
Scent, Sentence, Sentience 

Anonymized submission to the Obermayer Prize for Writing for the Public (2025-26) 

(1) 

 Before I spill for you the secret I’ve guiltily kept for 20 years — before I explain about 

the cure to heartbreak, and the trouble with semen, and the clue that the little blind girl found in 

the grammar of the English language — and before I offer you my final defense against the 

charge of having bullshitted my way through life — I think I ought to explain how it all started. 

Frankly, even that might not help my case. Because if we are really being honest, it all started on 

the first day of fourth grade, the day my teacher tried and failed to teach me about racism. 

 Not that Mrs. Jackson could have guessed what would happen, decades later, as a 

consequence of the lesson she taught that morning. It was all so innocent. At snack time she 

handed each of her students a little plastic bag of jelly beans and told us not to eat them. Instead, 

we were to guess the flavors just by looking. We peered obediently into our bags, writing 

“yellow – lemon” and “white – coconut” in our black-and-white composition notebooks. 

 But then a curious thing happened: my friend Ethan snuck a bean into his mouth. He 

made a face, thought for a moment, then crossed out his answer and replaced it with “yellow – 

blueberry.” Mrs. Jackson raised an eyebrow. Ah, Ethan, have you made a discovery? Have you 

been — beanboozled? Ethan had fallen into her trap. Mrs. Jackson began her lecture for the day 

— something about books and covers, the colors of skins and the contents of characters — 

something that I, shamefully, remember nothing else of, because my mind never made it past that 

mysterious yellow jelly bean. 
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 Why did Ethan think yellow meant blueberry? Why did everyone agree with him? I 

licked my yellow bean. It tasted the same as every other jelly bean I had eaten in my life: sweet 

and slightly sour. Nothing distinguished it from the blue bean or the green bean in my bag. As far 

as I could tell, jelly bean colors had always been purely ornamental and symbolic, like the colors 

of cars and flags. What did they all know that I didn’t? 

 I looked around furtively. Ethan had already written down “blue – cherry” and “green – 

coconut” in his composition book. Mrs. Jackson was lecturing about Brown v. Board. This 

seemed like a bad time to raise a stink. So what was I supposed to do? I did what anyone would: 

I stealthily copied Ethan’s answers into my own notebook. And in the way that dishonesty begets 

dishonesty, that one lie compounded and multiplied into a lifetime of lying about my subjective 

experience of the world. That is how it began. 

(2) 

 As you probably know, different flavors of jelly beans taste differently from one another. 

And taste, as it turns out, is mostly a matter of smell. When you swallow a jelly bean, some of its 

molecules are diverted to a secret backdoor entrance to your nose to be sensed by olfactory 

receptors. Your brain then creates the illusion of placing that sensation back on your tongue. In 

fact, your tongue’s “taste buds” do very little. They only detect the four gustatory qualities of 

sweetness, sourness, saltiness, and bitterness — and, like the rest of your body, your mouth also 

detects temperature, texture, and pain. Everything else comes from your nose. 

 But not from my nose. For a long time I thought I was simply very bad at smelling and 

tasting, in the way that one can be very bad at reading clocks, or gauging a gram of sugar, or 

hearing a minor sixth, or parsing rapid French. I was ashamed; I hid my incompetence and hoped 
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that my skills would mature with time. But it dawned on me over the course of my childhood 

that perhaps it was not a matter of competence at all. One night, like a closeted gay child, I 

stealthily looked some things up on my mother’s laptop. What I learned is that about 1 in 10,000 

people are congenitally anosmic: unable to smell since birth. 

(3) 

 It is impossible for anyone to say why exactly I didn’t tell anyone. Who can know the 

mind of an eight-year-old child? Surely shame had something to do with it: not only the primary 

shame of missing a sense — searing at an age when we are just becoming conscious and anxious 

about our bodies — but also the secondary shame of not even having noticed until now. 

Incompetence is bad enough; ignorance of incompetence is humiliating. (It was only much later 

that I learned that most congenital anosmics discover their condition quite late into their 

childhoods, as I did.) 

 I would say, however, that shame is only part of the explanation. If I had to venture an 

honest answer, it would simply be that at age eight, what a little boy wants more than anything 

else in the world is a secret: something to safeguard, something to remind him of his own 

interiority. Eight is the age of imaginary friends and undiscovered superpowers, of Anakin 

Skywalker and Peter Parker and Harry Potter. Eight might be the last year you can responsibly 

think yourself special. And here I was, with the perfect secret dropped in my lap. It wouldn’t be a 

hard ruse to pull, I figured, seeing as how I myself didn’t know for the first eight years of my 

life. It would be a little game, an inside joke only I was in on. It would be fun. 

 So I told no one about my anosmia: not Ethan, not Mrs. Jackson, not my doctor, not even 

my parents. To this day we haven’t talked about it. You, reader, are among the first to know. 
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(4) 

 I learned very quickly that I was right about one thing. It really is very easy to pretend to 

be able to smell. No one ever asks you point-blank to identify a rigged jelly bean. In practice, 

you can muddle through nearly any smell-related social interaction by relying on context cues, 

determining on a common-sense basis whether the right response is to furrow your eyebrows or 

to feign a orgasm. This is what I do day after day when handed flowers and drinks and spices to 

sniff. 

 But, just between you and me? There is no actual sensation underlying those responses. 

All spices are exactly the same to me (tasteless powders), as are all salad greens (tasteless 

leaves), all fruit juices (sweet liquids), and all teas and coffees (bitter liquids). I have no qualms 

about downing a raw garlic clove, or biting a durian, or sniffing a fart. 

 If you wanted to know more about the subjective experience of anosmia, I could point 

you to countless books and essays. The world is full of memoirs by anosmics; lyrical and 

maudlin as they should be. When people lose their sense of smell to accident or disease, they 

tend to turn to writing to grieve the loss. 

 I however am not grieving anything, because I haven’t lost anything. My anosmia is 

congenital, not acquired. So not grief, exactly— but I will admit to being annoyed by the way 

things are. 

 For one, I resent that I overpay for food. Fine dining and fine wine are largely wasted on 

me. I generate a lot of food waste out of paranoia, knowing that I cannot tell when food has gone 

bad. I stand in grocery stores guiltily contemplating the wastefulness of supply chains that burn 

unfathomable amounts of carbon to offer me the meaningless choice between blueberry and 
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strawberry jam. I try not to think about the global spice trade, which colonized and subjugated 

my ancestors to source molecules I care nothing for. 

 I only buy Ben & Jerry’s ice cream, at $5.99 a pint. (Ben Cohen, being anosmic, designed 

his ice cream for textural intrigue.) As a child I always stank, and as an adult I worry that I still 

stink, so I use twice as much soap as anyone really should. I am likely to die in a house fire, 

because I can’t detect gas leaks or even smoke. I could never become a professional chemist, 

chef, or perfumer. 

 But food, soap, careers — these are little losses, little taxes I can steel myself to pay. 

When I am in the mood to wish, what I wish is that I could smell other people: a friend on a 

borrowed hoodie, a lover on a borrowed pillow. I wish I could be so acutely and materially aware 

of the traces we leave on one another’s lives, the way bits of our bodies are constantly entering 

each other’s noses, like emissaries to warm, dark embassies. I think quite a lot about 

pheromones. 

(5) 

 Sometimes, if I squint, I can convince myself that I have it backwards, that I’m on the 

wrong side of this inside joke. I can hear them snickering now: “We’ll call it cinnamon,” they 

say, “We’ll tell him it comes from the bark of a tree.” But if smell is a huge prank, a ruse, then it 

is an outrageously well-constructed one, buffeted by internal consistency and explanatory power. 

I can’t smell, but I think I understand quite a lot about this so-called act of “smelling.” For 

example: like sights and sounds, smells can travel but their strength diminishes with distance. 

But unlike sights, smells can go around corners. Unlike sounds, smells linger. 
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 All of this coheres with what I have observed of the behavior of people in the world. 

People bring things closer to their nose to smell them (distance). People can smell cookies from 

the other room (corners). People can smell alcohol on my breath after I have taken a sip of wine 

(lingering). I understand all of this, which means there is probably something to understand. It all 

checks out. I am willing to accept that smells exist for the same reason that I am willing to accept 

that electrons exist — thinking in terms of smells and electrons makes phenomena in the world 

make sense. 

 In fact, I think my theory of smell is very, very good. It is rich and nuanced, abstract and 

precise. Consider my use of language: I know when to describe smells as delicate or pungent or 

acrid, and I know when to use the word scent or aroma or stench. I walk around saying 

sentences laden with olfactory vocabulary all the time: I’ll tell a coworker “These symptoms reek 

of a bug in the code,” or I’ll tell a bandmate “I caught a whiff of Coltrane in your playing 

tonight.” My friends clearly understand what I mean when I deploy smell-words in figurative 

language. This to me is evidence that I can competently use these words, and more generally, that 

I have a good working theory of what smell is. 

 I also think I have a good working theory of particular smells. For example, I’m a good 

cook, or so my friends tell me. I understand which spices go together, and in what proportions, 

and how to process them to bring out their fragrance. If it were just a handful of recipes that I’d 

mastered, you might say that I have simply memorized the ingredients and the methods. But it’s 

more than that. I can improvise, I can think on my feet. In a pinch, I can substitute. I am sure that 

I have made dishes that have never been made before. When I reason about food and its flavors, I 
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am not just parroting back propositions that have been uttered to me by others. I am thinking and 

creating. 

 Of course, I don’t know everything. There are some things that still surprise me, things I 

have to be told explicitly because I would never have guessed them. Typically, I find that I 

underestimate the sense of smell, discovering to my amazement that a substance I had assumed 

to be inert actually has a distinctive odor. I was 23 years old when I discovered that people can 

smell metals, because metallic ions react with oils in your skin to form smellable volatile 

compounds. Other times, I’m in the dark about something because it simply does not come up 

very often. It was only this spring that I pieced together that “fish” is vulgar slang for vaginas for 

olfactory reasons. My dear college roommate had to explain to me that people can smell semen. 

 These facts surprise me, but they do not overturn my working theory of smell. They slot 

cleanly into my existing theoretical framework, the way the discovery of a new species of frog 

slots cleanly into our existing theories of evolution and ecology. Now that I know that semen 

smells, I am willing to bet that its smell diminishes with distance, that its smell can turn corners, 

and that its smell lingers. I behave accordingly. The stakes are high for getting this kind of thing 

wrong. And indeed, there is always the possibility that I have deluded myself into a fantasyland 

theory that is utterly disconnected from reality: that instead of electrons, I have posited 

phlogiston, aether, humor, miasma. Maybe my theory of smell is hopelessly geocentric. Maybe 

one day it will all fall apart. 

 But I think I am doing okay. I have to be honest with you: I think the theory is sound. I 

think the theory is real. 

(6) 
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 No one wants this essay to turn out to be about artificial intelligence. But the warning 

signs are flashing already: phrases like “Chinese room” and “p-zombie” and “stochastic parrots” 

brimming on the horizon. These are all philosophical metaphors for unthinking machines, 

machines that produce output from input by blindly manipulating symbols without understanding 

what those symbols “mean.” 

 It is not that I would be offended if you compared me to a room, or a zombie, or a parrot. 

Well, I would be — that would be dehumanizing — but even through that offense I would have 

to begrudgingly admit that there is a scientifically interesting question here. Do I really 

understand smell? Or, rather, when I claim to “understand” smell, what am I claiming about what 

understanding is at all? When I reflect on the arguments I just marshaled to convinced you of my 

smell-sense (my use of figurative language, my ability to reason flexibly in new situations, my 

ability to integrate new evidence) I can’t help but think of the tests my lab administers to 

determine whether a mind or a machine “understands” a given concept. 

 I work in a lab at MIT’s Department of Brain and Cognitive Sciences. My lab is 

concerned with what makes human intelligence so special: how we learn so much from so little, 

as my PhD advisor Josh Tenenbaum puts it. I am telling you this, not as a sign of credibility, but 

as a sign of liability. If I’m not careful, I might end up in a trap. As a cognitive scientist in 

training, and as a human being with a soul, I really do believe that today’s flagship AI systems 

don’t think in a human-like way. They are, as the phrase goes, bullshitting: producing text with 

reckless disregard for the truth. But I also believe that I am not bullshitting, even when I talk 

about smell. I have tried to explain to you why I believe this, and, as you can probably tell, I 
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want to keep believing this. I would be offended if you thought I was bullshitting every time I 

made a friend dinner. I would be heartbroken if I myself thought I was. 

 But, at least in the narrow domain of smell, it is true that neither ChatGPT nor I have any 

firsthand perceptual experience. Nor are either of us likely to gain such experience in the near 

future. While AI already has excellent eyes and ears (cameras and microphones), and while 

progress on fingers has been stunning, the electronic nose has thus far remained elusive. So 

anything ChatGPT and I know about smell, we must know indirectly from language. Unless I 

can articulate a difference between these two kinds of minds, I am inviting a lot of tricky 

questions. Are my positions a symptom of hubris and hypocrisy; of sloppy, fallacious, wishfully 

anthropocentric thinking? I worry about this a lot. 

(7) 

 To begin to talk my way out of this corner, I want to tell you about a little girl named 

Kelli. I learned about Kelli from Josh. He suggested one day that I read a book called Language 

and Experience: Evidence from the Blind Child, by cognitive scientists Barbara Landau and Lila 

Gleitman. I stole the lab copy and read it over winter break. 

 Kelli is the titular congenitally blind child. Over the course of Kelli’s childhood, Landau 

and Gleitman probed her understanding of visual words, words like “look” and “see,” in an effort 

to understand one of the oldest and most profound questions about the human mind: how much is 

it possible to learn about the world from language alone, without firsthand perceptual 

experience? One proud philosophical tradition, most associated with John Locke and the British 

empiricists, holds that real understanding can only come from direct perceptual access. Locke 

would say that Kelli cannot really understand vision from language alone. 
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 Landau and Gleitman were not so sure. In their book, they argue that Kelli actually knew 

quite a lot about vision. For example, they argue that even as early as age 2, she understood the 

subtle difference between “looking” and “seeing” — namely, that “looking” is active (a matter of 

physically exploring), while “seeing” is stative (a matter of psychologically perceiving). As 

evidence they recounted a story where they, together with Kelli, played a prank on Kelli’s 

mother: they pushed a jack-in-the-box closed and asked Kelli’s mother to search for Jack. When 

asked “Did mom look?” Kelli said yes, but when asked “Did mom see?” Kelli said no. Kelli 

understood that you can look without seeing. 

 But how could Kelli possibly know this distinction? She had herself never looked or seen 

before, and surely no one had directly explained to her the active/stative distinction at age 2. 

Landau and Gleitman argued instead that this information was somehow implicit and latent in 

the language she heard — that grammar itself drips with hints to meaning. 

 Consider how natural it is to form an imperative with “look” (“Look at it!”) but how odd 

it is to do so with “see” (“See it!”). On the other hand, it is natural to form an interrogative with 

“see” (“Do you see?”) but strange and infelicitous to do so with “look” (“Do you look?”). These 

are grammatically-embedded hints to the active/stative distinction. You can tell someone to look, 

but you cannot command someone into the mental state of seeing — that would be mind control. 

You can tell whether someone is looking, but you cannot determine whether someone is in the 

mental state of seeing — that would be mind reading. Hence, we use imperatives for actives 

(look!) and interrogatives for statives (see?). Landau and Gleitman argued that by observing the 

grammatical shadows cast by these visual concepts, Kelli could in principle piece together what 

the causal structure of vision must be. 
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 Is this how I know the difference between sniffing and smelling? I think often about the 

phrase “to smell of” — the invocation of the genitive case — the implication that to be smelled is 

to give a part of yourself up to the perceiver — a small grammatical clue to the chemical 

mechanism by which smell is transmitted, the emissary and the embassy. The way words like 

“smell” and “sniff” and “waft” and “noseblind” plug into sentences — the very fact that we have 

these words at all — says quite a lot about how smell works, physically, physiologically, 

psychologically. 

 I take Landau and Gleitman’s findings to mean, contra Locke, that it is in principle 

possible for the human mind to genuinely come to understand a perceptual concept from 

language alone. Research in the decades since has uncovered quite a lot more about congenitally 

blind people’s understanding of color, light, and perception. Based on this evidence, I do not 

think congenitally blind people are bullshitting when they talk about visual concepts. And, 

plausibly, I might not be bullshitting when I talk about olfactory concepts. 

(8) 

 I imagine myself on trial. In the jury box are cognitive scientists, linguists, AI engineers; 

bakers, perfumers, otolaryngologists; a robot. Behind them, everyone I have ever lied to about 

smell. They peer at me expectantly. They are willing to accept that I have a working theory of 

smell — perhaps even that I understand what smell is. But they are not yet convinced that I am 

any different from an AI chatbot. 

 The judge beckons me to continue and I begin stumbling through my arguments. First, I 

attempt to argue that my knowledge of smell and Kelli’s knowledge of vision might be 

fundamentally different from ChatGPT’s, fundamentally more honest. For example, congenitally 
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blind children know that sheep are white, but, because the phrase “black sheep” appears more 

commonly than “white sheep” on the Internet, ChatGPT’s statistical learning algorithm might 

falsely conclude that sheep are black. I try it out live on the courtroom projector. The 

demonstration fails: AI technology has since overcome this limitation. (Groans from the gallery. 

The jurors scribble notes.) 

 “What about the volume of data!” I offer hopefully. Whatever ChatGPT is doing, it is 

doing with tens of thousands of human lifetimes worth of language. Or the energy. My brain runs 

on just a dozen watts, a fraction of the cost of training ChatGPT. Surely this means we are 

different in some way. 

 “Yes,” says the foreman, “but this is not about the mechanism by which you learn from 

language. It is about what you have learned and what you do with it. No matter how you came to 

be this way, couldn’t you both still be bullshitting?” 

 I turn beet red, I stammer. I lose my grip on the defendant’s only real weapon, which is an 

almost-delusional conviction in his innocence. Maybe I really am a room, a zombie, a parrot, I 

think. 

 Then, in the back, the door splits open. A messenger runs in, carrying a memory for me. 

(9) 

 Secrets are meant to be shared. The first time I shared mine was in a love letter. When the 

two of us met again, finally, in the flesh, she sniffed my hair and told me how it smelled. In that 

moment, with her nose pressed up against my oily scalp, I wondered about all the secrets and 

secretions we would go on to share — it was like she sniffed the thoughts right out of my mind. 

Years later she would squeeze my hand under the Thanksgiving table as I competently but 
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vacuously made conversation with her father, who, as it turned out, worked at a food flavor 

supply company. 

 We lasted five years. 

 I never collected my belongings from her apartment. I never wanted to see her again. But 

— is this childish? — I did want my secret back. It bothered me that she had walked away with 

it, that there was nothing I could do about it. 

 Well, no, that isn’t quite true, is it? There is one way to pry away a secret from someone: 

which is to destroy it, to make it not a secret at all. And so, childish or not, that is what I did. In 

the aftermath of our parting, I began telling all of my friends, for the first time in my life, about 

congenital anosmia. 

 In its own way, this was one of the loveliest periods of my life. The sharing of the Secret 

had for so long been tied up with intimacy and affection in my mind that every friend I 

disclosed-divulged-confessed the secret to suddenly grew a lot closer to my heart. I felt like I had 

relaxed a muscle that had been kept tense my entire life. 

 By summertime everyone knew. Then everyone knew everyone knew. In the fall some of 

my friends threw me a dinner party. On the menu was “texturally intriguing food” handcrafted 

for the congenital anosmic. The salad was— was it? It was crunchy. God. I love them all to 

death. 

 But I have to say, other than that dinner, things really haven’t changed that much around 

here. My friends still hand me flowers and drinks and spices to sniff — out of habit, I imagine — 

and I still play along, only sometimes giving back a playful nudge to remind them of the game 

they forget we are playing. When I am sad they offer me tea, not realizing that tea is just hot 
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water to me. When I set off the fire alarms in the kitchen, my neighbors ask me why I didn’t 

open the window, and I explain again and again that smoke is steam and steam is smoke to me. 

 They are nice about it, but it is clear that we all have a hard time imagining and reasoning 

about the experience and behavior of people who cannot smell. You wouldn’t invite your deaf 

friend to the symphony— but you might catch yourself offering your anosmic friend a cup of tea. 

We take smelling for granted, much more so than we do seeing and hearing. 

 Maybe for this reason, most people don’t value their sense of smell very much. If asked 

to choose a sense to give up, smell is often the first to go. The psychologist Rachel Herz and her 

colleagues have found that people would rather give up their sense of smell than a toe. And why 

not? These people must be thinking of the ten thousand noxious odors they would be freed from 

in one smell fwoop. 

 But when people actually do lose their sense of smell, it dawns on them just how 

important smell is to living, just how much they have lost. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 

thousands of people learned this the hard way, losing their sense of smell temporarily to the 

disease. If you read their memoirs, you will discover that smell is not just important for hygiene 

and fire safety. Smell underlies nearly everything that is pleasurable about life. Food, sex, 

petrichor, redolence. There is so much to grieve. People who lose their sense of smell are often 

diagnosed with severe depression soon after. 

 I am grateful not to know what I am missing. It is not better to have loved and lost. I am 

twenty-six years old and I have had enough of loss. 

(10) 

 And yet— the memory. I pop it into the DVD player and show it to the jury. 
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 It is five in the morning in Cambridge, Massachusetts. I wake up next to a pile of wadded 

tissues and begin to remember that I have a cold, the kind of cold that would dull my sense of 

smell if I had one. In my kitchen I squint at the date on a takeout container. How long does fried 

rice last? Who knows. I throw it out. I throw it all out. There it is: the unbearably lonely work of 

keeping myself alive. 

 It is the nature of sensation that some things feel good. Music to the ear, kiss to the cheek, 

sunrise to the eye, sugar to the tongue. It is this kind of pleasure — call it hedonic — that I had 

the most trouble learning about. It is only starting to dawn on me, after a quarter-century of being 

human, that most of what feels good is smell. I am starting to learn that candles aren’t just for 

warmth. I am starting to wonder about decaf. 

 People talk endlessly about which smells are pleasurable, but we do not talk much about 

what makes them pleasurable, what the nature of that pleasure is. Maybe this is because the 

nature of pleasure is so self-evident to the normosmic that we do not feel the need to talk about it 

— like the whiteness of sheep. Or maybe it is because there is some fundamental reason why the 

pleasure of olfaction is difficult to externalize in language, the way the pleasure of orgasm is 

difficult to externalize in language, and thus universally a mystery to adolescents. Whatever the 

case may be, I am acutely aware that my theory of smell stops at pleasure. I am missing an 

explanatory variable. I live my life always slightly confused, always dimly aware that there is 

something going on I am not picking up on, something I am out of the loop on, the way you 

might feel when a warm dinner conversation turns inexplicably tense, or when the grown-ups 

chuckle at an innuendo that went over your head, or when the whole class agrees the yellow jelly 

bean is apple. What do they know that I don’t? 
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 A week later I meet a girl at an upscale cocktail bar; her suggestion, not mine. We make 

conversation, we search for common interests in the desperate way that young people do when 

all they have so far is a tentative attraction. She tells me her morning rituals, her simple 

pleasures: coffee, flowers, matcha, ube. I nod along but I have no opinions on any of these items

— even, now that I come to think of it, on the menu at this bar. She sees me glancing down, 

starts raving about absinthe. It is that prideful raving one can only rave over a hard-won acquired 

taste. 

 Taste, yes. One after another these are all matters of taste, as all matters of taste seem to 

be. The refined palate, is what we call it: knowledge and appreciation of wines and cheeses and 

teas and perfumes. Two out of three magi brought Jesus gifts of smell. What do I know of the 

good life; of elegance, subtlety, grace, culture? 

 As I sit there it dawns on me that so much of what it means to be civilized derives from 

our conception of olfactory pleasure. Orwell once wrote that all Western class distinctions can be 

summarized as “the lower classes smell.” I think of how Shakespeare’s patricians — Casca, 

Coriolanus — always complained of the plebeians’ bad breath. I think of how, that morning, two 

thousand years later, the New York Times ran an article on an Indian couple expelled from their 

graduate program over their smelly lunch. This ritual that she and I are engaged in, blanketed in 

the aesthetics of coziness and comfort, is a ritual for sussing out class. 

 The bartender gingerly pours a fluid into a delicate crystal glass. I suddenly feel like an 

animal. Never mind that it is she who, with her fleshy protruding appendage, sniffs out the world 

like a goddamn basset hound. I look at myself perched on my barstool like a monkey, beastly, 

hirsute, oafish, undignified. I want out. Let me reek. 
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 I weigh explaining to her about my anosmia. “Ask me about art, instead,” I would say, 

“I’ll tell you my favorite post-impressionist.” There is a world in which that goes over well. But I 

can’t bring myself to do it, not tonight. I make a brutish excuse to leave. 

 It is here, at pleasure, that I draw the line. I can feign (if you want to call it that) 

knowledge of spices and herbs; I can cook my friends dinner in pretense; I can do these things 

with a straight face and an open heart. But I cannot produce an inner life where there is none. 

Preferences, aversions, cravings, yearnings: these are not objective facts about the world I can 

convince myself I understand. A large language model will happily tell you why it likes absinthe; 

or, if that capability has been beaten out of it, then it will at least acquiesce to telling you why a 

hypothetical human might like absinthe. But I cannot explain this; I cannot even try with a 

straight face. In the way that Kelli can’t have a favorite color, I can’t have a favorite jelly bean. 

This is something I do not understand, will not understand. Never in my life have I claimed to. 

 You know, when it comes down to it, I really do think I have been honest in my dealings 

with this world. When I say that I want something, I really do want it. When I say that I love 

someone, I really do mean it. These are not just words and phrases. This is not just a theory. 

 The judge bangs the gavel and I am sentenced back to reality. I sense snowfall outside the 

bar. Cambridge is iced, dead, sterile, and there is nothing, I tell myself, to scent in the air that 

night. 

 I collect my coat, but then I turn around. I step into the bathroom and let out one loud, 

majestic fart before leaving. 
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