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Twenty years after a tragic accident, Mark still lives alone in a haunted house. Can a young artist from Brooklyn break the spell?

Leo has never had a serious relationship. He's all about the art. And then he meets Mark, a man with a face that compels him to create portrait after portrait. Is this obsession? Or is it something deeper?

A May/December male/male gay romance about second chances, triumph over tragedy, and a ghost who has to learn to let go of the past.
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A Note to Readers
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This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to anyone, any time, or any place is not intended and is merely coincidental. Cover models appear for illustration purposes only and have no relationship to any events in this story. Brief mentions of real persons, places, or products are used fictitiously and in accordance with fair use. All trademarks remain the properties of their owners. Some locations and current events have been fictionalized for dramatic purposes. While upstate New York is considered by some to be a hotspot of the unexplained, the specific events, characters, and locales described in this novel were invented by my overheated imagination and should not be conflated with any actual reports.

To get a free gay romantic suspense audiobook offered as a thank-you for my fans, visit the official Parker Avrile website at:

https://tinyurl.com/ParisAudio

♥♥♥

A MYTH STARTS, AND at first no one believes it, and then no one admits to believing it, and then everyone believes it.

― “A Study in Twenty-First Century Mass Hysteria,” Dr. Luke Ansell, MD, PhD
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Chapter One
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Mark

At thirty-five, the jokes about pictures in the attic were still intended to flatter. At forty, they became awkward. Aware of the gap in a door imperfectly closed, Mark paused a moment outside the teacher's lounge. He shouldn't. There were too many things he wasn't meant to overhear, and he'd already heard all of them a thousand times.

“I still think it was an experiment at the hospital.” Nanette looked shockingly young herself thanks to the dimples in her elbows and her pixie-cut purple hair. The tasteful ink of a baby dragon on the top of her right wrist was meant to send the message she was more than just another high school social studies teacher. “Killed the boyfriend, preserved Mark like a pickle in a jar.”

Her light tone was a knife to Mark's heart. Reason number thirty-two why he shouldn't be eavesdropping. Nanette thought she was talking about the distant past, something that happened when she was ten or twelve. Twenty years ago. A generation.

For Mark, time never moved forward. For him, Reed's death was so fresh it was as if it was still happening. Even as he hovered in this hallway, he could feel Reed's fingers slowly, slowly loosening their grip on Mark's hand. Loosening, but never quite letting go.

“There's a lot of high weirdness that goes on in that...” Ken, the shop teacher, paused to scrub the adjective that came to mind, which told Mark that Liz was in the lounge as well. “...that, um, so-called hospital out there.”

People rarely referred to the Army installation by its name. It did have one, and townies were allowed to use it, but people got superstitious about above-top-secret classified neurological institutes that sprawled over 150,000 acres. More people resided on the sprawling campus of Old Fort Nathanael than in the actual town of Chestnut Lake. The rumor mill sometimes talked about alien technology or mind control, but there were real secrets too. Every US President got a tour of the base, and so did every Secretary of Defense.

“That is as may be.” Yep. That was Liz all over. Try saying, “that is as may be,” fast three times. You couldn't. Nobody could, except for Liz. “Personally, I find it hard to believe. Even the government wouldn't sit on a cure for aging for twenty years. They could clear the national debt selling the procedure they used on Mark.”

“Well, then, if you're so smart, what do you think it is?” Nanette asked. “He looks ten years younger than I am, and he's got to be ten years older. I mean, he's been teaching here twenty years.”

“Maybe he's a vampire.” Ken began to hum The Twilight Zone theme.

Maybe he's standing right outside the door.

“Is that better or worse than being a gym bunny?” Nanette asked.

Ken's only response was a snort.

Every day, it got harder to walk into that lounge to face his colleagues. Mark feared the day when he froze up entirely. One bright morning probably not all that far away, his gears would lock, and he wouldn't be able to take another step forward.

Today, thank heaven, was not that day. He put one foot in front of another, lifted his chin, and trudged on through.

“German spice chocolate cookies today,” Ken said. “Your favorite.”

“Breakfast of champions.” Mark was hyper-conscious of the eyes on his hands counting out the cookies. It wasn't just his face frozen at age twenty-two. It was his body and his appetite too.

“I honestly don't know how you keep your boyish figure,” Liz said.

“Been living right, I guess.” He struggled to keep his tone as light as theirs. They wouldn't understand sadness. Not after twenty years. No one had really understood it after five years. You were supposed to shake things off. Move on. Man up. Talk it out, talk it through, process it, forget it. Tell it to the therapist, the rest of us ain't got time for that.

The curved reflection in the silver coffee urn could have been any pale, tall man of any age at all. A blur of sandy hair, a flash of silver eyes. The rose-petal skin didn't show to advantage in that distorted mirror. You couldn't see the absence of little crinkles around the eyes or the deceptive plumpness of lips that looked unkissed. 

His hand, though. He could see his right hand as clear as day where it curled around a heavy brown mug with gold engraving on it:

Congratulations, Mark!

Twenty years of teaching, and you haven't let us put a single gray hair on your head!

His hand was as smooth and unmarked by the passage of time as an eighteen-year-old's. In fact, it might even look younger than it did when he was really eighteen, because he still wrote in pen in those days, causing him to develop a writing callus on his middle finger. The callus vanished years ago in this bold new age of devices. Which meant, of course, the new age wasn't all that new anymore.

Only Mark's face, only Mark's hands, only Mark's body were still new after all these years.

A blessing, people said. He must be doing something right, they said. He must have a picture of all his sins hidden in an attic. You're so lucky. You must share your secret.

But the secret was a secret even to Mark, and he couldn't feel less lucky.

Looking eighteen when you're twenty-two is a nuisance of being constantly carded and condescended to.

Looking eighteen when you're forty-four is still all that if you go out in the wider world of strangers― the demands for identification, the declaration that the identification you surrender must be stolen or faked, the constant assumption that you're too young to know anything. And don't get him started on the topic of guys who had nothing better to do than chase the barely legal crowd. They were all over Mark like white on rice.

Long since tired of being treated like one of his own high school students, Mark seldom if ever left Chestnut Lake. He missed New York but he couldn't be himself there anymore.

Eyes on his cookies, on his smooth hands, on his narrow hips and flat belly...

He couldn't be himself where people didn't already know him. But for how much longer could he be himself where people did know him?

The best plastic surgeon in the world couldn't work the miracle somebody had worked on Mark. It was becoming all too obvious there was something odd about his failure to age.

He'd read a novel about a vampire who had to keep changing his name and faking new identities for himself. Would Mark have to do that? But how? He was a regular guy. He didn't know where you went to buy a new identity. Seemed to him all those Victorian-era vampires buying fake birth certificates would end up getting picked up by ICE. Shipped back to Transylvania, maybe. If Transylvania was even a real place.

“I always heard blonds fade first,” Nanette said. “You sure put the lie to that.”

Mark shrugged awkwardly. The cookie cloyed on his tongue, and the dry crumbs scratched his throat going down. It was calories, though, and his body demanded fuel. He didn't have the heart to cook himself a lonely breakfast for one every morning.

“Dishwater blond,” he said after he swallowed. “Maybe that doesn't count.”

A glint of light in his eyes. A moment of being dazzled. Mark blinked it away. The accident was a long time ago. He wouldn't think about it now. The lesson plan, that's what he needed to be thinking about.

The trouble was the lesson plan never changed. The beauty of teaching math, but also the curse.

The coffee was too weak. He poured himself a second cup.

The coffee was always too weak. Every day for twenty years. The lesson plan was always the same. His face in the mirror when he shaved in the morning. Always the same.

A dream if you were a Hollywood actor or a Manhattan model.

A nightmare if you were a high school teacher in rural New York state. If you were a regular guy. If you just wanted to live your life in peace and quiet without starting too many rumors.

The bells clanged the start of day. As usual, everybody in Mark's first class went dead silent when he walked in. Algebra was nobody's favorite course, but he seldom experienced any discipline problems. That was, he supposed, the bright side of people thinking you might be a vampire. 

The bell clanged again, and everybody trooped out. Everybody except Hunter, a fourteen-year-old farm kid almost as tall as Mark. He had freckles, but they weren't cute and neither was he.

“Questions?” Mark sat not behind his desk but on it. They had only ten minutes between classes, so the kid needed to make it quick.

“I, um, I was thinking maybe I could get a transfer.”

Not this again. Mark repressed the urge to close his eyes in a long blink of exasperation. “This is a small school. There is one algebra teacher. I am that teacher. Algebra is required to graduate. So, no, you're not getting a transfer if you want to graduate.” He gave some version of this speech every year. Sometimes several times a year.

In the early days of his career, it was rural kids not wanting a gay teacher and not understanding why their request was offensive. Some things did change. Nobody gave a flying fuck anymore if a teacher was gay.

However, the same crowd that used to hate the gay wasn't real thrilled about the vampire, either.

“I was thinking, um, independent study. I could, um, pick it up on my own and pass the state test.”

Sure. Like he was ever going to get bored one fine afternoon and teach himself algebra all on his own. This time, Mark did briefly shut his eyes. “Your parents can't have it both ways, Hunter. If they want to homeschool you, that's their option, although I certainly don't recommend it. It's hard to meet girls sitting on your hands in your bedroom. If you want to attend this high school, you need to face some realities. This is a public institution, and you're going to have to tolerate all kinds of people here. Including teachers you don't necessarily like or approve of.” 

Hunter opened his mouth a couple of times. Nothing came out.

Maybe Mark was too hard on the boy. Everybody was whispering, not just Hunter's folks.

“I know what you've heard. Look at me, Hunter. You know it's ridiculous. Vampires aren't real. They don't exist. Your math teacher is not a vampire. I'm simply a guy who knows how to use sunscreen and skin care products. That's all. Nothing more mysterious than that.”

Hunter squinted. Already, at fourteen, he had tiny little crinkles at the corner of his eyes. Hunter would age at a normal rate.

Even before it happened― whatever it really was― Mark had always looked younger than his true age. Maybe it was nothing more mysterious than that.

“Yeah, right,” Hunter said. “Nothing weird at all. Nothing to see here. Keep moving.”

“Is sarcasm really your best strategy right now?”

Hunter, already flushed beneath the freckles, turned scarlet. “No, Mr. Arrowood. I guess not.”

“We're not going to discuss this again.”

“No, Mr. Arrowood. Sorry, Mr. Arrowood.”

“Nothing to be sorry for, Hunter. I'll see you tomorrow.”

The kid almost broke into a run in his haste to get away. The next class was settling into their seats. “Before we get started, anybody have any questions about last night's homework assignment?”

Everybody stared back at him unblinking. No questions, just dead silence.

Preserved like a pickle in a jar. Nanette didn't make that up herself. He'd heard it before. Many times. The only question the kids had was the question they couldn't ask.

How the hell does he do it?
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Chapter Two
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Leo

The high school looked like one of those high schools in the movies― a sprawling compound of handsome red brick two-story buildings. The plush green lawns were shaded by large, sprawling oak trees that must be at least a century old. Even though he'd seen it on Google satellite view, he wasn't prepared for how physically impressive Chestnut Lake High School really was when you were walking around the place.

It was a rural school that served less than fifteen hundred students. He'd told himself not to expect too much. But this... yeah... this was nice. He could breathe easier now. A little country. But nice.

Darrell Mannes, the principal, gestured in the direction of a couple of outlying buildings. “The old chemistry lab. And the old biology building. They're boarded up now, and the kids know better than to be caught in that area.” Back in Brooklyn, the boards in question would have attracted the attention of various street artists, but here they were gray with age and still utterly untouched by paint. Leo's trigger finger itched. “The school once served a much larger population. People moved their families closer to the city for the opportunities. You know how it goes.”

Leo did know. He nodded but said nothing.

“But there are compensations for living in our isolated little town. As I said in the interview, the fine arts studio has its own building.” He brandished a metal ring of old-fashioned keys. Pulling the door open, he gestured at Leo to walk through first.

Leo took several steps in, then stopped, struck by the bright beams of light falling through the skylights. Although the building was low and long, almost warehouse-like on the outside, you got a different impression of it on the inside. Here, thanks to the sun, you felt as if you were in a genuine artist's atelier.

“Nothing like it in Brooklyn, I bet,” Mannes said from behind him.

“It's... amazing.” Leo could barely speak over the lump in his throat. Maybe he'd died and gone to heaven. Maybe this was all a dream.

“Think you can get some painting done?”

He nodded again. “Amazing place,” he said. “Surprised there aren't more kids attending this school, considering you have the base nearby.” Thanks to the facility at Old Fort Nathanael, the county had an unusually high population of high tech, medical, and scientific workers.

Mannes shrugged. “They have their own school. National security issues, supposedly. Some of their kids might be kidnapping targets, I suppose.”

“Well,” Leo said. “They don't know what they're missing.”

There was a small silence as Mannes let him walk around the place, which was largely empty at the moment except for four long student tables in a square around a raised platform. A good set-up for a life drawing class.

“You may use the space for your own work, of course,” Mannes said. “In fact, it's expected. We schedule a student art show every April, but you're welcome to schedule showings more often. Twice a year might even be better if you can get enough work out of your students.”

Leo thought he could fill the walls with his own work. The sense of space and light was empowering. Then he experienced a twinge of unease. Why would any artist give up this job? And it was sudden.

He'd already asked and been answered in the online job interview, and he couldn't ask again. But he could wonder.

“Winters are challenging upstate,” Mannes had said, and what could Leo say to that? Of course, they are, but the previous teacher would have known about winter in New York before she ever accepted the job. And, even if she feared the winter, why would anyone quit without warning in September, a glorious season with the maples beginning to show their color?

The tour moved on. Mannes, who assumed all New York artists smoked, walked Leo over to the outdoor smoking area, which was thinly populated even in September. By November, he supposed most of them would be motivated to switch to gum or the patch. “And student smoking is not allowed at all anywhere on campus,” Mannes said. “You'll be expected to report any infractions directly to me.”

Leo, who didn't smoke, nodded yet again. He was beginning to feel like a bobblehead. Mannes was treating Leo like it was his first teaching job because, well, it actually was. Leo told himself he didn't mind. He let the words wash over him as he soaked in the scene.

A robin was singing. Everything was all very beautiful. He felt displaced for a moment.

Did he really belong here?

You'll be fine.

They entered yet another handsome two-story redbrick building, and Mannes pointed him to a closed door at the end of a long hall. “And that's the teacher's lounge.” His laugh was a bark. “A no-go area for administration, so I'll back off and give you a chance to meet some of your new colleagues.”

He didn't quite pat Leo on the back and push him through like a kindergarten student, but almost. Leo found himself on the other side of the door without quite knowing how it happened.

Even though it was noon― first-period lunch, Leo knew― the place was empty except for one man facing away to take something hot out of the microwave. A tall, lean man who moved with a graceful economy of movement as he turned and shaped his lips in a smile.

That's how it looked to Leo. Not that he smiled. That he shaped his lips to imitate a smile.
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