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With its 12th annual competition now complete,
the Florida Book Awards has announced winners
for books published in 2017. More than 200 eligible
publications were submitted across the 11categories
of competition.

The Florida Book Awards, coordinated by the
Florida State University Libraries, is the nation’s
most comprehensive state book awards program. It
was established in 2006 to celebrate the best Flori-
da literature. Authors must be full-time Florida resi-
dents, except in the Florida nonfiction and visual
arts categories, where the subject matter must fo-
cus on Florida.

Rob Sanders, a resident of Brandon, received the
Gwen P. Reichert Gold Medal for Children’s Litera-
ture, for “Rodzilla” (Simon and Schuster). Now in its
third year, this $1,000 cash award is in memory of
Gwen P. Reichert and serves as a lasting tribute to
her accomplishments as a rare book collector, nur-
turer of authors and educator of children.

Also awarded were the Richard E. Rice Gold
Medal Award for Visual Arts to Jared Beck and
Pamela Miner for “River and Road” (University of
Florida Press) and the Phillip and Dana Zimmerman
Gold Medal for Florida Nonfiction to Arlo Haskell for
“The Jews of Key West” (Sand Paper Press). These
two category winners each receive a $500 cash
award.

The winning authors from across the state will
be honored at the Abitz Family Dinner, the annual
awards banquet April 12 at Mission San Luis in Tal-
lahassee. The public is invited to attend. Please con-
tact Jenni McKnight at floridabookawards.lib.f-
su.edu or 850-644-6323.

Winners by category

GWEN P. REICHERT GOLD MEDAL AWARD
FOR YOUNGER CHILDREN’S LITERATURE

Rob Sanders
RICHARD E. RICE GOLD MEDAL AWARD FOR

VISUAL ARTS
Jared Beck and Pamela Miner
PHILLIP AND DANA ZIMMERMAN GOLD

MEDAL PRIZE FOR FLORIDA NONFICTION
Arlo Haskell
YOUNGER CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
Gold: Rob Sanders (Brandon), “Rodzilla” (Simon

and Schuster) 
Silver: Carrie Clickard (Gainesville), “Dumpling

Dreams” (Simon and Schuster) 
Bronze: Marianne Berkes (Orange City), “Baby

on Board: How Animals Carry Their Young”
OLDER CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
Gold: Ed Masessa (Florida), “Wandmaker’s Ap-

prentice” (Scholastic) 
Silver: R.M. Romero (Miami Beach), “The Doll-

maker of Krakow” (Penguin Random House) 
Bronze: Rodman Philbrick (Florida Keys) “Who

Killed Darius Drake?” (Scholastic)
COOKING
Gold: Norman Van Aken (Miami), “Norman Van

Aken’s Florida Kitchen” (University of Florida Press)
FLORIDA NONFICTION
Gold: Arlo Haskell (Key West), “The Jews of Key

West” (Sand Paper Press) 
Silver: Frank Cassell (Sarasota), “Suncoast Em-

pire” (Pineapple Press) 
Bronze: Julio Capó Jr., “Welcome to Fairyland”

(UNC Press)
GENERAL FICTION
Gold: Laura Lee Smith (Palm Coast), “The Ice

House” (Grove Press) 
Silver: Elizabeth Sims (Bradenton), “Crimes in a

Second Language” (Spruce Park Press) 
Bronze: Randy Wayne White (Sanibel), “Man-

grove Lightning” (G.P. Putnam Sons)
GENERAL NONFICTION
Gold: Edwidge Danticat (Miami), “The Art of

Death” (Graywolf Press) 
Silver: D. Bruce Means (Tallahassee), “Diamonds

in the Rough” (Tall Timbers Press) 
Bronze: Kristine Harper (Tallahassee), “Make it

Rain: State Control of the Atmosphere in Twenti-
eth-Century America” (University of Chicago Press) 

POETRY
Gold: Kaveh Akbar (Tallahassee), “Calling a Wolf

a Wolf” (Alice James Books) 
Silver: Terry Ann Thaxton (Winter Springs),

“Mud Song” (Truman State University Press) 
Bronze: Michael Hettich (Miami Shores), “The

Frozen Harbor” (Red Dragonfly Press)
POPULAR FICTION
Gold: Patricia Gussin (Longboat Key), “Come

Home” (Oceanview Publishing) 
Silver: Robert Macomber (Pine Island), “An Hon-

orable War” (Pineapple Press) 
Bronze: Ward Larsen (Sarasota), “Assassin’s

Code” (Forge Books) 
SPANISH LANGUAGE
Gold: Pedro Medina León (Coral Gables), “Varso-

via” (Sudaquia Editores) 
Silver: Carlos García Pandiello (Miami), “Jaspo-

ra” (Aduana Vieja Editorial) 
VISUAL ARTS
Gold: Jared Beck (Naples) and Pamela Miner

(Fort Myers), “River and Road” (University of Flori-
da Press) 

YOUNG ADULT
Gold: Jenny Torres Sanchez (Orlando), “Because

of the Sun” (Delacorte Press)
Submissions for the 2017 awards were read by ju-

ries of three members, who were nominated by co-
sponsoring organizations from across the state. Ju-
rors are authorized to select up to three medalists
(one gold winner, one silver runner-up and one
bronze medalist) in each of the 11 categories; jurors
also are authorized to make no selections in a given
year.

Learn more about the Florida Book Awards at
floridabookawards.lib.fsu.edu.

Tallahassee
poet wins a
2017 Florida
Book Award
Chase Miller
Special to Tallahassee Democrat
USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

Seated at her floor desk, author Faith Harkey lis-
tens intently. She enjoys feeling grounded with the
earth while she creates, likening writing to living in-
side a dream. She listens, waiting for a character’s
voice to arise, and prepares for the 12 to 16 hour days
ahead when she will become absorbed with telling
their story. Then suddenly, it happens. 

“I was sitting down to see what was bubbling up
in my psyche one day and it turned out to be an 11-
year-old character,” says Harkey. “A little girl whose

voice was so loud, she was placing
demands on me that I write her story.” 

Harkey never expected to become
a middle-grade school author, target-
ing an age range from late elementary
through middle school. She was sur-
prised by the voice that would be-
come the main character of her first
published novel, “Genuine Sweet,”

and even more intrigued by the commanding pres-
ence of Hush Cantrell, the star of her most recent
book, “Sneak Thief,” which she will be reading from
at Midtown Reader on March 23. 

Both novels take place in the imaginary small
town of Sass, Georgia, a mashup of rural Florida,
Georgia, and Idaho. Harkey grew up a city kid, but
now calls Tallahassee home and the place she can
“fill her cup” with the community’s literary offerings
in between novels. She and her husband often tra-
verse the nooks and crannies of America and the
south as well, unearthing rural life’s nuances. 

“I believe there are a lot of stereotypes about peo-
ple in rural communities,” states Harkey. “In my ex-
perience traveling across the country I’ve met bril-
liant, highly educated people, artists with insight
into the human condition, and people with thick ac-
cents that speak slowly but think very quickly. I
hope that we can take another look at what it means
to be from a small town and learn from each other.” 

During her time in Idaho, she witnessed several
small-town phenomena that appear in her novels.
One such instance is stores pulling double duty, like
a Radio Shack providing school band instruments.
Another day, she glanced out her window to see a
herd of kids walking their 4-H project sheep down
the road on leashes. 

“I think that we see things in small
towns that we either tend to forget
or overlook in city life,” says Har-
key. “The respect for the cycles
of life, the interconnected-
ness of people, that sense of
responsibility between
neighbors and a slower
pace of life that leaves
room for matters of the
heart. There’s so much
there that’s beautiful and
magical.” 

In line with the strokes
of magical realism inside
her novels, it was a dragon
that first ignited Harkey’s
imagination. The creature resid-
ed in a poem shared by her fourth-
grade language arts teacher, inspiring
Harkey to flex her own creative writing
powers. After reading her work, her teacher encour-
aged her to write every time she felt inspired, and by
the time she graduated high school, Harkey had
filled over 20 notebooks. 

She went on to graduate from Eckerd College’s
writer’s workshop under the mentorship of Sterling
Watson. Harkey enjoys using his “make it worse,”
philosophy which intensifies plots and allows char-
acters to “shine set against a background of strug-
gle.” Harkey says her route to becoming published as
a professional writer feels similar in its long, and
sometimes arduous process. 

“Some of (Watson’s) best advice was ‘Quit, if you
can,’ ” says Harkey. “And the emphasis wasn’t really
on ‘quit,’ it was actually on that ‘if you can.’ It ac-
knowledges that for many writers this work is a call-
ing. There is something within us that draws us on-
ward and to have faith even when the process be-
comes difficult.” 

She feels the emotional heartbeat of young adult
author Joan Bauer present when she writes, appre-
ciating Bauer’s skill in addressing the power chil-

dren possess in the face of hardship. Harkey also
senses a connection to Lucy Maud Montgomery, the
author of “Anne of Green Gables,” and the trimmings
of small-town life their novels share. Ultimately,
Harkey craves accessibility in her work, seeking to
create language that is open and honest so that ev-
ery reader feels welcome and cared for. 

For “Sneak Thief,” she traveled up to Georgia and
Arkansas to bathe in the lyrical, Southern lilts that
mark the main character’s voice. She admits to feel-
ing intimidated by Hush at first as the character
challenges the rules and deals with inconsistent
adults. Harkey says the book asks questions about

mothering as Hush struggles to find a men-
tor, positing how we are mothered and

how over time we begin to mother
ourselves. 

“I feel like these characters
become a part of my family,

my neighborhood, and my
heart,” says Harkey. “See-
ing them go through these
little pieces of their lives
and having a moment
that feels authentic is
really rewarding.” 

Harkey loves to read
reviews of her books writ-

ten by children to see how
they engage with the sto-

ries. During one school visit,
she read an excerpt from “Gen-

uine Sweet” about a character
calling down starlight into a cup and

calling it wish juice, and was delighted to
hear a tiny whisper echo “wish juice” from the back
of the room. Harkey treasures how these young
minds still believe in magic effortlessly, and feels it
is a privilege and a gift to write for middle-grade
readers. 

At Midtown Reader, Harkey will talk about the
nature of inspiration and looks forward to speaking
with young readers and writers alike. In both her
books, characters develop powers called a “shine.”
With “Sneak Thief,” she uses this mystique to focus
on themes of redemption, with the idea that we all
make mistakes now and then. 

“Depending on how we handle those mistakes,
we can emerge stronger, more empowered, and kin-
der,” says Harkey. “I hope that my readers discover
that they can not only be kind to each other but to
themselves. That they find a core of their own pre-
ciousness, and ask, ‘what is my shine?’”

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature writer for the
Council on Culture & Arts. COCA is the capital area’s
umbrella agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).

Faith Harkey will be reading from "Sneak Thief," her new book for young readers, on March 23.
MILA BRIDGER

Young voices speak loudly
for writer Faith Harkey

Cover illustration for “Sneak Thief” is by John
Hendrix. SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRAT

If you go
What: Author Event - Faith
Harkey with “Sneak Thief” 

When: 6-7 p.m, Friday. March 23 

Where: Midtown Reader, 1123
Thomasville Road 

Cost: Free admission 

Contact: For more information,
call 850-425-2665 or visit

https://www.midtownread-
er.com/.

Harkey 

Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts


