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        The Ocean in His Veins may be read as a companion to Where the Ocean Meets the Sky or as a standalone. Reading this story first, however, may change the way Cal is initially perceived in the latter book. This can be good or bad, depending on the reader.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        for the one who needs to know what it all means

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “My theory is to enjoy life, but the practice is against it.” – Charles Lamb
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        “You are water, whirling water,

        Yet still water trapped within, 

        Come, submerge yourself within us,

        We who are the flowing stream.” – Rumi

      

      

      

      The suit felt too tight, when actually, it was rather loose on his slender body.

      At sixteen, Cal Prescott hadn’t quite grown into himself yet. Not long ago, he’d only measured about five feet. By age fourteen, though, he’d shot up like a weed, able to stretch an arm farther up the branches of Ojai’s tangerine trees. Lanky, blond, odd — “His voice is so peculiar,” one of his mother’s friends once remarked — he now stood almost five-ten.

      Still, no matter his height, he didn’t feel sixteen.

      He certainly didn’t feel like a man.

      Standing in the back of a church, swimming in a black suit, listening to people talk, mumble really. Cal couldn’t hear their condolences. Or he didn’t want to.

      Nothing could have his pain. No misplaced words of concern. Or prayers. The pain was his. The only thing in this life he owned. Aside from his surfboard.

      He fidgeted with the stupid tie hanging from his neck. The color matched his stupid shoes. Everything was black, and he hated it.

      Whenever someone tried to make eye contact, Cal looked away, finding an inconspicuous spot to observe the followers — people who believed in things Rosa had tried to instill in him for years: immortality, God, forever.

      Cal’s mother would scold him later for his rotten behavior. But she seemed to be enjoying the attention. Funeral-goers fawning all over her, praising her father. Cal’s grandfather.

      No one really knew E.W. — not the way Cal did.

      Had.

      Everett Warner. Over eighty but sharp and nimble. The only father Cal had known. His death had been sudden. Cal didn’t do well with events he couldn’t anticipate. Matters he couldn’t control. So, he controlled his emotions instead.

      Cal swallowed the lump in his throat as the priest approached, a look on the man’s face Cal despised — one everyone he’d encountered today wore:

      Pity.

      Cal was fine. Impenetrable.

      “Calvin...” The priest sighed and patted Cal on the back. “I want you to know if there’s ever anything…”

      The man went on, and Cal nodded, doing things a gentleman was supposed to — manners his mother had taught him. But as he talked and talked, Cal’s mind wandered to simpler things...

      The light rain dancing across the roof of the car on the ride to the service. How the drops had looked against the windows. The sky turning gloom into something beautiful. The grass on the stroll up to the doors of the church, the blades wet, sharp, like something he wanted to step through barefoot.

      The ocean.

      Cal thought about the ocean, its perfect waves, the silence it afforded, his surfboard.

      The only sounds existing in the back of the hall now — rain and ocean.

      Water.

      Drowning out everything unnecessary.

      Cal’s heart finally felt like it was starting to open, after days of feeling like something had been pressing on it, crushing it, sticking a knife through it.

      After the priest moved on, Cal peered at his mother.

      She looked so strange.

      Like a stranger.

      A smile on her face. A few tears in her eyes.

      Emotions she’d always told Cal were bullshit.

      Feelings lied.

      Cal had been abandoned by his father at five. Now he feared he had no one. E.W. had left without even saying goodbye.
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        “For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.” – William Blake
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        The door opened.

        Because he turned the handle.

        And he walked through it.
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          October 1990

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “There are lots of things I can teach you⁠—”

      

      

      

      “What? You don’t knock when you enter a house you’ve never been in before?”

      Two steps into her kitchen and Cal was already amused. He wanted to smile but didn’t. And no, he hadn’t knocked, because tonight he planned on making himself at home.

      First, she gave him her backside, then her profile while busying herself with a cluster of red grapes she’d pulled from the fridge — arranging them in a glass bowl. Cal had a pretty good idea why she avoided his eyes, but he had no trouble taking in the view. She looked the same as when he’d seen her hours before:

      Red dress, tanned legs, caramel-colored hair cascading across her backside, brown eyes still pretending not to notice him. Still … she pitched herself a certain way, angling her body toward his — and tells often spoke louder than words.

      “Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?” she teased when he gave no reply.

      But Cal always had answers. He just chose his words carefully. And Calvin Warner Prescott did have manners. If his mother had taught him anything ... it was manners.

      “You lowered the garage door?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you left the light on,” she said after opening the door leading to the garage anyway.

      He had shut the automatic one. He wasn’t a liar. Nor had he driven all the way across town to be doubted … or checked up on. He didn’t play fucking games. “Didn’t you hear it close?”

      “Do you always drive that thing?” she asked instead, referring to the roadster now parked in her two-car garage, the space otherwise full of art supplies, empty frames, boxes.

      “When she runs.”

      Flicking the light off, she closed the door and faced him, head-on, a hand on her hip, a wide smile on her face. “Your car has a sex?”

      “Yes.”

      Inches apart, they stared at one another, both grinning, a lush hue brightening her cheeks. Making the few seconds suddenly feel like days. But she broke gaze first, heading back to the boomerang-decorated countertop where she proceeded to make a drink.

      A precise number of ice cubes, alcohol poured without a shot glass, and a few splashes of orange juice were all added to an iced tea glass — a ritual she could probably perform in her sleep. Or perhaps the motions were a diversion, allowing her the pretext of keeping the evening superficial.

      Or maybe she was nervous.

      Cal smirked, stepped closer to the Formica, and reached a hand into the bowl, breaking off several grapes. Without asking. Because, as he’d mused to himself earlier: tonight, he planned on making himself at home.

      He would take his time.

      Not rush.

      The best was yet to come.

      Starting with her scent...

      Lemon zest, a flower that bloomed in spring, and sex. Maybe she’d been touching hers⁠—

      “What year is it?” Her question broke into his thoughts, her brown eyes studying what he hoped was confidence plastered across his chiseled face. “Your car?”

      “A ’32.”

      “You’re not worried your board will get stolen … hanging out of the back like that?”

      “You worry about too many things.” His eyes drifted from her girly, motherly, sensual gaze — a trifecta — to the glass in her palm.

      “Do you want a drink, Cal?” She dipped the tip of a finger into her freshly made one.

      “No.” He leaned against the counter, crossed his ankles, and popped a couple more grapes into his mouth.

      “You don’t drink?”

      “I don’t want a drink tonight.”

      “What about water?” She retrieved a glass from the cabinet anyway. “You might get thirsty.”

      “You haven’t changed your clothes.”

      Grinning, she fingered the top two buttons of her red dress. “No, I’ve been working.”

      “Still?” He glanced at the clock on the wall.

      “Yes, still.” The maternal tone he’d heard many times in the classroom made itself known, but her eyes twinkled less like a mother’s and more like those of a girl in line for a Ferris wheel. “Do you have a job?”

      Cal surveyed more of the modest house — the staircase, the adjoining living area with its open windows and their curtains blowing in the wind — then he pinned his gaze on her again. “Yes.”

      She cleared her throat, then offered him the glass of water, but Cal refused. “Well … what do you do?”

      “I work on cars, old cars, antiques.”

      “Really?” Her hips swayed, the gentle motion like a sudden breeze over the ocean — something one felt but might not bother to notice. Cal noticed. “Like the one in my garage?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t seem like the type.” She smirked, her cheeks still appearing flushed. “You don’t seem like the type of guy who likes to get his hands dirty.”

      “Mmm, you don’t know me, Ms. Ryan. There are lots of things I can teach you⁠—”

      Her laughter interrupted what he thought had been a cunning attempt at acting like a grown-up. “You think you’re going to teach me things?”

      “Yes,” he assured her once the laughter died down. Because no one teased him. No one. Except for perhaps Michelle, his cousin — and she didn’t count.

      “There’s more to it than knowing where it goes.”

      “I know.” Cal stepped closer, then ran an index finger down her arm.

      “You’re so cocky.”

      “You’re so cocky.”

      “I’m not cocky.”

      “Why did you even pick me, then?” He stood tall, straight as his surfboard. Their eyes locked. “Is this your thing? Selecting young men in your class to fuck?”

      She coughed.

      “Don’t tell me you’re not cocky.”

      “I’m not cocky.” She mirrored his stance, not bending or backing down. “And I don’t prey on my students. I’ve never invited a student here before.” Her voice didn’t match her body language, though. “I’ve never done anything like this.”

      “What exactly are we doing?” His palms met the counter, one, then the other, boxing her in at the waist. He glanced up.

      “I thought you didn’t need a teacher.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      “Your peers haven’t been teaching you anything?”

      “I learn on my own.”

      “Oh.” She laughed.

      Tilting his face toward the floor, Cal grinned and shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.” Her chest rose and fell as he made her wait an eternity for an explanation.

      “I watch. I listen,” he finally said, each word tumbling out with the skill and intention of a much older man. “I learn what a girl likes and doesn’t. I’m very perceptive.”

      “Well,” she began after slinking beneath his bicep, “I’m not a girl.” Once several feet away, she peered over her shoulder. That same fucking smirk lit her beautiful face. “I’m a woman.”

      Cal folded his arms across his chest, relaxing against the counter she’d vacated. But he didn’t smile or give anything away.

      “You don’t intimidate me, you know.” Her ass met the edge of the breakfast table. “With that arrogant posture”—she rattled the ice in her glass—“those green eyes … with that voice and your choice of words.”

      “Then why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why me, then?” Puffing up his chest, he glanced around the room. “If this isn’t your thing? Boy chasing.”

      “Go to hell, Cal.”

      There wasn’t a piece of the floor he didn’t own as he stalked toward her now. His nostrils practically flaring. His brow crinkled.

      “Why me, then, Professor?” he asked the moment he reached her.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “I’ll call you what I like.” Barefoot, she was maybe five or six inches shorter than his six-foot stature. And he liked the way her head tilted back when she looked up at him. “We’re not in the classroom.”

      For a moment, neither of them moved. Or blinked. Only their lungs laboring to breathe. Their hearts beating erratically.

      “Where’s the painting?” Cal asked as he wiped perspiration from his forehead using a wrist.

      But she made no reply.

      The two of them only continued peering at one another, Cal thinking of the note she’d slipped him earlier in the day, at the end of class. Hiding precise instructions, her address, and the following invitation beneath another paper she’d distributed to all the students.

      I have a piece of art I want you to see. It hangs on a wall in my home.

      Cal began to wonder if there was an actual painting.

      There were paintings, of course.

      She was an art history teacher, an enthusiast, a misplaced dreamer. There were lots of paintings and drawings and sketches in her charming house stationed near the ocean in Santa Cruz. Covering the walls, lining the staircase, canvases on shelves. But he also noticed, by her prior inflection and still-flushed complexion — by the way she’d been eyeing him for the past several weeks — that what she’d invited him to her home to see was far more than a painting.

      The professor swallowed — not her vodka with the bits of ice and the splash of juice, but saliva. And when it passed her throat, Cal noticed that too.

      “Where is it?” he repeated, his throat thick with something he couldn’t name. Nor did he care to.

      “In my room.”

      “Show me.”

      “No.”

      “You expected a different kind of college boy?” Cal began to play with the skirt of her dress, dancing the hem toward her thighs.

      “Yes,” she choked out.

      “I’m not like other guys.” The tips of his fingers met her supple skin, then his eyes met hers. His mouth went dry. “You’re not wearing any underwear…”

      She pushed his hands away, and the material fell. Cal stepped back, eyes wide. But he quickly gained control of himself.

      “Then why?” His Zen-like voice went up an octave. “Why did you ask me here? To show me an actual painting?”

      “Yes,” she replied, and her eyes glossed.

      Now, Cal could no longer deny what she’d chosen to risk. For this moment. This fleeting piece of symmetry. Raindrops on skin. One second, refreshing, cool, necessary. The next, gone and forgotten.

      His mind wandered to the start of the semester, recalling the first few times he’d ever seen her face. Ms. Ryan loved to show her students how contrast enhanced art, but perhaps in life, coloring outside the lines bothered her. The last several weeks, he’d sensed not only her interest in him, but other things as well. Contradictions.

       “Look at the way she uses⁠—”

      Cal interrupted her lesson on Frida Kahlo, his third class with Professor Ryan. The first time he’d been⁠—

      “You’re late, Mr. Prescott.”

      “Cal.”

      “Cal,” she repeated, mostly to herself, then she quickly stuffed her stare aside with her smile. He loved the way his first name sounded on her lips. “It’s Mr. Prescott in my class. Don’t be tardy again.”

      But he was never late. Today, it had been a test, to see how she would react.

      “Haven’t you read my syllabus?” she continued while fumbling for something on her desk.

      Cal found a seat.

      “Turn to page fifty-four, please,” she instructed the class, walking to the middle of the room, stopping at Cal’s desk. As she handed him a copy of the syllabus, her fingers brushed his thumb, lingering a beat or two. But her eyes still avoided his, bouncing around his hands, his arms, his skin.

      “What page did you say, Professor Ryan?” someone asked.

      Cal’s gaze climbed to her other hand. A palm rested over her chest, its fingers massaging the material there.

      She cleared her throat. “What?”

      “The page,” Cal replied, sure to flash a grin as their eyes met for a brief moment.

      “Right.” She strode to the front of the room, confidence in her hips, sass in her step.

      “Your eyes…” Her soft voice infiltrated his imagination, bringing him back to the warmth of the kitchen, those two words sounding like an affirmation. A hymn. The reason she’d asked him here.

      “What color green is that anyway?” She smiled, dropping her gaze.

      “And your mouth,” she continued after a parched pause, looking at his lips. “And because... Because you saw me.”

      Then she looked away.

      But it was too late.

      Because Cal did see her.

      What he’d seen in the classroom was the way he saw her now: bare, vulnerable, beautiful — far more than a professor of art history.

      The reflection he’d witnessed in her eyes frightened him.

      But he wouldn’t lose control.

      Or drop his guard.

      “Maybe this is a mistake,” she uttered before he could formulate words.

      Draping a palm over his mouth, Cal went toward the living area, closer to the open windows and lace curtains. The temperature felt cooler in this room, but the California wind couldn’t stop the prickling he felt on the back of his neck, the heat rising in his veins.

      “Why are you taking my class?”

      Cal barely registered her question; his mind remained fixated on her previous statement. “Maybe this is a mistake.” His thoughts falling gently over the word mistake like a pebble skipping across the surface of a lake, skipping and skipping until it sank.

      This was no mistake.

      Nothing in life was a mistake.

      Life meant choices.

      Cold, hard choices.

      Sure, he might be young by her standards, but he’d at least learned that.

      Standing in her home, the cool breeze drifting across his damp skin, his eyes finding and cataloging every part of her beautiful body — Cal knew this was no mistake.

      Nothing about this woman was a mistake.

      Nothing she said or did seemed trivial or terribly whimsical. Her teaching style had shown him that. Stories she sometimes shared with the class, an apprehension she exhibited, her way with words. No, she’d thought and thought this over … long before she’d ever slipped him the invitation.

      Cal had too.

      He’d gone over scenarios, possible outcomes, consequences. Everything in life eventually met with consequence. He’d thought all afternoon about what it might mean, what it would entail.

      His decision hadn’t been ruled by his ego or by his cock. Well, maybe a little by his cock. Because now, even though the word mistake sounded between his ears — a humming like that of being underwater in the ocean — his focus shifted to the discovery he’d made earlier: his art history professor wasn’t wearing underwear.

      There had been no mistake in her invitation. No mistake when she’d removed her panties.

      The mistake, as she’d called it, was no mistake.

      There was simply doing or not doing.

      There was only now.

      And right now he needed to put his hands on her body.

      He needed to inch her dress up her legs.

      He needed to make her feel all of this strange fucking strangling need.

      And he needed her to know without a doubt whatever this was or would be — it was no fucking mistake.
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        “I need you to be you.”

      

      

      

      “Stop staring at my ass and answer my question.” She grinned, faced him, then took a sip of her freshly made diversion. “Why are you taking my class?”

      Cal crossed the room, leaned against the counter, and folded his arms across his chest. Leaving thoughts of the word mistake behind but unable to ignore the change in temperature. The window in the kitchen was still closed, withholding the cooler breeze, the heat burning up what remained of his even temper. His manners.

      “Why does anyone take your class?” He glared at her. “Why are you asking me so many fucking questions?"

      “I’m not.” She eyeballed him, her head tilting up a little — the way he preferred. “And I’m not asking anyone. I’m asking you. You don’t seem interested⁠—”

      “I’m interested.”

      “In art?”

      “Not the way you are.”

      “Then why take the class?”

      “I like history.” Stepping closer, he placed his hands on her waist and met her eyes. “I study people.” His fingers slid toward her navel, causing the ice in her glass to rattle. Cal set the drink on the counter, then he began to remove her belt.

      “Lift your dress,” he whispered, lips near her ear. “I want to see you.”

      Cal kissed her cheeks tenderly and repeatedly, leaving imprints across her jaw and neck, nose and eyelids as she bunched the material near her waist. Sounds of sweet cries filled the room as he slid the belt back and forth, between her legs, over bare skin, their bodies beginning to move in an exquisite rhythm.

      Observing her reactions felt … odd.

      The way her back arched and chest rose, how her palms gripped the countertop, her eyes opening and closing. Strange ... because she wasn’t merely making him hard, she caused him to feel things he refused to articulate.

      Emotional things. Shit he’d come to despise and disdain.

      As though she sensed his thoughts, felt what he feared, her eyes popped open. She stopped riding the belt. The hem of the dress fell past her knees. She sucked in a breath.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t do this.”

      Cal inched back, his stomach beginning to churn, and pushed several fingers through his blond hair.

      “I’ve waited my whole life to get to this point.” She turned and gestured. “This is my life. My career.”

      Cal took a couple more steps. However, he wasn’t tripping over his goddamn feet. He found his bearings, swallowed his own misgivings, and readied himself to speak some fucking bullshit — despite knowing there might not be any right words to say.

      “We’ve already done enough.” His eyes were flat. His throat tight. “You calculated the risk before writing that note.”

      “You’ll say whatever you want now. To get laid. Men talk. And you’re a kid. Oh my God.” She started to shake. “You’ll brag to all your friends.”

      “Don’t call me a kid. I’m mature enough to⁠—”

      “To what?” She placed a hand on her hip, looking more like his professor, less an equal. “At twenty-two?”

      “I’m twenty-one.”

      “God, that’s even better. Good job, Jocelyn,” she said aloud to herself. “Great decision-making.” She peered at Cal. “You think you’re mature enough, huh? That’s the cocky in you. You think you can handle anything, right?”

      “I can handle you. And don’t pretend you haven’t studied my every move and thought for ages about⁠—”

      “God, you are cocky.”

      “You’ve thought about this,” he said, pointing a finger. “Now, you have to trust me.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I don’t have to trust you.”

      “When was the last time⁠—?”

      “Since what?” she snapped.

      “That’s not what I was implying.”

      “Oh, no?”

      “No.” He took her hand and started to lead her away from the sweltering kitchen. “Come...” He stepped forward, but she stopped in her tracks. “Not upstairs.”

      Cal brought her to the couch. For being older, and supposedly wiser, she appeared to be ignoring his own risk — the one swimming through his eyes, his throat, the one lodged in his heart.

      Here he was…

      Twenty-one, perched on a threshold of possibilities, the fresh Santa Cruz winds blowing through the open windows, the breeze hitting his face like a welcome gust when he was over his surfboard … and he felt this nagging familiar thing.

      Like something was missing.

      The same indescribable sensation he’d chased since he’d been a small child. More so as a teenager. He wouldn’t be happy until he caught the wave and rode it.

      But then, he would need to catch another and another and another…

      Being here reminded him he lacked what he needed. Because Jocelyn felt it too. Its absence pulsed between them like a living, breathing entity.

      Cal had named this feeling. One of the few he would label and identify:

      The Lonely.

      Tonight, it would be silenced.

      Placing her on the sofa, he dropped to his knees on the floor and rested his head in her lap. They didn’t speak for several minutes. Cal feasted on the sounds of their breath while securing his arms around her waist.

      “I want you,” he finally said, turning his head side to side against her thighs, waiting for her touch to come. When her warm hands met his hair, he sighed.

      “When do you graduate?” she asked, and Cal looked up, loving the sudden appearance of her beautiful smile, knowing his professor was well aware he’d begun his senior year. “You’re not at all what I thought you would be.”

      “I’m what you need me to be.”

      “I need you to be you.” Her brown eyes grew mysteriously darker, piercing him with something he couldn’t name — the same unique sensation he’d experienced twice earlier. Some childish emotion. “Just as you are, Cal. Don’t be someone else.”

      First, he looked away. Then, he stood. He wanted to pace but didn’t.

      Those were new words. Be you. Just as you are. And they would teach him far more than anything he might learn in the classroom.

      She reached for his hand. “Sit down, Prescott.”

      “I want to kiss you.” Cal picked up a few wisps of her hair and rubbed them between his fingers.

      “You have.”

      “No.” His eyes ticked back and forth like the swinging weight of an old clock. “I want to kiss your lips.” He stared at them. “These.” His index finger slid over the lush contours of her mouth before dipping into the V. “Today isn’t the first time I’ve thought about kissing you.”

      “Is that all you’ve thought about?”

      “No,” he said with a shake of his head.

      Jocelyn moved to her knees, rising up until they were face-to-face, eye to eye. She cupped his jaw, brushed knuckles along his cheek, and stared at him.

      Cal swallowed, trying to maintain eye contact. But he suddenly felt shy, unearthed, exposed. Like he’d never done this before.

      He knew what it was like to kiss a girl. To touch a girl. To be with a girl. But Jocelyn had been right: she wasn’t a girl; she was a woman.

      All ten of her fingers pushed through his hair, over his forehead, tracing his eyelids, his lips while Cal’s hands remained near his thighs, fingers twitching. Deep in concentration, he closed his eyes, his breathing becoming erratic as one singular thought paraded through his mind:

      This kiss would erase all others.

      Every part of his body told him so. Even his toes tingled as she began to nuzzle her nose to his, her cheeks to his cheeks, her lips crossing nearly every inch of his face.

      Then their mouths met like a slow dance.

      And Cal fucking hated slow dancing — any dancing.

      Jocelyn made it exquisite.

      Coming together, then parting, tasting a little, then breaking for air. The moment her tongue slipped deeper inside his mouth, he caught fire. His hands skirted up her backside, grabbing at her hair, pulling and lunging.

      He danced.

      Her breasts heaved against his chest. His pants became the most uncomfortable intrusion. His tongue had things to say his mouth couldn’t accomplish with words.

      “How do I know you’ll keep our secret?” she whispered against his lips while pinching the skin on the back of his neck. Their foreheads touched.

      “You don’t, Jocelyn,” he said with the same quiet, passionate inflection. It was the first time he’d said her name — her first name — aloud. “And I don’t talk about my conquests.”

      “Oh, is that what this is?” she teased, inching from his grasp. “A conquest?”

      “Yes.” Cal thought only of tasting her lips again and again and again, wanting to bury his tongue inside the warmth of her mouth and never come out. To tell her all the things he’d been taught to hold back.

      “Did you bring protection?”

      Cal straightened his spine and scrubbed a few knuckles against his cheek. “Yes.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. They’re in my pocket.”

      “Let me see.”

      “Don’t you believe anything I say? Fuck… I shut the garage door. I don’t kiss and tell. I have condoms.”

      “I should believe a twenty-one-year-old?”

      “Yeah, you should.”

      “Who wants to get laid? I know fifty-year-old men who don’t give a damn about being careful.”

      “Then you should have your own fucking condoms.” He reached into the pocket of his khaki pants, pulled out a string of three, and put them on the coffee table. 

      Jocelyn glanced down and smirked.

      “What?”

      “You have high hopes.” Her eyebrows arched, and her damn trifecta of a smile increased in size and intensity. “You plan on coming that many times?”

      Then...

      Cal smiled.

      In fact, he felt a rather smug satisfaction spread through his entire fucking body, certain he could give her something other men — older men — couldn’t.

      But at twenty-one and cocky, Cal Prescott wasn’t fully conscious of everything he could give Jocelyn Ryan. It was far more than the erection threatening to demolish his zipper.

      “I take it these fifty-year-old men have not satisfied⁠—”

      Her palm muffled the remaining sarcastic words he longed to spit out. A second later, she removed it, then ran a finger over the edges of his mouth. “Your lips tasted the way I imagined.”

      “Kiss them again, Joc.”

      Instead, she scooted away and began to open the tiny black buttons of her red dress. The moment the garment slinked off her shoulders and down her spine, Cal looked up and met Jocelyn’s eyes. He swallowed, glanced at her bra, at the beating of her heart.

      The thumping filled his ears, taking over his entire person.

      He’d never conceived he would want so much of her, so urgently. He couldn’t breathe. Never had he reacted like this with anyone. He’d always been able to breathe, maintain his composure, keep his emotions in check. Even the first fucking time he’d sunk himself inside a girl’s pussy, he’d been able to fucking breathe — to move, take charge, lead.

      Joc unclasped her bra.

      Cal swallowed. Actually held his breath.

      He wasn’t a virgin.

      But he felt like one.

      Here.

      Now.

      With Jocelyn Ryan on the couch in the middle of her living room, surrounded by paintings and drawings and risk, wind blowing, Cal inhaling the breeze and lemon zest and marigolds. The sex.

      “Taste me.” She fell against the cushions, and he followed, his lips landing centimeters from her mouth. “No.” She placed a palm lower. “Taste me here, Cal.” The fingers of her other hand combed through his hair. “You have pleasured a girl?”

      Cal smiled, then planted his mouth on hers anyway, kissing her for what felt like hours, eventually making his way down the front of her body, giving attention to her nipples and breasts. Pausing at her belly button, his head popped up, his eyebrows rose. “I thought you said you weren’t a girl.”

      “I’m not a girl. I’m a flower.”

      He cleared his throat, stifling a laugh.

      “You said you listen… Well, I’m going to teach you.” She scooted lower.

      “I’ve eaten girls out.”

      “Mmm…” She grinned, wrinkling her nose. “Don’t say it like that.” She tugged on his hair. “And you haven’t pleasured me.”

      Cal beheld Jocelyn’s face perfectly through the space between her knees.

      “Pretend my pussy is a flower.”

      “W-what?” he said, failing to avoid the laughter lacing his tone this time. “What … is the painting upstairs, a fucking Georgia O’Keeffe?”

      “Stop,” she teased, nudging him with her knees. “I’m going to teach you things ... about women.” The brown of her eyes lit up like a chocolate sun melting over the horizon. “You said you listen.”

      Grinning a mile wide, Cal yanked her closer. “I’m all ears.”

      “Not all ears, Cal,” she purred. “You will need your tongue.”
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        Nothing had ever gone so smoothly from start to finish.

      

      

      

      A strange nostalgia lingered even though Cal had never been here. Or he didn’t think he had. Not to this house. Or this part of town.

      But he’d been here.

      Satisfied.

      Comfortable.

      With someone like her.

      No college girl — no one — had ever bared so much of herself so quickly, without judgment or trepidation or plain agitation. No one had ever told him, Be yourself, Cal.

      Nothing had ever gone so smoothly from start to finish.

      Fuck ... the finish.

      Cal had yet to finish, and now he was going to finish inside Jocelyn — sweaty, determined, full of her. He was going to finish her completely, fucking her until there was no more...

      No more...

      Shhh…

      A quiet...

      A hum…

      An ache…

      Having her, filling her, inhaling her lemons and marigolds, sticking to her skin, pulling her apart and putting them both back together until they had to return to the goddamn school and pretend that she was only his teacher.

      She was his teacher.

      No.

      She was his paramour.

      He would have to pretend he didn’t want to fuck her over her desk, against the door or the blackboard or the floors.

      The last student would leave … he imagined as he found a place deep inside her body on the couch in her living room, the wind blowing — Jocelyn had just come all over his face. And Cal would lock the door, bend her over her desk, and fuck her into that harsh, unforgiving piece of furniture. Push, push, push. Against the stacks of papers, the deadlines, the grades, the books. The risk. Making her forget about work, their loneliness, her age.

      God, her age…

      She was ageless, beautiful — more stunning than any other woman on campus.

      Yes, yes, that’s it, he thought, digging his nails into her skin. He would have her on that desk. Fuck, fuck, fuck. His jaw clenched, his heart pounded, and his throat ached as it began … on the couch … in the living room. Pushing himself so far inside Jocelyn Ryan, deeper and deeper and deeper…

      Cal shook, trembled, peered into her eyes. This being the first time he’d allowed himself to feel the comfort of staring into a woman’s eyes while…

      ...he came ... he came ... he came.
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        “Nothing scares me.”

      

      

      

      Once upstairs, Cal eyed Jocelyn standing in front of the bathroom mirror, gazing at her reflection as though searching for something specific. She appeared to be the same woman as before but somehow not. He couldn’t quite put a finger on it.

      “Do you look different?” Cal moved closer to the wide, doorless frame that led to the bathroom.

      “I feel different.” She lifted the robe over her shoulders, closed the lapels, tied the string. “Did you bring up the things I asked for?”

      Two more steps and Cal positioned Jocelyn’s back against his front, wrapped his hands around her pelvis, and angled them to face the mirror. His gaze dipped, and he found himself entranced by their reflections.

      “You feel different to me.” He gently rocked her in his arms and nibbled her ear.

      “Different from what?” A pinch of laughter escaped. “A nineteen-year-old girl?”

      “No,” he whispered, slipping his hands under the robe and up her thighs. “Different... Changed.”

      Their eyes met in the glass. Her body, which had been soft and pliable, now felt unsure and tense.

      Cal couldn’t help but grin.

      “You’re making fun of me, Prescott.”

      “No.” His lips met her neck. She tasted like she smelled … but better.

      “I’m hungry...” she moaned, leaning her head against his shoulder, causing her neck to arch, much like a cat when extending its belly.

      “Is that all you can think about?” His fingers tap-danced across her throat. “Eating?”

      “A moment ago…” She exhaled as Cal continued nibbling her skin. “All you could think about was eating.”

      Cal smiled, brushing his nose along her ear, his fingers combing through the curls covering her sex.

      And that was when he saw it.

      The piece of art I want you to see.

      It existed.

      It was real.

      And it wasn’t a painting after all.

      The print, matted in what looked to be an eighteen-by-twelve frame, hung on the wall across from the clawfoot tub.

      Even with his gaze on it, he could still feel his professor observing their reflections: his eyes green and mesmerizing, hers brown and haunting and mysterious … like the ocean at night. The water always beckoning him closer.

      “Matisse?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She kissed his cheek, then stepped aside. “Go look at it.”

      “I can see it.”

      “I asked you here to see it.”

      Cal turned, trying his best to stifle a laugh. Although he could no longer see his reflection, he was certain he gifted her the face he’d perfected over the years: the same expression his mother embodied when calling out her son’s bullshit.

      Jocelyn had asked him here to get laid.

      But there was a painting — a collage. A Matisse. And it didn’t disappoint. No matter the size or the fact that it was merely a print.

      “You didn’t correct me.” Cal stepped closer to the reproduction of the work, which if he remembered correctly, had been done in a later period of the artist’s life. “Earlier.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not a painting.”

      “No, I didn’t correct you.” Now, Jocelyn appeared to hold in a laugh. “We learn from our mistakes.”

      “I thought this was a mistake.” Cal pointed between them, then he turned his attention back to the collage, observing the intricate cutouts, the places where Matisse took objects, once separate, and made them appear as single, fluid pieces.

      “I can see why you like it.” Why she probably hung it in her bathroom. But he still wasn’t sure why she’d wanted him to see it.

      “Do you, Cal?”

      They stood in silence a moment, elbows almost touching, and he felt that familiar pull, the draw — like the moon tugging on the ocean.

      “What are they feeling?” Jocelyn broke into his thoughts. “Don’t think.”

      “You ask me a question … and then you tell me not to think.”

      “Yes.” Slipping her arm through his, she scrunched up beside him. The naturalness of her movements tricked Cal into thinking she’d done it a thousand times. “Just feel.”

      Don’t think… Just feel.

      His mother hadn’t only taught him manners — she’d also taught him feelings were for people who couldn’t manage their lives. Asking Cal not to think was like taking away an inherent part of his very nature. He thought critically about everything, even when those thoughts first arose from his dick. Cal couldn’t recall a time he hadn’t used his analytical mind to get what he wanted. Then he remembered the first time he’d read The Old Man and the Sea, how he’d related to that old man even from the young age of fifteen. Like Santiago, thinking was all Cal had.

      “I want you to feel the print, the way you feel me.”

      Cal repositioned her so they resumed the stance they’d mastered before, her back to his front, both of them gazing at the Matisse. In the stillness, Cal imagined she stared at it the way he did: as though seeing it for the first time. And maybe she is seeing it for the first time, he thought. Observing it through him, through his eyes, his skin. It wasn’t merely vicarious, but natural, intrinsic.

      “Mmm.” Her head shifted back and forth over his collarbone. The way her hair felt, silky and smooth, the way she smelled, comforted him. The feelings he wouldn’t admit or express aloud pulsated through their bodies, transferring from skin to skin. His was warm, almost tingly. “Why does this feel like something we’ve done before?”

      His eyes blurred over the colors: the sky blue and bright yellow, the black and white. Cal’s fingers sank deeper into her waist. The import of the art became clearer despite her obnoxious words.

      “Does that scare you?”

      “Nothing scares me,” he whispered, but his fingers sank deeper. His throat began to close up.

      “It is familiar, like we’ve been here before ... with the Matisse.”

      “Yeah, we have done this.” He cleared his throat and began to rock them again, like a slow dance but with his feet firmly in place. “I held you like this over there”—he pointed with his head—“in front of the mirror.”

      “No, that’s not what I mean,” she said, but he grasped what she’d meant. He’d felt it downstairs too. “Never mind. It must be the Matisse.”

      It had to be.

      While watching her eye the collage, he refused to dwell on the needling sense of familiarity she’d alluded to. Only the ocean was home. Or the fields of tangerines. God, it had been a long time since he’d thought of those fruit trees.

      “It touches me, no matter how many times I look at it,” she added.

      Cal had never seen the two dancers — maybe in a book, but looking at things in a textbook wasn’t quite the same as viewing them in real life. As he stared at the colors, the cutouts, at the way the pieces came together, he did think … even though she’d asked him not to.

      The man in the Matisse collage, the figure with his feet on the ground, searched outside what he knew of this earth, for more than what was tangible, discovering something spectacular while marveling at the body floating above him. Or maybe he’d already made it to the other place or the other side … or whatever that was. Perhaps this man below this woman, this dancer … maybe the two of them together, were satisfied.

      Cal was satisfied.

      And he wanted to be satisfied again — with Jocelyn.

      The kind of satisfaction he sought was physical and earthly, but he sought something else too, unknowingly, something akin to what the dancers or the imaginer, the man with the peacock-looking creature suspended above him, exhibited in the collage.

      Cal held Jocelyn a little while longer in front of the Matisse, feeling the same familiarity she’d mentioned and he’d denied — the déjà vu he had indeed been experiencing for weeks but tried to hide from.
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