
ACCEPTANCE SPEECH: MARGARET A. EDWARDS AWARD 

Many friends who couldn’t be there have asked me to post my Edwards Award speech. This is my 

transcription of sorts — I’ve smoothed out a few of the clunkier lines, and there are bound to be typos. I 

also did my thank yous in a separate forum, which I don’t want to post quite yet. But I will thank the 

committee once more, as well as my friends, family, Random House, and Scholastic, as well as all of the 

librarians who have supported my books all these years. Now, without further ado, the speech. 

  

 

June 25, 2016 – Orlando, Florida  

A passage from Love is the Higher Law. Clara is visiting the makeshift memorial in Union Square right 

after 9/11, looking at the posters for the missing, presumed dead: 

I can’t think of anything to say. I don’t know these people whose candles I am lighting. So instead, as I 

light each one, I am sure to read the names out loud, if there are names. I am sure to look each photo in 

the eye, if there’s a photo. I cup my hand over each unlit candle, then raise my own candle to it. They 

touch, and I leave a small flame. Sometimes it doesn’t last, or it doesn’t work at all. Sometimes I have to 

wipe off the water that’s pooled in the hollow of the wax. Sometimes I have to backtrack when my 

candle goes out, and relight it on one of the candles I lit only moments before. Every now and then, I look 

to see how the woman in the green raincoat is doing. Two other people, a couple, have seen us and are 

now using their own lighter to save more candles. It feels like the right thing to do, even though the light 

we make doesn’t change what’s happened. We are making our own temporary constellation, and it 

doesn’t spell a blessed thing. 

I keep going. The rain returns and becomes more insistent. I guard my candle, and when it runs too low, I 

borrow another one. I don’t try to relight the ones I’ve lit that have gone out again. I just keep going. 

Every now and then, I’m aware people are watching, but then I go back to reciting the names, lighting 

the candles. There are so many of them. I have to keep going. What separates us from the animals, what 

separates from the chaos, is our ability to mourn people we’ve never met. I light candle after candle after 

candle. 

So, here we are in Orlando. And definitely this is a different speech than I would have given two or three 

weeks ago. The question is, will be, and always has been: What do we do? 

Not What can we do? If we get caught in trying to figure out what can we do, we’ll be there forever. 

Not What do I do? Because the only time change actually happens is when it is a we. 

We have to figure out what to do. As writers, as people in publishing, as librarians, as teachers, we have 

the tools we need to do something. And we do it, every single day. 



We vote with our lives. We vote with our choices. We vote with the people we are. We vote with the 

people we raise. We vote with the opportunities we give to people – those in our lives and those who 

come into our lives by picking up one of our books or coming into one of our libraries. 

We vote with our voices, with our silence or our lack of silence. 

And the question right now, of What do we do? 

The answer is: We raise our voices. 

Not in shouting, but singing. 

Not shouting, but telling stories and sharing stories. 

Our own stories, the stories that other people have written – this is how change occurs. 

And just as important, if not more important: We raise other people’s voices. We must look for the 

people who are not getting to speak and we must give them the opportunity to speak. We must look for 

the people who feel like their stories are not a part of the collective story and we must make those 

stories part of the collective story. 

Again, this is not a surprise to you. You do this every day. 

We all have the power to empower other people. The amazing thing about that power is that while it 

costs time and effort, you can do it no matter how much money you make, no matter what position 

you’re in, whether you want to sit down and write or whether you are helping people to get to the 

stories they need or to tell the stories they need to tell. 

We have to keep fighting. 

An excerpt from Wide Awake: 

I needed words to fuel me. I didn’t need to be told what to do; I just needed to know that what I was 

doing had some worth. The words could be as simple as thank you or you’re welcome, or as complicated 

as a story or a speech. The words could come from my friends, or a presidential candidate, or these 

random people who’d arrived on our bus. 

It was enough to let me know that the words in my head weren’t alone. 

They had a world in which to fit. 

They would be understood. 

This is the power of story and of talking and of sharing words. This is the power of what we do each and 

every day. I have seen it not just as a writer but certainly as a reader as well. 



In thinking of being up here, I did not just want to share my own stories. One of the highlights of my 

career so far was that when Francesca Lia Block won this award, and I got to interview her for School 

Library Journal. When I won the award, it immediately linked to that. 

A particularly meaningful excerpt from Weetzie Bat, in light of recent events: 

Dirk crossed the street to the bar called the Stud. The place was packed and steaming; Dirk could hardly 

breathe. He went and stood close to the bar while everyone pressed in around him – the leathered, 

studded, mustached men in boots, the little surf boys with LaCoste shirts, Levi’s, and Vans, the long-

haired European-styled model types in black. Dirk stood there looking around and then his heart began 

to beat very quickly and then he felt like crying 

Who was that beautiful blonde swaying drunkenly on the edge of the dance floor and smoking a 

cigarette? Who was that beautiful blonde boy? 

Love is a dangerous angel, Dirk thought. Especially nowadays. 

It was Duck. 

Out of all the bars and all the nights and all the people and all the moments, Dirk had found Duck 

Dirk went up to him and looked into his eyes. Duck dropped his cigarette and his eyes filled with tears. 

Then he fell against Dirk’s shoulders while the lights fanned across the dance floor like a neon peacock 

spreading its tail 

“How did you find me?” Duck asked as Dirk let him out of the Stud. 

“I don’t know,” Dirk said. “But you are in my blood. I can’t help it. We can’t be anywhere except 

together.” 

“I love you so much,” Duck said. “I’ve been so afraid. I’ve been to all the bars just watching and getting 

wasted. And I know people are dying everywhere. How can anyone love anyone?” 

Dirk put Duck into Jerry and he drove them to the hotel where they had stayed another time they had 

visited San Francisco. Dirk ran the bath and undressed Duck and helped him into the hot water. He 

soaped Duck’s back and made Duck’s hair into Mohawks and Kewpie-doll curlicues with shampoo before 

he rinsed him off. Then they got under the pressed hotel sheets and held on to each other. 

“It’s so sick,” Duck said “I nicked myself shaving last night at home, and I saw my own blood and I 

thought, How could I love in a world where this exists – where love can become death? Even if the doctor 

says we’re okay, how could we go on watching people die?” 

Duck buried his face against Dirk’s shoulder and the streetlamp shone in through the window, lighting up 

Duck’s hair. 

Dirk stroked Duck’s head. “I don’t know,” he said. “But we’ve got to be together.” 



  

There it is. 

A good answer. 

What do we do? 

I don’t know, but we’ve got to be together. 

I can remember the first time I read Weetzie Bat. Ann Martin recommended it to me. It took me a 

couple of years to get to it, but then when I read it, it opened up so many doors. Not just in the writing 

itself, which was music put to words — I realized you could write a novel as if it was a pop song. But 

there was also the very, very real human heartbeat underneath. That is why she is so masterful, because 

she unites the strength of words and the strength of music with the strength of feeling and the strength 

of action and he strength ofbeing together, the power of taking all these people who think of 

themselves as outcasts – which every single adolescent does – and then uniting them into something 

bigger. By uniting them into something bigger, they suddenly feel they have value to their lives. 

This is the lineage of the Edwards Awards winners. I could go through each and every one, with one 

exception, and tell you how they link up. I think of Walter Dean Myers, who was one of the most 

generous, remarkable people I’ve ever met, and whose writing was so fearless and so strong, and who 

didn’t ever, ever just do just one thing – he did as many things as he could with his writing. I think of 

Nancy Garden. I would not be here without her. She opened the door; I walked through it. I think of Lois 

Duncan, who was masterful at taking a genre that is so looked-down-upon, the thriller, and showing it 

can be about the moral choices we make. 

I don’t know that I would love books as much as I love books now without the works of Cynthia Voigt, 

which were book-talked to me by my elementary-school librarian in fifth grade. I signed up to be the 

first to readDicey’s Song; I kept it for a long time. And my current peers – including Laurie Halse 

Anderson, Markus Zusak, Jacqueline Woodson – all of them bring such a clear moral imperative to their 

work, showing us what we need to do. 

We are collectively an army of empathy. That is why I love the YA community so much. We are bonded 

by this feeling of empathy. We feel for our characters. We feel our stories, and we do that because we 

know it translates for into a connection for our readers that makes them feel something themselves. 

This is as close to magic as I will ever get as a human being. 

Now, about that one exception. 

If one of the high points of my career in publishing was talking to Francesca Lia Block about her Edwards 

Award win, one of the low points of my career, and one of the only times I’ve felt deeply ashamed to be 

a part of this community, was when Orson Scott Card won this award. 

  



A quote from Orson Scott Card, two years before he won the Edwards Award: 

Society will bend all its efforts to seize upon any hint of homosexuality in our young people and 

encourage it. 

[Homosexuals] are unhappy, but they think it’s because the rest of us “don’t fully accept them.” 

Homosexual “marriage” won’t accomplish what they hope. They will still be just as far outside the 

reproductive cycle of life. And they will have inflicted real damage on those of us who are inside it. 

They will make it harder for us to raise children with any confidence that they, in turn, will take their 

place in the reproductive cycle. They will use all the forces of our society to try to encourage our children 

that it is desirable to be like them. 

Then, from a month after he won the Edwards Award: 

That a few individuals suffer from tragic genetic mixups does not affect the differences between 

genetically distinct males and females. 

If America becomes a place where our children are taken from us by law and forced to attend schools 

where they are taught that cohabitation is as good as marriage, that motherhood doesn’t require a 

husband or father, and that homosexuality is as valid a choice as heterosexuality for their future lives, 

then why in the world should married people continue to accept the authority of such a government? 

How long before married people answer the dictators thus: Regardless of law, marriage has only one 

definition, and any government that attempts to change it is my mortal enemy. I will act to destroy that 

government and bring it down, so it can be replaced with a government that will respect and support 

marriage, and help me raise my children in a society where they will expect to marry in their turn. 

I sincerely believe that the committee that chose Orson Scott Card for this award was not 

knowledgeable of his outspoken writing on this topic. It was a mistake. However, if that is forgivable, 

what was not forgivable, and what I cannot forgive, was the response when people like myself said, How 

can you do this? We were told, Oh, it’s not an award for the person, but for the books. To which I cry 

bullshit. It is not going to say on the books’ resume that he won the award. When the list of Edwards 

Awards winners is given, it is not the names of the books given, it is his. I was told, Well, you can’t 

penalize someone for his personal beliefs.Writing in this manner and publishing it and sharing it with the 

world is not a “personal belief” – it is part of your writing, it is part of the world view you are espousing 

in your books and in your body of work. 

I firmly believe that if Orson Scott Card had been a racist or an anti-Semite, he never would have won 

this award. Ten years ago, there was still that tinge of acceptable homophobia — there was still that 

tinge saying that, If you really hate those people, those are your beliefs, and that makes it okay. It is not 

okay. It will never be okay. So it is up to me and the other winners of the Edwards Award and all of the 

future winners of the Edwards Awards to be the counterbalance against this one name who is so full of 

hate and was so full of hate when he won this award. 



I vowed that if I ever won this award, I would talk about this. And so I have. 

But let us get back to the power of words. 

This is from Boy Meets Boy. 

Silence. Keys on the front counter. A pause. Footsteps on the stairs. 

All those years of us pretending. All the “bible study” groups and midnight curfews. All those times we 

had to wash the scent of a basement rave out of Tony’s clothes, or let Tony go on-line on our computers 

to go places his parents wouldn’t let him go. All those moments of panic, when we thought we wouldn’t 

make it back on time, when we thought that Tony would come home and the door would be locked for 

good. All those lies. All those fears. And now Tony’s mother coming into the room — not even knocking 

— and seeing the two of us sitting on his floor, him crossed-legged and leaning on the side of his bed, me 

kneeling by the bookcase, not even pretending to be looking for a book. 

“Oh,” she says — the kind of word that falls like a stone. 

“We’re going to do some homework,” Tony says. 

She looks straight at him. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” 

All those silences. All those burning thoughts kept hidden. And now Tony is letting them out, carefully. 

Now Tony is standing his ground. 

“Why?” Tony asks — the kind of word that is thrown like a stone. 

“Why?” Tony’s mom repeats — an off-guard echo, an uncertain response. 

He’s called her on it. And she doesn’t know how to respond. 

She looks at the walls, inhales and exhales. 

“Leave the door open,” she says. “I’ll be in the kitchen.” 

Tony is speechless. He merely nods. His mom doesn’t nod in return. She backs away, out of the door, 

down the steps. Tony looks at me. I burst out smiling. I clap without making a sound. He smiles too. Then 

his smile falls and all of a sudden he is sobbing. He is shuddering and shaking and gasping. He has kept 

all this white noise inside him, and now some of it is coming out. His face is newborn raw, his arms wrap 

around his body. I move over to him and hug him tight. I tell him that he’s brave. I tell him that he’s done 

it — he’s taken not the first step (that happened a long time ago), but the next step. His cry carries 

through the house. I rock him a little and look up to see his mother in the doorway again. This time I can 

read her perfectly. She wants to be where I am, holding him. But I know she will not say the things I am 

willing to say. Maybe she knows this too. Maybe this will change, too. She looks at my face and gives me 

a nod. Or maybe she is finally returning Tony’s nod. Then she retreats again. 

“I’m sorry,” Tony says, sniffling back into composure. 



“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” I tell him. 

“I know.” 

I find my greatest strength in wanting to be strong. I find my greatest bravery in deciding to be brave. I 

don’t know if I’ve ever realized this before, and I don’t know if Tony’s ever realized it before, but I think 

we both realize it now. If there’s no feeling of fear, then there’s no need for courage. I think Tony has 

been living with his fear for all his life. I think now he’s converting it to courage. 

We as authors and librarians and teachers and people should never, ever silence what we believe. We 

should never worry that, Oh, I shouldn’t be political. I’ve heard way too many authors say they don’t 

write with an agenda or don’t try to convey anything – whatever the reader believes. Again, I cry bullshit. 

We don’t have a literal agenda for what we write; we don’t sit there with a checklist and say, I want to 

press these buttons. But we do have reasons for what we write. And those reasons are our beliefs, are 

our world view, are what we want to share with the reader, whether consciously or not. 

I absolutely have reasons for why I write. You meet those reasons every single day in your libraries. 

We have to write with moral imperative. Now when we have a bigot who wants to be president, when 

we have a government that seems to be falling apart, when we have people who want to take away our 

rights, whether they be in bathrooms or in schools or in libraries, we must make a moral argument. We 

must not be afraid to make a moral argument. We must not be afraid to fight for what we believe in. 

The other side is very brilliant in their conjuring of “political correctness” as a way to make us feel 

ashamed for what we believe, to make it feel like we are somehow violating their rights by asserting our 

own. That is not true. 

I’ve heard from many librarians, other authors, people in publishing, who worry about “getting into 

trouble.” I would argue that by being afraid of getting into trouble, by staying silent and avoiding that 

trouble, you only cause greater trouble. You let the bigger bad thing happen to avoid the tinier bad 

thing. 

Again, raise your voice. Raise other people’s voices. Do not let fear rule you. Because fear creates so 

many of the words we’re hearing today. 

I love this award because I believe in the importance of a body of work. I think that too often there is an 

utter lack of recognition for this. Only one Edwards Award winner has ever won a Printz Award. No 

series book has ever won a Printz Award or Honor. (Octavian Nothing doesn’t count – that’s a novel in 

two parts.) So I value this award because I think there are so many extraordinary writers who change 

teenagers’ lives with their writing every day, but because they don’t have that one book, but instead 

have so many books, they don’t get award recognition. I think of people like Ellen Hopkins, like Sarah 

Dessen, like Suzanne Collins, Scott Westerfeld, Coe Booth – there are so many who year after year, book 

after book, deliver and deliver and deliver, but because that book is not the best of any given year by 

some subjective standard, they don’t get the recognition. I am one of those writers as well. I always 



secretly knew I’d win this award before ever getting anything from the Printz committee. And that’s 

fine, because I think we all write for the body of work; we don’t write for just one book. 

It goes back to the (now ironically named) Harper Lee Question that writers ask each other: Would you 

rather just have that one book that changed the world but you could never write a book again, or would 

you rather write many books that never hit that high? Every single author I’ve met has chosen the 

second option. 

So, what is a body of work? 

Is it the books lined up on a shelf? 

What is your body of work as librarians or booksellers? It is the books on the shelves. It is the collection 

you represent. It is what you display. It is what you put out there. 

If that seems like an incomplete rendering of what you do, that’s because it is. 

What you do is more important than that. 

Here’s the secret: 

Every body of work has a soul. 

Every body of work has a spirit that unites the books. 

When I think about the books that I’ve done, that I’ve edited, that I’ve seen change lives, I come to a 

simple conclusion: 

The soul of the work is the reader. 

When you’re asked why you do what you do, it is not to collect books on the shelf. It is not to have a 

vast collection. It is for the readers. It is so those books can be read and used and can change lives. It is 

to harness voices to bring out other voices.   In times of fear, it is important to ask yourself why you do 

what you do. I’ve never met a librarian who got into being a librarian to take books out of the hands of 

children. I’ve never met a bookseller who got into bookselling purely for the money, and not because 

they thought they could add to the conversations that need to be had. And I’ve never met an author 

who wrote books without some factor of love coming through on all of the pages. 

From Two Boys Kissing: 

Two boys kissing. You know what this means. 

For us, it was such a secret gesture. Secret because we were afraid. Secret because we were ashamed. 

Secret because it was a story that nobody was telling. 

But what power it had. Whether we cloaked it in the guise of You be the boy and I’ll be the girl, or 

whether we defiantly called it by its name, when we kissed, we knew how powerful it was. Our kisses 



were seismic. When seen by the wrong person, they could destroy us. When shared with the right person, 

they had the power of confirmation, the force of destiny. 

If you put enough closets together, you have enough space for a room. If you put enough rooms 

together, you have space for a house. If you put enough houses together, you have space for a town, 

then a city, then a nation, then a world. 

Every time two boys kiss, it opens up the world a little bit more. 

This is the power of a kiss: 

It does not have the power to kill you. But it has the power to bring you to life. 

There is the sudden. There is the eventual. And in between, there is the living. 

We do not start as dust. We do not end as dust. We make more than dust. 

That’s all we ask of you. Make more than dust. 

Embrace the body of your work. 

Embrace the soul of your work. 

Be a dangerous angel. 

Do not be afraid. 

Find strength in wanting to be strong. 

Find bravery in wanting to be brave. 

Embrace possibility. 

And, please, make more than dust. 

I am honored that you’ve honored my words with this award. I would be nothing if you did not get the 

words out there. Continue to get the words out there. Don’t be afraid. Do the right thing. There might 

be repercussions. There might be trouble that you get in. But, God, we need you right now. 

Thank you. 

 


