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LOOKING THE WORLD BACK TO GRACE:

THE ART
OF SARA
DE WAAL
A year before she finished her Master of
Fine Arts degree at the University of British
Columbia (UBC), Sara de Waal (’14) looked
at a task that seemed both gigantic and
impossible: to finish her degree, she needed
to write a book.
Eventually, she did just that, and successfully.
One story from that book, “Cecilia and
Richard,” recently won a prestigious national
literary award, The Bridge Prize, presented
by the School of Liberal Education at the
University of Lethbridge for the best short
story written by a student enrolled in a
Canadian university writing program.
The story of “Cecilia and Richard”—and the
story of the writer—is a joy.
Published by Dordt Digital Collections, 2021

There’s a rumor aﬂoat that when you were a freshman at
Dordt, you wrote a poem every day?
In my very first Dordt class, English Composition with Dr. Bill
Elgersma ('81), we were required to list everything we’d written
over the summer. I was ashamed to admit that all I’d penned
were emails. Elgersma described one writer he knew who
wrote 20 minutes every day. Something about the way he told
this story made me feel like every single person in the world
should do this. Feeling slightly chagrined for not having begun
this essential human practice earlier, I bought three journals,
committed to fill them by my next birthday, and started to write
poems.
And you found that daily poem healthy?
Because I woke up every day knowing I’d have to write
something, every day became a scavenger hunt for material to
fill the evening page. In this way, my first poems did very little to
improve my writing but did very much to improve my noticing.
Eventually, you were an art major, did lots with music, and
did the usual student stuff, right?
All the poems and visual art taught me to see better and pay
attention in new ways, so that by the time I started writing
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short stories in English Professor Luke
Hawley’s class, I was so full of words and
ideas, I couldn’t seem to stop.
So, no more poems, then?
I have more than 1,000 poems in 9
leatherbound journals, most of which I
hope no one ever sees. I still use writing
to practice seeing, but for several years
now I’ve been writing poems to practice
writing poems. Since September 2019,
I have been writing daily three-line
poems, a bit haiku-like in their attempts
to condense language and juxtapose
images. I like the daily challenge of trying
to manipulate language in new ways
within such tight constraints. As with all
constraints, the daily haiku-ish poems
have been delightfully freeing. Plus, I
can read back over a whole year of my
life in half an hour’s time! It’s like analog
Twitter.
“I love to read, it’s so much fun.
This secret should be known to
everyone.
So next time instead of watching T.V.
Just open up a book and read, read,
read.”
And that little verse, I take it, is Sara as
a child poet?
My first collection, hand-written in
a floral notebook on the bookshelf
alongside various poetry anthologies
and collections. Good advice from my
9-year-old self to my 30-year-old self.
But that art and music thing of yours
when you were at Dordt—you’ve not
thrown in the towel on either of those,
have you?
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No, but that’s something I can have
mixed feelings about. I often envy people
who only make visual art or who only

When writing her book, de Waal stayed in a cabin in the Cariboo Region of British Columbia.

play piano, or who only write. Some
of my greatest insecurities come from
feeling like a life-long dabbler and a
never-ever master. On bad days, I feel
like there will never be enough time
for fiction and for everything else. But
that kind of thinking never gets me
anywhere. It’s better to think that if a part
of me is practicing drawing just to see
better.

the words needed to communicate their
own truths. Teaching, and talking with
kids, being included in their nascent
language that’s still so shameless and
alive—that helps me write dialogue, too.

Seeing—that’s a big deal, isn’t it?
One of my favorite lines belongs to
the Depression-era photographer
Dorothea Lange: “Photography teaches
you how to see.”

I wrote 10 short stories in my senior year
at Dordt and the summer following. In
my time in the UBC graduate program,
I took three fiction workshops. I wrote
four short stories for these classes. It
wasn’t until my final year of my master’s
degree, when I lived off the grid and
basically dedicated a whole year to

I like to return to the way Robert Farrar
Capon, the Episcopalian priest, writer,
and cook, talks about the art of food:
“The world may or may not need
another cookbook, but it needs all the
lovers—amateurs—it can get.” He says the
role of the amateur is simple, “to look the
world back to grace.”
If my role is “to look the world back to
grace,” I can continue gladly on as an
amateur in writing, visual art, and music
with anticipation and love instead of
insecurity. And isn’t it wonderful that
there is not enough time? I’d rather be
like a child still playing in the mud when
the bell rings than one who is all played
out, waiting at the door for the teacher.
Ah, teaching. I’m sure that by teaching
little kids as you do, you get good at
rolling your eyes!

To write her book, de Waal organized
her thoughts by using both regular and
oversized Post-It Notes.

You know, I can go days in a row talking
almost exclusively to humans under
the age of eight. Adults are supposed
to teach kids how to talk, but I think I
learn a lot from children—their brave
forays into language, how they invent
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When you talk about your work and
the things that matter to you, it seems
that fiction is like a new kid on the
block.

48 GRASSHOPPER
ESTATES
Sara de Waal’s book 48
Grasshopper Estates will debut in
April. It’s de Waal’s
first, a picture
book for kids, the
story of a little
girl who delights
in the ample
opportunities
she has to let
her abundant
imagination
play in the world around her,
and, in the process, locate and
nurture friends throughout the
apartment where she lives. “De
Waal’s rhythmic prose and cyclical
storytelling are delightful,” says a
Kirkus review.
Look for it soon.
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CECILIA AND
RICHARD

"Cecilia and Richard"
is amazing and
wonderful—so much
love with so little said.
Or, better yet, so much
said in so few words.
You didn’t lose a sister
or a mother—where
does the blessed
emotional heft of
“Cecilia and Richard”
come from?

characters from de Waal’s
spare but grand story of the
same name, stand unsteadily
but a few precious inches
from the open wound of
the death of their mom
and spouse, a space where
there are no words; and yet,
ironically, almost every word
they speak opens to the
agony they’re undergoing.
“Cecilia and Richard” would
be a very painful story if the
words that do pass between
them, spare and tight as they
are, didn’t also testify to their
love, both for the woman
who is no longer with them,
and each other in their deep
grief. It’s an unsparingly
beautiful story.

I did not consciously
follow a prototype for
this story, nor was I
going off a memory or
trying to consciously
process an experience.
In retrospect, though,
I can see that I wrote
You can read “Cecilia and
the story in a year
Richard” at bit.ly/3qXl7o5
following much grief
and loss, both my own,
but also of people
very close to me. I was
nearer to loss than I’d
ever been and nearer to
language than I’d ever
been, and the two felt
incompatible. This story might have been an unconscious
effort to try to bring them together, language and loss. That
may well have been the emotional genesis of this work.
It is a beautiful story, so thin yet so rich. Less is more in
“Cecilia and Richard,” less is much, much more. What’s
more for the writer? What’s to come?
Writing for me remains a constant curiosity—what can
words do? I write to find out. I wrote this story to find out
what words can do between a father and a daughter after
the mother dies. I wrote to sit with them long enough to see
which words, if any, might make a difference.

OFF THE GRID
When I had finished all the course work for my master’s
degree, I was terrified, because in order to finish the degree
I needed a whole book. To accomplish this, I felt I needed to
completely change my life rhythms. Our family has this little
cabin in the Cariboo Region of British Columbia, which is an
hour from any services and two hours from Internet service,
but I thought, “Well, I’ll just go live up there,” and I did.
I had a satellite phone, so every day I’d send a
message home, like, “Hey, just checking in.
I’m okay,” so my family would know I was
alive. When the roads were good, I could
drive up to the cabin; but most of the time
I was there, I had to hike in from a spot an
hour down the road.
Every two weeks I’d go into town for Internet
service, which during winter and early spring
meant an hour’s hike and an hour’s drive. When I
needed groceries, I had to take a backpack. A half hour down
the road, a little store sold basic things like milk and eggs. When
I got lonely, I’d go there just to talk to someone—and buy a pie!
Since coffee shops were still closed because of Covid-19, the
only Internet I could access in town was in a strategic parking
spot outside Tim Horton’s. I Zoomed into my thesis meetings
from inside my car, and when I finally submitted my final draft,
it was from that same parking spot.
It was remote but amazing. It took me a week or so to get a
rhythm. Without Internet and distractions, I discovered days
are really long. I’d get up, and for two hours just play—read,
doodle, or collect rocks—things I’d do as a kid, plunk about
in the garden or collect things. Then I’d take an hour walk.
Normally I didn’t write anything before one in the afternoon.
After all that play, I became super-productive, usually writing
from one to three in the afternoon. After another long walk,
I’d do all the cabin stuff, getting water from the lake (in the
winter there was no running water) and stocking up on wood
for the night. There was no electricity, only solar power, so the
shorter the days, the less power I had. My family came up at
Thanksgiving and cut a lot of wood for the wood stove. And,
yes, I saw moose and bears and lots of ducks. It was, I think, the
happiest year of my life, and the most productive.
All that time up north taught me there’s more than one way to
live and more than one definition of what productivity looks
like. It was the first time in my life that I was productive without
being tired, and that was a life-changing realization: when
things get stressful, I remind myself there’s actually another
way to live.

Is there a main idea or feeling that I wanted the reader to
take away from the story? I don’t think that there is because
this story is not about the coming away, it’s about the
sitting in. If a story is a place to sit in for a while, within the
temperamental, flawed, yet intimate shelter of language, then
it is worth continuing to write.

And another thing it taught me: loneliness has nothing to do
with being alone. My time off the grid was probably the least
lonely time of my life.

JAMES CALVIN SCHAAP ('70)

SARA DE WAAL ('14)
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fiction, that I felt free to experiment and play and test out
everything I’d learned about fiction up to that point. In one
month, I wrote 20 first drafts of 20 new stories and then spent
the next seven months revising them and weaving them
together into a book
of 15 interconnected
stories that became my
thesis. “Cecilia and
Richard” is one of
the stories written
Cecilia and Richard, the two
during that year.

Plus, there was this too: after that year, I knew I wanted to keep
being a writer.
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