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2010 Michael L. Printz Award Acceptance Speech 

Libba Bray 

Hello! Welcome! You all look GORGEOUS. I would like to begin tonight by offering 

some copious and possibly obsequious thanks.  

I’d like to thank YALSA, Booklist and the Printz Committee. Actually, I’d like to 
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goes on a road trip to DisneyWorld with a death-obsessed dwarf, a sugar-addicted 

punk angel, and a Norse yard gnome, all of it woven together with musings on 

quantum physics? After all, I had just written a very successful Victorian fantasy 

trilogy with a built-in audience who wanted more. Was this a willful act of career 

suicide? Was I on crack?  

I seemed at a loss to explain the why and the how of this book. That I had 

been mulling it over in some fashion for years. That, as with all books, I needed to 
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It begins as many things do, with a library and a book—the first book I truly 

loved: Bread and Jam for Frances by Russell and Lillian Hoban. I checked it out of the 

Corpus Christi Public Library again and again, with an almost Bernie Madoff-

insensitivity to the reading needs of other four-year-olds. “It was breakfast time and 

everyone was at the table…” the story begins, and it goes on to recount the tale of 

Frances the badger sticking it to the man who wanted to oppress her freedom of 

food choice. Or so I saw it. Frances was a funny, odd little thing trying to make sense 

of the world. She made lots of mistakes. I sensed in her a kindred spirit. It comforted 

me to know she was in the world, to know that I could visit her at the library any 

time I needed to.
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beloved book: Catcher in the Rye. 
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I’m at my father’s bedside in a nursing home in Colorado. He is in the end 

stage of AIDS with cryptosporidium, which sounds like the comic book nemesis of a 

gay superhero. I’ve spoken to his hospice worker, whose name is Dorothy, because 

really, sometimes the irony gods just get drunk. On the radio, Judy Collins sings 

about having seen life from both sides now, a song I know from childhood. That 

moment joins this one, a moment squared in meaning and resonancuared in 



 2010 Printz Acceptance Speech | Libba Bray 
 
 
 
mysteries of space and be reborn as something else, somewhere else. Like coming 

back to one.  

Open a door, and there is my mother, the English teacher. She’s not an 

emotional woman. She pays her bills on time and wields a red pen. She is incurably 

Presbyterian. But she talks about books the way poets speak of love. She shows me 

how writers leave wonderful clues hidden on the pages—allusions to other works, 

symbolism, themes and metaphor. She turns reading into a delightful scavenger 

hunt in which we collect tools for unlocking the world, for understanding how hard 
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into a before and after. The car spins out of control in the rain, hitting a phone pole 

at tremendous speed. I live, but my face is shattered beyond recognition. My left eye 

is gone. There are many surgeries, many hospital stays to come. But I’m getting 

ahead of myself. First, there are two weeks in the ICU, drifting in and out of 

consciousness. My 
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amazing parallel worlds do exist. It’s called a library. And these extraordinary places 

are presided over by their own personal Dulcies. They are called librarians. And no 

matter where the road takes you in this or any other life, there must be a place 

where you can stop and rest and read. Where you can feel the joining of your story 

to all the other stories that exist. Books that comfort. Books that heal. Books that 

provoke and disturb, that make you question what we’re doing here. Books 

dangerous in their ideas. Books which remind us of our fragility and resilience, of 

our connection to other hurting, struggling, flawed-but-trying human beings. Read 

them. Allow yourself to be opened. To be changed. To be connected.  

And if we want to keep finding those books at the library, we’d better fight 

like hell to keep libraries open. Because you shut a door on hope when you close a 

library. We’re all going to die someday, but hopefully not today, so whatever fight 

you’ve got, get in there and wrestle with the fire giants. Stick it to the man, Frances.  

One last stop before we go. A small, everyday moment about six years ago, 

when this book was a tiny universe swirling into being. An apartment in Brooklyn 

with the sun setting over the Gowanus just as it set over the Gulf years before. 

Tomorrow it will rise again, but we’re not concerned with tomorrow. We are here, 

in this moment, and it begins with a book and a child. My four-year-old son crawls 

into my lap and oh, that is a world—a lap, a book, a child. The spine of the cover 

crackles. The pages smell of library dust, an earthen, you-are-here smell, a smell that 

must exist in our DNA, a smell I would wear like perfume and hold that wrist to my 
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nose and inhale, to remind myself that we are always the story and the story goes 

on, the story must be shared, passed down. The story never really ends.  

The child in my lap. The smell of the book. Be here now.  

I see what he has chosen.  

“Ah, I think you’re really going to like this book,” I say. The strands of time 

and experience come in for a brief kiss. A universe unfolds gracefully. We live. We 

die. We find meaning where we can and the rest is improvisation. His sweaty fingers 


