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Prologue

ALMOST THIRTY YEARS AGO, on a late October night, Detective James Alvarez was finishing the Saturday crossword puzzle when he got the call about the fire.

“You need to get over here and see this,” said a nervous Captain Taylor on the other end.

“What’s a five-­letter word for ‘without delay’?” James asked, distracted by the Saturday crossword.

“Three sixty-­five North Haven Street. Pronto!” said the Fire Marshall. Then he hung up.

“Pronto is six letters,” James muttered to himself, tossing the newspaper on his desk.

You couldn’t fault James for not taking the call too seriously. He had been a detective for the Center Grove Police Department for only three and a half years, during which there had been exactly zero interesting cases. It was a sleepy town where new detectives like him put in their time before getting called up to the big city, which was where all the exciting crimes happened.

So the detective was truly surprised when he arrived at the corner lot of the suburban street and saw that the house that had once stood there, a house he had probably driven past a hundred times, had burned down to the slab. The structure and everything inside it had been reduced to ash and the whole fire department was standing around it, kind of dumbfounded.

“How long did it take to put it out?” James asked Captain Taylor.

“It was like this when we arrived,” he answered in a daze. “Five minutes after we got the call.”

That was when James noticed the hoses hadn’t even been hooked up to the street hydrant. There wasn’t a drop of water on the ground, and come to think of it, not even a hint of smoke hung in the air. There was only a perfect circle around where the house used to be. Everything inside this circle was charred black while the grass and flowers outside it remained totally unharmed.

James knew none of this was normal or even possible, but what really wasn’t natural was what he saw in the center of the circle—­what all the other police officers and firefighters were presently gawking at.

There, in the middle of the first floor of what used to be a two-­story house, was an eight-­year-­old girl sitting on a rocking chair. She had dark, curly hair, a purple dress, and cherubic face, none of which was marred by a single smudge of dirt. The girl was rocking back and forth while casually humming a song that James couldn’t quite place, which made the whole scene even creepier. She had one foot up on a large aluminum gas can and held a lit match in her right hand that she waved playfully in front of her eyes. When the match burned down to her fingers, she blew it out, flicked it into the darkness and lit another.

Instead of rushing in to help, the first responders all kept a safe distance from the child—­their training had not prepared them for adorable girls playing with potential explosives in the center of inexplicably burned-­down houses.

“Who is she?” James asked, only to be answered by the blank stares of twenty-­one or so truly confused men and women. Captain Taylor shrugged and motioned with his head, encouraging James to go over and find out. It felt more like a dare than a suggestion.

Both fascinated and intimidated, James approached the girl slowly. When he got within a few feet of where she sat, he was immediately put off by the way she didn’t even acknowledge him. It was almost as if she was on a different plane of existence altogether, like a reflection or a ghost.

“Excuse me, sweetheart,” James finally asked, trying to keep things as calm and casual as he could muster, “are you all right? Do I need to call a doctor? What exactly happened here?”

A few silent seconds hung in the air until the girl finally looked up, as if she had just noticed him. Then she stared the detective dead in the eyes and said something he would never forget for the rest of his life.

“Mr. Grieves did it.”
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The Interview

“WHAT DO YOU THINK makes you qualified to attend the Wheaton Preparatory Academy for Exceptional Individuals?”

Victoria had never been so ready for a question in her life. She was dressed in her perfectly tailored blouse and gray cardigan, her medium-length hair pulled back into two braids without so much as a single loose strand. What didn’t make her qualified? She had maintained a perfect grade point average for the past three years, was captain of the math team and the field hockey team and president of her eighth-grade class. Victoria was the CEO of two small but successful companies. The first was a student-led advisory company that gave tips to middle schools on how to get more out of their students. And the second was an app she created called Find-a-Fight, which could identify bad behavior caught by a public surveillance camera and report it to the proper authorities.

If all that wasn’t enough to qualify her for a scholarship to the high school of her dreams, Victoria volunteered on weekends for a food delivery service to seniors and taught herself three different languages in her spare time: French, Mandarin, and Latin. The question should not be whether Victoria Deeds was Wheaton Prep material, she told the interviewer, but whether Wheaton Prep was Victoria Deeds material.

Victoria reclined in her seat and waited for the interviewer’s response, poised, confident. She smiled with her eyes and jotted down a few notes. The trick was to seem eager but not too eager, prepared but relaxed. The interviewer stared back at her blankly, adjusted his glasses, and moved on to the next question.

“Your mother is a well-known and controversial figure,” he said, visibly uncomfortable. “How do you think she would feel about you attending our school?”

Victoria knew the question was coming. She had practiced for it a dozen times but was never ready. Her eyes instantly glossed over with tears; a thin layer of cold sweat glazed her brow; and she shifted, awkwardly, in her seat. Victoria was certain the interviewer couldn’t see these visual signs of uneasiness, but it didn’t matter. People could pick up on these small biological cues from a mile away. You had to exude confidence in an interview like this or you might as well not show up at all.

What was her response to this question?

She scrolled through the memorized flash cards in her head but couldn’t find the answer she knew by heart. Victoria stuttered. She tried to pivot.

CRASH! PRSH! Before she could respond, Victoria heard a cacophony of clatter coming from down the hall followed by some heated yelling. She tried to not let it interfere with what could be the most important interview of her life, but it was too late. There was no use in continuing. Frustrated, Victoria leaned forward and stopped the video on her computer.

Fortunately for her, this hadn’t been the actual interview to get into Wheaton Prep. It was a practice session. Victoria had recorded her guidance counselor asking the questions a few weeks ago so she could rehearse for the real interview, which was in exactly two days. Two days away from the most important twenty minutes of her life and she wasn’t ready. This would not do at all.

Victoria shut her laptop and turned to the inspirational posters that she’d hung on her bedroom walls. They all showcased quotes from her favorite bestselling self-help book, BE GOOD, alongside images of happy dolphins and women doing yoga on mountaintops. WHEN IN DOUBT, OVERPREPARE said one next to another helpful gem she swore by: ROUTINE CLEANS THE MIND. Victoria settled on what she decided would be her mantra for the day: BE GOOD Bylaw Number Seven . . .

“‘Be your own best parent.’”

She took a deep breath and tried to concentrate until the noise downstairs was drowned out by a high-pitched alarm.

EEEEEEEEEEeeeeeeeeeee.

“Now what?”

Victoria knew at once who was behind the commotion. She hastily shoved her retainer into her mouth, threw her laptop in a backpack, and marched downstairs to put out whatever fire awaited her.
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Breakfast

IN THIS CASE, IT was an actual fire. Flames were spewing out of a cooking pan and causing the smoke alarm to screech. Her younger brother, Ozzy, was splayed out on his back next to a toppled-­over stool and shrouded in a cloud of pancake mixture.

“Victoria! Fire!” he shouted, directing her attention toward said fire, which was now climbing the oven hood.

Without answering, she grabbed the extinguisher from the cabinet and put out the grease ­fire with three quick blasts. Victoria then threw open all the kitchen windows and used a dish towel to fan the smoke away. After a few seconds, the alarm’s squeal abated, and she could hear the sound of her own thoughts. None of these thoughts had pleasant things to say about her brother.

“I made you breakfast,” Ozzy said, referring to the five charred discs on the griddle.

“Yes, Ozzy, I can see that,” she said, squeezing the top of her nose between two fingers in order to stop a building headache. “My question is why?”

“BE GOOD Bylaw Number Nine: ‘Learn to do one new thing for yourself every week,’” Ozzy said. “Or was it Number Four?”

“It was Twelve, but you know that in your case the new thing can’t involve fire, sharp objects, or moving vehicles.”

Victoria’s brother was a walking disaster. He meant well, but accidents followed him around like pets. If there was the possibility of trouble in any given situation, Ozzy would draw it to himself. Turn your head for one second and he would find something to become stuck inside of, inexplicably break, or get bitten by.

“I’m not a baby.” Ozzy grimaced as he refastened his knee brace, which had been knocked loose in the spill. Her brother had badly injured his left leg a year ago when he was hit by a truck. The incident ended a burgeoning soccer career and any chance his family would ever trust him to be left to his own devices. “I can do things for myself,” he insisted.

“Oh, really?” said Victoria as she helped him to his feet and moved the smoking, extinguisher fluid–­covered griddle to the sink. “Have you made your bed? Or cleaned your room?”

Ozzy stared blankly back at her. “Not yet.”

Luckily for her, a tornado couldn’t wake their father out of a good sleep, so Victoria hoped she had some time to clean up the evidence before he came down. She wiped up the pancake mixture that had splattered over half the cabinets and tried to scrub the burn marks off the oven hood with a bristle pad. Any sort of mess or anything out of its place in the house made Victoria extremely uncomfortable. Even the smallest speck of dirt felt like a smudge on her soul.

“Have you at least brushed your teeth?” Victoria asked her brother as she readjusted her mother’s favorite glass monkey to sit forward on the shelf. “Combed your hair? Fed your iguana? Done any of your homework?”

“You’re not my mother, you know,” he grumbled.

“Oh, I’m very well aware,” Victoria said. “But someone has to try to mold you into a half-­decent human being.”

“I’m a good person,” Ozzy insisted, his eyes glazing over with tears. Despite his antics, Victoria knew that her brother cared very deeply about what she thought of him. And she was certain that he had it in himself to do good things with his life, if he could only focus.

“Of course you are,” she said, softening her tone. “But you really need to sharpen your simple executive skills. How do you expect to get into Wheaton Prep if you can’t even remember to make your bed?”

“I don’t want to go to that snobby school,” Ozzy scoffed.

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Victoria said, cleaning the batter off his face with a rag. “Once I get in, I’ll be able to make inroads with the admissions department, but this is Wheaton we’re talking about. Even my best efforts can only go so far.”
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Adventures in Single Parenting

BEFORE SHE COULD FINISH restoring the kitchen to its proper condition, Victoria heard her father, David, making his way downstairs. She shoved the remaining evidence of the aborted breakfast under the sink and tried to maintain her composure.

“Let me deal with Dad,” she instructed Ozzy.

“Deal with me how?” David asked as he strode into the kitchen, eyes buried in his phone.

“Just seeing that you get off to work all right,” Victoria chirped, pouring him a traveling cup of cold-­brew coffee. “Don’t forget your laptop and keys,” she added, handing her discombobulated father both items. “Also, your jacket is on inside out. . . .”

“Well, would you look at that?” David said, fixing his jacket while Victoria adjusted his poorly knotted tie.

“I’m the parent.” He sighed, clearly disappointed with himself. “I should be fixing your tie. . . . Or well . . . you know what I mean.”

“You already do so much for us,” Victoria said, ushering him out the kitchen door. “Now, have a great day at work, Dad! Leave no number uncrunched. Nothing to worry about here.” It seemed like she was home free when David stopped in his tracks right at the threshold.

“Wait a minute. . . . Why does it smell like smoke in here?” he asked, eyes widening.

“I don’t smell any smoke. Do you smell anything, Ozzy?” Victoria asked, taking a few performative sniffs.

“Nope! Can’t say I do,” her brother added. “Maybe it’s your aftershave.”

“No, it definitely smells like smoke,” David insisted, noticing a charred, black pancake on the floor. “With a hint of burned pancake batter.”

Victoria winced and scolded herself for missing the rogue flapjack. “Oh, yes. We did have a teeny, tiny fire,” Victoria admitted. “But, as you can see, I have it all under control.”

“Doesn’t look like you have it under control to me,” David said, spotting a small line of smoldering wood on the ceiling. He doused it with a quick blast from the fire extinguisher. Then he craned his neck inside the oven hood and was hit in the eye with a thick glob of coagulated pancake batter.

“It’s not her fault, Dad!” Ozzy yelled, dramatic, as he threw his arms around David’s waist. “I knew I wasn’t supposed to use the stove. I just wanted to do my part so I can grow as an individual and become an upstanding member of society!”

“A minor adjustment, and it won’t happen again,” Victoria insisted. “I’ll wake Ozzy up earlier from now on and make sure he eats before my morning meditation. I can recheck my homework on the way to school.”

David considered her solution with another deep sigh. “It’s my responsibility to wake you up and cook breakfast and make sure the house doesn’t burn down,” he said, his shoulder twitching under his jacket. Victoria could see the familiar overwhelmed expression wash over her father’s face as he sat down at the table. “This is the second incident in less than a month.”

“Yes, but now I know you shouldn’t leave the house with the water running after I’ve just clogged the bathtub drain,” Ozzy posited humbly.

“This is not about anything you’ve done wrong, Oz. I’m the one who was late to pick you up from school last week. I’m the one who forgot to send out your birthday party invitations. I haven’t seen the laundry room in weeks, and the fridge is filled with expired groceries. I’m clearly failing you both as a parent.”

“Don’t sweat the small stuff,” Victoria said, patting him on the back. “Besides, all the solutions to these problems are clearly spelled out in a helpful little book called BE GOOD,” she added as if she were a spokesperson in a commercial for it.

“I’ve read that book dozens of times and feel more lost than ever,” David admitted. “I don’t know what I’m doing here, and you two are paying the price for it. I’ve been putting it off for way too long. It’s time I hired a nanny.”

The children reacted to this revelation as if they were being sentenced to lifetime imprisonment in a Russian gulag without Wi-­Fi access or cable TV.

“WHAT?! That’s the worst idea I’ve heard in my life!” Victoria shouted. “We don’t need a nanny.”

“Yeah, Dad. I don’t need some stranger swaddling me and sticking a pacifier in my mouth every time I get upset!” Ozzy chimed in. “They’re really bad for your teeth!”

“Nobody is going to do those things. I’m just talking about having another adult around to fill in the gaps. Someone who can make sure the house doesn’t burn down when I’m gone and can get you around town in one piece.”

“A kid gets hit by a car once and never hears the end of it,” Ozzy muttered to himself.

“Like I said,” David continued, “I obviously haven’t been the best version of myself lately. I can barely walk out the door with a straight tie. . . .”

“I promise you that Ozzy will be good going forward,” Victoria insisted, trying to de-­escalate the situation. “I’ll make sure of it.”

David looked at her with a warm smile. “I love that you watch out for your brother, Vic,” he said. “But Ozzy is not your responsibility.”

“I don’t mind,” she insisted. “It helps keep me sharp on my BE GOODs.”

David’s shoulder contorted up to his neck, the way it always did whenever he got stressed. “That book is meant for parents. You’re still a kid. You should be doing kid things.”

“I’m almost thirteen.” The last thing Victoria wanted was some stranger in the house, changing everything around and trying to impose some wrong-­minded childcare philosophy on her and Ozzy.

“I have a lot going on at work right now,” David said, staring at a barrage of fresh work texts popping up on his phone. “My boss is hounding me to woo a big flashy client, and that’s going to mean longer hours. Even weekends—­”

“You know my home interview for Wheaton is this Saturday, Dad!” Victoria interrupted, in a wave of sheer panic. “That’s two days from now and a parent has to be there. I put several reminders in your calendar.”

“I’ll be at the interview,” David assured her with a look of concern. “Wheaton is obviously an amazing school and I’m sure you’ll get in, but just to be clear, even with a scholarship, it’s going to be tough to find the money to pay for it. I’ve done the math.” There was no use doubting her father’s calculations. After all, he was a great accountant.

“I’m not worried,” she said. “I’ll figure something out when the time comes.”

“I have no doubt.” He smiled. “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

“Thanks, Dad. And I think you should give yourself a little more time before doing anything rash,” Victoria said, putting on her best puppy-dog eyes. “I promise if anything bad happens—­even the tiniest accident—­I’ll hire a nanny myself.”

David’s shoulder jerked as he ran a hand through his thinning brown hair. “Fine,” he said. “But if I can’t turn things around here soon . . . it’s nanny city.”
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How to BE GOOD

“I WAS A REALLY bad parent. . . .”

That’s how Victoria’s mother, Anna Zarathustra Deeds, would start off every one of her interviews and seminars. Victoria had watched the speech dozens of times from the back row of the lecture circuit and had the entire spiel committed to memory. Anna would continue by talking about how her own children used to be glued to their screens and ate unhealthy food all the time. They weren’t sleeping well or learning very much of anything at school. None of the advice she got from experts, teachers, or counselors was of any help and she felt like she was failing Victoria and Ozzy miserably. After all, Anna was an anthropologist, not a parenting guru. But with no better options, she turned to the only expertise she truly had and decided to apply it to her own family.

From the early swaddling practices of ancient Cyprus to the teaching methods of the Zhou Dynasty in feudal China, Victoria’s mother studied the global history of raising children. She did deep dives into educational toys and special diets and even spent a month watching mountain gorilla families in the Rwandan jungle. Within a few months, Anna had become an encyclopedia of every child-­raising tip and trick that had been used by parents throughout history and distilled everything she learned into one comprehensive guide: a book she titled BE GOOD—­which was an acronym for Becoming Excellent: Guidelines for Optimizing Offspring Development. Victoria and Ozzy were used as subjects One and Two to test Anna’s new childcare methods. The results that followed were startling.

After her mother implemented the BE GOOD system—­changing their diets, adjusting their sleep schedule, even reorganizing their rooms—­the kids found they had better attention spans, twice the energy, and a newfound zest for learning. Victoria went from struggling through the third grade to top of her class. She threw herself into many burgeoning passions and became successful at each and every one of them. Ozzy transformed from a klutz into a gifted athlete. He was the best soccer player in the state and the most popular kid in his school. He was funny and charming and made more money than you’d like to imagine by posting videos of himself performing all sorts of trick shots.

Once word got out about how incredible these children had become, BE GOOD took off like gangbusters. Victoria’s mom soon became the foremost authority in parenting. She was sought out by every magazine, morning show, and lecture circuit in the country. Her father quit his accounting job to manage her business, which grew at an incredible clip. It wasn’t long before they’d launched BE GOOD Learning Centers in over a dozen cities.

In addition to the transformation it had on the siblings’ lives, Victoria could speak to the miraculous change the BE GOOD techniques had on Anna herself. Her mom went from a lost soul who spent days sulking in bed to becoming an involved parent. She became a trusted confidant who could help them with any problem. Anna came to believe the world was to be thoroughly explored, and she went out of her way to make every day seem like an adventure. She would make up treasure hunts and plan elaborate hide-­and-­seeks that would extend across the entire town.

The family went from being in debt to owning their dream house. Anna Deeds created a private, suburban oasis on the end of her favorite block. Victoria even got to help her design it, creating blueprints of floor plans and room ideas. Her mother built a library, a meditation room, and even a music room where she would play the piano undisturbed for hours at a time. She transformed their backyard into a magic garden designed to inspire active imaginations and serenity. Anna re-­created her old office in the small room above the garage and maintained it as the nerve center for her research. Victoria would spend hours in that studio—­listening quietly in the corner while her mom ran online parenting classes.

Those were happy times for the family. They would travel constantly. Victoria met so many people whose lives were changed for the better thanks to Anna’s techniques. Victoria felt like she was the luckiest kid in the world. Her life was perfect . . .

. . . until she messed it all up.
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