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“When I first went to Podium, I didn’t go in the room.  
I kept walking passed it thinking, should I go in?  

When I performed my first piece, I cried afterwards.

Podium didn’t belittle me. They asked how I felt  
after reading. It felt like a weight had been lifted off my 

shoulders and all of my emotional barriers were removed.

Podium is a family.”

- Oneisha G., Huguenot High School Alum

Podium is a 501(c)(3), non-profit organization. Our mission is to  
provide youth ages 11-19 in Greater Richmond the skills to become  

confident and capable writers, communicators, and leaders to  
succeed in school, career, and in life. To learn more,  

visit us at www.podiumrva.org. Or connect with us on  
Twitter and Instagram @PodiumRVA. Please enjoy!
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A GENTLE SIGH
Rey F.
Thomas Jefferson High School

 The sun sets over Fracture, California, painting the sky in a lavender 
hue. Large, white, triangular glyphs hang in the sky, making the many 
stars seem small and irrelevant against the mauve background. Fracture 
is an average sized town, with a large maze of suburbs and apartments 
to the north. The town hall, Fracture community park, with its willows and 
duck ponds, and other places of recreation, are to the east. To the west 
sits the beach, basked in purple light. Lazy waves lap the shore. Below the 
surface lie groves of kelp, swaying with the ebb and flow of the ocean and 
hiding who knows what.

 A young couple sits on a towel between the dunes, watching 
the glowing sun melt into the sea. They hold hands and eat orange 
Dreamsicles; they are happy. Across the town, a white-haired girl sits on 
the roof of her parents’ house, listening to the playlist her girlfriend made 
for her through her earbuds. She clutches a stuffed bunny in her arms and 
has a cream-colored blanket wrapped around her. She sighs. On Monday, 
she knocked the screen out of her window, so she could sit out there 
when she’s sad. She sighs and looks up at the triangular glyphs glowing 
white in the empty space of the atmosphere, determined to someday  
figure out what they are.
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NARROW ALLEY 
Gail L.

Thomas Jefferson High School

 Small, grey smoke puffs can be seen from a mile away into the 
white-stained sky above. The sun only barely peeks out from the 
cluster of clouds parading it. If your eyes follow the smoke, it will lead 
straight to a small, well-lit fire where freezing hands desperately try 
to reach its warmth. Coats, scarves, and piercing bloodshot eyes 
accompany those hands. Around this fire, there is a very dim light, 
and yet further, nothing but cold darkness. A tiny light from a cigarette 
lighter may be visible, every now and then.

 Hushed murmurs and hisses from startled cats can be heard 
clearly if you’re standing there yourself. Sirens close by wail soon 
after loud gunshots make their appearance. It’s not safe here, but you 
dared to walk through this setting at the start of your journey.
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ZIFE  
Kennijah W.

John Marshall High School
  Love is a book hidden in that dusty, unattractive bookcase. 

That stupid book is hard to find every time I look for it. The bookcase 
always shakes, and the wrong books fall in my hand. It’s very hard for 

me to drop them. I haven’t found my own story yet, so the climaxes in other, 
wrong books keep coming. Days pass.

 I’m unhappy and wake to see that same library, the one that keeps judging me, 
depressing me. I walk into the library and see a girl. She isn’t mad, sad, or happy. 
She is just okay, holding a book in her hand. I lean in to look closer, and it said Zife. I 
don’t know what that means, but it takes my eye. As soon as that girl walks out, I ran 
right to the counter to ask the lady about the book. “I’m sorry ma’am, but someone 
has already checked it out.”

 I waited and waited for about a week, until one day, I went to that same 
bookcase again. Something told me to look higher. I grabbed the ladder and went  
to the last shelf at the top. I saw it, Zife. A month later, I walk back into the library  
to return the book. That same girl walks past me again, now holding a book that  
read, Zife 2.
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BLIND EYE
Hank B.
Open High School

 They come in droves, piles, masses of flesh. Each carries a need. Each 
and every. All are deprived of what you’ve got, the cool, the love, the health. 
Eyes bulge from their skulls, skin pulled thin over bone, and pain plagues 
every ounce. Help, I’ve written that twice over. The lead is pushed deep into 
the paper, and even now, it controls my pencil and won’t let go. They try it. You 
hear them and their despair, side by side. You hear them from your barstool 
and your house-sized pool; you hear them. They scare you. 

 What? Scare? They need so little of that which there is so much of, 
and yet you spare none, and they die. You push them from your abundant 
luxury and make them rot. 
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DETENTION
Keysharerah W.

John Marshall High School 
 

     In the back of the classroom sat a dark-skin girl with full lips and a full on 
attitude. She sat in the chair and picked at her thick, dark brown hair, tangled 

and full of knots. If it wasn’t in a big afro you would think she had a bad hair day.

 “Quaera?” The brown girl looked up. It was Courage. Quaera rolled her eyes; she 
never really liked Courage. She was always smart, always studying, and always picture 
perfect, from her tight box braids to her baby doll shoes.

 “Why are you here?” snapped Quaera. Courage was always the one to back down, 
but not today.

 “I’m here because the teacher told me to keep an eye on you,” Courage stated, a 
bit too boldly for her own liking. 

 Quarea smiles. “Figures. Well, take a seat. Me and you are gonna be here for a 
while,” she laughed.
 Just then, they both turned their heads at the sound of the door opening. 
Screaming, “I HATE THIS SCHOOL!” was Star, upset because she was missing a date. 
As Star sat down in front of the two girls, she could feel them watching her. “What are 
you looking at?” she snapped at Courage. Another wave of boldness went through 
Courage. “A ho*,” she stated.

 That set Star off. She had enough of being called something she was not. Just 
because she liked to date from time to time didn’t mean she did so with everyone. 
She launched over the chair and lifted Courage off her seat. Usually, Courage would 
have been terrified, but in that moment, she took a good look at Star. She studied 
her features, her caramel skin, small, yet seductive body, and her deep brown eyes. 
Courage realized why boys look at Star with lust.

 Mr. Mathews, coming back from the bathroom, screamed, “No rough housing in 
detention!” Star quickly put Courage down and sat in her seat with an evil glare. “You 
are all in here for a reason. Quarea for walking out of class in a protest, Star for making 
inappropriate comments in class, and you, Ms. Courage, for fighting with a teacher.” 
Mr. Mathews smiled an odd smile, “Girls’ detention is now in session.”       
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THE CREAKING
Vinny G.

Open High School
 

   There are many natural phenomena that exist in our world, but 
few compare to the thirteen-year creaking infestation. Every time the 

cicadas come, it does not surprise the residents of Valiant Yarns, who 
have succumbed to the insect’s bothersome noise. One year, however, they 
came out at an unexpected time, October. No one questioned why they were 
around, and many blamed climate change. One man, Dr. Hema, warned the 
townsfolk, “This is unnatural. We should not shrug this off as just another 
happening of cicadas!” Nobody listened. They all fell silent.
        
 The first night, there were twelve dead. The second, forty-three dead. By 
Halloween, half the town had fallen to a source no one could pinpoint. Panic 
erupted in the town, and many attempted to flee this unforgiving fate. Dr. Hema 
remained, determined to find out what had occurred. He concluded those who 
spent the most time outdoors fell ill first. As more perished, he soon felt himself 
falling ill, as if something was consuming him from the inside. He remained in 
the town until he was the last resident. The last reports of those abandoned and 
dead came in. Upon finding a foreign element in his blood, his vision faded. He 
saw one last thing, a cicada bursting through his chest.
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FULL CIRCLE
Kavin J.
John Marshall High School
 
 In a farm outside of Sponge Desert, three escaped prisoners of Azkaban 
run across Sponge Mountain. They come across a cave with a maze many had 
lost their lives to. As they walk through the cave, chills shiver down each of their 
spines. A deep voice overcame each of their minds. “Do you seek greed, you 
souls of envy? Or freedom from death?” The prisoners panic and start frantically 
yelling at one another. Is there a glimpse of hope in someone’s voice, anyone’s 
voice? The voice questions again, “What do you choose?”

 Jak, the prisoner to the left of the group, shouts “Who are you?”
The voice yells back, “You dare question my authority?” And, in that moment, everyone 
drops to their knees, for the voice once again overpowers their bodies. “I will show 
you!” the voice shouts. Jak starts to convulse, shaking violently, with blood streaming 
from his ears. “I ask you again,” the voice commands, “What do you choose?”

 Another prisoner Michael, in a panic, yells out “Death!”
The voice screams, “Hahaha, wouldn’t you be so lucky? You will be faced  
with three tasks. Your first task is to survive the hedge portion of the maze.”

 Jak’s body shifts as his soul became visible but clasped in chains.  
He shakes, “This is awful and painful. Do the maze. Conquer.” The  
prisoners slowly creep around the first corner of the maze and see a  
large shadow. They hear a loud snarl and heavy foot falls on the other  
side of the wall. A large, scaly monster creeps over the hedge.

 They see many black eyes and feel its heavy, hot breathe. The 
monster shoots a fireball above their heads and stares into their  
eyes. Michael freezes in fear as the second head appears over the 
wall and reels back. The beast takes a step closer, and a third  
head appears from the mist. This head is different from the  
others. The flesh is falling off of its face, and its eyes burn  
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  with green flames. The rattling and cracking of bones snap in place to look 
directly at Jak. The monster growls, “what are you and why are you here?”  
Shaken with fear, no one answers the beast. Jak could feel the chains on his soul 
beginning to tighten.

 Michael panics again, picks up a branch off the ground, and throws it into the 
burning, green flames. The beast barely flinches, “You mortals make me laugh.” The 
third prisoner, Mao, sprints back the way they came, but just as he runs around the 
corner, the walls of the maze slam shut. The chains around Jak tighten once again. 
Now, all that is left of the three, original escaped convicts are Michael and Jak’s soul.
Michael looks back at Jak and sees him in agonizing pain. He sprints towards the 
beast, running right through its flame-filled head. Looking back, he watches the beast 
disappear. Jak feels the chains slacken and looks at Michael. “What was that?” Before 
Michael could answer, the hedges disappear. Mao, the runaway prisoner, had been 
raised on to a platform. The booming voice returns, “Your last task is…”

 Michael is stunned. He looks around confused, “But, but, there were just hedges,  
and a dragon.”
 “Your last task is...
 ”Jak interrupts, “What? We didn’t even finish the first task, and there was no 
second task.” The voice overtakes their bodies.

 “You fools! How can you not see what is right in front of you?” They hear a  
loud crack, and for a split second, they see the inside of their cells. “There is no  
freedom for you.” 

 The shadow in the room draws up to the ceiling and drips down over  
this looming, human form before swallowing all of the surrounding light.  
“Your sins are too great for you to ever run away from. You will die here.  
You have been put in this simulation to test how far we could push your  
mortal values. It is obvious that your souls are too weak. Your souls 
are too far gone to save, so the reaper of souls will claim it.” A dark 
hooded individual enters the room and points a long, slender finger 
at them. Before Jak disappears, he weeps, “I’m sorry,” then  
escapes through cracks in the room. The shadow grabs  
Michael and pulls him downwards. As he screams for help,  
the dark figure shouts, “This is what you wished for.”
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ADDICTED TO A WORLD UNTRUE
Ivy M.

Huguenot High School
 

     It was her third or fourth time visiting, and I could tell she was 
addicted. Maybe it was the freshness of the air, or the loneliness, but 

either way, I knew she was hooked because that’s how they get you. They 
sell you a little bit, little trials, so you can taste how life could be there. You 

stop and smell the roses of how things were.

 I first recognized her by the falls because we don’t get many returned newcomers. Not as 
many as before. I don’t know what type of software they have out there now, for people like us who 
want to escape for good. I don’t know how things work out there anymore, and I don’t want to.

 That’s why we left. The outside world was too intense; addicts floating about everywhere. 
The chaos is what drew me to the abuse in the first place.
  “You’re staring again,” Michah said. “And if you keep it up, she’ll see you.”
 “And what makes you think I care?” I snapped back. “I’m a big girl and can handle my own.”

 “Nomi, don’t get too attached. You don’t know her, let alone if she’s here for good.”
I let his words fade into white noise and turned my attention back to the new girl, if one 
could call her that. Four times in the span of a month; one might consider you more than a 
newcomer. Michah was still talking when I jumped down into the meadow where she was sitting, 
content and alone, singing to herself. I didn’t make any noise when I landed, so she didn’t turn to 
face me.

 She felt pure, humming to the grass and columbine. Her shoulders were soft and 
forgiving, and her hair, short and curly. Her hands looked as delicate as the flowers she 
picked, and then she turned towards me.

 “Here, for the one that watches.” She smiled, her voice strong 
and young. Her face held round and kind features. This was nothing 
like mine, which expressed firmness and housed droopy eyes that 
knew too much. “What should I call you?”

 I stooped down beside her on the grass and columbine, 
picked the blossoms from her fingers, and smiled. “Nomi.”
 “Zuri,” she said. If there was a future. I heard it on her lips 
that day.
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SIREN
Jennoa F. and Amaya B.
Open High School

 A faint call of the wind echoed through the air as a little boy snuck 
back to the tidal pool to see if anything had happened to his toy. The 
teddy bear had been moved from its original position, but the boy’s eyes 
were glued to this being, emerging out of the pool. It looked human, but 
not entirely. The boy let out a gasp, and the siren turned to face the boy. 
Out of everything, the siren’s eyes were the most noticeable, filled with 
fear and sadness. The siren had long blonde hair, a white shirt, and an 
orange, holochrome tail. She quickly put down a large seashell before 
disappearing, leaving the boy alone, without any closure.
 
 He finds himself by the ocean later on that morning, sitting in 
that same spot in the sand, feeling hopeful and expectant. Seagulls 
fly overhead, cawing as they swoop down, and bears submerge 
underwater, coming back up in the blink of an eye, a fish caught in its 
grasp. He absentmindedly traces shapes into the damp sand beneath 
him and looks out into the vast, blue landscape. Every once in a while, 
he thinks he sees her, and stands quickly, running to the edge of the 
shore. Disappointment and impatience wash over him. A large mound of 
seaweed washes up on the shore, lightly grazing his feet.
 
 He sits in the sand for hours on end, refusing to give up hope.  
He watches boats pass in the distance, from cruise ships full of  
passengers, to far more modest vessels, with one or two fishermen  
eating sandwiches and making conversation to pass the time.  
He watches children splash and push each other into the  
water on the further end of the beach and sees a happy, 
 young couple walking across the sand together under the  
sunset. By mid-afternoon, he decides to quit.
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 “Maybe it was just a dream.” He looks into the water  
one last time. Sighing, he turns on his heels to head  

back home. But, as he turned his head, he hears a splash  
that sounds too close to be just a fish, or a seagull, or a little  

kid playing. He turns and runs back towards the water, a sparkle  
in his eyes. He saw a large tail sticking out of the water, scales glistening in  
the sunlight. He smiles  brightly and runs a bit closer as the tail falls  
  slowly, gracefully, back into the water. As he watches the creature disappear, 
   he feels something hit his toes as the tide washes over his feet for the  
    billionth time. He kneels down and picks up the object. A bright, turquoise gem, it     
     catches the light from the setting sun. He smiles even wider now, realizing he’s  
       been left another gift, that he hadn’t been dreaming. Realizing, he has a new friend.

CLAWFACE
Tracy F.
Thomas Jefferson High School
 
“This’ll be da last time ya’ cross us again”, said Beta-Fluufaloni. “Wait ‘til da boss 
deals with ya…”
“B-but I. . .” Before the poor wolf could even speak, he was clawed in the face 
by another Beta.
“Shaddap!” howled the Beta-Lupus. Fluffaloni began to sniff around.
“It’s da boss...”
“He ain’t gonna be happy”, said Lupus. Just then, Alph-Kapone appeared, with 
his black fedora worn neatly and his cigar clouding the air with smoke. He 
walked towards the three wolves. He looked at the wolf in question, 
Alph’s eyes piercing into his soul.
“Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. Fool 
me three times? Shame on my pack.”
“Boss, I didn’t. . .”
“SHADDAP!” Lupus roared.
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ANTORIOUS, THE THIEF
Antione F.

John Marshall High School

 As I steal another wallet, I think about my sister. I wonder what she’s doing right 
now. Is she using the money I collected earlier to buy us groceries? As I maneuver my 
way through the endless crowd in the public market, I continue to take the hard-earned 
money of sweaty men and perfumed cloaked women. I often think to myself, isn’t this 
wrong? Won’t God shun me for the way I live? 

 Those thoughts are only brief. I push them to the back of my mind with the sound 
of a hungry stomach and a pocket filling with change. A couple more pockets, and I’ll 
meet my quota. As I swim with the flow of traffic, I flow with the movements of a beautiful, 
young lady, and as I am about to make my move and reach for her purse, she senses me. 
Turning around, she meets my eyes with a gentle smile, and I do the same. I make small 
talk, so she doesn’t know that I, Antorious the pickpocket, am about to rob her blind. 
We find ourselves on the topic of work. She tells me she owns a bakery on the opposite 
side of town and is out buying ingredients. She asks me, and as I’m about to lie, she 
meets my eyes again with an incomparable, beautiful gaze. I find myself telling her the 
unbearable truth, that I’m unemployed. She looks at me for a moment, then asks, “How 
about working in my bakery?”

 I let those words dance inside my mind. The thought of honest living actually 
sounds nice. But, as I think more and more, my heart drops, I and laugh at the thought 
that a man like me could actually make an honest living. I must have taken bit too long 
because she says, “If you don’t want to, it’s fine. Sorry if that was too sudden.” 

 Those words almost take the pulse away from my heart. I reply, “No. No, that’s 
not it. I just don’t want you to waste a great job on a man such as myself.” 
She chuckles and throws an item she bought at me and says, “As of 
today, you have a job, and your first task is to tell me your name.” 
I tell her my name is Robert, determined to cast away my old self. 
She tells me her name is Elizabeth, “But just call me Liza,” she 
says. And with that, we set off.
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THE DANCE
Shayla D.
Huguenot High School
 
Rain decided to tap dance upon my roof last night,
creating a melody so deep
thunder couldn’t even scare it away.
 
Lightning flashed as if God was having his own party.
The thunder roared,
sending a bass so loud,
I couldn’t hear the rain dance
for those seven seconds.

NEXT WEEK 
Ada N.W.
Open High School

Soft spring grass and Arizona iced tea.
Blue dress with a pattern like a tablecloth.
Pictures look better on old cameras.
Skin a warm color like mango.
Glad to be back in the sun again.
Chipped, pale yellow nail polish.
I have never before been so happy, I could cry.
And I have never before seen a smile so big and bright.
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PREDATORS
Vanniecia J.

Armstrong High School
 

The stretching of muscles and dreary eyes,
Soft words coming from a dirty mouth

Moving and stretching like cat
Prowling after their prey.

Smooth skin, like a velvet pillow.
Eyes inviting you in,

Luring prey with a vicious smile.
Wicked moment, with teasing movements

Until the death blow falls upon you.
Those teasing eyes and smile with evil intentions,

You fell into their trap of love.
There is no pain, only taunting and lust.

Falling as the victim to sweet honey.
Once more, your head goes numb.

Venom trails your body as they stand.
Again? They chuckle.
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CRYSTAL BLUE
Maryjane P.

Thomas Jefferson High School
 

Crystal Blue, glimmering drops, 
Slide down my cheek

As I stare at what I had, that slipped 
Through my fingers because I was so weak.

I had it all, the family and the chance to be something great, 
Yet through my hands it poured like Crystal Blue Water.

Drowning, drowning in the depths of having the irreversible Blues.
The same color as my lips in the Crystal Blue Water, 

As clear and cold as the judgement of society.
The Blue sky seems so distant 

From the depths of this fathomless ocean, 
And I don’t know how to swim.
Hypothermia seeps like snakes 
Through my already Blue veins,

My hand reaches, my fingertips are numb 
And as Blue as the water they reach through.
Painted nails, painted face, the beauty is able 

To erase any trace of not being alright.
Then, night comes, and Blue fades to black.

The Crystal Blue Ocean helps me take 
What I’ll never get back.

Ba-dump.
Ba-dump.

Bump.
Silence falls like snow.
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THE SIREN’S SONG 
Haley K.
Open High School

Come little one, come into the sea.
The ocean will soothe you, like the feel of a breeze.
You’ve lived long enough and don’t know what to do.
I will solve all of your problems for you.

Come little one, come close to the sea.
I’ll wipe the tears away and all of your needs.
Worry not for your troubles, I’ll take them away,
And you will be happy among the waves every day.

Come little one, come play with the sea.
Only I have to kiss you, and happy you’ll be.
Another life taken, and the other replaced,
For truth coming from lies will be the case.

Come little one, come rest with the sea.
Wrapped in its arms, you’ll never want to leave.
Sleep now and forever; your troubles are gone.
Your ties with your family are now nonexistent bonds.

Come little one, come trust in the sea.
I’ll sing you a lullaby to put you at ease.
For, the Siren’s song has you now here peacefully
Because you have accepted your fate so willingly.

So come little one, come into the sea.
Wrapped in its arms, you’ll never want to leave.
Another life taken, the other replaced,
And you shall be happy among the waves, encased.
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INTERNAL SCREAMS
Jonisha M.

John Marshall High School

I don’t feel emotions, 
But I don’t use comedy
Like lotion to moisturize

The feelings of depression,
To the point where I smooth it over
And seal it away like compression.

I don’t feel emotion.
I have no fears,

But I do get scared
Before the dust clears

Because I’m scared of, but don’t fear, 
Dying, but instead, of living here.

 
I love, but I can’t get 
Love the way I want.

The memories of my kind of love
Still haunt me,

So when someone tries to love me,
That makes me scream internally.
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DON’T YOU SEE?  
Jasmyn W.

John Marshall High School

It’s funny,
No, humorous even. 

Don’t you agree?
I can say this with trembling hands and tears in my words.

I can say this with my eyes clouded and heart aching.
My face says this is funny.

So, would you believe me?
If I walked by you in this moment. 

Uncertain?
I could scare you. I could be you!

If I came forth as a creation you’d fear. 
Don’t you see?

Of course not
Because it’s just funny.



Self-Advocacy
 &Community 

Action
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THE HATE YOU GIVE 
Kyana J.

Thomas Jefferson High School   

It started out with a girl,
Tall, brown, and smart.

She lived two lives.  
Poor, somber, and grubby when she went home.
Clean, rich, and pretty when she went to school.

She didn’t want to face this lifestyle,
But she had no choice.

She had a best friend she couldn’t visit,
Tall, handsome, and chocolate.

He was a little, troubled boy,
But he loved his best friend.

Many moons later,
They finally saw each other.

It was love at first sight.
The party was going great,

But, of course,
Someone had to start shooting.

It was time to protect that tall, brown girl.
He had a car.

A nice, fancy car.
Lights started flashing.

Her mom always told her to treat the police like kings.
Do what they say.
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But that didn’t stop the man with a gun.
That didn’t stop him from shooting an unarmed citizen,

Or did it?
“Pow! Pow! POW!”

All she heard.
Blood and more blood,

All she saw. 
Red and blue lights and a white face,

All she remembered.
Her best friend lying there,

All she reminisced.
The news, the blogs, the cameras,

All on her.
She was the only witness.

Would she tell?
Would she keep it a secret?

Would she be criticized?
Her family would have to face the outcome.

She had to make a change.
She had to confess.

Everyone knew.
She changed.

She told.
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IMMIGRATION DISCRIMINATION 
Lovely C.C.
Huguenot High School
Let’s talk about discrimination.
The government’s changing deportation laws,
Bringing us back to segregation 
With this immigration hatred.
Making innocent souls go down 
To their final destination, hell.
Now Julio’s on drugs, and he’s hallucinating.

And Jose, he’s in the basement drinking.
He’s scared his family won’t make it. 
If you can’t tell we’re supposedly 
The land of the free, so, tell me, 
Why is it that my friends have to beg and plead 
for rights this country allows, with full conditions, 
To every and all of its citizens? 

Make America Great Again
By caging humans in. 
We’re all from the same descent, though
Some think that’s all an ancient myth.
So, tell me, is it just a tale 
That Manuel will be shot dead, 
Sent back to a country he hasn’t been tosince his young life began?

Why can’t you see that
This spreads hatred like a disease, 
And no one’s remembering the sacrifices 
And words of King? 
What ever happened to his Dream? 
Why have cancerous laws that
Kill families and treat them like peasants? 
Specify, and tell me,
How can one be so oblivious 
To such a scene? 



HEAVEN AND EARTH 
Marcus D.

Open High School

Heaven and Earth,
One blessed, one cursed.

As the Demons inside me try to reimburse,
So I may immerse back upon this cruel earth.

Heaven, a dreamland depiction of the time to come after life.
Happy with everything you like.

My life, your life.
Everything in your sight

May end with a big bang,
A meteorite, or 

Just from a simple gun fight.
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BECAUSE NEWTOWN  
CAN HAPPEN TO ANYONE 

Destiny H.H.
Richmond Community High School

Keep quiet. Don’t make any sounds. 
Get off your phone. This is serious! 

But, we already had a drill this month. 
I don’t know why they chose to have another 

Less than a week apart. The kids are screaming! 
Shove the green card under the door, same as always. 

But, why are they jiggling the handle so much? 
I thought this was just a drill? 

He... he has a gun. 

I have a cousin who’s seven years old. 
He’s in second grade in elementary school 

And dreams of being a firefighter. 
An artist. Just something. 

I remember, one time, he looked at me 
and said, “I’d be sad if you died.” 

On December 14th, 2012, my cousin, by age alone,
Could have been a victim at Sandy Hook Elementary. 

Twenty students and six staff mowed down. 
His spark would have ran out, and just like the others, 

You forget the victims but can remember the site, 
Even the shooter in some cases. 

We refer to these shootings by place or by school. 
Columbine. Sandy Hook. Tech. Lockdowns have become 
a mainstream, like hating arithmetic. Many people love 

checking Instagram during these drills. As if this 



27

couldn’t happen to our school. To my school. 
It pains me to think my cousin knows what a rifle is. 

He’s just learning his fractions. 
When they drill at these schools, 

You never know if something or someone is really out there. 
I’d like to make a public service announcement.

For all the students that didn’t make it 
Out the door of a school where they should have been learning.

For the ones hurt while getting an education: 
This is real. Whether we admit it or not. 

Guns kill, and so do people. 
I have never felt scared to go to school. 

This is my senior year. 
I shouldn’t have to feel scared for my family. 

The next time a school has a drill, treat it with your life. 
Remember, some before us 

Couldn’t make it out of the first grade.



Walk In 
 My Shoes
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MY SKIN
Zakiya R.

Armstrong High School
 

        My skin is my skin. You shouldn’t judge me or put me in a box  
because of the color of my skin. I shouldn’t have to walk down the  
street saying, “Hands up, don’t shoot” or “Black Lives Matter.” It is unfair  
people who look like me are afraid of the police, and the police get away with  
shooting and killing someone who looks like me. Don’t assume that I’m going to  
steal because I have a hood on when I walk in your store. Don’t make me feel unpretty 
because my skin is dark. Don’t tell me that I don’t matter as much as you.  
Don’t tell me about my skin because you aren’t in it.

ROOTS 
Kamari B.
Thomas Jefferson High School
 
 She never really spoke. Her face was always blank. Her brown eyes remained 
expressionless, and her full lips pressed. They would talk about her. They made fun of 
her hair and said it smells. But the scent was only castor oil and coconut water. They 
talked about her skin and said it was too dark, but it glistens with undertones of gold 
and bronze. They talked about her nose and said she resembled an ape, but really,  
her nose distinguished her face from all of the plain-faced Joes and Janes. In truth,  
she was the offspring of deities and carried the blood of Oshun, but living among the  
blind and ignorant took a toll. If constantly called a monster, then it’s an identity you 
take on. You look in the mirror every day at a stranger. Your crown will begin to fall,  
your gold skin will dull, and your connection with her will be lost.



MY CULTURE IS NOT  
YOUR COSTUME 

India W.
Armstrong High School

 
 My culture is not your costume. My culture is not used for your  
enjoyment. My culture is the art and achievement of my people.  
I’m mad because you listen to our music, wear our hair styles,  
clothes, features, and colors. I’m mad because you rename them.  
“Oh, look at my Kim Kardashian boxer braids.”

 I am mad because my people were picked on for having “monkey lips.” Now, 
it’s a trend. I was told my hair was “too big.” Now, afros are a thing. I am oppressed 
because of my skin tone, but now, tanning is a thing. People from dominant culture  
take things from my people, who have been systematically oppressed by your people.  
My music went from hip-hop to pop. To get to the point: my culture is my costume.
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CROWNED IN MELANIN:  
A BARBIE BEAUTY
Destiny H.H.
Richmond Community High School
 
 Black girls always wear weave? Our hair can’t seem to be 
long enough to cover our insecurities because we were taught that 
pale skin and long hair made a proper girl. My black Barbie dolls 
were molded in a white image with long, silky hair and dainty arms 
with a thin waist. Before I fully took notice of different skin colors, my 
extensive doll collection became family. Each one, I took in like a new 
sister, cousin, or brother. Their skin resembled freshly unwrapped 
chocolate, dark and white. When I got older, I noticed my permed hair 
was like Barbie’s. It was long and silky, but I couldn’t forget my roots 
because my hair was also coarse. Thick enough to tangle my self-
hatred in a web of hair grease and blow dryers. I remember the days 
I wanted my complexion to fade. To bleach itself to the whitest black 
there was and be a proper girl. As if I wasn’t already one.
 
 I was birthed by a black Barbie, one who wouldn’t take no for 
an answer and worked hard for everything she had. My ancestors are  
the Egyptians, who built pyramids that topple over any elaborate  
Barbie dream-house. I am the color of toasted caramel. My hair is  
the color of night, dark enough to pass for black on a good day.  
I take pride in a brown that Barbie just can’t seem to get right.  
She takes her pride in having black copies. I was born with 
 a golden spoon in my mouth because I carry the weight of  
so much heritage on my shoulders. I was born rich in  
melanin and lavished among the gods and goddesses  
who look down upon me. But, before anything else,  
I am a Barbie beauty. I am crowned in melanin.
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THE SHADOW 
Kapri R.

Armstrong High School
 

She follows me, and her white eyes pierce my soul.
That smile plastered on her face.
Her arms wrap around my neck,

attempting to show a grain of sympathy.
She laughs at my mistakes.

She claws at my face.
Her dark claws leave marks to show my foolishness.

My ugliness. My grudges.
My stupid personality.

I turn to her, and I look in the mirror.
I’m staring in a mirror.

She is me.

STRANGER 
Roman K.
Open High School
 
Drip drop,
The sound of my damaged heart
Dripping off my face and
Hitting the damp, water ridden pavement beneath me.
I’m standing there still, still
Like a statue,
Even though I am compelled to move.
My mind and body have second thoughts about that.

You tear me down for your own intent
To see me fail and leave me to revive myself.
Your intentions, your ideas,
Sick. Sour. Stupid.
These ideas that race and ravage through your mind,
You are someone I don’t know on the inside.
Who are you?



IT’S OKAY
Torey W.

Armstrong High School
 

I wish you never have to cry, that
You never have to sit and wonder why.

I wish I could make all the pain and suffering you been through go away,
but all I can do is sympathize and tell you, “It’s going to be okay.”

 
Sometimes, I wonder, why myself? Why you, out of all people,

why did they choose you to be plagued by this evil?
If this had been up to me, I’d make breaking your heart illegal.

I wish I had you in my arms, so you wouldn’t wish you’d die every day, 
but from where I’m sitting,

all can say is that, “It’s going to be okay.”
 

I pray I never find out you left your family a note saying you’re sorry,
reminiscing on the scars you left behind on your body.

I always tried making you smile, my one and only mission,
and I’m begging you, please, don’t leave this earth

off some suicidal ideation.
You told me about the pain they caused you every day,

but I could never do anything but say, “It’s going to be okay.”
 

There were so many things I never got to say,
like how many more times I wanted to tell you,

I loved you each and every day.
But, you’re gone now, and it’s far too late.

That beautiful soul I fell madly in love with 
has just gone away, and I swear, 

it’s all my fault because all I ever told you was that it would be okay.
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BUYING TIME
Max E.
Huguenot High School

 They’re all around, looking for a way to corrupt you to believe in their 
little scheme they call “peace” and sovereign nation. Some people say they 
don’t exist anymore, like Dinosaurs and Dodo birds. They are not in sight but in 
hiding, waiting for the moment to rise up when everyone is down and conquer. 
They prey on the weak and slower minded ones who can’t think for themselves. 
This was the reason they first won victory. They had with them a smart and 
persuasive spokesperson who knew the right words and what people often 
debated. They listened themselves to a point where they knew they could not fail. 

SEXUAL HARASSMENT
Kate W.
Open High School

Sexuality is shoved down our throats 
Since childhood.

I have been an object.
She’s too young to wear that,
Too fat, too thin.
You’ll never get a man if you act that way.
Men don’t like women like you.
More guys would like you if you changed.

Why should I change for their benefit?

We’re intended to be clay,
To be molded for them.



Equality &
Justice



THE TRUTH 
Justin D.V.

Armstrong High School
I beat myself up because

I try to fix the things I can’t fix,
So I gained this Purple Heart.

I have a battery-powered smile.
My self-esteem is like my lawnmower,

It just won’t start.
And when it does, it clinks and clanks

Until it falls apart
Waiting on someone to fix it the next day.

Wondering about the galaxy, looking for my “Me.”
I’ve been solar searching.

Looking for the person who stole my sunshine
By the words placed on me.

I’m just a boy.
Bones broken to bleed out the rainbows

That paint the walls I dance in.
It’s not just the church that shames love,
It’s the people we love who shame love.

A man found a gun and tried to kill the truth deep within.
You held the gun, but he pulled the trigger.
You held the gun, but he pulled the trigger.

He pulled the trigger because you shamed his love.
He pulled the trigger because you made him feel like less of a person.

Sitting in his room, doubting his life.
Your words kill us; although,

We are already killing ourselves.
We spend so much time wondering what people think of us,

Wondering if they will accept us.
My peers are blinded by the words of others.

Any gleam of happiness that flies by
They take as a threat,

Being envious of something that they lack.
Leadership, self-confidence, 

A state of mind.36
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EQUALITY 
Omari Y.
John Marshall High School

I find it funny how women aren’t respected.
Women aren’t treated equally, and I find it pretty hectic.
I don’t always know the meaning of the word,
But the bird is the word.
I need help with my words;
I’ve been diagnosed as dyslexic.
Now, I’m getting off track.
Women are barely treated equally, and I find that whack.
If there was ever an equal time,
Man I’d want to go back.
If women were treated equally, life would be fair.
There would be love, peace, and happiness all over the air.
I feel like women shouldn’t feel bad, man, that’s unfair.
But, life is never fair, and there is more to come.
Now, I got to prepare.
If we were all animals, maybe we would be equal.
And, if I was in a movie, I would go into a musical sequel.
You don’t see female birds just sitting in the nest.
If life was like that, like back then man, it wouldn’t be the best.
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MY PERFECT WORLD 
Lost Star

Thomas Jefferson High School
 

In my perfect world,
I am tolerated by everyone

No matter what’s in my pants,
Or who I fall in love with.

No matter the color of my skin,
Or what’s going on in my brain.

In my perfect world,
Conflict still happens; however,

It’s rare to see anyone die.
In my perfect world,

God was proven to exist by science; however,
She told all world religions that she is

Offended by the Christians and the other
Religions for making things up.

In my perfect world,
Negative emotions still exist; however,

Everyone will have someone to confide in.
In my perfect world,

Nobody is alone, and
Everybody has friends.

In my perfect world,
My friends are by my side,

And they’ll always be there.
In my perfect world

That isn’t just a dream.
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NON-BINARY HEARTS 
Janay B.

Huguenot High School
 

Women are women, regardless of sex,
And men are men, in the most respects.

You can be both, or a mix of two.
You can be neither, if that’s what suits you.

People are people, whatever their parts
Because what really matters is what’s in our hearts.

MISSING PIECE
Jasmine C.
Thomas Jefferson High School
 
I sat in the corner, unconsciously afraid
Of their opinions. Of what they’d say.
Playing along, like I’m one of them.
If I could have been, it would be great.
Maybe they’ll accept me?  
Maybe they won’t care?
 
But, I was wrong. Here, people stare.
Here I stand, alone and abandoned.
It’s for the best, I suppose.
Now, I can just consider them foes.
This darkness I feel is all consuming,
And with no one else, I feel I’m falling.
Now is not the time to be sad or angry.
Now is the time for indifference.
Don’t let them get to you.
 
 
 

Easy for you to say.
You’re on the outside, looking in.
They stand at my side, the few that chose me.
They find me funny and equally crazy.
Explaining my reasoning was like finding
My missing piece. It comes naturally,
This part of me. It’s always here essentially.
Last night, I had a dream.
One of how I wanted my life to seem.
I realized, I was never meant to lose this part of me.
But now, I have my missing piece, and maybe,
Just maybe, it’s all I’ll need.



Hope  &
Inspiration
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FEMINISM 
Amazin B.

Thomas Jefferson High School
 

Baby, 
I’m every woman,

And honey, I’m loving it.
Women are different:

I’m your mother.
I’m your sister.

I’m your daughter.
I’m your grandmother.

But, I’m also more:
I’m a businesswoman.

A firefighter.
A cop.

A president.
I’m every woman and

So much more.
Baby, Baby,

I can be your
Wife, but I

Also have a life.
I’m not yours.

I am mine.
I can be a mother.

I’m every woman, darling.
I may be soft spoken

And sweet, but
Oh, don’t test me!

$
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BROWN
Amaya B.
Open High School
 
My eyes flutter closed when I come home from work.
I sway to the music and ruffle my skirt.
Little brown radio, take away my hurt!

Its mellow time takes me to a better land,
Where I can be in charge and make all plans.
Where my head spins from excitement
Instead of exhaustion.
Where I enjoy nightlife without having to be cautious.
Where I can sit atop a piano, singing soulful tunes
Instead of just standing with my eyes closed
In this dusty living room.

TROUBLE YOU SEE 
Ma’reesha R.
Armstrong High School
 
I try not to, but words form me,
And my emotions overpower me.
I run, but they find me.
I want to escape. 
Help me, is all that pops in my mind.
Then, music found me.
It understood me.
I was finally free finally with the light I wish for.
Music, music, how you lift me up!
Healing me and my broken feels.
Thank you. Oh, thank you!
Music, you carry me.
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HOPE
Christopher O.

Thomas Jefferson High School  
 

Hope can be a difficult thing for most.
It’s hard to understand or grasp, and

Thinking about it may make your brain toast.
But, it’s quite simple actually.
For some, it comes naturally.

 
Hope is when you believe, even when

at times, it doesn’t look like you can achieve,
and the struggle often doesn’t please.

 
Hope is courage to go against any challenge,

whether it’s as easy as pie,
or you don’t stand a chance.

 
Hope is a light to spark in a dark place,

whether its pitch black,
or the light is right in front of your face,

and you don’t have to chase.
Hope is persistence to never give up.

CONVERSATION 
Ceira A.
Huguenot High School
 
I’m tryna have that deep connection,
That conversion about how this system is holding us back.
It might sound corny, but I wanna expand your mind,
And have you open my mind.
The words you sing reaches my ears,
Travels to my soul, and rattles my bones.



Middle School
Selections
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THE SURGEON
Cat A.

Lucille Brown Middle School
 
 Wake up. My eyes snap open. I am lying on a metal bed in a bright, sterile room. A tall 
man is standing over me. He is the one who spoke.
 “Stand up,” he says. My body moves automatically, my legs swinging over the side of 
the bed and propelling me upward. “Sit down.”
 I sit. My eyes widen. Why am I moving? I try to stand up again, but my legs won’t 
budge. “Wh-what’s going on?” I stammer. “I can’t move my legs!”
 The man ignores me, speaking another command instead. “Stand up and jump up 
and down.” Again, my body moves automatically, and I stand up.
 I start jumping, and immediately I feel a pain in my head, a pain that pierces through 
my skull and nearly causes me to black out. I stumble and fall to the ground. The man sighs 
and shakes his head. “Well, I guess we’ll have to keep working. Now, get back in your bed.”
 I get back in the bed. “Please, tell me what’s going on! Please!” The man looks at me 
coldly, saying nothing.
 “Please!” I scream. “Help! Help meee!” The man puts a gloved hand over my mouth, 
effectively silencing me.
 “Go to sleep.” I suddenly feel exhausted. I go limp and struggle to keep my eyes open.
 “S...st….stop,” I mumble, but it’s too late. Drifting off to sleep, the surgeon’s cold eyes    
             are the last things I see.



THE IMPRESS
Mirahkhal D.
Henderson Middle School
 
I’m about to show y’all what the
Electromagnetic spectrum
Is all about.
 
Yo, light is the key.
Open up the light and let your
Life be free. You’ll see.
 
All of the light will come together
And make a big bubble
That will stay forever.
 
Yo, black and white
Are different on the outside, but the colors
Come together and unite,
Making the electromagnetic spectrum just right.
 
Black comes in, and white goes out.
The rainbow is now out, and I’m
About to show you what.
Now in and out.
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17 FROM PARKLAND
Julia H.P., Aniyah R., Roselee B.,  

Sha’Aijah M., and Shiya B.
Lucille Brown Middle School

Reporting live on CNN! This just in!
Pow! Pow! POW!

Seventeen people down now.
Seventeen families torn apart.

Seventeen families with aches of the heart.

I know I wasn’t there,
So I don’t completely understand,

But 17 deaths
All caused by one hand?

We always wait until after it happens
To formulate a plan.

Now we’re struggling to figure out what to do.
Should teachers have guns in their hands?

If schools hire guns,
We will all fear and run, and
The children die young with

The very last sweet taste of life
On their tongues.

Parents try to show their best side,
But in the end, someone always dies.

Who says something?
We don’t know.
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They listen to people like Lil Pump & NBA YoungBoy,
But why, oh why, they don’t do a thing?

Their songs instead create more murdering.
They say guns should protect us,

But all through history, what have guns been used for? 
Killing.

Hate is a thing that everyone has, 
And people like to take it out on others.

Why should anyone go through that?
They shouldn’t.

People don’t understand how painful it is for the family.
No one has real solutions.

Their idea of a solution is adding more guns
Or changing the age limit. By what? 3 years?

Once is enough, and twice is a crime.
Three is ignorance.

How many times does it have to happen
For you to understand?

That not age, nor race, but a gun in the hand,
Can end the life of a ten-year-old child
That has been here but only for awhile.

It makes you think.
What’s worth more?

A gun or a child?
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THE DREAM
Julia H.P.
Lucille Brown Middle School
 
 I have a dream of a perfect world. A world where everybody gets along. A 
world where we love one another. A world with no bullying. A child shouldn’t be 
judged by their race, culture, or sexuality. There are maybe a million people in this 
world who are thinking, what can one girl do? Well, I’m here to tell you that you are 
not alone. None of us are! You’re never too young to make a difference! When Martin 
Luther King Jr. gave his ‘I Have a Dream’ speech, he wanted to create an awareness 
of the inequality in America. I’m here to create an awareness that some kids are 
scared to go to school, for fear they will get beat up.

 When this is over, if you don’t remember anything else I said, I want you to 
remember this: It doesn’t matter what other people say about you. All that matters is 
what you think of yourself.

BULLIED
Ilaria B.
Henderson Middle School
 
You don’t know how it feels to get bullied,
To not be heard, to be called names.
We feel trapped, while others feel free.
I’m doing this for everyone, not just me.
When you get bullied, you finally see
The tears of victims, of someone like me.
They always talk about police brutality.
But, how about kids in the classrooms?
When you get bullied, you finally see
What it’s like to be him, and her, and me.
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Youth Program
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Armstrong High School
India Williams, Jaleel Johnson, Jukira Cordell, Shaunja Armsteed, TraQuan Crawley, Jada 
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Rikiyah Lee, Deajah Redd, Ny’Desha Jones, Elizabeth Ballard, Akayla Marcus, Spirit Bunn, 
Kiara Gary, Davantae Ballou, Matthew Pastran, Zynae Jackson, Lashonda Mosby, Precious 
Goodwin-Evans, Jordan Washington, Laquan Candia, Daoyla Williams, Nathaniel Christian, 
Kayliah Dandridge, Charliyah Shelton, Quavion Scott, Chiauna Lee, Kyjuan Moses, Shakira 
Blackwell, Jakye Brockenbrough, Nafiece Wilson-Bailey, Jumeka Jones, Khali Fortune, Xavier 
Singleton, Trinity Crossley, Dajahlai Edmonds, Tonjai Lee-Ramsey, Jasmine Richardson, 
Matthew Pastran, Timothy Bowman, Joevon Harris,  Nilaja Christian, Cherell Williams, Deontae 
Burns, Johnae Macklin-Terry, Eriyana Hargrove, Shamon Bell, Tarus Bell, Javonia Barnett, 
Ma’reesha Randolph, Octavia Marrow, Tar’Quasia Bell, Coye Davis, Kahya Coleman, Damarcus 
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Lakayla Harris, Darrell Gregory, Asijah Jackson, Ramer Yellory, Theyon Williams, Nigel Huey, 
Taleah Frazier, Wintah Gardner, and Lianna Williams.

John Marshall High School
Kavin Jackson, Jasmine Jones, Jaila Blue, Kennijah Waller, Jalyiah Dixon, Keyshareah Wilburns, 
Jonisha Mckiever, Jasmyn Walker, Tyshawn Washington, Taliyah Garnett,  
Rae’mon Hubbard, Angel Gilmer, Laron Mitchell, Justice Bailey, Omari Yancey,  
James Godbold, Keimon Braxton, Ge’Nyveia Morman, Antione Ford, and Kiera Freeman.

Huguenot High School
Aaron Williamson, Jeron Brondy, Lovely Cato-Chuang, Janay Bates, Shayla Daniels,  
Ceira Andrews, Ivy Mines, Ladonna Jefferson, Saffron Christian, and Jeremy Ovalles,  
Nyrul Jones, Erica Sheed, Jessica Sheed, Christina Woody, Annalise Bishop, Jacob Charles, 
Jessica Lopez-Herrera, Irene Adrandi, Aaron Williamson, Patience Auera, A’daizah Thomas, 
Tionna Jones, and Danielle Clark-Bradley.
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Thomas Jefferson High School
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Justin Daniels, Cozette Bell-Ferguson, LaRhee Woolridge, Amazin Bullock, Christopher 
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Binford Middle School
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Armstead, Makayla R., Jaedyn Cook, Torey H., Michael Miles, Eian M., and Calvin E. Jr.

Henderson Middle School
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Amani Guilford, Daesha Lyans, Asani Turner, Noori Austin, Jonathan Ingram, Nathan R., 
Zachariah G., Rain B., and Lintreal E.

Lucille Brown Middle School
Aniyah Rose, Zion Delaney, Julia Hall-Pace, Jahmya Graham, Tanaisha Mitchell, Shiya Brown, 
Sha’Aijah McLaughlin, Emaza Whitlock, Alicia Ford, A’Mya Thomas, Roselee Bubanji,  
Jamiya Mitchell, Aniya Tyson, Cat Anderson, Ti’elle Young, Keyana Brown, Camryn Arrington, 
Lasaundra Abernathy, Laila Littlejohn, Patrick Braxton, Leon Hopkins, and K’mya Bradley. 

53



Designed by
Elcreatives.net

https://elcreativecraft1.wixsite.com/website


podiumrva.org

Join us 
in the

Writing
Revolution

@PODIUMRVA

/Podium RVA

/PodiumFoundation

JOURNAL10  2018

https://podiumrva.org/
https://www.instagram.com/podiumrva/
https://twitter.com/podiumrva
https://www.facebook.com/podiumfoundation

