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Jacqui Michel and David Weisman 

for their passionate and enduring support 
of the Parkmont Poetry Festival

Zion Baptist Church 
for hosting and filming our  

44th 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 44 years of 
spotlighting and sharing these students’ talents 
and their unique perspectives on their worlds.

We received 422 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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What the Light Keeps

What the Light Keeps

When the dark deep blue sky slips into light blues and yellows 
and slips into the windows of the world 

It touches everything it sees and gives warmth to the world

The light can heal

The past does not lose its teeth but the light alters the reality 
into something softer

Every ordinary thing shimmers with the glow of another day

MADELEINE KOCHAN, GRADE 10
THE FIELD SCHOOL
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I Dream a World

I dream a world where Panamá
not only is Canal.
While Panamá is rich and proud,
There’s more to it than known.
I dream a world where people see
There’s communication
of 100s of Curassow, singing low
In the jungle of the Darién.
I dream a world where rich white men,
Didn’t enslave our gentlemen
to destroy our lovely land,
Our lovely land, richest
In the center of America.
I dream a world where people taste and see,
“Arroz con pollo”,
The “platano” farms, and
The cities of Panamá, new and old
Of such I dream, my world!

ELIAS KIESWETTER, GRADE 7
SHERIDAN SCHOOL
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A thousand versions

something splits—
not one thing, not another,
just flesh that forgot
how to stay in one shape.

light hits like a fist.
air touches skin for the first time,
cold and sharp and wrong
after all that dark.

wings unfold, soaked and heavy,
blood pumping through veins
that didn’t exist yesterday.
legs shake against bark,
learning what standing means.
eyes see everything at once—
fractured sky, fractured branch,
a thousand versions of the same world
all moving, breathing, alive.

the body rewrites itself
in a language it doesn’t speak,
trembling between what it was
and whatever this is,
wings still wet,
already hardening
into the next shell,
the next split,
the next nameless thing
that has to break free
all over again.

LULA MUELLER HERNANDEZ, GRADE 10
DUKE ELLINGTON SCHOOL OF THE ARTS
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Ch4ng3!1ng

I stole your skin
Memorise, line for line
Everything you ever did
But even then they recognize
Though I’m doing everything you 

used to do
I’m a clown in the wrong suit

Does it stretch too tight?
Are my eyes too wide?
Too occupied, with learning
Things I was already supposed to 

know
We take it blow by goddamned blow

I’m sure there’s no cure
It’s in my blood, it’s in my brain
I drain it out again and again
Shut in the attic, going slowly insane

For when you take poison you didn’t 
choose

It would not take much for you to lose
I smile and dance in a cage
What they throw back is rotten
But the world’s a stage!

I did not ask to be born this way
The fairies swapped me in the light 

of day
The men throw stones anyway
Disregarding a simple truth; I ne’er 

had a say

So Sycorax, take me back!
To fairyland, I’ve no use here as 

Caliban
Miranda found her Ferdinand

She taught me how to be,
To read, she, first to name my disease
I do not wish this place with more of 

me
They shall be what I am
Downtrod, evermore filthy
Do not twist my words I prithee

But ’tis true I am villain and victim
Of this persistent sin
I am wholly unworthy
Of love beyond kin

So shackle me
And have the decency
To hang or lynch me quick
Witness laughter, a symphony
In this shattering din
A poison I take, a poison I indulge
Watch now my big eyes bulge

Saintly is restraint and I of weak mind
And am disinclined to fight
You would think,
When I have everything to prove
and nothing to lose
I should not drink with such zest
Perhaps this, they like best

In me, there is inflexibility
What we both have similarly
One shall bend for bridges to mend
I die so another bears the burden of 

doing it
Or better yet, to make our adversary 

submit.

MAIA KOEHLER-ALLEN, GRADE 8
BRITISH INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF WASHINGTON
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Year of the Snake

A snake can slither through orchids and cactus,
while careful not to get pricked.
Small black scales protect the skin,
Though the skin itself is not thick.

A snake can do a million things,
and a snake can enjoy all of them.
A snake can be philosophical,
A snake will always think ahead.

A snake can hide in black, or shine in yellow,
Warning its prey that it’s here.
A snake can be angry or mellow,
But a snake can never show fear.

A snake is intelligent,
And comes up with solutions,
A snake can’t miss things that are evident,
And must never show confusion.

And so it’s hard to be a snake,
When there’s always so many demands.
But if you want to slither as well,
Come here and take my hands.

IVAN GREENFIELDBOYCE, GRADE 7
PARKMONT SCHOOL
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A Pentecostal Baptism

Folk gather on the brink of the creek
That runs through the holler like thin rivulets
Of rain down the face of window panes.
Women stand in faded freshly washed dresses
Their hair delicately braided back
Waters rise high against the pebbled bank
Seeping deep into the dense earth

It sits stiller than the dead, this baptism creek
(Dead like the boys we pulled out this mountain
Their faces charred and mouths agape.
Half-uttered words buried
In their blackened throats)

The rushing choir is silenced in the stillness
Not a single hymn to be heard on them waters

It’s sight is stomach curling, entirely nauseating
The color of vomit regurgitated onto splintered floors
Bright sunlight bleeds through the canopy of dark leaves
Hitting the creek in molten rays
That beg the eyes to burst forth from their sockets
Sunlight saturates the murky rusted water
Burning vibrant like a stream of blood

The churchgoers stand on the creek’s banks.
Their aching eyes straining for sight.
From the crowd emerges a giggling girl
Garbed in Godly white

The priest takes her by her freckled arms
And beckons her beyond the banks
The deadly silence shatters
Holy words are uttered

Her body moves like silk that billows
On the wind of an unforgiving rainstorm
Before the jaws of the creek swallow her whole
All is reduced to still silence for a mere moment

She emerges from the bloody water
The priest’s hands firm on her shoulders
Her once white shift is stained with sediment
A forever lingering rusty red blemish
The mountain’s innards on wide display

She turns to face the gathered folk
And the godly men and women cheer

RHYS WINGREEN , GRADE 12
TEMPLETON ACADEMY
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I Was Born 

I was born a leaf in a pile freshly 
raked by excited children. One of 
them held a rake with a wooden 
staff and bright red metal end. She 
stabbed at me, and brought me 
over to the group. I was picked up 
and blown away by the wind before 
they could jump in.

I was born the ‘E’ spot on a decade-
old alphabet rug in a kindergarten 
classroom. There are graham 
cracker crumbs and juice spills 
embedded in me.

I was born in a bear-shaped bottle 
of honey. I crawled out the cap and 
shook my body of the sticky liquid. 
The rest of the honey was poured 
into a cup of tea too hot to drink.

I was born an empty locket, 
anxiously opened and closed by 
its wearer, tucked underneath their 
t-shirt.

I was born a knit sweater at the 
bottom of a trash bag full of hand-
me-downs. 6-year-old’s hands 
ripped the bag open and yanked 
me out to try me on. She decides I 
don’t fit quite right around her arms 
and tossed me to the ground.

I was born with a desire for the 
things I will forever lack: a sweet 
disposition, long legs, my mother’s 
intelligence, a nice smile.

I was born asking forgiveness, not 
permission.

I was born a music box given to a 
child by their grandmother. They 
turned my handle, and for the very 
first time, I sang. The melody was 
enchanting at first, but soon went 
on too long and was deemed an 
annoyance.

I was born a cue ball shot into the 
pockets of a pool table on the first 
hit.

I was born a rain drop running 
down a car window, racing against 
the other drops to reach the 
bottom. I came in second place.

I was born the space bar on a 
keyboard. A high-schooler jabs at 
me angrily, hoping that will improve 
their analytical essay.

I was born in the moment of silence 
between songs on a 70s-rock 
playlist.

I was born the ‘sailboat’ wheel on a 
playground. Kids run outside during 
recess and move me as fast as they 
can, until they let go and watch me 
spin.

I was born on the stage of an 
empty auditorium. I looked out at 
the seats and screamed, listening to 
my voice echo back at me. 

EILEEN HAGAN, GRADE 10
THE FIELD SCHOOL
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Tiny Fighter

January 15, 2019, four armed men storm the Dusit hotel in Nairobi
January 15, 2019, the worst defeat for a Prime Minister in modern British history
January 15, 2019, correction of North Magnetic Pole model, delayed
January 15, 2019, I lost a piece of myself
I lost my favorite coat. I lost my innocence.

Bright eyes of a six year old, peeking out of soft curls and a puffy jacket  
covered with flowers,

joyfully awaiting mother’s embrace, after school.
She didn’t know that someone else was waiting for her.
Sharp, bony hands tear her out of her daydream
Gripping her arm, piercing through the flowery coat.
Pulling first, then dragging her further and further down the street.

I am confused.
I am scared.
I am struggling in her grasp.
She was intent on her success.
She connived.
She cajoled.
She told me to follow her,
She said we could have cotton candy,
She said she was my friend.
She lied.

January 15, 2019, LA teachers went on strike.
January 15, 2019, snow covered streets in Washington DC.
January 15, 2019, she was released from jail, she wanted a child. She saw me.
January 15, 2019, I fought for my life.

Fairytale fear is nothing like true terror. Out of body, almost out of mind.
All feeling stops, overtaken by adrenaline.

I fight to survive.
I hear nothing, I feel nothing, I think nothing. All senses inept.
I am punching. I am running. I am screaming.
I am hurling my body against our glass doors, to break through to safety.
I am betrayed.
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Unsafe in my house, unsafe in my body
Violated, no longer able to rely on my sole shield.
My coat is torn, flowers drowning in tears.
I recall hearing my mother’s light-footed slippers coming down the stairs,

but now I know it was her screaming, feet and fists pounding to get to me.
Mother’s embrace awakens my senses.
But the terror remains.

January 15, 2019, my innocence, lost. Floral coat never to be seen again.
January 15, 2019, my strength, tested and proved.
January 15, 2019, I live to tell my story, victim turned survivor.
January 15, 2019, my pain will strengthen others.
January 15, 2019, I’ll remember so you don’t have to.

CLÉA ESCOURROU, GRADE 8
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL
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My Worth

I want to live long enough to find the value in my life.
Not just be another mindless work zombie without a dream.
Not just another lost soul who abides by society’s rhythm.
I will not cower in fear.
I will complain, I will push back against their forces.
Others ride suburban vans to the future
I will ride my dirty motorcycle over the highway of dreams.
I will rise to the occasion.
I am more than a free person, I am Freedom.
I will write my own harmonies
I am a thunderstorm in sunny weather.
I am an earthquake in shudder.
I am a scream in a world of whispers.
I’ve lived long enough to know my worth,
now I must share it.

BRIELLE CARRY, GRADE 8
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Oops, did I just say that out loud?

yeah you did
you did it again
you said I was not this
you said I was not that
you said my work was not good enough
you said I am a pick me
you mocked my style

maybe I am
maybe I am not
maybe you are not this
maybe you are not that
maybe you are not enough
maybe you are wrong
maybe, just maybe you could find it in your
cold
bloodshot red,
lifeless heart to
find the silence of hatred
you cast bestow yourself

But what do I know
I am just a kid

Just a kid who speaks her mind
and is not afraid to step outside the line
and this is her time to shine

KENNEDY DIGGS, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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My Beautiful Black Skin

My beautiful black skin.
My mom tells me
My chocolate-ty
Beautiful black skin

Is worth a million suns in a day
My beautiful black skin.

Chocolate Drop,
Is what my family calls me
Because of My beautiful Black skin

But you tell me
Where would you be
If you could see,
If you were me
What me peers point out
About MY “beautiful” B 
                                           L
                                                     A
                                                              C
                                                                       K
						            skin

I’m questioning what they don’t see

Why being me
Can be anything
Less than amazing
Why they don’t see
Give no reciprocity
To me,
And my beautiful black skin.

Why the tears I cry
That hit my rosy cheeks
Are unseen to their
Hurtful eyes
Because all they see
When they look at me
Is B 
             L
                       A
                                   C
                                              K
			               		  skin
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Why when I walk in the street
And people of all colors see me
They first see
My				   Black skin.

		  beautiful?

I look at me and I see three
A girl who’s been taught to love
Her beautiful black skin
Chocolate drop, Sunshine

THAT’S what they call me
Because of my BEAUTIFUL black skin
The skin that has been passed down to me
From those who could not love it
As much as I have learned to love me

I see the girl who looks at herself
And wonders who she needs to be
For people to begin to love
And see her for more than just
Black. Skin.

I see me now
Currently.
In the sun,
Where I long to be
To let MY B
	                      E
	                            A
	                                      U
	                                               T
	                                                        I
	                                                               F
	                                                                        U
	                                                                                L

							       BLACK

							       SKIN
Activate melanin,
	 And shine, to blind those who have not yet    
		  been able to see
The star nature my soul has conceived
With this new found love
For My BEAUTIFUL Black Skin.

KENNEDY ADAMS, GRADE 10
ST. JOHN’S COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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One Last Try

Some nights the dark feels way too deep,
Like even stars have gone to sleep.
My chest feels tight, my thoughts run wild,
The world turns cruel, my mind turns mild
A quiet voice begins to speak,
It sounds so calm, so soft, so meek.
It says, “Just rest. Just let it go.
No more hurt. No more low.”
And I’d be lying if I said
That thought’s never filled my head.
Sometimes the silence seems so sweet,
Like giving up would mean defeat...
But then there’s something small inside,
A fragile hope I try to hide.
A spark, a stubborn flame,
That softly whispers back my name.
It says, “Hold on. Just one more day.
The storm won’t always stay this way.
The pain you feel won’t always win.
There’s more to life you haven’t been.”
It hurts to breathe, it hurts to fight,
It hurts to wake and face the night.
But hurting means I’m still alive,
And somehow... somehow I survive.
My hands may shake, my heart may bend,
But this is not where I will end.
I’m bruised, I’m tired, I barely stand
Still, I hold on with trembling hands.

KAIDYNCE MASON, GRADE 9
BELL MULTICULTURAL HIGH SCHOOL
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The wars that are

We fought with justice and fear running
through our veins
We were wounded with strength
We don’t remember the last time
there was no war…
The wars don’t change, they never do
just the graves and the people.

That’s why we fight—
to light up the darkness
We win for the wounded
innocent souls
While the world collapses,
we hold it up.

KHLOE MATTHEWS, GRADE 6
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Language Barriers

No matter what language I hear it in
I will never understand how people
like me

Do I not talk irrationally?
because everytime I speak
there are always looks or an
awkward silence that makes me
so nervous it kills me
—
Me gustaría más si soy más callada o más ruidosa?
muchas personas me dicen que soy muy callada o
muy ruidosa, personalmente yo me gustaría ser
cualquier si significaba que las personas me
gustarían más
—
THIRD STANZA TRANSLATED

Would you like me more if I were quieter or louder?
Many people tell me I am either too quiet or too loud
personally l’d like to be whatever makes people like
me more.
—

你喜欢我的性格吗
我觉得我不是 一个
好 人 ，因 为 我
有时候说无礼
—
FOURTH STANZA TRANSLATED

Do you like my personality?
I think I am a bad person
because sometimes I speak rudely

—
No matter in what language
I will always hesitate
to believe you

VICTORIA ALMENDAREZ, GRADE 11
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL
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Peace and Anger

Anger burns bright
Burning everything in its path
Peace flows like a river
Bending and shifting
With the Earth

Anger stands strong
Not moving no matter what
To be at peace
You must allow yourself
To move, to shift, to change.

CECE LAWLER, GRADE 6
THE FIELD SCHOOL
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You Don’t Even Know Me

I’m a regular customer

I come here every week.

I’m young

I’m Black

I’m human.

I come to this store every day

So of course I love this place

This is part of my home.

So it bothered me last week when I walked in with a hoodie

And you followed me around the aisle and said I should drop my 
empty bag and leave

I’ve been thinking lately how you  . . .

think you know me

but you don’t know anything about me.

You see me on the street.

I’ve passed you by once or twice.

You’re a senior officer.

But we’ve never spoken.

Then someone’s wallet drops.

And you push me to the ground.

You said I tried to rob him.

And you tell them I’m a lowly pest

That I’m dangerous,

You make up more things about me

cause you don’t know all the rest.

Lately I’ve been thinking how

You think you know me from a glance but you don’t know 
anything about me.

I see you almost every day,

You’re my neighbor.

We don’t talk often.

But when I was hanging out with my friends

you didn’t seem to see me then.
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I’m just another Black boy causing trouble around the block

An intimidating figure in the night.

I’ve been thinking lately how you . . .

but you still don’t know a thing about me.

We chill on the bench

I tell you what I wanna become, the dreams that I imagine.

You don’t seem to really care.

One day you just snap.

You tell me I’ll make it nowhere.

You talk about my clothes and where I live.

I’ve been thinking lately how you call me brother but still don’t 
know a thing about me.

Last night I had a dream.

Everything was the same and

I walked through the street.

No one was looking back or tightly gripping their bags

Everyone of every color was holding hands and smiling

Before I woke up

I choose to dive deeper.

I traveled around the different cities of the world

I looked as people like me were signing and dancing.

People weren’t angry at each other.

Everyone was in a community like it was the best day ever,

But dreams don’t last forever.

And brightness trickles in.

And at that point I realized

only I say what I am.

XANDER MORDI, GRADE 7
SHERIDAN SCHOOL
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June Lied

The silence came first
not loud not dramatic
but quiet enough to steal the warmth from my life
I watched my sun slowly set
But this time she didn’t rise

June smiled as if it meant forever
It was a smile meant to distract us
from what was about to happen
It did its job well

36 messages later September came
cooler than August but quieter than June
I didn’t notice right away
It was subtle

Water seeped into a small crack
We didn’t notice at first
But over time the small crack
eroded what we had built

So I distanced myself
It was easier than saying goodbye
Goodbye meant forever
We were meant to last forever

I was told lilies died in winter
then bloomed again in spring
Silly me thinking all roots
knew how to grow back

So I waited I waited and waited
I wanted you to text first
I wanted you to prove that you want this friendship
as much as I wanted it

I waited until all hope was lost
My grip on it slipped
My hope drowned in an ocean
of silence and longing

As my hope drowned
Realization floated to the top
You don’t need me as much as I need you

EMMA-ROSE NICHOLS, GRADE 8
CORNERSTONE SCHOOLS OF DC
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Fly

The two of us on your trampoline,
I lay as you jump as high as you can.
It feels like I can fly,

Fly,

why can’t I fly anymore?

What kind of debt do we have?
Why were we victims of time?
I would’ve never known that, that day,
would be the last day I ever saw you.

Not dead.
In fact, you’re thriving in the core of my memories.
Maybe in your brain,
I’m simply sand that was washed away by water.

Sometimes I reminisce
on our memories.

But,

maybe they’re just mine.
One day,
I’ll wake up in a dream,
where we meet again.

One night,
I’ll drift asleep,
not wondering how you’re doing.

One day,
I’ll wake up on a trampoline,
and I’ll be able to fly,

fly,

I can fly.

And this time,

both of us will fly.

TARA SWAMNATHAN, GRADE 7
ALICE DEAL MIDDLE SCHOOL
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My Maria

My Maria loves unconditionally and
sways with life on her hip like she has no
regrets, or could not bother to recount any

She talks like a knowing aunt with a
‘tut tut’ every now and then,
but otherwise words roll off her tongue like the
son guatemalteco dancers of what she calls
‘my country.’
When she says ‘my,’ it
tumbles from her full cheeks but
hitches at the end, like a
fish hook dangling from fruitless lines.

There is a picture of the Virgin Mary and a
wooden rosary dangling in her car
A golden cross rests between the folds of her
neck, shimmering against browned skin
She has a scent, but feel free to imagine it
I have associated the scent so thoroughly with
her that i can no longer describe it any other way

My Maria is red, because that’s her favorite color—

Red hair dyed in a slick back, graying at the edges
Red lips creasing at upturned corners
Red nails, sparkling with diamonds
wrapped around each other
like an embrace between bosoms.

I know the feel of her hands:
warm, but cool to the touch
They are always soft
It is almost as if the chemicals from the
cleaning supplies of her weekend job
didn’t want to scar someone with a
soul as beautiful as hers

She always wears sandals too,
because her feet hurt in most other shoes
Maria grew up with pretty much one pair,
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because that’s what her parents could
afford for seven children,
and so her feet didn’t grow properly

But, perhaps the most remarkable thing
about my Maria:
She remembers every person she ever
loved, and every person who loved
her

by name
by face
by kiss
by words exchanged
that’s how I remember her

It is hard to describe your love for someone,
but when my baby cousin ripped apart the bracelet
she brought from ‘her country,’
and beads the size of freckles on Maria’s cheek
spilled onto the restaurant floor,
scattering like rice grains from our favorite dish,
I got on my knees in my favorite dress,
under the dusty table,
under my uncle’s chair,
in the dimly lit parlor,
in front of the servers and the patrons,
and I squeezed the wooden bits
between my short nails,
and I strung all fifty-one back together on
a piece of twine
before they could be lost like
my childhood in the
wind

ZENA BACIGALUPO, GRADE 8
NATIONAL CATHEDRAL SCHOOL
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An Elegy to Young David

With legs too short to see beyond their shoulders,
your heart stood taller than your eyes could see.

Your hair held in organic rows,
tightly threaded till time wore it down.

Your broken smile, a calming path for a voice,
always an octave higher than the rest,
singing beautiful tunes of laughter
and words you practiced for hours.

You listened closely to the subtleties,
searching for the quiet truths
amongst the carefully tuned claims.
Your efforts were rarely reciprocated,
the mask learned faster than your favorite color.

Competition and fun could be uttered
in the same breath
as you moved with explosive grace at recess,
never fearing a fall or misstep.

With a naive heart,
you wished to leave without permission.
You prayed for curfews later than the street lights,
and you begged to watch TV after dark,
too immature, to know your sacrifice.

You lost the ability
to dance without counting eyes,
and to speak without fear of being called
something you are not.
Your wish to grow up was your wish
to forever be changed.

You are missed:
the authenticity of your joy,
the light in your dark brown eyes,

and the unforgiving movements on the dance floor.

DAVID CURRY, GRADE 11
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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School Shootings

You’re 6 in the U.S., first year of school
You always miss your parents, but you have fun

And occasionally do lockdown drills, it’s the standard.

You’re 10 and you’re riding in the car to school
And on the radio they mention that school that closed yesterday,
because of the war inside the walls

You think of nothing because that would never happen to you

You’re 14, everybody knows about the metal detectors,
Security guards, and drills. Your classmates laugh it off
But in a state over, bloodshed takes place in an academy

It’s not on the news, it rarely ever is.

You’re 18, “We almost graduated…,” you whispered, as hundreds
And you stand at the memorial for 7 of your friends
You never thought it would happen but it did
And the dead children thought the same.

But all the security that was implemented didn’t work,
Did it?

Kids still die in school before they get a chance to say goodbye forever
But you never thought about it, until those kids were your friends
Their parents didn’t care until it was their kids.

You’re 19, traumatized, still. 
But it was just another unfortunate event
That will only get more common.

All the 6-year-olds still prepare for life-ending events,
Before they can comprehend the severity of shootings
And guns are still given to anyone who can afford one,
While the perpetrators are never chastised for their doings.

RAYNIAH OLIVER, GRADE 9
BELL MULTICULTURAL HIGH SCHOOL
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Snow is on Fire

And the snow dances
and the fire fumes
its either too hot
or too cold
and the sun is watching
yet everyone is running
but some are falling
tears of joy
and tears of pain
and it starts to rain
then the snow melts
and everything is water

KAI MERRIAM, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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First Roll Call of the School Year

Kids shuffle into seats 
the murmur hushes for

Roll Call:
New teacher, new faces
new energy, new places
Every “Here!” is present
every presence is here
Lost in the flow,
ticking boxes on-the-go 
— until they stumble upon my name,
ready to be humbled

4 letters, short
Uncomfortable silence, long
Little do they know,
anything they say is bound
to be wrong

Is it a curse or a bliss?
knowing your name can never truly be

pronounced in English

LEYU FIKRU, GRADE 10
EDMUND BURKE SCHOOL 
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November, 2011

I arrived on a Wednesday,
4:34 pm
In the city I now call home.

Washington, DC,
USA.
a city known for its pink blossoms
and historic past.

When I arrived,
My country was caught.

Caught
between providing Medicare for 

women,
Or letting them fend for themselves.

In between economic inequalities
And people rising

Using their voice,
Their goals —
their Determination,
driving themselves to victory.

I grew up with these values.

The importance of The Fundamental 
Right.

The right to Think.
The right to Speak.
The right to Say.
The right to Protest.
The Importance of Protest.

I arrive not long from the time
when
my Grandparents
Were new immigrants,
new Refugees.

Thrown,
Exiled,
Evicted.
From their countries.
From their homes.

I arrive not long from the time
No —
During the time,
in which my community was viewed as
‘Terrorists.’
demanding she remove her scarf
to blend in
Like a whitewashed painting
of the first amendment.

I arrive as health care is challenged,
As unemployment rates drop.

I arrive in DC
yet I feel every
Trembling,
every
Life-altering

Bomb.

Dropped by
My
country
on my Grandfather’s Homeland.

MEERA MODY, GRADE 8
GEORGETOWN DAY SCHOOL
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One Dead Circuit

The world beneath us paused.
The buzz of our cities stopped.
We held our breath,
And watched the smoke.

We killed. We called it necessary.
We killed. We called it peace.
We killed. We called it growth.

We crowned ourselves intelligent.
We pledged to our flags and trusted our leaders.
We said the smoke would clear.
But it never did.

Fate has shown us what will happen,
Short circuits in justice, sparks in every divide.
Our story has been written for us,
By us.

We promised, we pledged,
We lied, we destroyed,
We killed, we murdered
We snapped, we broke.

Just think, one day, the sky will blister orange above us.
Everything is burning.
A child coughing up smoke.
And we can’t explain why.

Stories became tragedies,
Our past became our present and future.
We poured gas on a burning match,
And now the circuit is igniting in our hands.

OLIVIA VARELA, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Home

Make a house out of bullets and blood
A blank space to clear your mind
Where no one can reach, this is home.

Open the window to a vacant lot
Where you and your siblings can exile anger.

As sunrise comes through the blinds,
the sun’s rays will melt your skin
into a puddle of pleasure.
The bones that are left will determine your home.

DINERIO NATHAN, GRADE 8
CHARLES HART MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Conversations

Walk steady, Son, even when
the pavement feels like it’s judging you.
Some streets remember
the blood of men who looked like us.

And I feel those memories press on me
when a cruiser slows down.

Why does fear taste metallic
when the lights flash red and blue, Dad?

Because danger wears a uniform
that doesn’t always see your innocence.
So keep your hands where
their eyes can follow them.

But why must my body speak safety
before my mouth speaks truth?

Truth comes second when survival is first.
Give a firm handshake,
Son—let the world feel you stand tall.

I’ve seen men stand tall and still get folded
by someone else’s fear.

Then stand even stronger;
strength is a message they can’t erase.

But some messages get twisted
before they’re even heard.

That’s why you measure
your tone, your steps, your pride—
not as weakness, Son, but as strategy.

Sometimes strategy feels like
shrinking to fit their comfort.

It’s not shrinking—
it’s surviving until the world grows big enough for you.
Protect your name, protect your peace, protect your breath.

I want more than breath, Dad;
I want space to live loud.

Then live loud when you’re safe,
and wise when you’re watched.

I’m learning to carry both—
joy in one hand, caution in the other.

Good. That balance is how you make it home.

CHASE PETERSON, GRADE 12
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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One Last Saturday

He awakens to the pensive calm of the dawn, world hushed with 
reverence,

he hopes.

The air is clear, charged with a faint chill
Light laps at the edges of the heavens
Scatters as it strikes the dewy soil

Soon the rain will return to his land
Anemones, blood-and-bone blossoms
Burying this southern country in their brutal beauty.

By then, he’ll be back in the north,
Home —
Far away from this outpost where he finds himself
With its wary, weary men who never truly rest,
Hearing that ever-present hum, that hint of danger

Home —
Where the cyclamen tangle down the mountainside
Where the sea throws itself against the cliffs like a lover
Where she murmurs to him, her voice as vibrant as
An oak leaf lit by the sun, dazzling emerald
One last Saturday, and he will return

One last day
He laces his boots,
Listens for danger:
Man, beast
On the morning wind, a whistle -
not the melody of a hoping, yearning heart, but
The bullet
Puncturing

The final peace of dawn.

NORA GIUFFRIDA, GRADE 11
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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To Imagine. To Dream.

If you fall asleep
you breathe
and begin to imagine
to dream
You will be taken to a different place
a good one.
A place where you are with your family
you always have food
never
hungry.
No pain.
You imagine.
you dream

Here people have jobs,
enough money,
water.
A place they call their
Home.

You imagine.
You dream.

You awaken.
You expect
a
wonderful, beautiful world
you walk out of your door
into the Real World
remembering what you
imagined.
What you dreamed.

It looks ok,
the world.
Not too bad.

A man with a cap walks down the street.
You smile at the sight, still filled with the joy
of your dream.
You wave,
you do, to spread that joy
of your dream.
Then a strong bulky man
runs up to the man with a cap.
Strong man starts to yell
the man with a cap starts to cry.

The strong
bulky man,
with several guns,
asks the man if he is from here.
“No.”

The man with the cap
stares off
as if he is,
for a second,
trying to remember the
dream he once dreamt
and the good place
he once saw.

He gets taken away.
Imagine.

You feel frightened,
panic-stricken. Not
scared like the man with the cap,
but frightened in a way that shows
you lost a bit of hope.

But not in the place.
Your place.

The good place that you
imagined.
That you dreamed.

You stay strong.
You hold the image
in your mind of the good place,
with all your might,
fearing that it will escape.

It’s scary.
But not the place you imagined.
The Real World.

And you imagine
what it would be like
if you never knew
what it would be like.

To imagine.
To dream.

ALMA DI RUGGIERO, GRADE 7
ALICE DEAL MIDDLE SCHOOL
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Apple Picking

Everyone likes apple picking
You cross the picket fence lined with crows
And you’re surrounded by trees
Trees with hanging fruit
Brown branches
Tangled roots
Big bustling families
Bright red gleams from the apples
I force a smile on my face
I don’t like apple picking
A breeze carries the sweet smell
But it quickly turns to burning flesh
You cross the picket fence guarded by Jim crow
Hanging fruit becomes hanging bodies
Brown brothers
Tangled hair
Big bustling mobs
Bright red still gleams, now from blood
Blood on the trees
Blood on the leaves
Blood on the rope
Blood on their hands
Blood on me
Blood that stains
Blood that only I can see
I hate apple picking

HIYAB SAMUEL, GRADE 10
ST. JOHN’S COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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But Me?
After Learning of Gonzaga’s history with slavery 
For Isaiah

The students held books, but me? chains.
Teachers called the students Mister . . . but me? boy.

They tell me now my name has been found in old archives:
“Isaiah, black boy for expenses to St. Thomas . . . $82.00.”

Eighty-two dollars to send me back,
eighty-two dollars to forget me.

His name was written too,
the one who followed orders,
the one who took me back.
“Mr. Jerome Mudd, S.J., teacher of second grammar.”
Written with reverence, written with a last name.

Father Kholmann was remembered too, he has a building
bearing his name.
But me?
I have a line in a ledger.

NOAH CASTEEL, GRADE 11
GONZAGA COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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They call me “white-washed” 
(from a black person’s perspective)

They call me “White washed”
Like my melanin has a faucet
Draining every bit of color from my body away

They call me white washed
Like I paint my skin each morning
Plastering myself with layers of what I am not

They call me white washed
Like a tongue can bleach a history

They call me white washed
As if seasoning is a personality test
As if the beat in my playlist
Or the twang in my voice
Can rinse the black from my bones

They call me “white washed”

But being black is not a recipe
It is not measured in slang per sentence,
Not proven by Jordans or J.Cole
Not revoked because I love indie rock
Or ace every exam

Black is galaxies
Black is a spectrum
An atlas of dialects
A mosaic of laughter and grief

Whether from the north, south, east, west
Or from the motherland we call all home
We are oceans
Waves salted with sand, blood, and tears
We are a tsunami that breaks every barrier that stands in our 

way
Or separates us

We are oceans
And they want a puddle
One flavor, one sound
One narrow hallway of “authentic”

The term “white washed” is a cage
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A cage built from someone else’s insecurity
To be white washed is not a compliment
Yet it is not an insult
It says
If you don’t fit my script
You must be trying to escape yourself

But my blackness is not something that I perform
It is breath
It is lineage
It is infinite
It is mine

Even when I code-switch
Even when I mispronounce a lyric
And yes
Even when I can’t play ball

So don’t call me “white-washed”
Wash your vocabulary
Because to be black is not to be singular

Let us be plural
Let us be loud, quiet, geeky, gangsta, hood, 
bougie, soft
All of it, none of it
And still enough

Because we are not monolith
We are a universe
And I am a constellation
you will not rename

So when they spit “white washed”
Hear every word as a warning
Because the label is not a description of you or me
But a confession of their limits

MANKA M’MARI, GRADE 11
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Butter

I’m ashamed to admit
That i could list
Every fact of nutrition on the back of that stick
Every gram of fat in a tablespoon
Every percentage of daily value
That chart is ingrained in my head

I watched as my mother
Spread all the butter
On my toast
On my pasta
Any surface she could melt it on
I stared at the grease
Thinking about the calories
My brain whirring like butter churning

Multiplication
Calculation
Adding up the numbers in my head
As my mother spread
The soft and creamy
notably smooth oil
I squeeze the bread and try to wipe it off
but it’s as stubborn as my disordered thoughts
As i took a bite it dripped down my cheeks
A constant reminder
That i need it to recover

Now butter is in everything i eat

ELLA DEVOOGHT, GRADE 9
BENJAMIN BANNEKER ACADEMIC HIGH SCHOOL



 	 2 0 2 6  PA R K M O N T  P O E T R Y  F E S T I VA L 	 39	

Sticky

In the furthest corner of my mind, there is a little blonde girl
Her knees are bruised like plums in winter, and her hands are 

perpetually sticky
She doesn’t have a clue about cruelty, or injustice, or men that 

view her as a meal
She’s yet to discover punk music, or hair dye, or low rise jeans
Her world is kindness and joy, and glitter glue all over her teeny 

tiny fingers
She sits in that corner like Christmas decorations in July,
Stowed away in the farthest reaches of the tiniest closet,
Strange for day-to-day use but perfect when the season is right

But here in the present and physical world,
She looks like a young, lost girl
With three different colors in her hair and deep emotional 

attachment to her mother’s Sony camera
And every time the girl with the camera can’t eat,
Every time she falls down and decides it would be easier not to 

get back up,
Every time the world would rather turn its back,
The little girl’s hands grow a little less sticky

CAROLINE PATE, GRADE 10
ST. JOHN’S COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL
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The Imbalance of America

The thunder cracks me, jolting me awake.
I awaken with realization,
the Cracked America we live in,
Claims of the American dream, the new life, the start,
My family journeyed, thousands of miles,
Crossed waters of uncertainty,
For a chance for me, and the generations after me, to thrive in 

this America, a place 
That we now call home.
Instead,
America is far from it, and we stand,
“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, 

and to the Republic,
For which it stands, one nation, under God, indivisible, with 

liberty and justice for all.” 
But in history, even now, we’re not united,
D I V I D E D
And the people who stand up to the hate, the difference from 

each other
Met with death, merciless, hate,
And the victims, of these soulless depths of horror, fall right 

through American history. 
Washed away, forgotten, for the price of their upstanding
How about Vincent Chin, blamed for the success of a Japanese 

auto industry,
A young Chinese-American, mistaken for his race, but no, they 

say we’re all the
Same,
Beat to death for a misunderstanding, and yet, the killers stood 

before the judge,
And faced not a single day in prison.
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How about Kenneth Chiu?
A teenager, a budding life, who was stabbed, killed,
RACISM
I choose to stand here today,
Standing up for the voice that could never be heard,
From Vincent, Kenneth, and the hundreds of people who could 

not speak,
Because their lives were cut from the hands of just another 

citizen in the U.S.A.
America can change, because from hardship becomes 

opportunity,
We look at the past as a reminder, a lesson, to make America 

stronger,
To fix the ties that separated us.
I am just a speck in this vast sea of people,
A single pulse in a body of millions,
But America, we can make a difference,
Together, we end our divided nation,
Let us be the bolt,
That splits the darkness.

Boom! Crack!

ROWAN HU, GRADE 6
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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Glass Ceiling

Smash the glass ceiling,
Break the walls that
Hold
Us
In
To resist we must
Recover
What once was.
When we shattered the dawn
We thought we’d find
Answers
Instead, we found
Silence.

Inking our veins with the truth we seek yet cannot find.

KATHERINE GRACE GLENN, GRADE 6
ALICE DEAL MIDDLE SCHOOL
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I Meet Andy

I meet Andy, a mural-dog with a toothy smile,
On the outside brick wall of the bar downtown.
Dried drips of a paint slobber
Slide down from the corners of his jaws.

I meet Andy just before my sixteenth birthday
(And maybe if I’d met him later I would have smiled with my lips shut
Or smoothed down my curls,
But I met Andy when I let dirt crawl beneath my fingernails
And danced with my arms up, hips swaying, body vulnerable.

I hadn’t yet decided how
I wanted to move.)

Andy presses his paw into the palm of my hand.
I shift away, but he looks up
At me, pleading with eyes like planets.
I let go.
He barks, don’t move!

(At seventeen I’ll teach myself to fight back
And at eighteen I’ll meet a dandelion between sidewalk cracks,
Overlooked. I would have rather not met Andy
At all, to be honest.)

Andy’s name hangs on a collar around his neck,
A reminder that he is who he always will be,
And one can lose the need to learn new tricks
When the mural paints you so safely in place.
I should get going.
But as I begin to pull away,
Suddenly,
He can bite.

MAYA RUBEN, GRADE 9
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL
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to the woman in the yellow raincoat 
who asked if i needed help

outside the grocery store
my umbrella turned inside out
like a dead bird mid-flight
and i was standing there
soaked through,
holding a bag of melting ice cream
like it was a newborn i didn’t ask for
you said, “rough night?”
the kind of laugh that sounds like a cough
in a church full of mourners
the parking lot lights buzzed overhead like dying bees
and i could see my reflection
in the puddle by your boots—
a face stretched thin,
eyes wide as if waiting for permission
to fall apart
you reached out,
hand trembling,
and for a second i thought
you might touch my shoulder,
but you didn’t—
you just nodded,
as if to say, “we’ve both been here before,”
and i said,
“yeah, i’m fine,”
while the rain kept coming down
like it was trying to wash
something off me

KIRA NEUFELD, GRADE 9
DUKE ELLINGTON SCHOOL OF THE ARTS
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Leaves

Emerald green,
Burning red,
Fiery orange,
Sparkling gold.

Each time one falls,
A new one is reborn.

Small,
But powerful.

Unique,
But similar.

The same,
But different.

Each one,
Part of something bigger.
Each one,
Not quite alone.

BARRETT GALLERY, GRADE 6
CAPITOL HILL DAY SCHOOL
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Metaphors of metaphors

Metaphors are the youngest stars in thought’s wide sky,
burrowing deep, where meanings twist and lie.
Each word a shovel, carving truth from clay
in the landscape where silence finds its say.

They dance in riddles, shadows sharp and bright.
A challenge wrapped in a dream, cloaked in night.
Nightmare’s grin hides lessons cloaked in fear,
but metaphors make monsters disappear.
They stitch the soul with threads of fire and rain,
and name the heart without the need for name. 

ZION FIELDS, GRADE 9
ANACOSTIA HIGH SCHOOL
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Poets, let us know  
your impressions of  
this year’s Festival  

in this short survey:
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Tee-shirt design by ALICE LEWIS

Tee-shirt printing by ABC TEES

Maria Fernanda, Parkmont Poetry Specialist

Finally we wish to thank our amazing 2026 
Parkmont School Board of Trustees: 
Dale Johnson, President

Tom Yoder, Secretary

Scott Wichansky, Treasurer 

Walter Ailes

Debbie DuSault 

Joe Ferber

Nijole Gedutis

Cassandra Hetherington 

Tony Hynes

Dale Johnson 

Michele Jolin

Ron McClain, Head of School 

Mike Weaver

Mary Wichansky 

John Yonemoto
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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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