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CHAPTER 1

HELP WANTED
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By six twenty in the morning, Hank Miller had already felled the first pine. He stood still for a few seconds, looking at it stretched across the damp ground while the echo of the chainsaw he had just shut off continued to vibrate in his ears and his breath dissolved into the cold air. October had come early to the Montana mountains. The night had left a thin skin of frost over the ferns and fallen logs, but beneath his flannel shirt Hank’s back was already slick with sweat. At sixty-three, he still had the body of a man capable of working for hours in the woods: tall and massive, broad-shouldered, with heavy arms built by decades of saws, ropes, and timber rather than a gym. His hair, once nearly black, had gone gray at the temples, and the short beard covering his face carried the same color. The hair on his chest, arms, and legs remained thick and dark, only lightly threaded with silver. He had never given much thought to his appearance. His body was a tool, and until a few years ago it had seemed practically indestructible.

That morning, though, when he bent to fasten the steel cable around the log, a sharp pain shot through his lower back. Hank clenched his jaw and stayed bent over, one hand braced against the rough bark.

—Damn it.

He waited for the pain to ease, then straightened slowly. No one had seen him. It was a ridiculous thought, considering there wasn’t another living soul for miles, yet it brought him a measure of relief. He rolled up his sleeves, exposing thick, hairy forearms, took hold of the cable again, and finished the job. By midmorning he had prepared only two logs. Ten years ago, it would have been four. At noon he sat on the tailgate of his old Ford pickup and ate a ham-and-cheese sandwich while looking at the trees still waiting to be marked. His enormous, cracked hands held the bread with the same strength they had used to grip an ax his entire life. He wasn’t weak. Not yet. But the difference between not being weak and still being able to do everything alone was becoming annoyingly obvious.

Miller Timber & Lumber, the sawmill down in the valley, had been buying his timber for nearly twenty-five years. Hank wasn’t an employee. He selected approved lots, organized the cutting, prepared the loads for transport, and got paid according to what he delivered. He had always liked that freedom. No foreman, no coworkers, no one telling him when to start or when to stop. But freedom had a price: when your body began to slow down, there was no one there to take the other end of the log.

Two weeks earlier, Tom Becker, the manager at the sawmill, had told him exactly what Hank hadn’t wanted to hear.

—Get yourself a helper.

Hank had replied that he needed a helper about as much as he needed a piano. That morning, sitting on the pickup with his back still aching, he had to admit that maybe a piano wouldn’t be entirely useless.

At four ten he loaded his tools and followed the dirt road down toward town. It was little more than a small community wedged between mountains and forest: a gas station, a hardware store, the post office, a pharmacy, a handful of businesses, and the Timberline Bar & Grill, where sooner or later half the town learned the other half’s business. Hank walked in with mud still on his boots. He carried the smell of the day with him: resin, fresh-cut wood, chainsaw gasoline, and sweat dried against his skin. A few men at the bar greeted him. Hank answered with a nod and took his usual seat.

—The usual? — Maggie, the owner, asked.

—Coffee.

She stared at him.

—It’s four in the afternoon.

—I noticed.

—One day you’re going to discover there are more interesting drinks.

—At sixty-three, I think my time for major discoveries is over.

Maggie poured the coffee.

—With that attitude, definitely.

Hank drank half the cup before pulling a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. He opened it on the counter. Maggie leaned closer.

HELP WANTED FOR LOGGING WORK. EXPERIENCE PREFERRED. WILLINGNESS TO WORK REQUIRED. ROOM AND BOARD AVAILABLE.

He had written his phone number underneath. Maggie read it twice, then looked at Hank as though he had just announced he was joining a monastery.

—You’re looking for a helper?

—Don’t turn it into a public event.

—Hank Miller admitting he can’t do something by himself practically is a public event.

Hank folded the paper again.

—Can I put it up, or do I need to go to the gas station?

Maggie snatched it out of his hand and walked over to the bulletin board near the entrance.

—I’ll put it here. And I’d add, “Employer is grouchy but pays on time.”

—Don’t add anything.

—“Weekly bath guaranteed”?

—Maggie.

She laughed and pinned the notice to the board. Hank finished his coffee, paid, and left without looking back at the ad.

Sid Parker read it less than an hour later. He had walked into the Timberline with twenty-seven dollars in his wallet, a backpack on the back seat of his twelve-year-old Honda, and a room at the Mountain View Motel paid for only through the following morning. He was twenty-three and had arrived in Montana three weeks earlier chasing a job at an auto shop that no longer existed by the time he got there: the owner had sold the business, and the new operator didn’t need anyone. Since then, Sid had taken whatever work he could find. Two days in a warehouse, four shifts washing dishes, a week unloading boxes at a grocery store. Nothing that paid enough to let him stay.

He was waiting for a burger when the words ROOM AND BOARD AVAILABLE caught his eye. He stood immediately.

Maggie watched him study every word on the notice. Sid was hard not to notice, even though he looked nothing like the imposing man who had posted it. He stood just under five foot eleven, with a lean, well-proportioned build, balanced shoulders, and lightly defined muscles beneath a pale T-shirt. The body of an active young man, not someone accustomed to hauling logs. His hair was light brown, his eyes green, and his clean-cut face made him look even younger. His bare arms were completely smooth, without a single visible hair.

—Do you know Hank Miller? — he asked Maggie.

—Well enough to know that if you call him after nine at night, he’ll hire you just so he can fire you.

Sid smiled.

—Is he really that bad?

—No. He’s worse. But he’s a good man.

Maggie grew serious.

—The work really is hard, though.

—I need work.

—Any logging experience?

Sid looked at the notice again.

—No.

—Then I’d start by not lying to him. Hank spots a lie faster than a rotten tree.

Sid took out his phone.

—At least we already agree on that.

Hank answered on the fourth ring.

—Miller.

—Good evening. I’m calling about the notice at the Timberline.

Silence.

—You have experience?

Sid looked at Maggie, who raised an eyebrow.

—No.

Another silence.

—Then why are you calling me?

—Because the notice says “experience preferred,” not “required.”

This time the silence lasted longer. Sid wondered whether the man had hung up.

—How old are you?

—Twenty-three.

Hank sighed on the other end.

—Ever used a chainsaw?

—No.

—Logging winch?

—No.

—An ax?

Sid hesitated.

—Does splitting firewood when I was sixteen count?

—No.

—Then no.

Sid heard something that might have been a grunt.

—Seven tomorrow morning. Maggie can give you directions.

—You want to interview me?

—I want to see how long it takes you to realize you picked the wrong job.

The call ended. Sid stared at his phone.

—I think I have an interview.

Maggie set his burger in front of him.

—I think you just met Hank.

The next morning, Sid arrived at six fifty-two. The road Maggie had given him climbed for nearly nine miles through increasingly dense forest until the pavement disappeared and only a dirt track remained. The house appeared after one last curve: built from massive dark logs, two stories high, with a steep roof, a wide porch, and a stack of firewood that looked sufficient for three winters. Behind it stood a tool shed and another outbuilding. The forest began practically beyond the fence. Sid parked beside the pickup. The moment he stepped out, the cold cut straight through his sweatshirt.

—Fantastic — he muttered. — I’m going to freeze to death before I even get fired.

The shed door opened. Hank came out carrying a toolbox in one hand. Sid stopped smiling.

On the phone, he had pictured an old man, maybe slightly stooped, with a belly and a plaid shirt. The plaid shirt was there. The rest wasn’t. Hank was big. Not simply tall—big in the way men became when they had spent a lifetime asking their bodies to move heavy things. His dark-green flannel hung open over a fitted thermal shirt that hinted at a broad chest still solid with muscle. His exposed forearms were thick, marked by veins, old scars, and gray-and-dark hair. Sid noticed the hands before the face: enormous hands, worn rough by work. Then he saw the eyes, surprisingly pale blue beneath gray brows. Hank stopped a few steps away and studied him from head to toe.

Sid had the distinct impression he had just been judged inadequate.

—You Parker?

—Sid. Yeah.

—Sid your last name?

—No. Parker is my last name. Sid is my first.

Hank kept looking at him.

—You’re twenty-three?

—For almost seven months.

—Wasn’t a difficult question.

—I thought you wanted an exact answer.

For a moment Sid thought he saw the corner of the man’s mouth move, but it vanished immediately. Hank pointed at Sid’s footwear.

—Those won’t work.

Sid looked down at his hiking boots.

—They’re boots.

—They’re toys. You need steel-toe work boots with proper soles.

—If you hire me, I’ll buy them.

—If I hire you, you’re not setting foot in the woods until you have them.

—All right.

Hank shifted his gaze to Sid’s arms, then his shoulders. Sid knew that look.

—I’m not big enough.

—Didn’t say that.

—You were thinking it.

—I was thinking a log isn’t going to be impressed because you’re pretty.

Sid went silent for half a second.

—Did you just call me pretty?

Hank stared at him.

—I said trees don’t care.

—But you used the word pretty.

—Do you want the job or not?

Sid smiled.

—Very much.

Hank turned toward the shed.

—Come on.

Sid followed, trying not to laugh. Inside were chainsaws, chains, cables, fuel cans, helmets, gloves, protective gear, and tools he couldn’t have named. The smell of oil, sawdust, and metal was strong. Hank picked up a helmet and put it in his hands.

—First rule: if I tell you to stop, you stop. If I tell you to move, you move. You don’t ask why while a tree is coming down.

—Sounds reasonable.

—Second rule: you don’t touch a chainsaw until I teach you how.

—Also reasonable.

—Third: no heroics. The woods are full of men who thought they were stronger than a tree. The trees usually win.

Sid nodded. Hank handed him a pair of gloves. Their fingers brushed for an instant. Hank’s hand was warm and rough; Sid’s, by comparison, seemed almost too smooth. Neither of them gave the contact any importance. Not yet.

Hank took him to a section of forest where he had worked the previous day. For the first hour
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