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ICE FISHING/Iver Arnegard

ON A FROZEN LAKE a man is fishing. The sun—no warmer than 
a star—hangs over the spruce. Winter in Montana. The Pintlar 

Mountains rise to the east. Heavy timber blankets the foothills but only 
reaches halfway up the range. Those peaks are too harsh most of the 
year for anything but snow. To the west, where he came from, there are 
no mountains, just dense woods. After the road ended it was another 
four miles on foot. His snow shoes made the only tracks.

The man looks down the hole he’s dug for movement in his line, 
but there’s none. He shakes a little against the cold. Aside from the 
Pintlars, the land around the lake is rolling. It’s the top of a high pla-
teau. Everywhere is forest, and even the fir trees seem cold, standing 
in the deep snow.

Looking back down at the line he thinks of her. There was warmth 
there. 

He pulls the hood over his head as a breeze picks up. He’s come 
ready to fight the cold: two layers of wool socks, insulated boots and a 
pair of long underwear. The man has two pairs of pants on and three 
layers of long-sleeved shirts under his coat. Gloves that reach his 
elbows and tie around his coat sleeves. His wool hat is warm; still, he 
pulls the the hood over and buttons the bottom around his chin. Only 
his nose, cheeks and eyes are exposed. There’s the sting of cold on his 
face, but his body’s warm.

A bite on the line, and he yanks up sharply to set the hook. For an 
instant there’s a fight, then nothing. Whatever it was, it’s gone. The 
man reels in to check the hook and sees the bait missing, imagines 
what might have taken it—maybe a big cutthroat. He opens the jar 
he’s brought with him and pulls out three maggots—dead and frozen 
now—and sticks them on the hook. He drops his line back in the water 
and waits.

He still loves her, but knows she won’t be back. She could be any-
where now.

He sticks the butt end of the pole in the snow and builds a mound 
around it to hold it in place over the hole. The sun is lower now, falling 
into the spruce. 

The man shakes his limbs to circulate blood. He rocks back and 
forth, bends his knees and straightens, wiggles his toes inside his 
boots. In his pack is an old stool that an Indian man traded him. Three 
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wooden legs splay out tepee-style to support a leather seat. He sets it 
in the snow near his pole, sits and watches the line for movement.

He came here to escape her, even though she’s gone. At least she 
left a note. He found it on the kitchen table that morning. Sorry I had to 
leave. I don’t know why, but I can’t stay. I know someday we’ll see each other 
again. She’d scribbled it on a scrap of paper that he’d never had the 
strength to get rid of.

It surprises him to look down and see the hole frozen again. He 
wasn’t paying attention, resting his eyes on the mountains. It’s not 
frozen solid, just a skin of ice he breaks with his boot. How long was 
he distracted? A twitch on the line now, but it’s just wind picking up, 
blowing snow dust over the lake. He shivers. He’ll be all right while 
the sun’s up, but tonight he’ll need more. It’s already below zero, and 
after dark it’ll be worse. There aren’t even clouds to hold in what little 
heat there’s been today. But he’s already gathered wood for a fire. The 
fire will keep him from freezing.

He never knew where she came from, but she said she’d tell him 
about it one day. The plates on her truck said Nevada. She never talked 
about the past, or said anything about the life she’d lived. 

He was outside his house one day when she first drove up. I heard 
you fix things, she said when she pulled up next to him. He’d been on 
his way to the barn and stopped, but didn’t answer. She’d caught him 
off guard.

The guys at the station in town said you fix things, she repeated. Her 
truck was sputtering, barely running.

They fix things, too.
Well, they said they’re backed up. My truck’s been running rough; 

I don’t think it’ll make the next town. 
I’m working on another engine right now. 
The woman sighed. The man wanted nothing to do with her. He 

was busy and wasn’t interested in strangers. But she didn’t go, and 
he didn’t have the nerve to ask her to.

Where you from? he said, after a long pause.
Not around here.
Well, where you going? 
North.
He looked her in the eye for the first time. She had a face that was 

hard to look away from, an urgency that made him anxious. She 
was a beautiful woman with long, wavy hair. Even sitting behind the 
wheel, she was clearly tall. There was something behind her stare that 
held him.
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Might as well drive into the barn and I’ll look under the hood, he 
said finally. But I can’t guarantee I’ll have time to fix it.

The woman smiled. She drove her truck into the barn and he fol-
lowed on foot.

A jerk on the line, and this time it’s not wind. The man grabs the pole 
and holds it, waiting. When the fish bites again, he yanks up and sets 
the hook. This one isn’t getting away. He reels in slowly, giving slack. 
When he’s got it close to the surface, he grabs the line and pulls a fat 
rainbow out of the lake. Better gut it now, before it gets any colder. 

He takes a knife out of his pack and cuts the line, finds the soft spot 
by the gills and slices the head off. To do the rest he’s got to take off his 
gloves. He unties the laces around his forearms and slides them off. 
The cold goes right through, and his fingers are already stiff. He has to 
work fast. With the knife he slits the fish along its belly from one end 
to the other. He pulls the steaming guts out of the trout and lays them 
on the ice. He has trouble pulling the bones—his hands are already 
numb. Afterward, he sets the hollow fish by his pack and stares at the 
two sides of meat as he’s putting on his gloves. 

The entrails have stopped steaming. The pain of his hands is almost 
too much; it’ll take time and energy to warm them again. He crosses 
his arms, puts his gloved hands in his armpits and squeezes. The shad-
ows of spruce are long now, and almost reach him from shore. He baits 
his hook with the eye of the trout, breaks the new layer of ice in the 
hole and drops his line in the water.

What do you think it is? she asked. The hood of her truck was up, 
and they were  listening to the engine.

Sounds like valves, the man said.
How long will that take?
I don’t know, but I can’t do it. Why don’t you take it back to town?
They said they’re backed up. I wouldn’t have brought it here if they 

hadn’t sent me. They said you could fix it.
He hated being so close to her. Something about it made him ache 

inside. The man wanted her to leave. 
Look, this isn’t a good time for me.
You’re my only hope, she said.
He wanted to tell her to keep going, it would last the fifty miles to 

Butte, where someone could fix it. But he knew she’d be lucky to make 
it back down his driveway. 

He looked out the open barn doors at the farmyard. It was hot and 
sunny, even for July. 
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Finally the man sighed. Look, he said, it’s Saturday. I can’t order the 
parts until Monday. It’ll take a day for them to get here from Butte, so 
I can start on it Tuesday and hopefully have it running by Wednesday. 
But for now you’re gonna need a ride somewhere. There’s a motel in 
town, always has vacancy.

I don’t have money for that. I’ll just sleep in the back of my truck; 
that’s what I’ve been doing, anyway.

In a barn? 
Wherever.
He hadn’t asked for this. He didn’t want anything to do with women, 

but felt he should help somehow. Still, why couldn’t he let her sleep out 
there? It would be easier for both of them.

I can’t let you sleep out here, he heard himself say. I’ve got spare 
rooms in the house, you can use one of them. Please, he said. Before I 
change my mind.

They were silent. In the dim light of the barn he felt her eyes move 
over him. He was solid and attractive, in a weathered way. 

What’s your name? she said.
He told her his name, staring at the ground.
What’s yours? he said, looking up. And she told him. 

As the sun falls behind the spruce, the man wonders if he’ll be warm 
enough on the ice. He’s getting chilled. Before, he just shook a little, 
but now the cold’s inside him. 

He dislodges his pole from the mound of snow he’s built and holds 
it as he stands. He shakes his limbs again, as though his blood might 
freeze if he doesn’t. With the heel of a boot, he breaks the film of ice 
that’s formed in the hole. His face is tight and hard, burning with cold  
pains; ice forms in his nostrils.

He’s in the shadows of the trees now. The sun’s down. Only the tops of 
the Pintlars are getting any rays, reflecting pink in the high snow fields. 
Now the temperature will really drop. The man worries: Is he prepared? 
He looks at the wood pile. As long as he makes a fire he won’t freeze. He 
needs to start one soon but holds out, hoping to catch more fish.

She ended up staying at his house, and it happened the first night. 
She crept out of her room into his. He didn’t ask what she was doing, 
and she didn’t explain. It was natural, almost expected, and from that 
point on his resistance was gone. 

She slept in his room every night after that. When the new valves 
came, he fixed her truck, but she didn’t leave. He told her about his 
life, more than anyone else knew, and she listened. He told the woman 
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of his ex-wife, the affair she had with a man in town—a friend of his. 
Told her how his ex-wife and her new lover still lived in town and that 
he rarely went there. He’d always been a recluse, but never this bad. 

He’d been born on this ranch, been close to his father, who taught 
him to farm. When they weren’t working, his dad would take him 
fishing on a lake in the mountains. Since his father’s death, he’d never 
gone back to that lake. 

The man had been fifteen when his dad developed bone cancer. 
It spread rapidly, and his father was dead in a year. The man knew 
how to work the land and took over the farm. 

But three hundred acres wasn’t enough to live off anymore, so he 
started doing other things. He was a welder and meat-cutter, a decent 
mechanic, too—all things his father had taught him. He cleared out 
the old barn, started using it as a shop. Other farmers and people 
from town brought things for him to fix: a shorn bolt, a carburetor 
with worn-out gaskets, maybe an elk for him to skin. He didn’t adver-
tise. People knew he did good work and went to him for help. If they 
didn’t have money, he accepted food or other trades. But payment was 
always decided before he did the work. Always, until her.

His ex-wife had been his first love—a sweetheart from high school. 
They were married young and lived in town in a place of their own. 
He’d still go to the farm every day to take care of the crops or work in 
the barn. His mother suffered a stroke one year, shortly after his mar-
riage, and had to be moved to the home in Butte. His sister, who was 
studying nursing in Missoula, transferred there to help her. The man 
stayed on the farm, though he went to Butte often, for visits. He and 
his wife moved into the old farmhouse. 

He’d been on his way to see his mother one day. His wife decided 
to stay home. Halfway, he realized he’d forgotten his checkbook and 
turned around. He thought it strange to see his friend’s blue pick-
up parked in the yard when he got back. Even stranger when he found 
him in bed with his wife. He kicked them both out of the house in a 
rage and watched from the kitchen as they drove away naked in the 
other man’s truck. The man vowed not to fall in love again. He moved 
all his things to a new bedroom and never opened the door to the old 
one. That had been five years ago, and a decade into his marriage. 

Now this new woman, lying in bed next to him, listened quietly to 
his story. When he was done, he asked about her, but she said no, she’d 
tell him some other time.

Another bite on the line and the man sets the hook. This time it’s 
a cutthroat. He pulls it out and guts the fish quick, before his fingers 
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freeze. He puts his gloves on and shakes his hands, waiting for feeling 
to come back. It’s growing dark. Even the Pintlars aren’t getting rays. 
Almost time to make a fire.

He remembers how warm it was inside her, the heat of her body 
next to him. They slept together every night she was there. She helped 
him with harvest that summer, said she’d worked on a farm once, 
someplace else. When the man had other work to do, she helped with 
that, too. 

They were saddling horses in the barn one day. Figure we can get 
them out there and give them a good workout today, he said.

The woman was silent, smiling absently as she fed the thick leather 
strap through its buckle and pulled it tight around her horse’s belly.

What’s so funny?
Nothing. I was just thinking about some guy.
The man walked over to her. Who is he?
She stopped what she was doing and looked up at him. Well, he’s 

tall, dark and handsome, and that’s all I can say right now.
I’ll kill him, the man said, bending in to kiss her. As he pushed her 

back from the horses they lost their balance and fell, laughing, into the 
bed of straw. 

Everything had happened so fast, but never forced. They lived 
together as if they always had, as if the two of them belonged on that 
farm. It was a beautiful place, too. The old farmhouse was weathered, 
but sturdy. Across the yard was the barn, in similar shape. The roll-
ing hills of the prairie stretched around them, and as a backdrop, the 
Pintlars rose sharply in the distance. They were five miles from town, 
which was only two hundred souls, anyway. They rarely saw anyone. 

It upset him that she didn’t talk about herself. He asked sometimes, 
but never pressed it, figuring she’d tell him whatever there was to tell 
when she was ready.

Winter came hard and early that year—the first snow flew before 
October. They built fires and were warm together in the farmhouse. 
They’d sit inside with wine and music. It had been five years since 
the man told anyone he loved them. They were snowed in, trapped 
together, and he couldn’t remember being happier.

One morning in December he found her in the kitchen, staring at the 
hills on the horizon. He’d just woken up. The man crept up behind her, 
slid his arms around her waist and clasped his fingers over her stomach. 

I want to be like this always, he said.
She didn’t answer, and he thought she might not have heard him.
Don’t you?
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Yes, she said, finally. Always. 
She tilted her head and kissed him. He squeezed her gently and went 

to get dressed for the work he had in the barn. The woman looked back 
at the hills, north of the farm.

It’s only darker now, and the temperature’s falling. The faint glow to 
the west is nearly gone. The rest of the sky is purple, almost black, and 
a handful of stars are out. The wind is the worst. It shakes the trees back 
on shore—a creak of wood he can hear from the middle of the lake.

He’s lost feeling in his toes and feet, can barely use his hands, and 
even his face is numb. It’s time to start the fire.

It was January when she left. He opened his eyes one morning and 
found her side of the bed empty, the sheets already cold. She must 
have woken early for something. They’d had a little wine the night 
before, and he hadn’t heard her get up.

The man rose, pulled on his pants and walked down the hall. Through 
the kitchen window he saw that her truck was missing. That’s when he 
found the note on the table. He read what she’d written, crumpled the 
paper and threw it away. The man paced the kitchen. 

After he went back to his room for the rest of his clothes, he stormed 
out to his truck, fired it up and drove away. He went to town and 
searched the streets, drove the country roads around the farm and found 
nothing. When he was almost on empty, the man turned around.

Back in the kitchen he dug the note out of the trash and sat at the 
table. He unfolded the wad, and his eyes moved over the words, but 
he wasn’t reading them. The man was far away. He looked out and 
searched the snowy prairie beyond the yard, finally resting his eyes on 
the mountains.

For a week he didn’t leave the farm, hardly got out of bed. He waited, 
watching through windows. His work piled up.

One morning before dawn, he left to go fishing. He hadn’t planned 
to; just woke and felt he needed it. He loaded his gear in the back of 
his truck and drove east toward the Pintlars. The road was gravel all 
the way. The higher he climbed, the deeper the snow, and the more 
trees there were. Finally, the road leveled on a high plateau. The sun 
was rising, and he was in the deep forest. The road grew narrower and 
narrower, and despite snow chains, he was almost stuck more than 
once before the path came to an end. 

He parked the truck and got out, the smell of pine filling his nose. 
The man strapped on snow shoes and shouldered his pack. It would 
be four miles uphill before the lake opened in front of him. It took three 
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hours to hike there. It surprised him that he remembered the way so 
well, and without fault. Even with the trail buried in snow, he always 
knew where he was. 

When the land leveled again, trees broke and opened to the lake—a 
mile long and a quarter-mile wide. He hadn’t seen it in twenty years. 
He walked to the middle of the lake and dropped the pack. The man 
took the saw he’d brought with him and went back to shore. He cut 
branches off trees and dug wood out of the dry snow. After four trips 
he had enough to burn all night. He’d build a fire and sleep by it, on 
a fur rug he’d packed with him. He had his sleeping bag, too, in case 
the fire wasn’t enough. The man took his pick then, started chipping a 
hole, and after a half hour hit water. He lifted his pole, baited the hook 
and dropped it in.

Now the sun’s down, and the cold has its own weight, like some-
thing with mass, something the man has to push his way through. It’s 
dark, but his eyes have adjusted and he sees by starlight—the Milky 
Way, reaching across the sky like stretched fibers of cotton. He sets 
the pole down and walks over to his firewood. The wind’s picked 
up again. The man starts with the twigs, setting them in a pile. Then 
the kindling—a separate pile for that. Finally, he stacks all the logs 
together. He has three boxes of matches and decides to burn one to 
jump-start the fire. He’ll set it under the pile of twigs to begin with. 
Once that catches, he’ll stack the kindling on top until it’s big enough 
for logs. When those logs are going, he’ll heat until morning.

He’s done well as far as fishing goes and will have something warm 
in his stomach tonight. The fish he caught should fill him after they’re 
cooked over the fire.

The man crouches at the pile of twigs and pulls a match out of the 
box. Without warning the wind loses breath, and it’s still again. He 
looks around. In the starlight he can make out the black forms of foot-
hills and faintly see the white peaks of the Pintlars. 

Back on shore the spruce stand motionless. He peers up at stars, 
suspended in blackness above. Those stars, burning white-hot, some-
where, centuries away, are just cold points of light to him. He looks 
back at the pile of twigs. Now that there’s no wind, it’s the best time to 
light the match. 
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