







The Missing Minutes
	THE MISSING MINUTES	Copyright
	Chapter One: The Kind of Favour Dorothy Never Refused
	Chapter Two: Colin Yardley’s Careful Hand
	Chapter Three: A Staircase Colin Knew Perfectly Well
	Chapter Four: The Ladies Who Sat With Peg
	Chapter Five: Nobody Acts Alone
	Chapter Six: What the Minutes Weren’t Supposed to Say
	Chapter Seven: A Company That Doesn’t Exist Anywhere Except a Letterhead
	Chapter Eight: An Old Friend Under a Cloud
	Chapter Nine: The Alibi That Wasn’t Quite
	Chapter Ten: What Barbara Saw in the Car Park
	Chapter Eleven: The Family Card
	Chapter Twelve: A Question Margaret Wouldn’t Let Go
	Chapter Thirteen: Bowls, Barbecues, and the Cup Nobody Won Fairly
	Chapter Fourteen: The Policy on Colin’s Life
	Chapter Fifteen: The Interview
	Chapter Sixteen: What the Village Already Believed
	Chapter Seventeen: A Rift at the Kitchen Table
	Chapter Eighteen: Selwyn’s Ledger of Cards
	Chapter Nineteen: Two Cards, One Name
	Chapter Twenty: What the Key Bowl Proved
	Chapter Twenty-One: Dorothy Alone
	Chapter Twenty-Two: What Dorothy Did at Graeme’s Door
	Chapter Twenty-Three: Rangi’s Patience, Spent
	Chapter Twenty-Four: What Graeme Did Next
	Chapter Twenty-Five: Margaret Comes Anyway
	Chapter Twenty-Six: Numbers and Kindness
	Chapter Twenty-Seven: Building the Case
	Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Last Ferry Home
	Chapter Twenty-Nine: The AGM
	Chapter Thirty: What a Cornered Man Does
	Chapter Thirty-One: The Biscuit Tin
	Chapter Thirty-Two: The Star of the Committee
	Chapter Thirty-Three: What Trust Costs, and What It’s Worth
	Chapter Thirty-Four: The Letter Dorothy Kept





  
    	
      Cover
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




THE MISSING MINUTES


Book Three of the KŌWHAI BAY MYSTERIES

By Rick Hayes





Copyright

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.




Chapter One: The Kind of Favour Dorothy Never Refused

Dorothy Whitcombe had chaired the finance committee of a listed energy company for eleven years, and in all that time she had never once let a set of accounts leave her desk without reconciling to the last cent. It was not pedantry, whatever her late husband had teased her about over thirty years of marriage — you’d interrogate a shopping docket, Dot, if it let you — but a form of care, the quiet, unglamorous kind nobody thanked you for until the year it stopped a company from falling over.

Warwick had taken to introducing her, at the bowling club and anywhere else that would sit still long enough to hear it, as “the most frightening auditor south of the Bombay Hills.” Dorothy considered this actionable slander. She had never asked him to stop, which Warwick took as tacit permission to keep saying it, and which Dorothy privately regarded as one of the few genuine kindnesses he had ever paid her — a joke repeated often enough eventually becomes a kind of affection, whether either party ever admits as much aloud.

Her own kitchen looked out over the same slow grey-blue harbour that ran past every unit at Beacon Point, and she had long ago decided, privately, that a treasurer without a view worth defending was a treasurer who eventually stopped noticing what needed defending. It was not a sentiment she had ever said aloud to anyone, not even her late husband, who would have found it far too sentimental for a woman who alphabetised her spice rack and balanced her own chequebook to the cent purely for the private satisfaction of it.

Two cases had already taught Beacon Point’s small, unofficial committee — seven of them now, properly constituted, with a blue notebook of Dorothy’s own devising and a rule written inside its front cover that nobody, however certain, moved alone — that a phone call beginning with an apology was very often the one worth answering first. So when Yvonne Pascoe, the newly elected secretary of the Kōwhai Bay Yacht & Bowling Club, rang and asked, in the tight, apologetic voice of a woman requesting a much larger favour than she wanted to admit to, whether Dorothy might “just cast an eye” over the club’s accounts before the annual general meeting, Dorothy did not hesitate.

“Of course,” she said. “Send me everything. Every minute, every invoice, every bank statement you can lay your hands on. I don’t cast an eye over things, Yvonne. I read them properly, or I don’t bother at all.”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” Yvonne said, and something in the relief of her voice — thin, young-sounding, worn down by more than one committee meeting’s worth of worry — told Dorothy, before she had seen a single page, that this was not going to be a simple matter of tidying a volunteer treasurer’s arithmetic.

Dorothy had learned, across eleven years in a boardroom and two previous Beacon Point cases, to trust that kind of relief. People did not sound relieved when they were merely asking a favour. They sounded relieved when they had been carrying something alone for longer than they could manage, and had finally found somewhere to set it down. She had heard it in her own voice once, decades ago, the year she had finally told her own chairman what she had found buried three layers deep in a subsidiary’s accounts — the loosening in the chest that comes just before you hand a problem to someone equipped to solve it.

“Tell me about Colin Yardley first,” she said. “Before I look at a single page. I find the numbers make a great deal more sense once you understand the person who was minding them.”

Yvonne was quiet a moment. “He was the only person on that committee who ever really read anything before he signed it,” she said, finally. “Everyone loved him for being thorough, right up until being thorough started making certain people uncomfortable. I don’t know exactly when that changed. I only know that it did.” A pause. “And then he was gone, and the accounts still needed doing before the AGM, and I didn’t know who else to ask who’d actually tell me the truth about what they found.”

“Then you have asked the right person,” Dorothy said, and reached for her good pen — not the everyday biro that lived by the telephone, but the fountain pen she kept for correspondence she intended to matter — and began, on the back of an envelope, the first entry in what would become, over the following weeks, a very long list indeed — though she had, as yet, no notion of how long it would eventually run, nor of what completing it properly would cost her before the last entry was finally written.




Chapter Two: Colin Yardley’s Careful Hand

The club’s minute book went back forty years, but it was the last several months that mattered, and it was there, on the third evening of reading at her kitchen table with Michael across from her going through the bank statements in companionable silence, that Dorothy found the first thing that would not sit straight.

Yvonne had delivered the whole of it three days earlier in a supermarket produce box, apologising for the state of it. Michael, who had predicted this on the phone, lifted the lid to find invoices interleaved with a sausage-sizzle roster, two years of raffle ticket stubs, and a rates notice for a property nobody recognised. “I did mention a shoebox,” he said, mildly. “You did,” Dorothy said, already sorting it into piles with the brisk satisfaction of a woman who preferred her chaos laid out in front of her rather than merely reported. “I stand corrected. It’s worse.”

“There is also,” Michael added, lifting out a final item with the caution of a man who had learned, across two cases, never to assume anything in a Beacon Point produce box was as harmless as it looked, “a recipe for lemon slice, torn from a magazine, and — I believe — a spare set of bowls-green keys nobody has thought to return in some years.” Dorothy set both aside, unlabelled, with the flat patience of a woman who had long since stopped being surprised by what a busy committee’s paperwork could accumulate in a few short months.

Colin Yardley, honorary treasurer for six years — a retired accountant himself, by all accounts a careful, well-liked man who had taken the club’s small endowment fund more seriously than anyone before him — had begun, in the last six months of minutes, asking questions. Treasurer queried the marina resurfacing invoice — noted discrepancy between quoted and invoiced amount — president to provide clarification. Then, two meetings later: Treasurer raised concern regarding maintenance contractor selection process — matter to be discussed further.

And then, abruptly, nothing. The minutes for the following three meetings recorded no such concerns at all — only routine business, cheerfully noted, in a typed format subtly different from the handwritten pages that had come before it.

“He stopped asking,” Michael said, looking at the pages side by side, “or somebody stopped recording that he was asking.”

Dorothy ran a finger down the handwritten column, the way she had once run a finger down a hundred general ledgers, feeling for the place where a story stopped adding up to itself. “Look at his handwriting in these last entries,” she said. “It doesn’t loosen the way you’d expect if he’d simply lost interest in the question. It gets smaller. Tighter. That’s not a man who stopped caring, Michael. That’s a man who had started being careful about what he wrote down, because he no longer trusted where it might end up.”

“You think he suspected someone was reading over his shoulder?”

“I think,” Dorothy said, “that a treasurer who has just realised his own committee minutes are being rewritten before they reach the membership develops a very particular kind of caution. I recognise it. I had it myself, once, for the better part of a year, before I finally had enough to take to my own chairman.”

Three weeks after that last, silent meeting, Colin Yardley was found at the foot of the clubhouse’s internal stairs, alone, late on a Tuesday night, with a broken neck and a coroner’s finding of accidental fall — a man in his seventies, working late, careless on a poorly lit staircase he’d climbed a thousand times before.

“Seventy-three,” Michael said, checking the file. “Not so old that a fall down a flight of stairs is inevitable. Old enough that nobody thought to ask any harder question about it.”

“That,” Dorothy said, “is precisely the age bracket a certain kind of man learns to rely on. Old enough to make an accident plausible. Not so old that anyone remembers, afterward, exactly how careful he’d actually been for every one of the previous seventy-two years.”

Dorothy closed the minute book very gently, the way one closes a door on a room someone has only just left, and said nothing at all for a long moment. Then: “Michael. I should like your honest opinion, and I should like it before I read a single further page. Am I looking for a murder because there is one, or because I have spent three cases now looking for exactly this shape of thing, and I no longer entirely trust my own eye to tell the difference?”

Michael considered the question with the seriousness it deserved. “I don’t know yet,” he said. “But the handwriting doesn’t lie, Dorothy, even when the people writing it start to. I’d trust that before I’d trust either of our instincts.”


EPUB/media/book03_cover.jpg
KOWHAI BAY MYSTERIES

OOOOOOOOO

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

RICK HAYES





