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Three forty-five. Ginny was already fifteen minutes late. Today was her friend’s turn to ride the school bus home with her. Booth girls took great care in this friendly practice of taking turns playing at each other’s house until supper time. The bus stopped around the corner so I had no way of knowing if it was late or if my daughter’s friend had missed it. I hoped for the latter. Four fifteen. Even if they walked, they’d be here by now. I was beginning to tremble inwardly.

“Hello...this is Ginny’s mother, Isobel Cummings. Is this Mrs. Henning?” The voice on the other end of the line answered in a cockney accent, identifying herself as the Henning’s maid. She asked if she could be of service since the Henning’s were not in.

“Yes, please. By any chance is my daughter, Ginny there?” My words came out breathless. “You see she and Nettie were supposed to come here, to my house, but they never showed up. I thought maybe they changed their minds for some reason or another and went to Nettie’s home instead.”

The maid apologized saying that her Ginny wasn’t there and that Nettie didn’t go to school because of a cold. I returned the receiver to its cradle quite shaken. Where could she be? I searched my mind trying to find a logical answer to allay my worries. I could not. Something awful had happened. As I headed for the front door to search for her, the phone rang.

“Yes, this is her mother....Yes, I’ll be right over.”

Mrs. Henning didn’t say clearly why she wanted to see me, but she said she might have some information on Ginny. The maid with her English accent and her clean and starched uniform led me silently to the living room. I found the Henning’s nervously pacing the floor; this whole scene only added to my uneasiness. I scanned the room slowly, studying the new surroundings. The room was large, painted with a peasant warm color that ran its way to the carpet. The furniture was carefully selected; antique pieces that gave a frail and unsteady appearance.

“Please sit,” Mr. Henning waved limply in the direction of the sofa. He appeared to be Karl’s age, if my husband were still alive. But, Karl was thinner and better looking, by far. My stomach tuned as I watched the man wipe his brow with a neatly folded handkerchief, as if he had saved it for an important emergency such as this. I hadn’t noticed the red backpack until I was almost on top of it. It was Ginny’s, but how did it get here? I picked it up, feeling the warmth in the coarse fabric, and I started to cry and sat paralyzed with shock. 

“What happened?” I cried, fearful of the answer.

“My dear,” the wife said dolefully. “I’m sorry, but it seems this whole thing looks as if it could be some horrible mix-up. You see I found Ginny’s backpack lying in our driveway when I returned home. Apparently, she came to visit Nettie, probably curious to why our daughter missed school.” Mrs. Henning, she sat beside me to console me stroking my shoulder. This did not reassure me or make this whole nightmare easier to bear. Mr. Henning poured himself a drink then addressed me.

“Only moments before we called you, we received a strange call from a man threatening Nettie’s life if we didn’t come up with two hundred thousand dollars. I explained to him that I didn’t have the foggiest notion what he was talking about and that our daughter was safely asleep in her bed. I’m afraid that I hung up after that.”

I sat dumbfounded looking into space and telling myself that couldn’t be happening. I’d wake up and find her home safe. But the phone rang and snapped me out of my wishful thoughts. Mr. Henning answered.

“Yes...I see...No! Please. I’ll come up with the money. She’s just an innocent child...please don’t harm her.” His face became as gray as clay that molded into a look of horror. He laid the receiver down gingerly in its cradle and said, “That was the same man again. He insisted he’d kill the girl if I didn’t come up with one hundred grand, instead of the original two hundred thousand. He figured she’d be worth at least half as much.” He let out an exasperated breath and sat heavily on a chair making it creak.

“Oh, no” I screamed, clutching the backpack. “What will I do? I...I don’ have that kind of money. We barely get by with my salary.” I was on the verge of hysteria as I struggled helplessly inside. Adrenaline coursed wildly through my body and my mind felt like a rocking horse of confusion

To me Mr. Henning said, “Mrs. Cummings, everything will be all right, I promise. My conscience would never permit me to ignore your child. It could have been my daughter instead of yours if she hadn’t been sick today. So, I feel an obligation to her and to you.” He came over and patted my hand. “I was warned not to call the police, and I don’t intend to do so. I feel we can handle the matter ourselves.” My hand received a tight reassuring squeeze by his wife. He walked back to his chair, swallowed his drink and said, “I think for now you can rest better at home since there’s nothing more none of us can do. The kidnapper said he’d call in the morning with instructions.”

One again I was properly escorted to the door by the maid. I was trembling so much it took me awhile to get the key into the ignition and I drove home in a fog. My cellphone rang when I entered.

The next day I returned to the Henning’s early in the morning, still feeling very frightened and tired from lack of sleep. The maid annoyed me with her chipper greeting and she led me into the living room where Mr. Henning was waiting and welcomed me wearing a silk robe. 

“My wife’s still sleeping,” he informed me nonchalantly, but I saw the fatigue pull around his eyes. He gave me the alibi that the misses had a fitful night and woke with a splitting headache. “I felt better that she went back to sleep,” he added.

I fixed him a hard stare waiting for him to plunge into a conversation regarding Ginny, but he paused for what seemed as eternity until he finally spoke. His left eye displayed a minuscule tick as he explained that the man had called early with the instructions. And that the kidnapper now insisted on the whole amount, two hundred, thousand dollars or the girl’s body parts will be all we get.

I was to be the one to take the money, in unmarked bills this afternoon, which would give Mr. Henning time to go to the bank. I was to drive Mr. Henning’s car north on Beachwood Street until I came to Broadway Turnpike, make a left and continue to Ruby Avenue. There I was to continue on foot about a mile into the woods until I saw an old abandoned shack. The money was to be put in a brown paper bag and left here. Mr. Henning then said that I was going to be watched all the time and to follow the kidnapper’s directions to the letter. The doorbell rang and the maid announced that two detectives were here to see Mr. Henning.

“Show them in,” I said taking the liberty. Mr. Henning, who appeared very bewildered, leaped from his chair. “It’s okay; I called them before leaving this morning. I’m sorry to go against your wishes, but she’s my daughter and I’ll feel much better knowing they might be able to help.”

He nodded woodenly to the maid who was waiting for her cue.

The detectives asked me the same questions I was asked over the phone earlier, and more, and they questioned Mr. Henning. Although, I wanted their help, their constant grilling made me uneasy. In a short time the place was crawling with cops, setting up expensive equipment. A machine was attached to the phone to tape the kidnapper’s voice, even though Mr. Henning insisted that the man said he wasn’t going to call again.

Later that afternoon after driving to the end of Ruby Avenue, I sat nervously clenching the steering wheel of Mr. Henning’s car, and waited until my knees stopped shaking. When I finally mustered all my courage, I headed for the woods. The trail was dense with fallen branches. I picked my way through the underbrush for about a mile, and then I spotted the shack that had been described to me. It leaned to the right and had boarded up windows. It appeared as if the chimney had collapsed many years ago and most of the shingles fell off. I crept cautiously forward hearing the twigs snap under my weight. The doorknob turned easily in my hand and the door creaked as I let it yawn open. 

“Mommy!” Ginny jumped up from an old chair and ran to me with outstretched arms; her overpowering hug nearly knocked me to the floor. After the hugs and kisses were over, I recognized Henry sitting on the edge of the nicked table. He hadn’t changed since high school.

“Hi, doll,” he intoned as he gave me the once over. “Boy, you could’ve knocked me over with a feather when I found out whose kid she was. Your daughter is one hell of a chatter box. It’s a good thing for the both of you that she described you and told me your maiden name, and you were who she said you were when I called you last night.”

Henry took a long drag on his cigarette then threw it on the floor. Ginny skipped over to his side and looked up at him and he patted her head proudly. “Smart kid you have here. When I found out that I had grabbed the wrong brat she came up with this idea to get the old guy for some of his dough.” 

Her daughter looked very pleased with herself.

“Well,” I murmured placing the brown bag on the table. “Like I said on the phone last night, who can’t use two hundred big ones? But, you better beat a hasty retreat out the back door because the police will be here soon.” A perplexed look etched slowly across his face as his eyes darted like errant sparks. I gave him a nod to reassure him of his plight. “They won’t make a move until Ginny and I are safely out so you might still have a chance if you hurry.”

He grabbed the bag and turned. I let him have it over the head with the grimy kerosene lamp that sat on the table. He hit the floor with a loud thud.

“Mommy,” Ginny watched in frozen horror and gasped. “Why?” 

I didn’t answer her and I believed that the police would be here momentarily. The fluid emptied from the lamp to his leg and was ignited by the not quite extinguished butt on the floor. He was engulfed in seconds and the bag lying under his body ignited quickly. We dashed out of the shack moments before the dried wood burned with a snapping and popping sound. There was no chance the fire department would arrive in time.

The police showed up too late to save the money. And I tearfully repeated how sorry I was that I didn’t think of saving it. But, they were glad to hear that we were safe, although somewhat confused at the twist of fate. I explained that we were lucky that when the kidnapper emptied the lamp’s fluid with the intentions of killing Ginny and me, by setting the shack on fire, the kerosene accidentally spilled on himself and ignited when he dropped his cigarette. The police certainly made good witnesses.

I drove Ginny home in Mr. Henning’s car. I would return it later but first I had to retrieve the two thousand grand I had stashed under the front seat.
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August 26th, 1981

The sun had left some of its heat on the moon that night, causing discomfort to Jane and her husband, Bill. They had retired after supper to the front veranda hoping for some relief. 

“Damn this heat and those pesky mosquitoes! Damn things!” Bill slapped his neck. “Every year at this time the heat comes and tortures our bodies with nary a conscience.”

“Yes pa, it’s hot,” she nodded woodenly. “We’ve been farmers all or lives and we should be used to it by now, don‘t‘cha think, pa?” she retorted. 

She was an ample woman with a comely face. She had led an austere life and it showed in her posture, the straightness of her back. Jane had become immune to her husband’s ravings over the years and found it sufficed him as long as she kept up her pretense of listening. Their rocking chairs creaked with a non-rhythmic sound, making the night sounds unbalanced. It was almost time to retire when a blinding light flashed across the heaven. 

“Did you see that ma? I never have seen such lightning like that before.”

She did not get the full effect of the flash and shrugged it off as uneventful, certainly not alarming. 

“C’mon pa, it will probably rain now and cool us off some.” She gathered her knitting entering the house before him, letting the front door slam as she walked up the stairs in a huff. She declared under her breath that she’d not wait up for him.

The next morning Jane rose wondering what time it was when he finally came up to bed. She told herself that the older he got the more of a fool he becomes. She can’t understand why the longer she lived with him, the more she loathed him. So rather than submit to her one mistake in life, she hid it with an unrealistic attitude, like a cyst that someday may go away.

After making herself presentable, she went into the kitchen to prepare breakfast for Betsy, their unplanned, unexpected daughter, who came to them too late in life. On one hand she loved and cared for her daughter, on the other hand she built a wall so Betsy or anyone else couldn’t penetrate her emotions. She heard her daughter’s and Bill’s footsteps coming down the stairs as she poured the coffee. She will have her usual two cups while Betsy munches on pre-sweetened cereal and her husband will bury his face in yesterday’s paper reading it over again just to annoy her. 

“What time did you come in last night,” she asked knowing all too well that he was oblivious to her words. She snapped the paper, protesting his disturbing behavior. “What time did you come in?” she repeated with insistence, refusing to be ignored. 

“Not long after you dear,” he answered in his usual raspy voice, trying to sound convincing. He must think I’m a
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