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than $1.5 million into the Virginia elections in 2019, 
far outspending the NRA’s $350,269, according to 
the Virginia Public Access Project. 

Among the top recipients from Everytown for 
Gun Safety were Democratic candidates Missy Cotter Smasal 
of Virginia Beach, Sheila Bynum-Coleman of Chesterfield 
County, Debra Rodman of Henrico County and Ghazala 
Hashmi of Chesterfield — each of whom received more than 
$100,000; of those, only Hashmi won her election. Republican 
Gilbert’s Majority Leader PAC received the NRA’s largest dona-
tion, $226,500.  

In Virginia, gun-control efforts mobilized in the wake of the 
mass shooting that killed 12 people at the Virginia Beach Munic-
ipal Center on May 31, 2019 — less than a week after the shoot-
ing death of 9-year-old Markiya Simone Dickson on Memorial 
Day weekend in a South Richmond park. Mass shootings such 
as the Feb. 14, 2018, killing of 17 people at Parkland, Florida’s 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School and elsewhere galva-
nized gun-control proponents nationwide, with young activists 
leading the charge.

In response to the Virginia shootings, Northam called a spe-
cial General Assembly session on July 9 that ended after 90 
minutes, when the GOP-controlled legislature voted  

to adjourn until Nov. 18. In a 
news conference immediately 
after the adjournment, Repub-
lican House Speaker Kirk Cox 
dismissed Northam’s effort as 
“an election-year stunt” and 
proposed a return to stiff man-
datory minimums.

Democrats say the mea-
sures backed by Northam are 
“common sense” gun legisla-
tion that are similar in many 
respects to the state’s laws 
concerning automobiles — 
devices that can be as deadly 
and dangerous as guns if  
handled improperly. 

Sen. Jennifer L. McClellan, 
(D-Richmond), vice-chair of 
the Democratic Party of Vir-
ginia and a member of the 
Democratic National Com-
mittee, says Democrats are 
determined to close the “gun-
show loophole” that allows 
private sales at gun shows to 
take place without the back-
ground checks that dealers 
must perform. 

“Now more than ever, we need safeguards, not 
loopholes,” she says, “and we need to increase 
resources for background checks to keep guns out 
of the hands of those who would harm the inno-

cent and law-abiding members of our communities.”
On the other side of the aisle, Sen. Stephen D. Newman 

(R-Bedford), the outgoing Senate president pro tempore (pre-
siding officer in the absence of the lieutenant governor), says 
Republicans have some of their own “common sense” legisla-
tion. They have proposed bills that increase mandatory mini-
mums for people who use guns in violent crimes and restrict 
the restoration of gun rights for convicted felons who have 
served their time. 

Newman strikes a more conciliatory tone than his colleague, 
Gilbert, saying, “I hope we will find ways to work together, and 
that can happen if Democrats don’t try to throw red meat to 
their base while talking in brochure platitudes.” He adds, “As 
we go through this process, the key question that I hope all 
legislators will ask is whether what we have in place already is 
being enforced to the fullest extent of the law and whether 
what is being proposed will actually capture criminal acts.”

 Sen. Amanda Chase, R-Chesterfield, says via text message 
that the Democrats have “already filed some extreme legisla-

Gov. Ralph Northam talks to 
supporters on July 9, after 

Republicans halted a special 
session to address gun violence.
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ou would have loved Markiya Dick-
son, her father tells me as we sit, 
talking, in her grandfather’s restau-

rant, Sallie’s Kitchen, with her mother 
and cousin.

“She would have come here and 
hugged you, straight up,” Mark Whitfield 
says of his daughter. 

“And took your phone and took pic-
tures and made videos,” adds her mother, 
Ciara Dickson. 

“You would have got home and said, 
‘That little girl put pictures and videos 
on my phone,’ ” Whitfield continues. 
“That’s how she did everybody.”

Ciara’s first cousin Raymond Dickson 
Jr. describes Markiya as a loving, spunky 
and witty third grader who liked rap 
music and Justin Bieber. He shows me 
a video of 9-year-old Markiya in her 
grandfather Preston Dickson’s garden, 
where she and her 11-year-old sister, 
Samaya, were helping out. In the 
video, her grandfather points the 
camera toward Markiya and quiz-
zes: “What did you do [to help]?”

“Plant the seeds,” she answers 
adorably, then rolls her eyes when 
he teases: “And ate!”

That was May 19, and the girls’ 
grandfather planned to have them 
come back in two weeks to see how 
the tomato, pepper and squash plants 
were doing. 

A week later, Markiya; her parents; 
Samaya; and her 1-year-old brother, Mark 
Jr., were at Carter Jones Park off Bain-
bridge Street for a Memorial Day week-

end celebration on May 26. Music was 
playing, children were running around. 
There were pony rides. It was getting late, 
around 7 p.m., and the family was ready 
to leave, Whitfield says, but the girls 
wanted to ride the horses one more time. 

In an instant, their world collapsed. 
Whitfield heard gunshots and saw smoke 
coming from the direction of the basket-
ball courts. He ran toward the girls, bul-
lets whizzing past him. 

“They weren’t even 20 feet away from 
me,” he says. “Everybody started running 
away.” Samaya ran, and Markiya tried to 
run, too, but she was struck down.

“I’m the one that picked her up,” Whit-
field says. They rushed to VCU Medical 
Center in a friend’s car, but it was too late. 

“She was gone,” he says. “She died 
immediately.”

Whitfield doesn’t like to talk about 
that day. Neither does Ciara Dickson.

“It makes me relive it all over again,” 
she says. Both say they aren’t the same 
people they were before. “I don’t even 
know that dude,” Whitfield says. “I felt 
him leave my body that day.”

Ciara says she used to enjoy going out 
and being around people, laughing and 
joking. Now she’d rather avoid people and 
stay home, where she feels safer. In 
August, she posted on Facebook that she 

goes to sleep crying and wakes up crying, 
and she promises Markiya, “I will always 
fight for you.”

Markiya’s presence is palpable in Sal-
lie’s, located just off Interstate 95 south 
of Richmond at the Willis Road exit. A 
bench painted with her likeness greets 
customers, a table at the entrance is filled 
with family pictures, and a poster-size 
picture of her dazzling smile graces the 
dining room. 

“Every time Junior sees a picture of 
her, he tries to talk to her and hug her 
picture and kiss it,” Ciara says. 

The family wants to make sure that 
Mark Jr. knows who Markiya was.

“He’s going to remember his sister 
because we’re going to keep her name 
alive,” Whitfield says. 

They’re also determined that their 
daughter will be remembered for more 
than the random act of violence that 
took her life.

In the months after her death, the 
family started an organization called 
MSD Cares — using Markiya’s initials — 
in an effort to bring those responsible for 
her death to justice and to address the 
kinds of social issues that often lead to 
deadly violence. 

MSD Cares’ Facebook posts have 
urged potential witnesses to the shooting 
to contact police and have shared pictures 
of the three suspects arrested in the case, 
one of whom remained at large as of 
press time. The family has also printed 

T-shirts and buttons with Markiya’s 
picture and held awareness-raising 

events such as a karaoke night at 
Sallie’s Kitchen and a “Unicorn 
Talent Show Celebration” at Carter 
Jones Park, both in August. That’s 
just the beginning, they say.

“Everybody’s going to know who 
Markiya Simone Dickson is,” Whit-

field says. “I’m not going to let up.”
The May 26 park shooting, which 

also injured an 11-year-old boy who was 
struck in the arm, provoked grief and 
outrage in the community, amplified by 
the mass shooting that killed 12 people 
in Virginia Beach the same week.

WINNING 
HEARTS
A family works to turn 
personal anguish into 
community transformation

By Tina Eshleman

Y

A display of family pictures 
in the restaurant’s entrance
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In response to these events, 
Gov. Ralph Northam called for 
a special July session of the 
General Assembly to address 
gun violence (see Page 72), and 
he scheduled a series of 
roundtables in order to dis-
cuss the issue. Richmond Mayor Levar 
Stoney introduced a measure to ban 
firearms in city-owned buildings, parks 
and community facilities. City Council 
approved the ordinance in July, but it 
won’t take effect unless the General 
Assembly gives localities the authority 
to enact such regulations.

Whitfield, who was just 5 years old 
when his father was robbed and shot to 
death three decades ago while returning 
home from work as a truck driver, par-
ticipated in a June 17 roundtable with 

Stoney, Sen. Tim Kaine and 
Brian Moran, Virginia’s sec-
retary of public safety and 
homeland security. He says 
he told the group that it’s 
going to take more than 
legal restrictions to reduce 

gun violence. A gun owner himself, Whit-
field says he values his right to bear arms 
for self-defense. 

“It starts with the people,” he says. 
“You’ve got to change people’s minds. Peo-
ple’s thinking patterns.” 

And, adds Raymond Dickson, “Change 
people’s hearts. That’s our main focus 
right now. You’ve got to let people under-
stand they’ve got a future. These kids out 
here, they are in survival mode. You’ve got 
to get them out of survival mode and get 
them into thriving mode.”

They point out that the suspects in 
Markiya’s fatal shooting are kids them-
selves — 18, 20 and 21 years old. 

MSD Cares’ next steps will be to 
pursue nonprofit status and to begin 
working in one community at a time, 
starting with the area around Carter 
Jones Park, Whitfield says. They plan to 
hold town halls that will allow both youth 
and adult residents to voice concerns and 
work together to develop solutions. 
Longer term, they hope to establish a 
center that offers tutoring for youth and 
job-search assistance for adults, as well 
as classes, computer access and recre-
ational activities.

“If we can affect one 10-year-old, then 
we will affect his whole family,” Raymond 
Dickson says. “Then we change the course 
of his life.” 

Markiya Dickson’s family 
gathers at Sallie’s Kitchen, 

which her grandfather  
Preston Dickson (left) 

co-owns. WIth him are (from 
left) Ciara Dickson, Mark 

Whitfield Jr., Samaya Dickson 
and Mark Whitfield. 
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Stress from the 

pandemic combined 

with increased 

alcohol and gun 

sales could create a 

precarious situation 

for those at risk of 

domestic violence

 B y Carol A .O. Wolf

She and her younger sister spent 
their childhoods experiencing the fear 
and intimidation of their father and 
did their best to protect one another and 
their mother. On Dec. 30, 1980, when she 
was 17 years old and living in Richmond’s 
East End, Adams heard five shots ring out 
in the bedroom next to hers.    

Her father had killed her mother.    
In 1997, 17 years after that life-chang-

ing night, Adams joined the RPD as an 
officer. Rather than allow herself to be 
consumed with anger or vengeance, she 
dedicated her life to helping people deal 
with domestic violence. She credits her 
grandmother with instilling in her and 
her sister a sense of faith and forgiveness 
and, with that, the power to transform 
her family tragedy into a positive.   

In 2014, she formed the Carol Adams 
Foundation, whose mission is to pro-
vide emergency assistance to women, men 
and children who are victims of domestic 
violence. She has received numerous acco-
lades from the RPD and community orga-
nizations for her work.    

Today, Adams says she  worries not 
only about what she reads in newspa-
pers and watches on television about 
the COVID-19 quarantine, but about 
how it is affecting people in precarious 
domestic situations as they spend more 
time isolated at home.   

Noting a “horrifying surge in domes-
tic violence,” United Nations Secretary- 
General António Guterres recently called 
on all nations to help protect victims: 
“Violence is not confined to the battle-
field. For many women and girls, the 
threat looms largest where they should 
be safest — in their own homes.”  

“In many cases this quarantine has 
made prisoners of women and chil-
dren,” Adams says. She ticks off four 
recent domestic violence incidents in 
the region involving guns, two in which 
someone died, one in which a person was 
wounded and one in which the shooter 
took their own life.  

Richmond Police Sgt. Carol 
Adams knows what domestic 
violence looks and feels like. 

'A 
PERFECT 
STORM?'

PA R T  F O U R  O F  A  C O N T I N U I N G  S E R I E S  
O N  T H E  I M PA C T  O F  G U N S  A N D  R E L A T E D  I S S U E S
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period in 2019. But she notes, “Many of 
the calls have to do with fundamental 
survival questions such as the need for 
shelter, food and coping with the fear of 
being abused.”

In contrast to the statewide increase 
in the number of calls, Richmond-area 
domestic violence hotlines calls actual-
ly dropped by nearly 50%, says Rupa S. 
Murthy, chief  development officer for 
the Richmond YWCA. She notes that the 
YWCA hotline received 640 calls between 
March 1 and April 30, 2019, but in the same 
period this year, during the COVID-19 
shutdown, there were just 317 calls.    

But that isn’t necessarily an indi-
cation that domestic violence is on 
the wane. Murthy says this anomaly 
has likely resulted from a decreased abil-
ity of individuals who are in a domestic 
violence situation to have independent 
access to a telephone and the privacy to 
make a call.   

 “Think about it,” Murthy says. “When 
you are sheltering in place, your domes-
tic partner is there with you  24/7, the kids 
aren’t in school so they are there, you don’t 
have access to your normal avenues out-
side your home, the situation is extraor-
dinarily difficult.”    

Adams knows from her own experi-
ence and that of 23 years as a police offi-
cer that victims of domestic violence fre-
quently don’t want the world to know the 
extent of the danger happening within 
their homes. “It is critical for those suf-
fering domestic violence and intimida-
tion — and for their children — to have 
open and truly transparent conversations 
about what is happening,” she says.   

She stresses that headlines and calls 
to domestic violence hotlines don’t reveal 
the true number of simple or aggravated 
assault, malicious wounding and stran-
gulation attempts, or the numerous 
bullying incidents that happen behind 
closed doors.   

“Someone doesn’t need to fire a gun 
to use it to intimidate and terrorize their 
family,” she says. “All they have to do is 
sit at the kitchen table and continuous-

ly clean, load, unload, reload. Point it at 
different objects and people in the room.  

“Mental health professionals and vol-
unteers answering calls on the hotlines 
have no way to know if a former victim 
of domestic abuse isn’t calling because 
there is ‘no problem’ or because they 
can’t access a phone,” she says, adding that 
police reports don’t always show if a victim 
refuses to file charges “because everything 
is OK [or because] they are too terrified 
to do so.” And police and family members 
cannot respond if victims of abuse "choose 
to try to hide their fear or the bruises on 
their bodies and those of their children.”      

Adams is especially passionate about 
helping children trapped in domestic 
violence situations.  She says she hopes 
that people in the area’s churches will step 
up in even greater ways and that family 
members will answer the call with com-
passion. “This pandemic is presenting 
us with the opportunity to remember 
what truly matters and that our homes 
and our communities need to show more 
love to one another. If we don’t truly ded-
icate ourselves to this fight for the lives 
of our children, if we don’t address this 
now, when will we?”     

The Action Alliance has collaborated 
with groups across the state to gather 
information and help those in dangerous 
situations and to prepare for the “after-
shocks” that McCord and others predict 
will come as they do after an earthquake.     

She explains that even after shelter-
in-place orders are lifted, not only will 
the fear of the pandemic continue, but 
people will still be dealing with financial 
loss, children who need more freedom 
— and, paradoxically, more attention — 
and coping with a lingering anger for 
unreported incidents suffered behind 
closed doors.    

The Action Alliance recently initiat-
ed a plan that aims to communicate that 
hotlines are open, and that law enforce-
ment and the courts are available to help 
anyone in a dangerous situation find a 
safe place.   

Like McCord, the YWCA’s Murthy 

worries that many people are simply not 
aware that the hotlines are available for 
any real help beyond “talk” due to the 
quarantine.   

Murthy is proud of her organization’s 
work with the Richmond Police Depart-
ment and with the Action Alliance. “We’ve 
worked together to establish protocols to 
keep people safe from possible COVID-19 
exposure, to provide food as well as to 
provide safe transportation and rapid 
re-housing that doesn’t risk the safety of 
our staff and volunteers or that of the 
people needing our help,” she says. “We 
do everything possible to get people into 
safe places.”     

Additionally, she notes that some 
hotels and cab companies have stepped 
up to help by donating free rooms and 
rides when necessary. She can’t say which 
ones because of “confidentiality and the 
need to keep people safe from their abus-
ers,” she says.     

Murthy, like other front-line respond-
ers across the state, is hopeful that despite 
the pandemic creating a toxic environ-
ment  for domestic violence, the situation 
also presents the opportunity “for us to 
improve upon how we do outreach and 
delivery of services.” R

Resources for Victims 
of Domestic Violence 

Greater Richmond  
Regional Hotline  

804-612-6126 

V irginia Statewide Hotline  
Call 800-838-8238 
Text 804-793-9999 

Chat www.vadata.org/chat 

National Domestic  
V iolence Hotline  

Call 1-800-799-7233  
Text LOVEIS to 22522
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illed as the greatest gun-
fight in a generation 
at the Virginia General 
Assembly, the historic 
2020 legislative session 

had hits and misses for both parties. And 
the fight isn’t over yet. 

Although Democrats — with majori-
ties in both the Senate and House of Del-
egates — managed to get seven of eight 
key gun-related bills signed into law this 
year, they failed to pass what Robert 
Holsworth, a veteran political analyst and 
founding director of the Center for Policy 
at Virginia Commonwealth University, 
terms the “most vital” piece of legislation: 
a ban on assault weapons. He notes that it 
wasn’t the Republicans who defeated the 
assault weapon ban, but “other Democrats 
who thought the bill, as presented, was 
overly broad.” 

Still, Holsworth says the victories 
the Democrats scored are “impressive 
and historic,” but he predicts “there will 
be more fighting” in the 2021 General 
Assembly session.  

The Democrats’ push for firearms legis-
lation helped galvanize a nascent Second 
Amendment Sanctuary movement across 
the commonwealth, with 91 of Virginia’s 
96 counties passing measures opposed to 
any state firearms legislation.  

Virginia’s Democratic attorney general, 
Mark Herring, issued an advisory opinion 
in December that said the local pro-Sec-
ond Amendment Sanctuary laws were not 
legally valid.

In January, more than 22,000 people, 
many openly carrying weapons, converged 
on Capitol Square in Richmond. Despite 
fears that the gathering could become a 
repeat of the 2017 Unite the Right Rally in 
Charlottesville, the event was nonviolent. 
Phillip Van Cleave of the Virginia Citizens 

Defense League (VCDL), who helped orga-
nize the January rally, says he was pleased 
the participants “managed to send their 
message without violence. [Our] purpose 
was to let the members of the General 
Assembly know they were opposed to 
any and all gun legislation.” 

A second rally planned for July 4 — 
dubbed “GunStock Rally 2.0” — is being  
organized by the Virginia Knights and mili-
tia groups across the state. It is not aligned 
with the VCDL. Although he said he was 
invited to speak by the militia groups, Van 
Cleave says he declined and disavows any 
connection with the effort. The Virginia 
Knights’ 19-year-old leader, Mike Dunn, 
says the group is “socially diverse and 

nonviolent” and describes it as one of the 
larger grassroots militia groups in Virginia. 
He says he anticipates  between 10,000 and 
15,000 people will show up on July 4. 

The rally will feature Republican State 
Sen. Amanda Chase, who has declared she 
is running for governor in 2021, as key-
note speaker. Chase says organizers have 
promised that the event will be nonvio-
lent and peaceful.

“There is so much frustration and 
anger that our personal freedoms are 
being eroded by the government that 
people are ready to take a stand and pro-
tect their rights from being usurped,” she 
says, while blasting the local Republican 
Party leadership for their lack of resolve 

GUN REFORM IN VIRGINIA
Historic gun legislation goes into effect July 1, and opponents vow to 
continue the fight By Carol A.O. Wolf
Part five of a continuing series on the impact of guns and related issues
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