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Gossamer
KAROLINA WILK

On one of my last nights in Baltimore, snow sifted down in an 
early storm of the season, and I was settled into the darkness of 
the house, alone for once and not expecting to see anyone—when 
there was a knock on the door and there was Matthew, the last 
person I would have guessed it was, in his nineties leather jacket, 
clutching a baggie of weed, a cigarette jutting off his lip, a half 
smile forming a dimple in his right cheek—as if he needed to test 
my resolve. I wondered if anyone had told him I was leaving, but 
aside from my family, no one else knew. The last time I’d seen 
him was in the summer when we broke up. I had always felt like I 
was trying to keep up with him, and I hated saying it for the cliché 
since it wasn’t until recently that I’d really been able to admit it, 
but it was true. He felt serious, and it scared me too much. 
 I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood there in the doorway, 
cold creeping past me into the house from the frosty slush outside 
as I watched his outstretched arm lower and his smile fade. I 
was waiting for an explanation. He told me Jax was gone. He’d 
found the gate wide open and no dog in the yard when he went 
to let him in, and I was the only person he could think of in the 
neighborhood who might help him on such a night. It’d be easier 
with two sets of eyes, he said, and he brought me an apology gift 
for showing up unannounced and asking me to go out in a storm 
like this, holding out the baggie again, which I took and invited 
him in, though I hadn’t smoked weed since he’d gone. I didn’t 
mention this when I took the joint from him, thinking that if any 
time was good to start up again, now was a good night to blur the 
edges, coax myself into not thinking too much. 
 Last summer, he had said that he knew I’d leave him. He had 
been nice about it, telling me I needed someone simpler, closer to 
home, which broke my heart—was I that easy to read? As he was 
leaving with a box of things and Jax—the scruffy dumpster dog 
that was really always his, even when he was ours—Matthew was 
the one telling me it would be all right, that eventually I would get 
through this and find whatever better thing he knew I deserved. 
After we broke up, I had missed the dog, how he followed us from 
room to room and whimpered when Matthew left for work, how 
we comforted each other.
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 When I let him in, I didn’t mention the boxes, not letting 
him in past the entryway, not ready to tell him I was really 
leaving, tired of feeling alone in a city full of people, of not 
getting anywhere as a pastry chef in this town, a small fish in a big 
pond. Another cliché. I was expecting to leave quietly, without 
really saying goodbye, slipping off at the tail end of a storm in a 
bad winter. When I got home, back to the small town tucked in 
the mountains, I’d settle in with my family and old friends, the 
people I’d grown up with, and accept my aunt’s offer to cook in 
her restaurant. I could dazzle them with the skills I’d learned in 
the big city, the new flavors, maybe revamp the dessert menu, 
maybe even encourage more tourism out our way. By the time 
anyone in Baltimore realized I was gone, they’d just think, oh, she 
left for Christmas and never came back. There were only a few 
acquaintances from culinary school who had gone through the 
trenches with me, chopping onions at Le Dolce, who might notice, 
but that felt like ages ago, when I was still happy in this city. 
When I was with Matthew. Up to now, I assumed he had moved 
on quickly, would never notice my absence, especially not right 
before I was leaving, giving up.
 The old house felt cold even with him in it, the radiators not 
keeping up with the frost that had swept in as I watched his face. I 
felt sorry for Jax.
 “When do you think he got away?” I asked.
 “I let him out after work,” he said. “But he didn’t come back 
after a few minutes. I checked the yard and he was gone. Liz, help 
me find him. You have to.”
 “Wait here.”
 I almost thought he’d follow me anyway, but he stayed put, 
and I felt my way through the house in the dark to my bedroom 
for a jacket and scarf, avoiding the boxes I knew would not pack 
themselves. All of the other doors were closed—everyone else 
had gone home for Christmas, too, but I was relieved I wouldn’t 
have to say goodbye to my roommates. They weren’t my kind of 
people—former sorority girls with corporate jobs, excited to find 
another girl to move in after New Year’s when I’d told them I was 
moving out. They’d always made fun of the old house we lived 
in together, hadn’t loved it like I had, hadn’t memorized all the 
floorboards in the steps that creaked, or the unexplained hollow 
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place on the wall that echoed when you knocked.
 On my porch as we got ready to leave, Matthew leaned in, 
close, to light my cigarette, his breath on my cheeks. He put the 
hood of my coat up so the falling ice became muffled, distant, and 
his proximity made my neck hot. He wanted to look in the park, 
and I didn’t tell him I was worried about how wet it was, imagined 
all the smells sliding together, Jax not knowing how to find home. 
 “How is work?” I said, and though I needed to change the 
subject, the question felt inadequate, absurd.
 “The same, I guess. Not as good without you there.” 
 I’d set him up for that. I didn’t know he still missed me. Heat 
slid across my face, and I was grateful for the broken bulb in the 
porch light, the sting of hot smoke in my throat, the streetlight 
shadows, muted from moist, heavy snow. It was hard to picture Jax 
running off or being taken. He had always been there with us, and 
now that Matthew and I were standing next to each other again 
without Jax, it seemed wrong that there was no scratchy snout 
tugging on our sleeves.
 The ground was a glass pane. It had been sleeting all 
afternoon—around me was a crystal city covered in frosty pools of 
slush and ice. I tried to imagine Jax somewhere in the city, his fur, 
his hairy nose matted with ice, but I couldn’t. The dark stretched 
the distances between blocks, Charm City seeming an endless 
maze of shadowy buildings, frozen streets. I felt so small I could 
disappear with no trace. Matthew caught my arm when I almost 
slipped walking toward the neighborhood park on 39th. After that, 
we held on to each other, testing every step for ice in the muddy 
snow, his hands warming my fingertips. 
 I was surprised we slipped back into each other so easily, both 
comfortable though we hadn’t been together in months. Early on, 
it had bewildered me that we could go whole days without talking 
and still understand one other. We used to spend lazy afternoons 
waiting for our bartending shifts, watching movies on our laptops 
on the porch swing, walking Jax to sit outside the café on Charles, 
eating lasagna and drinking espressos as strangers stopped to pet 
the dog. I had forgotten that he had always been able to intuit 
what I needed. When I first moved to the city, Matthew had 
shown me around with elaborate plans, but a few months in, we 
took Matthew’s truck up toward the reservoir with Jax in the 
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middle of a January snowstorm. Matthew had said he could tell I 
wanted to be away from the city for a while, to expand in an open 
space.
 We’d pulled over a few miles down from the park entrance 
because the road wasn’t plowed and that was as far as we could 
get driving. Jax dodged ahead of us, collapsing into deep pools of 
powdery snow, emerging with white pyramids on his nose and 
eyebrows, his ruddy fur glazed white. The forest was candlelit—
everywhere, snow reflecting light—holy. We could barely speak, 
so Jax’s jingling tags and our boots swishing through soft powder 
were the only sounds. In the woods, the snow didn’t fall as fast, 
and we watched glittering flakes sift between branches, falling into 
the bark of trees, pine boughs, the wool of our hats. 
 I had been giddy, cheeks red from excitement as much as 
the cold. I kept us walking for what felt like hours. We finally 
stopped when we reached a ridge overlooking the gray water of 
Gunpowder Falls. There under a pine, Matthew had pulled me 
into him, moving my hands into his jacket, and kissed me until I 
was dizzy. His lips and tongue and hands on my face were warm, 
and kissing him was like slipping into a bath. All around us it 
smelled like soil and tree sap. When my teeth started chattering, 
he pulled a thermos and flask from his backpack: hot chocolate 
and rye. We drank it as Jax tumbled back and forth between 
trees, stopping only to pant at our feet. Back at the car, Matthew 
wrapped me and Jax in blankets for the ride home. I fell asleep on 
the drive, didn’t even wake up when we got back, and Matthew 
carried me inside. I thought it might have been a dream when I 
woke up later, still lulled from a night of dazzling snow and all 
that heat.
 Now our short walk had been enough to soak through my 
shoes. It began to sleet again as we reached the creek at the far end 
of the park, and we watched snow dripping down twigs and thin 
branches, crashing onto the frozen creek below. We could barely 
see and walked back toward town. It was too wet to reflect any 
light, too wet for the slush to fall noiselessly. Our voices echoed off 
glazed buildings and icy cars in the empty streets as we called and 
whistled for Jax.
 “He’s never been gone this long,” Matthew said, the tendons 
tight in his jaw, and I knew we were both worried about what we 
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couldn’t say. Was he lost forever? In the city, there were so many 
things that could have gone wrong.
 Instead, I said, “We’ll find him,” and as I said it, it felt true 
that anything was possible, that we’d all be just fine.
 Halfway to The Avenue, we heard a dog whining. Matthew 
grabbed my hand. I’d forgotten how heavy his fingers felt around 
mine, calloused from guitar strings and carving furniture. It was 
to our left, coming from the bushes in front of the house next to 
us, and we stood listening on the sidewalk until we heard it again. 
Matthew was the first to move, knees low, taking large strides 
across the frozen lawn that crunched under his feet. 
 “Jax,” he called, clicking his tongue. “Come here, boy.”
 I followed him on tiptoes, followed the hedges around the 
house to the gated alley where the whimpering was louder.
 Matthew stepped up on a beam in the gate.
 “What are you doing?” I said. “That’s somebody’s yard.”
 “It’s Jax,” he said, waiting for the whimper to come again. It 
did sound like the grumble-squeak of Jax’s whining, but I didn’t 
add that there was no reason he would be in someone else’s back 
yard, that there was no way he would have gotten in.
 Matthew pushed himself over, and snow slid on the other side.
 “Are you okay?” I asked.
 “Climb over the way I did,” Matthew said, “and I’ll catch 
you.”
 I tried to follow the same way, but I toppled and fell. He 
smelled cozy, like smoke and leather and dark coffee, and his 
hands pressed on my waist as he set me down. We held each other, 
catching our breath, snow kissing our cheeks with steam. For a 
second, I pictured what I couldn’t before: us gone together from 
this place, with Jax running laps in a large yard, nothing around 
for miles but a bower of rustling trees. I wondered if he would 
have come with me if I’d asked him to instead of choosing to leave 
alone—but even in my daydream, a creek in the yard had cool 
water creeping up from the deep. 
 When he stepped away from me, the cold sank in. We didn’t 
hear the dog anymore. A light from the house came on and a 
retriever bounced up to the door, which opened to let him in. 
No Jax. Matthew sighed and started moving again, quickly down 
the alley, away. I wanted to tell him to come back, to catch our 
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breaths, let the flakes fall in our hair, but Matthew walked away 
without saying anything, staying several strides ahead, and let 
himself out of the alley at the other end, leaving the gate agape, 
which slammed back into place as a gust of wind caught it, a 
sudden rush of flurries blurring my sight. When I caught up to 
him by Jumbo Slice, he still didn’t say anything, so I kept pace, 
parallel, ice lacing our limbs. 
 The shadows played tricks on me. The Avenue was strange 
this time of night. It was bright from the flood of streetlights, 
but they were hazy, everything gloomy from sleet. I kept seeing 
someone, or Jax, and it turned out to be a trashcan, a lamppost, 
a filthy raccoon rubbing its eyes with clenched paws. Over and 
again, I whispered Jax, though I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to 
stay quiet. The snow made everything echo, reverberate off glacial 
surfaces, and it seemed better not to disrupt the night. When I 
looked at him, Matthew’s face looked haunted. In the fragmented 
light, there was emptiness in his features, eyes sunken in, cheeks 
hollow. As we walked it rained harder, and the slush made 
everything look greasy and slicked together, a world of smeared oil 
paints.
 I was hot from walking too fast, choking on cold air. We 
had already gone up the whole avenue, and looking at all the 
kitschy store windows made me sad—the hazy orange glow from 
the streetlights casting jarring shadows on mannequins, sequins 
reflecting too brightly onto empty streets. There were no lights on 
in the apartments above and no cars in the street, and everything 
felt off-kilter and detached, like looking through the wrong side 
of a camera lens. The wind whipped off frosty surfaces, deserted 
streets. 
 “It’s raining too hard,” he said, turning to me. I could see the 
flecks of gold in his eyes. “We shouldn’t be outside in this.”
 “We’ll find him,” I said again, but this time I wasn’t sure. 
 He took my hands and rubbed them in his, jolting me with 
heat. I hadn’t realized how cold I was, and now, with the blood 
tingling through my fingertips, I started shivering.
  “Come with me,” he said.
 I followed Matthew to his new house, where I had never been, 
a few blocks from mine. He showed me around without really 
showing me, checking to see if Jax had come home, but Jax wasn’t 
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there. Yard empty, food bowl still full, the house was uninhabited. 
Matthew said it wasn’t much yet because he was keeping furniture 
he’d made for himself at the shop until he could buy his own 
place. He had a grubby pleather couch, a small TV set up on a box. 
There was a chair in the kitchen, Jax’s food bowl, a folded blanket, 
and nothing else. In the kitchen, Matthew took out another joint 
and lit up, passing it to me a few times. The smoke and the warm 
kitchen made me feel cocooned, lazy.
 “I miss you,” he finally said. This time instead of brushing it 
off with some silly joke, I let it rest between us in silence.
 We had found Jax two summers ago, before the snowstorm at 
the reservoir, right after we’d met. We had lingered too long after 
hours outside the bar where I worked, closing up and not ready to 
leave. He was helping me close up faster, and we almost scared Jax 
off when we took the last bags of trash to the dumpsters. Matthew 
tossed a crust of bread that had fallen from the garbage toward the 
dog, who sniffed at it and let us move in closer. He was cautious, 
and it took us two cigarettes each of waiting before he’d let us 
near him. By the time I was scratching my knees kneeling on 
dirty asphalt, Jax’s paws muddying my jeans, Matthew had chain-
smoked half a pack in nervous watching. When I looked up at 
him, the dog tumbling over my legs, licking at my cheeks with his 
grubby jowls, Matthew could only laugh, coughing. He’d walked 
us all the way home because Jax wouldn’t get in the car—and it 
was nice out, anyway—and when we got to the door, he stopped 
before turning the knob and kissed me for the first time. Jax had 
always been there, wet nose on our shins, the scruffy dog mixed 
into our messy lives. Where was he now?
 Matthew walked across the dusty linoleum and stood leaning 
against the counter next to me. He reached his hand over my 
chilled fingers and pressed his thumb into my palm. 
 “What should we do?” he said. I could feel his breath 
bouncing off the windowpane behind me onto my neck. 
 “I don’t know,” I said. “He’ll come back.”
 “He is a city dog,” Matthew said. “Jax is tough. Bred on the 
streets.”
 “The sun will be out tomorrow and melt the snow. We can 
check the shelter. He’s gone off and come back before.”
 “I know,” Matthew said. “But the snow . . .”
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 “He has thick fur,” I said, pulling Matthew closer. “He’ll be 
okay.”
 Matthew pulled my waist into him and cupped his chin against 
my collarbone. As I put my arms around his shoulders, I was angry 
with myself that it was so simple, coming together, but by the time 
we were kissing, tugging flannel sheets around us in his cold room, 
I had already made up my mind that I’d missed him after all and 
had wanted this to happen all along.
 Back in my house later, dizzy from lack of sleep and half 
dreaming in the dark, I imagined the city as a smaller, cozier place, 
pictured a small apartment above a little café with sturdy, carved 
tables that Matthew made, a menu with my name, my food on 
pewter plates, customers and candlelight. I thought I heard a dog 
barking a few streets away. I imagined Jax’s return if I left after all, 
Matthew’s excited phone call, his voice dancing through the wire, 
warming me more than the stove in my aunt’s kitchen. Without 
reason, I knew Jax would be back, and we would celebrate his 
heavy paws, his scratchy dog beard. It was in his nature, a stray, 
to wander and return to safety. Maybe Matthew would bring Jax 
out to the mountains to see me, and we would walk the trails 
together, and maybe they would stay a while. For now, boxes 
stacked all around me, nothing felt so intimate as sitting alone on 
a cool floor in empty house with layers of soft snow blanketing 
the world outside. For now, my dreams were enough to keep me 
lulled and steady, the future at bay, letting the moment linger, the 
freezing rain tapping the windows, full with the sleepy promise 
of something blooming someday—irises, daffodils—the radiators 
humming their low, gurgling sound, cautiously releasing heat.
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