
 

 

      

 

the stench 
 

I come home, step inside, set my briefcase on the floor, lift off my hat, draw in a 

breath - and that’s when it hits me. Wwwoooooffff. I draw in a stinging, mossy smell I 

have never before encountered. It is a thick, pungent, stagnant lake, sweaty gorilla kind of 

tangy, swirling fog of rotting vegetables stench. “Whoa, boy,” I cough. “What in the 

name of Mother Goose is that?” I gag.  

My wife steps from the hall and gestures in a neighborly manner, as if to present a 

new guest. She puts her other finger up to her mouth in the international “Ssssshhhh” 

symbol. She is wearing some type of inhaler mask - something she must’ve gotten from a 

storage locker out in the garage - from when the painters were here - some type of 

yellow, cheap, strap-on, plastic de-stenching device. I shrug and hold up my palms in the 

“What gives?” pose. She points, poking her hand at the couch and furrows her brow at 

me.  

I turn my head to where she’s pointing. Sitting there on our couch watching t.v. is 

a great big hairy beast. He is huge - eight feet tall at least. His thick, shaggy brown hair is 

matted and snarled. And the stink. Worst stench ever. A crippling fog. “Oh, man,” I 

mouth, bending at the knees dramatically. “Where did that come from?” I cover my nose 

with my hand.  

My wife shrugs, “Just wandered into the house. I think it was warm,” her voice is 

muffled behind the breathing apparatus. “You know how hot it’s been.” Her voice is a 

strange whistling wheeze.  

The beast turns its big shaggy brown head to look at me.  

Whatever it is, it’s an ugly mother, that’s for sure. I stand and nod to it in a 

friendly greeting, then tilt my head to look at it one way, and then another. I step forward, 

hang my hat on the top of the coat rack without looking, and step across the living room 

and sit down on the couch, settling in next to the brown, raggy beast. I look him over. 

Gnats buzz about him. He holds a glass of water on his leg. At first glance, in proportion 

to him, it looks like a glass of water, but it’s actually an entire plastic pitcher of water.  

I nod and smile. The beast gazes down on me blankly, then turns his head back to 

the t.v. before us. A wilderness movie is showing - forests and mountains and streams 

and meadows and bears and everything, just as this area used to be before we rode the 

glaciating wave of sprawl out to cover it all.  

After a while I nod. “Yeah,” I exhale heavily. “It’s been hot.” But the beast 



 

 

doesn’t say anything, doesn’t even move. “Really hot.”  

 

Later in bed, my wife and I argue quietly. “We can’t let ‘im stay here,” I whisper 

from behind my plastic breathing mask. “We can’t live like this.” My whisper is nothing 

more than a thin, distant, tinny muffle. Even though it was lying on the cool cool concrete 

floor of the basement laundry room, in the crisp coolness of air conditioning, I could still 

taste its sharp, stinging odor. We even put pillows up against the duct grills along the 

floor so as to not have the air conditioning draw up its crippling soupy fog of stench. 

“Maybe we could cut it’s hair, give it a bath, hose it down?” my wife whispers 

from the breathing mechanism. “Soap it up?” 

After a while, I just can’t take it anymore. “I’ll get the scissors,” I roll over and 

drop my feet to the floor.  

“Yep,” my wife rolls out of bed too. “There’s gotta be a solution to every 

problem,” she shakes her head, the mask shaking in the darkness. “There’s just gotta be.” 

 

We creep downstairs, tiptoeing, slowly peeking around the corner of the paneling. 

But it is gone. The beast has left. I step out from around the corner.  

I feel weird now, disappointed. Sad. Sad that I have let it down - that I was given 

this chance, an opportunity to contribute and help someone out, and here I let it slip right 

through my fingers. Here I let it down.  

I look around. The basement seems so very empty now. So lonely and ashamed in 

its emptiness.  

My wife stands behind me. “Well, it’s much cooler out now,” she sighs, holding 

the big scissors.  

And I picture him now, prowling the neighborhood, lurching down the empty 

streets, lurking in the shadows, heavy gaited, hunched, dragging itself in a sideways lope, 

thick matted hair, looking for an open door or window, looking for a nice, friendly 

couple. Looking for nice people, for better people. For people not like us.  

I turn to my wife. “Honey, let’s have children,” I exhale and nod desperately, 

“Lots and lots of children.”  
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