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Tenth Annual

A Writing Contest
Inspired by Art

The City of Ventura is pleased to sponsor a creative contest
for local writers. The competition invites writers to submit an
original short story or poem that was inspired by one of the
Municipal Art Collection works of art permanently on exhibit at
Ventura City Hall.
Each piece, in this year’s assortment of artwork, challenges
the viewer to puzzle over the work’s meaning and provides an
excellent opportunity for students and adults alike to exhibit their
written skills while learning about viewing works of art. This
contest is a call for imaginative and inventive people to provide
us with their unique interpretation.
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First Place: Youth Poetry

Heart Beats
by Macy Li, age 12
He drums
His fingers on the cracked wood of the table
A faint and distant melody
Rumbling through his heart
His fingers
Scorched black from the day’s troubles
His nails embedded with grime
A smoky scent still lingering on his skin
His skin
Rough and calloused
Masked by the layers of burden and work
That cake his hands, but not his heart
His heart
His heart isn’t captured in the moment
As he thrums rhythmically on the splintered wood of the table
His heart becomes the moment
His moment
Each beat erupting from deep inside him
Boiling like a thousand fires
Cascading like gushing waterfalls into a beautiful tune
His story
Woven with raw emotion
Composed with music
Lit by the light in his eyes
He drums
And as his moment passes
And reality washes over
His soot-covered hands
His tune
Fades to a small whisper
But it sinks in
Like the dirt in the tiny crevasses of his hands
He drums
Softly on the cracking wood of the table
But you can hear his beat in the far distance
Bum…brum…bum
Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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Second Place: Youth Poetry

Hope
by Larsen Meckstroth,
age 11
Golden hills
Waving grasses
Dry
Barren of life
Wind chattering like skeletal teeth
A sea of death
Drought stricken
Rolling Clouds
A clap of thunder
A strike of lighting
Hopeful thoughts
A great turn
The first drops
More drops
Awe in silence
Then rejoice
A party
Then a celebration
Now a festival
The rain has arrived
The dry spell is over
The Day Has Come

Inspired by Clouds That Free the Spirit by Frances Johnson
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Third Place: Youth Poetry

The Decision
by E.K. Baer, age 10
t-r-ap, t-r-ap.
Patience.
Patience.
Have patience where all else
Would walk away.
Remain.
Remain.
Remain after
the rest of the world has fled.
t-r-ap, t-r-ap.
Think.
Think.
Think quickly – your fate
is in your hands.
Do.
Do.
Do what you feel is right –
you are your own master now.
t-r-ap, t-r-ap.
Is.
Is.
Is it right for you to sit here,
t-r-apping your fingers on the table?
No.
No.
No, it is not right –
you are a fool.
t-r-ap, t-r-ap.
Coward.
Coward.
You will become a coward
if you flee.
But.
But.
But will you be
A rightful coward?

t-r-ap, t-r-ap.
Fool.
Fool.
You would be a fool
to stay.
Yes.
Yes.
Yes, you would be a fool
if you left now.
Will.
Will.
Will you be
a fool or a rightful coward?
t-r-ap, t-r-ap.
Leave.
Leave.
Leave – your
life is at stake.
Dream. Dream.
What if this is just
a dream?
t-r-ap, t-r-ap.
Don’t.
Don’t.
Don’t be a fool,
Don’t be a coward.
Be bold and walk
to the beat of your own drum.
t-a-p, t-a-p, t-a-p!

Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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First Place: Youth Fiction

How Music Was Made
by Shawn Coyner, age 12
Once upon a time, there was a god called
Ocean. Every day he would glance up at the
sky, for he loved the Sun with all his heart. Every
morning his waves would roar, and every evening
he would rest and quiet down, to wait for the
Sun’s return. All the while hoping, for one minute,
just one second, of Sun’s attention. Alas, every
day it desired, only to return in disappointment. It
watched from below as Sun flitted across the sky
with its cloud and bird friends, wishing that one
day it could be up there with her.
Over and over this happened, Ocean’s
dream’s crushed and resurrected, but yet always
keeping hope. Mother Nature, Queen of
Heaven, looked with pity on Ocean and admired
his faithfulness to Sun. She decided to help him.
Ocean was wishing, hoping for a chance,
when Nature appeared. Ocean fell to his knees,
begging for her to help him with his troubles.
Nature smiled, and said that as a reward for him
never giving up; she would tell him how to win
his love’s heart. Ocean thanked her graciously
and asked what he must do. Nature said that
he must make music, for that is what the sun
loved. She explained, she danced across the
sky, looking for music. Ocean asked how could
he, the Ocean God, could make music. Nature
just smile, then disappeared. Ocean fell into
despair, for he did not know how to make what
Sun loved. He picked up a seashell turning it in
his hands, wondering what to do, when he heard
a seagull call. An idea popped into his mind. He

blew into the
seashell, and
to his delight,
it made a
note, as sharp
and fragile as
the seagull’s
call. He did a
chorus of toots and whistles. But, he thought, just
one musical instrument will not please Sun. As he
was thinking this, he heard the waves crashing
down on the rocks. He grabbed two pieces of
driftwood, along with some rocks and bottles,
and laid them out. He banged on them, making
notes that were strong and powerful, like the
waves. He rejoiced, for he had created another
instrument. There is still not enough, he decided.
So around he went, making new musical tools
while collecting sea creatures to play them. Soon
he had an entire orchestra, all ready to play.
Ocean was dancing with joy. He had finally
done it! Now for the final part. He waited till
next morning when Sun peeked over the horizon.
He called to Sun, telling her to come along
with him. Now, Sun was a curious goddess, so
she decided to follow him. He brought her to a
beautiful clearing and asked her if she wanted
to hear the music. She said yes, and Ocean
raised his arms, and the entire band played. Sun
laughed with joy, and when Ocean proposed to
her, she agreed, and so they were married, and
lived happily ever after.
Inspired by Freedowm Wing by Teal Rowe
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Second Place: Youth Fiction

African Happiness
by Isabel Connell, age 10
The pounding of the drum was synchronized with the beating of my heart. The village was alive with
happiness. They danced around the huge, flickering bonfire. The rhythm of the drum seeping into everyone’s
souls. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. Even the hanging lanterns danced happily in the wind. The
children were smiling from ear to ear. My african tribe was thrilled. We had escaped the war. My name is
Imani, it means faith. I was born in 1884, when my family began walking away from the war. From when
I learned how to walk it was all I did! But my family made it enjoyable. But then one day….
It was an especially long day that we had walked. Twelve hours without stopping, and you can
believe my nine year old legs were overly tired. We found a nice, spacious clearing in the woods. The
dry, cold leaves crunched under our weight as we flopped down. When I say “we” I mean my parents,
grandparents, and young sister, Asha. As soon as our sore, exhausted bodies hit the ground we fell asleep.
But I awoke in the night by the sound of violent commotion. The war…… I thought, It’s here. I had to go.
Go somewhere.
Anywhere! Will I die tonight? Will I be so lucky to make it out alive? I felt my mother’s cold, dry hand
grab my arm, TIGHT. The air circulating through my lungs was cold and as sharp as a knife. We ran. But a
hard tree branch hit my head. Blackness flooded into my mind. Darkness.
That is all I remember from that night, from that place or from that war. I was knocked out, hard, but my
family did not give up on me. I learned that they had carried me the rest of the way, and when they thought
they were losing me, they would pray. They would sit around me and pray to the african gods all night, if
they had to, and one night, they did. They saved me from the darkness. The darkness that had flooded my
mind when I was hit with the tree branch. It was them, not any expensive doctor, that had saved me from
the pain and sorrow.
When I woke, music carried my mind away to a joyful, exhilarating place. I opened the tent I was
laying in,and I saw my tribe. That leaves me at tonight. I was so grateful that my family hadn’t given up
on me, and I was so happy. I joined my tribe. My mother saw me and smiled her wonderful smile. “ I will
never give up on you, Imani.” she whispered. “I love you.” My eyes filled with tears.

Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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Third Place: Youth Fiction

The Rhythm Of
My Heart
by Devin Varela, age 12
Ba-bump
Thump
Click-clack
My heart beat loudly in my chest.
Ba-bump ba-bump ba-burnp.
The sound that was corning from the music room
was joyous but slow.
Bump bump bump.
The sound of my footsteps echoing in the hallway.
Click-clack click-clack click-clack. I reached for the
door and flung it open.
“Who are you? What are you doing in the
music room after hours?” All the sound just stopped.
I stared at who was sitting on the other end of the
room. It was Max Carwell.
“Oh, it’s just you Jasmine.” He sighed with relief.
“You scared me.” He got up and walked over to
me. “I could ask you the same question, why are
you here?” He had his hands on his hips. We had
been best friends since first grade, but I had never
known that he could play the drums.
“Why are you still here?” I asked
“I told you I was going to wait for your tutoring
to get done and then walk you home.” He said that
with a look like he thought that was so obvious.
“I didn’t know you could play the drums,” I said
as I looked over his shoulder.
“Oh, those aren’t drums. It’s called a Tambor.
Do you want to try to play it?” He asked as he
stepped aside and gestured for me to sit in a chair
in front of the Tambor.
Sure, I’ll give it a go it sounds fun.” The sound
I had heard from the hallway was one of the most
beautiful sounds I had ever heard. I sat down and
6

looked at the Tambor. Max reached for my hands.
“Why are you holding my hands?” I asked.
“I am going to teach you how to play.” He said
this as if I should already know that.
“Okay,” I said. I looked down at the Tambor. The
surface of the Tambor was smooth to the touch but
yet it seemed rough to the eye.
“Squeeze your thighs against that part of the
Tambor.” Max pointed to the part of the Tambor
that curved in like a person’s waist. The Tambor had
a wide bottom, and it got smaller as it went up.
Then it opened up to the surface of the drum. I did
what Max said and squeezed my thighs around the
Tambor.
“Now tilt the Tambor towards you,” Max said as
he walked in front of me with his arms crossed. I did
what he told me and tilted it so that my hands could
reach the other end of the Tambor.
“Now hit it as hard as you want.” He smiled
at me. I looked down at the Tambor and ran my
hand over it. I raised my hand then hit the tambor.
The sound that came out was beautiful. The music
flowed through me like water. My heart beat to the
sound of the drum, and I felt so relaxed and content.
Ba-dump
Ba-dump
Ba-dump
Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks

First Place: Teen Poetry

Skipping Generations
by Penelope “Penny” Duran, age 15
Grasping a stone, I reflect to some years ago,
When Grandma and I watched the stream flow;
Back to the ranch, to picnics in glistening sun,
Our pastoral visits a confluence to one.
She showing me how to skip stones,
An attempt; a plop, frustration, a groan;
And Grandma maintains her true aim,
Conveying, consoling in a cascade.
As I try again, a smile spreads upon her lips,
Unleashed is the rock from my fingertips;
And Grandma’s hair dances in the winds,
Then I return from the land of portend.

As the stone skips, the water motions,
Raising ringlets upon the ocean;
Having the rhythmic wake bestowed,
The stone twists and dives below.

From the strand, a stone smooth to touch,
Wisk it ‘cross the water, freed from my clutch;
The stone makes a plop, straight away it sinks,
First attempt failed, can do better I think.

Discouraged, kicking rocks and pebbles,
Silver stone soars to the water, unsettled;
Hear a splash, and then spinning around,
Dancer generated where stone has drowned.

Ripples of advice that again I do heed,
Rock skips across the surface, a spirit freed;
To my amusement, across aquamarine,
Passing placid, pacific, like a siren serene.

A familiar face that did wisdom embed,
Hair swaying above the dancer’s head;
She evokes a skip in granddaughter’s heart,
A fleet of memories, in a wave we embark.

Inspired by Freedowm Wing by Teal Rowe
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Second Place: Teen Poetry

Mama’s Song
by Sophie Stimer, age 17

my mama painted the sky
she hummed the yellows
and belted the blues

she whispered lullabies into clouds
each note a stroke of color
on her empyrean canvas

my mama painted the darkness
she wept as she sang the obsidian
and hung the stars

my mama painted the sky
the darkness too
she turned melodies into
the black and the blue

Inspired by Clouds That Free the Spirit by Frances Johnson
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Third Place: Teen Poetry

The Music of
the Forest
by Ethan Adler, age 14
I am running. Nothing is still but what moves at my speed, and I run ever so fast,
while crying.
And so the world melds in a stream of hops and skips and hopes and dreams.
Above the forest, the thunder screams. The trees keep dreaming their quiet
dreams; the cars keep emitting their terrible beams. But nothing moves as fast as
me; nothing in the forest.
The mountain stands in a single beat, solid as road ahead of me. It opens its
arms, it doesn’t speak—it stands above the blurring trees. It is slow, so much
slower than me.
But the blur starts to fade, the world to scream—a furor quickly builds in me—I
slow to the mountain’s steady beat; I walk, not run to meet it.
And all that noise, those terrible chirps, the crying clouds, that weeping birch,
surrounds me like a great warm hug, and gone from me is my sadness. For
without the pounding of my head, the music comes to soothe my breath. The
mountain stares, as still as death—it still does not incline its head.
And though it is not soft or kind, it’s filled with warring, peaceful sighs, that
glorious noise of the great Outside. But I still abide; it is enough, I seem to find.
For though sadness itself will not be allayed, it has been pushed until a future
day—a day when I can’t seem to hear the Great Music of the Forest.

Inspired by Clouds That Free the Spirit by Frances Johnson
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First Place: Teen Fiction

Abbys
Cole Anthony Dodos, age 13
1876, the golden age of piracy, Bartholomew Smith was a American
who had left the States to sail to the Mediterranean after months of
sailing Bartholomew had finally reached the warm climate, the clear
blue water and sandy beaches. Bartholomew looked through his
telescope, he decide he would hit land in roughly an hour, this had
been Bartholomew’s great adventure he had braved almost 6,000 miles
of ocean to reach a new life away from the War. As Bartholomew sat
he began to have flashbacks to the War, he was there all over again
the he could hear the screams, smell the stench of death and feel the
blood on his hands, it all felt so real to him.
He violently awoke from his daydream only to be thrown off his feat by a wave, his head hit the deck, the
blood from his head mixed with the salt water. Bartholomew panicked as he stumbled for the wheel he
looked around but saw nothing but fog, waves began to consume the front of his boat. The stern began
to lift out of the water the boat was almost standing completely straight in the air. Bartholomew’s lost his
grip on the wheel he fell straight down, hitting his back on the sail, he felt pain shooting up his back as he
slowly floated deeper and deeper into the blue abyss.
Waves crash onto barnacle covered rocks, the smell of salt in the air and on those rocks was a man,
broken and dying. Bartholomew awoke his pain was immeasurable he looked around he was on a rock
sticking out of the water, he could barely fit on it. He tried to move but ail he felt was burst of pain he
crumpled up and had begun to cry. After days of no food or water Bartholomew was barely clinging onto
life he knew there was no escaping this, he had lost hope. On the 5th day Bartholomew was practically a
corpse he lay on the rock unable to move, all he could do was stare at his reflection in the water.
Bartholomew struggled to keep his eyes open, he was staring into the ocean it almost seems like it was
staring back at him. He saw a baby blue light glowing in the water, he stared as the light mixed with the
water and formed the shape of a person he could see it moving with the current almost as if it was dancing
to the rhythm of the ocean. Bartholomew felt that it was calling to him, he used all of his might to roll off the
rock and into the water. He floated slowly he felt at peace he could see the person reaching out to him he
drifted closer. He reached out but as he got closer the figure disappeared. He didn’t have any time to react
because the figure was the last thing he had ever saw. His body floated off with the current.
END

Inspired by Freedowm Wing by Teal Rowe
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Second Place: Teen Fiction

Evolution of the Beat
by Genevieve Werner, age 17

“Thump thump, thump thump,” repeated the rhythmic beats of her heart as I laid beside her, my worn
hand resting on her chest. I closed my eyes and fell asleep to the hypnotic rhythm. I awoke and the
thumping had ceased… as did her life. My love’s soul had sailed away in the night to wherever souls
sail away to, taking the rhythm of her heart with it.
Soon after, two melancholy months of rain began to plague my village. The hot and humid air
complemented the hot and heavy tears that streamed down my cheeks. “Drip drip, drip drip,” the rain
drops steadily splashed into the clay pot placed under the leak in my banana leaf roof. The dripping
continued, day in and day out. It drove me mad! It wasn’t fair that her beating heart was gone….
Despite my hysteria, I found the new beat. “Drip drip, drip drip.”
Two months had passed and the seemingly relentless rain came to a halt. My tears ran dry and my
hands craved a purpose. I stumbled across a drum in the village marketplace. This drum was anything
but beautiful or magnificent. In fact, the leathery cloth covering the top was a bit greasy and there were
several long, sharp scratches on its abused barrel. But this drum spoke to me. It called my name, clear
as day. I played my drum from sunrise to sunset. “Patter thonk patter, patter thonk patter.” Its rhythmic
echoes filled the village streets for the twelve years that followed.
Until… they too ceased. The village streets were left so quiet it’s as if they froze in time. My soul too
had sailed away to wherever souls sail away to. I was laid to rest in the earth beneath the wild horses’
pasture. The horses graze on the grass infused with the essence of my being. I observe yet another
evolution on the beat. The sound of the horses galloping about their pasture is carried on the wind.
“Click knock, click knock.”
Whether or not she is alive for her heart to beat to it, or I am alive for my hands to play to it, the beat
will, forever, live on.

Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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Third Place: Teen Fiction

Reality
by Aaron Meraz, age 14
It had been three months 14 days since it started.
Three months since the lights went out. It had been
three months since life was normal.
The bucket was almost filled to the brim. The
murky brown water slapped around as Grandpa
walked. Some spilled into the street. There was
no shade, every single slice of light hit the ground
uninterrupted. The trees were flattened and rested
solemnly on the ground. No birds sang it was
completely quiet the exception being the water in
the bucket and our quick footsteps on the asphalt.
Home was in sight as we ascended the hill. The
roof was gone, and a tarp hung shading the
crumbling shack. Grandpa sighed as we entered.
He set down the buckets and heaved himself onto
his wooden chair. His tambor lay under the desk.
He pulled it out and set it in front of him. His hands

were covered in a layer of dirt. It was crusty and
peeled away. I looked at my own hands, they
were soft, and the skin was still visible. Grandpa
began to play the drums. The steady beat carried
out into the evening. We didn’t talk, there was
nothing to be said. We both knew our situation
and how severe it was. We both knew it would
be awhile for the power to return. The thing we
didn’t know was how long it’d last, how long
we’d be stuck in a situation easily fixable. We
pretended we didn’t know why everything that had
happened was still there, but we very obviously
carried the answer within us. We sat there starving
in our crumbling shack because of the racism in
the government. No one cared Puerto Rico was
without food or water. This was our reality. The
drum played into the night, slowly fading along
with our hearts and our minds. How could he
leave us to die?

Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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First Place: Adult Poetry

Tambor
by Mary Adler

Imagine a drumbeat
An iambic heartbeat
A cubist sound sculpture
Our oldest calling circle:
		

To draw a community,

		

Step inside,

		

Raise a resonance,

		Imagine.
Imagine a vibration
Muscles contracting
A percussion of fingertips
Rhythms of justice:
		

To break our stasis,

		

Disrupt vision,

		

Lift a foot,

		

Imagine.

Imagine a silence
After the last drumbeat
Bodies paused in stride
Will we feel the joining:
		

To become the drum,

		

Widen the rhythm,

		Imagine
		

The echo.

Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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Second Place: Adult Poetry

And So
by Gabrielle Oracio
And so – we are
looking at ourselves
we are looking
at our heartbeat
we are looking
at our thumbprints
we are speaking
in a fluent common language
the length of one
we are now
we are then
we are forever
listen
closely
it travels
through us
in our veins
in our bloodstreams
sameness
hearing
feeling
seeing
(we are love)
one
we are
rhythms and flows
and do’s and don’t’s
and yes’s and no’s
DNA
We beat
Together
In sync

We button up against the cold
alike
and burrrr to the same wind
and are wide-eyed
To the same fears
We are a field
of flowers
we are a bunch
of grapes
bursting in color
from a stem
or exploding with sweetness
from a vine
we are colors
beyond the rainbows
we are jewels glistening
in the sun
as our hearts thump on
as our feet pound on
as our hands play on
to one beat
we are drums of knowing
and fingers of wonder
so searching
we are music
we are love
little mirrors of God
And so…

Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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Third Place: Adult Poetry

Beautiful, Busy Hands
by Sheri Ward

Busy hands,
covered in soil, dark with dirt
dig for earth worms, plant seeds, pull weeds
Creative hands,
stained with paint, sticky with glue,
make blue ribbon art, knit, crochet, sculpt, too.
Nervous hands
in gloves of white
dance with boys on Friday night
Loving hands
dusted with flour,
stir, shape, bake cookies, bread, cake
Graceful hands,
press ivory keys,
practice piano with musical ease
Brave hands
grasp leather reigns
move horses in the direction she aims

Skilled hands
tack and jibe
sail up wind and down, teach others with pride
Strong hands
grasp vaulting poles
reach dangerous heights, set records, achieve goals
Confident hands
at 10 and 2
grip steering wheel, shift gears, no fears
Independent hands
wave goodbye
Iceland bound, while mom cries
Protected hands
in padded gloves,
ride motorcycles, a sport dad loves
My life is in your hands

Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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First Place: Adult Fiction

Glissando
by Gerald Zwers
The persistent rhythm brought him slowly back
from somewhere in the clouds. It was not the gentle
rhythm of the rocking commuter train car or the
clacking rhythm of the tracks. Not the soothing soft
patting on the back of the sleeping child in the
arms of the mother dressed in bright yellow. And
definitely not the erratic, out-of-time tapping against
the metal bar by the young man wearing the
headset seated a few passengers to his left. No,
the persistent rhythm that brought him back was a
silent rhythm, felt not heard. Looking down he saw
his own hands drumming steadily on his knees.
His hands were moving rapidly and vibrantly
alive in concert as separate and independent
life forms. They looked oddly foreign, although
they had been wonderful best friends his whole
life. They had held the bicycle handlebars as he
explored the small town he grew up in and, years
later, the motorcycle handlebars as he rode out
of that same small town forever. They had signed
formal contracts and letters to friends. They had
held glasses of wine, cooked meals, and gently
caressed the faces and bodies of lovers. They had
excitedly held high the keys to a new home and
ever so carefully held a slippery newborn child.
They had cut wood, hammered nails, and even
built a staircase once. They had sewn patches
onto blue jeans and buttoned tuxedos. They were
good hands, the hands of a highly accomplished
musician.
Now as he watched them dance across his
knee, he noticed that his fingers did most of the
movement. His thumbs still throbbed and ached
from last night’s performance. It was always the
glissando that got him. That quick slide from a high

note to a lower one, or low to high, hitting all the
whole notes rapidly with the back of the thumbnail.
On a piano it took much more force than on a
keyboard, and while unnoticed at performance
time, after the adrenaline-fueled fog of performance
cleared, you were left with the throbbing ache.
High note to low note, that quick hard slide.
After the wonder of the performance last night there
was his visit to the clinic this morning. It would be
a full week away, but the next time he rode this
commuter train would be to get the test results. Until
then he would wonder.
For several long minutes he had been
someplace far away, someplace vague and soft.
But now he was called back by his own hands.
He watched them move to a persistent rhythm that
was not familiar, and he thought there had to be
some important secret meaning coded deep within.
If he only understood. Or maybe he just hoped for
meaning where there was none.
“Damn,” the woman across the aisle said.
Smiling and pointing to her cell phone she looked
straight into his eyes, as if he should know or care.
“Caterers.”
Distraction. High note to low, or sometimes low
to high.
Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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Second Place: Adult Fiction

Djembe
by Carolyn Foegen
Momma presented me with a djembe at a
homecoming party during my first visit down south in
five years. It wouldn’t have been such an odd gift if
I were musically inclined, or if I wasn’t in my second
chaotic year of residency at John Hopkins Memorial.
Perhaps the gift was meant to inspire appreciation
of my black culture or maybe a connection to my
primal soul.
Since childhood, Momma consistently recited
her family history to me and my siblings. Her mother
never purchased bread because she couldn’t afford
fifteen cents a loaf. My great-grandmother was
fathered by a slave trader who owned her mother.
Momma always found a way to rehash the horrific
days of human chattel.
It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate black history.
Slavery, an unfortunate occurrence, was now a
memorable detail on a senile timeline. Segregation
was over. We lived to see our first black president.
“Play this, baby.” Momma thrust the unwrapped
present into my chest. The djembe, far from
authentic, was marked by a ‘Made in China’
sticker adhered to the side of the chalice-shaped
instrument. Instead of tribal images carved on
African hardwood with animal skin tightly stretched
over the top, the drum looked like resin made to
resemble wood, topped by a piece of splotched
beige canvas.
“Uh, thanks, Momma. This is quite a…gift.”
Grandpa Earl leaned on his cane. “Go on, now.
Let’s hear you play it, then.”
The other relatives cheered and applauded
as if anticipating a folk music concert, every eye
expectant and locked upon me.
“Momma, I’ve never even—”
“Oh, don’t you worry none. It’ll come to you,
Harlan. Now, sit down next to Cousin Vivian, and
let’s hear you play.”

drum before!” My brother and sister laughed at me.
My cousins called out, “C’mon, Ringo!”
Inebriated Uncle Ray yelled, “Spank that baby!”
Cousin Vivian tugged on my arm, and I
collapsed onto the sofa beside her, the djembe
between my legs.
“If you wanna shut them up, you better play,” she
whispered.
So, I played. First, tentative taps with
surrendering fingertips, then I used the breadth of
each hand to alternately pound the fake animal skin.
In minutes, the beat shifted on its own accord as I
unleased a bit of daring, matching my energy to
that of the drum. Heads bobbed, hands clapped,
and Uncle Milton delivered a flippant push on his
wife’s backside.
“Show ‘em how it’s done, baby!”
Aunt Sarah swayed like a Jamaican breeze, and
the drum followed her undulating arms, the rhythmic
pattern of her steps, the percussion of her beaded
braids in sync each time her skirt swirled in a vibrant
kaleidoscope. Others joined her, everyone laughing
as they danced in celebration of the pulsating and
deep-spirited sound.
Momma sat down beside me as I thu-thumped
the top of the Chinese drum. “Now you understand,”
she said. “That’s how you play the djembe.”

“Lordy,” Great-aunt Thelma said. “He look fresh
outta high school, and like he ain’t never seen no
Inspired by Tambor by William Hendricks
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Third Place: Adult Fiction

Our Place
by Caitlin Trude
I remember the day I asked her what shapes
she saw in the sky, following her finger as she
outlined the circus of cumulus rabbits, elephants
and lions overhead.
When she asked me which was my favorite, I
said her, always.
A gentle summer breeze pushed back the
headscarf that she used to hide her post-remission
hair, which had grown an inch or two. Her hand
flew to her head, quickly pulling the fabric back
into place, hoping I wouldn’t see. I had of course,
and told her she was beautiful either way.
The heat of the afternoon sun competed with the
warmth of her embrace.
______________
We ventured up to our place for the hundredth
time; it was seven years after I’d asked her to be
mine, always.
Our two young sons scampered up the hill
ahead of us, but we took our time. Their mother
waddled more than walked these days—we had a
girl on the way.
The boys and their mother kicked off their shoes
and lay down in the tall grass to gaze at the puffs
of white in the sky.
“Which do you like best?” I heard our youngest
ask, pointing upward.
Without missing a beat, their mother scooped
both sons into her arms, planting kisses on their
heads.
“You, always!” she answered, making a point
to catch my eye.
______________
My beloved straightened my tie as I sat down
next to her.
I’d just walked our youngest down the aisle,
toward a future that would involve a new name,
new home, new life. I hadn’t felt quite ready to
send her on her way.

My wife
slipped a
comforting hand
over mine.
Our children
had gotten older
but she never
would, even
after the fateful
diagnosis that
had once again
stolen her auburn
locks and most of
her energy.
“Do you take
each other, to have and to hold, in sickness and in
health…” the minister recited.
I saw out of the corner of my eye my wife
fidgeting with the scarf that replaced her hair once
more. I kissed her hand softly.
“...for as long as you both shall live?” the
minister finished.
“Always,” I whispered.
______________
How I wish “always” meant far longer that it
had for us.
The first few months after she’d been taken
from me, the piles of ash in my tray had steadily
increased each day, measuring the progression
of time like a reverse hourglass. The smoke circles
sometimes resembled the cumulus clouds my wife
admired so much. I’ve since quit, substituting my
cigarettes for tea and long walks up to our place.
My grandson, now ten, accompanied me that
afternoon to visit the place we’d chosen to bury his
grandmother’s ashes.
There is a steep slope that one has to climb to
reach the top of the summit. I could still mount it
even in my older age, but my grandson held out
his hand to me.
“Will you help me up?”
“Yes, always,” I replied.

Inspired by Clouds That Free the Spirit by Frances Johnson
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Art Tales Curator

Public Art Project
Manager Tobie Roach
As curator of this year’s Art Tales
Writing Contest, I say “thank you” to the
125 writers, aged 7 to 80+, who took
up the challenge of composing poems or
short fiction inspired by the three artworks I
had the honor of selecting this year.
I am also grateful to the many teachers
who continue to support creative writing
in our city by encouraging their students to
enter the contest.
“Music Inspires the Spirit” is the Art
Tales theme for 2018. This theme invited
writers to share how art and its melody
reached into the hearts of our writers to
pull out these fascinating, moving creative
pieces. Francis Wilson, pianist, writer,
and music lover put it best when she
said, “Music has a way of finding the
big, invisible moving pieces inside our
hearts and souls and helps us figure out
the position of things inside us…art is
part of the human spirit, an unquenchable
expression of who we are. Art is one of
the ways in which we say, ‘I am alive,
and my life has meaning.’”
– Tobie Roach, Art Tales Curator

About the
2018 Art Tales Contest
The contest “open to writers everywhere” attracted
youth, high school and adult writers who submitted 125
works of short fiction and poems inspired by City of
Ventura Municipal Art Collection works of art on display
at City Hall and created by William Hendricks, Frances
Johnson and Teal Rowe. The artworks selected honored
this year’s theme, “Music Inspires the Spirit.”
Contestants ranged in age from kindergarten to over
80-years-old and were submitted from all over the country
with most entries coming from Ventura County.
We thank the many teachers from the Ventura Unified
School District who encouraged their students to enter
or taught the “Art Tales” lesson plan in their classroom.
The submissions in the youth category stood out, with
incredible talent pouring off the pages.
The quality of the submissions was outstanding this
year and made it very difficult for the judges to choose
our winners. We would like to thank the four contest
judges for 2018:
• Ventura County Writer Friday Lubina
• Ventura Poet Richard Newsham
• Programs Director for the Museum of Ventura County
Denise Sindelar
• City of Ventura Community Outreach Specialist
Marieanne Quiroz
The judges received “blind” entries identified only by
(1) a number, (2) the artwork that inspired it, (3) the prose
or poetry category and (4) the age group of the writer.
We thank all participants for sending in such
expressive poems and stories. It was exciting to see such
incredible work inspired by art.
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Artist Biographies
The following artists’ work were the inspiration for this year’s Art Tales. They are
part of the City of Ventura’s Municipal Art Collection on display at Ventura City Hall.

William Hendricks (b. 1957)
Tambor, 2000, photograph.
A California native, William Hendricks has traveled extensively
all over the world. He feels his “travels have made him aware of
how swiftly traditional texture and cultural nuance vanish in the
face of developing technology.” For many years the Island Nation
of Cuba has captured his imagination, as well as the focus of
his camera lens. Producing thousands of evocative and beautiful images that reflect a fascination for this rich culture, William
Hendricks responds to customs and rituals that define the spiritual
life of a community.
William Hendricks possesses a Bachelor of Arts and a Master of
Science Degree from the Brooks Institute of Photography in Santa
Barbara. He has taught photography for over ten years at Ventura
College, and his work has been featured in notable publications
such as Photographers Forum and the L.A. Times.

Frances Johnson (b. 1924)
Clouds that Free the Spirit, mid 1990s, pastel on matboard.
Frances Johnson says she supports the Municipal Art Acquisition
Program because it is a commendable and extremely important
endeavor, which preserves and protects the works of art.
To the public viewer it gives joy and better understanding of the
artist’s intent. Of her work Clouds that Free the Spirit, she says,
“I was walking on a trail where the clouds rose up above the
mountains, and all of a sudden gathered emotions that had to
be expressed . . . recorded as visual experience. My work is not
literal or detailed, but an abstraction of feelings that I find many
people can relate to as emotional impressions.”
Frances Johnson’s work has been widely exhibited in prominent
galleries and museums including the Running Ridge Gallery in
Santa Fe, New Mexico, the Museum of Ventura County, and the
Santa Barbara Museum of Art. Her work can also be found in
the Smithsonian Museum, the City of Ojai Art Collection and the
Ventura County Museum of History and Art.
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Artist Biographies
Teal Rowe
Freedom Wing, 2004, hand sculpted glass
Teal Rowe describes glassmaking as the “ultimate alchemy” because the results of each new work depend on
a whole range of uncontrollable variables. “There is no
way to know what the mix of colors, temperature, and
the day’s atmosphere will produce.”
Being born into a family that included both ranchers and
artists triggered, in Rowe, an artistic sensibility deeply
informed by nature. Her initial interest in painting and
drawing was transformed into a passion for glassmaking when she attended a workshop with glassmaker Ed
Broadfield in Oregon. Captivated by the art form, she
went on to apprentice with master glassmakers Susan
Ford and Pino Signaoetto. However, it wasn’t until she
studied with the great Dion Rosin from Murano, Italy that
she began creating solid glass sculptures. Known for their
ethereal grace and exquisite “painterly” feel, her glass
artworks are widely collected.
Teal Rowe has been successfully producing awardwinning, hand blown glass artworks since 1994. With a
deeply ingrained work ethic, she continues to study and
learn new techniques, pushing her own boundaries as
well as those of her chosen medium.
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Municipal

Art Collection

In May of 1999, the City Council established the Municipal

Art Acquisition Program to document the history of visual art in

Cassandra Jones

The City of Ventura

Ventura through the annual purchase of important works of art
created by area artists. The collection provides increased access
to art of the highest quality and of distinctive merit through
its display in the public areas of City Hall and other municipal
buildings. Featured artworks must be created by artists residing
in Ventura County or who have made a direct contribution to
the history of art in Ventura County.
The Municipal Art Acquisition Committee, a sub-committee
in a variety of artistic media. The Public Art Commission plans
to expand the collection in future years.

John Suttman

of the Public Art Commission, oversees the purchase of works

Ventura’s Municipal Art Collection is exhibited in City
Hall, 501 Poli Street, in the downtown Cultural District
during regular business hours, closed alternate Fridays.
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Stephen Schafer

This document
is available in
alternate formats
by calling
805-658-4726
or by contacting
the California
Relay Service.

Mary Michael

Bob Eyberg

For more information visit
www.cityofventura.ca.gov/publicart or call 805-658-4793.

