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Behind him the door hissed closed. He huffed as the cold wrapped itself around 

him, pulling down his hat and flexing his hands in their gloves. Forty below and 

there was a tightness to the air that left his breath hanging about him in 

streamers. When had he last stood outside in this kind of cold? Usually mornings 

meant backing out of the garage and peering through the darkness of the 

highway all the way to the office parking lot, then running—yes, running—into the 

warmth of the foyer.  

  

He craned his neck to get a better look through the deep-undersea light but it 

was clear the cat wasn’t on the deck. No sign of the damned animal, though it 

couldn’t have gone far in the few minutes it had taken him to pull on his 

sweatpants and a pair of boots, to find jacket and hat and gloves. He should 

have put on his parka after all. Already the cold was leaking in against his skin. 

  

Just beyond the glass door his wife and her mother were sitting in their robes. In 

the brightness of the kitchen they held mugs of coffee to their chins, both of them 

hunched against the wash of cold he’d let in when he’d opened the door. 

 

As though he wasn’t freezing out here. 
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They were talking: Gina nodding between blowing on her coffee, her mother’s 

face lowered and intent. She hadn’t wanted to visit until they’d told her about the 

baby, and then she’d booked a flight for the next week—in the middle of January, 

when she swore she hated the cold. Point blank over dinner the first evening 

she’d helped herself to more salmon and said, “There must be good jobs in other 

places. I mean—Fairbanks—” The way she’d said it her mouth had pulled down 

to one side. Then she’d turned her attention to the fish and picked and picked at 

it with her fork until he burst out with, “Looks like you’re done with that,” and 

carried her plate away to the kitchen. Now when he came upon the two of them 

drinking coffee in the kitchen or folding laundry the conversation would stop and 

Gina would look anywhere except in his face. 

  

He tapped the door and it rattled. Gina looked up. He shrugged to say, No sign of 

him, and she shrugged back. Beside her, her mother flicked her hand as if to tell 

him Go—Go and find that cat in this wonderful wilderness of yours. As if she 

hadn’t been the one to let him out in the half-dark of a mid-winter morning when it 

was forty below, just because the damned animal had mewed by the door. What 

kind of idiocy was that?  He’d said as much though Gina had got a tight-lipped 

look about her and snapped off the radio. As for her mother, she’d pulled the belt 

of her robe tight and sat down at the table with her coffee. She’d said, “Only last 

night you were telling us it wasn’t so bad.” 

 

And it wasn’t so bad if you were dressed for it. Except here he was with 

sweatpants pulled on over his pyjamas, and his hiking boots unlaced because 

surely this wasn’t going to take more than a minute or two. 

Around him fell a flat rectangle of light from the glass door. Beyond the snow lay 

as darkly blue as the sky. He could see his old footprints—the path he’d trodden 

to the end of the deck to fill the birdfeeder, the dim shadows of his prints heading 

down the steps and across the yard from when he’d dragged the Christmas tree 

out here to dump it. Soon fresh falls would erase the prints altogether. 
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He kicked at the snow on the steps then felt his way down them with his feet 

sliding loosely in his boots. It was deeper than he’d expected and soon he felt the 

chill of snow melting through his socks. At the bottom he called, “Sparky. 

Sparky,” though his voice sounded hollow and foolish, even to himself. 

 

Close by a car engine coughed then caught, and the glare of headlights shone 

out across his yard. For a moment he stood blinking before he thought to shield 

his eyes. The engine churned roughly, then came voices and the slam of a door, 

and the car eased back, dragging away the dazzle of its lights to the street 

beyond. 

 

In the sudden dark he forced his eyes over the snow until they saw shadows 

again—there the fence, there the broken Christmas tree, there his footprints. And 

there—barely more than a suggestion—a narrow trail of prints angling away 

across the yard. 

 

 

 

He started after them though it meant wading through snow that reached past his 

knees and that had frozen hard on top. With each step it cracked and gave, 

cracked and gave, sending him lurching like a drunk. When he paused and 

looked up there was still no sign of the cat. No mewing, no sound except for the 

distant hum of traffic on the highway, and he stared around him through the 

gloom. “Sparky,” he yelled, “come on now.” Looking for a white cat in all this 

snow—it was like a bad joke, wasn’t it? But then the cat was like a bad joke. The 

way Gina walked around the house with it cradled in her arms, or let it sprawl 

across her chest in the evenings. When he put his arm around her it would leap 

off and twitch its tail and she’d say, “Don’t run off, Sparky, you were keeping me 

warm.” 
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He bent low as he followed the cat’s tracks but over on the far side of the yard, 

where squirrels had come down from the trees to raid the bird feeder, they 

disappeared. He hadn’t thought to bring a flashlight, and in the mess of squirrel 

prints it was impossible to see where the cat had gone. Was it hiding in the 

bushes? Or had it taken shelter under the shed? Either way he’d have to slog 

through more snow. How long had he been out here? Five minutes? Already the 

cold was creeping through him, pulling muscle tight to bone and deadening skin. 

How long was the cat going to last in this cold? He imagined its body stiff in his 

arms as he carried it back to where the women waited. Gina would sob and hug 

it to her chest. As for her mother—well, he could imagine her eyes hard on his 

and the sharp set of victory around her mouth. 

 

He stared back toward the house and the distant figures of the women at the 

table, their pale hair radiant in the fluorescent light, the kitchen bright as a TV 

screen in the darkness. Could they see him? Probably not, even if they stood at 

the door and looked for him. 

 

He held out his hands to scan the landscape of his yard as he imagined a hunter 

would. The deck, the wall of the house, the spruces, the garden shed under its 

cap of snow. He called out, “Sparky-cat, come on. You’re gonna freeze out here.” 

Nothing. So on he went, lifting his feet high to keep from tripping, his eyes 

searching the snow until—he almost cried out—he spotted tracks leading toward 

the shed. He thought, Clever cat but no—the footprints suddenly bunched 

together as though it had stopped, then veered wildly to the left toward the low 

bushes, bounding—yes, bounding, for the prints were far apart, and the snow 

was marked with hollows left by the press of its belly. 

 

Of course: it had realised the cold was more than it could bear and it had 

panicked. Now it must be crouched under the bushes. Another few yards and 

he’d be there. 
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At each step he steadied himself against the snow in his boots, and the feeling 

that his feet were too far from the rest of his body. He should have put on his 

snowboots: why hadn’t he when they were right there in the garage?  He’d worn 

them what—twice, perhaps?—in the year he and Gina had been here. 

Snowboots good to sixty below, and he’d felt ridiculous in them and his parka the 

first time it had got cold, pushing the cart around the supermarket beside people 

in hiking boots and fleece jackets. In the end Fairbanks wasn’t much different 

from the Minneapolis suburb they’d moved here from. You lived in a house with a 

heated garage, you dressed just warmly enough to get you from the parking lot to 

the supermarket entrance, or to the main door of your office building. 

 

He’d expected more. More to be asked of him living just beneath the Arctic 

Circle. He’d imagined a log house in the hills with a septic system and a wood 

stove, a dog to take on walks through the woods, both of them alert for moose. 

But the idea of that sort of life had scared Gina. Besides, as she pointed out, it 

was impractical. Why live out in the hills when there were perfectly wonderful 

houses in the city, and you didn’t have to worry about your water freezing or your 

car sliding into a ditch and no one finding you for days? So he’d asked her: In 

that case why live here? She’d just shrugged and turned away to pick up the cat. 

 

He breathed onto his hands and slapped them together as a shudder ran through 

him. Already the blood was slowing in his hands and feet because, when it came 

down to it, his body could afford to lose them; yet if the cold made it to his heart 

or his brain he would die. Even here, in his own yard. 

 

The tracks didn’t lead under the bushes. Instead the cat had kicked up snow, 

darting around, crazy, running not back to the deck and the warmth of the kitchen 

but away toward the corner of the house. He followed its tracks, stiff-legged now 

and barely lifting his feet out of the snow, around the corner of the house and 

there—he stopped. No more prints. No cat. No. Instead a frantic mess of snow, 

and something dark staining it. 
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He looked up past the roof of his house and the trees leaning in from the 

neighbors’ yard. What could do this? His mind conjured a huge beast with a 

wingspan greater than his height and talons glinting dangerously in the half-light. 

Once during the summer he’d glimpsed a bald eagle perched on the swaying top 

of a tree just outside town, but it had looked so small, so distant and besides, 

since winter had closed in he’d seen only flutters of small grey birds pecking at 

the seeds in the feeder, and ravens dragging garbage from dumpsters. 

 

He sent thick kicks of snow over the patch of darkness where the cat’s life had 

leaked away then hurried back to the house under its eaves where the snow was 

thin. All the while his ears sifted through the silence, alert for the deadly whisper 

of wings. He tripped, and again, but on he went, tramping along a flowerbed of 

dead stalks, his mouth open and his breath coming fast. Tonight, he decided, 

after her mother had gone to bed, he’d tell Gina the cat had run off, and when 

she cried he’d pull her to him and make love to her tenderly, then he’d press his 

face into her soft belly and whisper that he’d keep her safe, she knew he would. 

Eventually she would fall asleep in his arms and he’d listen through the darkness 

as the cold pressed in and the house creaked and groaned against it, straining to 

keep the night at bay with nothing but wood and glass and dry-wall, and the 

thought of what lay outside would make his heart thrill, a live thing trapped in his 

chest. 
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