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by
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This will be my last book. I won’t write another. The reasons should be clear by the time you come to the end of this story. That’s an interesting word – story. Is this a true story? Is it a memoir? Or fiction? I can’t say. You may have found this book on the true crime shelf, or in the thriller section of your local bookstore. It doesn’t matter. Forget about that. There are only two things you need to know:


1. On my specific instructions my publishers have not edited this text. There have been no editorial notes, structural edits or other outside interference. It’s just you and me.


2. From here on in, don’t believe a single word you read.


J. T. LeBeau,


California, 2018.




THE BEGINNING OF THE END


August


Paul Cooper waited outside a theater on La Brea Avenue in the hot midday sun with a gun in his pocket and a head full of bad ideas. He took off his sunglasses, wiped the sweat from his forehead onto the sleeve of his tee and went over the plan one more time.


He would wait for the guests inside the theater to leave. Paul had managed to secure a spot close to the barrier, on a fenced-off walkway leading from the theater to the curb. The mourners would have to walk right by him as they made their way to the street and their waiting limos. It gave him the best view of the crowd. The target was here. He was sure of that. More than likely in the theater. Less likely to be in the crowd but he scanned the faces of the people around him nonetheless. He couldn’t miss this opportunity. When he saw the target, he would draw that .38 from his pants pocket and pull the trigger in their face.


The lot outside the theater was full. A crowd of two to three hundred people lined either side of the barriers. They were paying their respects to their dead idol. The theater wasn’t showing a play that day. No, the space had been booked for a memorial service dedicated to the late J. T. LeBeau.


The service had started late and progressed slower than advertised in the program. Like all memorial services, the speeches went on for far too long. What were the organizers supposed to do? Were they supposed to drag Stephen King or John Grisham off the stage? And while the writers read extracts from LeBeau’s work in the air-conditioned theater, outside, the fans clutched books, held aloft signs, sung and supported each other in their collective, unearned grief.


Paul felt sick. Either it was the mass hysteria around him, grown women crying for a dead author, or the heat. Or both. Or the bellyful of vodka. He’d needed a few stiff drinks to stop his hands shaking.


He didn’t have a real taste for killing. Not yet. He had blood on his hands – a lot of blood. But this was somehow different. This one was special.


Every time he caught the name LeBeau in the air around him, that knife in his stomach twisted just a little bit more. While J. T. LeBeau was a household name, the author was definitely not a well-known face. The opposite, in fact. No one in the crowd had ever met the writer. They may own every edition of LeBeau’s novels, they may even own one of the rarer signed copies of that famous first novel, they may think they know the writer through close-reading of the work, but none of them had ever met their hero. None of them had even seen a picture of LeBeau, much less met him. And now they never would. Dead writers can’t do signings.


Four people in the world knew the real identity of J. T. LeBeau. And one of those four people was about to eat a bullet fired from the .38 Special in Paul Cooper’s pocket.


The glass doors that lined the entrance to the theater opened and a crowd poured out into the punishing Los Angeles heat. Of course, they’d dressed for it. Pale linen suits hung off the bony shoulders of the men pushing their way to their cars. Most preferred white or cream suits with black ties sufficing as a token of respect. A mournful black suit would be murderous in this heatwave. The women were more formally attired, sacrificing comfort to please etiquette. Somber silk dresses clung to their legs as they adjusted their hats and put on their shades.


Sweat dribbled down his cheek and into his beard. He scooped the bottom of his shirt into his hands and wiped his face, momentarily exposing a pale belly. When he let the shirt fall it stuck to his midriff. The gun felt heavy in his pocket. It also weighed on his mind. He checked the crowd again, putting a foot on the base of the barrier and standing up, craning his neck above the heads of those around him. No sign of the target in the masses. He started to doubt his plan. Maybe the target wouldn’t show after all.


And then, without warning, there was no more time for thinking.


There he was. On the red carpet. Five feet away. Walking past, head bowed.


He’d visualized this moment many times. Would he gaze, terrified, at the muzzle of the gun? Would he cry out? Would security have time to react?


There were four armed guards surrounding the target. Moving in tandem, slowly and deliberately. And while the target kept his head down, the security surrounding him watched the crowd on either side of the barrier carefully.


As soon as that shot rang out, the guards would be scrambling for him. He knew he was about to kill someone, in broad daylight, in front of five hundred witnesses. And he knew he would get away with it. No question. Getting away with murder was the easy part. After all, Paul was responsible for at least a couple of corpses. Probably more. It was too easy to lose count.


The hard part for Paul would be pulling the trigger. It’s never easy. Gripping the barrier with one hand, his other delved into his pocket and locked around the gun. He told himself he could do this. A ripple went through his guts, sending hot acid into his throat. He swallowed it back down then blew sweat off his lips. His heart jacked up the drumbeat in his ears.


He thought of all that he’d suffered. If anything would get him through the next ten seconds it was rage. He needed it. He had to build his anger into an unstoppable engine that would propel him into this act. For the last few months he’d thought of nothing but revenge. Revenge for the betrayals, the lies, and the pain.


Do it, he thought. Do it now!


Paul began to pull the gun. But then he froze. A hand was on his shoulder.


The person behind him leaned forward, and Paul felt their hot breath on his neck as they spoke.


Even with the people tightly packed around him, and the blood roaring through his system, he heard those words as clear as a trumpet blast. And it was a blast. A simple statement. Spoken plainly. Paul felt those words strip the flesh clean off his back.


‘I know who you are,’ said the voice in his ear. ‘You’re J. T. LeBeau.’




CHAPTER ONE


4 months ago


The last thing Maria had expected was to fall in love.


And yet she couldn’t deny it any longer. Maria was in love with Daryl. Beautiful, thoughtful Daryl. They lay in bed together with sunlight warming their skin. The breeze from the bedroom window an occasional respite from the heat of their passion. Maria caught the smell of the sea in Daryl’s hair. His lips pressed to hers. His hands held her body.


And she wanted nothing more than Daryl that afternoon.


She locked her legs around his waist, crossing her ankles, cinching him tightly. His eyes closed. His mouth opened as she felt his body quiver.


When he was done, she eased apart her legs and gently pushed him off. He rolled to the side and slumped down in the bed beside her. Maria turned away and stared out of the full-length window at the sea. It was calm and pure blue. A dog played on the small stretch of sandy beach at the bottom of the hill leading down from her house. She listened but couldn’t hear it barking. Too far away. A young couple came into view as they walked along the beach. The girl waved a stick at the dog before hurling it into the surf and linking arms with her lover.


Maria felt a hole growing in her stomach. Her throat was coarse and dry.


She turned over and looked at Daryl. He lay on his back, the rise and fall of his stomach slowing as he caught his breath. She kissed him. That kiss was full of longing. Maria knew she truly loved Daryl. That this was real. And that hole in her stomach came from knowing that she might never walk on the beach with him. Not like that young couple out there on the sand. She drew back, held his face in her hands.


Yes, Maria loved this man, but she was married to someone else.


The thought of her husband felt like someone bumping into a record player, making the needle jump across the grooves in the vinyl, scratching reality into a love song. She had things to do. Had to clean up. She kissed him again. A peck. More of a call to action than a kiss. The real world was threatening to invade her time with Daryl – to steal him back from her and send her crashing to reality.


‘You okay?’ he said.


‘I’m good,’ said Maria. ‘Just thinking I have to change the sheets now.’


‘Give me a sec and I’ll help you,’ said Daryl.


He got up and walked to the en suite bathroom. Maria found her clothes in a pile at the foot of the bed and dressed in her jeans and blouse. She tied up her long black hair with a band and set about stripping the bed. When Maria had a job to do, she did it fast. She couldn’t abide laziness. Every task she undertook she hit at a hundred miles an hour. Tidying, washing, cleaning, walking, even making love.


She almost ripped the duvet cover as she tore it off. Then she gathered it in her arms and threw it behind her, into the bathroom. There was a big linen basket in there. After she’d pulled off the sheet, she balled it, but this time she turned and threw it. She went back toward the bed to get the pillowcases and felt something hard underfoot. She’d stepped on something. Daryl’s pants. Picking them up, she tossed them into the bathroom too.


‘Thanks,’ said Daryl.


By the time Daryl put on his blue jeans and came out of the bathroom, Maria was unfolding the fresh sheets she kept in a drawer below the mattress. He switched on the radio on the nightstand. It was tuned to a rock station. Her husband’s preference. Daryl hit the search button, found a station that played eighties hits and smiled when the first beats of an A-HA song played. One of Maria’s favorites. And he knew it. She could tell by the wry smile on his face. Daryl took one end of the sheet and helped her lay it on the bed. He stuffed the sheet under the mattress without folding the corners. Maria came around to his side of the bed, took the sheet out and folded the corner. Daryl lifted the mattress letting her slip the sheet underneath. Her husband had never changed the sheets. Never helped her with anything. She found herself rocking with the beat, prompting one of those big easy smiles from Daryl. He put his hands on her hips, felt her swaying and drew her to him, gently kissing her neck. She giggled, released herself from his grip. If he planted one more kiss she knew where it would lead. She would be back in bed with him. He was irresistible. She didn’t want that – she would only have to change the sheets again.


She’d moved into the house with her husband just after they were married. It would be their two-year anniversary next month. She wasn’t looking forward to it. Next week it would be her five-month anniversary with Daryl. She knew which one she was looking forward to most. And it wasn’t her wedding anniversary. Maria stood back, satisfied with the bed. Her husband would never know. Although, it was getting to the point where she wanted him to find out. The only reason she held off was because she didn’t want to spook Daryl. Things were getting serious, and with every passing day Daryl became more precious. No way she wanted to mess that up.


She hadn’t found work since she set foot in the town. There was no great demand for public relations managers in Port Lonely. There was not a great demand for anything. An emptiness hung about the streets even in summer when the sidewalks were filled with tourists and holiday-home residents. This town felt like a rich, shit-kicker’s paradise. A handful of decent restaurants, one main street with a dozen stores and nothing in them that she wanted to buy, two golf courses and the sea. That was Port Lonely.


After the first year in town Maria felt herself sliding into a dark place. At first, she flirted with men in restaurants on the rare occasions her husband took her out. She would catch the eye of the best-looking man in the room, then look away, smiling as soon as they returned her gaze. When that failed to provoke a response, she thought about taking it further – maybe having a one-night-stand, but she never did. Her husband continued to travel for work, leaving her alone. He said marketing was a people business, and face-to-face worked best. Then she met Daryl last December. Things changed. If she hadn’t met Daryl, Maria was convinced she would’ve gone quite mad.


‘Would you like me to run you a bath? Or do you wanna smoke first?’ said Daryl.


He was only half dressed. His shirt still lay on the chair beside the window, and his pants were slung low. Belt still undone. A thin layer of sweat coated his hard stomach. Daryl liked to workout, dive, surf, and smoke, but not necessarily in that order. The smoking wasn’t a problem in the motels they used on the highway out of town, but it was more problematic at home. She often liked to relax in a bath after spending time with Daryl. It soothed her, eased her into a different life.


Maria’s throat felt dry, but she wanted a cigarette more than the bath. Never a hard smoker, Maria only felt the craving after sex or a bottle of wine.


He stood there, silently, gazing at his nails and waiting for her response. She didn’t want to answer him, and found herself biting her lip, delaying her reply so she could merely look. Maria didn’t take Daryl to her bed for his conversation. It wasn’t that kind of relationship. He was unlike anyone she had ever met. There was a quiet freedom in Daryl. A handsome drifter quality. He was a beautiful bird that Maria had decided to keep. Not to say that Daryl was dumb, either. He knew about a great many subjects. Or more accurately, he knew a little about a great many things. There was no depth to his knowledge, but Maria didn’t care. Daryl had presence. Something in his butter-blond hair and the hard lines on this face that made people look at him. She was happiest wrapping herself in his thick arms and rocking gently in the sun chairs on her porch while they smoked.


‘Give me a second, then we’ll go out. I don’t want the smell in the house,’ said Maria.


Slinging his shirt over his shoulder casually, Daryl led her downstairs. The house still looked like something out of a realtor’s brochure, albeit a property that had been on the market for a long time. The cream paint job had started to dull and the cracks, covered up by the previous seller, had re-appeared at certain points on the ceiling. Two weeks before, she asked if she could redecorate. That still stuck in her throat – that she had to ask her husband. He’d told her no. He liked the house just fine the way it was, and she should find herself another project. Preferably one that didn’t cost too much money and ideally one that he could control.


Maria followed Daryl through the kitchen, out the glass doorway and onto the back porch. Two rocking chairs were set up. The chairs were painted green, in a distressed style, which looked to Maria as if the guy who was supposed to be painting the chairs was distressed and this had shown in his work.


‘Goddamn it,’ said Daryl.


He’d fished a pack of Camel’s out of his jeans and was examining the contents. Maria watched him tip loose tobacco and the remains of two broken cigarettes into his palm.


‘Oh, sorry. I thought I felt something in your jeans when I stepped on ’em,’ said Maria, apologetically.


‘It don’t matter, honey,’ said Daryl, scrunching the pack and the broken smokes in his hand and tossing them into the long grass beyond the porch. A stark contrast to the time spent with her husband. His melancholy gaze didn’t draw her in like it used to. She had realized that her husband could not be warmed and opened up like she had imagined. When she’d met her husband, he was a sweet man with a great sadness that clung to him. Maria had recognized something of that sadness in her too, and their relationship seemed marked by each one trying to fix the other. She thought she could change him, make him happy and thereby fix the part of her that was never happy. A bad way to start a marriage. Like two junkies trying to get each other clean. Ultimately, she realized she could not change him, or warm the ice that lay deep inside him like a wound. Daryl didn’t need to be thawed, he was warm and open, playful and kind. Maybe a little simple, but the best things in life were exactly that – simple. Somehow, to Maria, sharing that closeness with Daryl, that silence on the porch, was deeper and more satisfying than what went on the bedroom.


‘I know where I can get some cigarettes,’ she said. And with that, she turned and went back into the kitchen. She could hear Daryl padding after her as she made her way into the hall. Together, they stopped in front of an oak door. Maria reached up to the sill above the frame. Her fingers touched something cold and metallic. She brought down a small key and unlocked the door to her husband’s study. Strict about his privacy, her husband had left a key above the mantel on the doorframe for one reason – he kept a revolver hidden behind a volume of Dickens on his bookshelf. If an intruder got into the house, she knew where to find the gun.


Inside the study she saw dark oak paneling. Books lined one wall. A globe in one corner. A solid, wide desk at the end of the room, facing the door. A green banker’s lamp on the desk and a laptop and notebook beside it. Maria stood to one side to let Daryl in.


‘He keeps a pack around here somewhere. I know he has a sneaky cigarette sometimes. I can smell it on him occasionally. And in the room too. He likes to think I don’t notice these things,’ she said.


‘Then he obviously doesn’t know you too well,’ said Daryl, placing his arms around her waist and nuzzling her neck. She playfully pushed him away. If she didn’t stop him right away she knew she would only end up making love again. The bed was one thing. Having sex on her husband’s desk, in his private study, somehow felt a step too far. Her husband was not a bad man. He could be distant and cold, but she knew he loved her and showed as much affection as he could. Two years ago, that was enough to get married. Now, she realized that she had married him for all the wrong reasons. Maria had been in love with the idea of the man her husband could be. She was young, and romantic. She had begun to realize that. Turns out, he couldn’t live up to her ideal.


Together they searched the bookshelves, the hidden roll-back compartment in the globe. Daryl moved on to the desk while Maria checked behind the model airplanes, the toy cars, and framed photographs of her and her husband which he kept on the shelves.


She heard a crack of splintering wood and whipped around to see Daryl holding a pack of cigarettes in one hand, and a broken desk drawer in the other.


‘Found ’em. Shit, sorry. It came away in my hand. I thought it was stuck so I gave it a tug,’ said Daryl.


‘Shit!’ said Maria.


Papers had fallen out of the drawer onto the rug, and Maria could see a small piece of wood had broken away at the top of the drawer where the locking mechanism had once been housed.


‘Jesus, he’s going to notice this,’ she said.


‘When is he due back?’


‘Sunday night.’


It was Friday afternoon. The chances of getting a carpenter skilled enough to mend the lock and the drawer in that timeframe looked to Maria about as thin as Daryl’s résumé.


‘Shit, shit, shit. Don’t just stand there, help me pick this stuff up,’ said Maria.


They knelt on the rug together, gathering up loose pages that had tipped out of the drawer and onto the rug. Some were merely scribbles, some were draft marketing strategies for his clients, some rough notes probably about one of his campaigns, and some were newspaper clippings – yellowed with age. Once Maria had made a neat pile on the floor, she turned to Daryl to collect the pages he’d picked up and sorted.


Only Daryl hadn’t sorted any pages. He was staring at a single piece of paper, his lips making a perfect O.


‘I knew you guys were doing pretty good, but babe, I’d no idea you were this rich,’ he said with a stupid grin on his face.


Maria’s eyebrows knitted, she snatched the page from Daryl. Her husband had his investments, his marketing consultancy which brought in low six figures every year. They had twenty-grand in a savings account. Financially, they were just okay. They were not well heeled, as her husband continually reminded her.


She looked at the document. A bank statement from last year. Two million dollars had been paid to a checking account with her husband’s name on it. The account had their home address in the top left-hand corner. She checked the date on the statement, looked at the amounts. Checked the name again. Then checked the spelling.


Her husband had a secret bank account.


Two payments were made in the last year. Roughly six months apart. One million dollars per payment. And more had been paid the previous year. The balance on the account sat at over twenty million dollars.


A flood of excitement swept through her, capturing her breath, holding it, boiling it into rage. She felt a hot flush on her neck, and sweat broke out on her face.


Her little rebellions in the bedroom were nothing, absolutely nothing compared to this. This liar of a husband.


At that moment, Maria said something she didn’t really mean. A statement with no truth in it. Weightless words, spoken in anger. And yet, once she’d heard those words out loud, she was surprised that she’d uttered them.


‘I’m gonna kill him,’ she said.




CHAPTER TWO


Too angry to object, Maria sat in Daryl’s convertible while he drove them into town for a drink she didn’t want. She didn’t care what the wind was doing to her hair, she just sat with her elbow on the door and her hand pressed to her lips while she watched the sea disappear behind a tall cliff as the car wound its way toward the town. In some ways, she felt glad to be out of that house.


He tried to talk to her, but she couldn’t hear him too well over the roar of the engine and the sound of the wind whipping all around them. Eventually, Daryl shut up. The embarrassing silence that greeted each and every sentence had eventually gotten the better of him.


Memories of her short marriage fluttered by like signposts on the road.


That time she bought those expensive designer shoes – the look on his face. Their one-year anniversary – all the complaining he’d done about the champagne. He didn’t drink much, and he thought one champagne was just as good as another. So why did Maria have to buy a vintage bottle that cost almost two hundred dollars? She even remembered the way he’d said it – two hundred dollars. Like she’d just bought a chateau in the south of France.


When they first met, her husband-to-be had struck her as a lonely man. He’d had that look on his face the night she said ‘hi’ to him in a basement bar in Manhattan. Before her husband, Maria had a string of confident boyfriends. Talented men, with egos, motorcycles, and most of them with a gift for music. Troubled would also have been a good descriptor for those men. Men that women wanted. Barely a night would go by without her catching another woman gazing, longingly, at her man.


That never happened with her husband. He was good-looking, with nice hair and a cute smile. Yet there was a sadness that lingered around his eyes – always. Maybe that was what had drawn her to him that night. Looking back, he had not been so worried about spending money when they first dated. Not so that she had noticed.


Maria shook her head. She couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid. All of those times he’d made her feel small about money when all along it wasn’t really about money.


It was about control.


She had not made love to her husband in months. He was always tired. Always working late at night in his office. Occasionally he would unwind with a bottle of wine, or a joint, and they would make love on those nights, but those occasions had grown more and more rare.


In this last year she had sensed that her husband was keeping something from her. When they talked about their lives before marriage, her husband had barely spoken, and a coldness had fallen on him. As if he had built a barrier between them, keeping certain parts of his life just to himself. Even when they sat together on the couch in the new house in Port Lonely, she would occasionally glance over at him, and find him lost in thought. Distant, even though he was holding her hand.


Now she knew. She had been right all along.


Her husband was not what he seemed to be, her life was not what she had envisaged, and none of it appeared to be within her control. She was on a train, bound for God knows where and she wasn’t enjoying the ride. She tried to do other things. Keep herself busy. A pottery class sounded good at first, then she found that she hated the feel of the clay beneath her fingers. There was no gym in town, so she developed a habit of working out at home then going to the country club for breakfast. It was there that she had first met Daryl. He waited tables at the country club, and she’d noticed him but they had never spoken. It was the boredom of Port Lonely one weekend that eventually brought them together. Having ditched her pottery class, she booked a scuba diving lesson instead. When she came down to the marina on that cool December morning, she was surprised, and more than a little pleased to discover Daryl putting on a wetsuit. He was her instructor. She’d liked his smile, and that look in his eyes. They held hands underwater, and he proved to be a patient and careful instructor. She booked another lesson straight away. At the end of the lesson the following week she’d suggested they get a drink, and they’d ended up in a motel that same night.


She knew then that Daryl was something special. That eased the guilt. She wasn’t just sleeping around – Daryl meant something. Maybe she had made a mistake to marry. Maybe Daryl was her true love. He made her feel alive when they were together. That life was happening now. So much of her marriage was about what would happen in the future – when her husband wasn’t so busy, when things calmed down, when he had time. Daryl had all the time in the world for her. He always answered his phone when she called. Always paid the bill at the motel, and never complained when she went days without calling him.


There was a fire in him too. A heat when they made love. A connection in the quiet moments as they held one another. She felt safe and dangerous at the same time. The relationship with Daryl grew. He gave her what her husband no longer did: warmth. He never held back. There was a connection. An instant undeniable, almost cosmic bond. He made her feel like a twenty-one-year-old – silly, excited, protected and loved.


The car rounded a sharp corner, the cliff tops fell away to reveal the ocean. Up ahead she saw the beginnings of the town. Two years ago she’d sat beside her new husband in his Maserati on this same road, headed into town after they’d viewed the house for the first time. As they had driven past the large houses on the edge of town, and the club, and eventually parked up on Main Street, Maria thought she could build a life there. It was peaceful, and quaint and oh so very quiet. He’d laced his fingers in hers, smiled at her and said, ‘We’re going to be so happy here.’


For a while it had been true. They were happy. He worked on the house for months – refusing all but the most casual of help – a paintbrush laced with the color of his choosing. Then, when the house was finished, he started spending more time away. Business trips with clients. Golf with the boys on Sunday. Too tired to eat the meals she’d prepared when he did make it home. She wasn’t a good cook, but she tried and he didn’t seem to appreciate the effort. The quaint, cutesy quietness of the seaside town soon lost its charm. It was a new life. A lonely one. To Maria, it felt like she’d been dumped in the asshole of nowhere.


Daryl drove through Main Street, past the spot where Maria and her then new husband had parked and held hands. She closed her eyes and forced the memory away. Maybe she could use a drink after all.


Port Lonely had two bars. Maria had visited each only once before.


One bar called Clarence’s charged twelve dollars for a mojito and housed an aging jazz pianist who looked like he was digging his way out of the place through the piano, desperately trying to flee the smell of disinfectant and avocado.


The other bar didn’t know what a mojito was, and if they ever encountered an avocado they’d probably shoot it. They served both kinds of alcohol – beer and bourbon. Although on ladies’ night the bartender had been known to blow the dust off a bottle of tequila.


The locals favored the latter establishment, and normally had it all to themselves. Occasionally a group of young rich kids would stumble into the bar and they’d last around thirty seconds before one or all of them got too scared to stay. The sign outside the bar said, ‘Barney’s Place.’ Barney had been dead for twenty-five years and judging by the smell from the bathroom he was probably buried under the floor tiles.


Daryl pulled up outside Barney’s, and Maria held his arm as they went inside, there being no chance that anyone from the country club would see them together. The country club wear-a-tie-on-a-Sunday bunch wouldn’t go near Barney’s. Port Lonely’s locals served the rich, second-home types who didn’t tip much and didn’t mix with the hired help.


Apart from a few regulars who sat at the bar, the place looked empty. Maria took a table in the corner while Daryl got the drinks. It was dark inside. A neon Budweiser sign buzzed on the wall opposite, and what overhead lamps that still retained bulbs struggled to throw much light in her direction.


After some negotiation with the aging bartender, Daryl brought over two tequilas, each accompanied by a Miller chaser.


‘I know it’s messed up, but you should be happy,’ said Daryl, sitting down on the leather couch beside Maria.


She looked at him, shook her head and thought about her taste in men. They were either good-looking and stupid, or smart enough to be great liars. In her lifetime, she’d experienced both kinds. Her first long-term boyfriend could turn heads, but couldn’t turn his hand to earning a cent or working on the house. Her new one, the one she’d married, was a liar. A damn good one. And then there was Daryl. Sometimes he said the strangest things. He had a child-like innocence. Sweet. Cute. Gorgeous. Normally she let Daryl’s naivety form part of his charm. This time it was a little much. Her emotions were buzzing and whirling together like the flies around the neon Bud sign.


‘Are you for real? Can’t you understand what he’s done to me?’ she said, letting her voice rise.


‘Come on, I know it’s weird, but look on the bright side. You’re rich, girl.’


‘No, I’m not. What planet are you from?’


Spreading his hands wide, at that moment Daryl looked unsure about his planet of origin. Maria laid it out for him.


‘If he’s kept this from me, then there’s a reason. He’s got something else in his life that’s paying him millions – and I’m not part of it. Why? Is he a criminal? Does he have another family, another life somewhere when he goes away on these trips? What the fuck? And he won’t let me pay a cent over the odds on anything. I have an allowance. Did you know that? Three hundred a week. And if I go over that allowance he gets mad. Well, I’m mad now. Are you getting the picture?’


He nodded, chastised, picked up the shot glass. Maria clinked glasses with him, forced a smile to show she wasn’t mad at him, then they downed the tequila shots. She’d never liked tequila. That sickening burn began in her throat and she looked around the table for lemon. Daryl hadn’t brought any. Instead, she took a long drink from her bottle of Miller.


‘Sorry, babe,’ said Daryl.


Maria couldn’t tell if he was apologizing for not getting salt and lemon for the shot, or just sympathizing with her marital situation. Either way, she waved a hand at him to stop.


The beer bottles were slick with condensation and Daryl began to absently pick at the label. He concentrated on peeling off a section, and said, ‘Are you going to confront him with this?’


Before answering, Maria took another sip of beer. In truth, she hadn’t really decided. She didn’t know what to do. Part of her felt like waving the bank statement in his face. Another part of her just wanted to leave him and file for divorce. Somewhere in the back of her mind she knew that neither of those things were smart. Before she did anything drastic Maria knew she needed more details on the money. She heard the sound of the label tearing off the bottle in Daryl’s hand. He still wasn’t looking at her.


She knew then Daryl was also worried about himself. She could tell he was nervous. He didn’t want to be thrown in the man’s face by Maria.


Where did you get this money? Oh, by the way, I’ve been screwing one of the waiters from the club.


‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell him about … us,’ said Maria.


She’d almost said, Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell him about you, then changed her mind. This secret money had put a concrete block between her and her husband, and brought her closer to Daryl. Maria was no longer frightened to vocalize the relationship. It was there. Maybe even stronger because of this, but there was no denying it – sometimes they talked about what life would be like together, if she left her husband. She could tell Daryl wanted it, but he was nervous. He told her he didn’t have much to offer her. He waited tables, he taught people how to dive, how to surf – he didn’t rate his prospects as a financially secure partner, and there was a shame in that for him. At such times, Maria told him she didn’t care how much he made – but in truth, she worried about it. Maria wanted security. She needed it. Money had always been a problem, and she never wanted to have to worry about that again. It was the one thing that perhaps made her cling to her marriage. Security. Even if it was just three hundred dollars a week.


Reaching into her hip pocket, she brought out the bank statement. Unfolded it and laid it flat on the table.


All of the payments came from a company called LeBeau Enterprises. Something about that name felt familiar. LeBeau had some resonance to it. Sounding out the name in her head, she tried to remember if it was her husband who’d mentioned it. Nothing came to mind immediately, yet she knew if she thought hard enough about it, she would remember.


‘You ever hear of LeBeau Enterprises?’ she said.


While he thought over the question Maria watched Daryl’s eyes searching the floor. After a few seconds he shook his head gently, creased his forehead but didn’t say anything. He closed his eyes, gritted his teeth.


‘There’s something about that name, isn’t there?’ he said.


‘Yeah, I don’t know. It’s weird. There’s something at the back of my head … I just can’t bring it to mind. Maybe I’m not thinking straight.’


Maria looked around the dismal bar, her husband’s betrayal a knot in her throat so that when she spoke, her words fluttered with emotion. ‘Who am I kidding? I know I’m not thinking straight.’


‘Mind if I take another look?’ said Daryl.


He’d said it with a trace of optimism. Enough for Maria to let him have the statement. While looking through the entries, Daryl brought out a cell phone and began typing on the screen, scrolling through the results and checking the statement.


He smiled and said, ‘Son of a bitch.’


‘What?’


‘It matches. Holy shit, it matches!’


‘What are you talking about?’ said Maria, slipping her phone out.


‘Just a sec, let me double check,’ said Daryl.


Maria couldn’t wait. She typed the words LeBeau Enterprises into the search bar, hit return. The screen changed to white and a blue line began to struggle across the top of the page. Signal strength looked poor in the bar. Maria was tempted to ask the bartender if they had WiFi. She glanced over at him, watched him paw at the remote control for the TV then thought better of it.


Reversing his phone, Daryl pointed the screen at Maria and said, ‘Maybe you’re married to this guy.’


Maria took the phone from his hand. On the screen was a web page displaying books by a writer named J. T. LeBeau.


‘The date these payments are made on the bank statement tally with the publication dates for the last J. T. LeBeau books,’ said Daryl.


She clicked on the image of one of the books that showed a gun and a snake on the cover, scrolled down to the information section and checked the publication date. Glanced at the bank statement. Same date. Repeating the exercise for another two books, she saw the exact same pattern. Payment of one million dollars on publication date.


‘What does this mean? What does it have to do with Paul?’ she said.


Daryl folded his arms, smiled in a manner that displayed his own self-satisfaction.


‘Don’t you get it? This is huge. Your husband, Paul Cooper, is the J. T. LeBeau,’ said Daryl.


Maria put the phone down on the table, realized her mouth had fallen open and said, ‘Who the fuck is J. T. LeBeau?’





The New Yorker, May 2013


Who Is J. T. LeBeau?
by Brian Everett


Everyone loves a mystery. Sales of mystery, thriller and crime novels frequently eclipse that of literary fiction. One author who is clearly reaping the benefits is J. T. LeBeau. His (for we know it is a ‘he’) books have racked up sales in excess of 75 million copies. Someone in the world buys a J. T. LeBeau thriller every five and a half seconds. He is a household name in most countries. Chances are there’s a copy of at least one of his novels somewhere in your home. Readers can’t get enough of these page-turners. But a compelling, pacy plot with well-drawn characters doesn’t begin to account for this author’s appeal. Readers, booksellers and publishers all believe his incredible success is down to one major factor – the twist.


You never see it coming. And when you’ve put the book down, and gone through multiple twists and turns, the first thing you want to do is make one of your friends read the book so you can talk about it! (Editor’s note – ‘I’ve done this with every one of his books.’) And his publishers know it. There are no publicity tours, no appearances on This Morning on CBS, no bookstore signings, no interviews on NPR. Whatever the opposite of publicity might be – this is it. J. T. LeBeau is a pseudonym. A pen name. For whom? We don’t know. Nobody, not even his publishers, knows his real name. All we know is that the author is male. That’s as much as his publishers know, or maybe that’s all they’re willing to say.


In writing this article, I sought to avoid the dozens of pieces that have come before which speculate on the author’s true identity. Because that’s all it amounts to – speculation. Instead, I want to ask why?


Why does one of the world’s most beloved, bestselling and richest authors remain in hiding? Ask yourself, would you? I have been a writer for twenty-five years, I’ve published four books and nothing would give me greater pleasure than a room full of adoring fans waiting for me to pronounce my genius before signing their books.


Someone once said that being an author is show business for shy people. And that may be true. I’m definitely in the introvert category (I whisper my name to the barista at Starbucks and never complain when they get it wrong), but come on!


How shy do you have to be?


I do not believe that it is shyness. Nor any form of chronic introverted behavior. There just isn’t anyone on the planet who could resist the temptation to reach out and accept the love of millions of adoring fans.


My theory, for I recognize that theory it must be, is that there is a darker reason for J. T. LeBeau’s anonymity. It could be that J. T. LeBeau is an ex-con with a rap sheet that would make Hunter S. Thompson blush. Or perhaps LeBeau is a guy with two heads and some horrific skin disease who believes that the merest glimpse of his visage would put readers off his books for life. The former, rather than the latter, is my guess. For one reason alone.


At the heart of every good mystery, lies a crime.


And yet I cannot in good conscience accuse an unknown of misdeeds. There is of course a more commercial reason for the success of the J. T. LeBeau novels – the mystery of the author himself. The speculation surrounding the identity of the author feeds his audience just as much as the pace and twists of his stories. On publication of a LeBeau novel you can bet on at least a dozen print media articles, TV news pieces, and furious social media traffic on the continuing mystery surrounding the identity of the author. If all that went away, and we saw the man behind the mask, there is a chance, probably a very good chance, that the sales of the books would suffer as a result.


For now, J. T. LeBeau, the most famous unknown man in the world, will remain a mystery.




CHAPTER THREE


The bookstore on Main Street was virgin territory to Maria. They’d quickly finished their beers and Daryl led her across the street and down a block to Mission Books. On the right side of the window Maria saw a half dozen Christian books with strange titles like Jesus and Me, or Christ in the Digital Age. On the other side she saw what she supposed were the bestsellers: romance novels with limp-limbed women on the covers who were all being propped up from behind by a ripped guy with no shirt on, mysteries with ticking clocks or silhouettes of men on the covers, and children’s books with bright colorful drawings on the sleeve.


However, in the center of the window, in what was the prime position, she saw a number of books with a similar type of cover. The images on the books were all different, but the name on the front cover was the same. Bold type. Inch-high white lettering.


J. T. LeBeau.


Beneath the name of the author was a single sentence. The same one on each book. In the exact same place.


Seventy-Five Million Copies Sold.


‘You can’t be serious,’ she said. ‘This is Paul? Paul wrote these?’


‘Come on, let’s go inside. I need to check something,’ said Daryl.


She followed him inside, felt the air conditioning on the back of her neck as soon as she walked through the door and was tempted to stand there for a moment under the cool air. Pine flooring and solid wooden shelves painted pale blue set a neutral tone for the space, allowing the books to be the only sources of bold color. The store had a few customers. Two elderly women browsing in the true crime section. One of them had to be in her eighties. She was eagerly reading the blurb on the back of a book called The World’s Worst Sex Killers.


A tall, separate stand near the counter housed a display of books by J. T. LeBeau. She watched Daryl grab one of those titles and open it. He bowed his head, scanning the first pages. He stopped. Folded the book, keeping his index finger between the pages as a marker and beckoned Maria to him. He moved further into the store, into the corner dedicated to Christian works. There were no casual browsers in this section. She followed him and stood close. He opened the book and handed it to her.


It was a hardback novel, with a sleeve. He showed her the inside of the sleeve and there were no author photos on either inside fold. The bio for the author simply said, J. T. LeBeau is a pseudonym. Please respect the author’s privacy.


‘Half of the publicity around these books comes from journalists and bloggers who think they’ve tracked down the real author, but they never did find out for sure. There are theories and that’s about it. No one knows who LeBeau really is,’ said Daryl.


He then opened the book at the title page. On the other side of that page was the legal stuff. The fine print from the publishers that seemed to be on the inside pages of every book, although Maria had never read a word of it.


While she held the book open, Daryl said, ‘Let me check out the statement again.’


She reached into the hip pocket of her jeans, drew out the bank statement and gave it to him. Even though he said nothing, his eyes spoke of some wonderful discovery. He placed the statement on the title page of the book in front of her.


‘Look at the fine print,’ he said.


Maria read a series of bewildering numbers, probably something to do with the printing of the book, and then read the legal disclaimer. Whatever realization Daryl had experienced seemed to elude Maria, and she gripped the pages tightly.


Whispering through clenched teeth, she said, ‘What am I looking for exactly?’


‘Copyright,’ said Daryl, with a California smile.


Her eyes scanned further down the page. She stopped. Read the line from the page again and then looked at the bank statement. For half a minute she repeated this process, carefully examining the small text of the legal page against the spelling on the bank statement.


There was no doubting it. The deposits in Paul’s account had been made by LeBeau Enterprises. There it was again, on the page in the book in front of her.


© LeBeau Enterprises.


She felt sick. Covering her mouth, Maria turned and quickly left the store, ignoring Daryl’s calls for her to wait. Not knowing which way to turn, or what to do, Maria stood at the edge of the curb, bent over at the waist, and grabbed her knees. She sucked at the air, closed her eyes, swallowed down the bile threatening to rise up from her stomach. A foul taste filled her mouth and she knew she was going to vomit if she didn’t get a hold of herself.


Forcing herself to dry swallow helped. Her throat was still burning. The tequila had proven to be a bad idea. Somewhere, way down inside, she had retained skepticism of Daryl’s theory – surely Paul wouldn’t lie to her about this. How could he? A secret life as a multi-millionaire celebrity author. A life that he would not share with her.


Maria had grown up the hard way. A brutal father and a mother who loved her but could not save her. There was no money, no security and only small bouts of intermittent happiness. A trip to the movies, or a picnic in Central Park were the only times that Maria remembered being happy as a child. And even then, the happiness lasted no longer than an afternoon and it was always shadowed with the threat of what was awaiting her mother and her when they returned home.


Then at the age of ten, the accident happened.


After that, it was just her mother and her in the apartment in the Bronx. Until she was seventeen. They lived on her mom’s salary working six days a week at a deli counter. Times were tough. They didn’t have much, but they got by. When her mom died, she did what she could to make a life for herself. A cheap one. She got a job as an intern in an advertising agency in Manhattan that managed publicity campaigns. She wasn’t offered a job at the end of the internship – the agency made clear they didn’t employ young women who couldn’t afford their dress code. Maria managed bands instead, made a little money and blew through some boyfriends, each one worse than the last.


And one night, in a small bar on the Lower East Side, she met Paul. They met by chance. Maria ignored most men that hit on her. She saw him at the bar, and he looked so sad, so fragile. She struck up a conversation with him. He told her the band on stage were awful. They were Maria’s band. She told him and he laughed – said they had the best manager in the country, but they were still shit. He bought her a drink and they talked all night. They met up a few days later, and Paul didn’t seem so sad anymore. She had given him something, and that made her feel good. He was the first guy she’d met who didn’t want anything from her. He was just happy to be with her and, incredibly, also happy to take things slow.


He often said this, but not in a manner that made Maria feel rejection.


Let’s take things slow.


It was his mantra. And his escape clause. He knew everything about her. Apart from her father’s accident. She hadn’t told anyone what had really happened that night. She fell into a well-practiced lie about her father disappearing. He upped and walked out one night, never came back. A bad father walking out on his family was such a common story that no one ever questioned it. Certainly not Paul. Over the course of their relationship in those early days, Maria learned next to nothing about him.


He worked as a marketing consultant. He didn’t like to talk about his work. It was boring. No, he didn’t have any interesting clients. The only good thing was the pay and the fact that he could work from home. His parents were both deceased. No brothers or sisters. No friends.


When Maria pressed him, even gently, for a story about his childhood, or college or even how long he’d lived in New York – the shutters would come down. He would clam up, say nothing or change the subject. Eventually, Maria stopped trying.


He’d promised her a better life. Maria knew now he could have given her a great life, one where she didn’t have to fear how much she could spend, one where she could escape the constant worry about ending up like her mom. But he’d chosen to keep that life for himself.


As Maria bent over the curb, catching her breath, swallowing the bile, she caught sight of her two hundred dollar boots. The heel had cracked a week ago, and Paul reminded her how much those boots had cost. Told her to get them mended.


The memory arrived too quickly and too fully in her thoughts – so fast that her head began to spin. She vomited into the street, dots of tequila and spit sat on her suede boots. Daryl put his arm around her, brought her to his car and into the passenger seat. She felt dizzy and her legs were weak.


‘Let’s get you back to the house. Tell me if you’re gonna be sick and I’ll pull over,’ he said.


Slouching down into the passenger seat, Maria covered her eyes. A headache was coming – she could feel it. Getting out of the sun would help, and she asked Daryl to put up the top on the convertible. He huffed and muttered to himself while he fought with the vintage roof. The car was a classic, which meant it was a beautiful-looking pain in the ass.


They drove back in silence. She didn’t look at Daryl for the whole journey, but she could feel his eyes on her every now and again; the nervous glances of a man who was ready to pull over even it if meant hitting a ditch or a cornfield rather than have her ruin his upholstery.


Even though Daryl’s furtive glances were a distraction, Maria had time and silence in which to think. She wanted to confront Paul. At the same time, she knew he would just shut down. There would be no argument, no denials, he would just close himself off and leave the room, like he did whenever she tried to bring up his past.


And she had no moral high ground. This discovery, whatever it was, came through an invasion of his privacy. Basically, a breaking and entering. He could be so defensive when it came to his study. Now she knew why. There was no good way to bring it up. Nothing that would invariably tilt the power balance in her favor. What if he decided to divorce her because she broke into his desk? Would she be allowed to use those documents in divorce court if she technically stole them?


She rubbed her temples as Daryl pulled into her driveway.


‘Do you think it’s really him? That Paul is J. T. LeBeau?’ he asked.


‘He reads a lot. Mysteries, detective novels. That sort of shit. I don’t know. Could be? He sure isn’t getting paid millions of dollars to do marketing.’


Shielding her eyes from Daryl, Maria tried to think. The desk was a big problem. Maybe she could get the desk repaired? Then just take the bank statement to a lawyer and use it against him that way?


One thing she could not do was wait around any longer. He wasn’t due back for a few days. Could she sit on this for even one night? It felt like something that would eat into her every waking moment until she confronted him.


And the mere thought of that confrontation sent her heart rate pumping faster, and sweat broke out on her lip.


There had to be another way.


Maria got out of the car, closed the door behind her, and began walking to the front door. Daryl’s feet crunched on the gravel as he followed her. She put the key in the lock, opened the door and went straight to the study.


She wanted to look at the rest of the papers in that drawer. She found them on the floor, scanned through them again. The notes and scraps of paper were hard to decipher, but then she saw some words at the top of the page that made her stop and examine them closer.


Notes for Untitled Book Six. Hitchcock plot. Woman sees what may be a murder in an apartment window as she’s stationary at a stop light. No. Been done. Theme?


There were more notes like this on the other pages discussing character motivation, plot, timelines. She put these pages to one side and picked up the newspaper clippings. Some were fairly new, some yellowed with age. They were from the New York Times, the Guardian, the New Yorker, Time magazine. They all had a similar headline or theme.


Who is J. T. LeBeau?


Standing behind her, Daryl read over her shoulder. He said, ‘It’s him, isn’t it? Jesus H. I was right. Maria, it’s Paul. This is huge …’


Maria got up fast and said, ‘Don’t say a word to anyone. We can’t let this get out. Promise me.’


Her words calmed him, brought him back down to reality. Daryl was like a ten-year-old kid on Christmas Eve. His excitement threatened to get the better of him.


‘We could use this. This could be our way out. We could be together,’ she said.


Now she had a chance for a better life. The life she knew she desperately wanted. She just needed to figure out how to best use this lie against him.


And somehow explain what happened to the drawer. Even if she got it repaired, he would notice it. Paul noticed little things. This wouldn’t escape him. Maria paused, looked down at the broken drawer. This was a big problem. She didn’t want to let him know that she had been in the drawer or seen any of the documents. Not until she could figure out the best way to deal with the situation.


If she confronted him, what was he capable of? She thought about it, and decided that with what she’d learned in the last few hours she didn’t know her husband at all. He could leave her, take the money with him and never be seen again. Or worse, tell her that it was his money and she wouldn’t see a single dime of it. He could disappear. He had half disappeared already. She didn’t know this man. This man who left her on her own for weeks at a time. His cold stare, his pain. And then there was Daryl. Open, loving and devoted to her and she to him.


Whatever else she realized, she knew she was in no fit state to confront Paul tonight. And yet she couldn’t let it lie. Resentment and anger at the betrayal were all hitting her at once.


She walked out of the study, through the kitchen and out the back door to the porch. She looked over the dunes to the sea. The wind had picked up, and the surf boiled white. No one on the beach. The sky had begun to darken. A black cloud swollen with rain was rolling in from the coast. She heard Daryl’s footsteps on the porch before he came around the corner of the house.


She ignored him. Fixed her eyes to the horizon and knew then exactly how she would handle this.


‘You okay? Maybe I should let you process this. He’s still your husband, and maybe I’m making things too complicated.’


‘No,’ said Maria. ‘You’re not making things complicated. You’re all I have now. I love you.’


‘I love you too,’ said Daryl.


It was the first time he’d said it out loud.


‘I’m going to talk to him. Tonight. I can’t leave it any longer. I need him to come home, and explain this to me. I have to get him to open up. That’s the only way he’ll do it. If I confront him he’ll just shut down.’


‘Okay, do you want me to stay?’


‘That would be too much for him to deal with. I have to do it alone,’ she said, glancing back at the house, the broken drawer set in her mind. She needed an innocent explanation for the drawer. Something to get her off the hook, and get Paul talking about what was in the drawer.


‘Whatever you say. You need anything before I go?’ he said.


Maria took a deep breath. ‘Yes,’ she said and turned to him, her features set in grim determination. ‘Before you go I want you to hit me.’




CHAPTER FOUR


Paul Cooper’s fingers buzzed across the laptop. He hit the keys confidently. Each stroke had power. This pace always seemed to come when he was approaching the end of a novel. When he was starting out, staring at a blank screen, his keystrokes were slow, light and tentative. His fingers had to feel their way into a story.
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