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  Praise for the Bolingbrook Babbler Stories


Pathways to Bolingbrook: 
“Two smart women trying to survive in difficult times. Pathways to Bolingbrook captures your imagination and leaves you wanting to know what happens next. Can’t wait for the publication of the novel. Well worth reading.“ — Amazon reviewer.
“This is a very short introduction to what is sure to be an entertaining series, if just for ONE THING: Iowa is not boring.” — Amazon reviewer.
“Keep reading. Keep writing, Mr. Brinkman, and all the best with your Anti-Psychic Kitty Press. Breathlessly waiting for your next publication. Six stars!” — Amazon reviewer.
A Fire in the Shadows:
“A thrilling ´vampire´ fantasy packed full of twists, turns – and danger!” — Wishing Shelf.
“This was a fast-paced and exhilarating supernatural and sci-fi YA fantasy! The world-building and mythos that the author built into this series were evident immediately.” — Author This was a fast-paced and exhilarating supernatural and sci-fi YA fantasy! The world-building and mythos that the author built into this series were evident immediately.” — Anthony Avina, author
“I have never read a book so fast before! It sucks you in from the very first sentence. I can’t wait to read more books from this author.” — Goodreads reviewer.
The Rift:
“A richly written novel filled with memorable characters. Highly recommended!” — The Wishing Shelf.
“A quick, easy and interesting read that had good writing, a good storyline and well developed characters.” — Goodreads reviewer.
“Every new development in the story surprised me and -- there are weredeer!I don’t usually read fantasy or sci-fi, but this book made me want to take another look at the genre. I highly recommend it!” — Amazon reviewer.
“The Rift is a wild adventure, sprinkled with humor, duplicitous characters, and extraterrestrials. You never know who is working for the good of mankind or creating a rift in the world.”  — Amazon reviewer.
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  1 


Tom Larsen aimed his smartphone camera at the three floating ducks in front of him. “Which one of you is the Hidden Lakes Monster?” he asked. 
The ducks watched Tom watching them. One of them has to be a decoy, he thought. He knew the Hidden Lakes Monster had a retractable plume of feathers that resembled an ordinary duck. That plume might deceive visitors and the other ducks, but it wouldn’t fool Tom. This time, he would take a picture of the half-duck, half-sea serpent creature that called the former trout farm home.
“I just need one picture,” Tom said to the ducks. “You want to be in the fiftieth anniversary issue of the Bolingbrook Babbler, right?”
The ducks replied by spreading their wings and taking flight. Tom ducked to avoid a collision.
All three of them are real ducks!
Tom started to curse but stopped when he noticed a family watching him from a picnic blanket. Two preschoolers waited for Tom to say something. The parents frowned at him as if they knew what he was holding back.
“Gosh darn it!” he said.
Both preschoolers giggled.
The dad asked, “Did you say you work for the Babbler?”
Tom straightened his stance and smiled. “Yes, I do.”
“Do you really think your stories are funny?”
Tom gritted his teeth to stop himself from swearing. “No. We’re a serious tabloid that’s been covering Bolingbrook since it was incorporated.”
“So, the stuff about UFO bases, weredeer, tree people?”
“All real,” Tom replied. “Bolingbrook is home to the largest urban UFO base in the world, and we have the highest concentration of cyprids in Chicagoland.” He forced himself to smile.
“I told you they were crazy,” the mother said.
Tom shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the Brook without the Bolingbrook Babbler.” Tom glanced at his phone. “I’ve got to get back to work.”
One preschooler said, “Bye, crazy guy!”
Tom hurried away from the family. He sighed as he wiped some sweat off his forehead. August heat is the worst, he thought. At least he was at one of the prettiest nature spots in Bolingbrook. The park’s commercial past would be unknown to most visitors if it weren’t for the name Hidden Lakes Trout Farm. Now it was a park and a popular fishing spot. Some visitors fished along the shores of the four ponds. Others passed through the park as they walked along the DuPage River Greenway Trail. A few visitors walked across the wooden bridge and followed the elevated path towards Whalon Lake. Some, like the family Tom walked away from, sat under the weeping willow trees, appreciating the scenery.
In the parking lot, staff from the Parks District and Bolingbrook Public Works Department attached a banner to the streetlight. It read, “Village of Bolingbrook 50th. Bridging the past, the present, and the future. 1965–2015.” Several summer events celebrated this milestone anniversary. The highlight was going to a summer festival and concert headlined by Trip Monkey, a popular band from the 1990s and a step up from the cover bands that usually performed at village events.
To mark the Babbler’s fiftieth anniversary, the staff was working on a special edition marking the anniversary of the village and of the Babbler itself. Babbler’s motto was “The Truth is unbelievable” as most residents didn’t believe its articles.
Tom’s phone vibrated. He pulled out his phone and saw the call was from Shavana, a fellow reporter. Both joined the Babbler around the same time last year, yet Tom felt like their careers were moving in different directions. She had contacts within Bolingbrook’s three covert departments — the Department of Paranormal Affairs, the Department of Interstellar Affairs, and the Restoration Department, also known as the Clean-Up Crew. Tom had some contacts in the DIA and the Clean-Up crew, but none within the DPA. Shavana had several solo cover stories, while Tom had only one.
“What’s up, Shavana?”
“Is this a bad time?” Shavana asked. Her soft voice hinted at her anxiety.
Tom lowered his phone so Shavana couldn’t hear his frustrated sigh.
“Tom?”
“As good as any time,” he replied.
“Are you still at Hidden Lakes?”
Tom nodded. “Yes.”
“Is Robert there?”
Tom spotted Mayor Robert Clark’s white sports car pulling into a parking spot. “He just arrived.”
“Do you think you could ask him some questions for me?”
“Sure,” he replied, trying to sound upbeat. “I could use a break from trying to find the Hidden Lakes Monster.”
“Still haven’t taken a picture of her?”
“Not yet,” said Tom. He forced himself to smile to lighten his voice and added, “But I’m not giving up.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Maybe try just before Hidden Lake closes.”
And get arrested by the DPA?
“I’ll think about it,” he replied. “So, what do you want me to ask?”
“Thanks!” Her previous anxiousness turned to excitement. “Ask him to confirm whether the DPA is investigating a possible occult ritual.”
Tom furrowed his brow. “Occult ritual?”
“Yeah,” she said. Tom imagined her face brightening like it always did when she told him about a story she was working on. Shavana continued, “Last night, there was a bonfire next to Bolingbrook High School. Someone was burning White Sox apparel. It was all over the police scanner.”
Tom was too embarrassed to admit he’d skipped listening to his police scanner today, though he was impressed Shavana could listen to the scanner and pick out the calls regarding paranormal activity.
“And how is this an occult ritual?” Tom asked, hoping to steer away from the police scanner. “It could have been Roaming Roul camping out for the night?” Roaming Roul was Bolingbrook’s most visible homeless resident. 
“It wasn’t a campfire,” Shavana replied. “And he doesn’t burn sports apparel, just branches or garbage. Plus, whoever started this fire also trampled the grass to make a spiral pattern. Almost like a crop circle.”
“But what’s different?” Tom asked.
“Pieces of White Sox apparel were placed at specific points on the spiral. Each piece had a runestone on top. I took some pictures before the police and DPA secured the area.”
“They didn’t let you stay?” asked Tom. “I thought the DPA liked you.”
“They’re just willing to answer my questions. Big difference.”
Tom nodded though he wished he had Shavana’s problem with the DPA. “What did they tell you?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?” Tom raised his eyebrows. “Seriously?”
“Seriously. It’s so strange. Normally, I can at least get a statement from the DPA. So, do you think you could ask Robert about this? He’s not returning my calls, and you always get at least one quote out of him.”
Tom noticed Robert walking out of the parking lot. He was wearing a black polo with Bolingbrook 50th Anniversary embroidered on the pocket, standing out against the bright sunlight. He was a white male in his late 60s with gray hair combed and parted on the right. His khaki slacks appeared tailored for him, and his polished black shoes reflected the summer sun.
“Did you try contacting Steve?” Tom asked, referring to Steve Peterseim, the head of the Bolingbrook’s Department of Paranormal Affairs.
“I did,” she replied. “He’s not returning my calls.”
Tom looked back and noticed Robert entering the park. To Tom’s surprise, he also saw Steve who, along with a photographer, appeared to have been waiting for Robert.
Steve was a white male in his late 60s. Despite the summer heat, he was wearing a Village of Bolingbrook polo shirt and black slacks. Though Tom was standing several yards away, he could still make out the old scar on the right side of Steve’s face.
“I see Steve now. I guess he’s doing a photoshoot with Robert.”
“Oh! Can you ask them about the ritual?”
Tom tensed. “I might get something out of Robert, but I don’t know about Steve. Every time I ask him a question, he either ignores me or looks at me like he’s about to order my disappearance. If he’s not answering your calls, I doubt he’s going to talk to me.”
“Could you try?” she asked. “I really need your help. Please?”
Tom raised an eyebrow. Shavana had never begged for his help. 
Shavana continued, “I promised my mother I’d run an errand for her, and I’m the only one available. Steve will be gone by the time I arrive. Could you at least ask them if they believe the ritualists were targeting the White Sox? Maybe they were trying to help the Cubs by cursing the White Sox?”
Tom shook his head and laughed. “It’s a bit late for that.”
Shavana was silent for a moment. “What do you mean?” she asked with a hint of embarrassment in her voice.
Tom felt pride for surpassing Shavana’s knowledge on a subject. This is a rare opportunity to impress her, Tom thought.
Tom cleared his throat. “The Royals are running away with the AL Central. Honestly, a Cubs/Indians World Series is more likely than the Sox making the playoffs.”
The thought of the MLB’s worst franchises facing each other in the World Series amused Tom. He wondered if that series would trigger an apocalypse.
“I see,” Shavana replied, still hiding her embarrassment. “Tom, if you can get anything from Robert or Steve, that would help me so much!”
Tom looked back at Hidden Lakes. “Well, I can, but I need a clear photo of the Hidden Lakes Monster if I want to get back on Sara’s good side.”
It was true, thought Tom. Sara Langston, the editor of the Babbler, took a chance hiring him over a year ago. He was internet famous for debunking paranormal claims back then, but after discovering that monsters and aliens were real, he quit the skeptical movement that had once embraced him as a future leader. Tom valued uncovering the truth more than the rewards of participating in the greatest cover-up in human history. A year later, Tom couldn’t help but think that Sara was disappointed in him despite her encouragement.
“Please?” Shavana pleaded. “We can share the byline. Helping me write a cover story will impress her, too.” 
Tom’s spirits rose. Helping Shavana write a major cover story would improve his standing with Sara. At the very least, it wouldn’t hurt his reputation within the Babbler.
He replied, “Since you put it that way, I’ll ask them to comment on the ritual.” Tom shrugged. “Maybe Robert can coax Steve into saying something?”
“Thank you!” said Shavana, sounding eager. “You’re the best.”
Tom chuckled. He didn’t feel like the best, but co-writing a cover story with the Babbler’s rising star reporter was a step in the right direction.
“Send me the pictures, and I’ll get to work.”
Shavana ended the call. Moments later, her messages streamed onto his phone. Tom walked under a tree and sat down to review them. From her photos, Tom recognized the area as the field north of the Bolingbrook High School football stadium. The fire was near the banks of Lily Cache Creek. The photos matched Shavana’s description of the scene. While he wasn’t a rune expert, he recognized that the runes the occultists used were from different rune alphabets. Most rituals involving runes used a single alphabet, like Anglo-Saxon or Elder Futhark. Each set of runes had its own unique power. Tom wondered if the occultists had figured out how to combine the power of different rune sets. Then again, he thought, maybe they were amateurs copying runes without understanding their significance.
The two people who might have the answer were yards away from Tom. One had an explosive temper but tolerated him occasionally. The other was even-tempered but ignored him. But if he was going to share a byline with Shavana, he needed to pry something out of them.
Tom forced himself to smile as he approached Robert and Steve. Robert was talking to the photographer, gesturing towards the trees and the ‘lakes.’ Steve stood beside Robert, nodding as Robert spoke. Steve noticed Tom, locking eyes on him like a hunter about to pull the trigger. Robert glanced at Steve, then noticed Tom coming to a stop. He sighed and gave Tom a harsh glare.
“Tom,” said Robert, shaking his head. “Why am I not surprised to see you?”
Tom chuckled but braced for one of Robert’s rants. “Because you make the news, and I cover the news,” he replied, hoping humor would defuse Robert’s temper.
Steve shook his head as Tom smiled. “He does more than make the news,” he said, looking away from both men.
Robert snickered and then approached Tom. “Make it quick. We’re busy.”
Tom pulled out his phone and started recording. “What can you tell me about the bonfire that was next to Bolingbrook High School?”
Robert scowled for a moment. Tom braced for the rant. Instead, Robert took a breath, then folded his arms. “Let me guess.” He almost sounded bored. “It was no ordinary bonfire.”
Feeling like he had avoided a verbal attack, Tom pressed on. “Can Steve or you confirm if it was used in an occult ritual?”
Steve turned and locked his eyes on Tom. Tom felt a chill from Steve’s staring.
The photographer gave Tom a confused look, then turned to Robert.
Robert unfolded his arms. “Fifty years,” Robert said to the photographer. “The Babbler has been at it for fifty long years. Do you know how many years I’ve been the mayor?”
The photographer shook his head.
“Twenty-nine years. Twenty-nine years of questions like that. Steve, how long have you worked for the village?”
“Since 1971,” he replied, showing little emotion.
“Forty-four years,” Robert said. “That’s how long he’s had to put up with their questions.” Robert walked up to Steve. “It also shows his dedication and commitment to the village.” Robert patted Steve’s back. “And he’s been with me ever since I became the mayor. That kind of loyalty and commitment is so rare nowadays. You’re not an employee. You’re like the brother I always wanted.”
Steve shrugged. “Because I’m always cleaning up after you.”
“And I appreciate it.” Robert walked over to the photographer. “Steve runs the Public Works Department.”
The photographer chuckled.
Robert looked around Hidden Lakes. “When I was elected, Bolingbrook had more cornstalks than people. If you wanted to buy something, you had to go to Naperville. Today, we’re the second-largest village in the state. We have twenty-four corporate headquarters in the village, including WeatherTech.” Robert looked up. “Clow Airport started out as a small private airport. Now it’s a certified international airport.” He looked back at the photographer. “We have so many stores now that people from Naperville come here to shop.” Robert smiled. “There’s so much more to Bolingbrook than Babbler. The Golf Club. The Promenade. Our fine parks. Maybe we wouldn’t be the Brook without the Bolingbrook Babbler. But look around you.”
The cameraman glanced around Hidden Lakes.
“This is the Bolingbrook I built. With Steve’s help.”
“Of course,” Steve replied. “History didn’t start until Robert was elected.”
“Damn right,” Robert replied.
Tom cleared his throat. “Getting back to the occult ritual?”
Robert narrowed his eyes as he focused on Tom. “I don’t care if they were Satanists, pagans, or rabid Cubs fans, no one gets away with vandalizing my village. Especially on its fiftieth anniversary. I will give them what they deserve.”
“If—”
Robert smirked. “That’s my quote for today, Tom.”
“But—”
Robert shook his head. “We’re done. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a photoshoot with the new deputy mayor.” He looked past Tom. “Speaking of which.”
Deputy Mayor Simon Williams slowed as he approached Robert. Simon was an African American man in his thirties. He was wearing a Bolingbrook S.T.E.A.M. Association polo shirt and black pants that contrasted with his white walking shoes.
“Just got off work,” Simon said, catching his breath.
“Perfect timing,” said Robert. He motioned to the photographer. “We can start taking pictures by the bait stand.”
“I’ll catch up,” Steve said.
“Don’t take too long. You deserve to be in these shots, too.”
“But you deserve so much more,” Steve dryly replied. 
Robert chuckled. “Flattery isn’t your strong suit.” Robert looked at Simon. “You’ll learn a lot from Steve.”
Tom and Steve watched as Robert and Simon left with the photographer.
“So,” Tom said as he pointed his phone at Steve. “Can you confirm the bonfire was part of an occult ritual?”
“No comment,” Steve replied, looking down at Tom.
“If it was a ritual, were the White Sox the target?”
Steve shook his head. “I don’t do interviews with the Babbler.”
“Come on,” Tom protested. “You’ve talked to Shavana.”
“I give her statements,” Steve said, sounding bored. “Statements are not the same as interviews. Again, I don’t do interviews with the Babbler.” Steve turned his back towards Tom.
“I’ve read the archives,” Tom said. He felt himself tense up. “You used to grant interviews to Don.”
Steve turned his head towards Tom. “You’re not Don.”
As Steve walked away, Tom still felt the sting of his words. Don was a legendary reporter who retired last year. Tom had taken Don’s position at the Babbler. Steve was right. He wasn’t Don. Tom’s shoulders slumped as he felt the weight of Don’s reputation on his back.
“Tom?” asked a young girl.
Tom turned and knew the girl with warm brown skin and blue eyes. “Meggy.” His mood brightened. “You’ve grown.”
“You haven’t,” Meggy replied.
Tom snickered. “I think I stopped growing a while ago. So, how have you been?”
“Great!” Meggy said as her eyes lit up with excitement. “I won first place for the best space drawing!”
“You did? Congratulations!”
A year ago, Meggy was an introvert bullied by her half-brother. Tom was pleased to see her happy and outgoing.
Tom continued, “I loved the picture you made of us on the moon.”
“Thanks, but I’ve gotten better since then.”
“I would hope so.”
“So, what about you?”
“Me?”
“What are you up to? Are girls being nice to you now?”
Tom wondered how he could answer her question in a way the ten-year-old would understand. “Let’s just say, the ones that don’t like me leave me alone, and I leave them alone. I talk only to the ones who like me. Make sense?”
Meggy nodded. “Yes.”
“Speaking of girls,” Tom looked towards the ponds. “I’m looking for a very special girl.” He looked around and then whispered, “I’m looking for the Hidden Lakes Monster.”
Meggy gasped and then whispered, “Any luck?”
“No. I’ve been waiting for her to raise her head out of the water, but no luck.” Tom realized Meggy was the only person outside of the Babbler who wouldn’t laugh at him searching for the Hidden Lakes Monster.
Meggy looked towards Robert and the gathering. They were holding a long, horizontal fiftieth-anniversary banner while smiling for the camera. She looked back at Tom. “I’ve got an idea. Follow me.” She walked towards the wooden fishing deck over the largest pond. Tom followed.
Nothing else has worked.
They reached the far end of the deck. Two men were fishing. One watched his line, while the other slowly reeled his in.
Meggy walked up to the railing, which was almost as tall as her. She looked back at Tom and said, “Come on.”
Tom glanced at the two men as he approached Meggy. They continued to ignore Tom and Meggy. He stopped beside Meggy and looked down into the cloudy green water.
“Call her,” said Meggy.
Tom blinked. “Call her?”
“Yeah,” said Meggy. “When my mom wants me to come inside, she’ll call for me. Maybe she’ll come if you call her.”
Tom couldn’t see the bottom of the pond, let alone the Hidden Lakes Monster.
“Try it,” Meggy said. “It might work.”
To Tom, the mere thought of calling the Hidden Lakes Monsters embarrassed him. However, he knew that if he helped Shavana, Sara might not be disappointed in him for not getting a photo.
“Here, Hidden Lakes Monster,” Tom heard himself say. “Come here, Hidden Lakes Monster! Come on!”
One fisherman finished reeling in his line. He gave Tom a strange look before he walked away. The other fisherman looked away from Tom, trying to ignore him.
Meggy shook her head. “You’re doing it wrong.”
Tom’s face felt warmer. “How?” Tom asked, wondering if he should take advice from a ten-year-old.
“You’re using its full name,” Meggy explained. “You don’t call someone by their full name unless they’re in trouble. Just ask my parents.”
“And mine,” Tom sighed.
“Try calling her by her nickname.”
Tom furrowed his brow. “Nickname?”
“Yeah. Just like Meggy is my nickname.”
Tom pondered Meggy’s answer for a few moments. “Okay… what is her nickname?”
Meggy looked around, then whispered into Tom’s ear. “HLM.”
Tom’s eyes widened for a moment.
“Really,” Meggy replied. “My friend Rachel said that’s her nickname. She’s almost never wrong.”
Tom looked back at the water and pondered calling out for HLM. Could it get any worse?
Before he could try, he heard Simon’s distant yell.
“Meggy!” he yelled. His voice hinted at a Southern accent. “Come here right now.”
“I’ve got to go,” said Meggy. “That’s my dad calling me.”
Tom nodded. “Good to see you again.”
“Good to see you, too.” Meggy ran towards her father.
Tom once again faced the murky water. He took a deep breath. “Hi HLM! Want to come out?” He waited for a few moments. The Hidden Lakes Monster didn’t surface. People around the pond stared at Tom. He blushed and sighed.
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Tom clasped his hands in his lap as he sat while Sara, sitting at her desk, read the article. She was an African-American woman in her late thirties. Sara wore a blue blouse and wire-framed reading glasses. Next to her laptop docking port was a framed photo of her husband and two children. Beside the photo was a worn copy of the book, Night Whispers: The Chicago Reaper Case of 1928. 
“I have a question,” said Sara, as she put her reading glasses in their case.
Tom nodded but worried this would not end well.
“Shavana explained her contributions to the article.” She closed the case, and the sound startled Tom. Sara pushed the case aside. “What did you contribute to this article?”
Tom tensed.
Uh oh.
He cleared his throat. “I got the quote from Robert, and the no-comment from Steve.” Tom paused for a moment. “Oh, I asked Wendy to confirm that the runes were off.”
“Meaning?”
Tom froze. “Meaning?”
“Why is it important to note that the stones were marked with seemingly random runes?”
“Because you can’t mix and match runes for a ritual. It’s like trying to plug a US electrical cord into a European outlet. They’re not compatible. I checked with Wendy, and she said I was right. And I let Shavana know.” Tom fidgeted as Sara waited. “It was a last-minute ask. I was trying to get a picture of the Hidden Lakes Monster when she called. She was the one who offered a joint byline.”
“She told me that.”
“I can add more,” Tom said. “If you need me to reach out to confirm—”
Sara shook her head. “You were right about the mixing of runes. It was up to Shavana if she wanted you to do more research. Tom, the point I’m trying to make is she took the lead, and you just followed. That seems to happen with every cover story you’re involved with. Except for your first one, of course.”
Tom nodded in defeat. “And that was under exceptional circumstances. Normally, we don’t encounter our future selves threatening to unleash a weredeer army on the Bolingbrook Golf Club.”
“No,” Sara replied. “And I understand it’s a big shift from being an internet influencer for the skeptical movement.”
“That’s one way to put it.” Tom shifted in his chair and tried to smile.
Sara didn’t return it. “You’ve done great work on your interior stories. I like how your Hidden Lakes Monster is coming together.”
Tom nodded and said, “I just wish I could add a photo of the Hidden Lakes Monster.”
“It would have been nice. But that’s not the problem. The problem is you should be further along in your development as a reporter.”
Tom’s eyes watered.
“Tom?” Sara asked, tilting her head.
“I’m sorry.” Tom sighed as he wiped his eyes. “It’s just that Shavana is such a natural fit. She came here right after graduation and made an impact. I wasted three years of my life attacking Jamie Kyle when I should have apologized for making her feel uncomfortable on that elevator ride.” Tom looked down at the desk. “Hell, I almost slipped down the secular rabbit hole. I thought I was a rising star in the secular movement, destined to be one of the great rationalists. Until I found out monsters were real, and Bolingbrook really has the world’s largest urban UFO base.”
Sara pushed her box of tissues closer to Tom. “But you discovered the truth.”
Tom pulled out a tissue and wiped his eyes. “True. But it took the death of Reese Habenstein and seeing that future version to make me see what the skeptical movement was doing to me. And sometimes I wonder if I’m still destined to become someone like him.”
Sara waited for Tom to finish wiping his eyes. “Tom,” she said with sympathy in her voice. “You went through a very traumatic experience. I understand that. I’m happy to recommend a therapist who might help you.”
“As long as they don’t consider working here a sign of mental illness.”
Sara smirked. “No. Now, let me ask you some more questions. Are you training Megan Simon to be a high-tech assassin?”
Tom blinked in surprise. “No.”
“Are you writing about the evils of radical feminism?”
Tom shook his head. “No. My friend Pamela is a Humanist Heart Board member. She took the time to point out the flaws in my argument. Now I can enjoy Jamie’s songs again. I even bought her new album.”
Sara nodded. “Do you still believe Matthew Bennett is a great man?”
“Fuck no!” Tom blushed. “Sorry. No. Not since I learned what he’s done to women and what he almost did to my mother.”
Sara leaned back in her chair. “Seems like you’re a long way away from being that future version of you.”
Tom nodded.
“When you joined us last year, I didn’t expect you to be a superstar reporter.”
“That was Don,” Tom replied. “He had all those solo cover stories. I can’t do that yet.”
“But there have been many successful reporters here who have never written a solo cover story. That was one thing that made Don an exceptional reporter. I don’t expect you to be Don. But at this point in your career, I expect you to contribute more to a team than you have been. Maybe take the lead on a story.”
Tom grabbed another tissue. “I’ll try to lead a team. I just need to find the right story. It would help if I had more sources in the Department of Interstellar Affairs and any sources in the DPA.”
“That comes with time.” Sara leaned back in her chair. “Let me tell you something about Shavana.”
Tom nodded.
“When she started, she had one of the worst cases of imposter syndrome I’d ever seen. Don even told her off when she tried to investigate the girls in green. Now, look how far she’s come. There’s no reason you can’t be in her position someday.”
“I hope so.” Tom wiped his eyes again. “Thank you for taking a chance on me last year.”
“Now you have to take a chance on yourself.” She looked at her phone. “I have a meeting with Chris. Take as much time as you need to clean up.”
“Thanks,” Tom said. “I’ll think about what you said.”
Sara left her cubicle. Tom cleaned up his discarded tissues and took a few moments to compose himself. The meeting wasn’t a total disaster. He struggled to envision himself taking the lead on a cover story.
Tom tossed the tissues and stepped out of Sara’s cubicle and into the newsroom. The room was alive with sounds — people talking on the phone and the clicking of keyboards. Deadline day always brought the newsroom to life.
Tom knew he would leave at a decent hour because he was almost finished with his Hidden Lakes Monster article. All he needed to do was check the Babbler’s archives to see if there was an article explaining why HLM was so camera shy.
A familiar voice asked, “You okay, Tom?”
Tom turned and saw Wendy sitting at her open desk. She was a white woman in her fifties, wearing a white blouse and black slacks. Tom was surprised that her normal pale skin had tanned. Like Tom, she’d quit the skeptical movement to work for the Babbler. She was Tom’s role-model and friend.
Standing next to Wendy was Jenna Olson. She was in her early thirties and had medium-length blonde hair and was wearing a gray pantsuit. Jenna was a sales representative and Chris’s granddaughter. She was also a psychic with precognition. Though her visions of the future were symbolic, they were helpful.
Tom approached. “Rough meeting.”
Wendy gave Tom a sympathetic look. “Sorry about that.”
He shrugged. “Sara says I need to take the lead on a cover story.”
“And you will,” Jenna replied. “Maybe sooner than you think.”
“You saw that?” Tom asked as he perked up.
Jenna nodded. “I can’t tell you any more than that. There’s still a big event that’s clouding my visions.”
“Are you still hearing screams?” he asked, suddenly feeling like his problems were small compared to Jenna’s.
She nodded. “Yes, but they stopped giving me migraines. I was just telling Wendy that it looks like a storm, but there are countless people in the clouds. All of them are screaming. Some are terrified. Some sound enraged. But they’re all contributing to the storm. Sometimes, I can see a red glow. Like a fireball obscured by clouds.” Jenna sighed. “If you’re worried, I’m positive it’s not a vision of the end of the world. But something big is going to happen.”
“We’re just glad you’re feeling better,” Wendy replied.
Tom smirked. “Maybe it’s the rage from Trump supporters reacting to Hillary Clinton’s victory.”
Jenna smiled. “We can only hope.”
“I’m not too worried,” Wendy replied. “I think the NWO will stop Trump before the primaries. He’d wreck all their long-term plans if he won.”
“I’m kind of worried,” said Tom. “Motivate enough voters, and you can overwhelm any covert group’s agenda.”
Wendy started to reply when Jenna said, “I think Shavana has a big announcement to make.”
“About what?” Tom asked.
“Not sure. Something involving a light. A light that’s pulling her away from a dark place. We’ll find out right about… now.”
Shavana, wearing dark jeans and a red blouse, rushed through the front door, holding her smartphone. She was an African-American woman in her early twenties with black curly hair.
“I got it!” she called out, her voice bursting with excitement. She lifted the flip-up counter that separated the ‘lobby’ from the newsroom and ran towards Wendy. “I got a picture of a girl in green!”
Tom dropped his jaw. “A girl in green clothing or the girls in green?”
The girls in green were a mystery that baffled every Babbler reporter since they were spotted in the 1970s. Eyewitnesses could never remember their faces or other features. They would only remember them wearing green. Tom always wondered if they were clones designed to spy for the village, or some kind of Fae that watched over the residents.
“Both!” She held the phone up. Tom recognized the Bolingbrook Historical Museum in the background. A green motion blur on the right side of the image caught his attention. It kind of looked like someone wearing a green dress. If it was a woman, most of her body was off camera. On top of the green blur was a streak of black. Tom wondered if it was her hair. The rest of the photo was in focus, and he knew Shavana wasn’t the type of person who would submit a fake photo, especially of something as major as a girl in green sighting.
“Send it to me,” said Wendy, rushing to grab her phone.
Shavana started sharing the photo. “I was in Rotary Park when I glimpsed her. You know they always disappear if you look in their direction. She didn’t, but she was moving fast. So pulled out my camera, and I got the shot just before she vanished.”
Wendy plugged her phone into her computer. Others gathered around Wendy as she downloaded the historic photo.
Shavana had pulled off the greatest feat in the Babbler’s history. Tom felt inadequate.
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Tom savored the smell of meat sauce as he poured it onto his steaming hot spaghetti noodles. His mother, Michelle, dumped the remaining noodles onto her plate. His father, Jason, finished serving the tossed salad. 
“Smells great,” said Tom. His mother’s meals were the best part of his visits. He hoped that this would be the dinner that didn’t end in an argument.
“Thank you,” said Michelle as she sat back down. “This time I used your grandmother’s recipe.”
“She spent over thirty minutes making it,” Jason added.
“You didn’t have to,” said Tom before he took a bite. The taste took him back to his childhood visits to his grandmother.
“Nonsense,” she replied.
Tom wiped his mouth. “So, I hope things are going well with the library board.”
“They’re fine.” Michelle set down her fork. “I got to tour the vault a couple of days ago. The staff showed me the items they were going to put in the fiftieth anniversary display, like the minutes of the very first board meeting and the first two issues of the Phantom Press.”
“Cool,” said Tom. He lowered his fork filled with spaghetti. “Are they finally going to display the Broken Scepter letter as well?” Tom then realized he shouldn’t have mentioned it. He resumed eating dinner, hoping his parents wouldn’t press him for details.
“Broken Scepter letter?” asked Jason. He had a slight sauce stain on the front of his white polo shirt that displayed the name and logo of his electronic repair shop.
Tom considered how to escape the minefield he’d just wandered into. He swallowed. “Yeah.” He took a sip of water. “You know. It’s the letter Robert sent out with a picture of a broken scepter on it. I’ve heard there’s a copy in the vault. I always wondered what he wrote.” Tom knew better than to mention that it was rumored to be the letter Robert sent to the Illuminati announcing his defection to the New World Order.
Michelle and Jason gave each other a long look.
Oh shit.
“Tom,” Jason finally said. “Simon says he saw you talking to his daughter.”
“Yeah,” Tom replied, as if nothing was wrong. “I met her last year, along with her brother. He was a sexist pig and bully. When he said he liked my blog, that’s when I started thinking about shutting it down. Because if people like him—” His parents looked at each other again. “Anyway, Meggy said hi to me, and I said hi back. She’s so much happier now. Apparently she won a contest for one of her drawings. It’s like Marty’s departure set her free.” Tom knew better than to mention that her brother was a prisoner of the Plutonian Matriarchy. He hoped to change the subject. “You know, since I’ve met Pamela, I’ve learned so much about intersectionality and—” 
“About that,” said Jason. He fidgeted for a few moments. “Tom… we listened to the Skeptical World podcast yesterday.”
Tom pretended to cough. Jamie co-hosted the podcast with hosts from around the world. He knew which episode his parents were about to ask him about. Tom looked down at his plate and wondered how much he could eat before the argument started.
“They,” Michelle said, then paused. “They mentioned one of your articles.”
“I heard that episode, too,” Tom replied, still trying to sound upbeat. “It’s so rude and unprofessional to diagnose a person you’ve never met. Don’t you think?” He looked at the salad bowl. “Could someone pass the salad, please?”
His parents didn’t reach for the bowl.
So close to a peaceful dinner.
“Tom.” Jason sighed. “Your mother and I had a talk.” He hesitated and then looked at his wife.
“We think you should check into Alexian Brothers,” Michelle quickly added.
Tom dropped his fork. He knew they were referring to their mental health inpatient unit.
Jason cleared his throat. “You’re still on my health insurance.”
“And we can get you a private room. It wouldn’t be like your apartment, but I think you would still like it.”
Tom stared at his parents in disbelief. “You want to commit me to a mental ward because of a podcast?”
“We’re worried about you, Tom,” said Michelle.
“We heard you were trying to summon the Hidden Lakes Monster,” Jason added.
“Summon?” Tom asked and tried to laugh. “I’m not a magic user. I was just trying to take a focused photo of it.”
Michelle looked at Jason, who nodded. “I did some research, Tom,” she said. “The deepest pond in Hidden Lakes is only eight feet deep. It’s too shallow to house a sea serpent.”
“And there’s no such thing as a sea serpent.” Jason added.
Tom raised his index finger. “Normally, it is eight feet deep. But the Hidden Lakes Monster can burrow down to its original cavern, which is over a mile—”
“Listen to yourself!” Jason yelled, standing.
“Jason!” Michelle touched Jason. “We talked about this.” She faced Tom. “Tom, I know it seems very real to you. But do you remember all the things Reese and the other skeptics taught you? Isn’t it more likely that you have some kind of mental illness?”
Tom leaned back in his chair. “Considered and rejected.”
Jason leaned forward. “I’m wondering if your issues with Jamie and the skeptical movement go back to when you found out Juanita Vega found a boyfriend in college.”
Tom remembered Juanita from the Chicago Anti-Superstition Society’s Lunch and Learn sessions. Though she was a high school senior and he was younger, it didn’t matter. She was beautiful, smart, and an atheist. The perfect woman, he had thought.
Michelle said, “Your father and I are worried that we didn’t recognize how traumatic that was for you. We thought it was a harmless teenage crush. We should have recognized it was something that needed professional attention.”
Tom’s jaw dropped. “Oh, my God!” He shook his head. “That was years ago. We moved on. She’s now the president of the Chicago Anti-Superstition Society. You’re saying I’m still upset because she brought her boyfriend to a Lunch and Learn?”
Jason replied, “Tom, until you saw him, you used to love going to Lunch and Learns. That obviously wounded you. If you don’t treat a wound, it only gets worse.”
Michelle added, “And now it’s gotten to where you’re suffering from delusions. Those Babbler people are making them worse.”
Tom scowled at his parents. “I’m not delusional! I know what I’ve seen!”
Jason threw his hands up in frustration. “You should know better than that. After all the books, CASS meetings, podcasts, and everything else I did to teach you about skepticism. I even persuaded Reese Habenstein to send you his first DVD. How do you think he would feel if he knew you were working for the Babbler?”
Tom shrugged. “He’d appreciate my commitment to the truth?”
Jason slapped the table. “The Babbler, Tom! We sacrificed so much so you could grow up free of woo and promote science. To carry on my work.” He stood up, knocking his chair over, and pointed to Michelle. “Your mother thinks you’re sick, and I hope she’s right. Because I don’t know what I would do if I thought you were deliberately trashing Reese’s legacy, turning your back on the movement I helped build, and embarrassing your mother every week.”
Tom trembled. He hadn’t seen his father this angry in years. But he wasn’t going to back down. “Did Robert put you two up to this?” Jason and Michelle exchanged knowing glances. “Is that it? Robert wants Mom to run for Village Trustee, but it would look bad if her son still worked for the Babbler?”
“Tom,” Michelle replied with a shaky voice, “we just want you to get better. If that means not running for trustee, I won’t run. I’ll even resign as library trustee if that’s what you need. You’re not well, Tom. You need help.” She stood up and held Jason’s hand. “Your father and I are trying to help you. You must understand that.”
Tom gritted his teeth and then said, “Oh, they’ll help me, alright. They’ll help me deal with Juanita, Jamie—anyone they think messed me up.” He raised his voice as he stood. “The problem is, I won’t lie to them. I won’t lie about seeing the men in blue. I won’t lie about being inside Clow UFO Base, and I’m not going to lie about surviving a weredeer attack. I’ll even tell them Robert thinks he’s the most important mayor in the galaxy. You think they would let me out after saying that? Huh?”
Michelle put a hand up to her mouth. Jason put his other hand on her shoulder.
Tom continued, “The only way I’d be let out is if Robert sent his men in blue to scramble my mind. Then they would let me out, but I wouldn’t be your son anymore. I’d just be an empty shell, wasting my life away as one of the village’s menial employees. Is that what both of you want? Because I sure as hell don’t want that.
“I’m going to keep telling the truth, even if it costs my mother a seat on the board, or makes my dad feel uncomfortable listening to the Skeptical World. Because Robert’s campaign fund isn’t big enough to make me lie. Hell, I may suck at my job, but at least I’m writing the truth. For the first time in my life, I’m writing about the truth, and not being a cog in the skeptical movement’s schemes.” Tom stepped away from the table. “It’s my turn to address the village board on Wednesday. You should skip that meeting so you won’t be embarrassed.” 
He stormed out of the house.
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As the four younger members of the Bolingbrook S.T.E.A.M Association., including Meggy, posed with their winning works of art, Tom and the children’s parents snapped pictures. Robert smiled as he posed behind them. The light of the setting sun shone through the village boardroom’s bay windows. On the elevated platform behind Robert, the village trustees and other high-ranking officials waited for the meeting to resume. Simon focused on Tom, with a hint of suspicion on his face. 
“Okay,” Robert said as he looked at one of the automated cameras streaming the board meeting over the internet and onto Bolingbrook Community Television. “The Bolingbrook S.T.E.A.M. Association is one of many things that make Bolingbrook great.” He looked down at the children. “I don’t think you want to stick around for the boring part.”
“No,” replied a boy.
“I’m getting a banana split!” said Meggy.
“Wow,” Robert replied. “Just don’t spend all the money on your gift card tonight.”
“We won’t,” Meggy’s mother replied.
The parents and the children filtered out of the boardroom while Tom returned to the movie theater-style seats from the audience. As he sat down, a man wearing a Suburban Star Publications polo shirt walked by.
“You’re leaving?” asked Tom.
“Yeah,” he replied.
“Now? They haven’t voted on anything yet.”
The man shrugged. “I took my pictures. The team in the Philippines is writing the article.”
Tom’s jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”
The man shrugged. “Like anything important is going to happen.”
The man walked away, and Meggy approached Tom. “Did you meet HLM?” she asked. 
Tom shook his head. “Nope.”
Meggy thought for a moment. “Maybe I can meet her first? Then I can introduce you to her.”
Before Tom could answer, Meggy’s mother rushed up to her and grabbed her hand. “We have to go.” She looked at Tom with suspicion. “Don’t make her an alien or monster in your story.”
Tom shrugged. “She’s not.”
Meggy said goodbye as her mother escorted her out of the boardroom.
After most of the audience left, Robert called the meeting to order. The trustees snapped to attention.
Tom started reviewing his list of questions. Robert allowed only one Babbler reporter to address the board during public comments, so Sara rotated the responsibility among all the reporters. Depending on Robert’s mood, he’d either lash out at the reporter or dismiss them without comment. When he lashed out, he sometimes said something noteworthy. Whether it was deliberate or an accident, Tom wasn’t sure. He just hated being on the receiving end of Robert’s rants.
A text message from Pamela popped up.
Hi. I just heard the podcast. Doing okay?

Yes. My parents didn’t take it well.

Sorry. Don’t worry about the HH board. You’re not on the agenda.


Tom wasn’t sure if he should feel relieved or insulted that he wasn’t worth the Humanist Heart’s time. A year ago, he thought Humanist Heart was part of a feminist conspiracy to take over the skeptical movement. Pamela helped him realize that wasn’t true.
Considering the impact she’d had on his life, Tom found it hard to believe they’d only seen each other twice—once at a Habencon, and once at the Humanist Heart Congress in Bolingbrook. After the congress, they stayed in touch over the Internet. Though she listened to him, she was still a skeptic who didn’t know the skeptical movement’s involvement in covering up paranormal activity. Even Humanist Heart took part in the cover-up on behalf of the Interstellar Commonwealth, the governing body of the Milky Way. Unlike his parents, Pamala never said he needed to be committed to a mental institution.
What have you been up to?


As Pamela typed her answer, Tom noticed the board had already voted on half the items on the agenda. One advantage of one-party rule is short meetings, thought Tom.
I’m going on a date this Friday.


Tom set his phone down and closed his eyes. For over a year, he’d debated telling her how he felt. He hesitated because she lived in Washington state, and there was no way he could move there. Nor could he ask her to move to Illinois and give up her teaching position. Now, even a long-distance relationship was out of the question. Had he blown it again? Just like he blew it with Juanita.
“Any questions or comments?” said Robert. He stared at Tom. Tom noticed there were now five residents, a police officer, and two men in blue in the audience. Typical of these meetings. The men in blue were the village’s covert enforcers, like the NWO’s men in black.
Tom looked down and sent his reply to Pamela.
Great!


As Tom approached the podium, Robert picked up a stack of folders. “The clock starts now, Tom.” He opened a folder and started sorting the papers. “Make it quick.”
“Sure,” Tom replied, and prepared to speed-read his notecards. “We have the following questions. Will the DPA confirm that an occult ritual was performed near Bolingbrook High School? Will the village allow the surviving members of the Bolingbrook Yacht Club to be part of the 50th anniversary celebrations? If so, will they be allowed to fly one of their hover yachts? What role will the Hidden Lakes Monster have in the celebrations? Finally, do you have an update about the weredeer abducted by the Interstellar Commonwealth last year?”
Tom prepared to take notes and braced himself for Robert’s rant.
Robert quietly shuffled through a few more papers. Then he cleared his throat. “Done?”
“Yes.”
Brace for impact.
Robert took a deep breath as he set the papers aside. “You know, there are people who say that Bolingbrook wouldn’t be Bolingbrook without the Babbler.” Robert paused for a few beats. “I understand why. Your first issue appeared just moments after the first board signed the incorporation papers. Nobody knows how they pulled that off.” Robert looked at one of the remote-controlled cameras. “Anyway, for the first few years, the Babbler was Bolingbrook’s first tourist attraction. People traveled from as far away as Crystal Lake to buy a copy. Or so I’ve heard. That angered some residents enough to establish the park district.” Robert chuckled. “Now, sometimes the Babbler runs good stories. Like the ones where I save Bolingbrook.”
Everyone, including Tom, laughed.
“But seriously. When I became mayor, Bolingbrook was a very different community. It was surrounded by cornfields. The Old Chicago Mall was in ruins. There were roads to nowhere, and one of the previous mayors wasted taxpayer money on expensive wallpaper for the private bathroom.” Robert locked his eyes on Tom. “While Babbler kept running its silly articles, I started improving the village. I brought in the right people. I brought new business to the village. I secured its boundaries, and I ordered the implosion of the Old Chicago mall. Under my leadership, the cornfields were replaced with stores and factories.”
Robert looked at his trustees, like a teacher looking at their students. “Today, Bolingbrook is a great place to grow because I planned it that way. Yet, some people still say that we wouldn’t be the Brook without the Babbler.” He glared at Tom. “Well, excuse my language, but that’s bullshit. Residents should say it wouldn’t be the Brook without me.” He pointed at Tom. “Not you and your friends, The Babbler—”
The sound of shattering glass interrupted Robert. Tom turned just in time to see Robert’s car flying through the bay window like a toy car tossed by a child. The front of the car impacted the floor, totaling the bumper and hood. After the impact, the car toppled over. Tom froze in horror as the falling car cast a shadow over him. The roof of the car crumpled as it crashed into the floor, shattering the car’s windows. It came to rest a few yards from Tom’s position.
For a moment, everyone stared at the car in stunned silence, struggling to process what had happened. The car’s alarm activated. The room filled with the blaring.
“Spilled milk!” a police officer shouted.
“Spilled milk!” yelled a police officer, who was crouched behind a row of chairs. He kept repeating the phrase “spilled milk” into his radio. 
Two men in blue rushed past Tom towards Robert’s chair. Robert lifted his head above the table and looked around. In all the years Tom lived in Bolingbrook, he’d never seen Robert as pale and stunned as he was now. When the men in blue offered their hands, Robert’s face turned red, and the familiar scowl returned to his face.
“I’m fine,” he protested. He grunted as he stood up. The men in blue positioned themselves between the shattered bay window and the mayor. Robert pulled out his keys and deactivated the alarm. “Simon,” he yelled. “Get the trustees to Shelter One. Everyone else, follow the officers outside. Evacuation Route Blue.”
The trustees jumped out of their seats and rushed towards the side door. Simon stopped next to Robert.
“What about you?” asked Simon. “You can’t stay here. It might be rigged to blow.”
Robert’s face turned a brighter shade of red. “Then what are you doing standing here? Get them to the shelter.”
“But—”
“I’m still the mayor,” Robert snapped. “Don’t argue with me.”
Simon looked at Robert in disbelief, and the mayor glared back. A moment later, Simon yelled, “You heard Robert! Clear out!”
Tom realized he was still holding his phone. He switched to the photo app and got a few shots of the trustees and the department heads rushing out the side exit. Hearing footsteps behind him, he turned and took pictures of the attendees leaving through the back exit. Like him, they seemed to be in shock as they walked away from the unexpected crash scene.
Tom then started taking pictures of the wrecked sports car. How could it have gotten here, he wondered. The bay window was elevated off the ground outside. It would have needed a ramp and a running start to make the jump through the bay windows. Yet the engines were off, and the wheels weren’t spinning. The other possibilities were too frightening to consider. A psychic with telekinesis? A shifter? Aliens?
“Alpha Red!” Robert yelled into his earpiece. “Yes. Alpha Red. Get the emergency command center online.”
Robert walked off the platform, accompanied by the two men in blue. As he approached his wrecked car, he lowered his hand from his earpiece. Tom started taking pictures of Robert. To Tom’s surprise, Robert didn’t seem to notice. He locked his eyes on his ruined sports car. The men in blue walked ahead of Robert, then abruptly stopped. Tom suspected Robert used his implant to give them a telepathic order to stay behind him.
Tom started to ask a question when he noticed movement by the bay window. He turned. Countless sheets of paper drifted down from the sky like giant snowflakes. Robert noticed and watched them fall from the sky.
“All clear,” came Steve’s voice.
Tom turned and saw Steve wearing a black suit and walking towards Robert. He held an eight and a half by eleven-inch sheet of paper, the same color of white as the ones raining from the sky. At this distance, Tom could see there was text printed on the papers. Three columns of body text and headlines, like a newsletter.
Robert tensed. “Who did this?” he yelled.
Steve handed the sheet to Robert. As Robert read it, his hands shook, and his body tensed.
“They’re telling everyone in Bolingbrook,” Steve calmly added.
Robert crumpled up the sheet and tossed it onto the floor. “I’m placing you in charge of this. You have emergency authority. All the resources of the village are at your disposal.”
Steve nodded. “We’ve already started.”
“Good, and now you can use the resources of the DIA to assist.” Robert looked up at the night sky through the shattered bay window. “You had your chance to rest in peace! Now you’re about to experience hell on Earth.” Robert noticed Tom. “That’s your quote for today.” He looked back at Steve. “We’ll take an APC to the emergency command center.”
“It’s warming up now,” Steve replied. “I’ll meet you there.”
The Bolingbrook Golf Club was a luxury golf course owned by the village. Many residents nicknamed it the Robert Mahal because it was his dream project. Unknown to most residents, it was also the home of the secret emergency command center.
Robert left the boardroom, accompanied by the men in blue.
“What’s going on?” Tom asked.
“This is a perfect example,” Steve replied, still calm despite the flurry of activity around him.
“Of what?” Tom asked.
“Of why you need us.” Steve turned and walked away at a normal pace.
Tom picked up the sheet of paper and uncrumpled it. The masthead read The Phantom Press, and it had today’s date.
“We’re back” read the headline.
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Tom’s hands trembled as he emptied a sugar packet over his Portillo’s chocolate shake. A gust of humid wind rushed through Portillo’s patio area. A couple sitting two tables down stared at Tom in shocked silence. He glared back at them. 
“It’s not sweet enough,” Tom said in response to their silent question. In truth, he needed a stronger than normal sugar rush after what he’d just seen at the Town Center.
The couple shook their heads, then resumed reading their copies of the Phantom Press. The back page’s headline enraged Tom as he read it again: “The Unbelievable Truth about the Babbler.”
It wasn’t enough for the Phantom Press to toss Robert’s car into the boardroom. They didn’t stop with a front-page article attacking Robert. Nor was it enough to rain thousands of copies on Bolingbrook. They had to attack the staff of the Babbler, too, including him.
They wrote, “Tom Larsen made a name for himself after propositioning secular podcaster Jamie Kyle in an elevator at 2 AM. Using his blog and social media outlets, he fanned the flames of male entitlement within the secular movement. His efforts led to the Bolingbrook Golf Club riot as his fans tried to disrupt a gathering of secular feminists. After the riot, he snapped and started believing in the same paranormal phenomena that he used to ridicule others for believing in. Now his family wants him committed, and the Babbler is on the verge of firing him. To all those atheist influencers out there, look upon Tom’s works and despair.”
Tom grumbled and looked away from the issue. Normally, Tom liked Portillo’s Americana décor and found their 1950s background music comforting. Now they reminded him of ghosts that were haunting him—the ones in his head, and now the real ones exposing his past to the residents.
“Tom!” Wendy called out. She rushed up the ramp onto the patio. “Are you okay?”
Tom shrugged as Wendy took a seat. “As okay as someone who nearly got crushed by a car can be.” He made himself smile. “Thanks for coming out on short notice.”
“Of course,” Wendy replied in a sympathetic tone. “Do you want me to unlock the office?”
Tom shook his head and took a deep breath to calm himself. “Not yet.” He opened another sugar packet. “I just need some time to decompress.”
Wendy’s eyes widened as Tom poured the packet onto his shake. “You’re gonna get diabetes if you keep adding sugar to that shake.”
“It beats drinking and making an ass of myself.”
“Tom,” said Wendy. “The not drinking part is good. Overdosing on sugar isn’t.”
Tom took another sip of his shake. “I think it’s just right.” He set the cup aside and handed Wendy the issue. “Did you see this?”
“How could I not?” Wendy replied. “It’s everywhere. It’s so bad, Robert called in the sanitation company to help clean up the mess.”
“Did you see the part…?” Tom hesitated, unsure if he should say the next part out loud.
Wendy sighed and glanced around the patio. “Yes,” she whispered. “We’ll deal with it later.”
The new issue outed Wendy as a trans woman. Tom thought the Phantom Press just humiliated him. But outing Wendy — that was far beyond embarrassing someone, thought Tom. They had crossed the line into endangerment.
The sound of a bicycle bell startled Tom. It sounded familiar.
“I asked Roaming Roul to join us,” Wendy said. She looked out at the large parking lot of the strip mall. “I hope you don’t mind.”
Tom, like many Bolingbrook residents, knew Roaming Roul as the homeless man who rode his beat-up bike around the village. He always attached handwritten signs to his bike, many of them critical of Robert. If asked, he would insist he wasn’t homeless but protesting about Robert. Though Robert could have ordered the police to arrest Roul, he had tolerated Roul’s “protest” for several years.
Unknown to most residents, Roul also provided Wendy with tips about paranormal activities in Bolingbrook. Not all his tips were correct, but some of his tips resulted in cover stories. Somehow, Roul always stayed one step ahead of the men in blue, and maybe the girls in green.
Tom replied, “If you think he can help.”
Roul pedaled into Tom’s view. He was a Latino man with long gray hair that matched his untamed beard. What he could see of Roul’s skin looked rough and weathered. Three baskets on his bicycle held bundles of clothes and camping gear. Tied to the front basket was a sign that read, “Resist Robert!”
Wendy waved at Roul and motioned for him to join them. Tom braced himself, expecting to be overwhelmed by Roul’s body odor.
“Hola!” Roul called out as he stepped off his bike. “Wendy, you still look great.”
Wendy blushed. “You don’t have to.”
“But it’s true,” he replied and smiled, revealing his yellow teeth.
The other customers on the patio glanced at Roul as he locked his bike to a railing. They averted their eyes, seeming to hope he wouldn’t notice them.
Tom whispered, “Do we owe him?”
Wendy shook her head. “Already taken care of,” she whispered back.
Wendy stood up as Roul approached. Tom followed. When Roul reached the table, Wendy opened her arms to offer him a friendly hug.
Roul said, “I wish this were under better circumstances.”
Wendy released the hug and nodded. She gestured towards Tom. “This is Tom Larsen. He witnessed the attack.”
Tom made himself smile as he braced for Roul’s stench. “Thank you for joining us. I hope we didn’t make you ride too far.”
Roul chuckled. “Nonsense. I’d just finished showering at the Annerino Center. Great place, and it’s right by my favorite library.”
He offered his hand to Tom. Tom shook his hand. To his surprise, Roul didn’t stink. He thought that Roul must be telling the truth, though he wasn’t sure how he got access to the locker rooms.
“I wouldn’t say it’s next to the library.” He shook Roul’s hand.
Roul flashed a sly smile. “You’re thinking of the big library. I meant the small library. It is close to Annerino. They make a great team.”
“I’ll have to check out that library, then.” Tom knew that all the neighboring libraries were nowhere near the Annerino Center.
Roul’s expression turned serious. “I hope you never have to.” After a beat, he smiled. “Let’s get down to business.”
The three of them sat down. Roul gave Tom a concerned look. “How are you doing, Tom?”
Tom felt himself relax. “Better. It’s not every day that a ghost throws a car at you.”
“Really?” Roul asked, sounding puzzled. “Tell us what happened.”
Tom recounted the events leading up to Robert declaring a state of emergency and placing Steve in charge. In recounting the tale, Tom felt the shock of the event fade away. Talking, he thought, was better than a super-sweet shake. But it didn’t taste as good.
When he finished, Wendy looked at Roul. “What do you think?” she asked. 
Roul scratched his beard as he scanned Tom. “Are you leaving anything out?”
“Excuse me?” Tom asked.
Roul leaned closer to Tom. “Anything. Disembodied voices? Hallucinations? Unexpected emotions?”
Tom immediately shook
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