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Fiction by KATYA APEKINA

My Smell Journal:  
[orange peels, ink, coffee filters] 

Two years ago, when we inherited my uncle’s house, I 
discovered a prototype for one of his inventions in the attic—a 
metal box the size of a small barrel organ with a strap and a 
button. When you pressed the button, a shutter snapped open, 
and an internal motorized fan sucked in air, imprinting the 
molecular composition of the surrounding gasses onto a fiber 
strip. The strip developed inside a glass slide, where the aromas 
formed and intensified like a smell Polaroid. To review the 
slides you inserted them, one by one, into a special mask that 
looked like it could have been purchased in an Army Navy 
store. My uncle patented the device under the name “Smell-
O-Matic,” and it was briefly used by perfumers here, and still 
is in parts of Asia. I had not taken much interest in the Smell-
O-Matic when I had discovered it. It remained in the attic 
untouched and forgotten, until about a month ago.

A month ago I noticed something changing in me. My 
senses had begun to shrink and expand, to shift around and 
vie for power. My vision, for example, was getting worse 
and worse, particularly at night, while my sense of smell had 
suddenly begun to evolve along another axis and into another 
dimension. Smells weren’t just stronger or more distinct for me; 
they had become ghostly objects existing in time and space. 

I have decided to use the Smell-O-Matic to document my 
life. I’ve kept a journal for years, but whenever I’ve looked 
back at old entries, they seemed like they were written by 
somebody else. I’ve been thinking that once the entries were 
matched with smells they would be much easier to recall and 
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re-experience, and maybe this would even trigger in me some 
sort of animal insight. 

I have been instructed to call this an art project, and 
invoke my glorious past (Art in America, Vol. ix Issue xxii) 
to get funding from you, the Board of the Buffalo Women’s 
Arts Council. (Thank you!) I plan on using this funding for 
smell strips (available from one warehouse in Thailand) and to 
accompany my husband, Gregor, on an upcoming trip into the 
city, an ideal place for this experiment, as it has interesting or 
at least numerous smells and memories for us. 

******

Buffalo Central Station: [urine, marble, damp potato chips]
Gregor’s smell probably contaminates the strip. He was 

sweating profusely. He said it was bc he was hot, but I think 
nervous. Maybe he’s worried I’ll follow him? Maybe I will. I 
looked up his illustrator online. She has buckteeth that come 
out of her mouth horizontally, but otherwise pretty. If I see her 
I will offer her an apple just to see how she eats it. He trimmed 
his beard and eyebrows before we left (for her?). 

Amtrak, Buffalo to NYC: [chalky smell of overly air-
conditioned spaces, cellophane-wrapped Honeybun]

Train car full of blind high school students. They were so 
pale, but wearing sunglasses. They got off at Batavia, a long 
snake, holding on to each other’s elbows. I started to cry. So 
embarrassing. Hormones. G stroked my hair and wrote notes all 
over his manuscript. He hasn’t shown it to me yet, but I hope it’s 
less hostile than the last one. I’m not sure if I was supposed to 
be the bunny who got turned into an ant pile (and never turned 
back) or the witch who traps the boy in the lighthouse. He said 
not everything is about me. And anyway the editor rejected it.
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Taxi: [gasoline, cologne, duct-taped leather seats]
Strange to be back. Not bad, yet. Have not told anyone 

I’m coming. Plan on seeing no one. Giddy. I’ve forgotten how 
handsome Gregor can look with all those tall buildings in the 
background. He was fanning himself with the straw hat I got 
him and trying to speak to the driver in Russian. The driver, 
it turned out, was not Russian. Turkish. Got lost. The driver’s 
driving and cologne proved to be too much. I vomited out the 
window on the BQE. Driver almost kicked us out of his car, so I 
told him I was pregnant. It slipped out. First person we’ve told. 
We were waiting (for it to be more definite?). 

Unfurnished Studio Sublet: [warm dust, insect chrysalises, 
plastic air mattress]

Only window: courtyard full of kerchiefed women feeding 
squirrels. If we had another window we might be able to see the 
ocean. Industrial fan drowns out sounds of arguing and blows 
around the smell of dust. No A/C. Gregor tried to inflate air 
mattress with his mouth, failed. Said he needed air, left. I asked 
a neighbor for a bicycle pump. 

Self-Portrait, 9 weeks pregnant: [me! and (see above)]
Gregor woke me up before he left and said he had a dream 

we were both inside a barrel. Cozy. I asked if he thought it was 
a womb image. He said, no. He thinks it’s about Niagara Falls, 
because the industrial fan roared loudly all night. His agent 
said if he doesn’t sell the book today it doesn’t look good. I’m 
meeting him for lunch in midtown, offered to wait for him in 
the lobby of Harper Collins and look extra pregnant—nobody 
likes a childless children’s book author, especially a bearded 
one.

Went back to sleep, woke up with the shitty mattress 
deflated almost completely, my spine on the floor but arms 
elevated. Feel like a ghost summoned to a séance. Do I smell 
like one? Do I smell pregnant? How does one know what one 
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smells like when one’s smell is ever-present? I counted, and 
I’m pretty sure BabyFetus (is risen!) was conceived in Gregor’s 
childhood bed while we were visiting his parents in Boston for 
Easter. 

Brighton Beach: [salt water, mothballs, suntan lotion]
Shirtless boys digging holes in the sand like dogs, old 

women limping after them. The smells wafting from the 
boardwalk make my mouth water and my tongue itch. Sat on a 
bench next to a crying toddler in a bikini. Cannot connect the 
grape with earflaps inside of me to all of this. 

Houseboat: [cat hair, gesso, ashtrays, turpentine, river water]
Professor T was out (probably for the best), but his wife 

didn’t recognize me and let me in. Five years later and the cat 
looks the same, big and white. Steady stare. It liked to watch 
me and Gregor try on the professor’s clothes and drink the 
professor’s liquor and have shy drunk sex on the professor’s 
rug. I think the professor found out about it bc he never asked 
me to catsit again. Someone said later that he’d put little booby 
trap balls of paper in the drawers to see if they’d been opened. 

I’m overcome by an image of a watercolor I did: Gregor 
splayed naked on the floor, looking up at me with soft intense 
eyes, the cat purring on his chest. It must have been here. That 
same red rug. We’d only been together a month. Do I still have 
it? Did it get lost when our storage box flooded? Oh! I miss 
him. I miss him looking at me like that.

Gowanus Canal: [exhaust, algae, petrochemicals]
On the 9th St. bridge, getting elbowed from all sides by 

gawkers and photographers. By the railing, two Hasidic boys 
were throwing rocks down at something. 

“A baby whale,” a newscaster was saying into the 
microphone. 
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Below, in the oily water, I saw a shiny fin, a tail, a striated 
belly. The whale is not much bigger than me. It is frantic 
among the bottles and plastic bags. Streams of grey soapy 
water shooting from its blowhole. Someone behind me was 
explaining how the whale needed to be herded back out into the 
ocean using high-pitched sounds. 

Jesus Christ. All of us watching a baby whale die in the 
Gowanus Canal. How depressing. This is exactly what it was 
like to live here. 

Library: [books, carpet, beef barley soup]
Killing time. Gregor postponed our lunch. My sandals 

are making a horrible squishing sound because a man on the 
subway spilled beef barley soup on me. It came in an arc, in 
slow motion, and landed on my feet (luckily I had snatched the 
Smell-o-Matic out of the way in time). Revolting. Had to get off 
train early bc I started dry-heaving. Washed my feet in a diner 
with a misspelled sign out front. 

People are giving me dirty looks here. Dirty people. I don’t 
know why I went to this library when the nice one is across the 
street.

The Nicer Library, The Sleep Dancers: [chocolate fingerprints, 
pencil shavings, a librarian’s perfume, faint beef barley soup]

Sleep Dancers (née A Somnambulistic Family Picnic): a 
family of sleepwalkers that doesn’t get along when they are 
awake, but does fun and loving activities together when they’re 
asleep. Based on when Gregor and I were taking Ambien. 
Loosely, since we weren’t getting along in our sleep either. It 
was after we had moved to Buffalo, and we’d wake up bruised 
and disoriented at opposite ends of the big creaky house. 
Somebody had drawn hats and tails on the illustrations. 

The one I illustrated, Markus Goes Fishing for Compliments, 
was checked out. Poor Markus. That’s what he gets for being 
my ex-boyfriend. I wonder if he’s seen the book, now that he 
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has a kid. When the baby becomes a baby I hope G writes 
her (him?) books. Not passive aggressive ones like that one, 
obviously, but nice ones. The father is supposed to love the 
baby as much as he loves the mother. 

Don’t start, that is what Gregor would say. But I keep 
putting on the mask to smell the Houseboat strip, and I feel 
cracked in half by nostalgia. I should have gotten pregnant then. 

The Rhododendron: [outdoor fountain, Caesar dressing, iced 
tea, gazpacho]

Gregor is in a foul mood. Silent. Keeps tugging at his beard. 
The meetings have not gone well. He still has two more; I tried 
to cheer him up. I gave him some smells to sniff on. But he 
says he can’t smell anything and doesn’t pick the mask up off 
the table. 

He says, New York feels like a phantom limb. He says, 
he doesn’t know what possessed us to leave. He says, that if 
we had stayed he wouldn’t have lost his publisher. He cannot 
fathom going back to Buffalo. He hates my uncle for leaving 
us that house. 

What possessed us to leave? I keep repeating. You can’t 
remember what possessed us to leave? 

He says I am the only person who gets broken by success. 
Who gets on the cover of Art in America and then cries every 
day and gets a real estate license? I am setting the child up for 
failure. The child is already feeling defeated. The child isn’t 
even a child, isn’t even a fetus. It is still a zygote. It still has a 
chance if we move back here. I could use my license to sell that 
house. Or, no, better, we could burn down that house and my 
license and come back home. I could stop wasting my time. I 
could start painting again.

I tell him about the whale I saw in the canal. A fucking 
parable. Then I vomit in the fountain. 

He says, A bird and a fish can love each other but where 
would they live?
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Central Park, long exposure: [grass]
I’m surrounded by blurry children on roller skates. I 

beached myself behind the duck pond and cried until I lost a 
contact. It’s too disorienting to see out of only one eye, so I 
took the other contact out, and now the world is softer and more 
manageable. 

After I left the rhododendron I hid behind a street cart in a 
cloud of smoky meat. The illustrator and her teeth were sitting 
on a planter outside of the restaurant pretending to read a book. 
I watched the way G sat next to her. The way she let her hair 
cascade over her face. The way he looked around uneasily as 
she leaned her head against his shoulder. 

I stood there frozen like a pillar of salt. They disappeared 
into a nearby highrise, and I kept standing there as the line for 
shish kebabs streamed around me. And along trots Melissa? 
Marissa?…From art school…like a deer into a clearing and 
starts licking at me. Metaphorically. What had I been up to 
since Art in America? Where was I living these days? I told her 
I had to sit down; she followed me to a bench and stood over 
me. What was I working on? She was fanning herself with an 
invitation to her own gallery show. I could see her straining to 
compute my ratio of potential: used vs. squandered. She offered 
me the flier, but instead of taking it I stood up and tried to slap 
her. Pathos to bathos. I missed her face by a mile, turned on my 
heels and took off for the park. 

I have been lying here long enough to get sunburned. The 
leaves on the oak tree are blurred into one green mass pierced 
by shafts of light. I see the squirrels around me only when they 
are moving. Gregor has called twice, but hasn’t left a message. 
The smell of grass is calming. I am relieved that I missed that 
girl’s face at least. This is not how a mother should behave.

217 Central Park West, Apt 12 G: [lilies, soap, silver polish]
Appeared at my half-sister’s apartment like a somnambulist. 

She opened the door and pulled a dry leaf out of my hair, and 
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we both started to laugh. We have the same neighing relentless 
laughter as our father. I was so happy to see her, even though 
she is not a person I ever think about. But here she is, and also 
pregnant (16 weeks). We immediately knew this, smelled this 
on each other like those specially trained dogs.

She led me through her airy and air-conditioned apartment. 
The life of a Russian oligarch’s mistress. The lace curtains in 
the front room were flapping in the breeze. The setting sun was 
coming in yellow. One of my paintings of Gregor was hanging 
over the fireplace, but I sat in such a way that I would not have 
to look at it while my phone vibrated relentlessly in my pocket. 

The oligarch is with his wife in Moscow, but he’s flying 
in tonight. He pays for Helen’s apartment and for her to take 
a class at NYU. A neuroscience class. The vase of flowers on 
the coffee table was surrounded with anatomical drawings of 
brains. We drank tea. She ran a silver comb through her hair 
and explained all the parts of the brain to me. 

I asked her about the sense of smell. She showed me a 
picture of the olfactory bulb and its dendrites. It looked like 
a small hairbrush nestled between the organs of memory and 
emotion—the seahorse-shaped hippocampus and the little 
almond amygdala. She flipped a wall of hair behind her 
shoulder and began brushing the other side. I could picture 
holding Gregor’s olfactory bulb in my hand and using it to 
brush the knots out of his brain, to get it back to how it was 
before.

I let her try on the mask and sample some of the smell 
slides. The beach! She screamed gleefully. She said it reminded 
her of when my/her father would take her to the bay and let 
her collect jellyfish in a plastic pail. I can’t recall my father 
taking me to the beach, but we lived so far inland. She asked 
me to take a portrait of her for the oligarch, so he could smell 
her while he was away. She pulled her hair out of the comb’s 
teeth and reminded me of how I had always promised to paint 
her but never did. 
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Helen, 17 weeks: [lilies, soap, pumpkin seeds]
She smiled and posed as if for a photograph. She was trying 

not to move her lips when we talked. I asked her if she and the 
oligarch’s wife have ever been in the same city at the same 
time. 

I’m not a jealous person, she shrugged, as if that is what I 
had asked her.

And the wife? Maybe she’s a jealous person? 
This conversation did not interest her. Things work 

themselves out, she said. 
She talked like a ventriloquist without a dummy: Pour 

yourself some more tea. Relax. Isn’t it a pretty samovar? What 
did you say as a kid? Dad was always quoting it. “I worry 
ahead?”

I drank my tea and did not tell her that I only started saying 
that after my father left us for them. 

New York City, windowsill 12 floors up: [ozone, pigeon 
nests]

Helen is in the other room talking on the phone to her 
oligarch. He called her from 40,000 feet above the Atlantic.

Greg-or-what? Greg-or-what? Greg-or-nothing. I don’t 
want him to stay with me out of guilt, but I would take that over 
him not staying with me at all.

I found out I was pregnant at 3 weeks. The doctor showed 
me a chart: inside of my uterus there was something the size 
and shape of a comma [,]. 

Me, Gregor. Gregor, Me. 
I came home and told Gregor, and he seemed shocked, sure, 

but also happy. 
He said, yes, a comma! Of course, a comma! 
And I said, why of course a comma? Because it will stand 

between us but also grammatically hold us together? 
And he looked so disgusted with me. That, he said, why do 

you have to do that? 
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What were you going to say?
You’re exhausting. 
No, what were you going to say?
I was going to say that the comma is the punctuation mark 

with the most possibility. That there is always more to come 
with a comma. 

I’m blushing through my sunburn. And I think I blushed at 
the time too, and instead of just shutting up for once in my life, 
I quickly filled the silence with a stupid joke about colons [:] 
and ellipses […].

When Helen came back from the other room I pretended to 
be asleep. She’d changed into a beautiful white nightgown. She 
shook me awake and said serenely that the oligarch did not like 
guests and that her doorman would hail me a cab. 

Brighton Beach, Night: [salt water, bonfire, rancid wrappers]
Gregor was waiting for me at the sublet, leaning against 

the windowsill. He followed me out to the beach, talking about 
how he had gotten the book deal. Talking nonstop so that I 
wouldn’t say anything. The water looked black. And the sky 
in the distance, beyond the pink lights of the Coney Island 
Ferris wheel, also looked black. There was no horizon line, 
but maybe this was just what it seemed like without contacts. 
I did not stop. I set the Smell-O-Matic down mid-stride, and 
walked straight into the cold black water. Gregor, to his credit, 
followed me in. I lost my sandal and kept walking until the sand 
turned rocky and the water was up to my chest. He tried to pull 
me back toward him, but I kept walking until the water was 
up to my chattering teeth, and then until I could not even feel 
the sand anymore. When I started to swim I remembered that 
something inside of me was also swimming. Neither Gregor nor 
I were talking. Every crest, every wave, looked like a fin or a 
tail. He grabbed my ankle, grabbed my wrist, grabbed my shirt. 
I coughed water. He pulled me toward him, grabbed on to my 
heavy skirt, pulled me back to shore. He said, we don’t have to 
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move back to New York. He said, you don’t have to paint. What 
did I want from him? He was screaming. He let go of my wrist 
and it slowly sank. There was all this water between us. It made 
me dizzy. I said I knew that he was having an affair with the 
illustrator, that I saw them. He turned and waded back toward 
the beach. Nothing’s happened yet, he said, not looking back at 
me and not bothering to raise his voice. Get out of the goddamn 
water, I heard someone else calling from the shore.

Sublet: [—]
Sand got into the mechanism last night, and the smells 

might not be recording properly. I’m not sure because I have a 
cold. I woke up to a real estate agent and a young Polish couple 
holding wet umbrellas and inspecting the cabinets over the little 
kitchenette. They nodded at me, followed the real estate agent 
to the window. Rain was falling on the benches in the courtyard. 
Gregor is not here, but the toilet bowl is full of his hair. I blew 
my nose while the couple pointed at the electric outlets. On 
their way out the real estate agent tried to flush the hair down 
the toilet. I fell back asleep, and when I awoke, Gregor was 
lying on his side facing me, clean-shaven, the negative space of 
a beard on his tan, remorseful face. Behind him a light rain was 
gathering on the windowsill.


