
Chapter 27: The Essence of Poetry

On May 19, 2021, Chapter 27 unfolds as Marie, Barbara, and Olivia gather in the
comfort of Olivia’s living room, their conversation flowing over the soothing familiarity
of shared beverages. While Marie and Barbara enjoy their coffee, Olivia, grappling with
heartbeat arrhythmia, opts for caffeine-free Red Zinger iced tea. The atmosphere is
relaxed yet charged with significance as Olivia, a seasoned mentor and accomplished
poet, delves into the gradual process of the Penley Prize announcement. She compares
the extended timeline to a drawn-out television competition, much to Barbara’s
frustration, as she learns that no further submissions of her poetry will be required for
the next stage.

Olivia, aware of the weight her advice carries, cautions Barbara against sending
additional works, subtly suggesting that her existing portfolio should speak for itself.
With a knowing glance, she emphasizes the importance of a statement of poetic
purpose should Barbara advance to the final five, framing it as an opportunity to define
her journey as a poet. Meanwhile, Marie, ever attuned to Olivia’s condition, gently
suggests she rest, noting her mentor’s fatigue. Olivia resists momentarily, her
determination shining through, before conceding with a good-natured laugh, her
resilience a testament to her enduring passion for the art of poetry.

As the conversation deepens, Olivia’s role as a mentor becomes evident, her wisdom
extending beyond mere literary critique. She recounts stories of past interactions with
figures in their academic circle, weaving memories of Jorge—a beloved but often
sidelined teacher—with reflections on Emily Harris’s exclusionary attitudes. Her
narrative offers a nuanced view of their community, revealing both the camaraderie
and the underlying tensions that shaped their experiences. For Barbara, these stories
are more than recollections; they are lessons in navigating the complexities of
personal and professional relationships within the literary world.



Barbara listens intently, reflecting on Olivia’s advice about crafting a statement of
poetic purpose—a task that now feels less daunting and more like an opportunity for
introspection. She begins to consider what truly defines her as a poet, contemplating
how her unique voice and experiences have shaped her creative journey. Olivia’s
anecdotes, layered with humor and poignancy, serve as both inspiration and a
reminder of the resilience needed to thrive in a world where artistic expression often
intersects with societal expectations and personal struggles.

The dialogue takes a lighter turn as Olivia jokes about her age and the physical
challenges that accompany it, her wit eliciting laughter from Marie and Barbara. Yet
beneath the humor lies an indomitable spirit, a reflection of Olivia’s enduring
commitment to her craft and her belief in the transformative power of poetry. The
camaraderie shared among the three women highlights the strength of their bond, a
testament to the mutual respect and admiration that fuels their connection.

As the afternoon wanes, Olivia recounts a vivid memory from a department meeting,
her storytelling bringing the room to life. She shares a humorous yet insightful tale
about Emily Harris’s insistence on preserving the tradition of the department’s
Christmas party during the pandemic, a moment that encapsulates both Emily’s
determination and the challenges of maintaining normalcy in extraordinary times. For
Barbara, these stories resonate deeply, offering glimpses into the intricate dynamics of
their community while reinforcing the importance of resilience and adaptability in both
life and art.

The chapter closes with a sense of warmth and reflection, as Barbara absorbs the
wisdom imparted by Olivia and Marie’s quiet support. For Barbara, the day’s
conversations serve as a reminder of the importance of both mentorship and self-
discovery, urging her to embrace the challenges ahead with renewed clarity. As the
sunlight filters through the room, it casts a glow on the three women, their shared
moments underscoring the enduring power of connection, creativity, and the pursuit of
artistic truth.


