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      Sometimes, a man makes a mistake. Getting involved with Miranda might be one of mine. Don’t get me wrong. The sex is fantastic. She’s a great cook and fun to be with, but she’s got friends in the wrong places. I wish I’d known more about her friends before I decided to bed her, if I can claim that as a decision I made.

      Miranda works as a paralegal for Bannister and Broom. That’s where I met her. I do a lot of cases for them. A couple of months ago, she invited me out and things went from there.

      I didn’t think we had much in common and thought we’d have a short, lust-inspired relationship before things went back to normal. That was my pattern. Women seem to float into and out of my life all the time.

      Miranda has other ideas.

      After a couple of dates, the bedding decision was made. Now, she lives at my place. I’m not complaining about that. I’m enjoying that part. It’s the stuff she gets me involved in that’s got me worried.

      It started innocently enough. Miranda turned up at my office with a woman she introduced as her friend Rosie.

      ‘You’ll help Rosie find her son, won’t you, Ryan?’

      ‘That depends,’ I said.

      ‘On what?’

      ‘If she can pay my fee, for starters,’ I said.

      ‘How much do you charge?’ said Rosie.

      Money was always an issue for me. There never seemed to be enough of it in my account when I wanted to spend some on myself. I’d made a rule never to take a job I wouldn’t get paid for, which is why I did a lot of work for Miranda’s employer. Law firms always pay.

      ‘A hundred and twenty five an hour. First ten hours up front. No refund.’

      Rosie didn’t even blink. ‘Oh, that won’t be a problem, but what happens after the first ten hours?’

      ‘We’ll talk and decide if you want me to continue,’ I said.

      ‘And, if we do?’

      ‘I’ll ask you for more money.’

      Rosie smiled. What she was wearing probably cost more than the amount I wanted to start work on her case.

      ‘So, you’ll do it?’ said Miranda.

      ‘Not so fast, honey. Money’s only one consideration. I need to know why Rosie wants to find her son.’

      ‘She’s his mother, silly.’

      Being his mother might have seemed a perfectly logical reason for locating the lad to Miranda but it wasn’t enough for me. I needed to know more.

      ‘How long has your son been missing?’ I asked.

      ‘A week.’

      ‘How old is he?’

      ‘Fourteen.’

      Rosie didn’t look old enough to be the mother of a fourteen-year-old boy.

      ‘Have you tried calling him?’ I asked.

      ‘He doesn’t answer his phone,’ said Rosie.

      ‘Maybe he doesn’t want to speak to you,’ I said.

      ‘But I want to speak to him,’ said Rosie.

      There had been days in my youth when I hadn’t wanted to speak to my mother, especially after I’d spent time at my father’s place.

      ‘You divorced, Rosie?’ I asked, suspecting we might be talking about a custody issue.

      She nodded. ‘A couple of years ago.’

      I looked at Miranda. Divorce was Bannister and Broom’s specialty.

      ‘We acted for Rosie,’ said Miranda. ‘We’ve been friends ever since. I told her if anyone could find Wilson, you could.’

      ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ I turned back to Rosie. ‘Who’s got custody?’

      ‘It’s supposed to be shared, week about.’

      ‘So, he hasn’t come back from his father’s?’ I asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘You been to the police?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t want them involved,’ said Rosie. ‘That would really piss off Ross. He hates that sort of publicity.’

      ‘Ross?’ I asked.

      ‘Ross Stingway,’ said Rosie. ‘Perhaps you’ve heard of him.’

      I’d heard of him alright. He was one of those guys always in the news. He’d made his fortune buying and selling highrise office towers, and had a reputation for getting his way.

      ‘Why don’t you just ask him what’s going on?

      ‘I can’t find him,’ said Rosie. ‘That’s why I need your help.’

      ‘So, they’re both missing?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t know if they’re missing or just hiding from me,’ said Rosie. ‘Ross likes to play games, especially with me.’

      ‘Have you tried your son’s school?’ I asked.

      ‘They won’t talk to me,’ said Rosie. ‘Ross pays their fees. He insisted on absolute control of Wilson’s schooling. That was part of the settlement.’

      I looked at Miranda. Her expression told me I would be taking the case if I expected the good life to continue. I smiled, to let her know I’d understood the message.

      ‘Okay, Rosie, there are a few things I’m going to need.’
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      I studied the photographs of Wilson Stingway Rosie had sent me. He was a good-looking lad with blond hair and blue eyes. She’d also sent several photos of her ex-husband. The boy was a younger version of his father. I slipped my phone into my pocket and went out to look around the Stingway world.

      The house in St Georges where Ross Stingway lived was a veritable fortress, surrounded by a high stone wall and electric gates. I could see floodlights and security cameras mounted above the entrance to the driveway and on the exterior walls of the house.

      There was no way I’d be going in there uninvited. I did the obvious. I pressed the button on the intercom attached to the wall outside the gate and waited. No response.

      I asked the man raking leaves in the house opposite if he’d seen Mr Stingway about the place. He told me he hadn’t seen him for a couple of weeks. I had no reason to doubt him.

      I parked up the street and watched the house from the safety of my car. There was no sign of movement. I came back later that night. There were no lights on in the house. It was clear no-one was home.

      Rosie had told me Ross worked from home, so there was no office to check out.

      I rang the number listed for Stingway Enterprises and listened to it ring out. There wasn’t even an answering service. I wondered what sort of business Ross was running if he didn’t take messages or call people back.

      I set up camp across from the main entrance to St Aidan’s College and watched the morning stream of cars arrive to drop off the sons of the monied class and those paying for the privilege of having their sons mix with them.

      I didn’t spot the Mercedes S Class that Rosie told me Ross drove or any sign of him or his son.

      It looked like Stingway and son had probably gone on holidays and failed to let Rosie in on their plans. I decided to run that past her.

      ‘Are you sure they haven’t gone on holidays, Rosie?’

      ‘He’s not allowed to take Wilson out of the country without my permission,’ said Rosie. ‘Besides, I’ve checked. Wilson’s passport hasn’t been used.’

      ‘What about somewhere within Australia?’

      Rosie laughed. ‘Mr Parish. Ross doesn’t do holidays in Australia.’

      ‘But if he did, where would he go?’ I asked. ‘Would he visit his parents, for example?’

      ‘Ross hasn’t spoken to his father in years,’ said Rosie.

      ‘Does Wilson have any contact with his grandparents?’ I asked.

      ‘I rang them. They haven’t heard from him either,’ said Rosie.

      ‘You sure you don’t want to report them as missing?’

      ‘I want you to find them, Mr Parish.’

      That afternoon, I talked to some St Aidan’s boys waiting at the bus stop outside the school. I showed them Wilson’s photograph. One of them said he knew who he was and told me he hadn’t been at school for nearly two weeks.

      Whatever Ross was up to, he had a headstart on Rosie.
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      Like any PI worth his salt, I have a few friends in the force I share information with. They can access stuff I can only dream about and, sometimes, people tell me things they won’t tell the police.

      I called DC Henry James. We’d had several mutually beneficial exchanges over the years and kept in touch.

      ‘Hi, Ryan. What are you up to your neck in this week?’

      ‘I’m looking for a kid called Wilson Stingway,’ I said.

      ‘Stingway? Name sounds familiar,’ said Henry.

      ‘He’s Ross Stingway’s son,’ I said.

      I heard Henry suck his breath in.

      ‘Be careful, mate. I hear the drug boys are looking for him and not for smoking dope, if you know what I mean,’ said Henry. ‘Who’s your client?’

      ‘The boy’s mother,’ I said. ’She’s Ross’ ex.’

      ‘I hope she’s paying you in cash,’ said Henry.

      ‘That’s the only form of payment I take these days, Henry.’

      Henry laughed. He knew my weakness. ’Word on the street is there’s someone keeping your bed warm every night.’

      ‘Friend with benefits,’ I said. ‘She’s keeping me on the straight and narrow.’

      ‘For now,’ said Henry. ‘Anyone I know?’

      It was my turn to laugh.

      Henry’s news was not reassuring but it at least explained why Rosie hadn’t gone to the police. She obviously knew enough about Ross’ business activities to know they weren’t all legal.

      I decided it was time for a chat with Rosie. I called her number but all I got was her voice mail service. I left a message asking her to call me back.

      My phone rang but it wasn’t Rosie. It was Miranda.

      ‘Ryan, something must have happened to Rosie. She didn’t show for lunch and I haven’t heard from her,’ said Miranda.

      ‘Did you try calling her?’ I asked.

      ’She’s not picking up,’ said Miranda, ‘which is not like her.’

      ‘Where does she work?’ I asked.

      ‘Rosie doesn’t work, Ryan. She owns a couple of commercial properties, thanks to Ross’ generosity.’

      ’Oh.’

      ‘Can you go around to her place and see if she’s alright?’

      ’I’m on my way, honey.’

      What else could a man say?
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      Rosie’s house was nothing like the one she’d shared with Ross. She lived in a modest three-bedroom courtyard home, with a tiny front garden without a fence, in a quiet suburban street in Parkside.

      I walked up to the front door. I was about to ring the doorbell when I noticed the door was open. The lock was broken. I elbowed the door. It swung inwards.

      There were things scattered over the floor in the hallway. Either Rosie was very untidy or something wasn’t right.

      ‘Rosie? Are you home? It’s me, Ryan.’

      Nothing. I edged into the hallway and looked through the doorway on my left into the main bedroom. The floor was covered with clothes and fashion accessories. Someone had obviously been looking for something.

      I heard a muffled noise. It seemed to be coming from behind a door off the bedroom. I opened the door and looked into Rosie’s terrified eyes. She’d been gagged with one of her blouses and her hands were tied to the toilet with a bra. They were the only pieces of clothing she was wearing.

      I undid the knot holding the gag in place, squatted beside her and released her from her twisted bra.

      ‘What the hell happened here?’ I asked.

      Rosie wrapped an arm around my shoulders. ‘Help me up. I’ve been on this floor for hours.’

      She felt cold. I walked her to the bed. ‘Get in and warm yourself up.’
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