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Author’s Note

One thing is certain: this novel would not have been written if it hadn’t been for the full-hearted cooperation of my husband James Myers. It was his lifelong enthusiasm and knowledge of classic cars that brought Jack Colby, his team and Frogs Hill Restorations into being, and he has plotted their route with me every mile of the way.

We are lucky enough to live near the North Downs not far from where this novel is set. Pluckley is a real and beautiful Kentish village, with the reputation of having a great many ghosts, but some other place names, including the village of Piper’s Green, are fictitious, as are Jack Colby’s home, business and cases. The cars, however, are very real and can be seen both in museums and at classic car meetings all over the country. I am particularly grateful to Tony Condon, a volunteer at the splendid Haynes Motor Museum in Sparkford, who showed and discussed with Jim and myself their magnificent 1937 drophead Lagonda and their 1965 Gordon Keeble with its memorable tortoise emblem. My thanks are, as always, due to my publishers Severn House and in particular to its publishing editor Amanda Stewart and to Rachel Simpson Hutchens, and to my friend and agent Dorothy Lumley of the Dorian Literary Agency; their expert hands on the steering wheel enabled Jack Colby to take the chequered flag in print.

For more information on Jack Colby and his cases, he has own page on amymyers.net and his own blog at jackcolby.co.uk/classiccars.


ONE

There had to be something weird going on. What sort of maniac leaves a classic Lagonda rotting in a barn in the middle of the Kent countryside?

I clambered over the ditch and undergrowth bordering the public bridleway to see if I could get a closer look. The ragstone outbuilding was on the far side of a hedge about six foot high, so although I’m a reasonably tall man, I needed a gap to peer through. I found one by an oak tree – and caught my breath: there she was in all her glory, waiting like a beautiful woman crying out to be loved. I could almost hear her whispering to me:

‘Jack... Jack...’

The voice of the siren was summoning me. Fanciful? Not really. Len and Zoe tell me I have a nose for such classic car treasures – as well as a nose for trouble. They have to work with me, so they should know! Trouble is, I also lack a nose for storing up money, which at that moment was not so much on my mind as eating it up. And here, with luck, might be salvation.

This time it looked as if all three noses could be in cahoots, including the one I lacked. Either this car had been abandoned when the property changed hands and left to rot by the uncaring new owner – or, as I said, it was owned by someone very weird indeed. ‘By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes,’ I said softly to myself, every antenna on the alert. To the average person riding or walking along this remote track, it would be just another old wreck of a car mouldering its final days away. But in the classic car world, it’s a crime to see such prizes lost to the world through man’s neglect; it’s like storing a Leonardo in a damp cellar. And Leonardos, so nose number three reminded me, bring in large amounts of cash. If the owner could be persuaded to part with this one, my luck might be in.

No question about it: I had to know more about that car. Like now. Len and Zoe jokingly call me the car detective, and right now my nose was twitching like a water-diviner’s dream. I had been walking along this bridleway to Charden, where the great Harry Prince lives. It was a Thursday and a bright May day, but I was in a far from happy mood. I’ll explain later, but for now let’s just say Harry Prince had seemed the only way out of my problem. The worst possible scenario. Now lovely, kind, fate had thrown out a glimmer of hope.

This path is several miles from where I live, but I’d strolled along it several times before and could swear I’d never once seen the doors of that barn open. They looked in none too good shape, and we’d had a bad storm two nights ago; it could be that they’d blown apart then, revealing the Lagonda in all her nude decaying glory – the swine who owned her hadn’t even had the decency to put a tarpaulin over her.

First, whose farm was this? No, make that second. First was to take a closer look at the object of my lust. Dad always told me I never know when to give up, and I guess he was right. I used to be a geologist for a big oil company before I came to my senses; there you learn not only to sniff oil, but also to have the determination to believe you’re right when every idiot in the business is telling you otherwise. It’s the same principle whether it’s oil or a dark-blue 1938 or ’39 V12 drophead coupé Lagonda with – if the sun would only stop getting in my eyes – what looked like tan leather upholstery. No number plate, and the headlights were surely wrong, but even so she was a beauty. I could only see a glimpse of the interior through the dust-covered windscreen, although the temptress was only a tantalizing six feet from me. I could imagine the purr of her engine though.

This was a lady who needed someone at her wheel, not to die of old age alone and unloved in a field. Even a Kentish field. She needed a knight on a white charger to rescue her.

OK, Jack, I told myself as I persuaded a thin part of the hedge to become a gap, a forty-eight-year-old classic-car sleuth in a silver Alfa Romeo Sportwagon (and with a Gordon Keeble at home under wraps) would do nicely as a knight to rescue a princess like this. Trouble ahead? I had left the oil business, but I still knew how to play tough-guy – and in any branch of the car business this can come in handy. Right now my accelerator pedal was saying:

‘Go.’

Result: I turned off the competing tiny warning signal that was saying: ‘Stay right where you are,’and found myself on the other side of the hedge, only a few leaves and twigs the worse for wear.

And there she was. My beauty.

I managed to take my eyes off my quarry for long enough to look around me for spies. To my left, back the way I had come, was a large meadow; in front and to my right were apple trees, stretching as far as I could see. The pathway running along beside the hedge looked nicely deserted, at least as far as the bend some way ahead, and so I turned my attention to the lady in question, to explore the most beautiful body I’d seen in a long while.

She was looking at me in appeal – or was that the headlights? They were post-war, and this was definitely a pre-war lady. Not a big blemish; only a purist would object to slightly undersized breasts on an otherwise perfect Venus. In all other respects she looked in grand nick. Uncared for, certainly, but not so decayed as I’d feared. For some reason, her nether regions were packed in hay, which must have tickled her blue paint here and there.

I decided to have a squint. No number plates, but they might be lying around; was the chassis rusting away? So far as I could see, neither was the case, and nor was there any sign of a tax disc. The concrete floor was mucky, but the car wasn’t jacked up, so I had to lie on my stomach to peer underneath her. There I could see the underside of a lady who needed attention, although she certainly wasn’t rusting away.

I scrambled up with the help of the driver’s door handle – and, glory be, it moved. The lady was unlocked and invitingly lay open before me. I had no choice. I slid on to the seat and had a few moments of make-believe vroom-vroom, gazing at that slinky bonnet spread out before me and wishing I could just drive her out here and now.

Even I knew that wasn’t on the cards. I didn’t even know the owner’s name. I rummaged in the glove compartments, but they were empty of clues. No logbook either. My eye fell on some pieces of paper stuffed down in the door map-compartment, so I fished them out, hoping they might give me a clue to the reprobate who owned this vehicle.

They didn’t. Merely a garage receipt, and one for a couple of cappuccinos dated way back. Could the car be stolen? It would explain the lack of number plates, but not what she was doing here. If stolen, she’d have rapidly sold on, so she was probably pukka – which meant I needed to meet the owner.

Which was sooner than I’d have wished.

‘I don’t recall asking for an MOT.’

A cool frosty voice from outside had me scrambling in disarray out of the car, still clutching the bits of paper. Cool frosty eyes met mine as she held out her hand for them. I meekly handed them over, feeling like a naughty schoolboy as I tried to regain as much sangfroid as I could. This wasn’t a lot, faced by the original model for Ice Queen. Moreover, she looked vaguely familiar, though I could have sworn we had never met. I’d have remembered.

In her forties, slim, well-dressed in jacket, sweater and trousers, stylish haircut, boots, just what Vogue would recommend for a rural weekend. Her face didn’t look as if she was enjoying it much, however, although given encouragement I could see those frosty eyes dancing with the joys of life – and I bet I knew what one of those was.

I apologized and grinned sheepishly, hoping that the eyes would relent, but there was no response. She simply unravelled the bits of paper, stared at them and scrunched them up. I had a feeling her mind was on something else. So was mine. Money.

‘Jack Colby,’ I continued desperately, seeing my hope of a warm discussion over the sale of an unwanted Lagonda disappearing fast. ‘I live at Frogs Hill Farm near the Piper’s Green to Egerton Road. I’m a classic car enthusiast, so—’

‘Hardly a reason for vandalizing mine, Mr Colby.’ The voice was even frostier than the eyes.

‘I wasn’t.’ It came out as a yelp. ‘I run –’ almost true – ‘Frogs Hill Classic Car Restorations from the farm,’ I continued, getting my sangfroid together again and foreseeing Len’s delight if I brought this beauty home to roost (the Lagonda, of course, not the lady, though that wouldn’t be a bad idea either). ‘We specialize in classics, of course. Stupid of me to jump the gun, but I wanted to be sure of what I was seeing, before I approached you with an offer to see if you’d be interested in letting me restore and sell it for you. On consignment, of course.’ That meant she’d get the cash only when I’d sold it.

‘It’s not for sale.’ The anger was vanishing from her voice, but there was no doubt she meant what she said. The odd thing was that she still seemed abstracted, concentrating now on the car rather than on what I was saying. She looked pale and not at all happy, I thought. Naturally, I supposed.

‘I could come back—’

‘It’s not for sale.’ She wasn’t distracted now, and her attention was fully on me. Anger flashed from her eyes, and there was a red flush on the pale cheeks. She even seemed to be trembling. She surely couldn’t be that furious? ‘Do you understand, Mr Colby? Not for sale.’

I was so taken aback that I didn’t see her tame Rottweiler approach – this being in the form of Guy Williams, whom I knew by sight from a local pub. He was a fruit farmer, and I was probably on his land.

‘Trouble, Pol?’ he growled, his eyes narrowed, as in all the best thrillers. That might be stereotyping, but Guy Williams seemed to step right on to page one of the Heavies for Rent Directory. He wasn’t much taller than his wife – I presumed he had that honour – perhaps five eight, but his solid figure and square-jawed face made it seem as if he was dominating her. In corduroys and check lumber shirt, he looked what he was: a farmer doing his work and highly annoyed at strangers intruding on his patch.

‘Yes. Get rid of him, Guy.’

I wasn’t too happy about this, not knowing whether ‘get rid of’ meant permanently or merely off her turf. ‘Sorry.’ I tried to look penitent again. ‘I inherited this passion for classics from my father, Tony Colby. Did you know him?’

I’d caught him off guard for he looked somewhat less aggressive. ‘Yes. Car collector over Egerton way.’

This was like calling the Tower of London an old prison, or St Paul’s a parish church. The Glory Boot, as the farmhouse extension holding Dad’s collection is called, has every sort of classic car book, sales brochures, technical manuals, badges, and even a copy of one of the Peking to Paris rally route maps of 1907. And it was the contents of the Glory Boot that the great Harry Prince particularly wanted to prise from my possession – as well the entire farm and business, which would mean rubbing my nose in the dirt even harder.

‘He was,’ I replied to Guy, ‘and unfortunately he passed the passion on to me. Hence my intrusion. Sorry again.’

I wasn’t that sorry. I’d remembered where I’d seen Polly – where everybody had seen her. I’d only been back in Kent about three and a half years, but I’d heard about Mike and Polly Davis. They’d moved here twelve years ago, well after I had left on my travels in the oil business, and so I had never actually met them. Polly Davis was once better known as Polly Beaumont, a TV presenter and everyone’s luvvy. I hadn’t seen her on the screen since I came back to England, so she must have given it up when she and Mike moved here, or perhaps it gave her up because of advancing years. She looked all the better for them.

When I returned to Kent, Polly was a recent widow. Mike, who had run a chiefly Internet car business, had been found dead in his car in a station car park. He’d had a heart attack. I’d been sorry to hear that, as Dad had had a soft spot for Mike. He’d referred to him as ‘an old rascal’, although Mike must have been about twenty years Dad’s junior. I think I’d even met Mike once; he’d been the affable sort, who’d pinch your last penny but then make sure you didn’t starve. Since Mike’s death, Guy might well have moved his heavy boots under the table, and maybe even married her, although she didn’t look that stupid. My guess was that she was still Mrs Davis.

They were both surveying me, from the top of my crew-cut brown hair to my less than posh jeans and trainers. It was a question of which of us emerged from our corner for the next round first. I made it me, with one last try at saving the situation.

‘I’ve made a real pig’s-dinner of this, and I don’t wonder you’re annoyed, but could I call on you properly, appointment and all, Mrs – er – Davis, isn’t it?’ I threw in a smile in case it helped. I’d like to add that women have been known to swoon at my smile, but it wouldn’t be the truth. I have to work a lot harder than that, or so I’m told by those who should know. They must be right, because my smile at Polly seemed to have fallen short in the success stakes.

‘There would be no point. It’s not for sale,’ Polly replied, more patiently this time, which might be a good sign, although I could still see knuckles white with tension closed over those bits of paper.

I could also see my only hope of staving Harry Prince off receding rapidly, especially as good old Guy decided to up the stakes. ‘The word’s no, Colby, no matter who your dad was.’ His fists were clenched, and I backed off. Lesson one in the oil trade: don’t do fists until you have the advantage of surprise. All the same, the whites of Guy’s eyes were getting unpleasantly close.

I tried reason. ‘It’s a rare car,’ I said. ‘Especially the drop-head version. If you don’t want to sell it for your own sake, Mrs Davis...’ I looked from one to the other, but there was no sign that Guy was going to take ownership either of her or the car. ‘My fault. I understand now; maybe it belonged to your late husband?’

I broke off as Guy marched even closer, but that wasn’t the reason I stopped. It was Polly. She was no longer kneading scraps of paper, but was looking directly at the car with an expression not of anger but almost, I thought, near to tears. Fool that I was, I realized this must have been the car Mike died in.

When Guy reached me, he simply spun me round and pushed me headlong into the hedge.

‘Crash back through your hole, mister,’ he suggested, ‘and stay there.’

You get to know how to look after yourself in the oil trade, and I could have floored him so quickly that he wouldn’t be able to enjoy his fruit trees – or Polly, if that was the relationship – for some time. But that wouldn’t have achieved anything except momentary satisfaction. Instead, I said sincerely to Polly, ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Davis, if I brought back sad memories.’

I don’t think she even heard me. She was still looking at the Lagonda, with a grief that humbled me. No one would ever look at me like that. A woman like this... I dragged my thoughts away from a vision of Polly in bed and concentrated on the lovely Lagonda. Polly had known the car was there, so why this intensity now? Why did she keep it at all, if it was so upsetting? There had to be some story attached to it. People keep old cars for all sorts of reasons. To be buried in them, for sentiment’s sake, for lack of money to restore them, or just because it’s too much trouble to get rid of them, or too expensive to run them.

Nothing about Polly Davis suggested any of these explanations worked, however. The very opposite. She looked the kind of woman who would relish being seen in a classic car – unlike dear old Guy. I was back to my first explanation: this was the car Mike had died in. And yet that didn’t fully satisfy me either. There was something weird about this situation – and about the Lagonda itself. Everything I had seen suggested that apart from the headlights it was a beauty of a car, and yet something didn’t quite add up. Two of my noses, for precious cars and for trouble, were pushing me forwards, towards my own, my very own, black hole.


TWO

To sum up my situation as I stalked back to Pluckley where I’d left my car: it was the Lagonda or Harry Prince. I preferred to pursue the former, since the latter brought to the fore the nose I lacked, the one for storing money.

‘Any time, Jack, any time.’ Last time I had seen Harry, he had chuckled in joyful anticipation of getting his hands on Dad’s collection of automobilia, with or without Classic Car Restorations and Frogs Hill Farm itself. It had been the first time he had made an offer to me without getting dirt straight back in his personal fuel line. He’s a car dealer, is Prince, and sees himself as King and Emperor of the car trade in this part of Kent. So far I’d refused his deal every time. I don’t like the way he does things, I don’t like the way he treats people, and I don’t like Harry. I do like his wife, but that’s not much help.

My major problem was money. Not an unusual one, I grant you, but crucial to me at that moment. When Dad died, just after I’d returned to Kent, he was greatly mourned by all who loved him and classic cars. Especially his family. Having returned to Kent merely to sort things out, somehow I never left again. A man can only take the oil trade for so long.

There was no question of selling Frogs Hill Farm, even if I was forced to because of the debts Dad had left. The moving costs would outweigh the sale profits. The Greeks believed that we all have fatal flaws that lead to our ruin, but I had searched in vain for Dad’s when he was alive. After his death, however, it had emerged that his world famous Glory Boot had got that way because he’d never let cost stand in the way of a new acquisition. Result: first class collection of automobilia – but mortgages galore on Frogs Hill Farm which Croesus would have had a job paying off, let alone me. So I had settled down with Classic Car Restorations, blithely hoping that I could make it pay. It was a struggle, and now it had reached crunch point.

I’d set out along the bridle path this sunny day just to talk over prices with Harry, and we would both know this meant it was getting serious. Fortunately, he didn’t know I was coming, as I’d wanted the advantage of surprise. The happy surprise had been mine – the Lagonda. It might give me a lifeline to pay my debts for a couple of months – even if Polly and Mr Rottweiler were standing in the way. I didn’t yet know quite how I was going to get hold of that elegant lady – and perhaps even Polly into the bargain, which was an increasingly nice thought. Something, I told myself, would turn up.

With this optimistic outlook, I decided Harry Prince could wait until I had exhausted every other avenue. I’d head straight back to Frogs Hill Farm to begin my Lagonda campaign.

Frogs Hill Farm is so tucked away that it’s surprising any customers find their way there. They generally arrive at the large modern barn that houses the restoration business with a great air of triumph, as if they’ve just solved the enigma of perpetual motion. Len likes it this way. We are high up on the Lower Greensand stratum with fine views of the Kentish Weald beneath us in the distance, and if one squints between the trees in roughly the opposite direction we also have brief glimpses of the chalk North Downs.

What road are we on, customers naturally ask. Road? The way to Frogs Hill Farm is along a mere track, though a lane leads grudgingly off from Piper’s Green village on the Pluckley to Egerton road and runs somewhere near the farm. After that, it’s a slog up our long drive – or pleasant motoring, according to how many potholes need to be filled in. Len Vickers, who is in charge of restorations with Zoe Grant’s help, believes in making customers work to find us, whereas I take a duller view. I prefer not to be sued for damage to classic and fragile beauties.

By the time I reached the farm again that morning, I was full of renewed hope and vigour. Guy Williams’ aggression had receded in my mind and so had my gut feeling of something nasty in the woodshed. All I could think of was that beautiful Lagonda, which had my name written on it as surely as my passport. And if by any happy chance its owner was part of the deal, Shangri-La appeared to be just over my horizon.

I went straight to the petrolhead zone of operations, where Len and Zoe were working on a 1934 Riley 12/4 Kestrel saloon. This little gem needed some serious suspension, braking and electrical work if it was ever to see another MOT certificate, so I was up against stiff competition if I expected eager interest in my concerns.

‘Lagonda, V12,’ I announced for openers as I marched into the Pits, as we call the barn workshop.

Silence. Not even a grunt.

Then Zoe’s hand did briefly wave above the grease pit and a spiel of stuff about various chassis and engine lubrication systems followed. Push-button grease jobs and full-flow oil conversions are now delights of the past, but for their devoted admirers they are subjects of never-ending joy.

Len and Zoe make a good team – but a strange mix. Len must have reached sixty now, although I’ve never dared ask him. I’d get a crusty put-down. Any words not devoted to the inner workings of, say, a Cotal preselector gearbox are wasted, in his view. His father was a World War Two engineer in the RAF, but Len took to cars. He was big in the racing scene in the fifties and sixties, then opted for a quieter life tinkering with classic cars off circuit. At one point he got in with a bad crowd and made the mistake of believing that a good classic must have a good owner. He went even quieter after that, but he brought a car to show Dad one day, and somehow – neither of us knew quite how – he moved into the barn and never moved out, thus beginning Frogs Hill Classic Car Restorations.

Because Len is good at his job – very good – business is brisk. Unfortunately, he is also slow, so the briskness is all on one side: cars coming, but not so often leaving. Len is a perfectionist, but the result is that there’s no reliable monthly income to pay off those delightful mortgages on the farm, even with my input.

The only way the business works at all is because of Zoe, Len’s saving grace and mine. With her spiky orange hair, surmounted by a baseball cap, she and Len make an odd couple, but a great team. She must be about twenty-three now, having dropped out of university and into classic cars, preferring getting her hands dirty over wheel bearings and half-shafts to engineering courses. Clad in jeans, sweatshirt and baseball hat, she worked happily (and more speedily) with Len for a couple of years until Dad died and the cuckoo in their comfortable nest arrived. Correction: two cuckoos. Firstly, me. I squawk around them anxious to help, but my knowledge of classic cars is mostly in my head, not my hands. Secondly, her boyfriend – lover, perhaps, who knows? – Rob Lane, who is trouble with a grin on its face.

‘Ever seen a drophead round here?’ I yelled at Len and Zoe, trying for more decibels than Classic FM, which was apparently essential for their work, as it slowed them down, Len claimed... No comment.

‘Yup. A thirty-eight V12,’ Len shouted back, and then returned to his work. This time, a Laycock de Normanville overdrive unit seemed to be the object of his affection.

‘I saw one in an old barn—’

Off went the radio, up came Zoe from behind the tool chest, interrupting with a bawled-out:

‘There’s a car in my barn,

‘Dear Jack, dear Ja – ack.

‘Oh what is it doing there,

‘Dear Zoe, dear Zoe...’ And on and on. Even Len was trying not to laugh.

I eyed them with scorn. ‘If neither of you has the imagination to think beyond idle jests—’

‘I have, I have,’ she pleaded. ‘Please do tell us all about this barn, dear Jack.’

‘On the bridleway from Pluckley to Charden.’

‘Greensand Farm, Polly Davis’s place. Yup. That’s where I saw the drophead. Years ago, it was. Serviced it once.’ This was a long speech for Len. Talking takes too much time away from what’s really important in life, such as Roots-type superchargers or the superiority of desmodromic valve systems. ‘Guy Williams rents the orchards,’ he added.

‘You know Polly Davis?’ The adrenalin began to rise. This could be a breakthrough. Casually but smartly dressed in a Ted Lapidus blazer and slacks, I could stroll up to her at a drinks party – and who knows? Problem: I don’t do drinks parties, or rather I’m not in the right set to do them.

‘Nope. Met her though.’ Len grew positively chatty. ‘Mike ran that classics to order business. Before your time.’

‘Yes, but was it a good ’un?’ By which I meant: was it strictly legit? I’d hate to think of that Lagonda being part of a non legit set-up, i.e. stolen.

Len considered this for so long I had to fight to control impatience, which never works with Len. ‘Seemed to be. I wouldn’t have touched it.’

Helpful, I thought. I could not recall Dad ever mentioning meeting Mike Davis, but he wasn’t exactly one for the social life. Mum had done her best to winkle him out of his mental garage, but after she died, its doors rarely opened. He ruled over the Glory Boot and waited for people to come to him, when he proved the best and most affable of hosts.

‘Polly’s OK,’ Zoe volunteered.

‘She wasn’t OK today,’ I said ruefully.

‘I was at school with Bea; she’s her daughter,’ Zoe continued undeterred. ‘She’s just come back from working abroad. Got a job in Canterbury. Polly runs a picture framing business at the farm.’

‘Any hope of getting me an introduction as a respectable citizen?’

A snort. ‘No way. Long queue.’ A wave, and Zoe was back in the real world of nuts and bolts.

Len was still ruminating though. ‘That Lagonda,’ he said. A long pause, spanner in hand.

‘I presume it was Mike’s, perhaps the one he died in,’ I said.

‘Hers, not his,’ he said to my surprise. ‘Belonged to her dad.’

That was a relief. My foot hadn’t been quite as big as I thought. Of course, it could still be the car Mike died in.

‘So why is she letting it go to rack and ruin in the barn? Has she got no soul?’ Surely such a face must have a soul somewhere.

‘Used to drive it,’ Len informed me. ‘Pride and joy.’

‘I could restore it for her and sell it,’ I said plaintively, ‘but she won’t hear of it.’

‘Takes all sorts,’ was Len’s final offering, and then he too went back to his real world and left me to worry about mortgages.

As may be apparent, I don’t have any capital stashed away for rainy days. I had thrown up my oil job, confident that, with my early and brief marriage well in the past and my daughter in her early twenties, I was a lily of the field and could take my time over choosing how to toil and spin. One sight of the massive debts of Frogs Hill had cured me of that quaint notion. Fortunately, I’m not totally dependent on Len’s and Zoe’s contribution for income. I’d become a car detective in earnest.

One day Zoe had had enough of my incompetent technical abilities. ‘Stop poking your nose in, Jack,’ she had yelled in exasperation. ‘Poke it out.’

So, with their help – Len on the knowledge side, Zoe on the ‘let’s go for it’ side – I had begun working with the police and insurance companies on routine jobs and then added the hunting down of rare cars on commission for individuals, or anything anyone would pay me for. Zoe and Len eye me warily now, as though my detective work might tempt their cuckoo to migrate to foreign parts again and leave a devastated nest behind him. He won’t, of course. This cuckoo is here to stay, but not in a nest run by Harry Prince.

That Lagonda was, therefore, my next mission. Strictly speaking, I should have been returning a call from DCI Dave Jennings, who operates the Kent Police Car Crime Unit, but the Lagonda called more loudly. First step: meet Polly Davis under more favourable circumstances. In order to do that, I needed to know more about this Lagonda. A few facts and especially figures might come in very useful. Attractive though Polly was, the Lagonda had to be my main target.

Was that true? I had a moment’s doubt because classics and their owners are joined at the hubcap; you can’t have one without understanding the other. The thought of being joined at the hip with Polly – although what I had in mind might be somewhat difficult if we were – was a highly pleasurable one. We’d got off to a bad start, but there was surely something I could do about that.

I thought out a rapid plan of action. ‘Fancy the Wheatsheaf on Sunday week?’ I threw out to the two heads that were all there was to be seen of my colleagues, who were back at their far more interesting jobs. These included, I knew, making an elaborate exhaust system for a ‘blower’ Bentley, and therefore I naturally only received a couple of ‘ums’ in reply.

Every third Sunday in the month the Wheatsheaf pub, a few miles from Piper’s Green, hosts a classic car get-together. I’d seen a Lagonda there once or twice, and if I struck lucky I might have a chance to find out how rare my barn discovery was, and whether it was well known to the buffs. Given the noses of the usual suspects at this gathering, there was a pretty good chance someone would know something, even if the Lagonda I’d seen there previously failed to show.

The classic car world is a knowledgeable one, and a friendly one – usually – and a lot of my sleuthing work is done at car shows both here and in continental Europe. Len had implied that Mike Davis wasn’t squeaky clean in his car doings, and if so I might pick up some vibes on that.

Then, on a whim, I changed my plan of action completely. Although the logical thing was to do my homework first, what I wanted to do was see Polly Davis again. I thought of Zoe’s throwaway ‘a queue at her door’. A whole lot of trouble might lie ahead, but hey – when had that ever stopped me?

Or stopped Zoe, come to that. There was, after all, Rob Lane in her life.

Rob Lane, the big drawback to Zoe. ‘He means well,’ had been her less than wholehearted excuse for Rob last time he had turned up at Frogs Hill. He hadn’t exactly covered himself with glory when he’d put a fingerprint on a freshly lacquered Bugatti firewall. Or the time he’d backed his old banger into a customer’s priceless Mercedes 540K Cabrio.

I’d spent ages of avuncular time trying to warn Zoe off Rob. Warn her off? You’d think I’d urged her to make a bid for the best catch in Europe. Somehow, however, fate has a way of choosing unlikely messengers, and this time I’d had to grit my teeth. It seemed my path to Polly could be through Rob.

‘What?’ I asked dangerously, ‘are you doing here?’

I had come to the Pits the next morning, my head still full of Polly and Lagondas, to find Rob sitting on the bonnet of an MGB, and even Len wasn’t yelling at him to get the hell off. If I’d done that, it would have been a different matter. I was only the boss.

Zoe had run into Rob at university and made the mistake of not instantly running in the opposite direction. Was it love? Was it sex? Was it some fatal attraction for catastrophe? Don’t ask me. I’m a car detective, not a psychologist. All I know is that Zoe eyes him as fondly as if he were Clarence, that messenger sent from the heavens in the old James Stewart weepie It’s a Wonderful Life. Not with Rob around it isn’t.

‘I came,’ he said plaintively, moving off the bonnet, ‘to ask Zoe if she’d like to go to Hurst Manor tonight.’ He looked injured, every inch the victim.

‘Do you, Zoe?’ I asked politely. Typical Rob invitation. He is, as they say, of good family, and every inch of his confident face and neatly trimmed designer stubble betrays it. Bored charm is Rob’s speciality. He’s waiting for the big opportunity that fate will drop in his path tomorrow. But even if tomorrow should happen to come, he would have to be coaxed into taking up the offer. That’s where Zoe comes in. I don’t think they live or even sleep together, but how would I know? Zoe keeps her private life to herself.

‘Private view,’ Rob condescended to explain. ‘Local art show. Everyone will be there. Fancy it, Zoe? Bea’s going.’

Full alert! All the antennae waving together. ‘Bea Davis?’ I asked, unable to believe my luck.

Zoe grinned. ‘The very same.’

‘And her mother?’ Could this be manna dropping from heaven? Rob’s presence usually suggests the other place, so it seemed too good to be true. Lagondas temporarily receded in my mind.

He regarded me as a simpleton who has to have allowances made for him.

‘Of course.’

‘I’ll come,’ I said.

‘Will you?’ The eyes glittered as the two rams locked mental horns, and Zoe got unconcernedly on with her rebuilding of a Scintilla Vertex magneto. ‘I invited Zoe.’

‘As an exception, I’m prepared to forget the errant fingerprint and the scraped bumper episodes if you’ll let me come with you both.’

I endeavoured to look menacingly formidable, but without success. Rob is some eight inches shorter than I am, boasting a slighter frame and featuring cocky charm. No, delete the cocky. Rob was merely assured. Although, I had to be generous today, I could see no quarter being given in those triumphant eyes.

Nor could Zoe, so she entered the fight. ‘Rob, lighten up.’

Rob could obviously see his free dinners and sympathy flying out of his reach, because he promptly grinned. ‘Sure,’ he said languidly. ‘Lorna likes beefy guys.’

I’d get my own back later. Beefy is not a word I’m comfortable with – it smacks of Arnie and The Terminator – but there was too much riding on this to take revenge now. ‘Lorna?’ I queried.

‘Lorna Stack. Sex bomb lady of the manor – or thinks she is. Wife of Rupert Stack, who’s the leader of the “second homes” brigade.’

I’d heard of him, a London businessman. The second homes folk tend to keep themselves to themselves, so I only met them if they were bringing their classics to me. We don’t frequent the same watering holes and troughs. They’re rather like expats. We locals are here for amusement and service. Unfair? Of course. Some of them are good fun and do their bit for the village, but on the whole it’s like the grain and the grape: we don’t mix.

Today, however, I felt able to take on the world. First, I rang Dave Jennings. Result: there was a job tracking down a Merc for which he might have to call me in, and a missing Rolls he needed my help on more or less right away. So I would have to give Polly, the Lagonda and the art show full throttle. They might present dangerous curves to be approached with caution, but I was up for it.


THREE

Hurst Manor was on the far side of Piper’s Green, towards Egerton, and, anxious as I was to meet Polly again, I did spare a thought for the May greenery and blossom as I turned into the drive that Friday evening. Kent is a beautiful county, and the North Downs could be seen in all their glory on the one side, while on the other the fertile Weald lay beneath the Greensand Ridge. Spring gives an edge to the beauties of nature, and, full of its joys, I was looking forward to the evening.

The manor is tucked away in its own grounds. I had a vague memory of going there donkeys years ago, when the Squire, as my father quaintly referred to him, still lived there. But such feudal situations had passed, and the Squire’s descendants now lived in a modern semi somewhere in Lenham.

For Hurst Manor to be merely a second home seemed to me sad, but perhaps that was just jealousy. All the money in the world thrown into the upkeep of a house and gardens such as these won’t compensate for lack of the atmosphere of a house that is empty much of the time. It had been a family house once. This building had come into being in the early nineteenth century, but was on the site of several predecessors over the centuries, beginning with the first one in early medieval times built for one of the children of the family living in the nearby Chilston Park estate. Hurst can hardly have been in the same class in size or importance as Chilston, and certainly wasn’t now, but it was charming all the same. Not, of course, that we hoi polloi were going into the house itself. Nothing so grand.

‘Over there,’ called Rob from the back seat of my Alfa Sportwagon, where he relaxed in aristocratic hauteur, with one of his arms casually round Zoe. Zoe wasn’t even objecting, though she’s hardly the type of girl that needs cosseting. She’s more the tigress variety, liking to leap out at unexpected moments – except, of course, where Rob’s concerned.

We’d negotiated hard over Rob’s terms for agreeing to let me come – by hard, I mean Rob stated his terms and I agreed. ‘Transport,’ he’d drawled. ‘You drive, Zoe and I drink.’

‘Fair enough,’ I’d promptly conceded. Anyway, I needed my wits about me, if I was to catch Polly in my toils. Silly phrase that: what was there to toil over where Polly was concerned? Then I remembered that toil used to mean trap, and it struck me that if traps were on the menu then it was more than likely that she had trapped me rather than the other way around. I let my imagination play... a drive in that handsome Lagonda on a summer’s day; an old-fashioned picnic basket strapped on the back, stuffed with foie gras and a bottle of champagne; a blanket spread upon the ground by a stream – and Polly. Or maybe the back seat of the Lagonda... Back, Colby, back to reality. Work to be done, I realized. Harry Prince to be staved off one more time.

‘Tell me about this queue at Polly’s door,’ I said to Zoe as our incongruous threesome made its way towards the converted stables where the show was being held. ‘What’s the competition?’

Zoe grinned. ‘Best in Show, Best Watercolour, Best Oil...’

‘Most amusing,’ I agreed sourly.

Already, I did not fancy the Stacks. The public were directed to park in a field behind the stables. The Stacks’ own cars were spoiling the look of the gracious red-brick house. One can tell a lot about people from the car they own – or I tell myself that I can. The Bentley Mulsanne Turbo and BMW convertible outside the manor said anonymous grey-suited businessman and spoiled wife respectively. Some detective I would be, however, if I believed first impressions. Often they were right, but sometimes they were very, very wrong, such as the time I dismissed a chap as a poseur for arriving at a car show in a tarted-up Triumph Stag, only to find out that he also owned a Ferrari 250 GTO. I concentrated on the job in hand, however, as I marched dutifully behind whippersnapper Rob to the stables’ entrance.

Two elderly ladies at the reception table duly fell for his charms, and I was in. One of them had looked rather doubtful as she checked me up and down, but must have decided I was an eccentric artist rather than a heavy mob villain, because she suddenly awarded me a smile and told me the programme was a pound. She held out three – I bought them.

Rob took two from me and graciously handed one to Zoe as though he’d just forked out for it himself. A good trick that, and I’d remember it.

‘We’ll leave you to it,’ Rob then announced, making no secret that I was no longer wanted. That suited me down to the ground. ‘See you for dinner,’ he added.

‘That’s included in the entry price?’ I asked, surprised but imagining some enormous buffet to be laid on courtesy of the Stacks.

‘It is for us.’ Rob smirked. ‘You’re paying. I thought we’d go to the Green Dragon.’

The most expensive restaurant in Piper’s Green, of course. Zoe, I noticed, was looking the other way.

‘Naturally,’ I agreed graciously. I’d think about the mortgage tomorrow. What was a mere hundred quid or two with a Lagonda and Polly at stake?

The stables had been modernized to make one long building, which was currently so packed with people that I despaired of ever spotting Polly. Movement wasn’t helped by the fact that temporary display partitions had been erected to divide one artist’s work from another’s, so there was nothing for it but to force my way round from one to the other.

I’m no judge of amateur art – or any art, come to that – but this show, which according to the programme notes presented both professional and amateur artists, looked of high standard. It was varied in subject matter, with landscapes, portraits and abstracts, and incomprehensible mixes of all of these. I tried hard to absorb enough to chat sensibly to Polly once I’d tracked her down, which meant forcing myself between eager groups eating canapés and miniature sausage rolls. I was beginning to despair when Zoe, as so often, galloped to my rescue by seizing my arm. No sign of Rob, luckily.

‘Jack, come and meet Bea.’

Bea? Bless you, Zoe, I thought fervently. Bea was with a young man, maybe a year or two older than her, who stared at me suspiciously.

‘Big Boss Man at Frogs Hill,’ Zoe introduced me airily. ‘Jack Colby.’

‘Hi, Jack,’ Bea greeted me, then giggled. ‘Sorry, no pun intended.’

I tried to reply wittily, but all I could think of was Polly and that this was her daughter. I liked the look of Bea. She was no Polly in the beauty stakes, that was for sure. She was shorter, rounder and with a much warmer, eager face. Unfortunately, her companion looked the sort to take full advantage of such openness. From his accent as he continued to talk pointedly only to Bea and Zoe, he was Polish, I guessed, especially when Bea introduced him as Tomas Kasek. His arm slid round Bea in case I had any idea of making off with her.

Just as I was wondering how to break up this cosy twosome, Zoe did it for me.

‘Jack’s fallen in love with your mum’s Lagonda, Bea,’ she said brightly.

‘What Lagonda?’ Bea looked genuinely puzzled.

‘In one of your barns,’ I said casually.

Bea looked even more puzzled. ‘Not to my knowledge. She and Dad had one. It might still be around, but I don’t see why it should be. All the cars got sold off to Andy Wells.’ She turned to lover lad. ‘Tomas, you’ve met Andy, and you like cars. Did Andy ever mention it?’

Tomas’s square chin grew even squarer for some reason. ‘Never.’

‘Very odd.’ Bea frowned. ‘Do you know Mum, Jack?’

‘I’ve met her.’ The way this came out made it sound as if it had been love at first sight. Perhaps it had been, on my side at least.

Tomas must have seen his opportunity. ‘Mrs Davis is here somewhere,’ he said pointedly, to hasten my departure.

‘Off you go, Jack,’ Zoe said unhelpfully.

‘Don’t tell her you’ve met us.’ Bea grinned.

‘Why not?’ I asked. After all, what other opening would I have?

‘She doesn’t approve.’ Bea pulled a face.

‘Of you?’

‘Of me, I think,’ Tomas told me casually.

So Polly had good taste, I thought. Bea deserved better than Tomas.

‘Tomas is farm manager for Guy Williams, and Mum does approve of Guy,’ Bea told me.

‘Is he here?’ I asked warily. A punch-up was not going to improve my status.

‘Sure to be. Fighting off the competition,’ Bea told me blithely.

I decided to enquire no further. This might be a case where ignorance was bliss, and in any case it was high time I located Polly.

The display units might have been efficient for concentrating the mind on one artist’s work, but it didn’t work as well for anyone intent on coming casually upon friends – or upon Polly Davis – and I was getting more and more frustrated.

And then I found her. She was talking in one of the units to someone I recognized from local classic car shows. I go to so many that I can’t carry all the owners’ names in my head, but by Jupiter I remember the cars. And this man’s face said Maserati Mexico to me. I thought his name was Dan or Don. What better introduction could I have asked for? Polly was dressed in a flimsy floating lemon-coloured affair and made my heart and various other organs ache in admiration. Then she caught sight of me, and what had been a beautiful normal woman switched back into ice-queen mode. Unfortunately for her, she could not move, as I had carefully hemmed her into a corner between Dan (or Don) and myself, and she couldn’t very well tell me to get lost – chiefly because I got my oar in first, and not with her.

‘Maserati Mexico,’ I said to Dan (or Don). He was a good-looking man, and I seemed to recall he had been, or still was, in motor racing at some level. He certainly had the looks that went with wasting a bottle of the best champagne. Not that he himself looked a waste of space. Far from it; I remembered liking him from previous encounters. I reckoned he looked more like a Dan than a Don, and I needed to be right, especially if he was in the famous queue for Polly’s favours. They had been standing very close together and talking very earnestly. About art? I don’t think so.

‘And it’s Dan – er... ?’ I finished enquiringly.

‘Right. Dan Burgess. And you’re Jack Colby of Frogs Hill Classic Car Restorations. Related to Glory Boot Colby, I imagine.’

We were off, and short of pushing us both out of the way Polly was temporarily stuck with me. My opportunity was right here, and I took it.

‘I have to apologize to you again,’ I said ruefully. ‘We didn’t meet under the best circumstances last week. I don’t usually do wilful damage to hedges. Blame your good taste.’

She managed a sick grin. I decided not to enlighten the obviously curious Dan – he might want a slice of the Lagonda action – so I quickly added, ‘I’ve just met your daughter Bea. She’s a friend of my mechanic, Zoe Grant.’

A little colour came into those pale cheeks, and the goddess spoke. ‘I like Zoe. She’s great fun, isn’t she?’

‘The best,’ I agreed. Wow, a real conversation. This was progress. ‘It isn’t always a barrel of laughs at the farm, but we all get along fine.’

We rambled on, and Dan informed me he was a painter by profession – and had his own pictures hung here, even though he wasn’t a member of the society. ‘Right here,’ he emphasized, glancing at the walls with the glow of pride shining all over his Superman features.

‘Cars, I see,’ I said fatuously, taking in the subject matter of the pictures around me for the first time and wondering whether I was expected to buy one to impress Polly. This was a man who adored cars. His cars had stately homes and impossibly beautiful landscapes plonked down around them, but the cars themselves were painted with a love and skill not evident in the backgrounds. No Lagondas though. Thoughts of the blanket I had shared in my fantasies with the lady standing next to me flashed through my mind all too uncomfortably.

‘I take commissions,’ Dan told me, when I’d duly admired them. ‘I go round and paint cars for their loving owners. So next time you want a paint job to hang on the wall, call me.’ We joked around for a minute or two, but then an announcement that the speeches were about to begin threw me off track. I momentarily turned my head, and with a light touch on my arm, Polly slipped past me to freedom.

Once away, she did pause long enough to murmur, ‘I’m sorry about the other day, Jack. I really am. Come up to the farm one day, but no talk about Lagondas. Deal?’ She smiled at me, and the world spun out of control.

I was so stunned I could only nod my head. ‘Better than nothing,’ I blurted out – hardly a phrase calculated to woo a lady to my bed, but she didn’t seem to take offence. That smile lit up her face like the cracking of a glacier, and my dreams began to flow once more. Lyrical? Believe me, I felt lyrical as I watched Polly disappear into the mob.

‘Quite something, isn’t she?’ There seemed to be some wistfulness in Dan’s expression. He only looked in his thirties – much too young for her, I thought, but then beauty such as Polly’s had no relation to age.

I agreed with him. She was quite something. My car detective nose was reminding me that whatever mystery hung over that Lagonda V12, Polly must be involved in it up to her beautiful swanlike neck, but I didn’t care. I was on my way to Shangri-La as she and the Lagonda floated through my mind.

I remained in a daze throughout the speeches, squashed between a chap who looked so scruffy he could only be one of the artists, and a lady of such flowing curves that Rubens would have been inspired. Every so often I caught a glimpse of Polly, who was in charge of the raffle – to which, I realized guiltily, I had not contributed. Black mark, if Polly realized it too. The MC seemed to be Simon Todd, the leader of the art group, who was presiding over the awards of the prizes. Next to him was a quiet man with spectacles and dull fair hair – perhaps once straw-coloured – wearing an exquisitely tailored suit. He looked in his mid forties, and when I heard Todd address him as Rupert, I deduced he was the manor’s owner.

I recognized Simon – he’d brought a mid-fifties Austin Metropolitan in to Frogs Hill last year. Normally, Len would have turned up his nose at a yellow and white Custard Torpedo, as this Anglo-American hybrid was charmingly nicknamed, but I persuaded him otherwise, with dull old thoughts of mortgages in my mind. I hadn’t taken to Simon, even though he was a prissy sort of chap and, in my appraisal of his sexual leanings, was hardly likely to be in the running for Polly’s affections. Nevertheless, they seemed pretty chummy from his arm possessively round her as she picked out the raffle tickets.

I decided to rest content with my progress and not seek Polly out again, so after the speeches I began to wander round the show once more. By mistake, I found myself among Lorna Stack’s work – the lady who apparently liked beefy guys. I was jammed in there, so I had no choice but to study her work with close intent. She had, after all, won one of the prizes – though that, I thought, was hardly surprising.

‘What do you think?’ came a husky voice from behind me, and I leapt sky high at being unexpectedly addressed. Had Lorna Stack been stalking me? No, it was Polly, to my amazement.

‘Daren’t say,’ I replied briefly.

I’m no art critic, but I do know what I don’t like. I don’t like fussy neat landscapes of gardens and parks that tell me less than a photograph would convey.

She laughed. Polly? Oh the joys to come if she could laugh so seductively. There was a warmth between us now. ‘Very wise of you, Jack. Especially as the artist is right behind you.’

Alarmed, I turned round, but there was no one there who could possibly be Lorna Stack.

My turn to laugh. ‘I may not call,’ I threatened her.

‘I may not answer.’

No mistake. There was sex in that voice, and surely, surely sex in the air. And yet she was holding back. Something seemed not to be resolved. It was as if what Polly wanted, Polly wasn’t sure if she should have. I’d seen that look too often on wistful would-be buyers faced with the classic car of their dreams. If I was right about my diagnosis, I could surely change all that.

But at that moment Lorna Stack did arrive. Fate seemed to be saying that my luck might be in, but I couldn’t be given too much of it. Sharp dark eyes in a sexy face switched from Polly to me and rapidly summed the situation up.

‘Darling, how nice,’ she cooed at Polly. ‘I thought I’d find you with Rupert. You so often are. But here you are with a new admirer. How do you manage it?’ Her voice sounded flattering; her eyes revealed she had a bitchier motive in mind.

‘Easily, Lorna.’ In a trice Polly had turned into the ice queen again as she delivered this cool shot. ‘As for Rupert, he brings pictures to be framed every now and then.’

‘Whenever he puts a deal to bed, I expect,’ Lorna fired back. Her eyes turned to me. I was next for the rack. I felt their power, but they left me inexplicably cold. Her sex appeal could batter itself against me all it liked, but it would be in vain. Sharp eyes incandescent with promise, but I wouldn’t be taking up their offer, even though Polly pointedly excused herself to leave us together.

‘I’ve seen you in the village.’ Lorna made it sound like the sexiest rendezvous imaginable.

‘That or the pub maybe. I’ve seen your Bentley around.’ I hadn’t, except on their forecourt, but it made the point that cars, not black-eyed witches, were my thing.

‘Not the pub. We never have the time. Rupert brings work home with him, and I’m an artist.’

I gulped. ‘And a talented one too.’ I indicated the ghastly pictures. What else could I do? She looked pleased anyway.

‘There’s not much to do round here, so painting fills in the time I don’t spend at the gym.’

Not much to do? When there were walks over the downs and in the fields and woods, drives around the lanes, country pubs, birds, animals, history lurking in every corner of this wonderful county? And yet she drew pictures of flower beds. I smiled, and she must have read it as an invitation.

‘You must make your own entertainment, and I’m sure you do it beautifully. You’re the –’ she broke off, and I nearly finished ‘beefy sort’ for her, but she found her own word – ‘innovative sort.’

‘Too busy to be innovative,’ I said hastily. ‘I’m in classic cars.’

‘I’m sure there’s a lot of mileage in you.’ Her gaze swept appraisingly over me, until I felt like a stud gigolo.

Fortunately, my honour was saved by the bell. Her husband arrived, took a look at me, blinked, smiled, chatted and then to my relief removed his wife from my presence. I prefer to eat dinner, not be eaten for it.

I told myself I had achieved what I had come for more or less. Fifty per cent, anyway. The Lagonda mystery was no further forward, but at the very least I was on talking terms with Polly. I even met Guy Williams on my next promenade, with a woman at his side who was presumably his wife. Thankfully, it wasn’t Polly. He glared at me suspiciously, as if I was about to make a dash to pinch his Volvo. I grinned at him in return. The grin wasn’t so much for him as for the fact that I had just spotted Polly again. She was talking to both the Stacks now, though Rupert left them as I came sauntering up. It was pushing my luck to talk to Polly again, but that’s the trouble with lucky dice. One’s tempted to keep on throwing and throwing.

I was just in time to hear Lorna say viciously to Polly: ‘Just keep away in future, darling. Rupert’s mine, remember, and only mine. You really must remember that, because I’d hate a pretty face like yours to be rearranged. Why not stick to that new bloke of yours? He’s a hunky softie.’

I never did hear Polly’s reply.

As usual, Rob had arrived at the wrong time. ‘We’re ready for the Green Dragon, Jack,’ he told me, clapping me heartily on the back. I gave in gracefully. After all, I’d got halfway to Paradise this evening, and if Paradise could have a Lagonda thrown in so much the better. Whatever its story, it was probably something quite innocent. Something to do with Polly and Mike, perhaps, not the car itself. How could there be anything odd about something so sleek and handsome? I thought of that old never-ending song: ‘You’ll never get to heaven in an old Ford car,’ which my Dad used to sing non-stop.

No, but I could in a Lagonda V12. Especially with Polly in it too.
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