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    Detective JG Reeder and his attractive secretary, Margaret Belman, almost suffered the wrath of John Flack, an unusual villain who pairs maniacal insanity with genius.


    Detective and criminal are well matched and the reader is kept in the dark about the outcome of this deadly duel for a long time.
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    Richard Horatio Edgar Wallace (1 April 1875 – 10 February 1932) was an English writer.


    Born into poverty as an illegitimate London child, Wallace left school at 12. He joined the army at 21 and was a war correspondent during the Second Boer War for Reuters and the Daily Mail. Struggling with debt, he left South Africa, returned to London and began writing thrillers to raise income, publishing books including The Four Just Men (1905). Drawing on time as a reporter in the Congo, covering the Belgian atrocities, Wallace serialised short stories in magazines, later publishing collections such as Sanders of the River (1911). He signed with Hodder and Stoughton in 1921 and became an internationally recognised author.


    After an unsuccessful bid to stand as Liberal MP for Blackpool (as one of David Lloyd George's Independent Liberals) in the 1931 general election, Wallace moved to Hollywood, where he worked as a script writer for RKO studios. He died suddenly from undiagnosed diabetes, during the initial drafting of King Kong (1933).


    A prolific writer, one of Wallace's publishers claimed that a quarter of all books then read in England were written by him. As well as journalism, Wallace wrote screen plays, poetry, historical non-fiction, 18 stage plays, 957 short stories and over 170 novels, 12 in 1929 alone. More than 160 films have been made of Wallace's work. He is remembered for the creation of King Kong, as a writer of 'the colonial imagination', for the J. G. Reeder detective stories, and the Green Archer. He sold over 50 million copies of his combined works in various editions and The Economist describes him as "one of the most prolific thriller writers of [the 20th] century", although few of his books are still in print in the UK.


    Wallace was born at 7 Ashburnham Grove, Greenwich, to actors Richard Horatio Edgar and Mary Jane "Polly" Richards, née Blair.


    Wallace's mother was born in 1843, in Liverpool, to an Irish Catholic family. Mary's family had been in show business and she worked in the theatre as a stagehand, usherette and bit-part actress until she married in 1867. Captain Joseph Richards was also born in Liverpool in 1838, also from an Irish Catholic family. He and his father John Richards were both Merchant Navy captains, and his mother Catherine Richards came from a mariner family. When Mary was eight months pregnant, in January 1868, her husband, Joseph Richards died at sea. After the birth, destitute, Mary took to the stage, assuming the stage name "Polly" Richards. In 1872, Polly met and joined the Marriott family theatre troupe, managed by Mrs. Alice Edgar, her husband Richard Edgar and their three adult children, Grace Edgar, Adeline Edgar and Richard Horatio Edgar. Richard Horatio Edgar and Polly ended up having a "broom cupboard" style sexual encounter during an after-show party. Discovering she was pregnant, Polly invented a fictitious obligation in Greenwich that would last at least half a year, and obtained a room in a boarding house where she lived until her son's birth on 1 April 1875. During her confinement she had asked her midwife to find a couple to foster the child. The midwife introduced Polly to her close friend, Mrs Freeman, a mother of ten children, whose husband George Freeman was a Billingsgate fishmonger. On 9 April 1875, Polly took Edgar to the semi-literate Freeman family and made arrangements to visit often.


    Wallace, then known as Richard Horatio Edgar Freeman, Polly's young son, had a happy childhood, forming a close bond with 20-year-old Clara Freeman who became a second mother to him. By 1878, Polly could no longer afford the small sum she had been paying the Freemans to care for her son and instead of placing the boy in the workhouse, the Freemans adopted him. Polly never visited him again as a child. His foster-father George Freeman was determined to ensure Richard received a good education and for some time Wallace attended St. Alfege with St. Peter’s, a boarding school in Peckham, however he played truant and then left full-time education at the age of 12.


    By his early teens, Wallace had held down numerous jobs such as newspaper-seller at Ludgate Circus near Fleet Street, milk-delivery boy, rubber factory worker, shoe shop assistant and ship’s cook. A plaque at Ludgate Circus commemorates Wallace's first encounter with the newspaper business. He was dismissed from his job on the milk run for stealing money. In 1894, he became engaged to a local Deptford girl, Edith Anstree, but broke the engagement, enlisting in the Infantry.


    Wallace registered in the army under the adopted name Edgar Wallace, taken from the author of Ben-Hur, Lew Wallace. At the time the medical records register him as having a 33-inch chest and being stunted from his childhood spent in the slums. He was posted in South Africa with the West Kent Regiment, in 1896. He disliked army life but managed to arrange a transfer to the Royal Army Medical Corps, which was less arduous but more unpleasant, and so transferred again to the Press Corps, which he found suited him better.


    Wallace began publishing songs and poetry, much inspired by Rudyard Kipling, whom he met in Cape Town in 1898. Wallace's first book of ballads, The Mission that Failed! was published that same year. In 1899, he bought his way out of the forces and turned to writing full-time. Remaining in Africa, he became a war correspondent, first for Reuters and then the Daily Mail (1900) and other periodicals during the Boer War.


    In 1901, while in South Africa, Wallace married Ivy Maude Caldecott (1880?–1926), although her father, a Wesleyan missionary, Reverend William Shaw Caldecott, was strongly opposed to the marriage. The couple's first child, Eleanor Clare Hellier Wallace died suddenly from meningitis in 1903 and they returned to London soon after, deep in debt. Wallace worked for the Mail in London and began writing detective stories in a bid to earn quick money. A son, Bryan, was born in 1904 followed by a daughter, Patricia in 1908. In 1903, Wallace met his birth mother Polly, whom he had never known. Terminally ill, 60 years old, and living in poverty, she came to ask for money and was turned away. Polly died in the Bradford Infirmary later that year.


    Unable to find any backer for his first book, Wallace set up his own publishing company, Tallis Press, which issued the thriller The Four Just Men (1905). Despite promotion in the Mail and good sales, the project was financially mismanaged and Wallace had to be bailed out by the Mail's proprietor Alfred Harmsworth, who was anxious that the farrago would reflect badly on his newspaper. Problems were compounded when inaccuracies in Wallace's reporting led to libel cases being brought against the Mail. Wallace was dismissed in 1907, the first reporter ever to be fired from the paper, and he found no other paper would employ him, given his reputation. The family lived continuously in a state of near-bankruptcy, Ivy having to sell her jewellery for food.


    During 1907 Edgar travelled to the Congo Free State, to report on atrocities committed against the Congolese under King Leopold II of Belgium and the Belgian rubber companies, in which up to 15 million Congolese were killed. Isabel Thorne of the Weekly Tale-Teller penny magazine, invited Wallace to serialise stories inspired by his experiences. These were published as his first collection Sanders of the River (1911), a best seller, in 1935 adapted into a film with the same name, starring Paul Robeson. Wallace went on to publish 11 more similar collections (102 stories). They were tales of exotic adventure and local tribal rites, set on an African river, mostly without love interest as this held no appeal for Wallace. His first 28 books and their film rights he sold outright, with no royalties, for quick money. Critic David Pringle noted in 1987 "The Sanders Books are not frequently reprinted nowadays, perhaps because of their overt racism".


    The period from 1908 to 1932 were the most prolific of Wallace's life. Initially he wrote mainly in order to satisfy creditors in the UK and South Africa. The success of his books began to rehabilitate his reputation as a journalist and he began reporting from horse racing circles. He wrote for the Week-End and the Evening News, becoming an editor for Week-End Racing Supplement and started his own racing papers Bibury's and R. E. Walton's Weekly, buying many racehorses of his own. He lost many thousands gambling and despite his success spent large sums on an extravagant lifestyle he could not afford. During 1916, Ivy had her last child, Michael Blair Wallace by Edgar and filed for divorce in 1918.


    Ivy moved to Tunbridge Wells with the children and Wallace drew closer to his secretary Ethel Violet King (1896–1933), daughter of banker Frederick King. They married in 1921 and Penelope Wallace was born to them in 1923. Wallace began to take his fiction writing career more seriously and signed with publishers Hodder and Stoughton in 1921, organising his contracts, instead of selling rights to his work piecemeal in order to raise funds. This allowed him advances, royalties and full scale promotional campaigns for his books, which he had never before had. They aggressively advertised him as a celebrity writer, ‘King of Thrillers’, known for this trademark trilby, cigarette holder and yellow Rolls Royce. He was said to be able to write a 70 000 word novel in three days and plough through three novels at once and indeed the publishers agreed to publish everything he wrote as fast as he could write it. In 1928 it was estimated that one in four books being read in the UK had come from Wallace's pen. He wrote across many genres including science fiction, screen plays, a non-fiction ten-volume history of the First World War. All told, he wrote over 170 novels, 18 stage plays and 957 short stories, his works translated into 28 languages. The critic Wheeler W. Dixon suggests that Wallace became somewhat of a public joke for this prodigious output.


    Wallace served as chairman of the Press Club, which continues to present an annual 'Edgar Wallace Award' for excellence in writing. Following the great success of his novel The Ringer, Wallace was appointed chairman of the British Lion Film Corporation in return for giving British Lion first option on all his output. Wallace's contract gave him an annual salary, a substantial block of stock in the company, plus a large stipend from everything British Lion produced based on his work, plus 10% of British Lion's overall annual profits. Additionally, British Lion employed his elder son Bryan E. Wallace as a film editor. By 1929, Wallace's earnings were almost £50,000 per annum, (equivalent to about £2 million in current terms). He also invented at this time the 'Luncheon Club', bringing together his two greatest loves of journalism and horse-racing.


    Wallace was the first British crime novelist to use policemen as his protagonists, rather than amateur sleuths as most other writers of the time did. Most of his novels are independent stand-alone stories; he seldom used series heroes, and when he did he avoided a strict story order, so that continuity was not required from book to book. On 6 June 1923, Edgar Wallace became the first British radio sports reporter, when he made a report on the Epsom Derby for the British Broadcasting Company, the newly founded predecessor of the BBC.


    Wallace's ex-wife Ivy was diagnosed with breast cancer in 1923 and though the tumour was successfully removed, it returned terminally by 1925 and she died in 1926.


    Wallace wrote a controversial article in the mid-1920s entitled "The Canker In Our Midst" about paedophilia and the show business world. Describing how some show business people unwittingly leave their children vulnerable to predators, it linked paedophilia with homosexuality and outraged many of his colleagues, publishing associates and business friends including theatre mogul Gerald du Maurier. Biographer Margaret Lane describes it as an "intolerant, blustering, kick-the-blighters-down-the-stairs" type of essay, even by the standards of the day.


    Wallace became active in the Liberal Party and contested Blackpool in the 1931 general election as one of a handful of Independent Liberals, who rejected the National Government, and the official Liberal support for it, and strongly supported free trade. He also bought the Sunday News and edited it for six months, writing a theatre column, before it closed. In the event, he lost the election by over 33,000 votes. He went to America, burdened by debt, in November 1931. Around the same time, he wrote the screenplay for the first sound film adaptation of The Hound of the Baskervilles (1932) produced by Gainsborough Pictures.


    Moving to Hollywood, he began working as a "script doctor" for RKO. His later play, The Green Pack had also opened to excellent reviews, boosting his status even further. Wallace wanted to get his own work on Hollywood celluloid, adapting books such as The Four Just Men and Mr J G Reeder. In Hollywood he met Stanley Holloway's scriptwriter, his own half-brother Marriott Edgar. Wallace's play On the Spot, written about gangster Al Capone, would prove to be the writer's greatest theatrical success. It is described as "arguably, in construction, dialogue, action, plot and resolution, still one of the finest and purest of 20th-century melodramas". (The Independent, 2000). It launched the career of Charles Laughton who played the lead Capone character Tony Perelli.


    In December 1931, Wallace was assigned work on the RKO "gorilla picture" (King Kong, 1933) for producer Merian C. Cooper. By late January, however, he was beginning to suffer sudden, severe headaches and was diagnosed with diabetes. His condition deteriorated within days. Violet booked passage on a liner out of Southampton, but received word that Edgar had slipped into a coma and died of the condition, combined with double pneumonia, on 10 February 1932 in North Maple Drive, Beverly Hills. The flags on Fleet Street's newspaper offices flew at half-mast and the bell of St. Bride's tolled in mourning. He was buried at Little Marlow Cemetery, Fern Lane, Buckinghamshire, not far from his UK country home, Chalklands, in Bourne End.


    Despite his later success, Wallace had amassed massive debts, some still remaining from his years in South Africa, many to racing bookies. The large royalties from his greatly popular works allowed the estate to be settled within two years. Violet Wallace outlived her husband by only 14 months, dying suddenly in April 1933 at the age of 33 while the estate was still deep in debt.
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  TERROR KEEP


  
    FOREWORD

  


  RIGHTLY speaking, it is improper, not to say illegal, for those sadly privileged few who go in and out of Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum, to have pointed out to them any particular character, however notorious he may have been or to what heights of public interest his infamy had carried him, before the testifying doctors and a merciful jury consigned him to this place without hope. But often had John Flack been pointed out as he shuffled about the grounds, his hands behind him, his chin on his breast, a tall, lean old man in an ill-fitting suit of drab clothing, who spoke to nobody and was spoken to by few.


  "That is Flack—THE Flack—the cleverest crook in the world…. Crazy John Flack… nine murders…"


  In their queer, sane moments, men who were in Broadmoor for isolated homicides were rather proud of Old John. The officers who locked him up at night and watched him as he slept had little to say against him, because he gave no trouble, and through all the six years of his incarceration had never once been seized of those frenzies which so often end in the hospital for some poor innocent devil, and a rubber-padded cell for the frantic author of misfortune.


  He spent most of his time writing and reading, for he was something of a genius with his pen, and wrote with extraordinary rapidity. He filled hundreds of little exercise books with his great treatise on crime. The governor humoured him; allowed him to retain the books, expecting in due course to add them to his already interesting museum.


  Once, as a great concession, Old Jack gave him a book to read, and the governor read and gasped. It was entitled "Method of robbing a bank vault when only two guards are employed." The governor, who had been a soldier, read and read, stopping now and then to rub his head; for this document, written in the neat, legible hand of John Flack, was curiously reminiscent of a divisional order for attack. No detail was too small to be noted; every contingency was provided for. Not only were the constituents of the drug to be employed to "settle the outer watchman" given, but there was an explanatory note which may be quoted:


  


  "If this drug is not procurable, I advise that the operator should call upon a suburban doctor and describe the following symptoms…. The doctor will then prescribe the drug in a minute quantity. Six bottles of this medicine should be procured and the following method adopted to extract the drug…."


  


  "Have you written much like this, Flack?" asked the wondering officer.


  "This?" John Flack shrugged his lean shoulders. "I am doing this for amusement, just to test my memory. I have already written sixty-three books on the subject, and those works are beyond improvement. During the six years I have been here, I have not been able to think of a single improvement on my old system."


  Was he jesting? Was this a flight of a disordered mind? The governor, used as he was to his patients and their peculiar ways, was not certain.


  "You mean you have written an encyclopædia of crime?" he asked incredulously. "Where is it to be found?"


  Old Flack's thin lips curled in a disdainful smile, but he made no answer.


  Sixty-three hand-written volumes represented the life work of John Flack. It was the one achievement upon which he prided himself.


  On another occasion, when the governor referred to his extraordinary literary labours, he said: "I have put a huge fortune in the hands of any clever man—providing, of course," he mused, "that he is a man of resolution and the books fall into his hands at a very early date. In these days of scientific discovery, what is a novelty to-day is a commonplace to-morrow."


  The governor had his doubts as to the existence of these deplorable volumes, but very soon after the conversation took place he had to revise his judgment. Scotland Yard, which seldom if ever chases chimeras, sent down one Chief Inspector Simpson, who was a man entirely without imagination and had been promoted for it.


  His interview with Crazy John Flack was a brief one. "About these books of yours, Jack," he said. "It would be terrible if they fell into wrong hands. Ravini says you've got a hundred volumes hidden somewhere."


  "Ravini?" Old John Flack showed his teeth. "Listen, Simpson! You don't think you're going to keep me in this awful place all my life, do you? If you do, you've got another guess coming. I'll skip one of these odd nights—you can tell the governor if you like—and then Ravini and I are going to have a little talk."


  His voice grew high and shrill. The old mad glitter that Simpson had seen before came back to his eyes.


  "Do you ever have daydreams, Simpson? I have three! I've got a new method of getting away with a million: that's one, but it's not important. Another one is Reeder: you can tell J.G. what I say. It's a dream of meeting him alone one nice, dark, foggy night, when the police can't tell which way the screams are coming. And the third is Ravini: George Ravini's got one chance, and that is for him to die before I get out!"


  "You're mad," said Simpson.


  "That's what I'm here for," said John Flack truthfully.


  This conversation with Simpson and that with the governor were two of the longest he ever had, all the six years he was in Broadmoor. Mostly when he wasn't writing he strolled about the grounds, his chin on his chest, his hands clasped behind him. Occasionally, he reached a certain place near the high wall, and it is said that he threw letters over, though this is very unlikely. What is more possible is that he found a messenger who carried his many and cryptic letters to the outer world and brought in exchange monosyllabic replies. He was very friendly with the officer in charge of his ward, and one early morning this man was discovered with his throat cut. The ward door was open, and John Flack had gone out into the world to realize his daydreams.


CHAPTER I



THERE were two subjects which irritated the mind of Margaret
Belman as the Southern Express carried her toward Selford Junction
and the branch line train which crawled from the junction to
Siltbury. The first of these was, not unnaturally, the drastic
changes she now contemplated, the second the effect they already
had had upon Mr. J.G. Reeder, that mild and middle-aged man.

When she had announced that she was seeking a post in the
country, he might at least have shown some evidence of regret; a
certain glumness would have been appropriate, at any rate. Instead,
he had brightened visibly at the prospect.

"I am afraid I shan't be able to come to London very often," she
had said.

"That is good news," said Mr. Reeder, and added some banality
about the value of periodical changes of air and the beauty of
getting near to nature.

In fact, he had been more cheerful than he had been for a
week—which was rather exasperating.

Margaret Belman's pretty face puckered as she recalled her
disappointment and chagrin. All thoughts of dropping this
application of hers disappeared. Not that she imagined for one
moment that a six-hundred-a-year secretaryship was going to drop
into her lap for the mere asking. She was wholly unsuited to the
job; she had had no experience in hotel work; and the chances of
her being accepted were remote.

As to the Italian who had made so many attempts to make her
acquaintance—he was one of the unpleasant commonplaces so familiar
to a girl who worked for her living that in ordinary circumstances
she would not have given him a second thought.

But that morning he had followed her to the station, and she was
certain that he had heard her tell the girl who came with her that
she was returning by the 6:15. A policeman would deal effectively
with him—if she cared to risk the publicity. But a girl, however
annoyed, shrinks from such an ordeal; she must deal with him in her
own way.

That was not a happy prospect, and the two matters in
combination were sufficient to spoil what otherwise might have been
a very happy or interesting afternoon.

As to Mr. Reeder—

Margaret Belman frowned. She was twenty-three, an age when
youngish men are rather tiresome. On the other hand, men in the
region of fifty are not especially attractive. She loathed Mr.
Reeder's side whiskers; they made him look rather like a Scottish
butler. Of course, he was a dear….

Here the train reached the junction and she found herself at the
surprisingly small station of Siltbury before she had quite made up
her mind whether she was in love with Mr. Reeder or merely annoyed
with him.

The driver of the station cab stopped his unhappy-looking horse
before the small gateway and pointed with his whip.

"This is the best way in for you, miss," he said. "Mr. Daver's
office is at the end of the path."

He was a shrewd old man, who had driven many applicants for the
post of secretary at Larmes Keep, and he guessed that this one, the
prettiest of all, did not come as a guest. In the first place, she
brought no baggage, and then, too, the ticket collector had come
running after her to hand back the return half of her railway
ticket, which she had absent-mindedly surrendered.

"I'd better wait for you, miss?"

"Oh, yes, please," said Margaret Belman hastily as she got down
from the dilapidated victoria.

"You got an appointment?"

The cabman was a local character, and local characters assume
privileges.

"I ast you," he explained carefully, "because lots of young
wimmin have come up to Larmes without appointments and Mr. Daver
wouldn't see 'em. They just cut out the advertisement and come
along, but the 'ad' says write. I suppose I've made a
dozen journeys with young wimmin who ain't got appointments. I'm
telling you for your own good."

The girl smiled.

"You might have warned them before they left the station," she
said with good-humour, "and saved them the cab fare. Yes, I have an
appointment."

From where she stood by the gate, she had a clear view of Larmes
Keep. It bore no resemblance to a hotel and less to the superior
boarding house that she knew it to be. That part of the house which
had been the original Keep was easily distinguished, though the
gray, straight walls were masked with ivy that covered also part of
the buildings which had been added in the course of the years.

She looked across a smooth green lawn, on which were set a few
wicker chairs and tables, to a rose garden which, even in autumn,
was a blaze of colour. Behind this was a belt of pine trees that
seemed to run to the cliff's edge. She had a glimpse of a gray-blue
sea and a blur of dim smoke from a steamer invisible below the
straight horizon. A gentle wind carried the fragrance of the pines
to her, and she sniffed ecstatically.

"Isn't it gorgeous!" she breathed.

The cabman said it "wasn't bad" and pointed with his whip
again.

"It's that little square place—only built a few years ago. Mr.
Daver is more of a writing gentleman than a boarding-house
gentleman."

She unlatched the oaken gate and walked up the stone path toward
the sanctum of the writing gentleman. On either side of the crazy
pavement was a deep border of flowers—she might have been passing
through a cottage garden.

There was a long window and a small green door to the annex.
Evidently she had been seen, for, as her hand went up to the brass
bell-push, the door opened.

It was obviously Mr. Daver himself. A tall, thin man of fifty,
with a yellow, elflike face and a smile that brought all her sense
of humour into play. Very badly she wanted to laugh. The long upper
lip overhung the lower, and except that the face was thin and
lined, he had the appearance of some grotesque and foolish mascot.
The staring, round brown eyes, the puckered forehead, and a twist
of hair that stood upright on the crown of his head made him more
brownie-like than ever.

"Miss Belman?" he asked, with a certain eagerness.

He lisped slightly and had a trick of clasping his hands as if
he were in an agony of apprehension lest his manner should
displease.

"Come into my den," he said, and gave such emphasis to the last
word that she nearly laughed again.

The "den" was a very comfortably furnished study, one wall of
which was covered with books. Closing the door behind her, he
pushed up a chair with a little nervous laugh.

"I'm so very glad you came. Did you have a comfortable journey?
I'm sure you did. And is London hot and stuffy? I'm afraid it is.
Would you like a cup of tea? Of course you would."

He fired question and answer so rapidly that she had no chance
of replying, and he had taken up a telephone and ordered the tea
before she could express a wish on the subject.

"You are young, very young." He shook his head sadly,
"Twenty-four—no? Do you use the typewriter? What a ridiculous
question to ask!"

"It is very kind of you to see me, Mr. Daver," she said, "and I
don't suppose for one moment that I shall suit you, I have had no
experience in hotel management, and I realize, from the salary you
offer—"

"Quiet," said Mr. Daver, shaking his head solemnly: "that is
what I require. There is very little work, but I wished to be
relieved even of that little. My own labours"—he waved his hand to
a pedestal desk littered with paper—"are colossal. I need a lady to
keep accounts—to watch my interests. Somebody I can trust. I
believe in faces, do you? I see that you do. And in character shown
in handwriting? You believe in that also. I have advertised for
three months and have interviewed thirty-five applicants.
Impossible! Their voices—terrible! I judge people by their voices.
So do you. On Monday, when you telephoned, I said to myself, 'The
Voice!'"

He was clasping his hands together so tightly that his knuckles
showed whitely, and this time her laughter was almost beyond
arrest.

"Although, Mr. Daver, I know nothing of hotel management, I
think I could learn, and I want the position, naturally. The salary
is terribly generous."

"'Terribly generous,'" repeated the man, in a murmur. "How
curious those words sound in juxtaposition!"

The door opened and a woman bearing a silver tray came in. She
was dressed very neatly in black. The faded eyes scarcely looked at
Margaret as she stood meekly waiting while Mr. Daver spoke.

"My housekeeper. How kind of you to bring the tea, Mrs.
Burton!—Mrs. Burton, this is the new secretary to the company. She
must have the best room in the Ke [...]
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