
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Contents

	All Rights Reserved

	Blurb

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter fourteen

	Epilogue

	The End

	More Hampton Road

	About the Author

	Also by Morticia Knight

	SIGN UP for Morticia’s newsletter and get a FREE Daddy Dom story!

	
[image: Image]Hesitant Heart (The Hampton Road Club 1)

	Copyright ©2018 Morticia Knight

	Second Edition

	Cover design by Emmy Ellis, Studio ENP

	Edited by Barham Editorial

	Published by Knight Ever After Publishing LLC

	Publisher Note

	This book was previously published under the same title with a different publisher. It has been reedited, revised and expanded.

	Potential Triggers

	BDSM that includes bondage, pain and permanent marking. References to off-page child abuse.

	Dedication

	To everyone who has hesitated when true love finally appeared. Big hugs to my beta Sharita for your time and feedback and to Gia for her help in formatting.

	
 

	All Rights Reserved

	This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer-to-peer program, for free or for a fee. Such action is illegal and in violation of Copyright Law.

	All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

	All trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

	
 

	

	Sam might be innocent, but the Roaring Twenties aren’t… When an older gentleman shows him the ropes, will he risk all for love?

	 

	Sam is used to living with lots of secrets. He’s always had to hide who he is or else incur the wrath of his strict and abusive father. After he’s faced with a horrible ultimatum, he flees to Hollywood where he hopes he can escape the specter of his miserable upbringing.

	Aaron is a wealthy, sophisticated man who loses himself in painting portraits of bound men to stave off his loneliness and despair. Unable to find a lasting connection with anyone, he has resorted to paying lovers so he can indulge in his darker passions. Aaron’s only respite is the Hampton Road sadomasochism club where he’s a respected Dominant.

	Naïve in the ways men can please one another, Sam takes a job at a bathhouse where he first glimpses a handsome older man. Aaron has his interest sparked when he spies a shy towel boy watching him whenever he patronizes the Temple of Eros. When a traumatic event triggers Aaron’s protective nature, he rescues the gentle Sam from the clutches of the disreputable establishment’s manager.

	As their bond deepens and Sam is trained for his first night at the Hampton Road Club, an unknown danger lurks. Will Aaron’s heart be crushed once again?

	
 

	Chapter One

	A


	aron lightly caressed the soft skin of the ass he had just marked with his belt. Angry red stripes covered the young man’s taut buttocks in a delicious pattern that Aaron had created by using the leather implement. He thanked the heavens that the newest style of men’s trousers was such that the fashion accessory had become all the rage. Suspenders had been quite unwieldy for him to use successfully.

	But then again, everything had taken a decidedly modern turn in the nineteen twenties, and the current year of nineteen twenty-five was no exception. So many new inventions had emerged, including one of his favorites—a fascinating tape that didn’t need to be heated or moistened to make it sticky. It could be attached and ripped off at will. He smiled to himself at the uses he could make of such an item. Especially on the areas of men’s bodies that were sensitive and decorated with hair.

	“Are you still comfortable?” Aaron kept his voice soft and soothing as he gently caressed his playmate’s abused skin.

	“Listen, mister, I dunno what your definition of comfortable is, but having some fellow beat my rear end with a belt ain’t what I call enjoyable.”

	The man lay on his belly across the padded table, his arms folded under his head, his face turned to one side where he rested on them.

	“Would you prefer I stop?”

	“Will I still get my money?”

	Aaron winced. It was always the same. The knot in the pit of his stomach returned. If it wasn’t for the club his good friend Saul had introduced him to when he’d first arrived in Los Angeles the previous year, he would’ve gone completely mad. At least when he patronized the private establishment, the men were anxious for his beatings, his restraints. The rest of the time he had to pay someone to submit to his demands.

	“If the belt is too harsh, I can employ something different. But you would have to stay to receive the full payment we discussed. You did agree to be here with me under these circumstances for at least three hours, so I was not untruthful with you.”

	The man—Harry?—remained silent and still as if he was considering Aaron’s words.

	“Okay, mister. But my posterior is killing me. I’d be much obliged if you’d leave that alone.”

	“I can make it better. Pleasurable.”

	Aaron ghosted his fingers along Harry’s crease, then dipped into the space where his ass cheeks and the top of his thighs met. He pushed farther in, encouraging Harry’s legs to open, hoping to be allowed access to his entrance, the tempting balls and what he’d noted was an increasingly lengthening shaft. Harry flinched, then abruptly rolled off the table away from Aaron, leaping to his feet.

	“Don’t you dare touch me like that you deviant! I ain’t no queer!”

	Raising one eyebrow in query as he glanced down at Harry’s stiffened prick, he hardened as well. He’d searched for a gigolo on the streets in one of the seedier areas of town instead of at a pansy club the way he typically did. He’d been too emotionally drained to go through the ritual of patronizing a speakeasy—dressing well, socializing with acquaintances. The dark moods that sometimes plagued him had surfaced that day with a vengeance.

	So, he’d settled for Harry instead and it seemed as if he’d made a mistake. Men who fancied themselves uninterested in other men could be such a challenge.

	If only he would let me go a bit further, I could show him how wonderful it can be…

	“I only meant to offer you some enjoyment. I wouldn’t expect anything in return.”

	Harry bent to retrieve his clothing from the floor. “You’re sick. Perverted. Your kind should be wiped off the face of the earth.”

	The words had served their purpose well enough. Aaron experienced the typical agony they always inspired, but he’d become an expert at masking his hurt.

	“Forgive me. Please stay and at least let me paint you. You have a lovely form. I’ll remain on the other side of the room, I won’t touch you at all. I’ll even pay you the full amount we agreed upon.”

	Harry grunted then yanked up his trousers over the one-piece underwear set he’d already hurriedly tugged on. He slipped the still attached suspenders over the shirt he’d finished buttoning up, not even bothering to tuck it in.

	“I ain’t staying no matter what. You make me sick.”

	With a heavy sigh, Aaron made his way to the tall cherry wood secretary. He lowered the front panel then reached in to one of the compartments to remove some bills. As he advanced toward Harry, the man jumped back.

	“Please. Take it.”

	Aaron held out three ten-dollar bills. Harry moistened his lips as he gazed at them then glanced up at Aaron with narrowed eyes.

	“What’s the rub?”

	“There is none. Please take it and leave.”

	Aaron tossed the money on the floor, no longer wishing to interact with the man at all. Sauntering over to his black and gold etched glass bar cart, he didn’t take the trouble to stop and get dressed. If temperature and societal convention didn’t dictate his need to wear clothing, he would never even bother at all.

	As he poured himself a brandy, he heard the tell-tale sounds of his previously desired companion for the evening preparing to leave. The door slammed and as soon as Aaron turned, he noted that the bills he’d tossed on the rug had been retrieved. After taking a healthy swallow of the amber liquid in his glass, he allowed one tear to roll down his cheek, but that would be the only one. Weak men and the fairer sex gave in to the emotions of their sufferings. Aaron saved his soft feelings for the art he created—whether it be with paint on a cotton canvas or on the delectable canvas of flesh. For years he’d also saved it for love, but now that he’d reached the age of thirty-five, he’d forced himself to let go of that ridiculous notion.

	Harry had been right. He was a deviant. The truth of it had been pointed out to him enough times in his life that he’d accepted his abnormality as fact. So, he would continue to carry on the best he could in his loneliness. He could release his internal agony through his paintings and practice his perversions with like-minded people. The Hampton Road Club called to him stronger than ever. It had become his only safe haven.

	* * * *

	Sam neatly folded the fluffy, white towels that had been newly laundered at the Temple of Eros bathhouse. Located on Hollywood Boulevard, the private men’s-only club featured a magnificent swimming pool, several steam rooms with small bathing pools and a few private lounges. Sam swallowed hard as he placed the final towel on the row of linens he’d finished assembling. The task was a punishment because he wasn’t interested in going with a patron to one of the lounges. He knew funny business went on in there, and he wasn’t like that.

	Especially not for money.

	It wasn’t easy working at the bathhouse, but in some ways, Sam didn’t mind at all. When he’d first arrived in Hollywood from San Francisco a couple months before, he’d been very lucky to find a job so quickly. The motorist he’d hitched a ride with had introduced him to the manager of the exclusive establishment after unsuccessfully attempting to convince Sam to come live with him as his lover.

	Louis had seemed like a nice enough fellow. However, in the same way he wouldn’t sell his favors at the bathhouse, he would never go with a man so he could be taken care of. He wanted real, true love. When Sam explained that to Louis, he’d laughed heartily and tousled Sam’s hair.

	‘You are so delightful, darling Sam. I envy the lucky man who steals your heart.’

	At first Sam had thought it was good fortune that the man who had given him a ride knew all about attractions to other men. But Louis had not only explained about those desires, he’d alerted Sam to several other topics on their long drive. He’d told him there were men who sought young runaways or others in desperate circumstances and that they didn’t care whether those fellows liked men or not. They would give them money or force them to do things they didn’t want to do—sometimes even hurting them very badly.

	Sam had been terrified, wondering if Louis wanted to hurt him too. But Louis had reassured him he was only trying to warn him to be careful. After Louis had failed to convince Sam to come live with him, he’d insisted on helping him find work so he wouldn’t end up on the streets. The other issue he’d cautioned Sam about was how depraved Hollywood was and that he would always have to be on the lookout for those who would wish to use him for their own gain.

	So far, all had turned out well, and for the most part, Sam loved his job. The pay was decent and not only was it okay to like men, it was encouraged. Recently, he’d come to love being at the bathhouse even more. He held out hope that sometime during the day he would get to see the handsome dark-haired man who was more beautiful than any he’d ever seen before. The man was older, sophisticated and would sometimes gaze at him with soulful brown eyes. Sam’s stomach would flutter whenever the man spoke to him in his gentle, deep-timbered voice.

	While Sam finished up with the towels, his thoughts wandered some more, and he shivered at the mere thought of the nude form of his fantasy man. When he was submerged in water, Sam couldn’t get a clear glimpse of his enticing member. But, when he reclined on the large marble ledge in the steam room, his dream lover would be brazenly on display. Sometimes his legs were relaxed and open, and one time the man’s staff had been partially erect. Sam had needed to bite his lips to keep from making a wanton sound and had worried that he might have been caught staring.

	After stacking the piles of towels on the designated shelves of the supply room, Sam made his way to the changing area that was for the exclusive use of the employees. He stood in front of the full-length wall mirror and checked that his uniform was neat and hadn’t become dirty. Calling the short, white toga a uniform seemed silly. Actually, he thought the whole outfit was rather ridiculous, but it went with the theme of the place and had earned him plenty of leers and whistles. He supposed that was the point.

	And to lure men into the lounges.

	The fear that the manager, Mr. Larsen, might force him to go with one of the men to a private room had begun to eat at him. As far as he could tell, he was the only towel boy at the bathhouse who didn’t.

	Maybe if the dark-haired man asked…

	Sam sighed as he retrieved a comb from the small locker where he kept his street clothes. As he neatened his hair, he gave himself a strong scolding for his wicked thoughts. Sam had never seen the dark-haired man take a boy to a room, and he hoped he never did. Not only because he was sure he’d be jealous—even if he didn’t have the right to feel that way—but he didn’t think his fantasy man was like that either.

	He’s a gentleman. I’m sure of it.

	Once Sam was certain he looked his best, he put his comb back and hurried to Mr. Larsen’s office to receive his assignment for the evening. He’d either be in charge of the swimming pool area, tasked with bringing fresh towels and adding hot rocks to the steam room, or perhaps he’d be punished some more. Sam couldn’t stand it when the nasty manager made him clean the lounges after they’d been used. He wrinkled his nose. Even though he didn’t understand everything about what men did together when they were alone, he’d washed enough of his own sheets after abusing himself back home to understand some of it.

	Sam frowned as an errant thought about home wormed its way into his mind. Father. Oh, he had many reasons to frown when he thought about him, but the way his father had kept him so sheltered had recently been the memory that made Sam madder than ever. Being raised as if they weren’t in the modern era of the twenties and kept away from the outside world had hobbled him once he’d left home. As it was, he thought it was lucky he’d been able to survive on his own for the past couple of months. He might be an adult, but sometimes it seemed as if he didn’t know any more about the world than a kid.

	Once Sam reached the closed door of Mr. Larsen’s office, he paused to tug on the hem of his toga. The thin fabric barely covered his posterior and he didn’t appreciate the way the dreadful manager stared at him as it was. Sam took a breath then knocked. Mr. Larsen had thrown a large paperweight at him one time when he’d entered his office without warning. Sam had ducked just in time before the round glass object could smack him in the head. Sam still didn’t understand why the red-faced manager had been so upset. Other than a towel boy who had popped out from under the desk, nothing else had seemed amiss. Who cared if the towel boy was retrieving something for Mr. Larsen that had fallen on the floor?

	Sam shrugged. Mr. Larsen was a strange—but cranky—man.

	“Whoever that is, hold your damn horses!”

	“Okay!”

	Sam chewed on his thumbnail and jiggled his leg as he waited for Mr. Larsen to give him permission to enter. Time dragged on and Sam was just about to risk the surly manager’s wrath by knocking again when a strangled groan, followed by Mr. Larsen’s distinctive snarl, rasped out from behind the door.

	“Come in!”

	Sam sucked in a deep breath before turning the brass knob. He peered around the door and, to his surprise, the same towel boy from before stood next to Mr. Larsen’s desk, fussing with his disheveled toga. The manager paid him no notice, scowling at Sam instead.

	Sam cleared his throat. “I’ve finished stacking the towels, Mr. Larsen. What would like me to do next?”

	Mr. Larsen grunted. “I know what I’d like you to do, but I suppose there’s not much hope of such a thing.” He narrowed his eyes at Sam. “At least not yet.”

	What does he mean by that? Even if he didn’t understand what Mr. Larsen was talking about, he didn’t care for the way the words had sounded.

	Mr. Larsen gave the towel boy a shooing gesture and he scurried away, leaving Sam alone with the manager.

	Please don’t make me clean the private rooms. Please, please, please…

	“This is your lucky day, kid. That fella who always comes in with Mr. Liebowitz has requested you specifically.” Mr. Larsen let out another grunt, but Sam thought he’d meant it as a laugh. “What a sap. I guess he likes the thrill of the chase. Don’t futz this up for me, got it? Those two are regulars and drop a lotta dough in this joint.” Sam jumped as Mr. Larsen pounded the desk with his fist. “So, cut the innocent act and give them what they want!”

	Sam nodded furiously then scampered out. He’d wanted to tell Mr. Larsen that he always made sure they had the cleanest, fluffiest towels, that he added hot rocks without delay and made their gin drinks just the way they requested. They’d even complimented him on how well he attended to their every need. But tempting the devil with back talk was something he’d learned not to do a long time ago.

	His father had made sure of it.

	
 

	Chapter Two

	A


	aron lowered his naked body into the soothing waters of the small pool in his and Saul’s private lounge at the Temple of Eros, sighing in contentment as the hot liquid embraced him.

	Saul dropped his towel then joined him on the other side of the round, tiled pool that was roomy enough for as many as six men at a time. While he and Saul were close, they’d never been lovers. Instead, his dear friend had introduced him to the Hampton Road Club, a place that sometimes seemed more of a home to him than his own residence. The sadomasochism club had become his only true sanctuary.

	Aaron darted his eyes to the door as it slowly opened. A smile tugged at his lips as the sweet boy who was their usual attendant entered the room with his head bowed and a pile of folded towels in his arms.

	Such a submissive creature. Wouldn’t he be a delight to work with?

	Aaron silently admonished himself. Not only were the boys employed at the bathhouse skilled at pretense in order to lure men to fall for their charms, but the lovely towel boy was much too young for Aaron. He shoved aside the fact that the delightful Sam sometimes entered his thoughts when he would take himself in hand. But it didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy the young man’s company when he and Saul relaxed at the bathhouse.

	“Dear, little Sam. How are you this fine evening?” Aaron adored how the flush rose to Sam’s cheeks. He told himself it was due to his words and hadn’t a thing to do with the heat of the room.

	Sam kept his gaze averted as he laid out fresh towels, his actions slow and precise, as if drawing out his time in the room for as long as he could. “I’m doing very well. Thank you, sir.”

	Aaron caught Saul’s knowing gaze. His friend had been after him for weeks to pursue something with the boy. But hiring Sam to be his lover, then discovering he wasn’t as pure as he’d always pretended to be, would ruin his fantasy of Sam being the one uncorrupted thing in his life. Aaron ached to believe such a thing as innocence still existed and that he himself was a normal man who was worthy of being loved by someone as pure as Sam. Hiring strangers to give him what he needed was much safer for his heart.

	Aaron’s musings encouraged the veil of sorrow that continuously plagued him to hover near, so he pushed his dreary thoughts aside. “I’m quite glad to hear it, Sam.” Sam cast a furtive glance in his direction and Aaron waved him over. “Would you please fetch Mr. Liebowitz and I one of your world-class Gin Rickey’s?”

	Sam’s eyes widened at the praise. “Gee, world-class? Thank you, Mr. Rubenstein. I’ll make it better than ever, I promise.”

	Aaron winked at him and was delighted as Sam’s blush deepened. He tracked the young man as he rushed form the room to make their drinks. To do my bidding. Aaron sighed. I can’t seem to stop torturing myself, can I?

	Saul cleared his throat. “Really, old sport. I can’t stand to see you like this. If paying him for his favors is out of the question, why not simply invite him for a night out at a speakeasy?”

	Aaron pressed his lips together as he regarded his friend. “I must confess, I don’t see the difference. He’d only go with me to have the chance to get whatever he could, and I’d rather leave my fantasy of him being genuinely interested in me intact, thank you very much.”

	The aggravated expression radiating back at him from Saul left no doubt how he felt about Aaron’s explanation, but he couldn’t give a hang. Saul didn’t understand, and he didn’t care to elaborate. So far, his relaxing afternoon had caused more stress rather than relieved it.

	Saul shook his head. “Not sure I grasp your resistance to this sweet young thing, but, perhaps if you got to know him better when we’re here? Ask him about his life, allow him to know more about you.” Saul splashed the heated water over his shoulders. “The way I see it, if you form a pleasant bond with each other, things can progress without talk of payment or such.”

	Aaron wouldn’t meet Saul’s eyes. He used the edge of one of the white towels Sam had left nearby to dab at the sweat beginning to rise on his cheeks. “I appreciate your concern, Saul. However, I’m doing just fine. I prefer to keep things the way they are, no need for any undue complications.” Aaron tossed the towel down again, not entirely successful at keeping his frustration out of the gesture. He gave Saul a tight smile. “That’s what the club is for, right? To give me the type of companionship I crave?”

	Saul opened his mouth to speak, but paused when Sam padded in, holding two drinks aloft, biting his lower lip, his brow furrowed as he stared at the glasses in his hand. His concentration appeared to be intent on not spilling a drop of the gin.

	Because he wants to please me.

	Aaron scrubbed his face with his palm. Perhaps I shouldn’t come here anymore. I’m going to drive myself mad otherwise. As he gazed at the lithesome Sam, his small frame and wide, expressive eyes as they focused on doing a good job, Aaron knew better. As long as the possibility of seeing Sam remained, he’d be a steady patron of the Temple of Eros bathhouse. His heart clutched at the thought of Sam ever leaving. Perhaps with another man.

	Aaron swallowed hard as Sam approached. He held out his hand for the drink. “Thank you, dear Sam.”

	“You’re very welcome, sir.” Sam grinned. “I hope it’s world-class again.”

	After taking a sip, Aaron smiled up at the one person whom he wished could be real for once. “More wonderful than ever, Sam. You’ve done an outstanding job.”

	Sam’s grin brightened his features, gave him the appearance of an angel. Aaron didn’t doubt that the next time he abused himself, Sam’s expression would be what he would picture.

	And I’ll believe he saves himself only for me.      

	 

	* * * *

	 

	In the porcelain tiled locker room of the Temple of Eros, Sam changed out of his street clothes and into his work outfit. As he struggled to wiggle his way into it, he wondered if he could request a larger one from Mr. Larsen without the manager having a fit. Sam’s private parts were encased in a sling-like piece of fabric so that when he bent over to place the heated stones in the water for steam, or to gather up the dirty towels, his penis wouldn’t hang down. But the strip of cloth wasn’t very wide, and it would crawl between his butt cheeks, wedging him uncomfortably and quite likely providing the bathhouse members with quite a show.

	Lately, Sam had become plagued with worries of a different kind. What if the beautiful man Sam longed for was the lover of the silver-haired Mr. Liebowitz whom he’d seen him with on several occasions? He’d also noticed Mr. Liebowitz at the bathhouse with other men. Did that mean he wasn’t being true to his beautiful Mr. Rubenstein? That wouldn’t be right. Sam would always stay faithful to Mr. Rubenstein if he ever had the chance to be his one and only.

	And there were other things to worry about too, things that could be real trouble for him. Some of the other boys had said if Sam never went with the men for money, the manager might make him leave his job. He had to have his job. He wouldn’t know how to go about getting another one. Then there was the fear he might not be safe in Hollywood, that it was too close to San Francisco. He’d only meant to stay long enough to make some money then keep on going, but once he’d seen Mr. Rubenstein, he hadn’t been able to make himself leave.

	“Hey, Smith! I think your fella is here. Too bad you wouldn’t know what to do with him even if he ever took a shine to you. I doubt he wants a skinny ragamuffin like you. I bet your cock is the skinniest thing of all.”

	Sam scowled at David as he tied the strings of his Romanesque sandals up his calves. He refused to respond to the little hooligan who was one of his fellow towel boys. Nothing David ever said to him was nice and he never stopped poking fun at how naïve Sam was. Sam also didn’t care for the bad words he used. There were even some Sam had never heard of before and he wasn’t entirely sure what they were supposed to mean. But he knew they must be awful because his mother would gasp and turn beet red whenever his father had used them.

	As Sam finished with his shoes, he kept a close eye on David. He could sometimes act like a tough with Sam, so he had to stay wary. Sam grabbed his comb to straighten his hair while David fussed with the contents of his locker. Maybe he’ll leave me alone now that he’s had his joke. Sam checked his reflection in the shared mirror as he dragged the comb through the unruly strands.

	David claimed he wasn’t a homosexual and only went to the private rooms with men because of the money. Sam thought that was even worse than taking the dough when you already liked men anyway. It seemed twice as dishonest. But he supposed that made David think he was an expert about everything that men did together and what their private parts were like. Sam wasn’t too sure why it was so important for men to have a big organ. What difference did it make? The more he considered David’s behavior, the more Sam was glad he hadn’t used his real last name working at the Temple of Eros. He was certain that no one there could be trusted.

	Except for Mr. Rubenstein. He’s good. I can tell.

	For as long as Sam had been at the bathhouse, Mr. Rubenstein had been so kind to him. He’d treated him well, never raised his voice, smiled at him all the time and said nice things—made Sam feel important. And even if it caused him to be the teeniest bit jealous, Sam was impressed by how well the beautiful man treated all the towel boys.

	“Hey, Smith. Ever let a man bugger you? I bet you haven’t.” David snorted with disgust. “Pph. You ain’t nothing anyway. Mr. Larsen should toss you out in the streets where you belong. No one wants you here.”

	Sam had been raised to be polite, but he’d never had to deal with such horrible people as the ones he’d encountered since he’d been in Los Angeles. So, he’d chosen to ignore the sniping of his co-worker, even if it was rather rude.

	After gathering his street clothes, placing them in his locker the turning to leave—Sam was startled when David shoved him against the wooden doors of the compartments. He was a few inches taller than Sam’s five and a half feet and built huskier. He glowered, standing within inches of Sam in a threatening stance, feet apart, hands braced against the lockers on either side of Sam’s head.

	“Hey! Answer me! You sure like to act all high and mighty Smith. What are you hiding? Huh?”

	Sam narrowed his eyes, his mouth set in a grim line, refusing to let David know he was afraid. He hated bullies. His father was a first-class bully and David had no right to treat him like that. Even though David was nasty to him, Sam had never been mean in return. He has no right.

	“Listen, you lazy, useless boys! What’s going on in here?”

	Mr. Larsen stormed into the room and grabbed David by the collar, yanking him back as he did. David howled in protest.

	“Well? I asked you both a question!”

	His boss had barked out the words, his face reddening, his lips twisted in a menacing snarl.

	“Sorry, sir.” David’s tone had miraculously changed into one of sweetness and compliance. “I should have come to you first, but Smith had me so upset by what he said, I couldn’t help myself.”

	“What? I never—”

	“Quiet!” Mr. Larsen loosened his hold on David. “What’d he say?”

	David glanced at him sideways and Sam didn’t miss the gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.

	“Sam was telling me how he was too good to go with the men to the private rooms and that if he ever did, he would keep all the money anyway.”

	“He’s lying, Mr. Larsen, I never said—“

	Sam’s head was knocked to the side
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