
Moshfegh, O. (2020, June 1). The smell of doughnuts. The New Yorker. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/06/08/the-smell-of-doughnuts 

 

The Smell of Doughnuts 
By Ottessa Moshfegh 
June 1, 2020 

 

In the late fall of 2006, I went out for what I knew would be my last night of 

drinking. I remember stopping at Kellogg’s Diner to buy some Advil and a 

SlimFast, which I chugged on my way to the bar where I was meeting a girlfriend 

and a guy she was dating. There was something ceremonious about drinking that 

SlimFast, like putting on war paint. I thought it would protect my stomach from all 

the alcohol I was about to pour into it. I had never cared to do such a thing before. 

The first few rounds of drinks were unremarkable, and I was bored with my 

girlfriend and her guy. Then we went to another bar, which I think was on Graham 

Avenue. I remember that the bartender was an old Polish woman who could see 

that I was up to no good. I had probably had ten drinks by then. 

I turned to the man next to me. “Why do you smell so strongly of doughnuts?” was 

my opening line. 

“I don’t smell like doughnuts.” 

To me, he did. In fact, the whole bar smelled like doughnuts. “Am I hallucinating?” 

I asked the man. 

“I don’t care,” he said. 
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“Let me buy you a drink,” I told him. “Let me buy this whole bar a drink!” But I 

didn’t. The bartender deliberately ignored me. 

I was broke, sloppy, depressed, angry, bloated, desperate, and addicted. Apart from 

the SlimFast, this night, so far, was like any other night. Whether I was drinking at 

a bar or alone at home, self-centered dissatisfaction plagued me. I couldn’t really 

get drunk anymore. I barely slept. I liked to drink sake instead of coffee in the 

mornings. Somehow I had held down a job, but I was always hungover, cranky, 

and rude, insensitive to everything but my own bad mood. 

It was probably already three in the morning when I left my friends on Graham to 

go and “get into some trouble.” 

The smell of doughnuts followed me. I figured my olfactory nerve was on the fritz, 

or maybe that SlimFast was working on me in mysterious ways. I wandered in and 

out of bars, looking for someone or something to turn the night into an adventure, 

but all I found were a few more drinks. I knew I had a bottle of vodka at my 

apartment. Maybe there was enough left to obliterate me. I kept thinking, If I can 

just drink enough tonight, I won’t need to drink again for the rest of my life. I told 

myself, Go out with a bang. 

Advertisement 

I was impatient waiting for the subway at the Lorimer Street station. I don’t know 

what the G train has been like since—I haven’t taken it in a decade—but back then 

you could wait an hour for a train at night. I paced along the edge of the platform, 

peering into the tunnel for lights. The station was pretty empty. I was impatient to 

get home to that vodka. I kept leaning out over the tracks to look for the train 

coming. Darkness. It was driving me crazy to wait so long. I kind of spaced out 

with my feet half over the edge of the platform, playing with my balance. 



“Hello.” 

I turned and saw an angel. He was seven feet tall, wore brown pants and a blue 

puffy coat, and smiled as if the sight of me actually made him happy. 

“Hi,” I said. 

I stepped toward him, away from the platform edge, right as the train arrived. I felt 

the breeze at my back. I understood that this man had appeared just in time to save 

my life. 

The train doors opened. He went inside and gestured for me to follow him, as 

though he were a maître d’. He smiled continuously and sat a few seats away from 

me. I don’t recall what we talked about during the ride, but I remember that he was 

very calm, very polite, asked me simple questions that I tried to answer without 

slurring. The doughnut smell was even more powerful at that point. 

“I’m getting off here,” he said, as the train pulled into the Myrtle-Willoughby 

station. 

“Me, too.” I lived a block and a half away. 

It was still dark out, but I could feel the sun readying to break. The angel walked 

me to my door, quietly, dutifully, as if he had been sent there just to return me to 

safety. 

Before I went inside, I asked him, “Do you smell doughnuts?” 

He looked a little embarrassed, and laughed, and said, “I work the graveyard shift 

at Dunkin’ Donuts.” 
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I shook his hand and thanked him, went inside, and got into bed. In the morning, I 

poured out the vodka. ♦ 

 






