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keep producing this celebration of DC student 
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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 43 years of 

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

We received 382 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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A Letter From Yesterday

I found your letter yesterday, from when we were kids, and 
when my fingernail scratched through the tightly sealed 
envelope, I hoped gold would pour out perfectly. Perfectly the 
way you’d say words like parsimonious and permissible. And 
gold the way your window curtain pattern let radiant rays 
ricochet off your glistening skin. But the letter ends up being 
ordinary — corners ripped, no lipstick print, no dried flowers.

Your cursive letters swim unevenly across the page: to future us

As kids, we both agreed that one day in our future we’d live next 
door in a six-story household, and that every morning we’d drink 
tea on our conjoined front porch and talk about politics and society. 
As we grew older, our families would have Barbecue Thursdays, 
Water Balloon Fight Mondays, and, of course, Taco Tuesdays.

I wonder where we went wrong.

Your letter reads like a diary, describing your day, your 
new crush, and who you’d want to marry. How his hair 
smelled, how his eyes changed color in the sun.

I remember your hair smelled like lavender and that you had 
playful green eyes, and I swore you held the sun in your pocket.

But now, as I read your letter, I can’t decipher 
if your pocket held a sun or a serpent.

Every line casts old thoughts away. I skim the page, fishing for 
something new, and hidden underneath your i love you, i find an i 
left something for you. It seems in the box that I hadn’t dared to 
open, was not only your letter but a satin glove. You left it as a 
sort of peace offering, a white dove. A dressing for your iron fist, 
to hide the bruises where you pushed me away. Did you know it 
would take me years to find it, or of the memories it would play?

Somehow, through this letter, corners ripped, no lipstick print, 
I think I finally see you. A girl I’d thought I’d never lose, with 
endless Thursday barbecues, a friend I’d always pick to choose.

So, this letter I’m writing you is my own way of saying i love you.

ANOUK FORTUNÉE, GRADE 11
DUKE ELLINGTON SCHOOL OF THE ARTS
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A time in life

The bee wants to sing and the tree wants to run, breaking out  
of the ties tangling them 

Walk into a time where they’re free
The river wants to stop for once and think about the years  

when it could smooth every rock 
A time when it had a run swifter than a galloping horse
The fish wants to stray from the school but it can’t,  

where would it go then? 
The lion dreams about the days it was young and its roar  

was louder than fire 
A time when he had the claws of a dagger
The turtle wants to trade its shield for a sword, its cover f 

or a brave coat 
The girl wants to live in a world free of judgement
A time where she can just exist

ROMY BRONIN, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Nostalgia

It’s Saturday morning,
2015.
Dora the Explorer’s blasting on the TV,
The laundry is going,
The dryer just beeped,
Mommy’s in the kitchen,
Mopping with bleach.
I just finished riding my bike up the street.
I fell a few times.
There are dirt stains on my denim dungarees.
I wash in the shower,
My Elsa doll with me.
I get out and dress and smell my favorite, 
Mac and Cheese.
The fullness of my tummy,
And the faint scent of Febreze
Is enough to lure me to sleep.
Saturday was lots of fun.
But it’s okay because a new week has just begun.

SHANIYA HESTER, GRADE 8
HOWARD UNIVERSITY MIDDLE SCHOOL OF MATHEMATICS AND SCIENCE
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My Home is a Memory

My home is a memory
Time warped and blurred

There are no facts here —
I cannot discern whether
The olive leaves glimmer emerald, silver, or slate
I cannot precisely trace the patterns of shadow and light as
The sunlight speckles and sparkles on the unhewn stones —
Only the truth of what I felt,
Once upon a time,
Is certain

Reality beckons
With the faintness of a distant voice
Calling urgently across the meadow
Barely heard as the birds chatter and the wind sings  

its lilting song

Reality beckons
The deep blue garment of the sky is rent by missiles,
Smudged by smoke
The trees charcoal husks

I respond:
I will stay here, in my fortress, my thought-warren,  

my hoard of beautiful moments 
Only this memory is true.

NORA GIUFFRIDA, GRADE 10
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Pieces of Me

Every time we pack the boxes, I sigh —
A fragment of me stays wherever I say goodbye.
A version of myself, etched in a town’s name,
Lost to streets that won’t remember I came.

I walked those paths, my laughter light,
Played on swings beneath fading twilight.
Stood on fields with dreams held high,
Bat in hand, reaching for sky.

Yet always, there was a whisper near —
A fragile goodbye, drawing near.
Each move feels like tearing roots from stone,
A desperate search to find a home.

Planted again, but never whole —
Always uprooted before I grow.
Friends become ghosts in the blink of an eye,
Their faces fading as years pass by.

Photographs curl, memories fray —
Moments I clutch that slip away.
In my suitcase, all my selves reside —
The girl who laughed, the one who cried.

Growing up feels like losing skin,
Each layer shed, thin upon thin.
Places lost, people changed,
A heart always feeling too estranged.

I love fiercely, I love fast —
Knowing each bond may not last.
Each laugh, each hug, each fleeting glance,
I hold them close, my fragile chance.

Ocean eyes, lashes long —
Hiding tears when things go wrong.
Another home fades into mist,
Another life I can’t resist.

I whisper to walls, “Remember me,”
Hoping they hear my quiet plea.
And in their stillness, soft and true,
They murmur back, “We always do.”

RIAN POWER, GRADE 7
MARET SCHOOL
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Days of the week

Dread
Denial
Anxiety
Claws
Minutes
Seconds 
Hours
Homework
Monday

Tuesdays = Thursdays
Tuesdays = Thursdays
Tuesdays = Thursdays
Tuesdays = Thursdays
Tuesdays = Thursdays
Tuesdays = Thursdays
Tuesdays = Thursdays

Notebooks and questions and tears and laughter, dogs vs. cats 
and scissors and teasing and depression and happiness, an 
oddly shaped family.

Thursdays = Tuesdays
Thursdays = Tuesdays
Thursdays = Tuesdays
Thursdays = Tuesdays
Thursdays = Tuesdays
Thursdays = Tuesdays
Thursdays = Tuesdays

Freedom
Red and blue flashing lights
Intellect
Dragon themed books
A singular golden-brown leaf among the green
Young kittens, small and curious

Saturdays are a sunset-pink ocean with undercurrents of blue
Saturdays are a cat taking a bath in a sandstorm
Saturdays are paintings dancing on the rooftops in the moonlight

Sticky fingers holding brightly colored cardboard blocks, calming,
empty promises whispered underneath the screams coated
in sadness, eyes filled with happiness as they take in this
beautiful world.

ANNABELLE DIXON, GRADE 6
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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My Brother Leaves Home, Hydrangeas Bloom

I am on the train down to Navy Yard and the whole car begins to 
shake concrete tremors. I reach out and there is no one there to hold 
my hand.

There are moments, leaving the good city, when the half dead grass 
and litter seems like some kind of forever, but only from the backseat. 
The middle of June sneaks up on me and the crickets start up at 
night. I’ve never really loved anybody, but it’s nice to try.

How hopeless it can be to know someone by only the back of their 
neck. I almost loved you, Maxim, jade green in a bonfire’s night. I can’t 
decide if it was as much love or need. I couldn’t stand you because I 
needed you. And you never needed me.

I am so proud of you, I say, to your face, to the mirror, ruinous as 
when you slammed a baseball into my eye and careened over my 
falling body, singing at the top of my head. Do you remember? When 
I was a girl and you were missing teeth.

I used to think every satellite was a star and blood ran blue like 
lake water, before mysteries became too much effort to read and I 
found myself without a brother. I am Schrödinger’s sister and you are 
pushing open my box-door, and at the end of the day, it’s a beck and 
call thing. Do you need me? That’s the only question.

SINDEN GOLDBERG, GRADE 10
DUKE ELLINGTON SCHOOL FOR THE ARTS
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At the Wrong Time
To Samuel

El Salvador’s scenic mountains,
sky blue as could be.
In the big city of San Salvador
I saw you

We had a blast
my cousins could tell you as well,
we ate,
we laughed,
we hugged,
and time flew just like that.

Moons fly by,
seasons begin to change,
suddenly your body starts to tremble,
you fall in front of those
who love you the most.

Weeks pass by,
not a single clue of what is going around you.
Tubes and screens around you,
but you weren’t able to win the fight.

Your son is almost a doctor,
your daughter just had a baby,
your brother just got married.

Oh dear uncle,
wish you could have seen it,
or maybe you did from up above,
or maybe you came back as a hummingbird,
all this could be true,

but the timing just didn’t seem right.

BRYAN MERCADO, GRADE 12
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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Pebbles

Lay these words in your head
Before your mind, like pebbles
			   put down by soft hands
No choice of place,
			   put before the human body
			   in your mind
Followed by the scent of smoke
the taste of a crime
the presence of people playing chess
children playing hide and seek
prisoners in solitary confinement
Build a wall with my words—
I’ll be inside.

BRANDI FISHER, GRADE 7
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Different

The tiger paces its cell
Watching the cloud
What would he do if he could fly

The cloud watches the world go by
The sun and the moon pass this cloud
But still the cloud stands alone in the sky

For the cloud ponders
A very serious thing
As he goes along
slow as a snail
he begins to wonder
What would he do if he had feet

So the tiger and the cloud
stare at each other all day
For the cloud wants feet
and the tiger wants to fly

All of the day
And all of the night

Not moving
They sit there and ponder

What could I do
If I were different

NAYLA ARZE-HABAL, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL



 	 2 0 2 5  PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L 	 11	

Transman joy

Whenever I hear people talking about being trans,
it’s always about the hardship and pain,
But never the joy, always the suffering and judgment from others,
Never the love and feeling of acceptance.

So I’m writing this poem to talk about all the good things,
All the love I feel from people around me,
And all the self-love I continue to build with myself.

That feeling when you get your first gender-affirming haircut,
The first time someone calls you handsome instead of pretty,
The moment when a stranger calls you man while passing by,
The first time you wear a binder and see your flat chest

This is not to say that it will always be easy to be trans,
Or that you still won’t feel that pain and rejection,
But to say that there will be beautiful moments too,
Ones that make you feel secure in who you are,

So if you are struggling,
Remember,
It won’t be bad forever,
It will get better,
And you are loved.

MARK LIGHT, GRADE 8
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL
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Johnise

John-ise
The combination of John and latresse
2 people who made love
1 person having fun with life and making people pregnant
Having to be a father but is not being one
Being 2 years old, having a dad that is in jail
People saying it’s just “graduation “
But they lied
Wondering why I think everyone is lying but
It comes from him /them
But then the other person
My mother
She is who I live with
She is who told me to not let anyone see u cry
But that just made me emotionally unavailable
The trauma I have comes from her
But she doesn’t care
Having to watch her 2 kids because she wants to drink and 

smoke
Going through man on man
Letting them treat u and hit u
Like u are a object
Well that made me mature but still trauma
Having people depend on me
Having to put on a face to be there for a grown lady
but couldn’t be there for me
People wondering why I was so young but mature
Not because I wanted to
But because I had to
But all this trauma made
Me know what I want to be treated like
How I wanted to be treated
How to handle my emotions
How to be mature

JOHNISE SPEAKS-MCNEILL, GRADE 10
BENJAMIN BANNEKER HIGH SCHOOL
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Schadenfreude

The rain starts to patter, thunder, shower, weaving its way under the 
cracks of the marina.

They pull for seemingly ages, hoisting the sails onto the ship’s mast.
Boom.
The captain’s cat prods on the stone blocks, crying in the rain.  

She has escaped the terror of the ship.
The soldier’s cries ring through my open ear.
She jumps back on the majestic ship, startled.
They push off, the new sail billowing in the wind.
Boom.
Like a needle in a haystack, they find a ship.
Boom.
Their opponents sink into the depths, cheering, screaming for dear life. 

They cannot hold on much longer.
The cat slinks along the hull of our ship, her padded feet barely 

making a sound as we celebrate in the mist.
Boom.
We toss and turn, lowering farther and farther down with the waves.
The cat screeches.
We are sinking too.

ISABEL SANCHEZ, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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What Is Mine, Was Hers

It is in every possible way,
that I exist as I am
Because my dreams, were hers.

I am a citizen
clutching a navy blue passport.
And she was an alien
mesmerized by the sea.
Đây là vùng đất của khả năng.

I decide between colleges
to attain a degree.
And she labored
every day, from three to three.
Từng hơi thở, điều này sẽ giải phóng tôi.

I am free
to embrace who I cherish.
And she was shackled
destined to perish.
Tôi chỉ muốn một tôi yêu bạn trở lại

Yet there she sleeps,
chained by the feet.
Sometimes I wonder
if she had felt meek.
But I piece together that
her life, her soul
was never bleak.  

Because she
Had dreamt for me.
So it’s not every day,
I get the chance to say
that I am here today

cảm ơn mẹ, bà nội, và chị.

JASON NGUYEN, GRADE 11
MARET SCHOOL

“Đây là vùng đất của khả năng”— This is the land of possibility.
“Từng hơi thở, điều này sẽ giải phóng tôi.” — Breath by breath, this will set me free. 
“Tôi chỉ muốn một tôi yêu bạn trở lại” — I just want one I love you back
“cảm ơn mẹ, bà nội, và chị.” — Thank you to my mother, grandmother, and sister.
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Strange Thing

it’s a strange thing.
i am, i mean.
i wake up somewhere before living,
somewhere after dreaming, somewhere in between.
i pop the pills to numb my feelings, the drugs i cannot live without.
i tell my mother i love her, but i don’t know what that means.
my anatomy was designed without it, love, although there’s plenty 

of room for lying. 
i’ve been told that makes me something else than human.
something stranger. 
just a stranger.
i think that’s why i relate to the pigeons, 
strangers in our own home.
kicked for how they were built.
living in a constant drought, without a kind word.
me and the pigeons, living somewhere else than human.
living somewhere else than the grays and reds and yellows 

that we’ve been told we should love.
living somewhere without love, but with far more kindness.
living somewhere blue, and green, and mauve.

JAY O’BRIEN, GRADE 10
DUKE ELLINGTON SCHOOL OF THE ARTS
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Carbon and Chrome

If rust is chrome and flesh and bone
is rust and bone and flesh and chrome
And rust and bone and chrome and flesh
Is chrome and flesh and bone and rust
and flesh and bone and chrome and rust
And chrome is flesh and chrome is bone
Is rust is rust is chrome and bone
And flesh is rust is bone is chrome
And chrome and rust is flesh and bone
When is flesh flesh and flesh alone?
And iridescent rivers rush from
Exhaust ports and synthetic dogs
drink deep from the strong
and sterile streams reflect some
creature’s psychedelic dreams
But chrome is flesh and rust is bone
Is rust is flesh is rust is bone
And bone is chrome is rust is flesh
Let chrome be bone and flesh and rust
And bone and rust and flesh and bone
And chrome and bone is rust and flesh
Is Chrome is bone if flesh is rust
When is flesh flesh and flesh alone?
While telescopic towers kiss the sun
Stretching from the rolling rustling fields
Sow teeth in the rich soil
And pray for the real birds to come and carry off the fruit
So flesh and flesh is bone and rust
Is chrome is rust is chrome is rust
And bone and flesh and chrome and rust
Is bone and chrome is flesh and rust
And chrome is flesh and rust is rust
Is bone is bone is bone is bone
But flesh and rust is chrome and bone
And bone and rust and flesh and bone  
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And chrome and bone is rust and flesh
When is flesh flesh and flesh alone?
Like the steel lamb
Eat plastic grain with shining razor teeth
Drink and dive and drown in inky oil
The deep and chilling luster of the lake
A silken mirror to the evening sun
And chrome is flesh and bone and chrome
Is flesh is bone is flesh is rust
And chrome is flesh and flesh is bone
And rust and flesh is chrome and chrome
Is bone is rust is flesh is rust
And flesh is chrome and rust is bone
But chrome is bone and flesh is rust
Is flesh is chrome is flesh is chrome
And chrome is bone and rust is rust
When is flesh flesh and flesh alone?
Undying androids contemplate the stars
dissect the secret murmurs of the earth
The shining silent cities forever stand
A question to the sanctity of flesh 
And chrome is rust is bone is flesh
And chrome is bone and flesh is rust
So flesh is chrome is bone is bone
Is rust is flesh is chrome is flesh
And bone is chrome is rust is rust
Is chrome is chrome is chrome is bone
And rust in bone is rust is chrome
When is flesh flesh and flesh alone?
A single perfect pulsing model brain
Shining circuits
Dry of serotonin
Neutral in the universe
A meaningless humming
And why must the machines be made of meat?

NICK MARINO, GRADE 9
SAINT ALBANS SCHOOL
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I Hate AI!!!!!!

Why must you pine and pray
To a false god of metal
Who’s mind and soul are artificial?

There is no blood flowing within the tubes of oil
There is no sweat leaking from the cracks in the plastic
There is no pain or loss or love or warmth
There is nothing.

So why?
Why must you reject the blood within your veins
The sweat leaking from your pores
The pain and loss and love and warmth that only the flesh can 

bear?

There is no machine in the flesh and there is no flesh in the 
machine.

Art is for the bones and muscles, not the wires and tubes.

STELLA ROSENTHAL, GRADE 8
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL
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Futile struggle

Even if we join the fight
as profane darkness cuts through the sunlight,
unknown fog will mirror gloom and jealousy and plight. 
Frantic moments darken an unfamiliar symphony
played out beneath the cover of democracy,
the first glance of absentminded, savage brutality.
Pride shows distance from the once-loved,
forever clumsy with elegant strangeness
fathers unknown, magicians disappear, careless speechless, 

paralyzed fragments of feeling;
Silver and gold always worth stealing.
Tarnished courtyards reek of loneliness and grief,
a hurricane of buried praise and sweetness
clouds the mind of the enemy who are relentless.
Ancient glowing artifacts, hideously splintered from earth, 
blue-green eyes looking under a violet veil
awakened by numb breathlessness.
Always cherished, a dead bolted heart
in the cradle of heaven’s arms, a monument of good; 
Directions unfound among the early leisure,
sunsets will sill be epic to the
unseen midnights, damp with tears and broken skin, 
falling from windows like feathers.
Heartbeat rhythms, plugged-in pain,
blood-scented streets, and all for their own gain

MARLON HOLDER, GRADE 9
BALLOU SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL
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Eight To Three, To Nine To Five

I am a place not many can afford to go
Three ladders, while needing to surpass the bar
Rhymes with pool, but not the swimming kind,
No lifeguards on duty, it is certain you will drown.
Driving a car before getting your license,
And crashing is your only option.
Caps flying like birds, in a flock that goes in different directions
A-list, B-this, C-mine, D-vide 
So starved I ate (a) teen
Now you adult, bet you wish you were here

ANGIE SPADAFORA, GRADE 9
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Class of

Lint clings to a slip of paper
Soft and delicate and folded and torn
The corner of a graduation speech
Familiar to warm worried hands,
Forgotten with receipts and wrappers
Along the clumpy seam of a jeans pocket
Lost words that were once prayers
Choked out until they had smoothed
Grocery items and aspirations
Bleached out in the wash

TINDRA JEMSBY, GRADE 11
WASHINGTON INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL
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Cloudy Aging

I was born on Earth,
arms and legs in the soil,
my roots entangled with hers —
my soil sister.
I tilted my head up, marveling at the
warm pink clouds.
Fantasizing about my bare feet sinking into their misty puffs,
and fingers grazing the idyllic sky. Almost.

At childhood, my body dangled midway between
the clouds I worshiped and the soil I sprung from.
Double digits ushered in
the advent of blue; expected, good, true blue.
I observed everyone from my sanctuary, my cloud.
Gray haziness swept through them,
trailing destruction.
A blood orange sky reflected
orange blood vessels on my cheeks.
I swore I would never end up there.

Up and up and up. Neither left nor right.
Only up, they told me–
a perfect path already etched.

Age propelled me higher, but
adolescence has an apex.
The drop only comes after you reach the believed-forever high,
in friendship, in love.
Before that mess, I finally reached those infantile clouds,
kicking my feet in ignorant glee,
watching feuds from afar.
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Over time, my soil sister had drifted further away.
Our intertwined roots snapped apart;
split ends in the harsh winds,
unable to find ground.

Then, an inevitable gust forced a collision:
opposite directions, right towards each other.
A meteorologist classifies it as the nature of clouds,
but I was only capable of angsty, silly, so-called philosophy.
“When a tornado stays still,
it’s heading straight for you,” we said in unison.

Multiple oaths broken–
teary-eyed, coughing up smoke, choking up debris 
right into her blue-veined face.
A soil sister turning to dirt in my eyes, to mud.
I like to think that she slipped off that unsteady,  
crackling, ashy joke of precipitation.  

Head tilted down and down,
and down towards the Earth,
I saw her. My soil sister’s sister. Myself.
Her head tilted up and up and up and
only up.
In the midst of delight,
and — little did she know — the cusp of catastrophe.

MAIRA ZAIDI, GRADE 10
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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The Story of Medusa

Boys will be boys
They say when
They see what she was wearing
A crop top

Then it’s
“Slut that asked for it”
But have you heard the story of Medusa?

You would be wrong if you thought I meant
the ancient monster with serpents for hair
And a stone cold stare
That would turn you static in seconds. No,

the story of Medusa
a teenage girl
Dedicating her conscious to faith
Serving her deity of justice, Athena
She was once naive and promising
With long dark curls that reached her lap

But where was that justice when Poseidon decided  
to “violate” her?

Violate doesn’t seem like the correct term
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He raped her.

Setting out to please her goddess would ultimately  
be the worst fate

For any girl her age

In the early hours of the morning
A man entered the sacred shrine
He disguised his power

The earliest poets would claim they were in love
They claimed they made sweet love in a soft spring meadow

But is “love” what you call it when the most powerful god, 
thousands of years old 

Takes advantage of a vulnerable young girl

He came in with an intention
When she refused he started assaulting her

Athena looked down from above
Observing his vile actions, she decided it was Medusa’s fault
Claiming she embarrassed her

In a blind rage Athena cursed her
To be alone forever
To never experience “love” again

I’m afraid to be harmed.

I’m afraid to live in a world where victims
have all the responsibility.

I’m afraid of living in a world where I am the victim.

I’m afraid to be a girl.

EVA KING, GRADE 9
DUKE ELLINGTON SCHOOL FOR THE ARTS
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Requiem for My Grandfather

Eleven of us, heads bowed,
standing around the wooden box:
pine, no embellishment, modest
but strong, like you.
Trapped in my throat, a sob,
tears frozen on my cheeks.

You didn’t know my name,
but your eyes lit up
when you spotted me,
your mouth splitting into a wide grin.
Did you remember the dark-haired girl
to whom you read stories a long time ago?

You didn’t speak much and yet
I felt that you wanted me close — 
 your eyes soft, your hand 
gentle on my arm. When still healthy,
you were never this

unguarded. We picked up the casket.
The cruel Chicago wind
sliced my bones as we
delivered you to the hearse.

Do the dead feel cold? I wondered.
Was it you, holding me in a frozen embrace?

NATALIE WEIS, GRADE 11
EDMUND BURKE SCHOOL



 	 2 0 2 5  PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L 	 27	

622 Days

I visited you today
Bearing gifts of flowers
and your favorite jelly donuts

I told you stories of love,
perseverance, and failure.

I spoke words of regret and
sorrow for the times we missed out on

almost two years felt like days 
and every moment I thought of you,
Thinking how I could see you again

How I could express my guilt to you 
and my anger that masked these emotions 
I felt

But you did not care,
You laid there listening

To every tale and emotion
that I described and felt.

I hope you felt the hug I gave to the
cold piece of stone marking your death 
which now held my tears in
your name and birthdate

I whispered “I miss you”
but no response was given
it wasn’t expected

JIMMY MULHOLLAND, GRADE 12
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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Bison in winter landscape

Shivering cold snowflakes
crashing into the terrain
Padding the soft fluffy snow

RYAN ORGAD, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Fedayee (Freedom Fighters)

We hear of men who are the soldiers
But we seldom hear of women, children and the elders 
When we do they’re seen as helpless,
But like the people on Musa Dagh, some were relentless.

There were many women Fedayee who fought as well, 
Rather than be silenced even more by genocidal hell, 
They made their decision to rise up and fight,
Just like the men, it was their every right 
Mothers, daughters, wives and more,
They learned to shoot, defend and go to war.

An inspiration to all Armenians, we know their names, 
For much more meaningful things than fortune and fame, 
They will not be forgotten because they dared to try 
Armenouhi, Lola, Mariam, Roubina, Sosse Mayrig
You may ask who they are, but never why.

SOFIA KRIKORIAN, GRADE 12
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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Who is right?

Bombs
falling
Guns
blazing
Children
killing
Bodies
burning
Everyone
taking
Taking
Taking

A nation torn apart, war and famine.

Gaza was angry
Israelis deserved murder for once,
after killing her children so often

Israel was angry
terrorists had killed so many of her children in the attacks,
she wanted revenge

I wonder,
Who is right?

“Rocket strikes near Tel Aviv”
“Netanyahu promises war”
“Missiles fly over the Dead Sea”

Every day, headlines scream at me
And my synagogue
And my heart
My synagogue shouted
Israel was community,
doing right for Jewish unity,
eliminating threats, with impunity
My heart cried out,
dead civilians, forty thousand
damaged, destroyed homes, one hundred sixty three thousand 

starving people, two million
I wonder,
Who is right?
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Thousands die in Israeli attacks
Humanitarian aid is listed black
Over Jerusalem, missiles crack
Who is right
Hospitals destroyed without defense
Seeing another day becomes intense
Lives bought and sold without expense
Senseless violence
In cities of tents
No common sense
Who to represent
When to take offense
Choose, because the futures of millions are on the fence 

Who is right
When nobody should be forced off land because their faith is treason, 
leave homes for those who’ve been gone 8,000 seasons,
be surrounded by enemies because they are called heathens,  
watch food disappear because the ‘liberators’ have better reasons —

‘Cease
fire’

The headline says quietly, under its breath, almost a whisper

As people pick up broken pieces of their homes,
lives,
families,
morals,
I realize
It doesn’t matter who goes to hell when war makes life hell.
No cause is righteous enough to justify horror,
no victory sweet enough to overwhelm bitter tears.

I realize
There is no right in war.

AMOS TAMA, GRADE 8
SHERIDAN SCHOOL
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Safe

Polished cream walls
Expansive fields
Endless sun
Neat, clean halls

This is the world I’ve always known  
Our scheduled sleep
Our scheduled day
This House we call our own

Any sense of unease
Does not exist
We spend our days
To “do as we please”

The numbers on our skin
That tell us who we are
But also to tell us
We’ll never win

The bell tolling
We know what that means
One of us is leaving
Time to set the ball rolling

Our planned escapes
A fanned flame
Fabric wings to fly
Over a maw that gapes

The trackers in our ears
Removed with a single slice
And left behind
The burning House we had for years

We watch it burn
And we turn away
To fly to the freedom
We know we’ve earned

NORA SON, GRADE 8
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL
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He Swears He Saw an Angel

A man asks us for a charger on the train
And we’re not sure about his mental health
Because of the way he talks–kind of raspy, like a snake–and he’s 

missing a few teeth 
But we just look in our bags for a charger
And when we don’t find one
We apologize
And he starts to tell us
He swears he saw an angel
When he flatlined in March
Said he rose up from his hospital bed just like Jesus on the cross
And his daughter — who he called Baby Blue, because he  

liked that color on her —
Was there to greet him.
Baby Blue was 32 years old
And she had been sober for 16 years
And for prom when she was younger
She needed three dresses
And altogether that cost 3800 dollars.
We learn his name is Michael
And that his ex-wife is an amazing person
But it just didn’t work out between them.
My mom has a way of listening where she lets people  

talk for hours.
When Mom went to the bathroom,
Michael said he must be talking my mom’s ear off
I said it’s okay because we’re writers
And we like to hear stories.
When Mom came back,
Michael told us that,
When he gets to New York,
He will go straight to the hospital–and then to Hobby Lobby–
Because he might need to get his legs amputated
And to get a picture frame for Baby Blue’s prom photos.
He showed us, they were bleeding and swollen,
And he told us that his heart is only operating at nine percent
So he said he will buy one–only one–more drink from the food 

and drink area on the train 
And he drank and Mom and I watched that drink fill up his heart.

MAYA RUBEN, GRADE 8
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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i tragedy

My legs a shaky
marred desert
far 	 from dry
but the 	 sand of my legs
solid as  it seems
falls and    i crumple
dunes on 	 dunes
long and 	 ugly 	 run through me
red forms 	  	   rivers
splitting 	 the 	 far 	 from dry dunes
drawing a	 tree in my sand
tragedy	 mimics beauty
i 	 gape
how 	 beautiful 	 it is
i 	 tragedy
attempt to 	  mimic 	 beauty
but 	 the  	  	 dunes
are long 	 and 	 ugly
and 	 so 	 i 	 fail
and 	 so 	 i 	 fall

CONNOR HOBBS, GRADE 12
THE FIELD SCHOOL
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The Old Gulmohar Tree

There is a place,
That I hold dear.
A place to laugh,
To shed a tear.

Her fragrant red flowers,
Her marvelous branches,
Give refuge to many,
To sing and dance in.

The comfort of,
My favorite place,
The bad days and sadness,
She does erase.

Birds tweet,
Squirrels dance and
it is a great treat
to be under her branches.

As summer fades,
To fall, then winter,
Her leaves fall off,
But her spirit does not splinter.

And come spring again,
In all her bright regalia,
She astounds all around,
For all of animalia.

I hope one day, 
That all will see,
The great majesty,
Of the Old Gulmohar Tree.

The great majesty,
Of my gulmohar tree.

ANNIKA PINOL MANCHON, GRADE 7
OYSTER-ADAMS BILINGUAL SCHOOL
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The Tree

In the woods
Where the leaves are the sky
An ancient tree
Ceases to breathe
A strangler fig
Wrapped around

The tree is starved
Suffocated by its oppressor
It was kill or be killed
But when the battle is finished
When the tree has rotten away
The strangler is left hollow
An empty shell of its predecessor 
Its bones all to see

DAVID SSEMPIJJA, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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If I can’t

If I can’t have a gold star,
I will settle for snacks
and a juice from Tiger Market.
If I have to eat healthier snacks,
I would have M&M flavored seaweed.
If I can’t have no soda,
I am okay with apple juice.
If I can’t sleep,
I will just imagine I am dreaming.

VALENTINO JOHNSON, GRADE 6
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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I, Ophelia; or, the Art of Drowning
After Ophelia by John Everett Millais

Did you think I’d go quietly? I don’t sink
into the canvas, surrender to the muted
colors. I am not your muse. Do you see me?
Violets strung ‘round my neck, garland turned

noose. Rue twisted ‘round my thumb, the only ring
I’ll ever wear. The willow keens for me, boughs
bowed in grief. Will you mourn the girl I was
or the wife I might have been? Paint me as a

lovesick fool, madwoman lost to the murky
depths. Hair a sodden veil, gown a floral
shroud. Beautiful even in death. He loves me,
he loves me not—never doubt, he said, before

he crushed me between his fingers. Petal by petal, 
the crimson poppy drifts on the stream. I wilt
with each labored breath. Forget me, forget-me-not.
Pray you, love, remember — how my voice shakes

the reeds. The current doesn’t silence me, even as cold 
swallows my bones & stains my lips blue — no, I sing
until water floods my lungs — until darkness seizes
my heart—chokes the last note — from my throat —

AIGERIM BIBOL, GRADE 12
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Sacrificial lamb

I am the heretics’ favorite lamb. Covered in blood and cradled in 
his arms he plunges his teeth into my still beating heart, as he has 
done so many times before. As my blood spills onto the altar I 
find comfort in his sharp teeth, solace in his arms that are holding 
me so  dearly.

Struggle I did not for I knew better than to tempt fate by fighting 
back. This is how it’s always been, prey and predator dancing in 
an eternal struggle. Higher power feeds on the weak and helpless. 
Who am I to change God’s will?

The best I can do is to let him take what he wants lest I become 
just another body in the water of an infinite ocean of victims. He 
rips and tears into my skin, supple flesh giving way to his savage 
teeth.

Scream I did not for I knew that if I did he would be disappointed 
in me. Oh how my damaged skin aches and cries for mercy but 
yet craves his touch forevermore. He does not mean to hurt me. A 
wolf can never truly love a lamb as much as he fights the instinct 
to kill and hurt.

As much as he weeps and begs for forgiveness after his carnage 
he is no better than a wolf who kills without mercy. Guilt does not 
change what he has done, nor does it show change. For when he 
is hungry he will hunt again. He will rip my limbs apart until there 
is nothing left, then he will stitch me back together with words of 
promise that he will change.

KRISTOPHER SMITH, GRADE 11
DC INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL
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The Sounds of North East DC

The sounds of screaming moms fill the air.
On Saturday mornings, their voices rise over the whistles,
pushing their sons down the field,
telling them to keep going, keep fighting,
like they have done their whole lives.

The bus brakes hiss at the corner,
Rare Essence spills from an open car window,
kids yell across the blacktop,
their laughter mixes with the rumble of dirt bikes flying through 

the streets.

Then night comes, and the sounds shift.
Gunshots crack through the air,
followed by silence. Heavy, waiting.

Then the screams return.

Not from the sidelines, not from the joy of the game,
but from a mother in the street,
holding onto a body that won’t move,
begging for a name that won’t answer.

The city keeps moving.
The metro doors close,
the beat still plays,
but the cries don’t fade.
They linger,
hanging in the air,
another echo in the night.

JUSTIN WALLACE, GRADE 12
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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Because I Matter

Trayvon Martin died 
February 26, 2012 in Sanford, Florida. 

17 years old and Black. 
Hoodie over head, 
Skittles and Arizona Iced Tea in hand, 
unarmed, 
walking home 
from 7-Eleven, 
to his family. 

George Zimmerman. 
29 and armed, 
patrolling his gated townhouse development 
when he saw a “real suspicious guy.” 

Someone “up to no good.” 

Ignoring the dispatcher telling him to stand down, 
his presumed prejudice persisted, 
justifying him to engage.

George approached Trayvon, following him. 

Telling jurors he acted in “self-defense” 
because Trayvon assaulted him. 

George Zimmerman walked free. 

So, are we just “real suspicious?” 
Feared, no, threatened by others for what, by what? 

Skin. 
The melanin that lays rooted in our skin 
changes everything. 
The kinks in our hair  
and the  complexities that make us our own 
alter the perspectives of others  
and turn us into people who must be feared. 

Alicia, Patrisse, and Opal, 
you saw, 
so you acted  
and there was result. 

You are changemakers. 
Building the base of a movement, 
that can only get taller. 
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A movement that 
steals back the power 
they gained from 
the lives they stole. 
From us.

Putting the power back into 
the people. 
Our people. 

Everyone says hashtag BLM
like it means nothing. 
Like we mean nothing.

So, we matter?

For hundreds of years we were property, 
not people. 

Three-fifths of a person. 

Belittled to 
less than human. 

So, we matter? 

Too many silent voices 
turn away from justice 
fearing the consequences of action.

Assata Shakur once said,  
“It is our duty to fight for our freedom. 
It is our duty to win.  
We must love each other and support each other. 
We have nothing left to lose but our chains.” 

Generations of our hands are held down, 
tightly fastened, 
ensuring we can never break free from the chains.

The chains of prejudice. 

We managed to break off the base. 
But the chains are still etched into 
our wrists and perceived in others’ minds, 
illuminating to the world, 
we will never be enough to matter. 



 	 2 0 2 5  PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L 	 43	

So, we matter?

Lenses clear  
the foggy minds  
filled of those biased perceptions of Blacks. 

Shifting their  
perspective of the world. 
A world where they can 
see we are equals. 
Though only a few strive  
to acquire this viewpoint.
Only a few strive for change.

They like it more when the story  
portrays them as the only relevant group.

Covering our voices, 
leaving us to rot in the background, 
too powerless to ever be able 
to step forward into our own spotlight. 

So, we matter? 

Because Trayvon Martin 
matters. 

Because all 
lives stolen 
still matter. 

Because we find light  
when others work harder to 
put out our brightness. 

Because life is everything. 

Because Black lives 
are lives like any other. 

Because this is us, 
and we are never 
going to change. 

So, we matter? 

Yes. We matter.

ALIANA CROMER, GRADE 8
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL
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Diamond painting
after Piet Mondrian

Forget the so called proper blue or grey diamond 
forget how diamonds cut and uncut are supposed 
to look forget how the facets are supposed to look

Remember the red that looks like blood and the triangular 
black pits remember the numbing white squares the steady
grey rectangles for whatever it looks like it will always be a 
diamond and will always no matter what people say always

be beautiful

JACK ROTHENBERG, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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I am from tackling, screaming, and waffles

I am from the necklace that nearly choked me,
the shoes that my sister steals,
random t-shirts,
and plain leggings.

I am from the cd player that goes up way too loud,
the stuff that’s been on my floor for months,
and my creaky loft bed.

I am from the tree that looks like it’s about to fall over,
the cracked gravel in the alley,
and the bells that go off every morning at 8:00.

I am from the shifting weather,
the huge buildings,
and the parking spaces we can never find.

I am from lamb,
my dad’s homemade mint sauce,
and microwave green beans.

I am from “Hurry up”,
“Are you done yet?”
and “I’m gonna kill you!”

I am from waffles in the morning,
watching basketball in the evening, 
and ducking under punches.

I am from the room I shared with my brother for years,
and the stuffed animal I got when I was four.

I am from screaming kids,
my mom’s music,
and tackling my brother.

This is where I’m from.

LIZZIE PATTERSON-COX, GRADE 6
CAPITOL HILL DAY SCHOOL



	 46	 2 0 2 5   PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L

Writing Letters in the 21st Century

i thank you for telling me
that you too,
have been feeling starshy
that you bought new shoelaces 

after the aglets
on your last ones broke

as a very hungry caterpillar
made of crayon and produce sticker,
crawls across a gingham border, this beautiful notification
will soonly be reciprocated,
letting you know which color
of satin bow
will sit in my hair
as i walk the steps
to my next calling

open the envelope
and you’ll find yourself
smiling fondly,
recalling the hair which you know
is striped with turmeric and hazel
because you watched it
fade in sunlight
during those beautiful months
of june and july
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like june
and like july,
there is warmth in the pen

there is warmth
in this pigeon turned freighter

and there is warmth
in this paper
decorated with wooden beads
sugary magenta glitter
and the wings of butterflies
who inhabit
the garden of heavenly

as we read
and as we write,
forgetting the feeling of
desolation
and discovering
that warmth and whimsy
cannot be replaced 
even by convenience 

we discover
that this page 
the one that screams of pink
is so lively
it will never be forgotten

ELLIE KOUKIOS, GRADE 7
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL



Poets, let us know 
your impressions 

of this year’s 
Festival in this 
short survey:
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The Parkmont Poetry Festival extends  
sincere thanks to our 2025 Festival judges:

PRELIMINARY JUDGES:

SEAN FELIX (he/his/him) is a citizen poet from Washington, DC. 
He has performed his poetry with the John Howard Jazz Trio, and 
read with the Poetry on the Pike literary reading series, The Inner 
Loop, and at the 804 Salon. He is a judge for the 2025 DC Poet 
Project presented by Day Eight and published poems with Broken 
Spine, Humana Obscura, the MId-Atlantic Review, Washington 
Writers Publishing House, and numerous literary journals. Sean 
is also an award-winning and avid haiku poet, who practices a 
meditative practice of creating haibun from haiku. You can watch 
him perform at the Emerson Avenue Salon YouTube page, and 
listen to his podcast recording for The Inner Loop Radio, Taking 
Back Time, on Soundcloud or iTunes.

THU ANH NGUYEN is a Vietnamese-American poet whose poetry 
has been featured in the Southern Humanities Review, Cider Press 
Review, NPR’s “Social Distance” poem for the community, The Crab 
Orchard Review, and The Salt River Review. The author’s poems 
were also named as a semi-finalist for the Auburn Witness Poetry 
Prize for the Southern Humanities Review. She was honored with a 
writing residency with The Inner Loop Poetry Series in Washington, 
DC. She also writes about equity, justice, and community through 
literacy. Her essays on the importance of reading diverse literature 
have been featured in Literacy Today.

FINALIST JUDGE:

MICHAEL GUSHUE has been published in journals such as the 
Indiana Review, Gargoyle, and American Letters and Commentary. 
His most recent book is Q&A For The End Of The World (in 
collaboration with Kim Roberts). His other books are: Sympathy 
for the Monster, Gather Down Women: Poems and Translations, 
Pachinko Mouth, and Conrad; and, in collaboration with CL Bledsoe: 
The Judy Poems, I Never Promised You A Sea Monkey, and Palace 
of Depression. He ran the reading series Poetry at the Watergate. 
He and CL Bledsoe run a column of very bad advice on Medium.
com called How To Even. He lives in the Brookland neighborhood 
of Washington, DC.
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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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