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21Kids

By Kathy Siebrasse

Like the Mother Hen who stars in their book, two 
Sycamore women are using their creative talents to 
protect their “chicks.”

The Fox Behind the Chatterbox is a cautionary tale about 
internet safety written by author, Anne Matalonis, and 
illustrated by artist, Chelsea McGhee.Chelsea McGhee and Anne Matalonis
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Children and adults alike instantly connect with the book 
because it is a family-focused story told through the voices and 
actions of animals.

Innocent “Chickabella,” a young hen new to the chicken coop 
is nearly lured outside by “Tricky Vick,” a fox who speaks 
through the wall on nightly visits, pretending to be another 
chick. Mother Hen’s watchfulness prevents disaster and teaches 
Chickabella an important lesson about not trusting strangers, 
especially those who want to keep their friendships secret.

Matalonis was inspired to write The Fox Behind the Chatterbox 
after attending an internet safety seminar for parents in 2007. 
She found there were not many resources available for reaching 
younger children about the dangers of chatting online with 
strangers. 

“Today’s children have the world at their fingertips,” she said. 
“As early as age three, children use the internet. As parents, 
care-givers and educators, we must protect them as they 
explore online. This book was created from my strong 
desire to keep our children safe as they grow and learn.”

The Fox Behind the Chatterbox debuted in December, 
2008, with an initial press run of 500. It has sold more 
than 450 copies since. It is available locally at Borders in 
DeKalb, and Christian Connection in Sycamore. Online, 
it is available through Barnes and Noble, Amazon, 
Ingram, Baker & Taylor. 

The author’s important message about internet safety 
is being shared not only through the book, but also 
during presentations at schools, libraries and stores. 
Through visual effects, interactive discussion and a book 
overview, children are taught not to give out personal 
information, agree to meet online strangers in person, 
or keep friendships a secret. They also are given an 

“internet use agreement form” to discuss and sign with their 
parents.

Matalonis, 44, has been employed for 11 years at The National 
Bank & Trust Company of Sycamore, where she currently 
serves as vice president, sales director. “Everyone at NB&T, 
including Mike Cullen, the president, has been so supportive 
and encouraging during this endeavor.”

Matalonis is originally from Warrensburg, a town in central 
Illinois near Decatur. “My mother tells me I’ve been writing and 
making books since I was about five.” She received her Speech 
Communications degree from Eastern Illinois University, and 
has lived in Sycamore for about 12 years with her husband, 
Dave, and their two children, ages six and 12.

Her connection with NB&T led to her first meeting with 
McGhee in April, 2008.

One of Chelsea McGhee’s murals at Taxco Restaurant in Sycamore.

Story continues on page 24
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Letters from children about
The Fox Behind the Chatterbox 
[The following are student letters written following a school presentation by author Anne Matalonis.]

“I loved your book. My family signed the agreement and we put it on the refrigerator. 
I want to get your book! Thank you for reading us The Fox Behind the Chatterbox. You 
are my favorite author. The Fox Behind the Chatterbox taught me how not to chat on the 
World Wide Web. Thank you. Love, Jennifer.”

“Thank you for coming to our school. I used to go on websites that I did not know. Now 
I ask my mom what I can go on. Now the only websites I can go on are Webkinz and our 
school’s website. If I want to go on any others, my mom has to be watching me. If I go 
on a website that has a chat room I stay away from the chat room. I am safe online. Your 
safe friend, Kate.”

“I really like the story and the message. Sam almost reminded me of myself, because 
sometimes when I go onto a website and my dad thinks that it might be unsafe, he asks 
me to go somewhere else, but I get mad at him when I think that I’m having fun. I mean 
I just recently signed up for an e-mail address, but I’m not allowed to send messages to 
anyone but mom and dad. I didn’t think that was bad until we started taking internet 
safety classes. But the thing was, I really didn’t necessarily understand what they were 
trying to tell us until it was actually told as a story. I think The Fox Behind the Chatterbox 
is a great way to explain to children how dangerous it is to chat with people online, 
because if you think you’re talking to a 10-year-old, you might be 
talking to an OLD HAIRY MAN!!!! So I want to say 
thanks again. Please write another book. I’m your #1 
fan!! From, Kaylee.”

“Thank you for coming to our school and sharing 
your cool book. It was very nice of you to take 
the time to do that. Your book was very helpful 
and cool. It helped us learn a lot of stuff about 
internet safety. You are a cool author and very 
kind. Thank you very much. James.”
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“Chelsea is a Sycamore native, but we met because her husband, 
Ishmael, works at NB&T with me,” said Matalonis. 

A talented artist who primarily works in murals, McGhee, 
who is 33, said working on the book was “the opportunity to 
fulfill a dream, as well as provide a tool to help protect the next 
generation.”

The connection between writer and illustrator was 
“instantaneous,” they said, adding that their collaboration has 
developed into a wonderful partnership and lifelong friendship. 

“Chelsea took my manuscript and got it right away; she 
loved it,” said Matalonis. “For me as a writer, that was a big 
affirmation.

 “Her drawings brought to life everything my words described. 
I decided to self-publish so I could control the content, 
illustrations, timing, etc. I’m so happy I did, because I couldn’t 
imagine anyone other than Chelsea doing the illustrations.”

The daughter of Curt and Karen Lang, Chelsea grew up in 
Sycamore and graduated from Sycamore High School. Although 
she moved away for awhile to attend North Park University, 
she and Ishmael moved back to Sycamore in 2004, to raise their 
three children, ages three, seven and 11. 

McGhee’s mural work can be seen in Sycamore High School’s 

dance studio and Southeast School’s library, as well as at 
local businesses including Taxco Restaurant and Lotus Moon 
Yoga Studio. She’s also painted murals at DeKalb’s Conexion 
Comunidad, and for businesses in Geneva, St. Charles, and 
Milwaukee, WI.

Both Matalonis and McGhee said working on The Fox Behind the 
Chatterbox was the most fulfilling, creative project they’ve done. 

“We each juggle our responsibilities as wives, mothers, 
employees and community members—but this project allowed 
us to use our talents to reach children and help protect them. 
We feel so privileged to be able to do that,” they said.

“Parents have to know how to equip their children to use the 
internet safely, starting at younger and younger ages,” they 
added. “Children think they are playing a game, but online 
predators are deadly serious.”

Because the book is self-published, Matalonis and McGhee 
handle all of the marketing and sales. Much of this summer will 
be spent spreading the word about the book, and researching 
other outlets for it, including small niche children’s book stores.

“Illinois lawmakers enacted a bill earlier this year requiring 
all schools to provide internet safety education to students 
beginning with third grade, so we’ve reached out to the schools 
quite a bit,” said Matalonis. “We’re exploring other ways to get 
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Anyone interested in learning more about the book, children’s programs or book signings, 
should contact Matalonis at (815) 751-3639 or via email: anne@orangetreepress.com.
“The more people know about internet safety...the safer our children will be.”

Stop in the store or visit our website 
and register to win one of ten

$50 gift certificates

 www.ddjewelers.com  

UNTIL CHRISTMAS
TO CELEBRATE OUR NEW WEBSITE

$50/week
WE’RE GIVING AWAY 

the book in children’s hands.”

DeKalb 4-Cs (Community Coordinated Child Care) has 
purchased 35 books to share with care givers, while 
Hauser-Ross Eye Institute bought copies for its waiting 
area.

The recent “Ladies Night Out” downtown Sycamore 
proved to be a successful venue, Matalonis said, helping 
them sell 10 books and distribute a lot of information. 

She also has heard that David Schwimmer, of “Friends” 
fame, has helped write and is directing a play next year 
about internet safety at the Chicago-area Lookingglass 
Theater. “I’m exploring ways to somehow get our book 
involved in that.” 

Matalonis and McGhee take joy in knowing their 
families—and their children especially—are proud 
of what they are doing. “They love the book and are 
supportive, so that makes it even better.”

They are planning to follow The Fox Behind the Chatterbox 
with a children’s book about bullying.




