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	Finding their way home
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The two black-winged creatures fluttered before the group of 200 and took a deep breath. With a glance between them that said Here goes, the first one began, "My name is Midnight and this is Slinky and we're monarch butterflies. ..." 

That was in January at Bell's Crossing Elementary in Simpsonville.

Since then, the two human butterflies, better known as Crystal Ball O'Connor and Valerie Hollinger, have traveled to 40 area schools and places to tell of their thousand-mile journey from school board trustees to children's book creators.

"I blame it all on Crystal," said Hollinger, the Slinky of the duo. "She came to see me one day and said she had this idea she wanted me to consider. ..."

The two women, who had been friends since their first years on the Greenville County school board in the late 1990s, got together to talk.

"I've written something I want you to see," O'Connor told her.

She handed her a manuscript called "Jake and the Migration of the Monarch" and resisted every temptation to say, "It's about the migration of monarch butterflies and the connection of families and the generations that go before us, and let me tell you how I got the idea. ..."

 The sky wrapped its arms around the Carolina coast. ... 

It was near Labor Day four years ago and O'Connor was holding her newborn son Jake and taking in the salt air and ocean beach from her porch rocker. 

No one else was around. 

Just then, as if an invisible bag had been slowly emptied over the water, she began to see the appearance of black and orange, first in snatches, then in a great poetic swarm. As the swarm drew closer, O'Connor stared in wonder: She was witnessing a mass migration of monarch butterflies on their way to Mexico. ... 

  

Butterflies flickered in the sky like daytime stars. ... 

For no apparent reason, she began counting them 500 ... 600 ... 1,200. ... 

"I counted almost 3,000 butterflies that day," she said. 

Until then, she had not been conscious of her isolation. 

Now, every "Look at that" and "Isn't that amazing?" went unnoticed because O'Connor had no one else to share the moment with ... except Jake. 

  

Nature's grand parade of weightless wonders swirled around them. ... 

As if by magic, O'Connor transformed the image of her sleeping son into a smiling, wide-awake 4-year-old. 

"Look, momma, ..." he said, bounding off her lap and onto the beach. 

She got up and followed as the butterflies came in for a closer look. 

Many came close enough to touch but not close enough to touch. ... 

  

Those that flew low came right by the porch, almost close enough to touch. ... 

They ran into the parting swarm and tried to see them all at once and all of them one at a time. Soon, Jake was asking questions and O'Connor was responding. 

Her wonder was now his wonder. Her experience became his experience, as if it were an unintended family rite of passage. 

As the day wore on and the to-do list was naturally put aside, O'Connor too stepped aside and watched the two images on the beach and on the porch in a scene that had not happened and would never happen again and a story was born. ... 

"... I've been writing it for the past year or so, and now I'm finished," O'Connor said to Hollinger. "And I came here today because I would like for you to consider illustrating it for me." 

She had seen Hollinger's paintings before and knew she was the one to do the artwork for the new book. 

Hollinger said she would think it over "but the next day Crystal called and said, 'Have you decided?' So I told her I would do it because it sounded like a wonderful project." 

The women got to work on the collaboration and spent the next year and a half getting the book ready. 

Hollinger took a year finishing the drawings and the artwork and lining up a graphic artist to do the finished prints; O'Connor poured over rewrite after rewrite and secured a printer in Singapore for the first printing. 

During this time, they decided to publish the book themselves and so created their own company called Monarch Publishers and their own Web page www.monarchpublishers.com. 

"We wanted to have as much creative freedom as possible," O'Connor said. "Every step of the way we were learning something unexpected." 

Nothing, however, was as unexpected as the jolt they received near the end of their journey. 

When they came to get the finished prints, they discovered that the graphic artist had left the original art in the car and the sun had melted them. Grease spots had also somehow gotten on them and indelibly stained them. 

Hollinger had a choice: to forget the whole thing, or to start over. She decided to give it another try, but O'Connor was shattered. 

"At the time I thought, 'This is it it's all ruined and we'll never get it as good as it was,'" she said. 

She was right, the new artwork wasn't as good it was maybe a nose better. 

"I would have been glad if Valerie had just come close to what she had done before," O'Connor said. "Instead, she had somehow improved on it, which to me was amazing." 

In early 2005, everything was ready and a first printing of 5,500 was ordered. 

Happy Voices bookstore in Greenville agreed to carry it. Signings and readings were booked, and they chose to donate a portion of their book's revenue to support literacy in South Carolina. 

But there was one change the two women made to the story: instead of just leaving it to the public to read or not read, they would take it and their story of how it had all come about into the public schools through their adopted aliases of Midnight and Slinky. 

  
They know how to get into the wind to take them exactly where they want to go. ... 

Together, whether at Greenbrier, Simpsonville, Brook Glenn, Pelham Road or any other elementary school in Greenville County, they act out an evolving story and recreate the annual journey of the monarch butterflies. 

"This gives us a chance not only at the arts and early literacy, but also to introduce children to conservation early on," O'Connor said. "We're big advocates of both." 

Judging from the last four months, however, it seems their story is holding more than just the interest of early-age students. 

"We wanted somebody local to show the kids that you don't have to be in New York to do this," said Margaret House, instructional coach at Ellen Woodside. 

Sara Doolittle, first grade teacher at Simpsonville Elementary added, "I've been teaching first-, second- and third-graders for 30-something years and it was the best presentation I've ever seen. The way it all came about and the way they wove their personal experiences in with the science of the butterflies was just wonderful." 

  

May you always know how to get into the wind that will take you where you want to go. ... 

But the education and the journey of the butterflies are only part of the story. 

Somewhere between the science and the skit, Midnight and Slinky end up showing that the flight of the monarchs is not just a recurring natural wonder, but a connection to the spirit and drive of the human family. 

"We and the monarchs travel a long distance and at some point have to find our way home again," O'Connor said. "They do it with an invisible built-in map; we do it with the visible and mostly invisible presence of the people who came before us. Each generation is important to the next in many ways, and all of us, like the monarchs, have to be able to use what's been passed down to us through the generations to find our way home." 

 


