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Bio: Yasmine Chokrane is a 15-year-old student based in New York, United States. 
When she's not writing, she's indulging herself in hazelnut coffee, Marxist poetry, 
satirical comedy, and music that sounds like audible anxiety.  
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“Is Michelangelo spelled with an ‘e-a’ or an ‘a-e’?” 

“Pretty sure it’s just an ‘e’,” Aza guessed, not glancing up from her phone. 

“Thanks,” Takio said, mildly surprised. He looked up to face her, but her eyes 

remained set on her screen, her finger repeatedly swiping down, reloading the page. 

Rolling his eyes, he returned to his Global paper. 

All the while, Aza’s hand was becoming increasingly warm from the overheating 

battery of her phone. Her covers lay on the floor, as well as her backpack, where her 

Algebra II worksheet, her application for summer courses, and her Global essay that 

was to be due within the next two days sat, gathering metaphorical dust. 

Aza bit the loose skin on her fingertips and told herself she wasn’t anxious. But 

there was an ache in her jaw from grinding her teeth as she reloaded her email once 

more. 

Nothing. 

She sighed in disappointment as she threw her phone onto the duvet blanket 

that was laying on the floor - beneath her backpack, which held the Global essay she 

had yet to write. 

But her heart was pounding and her warm hands were forming puddles of sweat 

on her palms. She wiped them on her lavender sheets three times, until her hands 

were mostly dry, and turned to face the window - to which there was nothing to see. 
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The blinds were shut and the only sources of light in the room were her lamp on the 

desk Takio was sitting at and her scented candle (Coconut Grove) that rested on her 

bedside table, next to her backpack that held her Global essay that she had to finish. 

And her head was throbbing - quickly becoming a second heartbeat. Her hands 

that had just been dried just a moment ago were wet again, as if they had been doused 

in rainwater, and maybe if she decided at that moment to start writing and held a pencil 

to the paper, it’d slip out of her hand and fall onto the covers that sat under her 

backpack. 

She flung herself onto her pillows and counted the veins that formed branches 

on her arms and listened to the weather. It wasn’t raining earlier today, but the cars 

were rushing by and the sound of water crashing against a granite sidewalk was the 

only break in the seemingly deafening silence, occasionally interrupted by the sound 

of Takio’s pencil scratching against his paper. 

Ding! 

She jumped up and quickly grabbed her phone, her racing thoughts now 

thrashing against her skull. 

Mom: did you get a call back? 

 

 Aza sat at her desk and started to paint her nails. They used to be claws - with 

which she scratched boys on their acne-ridden backs and dug into her own skin when 

bubbling in answers on multiple choice exams. But now, they were blunted and the 

inside of her nail grooves ached. 

 Takio had left around four hours ago and told her not to stress, feeding her 

empty promises (“You have nothing to worry about!”) and took his Renaissance essay 

with him - the one Aza had yet to write the body paragraphs for. 
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 After he left, her dad cooked them grilled chicken and roasted spinach. And as 

he did last Sunday’s Chicago Tribune sudoku puzzle, Aza pushed her food from one 

side of the plate to the next. 

 Because the time span from which they could call shortened from six hours and 

seven minutes to three hours and twenty-one minutes and her patience was wearing 

thin and her chicken was growing cold (she wondered if she would warm it with her 

hands). 

 Her dad nagged at her to eat and so, she nibbled at the fringe of her plate. By 

the time she collected the tableware and carried them to the kitchen, her dad had 

barely made it to the end of his sudoku puzzle. 

“You’re exceptional. They’d be a fool not to choose you!” he shouted at her, as 

she ran up their carpeted stairs.  

But compliments are empty calories and she was still hungry. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to come to Chicago’s MAT to meet our interview 

team. We enjoyed meeting you and we were very impressed with all of you.  

Her eyes began to sting, from the light emitted from her phone or from the tears 

that began to form, she wasn’t sure. 

This year we interviewed 150 incredibly qualified candidates (out of the 400+ 

applications) for the museum position, and we had to make the very difficult decision 

of having to determine the candidate is the most qualified for the requirements of our 

opening.  

Not you. 

This letter is to let you know that you have not been selected for the position,  

Not you. 

but we encourage you  
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Not you. 

to apply next year, as well as to our other internship programs during the 

Winter/Spring here at The Museum of Science and Technology.  

It wasn’t you. 

 

 Aza sprawled onto her bed -  her duvet covers laying on the floor - and shivered. 

Her hands were no longer wet, her face was no longer dry, and her stomach was 

rumbling, but the rain had stopped. She knew the cars were gone because the streets 

were silent and she couldn’t see the moon, but she imagined its reflection in the most 

likely evaporating puddles and the stars hanging overhead, the ones she would count 

as a child. 

 She couldn’t make out a sound, even her thoughts - which were screaming just 

an hour ago -  were silent and she could only hear her heartbeat if she put her hand 

to her chest and felt the sound vibrate. 

 

 Aza won her first award in the second grade. It was the kindness award and 

Aza had shared her baby carrots and Little Bites with all her classmates during 

lunchtime, beating out Miranda Willow for the prize. Miranda was Aza’s only friend that 

year. Miranda made animal noises and wore pigtails, but Aza would always do what 

Miranda said because Aza wore glasses too big for her face and you could only scrape 

your knees so many times on the playground before it stops becoming an “accident.” 

 And Miranda wasn’t popular, but all the other girls would compliment her on her 

pigtails and she won the kindness award for the month of February. 

 When Aza won it for the month of March, however, Miranda spit in her face and 

told her they weren’t friends anymore. 
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 It just so ended up that Miranda went to the same junior high school as she did 

but when Aza won valedictorian in the eighth grade, Miranda came to her after the 

ceremony and hugged her- curling her arms under Aza’s armpits and putting her head 

in the crook of Aza’s neck. Aza put her chin on Miranda’s back and noticed the 

birthmark which sat on her skin that looked like a toenail moon if you squint your eyes. 

Miranda told Aza that her valedictory speech was the best she’s ever heard and how 

it was no surprise she received the honor, considering how extraordinary she was. 

Miranda smiled at her, revealing the gap in her two front teeth and her uneven dimples 

making crevices in her cheek. She said, “You’re going to do wonderfully in high 

school.” 

 The rest of the evening, Aza got similar comments - complimenting her on her 

dress and her accomplishments, asking about her plans for the future, and calling her 

“exceptional.” Exceptional, a word that once upon a time was her second heartbeat, 

counting it as a source of steady constancy, a word she could depend on. And maybe 

like a doctor after being exposed to death on a daily basis, she began to grow 

apathetic. After “exceptional” had been shoved into her ear canal repeatedly for the 

first fourteen years of her life, maybe the word itself began to lose its meaning. 

Or maybe after hearing it so many times, she became an addict. Instead of a 

doctor,  Aza became a smoker who doesn’t even notice when they move on to their 

second pack of cigarettes. Maybe like an amputee who just lost a hand, now the 

biggest pain comes from the absence of the word - what once was part of her daily 

routine, she now faltered to realize she is without. 

Maybe Miranda, who by the time of their eighth-grade graduation, had never 

had “exceptional” etched on her forehead, who never experienced the sensation of 

being extraordinary - being a star amongst terrestrial beings, a single candle 

illuminating the walls of a catacomb.  
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Mediocrity is accepting a baseline of dead space and maybe Miranda never 

counted stars as a child.  

Maybe Miranda was the lucky one in this scenario: she never had the chance 

to know what she lost.  

 

 Her mother the next day reminded her it was only her first rejection, that she 

was still so young - this was only a minuscule bump in the open road of the rest of her 

life. 

 Her dad told her that you “get what you get and you don’t get upset.” 

 Takio told her that it wasn’t even that prestigious of a position. 

 But all she could think about was the idea of individualism that grew with the 

emergence of the Renaissance and the death of the Medieval Era. 

 

 Aza put her pencil down and placed her essay on her bedside table, next to the 

candle that was no longer lit. The room no longer smelled like Coconut Grove and the 

blinds were open. It wasn’t raining but the grey storm clouds veiled the heavens - the 

ones she believed she would have the chance to sit amongst as a child. 

 Aza glanced at her reflection in the window. Her eyes, dull, like the number two 

pencil that she had held in her hand, and the blemishes that once formed 

constellations on her forehead, were now just imperfections. 

 She moved her bangs to cover the front of her face. 

 It was sixteen hours and forty one minutes after receiving the rejection email 

and she was halfway through answering the question as to what contributed to the 

rebirth of the Classical era. The essay was due tomorrow and under any other 

circumstances, Aza would’ve been done two days ago. 



 

51 
 

 That was before she was met with the sight of her own inadequacy. Before she 

realized the word “exceptional” which had been tattooed on her forehead since the 

second grade was only temporary.  

 She exhaled, picked up her essay, and continued to write. 

 

 When Aza’s grandfather died three years ago, she hadn’t cried at the funeral. 

Her mom had sobbed but Aza remained a stoic sight as they carried his casket to the 

front of the church, the drum of their feet echoing throughout the cathedral. 

 Aza hadn’t known her grandfather. He lived in New York, which was eleven 

hours and forty-five minutes away by car and two hours and forty-one minutes by 

plane. 

 If you asked Aza who his childhood hero was, she couldn’t tell you. All she knew 

was that her grandfather had fought in the Korean War as part of the Air Force and 

that he carried Mini Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups in his pockets wherever he went, 

despite having Type I diabetes. 

 “Gives people something to talk about,” he told her when she asked why. 

 The week that he had died, Aza had to miss two days of school, which usually 

she would’ve adamantly opposed but that week she had a math test and she never 

got to understanding radicals. 

 Aza never got around to seeing the body either. She listened to eulogies 

instead, and there was not one person whose hands weren’t shaking as they spoke. 

She half-expected an earthquake. 

 There was no earthquake though, only a whirlwind of smeared mascara and a 

chorus of “sorry’s” but Aza never cried at the funeral. She cried the year afterward - 

when she was ten instead of nine and they traveled to New York over spring break but 
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instead of eating Mini Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups that her grandfather gave, she 

chewed peppermint gum that she bought from the bodega down the street. 

 And she sobbed three years later, at the age of thirteen, when her Aunt Nancy 

died of a heart attack  - another family member Aza barely spoke to. When they 

travelled to Connecticut for the funeral, she saw Aunt Nancy’s body in its horrifying 

glory, her arms were white, angel wings.  

 This time, it was her father that cried, whose lungs collapsed under the weight 

of his own grief, mourning the sister he once knew. As her father was bawling, 

however, Aza sniffled, her tiny whimpers escaping her lips -  echoing throughout the 

synagogue - for the aunt she would never get to know. 

 And forty-seven hours after receiving the email, Aza’s cries left her body in 

hiccups - her compact bedroom absorbing the resonance of her pleas, as she 

mourned an opportunity she would never get to experience. 

 

 “Hey, Takio.” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “What did you end up getting on that Global paper?” 

 “A 98.” 

 “Cool.” 

 A pause. 

 “You?” 

 “Uh, a 94.” 

 “Oh. Cool.” 

 


