A Self-Publishing Tale

By Julie Kelly

Thank you for inviting me to share how Clare’s Costly Cookie: A Young Heart Discovers the Way of Love came to be – I am happy to share my adventure with you. Approximately four years ago I wrote a handful of entertaining stories to help my strong-willed young daughter better understand the heart of love and sacrifice, with a young girl like herself as the main character. She learns things quickly and effortlessly if it is in the form of a story, so I decided to try my hand to help her. I wanted my daughter to experience this little girl’s transformation from a self-absorbed child to a faithful follower of Jesus. This little girl needed to be REAL, with faults and failings, and with a strong will that proved difficult to subdue. I wanted her to meet Jesus – to get to know Him personally – and to offer Him her heart – at any cost. 
So I wrote, and prayed, and wrote some more, sharing the stories with my daughter and other children. To my surprise, they all enjoyed them a great deal and requested more. They connected with the main character, seeing themselves in her stubborn, plucky character, and they also enjoyed the humorous moments I wove into the stories. So I snuck little bits of writing time after the children’s bedtime or in the wee hours of the morning before our family rosary and daily Mass, finding inspiration in the challenges and difficulties my own children face each day in their struggles to do what is right and follow Jesus faithfully. 

At some point I realized there is something in these stories that might possibly help other children draw closer to Jesus – the main character Clare has something very special to share with other children. I shared my idea with a priest friend and he asked if I had considered self-publishing…I hadn’t. I knew nothing about it and did not have the time to learn, but every time I prayed for guidance the idea of self-publishing came to mind. At that time my older daughter was enjoying a popular Catholic book that was written by a Catholic mother. I decided to email the author to ask her input about the book business. To my surprise she responded that she had published the book herself. She highly recommended the company that she worked with in Michigan to help her through the self-publishing process, DDM Publications, with the warning that self-publishing is a lot of work. I contacted Erin Howarth, the owner, to gather information, and she could not have been more friendly and helpful. I prayerfully decided that I was being led to self-publish the book and set about learning the process.
When I had finished the manuscript I asked several of my friends to read it with an eye to the spiritual, grammatical, and literary content. I read through their comments, incorporating many of their excellent suggestions. I found that fresh eyes were invaluable to give me input that I needed to see things I couldn’t. Because I have very little free time the editing process took months. I would put it aside for several weeks and go through it again to come at it with a bit of distance to catch things I hadn’t before. 
When the text was finished and free from grammatical errors I sent a word document to Erin to edit. She gave further input and suggestions and the process of getting it ready for print began. As the publisher every decision for the finished product fell to me: font choice and size, margin size, paper choice, placement of chapter titles and page numbers, writing the bio page, everything. I spent much time on the internet researching and learning the process, usually a half step before I needed the information to make a decision.

I chose to have the book illustrated because, having six children myself, I knew how important illustrations are to capturing the imagination and interest of children, so I went to the Catholic Illustrators Guild online to find an illustrator to work with. The process took approximately seven months to settle on an illustrator. I requested several to submit samples, and with input from my children I decided on the best illustrator for the project, Mary MacArthur, and began the lengthy and very enjoyable process of illustrating the chapters. I chose Mary because I liked the style and feel of her drawings, and I appreciated her easygoing approach – she was very open to my suggestions and detail-oriented input. As a recent graduate of the University of St. Thomas in Houston, she brought an enthusiasm and open attitude, eager to learn the illustrating process with her first book.
I would send Mary my ideas for the chapter illustration and she would sketch a rough draft. We would send it back and forth until it I felt it was satisfactory and captured the feel I wanted. Then we would move to the next chapter. She would  give artistic suggestions and thoughts on my ideas – what she felt would work and what wouldn’t - which were invaluable to the process. I chose one of the chapter illustrations to be the cover art for the book, so I shared with Mary the color scheme I was thinking, as well as other stylistic points. When she sent me the final cover art it was wonderful to see the characters come to life in full color and detail. Working with the illustrator for so many months on such a regular basis opened the door to a very enjoyable and easygoing working relationship – it was one of my favorite parts of the process.

Because the book is very spiritual in nature I wanted a priest to write a Foreword to introduce it to readers, and there is one priest that first came to mind. Father Antoine Thomas, csj, the founder of Children of Hope, has devoted a large part of his priestly ministry to drawing children to Jesus in the Eucharist, so I invited him to read the text and write the Foreword if he was willing. He liked what I had written and graciously agreed to do the Foreword. I was extremely grateful. 
When the manuscript and illustrations were completed Erin laid the entire project out in a book format and sent me the hard copy to edit carefully. From margins to spacing to illustration positioning, every detail had to be ironed out. I had to take my time with this process because once I gave the green light to Erin, changes after that point would cost significantly more. When the final edits were completed I sent it back to her and the process, for my part, was complete. She worked with the printer to oversee the printing process. Before the printing the printer sent me a color page of what the front and back cover and spine would look like, and I had to oversee the lining up of the spine, spacing, and detail quality of the illustrations. The quality of the cover art would have been significantly less if a detail-oriented family member had not noticed that the line clarity was not what it should be. Although I was anxious to move forward I was grateful for the time I took to go over every detail multiple times.
Finally, when the books were printed they were shipped by a trucking company and I had to inspect the books upon arrival to be sure they were in excellent quality with no damage during shipping. I was extremely grateful to hold the completed book in my hands, and especially pleased to present the first copy to my daughter who was the original inspiration for the entire project. 
Because this book has one purpose – to draw young hearts to Jesus – I wrote the entire book in prayer and prayed about every decision. I entrusted the entire project to our Blessed Mother and asked her to be my Marketing Director. Since being published one year ago it has been sent throughout the U.S., as well as to New Zealand, Canada, Australia, Ireland, Singapore, Hong Kong, and translation rights are under consideration by the Lithuanian bishop’s conference. I prayerfully seek her guidance every day and ask her to bless all those who read it. 
I would like to share that I would not have been able to do this without the help of my children. They were a vital part of every process – the best editors and brainstorm buddies I could have. The best thanks I could receive came today – the day before Ash Wednesday – when I asked my now twelve year old daughter that inspired the book if she had chosen a spiritual book for her daily Lenten reading. She responded with a smile, “Clare’s Costly Cookie.”
Thank you for asking me to share a bit of my self-publishing tale…it has been truly an unexpected journey filled with grace and joy. May the Lord give you His peace.
