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Keren Or (Ray of Light) is a creative arts contest 
for Minnesota’s Jewish teens. The contest, now 
in its sixteenth year, was founded in 2004 by 
Gerald and Eileen Siegel (z’’l) to honor the 
memory of their daughter, Karen Siegel-Jacobs, 
who died in 2001 at the age of 40. Its goal is to 
showcase and encourage the artistic talents of 
Jewish youth in grades seven through twelve.
The contest is managed by Rimon: The 
Minnesota Jewish Arts Council and has become 
a much-anticipated community celebration 
of artistic achievement. This past year 54 
teens participated, submitting 148 poems, 

photographs and pieces of creative prose to 
Keren Or. The participants represented sixteen 
schools throughout the Twin 
Cities metropolitan area. Also 
represented were 12 Twin 
Cities synagogues (Reform, 
Conservative, Reconstruc-
tionist and Orthodox) as well 
as unaffiliated families.
Cash prizes are awarded in 
the categories of prose, poetry 
and photography for students in grades 7-9 
and grades 10-12. First-place winners receive 

$100. Second- and third-place winners receive 
$50. Honorable mention is awarded $36. The 

winning work is on display at 
the Keren Or website. Alas, the 
public awards ceremony in May 
has been cancelled because of 
restrictions due to COVID-19.
This year’s contest judges were 
Judy Brier, Heidi Schneider 
and Robert Wolk for written 
work and Robyn Awend, Ann 

Ginsburgh Hofkin and Maury Landsman for 
photography. 

Siegel-Jacobs (z’’l) grew up in Minneapolis, 
attended the Minneapolis Talmud Torah, and 
was an active member of Adath Jeshurun 
Congregation and USY. As a teenager she wrote 
poems and short stories.
For information about the contest, the students 
and winning entries from this year and previous 
years, visit www.kerenorcontest.org.  
Rimon is an initiative of the Minneapolis Jewish 
Federation.

A creative arts forum for teens
A special supplement sponsored by the American Jewish World, Rimon: 

The Minnesota Jewish Arts Council, the Karen Siegel-Jacobs Fund at 
the Adath Jeshurun Foundation and Lerner Publishing Group.

First Place, Photography, Grades 10-12
“birds eye view,” Noah Orloff

Noah Orloff is a junior at St. Louis Park High School. He photographs wildlife as a hobby and loves observing nature and taking images to capture its beauty. 
He continually seeks out new, wild subjects to provide additional perspectives. 

First Place, Poetry,  
Grades 7-9
“The Pin,” Caroline Epstein
I silently watch
Eyes following
As the 
Pin
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     But my eyes look away
      As the clock ticks
       And the earth shakes
        And all is silent
         Except for the pin
          Which falls to the ground
           Shaking the ground with a vicious rumble
 Until all is silent
  And the pin freezes
   And time resumes.

  
Caroline Epstein is in 9th grade at The Blake 
School. She loves doing art, especially doing 
pottery on the wheel. She especially likes to 
take pictures while traveling across the world.

If the first scaled amalgam had crawled to soil
To feel sweet oxygen punched into its lungs,

And we still kept from the sea, skirting by the water
Like pipers, whose domain ends at the sandbank,

If we stopped reaching for our old cousins
Glittering beneath the waves, 

If we kept out of boats and baths,
I would not be letting my feet drag in

The cold, wine-dark water, splashing the deep
Green sick along the grout between pool tiles

I would not stretch the sleek material of a flower-patterned
One-piece swimsuit over my plumpened stomach, 

Filled with cream
And juice from forgotten boxes,

I would not face the wine-dark lockers outside
the echoing pool to avoid the stares

Under their full eyelashes that I could not grow
When I was caught letting my gaze flow along the soft whispers

Of another girl’s womanhood
And I would not run to a bathroom stall.

I would not have to shiver as my thin
Body let heat flow out like love, beaded with water,

And no girl would wrap her towel around me,
And the wine-dark would not tremble behind my cheeks

And stab into my rattling chest, and as time went on
I would not not be invited to another poolside party, 

Since humans kept from the dripping depths,
And we would watch whales from the shore,

And my hand might twitch onto the girl’s by my side,
And we might not feel the ocean’s pressure.

Erin Fine is a senior at Breck School and attends Temple Israel in 
Minneapolis. She wants to become a professional journalist and 
photographer with a personal focus in creative writing.

First Place, Poetry, 
Grades 10-12
“Ichthyostega Was the First Animal on Land, 

and Its Eyes Pointed to the Sky,” Erin Fine
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Second Place, Poetry, Grades 10-12
“life of noone (in that pretty how town),” Nina Smetana 
after “anyone lived in a pretty how town” (E.E. Cummings)

anyone was a love of mine
his name still frozen in my time
summer autumn winter spring
always more than everything
he thought he wasn’t (i knew he was)
he lived alone, just because
he said his love was only his
he’d stay that way as long he lives
and so he went, faceless and lost
his eyes cast downwards, legs kept crossed
he cursed the sky and wept the rain
that noone loved him more by more
he didn’t know he’d said my name
he didn’t know he’d seen my rain
he only lived to die alone
(but still I loved him more by more)
the invisible man does his dance
he sings his songs and laughs his laughs
spring summer autumn winter
never seen and never heard
but anyone wasn’t, he never was
he lived alone, just because
he buried himself and lost the world
never seen and never heard
i met him on a summer’s day
i can’t forget that hollow gray
i seeked to cure, i longed to love
for him it never was enough
i laughed his cryings and did his dance
and yet i never stood a chance
i laughed his joy, i cried his grief
(and still i loved him more by more)
and so i married my everyone
moon stars rain sun
(anyone’s any was all to me)
but all my nothing was none to him
i slept i woke i hoped and then
i watched him hide himself again
invisible man, invisible thoughts
i was his but he was not
(but who was i if not his love)
for him it never was enough
sun stars moon rain
and so i lost my always name
and through the empty gray i saw
anyone’s icy pathways thaw
but cold grew mine with passing years
and frozen grew those salty tears
i watched him grow to gray and old
a thousand stories never told
summer autumn winter spring
i listened to his silence ring
well one day anyone died, i guess
it wasn’t much change, i confess
invisible man, invisible thoughts
he was mine but i was not
he was anyone, he always was
he loved alone, just because
i was noone of concern
(and i was his, more by more)
but aren’t we all noones just the same
our faces blank, our lives unnamed
who are you to say i’m wrong
that i wasn’t noone all along
we are noone, we always were
becoming nameless hims and hers
we watch our everyones disappear
not too far but never near
never close but never distant
anyones sit and wait and listen
you say the name will make us weak
purposeless and bittersweet
that who are we if we don’t know
what will we be if we don’t grow
the answer’s hidden, hard to find
(i guess it never crossed my mind
who can i be if i am not
am i not me without his thoughts
only everyone if i am his
can i not dance, can i not live?)
the thought it passes, slow and sure
i’d never thought of it before
he wasn’t anyone, i wasn’t not
we aren’t just someone’s fading thought
we live to see not to be seen
we make ourselves in the in-between
and i’m not noone, i have a name
sun stars moon rain
Nina Smetana is a senior at St. Paul Academy. Her interests include theater, cross 
country running, reading and music. In her spare time you can find her doing a 
crossword, composing a song, or playing games with friends and family.

He was what? Five or so years old. Not quite 
old enough to understand the weight of his 
words. In class the prompt was to draw his 
family. So there was the little brother, the 
mother, father, the doggy and, of course, he 
included the nanny. He prided himself on 
being an artist, and one who portrayed reality, 
so his mother’s had the wrinkles she hated, he 
had a head full of curly hair and, of course, 
he drew the numbers on the teen girl’s arm. 

Skipping home down the Tel-Aviv blocks, 
which were held together by hope and 
sandy grit, he couldn’t wait to show off his 
masterpiece. He was sure it would go in the 
box of treasured works. But when he got 
home, the smell of food distracted him, and it 
was late by the time he was finally convinced 
inside after playing with friends. 

Even the hour and move toward bed couldn’t 
stop his excitement. He brandished his 
piece for all to see. “Don’t you love it?” he 
asked the girl whose impossible task to get 
paid involved getting him and his brothers 
asleep under their covers. I remembered the 
numbers, he thought proudly to himself, all 
six of them. Her eyes glittered and instinc-
tively went to cover her forearm where blue 

ink had already begun to seep into young firm 
skin, slightly scarred from abuse. 

Her eyes glistened slightly as her lips moved 
into the position he knew all too well, those 
prepared to reprimand. Instead, for the first 
time, she closed her mouth and stayed silent. 
She nodded in the obligatory congratulation 
that such a work deserved, but he noticed 
her calloused hand never left her forearm. 

Getting him ready for bed, she covered the 
blue which he had come to love with this 
sheet or that pillow. As he tucked himself 
under the covers, she told him a bedtime story 
of Poland and turned off the light. As her 
shadow melted into the darkness, he felt her 
lightly grasp the drawing he held tight in his 
hand. A quick tug of her wrist and he lost the 
paper before the struggle could even begin. 

He knew there was no point in asking for it 
back. He watched her fold it carefully along 
an edge and silently tear the paper perfectly. 
She was always so good at dividing things 
exactly. He hadn’t seen her leave. Gravity 
and his eyelids had worked together to ensure 
that within seconds of her tearing the paper 
he was asleep.

In the morning the smell of eggs and jam 
woke him up, and he sat groggily upright, 
noticing the paper on his desk. He reached 
out and pulled the paper until the drawing 
was in his line of sight. Everything remained 
the same except on the far right, where the 
paper’s edge was soft, and the girl was 
missing an arm. The only proof that she had 
once had all her crayon limbs was a slight 
blue staining on the edge of the paper where 
his marker had remained. He could tell that 
where the marker stain remained, there had 
been more attempts to tear the paper, but no 
matter how many times she had tried to rip 
it off, the blue remained, seeping further into 
the rest of the brown crayon skin. 

Noa Ní Aoláin Gross is in 10th grade 
at St. Paul Academy. Besides writing 
and photography, she enjoys hiking and 
backpacking in Minnesota and beyond, as 
well as debating and writing for her school’s 
newspaper.

First Place, Prose, Grades 10-12
“Crayon Skin,” Noa Ní Aoláin Gross

Third Place, Photography, Grades 7-9
“Atop a Hidden Lake,” Jonathan Cohen

Jonathan Cohen is in 9th grade at St. Louis Park High School. He’s a big movie buff and enjoys watching and analyzing film. Jonathan also 
enjoys baseball, video games and animals.
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Honorable Mention, Photography, 
Grades 10-12
“Swoop,” Erin Fine

Erin Fine is a senior at Breck School and attends Temple Israel in Minneapolis. She wants to become 
a professional journalist and photographer with a personal focus in creative writing.

I ran across the decorated cobblestone beneath my feet and onto the soft tan-colored 
sand. I dug my feet into the tiny rocks and walked to the water gliding back and 
forth from me, as the waves crashed smoothly upon the wet sand. I carved a heart, 
but the sea pulled it back. My younger brother Finn came running over to me and 
splashed me with the salty liquid. I splashed him back, and we both fell into the dark 
blue water laughing. 
My family and I live in Alaska, but for winter break we decided to travel to Mexico 
for some warm weather. I pulled my brother out of the water, and we walked back 
to our room where my mom and dad were fussing over the twins, trying to pull over 
their dinner clothes. 
“Zawa,” my little sister cooed, ducking away from our exhausted mother for the 
fourth time since we entered the room. My mom handed me her dress, and I slipped 
it over her tiny body as she tried to crawl her way out of it. The twins Fern and Theo 
had only just turned two but made as much ruckus as they could find. 
A few hours later we had finished dinner and climbed into bed when my mom said, 
“I planned a special surprise for us tomorrow.”
“What is it, what is it?” yelled Finn, bouncing up and down on his bed.
“Shhh, you wake the twins,” my mom answered in a whisper. “But I arranged for 
all of us to go on a hike in the jungle,” she replied. I smiled as my head fell upon 
my fluffy pillow. 
“Night,” I whispered into the endless darkness. 
“Goodnight, Zara,” my mom answered softly.
I awoke to the sunlight peeking in through the glass windows and the waves in the 
distance crashing against the sand. My mom was already up packing whatnots such 
as snacks and water in her big black backpack. Finn was reading quietly in his big 
white bed. He was always an early riser. I walked down the little ladder separating 
the loft from the main floor. My mother smiled and nodded my way. I walked outside 
and felt the warm breeze I barely felt in Alaska. I sat down as the twins woke up and 
started crying. My mom dressed them in a swimsuit and we were off. 
At breakfast a tour guide came to greet us and told us about what we were going 
to expect. We all hopped into this tan-colored jeep, and he drove us for a little bit 
through the bright lush green trees. There were parrots and birds calling and singing 
to each other, making a beautiful lullaby. 
He stopped his tan truck and we jumped out. The soil was fresh and paved a path 
through the green trees and vines that took over. You could see a sliver of the bright 
blue sky. The sunlight was peeking through the different colored leaves, and you 
could see monkeys and birds swinging from tree to tree, trying to see who the new 
visitor was.
“All right,” said our tour guide. “If you’re all ready, let’s hit the road.”
“Where is the bathroom?” I asked and got that sickening feeling that there wasn’t 
one here. The tour guide laughed and pointed to a batch of trees. I made a face and 
he answered, “It’s nature’s bathroom. But look out for the bullet ants, their bites are 
venomous.” He faded off with the last word, I knew he meant it as a joke but it didn’t 
feel like one after I separated from the group. 

I crunched along slowly, trying not to get too far away from my family. I went to 
the bathroom and was ready to walk back when I saw it, right in front of me on the 
brightest green leaf, the biggest ant I had ever seen. It looked at me, and I screamed, 
running for my life. I ran and ran and ran, my voice still echoing off the leafy trees. 
My breath was heaving, and I had to stop. I looked behind me and it was gone. The 
ant, I couldn’t describe it, it was almost bigger than my finger. 
But I had another problem—my family. I had run for my life but also away from my 
family, a long way from my family. I screamed for them. All I heard was my own 
voice echoing back. 
Something moved under my feet. I jumped away and watched as a baby sea turtle 
crawled its way out of the white sand. I looked in front of me, and that was it for my 
breath. I gasped. It was the most beautiful hidden beach in the world, white sand and 
turquoise water, but that was not it. There were sea turtles, tons of baby sea turtles, 
hatching from here and there and everywhere. I picked one up and it wiggled in my 
grasp. I set it in the ocean and laughed, as it swam away. 
I sat down trying to breathe and watch the turtles swimming over the waves. One 
came up to me and bumped into me. I lifted it up and placed it in the water. I pulled 
my socks off and dipped my toes in the warm, salty water. When I heard rustling, I 
got ready to run, assuming it was the giant scary monster ant, but no, it was my cute 
tiny brother Theo calling my name, “Zawa, Zawa.”
“Theo,” I said, and scooped him up in arms. Fern, Finn, my parents and the tour guide 
came out of the trees. My mom ran over to me and hugged me with all her might.
“Oh Zara, I ……….” she trailed off and hugged me again.
“How did you find me?” I asked.
“We followed your footprints, and they led right here,” my father said.
“The soil is so soft that the prints stay for a long time, so we found you here,” the tour 
guide added. That’s when everyone seemed to realize their surroundings.
“Tutawl,” Fern screamed running towards the secret beach.
“Turtles?” my mom said, sounding confused.
“There are very few places in the world where baby turtles can hatch now without 
getting eaten or hurt. In most places the lights from the hotels and towns drive them 
the wrong way, or the crabs and seagulls eat them, so the babies and moms are very 
lucky to find such a magical place like this,” the tour guide said, scooping up one 
and placing it in the water.
“Careful,” my dad said, trying to stop the twins from going crazy.
“We need to help them,” me and my mom said together.
“So that is the story about how our family, the Medowbrooks, started a program for 
turtles here in Alaska,” I told my class. They applauded and I sat down at my desk with 
a huge smile plastered on my face, trying to remember that interesting trip we took.
Dahlia Herman is in 7th grade at Heilicher Minneapolis Jewish Day School. She 
plays ukelele and violin, loves playing with animals, going on bike rides and running 
with her family.

There’s a man who lives in the lighthouse. I’ve only seen him once, when I got lost after trying to 
watch the boats. I was out after dark—I wasn’t supposed to be, I know, but I’ve always thought 
that the sea looks prettier with the moon shining on it. Regardless, I was out while it was dark, and 
I wasn’t supposed to be. I must’ve lost my footing or something because one minute I was walking 
home along the path, and the next I was tumbling headfirst down the cliff side, kicking up trails of 
sand behind me. 
I don’t think I knocked myself unconscious necessarily, but I stopped being too alert after I went 
stumbling. I could see the lighthouse from the way I’d fallen. It was gorgeous, somehow, in its state 
of disrepair. The plaster was coming unstuck from the cinder block foundations, exposing the layer 
of crumbling rocks beneath. There was ivy climbing up the walls, somehow thriving on a diet of 
saltwater and little sun. The light on top was on, scanning back and forth across the waves like some 
sort of sea faring sentinel, warning sailors about deadly patches of rocks hidden beneath the waves. 
It was hypnotizing to watch the lighthouse illuminate the sea with giant swaths of light. I’m sure it 
pulled me into some sort of trance, because I didn’t see the man approaching until he was already there.
One moment I was watching the lighthouse, the next, he was leaning over me, some indecipherable 
look crawling across his features. Looking at him made my eyes go wonky, as if they didn’t want 
to process what they were seeing. The man had bone-white hair, the kind that comes from years of 
age, but his skin was still perfectly smooth and tight, like that of a child’s. His sea-blue eyes looked 
wise and worldly, like they had seen more than I could ever understand, and gave me the impression 
that he wasn’t just looking at me, he was looking through me. I could’ve stared at him for hours, but 
the St. Bernard standing at his side started licking at my face.
“Bruno. Stop that.” The man spoke softly, as if one careless cry would send the lighthouse crashing 
down behind him. “I’m terribly sorry, Bruno likes it when we get to meet people. Can you stand?” 
He held out one gloved hand to me and pulled me up with more strength than I would have expected 
from his wiry frame. 
“Yes—I’m, er—thank you. Uh. Thank you, sir?” I stammered. 
There was something about the man that made it hard to focus. His very presence made the edges 
of my mind become fuzzy. That, or I had hit my head too hard when I fell.
“Of course. Can’t abide by any injuries, land or sea. Happy to help.” The dog came over and began 
nudging its head against my leg. It stared up at me, and its eyes—dear god, its eyes. They were so 
similar to the man’s eyes, so human and so alive with wisdom. It made the skin on the back of my 
neck prickle.
“Well, do be careful.” The man nodded at me and turned around, motioning for the dog to come 
after him. I watched as they left, white hair followed by white fur, slowly shrinking as they walked 
further and further away until they melted into the night.
I haven’t seen them since, but I know they’re out there. The man in the lighthouse and his dog. 
Shira Hanovich is a 10th grader at St. Louis Park High School. She is an avid reader and writer and 
also enjoys theater. This is her fourth year participating in Keren Or.

Second Place (tie), Prose,  
Grades 10-12
“The Man in the Lighthouse,” Shira Hanovich

First Place, Prose,  
Grades 7-9
“Save the Turtles,” Dahlia Herman
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Color Color

Second Place, Prose, Grades 7-9
“Boxes of Dust,” Ari Shapiro

Second Place, Poetry, 
Grades 7-9
“If Only,” Basha Fredman

First Place, Photography, Grades 7-9
“By the Seashore,” Caroline Epstein

Caroline Epstein is in 9th grade at The Blake School. She loves doing art, especially doing pottery on the wheel. She 
especially likes to take pictures while traveling across the world.

Second Place, Photography, Grades 10-12
“Windows to the Soul,” Dvorah Leah Kvasnik

Dvorah Leah Kvasnik is in 10th grade at Bais Yaakov High School. She loves photography, travel and 
writing and wants to pursue photo journalism. She also loves spending time with her friends and meeting 
new people!

If only I was prettier,
Then they’d like me more.
If only I was smarter,
Then my parents would be proud of me.
If only I had more money,
Then I would be popular.
If only I was stronger,
Then I would win more trophies.
If only I wasn’t me,
Then I would be much better off. 
You think you are the only one with a list of If Only’s, 
 but every person has one.
If only you knew this,
Then you would be happier about yourself.
If only you saw what I saw in you,
Then you would know how awesome you are. 
If only we all loved ourselves the way we were,
Then things would be different.
If Only.

Basha Fredman is in 9th grade at Bais Yaakov High 
School. Besides writing and reading, she enjoys bike 
rides and shopping. Basha loves to dance and is a proud 
science geek.

Let me tell you a story.
Once upon a time, a cataclysm on the scale of no other occurred. Millions upon millions of 
innocents were expelled from their homes and systematically killed off, and this only ended 
when others stood up for them.
The Holocaust, it was called. A fitting term. A holocaust, meaning “a sacrifice by fire,” was just 
what the men in charge desired: a sacrifice to bring about a brighter future. Ironically, it was 
also what my great-grandfather thought about as he turned his back on the desiccated remnants 
of his friends. Dust and blood scattered in his wake as he limped from the pyre that would soon 
send their hopes and dreams to Adonai.
A single drop of blood rolled down his forehead before splitting apart at the corner of his 
eye, giving birth to an intricate fractal of crimson tears upon his pale cheek. Even now, after 
generations have sprung forth from that blood, he is still in that moment. He has never stopped 
limping away. But he can see an end now, a path into the forest. It is so close. He only has to 
reach out his hand and touch it...
I could never truly know him. That is the problem. I could never understand. I had  
nothing to build ideas on—who knows if the scene I’ve laid out for you is fact or fantasy? I 
never saw him change the subject at the dinner table or sit in a darkened room gazing at sepia 
photographs. I never saw a stone memorial in a field far from modern civilization with
  carved into its surface, and I never saw a town that buried 
its past. 

My grandparents felt it in their homes; my parents knew it in their family as well. But always 
comes another generation, and with the creeping tide of time arrives a creeping tide of fear: a 
fear of being forgotten that settles like a heavy, yellow-star-emblazoned shroud. A world may 
come where nobody remembers the horrifying things that humanity is capable of, and worse, 
that they themselves are capable of. 
This sounds like a dystopia, and yet the fact remains that if my great-grandfather died at this 
moment, I would not feel the lance of pain that comes from losing a loved one, and that the 
story I began with is only that: a story. What can pass                ? What is there for us that can lift 
the weight of history and bring about a “Never Again”? What will set free the spirits of those 
who could bear it no longer?

There are only stories and boxes of dust.

Ari Shapiro is in 9th grade at Great River School. He enjoys playing D&D, writing stories, and 
listening to queer podcasts. He loves his friends and his cats.
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died at this moment, I would not feel the lance of pain that comes from losing a 
loved one, and that the story I began with is only that: a story. What can pass רודל 

רודו  ? What is there for us that can lift the weight of history and bring about a 
“Never Again”? What will set free the spirits of those who could bear it no longer? 

I never saw a stone memorial in a field far from modern civilization with ּוניֵחַאְו 
ּוניֵתֹויְחַא יֵנֹויְלִמ תֶׁשֵׁש תֹומְׁשִנְל הָאֹוּׁשַּב ּוּפְסִנ רֶׁשֲא  carved into its surface, and I never saw a 

town that buried its past.  
 
This sounds like a dystopia, and yet the fact remains that if my great-grandfather 
died at this moment, I would not feel the lance of pain that comes from losing a 
loved one, and that the story I began with is only that: a story. What can pass רודל 

רודו  ? What is there for us that can lift the weight of history and bring about a 
“Never Again”? What will set free the spirits of those who could bear it no longer? 
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Color Color

Second Place, Photography, Grades 7-9
“Reaching through the Flames,” Eliah Fink

Second Place (tie), Prose,  
Grades 10-12
“Music Gives a Soul to the Universe,” Sara Shiff

Third Place, Poetry,  
Grades 7-9
“Life,” Tova Kalatsky

Eliah Fink is an 8th grader at Heilicher Minneapolis Jewish Day School. He loves baseball, camping and hiking trips, and learning 
about photography.

“Music gives a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, 
and life to everything.” —Plato 
His wooden bow dances gracefully across the cello strings as a tear escapes my 
glistening eye and travels down my cheek. This is the most beautiful thing I have 
ever heard, I whisper to myself. Saint-Saëns, you are a genius. 
In my mind the soothing melody transforms into a swan gliding across a motionless 
pond, and underneath, the gentle piano accompaniment becomes grass swaying in 
the breeze, birds whistling in the trees. The cellist plays each note more passionately 
than the last, with such intensity yet such smoothness and calm. Closing my eyes, I 
am transported into a cathartic new dimension. Seldom has music been so awakening. 
I will never forget this breathtaking moment.
As I sink further into the cushioned seat, I telepathically plead to the soloist, desperate 
for him to hear my silent appeal:
Please don’t end.
Please don’t release me back into reality.
Please keep me under your spell. 
In this moment, ten rows back, I am liberated. I see a world and future brimming 
with optimism, beauty, hope. The Swan by Saint-Saëns protects me in a musical 
force field, shielding any anxieties that could potentially penetrate my peaceful 
bliss. Like rain remoisturizing a desert, the cellist pours emotions into my soul, 
reminding me that I can still feel—even during the driest of seasons, the rain will 
come again. My emotional drought will not last forever. 
I fear, though, once this trance ceases and the music evaporates, my cloud of stressors 
will loom again. I fear the squeezing in my chest will return. As if I am swimming 
across a stormy lake, my worries are currents and winds, whipping and crashing 
and tugging me down, yanking me off course into directions I cannot control nor 
fight. Just endure. 
Music is my coping mechanism; it shifts my paradigm from negativity to optimism. 
When I am overthinking or drowning in my thoughts, music lifts me to the surface, 
fills me with peace, and reassures me that all storms will end. During and after a 
musical oasis, I see more clearly. I realize my nerves are normal. I am human. This, 
to me, is the power of classical music: my escape from reality.
The house lights of the Brevard Music Center rise, applause erupts around me, 
and I sit silently basking. I yearn to stop time. Replay the concert. Never leave. I 
pledge to persistently search for—live for—these moments of freedom, moments 
of inspiration, moments that remind me life always has beauty.
As I return to my cabin, I continue to contemplate my awakening as a soft rain 
sprinkles the North Carolina soil. The first concert of the summer has already 
changed me. And to think, I still have three more weeks… This new environment 
brings me such hope. 

A calmer version of myself arrives at the illuminated dock where my friends are 
waiting. I need to share this with someone. Upon noticing my teary eyes, they ask 
what is wrong.
“This piece of music. I just...” my voice cracks at a complete loss for words. 
“Oh, Sara, we understand. Saint-Saëns, right?” 
How did they know? Together we discuss the emotions this piece has evoked in 
each of us. I have never felt so completely understood—I was not alone. Today, 
I look forward to a future where I will connect with musicians and students who 
share my passions and with whom I can relate on the deepest level. 
The cellist has awakened me. 
My voice is my cello. 
Singing from the stage, I hope my voice will awaken the souls and imaginations 
of others, as this performance did for me.  
Sara Shiff is a senior at Armstrong High School. She loves singing, theatre, painting 
and being outside. She also enjoys leading her school’s Recycling Project and 
running her art business.

Without challenges, there is no growth.
Without the initial step, there is no pursuing.
Without the darkness, there is no light.
Without falling, there is no rising up.
Without mistakes, there is no learning.
Without rain, there are no flowers.
Without dreams, there is no reality.

Tova Kalatsky is a freshman in Bais Yaakov High 
School. Tova loves to hang out with friends, bake 
and cake decorate in her spare time.

Honorable Mention,  
Photography, Grades 7-9
“reflections,” Tova Kalatsky

Tova Kalatsky is a freshman in Bais Yaakov High School. Tova loves to 
hang out with friends, bake and cake decorate in her spare time. 
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Honorable Mention, Photography, 
Grades 10-12
“Staring Contest,” Noah Orloff

Noah Orloff is a junior at St. Louis Park High School. He photographs wildlife as a hobby and loves 
observing nature and taking images to capture its beauty. He continually seeks out new, wild subjects to 
provide additional perspectives. 

Honorable Mention,  
Poetry, Grades 7-9
“The Devil Floating in the Sea,” Etty Last

Adversarial—that’s what my family called me throughout my 
childhood when I asserted that I didn’t believe in God. At the 
time I truly didn’t believe in a higher power, or at least never 
thought about anything in enough depth to understand what 
belief in something larger than myself could entail. 
Sitting in the chapel of my synagogue on the uncomfortable 
wooden chairs, I spent Saturday mornings in children’s 
programming learning about the universe. It didn’t make sense 
in my mind that God created the universe since I pictured God 
as a cloud with a face and a beard that was somehow omniscient 
and all-powerful. At one point I leaned over to my friend and 
said, “God didn’t create the world. The Big Bang did!”
Growing up, I was captivated by outer space. My dad would 
show me YouTube videos discussing the size of the universe 
and tell bedtime stories detailing the plots of science fiction 
novels he was reading. I knew I didn’t want to be an astronaut, 
but I was obsessed with knowing as much as possible about 
our universe and how it works.
In fifth grade my grandpa gave me the book Physics of the 
Impossible by Michio Kaku. It describes concepts and inventions 

that don’t exist yet, explains the technology we’d need to develop 
to make them possible, and how soon the human race would 
be able to make them happen. I must have read the book over 
40 times. It’s still on my desk, and I read my favorite sections 
frequently.
Although I’ve always said I don’t believe in God, I’ve talked to 
God a number of times. When my dad collapsed in our living 
room and I had to call an ambulance, I prayed the whole ride 
to the hospital that he was okay. The doctor explained that he 
had a blood clot in his heart, so I sat outside his room at the 
hospital asking for him to be healed. He was healed. Maybe it 
was science, the doctors who performed procedures, or maybe 
it was God. Who am I to say those aren’t all the same thing?
In Israel we hiked for four days across the country, from the 
Mediterranean Sea to the Kineret. On the third night of the hike, 
we walked as a group into the wilderness. Every few hundred 
feet someone sat down, ensuring that they were out of sight 
from anyone else. I was one of the last people to sit down. The 
sky stretched out above me seemingly forever. I could just 
make out city lights at the shore of the Mediterranean. At that 

moment I didn’t feel all the cuts and bruises I’d accumulated or 
the plain exhaustion from hiking twelve hours a day. I breathed 
in the desert air, and I knew I was at peace. The only words that 
I could think were, “The world is so goddamn beautiful and 
I’m grateful to be here.” I remember repeating those words like 
a mantra all the way back to the campsite, and I carried them 
with me back to America.
I am grateful to exist. But who am I grateful towards? For most 
of my life, I have been obsessed with quantifying the universe 
into scientific terms and concepts. At this point I know I’ll 
never understand everything there is to understand about the 
universe. It operates so similarly to the concept of God that 
they have become indistinguishable in my mind. I believe in 
the universe; therefore, I believe in God. Having a concept, an 
entity, to direct my gratitude and wishes towards is a lot less 
lonely than believing that we are alone.
Lincoln Bacal is in 12th grade at Venture Academy in Minneapolis.

Honorable Mention, Prose, Grades 10-12
“God and Everything Else,” Lincoln Bacal

Close your eyes and imagine the wind from the sea  
crawling through your hair.

Ripping through your light lace dress.
You take a step closer to the water.

And another.
Until your feet are deep in the wet warm sand. 

The sand in between your toes. soaking through.
You take another step and your feet get wet from the warm water.

Another step to the water and it splashes up your legs,  
getting you even more wet.

A finger as soft as the wind traces a line down between your shoulder blades, 
leaving a line of chills where it touched.

You tilt your head back and let your light hair float in the wind, 
lifted as the wind gets stronger.

The finger flattens on your back, followed by a palm of a hand, 
and then by another.

The arms extend around you. 
Hugging you. 

Shielding you from any bad. 
Keeping you warm.

Lips tickle your ears and you let out a laugh. 
The words that come out of it are laced with mischief and love. 

Through the smile, you can hear it say “Hey there, you” 
You laugh again, but louder this time.

“Hey to you too” you answer, 
short but full of care.

You turn around, still in his warm and protective arms,  
and look up into the eyes of the person you love so much.  

The eyes that are the same color as the sea behind you.
And now it’s your hand’s turn to roam.

They go up that bold chest and up that perfectly soft face, 
Clean-shaven.

You lean in close, resting your head on his shoulder, 
deeply inhaling his warm and sweet-smelling scent.

His arms are still passing down and up your warm back. 
Soft and continous. 

like your love for him is.
He takes your chin in his hand and lifts your head to look into his perfect eyes, 

“Do you love me?”
You know the answer to that, and so does he. Or at least you hope he does, 

because what you feel for him is so strong.
You close your eyes and think about what happens when you say those  

perfect words, and smile.
You open your eyes as you get ready to answer the question, but what you 

open your eyes to is not what you closed them to.
Instead, there stands the devil.
His blue eyes replaced by red.

Red like blood. 
Red like the fire of hell. 

Red like your heart. 
Red hot like your love for him burns.

He pushes you into the water, and the last look you get of him is full of sadness. 
Sadness for the love he thought he lost. 

Sadness like the heart he thought he broke.
You think of that face as you float on in the endless sea of forever.

The sound that you let out stays with you when you float in the big sea,  
just the sound that burned like your love for him. 
Your love for him is as big as the sea you’re in.

Which is endless.
Then you think, all that is left of you in this world is the broken heart 

and the footprints you left by the beach.
And while forever comes, passes, and is gone, 

Your answer to him was still “yes.”

Etty Last is in 9th grade at Bais Yaakov High School. She moved to Minnesota from 
Israel three years ago. She loves to read, write and paint.

They sat in the sunlight room, unsure of what to say.
For they thought 
If they began to speak their voices would fail
The young girl tightly clasped his hands
In her own
And with each shaky word he attempted, her eyes watered more
Threatening to 
Overflow
But she did not know that he saw her sadness
And to his despair
He had no answer
They sat as the sun progressed through its cycle
And watched as the white blurs of coats came and left
The pair longed to roam free unrestricted 
By chairs and germs
So they sat hands clasped
In silence
Words no longer needed. For all that was uncertain they knew
The other cared.

Noa Ní Aoláin Gross is in 10th grade at St. Paul Academy. Besides 
writing and photography, she enjoys hiking and backpacking in 
Minnesota and beyond, as well as debating and writing for her 
school’s newspaper.

Honorable Mention,  
Poetry, Grades 10-12
“Daideo,” Noa Ní Aoláin Gross
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Honorable Mention, Photography, Grades 7-9
“Later Days of Fall,” Matthew Dresdner

Third Place, Prose, Grades 7-9
“Stalker Much,” Eliana Wolfe

Matthew Dresdner is in 7th grade at Heilicher Minneapolis Jewish Day School.

The first day is tomorrow,
I stare at the photo,
My heart is pounding,
There are friends surrounding,
My head hurts me,
That’s the place I wish to be,
My hands are getting sweaty,
I’m staring at the confetti,
Sleep eludes my poor self,
The frame is on the shelf,
‘Move on’ my heart cries,
It’s so hard to say goodbye,
I wake up and know,
The picture says it all,
School will be ok,
Though my friends are far away

Now read every other line starting at the beginning. 
When done, read the lines alternating, starting with the second.

Shulamis Friedler is in 12th grade at Bais Yaakov High School 
and enjoys creative writing as well as spending time with family.

Honorable Mention,  
Poetry, Grades 10-12
“Pushing Forward,” Shulamis Friedler

“Mom! I’m going to Luke’s house for the night!” Parker 
shouted up the stairs. 
“Okay, honey! Have fun!” Parker’s mom shouted down.
Parker raced out the door into his friend’s car. “Are you 
ready!?!” asked Luke. 
“So ready!”
They drove away and met up with their friends outside 
of Target.
Parker and his friends ran into Target. They loved it 
there. Parker knew exactly where everything was, 
like where all the books, food and toys were. Parker 
had many friends, but for the Target sneak-in he only 
brought nine of his other friends. Parker had straight 
dark brown hair and blue eyes. He was average height 
and thin. Parker was your average high schooler.
Once they were inside Target they all ran to their spots. 
They had already picked them out a few days ago, and 
Parker had told them where to hide and where not to 
hide. He could be bossy at times. That’s why he had 
planned this whole thing by himself. 
Parker had chosen his spot behind the paper towels. He 
made three little walls with the paper towels and climbed 
behind them. The paper towel mountain protected him 
from view. The Target employees announced on the 
loudspeaker that Target was closing. Parker texted his 
friends to see if they were in their spots. They all were. 
The employees walked around Target looking for 
people who were still there, but they all had left. Parker 
heard loud footsteps coming towards him. He crossed 
his fingers hoping they wouldn’t find him. He sat as 
still as he could, not making any noise. Then he heard 
footsteps again, but this time they were getting softer 
and softer. They were walking away from him. He was 
very happy they didn’t find him or his friends. Parker 
heard the door snatch shut. Then he waited for a while.
After 30 minutes they all came out of their hiding spots. 
Parker asked the other boys what they wanted to do. 
Charlie replied, “We should all go and find different 
cool things and bring them back here.” All the boys 
nodded and they agreed to meet back in ten minutes.
Parker and the boys met back up and before they could 
look at what everyone got, Parker noticed Charlie wasn’t 
there. Parker texted Charlie and asked him where he was, 
but he did not respond. He usually ALWAYS responded. 
Parker was confused and then very soon after, nervous. 
ALL the boys started to get really nervous. Even if 
Charlie was pranking them, he would still text back. 
They decided to split up and try to find Charlie. They 
decided to meet back in another ten minutes and text 
every couple of minutes. Parker thought that Charlie 
would probably go to the food aisles or the TV aisles 
and had lost track of time. Parker ran past all the chips 
and all the rest of the food, but he wasn’t there. Then 
he ran to the TV sections, but he wasn’t there either. 
Parker called Mike and Luke and Facetimed them. Mike 
said he couldn’t find anyone or anything so far. Luke 
nodded his head in agreement. All of a sudden Mike 
and Luke screamed really loud, then the phone crashed 

against the ground and hung up. Parker thought, What 
the heck is going on? This time he really got nervous. He 
decided to text the other boys and have everyone meet
back at the electronics and talk.
When they went to go and meet, another boy was gone. 
That meant four boys were missing. Parker said loudly 
in a nervous laugh, “I bet they’re pranking us. Haha, so 
funny, you guys can come out now!” As he said this, the 
mannequin behind William that was dressed in full ski 
gear started to move. At first Parker thought his eyes  
were playing tricks on him, but then he saw the 
mannequin move forward quickly and grab Ben, but Ben 
jumped out of the way and ran towards the back of the 
store. As he turned the corner, they saw a hand covered 
with a black glove. Next they heard a scream. This 
time Parker really didn’t think they were pranking him. 
This was one of scariest things he had ever witnessed.
Parker ran the other way and decided to hide. He went 
behind the paper towels where he hid when they first 
got to Target. Parker closed his eyes and hoped it was 
all a dream, that he would wake up soon. The lights all 
quickly turned off, as if they just got there. 
Parker looked down at his phone, and there was a text 
from Charlie that said, “Come out, the employees 
left.” Parker was still confused, and it felt so surreal he 
thought it was a dream. He ran out to look for Charlie, 
but it was pitch black and he couldn’t see. He could 
hear footsteps all around him. Then someone quickly 
grabbed his shoulder. Parker fell down, and all the lights 
turned on, as he crouched on the ground. He begged, 
“Please don’t hurt me!”
“Open your eyes, you baby, you’re fine.”
Parker opened his eyes slowly and saw his mom standing 
above him. He looked around to see all of his friends 
and their moms were there too. Parker said, “What’s 
happening here, how did you know I was here?”
His mom responded, “Seriously?! You told me you were 
going to Luke’s house, so I called up Luke’s mom, and 
she said you weren’t there, and Luke was coming to 
our house. I was worried about you, and one by one I 
called all your friends’ mothers and heard all their kids 
were supposed to be at our house. I looked on my phone 
and used the app to see where you were. Turns out you 
were in Target, and after calling around, we all located 
you here. So we all gathered up some things, and we 
decided to have some fun with it.”
“Stalker, much?” said Parker, but he quickly swallowed 
his words, knowing he was in big trouble.
Luckily Charlie’s mom worked at Target, and they 
were able to get out without anyone else knowing. All 
the boys looked at each other before getting into their 
mothers’ cars. They all knew they would not see each 
other for a while, since they would all be grounded.

Eliana Wolfe is in 7th grade at Heilicher Minneapolis 
Jewish Day School. She likes dancing and has a dog 
named Jojo.

Third Place, Photography, 
Grades 10-12
“Home,” Noa Ní Aoláin Gross

Noa Ní Aoláin Gross is in 10th grade at St. Paul Academy. Besides writing 
and photography, she enjoys hiking and backpacking in Minnesota and 
beyond, as well as debating and writing for her school’s newspaper.
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Honorable Mention, Photography, 
Grades 10-12
“First Light,” Haya Fine

Honorable Mention, Prose, 
Grades 7-9
“Spaghetti,” Jack Schmieg

Haya Fine is in 10th grade at The Blake School. In her free time she likes to scrapbook 
and go outside.

The place smelled of smoke, the air thick and 
dry. There she was, lying across the trashed 
sofa. The sofa had rips and tears, and some 
of the wood was showing with the padding 
starting to gather on the cold wood floor. 
The acrid smell of alcohol radiated off of 
her. Simon looked at her disappointed.
He entered the room, avoiding glass and 
kicking the bottles to the side. He crouched 
down by his gray backpack, once a bright 
blue, but now the only evidence of color 
was the navy blue inside. He peered into 
the front pocket and began taking out the 
clothes packed tightly enough to begin 
stretching the fabric, separating it from the 
rest of the pockets. 
At last, the only thing lying in the pocket was 
a deep brown wallet. The sides were ripped, 
and the inside of the leather was beginning 
to show. Inside was $20—just enough for 
a one-way trip a few cities out. A driver’s 
license sat on the other side of the wallet, 
showing the man’s figure proudly once, but 
the man was gone, crossed over with black 
sharply. In the dim cold house it looked as 
if it was an endless void, sucking up every 
ounce of light and transforming it into its 
own cave of darkness.
He packed back the clothes, hiding the 
wallet under the clothes, every inch of the 
leather wallet looking untouched and worn 
down by age. He grabbed the bag by its 
less than convenient thin ripped straps and 
tied the two ends of the strap together. He 
wiggled the door handle and pulled on the 
door. The door handle flew out with Simon, 
and he slammed on the floor, and the door 
cracked open. He laid the door handle down 
and opened the door.
The city was big, tall buildings. The world 
was asleep while the city was full of people, 
cars and lights. As he was walking about the 
sidewalk, a little calico cat popped out of a 
nearby alleyway. The cat stared at him and 
began to rub against his leg. The cat was so 
close Simon nearly tripped on the brown and 
white cat. He violently shoved the cat to the 
side. The cat began to look at the garbage 
bin expectantly. 
“What do you want? I don’t have anything! 
Go away, you dirty stray.”
He began to walk away but stopped. He 
walked up to the trash and looked into it. A 
dead mouse lay there deceased, its tail nearly 
falling off, and was surrounded by flies 
ripping off the bloody flesh and matted fur. 
He picked up the mouse and began to dangle 
it in front of the cat. The cat started to claw 
and jump up at the mouse, but Simon darted 
it out of the way just in the nick of time. The 
cat began to look at him unpleased with its 
deep brown eyes. He tossed the mouse on 
the ground and continued walking.
The grocery store was big and looked like 
a house on the outside with a green stripe 
going along the outside. A sign was posted 
in grand letters: Garry’s Grocery Market. 
Simon walked along the back until he reached 
the big sliding doors. He walked in and 
looked up and down the aisles and grabbed 
some chicken soup and a big loaf of bread 
and began to walk to the door when he saw 
something. A small kid, maybe seven years 
of age, shopping with his mom. The kid 
was trying on a striped T-shirt with a blue 
stripe along its green sleeves. The kid turned 
around and shot his hands in the air with a 
“ta-da!” The mother clapped and walked up 
to the kid laughing. The kid walked back 
into the dressing room, and the mom sat 
there waiting. 
A tear fell from his eye, the salty water 
drying into his dry skin making his cheek 
sting. He walked up to the clothing, grabbed 

one of the green striped shirts. He popped 
the garment onto his head and guided his 
neck into the neck hole. It fit largely over his 
frail body, his ribs sticking out—an elephant 
under a rug. He walked away, trying not to 
stare back at the mother waiting outside the 
changing room.
He stuck to the side away from the cash 
register and booked it out the door. A cashier 
noticed him and began to run after him. The 
alarm next to the door began to beep, and 
now there were at least two cashiers and a 
cop running after him. He sprinted across the 
street trying to dodge cars as they honked 
at him furiously. The cashiers stopped, and 
the police officer halted the cars and began 
to run after him.
Simon turned the corner and booked it into 
an alleyway and into a dumpster next to
an Italian restaurant. The cop ran by him, 
and Simon stayed quiet as a mouse. He set 
the items down and got comfortable. When 
he heard the back door of the restaurant 
open, he stopped and stayed low. A light 
meow echoed across the dark alleyway. An 
employee shoved the cat aside and threw a 
trash bag of pasta into the dumpster just far 
enough away to not see Simon. 
The door closed and a calico cat jumped 
up onto the dumpster and rubbed against 
him. The cat began to purr a soft melody 
and rubbed up against his brand-new shirt. 
He lifted his arm and guided the cat under 
his palm. The cat purred louder and began 
to stare at the bag and then back to him as if 
asking if he could have some. Simon ripped 
open the bag and found warm pasta mixed 
with a sizzling pasta sauce.
The cat began licking away the sauce and 
nibbling at the pasta. Simon took a handful 
and dangled it in his mouth. The pasta was 
soft and well-cooked, the sauce flavoring 
the pasta with a sweet tomato taste. The 
kitten’s ribs were showing through his fur. 
His fur was matted, and he smelled of sewer 
water and mice. 
“What’s your name, bud?” 
The cat meowed as if he was trying to 
respond. 
“Let’s see. Paws?” 
The cat growled looking at the trash-filled 
floor. 
“Let’s see... Mittens?” 
The cat jumped up on the edge of the 
dumpster. Simon hopped out and shook 
off the dirt and mud from his shoes. The 
calico cat jumped in a puddle gathered in a 
pothole, the water splashing on the cat’s tail, 
before wiggling it off. His fur was sticking 
up everywhere until the cat affectionately 
rubbed against Simon’s leg.
Simon began to walk up the street, but the 
calico stayed there. 
“Come on. Don’t worry, we’ll find someplace 
warm.” Grabbing his backpack, “I’m not 
going back there.” 
The sign of the restaurant shimmered in the 
light of the rising sun. People began coming 
in, and people were sitting down eating 
their pasta. He started up again walking. 
He knew he couldn’t go back, not with the 
stray around. How long could he live like 
this anyway? He looked back at the sign and 
then back down to the calico cat.
“Come on, Spaghetti.”
Jack Schmieg is in 7th grade at the Heilicher 
Minneapolis Jewish Day School.

Third Place, Poetry, Grades 10-12
“Majdanek: I walk on their blood,” Eitan Weinstein
I walk on their blood,
And I have no right to be here.
I walk on their blood,
And I cannot remember a single soul.
I walk on their blood,
And feel as if I am a trespasser in my own
faith.
I walk on their blood,
And I pray for tears to come.

I walk on their blood,
And see the bones scattered in the ashes.
I walk on their blood,
And I wonder about those at the bottom of
the pile.
I walk on their blood,
And I don’t know how to turn away.
I walk on their blood,
And I cannot try to understand.
I walk on their blood,
And leave their forgotten memories behind
like a traitor.
I walk on their blood,
And see the awful normalcy of the city
adjacent.
I walk on their blood,
And I finally understand how to pray.
I walk on their blood,
And wish to never walk again.
I walk on their blood,
And remember that I owe it to them.
I walk on their blood,
And I don’t know how to leave.
I walk on their blood,
And my words are a disservice.

Eitan Weinstein is a senior at St. Louis Park High School. He’s very involved in USY, passionate 
about environmentalism and looking to study physics and environmental science in college. He 
wrote his poem after visiting Majdanek concentration camp and plans on donating the prize money 
to the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews in Warsaw.


