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Many thanks to

Jacqui Michel and David Weisman
for their passionate and 
enduring support of the 
Parkmont Poetry Festival

Zion Baptist Church
for hosting and filming our 

42nd Festival Reading

We depend upon the support of our friends to 
keep producing this celebration of DC student 
writing. We have a glorious $10,000 matching 
gift this year. Please consider a donation to the 

Parkmont Poetry Festival!



Preface
We are pleased to share with you in this booklet 
the poems of Washington, DC’s young writers. 
The Parkmont Poetry Festival was founded in 

1982 to encourage and celebrate the voices and 
verse of student poets in public, private, and 

charter schools from all eight wards of the District 
of Columbia. We honor the promise of diverse 
young writers, the importance of reflection, the 

value of community, and the beauty of language. 
This year we proudly celebrate 42 years of 

spotlighting and sharing these students’ talents 
and their unique perspectives on their worlds.

We received over 300 poems for this year’s 
Festival from students in grades 6 through 12. Our 
judges have selected these distinguished poems 

from the chorus of young voices expressing 
their spirits and vitality through poetry. 
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To Tell the World

Fall —
To tell the world how
I
Truly feel:
		  Difficult
		  Strange

If I march to my own drum, 
who will take away my 
sticks?

If I sing my own song, who will 
turn off my music? 

Wondering won’t do
Me
You
Them
Any good
	 My voice? Quiet.
		  For now.

Winter —
To tell the world how
I
Truly feel:
	 Steady
	 Balanced

If I listen closely, could I hear 
the beginning of a song?

If I sing a note, could I start a 
crescendo?

Wondering won’t do
Me
You
Them
Any good
	 My voice? A whisper.
		  For now

Spring —
To tell the world how
I
Truly feel:
	 Fluid
	 Lifted

When I march to my own drum, 
my beat thump thumps

throughout the hallways
When I sing my own  song, my 

music bursts brilliantly
for everyone to hear

Wondering didn’t do
Me
You
Them
Any good
	 My voice? A symphony.

I know that now;
		  I always have

ARIELLE STOPAK, GRADE 9
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL
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The Mountains

Mountains big with purpose,
the sky full of limits to break
and me a person full of imagination

ISABELLE STRULSON, GRADE 8
THE LAB SCHOOL OF WASHINGTON
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As you look at the sun

		  you may go blind from its glare
	 as it’s judging you for all of your faults and imperfections
but if you glare right back
		  with the same mindset as it
	 you might glow brighter
			   than the sun itself
				    as it cowers in fear

BETTY GETACHEW, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Sunset & Sunrise

The orange light hitting me and my friend’s face
On our way to campus
Squinting our eyes from the brightness
It disappears as the darkness takes over

The brightness hitting again
Reminding me of the sun rising as I drive over to the beach
The warm air invades my skin
Making me love the sun

HADEEL HAMAD, GRADE 11
PAUL INTERNATIONAL HIGH SCHOOL
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Sorry
(to a 6th grader 100 years from now)

I am sorry this is what I left you with,

Sorry you will never see a golden butterfly flapping along,
Its elegant wings sweeping across the sky,

Sorry you will never swat a fly off your slice of cake,
And giggle as it comes back again as a relentless warrior,

Sorry you will never stare into the many eyes of a spider,
And wonder what they are thinking,

Sorry you will never roll around in the grass, and
Use it as a soft blanket, as you dive for a frisbee,

Sorry you will never see a little bug on the floor, take it outside, and
Watch in wonder as it skidders away,

Sorry you will never spend a day shoveling snow, then
Come home and sip hot chocolate by a cozy fire,

Sorry you will never sit outside, stare up at the stars and wish
For a secret hope, a dream, to come true, hidden away,
Like a buried chest of treasure,

Sorry you will never pick a flower, and
Give it to someone super special,

Sorry you will never spend a whole recess spreading seeds,
Smiling as birds flock to it, mere feet from you,

I am sorry you will never be able to do the things I did
I am sorry that this is what I left you with,
This planet, too dead to call earth anymore.

And may I tell you that yes, we could have prevented this,
Believe it or not,
Yes we could,
But we didn’t.

And so I must sit here and say,
I am sorry.

EVERLY GAIER, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Failures

In shadows deep, where dreams do fade, 
A life once vibrant, now betrayed.
With every step, a stumble, a fall, 
Echoes of failure, a haunting call. 

Ambitions lofty, like fleeting mist, 
Grasped too eagerly, then dismissed. 
In the tapestry of time, a frayed seam,

Weaving tales of a broken dream.

A symphony of sorrows, a mournful tune, 
Played on the strings of a heart, marooned. 
Hopes lie scattered, like autumn leaves,

Crushed by the weight of unmet beliefs.

Yet in this lament, a whisper of grace, 
Resilience rising, a steadfast embrace. 
For in the ruins of what might have been,

A chance for rebirth, to rise again.

CHRIS SETTLE III, GRADE 11
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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Self Doubt

Self doubt
I will overcome
Nothing
That means
Everyone thinks I am a failure

My mind echoes with insecurities
I would be wrong if I said
Someone would care
So if I disappeared
That would help make the world better
Think more positively
No one would miss me
I’d be lying if I said
I am and always will be enough

I am a worthless person
No one can make me believe that
There is beauty in everyone
I hate the person I see in the mirror
Nothing can make me say
I am worth something

Listen to what others have to say about me
I will never
Be amazing, or beautiful, or great
Because one day I will
Be gone
Those who say bad things about me
Are right about my worth
My friends
Don’t matter to me anymore
The numbers on the scale
Prove me wrong

I am perfect just the way I am
I just lied
I scrutinize every blemish and scar
I guess I feel
Self doubt

(Now, if you please, read it from the bottom up)

OLIVIA HOOFF, GRADE 10
ST. JOHN’S COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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Brielle

Chaotic, impure, sharp, and inconsistent.
Daughter of a bee and a hornet.
Sister of emerald, pearl, and pink quartz.
Lover of crafting, Melanie Martinez
and anything so colorful it’s blinding.
Who feels hidden under some cheap charade
of boring clothing and ideas; Who finds happiness
in rainbow loom bands, kittens and here.
Even though you fall down the stairs sometimes,
I’m the one who needs consoling,
reconnection with my soul, and more puppies.
Who would like to see Melanie Martinez in concert,
the downfall of Stranger Things,
and baby turtles leaving shore at sunset.
This is Brielle
(who shouldn’t have to hide how chaotic her life and mind are)
Carry.

BRIELLE CARRY, GRADE 6
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Ode to My Backpack

i should have said i’m sorry
but i don’t think my backpack
would have accepted that
with the way i invade its privacy
my arm becomes a shovel
when digging for a pencil

with the way i toss it like a frisbee
knowing it’ll crash like an egg
with my notebooks and computer as the yolk

with the way its bright lilac
fades into a rough purple grape
that people couldn’t even be bothered to name

with the way its brown edges look like
a flower after playing does she love me or love me not
as the jansport logo loses its grip
and is only holding on by a thread

with the way the tar-stained backpack straps
support the entire operation
each crease i make brings them to life
into vertebrates violently screeching in vain
yet they remain staunch soldiers
under the terror of my shadow

LEYU FIKRU, GRADE 8
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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My Wish

I wish I could be you cuz
My body’s covered in mud and muck
My face frequently disguised with dirt and dust 
My stomach growls like the roar of a lion
My hunger burns like an eternal flame that’ll never go out 
Yet still all you care about is
“What will I wear when I go out tonight”
When all I have is this paper thin jacket
So thin you can nearly see my bones beneath it
My bones that are so thin they could slip through a closed door
Jacket so thin it can’t even keep me warm
Warm, as this brisk, bone chilling winter nears

But I wish I could be you
Look at a full plate of food and still complain 
Have more than enough clothes
Yet still want something new
Wish the shoes on my feet weren’t falling apart 
Falling apart like the roof above my head
My home not a house, more like a shed 
Standing on its very last thread
Every night I hope and pray
It’ll hold together just for another day

Man I wish I could be you
Cuz so far on my time on this earth 
The only lesson I’ve learned
Is life may never go my way
I may not know that mx+b is equal to y
But I know that you and I have completely different lives 
Cuz, while I live a life you’d never want to live
You live the dream 
My entire fantasy

Oh I wish I could be you
Never wonder if my house would collapse on me
Sweep me away with an avalanche of debris
Bury me till I can barely breathe
Crush and break my body like twigs not
bones
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But it’s funny how if that were you
You’ve probably got someone to save you
911 on speed dial to be your hero and rescue
While I’d have no one to call
Let alone my own cell phone
Healthcare, 
Health insurance
Never seen her before

Yet still, I wish I could be you
Cuz clearly you take so much for granted
I could go on and on
Tell you these things till the break of dawn
Tell you these things till you hear the birds sing
Sing a song of hope for a new day
A new day that for me has never changed 
And hope that I lost so long ago
You’d be lucky to catch a smile from me 
While every day for you is one filled with joy 
Joy that I was never filled with 
Hopelessness overcame me
Desperation took over me
The pain knowing you were doing so much better than me
It mentally killed me

And as much as I wish I could be you 
You don’t even know me
You don’t even see me
You could never know what I go through
And it’s not okay cuz believe it or not it’s not just me
It’s not just me who feels this way
Not just me who experiences this pain
It’s not okay cuz there’s almost a billion other kids like me 
Fighting for all of the same opportunities
God knows when we’ll be saved from this nightmare
But until then I guess we’ll just be here
Here, wishing we could be you

HALLELUIA SURAFEL, GRADE 10
THE FIELD SCHOOL
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The other girl

Every day I see a perfect girl on the street
The one that balances fifteen extracurriculars
and has exceptional grades maybe 
A boyfriend
A proportional body
A pleasing personality
The one that ends up at Harvard, 
Effortlessly.
And although she is only in my path for fleeting seconds
From sunrise to sunset, breakfast to dinner, winter to summer,  

I want to be her,
Go on long walks
Wear jeans that look like they were made just for me
And for once be the poem not the poet
Effortlessly.
I stay up late at night wishing, wondering, weeping, while life 

goes on without me
But then I question whether it’s truly as glamorous
As silky smooth
As vanilla icing on a cake. 
Does she stay up late too?
Does her mascara drip down her cheeks?
Does she look at her body in the mirror with disdain? 
Does she regret her Harvard decision?
But most of all
Do we all stay up at night?
Infatuated with
One another,
The other girl who lives a life 
Effortlessly.

DAPHNE EASTERLY-ZEBLEY, GRADE 10
MARET SCHOOL
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Echoes of Affection

I crave the exchange of love,
The balance of giving and receiving,
For every drop of affection I pour into the world,
I yearn for an equal measure in return.

I scatter seeds of kindness like confetti,
Each act a will to the love within,
But as I watch them drift into the breeze,
I wonder if any will find their way back to me.

I long to bask in the warmth of affection,
To feel the embrace of love wrapping around me,
Yet too often, it feels like I’m standing alone,
Lost in the vast expanse of my own generosity.

I don’t seek grand gestures or extravagant displays,
Just the simple assurance that my love is seen,
That it’s cherished and prized,
That it doesn’t vanish into the void, unheard and unseen.

So I continue to sow seeds of love,
Hoping that one day, they’ll find fertile ground,
And in the garden in my heart,
I’ll find the same abundance of love I’ve always shared.

FIONA JOHNSON, GRADE 7
ALICE DEAL MIDDLE SCHOOL
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My favorite place

My favorite place is the beach
It is where I belong
The ocean stands brave and beautiful
As I lay on the ground, staring at the blue sky
Feeling the rocky surface cradling my back
Reminiscing the age of 5 where I would find joy in building 

castles
The age where I wasn’t afraid to let the sun seep
Into my already bronze skin
While feeling the sand in between my toes
Feeling the ocean breeze blowing my hair around
A moment of freedom and peace
And the feeling as I lie on the water feeling as if I’m flying
A release of pain and guilt

HIBA HAMAD, GRADE 8
PAUL INTERNATIONAL MIDDLE SCHOOL
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The Seekers

On this tire-scuffed road
Hemmed by bare muscular trees contorting their limbs
A fading pink sky whose color is almost scraped away

A million other travelers
Will never utter a word to each other
Trapped in their gleaming metal shells

Once, there was hope:
The clean sharp chill in the air
The focused glow of the sun
Its shimmer on the swiftly flowing water

Now they chase mirages:
The burning glare of the road-signs
The dazzling flash of the evening sun on a sky-scraper 
Glass climbing up and up and up
So easily shattered

NORA GIUFFRIDA, GRADE 9
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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a broken mirror

You look at me through a broken mirror.
You see what I let slip,
What I paint for you.
No one sees the full me. And sometimes I wonder
If I do.
I used to let you see
That I didn’t even know was there.
But when my mouth lay open,
The fruits of my troubles rest in your lap as
I am waiting for approval. Seldom, but sometimes,
You mold a blade of my words,
Of which to break the soft, pale skin on my back.
Sometimes I wish I could let you in
Let you feel the uncharted waters
The divine and savage wood
Of which we call the human mind.
But if I do, will I have nothing left?
Will my oceans dry with every drop of blood that falls
From the barely touched skin on my back?
Or what if it’s everything I’ve dreamed of?
I can explore the savage divinity of your woods
And feel the pulse of your oceans against my feet
And you could do the same
Maybe you could even understand me
Something I can’t even do after trying
For fifteen years

AVA BECKMAN, GRADE 9
THE FIELD SCHOOL



 	 2 0 2 4  PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L 	 17	

Nigeria

Nigeria
Kids running under the shade of graffiti-lined concrete bridges
Hosting soccer matches
Roadsides lined with cars bumper to bumper, a cacophony of horns 

honking
A sea of people darting across roads with faded traffic markings
As cars weave like cheetahs
And diesel fills the air

Nigeria
Rays bouncing off rusty cars
Soaking into the black windows
Determined street hawkers
Selling goods to captive drivers
Catching them with paintings and chocolates
A bright blue sky
Replaced by an ocean of sandy gray
Blown in from the Sahara’s sands

Nigeria
Gatherings for joy
Gatherings for sorrow
A family
A tribe
Each connected by a land
Strands of coral beads
In tangy oranges and sky blues

Nigeria
My ancestral home
Where my DNA was crafted
So different from what I am used to
So different from where I live
D.C. is my home; Nigeria is my homeland`

MAX MORDI, GRADE 7
SHERIDAN SCHOOL
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Ewe

Ewe: The language and culture in 
Togo and spoken language in a few 
other countries in Western
Africa

the language that no one
knew about because some people 
never heard of it
and other certain people 
thought the official language of 
Africa was “Africinish”

Ewe: The culture that my family 
grew up with throughout
the years of our lives

Ewe: incredible and complex dances 
that even if you tried,
it would make you look as if you are doing the chicken dance 
(trust me it has happened and has ended in tears)
the tradition with the music that is sung 
by bunch of uncles that have no hair 
and hide their heads with hats

Ewe: The culture that decided 
to name me after the day
of the week that I was born 
(ask me what my name means, 
I’m gonna say Thursday)

Ewe: The culture and identity that only I 
know and cherish because I’m
the only West African 
in this class.
Sometimes I feel unique, 
and other times…
I still feel unique.

Ewe, language spoken in Togo 
and other western parts of Africa
the language that I admire, and live by.

EYAA TETEY, GRADE 8
CENTER CITY PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOL, BRIGHTWOOD
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naturalization oath

I hereby declare
to live and die for the promise of a nation unattained, a freedom-
song written in lyrical falsehoods; to seek purpose in an aimless
pursuit, never once questioning whether the destination truly 
justifies the journey; I pledge allegiance to the Flag; red as the
blood-soaked soil of this stolen land, white as the bones buried 
six feet under hills of forgotten history, blue as an ocean salty 
from ever-flowing tears; star-spangled dreams eclipsed by stark 
reality, illusory as a mirage in the desert; the way one can bear 
true faith and allegiance to a state where truths are
self-evident only for some; to kill for peace and divide for
unity; to support autocracy in the name of democracy; working
harder for less, aching limbs and heavy heart and is this justice?
mind struggling to align with the tongue in its foreign
abode, twisting and contorting into each painstaking
syllable; the way one can say “neighbor” and really mean
“enemy”; when borders are not nature-born but
man-made; when “equality” is both the sentence and the 
reprieve; so tell me once more what it means
to be a citizen

AIGERIM BIBOL, GRADE 11
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Migraine

Definition: The devil that rings as a
reminder many still need to work every day,
With no ends in sight.
That is a common symptom,
for us migrants
When we stress about
our standing ground
Our slippery voices
And our pocket-sized authority
For we carry it across continents
Preparing the world for another Black Death
Of interlopers
Such symptoms do not go away,
even with my grandma’s magical lotion
As she rubbed my stomach with it
To polish and bless me before
The plane leap of destiny or

Whenever I seem to have a normal ache,
but it is just
that desire to live has no place within
The center of migration
Especially when you are about to get shifted,
On the plane of white promises
to a hometown on a stranger’s land
That does not prescribe.
On how to deal with the migraine
When it ripped apart your roots,

Tripping the ankles of your culture
distancing it
far away from
the airport where you last took that flight here.
Your heritage,
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Disappears within your life of work.
Your Jack the Ripper identity,
Dilute into the toxic city air,
That you breathe in instead of your hometown.
Then, where is “homeland”
Now?
When the migraine still strides
Flying between the wires of stability and poverty,

Hurting our essence through each of the migraine’s swing
Breaking many, such as
job opportunities,
the thought of not being uprooted again,
Actually “fitting in”
a cozy home,
authentic foods,
healthcare
We are like porcelain.
Broken.
On the ring.
We migrants are in a never-ending war.
To reach higher
Than our current place
On the hierarchy.
One look at our muddy faces,
And you can see how the migraine
fumble features
And passed on,
Swinging on the chains of our ancestors as we wear them every day.
We even try to hide it,
the migraine,
through hard work and detachment
but we all know.
Migraines can never be unglued.
When the damage is everywhere.

DUY NGUYÊ
~

N, GRADE 11
JACKSON REED HIGH SCHOOL
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Sweater

I wish I had a sweater
The only thing I need
Things would be better
My heart wouldn’t bleed
With silent whispers
If I had a sweater

Looking for my sweater 
I’m yearning for warmth
Seems impossible to find
Still waiting on my true north 
Maybe it’s all in my mind
But if I had a sweater

If I had a sweater
In the dark of the night
When the trees dance and sway
In only a glimpse of moonlight
When my sadness
Comes to stay
When I’m whispering wishes
Only heard by the breeze
When I’m sitting in silence
If I had a sweater,
I’d have a moment of ease

Oh how a simple sweater
would make things so much better. 
Would help me not remember
That one 3rd of December

JACOB ROBERTS, GRADE 11
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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10,000 Branches

Why does the 
weight of 
10,000 
branches 
always come 
crashing down
on my shoulders, 
bend 
not break they say 
but what if it’s 
too heavy 
what if it 
snaps. 

The pain of 
each snap 
seeps in like a 
wine stained 
dress 
numbing my body 
against my own touch,

I listened to all 
10,000 branches 
come crashing down, 
like a bang on the door 
begging me to 
open up.

SAHANA ALTEVOGT, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Birdwatching

I saw a dead bird on the sidewalk–
Eyes shut and skin pink–
And I stopped to look
Because:
It lived a life of simplicity:
It didn’t slam doors and yell.

Not everything has a feeling
Some things just have a timeline.
Wake, eat, sleep   die
A life without any awareness of its eventual unmovingness
Only alive until it’s only dead
Because:
In a world where we wince at the newspaper
A dead bird can make you stare

MAYA RUBEN, GRADE 7
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Petal

The traces you leave behind feel unfamiliar.
Droplets invade my eyes when I see you.
Petals break off the stem as the breeze blows 
against you,
I can’t stop the emotions. 
Brightness turns to darkness.
Just like petals

ANGELINA MARA, GRADE 11
PAUL INTERNATIONAL HIGH SCHOOL
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Pomegranates

The enjoyment of a pomegranate is not something that needs to be rushed.
It’s a gentle, misunderstood fruit; we must pretend to know what it says.

Each shallow cut into the shell, each careful tug to reveal the iridescent 
insides, watching the jewels be pulled from the stringy, white flesh. 

The process is time-consuming and is one of the most beautiful feelings. 
We stand and struggle, we watch the fruit bleed onto the wooden counter. 
To see something so misunderstood leave such a permanent, broken mark. 

We breathe in, inhaling the aroma: a forest, a flower, a tree.
The skin is tough, blocking others from accessing its garnet fruit.

Squeeze it, they said, squeeze it and it will break.
You do not squeeze it. 

You cut it open, revealing the clusters of jewel-like seeds. 
They are surrounded by translucent, membranous pockets.

The pomegranate is pure, yet as flawed as  
the love of Hades and Persephone.

My dad would peel a pomegranate for me, but use it as a way  
to draw me back.

Drag me to the hell from which I came, I scream. He does not listen.
The pomegranate is a joyful fruit. 

The pomegranate is seasonal,  
a specific memory.  

 The juice will stain forever. It will never leave.
My mom teaching me to cut it, my dad watching with disdain. 
My mother held my hand the first time I had a pomegranate.

Be careful, for this is the fruit of love.
She pulled me into a hug. She showed me how beautiful love was  

from the start.
I failed to listen. I wish I had.
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The pomegranate is not meant to be mutilated. It is meant to be 
carefully taken apart with love. 

The love a mother has for her child, the love a flower has for the sun. 
We peel a pomegranate the way a mother tucks her child into bed.

We peel a pomegranate the way the sunflower turns  
to face its only true match. 

We listen to the pomegranate. We hear it beg,  
we hear it scream with every touch.

So we make sure that each touch is full of love. Each touch leaves a 
mark that isn’t a bruise.

A pomegranate is beautiful, messy, and raw. 
It is kind, gentle, and desired. It is patient and rewarding. 

I am a pomegranate. And you are the one to peel me.
I feel your hands strip me, and pull out each individual seed. 

I do not scream or complain. This is different from  
other times I was opened.

It is a touch of love, not of greed.

FIONN OSHMAN, GRADE 11
THE FIELD SCHOOL
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The Crimson

Ruby red tomatoes rush upwards
Red rag of the Canadian flag
In the basement lies a ruthless red rat covered in blood, resembling mud.
A flood of blood, radiant ruby rabbit
Red hot molten metal turn to crimson ash
Radiant red sunset
The red raven flies
A red hazardous stop sign like ruby red blood.

XAVIER LANG, GRADE 10
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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Too Many Names

Are there too many names?

They link you to the past
The past that gives you the heart to go another day
The past that pushes you beyond the limit

Slowly

Just enough to see the sun but not enough to
Reach out

The names that 
Connect us
The names that 
Adore us

The names that give our ancestors hope for the
Future
The names that want us to
Keep going

The people
All the ones that kept us on the road to
Tomorrow
The ones who encourage us to keep going,

Love us

So when you ask yourself,

Too many?

No,

Never Enough.

JED MILLER, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Confidence

Sticks and stones may break my bones
but words will break my confidence.
Words will break my trust,
words will linger in my head
until who I am becomes who I was.

They say words won’t make me bleed
that words won’t scrape my knees,
but words will make me touch rock bottom
drowning in my tear-created seas.

LONDON PLIGHT, GRADE 8
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Wonders of Origami

Some people just call it a piece of paper and throw it away,
But some people call it a piece of work.

First fold,
Still almost nothing, 
Second fold,
Gets a curious form 
Third fold,
You now have a foundation.

An explicit fold 
Mouths full of cold

An incessant step
That ceases in planes, cranes or elephants.

Fourth fold,
Making progress, 
Fifth fold,
No turning back, 
Sixth fold,
People now think you hacked.

So little and views small

Tenth fold,
A small gets bigger 
Twentieth fold,
Gets very detailed, 
Thirtieth fold,
Then you can see the true of folds.

CHRISTIAN LA FLEUR, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Six Feet

Six feet is not that far
the length of a table,
half of a car.
Six feet tall is my father’s height, 
the length of my dog leash,
it’s not that far, right?
Six feet is the distance
from my sister’s bed to mine.
I can move six feet
in almost no time.
Six feet is half of a Volkswagen Beetle,
the length of my torn blanket,
to be fixed with a needle.
Six feet is the space
from your body to mine,
as we reach for each other,
our hands intertwined
Six feet is a family
two parents, one child,
whether healthy and strong,
or sick for a while.
Six feet makes the family 
of three go to two.
It feels so close,
’til the six feet affects you.
Six feet away
where the sick father goes,
you think it is not real,
’til the coffin door close.
Six feet down
is a lifetime away,
the farthest distance of all,
some might even say.

MARY GILLON, GRADE 10
ST. JOHN’S COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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Fighting Just to Smile

My memories of you
Are limited.
But I do remember
The light that shined in your eyes,
No matter the occasion,
And the way
You fought until the end,
Fought just to smile,
To express your unconditional love to us
Before your final moment.
Sometimes, at night,
I find your smile in the stars,
And the sorrow morphs
Into a steady stream of tears,
Which I know you would gently wipe
If you were still here with me.
But then the topic of your resilience 
Flies into my mind,
And I think of how
Even when you lost it all, and
You couldn’t recall the precious moments we had shared anymore,
You fought just to smile,
And so I did,
Too.

RIA DESHMUKH, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL



	 34	 2 0 2 4   PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L

Hope

It is hard to put emotions into words
Years of thoughts, feelings on to a single page 
Everything you say doesn’t come out right.

Bottled up emotions create a cave in your heart
You step inside, it feels safe here
Not having to step out and relive your past that you have been keeping in.
You don’t want your boiling emotions to spill out in sadness, or worse,
anger.

Your response is “I’m just tired”
You feel like a burden, like you’re not good enough 
“Am I a bad person?”
you think to yourself

“Everyone has their own troubles, why are mine so important?”
you think to yourself

But people care about you,
love is too strong for you to think that you aren’t 
deserving of it.

There will be dark days
There will be lonely moments 
But that is what hope is for.

MILES PAUL, GRADE 12
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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Every Sunday
In response to Henry O. Tanner’s painting, “The Banjo Lesson”

Every Sunday after church, you would teach me

A routine agony
your wrinkled hands guided me
through the chestnut board.
And when minutes turned to hours
and when flinched fingers retreated from sharp strings

You forced me to continue
and when the crimson liquid oozed on the plain white canvas 
you forced me to continue
and when the tears showered the blood clean 
you forced me to continue

When several Sundays
caused your grip to fade and voice to diminish

I didn’t mind

It was a comforting relief

Every Sunday
When you could no longer give me lessons
I would play on my own
every Sunday
When you could no longer hear my progress
I would play for the unknown
every Sunday
When you could no longer breathe

My banjo must continue your tone

Every single Sunday
I play for joyous crowds
with tears in my eyes
longing for one more Sunday
when I would sit on your lap
and you would teach me to play

JAMES WHITE, GRADE 12
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL 
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Late Night Logistics

I am thinking
There is a problem I’m trying to solve 
I am staring blankly at the wall
I am thinking
There is a problem I’m trying to solve
Click, click, crack
The wall breaks. 
I am thinking
There is a problem I just cannot solve
I am thinking
I’m fully immersed in the wall. 
I am thinking
I’m just thinking about the wrong things,
at the wrong time and place  
I am thinking
I’m just dozed off, seeing logistics in my mental space

I see times, dates, lists, names 
Characters
And I used to be all of them.

Memories.
Memories of walking through a playground, speaking out loud to 

myself 
Back then it was so much more real.

Blasting Heros, the world inside my head
The world that flooded through my mind just as I went to bed. 
Ask anyone who knew me then,
’Cause they’ll tell you the truth

I played no other games,
I thought no other thoughts,
Than that of the layout of Forcy’s flower shaped home, 
Made out of lavender force fields.
Than of the exact order of events of every hero’s rise to glory.
And after each, there was another 
Every time, I knew I loved her
I was her.

It was normal
I was walking along, 
Talking along,
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To myself
He asked if I was practicing lines for a play. 
When was the first time you were self aware, 
Started to care
What they thought?
This was mine

And now that I’m older,
Reminiscing the days when I was bolder,
Reorganizing for the tenth time that month
because new plans kept breaking into my mind,
Oh, the things I find.
I find papers of those whose lives I fabricated, 
Although they are quite dated,
They still touch my soul.

And now
As I try to fall asleep, It comes back to me.
Schedules of girls my age
I wish I could be.
A match
A spark 
A fuse
A flame 
A fire
Eternally burning me from the inside out. 
And I am forced
To write crazy schedules, 
Of made up strangers, 
Before I can close my eyes

I open them They’re gone
My mind is good as new 
My day seems pretty normal
And through the rest of it, I flew. 
I’m sitting down in class, 
Staring at the wall.
Just one click of a pen, 
And then;
Through the wall again

VIOLET HIGLEY, GRADE 9
WASHINGTON INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL
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Waiting

I was three years old, going to kindergarten for the first time.
Different languages.
They were different from mine, yet they were the same as each other’s.
I only knew Chinese, but everyone around me seemed to know English.
It was like I was stuck in a deep hole and everyone else could run around.
It felt like I couldn’t talk.
Like I didn’t even know how to talk.
I was alone yet not alone in a large group of people
who thought I was a weirdo
Because
I didn’t know how to talk.
And when I looked out the window, even the trees were speaking English.
Swish, Swoosh
They laughed at me as they swayed in the wind.
So for the next few months in school, I just listened.
I barely spoke, and only did when I had to.
I just listened.
I listened to what people were saying, how they said hi, how they
Said bye.
I just listened.
I was patient, waiting for my time when I would talk.
And the next month after that, I said my first English word.
I don’t remember what English word I said,
but I remember that at that moment,
I could talk again.

ARIA SONG, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL



 	 2 0 2 4  PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L 	 39	

School

As the clock ticks and the wind blows
I find myself lost in thought, my mind on hold 
for the door stares back at me with its big eye
As if it’s mocking me in my cell

As I am jailed longing to be free 
But for now, I am imprisoned

As the teacher milks the time for all its worth, 
Making me feel like a prisoner on this earth.

And the week comes to an end 
And the weekend comes

And the cycle will repeat again
on Monday.

MIKIYAS ZETO, GRADE 10
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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Sweet Tooth

I have a sweet tooth, it aches
Remembering the delicate taste
Like cherries, ripe on my tongue
Swore that I’d only take one

Yet one turned into four
Wishing I’d savoured it more
Greed consumed more than I did
Greed left my taste buds blinded

Hungry I remain still
Sugar - it just did not fill
The hole that I call my heart
But, oh, they were just so tart

I want to feel something soon
In my mouth, lonely, a seed
Hard and bitter, utterly repulsive
Hatred burns inside me

Until…a new fire ignites.
Spit it out.

On the floor it lies
As worthless as the ground
Alone, of no importance
But together…there’s purpose now

With this grows more cherries
And soon I’ll have a tree
Maybe it takes longer
But Earth is bittersweet

I’ll pick them all by hand
Fruits of my labor sweet
No more poison in them
Because they’re part of me

I still hold moments dear
When there’s pulp around my teeth
Now taken in moderation
To avoid the cavities

I have a sweet tooth, and so
I’ll live a life one day
Where I can satisfy it
Without suffering decay

LAYLA ADEBUTU, GRADE 7
BRITISH INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL
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free·dom
[|frē-dəm] noun

Having the power or right,
to speak or do
with their own choices.

As in: Mom doesn’t let her daughter speak, 
daughter tries to speak with her own voice,
but mother ignores her and keeps talking over her, 
making her daughter invisible like she is not there. 
That’s why she needs freedom.

As in: But what of a mom,
Who won’t let her daughter explore?
And have the chance to see the real world,
but the real world can be a big bundle of things  

that you might get tangled into,
not able to get out,
Freedom can be confusing.

As: She may seem strict,
Or even unfair,
But her love is deep,
and she truly does care,
making sure you are safe, 
but mother has decided
to give you freedom,
so you can explore the real world.

IZEL MEJIA, GRADE 8
CENTER CITY PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOL, BRIGHTWOOD
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Young, Free, Smart

I know I don’t know much
well, not as much as you.
I don’t understand the
joy of plain living
or the uselessness of things,
but being young is a pleasure.
Taking the first steps of time,
creating a new history;
we may not know all
but that doesn’t mean we are empty minded.
We understand a lot.
As you think your final thoughts
and walk your final walks,
read this, and know
the future is bright, not brainless.

JAMYLAH SUMMERS, GRADE 8
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Whole

Pakistan Zinda Baad.
In Urdu, Pakistan’s national language, 
That means long live Pakistan.
It’s starting to become clearer to me,
Raza
That my half white ass is also half 

Pakistani.
I could say half different.
Half Muslim. 
Half brown. 
Half dotted.
Half f***ing abnormal in the blessed 

United States of America.
Half Pakistani.

And so it’s comical,
Come that special time of year, 
when the smells of
when the sounds of 
when the sights of
when the most attention-seeking 

emotions of 
when it all courses through my blood
Then that’s when I know that 
I’ve arrived in Pakistan,
when the feeling can’t escape me, 

when I know that I’m truly

whole.

 

I feel it
when the smells of Galrayza’s French 

toast seep deep into our noses
I feel it when the sounds of Urdu, soft 

but mostly loud, is spoken,
with those traces of English a piercing 

scream to your ear,
felt so strongly it’s the sun,
blinding your eyes as soon as you 

glanced at it. 
You don’t like English.
You like Urdu, Urdu and Pakistan 

because it’s you, it’s natural.
So when the sights of the most 

grandest and beautiful
mountains of Gilgit and Nathia Gali
Creep deep inside your eyes
and the palpable emotions of all your 

hundred relatives
are collectively never listened to
because your relatives are always
yelling at each other. 
Laughing with each other. 
Dancing with each other 
and crying with one another
Buried solidly as concrete 
in one another’s arms.
It’s only then, when your
House fills with music
And your eyes with fairytales
And your nose more emotions than 

smells 
And your heart with Pakistan,
That’s when you know 
You’re whole.

RAZA KANDEL, GRADE 9
MARET SCHOOL
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The Parkmont Poetry Festival extends sincere 
thanks to our 2024 Festival judges:

PRELIMINARY JUDGES:

María Fernanda (she/hers) is an award-winning poet who has served 
as a Well-Read Black Girl Camp Joy poetry instructor for 10 - 13 year 
olds and a Scholastic Art and Writing Awards NYC Writing Juror for 
high schoolers. Her literary works appear in The Library of Congress’ 
Presidential Campaign Posters, Cheryl Clark’s born in a bed of good 
lessons: poems inspired by the works of Lucille Clifton, Cave Canem’s 
Dogbytes, The Breakbeat Poets’ LatiNext, and elsewhere. Growing up 
in D.C., María Fernanda continues to perform her poetry in service of 
locally-rooted initiatives and conversations across the country. She 
has received literary appointments from The National Endowment for 
the Arts, Arizona Commission on the Arts, The DC Commission on 
the Arts and Humanities, and the Academy of American Poets. María 
Fernanda is an official Program Partner for the District of Columbia 
Public Library.

Growing up in rural Ohio, Shenandoah Sowash started writing 
poems as a way to stretch her imagination. She never stopped. She is 
especially grateful to the many public school teachers who took her 
work seriously and encouraged her. She is floored by the submissions 
this year! A poet and essayist, her work has appeared in Gargoyle, The 
Collagist, The Laurel Review, Smartish Pace, Vinyl Poetry, and elsewhere. 
She’s received fellowships from the Bread Loaf Writers Workshop, the 
Summer Literary Seminars, the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts, the 
Kimmel Nelson Harding Center for the Arts, and the DC Commission 
on the Arts and Humanities. Currently completing her first book, 
Shenandoah lives and works in Takoma Park, Maryland.

FINALIST JUDGE:

Teri Ellen Cross Davis is the author of a more perfect Union (The 2019 
Journal/Charles B. Wheeler Poetry Prize) and Haint (2017 Ohioana 
Poetry Award). She is the 2020 Poetry Society of America’s Robert H. 
Winner Memorial Prize winner. She curates the O.B. Hardison Poetry 
Series and is Poetry Programs manager for the Folger Shakespeare 
Library in Washington D.C.
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An additional debt of thanks 

To Ron McClain, Head of Parkmont School and Founder of the 
Parkmont Poetry Festival; and Sharan Strange, Festival Emcee. Sharan 
has taught writing at Spelman College since 2003. Her recent work 
appears in Wheatley at 250: Black Women Poets Re-imagine the Verse 
of Phillis Wheatley Peters; Aunt Chloe: A Journal of Artful Candor; and 
This Is the Honey: An Anthology of Contemporary Black Poets.

We are grateful to our 2024 design team:

Booklet layout and printing: AURAS Design
Tee-shirt and poster design: Alice Lewis
Tee-shirt printing: abc tees.
Poster printing: Mt. Royal Printing

Finally we wish to thank our amazing 2024 Parkmont 
School Board of Trustees

Joe Ferber, President
Tom Yoder, Secretary
Scott Wichansky, Treasurer
Walter Ailes
Debbie DuSault
Nijole Gedutis
Cassandra Hetherington
Tony Hynes
Dale Johnson
Ron McClain, Head of School
Mike Weaver
Mary Wichansky

Poets, let us know your impressions of  
this year’s Festival in this short survey:
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PARKMONT is a small private school serving middle 
school students in grades 6-8 and upper school 

students in grades 9-12. An educational community that 
fosters individual growth and enthusiasm for learning, 
Parkmont believes that there is nothing more basic to 
the development of a person than a positive sense of 
self-esteem. This respect for the creative energies and 

contributions of young people is the driving force behind 
the Poetry Festival and many other school activities. 

Parkmont’s Internship program puts students in offices, 
shops and organizations around the city to learn practical 

work skills. At school, students participate in all-school 
meetings that focus on ethical and practical problems 
confronting their community and engage in a vibrant, 

hands-on curriculum. Parkmont helps students to discover 
their talents and values. The Poetry Festival encourages 

students to give voice to their dreams and concerns.

If you would like to show your support for the 
Parkmont Poetry Festival by making a tax-deductible 

contribution in any amount,  please use the QR 
code in the front of this booklet or send a check 

payable to Parkmont School to this address:

PARKMONT SCHOOL
4842 16th Street, NW
Washington, DC 20011

202.726.0740
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