
 He rubbed the arm of the denim chair in which he sat, familiarizing himself again with 

the texture of the fabric. His fingers massaged over the parallel fibers, feeling each little ridge 

glide under the tips. The ridges were canyons that had their own rises and falls for his sense of 

touch to enjoy. That was with his right hand. His left arm sat propped up, his elbow’s weight 

digging into the other arm of the chair. He rubbed his thumb over his index and middle finger in 

a circular pattern, as if trying to smudge his fingerprints. But that’s not what he was trying to do. 

He was merely enjoying his ability to feel again. It had been five days since he had lost his sense 

of touch. That was the hardest one to lose. It took away all understanding of perception. Where 

was he standing? Was he balanced? What was he holding? Was it a tight grip? Was someone 

touching him? Had something cut him? Had he permanently injured himself? He could never 

tell, and he never knew until the sense would come back. Through trial and error—primarily 

error—he learned it was best to stay home when his nerves seemingly disappeared. He took 

precautionary measures to have enough food in his apartment to last him the drought of touch 

and made sure it was food that did not need a stove or oven or any dangerous preparation. Five 

days, though, was an unusually long time. He was almost out of Cheerios and had run out of 

bread the day before. He pondered what actions he would have taken if his pantry had run dry 

while he continued to caress the denim and smear his own fingers.  

He took a deep breath, pulling specifically from his nostrils. Air rushed in, filling his 

lungs, but no smell came. No fragrance tickled his nose hairs, no aroma stimulated his mind; air 

in, air out. His sense of smell was the one to leave when his sense of touch had returned. He had 

no say in the matter. It happened every time. One sense came back, one sense left. There were no 

vivid memories of ever having all five sense at once. His pediatrician had told him (or rather, 

told his mother) that it was more of a condition than a disorder. Whatever that meant. He learned 



it meant the doctors did not know what to do. There were no prescriptions for a lack of God-

given abilities, no matter how hard they tried. As some form of comfort, his mother tried to 

convince him it was a blessing from God. Or a trial that turned into a blessing? He could never 

remember. People had asked if it was difficult, as if he had experience otherwise to compare it 

to. But that was back when he actually told people about it. Similar to learning the hard way that 

your body still bleeds when it’s cut—even if you can’t feel it—he had learned the hard way that 

some things were better left unsaid. Unmentioned. Unknown.  

The first mistake was in seventh grade. Patrick had never been good at keeping secrets, 

even if he called you his friend. It was only a matter of minutes after confiding in Patrick that 

stares became apparent in the school hallway. Gossipy whispers that were so obvious he didn’t 

need the sense of sound to recognize. Embarrassment is not considered one of the primary 

senses, but on that day, he wished it was, and he wished it would have left him. Through some 

stroke of luck, his father’s job uprooted and replanted them in a faraway city with no Patrick. But 

to balance out the luck and keep the universe in equilibrium, he was entitled to make another 

mistake. This time it was junior year of high school, and he had fallen in love. His first love, and, 

consequently, his first kiss. Which happened on a night when touch was gone. Relying on muscle 

memory and what the movies taught, he had attempted to put his lips on hers in romantic 

fashion. Eyes closes, lips slightly parted maybe some tongue? Open mouths came together, and 

when he thought they made contact, he cracked a peek to see her reaction. It wasn’t a pleasant 

one. Trusting what he thought was eternal romance, he shared his secret with her in hopes she 

would understand and accept him. Her words, which said she still loved him, were trumped by 

her wide eyes, which said she didn’t know what was going on. He reached for her hand and 



missed, and it wasn’t much longer before she was another face in the hallway. Blessings counted, 

she had a smaller mouth than Patrick.  

These experiences felt childish in comparison to the most recent one. Graduate school 

was full of lonesome years, but he had come to terms that life was easier with fewer people 

involved. Felicity had found her way into his life, however, and there was no way around it. She 

had a spark about her that opened his heart. Maybe it was the amber hair; the sociology major; 

the sleeveless shirts; the daddy issues; the scholarly diction; the hopes and dreams of change 

(granted, it was change that was never actually defined. Just “change”). With worry of 

consequences, and when he had felt himself becoming connected to her, he retracted. She 

noticed all too quickly and confronted him, which was a different experience for him. Perhaps, 

he told himself, this is what love is actually like. So he opened up, confiding in someone once 

again. Someone who stayed this time. But Felicity’s desired change finally came. They shared 

one night of intimacy in which their minds and their bodies felt united—a physiological and 

psychological bond. Felicity couldn’t sleep that night. Her body felt altered, almost like she had 

lost something. Her wandering thoughts convinced her that his condition was contagious, or at 

least transferrable. They talked for hours about the possibilities. He found himself desperately 

going back to what his mother taught him, that it was the way God had made him, using it as an 

end-all resolution. Not a strong argument for a girl who didn’t believe in God. Still they talked. 

For days, nights, weeks. They never made it to months. She wasn’t the same after that 

experience, with a sense of perpetual fear in her eyes. She became reserved about what she had 

and cautious of giving it away. Who knew if she would ever get it back. This was when he 

learned his condition went way beyond himself. It had the ability to impact, to forever recalibrate 

the fabric of lives. Felicity was the last person he told, and that was nine years ago.  



He promised himself to no longer put other people in danger, and he had done exactly 

that. Naturally, it was lonely. And sometimes the solitude life didn’t feel so natural. Was he 

simply destined to remain separate from society? From any type of companionship? When 

thoughts like this began, he tried to quickly them. They were dangerous ruminations. He had 

made a promise, and life had been easier as he kept it. At least, for now. But the what ifs always 

hovered. 

The doorbell rang, reminding him that he could hear. He blinked a couple times, pulling 

himself from his memories. He stood up, relieved to feel pressure in the soles of his feet and the 

crinkling of his toes. He glanced through the peephole and saw a light red dress with white polka 

dots. It was his neighbor. Beautiful summer dress, Ashley. He opened the door to tell her so.  

“Good morning, Ashley.” 

“Hey you!” 

“I like your dress. It’s very bright.” 

“The last patch of snow finally melted, so I figured I would celebrate. Come on, let’s go 

walk around Central Park.” 

“Oh no, I can’t right now.” 

“What do you mean you can’t? It’s Saturday morning. Who can’t go for a walk on 

Saturday morning?” 

“I’m wrapping up a project for our— “ 

“Hush,” she said and grabbed his arm. 

In that moment, he was grateful he had his sense of touch back. She tugged at him 

through the doorway, and he offered a little laugh with his concession.  

“Let me get my boots,” he said. 



“Don’t get your boots, get your flip flops!” 

As he perused the closest for his thick treads, he contemplated the logistics of the park 

visit. He had only recently received touch back, which likely meant it wouldn’t change for a 

while. That was the risk, though. It was only “likely.” The pattern was irregular, which was the 

most frustrating aspect of his condition. At times, he thought he had it figured out. Touch, smell, 

sight, taste, sound. Touch, smell, sight, taste, sound. Touch, smell—sound? The spontaneity of it 

was dangerous. Sometimes senses would be gone for days, like his touch had been recently. 

Sometimes they would only be gone for an hour. Sometimes they would cycle all the way 

through in an entire day. Despite personal attempts at scientific experiments and hypotheses, he 

could not establish a theory. He pulled more air in through his nose, only to let it out as a sigh.  

“Are you coming?” Her voice echoed around the corner. 

His heart lightened a bit at her call, and he caught himself again in his thoughts. What 

was he doing? Going on a walk with a woman? This was not keeping his promise. Yes it was, 

they were just friends. He went walking all the time by himself, having a companion wasn’t a big 

difference. But it was when she made him feel the way she did. He wanted to be with her, and 

that was the problem. Her visits were cause for excitement. That was not a good sign. He still 

had time to think of an excuse to get out of this walk. 

“There, you found them.” Her voice directly behind him startled him, and he jumped a 

little. She chuckled. “Come on, let’s go!” 

“Ashley.” She was already gone. 

* 

The trees were beginning to blossom. White bulbs clung to branches, eagerly anticipating 

the day when they could erupt, showering the sidewalks with pollen. The grass, still recovering 



from being coated in snow all winter, was damp. Ashley didn’t seem to mind, and she ran 

through the fields, drops of mud flying up from her heels. The way her hair and dress twirled in 

synchronization as she spun made it look like a scene from a movie. He took a deep breath and 

tasted the hint of winter that refused to leave completely. The chill nipped at the back of his 

throat and inside of his cheeks, stinging the cavities of his nose. Still no smell. So far, so good. 

Maybe this was a sign. It had been years since he even allowed himself to feel this way 

about someone. Nine years, to be exact. If God was real, wouldn’t He want him to settle down? 

Wouldn’t He want him to connect with other humans been placed in his life? It’s the least He 

could do after all these years of not giving him what He gave everyone else. Yes, perhaps he 

should tell her. Or at least take her on a formal date. Or an informal one? Anything to let himself 

open up to her more than he had. Even if just a little. 

Caught in his own thoughts, she came running to engage him in their walk, hair and dress 

floating behind. She stopped only when close to him, inches away, panting slightly from 

skipping, a soft smile on her face that whispered again, Hey you. Yes. Yes, he thought. He would 

tell her. He opened his mouth to speak and caught a solid whiff of her elderflower perfume as his 

vision grayed, blackened, collapsed. 




