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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In most cases, I have changed the names and identifying details of the people I describe to protect their privacy. Occasionally, I have compressed or combined events.

I have provided the names of the perfumes featured when I felt it was crucial to the telling of this story. However, in some cases I preferred to leave the names out and keep the emphasis on the description of their scents and the emotions they evoked at the moment. Doing so allowed me to avoid recommending perfumes that may be discontinued or reformulated by the time this book is published. I invite all curious readers to visit www.alyssaharad.com where I can give you the latest, updated scoop.


PART I

LEARNING
HOW TO SMELL
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1: THE BEAUTIFUL SURPRISE

Perfume tells a story on the skin. It has a beginning, a middle, and—if it’s good—a long, lingering end. To try a new perfume is to give yourself over to this story for at least an hour or two, sometimes much longer. It’s a risky endeavor. Not because there is so much bad perfume crowding the counters today. (You can always wash it off.) And not because others will accuse you of stinking up the joint. (You can always wear less, and what do they know, anyway?)

The story a new perfume tells is dangerous—and exciting—because it is unabashedly intimate. It depends on the heat of your body to give it life, and on your memories and fantasies to give it depth. To smell it, you must breathe it in, and when you move close to others, they breathe it in, too, along with your warmth and your presence. Like all scents, perfume seeps into your memories whether you want it to or not, preserving and enriching them. But it can do something far stranger: It can turn your moods and desires into a living presence, surprising you with something, or someone, you didn’t know you knew. When we approach the perfume counter we are always a little bit vulnerable. We think we’re looking for a pleasant smell, or something sexy, maybe a bit of art or romance to grace a special day, but our dreams get into the mix. They tug us down toward the questions lurking underneath all such small decisions: Who am I? What do I want?

My affair with perfume began as a slow, secret flirtation, carried on late at night by the glow of my computer screen. Lurking in the electronic shadows, I left no comments, and I told no one in my waking life that what had begun as an occasional dalliance was growing into a daily ritual. I was a serious, Birkenstock-wearing feminist in my mid-thirties, and my sudden passion for reading about perfume left me baffled and not a little embarrassed.

But then, I was embarrassed about a lot of things in those days. My life had come to a kind of pause. When I ran into old friends or was introduced to strangers, I no longer knew how to explain myself. I’d moved to Austin to get my doctorate, but there wasn’t much demand for English PhDs when I began my studies, and there was even less eight years later, when I emerged, degree in hand. The most sensible of my fellow students dropped out after a few years. Those of us more adept at denial or faith kept going, hoping we’d be the exception.

I told myself I was keeping my options open, and I always had a side project or two going. But I stayed too long. I grew deeply attached to my work and to teaching, and poured my heart into both. This turned out to be a mistake—a serious, passionate, complicated mistake, like marrying the wrong person or moving to the wrong country. It took me several years to fully extricate myself. And during that time I wandered around like an exiled divorcée—stunned, brokenhearted, a stranger to the world and to myself.

Only the man who had loved me and lived with me all through graduate school and its aftermath saw me that way, though. (If he had a choice, I wouldn’t be talking about him at all, so let’s call him V.) Outside our home, I was always busy—very, very busy—first, trying to create a job for myself, and then working for a small nonprofit. But the spring I turned thirty-six, something in me rebelled against all that busyness, and I quit my job. I had an idea—really, no more than a secretive wish encouraged by V.,—that I wanted to write, but I had no idea how or what. For the first time in my much-scheduled life, I had no project and no plans.

I stitched together some freelance work—book reviews, copy for Web sites, standardized-test questions, and whatever else I could scare up and settled into the typical freelancer’s schedule of concentrated bursts of activity followed by long stretches of open space and time. By August my life had grown very slow. It was summer—high Texas summer, with cicadas and thunderstorms and day after day after day of syrupy, bone-melting heat that makes it impossible to take anything very seriously.

It was then, late at night, in the middle of a deadline for another not very interesting freelance job, that I went clicking across the Internet and stumbled across my first perfume blog. I didn’t think of myself as someone who liked perfume. But startled by the vivid prose I found there, impressed that it was written simply for the joy of it, I found myself sneaking over to read a few more reviews every few days or so. Soon enough, I was following links to other writers and reading the comments on their posts, and a lovely dreamworld populated by gentle, scent-mad sophisticates unfurled before me.

My reading had no practical value. I wasn’t looking for a signature scent or trying to replace an old favorite. I was hooked on the stories. Even the most matter-of-fact perfume reviews had a hint of suspense and romance. Would there be dramatic plot reversals? (Sometimes.) Grand resolutions? (Rarely.) Or would the whole thing simply crash and burn? (Far too often.) And, most important: Would the reviewer fall in love? Could I?

I carried on that way for months—confused, shy, smelling the scents only in my mind. Then, one evening, I read a favorite blogger’s tribute to the fierce chic of designer Paloma Picasso’s Mon Parfum. She described not only the perfume’s scent, but the way it helped her recapture an earlier, more glamorous, high-heeled version of herself. Without quite knowing what I was doing, I turned off my computer, got in my car, and drove to the decaying mall near my house.

The beauty floor of the largest department store was empty, the tinny background music playing on for no one. The only visible sales assistant leaned her elbows on the counter farthest from the entrance. I fought back my usual urge to turn around and leave—I am terminally shopping-averse—and made my way to her through the maze of glass and mirrors. When I arrived, she brightened, and launched into a pitch for a series of things as new and pink as she was. I listened while she spritzed the test cards and clouds of powdered strawberry candy, high-grade fabric softener, and preadolescent longing filled the air. Then I asked, firmly, for the Paloma. She was startled (“That’s an old one!”) but found it, and sprayed it on my outstretched arm.

The scent that wafted up to me then was deep-throated, unapologetic, and a little shocking. I didn’t know yet how to separate the sharp prickle of coriander from the lush sweetness of ylang-ylang and rose, the leathery growl of civet and vetiver. But I understood the writer’s story, and a few things about myself that I wouldn’t be able to talk about until much later. I left the mall empty-handed, my heart thumping as though I had stolen the bottle. I went home and lay on the bed, nose pressed to the soft skin just below my wrist. I breathed in. I waited to see what would happen next.

One version of my perfume story is a tale of pure, giddy delight. I dove into the world of perfume headlong, inhaling history, gossip, science, and scent. For the first year or so, I felt like I was living in a state of grace. Everything I wished for—perfume, a reason to go to New York, a chance to smell rare and precious materials, a friend, a community—came to me without effort.

But that’s not the whole story. I was unaccustomed to so much luck and kindness, and it made me suspicious. Part of my giddiness came from the dizzy feeling of floating above my own dark murmurings about decadence, corruption, and escapism. I thought of my passion for perfume as a kind of fever and kept expecting—hoping, fearing—it would break. Each night I went to bed, after another evening of reading and sniffing, with a different perfume on each wrist and a third on the back of my hand, and each night I thought I would wake up the next morning with a clear head and cool, damp skin, filled with relief and just a touch of regret to be back in the real, relatively unscented world.

Luckily, I was old enough to find my predicament funny. After all, in the annals of seduction stories, mine was an old chestnut: the well-behaved schoolgirl who finds herself making out with some deliciously wrong person and runs off crying, savoring the thrilling taste of liquor and cigarettes in her mouth while she figures out exactly when and how to make it happen again.

I was headed across the tracks. It just so happened that Bergdorf’s was on the other side.

I keep my perfumes in a closet. This is not a metaphor. The natural enemies of perfume are heat, light, and humidity, and my closet is cool, dark, and dry. The conversations of perfume people are sprinkled with references to “my perfume closet,” as in, “Oh, I think I have a bottle of that. I’ll have to dig it out from the back of my perfume closet.” Often, the people saying such things have been collecting for decades, and they really do have a whole closet full of perfume—shelf after shelf of bottles, and more in boxes on the floor—that they take out and rotate through as the weather changes or the mood strikes.

My perfumes take up three short shelves of an old nightstand bookcase that is part of the jerry-rigged system of my office storage. They share space with printing paper and ink, packing tape, art supplies, tax records, fabric saved for an indeterminate purpose, bubble wrap, a huge basket of old purses, a storage container still in its original package, and several boxes of files that I should have thrown away the last time we moved. Nevertheless, I too refer to my perfume closet.

Though my perfume closet is not a metaphor, it is, like so many things about perfume, always on the edge of dissolving into one. There is something about a collection of any kind that suggests both a hoarding instinct and a special brand of geekery. Perfume is decidedly not among the rarefied objects of desire—wine, music, art, and so on—whose collectors have celebrity advocates and a widely read literature of their own. The online forums for perfume lovers are full of joyous declarations of relief from recent arrivals: I am so happy to have found you. I thought I was the only one. No one understands how I feel. To which we all chorus in reply: We know exactly what you mean. Welcome.

My own worries over perfume went beyond being misunderstood. To explain them I have to tell you a little bit about who I am and where I came from. I grew up in Boise, Idaho. My first and abiding passion in life was reading, followed closely by talking about what I had read. Writing was what I did when I couldn’t find anyone as interested as I was in the books or the talking, which was often. The only place outside my childhood home where I was encouraged to read, write, and talk was school, and so, for many years, many more than most people, I was a good schoolgirl, working and worrying, testing well and pleasing my teachers. These are habits that last a lifetime. I often find myself thinking, all evidence to the contrary, that everything would be just fine if only I could get my homework, my endless, ever-present homework, finally and truly done.

Like many people who do well in school, I followed the rules as a matter of course. When I learned, as most of us eventually do, that the rules were unfair, that the world itself is an unfair and broken place, it no longer seemed like enough to read books and talk about them. I felt, vaguely but passionately, that Something Must Be Done and that I, personally, was responsible for Doing Something, though I was never quite sure what. While other friends joined the Peace Corps or went to teach in inner-city schools, I went home to Boise, began writing for the weekly paper, and took a job teaching creative writing and a few other things to adolescents at the local psychiatric hospital. Two years later the paper ran out of money for freelancers and the hospital decided to replace the creative arts classes with courses in socialization, but by then both jobs had restored my faith in the importance of reading and writing, and I ended up back in school.

For nearly a decade, while the stock market roared, my fellow students dropped out to take tech jobs, and all the talk was of expansion, invention, gleeful consumption, and bright futures, I wrote about authors who bore witness to poverty, violence, the hard work of survival, and the impossibility of escaping the past. I was teaching undergraduates, and I never stopped trying to Do Something. Mostly, I collaborated with therapists and artists. I spent a lot of time in poorly lit borrowed spaces—reclaimed warehouses, after-hours conference rooms, weekend classrooms—listening to women and girls tell their own stories about violence and survival.

I was a slow, soft kind of activist, too interested in complexity to get much done, but my work gave me a certain point of view. Paging through a waiting-room fashion magazine, I was more likely to grieve over the youth and frailty of the models than I was to lust after their shoes. And there were moments—electric, insistent, more frequent than you might think—when I felt sure I was part of something urgent and important, something much larger than myself. I had little time or patience for anything else.

So when—just as everything began to slow and fail, and the talk turned to cutting back and working together—I became passionately interested in the useless beauty of perfume, it was not as though I had simply taken up a new and unexpected hobby: long-distance motorcycle riding, say, or pole vaulting. It was more along the lines of announcing, after a lifetime of being allergic to mosquitoes, deathly afraid of snakes, and inclined to narcolepsy in heat and humidity, that my life’s true calling was to gather small poisonous frogs in the Amazon jungle. My friends looked at me with the gentle concern we reserve for the harmlessly insane. My mother said, “Really?” And then there was silence.

I suppose that, knowing all this, I should have kept the whole thing under wraps. But I am very bad at keeping quiet, even when I ought to know better. So after my obsession reached a certain point, I began to have the same conversation at a lot of different parties:

I am standing in the corner with my drink when a scholar or social worker or therapist or nonprofit director or performance artist—these are the kinds of people I know—comes over to chat. So, they ask, what are you writing about these days?

There is a pause while I decide whether or not to tell the truth. Most evenings, I take a sip of my drink and a deep breath, and with the feeling of beginning to run toward the edge of a cliff I say, Well, I’ve gotten really interested in perfume.

Another silence falls while my acquaintances look at me—hostile, bored, or slightly interested, but always very puzzled—and then they say: Perfume? You mean like essential oils?

This is an act of translation. In Austin, essential oils are available at the farmers’ market, the health-food co-op, and the women’s bookstore. They scent the air at yoga classes and the massage therapist’s office and the acupuncturist’s, too. The cheerful, blue-haired girl serving your latte (in Austin all our rebels are cheerful) may reek of patchouli oil, but she doesn’t wear perfume. Perfume is for her mother, who lives in Dallas. My acquaintances know I’m not a Dallas kind of girl, so they give me an out, a chance to redeem myself. You didn’t really mean to say perfume, did you?

But I did mean to say perfume, so I have to tell them: No. Not oils. Perfume. And then they say, You mean you like perfume? (Because surely there is some other reason I’m writing about it.) And I keep right on going, off the cliff and into the air, and I say, Yes. Yes, I like perfume. Then all communication breaks down and they say, I don’t understand. What exactly are we talking about here?

So while I’m falling through the air, I do my best to explain. I speak of history. (But never science. There are wonderful science stories to be told, but even I know better than to try to sell chemistry to this crowd.) I trot out perfume’s pedigrees, both sacred and profane, the long and winding road from the holy incense of the East to the precious oils that cost Marie Antoinette her head. (The rebels who captured her carriage had never seen her, but they knew only a royal could smell like that.) I talk about the modern classics, rising up out of war, glamour, magic, and mistakes. I tell a few of the secret stories of the perfume world, tales of its shadowy geniuses and generous madnesses, the perfumer on his knees in the garden trying to re-create the scent of a tiny white flower, the great fields of roses and jasmine reserved for a single scent. If I sense genuine curiosity hidden behind the puzzlement, I tell stories about memory and love, the worlds conjured up by the scents of our childhood, and the way perfumers use these to weave new, more adult memories, the way Jacques Guerlain turned lemon ice and vanilla into the feral darkness of Shalimar, leaving several generations of men to trail after disturbingly edible women. Sometimes, with the wind whistling past my ears and the ground coming up fast below my feet, I face off hostility with brazen effrontery and I say I like the way perfume forces me to think about art and money, how it is so obviously and unashamedly commercial I can’t pretend, the way I sometimes do with other kinds of art, that it’s all for some high, pure, romantic purpose, and how, far from tainting its beauty, the sideshow of money makes the best perfume—and art—seem wilder, more real and insistent, and that thinking about these things makes me feel like a citizen of the world.

All these stories are true, and I love telling them. But they are not the plain and delicate thing, the thing I never say (while I am falling, still falling), which is that perfume makes me happy, and that what we are talking about here is pleasure.

The scent of dry summer heat shimmering above asphalt, dusty earth, and the blond grass of the foothills that surround the city of my childhood. The scent of sun-warmed wood, smooth under your wet cheek when you sprawl on the dock in the middle of the lake, the surrounding water brackish and tea-sweet. The cool blood scent of wet iron, rain on cobblestones, and a lilac bush one block away. The high, singing scent of lemons fading to the spring green of honeysuckle growing along a creek, and a bit of the muddy banks, too. The scent of night-blooming jasmine, heady and heavy with fruit and a touch of ashtray—the lovers were smoking before they disappeared into the brush. The soft smoke blanket of incense pierced by a fretwork of spice—mace, nutmeg, clove. The lush rot of overblown roses wrapped in old velvet. The jewel-bright scent of mandarins deepened by bitter chocolate and smoothed by worn leather. The scent of peaches ripe to the point of decay, which is also the scent of soft flesh, the most luscious kiss. The thick wine scent of honey, viscous at the back of the throat, lit from within by the flowers it came from and the golden sunlight of late summer. The sweet grass scent of new hay, the horses somewhere nearby. The scent of salt, of seawater dried on skin. The acrid tang of chlorine—seawater abstracted, metallicized—and the scent of clean sweat, and, underneath it, the close musk of warm, sleeping bodies, of tangled sheets, of the still-warm pillow. The waxy animal-fur scent of human hair breathed in at the nape of another’s neck.

These are a few of my perfumes.

I fell for perfume in a time of war and disaster, and I am writing this in the middle of more of the same. It would be the easy thing to say that perfume is an escape for me, a sensual distraction from more important things, a kind of giving up and selling out. I have said it myself more than once, sometimes in a stern, moral tone and sometimes in a more forgiving one. In my circles, where so many people are engaged in serious and permanent combat with equally serious and permanent crises, the deliberate pursuit of pleasure is always suspect, but in times like these it is something close to a scandal.

And it’s true—perfume is distracting. When I try to think about the scandal of extravagance in hard times, I end up thinking instead about Lanvin’s Scandal, released in 1933, in the depths of the Great Depression. Discontinued in 1972 but still widely revered and avidly pursued by perfume people, Scandal is one of the few perfumes I know that thoroughly lives up to its name. In its original incarnation it was flowers, spice, leather, and sex—armor for hard times present, protection against threats looming on the horizon, and an invitation to defy both. The flowers have faded with time. The leather and sex have not. The first time I put on a few drops from my precious vintage supply, I immediately left my office to find V. When I did, held my arm up wordlessly for him to sniff. His eyes widened and his eyebrows shot up. “It’s not pretty,” he said. “It’s not pretty at all. But…” He breathed in sharply, and held that breath. “Yes,” I said. “I think so, too.”

Before Scandal, there was Joy. In 1929, Jean Patou looked across the Atlantic at Wall Street in ruins (or so the oft-repeated story goes) and ordered perfumer Henri Alméras to make the most luxurious, most expensive perfume he could imagine. If Scandal was defiance, Joy was transcendence, an aria of pure flowers—roses and jasmine, thousands of them in every bottle—soaring above the anchor of an animalic base. It was radiance over darkness, distilled. It still is. Scandal may have disappeared from the perfume counters, but Joy remains.

When I was a deadly earnest graduate student, living the cramped, slightly miserable life that all graduate students live, I thought of this kind of romantic distraction as a great evil. I would have been the first to point out that the only reason Lanvin and Patou were releasing perfumes in the middle of a depression was to bolster the sagging profits of their couture businesses. Perfume was, and still is, a cheap way to extend the value of a brand—a whiff of fashion’s glamour for the hoi polloi. And I would have added, for good measure, that some of my perfume books say Joy was created and made available to couture customers before the Crash, and that others claim it was an exasperated Alméras who, finding it impossible to please Patou and his publicist—that expert in self-invention, Elsa Maxwell—finally proffered the formula for Joy with the wily caveat that there was no use trying it, since it was far too expensive to produce. In this version of the story, Maxwell pounces on the idea of outrageous luxury and immediately pens the famous tagline still used today (though it is no longer true, if it ever was): Joy. The costliest perfume in the world. I would have seen myself as doing a service, presenting the hard-nosed facts so we can face the world with clear heads. See? I would have said. This is the truth.

Now, I am not so sure. Now I pause to consider the tangible beauty of the scent itself, which is surely as much of a truth as any other. These French fairy tales, these names that keep meaning more than they ought to, may begin as marketing strategies, but if they end in the pleasure of perfume on the skin, does it matter?

Because I can’t help thinking of the women who might have worn these perfumes. Joy and Scandal sold well—too well to be solely the property of the rich. I think about what it might have meant to be clothed in crystalline beauty or tough eroticism while walking through the streets in worn shoes and a carefully mended dress. I think about what it might have meant simply to know the bottle was there, displayed proudly on a dresser or secretly tucked away in a drawer, a token of hope for better times to come, a covenant kept with the notion that life should be about more than the bare necessities.

I think of my father’s mother, who was raised to expect a life of glamour and ease that disappeared in 1929, when she was in her early twenties. She spent most of her life working the floors of the large, fancy stores where she once shopped, but never stopped loving the clothes and perfumes she sold there. My own mother’s hard times came in the midst of the postwar boom. She received the first bottle of her signature scent, the design house Rochas’ opulent classic, Femme as a tip from a Texas heiress staying at the mountain resort where she was a waitress.

I think of what I know about largesse. More than half of my own perfume has come to me as a gift. The generosity of perfume enthusiasts is matched only by that of gardeners in zucchini season. More times than I can count, near strangers have said to me, You really must try this. Let me send you some, I have plenty. My tiny sample vial of Joy arrived in one such package, and for more than a year it’s been all the Joy I need.

When I give my long-winded defense of perfume, there is always someone whose eyes light up, someone who leans in closer, and it is almost always a woman. Almost always, someone blushes and stays silent, trying not to smile. And often, someone gets my phone number so that we can sneak off by ourselves later and meet up at my house, for wine and more talk, and to smell the perfumes themselves and see if we can find something, or many things, for her to love.

When we are finally sitting down together, these women tell me stories. What they tell me is not always about perfume, but it is always about pleasure. They aren’t always easy stories to tell—pleasure remembered is so often pleasure lost or denied—but they tell them anyway, in between sips of wine and exclamations over one scent or another.

The documentary filmmaker, all nerves and bones, inhales the boozy amber I’ve found for her, a rare, perfect first guess, and tells me about the breakdown she had when she went to France in her early twenties and how her Parisian aunt cured her by taking her to buy silk stockings, makeup, a corset, and perfume. “She told me I had to learn how to accept myself as a woman. That’s so wrong, isn’t it? But they were lovely things. And oh, how I loved that perfume!” The counselor who works the emergency phone line at the battered women’s shelter tries on a series of scents, looking each time for something still deeper, richer, more, and she talks about how for years she kept her blond hair short and her face scrubbed clean, because her lipstick and tresses made her an object of suspicion among her peers. The director of an after-school program for kids from low-income families, herself a survivor of poverty and worse, flushes at her own audacity when she tells me how much she likes the scent of whiskey and leather. Closing her eyes over a memory, she sighs. “And sweat. Is there one with whiskey, leather, and sweat?” (There is—more than one.) They tell me, these women, a little bit about who they are, and what they want.

While we talk, the world, with all of its terrible troubles, rolls on. There will never be enough money. There will never be enough time. There will always be more work to do. But every now and then we find a small extra thing, a necessary sweetness, that keeps us from believing we know everything and all the news is bad. The wild card that leads to one of those hairpin turns in a life story when the grim facts shake themselves loose and we find ourselves in a new and unexpected place. The utterly unlikely thing. The beautiful surprise.

And that, more than anything else, is what perfume has been for me. For many years, I thought the answer to my troubles—and maybe the troubles of the world, too—was vigilance and hard work. I thought I understood frivolous, treacherous things like perfume and the kind of people who loved them. I thought I knew who I was, what I had to do, and what was coming next. But I was wrong about all of it—wonderfully, gloriously wrong.


2: THE LIBRARIAN, THE RUSSIANS,
AND THE SCENT OF HONEY

We’re born with curious noses, and we grow up sniffing actively, instinctively. Children love smells—even bad smells (they find them funny)—and I suspect that many perfume people were the sort of children who loved them to excess and never got over it. We grew up bee-stung and sticky, our fingers constantly reaching out to crush a fragrant leaf or press into the sparkle of oozing tree sap. We ranked our favorite relatives by their respective auras. (My mother’s mother smelled of Aqua Net hair spray and Doublemint gum.) We hung our heads out of the car window to breathe in the sweet mint of passing alfalfa fields or the salt promise of the approaching sea until our windblown families pleaded for mercy. Like everyone else, we marked the start of a new school year by the glue-and-paper scent of textbooks and the cedar dust of freshly sharpened pencils. Unlike everyone else, we grew up to be people who nip into bookstores for a quick whiff of the new hardbacks, and who can’t leave a hardware store without a detour through the lumber section.

But we’re furtive about it. We know it makes us strange. The fact is, we all look a little odd when we sniff at things. It’s an intimate gesture, bringing one’s face close to something and breathing it in. It feels as though it ought to be done in private. Vision rules our world; every time we close our eyes to smell something, we upend that hierarchy. There are a few things we are culturally sanctioned to sniff—flowers, fruit, a pot of stew bubbling on the stove—but beyond those boundaries we’re sticking our noses where they don’t belong, and we know it.

Smell is our most ancient sense. It is preverbal, precognitive. We react to smells physically and emotionally before we can begin to name and analyze them—a possible evolutionary advantage when it comes to danger, sex, and food. The reasons why we privelege vision over smell are difficult to tease out from their complex weave of culture and biology, but I sometimes wonder whether we find it disturbing to know that our animal selves are still so present. Compared to a dog’s sense of smell, everyone seems fond of pointing out, a human’s sense of smell is paltry, one might even say (though no one ever goes this far) vestigial, like the tiny tail at the end of our spines.

And yet we use our sense of smell for far more than sex and food. The word perfume comes from per fumar, Latin for “through the smoke.” It’s a reference to burning incense, a ritual that is about spirit and connection. The fragrant smoke of incense is prayer made tangible—a link from this world to the next. Scent links us across time, back to places and people we thought we had lost or forgotten. It links us to the changing world: We smell snow before it falls, and the warming mud of spring before a single flower blooms. And it links us to one another: Parents know the scent of their children, lovers the scent of their beloved. The scent of a passing stranger can catch our attention like a fragment of overheard conversation. Some studies suggest that when people are depressed their sense of smell is less acute. People who lose their sense of smell often feel sad and isolated and find it difficult to eat. Some become suicidal. They have fallen out of the invisible web of scents that tell us, over and over again: You are alive.

I had fallen out of another kind of web. So perhaps it’s not surprising that, floating through the drowsy heart of my first Texas summer with no colleagues, no expectations, and no idea where I might land, the link that caught my eye was to something called Now Smell This. It was a quiet joke, but also a command, straight out of Alice in Wonderland: Eat me. Drink me. Now smell this. Okay, I thought with a giggle, why not?

What I found on the other end of the rabbit hole looked less like a magical underworld than a busy modern library, streaming with people and sunlight. In theory, Now Smell This is a blog about perfume. In practice, it is a clearinghouse, a daily newsletter, a discussion forum, and a reference room for all matters relating to perfume, scent, and the sense of smell. Its sprawling archives are cross-referenced, searchable, and augmented by background articles on where to shop, thumbnail histories of all the houses whose perfumes have been reviewed, a handy FAQ, and an alphabetized list of perfumers, each with his or her biography and updated list of credited perfumes. (This feature alone constitutes a small triumph of accumulated data—until recently, most perfumers were deliberately kept anonymous.) It is thanks to NST that I can tell you how many design houses will be joining the high-end niche bandwagon, which celebrities will be piling onto the low end, the name of the island where archaeologists discovered five-thousand-year-old perfume bottles (Cyprus), which museum recently hosted a scent opera played in the dark with puffs of scent for characters (the Guggenheim), and the latest developments in the race to build a better electronic nose (to sniff out everything from cancer to pollutants on spacecraft).

But that first day, and for many days and weeks afterward, I ignored all these riches, just as I ignored all the names of materials I didn’t know, the thickets of acronyms, the straight-faced quotes from the ludicrous PR materials, and the intricate discussions of perfume rituals. I was interested only in the thing that drew me in again and again until I started to notice and love all the rest of it: the lucid, step-by-step descriptions of the way the perfume smelled as it unfolded over time.

I read about vague flowers fading in seconds to vanilla and rice steam, how pink pepper fizzed and sparked, then gentled into soft jasmine and dark woods, and how lemon sharpened, flattened, and then turned into floor polish. The pileup of fragrant words alone delighted me—coriander and wet cardboard, black rubber and roses, toasted almonds and Play-Doh. But what really caught my attention was the idea that a perfume’s smell could be traced and teased apart. I’d never read anything like it before. Food and wine writing came close, but you can see and swallow food and wine. Once you apply it, perfume is invisible. It rises up into the air, and then it simply isn’t there anymore. To describe something so ephemeral in such concrete prose seemed like a magic trick. It made me want to clap my hands and say, Again!

Now Smell This has half a dozen contributing writers, and I grew to enjoy them all, but it was Robin Krug’s reviews I looked for every time I snuck back onto the site. On the blogs, where it is all first names, she was known simply as Robin, but when I talked about her to V., I called her the Librarian. Not because she was pinched or tweedy—quite the opposite—but because NST is her blog, and every meticulously updated link, carefully moderated comment section, and double-checked fact is the work of her hand. And because her prose has a strictness and a dry, flashing wit that made me imagine her as a character in an English novel I’d never read—Elizabeth Bennet’s perfume-loving Pennsylvanian cousin.

Robin’s reviews were restrained, diplomatic, clear as water, and nearly as subtle. I am none of these things, and it took me a while to tune in. I would finish reading, sigh happily, realize I had no idea whether the perfume had been praised or panned, and then—just as happily—read it a second time to find out. I’m sure it will sell very well, she would say after a devastatingly even-handed description of the latest celebrity dreck—a line not so different from some of her highest praise: It is very well done. Her wry, slightly jaded modesty was partly temperament and partly the result of years spent watching the perfume industry hurtle itself forward along a trajectory that, from a fan’s point of view, looks plainly suicidal—reformulating or discontinuing beloved classics, launching hundreds of new perfumes a year into an already confused and overcrowded marketplace, continually cheapening their product, and plying consumers with lies and misdirection. If they asked me—she would write, in preface to one good-humored critique or another—but they never do, do they?

All in all, she made an unlikely temptress. And yet for someone like me, still recovering from my years in academia, tetchy and suspicious and inclined to check sources, she was perfect. Robin made perfume something that could be studied and understood, and she
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