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Five Senses 

 

1. Smell 

My brother can’t smell. His name is Mark. He’s just shy of 6’, blue eyes, dirty blonde 

hair, married, two kids, and has never smelled a thing is his life. As long as I can remember, it 

has been a part of his personality. He’s proud of the fact that his olfactory sense is nonexistent 

and often uses it as a party trick. In fact, right before a race at a high school track meet, he turned 

to his rival at his left and said, “Guess what—I can’t smell.” The gun went off and Mark smoked 

him, but he never smelled the smoke. My older brother, Scott, who is also older than Mark, has 

tried to disprove his claim several times. Flatulence in the face; pepper up the nose; perpetual 

doggy poop scooping duty. No impact besides typical sibling bullying trauma.  

My parents, concerned for Mark’s health, took him to the doctor when he was 12. A few 

surface level tests proved no results, but with no existing pain, Doc saw no reason to push any 

further. Mark was fine. He just couldn’t smell. And he still can’t. It’s called anosmia, the total 

loss of the sense of smell, and less than 0.01% of people “suffer” from it. Mark seemed quite 

proud of it.  

I have hyposmia, or a partial loss of the sense of smell, which approximately 1.2% of 

people also have. Ever since I was 16, I can only recall four distinct smells—brownies, popcorn, 

fresh cut grass, and summer rain on hot asphalt. On occasion, I can broadly distinguish between 

good and bad smells, but most of the time, it’s only air coming through the nostrils. I never quite 

connected with this loss the same way Mark did or felt a need to parade it to the public. It could 

be for one of two reasons: 1) hyposmia isn’t as dramatic as anosmia, or 2) people often accused 

me of trying to be just like Mark, and I didn’t want this to be another bullet point in their 
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argument (despite me actually having hyposmia). I’ve had to confide in my wife, though. Not 

because spouses are expected to share every single intimate detail of their lives. No, for safety. 

Smelling burnt food and leaking gas is now her responsibility. 

Since kindergarten, we are taught about the five senses. Five features inseparable with the 

human existence. Functions that we naturally expect our body to have; functions that are 

supposed to operate properly. Say, though, one of these is missing. You end up with four out of 

five. Sometimes I wish I knew why Mark and I have this odd condition. Sometimes I wish I 

knew how it affected our human existence. 

 

2. Taste 

Whenever discussing anosmia/hyposmia with friends or coworkers or acquaintances or 

classmates from a class where we’ve been asked “share one interesting thing about yourself,” 

I’m countered with the question, “So…can you not taste?” I can taste. At least, I think I can. I 

love food, and I love the experience of eating it, the different cuisine palettes, and the various 

impressions they have to offer. Yet, in recent years, I’ve reevaluated my history with food.  

I have an affinity for mint-flavored desserts and the prominent rush they give all across 

the tongue and inside the mouth. It is of itself an experience. I lean towards spicy foods, willing 

to push boundaries on the Scoville scale and relish in sweat beading on my forehead and 

cheekbones. When given the chance, I choose ginger options, both in food and in drink. These 

flavors all have kick, they all linger, they all play down your throat or braise your tongue or give 

you a sensation that reminds you you’re alive, if only because you’re in pain. Perhaps my sense 

of taste is dilapidated, and these are my boosters.  
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Taste, after all, is biologically connected to smell. The sensors on your tongue, fondly 

called taste buds, connect to your olfactory neurons to complete the eating experience. When you 

eat chocolate, your tongue says, “Whoa, that’s sweet.” Your olfactory neurons respond, “Yeah, 

dummy, that’s chocolate.” This partnership is what establishes the difference between taste and 

flavor and the necessity of both to enjoy food. Unless you don’t have the partnership—obviously 

not so necessary anymore. This dulled sense of taste is referred to as hypogeusia, which about 

15% of people have, and is most often connected to some sinus or respiratory complication. I’ve 

only met one person who has complete ageusia, and that was my mother’s aunt who suffered a 

head injury from an abusive husband. She also liked mint. 

 

3. Sight 

Speaking of my mother, she and my father have the utmost dependence on the optometrist. 

For my whole life, both parents have needed some form of visual prescription to be able to see. 

To be able to use the very eyes they were born with.  

All of their children followed suit. All but one: my sister Jessica has perfect vision. But she 

needed heart surgery in middle school, so maybe it all evens out.  I was 9 years old when I got 

my first pair of glasses. I was oddly excited to wear such an accessory that led to nicknames like 

Four-eyes, Nerd, and Buggy (I was also excited when the dentist said I needed braces, so take 

that as you will).  

By the time I started middle school, however, my sentiment shifted. I asked my parents if I 

could graduate to contacts. I blamed it on needing them for soccer, which was mostly true. But 

while they thought it was because glasses were an inconvenience on the field, I knew it was 

because I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing prescription goggles. Pubescent peers are ruthless 
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judges. And just like that, I made the switch to contacts. By “just like that,” I mean a month of 

trial and error with plenty of nights of frustration and even plentier days of irritated corneas. But 

personal irritation is nothing compared to public humiliation, especially for a middle schooler. I 

never looked back.  

A complete lack of sight is known as blindness, but this dulled sense of sight has no scientific 

name, and perhaps that is due to the commonality of it all. Some reports claim that over 75% of 

people suffer from a form of visual impairment. You would think with such a high percentage, 

there would be less mockery around people with glasses. Less assumptions about their 

mathematical abilities and their so-called geeky interests. There is a social hierarchy, even if only 

among judgmental youth, that those with impaired vision are inferior to those with perfect sight. 

Do those with perfect sight know things that we don’t? Can they see things we can’t, even with 

corrective lenses? While that seems erroneous, it still exists. Maybe in hindsight, we can see we 

should treat glassers with mutual respect. Hindsight is always 20/20.  

  

4. Hearing  

I spent nearly two years of my life living among those who cannot hear. The public most 

often refers to them as deaf—incapable of hearing, disabled, handicapped, oddballs in the 

neighborhood. But they refer to themselves as Deaf—loud, proud, involved in their own 

community, cultured. They are the same as you and me if you and me couldn’t hear. But, boy, do 

they communicate.  

A common misunderstanding with American Sign Language is that it is motioned-

English; it is charades set up for communication. It is not that. It is its own language, crafted with 

grammar, structure, and rules to be both followed and broken. It is part of the Deaf community, 
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which is in fact, a community. It is a brotherhood and a sisterhood that automatically unites two 

individuals together. Two people who have been forced to the outskirts of society and told they 

are incapable, dumb, retarded, simply because their cochlea did not work. They have been 

oppressed and they have been neglected, finding refuge in the arms and expressive hands of 

fellow outcasts. They have curated their own Island of Misfit Toys where they are beyond proud 

of their square wheels. A culture of selective acceptance.  

When I lived among them, I immersed myself in their culture. I lived with the sole 

purpose of showing them I cared. Technically, it was on assignment for a church-sponsored 

mission trip, but the intent was genuine. I wanted to be a member of their community. I practiced 

ASL every single day. I communicated in ASL every single day. I even dreamed in ASL. I went 

to Deaf socials, volunteered at Deaf event, learned about prominent Deaf figures, both historical 

and modern. I sought to become part of them, and I did the utmost I could sans taking away my 

own hearing. But that fact alone kept me apart. After years of enduring audism and apparent 

forces of inequality, their community turned the tables and proudly excluded hearing individuals. 

Proudly excludes. While they respected my attempts to learn their language and their culture, the 

most I got in return was a figurative pat on the head. An oh, that’s nice, now go play with your 

own friends. From my observations, I learned any connection would have sufficed for them—a 

Deaf uncle, a hard-of-hearing grandpa, an interpreter parent. I had none of that. I was a hearing 

boy in a Deaf world that had gone deaf to my efforts to connect with them. 

 

5. Touch  

Tactition. Somatosensation. Haptics. The very nerves that lie underneath our skin, a fine 

fiber spiderweb mapped across our bones and muscles. A relay network between the outside 
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world and our internal ecosystem. The way your body reprimands you when you step barefoot on 

a rusty nail, or your shoulder is popped clean out of its socket, or your two front teeth are 

smashed on the edge of a diving board.  

I was 8 years old when I knocked my teeth out, and though I can’t recall the actual pain, I 

am certain that’s the most pain I’ve ever been in. Through quick and effective procedures, the 

orthodontist was able to replace my real teeth back in my mouth. Real, but now dead. All 

sensation completely gone. Regional hypoesthesia—the lack of the sense of touch. For a time, it 

was like having my own party trick. I would challenge my friends to a game of “Who Can Stick 

Your Front Teeth in Ice Cream the Longest,” and then surpass any natural time limit. They 

would watch in childish amazement, and then I would reveal my secret, and then they would 

whoaaaa, so cool! A fun game for an 8 year old. As I grew older, I told fewer people. Perhaps 

because I didn’t feel the need, or perhaps because I was tired of questions like “Can you take 

them out?”, or perhaps I hated being compared to an old man with dentures, or perhaps I didn’t 

want my teeth to be looked at any differently. They were still teeth. They just couldn’t feel. 

My 5th grade teacher was named Mr. Holmstrom. He was reminiscent of Kevin Spacey 

from the movie “Pay It Forward,” minus all the burn marks and pre-sexual allegations. He liked 

to captivate us with stories, telling tales of fictional pet mammoths or how he oddly still 

remembered the combination for his middle school locker. One story was about a friend his son 

used to have. This friend could not feel. He had lost his sense of touch. He had complete 

hypoesthesia. When you have complete hypoesthesia, you have to take extra precautions. You 

have to watch your feet to know where they are going, if you are balanced. You have to watch 

your hands to know what they are touching, if it is harmful. You have to watch your 

surroundings to know what is stalking you, if it is predatory. This friend came home one day to 



 7 

his parents, battered. Bruised. Moments away from broken. With black eyes, scraped arms, 

singed hair, and other unnamable injuries, he simply asked his parents, eyes welling up with tears 

he did not know were there, “Why are kids so mean?” I wonder how those bullies felt, how they 

feel—if they feel anything at all. 

 

Nose. Mouth. Eyes. Ears. Hands. They are interwoven, interconnected, codependent on each 

other for complete operation. For normal operation. Limits have been established to define this 

normal operation. Lines drawn in the sand by humans that separate humans from other humans. 

Arbitrary, yet enforced. With each sensual separation, a single question echoes. What is it like? 

Implying they have something to compare it to. Implying they should know what normality is, 

what the inquirer has experienced. But this normality is a different reality for each human, forged 

by the life they have enjoyed and endured. A life that is not restrained by five senses.  

Respective bodies breed respective stories, and that alone progresses the definition of the 

human race. Or so I hope. 


