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Randall Sawka 

by Christina M. Frey 

In this week’s profile, we meet Athabasca University graduate 
Randall Sawka, a freelance writer who has just published a 
thriller novel. He chats about the self-publishing business, how 
Athabasca University has helped him fulfill his dream of 
becoming a writer, and just what to do about writer’s block.   

Randall and his wife Nancy live in Victoria, British Columbia; 
their grown daughter, Michelle, attends the University of British 
Columbia. In 2005, Randall graduated from Athabasca University 
with a major in English. This achievement paved the way for a 
career in freelance writing, beginning with the publication of his 
first novel this summer.     

As a teenager Randall had considered becoming a journalist. 
However, aside from writing for his high-school newspaper, he 

never pursued it until decades later, after he had been working in sales for years. 

“I was tired of business courses and wanted to get away from sales,” Randall says. Since his long-held dream 
had been to write fiction, his wife encouraged him to begin studying English. However, he wasn’t 
enthusiastic about taking classes with students his daughter’s age. Athabasca University offered a good 
solution with distance education. “My daughter was happy,” Randall jokes.   

Athabasca’s flexibility was also appealing, as it allowed the Sawkas to continue travelling frequently. In 
fact, at one point, Randall was able to combine the two, obtaining special permission from the university to 
study Spanish in Madrid for a month.     

At Athabasca, Randall focused on obtaining the knowledge and skills he would need as a freelance writer. 
Course-wise, he concentrated on English literature in addition to taking writing classes. “I wanted to rebuild 
my foundation,” he says, so studying the classics fit well into that plan.   

Randall recently published his first novel, Rough Business. He describes it as “a fast-paced police thriller” 
that starts out set in Edmonton but soon involves a “chase around the world.” Interestingly, the writing 
process was closely tied to his timeline as an AU student. Randall didn’t want to start writing the novel until 
after he had graduated, but he kept his brain active as he worked through his courses. When he started his 
first writing class almost five years ago, he began collecting the ideas which would one day become the 
novel. He’d write ideas on scraps of paper around the house or on napkins in a café and collect these ideas 
in a jar. It paid off; all that prep work allowed him to write the first draft of Rough Business in just one 
month, writing for about five hours each day.      



   

Elevator 

Why should we not go down? 

 
This is exorcism in an elevator,  

your face a blur, 

a hint of auburn locks, a crooked smile. 

 
No good, no good, no good, 

for anyone or anything. 

 
One press and slam, a transformation. 

Speeding upwards now, 

your hands around my throat 

passed every floor. 

 
There are no destinations here, 

no scheduled stops. 

The walls have folded out and over, 

the Big Bang in reverse: 

  
I am the unmaker, the undoer.  

 
You glimpse the edge, 

concrete and steel, and then beyond. 

 
It is all the chance I need, 

and one thrust is enough to topple 

what you were and are, 

and never will become. 

Jennifer McNeil 
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Tight-Laced 

My corset is made of air, 

stronger than steel or bone 

and self-laced to shape me like a tube. 

 
What better way to purge this 
hourglass? 

 
You know, 

Ms. Granger holds the record, 

tight-laced to fifteen now and counting, 

but I have no use for her corsetiere. 

 
To be the hand within the glove 

must have some appeal. 

 
Immobilized, 

would Warhol craft 

a stylized portrait to commemorate 

the corset joining him in death? 

 
To protect, support, heal: 

this at least has merit. 

 
Invisible and resilient,  

my corset does not hold me in or back, 

but rejects compression into 

this shape you have defined for me. 

Jennifer McNeil 
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Lord’s Prayer Redux 

Our Mother, who art in Haida Gwaii and Venice and Montreal, who art 
walking alone on a midnight coastline, who art in Stonehenge and that 
greasy-spoon breakfast spot on Commercial Drive 

Hallowed be thy name, and hallowed be the hip upon which thou swingest 
thy babbling infant, and the beautiful creases around thine eyes, and thy 
golden tooth that flasheth in the morning sun 

Thy will be done, thy laundry be done, thy Chinese takeout be done and 
eaten with thy brown-eyed lover in the backseat of thy Toyota Corolla 

In earth as it is in Heaven and in Hell (which is to say, all-of-apiece) 

Give us this day our daily bread, our Darjeeling and falafels, our cheap red 
wine, our honky-tonk and crème brûlée, our golden trumpets and honey-
coloured skin, our licorice sticks and marching bands, our Friday night 

black-and-white horror flicks, our jukeboxes and Japanese gardens dripping with rain, our cotton 
underthings drying on the line, our sleeping-late teasing, our smoked meat on rye, our campfire stories, our 
bedroom curtains blowing dancing in a ghostly breeze blowing off the lake 

And forgive us our greed and our lies, our pyramid marketing systems and seven-step programs, our tawdry 
self-interest and reality television, our creepy misogyny, our SUVs, our torture chambers and police states, 
our megaton atomic warheads 

As we forgive Stockwell Day and those who broadcast Nickelback on public airwaves (but not really) 

And lead us not into buying “Artist-styled Lofts” on the third floor of gated communities, or designer 
clothing from the Punk department of Old Navy, exchanging cheap gossip, voting Conservative, answering 
our cellphones at theatres and funerals, saying “Get a job,” confusing luck with honour, or turning away, 
turning away, turning away 

But deliver us from delusions of every kind 

For thine is the cherry-red lips and the silver-strapped sandals, the fury of the tempest, the pull of the 
moon, the labyrinth of the womb, the ancient memories of feathers and teeth, the river in a season of 
flood, the salty-sweet skin, the intuition and the rounded belly, the fingers that pluck the cosmic harp, the 
hands that change the Eternal Diaper, the taste of blood, the laughter floating up from wrought-iron 
balconies, the lamb curry with sweet potatoes simmering on the stove, the bare feet dangling, the secret 
smile, the well-earned wrinkles 

The Power, and the Joy, and the Glory, 

For ever and ever. Amen.  

 

 

 



   
The Value of Adversity 

Like everyone else, I enjoy days that roll along smoothly. I get out of 
bed on time, and the weather is pleasant. The newspaper arrives 
neatly folded on my doorstep. I do not burn the toast. Traffic is 
smooth, making for an easy commute. I arrive at the office perfectly 
on time, and my daily schedule clicks along like Swiss clockwork. We 
all—perhaps far too occasionally—have days like that. It seems that 
everyone, from the gods on down, are easy to get along with, and 
everything falls in place.  

The only downside to that delightful sort of day is that I have never 
really learned a darn thing about myself or about life during those 
times. Sure, on those perfect days I have avoided unpleasant emotions 
and states of mind, such as anger, confusion, frustration, and sadness. 
On the other hand, I have not been forced to grow. My mettle has not 
been tested, and I have not had the transformative experience of 
having to overcome adversity and rise to the challenge, be it minor or 
dire.  

Despite what the books might tell me, everything I needed to learn in life was learned during those times 
when I was heartbroken, defeated, wracked with grief, or mired in feelings that I was sure I would never be 
able to rise above. I have learned far more from rash decisions, fears, anxieties, and personal failures than 
from any self-help book, corporate training seminar, or university course. If I have any wisdom or worth as a 
human being today, it is because I have fallen flat on my face time and again, and learned the valuable 
lesson of how to laugh at myself. 

If we are truthful with ourselves, we will realize that it is not comfort and harmony that allow us to reach 
our potential as human beings. We do not transcend our limitations when everything goes our way. The 
times that we grow and develop are the times when everything seems to be falling down around our heads. 
If our first love walks out of our life in the middle of a bleak February rainstorm, or we are fired from a job 
that we really needed, it seems as though nothing will ever again be right. It is only days, weeks, or years 
later that we begin to have an inkling of the deep, rich layers those minor or not-so-minor catastrophes have 
added to our beings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
THE MINDFUL BARD Wanda Waterman St. Louis 

Books, Music, and Film to Wake Up Your Muse and Help You Change the World 

The Handsome Family – Last Days of Wonder 

Release date: May 29, 2006 

Label: Carrot Top Records, Chicago, IL  
(Recorded in the Sparks’s home studio in Albuquerque, New Mexico) 

The first time I saw Brett and Rennie Sparks was in Searching for the 
Wrong-Eyed Jesus. Rennie is strumming an autoharp and Brett is skritching 
a washboard. They are standing on the front porch of a weathered shack 
and the shack is floating in a lake whose waters appear to be level with 
the porch. Two monitors face them and electrical cords snake around 
their feet. If the water were to lap a little too hard it would finish them 

both off in an apt burst of white light.  

By the time this movie was released, The Handsome Family had already put out several recordings that won 
ecstatic reviews and cultivated a small following. In the same year they sang “Famous Blue Raincoat” in I'm 
Your Man, the film tribute to Leonard Cohen. Cohen's influence shines from Rennie's lyrics. Nothing is stolen 
from Cohen (well, the line “my lady of the golf course” in “Flapping Your Broken Wings” may be a nod to 
“Suzanne”), but I'm guessing Cohen songs are among the influences which gave them that creative go-ahead 
which truly original artists pass on like a fertile seed in the depths of their own creations; seed that, if we're 
good, we too can pass on; seed that says, Do what's in your head right now you fool and stop trying to be 
like your idols. 

I've heard couples like this in Appalachian camp meetings; the woman strumming an autoharp while singing 
a bold harmony to her husband's heartfelt nasal hymnifying. These lyrics are not quite what you'd hear in a 
church in the wildwood, yet they suit the music like butter on grits. It takes genius and imagination to take 
simple traditional forms and use them as vehicles for this kind of intellectual exploration. 

You sense that behind these songs is a trauma so huge that all the little things have ceased to matter and all 
the great forgotten things are once again peeping at us from behind the mountains. Northrop  Frye  wrote  
that  when  you  get  deep  enough  into  irony you see glimpses of ancient gods and goddesses and the 
beginnings of things. The Handsome Family's world is thick with primitive deity: Nikola Tesla as the 
embodiment of the marginalized beauty of the solitary mad genius; death as a hovering companion; the mad 
as prophets and apostles; and the presence of the one you love throbbing in all things, even dirty needles 
and abandoned cars. The sound is new while being at the same time a gesture back to a time of leafy groves 
and addled huntsmen, to that American twilight time between the chivalry of medieval England and the 
primeval terrors of an alien continent. 

The creation of new modes of realism often begins with a Faulknerian weirdness that steps outside the 
expected. For those who wear reality like chains, this weirdness is liberating, and liberation is one condition 
of the creative act. Those who like their world structured and bland will no doubt feel disturbed by the 
Sparks’s surreal view of life. As a friend once remarked of Jane Siberry, after you listen to that music it 
takes a while before you feel normal again. I think that's the point. The dissonant chord screeches toward 
resolution, the rain clears, and this too shall pass. Meanwhile, you are in this beautiful space. Revel in it. 
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