
They had told me with little half smiles about the smell of my baby. You’ll want to breathe him in all day, 

all night. I smiled with them, finding it endearing, amusing. 

He was born roaring into the world. An impossibly small warrior child, reeking of the journey to here, to 

me, to this hardscrabble little light-infused life of ours. And it was true; I wanted to breathe him in. All 

day long, and in those witching hours of the night, before I could make out which skin belonged to me 

and which to him.  

As weeks passed, he swaddled in that smell and my body, slowly shaking down the hormonal 

imbalances of post-partum, began reacting to it differently, with a frequent rise of alarm some days, 

with an oppressive melancholy on others. His velvety crown, the little folds around his elbows and 

knees, still retained the essence of his triumphant passage between worlds—and somehow it clashed 

with my other senses, making me feel blunt, clumsy. I envied his warrior spirit. I envied the newness of 

him and rued the idea that my body, stretched, sleep deprived, hollowed of maiden creativity, should 

take on the crushing weight of nurturing him.  

One night, my son, a two-month old wanting to nurse, but unable to settle because of stomach upset 

and a tenuous latch, cried for three hours, punctuated with tremulous, hiccoughing breaks that lasted 

only moments. I had been crying with him, behind a stoic exterior that was slowly cracking. After one 

break that, clenching, I hoped signaled the end of his protest, his lungs filled once more and released 

angry, hurting wails that provoked my own sharp inhalation. I smelled him again. I cracked in every place 

I had felt strong in the past. I let a waterfall of furious, defeated tears fall on his face, his torso, mingling 

with the breastmilk that was trickling from my nipple.  

That mingling of fluids, both my own, gripped my attention uncannily, until I realized that it had been 

some time since my baby had made a sound. He slept. I could see the salty traces of tears on my breast, 

but I smelled milk now, pungent, sour, and yet unmistakably in the same scent-family as my son’s soft 

skin. 

Taking a deep, steadying breath, and repositioning my exhausted son in my arms, I thanked him for 

allowing me a flood—or rather enabling it. Enabling me to understand that our spirits were the same 

and that he, in his impossible newness, and I, in my ongoing transformation from maiden to mother, 

were the same; primal creatures, bonded in our needs, in our love. 

With a little half smile, I handed him to my husband. “Smell him,” I said. “Breathe him in.” 


