Moving Forward: A Story of Hope and Inspiration
It was a sunny day with a warm breeze blowing in the park when I first met Jennifer Priester and her mother, Lorianne.  We sat at a picnic table while my dog, Max, rested in the shade near our feet.  

That was about three years ago and so much has happened since that first meeting.

I remember Jennifer—who was 18 at the time—as being pretty, petite and very shy—so shy that she could not talk directly to me; she could only talk to or through her mother.  I had been told by Lorianne that Jennifer had Selective Mutism, but I really didn’t know anything about it and had never met anyone before who had the condition.

But while Jennifer was clearly shy and reluctant to look at me, she was also very vibrant.  She just bubbled over with enthusiasm when we talked about her pets or animals in general, and she really loved being around Max.  She also clearly took a great deal of pride in the huge notebook that she had put together that contained many of her stories and art work.
We were meeting that day to discuss the possibility of my working with Jennifer and Lorianne to publish some of Jennifer’s stories, and it was the first time that I had seen any of Jennifer’s work.  And I was very impressed.

While the writing needed a little editing, it was clearly very creative and engaging.  At that point, she had drafted over 200 stories and had artwork to go with most of it.  The challenge, in fact, was where to start with so much good material in front of me.

We had met through a mutual friend who knew that I had just become a publisher and also knew of Jennifer’s talent and interest in publishing her work.  As we concluded our first meeting that day, we agreed that I would review the material in more depth and get back to them with an idea of the time and cost involved in publishing some of Jennifer’s work. 

As I read through Jennifer’s notebooks, I became more and more impressed with the creative depth of her stories, and the vivid imagination that was behind them.  I also became more and more convinced that—if possible—Jennifer should take charge of her own publishing process in order to handle the volume of her creative work in the most time and cost effective manner possible.  But that would require a lot of her and I just wasn’t sure whether she would have the interest or capability to run her own publishing company.

Fast forward three years, and Jennifer has more than exceeded my hopes and early expectations.  Not only has she become a published author with the release of her first book, Mortal Realm Witch: Learning About Magic, but she has also become a publisher in her own right.  She has created her own company—A & M Moonlight Creations—which handles all the business aspects of being a publisher.  She qualified to become a publisher through Lightning Source which provided her access to Ingram—the major distributor to bookstores and online book retailers.  She has learned InDesign, a very complicated publishing software program, and recently completed the layout design for Book Two, Mortal Realm Witch: The Magic Continues.  And she was able to apply her knowledge of InDesign to turn her first book into an Amazon Kindle ebook edition.  
If that wasn’t enough, she tackled learning how to build her own website and created it at www.mortalrealmwitch.com.  She has plans to build two more websites under the domains of A&M Moonlight Creations.com to advertise her business, and JenniferPriester.com to showcase more of her personal information as she becomes a more established and recognized author, artist and publisher.   
Jennifer has established herself on several social media sites, including Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Google+, Goodreads and LinkedIn.  She has created her own blog at animalsandmagic.wordpress.com. where she has conducted a series of interviews with other authors and reviewed several books.
All in all, one could certainly say that Jennifer has found her voice.   How has all of this changed her?  From my observation, I would certainly say that Jennifer has become a more self-confident young woman.  She has braved public book selling/signing opportunities and is slowly gaining the ability to respond to the questions of interested readers.  And as she does more of these events and has additional books in her selling collection, I suspect that she will gain even more confidence.

And what might the future hold for Jennifer?

As of this writing, Jennifer has her first book published and the second one about to be released.  There are two more in the first Trilogy in the Mortal Realm Witch Series—A Companion Book and Book Three, Mortal Realm Witch: Realms Unite? Jennifer does all of the artwork for the book and will also create them in an ebook format.  The Series is an ambitious undertaking with nine books total—all with unique artwork for each story—so she will have her hands full for several years to come.

What are her hopes and dreams for the future? 
That story is yet to be written, but clearly Jennifer is moving ahead on her personal growth path.  What is particularly inspiring is that she is also gradually moving past the limitations that a condition such as Selective Mutism has placed on her.  Jennifer was diagnosed with Selective Mutism when she was in kindergarten when she displayed the childhood anxiety disorder’s classic symptom: she spoke easily at home but couldn’t speak in school or other social settings.  

Now, at 22 years of age, she has been able to use the online world to develop a voice for herself—and a voice that is only getting stronger with time.  And she is showing signs of gaining significant self-confidence in the public world as well.  

She is gaining this self-confidence through a lot of hard work and courage—and that is something that other children and adults with this anxiety disorder can be inspired by as well.  While the experts don’t really know how or why this disorder occurs, and have only limited understanding of how to resolve it, a person with this disorder can certainly witness Jennifer’s story and be inspired that they too will one day find a voice of their own.  
We are all given gifts that are meant to be shared with the world—and often have to overcome limitations and/or challenges to be able to achieve this.  So we can all learn and be inspired by Jennifer’s courage, and apply these important lessons to our own lives as well.

For more information on Jennifer and her inspiring story, please see her social media sites or check out her website at www.mortalrealmwitch.com.

By Janet Bennett, author of Travels with Max: How My Dog Unleashed My Life.  
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