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The Motor Car Affair

Being a Truthful and Largely Unembellished Account of How Peregrine “Edward” Appleby, Esq., Acquired a Sports Car, Lost His Dignity, Gained an Admirer, and Required His Valet to Do Everything Except Actually Drive the Vehicle

*Being the Second Volume of the Appleby & Hedges Papers*
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A Prefatory Note from the Author

The events described herein took place approximately six months after the Lower Swatting snuffbox affair, during which period Edward Appleby had continued to rest between adventures, Hedges had continued to manage the consequences of this rest, and the Mayfair flat had continued to exist in the comfortable state of mild entropy that is the natural habitat of young men of means who have not yet decided what to do with themselves but are in no particular hurry.

The acquisition of the motor car was, in retrospect, inevitable. Men of Edward’s type and income have always bought motor cars for the same reasons they buy everything: because someone mentioned it at a club, because it seemed like a good idea at the time, and because Hedges’s subsequent expression of careful neutrality was misread, as it so often was, as tacit approval.

It was not tacit approval.

It was never tacit approval.

The Daimler-Benz motor car has, on the whole, much to recommend it. The particular specimen described in these pages had rather less.
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Chapter One:
In Which a Terrible Idea is Born at the Junior Idlers Club
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The Junior Idlers Club occupied the first two floors of a narrow Georgian building in St. James’s, sandwiched between a wine merchant of impeccable taste and a firm of solicitors whose clients, it was whispered, included at least three members of the club in a professional rather than social capacity. The club had been founded in 1889 on the principle that a gentleman ought to have somewhere comfortable to do nothing and had maintained this principle with admirable consistency ever since. The reading room contained newspapers, periodicals, and several members who had not moved since the previous Tuesday. The card room contained members playing cards. The smoking room contained members not smoking, on account of a new rule that had been passed in 1921 and was still causing low-grade resentment. And the billiard room contained, on this particular Thursday afternoon in late February, Edward Appleby and Gareth “Tippy” Tollimache.

Or rather, it contained Tippy, who was engaged in a solitary practice routine of impressive ambition and moderate execution, and Edward, who was sitting in one of the leather armchairs that lined the billiard room walls, reading a letter. Edward was reading the letter in the particular way he read letters that required attention — slowly, with frequent pauses to look at the ceiling, and with the occasional expression of a man trying to locate something he has definitely put down somewhere.

“I say,” said Edward, to the room.

“Mm,” said Tippy, not looking up from the table.

“I say,” Edward repeated, more specifically. “Bimbo Farquhar’s selling his car.”

The billiard cue struck the cue ball with a crack. The cue ball travelled with confidence toward the red, struck it at a slight angle, and deposited it in entirely the wrong pocket. Tippy straightened up and looked at Edward with the sudden attention that is only given to genuinely important news.

“The Farquhar Hispano-Suiza?” he said.

“Is that what it is? He just calls it ‘the motor’ in the letter.”

“It’s a 1922 Hispano-Suiza H6B,” said Tippy, with the reverence of a man speaking of a cathedral. “Six-cylinder, six-point-six litre engine. Does about ninety on a straight road. Bimbo bought it in Paris and drove it back through Normandy.” He paused. “He hit something in Normandy. A wall, I think. Or possibly an agricultural vehicle. The front left quarter has never been quite right since.”

“That explains why he’s selling it,” said Edward.

“It explains part of why he’s selling it,” said Tippy. “The other part is that he owes money to a man in Hertfordshire who has made certain representations about the consequences of continued non-payment.” He put the cue down and came to lean against the armchair. “Are you thinking of buying it?”

“I was thinking about thinking about it,” said Edward, in the careful tone of a man who has not yet committed to a position. “I’ve been meaning to get a car. Everyone has a car. Chumley-Bassett has a car. Archie Voss has a car. Even young Pengelly has a car, and Pengelly can barely navigate his own flat without incident.”

“You don’t drive,” Tippy pointed out.

“I’ve driven,” Edward said, with slightly more confidence than the fact warranted.

“When?”

Edward thought about this. “There was that time at Bimbo’s cousin’s place. In the summer. In the field.”

“You drove across one field, very slowly, and stopped because a rabbit ran out.”

“I showed good judgement,” Edward said. “The rabbit was clearly confused.”

Tippy regarded him with the expression of a man performing a rapid mental calculation and not entirely liking the result. “The Hispano-Suiza is not a field car, old boy. It’s a road car. A very fast road car. In the hands of someone who can drive.”

“I can learn,” said Edward, with the cheerful certainty of someone who has not yet had to learn anything that didn’t eventually sort itself out. “How difficult can it be? You go forward, you turn, you stop. It’s basically the same as a bicycle.”

“It is absolutely nothing like a bicycle.”

“Well, in principle. The principle is similar.”

Tippy looked at him. “What does Hedges think?”

“I haven’t mentioned it to Hedges yet.”

This was, Tippy’s expression suggested, a significant oversight. “You should probably mention it to Hedges before you do anything.”

“Naturally,” said Edward. “I’ll mention it to him this evening. And then I’ll probably write to Bimbo.” He folded the letter and put it in his pocket with the decisive air of a man who has made a decision he is aware he may later regret but is choosing to regard as a bridge to be crossed at the time. “How much is he asking?”

Tippy named a figure.

Edward blinked. “Is that all?”

“The front left quarter, Edward. And I suspect there may be other considerations that Bimbo has not put in writing.”

“Everything can be fixed,” said Edward, with the splendid optimism of the comfortably solvent. “That’s what mechanics are for.”

Tippy picked up his billiard cue again. “I hope, for your sake, that Hedges agrees with that assessment.”

“Of course he will,” said Edward. “Hedges agrees with everything sensible.”

Tippy, who had known Hedges for the better part of a decade and had watched him navigate Edward’s decisions with the composure of a man who has made his peace with the infinite variety of human error, said nothing to this. He addressed the cue ball instead. The cue ball, lacking Hedges’s patience, went directly into the wrong pocket again.
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The flat in Mayfair had, over the years, developed the particular quality of spaces that have been looked after by the same person for a long time: an atmosphere of organised comfort that was entirely Hedges’s work but gave every impression, to a casual visitor, of having arranged itself. The books were in order. The surfaces were clear without being sterile. The decanter was full. The fire, in February, was lit at four o’clock without being asked, because Hedges knew what time of day it was and what temperature it was and what Edward would want when he arrived home.

Edward arrived home at five-fifteen with the letter in his pocket and an expression on his face that Hedges, who monitored these things, categorised immediately as “has decided something, not yet told me, slightly defensive about it.”

“Good evening, sir,” said Hedges, appearing from the direction of the kitchen with the timing of someone who has heard the door and has been ready for it.

“Evening, Hedges. Beastly cold out. Is there tea?”

“On the table in the sitting room, sir.”

Edward went into the sitting room, deposited coat, hat, and scarf in the general direction of the stand (Hedges would deal with the ones that missed), and sat down at the tea table with the particular quality of a man preparing the ground for a conversation.

He drank his first cup in silence.

He ate a biscuit.

He drank his second cup with slightly more purpose.

“Hedges,” he said.

“Sir.”

“You know Bimbo Farquhar. Of the Junior Idlers.”

“Mr. Farquhar. Yes, sir. I am acquainted with him in the way that I am acquainted with several of your associates, which is to say that I know his circumstances, his character, and his current account status rather better than he might appreciate.”

Edward looked up. “How do you know his current account status?”

“Mr. Farquhar is not a discreet man, sir. And the club servants talk.”

“Right.” Edward set down his cup. “He’s selling his car.”

There was a silence of approximately two seconds. In Hedges’s scale of silences, this was a significant pause — the equivalent, in a more expressive man, of a sharp intake of breath.

“The Hispano-Suiza, sir?” said Hedges, in the tone of a man confirming a rumour he had hoped was incorrect.

“That’s the one. 1922. Six cylinders. Does ninety.”

“It did ninety, sir,” said Hedges. “Prior to the Normandy incident.”

“Yes, well. The front left quarter. That can be sorted.”

“I see, sir.” Hedges refilled the teacup with the careful attention of a man who is giving himself a moment to think. “Might I ask what you are proposing to do with a motor car of that type?”

“Drive it,” said Edward, as though this were self-evident.

“Indeed, sir. And your driving experience to date —”

“Is developing,” Edward said firmly. “Everyone starts somewhere.”

“The typical starting point, sir, is a smaller vehicle. On a quiet road. With an instructor.” Hedges set the teapot down. “The Hispano-Suiza H6B is generally considered to be a car for experienced drivers, sir. It has considerable power and rather demanding handling characteristics.”

“You know about cars, Hedges?”

“I know about most things, sir, to a degree that is useful without being professionally embarrassing.”

Edward looked at him with the expression he wore when he had identified the shape of an argument coming and was preparing not to let it land. “I appreciate the counsel, Hedges. Truly. But I’ve made up my mind to get a car, and this is a good car, and Bimbo is selling it for a very reasonable price.”

“The price, sir, may reflect certain qualities of the vehicle that are not immediately apparent from Mr. Farquhar’s written description.”

“Everything has a catch. You fix the catch. That’s how things work.”

Hedges looked at him with an expression that was, in the Hedges taxonomy of expressions, as close to “I disagree but I can see this conversation has reached its natural conclusion” as it was possible to get without using any of those words. “Will you be having the car inspected before purchase, sir?”

“I thought I’d take Tippy to have a look.”

“Mr. Tollimache’s mechanical expertise is primarily theoretical, sir.”

“He knows a lot about it.”

“Knowing a great deal about something and being in a position to accurately assess a specific vehicle’s mechanical condition are related but distinct competencies, sir.” Hedges paused. “I wonder if I might suggest that in addition to Mr. Tollimache’s inspection, the vehicle be examined by a qualified mechanic before any money changes hands.”

“Absolutely,” said Edward. “Good idea. Yes.”

He said this in the tone that Hedges had learned, over eleven years, to translate as: “I agree with you in principle but will not necessarily implement this in practice because something will happen between now and then.” The translation was almost always accurate.

“Very good, sir,” said Hedges. “Shall I telephone Mr. Farquhar’s man to arrange a viewing?”

“I’ll write to Bimbo directly,” said Edward. “He’s a friend. Doing it through channels would be strange.”

“Of course, sir.”

Edward picked up his cup and looked out of the window at the February evening, which was dark and cold and completely indifferent to motor cars of any variety. He was already, Hedges could tell, beyond the question of whether to buy the car and well into the question of where to drive it first.

“Hedges,” he said, “do you know how to drive?”

“I do, sir,” said Hedges, in a tone that made clear that this information was being shared as a fact and not as an offer.

“Splendid,” said Edward. “That’ll be handy.”

“Indeed, sir,” said Hedges, in a tone that made equally clear that “handy” was doing a great deal of work in that sentence.
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Chapter Two:
In Which the Car is Inspected, Purchased, and Found to Have Opinions
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Bimbo Farquhar was a large, cheerful young man who existed in a permanent state of mild financial embarrassment that never appeared to diminish his spirits, on the principle that anxiety about money was really a form of planning ahead, and planning ahead was demonstrably not his strength. He had the broad, open face of a golden retriever — a comparison he had been given at school and had accepted with the good grace of someone who recognises an accurate description. He met Edward and Tippy outside his Chelsea flat on a cold Saturday morning in a motoring coat of impressive length and an expression of proprietorial pride that was only slightly complicated by guilt.

The car was parked at the kerb.

Edward looked at it. It was, undeniably, beautiful — a long, low, cream-coloured machine with wire wheels and a long bonnet and the general proportions of something designed by a person who believed that speed was the primary virtue of a vehicle. It sat at the kerb with the composed authority of an object that knows exactly what it is.

“There she is,” said Bimbo, with the slightly forced enthusiasm of an estate agent presenting a property whose damp he has not mentioned. “The old girl.”

“She’s magnificent,” said Edward.

“She’s rather something, yes,” said Bimbo, whose conscience was clearly engaged in a minor struggle with his desire to sell the car.

“The front left quarter,” said Tippy, walking around the vehicle with his hands behind his back in
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