
  
    [image: Suspicion]
  


  
    
      SUSPICION

      
        JAMES LALONDE AMATEUR SLEUTH MYSTERY

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        A. D. HAY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Le Villain Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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.

      

        

      
        Suspicion. A James Lalonde Mystery Novella, Book 1

        Copyright © A. D. Hay (2020, 2022). All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Third Edition. Previously Published as MISSING

      

        

      
        www.authoradhay.com

      

        

      
        ISBN-13: 978-1-9163483-2-5 (paperback)

      

        

      
        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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        French in Suspicion

      

    

    
      
        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

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        
          Duplicity

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            End of Sample

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by A. D. Hay

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Thank You!

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET A FREE COPY OF THE LAST EXHIBIT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: 3D Mockup of The Last Exhibit ebook cover on a tablet.]
          
        

      

      A Body is on the Front Lawn. A Priceless Painting is Missing. A Killer is on the Loose.

      When Will Thatcher doesn't show up for work, James Lalonde is forced to attend an afternoon tea with Alistair Carmichael in Will's place. The lovely autumn afternoon tea comes to an abrupt end when a body is discovered on the front lawn of the Carmichael Estate with strange markings on its neck.

      But something is missing, a priceless painting is off the wall. However, it's no ordinary painting, it's a Van Gogh purchased in an auction a few months prior.

      But, trouble has its watchful eye on James.

      
        
        Click here to get a free copy of The Last Exhibit.
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        Conservateur: noun. Curator, custodian, or keeper.

      

        

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

      

        

      
        Papi: noun. Grandpa, Grandfather

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          SUNDAY: 11:38 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth staggered through the front door and let it swing shut behind her. A sharp pain shot through her head as the loud bang broke the silence in the apartment. Her long, thin fingers brushed against the smooth wall to her left, but nothing was there.

      Wrong way, stupid.

      She patted the wall, then realised light would only make things worse. Not only would it add a new level of intensity to her headache, but the light would also highlight the thin layer of dust along the skirting boards, the dirty dishes in the kitchen sink, and the clothes lying over the turquoise ottoman at the end of her bed. These were all things she had promised to take care of last weekend, and the clutter was visible the second she opened the front door.

      Admitting defeat, she turned around and toggled the deadbolt latch. Her heels clacked against the wooden floorboards as she walked down the dark hall of her apartment, just as she had every evening. The blackout curtains she had purchased a few days earlier were having the desired effect. If only they would help her sleep. As she inched up the hallway toward her bedroom, Elizabeth ran her fingers along the wall.

      She paused, and the walls spun around her. She was drunker than she’d thought. Now she was lightheaded, disoriented, and in the dark. Her financial troubles and any plans of late-night research were on hold. She needed to sleep this off.

      Earlier that evening, she’d had dinner with the curators of the British Museum. The evening was a complete disaster. These dinners were about networking and securing funds for the next phase of the archaeological dig at Tintagel, but all she had achieved was no funds, more research, and a headache.

      Nine months had passed since she’d returned from Cornwall. Sifting through soil and finding fragments of a bygone world was her favourite part of the job. Not that she didn’t love research, but it was often challenging. Money always ran out during the research-and-analysis phase of a dig, meaning that she had to raise more funds. This fundraising took time away from research, creating a vicious cycle.

      She was fortunate that the Northampton Museum of Anthropology had funded the initial stage of the dig, but the museum was niche and small, not a bottomless pit of cash. The museum had a small number of investors and received government funding on the side. With this allocation of funds came the requirement to justify how the recipient’s time and money were spent. That was the thing about investors. They all had the same goals: a high return, low risk, and quick results. It was up to her to find another way to raise funds and to continue the research. But she couldn’t do anything tonight.

      Leaning against the wall for support, she inched closer to her open bedroom door, stumbled through the doorway, and threw herself onto her bed. As she gazed up at the white space above, her hairpins poked into her scalp. Elizabeth shook off her red patent heels and pulled at her hair. A slight smile formed on her ruby lips as the sharp digging sensation subsided.

      She thought about changing into something more comfortable, but any attempt to unzip her dress would only cause her to become dizzier. The room had stopped spinning and she wasn’t prepared to upset that delicate equilibrium. Her straightened, but normally curly, black hair fell across her golden-brown skin as she continued to pull the pins out. As she fixed her dark-brown eyes straight ahead, her heavy eyelids closed.
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        * * *

      

      Pressed up against the wall of the dining room, Pippa Baker hung back in the shadows, clutching a black bag and waiting for Elizabeth to go about her night-time routine. She heard movement coming from somewhere within the apartment and, in an attempt to decipher the location of the sound, turned her ear towards the wall between the dining room and the hallway.

      Elizabeth must be home.

      Pippa was petite and had long brown hair. She had moved from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Northampton to start a master’s degree programme and gain experience in archaeology. She had met Elizabeth on the first day of her internship.

      After a few moments, Pippa walked across the hallway to Elizabeth’s home office. Elizabeth had a habit of taking her work home with her. This habit made Pippa’s next task all too easy. Pippa navigated around Elizabeth’s desk at the centre of the room and paused to admire the three framed paintings of the French chateaux at Pierrefonds, Comtal, and Chantilly.

      Journals, textbooks, and several PhD theses—all marked with sticky notes—stood in tall piles across the archaeologist’s white-stained oak desk. A white bookcase spanned the right-hand side of the room, creating an L shape towards the door. Rows of books, all on just two topics—anthropology and archaeology—lined the shelves.

      Enclosed in a long glass box on the bookshelf was a Celtic sword. Pippa walked to the bookshelf and placed her black bag on the floor. Brushing her hair over her shoulder, she lifted the lid of the glass box and pulled out the sword, careful not to cut herself on its broken blade. The long, thin handle glistened in the moonlight that shone from between the thick curtains as Pippa stared at the old Cornish inscription. She knelt down, picked up her black bag, and pulled out a long piece of white linen. After neatly wrapping the Celtic sword, she placed it inside the bag.

      Pippa knew it was a bad career move to steal an artefact and sell it to a private buyer. In the archaeological world, it earned the culprit a certain reputation. If caught, she would need to find a new profession. As a teenager, she had dreamed of becoming an archaeologist and excavating in the beautiful deserts of Egypt. But that was all just a fantasy. A childish fantasy. The reality of modern archaeology was so different from the image she’d created in her mind.

      As she closed the glass case, she heard furniture scraping against the wall. Pippa froze.

      Shit, she must be awake.

      Her eyes widened, and her heart raced as she listened to the movements, hoping Elizabeth wouldn’t come into her office. But it was useless to panic. There was only one logical thing to do.

      Pippa tiptoed up the hall towards the main bedroom. She paused and looked over her shoulder. Tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. No one was there. She wasn’t superstitious or easily spooked, but she could have sworn someone was watching her. She knew it. Perhaps the adrenaline rush of the break-in had heightened Pippa’s senses and caused her to become paranoid. Besides, it wasn’t a break-in if someone had the key, she’d reassured herself as she planned every detail of this operation.

      Pippa refocused her attention towards the open bedroom door at the end of the hall.

      What is she doing?

      As she reached the bedroom, she saw the source of the loud snoring. It was coming from the next room, the living room. The light from the moon pierced through the tiny crack between the thick, heavy curtains, highlighting Elizabeth. She was lying on the sofa with her mouth wide open and a pair of red heels lay scattered across the room. She was still in the same black dress she’d left the museum in over ten hours ago.

      Pippa lifted an eyebrow and cocked her head to the side as she clutched the bag close to her chest. On the couch, Elizabeth was stirring. Pippa held her breath as she watched Elizabeth wheeze and gurgle then roll onto her side. She needed to get out of there before Elizabeth woke up. She looked down at the sleeping archaeologist then stepped into the shadows, away from the light.

      As she plotted her exit, Pippa once again felt that she wasn’t alone. It was as if she had an audience watching her every move. She froze. She turned around, half expecting to see someone standing in the doorway between the hall and the living room. No one was there.

      Don’t panic.

      That was the last thing she needed to do. With heightened senses and anxiety came mistakes. Right now, she had to focus. Pippa needed to get out of there before Elizabeth woke up.

      Pippa gasped as she felt the coolness of a sharp blade thrust into her back. She looked to her left. In the reflection of the darkened television screen was the outline of a dark figure standing behind her. So, she wasn’t paranoid.

      Pippa dropped the black bag and pressed her hand against her chest, struggling to breathe. As she fought for air, she felt a sharp pain as the knife was pulled out and her lungs filled with blood. The room spun, and the carpet of Elizabeth’s living room drew nearer by the second. What hurt most was the betrayal. Worst of all, she hadn’t seen it coming until it was too late.
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      James Lalonde dropped his keys into the small bowl on top of the dark wooden shoe cabinet next to the front door. A little chirp cried out from the smartphone in his pocket. More work, the perfect way to spend the last twenty-two minutes of his Sunday evening.

      Valentine is going to scream at me.

      That was how every Sunday evening played out. He expected this weekend to be no different. Piles of editing and an angry girlfriend screaming at him in French.

      As chief editor of the Northampton Tribune, James had a mountain of work to climb and would never reach its summit. He sighed. This was not the job he had wished for as a fresh-faced student. He had dreamed of investigative journalism and the same clichéd fantasies every journalism student imagined: writing in war zones, uncovering government secrets, and exposing corruption. And maybe one day, when he was too old to chase down stories, he would become the chief editor of a newspaper. He’d received his wish, but it had come thirty years too early. And now he longed for the adrenaline rush that came with chasing a story.

      James walked down the hall and dumped his bag on the chair at the end of the kitchen table. He pulled out his phone and stared at the screen—he needed to assess the damage. Two messages had come through. The first was his best friend Liam wanting to catch up, and then there was the second. As usual, Harry Lancaster, the owner of the Northampton Tribune, wanted to Skype about the layout of page one. On James’s first day as editor, Harry had promised to guide him through his new role. After a year, Harry would step back and observe the paper from afar. Three years later, and this was the man’s idea of stepping back. But James had expected that. Harry had the reputation of being hands-on and epitomised the Oxford dictionary’s definition of micromanagement.

      He sighed as he continued to stare at his screen. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a handwritten envelope with his name on it on the kitchen table.

      A large stone formed in the pit of his stomach as he recognised the handwriting. He looked around the room and listened to the silence of the house.

      ‘Valentine,’ he called out into the emptiness, but he got no response.

      Silence was never a good sign, especially from Valentine. He had expected her to lecture him about his work addiction the second he stepped through the front door. But this evening was different. He was all alone.

      He took a deep breath, reached out, and slid the envelope towards him. He stared at the ink on it. A chirp cried out from his phone and disrupted the silence. He rolled his eyes. Another message had come through with one more item to add to his never-ending to-do list.

      The handwriting was perfect and neat. It was as if Valentine had taken her time and not written it in a last-minute rush. She loved writing letters and had attended many calligraphy courses throughout their relationship.

      This letter seemed different, though perhaps it was his overactive imagination. There was only one way to find out.

      James opened the envelope, careful not to tear the letter within. Inside was a single ivory page with Valentine’s message.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      As he read the elegant script, the faint smell of Valentine’s perfume—a remnant of where her wrist had brushed the paper—took James’s mind to a cold winter’s afternoon three years earlier. It was January. The sun had already set, and a chilly wind howled through the platform as James wrapped his arms around Valentine’s waist and drew her closer. Her eyes reminded him of new, green shoots on the first day of spring. There was something slightly hypnotic about them.

      ‘I hate this train station. Too many bad memories,’ he said with a smile as he bent to kiss her ruby-red lips.

      Valentine twisted her knotted blonde hair around her neck and down her right shoulder. ‘It’s saying goodbye every week for the last three months that makes this hard.’

      ‘I know.’

      She reached up and kissed him on the cheek.

      ‘Maybe I could talk to my editor and get you a position at the paper. He’s always up to his eyeballs in work, and I’m sure he’d find you something. It might be a junior position, but you could move in with me so expenses would be low. That way, we wouldn’t have to spend our Sunday evenings in this horrible station.’

      James took a deep breath and pulled Valentine a little closer.

      Her cheeks flushed dark crimson as she bit the inside of her lip and stared at the ground. ‘So, you’re springing this on me now, on the platform, one minute before my train leaves for London?’ She looked up into his sparkling blue-green eyes.

      ‘Hey, you hate working at the Standard.’

      ‘James—’

      ‘I realise the timing isn’t brilliant. But I was meaning to ask you all weekend. Actually, I planned to ask you on Friday night, but I was worried you would say no.’

      ‘So that was the reason for the romantic dinner.’

      ‘Maybe. But every time I tried to raise the subject, you reminded me I’m not allowed to talk about work at the weekends.’

      ‘But in answer to your question, yes, I’d love to work at your paper.’ Valentine moved her hand up James’s chest and around his neck, leaned in, and kissed him. ‘I’ve got to go.’

      She slipped into the carriage as the doors closed and the train rolled out of the station.
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        * * *

      

      James stared out the window, the ivory piece of paper drifting towards the floorboards. A tear trickled down his cheek. He gasped as a lone thought swirled around in his mind, jolting him back to reality. As he turned and sprinted up the stairs towards the main bedroom, James slammed the vibrating phone onto the polished tabletop. Another message had come through.

      The door handle banged against the wall as James burst into the bedroom. He dived straight for the small, round, black knobs on Valentine’s side of the closet. He thrust the doors open and stared at the empty void before him. A space once overflowing with clothes was now bare. His trembling hands slammed the doors shut. He turned around and walked towards the chest of drawers and opened the top ones.

      They were empty.

      As he closed them one by one, his eye caught the framed picture resting on top of the dresser. He grabbed it with one hand as his legs gave way and he collapsed onto the bed. Tears streamed down his cheeks, falling onto the picture of him and Valentine taken on the steps of the Northampton Museum of Anthropology, a memento from their first year together. James caught the reflection of his reddened eyes in the glass, threw the picture aside and, ran down the stairs towards the kitchen.

      He picked up his phone, swiped his finger across the screen, selected her number from his contacts lists then listened to the dialling tone. ‘The number you have called is not available. Please try again later,’ a robotic voice called out of the handset.

      ‘She’s left me,’ he whispered.

      James stabbed the red button to end the call. He sighed as a Skype video call rang through to his phone. Merde, it’s Harry. I have to answer this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

          MONDAY: 7:08 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      James took a deep breath as he walked across the newsroom floor and darted in and out of the sea of cubicles, all lined with books, stacks of newspapers, and random printouts. Then he saw it. A sharp pain shot deep into his chest below his sternum as the empty workstation came into view. His breathing quickened as he approached the lone chair tucked into a desk. The only items that remained on the table were a computer, a monitor, a mini desk calendar, a small grey sharpener, and a phone. A grey name plaque reading “Valentine Charlet” hung on the light-grey-carpeted partition wall.

      She’s gone.

      James surveyed the empty newsroom. Thankfully, no one was present to witness the second shattering of his heart. He had expected her not to be at work, but a naïve part of him was hoping for a second chance and thought he might catch her cleaning out her desk.

      A cold hand rested on James’s shoulder, breaking his concentration. James whirled around to see his senior journalist, Gavin Whitehead, standing behind him.

      ‘If you need to talk, you know where to find me.’ Gavin continued to pat James’s shoulder.

      ‘I’m fine.’ James’s eyes lingered on the empty cubicle.

      ‘I can tell she left you.’

      ‘Did Valentine say something to you?’ James refocused on Gavin.

      ‘No, she would never do that.’ Gavin gave him a weak smile. ‘You, however, look like shit. It’s as if you’ve been up all night with something on your mind. Something other than work.’

      James tried to hold back the tears as he stared at her empty desk. ‘Great, everyone will know.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but the best thing you can do is come up with a reason for her absence that takes the focus off your break-up,’ he said as James sighed. ‘There’ll be fewer questions that way.’

      James turned around and continued to walk toward his office. He had to reassign a story to an overloaded staff of journalists. This was never a popular decision, but it had to be done. On top of this, he had to rehire for the vacant junior position. Deep down, James knew Valentine was never coming back. She had made up her mind, and he was left to clean up the mess. James couldn’t drag his feet on the rehire—he was already short-staffed.
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        * * *

      

      The early morning sun shone through the window of James’s office and highlighted the array of dust particles on the dark wooden tabletop. James sat on the edge of his desk and clicked the end of his pen. A group of journalists stood around watching his blue-green eyes drift up and down the notepad in his hands. His task was harder than he had imagined, especially since Valentine had arranged an interview that was due to start in less than twenty-two minutes. It was the fourth piece of bad news that he’d received in the last eight hours, but this news was courtesy of the Tribune’s internal calendar system.

      A part of his job as chief editor of the daily Northampton Tribune was to manage the story assignments among his team of journalists, ensure accurate fact checking, and edit every story that crossed his desk. He also had to reassign Valentine’s story to an unlucky, overworked soul. Reassigning a piece was never a popular decision. But he had chosen a victim and another as a backup.

      ‘Margaret, remind me again what you’re working on.’

      James continued to stare at his notepad and clenched his jaw, awaiting the inevitable response.

      ‘I’m covering the Northampton Festival of Food and Wine,’ she said. ‘It’s a week-long festival. And I’m doing it all on my own.’

      James bit the inside of his lip and continued to stare at the list of stories.

      Imagine how shitty Margaret would be if she had to edit her copy.

      James glanced up at her and smiled, then refocused on the lone story on the pad with no name next to it. It was to his great pleasure that Margaret Winters had the ultimate job security. She was the sister-in-law of the owner, Harry Lancaster. James had sworn to Gavin that she spent her downtime thinking of creative ways to test his patience, and all he could do was smile and pray that Margaret would trade in her journalistic dreams for something else. But three years later, he was still praying.

      ‘Simon, do you have time to interview—’ holding the notepad and pen in one hand, James looked down at the phone on his desk, tapped the home button, and read the notes on the screen, ‘—Elizabeth Carmichael about the Arthurian Exhibit in the Northampton Museum of Anthropology?’

      ‘I’m sorry, but I have three film reviews to write, one of which is exclusive to the online edition. And I need to see two of those films.’ Simon forced a smile.

      ‘Yes.’ James stared at the notes on the screen. ‘I don’t recall seeing that review on my desk.’

      James looked up at Simon and raised his eyebrows.

      Simon rubbed the back of his neck and looked at the floor, avoiding James’s gaze. ‘Yeah, I’m a little behind.’

      James returned his gaze to the pad in his hand and scraped the end of his pen through his thick, dark-blond hair and along his scalp. He rolled his eyes. If he continued to go through his journalists in this manner, he would end up with the same result—an unassigned story and white space in the paper’s culture section.

      Part of him wanted to leap at the chance of stepping out of the editor’s chair and pursuing a story, even if it was an interview with a curator of a small museum. He was desperate for a change of scenery, and this surprised him.

      How long is it going to take to interview someone about
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