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To the best friends a girl could have
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PART I






Walk the web lightly


Do not shake it, do not push


Just glide along the edge


Soft the web falls and slow
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CHAPTER ONE






He came for her the day her grandmother died.


Naya had seen him around the edges, of course. When she first told them about the man, her mother had looked worried. Her grandmother had narrowed her eyes and huffed through her nose. Then she shooed Naya toward the weaving room and set her to carding wool.


Late that night, Naya saw Grandmother reweaving the wards after she thought everyone was asleep.


“Be careful, my love, my sweet girl,” her mother said, fretting. “Don’t stand out. You can’t be caught if you aren’t seen.” Mama pulled the brightly colored hair clip from Naya’s brown curls and replaced it with a plain bobby pin. Naya wore her hair long and loose, the tight ringlets floating around her head like a cloud.


“But I want to be a doctor, Mama,” she argued. “I can’t be a doctor if I’m hiding.”


“A doctor!” scoffed Grandmother. “Whoever heard of one of ours being a doctor! We create. We don’t patch!”


But that wasn’t true. They patched all the time. Naya should know, as most of the mending fell to her. Mama designed and sewed beautiful custom clothes. Grandmother could spin and weave anything, from wall hangings to the finest silk wrap. Most of their designed clothes were high-end and priced to match, but they both provided tailoring for their clients, adjusting special orders to the customer’s taste. Naya mended and darned and picked stitches and hemmed until the tips of her fingers were dry and peeling.


“It will hone your skills!” Grandmother said.


Mama and Grandmother ran a boutique below their apartment, by appointment only. They liked it that way: discreet, controlled, secure. More importantly, Grandmother said, it left them time for their art.


But to Naya, it felt like a dress that had grown too tight.


After Naya told them about the man, Mama kept fretting, until Naya’s insides felt threadbare and frayed, her skin held together by nothing but worries and what-ifs. She was supposed to finish up a hem order, but she slipped out of the house just so she could breathe.


Honestly, the man hardly registered for her. Something big was coming, something that would change all the lines. First, she saw just the possibility of it a long way off, a tiny but lingering potential, flickering in and out of the lines. Mama, wringing her hands, had told her not to worry.


But she wasn’t worried. She was fascinated.


Naya snuck around the corner of the house and hurried down a side alley to the empty lot where the neighborhood kids hung out, thrilled to be out on her own. Mama was protective, more than the other parents. Their city neighborhood was a mix of old houses, newer apartments, and converted businesses, squished between the city’s proper downtown and the outer suburbs. When Mama let her out of the house at all, she used to walk Naya back and forth to the lot, lugging a lawn chair with her. Then Mama would sit and read while Naya played. Or she’d hover just out of sight as Naya got older. Naya didn’t mind when she was little, but it started getting embarrassing. The other kids had been walking around the neighborhood by themselves for ages! But she was fourteen now, and even Grandmother had argued Mama couldn’t follow Naya around forever.


She was supposed to tell them before she left, though.


Tiggy Harris was already at the lot, trading cards with the other boys. He gave her a sideways smile, his green T-shirt setting off his hazel eyes and deep bronze complexion. She sat down on a tire under the big oak tree and scuffed patterns in the dirt. Grandmother would scold her later for getting her white shoes dirty and for not finishing the pants.


She thought about the something big again. A delicious shiver quivered down her spine. She wasn’t supposed to walk the lines where anyone could see her; it was their family’s biggest secret. But if she was careful, no one would notice. Naya leaned back so it looked like she was gazing up through the oak branches, and she let her eyes go blurry. The images came first, as they always did, crowding into her mind, random flashes of what might happen in the future, pictures of what happened in the past. Then she concentrated and zoomed out like a camera lens, and the lines came into focus: shining strings of linked events, layers and layers of them. The farther out she zoomed, each one appeared as the timeline for an individual person. Naya let her hand drift up like she was brushing back her hair and settled it lightly on a string near her face. Following the string, with her hand as an anchor on the images, Naya saw a woman she half recognized from the neighborhood, carrying groceries upstairs to her apartment. Behind the woman was a single shining line of her past. In front of her, the line split into new lines—cooking dinner, watching TV, leaving the apartment with a sandwich, walking into a restaurant—each new image based on a decision the woman would make in the future. On and on the future lines went, splitting this way and that. The most likely possibilities glowed strong and bright. Naya followed the brightest line, skating along it as far as she could. A jolt jarred her, and suddenly she saw the woman clutching her sweater, her face wet with tears.


Naya froze. There was dissonance down the line. She had felt it before, but she couldn’t see what it was yet.


Isabelle Alba came bulling up. All the kids called her “Short Shorts” for the tiny shorts she wore and because she had laughed, delighted, the first time she heard the nickname. She was a full head taller than Naya’s slight frame. Everything she said sounded like a shout. “You daydreaming again, Naya?”


Naya dropped her hand from the line as she sat up. “Yep.” She grinned.


Short Shorts swiped at a tire to knock off dirt, then changed her mind and leaned on the tree trunk instead. She was wearing her going-out clothes—still in small shorts but also a trendy top and sandals, so Naya knew she’d leave soon to hang out with older teens. Short Shorts used to scuffle in the dirt with the best of them. Now her head was angled toward the street, watching for her ride in comfortable silence.


Not that any of them played the way they used to. The younger kids still ran around the patch of dirt in the center, edging out the grass with their energy and laughter. The lot was supposed to be a recycling yard once, before the enterprising soul who had started it gave up. There was still a big pile of tires in one corner that were perfect for playing king of the hill or lava monster. Near the open street side of the lot, a giant cement tube rested, good for rainy-day forts and littered with cigarette butts from high schoolers’ night visits. But those days of running until your breath gave out seemed further and further away.


An argument over sports teams erupted, and Tiggy drifted away from the other boys. Naya tilted her head to stare at the leaf-speckled sky through the tree, pretending not to see him.


“Ha! I see what you’re doing,” Short Shorts teased, too loud.


“Shhh!” Naya hushed her out of the side of her mouth.


“Hey.” Tiggy nodded at both of them, but his gaze settled on Naya.


“Oh. Hey,” she said back. Her heart beat faster, just a little. One time, she’d overheard Grandmother saying, “There’s no point in mooning over someone who isn’t going to moon back.”


She was still waiting to see if Tiggy was the mooning type.


He shuffled his feet for a moment before pulling out his phone. “You see this video yet? It’s ridiculous!”


Naya grinned. She had seen the video, but she moved closer to watch.


The twins walked up, holding hands as usual, their long, dark hair bouncing against their backs. Marisol Fernandez and Sarai Patel weren’t sisters. They weren’t related at all, but they looked so much alike that they could be. They did everything together, along with redheaded Arnie Wilkins, who orbited around them like a satellite.


Marisol peeked over Tiggy’s shoulder. “We saw that video already.”


“Yeah, but did you watch it until the end? When he gets sick?”


Sarai shrugged. “It’s just okay.”


“Name a video that’s better!” Tiggy demanded.


“I don’t know.” Sarai paused, pursing her lips. “I guess we’re bored of them. What’s the grossest video you’ve ever seen?”


All the kids looked at Naya.


“Okay.” Naya smoothed down the front of her skirt, then leaned forward and whispered, “Have you ever heard of Taenia solium?”


“No,” came the hushed reply.


“It’s a type of tapeworm,” she continued. “If you accidentally eat food with tapeworm eggs in it, the tapeworms will hatch and attach to the wall of your intestine. Then they eat all the food you eat, until they get really big. Like huge. Bigger than any earthworm you ever saw. Here’s the part that’s really gross.”


The faces in front of her puckered, but everyone leaned in.


“I watched an operation where the doctor pulled a six . . . foot . . . tapeworm . . . out of this guy’s intestine . . . through his mouth! You can see it on YouTube.”


Gagging sounds, gleeful and exaggerated, erupted around her.


Naya beamed.


“That’s so disgusting!”


“How do you find these things?!”


“Did you watch the whole thing?”


“Yep,” said Naya.


“I’m going to be sick.”


“I wouldn’t have made it through the whole video,” said Arnie quietly. His freckled face flushed. “You’re pretty brave, Naya.”


“Can you imagine,” Marisol said, “being at the doctor’s office for a regular appointment, and some random person walks in with a tapeworm?”


“Ew! Do you think the end was already hanging out of his mouth?” said Sarai.


“Nothing that exciting ever happens around here,” Tiggy declared.


The mundanity of that settled around them like a weight.


Naya thought about the lines, and a thrill curled through her again. “Sometimes,” she said slowly, “you’ve got to make things happen.”


“Well, no one start eating any tapeworm eggs!” Short Shorts barked out. “That’s not on the menu!” Her laugh was infectious, and they broke into new jokes and giggles.


Naya sighed. She still had to finish that hem. “I gotta get back. Homework,” she lied.


“Yeah, me too,” said Tiggy. “But, uh, if I have trouble, can I look at your math problems tomorrow?”


“Sure.”


He smiled, bright and sunny, and Naya glowed a little on the inside.
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Naya eased the sewing room door open and slunk toward the sewing machine. If she finished the hem before dinner, maybe no one would mention . . .


“Naya!” The voice cracked like a whip. “Don’t tell me you’re sneaking in here like you snuck out! I hope you finished that hem order, young lady.”


Her good mood dissipated. Naya could tell Grandmother already knew she hadn’t finished the hem. Naya turned. Grandmother stood off to the side, sorting through customer orders at a table, as if she had been waiting for Naya. Grandmother’s green, draped-silk caftan caught the light as she straightened, setting off her tawny skin, short, iron-gray finger waves, and the frown she aimed at Naya.


“I’m almost done. It’ll only take a minute.” Naya hoped her face was blank, but she could feel her jaw setting. Why was she working anyway? It was their shop, not hers!


Her grandmother glowered at Naya’s smudged shoes. “Were you sitting in the dirt? Your clothes are too nice to be treated that way. They are practically couture!”


“No! I wasn’t sitting in the dirt!” Naya muttered under her breath, “Handmade isn’t couture anyways.”


“That is exactly what ‘couture’ means! Do you know how many kids would love to have your clothes?”


Naya suppressed an eye roll. They’d been pushing and pulling at each other lately, but she didn’t want to do it tonight. She stomped, with as much dignity as she could, to the sewing machine.


“If you keep shirking your responsibilities—” Grandmother started.


“You don’t have to lecture me all the time!” It burst out of Naya, despite her best efforts. “I’m not a kid. I’m finishing the hem!”


Grandmother might have let it drop then, but Naya couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “And couture is only for the French,” she muttered.


“Oh, are you all grown up then? You know everything?”


“Well, I sure know how to hem!” She knew it was bratty, but Grandmother was so stubborn sometimes. Always thought she was right, or her way was the best way.


“Naya!” Suddenly Mama was standing in the door. She gave them both a long look as she said, “Hush now. Stop your fussing with Grandmother.”


Grandmother held her head regally, but her face was squinty, the way it got when she went from irritated to mad. She swept out of the room. Naya could never manage an exit half so grand.


Mama walked across the room like she was coiled tight, clutching the edges of her richly embroidered cardigan. Unlike Grandmother’s bold looks, Mama chose easy-to-wear, simpler lines in her clothes, but with exquisite details, like intricate stitching or unique buttons. Her brown hair, long like Naya’s, was often tied back in a ponytail or bun to keep it out of her work.


“She worries about you when you disappear. I worry.” Mama held Naya’s shoulders to look her in the eye. “You know better. You can go out, but you need to let me know where you’re going and when you’ll be back.” She looked anxious and hurt and stern all at the same time.


Guilt plucked at Naya, and she cast about for a reason to push it away. “She’s more worried about the mending than me! She’s always more worried about the clients!”


“That’s not true.”


“You could just check the lines to see where I am.”


Grandmother made a dismissive sound from the next room. Naya scowled.


The anxiety on Mama’s face grew. “You know it doesn’t work like that. We can’t see our own paths. Or family that’s close to us. It’s not good for people to see where they’re going.”


“So you can’t see my path at all? Or Grandmother?” Naya said it like a challenge, even though she already knew what Mama would say.


“I can see bits and pieces sometimes, but only when it’s really important. Like remember that time you fell off the jungle gym at school and cracked your head? Your grandmother and I both felt the lines shift. That’s how I got to school so fast. I already knew.”


Naya was meanly pleased they couldn’t see her. There was a teensy worry too, because once or twice she had a glimpse of Mama and Grandmother. More than what she was supposed to see, according to them. But she’d keep that to herself.


Most of the time though, Mama was right. Naya had stared down the length of her body until she was cross-eyed, willing her own line to materialize. When she tried to call family lines, to pull them to her, all she got were blank spots and a headache.


“But that’s not the point,” Mama continued. “You’re taking risks that you shouldn’t.”


Naya flushed. Did Mama know she’d been walking the lines at the lot? She changed the subject. “Something big is coming. Have you seen that?”


Mama stiffened, tension settling into her shoulders. “Don’t worry about tomorrow, Naya.”


But Naya knew Mama worried all the time. “But you can feel it,” said Naya. “Something happens to a whole bunch of people at once. Maybe us too. I can almost see it.”


“There are those who wander too far along the lines,” said Mama. “There are those who get lost trying to see everything. A person can go crazy doing that.”


Naya rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry! I’m not going to go crazy.”


If anything, Mama looked more worried. “Those kind of risks, wandering too far—it’s not worth it. You know the lines can change at the last minute. People aren’t meant to see everything, even us. Never let anyone know, my love. It’s safer that way.” Mama smoothed a hand over Naya’s curls. She could feel the thrum of tension in her mother’s touch, and guilt stabbed through her.
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CHAPTER TWO






Mama said, “There are people who’ll try to use you if they know. We used to get burned as witches! Or worse, forced to walk the lines for other people. Sometimes our kind goes missing. You shouldn’t ever talk about it where people can hear. A great-great-aunt on your father’s side disappeared for years . . .” Those tales always lowered her voice to a hush, like she could barely stand to share them. Her eyes grew tight and anxious.


But Grandmother had different stories. “We used to be revered as great prophets and seers. Worshipped!”


“Mama said we used to get burned as witches.”


“Well, you can’t be stupid about it! You don’t walk the lines willy-nilly, to see what to have for dinner or for a lark. You can’t blab or brag about it. What we do is a gift! A precious gift, worthy of kings. Not a party trick, and certainly not for the rabble of this day and age. Our secret belongs to us and no one else. We’ve always been a rare people, but there are fewer of us now. Who knows how many have been lost over the years?” Grandmother’s eyes looked far away and distant.


Naya felt her own eyes widen. “How did we get lost?”


Grandmother’s gaze sharpened. “That’s in the past and not for you to worry about! The important thing is that you remember your heritage! Your training! Our gifts are near sacred, and you have a duty to preserve them. Why, one of your ancestors was high priestess during the reign of pharaohs. She lived in a temple . . .” And Grandmother would launch into a story.


No matter what stories Naya heard, it always came down to one thing: don’t get caught.
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In her room alone, Naya put up her hands and danced them in the air, like plucking invisible strings. She could see random images without much concentration, but it was much, much easier to follow a particular line if she used her hands. All their kind learned to do this—zooming out to see the lines, then running a finger along the line they wanted to follow. It helped them organize what they saw, and see more. Naya learned all sorts of things through walking the lines.


She watched the line of a woman who was a veterinarian.


She followed a young man leaving a boring office job to DJ at night.


She watched firefighters race to emergency calls.


A musician put in hours of practice on his guitar. Naya traced his lines backward to his weekend gig. After each show, the man would put on the movie Babe and start crying.


She watched two college students making videos in their dorm room. Then she followed the lines to their classes. The material was hard. She needed more study before she got there, but it was almost like she was going to college herself.


She watched a man in an R&D lab as he peered through a microscope and discussed bacterium with his lab partners. Naya wondered . . . do bacteria or viruses have timelines? Would those lines be microscopic too? She had never noticed teeny-tiny lines, but it would be amazing to see them. She’d have to ask Mama and Grandmother about that.


She always forgot, though.


It wasn’t only people who had timelines but animals too. Anything that could make a decision had a line. Naya’s earliest favorite lines to watch were animals. She could follow a cat’s line as it roamed the neighborhood chasing prey, or follow the wolves’ lines at the zoo. Once she spent an hour watching a rabbit move its babies to a new den. Animal lives were simpler than peoples’, but they could be unexpectedly dramatic—a hawk appearing and diving for prey, or the eruption of ants into activity. Nature was fascinating.
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She heard Mama and Grandmother arguing sometimes when they thought she was asleep. It was an old argument, but Naya listened every time she heard them.


“You’re filling her head too big!” Mama would scold. “These aren’t the ancient times. There are no more priestesses!”


“Well, you’re scaring her! Too much, I think,” Grandmother would reply. “And we are more. You know that. She needs to know her heritage and wear it with pride.”


“I just don’t want her to glamorize the past. Or think she can bring it back. Kids today . . . you never know what they’ll talk about or put online. They’re all influenced by celebrities or social media mavens.”


“If we don’t instill pride in her now, she might let her culture slip away because of those very online TokTubers. Or whatever you call them.” Grandmother sniffed. “Besides, Naya has more sense than that.”


“You know as well as I do there are reasons to be scared,” Mama said, stern and tense.


Naya would wait then, holding her breath. Wait for Grandmother to disagree and prove Naya right . . . that Mama was just worrying when she didn’t have to.


But Grandmother never did. She never disagreed. No matter how long Naya waited in the dark.
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CHAPTER THREE






Airports always stirred his imagination. So many people, so many objectives, everyone hurrying this way and that. It was ripe with possibilities. He could sit for hours just watching, assuming there was good food available. But there was no time for that now. The man smiled and slung his leather overnight bag on the security carousel. He knew there were a number of irregularly shaped items in his bag. It would be unfortunate if he were stopped. He could see the security guard hesitate, peering at the screen. The man smiled genially at the guard who was waving him down with a metal detector. After a pause, his bag was passed through the checkpoint.


On his way to the gate, he strolled by a young lady arguing with her beau. The man indulged a moment to observe the couple. The boyfriend looked contrite yet slyly confident; she looked miserable. She was clearly torn. The man thought she should forgive her boyfriend. Everyone deserved a second chance at love. As he passed, she acquiesced and embraced her boyfriend.


Satisfied, the man quickened his pace to the plane. When he boarded, the attendant didn’t bother to ask him for a ticket.









[image: ]





CHAPTER FOUR






Mr. Ned, her science teacher, wanted to talk to her. Naya shifted in her seat while everyone else slouched out of class. She didn’t think she was in trouble, unless he was mad that she almost always started her homework while she was still in class. Got it done most days too, while everyone else was still asking questions about the lesson. Sure, sometimes she let some of the other kids look at her notes, but she didn’t see how Mr. Ned could know about that.


She wished, for the thousandth time, that she could see her own line.


“Naya?” Mr. Ned waved her to his desk.


She dragged her feet a little, walking up the aisle.


When he looked up from the paper he was grading, he laughed at her expression. “You’re not in trouble! If anything, you’re doing exceptionally well in class. You’re a natural, and you seem to enjoy it.”


Naya, surprised, warmed at the praise. “I like science a lot!”


“I wanted to talk to you about a summer program coming up. Have you ever thought about pursuing science as a career?”


A funny feeling went through Naya’s head. She could swear the air around her chimed and the world slowed down. How did he know? Had her heart been showing this whole time?


Her mouth opened and closed like a fish. Finally she managed, “I want to be a doctor.”


“Then this would be perfect. The university is holding a camp introducing science careers to teens, and one of the focuses is on medical. I think you even get to participate at the teaching hospital on campus! You’re on the young side, but I have a friend on the board, and I can write you a recommendation if you’re interested.”


Naya couldn’t breathe at all for a moment. “Yes! Yes, I am interested! Oh my gosh! Yes!”


He smiled and handed her a flyer. “Talk it over with your parents.”


“Thank you!” She hurried out of the room to her next class, careful not to crumple the precious flyer.


The program looked amazing! The flyer listed “interact with professional mentors” and “college internships” among the bullet points. But it was a daily program for four whole weeks! Naya bit her lip. She usually worked at the boutique during her summer break. They had a couple of sale days with last-season clothes and bikini wraps, but the big push in summer was getting ready for their fall Open Studio weekend. It was one of the few times they were open to the public. Naya usually helped with inventory, the sales, and as much non-customer-related work as possible so that Mama and Grandmother could concentrate on their higher-end designs. Open Studio was a big deal, an art show in its own right, but also crucial for launching early Christmas shopping and landing new clients for the holiday party season. Sure, she got paid to help, more than her usual allowance, so it was like she was an employee. She frowned. She supposed she could quit a job, if she was really an employee. But deep down, she knew Mama and Grandmother needed her.


But she needed this camp! She wanted to go so badly it hurt. She scanned the list of science careers on the paper again, the promise of laboratory time. It was like she was holding her dream in her hands, instead of just a flyer.


And . . . if she got into this program, if she did well, maybe it would prove to Mama and Grandmother that they didn’t have to be so protective all the time, so careful. Not everyone was out to learn their secrets! Naya was older now, and she could take care of herself. After that, she could go anywhere, do anything—including studying medicine.


The application deadline was in May. That gave her a few months to convince Mama. Grandmother would be another story.
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When Mama and Grandmother started piling up sandbags in front of the door, the other shop owners pulled theirs out as well. No one ever said anything, but the neighbors had learned to watch the women of the Intertwine Boutique. Despite what the news said, as sporadic rain sank into the parched ground, the street prepared, building barriers and running to the store for last-minute supplies. While Grandmother readied candles, Mama and Naya hauled the most expensive fabrics and pieces upstairs.


By evening, the weather had turned for the worse, wind howling around the edges of the house, trying to find a way in. Naya snuggled into a knit blanket on the couch, checking her homework, while Mama and Grandmother worked on client projects.


Sharp banging shook the door, the sound ratcheting up the stairs like a ghost. Grandmother and Mama looked at each other with wide eyes.


“That can’t be Ms. Norris for her appointment! In this rain?” exclaimed Grandmother.


“You know, I didn’t even think to call her,” Mama murmured back. “It’s a matter of sense.” She nodded at Naya.


Naya hurried down the stairs and threw open the door. The wind gusted in a wet, flapping figure, who collapsed on the floor like a drowned crow. Naya pushed the door shut against the pelting rain and peered at the huddled mess of black clothes. This certainly wasn’t Ms. Norris.


“Thank you,” mumbled the person. She pushed a floppy hat off her eyes. “My aunt sent me to pick up her dress.”


“Hi, Niecy,” said Naya. “I’m sorry, but her dress isn’t ready. She needs another fitting.”


“It’s Calixta,” she said automatically. “And of course she needs another fitting. The woman won’t stop eating.”


“You better come up now.” Mama’s voice floated down the stairs.


Naya looked at Calixta and shrugged. Calixta sighed heavily, holding out her hands so Naya could pull her up off the floor. She dripped all over the place as they clomped upstairs.


“Guess what, Niecy? You’re spending the night,” Grandmother announced.


“Really?” Calixta’s face brightened. “Oh, that’s wonderful! I could use the break. Aunt Norris is driving me batty. I’m not sure a college fund is worth all the aggravation.” She took off her hat and hurried to the kitchen sink to catch the drips off her clothing.


“Is that why you do it?” Naya asked. She’d seen Ms. Norris bossing her niece around town. Calixta was part companion, part assistant, and fully miserable.


“Naya!” Mama chided. “That’s rude! Now go get blankets to make up the sofa bed.”


“No, it’s okay,” said Calixta. “My mom thinks that if I’m around all the time, ‘being useful,’ Aunt Norris will put me in her will.” She rolled her eyes. “Personally, I’d rather just get a job waitressing.”


“What do you want to study in college, dear?” Mama asked.


“Psychology,” said Calixta. “Maybe behavioral development. I’d like to do some type of counseling work, but I’m not sure what my focus will be yet.”


Naya couldn’t quite picture Gothy Calixta with a pen and pad in hand next to a patient on a couch. She hurried to get clean sheets as Grandmother handed Calixta a towel and asked her where she wanted to attend college. It turned out she had quite a list and was happy to chat about them without her aunt around.


When Naya came back, Calixta bent down and hauled out the sofa bed for her. She was stronger than she looked. She tucked in the sheets, quick and efficient, while Naya unfolded blankets.


“College sounds amazing!” Naya said. “I can’t wait.”


Calixta laughed. “You have to get through high school first.”


“I know. I just get bored sometimes. There are biology classes at college way more interesting than anything we’re learning now.”


“Oh!” Calixta looked surprised. “You’re into science, huh? With the shop and the way you dress, I thought you’d be into fashion.”


Naya shook her head. “I want to study premed,” she confided quietly. “But they”—she nodded toward Mama and Grandmother in the kitchen—“expect me to be an artist. To follow in their footsteps.”


Calixta mulled that over. “Well, there’s no harm in taking classes in both to try them out. You’ll know what feels right. Just follow your heart,” Calixta said kindly. “And if you’re taking painting or sculpture or whatever, that will keep them off your back while you decide,” she whispered.


Naya changed her mind. Niecy would make an excellent counselor.
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Naya asked more than once. “Why are we artists? Shouldn’t we be able to do anything?”


Mama said, “It’s just something our kind has always excelled in. We’re naturally talented. We gravitate toward art like fish to water. Many of our ancient ancestors were great weavers. Walking the lines and seeing the threads, understanding the picture in the tangle, it’s no wonder they were artisans.”


Grandmother said, “We were destined to be magnificent artists! Our gift allows us to see above the mundane into the divine! To touch miracle and translate it for the world. How could we not share that?”


“Art lets us leave our mark on the world,” Mama said. “To create something new in the fabric of being, it’s an honor and a blessing.”


“Pieces of our heritage, our history, our souls,” Grandmother said, “become part of our art, whether others know it or not. A glorious secret hidden in plain sight!”


Mama said, “I can’t imagine living without art. It would be like not being able to breathe.”


Grandmother said, “It’s our duty to continue our traditions, to make our lineage proud. It’s your duty too! We are gifted beyond mere men. Those of our kind who squander their gifts, turn away from them, it’s . . . shameful. Like denying the grace of God.” A ghost of sadness crossed her face, chased away by ferocity.


“If I couldn’t create,” Grandmother said with a flourish, “you might as well cut off my hands!”
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CHAPTER FIVE






After the storm, the sunshine looked like candy, lemon yellow and crystalline. School was cancelled because the sewers had backed up. Naya helped clear the sandbags and haul the expensive fabrics back down to the shop. When she stood on the front stoop, taking deep breaths of the clean air, Mama laughed quietly.


“Go see your friends. But only go to the lot! No wandering, and be back for lunch. I need your help this afternoon.”


Naya didn’t need to be told twice. She practically danced around the corner of the house. The path was muddy, but early tulips sprouted all along the back fence toward the lot. She was glad to be out. She was glad she’d worn jeans today while cleaning too. She settled on her usual tire, sprawling her legs in front of her, enjoying that she didn’t have to smooth out her skirt for once. She kept the embroidered hem of her blouse out of the dirt, though. It was one of her favorites.


Tiggy was all wound up about something. He was practicing flying kicks at the cement tube with the other boys, but he flew at the cement extra hard. There were twenty-six bones in the human foot, and one was bound to break at the rate he was going.


Naya frowned where she sat under the tree. “Are you okay?” she asked when Tiggy finally left the boys and plopped down beside her.


He swiped sweaty hair off his forehead. “My parents are driving me crazy. They’re just too strict, you know? There are rules for everything! Some of them don’t even make sense!”


“What happened?”


“Nothing.”


She squinted at him. He looked mad, but there was something else mixed in, a sourness, like his stomach hurt. “No, really.”


He blew out his breath slowly. “Okay. My mom took me to the mall the other day. I needed new sneaks, you know?”


Naya glanced down at his shoes, already scuffed from his assault on the cement tube, mud staining the canvas edges.


“She was mad that she had to buy me a new pair, made me promise to do a million chores to make up for it. But I can’t control how I grow, right?” He kicked at the dirt. “There were all these rich kids from Vista Heights there, acting like they owned the place. You should have seen them! Snotty and posing and buying whatever they want. Trying to act street. Trying to pretend they’re from here, and this is a rough hood.”


Naya scoffed. “This isn’t a bad neighborhood!” Although, in comparison to the rich suburb of Vista Heights, it definitely wasn’t fancy. It was a city neighborhood, with more businesses mixed in among the houses and apartments, and way fewer lawns than a suburb. But that didn’t mean it was bad.


“I know! They acted all tough, and they don’t even know! They think they know, but they don’t. They’re just a bunch of tourists.”


An image of teenagers wearing white knee socks with sandals and big cameras around their necks popped into her head. She laughed. “Yeah, maybe they came in on a tour bus with the other grandpas.”


“Tour bus. Ha! With cameras and those stupid hats?” Tiggy laughed out loud. “You always make me feel better.”


But he still looked upset. She didn’t have to walk the lines to know there was more to the story. She reached out, hesitant, and rubbed the spot between Tiggy’s shoulder blades. He tensed. Then he dropped his head and sighed.


“They kept laughing behind my mom’s back,” he said quietly, “when she was telling me all the chores I had to do.”


Naya stiffened, her eyes wide. She’d be so angry if someone was making fun of Mama! Or Grandmother. Even if they were mad at each other.


“Snickering and making comments,” he continued. “And I couldn’t do anything! Even yelling at them would be another broken rule. Even if they deserved it.”


Naya’s stomach tightened just thinking about it. She’d never be allowed to be so rude as to yell at someone. Not to mention out in public, where it would draw attention.


“My mom just kept going on and on, you know?” Tiggy continued. “All the rules, all the responsibilities I was supposed to be living up to. And they kept making fun of her. Following us around.”


“They followed you?! What’s wrong with them?”


“I know! I just wanted to punch them, but . . .” He rubbed at the brown skin on his arm. “My mom is always talking about being better. But . . . I don’t think I want to be better. I want to be bigger. I want to be . . . more.” He flailed his hands. “I know that sounds weird.”


Naya was okay with rules, usually. Being polite, laws—they helped people get along, to make a society. And the world in general was all about rules. The rules of circulation flow, the way organs worked together, how each body was organized exactly the same. How geometry appeared in nature, in fractal patterns and beautiful spirals, unexpected and precise and ordered. The laws of physics, even though theorists got the time part all wrong. Even the rules at school made sense to her.


Then she thought about the other rules, the ones that didn’t have good reasons but they had to follow anyway. Her skin wasn’t as dark as Tiggy’s, but it was still brown, making it even more important not to break any rules.


She looked up through the sun-dappled tree, the sky huge above them. She thought about having to hide all the time. She thought about working in the shop the rest of her life, having to give up her dreams just in case. Just in case of what? Nobody burned witches anymore. All that stuff Mama talked about was from years and years ago. What could she be if the rules weren’t there? The rules might make sense. Or they might not. She knew better than most how quickly things changed over time.


No, she didn’t like rules when they bound her. She didn’t like that at all. “I know just how you feel,” she told Tiggy.
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The small city was rather sleepy, as far as cities go. The man was used to more hustle and bustle—preferred it, even. This city was what many would call a model of security, but he called it middle-of-the-road. Full of midrange opportunity for middle-class prospects, neither too prosperous nor too poor, not a lot of excitement but not a lot of crime either. The type of place where families would want to put down roots.


Boring. But perhaps it was just what he needed.


He could always find ways to entertain himself.
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CHAPTER SIX






She could barely remember the first time she was taught about the timelines. She’d always been able to see things, as far back as she could remember, but they were random images, uncontrolled. She had a crystal-clear memory of being in the kitchen, holding her pacifier and chasing after flashes of pictures and light, laughing. She remembered how tall the counters seemed, like cliffs with cookies at the top she couldn’t reach. When she began talking in full sentences, Mama had guided her through walking the lines. By the time she started kindergarten, she could block the images if she needed to. By kindergarten, she knew not to tell anyone. It took longer to learn the control of zooming in and out, how to trace a line of events.


Walking a line was like dipping her fingers in a stream but not. The lines buzzed. They were energy, but also something like light. The energy moved like a current, but it wasn’t a direction Naya could describe if someone asked her. They were soothing, and pleasant, and invigorating all at once. When she walked the lines, she felt refreshed, the same way wading into water felt nice.


Sometimes, without even looking, she let her fingers drift, and she’d find one just by the feel of it, next to her desk in class or walking down the street. She always pretended she was listening to a tune in her head, waving her fingers in time. But really she was enjoying the energy.


Even though the lines were made up of possibilities and potentials, something you’d think would pop in and out of existence . . . the lines were always, always there.
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“But shouldn’t being able to see the lines help us do other things as well?” Naya asked.


“Such as?”


“Like . . . understanding the intricacies of law, or testing the theories of physics or . . . computer programming. I wonder if code is like walking the lines?”


Grandmother said, “Ugh! Who would want to be stuck in an office of cubicles all day? All that gray grinding you down. And I’ve seen code. It’s not pretty. We make beauty.”


Mama said, “Some things are too painful to walk the lines . . . Imagine being a lawyer and seeing all those crimes being committed.”


Grandmother said, “And those scientists? Ha! They think they know more than they do.”


“What about . . .” Naya caught herself before she said, “a doctor.” “What if you were a firefighter?” she said, pushing. “You could see where to fight the fires. Maybe save lives.”


“No, Naya,” Mama said. “That would draw too much attention.”


“But . . . shouldn’t we be able to help?”


“We watch, and we capture beauty. We don’t interfere with fate,” said Grandmother.


“We don’t stand out,” said Mama.


Naya sighed and let it drop. 
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Naya often thought about the something big while she was hemming or doing chores or walking home, any moment when she could let her mind drift. Then, inevitably, she would let her vision blur and, if she was alone, let her hands float up and walk the lines. Nothing happened much in their city. Lots of small somethings happened, of course, but the something big felt different. It was a bone-deep tremor on the lines. Like the world changed, but she didn’t know how. Like maybe the world was opening up. She poked at the spots where it disturbed the lines, like poking a sore tooth. It was her favorite pastime besides watching medical videos.


But since talking with Mr. Ned, all Naya could think about was the science camp. It was driving her to distraction, trying to figure out how to convince Mama and Grandmother to let her go. She debated on the best approach . . . using a straightforward, reasoned argument with Mama, or trying to find an angle. She saw people use angles all the time on TV and in the lines. It always worked out for people on TV, and about fifty-fifty for people in the lines, she guessed. Sometimes she didn’t bother to go back and see what happened. But still, an angle might be a good way to convince them, especially Grandmother. She already knew Grandmother wouldn’t like her studying science. Honestly, Grandmother would be mad about anything that wasn’t art or something their ancestors had done.


Naya shook her head like she was shaking away a gnat. She didn’t see why she had to be an artist just because everyone else did art!


The problem was, Naya wasn’t sure she could work an angle without messing it up, or what kind of angle would work in the first place. Mama worried too much already to use guilt; it would just shut her down. And really, Naya felt bad just thinking about adding any more guilt on Mama. She could use her college transcripts as a reason, but college was still a ways off. That gave her an idea, though: if she said she wanted to study a related subject—say history—Naya could argue it was to research their heritage. But how could she work in science? She might end up promising to go to an art institute when she actually wanted to go to a general university. Mama was usually straightforward, but Grandmother was wily. If she could get Mama to agree first, in private, then it would be easier to convince Grandmother. It would still be tough, though. Naya had been working extra hard to get ahead of all her sewing duties. She’d complained less (mostly) and was extra sweet (she hoped).


Maybe there was something she could offer, something to trade? But everything Naya could think to offer would push her more toward art and away from science. And really, she didn’t want to compromise that much. She just wanted them to say yes! Would that be so hard?


Naya set her jaw. She’d figure out a way to convince them. She had to.
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The rhinoplasty surgery was going well. Sometimes the surgeon started and found something he wasn’t expecting. Naya squinted at her phone, the video too small to see the level of detail she wanted. She had pulled up a diagram for comparison, but every time she switched web pages, the video stalled.


“Are you watching videos again?” Grandmother interrupted. “I don’t know how you stand those things. They give me the heebie-jeebies! Here, come help me with the weaving.”


Naya sighed theatrically as she put her phone away, but she couldn’t help a little grin. She followed Grandmother into the weaving room. Looms dominated the space, but one large window lit the room. When the breeze came through, dust motes danced across the shelves of thread spools that lined the walls, like a rainbow come to life.


Grandmother was working on a silk shawl, the threads so fine, if you blinked you could miss them. The shawl held a half-finished landscape, full of color and florals, both abstract and literal. That was grandmother’s special gift—capturing a design inside a design inside a design, until what you thought was random resolved into a beautiful, precise image. Grandmother always put in a tiny spider somewhere in her weavings, her secret signature. Naya’s eyes roamed the shawl searching for it.


“I need to start on the sky, sunset to night. What color do you think, Naya?”


Naya’s hand hovered over the spools. She pulled a watery turquoise and a pale golden blush like light on water.


Grandmother beamed her approval. “And how would you use these?”


“Three rows turquoise, then float the blush.” Naya held her breath.


Grandmother nodded. “Good. Let’s see how good. Pick more, please.”


Naya felt a surge of pride. She loved when they worked like this, her pulling threads off the shelves, Grandmother weaving. Sometimes Grandmother didn’t use the colors Naya pulled, but more often than not she did. It was always a wonder watching Grandmother work, and it was like Naya was creating the piece too. A feeling of calm settled over her as she fell into the rhythm, drifting over to see what Grandmother was working on, then to the wall to pull threads she thought might match. Her intuition picked the colors more than her mind consciously did.


“Naya, come here.”


She walked to Grandmother’s side and looked where she pointed on the shawl. On the branch of an abstract tree was a small black spider, cleverly woven to almost blend in with the burls on the trunk.


“You do one.”


“Really?” Her jaw dropped. Naya had woven a row or two before, but only when it was a plain color, a simple pattern.


“Yes. Your practice pieces have gotten better and better. You’re ready.”


Naya’s hands felt suddenly damp. She wiped them on her skirt, then picked up the shuttle holding black thread. She hesitated, then pulled a mustard yellow from the shelves and bent over the shawl. When she pulled away, there was a tiny black-and-yellow spider next to Grandmother’s larger one.


“Ooh, look at that detail!” Grandmother crowed. “You’re good at this, Naya. You’ll be a fine weaver someday. Maybe it’ll be your specialty.”


The praise washed over Naya like a drug. Of all the arts they practiced, she did love weaving.


But she loved science more. In fact, the spider she wove was called Araneus diadematus.
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