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			THE MYTH OF TWO SISTERS

			There were two sisters. They were partners, queens, warriors who liberated Vietnam from the Han dynasty. They united coastal and mountain villages, appointed women to lead their army, and ruled their country for three years, until the ruthless Han invaders squashed their rebellion.

			Refusing to surrender, the sisters jumped off a cliff and drowned in the Hàt Giang River.

			But their legacy endured to inspire a nation.

			That is what people like to believe.

			Other versions say they were beheaded or slaughtered in battle, that they vanished from the sky or turned into stone statues. The same finale: they died, they died, they died.

			This is what we used to believe.

			There is so much more to this story.

			Shall we begin?
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			THE POOL

			We stared at the glossy turquoise water, some with suspicion, others with fear. The pool seemed to wink at us, the satiny aqua blue water neatly divided by green-and-yellow racing lanes. The backstroke flags whipped and snapped in the hot, dry breeze. We squinted in the September morning haze, shoulders curled and resentful, and sat on the sun-toasted bleachers, hugging our knees to our chests. Over the fence, the boys preened and stretched before their soccer unit, smirking in our direction.

			Everyone dreaded the swim unit in gym. They found the chlorine water super harsh; it smeared their carefully crafted makeup, spoiled their straight-ironed hair, destroyed their mornings. How could they possibly return to class with a dripping ponytail and faded lipstick?

			That was not my problem. My face was already makeup-free, my hair too short for a ponytail, too coarse for any product. I never liked the feeling of anything sticky on my face or in my hair. People who bothered looking my way were not counting the number of blackheads on my face (three) or wondering when I’d last washed my hair (last night…or maybe the night before). Unlike all the other unhappy reflections in the water, mine was smiling.

			I couldn’t help it. While the pool was their enemy, it was my friend. Underneath the water’s gloss, I could paddle away from my classmates’ scornful eye rolls. When gossip and rumors drifted near my ears, I could submerge under the surface and muffle their lies. I could float, somersault, and practice my handstands, and pretend those girls over there—my former friends—did not matter.

			I always preferred water over land. Summers in San Jose without central air turned every kid into a fish.

			While we sat and waited for Coach Turner to finish attendance, I glanced around, assessing the pool that should have been my second home. I still remembered the unanswered emails and voice messages from the coaches during preseason training, asking if I was sure I didn’t want to try out. Promising that there was still a spot for me if I wanted it. I ignored them, and after a few weeks they stopped trying.

			My eyes wandered to the gymnasium wall mural of the West San Jose Vaquero, the school’s aggressively joyful cowboy mascot. Since the school’s founding in 1980, Vaquero had appeared as a pale, red-mustachioed ginger, an obvious rip-off of that racist Looney Tunes character. But a recent student petition had rebranded the mascot into a cowboy of color; his mustache had darkened into a walnut brown, and his alabaster skin was painted over in a golden, racially-ambiguous-but-definitely-not-white glow.

			For our swim test, Coach Turner hollered for the first group of students listed on her clipboard: “Hennessy, Marquez-Chen, Lyford, Pham, Patel, Rodriguez, Chang, Lam.”

			I rose from the bleachers, the backs of my thighs crimped and rosy from the metal grooves, and toed off my rubber flip-flops. We stepped over the pyramid of kickboards and fins, arms crossed over our torsos, dispersing to find an open lane.

			My ex–best friend, Lana Marquez-Chen, pointedly skipped past me to stand next to Huong Pham, the pretty, popular junior who had moved here from Vietnam last year and now co-anchored Vaquero Vision, our high school’s morning news show. She was the only junior in our class of sophomores, but I guessed she needed the gym credit. I tentatively approached Stacy Hennessy’s lane and asked to join.

			“As long as you go first,” she said.

			Aboard the starting block, I assumed the position, squatting neatly with my legs and feet tucked together, and watched as some of the others struggled to balance themselves. Lana and I peeked at each other. As former swim teammates, we knew we were each other’s competition—that is if I cared, if I could gain even a sliver of satisfaction from beating her in an inconsequential heat in gym class.

			I did care, I realized. After what she’d done to me, I would beat her.

			“Fifty-meter freestyle,” Coach Turner said, holding up the stopwatch app on her smartphone. “Focus on technique. I want to see elbows above water, arced arms, cupped hands, and tight scissor kicks. And, yes, your faces must go under the water.”

			A crisp whistle sliced the air. I leaped headfirst into the water.

			Diving in felt so luxurious that I almost forgot to begin swimming. I pushed through the satin-smooth waves, absorbing the sensations.

			After a few strokes, my hands felt something grimy. Without breaking stride, I instinctively rubbed my fingers together to determine the texture. Sand? Dirt? Our class was the first to enter the pool this morning, unless water polo had practice before school. That was possible, but not even a bunch of stinky boys could pollute the water this much. I glanced over at the other lanes but could barely make out my classmates’ bodies through the murky water.

			By the time I reached the other side, the water had cleared, the contamination evaporated. I frowned in confusion, passing Stacy Hennessy, who appeared to be clinging to the lane line mid-lap, already winded.

			After my fingertips reached the wall, I popped up, breathing heavily, and glanced over to Lana’s lane to make sure I won. She wasn’t there. I looked back at the bleachers. They were empty, the rest of the class now standing near the edge of the pool. Tamara Lyford—bobbing in the next lane, mouth hanging open, chest heaving—began to scream.

			My chest seized. I yanked my goggles up, my gaze whipping to the center of the pool, where Tamara was looking. Three lanes away, two bodies lay tangled together. Oh god. Lana. While I stared in shock, Coach Turner dove into the water, clothes, floppy sun hat, whistle, and all. After a second, I followed her.

			Powered by adrenaline and terror, my feet pushed against the pool wall; my body wriggled beneath the water, slipping under the lane ropes until I reached the girls. Under the water, Lana and her lane-mate, Huong, glowed in a hazy mass of limbs, hair, and skin, but when I touched the closest arm, I knew it belonged to my former best friend. I wrapped my arms around Lana’s waist, scooping her up and hoisting her against my side. Her body felt like an oversized sandbag. But she was alive. She had to be. I repeated this to myself over and over as I kicked my feet to regain balance.

			To my amazement, the cloudiness returned, the water around us transforming from clear saline blue to a deep yellow haze. I blinked a few times in confusion, my eyes burning, trying to see through the foggy mess. Huong floated past us, her long black ponytail wrapping around her neck and face. I desperately stretched out my hand, grasping at her heel but unable to secure a proper grip. Her skin felt too slippery, disintegrating between my fingers and dissolving into the water, like it was no longer solid. A thin, mossy reed appeared out of nowhere, drifting between us. I swatted it aside in shock, reaching again for Huong while still struggling to hold Lana. The grainy golden water was so thick, Huong seemed to disappear within it. After blinking again, I couldn’t see her at all.

			What was happening? My body floundered as my heartbeat grew louder in my ears, the panic clutching my throat. Could it be happening again?

			Maybe this was a dream. A nightmare. Please let it just be a nightmare.

			An arm grazed my waist and I turned. Coach Turner bumped against me, taking Lana from my weakening grip. Two others surrounded Huong. Together, we pushed the unconscious girls up to the surface, gasping and spitting into the cool air.

			On the deck, our dry classmates continued shrieking. Omigod. Omigod. Omigod. Someone pushed a lifesaver donut at me. I looped Lana’s arm through so her head could stay above water, and we bobbed to the edge of the pool.

			Hands reached for us, untangling us and pulling us out. Once Lana and Huong were safely on the deck, Coach Turner shouted for us to make room. I finally caught my breath, my nose and throat still burning, and looked back at the pool.

			No kelp, no mud, no golden tint. Only clear water.

			But the memory of my eyes stinging and salt lingering on my tongue haunted me. I shook my head, trying to dislodge excess water from my ears and the images seared into my brain.

			The mud and plants in the pool—I’d seen them. I’d felt them. Swallowing back hot saliva, my throat sore and parched, I looked around nervously. Was I the only one?

			They all remained focused on Lana and Huong. My classmates hovered around them, our wet hair and swimsuits enclosing them in a drippy circle of concern. Coach Turner pressed an ear to Lana’s chest, then snapped around to look at us. “Who else knows CPR?”

			“I do,” I said, kneeling in front of Huong. Droplets from my hair sprinkled across her face as I tried recalling the Red Cross instructions.

			“They knocked skulls,” Madison Ha said behind us. “We could hear them from the bleachers. It was like…crack!”

			Lana began coughing up water, moaning, and turned to her side, while Coach Turner covered her with a green-and-yellow-striped towel. Huong remained motionless, her wrist heavy in my shaky grasp. I concentrated on finding a pulse, but my fingers trembled. My eyes stayed fixed on her immobile nose and mouth still dotted with water. I pushed on Huong’s chest with both hands, counting each compression aloud and pressing so hard that I imagined feeling a rib cracking. Huong was tall but thin, with hardly any boobs to cushion the chest pumps.

			My classmates’ commentary buzzed above us. I tried to ignore them, but Daphne Nguyen’s voice pierced through my fog. My other former friend. She whispered with another classmate, Iris Thomas, pretending to look concerned.

			“This is why we shouldn’t, like, ever share lanes,” Daphne said gravely.

			“Who hit who?” Iris wondered.

			“Well, Lana just flip-turned right into her. She wasn’t even looking—”

			“Huong shouldn’t have been there. She wasn’t supposed to take off yet, she was supposed to wait until Lana tapped the wall—”

			While they gossiped, I continued to press on Huong’s chest with my sweaty and slippery hands, trying not to panic as the seconds ticked by. Coach Turner stood behind me, prepared to take over when my hands got tired.

			The others couldn’t help but gawk. How often could they witness Huong Pham in such a vulnerable state? She was always composed and confident on Vaquero Vision—her glowing, dewy face streaming through the classroom monitors and the outdoor screen in the campus quad for ten minutes every morning, renewing collective envy from most of the girls at our school.

			Even wet and unconscious, her face was impressively untouched, yearbook-picture worthy. Her skin, dotted with pool water, glistened in the sun.

			As if to protest the gawking, Huong’s body erupted. A few gurgles of water first as warning—her shoulders and chest spasming—and then, with a sudden lunge forward, she vomited onto the deck. A fountain of pool water, mingled with her morning blueberry smoothie, splattered Coach Turner, me, and a few others who had the misfortune to be kneeling over Huong.

			Several girls screamed and gagged, hopping up and down in hysteria and disgust. I took a towel someone shoved in my face to wipe the purplish puke away. The vomit didn’t actually smell that bad, more like sweet water than anything else. I gazed at the puke-stained towel in wonder, at how the violet chunks seemed to twinkle in the sunlight, and then threw it to the ground, hoping that no one else had noticed.

			And they hadn’t—everyone’s attention was still on Huong. Once she stopped heaving and coughing, Coach Turner’s arm around her shoulders, something resembling a sly smile flickered on Huong’s face. It lasted only a second, but I glanced around quickly, wondering if anyone else caught it. They hadn’t. Apparently no one had seen any of the weird shit I’d witnessed.

			The school nurse and several aides arrived—someone must have alerted the health center—armed with towels, first aid kits, and the grim expressions usually reserved for earthquake or lockdown drills. They elbowed their way to the center of our group, where Huong and Lana lay on the deck.

			Without the suspense of possible death, or at the very least an ambulance, our classmates drifted away. Daphne and Iris chatted with two boys through the fence, dramatically reenacting the accident, pushing up their chests and tilting their hips.

			“Omigod.” Iris sighed, resting a hand on her heart. “It was so, so scary.”

			“They. Could. Have. Died,” Daphne said.

			“Her vomit just flew in the air! It was like The Exorcist!” Iris said.

			Of course, they were both dry as powder, their hair and makeup unaffected by the icky pool water and soaring body fluids. I turned around. “Could you guys keep it down? This is serious.”

			Daphne glared at me. “You don’t have to tell me that. Lana is my best friend.”

			“Then maybe you should stop gossiping about her.”

			Daphne hadn’t helped to save Lana, and probably resented that I had. I walked away before she could respond, feeling her eyes, thin and lethal, following me, her rage activating prickles along my back.

			I frowned in irritation. My stupid hives. When they first started, I dismissed them as another side effect of my recently diagnosed anxiety, more evidence of my craziness. I tried hiding them with long-sleeved shirts and sweatshirts, but Bà Nội caught on and made an appointment with Dr. Bruckmann, who added another anti-anxiety pill to my meds list. The hives receded, my skin calming and returning to normal, but the burning sensation never fully went away. Sometimes I could feel the heat prickling underneath my skin, and it was almost always because someone was staring at me. Judging me.

			Like now. Another reminder that I’d never feel normal again.

			The school nurse checked Lana’s vitals first. After the nurse moved on to Huong, Lana sat in a puddle wrapped in several layers of towels, staring at the pool with tired, bloodshot eyes like a little refugee, overwhelmed, confused, scared. Daphne was still too busy flirting with the soccer players to bother checking on her.

			I walked over to her, summoning my courage. “Are you okay?” I asked.

			“I guess,” she murmured. “They think I might have a concussion.”

			“Well, yeah,” I said.

			“I don’t know what happened.” She shivered. “I didn’t even see her.”

			“It was hard to see anything in that water.”

			Her forehead creased in confusion. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, there was all that stuff in the water mucking it up.”

			“What stuff?”

			“The mud and sand. It was like we summoned the ocean again.”

			Lana scowled, tightening the towels around her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Don’t you remember?” Her face told me to stop talking, but I couldn’t help myself. “Back in my grandparents’ pool, when we were little?”

			When we were seven, Lana and I spent most of our waking hours in my backyard pool. I lived in my neon-green polka-dotted swimsuit, indifferent to the penetrating rays of the brutal sun. My grandparents usually emerged at dusk, when the pink evenings exhaled a cool breeze across the South Bay. I couldn’t bite into a watermelon slice or pop open a Sanpellegrino without remembering those lazy, perfect days when Lana and I were so close that I never thought things could be any different.

			That was years ago, before the pool got cemented over. I’d get up early, float in the water before anyone else had awoken, stare up at the clear blue sky that hardly changed all year, even in winter. It had probably looked like that for millions of years before me and would look like that for millions of years after. That thought thrilled me when I was little, the largeness of the world, the smallness of me.

			At breakfast, Bà Nội would secure my hair in two braids, but by the afternoon, I had undone them to enjoy the luxurious sensation of water flowing through my hair. For the rest of the evening, I would glide around the pool like a mermaid, scheming to return to the ocean, which I was fantasized was my true home. I loved living in the water, especially when my best friend was there with me.

			“You have to remember,” I said, trying to push past the awkwardness, hoping against hope she could. “We used to find plants and fish underwater and thought it was so weird that no one else could see them—”

			“Stop,” Lana warned, looking around to make sure no one could hear us. “Jesus, we were seven and playing make-believe.”

			“Oh,” I said, trying to laugh it off, my face heating up. “Sorry. I just thought—”

			“I don’t want to hear any more of your lies,” Lana said, her eyes rolling. “No one does. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”

			I turned away as Daphne and Iris swept in to talk to Lana, grateful that at least she’d kept her voice down. I practiced the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding technique to regain my breath, trying to keep the intrusive thoughts away. This is why no one likes you. This is why you have no friends. I focused on the sun on my skin, the warm wind rustling my hair, and breathing in and out until the sirens in my ears subsided.

			One of the aides clapped his hands and ordered us back to the locker room. I waited until the rest of my classmates left so no one would see my face and ask what was wrong.

			I passed Huong on the bleachers, a towel draped around her like a sari while one of the staff held her wrist to check her pulse. Her long legs stretched out in front of her like she was sunbathing instead of recovering. She waved at me.

			“Thanks,” she said.

			I shrugged, walking past her, but I felt a strange sensation mid-stride, as if the cells in my body were stirring. It felt like the prickles I got with my hives, but more pleasant and warm. I gazed down at my arms. Instead of ugly red welts, my skin looked shiny and dewy, almost sparkling. I stopped and looked back at Huong, whose gaze hadn’t left me. The others around us, however, remained still—too still. Like they were petrified in time. Huong blinked at me, smiling. Were we the only ones who could still move?

			I felt a trembling, like a small earthquake, but within my body. I pressed my bare feet to the concrete, my hands gripping my towel, afraid my knees would buckle beneath me. I blinked and shook my head, waiting for the dizziness to go away.

			This whole time, Huong just watched me, curiously, amusedly.

			“See you soon,” she said, and with a nod of her head, the world returned to motion.

			I walked away, stumbling a few times over my own feet. What was that? The lack of oxygen had to be affecting my brain.

			As I walked into the humid locker room, a burst of giddiness spread slowly, dreamily through my body. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this happy, especially for no good reason. Why? Because some popular girl I hardly knew spoke to me? Yet the inexplicable glee continued to flow through me as I showered and changed clothes, and I couldn’t help but beam at everything.

			I basked in the euphoria, an opalescent bubble carrying me through study period, where no one spoke to me, and into lunch, where I sat alone in the cafeteria at the same corner table with the other friendless freshmen and sophomores.

			At first bite, my usual sandwich tasted different. I slowed my chewing in astonishment. I savored the salt in the pastrami, the creamy fat of the mayonnaise, the crunch of the butter lettuce and sourdough baguette. Had the cafeteria switched catering services for our lunches? Even the bottled water—the same brand the school had contracted for years—tasted cleaner, as if my tongue detected the mythical mountain spring advertised on its label. I chomped into my apple, a fresh Honeycrisp, detecting the rich, earthy soil, and inhaled the pungent evergreens from the Washington State farm where it had grown.

			Not until I stood in front of the compost and recycling bins, separating my lunch remnants, did I realize what had been happening since Huong smiled at me. The discovery, so whole and abrupt, halted my steps in the crowded cafeteria doorway. The buzzing throughout my body swelled, warming me all over again.

			A few kids hollered at me to move along or to get out of their way, roughly bumping my shoulder, but I barely noticed. At that moment, they didn’t matter. None of it did.

			Because, somehow, I was in the ocean, swimming down into the darkness until I found Huong sitting on the sand, waiting for me, her hair undulating above her. As soon as I reached her, Huong looked up and gave me that smile, a finger touching her lips. She shimmied along the ocean floor as I followed, until the water began to brighten, shifting in colors, like a rainbow had descended around us. Huong stopped, turning to me. Suddenly, we stood on a cliff overlooking a roaring ocean, the sun high and bright, the wind blowing through our hair, our hands clasping each other. She looked at me in gratitude.

			I knew you’d save me, she said.

			It wasn’t a delusion. It wasn’t a dream. I was having a vision.

			Just like Ông Nội had told me, once you have one, once you experience that cosmic smack in the face, the electricity gliding through your bloodstream, you cannot ignore it. You cannot think about anything else. You wonder why or how you never felt it before, and how you could have ever existed without it.
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			THE PSYCHIC

			Huong wasn’t my first vision, but she was certainly the first good one. And way better than the last, which had essentially ruined my friendships, torched my reputation, and destroyed my life. Bad visions could do that, especially if you tried to ignore them. You pushed them deep inside your body and, inevitably, they erupted.

			Just ask my psychic grandpa.

			When people found out I was descended from a long line of psychics, they got excited, like I was related to a tech founder or a movie star. They asked a lot of questions.

			Do they know where you are…like right now?

			Can they see dead people?

			Do they know when you’re going to die?

			Can they predict lottery numbers? The SuperLotto is up to 500 million right now!

			Can they tell my future? I’d love to know if Fin likes me, if I’ll get into Stanford, what questions Miss Haskins is going to use on our econ quiz, etc., etc., etc.

			It was not nearly that fun. Which was why I hadn’t seen my dad in over eight years. Why I sat alone at lunch every day at school. Why my former friends refused to speak to me. Once people got over the holy-shit spectacle of it all, the reality that my grandfather was a thầy bói, a fortune-teller, started to sound creepy. And when you factored in all the stereotypes, the idea of being psychic started to lose its charm.

			Some of the biggest lies I’d heard about psychics:

			
					
					They were all the same.

				

			

			This couldn’t be further from the truth. There were clairvoyants, spiritual diviners, sensitives, astrologers, precognitors, telepaths, feng shui experts, geomancers, lucid projectors, intuitives, and telekinesists among the many, many types of mediums in the world. Some abilities crossed over, but not always.

			For readings, they could use tarot cards, rice grains, coins, tea leaves, and, yes, sometimes those sparkly crystal balls. Some had even updated their tools and used phone apps.

			My ancestors never needed objects to perform readings. Ông Nội dismissed them as garbage. He wouldn’t even hold your palm to pretend to read it. A good thầy bói knew what was going on when a person walked into the room and didn’t need props.

			
					
					They were fakes.

				

			

			If this was what you really thought, then my ancestors’ legacy as revered thầy bói in Vietnam would never sway you. You wouldn’t believe that prominent village leaders and government officials visited our family home seeking advice on strategic planning, or that families from around the region would ask for the best wedding dates for their children or request horoscope charts for newly born grandsons. Granddaughters rarely warranted such trouble, unless they were rich.

			You certainly wouldn’t believe that my Ông Nội anticipated the end of the civil war. On the day Saigon fell, he warned our relatives and neighbors to not bother rushing the American embassy, because the handful of American helicopters on the roof were not nearly enough for the thousands already clamoring for refuge. He promised our family would escape. They’d just have to wait five years for the right boat. Ông Nội himself would navigate a grueling three-week odyssey through the South China Sea to eventually reach a refugee camp in Thailand that would grant them sanctuary.

			You would not believe how Ông Nội called my dad one morning only weeks after my parents had eloped, when he and my mom were still living in a studio apartment in Venice Beach, and told them that they were pregnant with me. My mother was barely four weeks pregnant. “It’s a girl, and you are moving home so we can help raise her,” Ông Nội said, hanging up before they could protest or ask questions.

			
					
					They were greedy, cheating swindlers. And they should be able to predict lottery numbers. If they said they couldn’t, they were lying.

				

			

			Okay. First of all, how could psychics predict lotto numbers and also be con artists whose sole intention was to take everyone’s money? Since we live in Silicon Valley, the land of venture capitalists and startups, this greedy attitude is everywhere.

			My family had never been rich. We lived in an affluent neighborhood in San Jose only because my grandparents bought their first home before the tech boom. Ông Nội used to take perverse pride in the dilapidated conditions of their house while increasingly being surrounded by snotty neighbors. Let them look down on us, he’d say, they won’t be here for long. Whether he meant another tech bubble would be bursting or something worse, I didn’t know and didn’t want to ask.

			
					
					They could foresee every disaster or tragedy, both small and large, including when you were going to die.

				

			

			Come on. Psychics couldn’t predict everything in the future and recall everything in the past. The world was too massive, chaotic, and messed up for any human being, medium or not, to possibly try to control. If the psychics in our family could predict everything, they would have avoided the war that resulted in the deaths of millions of civilians and soldiers and forced them out of their home country. They would have prevented my dad from leaving. They would have prevented my mom from dying.

			She died in childbirth. Preeclampsia that the doctors hadn’t detected in all those prenatal appointments. I never got a chance to meet her. We had very few photos of her in the house, but Bà Nội said she saw more of my mom in me every day, not only in my face and body, but in the way I crossed my arms when I was overthinking something, or biting my lip when I was mad.

			Most of all, they would have foreseen Ông Nội’s dementia—how it would slowly but surely steal everything imaginative, compassionate, and astounding about his powerful brain; how it would frighten away most of his clients. That was what dried up his business. Now, of course, he didn’t say much of anything at all.

			So even if psychics could make these epic forecasts and change history to improve their own lives, who would listen to them? Who would believe them?

			They were frail, vulnerable, bewildered people just like the rest of us.
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			VISIONS

			We lived on a cul-de-sac of ranch houses close to the freeway, bordered by a row of lush sequoia trees. At night, I could hear the hum of late commuters and the impatient whistles and grumblings of the overnight freight trains, the eucalyptus trees rustling in the wind. Even as I walked home that afternoon, the sidewalk vibrated underneath my steps, reminding me of the San Andreas Fault and the tectonic plates grinding deep below the soil, biding their time before some fantastic, destructive upheaval. I looked around uncertainly and checked my phone, which was set for alerts for earthquake activity. No notifications.

			The house was quiet when I stepped inside. As I crossed to the kitchen, soft voices bubbled from the dining room. Stepping around the corner, I saw my grandparents hovering around the dining table with an unfamiliar older couple. Their heads converged over a pile of papers on the table. A tray of perspiring teacups and politely bitten dried salted plums sat forgotten on the sideboard. The smell of incense lingered in the air.

			While I rooted around in the refrigerator for a snack, the voices in the dining room swelled. I didn’t need to understand Vietnamese to know that Ông Nội was sitting with clients, and they were unhappy with his calculations. When I pushed open the swinging door between the kitchen and dining room to peer in, the older couple stood, shaking their heads in displeasure. The man jabbed his finger at one of the numbers on Ông Nội’s charts, his face inches from my grandfather’s.

			I inhaled deeply and released a shaky breath, hoping, wishing for the clients’ frowns to disappear, for them to even smile.

			Ông Nội still had a few loyal clients who trickled in for the occasional horoscope chart, wedding date, or business reading. This couple had to be part of this minority of devoted holdouts. Bà Nội said the younger generations looked down on horoscopes as superstition. Americans didn’t believe in psychics, only money.

			As good business practice, psychics needed to strike a balance between what clients should and should not know. Ông Nội used to excel at this, carefully suppressing information he knew clients were not ready for, because above all else, they paid his fee. Who wants to buy bad news? He navigated this fine line with cryptic warnings and long-winded lectures.

			Until about a year ago. At first we thought it was from boredom. Years of impatience built up from listening to self-serving, indulgent clients. Or his brain finally succumbing to all the destinies he had to carry. Whatever the reason, he started to tell the truth…about things his clients didn’t ask for.

			One can excuse the occasional rant from an eccentric psychic. But then he began to deliver them more often, ignoring questions in order to obsess over an imagined apocalypse starting in San Jose. The gossip spread among his clients and their families, and, inevitably, to kids in school from our community.

			His eventual diagnosis felt like both a relief and a death. Ông Nội was here and wasn’t here at the same time. Despite Bà Nội’s efforts, the house felt quiet, and the last thing I wanted to do was speak up and fill it with more sadness.

			Bà Nội caught me spying from the kitchen. “Jolieeeee!” she called out, dragging out the last syllable into a wide smile. I dragged my feet across the carpet to stand in front of our unhappy guests. “This is our granddaughter. Jolie is a sophomore at West. Jolie, this is Mr. and Mrs. Phan.”

			I was being recruited as a distraction; the conversation had switched from Vietnamese to English so I could participate. And nothing brought Vietnamese people together like telling a kid what they should do with their life.

			Mrs. Phan’s frown melted away. “My children graduated from West.”

			“Oh yeah?” I asked.

			“Jennifer loved being a Vaquero,” Mrs. Phan cooed. “She was on student government, and the varsity tennis and volleyball teams. What about you, con?”

			“Me?” I asked. “I do nothing.”

			“She is focusing on her studies right now,” Bà Nội said, offering a tight laugh that sounded like a machine.

			“STEM classes are very important,” Mr. Phan said, snapping his chewing gum open-mouthed so that the little gray rubbery worm revealed itself on his tongue. “Who is that tutor we hired for Michael? Very smart boy with scholarship offers from Cal Tech and MIT. Have you already taken the PSAT?”

			Mrs. Phan winked at me and my grandma. “Ah, don’t ask her that! Jolie knows that school is much more than studies. You are a second year? You know Daphne Nguyen? Her mother and I see the same hairstylist. She’s very good at coloring all my white hairs.”

			I smiled tightly. “Yes, I know her.” Why was I surprised? Daphne’s family knew all the Vietnamese families in San Jose.

			“Jolie used to swim,” Bà Nội said. “It gave her very broad shoulders. See? They are still so big.”

			My grandmother’s diversion, while ill-chosen, worked. Mrs. Phan’s eyes sparkled in understanding.

			“Aah, my Jennifer’s body was like that, too. She had to be careful not to get too fat.”

			I would have acted offended if any non-Asians were around to hear their criticisms.

			“Jolie is fine,” Ông Nội boomed, tapping his pencil on the table, his tic when he grew impatient.

			“Of course she isn’t fat,” Bà Nội said soothingly. “This is a hormonal age.”

			“And her mother was white, so you never know how that affects the genes,” Mrs. Phan said. “But she did give her pretty hair. Look at those golden streaks. And her skin.” She looked me up and down like a potential purchase. “My goodness, she has beautiful skin. She looks like she’s glowing. Did you go to one of those tanning salons?”

			Bà Nội studied me, too. “She’s right. Did you get a lot of sun today?”

			I stepped back, suddenly self-conscious. It actually felt easier when they were criticizing me.

			Ông Nội coughed loudly. “Are we done?”

			“Not at all,” Mr. Phan said, once again jabbing his finger on his expensive commissioned chart. “We still haven’t settled on the date.”

			“We have,” Ông Nội said. “You simply don’t like the dates I’ve offered.”

			“But the reception deposit is not refundable,” Mr. Phan said. “Perhaps you can look at the dates again. See if there is any flexibility about the fifteenth.”

			“No,” he pronounced. “The fifteenth is the worst day of the month, even the next few months. The likelihood of an earthquake that week is also very high.”

			“Oh, we’ve been having earthquakes anyway.”

			“This will not be any ordinary tremor,” Ông Nội said, wagging his finger. “Do you really want to be sitting in a crowded reception hall built alongside a crumbling cliff when it hits?”

			They switched the argument over to Vietnamese, where their voices grew louder, pushier. My throat felt hot and prickly. I wandered back to the kitchen for a glass of water, gazing at the wild yellow flowers in our backyard.

			My grandparents planted the yellow mustard flowers years ago, when they first moved in, a familiar and beloved blossom in Vietnam. They hadn’t realized how quickly the plant would spread—like an invasive weed—and seedlings cropped up in the neighbors’ otherwise pristine gardens. While our neighbors struggled to keep their grass green, ours always appeared embarrassingly overgrown and lush, which drew suspicion that we were violating our city’s water usage restrictions. Like we were responsible for the droughts and wildfires that disturbed their summer vacations in Tahoe and Yosemite.

			In our defense, we were the only house on the block without a pool. Bà Nội had ours paved over last year after I quit the swim team and she became worried that an increasingly forgetful Ông Nội might fall in and drown.

			After the clients left, I walked back into the dining room. My grandmother was clearing the dining table, while my grandfather knelt on the floor to shove papers into a cardboard bankers box.

			“The Phans have referred many families to you,” Bà Nội reminded him. “We cannot afford to anger them.”

			“I calculated those numbers at least a dozen times,” Ông Nội said from under the table. “If they don’t like the results, that’s their problem.”

			“They need your blessing,” she said. “How can they move forward with a half million–dollar wedding when their fortune-teller says the day is unlucky?”

			Ông Nội’s head poked back up from under the table, his face red from either the exertion of crawling around the floor or anger. “Why are they so concerned with frivolous parties,” he asked, “when they should be preparing to survive?”

			“But how will I survive you?” Bà Nội asked, pulling him up to his feet. “You are tired and should rest.”

			While they went upstairs, I held up one of my grandfather’s horoscope calculations. What should have had numbers and astrology figures instead had a pencil drawing of…a dragon. Another one. This one was hanging off a cliff by its front talons, its snout exhaling rings of smoke. With all the others he scribbled all day, we could assemble a coloring book.

			My grandparents’ voices vibrated through the popcorn ceiling. This wasn’t new; they often carried on the most boring conversations at maximum volume, since neither of their hearing was prime anymore. But then I heard doors and drawers slamming, and thuds like they were throwing things against the walls and on the floor. I waited for it to settle down, as it usually did when Ông Nội gave up and lay down for his nap.

			Yet the slams and crashes grew louder and bigger, the clangs sharpening and slicing through my ears. This was a full-on fight. Were they still throwing things? My hands crept over my ears, trying to block out the noise. Didn’t they realize I could hear them?

			The roar grew steadily louder, angrier, wrapping around and shuddering through my body. Then, as the ground underneath me began to tremble, something else occurred to me. Was this the big one? No. Earthquakes started from the ground, undulating in waves, the furniture rattling and bumping against the walls. But this had started upstairs. This was like a snow-globe shake. I looked down at my bare feet, trying to lift one foot, then the other, off the shaky floor, but they wouldn’t budge. A thick, black mud surrounded my feet and was spreading across the tiles.

			The pressure began crawling up my legs and then my arms, the pain so agonizing that I twisted to the floor, landing not on the twenty-year-old dusty Oriental rug that was supposed to be under the dining room table, but on a bed of rocks, lichen, and hardened mud. Panicking, I reached for a chair leg and found myself gripping something thicker and rougher. I frantically clawed at it again, feeling soft bark collect underneath my fingernails. It was a tree root.

			Another vision, I thought grimly. This couldn’t really be happening.

			Beneath the kitchen doorway, a stream of water trickled in, slowly at first, but then growing, pushing the door open, rolling toward me. At the end of the dining room, a curling wave of foamy water hurtled down the staircase. The water rose fast, chilling my already shocked body, sloshing across my paralyzed legs.

			I opened my mouth. Despite all the water around me, my throat still felt dry and scratchy. I inhaled, willing a hot breath to gather inside my lungs. With every ounce of power in my stomach and chest, I screamed.

			“Jolie?” I turned around to see Bà Nội standing on the staircase, staring at me quizzically, a wrinkle between her eyebrows. She carried a thick book in her arms.

			I no longer lay on the ground soaked in muddy water. Instead I stood on the familiar rug in the same dining room we’d eaten in for years. The walls of the room appeared dry and undamaged. I placed a shaky hand on the table to steady myself.

			“Jolie,” my grandmother said again. “Did you call me?”

			“Did you feel that?” I asked. “Did you see the water?”

			“What?” she asked me, her face calm and blank.

			She hadn’t seen or felt it. Only I had. It was a delusion. Another one. My face tilted up at her, and I struggled to blink my eyes.

			“Nothing,” I said, trying to control the trembling in my voice, though my heart continued to pound and my hands were damp from sweat. Only sweat.

			She came down the stairs, set her book on the table, and stood in front of me. Now she was the one looking up at me, since I’d shot past her in height when I turned twelve.

			“Mrs. Phan was right. Your skin is very bright. Are you swimming again?”

			I looked down at my bare arms and hands, still very shiny, like after the vision this afternoon.

			“We swam in gym today.”

			“Did those girls give you trouble again?” she asked, frowning.

			“No,” I said. “But something did happen in the pool.” I told her about Lana and Huong’s collision, and what I saw under the water. I wanted to tell her about what I had just experienced in the dining room, but something in her distressed face made me hesitate.

			“You’ve always been very sensitive,” Bà Nội said, smiling weakly. “You feel things too deeply.”

			The disappointment caught in my throat, my cheeks heating up in frustration. “You think I imagined this?”

			Her smile faded and she stepped toward me. “The thầy bói gift doesn’t pass down to women. You know that.”

			“I didn’t say I was thầy bói.”

			“Be glad you are not,” she said.

			I shouldn’t have said anything. Bà Nội already felt like she had to manage Ông Nội. I didn’t want to be another burden. I turned away, the red leather book on the table catching my eye.

			“What is that?” I asked.

			“It’s your Ông Nội’s mythology book,” Bà Nội said. “He’s been sleeping with it under his pillow.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“I don’t know.” She looked tired and irritated. “He doesn’t even read it.”

			“He probably has it memorized,” I said, running my hand along the aged red leather spine. It had to be the oldest, rattiest book from his collection. He used to read these Vietnamese folktales to me when I was little. My favorite ones had been about the mythical, mischievous dragons that founded Vietnam. When Ông Nội’s dementia began, he would talk for hours about the mythical creatures’ return and revenge on this world, long after his clients—or we—cared to listen.

			No wonder Bà Nội didn’t want the book around.

			“He keeps bumping his face into it, waking him up,” Bà Nội said. “Then waking me up. When I try to put it back downstairs, he just finds it and sneaks it back under his pillow.”

			As if on cue, Ông Nội moaned from their bedroom, calling for Bà.

			We both looked up at the ceiling. Bà Nội sighed. “Would you mind putting this back in his study?”

			After watching her trudge up the stairs, I lifted the book with two fingers, once again surprised by its weight. How could old paper weigh this much? As I carried it to Ông Nội’s study, a room he barely used anymore, the book seemed to grow heavier, enough so that I needed both arms. I dropped it on the desk with a thud. I walked out, pausing to close the door, when I heard a clatter from the desk. I froze and turned to look back in the study. The book seemed to have shifted, balancing halfway on the desk, threatening to fall on the floor. I walked back and pushed the book firmly onto the middle of the desk, checking again before closing the door that it was still there.

			Back in my room, I closed my door and hurled my backpack toward the bed, where it bounced off the edge, landing on the carpet with a surprisingly wet squish. I stepped forward to look at the comforter where the backpack had landed, then pressed my hand on a darkened spot at the bottom. Bringing my hand to my nose, I smelled, then licked, two of my fingers. They felt damp and tasted of earth and salt.
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