
  
    [image: The Locked Room]
  


  
    
      THE LOCKED ROOM

      A JAMES LALONDE NOVELLA

    

    
      
        A. D. HAY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Le Villain Book Covers]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        The Locked Room. A James Lalonde Novella

        Copyright © A. D. Hay (2023). All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        www.authoradhay.com

      

        

      
        ISBN-13: 978-1-916609-02-0 (paperback)

      

        

      
        ISBN-13: 978-1-916609-03-7 (hardback)

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. For permissions contact: hello@authoradhay.com.

      

        

      
        Book cover design by Le Villain Book Covers at levillainbookcovers.com

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        French in The Locked Room

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        
          Suspicion

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            End of Sample

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by A. D. Hay

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        THANK YOU!

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRENCH IN THE LOCKED ROOM

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jean Dupont: noun. A very common French phrase used in the same way that “John Doe” or “Joe Bloggs” is used in English.

      

        

      
        Merde: noun. A mild, humorous substitute for “shit.”

      

        

      
        Oh, la vache: An expression of surprise similar to “damn” or “oh my god.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          SATURDAY: 11:30 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      England was perfect in April. The sun was shining, the trees were a deep green, and the sky was an exquisite shade of blue. The landscape was breathtaking and remarkably similar to France. Don’t tell the British—it won’t go down too well.

      Leaning over the steering wheel of his red Peugeot, James Lalonde gawked at the gravelled driveway lined with tall, cylindrical conifer hedges sculpted to perfection, as his car idled in the middle of the open gates to Clovervale Hall. Trimming the hedges must be a nightmare.

      The stunning scenery was the ideal distraction from that niggling feeling he got when his girlfriend, Valentine, wiggled out of the romantic work getaway. Yes, turning a work trip into a romantic getaway had been a stupid idea. But not as stupid as giving Xavier an LCD television and DVD player as a gift for the opening of his technology-free bed-and-breakfast retreat. Nevertheless, Valentine was mad that he was always working and never had time for her. In his mind, it was the perfect compromise. Wasn’t that what all great relationships were built on? Unfortunately, she didn’t see it that way.

      So he had a romantic getaway for one, thanks to Will Thatcher’s skiing accident. Somewhere in the French Alps, Will was lying in a ski resort, with a cast up to his knee.

      As James made the announcement in the morning meeting a few days ago, he was shocked to discover that no one was interested in an all-expenses-paid trip to his favourite professor’s new bed-and-breakfast in Oxfordshire. So, it was up to him to write a review for the Northampton Tribune before the weekend was up—no pressure. Just another perk of the chief editor position. Upon assigning himself the story, James began researching the estate and the history of the home’s architectural evolution. As nerdy as it sounded, it was a rather enjoyable four hours.

      The hairs on his arms stood on end as the vehicle’s air-conditioning unit struggled to pump air around the tiny three-door car. He was embarrassed to admit he didn’t like the heat. Anything above twenty-two degrees was insufferable. That was one of the bonuses of living in England. Summer was five days long, maybe ten at the most, in a good year. Or as he liked to describe it, a bad year. He turned the AC dial back to the first setting.

      Lifting his foot off the accelerator, James inched his car along the drive. The gravel crunched underneath the tyres as he soaked in his new surroundings. Out of nowhere, a fluffy grey English Shorthair cat sauntered across the beige stones as if it had not a care in the world.

      James slammed his foot on the brake pedal as he watched the feline display a rebellious distaste for order and the rules. The cat was clearly French and out of place in a world where the queue was everything. Pausing in the middle of the driveway, the cat glanced up at him with an innocent expression in its bright yellow eyes. With his heart pounding, James shook his head. Perhaps out of curiosity, the cat ambled towards the car, jumped up on the bonnet, and strolled across. James cringed as he listened to the clicking of the cat’s paws against the metal. The cat was a daredevil.

      After dragging the shifter into Park, James applied the handbrake and got out of the car, leaving the driver’s door open. With a sigh, he strolled around the door to the bonnet. His white sneakers scuffed against the stones, startling a bird in a nearby tree. The cat meowed then sat, claiming its newfound property. Typical.

      He reached across the bonnet and picked up the cat, who looked up at him with a hint of defiance in its eyes. James returned to the car and climbed inside, still cradling the cat. After he closed the door, he placed the cat in the passenger seat. The feline meowed at him.

      James shrugged. ‘Sorry, but you can’t be trusted to stay off the driveway.’

      Loud honks from the car behind caused James to jump in his seat. He glanced up into the rearview mirror, and a tall man with rimless spectacles and dark-brown skin came into view. Gesturing at James with the classic one-finger salute, the man honked his horn again then pulled his smartphone out of the inside pocket of his tweed jacket—the uniform of the university professor. The man looked like he was about to blow a valve. He was going to struggle with the technology-free retreat-style bed-and-breakfast. Does he even know?

      James took his foot off the brake and cruised along the drive. As he reached the courtyard, James gazed up at the heritage-listed manor house. Its impressive limestone walls with stone mullion windows towered over him like a fortress. Professor Xavier Watson had undersold the bed-and-breakfast. James was desperate to walk the halls of the beautiful building. Valentine was missing out. Then he realised. He had morphed into his grandfather. No wonder she hadn’t wanted to come. James chuckled as he recalled his grandmother’s account of wandering around the French countryside, touring four chateaux in one day. He would never forget the wild expression in her eyes as she recounted the traumatising sixteen-hour trip. James missed his grandparents—the home-cooked meals, the hugs, the intrusive questions, and the cigarettes. Smoking was a terrible habit—one that he shared—but a certain nostalgia was attached to the smell. His grandparents were far away in central western France, and he was there at the bed-and-breakfast.

      Professor Xavier Watson, a tall, thin man with a bald, shiny head and a thick layer of fluffy grey hair on the sides, knocked on the passenger window. Xavier pointed at the cat and beamed. James smiled. The story was going to write itself.
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      The smell of freshly cut grass mixed with a faint mossy aroma lingered in the breeze as the late-morning sun burnt the back of his neck. James had spoken too soon—it was getting hot, unusually hot for that time of year. Sweat dripped down the back of his legs. Wearing jeans had been a mistake. After inspecting his car for several minutes, the rebellious feline dashed across the stones and into the manor house. A loud ding echoed through the foyer of Clovervale Hall and out of the open door. Standing on the drive next to his parked car, James watched Professor Xavier Watson roll his suitcase along the gravelled driveway. There was no use arguing with Xavier. It would be fruitless and disappointing. Watching the ageing professor handle his luggage made him feel like an obnoxious jerk who clicked his fingers at waiting staff or rang bells in empty receptions while the staff struggled with the demands of other guests. He winced as a bead of sweat dripped down his back and soaked into the cotton of his light-blue polo shirt.

      Another ding echoed through the foyer. James cringed. The tweed jacket-wearing, smartphone-wielding man’s impatience was wearing thinner by the second. What could be so urgent that the man can’t wait a minute or two?

      Loud footsteps drew near.

      Standing centimetres away from the doorframe and on the edge of a large, fraying, red, white, and blue Persian rug, the man cleared his throat.

      ‘Xavier, sorry to bother you.’ The man pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose as he leaned forwards. ‘I need to get back to marking papers and preparing for lectures. You know how it is.’

      Xavier’s posture stiffened.

      Yes, the man was the most important person there, and logic dictated that an elderly man should drop everything to serve his every whim. Time to pull out the popcorn. This is going to be good.

      ‘Laurence, did you not read the email I sent you?’ Xavier asked with that infamous calm tone. It was the tone reserved for students caught smoking in the halls between lectures or texting in class. The tone was very familiar to James. One day during a lecture, he was typing a text to Liam but was unaware that Xavier was standing over him, reading as he typed. As James finished texting, Xavier said his name, making him jump with fright. It was nice to see he wasn’t Xavier’s only victim.

      Laurence sighed. ‘I don’t have time for this. All I need is the Wi-Fi password.’

      Xavier shook his head. ‘There is no Wi-Fi.’

      ‘Don’t mess with me. I’m not in the mood.’

      Xavier suppressed a smile. ‘Clovervale Hall Bed-and-Breakfast is a technology-free haven away from the hustle and bustle of everyday life. It’s a place to unwind and escape the stresses and pressures of your world.’

      ‘Yes, I read your marketing material.’ Laurence clenched his hands into a fist then relaxed his fingers. ‘There’s no phone reception or even 3G. My phone says no signal.’

      Xavier shook his head. ‘So then, if you read the material, you should know there’s no Wi-Fi.’

      ‘What about your personal Wi-Fi?’ A large vein bulged in the centre of Laurence’s forehead as Xavier walked by, wheeling James’s suitcase.

      A rock formed in the pit of his stomach. James shuffled forwards. That argument was getting out of hand. Why is Laurence so angry? The atmosphere surrounding the man made James uneasy. It was as if he had rage built up within him. Perhaps something happened before Laurence drove to Clovervale Hall.

      ‘Flora and I have no need for Wi-Fi.’ Xavier lifted the small suitcase by the long handle as he stepped into the manor house.

      Laurence tugged at the collar of his shirt. ‘Why didn’t you explicitly point that out in your email?’

      ‘Technology-free is quite explicit. It does not promise Wi-Fi or phone reception. And it will do you a world of good to not be so permanently attached to that damn thing.’ Xavier stood in the middle of the foyer with Laurence towering over him.

      
      James dashed up the limestone stairs and into the large entrance hall. Its polished timber floors creaked underneath the Persian rug as he made a beeline to the squabbling duo. The fluffy grey feline lazily waltzed across the room’s length, rubbing against the white walls under the large window that overlooked the drive and front lawn.

      After grabbing Laurence by his left bicep, James dragged him to the cast-iron fireplace, nestled in the corner of the room behind two bordeaux-coloured armchairs and a round antique side table laden with magazines.

      ‘Why are you getting physical with an elderly man?’ James stared at Laurence, hoping to reason with him.

      Xavier gasped as he propped against the large round table in the centre of the room. ‘I’m not elderly.’

      James rolled his eyes. ‘You’re in your seventies. You’re not young anymore, and you have a heart condition. So brawls over Wi-Fi are out of the question.’

      ‘That’s ageism,’ Xavier snapped.

      Xavier was just as bad as his grandfather. Won’t accept help of any kind, check. In denial about his age, check. Same vocabulary, check. Do all elderly men receive a bonus handbook in the mail?

      James stared into Laurence’s eyes. There was so much built-up anger behind those deep-brown irises. ‘And what were you planning on doing? Knocking out a man in his seventies over Wi-Fi?’

      Laurence clenched his jaw. ‘Of course not. That’s ridiculous.’

      So Laurence knows he’s being a jerk. Interesting.

      The clearing of a throat in the background caused all three men to turn around. Standing in the open doorway to the library hall was Flora Watson. Her dark-brown shoulder-length hair shone under the lights. Not a single grey hair was in sight. As she smiled, deep laughter lines appeared around her sparkling blue eyes. Short, thin, and elegant, Flora was beautiful. She walked like a bird gliding over a pond. And she refused to be addressed by her formal title of professor, which was unusual in the academic world. Because of her down-to-earth approach, she’d been a popular professor at All Saints College in Oxford back in the day. Her course was so popular that there was a waiting list for her subject. To James’s disappointment, he got wait-listed. Instead, he took Dr Manesh Warren’s Introduction to English Language and Literature class.

      ‘James, I must thank you for babysitting my husband and Laurence Weybourne,’ Flora said with a thick southern accent. ‘Apparently, you can’t leave them alone for a second.’ Flora raised her eyebrows at Laurence. ‘Your room is ready now. Follow me.’

      
      Five minutes later, a loud creak echoed through the entrance hall as Laurence Weybourne and Flora ascended the stairs in the library hall. Xavier grumbled at the sound as he trekked towards the antique desk laden with an old iMac G3, a matching transparent keyboard, and a gigantic spotted mug filled with pens. James was popping pimples when that computer first came on the market. He remembered the day his grandfather, Dr Francois Lalonde, had brought home an iMac G3 one evening after work. The inspiration for his grandfather’s purchase came after retrieving a plastic, partially transparent A key from the stomach of a Jean Dupont during an autopsy. His grandmother, Dr Valerie Lalonde, had rolled her eyes at her husband’s latest gadget as he pulled it out of the box and set it up. To her dismay, Francois was always an early adopter of tech. James suppressed a chuckle at the thought as Xavier punched the keyboard with his index fingers.

      With a groan, Xavier glanced up over his wire-framed spectacles. ‘I heard that. You know, I still have my hearing and the use of all my faculties in my grand old age.’

      James sighed.

      ‘I hope some young punk calls you old one day.’ Xavier stared at the screen.

      Two thick crossway beams towered above James as he wandered around the entrance hall. A dull creak from the oak flooring cried out as he inched towards the black cast-iron fireplace. Judging by the contents inside, the fireplace had recently been used.

      He flipped through the pile of Strong Words magazines on the round side table. Reading about what to read was a little self-referential, but seeing the periodicals there didn’t surprise him. Xavier was obsessed with books, and “obsession” was putting things mildly. In his years as a professor, Xavier had always been surrounded by books, both fiction and nonfiction. They were scattered around his office. Upon entering the manor house, James had expected to see stacks of books in every room. But Flora must have put her foot down and limited the books to the library. James sauntered past the large round table in the centre of the expansive foyer, which bore a large vase swelling with ivory English roses, giving the room its fragrance, which included a mixture of cedar and orange blossom.

      ‘Here it is.’ Xavier peered up from behind the iMac, leaned down, opened the drawer to his right, and pulled out a key. ‘I found your room. It’s room three. Unfortunately, you don’t have your own bathroom. But the room is large and overlooks the front lawn. It has a pleasant view.’ Xavier stood and ambled around the desk and across the foyer. ‘There are lots of bathrooms. Unfortunately, due to the heritage grade of the house, we couldn’t change things, like giving each room a bathroom and stuff like that.’ Xavier leaned in conspiratorially. ‘The heritage people are a nightmare to work with.’

      Far off in the background, a car door slammed and echoed through the entrance. Xavier scurried across the room and glanced out the large window. A woman with long red hair and oversized Chanel sunglasses strutted across the gravel, dragging a small suitcase behind her.

      Xavier glanced at the ceiling. ‘Oh, Flora,’ he mumbled.

      James tapped him on the shoulder. ‘I can find my way to my room. They’re numbered, right?’

      Xavier grimaced and tossed his head from side to side. ‘Okay, you’re in room three.’

      With a sigh, Xavier surrendered the key as a worried expression swept across his face. The old man focused his gaze out the window and muttered to himself as
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