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	"Migrating into a new year" - January 6, 2005
Present, school trustees find new roles as publishers

By Lyn Riddle
It was intended as a simple conversation over coffee.

School board member Valerie Hollinger had asked fellow board member Crystal Ball O’Connor to come see her new downtown condominium.

By the time O’Connor left, they had the beginnings of a publishing company that next month will bring out its first book: Jake and the Migration of the Monarch, written by O’Connor and illustrated by Hollinger. 

Like many others looking toward this new year with anticipation for adventures never before realized, Hollinger and O’Connor are about to step into a new world of author/artist appearances, online book sales and managing an inventory of 5,000 books, which they’re going to pick up in the next few weeks in a U-Haul at the Port Authority of Charleston.

“Road trip,” said Hollinger, laughing.

O’Connor laughs, too, as she talks about how she learned about shipping. When they printer told her how many pallets she should expect, she couldn’t imagine the volume. She pelted him with questions, looking for more and more precise information. Finally, she said, “Is it as big as my van?” “Yes,” he answered patiently.

I’m not sure he said one van but something made me think I could fit it in my garage if I had to,” she said.

Humor has eased them through the frenetic maze of graphic artists and printers and shipping agents and copyright law. And their friendship has been steeped in the challenge of launching a business and weathered by the always demanding process of creating art.

They have an ease about them that speaks of a longtime friendship, even though they’ve known each other only a few years. Their strengths and weaknesses complement each other. Where O’Connor is a planner with attention to detail, Hollinger decides quickly and surely.

Different backgrounds

Neither knew much about publishing before they established Monarch Publishers.

Hollinger, 51, was a social worker during the time her husband Wayne was in medical school and before her two children were born. Her mother died when she was six months old. Six months later, she was adopted by her grandfather’s sister and moved from Maryland to Lexington.

Hollinger graduated from Newberry College, where she met her husband, a pulmonolgist and critical care specialist. She was elected to the Greenville County School Board in 1996, and served two terms before deciding not to seek re-election this fall.

O’Connor, 44, headed the Georgia Council on Aging before she and her husband Jim moved back to Greenville to be closer to her parents. She graduated from Agnes Scott College in Decatur, earned a masters from Georgia State and a doctorate from Vanderbilt University. The O’Connors have three children.

O’Connor and Hollinger met when O’Connor was running for school board in 1998. As board members, they disagreed some, agreed more and sometimes found they felt the same way on certain issues but voted for different solutions.

The idea for the book came to O’Connor when she and her husband took their youngest son, Jake, now 3, to meet his paternal grandparents. One afternoon, O’Connor was holding Jake while sitting on the porch at the beach house. A monarch butterfly flew by, then another and another until she realized she was watching an annual rite of butterflies making their way to Mexico for the winter.

“I realized I was seeing something extraordinary,” she said. When dusk fell, she went inside and wrote down her feelings.

The idea rolled around in her mind. It could be a children’s book. And so she read as many children’s books as she could and read books about how to write them. In the fall of 2001, during one of her three-times-a-week overnight stays with her aging parents, she began writing. Months passed. She’d write and re-write. She’d set it aside. She’d read more children’s books.

Migration story

The story focuses on Jake as a pre-schooler watching the migration with his mother, who sets aside her busy schedule to spend time with her son. The underlying lesson centers on the need to save the butterfly habitat in Mexico but also speaks movingly about the ties that bind generations of butterflies and -- by extension people – together.

She wondered about the ending, which she said was a real mystery for a long time.  “It had to be perfect and it wasn’t” she said. She worked some more.

She sought advice from her father and her children about dialogue and had friends and former teachers read the manuscript. Her father gave her a particularly poignant line, drawn from his own experience as a pilot in World War II. She asked him how she could describe the way the butterflies find their way home.

He said, “I knew how to get into the wind that would take me where I wanted to go.”

What O’Connor accomplished is a book that appeals to children, to be sure, but also to parents and other adults. It is one of those timeless books that would be as good a gift for a graduate as a child too young to read.

She knew Hollinger was the one to illustrate it when she saw Hollinger’s portraits of her children during her first visit to the condominium a year ago.

“Do not agree to do this unless you feel passionate about it,” O’Connor said she told Hollinger.

A day later Hollinger told her, “I would love to illustrate it, and I don’t do anything I don’t feel passionate about.”

Portraiture

Hollinger has been painting since she and her husband moved to Greenville. She took classes at the YWCA, the Greenville County Art Museum and privately. Her first portrait was of her children that she did while on a weeklong ski vacation in Utah.

She prefers pastels and works from pictures. Jim O’Connor provided many of the photographs of his wife and son for the book. Hollinger did 14 paintings and several smaller works for the title page and overleaf over about six months.

The first was the cover, which she took to a school board meeting and quietly placed on O’Connor’s desk.

“My throat closed up and I thought I was going to cry,” O’Connor said. “It was better than the dream I had.”

Hollinger and O’Connor intend to do as many appearances in area schools as they can to teach children about conservation. Their first is Jan. 24 at Bell’s Crossing Elementary.

They’re also writing a skit and developing a Web site with teacher and parent guides.

“We want to help children learn to preserve and protect the gifts of family, nature and literacy,” O’Connor said.


