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Chapter 1: Panic
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The front door slammed for the third time in ten minutes, and Janet flinched, nearly dragging her eyeliner across her temple. She gripped the pencil tighter and leaned into the bathroom mirror, steadying her hand. From the living room came the sound of tiny sneakers skidding across hardwood, followed by a crash that was more noise than damage.

"Eddie!" she called out, her voice strained with the particular patience of a mother who had repeated herself too many times that day. "What did I tell you about running in the house?"

There was no answer. Just the thump of small feet pivoting and taking off in the opposite direction.

Janet exhaled through her nose and finished the wing of her eyeliner, tilting her head to check her work. She was forty years old, and she had not gone out on a Friday night in what felt like forever. Not a real night out, anyway. Not dinner and drinks and dancing with a girlfriend who actually needed the distraction. Karen had been through a brutal breakup two weeks ago, and tonight was supposed to be the night she finally let loose and remembered she was still young and fun and desirable. Janet had promised her that. She had promised her a margarita, a terrible flirtation with a bartender, and at least one story they would never tell anyone else.

She swept a layer of powder across her cheeks and checked her phone. No new messages yet. Karen was probably already primping, sending excited voice notes to the group chat about her outfit. Janet smiled at the thought.

Then her phone buzzed.

The screen lit up with Lindsay's name, and Janet's stomach did a slow, unpleasant flip. Lindsay was her regular babysitter, a responsible seventeen-year-old who lived three streets over and had never once canceled in the two years she had watched Eddie. She was reliable to the point of boring, and Janet loved her for it.

She swiped to read the message.

Hey Janet, I'm so so sorry but I woke up with a fever and I can't stop throwing up. I feel terrible. I don't think I can make it tonight. I'm really sorry!

Janet read the message twice. Then a third time. She set the phone down on the bathroom counter and stared at her own reflection, her perfectly done eyes wide and unblinking.

"No," she whispered. "No, no, no."

She snatched the phone back up and typed a quick reply.

Oh no! Are you okay? Do you need anything?

No I'm fine, I just need to rest. So sorry again.

Janet dropped her phone into her purse and walked out of the bathroom. Eddie zoomed past her legs, clutching a plastic dinosaur in each fist, making a screeching sound that she was fairly certain was not dinosaur-appropriate.

"Mommy! I'm a T-Rex!"

"That's great, honey," she said, her voice flat. "Go be a T-Rex in the backyard for a second. Mommy needs to think."

She opened the back door and let him tear out onto the patio, his roar fading as he disappeared around the side of the house. Janet leaned against the doorframe and pressed her palms to her temples. Her entire Friday night. Ruined. One text, and it was all gone.

She checked her watch. Karen would be here in two hours. Two hours to find a replacement babysitter in a neighborhood that was mostly retired couples and young families with their own small children. She mentally ran through the list of every teenager she had ever met within a two-mile radius. There was the girl from down the street, but she was at camp. The boy across the way, but he had a broken leg. The twins from the cul-de-sac, but they were visiting their father upstate for the summer.

Nothing. No one. Nobody came to mind.

Janet stepped outside into the cool evening air, still in her work attire, her makeup done and her hair half-pinned. She started pacing on her front lawn, her arms crossed tight over her chest. The neighbors would probably think she was having some kind of crisis, and she supposed they would not be wrong.

She walked down to the end of her driveway and then kept going, just a house or two past her property line, as if a few extra feet of distance would jog some forgotten name from her memory. She was muttering to herself, listing names and crossing them out, when a car trunk slammed shut
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