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The Short Chapter Book Series is an attempt to inculcate the love of reading in all children, transitioning beginning readers to more advanced readers 

and reluctant readers into beginning readers. 
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Chapter 1: Missing
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When the street lights came on, the children ended their game. It was time to go home.  

As soon as Sameer entered the house, his mother said, “Call Sneha. She has a math test tomorrow.”

“Hasn't she come in?” Sameer asked, a little surprised. “I didn't see her, so I thought she had gone ahead of me.”

“She must have gone to Minnie’s house. Go and call her. She wants me to help her with algebra.”

When Sameer went to Minnie's house, Minnie was surprised to know that Sneha was not home. “I didn't see her after we started playing hide and seek. I thought she'd gone home to study. She's trying to score the highest in tomorrow's test.”

Sameer ran back home, wondering where Sneha could have gone. It had grown quite dark. Ma began calling up Sneha's friends. None of them had seen Sneha since the beginning of the game.

“I hope your father comes home soon,” Ma told Sameer, “I'm not able to contact him over the phone.”

“Mummy, shall we ask Uncle Menon to come over?”

Uncle Menon was their neighbor. He came immediately, and so did his wife, Jaya. Minnie and her parents also arrived, along with two other neighbors. Everyone was worried and trying to decide what to do. Just then, Sameer’s father came in. 

“What's the matter? Sheila, Sameer, is something wrong?” he asked, surprised at finding his neighbors gathered around his wife.

“Sneha is missing!”

“What?”

“She went out to play but didn’t return. The other children haven’t seen her anywhere. We’ve enquired with her friends. She isn’t with any of them,” Ma explained tearfully.

“Sameer, didn't Sneha play with you?”

“She did. We played hide and seek. We'd lost our cricket ball so there was nothing else to play.”

“Where did you all play?”

“In the usual place, between the last two apartment blocks.”

“How's it you didn't see Sneha?”

“We were all hiding. I didn’t think she was missing. Later, when I didn’t see her, I thought she'd already gone home.”

“What are the usual hiding places? Where do you hide?”

“Anywhere - behind the apartment blocks, below the staircase, even on the terrace.”

“Sameer, bring me the big flashlight. We'll check out all the hiding places,” his father said.

Sameer ran to bring the torch. Uncle Menon brought another. A few more neighbors joined in. They went to each complex and looked below the staircase, they searched the passages and the terrace. They even looked for Sneha in the trees, though she was not fond of climbing them. 

They checked every nook and cranny suggested by Sameer, Minnie, and the other children, but they did not find Sneha. They split up and visited all the apartments in the building, asking whether anyone had seen Sneha. 

Old Mrs. Mehta had. “I was sitting on the balcony, and I saw Sneha. She was hiding behind a black car someone had parked by the side of the road. She saw me looking at her and put a finger to her lips. She wanted me to keep quiet about her hiding place.”

“What did you do?”

“It was just that one moment. I went back to my book. I didn’t look at Sneha or the other children after that.”

By now, many of the colony residents knew Sneha was missing. Some of them had also noticed the black car. They agreed with Mrs. Mehta that it looked different from the regular cars and resembled a vintage car.

Sameer’s father looked grim. “I’m calling the police,” he said. 

Ma started crying softly.
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Chapter 2: Far from Home
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Sneha hid behind the car parked to one side of the road. She hadn't seen a car of that make before. The trunk had a round knob instead of the usual handle. She turned it out of curiosity, and the cover sprang open.

Sneha heard footsteps coming to the car and the voices of her friends. They would find her! She looked around for another hiding place. The trunk of the car! Two spare tires and a coil of rope left just enough space for her to hide.

Sneha scrambled inside and lowered the lid. It almost hit her head. She leaned forward and twisted her body to fit in the tight space. Very soon, she was so uncomfortable that she decided to come out. Just then, the car started!

Sneha called out loudly. She banged her fists on the trunk cover. Instead of stopping, the car picked up speed. Sneha tried to look for something heavy to hit against the roof of the trunk. But sitting crouched on the floor, she couldn't move the tires to look below them.

The only light into the trunk came from a narrow gap where the lid came down. Sneha stopped calling out to the driver. Instead, she kept her eyes on the gap. All she could see was a narrow strip of the road, but it was something to look at. 

The car kept going at a fast speed. When the sound of traffic reduced, Sneha guessed they were out of the city and on the highway. Now the car went even faster! 

When it grew dark outside, Sneha could not see anything. Her body hurt from sitting in an awkward position. She rested her head on her arm and closed her eyes. 

The car came to a stop. Sneha heard the driver shut the door and walk away. She did not call out. Now that the car had stopped, she felt a little foolish for hiding in a parked car.

Sneha waited until she heard nothing but silence and pushed open the lid. Holding it up was a struggle. Somehow, she managed to stumble out. Her hands felt sore, and her legs had cramps. One foot had gone numb. She leaned against the car and slowly began to feel better.

She was in the driveway of a big rambling house. The house was old and had many pillars and arches. Its heavy stonework gave it the appearance of a small fortress. Dry leaves covered the driveway. The house was surrounded by tall trees and big bushes that had been allowed to grow wild.

A solitary yellow electric lamp glowed under the arch of the portico. Its dim light made the surroundings look more threatening, perhaps because it cast long shadows.  

The house was all dark except for the lights in two windows on the first floor. It was so silent that Sneha did not venture to the door. Instead, she decided to look for help outside. She would find a telephone and call her parents. They would come and get her.

Sneha ran down the driveway to the gates. The gates were big and heavy. They did not have a latch or lock, but Sneha could not open them. She tried pushing and pulling them, she even threw herself against the metal rods, but it was of no use. The gates did not budge even an inch! 

The cold breeze and the silence made Sneha shiver. She did not know what to do. She did not want to go into the spooky house, but couldn't stay out in the garden either. It was like a small forest and might have scorpions and even snakes. 

Sneha went back to the house but did not knock on the door. She decided to spend the night on the porch and chose a corner that gave the most shelter from the cold breeze. But she was still cold and continued to shiver. She pulled up her legs and wrapped her arms around them. Resting her chin on her knees, she thought about the strangeness of her surroundings and wondered what everyone was doing at home. They must all be so worried. She wondered if she should knock and ask for help, but did not; the dark and silent house scared her.

Sneha was tired and hungry. For some time, she listened to the sounds of rustling leaves and the night insects. Then she dozed off.
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Chapter 3: Fruitless Search
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After the police arrived, they again searched for Sneha and made inquiries with people in the locality. They couldn’t get any new information. 

Inspector Singh suspected Sneha was kidnapped. “Mr. Roy,” he said, “It looks like your daughter was whisked away in that black car. We spoke to all the residents on the street. None of them had a visitor who came in a car like the one that was seen. The presence of a strange vehicle points to a kidnapping.”

“That was my worst fear. When we didn't find Sneha anywhere, I was afraid something like this could have happened. What's our next step, Inspector Singh?”

“We’ll set up roadblocks and send information to all the checkposts. Give me Sneha’s description and her photograph.”

“Sneha is eleven, but she’s tall for her age. Her skin is light brown. Her eyes and hair are black. Her hair is long and curly." Mr. Roy gave Sneha's photograph to the inspector and described what Sneha was wearing when she went missing.

“Do you have any enemies? Is there anyone who would want to hurt you and your family?”

Mr. Roy was shocked. “I don’t think so! I don’t think I have enemies.” 

“No offense meant, Mr. Roy. Sometimes children are kidnapped to get even with the parents. As you don’t suspect anyone, this kidnapping must be for ransom, in which case the kidnapper will call you. Please try to extend the conversation. Don't annoy the kidnapper or argue with him. Don't mention the police. Agree to all his demands. I'll arrange to have all your incoming calls recorded. A policeman will be listening in, and we will trace the call.”

The inspector and his men left. Mr. Roy told his neighbors they should also go home. “It’s getting late, and the children must be hungry. I’ll call if I need help.” 

Only Uncle Menon and Aunt Jaya waited with the Roy family, sitting close to the telephone. What would it be? A call from the police or a call from the kidnappers?​
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