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THE BABYSITTER HADN’T arrived yet. Angela Franklin had called several times, but her calls went to voicemail. She wasn’t all that concerned. The woman had never once missed an appointment. She’d been so reliable and dependable the girl’s mother never gave a thought that the sitter wouldn’t show. Usually the woman brought over one of her own children to play with her daughter on weekends when she had to go in to work.

“I’m leaving now, dear,” she called to her daughter, Holly.

“Okay, mommy. I’m playing upstairs.”

Angela called out a final time. “The sitter will be here soon.”

She didn’t feel good about leaving her daughter all alone. Still, she trusted her sitter would arrive any minute.

She checked the back door, ensuring it was locked. The same with the slider onto the patio. She inserted the key in the front door and locked it on the way out. She walked around the back, rattled the locked doors, and returned to the front and her car to head off to an urgent Saturday morning call-in.

The exercise didn’t leave her with a good feeling, but she had to be at work. As a single mother and the family breadwinner, she couldn’t lose her job. And the sitter said she would be there when they talked the night before. She was always there. Never late or calling to make excuses, even once.

Holly played by herself, arranging and rearranging her furry, plush animals until she tired of them. She picked up her things and tidied up a bit before wandering downstairs. The telephone rang, but she knew not to answer it. Her mother must have forgotten to take it. She could only use it if something bad happened. Then she could turn it on and put in the three numbers her mother told her about and showed her.

She wandered around the empty, quiet house, calling out the babysitter’s name. No one answered. Usually on Saturday, her babysitter would bring her little girl to play with, but she wasn’t here, either. Unconcerned, she returned to her bedroom, where her gaze fell upon the piggy bank on her dresser.

She reached for it with both hands, took it down, and carried it to her bed. She fiddled with the bottom door, attempting to open it. Her tongue came out and a determined expression took over her face. She’d open it or give up trying.

She didn’t have to.

The door flopped open. Loose change fell out and scattered over the bed. She shook the bank until it stopped rattling. Every last nickel was on the bed, glinting up at her. She collected a handful of change and put it in a pocket of her bib jeans. To prepare for her voyage, she pulled a favorite bandana out of a dresser drawer and slipped it around her neck.

Satisfied, she made for the front door, slipped the latch, opened it, and walked out to the sidewalk after closing the door behind her. With a determined look already on her face, she didn’t waste time. She hurried down the street to the bus stop with her pocketful of loose change.

She pulled herself up on the bench and dangled her feet. She kicked with one, then the other, waiting patiently for the bus to arrive. When it did, it heaved to a stop with a loud squeal. The door puffed open like a dragon’s mouth. She slid off the bench and reached for the railing. She climbed each step, careful, taking time to get both feet on one before stepping up to another.

The driver smiled down at her. She pulled her hands out of her pockets. One was full of change. She cupped her hands together and held them up. They overflowed with the change.

“Where are you going all by yourself, young lady?” the driver asked. He didn’t offer to take her money.

“I’m going downtown to meet my friend. We have a play date.” She grinned happily at the driver.

“All the way downtown by yourself? You are a brave little girl. Sit behind me and I’ll watch out for the stop where you change buses. What’s your friend’s name?”

“Jinnashfriday.” She said the name so fast it came out all jumbled up as one word.

“You can save your money in case you want to buy a treat later,” the driver told her.

The bus headed off. The driver kept an eye on the girl in the mirror. She kept busy looking all around, and smiled when she noticed his reflection.

The bus stopped at a junction. The driver led her off the waiting bus. It was a connector directly to downtown. He made sure the other driver knew where she was going. “Jim Nash Friday. At least, that’s what it sounded like. I have no idea what she means.”

“Don’t worry. I know the place. It’s across the street and down a bit from one of my stops. That blinking sign at night. Remember when it first went up in that renovated art deco building?”

The first driver considered for a minute. “Oh, right, I remember. There’s a private detective in there now.” He relaxed, knowing the girl would be in good and safe hands when she arrived.

“I’ll see she gets there safe and sound,” the connector bus driver assured him.
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THE BUS DRIVER MADE sure to take the girl’s hand before walking with her across the busy street. He’d be darned if he’d allow her to do it on her own, even if regulations forbid leaving the bus. He made sure to hold open the heavy office door. The girl called out to him before climbing the steps.

“Thank you.” She waved goodbye.

The driver waved back and returned to his bus. Unseen by the girl, the passengers applauded. He waved acknowledgment and smiled before checking to be sure the girl hadn’t wandered back into the street.

The girl halted inside the lobby. It was Saturday and lights were turned down. It was dim and scary looking. She looked back through the window. The bus was still there. She wondered if she should get back on and go home. At the last minute, she decided to make for the stairs. It wouldn’t be so bad.

Still on the ground floor landing, she called out, nervous and tentative. “Friiiidaaaaay. I’m coming to seeee you.”

Holly looked up the stairs to the top. It seemed like it was a long way to climb all by herself. The steps were high. And it was darker up there, too.

She reached for the big wooden railing and hung on tight. She put her tiny foot on the first giant step. Then she raised her other foot to the same step. She sighed, relieved that was over. She looked up again. It was still a long way to go.

Holly repeated her one-step-at-a-time climbing, being careful to hang onto the railing for every single step. She halted to look up. The top floor was getting closer. She didn’t dare turn around to look down. Her tiny hand continued to slide along the railing, inch by tiny inch.

Friday liked to snooze in the mid-morning. He had his favorite spot picked out. It was on the third floor, at the end of the hallway. There was a window there. On sunny days a sunbeam shone through the window. Today was a sunny day. The spot was nice and warm. It reminded the dog of a fireplace he once shared with another human. He sighed comfortably and stretched out on his side.

“Friiiidaaaaay. I’m coming to seeee you.”

There it was again. The dog rolled onto his stomach. Flicked his ears. Stood up. Waved his tail tentatively, as though unsure. He barked, twice, and slow-trotted down the dim third-floor hall to the landing. He could see down the stairs to the second floor from there.

In the apartment, the dog’s owner wondered what the fuss was about. “What’s Friday barking at, Jim?” Maddie asked.

“I don’t know. He’s probably snoozing and dreaming in that sunbeam he likes. I’ll go check.”

Jim Nash greeted the dog outside the apartment and led him down the stairs to the second floor and into the office. He went
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