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      After three years in Las Vegas and the Mojave Desert, July rain on his grandparents’ tin roof sounded like heaven to Mark Hersch. The endlessly refreshing scent and the feel of clean humidity on his skin only amplified the effect, once he’d gotten over sweating so much for the first week or so.

      He kicked one brown hiking boot against the dark blue painted floor of the porch, sending the long porch swing back into motion. Every time he leaned his head against the high back of the swing, he smiled at the contrast of the narrow boards of the ceiling overhead painted a pale robin’s egg blue.

      Haint blue, his granny called that paint color, her musical Appalachian accent making the word so much more interesting than his own generic military brat pronunciation of haunt could ever be.

      Mark had heard folks say using that color on the porch was an old Southern and mountain tradition, meant to keep ghosts so confused and disoriented by an apparent blue sky overhead that they never found their way inside.

      He suspected there was more to the tradition than that, but hadn’t been able to get online to confirm it just yet. The late Nineties had brought fast and easy internet to Vegas, but the slow, creaky dialup deep in the mountains around Hartstown, Virginia, was another frustrating story.

      Lugging a big computer tower and monitor all this way hadn’t been anywhere near worth the trouble.

      When Mark first arrived for his summer stay in early June, the long metal chains holding up the swing sang out with a distinctive groaning noise every time someone pushed back. One of his first help-around-the-house jobs—following his parents’ edict that he make himself useful and welcome rather than being a lazy fifteen-year-old nuisance—had been oiling that chain to quiet the sound.

      His grandparents both thanked him and claimed to be happy about the nearly silent motion of the swing now, but Mark was sure he caught a flash of sadness in their eyes.

      He kept his quiet regret to himself, and how much he missed that otherworldly groan. He was afraid if he told them he felt like he’d stolen the haint’s voice, they’d both agree.

      And that would be entirely too depressing for summertime.

      Mark knew it was useless, but he once again attempted to tame his ornery mop of strawberry blond hair. His fingers only caught on painful snarls, likely making the whole thing worse.

      One of the very few things he liked about the dry climate in Las Vegas was the way his hair almost behaved. It was still wavy, sure, and not likely to be anyone’s definition of smooth, any more than he was himself.

      In the always-humid mountain air, his hair celebrated its liberation by twisting and snaking itself into a tangled mess at the slightest provocation. A late Thursday morning rainstorm after a sweaty, dusty job apparently called for a lively corkscrew party.

      More like a rave, really.

      His father offered a gentle suggestion a few years ago when it started to curl that Mark might want to keep it cut short, like his own typically close Air Force trim. Mark had rejected that idea outright, even though he wasn’t sure why. Now it was long enough to touch his collar out in Vegas, protecting at least a little of him from the brutal sun without requiring gobs of sunscreen.

      On days like this, when it curled high on the nape of his neck instead, he wondered if his dad’s haircut might not be a good idea after all.

      At what he thought was the sound of an engine over the drumming of rain, Mark sat up and looked out across the rain-soaked lawn—the riotous deep green grass and kaleidoscope of his Granny’s flowerbeds still surprising to his desert-adjusted eyes. Beyond that, all he could see was mountains rising up all around, thick with oaks and pines and maples.

      Sure enough, his Papaw’s burgundy Chevy pickup turned onto the short, graveled driveway.

      His grandparents had been headed out shopping when Mark caught a ride for one of his countless odd jobs early that morning. Well, his Papaw called it going trading instead, at least when he wanted to sound more mountain and hillbilly than he actually was.

      Mark jumped up before his Granny could open the door, leaving the swing to carry its ghosts back and forth in silence, and grabbed one of the umbrellas from an old wooden barrel by the porch door. His old jeans and faded brown and gold Bonanza High School t-shirt could stand the soaking after a few hours helping clean out an ancient barn full of junk.

      And the very definition of helping around the house surely had to include keeping his Granny from trudging through wet grass in the rain.

      His Papaw unfolded his lanky self from the driver’s side, opening a bright yellow umbrella as he stood. Mark’s father said Papaw was the source of all the unruly hair in the family, and the strawberry blond color, too. But the senior Mr. Hersch kept his silver locks too short to show any curl.

      One thing Mark knew for sure was something clicked between him and his Papaw, something that made sense in a way it never quite had with his parents. He loved his mom and dad and they all got along, but he was as quietly puzzled by them as they were by him.

      With Papaw, and most of the time with Granny, Mark had the unusual comfort of not trying to figure out how to be anyone but himself, even when he wasn’t quite sure who that would turn out to be.

      “What are you doing sitting out here, water bug?” Papaw said with his gravelly voice and big smile. “Can’t imagine you already forgot where the key is.”

      Mark laughed and shook his head as he reached the passenger side of the truck. His Papaw had been calling him water bug for as long as he could remember, apparently inspired by the impossibility of keeping him out of puddles and streams and creeks, even as a toddler.

      Mark had gotten a little bit better at keeping himself from getting muddy, but he was still endlessly fascinated with water.

      “I remember where it is, mud bug,” Mark said. “I was just enjoying the rain. We don’t get this much in a year in Vegas.”

      Mark’s Granny stepped out under the open umbrella, beaming up at him. Her lively bright green eyes were the same ones Mark saw in the mirror every day.

      She was as compact and economical as Papaw was long and tall, and her shiny brunette hair hardly ever seemed to misbehave. Any stray silver that threatened to gain a foothold was quickly and cheerfully wiped out with the assistance of Miss Clairol.

      Standing beside his grandmother, Mark hoped all the talk about growth spurts still to come turned out to be true. He loved his Granny dearly, but he didn’t love the idea of ending up only a couple of inches taller than her five-three.

      Not that he’d quite gotten there yet.

      “Why thank you, Mark,” she said, squeezing his arm. “It surely is a pleasure having you around here this summer.”

      “Be sure to tell Dad that next time he calls. I think he’s still convinced I’m slouching around doing nothing but watching TV.” He handed her the umbrella, then reached into the truck’s cramped back seat before she could. Every square inch was stuffed full of paper and plastic bags from more than one store in town. “I’ll get these, go on ahead inside.”

      She shook her head, still smiling, but she took the umbrella’s curved black handle while Mark gathered up two bags full of groceries, still cold from their recent home in the freezer case.

      “You’re working yourself half to death is what you’re doing,” she said. “You got to slow down and enjoy at least a little bit of your summer is what I say. Awful good time to meet other kids your age, maybe even a nice girl or two.”

      Mark did his best to pretend he couldn’t feel his cheeks turning red. He hoped that potential growth and eventually learning how to wrangle the disorderly mess on top of his head would open up his dating prospects.

      Talking to his Granny or pretty much anyone else about his lack of female companionship wasn’t his favorite way to pass the time.

      “It might be a perfect time for meeting girls,” he said, “but then I’d be heading back out west in a few weeks. It’s not exactly nice to leave a trail of broken hearts behind me.”

      Laughing like a merry songbird and ignoring Mark’s protests that he wouldn’t melt, she walked beside him along the big slabs of limestone that made up the walkway, now gleaming and dark gray.

      “Anyway, I’m enjoying my summer just fine, Granny. Learning a lot, saving up for college, spending time with you two. That reminds me, one of the other guys cleaning out that barn today mentioned the Hartsocks needing some help with their basement today and tomorrow. Something about switching from a coal furnace to gas.”

      Papaw spoke up sharp from right behind them, carrying his own bags of groceries.

      “That’s Jessie and Wanda Hartsock? Out on Mulberry Road?”

      Mark stepped up onto the porch and to the side to get out of their way. He hardly ever heard that tone in his grandfather’s voice unless a bunch of rowdy kids—or the rowdy adults who came with them—started causing trouble during a big family gathering.

      “I think so. He might have said Mulberry Road. I won’t ask if you know the Hartsocks since you know everybody in Boun County.”

      Granny rolled her eyes as she dug into her big blue leather purse for her set of keys. Mark suspected he was the only one who was willing to go back out into the rain and get the set hidden under a specific rock in the second flower bed to the right.

      “I know the Hartsocks, sure,” Papaw said, his brow wrinkling. “Good folks, not a thing in the world wrong with you helping them out. I heard Jessie talking about that new furnace, how it will be so much easier on him than shoveling coal. But I’m real sorry to admit I don’t much like the idea of you going out there on your own.”

      Mark frowned, but a quick little thrill of excitement shot through his belly.

      He really did mean to earn some extra money and spend time with his grandparents. The change of pace and scenery was already doing him a world of good, especially since he was seriously considering coming right back to Virginia for college in a couple of years.

      But he wouldn’t mind a bit of mystery and adventure to spice things up while he was here.

      “Did something strange happen there, Papaw? At the Hartsock place?”

      “Well no, I can’t exactly say that. It’s just... I got an uneasy twinge about you going there is all. Not by yourself for sure.”

      Now he had every bit of Mark’s attention. His father and everyone else in the family often talked about Papaw’s twinges, and hunches, and notions, and even dreams. No one ever made much of a fuss about it that Mark could tell.

      But they never mentioned thinking those twinges were something it was better to ignore, either.

      Granny snorted as she finally found her keys.

      “I get the feeling you’re going to have to do better than that, Walt. This particular grandson is an awful lot like you. Stores up every little thing in his mind, and already thought up about a thousand questions. When did they need you over there, Mark?”

      Mark shrugged. “Sounded to me like they were getting started on some of it this afternoon. Clearing out room for the new furnace. I told them I’d talk to you, then call if I couldn’t make it.”

      “There you go,” Granny said, nodding once as she opened the door. “Sounds to me like you two might want to take a little trip out to Mulberry Road after lunch. Good time for Mark to practice driving the truck anyway. We can’t hardly send him back out West until he’s better with the stick shift.”

      Papaw blew air out his lips and shook his head, but he was smiling. Mark couldn’t resist grinning in return.

      “What that sounds to me like is your Granny wants some time to herself after putting up with me on her big shopping trip,” Papaw said. “I’ll tell you right now that is one of the main secrets of a good marriage, Mark. Both of you knowing when to get out for a little while. If you don’t mind me going along, I wouldn’t mind a chat with Jessie. And I suppose you need more practice driving in the mountains.”

      “I don’t mind one bit, Papaw. Hope your truck’s transmission is up for it.”
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