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Plucking the Pearl

by

Afton Locke

When Pearl's sheltered life shatters in the 1930s when her mother dies, her only option is to move in with poor family relations and shuck oysters in the local plant on Oyster Island, Maryland.

Determined to live a morally proper life, the last thing she wants is an affair with a white man, but Caleb, the plant owner, knows a pearl when he sees one. The successful widower is the “oyster king” of the island, but his intense desire for his forbidden new employee, a woman of color, threatens everything he’s built.

What begins as a private sexual liaison flowers into strong feelings that don't fit the social mores of the island. When their secret is discovered, they risk losing everything. They dared to pluck the pearl, but will their love be strong enough to keep it forever?
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This book is dedicated to the town that inspired it—Solomons Island, Maryland. Like many of you, I’ve been hit by the economy and had to majorly tighten the travel budget. Since I get most of my writing inspiration from trips, I was worried the creative well would run dry.

My husband suggested a day trip to Solomons, and I was pleasantly surprised by all the hidden jewels we found there—scenic waterfront, small-town festivals, delicious seafood, and quaint shops. There’s even a one-footed seagull that insists on bussing outdoor restaurant tables.

Most importantly, it has interesting museums. In fact, when I walked into the historic oyster plant, the idea for this story came to me with such force I had to write it. Romance lives, even in hard times. That’s as true today as it was during the Great Depression.
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Chapter One
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Oyster Island, Maryland 1934

“This can’t be the right place.” Pearl Wilson blinked at the waterfront shack in front of her in disbelief.

Please, God, tell me it’s not the right place. I can’t live here.

She sat in the small motorboat she’d hired at Oyster Island after getting off the steamboat from Baltimore. The boat driver, an old white man with tobacco-stained teeth, jabbed a finger at the slip of paper in her hand.

“It is according to that address there,” he said. “Now I haven’t got time to sit here all day while you make up your mind. Are you staying or going?”

While the boat engine idled, Pearl’s gaze grew hazy around the edges as she stared down at the address written in her mother’s careful hand. Oh, Mama. Why did you leave me?

She’s in a better place now, she reminded herself.

The name Johnson painted above the front door with faded letters removed any doubt about this being the wrong place.

Despite the tightness in her dry throat, she managed to utter, “I-I’m staying.”

What choice did she have? Although her father had abandoned her mother before Pearl was born and died not long after, his family was all she had left. She was about to throw herself upon the mercy of people she’d never met.

While the driver got her big suitcase from under the seat, she climbed out of the boat and looked at the cottage. Remnants of peeling paint revealed the small clapboard structure had once been turquoise. A stack of rusted crab pots covered one wall, and a small rowboat was tied to a tree. Between two other trees, a sagging clothesline held garments that had seen better days.

The outhouse and lack of power lines made it clear the place had no electricity or running water. Her nose wrinkled from the scent of stale marsh mud. This was definitely not Annapolis...

The man all but threw her suitcase in the sandy dirt and stuck his hand out for his fare. She couldn’t help wondering if he would have helped her out of the boat and carried her luggage to the front door had she been white.

From her dress pocket, she pulled out the envelope of money her mother had given her before she’d died and gave most of it to the driver. After completing her journey from Annapolis to Baltimore to Calvert County in southern Maryland, she only had a few pennies left.

The man grabbed the money from her and took off without as much as a word of thanks or farewell. A breeze, chilly and damp, blew in from the water and raised goose bumps on her arms.

She’d been about to wonder if anyone was home when the front door swung open, revealing a gaunt, broad-shouldered older woman in a patched-up, tan dress. Despite the tight bun at the back of her head, equal bits of black and white hair danced around her craggy, scowling face in the breeze.

Pearl’s heart dropped to her feet. The woman must be Aunt Wilma. What had she expected? Surely, she’d known her mother wouldn’t be standing there with her round- cheeked smile and generous curves.

The woman looked her up and down, taking in her blue jersey dress with lace collar, silk stockings, and matching pigskin pumps, scowling even more.

“Who are you?”

Although her legs felt frozen in place, Pearl pushed herself forward and extended her hand. She cleared her throat, wondering if she would ever find her voice again. Competing with the gurgling of the creek and a tree full of noisy grackles roosting for the night took some effort.

“Pearl. Pearl Wilson, Randall’s daughter. Are you Wilma?”

The woman crossed her bony arms instead of shaking her hand. “Yes. What you wants with us?”

Pearl sighed. She’d known coming here wouldn’t be easy, but didn’t kin mean anything to the hard-looking woman? Maybe she should have rubbed dirt all over her dress and arrived barefoot. Although she wore hand-me-downs from Annabelle Stuart, the daughter of her mother’s employer, her clothes must have made her look like royalty in the eyes of this poor woman.

“My mother was a housekeeper in Annapolis. She...passed away.” Pearl had to struggle to keep her voice steady. Her loss had been as recent as a fresh wound.

“Why didn’t you take her place?” Wilma asked. “Our employer lost his home.”

Darn this awful Depression. If it hadn’t happened, she’d still have a home. Mama would still be alive...

Unable to bear her aunt’s forbidding face any longer, Pearl gazed at the creek. The setting sun brushed the water with molten orange.

She finally looked back at her aunt. “You see, I have no place else to go.”

“You got any money?”

Pearl shook her head. “I spent what little I had getting here.”

“Can’t afford no new mouth to feed,” the woman replied. “You should’ve found you a new job in Annapolis. You made the trip here for nothing.”

Panic mushroomed inside Pearl’s stomach, making her feel lightheaded. What kind of family didn’t take in one of its own? She’d tried to find another housekeeping job, but times were so hard no one seemed to be hiring.

As she took a few steps toward the door, her high heels twisted in the unstable sand, nearly knocking her on her face. “Please, Aunt Wilma. I’ll work hard to earn my keep.”

In all her life, she’d never dreamed she’d one day find herself begging to live in a shack.

Wilma looked out over the water and back at Pearl. “It’s getting near dark. I reckon you can spend the night.”

“Thank you.” At least it was something. She felt exhausted from traveling for hours. Tomorrow she would be rested and could figure out what to do more easily.

As soon as she stepped inside, the heel of her shoe went through a hole in the weathered floorboards. The place was a far cry from the expensive rugs and polished parquet floors she was used to walking on.

Inside, the low-ceilinged cottage looked even smaller than it had from the outside. The tiny windows let in little light, and an oil lamp burned from the corner while dampness covered her skin like a blanket. Several shelves lined the walls, filled with dusty, forgotten items.

Penetrating the heavy scent of grease from past cooked meals, a pot of beans bubbled on a cook stove of black iron. Pearl’s stomach rumbled, reminding her of how little she’d eaten today.

An ill-looking older man sat slumped in a rocking chair with a tattered quilt over his legs. He blinked in her direction.

“Who have we here?” he asked with a rusty-sounding voice.

“Everyone,” Wilma announced, “this is Pearl Wilson, Randall’s daughter. She’s traveled from ‘Napolis and is spending the night with us.”

“You sure are a pretty little thing. Come over here and let me get a better look at you,” the man said. “I’m your Uncle Charlie.”

Three others, all barefoot, entered from two small rooms in the back. She walked over to take the man’s extended hand, which was calloused and bent with rheumatism. His gesture of kindness brought tears to eyes after what she’d been through recently.

Wilma introduced the others. “The older ones are your cousins, Leroy and Sadie. This here little one is Molly Bingham, the neighbor’s child. She likes to visit Charlie.”

Her cousins looked a bit younger than Pearl but not much. Molly was probably no older than ten. All their clothes were faded and patched.

Pearl smiled at them. “It’s wonderful to meet you all.”

Although Leroy shot her a gap-toothed grin and Molly walked over to inspect her shoes, Sadie gazed at her with as much hostility as Wilma had. She even looked like a younger version of her mother.

Wilma turned her back to tend to the beans. No one invited Pearl to sit down or offered her any refreshment. No wonder her mother had never taken her to see these rude people. Or did they act cold because she’d never visited? Thankful she had family and a place to stay, she drew a deep breath, determined to make the best of things.

Molly ran a finger over the ankle strap of her shoe and looked up at her with big, dark eyes. “How come they’re so soft?”

“Because they were made that way,” Pearl replied. “You talk funny.”

“That’s how educated folks talk, sweet pea,” Wilma told the girl.

Finally hearing some warmth in the woman’s voice surprised her. No matter how gruff she acted, at least she seemed capable of nurturing.

“I grew up in a household with a girl my age,” Pearl explained. “She had a tutor, and I learned to read her books.”

“Well, weren’t you the lucky one,” Wilma said, sounding as hard as she had at first.

Molly peered into her face. “And your eyes are a funny color too.”

Pearl bit her lip. Her green eyes had attracted attention more than once. Now she wished they were brown so she’d look like everyone else.

“She must have some white blood in her,” Sadie remarked.

Wilma shot Pearl a glance that would have withered a plant. “It didn’t come from our side of the family.”

To Pearl’s knowledge, she was no more white than they but didn’t see any point in debating it with them.

“Sit down, Pearl,” Charlie told her. “You look wore out. Sadie, get the girl some water.”

Pearl removed her gray cloche hat and sat at the small wooden plank table near the stove. Sadie dipped a battered tin cup into a bucket of well water and slapped it down in front of her without a word. To her relief, they shared their supper with her. Although the beans and hunk of cornbread didn’t compare to the fine chicken and fish she was used to eating in the Stuart household, it tasted wonderful.

If only the little girl would stop staring at her. Did she really look so unusual?

“You have fancy hair,” Molly said. “I seen pictures of film stars with hair like that.”

“Why, thank you,” Pearl replied. Although she’d worn it parted on the side and rolled up at ear level for over a year, she wasn’t trying to resemble a film star. Mama had always taught her to look her best.

“Sounds like foolishness to me,” Wilma grumbled.

During the meal, Charlie asked her a lot of questions, coaxing her to reveal her dismal circumstances as she had to Wilma outside.

“Of course you’ll live with us,” Charlie said.

Wilma scowled as she stood and gathered the empty plates. “Can you shuck oysters, Pearl?”

She’d done a good deal of housekeeping work and cooking to help her mother, especially as the woman aged, but not shucking.

“No, Mr. Stuart always bought them already shucked,” she replied.

“That’s too bad,” the woman said, not sounding as if she cared what happened to her. “You could’ve gotten yourself a job at Rockfield’s.”

Pearl frowned. “What is Rockfield’s?”

“Rockfield Oyster House,” Leroy explained. “Me, Mama and Sadie work there shucking oysters.”

“It’s September, the start of the season,” Charlie said. “They’re bound to be hiring.”

“It’s not hard,” Leroy added. “I can teach you.”

She looked down at her hands, wondering if she’d ever have a chance to play a piano again. Would she even be able to after shucking oysters? It didn’t matter. Mama always said work came first.

“I’ll try,” she replied.

While Sadie placed the stack of dirty dishes in a basin of water, Wilma laid her hand on Pearl’s shoulder, her hard fingers digging into muscle. It was the first time she’d touched her, and it didn’t feel kind.

“You try real hard tomorrow, girl, because the only way you can stay here is if you bring in that money.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Charlie wiggled his bent fingers. “My oyster shucking days are over, I’m afraid.”

“He stays home and catches crabs,” Leroy told her.

“And a big fish once in a while if I’m lucky,” the old man added with a wheezy chuckle.

“You can sleep in Sadie’s room on a pallet,” Wilma said.

“Oh, Mama,” Sadie complained, glaring at Pearl. “There’s hardly any room back there as it is.”

“Do as I say, girl.” Wilma brushed crumbs off the table. “Pearl is kinfolk.”

It would be nothing like the room she and her mother had shared overlooking the Annapolis harbor. Closing her eyes, she could almost feel the soft cotton sheets of her twin bed and smell her mother’s powdery scent.

She only hoped sleep would take her quickly tonight so she could, at least for a few hours, escape the nightmare her life had become.

* * *
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After riding in the Johnson’s wobbly rowboat over the choppy surf of the Patuxent River the next morning, Pearl was glad she hadn’t eaten much oatmeal at breakfast. Besides, Wilma didn’t look as if she wanted her to eat at all until she brought home some wages.

Leroy, who had done most of the paddling, tied the boat up at Oyster Harbor beside a bunch of others and helped the ladies out. They’d set out so early it was barely light out. Pearl gazed at the heart of Oyster Island. A series of white clapboard buildings nearly faded altogether into the pearly-gray overcast sky. The fresh scent of the sea smelled stronger here than at the Johnson’s place on Crab Creek.

The water was louder here too. A foghorn sounded as regularly as a heartbeat and water slapped the hulls of large boats. The road hummed with cars and trucks making deliveries. It reminded her of Annapolis, of home.

She followed the other three to a white, sprawling building, which backed to a small waterway coming off the river.

A sign reading “Rockfield Oyster House” in black letters stood above the double front doors.

Please let me be good at shucking oysters, Pearl thought as she made sure the pins in her hair were secure.

Sadie plucked at her sleeve. “Don’t expect your dress to stay so fancy after today.”

Although Pearl had worn one of her plainest dresses, striped cotton, it still looked nicer than the baggy blouse and skirt Sadie wore. Having a friend here would be nice, but the other girl was obviously too jealous of her to consider it.

When they entered the building, the oatmeal shifted uncomfortably in Pearl’s stomach. They walked through a large room littered with piles of oysters and more in wire baskets.

Leroy pointed to a set of open double doors. “That there’s the unloading dock.”

They passed through an interior doorway, and nothing prepared her for the sight laid out before her. A large room with a low ceiling and concrete floor bustled with more people than she could count. A row of wooden, waist-high stalls, open at the back, lined both sides of the room. People stood in them, bent over big concrete tables. Oyster shells lay in piles around the stalls.

“This here’s the main shucking room where we work,” Leroy explained.

Pearl had never heard such a din in her life. Aside from so many voices and the clatter of knives and shells from shucking, men shoveled discarded shells into wheelbarrows and others dumped basket loads of whole ones onto the tables. An open door in the back revealed the same unloading dock, bringing in the hum of a boat engine and smell of fuel.

She was least prepared for the smell. Oysters had never appealed to her. The scent of them here was so thick her eyes watered with nausea.

I can’t do this!

But she had to. Breathing slowly and digging her nails into her palms, she tried to block everything out. Then she looked at her family for instructions.

“Leroy,” Wilma said, “you take her to get a job. The rest of us gots to get started.”

The only white person there was a sour-faced man walking around stiffly and slowly with his hands clasped behind his back.

“That’s the floor supervisor,” Leroy told her while adjusting his plaid cap. “You be sure to look sharp whenever he comes around. Now, let’s get you a job.”

Part of Pearl hoped there weren’t any jobs left.

Within fifteen minutes of visiting a small office with a stony-faced white woman working behind a desk, Pearl had a knife, gloves, apron, pails and a job. Leroy found two open spots, led her to one, and claimed the other for himself.

Gingerly, she stepped into her wooden stall. “Why does everyone stand in these?”

“Keeps your feet off the wet floor and the shells from scratching your legs,” Leroy replied.

Her hands shook as she laid her round-handled stabber knife and three metal pails on the table and put on the coarse apron to protect her clothes. A square wooden stabbing block, slanted in thickness and scored with scratches, sat in front of her. Leroy directed her to put a full glove on her left hand and a fingerless one on the right.

The man on the other side of her had a wiry build and a reddish cast to his medium-dark skin. His hands flew so quickly over his work they almost appeared to blur. Mesmerized, she watched him slide the knife into the oyster, pry it open, cut out the blob of meat and throw it into one of the three pails beside him. Before she knew it, he had another oyster on the block already open.

She turned back to Leroy. “I can’t possibly do it so quickly.”

Her cousin laughed. “Neither can most people. Jimmy Clark is the fastest shucker in the plant.”

After Leroy introduced her, the man paused to give her a wide smile and shake her hand before resuming his work. As the woman in the office had explained, they got paid by the gallon, not by the hour.

“Why does everyone have three buckets?” she asked Leroy.

“For three different sizes of oysters,” he replied. “One for standards, which are the smallest, one for selects, which are bigger, and another for counts, which are the biggest.”

Pearl gripped her aching forehead after he explained how to identify the sizes. “I’ll never remember everything.”

“The round side of the oyster goes down first,” Leroy explained. “It fits the depression in the block, see?”

Next, her cousin taught her how to stab the knife into what he called the bill of the oyster to cut the muscle so she could open it up. On her first try, the knife skittered across the table. On the next, she nearly sliced off her finger instead of the oyster.

“Keep at it,” Leroy said as he observed her progress. “It takes practice.”

Fifteen minutes later, he looked into her pails and pulled out a remnant of oyster. “Oh, Pearl. You’re tearing most of these up. The oyster meat has got to come out as whole as you can get it. Otherwise, it won’t count.”

Pearl set down her knife and wiped her perspiring forehead on the back of her forearm. Why had her life come to this? Although willing to work hard, she couldn’t seem to shuck. All the practice in the world probably wouldn’t help either. Besides, Aunt Wilma wouldn’t allow her much time for practice. She needed her wages.

It took most of the morning to fill her pails even halfway. She couldn’t even fill one bucket, let alone three. Leroy led her to a window where a man weighed her oysters and wrote down the information in a book beside her name. By the time their lunch break arrived, Pearl’s fingers felt so stiff, sore, and cold she could hardly move them.

Working with the slimy, unappetizing blobs of oyster meat all morning had shriveled her stomach into a ball. Even though they had washed their hands before the meal, the smell of oysters still clung to her. It seemed as if the endless slime did too.

She only ate the stale cornbread and cheese Wilma grudgingly gave her for enough strength to get through the afternoon. She had never stood so long in one spot before and had found herself on the verge of fainting more than once.

“How did she do?” Wilma asked Leroy as they sat at one of the long communal tables with wooden benches in the lunchroom.

“Two gallons,” her cousin muttered, looking down at his food.

“Two gallons?” Wilma exclaimed loud enough to drown out the neighboring conversations.

Sadie sniffed. “Those fancy airs of yours aren’t much help here, are they?”

“Girl, you got to do better than that,” Wilma added.

Pearl gripped the edge of the table, wishing she could hide in the nearby cloakroom the rest of the day. She fought the urge to scream, cry, or sass the sour, old woman. Couldn’t she see she did the best she could?

Have dignity. Even if you have nothing else, nobody can take that from you.

Mama’s words came back to her now, giving her strength. Even though today had to be the most miserable day of her life, she could choose dignity.

She dusted the crumbs off her hands and stood as the break ended. “I’ll do better this afternoon.”

But she didn’t do much better. Her exposed, right fingers became so scratched her entire hand was a throbbing ball of pain. The hours, visible from the large clock on the far wall, dragged by so slowly she wondered if time itself had stopped. Each one brought more humidity, making her clothes stick to her skin.

The next oyster proved so hard to open it flew across the table. While trying to catch it, she knocked her half-full pail of large oysters on the floor. The oyster meat she’d picked scattered across it, dirty and ruined.

“Oh, Pearl!” Leroy exclaimed when he saw the mess. “Try to be more careful.”

Something inside her snapped and dignity vanished. Leaving the mess for her cousin to deal with, she threw down her knife, yanked off her gloves, and ran outside to the unloading dock. On the way, Wilma glared at her in open-mouthed disbelief, but her aunt’s reaction didn’t stop her.

On the dock, she passed metal contraptions she couldn’t identify and clutched one of the rough wooden pilings, unable to go any farther without falling into the water. The smell of fuel was stronger here as boats unloaded oysters and men’s voices drifted around her.

Her gaze drifted to the yellow-green cordgrass fringing the opposite bank, but tears filled her eyes so quickly she couldn’t see where they ended and the water she looked at began.

Why, Mama? Why did you leave me? What will I do now? I sure can’t do this.

She found a bench nearby and sank onto it. Her legs were so tired from standing they trembled. She bowed her head and covered her face with her hands, heedless of who saw her. Moments passed. Too many to count.

When a man cleared his throat from very close by, she dropped her hands and looked up. Her gaze traveled slowly up the solid torso of the white man standing in front of her. Uneasiness clawed at her spine. He wasn’t the supervisor she’d seen earlier, and although the suspenders, rolled up shirtsleeves, and straw boater hat he wore were modest, he looked important.

His trim moustache and hair were dark except for a few silver strands at his temples. His ruddy tan told her he spent a lot of time outdoors, and his eyes... She had never seen such pale eyes, white hot with a bit of blue around the edges.

Looking at those eyes felt as dangerous as staring at the sun, but it was as if her body had turned into a block of wood. She couldn’t move, and she couldn’t stop staring at the man. If the boat engines nearby still hummed, she no longer heard them.

Finally, she gathered enough wits to wipe her tears, mortified a total stranger had witnessed her moment of weakness.

“I must have gotten some dust in my eye,” she claimed.

With his serious gaze still locked with hers, he pulled a hanky out of his shirt pocket and handed it to her.

“My hands—” she began. She tried to explain they were dirty from shucking, but her voice seemed to have fled.

“Take it,” he ordered. “I have too much oyster juice in my veins to let a little dirt bother me.”

The scent of him, obvious because he stood so close, was even more concentrated in the scrap of fabric she took from him. It reminded her of fresh sea breezes from the Chesapeake Bay in Annapolis. Strong and powerful yet safe at the same time.

She dabbed her nose and eyes, enjoying the simple luxuries of a clean handkerchief and a kind stranger. After her grueling experiences today, she would no longer take such things for granted.

“You’re new,” he stated.

She swallowed. “Yes, I’m related to the Johnsons. It’s my first day.”

He nodded. “What’s your name?”

“Pearl Wilson.”

A row of even teeth flashed beneath the moustache. To her horror, her cheeks grew hot when she wondered how it would feel brushing across her face. She also wondered if the white fabric of his shirt felt as fine as the hanky did. He stood too close, close enough to reach out and touch. If she buried her face against his chest, would his fresh scent be strongest there?

Heavens! Her mother would not approve of the thoughts going through her mind. Where on earth had they come from? Her heart beat too fast, and she felt flushed despite the breeze from the water. No man had ever had such an effect on her before, especially not a white man! When a strange heat flowered between her legs, Pearl crossed them tightly and concentrated on straightening the hem of her dress beneath the apron.

“Pearl. What a lovely name, and very fitting for an oyster house,” he said.

He’d looked so solemn at first, she’d expected him to have a deep, stern voice. Instead, it sounded warm and easy with the musical lilt of a southern Maryland waterman’s accent. She recognized it from visiting the Annapolis harbor where boat captains arrived from all over the state and even farther.

“I’m Caleb Rockfield.”

“Rockfield?” she repeated, looking at him again as the blood drained from her face.

He winked at her. “Yeah, I own this place.”

To her surprise, he shook her hand as if she were his equal instead of an employee.

“I take it your first day is not going very well?” he asked.

She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, amazed at how quickly her dignity and strength had returned. Mr. Rockfield’s kindness probably had something to do with it.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Miss Wilson, I would like you to stay after work today.”

Pearl’s heart flopped inside her chest like a fish trapped in a net. Wilma’s dismay about her poor income potential was bad enough. If she’d angered the owner of the company, they could all lose their jobs.

“Have I done something wrong?” she asked.

“Not at all,” he replied with the same easy voice. “I would just like to, uh...discuss your future here. My office is upstairs.”

“But how will I get home? I live with the Johnsons and ride in their boat.”

“I’ll make arrangements for you to get home.”

Will we be alone? She didn’t dare ask but couldn’t help wondering if he planned to have his way with her. Why else would he want to see her if not to reprimand her for her poor shucking performance? The thought made the strange heat between her legs intensify.

Mama would not approve of her being alone with a white man. She must refuse...gracefully.

“I—”

But before she could try to get out of it, he left.

What had happened to her common sense? Entranced by the man’s effect on her, she could hardly speak. Now she had no choice but to obey his order.

Pearl stood, feeling as gangly as a newborn colt as she walked back inside. The owner of the company wanted to see her after work... What could that mean? Equal measures of fear and excitement tumbled inside her as she wondered.

Wilma grabbed her arm with a wet, gloved hand as she walked back to her stall.

“What were you doing out there?” the woman demanded. “What did he want with you?”

Perspiration and fatigue covered Wilma’s face. She couldn’t be much older than Pearl’s mother had been, but she looked at least ten years older.

Pearl shrugged. “He wants me to see him after work.”

“What? Heaven help us all,” Wilma exclaimed. “I knew you’d be nothing but trouble. Now we’ll lose our jobs because of you.”

Feeling the familiar mantle of dignity around her again, Pearl told her, in a calm voice, everything would be all right and walked away. When she reached her stall, Leroy looked at her with tired, troubled eyes but didn’t say anything. The pail she’d dropped earlier was clean and back in its place.

Pearl’s hands resumed her work, but her mind remained outside, looking into those impossibly pale eyes. Why wasn’t she afraid of their upcoming meeting? And why did he seem so different from the other white men she’d met during her life? Maybe because he was the first one who’d treated her as a real person—an equal.

To her surprise, she did better at shucking. Before long, she had a full pail of relatively undamaged oysters to take to the window for processing. How could talking to a man have changed her so much in so little time? Maybe she’d been thinking too much this morning, trying so hard not to fail she couldn’t do anything but. The distraction from the unusual encounter must have done her some good.

She only knew she couldn’t wait to see Mr. Rockfield again.
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Chapter Two
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Caleb had been sitting behind his desk in his upstairs office for a couple of hours, but part of him stayed down on the dock talking to that intriguing young woman. There was something different about her.

He flipped through some delivery records, but instead of numbers, her face filled the pages. Her delicate cheekbones and expressive lips, which seemed to broadcast every emotion, were the best things he’d seen in a while.

And her eyes. So haunting yet strong. They were the color of that green water out there and pulled him in headfirst as if he’d fallen off the pier. The rest of her looked strong too despite her small stature.

Where had she come from? He needed to know everything about her.

Booted footsteps on the wooden floorboards of his office broke him out of his trance. Henry, his younger brother, handed him the tally sheet from his latest delivery of oysters.

Caleb blinked at the quantity. “I didn’t expect so many bushels so soon.”

Henry operated the company buy-boat, Easy Pickings, which he used to both dredge for oysters from Rockfield’s leased beds and buy oysters from other boats. He took off his cap—adorned with fish hooks—revealing wavy brown hair way overdue for a trim. As usual, oyster mud and boat engine grease dirtied his faded overalls.

“Yeah, we’re going to have a good harvest this year,” he replied. “Have you thought about my idea to expand the bulkhead and dock? We’re running out of room with all those discarded shells out there. On busy days, the boats trip all over one another.”

What does she taste like? Caleb wondered. How would her kissable mouth feel beneath his own? How would that tiny slip of a body feel in his arms? And did the skin on her shapely calves feel as soft as it looked? An erection swelled inside his pants with no warning. He scooted his chair closer to the desk to hide it.

Henry waved a hand in front of his face. “Caleb? Are you there?”

Caleb blinked until the image of Pearl disappeared. “Sorry. I’m not myself today.”

His brother laughed. “Sometimes I wonder if the oyster business is starting to bore you.”

Caleb couldn’t help wondering the same thing. The plant expansions and big harvests had been so exciting at first. Why did he think about Pearl instead of the bulkhead?

Henry nodded toward the door. “I see you’ve got a new employee down there. She looks young.”

Caleb opened his mouth to comment but stopped himself. Henry didn’t need to know how taken he was with her.

“Draw me up a plan of the bulkhead expansion and estimate the cost,” he said instead.

“You’re the king.” Henry plunked his cap back on and left.

Caleb turned to the window behind him, which gave him a bird’s-eye view of the narrow spit of land called Oyster Island. He could see both the plant’s unloading dock on the left and Oyster Harbor up to the right.

King. He couldn’t help smiling with pride every time he heard the nickname he’d earned here. His daddy had established this oyster house over thirty years ago, and Caleb made it more prosperous every year. Everyone said he was the most successful man on the island.

At the moment, his cock didn’t care about success. It stayed semi-hard despite everything. What was going on? A widower for the past five years, he’d lived the life of a monk. The small island didn’t have many eligible women, and he was usually too busy with his work to care. Even his past marriage had lacked passion.

Pearl. Who would ever have thought he’d find a pearl among all the oyster shells?

She’s forbidden, his common sense told him. He had to get these crazy, lust-filled thoughts out of his head before they got him into serious trouble. Why had he asked her to stay late? Being alone with her after hours was the last thing he needed.

Was she married? He hadn’t seen a ring, but that didn’t mean much in these hard times. Jewelry was a luxury many couldn’t afford.

Turning around, he drummed his fingers on his desk. He just needed to talk to her and get to know her a little better without a bunch of people around watching, listening, and judging. Once his curiosity was satisfied, he’d surely come back to his senses and forget all about her.

When he checked his watch and realized it was almost quitting time, his unruly cock surged again. He would see her soon.

Bill Murdock, the floor supervisor, entered to give him an afternoon status report, but Caleb barely listened.

“I see there’s a new one for me to keep in line,” the man said.

A new one. It made Pearl sound like livestock.

“Why did you hire a skinny little colored girl anyway? She can’t shuck worth a hill of beans.”

A muscle twitched in Caleb’s jaw. “She’ll learn.”

Murdock scratched his cheek and looked with distaste at his fingernails. “If you ask me, they’re all worthless and can’t be trusted.”

“I didn’t ask you,” Caleb replied. “Go tell Leroy Johnson to come up here.”

Heat prickled across his face after the man left. He’d never liked him, but why did he especially feel like punching him today?

“You sent for me, sir?” Leroy said when he arrived a few minutes later.

“Yes, Pearl Wilson will be staying late tonight.” Caleb held out some money. “Row your mother and sister home. Then come back and go to the Sapphire Crab. Have yourself a leisurely dinner. I’ll come get you when it’s time for you to take Pearl home.”

The young man’s round eyes grew wider. “But, sir. That’s a fine restaurant. I can’t take your money.”

“Leroy, when a gift comes your way, don’t question it. Just take it. You’d be doing me a big favor.”

After he left, Caleb scattered the papers all over his desk, making the biggest mess he could. He had a plan for Pearl Wilson because he had a feeling his curiosity wouldn’t be satisfied in a couple of hours.

* * *
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Pearl shifted in the hard wooden chair across from Mr. Rockfield’s desk. As soon as she’d arrived, he’d told her to wait for him and rushed off. He’d been gone nearly an hour already.

Through the open door, the floor men below whistled as they cleaned the dirty floor and oyster tables. Today, she’d learned these same workers hauled oysters and shells in wheelbarrows during the day. The smell of sea water drifted in the open window. She could see the whole island from here and watched the white boats turn pink as the sun set.

Even though the man wasn’t here, she felt his essence in the massive desk, important-looking filing cabinets, and date book filled with meetings. It made her blood sing the same strange way it had when she’d met him on the unloading dock, just not as strongly. A big wall poster with curly edges from the humidity advertised the oyster house.

The other wall held a picture of Mr. Rockfield in a boat holding a large fish. He looked strong and in charge, as if he could catch anything he wanted. At the bottom, someone had written Caleb Rockfield, King of Oyster Island in pen. King?

She closed her eyes, imagining the two of them alone on a boat with his arms locked around her, conquering her. Pulling up her dress with those strong, tanned hands and...

Pearl stood, unable to sit and fall prey to such wicked thoughts any longer. She must have clasped and unclasped her hands a hundred times already. What did he want with her? If he planned to fire her, he would have done it already, but surely she must be in some type of trouble?

The last thing she wanted was to give Wilma bad news. She didn’t want to let the family down since they’d opened their home to her. Nevertheless, she wasn’t sorry to be away from the Johnson cottage this evening.

She glanced at the mess on his desk again. Mr. Rockfield certainly wasn’t very tidy. The housekeeper in her needed to clean it up, but she didn’t want to anger him by disturbing his things. Unless this was a test. Maybe he wanted her to clean it up. If only life weren’t so complicated on Oyster Island.

The building grew quiet, so the floor men must have finished and gone home. Unable to stand any more idleness, she dared to pick up papers from the floor and place them on the desk. Feeling bolder, she stacked them into neat piles, using the oyster-shell paperweights to hold them in place.

Oysters, she thought as she ran her finger over the rough edge of one of the shells. They were everywhere.

The office door closed with a thud, causing Pearl to gasp.

“What are you doing?” Mr. Rockfield removed his boater hat and hung it on a hook by the door.

Pearl took a deep breath to slow her racing heart. “I didn’t want to be idle so I straightened things up. I hope you don’t mind.”

His face looked solemn and unreadable again, as it had when they’d first met. When he finally smiled, she was so relieved she wanted to hug him.

“Thanks,” he said. “It looks much better. Things get pretty messy during the day.”

“I’m glad you’re pleased,” she said.

When he touched her bare arm, the unexpected feel of him nearly sent her out of her skin.

“Stop looking so worried.” He winked at her. “You’re making me nervous.”

He set the basket he’d been holding near the edge of the desk. The scent of fried chicken made Pearl’s mouth water.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Your dinner. You didn’t think I planned to keep you here without feeding you, did you?” he asked as he sat down behind his desk.

“Thank you. I’ll take it downstairs to the lunchroom,” she said.

“You’ll do no such thing,” he said easily. “Eat it on the desk where I set it so we can talk.”

Pearl couldn’t help smiling at the small feast when she lifted the cover off the basket. The chicken, fried a deep, golden brown, a biscuit, corn, and a small container of milk looked better than anything she’d eaten since leaving home.

She took a bite of chicken, but having that pale gaze fixed on her from across the desk nearly made her forget how to swallow.

“What would you like to talk about?” she asked.

He leaned forward and folded his hands. “I want to know more about you. Where are you from? What brought you here?”

She wiped her hands with the cloth napkin from the basket. “I’m afraid my life isn’t very interesting, Mr. Rockfield.”

“It is to me and I have all night,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “And you can call me Caleb when we’re alone.”

Permission to use his first name? She could hardly believe it. He had to be the most unusual white man she’d ever met, not to mention the handsomest. With his hat off, she could study his hair. It was short on the sides and longer on top. She couldn’t help wondering how the dark, shiny locks would feel sliding through her fingers.

She glanced at the fishing picture again. “But if you’re a king, don’t you have a title?”

He looked at it too and grinned. “People around the island just call me that because I’ve been successful.”

She concentrated on swallowing the last of her biscuit, unable to stop studying his face—serious one moment and jovial the next. Not knowing what to expect from him was like balancing on the sharp edge of an oyster shell. He looked very serious now, so she had to at least tell him something about her life as he requested.

“I’m from Annapolis,” she began. “My mother was a housekeeper.”

“Then straightening my desk must have been second nature for you,” he commented. “Tell me more. Where is she now?”

She didn’t want to share the sad circumstances that brought her here, but his pale stare was relentless. Everything spilled out, from Mr. Stuart’s furniture auction to the heart attack Mama had not long after hearing the news she’d lost her job and home.

Pearl finished her meal and stood to place the cover back over the basket. “Thank you for the dinner. It tasted wonderful, but I should be getting home. You said you’d make arrangements?”

His chair squeaked as he stood and walked over to her. Her breathing grew rapid as he stood close to her, closer than he had on the dock.

“We have some time yet.” He reached out and caressed her chin with a hooked index finger. “I want to tell you how sorry I am about your loss.”

“Th-thank you.” Heat flooded her veins as his touch resonated in every part of her body. She had to back away. This wasn’t appropriate behavior for either of them, but her feet seemed glued to the floor.

“It must be hard to go from that sort of life to a loud, dirty plant on top of losing a loved one.”

“I’m determined to make the best of my circumstances. I have no choice.”

She finally found the courage to turn away from his hand, but the movement caused it to brush her cheek, which affected her even more. She barely suppressed the shiver of delight coursing through her. Why did his nearness and touch have such an impact on her?

And where had the wetness between her legs come from? Caleb’s fresh, breezy scent was muskier than it had been earlier. Maybe because her face was so close to the patch of tanned skin exposed by the opening of his shirt. The top button was undone. She had an insane urge to unbutton the rest of it and run her fingers across his chest.

He caught hold of her hand and held it up, rubbing his thumb in slow circles over her palm. A small, keening sound threatened to spill from her throat, but she managed to stop it. Her step-in panties grew even wetter, and something hot and very insistent pulsed between her thighs. She had to get away from the man before she lost all sense of dignity. If he had any idea how wild and stirred up she was inside, he’d think she’d lost her mind.

“Your hands are too soft to shuck oysters,” he said. “It would be a shame to let them become rough and worn.”

Thankfully, he dropped her hand and common sense returned to her. She even took a step away from him to break the spell he seemed to have over her body.

“You could clean my office instead, after hours.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Thank you for the offer, but I need to earn the shucking money for my keep at home.”

“I can pay you a dollar per hour for the cleaning.”

“A dollar an hour!” It must have been the first time she’d smiled in weeks. “Can I do both jobs? I don’t want to be idle all day.”

More importantly, she didn’t want Wilma and Sadie to see her idle. They harassed her enough already.

“If you want, sure. Now that that’s settled,” he said, “I’m going to give you a private tour of the oyster house and a shucking lesson.”

When they walked downstairs, she didn’t see a single person. The building was so quiet and the floors were so clean she could hardly imagine the noise and piles of oysters from earlier today. It was almost as if they stood in a different place altogether.

Caleb showed her the shipping and receiving rooms, explaining how the incoming oysters got loaded in through an opening in the roof. Then he explained the steam sterilizer and the equipment in the processing room where the shucked oysters were cleaned and packed. A stack of cans in various sizes sported blue labels showing a picture of an oyster shell with a pearl in it and cursive letters reading Rockfield Heavenly Oysters.

When she’d come to this window the first time today with mangled oysters, she’d never dreamed she’d be getting a private tour of it from the owner tonight.

“Do you give private tours to all your new employees?” she asked.

For a moment, he resembled a bashful boy instead of the owner of the company. “No. Can’t say as I have.”

“Then why me?”

He shrugged as he led her toward a back room, a much smaller version of the main shucking room she’d worked in earlier. The cream-colored ceiling was low here, giving it the feel of a cozy cabin. A few oysters sat on the table. Had Caleb put them there? Her heart skipped a beat when he locked the wooden door behind them.

“There’s something about you,” he said. “I can’t explain it.”

She crossed to stand near one of the wooden stalls. Looking back at him and the locked door made her heart accelerate. What did he plan to do to her?

“You’re not married, are you?” he asked.

Now she was almost certain he meant to have his way with her. She shouldn’t have accepted the after-hours cleaning job.

“No. What about you?”

“I’ve been a widower for five years,” he replied.

Pearl pressed her hand to her throat. No matter how giddy she’d felt upstairs, she had no intention of being a loose woman. Because he was her boss, he probably assumed he owned her. Maybe he did.

Leaning toward a window, she ran her hand along the sash, checking to see if it could be opened. He gently moved her arm and pulled down the shade for that window and the next.

Oh, Mama. Get me out of here!

“I only locked the door so we could have some privacy,” he said calmly. “Can’t have everyone wondering why I’m giving you a private shucking lesson.”

Daring to turn around, she almost fell over with relief when she noticed an oyster in his hand. He placed it on the block in front of her and picked up the clean knife lying on the table. Apparently he meant to give her a lesson after all instead of attacking her.

He stood behind her, trapping her between his arms as he reached forward and held the oyster. The contact of his entire body against the back of hers erased all the silly fears that had just raced through her head. Mercy, she almost wanted him to attack her. His scent engulfed her, making her giddier than ever.

“The secret is in the first cut,” he said close to her ear. The lilt of his accent wrapped the spell he’d woven over her even tighter.

“You’ve got to be quick and accurate when you cut.” He wrapped her fingers around the knife and guided her hands, making the cut together. “Then she’s easy to spread open.”

The hinged shell fell open with surprising ease under their hands, revealing the slick glob of meat.

“There she is,” he added. “Isn’t that beautiful? So wet and tasty, just waiting to be plucked.”

Pearl didn’t reply. To her, oysters were ugly creatures, but he could convince her of anything. When he nestled against her more closely, her eyes grew so wide she feared they’d fall out of her head onto the table. Something hard and long pressed against her backside.

Caleb was hard, for her. The nipples of her breasts answered in kind, tightening almost to the point of pain beneath her dress. Thankfully, he stood still. If he moved against her now, she would be completely lost. She concentrated on the rough surface of the concrete table with all her might.

“You’re standing awfully close,” she whispered.

“I am, aren’t I?” he whispered back. “Do you want me to move?”

Yes! No! Oh Lord, help me. I’ve never felt so weak.

“Show me the next step—with the oyster, that is,” she said quickly.

“Certainly.” He gripped her hand around the knife again and made deft movements to cut the meat from the shell. “Cut here and there. That’s all there is to it.”

“You make it look so simple,” she said, realizing he could pull her out of her shell just as easily.

When he stepped away from her, her knees buckled, as if the hardness nestled against her had been the only thing keeping her upright in front of the table.

He stepped beside her and she watched, fascinated, as he tipped the oyster half with the meat on it to his mouth. Watching the wet creature slide past the dark hairs of his moustache intrigued her in a way she couldn’t explain.

When he bent forward to kiss her, she felt too aroused to refuse. His pale blue eyes came closer than they ever had, and she could only stare helplessly into them. She felt as if she floated higher and higher into the sky, never to set foot on firm earth again.

She felt his moustache first, hot and coarse, and then his lips, cooler and wetter. As his mouth worked over hers, something pushed between her lips. His tongue? She met it with hers, stroking with an abandon she refused to acknowledge as her own.

He tasted of the sea. No, not just one tongue. Two? She was too distracted by the heat boiling through her belly to care. When he removed his mouth, she realized he’d inserted the oyster into hers.

Without thinking, she spit it out and it landed on the floor.

Caleb tipped his head back and laughed—a beautiful male laugh, musical and deep. Unfortunately, she didn’t feel very amused.

“Ernie would have a fit if he saw you messing up his clean floor,” he said. “I take it you don’t care for oysters.”

She crossed her arms. “No, I don’t. I thought you had swallowed it. And you shouldn’t have kissed me.”

He wiped his hand on one of the clean rags nearby, and she did the same. Then he leaned an elbow against the table and looked at her.

“Why not, honey? We’re not married.”

“In case you haven’t noticed,” she said, “we’re not the same color—or social class, for that matter. You’re the owner of this establishment, and I’m just a poor—”

He pressed two fingers to her lips to quiet her. The lingering scent of oysters drifted from them, making her breathe faster. She was beginning to like oysters...

“Whatever you’re going to say, stop,” he ordered. He put his arms around her and held her close until her nose rested against the musky, breezy scent at the base of his neck.

Pearl had never dreamed how wonderful it could feel to be held in a man’s arms. Did all men feel this good? Somehow, she knew no one would come close to Caleb. She already sensed an attachment forming that couldn’t be.

Being alone with him in this room felt like being in their own private world. Even the occasional car passing by sounded miles away. Going back to the Johnson cottage would be even harder after this taste of heaven.

Kiss me again... Don’t let this end.

As if reading her mind, he tipped her chin up with his finger and kissed her. This time, his real tongue brushed against hers and explored the perimeter of her lips. She could feel his heart thundering as hard and fast as hers.

“I think you’re the one hiding an oyster now,” he said when the kiss ended.

She laughed. “No, I’m not.”

“I bet it’s in your ear.” He planted a trail of tiny kisses across her cheek to her earlobe. When the point of his tongue flicked every delicate channel, she couldn’t hold back a tiny moan.

“Ah, Pearl, you’re so responsive. It’s as if we were made for each other.”

“We shouldn’t be doing this.” She kept an eye on the locked door, afraid someone would bust it down and discover them.

He ignored her protest. “Hmm, it’s not in that ear. Let me try the other one.”

She wanted the hardness she’d felt against her earlier inside her. The thought was too forbidden to even think, but she couldn’t help it. Within a few hours, she’d completely changed from an innocent girl to a woman with insistent carnal needs.

“It’s not there either,” he said. “That
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