when | saw
you thisevening that | made up my mind to kill you."

"Why didn't you? Why—don't you?"

"I couldn't," said the cat coolly. "Not when you deeplikeacat . . . no, | thought of something far
moreamusing.”

"Oh?"

"Oh, yes." Fuffy stretched out aforeleg, extended his claws. Ransome noticed subconscioudy how
long and strong they seemed. The moon had gone itsway, and the room wasfilling with with date-gray
light.

"What woke you," said the cat, leaping to the window-sill, "just before | camein?'

"l don't know," said Ransome. "Somelittle noise, | imagine."

"No, indeed,” sad fluffy, curling histail and grinning through hiswhiskers. "It was the stopping of a
noise. Notice how quiet it is?'

It was indeed. There wasn't a sound in the house—oh, yes, now he could hear the plodding footsteps
of the maid on her way from the kitchen to Mrs. Benedetto's bedroom, and the soft clink of ateacup.
But otherwise—suddenly he had it. "The old horse stopped snoring!"

"Shedid," said the cat. The door acrossthe hall opened, there was the murmur of the maid's voice, a
loud crash, the most horrible scream Ransome had ever heard, pounding footsteps rushing down the hall,
amore distant scream, silence. Ransome bounced out of bed. "What the hell—"

"Just themaid," said Fluffy, washing between histoes, but keeping the corners of hiseyeson
Ransome. "Shejust found Mrs. Benedetto."



"Yes. | tore her throat out.”

"Good—God! Why?"'

Fuffy poised himsdlf on thewindowsll. "So you'd be blamed for it," he said, and laughing nadtily, he
leaped out and disappeared in the gray morning.

On aWerd Planet

By STANTON A. COBLENTZ

They said Inferno was the planet's name—

A wadte of sprouting crimson barred with black,
Where towers and palisades were sucked by flame,
And fields erupted in the red attack.

There, in the rocket-vomiting sooty gloom,

Bewildered thousands, frail as ants upturned,

Staggered, and ran, and staggered; pitched to doom,
Or prayed and muttered while their homesteads burned,

And roar of bombs and mortarsjarred the ears.
And drone of flying dragons, screamsof pain;
Whilefiery whirlwindstore a dl frontiers,

And sane men grappled with the clawed insane.

Inferno wasthe planet's name, they said.
Thenweird thistale: that under warm blue skies
Once children laughed, and lovers merrily wed,
And poets, moonstruck, sang of paradise.



