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There was something viscerally satisfying about defrosting her old-fashioned refrigerator. Though pulling out the condiments, ice trays and plastic containers of leftovers and finding counter space for it all was a problem, she loved to see the frosty white layer in the freezer shrink and clarify to the point where she could dislodge whole slabs of ice with her bare hands. She would lay large chunks in the sink under a deluge of hot steamy water and watch the ice dissolve with the fascination of a child observing the activity of an ant hill. Usually she performed this task on a weekend afternoon when her ex-husband had taken the kids to a soccer match or to their grandmother’s place. Afterwards, weather permitting, she would sit on the patio with a glass of iced tea and a pair of binoculars to capture birds flying by.

Once, though, she made the mistake of defrosting on a day when she had guests coming for dinner. No matter how often she checked the freezer, solid ice still adhered to the sides. Her kitchen was in disarray. She had no time for this. To accelerate the process, she placed a pan of hot water inside, but the effect was minimal. Then she took the one remaining screwdriver from her ex-husband’s tool cabinet in the basement and used it to chip and pry at the ice. Just as she was beginning to make some progress, she felt the head of the screwdriver puncture the freezer wall. She heard a loud hiss. Afraid that she had released a deadly poison, she dropped the screwdriver and fled the house.

For the next half hour she peered into the first-story windows, one after another, but there was nothing to see, no evidence that Freon had affected her furniture, carpets or house plants. Everything seemed sedate and familiar. She re-entered the house, sniffing the air, which seemed entirely clean and safe. The refrigerator, she knew, was ruined. After unplugging it — and while gazing morosely at three pounds of chicken wrapped in sweaty cellophane on the counter — she phoned her guests to cancel dinner.

That night her children were staying with her ex. When she called just before their bedtime, she was tempted to withhold the news about the refrigerator, but then decided it might interest them: “Mommy almost blew up the house today.” The children were delighted. On their separate phone extensions, they begged for details. They were still young enough to assume she would never die. She was grateful for that. Her fearless offspring enjoyed Gothic legends and tales of strange creatures from outer space. In this respect they took after their father. After telling them the story, with the addition of a few grisly embellishments, she hung up the phone and went to bed. But she had trouble sleeping. She couldn’t shake the notion that she was lying directly beneath her own personal hole in the ozone layer.

The very next day, her ex-husband, an amenable and practical man, hauled away the old refrigerator and replaced it with a slightly used, frost-free model he had managed to scrounge for her. Momentarily she felt a resurgence of love for him but quickly remembered how his uncommon survival skills reduced the pleasure of life.

“I’m taking this with me,” he said, brandishing the screwdriver. This was his way of calling her a nincompoop who couldn’t be trusted. She was glad she had divorced him.

It didn’t take long for her to grow accustomed to the more efficient, more reliable refrigerator. And, after a while, she didn’t regret not having to defrost it. Still, the thought of her old refrigerator sinking into a landfill somewhere gnawed at her conscience, and she couldn’t help imagining her liberated Freon despoiling the atmosphere. In the meantime, her behavior toward her children changed. As though suddenly aware of their mortality, she became more affectionate than ever before. She always seemed to be touching them, tickling the little one’s belly or pulling the older one gently and jokingly by the hair. Though they didn’t know what to make of this extra attention, they liked it at first. Later they barely tolerated it. Still, they fully approved of the puppy she bought them over the incomprehensible objections of her ex who was growing more gruff with her as the summer wore on.


Maybe it was only her imagination, but she sensed that people were beginning to avoid her. Co-workers evaded her cubicle. Checkout girls and bag boys at the supermarket averted their eyes when they served her. Her parents called less frequently from their dream house in Maine. Even her best friend, Shelley, made herself scarce until one afternoon when they ran into one another at the mall and Shelley informed her that Nathan Bellow had succumbed to melanoma.

“What a shame,” Shelly said as she stood in the entrance of a high-end clothing store, shifting her overstuffed shopping bag from hand to hand. “He was only fifty-one. Nowadays, even the sun can kill you. It’s not like when we were kids. Remember?”

She did remember. She remembered the forty-minute drives to the beach that seemed to consume half a day and the blinding stretches of sand that appeared to lead to another country. Once, when she was old enough to wander far from her parents’ blanket, she attempted the journey, hoping to walk at least as far as Connecticut. But she failed to get beyond the next town where the sand petered out at a cluttered harbor containing yachts with names like “Lil’ Miss Moffet,” “Charlie’s Angel” and “Moonlight Sonata,” all bobbing at anchor in the murky water. She sat on a dock full of splinters and watched families of bald-headed men, bare-armed women and virtually naked toddlers cavorting on the decks of their pleasure boats. Meanwhile, the sun above, sturdy and stable, was a blessing taken for granted, like regular rainfall or the growth of permanent teeth.

“These days,” Shelley concluded, “sun block is a matter of life and death.”

In particular, Nathan Bellow’s death. Several years ago he had loaned her a book on North American songbirds. As far as she could remember, she had never returned it even though he lived only two blocks away in a neat white colonial with a reticent wife and a pair of sullen adolescent boys. Though he was a dreamy and generous man, she had never made the effort to know him better. Still, his death unsettled her.

The next day she sent a sympathy card, suspecting that a more demonstrative gesture would make his wife uneasy. Shortly thereafter, she developed a habit of strolling past the Bellow home, with its tidy front yard and its hand-carved bird feeder monopolized now by squirrels. It was a very hot summer. Sparrows hopped across streets rather than flew. Every lawn was the color of hay. Television news warned elderly people with respiratory ailments to remain indoors, and almost everyone seemed to be following this advice. She continued to stroll through the neighborhood, sometimes with her children and their excitable puppy, sometimes quietly alone. Invariably her sojourn took her past Nathan Bellow’s home.

One day she saw his wife on the front lawn, digging up the earth around the base of the bird feeder. “Melody?” Mrs. Bellow called out. “Aren’t you Melody Karmanzinis?”

“Adler,” she replied. “It’s Adler again.”

Mrs. Bellow put down the shovel and approached her. She was a short, parched woman in her early forties, with stringy muscles in her biceps and neck. There were tears in her eyes as she said, “Thank you for the card.” She removed a clump of tissues from her back pocket and blew her nose. “This allergy.”

“How are you holding up?”

“All right, considering.” The widow looked at the sky as though the excessive heat rather than the loss of her husband was the cause of her sorrow.

When Mrs. Bellow invited her in for a glass of lemonade, she realized how thirsty she was and how grateful for the company of an adult. They sat at the kitchen table, its slippery plastic place mats squeaking to the movements of their elbows while a thunderous sound of rough child’s play came from upstairs.

“They’ve been out of control since their father passed away,” Mrs. Bellow explained. “It’s like they’ve regressed.”

“That’s understandable.”

“He had a calming influence.”

“Yes, he did seem that way.” Gazing out the kitchen window, she recalled Nathan Bellow sitting on a child’s flimsy swing, rocking gently while reading a book. Most of her memories of him were like that — Nathan Bellow observed from afar.

“His hobbies were quiet ones,” his wife said. “Birds. Thinking. My husband had a good heart, but he didn’t talk much. Hardly at all.” As they sipped lemonade, the ice cubes clinked in their glasses like wind chimes.

Suddenly, a loud thud punctuated the general uproar from above, as though a body had dropped from a great height. With resignation in her voice, the widow said, “It never ends.”

Neither woman was really the chatty type. With nothing more to offer but cliches, she thanked her hostess and rose to leave. Mrs. Bellow saw her to the door. “If he hadn’t gotten sick,” she said, “I might have divorced him.”

The next time she walked by the Bellow house, the bird feeder on the front lawn was gone.

One Sunday afternoon she was playing soccer with her eight-year-old who kept kicking the ball into her flowerbed. Soon the child, grown weary of failure, abandoned the game and withdrew indoors to watch soccer on television. She remained outside, reclined in a lounge chair with her iced tea and binoculars and an ornithology magazine. From her vantage point on the patio, she could see past her neighbors’ yards and the abutting sycamores all the way to the spire of the Episcopal church and beyond. She felt as though she was back on the beach of her youth, digging her heals into the sand while scanning distant waters for massive tankers and merchant ships. It was a time long before her mediocre marriage and her tedious job, and before science had declared that everything, simply everything, was bad for you. In those days the far horizon hinted at a mysterious promise, something more ethereal than soccer and chit-chat, something related to the secrets embodied in the wings of birds whose feathers she collected. Lost in this reverie, she hardly noticed her four-year-old picking at her shoulder blade just above the strap of her bikini top. At last, she reached back and hoisted the little one over her head and onto her lap.


“What are you doing, munchkin?”


“Playing with the bug.”


“A bug?” she said. “Did you flick it off Mommy’s back?”


The little one grinned as if reluctant to disclose a valuable secret. “Uh-uh.”


As always that smile dispersed the fog of her ego. She began kissing and tickling her child, kissing and tickling with limbic vehemence, until the little one escaped her grasp and stumbled across the lawn in tears. Once safely out of range, the child turned toward her and bawled, “The bug won’t fly away.”


On the strength of Shelley’s recommendation, she made an appointment to see Dr. Lomax, the foremost dermatologist in the region. Shelley had not described Dr. Lomax physically, nor even referred to the doctor’s gender, but the name suggested a benevolent, middle-aged man dwelling on the edge of handsome. For thirty minutes she sat in the waiting room, wedged between an elderly woman with a bracelet of warts on her wrist and a teenaged boy profoundly maimed by acne. The waiting area was shared with a podiatrist and another dermatologist. Patients came and went. More than one nearly stepped on her toes, and she began to feel both claustrophobic and invisible. Finally a nurse beckoned her.

To her surprise Dr. Lomax turned out to be a dark-haired beauty with a complexion as smooth and pallid as hospital whites. With no rings whatsoever on her fingers, the doctor had the air of a woman who was very particular about the lovers she took. Before asking a single question, Dr. Lomax ordered her to remove her outer clothing and lie down on the examination table. Then the doctor placed a bed sheet over her, tucked it in up to the neck, and abruptly left the room. It was a windowless room with a tacky drop ceiling and harsh lighting, the walls decorated with reproductions of prim winter landscapes, embossed diplomas and certificates of merit. On the counter sat silvery instruments as well as transparent jars containing cotton and gauze. None of it made any sense to her. What’s a nice girl like you — ? she said to herself. Fancy meeting you here.


When the doctor returned a few minutes later, she said, “According to my kid, there’s a bug on my back.  I wasn’t sure whether to make an appointment with a dermatologist or call an exterminator.”


Without so much as a smile, Dr. Lomax lifted the sheet and told her to roll over on her stomach. A moment later the sheet descended upon her like a parachute. The doctor peeled the fabric from her shoulders and upper back. “You made the right choice.”


“What is it?”


“I don’t know, Mrs. Karmanzinis.”


“I’m divorced now. That was my married name.”


“It’s still on your insurance card.”


She made a mental note to change this soon and revert more thoroughly to Melody Adler. But her maiden name sounded unfamiliar as she pronounced it in her mind. With her face down on the examination table, her world was reduced to a field of white more uniform than snow. She detected something cold and metallic — a medical instrument — on her shoulder blade and the ticklish sensation of someone else’s hair on her skin. Whatever the bug really was, she wanted to believe it had as little to do with her as the Freon she had released from the old refrigerator or the bird-watching book she had borrowed from Nathan Bellow years ago. She remembered the colorful drawings of perfect robins and perfect wrens perched on twigs untroubled by wind. In illustrations like those, it was always springtime, the birds in full voice, the flowers in bloom, the sun dispensing its mild light to every habitat from here to Rhode Island, to the tropics, to the future.

She felt the dermatologist’s breath on her back. The doctor smelled powdery, like a crisp winter day. Despite the nearness of another, she felt alone. “What is it?”

Dr. Lomax said nothing.

Despite the doctor’s professionalism and the antiseptic spareness of the room, Melody knew she had really come here to seek the counsel of a fortune teller who was studying the anomalies of her skin as though they were tea leaves at the bottom of a cup. “What is it?” she repeated.


“Shhh!” Dr. Lomax reprimanded her. “I’m trying to see.”

