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It’s Ratty Batty’s show! 

We’ll have some fun, you know! 

We’ll play and laugh and sing! 

And—”

Two dozen screaming children alternated between sitting and synchronized jumping on benches behind a sturdy barrier painted in rainbow colors. A fat guy in a white chef’s hat and stained apron ran around in front of them, rolling pin in hand, orchestrating the mayhem. In the still center of the hullabaloo, a thin man in a pirate captain’s hat, an embroidered vest and a black eye-patch sat on a stool and talked to a scraggly-looking giant rat in his lap. Ratty Batty was arguably the most famous hand puppet in America.

I stood in the shadowy wings and watched Captain Andy Lowell make a million dollars. 

And all on the account of a rat. Ugly thing, too, even under that cute red hat, because when is a rat ever anything but ugly?

But this fake rat had somehow taken hold of the hearts of children nation-wide and wrapped its spiky paws around them.

Who knew this strange new medium called television could make a hand puppet into an international celebrity? Ratty Batty was nothing but grey fur over a hollow frame, whiskers stuck onto a pudding face with a stupid grin full of broken teeth, yet he’d taken his creator to the heights of television fame. The Ratty Batty Show was Number Two in prime time and speeding towards the top spot. Kids loved him, so sponsors loved him more.

“Hey, are you the, uh...reporter?” hissed a voice in my ear.

I turned to look down at a man who came up to my shoulder. Greasy strands of suspiciously black hair swept over the top of a shiny head, and drops of sweat festooned his forehead. 

I held up my ID. “Elmer Jenkins, International News Service. Please to meet you, Mister...?”

“I’m the one who called you. Harlan Whisenant, producer of the show,” he whispered. He grabbed my arm and started dragging me down a dark corridor. “Let’s talk in my office where we won’t disturb the shooting, okay?”

Disturb. Right. I don’t think an atom bomb could disturb that set. 

I followed the producer. 

Whisenant’s office had been around the block a few times: battered desk, a chair leaking stuffing, the walls lined with shelves and filing cabinets. He motioned me to a hard wooden chair. I hooked my camera case over the back and pulled out a notebook.

“Coffee?”

“Black, no sugar.”

He picked up a phone. “Darlene? You’re the new girl, right? Listen, I need two coffees, one black no sugar, one black with cream and four sugars.” 

“So, Mr. Whisenant,” I said, “what can I do for you?”

He turned his head to one side, his piggy little eyes gleaming. “Don’t waste any time, do you?”

I shook my head. “No sir, I can’t afford to.” 

“Is Elmer Jenkins your, what do they call it, undercover name?” 

“Elmer Jenkins is the name my mother gave me. The police frown on people running around using names that don’t belong to them. But you can call me El if you like. Now, let’s get to it, okay? Exactly why did you call me?”

But, like a lot of my clients, he needed to work up the courage. I was happy to wait for the coffee, and he probably needed those four sugars. I watched him pick up a fountain pen, lay it down and repeat until the silence got the better of me. I opened my mouth to jump-start the conversation, but the door opened and a young blonde came in with two coffees. She was so nervous she almost dropped mine in my lap, but I grabbed it first and gave her a smile.

“Thanks, uh, Delilah. This gentleman is a reporter, so hold all my calls and don’t allow anyone into my office, please.”

Darlene/Delilah left. 

“Now, let’s get down to it, sir. You’ve got someone you want me to investigate, I assume?”

Investigate; it’s what reporters do. Yes, I’m a real reporter; got my official press card and everything. Mostly, though, I use my credentials to help people find things out that are worrying them. Get into places that people don’t want me in, interview other people who don’t want to talk to me. 

I couldn’t help but wonder what Harlan Whisenant, producer of the second-highest rated television program of 1953, wanted with my services.

He drained his coffee, crumpled the cup and tossed it over his shoulder, then spread his hands out on his blotter. 

“Mr. Jenkins, I can trust you to keep your mouth shut, right?” 

“It’s part of the service.”

“Okay, well. It’s like this...”

An orange and yellow blur swept up and over the end of Whisenant’s desk, scattering papers like leaves in a brisk, autumn wind. My heart skipped a beat, before I realized that the blur was just a cat. A tabby. Fattest cat I had ever set eyes on. 

The animal stretched, yawned, flopped down on Whisenant’s blotter and proceeded to groom itself. 

I am so not a cat person. 

Apparently, Harlan Whisenant wasn’t either. 

“Mr. Whisenant?” No reply. “Harlan,” I said with a snap of my fingers.

“Juniper, you naughty kitty, there you are!” 

Whisenant’s new secretary entered the office. 

“I am so sorry, Mr. Whisenant. It won’t happen again. I promise,” she said without seeming to notice her boss’s catatonic state. She turned to me. “I swear, if I so much as leave the door cracked, this sweetie beelines it in here every time. I think she loves Mr. Whisenant more than she loves me. And just between us, I think he loves her too. I think he lures her in here with treats. Just look how fat she’s getting.”

She headed for the door, Juniper draped over an arm. “You naughty kitty,” I heard her whisper to the cat. “Are you trying to get mommy fired again?” The door closed behind her with a definitive click this time.

Whisenant blinked. “More coffee?” he asked his hand already drifting toward the buzzer. 

I almost said yes, on the off chance that the cat would return and verify the reality of the strange encounter. Instead, I lifted my still nearly full cup. “No need. I’m good.”

“Well, as I was saying, Mr. Jenkins...”

“El.”

Whisenant smiled. “El, of course. It’s like this. I need you to investigate Andy Lowell’s puppet. There is something...strange about Ratty Batty.”

This was not at all what I expected. Men get into things, yes; women, even more often, in my experience. But investigate a puppet? 

Still, Whisenant was paying the bills, so I decided to play along. 

“Strange?” I echoed, my voice as soothing as I could make it in case Whisenant wasn’t firing on all cylinders. “In what way? What’s not to love about Ratty Batty?”

Whisenant’s pasty face turned a mottled dark red. “Have you looked at it? It’s hideous, for God’s sake.” 

I took a sip of my coffee. “To be honest, puppets aren’t exactly in my wheelhouse. People are my area—investigating them, anyways. Captain Andy seems good at what he does, if you ask me. And let’s think about this for a minute. I can hardly investigate a puppet, now can I?”

Apparently, I had made a funny, because Harlan Whisenant’s reply was a big loud mule-laugh. “You kill me, you know that? You really do.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Well, maybe you can follow this.” He pointed to the wall behind me.

I turned on the hard chair. Plaques and awards and a slew of framed photographs covered the walls to either side of the door. 

“Right there, see?” Harlan ran around his desk and slapped his hand against the biggest photo. 

It was a portrait of Ratty Batty and a beaming, eye-patched Captain Andy in his pirate hat. All around it were a bunch of smaller frames, each of them pictures of Andy Lowell. In one, he was dressed as a farmer, complete with straw hat and overalls. In another, he was decked out in a police officer’s uniform. In yet another, he sported a white wig and a tricorn hat. And so it went. In each photo, Lowell’s character was different but, most notably, so too was his puppet companion: a rabbit here, a pig there, a raccoon in another, and so on. There were at least ten such photos orbiting the huge image of Captain Andy and Ratty Batty. 

“Well?” Whisenant prompted, glaring down at me. 

“I’m a busy man, Harlan, trying to make a living in this crazy town. To the point, if you don’t mind.”

He frowned but began pointing to the puppets in the smaller photos. “Cute. Funny. Adorable. Silly. See where I’m going with this?” He then jabbed his finger against the glass over Ratty Batty’s face. “Hideous!”

I had to admit it; he had a point. Up close and larger than life, the Ratty Batty puppet was downright creepy, closing in on unsettling. Though the other puppets were clearly made of colorful fabric and bright materials and stuffed to the point of cherubic plumpness, the rodent called Ratty Batty, almost the size of a monkey, was composed of surprisingly realistic materials: the patchy, mangy fur, the naked pink of its scraggly tail, the gnarled paws, the glazed beads of its milky red eyes, and the jagged oversized incisors, the color of old piano ivory.  

“Well?” Whisenant said again, although this time the word was more demanding.

“I don’t understand how the entertainment biz works, Harlan. But you are the producer. Aren’t you sort of in charge of things? If you hate the puppet so much, why not tell Lowell to come up with another, less...unsettling character?”

Whisenant stomped back to his desk and collapsed into his chair. “That’s the whole point!” he said. “No one in his right mind would sign off on that Ratty Batty monstrosity in the first place, not once they got a look at it. I certainly wouldn’t, not in a million years. And yet...”

“You did.”

He sighed as if all the air was leaking out of him. “So it would seem. Worse still, the show is a hit. A huge, massive, extremely valuable hit.” 

“Then forgive me if I fail to see your problem, Harlan.”

He slammed his fist down on his desk. “That thing Lowell calls a puppet—it’s, it’s...somehow it is evil! It haunts me in my sleep. I want it off the air!” 

I’m not really keen on being yelled at, particularly for no good reason. I had just about had enough of Mr. Harlan Whisenant, TV producer and puppet hater. 

“Then just pull the plug and be done with it. Problem solved. I’ll send my bill to your secretary.”

Whisenant waved me back into my seat. “No. No. No. I apologize. Please sit down. Listen. Just listen. Don’t you think I tried to pull the plug on the show? I tried. Heaven knows, I tried. At least, I think...I did.”

“What do you mean, you ‘think’?” 

Whisenant’s eyes took on the look of a hunted animal. “I tried. Yes. Yes. I know I tried, but the Ratty Batty show is still on the air. And that, Mr. Je... El, is it. I need you to find out why the show is still on. And even more, how I can get rid of it, Captain Andy and all. I think...I know it has something to do with Ratty Batty. Prove it for me. Please.” 

I was sure I had already hit on the answer. Harlan
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