“…And in local news Rebecca Wright was reunited with her family after being held captive a month by her two kidnappers who remain at large.  Rebecca claimed to have escaped last night while her captors slept…”

The radio went off with a click.

“Joshua!  You’ll miss your bus.” Tina yelled from the living room.

Joshua came running around the corner, his blonde hair uncombed and his teeth unbrushed.  He grimaced at his mother’s sigh.  He darted around the ancient coffee table and scrambled to pull on his shoes.

“Honestly child, can’t we go one morning without waiting till the last minute?”

“Sorry, Mom.”  He said, standing up.  “Gotta go.”  He grabbed his backpack off their cheap plywood dinner table and moved to open the door.

“Did you grab your lunch?  I put it in the fridge.”

Joshua stopped and thought.  “Oops.”  He dropped his backpack and ran back around the coffee table to the kitchen.

“Don’t miss the bus.  I don’t have time to drive you in the mornings.  I’ll be pissed if I’m late to work again because of you.”

Joshua stopped to retie his shoe, setting his lunch next to his backpack.

“I’ll make it.  You won’t get mad.  I promise.” He said in the most solemn voice a nine-year-old could muster.

“Good.  Don’t make a liar of yourself.  Have fun today.  I love you.”  She offered as he dashed out.

“Yeah, yeah.”  He called back.

~

Halfway down the street Joshua was assaulted.  A flash of Brown was his only warning.

“Old Man!”  He whined at the local stray dog.  “Stop it!  You’re slobbering.  Go home.  Go Home!”

Old Man lowered his head and trotted off into the woods that lined the street.

Joshua kicked a rock at his feet, watching where it traveled.  He crossed to the left and right of the street always following the rock he’d chosen to kick.  Living on a dead-end, Joshua had little fear of cars on the road.

“Crud!”  He exclaimed as the rock rolled off the road into the under brush.

Joshua stopped to look for it, and then suddenly remembered the school bus.  He jogged a few steps before slowing back to a walk.

“I hope I locked up my bike.”  He said aloud as he turned off his street.  The kids that lived in the blue house on this corner loved to steal his bike.  They would leave it out in their front yard and yell whenever Joshua took it back.

Just past the house his mind began to wander again.

“Captain Planet!  He’s a Hero!  Gunna take pollution down to zero!”

~

Even though Joshua was off his dead-end road, he was surprised to see the car and moved quickly out of the center of the road.  He was even more surprised when it slowed and paced itself to him.

The window rolled down as the car slowly drove next to him.

“Hello.”  A woman’s voice called out.  “How are you?”

“Great!”  Joshua answered, trying to disguise his growing fear.  He had never really felt safe living on these roads surrounded by woods.

“What are you up to?”  The man driving asked.

“Oh nothing, just walking to the bus stop.”  Joshua was in turmoil.  He wasn’t supposed to be talking to strangers, and these two were practically the only strangers Joshua knew.  But he was also supposed to be nice, especially to people he’d just met.

“You want a ride?”  The woman asked, jarring him from his inner struggles.

“Um…No thanks. It’s not far.”  Joshua quickened his pace slightly.  He suddenly noticed how quite it was here.

“Oh yeah?  Where’s your stop at?”  The man called from the far side of the car.

“Fifty yards or so up ahead.  Just over the hill.”  Joshua pointed.  He was lying; he had no idea how long a yard was.  He only knew that halfway was called the 50 yard mark.

“We could give you a ride there, so you don’t have to walk up this hill.”  The woman offered sweetly.

“I’m good.  I like to walk.”  His voice quivered a bit.

“You aren’t going to be late are you?”  The man asked.

Joshua missed a step.  His blood chilled as he realized how slow he’d been going.  The hill kept him from seeing the bus until he was actually at the bus stop.  How long had he been walking?

“C’mon!  Our car’s a lot faster than walking.”  The man offered again.

“We’re not going to kidnap you or anything.  We’re just trying to be nice.”  The woman said urgently as they crested the hill.

Joshua stopped and the car braked beside him.  The bus hadn’t come yet, as there were still kids at the next stop.  This momentary relief fled as his fears rushed back.  He was now sure they were up to no good.

“No thanks.  About ten more steps and I’m here.  It sure was nice of you to keep me company, though.”

A flash of anger flew across the woman’s face and her door opened.  Joshua was too scared to move.  He knew that the moment was here.  He willed his legs to run, climb a fence, go anywhere this car couldn’t get to.  But he stood there.

“No!”  The man grabbed the woman’s shirt and pulled her back.  He pointed to the school bus that had rounded the corner a block away.  “Look.”

She hesitated, looking a long time at Joshua.  Suddenly she slammed the car door and hit the driver. “Go!”

The car sped off turning away from the bus.  Joshua stood still, not bothering with the final few steps to his bus stop.

He wanted to run home.  To call the police and make sure they didn’t get some other kid.  He wanted to hug his mother and tell her how much he loved her.

He wanted to do something.

But as much as Joshua feared for some other nine-year-old, there was something he feared even more.

What his mother would do to him if he missed the bus.

