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It was late on a Saturday morning when I got the call from the Printz committee. I 

wasn’t expecting it – believe me – because if I were I wouldn’t have been doing what 

I was doing, which was taking a shower. My wife looked at the caller ID and asked if 

I knew anyone in Connecticut. When she told me it was the Printz committee, I 

jumped out of the shower and immediately wrapped myself in a towel, because, 

although I had never received a call before from a national awards committee, my 

instinct was you did not take a call like that naked.  

I heard voices in the background; I realized I was on speaker-phone, and for 

some reason that made me feel even more vulnerable. I actually asked if this was 

some kind of gag, because I honestly didn’t think The Monstrumologist was the sort 

of book that wins prestigious awards. When I was writing it, I would tell my wife 

how ridiculous it was — ludicrous was the word I used, the most ludicrous book 

ever written, and ludicrous books do not win big awards. Part of that came from an 

old habit of manipulation, a childish way to obtain praise. In the beginning of my 

marriage I practiced it often: “I’m such an idiot! I have no talent! It’s hopeless, 

hopeless!” And Sandy would always say, “Oh my God, you’re not an idiot. You’re the 

smartest person I know. You’re this close to being a genius!” Now, after fifteen years, 

whenever I reach for it in my bag of spousal tricks, I get this: (a blank stare).  

  I know this award means as much to her as it does to me – in fact, she should 

be standing up here with me, for there are monsters no less terrifying than the ones 
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in the book that stalk an author’s loved ones. Self-doubt, self-loathing, anger, fear, 

existential malaise . . . editors, publicists. There are times when I find it barely 

tolerable to live with me – I have no idea how she does it. So this recognition is for 

her, too, for the isolation and loneliness that comes from being with someone who 

lives mostly inside his own head with people who do not exist. The other day I 

turned to her and said, “The next time I get it into my head to write a book set in 

another century about monsters no one has ever heard of, I want you to take the 

nearest heavy object and slam me upside the head with it.” She said, “Okay.” She had 

been there, you see, while I worked to three in the morning on something I myself 

had characterized as ludicrous – opening one sleepy eye as I slid into bed, after I had 

checked the locks on the doors and in the closets and under the bed, because let me 

tell you, at three in the morning monsters are real. Nearing the end, I was convinced 

it was either the best thing I had ever written or the absolute worst, and both 

prospects had their own unique terrifying properties and implications. Sandy 

understood this. Before she read the manuscript, I warned her, “It’s kind of gross 

and bloody.” “I don’t do gross and bloody,” she told me. “Me either,” I answered. 

“Which is weird. Very weird.” But she read it, afterwards telling me with quiet pride, 

“I think it’s the best thing you’ve ever written.” In all honesty that meant more to me 

than receiving this award.  

But the award is nice – don’t get me wrong – please don’t take it back. It’s 

things like this award that I cling to when I succumb to the seductively self-

destructive temptation to Google myself. I discovered The Monstrumologist was 

“repulsive,” “boring,” “gross,” “disgusting,” “sickening,” “YA? No way!” To which I am 
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now able to say, “Thank God for librarians!” But some of those remarks were made 

by librarians. So I should say, “Thank God for librarians who sit on award 

committees and who think bloody and gross are kind of cool.” 

I should also thank my agent, Brian DeFiore, for his encouragement and 

enthusiasm over the years, particularly with this book, which, I have on good 

authority, scared the crap out of him. Wuss. I will also forgive him for his totally 

annoying pragmatism, and particularly for his failure to tell me every time we speak 

that I am this close to being a literary genius.    

The Monstrumologist is a carwreck of a book: It’s bloody, horrific and 

disturbing, but you just have to look. But to me at least it is rises above the miasma 

of gore, for amid all the blood and guts – and the maggots – is a story of almost 

inconceivable courage in the face of nearly unimaginable terror. I cannot imagine 

myself in Will Henry’s position, a little boy lost in a pitch-dark underground 

labyrinth – literally and metaphorically, stalked by seven-foot maneaters and that 

peculiar demon that is love’s longing. For The Monstrumologist is a love story – 

seriously – and I’m not talking about carnivorous love, though there’s plenty of that. 

To me, the scariest scene in the entire book, the scene which made me cringe and 

gasp with dismay, was the moment when the monstrumologist turns to Will and 

says with all sincerity, “You have failed me.” This, for me, is true horror, the terror of 

love’s longing trammeled underfoot by the beloved. I would rather face a horde of 

Anthropophagi than that – for that is the universal fear, worse than that of death, for 

the fear of death is speculative after all. But Will – like all of us – is more than the 

sum of his fears. It’s why he – and we – push back against the existential darkness. 
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Though it threatens to crush us, we push back. In the bloody wreckage, we cling to a 

hope we can hardly articulate, slogging toward a light we can barely see. At times 

our efforts strike us as – well, the only word for it is ludicrous – and perhaps they 

are, but the alternative is a death from which there is no possibility of resurrection. 

This is what I mean when I say my book is a love story. Those are the only stories 

worth telling.      


