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Benjamin Alire Sáenz
 Wins PEN/Faulkner Award

By Robin Pogrebin

Joining a pantheon that includes Philip 
Roth, E.L. Doctorow and John Updike, 
Benjamin Alire Sáenz has won the PEN/-
Faulkner Award for Fiction for his short 
story collection, “Everything Begins and 
Ends at the Kentucky Club,” The Associ-
ated Press reported.

The author will receive $15,000 for “Ev-
erything Begins and Ends at the Ken-
tucky Club,” published by Cincos Puntos 
Press of El Paso, the PEN/Faulkner Foun-
dation announced on Tuesday.

Earlier this year, Mr. Sáenz’s “Aristotle 
and Dante Discover the Secrets of the 
Universe” was selected by the American 
Library Association as the best young 
adult novel about the Latino cultural ex-
perience and the best book about the 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
experience.

Benjamin Alire Sáenz Receives 33rd 
PEN/FAULKNER AWARD FOR FICTION

2013 PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction winner, 
Benjamin Alire Sáenz, and his award-winning 
collection of stories.



Benjamin Alire Sáenz is an artist, poet, novelist, and a writer of chil-
dren’s books. He has been awarded a Wallace Stegner Fellowhip in 
poetry, a Lannan Poetry Fellowship, an American Book Award, and 
has been a �nalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Prize. Among other 
works, he is the author of Carry Me Like Water, In Perfect Light, and 
Sammy and Juliana in Hollywood. He lives in El Paso, Texas. 

2013 Winner & Finalists 
PEN/FAULKNER AWARD FOR FICTION

Amelia Gray’s debut novel Threats has been hailed by critics for its 
clever and disquieting depictions of loss and decay. Gray is the 
author of two previous short collections AM/PM and Museum of the 
Weird, which won the Ronald Sukenick/American Book Review Inno-
vative Fiction Prize. She lives in Los Angeles, California.

The author of four previous novels—The Impossibly, The Exquisite, Ray 
of the Star, and Indiana, Indiana—Laird Hunt’s work has been pub-
lished in France, Japan, Italy, Turkey, and Spain. Currently on faculty 
in the University of Denver’s Creative Writing Program, where he 
edits the Denver Quarterly, he and his wife, the poet Eleni Sikelianos, 
live in Boulder, Colorado, with their daughter, Eva Grace.

T. Geronimo Johnson’s debut novel Hold It ’Til It Hurts is a contempo-
rary odyssey that explores themes of fealty, class and race, even while 
telling the nail-biting story of a man in search of his lost brother. A 
New Orleans native, Johnson is a graduate of the Iowa Writers Work-
shop and has been a Stegner Fellow at Stanford University. He teach-
es writing at University of California-Berkley.

Thomas Mallon’s Watergate deftly reimagines the events and charac-
ters surrounding the Watergate scandal with extraordinary vividness 
and depth. A resident of Washington, DC, Mallon is the author of 
eight novels, including Henry and Clara, Dewey Defeats Truman, and 
Fellow Travelers, and seven works of non�ction. He teaches in the 
creative writing program at The George Washington University.
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THE 2013 PEN/FAULKNER GALA:

Twenty-�ve years ago, Eudora Welty spoke at the very 
�rst PEN/Faulkner gala. You might say it was “One 
Gala’s Beginnings.”
 Last night in Washington’s Folger Shakespeare 
Library, another group of writers celebrated the gala’s 
silver anniversary.
 In keeping with the long tradition of the event, 
each author read for just four or �ve minutes before 
taking a seat for the next author to walk on stage. It’s 
the most orderly and e�cient collection of speakers 
D.C. ever witnesses.
 The theme this year was “renewal,” and it 
inspired a rich variety of pieces from the 11 �ction and 
non�ction writers invited to read to the black-tie 
crowd of PEN/Faulkner supporters. Some were funny, 
others were starkly serious, but they all responded to 
the idea of “renewal” in fresh, illuminating ways.
 Christopher Castellani wove together re�ec-
tions on the mind’s hunger for patterns, the delight at 
seeing unusual words repeated, and his e�orts to keep 
his elderly father from renewing his driver’s license at 
the DMV.
 Washington novelist George Pelecanos 
described the spirit of determination among wounded 
service members at Walter Reed Medical Center and 
juvenile delinquents in a writing class.
 Mona Simpson read a short story about a min-
ister looking back at a life of o�ciating funerals and 
weddings. In the end, he’s inspired by a divorced 
couple who want a “re-upping” ceremony to bless their 
commitment to their daughter.
 Washington-born Anthony Marra, the 
28-year-old wunderkind whose debut novel, “A Con-
stellation of Vital Phenomena,” is one of the best novels 
this year, described a Chechen man who is “recon-
structing a world that war sought to dismantle.”
 Another Washington writer, Mary Kay Zuravle�, 
read an autobiographical essay about traveling to St. 
Petersburg, the land her grandparents �ed many 

decades ago. “I was afraid of my homeland,” she 
confessed, but her husband and daughter insisted 
they go. In a move heavy with symbolism, she 
bought her mother an enameled egg at the gift 
shop at the Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood.
 In a powerful variation on the usual format, 
Iraq War vets Matt Gallagher and Roy Scranton read 
their pieces together, alternating paragraph by 
paragraph. They described the challenges of 
coming home after months in battle. “Some people 
think ‘renewal’ is about wiping the slate clean. It’s 
not,” Scranton said. “It’s about learning to live with 
what you’ve done.” Noting that 2.5 million Ameri-
cans have served in Iraq and Afghanistan, they 
ended in unison by admonishing us to “remember.”
 Meg Wolitzer lightened the mood with a 
witty piece about her early love of library books, 
which was encouraged by her mother, Hilma 
Wolitzer, a speaker at last year’s PEN/Faulkner gala 
on “resilience.”
 Despite the literary star power on hand, 
attendees were most dazzled by Rachel Page, a 
15-year-old sophomore at Woodrow Wilson high 
school. The winner of a PEN/Faulkner writing 
contest for students, she read a haunting essay that 
blended observations about the stages of a cater-
pillar’s transformation into a butter�y with reports 
on the stages of a piano teacher’s cancer.
 More than 200 people paid $500 a plate to 
attend Monday’s gala, which raised money to 
support PEN/Faulkner’s �ction prize and its Writers 
in Schools program. Sen. Patrick J. Leahy (D-Vt.), a 
member of the PEN/Faulkner bene�t committee, 
said, “My sta� knows this evening is sacrosanct — I 
wouldn’t miss it.”
 At the close of the readings, master of cere-
monies Calvin Trillin nodded toward the Capitol and 
said, “I hope you’ll join us next year. We’ll be open, 
even if they’re not.”

The Washington Post
October 8, 2013

By Ron Charles



THE GALA IN PICTURES:
photos by James Brantley

The 25th Anniversary of the PEN/Faulkner Gala brought 
together authors Christopher Castellani, Matt Gallagher & 
Roy Scranton, Yiyun Li, Anthony Marra, George Pelecanos, 
Cheryl Strayed, Christopher Tilghman, Meg Wolitzer, Tipha-
nie Yanique, May Kay Zuravle� and Master of Ceremonies 
Calvin Trillin. Rachel Page, who won PEN/Faulkner’s high 
school essay contest also read her piece from the Folger 
stage. Guests enjoyed an evening of readings before 
dining together in the Old Reading Room of the Folger 
Shakespeare Library. 



AUTHOR JAMES GRADY VISITS STUDENTS
THROUGH WRITERS in SCHOOLS

It was last Dec. 6, a chilly but sunny morning.  Author 
and screenwriter James Grady sat with the McKinley 
Technology High School book club in the school library 
talking about one of his works. It wasn’t the book that 
made Grady famous — Six Days of the Condor which 
became a major motion picture — but, instead, his short 
story included in the anthology D.C. Noir. Set on Capitol 
Hill, featuring a senator, aides and lobbyists, it is a quint-
essential Washington tale. The students liked it.
 While munching on pizza and cupcakes, a 
16-year-old sophomore named Shakwia Charles, who 
had just heard Grady talk about how easily stories 
popped into his head, asked him: “Would you write a 
story about us?”
 Her request, he said, “blew me away.”
 Grady was at the Northeast Washington school 
as part of Writers in Schools, a 24-year-old literary arts 
outreach program run by the PEN/Faulkner Foundation. 
It sends nationally known authors, along with free 
books, into D.C. public schools to talk about their writ-
ings.
 This year there have been some 140 visits in a 
few dozen D.C. schools, most from greater Washington’s 
rich collection of writers, but also others. Authors who 
have recently participated include Terry McMillan, 
Je�rey Eugenides, Ben Fountain, Susan Coll and Susan 
Richards Shreve.
 In October, best-selling crime novelist George 
Pelecanos visited Cardozo Senior High School  in North-
west and read a passage from his 2011 novel, The Cut, in 
which the main character visits an English class at 
Cardozo.
 But in the history of the program, the request for 
Grady to write an entire story about the students was a 
�rst, executive director Emma Snyder said.
 “Here was a kid in a D.C. public high school who’d 
just spent an hour discussing a story about the kind of 

people who work a mile away from [McKinley] in geog-
raphy and a thousand miles away in power, in�uence, 
potential, wealth, fame,” Grady said later. “And all she 
wanted was for ‘our’ story to be told, too, for them to be 
part of the culture they were learning.”
 He said he almost cried. He blinked and said yes. 
Grady then worked with the students and librarian 
Sarah Elwell, who sponsors the book club. Every week at 
McKinley, the District’s STEM (science, technology, engi-
neering and math) high school, Elwell leads a few dozen 
students at lunch period in a book discussion; once a 
month, the author joins them.
 “I like the book club because in English class we 
take quotes from essays and analyze them to get us 
ready for the AP English test,” said senior James White, 
17. “Here, the conversation is more casual.”
Grady said he knew almost instantly that he would write 
“a Stephen King kind” of story called “The Giggler.” Why? 
Because, he said, “What do we fear in high school 
perhaps the most? Being bullied, laughed at, mocked, 
teased.”
 He asked the students to provide character 
names and, through Elwell, to answer questions: What 
are you afraid of? What do you want to be?
 Their responses allowed him to wrap his story 
around very real teen problems: violence, depression, 
crime, teen pregnancy, broken homes, family tragedies. 
One student was “afraid of being judged,” and others 
feared they wouldn’t go to college or �nd a good job.
Grady returned to McKinley in April to read “The 
Giggler” at book club.
 “It had a really creepy feeling, mystery and 
horror at the same time,” said Chidima Onuoha, 16, a 
junior who writes her own �ction. “I loved it.”
 “I could see how each of us had something that 
was in the story that brought it all together,” Shakwia 
said. “I could picture it happening.”

Monday, May 13, 2013
Story by Valerie Strauss



WRITERS IN SCHOOLS PROGRAM
CONTINUES TO GROW

PEN/Faulkner Writers in Schools is committed to developing the next generation of readers. Writers in Schools is a literary arts outreach 
program that brings free copies of contemporary works of literature into DC schools and arranges for the authors of those works to 
visit classrooms and discuss literature and the writing life.

PEN/Faulkner provides resources to aid teachers in preparing students for author visits that will be enriching experiences for all 
involved.  Last year, PEN/Faulkner facilitated 140 author visits to schools in all 8 wards of Washington, DC, and has expanded Writers 
in Schools programming to Baltimore City Schools, where we completed 17 visits. This academic year, targets for WinS programming 
are 170 visits in Washington, DC and 32 visits in Baltimore.

Clockwise from top-left: 
author Thomas Mallon visits 
DC’s School Without Walls; 
author James Grady visits 
McKinley Tech High School; 
author Terry McMillan visits 
McKinley Tech High School; 
author Melanie Hatter visits 
Trinity College in Washing-
ton, DC; author Dolen 
Perkins-Valdez visits Anacos-
tia High School; author Rob 
Roensch visits Mergenthaler 
Technical High School in 
Baltimore, MD; and author 
Maria Semple visits students 
at the SEED School of 
Washington, DC.

For More Information, visit:

www.penfaulkner.org/writers-in-schools



FIND US ONLINE:

THE PEN/FAULKNER PODCAST features recordings from PEN/Faulkner 
events held at the Folger Shakespeare Library as well as occational audio from 
our archives. Additionally, PEN/Faulkner events held at other locations and in 
other venues are included, making PEN/Faulkner’s wide range of readings 
and programs freely available to the pbulic—for free! All readings are 
produced by PEN/Faulkner sta� and are available through iTunes as well as on 
the PEN/Faulkner Foundation’s website.

RECENT EPISODES: 

EPISODE 9:   Je�rey Eugenides
EPISODE 10:  Robert Stone & Lauren Gro�
EPISODE 11:  Alan Cheuse & Alyson Foster at Hill Center
EPISODE 12:  2012 PEN/Malamud Award Honoring James Salter
EPISODE 13:  Chad Harbach & Karen Russell
EPISODE 14:  William Kennedy & Thomas Mallon
EPISODE 15:  Susan Richards Shreve & Nicole Idar at Hill Center
EPISODE 16:  The 33rd Annual PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction Ceremony
EPISODE 17:  Terry McMillan at Sixth & I Historic Synagogue
EPISODE 18:  Andre Dubus III & Edith Pearlman at the 2013 AWP Conference
EPISODE 19:  Readings from the Summer Supper & Book Club
EPISODE 20:  MK Asante & Lisa Page at Hill Center

THE WRITERS IN SCHOOLS BLOG features news and information from the 
PEN/Faulkner Foundation’s groundbreaking Writers in Schools (WinS) 
program, including information about recent school visits, participating 
writers and instructors, and information about the program’s expansion. 
Additional content features personal narratives from WinS participants, and 
this fall, PEN/Faulkner will launch a series of Q&As with current and former 
WinS instructors, authors, students, and administrators.  

www.penfaulkner.org

MORE INFORMATION about the PEN/Faulkner Foundation and all of our programming can be found online 
at www.penfaulkner.org. In addition to news and information about our programs, online visitors have access 
to exclusive content, including the PEN/Faulkner Podcast and the Writers in Schools Blog where we share 
news and stories from our Writers in Schools visits. 


