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  Michael Underwood and The Murder Room


   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find
  titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of
  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
  decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  PART ONE


  Chapter One


  It is not easy to commit the perfect murder, though Frank Wimble never doubted his ability to do so. After all, as he never tired of reminding everyone, you dont start
  up a business on three hundred pounds and sell it twenty-five years later for three million without being possessed of the ingredients of success in life. These, he would go on to say, were
  ambition, hard work and complete self-confidence, plus a bit of luck and an occasional touch of ruthlessness.


  He always made the element of ruthlessness sound like a tasty dash of seasoning, whereas most of his friends saw it as a great raw hunk of his character.


  After twenty-seven years of marriage, nobody knew him better than his wife, Elspeth. She had borne him two children and had always seemed willing to make most of the adjustments necessitated by
  living with an aggressive egotist. She had even been prepared to turn a blind eye on his infidelities (those she knew about) and gone on loving him after many another woman would have divorced him
  three times over.


  And in his own faithless way he had gone on loving her until the fateful day he had met Maureen Yates. Not that there had seemed anything especially fateful about it at the time. She was
  eighteen years younger than he and recently divorced and they had found themselves in the same party at the Ascot July meeting. Elspeth had not been there, though her absence can hardly be said to
  have affected subsequent events, which from then on assumed the inevitability of one season following another.


  About three months later he asked Elspeth for a divorce; a request she flatly turned down. Subsequently he was to plead, cajole and even demand, all to no avail.


  In the end (this was about a year after he had set Maureen up in a flat in London) he reached the conclusion that there was only one way of resolving the situation. Elspeth would have to
  disappear. In those first days he thought of it as her disappearance rather than as her murder.


  What drove him to this conclusion was Maureens threat to end their relationship unless she could have him one hundred percent. He would have been prepared to continue with the
  existing arrangement, namely a mistress in London and a wife in the country, but Maureen was not, and the prospect of losing her made him realise there was only one alternative.


  So it came about toward the end of September when the leaves had already begun to fall that Elspeth suddenly vanished.


  One day she was there, the next she had disappeared without trace.


  Almost a week passed before anyone remarked upon her absence (for the Wimbles were frequently away from home) and then it was no more than a casual enquiry by Mrs Drake who, with her husband,
  ran the village general store.


  Mrs Wimble all right, is she? she said to Mrs Passingham who was the Wimbles daily help.


  Shes away, Mrs Passingham replied in what seemed to be an unnecessarily tight-lipped manner. But then, to the chagrin of her neighbours, Ada Passingham had never been one to
  indulge in gossip, which most of them regarded as a terrible waste of opportunity on the part of someone who worked in a number of Little Mistens well-heeled homes.


  She was called suddenly to the sickbed of her aunt, Mrs Passingham now added unexpectedly.


  Where does her aunt live? Mrs Drake enquired, encouraged by this gratuitously given piece of information.


  Mrs Passingham shook her head, however. Dont know.


  Expecting her to be away long, are you? Mrs Drake said with still flickering hope.


  He didnt say how long.


  He? Mrs Drake sounded puzzled.


  Mr Wimble. It was he what told me when I got there last Saturday. Said his wife had been called away sudden the previous night.


  Im sorry to hear that, Mrs Drake said. Nice woman she is. Always gets on well with everyone in the village. Cant say the same for him.


  She threw the other woman a covert glance, but Mrs Passingham was not to be drawn further and merely stood waiting in a forbidding silence for the quarter pound of English Cheddar she had gone
  in to buy.


  And there the matter rested for several weeks. After all, everyone knew that sick aunts could linger on and it wasnt as if there was anything to bring her home in a hurry apart from Mr
  Wimble and he, as everyone also knew, was here, there and everywhere making more money all the time. He might have sold his business, but he certainly hadnt retired.


  During the course of these weeks, he was seen only on intermittent occasions in the village, usually driving through in his tan-coloured Mercedes on his way to or from Downview Lodge, the
  Wimbles home a mile and a half outside Little Misten.


  It was a sunny Saturday morning about six weeks after his wifes disappearance that he was spotted driving along the main street with an attractive young woman in the seat beside him. The
  next morning when he came into the village to buy Sunday papers, he also purchased a copy of a womens weekly magazine which he said he had been specially asked to get.


  These seemingly innocent events were soon fused together in a train of gossip which eventually reached the ears of young Police Constable Jameson who was Little Mistens chief guardian of
  law and order.


  He was attached to the police station of a neighbouring, and larger, village and was accustomed to visit Little Misten in his panda car two or three times a week or whenever there was a special
  call for his presence.


  He was a keen young officer who kept an alert ear to the ground and so it didnt take long for the wilder rumours about what had happened to Elspeth Wimble to reach him.


  Being a judicious young man, and though aware of plentiful examples in history of husbands murdering their wives and disposing secretly of their bodies, he decided he should check and
  cross-check the rumours as well as he could before making any report to his superiors.


  In the event, however, he soon ran into a dead end. All that he was able to establish was that Mrs Wimble had abruptly disappeared from her home nearly two months earlier and had not been seen
  around since. It also seemed to be proven that her husband had entertained another woman at Downview Lodge during a recent weekend.


  Even a dumb country copper can see that doesnt add up to murder, he reflected wistfully. On the other hand, a few discreet enquiries seemed called for.


  Theres never smoke without a fire, Mrs Drake had said darkly after taking him into the room behind the shop and firmly closing the door so that they wouldnt be
  disturbed. Whats more, she went on, hes just the sort of man who would murder his wife.


  What makes you say that? Bob Jameson asked cautiously.


  You only have to talk to him for half a minute to know. Ready to squash anyone who gets in his way.


  Ive always found him all right.


  Well, you would, wouldnt you! Hed go out of his way not to upset you, seeing youre a policeman.


  Bob Jameson said nothing, but remembered the countless motorists who hadnt shrunk from abusing him when reproved for some minor traffic offence.


  He was really nasty to Fred on one occasion because we didnt have any of his fancy cigarettes in stock.


  Im sure Mr Drake was able to look after himself, Jameson said with a faint smile.


  After leaving Drakes Stores, he sat thinking in his car for a while. Even if Mr Wimble were to be at home, which was unlikely, an approach at this juncture would undoubtedly be premature.
  After all, he could scarcely accost him and say, Id be grateful if you would confirm or deny the rumours that youve done away with your wife.


  If and when that moment should arrive, it would obviously be a job for the C.I.D. and Jameson wouldnt be thanked if he had queered their pitch in advance.


  He glanced at his watch and saw that it was ten minutes before one. It might be a good moment to call on Mrs Passingham. She would be at home preparing the midday meal before setting out again
  to one of her afternoon jobs. She mightnt be very pleased to see him, but that was a risk he was prepared to take.


  The Passinghams lived in an isolated cottage about half a mile from the village. Mr Passingham had worked on a nearby farm until succumbing to a stroke, since when he had become entirely
  dependent on his wife. He had never fully recovered his speech and he could walk only with the help of two sticks. Most of his day was spent sitting in a chair with a newspaper resting on his
  lap.


  A smell of fried onions greeted P.C. Jameson as he approached the side door of the cottage. Through the window he could see Mrs Passingham at the stove, hand on frying pan and her husband
  hunched over the table as he waited for his meal.


  He knocked and Mrs Passingham turned her head. Then putting the frying pan to one side, she wiped her hands on the front of her overall and came to the door.


  Im afraid this isnt a very good moment to come calling, Jameson said with a small, apologetic smile, but I wanted to catch you before you went out again. The
  thing is Id like to have quiet word with you about certain rumours that are going round the village.


  Rumours? she said with a frown.


  Concerning one of your employers, he said, casting a quick glance at Mr Passingham who remained hunched over the table and apparently oblivious of the conversation taking place a
  few feet away from him.


  Its not very convenient now. Mrs Passingham said, also giving her husband a quick glance. Were about to have our dinner. I always give him a hot meal middle
  day and then he just has a bowl of porridge for his supper.


  If you name a time, I can come back later.


  Ill be home soon after four. About half pastll be all right if you want to come. Ill have him in front of the telly in the other room by then.


  Thatll be fine. He paused and, lowering his tone slightly, said, I expect you can guess what I want to talk to you about.


  Mrs Passinghams upper lip trembled, the only sign of emotion she ever showed, but she said nothing.


  When he returned at four thirty that afternoon, she was alone in the kitchen, waiting for him.


  He watched her as, without a word, she poured him a cup of tea, added milk and one lump of sugar and put it on the table. He had once had tea in the Wimbles kitchen and she clearly
  remembered how he liked it.


  She brought her own cup across to the table and sat down at right angles to him.


  What do you want to talk to me about, Mr Jameson? she said, with, again, a tell-tale tremble of her upper lip.


  Its about Mrs Wimble. When did you last see her?


  At the end of September.


  Thats almost two months ago. Do you know where she is?


  Mr Wimble said shed had to go all sudden to her aunts sickbed.


  Do you mean that she was at Downview Lodge one day, but not the next, and youve not seen her since?


  Yes.


  Had she ever mentioned a sick aunt to you?


  Once more the upper lip trembled in its strangely forbidding way. No.


  Where did the aunt live?


  I dont know.


  Mr Wimble didnt say?


  No.


  And you didnt ask him?


  It was none of my business, she said sharply.


  How long had you worked there?


  Ever since they moved into Downview Lodge.


  When was that, Mrs Passingham?


  Four years ago last May.


  And Mrs Wimble never mentioned any aunt during all that time?


  Ive never said that. She did once or twice mention one who lived in Scotland.


  Did she ever go and stay with her?


  Mrs Passingham shrugged. How should I know? It was none of my business.


  But did she ever say she had? Bob Jameson asked in a faintly exasperated tone.


  No.


  How did you get on with Mrs Wimble?


  She always treated me very fairly, Mrs Passingham replied stiffly.


  Ive heard it said in the village that she could do no wrong in your eyes.


  The upper lip trembled menacingly. Some people cant mind their own business, she said scornfully. Then as if uttering her final word on the subject she added, Mrs
  Wimbles a real lady.


  Do you think anything could have happened to her? That she may have come to some harm?


  Youd better talk to Mr Wimble. Hes the one to answer those questions.


  Would you have expected her to send you a postcard while she was away?


  Another shrug. Sometimes she did, sometimes she didnt. She stared into her empty cup. Ive told you all I can.


  Id like to have your impressions . . .


  My impressions are my own business. I dont believe in gossiping. Theres too much mischief in the world without adding to it with tittle-tattle.


  I gather Mr Wimble has had a lady friend staying with him at Downview Lodge?


  Who he has there is none of my business, she retorted tartly.


  Has he said when he expects his wife to return?


  No. Come to that, I dont see him all that often. He leaves notes on the kitchen table saying when hell be down next and if he wants me to get anything in.


  Aware of Ada Passinghams reputation, Bob Jameson hadnt expected to be swept away on a floodtide of information. Nevertheless, there was something about her manner which puzzled
  him. It wasnt so much her customary tight-lippedness as a display of nervous wariness, as if she suspected he was trying to corner her.


  He finished his tea, which was by now cold, and pushed his cup away from him. Then fixing her with a steady look, he said, Do you think theres anything to the rumours that Mr
  Wimble has killed his wife?


  I dont pay any attention to rumours. Her upper lip began to tremble violently and she turned her head quickly away to stare out of the window. A few seconds later she rose
  from the table. I must go and see if my husbands all right.


  Bob Jameson got up reluctantly. He didnt like being shown the door quite so pointedly. On the other hand, it was clear that he was not going to learn anything further on this visit.


  On arrival back at his station, he reported to his sergeant who pursed his lips and told him to have a word with the C.I.D. This meant phoning Detective Sergeant Emmersley who was stationed in
  the market town of Dinsford about seven miles away.


  Do you want me to put in a report as well? P.C. Jameson enquired.


  His sergeant sighed and repursed his lips. He was close to retirement and invariably chose the softest option, particularly if it relieved him of any work.


  Give Sergeant Emmersley a call and be guided by what he says.


  With business thus despatched, he was in the middle of a contented yawn when his telephone began to ring. With a heavy sigh he reached for the receiver.


  Theres never any let-up in our job, is there? he remarked in a pained tone.


  Bob Jameson knew and liked Detective Sergeant Emmersley, there not being more than five years in age between them. When he got through to his station, it was to learn that the C.I.D. sergeant
  was out but expected back shortly when he would be asked to return the call.


  That you, Bob? Sergeant Emmersely said cheerfully when about half an hour later he rang back. Whats your problem?


  Sergeant Thrupp suggested I should have a word with you.


  Emmersley gave an understanding chuckle and told Bob Jameson to go ahead.


  When Jameson had finished, the C.I.D. man said, Ill be over your way a bit later on so Ill drop by and you can give me the complete run-down on the missing Mrs
  Wimble.


  It was near enough half seven before he arrived and found P.C. Jameson, who should have been off duty by then, conscientiously waiting for him.


  Pity we cant go and do our business over a pint at the Gander and Goose, but I suppose wed better not. He pulled a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket and
  proffered it to Jameson. Smoke?


  No thanks, I dont.


  Why do you non-smokers have to sound so smug about it? he said, glancing round for an ash-tray. O.K., lets hear it, Bob.


  Thus primed, Bob Jameson launched out on a recital of events. When he reached the end, Emmersley remarked, All youve got is unsubstantiated rumour.


  I know, but I thought I ought to make a few enquiries.


  Absolutely right. After all, rumours the source of a good many investigations. Id have thought the next step is to confront Wimble. Jameson nodded, but looked
  nonplussed when Emmersley added, And youre the obvious person to do that.


  Me?


  Of course. Itll be much better to keep it low key until we know a bit more. We dont want to go barging in like storm-troopers, only to retreat with egg on our faces.
  Theres no evidence hes killed his wife. We dont even know shes dead. But if you, as the local copper, go along and say there are one or two nasty rumours going around
  which you think he ought to know about, hell probably thank you and explain just what has happened to his wife. That way theres no aggro for anyone.


  And if he doesnt come up with a satisfactory explanation . . .


  Let me know and well decide what further action is called for. He paused. Its extremely unlikely that hes going to break down and confess to murdering
  his wife. That being so, one of two things is likely to happen. Hell either give you her address or hell tell you to get stuffed.


  But when, the next day, Bob Jameson managed to track down Wimbles London telephone number, it was to be told that his quarry was in America and not expected home until shortly before
  Christmas.


  Mrs Wimble has gone with him, a rather haughty voice informed him.
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